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      In the beginning...

       ...Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) created the Store. 

      At least, that was the belief of thousands of nomes who for many generations* had lived
 under the floorboards of Arnold Bros. (est. 1905), an old and respected department store 
in the middle of the city. 

      *[Nome generations, that is. Nomes live ten times faster
 than humans. To them, ten years is a long lifetime.]

       The Store had become their world. A world with a roof and walls. Wind and Rain were ancient legends. So were Day and Night. Now there were sprinkler systems and air conditioners, and the nomes' small, crowded lives ticked to the clock of Opening Time and Closing Time. The seasons of their year were January Sales, Spring into Spring Fashions, Summer Bargains, and Christmas Fayre. Led by the Abbot and priesthood of the Stationer!, they worshipped in a polite, easygoing sort of way, so as not to upset him. Arnold Bros. (est. 1905), who they believed had created everything, i.e., the Store and all the contents therein. Some families of nomes had grown rich and powerful and took the names-more or less-of the Store departments they lived under ... the Del Icatessen, the Ironmongri, the Haberdasheri. And into the Store, on the back of a truck, came the last nomes to live Outside. They knew what wind and rain were, all right. That's why they tried to leave them behind. Among them was Masklin, rat hunter, and Granny Morkie, and Grimma, although they were women and didn't really count. And, of course, the Thing. No one quite understood the Thing. Masklin's people had handed it down for centuries; it was very important, that was all they knew. When it came near the electricity in the Store it was able to talk. It said it was a thinking machine from a ship which, thousands of years before, had brought the nomes from a far Store, or possibly star. It also said it could hear electricity talk, and one of the things the electricity was saying was that the Store would be demolished in three weeks. It was Masklin who suggested that the nomes leave the Store on a truck.

      He found, oddly enough, that actually working out how you could drive a giant truck was the easiest part. The hardest part was getting people to believe that they could do it. He wasn't the leader. He'd have liked to be a leader. A leader could stick his chin out and do brave things. What Masklin had to do was argue and persuade and, sometimes, lie very slightly. He found it was often easier to get people to do things if you let them think it was their idea. Ideas! That was the tricky bit, all right. And there were lots of ideas that they needed. They needed to learn to work together. They needed tolearn to read. They needed to think that female nomes were, well, nearlyas intelligent as males (although everyone knew that really this wasridiculous and that if females were encouraged to think too much theirbrains would overheat).

      Anyway, it all worked. The truck did leave just before the Storemysteriously burned down, and hardly damaging anything very much, it wasdriven out into the country.

      The nomes found an abandoned quarry tucked into a hillside, and movedinto the ruined buildings.

      And then they knew everything was going to be All Right. There was goingto be, they'd heard, a Bright New Dawn.

      Whatever that was.

      Most nomes had never seen a dawn, bright or otherwise, and if they hadthey would have known that the trouble with bright new dawns is thatthey're usually followed by cloudy days. With scattered showers.

      Six months passed ...

      This is the story of the Winter.

      This is the story of the Great Battle.

      This is the story of the awakening of the Cat, the Dragon in the Hill, with eyes like great eyes and a voice like a great voice and teeth likegreat teeth.

      But the story didn't end there.

      It didn't start there, either.

      The sky blew a gale. The sky blew a fury. The wind became a wall sweepingacross the country, a giant stamping on the land. Small trees bent, bigtrees broke. The last leaves of autumn whirred through the air like lostbullets.

      The garbage dump by the gravel pits was deserted. The seagulls thatpatrolled it had found shelter somewhere, but it was still full of movement.

      The wind tore into the heaps as though it had something particularagainst old detergent boxes and leftover shoes. Tin cans rolled into theruts and clanked miserably, while lighter bits of rubbish flew up andjoined the riot in the sky.

      Still the wind burrowed. Papers rustled for a while, then got caught andblasted away.

      Finally one piece that had been flapping for hours tears free and fliesup into the booming air. It looks like a large white bird with oblongwings.

      Watch it tumble... .

      It gets caught on a fence, but very briefly. Half of it tears off, andnow that much lighter, it pinwheels across the furrows of the field beyond... .

      It is just gathering speed when a hedge looms up and snaps it out of theair like a fly.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      I. And in that time were StrangeHappenings: the Air moved harshly, theWarmth of the Sky grew Less, on somemornings the tops of puddles grew Hardand Cold.

      II. And the nomes said unto one another, What is this Thing?

      -From the Book of Nome, Quarries I, v. I-II

      "Winter," said Masklin firmly. "It's called winter."

      Abbott Gurder frowned at him.

      "You never said it would be like this," he said. "It's so cold."

      "Call this cold?" said Granny Morkie. "Cold? This ain't cold. You thinkthis is cold? You wait till it gets really cold!" She was enjoying this, Masklin noticed; Granny Morkie always enjoyed doom. "It'll be really coldthen, when it gets cold. You get real frosts, and water comes down out ofthe sky in frozen bits!" She leaned back triumphantly. "What d'you thinkof that, then? Eh?"

      "You don't have to use baby talk to us," sighed Gurder. "We can read, youknow. We know what snow is."

      "Yes," said Dorcas. "There used to be cards with pictures on them, backin the Store. Every time Christmas Fayre came around. We know about snow.

      It's glittery."

      "You get robins," agreed Gurder.

      "There's, er, actually there's a bit more to it than that," Masklinbegan.

      Dorcas waved him into silence. "I don't think we need to worry," he said.

      "We're well dug in, the food stores are looking good, and we know whereto go to get more if we need it. Unless anyone's got anything else toraise, why don't we close the meeting?"

      Everything was going well. Or, at least, not very badly. That sort ofthing always worried Masklin.

      Oh, there was still plenty of squabbling and feuds between the variousfamilies, but that was nomish nature for you. That's why they'd set upthe council, which seemed to be working.

      Nomes liked arguing. At least the Council of Drivers meant they couldargue without hitting one another hardly ever.

      Funny thing, though. Back in the Store the great departmental families had run things. But now all the families were mixed up and, anyway, therewere no departments in a quarry. But by instinct, almost, nomes likedhierarchies. The world had always been neatly divided between those whotold people what to do, and those who did it. So, in a strange way, a newset of leaders was emerging.

      The Drivers.

      It depended on where you had been during the Long Drive. If you were oneof the ones who had been in the truck cab, then you were a Driver. Everyone else was just a Passenger. No one talked about it much. It wasn'tofficial or anything. It was just that the bulk of nomekind felt thatanyone who could get the Truck all the way here was the sort of personwho knew what they were doing.

      Being a Driver wasn't necessarily much fun.

      Last year, before they'd found the Store, Masklin had to hunt all day.

      Now he only hunted when he felt like it; the younger Store nomes likedhunting, and apparently it wasn't right for a Driver to do it. And theymined potatoes and there'd been a big harvest of corn from a nearbyfield, even after the machines had been around. Masklin would havepreferred the nomes to grow their own food, but they didn't seem to havethe knack of making seeds grow in the rock-hard ground of the quarry. Butthey were getting fed, that was the main thing.

      Around him he could feel thousands of nomes living their lives. Raisingfamilies. Settling down.

      He wandered back to his own burrow, down under one of the derelictquarry sheds. After a while he reached a decision and pulled the Thingout of its own hole in the wall.

      None of its lights was on. They wouldn't do that until the Thing wasclose to electrical wires; then it would light up and be able to talk.

      There were some wires in the quarry, and Dorcas had got them working.

      Masklin hadn't taken the Thing to them, though. The solid black box had away of talking that always made him feel unsettled.

      He was pretty certain it could hear, though.

      "Old Torrit died last week," he said after a while. "We were a bit sad, but after all, he was very old and he just died. I mean, nothing ate himfirst or ran him over or anything."

      Masklin's little tribe had lived in a highway embankment beside rollingcountryside which was full of things that were hungry for fresh nome. Theidea that you could die simply of not being alive anymore was a new oneto them.

      "So we buried him up on the edge of the potato field, too deep for theplow. The Store nomes haven't got the hang of burial yet, I think. Theythink he's going to sprout, or something. I think they're mixing it upwith what you do with seeds. Of course, they don't know about growingthings. Because of living in the Store, you see. It's all new to them.

      They're always complaining about eating food that comes out of theground, they think it's not natural. And they think the rain is asprinkler system. I think they think the whole world is just a biggerStore. Urn."

      He stared at the unresponsive cube for a while, scraping his mind for other things to say.

      "Anyway, that means Granny Morkie is the oldest nome," he saideventually. "And that means she's entitled to a place on the council, even though she's a woman. Abbot Gurder objected to that, but we said, all right, you tell her, and he wouldn't, so she is. Um."

      He looked at his fingernails. The Thing had away of listening that was quite off-putting.

      "Everyone's worried about the winter. Um. But we've got masses ofpotatoes stored up, and it's quite warm down here. The Store nomes havesome funny ideas, though. They said that when it was Christmas Fayre timein the Store there was this thing that came called Santer Claws. I justhope it hasn't followed us, that's all. Um."

      He scratched an ear.

      "All in all, everything's going right. Um."

      He leaned closer.

      "You know what that means? If you think everything's going right, something's going wrong that you haven't heard about yet. That's what Isay. Um."

      The black cube managed to look sympathetic.

      "Everyone says I worry too much. I don't think it's possible to worry toomuch. Um."

      He thought some more.

      "Um. I think that's about all the news for now." He lifted the Thing upand put it back in its hole.

      He'd wondered whether to tell it about his argument with Grimma, butthat was, well, personal.

      It was all that reading books, that was what it was. He shouldn't havelet her learn to read, filling her head with stuff she didn't need toknow. Gurder was right, women's brains did overheat. Grimma's seemed tobe boiling hot the whole time, these days.

      He'd gone and said, Look, now everything was settled down more, it wastime they got married like the Store nomes did, with the Abbot mutteringwords and everything.

      And she'd said she wasn't sure.

      So he'd said, It doesn't work like that, you get told, you get married, that's how it's done.

      And she'd said. Not anymore.

      He'd complained to Granny Morkie. You'd have expected some support there, he thought. She was a great one for tradition, was Granny. He'd said, Granny, Grimma isn't doing what I tell her.

      And she'd said, Good luck to her, wish I'd thought of not doin' what Iwas told when I was a gel.

      Then he'd complained to Gurder, who said, Yes, it was very wrong, girlsshould do what they were instructed. And Masklin had said, Right then, you tell her. And Gurder had said, Well, er, she's got a real temper onher, perhaps it would be better to leave it a bit and these were, afterall, changing times... .

      Changing times. Well, that was true enough. Masklin had done most of thechanging. He'd had to make people think in different ways to leave theStore. Changing was necessary. Change was right. He was all in favor ofchange.

      What he was dead against was things not staying the same.

      His spear was leaning in the corner. What a pathetic thing it was ...

      now. Just a bit of flint held onto the shaft with a twist of binder twine. They'd brought saws and things from the Store. They could usemetal these days.

      He stared at the spear for some time. Then he picked it up and went outfor a long, serious think about things and his position in them. Or, asother people would have put it, a good sulk.

      The old quarry was about halfway up the hillside. There was a steepturf slope above it, which in turn became a riot of bramble and hawthornthicket. There were fields beyond.

      Below the quarry a dirt road wound down through scrubby hedges and joinedthe main highway. Beyond that there was the railroad, another name fortwo long lines of metal on big wooden blocks. Things like very longtrucks went along it sometimes, all joined together.

      The nomes had not got the railroad fully worked out yet. But it wasobviously dangerous, because they could see a road that crossed it and, whenever the railroad moving thing was coming, two gates came down overthe road.

      The nomes knew what gates were for. You saw them on fields, to stopthings from getting out. It stood to reason, therefore, that the gateswere to stop the trains from escaping from their rails and rushing aroundthe place.

      Then there were more fields, some gravel pits, good for fishing, for thenomes who wanted fish, and then there was the airport.

      Masklin had spent hours in the summer watching the planes. They drovealong the ground, he noticed, and then went up sharply, like a bird, andgot smaller and smaller and disappeared.

      That was the big worry. Masklin sat on his favorite stone, in the rainthat was starting to fall, and started to worry about it. So many thingswere worrying him these days he had to stack them up, but below all ofthem was this big one.

      They should be going where the planes went. That was what the Thing hadtold him, when it was still speaking to him. The nomes had come from thesky. Up above the sky, in fact, which was a bit hard to understand, because surely the only thing there was above the sky was more sky. Andthey should go back. It was their ... something beginning with D.

      Density. Their density. Worlds of their own, they once had. And somehowthey'd got stuck here. But-this was the worrying part-the ship thing, the airplane that flew through the really high sky, between the stars, was still up there somewhere. The first nomes had left it behind whenthey came down here in a smaller ship, and the small ship had crashed, and they hadn't been able to get back.

      And he was the only one that knew.

      The old Abbot-the one before Gurder-he had known. Grimma and Dorcas and Gurder all knew some of it, but they had busy minds and they werepractical people and there was so much to organize these days.

      It was just that everyone was settling down. We're going to turn thisinto our little world, just like in the Store. They thought the roof wasthe sky, and we think the sky is the roof.

      We'll just stay and ...

      There was a truck coming up the quarry road. It was such an unusual sightthat Masklin realized he had been watching it for a while without reallyseeing it at all.

      "There was no one on watch! Why wasn't there anyone on watch? I saidthere should always be someone on watch!"

      Half a dozen nomes scurried through the dying bracken toward the quarrygate.

      "It was Sacco's turn," muttered Angalo.

      "No it wasn't!" hissed Sacco. "You remember, yesterday you asked me toswap because-"

      "I don't care whose turn it was!" shouted Masklin. "There was no one there! And there should have been! Right?"

      "Sorry, Masklin."

      "Yeah. Sorry, Masklin."

      They scrambled up a bank and flattened themselves behind a tuft ofdried grass.

      It was a small truck, as far as trucks went. A human had already climbedout of it and was doing something to the gates leading into the quarry.

      "It's a Land-Rover," said Angalo smugly. He'd spent a long time in theStore reading everything he could about vehicles, before the Long Drive.

      He liked them. "It's not really a truck, it's more to carry humans over-"

      "That human is sticking something on the gate," said Masklin.

      "On our gate," said Sacco disapprovingly.

      "Bit odd," said Angalo. The man sleepwalked, in the slow, ponderous waythat humans did, back to the vehicle. Eventually it backed around androared off.

      "All the way up here just to stick a bit of paper on the gate," saidAngalo, as the nomes stood up. "That's humans for you."

      Masklin frowned. Humans were big and stupid, that was true enough, but there was something unstoppable about them and they seemed to be controlled by bits of paper. Back in the Store a piece of paper had said theStore was going to be demolished and, sure enough, it had beendemolished. You couldn't trust humans with bits of paper.

      He pointed to the rusty wire netting, an easy climb for an agile nome.

      "Sacco," he said, "you'd better fetch it down."

      Miles away, another piece of paper fluttered on the hedge. Spots of rainpattered across its sun-bleached words, soaking the paper until it washeavy and soggy and ...

      ... it tore.

      It flopped onto the grass, free. A breeze made it rustle.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 2

      

      III. But there came a Sign, and people said, Whatis it that this means?

      IV. And it was not good.

      -From the Book of Nome, Signs I, v. III-IV

      Gurder shuffled on hands and knees across the paper from the gate.

      "Of course I can read it," he said. "I know what every word means."

      "Well, then?" said Masklin.

      Gurder looked embarrassed. "It's what every sentence means that's givingme trouble," he said. "It says here ... where was it ... yes, it sayshere the quarry is going to be reopened. What does that mean? It's openalready, any fool knows that. You can see for miles."

      The other nomes crowded around. You certainly could see for miles. Thatwas the terrible part. On three sides the quarry had decently high cliffwalls, but on the fourth side ... well, you got into the habit of notlooking in that direction. There was too much of nothing, which made youfeel even smaller and more vulnerable than you were already.

      Even if the meaning of the paper wasn't clear, it certainly lookedunpleasant.

      "The quarry's a hole in the ground," said Dorcas. "You can't open ahole unless it's been filled in. Stands to reason."

      "A quarry's a place you get stone from," said Grimma. "Humans do it. Theydig a hole and they use the stone for making, well, roads and things."

      "I expect you read that, did you?" said Gurder sourly. He suspectedGrimma of lack of respect for authority. It was also incredibly annoyingthat, against all the obvious deficiencies of her sex, she was better atreading than he was.

      "I did, actually," said Grimma, tossing her head.

      "But, you see," said Masklin patiently, "there aren't any more stoneshere, Grimma. That's why there's a hole."

      "Good point," said Gurder, sternly.

      "Then he'll make the hole bigger!'" snapped Grimma. "Look at those cliffsup there"-they obediently looked-"they're made of stone! Look here"-every head swivelled down to where her foot was tapping impatiently atthe paper-"it says it's for a highway extension! He's going to make thequarry bigger! Our quarry! That's what it says he's going to do!"

      There was a long silence.

      Then Dorcas said, "Who is?"

      "Order! He's put his name on it," said Grimma.

      "She's right, you know," said Masklin. "Look. It says: To be reopened, byOrder."

      The nomes shuffled their feet. Order. It didn't sound a promising name.

      Anyone called Order would probably be capable of anything.

      Gurder stood up and brushed the dust off his robe.

      "It's only a piece of paper, when all's said and done," he said sullenly.

      "But the human came up here," said Masklin. "They've never come up herebefore."

      "Dunno about that," said Dorcas. "I mean, all the quarry buildings. Theold workshops. The doorways and so on. I mean, they're for humans. Alwaysworried me, that has. Where humans have been before, they tend to goagain. They're rascals for that."

      There was another crowded silence, the kind that gets made by lots ofpeople thinking unhappy thoughts.

      "Do you mean," said a nome slowly, "that we've come all this way, we'veworked so hard to make a place to live in, and now it's going to be takenaway?"

      "I don't think we should get too disturbed right at this-" Gurder began.

      "We've got families here," said another nome. Masklin realized that itwas Angalo. He'd been married in the spring to a young lady from the DelIcatessen family, and they'd already got a fine pair of youngsters, twomonths old and talking already.

      "And we were going to have another go at planting seeds," said anothernome. "We've spent ages clearing that ground behind the big sheds. Youknow that."

      Gurder raised his hand imploringly.

      "We don't know anything," he said. "We mustn't start getting upset untilwe've found out what's going on."

      "And then can we get upset?" said another nome sourly. Masklin recognisedNisodemus, one of the Stationeri and Gurder's own assistant. He'd neverliked the young nome, and the young nome had never liked anyone, as far as Masklin could see. "I've never, um, been happy with the feel of thisplace, um, I knew there was going to be trouble-"

      "Now, now, Nisodemus," said Gurder. "There's no cause to go talking likethat. We'll have another meeting of the council," he added. "That's whatwe'll do."

      The crumpled newspaper lay beside the road. Occasionally a breeze wouldblow it randomly along the verge, while a few inches away, the trafficthundered past.

      A stronger gust hit at the same time as a particularly large truckroared by, dragging a tail of whirling air. The paper shot up over theroad, spread out like a sail, and rose on the wind.

      
        * * *

      

      The Quarry Council was in session, in the space under the floor of theold quarry office.

      Other nomes had crowded in and the rest of the tribe milled around outside.

      "Look," said Angalo, "there's a big old barn up on the hill, the otherside of the potato field. It wouldn't hurt to take some stores up there.

      Make it ready, you know. Just in case. Then if anything does happen, we've got somewhere to go."

      "The quarry buildings don't have spaces under the floors, except in thecanteen and the office," said Dorcas gloomily. "It's not like the Store.

      There aren't many places to hide. We need the sheds. If humans come here, we'll have to leave."

      "So the barn will be a good idea, won't it?" repeated Angalo.

      "There's a human on a tractor who goes up there sometimes," said Masklin.

      "We could keep out of its way. Anyway," said Angalo, looking around atthe rows of faces, "maybe the humans will go away again. P'raps they'lljust take their stone and go. And we can come back. We could send someoneto spy on them every day."

      "It seems to me you've been thinking about this barn for some time," saidDorcas.

      "Me and Masklin talked about it one day when we were hunting up there," said Angalo. "Didn't we, Masklin?"

      "Hmm?" said Masklin, who was staring into space.

      "You remember, we went up there and I said, 'That'd be a useful place ifever we needed it,' and you said 'Yes.' "

      "Hmm," said Masklin.

      "Yes, but there's this Winter thing coming," said one of the nomes. "Youknow. Cold. Glitter on everythin'."

      "Robins," another nome put in.

      "Yeah," said the first nome uncertainly. "Them too. Not a good time to go movin' around, with robins zoomin' about."

      "Nothing wrong with robins," said Granny Morkie, who had nodded off for amoment. "My dad used to say there's good eatin' on a robin, if youcatched one." She beamed at them, proudly.

      This comment had the same effect on everyone's train of thought as abrick wall built across the line. Eventually Gurder said, "I still say weshouldn't get too excited right at this moment. We should wait and trustin Arnold Bros. (est. 1905)'s guidance."

      There was more silence. Then Angalo said, very quietly, "Fat lot of goodthat'll do us."

      There was silence again. But this time it was a thick, heavy silence, andit got thicker and heavier and more menacing, like a storm cloud buildingup over a mountain, until the first flash of lightning would come as arelief.

      It came.

      "What did you say?" said Gurder, slowly.

      "Only what everyone's been thinking," said Angalo. Many of the nomesstarted to stare at their feet.

      "And what do you mean by that?" said Gurder.

      "Where is Arnold Bros. (est. 1905), then?" said Angalo. "How did he helpus get out of the Store? Exactly, I mean? He didn't, did he?" Angaloshook a bit, as if even he was terrified to hear himself talking likethis. "We did it. By learning things. We did it all ourselves. We learnedto read books, your books, and we found things out and we did things forourselves."

      Gurder jumped to his feet, white with fury. Beside him Nisodemus puthis hand over his mouth and looked too shocked to speak.

      "Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) goes wherever nomes go!" he shouted.

      Angalo swayed backward, but his father had been one of the toughest nomesin the Store and he didn't give in easily.

      "You just made that up!" he snorted. "I'm not saying that there wasn't, well, something in the Store, but that was the Store and this is here andall we've got is us\ The trouble is, you Stationer! were so powerful inthe Store and just can't bear to give it up!"

      Now Masklin stood up.

      "Just a moment, you two-" he began.

      "So that's all it is, is it?" growled Gurder, ignoring him. "That's theHaberdasheri for you! You always were too proud! Too arrogant for yourown good! Drive a truck a little way and we think we know it all, do we?

      Perhaps we're getting what we deserve, eh?"

      "This isn't the time or place for this sort of thing-" Masklin went on.

      "That's just a silly threat! Why can't you accept it, you old fool, Arnold Bros. doesn't exist! Use the brains Arnold Bros. gave you, why don't you?"

      "If you don't both shut up I'll bang your heads together!"

      That seemed to work.

      "Right," said Masklin, in a more normal voice. "Now, I think it would be a very good idea if everyone went and got on with-with whatever it is they were getting on with. Because this is no way to make complicated decisions. We all need to think for a while." The nomes filed out, relieved that it was over. Masklin could hear them arguing outside.

      "Not you two," he warned. "Now, look-" said Gurder.

      "No, you look, the pair of you!" said Masklin, "Here we are, maybe a big problem looming up, and you start arguing! You both ought to know better!

      Can't you see you're upsetting people?" "Well, it's important," muttered Angalo.

      "What we should do now," said Masklin sharply, "is have another look at this barn. Can't say I'm happy with the idea, but it might be useful to have a bolthole. Anyway, it'll keep people occupied, and that'll stop them from worrying. How about it?"

      "I suppose so," said Gurder, with bad grace.

      "But-"

      "No more buts," said Masklin. "You're acting like idiots. People look up to the pair of you, so you'll set an example. Do you hear?"

      They glowered at each other, but they both nodded.

      "Right, then," said Masklin. "Now, we'll all go out, and people'll see you've made up, and that'll stop their fretting. Then we can start planning." "But Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) is important," said Gurder.

      "I daresay," said Masklin as they came out into the daylight of the quarry. The wind was dropping again, leaving the sky a deep cold blue. "There's no daresay about it," said Gurder.

      "Listen," said Masklin, "I don't know whether Arnold Bros. exists, or was in the Store, or just lives in our heads or whatever. What I do know is that he isn't just going to drop out of the sky."

      All three of them glanced up when he said this. The Store nomes shuddered just a bit. It still took a certain courage to look up at the endless sky when you've been used to nice friendly floorboards, but it was traditional, when you referred to Arnold Bros., to look up. Up was where Management and Accounts had been, back in the Store. "Funny you should say that. There's something up there," said Angalo.

      Something white and vaguely rectangular was drifting gently through theair, and growing bigger.

      "It's just a bit of paper," said Gurder. "Something the wind's blownoff the dump."

      It definitely got a lot bigger, and turned gently in the air as ittumbled into the quarry.

      "I think," said Masklin slowly, as its shadow raced toward him across theground, "that we'd better stand back a bit-"

      It dropped on him.

      It was, of course, only paper. But nomes are small and it had fallenquite some way, so the force was enough to knock him over.

      What was more surprising were the words he saw as he fell backward. Theywere: Arnold Bros.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 3

      

      I. And they Sought for a Better Sign from ArnoldBros. (est. 1905), and there was a Sign; II. And some spake up saying. Well, all right, butit is really nothing but a Coincidence; III. But others said, Even a Coincidence can be aSign.

      -From the Book of Nome, Signs II, v. I-III Masklin had always kept an open mind on the subject of Arnold Bros.

      (est. 1905). After all, the Store had been pretty impressive, what withthe escalators and so on, and if Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) hadn'tcreated it, who had? After all, that only left humans. Not that heconsidered humans were as stupid as most nomes thought. They might be bigand slow but there was a sort of mindless unstoppability about them.

      They could certainly be taught to do simple tasks.

      On the other hand, the world was miles across and full of complicatedthings. It seemed to be asking a lot of Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) tocreate the whole thing.

      So Masklin had decided not to decide anything about Arnold Bros. (est.

      1905), in the hope that if there was an Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) and hefound out about Masklin, he wouldn't mind much.

      The trouble with having an open mind, of course, is that people willinsist on coming along and trying to put things in it.

      The faded newspaper from the sky had been carefully spread out on thefloor of one of the old sheds.

      It was covered in words. Most of them even Masklin could understand, but even Grimma had to admit she couldn't guess at what they were supposed to mean when you read them all in one go. SCHOOL SLAMS SHOCK PROBE, for example, was a mystery. SO Was FURY OVER TAXES REBEL. So WBS PLAY

      SUPER BINGO IN YOUR SOARAWAY BLACKBURY EVENING

      POST & GAZETTE. But they were mysteries that would have to wait.

      What all eyes were staring at was the quite small area of words, aboutnome-sized, under the word PEOPLE.

      "That means people," said Grimma.

      "Really?" said Masklin.

      "And the lettering underneath it says: 'Fun-loving, globetrottingmillionaire playboy Richard Arnold will be jetting to the Floridasunshine next week to witness the launch of Arnsat 1, the firstcommuni"-she hesitated-"cations sat ... ellite built by the Arnco Inter ... national Group. This leap into the future comes only a few monthsafter the dest ... ruction by fire of-"

      The nomes, who'd been silently reading along with her, shivered.

      "-Arnold Bros., the store here in Blackbury which was the first of theArnold chain and the basis of the multimillion-pound trad ... inggroup. It was founded in 1905 by Alderman Frank W. Arnold and his brotherArthur. Grand ... son Richard, 39, who will ..." Her voice faded to awhisper.

      "Grandson Richard, 39," repeated Gurder, his face bright with triumph.

      "What d'you think of that, eh?"

      "What does globe-trotting mean?" said Masklin.

      "Well, globe means ball, and trotting is a sort of slow running," saidGrimma. "So he runs slowly on a ball. Globe-trotting."

      "This is a message from Arnold Bros.," said Gurder ponderously. "It'sbeen sent to us. A message."

      "A message meant, um, for us!" said Nisodemus, who was standing justbehind Gurder. He held up his hands. "Yea, all the way from-"

      "Yes, yes, Nisodemus," said Gurder. "Do be quiet, there's a good chap."

      He gave Masklin an embarrassed look.

      "Doesn't sound very likely, running slowly. I mean, you'd fall off. If itwas a ball, is what I'm saying," said Masklin.

      They stared at the Picture again. It was made up of tiny dots. Theyshowed a smiling face. It had teeth and a beard.

      "It stands to reason," said Gurder, more confidently. "Arnold Bros.

      (est. 1905) has sent Grandson Richard, 39, to ... to .. ."

      "And these two names who founded the Store," said Masklin. "I don'tunderstand that. I thought Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) created the Store."

      "Then these two founded it," said Gurder. "That makes sense. It was a bigStore. It'd be easy to find, even if you weren't looking for it." Helooked slightly uneasy. "Losted and founded," he said, half to himself.

      "That makes sense. Yes."

      "O-kay," said Dorcas. "So let's just see where we've got to. The message is, is it, is that Grandson Richard, 39, is in Florida, wherever thatis-"

      "Going to be in Florida," said Grimma.

      "It's a type of colored juice," volunteered a nome. "I know, 'cause oneday when we went over to the garbage dump, there was this old carton, andit said Florida Orange Juice. I read it," he added proudly.

      "Going to be in this orange-colored juice, so I'm given to understand," said Dorcas doubtfully. "Running slowly on a ball and jetting, whateverthat is. And liking it, apparently."

      The nomes fell silent while they thought about this.

      "Holy utterances are often difficult to understand," said Gurdergravely.

      "This must be a powerful holy one," said Dorcas.

      "I think it's just a coincidence," said Angalo loftily. "This is just astory about a human being, like in some of the books we read."

      "And how many humans could even stand on a ball, let alone run slowly onit?" demanded Gurder.

      "All right, " said Angalo, "But what are we going to do, then?"

      Gurder's mouth opened and shut a few times. "Why, it's obvious," he saiduncertainly.

      "Tell us, then." said Angalo sourly.

      "Well, er. It's, er, obvious. We must go to, er, the place where theorange juice is ..."

      "Yes?" said Angalo.

      "And, er, and find Grandson Richard, 39, which should be easy, you see, because we've got this picture." Gurder scratched his chin. "I mean, how many humans can there be in the world?" he said. "Not more than a fewhundred. And when we've found him ..."

      "Yes?" said Angalo.

      Gurder have him a haughty look. "Remember the commandment that ArnoldBros. (est. 1905) put up in the Store," he said. "Did it not say 'If youdo not see what you require, please ask'?"

      The nomes nodded. Many of them had seen it. And the other commandments:

      "Everything Must Go," and, by the escalators, "Dogs and Strollers Must BeCarried." They were the words of Arnold firos. (est. 1905). You couldn'treally argue with them... . But on the other hand, well, that had beenthe Store, and this was here.

      "And?" said Angalo.

      Gurder began to sweat. "Well, er, and then we ask him to let us be leftalone in the quarry."

      There was an awkward silence.

      Then Angalo said, "That sounds about the most half-baked-"

      "What does jetting mean?" said Grimma. "Is it anything to do with jet?"

      "A jet is a kind of aircraft," said Angalo, the transport expert.

      "So jetting means to go like an aircraft. Or in an aircraft?" said Grimma. Everyone turned to Masklin, whose fascination with the airport was well known to one and all.

      He wasn't there.

      Masklin pulled the Thing from its niche in the wall and padded back out into the open. The Thing didn't have to be attached to any wires. It was enough to put it near them.

      There was electricity in the old manager's office. He ran across the empty alley between the tumble-down buildings and squeezed his way in through a crack in the sagging door. Then he placed the box in the middle of the floor and waited.

      It always took some while for the Thing to wake up. Its lights flickered at random and it made odd beeping noises. Masklin supposed it was the machine's equivalent of a nome getting up in the morning.

      Eventually it said, "Who is there?"

      "It's me," said Masklin, "Masklin. Look, I need to know what the words 'communications satellite' mean. I've heard you use the word 'satellite' before. You said the Moon is one, didn't you?"

      "Yes. But communications satellites are artificial moons. They are used for communications. Communications means the transferring of information. In this case, by radio and television." "What's television?" said Masklin.

      "A means of sending pictures through the air."

      "Does this happen a lot?"

      "All the time."

      Masklin made a mental note to look out for any pictures in the air.

      "I see," he lied. "So these satellites-where are they, exactly?"

      "In the sky."

      "I don't think I've ever seen one," said Masklin doubtfully. There was an idea forming in his mind. He wasn't quite sure yet. Bits and pieces ofthings he'd read and heard were coming together. The important thingwas to let them take their own time, and not frighten them away.

      "They are in orbit, many miles up. There are a great many above thisplanet, " said the Thing.

      "How do you know that?"

      "I can detect them."

      "Oh."

      Masklin stared at the flickering lights.

      "If they are artificial, does that mean they're not real?" he said.

      "They are machines. They are usually built on the planet and then launched into space."

      The idea was nearly there. It was rising like a bubble.

      "Space is where our ship is, you said."

      "That is correct."

      Masklin felt the idea explode quietly, like a dandelion. "If we knew where one of these things was going to be flown into space," he said, speaking quickly before the words had time to escape, "and we could sortof hang on to the sides or whatever, or maybe drive it like the Truck, and we took you with us, then we could jump off when we got up there andgo and find this ship of ours, couldn't we?"

      The lights on top of the Thing moved oddly, into patterns Masklin hadnever seen before. This went on for quite a while before it spoke again.

      When it did, it sounded almost sad.

      "Do you know how big space is?" it said.

      "No," said Masklin politely. "It's pretty big, is it?"

      "Yes. However, it may be possible for me to detect and summon the ship if I were taken above the atmosphere. But do you know what the words 'oxygen supply' mean?"

      "No."

      " 'Space suit'?"

      "No." "It is very cold in space."

      "Well, couldn't we sort of jump around a bit to keep warm?" said Masklin desperately. "I think you do not appreciate what it is that space contains."

      "What's that, then?"

      "Nothing. It contains nothing. And everything. But there is very little everything and more nothing than you could imagine."

      "It's still worth a try, though, isn't it?"

      "What you are proposing is an extremely unwise endeavor, " said the Thing.

      "Yes, but, you see," said Masklin firmly, "if I don't try, then it'salways going to be like this. We're always going to escape, and findsomewhere new, and just when we're getting the hang of it all, we'll haveto go again. Sooner or later we must find somewhere that we can knowreally belongs to us. Dorcas is right. Humans get everywhere. Anyway, youwere the one who told me that our home was ... up there somewhere."

      "This is not the right time. You are ill-prepared."

      Masklin clenched his fists. "I'll never be well prepared! I was born ina hole, Thing! A muddy hole in the ground! How can I ever be wellprepared for anything? That's what being alive is, Thing! It's beingbadly prepared for everything! Because you only get one chance, Thing!

      You only get one chance and then you die and they don't let you go aroundagain after you've got the hang of it! Do you understand, Thing! So we'lltry it now! I order you to help! You're a machine and you must do whatyou're told!"

      The lights formed a spiral.

      "You 're learning fast," said the Thing.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 4

      

      III. And in a voice like Thunder, the GreatMasklin said unto the Thing, Now is the Time to goback to our Home in the Sky; IV. Or we will Forever be Running from Place toPlace.

      V. But none must know what I intend, or they willsay, Ridiculous, Why go to the Sky when we HaveProblems Right here?

      VI. Because that is how People are.

      -From the Book of Nome, Quarries II, v. III-VI Gurder and Angalo were having a blazing row when Masklin got back.

      He didn't try to interrupt. He just put the Thing down on the floor andsat down next to it, and watched them.

      Funny how people needed to argue. The whole secret was not to listen towhat the other person was saying, Masklin had noticed.

      Gurder and Angalo had really got the hang of that. The trouble was thatneither of them was entirely certain he was right, and the funny thingwas a that people who weren't entirely certain they were right alwaysargued much louder than other people, as if the main person they weretrying to convince was themselves. Gurder was not certain, not entirelycertain, that Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) really existed, and Angalo wasn'tentirely certain that he didn't.

      Eventually Angalo noticed Masklin.

      "You tell him, Masklin," he said. "He wants to go and find GrandsonRichard, 39!"

      "Do you? Where do you think we should look?" Masklin asked Gurder.

      "The airport," said Gurder. "You know that. Jetting. In a jet. That'swhat he'll do."

      "But we know the airport!" said Angalo. "I've been right up to the fence several times! Humans go in and out of it all day! Grandson Richard, 39, looks just like them! He could have gone already. He could be in thejuice by now! You can't believe words that just drop out of the sky!" Heturned to Masklin again. "Masklin's a steady lad," he said, "he'll tellyou. You tell him, Masklin," he said. "You listen to him, Gurder. Hethinks about things, Masklin does. At a time like this-"

      "Let's go to the airport," said Masklin.

      "There," said Angalo, "I told you, Masklin isn't the kind of nome-what?"

      "Let's go to the airport and watch."

      Angalo's mouth opened and shut silently.

      "But ... but ..." he managed.

      "It must be worth a try," said Masklin.

      "But it's all just a coincidence!" said Angalo.

      Masklin shrugged. "Then we'll come back. I'm not suggesting we all go. Just a few of us."

      "But supposing something happens while we're gone?"

      "It'll happen anyway, then. There's thousands of us. Getting people to the old barn won't be difficult, if we need to do it. It's not like the Long Drive." Angalo hesitated.

      "Then I'll go," he said. "Just to prove to you how ... how superstitious you're being." "Good," said Masklin.

      "Provided Gurder comes, of course," Angalo added.

      "What?" said Gurder.

      "Well, you are the Abbot," said Angalo sarcastically. "If we're going to talk to Grandson Richard, 39, then it'd better be you. I mean, he probably won't want to listen to anyone else."

      "Aha!" shouted Gurder. "You think I won't come! It'd be worth it just to see your face-" "That's settled, then," said Masklin calmly. "And now, I think we'd better see about keeping a special watch on the road. And some teams had better go to the old barn. And it would be a good idea to see what people can carry. Just in case, you know." Grimma was waiting for him outside. She didn't look happy.

      "I know you," she said. "I know the kind of expression you have whenyou're getting people to do things they don't want to do. What are youplanning?"

      They strolled into the shadow of a rusting sheet of corrugated iron.

      Masklin occasionally squinted upward. This morning he'd thought the skywas just a blue thing with clouds. Now it was something that was fullof words and invisible pictures and machines whizzing around. Why was itthat the more you found out, the less you really knew?

      Eventually he said, "I can't tell you. I'm not quite sure myself."

      "It's to do with the Thing, isn't it?"

      "Yes. Look, if I'm away for, er, a little bit longer than-"

      She stuck her hands on her hips. "I'm not stupid, you know," she said.

      "Orange-colored juice, indeed! I've read nearly every book we broughtout of the Store. Florida is a ... a place. Just like the quarry.

      Probably even bigger. And it's a long way away. You have to go across alot of water to get there."

      "I think it might even be further away than we came on the Long Drive," said Masklin quietly. "I know, because one day when we went to look atthe airport I saw water on the other side, by the road. It looked asthough it went on forever."

      "I told you," said Grimma smugly. "It was probably an ocean."

      "There was a sign by it," said Masklin. "Can't remember everything on it.

      I'm not as good at the reading as you. One of the words was ... res-ervoir, I think."

      "There you are, then."

      "But it must be worth a try." Masklin scowled. "There's only one placewhere we can ever be safe, and that's where we belong," he said.

      "Otherwise we'll always have to keep running away."

      "Well, I don't like it," said Grimma.

      "But you said you didn't like running away," said Masklin. "There isn'tan alternative, is there? Let me just try something. If it doesn't work, then we'll come back."

      "But supposing something goes wrong? Supposing you don't come back?

      I'll ..." Grimma hesitated.

      "Yes?" said Masklin hopefully.

      "I'll have a terrible job explaining things to people," she saidfirmly. "It's a silly idea. I don't want to have anything to do with it."

      "Oh." Masklin looked disappointed but defiant. "Well, I'm going to tryanyway. Sorry."

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 5

      

      V. And he said, What are these frogs of which you speak?

      VI. And she said, You wouldn't understand.

      VII. And he said, You are right.

      -From the Book of Nome, Strange Frogs I, v. V-VII There was a busy night ...

      It would be a journey of several hours to the barn. Parties went on tomark the path and generally prepare the way, besides watching out forfoxes. Not that they were often seen, these days; a fox might be quitehappy to attack a solitary nome, but thirty well-armed, enthusiastichunters were a different proposition, and it would be a very stupid foxindeed that even showed an interest. The few that did live near the quarry tended to wander off hurriedly in the opposite direction wheneverthey saw a nome. They'd learned that nomes meant trouble.

      It had been a hard lesson for some of them. Not long after the nomesmoved into the quarry a fox was surprised and delighted to come across acouple of unwary berry gatherers, which it ate. It was even moresurprised that night when two hundred grim-faced nomes tracked it to itsden, lit a fire in the entrance, and speared it to death when it ran out, eyes streaming.

      There were a lot of animals that would like to dine off nome, Masklin hadsaid. They'd better learn: it's us or them. And they'd better learn rightnow that it's going to be them. No animal is going to get a taste fornome. Not anymore.

      "Of course it might all be nothing to worry about," said Angalonervously, around dawn. "We might never have to move."

      "Just when we were beginning to get settled down, too," said Dorcas.

      "Still, I reckon that if we keep a proper lookout we can have everyone onthe move in five minutes. And we'll start moving some food stores upthere this morning. No harm in that. Then they'll be there if we needthem."

      Nomes sometimes went as far as the airport. There was a garbage dump onthe way, which was a prime source of bits of cloth and wire, and theflooded gravel pits further on were handy if anyone had the patience tofish. It was a pleasant enough day's journey, largely along badgertracks. There was a main road to be crossed, or rather, to be burrowedunder; for some reason pipes had been carefully put underneath it justwhere the track needed to cross it. Presumably the badgers had done it.

      They certainly used it a lot.

      Masklin found Grimma in her schoolhole under one of the old sheds, supervising a class in writing. She glared at him, told the children toget on with it-and would Nicco Haberdasheri like to share the joke withthe rest of the class? No? Then he could jolly well get on withthings-and came out into the passage.

      "I've just called to say we're off," said Masklin, twiddling his hat inhis hands. "There's a load of nomes going over to the dump, so we'll havecompany the rest of the way. Er."

      "Electricity," said Grimma, vaguely.

      "What?"

      "There's no electricity at the old barn," said Grimma. "You remember whatthat meant? On moonless nights there was nothing to do but stay in theburrow. I don't want to go back to that."

      "Well, maybe we were better nomes for it," mumbled Masklin. "We didn'thave all the things we've got today, but we were-"

      "Cold, frightened, ignorant, and hungry!" snapped Grimma. "You know that.

      You try telling Granny Morkie about the Good Old Days and see what shesays."

      "We had each other," said Masklin.

      Grimma examined her hands.

      "We were just the same age and living in the same hole," she saidvaguely. She looked up. "But it's all different now! There ... well, there are the frogs, for one thing."

      Masklin looked blank. And, for once, Grimma looked unsure.

      "I read about them in a book," she said. "There's this place, you see.

      Called South America. And there are these hills where it's hot and rains all the time, and in the rain forests there are these very tall trees andright in the top branches of the trees there are these, like, great bigflowers called bromeliads and water gets into the flowers and makeslittle pools and there's a type of frog that lays eggs in the pools andtadpoles hatch and grow into new frogs and these little frogs live theirwhole lives in the flowers right at the top of the trees and don't evenknow about the ground and the world is full of things like that and now Iknow about them and I'm never ever going to be able to see them, and thenyou," she gulped for breath, "want me to come and live with you in a holeand wash your socks!"

      Masklin ran this sentence through his head again, in case it made anysense when he listened to it a second time.

      "But I don't wear socks," he pointed out.

      This was apparently not the right thing to say. Grimma prodded him in thestomach.

      "Masklin," she said, "you're a good nome and bright enough in your way, but there aren't any answers up in the sky. You need to have your feet onthe ground, not your head in the air!"

      She swept away and shut the door behind her.

      Masklin felt his ears growing hot.

      "I can do both!" Masklin shouted after her. "At the same time!"

      He thought about it and added, "So can everyone!"

      He stamped off along the tunnel. Bright enough in his way! Gurder wasright, universal education was not a good idea. He'd never understandwomen, he thought. Even if he lived to be ten.

      Gurder had turned over the leadership of the Stationer! to Nisodemus.

      Masklin felt less than happy about this. It wasn't that Nisodemus wasstupid. Quite the reverse. He was clever in a bubbling, sideways waythat Masklin distrusted; he always seemed to be bottling up excitementabout something, and when he spoke the words always rushed out, withNisodemus putting "urns" in the flow of words so that he could catch hisbreath without anyone having the chance to interrupt him. He made Masklinuneasy. He mentioned this to Gurder.

      "Nisodemus might be a bit overenthusiastic," said Gurder, "but hisheart's in the right place."

      "What about his head?"

      "Listen," said Gurder. "We know each other well enough, don't we? Weunderstand one another, wouldn't you say?"

      "Yes. Why?"

      "Then I'll let you make the decisions that affect all nomes' bodies," said Gurder, his voice just one step away from being threatening, "andyou'll let me make the decisions that affect all nomes' souls. Fairenough?"

      And so they set off.

      The good-byes, the last-minute messages, the organization, and, becausethey were nomes, the hundred little arguments, are not important.

      They set off.

      Life at the quarry began to get back to something like normal. No moretrucks came up to the gate. Dorcas sent a couple of his more agile youngassistant engineers up the wire netting, just in case, to stuff therusty padlock full of mud. He also ordered a team of nomes to twist wirearound and around the gates as well.

      "Not that it'd hold them very long," he said. "Not if they weredetermined."

      The council, or what was left of it now, nodded wisely, although franklynone of them understood or cared much about mechanical things.

      The truck came back the same afternoon. The two nomes watching the truckhurried back into the quarry to report. The driver had fiddled with thepadlock for a while, pulled at the wire, and then driven off.

      "And it said something," said Sacco.

      "Yes, it said something. Sacco heard it," said his partner, NootyKiddies-Klothes. She was a plump young nome who wore trousers and wasgood at engineering and had actually volunteered to be a guard instead ofstaying at home learning how to cook; things were really changing in thequarry.

      "I heard it say something," said Sacco helpfully, in case the pointhadn't sunk in.

      "That's right," said Nooty. "We both heard it, didn't we, Sacco?"

      "And what was it?" said Dorcas encouragingly. I don't really deserve this sort of thing, he thought. Not at my time of life. I'd rather be in myworkshop, trying to get this radio business sorted out.

      "It said," Sacco took a deep breath, his eyes bulged, and he attemptedthe foghorn mooing that was human sound, " 'Bbbllllooooooooddddyyykkiiiddddddssss!'"

      Dorcas looked at the others.

      "Anyone got any ideas?" he said. "It almost s seems to mean something, doesn't it? I tell you, if only we could understand them-"

      "This must have been one of the stupid ones," said Nooty. "It was tryingto get in!" "Then it'll come back," said Dorcas gloomily. He shook hishead.

      "All right, you two," he said. "Well done. Get back on watch. Thank you."

      He watched them go off hand in hand, and then he wandered away across thequarry, heading for j the old manager's office.

      I've seen Christmas Fayre come around six times, he thought. That's sixwhatd'youcall'ems, years. And almost one more, I think, although it'shard to j be sure out here. No one puts up any signs to say what'shappening, the heating just gets turned down. Seven years old. Just aboutthe time when a nome ought to be taking it easy. And I'm out here, wherethere aren't any proper walls to the world, and the water goes cold andhard as glass some mornings, and the ventilation and heating systems arequite shockingly out of control. Of course-he pulled himself together abit-as a scientist I find all these phenomena extremely interesting. Itwould just be nicer to find them extremely interesting from somewherenice and snug, inside.

      Ah, inside. That was the place to be. Most of the older nomes sufferedfrom the fear of the Outside, but no one liked to talk about it much. Itwasn't too bad in the quarry, with its great walls of rock. If you didn'tlook up too much, or look toward the fourth side with its terribly hugeviews across the countryside, you could almost believe you were back inthe Store. Even so, most of the older nomes preferred to stay in thesheds, or in the cozy gloom under the floorboards. That way you avoidedthis horrible exposed feeling, the dreadful sensation that the sky waswatching you.

      The children seemed to quite like the Outside, though. They weren'treally used to anything else. They could just about remember the Store, but it didn't mean much to them. They belonged Outside. They were usedto it. And the young men who went out hunting and gathering ... well, young men liked to show how brave they were, didn't they? Especially infront of other young men. And young women.

      Of course, Dorcas thought, as a scientist and rational-thinking nome Iknow we weren't really intended to live under floorboards the wholetime. It's just that, as a nome who is probably seven years old andfeeling a bit creaky, I've got to admit I'd find it sort of comforting tohave a few of the good old signs around the place. "Amazing Reductions," perhaps, or just a little sign saying, "Mammoth Sales Start Tomorrow." Itwouldn't hurt, and I'm sure I'd feel happier. Which is of course totallyridiculous, when you look at it rationally.

      It'd just be like Arnold Bros. (est. 1905), he thought sadly. I'm prettysure he doesn't exist in the way I was taught he does, when I was young.

      But when you saw things like "If you do not see what you require, pleaseask" on the walls, you felt that everything was somehow all right.

      He thought: These are very wrong thoughts for a rational thinking nome.

      There was a crack in the woodwork by the door of the manager's office.

      Dorcas slipped into the familiar gloom under the floor and padded alonguntil he found the switch.

      He was rather proud of this idea. There was a big red bell on the outsidewall of the office, presumably so that humans could hear the telephonering when the quarry was noisy. Dorcas had changed the wiring so that hecould make it ringj whenever he liked.

      He pressed the switch.

      Nomes came running from all corners of the quarry. Dorcas waited as the underfloor space filled up, and then dragged up an empty matchbox to stand on.

      "The human has been back," he announced. "It didn't get in, but it'll keep trying."

      "What about your wire?" said one of the nomes.

      "I'm afraid there are such things as wire cutters."

      "So much for your theory about, um, humans being intelligent. A intelligent human would know enough not to go, um, where it wasn't wanted," said Nisodemus sourly.

      Dorcas liked to see eagerness in a young nome, but Nisodemus vibrated with a peculiarly hungry kind of eagerness that was unpleasant to see. He gave him as sharp a look as he dared. "Humans out here might be different from the ones in the Store," he snapped. "Anyway-" "Order must have sent it," said Nisodemus. "It's a judgment, um, on us!"

      "None of that. It's just a human," said Dorcas. Nisodemus glared at him as he went on, "Now, we really should be sending some of the women and children to the-" There was the sound of running feet outside and the gate guards piled in through the crack.

      "It's back! It's back!" panted Sacco. "The human's back!" "All right, all right," said Dorcas. "Don't worry about it, it can't-"

      "No! No! No!" yelled Sacco, jumping up and down. "It's got a pair of cutter things! It's cut the wire and the chain that holds the gates shut and it-" They didn't hear the rest of it.

      They didn't need to.

      The sound of an engine coming closer said it all.

      It grew so loud that the shed shook, and then it stopped suddenly, leaving a nasty kind of silence that was worse than the noise. There wasthe crump of a metal door slamming. Then the rattle and squeak of theshed door.

      Then footsteps. The boards overhead buckled and dropped little clouds ofdust as the great thumping steps wandered around the office.

      The nomes stood in absolute silence. They moved nothing except theireyes, but they moved in perfect time to the footsteps, marking theposition, flicking backward and forward as the human crossed the roomabove. A baby started to whimper.

      There was some clicking, and then the muffled sound of a human voicemaking its usual incomprehensible noises. This went on for some time.

      Then the footsteps left the office again. The nomes could hear themcrunching around outside, and then more noises. Nasty, clinking metalnoises.

      A small nome said, "Mom, I want to go, Mom-"

      "Shh!"

      "I really mean it, Mom!"

      "Will you be quiet!"

      All the nomes stood stock-still as the noises went on around them. Well, nearly all. One small nome hopped from one foot to the other, going veryred in the face.

      Eventually the noise stopped. There was the thunk of a truck doorclosing, the growl of its engine, and the motor noise died away.

      Dorcas said, very quietly, "I think perhaps we can relax now."

      Hundreds of nomes breathed a sigh of relief.

      "Mom!"

      "Yes, all right, off you go."

      And after the sigh of relief, the outbreak of babble. One voice roseabove the rest.

      "It was never like this in the Store!" said Nisodemus, climbing onto halfa brick. "I ask you, fellow nomes, is this what we were led, um, to expect?" There was a mumbled chorus of "nos" and "yesses" as Nisodemus went on.

      "A year ago we were safe in the Store. Do you remember what it was likeat Christmas Fayre? Do you remember what it was like in the Food Hall?

      Anyone remember, um, roast beef and turkey?"

      There were one or two embarrassed cheers. Nisodemus looked triumphant.

      "And here we are at the same time of year-well, they tell us it's thesame time of year," he said sarcastically, "and what we're expected toeat are knobbly things actually grown in dirt! Um. And the meat isn'tproper meat at all, it's just dead animals cut up! Actual dead animals, actually cut up! Is this what you want your, um, children to get used to?

      Digging up their food? And now they tell us we might even have to go tosome barn that hasn't got proper floorboards for us to live under asArnold Bros. (est. 1905) intended. Where next? we ask ourselves. Out ina field somewhere? Um. And do you know what is the worst thing about allof this? I'll tell you." He pointed a finger at Dorcas. "The people whoseem to be giving us all the orders now are the very people who, um, got us into this trouble in the first place!"

      "Now, just you hold on-" Dorcas began.

      "You all know I'm right!" shouted Nisodemus. "Think about it, nomes! Whyin the name of Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) did we have to leave theStore?"

      There were a few more vague cheers and several arguments broke out amongthe audience.

      "Don't be stupid," said Dorcas. "The Store was going to be demolished!"

      "We don't know that!" shouted Nisodemus.

      "Of course we do!" roared Dorcas. "Masklin and Gurder saw-"

      "And where are they now, eh?"

      "They've gone to ... well, they've gone to ..." Dorcas began. He wasn'tmuch good at this, he knew. Why did it have to be him? He preferredmessing around with wires and bolts and things. Bolts didn't keepshouting at you.

      "Yes, they've gone!" Nisodemus lowered his voice to a sort of angry hiss.

      "Think about it, you nomes! Use your, um, brains! In the Store we knewwhere we were, things worked, everything was exactly as Arnold Bros.

      (est. 1905) decreed. And suddenly we're out here. Remember how you usedto despise Outsiders? Well, the Outsiders are us! Um. And now it's allpanic again, and it always will be until we mend our ways and ArnoldBros. (est. 1905) graciously allows us back into the Store as better, wiser nomes!"

      "Let's just get this clear," said a nome. "Are you saying that the Abbotlied to us?"

      "I'm not saying anything like that," said Nisodemus, sniffing. "I'm justpresenting you with the facts. Um. That's all I'm doing."

      "But ... but ... but the Abbot has gone to get help," said a ladynome uncertainly. "And ... and ... after all, I'm sure the Store wasdemolished. I mean, we wouldn't have gone to all this troubleotherwise, would we? Er." She looked desperate.

      "I know this, though," said the nome beside her, "Say what you like, butI don't fancy this old barn everyone's talking about. There's not evenany electric there."

      "Yes, and it's in the middle of"-another nome "egan, and then lowered hisvoice-"you know. Things. You know what I'm talking about."

      "Yeah," said an elderly nome. '''Things. I've seen 'em. My lad took meblackberryin' a month or two back, up above the quarry, and I seen 'em."

      "I don't mind seeing them a long way off," said the worried lady nome.

      "It's the thought of being in the middle of them that makes me come overall shaky."

      They don't even like to say the words open fields, thought Dorcas. I knowhow they feel.

      "It's snug enough here, I'll grant you," said the first nome. "But allthis stuff you get outside, what d'you call it, begins with an N-"

      "Nature?" said Dorcas weakly. Nisodemus was smiling madly, his eyessparkling.

      "That's right," said the nome. "Well, it's not natural. And there's asight too much of it. 'S not like a proper world at all. You've only gotto look at it. The floor's all rough, 'n' it should be flat. There'shardly any walls. All them little starry lights that come out at night, well, they're not much help, are they? And now these humans go where theyplease, there's no proper regulations like there was in the Store."

      "That's why Arnold Bros. established the Store in 1905," said Nisodemus.

      "A proper place for, urn, nomes to live."

      Dorcas gently grabbed Sacco's ear and pulled the young nome toward him.

      "Do you know where Grimma is?" he whispered.

      "Isn't she here?"

      "I'm quite sure she isn't," said Dorcas. "She'd have had something verysharp to say by now if she was. She may have stayed in the schoolholewith the children when the bell went off. It's just as well."

      Nisodemus has something on his mind, he thought. I'm not certain what itis, but it smells bad.

      And it got worse as the day wore on, especially since it began to rain. Anasty, freezing sort of rain. Sleet, according to Granny Morkie. It wassoggy, not really water but not quite ice. Rain with bones.

      Somehow it seemed to find its way into places where ordinary rain hadn'tmanaged to get. Dorcas organized younger nomes to dig drainage trenchesand rigged up a few of the big lightbulbs for heat. The older nomes sathunched around them, sneezing and grumbling.

      Granny Morkie did her best to cheer them up. Dorcas began to really wishthe old woman wouldn't do that.

      "This ain't nothing," she said. "I remember the Great Flood. Made ourhole cave right in, we was cold and drenched for days!" She cackled androcked backward and forward. "Liked drownded rats, we was! Not a drystitch on, you know, and no fire for a week. Talk about laugh!"

      The Store nomes stared at her, and shivered. And you don't want to goworrying about Grossing them open fields," she went on, conversationally.

      "Nine times out o' ten you don't get et by anything."

      "Oh, dear," said a lady nome, faintly.

      "Yes, I've been out in fields hundreds o' times. It's a doddle if youstay close to the hedge and keep your eyes open, you hardly ever have torun very much," said Granny.

      No one's temper was improved when they; learned that the Land-Rover had parked right on the patch of ground theywere going to plant things in. The nomes had spent ages during the summerhacking the hard ground into something resembling soil. They'd evenplanted seeds, which hadn't grown. Now there were two great ruts in it, and a new padlock and chain on the gate.

      The sleet was already filling the ruts. Oil had leaked in and formed arainbow sheen on the surface.

      And all the time Nisodemus was reminding people how much better it hadbeen in the Store. They didn't really need much persuading. After all, ithad been better. Much better.

      I mean, thought Dorcas, we can keep warm and there's plenty of food, although there is a limit to the number of ways you can cook rabbit andpotatoes. The trouble is, Masklin thought that once we got outside theStore we'd all be digging and building and hunting and facing thefuture with strong chins and bright smiles. Some of the youngsters aredoing well enough, I'll grant you. But us old 'uns are too set in ourways. It's all right for me, I in tinkering with things, I can be useful, but the rest of them, well ... all they've really got to occupythemselves is grumbling, and they've become really good at that.

      I wonder what Nisodemus's game is? He's too keen, if you ask me.

      I wish Masklin would come back.

      Even young Gurder wasn't too bad.

      It's been three days now.

      At a time like this, he knew he'd feel better if he went and looked atthe Cat.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 6

      

      I. For in the hill was a Beast, from the days whenthe World was made.

      II. But it was old and broken and dying.

      III. And the mark of its name was on it.

      IV. And the mark was the mark of the Cat.

      -From the Book of Nome, Cat I, v. I-IV

      The Cat.

      The Cat was his. His little secret. His big secret, really. No one elseknew about the Cat, not even Dorcas's assistants.

      He'd been pottering around in the big old half-ruined sheds on the otherside of the quarry, one day back in the summer. He hadn't really got anyaim in mind, except perhaps the possibility of finding a useful bit ofwire or something.

      So he'd rummaged around in the shadows, straightened up, glanced abovehim and there the Cat was.

      With its mouth open.

      It had been a terrible few seconds until Dorcas's eyes adjusted to thedistance.

      After that he'd spent a lot of time with the Cat, poking around, findingout about him. Or it. The Cat was too big to be a him or a her, it had tobe an it. A terrible it, perhaps, and old and wounded, like a dragon thathad come here for one last final sleep. Or perhaps it was like one ofthose big animals Grimma had showed him in a book once. Diner soars.

      Dorcas had never seen a cat before, but he'd heard from Masklin that theywere dangerous, and Dorcas wasn't about to argue.

      But this cat was kind of peaceful to have around. It didn't grumble, andit didn't keep on asking Dorcas why he hadn't got around to inventingradio yet. Dorcas had spent many a peaceful hour getting to know the Cat.

      It was someone to talk to. It was the best kind of person to talk to, infact, because you didn't have to listen back at it.

      Dorcas shook his head. There was no time for that sort of thing now.

      Everything was going wrong.

      Instead, he went to find Grimma. She seemed to have her head screwed onright, even if she was a girl.

      The schoolhole was under the floor of the old shed with CANTEEN on the door. It was Grimma's personal world. She'd invented schools for children, on the idea that since reading and writing were quite difficult itwas best to get them over with early, The library was also kept there.

      In those last hectic hours the nomes had managed to rescue about thirtybooks from the Store. Some were very useful-Gardening All the Year Roundwas well thumbed, and Dorcas knew Essential Theory for the AmateurEngineer almost by heart -but some were, well, difficult, and not openedmuch.

      Grimma was standing in front of one of these when he wandered in. She wasbiting her thumb, which she always did when she was concentrating.

      He had to admire the way she read. Not only was Grimma the best readeramong the nomes, she also had an amazing ability to understand what shewas reading.

      "Nisodemus is causing trouble," he said, sitting down on a bench.

      "I know," said Grimma vaguely. "I've heard." She grabbed the edge of thepage in both hands, and turned it over with a grunt of effort.

      "I don't know what he's got to gain," said Dorcas.

      "Power," said Grimma. "We've got a power vacuum, you see."

      "I don't think we have," said Dorcas uncertainly. "I've never seen onehere. There were plenty in the store. 'Ninety-Nine Ninety-Five with Range of Attachments for Around-the-House Cleanliness,' " he added, remembering with a sigh the familiar signs.

      "No, it's not a thing like that," said Grimma, "It's what you get when no one's in charge. I've been reading about them." "I'm in charge, aren't I?" said Dorcas plaintively.

      "No," said Grimma. "Because no one really listens to you."

      "Oh. Thank you very much."

      "It's not your fault. People like Masklin and Angalo and Gurder can make people listen to them, but you don't seem to keep their attention."

      "Oh."

      "But you can make nuts and bolts listen to you. Not everyone can do that." Dorcas thought about this. He would never have put it like that himself.

      Was it a compliment? He decided it probably was.

      "When people are faced with lots of troubles and they don't know what to do, there's always someone ready to say anything, just to get some power," said Grimma.

      "Never mind. When the others get back I'm sure they'll sort it all out," said Dorcas, more cheerfully than he felt. "Yes, they'll ..." Grimma began, and then stopped. After a while Dorcas realized that her shoulders were shaking. "Is there anything the matter?" he said.

      "It's been more than three whole days!" sobbed Grimma. "No one's ever been away that long before! Something must have happened to them!" 'Er," said Dorcas. "Well, they were going to look for Grandson Richard, 39, and we can't be sure that-"

      "And I was so nasty to him before he went! I told him about the frogs and all he could think of was socks!" Dorcas couldn't quite see how frogs had got involved. When he sat and talked to the Cat, frogs were never dragged into the conversation.

      "Er?" he said. Grimma, in between sobs, told him about the frogs.

      "And I'm sure he didn't even begin to understand what I meant," she mumbled. "And you won't either." "Oh, I don't know," said Dorcas. "You mean that the world was once so simple, and suddenly it's full of amazingly interesting things that you'll never ever get to the end of as long as you live. Like biology.

      Or climatology. I mean, before all you Outsiders came, I was just tinkering with things and I really didn't know anything about the world." He stared at his feet. "I'm still very ignorant," he said, "but at least I'm ignorant about really important things. Like what the sun is, andwhy it rains. That's what you're talking about."

      She sniffed, and smiled a bit, but not too much because if there is onething worse than someone who doesn't understand you it's someone who understands perfectly, before you've had a chance to have a good pout aboutnot being understood.

      "The thing is, " she said, "that he still thinks I'm the person he usedto know when we all lived in the old hole in the bank. You know, runningaround. Cooking things. Bandaging up people when they'd beenhur-hur-hur-"

      "Now then, now then," said Dorcas. He was always at a loss when peopleacted like this. When machines went funny you just oiled them or prodded them or, if nothing else worked, hit them with a hammer. Nomes didn'trespond well to this treatment.

      "Supposing he never comes back?" she said, dabbing at her eyes.

      "Of course he'll come back," said Dorcas reassuringly. "What could havehappened to him, after all?"

      "He could have been eaten or run over or trodden on or blown away orfallen down a hole or trapped," said Grimma.

      "Er, yes," said Dorcas. "Apart from that, I meant."

      "But I shall pull myself together," said Grimma, sticking out her chin.

      "When he does come back, he won't be able to say, 'Oh, I see everything'sgone to pieces while I've been away.' "

      "Jolly good," said Dorcas. "That's the spirit. Keep yourself occupied, that's what I always say. What's the book called?"

      "It's A Treasury of Proverbs and Quotations," said Grimma.

      "Oh. Anything useful in it?"

      "That," said Grimma distantly, "depends."

      "Oh. What's proverbs mean?"

      "Not sure. Some of them don't make much sense. Do you know, humans thinkthe world was made by a sort of big human?"

      "No! Are you sure?"

      "It took a week."

      "I expect it had some help, then," said Dorcas. "You know. With the heavystuff." Dorcas thought of the Cat. You could do a lot in a week, with theCat helping.

      "No. All by itself, apparently."

      "Hmm." Dorcas considered this. Certainly bits of the world were rough, and things like grass seemed simple enough. But from what he'd heard itall broke down every year and had to be started up again in the spring, and ... "I don't know," he said. "Only humans could believe somethinglike that. I think you'd need more than one week. There's a good few months work, if I'm any judge."

      Grimma turned the page. "Masklin used to believe-I mean, Masklinbelieves-that humans are much brighter than we think." She lookedthoughtful. "I really wish we could study them properly," she said.

      "I'm sure we could learn a-"

      For the second time, the alarm bell rang out across the quarry.

      This time, the hand on the switch belonged to Nisodemus.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 7

      

      II. And Nisodemus said, You are betrayed, Peopleof the Store; III. Falsely you were led into This Outside ofRain and Cold and Humans and Order, and Yet itWill become Worse; IV. For there will be Sleet and Snow, and Hungerin the Land; V. And there will come Robins; VI. Urn.

      VII. Yet those that brought you here, where arethey Now?

      VIII. They said. We go to seek Grandson Richard,

      39, but tribulation abounds on every side and nohelp comes. You are betrayed into the hands ofWinter.

      IX. It is time to put aside things of the Outside.

      -From the Book of Nome, Complaints, v. II-IX

      "Yes. Well. That's hard to do, isn't it?" said a nome uneasily. "I mean, we are Outside." 'But I have a plan, " said Nisodemus.

      "Ah," said the nomes, in unison. Plans were the thing. Plans were whatwas needed. You knew where you were, with a plan.

      Grimma and Dorcas, almost the last to arrive, sidled their way into thecrowd. The old engineer was going to push his way to the front, butGrimma restrained him.

      "Look at the others up there," she whispered.

      There were quite a few nomes behind Nisodemus. Many of them Dorcasrecognized as Stationeri, but there were a few others from some of thegreat departmental families. They weren't looking at Nisodemus as hespoke, but at the crowd. Their eyes flickered back and forth, as thoughthey were searching for something.

      "I don't like the look of this," said Grimma quietly. "The big familiesnever used to get on too well with the Stationeri, so why are they up there now.'

      "Grubby pieces of work, some of them," said Dorcas.

      Some of the Stationeri had been particularly upset about common, everyday nomes learning to read. They said it gave people ideas, Dorcasgathered, which were not a good thing unless they were the right kindof ideas. And some of the great families hadn't been too happy aboutnomes being able to go where they pleased, without having to askpermission.

      They're all up there, he thought the nomes who haven't done so well sincethe Drive. They all lost a little power.

      Nisodemus was explaining his plan. As he listened, Dorcas's mouth slowlydropped open.

      It was magnificent in its way, that plan. It was like a machine whereevery single part was perfectly made, but had been put together by aone-handed nome in the dark. It was crammed full of good ideas which youcouldn't sensibly argue with, but they had been turned upside down. Thetrouble was, they were still ones you couldn't sensibly argue with, because the basically good idea was still in there somewhere.

      Nisodemus wanted to rebuild the Store.

      The nomes stood in horrified admiration as the Stationeri explained that, yes, Abbot Gurder bad been right, when they left the Store they had takenArnold Bros. (est. 1905) with them inside their heads. And, if they couldshow him that they really cared about the Store, he would come out againand put a stop to all these problems and reestablish the Store here, inthis green unpleasant land.

      That was how it all arrived in Dorcas's head, anyway. He'd long agodecided that if you spent all your time listening to what people actuallysaid you'd never have time to work out what they meant.

      But it wouldn't mean building the whole Store, said Nisodemus, his eyesshining like two bright black marbles. They could change the quarry inother ways. Go back to living in proper Departments instead of any oldhow all over the place. Put up some signs. Get back to the Good Old Ways.

      Make Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) feel at home. Build the Store inside theirheads.

      Nomes didn't often go mad. Dorcas vaguely recalled an elderly nome whohad once decided that he was a teapot, but he'd changed his mind after afew days.

      Nisodemus, though, had definitely been getting too much fresh air.

      It was obvious that one or two other nomes thought so too.

      "I don't quite see," said one of them, "how Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) isgoing to stop these humans. No offense meant."

      "Did humans interfere with us when we were in the Store?" demanded Nisodemus.

      "Well, no, because-"

      "Then trust in Arnold Bros. (est. 1905)!"

      "But that didn't keep the Store from being demolished, did it?" said avoice. "When it came to it, you all trusted Masklin and Gurder and theTruck. And yourselves! Nisodemus is always telling you how clever youare. Try and be clever, then!"

      Dorcas realised it was Grimma. He'd never seen anyone so angry.

      She pushed her way through the apprehensive nomes until she was face toface or at least, since he was standing on something and she wasn't, faceto chest. Nisodemus was one of those people who liked standing on things.

      "What will actually happen, then?" she shouted. "When you've built theStore, what will happen? Humans came into the Store, you know!"

      Nisodemus's mouth opened and shut for a while. Then he said, "But theyobeyed the regulations! Yes! Um! That's what they did! And things werebetter then!"

      She glared at him.

      "You don't really think people are going to accept that, do you?" shesaid.

      There was silence.

      "You've got to admit," said an elderly nome, very slowly, "things werebetter then."

      The nomes shuffled their feet.

      That was all you could hear.

      Just people, shuffling their feet.

      "They just accepted it!" said Grimma, "Just like that! No one's botheredabout the council anymore! They just do what he tells them! Even GrannyMorkie's no help! She just sits around with all the old people, talking!

      I told her she should help me, and all she said was that she's too old toworry about young fools like Nisodemus! She says, in ten years' timewho'll care?"

      Now she was in Dorcas's workspace under a bench in the old quarry garage.

      My little sanctuary, he always called it. My little nook. Bits of wireand tin were scattered everywhere. The wall was covered with scrawls donewith a bit of pencil lead.

      Dorcas sat and twirled a bit of wire aimlessly.

      "You're being hard on people," he said quietly. "You shouldn't yell atthem like that. They've been through a lot. They get all confused if youshout at them. The council was all right for when times were good ..."

      He shrugged. "And without Masklin and Gurder and Angalo, well, ithardly seems worthwhile."

      "But after all that's happened!" She waved her arms. "To act so stupidly, just because he's offered them-"

      "A bit of comfort," said Dorcas. He shook his head. You couldn't explainthings like this to people like Grimma. Nice girl, bright head on her, but she kept thinking that everyone else was as passionate about things as she was. All people really wanted, Dorcas considered, was to be leftalone. The world was quite difficult enough as it was without peoplegoing around trying to make it better all the time.

      Masklin had understood that. He knew the way to make people do what youwanted was to make them think it was their idea. If there was one thingthat got right up a nome's nose, it was people saying to them, "Here isa really sensible idea-what are you, too stupid to understand?"

      It wasn't that people were stupid. It was just that people were people.

      "Come on," he said wearily. "Let's go and see how the signs are gettingon."

      The whole of the floor of one of the big sheds had been turned over tothe making of the signs. Or rather, the Signs. Another thing Nisodemuswas good at was giving words capital letters. You could hear him doingit.

      Dorcas had to admit that the Signs were a pretty good idea, though. Hefelt guilty about thinking this.

      He'd thought that when Nisodemus had summoned him and asked if therewas any paint in the quarry, only now the quarry was being called the NewStore.

      "Urn," Dorcas had said, "There are some old paint cans, white and red, mainly, under one of the benches. We might be able to lever the topsoff."

      "Then do it. It is very important. Um. We must make Signs," said theStationer!.

      "Signs. Right," said Dorcas. "Cheer the place up a bit, you mean?"

      "No!"

      "Sorry, sorry, I just thought-"

      "Signs for the gate!"

      Dorcas scratched his chin. "The gate?" he said.

      "Humans obey Signs," said Nisodemus, calming down. "We know that. Didthey not obey the Signs in the Store?"

      "Most of 'em," agreed Dorcas. "Dogs and Strollers Must Be Carried" hadalways puzzled him. Lots of humans didn't carry either.

      "Signs make humans do things," said Nisodemus, "Or stop doing things. Soget to work good Dorcas. Signs. Um. Signs that say 'No.' "

      Dorcas had given this a lot of thought as teams of nomes sweated to pryopen the lids of the paint-streaked cans. They still had the High WayCode from the Truck, and there were plenty of signs in there. And hecould remember some of the signs from the Store.

      Then there was a stroke of luck. Normally the nomes stayed at floorlevel, but Dorcas had taken to sending his young assistants onto the bigdesk in the quarry manager's office occasionally, where there were usefulscraps of paper. Now he needed to work out what the signs should say.

      Sacco and Nooty came back with the news. They'd found more signs. Oldones. A great big grubby notice pinned to the wall, covered with signs.

      "Masses of them," Sacco said, coming back out of breath. "And you knowwhat, sir? You know what? I read what it said on the notice and it said,

      'Health and Safety at Work,' it said, 'Obey These Signs,' it said, and itsaid, 'They Are There for Your Protection.' "

      "That's what it said?" said Dorcas.

      " 'For Your Protection,' " Sacco repeated.

      "Can you get it down?"

      "There's a coathook next to it," said Nooty enthusiastically. "I bet wecould sling a hook up and then pull it over toward the window, and then-'

      "Yes, yes, you're good at that sort of thing," said Dorcas. Nooty couldclimb like a squirrel. "I expect Nisodemus will be very pleased," headded.

      Nisodemus was, especially with the piece that said "For Your Protection."

      It showed, he said, that, urn, Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) was on theirside.

      Every bit of board and rusty sheet of metal had to be pressed intoservice. The nomes went at it cheerfully enough, though, happy to bedoing something. Next morning the sun rose to see a variety of Signshanging, not always squarely, on the battered quarry gate.

      They had been very thorough. The Signs said: NO ETNRY. EXIT THIS WAY. DAGNER--HARD HAT AREA. BLASTIGN IN PROGRES. ALL

      TRUCKS REPORT TO WIEGH-IN STATION. SLIPERY WHEN WET. THIS REGESTIR

      CLOSED. ELEVOTAR OUT FO ORDER. BEWARE OF FLALING ROCKS. ROAD FLOOODED.

      And one that Dorcas had found in a book and was rather proud of: UNEXPLODED BOM.

      Just to be on the safe side, though, and without telling Nisodemus, hefound some more chain and, in one of the greasy old toolboxes in theCat's shed, a padlock nearly as big as he was. It took four nomes tocarry it.

      The chain was massive. Some of the nomes found Dorcas painstakinglylevering it along across the quarry floor, one link at a time. He didn'tseem to want to tell them where he'd found it.

      The truck turned up around noon. The nomes waiting in the hedge by theside of the truck, saw the driver get out, look at the signs, and ...

      No, that wasn't right. Humans couldn't do that sort of thing. It couldn'tbe true. But twenty nomes, peering out from the undergrowth, saw ithappen.

      The human disobeyed the signs.

      Not only that, it pulled some of them off the gate and threw them away.

      They watched in astonishment. Even UNEXPLODED BOM was whirled into thebushes, nearly knocking young Sacco from his perch.

      The new chain, though, caused the human a few problems. It rattled the chain once or twice, peered in through the wire mesh of the gate, stamped around for a bit, and then drove off. The nomes in the bushes cheered, but not too happily. If humans weren't going to do what was expected of them, nothing was right in the world.

      "I reckon that's it," said Dorcas when they got back. "I don't like the idea any more than anyone else, but we've got to move. I know humans.

      That chain won't stop them if they really want to get in." "I absolutely forbid anyone to leave!" said Nisodemus.

      "But you see, metal can be cut through-" Dorcas began in a reasonable tone of voice. "Silence!" shouted Nisodemus. "It's your fault, you old fool! Um! You put the chain on the gate!" "Well, you see, it was to stop the pardon?" said Dorcas.

      "If you hadn 't put the chain on the gate, the signs would have stopped the human," said Nisodemus. "But you can't expect Arnold Bros. (est.

      1905) to help us if we show we don't trust him!" "Um," said Dorcas. What he was thinking was: Mad. A mad nome. A dangerously mad nome. We're not talking about teapots here. He backed out of Nisodemus's presence and was glad to get out into the bitingly cold air.

      Everything's going wrong, he thought. I was left in charge, and now it's all going wrong, we haven't got any proper plans, Masklin hasn't come back, and it's all going wrong.

      If humans come into the quarry, they'll find us. Something cold landed on his head. He brushed at it irritably.

      I'll have a word with some of the younger nomes, he thought. Maybe going to the barn wasn't such a bad idea. We could keep our eyes shut on the way. Or something. Something else, cold and soft, settled on his neck.

      Oh, why are people so complicated?

      He looked up and realized that he couldn't see Ae other side of the quarry. The air was full of white specks, and more appeared as he watched.

      He watched it in horror.

      It was snowing.

       

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 8

      

      VII. And Grimma said, We have two choices.

      VIII. We can run, or we can hide.

      IX. And they said, Which shall we do?

      X. She said, We shall Fight.

      -From the Book of Nome, Quarries III, v. VII-X

      It wasn't much of a snowfall, just one of those m nippy littlesprinklings that come early in the winter to make it absolutely clearthat it is, well, the winter. That's what Granny Morkie said.

      She'd never been very interested in the council anyway. She liked tospend her time with the other old people, exchanging grumbles and, as sheput it, cheerin' them up and takin' them out o' themselves.

      She strutted around in the snow as if it belonged! to her.

      The old-Store nomes watched her in horrified silence.

      " 'Course, this is nothing to some of 'em," she said. "I mind we've hadsnow so deep we couldn't walk around in it, we had to dig tunnels! Talkabout laugh!"

      "Er madam," said a very old nome, gravely, "Does it always drop out ofthe sky like this?"

      " 'Course! Sometimes it gets blown along by the wind. You get great bigpiles!"

      "We thought it-you see, on the cards-that is, in the Store-well, wethought it just sort of appeared on things," said the old nome. "In arather jolly and festive way," he added, looking embarrassed.

      They watched it pile up. Over the quarry the clouds hung like overstuffedmattresses.

      "At least it means we won't have to go to that horrid barn place," said anome.

      "That's right," said Granny Morkie. "You could catch your death, goingout in this." She looked cheerful.

      The old nomes grumbled among themselves, and scanned the sky anxiouslyfor the first signs of robins or reindeer.

      The snow closed the quarry in. You couldn't see out across the fields.

      Dorcas sat in his workshop and stared at the snow piling up against thedirty window, giving the shed a dull gray light.

      "Well," he said quietly, "we wanted to be shut away. And now we are. Wecan't run away, and we Gan t hide. We ought to have gone when Masklin left."

      He heard footsteps behind him. It was Grimma. She spent a long time near the gate these days, but the snow had driven her indoors at last.

      "He wouldn't be able to come," she said. "Not in the snow."

      "Yeah. Right," said Dorcas uncertainly.

      "It's been eight days now."

      "Yes. Quite a long time."

      "What were you saying when I came in?" she said.

      "I was just talking to myself. Does this snow stuff stay for a long time?"

      "Granny says it does, sometimes. Weeks and weeks, she says."

      "Oh."

      "When the humans come back, they'll be here for good," said Grimma.

      "Yes," said Dorcas sadly. "Yes, I think you're right."

      "How many of us would be able to ... you know ... go on living here?"

      "A couple of dozen, perhaps. If they don't eat much, and lie low during the day. There's no Food Hall, you see." He sighed. "And there won't bemuch hunting. Not with humans around the quarry the whole time. All thegame up in the thickets will run away." '

      "But there's thousands of us!"

      Dorcas shrugged.

      "It's hard enough for me to walk through this snow," he said. "There's hundreds of older nomes who'll never do it. And young ones, come to that.

      "So we've got to stay, just as Nisodemus wants," said Grimma.

      "Yes. Stay and hope. Perhaps the snow will be-"

      "We could make a run for the thickets or something," he said vaguely.

      "We could stay and fight," said Grimma. Dorcas growled. "Oh, that's easy. We fight all the time. Bicker, bicker, bicker. That's nomish nature for you."

      "I mean, fight the humans. Fight for the quarry."

      There was a long pause.

      Then Dorcas said, "What, us? Fight humans'?"

      "Yes."

      "But they're bumansV

      "Yes."

      "But they're so much bigger than we are!" said Dorcas desperately.

      "Then they'll make better targets," said Grimma, her eyes alight. "And we're faster than them, and smarter than them, and we know they exist and we have," she added, "the element of surprise."

      "The what?" said Dorcas, totally lost.

      "The element of surprise. They don't know we're here," she explained.

      He gave her a sidelong glance.

      "You've been reading strange books again," he said.

      "Well, it's better than sitting around wringing your hands and saying, 'Oh dear, oh dear, the humans are coming and we shall all be squashed.' "

      "That's all very well," said Dorcas. "But what are you suggesting?

      Bashing them over the head would be really tricky, take it from me." "Not their heads," said Grimma. Dorcas stared at her. Fight humans? It was such a novel idea it was hard to get your mind around it.

      But ... well, there was that book, wasn't there? The one Masklin had found in the Store, the one that had given him the idea for driving thetruck. What was it? Gulliver's Travels? And there'd been this picture ofa human lying down, with what looked like nomes tying it up with hundredsof ropes. Not even the oldest nomes could remember it ever happening; itmust have been a long time ago.

      A snag struck him.

      "Hang on a minute," he said. "If we start fighting humans ..." His voice trailed off.

      "Yes?" said Grimma impatiently.

      "They'll start fighting us, won't they? I know they're not very bright, but it'll dawn on them that something's happening and they'll fight back. Retaliation, that's called."

      "That's right," said Grimma. "And that's why it's vitally important we retaliate right at the start." Dorcas thought about this. It seemed a logical idea. "But only in self-defense," he said. "Only in self-defense. Even with humans. I don't want there to be any unnecessary suffering."

      "I suppose so," she said.

      "You really think we could fight humans?"

      "Oh, yes."

      "So ... how?"

      Grimma bit her lip. "Hmm," she said, "Young Sacco and his friends. Can you trust them?"

      "They're keen lads. And lasses, one or two of them." He smiled. "Always ready for something new." "Right. Then we shall need some nails ..."

      "You've really been thinking hard, haven't you?" said Dorcas. He was almost in awe. Grimma was often bad tempered. He thought perhaps it was because her mind worked very fast, sometimes, and she was impatient with people who weren't keeping up. But now she was furious. You could begin to feel sorry for any humans who got in her way.

      "I've been doing a lot of reading," she said.

      "Er, yes. Yes, I can see," said Dorcas. "But, er, I wonder if it wouldn't be more sensible to-"

      "We're not going to run away again," she said flatly. "We shall fight them on the tracks. We shall fight them at the gates. We shall fight them in the quarry. And we shall never surrender."

      "What does 'surrender' mean?" said Dorcas, desperately.

      "We don't know the meaning of surrender," said Grimma.

      "Well, I don't," said Dorcas.

      Grimma leaned against the wall.

      "Do you want to hear something strange?" she Dorcas thought about it.

      "I don't mind," he said.

      "There's books about us."

      "Like Gulliver, you mean?"

      "No. That was about a human. About us, I mean. Ordinary-size people, like us. But wearing all green suits and with little knobbly stalks on their heads. Sometimes humans put out bowls of milk for us and we do all the housework for them. And we have wings, like bees. That's what gets put in books about us. They call us pixies. It's in a book called Fairy Tales for Little Folk.'" "I don't think the wings would work," said Dorcas doubtfully. "I don't think you could get the lifting power."

      "And they think we live in mushrooms," Grimma finished.

      "Hmm? Doesn't sound very practical to me," said Dorcas.

      "And they think we repair shoes." "That's a bit more like it," said Dorcas. "Good solid work."

      "And the book said we paint the flowers to make them pretty colors," said Grimma. I Dorcas thought about this.

      "Nah," he said eventually. "I've looked at the colors on flowers. They'redefinitely built-in."

      "We're real," said Grimma. "We do real things. So why do you think thatsort of thing goes in books?"

      "Search me," said Dorcas. "I only read manuals.

      It's not a proper book, I've always said, unless it's got lists and linedrawings in it."

      "If ever humans do catch us, that's what we'll become," said Grimma.

      "Sweet little people, painting flowers. They won't let us be anythingelse. They'll turn us into little people." She sighed. "Do you ever getthe feeling you'll never know anything you ought to know?"

      "Oh, yes. All the time."

      Grimma frowned.

      "I know one thing," she said. "When Masklin comes back, he's going tohave somewhere to come back to."

      "Oh," said Dorcas.

      "Oh," he repeated. "Oh. I see."

      It was bitterly cold in the Cat's lair. Other nomes never came in, because it was drafty and stank. That suited Dorcas fine.

      He padded across the floor and went under the huge tarpaulin where theCat lived. It took quite a long time to climb up to his preferred perchon the monster, even using the bits of wood and string he'd painstakinglytied to him ... it.

      He sat down and waited until he got his breath back.

      "I only want to help people," he said quietly. Like giving them thingslike electricity and making their lives better. But they never saythank you, y°u know. They wanted me to paint signs, so I Painted signs.

      Now Grimma wants to fight humans. She's got lots of ideas out of books.

      I know she's doing it to help forget about Masklin but no good will comeof it, you mark my words. But if I don't help, things will only getworse. I don't want anybody to get hurt. People like us can't be repairedas easily as people like you."

      He drummed his heels on the Cat's. What would it be? The Cat's neck, probably.

      "It's all right for you," he said. "Sleeping quietly here all the time.

      Having a nice rest ..."

      He stared at the Cat for a long while.

      Then, very quietly, he said, "I wonder ... ?"

      Five long minutes went past. Dorcas appeared and reappeared among thecomplicated shadows, muttering to himself, saying things like, "That's dead, that's no good, we need a new battery," and "Seems okay, nothingthat a good clean couldn't put right," and "Hmm, not much in your tank ..."

      Finally he walked out from under the dusty tarp and rubbed his handstogether.

      Everyone has a purpose in life, he thought. It's what keeps them going.

      Nisodemus wants things to be as they were. Grimma wants Masklin back. AndMasklin . . no one knows exactly what it is that Masklin wants, exceptthat it's very big.

      But they all have this purpose. If you have a purpose in life, you canfeel six inches tall.

      And now I've found one.

      Wow.

      The human came back later and it did not come alone. There was the Land-Rover and a much larger truck, with the words Blackbury Stone andGravel Inc. painted on the side. Its tires turned the thin coating ofsnow into glistening mud.

      It ~iolted up the dirt road, slowed down as it came out into the openarea in front of the quarry gates, and stopped.

      It wasn't a very good stop. The back of the vehicle swung around andnearly hit the hedge. The engine coughed into silence.

      There was the sound of hissing. And, very slowly, the truck sank.

      Two humans got out. They walked around the truck, looking at each tire inturn.

      "They're only flat at the bottom," whispered Grimma, in their hidingplace in the bushes.

      "Don't worry about it," hissed Dorcas. "The thing about tires is, theflat bit always sinks to the bottom. Amazing what you can do with a fewnails, isn't it?"

      The smaller truck stopped behind the first one. Two humans got out ofthat, too, and joined the others. One of them was holding the longestpair of pliers Dorcas had ever seen. While the rest of the humans bentdown by one of the flat tires it strolled up to the gate, fiddled theteeth of the pliers onto the padlock, and squeezed.

      It was an effort, even for a human. But there was a snap loud enough tobe heard even in the bushes, and then a long drawn-out clinking noise asthe chain fell away.

      Dorcas groaned. He'd had great hopes for that chain. It was the Cat's; atleast, it was in a big yellow box bolted to part of the Cat, sopresumably it had belonged to the Cat. But it had been the padlock thathad broken, not the chain. Dorcas felt oddly proud about that.

      "I don't understand it," Grimma muttered. "They can see they're notwanted, so why are they so stupid?"

      "It's not as if there aren't masses of stone around," agreed Sacco.

      The human pulled at the gate and swung it enough to allow itself inside.

      "It's going to the manager's office," said Sacco. "It's going to make noises in the telephone."

      "No, it's not," Dorcas prophesied.

      "But it will be ringing up Order," said Sacco. "It'll be saying, in Human, I mean, it'll be saying, Some of Our Wheels Have Gone Flat."

      "No," said Dorcas, "It'll be saying, Why Doesn't the Telephone Work?"

      "Why doesn't the telephone work?" said Nooty.

      "Because I know which wires to cut," said Dorcas. "Look, it's coming back out."

      They watched it walk around the sheds. The snow had covered the nomes'

      sad attempts at cultivation. There were plenty of nome tracks, though, like little bird trails in the snow. The human didn't notice them. Humans hardly ever noticed anything.

      "Trip wires," said Grimma.

      "What?" said Dorcas,

      "Trip wires. We should put trip wires down. The bigger they are," said Grimma, "the harder they fall."

      "Not on us, I hope," said Dorcas.

      "No. We could put more nails down," said Grimma.

      "Good grief."

      The humans clustered around the stricken truck. Then they appeared to reach a decision and walked back to the Land-Rover. They got in. Itcouldn't go forward, but reversed slowly down the dirt road, turnedaround in a field gateway, and headed back to the main road. The bigtruck was left alone.

      Dorcas breathed out.

      "I was afraid one of them would stay," he said.

      "They'll come back," said Grimma. "You've always said it. Humans'll come back and mend the wheels or whatever it is they do."

      "Then we'd better get on with it," said Dorcas. "Come on, everybody."

      He stood up and trotted toward the road. To Sacco's surprise, Dorcas was whistling under his breath.

      "Now, the important thing is to make sure they Gan't move it," he said as they ran to keep up. "If Aey can't move it, it means it stays blocking the dirt road. And if it stays blocking the dirt road, they can't get any more machines in."

      "Good thinking," said Grimma, in a slightly puzzled voice.

      "We must immobilize it," said Dorcas. "We'll take out the battery first.

      No electricity, no go."

      "Right," said Sacco.

      "It's a big square thing," said Sacco, "It'll need eight of you at least.

      Don't drop it, whatever you do."

      "Why not?" said Grimma. "We want to smash it, don't we?"

      "Er. Er. Er," said Dorcas urgently, like a motor trying to get started.

      "No, because, because it could be dangerous. Yes. Dangerous. Yes.

      Because, because, because of the acid and whatnot. You must take it outvery carefully, and I'll find somewhere safe to put it. Yes. Very safe.

      Off you go now. Two men to a wrench."

      They trotted off.

      "What else can we do?" said Grimma.

      "We'd better drain the gas out," said Dorcas firmly as they walked underthe shadow of the truck. It was much smaller than the one that had brought them out of the Store, but still quite big enough. He wanderedaround until he was under the enormous swelling bulk of the gas tank.

      Four of the young nomes had dragged an empty can out of the bushes.

      Dorcas called them over and pointed to the tank above them.

      "There must be a nut on there somewhere," he said. "It'll be to let thestuff out. Get a wrench around it. Make sure the can's underneath it first!"

      They nodded enthusiastically and got to work. Nomes are good climbers andremarkably strong for their size.

      "And try not to spill any, please!" Dorcas shouted up after them.

      "I don't see why that matters," said Grimma, behind him. "All we wantto do is get it out of the truck. Where it goes doesn't matter, does it?"

      She gave him another thoughtful look. Dorcas blinked back at her, hismind racing.

      "Ah," he said. "Ah. Ah. Because. Becausebecausebecause. Ah. Becauseit's dangerous stuff. We don't want it polluting things, do we? Best toput it carefully in a can and-"

      "Keep it safe?" said Grimma suspiciously.

      "Right! Right," said Dorcas, who was starting to sweat. "Good idea. Nowlet's just go over here ..." He led Grimma away.

      There was sudden rush of air and a thump from right behind them. Thetruck's battery landed where they had been standing.

      "Sorry, Dorcas," Sacco called down. "It was a lot heavier than wethought. It got away from us."

      "You idiots!" Grimma shouted.

      "Yes, you idiots!" shouted Dorcas. "You might have damaged it! Just you come down here right now and get it into the hedge, quickly!"

      He might have damaged us!" said Grimma. Yes. Yes. Yes, that's what Imeant, of course," said Dorcas vaguely. "You wouldn't mind organizingthem a bit, would you? They're good boys, but always a little tooenthusiastic, if you know what I mean."

      He wandered off into the shadow, his head tilted backward.

      "Well!" said Grimma. She looked around at Sacco and his friends, who were sheepishly climbing down again.

      "Don't just stand there," she said. "Get it into the hedge. Hasn't Dorcas told you about using levers? Very important things. It's amazing what you can do with levers. We used them a lot on the Long Drive ..."

      Her voice trailed off. She turned and looked at the distant figure of Dorcas and her eyes narrowed. The cunning old devil is up to something, she thought.

      "Oh, just get on with it," she said, and ran after Dorcas.

      He was standing under the truck's engine, staring up intently into the masses of rusting pipework. As she came up she distinctly heard him say,

      "Now, what else do we need?" "What do you mean, need?" said Grimma quietly.

      "Oh, to help the Ca-" Dorcas stopped, and turned around slowly. "I mean, what else do we need to do to make the thing totally immobile," he said stonily. "That was what I meant." "You're not planning to drive this truck, are you?" said Grimma. "Don't be silly. Where'd we go? It'd never get across the fields to the barn."

      "Well. All right, then."

      "I just want to have a look around it. Time spent collecting knowledge is never wasted," said Dorcas primly. He stepped out into the light on the other side of the truck and looked up.

      "Well, well," he said. "What is it?"

      "They left the door open. I suppose they thought it was all right because they'd be coming back." Grimma followed his gaze. The truck's door was slightly ajar.

      Dorcas looked around at the hedge behind them.

      "Help me find a big enough stick," he said. "I reckon we could climb up there and have a look around."

      "A look around? What do you expect to find?"

      "You never know till you've looked," said Dorcas philosophically. Hepeered back underneath the truck.

      "How are you all doing under there? We need a hand here."

      Sacco staggered up. "We managed to get the battery thing behind thehedge," he said, "and the can's nearly full. Smells horrible. There'sstill lots coming out."

      "Can you get the screw back in?"

      "Nooty tried and she got all covered in yuk."

      "Let it go on the road, then," said Dorcas.

      "Hang on, you said that would be dangerous," said Grimma. "It's dangerousuntil you've filled the can up, is it, and then not dangerous at all?"

      "Look, you wanted me to stop the truck and I've stopped the truck," saidDorcas. "So just shut up, will you?"

      Grimma looked at him in horror.

      "What did you say?" she said.

      Dorcas swallowed. Oh, well. If you were going to get shouted at, youmight as well get your money's worth.

      "I said just shut up," he said quietly. "I don't want to be rude, but youdo go on at people. I'm sorry, but that's how it is. I'm helping you. I'mnot asking you to help me, but at least you can let me get on with thingsinstead of badgering me the whole time. And you never say please or thankyou, either. People are a little like machines," he added solemnly, whileher face went redder, "and words like please and thank you are just likegrease. They make them work better. Is that all right?" He turned to theboys, who were looking embarrassed.

      "Find a stick long enough to reach up to the cab," he said. "Please."

      They fell over themselves to obey.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 9

      

      III. The younger nomes spoke, saying, Would thatwe were the nomes our fathers were, to ride uponthe Truck, and what was it like.

      IV. And Dorcas said, It was scary.

      V. That was what it was like.

      -From the Book of Nome, Strange Frogs II, v. III-V

      It was pretty much like the cab of the truck that had brought them from the Store. It brought back old memories.

      "Wow!" said Sacco, "And we all drove one of these?"

      "Seven hundred of us," said Dorcas proudly. "Your dad was one of them.

      You were in the back with your mothers. All you lads were."

      "I'm not a lad," said Nooty.

      "Sorry," said Dorcas. "Slip of the tongue. In my day girls stayed at homemost of the time. Not that I've got anything at all against them gettingout and about a bit now," he added hurriedly, not wanting another Grimmaon his hands. "I'm not against that at all."

      "I wish I'd been older on the Drive," said Nooty. "It must have beenamazing."

      "It terrified the life out of me," said Dorcas.

      The others wandered around the cab like tourists in a cathedral, gawking.

      Nooty tried to press a pedal.

      "Amazing," she said, under her breath.

      "Sacco, you get up there and take those keys out," said Dorcas. "The restof you, no lollygagging. Those humans could be back anytime. Nooty, stop making those brrrm-brrrm noises. I'm sure nice girls shouldn't makethose kind of noises," he added lamely.

      Sacco swarmed up the steering wheel post and wrestled the keys out of theignition while the rest of the boys poked around in the cab.

      Grimma wasn't with them. She hadn't wanted to come up into the cab. She'dgone very quiet, in fact. She'd stayed down in the dirt road with a sullen look on her face.

      But it had needed saying, Dorcas told himself.

      He looked around the cab. Let's see, he thought ... we've got thebattery, we've got the fuel, was there anything else the Cat needs?

      "Come on, everyone," he called, "Let's be getting out of here. Nooty, stop trying to move things all the time. It'd take all of you to shiftthe gear lever. Come on, before the humans come back."

      He made his way to the door and heard a click behind him.

      "I said come on! What do you think you 're doing?" The young nomes staredat him, wide-eyed. "We're seeing if we can move the gear lever, Dorcas," said Nooty, "If you press this knob you can-"

      "Don't press the knob! Don't press the knob!"

      The first inkling Grimma had that something was going wrong was a nastylittle crunching sound and a change in the light.

      The truck was moving. Not very fast, because the two front tires wereflat. But the dirt road was steep. It was moving all right, and justbecause it had started off slowly didn't mean there wasn't something hugeand unstoppable about it.

      She stared at it in horror.

      The dirt road ran between high banks all the way down to the big highwayand the railroad.

      "I said don't press it! Did I say press it? I said don't press it!"

      The terrified nomes stared it him, their open mouths a row of Os.

      "It's not the gear lever! It's the hand brake, you idiots!"

      Now they could all hear the crunching noise and feel the slightvibration.

      Er," said Sacco, his voice shaking, "What's a hand brake, Dorcas?"

      "It keeps it stopped on hills and things! Don't just stand there! Help mepush it back up!"

      The cab was, very gently, beginning to sway from side to side. The truckwas definitely moving. The hand brake wasn't. Dorcas heaved on it untilblue and purple spots flashed in front of his eyes.

      "I just gave the knob on the end a push!" Nooty babbled. "I only wantedto see what it did!"

      "Yes, yes, all right ..." Dorcas stared around. What he needed was alever. What he needed was about fifty nomes. What he needed most of allwas not to be here.

      He staggered across the bouncing floor to the doorway and cautiouslypeered out. The hedge was moving past quite gently, as if it wasn't in aparticular hurry to get anywhere, but the surface of the road alreadyhad a blurred look.

      We could probably jump, he thought. And if we're lucky, we won't breakanything. If we're even luckier, we'll avoid the wheels. How lucky do Ifeel, right at this minute?

      Not very.

      Sacco joined him.

      "Perhaps if we took a good running jump-" he began.

      There was a thump as the truck hit the bank, heeled over, and thenbounced back onto the road.

      The nomes struggled to their feet.

      "On the other hand, perhaps not a good idea," said Sacco. "What shall wedo now, Dorcas?"

      "Just hang on," said Dorcas. "I think the banks will keep it on the roadand I suppose it'll just roll to a halt eventually." He sat down suddenlyas the truck bounced off the bank again. "You wanted to know what a truckride was like. Well, now you know."

      There was another thump. The branch of a tree caught the door, swung itopen and then, with a terrible metallic noise, ripped it off.

      "Was it like this?" shouted Nooty, above the noise. To Dorcas'samazement, now that the immediate danger was over, she seemed to bequite enjoying it. We're bringing up new nomes, he thought. They're notso scared of things as we were. They know about a bigger world.

      He coughed.

      "Well, apart from its being in the dark and we could see where we were going, yes," he said. "I think we all ought to hang on to something. Just in case it gets bumpy."

      The truck rolled down the dirt road and onto the highway. A car skidded into the hedge to avoid it; another truck managed to stop at the end of four long streaks of scorched rubber.

      None of the nomes in the cab noticed this at the time. All they felt was another thump as the truck bounced gently over the far side of the highway and down the dirt road that ran toward the railroad. Where, with red lights flashing, the barriers were coming down.

      Sacco peered out of the stricken doorway.

      "We've just crossed over a paved road," he said.

      "Ah," said Dorcas.

      "I just saw a car run into the back of another car and a truck ended up going sideways," Sacco went on. "Ah. Lucky we got over, then," said Dorcas. "There's some dangerous drivers around."

      The gritty sound of the flat tires rolling over gravel gradually slowed down. There was the snap of something breaking behind the truck, a couple of bumps, and then another thump that brought them to a halt. And a low, booming noise.

      Nomes hear things differently from humans, and the shrill clanging of the crossing warning alarms sounded, to them, like the doleful tolling of an ancient bell. "We've stopped," said Dorcas. He thought, We could have pressed the brake pedal. We could have looked for something to press it with and pressed it. I must be getting too old. Oh, well. "Come on, no hanging around. We can jump out. You youngsters can, anyway." "Why? What are you going to do?" said Sacco.

      "I'm going to wait until you've all jumped out, and then I'm going to tell you to catch me," said Dorcas pleasantly. "I'm not as young as I was. Now, off you go."

      They got down awkwardly, hanging on to the edge of the running board and dropping onto the road. Dorcas lowered himself gingerly onto the running board and sat with his legs dangling over the drop.

      It looked a long way down.

      Below him, Nooty prodded Sacco respectfully on the arm.

      "Er. Sacco," she said, nervously.

      "What is it?"

      "Look at that metal rail thing over there."

      "Well, what about it?"

      "There's another one over there," said Nooty, pointing.

      "Yes, I can see," said Sacco testily. "What about them? They're not doing anything." "We're right in between them," said Nooty. "I just thought I should, you know, point it out. And there's that bell thing ringing."

      "Yes, I can hear it," said Sacco irritably. "I wish it would stop."

      "I just wondered why it was."

      Sacco shrugged. "Who knows why anything happens?" he said. "Come on, Dorcas. Please. We haven't got all day."

      "I'm just composing myself," said Dorcas quietly.

      Nooty wandered miserably away from the group and looked down at one of the rails. It was bright and shiny.

      And it seemed to be singing.

      She bent closer. Yes, it was definitely making a faint humming sound. Which was odd. Bits of metal didn't normally make any noise at all. Not by themselves, anyway.

      As she stared at the truck stuck between the flashing lights and the shiny rails, the world seem to change slightly and a horrible idea formed in her head. "Sacco!" she quavered. "Sacco, we're right on the railroad line, Sacco!"

      Something a long way off made a deep, mournful noise.

      Whoo-oooo ...

      From the gateway of the quarry Grimma had a good view of the land all the way to the airport. She saw the train, and the truck. The train had seen the truck too. It suddenly started to make the long drawn-out screaming noise of metal in distress.

      By the time it actually hit the thing, it seemed to be going quite slowly. It even managed to stay on the rails.

      Pieces of truck spun away in every direction, like fireworks.

       

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 10

      

       

      I. Nisodemus said unto them, Do you doubt that Ican stop the power of Order?

      II. And they said, Um ...

      -From the Book of Nome, Chases I, v. I-II Other nomes came running across the quarry floor, with Nisodemus in thelead, and piled up in a crowd around the gate.

      "What happened? What happened?"

      "I saw everything," said a middle-aged nome, "I was on watch, and I sawDorcas and some of the boys go into the truck. And then it rolled awaydown the hill and then it went over the highway and then it stopped righton the railroad tracks and then ... and then ..."

      "I forbade all meddling with these infernal machines," said Nisodemus.

      "And I said we were to stop, um, putting people on watch, didn't I? Thewatch Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) maintains should be enough for humblenomes!"

      "Yes ... well ... Dorcas said he thought it wouldn't do any harm ifwe gave him a hand, sort of thing," said the nome nervously. "And hesaid-"

      "I gave orders!" screamed Nisodemus. "You will all obey me! Did I notstop the truck by the power of Arnold Bros. (est. 1905)?"

      "No," said Grimma quietly. "No, you didn't. Dorcas did. He put nails downin the road."

      There was a huge, horrified silence. In the middle of it Nisodemus wentslowly white with rage.

      "Liar!" he shouted.

      "No," said Grimma, meekly. "He really did. He really did all sorts ofthings to help us, and we never said 'please' or 'thank you' and now he'sdead."

      There were sirens along the road below and a lot of excitement around thestationary train. Red and blue lights flashed.

      The nomes shifted uneasily. One of them said, "He's not really dead, though, is he? Not really. I expect he jumped out at the last minute. Aclever person like him."

      Grimma looked helplessly at the crowd. She saw Nooty's parents in thecrowd. They were a quiet, patient couple. She'd hardly ever spoken tothem. Now their faces were gray and lined with worry. She gave in.

      "Yes," she said. "Perhaps they got out."

      "Must have," muttered another nome, trying to look cheerful. "Dorcasisn't the type to go around dying all the time. Not when we need him."

      Grimma nodded.

      "And now," she went on, "I think even humans will be wondering what'shappening here. They'll soon work out where the truck came from andthey'll be coming up here and I think they might be very angry."

      But Nisodemus licked his lips and said, "We won't be afraid. We willconfront them and defy them. Um. We will treat them with scorn. We don't need Dorcas, we need nothing except faith in Arnold Bros. (est. 1905).

      Nails, indeed!"

      "If you start out now," said Grimma, "you should all be able to get tothe barn, even through what's left of the snow. I don't think the quarrywill be a safe place soon."

      There was something about the way she said it that made people nervous.

      Normally Grimma shouted or argued, but this time she spoke quite calmly.

      It wasn't like her at all.

      "Go on," she said. "You'll have to start now. You'll have to take as muchfood and stuff as possible. Go on."

      "No!" shouted Nisodemus. "No one is to move! Do you think Arnold Bros.

      (est. 1905) will let you down? Um, I will protect you from the humans!"

      Down below, a car with flashing lights on top of it pulled away from theexcitement around the train, crossed the main highway, and headed slowlyup the dirt road.

      I will call upon the power of Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) to smite thehumans!" shouted Nisodemus.

      The nomes looked unhappy. Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) had never smittenanyone in the Store. He'd just founded it, and seen to it that nomeslived comfortable and not very strenuous lives in it, and apart fromputting the signs on the walls hadn't really interfered very much. Now, suddenly, he was going around being angry and upset all the time, andsmiting people. It was very bewildering.

      "I will stand here and defy the dreadful minions of Order!" Nisodemusyelled. "I will teach them a lesson they won't forget."

      The rest of the nomes said nothing. If Nisodemus wanted to stand in frontof the truck, then that was all right by them.

      "We will all defy them!" he added.

      "Er ... what?" said a nome.

      "Brothers, let us stand here resolute and show Order that we are unitedin opposition! Um. If you truly believe in Arnold Bros. (est. 1905), noharm will come to you!"

      The flashing light was well up the road now-Soon it would be crossingthe wide patch in front of the gates, where the great chain hunguselessly from the broken padlock.

      Grimma opened her mouth to say: Don't be stupid, you idiots. ArnoldBros. (est. 1905) doesn't want you to stand in front of cars. I've seenwhat happens to nomes who stand in front of cars. Your relatives have tobury you in an envelope- She was about to say all that, and decided not to.

      For months and months people had been telling nomes what to do. Perhapsit was time to stop.

      She saw a number of worried faces in the crowd turn toward her, andsomeone said, "What shall we do, Grimma?"

      "Yeah," said another nome, "She's a Driver, they always know what to do."

      She smiled at them. It wasn't a very happy smile.

      "Do whatever you think best," she said.

      There was a chorus of indrawn breaths.

      "Well, yeah," said a nome, "but, well, Nisodemus says we can stop thisthing just by believing we can. Is that true, or what?"

      "I don't know," said Grimma. "You might be able to. I know I can't."

      She turned and walked off quickly toward the sheds.

      "Stand firm," commanded Nisodemus. He hadn't been listening to theworried discussions behind him.

      " 'Do whatever you think best,' " muttered a nome. "What sort of help isthat?"

      They stood in their hundreds, watching the car wind closer. Nisodemusstood slightly ahead of the crowd, holding his hands in the air.

      The only sound was the crunch of tires on gravel.

      If a bird looked down on the quarry in the next few seconds, it wouldhave been amazed.

      "Well, probably it wouldn't. Birds are somewhat stupid creatures and havea hard enough job even coming to terms with the ordinary, let alone theextraordinary. But if it had been an unusually intelligent bird, anescaped myna bird, perhaps, or a parrot that had been blown severalthousand miles off course by very strong winds, it would have thought: Oh. There is a wide hole in the hill, with little old rusty sheds in it, and a fence in front of it.

      And there is a car with lights on the top of it just going through a gatein the fence.

      And there are little black dots on the ground ahead of it. One dotstanding very still, right in the path of the thing, and the others, theothers ...

      Breaking away and running. Running for their lives.

      They never did find Nisodemus again, even though a party ofstrong-stomached nomes went back much later and searched through the rutsand the mud.

      So a rumor grew up that perhaps, at the last minute, he had jumped upand caught hold of part of the car and had clambered onto it somehow. Andthen he'd waited there, too ashamed to face other nomes, until the carwent back to wherever it came from, and had got off, and was living outthe rest of his life quietly and without any fuss. He had been a goodnome in his way, they said. Whatever else you might say about him, hebelieved in things and he did what he thought was proper, so it was onlyright that he'd been spared and was still out there in the world, somewhere.

      This was what they told one another, and what they wrote down in the Bookof Nome.

      What nomes might have thought in those private moments before they wentto sleep ... well, that was private.

      Humans clomped slowly around the train and what remained of the truck.

      Lots of other vehicles had turned up at what was, for humans, greatspeed. Many of them had lights on top.

      The nomes had learned to be worried by things with flashing lights ontop.

      The Land-Rover belonging to the quarrymen was there as well. One of thequarrymen was pointing to the wrecked truck and shouting at the others.

      It had opened the smashed engine compartment, and was pointing towhere the battery wasn't.

      Beside the railroad the breeze rustled the long grass. And some of thelong grass rustled without any wind at all.

      Dorcas had been right. Where humans went once, they went again. Thequarry belonged to them. Three trucks were parked outside the sheds andhumans were everywhere. Some were repairing the fence. Some were takingboxes and drums off trucks. One was even in the manager's office, Leaningup.

      The nomes crouched where they could, listening fearfully to the soundsabove them. There weren't many hiding places for two thousand nomes, small though they were.

      It was a very long day. In the shadows under some of the sheds, in thedarkness behind crates, in some cases even on the dusty rafters under thetin roofs, the nomes passed it as best they could.

      There were escapes so narrow a postcard couldn't have got through them.

      Old Munby Confectioner! and most of his family were left blinking inthe light when a human moved the beat-up old box they were coweringbehind. Only a quick dash to the shelter of a stack of cans saved them.

      And, of course, the fact that humans never really looked hard at whatthey were doing.

      That wasn't the worst part, though.

      The worst part was much worse.

      The nomes sat in the noisy darkness, not daring even to speak, and felttheir world vanishing. Not because the humans hated nomes. Because theydidn't notice them.

      There was Dorcas's electricity, for example. He'd spent a long timetwisting bits of wire together and finding a safe way to stealelectricity from the fusebox. A human pulled the wire bits out withoutthinking, fiddled inside with a screwdriver, and then put up a new boxwith a lock on it.

      The Store nomes needed electricity. They couldn't remember a time whenthey had been without it. It was a natural thing, like air. And nowtheirs was a world of endless darkness.

      And still the terror went on. The rough floorboards shook overhead, raining dust and splinters. Metal drums boomed like thunder. There wasthe continual sound of hammering. The humans were back, and they meant tostay.

      They did go eventually, though. When the daylight drained from thewinter sky, like steel growing cold, some of the humans got into theirvehicles and drove off down the dirt road.

      They did one puzzling thing before they left. Nomes had to scramble overone another to get out of the way when one of the floorboards in the manager's office was pulled up. A huge hand reached down and put a littletray on the packed earth under the floor. Then the darkness came backas the board was replaced.

      The nomes sat in the gloom and wondered why on earth the humans, after aday like this, were giving them food.

      The tray was piled with flour. It wasn't much, compared to Store food, but to nomes who had spent all day hungry and miserable it smelled good.

      A couple of younger ones crawled closer. It had the most tantalizingsmell.

      One of them took a handful of the stuff.

      "Don't eat it!"

      Grimma pushed her way through the packed bodies.

      "But it smells so-" one of the nomes warbled.

      "Have you ever smelled anything like it before?" she said.

      "Well, no-"

      "So you don't know it's good to eat, do you? Listen. I know about stufflike this. Where we-where I used to live, in the hole ... there was aplace along the highway where humans came to eat, and sometimes we'd findstuff like this among the trash at the back. It kills you if you eat it!"

      The nomes looked at the innocent little tray. Food that killed you? Thatdidn't make sense.

      "I remember there was some canned meat we had once in the Store," said anelderly nome. "Gave us all a nasty upset, I remember." He gave Grimma ahopeful look.

      She shook her head. "This isn't like that," she said. "We used to finddead rats near it. They didn't die in a very nice way," she added, shuddering at the memory.

      "Oh."

      The nomes stared at the tray again. And there was a thump from overhead.

      There was still a human in the quarry.

      It was sitting in the old swivel chair in the manager's office, readinga paper.

      From a knothole near the floor the nomes watched carefully. There werehuge boots, great sweeps of trouser, a mountain range of jacket and, farabove, the distant gleam of electric light on a bald head.

      After a long while the human put the paper down and reached over to thedesk by its side. The watching nomes gazed at a pack of sandwiches bigger than they were, and a Thermos flask that steamed when it was openedand filled the shed with the smell of soup.

      They climbed back down and reported to Grimma. She was sitting by thefood tray, and had ordered six of the older and more sensible nomes tostand guard around it to keep children away.

      "It's not doing anything," she was told. "It's just sitting there. We sawit look out of the window once or twice."

      "Then it'll be here all night," said Grimma. "I expect the humans arewondering who's causing all this trouble."

      "What shall we dor'

      Grimma sat with her chin on her hands.

      "There's those big old tumbledown sheds across the quarry," she said atlast. "We could go there."

      "Dorcas said-Dorcas used to say it was very dangerous in the old sheds," said a nome cautiously. "Because of all the old metal and stuff-Verydangerous, he said."

      "More dangerous than here?" said Grimma, with Just a trace of her oldsarcasm.

      "You've got a point."

      "Please, ma'am."

      It was one of the younger female nomes. They "eld Grimma in awe becauseof the way she Touted at the men and read better than anyone.

      This one held a baby in her arms, and kept curtsying every time shefinished a sentence.

      "What it is, Sorrit?" said Grimma.

      "Please, ma'am, some of the children are very hungry, ma'am. There isn'tanything wholesome to eat down here, you see." She gave Grimma a pleading look.

      Grimma nodded. The stores were under the other sheds, what was left ofthem. The main potato store had been found by some of the humans, whichwas perhaps why the poison had been put down. Anyway, they couldn't lighta fire and there was no meat. No one had been doing any proper huntingfor days, because Arnold Bros. (est. 1905) would provide, according toNisodemus.

      "As soon as it gets light I think all the hunters we can spare should goout," said Grimma.

      They considered this. The dawn was a long way away. To a nome, a nightwas as long as three whole days.

      "There's plenty of snow," said a nome. "That means we've got water."

      "We might be able to manage without food, but the children won't," saidGrimma.

      "And the old people too," said a nome. "It's going to freeze againtonight. We haven't got the electric and we can't light a fireoutside."

      They sat staring glumly at the dirt.

      What Grimma was thinking was: They're not bickering. They're notgrumbling. Things are so serious they're actually not arguing and blamingeach other.

      "All right," she said. "And what do you all think we should do?"

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 11

      

      I. We will come out of the woodwork.

      II. We will come out of the floor.

      III. They will wish they had never seen us.

      -From the Book of Nome, Humans I, v. I-III The human lowered its newspaper and listened.

      There was a rustling in the walls. There was a scratching under thefloor.

      Its eyes swivelled to the table beside it.

      A group of small creatures were dragging its packet of sandwiches acrossthe tabletop. It blinked.

      Then it roared and tried to stand up, and it wasn't until it was nearlyupright that it found that its feet were tied very firmly to the legs ofits chair.

      It crashed forward. A crowd of tiny creatures, moving so fast that itcould hardly see them, charged out from under the table and wrapped alength of old electrical wire around its outflung arms. Within seconds itwas trussed awkwardly> but very firmly, between the furniture.

      They saw its great eyes roll. It opened its mouth and mooed at them.

      Teeth like yellow plates clashed at them.

      The wire held.

      The sandwiches turned out to be cheese and pickle and the Thermos, oncethey got the top off, was full of coffee. "Store food," said one nome toanother. "Good Store food, like we used to know."

      They poured into the room from every crack and mousehole. There was anelectric fire by the table and they sat in solemn rows in front of itsglowing red bar or wandered around the crowded office.

      "We done it," they said, "Just like that Gullible Travels. The biggerthey come, the harder they fall!"

      There was a school of thought that said they should kill the human, whosemad eyes followed them around the floor. This was when they found thebox.

      It was on one of the shelves. It was yellow. It had a picture of a veryunhappy-looking rat on the front. It had the word Scramoff in big redlettering too. On the back ...

      Grimma's forehead wrinkled as she tried to read the smaller words on the back.

      "It says, They Take a Bite, but They Don't Come Back for More!' " shesaid. "And apparently it contains polydichloromethylinlon-4, whatever Aatis. 'Clears Outhouses of Troublesome ...'" She paused.

      "Troublesome what?" said the listening nomes. "Troublesome what?"

      Grimma lowered her voice.

      "It says, 'Clears Outhouses of Troublesome Vermin in a Trice!' " shesaid. "It's poison. It's the stuff they put under the floor."

      The silence that followed this was black with rage. The nomes had raisedquite a lot of children in the quarry. They had very firm views aboutpoison.

      "We should make the human eat it," said one of them. "Fill up its mouthwith Polypuththeketlon or whatever it is. Troublesome vermin."

      "I think they think we're rats," said Grimma.

      "And that would be all right, would it?" said a nome with witheringsarcasm. "Rats are okay. We've never had any trouble with rats. No callto go around giving them poisoned food."

      In fact, the nomes got on rather well with the local rats, probablybecause their leader was Bobo, who had been a pet of Angalo's when theylived in the Store. The two species treated each other with the distantfriendliness of creatures who could, at a pinch, eat one another but haddecided not to.

      "Yeah, the rats'd thank us for getting rid of a human," he went on.

      "No," said Grimma. "No. I don't think we should do that. Dorcas alwayssaid that they'reg nearly as intelligent as we are. You can't go aroundpoisoning intelligent creatures."

      "They tried!"

      "They're not nomes. They don't know how to behave," said Grimma. "Anyway, be sensible. More humans will come along in the morning. If they find adead human, there'll be a lot of trouble."

      That was a point. But they had shown themselves to a human. No nomecould remember its ever being done before. They'd had to do it, or starveand freeze, but there was no knowing where it would end. How it would endwas a bit more certain. It would probably end badly.

      "Go and put it somewhere where the rats can't get it," said Grimma.

      "I reckon we should just give it a taste-" said the nome.

      "No! Just take the stuff away. We'll stay here the rest of the night andthen move out before it's light."

      "Well, all right. If you say so. I just hope we're not sorry about itlater, that's all." The nomes carried the dreadful box away.

      Grimma wandered over to where the human lay. It was well trussed up bynow, and couldn't move a finger. It looked just like the picture ofGullible or whoever he was, except the nomes had got hold of what thenomes in those days had never heard of, which was lots of electricalwire. It was a lot tougher than rope. And they were a lot angrier.

      Gullible hadn't been driving a great big truck round the place andputting down rat poison.

      They'd gone through its pockets and piled up the contents in a heap.

      There'd been a big square of white cloth among them, which a group ofnomes had managed to tie around the human's mouth after its mooing goton everyone's nerves.

      Now they stood around eating pieces of bread and cheese and pickle andwatching the human's eyes.

      Humans can't understand nomes. Their voices are too fast and too high, like a bat squeak. It was probably just as well.

      "I say we should find something sharp and stick it into it," said a nome.

      "In all the soft parts."

      "There's things we could do with matches," said Granny Morkie, toGrimma's surprise.

      "And nails," said a middle-aged nome.

      The human growled behind its gag and strained at the wires.

      "We could pull all its hair out," said Granny Morkie. "And then wecould-"

      "Do it, then," said Grimma, coming up behind them.

      They turned.

      "What?"

      "Do it, if you want to," said Grimma. "There it is, right in front ofyou. Do what you like."

      "What, we?" Granny Morkie nome drew back. "I didn't ... not me. Ididn't mean me. I meant well, us. Nomekind."

      "There you are, then," said Grimma. "And nomekind is only nomes. Besides, it's wrong to hurt prisoners. I read it in a book. It's called the GenevaConvention. When you've got people at your mercy, you shouldn't hurtthem."

      "Seems like the ideal time to me," said a nome. "Hit them when they can't hit back, that's what I sav. Anyway, it's not as if humans are the sameas real people." But he shuffled backward anyway.

      "Funny, though, when you see their faces close up," said Granny Morkie, putting her head to one side. "They look a lot like us. Only bigger."

      One of the nomes peered into the human's frightened eyes.

      "Hasn't it got a hairy nose?" he said. "And ears too."

      "Like a cow," said Granny.

      "You could almost feel sorry for them, with great big noses like that."

      Grimma peered into the human's eyes. I wonder, she thought. They'rebigger than us, so there must be room for brains. And they've got greatbig eyes. Surely they must have seen us once? Masklin said we've beenhere for thousands of years. In all that time, humans must have seen us.

      They must have known we were real people. But in their minds they turnedus into pixies. Perhaps they didn't want to have to share the world.

      The human was definitely looking at her.

      Could we share? she thought. They live in a big, long, slow world and welive in a small, short, fast one, and we can't understand each other.

      They can't even see us unless we stand still as I'm standing now. Wemove too quickly for them. They don't think we exist.

      She stared up into the big frightened eyes.

      We've never tried to-what was the word-communicate with them before.

      Not properly. Not as though they were real people, thinking realthoughts. How can we tell them we're really real and really here?

      But perhaps when you're lying down on the floor and tied up by littlepeople you can hardly see and don't believe in, that's not the best timeto start communicating. Perhaps we should try it another time. Not signs, not shouting, just trying to get them to understand us.

      Wouldn't it be amazing if we could? They could do the big slow jobs forus, and we could do-oh, little fast things. Fiddly things that thosegreat fingers can't do ... but not paint flowers or mend their shoes.

      "Grimma? You ought to see this, Grimma," said a voice behind her.

      The nomes were clustered around a white heap on the floor.

      Oh, yes. The human had been looking at one of those big sheets of paper.

      The nomes had spread it out flat on the floor. It looked a lot like thefirst one they'd seen, except this one was called READ IT FIRST IN YOURSOARAWAY

      BLACKBURY EVENING POST AND GAZETTE. It had more of the great blocky writing, some of the letters nearly as big as anome's head.

      Grimma shook her own head as she tried to make sense of it. She could understand the books quite well, she considered, but the papers seemed to use a different language. It was full of probes and shocks and fuzzypictures of smiling humans shaking hands with other humans (ELKS RAISE.455 FOR HOSPITAL APPEAL). It wasn't difficult to work out what eachword meant, but when they were put together they either didn't meananything at all or something quite unbelievable (civic CENTER TAXBATTLE).

      "No, this is the bit," said one of the nomes. "This page here. Look, someof the words, they're the same as last time, look! It's about GrandsonRichard, 39!"

      Grimma ran the length of a story about somebody slamming somebody'splan for something.

      There was indeed a fuzzy picture of Grandson Richard, 39, under thewords: TV-IN-THE-SKY HITCH.

      She knelt down and stared at the smaller words below it.

      "Read it aloud!" they said.

      "'Richard Arnold, the Blackbury-based chairman of the ArncoInternational Group, said in Florida today,' " she read, " 'thatscientists are still trying to r-r-regain control of Arnsat 1, the multi- roillion-pound corn ... communications sat ... tellite ...' "

      The nomes looked at one another.

      "Multimillion pound," they said, "That's really heavy."

      'Hopes were high after yesterday's s-s-successful l-lunch in Florida,'

      " Grimma read uncertainly " 'that Arnsat 1 would begin testtr-tr-transmissions today. Instead, it is s-sending a stream of strangesig ... signals. "It's like some sort of c-code," said Arnold, 39 ..." ' "

      There was an appreciative murmur from the listeners.

      " 'It's as if it had a mind of its own,' " Grimma read.

      There was more stuff about "teething troubles," whatever that meant, butGrimma didn't bother to read it.

      She remembered the way Masklin had talked about the stars, and why theystayed up. And there was the Thing. He'd taken it with him. The Thingcould talk to electricity, couldn't it? It could listen to theelectricity in wires, and the stuff in the air that Dorcas called"radio." If anything could send strange signals, the Thing could. / maygo even further than the Long Drive, he'd said.

      "They're alive," she said, to no one in particular. "Masklin and Gurderand Angalo. They got to the Florida place and they're alive."

      She remembered him trying to tell her, sometimes, about the sky and theThing and where nomes first came from, and she'd never really understood, any more than he'd understood about the little frogs.

      "They're alive," she repeated. "I know they are. I don't know exactly howor where, but they've got some sort of plan and they're alive."

      The nomes exchanged meaningful glances, and the kind of meaning they werefull of was, She's fooling herself, but it'd take a braver nome than meto tell her.

      Granny Morkie patted her gently on the shoulder.

      "Yes, yes," she said soothingly. "And thank goodness they had asuccessful lunch. I bet they needed to get some food inside of them. Andif I was you, my girl, I'd get some sleep."

      Grimma dreamed.

      It was a confused dream. Dreams nearly always are. They don't come neatlypackaged. She dreamed of loud noises and flashing lights. And eyes.

      Little yellow eyes. And Masklin, standing on a branch, climbing throughleaves, peering down at little yellow eyes.

      Fm seeing what he's doing now, she thought. He's alive. I always knew hewas, of course. But outer space has got more leaves than I thought. Orperhaps none of it is real and Pm just dreaming ...

      Then someone woke her up.

      It's never wise to speculate about the meaning of dreams, so she didn't.

      It snowed again in the night, on an icy wind. Some of the nomes scoutedaround the sheds and came back with a few vegetables that had been"missed, but it was a pitifully small amount. The tied-up human went tosleep after a while, and snored like someone sawing a thick log with athin saw.

      "The others will come looking for it in the morning," Grimma warned.

      "We mustn't be here then. Perhaps we should-"

      She stopped. They all listened.

      Something was moving around under the floorboards.

      "Is anyone still down there?" Grimma whispered.

      The nomes near her shook their heads. No one wanted to be in the chillyspace under the floor when there was the warmth and light of the officefor the having.

      "And it can't be rats," she said.

      Then someone called out in that half-loud, half-soft way of someone whowants to make himself heard while at the same time remaining as quiet aspossible.

      It turned out to be Sacco.

      They dragged aside the floorboards the humans had loosened and helped himup. He was covered in mud and swaying with exhaustion.

      "I couldn't find anyone!" he gasped. "I looked everywhere and I couldn'tfind anyone and we saw the trucks come here and I saw the lights on and Ithought the humans were still here and I came in and I heard your voicesand you've got to coine because it's Dorcas!"

      "He's alive?" said Grimma. "If he isn't, he can swear pretty well for a dead person," said Sacco, sagging to the floor. "We thought you were all de-" Grimma began. "We're all fine except for Dorcas. He hurt himself jumping out of the truck! Come on, pleaseV "You don't look in any state to go anywhere," said Grimma. She stood up.

      "You just tell us where he is." "We got him halfway up the road and we got so tired and I left them and came on ahead," Sacco blurted out. "They're under the hedge and-" His eyes fell on the snoring bulk of the human. He stared at Grimma. "You've captured a humanf' he said. He stumbled sideways. "Need a bit of a rest. So tired. So tired," he repeated, vaguely. Then he fell forward. Grimma caught him and laid him down as gently as she could. "Someone put him somewhere warm and see if there's any food left," she said to the nomes in general. "And I want some of you to help me look for the others. Come on. This isn't a night for being outside." The expression on the faces of some of the nomes said that they definitely agreed with this point of view, and that among the people who shouldn't be out on a night like this was themselves. "It's snowing quite a lot," said one of them, uncertainly. "We'll never find them in all the dark and snow." Grimma glared at him. "We might," she said. "We might find them in all the dark and snow. We won't find them by staying in the light and warm, I know that much." Several nomes pushed their way forward. Grimma recognized Nooty's people, and the parents of some of the lads. Then there was a bit of a commotion from under the table, where the oldest nomes were clustering together to keep warm and have a good moan. "I'm comin' too," said Granny Morkie. "Do me good to have a drop of fresh air. What you all lookin' at me like that for?" "I think you ought to stay inside, Granny," said Grimma gently. "Don't you come the bein'-tactful-to-old-people to me, my gel," said Granny, prodding her with her stick. "I bin out in deep snow before you was even thought of." She turned to the rest of the nomes. "Nothin' to it if you acts sensible and keeps yellin' out so's everyone knows where everyone is. I went out to help look for my uncle Joe before I was a year old," she said, proudly. "Dreadful snow, that was. It come down sudden, like, when the men were out huntin'. We found nearly all of him too." "Yes, yes, all right, Granny," said Grimma quickly. She looked at the others. "Well, we're going," she said.

      In the end fifteen of them went, many out of sheer embarrassment.

      In the yellow light from the shed windows the snowflakes lookedbeautiful. By the time they reached the ground they were prettyunpleasant.

      The Store nomes really hated the Outside snow. There had been snow in theStore, too, sprayed on merchandise around Christmas Fayre time. But itwasn't cold. And snowflakes were huge beautiful things that were hungfrom the ceilings on bits of thread. Proper snowflakes. Not ghastlythings which looked all right in the air but turned into freezing wetstuff which was allowed to just lie around on the floor.

      It already was deep as their knees.

      "What you do is," said Granny Morkie, "you lift your feet up really highand plonk them down. Nothin' to it."

      The light from the shed shone out across the quarry, but the dirt roadwas a dark tunnel leading into the night.

      "And spread out," said Grimma. "But keep together."

      "Spread out and keep together," they muttered.

      A senior nome put his hand up.

      "You don't get robins at night, do you?" he asked cautiously.

      "No, of course not," said Grimma.

      "No, you don't get robins at night, silly," said Granny Morkie.

      They looked relieved.

      "No, you get foxes," Granny added, in a self-satisfied way. "Great bigfoxes. They get good and hungry in the cold weather. And maybe you getowls." She scratched her chin. "Cunnin' devils owls. You never hear 'em till they're almost on top o' you." She banged on the wall with herstick. "Look sharp, you lot. Best foot forward. Unless you're like myuncle Joe-a fox got 'is best foot, 'e 'ad to have a wooden leg, 'e waslivid."

      There was something about Granny Morkie's cheering people up that alwaysgot them moving. Anything was better than being cheered up some more.

      The snowflakes were caking up on the dried grasses and ferns on eitherbank. Every now and again some of it fell off, sometimes onto the dirtroad, often onto the nomes stumbling along it. They prodded the snowytussocks and peered doubtfully into the gloomy holes under the hedge, while the flakes continued to fall in a soft, crackly silence. Robins, owls, and other terrors of the Outside lurked in every shadow.

      Eventually the light was left behind and they walked by the glow of thesnow itself. Sometimes one of them would call out, softly, and thenthey'd all listen.

      It was very cold.

      Granny Morkie stopped suddenly.

      "Fox," she announced. "I can smell it. Can't mistake a fox. Rank."

      They huddled together and stared apprehensively into the darkness.

      "Might not still be around, mind," said Granny. "Hangs about for a longtime, that smell."

      They relaxed a bit.

      "Really, Granny," muttered Grimma.

      "I was just tryin' to be a help," sniffed Granny Morkie. "You don't wantmy help, you've only got to say."

      "We're doing this wrong," said Grimma. "It's Dorcas we're looking for. Hewouldn't just be sitting out in the open, would he? He knows aboutfoxes. He'd get the boys to find somewhere sheltered and as safe aspossible."

      Nooty's father stepped forward.

      "If you look the way the snow falls," he said hesitantly, "you can seethe air conditioning is blowing it this way." He pointed. "So it piles upmore on this side of things than that side. So they'd want to be as muchaway from the air conditioning as possible, wouldn't they?"

      "It's called the wind, when it's Outside," said Grimma gently. "Butyou're right. That means"-she peered at the hedges-"they'd be on theother side of the hedge. In the field, up against the bank. Come on."

      They scrambled up through the masses of dead leaves and dripping twigsand into the field beyond.

      It was desolate. A few tufts of dead grass stuck above the endlesswilderness of snow. Several of the nomes groaned.

      It's the size, Grimma thought. They don't mind Ae quarry, or the thicketsabove it, or even the ~ad, because a lot of it is closed in and you canpretend there are sort of walls around you. It's too big for them here.

      "Stick close to the hedge," she said, more cheerfully than she felt.

      "There's not so much snow there."

      Oh, Arnold Bros. (est. 1905), she thought. Dorcas doesn't believe in you, and I certainly don't believe in you, but if you could just see your wayclear to existing just long enough for us to find them, we'd allappreciate it very much. And perhaps if you could stop the snow and seeus all safely back to the quarry as well, that would be a big help.

      That's crazy, she thought. Masklin always said that if there was anArnold Bros., he was sort of inside our heads, helping us think.

      She realized that she was staring at the snow.

      Why is there a hole in it? she thought.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 12

      

      IV. There is nowhere to go, and we must go.

      -From the Book of Nome, Exits III, v. IV

      "Rabbits, I thought," she said.

      Dorcas patted her hand.

      "Well done," he said weakly.

      "We were on the road after Sacco left," said Nooty, "and it was gettingreally cold and Dorcas said to take him to the other side of the hedgeand, well, it was me who said you can see rabbits in this fieldsometimes, and be said find a rabbit hole. So we did. We thought we'd behere all night."

      "Ow," moaned Dorcas.

      "Don't make a fuss, I didn't hurt a bit," said Granny Morkie cheerfully, as she examined his leg. "Nothin' broken, but it's a nasty sprain."

      The Store nomes looked around the burrow with interest and a certain amount of approval. It was nicely closed in.

      "Your ancestors probably lived in holes like this," said Grimma. "Withshelves and things, of course."

      "Very nice," said a nome. "Homey. Almost like being under the floor."

      "Stinks a bit," said another,

      "That'll be the rabbits," said Dorcas, nodding toward the deeperdarkness. "We've heard them rustling about, but they're staying out ofour way. Nooty said he thought there was a fox snuffling around a whileago."

      "We'd better get you back as soon as possible," said Grimma. "I don'tthink any fox would bother the pack of us. After all, the local ones knowwho we are. Eat a nome and you die, that's what they've learned."

      The nomes shuffled their feet. It was true, of course. The trouble was, they thought, that the person who'd really regret it the most would bethe one nome who was eaten. Knowing that the fox might be given a badtime afterward wouldn't be much consolation.

      Besides, they were cold and wet and the burrow, while it wouldn't havesounded like a very comfortable proposition back at the quarry, wassuddenly much better than the horrible night outside. They'd staggeredpast a dozen burrows, calling down into the gloom, before they'd heardNooty's voice answering them.

      "I really don't think we need worry," said Grimma. "Foxes learn veryquickly. Isn't that so, Granny?"

      "Eh?" said Granny Morkie.

      "I was telling everyone how foxes learn quickly," said Grimmadesperately.

      "Oh, yes. Right enough," said Granny. "He'll go a long way out of his wayfor something he likes to eat, will your average fox. Especially when it's cold weather."

      "I didn't mean that! Why do you have to make everything sound so body

      "I'm sure I don't mean to," said Granny Morkie, and sniffed.

      "We must get back," said Dorcas firmly. "This snow isn't just going to goaway, is it? I can get along okay if I've got someone to lean on."

      "We can make you a stretcher," said Grimma. "Though goodness knows thereisn't much to get back to."

      "We saw the humans go up the road," said Nooty. "But we had to go all theway along to the badger tunnel and there were no real paths. Then wetried to cut across the fields at the bottom and that was a mistake, theywere all plowed up. We haven't had anything to eat," he added.

      "Don't expect much, then," said Grimma. "The humans took most of oursupplies. They think we're rats."

      "Well, that's not so bad," said Dorcas. "We used to encourage them tothink we were, back in the Store. They used to put traps down. We used tohunt rats in the basement and put them in the ~aps, when I was a lad."

      "Now they're using poisoned food," said Grimma.

      "That's not good."

      "Come on. Let's get you back."

      The snow was still falling outside, but raggedy fashion, as if the lastflakes in stock were being sold off cheaply. There was a line of redlight in the east -not the dawn, but the promise of the dawn. It didn'tlook cheerful. When the sun did rise, it would find itself locked behindbars of cloud.

      They broke off some pieces of dead cow-parsley stalks to make a roughsort of chair for Dorcas, which four nomes could carry. He'd been rightabout the shelter of the hedge. The snow wasn't very deep there, but itmade up for it by being littered with old leaves, twigs, and debris. Itwas slow going.

      It must be great to be a human, Grimma thought as thorns the length ofher hand tore at her dress. Masklin was right, this really is theirworld. It's the right size for them. They go where they want and dowhatever they like. We think we do things for ourselves and all we do islive in odd corners of their world-under their floors, stealing things.

      The other nomes trudged along in weary silence. The only sound, apartfrom the crunch of feet on snow and leaves, was that of Granny Morkieeating. She'd found some hawthorn berries on a bush and was chewing herway through one with every sign of enjoyment. She'd offered them around, but the other nomes found them bitter and unpleasant.

      "Prob'ly an acquired taste," she muttered, glaring at Grimma.

      It's one we all are going to have to acquire, thought Grimma, ignoringGranny's hurt stare. The only hope we've got is to split up and leave thequarry in little groups, once we get back. Move out into the country, goback to living in old rabbit holes and eating whatever we can find. Somegroups may survive the winter, once the old people have died off.

      And it'll be good-bye electricity, good-bye reading, good-bye bananas ...

      But I'll wait at the quarry until Masklin comes back.

      "Cheer up, my girl," said Granny Morkie, trying to be friendly. "Don'tlook so gloomy. It may never happen, that's what I always say."

      Even Granny was shocked when Grimma looked at her with a face from whichall the color had drained away. The girl's mouth opened and shut a fewtimes.

      Then she folded up, very gently, and collapsed to her knees and startedto sob.

      It was the most shocking sound they'd heard. Grimma yelled, complained, bullied, and commanded. Hearing her cry was wrong, as though the wholeworld had turned upside down.

      "All I did was try to cheer her up," mumbled Granny Morkie.

      The embarrassed nomes stood around in a circle. No one dared go nearGrimma. Anything might happen. If you tried to pat her on the shoulderand say "There, there," anything might happen. She might bite your handoff, or anything.

      Dorcas looked at the nomes on either side of him sighed, and easedhimself up off his makeshift stretcher. He limped over to Grimma, catching hold of a thorn twig to steady himself.

      "You've found us, we're going back to the quarry, everything's allright," he said soothingly.

      "It isn't! We'll have to move on!" she sobbed. "You'd have been better off staying in the hole! It's all gone bad!"

      "Well, I would have said-" Dorcas began.

      "We've got no food and we can't stop the humans and we're trapped in thequarry and I've tried to keep everyone together and now it's all gonebad!"

      "We ought to have gone up to that barn right at the start," said Nooty.

      "You still could," said Grimma. "All the younger people could. Just getas far away from here as possible!"

      "But children couldn't walk it, and old people certainly couldn't managethe snow," said Dorcas. "You know that. You're just despairing."

      "We've tried everything! It's just got worse! We thought it would be alovely life in the Outside and now it's all falling to pieces!"

      Dorcas gave her a long, blank look.

      "We might as well give up right now," she said. "We might as well give upand die right here."

      There was a horrified silence.

      It was broken by Dorcas.

      "Er," he said. "Er. Are you sure? Are you really sure?"

      The tone of his voice made Grimma look up.

      All the nomes were staring.

      There was a fox looking down at them.

      It was one of those moments when Time itself freezes solid. Grimma could see the yellow-green glow in the fox's eyes and the cloud of its breath.

      Its tongue lolled out.

      It looked surprised.

      It was new to these parts and had never seen nomes before. Itsnot-very-complicated mind was trying to come to terms with the fact thatthe shape of the nomes-two arms, two legs, a head at the top was a shapeit associated with humans and had learned to avoid, but the size was thesize it had always thought of as a mouthful.

      The nomes stood rooted in terror. There was no sense in trying to runaway. A fox had twice as many legs to run after you. You'd end up deadanyway, but at least you wouldn't end up dead and out of breath aswell.

      There was a growl.

      To the nomes' astonishment, it had come from Grimma.

      She snatched Granny Morkie's walking stick, strode forward, and whacked the fox across the nose before it could move. It yelped and blinked stupidly.

      "Shove off!" she shouted. "How dare you come here!" She hit it again. It jerked its head away. Grimma took another step forward and caught it a backward thump across the muzzle.

      The fox made up its mind. There were definitely rabbits further down the hedge. Rabbits didn't hit back. It knew where it was with rabbits. It whined, backed away with its eyes fixed on Grimma, and then darted off into the darkness.

      The nomes breathed out. "Well," said Dorcas.

      "I'm sorry, but I just can't stand foxes," said Grimma. "And Masklin said we should let them know who's boss." "I'm not arguing," said Dorcas.

      Grimma looked vaguely at the stick.

      "What was I saying before that?" she said.

      "You were saying we might as well give up and die right here," said Granny Morkie helpfully. Grimma glared at her.

      "No I wasn't," she said. "I was just feeling a bit tired, that's all.

      Come on. We'll catch our death standing here."

      "Or the other way around," said Sacco, staring into the fox-haunteddarkness.

      "That's not funny," snapped Grimma, striding off.

      "I didn't mean it to be," said Sacco, shivering.

      Overhead, quite unnoticed by the nomes, a rather strangely bright starzigzagged across the sky. It was small, or perhaps it was really very bigbut a long way off. If you looked at it long enough, it might just appeardisc-shaped. It was causing a lot of messages to be sent through the air, all around the world.

      It seemed to be looking for something.

      There were flickering lights in the quarry by the time they got back.

      Another group of nomes was about to set out to look for them. Not withmuch enthusiasm, admittedly, but they were going to try.

      The cheer that went up when it was realized that everyone was back safelyalmost made Grimma forget that they were safely back to a very unsafeplace. She'd read something in the book of proverbs that summed it upperfectly. As far as she could remember, it was something about jumpingout of the thing you cook in and into the thing you cooked on. Orsomething.

      Grimma led the rescue party into the office and listened while Sacco, with many interruptions, recounted the adventure from the time Dorcas, out of sudden terror, had jumped out of the truck and had been carriedoff the rails just before the train arrived. It sounded brave andexciting. And pointless, Grimma thought, but she kept that to herself.

      "It wasn't as bad as it looked," Sacco said. "I mean, the truck wassmashed but the train didn't even come off the rails. We saw it all," hefinished. "I'm starving."

      He gave them a bright smile, which faded like a sunset.

      "There's no food?" he said.

      "Even less than that," said a nome. "If you've got some bread, we couldhave a snow sandwich."

      Sacco thought about this.

      "There's the rabbits," he said. "There were rabbits in the field."

      "And in the dark," said Dorcas, who appeared to have something on hismind.

      "Well, yes," admitted Sacco.

      "And with that fox hanging about," said Nooty.

      Another proverb floated up in Grimma's mind.

      "Needs must," she said, "when the Devil drives."

      They looked at her in the flickering light of the matches.

      "Who's he?" said Nooty.

      "Some sort of horrible person that lives under the ground in a hot place, I think," said Grimma.

      "Like the boiler room in the Store?"

      "I suppose so."

      "And what sort of vehicle does he drive?" said Sacco, looking interested.

      "It just means that sometimes you're forced to do things," said Grimma testily. "I don't think he actually drives anything."

      "Well, no. There wouldn't be the room down there, for one thing."

      Dorcas coughed. He seemed to be upset about something. Well, everyone was upset, but he was even more upset.

      "All right," he said quietly.

      Something about the way he said it made them pay attention.

      "You'd all better come with me," he went on. "Believe me, I'd rather you didn't have to."

      "Where to?" said Grimma.

      "The old sheds. The ones by the cliff," said Dorcas.

      "But they're all tumbled down. And you said they were very dangerous."

      "Oh, they are. They are. There's piles of junk and stuff in cans the children shouldn't touch and stuff like that."

      He twiddled his beard nervously.

      "But," he said, "there's something else. Something I've been sort of working on, sort of." He looked her in the eye. "Something of mine," he said. "The most marvellous thing I've ever seen. Even better than frogs in a flower."

      Then he coughed. "Anyway, there's plenty of room in there," he said. "The floors are just earth, er, but the sheds are big and there are lots of places, er, to hide."

      A snore from the human shook the office.

      "Besides, I don't like being so close to that thing," he added.

      There was a general murmur of agreement about this. "Had you thought about what you're going to do with it?" said Dorcas.

      "Some people wanted to kill it, but I don't think that's a good idea," said Grimma. "I think the other humans would get really upset about it."

      "Besides, it doesn't seem right," said Dorcas.

      "I know what you mean."

      "So ... what shall we do with it?"

      Grimma glared at the huge face. Every pore, every hair, was huge. It was strange to think that if there were creatures smaller than nomes, little people perhaps the size of ants, her own face might look likethat. If you looked at it philosophically, the whole thing about big andsmall was just a matter of size.

      "We'll leave it," she said. "But ... is there any paper here?"

      "Loads of it on the desk," said Nooty.

      "Go and fetch some, please. Dorcas, you've always got something to write with, haven't you?"

      Dorcas fumbled in his pockets until he found a stub of pencil lead.

      "Don't waste it," he said. "Don't know if I'll ever get any more."

      Eventually Nooty came back towing a yellowing sheet of paper. At the top of it, in heavy black lettering, were the words BLACKBURY SAND AND GRAVEL INC. Below that was the word INVOICE.

      Grimma thought for a while, and then licked the stub and, in big letters, started to write. "What are you doing?" said Dorcas. "Trying to communicate," said Grimma. She carefully traced another word, pressing quite hard.

      "I've always thought it might be worth trying," said Dorcas. "But is this the right time?"

      "Yes," said Grimma. She finished the last word.

      "What do you think?" she said, handing Dorcas the pencil lead.

      The writing was a bit jagged where she had pressed hard, and her grasp of grammar and writing wasn't as good as her skill at reading, but it was clear enough.

      "I would have done it differently," said Dorcas, reading it. "Perhaps you would, but this is the way I've done it."

      "Yes." Dorcas put his head on one side. "Well, it's definitely a communication. You can't get much more communicating than that. Yes." Grimma tried to sound cheerful. "And now," she said, "Let's see this shed of yours."

      Two minutes later the office shed was empty of nomes. The human snored on the floor, one hand outstretched. There was a piece of paper in it now.

      It Said: BLACKBURY SAND AND GRAVEL INC.

      It said: INVOICE.

      It said: We Could of Kiled You. LEAV US ALONE.

      Now it was quite light outside, and the snow had stopped.

      "They'll see our tracks," said Sacco. "Even humans will notice this many tracks." "It doesn't matter," said Dorcas. "Just get everyone into the oldsheds."

      "Are you sure, Dorcas?" said Grimma. "Are you really sure this is a good idea?"

      "No."

      They joined the stream of nomes hurrying through a crack in the crumbling corrugated metal and entered the vast, echoing chamber of the shed.

      Grimma looked around her. Rust and time had eaten large holes in the walls and ceiling. Old cans and coils of wire were stacked willy-nilly in the corners, along with odd-shaped bits of metal and jam jars with nails in them. Everything stank of oil.

      "What's the part we ought to know about?" she said.

      Dorcas pointed to the shadows at the far end of the shed, where she could just make out something big and indistinct.

      "It just looks like ... some sort of big cloth ..." she said.

      "It's, um, underneath it. Is everyone in?" Dorcas cupped his hands around his mouth. "Is everyone in?" he shouted. He turned to Nooty. "I need to know where everyone is," he said. "I don't want anyone to be frightened, but I don't want unnecessary people getting in the way."

      "Unnecessary for what?" said Grimma, but he ignored her.

      "Sacco, you take some of the lads and get those things we put in the hedge," said Dorcas. "We'll definitely need the battery and I'm really not certain how much fuel there is." "Dorcas! What is it?" said Grimma, tapping her foot.

      Dorcas got like this sometimes, she knew. When he was thinking about machines or things he could do with his hands, he started to ignore people. His voice changed too. He gave her a long, slow look as if he were seeing her for the first time. Then he looked down at his feet.

      "You'd better, er, come and see," he said. "I shall need you to explain things to everyone. You're so much better at that sort of thing." Grimma followed him across the chilly floor as more nomes filed into the shed and huddled apprehensively along the walls.

      He led her under the shadow of the tarp, which formed a sort of big, dusty cave.

      A tire like a truck's loomed up a little way away in the gloom, but it was far more knobby than any she had seen. "Oh. It's just a truck," she said, uncertainly. "You've got a truck in here, have you?" "No," said Dorcas. "It's a Cat."

      Grimma's response was impressive. She spun around in an effort to see in every direction at once. "Where? Where?" she screamed. "You idiot! You brought us where there's a caty Dorcas said nothing. He just pointed upward.

      Grimma looked up. And then looked up some more. Into the mouth of the Cat.

       

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 13

      

       

      IV. Dorcas said, This is the Cat, Great Beast withteeth.

      V. Needs Must. If we are driven, let us Drive.

      -From the Book of Nome, Cat II, v. IV-V

      Sometimes words need music too. Sometimes the descriptions are notenough. Books should be written with soundtracks, like films.

      Something deep, on an organ, perhaps.

      Grimma stared. Soundtrack on: Deedle-dah-DEEdleDAHda-dum It can't really be alive, she thought desperately. It's not really aboutto bite me. Dorcas wouldn't have brought me in here if he knew there wasa monster about to bite me. I'm not going to be frightened. I'm notfrightened at all. I am a thinking nome and I'm not frightened'.

      "I think the knobby wheels are just to make it grip the ground better," said Dorcas, his voice sounding a long way off. "Now, I've had a goodlook around it and, you know, there's nothing really wrong with it, it's just very old-"

      Grimma's gaze travelled along the huge yellow neck.

      Deedle-dah-deedle-dah-DUM

      "Then I thought, I'm sure it could be started up. These diesel enginesare quite easy really, and of course there were pictures in one of thebooks, although I'm not sure about these pipes, hydraulics I think itscalled, but there was this book on one of the benches, Workshop Manual, and I've put grease on things and cleaned it up," Dorcas gabbled.

      Dah-dah-dah-DUM

      "I suppose the humans, or whatever, knew they would be coming back, andI've been up and looked at the controls and, you know, it's probablyeasier than the truck was, only of course there's these extra leversfor the hydraulics, but that shouldn't be a problem if there's enoughgas, which ..."

      He stopped, aware of her silence.

      "Is there something the matter?" he said.

      "What is it?" said Grimma.

      "I was just telling you," said Dorcas. "It's fascinating. You see, these pipes pump some sort of stuff which made those parts up there move, and those pistons are forced out, which makes the arm thing over there-"

      "I didn't ask you what it does, I asked you what lt is," said Grimma, impatiently. "Because I know one thing. It's not a cat, Dorcas."

      "You're wrong about that," said Dorcas. "See what's painted on it. Justup there, look."

      She looked where he pointed. Grimma's brow wrinkled.

      "C ... A ... T," she said. "Cat? But ... but ... Dorcas, that can't beright. Not really right. Look, a cat's got, well, whiskers. And hair. Andit's a whole lot smaller."

      "Dunno," said Dorcas, and he shrugged. "It's written right there. I'm notabout to argue with things that are written right there. Maybe it's a bigcat. Maybe all the whiskers dropped out a long time ago. You know? Likesome old nomes lose their hair?"

      "W-well," said Grimma, uncertainly. "But even the shape isn't right, and-"

      "What do I know about this?" said Dorcas. "I'm not an expert in naturalhistory. Anyway, come over to this side."

      She followed him dreamily, and, once more, stared into the darkness underthe tarp.

      "There," he said. "There's no mistaking what they are, I hope."

      "Oh, my," said Grimma, and raised her hand to her mouth.

      "Yes," said Dorcas. "That's what I thought. When I first found this Ithought, oh, it's a sort of truck, well, well, and then I walked up hereand I found that it was a truck with-"

      "Teeth," said Grimma, softly. "Great big metal teeth. A mouth at bothends?"

      "That's right," said Dorcas proudly. "The Cat. A sort of truck. A truckwith two heads. A truck with teeth."

      Dah-DUM

      "Does it-does it work?" said Grimma. "It should. It should. I've tested what I can. Basic principle is like a truck, but there's a lot of extra levers and things-"

      "Why didn't you tell me about this before?" Grimma demanded.

      "Dunno. Because I didn't have to, I suppose," said Dorcas.

      "But it's huge. You can't keep something like this to yourself!"

      "Everyone has to have something they can keep to themselves," said Dorcas vaguely. "Anyway, the size isn't important. It's just so, well, soperfect." Dorcas patted a knobby tire. "You know, you said humans thinksomeone made the world in a week? When I saw the Cat for the first time I thought, okay, this is what he used."

      He stared up into the shadows.

      "First thing we've got to do is get the tarp off," he said. "It'll be very heavy, so we'll need lots of people. You'd better warn them. The Cat can be a bit scary when you see it for the first time."

      "Didn't frighten me a bit," said Grimma.

      "I know," said Dorcas. "I was watching your face."

      The nomes looked expectantly at Grimma.

      "The thing to remember," she said, "is that it's just a machine. Just a sort of truck. But when you first see it, it can be rather frightening, so hold on to small children's hands. And run smartly backward when thetarp comes down."

      There was a chorus of nods.

      "All right. Grab hold."

      Six hundred nomes spat on their hands and grasped the edge of the heavy cloth.

      "When I say pull, I want you to pull."

      The nomes took the strain.

      "Pull!"

      The creases in the tarp flattened out and disappeared.

      "Pull!"

      It began to move. Then, as it slid over the Cat's angular shape, its own weight started to tug at it.

      "Run!"

      It came down like an oily green avalanche, piling up into a mountain of folds, but no one bothered about it because the sun shone through thedusty, cobwebbed windows and made the Cat glow.

      Several nomes screamed. Mothers picked up their children. There was amovement toward the doors.

      The light twinkled on the tips of the teeth.

      It does look like a head, Grimma thought. On a long neck. And he's gotanother one at the other end. What am I saying? It has got another one atthe other end.

      "I said it's all right!" she shouted over the rising din. "Look! It's noteven moving!"

      "Hey!" shouted another voice. She looked up. Nooty and Sacco had climbedout along the Cat's neck, and were sitting there, waving cheerfully.

      That did it. The tide of nomes reached the wall and stopped. You alwaysfeel foolish, running away from something that isn't chasing you. Theyhesitated and then slowly inched their way back.

      "Well, well," said Granny Morkie, hobbling forward. "So that's whatthey look like. I always wondered."

      Grimma stared at her.

      "What what look like?" she said.

      "Oh, the big diggers," said Granny. "They'd all gone when I was born, butour dad saw 'em. Great big yellow things with teeth that et dirt, hesaid. I always thought he was having me on."

      The Cat was still not eating people. Some of the more adventurous nomesstarted to climb on it.

      "It was when the big highway was built," Granny went on, leaning on herstick. "They were all over the place, Dad said. Big yellow things withteeth and knobby tires."

      Grimma stared at her with the kind of expression reserved for peoplewho turn out, against all expectation, to have interesting and secrethistories.

      "And there was others too," the old woman went on. "Things that shoveddirt in piles and everything. This would have been, oh, fifteen yearsago now. Never thought I'd see one."

      "You mean the highways were made?" said Grimma. The Cat was covered withyoung nomes now. She could see Dorcas in the back of the cab, explainingwhat various levers did.

      "That's what he said," said Granny. "You didn't think they was natch'ral, did you?"

      "Oh. No. No. Of course not," said Grimma. "Don't be silly."

      And she thought, I wonder if Dorcas is right? Perhaps everything wasmade. Everything in the whole world. Some parts early, some parts later.

      You start with hills and clouds and things, and then you add highways andStores. Perhaps the job of humans is to make the world, and they're stilldoing it. That's why the machines have to suit them.

      Gurder would have understood this sort of thing. I wish he were back.

      And then Masklin would be back too.

      She tried to think about something else.

      Knobby tires. That was a good start. The Cat's back wheels were nearly ashigh as a human. It doesn't need highways. Of course it doesn't. It makeshighways. So it has to be able to go where highways aren't.

      She pushed her way through the crowds to the back of the cab, whereanother group of nomes were already nomehandling a plank into position, and scrambled up to where Dorcas was trying to make himself heard in themiddle of an excited crowd.

      "You're going to drive this out of here?" she demanded.

      He looked up.

      "Oh, yes," he said happily. "I think so. I hope so. I imagine we've gotat least an hour before any more humans come, and it's not a lotdifferent from a truck."

      "We know how to do it!" shouted one of the younger nomes. "My dad told meall about the strings and stuff!"

      Grimma looked around the cab. It seemed to be full of levers.

      It'd been more than half a year since the Long Drive, and she'd nevertaken much notice of mechanical things, but she couldn't help thinkingthe old truck cab had been a lot less crowded. There had been some pedalsand a lever and the steering wheel, and that had been about it.

      She turned back to Dorcas.

      "Are you sure?" she asked.

      "No," he said. "You know I'm never sure. But a lot of the controls arefor its mou-for the bucket. The thing with the teeth in it. At the end ofits neck. I mean, the control arms. We needn't bother with them. They'reamazingly ingenious, though, and all you have to do-"

      "Where's everyone going to sit? There isn't much room."

      Dorcas shrugged. "I suppose the older people can travel in the cab. Theyoungsters will have to hang on where they can. We can wrap wires andthings around the place. For handholds, I mean. Look, don't worry. We'llbe driving in the light and we don't have to go fast."

      "And then we'll get to the barn, won't we, Dorcas?" said Nooty. "Whereit'll be warm and there's lots of food."

      "I hope so," said Dorcas. "Now, let's get on with things. We haven't gotmuch time. Where's Sacco with the battery?"

      Grimma thought, Will there be lots of food at the barn? Where did we getthat idea? Angalo said that turnips or something were stored up there, and there may be some potatoes. That's not exactly a feast.

      Her stomach, thinking thoughts of its own, rumbled in disagreement. Ithad been a very long night to pass on a tiny piece of cheese sandwich.

      Anyway, we can't stay here now. Anywhere will be better than here.

      "Dorcas," she said, "Is there anything I can help with?"

      He looked up. "You could read the instruction book," he said. "See if itsays how to drive it."

      "Don't you know?"

      "Er. Not in so many words. Not exactly. I mean, I know how to do it, it'sjust that I don't know what to do."

      It was under the bench on one side of the shed. Grimma propped it up andtried to concentrate despite the noise. I bet he does know, shethought. But this is his moment, and he doesn't want me getting in theway.

      The nomes moved like people with a purpose. Things were far too bad tospend time grumbling. Funny thing, she thought as she turned the dirtypages, that people only seem to stop complaining when things get reallybad. That's when they start using words like pulling together, shouldersto the wheel, and noses to the grindstone. She'd found "nose to thegrindstone" in a book. Apparently it meant "to keep on with things." Shedidn't see why people were supposed to work hard if you ground theirnoses; it seemed more likely that they'd work hard if you promised togrind their noses if they didn't.

      It had been the same with "Road Works Ahead" on the Long Drive. The roadahead works. How could it mean anything else? But the road had been fullof holes. Where was the sense in that? Words ought to mean what theymeant.

      She turned the page.

      There was a big brown ring on this one, where a human had put down a cup.

      And the words Caterpillar Tractor Company, She gave them a blank look.

      This is just what I mean, she thought. A caterpillar is a babybutterfly. A tractor is a sort of truck humans use in fields. Company iswhat you have when you're not alone. The words all mean something, andthen they get put together, and who knows what they mean then?

      Across the floor a group of nomes swarmed around the slowly moving bulkof the battery. They were rolling it on rusty ball bearings.

      The can of fuel wobbled after it.

      Grimma turned another page and stared at the pictures of levers withnumbers on them. Suddenly people were keen on the barn, she thought. Suddenly, when things were not just averagely awful but promising to bereally dreadful, they seemed almost happy. Masklin had known about that.

      It's amazing what people would do, he said, if you found the right placeto push.

      She went on reading.

      Back hoe. Now, what was that supposed to mean? Maybe you had to shoutinstructions to the Cat? Like, maybe, "Back, hoe!" And "Forward, hey!" Ormaybe not?

      She stared at the pages, and tried to get interested in levers.

      The clouds running before the sun were spreading across the pink of thesky. Red sky in the morning, Grimma had read once. It meant sailorswere unhappy. She didn't know what sailors were, though, or why they madethe sky red when they were unhappy.

      In the dark office the human awoke, mooed for a while, and tried to jerkfree of the cobweb of wires that held it down. After a lot of effort it wriggled most of one arm free.

      What the human did next would have surprised most nomes. It caught holdof a chair and, with a great deal of grunting, managed to tip it over. Itpulled it across the floor, manipulated the leg under a couple ofstrands of wire, and heaved.

      A minute later it was sitting upright, pulling more wires free.

      Its huge eyes fell on the scrap of paper on the floor.

      It stared at it for a moment, rubbing its arms, and then it picked up thetelephone.

      Dorcas prodded vaguely at a wire.

      "Are you sure the battery is connected the right way, sir?" said Sacco.

      "I can tell the difference between red wires and black wires, you know," said Dorcas mildly, prodding another wire.

      "Then perhaps the battery doesn't have enough electricity," said Grimmahelpfully, trying to see over their shoulders. "Perhaps it's all run tothe bottom, or gone dry."

      Dorcas and Sacco exchanged glances.

      "Electricity doesn't sink," said Dorcas patiently. "Or dry up, as far asI know. It's either there or it isn't. Excuse me." He peered up into themass of wires again, and gave one a poke. There was a pop, and a fat bluespark.

      "It's there all right," he added. "It's just that it isn't where itshould be."

      Grimma walked back across the greasy floor of the cab. Groups of nomeswere standing around, waiting. Hundreds of them were clutching the wiresattached to the big steering wheel above them. Other teams stood by withbits of wood pressing, like battering rams, on the pedals.

      "Just a bit of a delay," she said. "All the electricity's got lost."

      There were nomes everywhere. On the Long Drive there had been a wholetruck for them. But the Cat's cab was smaller, and people had to packthemselves in where they could.

      What a ragged bunch, Grimma thought. And it was true. Even in the suddenrush from the Store the nomes had been able to bring a lot of stuff. Andthey had been plump and well dressed.

      Now they were thinner and leaner and much dirtier and all they weretaking with them were the torn and grubby clothes they stood up in. Even the books had been left behind. A hundred books took up the space ofthree hundred nomes, and while Grimma privately thought that some of thebooks were more useful than many of the nomes, she'd accepted Dorcas'spromise that they would come back one day and try to retrieve them fromtheir hiding place under the floor.

      Well, thought Grimma. We tried. We really made an effort. We came to thequarry to dig in, look after ourselves, live proper lives. And we failed.

      We thought all we had to do was bring the right things from the Store, but we brought a lot of wrong things too. Next time we'll need to go asfar away from humans as possible, and I don't actually think anywhere isfar enough.

      She climbed up onto the rickety driving platform, which had been madeby tying a plank across the cab. There were even nomes on this. Theywatched her expectantly.

      At least driving the Cat should be easier. The leaders of the teams onthe controls could see her, so she wouldn't have to mess around withsemaphore and pieces of thread as they'd done when they left the Store.

      And a lot of the nomes had done this before too ...

      She heard Dorcas shout, "Try it this time!"

      There was a click. There was a whirr. Then the Cat roared.

      The sound bounced around the cave of the shed. It was so loud and so deepit wasn't really sound at all, just something that turned the air hardand then hit you with it. Nomes flung themselves flat on the tremblingdeck of the cab.

      Grimma, clutching at her ears, saw Dorcas running across the floor, waving his hands. The team on the accelerator pedal gave him a "Who, us?" look and stopped pushing.

      The sound died down to a deep, rumbling purr, a mummummummum that stillhad a feel-it-in-the-bone quality. Dorcas hurried back and climbed, witha lot of stopping for breath, up to the plank.

      When he got there he sat down and rubbed his brow.

      "I'm getting too old for this sort of thing," he said. "When a nome getsto a certain age, it's time to stop stealing giant vehicles. Well-knownfact. Anyway. It's ticking over nicely. You might as well take us out."

      "What, all by myself?" said Grimma.

      "Yes. Why not?"

      "It's just that, well, I thought Sacco or someone would be up here." Ithought a male nome would be driving, she thought.

      "They'd like to," said Dorcas. "They'd love to. And we'd be zipping allover the place, I don't doubt it, with them crying 'yippee!' and whatnot.

      No. I want a nice peaceful drive across the fields, thank you very much.

      The gentle touch."

      He leaned down.

      "Everyone ready down there?" he yelled.

      There was a chorus of nervous "yesses," and one or two cheerful ones. "I wonder if putting Sacco in charge of the go-faster pedal is really a good idea," mused Dorcas. He straightened up.

      "Er. You're not worried, are you?" he said.

      Grimma snorted. "What? Me? No. Of course not. It does not," she added, "present a problem."

      "O-kay," he said. "Let's go."

      There was silence, except for the deep thrumming of the engine.

      Grimma paused.

      If Masklin were here, she thought, he'd do this better than me. No one mentions him anymore. Or Angalo. Or Gurder. They don't like thinkingabout them. That must be something nomes learned hundreds of years ago, in this world full of foxes and rushing things and a hundred nasty waysto die. If someone is missing, you must stop thinking about them, youmust put them out of your mind. But I think about him all the time.

      I just went on about the frogs in the flowers, and I never thought about his dreams.

      Dorcas gently put his arm around her. She was shaking. Everyone was shaking to the deep chugging of the motor. But she was shaking worse. "We should have sent some people to the airport to see what happened to him," she muttered. "It would have showed that we cared, and-"

      "We didn't have the time, and we didn't have the people," said Dorcas softly. "When he comes back we can explain about that. He's bound to understand." "Yes," she whispered.

      "And now," said Dorcas, standing back, "let's go!"

      Grimma took a deep breath.

      "First gear," she bellowed, "and go forward verrrry slowly."

      The teams pushed and pulled their way over the deck. There was a slight shudder and the engine noise dropped. The Cat lurched forward and jolted to a stop. The motor coughed and died.

      Dorcas looked thoughtfully at his fingernails. "Hand brake, hand brake, hand brake," he hummed softly.

      Grimma glared at him, and cupped her hands around her mouth. "Take the hand brake off!" she shouted. "Right! Now, get into first gear and go forward very slowly!" There was a click, and silence.

      "Startthemotor, startthemotor, startthemotor," murmured Dorcas, rocking back and forth on his heels.

      Grimma sagged. "Put everything back where it was and start the motor," she screamed.

      Nooty, in charge of the hand brake team, called up, "Do you want the handbrake on or off, miss?"

      "What?"

      "You haven't told us what to do with the hand brake, miss," said Sacco.

      The nomes with him started to grin.

      Grimma shook a finger at him. "Listen, mister," she snapped, "if I haveto come down there and tell you what to do with the hand brake, you'llall be extremely sorry, all right? Now stop giggling like that and getthis thing moving! Quickly!"

      There was a click. The Cat howled again and started to move. A cheer wentup from the nomes.

      "Right," said Grimma. "That's more like it."

      "The doors, the doors, the doors, we didn't open the doors," hummedDorcas.

      "Of course we didn't open the doors," said Grimma as the digger began togo faster. "We never open the doors! What do we need to open the doorsfor? This is the Cat!"

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 14

      

      V. There is nothing that can be in our way, forthis is the Cat, that laughs at barriers, andpurrs brrm-brrm.

      -From the Book of Nome, Cat III, v. V

      It was an old shed. It was a very rusty shed. It was a shed that wobbledin high winds. The only thing even vaguely new about it was the padlockon the door, which the Cat hit at about six miles an hour. The ricketybuilding rang like a gong, leapt off its foundations, and was draggedhalfway across the quarry before it fell apart in a shower of rust andsmoke. The Cat emerged like a very angry chick from a very old egg andthen rolled to a stop.

      Grimma picked herself up from the plank and nervously started to pickbits of rust off herself.

      "We've stopped," she said vaguely, her ears still ringing. "Why have westopped, Dorcas?"

      He didn't bother to try to get up. The thump of the Cat hitting the doorhad knocked all the breath out of him.

      "I think," he said, "that everyone might have been flung about a little.

      Why did you want it to go so fast?"

      "Sorry!" Sacco called up. "Bit of a misunderstanding there, I think!"

      Grimma pulled herself together. "Well," she said, "I got us out, anyway.

      I've got the hang of it now. We'll just ... we'll just ... we'll ..." Dorcas heard her voice fade into silence. He looked up.

      There was a truck parked in front of the quarry. And three humans were running toward the Cat in big, floating bounds. "Oh, dear," he said.

      "Didn't it read my note?" asked Grimma.

      "I'm afraid it did," said Dorcas. "Now, we shouldn't panic. We've got a choice. We can either-" "Go forward," snapped Grimma. "Right now!" "No, no," said Dorcas weakly,

      "I wasn't going to suggest that-"

      "First gear!" Grimma commanded. "And lots of fast!"

      "No, you don't want to do that," Dorcas murmured.

      "Watch me," said Grimma. "I warned them! They can read, we know they can read! If they're really intelligent, they're intelligent enough to know better!" The Cat gathered speed.

      "You mustn't do this," said Dorcas. "We've always kept away from humans!" "They don't keep away from us!" shouted Grimma.

      "But-"

      "They demolished the Store, they tried to stop us from escaping, now they're taking our quarry, and they don't even know what we are!" said Grimma. "Remember the gardening department in the Store? Those horrible garden ornament statues? Well, I'm going to show them real nomes ..." "You can't beat humans!" shouted Dorcas above the roar of the engine. "They're too big! You're too small!"

      "They may be big," said Grimma, "and I may be small. But I'm the one with the great big truck. With teeth." She leaned over the plank. "Everyone hang on down there," she shouted. "This may be rough." It had dawned on the great slow creatures outside that something was wrong. They stopped their lumbering charge and, very slowly, tried to dodge out of the way. Two of them managed to leap into the empty office as the Cat bowled past. "I see," said Grimma. "They must think we're stupid. Take a big left turn. More. More. Now stop. Okay." She rubbed her hands together.

      "What are you going to do?" whispered Dorcas, terrified.

      Grimma leaned over the plank.

      "Sacco," she said. "You see those other levers?"

      The pale round blobs of the humans' faces appeared at the dusty windowsof the shed.

      The Cat was twenty feet away, vibrating gently in the early morning mist.

      Then the engine roared. The big front shovel came up, catching the sunlight. The Cat sprang forward, bouncing across the quarry floor and taking outone wall of the shed like ripping the lid off a can. The other walls andthe roof folded up gently, as if it were a house of cards with the ace ofspades flipped away.

      The digger careened around in a big circle, so that when the two humanscrawled out of the wreckage it was the first thing they saw. Throbbing, with the big metal mouth poised to bite.

      They ran.

      They ran almost as fast as nomes.

      "I've always wanted to do that," said Grimma, in a satisfied voice. "Now, where did the other human go?"

      "Back to the truck, I think," said Dorcas weakly.

      "Fine," said Grimma. "Now-lots of right, Sacco. Stop. Now forward, slowly."

      "Can we sort of stop this and just go now? Please?" pleaded Dorcas.

      "The humans' truck is in the way," said Grimma, reasonably enough.

      "They've stopped right in the entrance."

      "Then we're trapped," said Dorcas.

      Grimma laughed. It wasn't a very amusing sound. Dorcas suddenly feltalmost as sorry for the humans as he was feeling for himself.

      The humans must have been having similar thoughts, if humans hadthoughts. He could see their pale faces watching the Cat lurch towardthem.

      They're wondering why they can't see a human inside, he thought. Theycan't work it out. Here's this machine, moving all by itself. It's apuzzler, for humans.

      They reached some sort of conclusion, though. He saw both truck doors flyopen and the humans jump out just as the Cat ...

      There was a crunch, and the truck jerked as the Cat hit it. The knobbywheels spun for a moment, and then the truck rolled backward. Clouds ofsteam poured out.

      "That's for Nisodemus," said Grimma.

      "I thought you didn't like him," said Dorcas.

      "Yes, but he was a nome."

      Dorcas nodded. They were all, when you got right down to it, nomes. Itwas just as well to remember whose side you were on.

      "May I suggest you change gear?" he said quietly.

      "Why? What's wrong with the one we've got?"

      "You'll be able to push better if you go down a gear. Trust me."

      
        * * *

      

      Humans were watching. They were watching, because a machine rolling around by itself is something that you do watch, even if you've just had to climb a tree or hide behind a hedge.

      They saw the Cat roll backward, change gear with a roar, and attack the truck again. The windows shattered. Dorcas was really unhappy about this.

      "You're killing a truck," he said.

      "Don't be silly," said Grimma. "It's a machine. Just bits of metal. Back, hoe!" "Yes, but someone made it," said Dorcas. "They must be very hard to make.

      I hate destroying things that are hard to make."

      "They ran over Nisodemus," said Grimma. "And when we used to live in a hole, nomes were always being squashed by cars. Forward, hey!" "Yes, but nomes aren't hard to make," said Dorcas, hanging on grimly as they smashed into the truck again. "You just need other nomes."

      "Back, hoe! You're weird. Forward, hey!"

      The Cat struck again. One of the truck's headlights exploded. Dorcas winced.

      Then the truck was pushed clear. Smoke was billowing out from it now, where fuel had spilled over the hot engine. The Cat backed off and rumbled around it. The nomes were really getting the hang of him now.

      "Right," said Grimma. "Straight ahead." She nudged Dorcas. "We'll go and find this barn now, shall we?"

      "Just go down the road, and I think there's a gateway into the fields," Dorcas mumbled. "It had an actual gate in it," he added. "I suppose it would be too much to ask you to let us open it first?"

      Behind them the truck burst into flames. Not spectacularly, but in a workmanlike way, as if it were going to go on burning all day. Dorcas saw a human take off its coat and flap uselessly at the fire. He felt quite sorry for it. The Cat rolled unopposed down the dirt road. Some of the nomes started to sing as they sweated over the ropes.

      "Now, then," said Grimma, "where's this gateway? Through the gate and across the fields, you said, and-" "It's just before you get to the car with the flashing lights on top," said Dorcas slowly. "The one that's just coming up the road."

      They stared at it.

      "Cars with lights on the top are bad news," said Grimma.

      "You're right there," said Dorcas. "They're often full of humans who veryseriously want to know what's going on. There were lots of them down atthe railroad."

      Grimma looked along the hedge.

      "This is the gateway coming up, is it?" she said.

      "Yes."

      Grimma leaned down.

      "Slow down and turn sharp right," she said.

      The teams swung into action. Sacco even changed gear without being asked.

      Nomes hung like spiders from the steering wheel, hauling it around.

      There was a gate in the gateway. But it was old and held to the post withbits of string in proper agricultural fashion. It wouldn't have stoppedanything very determined, and it had no chance with the Cat.

      Dorcas winced again.

      The field on the other side was brown soil. Corrugated earth, the nomescalled it, after the corrugated cardboard you sometimes got in thepacking department in the Store. There was snow between the furrows. Thebig wheels churned it into mud.

      Dorcas was half expecting the car to follow them. It stopped instead, andtwo humans in dark blue suits got out and started to lumber across thefield. There's no stopping humans, he thought glumly. They're like theweather.

      The field ran gently uphill, around the quarry. The Cat's engine thudded.

      There was a fence ahead, with a grassy field beyond it. The wire partedwith a twang. Dorcas watched it roll back, and wondered whether Grimmawould let him stop and collect a bit of it. You always knew where youwere with wire.

      The humans were still following. Out of the corner of his eye, becauseup here there was altogether too much Outside to look at, Dorcas sawflashing lights on the highway, far away.

      He pointed them out to Grimma.

      "I know," she said. "I've seen them. But what else could we have done?" she added desperately. "Gone off and lived in the flowers like goodlittle pixies?"

      "I don't know," said Dorcas wearily. "I'm not sure about anythinganymore."

      Another wire fence twanged. There was shorter grass up here, and theground curved.

      And then there was nothing but sky, and the Cat speeding up as the wheels bounced over the field at the top of the hill.

      Dorcas had never seen so much sky. There was nothing around them, just abit of scrub in the distance. And it was silent. Well, not silent atall, because of the Cat's roar. But it looked like the kind of placethat would be silent if diggers full of desperate nomes weren'tthundering across it.

      Some sheep ran out of the way.

      "There's the barn up ahead, that stone building on the horiz-" Grimma began. Then she said, "Are you all right, Dorcas?"

      "If I keep my eyes shut," he whispered.

      "You look dreadful."

      "I feel worse."

      "But you've been Outside before."

      "Grimma, we're the highest thing there is!

      There's nothing higher than us for miles, or whatever you call those things! If I open my eyes I'll fall into the sky!"

      Grimma leaned down to the perspiring drivers.

      "Right just a bit!" she shouted. "That's it! Now, all the fast you can!"

      "Hold on to the Cat!" she shouted, as the engine noise grew. "You know he can't fly!" The machine bumped up on a stony track that led in the general direction of the distant barn. Dorcas risked opening one eye.

      He'd never been to the barn. Was anyone certain there was food there, or was it just a guess? Perhaps at least it'd be warm.

      But there was a flashing light near it, coming toward them.

      "Why won't they leave us alone?" shouted Grimma. "Stop!"

      The Cat rolled to a halt. The engine ticked over in the chilly air.

      "This must lead down to another highway," said Dorcas.

      "We can't go back," said Grimma.

      "No."

      "Or forward."

      "No."

      Grimma drummed her fingers on the Cat's metal.

      "Have you got any other ideas?"

      "We could try going across the fields," said Dorcas.

      "Where would that take us?" said Grimma.

      "Away from here, for a start."

      "But we wouldn't know where we were going!" said Grimma.

      Dorcas shrugged. "It's either that or paint flowers."

      Grimma tried to smile.

      "And those little wings wouldn't suit me," she said.

      "What's going on up there?" Sacco yelled up.

      "We ought to tell people," Grimma whispered. "Everyone thinks we're going to the barn."

      She looked around. The car was closer, bumping heavily over the rough track. The two humans were still coming the other way. "Don't humans ever give up?" she said to herself.

      She leaned over the edge of the plank.

      "Some left, Sacco," she said. "And then just go steadily."

      The Cat bounced off the track and rolled over the cold grass. There was another wire fence in the far distance, and a few more sheep. We don't know where we're going, she thought. The only important thing is to go. Masklin knew it. This isn't our world.

      "Perhaps we should have talked to humans," she said aloud.

      "No, you were right," said Dorcas. "In this world everything belongs to humans and we would belong to them too. There wouldn't be any room for us to be us."

      The fence came closer. There was a road on the other side. Not a dirt road, but a proper road with black gravel on it. "Right or left?" said Grimma. "What do you think?" "It doesn't matter," said Dorcas as the digger twanged through the fence. "We'll try going left, then," she said. "Slow down, Sacco! Left a bit. More. More. Steady at that. Oh, no!"

      There was another car in the distance. It had flashing lights on the top.

      Dorcas risked a look behind them.

      There was another flashing light there.

      "No," he said.

      "What?" said Grimma.

      "Just a little while ago you asked if humans ever gave up," he said. "They don't."

      "Stop," said Grimma. The teams trotted obediently across the Cat's floor. The digger rolled gently to a halt again, engine ticking over.

      "This is it," said Dorcas.

      "Are we at the barn yet?" a nome called up.

      "No," said Grimma. "Not yet. Nearly."

      Dorcas made a face.

      "We might as well accept it now," he said. "You'll end up waving a stick with a star on it. I just hope they don't force me to mend their shoes." Grimma looked thoughtful. "If we drove as hard as we could at that car coming toward us-" she began.

      "No," said Dorcas, firmly. "It really wouldn't solve anything."

      "It'd make me feel a lot better," said Grimma.

      She looked around at the fields.

      "Why's it gone all dark?" she said. "We can't have been running all day. It was early morning when we started out."

      "Doesn't time fly when you're enjoying yourself?" said Dorcas gloomily. "And I don't like milk much. I don't mind doing their housework if I don'? have to drink milk, but-"

      "Just look, will you?"

      Darkness was spreading across the fields.

      "It might be an ellipse," said Dorcas. "I read about them. It all goes dark when the Sun covers the Moon. And possibly vice versa," he added doubtfully.

      The car ahead of them squealed to a halt, crashed backward across the road into a stone wall, and came to an abrupt stop. In the field by the road the sheep were running away. It wasn't theordinary panic of sheep ordinarily disturbed. They had their heads downand were pounding across the ground with one aim in mind. They were sheepwho had decided that this was no time to waste energy panicking when itcould be used for galloping away as fast as possible.

      A loud and unpleasant humming noise filled the air.

      "My word," Dorcas said weakly. "They're pretty darn terrifying, theseellipses." Down below, the nomes were panicking. They weren't sheep, theycould all think for themselves, and when you started to think hard about sudden darkness and mysterious humming noises, panicking seemed a logicalidea.

      Little lines of crawling blue fire crackled over the Cat's battered paintwork. Dorcas felt his hair standing on end.

      Grimma stared upward.

      The sky was totally black. "It's ... all ... right," she said slowly. "Do you know, I think it's all right!"

      Dorcas looked at his hands. Sparks crackled off his fingertips.

      "It is, is it?" was all he could think of.

      "That isn't night, it's a shadow. There's something huge floating above us."

      "And that's better than night, is it?" said Dorcas.

      "I think so. Come on, let's get off."

      She shinned down the rope to the Cat's deck. She was smiling madly. That was almost as terrifying as everything else put together. They weren't used to Grimma smiling.

      "Give me a hand," she said. "We've got to get down. So he can be sure it's us." They looked at her in astonishment as she wrestled with the gangplank.

      "Come on," she repeated. "Help me, can't you?"

      "He? Who he?" said Dorcas. "What he? What do you mean?"

      "Him," said Grimma. "I know it's him. You people-help me!"

      They helped. Sometimes, when you're totally confused, you'll listen to anyone who seems to have any sort of aim in mind. They grabbed the plank and shoved it out of the back of the cab until it tilted and swung down toward the road. At least there wasn't so much sky now. The blue was a thin line around the edge of the solid darkness overhead.

      Not entirely solid. When Dorcas's eyes grew used to it, he could make out squares and rectangles and circles. Nomes scurried down the plank and milled around on the road below, uncertain whether to run or stay.

      Above them one of the dark squares in the shadow moved aside. There was a clank, and then a rectangle of darkness whirred down very gently, like an elevator without wires, and landed softly on the road. It was quite big. There was something on it. Something in a pot. Something red and yellow and green.

      The nomes craned forward to see what it was.

       

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 15

      

       

      II. Thus ended the journey of the Cat, and thenomes fled, looking not behind.

      -From the Book of Nome, Stranger Frogs I, v. II.

      Dorcas clambered down awkwardly onto the Cat's oily deck. It was empty now, except for the bits of string and wood that the nomes had used.

      They've dropped things just any old way, he thought, listening to the distant chattering of the nomes. It's not right, leaving litter. Poor old Cat deserves more than this. There was some sort of excitement going on outside, but he didn't pay it much attention.

      He bumbled around for a bit, trying to coil up the string and push the wood into neat piles. He pulled down the wires that had let the Cat taste the electricity. He got down on his hands and knees and tried to rub out the muddy footprints. The Cat made noises, even with the engine stopped. Little pops and sizzles, and the occasional ping.

      It was going to sleep again. Sleeping was something cats did a lot of, he'd heard. Dorcas sat down and leaned against the yellow metal. He didn't know what was going on. It was so far outside anything he'd ever seen before that his mind wasn't letting him worry about it. Perhaps that thing up there is just another machine, he thought wearily. A machine for making night come down suddenly.

      He reached out and stroked the Cat. "Well done," he said.

      Sacco and Nooty found him sitting with his head against the cab wall, staring vacantly at his feet. "Everyone's been looking for you!" Sacco said. "It's like an airplane without wings! It's just floating there in the air! So you must come and tell us what makes it go ... I say, are you all right?" "Hmm?"

      "Are you all right?" said Nooty. "You look rather odd."

      Dorcas nodded slowly. "Just a bit worn out," he said.

      "Yes, but, you see, we need you," said Sacco insistently.

      Dorcas groaned and allowed himself to be helped to his feet. He took a last look around the cab. "He really went, didn't he?" he said. "He really went very well. All things considered. For his age."

      He tried to give Sacco a cheerful look.

      "What are you talking about?" said Sacco.

      "All that time in that shed. Since the world was made, perhaps. And I just greased him and fuelled him up and away he went," said Dorcas.

      "The machine? Oh, yes. Well done," said Sacco.

      "But-" Nooty pointed upward.

      Dorcas shrugged.

      "Oh, I'm not bothered about that," he said. "It's probably Masklin's doing. Perfectly simple explanation. Grimma is right. It's probably that flying thing he went off to get."

      "But something has come out of it!" said Nooty.

      "Not Masklin, you mean?"

      "It's some kind of plant!"

      Dorcas sighed. Always one thing after another. He patted the Cat again.

      "Well, I care," he said.

      He straightened up, and turned to the others. "All right," he said. "Show me."

      It was in a metal pot in the middle of the floating platform. The nomes craned and tried to climb on one another's shoulders to look at it, and none of them knew what it was except for Grimma, who was staring at it with a strange quiet smile on her face. It was a branch from a tree. On the branch was a flower the size of a bucket.

      If you climbed high enough, you could see that, held within its glistening petals, was a pool of water. And from the depths of the pool little yellow frogs stared up at the nomes. "Have you any idea what it is?" said Sacco.

      Dorcas smiled. "Masklin's found out that it's a good idea to send a girl flowers," he said. "And I think everything's all right." He glanced at Grimma.

      "Yes, but what is it?"

      "I seem to remember it's called a bromeliad," said Dorcas. "It grows on the top of very tall trees in wet forests a long way away, and littlefrogs spend their whole lives in it. Your whole life in one flower.

      Imagine that. Grimma once said she thought it was the most astonishingthing in the world."

      Sacco bit his lip thoughtfully.

      "Well, there's electricity," he said. "Electricity is quite astonishing."

      "Or hydraulics," said Nooty, taking his hand. "You told me hydraulics was fascinating."

      "Masklin must have got it for her," said Dorcas, ignoring them. "Very literal-minded lad, that lad. Very active imagination."

      He stared from the flower to the Cat, looking small and old under the humming shadow of the ship. And felt, suddenly, quite cheerful. He was still tired enough to go to sleep standing up, but he felt his mind fizzing with ideas. Of course there were a lot of questions, but right now the answers didn't matter; it was enough just to enjoy the questions, and know that the world was full of astonishing things, and that he wasn't a frog. Or at least he was the kind of frog who was interested in how flowers grew and whether you could get to other flowers if you jumped hard enough. And just when you'd got out of the flower, and were feeling really proud of yourself, you'd look at the new, big, wide endless world around you. And eventually you'd notice that it had petals around the horizon. Dorcas grinned. "I'd very much like to know," he said, "what Masklin has been doing these past few weeks."
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