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Porridge is my Aunt Beck’s answer to everything. The morning after my initiation proved to be such a complete failure, she gave me porridge with cream and honey – an unheard-of luxury in our little stone house – and I was almost too upset to enjoy it. I sat shivering and my teeth chattered, as much with misery as with cold, and pushed the stuff about with my spoon, until Aunt Beck wrapped me in a big fluffy plaid and told me sharply that it was not the end of the world.

“Or not yet,” she added. “And your pigtail is almost in the honey.”

This made me sit up a little. Yesterday I had washed my hair in cold spring water full of herbs – washed all over in it as well – and it was not an experience I wanted to repeat. I had gone without food too all day before that dreadful washing, with the result that I felt damp and chilly all over, and tender as a snail’s horns, when the time came for me to go down into the Place. And I hadn’t got any drier or warmer as the night went on.

The Place, you see, is like a deep trench in the ground lined with slabs of stone with more stone slabs atop of it covered with turf. You slide down a leafy ramp to get into it and Aunt Beck pulls another stone slab across the entrance to shut you in. Then you sit there in nothing but a linen petticoat waiting for something to happen – or, failing that, for morning. There is nothing to smell but stone and damp and distant turf, nothing to feel but cold – particularly underneath you as you sit – and nothing to see but darkness.

You are supposed to have visions, or at least to be visited by your guardian animal. All the women of my family have gone down into the Place when they were twelve years old and the moon was right, and most of them seem to have had the most interesting time. My mother saw a line of princes walking slowly past her, all silvery and pale and crowned with gold circlets. I remember her telling me before she died. Aunt Beck seems to have seen a whole menagerie of animals – all the lithe kind like snakes, lizards, greyhounds and running deer, which strikes me as typical – and, in addition, she says, all the charms and lore she had ever learned fell into place in her head, into a marvellous, sensible pattern. She has been a tremendously powerful magic-maker ever since.

Nothing like that happened to me. Nothing happened at all.

No, I tell a lie. I messed it up. And I didn’t dare tell Aunt Beck. I sat there and I sat there with my arms wrapped around my knees, trying to keep warm and trying not to notice the numb cold seeping up from the hard corners of my bones that I was sitting on, and trying above all not to be scared silly about what was going to happen. The worst and most frightening thing was being shut in underground. I didn’t dare move because I was sure I would find that the side had moved inwards and the stone roof had moved down. I just sat, shivering. A lot of the time I had my eyes squeezed shut, but some of the time I forced myself to open my eyes. I was afraid that the visions would come and I wouldn’t see them because my eyes were shut.

And you know how your eyes play tricks in the dark? After a long, long time, probably at least one eternity, I thought that there was a light coming into the Place from somewhere. And I thought, Bless my soul, it’s morning! Aunt Beck must have overslept and forgotten to come and let me out at dawn! This was because I seemed to have sat there for such hours that I was positive it must be nearly lunchtime by then. So I scrambled myself around in the faint light, scraping one elbow and bumping both knees, until I was facing the ramp. The faint light did, honestly, seem to be coming in round the edges of the stone slab Aunt Beck had heaved across at the top.

That was enough to put me into a true panic. I raced up that leafy slope on my hands and knees and tried to draw the slab aside. When it wouldn’t budge, I screamed at it to open and let me out! At once! And I heaved at it like a mad thing.

Rather to my surprise, it slid across quite easily then and I shot out of the Place like a rabbit. There I reared up on my knees more astonished than ever. It was bright moonlight. The full moon was riding high and small and almost golden, casting frosty whiteness on every clump of heather and every rock and making a silver cube of our small house just down the hill. I could see the mountains for miles in one direction and in the other the silver-dark line of the sea. It was so moon-quiet that I could actually hear the sea. It was making that small secret sound you hear inside a seashell. And it was as cold out there as if the whiteness on the heather was really the frost it looked like.

I gave a great shudder of cold and shame as I looked up at the moon again. From the height of it I could see it was the middle of the night still. I had only been inside the Place for three hours at the most. And I couldn’t possibly have seen the moon from inside. It was in the wrong part of the sky.

At this it came to me that the pale light I’d seen in there had really been the start of a vision. I had made an awful mistake and interrupted it. The idea so frightened me that I plunged back down inside and seized the stone slab and heaved mightily and pulled it across the opening anyhow, before I slid right back down to the stone floor and crouched there desperately.

“Oh, please come back!” I said to the vision. “I’ll be good. I won’t move an inch now.”

But nothing else happened. It seemed quite dark in the Place and much warmer now, out of the wind, but though I crouched there for hours with my eyes wide open I never saw another thing.

In the dawn, when I heard Aunt Beck drawing back the slab, I gave a great start of terror, because I was sure she would notice that the stone had been moved. But it was still half dark and I suppose it was the last thing she expected. Anyway, she did not seem to see anything unusual. Besides, she says I was fast asleep. She had to slide down beside me and shake my shoulder. But I heard her do that. I feel so deceitful. And such a failure.

“Well, Aileen,” she said as she helped me up the ramp – I was very stiff by then – “what happened to you?”

“Nothing!” I wailed and I burst into tears.

Aunt Beck always gets quite brisk when people cry. She hates having to show sympathy. She put a coat around me and marched me away downhill, saying, “Stop that noise now, Aileen. There’s nothing to be ashamed of in that. Maybe it’s too soon for you. It happens. My grandmother – your great-grandmother Venna that is – had to go down into the Place three times before she saw anything and then it was only a wee scrap of a hedgehog.”

“But maybe I’m no good,” I blubbered. “Maybe the magic’s diluted in me because my father was a foreigner.”

“What blather,” said Aunt Beck. “Your father was a bard from Gallis and your mother chose him with great care. ‘Beck,’ she said to me, ‘this man has the true gift and I am determined to have a child from him with gifts even greater.’ Mind you, after he went the way of Prince Alasdair, this didn’t prevent her losing her head over the Priest of Kilcannon.”

And dying of it, I thought miserably. My mother died trying to bring a brother for me into the world. The baby died too and Aunt Beck, who is my mother’s younger sister, has had to bring me up since I was five years old.

“But never fear,” Aunt Beck went on. “I have noted all along that you have the makings of a great magic-worker. It will come. We’ll just have to try again at the next full moon.”

Saying which, she led me indoors to the sound of the cow mooing and the hens clucking in the next room, and sat me down in front of the porridge. I think much of my misery, as I sat and pushed rivers of cream into pools of honey, was at the thought of having to go through all that again.

“Eat it!” snapped Aunt Beck.

So I did, and it made me feel somewhat better – better enough anyway to trudge to my narrow little bed and fall asleep there until the sun had turned back down the sky in the early afternoon. I might have slept even longer, except that someone came knocking at Aunt Beck’s door.

“Open!” he said pompously. “Open in the name of the King!”

It turned out to be the Logran boy, very proud of the way his voice had broken all deep and manly. Only last week he was squeaking and roaring all over the place and people were laughing at him even more than usual. Aunt Beck opened the door and he came striding in, looking quite grand in a new uniform with the heavy pleats of the King’s plaid swinging over one shoulder.

People up at the castle may despise him and call him “The Ogre from Logra”, but I will say this for my distant cousin the King: he keeps the boy well provided for. He is always well-dressed and is as well-educated as I am – and I go up to the castle for lessons three days a week – and I think they train him in arms too. Anyway, he had a fine sword belted across his skinny hips over the combed-out sheepskin of his new jacket. I suspect he was prouder of that sword than he was even of his big new voice.

He came marching in in all his splendour and then stopped dead, staring and stammering. He had never been in our house before. First, he was obviously dismayed at how small the room was, with me propped up on one elbow in bed just beyond the cooking fire, and then he was astonished at Aunt Beck’s paintings. Aunt Beck is quite an artist. She says it is the chief gift of us people of Skarr. Our room is surrounded in paintings – there are portraits of me, of my poor dead mother and of any shepherd or fisherman who is rash enough to agree to sit still for her. My favourite is a lovely group of the castle children gathered squabbling and giggling on the steps up to the hall with the light all slantways over them in golden zigzags up the steps. But there are landscapes too, mountains, moors and sea, and several paintings of boats. Aunt Beck has even painted the screen that hides her bed to look like one of the walls, with shelves of jars and vials and a string of onions on it.

This boy – his name is a strange Logran one that sounds like Ogo, which accounts for his nickname – stared at all of it with his big smooth head thrust forward and his white spotty face wrinkled in astonishment. He had to stare hard at the screen before he could decide that this was a painting too. His ugly face flushed all pink then because he had thought it was a real wall at first.

“What’s the matter, Ogo?” said Aunt Beck. Like everyone else, she is a bit sarcastic with him.

“Th-these,” he stammered. “This is all so beautiful, so real. And—” he pointed to the group of children on the steps – “I am in this one.”

He was too, though I had never realised it before. He was the smallest one, being shoved off the bottom step by a bigger boy who was probably my cousin Ivar. Aunt Beck is very clever. She had done them all from quick charcoal sketches and none of them had ever known they were being painted.

A smug, gratified expression gathered in the creases of Aunt Beck’s lean face. She is not immune to praise, but she likes everyone to think she is strict and passionless. “Don’t forget to give your message,” she said. “What was it?”

“Oh yes.” Ogo stood to attention, with his head almost brushing the beams. He had grown a lot recently and was even taller than Aunt Beck. “I am to fetch both of you to the castle for dinner,” he said. “The King wishes to consult with you.”

“In that case,” said Aunt Beck, “will you take a mug of my beer and sit outside while Aileen gets herself dressed?”

Ogo shot a flustered look somewhere in the direction of the shelves over my head. He was very embarrassed at seeing me in bed wearing next to nothing and had been avoiding looking anywhere near me up to then. “If she’s ill,” he blustered, “she ought not to come.”

“You’re very considerate,” said Aunt Beck, “but she’s not ill – just a little tired – and we’ll both be ready directly. Outside with you now.” And she pushed a mug into his large pink hands and steered him out of the door again to the bench that catches the sun and the view of the sea. “Hurry up,” she said to me as she clapped the door shut behind him. “The blue dress and the best plaid and don’t forget to wash first. I’ll do your hair when you’re ready.”

I got up with a groan as Aunt Beck vanished behind the painted screen. I was stiff all over and still inclined to shiver. And Aunt Beck is so fussy about washing. I felt I had washed half to death yesterday and here she was expecting me to get wet all over again. But I didn’t dare disobey. I knew from bitter experience that she could always tell when I’d only wet the bowl and the face flannel. She never said she knew, but the hair-combing that followed was always punishing.

I dressed gloomily, wondering what King Kenig wanted now. He consults Aunt Beck once a week anyway, but he seldom bothers to include me. In fact, there’s quite a battle there because Aunt Beck nearly always takes me along as part of my education. Then my distant cousin King Kenig scowls and rakes at his beard, and snarls something about not needing the infantry, and Aunt Beck just gives him one of her diamond-hard smiles, very sweetly, and I usually have to stay, listening to the King asking about the omens for a raid on his neighbours or what to do about the crops this year.

The only interesting times are when Aunt Beck calls for the silver bowl to be filled and does a scrying for him. I like to watch that – not that I can ever see anything in the bowl, but I like to watch my aunt seeing. It gives you an exciting sort of shiver up your back when she says, in a strange, groaning voice, “I see fires up on the Peak of Storms and cattle stampeding.” She’s always right too. When she said that, the clans of Cormack raided from the next kingship, but thanks to Aunt Beck, our people were ready for them. I even got to see a bit of the fighting.

Anyway, as you will have gathered from this, Aunt Beck is a Wise Woman as well as a magic-worker, as all the women of our family are. The men born to us marry outside the family. This is how King Kenig comes to be a distant cousin. My great-great-grandmother’s brother married the sister of the then King and their son was King Kenig’s grandfather. At one time, our family was a large one, reputed to be the best Wise Women on the entire huge island of Skarr, but that was in the time of the Twelve Sisters of Kenneal. Now Aunt Beck and I are the only ones left. But Aunt Beck is still said to be the best there is.

She looked the part too, when she came out from behind the screen in her best dress and set about combing out my hair. My hair was still damp and there was a lot of tugging to get the stray bits of herb out of it.
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It is a couple of miles to the castle, over the moor and down to the foreland, but it seemed longer because a mist came down and hid all the distances. I was tired. I trudged through the heather behind the other two, feeling small and untidy and a failure. Some of the time I was trying not to cry at the idea of having to spend another night in the Place in a month’s time.

Even if I did get initiated, then I knew with a dreadful certainty that I would never, ever be the equal of Aunt Beck. Oh, I had memorised the cantrips and procedures all right, and I knew all my herbs and weatherlore, but it takes more than that to be a proper magicwoman. I had only to look at my aunt’s tall, narrow figure striding elegantly ahead, with her plaid stylishly not quite wrapping her small, dark, neatly-plaited head, to know that. Aunt Beck’s best boots had red cork heels – they cost the earth because they came from Logra before the blockade – and never once did a splash of mud or spray of heather cling to those gleaming scarlet cubes.

My feet were muddy all over already. My hair is a messy pale brown and nothing seems to stop wisps of it separating from my pigtails. They flapped beside my face, fuzzy already. And I am short for my age. Even the younger children in the castle were taller than me now and I couldn’t see myself ever being tall or wise. I shall always be that little Aileen with the freckles and the buck teeth and no real gift at all, I thought sadly. Damn it, even Ogo looked more imposing than me.

Ogo had new shoes that laced up over his smart new trews to his knees. They must have taken a deal of leather to make because Ogo’s feet are enormous. They looked even bigger on the ends of his skinny, laced-up legs. I could see he was treading very carefully so as not to spoil them in the peat. I guessed he had promised the shoemaker to keep that pair good at least.

Poor Ogo. Everyone at the castle scolded him or jeered. He is a foreigner and different from the rest. As far as I knew, he had been left behind ten years ago when the magicmen of Logra cast the spells that made it impossible for anyone from Skarr – or Bernica, or Gallis for that matter – to cross the sea to Logra. Logra might be on the moon now for all that we can do to get to it.

We were at war with Logra then. We always are. All the same, there were quite a few families of Lograns on Skarr, traders and ambassadors, and priests and so forth, who all fled to boats on the night of the spellcasting. One or two others got left behind as well as Ogo: the mad old spinning-woman up in Kilcannon for one, and the man who claimed to be a scholar whom the Cormacks arrested as a spy, but Ogo was the only child. I believe he was five at the time. I suppose his relatives were traders or something who fled with the rest and simply forgot him. I think the worse of them for that. According to Ogo, some of them were magicmen, but that’s as maybe. If they were, they can’t have been half as good magic-workers as Aunt Beck. She never forgets anything. Ogo was lucky that King Kenig took him in.

Meanwhile, Aunt Beck went with her lovely swinging stride and Ogo marched like a pair of scissors beside her, down the hill to the river and across the stepping stones there, while I came galumphing after.

Dark shapes came out of the fog to us on the other side. “There they are now,” said my distant cousin Ivar. We had not seen him for the fog until then. “Ogo seems to have got it right for once. You can strike up now, fellows.”

“What is this?” demanded Aunt Beck, standing like a ramrod on the last stepping stone with brown water swirling below her red heels. But her voice was nearly drowned out by the sudden squeal and chant from the top of the bank as at least four pipers started on the ‘March of Chaldea’.

I was quite as astonished as my aunt. An honour of pipes was quite unheard of, at least since the days when we were the Twelve Sisters. But I could now see that there were six pipers up there – more than they had in the castle.

“I said, what is THIS?” my aunt yelled.

“Nothing, my dear cousin. Don’t be alarmed,” said Ivar. He came right to the bank and offered her his arm. “The King insisted on it for some reason. He said the ladies must be brought in with due honour.”

“Hmph,” said Aunt Beck. But she took his arm and stepped on up the bank. Ivar is a favourite of hers.

I felt better for seeing Ivar there too. He is dark and skinny, with a long neck with a big Adam’s apple in it. I consider him very handsome with his beaky, jagged profile, dark eyes and jutting cheekbones. And he makes good jokes too. Although he doesn’t know it yet, I have chosen him to be my husband when the time comes and, until then, I feel free to admire him greatly in secret. All the same, I wondered, as I scrambled up the bank, what had got into King Kenig, Ivar’s father, to escort us with pipers like this. I know the King believes in doing everything the old way, now that Logra is off our backs, but this was ridiculous!

In fact, I was quite glad of those pipers. There is something about a night with no sleep that weakens your legs. It is quite a steep climb up to the castle and without the steady, skirling beat ahead of me I would have made heavy going of it. Or I might not have got there at all. The fog was now so thick that it could have been easy to miss the way, for all I knew it so well.

As it was, I never saw the pipers clearly, just followed them until, under the wet black walls of the castle, they peeled smoothly away, all except one – Old Ian – who led us solemnly up the steps and through into the castle hall.

All was set for dinner there, everyone seated and the serving-people standing by the walls. There was a lot of yellow light from more candles than I could count. This surprised me greatly. King Kenig is even more fiercely economical than Aunt Beck – and she is a byword for it in the countryside. Old Ian led us solemnly up to the top table, piping the whole way, and stopped when we got there, halfway through the tune.

Ivar dug his elbow into Ogo and Ogo bowed to King Kenig sitting there. “I-I’ve brought the ladies to you, sire,” he said.

“Round by Kilcannon Head, I imagine. You certainly took your time,” the King said. “Get away to your place now.”

Ogo turned around with his face very white and the eyes and mouth in it set in straight lines. I have seen him look like that often, and often after the children have been jeering at him. Once or twice, I have seen him, wearing that same straight face, standing in a lonely part of the castle with tears rushing down his cheeks. As he disappeared to a distant table, I thought the King could have been kinder.

Aunt Beck thought so too. “There is a fog outside,” she said.

“Never mind. You’re here. Come up, come up,” said the King expansively. “Take a seat by me. Both of you.”

I was awed. I have eaten at the castle many times, but never at the top table. Ivar had to push me up the step and into a chair. There I sat and stared around. The hall from here looked small and deep and the tapestries on the walls looked terrible. King Kenig had ordered the wall paintings covered up with embroidery because he said that this was the old way. The trouble was that most of the ladies knew nothing about embroidery and had had to learn as they went along. Their mistakes were very evident in the bright candlelight.

But it was quite possible that Queen Mevenne had arranged it on purpose as a protest. There she sat, along from the empty chair beside the King, looking like a dark night of the soul. She is quite handsome and her hair is much browner than Aunt Beck’s, but she carries with her such an aura of darkness that you could swear she had raven hair and blue skin like a corpse’s. Aunt Beck says “Nonsense!” when I tell her this, but I notice she seldom talks to the Queen. The castle children whisper that Queen Mevenne is a witch and murmur of queer doings at the dark of the moon. Aunt Beck says “Nonsense!” to this too, but I am not so sure. It is one drawback to my thoughts of marrying Ivar, knowing I should have a mother-in-law like Mevenne.

Beyond, with another empty chair in between, sat Ivar’s elder brother Donal, heir to the throne, with candlelight shooting ruddy beams from his beard and his ranks of gold bracelets, and making a white flash of his teeth as he smiled at something his mother was saying. I do not like Donal either. He looks like a barbarian, but he is a very smooth and clever man indeed.

Beyond Donal and another empty chair was the old Dominie who taught us. His eyebrows were frowning out like crags …

I suppose I should have been wondering about all those empty chairs, but before I had begun to think about them properly, pipes sounded again with a dreadful sudden loudness and, to my astonishment, King Kenig stood up. Everyone naturally stood up with him. We all looked to the door at the back of the table where a procession came pacing through, following the pipers.

At first, all I noticed was a crowd of splendid robes. Then I saw that the foremost of them contained none other than the Priest of Kilcannon, very tall and thin and sour. His eyebrows rival the Dominie’s. My heart sank at the sight of him, as it always does. I always have a horrible moment when I think that this man might have been my stepfather, had my mother lived. He is the kind who bleaches everything with virtue. But I had never known the King stand to him before. For a moment, I wondered if King Kenig had taken up religion as part of his effort to bring back the old ways. Then I saw among the other robes one of red and gold and the elderly, tired man, kind but stately, who was wearing it. He was the only person there in a crown.

“High King Farlane,” Aunt Beck murmured beside me. “Ogo might just have warned us.”

But Ogo wouldn’t, I thought. He had expected us to know. Logra only has the one king, and no one ever could get it through Ogo’s mind that lesser kings like Kenig were any kind of king at all. When Ogo said “the King”, he had meant the High King over all Chaldea, naturally, and we had not understood him – even I hadn’t, and I had argued with Ogo about it often enough.

When the piping and the grating of chairs and benches had stopped, King Farlane was standing behind the special tall carved chair left empty for him.

“We are called here on a matter of justice,” he said. “This must be settled before we can go any further. We invoke the favours of all high gods and lesser spirits and thereby open this hearing. Will Kinnock, Priest of Kilcannon, please state his case?”

“I certainly will,” the Priest said grimly. “I accuse Donal, Prince of Conroy and Kilcannon, of robbery, arson and murder.”

“Denied,” Donal said calmly, and he turned his arm around to admire the bracelets on it, as if he were a little bored by the matter.

“Denied?” snarled the Priest. His black eyes glared from under his great tufts of black eyebrow. “Do you stand there and have the gall to deny that, two nights ago, you and your band of ruffians rode up to Kilcannon and set fire to my house?”

Quite a number of people gasped at this, including Ivar. He turned to Donal, glowing with surprise and delight. Ivar shows a regrettable tendency to admire his elder brother. And a childish one. After the first glow, Ivar’s face went dark and peevish. I heard him mutter, “Why didn’t you let me come too?”

“Answer me!” thundered the Priest. “Before I bring down the curse of the gods upon you!”

Donal continued to turn bracelets around on his arm. “Oh, I don’t deny that,” he said casually. “It’s the charge of robbery and murder I take exception to. Who died?”

“Do you deny you went off with all my sheep? Where are my goats and oxen, you bandit?” raved the Priest. He was shaking with anger so that his fine robe rippled.

“The animals?” said Donal. He shrugged – which made the Priest madder than ever. “We simply drove them off. You’ll find them wandering the hills somewhere if you care to go and look.”

“You – you – you—!” stuttered the Priest.

“I repeat,” Donal said, “who died?”

“A fair question,” King Farlane put in. “Was anyone killed?”

The Priest looked as if he had bitten on a peppercorn. “Why, no,” he admitted. “I was out with my novices rehearsing for the full moon.”

“Then there is no charge of murder to meet,” King Farlane pointed out. “And it seems that there was no robbery either. There is only the charge of burning not denied. Prince Donal, what reason had you for burning this man’s house?”

“Reason, sire?” Donal said blandly. “Why, I thought the Priest was inside it of course. It is a great disappointment to me to see the wretch strutting in here alive and snarling.”

I thought the Priest was going to dance with rage at this. If I had liked Donal more, I would have cheered.

“Sire,” said the Priest, “this barefaced wickedness—”

“I object,” said Donal, “to being accused of wickedness. What has religion got to do with right and wrong?”

“You snivelling sinner!” thundered the Priest. “Religion has everything to do with right and wrong! Let me tell you, Prince, your heathen ways will bring this fair island of Skarr to her knees if—”

“And what have my morals to do with politics?” snapped Donal. “What a man does is his own to do, and no concern of the gods or the kingdom.”

“This,” shouted the Priest, “is the speech of one who has wilfully taken evil to be his good. I denounce you before the High King, your father and all these witnesses!”

By this time, King Kenig – not to speak of most of us standing at the tables – was looking extremely uncomfortable and making little movements as if he wanted to intervene. But the High King stood there, turning his tired, kindly eyes from the Priest’s face to Donal’s, until the Priest raised both his bony arms and seemed to be going to call curses down on the castle.

“Enough,” King Farlane said. “Prince Donal, you are baiting this man. Priest, what damage has the fire done to your house?”

The Priest shuddered to a halt and took his arms down. “Not as much as this evil young man hoped,” he said slowly. “It is built of solid stone, roof and all. But the door and window frames, being wood, are mostly burnt.”

“And what of the inside?” the High King asked gravely.

“Luckily,” said the Priest, “the roof sprang a leak in the rain and most of it was wet inside. This godless animal threw a brand inside, but it simply charred the floor.”

“So what cost would you estimate for repairs?” the High King continued.

“Six ounces of gold,” the Priest said promptly. Everyone gasped. “Including the leaking roof,” he added.

King Farlane turned to Donal. “Pay him that amount, Prince.”

“I protest, sire,” said Donal. “He has gold enough off us in temple dues. A more grasping person—”

“Pay him,” repeated the King, “and the matter will be thereby settled for good.”

“Sire.” Donal bowed his head dulcetly and stripped off one of his many bracelets, which he handed to the person next to him at the table. As the bracelet went flashing from hand to hand towards the Priest, Donal said, pretending to be anxious, “Pray have it weighed, Priest. It may be nearer seven ounces.”

“No need,” said the High King. “The case is concluded.”

The Priest received the bracelet, glowering, and it seemed we could all sit down to eat then. But I doubt if the Priest enjoyed his dinner much. He looked sour enough to turn milk.

“Hm,” said Aunt Beck. “Hm.” She took a small rye loaf off a towering basket of them and pushed the basket on to me. “That was all very nicely staged, wasn’t it?”

“What do you mean?” I whispered. “Donal and the Priest hate one another, everyone knows that.”

“True, but there had to be a glaring reason, I guess, for the High King to come here,” my aunt observed. “There will be a private reason too. As we have been specially summoned, we may well discover what it is before long.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“I have in mind,” my aunt mused, tearing her loaf apart and reaching for the butter, “two things. First, that our cousin Donal, while addicted to jewellery, seldom wears quite so many bracelets. That man can scarcely lift his arms. And second that I have never known our cousin the King trust Ogo with a message before. Planning lies behind both these things. You’ll see.”

Blow me down, she was right! We had scarcely finished a splendid dinner, entirely without porridge, to my great joy, and the two kings had scarcely risen and withdrawn to some private place, when Donal passed casually along behind our chairs. He was indeed holding his arms rather straight down by his sides. “Ivar,” he murmured to his brother, “you and Beck and Aileen follow me, will you?”

We followed, across the platform and out by one of the doors at the back of it. There Donal led us on a corkscrew path through private corridors I did not know, and finally up a curving flight of stairs to a heavy door.

“I have given out that Beck and Aileen have gone home,” he remarked over his shoulder as he rapped on the door.

“And why, pray?” murmured my aunt, not as if she expected an answer. I think she was just giving voice to her annoyance that Donal should so coolly organise her movements. Our family is used to coming and going as it pleases.

The door was opened by one of the robed attendants of the High King, who stood back and ushered us inside without a word. The room beyond was one I had never seen before with great windows that, but for the fog, would have given a wide view southwards over the sea. As it was, the fog was thinning and giving way to a red sunset, making the light quite confusing, since the room was lit with a tall lamp and many candles.

The High King was sitting with King Kenig on his right and Queen Mevenne on his left. Two more attendants stood in the background, but I scarcely looked at them. The other people in the room were the old Dominie and the Priest of Kilcannon. My heart began to thunder in my ears as I realised that great doings must be afoot, to cause Donal and the Priest to come together in the same small room.
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Ivar was as astonished as I was. “What’s going on?” he demanded, making a hasty bow to the two kings.

“Please take a seat,” said the High King, “and we shall tell you.”

King Farlane was not a well man, I saw, as we sat on the low padded stools put ready in front of him. He was huddled in a royal plaid above his scarlet robes and someone had put a brazier near him for further warmth. But it was his face that showed his illness most. It was white, with a yellowish tinge, and the skin of it was very tight to the bones. What spare flesh there was had drawn into deep wrinkles of pain. But his tired eyes were not subdued by his disease. They gazed at us with a shrewdness and sanity which were almost startling.

“As you know,” he said to us – all of us, though I think he spoke chiefly to my aunt – “ten years ago, the magicians of Logra cast a spell on our islands of Chaldea so that no one from here, however hard they try, can get to Logra.” He nodded to the Priest, who was so grimly eager to speak that he was sidling in his seat.

“We have tried, gracious king,” the Priest burst out. “We have searched the whole of Skarr for some inkling of the spell. We have gone out – I myself have gone out in boats repeatedly – as far as the barrier in the sea, where the boats turn aside as though a current takes them, though there is nothing to be seen. And we have used every craft the gods grant us to break the spell. But we have found no way to break this spell.” He subsided, sort of shrinking into himself gloomily. “I have failed,” he said. “The gods are not pleased with me. I must fast and pray again.”

“There’s no need to reproach yourself,” King Farlane said.

Donal could obviously not resist muttering, “Och, man, leave your gods to punish you. If they are that angry, they can surely take away your next dinner for themselves.”

At this, our old Dominie gave Donal a mildly quelling look and turned his head questioningly to the High King. King Farlane nodded and the Dominie said, wagging his white eyebrows sadly, “I have had my failures too. It pains me, as a scholar, to say this, but I have now searched in every library on Skarr and journeyed to Bernica to search there too, without stumbling across a single hint of how this spell was constructed.”

Oh! I thought. This explained those lovely unexpected days when I had walked to the castle for my lessons to find all the other children rushing around the yard, shouting that old Dominie was on his travels again.

“On the other hand,” the Dominie continued, “the clue may lie all around us in the geography of our very islands.”

I sighed. The Dominie had a passion for geography. He was forever making us draw maps and explaining to us how the lie of the land influenced history: how this inlet made a perfect harbour and caused the town to grow, or how that lone mountain sheltered this valley and made it so fertile that wars were fought for it. Sure enough, he went on instructing everyone now.

“As you know,” he said, “our three islands form a crescent with Skarr to the north, Bernica due west and Gallis in the south, slanted south-eastwards, while Logra forms a very large wedge to the south-east. Now I have it in mind that the three Chaldean islands could be seen to form the sign for the dark of the moon, which also happens to be the sign for banishment. It would take no stretch of the imagination for the Lograns to see Logra as the full moon bearing the shield of banishment before it. The Lograns, as you know, went to war with us purely and simply because their gods told them it was their right to conquer Chaldea—”

This was too much for half the people there. They forgot the reverence that should be due to the High King and burst into protest. Donal contented himself with a sarcastic noise, but the Priest unshrank himself and snarled, “The Lograns will burn for their false beliefs!”

Aunt Beck, who was sitting in a demure and graceful attitude on her stool, which I wished I could emulate, with her red heels sweetly together and her bony, sensitive fingers clasped around her knees, tossed her small dark head and very nearly snorted. “There’s no gods to it,” she said. “It was human greed.”

And King Kenig said across her, “Gods, my left hambone, man! Our islands have gold and silver, tin and copper. Gallis has pearls and precious stone as well. What has Logra got? Only iron. And iron makes weapons to conquer the rest with.”

The Dominie stuck his lower lip out like a small child and his eyebrows bristled around at the rest of us. “When one talks of magic,” he said huffily, “the impossible is possible.”

“Indeed, yes,” the High King put in quickly. “Perhaps we should ask what Beck the Wise Woman has to say about the spell.”

He looked at my aunt, who bowed her head gracefully back. “Very little, I’m afraid, sire,” she said. “Bear in mind that I have had my sister’s child to care for and could not be going out in boats or ranging over Skarr. But I have scried and found no answer. I have put bonds on invisible spirits and sent them out all over Skarr.”

I watched Aunt Beck doing this. She claimed that all the islands swarmed with spirits, but I still found this hard to believe when I couldn’t see them, or hear what they reported when they came back.

“They could find nothing of the spell,” Aunt Beck said, “and nor could they find any way through to Logra. They all say it’s like a wall of glass in the sea between Logra and Chaldea. But they do tell me one thing that worries me. As you know, this world has four great guardians.” She looked to the Priest, who pinched his lips in and nodded grudgingly. “These guardians,” Aunt Beck said, “belong to North, South, East and West, but in the nature of things they each have one of our four islands to guard. Ours, as you know, in Skarr is of the North. Bernica is guarded by the West, Gallis by South. Logra should have East, but the spell has cut guardian off from guardian so completely that none of our three know if East even exists any more.”

“That’s not important,” King Kenig said curtly.

“I regard it as of the utmost importance,” Aunt Beck said.

“Well, it may be, it may be,” the King conceded. “But the main thing from a king’s point of view is that, while this magical blockade is in place, the Lograns can build ships and train armies in perfect peace. And, what is worse, they can send spies through to watch us, while we have no way of spying on them. This is why we’re all meeting here in such secrecy – fear of Logran spies.”

“It is indeed,” the High King agreed, “and of course we may not be seen to build ships or train soldiers because the Lograns hold a most valuable hostage in my son Alasdair. You are aware of that, are you?” he asked, turning to Ivar and me.

Maybe he thought we were too young to know, since I was three when Prince Alasdair was taken and Ivar was eight, but I cannot imagine how he thought we didn’t know. It was, even Aunt Beck grudgingly agrees, the most astounding piece of magic Logra ever did. She says it must have taken far more planning and clever timing than simply making the barricade.

About a year after the barricade was in place, Prince Alasdair – who must have been about Donal’s age then – was coming in from hunting with quite a crowd of courtiers, when, in the very courtyard of Castle Dromray, which is the High King’s seat here on Skarr, a tunnel somehow opened in space and soldiers came rushing in out of nowhere. They shot Prince Alasdair in the leg and then carried off every one of that hunting party, horses and all. People watched from the walls and windows of the castle, quite helpless. Long before they could get down to the courtyard, the tunnel was closed and everyone gone.

I know more about it than most because my father was one of that hunting party. I nodded. So did Ivar.

“And no news of Prince Alasdair ever after, I believe, sire,” Ivar said.

The High King lifted his head and gazed into the coals of the brazier a moment. “As to that,” he said, “we are not sure. No, indeed, we are not sure. Rumours, and rumours of rumours, continue to reach us. The last words were so definite that it seems to us and to all our advisors that there must be a crack or so in the wall between Chaldea and Logra.”

“And those words are, sire?” asked my aunt.

“That the spell can be breached and Prince Alasdair rescued,” the High King answered, “and that the answer can be found if a Wise Woman journeys from Skarr, through Bernica and Gallis, and enters Logra with a man from each island. This would seem to mean you, my lady Beck.”

“It does indeed,” my aunt replied drily. “And where are these words from, sire?”

“From a number of quarters,” said King Farlane. “As various as a fishing village at the east of Skarr, word from two of the five kings and queens in Bernica, and two priests and a hermit in Gallis.”

“Hm.” My aunt unwrapped her hands from her knees and put her chin in one. “The words always the same?” she asked.

“Almost exactly,” said the High King.

There was a moment of silence, in which I wondered what would become of me if Aunt Beck went off to Logra and never came back. The only good thing I could see was that no one would require me to go down to the Place then.

Then, as Aunt Beck drew in breath, almost certainly ready to say “Nonsense!”, the High King – whose gift, I was beginning to see, was to put his word in at the right moment – spoke again. He said, “Our plans are made, Wise Beck. You and your apprentice leave secretly this evening. We have a boat waiting for you over the hills in the pool of Illay, and our captain has our orders to sail for Bernica while we and our court journey back to Dromray, giving out that you are with us. This will deceive any spies.”

I have seldom seen my aunt discomposed, and never so discomposed as then. Her chin shot up out of her hand. “Go now?” she said. She looked from the sick king to the hearty, well one, King Kenig, and then to the Priest, the Dominie and Donal sitting admiring his bracelets again. There was almost panic in her face as she realised they were all in this together. She looked up at the expressionless men behind the High King’s chair. She even glanced at the Queen who, like Donal, was playing with a bracelet. “Aileen is too young to go,” she said. “She’s not even initiated yet.”

“She has heard our council,” the High King said gently. “If you like, we can take her to Dromray, but she must be closely confined there.”

I found my face jumping around from King Farlane to my aunt. It is awful when you sit there thinking the talk is all distant politics and then suddenly find it is going to change your whole life. I was on pins.

“I can’t go tonight,” my aunt said. “I have no clothes for the journey.”

The Queen spoke for the first time, smiling. “We thought of that,” she said. “We have clothes already packed for you and Aileen.”

Aunt Beck glanced from me to the Queen, but she still gave no indication of what she was going to do with me. Instead, she said politely, “Thank you, Mevenne. But I still can’t go. I have livestock to feed in my house – six hens, two pigs and the cow. I can’t let them die of neglect.”

“We thought of that too,” said King Kenig jovially. “My henwoman will take the hens and Ian the piper will see to the rest. Face it, Beck, you’re off to save all Chaldea, woman, even if it is at short notice.”

“So I see,” said my aunt. She took another unloving look around the various faces. “In that case,” she said, “Aileen goes with me.” I was so overwhelmed at this that I only heard it as if from a distance, Aunt Beck adding, “Who is to go with me? Who is the man from the island of Skarr?”

The High King replied, “Prince Ivar is that man, naturally.”

I was jolted from my rapt state by Ivar’s great hoarse cry of “Wha-at!”

“You have, like young Aileen, heard all our plans,” King Farlane pointed out.

“But,” said Ivar, “I only have to set foot in a boat and I get sick as a dog! You know I do!” he said accusingly to his mother. He leapt to his feet emotionally. Ivar never conceals his feelings. This is what I admire in him – although I must say at that moment I was less than admiring. His sword whirled as he jumped up and its scabbard hit me quite a thwack on the shoulder.

“Your sword,” Donal said, “is for the defence of the ladies, Ivar. This is your opportunity to behave like a gentleman for once.”

Donal is often unkind to his brother. I could see that he was pleased at Ivar’s dismay. This is one of the many things I dislike about Donal. But I could see that King Kenig was looking disgusted with his younger son, and the High King, from his carefully neutral expression, was wondering if Ivar were a coward.

I said, rather boldly, as I rubbed my shoulder, “I know we can rely on you, Ivar.”

Ivar shot me a dizzy sort of look. “I should have been warned,” he protested. “To be suddenly told that you’re going on a journey – it’s – it’s—!”

King Kenig said, “Don’t act the fool, Ivar. The High King has told us how spies from Logra can come and go. There’s nothing Logra would like better than to hear that a Prince of Kilcannon is setting out to rescue the High Prince. Utmost secrecy was necessary.”

Ivar shot a look at Donal as if to say why was he in on the secret then and turned to his mother again. “Very well, if I am to go and I am going to be sick, I shall need medicine and a servant to help me.”

“A remedy is prepared and packed for you,” Queen Mevenne said calmly. I saw Aunt Beck looking a bit sharp at that. Remedies of all kinds are her business to provide.

But, before she could say anything, Ivar’s father added, “And Ogo is to go with you as your servant. Now stop this silly noise.”

“Ogo!” Ivar exclaimed. “But he’s useless!”

“Nonetheless,” said King Kenig, “Ogo is a Logran and quite likely to be a spy. If you take him with you now without warning, he cannot pass the news on tonight and you will have him under your eye after.”

“Ogo would be as useless as a spy as he is at everything else!” Ivar protested. “Must I really?”

“Yes,” said his father. “We are taking no risks.”

Here King Farlane stood up, very slowly and weakly, and the rest of us of course had to stand up too. “It only remains,” he said, “for us to wish you success on your journey. Go now, in the hands of the gods and—” he looked particularly at Aunt Beck – “for the love of those gods, bring my son back with you if you can.”

Aunt Beck ducked him a small stiff curtsey and looked back at him just as particularly. So did I. The High King was trembling and strong feelings were trying to stay hidden behind the tight skin of his face. The feelings looked like hope to me – sick, wild hopes of seeing Prince Alasdair again – the kind of hopes that seldom get fulfilled. Aunt Beck saw them too. She had seemed ready to make one of her direst remarks, but instead she said, almost kindly, “I’ll do all I can, sire.”
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After that, we left. One of the High King’s robed courtiers came with us to the door, where he passed Aunt Beck a purse. “For expenses,” he said.

“Thank you,” said my aunt. “I see by this that your king is in earnest.” High King Farlane was known to be quite sparing with his money. She turned to Ivar. “Run and fetch Ogo. Tell him just that you and he have to escort the Priest back to his fane.”

The Priest was coming with us, to my sorrow, as far as the hilltops where his religious establishment was. Donal went in front to show us the way to the small postern I had hardly ever seen used before. For a moment, I thought Donal was coming as well. But he was only making sure we found the four little donkeys waiting for us by the wall.

Aunt Beck clicked her tongue at the sight of them. “So much for secrecy. Who saddled these up?”

“I did,” Donal said. By the light of the lantern he carried, his teeth flashed rather smugly in his beard. “No chance of any gossip in the stables.”

“I was thinking rather,” Aunt Beck countered, “of the bags.” One donkey was loaded with four leather bags, very plump and shiny and expensive-looking bags. “Who packed these?”

“My mother did,” said Donal. “With her own fair hands.”

“Did she now?” said Aunt Beck. “Give her my thanks for the honour.”

Since no one could have sounded less grateful than my aunt, it was possibly just as well that Ivar came dashing up just then, and Ogo with him looking quite bewildered. They were to walk, as befitted an escort. The Priest mounted one of the donkeys and sat there looking quite ridiculous with his long legs nearly touching the ground on either side. Aunt Beck sat on the second. Ogo helped me up on to the third. I looked at what I could see of him – which was not much, what with the flickering lantern and the clouds scudding across the nearly full moon – and I thought that no one so puzzled-looking and so anxious to help as Ogo could possibly be a spy. Or could he?

“You don’t have to hold Aileen on to the donkey,” Ivar said to him. “Take the baggage donkey’s halter and bring it along.”

Donal raised the lantern, grinning again, as we all clopped off. “Goodbye, cousins,” he said to my aunt and me. “Have a good voyage, Ivar.” It was not quite jeering. Donal is too smooth-minded for that. But I thought, as we clopped down the rocky hillside, that the way he said it amounted to sending us off with a curse – or at least an ill-wishing.

The fog had gone, though my poor little donkey was quite wet with it. It must have been waiting for hours outside that door. All the donkeys were stiff and more than usually reluctant to move. Ivar and Ogo had to take a bridle in each hand and haul them out of the dip below the castle, and go on hauling until we were well set on the path zigzagging to the heights. There my donkey raised its big head and gave voice to its feeling in a huge mournful “Hee-haw!”

“Oh, hush!” I said to it. “Someone might hear.”

“It won’t matter,” said my aunt. In order not to trail her legs like the Priest, she had her knees bent up in front of her. It looked most uncomfortable and I could see it was making her breathless and cross. “It doesn’t matter who hears,” she said. “Everyone knows that the Priest must be on his way home.” And she called up to him ahead of her on the path, “I am surprised to see you lending yourself to this charade, Kinnock. Why did you?”

“I have my reasons,” the Priest called back. “Though I must say,” he added sourly, “I did not expect to have my house burnt over it.”

“What reasons?” said my aunt.

“The respect for the gods and for the priesthood is not what it should be,” he said across his shoulder. “My aim is to set that right.”

“You mean you think Alasdair is more god-fearing than his father?” my aunt asked. “If you think that, you’re doomed to disappointment two ways.”

“Gratitude,” retorted the Priest, “is not to be discounted.”

“Or counted on either,” snapped Aunt Beck.

They continued arguing with Aunt Beck getting crosser and more breathless at every sentence, but I have no idea what they said. I remember Aunt Beck accusing the Priest of trying to turn Skarr into Gallis, but that meant they had started to talk politics and I stopped listening. I was suddenly overwhelmed with a fear that I might not see Skarr again and I was busy trying to see as much of it as I could by the light of the repeatedly clouded moon.

The mountains were mere blackness overhead, though I could smell the heavy damp smell of them, and the sea was another blackness flecked with white over the other way. But I remember dwelling quite passionately on a large grey boulder beside the path when the moonlight glided over it, and almost as ardently on the grey, wintry-looking heather beneath the boulder. Where the path turned, I could look over my shoulder, across the bent figure of Ogo heaving the luggage donkey’s bridle, and see the castle below against the sea, ragged and rugged and dark. There were no lights showing. You’d have thought it was deserted. Of course the house where I lived with Aunt Beck was well out of sight, beyond the next rise of land, but I looked all the same.

It suddenly struck me that, if I never saw Skarr again, I would never again need to go down into the Place. You cannot imagine the joy and relief that gave me. Then I found myself not believing this. I knew Aunt Beck would somehow contrive that we gave everyone the slip. We could well be back home again by morning. I knew she was unwilling to go on this unlikely journey – unwilling enough that she might risk the displeasure of the High King himself. As the last and only Wise Woman in Chaldea, she had standing enough, I thought, to defy King Farlane. Would she dare? Would she?

I was still calculating this, with a mixture of excitement and hopelessness on both sides of the question, when we clattered into the deep road at the top of Kilcannon, where the stones of the fane lofted above the shoulder of hill to my right. I could feel them, like an itch or a fizz on my skin, and a tendency for the light here to seem dark blue to my eyes. The place makes me so uncomfortable that I hate going near it. Why the gods should require such uncomfortable magics always puzzled me.

A short while later, we were out to the flatter land beyond. There stood the Priest’s dark house, smelling of burning still, and around it the empty, moon-silvered pastures where Donal had driven all the cattle away. On the other side of the road was the long barnlike place where the novices lived. This was brightly-lit and – oh dear! – the most distinct sounds of roistering coming from inside. Evidently, the novices had not expected the Priest back until morning.

The Priest leapt down from his donkey and strode to the entrance. A sudden silence fell. Looking through the doorway around the Priest’s narrow, outraged body, I could see at least ten young men caught like statues in his glare. Most of them were guiltily trying to hide drinking cups behind their backs, though two were obviously too far gone to bother. One of those went on drinking. The other went on singing, and actually raised his cup in toast to the Priest.

“I see,” said the Priest, “that the demon drink needs exorcising here. All of you are to walk down to the coast with Wise Beck and see that she gets safely to her boat.”

Aunt Beck made a soft, irritated sound. I was right. She had been thinking of slipping off.

“What? Now?” one of the novices asked.

“Yes,” said the Priest. “Now.” He strode inside the dwelling and picked up a little barrel from the table, and calmly began pouring its contents on the floor. The scent of whisky gushed to my nostrils through the door, strong enough to make my eyes water. “Fresh air is a great exorcist,” he remarked. “Off you go. And,” he looked at us waiting outside, “I wish you a good journey, ladies.”

So we went down the rest of the way with twelve drunken novices. There was quite a strong wind blowing on this side of the mountains and, whatever the Priest said, it seemed to me to make them worse. They wove about, they staggered, they sang, they giggled and every ten yards or so one of them was sure to pitch forward into a gorse bush while the rest roared with laughter. Several of them had to leave the path to be sick.

“Gods,” Ivar kept saying. “This is all I need!”

And Aunt Beck asked them several times, “Are you sure you wouldn’t be better sitting down here for a rest? We’ll be quite all right on our own.”

“Oh no, lady,” they told her. “Can’t do that. Ordersh. Have to shee you shafely to your ship.”

Aunt Beck sighed. It was clear the Priest had promised the High King that we would be on that waiting boat. “Drat the man!” said Aunt Beck.

Surrounded by the hooting, galumphing, laughing crowd, we came at last down to where the rocks gave way to sand while the sinking moon showed us quite a large ship swaying up and down vigorously in the bay. Ivar moaned at the sight. Waiting for us among the wet smash and sheen of the breakers was a rowing boat, whose crew leapt out eagerly to meet us.

“Hurry now or we’ll miss this tide,” one of them said. “We thought you’d never be here in time.”

I slid off the donkey and patted it. I also patted the gorse bush by my side. It was in bloom – but when is gorse not? – and the caress of my fingers released the robust fragrance of it. It is a smell that always makes me think of home and Skarr. It seemed a shame to me that the youngest novice promptly staggered into that same bush and was sick on it.

“Here, lassie.” One of the sailors seized me and swung me into his arms. “Carry you through the water,” he explained when I uttered a furious squawk.

I let him. I became almost unbearably tired just then. It seemed to me that in leaving the soil of Skarr I left all my strength behind, but I expect that it was just that I’d had no sleep the night before. As I was carried through the crashing surf, tasting salt as I travelled, I had glimpses of Ivar and Ogo wading beside me, and a further glimpse of Aunt Beck, drawn up to her very tallest, facing the sailor who had offered to carry her too. I saw her glance at the waves, lift a heel and glance at that, and then shrug and give in. She rode to the boat sedately sitting across the sailor’s arms, heels together and both hands clasped demurely around his neck, as if the poor man were another donkey.

I scarcely remember rowing out to the big dark boat. I think I must have been asleep before they got there. When I woke, it was bright grey morning and I was lying on my face, on a narrow bench in a warm but smelly wooden cabin. I sprang up at once. I knew it was only a matter of forty sea miles to Bernica.

“Heavens!” I cried out. “I’ve missed the whole voyage!”

It turned out to be no such thing. When I dashed out into the swaying, creaking passage under the deck, Aunt Beck met me with the news that we had met contrary winds in the night. “The sailors tell me,” she said, “that the Logra barricade diverts the air and the sea too when the wind is in the north. We shall be a day or more yet on the way.” And she sent me back to do my hair properly.

Breakfast was in a little bad-smelling cubbyhole at the stern, where the sea kept smashing up against the one tiny window and the table slid up and down like a see-saw. No porridge, to my surprise. I wouldn’t have minded porridge. I was ravenous. I laid into oatcakes and honey just as if we were on dry land and the honeypot didn’t keep sliding away down the table whenever I needed it.

After a while, Aunt Beck wiped her fingers and passed the cloth to me. “Ten oatcakes is plenty, Aileen,” she told me. “This ship doesn’t carry food for a month. Go and see what has become of Ivar and Ogo.”

I went grudgingly. I wanted – apart from more oatcakes – to go on deck and see the sea. I found the boys in a fuggy little space across the gangway. Ivar was lying on the bed, moaning. Ogo sat beside him, looking anxious and loyal, holding a large bowl ready on his knees.

“Go away!” said Ivar. “I’m dying!”

Ogo said to me, “I don’t know what to do. He’s been like this all night.”

“Go and fetch Aunt Beck,” I said. “Get some breakfast. I’ll hold the bowl.”

Ogo passed me the bowl like a shot. I put it on the floor. It was disgusting.

“Don’t put it there!” Ivar howled as Ogo dashed from the room. “I need it! Now!” He did look ill. His face was like suet, all pale and shiny. I picked up the bowl again, but he wailed, “I’ve nothing left to be sick with! I’ll die!”

“No you won’t,” I said. “It’s not heroic. Where’s the medicine your mother packed for you?”

“In the bag you’re sitting on,” Ivar gasped. “But stupid Ogo doesn’t know which it is!”

“Well, I don’t suppose I do either,” I said, getting up and opening the bag, “and I’m not stupid. Why don’t you know?”

Ivar just buried his face in the lumpy little pillow and moaned. Luckily, Aunt Beck came in just then. “This is ridiculous,” she said, taking in the situation. “I thought Ogo was exaggerating. Move over, Aileen, and let me have a look in that bag.”

There were quite a number of jars and bottles in the bag, carefully packed among clothes. Aunt Beck took them all out and arranged them in a row on the floorboards. “Hm,” she said. “Which?” She picked up the glass bottles one by one and held them up against the light. She shook her head. She picked up the earthenware jars one by one, took the corks out and sniffed. Ivar reared up on one elbow and watched her anxiously. Aunt Beck shook her head again and, very carefully and deliberately, began pouring the contents away into the bowl.

“Hey!” said Ivar. “What are you doing?”

“I do not know,” Aunt Beck said, starting to empty the glass bottles into the bowl too, “what Mevenne was intending here, but I fear she is as bad at remedies as she is at embroideries. Aileen, take this bowl up on deck and empty it all into the sea. Be careful not to spill it on the way. It could set fire to the ship. Then come back for the bottles. They need to be thrown overboard too.”

“But what shall I do?” Ivar was wailing as I carried the bowl away as carefully and steadily as I could.

Aunt Beck snapped at him to behave himself and to take that filthy shirt off at once.

It took me quite a while to get that bowl poured away. I was two steps along the gangway when the ship pitched sideways, suddenly and violently. And, do what I could, the bowl swilled and slopped some of the stuff on the wooden floor. There was only the merest drop, but it made a truly horrible smell and started to smoke. Aunt Beck had not been joking about those medicines. I went the rest of the way more carefully than I had ever done anything in my life. I put the bowl down on each step of the wooden stair that went up to the deck and held it steady as I climbed after it. I crept with it out into the sudden brisk daylight on deck. There were ropes everywhere, sailors staring and a dazzle of choppy waves beyond. But I kept my eyes grimly on the nasty liquid in the bowl the whole way to the edge of the boat and carefully looked which way the wind was before I started to pour the stuff away. I didn’t want it blowing back in my face. It was a huge relief when I finally tipped the bowlful into the brownish, rearing waves.

The sea boiled white where the liquid went in. I had to wait for the ship to move past the whiteness before I could lie on my front and swill the bowl out. That made a lesser whiteness. I snatched my hand away and, I am afraid, lost the bowl, which dipped and sank almost at once. Oh well, I thought. Probably good riddance.

When I went back below, the spilt drop had stopped smoking, but there was a round charred place where it had been.

In the cabin, Ivar was now sitting up, his top half all gooseflesh without his shirt, staring at Aunt Beck. Aunt Beck had taken her ruby-ended pin out of her hair and was wagging it slowly in front of Ivar. “Watch the pin. Keep watching my pin,” she was saying, but broke off to pass me the bottles and jars all bundled up in Ivar’s shirt. “Overboard,” she said. “Shirt and all.”

“Hey!” said Ivar. “That’s a good shirt!” He stopped staring at Aunt Beck and scowled at me.

“Curses,” said Aunt Beck. “Have to begin again. Ivar, attend to this pin of mine.”

It took very little time to get rid of the bundle. When I got back this time, Ivar was staring at Aunt Beck, looking as if he had suddenly gone stupid. Aunt Beck was saying, “Say this after me now. I am a good sailor. I never get seasick. Go on – I am a good sailor …”

Ivar said obediently, “I am a good sailor. I never get seasick.”

“A very good sailor,” Aunt Beck prompted. “No weather affects me, ever.”

“Very good sailor,” Ivar repeated. “No weather affects me, ever.”

“Good.” Aunt Beck snapped her fingers in front of Ivar’s eyes, then sat back on her heels and stared at him closely. Ivar blinked and shifted and gazed around the small, dim cabin. “How are you now?” Aunt Beck asked, handing him a clean shirt.

Ivar looked at her as if he were not all that sure for a moment. Then he seemed to come to life. “Ow!” he said. “By the Guardians, I’m hungry!”

“Of course you are,” Aunt Beck agreed. “You’d better run along and get breakfast before Ogo eats all the oatcakes.”

“Gods of Chaldea!” Ivar leapt up. “I’ll kill him if he has!” Clutching his shirt to his front, he pounded away to the eating room. Aunt Beck climbed to her feet and pushed her ruby pin back into her hair, looking satisfied. Quite smug really.

I was going to follow Ivar, in case he did attack Ogo. You can never trust Ogo to defend himself properly. But Aunt Beck stopped me. “Not now,” she said. “We’ve work to do. I want to know what Mevenne packed in our bags.”

I sighed a little and followed her across the gangway. The bags were piled at one end of our cabin. Aunt Beck knelt down and unbuckled the top one. A strong smell came out. It was not exactly a bad smell, rather like camomile and honey-gone-bad, only not quite. It made me feel a little seasick. Aunt Beck bit off a curse and clapped the bag shut again.

“Up on deck with these,” she said to me. “You take those two, Aileen.”

I did as she said, but not easily. Those bags were good quality hide, and heavy. I thought Aunt Beck was going to throw them into the sea. But she stopped in the shelter of the rowing boat, where it was roped to the deck, and dumped the bags down there.

“Put yours here,” she said to me, kneeling down to open one, “and then we shall see. What have we here?” She pulled out a grand-looking linen gown and unfolded it carefully. There were brown twiggy bits of herb in every fold. “Hm,” she said, surveying and sniffing. Her face went very stiff. For a moment, she simply knelt there. Then she put her head up cheerfully and said to me, “Well, well. Mevenne was no doubt trying to keep moths away and has got it wrong as usual. Take each garment as I hand it to you and shake it out over the side. With the wind, mind. Make sure none of these unfortunate plants touch the ship or yourself either if you can avoid it.” And she bundled the gown into my arms.

It took me half an hour to shake all the herbs away. Aunt Beck passed me garment after fine garment, each still folded, each stuffed with herbs like a goose ready for roasting. Some of the woollen ones took no end of shaking because the twiggy bits stuck into the fabric and clung there. About halfway through, I remember asking, “Won’t this poison the sea, Aunt Beck?”

“No, not in the least,” Aunt Beck replied, lifting out underclothes. “There is nothing like salt water to cancel bad magics.”

“Even if it was unintentional?” I asked.

Aunt Beck smiled a grim little smile. “As to that,” she said and then said nothing more, but just passed me a bundle of underclothing.

By the end, we had a heap of loose clothing and four empty bags. Aunt Beck knelt on the heap, picking up shirts and sleeves, sniffing and shaking her head. “Still smells,” she said. “These are such fine cloth that it goes against the grain with me to throw them in the sea too. Kneel on them, Aileen, or they’ll blow away, and I’ll see what I can do.”

She went briskly away and came back shortly with a coil of clothesline and a basket of pegs. Goodness knows where she had got them from. Then we both became very busy slinging up the line around the deck and pegging out flapping garments all over the ship. Ivar and Ogo came up on deck to stare. The sailors became very irritable, ducking under clothing as they went about their work and sniffing the bad camomile scent angrily.

Eventually, the Captain came and accosted Aunt Beck, under a billowing plaid. “What are you doing here, woman? This is a fine time to have a washday!”

“I’m only doing what needs doing, Seamus Hamish,” Aunt Beck retorted, pegging up a wildly kicking pair of drawers. “This clothing is contaminated.”

“It surely is,” said the Captain. “Smells like the devil’s socks. Are you raising this wind to blow the smell away?”

Aunt Beck finished pegging the drawers and faced the Captain with her red heels planted well apart and her arms folded. “Seamus Hamish, I have never raised wind in all my born days. What would be the need on Skarr? What is the need here?”

Seamus Hamish folded his arms too. It was impressive because his arms were massive and covered with pictures. “Then it is the smell doing it.”

Whatever was doing it, there was no doubt that the wind was getting up. When I looked out from under the flapping clothing, I could see yellow-brown waves chopping up and down and spume flying from the tops of them. Aunt Beck actually had long black pieces of hair blowing from her neatly plaited head. “Nonsense!” she said, and turned away.

“I tell you it is!” boomed the Captain. “And turning the sky purple. Look, woman!” He pointed with a vast arm and, sure enough, the bits of sky I could see were a strange, hazy lilac colour.

Aunt Beck said, “Nonsense, man. The barrier is doing it.” She picked up one of the bags and began punching and pounding it to turn it inside out.

“I have never seen the sky this colour,” Seamus Hamish declared. “And you must take at least this plaid down. My steersman can’t see his road for it.”

“Aileen,” said Aunt Beck, “take the plaid and peg it somewhere else.”

I did as I was bid. The only other place I could find was a rope on the front of the ship. I got Ogo to help me because the wind was now so fierce that I couldn’t hold the plaid on my own. We left it flying out from the prow like a strange flag and went back to find Aunt Beck had turned all the bags inside out and was strapping them to the rowing boat to air. The ship’s cook was looming over her.

“And if you didn’t take my basin, who did?” he was saying.

Ogo and I exchanged guilty looks. Ogo had fetched the basin for Ivar and I had dropped it into the sea.

Aunt Beck shrugged. “None of my doing, man. The Prince of Kinross was unwell in the night. The bowl is now unfit to cook with.”

The cook turned and glared at Ivar, who was leaning against one of the masts with his hair blowing, looking very fit and rosy. He stared back at the cook in a most princely way. “My apologies,” he said loftily.

“Then I must mix my dough some other way, I suppose,” the cook said grumpily. And he went away muttering, “Always bad luck to sail with a witch. The curse of Lone on you all!”

Aunt Beck didn’t seem to hear, which was lucky. Nothing enrages her more than being called a witch. She simply got up and went below to tidy her hair.

“What is the curse of Lone?” Ogo asked me anxiously as we stood among the flapping garments. They were flapping more and more as the wind rose. The ship was pitching and waves were hissing against the deck.

I had never heard of the curse, but Ivar said, “Obvious. It means that you disappear like the Land of Lone did.”

The words were hardly out of his mouth when there was a grinding and a jolting from underneath, followed by a crunching from somewhere up at the front. The ship tilted sideways and seemed to stop moving. Above the noise of several huge waves washing across the deck, I could hear Seamus Hamish screaming curses at the steersman and the steersman bawling back.

“You slithering, blind ass’s rear end! Look what you did!”

“How is a man to steer with that woman’s washing in his face? All I could see was her drawers flapping!”

“I wish you hadn’t said that about the curse,” I shouted at Ivar. “I think we’ve run into the barrier.”

“It was the cook made the curse, not me!” he yelled back. He was hanging on to the mast. Ogo and I clutched at the rowing boat. We all had seawater swilling around our ankles.
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But we had not run into the barrier. When Aunt Beck shot back on deck, still pinning her plait up around her head, she said, “Ah, I thought as much from the colour of the sea. We’re into a piece of the lost land here.”

As the Dominie had so often told us, there was a line of reefs and rocks in the sea between Logra and Skarr that were all that remained of the Land of Lone after it broke up and sank in the earthquake. The Dominie had sailed out to see it for himself when he was young, and he said that there was ample proof that it had once been inhabited. He had found broken crockery and pieces of fine carving lodged among the rocks. Sailors told him that some of the longer skerries even had remains of buildings on them. Ogo was always very impressed by this.

“The Dominie told us all about it,” he said excitedly to Aunt Beck. “He found a carved comb and most of a fine vase. Can we go and look, do you think?”

“Oh, shut up! Who cares?” Ivar said.

“But I always wondered—” Ogo started again.

By this time, Seamus Hamish was bawling for us all to climb off on to the rocks to lighten the ship, so that he could get us afloat again and see what the damage was. The poor ship was grinding back and forth, back and forth, which sounded very dangerous, and sailors were already ducking under the clotheslines with boxes and bundles of cargo, to lower them carefully overboard. Some of them stopped and helped us down too. Ogo was so eager that he jumped down by himself in a great floundering leap.

“And the sea all around the lost land is always brown with its earth,” I heard him saying, while the cook was passing me down into someone’s big tattooed arms.

Ivar of course could not be outdone by Ogo. He leapt by himself too, and landed with a clatter and twisted his ankle and complained about it for the next hour. And Aunt Beck went down as she had come aboard, peacefully riding another sailor.

“There will be no damage,” she said to me as she was carried past me. “Can they not trust me to protect the ship I sail in?”

Her sailor dumped her up beyond the rocks in a very expressive ‘no comment’ way. I ambled along to where she was and found that the place we had run into was really quite a large island, sandy and rocky and desolate under the queer, hazy lilac sky. There was a bit of cliff ahead about as tall as Ogo and, above that, there seemed to be some trees.

“Can we explore?” Ogo was asking eagerly. “How long do we have?”

“I’ll see,” said Aunt Beck.

I looked back at the poor ship as Aunt Beck called over to the Captain. There it was, lying sideways and grinding, grinding, between two prongs of rock, and hung all over with coloured clothing. Very undignified. Seamus Hamish was busy getting the sails in, but he yelled back that we could have an hour. And he told the cook and another sailor to go with us.

“I shall stay here,” Ivar said. “My ankle really hurts.”

We left him sitting on a rock surrounded in yellow sea foam while we made for the cliffs. I was quite as eager as Ogo was. The Dominie had said that the earthquake had happened over a thousand years ago and, as far as I knew, I had never seen anywhere that old. Aunt Beck was, as always, demure and restrained, but she seemed to me to be springing up the cliff as eagerly as any of us. It was one of the easiest climbs I have ever made, although I must confess that my good dress suffered a little on the way.

Halfway up, Ogo said, “Hey! What’s this?” and picked up something that looked like a big broken saucepan lid. It seemed to be made of very old black leather. We all gathered on a crumbly ledge to examine it. You could still see that there had been patterns stamped on it.

Aunt Beck had just taken the thing to hold the patterns to the light, when Ivar came scrambling limpingly up beside us.

“Ogo,” he said. “You’re supposed to be my servant. You’re supposed to stay with me. You know I’ve hurt my ankle. What are you doing going off and picking up rubbishy old shields for?”

“It was a shield, I think,” Aunt Beck said, turning the thing around. She has beautifully-shaped, artistic fingers. I am always impressed when she handles things. “These patterns—” she began.

“Throw it away,” said Ivar.

“No, don’t,” said the cook. “I can sell it on Bernica. They like old things there.”

“These patterns,” Aunt Beck said loudly, “are the symbols of the Guardian of the North. Put it back where you found it, Ogo. It is something none of us should meddle with.”

She was probably right. I had last seen symbols like that embroidered on High King Farlane’s robe. Everyone watched, rather chastened, while Ogo carefully put the broken shield back on the ledge where he had found it. “I could have got a hundred silver for that,” the cook remarked as we all went on up the cliff.

The cook looked very glum at that and said nothing more until we arrived among the trees at the top. There it was as if the whole ground ran away from us. Tiny creatures – mice, rats, voles – sped and scuttled out of our way. I saw rabbits, squirrels, a weasel and even a beast like a small deer running from us among the trees. Small birds and large ones clapped out of the tops of the wood. None of the trees were tall. They were all bent and bowed in the sea wind, but I could see they were trees that were very rare on Skarr, like elders and hazels, and were just coming into leaf. Aunt Beck put up an elegant hand to old dusty catkins and then to the light green beginnings of elderflowers.

The other sailor said, “I wish I’d brought my crossbow! Fat pigeons. That deer.”

“Fine rabbits,” agreed the cook and Ivar said, “Let’s go back. There’s nothing here. My ankle hurts.”

“We shall go on,” Aunt Beck decreed. “I want to see how big this place is.”

“I want to know how all these animals got here,” I said.

“Well, you won’t find that out by walking about,” Ivar said. “My ankle—”

“The animals,” Aunt Beck said, “undoubtedly descend from creatures that fled from the earthquake. Ah, we’re getting somewhere.”

The trees gave way to big rocks and fluttering grass. I saw harebells there. We went around the largest boulder and saw the sea again beyond us, angrily crashing below on whole piles of rocks. In the distance you could actually see the barrier, like a band of white mist that stretched away in both directions as far as anyone could see. Nobody looked at it though, because there were the remains of buildings in front of us. The walls were not quite as high as my head and made of blocks of sandy-coloured stone. There were beautifully chiselled patterns on them.

“Oh good!” I said. Now we were definitely one up on the Dominie. He had only heard of buildings: we were actually looking at some.

Ogo led the way in through the nearest broken opening. Aunt Beck and I followed quite as eagerly, and the sailors plunged in after us, staring around in a mixture of interest and hope that there might be something they could sell on Bernica. Ivar limped behind, complaining about his ankle.

It was like a labyrinth. We went this way and that into square spaces and oblong ones, where it was almost impossible to tell whether we were going through rooms or across courtyards. In one space there was a definite fireplace in the wall. It was surrounded with beautiful, broken green and blue tiles, and carving outside those. There were even traces of soot on the piece of chimney that was left. The tiles had the same symbols on them that we had seen on the broken shield.

“This was a room then!” Ogo said.

The cook slyly tried to prise a piece of tile away. Aunt Beck turned and looked at him and he hastily took his hand away. He followed us, muttering about damn witches, and Ivar followed him, muttering about his ankle.

We went through spaces with mysterious pits in the ground and a square with a round pool of water in the middle and another with a regular, round hillock in the centre. Ogo chattered to Aunt Beck the whole way, trying to work out what the spaces had once been. To my disappointment, Aunt Beck had no more idea than the rest of us. And Ivar never stopped complaining.

I got really annoyed with him. “Ivar,” I said, “just shut up, will you! You sound utterly ignoble!”

“But my ankle hurts,” he said.

“Then bear it. Behave like a prince should,” I said.

“I—” he began. Then he shut his mouth with a gulp. He stopped complaining, but he hobbled worse than ever and glowered at me whenever I looked at him.

He’s been spoilt all his life, I thought. I must start training him to be a good husband while he’s away from Mevenne. She can’t have been a good influence.

This was just before we came out into a flat, round space with the broken remains of pillars regularly around it. The pillars were taller than any of us, but they did not look so tall because they were surrounded by bushes of a kind I had never seen before: glossy-leaved and laden with small white flowers. A gust of fine, sweet scent blew in the wind from them.

“Ah, I have it,” Aunt Beck said to Ogo. “This was once a temple. Those are kemmle bushes. They grow them in the great fane at Dromray too.”

“What are the rest of the buildings then?” Ogo wanted to know, as we threaded our way through the bushes.

As we came out into open pavement in the middle of the circle, Aunt Beck said, “How am I to tell? The priests needed somewhere to live, I suppose.”

There was a cry from above us. We all looked upwards. The ugliest cat I had ever beheld was bounding gladly from pillar to pillar towards us. It was pale-furred and marked in grey stripes and splotches, and all legs and angles, with a long skinny tail like a snake. Its ears were too big for its flat, triangular face. Its eyes were huge and green-blue like the tiles on the broken fireplace. But it growled with pleasure at the sight of us and, when it came to the nearest pillar, it jumped down – the way that cats do, reaching with its forepaws first, as far down as it could, and then risking a leap – and crashed in among the bushes. As it came crashing out and trotted towards us, we saw it was huge for a cat, at least as big as King Kenig’s deerhounds.

The sailor said, “Why didn’t I bring my bow?” and backed away. Ivar hid behind Ogo, which meant that Ogo couldn’t back away, though I could see he wanted to.

He said in a shaky voice, “What a plug-ugly creature!”

“True,” said Aunt Beck. “But not fierce, I think.”

The cat came trotting straight up to me, for some reason, and I could hear him purring as he came, like someone rasping a file on a stone. I bent down and rubbed his ears and face, just the way I would have rubbed one of the castle wolfhounds. The cat loved it. His purr became a rumble. He pushed himself against me and wrapped his tail around my legs. Close to, his coat had a sort of pink look, as if his skin were showing through. “You are a plug-ugly,” I said to him, “but you must be awfully lonely here.”

“Oh, he’s bound to have a mate somewhere,” Aunt Beck said and went to have a closer look at the pillars. They didn’t seem to tell her much.

“Let’s go,” Ivar said. “This place is boring.”

Aunt Beck looked around for the sun, which was quite high, beaming through the strange lilac haze. “Yes,” she said. “I wouldn’t put it past Seamus Hamish to leave without us.” She turned to go, and stopped, quite unusually unsure. “Do you remember where we came in?” she said to Ogo.

At that, they all milled about, bewildered, except for me. I was kneeling down by then with my arms around Plug-Ugly. He was so sturdy and soft and warm, and he had so obviously taken to me that I didn’t care how ugly he was. “Do you know the way out of here?” I asked him.

And he did. He turned and trotted between two of the pillars, where there was a gap in the bushes and a faint, narrow path beyond that. I think he must have made that path himself, going hunting over the years.

“This way!” I called to the others. “The Lone Cat knows.” I don’t know why I called him that, except that it seemed right for his official name. Plug-Ugly was his private name, between him and me.

They all followed us rather dubiously, Ivar saying we could hardly be lost on such a small island and sounding as if he thought we were. The path took us out to a rocky shoulder on the other side of the temple-place and then down and around, until we could see the ship below us. It looked far more normal now. They had taken Aunt Beck’s clotheslines down, as well as the sails, and launched the rowing boat. A team of oarsmen was in the rowing boat, towing the ship backwards out of the rocks.

Ivar at once forgot all about his ankle and went racing down the hill, shouting to the sailors to wait. The cook and our sailor pelted after him, bellowing that we were ready to come aboard now. Aunt Beck came stepping neatly down among the rocks, looking ominous. Ogo sort of hovered in front of her. I could see Seamus Hamish glowering up at us from the stern of the ship.

When Plug-Ugly and I arrived, Aunt Beck was saying, “You’ll not have thrown those good garments in the sea, I trust.”

Seamus Hamish dourly pointed to where the clotheslines and the clothes lay in a jumbled heap by the forward mast. “Make haste aboard,” he said. “We’ll not be waiting for you.”

Everyone scrambled up into the ship, so quickly that I can’t remember how Aunt Beck arrived there. The oarsmen went on rowing all the while, so that when it came to my turn to get aboard, there was quite a wide, seething gap between rocks and ship. Plug-Ugly roved up and down in front of it, uttering long, dismal mewings.

“He wants to come with us,” I called to Aunt Beck. “Could he?”

“No way am I having an ill-fated creature like that on my ship,” Seamus Hamish shouted, storming across the deck. “Get gone, creature! Shoo!” And he waved menacingly at Plug-Ugly, who was looking miserable.

Aunt Beck shrugged. “I’m sorry, my good beast,” she said. “The Captain has spoken. Catch hold of my hand, Aileen, and I’ll pull you over.” She held out her hand and I just managed to catch hold of it and just managed a long, long stride to get one foot aboard. Aunt Beck pulled me the rest of the way. I turned around and watched Plug-Ugly sitting there, growing smaller as the sailors rowed us triumphantly out to sea.

I wept. “Oh, sorry, sorry!” I called out to Plug-Ugly. He looked a Lone Cat indeed sitting there in the distance.

“Pull yourself together,” Aunt Beck said to me. “He’s lived in that temple for years, perfectly happily. He’ll soon forget you. Come and help me untangle this mess the sailors have made of our clothing.”

Seamus Hamish would not allow us to do this on deck. He said the sailors needed to get the rowing boat in and hoist the sails, and he made us take the whole bundle downstairs into the breakfast cubbyhole. He sent Ivar and Ogo down there with us to get them out of the way too. They sat and watched while we disentangled a fine, warm-looking green dress.

“That looks to be about your size,” Ivar remarked to me. “I wonder where Mother got it?”

“Can I wear it now?” I asked Aunt Beck.

She looked from the dress to me. My best dress was torn and stained with tar from the deckboards and seawater, and in addition Plug-Ugly had smeared it all over with his long pinkish hairs. “Hm,” she said. She turned the green dress this way and that, sniffed it and finally passed it to me. “Go and put it on in our cabin,” she told me. “Tidy your hair while you’re at it.”

I went off almost cheerfully. It was not often I got a fine new dress like this one. It almost made up for having to leave Plug-Ugly, I thought as I opened the cabin door.

The first thing I saw there was Plug-Ugly himself. He was stretched out along my bunk, pretty well filling it, busy eating a fat, dead rat. He looked up and burst out purring when he saw me.

“How did you— No, I won’t ask,” I said. “It has to be magic. Plug-Ugly, I’m really happy to see you, but do you mind eating that rat on the floor?”

Plug-Ugly gave me a wide sea-green stare. I had resigned myself to a ratty bed that night, when he tossed the rat playfully over his shoulder, the way cats do. It flew across the cabin and landed on Aunt Beck’s bunk.

“Oh well,” I said. I took off my spoilt dress and gave it to him to lie on. He liked that. He lay on it and purred, while I hooked myself into the pretty green one. “Move that rat,” I told him as I left. “You don’t know Aunt Beck. She’ll give you what for if you leave it there!”

“Hey, that looks good!” Ogo said shyly. He was coming along the corridor with his arms full of our inside-out bags. “The Captain was going to keep these,” he told me. “He was really annoyed when I asked for them.”

All I could think of to say was “Hm,” like Aunt Beck does. I was glad the dress looked good, but what was going on with this voyage? We had been given contaminated clothes and poisonous medicine and a Captain who would happily have left us stranded on that island. But surely Kenig and Mevenne didn’t want to lose their own son. Did they? But Donal would love to be rid of his brother, I thought. He had never liked Ivar. And Donal had definitely been plotting something, back on Skarr.

Aunt Beck was certainly thinking along the same lines. When we returned to the cubbyhole, she looked up from precisely folding underclothes to say, “Thank you, Ogo. Aileen, you forgot to tidy your hair.” And then, after a pause, “Ivar, Ogo, do either of you have any money?”

They both looked alarmed. Ogo patted his pockets and found a copper penny. Ivar dug around in his pockets and found two silvers and three coppers.

“And I have precisely one half-silver,” Aunt Beck said.

“What do you need it for?” Ivar asked. “I thought King Farlane’s chancellor gave you a purse.”

“It is full of nothing but stones, with a few coppers on top to conceal the trick, and someone,” said Aunt Beck, “has to pay Seamus Hamish for this voyage. Even if your father has already done so, we shall still need to buy food and pay for lodging when we get to Bernica. I must think what to do.”

The fine clothes, still smelling of not-quite-honey and camomile, were neatly packed back in the bags. I was just buckling them up when the cook arrived with our lunch. It was pickled herrings and soda bread.

“I can’t give you more or better,” he said in his gruff way. “Captain’s found his temper again, seeing as we have the barrier in view and can follow it south to Bernica, but says we’ll be another day on the way. We didn’t load food enough for all this voyaging.”

“I see,” Aunt Beck said calmly. “This will do well enough for now.” And, as the cook was leaving, she asked, even more calmly, “I suppose poor Seamus Hamish gets little or no payment for carrying us all to Dunberin this way?”

The cook stopped in the doorway. “Why do you ask?”

“I meant – seeing he has to economise with the food,” said Aunt Beck.

The cook swung around, looking very sincere and earnest. “Ah no,” he said. “That was my miscalculation, you’ll understand. His temper’s up already over that. He likes to eat well, the Captain. And seeing as the High King has promised him a bag of gold for landing you safe in Holytown, and King Kenig has promised him another when we return to Skarr without you, the Captain told me to lay in lavishly – which I thought I had.”

“Indeed?” said Aunt Beck. “Since that is the way of it, we must all accept the situation. Thank you.”

As soon as the cook had gone, Ivar burst out, “The thieving, money-grabbing skinflints! They’re promised two bags of gold and they feed us this!” He pointed at the herrings and I swear his eyes popped with rage.

“It will fill you up,” said Aunt Beck, sharing round the food. “Although,” she added pensively, “I would like to see what the good Captain is eating at this moment.”

“Venison,” Ogo said glumly. “I smelt it cooking.”

“And why are they going to drop us in Holytown and not Dunberin?” Ivar demanded. “It’s miles further down the coast.”

“It seems King Farlane ordered it,” Aunt Beck said. “And I expect it has something to do with whisky as well. We should be thankful, Ivar. Holytown is not a large place, like Dunberin, and should be less expensive. Remember we have next to no money.”

But, when the meal was over, she took me into our cabin on the pretext of putting the bags in there. “Aileen,” she said, turning very serious, “I didn’t wish to say this in front of those two boys, but I am very much afraid that your cousin King Kenig did not intend us to survive this journey.”

I had been nervously searching the tiny space for Plug-Ugly. There was no sign of him or the rat either. I was beginning to wonder if I had dreamt him, when Aunt Beck spoke. It jerked my attention back to her. “But what shall we do?” I said. “Do you think that this prophecy about Prince Alasdair is false then?” And a shameful thing it was, I thought, that someone was playing with King Farlane’s hopes.

“It could be,” said my aunt. “Prophecies are sly, chancy things and easy enough to invent. I’ll keep an open mind there. But it may just be someone – Donal or Mevenne, for instance – seizing a chance when it is offered. As to what we do, well, child, first we keep Ivar safe, and second we try to get to Logra the way they want us to and, being forewarned, then we’ll see.”
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Holytown was a little low grey town with an irregular jetty. From the moment we reached it, it was all confusion. The Captain couldn’t wait to get rid of us. Our bags were thrown out on the jetty almost before the ship was tied up and we found ourselves following them into a frenzy of fish and shouting. We seemed to have arrived just as the fishing fleet came in. All around us silver streams of fish were being poured into barrels, or laid out in boxes, or being bought and sold out of deep, smelly holds. Bernica people are not very tall. It added to my confusion that Aunt Beck and Ogo towered out of the crowd and even I found I was nearly as tall as most people around me.

“I’m starving,” said Ivar. “Can we buy some?”

“Not at these prices,” Aunt Beck said. She was staring keenly around, evidently looking for something.

Ogo nudged me and pointed. Just for an instant I had a sight of Plug-Ugly rubbing himself against the legs of a little person in green robes. He was gone again as I looked.

At the same moment, Aunt Beck said, “Ah!” and strode towards the green robes.

There was a whole group of them ambling cheerfully among the fish, pausing to bargain and then moving on with a fish or two in their baskets. They did not look very well-to-do. All the green robes were frayed and grubby. The men mostly went barefoot; the women had home-made-looking sandals. But the oddest thing about them was that each of them had an animal or a bird. I saw a squirrel on one man’s shoulder and one woman had a rabbit nestled in her basket alongside the fish. Somebody else was leading a sheep and another seemed to have a fox.

“Who are they, Aunt?” I asked as Aunt Beck surged purposefully towards them.

“Monks and nuns,” she replied. “They worship the Lady.”

This left me very little wiser. Nothing could have been more unlike the Priest of Kilcannon and his novices. As we came up with the group, I found myself surrounded by cheerful faces and strange beasts. I assumed the nun nearest me had an odd black-feathered headdress, until the headdress turned a round yellow eye on me and went, “Craark!” And I realised she had a raven sitting on her green hat.

“His name’s Roy,” she said. “He’ll not hurt you. And what will you folks be wanting?”

“Your help, brothers and sisters,” Aunt Beck said. “We need to be directed to the king.”

“The king!” said several of them, rather astonished.

And one little fat man asked, “And why would you be wanting the king?” He was perhaps the oddest of all the monks because he had a beard that grew in two long wisps, one wisp from each cheek, that were long enough to be tucked into the rope he wore as a belt. On his shoulder sat a truly magnificent green bird – shiny green with an arched beak and round yellow eyes even more knowing than the raven’s. Each eye was surrounded in wise pinkish wrinkles that made it look very clever indeed. The long, long green tail swept down the little monk’s back like a waterfall even longer than the monk’s wispy beards.

And it spoke. Ogo, Ivar and I all jumped when it said, in a loud, squawking voice, “It’s Thursday! It’s Thursday!”

“Oh, and so it is!” said the nun with the raven. “Green Greet is quite right.”

“No, no,” said another monk. “It’s Wednesday, I swear.”

“It is indeed,” someone else declared. “The foxes always bark on a Wednesday.”

“They bark when they like,” another monk said. “Thursday it is, when the sun is on the tower.”

“Oh no,” disagreed a nun in the distance. “Wednesday is today, and the Lady’s birthday only a week away now.”

“Thursday,” someone else insisted. “The Birthday is only six days away.”

The argument went on and on, with our own heads turning from one to another. By this time, there were people insisting it was only Tuesday and others who seemed equally sure it was a Friday today.

At length Aunt Beck said, highly exasperated, “What does it matter what day it is? I only asked to be directed to the king.”

“But that is just the point, Wise Woman,” said the monk with the green bird. “The king is under geas, poor man. He is forbidden to see strangers on a Thursday.”

“Oh,” said Aunt Beck. “I’ve heard tell of this kind of thing in Bernica. What will happen to the king if he does see a stranger on a Thursday?”

“No one knows, except that it’s bad to anger the gods,” said the little monk. “And—”

“And how do you know I’m a Wise Woman?” Aunt Beck demanded.

“It sticks out a mile,” said the monk. “Green Greet saw it at once.” He reached up and patted the bird on its head. The bird promptly seized one of his plump little fingers in its beak. I suppose it was meant to be affectionate, but it looked painful. The monk took his hand away and shook it. “Why are you wanting to see the king?” he said. “Are you in need of justice?” He looked from Aunt Beck to me and on to Ogo and Ivar as if the idea puzzled him greatly.

“Not exactly,” said Aunt Beck. By this time, everyone had stopped arguing and was staring at her with interest. She drew herself up tall. “We are on a mission, for the High King of Chaldea,” she said.

All the green-robed people seemed impressed by this. Their green hats and little round caps turned and nodded as they looked at one another. “Well then,” said the one with the bird, “it seems best that we take you to our House so that we can divine what day it is. Would you care to take breakfast with us there?”

“Oh yes!” Ivar said, heartfelt. Ogo’s stomach gave a sharp rumble.

“We shall be delighted,” said my aunt, stately as ever.

So the group went on choosing fish. I noticed that they did not pay much for it. Most fishermen seemed quite ready to give them fish for nothing. “For luck,” said each man, pouring handfuls of tiny silver fish into the baskets.

Beyond the wharf was a market. Here the party acquired armloads of bread, several crocks of butter, a lot of early apples and a great many cherries. Again, they did not have to pay much for it.

“It’s almost worth being holy,” Ogo said to me, as we went out from the market and among the grey houses of the town. There he nudged me again and pointed. I was just in time to see Plug-Ugly crouched in a patch of sun with a large fish in his mouth. He was gone when we came level with the place. “Do you think that beast is magical?” Ogo whispered.

“Yes,” I said. “He must be.”

The monks and nuns, chatting cheerfully, led us on to the edge of the town. Their House, when we came to it, was more like a barn than a religious establishment. It was lofty and dark and warm inside, with a fire in the middle of the floor in a most smoky, old-fashioned way. That fire puzzled Ivar because it was low and glowing and made of dark chunks of stuff. Ivar had only seen log fires before. “What are they burning?” he said, peering at it.

“Peat,” said Aunt Beck. “This island is made of peat, they say.”

Peat seemed to be lumps of marsh, but it served perfectly well to cook fish on. Fishes were sizzling in iron pans in no time. We were each given a heaped wooden plateful of them and nothing but a chunk of bread to eat them with. Everyone sat on the floor to eat. Ogo and Ivar kept getting their long legs in the way. I was as unused as they were to eating on the floor and I kept having to shift about, trying to get comfortable. Aunt Beck of course sat elegantly cross-legged and daintily picked up fish with bread and her fingers as though she had been doing this all her life.

“I call this dreadful!” Ivar grumbled. “It’s not civilised!” Luckily, he had the sense to grumble in a whisper, but even so, Aunt Beck shot him one of her nastiest looks. Ivar turned very red and sat with his back to her after that.

The fish was delicious. We all ate a great deal, being very hungry by then. When we were finished, a grubby rag – which Aunt Beck looked at rather primly – was passed around so we could wipe our fingers. Then the monks and nuns fetched out all manner of strange implements, and an abacus and some sheets of parchment and sticks of charcoal, and began to calculate which day of the week it actually was.

“I make it Friday,” Ogo whispered to me. “We set out on Monday, didn’t we?”

Just then the great green bird flew up into the rafters on a huge spread of green feathers, shouting, “It’s Thursday! It’s Thursday!”

Ivar and Ogo and I went off into giggles. Aunt Beck said, “I’ve heard of parrots. It would probably say that if it were Sunday. Quiet now.”

But, do you know, the monks and nuns still couldn’t decide what day it was. At last, Aunt Beck lost patience and stood up. “We shall go to the king now,” she said, “and take a risk on what day it is. Can someone set us on our way, please?”

The monk who owned the parrot stood up too. We had gathered by then that his name was Finn. “I’ll take them,” he said, “and bring them back if need be. Does anyone know what became of my sandals?”

There was much hunting around the edges of the barn and a nun eventually produced a pair of thick leather sandals. Finn stamped his chubby feet into them and beckoned the green bird down to his shoulder. “Off we go,” he said, cheerfully picking up Aunt Beck’s bag. Ogo picked up his and Ivar’s, I picked up mine, and we thanked the others and left. As we went, they were busy feeding the animals, almost as if they had forgotten us.

“Is it far to the king?” I asked as we left the houses behind.

“A mile or so,” Finn said.

I was glad. My bag was heavy. I envied Ivar striding ahead with Aunt Beck. We were taking a track that led gently upwards among dozens of small green fields, most with sheep in them, but some growing crops I couldn’t recognise. There was honeysuckle in the hedges. The air smelt moist and sweet. Every so often it rained a little – fine rain that made my eyebrows itch and Finn’s parrot shake its feathers irritably.

“Bernica is the most western of our islands,” Finn explained to me. “And we get all the rain from the ocean beyond.”

“Is that what makes everything so green?” I asked.

Finn nodded, pleased. He seemed pleased about most things. “Bernica is the green place,” he said, “loved of the Lady.”

“And this king we’re going to see rules it all?” Ogo panted. He was finding things heavy too.

“Oh, bless you, no!” Finn told him. “Colm rules only as far as the mountains.”

We all looked around for these mountains. Nothing. I was supposing they must be very far away and Colm’s kingdom very big, when Aunt Beck said, “Do you mean those little hills over there?” She pointed to a line of low green bulges a few miles off.

“I do. I was forgetting you come from the jagged island of Skarr,” Finn said. “Bernica is a gentle place.”

Ogo began to look contemptuous. Ivar laughed. “Those would hardly count as foothills on Skarr,” he said. “Have you had your parrot long?”

“I have had Green Greet for twenty years now, ever since old Bryan died,” Finn said. “Before that he was bird to Alun and before that to Sythe – but I never knew Sythe, who died before I was born.”

“Then he must be ever so old!” I said.

“He is. He has lost count of how old,” Finn told me.

About then we came out from among the fields and joined a level grassy road much cut up with wheel and hoof marks. This led across a wide marshy heath full of rattling rushes. I saw herds of donkeys, cows and pigs and even some horses in the distance. I wondered how anyone knew which belonged to whom, but I didn’t wonder too hard because my bag seemed to get heavier and heavier. Just as I was thinking I couldn’t carry it a step further, we arrived at the king’s house.

Ivar was not the only one of us who stared at it scornfully. Even Aunt Beck raised her fine eyebrows at the sight of messy walls of mixed mud and stone sheltered by a few miserable trees. The only thing to be said of the place was that it seemed to cover quite a lot of ground. Otherwise, I have seen more impressive farmhouses.

There was a rough wooden door in the messy wall with a fellow standing guard in front of it. He was a fine, tall young man with wavy fairish hair and an extremely handsome face. He wore leather armour on his chest and legs with a helmet on his head and he was armed to the teeth. He had a spear with a wicked sharp point, a sword and a dagger on his great studded belt and a bow in his hand. A quiver of arrows – also wickedly sharp – hung off his shoulder. I thankfully put down my bag and rubbed my sore hands together while I admired him. He was truly beautiful, except that he was scowling at us.

“What do you want?” he said. “You should know better than to come here on a Thursday.”

“So Green Greet was right,” Finn murmured. He said to the young man, “These people are a delegation from Skarr, young sir, sent to meet with the king.”

“Then they must come back tomorrow,” the young man said. “The king’s geas forbids him to see strangers on a Thursday.”

Finn turned away, looking resigned. “We’ll go back to town,” he said.

“No, we shall not!” Aunt Beck said. “I have not come all this way to be turned back like a nobody. I am Beck, the Wise Woman of Skarr, and I insist on being allowed to enter!” She drew herself up and looked really formidable.

The sentry drew himself up too. “And I am Shawn, third son of King Colm,” he said. “And I refuse to let you enter here.”

“I’m a king’s son too,” said Ivar.

“Shut up,” said my aunt. “How severe is the geas? How are you so sure it’s Thursday? And how do I know your king doesn’t just use this excuse to be lazy?”

“It is a strong, strong geas,” Shawn retorted. “And kings have a right to be lazy.”

“Not when I’m at their gate, they’ve not!” said my aunt. “Stand aside and let us through this instant!”

“No,” said the sentry.

“Very well,” said Aunt Beck. She put one hand out to the young man’s armoured chest and moved him aside. He didn’t seem to be able to stop her. He simply stood where Aunt Beck had put him, gaping rather.

I thought and wondered and thought how Aunt Beck did this and I still can’t see it. I tried to do it myself, experimenting on Ogo and Ivar. Ogo just said, “Why are you pushing me?” and Ivar said, “Who do you think you’re shoving?” and neither of them moved. Aunt Beck must have been using some art of the Wise Woman that you only get when you’re initiated. And of course I wasn’t.

Anyway, the rough wooden door seemed not to have a lock of any kind. Aunt Beck opened it with one bony knee and beckoned us impatiently through. We picked up our bags and trudged through into a small muddy yard full of ale barrels and on into the king’s house itself. The door there was standing open – probably for light, because the hall inside was very dim. There were quite a lot of people inside, all sitting about and yawning. They all jumped and stared at us as Aunt Beck led us in. The green bird on Finn’s shoulder squawked out, “It’s Thursday, King Colm. It’s Thursday.”

King Colm was sitting in a big chair at the far end. I think he was asleep until the green bird spoke. He was rather fat and his belly quivered as he sprang awake and roared out, “What are you doing in here, woman?”

Shawn the sentry came rushing in past us. “Forgive me, Father!” he said. “She would come in, whatever I said. I think she’s a witch!”

“No I am not, young man,” Aunt Beck retorted. “I am the Wise Woman of Skarr, I’ll have you know!”

“I don’t care who you are,” said the king. “Didn’t anyone tell you I am under a geas not to see strangers on a Thursday?”

“Yes, but I’ve no patience with that nonsense,” Aunt Beck said. “What do you imagine will happen now you’ve set eyes on us?”

“How should I know?” the king said. He looked rather nervously up at the dark beams in the ceiling. “All I know is that the gods will be angry.”

Aunt Beck opened her mouth. Almost certainly she was going to say, “Nonsense!” But at that moment there was a tremendous CRASH somewhere outside. People began yelling and screaming out there; hens cackled, pigs squealed and donkeys brayed. Aunt Beck said, “Well I never!” instead.

King Colm, with his face as well as his belly wobbling, got up and hurried to a door near his chair. Shawn sped after him, crying out, “Father! Be careful!” and Aunt Beck strode after Shawn. Ogo and I looked at one another, dumped our bags, and raced after Aunt Beck.

We came out into quite a big farmyard sort of place. There were sheds and huts all around it, some of which seemed to be for people and some for pigs, hens or geese. One seemed to be a hay barn. In the middle of the farmyard was a smoking hole. Steam was rising from the mud around it. People – women, children and old men mostly – were backed against the huts, staring at the hole or – if they were very young – burying their faces in their mothers’ skirts and crying. Alarmed hens and indignant goats were running all over the place, while a squad of donkeys crowded into one corner and made the sort of dreadful noise only donkeys can make.

We all hurried to the hole. In fact, we were practically pushed there by all the men crowding out of the hall behind us, Ivar among them. It was a deepish hole. At the bottom of it lay a small black smoking stone.

Aunt Beck said, almost drowned out by the donkeys, “That’s a meteorite.”

“A fallen star!” the king cried out. “Sent by the gods to punish me!”

“Och, man, don’t talk rubbish!” said Aunt Beck. “If the gods aimed it, they missed you.”

“I tell you it’s my geas!” bawled the king. “My fate!”

I discovered Finn beside me looking down into the hole, interested. On his shoulder, the green bird was equally interested. It put its head this way, then that, to inspect the smoking stone, and the lines around its eyes looked wiser than ever. “A meteorite, a meteorite,” it muttered. Then it stood up tall on Finn’s shoulder. “The geas is broken!” it said.

Finn turned his head to look at it. “Are you sure of that?” he demanded.

“Sure of that,” the bird echoed.

“Good,” said Finn, and reached to tap the king’s shoulder. “Majesty,” he said loudly, “your geas is broken.”

King Colm turned and glared at the little monk. It was fairly plain to me that he had cherished that geas. “And what makes you say that?” he demanded.

“Green Greet says so,” Finn explained. “He is a messenger of the gods.”

The king stared at the bird. So did Aunt Beck. “That parrot?” she said.

“A messenger of the gods,” the parrot said to her.

“You’re just repeating what your owner says,” my aunt told it – and I confess I would have said the same. Except that no one else had said, “The geas is broken.”

“No I’m not,” said the bird. “It’s Thursday. The geas is broken. I’m sure of that. It’s Thursday.”

“A marvel, isn’t he?” Finn said, smiling all over his chubby face.

“Hm,” said my aunt. She turned to the king. “Well, Majesty, it looks as if your lazy Thursdays are at an end.”

“By your doing, woman,” the king said bitterly. “Why couldn’t that bird have just kept quiet?” He sighed, because everyone crowding the farmyard seemed to have heard the bird quite clearly. They were all smiling and thumping one another on the back and congratulating Shawn on his father’s delivery. “And why couldn’t you have kept the woman out?” the king said to his son. “That geas has been handed down, father to son, for hundreds of years. You’ll live to regret this.”

Shawn looked startled. “I’ve always thought the geas would go to one of my brothers,” he said. “Why me?”

“Because you failed to guard the gate of course,” the king said.

“I fail to see,” Aunt Beck said, “why inheriting a non-existent curse would bother anyone. Majesty, we—”

“Oh, be quiet, woman!” ordered the king. “Who knows what trouble will fill the hole where my geas was, every Thursday. You’ve brought bad luck to my family. What do I need to do to make you go away?”

Aunt Beck looked decidedly taken aback. Finn said placatingly, “Majesty, they are from the High King of Chaldea who has sent them on a mission to Bernica.”

The king said testily, “No doubt he wanted to get rid of her too. All right, all right. Come back into the hall, woman, and tell me why you’ve been sent to shake up Bernica. Does he want me to wage war on Gallis or what?”

I could see Aunt Beck was seething with rage at being treated so disrespectfully. As we all trooped indoors again after the king, she was muttering, “I call this downright ungrateful! For two pins I’d put the geas back. And I’d make it every day of the week!”

But, by the time he was in his chair again and we were all standing in front of him, she had a grip on herself. She explained, perfectly politely, how we had been sent to rescue the High King’s son and – possibly – to destroy the barrier too.

King Colm said, “Woman, it’s all one to me if you choose to attempt the impossible. What do you expect me to do about it?”

“To give us your aid, out of the royal goodness of your heart, Majesty,” Aunt Beck replied. “If you could set us on our way by providing a donkey and cart, and maybe some food and a little money, I—”

“Money!” exclaimed the king. “Didn’t the High King even give you funds for this mission of yours?”

I thought, Oh dear, he’s stingy as well as eccentric!

Aunt Beck drew herself up proudly and said, as if the admission was being dragged out of her, “We were given a purse, Majesty, but it proved to be full of stones.”

King Colm seemed astounded. A shocked murmur ran round the hall behind us. “But it is the duty of any king,” he said, “to show generosity at all times. Very well, you shall have money. And I can probably spare you a cart and a donkey. Is there anything else?”

“One thing,” admitted my aunt. “According to the prophecy, we must have with us one man from each of the islands. Have you a man from Bernica you might spare to go with us?”

I had forgotten that we needed this person. For a moment, I was very excited, hoping the king would give us Shawn. He was so good-looking. And indeed the king’s eyes did move towards his son. Then Finn piped up. He gave a little cough and announced, “Majesty, I am that man. There is no need for you to deprive yourself of anyone. I and Green Greet have already decided to go with these good people on their mission.”

“Speak for yourself, speak for yourself,” muttered the parrot.

The king gave a great relieved laugh. “Splendid!” he said. “They will have the gods with them then. Go with my blessing, Finn Fitzfinn. And be careful,” he added to my aunt, “that this monk doesn’t eat and drink you out of all my money.”

So that was that. Half an hour later, we drove out of the king’s back gate in a neat little cart, with Aunt Beck driving a neat little donkey with a black line all around her like a tidemark. The people who hitched the donkey to the cart didn’t seem to think she had a name, so I called her Moe. I don’t know why, except that it suited her. There was food in the cart and jars of ale and, as she drove, my aunt kept smugly patting the fat purse on her belt.
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The way was very level and green, first through more of the little fields and then through wide-open boglands. Moe trotted cheerfully on, pulling the rattling little cart, while we took turns to ride. There was only room for two of us beside the person driving. I don’t think Moe could have pulled all five of us anyway. She certainly couldn’t when we came to the hills. There, everyone except Aunt Beck had to walk.

But, while we were on the levels, Aunt Beck was very talkative. She had a long discussion about religion with Finn, while Ogo sat looking glum and mystified and Green Greet kept saying, “Mind your own business! Mind your own business!” until, Ogo said later, he wanted to wring the bird’s neck.

When it was Ivar’s turn and mine to ride, Ogo went striding ahead to cool off and Aunt Beck said to Ivar, “You were mighty slow coming out of the hall when the meteorite fell. What kept you?”

Ivar shrugged. “It sounded dangerous out there.”

“It was. Someone could have been injured,” Aunt Beck said. “You could have helped them.”

“Someone in my position,” Ivar said, “being a king’s son and all, has to be careful. I could have been killed! I don’t think Bernica’s gods take much care of people.”

“But they do,” said my aunt. “That thunderbolt didn’t hurt so much as a chicken! What are you being so careful of yourself for, may I ask?”

Ivar was surprised she should ask. So was I, as a matter of fact. “I could be king one day,” Ivar said. “At the rate my brother carries on, I could be king tomorrow.”

“If you think that, you’re a greater fool than I took you for,” Aunt Beck snapped. “Your brother Donal is a very canny young man and one that lands on his feet like a cat, I may tell you.”

“I don’t think it exactly,” Ivar protested.

It seemed to me that Aunt Beck was trying to show Ivar up in the worst possible light. First, he was a coward to her and then he was stupidly ambitious. Without waiting for what she might make him out to be next, I interrupted. “Aunt Beck, what made you think of going to King Colm?”

Aunt Beck, as I hoped, was distracted. “It was our obvious choice, Aileen,” she told me. “We were in a strange land with no money, no food, no transport, and we had a task to do. All kings are supposed to be generous, provided you can give them a high enough reason. And, as you see, it worked – although I must say,” she went on in a most disapproving way, “I’d not expected to find a fat man snoring in a smoky barn and clinging to his geas as an excuse to be lazy. If I were his wife now – and I think his queen must be as bad as he is – I wouldn’t stand for it longer than a week.”

And she was off on a tirade about King Colm and his court that lasted until we reached the first of the hills. She seemed to have noticed far more details than I had. She mentioned everything, from the dust on the king’s chair to the squalor in the farmyard. I remember her going on about the gravy stains on the king’s clothes, the laziness of his household, his underfed pigs and the ungroomed state of his horses, but I didn’t attend very hard. My attention kept being drawn to a softness and a throbbing by my shins.

I kept looking down, but there was nothing in the cart but our bags and the food. In the end, I reached down and felt at the place. My fingers met whiskers, a cold nose and a couple of firm, upstanding ears on a large round head. It was as I half expected: Plug-Ugly. Invisible. Who would have thought such an ill-looking and magical cat could have such very soft fur? I couldn’t resist stroking him – he was like warm velvet – and I could easily do this unnoticed, since Ivar was staring moodily over the edge of the cart, highly offended by Aunt Beck’s accusations, and Aunt Beck herself was haranguing the landscape.

Actually, Finn was listening to her as he trotted beside the cart. “Hold your horses, Wisdom!” he protested as Aunt Beck moved on to the tumbledown state of the huts in the farmyard. “Why should a king be grand? Give me a reason.”

“For an example to the rest,” my aunt retorted. “For standards of course. And talking of standards …” And she was off again, this time about the responsibilities of a king to set an example to his subjects.

Plug-Ugly purred. He rumbled so loudly I was amazed none of the others heard. Or maybe Green Greet did. He interrupted Aunt Beck’s discourse by saying, “Claws and teeth, claws and teeth underneath!”

But no one took any notice, except my aunt, who turned to the parrot and said, “If that’s aimed at me, shut your beak, my good bird, or you’ll be sorry!”

Green Greet rolled his wise eyes around to her and stopped speaking.

The hills, as I said, were hard for Moe the donkey, and for Finn, who puffed and panted and went pink in the face, but like nothing to the rest of us. Bernica is a low country, with lumps in it, and nothing like the deep slopes of Skarr. As Moe toiled up the hill, I looked around at the green, green landscape dappled with moving patches of sun from among the moist purple clouds, and I thought I had never seen such lovely countryside. It came on to rain near the top of the hill and at once there was a rainbow arching over it all. I found it glorious.

“Pah!” said Aunt Beck. “Wet.”

I could tell she was in a really bad mood. When Aunt Beck gets like that, the safest thing is to keep quiet, but none of the other three seemed to understand this. Finn said soothingly, “Ah, but Wisdom, the rain is what greens our lovely island so.”

Aunt Beck made a low growling noise. She hates being soothed.

Then Ivar asked innocently, “Where are we going? Do you know the way?”

“To the next town of course!” Aunt Beck snapped. “Cool Knock or some such name.”

“Coolochie, Wisdom,” Finn corrected her.

“And of course I know the way!” snarled my aunt. “I was here as a girl, for my sins.”

“But—” said Ivar.

Ogo tried to help. “The prince really means,” he said, “what is our route? Don’t we have to make for Gallis?”

This got him in trouble from two directions. Ivar said, “Don’t speak for me. Dolt!”

Aunt Beck glared at Ogo and snapped, “Naturally, we do, you great fool! We go south-east, down to the Straits of Charka, and find another boat. Do you think I don’t know what I’m doing?”

Ivar still didn’t seem to understand. “How do we go? Is it very far?” he said.

“Shut up,” said my aunt. “You’re a fool too!”

Ivar looked so puzzled at this that Finn sidled up to him and whispered, “It will be three or four days for the journey. Bernica is larger than Skarr, but not so large as Logra.”

“Did the boy learn no geography?” Aunt Beck asked the wet sky.

After this, I cannot remember anyone else speaking much for the rest of the day. We stopped for a silent picnic of bread, ham and plums and then went on across the green pillowy plain. By dusk it was raining really hard and quite obvious that we were not going to make Coolochie that day. We were forced to stop at a damp little inn for the night.

Aunt Beck glowered at the rain pattering off its thatch and the green moss growing up its walls. “I hate Bernica!” she said.

I sometimes wonder if my story would have been different if the beds in the inn had been comfortable. They were not. The mattresses seemed to have been stuffed with gorse bushes. They prickled and they rustled and the bed frames creaked, and I know it was hours until I got to sleep – and I only slept when Plug-Ugly came creeping in beside me, warm and soft. Aunt Beck probably had a worse night than I did. When I got up soon after cockcrow, she was still fast asleep, looking exhausted. I crept away downstairs where I found that Ivar had ordered a splendid breakfast for himself and Ogo and Finn, but forgotten Aunt Beck and me entirely.

“I’ll order more for you now,” he said. “Does Beck want any?”

My aunt never eats much for breakfast, but she does like her tea. When I asked in the kitchen, they only had nettle tea. No camomile, no thyme, no rosehip. I told them to take her up a mug of what they had and went out into the yard to see to Moe. Ogo had made sure she was fed luckily, and brushed her down, and Plug-Ugly was sitting in the cart, fully visible, eating the rest of the ham. I went and sat with him and finished most of the bread, and most of the plums.

“You are a strange creature,” I said to him. “What are you really?”

He just rubbed his head against my arm and purred. So we sat happily side by side until an uproar broke out in the inn. I could hear the landlord and his wife protesting mightily, sharp cracks of anger from Aunt Beck, Finn shouting for peace and Ivar yelling that it was not his fault. Shortly, both Ogo and Ivar shot into the yard, still eating, and Finn hurried after them, feeding a handful of raisins to Green Greet.

“What is going on?” I said.

“Your aunt’s being a sow!” Ivar said through his mouthful.

“Sure, she meant for us to eat in the cart as we travelled,” Finn explained.

It turned out that Aunt Beck had not budgeted for our stay at the inn, nor for the breakfasts – Ivar and Ogo had of course eaten the food they’d ordered for me. And Plug-Ugly and I had eaten the rest of the food in the cart. Aunt Beck was furious because this meant that we had to buy food in Coolochie now. I must say I didn’t feel this was a very good reason for being so angry. I put it down to the bad night on the bad bed, and I sympathised with Ivar when he kept saying, “She could have told us!”

We set off under another rainbow – a great double one – as a very subdued group, Aunt Beck all upright, with her mouth pressed into an angry line, and the rest of us hardly daring to say a word. Only Green Greet said anything, and he kept squawking, “Double bow, double measure!” Aunt Beck shot him looks as she drove, as if she was longing to wring his green feathery neck.

We reached Coolochie around midday. Ivar made moans of disgust when he saw it. It was not a large place and its walls were made of mud. Inside the big sagging gates, houses were crowded irregularly around a marketplace and it all smelt rather.

“I’ll say this for Skarr,” Ogo murmured to me as the cart squished its way into the market, “at least your towns smell clean.”

“Of course they do,” I said proudly. “And I suppose you remember the towns in Logra so well!”

“Not really,” he said. “But I do remember there was no mud on the streets.”

I sighed. Logra was all perfect in Ogo’s memory.

Aunt Beck meanwhile drove the cart among the scattering of poor-looking market stalls and drew up grandly in front of the largest. I looked at its stack of elderly cabbages and the flies hovering around the small heap of bacon and hoped she was not going to buy either of those.

Actually, my aunt is a good shopper. She managed to assemble some quite decent provisions and sent Finn off to the bread stall while she bargained for what she had chosen.

“Why are you sending him?” Ivar wanted to know.

“He’s a monk. He’ll get half of it free,” my aunt snapped and turned back to the bargaining.

This did not go well. Whatever price Aunt Beck suggested, the woman behind the stall named a higher one. And, when Aunt Beck protested, all the woman would say was, “You must remember there’s a war on.”

“What war is this?” my aunt demanded.

“The war against the Finens of course,” the woman said.

“What are the Finens?” said Aunt Beck.

“Cheating monsters from Ballyhoyle way,” was the answer. “You must know that the Finens never paid us for our cloth in my grandmother’s time. And were forever cheating and lying ever since. So last month our men went and took their sheep for payment. Last week the Finens came asking for the sheep back. But naturally we had eaten them by then, so the Finens took all our cattle and the food out of the fields, and when we asked for it back they threw stones. So yesterday our men took up their weapons and went out to teach the Finens a lesson or two. There was a great battle then.”

“Who won?” Ivar asked with interest.

The woman shrugged. “Who knows? For all we can tell the fighting still goes on.”

“But I am sure,” Finn said, arriving back with a great basket of bread rolls, “that the might of the men of Coolochie will prevail.”

The woman looked pleased at this, but she did not let Aunt Beck have the food any cheaper. Aunt Beck sighed and graciously paid over most of the money King Colm had given her. “And now let’s get out of here,” she said to the rest of us.

We had lunch a couple of miles on into the plains beyond Coolochie. “Do you think Coolochie’s in the right in this war?” Ogo asked, thinking about it as he munched.

“Of course not,” Aunt Beck said irritably. “Both sides are complete blackguards. From the sound of it, they’ve been stealing each other’s property for centuries. Are you finished? Let’s be on our way. I want to be out of this miserable country as soon as I can be.”

We had none of us really finished, but no one liked to argue with Aunt Beck in this mood so we walked along still eating. Finn said soothingly, “You’ll find Bernica’s not so bad, Wisdom, when you’re used to our ways.”

Aunt Beck shuddered.

We came over a couple of gentle rises to find the war blocking our road.

The road here divided into several flat green tracks. Spread out over most of them was a bright-coloured, struggling mass of people. We could see red, yellow and orange crests of feathers, shining swords lifting and hacking, and long shields painted with lurid designs. There were yells, hoots and groans. Every so often a pair of fighters would come loose from the rest and rush across the nearby fields, plunging into ditches and through ponds, and screaming insults as they whacked at one another’s shields. Meanwhile, the battle heaved and walloped away across all the tracks but the one on the extreme left.

Aunt Beck pulled Moe up in disgust. Ivar, rather nervously, half drew his sword. Ogo made as if to pull his dirk out and then thought better of it. There were a lot of people there. Finn made religious signs.

“Do we wait?” I asked Aunt Beck. “They must have been going for a day and a night by now.”

“I suppose so,” my aunt replied sourly. “They have to stop soon.”

“No, no!” squawked Green Greet.

“Oh no, Wisdom,” Finn said. “You see, they will have prayed each man to his chosen god for strength to fight for a week. And poured whisky out to seal the bargain.”

“What a waste of good liquor,” said my aunt. “But I see that they have.”

So did I see, now I thought. There was an invisible cloud hanging over the tussling men which was strong enough to feel. “So what do we do?” I asked.

“We take the only free road,” Aunt Beck said, sighing, “and hope that it leads us to a king sometime soon.” She clucked to Moe and we set off again, slowly and cautiously, along the left-hand track. I felt nervous sweat break out all over me as we came closer and closer to the war. I was ready to scream as we came level with it. The red faces, the grunts and the banging were simply appalling. Once the battle was a little way behind us, it was almost worse. We all went with our heads turned over our right shoulders, in case someone broke away and came after us, and none of us spoke until we had put a low hill between us and the fighting.

Then Finn took off his frayed green cap and mopped his face with it. “Praise the Goddess!” he said. Then he laughed. “You spoke of a king, Wisdom,” he said, “but in this part of the country we are quite as likely to find a queen. Queens are very frequent here. Does this worry you, Wisdom?”

“Not at all,” said my aunt. “Women have far more sense than men.”

Ivar snorted at this, but at least he had the sense not to say anything.

We went along the track for some way until, about the time the noise from the fighting died out of hearing, the path suddenly divided into three. Aunt Beck pulled Moe up again.

“Now this is very annoying,” she said. “Finn, have you any idea which is our way to go?”

Finn looked absolutely nonplussed. “No, Wisdom. Can you not divine?”

“Oh!” cried my aunt, quite exasperated. “I thought you were our native guide! Very well. Aileen, unpack my divining bowl from the green bag, will you?”

We moved the cart over beside a convenient flat stone, while I dug in the bag – which still smelt strongly of seawater – and disentangled the bowl from Aunt Beck’s underclothes. Everyone gathered around to watch except Ivar, who sat loftily facing the other way, trying not to yawn. Ogo leant over my shoulder. Green Greet sat on the edge of the cart, bending over to look, with Finn beside him in exactly the same attitude. I felt Plug-Ugly’s soft coat brushing my legs as he came to watch too.

“Now—” said my aunt.

She was interrupted by a little red-haired man who had evidently been dozing with his back against the stone. “What’s all this?” he said. “Clattering bowls about. Can’t a man sleep?”

“I beg your pardon,” my aunt said icily. “I was merely trying to divine the right way to go.”

“Oh, I can tell you that,” the man retorted. “No need at all to clatter. Take the middle way. That will bring you to your queen.” And he settled down to sleep again with his pointed chin on his chest.

“Thank you,” said Aunt Beck. “I think,” she added when the fellow just snored. Nevertheless, she got back into the cart. I put the bowl away again and we went on down the central road of the three.

Finn and Green Greet seemed mightily disappointed. Finn said, “And here was I hoping to see a Wisdom at work!”

Ivar muttered that he couldn’t see what difference it made which road we took. “It’s all the same in this beastly flat country,” he told Ogo.

Ogo said, “Funny, I feel the same way about Skarr.”

“What do you mean?” Ivar demanded. “Skarr’s not flat.”

“No, but there’s always just another mountain,” Ogo said.

“Oh, you’re such a fool!” Ivar said and went stalking angrily ahead along the turfy track.

“Do you mean that?” I asked Ogo. “Can’t you really tell one mountain from another?”

“Well, they have different shapes,” Ogo conceded, “but they’re all high and steep and rocky and – well – the same colours.”

I supposed he had a point.

After that, we trudged along for miles, through several more showers of rain and rainbows as the sun came out again, until I for one was both tired and hungry.

“Hold up,” Finn said to me kindly. “Here we come into the town.”

“What town?” Ivar said. There was nothing around us except green humps. They were the sort of humps you get when people have been mining years ago and then gone away and let grass grow over the spoil heaps. These heaps grew taller and taller as we went along.

Aunt Beck gave Finn an irritable, puzzled look. “This doesn’t look like any town I know.”

Finn beamed. He almost glowed, he was so happy. On his shoulder, Green Greet stretched his neck and gave out a most unparrot-like warbling sound. But I had been thinking for some time now that Green Greet was not exactly a parrot. He was more something along the lines of Plug-Ugly really. Finn lifted his beaming face up to my aunt and said, “No more should you know, Wisdom. This is my Lady’s town.”

I saw what he meant. If I screwed my eyes up, and sort of peered at the green humps, I saw them as house-shaped, with green thatched roofs and high arched doorways. At length, Aunt Beck was driving Moe down a wide turf avenue with mansion-sized green houses on either side and ahead a tall, tall hill that managed to be both rounded and castle-shaped at once. She looked down at Finn, trotting beside the cart. “Would you say,” she asked, “that the person beside that stone happened to be a leprechaun?”

“Oh certainly, Wisdom,” he said joyfully. “No doubt of it.”

“Then are we to be wary of tricks?” asked my aunt.

“Only if you invite them, Wisdom,” Finn said.

“Hm,” she said.

We reached the castle-mound then and we were suddenly surrounded by little red-haired men, who flooded in from nowhere and took hold of Moe and unhitched her from the cart, chattering all the time.

“Sure, the queen will be glad of this!” I heard, and, “This is royal visiting! Has no one yet sounded a fanfare?” and “Can you smell the sea on them? They come from distant islands, all but one,” and all sorts of other things. “See the bird!”

In no time at all Moe had been led off one way, and the cart hauled away in another, and we ourselves ushered into the castle-mound. There were different people in there, though they were very hard to see. It was as if there was a veil over everything inside. But, if I screwed my eyes up and peered hard, I could tell they were very tall and dressed most magnificently. Almost equally hard to see was the table they led us up to, all laid out with steaming dishes of food, piles of fruit and golden candlesticks.

“Be pleased to sit and eat,” they told us.

Ivar and Ogo made a dive for the tall chairs at the table. Aunt Beck stopped me and looked at Finn with her head on one side, questioningly. “Ought we?”

“You come in friendship. Yes,” he said.

So we sat down to eat. It was all delicious, and I saw that there was even a cup of nuts and diced fruit for Green Greet. Dimly, on the floor, I could see that there were dishes of food for Plug-Ugly. They knew he was there, even if he was invisible. We all had the best meal I’d seen since we left Skarr.

When we had finished, the tall people led us off again, to a place that I knew at once was the throne room. Ogo had eaten so much that he was quietly letting his belt out as we were led in and he had to stop in embarrassment. The place was one where you had to behave reverently. The air of it was warm and fresh and cool at the same time, and it was scented like a garden. There were nets in there, though I couldn’t see them clearly, with birds in them flitting. Green Greet took off from Finn’s shoulder in a whirring of wings and went to perch on one of the half-seen branches.

Then the queen came forward to greet us. I gasped: she was so beautiful. And merrily and eagerly friendly with it. She wore a green dress that hugged her shape and flared at her feet, with a gold girdle hanging on her hips. I remember thinking, This is how a queen should be! as she came towards us.

“Welcome,” she said, and she smiled, meaning the welcome. “It’s not often that we see people from Skarr. What brings you to Bernica?”

My aunt stepped forward, very straight and precise. I could see she was still struggling with her bad mood, but she bowed politely and said, “We have been sent on a mission to rescue the High King’s son from Haranded, Your Majesty.”

“Oh yes, the prophecy,” the Queen said, “to raise the barrier too, is it not?” She looked at us all one by one. “That means you must bring one man from each of the islands. You,” she looked at Ivar, “must be the man from Skarr.”

Ivar nodded. “Yes, I’m the son of King Kenig …” he agreed and tipped his head back proudly.

“A prince, no less,” said the Queen, and there was just a trace of mockery in the way she said it. It made me want to jump forward and explain that Ivar had been brought up to be proud of his birth, but I said nothing, because the Queen had turned to Finn by then. Finn, to my surprise, was on both knees and seemed almost terrified. “And you are the man from Bernica?” the Queen said.

Finn clasped both plump hands in front of him as if he were saying his prayers. “Oh yes, Lady,” he more or less whispered, “unless you think me unworthy.”

The Queen laughed. “How could I think you unworthy, keeper of Green Greet?” she said.

“Well, sure, he does me great honour accepting my care,” Finn said.

The Queen glanced up at Green Greet where he sat among the hard-to-see leaves above us. “What do you say to that, Green Greet?” she asked the bird.

Green Greet put his head to one side and nibbled with his beak. “Honest man,” he said. “Man of peace.”

“There you have it!” the Queen said, laughing again. She added to Aunt Beck, “You’ll have to leave any fighting to these lads, you know!” She looked at Ogo then. “And you, young man?”

Ogo had been staring at her as if she were the most marvellous thing he had ever seen – and I don’t blame him: she was truly lovely. When she spoke to him, he blushed bright brick colour and went down on one knee. “I – I’m from H-Haranded really,” he stammered. “I was brought along as Ivar’s servant.”

“But rightly brought along,” the Queen said. “The prophecy asks for a man from each island, doesn’t it? And we are four islands. I’m sure you’ll prove your worth.” She turned to Aunt Beck again. “You’ll need your man from Gallis too of course. I’ll give you money to see you there—”

Here, while Aunt Beck was graciously bowing her head in thanks and Ogo was struggling to his feet, looking stunned, the Queen was interrupted by a solid, invisible presence that pushed itself up against her skirts. I could clearly see the shape of him in the bellying and rippling of the green fabric.

“Oh, Plug-Ugly!” I said. “Honestly!”

The Queen stooped to put her hand where Plug-Ugly’s head seemed to be. “Is that what you call him?” she said. “How did he find you?”

“He was on an island that seemed to be part of Lone, Majesty,” I said. “He – er – sort of followed us.”

“Or followed you,” the Queen said. She turned to Aunt Beck again. “You are very lucky to have such a gifted assistant,” she said.

I knew I was blushing redder than Ogo. Aunt Beck shot me a scathing look and answered in her driest way, “If gifted means secretly adopting a stray cat, then I suppose I am lucky, yes.”

This did not please the Queen at all. Her beautiful eyes narrowed and she said, quite fiercely, “I know this cat. He would only follow someone of great abilities.”

Aunt Beck shrugged. “I’ve no idea what Aileen’s abilities might be.”

“My good woman!” the Queen exclaimed. “Why not?”

If there is one thing my aunt hates, it is being called a good woman. She drew herself in like a poker. “Why?” she said. “What a stupid question. Because Aileen failed her initiation of course.”

I think I went even redder. My face was so hot that when I put up my hands to hide it my fingers were wet with sweat. I know Aunt Beck was in a bad mood, but did she have to tell the Queen that? I could hear Ivar trying not to laugh.

The Queen made me feel no better by saying angrily, “She can have done no such thing! You must be very unobservant. I can see she is as well qualified as you are. And I do not like your manner, woman. I have said I will grant you money and so I will, but I shall do nothing more to further your mission. And you, particularly, may leave my presence unblessed! Go!” She flung out an arm, pointing.

And that is the last I remember of her. Ogo says he thinks he remembers that people took us and hustled us out of the place. But I only remember being outside, among the green mounds, with Moe already harnessed to the cart beside us. My aunt was clutching a chinking leather bag and looking surprised and angry about it.

Finn was crying, with big tears rolling into his strange beard. “Oh, Wisdom!” he sobbed. “How could you so insult the Lady?”

Green Greet added to this by swirling down from somewhere, crying out, “Unwise Wisdom, unwise Wisdom!”

“Huh!” said Aunt Beck and stomped her way up into the driving seat, red heels flashing annoyance at us all.
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Strange to say, our journey after that did not go well. For one thing, it rained all the rest of the time we were on Bernica. Ivar did not help matters by saying morosely, several times a day, that my aunt should know better than to go around insulting queens. This kept Aunt Beck’s bad mood simmering, so that Ogo and Finn hardly dared go near her.

I had to be near her though, because we shared a damp bed in every damp inn we came to. That first night, Aunt Beck took me severely to task about my wretched initiation. “You told me nothing happened that night, Aileen. Why did you lie to me?”

“I didn’t lie,” I wailed. “Nothing happened. I just didn’t have any visions, that’s all.”

“Something must have happened,” Aunt Beck insisted. “What are you hiding?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I told you!”

“Nonsense. Tell me about every minute of the time you were in there,” my aunt commanded. “Every tiny thing. Out with it.”

“You mean,” I said, “I have to keep saying I sat there, Aunt Beck, and I shivered, and the floor was cold and hard, Aunt Beck, and it was too dark to see anything, Aunt Beck, over and over for however many hours I was in there? Because that was what it was like.”

“Not all the time,” said my aunt. “You were asleep when I hauled the stone back. Did you not dream?”

“Not that I remember,” I said, hoping she would stop.

Not she. “So there was no time when you were able to see even a flicker of light?” she persisted. “Don’t shake your head, Aileen. Don’t lie.”

She went on like this remorselessly, until at last I said, “Well, if you must know, I did see the moon shining in.”

“That has to be nonsense,” my aunt replied. “The stone was tight to the turf.”

“No it wasn’t,” I said. “There was a gap and so I rolled the stone aside and came out for a bit. There!”

“That stone,” my aunt said, “had not moved since I rolled it there the night before. I know because I put in two tufts of heather, as we always do, and they were still there in the morning, in the very same places. Or did you think you put them back from the inside through two feet of granite somehow?”

“Oh,” I said. “No. I didn’t know they were there. I just rocked the stone and it came out.”

“Did you?” she said. “And what did you think you saw outside?”

“I didn’t think I saw, I saw!” I said. “It was everything, just as usual, except the moon made it look as if there had been a frost. I saw our cabin and the hills and the sea and the full moon—”

“And was there a light in the cabin?” she asked.

I shook my head. “No, it was all dark.”

“There should have been a light,” Aunt Beck said. “I was keeping vigil for you. You silly child! You go and have a vision and then pretend you didn’t!”

“It didn’t feel like a vision,” I mumbled. I felt very foolish. “If it was one, what does it mean?”

“I have no idea,” my aunt said, to my great disappointment. “But no wonder that disagreeable queen thought you were qualified. You clearly are.”

“But I don’t feel any different,” I protested.

“Neither did I,” said Aunt Beck. “The powers have been in you all along, so naturally you feel the same.”

I said, “I thought I would feel a fizz in my fingers – or at least be able to see into minds.”

“Or through walls maybe?” Aunt Beck said. “Lie down now and get some sleep and don’t be so foolish.”

I did lie down, but I don’t think I would have gone to sleep if Plug-Ugly had not arrived, silent and heavy, to lie across my feet, making that chilly inn bed warm as warm.

I was still feeling foolish in the morning, and for several days after that. How was I to know that it had been a vision? I’d never had a vision before. It had all looked so real. And it seemed unfair of Aunt Beck to blame me because she got angry with the Queen.

I gloomed about this as we trudged through rain across soggy green moors for the next few days. Ogo asked me what was wrong. I told him, expecting him to tell me not to be so foolish, like Aunt Beck had. Instead, he said, “Er – Aileen, aren’t you supposed to be secret about your initiation rites?”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “It’s no great thing after all.”

“Oh,” he said. “I remember my uncle saying he was not to say a word about his initiation. He seemed to think it was awfully holy.”

“He must have had different rites,” I said. “And I do think Aunt Beck is being unreasonable, blaming me. After all, she was the one who was rude to the Queen.”

Ogo looked up at Aunt Beck’s proud profile above us in the cart. “She doesn’t like Bernica,” he said. “She’d have blamed you for something.”

This was probably true. It was quite comforting.

The next day, when we stopped for lunch, we were mobbed by donkeys. The inn we stayed at the night before had sold Aunt Beck two loaves and a bag of hard-boiled eggs. My aunt sat on the tailgate of the cart and made sandwiches for us all, with a pot of relish left over from the inn before that.

Don’t ask me why donkeys should like egg sandwiches. Moe didn’t. I offered her some of mine after I’d given some to Plug-Ugly and she simply plunged her nose back into her nosebag. Green Greet didn’t care for them either. But those donkeys must have caught the scent from a mile away. They came thundering in across the wet moor, a whole herd of them, and tried to eat the sandwiches out of our hands. We slapped their noses aside, but it did not deter them.

They were wild, hungry donkeys. Some of them had been out on the moor for so long that their front hooves had grown into long upcurving spikes, like Gallis’s slippers. And the ones who got to us first were so determined not to let the latecomers get any of our food that they kept backing round and kicking the slow ones in the ribs. Boom. Like a drum. We were in a savage, kicking mob in seconds.

Finn went under the cart and crouched there. Ivar took his sword off his belt, scabbard and all, and hit out at donkeys with it. Slap. Whap. They took no more notice of it than they did of the heels of their own kind. One donkey bit him and he yelled. Aunt Beck scrambled for her whip, into the cart. I hastily bundled up the rest of the eggs and the bread in the cloths and then had a tug o’ war for it with a villainous black donkey who saw what I was doing. Ogo was jostled right out beyond the milling herd, where he ran in a half-circle, roaring with anger. He found a whippy stick out there and ran in again, bashing at ears and sides.

But it was Plug-Ugly who drove the brutes off. I saw him in glimpses, leaping from donkey to donkey, raking with his claws at every one. You could not believe the yelling and braying that made. At length, Aunt Beck snatched Moe’s meal off her and drove her away down the track at a gallop. Moe was only too glad to go. The rest of us ran after her. The last I saw of the donkeys, they were in a fleeing grey huddle with Plug-Ugly bounding after them.

Ogo and Ivar thought it was ever so funny. When we finally stopped for lunch a second time, in a glen halfway up one of the low hills, they kept saying, “An attack by robbers!” Then they roared with laughter.

“Lucky it was,” said Finn, “that the robbers were not human.”

“Are there many robbers in these parts?” my aunt asked sharply.

“I have never been in these parts, Wisdom. I don’t know,” Finn said.

This made me feel quite nervous. But the boys continued to make jokes about the brave way we had beaten off the band of robbers.

“It wasn’t you, it was Plug-Ugly,” I said to Ogo while we packed up to go on.

“We all combined,” he said merrily. “A great combat.”

Plug-Ugly seemed to turn up again while we were making our way down the other side of the little mountains. I felt him brush against my legs as I walked. Green Greet could see him. I saw him swivel his head to look down at the place where Plug-Ugly was, and I wondered at the strangeness of both creatures.

As the track curved, we had a dim, rainy view of more small fields below. It looked as if we were coming to another kingdom of some kind. But it was all misty, until the clouds parted just a little to let through one bright shaft of sunlight. The brightness travelled across fields, and some houses, and swept on up and across us. For a moment, we walked in bright greenness and I distinctly saw the gaunt shadow of Plug-Ugly trotting beside mine, before the sunlight swept on, over the hill and away.

“Hm,” said Aunt Beck, watching it travel. “I’m not sure I like that.”

We went on to the next bend in the track, where we were suddenly surrounded by armed men. They seemed to come out of the rain from nowhere, all in black, with black beards and grim faces, and all with swords drawn or spears poised.

“Oo-er,” said Ogo. “Real robbers.”

My aunt stopped the cart and looked at them. “And what do you gentlemen want?” she said. “I assure you we have very little worth taking.”

The nearest and grimmest man said, “You’re all under arrest. The Queen’s orders.”

And they wouldn’t say anything more. They just crowded in around us, smelling of sweat and wet leather, and marched us on down. The only thing they said, when I asked, “Who is the queen here then?” was to answer, “The Lady Loma of course. Hold your tongue.”

Down we went, quite quickly, and very soon came into a wide yard inside a tall stockade. In the usual manner of Bernica, there were pigs everywhere, and some cows, and chickens too, but all silent and ominous. There were a whole lot more men here, and women too, who came to stand in a ring around us, arms folded, looking most unfriendly. The grim men made us get away from the cart and wait there in the rain while they scrambled into the cart and proceeded to go through our baggage. We had to watch them heave out all our clothes into the wet and then shake out our bags, then go through the remains of the eggs and the bread. They took a large cheese I didn’t know we had, but left the rest.

“This,” said my aunt, “is an outrage. What are they looking for?”

Whatever it was, they didn’t find it. They helped themselves to Ivar’s best cloak and my nice dress and Aunt Beck’s spare plaid, but they stopped when a murmur began in the watching ring of people. Some were saying, “Here they come,” and others were whispering, “Here’s the Lady Loma now.” The cheese and the garments were promptly passed from hand to hand and vanished as the queen arrived.

She was a mighty figure. I had never seen a woman so tall and so fat. She was all in red, a huge garment like a tent, that clashed with the mauve-red of her face and the ginger of her hair. And she was drunk. We could smell whisky from where we stood, and the several smaller women with her kept having to push her upright as she swayed this way and that until she fetched up against the cart with a thump. There she stood, squinting and glowering at us.

“Mercy!” I heard Finn say. “It’s the Red Woman herself!”

“What,” said Aunt Beck, “is the meaning of this, Your Majesty? I’ll have you know I’m the Wise Woman of Skarr, here on legal business for the High King, and I can’t be doing with this sort of thing.”

The Lady Loma answered, in a great slurred voice, “Hold your tongue, woman! You’re on trial for injuring my donkeysh, sho you are. Here they come. Shee. Look!”

And in through the stockade gate came trotting the whole herd of those wild donkeys, roped head to tail and led by a couple more of the grim men. There was no doubt they were the same ones that had mobbed our cart. I recognised the wicked black donkey with the upcurved hooves, second in the line. And I saw that it, and most of the others, had Plug-Ugly’s bleeding claw marks on its unkempt rump. Oh dear, I thought.

Ogo, who had rounded up more than his fair share of donkeys in his time, muttered, “How did they get them here so quick?”

A good question. And as the donkeys were driven up beside us, stinking and steaming, I was afraid I knew the answer. The Lady Loma seemed to cast a shadow across the beasts as they came near her, and that shadow showed another shadow inside each donkey, a shadow bent and skinny, with only two legs. I was pretty sure those donkeys had once been men and women. And I was very frightened indeed. I just hoped my aunt would be a bit more polite when she saw the shadows too.

But Aunt Beck didn’t seem to notice. She stared haughtily at the drunken queen. “So?” she said. “These beasts of yours attacked our cart for food. Do you blame us for beating them off?”

“I shurely do,” growled the Lady Loma. “Jusht look at the blood on my poor dumb beashtsh! You’d no call to hurt them sho! I blame you for that, woman!”

“They wouldn’t have gone otherwise,” retorted my aunt. “And if we’re to talk of blame, Your Majesty, who was it turned this herd out to starve on moss and small grasses? Who was it left their hooves in that state? Who was it never gave any care to their hides or their teeth or their health generally? I’ll tell you straight, Majesty, that herd is a disgrace to its owner!”

“It ish not sho!” growled the queen. “It ish a proud band, sho it ish.”

The two glared at one another. I could see what my aunt was trying to do. She was trying to impress the Lady Loma with her personality, the way she usually did others. But I was fairly sure it was not going to work, not when the lady was clearly a powerful witch and drunk besides. I could hear Finn whispering, “Oh, don’t, Wisdom! Don’t!” I could feel Plug-Ugly pressing himself invisibly against my legs and I didn’t wonder that he was frightened too – except that he wasn’t frightened really. He was trying to comfort me because he knew how scared I was.

“It is not proud,” said my aunt. “It’s one of the sorriest I ever saw. But, if it makes you feel better, I apologise for any damage to your herd. What recompense do you want?”

“Recompenshe!” howled the queen, swaying about so that our cart creaked and poor Moe turned her head and waggled her ears, looking most uncomfortable. “Recompenshe? I tell you, woman, there ish only one recompenshe you can make. Itsh thish!” And she lunged forward, pointing at Aunt Beck with one great mauve hand and making wild gestures with the other.

I was fairly sure she meant Aunt Beck to turn into a donkey too. But it didn’t work. Maybe it was because my aunt’s personality was too strong; or maybe it was because Lady Loma nearly overbalanced with the violence of her gestures and the women with her had to haul her upright again. What did happen though was almost as alarming. Aunt Beck’s proud face went pale and slack. Her mouth hung open and her knees gave way. Ivar and I managed to catch her before she quite fell down and we held her up, facing the queen. Ivar had a sickly, placating smile. I don’t know how I looked – accusing, I think. I saw Finn was on his knees and Ogo was bowing with his hands together like a person praying.

Lady Loma stared, squinting at us all. Then she grunted, “What a showy band indeed. Get them out of my shight,” and staggered away from the cart to go back to the big building across the yard.

“Will we keep their cart, lady?” one of the men called after her.

We’d have lost the cart then, as well as Aunt Beck’s wits, if Green Greet had not taken things in hand. He flew into the air in a great green whirl and stayed there, flapping in front of Lady Loma’s face. “Remember the curse!” he shrieked. “Remember the curse!”

Lady Loma put up one thick arm to shield her face and shouted, “And curse you too, you feshtering bird!” Then she yelled over her shoulder, “Jusht turn them out, cart and all!” After that, she went staggering away among the hens and pigs, bawling to her women, “Am I queen here or am I not? What right hash that bird? What right?”

Green Greet came flapping back to perch on the cart, satisfied. The grim men and the other people began hastily throwing our things back into the cart – minus the garments and the cheese though – while Finn trotted to Moe’s head to turn her around and, in the distance, the women made soothing noises at the yelling queen. It was easy to see that everyone was scared stiff of her. Fair enough, if she turned someone into a donkey every time she was annoyed. I was pretty scared myself. I didn’t breathe easy until I had coaxed Aunt Beck to sit in the cart and Ivar had driven it out of the stockade.
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I had to explain to everyone what had happened, once we were back on the track. At least, Finn seemed to know. Apparently, the Red Woman was famous in Bernica. Finn kept interrupting my explanation with devout cries of, “It’s lucky we were to come off so easy, bless the Goddess!” But the boys could not seem to understand. Ivar wondered why one of the grim men had not long since run Lady Loma through when her back was turned.

Ogo said thoughtfully, “Better to put a pillow over her face while she was asleep and then sit on it.”

This surprised me coming from Ogo, but I said patiently, “No, you’d both be donkeys in an instant if you tried either of those things. She’s powerful. She’d know. She’d see your intention before you started.”

“You mean,” Ivar said incredulously, “that great cow of a woman can actually turn people into donkeys?”

“Indeed she can,” said Finn. “And does.”

“While she’s that drunk?” said Ivar.

“Yes,” I said. “She probably does it oftener when she’s drunk.”

“And she’s seldom sober, they say,” Finn added.

“But,” Ogo pointed out, “she didn’t turn Beck into a donkey, did she?”

“She tried,” I said.

“I could see she tried something,” Ogo admitted.

“They’d got themselves a neat set-up there,” Ivar said cynically – and typically. “They set the herd on travellers, then arrest them, and then take all their property, but it’s hard to see it as witchcraft. My brother would appreciate that trick.”

“Why didn’t your aunt get turned into a donkey?” Ogo persisted.

“She’s too strong-minded,” I said. “I think.”

“She is that,” Finn agreed. “She’ll be coming to herself any time soon now.”

We all looked at Aunt Beck sitting upright and empty-faced among the baggage, all of us sure that Finn was right and that Aunt Beck would rise up any moment and take over the driving from Ivar.

She didn’t.

When it came near evening, Aunt Beck was still sitting there. If we spoke to her, she would only answer if we said it several times, and then it was, “Don’t know, I’m sure,” in the vaguest voice. It was alarming.

Meanwhile, we had passed over some more low hills to where the country felt different. The green seemed a deeper green – but perhaps this was just because the rain was falling harder. When we came to a small village, Finn scuttled across to a woman who was taking a bucket to the well.

“Tell me, does Lady Loma rule in this country?” he asked her.

“No, thank the Goddess,” was the reply. “These parts belong to Queen Maura.”

We all sighed with relief. I think even Moe did. From here on we were all expecting Aunt Beck to begin coming to herself. She didn’t. She sat there. I began to feel seriously alarmed. The trouble was, Aunt Beck had of course had charge of the money. But it seemed to be nowhere in the cart. As far as I knew, none of Lady Loma’s grim people had found it, but I was not sure. I asked the others if they had seen anyone secretly taking it while we stood inside that stockade. They all thought not.

“I was watching like a hawk,” Ivar said. “I even know where they took my cloak. I know I’d have seen someone with that moneybag. It was quite big.”

“Sure, your aunt will have hidden it,” Finn said.

“Yes, but where?” I said. With evening coming on, we needed to stay at an inn and find somewhere to eat, but we couldn’t unless we had money.

“Perhaps it was inside that cheese,” Ogo suggested. I wanted to hit him.

We all tried asking Aunt Beck where the money was, but all she would say was that vague “Don’t know, I’m sure.” It was maddening.

At sunset I lost my temper. There was a good-looking inn just up the road and we couldn’t even buy a bread roll there. By this time, I had asked Aunt Beck politely, and kindly, and loudly, and softly, and just asked. I had cajoled. Ogo had pleaded. Finn had prayed to her. Ivar had commanded her to tell him. Then he had shouted. Ogo had tried putting his mouth near her ear and whispering. None of it worked. I made Ivar pull Moe up. I stamped my foot on the stony street. “Beck,” I said sharply, “tell me where you hid the money or I’ll pull your hair down!”

I must have sounded like my mother, her sister, and she’d gone back to her childhood in a sort of way. She looked up and said, “It’s in the beast’s food of course. And if you pull my hair I’ll tell Gran.” Their grandmother brought them up, Beck and my mother, you see.

The boys fell on Moe’s sack of oats and began plunging their hands into it as if it were a lucky dip. Before they could spill it all, I grabbed up the nosebag, just in case. And it was far heavier than it should have been. Aunt Beck had stowed the purse cunningly near the top so that it would not show as a bulge. Poor Moe had been having to eat around it. I pulled it out in triumph. “Here it is!”

We were able to stay at the inn after all. But we discovered that, in order to get my aunt to eat, or to wash, or to get into bed, I had to speak like a cross sister to her. “Beck, eat your supper or I’ll tell Gran!” I snapped. Then, later, “Beck, get ready for bed this instant!” And finally, “Beck, lie down and go to sleep, unless you want your hair pulled!”

By then, I was sick of snapping. I did so hope she would wake up as her grown-up self in the morning.

She didn’t.

I had to begin snapping all over again. “Beck, take your nightgown off. Beck, get your stockings on or there’ll be trouble! Get to the outhouse, Beck, before you wet yourself! Eat that porridge, Beck! Beck, get up in the cart or I’ll spank you!”

Finn and the boys watched and listened, mouths open sadly. “What a comedown for a great Wisdom,” Finn said, shaking his head.

This was all the three of them could think of. It was me who had to pay our bill and it was me who remembered to ask the road to the Straits of Charka, but at least one of us did.

The Straits, they told me, were south-east of there. Take the left turn at the big crossroads, they told me, and make for the town of Charkpool where the ferry was. While they talked, I thought of the map our Dominie was always drawing of the islands with fat Bernica straight up and down and Gallis a long thin island slanting away from it south and east. And I realised we probably had not far to go. I thanked the inn people very politely and went out to where Ogo was busy harnessing Moe to the cart. Aunt Beck was sitting on a stone, while Ivar marched up and down in front of her. We were all afraid that she might take it into her head to wander off. Finn stood anxiously behind her.

“Good news,” I told them. “It sounds as if it’s not far to Charkpool.”

“And what do we do when we get to Charkpool?” Ivar demanded.

“Get on the ferry to Gallis,” I said. “The Straits are not wide.” And I hoped that, as soon as we set foot on another land, Lady Loma’s spell would be lifted from Aunt Beck. Some magics are like that.

“But isn’t Charkpool a port?” Ivar said. “We could get a boat to Skarr there, couldn’t we? I don’t think we’re doing any good with Beck like this. I think we should go home.”

I think we all gasped. I felt as if Ivar had given the side of my head a great blow. Home! I thought. Skarr! And I longed to go home so that I ached. I wanted the smells and the food and the mountains and safety. Somewhere where I knew how the magics worked and where there were proper kings and Wise Women were respected. I wanted it all so much that I nearly cried.

Finn, looking utterly dismayed, said, “But young prince, are we not on a mission?”

Ogo seemed appalled. “Give up, you mean?” he said. “We’re not even halfway yet.”

As he said this, I felt Plug-Ugly come violently up against my legs. I almost fell over.

“Yes,” said Ivar. “I think we should give up and go home. We’re not likely to get anywhere without a Wise Woman to guide us. Don’t look like that, Ogo. You just want to get back to Logra if you can. And you can’t.”

“I didn’t mean that!” Ogo said. “And what would become of Finn if we all get on a boat bound for Skarr?”

“Oh, I shan’t suffer,” Finn assured him. “There are monasteries all over, and all would be honoured to house Green Greet. No worry, young sir.”

Meanwhile, I was feeling as if Plug-Ugly had given me a jolt in the opposite direction to Ivar’s. For the first time, I really put together the things that had happened before we reached Bernica: the way we had been sent off so secretly with a bag of stones instead of money; the way Seamus Hamish had nearly left us on the islet where we found Plug-Ugly, and the way his cook had frankly told us that the captain would be rewarded for coming home without us; and – if I started thinking honestly – the way Ivar’s own mother seemed to have tried to poison him, let alone the way she had tried to bewitch Aunt Beck and me. And it all added up to the fact that we were not expected to return to Skarr. In fact, if we did return, Skarr would not be a place of safety. Far from it. I could not see why, but I could see that.

“My father will look after Beck,” Ivar was saying. “It makes sense, don’t you see, to go home now we have no Wise Woman—”

“Ivar,” I said, “stop talking nonsense. I am a Wise Woman and of course we are going on.”

“You?” Ivar said, laughing. “You’re only a child! A fat lot of guiding you can do! I tell you – and I’m a prince and I’m in charge now – we are going home to Skarr.”

“And you’ll admit you’ve failed?” I said, trying to touch the pride I knew he had.

“I was tricked into coming on this stupid mission,” he retorted. “There’s no shame in admitting failure after that.”

“Well, I would be ashamed,” I shot back. “Of all the cowardly—”

“Oh, peace, peace!” Finn said, wringing his hands. Green Greet was on tiptoes on his shoulder, opening and shutting his wings.

“I tell you what,” Ogo put in, “why don’t we consult Green Greet?”

This struck me as a strange but clever idea. But Ivar snorted, “Consult a parrot?” he said. “Isn’t that just typical of you, Ogo?”

“He is not a parrot!” Finn said, scandalised. “How can you think so, when he is known all over Bernica for a wise oracle!”

“Wise oracle, is he?” Ivar said unpleasantly. “All I’ve ever heard him do is to echo the last words anyone says. Listen. I’ll show you.” He swung around Aunt Beck and stood in front of Finn and the green bird on his shoulder. “What say, Green Greet?” he asked. “Do we go home to Skarr? Home to Skarr, home to Skarr?”

Green Greet tipped his head sideways and stared at Ivar out of one round eye. “No,” he said very clearly and distinctly. “Go to Gallis, go to Gallis, go to Gallis.” It was almost as if he were making fun of Ivar, I swear it.

Ivar went quite pale with astonishment. I said quickly, “That settles it then. Ogo and Finn and I will go on anyway. If you want to get on a boat for Skarr in Charkpool, Ivar, you can, but you’ll have to work your passage because I don’t think we’ve enough money for a fare.”

I felt great relief to say this, but scared too. The responsibility of getting us all to Gallis was heavy upon me as we set off, with Aunt Beck sitting in the cart with Finn to mind her and Ogo driving. Ivar refused to drive. He stalked behind, muttering. I walked next to Ogo, trying to chat cheerfully. It was one of those times when I wished I had never fixed on Ivar for my chosen mate. But I didn’t feel I could go back on my word to myself so I put it out of my mind and thought instead how lucky we were to have escaped the dangers of Skarr, whatever they were.

It rained of course. But it rained in short showers and the sun shone between. That day we saw more rainbows than I had seen in my life up to then. They looked truly lovely over the deep green of Bernica. One – a great double rainbow – made both Ogo and me exclaim. Two great misty coloured arches. Then we exclaimed again as a third rainbow shone gently into being inside the other two.

“I’ve never seen that before,” Ogo said.

“That is a promise from the gods,” Finn told us, as all three rainbows faded away.

“Promises, promises!” Ivar muttered sourly from behind.

I’d hoped the promise was that we’d reach the coast soon, but it was not so. The land went on and on after we had taken the left-hand way at the crossroads, and we had to stay at an inn again that night. Or we tried to. For some reason it was very crowded, so they directed us to a house in the village where we spent the night next door to a herd of cows. It was very restless. Aunt Beck would hardly do a thing I told her and I grew sick of snapping at her. But the food was good. We set off in quite good spirits into next day’s rain and when the clouds cleared we saw the sea again at last, just briefly, between two low hills.

We discovered then why the inn had been so crowded. People came pouring past us, faster than Moe could go, all of them in holiday clothes. The women had layers of different coloured petticoats and skirts hitched up with ribbons to show them off. The men had ribbons everywhere and hats with feathers. Most of them called out to us cheerfully, “Going to the fair, are you?” or “Bound for Charkpool Fair then?”

If it was me that answered, I said, “Maybe.” Finn said nothing. But Ivar and Ogo both called back joyfully that of course they were going. At which I sighed and looked around at us all. None of us looked like people on holiday. Aunt Beck was draggled and sagging, nothing like her usual neat self. I had made a mess of helping her do her hair that morning and she was wisps all over. Goodness knows how my hair looked, but my dress was grubby. Ogo’s fine new clothes had become worn old clothes. Ivar was mud to the waist from kicking along behind the cart. Even Finn’s ragged green robes were the worse for wear. Ah well, I thought. No one can travel as we have done and stay new and tidy. But it made me very self-conscious.

The road took us around a hill and there was the fair in front of us in a wide green meadow, with the town beyond that. Beyond that I could actually see Gallis as woods and mountains, blue with distance. Then I could think of practically nothing else but that there, quite near, was my father’s birthplace, as beautiful as he always said it was. I could hardly be bothered with the fair.

And that was silly because it looked fun. There was a mass of coloured tents and a mass of animals and an even greater crowd of people. On the grass in front of me they were dancing to a band of fiddlers. The tunes were fast and jolly and never seemed to end. People dropped out of the dance, panting and laughing, when they had had enough, threw coins into the hats the fiddlers had out in front of them, and then went to the nearest tent for drinks. As for the fiddlers, they played on and on, grinning, and amazed me and Ogo by the speed at which their arms and fingers moved.

“Oh, let’s dance!” said Ivar. “Money, Aileen. Give me money!”

“Me too,” Ogo said. There was a crowd of fine-looking girls standing nearby, obviously waiting for partners. He and Ivar were already edging that way, but Ogo stopped to ask Finn politely if he was going to dance too.

Finn laughed and shook his head. “I don’t think Green Greet would enjoy it.”

“You could leave him perched on the cart,” Ogo was suggesting, when Aunt Beck suddenly jerked her head up and glared at the dancers.

“What is this wickedness?” she said. “Stupid carrying on to music. Barbary—” She had taken to calling me Barbary, which was my mother’s name. “Barbary, come away at once. Gran will half kill us if we stay here!” And she began trying to climb out of the cart.

“Stay where you are, Beck!” I snapped at her. “Gran isn’t here.”

“Then move the cart,” she snapped back. “We can’t stay here. Gran will find out.”

Moe seemed to share my aunt’s opinion. Her ears were flopping in protest at the music and it looked as if she was working up to start braying. And when a donkey brays you can hear little else.

I hurriedly got her moving again. “Did your grandmother really forbid dancing?” I said.

“Of course she does,” Aunt Beck replied. “It’s sinful and harmful. And,” she added, thinking about it in her new strange, childish way, “it’s most undignified as well!”

Well, I knew my great-grandmother had had a name for being the most joyless woman in Skarr, but I had always thought this meant that she moaned and complained. But forbidding people to dance! That was ridiculous. “And did she forbid singing too?” I asked.

“Always,” said my aunt. “Singing is unnatural. Will you hurry up, Barbary, and get us away from this wicked place!” She half stood up, angry and anxious.

It was quite clear Aunt Beck would run away if I didn’t take her away. Between her and Moe, I seemed to have no choice but to leave all the fun.

As Moe picked up speed, Finn came trotting after us with one hand up to keep Green Greet steady on his shoulder. “What should we be doing, Young Wisdom?”

So I was Young Wisdom now, I thought. That put me horribly in charge. I tugged a fistful of coins out of the purse and shoved them into Finn’s chubby hand. “Share that three ways,” I said, “so that you and Ivar and Ogo can go to the fair. I’m going down to the harbour to ask about the ferry. Meet me there in two hours.” As I said it, Moe fairly scampered away, before it occurred to me that none of us had a timepiece of any kind. While we rattled into the first streets of Charkpool, I saw myself waiting and waiting beside the sea and the ferry long gone for the day. Still, there was nothing I could do now, so I drove on with Aunt Beck sitting like a doll in the cart behind me.

Charkpool was a very orderly place. Not what I was used to in Bernica. It was all grey stone houses and quiet, straight streets. I had no trouble finding our way to the harbour. There was a gate there and people were streaming through it, all looking as if they were coming off the ferry and on their way to the fair. I must say I was so glad to see the sea quietly lapping at the stone quayside that I did nothing for a minute but sit and stare at it, and at Gallis in the blue distance beyond, and breathe great breaths of the smell of it.

The man on the gate must have thought I was lost. “Was there something you were wanting, little lady?” he asked politely.

I think I jumped. “Oh,” I said, still staring at the sea. It was blue-green here. “I was needing to take places on the ferry to Gallis for five people and this donkey and cart. Can you tell me where to do that?”

“Yes indeed,” he said. I could see him looking to see what I was staring at. “Those ships are all out of commission these days, you know. There is no trade with Logra since the barrier went up.”

This made me feel foolish. There was quite a line of tall ships almost in front of me, which I had been seeing without seeing, if you take my meaning, while I stared at the sea beyond. Now I looked at the ships, I could see that they were all but derelict, with green slime growing up their sides and most of their rigging gone. “I was wondering why they were so rotten-seeming,” I said, to cover my foolish feeling. “Was there a lot of trade with Logra?”

“Day and night, little lady,” he told me sadly. “Ten years ago, every tide brought some dozens of ships into port, loaded with everything you could imagine. The barrier made for a lot of hardship. There’s men I know, good sailors, who still have no work – though most of them have taken to fishing. It’s a living of sorts. But the shops have gone and the dock workers. We’re all too quiet now.”

“That’s very sad,” I said.

“It is and all,” he agreed. He was looking into the cart now at Aunt Beck. He was a nosy fellow. “Is your mother quite well in there? She’s as quiet as Charkpool with the tide out.”

“She’s my aunt,” I said. “And she’s had a – had a stroke of—”

I was going to say “misfortune”, but he misunderstood me. “Ah, a stroke, is it!” he said. “My cousin had one of those. Right as rain one moment, and the next he could hardly move a finger on his right side. Couldn’t speak either. Is that why you have the beast in the cart, to guard her?”

I looked where he was looking and Plug-Ugly looked back at me, plain to see in every spot. “Yes,” I said. “Perhaps you could direct me to the ferry?” I was beginning to think I’d never get there.

“Of course, of course,” he said at once. “Just let me open the gate for you.” He opened the gate, telling me all the while which bits of his cousin couldn’t move, and then went with me down to the dockside to show me the ferry. On the way, he told at least six people that there was a poor lady in the cart who’d had a stroke and needed to get to Gallis. The result was that I sat in the cart for the next couple of hours, staring at the big bargelike ferry, while person after person came up and told me of parents, uncles, cousins, brothers, sisters, aunts and friends who had suffered from strokes and what this had done to them.

The really encouraging thing was that they nearly all said that the sufferer had gone on the ferry to Gallis and found a healer there to cure them. I realised it was true, as I had heard in Skarr, that the magics of Gallis were very potent. I began to hope someone there could lift Lady Loma’s spell. So I sat clutching the big bronze disc that was our ticket for the ferry, nodding and smiling eagerly at each person, and meanwhile getting very impatient indeed. The ferry was due to leave half an hour after midday and I just could not see Ivar and Ogo tearing themselves away from the fair in time.

But they did. It was Finn who achieved it somehow. They all arrived soon after noon, when passengers were already trickling aboard the ferry, all very pleased with themselves. Finn had been at his monkly cadging. He had an armload of food and a charm bracelet which he said would cure Aunt Beck. He insisted on fastening it around her wrist, in spite of her saying, “I won’t wear that. It’s unseemly.”

Ivar was waving a pottery plaque with a blurred green bird on it. He had won a swordfight competition and was highly delighted with himself. “I beat ten other fellows!” he kept saying. “Beat them hollow!” But the real reason for his joy was that he had had his fortune told. “So I’ll be coming with you to Gallis after all,” he said, but he wouldn’t tell me why.

“I thought it was settled that you were coming anyway,” I said.

“Not to me, it wasn’t,” he said. “Not until I heard what this seer had to say.”

Ogo had had his fortune told too, it seemed. “But it was all nonsense,” he told me. And he whispered, “Ivar won because the other swordsmen were so bad actually, but don’t tell him. Even I could have won if I’d gone in for it.”

“What did you do instead?” I asked.

“Danced a bit. Went around the stalls,” Ogo said. “They had a calf with two heads and a bird like Green Greet that sort of sang. Some of the things they were selling were really good. Like this. Look.” He pulled out a rainbow scarf that seemed to be made of cobwebs and wrapped it tenderly around Aunt Beck’s neck.

Aunt Beck blinked a bit and, to my surprise, she said, “Thank you kindly, young sir.” She didn’t seem to know it was Ogo.

“And this is for you,” Ogo said, proud but embarrassed. And he passed me a flat wooden box.

“Oh, you shouldn’t have spent your money on me,” I said as I opened the box. “Oh!” Inside was a necklace of copper plaited with silver, with big green stones in it every so often. It was quite lovely. “It’s beautiful!” I said.

“It wasn’t expensive,” Ogo said, rather pink. “I watched the woman make it. She was ever so clever. And I thought you needed something to make up for missing the fair.”

“It’s the most splendid thing I’ve ever had!” I said. “Thank you, Ogo.” And I put it around my neck. It was perfect, as if I’d had it always. I felt like a queen in it.

Then we had to board the ferry. They put a wide gangplank out because there were two more carts and a pony trap beside ours, and all three of these went up with no trouble at all. Moe refused. She braced all four hooves and went stiff. Ivar smacked her on the rump and it made no difference at all. In the end, Ogo and I had to walk backwards on either side of her, hauling her bridle, with Finn and Ivar awkwardly leaning across the shafts to push on her rear. Like that, we inched on to the ferry. The sailors were fussing about the tide and the wind by the time we got her aboard. She really did not want to go. This surprised me. Up to then Moe had been such a good donkey.

They may call donkeys stupid, but in actual fact they are quite clever. Moe had stood and looked at the sea, and the ferry, and put two and two together. She must have known we were taking her away from the country of her birth. At all events, when they cast off the ropes and the sails filled and the ferry went rocking out into the wider water, the other two donkeys and the pony were given their nosebags and seemed quite content. Moe refused hers. She shook all over. Then she started to bray. Now the bray of a donkey, as I said before, is one of the loudest things in nature. It is a sort of roar, followed by a shriek of indrawn breath, followed by another roar. But the worst of it is that it sounds so sad. Poor Moe sounded heartbroken.

“Will you shut that donkey up!” the other passengers said.

“She really is heartbroken,” I said. Ogo and I tried everything we knew to comfort her. We pulled her ears and petted her and murmured consoling things, but she brayed on and on.

Finally, Finn said, with his hands over his ears, “She’s afraid of the sea, so she is. Green Greet, can you settle her?”

“Can try,” Green Greet said. And he flew up off Finn’s shoulder and landed on Moe’s head. She shook her head and flopped her ears, but he stayed on her. He started talking to her in a low, warbling murmur. It didn’t have words. It was sort of animal talk. And after a bit Moe stopped yelling in order to listen. By the time we could see Gallis properly, all lit by the sun, Green Greet had got Moe almost as quiet as the pony. He moved down her back and went on warbling to her, while the rest of us stared out at Gallis.
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Gallis is very beautiful. The blue peaks and sunlit rifts full of trees assured us of this, but, when the ferry swung into a glassy bay under the nearest blue peak, none of us could really attend to the scenery. Or perhaps Aunt Beck could, jolted this way and that as she sat in the cart we all tugged and pushed. Moe did not want to get off the boat. It was exasperating.

“Typical donkey,” Ivar growled. “Shall I twist her tail?”

“No!” Ogo and I said together.

“She’s a Bernica donkey,” I said. “She knows Gallis is a foreign country.”

“Well, if you two want to be soft, slushy idiots, I’m not helping you any more,” Ivar said, and he went marching away down the gangplank. We could see him striding ahead up the rocky way that curved around the great mountain. Ogo and I exchanged looks. Both of us were hot and angry by then.

“Peace!” said Finn – which irritated me almost as much. “Let Green Greet guide Moe.”

He shoved the bird off Moe’s back quite unceremoniously. Green Greet, after an indignant squawk, flapped up ahead of Moe. He left a green feather which Ogo picked up and put in his belt for luck. And Moe took off after Green Greet in a rush. Aunt Beck swayed about in the cart as it rattled down the gangplank, and we trotted after.

There was no real jetty, just a shelf of rock with a couple of bollards on it that the ferry tied up to. Everyone had gone streaming up the rocky path, so we followed, uphill and around the mountain. It reminded me of Skarr. Most of our bays are like this, except where the towns are. The difference was that Gallis was almost violently beautiful. The path led through a mighty gorge overhung with splendid trees, where a great white waterfall dashed down the cliffs to the left. On a ledge beside the waterfall we saw the distant figure of a man in blue clothes.

“What’s he doing up there? It’s not safe!” Aunt Beck said.

“He’s playing the harp, Auntie,” I said. “I think he’s singing too.”

You could just hear the music through the sound of the waterfall. And it was the strangest thing. As the song went on, the sun came out and made the trees green-gold. The falls shone silver-white with rainbows around the water, and the rocks glowed with colours.

“Have I got this right?” Ogo asked. “Is he singing the place more beautiful?”

“I think he is,” Finn said, puffing rather. The path was steep. “I have heard many wonders of the bards of Gallis.”

I had heard wonders too. People in Skarr always said that there was no magic like the magic of the bards of Gallis. They could sing anything to happen, they said – though I remembered my father laughing when I asked him about it and saying that he wished it was true. Some of it must have been, I thought, as we toiled around another corner and lost sight of the gorge and the bard.

“He is a bard,” I said. “They always wear blue.”

As I spoke, we came to a stone building and a gate across the path. Green Greet gave another squawk and landed on the gate, which seemed to alarm the man guarding it, who put up one thick arm to shield his face.

Ivar was standing angrily on our side of the gate. “He won’t let me through!” he said to me. “He says I’m a foreigner. Make him see sense, Aileen.”

“And he had no reason to insult me!” the guard said, backing away from Green Greet, but holding the gate shut as he went. He was a tall man and thickset with it. He wore official-looking grey clothes and a sword. “I’m only doing my duty. I could see at once the young gentleman was not a native of Gallis, wearing plaids and all, as he is—”

“I told you. I’m a prince from Skarr,” Ivar said. He was a little mollified by being called a young gentleman, but still angry.

“—and it is as much as my place here is worth to let him through – to let any of you through – before Owen the priest has examined you,” the guard said, as if Ivar had not spoken. “I can see you’re all foreigners. I have rung the bell and Owen will no doubt be out presently. He’s busy blessing the other travellers from the ferry.”

“So we wait, do we?” Ivar snarled.

“In patience,” the guard agreed. “Will one of you please remove the bird? I am not sure it is godly.”

“Godly!” exclaimed Finn. “Nothing could be more godly than Green Greet! I begin to see that Moe was quite right not to wish to come to Gallis!”

“And which of you is Moe?” asked the guard.

“The donkey,” Finn explained. “This donkey protested every yard of the voyage—”

“Are you trying to insult me too?” the guard said, glowering.

“No, no!” Finn protested hastily. “I am a monk and a man of peace.”

“Then move the bird,” said the guard.

I found my spirits sinking steadily. I had forgotten the other thing my father always said of Gallis. I remember him praising the beauty of Gallis and its lovely climate often and often, until I asked him why, if Gallis was that wonderful, he had chosen to come away to Skarr. His reply was always, “Because, Aileen, a person can do nothing in Gallis without the permission of a priest.” I began to fear that our journey had come to a stop.

I watched Finn coax Green Greet on to his shoulder and we waited for the priest.

Eventually, the Holy Owen strode pompously up to the gate in a swirl of grey robes. I could see he was worse than the Priest of Kilcannon. He had rather a fat face decorated with a moustache even larger than the guard’s. It must have got in the way when he ate. He folded his hands into the sleeves of his robe and leant on the gate.

“Well, well,” he said. “What have we here? Five foreigners and their livestock.”

Livestock! I thought. At that moment, I felt Plug-Ugly press invisibly against my legs. It made me feel much better.

“Green Greet,” Finn said, as indignant as I had ever known him, “is not livestock, holy sir. He is the Great Bird of—”

“And you are?” Holy Owen said, cutting across him contemptuously.

“I am Finn,” Finn said, “a monk of the Order of the Goddess from Bernica and we are on a holy mission—”

“And you, madam?” Holy Owen said, cutting across poor Finn again. He looked up at Aunt Beck, sitting in the cart. “Are you in charge of this holy mission?”

Aunt Beck simply sat and said nothing.

Holy Owen waited for her to speak and when she did not even look at him he narrowed his eyes at her. “Dumb, eh?” he said. “Then who is in charge?”

“I am,” I said, before Ivar could open his mouth.

Holy Owen looked at me incredulously. I wished I was not so small. “Indeed?” he said. “And who may you be?”

I said, “My name is Aileen and I am a Wise Woman of Skarr.”

Holy Owen began to look downright derisive. “She is!” Finn and Ogo said together, and Finn went on, “The Great Lady herself declared Aileen to be fully initiate.”

“Hm,” said Holy Owen. He went quickly on to Ivar. “And you?”

Ivar, not unnaturally, began proudly, “I am a prince of Skarr. My father—”

“Another foreigner,” Holy Owen said dismissively. “You, great tall lad. Are you from Skarr or Bernica?”

“Neither,” Ogo said, almost as proudly as Ivar. “I’m from Logra.”

“Logra!” exclaimed Holy Owen. “How did you get here?”

“I was left behind on Skarr when the barrier was raised,” Ogo explained.

Holy Owen frowned at Ogo disbelievingly.

“It’s true,” I said. “He was quite small then.”

Ivar said, “Yes, it’s true. He’s here as my servant.”

“Fitting,” Holy Owen said and pulled at his huge moustache, considering us. “And the lady in the cart?”

“She is my Aunt Beck,” I said, “and she is also a Wise Woman of Skarr.” I had a moment when I seriously wondered whether to say that Aunt Beck was in a holy trance, but thought better of it. Instead, I said, “She suffered a stroke in Bernica. We were told that a holy healer of Gallis might be able to help her.”

Holy Owen went “Hm” again and continued to stare up at Aunt Beck and pull his moustache. “Miracles have been granted,” he said. “But there is a problem. You are all five foreigners to Gallis.”

Ivar, Ogo and Finn all spoke at once. “But this is ridiculous! People come from Bernica to be healed all the time. What are your healers for?”

And Green Greet echoed them. “Healers. Ridiculous.”

I felt Plug-Ugly push against my legs. I said loudly, “Excuse me, holy sir, but this is not so. My father was born in Gallis. He is a bard.”

Holy Owen let go of his moustache and looked sharply at me. “A small man, I suppose. What is his name?”

“Gareth,” I said. I know I spoke as proudly as Ivar. “I remember him as quite tall.”

“Gareth,” Holy Owen said. “Him. He is well-known here for going against all the advice of all the priests. It is also well-known that he was snatched away with Prince Alasdair and taken to Logra.”

“I know,” I said. “I hope to find him some day. But you cannot deny that I am half a citizen of Gallis, and I lead this expedition. I think you must let us all through, holy sir, and bless us on our way.”

There was a long silence. We all looked tensely at Holy Owen, who did nothing but stare at the gate and pull his moustache. Moe began to flick her ears and stir impatiently. At length, Holy Owen went “Hm, hm” – twice for a change. “There is still a problem,” he said. “If you were all from Bernica, I might solve it myself by sacrificing this donkey. But with people from both Skarr and Logra, I— Yes, I must seek advice from Holy High Priest Gronn. We are lucky. He is presently in this area adjudging the The Singing. I will send a messenger to him. Meanwhile, I must ask you all to stay inside the gatehouse until word comes back.”

And this is what happened. We all protested. We argued. Ivar drew his sword. But more guards came out of the stone building before he could use the sword and that was that. I grew angrier and angrier. I could see just why my father had left Gallis and come to Skarr. By the time we had been surrounded and urged into the courtyard inside the gatehouse, I was so angry that I felt a kind of power in me.

“Stop that!” I shouted to the guards who were unhitching Moe from the cart.

They stopped. They stared at me and then at Holy Owen. “And why should they stop?” Holy Owen asked me.

“Because I don’t know what you’re going to do with my donkey,” I said.

“Nothing, only take it to the stables,” Holy Owen said.

“How can I be sure of that?” I said. “When only five minutes ago you were talking of sacrificing her! I insist on going to the stables with her and making sure they look after her properly!”

Holy Owen sighed. “You Wise Women must be quite a pest to the kings of Skarr. No wonder they turned you both out. Very well.” He turned and beckoned to another, younger priest. “Go with her to the stables and make sure she behaves herself. You, guards, take the rest of them inside.”

“I’m coming to the stables too,” Ogo said.

I was very grateful. I felt myself beaming at Ogo as I said to Ivar, “Can you take care of Aunt Beck then? Find her somewhere to sit.”

Ivar scowled at me. But he nodded and took hold of my aunt’s arm.

Aunt Beck said, “Let go of me, boy! I can walk on my own.” And she went stalking ahead of Ivar to the dark doorway of the building.

“Queer sort of stroke,” the young priest said as I led Moe off to the stables at the side. He was all dark hair and long nose with a drip on the end. I didn’t like him. His name was Lew-Laws, it seemed. I was glad Ogo was there.

By the end, I was very glad Ogo was there. The guard who was supposed to see to Moe obviously had no idea how to treat a donkey. I was forced to push him aside and look after Moe myself. Lew-Laws did nothing but lean against the side of the stall as if the whole matter was beneath him. Ogo loomed over the guard. This was the first time that I realised that Ogo had become very big indeed while we travelled, and very useful that was. Ogo loomed at the guard to fetch clean water. Then he loomed again to make sure he got Moe a decent amount of food, while I brushed her down and oiled the places where the harness rubbed her.

“Her hooves need trimming,” Lew-Laws remarked unpleasantly. “Aren’t you going to see to those too?”

Ogo, in the friendliest way, came and leant against the wall next to Lew-Laws and loomed over him too. “I tried to do that in Bernica,” Ogo said. “She doesn’t like it. She kicks, but do find a file and try if you want.”

Lew-Laws eyed Moe’s hind hooves and moved away along the wall. “Not important,” he said.

We left Moe pretty comfortable and let Lew-Laws take us into the house to a small room where Holy Owen sat at a table writing. Someone rushed in with a chair for Aunt Beck as we arrived.

“Good,” Ivar said. “At last. I kept asking.”

Aunt Beck sat down in the blank way that was now usual with her. I was disappointed. For a moment, I had thought she was back to herself again. But no.

I went and put both hands on Owen’s table. “How long will your message to Holy High Priest Gronn take?” I asked him.

“Hush,” he said. “I am just now writing it. The messenger will be with him before midnight. I should have his reply by morning.”

“You mean you’re going to force us to spend the night here?” I exclaimed.

“Of course,” he said. “Now tell me, this bird. Your monk calls him Green Greet. Why is that?”

“Because that’s his name,” I said.

Holy Owen shrugged and wrote. “I always heard,” he muttered as he wrote, “that Green Greet was the great spirit of Bernica. Lord of the West. It’s as bad as people calling their lizards Dragonlady, if you ask me.”

He blotted the letter, folded it and gave it to one of the guards.

“Make the best time you can,” he said, “and be sure to explain that we need an answer by the morning.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Looking back on it, I see they did not treat us too badly. It was just that I disliked Holy Owen and, before long, I disliked Lew-Laws even more. Holy Owen went away after he had given the guard the message and we did not see him again. But Lew-Laws stayed with us all the time. He had obviously been told to keep an eye on us and he kept sighing about it as if it were a real burden.

“What do they think we’re likely to do?” Ivar whispered angrily to me. “Make off with their valuables?”

“What valuables?” I said, looking around the bare stone room. We never knew the answer to that one, but, as I said, we were not badly treated. Supper was delivered to the room and it was a truly delicious fish stew. There were tastes in it that I had never met before.

While I was bullying Aunt Beck to eat it, Ogo said to Lew-Laws, “What are these lovely flavours? I remember something like this from Logra.”

Lew-Laws sighed. “Herbs,” he said. “I hate them. They grow the things down south where they grow the vines and the olives and things. I wish they’d never been invented.”

Lew-Laws was like that all the time. A wet week. Nothing pleased him. By bedtime, I was truly depressed. I could not see our mission succeeding. I could not see any way Aunt Beck could be cured. “Take your stockings off, Beck!” I shouted at her, and I saw myself shouting at her like this for the rest of both our lives.

It was like that again in the morning. I shouted my aunt into her clothes and we went back to the bare stone room to find Lew-Laws making faces as he drank some kind of hot herb tea that went with the bread for breakfast. When Ivar and Ogo had come yawning in, Lew-Laws sighed and said, “High Holy Gronn needs to see you. The gods alone know why. I am to take you to The Singing as soon as you have eaten. For my sins.”

“Are you very sinful?” Ogo asked, mock innocently. Ivar tried not to laugh.

Before Lew-Laws could answer, Aunt Beck said, “Where’s my porridge? I can’t start the day with bread.”

“Ah,” Lew-Laws said. “If I knew where to find porridge in Gallis, I would be a happy man, my good woman.”

“No, really? A happy man?” Ivar said.

Lew-Laws pretended not to hear. “Bread,” he said, “is what we eat here, woman. It’s stale of course, but that is what there is.”

“Eat it, Beck,” I said. “You’ll be hungry if you don’t.”

“Then I need butter,” my aunt said. “And honey.”

Finn came in at this point with Green Greet on his shoulder. “Green Greet will eat the bread for you,” he said. “They’ve no seeds of any kind for him in the kitchen. No nuts either. And did you know,” he asked Lew-Laws, “that some great beast got into the kitchen in the night and ate all the fish stew in the cauldron?”

Plug-Ugly, I thought. Oh dear.

Lew-Laws sighed. “It is not my place,” he said, “to criticise the gods, if they choose to deny us fish for breakfast—”

“Where’s my butter?” said Aunt Beck.

“Did the beast eat all the butter too?” Ogo asked.

“Butter is always scarce,” Lew-Laws began dismally. “I haven’t had butter since—” He was interrupted by a cross-looking serving man arriving with a bowl of oil – olive oil, he told me – to dip the bread in. This was just as well. Ivar choked trying not to laugh at Lew-Laws incessant moaning and Ogo had to hammer him on the back. I would have been quite as bad, except that I was busy dipping bread for Aunt Beck and trying to persuade her that it was quite as good as porridge. She did eat some. What she left, Green Greet pecked up with enthusiasm.

Half an hour later, we were on the road. Moe seemed none the worse for her night in the gatehouse and trotted along with a will. Ivar drove. Lew-Laws sat behind him, leaning over his shoulder to tell him the way. Aunt Beck sat upright behind Lew-Laws and the rest of us walked. It was a lovely, warm, sunlit day and we went by a route where waterfalls sparkled down beneath stately trees. I felt almost cheerful, despite the fact that we were going to meet someone who was obviously an important priest.

After a while, we came out beside a long valley with a blue lake winding through it. There were islands in the lake, each one with its own little forest. As we looked, a shower of rain drifted across the end of the lake like the white ghost of a cloud. It was so beautiful that I started listening. And, sure enough, the thread of song came distantly from somewhere.

“Do they really need a bard to make this place more beautiful?” Ogo said.

“Of course they do,” Lew-Laws answered him. “There is mining at that end of the lake, and quarrying. Most unsightly.”

“And we can’t have that,” Ivar said.

“Necessary evils,” Lew-Laws said, not realising Ivar was mocking him. “Gallis is an ugly place. All mountains. Almost nowhere is flat. Take this right turn of the road now.”

That turn led us around the skirts of a mountain and then out above another valley. This one was wide and flat and green with a long white building in the mid-distance, where people in bardic blue were flocking about.

“This place is flat,” Ivar said. “Does that please you better?”

Lew-Laws sighed. “Not really. The ground is nothing but marsh in winter. The wind cuts through like a knife.”

“But it’s dry now,” Ivar said, “and there’s only a breeze.”

“A man can catch his death, standing out there in the rain,” Lew-Laws answered glumly. “They sing in all weathers. Draw the cart on to the grass here. We have to wait, no doubt for hours.”

“Man of Ballykerry,” Green Greet said suddenly.

Finn chuckled as the cart went bumping across the turf. “The man of Ballykerry,” he said to Ogo and me, “was said never to be happy unless he was miserable and even then he was not content.”

Ogo laughed. I tried to, but I was suddenly struggling with strong homesickness. There were high gorse bushes growing all around and the smell of their flowers seemed to hit me to the heart. I longed so to be on Skarr and smell the gorse there that I could have cried. Lew-Laws directed Ivar to put the cart beside a big clump of several gorse bushes. For the next hour or so the smell seemed to fill my mind until I could think of almost nothing else.

Meanwhile, below in the valley a bell rang out from the white building. There were three silvery clangs and then, as the sound went shimmering away into silence, people came swarming out from the white building. Some formed up into groups, large and small. About half were in bardic blue. Others wore a pale blue-green. Others again wore clothes of all colours and they quietly spread themselves out along the edges of the green space as spectators. When everyone was in place, priests in grey came out of the building in a solemn procession. They stopped by the first group. One of the priests waved and that group burst into song.

They sounded quite beautiful, fifty or so voices in harmony, but, when the priests moved on to the next group and this lot sang the same song, I began to lose interest. By the fourth group, I was trying not to yawn.

“Tell those people to stop that noise,” Aunt Beck said. “They’re giving me a headache.”

Moe must have felt the same. As the fifth group began the song, she threw up her head and gave a mighty “Hee-squeak-haw!”

The song stopped. Everyone down in the field turned to look at us.

“Hee-scream-haw!” Moe went, louder than ever.

“For the love of the gods, stop her!” Lew-Laws said. “Oh, I knew you were going to embarrass me. Such ungodly noises!”

Ogo leapt to the cart, seized Moe’s nosebag and crammed it on her face. That stopped her. The group began the song again, but it was not very good. There were wobbly sounds as though some of the singers were struggling not to laugh. The priests moved on to the next group, looking dour.

There were eight more groups. Moe ate and kept quiet for these, but Aunt Beck did not. She put her hands over her ears and said, “Will you go and get them to stop,” over and over.

Lew-Laws kept saying, “Woman, will you hush now!” until I wanted to hit them both.

Then it appeared that the next part of the programme was to be singers on their own. A man in bardic blue stepped forward with a small harp on his arm. He sang long and sweetly and at the end the spectators all applauded. It seemed they were allowed to do that now. After him came a girl in the pale green-blue who sang even longer, but not so sweetly, and she was applauded too.

“What do they think they’re pleased about?” Aunt Beck said loudly. “She sounds like a rusty door hinge.”

“Oh, hush,” Lew-Laws implored her. “This is torment to me, woman.”

Moe began to show signs of restlessness again. We managed to keep her quiet for the next four singers, but it was the applause that bothered her really. When the seventh singer stepped forward, I looked around for Green Greet. Rather to my surprise, he was perched on Ogo’s shoulder and bending around to make little crooning noises at Ogo’s face.

“Green Greet,” I said, “could you be kind enough to keep Moe quiet?”

Green Greet bent himself around the other way to give me one of his wise, wrinkled looks. “Can do,” he said. He sailed over to land on Moe’s back, leaving a long green feather in Ogo’s hair. Moe jumped at the feel of the bird on her back and tossed her head. “Silence,” Green Greet said to her. “Eat your dinner, eat your dinner.” And Moe did, to my relief, just as the seventh singer began her song.

It took only seconds for even Aunt Beck to realise that this lady was in a class by herself. The song soared, as clear as the notes of the silver bell, and sank, and mounted again as the words required, like the flight of the most glorious bird one could imagine.

“Much nicer,” Aunt Beck said loudly. “I can even hear the words.”

“Shush!” we all said, Green Greet included.

The song went on. I felt more than a little envious. I have never, ever been able to hold a tune. Ivar laughs at me when I try. To make it worse, the singer was young and fair-haired and slender and – as far as I could see at that distance – decidedly beautiful. I sighed.

Finally, the song ended. When it did, there was a moment of utter silence, as if the audience were too rapt to react. Then the applause was thunderous. People shouted and stamped as well as clapping. Aunt Beck actually clapped too.

And Moe somehow got her head out of the nosebag and joined in with a bray. But by then it didn’t matter. The chief priest, who I assumed must be Holy Gronn, advanced on the girl, still clapping, and then stopped clapping in order to pin a shining brooch of some kind on the front of her green-blue tunic.

When the applause began to die away, another priest announced in a huge rolling voice, “The winner of The Singing is Riannan at the Pandy.” And the applause began again and went on until my hands were quite sore.

Holy Gronn suddenly appeared beside the cart. I suppose he must have hurried across while the applause was going on, but I was not sure. There was so much magic in Gallis. “Lew-Laws,” he said, “did you have to bring a noisy donkey as well as a noisy woman?” and he laughed. Close to, Gronn turned out to be a small tubby man with a round merry face.

This is the muddling way things turn out sometimes. I had been full of suspicion about the priests of Gallis and prepared to fight them every inch of our way, but I looked at Holy Gronn and thought, Why, he’s nice! It was quite confusing.

Lew-Laws of course went into an ecstasy of dismal respect. He wrung his hands and he writhed. “Oh, Holy High one,” he protested, “I do apologise! They are the most ungodly crew. The woman is dotty and her donkey is insane. I am not sure which of them is worse!”

“Then I relieve you of them all,” Holy Gronn said with a broad smile. “Your trials are over and you can go straight back to the gatehouse.”

Lew-Laws was utterly surprised. “What, now?” he said. “Without lunch?”

“You may pass by the caterers,” Gronn said, “and ask them for a meat roll to eat on your way. Tell them I sent you. Go now.” He watched Lew-Laws go sulkily off and shook his head. “That man,” he said to us, “always reminds me of the man of Ballykerry in Bernica. Never happy. No matter. We always put the misfits to guard the gatehouses. And now—”

He looked us over one by one, not excluding Moe and Green Greet on her back. The only one of us he didn’t see was Plug-Ugly, who chose that moment to press himself invisibly against my legs. I was glad of the feel, because Gronn’s look was so very shrewd. His wide, wrinkling blue eyes seemed to sum us all up exactly. I supposed he could not have become Holy High Priest without being exceedingly clever, but it was unnerving all the same.

His eyes finally went back to Finn. “You, sir,” he said. “Come aside with me and tell me, as one holy man to another, precisely how and why you are all here in Gallis.” He held out an arm and cheerfully ushered Finn some way off beyond the gorse bushes.

Finn is such a humble person. I could see he was surprised and dismayed to be singled out at first. But, as soon as Gronn had led him out of earshot, and smiled at him, I could see Finn begin to loosen up. Before long, he was talking and gesturing as if he and Gronn had been friends for years. More Gallis magic, I thought, and I hoped Finn was telling it right.

“He should have chosen me,” Ivar said. “I’m the prince here.”

“He was probably going by age,” I said, to soothe him. But I suspected that Gronn had chosen Finn because he saw Finn was simple and honest.

They talked for some time. Long before they finished, Ivar and Ogo had been scanning the field to see where the caterers were and wondering if they would be allowed to have a meat roll like Lew-Laws. They made me feel peckish too.

“I could eat a pickled herring,” Aunt Beck was announcing, just as Gronn and Finn came back.

“Now there you have me, lady,” Gronn said to her. “We have fresh crab and jellied eels, but the herring deserted Gallis waters after the barrier went up. Did you not know?”

Aunt Beck just stared at him. I could see Gronn looking at her carefully to see exactly what her state was before he turned to me. “That,” he said, “is not a simple stroke, is it, Aileen? What made you tell Holy Owen it was?”

I felt my face turning red. “It – it was easier to explain,” I said. “Not many people are going to believe that she was nearly turned into a donkey, are they?”

“By the Red Woman of Bernica?” Gronn said. I nodded. Finn had told it right, it seemed. “You see,” Gronn explained, “I need to know that before I decide who to send her to. An ordinary healer would be no good to her. But I’m working on it. Meanwhile, the rest of you are Ivar, son of King Kenig from Skarr, Ogo from Logra and Skarr, and Green Greet of Bernica. Have I got that right?”

And Plug-Ugly, I thought, feeling him against my legs.

Then Ogo would have to say “And there’s Plug-Ugly from what’s left of Lone, sir.” When Gronn stared at him, he turned redder than I was and stammered, “Bu-but – he’s mostly invisible – honestly.” I glowered at him.

Plug-Ugly made a small growl that could have been “Oh well” and slowly, grudgingly turned visible beside my legs. Gronn stared at him and then looked over at Green Greet, who was now back on Finn’s shoulder. He seemed impressed.

“And you are all on your way to raise the barrier around Logra?” Gronn went on. “In that I wish you well, although I have no idea how you would do it.” He turned to Finn, as the one most likely to understand. “There must be people dying on Logra because we cannot help them.” Finn nodded sadly. Then Gronn turned to me. “And you, Aileen, besides being a Wise Woman of Skarr, are the daughter of my old friend Gareth, I gather?”

“Yes,” I said. “Was he really your friend?”

“Oh yes,” said Gronn. “You would not believe the times we spent arguing about our system here in Gallis. But he was abducted along with Prince Alasdair, wasn’t he? Is he still alive?”

“I don’t know. I hope so,” I said. “I want to find him.”

“Well, it’s possible. Impossible but possible,” Gronn said. “And that puts all sorts of things into my head. Did you know you have cousins here?”

“I do? Here in Gallis?” I said. I was very surprised. My father had never talked much about his family – though I remembered he did once tell me a story about how he and his brother were chased by a bull on a neighbour’s farm.

“Not only here in Gallis,” Gronn said, beaming at the look on my face. “Here in this very spot. Two of your cousins came for The Singing. Though I think Rees came to support Riannan. Not much of a singer, Rees. Wait a moment and I’ll have them fetched over.”


[image: Image Missing]

A boy in a grey coat was sent rushing off, with instructions from Gronn to fetch “a decent lunch” as well as these cousins of mine. The lunch arrived first. We all, including Gronn, sat on the grass to eat rolls stuffed with crab and big bunches of grapes. Ivar, Ogo and I had never eaten grapes, though we had all had raisins. Gronn was explaining, in a very satisfied way, that grapes grew in profusion in the south of Gallis. I think he then went on to tell us they were dried into raisins to send to Skarr, but my cousins arrived then and I am not sure.

Rees was good-looking and fair-haired, taller and older than Ivar, and he seemed the most easily friendly person I have ever met. His sister, my cousin Riannan, was the very same girl who had won The Singing. I was awed. Close to, she was staggeringly lovely. I wondered how someone could have such huge blue eyes and delicate features – not to speak of a marvellous shape – and yet be so modest, even a little shy. Riannan smiled, looking down at the grass, then looked up, first at me, then at Ivar. After that, she looked nowhere else.

Ivar stared back. His face, with the thin beginnings of a beard, turned slowly crimson and then pale. And Riannan still stared. It didn’t seem to matter to her that Ivar’s hair had grown all shaggy or that his once-good clothes were now stained and old. It was plain that she thought he was perfect. And Ivar thought the same of her, all trim and lissom as she was, in her blue-green tunic with the starry brooch flashing on the front of it.

“Listen now,” Gronn was saying, when I brought my mind back, “we have this lady Beck who has been unfortunate with the Red Woman of Bernica and needs some healing help.”

Rees gave Aunt Beck the same sort of professional, summing-up look that Aunt Beck normally gave other people. “A spell, is it?” he said.

“Indeed, yes,” Gronn said. “A spell she has half resisted. Do you think Wenda could handle it?”

“My mother can handle most things,” Rees said, grinning.

“Well then,” said Gronn, “this is what I’m suggesting – that you take them all back with you to the Pandy, introduce Aileen to her aunt and her Uncle Bran and so forth, and see what your mother can do for Beck.” He said to me, “Wenda is my second cousin and there is no one more capable of lifting spells than she is in all Gallis. If you set off now, you can avoid the crowds at the way stations. Will that suit you?”

“Oh yes, perfectly,” I said, flustered. “Thank you.” I saw that Aunt Beck was sitting there in the cart not attending to anything, with a crab roll still in her hand. “Eat your lunch, Beck,” I snapped half-heartedly. I was so sick of shouting at her.

“Well now,” Gronn said, brushing crumbs off his rounded front, “I shall go back to my duties and leave you with my blessing.” He smiled and made gestures in the air, which I supposed was his blessing, and then wandered gently away. He seemed to be down on the greensward and in the distance near the white building before he had taken three steps.

The magic of Gallis again, I thought.

“No need to hurry,” Rees said amiably. “Anyone care for some more lunch?” He held up the cloth bag he was carrying.

“Yes, please,” Ogo said. He was always hungry.

Plug-Ugly was always hungry too. He advanced on Rees, tail swinging, and stood on his hind legs against Rees’s knees with one large paw stretched towards the cloth bag. Rees laughed.

As Plug-Ugly’s paw touched the bag, there was the tiniest hissing. I saw two bright red eyes staring from the cuff of Rees’s sleeve.

“Oh, have you got a pet rat?” I said. My cousin Donal had a rat when he was younger, which he used to let climb about inside his clothing. And the truth was, I was prepared to be interested in anything to keep my mind off Ivar and Riannan.

Rees laughed again. “No, not a rat,” he said. He shook his arm a little and a tiny red lizard ran out, long and thin, and raced up his sleeve to his shoulder, where it coiled around and glared down at Plug-Ugly.

“Oh!” I said.

“Her name is Blodred,” Rees said. “She’s a dragon-lizard.”

“They’re very common here in Gallis,” Riannan said. “A lot of people make pets of them. Rees has had Blodred since he was five years old. Don’t you have them in Skarr?”

“No,” we all said.

Finn added, “Nor in Bernica, but I’ve heard of them. I think it may be too cold for them north of Gallis.”

Ogo leant above me to look closely at the lizard. It really could have been a tiny dragon. It had a sort of frill that looked like wings on its faintly pulsing red sides. “Does she fly?” he asked.

“No, not really,” said Rees. “Those are not proper wings – just skin she can spread a bit and glide on. And,” he added proudly, “they come in all colours, but red is the very rarest.”

We all sat down again and had more lunch. Ivar and Riannan sat close together and talked to each other in little broken sentences. As far as I could tell, she was asking about Ivar’s life on Skarr and he was trying to compliment her on her singing. In between, they stared at one another as if they were seeing the most marvellous thing in the world. And they both blushed a lot.

All in all, I was quite glad to concentrate on making Aunt Beck eat. Then I was pleased that Plug-Ugly was behaving rather badly and trying to take crab away from people. I don’t think that there had been any crab in his life before this and he discovered he had a passion for it. I had to shout at him – not that it made much difference. After that, I kept my attention on Blodred, who was eating tiny shreds of crab she held in her delicate red fingers. I even watched Green Greet pecking away at an apple turnover.

It was a relief to me when Rees said we had better get moving.

“Aileen, you drive,” Ivar said.

So I climbed into the cart and took the reins, while Rees went ahead with Ogo and Finn to show the way. We went through uplands of perfect beauty, where streams poured musically over rockfalls covered with wild flowers, while blue peaks towered behind; and all I could think of was Ivar and Riannan walking behind, talking in murmurs and laughing. There were gaps in the peaks we went through, where I could see the sea, blue as Riannan’s eyes, or lakes in valleys or, on one occasion, a huge golden view of Gallis stretching away southward, full of fields and distant orchards. Moe did not like this. She shook her ears and made it plain she was not used to mountains. But all I could think of was Ivar and Riannan walking behind.

We stayed that night at a way station. It was a sort of barn with wooden bunks and a hearth in it. There was another hearth outside where you could cook any food you had brought with you and a well for water. We sat outside and ate crab again. Gallis is so beautifully warm that we could have slept outside if we’d wanted to.

There are no inns in Gallis, Rees told us. There are wine shops and drinking places down on the plains, all carefully regulated by the priests. You can only drink within certain hours, he said. “But it’s much more relaxed than it used to be, now Gronn is Holy High Priest,” he told us. “Gronn’s long talks with Gareth made quite a difference to his outlook.” Then he told us other customs of Gallis which I now forget. I was trying not to notice Ivar attending only to Riannan. Aunt Beck simply sat. Finn yawned. Ogo was the only one who really listened to Rees.

We went on next morning through more lovely mountain scenery. The way was steadily uphill and Moe was not happy. Ogo and I had to take hold of her bridle on either side and positively haul her along. Rees and Finn drew further and further ahead. Ivar and Riannan, though loitering, were well in front too.

“Oh, come on!” I told Moe crossly.

“I’m doing the best I can,” Aunt Beck said from the cart.

“I didn’t mean you!” I snapped. Then I found I was crying. Big tears ran down my face and I gulped as if I were choking.

Ogo said, “Don’t be unhappy, Aileen.”

“I can’t help it!” I snarled. “Here’s my aunt gone back to childhood and left me to manage everything, and we keep travelling and journeying, and I haven’t the least idea how we’ll get to Logra, and I don’t think I’ll find my father! Ever!”

“Oh, we’ll get there,” Ogo said. “Somehow. After all, we have the Beast of Skarr on our side and the Great Bird of Bernica. And now we even have a Dragon of Gallis too, though I admit she’s a bit tiny.”

I stared at Plug-Ugly plodding ahead of me up the track, long legs, small head, ugly markings and all. Not to speak of smelling of crab. I shoved my sleeve across my wet eyes and stared again. “You don’t mean—”

“Yes, I do,” Ogo said. “You can’t deny he’s fairly magical. And Green Greet talks sense, not like other parrots. Green Greet knows what he’s saying.”

“I suppose you’re right,” I said, beginning to feel rather awed. “We might have at least two of the Guardians with us then.”

“So we’ll get to Logra and find your father,” Ogo said, “if he’s still to be found. And I had a feeling you were quite enjoying being in charge—”

“Not when I couldn’t dance at the fair,” I said.

“But most of the time,” Ogo said. “Come on. Admit it. And you shouldn’t make yourself miserable over Ivar, you know. He’s not worth it.”

I hadn’t realised my feelings had been that obvious. “I’ll have you know, Ogo of Logra,” I said, “that I chose Ivar long ago to be my husband!”

“I know,” Ogo said. “But you were small then and he seemed quite grown-up. I’ve been hoping for years you’d see your mistake.”

“Mistake!” I almost shrieked.

“Gran always says you make mistakes,” Aunt Beck said from the cart.

“Be quiet, Beck,” Ogo said. “Yes, a mistake. You have brains, Aileen. Ivar’s really quite stupid. You’d be bored stiff if you had to be with him all the time. I know I am. He seems to think that being a prince makes him perfect.”

I thought about this. I suppose I had never credited Ivar with brains. Donal was the one with brains, and I had always known this was the reason Mevenne preferred Donal to Ivar. But she gave Ivar anything he wanted, all the time. All the children at the castle knew there was no point having a disagreement with Ivar. He would go to his mother and she would punish the person who disagreed with him. Thinking about it, I saw that this was Mevenne’s way of making it up to Ivar for the fact that she was not very fond of him.

My earliest memories of Ivar were of being faintly sorry for him. Mevenne spoilt him rotten, but she never hugged him as she hugged his brother. Aunt Beck, who was not a hugging kind of person, hugged me whenever I needed it and, when I was small, she even used to take me on her (very bony) knees. Mevenne never did that to Ivar. But I believe Ivar thought he was her favourite. How silly!

“But Riannan is so beautiful!” I wailed.

“So are you,” Ogo retorted.

I stared at him. “She has hair like ripe oats,” I protested.

“Your hair,” said Ogo, “is just the colour of the toffee the castle kitchen makes on feast days. You should let it go loose oftener because it’s all curly.”

“It would get in my way,” I said. “And she has big blue eyes.”

“Your eyes are quite as big,” Ogo said, “and they are green most of the time. I’ve never seen anyone else with eyes your colour.”

“But I’m so short,” I said. “Riannan’s nearly as tall as you.”

“Quite a beanpole,” Ogo said impatiently. “If you’re determined to think of yourself as an ugly midget, go ahead. But don’t expect me to sympathise.”

I found I was laughing. “All right, all right,” I said. “But there is one thing. I can’t sing. And you heard Riannan.”

“Yes, she can sing,” Ogo said, “but she’s not a Wise Woman, is she? And I don’t suppose her voice has much to do with the way Ivar’s feeling.”

I laughed again, a little. We walked on. We must have gone nearly half a mile before it occurred to me to say, “Thank you, Ogo.”

He grinned down at me. “You’re welcome, Aileen.”

He had made me feel so much better that I even began to look at the scenery. It was all rugged rock. There didn’t seem to be a bard around to sing it beautiful, so it was as plain as Plug-Ugly and as gaunt and grey. I found it very comforting. It reminded me of Skarr.

Shortly, however, we came into an upland that was nearly level, where the grass was a normal kind of green. There were sheep grazing it everywhere. They wandered on to the road and stared at us and bleated. Around a bend there was fencing with cows behind it, and around the next bend there was a large rock. For some reason there was a rope wrapped around this rock with what looked like a small ship’s anchor spliced to the end of it.

“Are they afraid the rock will fly away?” Ogo wondered.

“You never know, with all the magic in Gallis,” I said.

As I said it, we came around the rock and saw that the rope led to a small shed uphill from us.

“No, it’s the hut that might fly away,” Ogo said.

Rees and Finn were waiting just beyond the hut. Ivar and Riannan joined them just as we saw them. They all turned and watched us coming.

“Welcome to the Pandy,” Rees said when we drew level. He gestured uphill to the left.

There was a big old farmhouse there, surrounded by more sheep and nestled most comfortably among rocks and stone buildings. Someone in one of the doorways saw us coming and shouted and went dashing to the back of the house. By the time we arrived, the farmhouse door was open and Rees’s mother and father were coming out to greet us, with, behind them, quite a crowd of farm workers and serving women.

“She won The Singing!” someone shouted. “I knew she would!”

Riannan’s mother rushed to embrace her. Then we were all introduced and a massive cowman reached into the cart and picked Aunt Beck out of it. She was carried into the Pandy sitting demurely across his great arms, just as she had been carried to the boat in Skarr. Indoors, we were all made very welcome. I think I have never felt so much at home as I did in that house.

The main room downstairs was a vast kitchen, very light because it was whitewashed. The wide windows looked out to the south-west. There was a fire in the big hearth, despite the warmth of the day, and the cowman installed Aunt Beck in a cushioned chair beside it before going crashing out through one of the several outside doors. There were big black beams in the ceiling with things hanging from them – Green Greet flew up there at once, where he sat gravely inspecting a string of onions. Plug-Ugly made straight for the fireside. Four sheepdogs and a whole crowd of cats instantly made room for him, most respectfully. He threw himself down in the best place and, in my memory, the rest of the day was filled with his rumbling purr.

I saw all these things in snatches because I was being passed between my uncle and aunt, who kept saying, “Really Gareth’s daughter! You have quite a look of him!” and, “You have your father’s eyes, did you know?” and so forth. It made me feel quite tearful. Wenda, my aunt, was almost as lovely as Riannan, except she was older of course and her hair was darker. My uncle’s name was Bran. I kept looking to see if he resembled my father, but it was hard to tell because he was very tall and had a full beard besides. I think he had the same slight air of majesty that I remembered in my father, as if he were above most people without meaning to be in the least. Rees’s younger brother Brent had the same air.

It was very strange to find so many unknown relations. And shortly there were more. People came flocking in from the houses down the other side of the hill, all on purpose to meet us. Each one would say to me things like, “I’m your father’s second cousin twice removed, see,” or, “I’m your grandmother’s niece, you know.” There were so many of these that I am quite unable to recall them all. The only ones I remember were the Dominie and the priest, who stayed to supper, and they were relatives too. The Dominie was Wenda’s sister and very learned, even more erudite than the priest, who was Bran’s cousin. Really, it reminded me of Skarr, the way everyone was related, and I had to struggle with another attack of homesickness.

All these visitors caused a great bustle of hospitality. Wine was brought out and tea was made, and Wenda and the two maidservants became very busy handing around olives and salty biscuits to go with the drinks. Ivar’s face when he first tasted an olive was a picture. His cheeks sucked in, his mouth and eyes screwed up and he said desperately, “Where can I spit this out? Please!”

Riannan collapsed with laughter, but managed to say, “In the fire of course, silly!”

Ogo said, “Oh, I remember these!” and took handfuls. He really loved them. And so it seemed did Aunt Beck. Ogo sat on a stool beside her chair and carefully took the hard little pipstones out of olive after olive for her. The fire hissed with a bombardment of olive stones. I think Ogo ate two for every one he gave Aunt Beck.

Finn sat quietly in a corner, eating everything that was offered. Well, I always thought Finn could eat anything. Me, I preferred the salty biscuits, although I imagined I might just acquire the taste for olives in time. Green Greet came down from the beams to share the biscuits with me.

In the intervals of all this, Finn, Ogo and I were at the windows, fascinated. Bran’s farmland stretched away downhill into the sunlight in gentle shelves. The grey-green trees nearest were where the olives grew. But there were vineyards and orchards of more normal fruit beyond, and field after field of crops of all kinds – I recognised barley and hay, but many were plants I had never seen before. The most fascinating things, though, were teams of little fat horses pulling carts of produce to the barns. They were not exactly carts. They had no wheels. Each one seemed to float ponderously behind the team pulling it.

“How can that be?” Finn wondered.

I wondered too. But mostly I was thinking that Bran in his way had a kingdom out there, full of distant relatives, rather like my distant cousin King Kenig.

When all the visitors had gone except the priest and the Dominie, there was supper served around the huge table. While I was busy bullying Aunt Beck to eat, Ogo got very bold and chatty and kept asking questions. One of the first things he asked was what were the astonishing carts without wheels.

“Oh, those,” Rees said, “are a magical invention of my father’s. Neat, aren’t they?”

I looked at my uncle, thinking, So he’s a magician too!

Bran grinned. “Took me a while to think them up,” he said. “They’re easier on the horses. But I still haven’t found a way to stop them swivelling about.”

“They need careful driving,” Riannan said. “I can’t do it.”

“No, my girl,” Bran said. “I’m still shuddering at the way you crashed my first one into the big barn.”

Riannan went very pink and said nothing more. Ivar, who would have laughed loudly at anyone else, looked at her sympathetically. “I can see it’s an art,” he said. I found I still seethed a little at that.

Ogo went on asking things, but the question I chiefly remember was when we were eating piles of pancakes covered with jam and honey for dessert. Ogo said, “Do you ever get snow here?”

“Not often,” the Dominie said and, typically of a teacher, went on, “Gallis lies in a warm air current from the southern ocean, you see.”

“But when it does snow,” Ogo said, “what do the bards do?”

“Oh, they get really busy,” Rees said, laughing. “They swarm around singing it all thick and white and picturesque, with beautiful icicles on every waterfall.”

“Not on my farm, they don’t,” Bran said, and he and the priest exchanged slightly grim looks. I could see that he and the priest disagreed about the activities of the bards.

All through the meal, Wenda had been looking at Aunt Beck in a deep, thoughtful way. “This is quite a strange spell she’s under,” she said to me. “But I’ll see what I can do.” And, when supper was done, she took Aunt Beck away somewhere else in the house. The Dominie and the priest left as if this were a signal and the rest of us helped the maidservants clear away. While these girls sat down for their supper, Bran sent Brent to bed and led all the rest of us into a small parlour. Someone had lit a fire there as if we were expected. Plug-Ugly padded after us and laid himself down in the warmth again.

“Right, Rees,” Bran said. “Are you set on this?”

“More than ever,” Rees replied. He had – somehow – come alight. I could see he had been holding himself in ever since we first saw him, and from probably before that.

If Aunt Beck had been there and in her right mind, she would have said something like, He’s been hiding his light under a bushel, hasn’t he? Now he was himself. His eyes shone and he sat as if he were ready to leap out of his chair.

“What I’m going to talk about is something very secret,” he said. “The priests would call it ungodly.”

Finn shifted about as he sat. “Are we in a conspiracy then?” he asked. Green Greet leant down from Finn’s shoulder to stare into his face.

“Yes, I think so,” Rees said. Blodred suddenly popped out from under his collar and stared at Finn too.

Finn swallowed. “I see that this is important,” he said. “Would my goddess object?”

Bran said, with a small chuckle, “Be easy, man. One thing I have learnt over the years is that what the priests say and what the gods think are quite often different things. We have a prophecy to guide us here.”

“Ah,” said Finn.

Rees leant forward eagerly. “This is something I’ve been wanting to do for years. I want to rescue my uncle who was stolen away with the High Prince. I’ve been working on the practical way to do it all this year.” He looked at me. “You want to see your father again, don’t you?”

I felt as if a huge hand was squeezing my chest. I didn’t know if it was excitement or terror. I managed to gasp out, “How – how—?”

“Now you are here, you can help,” Rees said. “I was going to take four people from the Pandy, besides Riannan to sing us on, but you four are perfect. Will you agree to come?”

“Yes, but how are you planning to get through the barrier?” Ogo said. “Nobody else can.”

Rees laughed. “We fly in,” he said. “Over the barrier.”

“But,” I said, “but isn’t the barrier like a dome over the whole of Logra?”

“It can’t be,” Rees declared. “If it was, Logra would have run out of air long ago and the fishermen have seen people alive there. But, if it is a dome, we just fly back here and think again. See, the wind sets from the west at dawn, which is when we’ll go, and it sets from the east at sunset, so it will bring us back to Gallis.”

“What kind of wings do you plan to use to fly to Logra?” Finn asked. “It’s a fair way to go. We’d have to flap for miles.”

“Over the sea too,” Ogo said. “Some of us could drown.”

Rees laughed again. He was almost hugging himself with delight. “No wings,” he said. “I have made a balloon.”

We all said, “What?” Even Ivar, who was in a corner with Riannan and not listening to a word up to then, came to himself and demanded to know what Rees was talking about.

“It rises by hot air,” Rees explained, “and is made of silk. In Gallis, we float small silk balloons at Midsummer by lighting a candle underneath. That gave me the idea. But I put one of Bran’s floating carts under mine to help it fly. It will work.”

“Have you tested it?” Ogo asked.

“Only in miniature, unfortunately,” Bran told him. “You can just imagine what the bards and the priests would say if Rees went flying across Gallis without permission. We’d be turned out of the farm. But the small model worked like a dream. Flew like a kite. We told Gronn it was a kite.”

“So,” Rees said, “my very first flight will be tomorrow at dawn. Are you all willing to come along? I need two pairs of people, see, to man the bellows to keep the hot air going.”

Bran sighed a little. “And he needs his dad to stay at home and pretend Rees and Riannan are walking to the coast with you all. You are all going, aren’t you?” I could tell he was itching to fly too and knew that he couldn’t. He was as enthusiastic as Rees about the plan.

So were we all. Rees had carried us away with him somehow. When I look back, I see it was a crazy idea. We didn’t even know if this balloon-thing would work, let alone if we could get all the way to Logra in it. But I was on fire with the thought of seeing my father again and I could see Ogo ached to fly home to Logra. But why should Finn agree? Or Ivar? And they both did. Riannan I could understand. She admired her brother so, and I think she wanted to prove that she could sing magically enough to soar through the skies.

“What are our plans when we get to Logra?” Ivar asked, just as if he were a practical person.

“Land in a field somewhere near the main city. What’s it called?” Rees said.

“Haranded,” Ogo put in.

“Yes, Haranded,” Rees said. “And go in on foot to find Gareth and – what’s that prince called?”

“Alasdair,” I said.

“Alasdair, yes,” Rees said. “I can’t imagine they’ll be guarded very closely after all this time. Then we take them back to the balloon at dusk and fly away. I’ve laid in enough fuel for the return journey, see.”

And that was all our plans. We had got this far when Wenda came in, bringing my aunt with her.

“So you have truly decided to risk it?” she said, looking sadly around at our faces. “Ah well. Beck can stay here with me. I’ve done what I can for her for the moment, but it’s going to be a long job, I think. And of course we’ll look after your donkey while you’re gone. But, if you change your minds in the morning, we shan’t think the worse of you.”
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I thought I would be too excited to sleep that night, but in fact I slept very well. Aunt Beck, though she looked no different, actually put herself to bed in the little room next to mine without my having to shout at her once. This was such a relief that I suddenly found myself quite exhausted. I fell among the soft covers of my bed and knew nothing until Riannan woke me before sunrise.

“Dress warm,” she whispered. “It may be cold over the sea.”

I put on my thickest good dress and took my coat with me down to the kitchen. Everyone was there, including Bran, to see us off. We ate bread and cheese while Wenda packed us a mighty bag of provisions. Blodred came out of Rees’s sleeve to nibble some bread, and Green Greet stepped about on the table, pecking up anything anyone dropped. I could see he was making sure he was well fed for the journey. But there was no sign of Plug-Ugly. At first, I thought, Oh, he’s invisible again. I felt about, but I couldn’t discover him anywhere, either under the table or by the dead fire.

There was a moment then when my confidence wavered. I thought, If Plug-Ugly won’t trust himself to this balloon-thing … But I was too excited to let it last. We were going to fulfil our mission. And I ached to see my father again.

It was still blue-dark when we went out, down the track to the shed we had noticed on the way to the Pandy. Riannan raced down to the boulder and began unwinding the rope from it. Rees and Bran together took hold of the sides of the shed and lifted them away. Inside, I could dimly see a great heap of many-coloured silk, which Rees carefully dragged across the hillside until it was spread into a vast billowing round. It was attached by more ropes to a boat-shaped thing made of woven willow-wands.

Someone was sitting in the boat. We peered. It was Aunt Beck.

Yes, there she was, very upright, calmly eating bread and cheese. Beside her was Plug-Ugly, chewing at a lump of meat.

“Beck!” we all exclaimed.

“High time you all came,” she said. “Let’s get going.”

“But Beck,” I said, “I don’t think you should come with us.”

“And there we were tiptoeing and whispering not to disturb you!” Ivar said disgustedly. “What are you doing here?”

Aunt Beck looked at him severely. “I have to get away from that donkey,” she said.

Mad! I thought. But Wenda, who was helping Riannan fix the anchor to a hole in the hillside, stood up and called out, “Oh, now I understand! That spell somehow tied her to that donkey of yours! She’d better go with you. It’s the best way to break the connection.”

So that was why Moe had been acting up! I thought, while Bran said anxiously, “Will this make the boat too heavy, do you think?”

“Not really,” Rees said. “She’s very skinny. She and Aileen together must weigh less than Pugh, who I was going to take. Pugh’s husky. Light the fire, Dad. I want to catch the dawn wind.”

Actually, I thought we’d never get off. The fire was in a sort of metal box in the middle of the boat. After Bran had lit the packed charcoal in it with – to my envy and admiration – a word and a flick of his fingers, Rees set Ogo and Ivar to working the foot pumps fastened to bellows under the box. The fire roared and went from blue, to red, to white. Riannan, Rees, Finn and I had to hold the heavy silk up so that the heated air could get inside the balloon. It was oiled silk in many layers.

I was amazed at the work it must have taken. Silk was not easy to come by in Gallis. Rees told me that most of it came from Logra long ago. They had to collect it in a thousand small pieces and sew those pieces together. The balloon, when it finally began to bulge and lift a little, was a mad patchwork of raw parchment colour, bardic blue, floral scarves, petticoat pink and red wedding dresses, with even some embroidered drawers in there somewhere.

“Oh yes,” Riannan told me, with sweat from the fire rolling down her fine fair hair, “it took us a whole year, sewing madly. Mother sewed, I sewed, Rees sewed. Rees was mad to get it finished before the priest noticed, see.”

The envelope, as the crazy patchwork was called, took so long to fill that Wenda had plenty of time to go around and hug us all, before she had to stand by the anchor to unhook it from the hillside. Bran irritated Rees by hovering over the little lever that sent the wheelless cart up into the air underneath the boat. “Is it time to switch it?” he kept saying. “Just say the word, son.”

“Not yet!” Rees kept snapping. “Don’t waste the spell.”

Aunt Beck irritated everyone by saying, over and over, “Hurry up. Let’s get going.”

Even Finn, all pink and sweaty, bared his teeth at her and said, “Will you hold your noise, Wisdom, or I shall find myself getting Green Greet to peck you.”

But at last, at long last, the patchwork billows swelled themselves into a great ball-shape and came upright off the hillside to float above the boat.

“Keep pumping!” Rees yelled at Ivar and Ogo, who both looked as though they might expire. Then he shouted to his parents, “Lever, Dad, now! Anchor, Mum. Oh. For Gallis’s sake, move, both of you!”

I think Wenda and Bran had waited so long that they hardly believed the time had come. But they shook their heads and did their bit, while Rees hauled in the anchor and looped the rope to the side of the boat.

And, unbelievably, we came up off the hillside and stood away into the air.

For a while, we seemed to move really fast. Wenda and Bran turned from normal-size people, waving us goodbye, to tiny distant dolls in no time at all. We went up and up, and were in a golden dawn sky next moment, with sharp mountains beneath us; then we were high, high above green hillside reaching into wavy coastline outlined in white; after that, we were over the sea. Rees allowed the boys to stop pumping and they collapsed on to the creaking wickerwork sides.

I hung on to a rope and stared back at a glorious view of Gallis as a misty crescent trailing into the distance to the south, all blue peaks and green or gold plains. Then it was too misty to see and there was only water below. Sea from high up is oddly regular. I saw it as a greyness with white ripples crossing each other like the pattern of a plaid. It was very empty. I looked ahead and wondered where Logra was. There was nothing on the horizon but mist.

Riannan had been right. It was cold up there. Ivar and Ogo wrapped themselves in their plaids. Everyone else except Finn and Aunt Beck put coats on. Finn said cheerfully that he was used to worse in Bernica. Aunt Beck pronounced that Skarr was much colder. We laughed. We were all surprisingly happy. Plug-Ugly lay on my feet and purred. Green Greet flapped himself to a rope, where he hung sideways, staring around. Blodred was even more enterprising. She scrambled over Rees’s head on to another rope and went climbing out over the tight patchwork until we lost sight of her.

“Will she be all right?” Riannan asked anxiously.

“I hope so,” said Rees, craning his head after her just as anxiously. “She’s usually pretty sensible.”

We must have sailed for an hour, apparently standing still in the air, until things started to go wrong.

Ogo said, “The sea seems very near.”

He was right. When I looked down, I could see waves climbing and smashing in sprays of white. It was no longer possible to make out the neat plaid pattern. It was just grey, angry water to the far horizon.

Rees, who had been feeding another bag of charcoal on to the fire, jumped up and looked. “Gallis! We’re far too low! Ivar, Ogo, start pumping.” He hurriedly hitched two more wooden treadles to the bellows and began treading away at one furiously.

“Will we sink?” Ivar asked as he climbed towards the nearest treadle.

“Shouldn’t do,” Rees said. “Not with the wheelless cart underneath. Finn, would you pump too, please?”

The four of them began treadling hard, puffing and red in their faces. The fire roared and made its change from bluish to red and then to yellow-white. And the sea still came nearer. Shortly, I could hear the waves crashing. Salty spray came aboard and spattered our faces. Aunt Beck calmly licked her lips, but I panicked.

“Rees, we’re right down!” I yelled. A spout of water came aboard and hissed on the fire.

“Damnation of the gods!” Rees panted. “I think the wheelless spell’s run out. Riannan, start singing the spell. Sing for your life!”

Riannan stood up, holding on to one of the ropes, and sang, lovely clean notes and strange words. It was a tune I knew from Skarr. It made your heart lift, that song, but it did nothing for the balloon. We came so low that the wicker boat began pitching and tossing like a real boat. Foamy water swirled up through the chinks.

“Everyone sing!” Rees gasped, still pumping. “Come on! All of you!”

He began to sing too, in gasps, the same song. Finn, Ivar and Ogo joined in, in jerks. Finn knew one set of words, Ivar and Ogo another, and they all roared them out regardless, song of Skarr muddled with words of Bernica. Green Greet flapped down on to Finn’s heaving shoulders and seemed to be croaking out the song too.

I looked down and met Plug-Ugly’s wide accusing eyes. He thought I should sing too. “But you must know I can’t sing!” I wailed.

He went on looking, the way only a cat can.

“All right,” I said. “All right!” And I did the only thing I could think of, which was to intone the ‘Hymn of the Wise Women’. The words of it had never made sense to me. Aunt Beck had once confessed that she couldn’t understand them either. But I boomed them out.

“I am the salmon leaping the fall,

I am the thunder of the bull that gores,”

I boomed, all on one note.

“Ha galla ferrin magonellanebry!” Riannan’s sweet voice carolled.

“The sun spearing the lake is me,” I boomed grimly on.

“I am the note of the bird.”

“And let the soft rain fall on me!” Finn roared, pumping.

“We men of Skarr shall triumph all the way!” Ivar and Ogo yelled, pumping too.

“Verily the cunning of the cat is in me,” I persevered.

“Ha galla fenin hiraya delbar,” Rees sang along with Riannan.

We must have sounded like the maddest choir ever assembled. I looked across at Aunt Beck and found she was chanting our Hymn too. She seemed not to notice she was being showered with spray as she did so.

“And the power of running is mine to claim,

The fire is in me that gives the dragon wings

And this I will use when the purpose merits,

When the light needs to lance to the target

And the growth comes with the turn of the year …”

I had got so far when I noticed Riannan pointing upwards, looking amazed as she sang. I looked up too and was so astonished that I nearly forgot to go on chanting. Beyond the large patchwork curve of the balloon I could see a great red wing beating, and if I leant backwards I had just a glimpse of a long whisking lizard tail. Blodred. That’s Blodred! I thought. She’s grown huge. She’s helping!

But it was an absolute rule that you did not stop chanting the Hymn once you had started, so I went on to:

“When the moon changes from full to crescent …”

And, as I chanted on, I saw Rees pause in his song – though not in his pumping – to point upwards too. I think he said something like, “I knew Blodred was special!” But the Hymn was not finished, so I went grimly on.

“I am the moon and the changes of the moon.

Indeed, I am all things changing and living

And burn like a spark in the mind’s eye.”

As I chanted, I imagined seeing Blodred above us on top of the balloon, clutching the many-coloured fabric with her lizardly hands and working her webbed wings to take us along. Rees had been wrong to say they were not really wings, I thought. They were wings. And I thought the sea might be getting a little further away.

But the others were still singing. And Aunt Beck, instead of stopping at the end of the Hymn, simply went back to the beginning again.

“I am the salmon leaping the fall …”

I hurriedly joined in. We went through the whole Hymn twice more before we were somehow hauling ourselves into the sky again and no longer being drenched with sea spray. Almost without our realising it, we were up into dazzling sun. Out of the dazzle I could see a grey-blue misty hump. We were nearly at Logra, it seemed. And we were going higher and higher yet.

“Right, everyone,” Rees said. “Stop now. Phew!” He sat down on the wickerwork with a crunch.

And – I am fairly sure – we went on upwards. My ears felt strange.

“Going deaf,” Aunt Beck announced. “Ears cracking.”

“Not really,” Riannan said soothingly. “This happens on high mountains too. Your ears pop.”

Now I could see a whole golden curve of landscape on the horizon. If I looked up, I could see a red slice of Blodred’s left wing, flapping us steadily onwards. Looking forward again, I could pick out a line of white foam where the barrier must be, although the barrier was of course invisible.

“What do we do,” I said, “if the barrier turns out to be a dome over Logra and we can’t get through?”

“Then we’ll land on top of it and wait for evening,” Rees said, “when the wind turns the other way. We’ll just have to hope it doesn’t blow us back to some part of Gallis where the priests can see us. We’d be in real trouble then.”

“Would the priests really object to the balloon?” Ivar asked. “Gronn struck me as a very easy-going man.”

Finn chuckled a little. “Then you don’t know priests, lad.”

“The very least that would happen,” Rees said, “was that we would all be put in prison for years, while they decided exactly how unholy we’ve been.”

To my surprise, this seemed to register with Aunt Beck. “Now he tells us!” she said.

Rees looked a little rueful. “I wanted you all to come,” he said.

“And we have,” I said. It surprises me now that even then I didn’t realise what little planning we had done and how we all seemed to think it was going to be easy once we got to Logra. Everyone was staring forward at the steadily growing curve of land. It was coming up fast, but I still couldn’t tell if the barrier covered it or not.

Soon we were above the white line of surf. It was obvious the breakers were huge. The wind must have been really strong. There was a gap of calm sea, and then we were rushing across what ought to have been land. But it was a marshy mix of mud and water. I thought I saw submerged houses and then a straggling of tents where the people from the houses seemed to be camping out.

“You know,” Rees said, “it looks as if the barrier has made the rivers back up into floods.”

We had no time to consider this. A great wind suddenly sprang up. It hit me in the back like a hard hand and I know I yelped. Finn grabbed Green Greet to him by the tips of his one hand. Then we were riding with the wind, speeding over swollen rivers and lakes with trees standing out of them; then over inundated fields, winding roads, villages and a small town. I saw Blodred’s wing retreat to the top of the balloon. Shortly, she came sliding down a rope to Rees’s shoulder, a small lizard again. And still we hurtled on.

Logra is enormous. It is by far the largest of the islands. We rushed across it, over field after field, village after town, for a good hour to judge by the steadily climbing sun, and the other coast of it was still not in sight. At first, I thought the place was even flatter than Bernica, but we drifted lower as we went and then I could see that there were plenty of hills and valleys, just lower than I was used to and all seeming splendidly fertile. Now we could see people on the roads, riding horses or walking. Most of them were looking up at us and pointing. Others ran out of houses to look and point too.

“I wish I could have made us invisible,” Rees said uneasily.

“We’re attracting a lot of notice,” Finn agreed.

“I think we should go higher,” Rees said. “Everyone to the pumps again.”

So we all crowded to the bellows, except Aunt Beck, and became too hot and breathless for a while to see if people were seeing us or not. When I did get a chance to look, we were high, high again and passing over some quite large towns.

“I don’t think the barrier is a dome,” I said. “There must be thousands of people down there. Surely they would have run out of air after ten years.”

“We must give thought to where we need to land,” Finn suggested.

“Need to land,” Green Greet said.

“I was hoping we could come down somewhere near whatsit. The capital city,” Rees said. “It’s nearly opposite the Pandy. What’s its name again?”

“Haranded,” Riannan and Ogo said together.

This made me realise that Ogo had hardly said a word for hours. I looked at him and I could see he was full of strange feelings.

“Do you remember any of this?” I asked him.

“Not really,” he said. “Just the colours. The towns are red and the fields are yellow and green. And there’s a smell coming up that I know.” He pulled his lips in hard against his teeth and I could see he was struggling not to cry. I knew better than to make him talk any more.

I considered the smell. Logra smelt of hay and spices and smoke. Gallis had smelled of heather and incense, Bernica of damp farmyards. I remembered, like biting on a sore tooth, the scents of Skarr – stone, lichen, gorse and bracken – and I felt like crying too for a moment.

Meanwhile, the others were arguing about how we were to recognise Haranded if we came to it.

“It must be a big city,” Rees said. “We can damp down the fire when we see it – no problem there.”

“It would be simpler to take the spell off the raft,” Riannan said.

“But we have to be sure where we are,” Rees insisted.

“Won’t there be large buildings?” Finn said.

“Yes, fine large ones. It’ll be where the king lives,” Ivar said. “But we just went over a place with a golden dome. Have we overshot?”

Here Ogo conquered his emotions and said, very definitely, “The king’s palace is on a hill in the middle of Haranded. It’s white. It has big towers with blue roofs.”

Everyone relaxed a little at this. Rees said, “Warn me when you see it. We don’t want to land on its roof.”

Nothing like that happened. We had time to eat our provisions, and Rees was beginning to watch our fuel anxiously and say he hoped we would have enough left to get us aloft again, when we began to discern the outline of a large city, over to our left and a good many miles off.

“We’re going to miss it,” Ivar said. “We’re miles to the south of it.”

The words were scarcely out of his mouth when Plug-Ugly reared up beside me out of nowhere and threw himself hard against me. I went down with a wallop into the bottom of the boat. Winds hit us from all quarters as I fell. I lay on my back with Plug-Ugly crouching on my stomach and saw the fire streaming just above me, roaring. I would have been burnt but for Plug-Ugly. Next second, the fire was streaming another way. I had jumbled sights of everyone throwing themselves flat and the balloon above us blatting this way, then that way. I could feel us lurching and spinning. The fire roared and bellied around in a stream, and I watched, feeling it inevitable, the flames bite into the great silken patchwork and set it burning over our heads.

Rees howled out the words of a quenching spell. Riannan broke into song. The flames went out in gusts of beastly-smelling smoke, but the damage was done. With a third of the great balloon missing, we went down and sideways. I could feel us doing it. When I scrambled to my knees and looked over the side, I could see the ground rushing underneath us and ourselves no higher than a house. I was truly terrified.

But the winds had left us by then. We slowed, and slowed more, and went down until we skimmed hedges. I saw a horseman duck as we sailed over him. I saw the city that had seemed so far off now only a mile or so away. I saw Rees standing up, swinging the anchor on its rope, and Finn beside him, bleeding from one arm where Green Greet had frantically clung on to him.

“That field there,” Finn said. “No one will get hurt there.”

We missed the field. We came down in a road with a mighty grinding and a whoosh as the hot air left the silk and the burnt patchwork flopped down half across us.

Next moment we were surrounded by people. “Kill them!” they yelled. “Kill them! They put that damned barrier up!”


[image: Image Missing]

Logra people are taller than I was used to, and fairer, and they have a strange accent. A whole crowd of tall, skinny, ragged women were pulling at the balloon, shrieking. It took me a moment to gather that they were yelling, “It’s silk! It’s real silk! What a waste of good clothing!”

The men, who were equally ragged and even taller, were rocking at the boat where we sat, trying to tip us out, but the spell on the floater kept pulling us back upright and defeating them. Ivar had his sword drawn and was shouting, “Keep off! Keep back! First one to touch us gets his throat cut!” Green Greet was flapping and shrieking. Rees and Ogo both had their knives out and Plug-Ugly was rearing up, spitting. This made the people hesitate to touch us, but I knew it was only a matter of time before someone got brave enough to climb aboard. Then we would be swamped.

What fools we’ve been! I thought. None of us had made any kind of plans about what we would do once we got here. It was as if we all had thought that just getting to Logra would be enough.

Here, somebody seized hold of Aunt Beck where she sat in the front. I scrambled over, shouting, “Don’t you dare!” in a booming voice I didn’t know I had. The person let go hurriedly.

It wasn’t because of my voice.

Horsemen were galloping up, surrounding the crowd. They had swords out that were larger and wider than Ivar’s, and they were hitting people with the flat of them.

One of them called out in a loud, official voice, “Get back! Leave the prisoners to us!” They all wore some sort of uniform – soldiers, I supposed.

“Are we rescued?” Ivar said.

“I doubt it,” Rees said, but Ivar sheathed his sword anyway.

We were definitely prisoners. The soldiers wouldn’t speak to us, except to say, “None of you move.” Some of them cut the charred patchwork loose from the boat. Others brought up more horses – rather elderly, skinny horses that must have belonged to the ragged people, to judge by the yells of protest – and hitched a whole row of them to the boat. Then someone cracked a whip and we were towed off in a grim crowd of riders. We could only look at one another and shrug.

Haranded was barely a mile away. There were no walls. Houses just grew larger and more frequent around us and became crooked streets with shops to either side. I liked the houses, nervous though I was. They were all built of brick with red roofs, in hundreds of fancy patterns. People were busy rolling aside shutters over the shops, then pausing to stare at us. I was surprised to see it was still early in the morning for these people. I felt as if we had lived through most of a day already.

Presently, we came into a wide street leading uphill. It had statues on each side, mostly very big, of men and women in flowing robes.

“What a very boastful road,” I whispered to Ogo. “Who are all the statues?”

“Kings, queens, wizards – maybe some gods,” Ogo answered. “I think it was called Royal Avenue.”

He must have been right because the street led straight up to the white walls of the palace, where there was a big gate. More men in uniform were waiting for us there. The leader of the horsemen said to the one with gold on his coat, “The spies from the flying machine, sir.”

“Good,” said Gold-coat. And he said to one of his soldiers, “Go and tell the magistrate. He must be awake by now.”

The soldier said, “Yessir,” and went off through the gate at a run.

I realised, as we were towed through the gate into a square courtyard, that they must have been able to see us in the air for miles and had made ready for us.

The gate clanged shut behind us and more lowly-looking people hurried out to take the horses away. They wanted to take Green Greet away too, but Finn shouted, “No, no, this is the Guardian of the West! He stays with me!” while Green Greet flew shrieking into the air, alarming them all. They left him alone then, and he sat on Finn’s shoulder again. Plug-Ugly was invisible. I realised that he had vanished as soon as the horsemen arrived. And of course no one saw Blodred, hiding up Rees’s sleeve. So all ten of us were together as we were made to climb out of the boat and march into the great white building ahead.

Aunt Beck made quite a nuisance of herself. At first, she wouldn’t climb out of the boat and, when they tried pulling her, she shouted, “Take your hands off me! How dare you touch a Wise Woman of Skarr!”

Everyone hastily let go of her and Gold-coat said, “Madam, if you don’t get out by yourself, I shall personally carry you!”

While this was going on, I said despairingly to Rees, “What do we do now?”

Rees was looking quite unreasonably calm, to my mind. “Something will happen,” he said. “Just be patient.”

Meanwhile, Aunt Beck climbed out on to the flagstones with great dignity. Then we were marched off into the palace.

Logra people were certainly not early risers. By the time we had clattered through some very unimpressive wooden corridors and been herded into a bare wooden room, the magistrate was only just arriving, still struggling into his white official robes and yawning as he sat on the only chair in the place. He was a shaggy, stupid-looking man, as unimpressive as the room. About the only impressive thing there was a giant picture painted on the plaster wall of a bull with large blue wings. As the magistrate fussily settled himself, I pointed at it and asked Ogo, “Whatever is that?”

Gold-coat answered me, sounding shocked. “That is the image of the Great Guardian of Logra. Show respect, young woman.”

“I need to go to the toilet,” Aunt Beck announced.

“Show them where,” the magistrate said wearily. “Show them all.”

So we were led off again. Riannan, Aunt Beck and I were shown to a fairly well-appointed whitewashed place with a privy in it. I must say it was very welcome. I imagine the others felt the same. At any rate, Finn, Ivar, Ogo and Rees were herded back into the room looking a good deal more cheerful.

“Now,” the magistrate said, “can we begin, please?” He had been given a steaming cup of something while we were gone and he sipped at it, glowering at us over the top of it. “I must say you are a very motley lot of spies.”

“We are not spies,” Ivar said, glowering back.

“Then why are you here?” said the magistrate. “And you address me as Your Honour.”

Rees took hold of Ivar’s arm to shut him up. “Because,” he said, “er – Your Honour – I had the notion that the barrier could be crossed from the air and we wished to prove it. As you see, we did prove it.”

“A very inadequate story,” the magistrate said. “Of course you came to spy. What puzzles me is why there are seven of you from all over the place.”

Gold-coat said, pointing at Aunt Beck, “This one claims to be a Wise Woman of Skarr, Your Honour.”

The magistrate looked at Aunt Beck, with her hair half undone because of the winds. “Well, I’ve heard they’re all wild, mad females. She could be. It makes no difference to my decision. They’re all foreigners. Lock them all up until the Regent has time to deal with them.”

“Regent?” said Aunt Beck. “What Regent is this? I thought you had a king.”

“The Regent is the king’s brother, who rules because of the king’s illness,” the magistrate said. “And you address me as Your Honour.”

“Then you address me as Wisdom,” Aunt Beck said.

“No I don’t,” said the magistrate. “You’re a spy. Lock them all up.”

“But I’m a Prince of Skarr,” Ivar protested. “I shouldn’t be locked up.”

“Nor should my sister be,” Rees said. “She’s a starred singer of Gallis.”

“Address me as Your Honour!” the magistrate almost screamed.

“And I am a holy monk from Bernica,” Finn added. “To lock me up is ungodly.”

“Say Your Honour!” the magistrate yelled.

Ogo, rather hesitantly, stepped forward and said, “Your Honour, I am a citizen of Logra. I was born here and—”

The magistrate looked at him scornfully. “Oh yes? You come here wearing barbaric Skarr clothing and tell me that! You’re obviously one of the great tall savages they breed there.”

Ogo’s face was pink. He was, I saw, taller than anyone else in the room. He must have been growing madly lately. He started to speak again and the magistrate cut in with, “Now you’re going to bleat at me that you’re really a prince, like that boy there.” He pointed to Ivar.

Ivar said, “But I am!”

Ogo began, “Well—”

“Oh, take them away!” the magistrate howled. “Lock them up with the other prisoners until the Regent has time to deal with them.” He dumped his cup on the side of his chair and waved both arms with his hands flopping. The cup keeled over and crashed to the floor. “Now look what you’ve made me do!” he said.

I found it hard not to laugh, in spite of the trouble we were in. Riannan was laughing, with one hand over her mouth. But Ivar was seething. Ogo was breathing heavily and looked to be near tears. As the soldiers shoved us out of the room, Ivar took his feelings out on Ogo by saying, “Don’t worry. We all know you’re the Ogre from Logra.”

Rees expressed his feelings by saying, “What a very low grade of official. Can’t they afford anyone better? If that man was a priest in Gallis, he’d be serving in Synon.”

“Or in Gorse End,” Riannan agreed.

“Are those very low places?” I asked. “I do hope so.”

Aunt Beck startled me by saying, “He should be mucking out cattle.”

Gold-coat and the other soldiers made no objection to any of this. I had the feeling that they agreed with us, but the reason they said nothing may have been that we began going upstairs then, long wooden stairs. The soldiers panted and did not seem to enjoy this. We were all so used to walking up hills that we found the climb no trouble at all. We went down a corridor and then up some long stone stairs, and Rees talked all the way, describing Synon and then Gorse End, and exactly what miserable places they both were. I told him I was relieved to find there were parts of Gallis that were not idyllically beautiful.

“Oh yes,” he said, as we began on another stone flight, “there are parts of Gallis that no bard will visit, so they get worse all the time.”

By this time, we had climbed so many stairs that I was expecting us to be imprisoned in a high tower. I was quite surprised when we wheeled aside and clattered through a big anteroom that smelt rather deliciously of warm wood. Logra, I was beginning to see, was hotter than any country I had yet been in. It must by then have been mid-morning and the sun blazed in through a dozen tall windows.

Beyond the anteroom we marched into a dark corridor running left to right. There was a whole row of doors there, all locked and bolted. We were made to stop by the nearest door, which had more bolts to it than any of the others. While we were standing waiting for a soldier to draw all the bolts back, I could have sworn that someone came out through a bolted door far to the left and dodged hastily back on seeing us.

Then the door was flung open on a big well-lit space. The soldiers pushed us forward while Gold-coat called out, “Some friends to see you, Prince.”

We stood in a huddle, staring at a huge hall with a row of empty arches opposite to us, open to the sky, and at the small crowd of people scattered about in it. Prince Alasdair was the first one I saw. He was pale as a ghost, lying on a sofa near the middle of the hall. There were crusty, bloodstained bandages over his legs, one of them yellow with infection. It looked horrible. I knew he had been wounded, but not how badly.

He stared at us and so did the crowd of his followers. They were all wearing the hunting gear they had been captured in, very threadbare now, but quite clean. Everyone stared at each other for the long minute it took the soldiers to bolt the door outside, and then for the longer minute when they could be heard marching away.

Then everyone came to life.

“Finn, you old devil!” someone shouted. “You’ve brought us the green bird!” At which Green Greet took off from Finn’s shoulder and flew from man to man, uttering whooping squawks. Finn began to laugh.

Prince Alasdair fetched a cloth up from beside his couch and briskly rubbed his face with it. His head was for a moment hidden in a cloud of white powder. Then he threw down the cloth, carefully pulled his legs out from the horrible bandages and leapt to his feet. And there he strode towards us perfectly well, with his face a healthy colour, though I could see the carefully mended rip in his trews where he had been wounded.

“Beck!” he cried out. “Beck, by all the gods—!”

To my extreme astonishment, my aunt ran to meet him and they embraced like lovers, she saying, “Oh, Allie, I thought my heart was broken when they took you!” and Prince Alasdair simply saying, “My love, my love!”

Well, well! I thought. I had no idea Aunt Beck had been carrying a broken heart all this time. I hadn’t even known that she and Prince Alasdair knew one another. But there she was, not only restored to her usual self, but looking years younger, with her face all rosy and delighted and her hair still wild from the wind. It occurred to me that this was why Aunt Beck had not refused outright to go on this rescue mission – which I knew, when I thought about it, that she was quite capable of – and why she had kept going when we were landed in Bernica with no money. Well, well.

By this time, all the other prisoners had crowded around us, so I pulled myself together and made introductions. It was clear that Finn needed none. Ossen, the courtier who had shouted to Finn, very quickly drew him aside to a seat by the open archways, where he produced a stone bottle and a couple of big mugs. I fear that before the morning was out Finn was quite disgracefully drunk! I introduced Ivar instead. Someone said, “My cousin Mevenne’s son?” and Ivar was pulled aside to give news of the family almost at once.

I introduced Ogo next. I felt he deserved some attention. I explained how he had been left behind in Skarr. Prince Alasdair said, with his arm around Aunt Beck, “Have you told them you are a man of Logra, lad?”

Ogo said wryly, “I tried.”

“I’ll sort it out for you,” Alasdair promised. “Never fear.”

“And these,” I said, “are Rees and Riannan from the Pandy in Gallis. It was Rees’s invention that brought us here.”

“The Pandy?” said someone. A fine big man with a most noble beard pushed his way towards them. “Bran’s children?” He was wearing faded bardic blue. It dawned on me that he must be my father. I was overcome with shyness and decided to keep my mouth shut from then on.

Aunt Beck put a stop to the eager explanations about the balloon, and how Bran had started it by inventing the floating sledges, when she pointed at me. “She’s the one you should be asking after, Gareth. She’s your own daughter.”

“What, Aileen?” my father said, staring at me. “But she was a tiny child!”

“She’s had time to grow up,” said my aunt, “and become a Wise Woman.”

I could see my father could think of nothing to say. After a while, he said cautiously, “And your mother, Aileen?”

“Dead,” said Aunt Beck, and she shot a look at me to warn me to say nothing of the Priest of Kilcannon. As if I would have done. I was as tongue-tied as my father, but I supposed we would manage to talk to one another when everyone had finished telling of our adventures.

But there seemed to be no time for that. Prince Alasdair said, “Rory, you had better go now and get that fruit Lucia promised us. And say we need some wine too. You can tell her why.”

The man who nodded and went off was, I was sure, the same man I had glimpsed dodging back through the locked door earlier. This time he went to a different door, which opened quite as easily.

“They’re all unlocked,” my father said, seeing me staring, “except the one we came in by. We’re taking part in a farce here.”

“Which we’d better get on with,” Prince Alasdair said. “The Ministers will be here any minute now.” He went to his couch and climbed nimbly back into the dreadful bandages. One of the other prisoners brought him a large box of powder which Alasdair applied to his face with a bundle of feathers. In seconds, he was a pale, wounded invalid once more. “You new arrivals had better sit about looking gloomy, being upset at being taken prisoner, you know.”

None of us knew what to make of this, but we spread about the great room, doing our best to look miserable. Ivar, Riannan and Rees sat together on the floor, cross-legged and mournful. Aunt Beck went and sat next to Finn, where she eyed him until he guiltily hid his mug under the seat. Green Greet settled droopingly on the back of Finn’s chair. Ogo and I, with natural curiosity, went over to the archways to see what was beyond.

Nothing was beyond, except a terrace with a few chairs on it. There was a low fence at the edge of the terrace and, beyond that, a huge drop down to the courtyard where we had come in. From our height it looked as small as this page of paper. The place did make a perfect prison. A spacious, airy, perfect prison. Once all the doors were locked of course.

My father had come over there with us. He still seemed embarrassed. Ogo said to him, “I suppose you’re all secretly busy making ropes?”

My father laughed. “We could be. But what good would it do? We could get to the ground easily enough, one way or another, but we’d still be in Logra, behind the barrier.”

While he was speaking, there seemed to be a low, growing roar coming from the city beyond the courtyard. We saw the courtyard gates slam open and two horses galloped in and stopped as if they could go no further. Even from up here, I could see that the beasts were covered with foam. The men on their backs, who were both wearing some sort of flapping purple robes, flung themselves off the horses and staggered, obviously as tired as the horses. People ran from the gates and the buildings around, shouting excitedly. Meanwhile, the roar from the city grew and grew.

“I wonder what’s going on,” my father said. “Those look like—”

He was interrupted by a green whirr. Green Greet shot out of the archway right beside my ear and plunged out over the fence.

“—wizards,” my father finished, leaning over to watch Green Greet plummet until he was a tiny green blur, then spread his wings and sail this way and that around the courtyard. “Does he do that often?”

“No,” I said. “He’s rather a sober bird really.”

The tired wizards were being helped into the palace by an eager crowd now. When they were out of sight, my father turned back into the wide prison, saying, “Best get into our act, then.” And sighed.

And Green Greet was there again, soaring over the terrace on wide wings. “The barrier is down!” he screamed. “The barrier is down!”

“Perhaps,” Ogo suggested, “we ought to start making ropes now.”
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Green Greet had barely landed back on Finn’s shoulder when there was a rattle of bolts at the locked door. It was a useful noise. We had time to sit on the floor in suitably doleful attitudes. But Aunt Beck simply stayed where she was, sitting very upright on the couch beside Finn, and looking every inch her usual self. In fact, I think she looked better than she ever had. She had colour in her face and a near smile.

The door was flung open and soldiers marched in, followed by Gold-coat who announced menacingly, “The Regent’s Ministers to interview the Prince. Show respect.”

Show respect? Why? I wondered, as a group of lavishly-dressed fellows followed Gold-coat into the room. There were pasty, pompous ones, small weaselly ones and large loutish ones, and a couple who were just plain ordinary. And I could see at a glance that every one of them was an empty-headed fool. They looked majestically around and the soldiers hurried to bring them chairs so that they could sit face to face with Prince Alasdair. While they were arranging themselves, one of the doors further along – one of those that looked locked but obviously wasn’t – came open and the man who had been sent to ask about fruit put his head around it. He saw the Ministers and dodged hurriedly out again.

“We have passed the laws you advised us to pass,” a pasty, pompous Minister announced, “but we have yet to see any benefit from them.”

“Well, such things do take time,” Prince Alasdair said in a weak, ill voice.

“You mustn’t tax the Prince’s strength,” Aunt Beck said severely. “When did you pass these laws?”

They stared at her, much as people stared at Green Greet when he talked sense. My father said, melodious and bardic, “This lady is a Wise Woman of Skarr. Please attend to her every word.”

“Oh,” said the Minister. “Well. We passed the laws yesterday, Madam.”

“Then it’s no wonder nothing’s happened yet,” said my aunt. “You’ll need to give it at least a month.”

“Yes, Madam,” they said.

One of the small wispy ones began fluting away then, something about bye-laws in the city, and I became too bored to listen. Instead, I thought about how suddenly and mysteriously the barrier had come down. Perhaps all it needed was for someone from outside Logra to cross it. Had it come down as soon as our balloon went over? Those wizards, or whoever they were, had plainly ridden from a long way off, perhaps from the coast, travelling much more slowly than our balloon. And I remembered then the sudden strange gust of wind that had hit us as we crossed into Logra. That must have been the force of the barrier going down. Then, later, when those other gusts had hit us, those must have been from other parts of the barrier, the forces rushing inland to converge on where we flew. I thought we had been very lucky to survive those.

Thinking this way, I missed a great deal of droning talk. When I started hearing it again, Prince Alasdair was saying in his weak, invalid voice, “This is purely because the price of food is so high. Did I not tell you to make the merchants give up their stockpiles to the government? I know their barns are stuffed with corn.”

“But the merchants would be so angry if we did that,” a Minister quavered.

“Reassure them,” Prince Alasdair sighed. “Now that the irrigation canals we designed for you are finished and working, next year should be a bumper crop. They can make huge profits then – and you can tax them, of course, so that—”

The locked door opened with a slam. A man in official-looking robes pushed past the soldiers guarding it and hurried up to the pompous Minister. He bent and whispered urgently into the Minister’s ear. The Minister jumped to his feet, saying, “Is that the time? Then—” He beckoned furiously to the other Ministers. “Something has come up,” he said. “We must leave you, Prince.”

They all went rushing, helter-skelter, out through the door, and the soldiers went rushing out after them.

“Ah,” said my father. He sat in one of the ring of empty chairs, grinning. “They’ve just heard that the barrier is down, right?”

“And they’ll find plenty of new problems to worry about,” Prince Alasdair said, stretching his arms happily. He worked his feet out of the bandages, saying, “There have been droughts and flooding and near civil war in Logra since the barrier went up and Regent Waldo started ruling. Waldo is so bad at ruling. I honestly don’t know what they’d have done without our advice.”

“So you secretly govern Logra, do you?” my aunt said. Prince Alasdair nodded, and grinned at her like a naughty boy. “And,” asked my aunt, “how do you come to know about irrigation canals? There has never been any such thing in Skarr.”

“Naturally not,” the Prince said. “It rains in Skarr. I know about canals because I went to the palace library and read about them.”

“How?” asked Aunt Beck.

“I borrowed a wizard’s gown and nobody looked at me twice,” he said. “Someone had to do something about the poor people here. Waldo’s notion is just to execute anyone who disagrees with him – which, you must admit, doesn’t get anything useful done.”

“True,” said my aunt. “And then you seemed so certain that the work you ordered had been done. Did you see them build your canals?”

Prince Alasdair nodded. “We all did. Ossen got us horses and Gareth borrowed a whole bundle of wizard’s gowns and we rode out almost daily to keep the men up to their work. Paying them was difficult, though. Gareth and I had to raid Regent Waldo’s treasury more than once.”

My father coughed. “I sang the guards to sleep, naturally. No one was hurt.”

My aunt said, almost indignantly, “So, when I thought of you lying wounded in prison, it was no such thing.”

“The wound did take a while to heal,” the Prince admitted. “Long enough for me to discover how useful it was.”

By this time, we were all starting to laugh. Ogo whispered to me, “This is the most enterprising prince I ever imagined. Do you think he’d have me as a courtier?”

“Why don’t you ask?” I said.

As I said it, doors opened all along the room. People came in by the dozen, carrying bowls of fruit, trays of little loaves and big platters of meat. Some of them had bottles of wine, others glasses and plates, and others again brought chairs, trestles and boards, all of which they most quickly and efficiently assembled into a table with a feast on it.

“Wow,” said Ivar.

“Courtesy of the palace stewardess,” my father said. “Here she comes, the lovely Lucella.”

A most striking little lady followed the busy servants in. She was very dark, both in her hair and her skin, and her face had a high-nosed sort of beauty I had never seen before. She was most demurely dressed in white satin with a blue stripe in it, which, although it was obviously a uniform, seemed to make her even more beautiful. My father later told me that she was Roven, from south Logra, where everyone looked like this. Whatever, it was very clear to me that my father was at least half in love with her. Why is it, I thought resentfully, that everyone I’m fond of seems to love someone else? But Lucella was so charming that I found it hard to blame my father.

She said, “Please forgive the delay. We had to wait for the Ministers to leave you. But—” She took up her striped apron and twisted it hesitantly. “But I really came because one of the prisoners claimed to be a native of Logra.”

“Me,” said Ogo. He was staring at her. “I was born here, but my uncle left me behind in Skarr.”

Lucella was staring at Ogo as hard as he was staring at her. She said, “Can you be—”

Ogo said, “Are you Luci? My nurse was Luci.”

And she cried out, “Oh, you are, you are! You’re my little Hugo!” She rushed to Ogo and flung her arms around as much of him as she could reach. He towered over her. He had to bend down to hug her.

Hugo, I thought. Of course his name was really Hugo. It was just his Logran accent that made us all think it was Ogo.

Lucella kept hold of Ogo and stood back from him, beaming. Ogo was beaming even more broadly. “You used to sing to me and tell me the most wonderful stories,” he said.

“I loved you as my own,” Lucella said. “My, you’ve grown big!” Then she turned to Prince Alasdair and said, very seriously, “You must keep this from Regent Waldo. He’ll kill him if he knows.” Everyone stopped smiling at once, but I nearly laughed at the appalled look on Ivar’s face when she went on, “You see, Hugo is the king’s son.”

Next thing, I felt Plug-Ugly push against me so hard that I fell over just as a great wind lashed through the room. It smashed up the feast on the tables, hurling jugs and bottles into the air and swirling people, like dummies, out of the row of doors that were slamming open and shut. It swept me across the floor the opposite way with a blast that threw me out on to the terrace and nearly took me over the edge. I heard my father‘s voice sing a great pure note, and the wind seemed to quail at the sound. It saved me because it gave me time to hang on to the fence. But, when I looked back, everyone had gone. The room was empty except for furniture flying about and dashing itself against the walls.

Then I saw Ogo clinging to the handle of one of the doors that was smacking open and shut as if it would shake him off. “Ogo!” I shouted.

The wind filled my mouth and dried up the words in my throat. It was howling now too, so it drowned out my voice. But he heard me. I saw him nod. I crawled towards him, fighting the wind. It was so strong and so hard to move that I felt as if my hands and knees were glued to the floor. Airborne grapes, figs and plums whistled over my head and I had to keep ducking. I’d nearly reached Ogo when Prince Alasdair’s sofa hurtled, end-on, towards me with shoals of little loaves whisking around it. I threw myself flat and felt it skim my hair before I heard it slam into the arches behind me and fall to pieces, then on I crawled, with the wind screaming in my ears.

Ogo wedged his shoulder in the door and it closed on him like a vice, trying to squeeze him out of the room. It must have hurt a lot, but he stayed put long enough for me to crawl through the gap, past his legs and into the corridor. Then he was heaved out on to the floor beyond me and the door clapped shut. Bolts shot, keys turned. Did it think it had locked us in or out?

We sat on the floor, panting with effort, and I managed to gasp out a thank you to him for rescuing me. The thought that I could have been locked in the room with that killer wind was frightening. I was fairly sure it was the same wind as the gusting one that had set light to our balloon. It was obvious now that it had been sent to do it on purpose. And I guessed that the wind that had carried us across Logra had been conjured too. It hadn’t been caused by the barrier coming down, like I’d thought, and it hadn’t blown us towards the capital by chance. It had intended to bring us here.

I started to say so and Ogo just nodded again. He’d already worked that out. We could hear it still beating about on the other side of the doors. Then we heard it stop. We heard the crash of furniture and tinkle of cutlery as broken bits of things fell back to the floor. Then there was silence. There was a kind of fury to that silence. “It’s realised it hasn’t got us,” I whispered. “Run!”

We ran for our lives down endless corridors and staircases. We didn’t know where we were going or where the others had been taken, we just ran. I was afraid the clatter of our feet on the wooden steps would give us away, but the wind appeared to have lost us or given up. I almost laughed at Ogo running beside me. The wind had flung a pie into his hair and he was spotted with pastry flakes. He didn’t look much of a prince. He saw me smile and took my hand and, I have to say, we went twice as fast with his long legs at full stretch.

We both saw the feather at the same time. It was on the floor ahead of us: one of Green Greet’s green feathers lying outside a hefty wooden door. “They must all have been blown this way through the door,” Ogo panted.

I think I was expecting to find them all there, on the other side, in another magistrate’s room or even a dungeon. Instead, we found ourselves alone in a beautiful little paved court, enclosed by the white palace walls. A few windows overlooked it, but they were tightly shuttered. In the centre was a long oblong of rippling water with cypress trees stationed at each corner, like dark pencils. There was a fountain of sorts at the far end – a tall sculpted block of stone – that fed a peaceful-sounding cascade into the rippling water.

It was so unexpectedly calm, and we were so breathless and frightened and pastry-covered, that I felt like an intruder in a sacred place. I think Ogo felt the same because he turned to go back. Then a streak of sunlight on the surface caught my eye. “Bless me!” I panted. “There’s another of Green Greet’s feathers.” The sun had lit it up, floating and rocking, at the base of the falling water.

We ran along the water’s edge and looked across at the feather bobbing about under the fountain, which towered over us – a lovely intertwining of lithe, running creatures. Higher up, there were giant seahorses supporting the figures of a bird, a dragon, a great cat and a winged bull – the four guardians of our world. The water poured down out of the gaping mouth of a huge fish they were all holding. But the feather, pitching about down at the bottom, was not at all bedraggled by the splashes, which was odd.

“What’s it doing there?” Ogo asked. I didn’t know. We walked around behind the fountain, as if there could be an answer there. But there wasn’t and we trailed back to the front. I was getting very worried now about Aunt Beck and my father and all the others. I was miserable too, because I was beginning to think we might never find them.

A pressure at the back of my legs and sinewy winding around my knees cheered me up at once. “Oh, Plug-Ugly,” I cried. “I thought that terrible wind had got you!” A throbbing, purring spit, a ‘fat chance!’ sort of spit, came by way of an answer. And I suddenly felt much safer. “He seems to want us to paddle,” I told Ogo, as Plug-Ugly gave me a little push towards the water’s edge.

Ogo jumped in and then helped me down. The water only came just over his ankles, but I was up to my shins. We waded over to the feather and Ogo put it in his belt. He had four now. But what were we supposed to do next? It was puzzling. We looked back along the rippling water. “They can’t all have been blown here,” Ogo said. “There would be more signs of them.” He grinned. “Like the fruit jelly all over the back of your dress.”

How he could laugh when we were in such trouble defeats me. I nearly reminded him that the Regent would kill him if he knew he were here. Instead, I told him crossly, he’d be as well to sluice his great pastry head under the fountain. “Yuk,” he said, as soon as he felt his hair, and did.

“Shush,” I told him as he shouted with the freezing cold of it.

He looked up at the huge fish reproachfully. “You’d think a salmon your size could do us the favour of warming up the water.”

“How do you know it’s a salmon?” I asked, but I wasn’t really wanting an answer because what he’d said had jerked at something at the back of my mind and made me think about the feathers differently. What if they hadn’t fallen by chance? Might Green Greet have left them there deliberately? I looked up at the water cascading from the fish’s mouth, like a small waterfall. “I think these feathers are directions,” I said. “Green Greet is showing us the way.”

Ogo stared at me. “The way to what?”

“How should I know?” I sighed. “I’m only a Wise Woman – a learner one at that. But I’m going to climb the waterfall. Give me a leg-up.” And he helped me clamber up on to a running hare.

It was a slippery climb to the top – about three times the height of Ogo. The fountain may have looked beautiful, but everything was covered in thick water-washed slime. It was a bit like climbing a mountain of frogspawn. The water kept hitting me slaps on the top of my head, but I suppose it got rid of the fruit jelly. I pulled myself up by stone tails and manes, hooves and antlers. At the top, I wrapped one arm around the cat’s neck and looked around. There was nothing but a different view of the same thing. What was I doing up here, soaked through and nothing to show for it?

I looked into the cat’s face and – I no longer know if this is true – I could have sworn the sun glinted on its wet, stone eyes and turned them the exact green-blue of Plug-Ugly’s, and they slewed to look behind me into the fish’s great mouth. Beyond the water, running smooth as satin over its lip, were steps going down into darkness.

I waved at Ogo and gestured at the fish, to show him what I was doing, then I crawled into the mouth. I could nearly stand upright. The water piling over the edge took up most of the room in there. I had to squeeze past it along a narrow slippery space at the side. I went slowly: it would be simple enough to be dragged over the edge with it. Once past, it was an easy climb down the steps. They spiralled down and down and down. I must have been far deeper than the height of the fountain, but I could see my way fairly well in the greyish dark. That should have been a warning. What kind of light could be here, so deep down?

Then such a strong, urgent longing for Skarr and home swept over me that I had to stand still for a minute and steady myself against the cold walls. I could smell the sea: the salty, seaweed-and-cockles tang of the sea that was never far from wherever you walk on Skarr. I shook myself free of the homesickness and went on down. I couldn’t possibly have smelt the sea so far inland.

Quite soon after that, the steps ended. The light brightened so quickly that I was blinded for a minute and could scarcely see the cavernous room I was standing in or the man sitting in the middle of it. For a mad moment, I thought it was Ogo. There was a hint of Ogo in his face. But then I saw he was much older than Ogo and, worse, I saw his weird, pulsing aura that was like a halo of poison. He reminded me of something. Was it a jellyfish? No. He was like a sponge – a seeking, searching sponge – that sucked up everything it needed.

“Hello,” he said in a soft voice that could smother your hopes.

But it wasn’t him I was looking at any more. There was a small calf lying on the rocky ground next to him, so cruelly tied and trussed up that I could hardly make out the shape of it at all. Broad mustard-coloured ribbons of seaweed lay across its barnacled back, but, just visible through the tangle of dark magic binding it to the ground, were its small blue wings.

It looked up at me, and I could see in its eyes a longing to die. I thought: Please, you mustn’t do that. Then I saw something more terrible in that look. The calf knew that, whatever it suffered, it couldn’t die, and I guessed this tiny helpless creature was the Great Guardian of the East, the blue-winged bull. How had it come to such a state?

The man was smiling now. He wore splendid purple robes and a brilliant ring on every finger. As for his neck, there was enough gold hanging around it to win the envy of Ivar’s brother, Donal.

“Look what the wind has blown in,” he said, just as softly, and I knew it was he who had sent the wind to kill us. The sickening energy that seeped out of his sucking presence scared me. He was powerful. I’d a suspicion that the wind he’d conjured was just child’s play to him. I had never met such a powerful wizard in my life.

“But we’ve met before, Aileen,” he said, as if he’d read my thoughts. “On Skarr, at the conference you and your aunt had with the High King Farlane. Remember? At your cousin King Kenig’s castle.”

I shook my head. How could he possibly have been at that meeting? I’d known everyone in the room. Except of course the High King’s attendants behind his chair. Later, one of them had given us the purse that turned out to be full of stones. “Who are you?” I asked. I was surprised at the firm way it came out. Not giving away the frightened shaking inside me.

“I’m Waldo,” he replied. “Regent Waldo.”

There was the sound of hurrying footsteps behind me and Ogo came into the huge room. “Are you all right?” he asked anxiously.

I said quickly to warn him, “Regent Waldo, this is Prince Ivar’s servant, Ogo.”
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Waldo told us everything we might have wanted to know. He told it so completely, we knew he didn’t intend us to survive long enough to pass it on to anyone else. All the time he was talking, the calf trembled with cold – or that’s what I thought it was at first.

“You see, my dears,” he said, as if he were telling little children a bedtime story, “we poor old Lograns had to stop the Chaldean Islands warring with us. We were perilously close to defeat. I appealed to our great protector, the Lord of the East, the blue-winged bull, and, with a little persuasion, he agreed we should make a barrier to keep you all at bay.”

“What kind of persuasion would that be?” I asked.

“Why, we told him the truth,” Waldo said innocently. “We Lograns were losing the war because the other three Guardians of the West, South and North were helping Skarr, Bernica and Gallis in the fight.”

“There’s not a whisker of truth in that,” I said. Ogo gave me a kind of ‘be careful’ nudge, meaning not to make Waldo angry, but I couldn’t help myself: I felt so sorry for the calf and I went on, “It would take warped magic to convince a guardian of such a thing.”

He pretended to be shocked. “Aileen, child! How can you say that? I’ve heard this about you: suspicious to the point of insolence.” He nearly caught me out, nearly sidetracked me by making me wonder who he’d heard it from, and if I minded. But with a wizard of his strength I had to concentrate for every second if we were to try and get out of this alive.

It was Ogo who ploughed on. “Did the king agree to making the barrier too?” he asked abruptly.

Waldo gave him a sharp look. “The king was losing the war.”

“Don’t you mean you were losing the war for him, on purpose?” I asked.

It was a guess, but I could tell I was right by the way Waldo wagged a jewelled finger at me and said, “What a spiteful thought, Aileen! Betray my own brother? No, the war was destroying Logra and the king begged for my help. As his loyal brother,” he paused to give me a smile that would stop you wanting your food for a week, then went on, “I ended the war by making the barrier. But alas, the king became a sick man, too grief-stricken with the loss of his son to rule sensibly.” He sighed – a truly disgusting sigh that he didn’t even bother to make sound sincere – and added, “Reluctantly, I had to step in and take over.”

Ogo’s mouth went into that straight line it makes when he is holding back words and feelings. I said, “You must have been upset too. You’re his son’s uncle. You were in charge of him when he got left behind on Skarr, weren’t you?”

“A dreadful tragedy!” Waldo was handling my question like oiled water. “The king said that we should only put up the barrier as a last resort and he sent me to Skarr to make a final bid for peace. To my everlasting regret, I took the little prince with me as a mark of our good faith.”

I swear Waldo almost winked as he said it, and it came crashing in on me that he’d left Ogo on Skarr deliberately. Leaving him stuck behind the barrier forever was all part of Waldo’s plan to destroy Ogo’s father, the king, and take over Logra. No wonder Lucella had warned us Waldo mustn’t find out that Ogo was here. Ogo was the rightful heir. Waldo would kill him rather than give him back Logra, or all that treasure of his.

Waldo did his disgusting sigh again. “Such a headstrong little boy! He gave me the slip at the very moment the Chaldeans rejected my pleas for peace, and I lost him. I was forced to put up the barrier and leave him there.” He shrugged sadly. “What else could I do?”

“You’re the wizard,” I said. “Was a simple search spell beyond your talent? It would have found him in a trice.” It made Ogo smile a little, which pleased me. He was looking so grim. 

Waldo shook his head at me sorrowfully. “Dear me, Aileen! You’re beginning to sound like your Aunt Beck. All snap.”

“Good!” I said. But the thought of Aunt Beck took the heart out of me. She would have known far better than I did how to deal with this man. I daren’t ask what he’d done with her and the others for fear of his reply. He smiled. I hated the way he smiled, as if he were tasting you. I was too frightened by him to think straight, and I forced myself to calm down. I thought about the scent of the sea I’d smelt and the seaweed wrapping the calf, and a horrible idea came to me. “How did you make the barrier?” I asked. “It would need massive power. Did you do it with the winged bull’s power?”

Waldo clapped his hands. “Clever Aileen!” He pretended to applaud me. “That’s exactly what I did. He agreed to become the barrier, which of course made it impenetrable. What’s more, he agreed to remain the barrier until I sent him word that the war was over and Logra was safe from the attacks of the Chaldeans and their guardians. We imagined it would only be for a week or so but time ran on. Life was good. The people were on my side. Somehow or other they’d got the idea the Chaldeans had taken our little prince Hugo hostage and then put the barrier in place.” He shrugged and his gold necklaces jingled. “Why change things?”

My heart ached for the poor bull. I imagined him buried under mountains of water, holding the great wall in place, a prisoner of his own agreement with Waldo.

Waldo slapped the calf’s flank and it flinched. “It seems to have taken it out of the old fellow, doesn’t it?” His round face suddenly flushed with anger. “He would have stayed as the barrier too, if it hadn’t been for the other three guardians interfering. They couldn’t prevent the barrier. No guardian can use their power directly against another guardian, but the three of them could insert that proviso that it would come down if a Wise Woman and a man from each island crossed it. I was annoyed at the time, but it’s turned out rather well. Now you’re here, I can get rid of all you troublemakers in one fell swoop.”

As he talked, boasting and sucking, I found that, if I half-closed my eyes, I could see he was soaking up power. I could see it flowing out of the calf, like blood, and into Waldo. And the calf was dwindling. It really was smaller than it had been when I first saw it, as if he were eating the little creature alive. Waldo was using the greatest magic in our world to defeat us. There is nothing greater than the power of a guardian. I was ready to cry.

Ogo asked about the tunnel in the air that had kidnapped Alasdair and my father. But Waldo was ready to leave now and stood up. His purple robes couldn’t disguise his squat flabbiness once he was on his feet, though they had quite concealed the silly-looking throne he’d been perched on, piled high with cushions to raise him up. “We knew there was a special magic in Skarr,” he said briskly.

“Aunt Beck,” I agreed.

He flicked a look at me – almost as if he felt sorry for me. “Not Beck, someone else,” he said vaguely. “I had to prevent them concocting any form of retaliation to the barrier. To do that, I needed as priceless a hostage as the Lograns believed Skarr had in our beloved Prince Hugo.” He treated Ogo to a sneery little smile and my heart sank. The smile made it quite clear he knew exactly who Ogo was. “It took a lot of work but, between us, Mevenne and I did a good job on that tunnel.”

I wasn’t surprised that Mevenne was in on it. It all fitted. Ogo wasn’t surprised either. He was looking even grimmer. “I suppose she helped kidnap Alasdair because she wanted her son Donal to take over as High King of the Chaldeans after Farlane dies?”

Waldo was suddenly on the other side of the great room. “Or before,” he said. “And sacrificing that other idiot son of theirs, Ivar, made his mother and father appear staunchly loyal to the cause of the Chaldeans. Above suspicion. I insisted on that in return for my making Donal High King. But of course the real ruler of all the Chaldeans will be me.” He fingered the gold bands around his neck. “I’ll have such fun.”

From the look on his cruel-eyed face, I knew Waldo had it in mind to kill us now. “Forgive me, my dears,” he said. “I’ve some executions to attend to. Public ones.” He beckoned as if he were inviting us to come with him. But he wasn’t. A door-sized lump of the rocky wall rolled obediently towards him. He stepped through the hole it had left and closed it behind him.

“Quick!” I shouted. But Ogo was already pounding up the steps we had come in by. He was back in a minute.

“He’s closed the fish’s mouth,” he told me. “We can’t get out.”

I sat down on the silly throne because my legs were shaking too much to stand up any more. We were trapped and had been left to die. Ogo said confidently, “Beck will find us, and your father; there’s a mass of magic between them all. They’ll come.” His face went the grimmest yet when I explained that they couldn’t free themselves or us. The huge power the calf was giving Waldo would easily swamp theirs. They would be executed without ever knowing what had happened to us.

Ogo tried to undo the calf then, but none of the ties holding it would come apart, even when he hacked at them with his sword. The poor creature was trussed up in its own strength. Only Waldo could release it and he never would. “At least he hasn’t left us sitting in the dark,” I said, trying to look cheerful. “And I’m sure we’ll work something out.” It didn’t sound convincing. How could it? I hadn’t an idea in my head what to do.

Ogo gave me a polite little smile so I knew he’d guessed I hadn’t. He came and sat next to me on the floor, being careful not to bend Green Greet’s four feathers in his sword belt, and said comfortingly, “I know you will.”

I thought about Green Greet’s sort of signposts that had led us here. “Surely Green Greet didn’t bring us down here to be buried alive,” I said. “And why is there still light? Waldo wouldn’t do us any favours. Someone else must be making the light for us.”

“What are you looking at?” Ogo’s question seemed to come from far off. I was watching the stream of power running across the ground from the shivering calf and through the rock where Waldo had left. If I looked at it really hard, with half-closed eyes, tiny shimmering fragments rose from it and broke into tinier flakes of light that floated in the dark and lit the room.

“It’s the calf,” I said. “He’s giving us light. Even though he’s drained of power, he’s helping us.”

Ogo jumped up excitedly. “Oh, now I see,” he said. “Waldo gave himself away when he said no guardian can use their power directly against another guardian. That means the other guardians can’t work against him to free the winged bull because Waldo is full of its guardian power, but they are doing everything they can to help you do it.”

“Me!” I shrieked. “How can I …”

“Oh, don’t start all that ‘I’m a talentless midget’ stuff.” He was really cross. “Think how pleased Plug Ugly was to see you when we turned up on the Land of Lone. And remember how the Lady said you were outstanding? And didn’t Waldo say just now that there was special magic in Skarr that he had to prevent having a go at the barrier? He meant you! It wasn’t Alasdair he took as that priceless hostage he was on about; it was your father, to stop you trying anything. Good thing you didn’t realise or we’d never have got here.” Ogo frowned. “What beats me is why Waldo dumped me on Skarr. Why didn’t he just kill me to get me out of his way for good?”

“The bull,” I said dully. “He was protecting you, but now he can’t.” 

Ogo looked triumphant. “There you are you see. You already know far more about it than you thought you did.” He folded his arms and stood in front of me. “Get on with it,” he said firmly. “Free the bull before Waldo kills everyone. I’ll do whatever you want to help”

I think I felt the stupidest I ever had. To fill in time I went and put my feet against the stream of power and watched it well up over my shoes like thick liquid or the finest silk ever made. I could hear it too. It made a faint thrumming sound like a swarm of honeybees or distant thunder. It reminded me of the hymn of the Wise Women: ‘I am the thunder of the bull that gores.’ And that led me on to think about other bits of the hymn.

Ogo says I stood and thought for minutes on end. My mind was jumping from one bit of the hymn to another: ‘I am the salmon leaping the fall … I am the note of the bird … Verily the cunning of the cat is in me … The fire is in me that gives the dragon wings and this I will use when the purpose merits.’

I knelt beside the calf and lifted the strands of seaweed from its soaking back. “Golden One,” I said, “Lord of the East, let’s reclaim your magic. I am not a guardian, but, somewhere in me, I have the power. Help me if you can.”

At first, it didn’t work at all and I almost allowed myself to believe that it never would. Ogo kept saying, “Keep going. Keep going. What are you doing?” It was impossibly difficult to concentrate and to explain at the same time that I was trying to reverse the flow of the power and draw it back from Waldo and into the calf. It sounded a little too fanciful to be likely as well. I went on hauling in my mind’s eye, but the power just stretched like good dough or else it ran away through my fingers.

Instead of explaining, I asked, “Did you know you were the king’s son and heir to the throne of Logra?”

“To begin with, yes. But after a while I decided it was a story I’d made up to comfort myself for everyone calling me the Ogre from Logra. I still wished it was true though. One of the castle children told me that the castle well was a wishing well and that if you wished at full moon …”

“Bless you, Ogo,” I interrupted. “That’s the way to do it!”

“My pleasure. Do what?”

I made a great winch in my mind – the sort that holds the rope that lowers and raises the bucket in a well – and I put it into the stream of power. It wrapped greedily around the winch just as Waldo would. I caught it, twisted it around to secure it, then turned a handle, as if I were drawing a pail of well-water. It resisted but I went on turning. It felt as heavy as a bucket of stones, but I turned and turned until sweat poured off me.

I heard Ogo whisper my name. He was pointing at the calf. He had stopped shivering and the tangle of dark magic holding him down was shrivelling up like burning wool. Suddenly, he struggled on to his front, gathered his hooves underneath him and, with a pushing effort, stood up on shaky legs. I went on turning the power faster and harder and a small sprocket of golden curls appeared on the calf’s forehead, then two nubbins of ebony black horns pushed up between his ears. He swung his head slowly to look at me with such a passion for living that it made me smile, and I worked harder. The small wings straightened and their colour deepened to cerulean – not feathers, not scales, but somehow both. I turned and turned my mind’s eye handle, and the calf grew.

He had grown to twice the size when the power snapped to an end. The handle was whipped from my hand as it unwound back into the calf, whirling faster and faster, and he grew and grew.

Ogo pulled me to my feet and clapped me on the back. I couldn’t stop smiling, I was so pleased. We were almost dancing with our success when I noticed the water spreading across the floor towards us from the steps we’d come down. As we looked, it began to pour in. The fountain must have been blocked off when Waldo closed the fish’s mouth. The water had nowhere else to go except down the steps and in here. It was rushing in now. We would be drowned.

I was so angry that all our work and effort would come to nothing that I felt a power in me that nearly burst my ribs. I rushed at the wall where Waldo had gone and yelled at it to move aside. And it did. I was so astonished that I sat down on the ground with a splash and Ogo had to shout at me to go. I thought he was coming with me but, when I turned back for him in the gap in the wall, he was still standing by the bull, who had grown level with his chest by now.

He called, “I’m staying here with Logra’s guardian. We’ll look after each other.” The water was already over his shoes, but he grinned and waved me on. “Besides, it’s not exactly our sort of door you’ve made, Aileen.”

I could hardly bear to leave them behind. If it hadn’t been for my anger driving me on, I might not have. I saw what he meant about the door I’d made though, when I went through the gap and walked smack into earth. It was cold but kind, and it yielded as I pulled myself up through it. It was like climbing a crumbly ladder. Then my head hit a ceiling. My anger moved it apart with a crash. I realised it was a floor, not a ceiling, when I stepped up into a dark bedchamber with nothing much there but a four-poster bed. A thin, mild-looking man, wrapped in shawls, was propped up in it on pillows, trying to read by the light of a miserable lamp. He stared at me in surprise.

“Excuse me,” I panted. It was all I could think of saying as he peered at me in the half-light. I must have looked a fine sight with my wet frock covered in earth, and my hair wild and muddy.

“That’s the way my brother Waldo usually arrives,” he said. “But you’re definitely not him. Who are you?”

“Oh! You’re the king?” I gasped.

“I was king,” he answered me gently. “But I’m too ill now.”

“No you’re not,” I snapped. Perhaps I really was getting like Aunt Beck. “You just think you are. Let’s have a proper look at you.” I ran over to the windows and pushed back the shutters, one after the other.

“Please don’t!” he cried. “Waldo says the light will kill me.”

“He’s lying,” I retorted and threw back the last shutter. The king blinked a little in the light that flooded in. “See,” I panted. “Sunlight! And you’re still as lively as a flea. But look at the state of you! You’re weighed down with sick magic.” I rushed at the four-poster bed’s canopy and I clawed at it. It was laden with spells that were hanging over him in brown, lumpy strings, like dirty, badly spun wool.

“What a very vigorous person you are,” he said as it crashed down around his bed.

“Sorry,” I said. “It only came over me today – the vigour, I mean – and I’m not sure of my own strength yet.”

He smiled a little. “It seems substantial.”

I could only hope it was going to be substantial enough. “Get up, Your Majesty,” I commanded, and he stood up on his bed in a wobbly sort of way. “Jump over the canopy.”

“Jump?” he asked, with a doubtful look at it over the edge of his bed.

“Oh! Come on,” I said encouragingly and took him by the elbow. I shouldn’t have done that. He leapt nimbly enough over the vile magic, but it rose up and hit my right arm in a hissing burn that made my flesh smoke. Even without the bull’s power, Waldo was a wizard to reckon with. I spoke Rees’s quenching spell and the burning went out in a stinging steam. My anger doubled.

The king was offering me one of his shawls to bandage my arm, but there was no time. “Where do public executions get done?” I asked urgently.

“They don’t any more, but they used to take place in the entrance courtyard.”

I raced to the door then hesitated, picturing Ogo up to his middle in water by now. His father seemed so sad and broken that I took a risk and raised his hopes. “Hugo’s here,” I told him. His face lit up and I ran.

I could tell I was running in huge zigzags, which made me feel a bit dizzy and rather daft too, until I realised there was sense to it. I was avoiding the crowds of people thronging down the staircases to watch the executions in the courtyard. So I was still in time.

It was a horrible sight when I got there. They were all lined up with their hands tied behind them: Aunt Beck, Ivar and Prince Alasdair, Rees, Ogo’s nurse, Lucella, and all the rest. Poor Finn was crying for the loss of Green Greet, who was nowhere to be seen. My father and Riannan were both gagged. I supposed it was in case they sang an enchantment on the black-hooded executioner. He was standing, with his axe, on a dais in the centre of the courtyard, next to the execution block. Two soldiers were just putting some wooden steps in place for the prisoners to mount. Ranks of yet more soldiers stood around them.

At the far end, there was a higher dais where Waldo was sitting with several prosperous-looking men and their gaudy wives. The rich, grain-hoarding merchants, I imagined. Directly beneath them was a flock of wizards in their purple robes and, in front of them, the empty-headed ministers sitting on chairs. I could see them properly now, thanks to my vigour, as the king called it, and I realised that there was magic, like matted wool, on top of their heads, squashing the wits out of them.

I hid behind a fat pillar in the palace doorway and wondered what to do. There was so little time. The gates were already closing on the last of the raggedy crowds of spectators, spilling in to stand where they could for the best view. “Death to the spies,” some of them were chanting. Waldo’s expression was the single thing that gave me hope: he looked uneasy. The sucking feeling coming from him was still strong but unchannelled. I ducked as it moved fast towards me and went sluggishly over my head. Waldo must have realised that he’d lost his hold on the winged bull and the sucking was searching around for another source of power.

Well, you’re not having mine, I thought fiercely. I’ve only just found it and I need every grain of it.

Waldo was looking downright alarmed now and clearly wanted to get the killing done with. He raised his hand and the soldiers began dragging Ivar towards the steps up to the executioner.

I need an army, I thought in despair. Nothing but an army could stop this now. I need an army. The thought thundered in my head and I heard my voice boom, “I need an army!” Everyone looked around for the culprit; some even spotted my pillar and started towards me. A great rap on the courtyard gates stopped them in their tracks, and the gates were flung open from the outside. Bless me! I thought. I may not be able to move people like Aunt Beck can, but I can move stone.

In marched my army – all the statues from the Royal Avenue. Clumping and crunching, they heaved into the yard: kings, wizards, queens and gods. There was even the sort that were just noble heads on plinths, who came hopping in on the stumps of their columns. They all laid about Waldo’s men, whamming and whacking with stone arms and sceptres and wands and thunderbolts. Soldiers were going down like skittles and the squalling crowd was running this way and that to keep out of my army’s reach. The silly ministers crouched behind their chairs and got thwacked sensible. The purple wizards, who were frantically trying to construct an iron curtain between my army and themselves, kept being walloped off-course. I saw Waldo use his waning power to wrap himself in stone so that he looked like one of the statues.

We would have won, but then something appeared in the air. At first, it bounced and wove about like the end of a leather pipe when water is gushing through it and the water flows first one way then switches away to spout in another direction. Then it steadied and widened and became a hole in the air that was big enough for Mevenne to step out of on to Waldo’s dais. Donal followed, gorgeous in gold bangles, and then his father, King Kenig.

“Mother!” Ivar screamed. “Help me.” And Mevenne, swirling in her dark aura, laughed and stretched out her hand. Statues began to splinter and crack and fall. They groaned as they came apart. Mevenne even mistook Waldo for one of them. He emerged squatly from a cloud of his own rubble, looking bruised and furious. Some of the people were cheering as she smashed my army to pieces.

Then Donal pointed at Ivar and said something to Mevenne, who nodded. Poor Ivar was completely stunned – Aunt Beck had kept it from him that his mother had tried to kill him once already, but it was plain that’s what she intended to do now – and he was terrified of her. Even so, he was the bravest I’ve ever seen him. As Mevenne stretched out her hand towards him, he turned to Riannan and tried to smile.

“No!” I cried. “Don’t kill him.”

The yard filled with blood-red – blood-red coils of scales and talons and flame. Sheets of flame shot across the space and folded Mevenne in blindingly white heat, and she sort of evaporated. Kenig and Donal too. A single gold bangle rolled, like a little hoop, along the charred dais where they’d been standing.

I saw Waldo seize a piece of the flame. Don’t let him, Blodred, I thought, because I knew the flame was her. Don’t let him use your power against you. But Waldo didn’t have time. The crowd was screaming and running. The executioner was thrown from the platform. The yard was criss-crossed with cracks. I saw Aunt Beck move the entire line of prisoners away from the centre. I had time to think, Oh! That’s how she does it, before chunks of stone and paving were hurled into the air and a truly glorious golden bull rose out of the ground on blue wings. Ogo was riding on his back – every bit a prince. He said later he didn’t know how his skull wasn’t cracked. The ground closed smoothly under them and Ogo leapt off and rushed to free the prisoners.

Waldo tried to run. He was like a floppy sponge, running on the spot, flailing the air as Green Greet came screeching and flapping in front of his face to stop him. The bull lowered its head and charged. I saw it roll Waldo up in the bellowing rage of its horns, and Waldo was over and done with.

The air above the courtyard was filled now with the bull’s gold and blue, and with the red of Blodred and the green of Green Greet. I looked and looked, but I couldn’t see Plug-Ugly and my heart nearly stopped with fear for him. Then I felt his fur against the back of my hand, and the cool of his nose that came, like a goodbye, before he was up there too: the grey stripes and splotches of the Beast of the North.

The guardians were themselves as we knew them, but, at the same time, they were mightier versions of themselves. They darkened the courtyard with their great shapes as they danced and wove above us, then moved together with one deafening roar of joy. Long after they had gone, we could hear the sound of that cry flying and fading northwards and east and away to the south and west. Then there was complete quiet.

My father and Riannan began to sing. I don’t remember what, but I remember the peace it brought to everyone there. I don’t really remember much more in detail. I remember everyone hugging each other, and the king hurrying out of the palace in his dressing gown to the cheers of the crowd, and the humble way Ogo went down on one knee to him, and I remember the glow inside me when Aunt Beck said she was proud enough of me to burst.

The statues pieced themselves together – robes, bodices and earlobes, chips and splinters reassembled – and they trundled away. One or two cast wistful looks back, as if they’d like to join in the celebrations that were starting, and which lasted for days.

I remember hugging Ogo and him hugging me, and him saying, “Isn’t it a coincidence, Aileen? We Logran kings have the same custom as the Wise Women of Skarr.”

“Indeed,” I said, knowing by the grin he was wearing from ear to ear that he was lying.

“Oh yes,” he lied. “You Wise Women aren’t the only ones. Just like you choose a husband early on,” he smiled at me, “we kings can choose a queen too.”

“Is that a fact?” I said, smiling back, wide enough to split my face with happiness. I remember Finn coming up, with tears in his beard, and saying it certainly was a fact, and my father laughing. He kissed the top of my head, which made me feel like a crowned queen already, and said that yes, it most definitely was a fact.

And I remember, as I’m writing this, walking over the moor, weeks later, in the first of the early Skarr frosts. The moon was rising and I was hurrying through the dusk on my way to collect my things. Aunt Beck and I were to move to Dromray to join Prince Alasdair and his father, the High King Farlane. What a reunion that had been! My father and Lucella were already there. Ogo was to come later and train to be a king, though I didn’t think he was in need of much training.

As I passed the Place, I stopped dead. From where I was standing, I could just see my cousin Kenig’s castle down on the foreshore. It was Ivar’s now, and empty, because he was at the Pandy with Riannan. But in the vision that I’d had during my initiation the castle hadn’t been there at all. I believe my vision had been telling me that its ugly magic would soon be wiped out forever. Much later, I realised that our cabin had appeared dark because I was to be the Wise Woman, not just of Skarr, but of all the Islands of Chaldea – and of Logra too, when Ogo and I were crowned. We islanders would share our wisdom from now on.

And, when all that had come into being, I sometimes get the urge on me to take a little sailing boat out on my own. I sail and search in my mind’s eye until I find the Land of Lone. I come ashore, climb the small cliff, cross the space of scuttling, speeding little creatures and walk through the ruined temple. I hear his cry from above me, and the Lone Cat, the ugliest cat I ever beheld, bounds gladly from pillar to pillar towards me. We stay a while with each other, then part.


AFTERWORD

When I first read this lovely, searching, last novel by my sister, Diana Wynne Jones, it stopped short where she became too ill to continue. It was a shock: it was like being woken from sleepwalking or nearly running off the edge of a cliff. It had elements of a much happier time in our childhood, too.

Diana wrote her first full-length novel when she was fourteen years old. It filled a series of exercise books, and she would read the newest section to us, her two younger sisters, in bed at night. When she suddenly stopped reading, we would wail, “Go on, go on. What happens next?” and she’d say, “Don’t you understand? I haven’t written any more yet.” And we would go to sleep, agog for the next section. It always duly turned up the next night, which is where the present day diverged so unhappily from our childhood past. This time, the next section couldn’t turn up. Her book had ended without an ending. 

Diana Wynne Jones was such a masterly storyteller that it was impossible to imagine where she planned to take it. She left no notes: she never ever made any. Her books always came straight out of her extraordinary mind on to the page, and she never discussed her work while it was in progress. There was not so much as a hint of what she was up to, and it seemed The Islands of Chaldea was lost to its readers.

Then the family suggested that I might complete it. I was nervous. Diana was my big sister, and big sisters notoriously don’t like kid sisters messing with their stuff. Particularly when the big sister in question is very good at her stuff. Nevertheless, her family and friends had a meeting to pool their ideas on how the story might continue. We were all steeped in her work. We’d all known her well. Everyone was sure that, by the end of the afternoon, we would have come up with something. We didn’t: she had us all stumped. Eventually, Diana’s son closed the session with, “Well, Ursula, you’ll just have to make it up.” 

It took months. I scoured the text for those clues that Diana always dropped for her readers as to where the narrative was headed, and which I’d always unfailingly overlooked until I’d read the final page. I hadn’t changed. I found nothing.

Initially, I was working at the National Theatre in London, too (I’m an actress when I’m wearing my other hat) and the play I was in was full of eerie happenings and second sight. I would catch the bus home across the river after the show and dream weird and often frightening dreams as I tried to break into my sister’s thinking. I believe I got even closer to her at this point than I was during her lifetime. But although I hunted and pondered, nothing came to me. Then, just as I was beginning to feel like a sous chef, endlessly producing flat soufflés under the slightly disapproving gaze of the Chef, I found one of her clues. I found it early on in her manuscript. And we were off!

When I started to write, it came easily. It was almost as if Diana were at my elbow, prompting, prodding, turning sentences around, working alongside – and then it was finished, and she was gone again. That was a terrible wrench. But her book was there – complete.

So far, no one who has come to The Islands of Chaldea freshly has spotted exactly where Diana Wynne Jones left off and I begin. Perhaps you will be able to, perhaps you won’t. It doesn’t really matter. It is intrinsically and utterly her book, and I hope you and all its readers love it as much as I do. 

Ursula Jones, Itzac. November 2013
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CHAPTER ONE
KIDNAPPED

The train journey was horrible. There was a heatwave that September in 1939, and the railway authorities had fastened all the windows shut so that none of the children packed on to the train could fall out. There were several hundred of them and nearly all of them screamed when they saw a cow. They were all being sent away from London from the bombing and most of them had no idea where milk came from. Each child carried a square brown gas mask box. All of them had a label with their name and address on it, and the littlest ones (who cried and wet themselves rather often) had the label tied round their necks with string.

Vivian, being one of the bigger ones, had her label tied to the string bag Mum had found to take the things that refused to fit into her suitcase. That meant that Vivian did not dare let go of the string bag. When your surname is Smith, you need to make very sure everyone knows just which Smith you are. Vivian had carefully written Cousin Marty’s name and address on the back of the label, to show that she was not just being sent into the country, like most of the children, to be taken in by anyone who would have her.

Cousin Marty, after a long delay, had promised to meet the train and have Vivian to stay with her until the danger of bombs was over. But Vivian had never met Cousin Marty and she was terrified that they would somehow miss each other. So she hung on to the string bag until its handles were wet with sweat and the plaited pattern was stamped in red on her hands.

Half of the children never stayed still for a moment. Sometimes the carriage where Vivian was filled with small boys in grey shorts, whose skinny legs were in thick grey socks and whose heads, each in a grey school cap, seemed too big for their bare, skinny necks. Sometimes a mob of little girls in dresses too long for them crowded in from the corridor. All of them screamed. There were always about three labels saying Smith on each fresh crowd. Vivian sat where she was and worried that Cousin Marty would meet the wrong Smith, or meet the wrong train, or that she herself would mistake someone else for Cousin Marty, or get adopted by someone who thought she had nowhere to go. She was afraid she would get out at the wrong station, or find out that the train had taken her to Scotland instead of the West of England. Or she would get out but Cousin Marty would not be there.

Mum had packed some sandwiches in the string bag, but none of the other evacuees seemed to have any food. Vivian did not quite like to eat when she was the only one, and there were too many children for her to share with. Nor did she dare take off her school coat and hat for fear they got lost. The floor of the train was soon littered with lost coats and caps – and some labels – and there was even a lost, squashed gas mask. So Vivian sat and sweltered and worried.

By the time the train chuffed its crowded hot fighting screaming crying laughing way into the station at last, it was early evening and Vivian had thought of every single thing that could possibly go wrong except the one that actually did.

The name of the station was painted out to confuse the enemy, but porters undid the doors, letting in gusts of cool air and shouting in deep country voices. “All get out here! The train stops here!”

The screaming stopped. All the children were stunned to find they had arrived in a real new place. Hesitantly at first, then crowding one another’s heels, they scrambled down.

Vivian was among the last to get off. Her suitcase stuck in the strings of the luggage rack and she had to climb on the seat to get it down. With her gas mask giving her square, jumbling bangs and her hands full of suitcase and string bag, she went down on to the platform with a flump, shivering in the cool air. It was all strange. She could see yellow fields beyond the station buildings. The wind smelt of cow dung and chaff.

There was a long muddled crowd of adults up at the other end of the platform. The porters and some people with official arm bands were trying to line the children up in front of them and get them shared out to foster homes. Vivian heard shouts of “Mrs Miller, you can take two. One for you, Mr Parker. Oh, you’re brother and sister, are you? Mr Parker, can you take two?”

I’d better not get mixed up in that, Vivian thought. That was one worry she could avoid. She hung back in the middle of the platform, hoping Cousin Marty would realise.

But none of the waiting crowd looked at her. “I’m not having all the dirty ones!” someone was saying, and this seemed to be taking everyone’s attention. “Give me two clean and I’ll take two dirty to make four. Otherwise I’m leaving.”

Vivian began to suspect that her worry about her Cousin Marty not being there was going to be the right one. She pressed her mouth against her teeth in order not to cry – or not to cry yet.

A hand reached round Vivian and spread out the label on the string bag. “Ah!” said someone. “Vivian Smith!”

Vivian whirled round. She found herself facing a lordly-looking dark boy in glasses. He was taller than she was and old enough to wear long trousers, which meant he must be at least a year older than she was. He smiled at her, which made his eyes under his glasses fold in a funny way along the eyelids.

“Vivian Smith,” he said, “you may not realise this, but I am your long-lost cousin.”

Well, Vivian thought, I suppose Marty is a boy’s name. “Are you sure?” she said. “Cousin Marty?”

“No, my name’s Jonathan Walker,” said the boy. “Jonathan Lee Walker.”

The way he put in that Lee made it clear he was very proud of it for some reason. But Vivian knew there was something peculiar about this boy, something not as it should be that she could not pin down, and she was far too worried to wonder about his name. “It’s a mistake!” she said frantically. “I was supposed to meet Cousin Marty!”

“Cousin Marty’s waiting outside,” Jonathan Lee Walker said soothingly. “Let me take your bag.” He put out his hand. Vivian snatched the string bag out of his way and he picked up her suitcase from the platform instead and marched away with it across the station.

Vivian hurried after him, with her gas mask banging at her back, to rescue her suitcase. He strode straight to the Waiting Room and opened the door. “Where are you going?” Vivian panted.

“Short cut, my dear V.S.,” he said, holding the door open with a soothing smile.

“Give me my suitcase!” Vivian said, grabbing for it. Now she was sure he was a robber. But as soon as she was through the door, Jonathan Lee Walker went galloping noisily across the bare boards of the little room towards the blank back wall.

“Bring us back, Sam!” he shouted, so that the room rang. Vivian decided he was mad, and grabbed for her suitcase again. And suddenly everything turned silvery.

“Where is this?” Vivian said. They were crowding one another in a narrow silvery space like a very smooth telephone booth. Vivian turned desperately to get out again and knocked a piece of what seemed to be the telephone off the wall. Jonathan whirled round like lightning and slammed the piece back. Vivian felt her gas mask dig into him and hoped it hurt. There was nothing but a bare silvery wall behind her.

In front of Jonathan, the smooth silvery surface slid away sideways. A small boy with longish nearly-red hair looked anxiously in at them. When he saw Vivian, his face relaxed into a fierce grin with two large teeth in it. “You got her!” he said, and he took what may have been an earphone out of his left ear. It was not much bigger than a pea, but it had a silvery wire connecting it to the side of the silver booth, so Vivian supposed it was an earphone. “This works,” he said, coiling the wire into one rather plump hand. “I heard you easily.”

“And I got her, Sam!” Jonathan answered jubilantly, stepping out of the silver booth. “I recognised her and I got her, right from under their noses!”

“Great!” said the small boy. He said to Vivian, “And now we’re going to torture you until you tell us what we want to know!”

Vivian stood in the booth, clutching her string bag, staring at him with a mixture of dislike and amazement. Sam was the sort of small boy Mum called “rough” – the kind with a loud voice and heavy shoes whose shoelaces were always undone. Her eyes went to his shoes – such shoes! – puffy white footgear with red dots. Sure enough, one of the red and white ties of those shoes was trailing on the marble floor. Above that, Sam seemed to be wearing pyjamas. That was the only way Vivian could describe his baggy all-over suit with its one red stripe from his right shoulder to his left ankle. The red clashed with his hair, to Vivian’s mind, and she had never seen a boy so much in need of a haircut.

“I told you, Sam,” Jonathan said, dumping Vivian’s suitcase on a low table Vivian could dimly see behind Sam, “that it’s no good thinking of torture. She probably knows enough to torture us instead. We’re going to try gentle persuasion. Do please come out of the booth, V.S., and take a seat while I get out of this disguise.”

Vivian took another look at the blank, shiny back wall of the booth. Since there seemed no way out that way, she went forward. Sam backed away from her looking just a mite scared, and that made her feel better, until the door of the booth slid shut behind her with a quiet hushing sound and cut out most of the light in the room beyond. It seemed to be night out there, which was probably what had given her the idea that Sam was running around in pyjamas.

What dim light there was came from some kind of street lights shining through a peculiar-shaped window, but there was enough of it for Vivian to see she was in some kind of ultra-modern office. There was a vast half-circle of desk at the far end, surrounded by things that reminded Vivian of a telephone-exchange. But the odd thing was that the desk, instead of being of steel or chromium as she would have expected a modern desk to be, was made of beautifully carved wood that looked very old and gave off silky reflections in the low bluish light. Vivian looked at it doubtfully as she sat in an odd-shaped chair near the booth. And she nearly leaped straight up again when the chair moved around her, settling into the same shape that she was.

But Jonathan started tearing off his clothes then, right in front of her. Vivian sat stiffly in the form-fitting chair wondering if she was mad, or if Jonathan was, or if she ought to look away, or what. He flung off his grey flannel jacket first. Then he undid his striped tie and threw that down. Then – Vivian’s face turned half away sideways – he climbed out of his long grey flannel trousers. But it was all right. Underneath, Jonathan was wearing the same kind of suit as Sam, except that his had dark-coloured diamonds down the legs and sleeves.

“Great Time!” he said, as he dropped the trousers on top of the jacket. “These clothes are vile! They prickle me even through my suit. How do Twenty Century people bear it? Or these?” He plucked his glasses off his nose and pressed a knob on the belt that went round his suit. A flicker sprang into being across his eyes, shifting queerly in the blue light. The fold in his eyelids was much plainer to see like that. Vivian saw that Sam had the same fold. “A sight function is so much simpler,” Jonathan said. He pulled the striped school cap off his head and let about a foot of plaited hair tumble out of it across his shoulder. “That’s better!” he said as he hurled the cap down too and rubbed his neck under the pigtail to loosen the tight hair there.

Vivian stared. Never had she seen a boy with such long hair! In fact, she had a vague notion that boys were born with their hair short back and sides and that only girls had hair that grew long. But Jonathan had twice as much hair as she had. Perhaps he was Chinese and she had been spirited away to the Orient. But Sam was not Chinese. Whoever heard of a red-haired Chinaman?

“Who are you?” she said. “Where is this?”

Jonathan turned to her, looking very lordly and solemn – and not particularly Chinese. “We are Jonathan Lee Walker and Samuel Lee Donegal,” he said. “We’re both Lees. My father is the thousandth Sempitern. The Sempitern is the head of Time Council in Chronologue, in case you didn’t have those in your day. And Sam’s father is Chief of Time Patrol. We feel this qualifies us to talk to you. Welcome back. You have just come through Sam’s father’s private time-lock and you are now once more in Time City.”

A mistake has happened, Vivian thought miserably. And it seemed to be a mistake ten thousand times wilder than any of the mistakes she had imagined on the train. She pressed her lips together. I will not cry! she told herself. “I don’t understand a word you’re saying. What do you mean, ‘Welcome back’? Where is Time City?”

“Come, come now, V.S.,” Jonathan leant one hand on the back of the peculiar chair, in the way Inquisitors did in the kind of films Mum preferred Vivian not to see. “Time City is unique. It is built on a small patch of time and space that exists outside time and history. You know all about Time City, V.S.”

“No I don’t,” said Vivian.

“Yes you do. Your husband built the City,” Jonathan said, with his flicker-covered folded eyes staring eerily into Vivian’s. “We want you to tell us how to wake Faber John, V.S. Or if he isn’t sleeping under the City, tell us how to find him.”

“I haven’t got a husband!” Vivian said. “Oh, this is mad!”

Sam, who was breathing noisily and rustily on the other side of Vivian, said, “She looks awfully stupid. Do you think she had her brain damaged in the Mind Wars?”

Vivian sighed and looked rather desperately round the strange dark office. Was it really outside time? Or were they both mad?

Both of them seemed to have it fixed in their heads that she was some other Vivian Smith. So how was she going to convince them that she was not?

“Her brain’s all right,” Jonathan said confidently. “She’s just acting stupid so we’ll think we’ve made a mistake.” He leant over Vivian again. “See here, V.S.,” he said persuasively, “we’re not asking for ourselves. It’s for Time City. This patch of time and space here is almost worn out. The City is going to crumble away unless you tell us how to find Faber John so that he can renew the City. Or if you hate him too much, you could tell us where the polarities are and how to renew those. That isn’t too much to ask, is it, V.S.?”

“Don’t keep calling me Vee-Ess!” Vivian almost shrieked. “I’m not—”

“Yes you are, V.S.,” said Jonathan. “You were spotted coming up the First Unstable Era in a wave of chronons. We heard Chronologue discussing it. We know you are. So how do we wake Faber John, V.S.?”

“I don’t know!” Vivian screamed at him. “I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m not her! I don’t know you and you don’t know me! I was being evacuated from London to stay with Cousin Marty because of the War, and you can just take me back! You’re a kidnapper!” Tears came streaming down her face. She scrabbled to get her handkerchief out of the string bag. “And so are you!” she added to Sam.

Sam leaned forward and breathily inspected her face. “She’s crying. She means it. You got the wrong one by mistake.”

“Of course I didn’t!” Jonathan said scornfully. But when Vivian found her handkerchief and looked at him with her face mostly hidden in it, she could tell he was beginning to have doubts.

Vivian did her best to strengthen those doubts. “I’ve never ever heard of Faber John, or Time City either,” she said, trying to stop herself sobbing. “And you can see I’m too young to have a husband. I won’t be twelve until just after Christmas. We’re not in the Middle Ages, you know.”

Sam nodded knowingly. “She is. She’s just an ordinary Twenty Century native,” he pronounced.

“But I recognised her!” Jonathan said. He wandered uneasily across the office. A sort of darkening to his flickering face told Vivian that he was beginning to suspect that he had been a fool – and he was the sort of boy who would do anything not to look a fool. Vivian knew he would take her straight back to the station and try to forget about her if she could convince him properly.

So she sniffed away what she hoped were the last of her tears and said, “I know it says Vivian Smith on my label, but Smith’s a very common name. And Vivian’s quite common too. Look at Vivien Leigh.”

This misfired a little. Jonathan turned and stared at her. “How do you know her?” he said suspiciously.

“I don’t. I mean – she’s a film star,” Vivian explained.

She could see this meant nothing to Jonathan. He shrugged. “We could go through her luggage,” he suggested to Sam. “That might prove something.”

Vivian would have liked to go and sit on her suitcase and clutch the string bag to her and refuse indignantly, but she said with desperate bravery, “Do what you like. Only you’re to take me back to the station if you don’t find anything.”

“I might,” said Jonathan. Vivian was fairly sure that meant that he would. She tried not to mind too much when Jonathan dragged the suitcase over into a beam of light from the odd-shaped window, where he began briskly unpacking it. Sam attended to the string bag. Vivian spread it out on her knee for him, because that took her mind off Jonathan going into all her new winter underwear, and wished Sam would not breathe so heavily. The first thing Sam found was her sandwiches.

“Can I eat these?” he said.

“No,” said Vivian. “I’m hungry.”

“I’ll give you half,” Sam said, plainly thinking he was being generous.

Jonathan stood up holding Vivian’s new liberty bodice with suspenders attached to hold up her winter stockings. “Whatever do you use this for?” he asked, really puzzled by it.

Vivian’s face went fiery hot. “Put that down!” she said.

“Corsets,” Sam suggested with his mouth full.

There was a sort of buzzing from outside somewhere. Light came on and swiftly grew bright from all the corners of the room. It showed Jonathan standing frozen by the window with the liberty bodice in one hand and Vivian’s best jumper in the other. Vivian saw that the flicker over his eyes hardly showed in bright light, and that the diamonds on his suit were dark purple. Sam was frozen too, with a third sandwich in his hand.

“Someone’s coming!” Jonathan whispered. “They must have heard her yelling.”

“They make regular rounds,” Sam whispered back hoarsely.

“Then why didn’t you tell me? Quick!” Jonathan whispered. He bundled everything back into the suitcase and shoved the lid down. Sam seized the string bag and a handful of Vivian’s skirt with it and dragged. It was clear to Vivian that something frightening was about to happen. She let Sam tow her across the marble floor and round behind the huge carved desk.

“Hide!” he said. “Come on!”

There was a deep hollow inside the half-circle of desk, so that a person’s knees could swivel this way and that to reach the banks of switches. Sam pushed Vivian into it and dived in after her.

Before Vivian had a chance even to sit up properly, Jonathan came scrambling into the space too, dragging the suitcase behind him. Vivian ended up half-lying on her side with a clear view through the space at the bottom of the desk. She could see her last sandwich in its paper lying in the middle of the marble floor, and the heap of Jonathan’s grey flannel suit beside it.

Jonathan saw them too. “Damn!” he whispered, and he was off after them and back again while Vivian was still being shocked to hear him swear. “Don’t make a sound!” he said to her breathlessly. “If they find us, they might even shoot you!”

Vivian looked from his face to Sam’s, not sure if she believed this. They both had that tense look people have in films when gangsters are looking for them with guns. This made everything completely unreal to Vivian, like a film. She reached out and took her last sandwich from Jonathan before Sam’s stretching hand quite got to it. She bit into it. It made her feel better to chew bread she had watched Mum butter and sardines she had helped Mum mash. It told her that real life was still there somewhere.

She was still eating when a door rumbled and the light grew stronger. Two sets of heavy, clacking boots marched into view across the grey-veined white floor. Vivian watched them under the desk, clumping hither and thither, as the people wearing them checked the room. Beside her, she could feel Jonathan beginning to shake and Sam puffing little tiny snorts in an effort to breathe quietly, but she could not believe in any of it and she went on calmly eating her sandwich.

“Seems all right in here,” the owner of one pair of boots said, in a rumbling murmur.

“Funny though,” murmured the other. This one sounded like a woman. “I can smell fish – sardines. Can you smell sardines?”

Vivian stuffed the rest of the sandwich into her mouth and held both hands across it in order not to giggle. Jonathan’s face was white and the lordly look had somehow crumpled away from it entirely. Vivian saw that he had gone from being the Inquisitor to being a scared boy in bad trouble. Sam was holding his breath. His face was going a steadily darker red and his eyes were rolling at Vivian and the sandwich, quite horrified. She could tell they were both very frightened indeed, but she still wanted to laugh.

“No,” said the rumbling man’s voice. “Don’t smell a thing.”

“Then I’ll blame you,” said the woman, “if the Chief gets attacked by a mad sardine tomorrow.” They both laughed. Then the woman said, “Come on,” and the boots clacked away.

The door rumbled. After a while the lights dimmed. As soon as they did, Sam let out his breath in a near roar and threw himself on his face, gasping.

“I’m dying!” he panted.

“No you’re not,” Jonathan said. His voice had gone shrill and quavering. “Shut up and sit up. We’ve got to think what to do!”

Vivian knew Jonathan’s nerve had broken. It was time for her to be firm. “I’ll tell you what to do,” she said. “Open that silver booth again and put me back in it and send me back to the station to meet Cousin Marty.”

“No, we absolutely won’t,” Jonathan said. “We can’t. If we use it again that will make three times and the computer will register it. It always checks the odd numbers anyway, in case an agent goes out and gets lost. And they’ll find out we’ve broken the law. They’ll be on to us at once. We’re right in the middle of Time Patrol Building here. Don’t you understand?”




CHAPTER TWO
COUSIN VIVIAN

“No I don’t understand!” said Vivian. She could see well enough that the clacking boots had jolted both boys back to a sense of whatever passed for real life in this place. She thought: they were having an adventure up till then. Now it’s not fun any more.

She was angry. “What’s this law you’ve broken? What about me?”

“Twenty Century’s part of an Unstable Era,” Jonathan said. “It’s against the law even to take a thing out of an Unstable Era, and taking a person out is much worse. Putting a person back in after they’ve seen Time City is the worst crime you can commit.”

“They’ll send us out into history for it,” Sam said in a shocked whisper, and shivered. Jonathan, Vivian noticed, shivered much harder. “What will they do to her?”

“Something even worse,” Jonathan said, and his teeth chattered slightly.

“Well, you might have thought!” Vivian said. “What am I going to do now?”

Jonathan got to his knees. “I thought I did think!” he groaned as he crawled out from under the desk. He turned to face Vivian. His face looked pinched and frightened in the murky blue light. “I was quite sure you were… Look, can you give me your word of honour on the god Mao or Kennedy or Koran, or whatever you worship, that you really are just a plain person from Twenty Century and nothing to do with Faber John?”

“I give you my Bible oath,” said Vivian. “But you ought to know when a person’s real and telling the truth without it.”

Jonathan, to her surprise, took this rather well. “I do know,” he said. “I began to see something had gone wrong by the look on your face when you saw my pigtail – but I still don’t understand it! Let’s get out of here and think what to do.”

Crouching in the space behind the desk, they repacked Vivian’s suitcase and tried to cram Jonathan’s grey flannel clothes into it too. Only the trousers went in. They had to stuff the jacket into the string bag and the cap and tie into Vivian’s gas mask case. Sam took that. Jonathan carried the suitcase and Vivian hung on to the string bag. She felt that if she let go of it for an instant she might stop being Vivian Smith and turn into someone else completely.

At the door of the office, Sam produced a rattling bunch of – not keys. They were little squares that might have been made of plastic. He fitted one into a slot beside the door. “Pinched them from my father,” he explained in a loud proud whisper. The door slid aside, and then slid shut behind them when they were through, just as if it had known. They stole along a number of high corridors, where lights flicked on and off in the distance and round corners as the two guards went on their rounds. Unnerving though this was, it gave Vivian enough light to see that the building was all made of marble, with the same ultra-modern look as the office – except that there were carvings and sculptures up where the walls met the ceiling which did not look modern at all. Vivian glimpsed angel-faces in the dimness, winged lions and people who seemed to be half horses. It was like a dream.

I dreamed I dwelt in marble halls! Vivian thought. Perhaps I’ve fallen asleep on the train and this is all a dream I’m having. Though this was a comforting thought, she doubted it. Nobody could have slept on that noisy train.

They tiptoed down a narrow marble stair which led to what was obviously a grand entrance hall. This was much better lit. Vivian could see big glass doors in the distance, and a curving row of silver booths like the one she had come through. There must have been a hundred of them – with another hundred of them curving round the opposite wall, although her view of those was partly blocked by a gigantic marble stairway. This was a true marvel. The stone steps were moving. The three of them had to hide under it while a lady guard walked slowly across the open space with her hand on some sort of gun at her belt, and Vivian could hear the moving steps softly rumbling above them. She wondered how on earth it worked.

The guard walked out of sight behind a large circular installation in the centre of the hall. Jonathan and Sam led Vivian on a dash the other way, into the back of the building, where there were more corridors and, at last, a small back door. Sam stopped and fitted another card into a slot, and that door opened to let them out.

They went suddenly from ultra-modern to very old. Outside, they were in a narrow lane of crooked little stone houses. There was a round blue light fixed to one of the houses in the distance, which showed that the lane was cobbled, with a gutter down the middle. The air was fresh and cool. It made Vivian feel rather heady and giddy.

Sam and Jonathan plunged down towards the dark end of the lane. The cobbles dug into the underside of Vivian’s feet as she trotted after them. There was a thick old archway there, black as night underneath, and after that they came into a blue-lit courtyard, where they went scuttling towards a building like a church.

“No, it’s always left unlocked,” Jonathan whispered to Sam, as he bounded up the steps to the church-place, with his pigtail flying. “And I left both doors to the Annuate unfastened just in case.” Sure enough, the mighty door clicked and swung smoothly to let them in.

Quite a small church! Vivian thought in surprise. But it didn’t smell like a church!

It smelt warmer and more dusty than a church. It was harder to see than any place she had been in so far, because the blue street lighting came in through high-up coloured windows. Bars of misty blue-green light showed up leather-covered seats not quite like pews, and a splotch of dark violet light rested on a throne-thing at one end with some kind of glittering canopy above it. A slant of orange-blue on a wall gave Vivian a glimpse of one of the most beautiful paintings she had ever seen.

“That’s Faber John’s Seat,” Jonathan whispered, pointing to the throne as he led the way down an aisle. “This is the Chronologue, where the Time Council meets.”

“We unlocked a door and listened to them,” Sam said.

“That’s how we heard about the crisis and the plans to intercept you – I mean the real V.S.,” Jonathan explained.

They moved to the right and Vivian found herself facing a shining thing misted with more violet light, that seemed to crown the end of a row of seats. It was like a winged sun and it seemed to be studded with jewels.

“The Sempiternal Ensign,” Jonathan whispered. “Solid gold. That’s the Kohinoor diamond in the left wing and the Star of Africa’s in the right.” He gave the thing a fond pat as they passed it.

This was too much for Vivian. I must be dreaming! she decided. I know both those diamonds are somewhere else.

“Given to Time City by the Icelandic Emperor in Seventy-two Century,” Jonathan added as he undid a small heavy door. But Vivian felt too dreamlike to attend. She went dreamily down a long dark passage, through a door that creaked horribly and out into a place like a stately home, where they hurried up what seemed endless dark wooden stairs. This dream keeps getting things wrong! Vivian thought, as her legs began to ache. There ought to be a lift or a moving stair at least! She did not start thinking properly until she found herself sitting in another peculiar chair in a large room where all the furniture seemed to be empty frames, like a playground full of climbing-frames. Jonathan put a light on and leant against the door. “Phew!” he said. “Safe so far. Now we have to think hard.”

“I can’t think,” said Sam. “I’m hungry. She is too. She told me.”

“My automat’s on the blink again,” Jonathan said. “What do you want if I can get it to work?”

“Forty-two Century butter-pie,” Sam said, as if it was obvious.

Jonathan went to a thing on the wall facing Vivian which she supposed must be a musical instrument. It had keys like a piano and pipes like a church-organ and it was decorated all over with gilt twiddles and garlands, which were a little worn and peeling, as if the instrument had seen better days. Jonathan pounded at the white keys. When nothing happened, he banged at the organ-pipes. The thing began to chuff and grunt and to shake a little, at which Jonathan kicked it fiercely lower down. Finally, he took up what seemed to be an ordinary school ruler and pried at a long flap under the pipes.

“Well, it’s done the butter-pies,” he said, peering inside. “But the Twenty Century function seems to have broken. There’s no pizza and no bubble-gum. Do you mind food from other centuries?” he asked Vivian rather anxiously.

Vivian had never heard of pizza, though she thought it sounded Italian and not like the English food she was used to at all. She was past being surprised at anything by this time. “I could eat a dinosaur!” she said frankly.

“You almost have to,” Jonathan said, carrying an armful of little white flowerpots over to the empty frame beside Vivian’s chair. He dumped them into the air above it, and they stayed there, standing on nothing. “Butter-pie,” Jonathan said, handing a pot with a stick poking out of it to Sam. “Otherwise it’s done you algae soup, malty soy, two carob cornpones and fish noodles.”

Sam pulled the stick out of his pot with a yellow nubbly ice cream on the end of it. “Yummee!” he cried and bit into it like an ogre.

“Er – which is which?” Vivian asked, looking at the strange marks on the other pots. “I can’t read these words.”

“Sorry,” Jonathan said. “Those are Universal Symbols from Thirty-nine Century.” He sorted out the pots for her and took a butter-pie for himself. The pots, Vivian found, were sort of stuck to the air. She had to give a little pull to get them loose. She discovered that you peeled back the lid, and if you needed a spoon or a fork, the lid shrivelled itself into a spoon or fork shape. Algae soup was not at all pleasant, like salty pond water. But malty soy was nice if you dipped the cornpone in it. The fish noodles were—

“I’d rather eat Dad’s fishing bait,” Vivian said, putting that pot quickly down.

“I’ll get you a butter-pie,” Jonathan said.

“And another one for me,” Sam put in.

The church-organ received another banging, two more kicks and a punch in the delivery-flap and Vivian and Sam received a pot with a stick each. Jonathan threw the empty pots into a frame beside the organ, where they vanished.

“Now we must talk,” he said, while Vivian dubiously lifted the nubbly lump out of its pot. “We’ve all broken the law and we daren’t be caught. It would have been all right if V.S. was really V.S. but she isn’t, so we’ve got to think how to hide her.”

Vivian was getting very tired of being called V.S. She would have objected if she had not at that moment bitten into the butter-pie. Wonderful tastes filled her mouth, everything buttery and creamy she had ever tasted, with just a hint of toffee, and twenty other even better tastes she had never met before, all of it icy cold. It was so marvellous that she simply said quietly, “You owe me an explanation. What were you trying to do?”

“Save Time City of course,” Sam said juicily out of the middle of his butter-pie. “We listened to the Chronologue. That’s how we knew where you’d be.”

“There’s a passage between the Chronologue and here,” Jonathan explained. “But it’s been chained up ever since my father was elected Sempitern and I got curious about it. So Sam shorted it out for me and – anyway, we found it led to the Chronologue and, if we opened the door a crack, we could hear what they were all talking about. They were debating the crisis—”

“Only I couldn’t understand a word,” Sam said, as if this was rather clever of him. “It wasn’t like the stories.”

“It wasn’t!” Jonathan said feelingly. “It was all about polarities and chronons and critical cycles, but I understood the part about Time City being nearly worn out. It’s used one bit of space and time too often, you see, and they were trying to find a way to move it to another bit. The City’s held in place by things called polarities, which are put out into history like anchors, but no one except Faber John ever understood how it was done. I heard Dr Leonov admit that. So that was where V.S. comes in.”

“Who is she?” said Vivian.

“The Time Lady,” said Sam. “She’s on the rampage.”

“Yes, but we had to work that out,” said Jonathan, “by putting the talk in the Chronologue together with what the stories say. Chronologue was being very scientific, talking about someone coming up through the First Unstable Era in a wave of temporons and chronons, causing wars and changes everywhere. But I guessed it had to be the Time Lady. The story says that Faber John and his wife quarrelled about the way to rule Time City, and she tricked him into going down under the city and falling asleep there. They say he’s still there, and as long as he sleeps, the City is safe. But if it’s in danger he’ll wake up and come to our rescue. We’re going by the stories. We know you—the Time Lady hates Faber John and the City, because he saw how she’d tricked him at the last minute and threw her out into history. We think she’s trying to get back and destroy the City now it’s nearly worn out.”

“That’s the bit I didn’t understand,” Sam said. He was cross-legged on the floor, licking the stick of his butter-pie.

“It is a bit puzzling,” Jonathan said. Vivian could see he was very pleased with himself for working it out. “Chronologue seemed to be sure that the Time Lady would be quite reasonable when they found her and explained about the crisis. I think the quarrel she had with Faber John must have been political in some way.”

He looked questioningly at Vivian. Vivian caught the flicker of his flickering eyes and began to wonder if Jonathan did believe she was just a normal person from the Twentieth Century after all. But at that moment she bit through into the middle of the butter-pie. And it was hot. Runny, syrupy hot.

“It’s goluptuous when you get to the warm part, isn’t it?” Sam said, watching her with keen attention. “You want to let it trickle into the cold.”

Vivian did so and found Sam’s advice was excellent. The two parts mixed were even better than the cold part alone. It sent her rather dreamy again. When Sam grinned at her, a wide cheeky grin with two big teeth in the middle of it, she found herself thinking that Sam was not so bad after all. But she did her best to keep to the subject.

“I still don’t understand what made you think the Time Lady was me,” she said.

Jonathan started to say something. Then he changed his mind and said something else. “Because of the name, you see. Faber John’s wife was called Vivian. Everyone knows that. And Faber really means Smith. So when I heard Chronologue say that you—she was on that evacuee train, I worked out that she must be posing as a girl called Vivian Smith.”

“And we said V.S. when we talked about her so that nobody would guess our plan,” Sam put in. “We started planning two days ago after they met the train and couldn’t find her.”

“Two days ago!” Vivian exclaimed. “But I was there today, and so were you!”

“Yes, but you can get to any time you want through a time-lock,” Jonathan said, waving that puzzle away in his most lordly manner. “My father went there and Sam’s father, and so did the Head Librarian and the High Scientist, but they all came back saying she’d slipped through them somehow. That was when I thought we had a chance of getting you—her ourselves. Only you’re the wrong Vivian Smith for some reason – and I still can’t understand it! Sam, we’ve got to think what to do with her.”

“Send her to the Stone Age,” said Sam. “You wouldn’t mind that, would you?” he asked Vivian.

“Mind? I’d go crazy!” said Vivian. “There are spiders in caves. Why can’t you send me home?”

“I told you why we can’t,” Jonathan said. “Besides, it’s an Unstable Era and it’s even more unsettled than usual at the moment. Suppose we put you back and that mucked up the whole of history. They’d find out at once! Think of something, Sam!”

There was a long silence. Sam sat on the floor with his face in his fists. Jonathan leant against the wall, chewing the end of his pigtail. Vivian licked the last of her butter-pie off its stick and, for a while, could think of very little else except that she wished she could have another one. But I will get home! she told herself, sleepily twiddling the stick in her fingers. I will, whatever he says!

“I know!” Sam said at last. “Pretend she’s our cousin!”

Jonathan leapt away from the wall. “That’s it!” he shouted. “That’s clever, Sam!”

“I am clever,” said Sam. “You work out the details.”

“And that’s easy,” said Jonathan. “Listen, V.S., you are Vivian Sarah Lee. Your father is Sam’s uncle and mine. Have you got that?” He danced round the room, pointing at Vivian until she nodded. “Good. You’ve been away from Time City since you were six, because your parents are Observers on station in Twenty Century. That’s all true. Got it? But they’ve sent you home because the era’s getting more unsettled and there’s a war on. This is brilliant!” he said to Sam. “It will explain why she doesn’t know anything. And my mother’s bound to have her to live here, because Lee House is shut up – and we can even go on calling her V.S.!”

Sam rose from the floor and breathed heavily into Vivian’s face. “She doesn’t look like a Lee,” he said critically. “Her eyes are wrong and her hair curls.”

“A lot of Lees don’t have the eyefold,” Jonathan said. “I don’t think Cousin Vivian does. Her cheekbones are the right shape.”

“Will you both stop staring and criticising!” Vivian said. “There’s nothing wrong with my face. The lady in the woolshop says I look almost like Shirley Temple.”

“Who’s he?” said Sam, and Jonathan said, “Who are you, V.S.?”

“What?” said Vivian.

“She’s almost asleep,” Sam said, leaning even closer to Vivian’s face.

He was right. The long and worrying day, followed by the peculiar events of the last hour, were suddenly too much for Vivian. Or maybe it was the butter-pie. There began to be gaps in what she noticed. She heard Jonathan saying airily, “Oh, we can hide her in one of the archaic rooms. She’ll be more at home there.” At this, Vivian noticed that Jonathan seemed to have bounced back from his scare in the ultra-modern office and become once more the lordly, confident boy who met her at the station. This made her feel uneasy, but before she could work out why, they were telling her to get up and come along.

She almost forgot the precious string bag. She turned round for it and yelped. She found she had been sitting on nothing in a yellow framework, just like the flowerpots from the church-organ. She tried to reach through it for the bag. But the nothing stopped her hand and she had to grope underneath it before she could take hold of the string handles.

Next thing she noticed, they were going along a corridor. Then Jonathan was sliding a door aside and saying to Sam, “Mind you take those keys back now. And don’t get caught doing it.”

“I know what I’m doing,” Sam retorted, and trotted off down the hallway with the trailing tie of his puffy shoe flapping on the carpets.

After that Vivian noticed she was in bed, a rather hard, scratchy bed, with blue street light coming in from somewhere. What a lot of Vivians! she thought sleepily. And then: I’ll have another butter-pie before I go home tomorrow.

And after that, Vivian noticed that it was daytime again and woke up. She turned over under a heavy, scratchy coverlet embroidered with lines of thin brown people and smelling of dust, and knew at once where she was. She was in Time City, in the middle of a horrendous mistake. Oddly enough, although this was quite frightening, Vivian found it rather exciting too. She had always wanted to have an adventure, the way people did in films. And here she was having one. She knew it was no dream. She sat up.

No wonder the bed felt hard. It was made of stone. It had four huge stone pillars like totem poles that held up an embroidered canopy overhead. Beyond in the room, strong sunlight slanted on to Egyptian-type carvings on the stone walls. Vivian knew it was quite late on in the morning. She got out of the bed on to rush mats, where she was surprised to find that she had put on her night clothes before she had gone to sleep. Her suitcase was open on the stone floor and her clothes were scattered all over the room.

I wonder where the toilet is, and I do hope it’s not invisible! she thought. A stone archway in the wall led to a tiled place. Vivian went through and found, to her relief, that the toilet and washbasin in there looked much like the ones she was used to, even though they were made of stone. But there were no taps, and she could not find out how the toilet flushed.

“But at least I could see them,” she said to herself, as she hunted for her scattered clothes.

She was just putting on her second sock – which had somehow got right under the stone bed – and had only her shoes to find, when the stone door grated open and Jonathan came in. He was carrying what looked like half a birdcage with dishes floating in the air beneath it.

“Oh good!” he said. “You were asleep when I looked in earlier. I brought you some breakfast, so you won’t have to face my parents on an empty stomach.” He was wearing bright green pyjamas today and looking very spruce and confident.

Vivian had a feeling that he was going to rush her into something else unless she was careful. “You’ll have to tell me a whole lot more,” she said. “Or I can’t face anyone.”

“Well, you can’t stay hiding here. Elio’s bound to find you,” Jonathan said, putting the birdcage down on a stone table. “What’s your name?”

“Vivian Smi—” Vivian began, and then remembered that she was Jonathan’s cousin. “Vivian Sarah Lee,” she said. “You thought I’d forget, didn’t you?”

“I wasn’t sure,” Jonathan said, setting out the dishes from under the birdcage. “Pull up that log over there and start eating. We have to catch my mother before she goes to work.”

There was no butter-pie, to Vivian’s regret, but there were syrupy pancakes that were almost as good, and fruit juice which Vivian thought was even nicer than tinned pineapple. Up to then, tinned pineapple had been her favourite food. After that were slices of strange crumby bread that you ate with slices of cheese. “Why is everyone called Vivian?” she asked as she ate.

“The eldest Lee is always called Vivian,” Jonathan said. “After the Time Lady. Her eldest daughter married the first Lee. We descend from Faber John himself. And we’re the oldest family in Time City.”

He was sitting on the stone bed looking lofty. Vivian could tell he was very proud of being a Lee. “How old is that?” she said.

“Thousands of years,” said Jonathan. “Nobody knows quite how many.”

“That’s ridiculous!” said Vivian. “How can anyone think that Faber John and the Time Lady are still around after all that time?”

“I told you last night,” Jonathan said, “that I’m going by the stories. I think the Scientists have got it wrong – and even they can’t account for the person coming uptime from Four Century to Twenty Century, bringing all the disturbance to history.” He leant forward earnestly. “I know that’s the Time Lady, and I’m sure the stories are right and she’s trying to destroy the City because she hates Faber John. The stories are almost the only history of Time City that we’ve got. The records are terribly hazy. You should hear my tutor swearing about how little we know!” He stood up impatiently. “Are you finished? Shall we go?”

Vivian was still eating cheese and crumby bread. “No,” she said. “And listen here – I’m not going to be rushed and bullied all the time. You caught me on the hop yesterday, but that doesn’t mean I’m feeble.”

“I never thought you were feeble!” Jonathan protested. He hung about, standing on one foot and then on the other, until Vivian had put the last slice of cheese into her mouth. Then he rushed to the door. “Ready now?”

Vivian sighed. “No. I have to put my shoes on. And what about my luggage?”

Jonathan had forgotten about that. “You’d better bring it with you to show that you’ve travelled,” he said. “That gas mask is a wonderfully realistic touch.”

“It’s not realistic,” said Vivian. “It’s real.”

She found her shoes and packed her suitcase yet again, while Jonathan took his grey flannel disguise and hid it in a stone chest. “They’ll be safe there until Sam can sneak them back to Patrol Costumes,” he said. “Oh, and take that label off the string thing. It’ll look pretty funny if I introduce you as V.S. Lee and you’re waving a label saying V. Smith.”

This was true, but Vivian felt a twinge of alarm as the label went into the stone chest too. It was as if she really had lost her name. How am I going to prove to Cousin Marty that I’m me? she wondered, putting on her school hat and her coat. “Now I am ready,” she said.

The house was huge, with a sort of lived-in richness to it. The rugs along the passages had an ugly, valuable look, but they had worn places on them. The banisters of the many stairs they went down had been polished so much that the carvings on them had almost worn away. The stairs had dips in the middle from countless years of feet. People were hard at work putting another layer of polish on them. Jonathan took Vivian on a dodging, zig-zag way down, using four different staircases, so that they never met any of these people face to face, and they came at last to the ground floor. Jonathan let out a sigh of relief. “Now we can let people see us,” he said.

Vivian looked from the coloured marble patterns on the floor to the wide oak stairway, and then to a row of pointed windows – or maybe doors – on the other side. She could see a sloping town square out there with a fountain in the middle. “What is this house?” she said.

“The Annuate Palace,” said Jonathan. “This way.”

He took Vivian along the patterned marble floor to where the space stopped being a front hall and turned into a kind of room full of carved empty frames that were probably chairs. Just beyond an archway, a lady was speaking into what was probably a telephone – though it looked rather as if she was gazing into a mirror and speaking into a magnifying glass. “I’ll be along in five minutes,” she said, glancing at Jonathan and Vivian, “and we’ll sort it out then. Something seems to have come up here. ’Bye.” She put the magnifying glass into a slot by the mirror and turned round, staring at Vivian.

Vivian suddenly felt truly uncomfortable. This lady had the same deeply anxious look that Mum had worn ever since War was declared. And though she looked nothing like Mum, since she had the same folded eyes as Jonathan with the same flicker in front of them, Vivian knew she was a real person with real worries, just like Mum. She might wear yellow and black pyjamas and do her hair in a strange way, but it was not right to lie to her. And here was Jonathan smoothly telling her lies.

“You’ll never guess, Mother!” he said. “This is Cousin Vivian – Vivian Lee! She’s just got here from Twenty Century.”

His mother put up a hand and clutched her jetty black hair. “Oh Great Time! Are the Lees back already then? I meant to air Lee House first!”

“No, she’s on her own. Viv and Inga sent her back because World War Two has just started,” Jonathan explained.

And here am I standing here letting him lie! Vivian thought uncomfortably. But she had to join in the lying after that, because Jonathan’s mother turned to her with a worried smile. “Of course! That war comes up about a third of the way through Twenty Century, doesn’t it? Has it turned out worse than they expected?”

“Much worse,” said Vivian. “London’s been bombed quite a bit already. They think there’s going to be gas-attacks and an invasion soon.” Though all this was quite true, it somehow amounted to a lie. Jonathan’s mother turned pale. “They’re sending all the children away from London,” Vivian said, hoping that would make her feel better.

“You poor child! And my poor brother!” Jonathan’s mother said. “Why does everything have to happen at once? Of course you must stay here with us until your parents are recalled. And we’ll find you some proper clothes. I suppose you’ve nothing but those awful things you’ve got on.”

Vivian looked down at her coat and her best skirt rather indignantly, but she did not need to say anything. Jonathan’s mother turned back to the telephone-thing and pressed a knob in the wall beside it. “Elio,” she said. “I need you at once. Can you come to the hall?” She said over her shoulder to Jonathan, “Will you take care of Vivian today, my love – and show her around and so on? She’s bound to feel very strange after five years in history. I’ve got a crisis on in Agelong. Someone’s sent out the New Australian Grammar to Malaya nearly a century before it was invented and I’m going to be all day sorting it out.”

“I always have to do your dirty work!” Jonathan said, pretending to be annoyed. “You’re never here at all!”

“I know, my love,” his mother said, looking more worried than ever. “I’ll try to get the day off tomorrow, I—”

But here a door slammed open across the room and a tall anguished-looking man came storming out in a swirl of grey robes. He was followed by a pale respectful-looking man in sober fawn-coloured pyjamas. Jonathan’s mother instantly turned more worried yet.

“What’s this? What’s going on?” asked the storming man. “You can’t take Elio away now! I need him.” He glared at the pale man, who looked at the floor respectfully. He glared at Jonathan, who looked back as if he was used to it. Then he came right up to Vivian and glared at her. “What in Time’s name is this?” he said. His pepper-coloured hair was scraped into a knob on top of his head, and his eyes stared out of deep hollow sockets, looking agonised. He was so alarming that Vivian backed away.

“It’s little Vivian Lee, Ranjit,” Jonathan’s mother said in a guilty, soothing way. “Your niece. The Lees have had to send her home because Twenty Century seems to be getting quite dangerous, and she’ll have to stay with us. Their house is shut up, remember? I wanted Elio to see about a room and some clothes for her.”

“But she’s too big!” the anguished man said, still glaring at Vivian. “This girl is not the right size!”

Vivian stood limply, looking at the floor like the pale man. It was almost a relief that he had realised she was not the right Vivian. Now she would not need to lie any more. But she was very scared about what they would do to her now they knew.

“She was six when she went away, Father,” Jonathan said. He did not seem in the least alarmed. “That was nearly six years ago. Think how much I’ve changed since then.”

“So you have,” said this alarming man, turning his glare on Jonathan as if he did not think the change was for the better. “I see,” he said. “She grew.” And to Vivian’s great surprise, he turned to her again with his anguished face relaxed into a charming smile. The hint of anguish still there in his hollow eyes only seemed to make the smile more charming. He held out a long, knobby hand for Vivian to shake. “I believe that to be Twenty Century custom,” he said. “How do you do, my dear?”

“Very well, thank you,” Vivian managed to say. Relief seemed to have taken her voice away at first. No wonder Jonathan thought I’d better have breakfast before I met his father! she thought. I might have fainted without.

Jonathan’s father turned round, saying, “I need Elio back in five minutes exactly,” and went away in the same storming way that he had come, with his robes streaming, and banged the door behind him. Jonathan’s mother took pale Elio aside and began telling him what she needed. She seemed quite flustered, but Elio nodded calmly. He had a little square thing in his hand and punched buttons on it respectfully as Jonathan’s mother talked. It must have been a way of taking notes.

“What do I call them?” Vivian whispered urgently to Jonathan while his mother talked.

“Call who what?” said Jonathan.

“Your parents. Auntie what? Uncle which?” Vivian whispered.

“Oh, I see!” Jonathan whispered. “Her name’s Jenny Lee Walker. You’d better say Jenny. He’s called Ranjit Walker. Most people call him Sempitern, but you’re supposed to be a Lee, so you could call him Ranjit.”

Ranjit, Vivian tried out to herself. Uncle Ranjit. It was no good. She just could not imagine herself calling that alarming man anything. Jenny was better. She could manage that. But she did wonder if Jonathan was very brave, or just mad, to think of deceiving either of them.

Jonathan’s mother – Jenny, Vivian told herself – turned back to them, smiling. “That’s all seen to then!” she said. “Leave your coat and hat and your luggage here, Vivian dear, for Elio to see to, and run off and enjoy Time City with Jonathan – Or—” She looked worried again. “Do you need anything to eat?”

“No thanks,” Vivian said, and once more found herself lying by telling the truth. “I had – I had sandwiches to take on the train.”

Then they were free to go back along the coloured marble floor. Vivian went feeling rather shaky, but Jonathan walked with a bouncing, lordly stride, smiling broadly. “There! We got away with it!” he said. “I knew we would. This way.”

He swung towards the line of pointed windows. They clearly were doors. One in the middle flapped aside to let them out, as if it knew they were coming – or Vivian thought it was opening for them, until she saw that two people, a man and a woman, were coming in from the square outside. Vivian stopped politely to let them come in first. But, to her astonishment, Jonathan took no notice of them at all. He went on walking through the opening as if the two people did not exist. And to Vivian’s utter horror, he walked straight through both of them, the man first and then the woman, as if they were made of smoke.

“How – who – how did you do that?” she gasped, as the man and woman walked past her through the hall, looking quite whole and undamaged. “Who – who are they?”

“Those? You don’t want to take any notice of those,” Jonathan said. “They’re only time-ghosts.”

Vivian’s still-shaky legs nearly folded under her. “Ghosts!” she squawked.




CHAPTER THREE 
TIME CITY

Jonathan took Vivian’s elbow and towed her down a bank of stone steps into the cobbled square outside. “Not really ghosts,” he said. “Time-ghosts – and you’re supposed to know about them, so don’t make such a noise! This square is called Time Close. All the important people live here. That’s Lee House over there where you were supposed to have been born.”

How can anyone get used to ghosts? Vivian thought, looking where Jonathan pointed. Lee House was the tallest building on the right-hand side of Time Close. It confused Vivian a little because it was built mostly of metal in a most modern-looking style, and yet she could see that it was very old from the gigantic flowering tree trained up the front of it. The tree had reached the straight metal roof and bent across it, and gone on to trail huge branches over the newer houses on either side. And these houses were built of mellow pink brick and weathered old wood in a way that ought to have been ancient. More confusing still, the Annuate Palace, when Vivian turned to look back at it, was simply a very large house built in a style she had never seen before.

“Then tell me about these ghosts, if I’m supposed to know,” she said.

“Time-ghosts,” said Jonathan. “They happen because the City keeps using the same piece of space and time over and over again. If a person does the same thing often enough, they leave a mark in the air, like the ones you just saw. Habit-ghosts, we call them. There’s another kind called once-ghosts – I’ll show you some of those later. They get made—”

But the explanation was interrupted by Sam, who came shuffling gloomily away from the fountain in the middle of the Close. He was in orange pyjamas today and his shoelaces were trailing off both feet. “I got caught. I got hit,” he said, sighing gustily. His face was rather blotchy, as if he might have been crying. “I was tired,” he said. “I took the keys back this morning instead.”

“Oh no!” exclaimed Jonathan. His lordly air vanished and he looked horrified. “I told you not to! You mean they found out?”

“No, I covered up,” Sam said. “My dad came in just as I was putting the keys back, and I pretended I was just taking them that moment for a joke. But he hit me and locked his study. We won’t be able to get at them again.”

“That’s all right!” Jonathan said, much relieved. “We won’t need the keys again. I got V.S. passed off as Cousin Vivian, so we’re quite safe.”

He was far too relieved to show any sympathy for Sam. Vivian felt she ought to make up for it by being sorry for Sam herself, but she was too worried on her own account. This meant there was no chance of forcing Jonathan to send her back to Cousin Marty by the way she had come. She would have to make them send her through another time-lock – and soon. She knew she could not pretend to be Cousin Vivian for long. Someone was bound to find out.

Jonathan did not seem to be worrying about that at all. “Tie your shoes up,” he said confidently to Sam. And when Sam had done so, with much heavy breathing and some cross muttering, Jonathan led the way through an archway in the lower corner of Time Close into a big empty square beyond. “This is Aeon Square,” he said, waving a lordly hand.

There were huge buildings all round the square. But Vivian was a Londoner and used to tall buildings. What impressed her more was that, in the same confusing way as the buildings in Time Close, the ones which should have been ultra-modern seemed to be the oldest there. There was a great turreted place that might have been a department store filling all the right-hand side of Aeon Square, and it was made entirely of glass – glass twisted and wrought into a hundred strange futuristic shapes. But Vivian could see, even from this distance, that the glass was pitted and worn and obviously as old as the hills, while the nearer buildings with stone towers looked much newer.

“What do you think of it?” Jonathan said, clearly expecting her to marvel.

“It’s not much bigger than Trafalgar Square without Nelson and the lions,” Vivian said, refusing to be overawed. “But it’s awfully clean.” This was true. There was no soot or grime. The sunlight slanted on clear grey stone and sparkled green on the glass, or came dazzling off the golden roofs and domes that crowded up from behind the buildings at the end of the square. Vivian looked up into the soft blue and white sky as she followed Jonathan across the wide space and found no chimneys and no smoke. “Why is there no smoke?” she asked. “And don’t you have pigeons?”

“No birds in Time City,” Sam said, stumping along behind.

“And we don’t use fossil fuels,” Jonathan said, striding ahead. “We use energe functions instead. This is Faber John’s Stone.”

Right in the middle of the square, there was a big slab of bluish rock let into the whiter paving-stones. It was very worn from being walked on. The golden letters that had once made up quite a long inscription had been almost wholly trodden away.

Sam stood and gazed at it. “The crack’s got bigger,” he announced.

Vivian could see the crack Sam meant. It was quite a short one, from one corner, stretching to the first golden letters of the inscription. FAB… they said. IOV… AET… IV… and CONDI… on the next line. The rest was too worn away to read. “Is it Greek?” she asked.

“Latin,” said Sam. “Measure the crack. Go on.”

“In a second,” said Jonathan. He explained to Vivian, “They say Faber John put this stone here when he founded the City. The words mean that Faber John founded the City to last the Four Ages. My tutor raves at the way they’ve let it get trodden away. He thinks it should say why the City was made and whereabouts the polarities are out in history. The stories say that when Faber John’s Stone breaks up, the City will break up too. All right,” he said to Sam, who was bouncing impatiently about.

Jonathan put his foot, in a green strappy sandal, carefully along the crack, with his green heel wedged into the corner. “It’s grown quite a bit,” he said. “It’s nearly to the end of my toes now.” He said to Vivian, “It was just a little tiny split for most of my life, but it started to grow about a month ago. I measure it every day on my way to school.”

“The City’s breaking up,” Sam announced in a booming, gloomy voice. “I need comforting. I need a Forty-two Century butter-pie.”

“Later,” said Jonathan and strode away across the square. “I want to show V.S. the time-ghosts in Secular Square.”

Sam stamped angrily and defiantly on the crack, which caused one of his shoelaces to trail again as he followed them.

Secular Square was behind Aeon Square and much smaller. It was crowded with stalls under red and white awnings, where people were buying and selling everything from fruit and meat to tourist trinkets. At first sight, there were hundreds of people there. Then Vivian’s flesh began to creep as she realised that half the people were walking through the other half. Music was playing merrily somewhere. Everyone was chattering and buying things, and nobody seemed in the least bothered that half the throng were ghosts who chattered and laughed without making a sound and paid for ghostly apples with unreal money. There was even a ghostly stall piled with ghostly oranges and tomatoes. It overlapped a real stall, but nobody seemed to mind. That stall was the only ghostly thing Vivian dared walk through.

“How do you tell?” she asked despairingly, as Jonathan and Sam walked through a crowd of laughing girls who looked as real as anyone else. “They all look quite solid to me!”

“You’ll get to know,” Jonathan said. “It’s obvious really.”

“But I can’t go bumping into everyone until I do!” Vivian protested. She kept carefully behind Jonathan and Sam while she tried to see just what it was about the people they walked through. After a while, she noticed that the people they didn’t walk through were all the ones who were wearing the same kind of pyjama-suits as their own. Got it! Vivian thought. Pyjamas are present-day fashion! She pointed excitedly to a group of people in gauzy dresses gathered round a trinket stall. “I know! Those are time-ghosts.”

Jonathan and Sam looked. “Tourists,” said Sam.

“From Eighty-seven Century,” said Jonathan.

As they said it, a gauze-robed girl bought a real white bag with TIME CITY on it in gold letters, and paid with a real silvery strip of money. Vivian felt a fool. A time-ghost in a pink striped crinoline walked through her and she had suddenly had enough.

“This is giving me the pip!” she said. “Go somewhere else or I shall scream!”

“Let’s get butter-pies,” said Sam.

“Later,” said Jonathan. He led the way down a winding lane called Day Alley, explaining to Vivian, “I wanted you to see how old Time City is. There are ghosts in the market wearing clothes that must go back hundreds of years.”

“I’m miserable,” Sam proclaimed, plodding behind with his shoelace flapping. “Nobody ever gives me butter-pies when I need them.”

“Shut up,” said Jonathan. “Stop whingeing.” This conversation happened so often after that that Vivian felt it ought to qualify as a time-ghost. Meanwhile they saw a round place with a golden dome called The Years, and then went over a bridge that was made of china, like a teacup, and painted with flowers in a way that reminded Vivian of a teacup even more. But the paint was worn and scratched and the bridge was chipped in places. It led to a park called Long Hours, where they saw the famous Pendulum Gardens.

Vivian found them fascinating, but Sam stood glumly watching fountains fling water high against the sky and little islands of rock carrying daffodils, tulips and irises slowly circle about in the spray.

“There’s only nineteen islands left,” he said. “Two more have come down.”

“How is it done?” Vivian asked. “How do the flowers stay up?”

“Nobody knows,” said Jonathan. “They say Faber John invented it. It’s one of the oldest things in the City.”

“That’s why it’s falling apart,” Sam said dismally.

“Oh, do stop being so depressing!” Jonathan snapped at him.

“I can’t,” sighed Sam. “I’m in my wet-week mood. You weren’t hit before breakfast.”

Jonathan sighed too. “Let’s go and have butter-pies,” he said.

Sam’s face lit up. His whole body changed. “Whoopee! Charge!” he shouted and led the way back to Aeon Square at a gallop.

Jonathan and Vivian trotted after him, through narrow stone streets, through time-ghosts, and past numbers of strangely dressed tourists.

“He knows just how to get what he wants,” Jonathan panted irritably.

That’s the pot calling the kettle black, if I ever heard it! Vivian thought. “How old is he?” she asked.

“Eight!” Jonathan said, in a short, disgusted puff of breath. “Sometimes I wish I wasn’t stuck with him. But he’s the only person anywhere near my age in Time Close.”

Sam galloped straight to the glass building in Aeon Square and trotted along an arcade of glass pillars until he came to a place where tables were set out. He dived into a chair at a table with a view between two enormous greenish pillars and sat proudly waiting to be served. Vivian sat beside him watching tourists walk through the square and cluster to look at Faber John’s Stone in the middle. More tourists sat at the other tables or went in and out of the rich-looking shops under the arcade. Vivian had never seen so many peculiar clothes and strange hairstyles in her life. She heard strange languages too, jabbering all round her.

“Time City relies a lot on the tourist trade,” Jonathan said.

“Where do they all come from?” Vivian asked.

“All the Fixed Eras,” Sam said, quite cheerful now. “A hundred thousand years of them.”

“There’s a tour for every ten years of every century, except when there’s a war on,” Jonathan said. “The Time Consuls arrange them. Time Patrol checks everyone who wants to come, but almost anyone can come really.”

“How much does a tour cost?” Vivian asked. But the waitress arrived to take their orders just then. She was a cheerful young lady in frilly pink pyjamas who clearly knew Sam and Jonathan rather well.

“Hallo, you two,” she said. “How many butter-pies this morning?”

“Three, please,” said Jonathan.

“Only three?” said the waitress. “One point five, then. Numbers?”

“I’m not allowed a number,” said Sam.

“I know about you,” the waitress said. “I meant your friends.”

“I’m paying,” said Jonathan, and recited a string of numbers.

“Yes, but are you in credit?” said the waitress. “Show.”

Jonathan pressed one of the buttons on his belt and held his hand out with a row of signs shining on his palm. The waitress looked, nodded, and pressed buttons on the pink matching belt round her pyjamas.

“I must get Elio to give me more credit,” Jonathan said when the waitress had gone. “I shall go broke paying for everything. Sam’s not allowed any credit. When they gave him his first belt, he took it apart and altered the credit-limit. Then he spent a fortune on butter-pies.”

“A thousand units in two days,” Sam said happily.

“How much is a unit?” Vivian asked.

“Um – about two of your pounds,” said Jonathan.

Vivian gasped. “Weren’t you sick?”

“All night,” Sam said cheerfully. “It was worth it. I’m a butter-pie addict.” His face lit up as he saw the waitress coming back. “Here they are! Yummee!”

While they ate and let the hot part trickle into the cold, Jonathan seemed to feel he had to go on showing Vivian Time City. He pointed to the gleaming white building across the square. Vivian was rather embarrassed to find that the tourists’ heads were turning to look at it too. “There’s Time Patrol, where we were last night,” he said. “And there—” He pointed towards the end of the square and tourist heads in strange hairstyles swung that way as well as Vivian’s. “That building’s Duration, where Sam and I go to school. I expect you’ll be going there with us when half-term’s over.” Then he pointed back along the arcade, and once more all the heads turned where he pointed. “That’s Continuum behind us, where all the students are, with Perpetuum and Whilom Tower beyond that…”

Vivian was so embarrassed at the way the tourists were listening in that she stopped attending. Instead she thought: Half-term! It’s their half-term and they were bored with nothing to do. That’s why they thought up this adventure with the Time Lady and saving Time City, to make life exciting. I can just hear them whispering together about V.S.! It’s still not real to them!

“…and opposite Agelong, where my mother works. Those twin domes – those are Erstwhile and Ongoing,” Jonathan was saying. “Then there’s Millennium at the end of—”

“I need another butter-pie,” Sam interrupted.

Jonathan pressed another stud in his belt. A clock-face appeared on the back of his hand. It said a quarter to twelve.

“No time,” he said. “We’ve got to show V.S. the Endless ghost.”

“After that then,” said Sam.

“No,” said Jonathan. “It’s my last credit.”

“You count tomato pips!” Sam said disgustedly as they got up to go.

“How does your belt work?” Vivian asked. “It seems like magic to me!”

She soon wished she had not asked. There were now crowds of tourists in the square. Jonathan said, “Energe functions,” and dived vigorously this way and that among the people, shooting bits of explanation over his shoulder. Vivian followed as best she could, trying to understand, although almost the only parts of it she grasped were words like and and the. “And mine’s made in Hundred-and-two Century so it’s got a low-weight function,” Jonathan said. “Look.” He pressed another stud and took off from beside Vivian in a long, floating leap. He landed, and at once took off in another, and another, floating this way and that among the groups of people.

“He’s gone silly!” Sam said disgustedly. “Come on.”

They dodged among the people, trying to keep Jonathan’s green swooping figure and flying pigtail in sight. It took them between buildings beyond the glass arcade. Vivian had a glimpse of the twin domes Jonathan must have been talking about on one side and, on the other, a most extraordinary place like a lopsided honeycomb that seemed to have stairs zig-zagging dizzily all over it. Then they were at a grand flight of steps. Jonathan’s green figure was bounding down them like a crazy kangaroo. They saw him bound right across the broad crowded road below, where he dropped straight down at the top of a leap and landed with a bump, looking a little cross.

“Good. It’s run down. He’ll have to wait for it to recharge,” said Sam. They ran across the road, where Jonathan was leaning against a stone wall. Below and beyond the wall was open countryside, with a river winding through it. Jonathan was watching a barge unloading at a wharf a long way below.

“The River Time,” he said to Vivian, just as if nothing had happened and she and Sam were not hot and out of breath with trying to keep up. “This road is the Avenue of the Four Ages and it leads to Endless Hill. Look.”

A bit like the Mall, Vivian thought, or perhaps the Embankment, what with the river on one side. And Jonathan is a maddening boy! Worse than Sam!

There were arches over the Avenue made of lacy metalwork, and in some way these arches were made to fly long streamers of light, like flags or scarves, in rainbow colours. It looked very festive, since it was full of crowds and clots of people all hastening towards the hill at the end. There the Avenue led into flights of steps up the round green hill, to the tower at the top. The tower looked old. Very, very old, Vivian thought, and dark, although she could see sky through the windows in it.

“That tower’s called the Gnomon,” said Jonathan. “It has Faber John’s clock in it that only strikes once a day, at midday.”

They began to follow the rest of the people towards Endless Hill, but, before they had gone very far a tremendous bell began to toll. BONG. It buzzed the lacy arches and set the streamers of light fluttering. “Bother! Midday already!” Jonathan said and started to run. They were still quite a way from the hill when the second stroke came. BONG. Again the streamers of light wavered. Arms in the crowd pointed. There came murmurs of “There it is!” from all sides.

Vivian saw a person in green clothes, distantly, on the lowest flight of steps up the hill. He was trying to climb them. He seemed in an awful hurry – she could feel that from here – and he ran and scrambled furiously. But something seemed to be stopping him. BONG! rang the great clock. The man in green staggered and pushed himself upwards. BONG. Vivian could feel the effort it took the man. He was lifting his feet as if they were in lead boots. BONG. He was trying to pull himself up by the balustrade and that was not working either.

“Is it very hard to climb those steps?” she whispered. BONG.

“No. You can run up them,” said Jonathan. “But he’s a time-ghost. A once-ghost. He tries to get up the stairs every day at twelve. Watch.”

BONG, went the clock while Jonathan was speaking. With every stroke, the man in green seemed to find it more difficult to climb. But he did not give up. He laboured upward while the clock struck seven, eight and nine. By the tenth stroke, he was on his hands and knees, crawling. He seemed quite exhausted and he still had two turns of the steps to go before he reached the tower. As he crawled doggedly up the next-to-last flight, Vivian found she was holding her breath. BONG.

Come on, come on! she said inside her head. It seemed the most important thing in the world that the man should reach the top.

And he did not do it. BONG came the twelfth stroke and the green crawling figure was simply not there any more. “O – oh!” said Vivian, and the crowd all round her said “O – oh!” too, in a long groan. “What a pity! What was he doing?” Vivian said.

“Nobody knows. He hasn’t done it yet,” Jonathan said. “He’s a once-ghost, you see, and those happen when whatever they’re doing is so important or so emotional that they leave a mark like the habit-ghosts.”

“What? From the future?” said Vivian.

“Yes, but it isn’t really the future here,” Jonathan explained. “I told you how Time City uses the same small piece of time over and over again. Past and future go round and round, so they’re almost the same thing. What did you think of the Endless ghost?” he asked her eagerly. “Did he mean anything to you?”

The only thing Vivian could think of was Robin Hood because of the green clothes. “No,” she said. “Should he?”

Jonathan looked a little disappointed. “Well, a fresh mind from an Unstable Era,” he said. “You might have had a new idea. Let’s have lunch before the tourists fill all the cafés.”

“Butter-pies. You promised,” said Sam.

“I said No,” said Jonathan. “Ordinary food. It’s cheaper.”

“Slant-eyed meanie!” Sam muttered. But he took care to say it when Jonathan was pushing through the crowd some way ahead.

They went up steps between the houses. These steps were called The Decades and there were ten steps between every landing, until they were quite high up near the golden dome of The Years. There was a place to buy food at the top, with a slant of lawn to eat it on, under an old grey tower. They had sweet buns with meat in them, sitting in the sun, which was warm, but not too warm. I’m enjoying this! Vivian thought. I feel like a tourist on holiday! While they ate, Jonathan and Sam told her about other once-ghosts. There was a man who dived daily into the River Time, trying to rescue a drowning girl; the Time Patroller who got shot in the hall of Millennium; and the girl who was a Lee, and therefore a long-ago ancestress of Sam’s and Jonathan’s, who threw her engagement-ring angrily into the fountain in Century Place every day at sunset.

“She was awfully embarrassed about it later,” Jonathan said, getting up. “She nearly left Time City, but she couldn’t face living in history. Get moving, Sam. I want to show V.S. Faber John while the tourists are eating.”

“You mean he’s still here!” Vivian said.

“You’ll see,” said Sam, with his largest two-toothed grin.

The way to Faber John was at the bottom of the old tower, below the lawn. There was a dark doorway down there, with a lady in the dimness inside who demanded to see Jonathan’s credit. When Jonathan pressed his belt stud and held out his hand, the glowing green numbers on his palm changed quite noticeably as the lady punched a machine in front of her. This was expensive. Vivian understood now why Jonathan had been so careful to buy a cheap lunch.

After that, they went down a flight of steps with a rope railing, down and down, under little balls of blue light fixed in the rocky ceiling, until they came to a muddy floor deep under Time City. They could hear laughs and shrieks from a few tourists ahead of them, but those were nearly drowned by a noise of water pouring and dripping. Round a rocky corner, there was a notice.

FABER JOHN’S WELL: A Drink brings Health and Luck, it said, in letters almost too strange for Vivian to read. Beyond that, water came gushing from a groove in the roof and spilt into a small stone basin that was obviously made naturally from the water wearing the rock. A few coins glittered under its dark ripples.

“You don’t need to pay,” said Sam.

All the same, Vivian dropped a big round penny with 1934 on it into the strange little well. She felt she needed some luck to get her back home. Then she took one of a stack of jewelled goblets from one side and held it under the running water. The goblet was really only papery stuff, but it looked so real Vivian decided to keep it. The water tasted fresh and slightly rusty, both at once.

She followed Sam and Jonathan along the bends of the mud-floored passage, clutching her goblet, hoping it did mean luck. They went past cunningly lighted rock-formations, like folded cloth and like angel’s wings, and one beautiful one that was a dark unmoving pool with a rock growing out of the middle of it that was just like two cupped hands, fingers and all. All the time, there was the sound of water pouring and raining and gushing. At first Vivian thought it was the sound of Faber John’s Well, but it grew steadily louder, until they entered a wider part of the passage with an iron railing down one side. Here it was warmer, and a little steamy, and the sound of water was a thunder with loud pattering in its midst.

“River Time rises here,” Jonathan shouted, pointing to a deep crevice beyond the railing, where much of the thunder seemed to come from. They went round another corner and found the tourists they had heard before were just going on ahead. “Good,” Jonathan said. “We’ve got it to ourselves. Look.”

Beyond the rail and beyond the dark crevice, there was a smooth oval cave many yards long in the wall. Water poured and dripped inside it. But lights had been placed to shine through the sheet of water into the cave. Vivian saw a shape inside. It was long and high and it reminded her of—She had a sudden vivid memory of sharing a bed with Mum once, on holiday at Bognor Regis, before Dad could get there from work. In the morning she had woken up to find Mum lying on her side, facing away from her, but looking very near and large, so that Vivian saw Mum’s rather thin back and shoulders like a cliff in front of her. What was inside the cave looked just like that. For a moment, Vivian could have sworn she was looking at part of a giant’s back, with the giant’s head hidden inside the rock to the left and the rest of him stretched out to the right under the City. There was a shoulder-blade, and the knobby dent a person has down the middle of his back. But the shape was a shiny clay-colour. It looked like rock. Water pattered and poured on it perpetually, showing it must be hard as rock too.

“It can’t be a person, can it?” she said. “He’d be huge if he stood up! It must be rock.”

“We don’t know,” said Jonathan.

“But surely somebody’s climbed in there and made sure!” Vivian said.

Jonathan took a quick look up and down the passage to make sure nobody else was there. Then he took hold of the iron handrail and twisted a length of it loose. People had done that often before – Vivian could tell by the easy way the bar came out. He handed her the long piece of iron. “Lean over and poke him,” he said. “Go on.”

The bar looked as if it would just about reach. Unsteadily, with her paper goblet in one hand and the bar in the other, Vivian leaned across the steamy wet space and prodded the bar at the cave. And as soon as the end of it reached the sheet of pouring water, it refused to go any further. Vivian shoved, as if the bar was a spear, and the railing bounced back again so hard that she almost overbalanced into the black gap where the river rose. Sam and Jonathan both caught hold of her by her shirt.

“Why? What’s stopping it?” Vivian demanded.

Jonathan took the bar out of her fist and put it back in the railing. “It’s some kind of forcefield, but nobody can discover what kind,” he said. “Ongoing Scientists have tried to find out for centuries. And it can’t be there for nothing, can it? It does look as if that really is Faber John, doesn’t it?”

“It does rather,” Vivian agreed. She was surprised at how sober and awed this made her feel. She took a last amazed look at the giant’s back under the constantly pouring water and followed the boys slowly round another corner. There was another long flight of stairs there, and then a way out, where a man checked them off on a screen.

Then they were blinking about at a wonderful view of the City. “There,” said Jonathan. “Don’t you think this place is worth saving?”

The mysterious stone giant had upset Vivian. “Yes, but what’s that got to do with me?” she said snappily. “I don’t want London to be bombed either.”

“I’ll have my next butter-pie now,” said Sam.

Jonathan pressed a belt stud and flashed the clock-face quickly to his wrist and away. “Later,” he said. “I must show V.S. Millennium now. That’s it, at the other end of the Avenue of the Four Ages. You mustn’t miss seeing it. It’s got all the greatest pictures in history in it.”

He pointed. Millennium was vast, glittering with rows of windows and twisted glass spires and a gigantic blue glass dome. Vivian quailed. “Oh, no more buildings, please!” she said. “My mind’s got indigestion!”

“Then perhaps we ought just to go quietly back to the Annuate,” Jonathan suggested, with great sympathy.

Vivian almost believed the sympathy for a second, until she saw Sam looking up at Jonathan with his mouth slightly open as if he had that moment caught on to something. “Great idea!” he said, much too heartily. “I don’t need a butter-pie really.”

That last touch overdid it, to Vivian’s mind. She knew they were up to something. What is Jonathan planning now? she wondered, as she followed Sam’s flapping shoelace down a cobbled alley. Another unreal adventure?




CHAPTER FOUR
TIME-GHOSTS

Jonathan checked his clock-face several times on the way back through the City. Sam never mentioned butter-pies once. Back they trotted, across Aeon Square, through the archway and up Time Close, and Vivian followed, quite certain that they were up to something. Her legs were aching as she went up the steps to the glass doors of the Annuate.

I want some peace, she thought. I want to read a film magazine and listen to the wireless. But I don’t think there’s such a thing as a wireless in this place!

The hall of the Annuate was empty and quiet. Jonathan turned to Vivian with his most lordly, casual air. “There are some more once-ghosts I can show you if you like,” he said. “Here in this very Palace.”

This is what we’ve come back here for! Vivian thought. “Then you’d better show me,” she said. “Now you’ve dragged me all this way for them.”

“Along here then,” Jonathan said, and strode off, pigtail bouncing, the opposite way to the way he had taken her that morning. Sam went after him at a rolling trot. It’s the way we came last night, Vivian thought, walking behind across the coloured marble patterns of the floor. They went round a corner and, sure enough, Vivian remembered the long space with showcases against both walls. It had reminded her of a museum. Now she saw that it was indeed a sort of museum. And since she was rather sick of Jonathan hurrying her about, she purposely loitered, looking at the things in the cases.

Each exhibit had a card written in neat, easy-to-read writing. Seventy-three Century American Golf Club, said the first. Forty-five Century Indian Wedding Chalice, said another. But some of the exhibits were decidedly odd, like the Hundred-and-five Century Gas Iron and the Thirty-three Century Icelandic Decorators’ Paint, while in the next showcase – Vivian found herself looking at her own luggage, labelled in the same neat writing: Twenty Century Refugee Equipment (Cases open to show Clothing and Protective Mask).

They were open too. Her suitcase was artfully propped ajar, with that wretched liberty bodice arranged to show on top, and her gas mask was half out of its box. And there was her precious string bag spread open to show sandwich paper, magazine, gloves and socks. Vivian stared at them in outrage. “The cheek!” she said. She was also rather scared, for how was she to get at her things when she went home? But it was worse than that somehow. It was as if someone had taken away the person she really was, so that she was forced to turn into somebody else. “But I won’t!” Vivian said angrily. “I’m me!”

Sam and Jonathan came anxiously galloping back. Sam tugged at her arm. “You’ve got to come now!”

Vivian was too dismayed to care. She pointed to the showcase. “Look! Look at that! All my things.”

“Yes. Good old Elio’s been busy as usual,” Jonathan said. “Androids are like that. But the ghosts are due to walk any second now. Do come and look at them. Please!”

Vivian looked from him to Sam. Sam was staring at her anxiously. Jonathan was so urgent that he had gone white. He is highly strung! Vivian thought. She knew Mum would call Jonathan that. But it was plain to her that it meant a lot to both Jonathan and Sam that she should see these ghosts. “Oh, very well then,” she said, and let Sam pull her down to the far end of the museum.

There was a dark old door there. It was the one Vivian remembered as creaking horribly the night before, but, to her surprise, it was as locked as a door could be. A big shiny chain, made of transparent stuff with wires embedded in it, was fastened across it from one metal box fixed to the door-frame by the hinges, to another fixed to the door-frame by the handle. Cables led from both boxes into the floor. It looked as if anyone trying to open that door would get some kind of nasty shock.

Sam reached out a chubby hand, somewhat coloured with butter-pie and mud from Faber John’s cave, and deftly slid the metal box across from the door-frame on to the door just beneath the big iron handle. The cable stayed where it was, but the door still looked locked to anyone who did not look too closely. “I shorted it,” Sam said proudly. “The first day of half-term.”

“And I asked him to,” Jonathan said, checking his clock again. “It was my idea. When I was little, everyone had heard of these ghosts. They’d walked here every day for hundreds of years. So when my father was elected Sempitern six years ago, I wanted to see them. But my mother went and looked at them first, and when she had, she screamed and had the door chained up. I’ve been wanting to see them ever since, but I had to wait until Sam turned out to be a genius with energe functions.” Sam beamed proudly. Jonathan checked his clock again. “About now,” he said.

He turned the handle and the door creaked slowly open. Beyond it was the dark stone passage which Vivian remembered walking up last night from the church-place called the Chronologue. The open door let in enough light to show that the passage was quite empty.

“Wait,” said Jonathan, in a gasp, as if he was holding his breath.

Almost as he spoke, there were suddenly two people walking down the passage towards them. At first, they were hard to see in the dark. All Vivian could tell was that they were wearing modern Time City pyjamas and walking in the way people do when they are very excited about something. Then she saw that the taller one had dark diamonds down the sides of its suit. There was a flicker over its eyes and its hair was in a pigtail that trailed over one shoulder. The shorter one was a girl with light brown curly hair.

“Jiminy Cricket!” said Vivian. “It’s me! And you!”

It was the oddest and most upsetting sight, to see herself as a ghost, looking almost but not quite like somebody else, with her face back-to-front from the face she knew in a mirror, breathlessly chattering without a sound to a boy she had only met the night before. It was worse still when the two ghosts swept unseeingly up to her. Vivian felt a jolt of sheer panic, such as she had never felt in her life before. They vanished almost where she was standing.

She stood wobbling for a moment and her eyes felt queer and misty. Then her legs folded up and she sat with a bump on the marble floor. “Hundreds of years, did you say?” she asked croakily.

Jonathan held out a hand to haul her up. “My legs did that too when I first saw them,” he said. “Sam ran away.”

“Only six metres!” Sam protested. “I came back when they’d gone.”

“I don’t wonder your mum screamed and had that passage locked!” Vivian said as she struggled to her feet. She hung on to the door until she felt steady. “She must have known it was you, even if you were only six!”

“She won’t talk about it,” said Jonathan. He was looking lordly and jubilant now. “Now do you see how I recognised you, V.S.? That was us last night. I wore that suit and I took you that way on purpose.”

Vivian still felt wobbly, but there was nothing wrong with her brain. “It was not last night!” she said. “Apart from the fact that I never said one word to you until we got to your room, I was not in those clothes. I was wearing this same skirt I have on now last night. That ghost had Time City clothes.”

This made no difference to Jonathan at all. “Then it’s some time soon,” he said airily. “And what we were doing is important. It has to be, or we wouldn’t have made once-ghosts. So what do you think we were doing, V.S.?”

He was back to being the Interrogator again. Bless me! Vivian thought. He still thinks I’m the Time Lady! He just decided to make me admit it in a different way after he got that fright with those guards. Talk about bees in your bonnet! “If you call me V.S. once again,” she said, “I shall scream – I warn you!”

Sam patted her arm. “You need a butter-pie,” he said kindly.

Oddly enough, this nearly did make Vivian scream. She gave a strange squawking laugh. “I’m going barmy!” she cried out. “Why can’t I get back to the War and have some peace for once? Everything’s mad here! None of this is true!”

Her voice was getting louder and louder. They stared at her. Vivian opened her mouth to laugh at how foolish they looked and decided that she would scream instead. She had her head back to give a really loud, satisfying scream, when she heard footsteps turning the corner into the museum. She shut her mouth. Sam had the chain back in the right place in a flash. They all hurried over to a museum case labelled Forty-three Century Chinese Home Computer and stared at it intently until the person arrived.

It was a friendly brown-faced lady called Petula who was looking for Vivian. “Madam Sempitern told me to look out for you, dear,” she said. “Would you like to come and see if everything in your room is the way you like it?”

“I’ll come and show her,” Jonathan said at once.

But Petula said, “No, go away, Jonathan dear. You don’t own her.” She took Vivian away upstairs, leaving Sam and Jonathan looking like people who have been brought up short in mid-adventure.

A while later, Vivian was peacefully and happily installed in a small friendly room. Though none of the things in it were much like things she knew, Petula had shown her how everything worked – for instance, if you wanted a mirror, you put your foot on a stud in the floor and a piece of wall reflected your face suddenly – and told her what everything was called. She had shown Vivian how to work the shower and where the switch was for music. Finally, she pressed a stud that made a wall unfold into a cupboard. Inside was a row of pyjama suits mysteriously hanging on nothing and all miraculously Vivian’s size.

“You can count on Elio for that,” Petula said. “If you have any trouble with anything, put your hand across that blue square by the bed and one of us will come and sort you out.”

When Petula had gone, Vivian took possession of the room by straightening out the paper goblet, which had become rather battered by then, and planting it on an empty-frame table by the wall. Then she lay on the bed, which was a flowered blanket draped over nothing, and listened to strange chiming music out of a thing called “the Deck” which floated beside the bed. It was almost as good as listening to the wireless. She thought she had better start thinking how to get the bees out of Jonathan’s bonnet and make him help her get back to stay with Cousin Marty. In some strange way, she knew that those two time-ghosts she had seen would do that, if she could think how. But she did not want to think of that ghost of herself walking beside the ghost of Jonathan for hundreds of years before either of them were born. She went to sleep instead.

She woke because someone had come quietly in and laid out clothes for her. The sound of the door sliding shut made her sit up with a jerk. Now she found that she did want to think about the two time-ghosts. I wonder what we were – I mean what we will be doing, she thought, with a great deal of interest. I can use them somehow. She almost had an idea how.

“Are you there, V.S.?” Jonathan’s voice said out of the Deck.

“No. I’m asleep,” said Vivian. And the almost-idea was gone.

“Then wake up. Dinner’s in half an hour,” said Jonathan’s voice. “It’ll be official, with guests, I warn you. It always is. Shall I come and get you?”

“Is it? Then perhaps you’d better,” Vivian said.

This news made her very nervous. She managed to fumble her way into the silky white suit laid out for her. Its trousers were so baggy they were almost like a skirt, and she put both feet down the same leg twice before she got it right. When she stood up and put her arms into the baggy sleeves, the suit fastened itself down her back like magic and began to glow slightly. Blue flowers appeared, floating gently in spirals round her arms and legs. Vivian touched them, and they were as unreal as time-ghosts. This was unnerving enough, but the most unnerving thing was the looseness of the suit itself, if, like Vivian, you were used to the tight clothes and underclothes of 1939. She felt as if she had no clothes on at all, and that made her more nervous than ever.

When Jonathan arrived, all in white, with his hair newly-plaited, he did not help her to feel any better. “It’ll be quite boring,” he warned her on the way down the polished stairs. “The guests are Dr Wilander – he’s my tutor – and Librarian Enkian. They hate one another. There’s a story that Wilander once threw a whole set of Shakespeare folios at Enkian. He’s strong as an ox, so it could be true. They had another quarrel today and my father invited them to soothe them down.”

“I hope they’ll all be too busy hating and soothing to notice me,” Vivian said.

“Bound to be,” said Jonathan.

But they were not. Jonathan’s parents were waiting in the dining room, which was a round vaulted room that put Vivian instantly in mind of a tube station, and the two guests were standing with them beside a pretend fire flickering in a real fireplace. Though all four were in solemn black, Vivian found it hard not to think of them as sheltering from an air raid. It gave her an instant feeling of danger. That feeling grew worse when Jenny looked up and said, “Here she is,” and Vivian realised they had all been talking about her.

Mr Enkian, who had a yellow triangular face and a way of sneering even when he talked about ordinary things, looked at Vivian and said, “What a pale little creature!”

Vivian’s face at once contradicted him by growing red and hot. She felt like something the cat had brought in. Except I don’t think there are any cats here! she thought, rather desperately.

“Six years in smoke-polluted history isn’t good for anyone,” Jenny said, in her most worried-soothing way, as she led the way to the table.

Sempitern Walker shot her an anguished look over his shoulder. “She managed to grow though,” he said. He sounded as if he bore Vivian a grudge for it.

As for Dr Wilander, he simply stared at Vivian. He was huge. He had a huge hanging face like a bear’s. Vivian took one look at him and found her eyes being met by shrewd little grey eyes gazing hard at her out of the bear’s face. They terrified her. She knew she was being stared at and summed up by one of the cleverest people she had ever met. She was too frightened to move until Jonathan took hold of her shoulder and shoved her into a carved and polished empty-frame chair. Then it was a relief just to look at the table and find that it was not invisible, but made of some white stuff with patterns of white on it to imitate a tablecloth.

Dr Wilander sat down opposite her and the empty chair creaked. He spoke to her. His voice was a dull grunting, like a bear in a distant thicket.

“So you’re the youngest Lee, eh? Vivian Lee?”

“Yes,” Vivian said, wishing she did not need to lie.

“Sent home because of the Second World War, eh?” grunted Dr Wilander.

“Yes,” Vivian agreed – with relief, because now she was back at least to lying by telling the truth.

“By which we understand,” said Mr Enkian, “that the notorious instability of Twenty Century must have escalated to a degree to cause concern to your parents. We hope you can give an account of it.”

Help! thought Vivian. She looked desperately at Jonathan, but she could tell he was going to be no help. He was looking cool and well-behaved, the picture of a boy trying not to be noticed.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Enkian,” grunted Dr Wilander. “You can’t expect an eleven-year-old child to judge degrees of instability.”

“I do expect it from the child of two trained Observers,” Mr Enkian snapped. “She can answer questions at least.”

Jonathan’s father interrupted, realising that his guests were starting to quarrel. “We all know the source of the trouble,” he said, “and though extirpation is still a possibility, what most concerns us now is how the resulting temporonic unrest might be contained in a century of such low prognostic yield…”

He went on talking. Four ladies came in and set out a multitude of large and small dishes in front of everyone, and Sempitern Walker talked all the time they were doing it. It was very boring. Perhaps it was his job to be boring, Vivian thought, in which case he was very good at his job. He stared at the rounded end of the room as if something there worried him terribly and spoke in a droning voice of escalation waves and socio-temporal curves and paradigms of agon-types and cultural manipulation of ideology and behavioural parameters and the Lee Abdullah index, until a sort of heaviness fell on everyone.

Vivian tried to listen. She was sure that the more she knew about Time City, the easier it would be to get home. But she understood most of it rather less than she had understood Jonathan explaining how his belt worked. She did dimly grasp that her own century seemed to be in an uproar and that when Sempitern Walker talked about “the source of the trouble” he might have meant the Time Lady. And she gathered that learned people in Time City kept watch on the rest of history and tried to push it into behaving the way Time City wanted.

I think that’s rather a cheek! she thought.

The ladies finally gave everyone water and wine in matching tumblers made of thousands of jewel-like bits of glass. Then they left and everyone began to eat. Vivian’s sense of danger returned. She knew she would make awful mistakes and everyone would realise she was not Cousin Vivian. She watched Jonathan and Jenny carefully and did what they did. And it was quite easy. The main difference in Time City manners was that you were allowed to pick up most of the food in your fingers and dip it into little bowls of bright-tasting sauce. The white surface of the table made any drips vanish like magic. Vivian was so relieved to find she could manage after all that she barely felt nervous when Mr Enkian and Dr Wilander began asking her questions.

“How do you feel to be back in civilisation?” Mr Enkian said. “It must be quite a change after a Twenty Century slum.”

“We don’t live in a slum!” Vivian said indignantly. “We live in Lewisham! It’s respectable. A lot of people have cars there.”

“Have you seen any slums?” grunted Dr Wilander, looking up from his dishes. The ladies had given him twice as many without being asked. He probably needed them, Vivian thought, considering the size of him.

“Not really,” she said. “Mum won’t let me go down to Peckham Rye. It’s very rough there. Policemen walk in pairs.”

“But your parents go there, of course,” asserted Mr Enkian.

“No they don’t,” said Vivian. “Nobody goes to slums if they can help it. But Mum goes through on a bus sometimes on her way to the West End.”

“And your father?” growled Dr Wilander.

“I don’t know,” Vivian said sadly. “I haven’t seen him for ages. As soon as there was the threat of war, the Ministry moved him to a secret Government Establishment and it’s so hush-hush that he hardly gets home for weekends now. Mum says at least that means he won’t be called up into the army to get killed.”

“I call that a shrewd move on Lee’s part,” Mr Enkian said. “It’s not an Observer’s job to get himself killed.”

Sempitern Walker leaned forward with a look of puzzled agony. “I thought your parents had settled in a quarter called Islington?”

This gave Vivian a jolt. Her mind seemed to have played a strange trick on her. It had allowed her to tell one lie, saying she was Vivian Lee, but otherwise it had settled for lying by telling the absolute truth about everything else. She had to think quickly. “Yes, but we moved,” she said. “Mum wasn’t happy with my school there.” That made another lie. And she hoped hard that nobody would ask her about Islington because she had never been there in her life.

“Tell us about your school,” said Jenny.

Vivian heaved a sigh of relief and began to talk. She talked about school, clothes, buses and the underground and how you sheltered there from bombs if you had no shelter of your own. She described the air-raid shelter that made a hump in the middle of her own back lawn. Meanwhile, she dipped dry little dumplings and long crisp leaves into sauce and ate them as if she had been doing it all her life. She sipped wine – it tasted to her as if it had gone off – and went on to films, where she was a true expert. Mickey Mouse, Snow White, Shirley Temple and Bing Crosby took her through the time when the ladies brought more dishes, and she ate what was in those almost without noticing.

Then she went on to jazz. But a grunted question from Dr Wilander brought her back to the War. She told them about coupons, and the dark curtains she helped Mum make for blackout, and how there were tank traps on the roads and an anti-aircraft emplacement up on the common. She described big silver barrage balloons over London. She told them Mr Chamberlain was so good he was no good and she imitated an air-raid siren. It was such fun to be the centre of attention like this that she even offered to sing them Hang out your washing on the Siegfried Line. But they asked about gas attacks instead.

Vivian explained that this was the real threat. Then she went on to the way the Government was sending all the children out of London. She began describing the hot, noisy train, and very nearly went on to say that she was being sent to Cousin Marty herself, but she stopped herself in time. “They all had labels,” she said. “Just like luggage.”

“This is a bit puzzling, my love,” Jenny said. She looked at Dr Wilander. “When were the evacuations in World War Two? Twenty Century’s not my study.”

“Always some months after war was declared,” Dr Wilander grunted. “That varies a bit, since it’s an Unstable Era, but it’s usually declared midway through 1939.” His shrewd little eyes swivelled to Vivian. “When was this war declared?”

Vivian felt very uneasy, because it looked as if someone had noticed something wrong in what she had been saying, but she answered with the truth. “Last Christmas in 1938, of course.”

She was amazed at the consternation this produced. Everyone stared at her and at one another. Jonathan, who had not said one word up to then, or even looked at her, now gazed at her in obvious horror. Jenny looked quite as horrified.

“It’s moved right back!” she said. “Ranjit, it’s gone critical! I think all the Observers should be recalled right away!”

“Our information seems to be wholly out of date,” Mr Enkian said disgustedly. “What is Time Patrol thinking of?”

“I’ll find out,” Sempitern Walker said, and he pressed a stud on his belt.

Dr Wilander, popping crisp pancakes into his mouth by twos, said, “Not really so surprising. Three days ago there was a strong source of chronons in September 1939, and we know it’s causing chaos. It’s just surprising that the outbreak of war rolled backtime so fast. But—” his big jaw champed and his little eyes once more rolled round to Vivian, “—that Government of yours is pretty inefficient, don’t you agree? Only just getting the kids out now.”

“It’s been phoney war up to now,” Vivian said apologetically.

“Still no excuse,” grunted Dr Wilander.

Pale Elio slipped into the room. Sempitern Walker whispered to him and sent him out again.

“At this rate,” pronounced Mr Enkian, “that century is going to be splitting the atom in the twenties, with all that follows.”

“They’ve got to do it at some point, you fool,” Dr Wilander growled. “Life in the next Fixed Era depends on it.”

“Not if they learn to do it during the War,” Mr Enkian snapped, “with a wave of chaos rolling uptime at them. There won’t be the next Fixed Era then. The only bit of Earth left will be Time City, and that’s decaying fast!”

“Nonsense!” snarled Dr Wilander.

“Gentlemen,” said Sempitern Walker, loudly and boringly. “We are all agreed that there is a crisis both for Time City and for history, and we are all agreed that we will prevent it if we can. We will not sacrifice the art of the seventies nor deprive the Hundreds of their expansion to the stars…”

He went on talking. Heaviness descended again. The ladies came to take away the second course and give everyone frothy little mountains of sweet stuff. Vivian had just dug a spoon into hers – it smelt as good as butter-pie – when the door crashed aside to let a wide sandy-haired man pounce into the room. Vivian jumped and dropped her spoon.

“What’s this about an update on the moveback?” he said.

He looked like Sam. He was so like Sam in fact that, while Vivian was bending under the table to get her spoon, she could not help taking a look at the man’s feet to see if his shoelaces were trailing. But he was wearing smooth shiny boots.

Everyone talked at once then. When Vivian sat up again, she found the sandy-haired man standing over her as if he meant to arrest her.

“Vivian, you remember Abdul Donegal – Sam’s father – don’t you?” Jenny said. “He’s Chief of Time Patrol now. Tell him what you told us.”

Everything? Vivian wondered wildly. “You mean about war breaking out last Christmas?”

Mr Donegal pulled at his lip and stared at her as if she was a suspect. “You’re telling me Twenty Century’s gone critical then,” he said. “When did you leave it?”

“Last n—yesterday about four o’clock, I think,” Vivian said.

Sam’s father pulled at his lip again and frowned. “And my next batch of Observer reports isn’t due till tomorrow,” he said. “Lucky you came. That means the start of that war’s moved back ten months in two days. Bad. I’ll get everyone on to Amber Emergency right away and we’ll do what we can to stop it sliding back any further.” He gave Vivian a smile with two teeth in it just like Sam’s and banged her on the shoulder. “Drop in and see us soon,” he said. Then he seemed to be going.

“Er – Abdul,” said Sempitern Walker.

“Look here, Donegal!” Mr Enkian called out. His pointed yellow face was red and angry. “What do you mean by letting this moveback escape notice? If it hadn’t been for this child, none of us would have known. Isn’t that a little slack?”

Mr Donegal whirled round and stared at him. “Slack?” he said. “Listen, Enkian, I’m handling an emergency in one of the most unstable centuries in history. I’ve just come from a flood of reports from the eighties threatening World War Three two centuries early. I’ve Patrollers out all over the era. What more can I do? It’s been a week since the Lees’ last report – maybe sending young Vivian was the best they could do – but I’ll send a man to check now, if you’ll let me get back to my job.”

“All the same—” Mr Enkian began.

“Abdul, won’t you sit down and have some of this sweet?” Jenny interrupted quickly.

Mr Donegal’s eyes went to the frothy mounds rather in the way Sam looked at a butter-pie. Then he glanced at Mr Enkian most unlovingly and rubbed at the stomach that sat roundly above his studded belt. “I’d better not, Jenny. My weight’s up again. Besides, I’ve got to get back and contact the Lees, not to speak of having another try at catching that little lady.” And before anyone could say anything else, he went out of the room with the same crash and pounce with which he had come.

“Do you think he has a chance of catching her?” Mr Enkian said.

Dr Wilander grunted into his sweet. “Change the subject,” he growled. “Little pitchers.”

Mr Enkian looked at Vivian and Jonathan and then at Jenny.

“Dears, if you’ve finished your sweet you can run along,” Jenny said. “It’s quite late and Jonathan looks tired.”

Vivian saw that they were being got rid of so that the grown-ups could talk about the Time Lady. Sempitern Walker made that quite clear by leaning back in his chair and fixing them with an agonised stare as they went out. “None of what we said is to go beyond this room,” he said. “I put you both on your honour.”

“Yes, Father,” Jonathan said in a subdued mutter. It was no wonder Jenny had said Jonathan was tired, Vivian thought as they went across the hall. Jonathan was white and his head hung.

“Is something the matter?” she asked.

But Jonathan refused to speak until they had reached his room. Then he flung himself into an empty-frame chair so hard that his pigtail bounded, and threatened to make an emotional scene. “Curse those two time-ghosts!” he almost shrieked. “They made me quite sure you were the Time Lady! But you’re not, are you? I could tell you were a real Twenty Century person with every word you said. Mickey Mouse!” he yelled. “And I’m stuck with you while she’s still out there messing history up!”

“Well, I told you,” Vivian said. A great relief was growing in her. As soon as Jonathan mentioned the time-ghosts, she knew how she was going to get home.

“I hate feeling a fool like this!” Jonathan snarled with his face in his fists and his pigtail draped over his arm.

Vivian took a long happy breath. “I bet I know,” she said, “how you can find the real Time Lady.”




CHAPTER FIVE
TIME-LOCK

“No, you don’t,” Jonathan said flatly. “My father and Mr Enkian and Sam’s father went to that station in 1939 and she gave them all the slip. And me too, for that matter.”

“Yes, but I know how she did it,” Vivian said.

“Prove it,” said Jonathan.

“All right,” said Vivian. For lack of anywhere better, she sat on the empty-frame table. The nothing creaked a bit, but it held her up. “She was on that train, wasn’t she? That was why you were all there.”

“I don’t know. All I overheard in the Chronologue was the place and the time. I worked the rest out from seeing our time-ghosts,” Jonathan said. “And I got it wrong,” he added morbidly.

“Just listen,” said Vivian. “Everyone else on that train went straight along to the exit to be shared out to homes. And they were all children on that train – I know that for a fact. So she must be quite small – small enough to pass herself off as an evacuee, mustn’t she?”

Jonathan nodded. He had taken his face out of his fists and was trying not to look too hopeful. “All right. She puts her hand trustingly into a farmer’s wife’s hand and off she goes. How do we find out which farmer’s wife?”

“Easy,” said Vivian. “We go and see Cousin Marty. She lives there. It’s a small place and she’ll know everyone. She can tell us who took in which children, and we only have to go round the houses like detectives to find her.”

Jonathan half sprang up. Then he flopped down again. “It’s no good. She’s time-travelling by now. Didn’t you hear what Sam’s father said about the war in the nineteen-eighties? That must mean she’s got as far as that now.”

As far as Vivian knew, this might have been true. But if she let Jonathan think that, she would never get home. “Not if we go back to the precise moment on the station,” she said persuasively. “We can catch her before she sets off.”

Jonathan sprang up properly. “It might work!” Then he flopped down once more. “It’s no good. We can’t get near a private time-lock after Sam got found with the keys.”

“Can’t we use an ordinary time-lock? Say we’re going to – to the Hundredth Century and change it secretly?” Vivian asked.

“Not a chance!” said Jonathan. “The public locks are all monitored. They don’t let people our age anywhere near the Unstable Eras.”

So this meant Vivian had to use the idea the time-ghosts had given her. Though she had meant to lead up to it all through, it seemed very shaky now she came to put it into words. “But what about our time-ghosts?” she said. “We were coming from somewhere. And we had a look – I mean, we’d be all excited like that if we’d just found a secret time-lock, wouldn’t we?”

“You’ve got it!” Jonathan shouted. He leapt up, crashed out of his room, and went racing downwards through the Palace. Vivian flew after him to keep him excited. The little ghostly blue flowers circling round her white sleeves kept reminding her that she and Jonathan were in different clothes from the time-ghosts. She was fairly sure they would not find a time-lock. But she did not point this out in case Jonathan got depressed again.

Jonathan probably knew something was not quite right. He turned to her with a nervous smile as he moved the chain across to open the old door. “This is too easy. We can’t be going to find anything.” The door creaked open. Jonathan shut it securely behind them and turned on a light that Vivian had not known was there. The stone walls and floor stretched in front of them, very blank and empty. “You walk down here,” Jonathan said. “And I’ll tell you to stop when you get to the place where the ghosts start.”

Vivian paced slowly towards the door to the Chronologue at the other end. A few yards before she reached it, Jonathan called out, “Stop! Can you see anything?”

Vivian looked at the stone floor, the arched stone ceiling, and the bare stone walls. They were all plain, except for a place in the left-hand wall where an old archway had been stopped up with smaller stones than the rest. “There’s a—” she began, pointing. But she found herself speaking through the thump of sprinting feet and Jonathan arrived before she could say another word.

“Let’s see! Let’s see!” he said, shaking and wild with excitement. He put both hands to the smaller stones of the blocked arch and shoved. He pushed this way, and he pushed that. Nothing happened. “I know it must open!” Jonathan cried out, and he kicked the stones the way he kicked the church-organ in his room. “Ow!” he said, hopping on one foot, holding the other in both hands. “I forgot I was wearing sand—!”

The wall of stones swung round, pivoting in the middle of the archway, to leave a narrow black opening on both sides. A dry, dusty smell came out. Jonathan let go of his foot and stared, so white with excitement that his face seemed all flicker from his sight function.

“We found it!” he whispered.

“How do we know it’s a time-lock?” Vivian said. Her plan had worked so easily that it scared her. And she felt very nervous of those yawning black slits.

“We go and look,” Jonathan said. He pressed a stud on his belt and it suddenly gave him a halo of light, as if he were yet another ghost. “This only lasts about five minutes,” he said, sounding quite as nervous as Vivian felt. “We’ll have to be quick.” He started to edge his way into the nearest opening. The light from his belt showed that the back of the swivelled wall was made of something old and grey that was not stone. The stones were just a disguise.

He was halfway through when the door from the Palace creaked. Sam’s voice boomed down the passage. “What are you doing?”

I might have known! Vivian thought. There had to be a reason why those ghosts were in different clothes! “Hush!” she called. “It’s a secret time-lock.”

Sam came down the passage at a rolling, pounding run and got to the archway just as Vivian was edging through after Jonathan. “Just at the right moment!” he said gleefully, in what was meant to be a whisper. “I have all the luck!”

“Shouldn’t you be in bed?” Vivian whispered hopelessly as Sam squeezed through the slit on the opposite side of the wall.

“Of course not!” said Sam. “Hey! There are stairs going down!”

Jonathan was halfway round the turn of a spiral stair that was the only thing in the square stone space beyond the archway. Vivian and Sam followed the unearthly greenish glow from his belt, round and down, and round and down again. The stone steps were steep enough to give Sam trouble and, as they went lower, the steps got steeper still. Each one was a massive block of old stone. By the end, Sam was sitting down, sliding from block to block. Vivian was holding on to the huge wedge-shaped stairs in the ceiling overhead and lowering herself gently, and even Jonathan was having to go carefully. The place felt awfully old. Oldness pressed quietly in on them from all round. It was a cold, non-human feeling.

Vivian thought of the giant stone shape of Faber John, sleeping under the City. Could he have made the bottom stairs long ago? she wondered. And ordinary-sized people built the top ones later?

“I’m down,” Jonathan said softly.

They slid down the last step to join him in a small room built of the same enormous stones. Facing them was a plain sheet of slate, let into the wall like a door. It was glimmering faintly, with little flickers chasing across it. Beside it, one of the stones of the wall stuck out a short way. There was a hollow in the top of it and a thing like a grey goose-egg lay in the hollow. There was nothing else in the room at all.

“Is it a time-lock?” Vivian said.

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it before,” Jonathan said.

“No controls,” said Sam. “No chronograph, no way to set it, no activator, no emergency phone – it’s been dismantled, or it’s not a time-lock.”

“It doesn’t look as if there ever were any of those things,” Jonathan said. “But that flicker looks active. Do you think this is a control?” He put his hand to the grey goose-egg in the hollow and jumped a bit when it turned out to be quite easy to pick up. He weighed the thing dubiously in his hand. “It’s heavy,” he said. “And it feels active too. But it’s smooth. There aren’t any control studs or finger-grips anywhere. Look.”

He held the egg out and they all bent over it in the green light from his belt. It might have been a real egg. There were no joins in it. Sam began to breathe even more loudly than usual.

“It’s weird!” he said. “Where were you trying to get to?”

“The station, when Jonathan kidnapped me,” Vivian said.

The moment she spoke, the glimmer of the slate blazed into yellow daylight, the colour of a hot day late in the afternoon. They all blinked and sniffed smells of chaff and cow-manure and coal-smoke. When the dazzle went off, they stared along the platform of a railway station. It was full of children at the far end, a mass of scraggy legs and necks and old suitcases mixed with square brown gas mask cases, with school hats and caps bobbing above. Nearer to them, beside the train with all its doors standing open, a hot-faced distraught girl was just turning to look at a lanky boy in glasses.

The sight did not give Vivian any jolt of fear, like seeing the time-ghosts had, but it was not pleasant either. She had no idea her nose was that shape from the side. And the hot coat made her backside bulge. “Don’t we look awful!” she said, looking at the disguised Jonathan instead. “I know what was wrong with you – I couldn’t think at the time! You should have been carrying a gas mask. It’s illegal not to. I knew something was odd.”

“We can’t go through now,” Jonathan said. “We’d look even odder.”

“My dad would spot us,” Sam whispered, pointing.

Vivian searched among the crowd of adults waiting up by the station exit. The first one she recognised was Sempitern Walker, looking thoroughly peculiar in plus-fours and a tweed cap. Mr Enkian was standing beside him in a raincoat and trilby, looking even odder. Sam’s father was one of the men wearing arm bands. He was efficiently dividing the evacuees up into twos and fours and, somehow, he looked far more convincing.

“I can’t think how she escaped, with your father doing that,” Jonathan said to Sam.

Vivian, to tell the truth, wondered too. “But she did—” she began.

At that moment, the lanky disguised Jonathan picked the hot Vivian’s suitcase up off the platform. Vivian’s earlier self dived for it and both of them started to turn round to face the small stone room. Sam, Jonathan and Vivian, with one accord, all backed away towards the stairs in order not to be seen. It was a silly, instinctive thing to do.

The marvel was that it worked. As soon as they moved, the station disappeared and left them only the green glow of Jonathan’s belt to see by. The slate was solidly there again, still glimmering faintly.

“How did that happen?” said Sam.

“I’ve no idea,” said Jonathan. He rolled the smooth grey egg from hand to hand before he put it back in the hollow. “But the point is that it does work. Let’s go and get our Twenty Century clothes. Then we can go through.”

Sam’s voice rose in a roar of protest, filling the little room. “It’s not fair! I haven’t got any clothes! You have to wait for me to get some. I’m not going to be left behind this time! It’s not fair!”

Vivian said nothing. She hoped Jonathan would tell Sam to get lost. But Jonathan – after a moment when he obviously wanted to – said fair-mindedly, “Well – can you snitch some clothes in time for us to go first thing after breakfast tomorrow?”

“Yes!” Sam danced about, hugging himself. “Whoopee! I’ve never time-travelled! Whoopee!” He scrambled for the stairs. “I’ll go and get round the Costumes Patroller now!” he called. “I won’t need to snitch them. She gave me yours to play dressing-up in.”

As Vivian and Jonathan climbed the stairs after him, Jonathan said consolingly, “It only feels like a long wait. But now we know that the lock works, we can go back to that precise moment any time we want.” Vivian thought he was trying to console himself as much as her.

Here the light from Jonathan’s belt turned dim purple and faded out. There was a strange noise from up in front.

“I’m not frightened,” Sam called down. “I just can’t see.”

“Neither can we,” Jonathan called back, in a voice that was too carefully calm. It was not just dark. It was a thick blackness that made you feel the world had gone away. “You’ll have to go by touch.”

They fumbled their way slowly up the steep stone blocks. In that dark, it was hard to believe they were climbing at all. And Vivian suddenly had the horrors. She was certain that a spider was going to drop off the roof and down her neck any second. She hated spiders. She had not noticed any spiderwebs on the way down, but then of course she had not been looking. She shut her eyes and kept her neck scrunched down. She wanted to scream.

“Bring a torch next time,” Sam said, in a wavery wanting-to-scream voice.

“Yes. Do,” said Vivian. “Are – are there many spiders in Time City?”

“Only in Erstwhile Science museum,” Jonathan said from below. He sounded properly calm now. “I’ve found what to do. Think of something quite different. I’m doing timefield equations in my head.”

“I’ll do Roman script spelling,” Sam called, suddenly cheerful again.

Vivian tried the seven-times table, but she had always had difficulty with that one and, besides, school things seemed very far away from a hole in the floor in Time City. She was forced to think of something nearer at hand. Tomorrow, she thought, she would be back in her own century staying with Cousin Marty. Except, if you went by those time-ghosts, Sam shouldn’t have been there. There were only herself and Jonathan, and they were coming back, not going. Perhaps that meant that Sam would not be able to get any clothes, or catch measles or something. But even if Sam didn’t come too, that still did not explain why Vivian had to come back, or look so excited doing it.

The stairs were becoming shallower. They must be getting near the top.

“Eff, Eh, Bee, Ee, Are,” Sam’s voice came down. “Jay, Oh, Aitch – I can see!”

By the next step, Vivian could see too, enormous stones in a very dim light that must be coming through from the passage in the Palace. She stood up and galloped the rest of the way, with Jonathan jostling her behind and Sam’s shoelace flipping the stones in front of her face. In seconds, they were squeezing through the gaps beside the pivoting false wall and into light that seemed so bright their eyes watered. Jonathan had to switch off his eye-flicker in order to scrub his eyes with his rather smudged white sleeve. Then he swung the false door carefully shut again so that it looked once more like an archway that was walled up.

“Oof!” Sam said, as they went along the passage. “That was exciting!”

Almost too exciting! Vivian thought, but she did not say anything because, now she had started thinking about those puzzling time-ghosts, she could not stop. What could be going to happen? she wondered, while Jonathan slid the chain back to the right place on the door and while he was telling Sam to turn up at nine the next morning or they would go without him. Perhaps Sam turns up too late, Vivian thought, but she was not really sure. Sam went trotting off. Vivian went on wondering until Jonathan interrupted her thoughts at the top of the polished stairs.

“V.S., I’m sorry,” he said awkwardly. “I really am. It was stupid of me to keep on believing you were the Time Lady. I know you’re not now. And I know I’ve got you into a mess. You can go home if you like, when we’ve found the real Time Lady.”

That was pretty surprising from a proud boy like Jonathan, Vivian thought. “Thanks,” she said. “But won’t people wonder if Cousin Vivian just disappears?”

“We’ll get round that somehow,” Jonathan said confidently. “Good night.”

“Good night,” Vivian said, but she said it rather absentmindedly because now she was thinking: if even Jonathan thinks I can go home, why did – I mean why will – I be coming back?

This was still a complete mystery to her next morning when she got up. After thinking about it all over again, she decided that, as a precaution, she ought to wear the same clothes as her ghost. So when I do come back for whatever reason, she thought, that will be got-over-with and I can go home straight after that.

She unfolded the wall cupboard and looked at the row of suits hanging so strangely on nothing. And she had not the foggiest idea which of them her ghost had been wearing. She remembered the diamonds on Jonathan’s suit, but all she knew about her own was that it was coloured, and not the white one with the ghostly blue flowers.

“Bother!” she said.

The only thing to do seemed to be to shut her eyes and pull out the suit she touched first. If it’s the right one, it’s going to be right however I choose it, she decided. And not, if not. Her hand met a suit. She opened her eyes and discovered it was electric yellow and violet, in zebra-like stripes that moved this way and that of their own accord.

“I don’t think this is right,” she said. “I’d have remembered this.” Still, it was chosen, so she put it on fatalistically. As soon as the suit sealed itself up the back, it became even more memorable. Big scarlet hearts lit up on her knees, her elbows and her front.

Vivian was so busy looking down at them dubiously that she ran into Petula in the corridor outside. “Oh, you’re up!” said Petula. “I was just coming to wake you. Elio will be pleased you’re wearing that suit. He liked the colours ever-so. Androids don’t have much colour-sense, you know.”

“It’s very bright,” Vivian said truthfully.

Petula took her downstairs and showed her to a room she called the matutinal. Jonathan was there eating pancakes in a blaze of light from a swirly window. He had clearly been thinking the same way as Vivian, because he was wearing the suit with diamonds.

“I’ll give Sam until five-to,” he said. “Then we’ll go.”

Vivian could tell that he was regretting his fair-mindedness of last night. “Yes, but is this the right suit?” she said.

Jonathan glanced at it. “I can’t remember, but it’s bound to be wrong if Sam comes too. Unless something’s happened to Sam,” he added hopefully.

Sam’s name was hardly out of his mouth when the door slid aside and Sam came in, hauling a birdcage carrier with a big white bundle floating under it. “I’m here,” he announced. “She gave me all the right clothes.”

“Speak of the devil!” Vivian said.

Jenny followed Sam into the room. “Meaning me?” she said, laughing. “What have you got there, Sam?”

“Dressing-up clothes,” Sam said guiltily.

“Oh. I wondered if you’d brought the picnic,” Jenny said. “Jonathan, Vivian, since it’s the last day of half-term, Ramona and I have decided to take the day off and show Vivian the country. We’ve checked the weather, and it’s going to be a lovely hot day, so we thought we’d go down the river with a picnic.”

It was lucky Jenny had her back to Sam. He went purple with dismay.

Vivian had to push a big smile on to her face in order not to look as bad as Sam did. Jonathan’s face went rather fixed, but he answered smoothly, “Good idea! When do you want to start?”

“Will about eleven do?” Jenny asked. “I’ve a load of things to see to here first.”

Sam held his breath in order not to sigh with relief.

“We’ll meet you in the hall at eleven, then,” Jonathan promised. As soon as Jenny had gone, he surged to his feet. “Pick up a pancake and bring it with you, V.S. We’ve got to get going.”

Vivian picked up a pancake, but she sat down to eat it. Jonathan’s mother is being really kind, she thought. I know it’s because she thinks I’m her niece, but if I don’t turn up for the picnic, she’ll have wasted a day off work and she’ll worry where I am. And then it’ll all come out and Jonathan and Sam will be in really bad trouble. Oh bother! This must be the reason why my ghost was coming back!

“Come on,” said Sam.

“Listen,” said Vivian. “We can get to the right precise moment on the station, can’t we?”

“Yes,” Jonathan said impatiently. “All the same—”

“So can’t we get back to the right precise moment here too?” said Vivian. “How do we get back?”

Jonathan and Sam stared at one another. “Yes, how do we get back? You never thought of that!” Sam said accusingly.

“I – er—” said Jonathan. “Well, we know we did get back, so it must be going to be all right.”

“Yes, when you and her go off on your own,” said Sam. “What about me? Find out. Ask Elio. He knows everything.”

“All right,” Jonathan agreed. “But I’ll have to be awfully cunning about asking him. If he gets a hint of what we’re doing, he’ll tell. It would be his duty. Androids are like that.”

Sam rubbed his behind nervously. “Be cunning,” he said. “Very cunning. But find out or I’ll tell.”

Jonathan made an impatient noise and rushed to the door. It opened as he got there and he nearly bumped into Elio coming in. “I was just coming to look for you!” he said.

Speak of the devil again! Vivian thought, taking three more pancakes and carefully pouring syrup over them. She was not going to let Jonathan rush her off to the Twentieth Century without breakfast first.

“You see, Elio, I’ve been reading this book,” Jonathan began cunningly.

Elio advanced in his soft, respectful way. He walked round Jonathan and then round Sam. He came over to the table. Vivian looked up from her first bite of pancake to find Elio standing beside her and smiling all over his pale face. “Ah, Miss Vivian,” he said. “Petula told me you were wearing that suit. I’m so glad you like it. Those are my favourite colours.”

“Very pretty,” Vivian said, with her mouth full. “Thanks for choosing it.”

“Thank you,” Elio said, with a little bow. He switched himself from Vivian to Jonathan. “You mentioned a book, Master Jonathan?”

Vivian had time to eat a hearty breakfast while Jonathan exercised his cunning. He gave a long, long description of the book. Elio stood with his head bent, listening attentively, and did not move for nearly ten minutes.

“It sounds a rather confused plot,” he said at length. “What is the title?”

“I’ve forgotten,” Jonathan said hurriedly. “But the point is – well, it’s not important what happens in the end. It was the time-locks they kept using that I wanted to ask you about. They sounded too simple to be true. The book says they were just a sheet of energised greenstone and no controls, no chronometers – nothing!”

“Ah,” said Elio. “I see it was a very old book. Those are the most primitive kind of time-locks there were. They were discontinued many centuries ago, because agents were always losing the controls.”

“The controls?” Jonathan said trying not to sound too eager.

“An egg-shaped device, which nobody understands,” said Elio, “since they are all reputed to have been made by Faber John himself. The power source and chronometer, together with spatial directionals of great accuracy, are all contained within it. Thus, in order to open the lock back into Time City from history, the agent had to take the device with him. In the hurly-burly out there, it was fatally easy to drop, mislay, or be robbed of this control. It happened so frequently that there were eventually very few left. They were, you must understand, irreplaceable. If you wish to examine one of the remaining few, you will find it on display in Erstwhile Science.”

“We’ll go and see it now,” Jonathan said, with a meaning look at Vivian who had started to eat melon. “Er – how did the egg-things work?”

“Upon mental orders from the agent,” said Elio. “As I said, they were somewhat mysterious, but I believe that they obeyed commands of the voice, or thoughts properly directed. Does that explain your difficulty?”

“I hope so,” said Jonathan. “I mean, yes – thanks, Elio.”

“Then I must go,” said Elio. He bowed to them and went to the door. “Please try to remember the title of that book,” he said, pausing in the doorway. “I do not like to hear of something I do not know.”

“I’ll think hard,” Jonathan promised. As soon as the door closed behind Elio, he rounded on Vivian. “Come on, V.S.! Stop guzzling and get your Twenty Century clothes.”

Pushing me about! Vivian thought. “When I’ve eaten my fruit,” she said. “I’ve never had this huge juicy kind before. Anyway, now you know, all you’ve got to do is tell that egg-thing to get us back before eleven. It doesn’t matter when we go.”

“Yes, but I’m going to need a butter-pie if I have to wait much longer,” Sam said plaintively.




CHAPTER SIX
COUSIN MARTY

Jonathan was well prepared this time. He had found a square box on a strap, which looked almost like a gas mask case, to carry the egg-shaped control in. From this box he took a slender tube of oil and oiled the big old-fashioned hinges of the chained door to stop it creaking. This might be only an adventure to him, Vivian thought, as they all tiptoed down the stone passageway carrying their clothes, but he was being quite serious about it.

Jonathan had a powerful little flashlight in his box too. At the blocked archway, he shone it over the stones until he found the white mark his sandal had made the night before. Then he kicked the same place. The false door pivoted smoothly round and they squeezed through the gaps. With the stronger light, it was much easier to go down the stairs. When they reached the stone room at the bottom, Jonathan propped the torch on the stairs to give them light while they changed into Twenty Century clothes.

Sam’s excited breathing filled the room as he unwrapped his bundle. Vivian was silent with dismay as she unfolded hers. Petula or someone had put her clothes through the cleaner that washed the Time City pyjamas and it had not suited them at all. Her coat was two sizes too small and her school hat was ruined. She decided to leave them behind and wear just her skirt with the top of the pyjama suit as a blouse. Her skirt seemed the right size, but it felt strange and tight when she put it on, and it felt worse when she had rolled up the legs of her pyjamas under it and fastened them with the garters from her socks. Then the top of her pyjamas shone out luridly in the torch-light. Vivian realised that nobody in 1939 was likely to wear purple and yellow stripes that moved about all the time. She was forced to ram her arms into her navy blue knitted cardigan, which had shrunk almost as badly as her coat, and then use all her strength to get it buttoned up. She felt terrible.

Sam was in trouble too. The Time Patrol lady had given him grey shorts with red braces and he got tangled in the braces. For his feet, he had heavy lace-up boots with steel segs in the soles, and these gave him even more trouble. So, while Jonathan, dressed in grey flannel and glasses, jittered impatiently about with the egg in his hand, Vivian did her best to sort Sam out. She got the braces straight. She knelt down and laced the boots, and tied each one in a double bow, knowing what Sam was like. But nothing would persuade Sam’s hair to stay hidden under his striped school cap. Vivian had to find a rubber band from her shrunken coat pocket and fasten his hair in a knob on top of his head, like Sempitern Walker’s.

“I feel hideous!” he complained.

“You look it,” said Jonathan. “Are you ready now?” He held the grey egg up. “The station at the moment I found V.S.,” he said.

Hot afternoon daylight streamed from the slab of slate and was interrupted by a big billow of yellow smoke, which blew into their faces smelling like fish. Sam coughed. “It’s different!” he said hoarsely, as the smoke cleared.

Maybe, Vivian thought, they had come a moment or so later. The train was chuffing slowly out of the station, sending fogs of the yellow smoke rolling along the platform. It was hard to tell just what the difference was, but it did seem that the figures of herself and Jonathan were a long way further up the platform towards the exit, as if Vivian had just climbed out of quite a different carriage. The crowd of evacuees was milling about beyond them and it seemed a much thinner crowd than Vivian remembered. Sam’s father, when she glimpsed him murkily through the smoke, was not having nearly so much sorting out to do.

“Get going while the smoke’s there to hide us!” Jonathan said, hurriedly stuffing the egg into his box.

Sam walked forward and Vivian followed. Smoke surrounded them. The nails in Sam’s boots chinked on the platform. Vivian looked round in time to see Jonathan coming out of nowhere behind them. Oh dear! she thought. Now he’s the only one with a gas mask. I hope we don’t meet an Air Raid Warden!

“Where do we go now?” Jonathan whispered.

Vivian had not given as much thought to details as Jonathan. She had to think quickly. If they went up to the exit, they would run into Sam’s father and Jonathan’s. She turned the other way. “There must be a way out this way,” she said.

They passed some milk churns. The smoke cleared as the train left and they came out into hot yellow sunlight at the very end of the platform, where it sloped down to the grass beside the railway lines. There was a convenient little white gate in the wire fence labelled GWR PRIVATE. They went through it, private or not, and came into a road where sparse groups of children with gas masks and luggage were already walking away with the people who were giving them homes.

“You’ll want a nice cup of tea,” they heard one say. “And you can have the room my Will had before he was called up.”

“I brung me teddy,” one of the children announced. “Ain’t he loverly?”

Jonathan looked back to the station building. “Shall we go and look for your Cousin Marty?” he said. “She must be quite worried by now. Or would it be safer to wait here till she comes by?”

“I don’t know what she looks like,” Vivian confessed. “I’m not even sure that she’s a she. All I know is the address on the other side of my label: M. Bradley, 52 Gladstone Road. We’ll have to go to the house and wait for her to get back. Or him.”

“You might have said so before!” Jonathan said, exasperated. “I could have brought a street map.”

“It’s the country. It won’t be big,” Vivian said soothingly.

They set off after the crowd of evacuees and hosts, down the sort of street there always is near a station.

“Horrible houses,” Sam said, chinking sturdily along.

“Hideous,” Jonathan agreed.

“I’m not responsible,” Vivian said huffily. But she felt she was rather. The red brick rows made a dismal contrast to the buildings of Time City. And by the end of that street it became clear to her that, though this town was small compared with London or Time City, it was still big enough to get lost in. They turned into another street and another. The crowd in front of them dwindled away down other streets, and none of the roads were called Gladstone Road. In the end, Jonathan stopped the last group of evacuees before they could dwindle away too, and politely asked the grown-ups with them where Gladstone Road was.

He was given rather confusing directions, and they set off again. Before long, they found themselves in the centre of what was obviously a thoroughly sleepy town. There was nothing much in sight except some ancient ruins over the road and a garage with one rusty petrol pump and TYPHOO TEA painted on the house that belonged to it. There was a man in overalls pottering about the pump. Vivian timidly crossed the road and asked him the way.

His directions were much clearer, but it was a long distance. They walked and walked, right to the other end of the town. It was still very hot. Vivian’s mixture of clothes felt more and more uncomfortable. Sam’s bootlaces came undone in spite of the double bows and he stumbled over them. Jonathan had sweat dripping out from under his glasses. He became more and more snappish and kept staring round as if he expected someone to ambush him from behind a street light or a pillar box.

“You might have explained properly that you had no idea where you were going!” he said angrily, while Vivian was kneeling in the road tying Sam’s boots.

“And we could have brought something to drink. I’m boiling!” Sam complained.

“So am I. At least you’ve got bare knees,” Jonathan said.

“But these boots are like lead foot-muffs,” said Sam. “Can’t I take them off?”

“No. That’s not respectable for these days,” Vivian said. “There. That’s double-double bows, and if they come undone again I’ll – I’ll eat my socks!”

“Oh let’s get on with this wild-goose chase!” Jonathan said. “I don’t believe there’s a Gladstone Road or a Cousin Marty anywhere in the century!”

Vivian took a moment to haul up her socks. Without her garters, they fell down every other step. She was not sure she believed in Cousin Marty any longer either. Ever since those slight but definite differences at the station, she had felt very uneasy. History had changed here. It could mean that nothing she knew was true any more.

She was quite surprised when they came to Gladstone Road round the next corner. It could have been the road outside the station. There were the same red houses, yellow privet hedges and silver railings, but since it was on the other side of the town, they could see green country rearing up beyond the roofs. There was a hump of hill with trees on it and, almost behind that, another taller hill, covered in grass, with some kind of tower at the top.

Number fifty-two was halfway along. They hovered uncertainly outside its spiked silver front gate.

“Let me knock,” Vivian whispered. “If she’s back, I’ll ask for a drink of water and then get talking.” But she still hovered. This town was so much bigger than she had expected that it did not seem likely any longer that Cousin Marty would know anything about the other evacuees. Jonathan was right to call it a wild-goose chase… And I still have to go away again and come back for some reason, she thought. It all seemed more impossible the longer she stood there.

“Bother you!” said Sam. He boldly opened the gate and climbed the path to the front door, where he seized the door-knocker and battered away with it.

Someone snatched the door open. A thin withered lady stood there with her arms folded, looking grimly at Sam. She had warts on her face. Her hair was done up in a brown turban and the rest of her in a brown dress. “What do you want?” she said. “I thought it was the other one come back or I wouldn’t have opened the door.”

“Water!” groaned Sam, like someone dying in the desert.

Jonathan pushed him aside. “Mrs Bradley?” he asked smoothly.

“Miss Bradley,” the lady contradicted him. “Miss Martha Bradley is my name, my boy, and I don’t—”

“Quite so,” said Jonathan. “And you were supposed to be having Vivian Smith to stay with you—”

“Don’t talk to me about that!” Miss Bradley said angrily.

“I only wanted to enquire—” Jonathan began, still trying to be smooth.

But Miss Bradley interrupted him with a gush of angry talk. “I know there’s a war on,” she said, “and I know we all have to do our bit. So when my Cousin Joan writes to me from London after never a word for all these years, I don’t tell her the things I had a mind to tell her, though I know she only remembers me when she wants something. I said I’d have the child. Mind you, in the ordinary way nothing would possess me to have a shoddy little Cockney in my house—”

“Shoddy little Cockney!” Vivian exclaimed, staring at the lady with indignation mixed with strong horror. Surely she could not be Cousin Marty! But Mum’s name was Joan, so it looked as if she must be.

“That’s what I said,” Miss Bradley agreed. “They all have headlice. And worse. I was prepared for that. But I nearly dropped when I found he was a boy. Then he cheeks me to my face—”

“Excuse me,” Jonathan interrupted. “Did you say a boy?”

“I did,” said Miss Bradley, refolding her arms more grimly still. “I don’t have boys in my house. You may have nice manners, but you don’t step over my doormat, my boy – you, or the other one. My cousin Joan played a dirty trick on me, with her nice letter, all Cousin Marty this, Cousin Marty that. She never mentioned that Vivian is a boy’s name too. I’m going to write and give her a piece of my mind about that!”

So this was Cousin Marty! And it sounded as if there had been another mix-up worse than any of the wildest worries Vivian had had on the train. She nudged Jonathan to suggest they came away. There did not seem much point in finding out any more. But Jonathan stood where he was.

“Your story fascinates me strangely,” he said. “So you met a boy named Vivian Smith at the station just now?”

“What else could I do?” Cousin Marty demanded. “He went up to Mrs Upton and then to Lady Sturge and asked them if they were there to meet someone called Smith. Then he came up to me and waved his label at me! I was standing right beside them. I couldn’t very well deny my own flesh and blood in front of Lady Sturge, could I? So I took him in charge and brought him back here. And we were hardly through the front gate before he cheeked me and went off again. If you’re looking for him, my boy, he’s not here!”

“Do you know where he went?” Jonathan asked.

“Up the Tor, for some reason,” Cousin Marty said. “I said, ‘And where do you think you’re going?’ And he says, ‘I’m going up the Tor. And since you’ve made it so clear you don’t want me, I probably won’t come back.’ The cheek! Then he says, ‘I’ll find someone else more like a human being,’ he says, and off he goes. I wish I’d never bothered to get in some meat paste for his tea now!”

“Ah,” said Jonathan. “Then perhaps you’d be kind enough to direct us to this Tor?”

“So you are a friend of his!” Cousin Marty said. This clearly damned all three of them black in her eyes. “Everyone knows the Tor!” But, probably to make sure that they went, she stepped down from her stance in the doorway and pointed above the roofs of the houses. “That’s the Tor. The green hill behind with the tower on top.”

“Thank you, Miss Bradley,” Jonathan said unctuously. He was very excited. He turned round and bundled Vivian and Sam down the path to the gate so fast that Sam’s sliding boots struck sparks from the gravel. “Go on, go on!” he whispered.

“If you find him, tell him from me he’s not coming back here!” Cousin Marty shouted after them. “He can go to the Mayor and get himself allocated to someone else!” She waited to make sure they were out of the gate and the gate was shut. Then she went indoors and shut her front door with a slam.

Jonathan set off at a fast walk towards the green hills. Sam chinked behind miserably. “She never gave me any water,” he said. “I don’t like it in history.”

“You won’t die,” said Jonathan, striding along. “If you ask me,” he said to Vivian, “you’re well out of that. I did you a favour the other night. She must be one of the most horrible women in history!”

Vivian agreed with him. “Shoddy little Cockney!” she muttered to herself. The thought of having to stay with Cousin Marty made her back crawl. She would just have to make the time-lock take her back to Lewisham instead. Mum would understand, when she heard what Cousin Marty was like. “Why are we going after this boy?” she asked.

“Don’t you see?” Jonathan said excitedly. “That’s how she gave everyone the slip! She knew they were looking for a girl, so she disguised herself as a boy and asked people if they’d come to meet someone called Smith. Ten to one, someone would say Yes, with a common name like that, and then she could go off with them under Sam’s father’s nose. It was pretty clever! And thanks to you, we’ve got a chance of catching her that Chronologue never dreamed of!”

“But what if this is just an ordinary boy who happens to be called Vivian?” Vivian objected.

“We have to check up on him. You can see that,” Jonathan said confidently. He clearly had not the least doubt that they were on the track of the Time Lady at last. His confidence seemed to blaze them a trail to the Tor. At the end of the next street, where there did not seem any way to go, he led the way without hesitation into a grassy footpath. This took them along under the nearer hill with trees on, between hedges loaded with hawthorn berries and some ripe-looking blackberries.

Even Sam revived here. He ate all the ripe blackberries he could reach. “This part of history’s better,” he announced.

At the end of the path, they climbed a stile into a field. Now the Tor was directly in front of them. It was a strangely regular round hill, quite high and steep, and covered with grass. The tower on top was like the tower of a church without any church to go with it.

“It looks like Endless Hill,” said Sam.

“With the Gnomon on top,” said Jonathan. “It does. How peculiar! No steps up it though – just a path.”

They climbed another stile and went steeply up a second field. There were cows in this field. Sam shot them a sideways look and tried to walk behind Vivian. “This bit of history’s not so good,” he said.

Vivian had never been near any cows before and she was quite as scared as Sam. They were unexpectedly big. They stared and they chewed, like gangsters in films. She tried to walk on the other side of Jonathan. But Jonathan shot the cows a look too and began to walk twice as fast.

“We want to be in time to catch her,” he said.

They all walked as fast as they could. Maybe it was the cows. Or maybe it was some other reason. A feeling grew on them that they had to get to the top of the Tor as fast as possible. The tower was out of sight now. All they could see was a sheer grassy slope with a mud path zig-zagging up it. But they all wanted to get to the tower, more and more urgently.

Jonathan took the first part of the path at a run, with his box bouncing on his back. Then, to save time, he took to scrambling straight up the grassy slope, sliding and panting and pulling himself up with his hands. Vivian and Sam clambered and panted and slid behind. One of Sam’s boots came untied with the effort. Vivian supposed that she should be eating her socks at that, but she was far too busy trying not to slip on the short grass or put her hands on the flat thistles that had cunningly disguised themselves as grass.

Sam gradually got left behind, being smaller and burdened with boots. Vivian climbed furiously and kept just under the soles of Jonathan’s shoes. That was all she ever seemed to see of him, climb as she would, until he slowed down over the last grassy bulge. Vivian thought her chest was going to burst by then.

“My legs ache,” Jonathan said. “Let’s rest.”

They were clinging to the bulge, panting, when someone came up the hill beside them, running as fast as if the slope were level ground. Vivian saw long legs and caught a glimpse of an old squashed hat on the head above them as the man raced past them. He shouted something as he passed. Then he ran on and disappeared over the bulge of the hill.

“What did he say?” asked Jonathan.

“It sounded like hurry!” said Vivian. “Come on!”

Somehow, neither of them had any doubt that it was urgent. They went up over the bulge in a floundering run, into sudden wide blue sky at the top of the hill. The space was quite small and flat. The tower was only some yards away and it was indeed a church tower without a church. There were two open church-like archways in it at the bottom. Vivian could see sky right through it for a second, before Jonathan blocked her view by springing upright and sprinting for the tower.

“Stop that!” he yelled. His cap fell off and his pigtail flailed as he ran.

Vivian pelted after him. She had had just a glimpse of something going on inside the tower, low down on the floor, and she knew that was what the man with the hat had been shouting about. Jonathan flung himself through the archway. Vivian hurtled after him. Over his shoulder, she saw a small figure in grey flannel crouched over a hole in the tower floor and a mound of broken stone and loose earth beside that, with a spade stuck in it. The boy looked up as they came. He was fair. His thin face glared like a cornered animal’s. Then his thin hands dived for the earthy hole in front of him, found something, wrenched at it, and pulled it free. It looked like a rusty iron box.

Jonathan pounced for it and tried to drag it out of the boy’s hands. But the boy was up, quick as a flash, and running out through the opposite archway with the box under his arm. Jonathan stumbled forward. Vivian dodged round him, past a clear sight of Jonathan’s glasses falling into the hole and Jonathan’s stumbling foot coming down on top of the glasses, and raced after the boy.

“Sam!” she shrieked. “Stop him!”

The boy was running down the other side of the hill, his thin legs flying under his grey shorts. Sam came round the tower, with his face crimson and both sets of bootlaces flapping loose, and pounded across the hill to cut the boy off.

Sam should have caught the boy and Vivian would have arrived an instant later to help. But the boy was no longer there. By the time Vivian converged with Sam, there was only bare green slope where there had just before been a boy running away. One of Sam’s bootlaces whipped itself round his ankles and he fell on his face, breathing like someone sawing wood.

“I may be dying!” he gasped.

“But where did he go?” Vivian said, quite bewildered. She looked round. There was no sign the boy had ever been there. Nor was there any sign of the man who had run past them shouting, and that was quite as puzzling now that she thought about it. The only other person in sight was Jonathan, coming slowly and fumblingly down the hill.

Jonathan looked white and wretched. “Why did I have to shout?” he said. “He hadn’t seen us. I could have got there in time to save that polarity, if I’d only held my tongue!”

“What do you mean?” said Vivian.

“That thing he stole,” Jonathan said. “It was one of Faber John’s polarities – the things that keep Time City in place. I know it was. I can feel. And now he’s stolen it and gone time-travelling with it, messing up history for ten centuries to come, and it’s all my fault!”

Vivian would have liked to say that this was nonsense. There was not a scrap of proof of what Jonathan said. But there was no doubt that the boy had stolen something from the tower. And she could feel that something important had gone from the Tor. It was suddenly a much duller place. Mist was forming down near the bottom of the hill and, though the evening light was red on the low land all round, it was a melancholy and final sort of light. From somewhere in the distance an air-raid siren began to howl.

Vivian shivered and took hold of Sam to pull him up. “Let’s go back to Time City,” she said.

But Jonathan said at the same moment, “We’ve got to go after him!” He was carrying the egg-control in the box on his shoulder and the egg obeyed him instantly.

It was suddenly afternoon again. Sam was now lying on his face in a road. The air felt different, heavier and more dusty. But the houses lining the road were not very different from the ones Vivian had known all her life. Apart from one or two new yellow ones, they were the sort of houses that lined the main roads out of London and had probably been built about the time she was born. But they had been cared for since with bright white paint to a smartness Vivian had never seen in houses before. The only obviously future thing was a giant silver building standing smoking quietly out near the horizon.

“I think we’ve moved about a hundred years,” she said. Somehow she was rather more awed to be in 2039 than she had been to be in Time City.

“Yes, but I’ve lost those stupid glasses,” Jonathan said. “Is the boy here?”

“There,” said Sam, waving his boots about in an effort to get untangled.

The boy was walking away from them up the road with the box still under his arm. His clothes had changed. He was now in wide trousers that were either too long or too short, depending whether you thought they were shorts or not, and his jacket had immense gathered sleeves. As Vivian looked and Jonathan peered at him, the boy sensed they were there. He jerked and looked over his shoulder. The thin face stared angrily back at them. Then he was gone again.

“I can’t see him,” said Jonathan.

Sam struggled to his knees. “Gone again,” he said. “He’s probably got one of those egg-things too.”

A roaring, which they had been hearing without truly noticing, came suddenly louder out of the distance and swept up to them, where it settled to a dull drumming. Before Jonathan could suggest following the boy again, they were surrounded by six things a bit like motor-cycles. Six men in wide-sleeved uniforms sat on the cycles, looking jeering and grim.

“North Circular Vigilante Group Seven,” one of them announced. “What are you folk doing going around dressed like that?”

Vivian uncomfortably realised that nearly all the buttons on her cardigan had burst off and that one of her pyjama legs had fallen down from its garter under her skirt.

Another of the six men produced a board with a form clipped to it. “Unseemly clothing,” he said, leaning back in his saddle and ticking off squares in the form. “Disturbing the peace. Littering.” He looked at Sam’s cap, which had fallen off beside him. “Failure to wash,” he said, looking from the blackberry stains round Sam’s mouth to Vivian’s muddy hands. “Not from round here, are they? That makes unauthorised travel. Vagrancy too.”

“This is going to earn them a right good whipping!” one of the other men said, obviously liking the idea very much. “Twelve strokes each already.”

“Jonathan!” said Vivian.

“Truancy from school – that’s obvious,” said the man with the form. “Lying down in a public road. Think they’ve stolen anything?”

“Use that egg, you fool!” Sam bellowed, rolling round in the road and grabbing Vivian’s ankle as he tried to get up.

“Abusive language,” said the man, ticking another square.

“Eighteen strokes,” said the other man, even more pleased.

“Time-lock,” Jonathan said desperately. “Time City! Time-lock! Oh, why won’t it—?”

The egg worked at last, in a slow, heavy, swirling way. They seemed to be dragged away backwards a long, long distance, and then hung there. Vivian had time to think that only the accident that she had grabbed Jonathan for balance when Sam took hold of her ankle had caused the egg to take all three of them. Then she had time to wonder if the egg was working at all. And at last they were in pitchy darkness. Jonathan, after furious fumbling, found the flashlight in his pocket and switched it on. The light seemed weak and yellow after the open street, but it showed the massive stones and the glimmering slate of the time-lock. They all sighed with relief.

“That was frightening,” Sam said, still on the floor. “What went wrong?”

“The egg wouldn’t work at all at first,” Jonathan said. “Maybe it’s too old and worn out. Or maybe we asked it to do too much.” He put it carefully back in its hollow. “Now I don’t know what to do,” he said dejectedly.

“What time is it?” asked Vivian.

Jonathan fumbled again and found the clock stud on his belt. He stared at the green-glowing dial on his hand. “Twelve forty-two. No, that can’t be right! I don’t know. I’ve no idea what time we’ve come back to!”

“That picnic!” said Sam. He wrenched off his tangled boots and began tearing off the rest of his disguise. The other two pulled off their things in an equal hurry.

Vivian was so alarmed at what Jenny might be thinking that she was ready first. Mum hated to be kept waiting. Jenny was probably the same. Vivian rushed in front up the staircase and was first out into the passage. All she could think of was the uproar there was bound to be if it was really nearly one o’clock. She left Jonathan to swing the false door back and ran up the passage. She barged through the chained door.

It was lucky that Jonathan had oiled the door. Elio was standing only a few yards away, straightening an exhibit in one of the showcases. He had not seen Vivian. She had made barely a sound coming through the door. She had the presence of mind to catch hold of the chain before it could rattle as the door swung, and ease the door shut behind her. If she stayed there, she could stop Sam and Jonathan barging through behind her. But Elio was bound to wonder if he saw her. And if he realised what they were doing, he would tell. Jonathan had said so.

Elio started to turn round.




CHAPTER SEVEN
THE RIVER TIME

Vivian took three giant strides until she was more or less level with Elio. “Er – hallo,” she said.

Elio finished turning round with astonishing speed. “Hallo, miss. You walk very quietly. I failed to hear you approach.”

“You were busy with your museum,” Vivian said. “That’s why you didn’t hear me.”

“True,” said Elio. He looked back at the display case in a dissatisfied way. It was labelled Seventy-three Century Mountain Boots (Mars) and Vivian supposed that you could just tell that the things inside were boots. “Would you say these were shown to advantage?” he asked. “They tell me I have very little artistic sense.”

“I think,” Vivian said, “that they may be the kind of things that never look right. We had bathroom curtains like that.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the chained door move. Sam’s face came round it and vanished again in a hurry. “By the way, do you know the time?” she said.

Elio turned to her contritely. Luckily the door was shut by then. “Of course, you have no belt yet. I will get you one for tomorrow, miss, I promise.” He pressed one stud out of several dozen on his own belt and a clock-face lit up on his wrist. It looked much more complicated than Jonathan’s. “Ten forty-six and ten seconds,” he said.

Thank goodness! Vivian thought. We’re in time for the picnic after all! At least, she realised, they would be, if only Sam and Jonathan could get out of the passage without Elio seeing them. The only thing to do seemed to be to keep Elio distracted somehow. She smiled at him. “Er—” she said. “I’ve heard people call you an android, Mr Elio. What is an android, please?”

“It means that I am a manufactured human being,” Elio said.

“What? Made in a factory!” Vivian exclaimed, truly surprised.

“Not quite a factory. It was more like a highly equipped laboratory,” said Elio. “I was assembled from human protoplasm by scientists working at a bench.”

All the Frankenstein films she had seen flooded into Vivian’s mind. She gave Elio a wary look. He seemed like an ordinary person, only rather smaller and paler than most. Nevertheless she would have gone away quickly if she had had any choice. But she seemed to have got him talking. So she moved gently down the gallery towards the hall. “Did it hurt at all?” she asked.

“I was not conscious for much of the process,” said Elio. He took a step along the gallery with Vivian. But he turned back almost at once and frowned at his showcase. “Perhaps I should move the boots a half-turn to the right.”

“If you do that, the red bits at the top won’t show,” Vivian said. She took another step down the gallery.

“You have a point,” Elio said, still staring at the boots.

It was maddening. He seemed to be stuck in front of them. “What did they make you for?” Vivian asked rather desperately. “An experiment?”

“No, for efficiency,” Elio said. “I am stronger and faster than a born-human. I live longer and I need less sleep. My bones do not break so easily.” He turned towards her. Vivian thought he might be moving at last. She sidled a few more steps towards the hall. Elio took a step in the same direction. “And of course my brain is the best part of me,” he said. “I have twice the intelligence of a born-human and five times the memory. Thus I am acutely observant. But—” To Vivian’s exasperation, he turned back to the showcase. He frowned. “This does not make up for the finer points of human taste,” he said. “What if I turned the boots completely around?”

In the passage, Sam and Jonathan were clearly getting impatient. Vivian had a glimpse of the door shutting hurriedly again and of Jonathan’s pigtail caught dangling over the chain. “But I have taste,” she said. “The boots look very nice. Do you eat the same things as born-humans, Mr Elio?”

“I live mostly on liquids,” said Elio, “though I am partial to fruit.”

“And,” said Vivian. “And.” She walked on a few steps. This time Elio came with her. “And—” She racked her brains for more things to ask. “And were you the only one they made, or were there more of you?”

“They made about a hundred,” Elio said, walking slowly beside her. “It was a very costly process and no more could be afforded.”

“Where are all the others?” Vivian asked. Now they were really walking towards the hall, but awfully slowly.

“They were sent out,” said Elio, “to help colonise the stars eventually. This is what we were designed for. I am from Hundred-and-five Century, you see, when mankind spreads through the galaxy and mostly departs from Earth. But I was ordered by Time City, as a rarity of history. Time City collects one of every rarity, this being a policy begun by Faber John.”

“You must be awfully lonely,” Vivian said. She was beginning to feel mean, pretending to be so interested in Elio. “Don’t you miss all the other androids?”

“Not at all,” said Elio. “The only time I met another android, I became extremely irritated with the creature. I confess I wished to hit it in the face. It is the one occasion on which I have felt those strong emotions that you born-humans seem to feel all the time.”

“Don’t you feel anything?” Vivian said. By now they were walking briskly and they were nearly at the corner into the hall. “Don’t you even feel happy?”

“No, but neither do I feel sad,” Elio said. “Amusement I do feel, and much contentment. The alarms and fusses of generations of born-humans keep me entertained all the time.”

They turned the corner into the hall, on to sunlight lying in patterns on the patterned marble. Vivian sighed with relief. But she was finding Elio much more interesting than she expected. “How long have you been in Time City?”

“A hundred years come next New Year,” Elio said.

“But you don’t look anything like that old!” Vivian exclaimed.

“I told you—” Elio began. But he was interrupted by Sempitern Walker rushing down the stairs in a long blue robe.

“Elio! For great Chronos’ sake!” Sempitern Walker called out. “Will you stop messing with that museum of yours for a minute! I’ve a session of Privy Chronologue in five minutes and you haven’t given me my notes for it yet!”

“They are all ready in the study, sir,” Elio said, “if you will come with me.” But before he went away with the Sempitern, he said to Vivian, “I told you I was designed for endurance as well as efficiency.” This caused Jonathan’s father to give Vivian a look as if she was the last straw and hurry Elio away. Vivian was left perversely wishing she could have talked to Elio for much longer.

Jonathan and Sam shot round the corner looking hot, tired and relieved. “Whoo!” said Sam.

“I thought we were going to be stuck in that passage all day!” Jonathan said. “What’s the time?”

“Just before eleven,” said Vivian. “Isn’t that lucky?”

They agreed that it was. “I need a drink,” said Sam. “That warty woman never gave me anything.”

Jonathan took them to the matutinal, where there was a gadget on the wall which gave out cups of fruit juice. Sam drank three. Vivian and Jonathan each had two. They were sucking up the last drops when Jenny hurried in. “I thought you said you’d be in the hall,” she said. “Hurry up. Ramona’s waiting.”

Vivian never had a chance to ask who Ramona was. She turned out to be Sam’s mother. She was paler and wider and sleepier-looking than her sister Jenny. She was carrying two birdcages like the one Sam had left hidden in the time-lock, with interesting-shaped foods floating under them. She smiled at Vivian. “You were the image of our brother Viv when I saw you last,” Ramona said. “Funny how children change.”

“BURP!” said Sam. It was the natural result of drinking three cups of fruit juice without pausing to breathe, but it luckily turned everyone’s attention off Vivian and on to Sam.

“What has he done to his hair?” said Jenny.

Sam’s hand and everyone’s eyes went to the top of his head, where his hair still stood in a tuft with Vivian’s rubber band round it. “I want to look like my uncle Ranjit,” he said. “It suits me.”

“No, it doesn’t. Take it down,” said Ramona, and added without looking, “and tie up your shoes.”

“Mothers ought to be sent out into history,” said Sam. His own time in history had put him in a very bad mood. He stumped in the rear, muttering crossly to himself, while they crossed Time Close into Aeon Square and took a short cut past the great glass building down some steps to the Avenue of the Four Ages.

Ramona led the way across the Avenue to one of the archways in the wall. “We thought we’d take a boat,” she said.

Sam cheered up at once. He raced ahead, through the archway and down the dizzily long flight of steps to the wharf. When the others got to the steps, he was already sitting in a red thing floating on the river beside the wharf. There was a line of the things, all different colours. Vivian supposed they were boats, but they looked more like cars to her. That put her in mind of a strange fact about Time City. “You don’t have cars here!” she said.

Jonathan was clearly thinking about something else. “We don’t need them,” he said vaguely.

They went down and settled into the comfortable squashy seats aboard the boat Sam had chosen. “Red’s my favourite colour,” he told Vivian.

The boat spoke, in a rattling voice from under the floor. “Where to, passengers?” it said. It made Vivian jump.

“All day hire. Main locks first,” said Jenny. “And transmogue for us.”

Transmoguing seemed to mean that the roof suddenly vanished, which made Vivian jump again. Cool winds blew in her hair as the boat made a wide half-circle out into the middle of the river and set off, with the faintest of rattling sounds, away from Time City. Vivian soon began to enjoy herself as much as Sam. The day was warm, though nothing like as hot as that day in 1939, and the sky was blue. The flat lands sliding past were green with new crops. There were houses at intervals in the fields – all kinds from thatched cottages to one built mostly of shimmering nothingness – and orchards, orchards, orchards, loaded with white and pink blossom.

“It’s spring here!” Vivian exclaimed.

“Yes, we keep the seasons,” Jenny said. “It must seem strange to you. Wasn’t it autumn when you left Twenty Century?”

Vivian nodded, thinking of the blackberries still staining Sam’s face from the lane by the Tor. She saw a machine in the distance, rushing across a field spraying out a white cloud of something. She turned to Jonathan to say that Time City did have cars of a sort, but Jonathan had his head together with Sam’s. Sam, after five minutes of bouncing about shouting how much he was enjoying himself, was busy taking Jonathan’s belt to pieces to put the clock function right, and seemed to have forgotten he was on a boat at all.

“What’s wrong with it?” asked Jenny.

“A faulty consistor-connection,” Jonathan answered glibly.

It seemed amazing to Vivian that neither of the mothers put the stains round Sam’s mouth together with the fact that Jonathan’s belt was showing the wrong time and realised where they had just been. But they didn’t. Ramona said placidly, and rather proudly, “Sam can mend that easily.”

Meanwhile the boat surged steadily round bend after bend of Time River, missing other boats as if it could see them. They passed, and missed, other boats like their own, small barges, rafts where people were fishing, and a huge pleasure-boat full of tourists, who all waved. After that came a boat huger still, making waves that piled up along both banks. It was a great barge as high as a house and nearly as long as a football pitch, with men in strange hats on top, who waved too.

“There goes meat from Forty-two Century,” said Ramona.

“All that!” said Vivian. “Who pays for it?”

“We all do,” said Jenny. “Time City trades in exchange – only what we trade is knowledge, Vivian. There are records in Perpetuum, Erstwhile, Agelong and suchlike of most things the human race has ever known or done. Students come to study here. And anything anyone in history wants to know, we can tell them for a fee – provided it’s something from before the date they ask, of course.”

“Oh – we stretch a point sometimes, Jenny,” Ramona said. “My department gives weather forecasts, remember?”

Jenny laughed. “Yes, and Ongoing Science quite often gives hints to make sure Science goes the right way. But we do have to be careful about sending history wrong.”

“We can’t have all of it going unstable,” agreed Ramona.

The voyage lasted nearly an hour. Jenny and Ramona pointed out interesting farms or said things like, “You get an even better view of the City from here,” as new domes and towers came into sight at new bends of the river. Vivian saw Endless Hill from all sorts of different angles. It was like the Tor. The only difference was that the Gnomon Tower was not at all like a church. It was more like an old, old lighthouse.

About the time Sam finished Jonathan’s belt and Jonathan buckled it back on, Jenny and Ramona turned and pointed the way the boat was going. “We’re nearly down at the Locks now. Can you see the land’s ending?”

About a field away, the green country just stopped. The blue sky came right down to the ground there. “Ooh!” said Vivian. “That looks a bit creepy!”

“No, it’s not,” said Jonathan. “It’s safe. The thing I hate about history is the way the ground goes on and on. If I had to live in history, that would send me mad in the first week.”

Vivian thought of the way Jonathan had become so uncomfortable while they were looking for Cousin Marty’s house. This must have been the reason.

“Don’t be silly, Jonathan,” said Jenny. “No one’s going to send you out into history!”

Shortly, the boat turned a corner and nuzzled into a side channel of the river. There were high stone walls on either side. The boat drew into a wharf behind a line of others. “You still wish to retain me?” it asked in its rattling voice.

“Yes. I said all day hire,” Jenny said, as they stood up to get off. “I wish they’d make those things a bit more trusting,” she said to Ramona, while they were climbing steps up the side of the wharf.

“It may be faulty,” Ramona suggested. But when they looked back, the boat’s roof was back in place with the word HIRED shining in big letters along the roof. “It was just making sure we hadn’t changed our minds,” Ramona said.

At the top of the steps, they came to a kind of stone platform, right at the very end of the land. There was a long row of silvery booths at the back of the platform, in a line against the sky. Their doors were sliding open and shut as people came through in all sorts of costumes. Some of them looked businesslike, but most of them stopped and stared round excitedly and pointed to the strange dress of the others. After that, they went and showed long golden tickets at a kiosk in the centre of the platform, where they were given maps and a crackling sheet of information and directed to the other side of the platform, where a man stood at a gate checking tickets. The platform rang with excited exclamations and happy laughter, and the few people going the other way, mostly in Time City pyjamas, had to push their way through the slow throng in order to get to the booths.

Jenny and Ramona led the way to the railing by the gate, where they leant and looked down at a huge tourist boat waiting to take people to the City. Colourful people were going down the long ramp and taking their seats aboard. There was another boat waiting across the river, where there was the same sort of platform and another row of booths. In between, stretching right across the river, were six really massive time-locks, standing high against the sky above the platforms. As they watched, another big barge came slowly nudging through the third lock along, against the strong brown current of the River Time.

“Where does the river go to?” Vivian asked.

“It runs out through the locks into the different rivers at various times,” Jenny said.

The tourist boat across the river was full. It clanged a bell and set out in a swirl of brown water on its journey to the City. Music was playing on board it and people were opening bottles. It looked very festive.

“I’m thirsty,” said Sam. “Thirsty!” he added loudly. And when nobody noticed, he went on saying it.

“What happens,” Vivian asked, “if a tourist meets his own grandchildren and hates them and decides not to get married? Wouldn’t that change history?”

“There’s a whole branch of Time Patrol checking to make sure that won’t happen,” said Ramona. “Hush, Sam.”

“But quite a lot of people come here specially to meet their ancestors or their descendants,” Jenny said. “We have conference rooms in Millennium where they can get together.”

“I do think,” Ramona said, “that Viv and Inga should have told Vivian more about Time City. It’s not fair on the child!”

She meant this to be covered up by the noise from all round and by Sam’s shouts of “Thirsty!” But Sam’s voice dropped to a mutter just then and Vivian heard her clearly. She was forced to invent some reason for her ignorance.

“They didn’t trust me not to say something at school,” she said. “That would spoil history, wouldn’t it? Does it matter much?”

“Yes, it does,” Ramona said, looking very uncomfortable. “If your general knowledge isn’t good enough when you come to the Leavers’ Tests at school, you’ll be sent away to live in history even though you are a Lee.”

“Nobody stays in Time City by right, Vivian,” Jenny explained. “We all have to earn our place. And there’s a lot of competition from the students. Most of the young people studying in Continuum are hoping for jobs in the City when they finish.”

Jonathan swung away from the rail and stalked off. Vivian could see he was upset by this. But next moment he was back. “I say! Look at all these!”

They turned round to find the platform full of frantic people all coming from nowhere. A few did seem to be coming up the steps from the wharf, and one or two came swarming over the edge of the platform, but most of them were just there out of nowhere. They all went rushing towards the line of time-locks. There, some of them vanished into silvery doors or open silvery spaces, but most of them beat at the booths in a panic as if they were trying to get the doors open. This looked very odd when the door they were beating on happened to be open already.

They were coming across the platform in waves, and later waves were running through earlier ones. The platform was suddenly a melting rushing tumble of running figures and waving arms. They were in all sorts of clothes, but the greatest number were in Time City pyjamas.

“Time-ghosts,” said Sam.

“I’d heard about these, but I’d no idea there were so many,” Ramona said, as the running crowd grew thicker yet.

The man standing by the gate to check tickets said, “There’s been more of them every day this month. They start around midday and tail off around two in the afternoon. We’ve no idea what’s causing them.”

“Don’t they frighten the tourists?” Jenny asked.

The man shrugged. “A bit. But what can anyone do?”

Certainly some of the real people coming out of the silver booths cringed rather when they found a crowd of ghosts rushing straight at them. But when they discovered they could walk through them, most of them laughed and seemed to decide that this was one of the sights they had come to see. The kiosk had a loudspeaker going now, muddled a bit by the loudspeaker from the kiosk on the platform across the river, where more frantic time-ghosts were also rushing at the time-locks.

“Visit-it-itors please-ease pay no attent-ention to-to the per-ersons apar-arently runn-unning to-towards the ti-time-lo-locks. They-ey are a Ti-time City-ity phenom-enomenon know-own as Ti-time-gho-ghosts and qui-quite harm-armless.”

A number of the real tourists looked as if they had half a mind to go straight home again until they heard this message. Only one person took no notice of the ghosts at all. He stepped out of a booth and strode forward as if the platform was empty. But he was a time-ghost too, Vivian realised. She was beginning to be able to tell. He was wearing old-fashioned-looking clothes and he had a slight blurring round the edges of him. But the odd thing was that she thought she had seen this particular ghost before somewhere. She tried to follow him as he strode through the crowd of running ghosts and among surprised, slower-moving tourists, but he vanished in the way time-ghosts did.

“Let’s go,” said Jenny. “I really hate time-ghosts.”

They were all glad to go. The waves of silently rushing figures made them all uncomfortable. It was hard not to feel panicked at the way the ghosts were so desperately beating on the time-booths, even when you knew they were not real. They went down the steps to the boat again.

“The Lagoon,” said Jenny. “We’ll tell you when to moor.”

The Lagoon was a bend of the river that the river had left behind. It had turned into a long, curved lake with a narrow channel for boats at either end. A filter in the channels kept the water a pure clean green so that people could bathe.

“You can swim first or eat first,” said Jenny, when the boat drew in to a grassy bank. “But if you eat first, you must wait at least an hour before swimming.”

“Eat first,” they all said. They were ravenous. The time they had spent in 1939 had stretched the morning nearly four hours longer than it should have been. It was as if they had missed lunch. They made up for it now, sitting under flowering bushes on airy rugs that Ramona had brought. They wolfed down long loaves with savoury fillings and round buns with cheesy centres, and they crunched apples. There were butter-pies after that, to Sam’s loud delight. Then there was an hour to pass. The ladies spent it stretched on a rug in the shade of the bush, talking in low voices.

“Abdul’s really worried,” Vivian heard Ramona say. “The outbreak of that war has gone back a whole year now, to September 1938. They seem to be inventing weapons they shouldn’t have had till the end of the century.”

“I wish they’d recall the Observers!” Jenny said. “Viv could be killed. Don’t tell me Observers haven’t been killed before this! Remember that poor girl who was covering the Reconquest of America.”

“Viv’s all right,” said Ramona. “His report was one of the ones that came this morning. The new developments seem to have taken him by surprise. I’m afraid Abdul will keep him out there for a while, because he sent straight back to Viv for an explanation. At least Vivian’s safe.”

Sam fell asleep on his face in the grass.

Jonathan wandered off round the lake, jerking his head at Vivian to come along. When Vivian grudgingly followed him, she found him sitting on a fallen tree looking white and scared. “We’ve got to think what to do,” he said. “If it really was one of the polarities that boy stole, Time City isn’t balanced any more and nor is history.”

“Do you think he was the Time Lady in disguise?” Vivian said.

“I don’t know,” said Jonathan. “I don’t know who he is or what’s going on, but he time-travelled after he took that box, so he has to be a threat to Time City whoever he is.”

“I think we should tell someone,” said Vivian. “It’s serious.”

“But we can’t!” Jonathan said. “Think. The only way we could have known about that boy and that box is by illegal time-travel to an Unstable Era. And if we tell them how we happened to find out through your cousin Wartface, it’ll come out that you’re illegal too. We can’t tell. We have to do something ourselves.”

“Would it really be so bad – what they’d do to us if they found out?” Vivian asked.

“I don’t know what they’d do to you. It could be very bad,” Jonathan said. “But I know what they’d do to me. They’d send me out into history, into a really boring Fixed Era, and I’d have to stay there. And I can’t face that!” He was shaking at the mere idea. “I’ve always been afraid I wouldn’t qualify to stay when it came to the Leavers’ Tests. I worked and worked at school, and I made a fuss about being a Lee so that I could have Dr Wilander for my tutor, because he’s the best there is. And I stuck with him though he scares me stiff most of the time – because I know I’d go batty in a week somewhere where the land just goes on and on and on!”

Vivian knew this was a real confession of Jonathan’s true feelings. It was the kind of thing nobody ever said except as a last resort. “But if that really was a polarity,” she said, “someone who can do something ought to know. Couldn’t you drop hints to your father?”

“No,” said Jonathan. “He’d wonder how I knew.”

“Then drop hints to someone else,” said Vivian.

They wandered along the lake arguing about it for the rest of the hour. Jonathan thought of a hundred different reasons why hinting was impossible. But Vivian thought of her own mum and dad out in history that seemed to have been sent wrong and bad by that beastly thief of a boy, and argued grimly on. In the end, she won. When Jenny appeared on the lakeside, waving what seemed to be a swimsuit and shouting, “Are you going in, you two?” Jonathan set off towards her saying, “All right. You win. I’ll drop Mother a hint.”

“Wait a sec!” Vivian called after him. “I can’t swim. Does it matter?”

Jonathan stopped as if she had shot him. “Oh no! My cousin Vivian could swim like a fish. She was always ducking me. Mother and Ramona are bound to remember she could.”

“Couldn’t I have forgotten how?” Vivian suggested.

“Swimming’s not a thing people forget. It’s like walking or something,” Jonathan said. “Look – let me give Mother that hint now I’ve got all nerved up to do it. Then we’ll think what to do.”

When they got back to the boat and the picnic, Jonathan looked casually at the sky and remarked, “I’ve had an idea, Mother, about all that upset in Twenty Century. Suppose someone there had stolen a Time City polarity – wouldn’t that send history critical around it?”

Jenny just laughed and threw a swimsuit over his head. “Shut up and get into that. You and your ideas, Jonathan!” The swimsuit was large, because it covered your whole body and had heaters in it to keep you warm when the water was cold, and it muffled the rest of Jonathan’s hint completely. All anyone heard of his reply was, “Oh but—” When he had fought his way free he had stopped trying.

It was quite easy to disguise the fact that Vivian could not swim, because Jenny and Ramona were busy teaching Sam and Sam was making a great noise objecting. Jonathan and Vivian just went further down the shore and put some bushes between themselves and Sam’s roars and splashes. There Jonathan did his best to teach Vivian to swim too. She splashed about bravely with Jonathan’s hand under her chin, and sank every time he took his hand away. She drank pints of lake. And all the time she knew perfectly well that Jonathan was secretly very glad that Jenny had only laughed at his hint. So, every time she came spluttering out of the water, she pawed the water out of her own eyes and looked into Jonathan’s, which were strangely naked and folded-looking without his sight function. “You will try hinting again, won’t you?” she said.

“Oh all right!” Jonathan said at last. “If I’d known what a nag you were, I’d have left you with Cousin Wartface. The two of you would have got on wonderfully!”

He kept his word. When they came back to the Annuate Palace, tired and sun-soaked and feeling very jolly, Jonathan honourably made another attempt to drop a hint during dinner. The guests that night were the High Scientist, Dr Leonov, from Ongoing, a lesser Scientist from Erstwhile, and a World Premier and her husband from 8210. Jonathan waited for a pause in the stately talk and said loudly, “I have a theory that Twenty Century is being disturbed because someone there has stolen one of Faber John’s polarities. Does anyone think that’s possible?”

The Premier said, “Do you people really believe in those legends here?”

Jenny looked very embarrassed. The Premier turned to Dr Leonov for an answer, but Dr Leonov did not deign to reply. He left it to the lesser Scientist, who said, quite kindly, “Well, no, lad. The forces that interact with history to hold Time City in place are not really of a kind that anyone could steal. And Faber John’s only a myth, you know.”

“But suppose the polarity was quite small and buried in the ground or something,” Jonathan said bravely. “Someone could steal it.”

Sempitern Walker gave him an anguished glare. “Stop talking nonsense, Jonathan. That idiotic notion was disproved in your grandfather’s day.”

Jonathan stuck his chin in his chest to hide how red his face was and gave up. Vivian could hardly blame him. She knew it had taken a lot of courage for Jonathan to hint at all. And that night in her room she tried to have a serious think about what they ought to do now. She felt she ought to help Jonathan put the mess right before she went home, but the only idea that came into her head was the thought of Mum sitting in Lewisham with bombs dropping and history going wronger and wronger around her.




CHAPTER EIGHT
DURATION

Petula woke Vivian early the next day. She was carrying a studded belt, like Jonathan’s but pale and stiff and new. “Elio sent you this,” she said. “It’s school today, so get moving. But do us all a favour and don’t wear that yellow and purple horror that Elio likes so much. I can’t bear to think of them setting eyes on it in Duration.”

Vivian chose a plain blue suit and buckled the stiff belt round it. She went downstairs fingering the studs, wondering which was which and not quite daring to experiment. There seemed to be a lot of activity in the Palace. She could hear feet hammering up and down the other staircases and voices calling out.

“What’s going on?” she asked Jonathan when she met him in the hall.

But Jonathan only said, “Hints are no good. Nobody takes any notice. I was awake half the night trying to think what to—”

He had to jump to one side. Sempitern Walker came bursting out of a door by the stairs and went flying past them down the hall. He was wearing a stiff red robe and a gold embroidered cloak, but the robe was undone and streaming on both sides of him. Vivian saw a suit of white underclothes underneath and a lot of thin hairy leg. She stared after him as he dashed away, unable to believe her eyes.

“Gold bands!” Sempitern Walker roared. “Where in Time’s name are my gold bands?”

Elio came racing out of the door too, carrying a red silk hat. Jenny rushed out after him with a huge gold necklace like a Mayor’s chain. After her, Petula came running, followed by the ladies who served at dinner and five other people Vivian had not seen before, and behind them pelted the men who polished the stairs. They were all carrying bundles of robes, or hats, or golden boots, or different sorts of gold chain, and Petula was waving a pair of wide gold ribbons. Vivian watched, fascinated, as they all tore after Sempitern Walker and managed to corner him at the end of the hall.

“No, you stupid android!” Sempitern Walker shouted out of the midst of them. “The other hat! And I said the gold bands, you stupid woman! Find them, can’t you! The ceremony’s due in twenty minutes!” He came bursting out of the crowd and sped towards Jonathan and Vivian again.

This is marvellous! Vivian thought, as the others all turned themselves hastily round and raced after the Sempitern. Sempitern Walker swung himself nimbly round on the end of the banisters and went flying up the stairs two at a time. “And I have to have the carnelian studs!” he bellowed. “Can’t anyone find anything in this place?”

A giggle began to rise up Vivian’s throat as everyone else went streaming up the stairs after him. “You’re all useless!” she heard him shout. “Gold bands!” They all went running round the railed landing overhead, tripping over mats and getting in one another’s way. Vivian nearly laughed outright. This is as good as a film! she thought, turning to see what Jonathan thought of it.

Jonathan swung haughtily away. “This happens every time there’s a ceremony,” he said wearily. “Come on. We’d better get breakfast.”

The giggle was sitting right behind Vivian’s teeth, fighting to get out. She swallowed it down. “Do you have ceremonies very often?” she asked, trying to stop her voice shaking.

“About every two days,” Jonathan said dourly.

They had breakfast to the din of running feet, shouting, and one or two metallic crashes, as if someone had thrown a gold chain downstairs. Jonathan pretended not to notice. Vivian understood perfectly that he would be very hurt if she laughed, but the giggle would keep rising up her throat whenever the running feet and the roars came close to the matutinal. This made it hard for her to follow what Jonathan was saying.

“We ought to go after that boy and get the box back,” he said. “If he was doing a hundred years with every time-jump, he’ll be in the middle of a Fixed Era by now and probably sending that crazy too. We should be able to find him if that time-egg works. But I didn’t like the way it nearly didn’t bring us back. We don’t want to get stranded in history.”

The Sempitern’s feet pounded past the matutinal, followed by the feet of everyone else. Vivian struggled with the rising giggle again. “Do you think he might be trying to steal all the polarities?” she asked, trying to think sensibly. “Couldn’t we go to them first and ask the people in those places to keep guard on them? How many of them are there?”

“I don’t know,” Jonathan said, almost groaning. “I don’t know where or when they are. I’m not even sure that it was a polarity he stole.”

It was clear that what the Scientists said last night had shaken Jonathan’s faith badly. And he certainly had jumped to that conclusion, Vivian thought. There was no proof. On the other hand—Here Sempitern Walker’s feet thumped across the ceiling of the matutinal and she had to swallow the giggle again. “Do cheer up,” she said. “Think of our time-ghosts. You can tell we did – do do something.”

“That’s true!” Jonathan said, brightening a little.

Soon after this, the Palace went suddenly quiet. Jonathan pressed the clock stud on his belt and said that they ought to be going. Vivian got up and followed him, feeling very nervous. Jonathan did not seem to be taking anything to school with him, not even a pen. This made Vivian feel odd and incomplete. She thought she had got used to the naked feeling of wearing Time City pyjamas, but she felt naked all over again without any books or even a pencil box.

The hall and the stairs were littered with silken cloaks, various hats, shoes and several golden chains. Elio was soberly backing down the stairs, picking everything up. Vivian could not see his face clearly, but she could have sworn that Elio was smiling.

Sam was definitely smiling when they met him by the fountain in Time Close, his widest smile with two teeth in it. “Your father ran,” he said. “Like a rocket. He picked up his robes and he sprinted. Was it a big fuss?”

“About average,” Jonathan said haughtily. “Get moving. It’s due to rain in ten minutes.”

Vivian looked up at the sky as they came through the archway into Aeon Square. White clouds were billowing up, with grey ones following, but it did not look very much like rain. “Are you sure it’s going to rain?”

“Yes, because we’re getting this year’s weather from Thirty-five-eighty-nine,” said Jonathan. “They never pick a drought year because of the crops. You can get a forecast from your belt.”

“Which stud?” said Vivian.

They went across Aeon Square showing Vivian how her belt worked. The weather stud lit up a shining green list along her forearm:

5.00–8.40 FAIR TEMP 14–17; 8.40–10.27 RAIN,

Thunder c. 9.07; 10.28–15.58 SUN TEMP 13–19

“See how efficient Elio is,” Jonathan said. “He’s got you one you can read. Mine’s all in Universal Symbols.”

“How many units credit did he give you?” said Sam. “No – that stud, stupid!”

Vivian put her finger on that stud and the palm of her hand lit up.

VSL/90234/7C TC Units 100.00

she read, rather awed. Two hundred pounds? Surely not!

“Lucky blister!” said Sam. “Two hundred butter-pies!”

“You’ve got a low-weight function too,” Jonathan said. “And that one’s the pen function. What’s your time function – clock face or digital?”

Vivian was so fascinated by her belt that she did not notice straight away that the ceremony that had caused all the fuss at the Palace was taking place on the other side of Aeon Square. A line of figures all in red, looking tiny below the huge buildings, was pacing slowly down the square. Jonathan’s father was walking near the head of them, behind someone carrying a silver battle-axe thing, pacing in the most grave, stately and important way. You wouldn’t believe, to look at him, that he’s spent the last half hour rushing about and yelling! Vivian thought.

“Who are the ones with him?” she asked.

“Annuate Guard,” said Sam.

“A lot of old folk retired from Time Patrol,” Jonathan said. He pointed to the other end of the square. “And the blue lot look to be the Librarians. Hurry up. Everyone’s going into Duration.”

The blue line was pacing towards the red one, robes billowing, tall blue hats on their heads, led by two who seemed to be carrying a gigantic old book open on a cushion. Behind them, where Jonathan was really pointing, much smaller figures were streaming along the end of the square from right and left and going in through the high open door of Duration.

The sight made even Sam hurry. But he stopped again at Faber John’s Stone. By this time the two processions of the ceremony were close enough for Vivian to recognise Mr Enkian under the tall blue hat, just behind the two Librarians with the book, looking very sour and self-important. The two lines were obviously going to meet just beside Faber John’s Stone.

“Hey! Look at that crack today!” Jonathan exclaimed.

The crack had grown right down from the corner of the slab, through the golden letters FAB and on into the bald part. There it forked into three new cracks, zig-zagging faintly out into the middle of the stone. There was no need for Jonathan to measure it to see that it had grown.

“Great Time! I hope it doesn’t mean what they say!” he said.

The two processions had met by then. “Sempitern greets Perpetuum in the name of the Chronologue,” Jonathan’s father intoned from quite near. A few drops of rain came down.

“Perhaps Faber John’s woken up enough to wriggle his toes,” Vivian suggested, not very seriously. “They’d about reach here from that cave.”

Sam’s face bunched up and he stamped defiantly on the branching crack. His shoelace burst undone. Jonathan took his arm and dragged him off. “Careful! You could make it worse!”

“By the power vested in me, through me Perpetuum greets Chronologue and Sempitern,” Mr Enkian was now intoning. “These my Librarians—”

His voice was suddenly drowned in a skirling of pipe-music. Vivian looked up to find the ceremony dissolving into confusion. A long-legged man in a tall floppy hat was dancing figures-of-eight round the Sempitern and the old man carrying the axe, playing on a set of bagpipes as he pranced.

Just as Vivian looked, he cavorted in among the Annuate Guard, leaping and bounding and throwing out his long legs like a lunatic. The elderly people in red uniforms scattered out of his way, except for one old lady who drew her ceremonial sword and shakily tried to bar the dancer’s way. But the leaping man danced clean through the sword and pranced on, quite unharmed and still skirling away at his bagpipes.

Vivian realised that the lunatic must be a time-ghost. Oddly enough, nobody in the ceremony seemed to think he was. When he pranced in among the Librarians, the blue-robed people scattered too. “Will you stop that, whoever you are!” Mr Enkian shouted.

The man whirled and did a neat high kick towards the cushion with the huge old book on it. Vivian could see that the long leg and the pointed shoe never touched the cushion or the book, but the two Librarians were fooled and tried to snatch the cushion out of the way. The book slid to the ground in a flurry of stiff pages.

“Doomsday Book!” Mr Enkian shouted. He and the two Librarians pounced for the book, horrified, and the dancing man sprang capering across their groping backs. Next moment, he was cavorting straight towards Vivian, Sam and Jonathan.

“Arrest him!” Sempitern Walker commanded the Guards. They shouted back that the lunatic was only a time-ghost. But most of the shouting was drowned in the deafening sound of the bagpipes. Vivian had an instant’s glimpse of the lunatic’s pale, intense face as she backed out of its way, before the figure whirled round and pranced on to Faber John’s Stone.

The slab broke into a hundred pieces beneath the madly dancing pointed feet. The pieces broke again, and those pieces broke too, milling away to pale gravel in seconds. By this time, the dancing man had become oddly hard to see and the din from the bagpipes sounded muffled. Then he faded away entirely and there was silence mixed with a growing patter of rain. Faber John’s Stone was whole again, except for the forked crack, and turning black and wet.

“Confound it!” Mr Enkian said angrily, trying to shield Doomsday Book with a fold of his robe. “We’d better begin again.”

Jonathan, Sam and Vivian ran through the rain, leaving the ceremony reorganising itself in the downpour. “That was a funny kind of time-ghost!” Jonathan panted. “I wonder if it was one.”

Sam had no doubt about it. As soon as they dashed in through the door of Duration, he began shouting, “We’ve seen a new kind of time-ghost! Everyone, I’ve seen a new time-ghost!” His voice could be heard booming this all morning.

Vivian heard it oftener than she would have liked, because, to her shame, she was put in the same class as Sam. The class she should have been in was, as far as she could tell, learning things that even her teachers in London had never heard of.

“I’m sure you’ll soon catch up,” the Head Teacher said. “All you Lees are quick. But I can’t move you up until you know Universal Symbols.”

Sam’s class was learning Universal Symbols. Vivian sat in an empty-frame chair that was rather too small in front of an empty-frame desk a trifle too low and tried to form strange signs on a white square that was not really paper. The rest of the class were using green pencils, but as Vivian was older she was allowed to use the pen function on her new belt. When you pressed the stud, a green light sprang up between your fingers. It felt like a pen. It wrote in green and it was easy to use. Unfortunately, the stud for it was next to the stud for low-weight function. Vivian kept pressing the wrong one by mistake and soaring gently out of her empty-frame chair.

“Be quiet, Sam. Tie up your shoes,” the teacher said every time Vivian caused a disturbance by doing this. He was right, in a way. Every other disturbance was caused by Sam telling people about the time-ghost. But it made Vivian ashamed. By the end of the morning, when the teacher collected their work by pressing a button, whereupon what they had written vanished from the white squares and appeared lined up in the empty-frame of his desk, Vivian was feeling very low.

Lunch cheered her up. They went to a long room surrounded by automats – like the one in Jonathan’s room which needed kicking, except that these did not need to be kicked so often. The automats allowed each child four things. They seemed to know if you tried to cheat by going to more than one. Even Sam could not get them to give him more than four butter-pies. Then you sat at the long tables to eat the four things.

Vivian was new, and she was a Lee. This made everyone very interested in her. A crowd gathered round her. By now Vivian was so used to pretending she was Cousin Vivian Lee that she almost forgot that she was not. She told them she had just come from Twenty Century, from World War Two. This caused even more interest and a bigger crowd still. Most of the children had never been in history and they wanted to know how it felt.

As she answered their questions, Vivian looked round the room and was quite surprised that there were no more children than this in Time City. True, it was a big school. But all the children in it, from tiny ones far smaller than Sam to nearly grown-up ones a head taller than Jonathan, were all fitted into this one long room for lunch. When she asked, they told her that Duration was the only school in the City. More than half the children came in every day by boat or hovercraft from farms in the countryside. This was very strange to Vivian after the crowded schools of London. She told them about those and they were astonished to think that one teacher could teach over thirty children at once.

“How can he hold thirty sets of brain-rhythms in his head at once?” someone asked. “Now tell about the War. Is it quiet like the Mind Wars or noisy like the New Zealand Takeover?”

“Do they run up and down the streets fighting?” someone else wanted to know.

Vivian tried to explain that when two countries fought one another they did not usually do it in the streets unless the army from one country invaded the other. Then she had to explain what invading was.

“You mean, as if all the tourists came screaming up the River Time to kill people in the City?” a small girl asked, rather upset.

While Vivian was trying to decide if it was like that, Jonathan pushed through the crowd and said loudly in her ear, “Message for you. It’s on your belt.”

“Where? How?” said Vivian.

“Press that stud there,” everyone said helpfully.

Vivian did so, and green writing appeared on the table in front of her:

Hakon Wilander’s Compts to V S Lee Come for special tuition with J L Walker 13.00 sharp

Under that was a second message:

Duration affirms assignment F T Danario, Head Teacher

“Is it true?” she asked Jonathan. “Not a joke?” She just could not imagine anyone so large and so learned as Dr Wilander even remembering she existed, let alone wanting to teach her.

Jonathan pressed a stud on his belt. Another message appeared beside Vivian’s:

H Wilander to J Walker. Stupid child V Lee not answering belt. Bring her with you 13.00.

“He sounds angry,” someone said.

“He mostly is,” said Jonathan. At which a number of people remarked fervently that they would rather have Bilious Enkian for a tutor. Vivian gathered from what they said that everyone went to a special tutor as soon as they were ten years old. Dr Wilander was considered one of the worst. “Yes, but we’ve got to go or we really will get eaten,” Jonathan said.

They left Duration at 12.36 by Vivian’s belt clock. Jonathan was still thinking about the dancing time-ghost. “You know, that was all wrong for a real time-ghost,” he said as they pushed through a glass door at the side of Duration. “They don’t make a sound usually. I bet it was one of the students having a joke.”

“What – even Faber John’s Stone breaking up like that?” said Vivian.

“Some centuries can do wonders with holograms,” Jonathan answered. Since Vivian had never heard of holograms, she was none the wiser. “If I see any students I know, I’ll ask,” Jonathan said.

Outside, as Vivian’s belt had predicted, the rain was over. Sun was sparkling on wet grass between the tall block of Duration and the airy arched building that was Continuum. Since the grass was still damp, the students who had come out to sit in the sun were mostly perched on the various statues that stood about on the grass. The air rumbled with their lazy talk. They all looked alarmingly grown-up to Vivian.

“I greet you, Jonathan,” called a young man in a black velvet smock, who was sitting on one of the knees of a statue like a large Buddha with a lion’s head.

The girl in a gauzy robe who was sitting on the statue’s other knee smiled and said, “Hallo, young Jonathan.”

Jonathan stopped. “Hallo,” he said. “Do either of you know about that time-ghost that interrupted the ceremony this morning?”

“We wish we did!” they both said together. This attracted the attention of a row of students sitting along a statue of a sleeping man nearby. “So do we!” they all called out. A young man in a little white kilt who was sitting on the statue’s head said, “I’m offering a year’s beer-money to that joker if he can come up with tri-dees of the whole caper. I want to see the look on Enkian’s face!”

“Close up,” said the girl in gauze.

“No reward is high enough,” said the man in the kilt.

“Enkian’s raging about, offering to expel the one that did it,” explained the young man in black velvet. “So of course he’s not going to find out.”

“Which means we’re all dying of frustration,” added the girl in gauze. “You don’t know anything, do you, Jonathan?”

“I’ll reward you too,” said the man in the kilt.

“Sorry, no,” Jonathan said. “I was hoping you did.”

He started to walk on, but the young man in the kilt called him back. “Seriously,” he said, laughing. “If you can give me an eye-witness account, I’ll do anything you want in return.”

Jonathan laughed too. “Later,” he said. “We have to get to Dr Wilander.” They went on, up some steps and into a long arched corridor. “It was obviously somebody having a joke with a hologram,” he said to Vivian. “This is Continuum, by the way. We have to go right through and into Perpetuum – that’s the main library. Wilander lives in a den right at the top. They say he only comes out to quarrel with Enkian.”

Perpetuum was huge, and very strangely shaped. The open entry facing them beyond Continuum was made of granite blocks and it had five sides. Of course, Vivian thought, if you imagined an ordinary doorway with a pointed arch at the top, that would have five sides too, but the two sides making the point would be shorter. In this entry, all five sides were the same length and it looked lopsided.

Above and beyond it, she could see the same five-sided shape repeated over and over again, in a vast honeycomb, all combined together into a huge half-toppled-looking five-sided building. There were old eroded letters carved along the uppermost side of the portal, picked out faintly in gold: MONUMENTS MORE LASTING THAN BRASS

“That means books,” Jonathan said. “Press your low-weight stud. There are thousands of stairs.”

There were indeed thousands of stairs. Shallow and made of granite, they climbed left, then right, then left again, past more five-sided entries labelled DANTEUM, SHAKESPEAREUM, ORPHEUM and other names that meant nothing to Vivian. At each archway, other flights of steps led off in four different directions. It was like climbing a maze. Jonathan told Vivian that the sharp, electric smell that hung round each five-sided archway was the smell of the millions of book-cubes stored in each section. It seemed that there were not many real books in Perpetuum.

But shortly, even with the low-weight function turned on, they did not have breath for talking and just climbed. By the time they reached an archway called CONFUCIUM, Vivian had realised that Time City was appearing around them at all sorts of strange angles. At CONFUCIUM, she saw the Gnomon tower in the distance sticking out sideways from under her feet and tried not to look. The stairs felt as if they were right way up, even if they were not.

Finally, at an entry named HERODOTIUM, Time City came the right way up but slanting, quite a long way beneath them. Jonathan turned into HERODOTIUM, to Vivian’s relief. It was rather dark inside and smelt strongly of wood. The five-sided corridor was carved from the same kind of silky wood as Sam’s father’s desk. Vivian glimpsed grass-shapes and people-shapes as Jonathan hurried her along.

“They say Faber John got the man who carved Solomon’s Temple to do this,” he told her breathlessly. Vivian did not think he was joking. He was too much out of breath. “Turn off your low-weight function. It’ll need to recharge.”

At the very end of the corridor a flight of wooden steps led to the last five-sided portal. SELDOM END, Vivian read, as Jonathan knocked on the silky wooden door.

The door sprang open on light that was warm and orange because of the wood. “You’re nearly a minute late,” growled Dr Wilander.

He was sitting at a wooden desk under the window in the sloping roof of the room. All the straight walls were filled with shelves of real books. Thousands of little square things that were probably book-cubes were clamped to the ceiling. Piles of papers and books filled most of the floor. Dr Wilander was smoking a pipe and wearing a shaggy brown jacket that made him look more like a bear than ever. He looked completely comfortable, like a bear resting in its den after a feast of honey.

“You sit there,” he grunted at Vivian, pointing his pipe at a small real-wood table. “What do you see in front of you?”

“Er—” said Vivian, wondering what he wanted her to say. “This looks like a chart. And there’s a list and a piece of paper covered in shiny stuff and a sheet for writing on. And a table underneath of course. Do you want me to say the chair too?”

Jonathan snorted as he sat at a small table in front of Dr Wilander’s desk, and stuffed the end of his pigtail into his mouth.

“That will do,” Dr Wilander growled. “I intend giving you a crash-course in history and Universal Symbols, my girl. You’re a Lee. Yet your aunt and your teacher tell me you’re completely ignorant. It won’t do. The chart is a map of history from the start of man to the Depopulation of Earth. Learn it. The list is a glossary of Universal Symbols, and the paper is one of the very first pieces of writing in those Symbols. That is why it is covered in energised plastic – it is extremely valuable. Make me a translation of that writing. In short, use your brain for once in your life. I’ll test you on both things when I’ve done with Jonathan.”

It was clear that everyone thought that the real Vivian Lee was very bright indeed. Vivian had no choice but to sit down and try to be brainy too. She picked up the chart. It was almost circular – horseshoe-shaped really – so that the end on the left marked Stone Age nearly met the end on the right marked Depopulation. Along it were lines marked in thousands of years. The parts that were white except for the lines were marked Fixed Era. The parts coloured grey were labelled Unstable Era. Very few other things were marked in the grey parts, but the curved stretches of white were a mass of writing and dates.

Vivian’s eyes scudded over them in horror. World War Four… Conquest of Australia… Mind Wars… Icelandic Empire Begins… The Waigongi Atrocity… Primacy of Easter Islands Ends… Revolt of Canada… Fuegan Economic Unity… The Sinking of the Holy Fleet… The Demise of Europe… And these were only some of the things in large print! Vivian gave the chart another desperate stare and turned to the valuable paper. It looked easier.

Meanwhile Dr Wilander was growling questions at Jonathan and Jonathan was answering after long pauses filled with a faint crunching-noise. The crunching was Jonathan chewing his pigtail, which he did whenever he was stuck. It must end up quite wet! Vivian thought, as she got down to translating.

This was nothing like as easy as she had hoped. Universal Symbols did not exactly stand for letters, nor for whole words either. You had to fit the things the Symbols might stand for together, and then try to make sense of them. Vivian’s brain began to complain that it had never worked so hard in its life. Every so often it went on strike and she had to wait for it to start working again, while she watched Dr Wilander plucking down book-cubes, slapping open real books and growling at Jonathan.

“Don’t be a fool, boy!” she heard him growl. “You’re like everyone else in Time City. You think the only real history is outside in time. Nobody bothers to keep a record of what goes on in the City, but of course it’s got a history, just like everywhere else.”

Dr Wilander had obviously said this many times before. Jonathan bit his pigtail in order not to yawn. Vivian went back to her Symbols. When her brain gave out next, Dr Wilander was grunting, “Time Lady, Time Lady! That’s just what I’m complaining of. All we’ve got in this City is legends like that instead of history. It’s a disgrace. You can hardly find out something that happened a hundred years ago, let alone whether creatures like your Time Lady really existed or not.”

“But someone was coming up through Twenty Century making a wave of chaos, weren’t they?” Jonathan said, twisting the damp end of his pigtail. He was so obviously trying to pump Dr Wilander about the boy on the Tor that Vivian turned off her pen and held the chart in front of her face in order to listen.

“Undoubtedly,” grunted Dr Wilander. “Keep to the subject. What came out of the Second Unstable Era?”

“A great deal more science,” said Jonathan. “How would a person like that time-travel?”

“How should I know?” Dr Wilander snarled. “Now put that together with what you know of the Icelandic Empire and see if you can explain its decline.”

“They relied on the science too much,” said Jonathan. “But what would someone be time-travelling through Twenty Century for?”

“To get out of a vile era as quickly as possible, I should think,” Dr Wilander said. “Tell me how they relied on science too much.”

Jonathan’s teeth clamped round the end of his pigtail again. He was getting nowhere with Dr Wilander. Vivian sighed and turned her pen on. It seemed only a short time later that Dr Wilander was barking at her, “Well? Have you learnt that chart yet, or haven’t you?”

“I – er – No,” Vivian said.

“And why not?”

“There’s so much!” Vivian said piteously. “History was short in the Twentieth – I mean, Twenty Century!”

“Because history was incomplete then,” Dr Wilander growled. “That’s no excuse.”

“And I don’t understand it. Why is it round?” Vivian pleaded.

“As everyone in Time City knows, except you apparently,” said Dr Wilander, “it is because historical time is circular. The beginning is the end. Time used by Man goes round and round – in a small circle here in the City, in a very large one out in history. Possibly the whole universe does also. What were your parents thinking of, not telling you that at least? So you haven’t learnt any history. Haven’t you done any translating either?”

“I’ve done some,” Vivian admitted.

“Let’s hear it then.” Dr Wilander leaned back and lit his pipe with a tap of one huge finger on its bowl, as if he expected to be listening for the next hour or so.

Vivian looked miserably at her few lines of crossed-out and rewritten green writing. “One large black smith threw four coffins about,” she read.

Jonathan hurriedly stuffed a doubled-up lump of pigtail into his mouth.

“Oh, did he?” Dr Wilander said placidly. “To show off his strength, I suppose. Carry on.”

“So that they turned into four very old women,” Vivian read. “One went rusty for smoothing clothes. Two went white in moderately cheap jewellery. Three of them turned yellow and got expensive and another four were dense and low in the tables—”

“So now there were ten coffins,” Dr Wilander said. “Or maybe ten strange elderly ladies. Some of these were doing the laundry while the rest pranced about in cheap necklaces. I suppose the yellow ones caught jaundice at the sight, while the stupid ones crawled under the furniture in order not to look. Is there any more of this lively narrative?”

“A bit,” said Vivian. “Four more were full of electricity, but they were insulated with policemen, so that the town could learn philosophy for at least a year.”

“Four more old women and an unspecified number of police,” Dr Wilander remarked. “The blacksmith makes at least fifteen. I hope he paid the police for wrapping themselves round the electrical old ladies. It sounds painful. Or are you implying that the police were electrocuted, thus supplying the townsfolk with a valuable moral lesson?”

“I don’t know,” Vivian said hopelessly.

“But just what,” asked Dr Wilander, “do you think your multitudes of old women were really doing?”

“I’ve no idea,” Vivian confessed.

“People don’t usually write nonsense,” Dr Wilander remarked, still placidly puffing at his pipe. “Pass the paper to Jonathan. Perhaps he can tell us what all these people were up to.”

Jonathan took the paper out of Vivian’s hand. He looked at it and stuffed another lump of pigtail into his mouth. Tears trickled from under the flicker of his eye-function.

“Jonathan considers it to be a tragedy,” Dr Wilander growled sadly. “The police were killed by high-voltage crones. Here. I’ll read it.” He plucked the paper out of Jonathan’s shaking fist and read, “The great Faber John made four containers or caskets and hid each of them in one of the Four Ages of the World.” He turned to Vivian. “Faber does indeed mean Smith and the Symbol is the same, but your old ladies came about because you took no notice of the double age-Symbol, which always means time, or an Age of the World if it’s female. To continue.”

He read, “The casket made of iron, he concealed in the Age of Iron. The second, which was of silver, he hid in the Silver Age, and the third, which was pure gold, in the Age of Gold. The fourth container was of lead and hidden in the same manner. He filled these four caskets with the greater part of his power and appointed to each one a special guardian. In this way he ensured that Time City would endure throughout a whole Platonic Year… There,” he said to Vivian. “That makes perfect sense to me – and supplies Jonathan with another of the legends he likes so much.”

Jonathan unstuffed his mouth and asked seriously, “Do you think what it says is true?”

“The writer thought so,” Dr Wilander grunted. “He or she believed it enough to put the paper in the time-safe up here many thousands of years ago. The containers of power it talks about are, of course, what we nowadays call polarities.”

“And what’s a Platonic Year?” Jonathan asked.

“The time it takes for the stars to work their way back to the pattern from which they started,” said Dr Wilander. “This is sometimes calculated to be two hundred and fifty-eight centuries, which, if Vivian would look at that chart for a moment, instead of letting her eyes slide off it, she will find to be almost exactly the length of human history. Vivian, you will learn that chart for me by tomorrow. And, since that paper is too valuable to take away, you will take this copy instead and make me a proper translation of all of it, also by tomorrow. Jonathan will do me a detailed essay on the Icelandic Empire.”

Vivian left the warm wood-smelling room feeling as wet and chewed as the end of Jonathan’s pigtail.

“I think he’s a monster!” she said as they started down the thousand stairs.




CHAPTER NINE
GUARDIAN

They walked back across Aeon Square. “Would you call Twenty Century part of the Age of Iron?” Jonathan asked thoughtfully.

“Certainly not!” Vivian said indignantly. “We use aluminium and plastic and chromium. The Iron Age was when they lived in huts!”

“I was only—” Jonathan began. But he was interrupted by the skirling of bagpipes from the centre of the square. There was a lot of surging and pointing among the crowd of tourists gathered there around Faber John’s Stone. They had glimpses of the ghost capering among them. “The student doing that is going to get caught if he’s not careful,” Jonathan said. “It must take quite a big projector.”

“You mean a hollow gramophone is a kind of film?” Vivian asked with new interest. Films she knew all about.

“Hologram. Yes,” said Jonathan. “You use laser beams to make an image you can see all round. About the time of the Mind Wars people got really good at it. I bet that student comes from then.”

“What are laser beams?” Vivian asked.

“A special kind of beam,” Jonathan said in his most lordly manner. Vivian suspected that this was because he had very little more idea than she had.

The ghost had vanished by the time they got to the centre of the square. They skirted the crowd and went towards Time Close. Sam was waiting for them under the archway.

“Are we going to go after the boy who stole the polarity?” he demanded.

“When I’ve decided the best way to go about it,” Jonathan said, using his lordly manner again.

This told Vivian that Jonathan had no more idea how to go after the boy than he had about laser beams. “I told you we don’t want to get stranded in history,” he said. “You know that egg didn’t work properly after we time-travelled with it.”

“I’ll come and eat butter-pies in your room while you think,” Sam offered.

“No you won’t,” Jonathan said. “I’ve got to do an essay for Wilander.”

Sam turned his widest two-toothed smile towards Vivian. “Then I’ll come to your room and show you how your automat works,” he said.

“Not now – anyway I know how it works,” Vivian said. She felt suddenly overwhelmed with work. “I’ve a chart and Universal Symbols and a translation – I shall be up all night, I think!”

“Round-eyed blister and slit-eyed swot!” Sam said. “I hate school days. Everyone goes boring!” He went stumping disgustedly away, flapping two sets of shoelaces on the cobbles.

“Now he’ll do something to get back at us,” Jonathan said. “He usually does.”

Vivian did not much care. She was far more frightened of Dr Wilander making fun of her again. She hurried to her room and tried to force her unwilling brain to work. It would not. She spent an hour staring at the chart and the Symbols and the only thing she learnt was that a pen-function was not like a real pen in the most important way there was. You could not chew it. She was forced to get up and try to remember what Petula had shown her you did to work the neat little automat on her wall. Sam would have found it deeply disappointing. It did not do butter-pies. It gave Vivian two seaweed chews and a cherry brandysnap-twist, all of which were thoroughly nourishing and good for the teeth, and did nothing for Vivian’s over-taxed brain at all.

“Oh bother!” she said. She turned on some music that called itself Antarctic Bedlam-style, fixed her teeth grimly in a seaweed chew and tried again.

By dinner time she had translated the part of the valuable paper that Dr Wilander had read out – which was cheating really, because she remembered what it said. Then she had to stop and change into the crisp white pyjamas Petula had laid out for her. They gave her ghostly red roses in her hair and on one shoulder. Vivian turned on the mirror and admired them before she went down to see who tonight’s guests were.

Mr Enkian was one of them. The others were all high-ups from Continuum or Perpetuum who had been offended by the student’s joke. After one look at their faces, Vivian knew that Sempitern Walker was going to have to be very boring indeed. And she was right. Mr Enkian started as soon as they were sitting at the table.

“Sempitern, I will not have our traditional ceremonies mocked, particularly in this time of crisis, when everyone should be standing solidly behind Time City. They poked fun not only at me – and yourself of course – but also at Faber John’s Stone. And, as if this was not enough, Doomsday Book fell in a puddle!”

Sempitern Walker fixed his eyes anxiously on a far corner and talked drearily for five minutes about “youthful high spirits” and “not condone it in the least but should endeavour to take a lenient quasi-parental line”.

Mr Enkian waited for him to stop and said, “I shall put forward a motion in Chronologue. My colleagues here will vote for it. In future we shall ban all students from Sixty-seven Century or any other era with disruptive technology.”

Which meant that Sempitern Walker had to fix his gaze on another corner and drone on again about “a balanced mix of students from all feasible eras”. Vivian watched him while he talked and willed him to jump up from the table and run about shouting the way he had that morning. It would be so much more interesting. And she was sure it would shut Mr Enkian up in seconds.

“We don’t take students from Unstable Eras,” Mr Enkian snapped. “If we already ban everyone from Fifty-eight to Sixty-five Centuries, we can quite easily extend the ban to cover Fifty-six Century as well. That’s where the culprit came from – I’m positive of that.”

“But if we did that,” Sempitern Walker said, crumbling the food in his dish and looking as if he had toothache, “we’d run the risk of attempting to exclude some student whom history states to have studied here. This would initiate instability in that era.”

“Please,” Vivian asked, while Mr Enkian was opening his mouth to reply. “Please, why don’t you have people from Unstable Eras?” As soon as she said it, she realised how very brave Jonathan had been to interrupt the talk the night before. Mr Enkian glared at her. Sempitern Walker turned his toothache look on her. Vivian felt her face going hot.

But Sempitern Walker seemed to think her question was perfectly reasonable. “We don’t let them in for a number of reasons,” he said. “The most important one is that we need the Unstable Eras to stay just as they are in order to keep the Fixed Eras steady. We can’t have a man from, say, Sixty Century knowing he could come to Time City and find out about his future. We rely on his era – the Third Unstable Era – to have the wars and make the inventions which lead to the Icelandic Empire in the next Fixed Era. If this man from Sixty Century knew this, either he might sit back and not do anything, thinking the future was fixed anyway; or – which is probably worse – he might get annoyed and do something quite different. And the trouble with Unstable Eras is that quite small things can change the course of history in them. Is that clear?”

Vivian nodded, trying to look as clever as the real Cousin Vivian. From the way Mr Enkian was glowering, she suspected that Sempitern Walker was quite glad she had interrupted. “And what happens when an Unstable Era goes critical?” she asked, before Mr Enkian could say anything.

Sempitern Walker’s toothache look subsided to the usual look of mere anguish. “That,” he said, “happens when enough changes happen to the history of that era to change the Fixed Eras before and after them – as in Twenty Century at the moment. The change rolls forward first, as you might expect. We’re now having trouble in Twenty-three Century, because several inventions which ought to have been made then have been made already in 1940. But the instability is beginning to roll backwards too. Time Patrol are having to work very hard to make sure the Roman Empire—”

Mr Enkian sprang to his feet with his pointed yellow face twisted. “Oh, this is too much!” he shouted.

“Now really, Mr Enkian!” Jenny said, sounding crosser than Vivian had ever heard her.

“No,” said Mr Enkian. “I meant. That.” He pointed to the rounded end wall of the room. “Excrescence,” he said. He was so angry that he was having trouble in speaking.

Everyone’s head switched that way. The students’ time-ghost was there. Jonathan swallowed what he was eating and crammed his pigtail into his mouth. Vivian slammed both hands across her face so that no one should see her laughing. It was such cheek of the students! The tall crazy-looking man with his high floppy hat was standing against the half-circle of wall, obviously projected there like a film, leering at them like a slightly anxious Court Jester. Vivian felt she knew his long lunatic face quite well by now.

“Go away,” Mr Enkian said, still pointing.

The Court Jester’s answer was to spread its hands out towards him pleadingly. Its leer became a mad grin.

Jonathan’s parents exchanged looks. Sempitern Walker cleared his throat and stood up. “That will do now,” he said. “Turn your apparatus off, please.”

The Court Jester’s grin faded. It looked almost as agonised as the Sempitern. Its mouth opened as if it were about to speak.

“I said, remove this vision, please, at once,” said Sempitern Walker. “Or you will find yourself up before Chronologue for contempt.”

The ghost’s mouth closed. It looked resigned. It bowed its head to the Sempitern and backed away through the wall, leaving everyone with a faint after-image, like sun-dazzle, of its strange lanky shape.

“Quite a realistic holo,” someone said.

“At least this time they left out those awful bagpipes!” said somebody else. And everyone began talking about the false ghost, or soothing Mr Enkian, who seemed to think the thing was a personal insult to himself. Vivian said nothing for the rest of the meal. Now she had had a clear and detailed look at the apparition, she knew why she thought she knew its face. It was the same face, under the same floppy hat, that she had seen coming through one of the time-locks up the River Time, ignoring the panic-stricken rush of the other time-ghosts running the other way. She was trying to think where she had seen it before that.

“I don’t think that was a hollow phone,” she said to Jonathan afterwards.

“Yes, but Fifty-six Century holography is wildly realistic,” he answered, and went off to write his essay.

“Or a hollow giraffe either!” Vivian muttered as she crawled back to her own tasks. The translation came out as nonsense twice. At this point Vivian’s brain gave out and began arguing at her. There was no point in flogging it like this, it told her. She was going home to Mum before long, and the best thing she could do was to think of ways of getting there.

Not at the moment! her brain added hastily. One more thought would kill it. But it was her duty to sit there at least feeling restfully homesick, instead of going on to learn that awful chart.

She picked up the chart a little guiltily. It was perfectly true, as her brain pointed out, that she had hardly spared a moment being homesick, except just a little at night, for the last two days. That was because of the two time-ghosts in the passage. She knew she could not go home until she had been somewhere else with Jonathan, and then come back to Time City again. And as soon as she realised this, she also realised that she was unlikely to get to wherever-it-was and back and then home without seeing Dr Wilander again. And Dr Wilander was going to make tears of laughter run down Jonathan’s face at her expense, unless she did better than last time.

That was enough to set Vivian bending over the history chart in earnest. She fell asleep that night murmuring, “First Unstable Era 300AD to 2199. Second Unstable Era 3800 to 3950. Third Unstable Era 5700 to 6580. Fourth Unstable Era – Oh, isn’t history long!” And when she woke in the morning her head was still swimming with things she almost knew.

As she went downstairs that morning, Sempitern Walker came flying down past her in a rustling plum-coloured cloak. “Elio!” he shouted. “Elio!” Vivian hurried down after him, certain there was going to be another ceremony and another fuss. But it did not look like it. Elio was waiting in the hall with Sam’s father. “Oh, you got him. Good!” said the Sempitern, swooping down on the pair of them. “Any news of that holo projector yet?”

“Time Patrol is working on it, sir,” said Elio.

“Among about a million other things. That projector must have its own power pack. It’s not drawing any from the City,” Mr Donegal said, and he nodded at Vivian. “Hallo there.”

To Vivian’s surprise, Sempitern Walker nodded at her too and said, “Good morning,” before he swept Mr Donegal and Elio off to his study, leaving Vivian rather disappointed that there was no more rushing about than that. She was still hoping and listening when she and Jonathan had to set off to Duration.

Sam was waiting by the fountain in Time Close as usual. “I’m not speaking to either of you,” he announced. “You went off without me.”

“Well, we had work to do from Dr Wilander,” Jonathan said.

“I don’t mean that, stupid!” said Sam. “I mean you went without me wherever your two time-ghosts were coming back from. You’re green mean obscenes, both of you!”

“No we didn’t!” said Vivian.

“Stupid yourself!” Jonathan said, stalking ahead to the archway into Aeon Square. “We haven’t been there yet.”

“Then you will soon,” Sam said, pounding after him in a patter of shoelace. “What’s the difference? I know you’re going to.”

“I’d go without you this moment if I’d the least idea what we were doing!” Jonathan said angrily over his shoulder.

“And you’ve no right to blame us for something we haven’t done yet!” Vivian added, also over her shoulder.

The Court Jester apparition was leaning against the brick wall under the archway. The long mad-looking face turned towards them as they came through. Jonathan nearly ran into Vivian, because they had both been looking the other way until the last minute. They stumbled to a stop and stared. Somehow, in the dimness under the arch, the false ghost seemed both harder to see and a great deal more solid. He towered over them both. And he seemed to be watching them earnestly.

“Well, I do blame you!” Sam said, stumping into the archway after them. He stopped when he saw the apparition. His voice went to a heavy whisper. “It looks awfully real!”

Jonathan swallowed rather. “But he’s not,” he said. “If you tried to touch him your hand would hit the wall.”

The Court Jester’s mouth spread into a long, long smile. “Come try me,” he said. His voice was distant and indistinct, like a man speaking in another room. And he held out a long shadowy arm, almost in Jonathan’s face. Jonathan ducked away back from it hurriedly.

That left Vivian out in front. She pulled in a deep breath. “I’ll try,” she said, and went forward towards the outstretched arm with her own arm and hand held stiffly out like a sleepwalker. And her hand met something. As it did, it gave Vivian a jolt of the sort of fear you feel on finding yourself face to face with a large fierce dog. Not that the ghost was fierce. She just had the feeling that it hated to be touched. The arm she met was not exactly solid, but it was not nothing either. It was coldish, and the cloth of the sleeve was rough. And though her hand did not sink into that arm, she knew that the flesh and the cloth over it were made of something that was spread thinner than normal. “I can feel you,” she said, and found she was whispering. “You’re not a hollow gramophone, are you?”

“No. I am real,” the ghost said in its strange muffled voice. “You may all touch and believe.” Its smile died away and it looked sad, but it stood patiently holding its arm out while first Jonathan, then Sam, came and put their fingers on the rough cloth of its sleeve. Sam prodded a bit and the ghost endured it patiently. Sam backed away looking awed. Jonathan cleared his throat, but even so his voice came out choky.

“It’s… sort of solid.”

The ghost took its arm away and for a moment they all stared at one another, as if everyone including the ghost needed to recover from the experience.

“What do you want?” Jonathan said at length.

“To make my trouble known,” said the ghost. The dejected thread of its voice seemed to wind about the archway and come to them from several directions at once. Probably, Vivian thought, its voice was spread as thin as the rest of it. “I have tried to make folk in the City hear me,” it said, “but I have little substance here without my Casket and they take me for a ghost.”

“Well you can’t blame people for thinking that when you go galloping about playing the bagpipes in the middle of a ceremony,” Jonathan said.

The ghost shook its head, with a sad, puzzled smile. “Did I do that? My memory is not good. I did not remember until last night that it was you I should be speaking to. Then I came and tried, but a powerful man dismissed me in the name of Chronologue and I had no choice but to depart.”

“You mean you wanted us?” Jonathan said incredulously.

“What are you,” said Sam, “if you’re not a ghost really?”

“Myself,” said the ghost. “I am the one who was set to guard the Iron Casket and I failed. You saw how I failed. You saw the Casket dug up and stolen from its place.”

“Oh!” they all said, and Vivian thought, Of course! This was the man with long legs who had run past them so easily up the Tor, shouting at them to hurry. He had looked a lot more solid then. She looked down at his almost-solid foot standing on the cobblestones. She recognised those pointed shoes now. From the look of Sam and Jonathan, they knew him too.

“But why did you go and vanish?” Sam said. “You just let the boy get on and steal it!”

The Guardian of the Iron Casket spread his big pale hands helplessly. “I did what I could. When I saw the theft begin, I ran to the early days of the Age of Iron and from there I ran back to the late days, pulling the threads of history as I came. In the first ages of Time City this should have summoned powerful help from the folk of the City, but the allotted span of the City is ending and it made my power to summon weak. Only you two answered the summons.”

This made Sam and Jonathan give one another self-conscious looks. “So then,” the Guardian’s thin voice muttered on, “I surrounded the thief in the threads of history and wrapped them round any who would help in the Age of Iron, to drag them together. And all who came was one girl, and the three of you arrived too late.” The long face looked desperately sad.

“And why did you come here?” Vivian asked.

“I did not know what else to do,” the Guardian admitted. “When the Iron Casket leaves its hiding place, the Age of Iron ends and I must return to the City. So here I came to Time City, hoping that my Casket had been restored to its place in the Gnomon. But it is not there. It has been stolen.”

“We know. We didn’t do any good at all,” Jonathan said. He was so worried that he almost looked like Sempitern Walker. “Look, is Time City really coming to an end? Isn’t there anything we can do?”

The Guardian gazed at him sadly. “It is moving into its last days. The Great Year is nearly ended, yes. But if the Guardians of the other three Caskets could be warned and the Silver, the Gold and the Lead brought to the Gnomon safe from the thief, then the first days might come again.”

“Then we’ll do—” Jonathan began, but Vivian interrupted him eagerly.

“Who is that thief?” she said. “The Time Lady?”

The Guardian’s long pale face turned to her in a look of utter reproach. He shook his head, slowly and sadly, and faded away while he did it, into the wall of the archway. They were left looking at rows of narrow red bricks with an after-image of a sad long-legged shape against them. Vivian could have kicked herself. She felt hot and cold and weak in the legs, the way you do when you have said something perfectly dreadful. She wished she had known that it was a dreadful thing to say. Meanwhile, Jonathan was crunching his pigtail between his teeth and still looking as anguished as his father, and Sam seemed to be holding his breath. He let it out in a sort of roar.

“Don’t just stand there! Do something!”

“Yes, but we’ll have to think how to first,” Jonathan said. He began to walk out through Aeon Square, frowning and chewing his pigtail. Vivian went after him. She could tell by the flapping of shoelace that Sam was just behind. “If that really was the Guardian of the Iron Casket and not another student joke,” Jonathan said.

“No, it was too sad,” Vivian said. “And too real.”

“Then things aren’t the way we thought,” said Jonathan.

“And that boy’s not got anything to do with the Time Lady,” Sam said. “So get on and think. It’s your sort of idea we need now.”

Jonathan turned and snapped, “I am thinking! But my mind needs to adjust first. Besides, do you know where the other Caskets are? Have you any way of knowing which bit of thousands of years of history is the Golden Age? Or the Age of Lead? No, I thought you hadn’t. So shut up!”

He marched on across the square with Vivian, followed by heavy breathing and expressive flapping of shoelaces. But of course they all had to gather round Faber John’s Stone in the middle. Jonathan stared down at a whole new spiderweb of cracks spreading out from the new cracks of yesterday.

“I think Time City really is in its last days,” he said miserably. “What do we do? How do we find those other Guardians?”

“I have a bit of an idea,” Vivian said hesitantly. Jonathan whirled round on her and Sam jerked his chin up to stare at her. She felt rather a fool. “Well – if the Twentieth Century is part of the Age of Iron,” she said, “and I suppose it must be if the Iron Casket was stolen from it, then it’s part of an Unstable Era, isn’t it? Don’t you think the other three Ages may be Unstable Eras too?” She squatted down and spread Dr Wilander’s horseshoe-shaped chart out on the fractured stone. She knew it quite appallingly well by now, the long white stretches and the shorter grey ones. And, as she remembered, the grey blocks were very evenly spaced through history, as if they had been made that way on purpose. It was the first time in her life that she had found learning anything even remotely useful. “Look,” she said.

Jonathan unclenched his teeth from his pigtail and knelt down to look. “But there are seven, no, eight, other Unstable Eras.”

“Six of them are little ones – only a hundred years or so,” Vivian said.

“Only three long ones,” Sam said, breathing windily across them. He was lying on his stomach with his chin almost on the chart.

“And those are all about thirty centuries apart,” Jonathan said. “I never realised before.” He put his finger on the Third Unstable Era, 5700 to 6580. “Then this could be the Silver Age, if that comes next after the Age of Iron. And—” his finger moved round to the last long grey block, “—this could be either the Age of Lead or the Age of Gold. But that means the fourth Age has to be one of the short ones. Anyway, it’s worth looking at the Third and the Ninth Unstable Era – what is it? Ninety-two Century to One Hundred—”

They were interrupted by a loud bell ringing from Duration. The last few children were running hard across the bottom of Aeon Square.

“Oh great Time!” Jonathan said. “I’ve never ever been this late!”

They scrambled up. Vivian scooped up the chart and folded it as they raced over the flagstones. They were going to be late. The bell had stopped long before they got to Duration.

“You’ve got it, V.S.!” Jonathan panted as they ran. “But we’re going to need help finding out which Age is which. Let’s pump Wilander.”

School was not so bad for Vivian that morning, even though she arrived late. Probably it was because she knew what to expect now. She spent quite a lot of time using her pen function to draw long-legged men in tall squashy hats and thinking about the poor sad Guardian of the Iron Casket. She wondered what a person who was not quite real spent his time doing in the City. Fading in and out, looking for help, she supposed. So it hadn’t been a student joke after all…

Then she thought about what the Guardian had said. It sounded as if he couldn’t tackle the thief himself. Perhaps he was too ghostly, now that Time City was coming to the end of its days. So he had caused a wave of chaos in the Twentieth Century and the history before it, trying to get help, and all that must have happened was that Sam’s father and Time Patrol wasted their time hunting him.

We ought to tell them about the thief! Vivian thought uneasily. The Guardian seemed to think that the thief was going to go on and steal all the Caskets – or polarities, or whatever. And that could be right. Why steal only one, if you could time-travel the way that boy could? He was probably travelling towards the Silver Age at this very moment. But as Jonathan had pointed out, if he and Vivian and Sam told anyone about it, they would be in trouble. And no one listened to Jonathan’s hints. Almost the only thing they could do was to do what the Guardian wanted and go and warn the other Guardians themselves. They could do that if the time-egg worked properly. But they had to know where to go first. Jonathan was right. They would have to get Dr Wilander to tell them this afternoon.

She expected that Jonathan would want to rush off early to Dr Wilander. So she was very surprised not to see him at all during the lunch-break. At twelve thirty-five by her belt clock, there was still no sign of him. Vivian waited a few more minutes and then tore herself away from the eager crowd who wanted to hear more about the War. Very nervously, she set out for Perpetuum on her own.

Jonathan was in the grassy space with the statues outside Continuum. He was leaning against a vast statue of a woman without any arms, talking eagerly to one of the students. It was the young man who had offered beer-money for a film of the Guardian interrupting the ceremony. Vivian remembered the short white kilt and the young man’s brawny legs beneath it. The young man had one of those brawny legs comfortably hooked over the great foot of the statue as he talked to Jonathan, and the rest of him was sprawled on the grass. From that position, he saw Vivian before Jonathan did and gave her a friendly wave.

“Oh, is it that late already?” Jonathan said. “Leon, this is my cousin V.S. Meet Leon Hardy, V.S., he’s from One Hundred and Two Century.”

Leon Hardy rose gracefully to his feet. “Pleased to meet you, Vee,” he said and smiled, two rows of white teeth in a brown face. Vivian was rather taken aback by him. He was so like a film star.

“Isn’t One Hundred and something an Unstable Era?” she said doubtfully.

“Just after the end of the Ninth,” Leon told her. “The last Fixed Era before the Depopulation – but that’s not for centuries after my time. My time is busy repairing the mess left by the Demise of Europe. It’s a very exciting time, full of new technology, and I came here to learn all the Science I could.”

“We’d better go,” Jonathan said.

“Or Wilander will throw you down all the stairs in Perpetuum,” Leon said, laughing. “I heard he threatened to do that to Enkian once. Right, young Jonathan. Payment for the eye-witness account coming up. Expect to hear from me in a couple of days or so.”

So that’s what they were talking about! Vivian thought. She walked beside Jonathan down the arched corridor of Continuum, wondering why it was that people you could admire perfectly well as film stars were the people you didn’t quite like in real life. “What did he mean about payment?” she asked.

“Tell you later,” said Jonathan.

Vivian looked and saw that Jonathan was walking with his most bouncing and lordly stride. Oh no! she thought. He’s got one of those ideas of his again! I hope he isn’t going to kidnap someone else now!




CHAPTER TEN
CEREMONIES

They ran up most of the many stairs of Perpetuum. It seemed to be one of those days when you are late for everything. Even with the low-weight functions of their belts to help, Vivian and Jonathan threw themselves into SELDOM END almost five minutes late. Dr Wilander sat lighting his pipe. All he did was stare at them through the smoke, but neither of them dared move or speak until he grunted, “I see you don’t intend to waste any more time making feeble excuses, at least. Sit down. Vivian, how is your translation?”

“The second part is peculiar,” Vivian admitted.

“Then get on and make sense of it while I tear a few pieces off your cousin,” Dr Wilander growled.

Vivian did her best, while she listened to the clicking of book-cubes and Jonathan’s teeth crunching hair. It was very peaceful in the odd-shaped wooden-smelling room – too peaceful. As Vivian’s breath came back, she slowly realised that Jonathan was asking almost no questions at all. Those he did ask had nothing to do with Unstable Eras. Vivian had a nagging feeling that something was wrong. She had no idea why Jonathan had decided not to fish for information about the Four Ages, but she thought she had better try fishing herself – if she dared, that was.

“Er—” she said.

Dr Wilander turned his great head to look at her. “Yes?”

Faced with those clever little eyes looking at her through the smoke, Vivian lost her nerve. “I don’t know if this Symbol means comic or old,” she said.

“Try antic – that means both,” Dr Wilander grunted, and turned back to Jonathan.

Vivian sighed and made an attempt to chew her pen-function. Her teeth clacked together on nothing. Come on! she told herself. Ask! Be cunning or you’ll never get home to Mum. But it was no good. She was too frightened of Dr Wilander to say anything, until Dr Wilander swung his bulk round in her direction.

“Now let’s have the further adventures of the blacksmith and the madly multiplying old ladies,” he said.

“Before you do,” Vivian said – saying it, she felt the same jolt of fear she had felt as she touched the Guardian’s nearly-solid arm, but she made herself go on – “before I read it, please could you tell me about the Unstable Eras? How you tell which they are, I mean. And all about them.” There, it was out. Vivian was shaking and Jonathan was staring at what he was writing, disowning her. But she knew it was important.

“Trying to put off the evil hour, are you?” Dr Wilander grunted. But he puffed placidly at his pipe and considered what to say. “Having just come from one yourself, I suppose you would be puzzled,” he remarked. “You can’t tell they’re Unstable at all when you’re living in them. You can only tell from outside, here in Time City. And it isn’t only that nobody in an Unstable Era knows what’s going to happen in their future – nobody knows. It can differ from day to day.” He laid his pipe on his desk and clasped his fat hairy hands round one of his huge knees. “But let’s not take the era you came from. That’s a terrible muddle, particularly just now. Let’s take the one closer to hand. Let’s look at Time City.”

“Time City!” Vivian exclaimed.

Jonathan was so astonished that he gave up disowning Vivian and swung his chair round to join in. “But Time City isn’t Unstable!” he said.

“One point proved,” grunted Dr Wilander. “You don’t know it is because you’re living in it. Of course it’s Unstable, boy! If you could get right outside time as well as history, you’d find the City had a past and future as changeable as Twenty Century. What do you think is the real reason we have records of every single year of history and almost none of the City itself? Because those records wouldn’t stay accurate, of course. And do you know what’s going to happen in the City tomorrow? No. And nor do I.”

“But we do know!’ Jonathan protested. “We know the weather and what ceremonies are due—”

“Ceremonies!” Dr Wilander snarled. “They were probably invented to make people feel they knew what would happen tomorrow. That’s all the use I’ve ever seen in them. Or maybe they had a meaning once. Oh, I grant you that Time City is the most uneventful and stable seeming of Unstable Eras, but that’s all it is. We might hope for a bit of a crisis perhaps when it comes to an end – and since it’s almost worked round to its own beginning again now, that won’t be long – but my guess is that it’ll just peter out in some ceremony or other. With that fool Enkian complaining somebody put him too low down the order. Gah!”

“Did you say it’s come round to its own beginning?” Vivian asked.

“I did. Pass me that chart,” said Dr Wilander. And when Vivian had handed the chart to him, he showed her what he meant, running his big square-ended finger round the horseshoe from the left where it was marked Stone Ages, and up to the right, where it said Depopulation of Earth.

“The City has lasted the whole length of history, until now,” he said. His big finger stopped in the blank space between the beginning and the end of history. “Here. It’s moving into the gap at this moment, where it almost certainly began. When it gets to the middle of this gap,” his finger tapped the very top of the chart, “it will probably break up. People are trying to think of ways to prevent that, of course. The trouble is, we don’t know what will happen. Maybe nothing will. Or maybe it will go critical like this Twenty Century you came from.”

Jonathan shot Vivian a scared look. “Oh,” she said. This was not exactly what she had meant to find out, but it was worth knowing all the same. “If it goes critical, does it take the whole of history with it?”

“That’s one of the many things we don’t know,” said Dr Wilander. “There’s no point in looking scared, girl. There’s nothing you can do. And that’s enough of that. Translation now. Skip the first bit – you’ll have remembered that – and read out the rest.”

Vivian sighed, because the first bit was the only part that made sense, and began, “The first Time Patrol Officer—”

“Guardian,” said Dr Wilander. “It makes a change from old ladies, I suppose. Guardian is the word.”

“Guardian,” Vivian read obediently, “in the Iron Age is upon a hill and he is a long man with an antic (is that right?) weather and boring shirts—”

“Antic nature and drab clothing,” said Dr Wilander.

“Which suits him in the first place,” said Vivian. It suddenly dawned on her that she was reading a description of the very Guardian they had met this morning. She wished she could have made more sense of it. Perhaps, if it was nonsense enough, Dr Wilander might tear the paper out of her hands and read it himself. But that was not to be.

“No, no!” said Dr Wilander. “As befits the Guardian of an early Age. Go on.”

Vivian was forced to go on, in fits and starts, with corrections every other word from Dr Wilander, and try to make sense of it as she went. Jonathan was not even pretending to do the work Dr Wilander had set him. She could see his eyes wide behind their flicker, looking at her past his pigtail, waiting for the next word. And to her relief, he was having the sense to write it down on a spare sheet of writing-stuff as she stumbled on. He read it out to her afterwards as they went slowly down the stairs, with Time City appearing slanted this way and that around them and once almost over their heads.

“This is it,” he said. “‘And the second Guardian is in a sea that is dry and is all in silver which befits an Age where men create and kill in marvellous ways’ (I wonder why). ‘The third Guardian is young and strong and in every way a man of the Golden Age. He is clothed all in green, for he lives in a forest that covers a town that was once great. And the fourth Guardian goes secretly, lest any should guess where the Casket of Lead lies, for that is the most precious Casket of all.’ Oh, for Time’s sake, V.S.! You are a fool! Why didn’t you say what this was about?”

Vivian fixed her eyes on the glitter of Millennium, lying sideways down a green horizon. “I couldn’t make head nor tail of it,” she said. “I’d no idea it was telling how to find the Caskets.”

“It is, but it’s not telling enough,” Jonathan said discontentedly. “Knowing the Iron Casket was on a hill doesn’t mean much unless you know anyway. And there are about ten seas that have been dry at one time or another. As for towns that were once great, I can think of forty straight off, starting with Troy and ending with Minneapolis. Still, if I give Leon Hardy this, he might make something of it.”

“Why? What have you gone and told him?” Vivian said.

“Nothing really. I was very cunning,” Jonathan said. “But he offered me anything I wanted in return for telling about the Guardian dancing through the ceremony, so I asked him to look in records for legends about the Caskets. Students can look in all sorts of sections of Perpetuum without anyone wondering what they’re doing, and I thought he just might come up with where and when the polarities are hidden.”

Vivian felt very dismayed. Leon Hardy might be nice enough really, but he was quite old, old enough not to bother about things that seemed important to people her age and Jonathan’s. “I hope you told him not to tell anyone.”

“He understands that,” Jonathan said airily, plunging down another flight of stairs, which brought the dome of The Years wheeling right way up. The twin domes of Science now blocked the view of Millennium. “And I got him to concentrate on the Ninth Unstable Era anyway, because he’s from near then himself and knows a lot about it to start with. You see, I had a really good idea this morning in Duration. I think we ought to go and warn the Guardian of the last Casket first, so that he can be ready long before the thief gets there, and perhaps get him to help us find the other two. But we need to find out where he is before we can do that. You can see that, can’t you?”

It did make sense, Vivian agreed. But she still felt uneasy. She had to remind herself that their two time-ghosts in the passage showed that she and Jonathan were certainly going to do something like this, and quite safely and happily, it seemed.

Then she reminded herself that Jonathan had managed to snatch her off the station in 1939 very cleverly, without being found out. This was such a comforting thought that Vivian quite forgot that the whole kidnapping had been a mistake anyway.

She came into the Annuate Palace with Jonathan to find that there was going to be another ceremony. The hall was littered with golden hats and jewelled shoes. Feet were hammering and voices shouting somewhere overhead. Jonathan took one look and quietly disappeared. Vivian never even noticed him go, because a crowd of people came rushing downstairs just then, with Sempitern Walker leading the rush.

“Not that golden hat!” Sempitern Walker roared. “I need the Amporic Mitre, you fool! And where the Devil has someone put the Amporian Cope?”

He turned and sped along the hall towards the matutinal, with everyone else pelting after him. Elio ran after the crowd, waving a frail golden vest-like thing. Jenny came mincing down the stairs last of all. She was obviously part of the ceremony too, because she was half-dressed for it in a blue and lilac gown that held her knees together and flared out at her feet, and she was looking more than usually worried.

“Oh, Vivian!” she said. “Be kind and helpful and find him the Amporic Mitre. It must be somewhere! I have to get dressed too. This is one of the really big ceremonies and we really daren’t be late.”

“What does it look like?” Vivian asked.

“Like a sort of golden drainpipe,” Jenny said over her shoulder as she minced back up the stairs.

Vivian threw herself into the search with a will. It was much more fun than worrying about the Caskets and their Guardians, and it gave her a wonderful opportunity to hunt about in parts of the Palace where she had not yet been.

Every so often, as she hunted, the crowd of people rushed past, with Petula in front waving something furry and Elio behind waving the golden vest. Sometimes they were close behind the Sempitern. Sometimes the Sempitern was pelting about on his own, roaring for the Mitre, or the Esemplastic Staff or the ermine buskins. Each time he appeared, a giggle rose into Vivian’s throat and she had to dodge through the nearest door to laugh.

That was how she found the Amporic Mitre in the end. The last room she dodged into turned out to be a bathroom. At least, Vivian gathered it was a bathroom from the wet prints of the Sempitern’s feet on the cork floor, but she had never, in her part of the Twentieth Century, come across anything like the huge glass bath that stood halfway to the ceiling, full of green water bubbling like a cauldron. Her eye caught something like a golden drainpipe on the other side of the glass bath, and she thought at first that it was just a golden drainpipe. Luckily, she was so amazed by the bath that she walked all round it. And there was the hat, lying on the damp floor.

Vivian picked it up and joined in the chase, waving the hat and shouting to Sempitern Walker that she had found it. But he just scudded on in front and took no notice at all. After they had all raced up to the attics and then down once more, and seemed about to set off to the attics again, Vivian had the giggles so badly that she had no breath left at all. So she did the obvious thing and waited in the hall until they all came tearing down again.

Sempitern Walker appeared first, speeding downstairs towards her, with one ermine buskin flapping off his leg and the other in his hand. “Where is that Amporic Mitre?” he roared.

Vivian took a deep breath to stop herself laughing. “Here!” she shrieked, and held on to the rest of the breath to keep the giggle down. But it did no good. As she jammed the hat into the Sempitern’s free hand, the laugh came out. She more or less hooted in his face. Then she had to bend over with tears running down her cheeks. “Oh, oh, oh!” she said. “You are so funny!”

Sempitern Walker stood completely still and gave her his most anguished look ever. While he stood there, staring, Petula raced down the stairs and handed him the Esemplastic Staff. Elio burst through the other people straggling downstairs after her and flung the golden vest-thing round his shoulders.

“The Amporian Cope, sir,” he said. He was the only one not out of breath.

Sempitern Walker turned his anguished stare on Elio. Then he gave the rest of the stragglers a deeply hurt look all round and stalked off to his study with his buskin flapping. Everyone soberly followed him, carrying their pieces of regalia. Vivian was left feeling exactly the same as when she had said the wrong thing to the Guardian that morning.

“You shouldn’t have laughed, miss,” Elio explained seriously before he followed the others. “Not to his face, that is. The Sempitern, like all born-humans, needs excitement and his work is very boring. I usually take care to mislay at least one garment before every ceremony.”

Vivian felt more like crying than laughing. “Will he forgive me?”

“I do not know,” said Elio. “No one has dared to laugh at him before.”

Vivian went and sat in the matutinal, feeling ashamed, until the Palace went quiet. Then she went into the hall. Just as she expected, Jonathan was coming carelessly downstairs, looking as if it was the merest accident that he had happened to reappear the moment the fuss was over.

“Let’s go and see the ceremony,” Vivian said to him. She felt she owed it to Sempitern Walker.

“Do you want to?” Jonathan said, much surprised. “It’ll be horribly boring.” But he obligingly went with her to Aeon Square, where they packed in among rows of tourists near the glass arcade.

They were in time to watch a smart squad of Time Patrollers march out of the Patrol Building and take up a position near Faber John’s Stone. People in red robes, and white, and blue filed out of other buildings and archways and stood in position too. Then came processions. Vivian saw Jenny, now wrapped in a wide mauve cloak, among a whole lot of people all walking with small steps because of the tight robe underneath. She saw Mr Enkian marching importantly at the head of a line of blue-robed Librarians. There was a group of students in dusty green gowns. Everybody seemed to be taking part. Even Dr Wilander was there, bulking in a shabby purple robe. Vivian saw why he spent so much of his time sitting in SELDOM END. He walked with quite a limp.

She watched Jonathan’s father pace slowly past, stately and golden, with the tall pipe-shaped hat towering on his head. “What is this ceremony about?” she asked.

“No idea,” said Jonathan.

“Then you should know,” said a severe man next to them. He was an obvious tourist in respectable blue and yellow check drapes. He folded his Information Sheet over and held it in front of Jonathan. “It’s the first of the Four Ceremonies of the Founding of the City. It’s very old – it goes right back to the beginning and it’s said to mark the first moments when Time City was separated from history. You should be proud to witness it, my boy. We’ve come specially to see it.”

He took back the Information Sheet and said anxiously, “And it says the forecast rain will hold off until the ceremony’s over. I hope it’s right.”

So the City really had arrived back to the time when it was founded, Vivian thought. She felt unexpectedly anxious. Another procession was winding its way in from Secular Square. This one seemed to be of ordinary people, all dressed in sober pale pyjamas, each with a chain of some kind hung round his or her neck. The sun twinkled on the chains and flashed on the buckles and shiny boots of the Time Patrollers. Jonathan’s father flared gold in the midst of all the bright coloured robes. There seemed no sign of the rain the tourist had talked about, but it was coming, hanging over the ceremony, just like the end of things seemed to be hanging over Time City. What will happen to all these people, Vivian thought, if Time City just collapses?

Jonathan must have been thinking the same thing. “I don’t want all this to go!” he said.

“It won’t. We’re going to do something about it,” Vivian said. “The Guardian called us in.”

But the ceremony did go on rather. Sam found them and stood for five minutes with them, watching, after which he yawned loudly and went away. Vivian felt it would be a bit rude to go away too, after what the tourist had said. So she kept herself amused by pressing the studs of her belt. Time function – they had already been watching for more than an hour – pen function, weather report – rain due in two minutes – low-weight function – at which the severe tourist gave her a very reproving look – and finally credit function. Her palm lit up: 00.00. Vivian stared at it. She pressed the stud again and yet again to bring the numbers back. It still said 00.00.

“Jonathan! What’s wrong? This said one hundred yesterday morning, and I haven’t spent anything yet!”

“Ask Elio. It must have a fault,” Jonathan said. “And just look over there!”

Vivian looked where Jonathan nodded. All the important people had formed themselves into a new procession, with Mr Enkian stalking proudly at its head. Dr Leonov, the High Scientist, was walking behind Mr Enkian beside the huge purple bulk of Dr Wilander. And the poor crazy Iron Guardian had joined the procession too. His floppy hat was bobbing and his face was very serious and he was imitating Mr Enkian’s important walk exactly. Probably he thought that was the right way to walk.

Dr Leonov glanced at him once, doubtfully, and then seemed to decide he was a time-ghost or another student joke. Dr Wilander must have decided the same, because he took no notice of the Guardian at all and simply limped grimly on with his eyes fixed on Mr Enkian’s strutting back. Quite a number of people had seen. A wave of amused murmuring swept down that side of the square. But Mr Enkian was far too wrapped up in his own importance to notice.

Then the rain came down in white sheets. Vivian was glad of the excuse to go. The severe tourist and his wife raised a small blue and yellow tent above their heads and stayed to watch, but Vivian and Jonathan ran for Time Close, with umbrellas of all possible shapes and sizes going up round them. Elio had been watching the ceremony too. They met him under the archway, while they were pushing through the crowd of damp people sheltering there. By this time, rain was battering on the cobbles of Time Close and gargling in every groove of the buildings. The three of them dashed for the Annuate Palace together.

There, as they stood dripping on the patterned marble floor, Vivian seized the chance to tell Elio about the credit on her belt. Elio asked to look at it. Vivian took off the heavy wet leather and passed it over. Elio’s straight pale hair dripped on it as he ran the belt between his fingers. He looked annoyed with himself.

“I weighed the odds,” he said, “and decided against having a rain-shield function on any of our belts. My calculation was that we would be outside in only two per cent of the year’s rainfall. What I forgot is that two per cent is as wet as any other rain. No, this belt is in perfect working order. The fault must be in the City computer.” He passed Vivian the belt back. “I will check the computer tomorrow,” he said. “Just now I shall be busy. The Sempitern is going to be very wet and very cross when he comes in.”

But Vivian discovered what was wrong with her belt next morning, long before Elio did. It was a moist, blue, after-rain morning. She and Jonathan set off for school and found that Sam was not waiting at the fountain as usual. Vivian thought she saw him lurking under the archway. But Jonathan said quickly, “No, that’ll be Leon. I asked him to meet me there if he’d found out anything. You go over and ask about Sam – it’s that house there – while I talk to Leon.” And he went racing off to the archway, pigtail flying, obviously very excited.

Hm, Vivian thought as she went towards the rosy brick house Jonathan had pointed out, I think Jonathan doesn’t want me to know what he says to Leon Hardy. I wonder why?

She stood and looked at the front door of the Donegals’ house. There was no knocker and no bell. But there must have been some other device. While Vivian was standing there wondering what to do, the door opened and Sam’s father came out, pulling the pyjama top of his uniform down through his belt, obviously ready to leave for work.

“Morning,” he said. “I waited for you. It’s no good calling for Sam. He won’t get to Duration today. He’s had another butter-pie orgy and made himself sick as a suicide, I’m afraid.”

As soon as Sam’s father said that, Vivian knew what had gone wrong with her belt. “Oh,” she said. “Thank you.” And she turned to go back to the archway. But Mr Donegal shut his front door and stepped out beside her in the most friendly possible way.

This made Vivian feel very awkward. For one thing, she was very angry with Sam. For another, she wanted to hear what Leon Hardy was telling Jonathan. And on top of all this, she found she was rather shy of Sam’s father. He had a fierce, active feel about him, which she had not met in the other people of Time City. She was sure this was the feeling you got from someone with a lot of power, who gave orders and got obeyed, and that was alarming in itself.

But she remembered that Mr Donegal was supposed to be her uncle and did her best to give him a niece-like smile. “I thought Sam didn’t have any credit,” she said.

“He hasn’t. He went into Patrol Building during the ceremony last night and tinkered with my computer outlet,” said Mr Donegal. “Got it to give him a credit strip from someone else’s account – cunning little devil!” He sounded stern, but Vivian could tell he was secretly rather proud of Sam. “He won’t say whose account it was. Can’t get it out of him.”

But I know! Vivian thought. Just because he was annoyed that Jonathan and I are going to go off without him, and we haven’t even gone yet! She was angrier than ever with Sam. But she did not say anything to Mr Donegal, because she wanted to be revenged on Sam for herself. “How many did he eat?” she asked.

“A hundred units’ worth, would you believe that!” Mr Donegal said.

Vivian did believe it. It was the final proof. She would have liked to tell Jonathan, who was standing under the archway talking to Leon Hardy. But, frustratingly, both of them looked round, saw Vivian and Mr Donegal walking across Time Close, and set off out into Aeon Square, talking hard all the time.

“I was wanting to speak to you,” Mr Donegal said, “about Twenty Century.”

“Yes?” Vivian said nervously.

“It’s gone critical all right,” said Mr Donegal. “World War One is affected now. It’s run right back into a thing called the Boer War. War Two starts in nineteen-thirty-seven at the moment. It’s getting pretty nasty out there. I won’t lie to you, but I don’t want you to worry either.”

But I do! Vivian thought as they went into the shadow of the archway. She forgot about Sam, and about Jonathan and Leon Hardy. All she could think was: what about Mum and Dad?

They came out into the brightness of Aeon Square, where Jonathan and Leon were small shapes out beyond Faber John’s Stone.

“Your mother and father are quite safe,” Mr Donegal said. It was just as if he could read Vivian’s thoughts, except that he was talking about the wrong mother and father. “Observers are given plenty of protection, and Time Patrol keeps going in and checking. I won’t deny that I was a little annoyed with your father for being so slow to report the deterioration, but that doesn’t mean I’m neglecting him or Inga. I’m putting a Zero Hour request to Chronologue to recall all the Observers from that era. I thought you’d want to know that. Chronologue will do it, but they’ll be a bit slow because of all these Foundation Ceremonies. It couldn’t have happened at a worse time for us! But not to worry. You’ll have your father and mother safe back in Time City in three or four days at the most.”

“Th-thanks,” Vivian managed to say.

They walked on towards Faber John’s Stone. Mr Donegal went on talking. Vivian dimly heard him say that Time Patrol had still not caught the cause of all the trouble, and she rather thought he went on to say that the Second and Third Unstable Eras were in a mess too, but she did not attend to any of it. When at last he patted her cheerily on the shoulder and went off to Patrol Building at a rolling trot just like Sam’s, Vivian’s legs were almost refusing to move her.

Jonathan was at the doorway of Duration by then. Vivian saw Leon wave to him and stride off along the bottom of the square, past a line of children hurrying towards Duration. With a great effort, she managed to cross the rest of the square at a weak run. She was almost too alarmed to think straight.

In three or four days the Lees would be back, and the real Cousin Vivian would be with them. Somehow, she had never really thought of that happening. And that was quite stupid of her. Jenny had talked about Observers being recalled days ago.

“I’ve been living,” Vivian panted to herself, “in – what does Mum call it? – a fool’s paradise. That’s what I’ve been – a fool in paradise. How daft!”

She was glad of school to take her mind off it, even though the morning’s lessons did not seem so lively without Sam making a noise every few minutes. But at least Universal Symbols were something to think about beside the Lees. She almost looked forward to Dr Wilander that afternoon, because he made it really very difficult to think of anything else at all.

Then halfway through the morning, the message stud flashed on Vivian’s belt. She was quite pleased with herself for noticing, considering what was on her mind. She pressed the stud and the empty space of her desk shone with the words:

Hakon Wilander to V Lee. Sorry forgot beastly Ceremony this afternoon.
See you tomorrow instead.

Oh bother! Vivian thought. Now I’ve got a whole afternoon with nothing to do but worry!

But as soon as she went into the lunch room, Jonathan grabbed her arm. “Get some food and come back to the Palace,” he whispered. “Leon’s going to meet us in Hundred and One Century.”

Vivian looked at him and realised he was wearing the suit with diamonds. She looked down at herself. Her suit was a brownish orange with small white stripes, which had not shown up very well in the darkness of the passage. But she recognised it now as the suit her ghost had been wearing. And Sam had made himself ill.

This is it! she thought excitedly. I have to go and come back. Then, with any luck, I can leave before the real Vivian Lee gets here!




CHAPTER ELEVEN
THE AGE OF GOLD

Jonathan rushed straight off, but Vivian treated herself to four butter-pies before she left. Her only regret was that she might not have time to get her revenge on Sam. Otherwise, she walked across Aeon Square eating the last butter-pie, full of pleasant thoughts. By tonight, she could be home. She saw herself telling Mum how awful Cousin Marty was, and she saw Mum being very understanding and letting her stay in Lewisham in spite of the bombs. She saw Dad coming home for the weekend and being really surprised. This wonderful day-dream was enough to set her making little skips as she crossed the square. And when she got to Time Close, where there was no one about to see, she did a silly dance round the fountain, waving the stick of her butter-pie.

“What kept you?” said Jonathan. He was waiting by the chained door with the diamond-shaped pockets of his suit bulging. Vivian could see he was in a fever of impatience.

“Sorry,” she said, not really meaning it. The best thing about time-travel, as Vivian had seen almost straight away, was that you could waste hours on the way and still arrive at the exact right time. “Why do we have to meet Leon Hardy in One Hundred and One?”

Jonathan hurried her down the passage. “He knows all about the Dark Nineties,” he said. “He says we’ll need protective equipment to go then and he’s going to get us some from the nearest Fixed Century he can get to. But of course he has to leave by an official time-lock down the river, so he can’t get to an Unstable Era himself. So he’s going as close as he can. He’s being awfully kind.”

Jonathan stopped and gave the secret door an expert kick. It swung smoothly round. They squeezed in and pressed the light studs on their belts. The spiral stair did not seem either so endless or so frightening by now.

“And why are we going to the Dark Nineties?” Vivian asked as they scrambled down.

“It’s one of the long Unstable Eras,” Jonathan called up. “So it must be either the Age of Lead or the Age of Gold. I thought we’d find the Guardian and tell him to bring his polarity back to Time City before the thief gets it, like the Iron Guardian said.”

This seemed a good idea to Vivian. In fact, she thought as she slithered off the last step into the little room, where the slate still flickered and their Twentieth Century clothes lay where they had thrown them off, that she had told Jonathan they should do this a long time ago.

Jonathan picked the egg-shaped control off its stone and installed it carefully in one of his pockets. His pockets chinked.

“What else have you brought?” Vivian asked.

“Metal detector, map, compass, torch, emergency rations,” Jonathan said. “I’m going to do this properly. Now be quiet while I focus my mind on Leon.” He concentrated. Nothing happened. “Leon Hardy,” he said loudly. Still nothing happened. “Oh no!” Jonathan almost screamed. “The control’s run out!”

“It can’t have done,” said Vivian. “We were coming back – I mean our time-ghosts were.”

Jonathan took the egg out of his pocket again and held it in front of his face. “Leon Hardy,” he told it, loudly and slowly. “The first year of One Hundred and One Century.”

That did the trick. The slate cleared into light that was so dim that they hardly realised that the egg had worked at first. A cold wind blew in at them, smelling strongly of sawdust and wet grass. Jonathan switched his belt-light off and walked cautiously forward. As Vivian switched hers off and fumbled after him, she heard a blackbird sing, loud and clear, from somewhere near. Funny that there are still blackbirds! she thought, looking round for Leon Hardy. If this is right at the other end of history, of course. It felt just like any dark morning anywhere.

Leon Hardy was there, sitting on a fallen tree just behind them. As Vivian’s eyes adjusted, she saw him get up, shivering and rubbing his arms. That little kilt he wore did not look very warm. “You made it!” he said, in a low cautious voice. “I was beginning to wonder if you’d get here before the people came to work. I’ve got the stuff. I’ve been sitting over it half the night. Let me help you get it on.”

There was a heap of what looked like tree bark beside his feet. Leon picked up a piece of it and it proved to be the top half of a sort of suit of armour. There was too little light to see more than that it was dullish, with wrinkled places at the elbows and shoulders where it was supposed to bend.

“Do we really need that?” Jonathan said.

“I’ll say you will!” said Leon. “There are gangs of wild men and wild dogs and Time knows what-all back there in the Nineties. We still have trouble with them in this era.” He helped them fasten themselves into the armour, rather hurriedly, as if there were not much time. It was made of some tough bendy stuff Vivian had never met before, and it was far heavier than she had thought it would be. The lower part was only for the front of their legs. Vivian was glad. She did not think she could have walked otherwise. The light was growing brighter all the time and she began to wonder what colour the armour was. It looked almost as if it might be red.

As the light grew brighter, Jonathan became more and more uneasy. Vivian knew that it was his fear of the wide open spaces of history. But Leon belonged to history, and he seemed more and more uneasy too. Vivian caught his uneasiness when he said, trying to joke, “Jonathan tells me there are a couple of time-ghosts of you back in the Annuate, so it looks as if both of you come back, armour or not. He tells me you know London.”

“That’s right,” said Vivian. She had caught the uneasiness too and kept trying to see all round her. They seemed to be in a large timber yard. Felled trees lay everywhere. The place where they were was hidden from the main part of the yard by a pile of sawn planks.

“Well, London is where that Casket is,” Leon said, calling her attention back. “That’s certain, and I’m certain that you’ll find it’s the Gold. But the records I looked at mentioned three places and I’ve no idea which of them it’s going to be in. Does Buck House mean anything to you?”

“Buckingham Palace?” Vivian said.

“And the second place is Spauls,” Leon said hurriedly. “Does that mean anything?”

“Saint Paul’s?” Vivian said dubiously.

“And there’s Laununsun – that’s the third,” said Leon.

It was nearly daylight now. Leon was bending over Vivian with his face close to hers. She felt the uneasiness stronger than ever. He seemed far too interested in knowing.

“Laununsun, Laununsun,” she said looking away from Leon while she tried to think. There were deep ruts in the grass where trees had been dragged. A dark lump beside the pile of sawn planks was resolving into a patient-looking horse that must have done the dragging. “Laununsun,” said Vivian. “Oh, I see! Lord Nelson! That’s Nelson’s Column in Trafalgar Square.”

Leon smiled flashingly at her and turned to help Jonathan do up the buckles on his legs. “So you’ve got your three places,” he said to him. “Have you any further thoughts on where the Lead Casket might be? My research hasn’t come up with a clue.”

Jonathan has told him a lot! Vivian thought, more uneasy than ever. By now she could see that Jonathan’s armour was red. As she looked down at her own, she heard a man singing somewhere behind the pile of planks.

Leon jumped rather and looked round furtively. Then he hurried to the horse standing so patiently beside the planks, unhitched it from the plank it was tied to and brought it over, clopping in huge strides on huge round feet. “Up you get,” he said. “Quickly.”

They looked up at it in dismay. It was bright brown and it was gigantic, bigger than the biggest carthorse Vivian had ever seen. It must have been a new breed.

“Get your helmets on and get up,” Leon said impatiently. “The workforce is arriving.”

Jonathan picked up the heavy spiked helmet. It looked almost the colour of blood in the new pink light. “But that creature won’t fit into our time-lock,” he said. “It’s only a tiny room.”

“But you told me you’d got one of the old controls,” Leon said. “You can go straight to the Nineties from here with one of those. Or do you want the foreman to arrive and find us stealing a horse? Horse-stealing’s a serious crime in this era.”

There were now quite a few voices ringing out from behind the pile of planks. Some were calling good mornings, but one at least was swearing angrily. “Where’s that brown logging-horse?” Vivian heard among the swearwords. “Anyone seen my damned horse?”

Vivian and Jonathan crammed the helmets on their heads. Leon led the horse alongside a felled tree, and somehow, largely because the man behind the planks was shouting more and more angrily, Jonathan and Vivian managed to scramble first on to the tree and then on to the horse’s wide slippery back. There was no saddle and the horse was so huge that there was no way Vivian could get a grip with her legs. She had to hang on to Jonathan’s shell-like armour, while Jonathan grabbed the horse’s mane with one hand and fumbled the egg-control out with the other. Luckily the horse seemed as placid as a table – a very high table, Vivian thought, staring down at Leon’s face a long way below. Leon was smiling up at them in a way that looked very relieved indeed.

“Buck House in London, year 9500,” Jonathan said.

And they were there. Or Vivian supposed they must be. It was broad daylight, slanting green through a thick summer forest. Instead of Leon standing there in the pink light, there were trees everywhere, ancient enormous trees with moss on them and rows of large ear-like fungus growing down their trunks. The smell was the mushroom smell of deep woodland, and the sounds – the rustles and creaks, the distant squawks and flaps – were the sounds of a forest that stretched for miles. Jonathan felt those miles and shifted uneasily.

Vivian did for an instant wonder what Leon was saying at that moment to the man looking for his horse, but Jonathan’s movement drew her attention to a cloud of midges circling them and the horse. And their armour was indeed red. It shone bright as blood against the crowding green of the trees.

“Does this mean London’s all overgrown with trees now?” she said.

“That’s right. They were cutting those trees down in the next era, where we’ve just been,” Jonathan said, rather muffled in his helmet.

The horse had pricked its ears at suddenly finding itself in a forest. Their voices must have given it the idea that it had to get somewhere. It began to walk forward over the uneven ground. Its back swayed under them like a hairy boat on a sea. Vivian felt herself slipping. She grabbed at Jonathan’s scarlet shoulders. Whereupon they both started tipping slowly sideways across the horse’s vast right side.

“Oh help!” she said.

“Let go! Press your low-weight stud!” Jonathan said desperately.

Vivian clawed her hand under the tough armour and somehow found the stud. She was suddenly about the weight she would have been without armour. By flinging an arm across the horse, she managed to work herself upright, and Jonathan managed to do the same. But the strange floating effect of the belts meant that they were now sliding slowly backwards towards the horse’s tail. Jonathan had to seize the horse’s mane and Vivian had to seize his shoulder again. That seemed to anchor them. The horse, quite unconcerned by all the scrambling about on its back, went on pacing slowly forward through the trees.

“We have to stop and look at the map and use the metal detector,” Jonathan said. “How do you get a horse to stop?”

“Pull the reins,” said Vivian.

“It hasn’t got any reins. There’s only a strap-thing round its face.”

“Stop!” shouted Vivian. “Woa!” And when that made no difference to the horse, she racked her brains and shouted “Arrêtez-vous!” in case the horse spoke French. But it might have been deaf for all the effect that had. Trees continued to slide by and the great hooves continued to crunch dead leaves and lichen. Jonathan tried the method that worked on his automat. He hit the horse on its vast brown shoulder and banged at it with his heels. The only result of that was that the horse went slightly faster.

“Look!” he said despairingly.

Up to then Vivian had not really believed that this forest might be London, or that they might be riding through the remains of Buckingham Palace. But Jonathan was pointing to where a tree had fallen sideways, tearing up a big circle of roots and earth. In the gap under the circle, she saw an old greenish piece of stone wall.

“It could be there!” Jonathan said. “Stop, you stupid time-bound brute!”

But the horse marched steadily on and trees slid steadily by, until they came out into more open ground, where its hooves smashed brambles and trudged upon briars. Soon after that, Vivian noticed that they were going up a small round hill. If that was Buckingham Palace, she thought, then this hill must be that ornamental roundabout in the road outside.

Halfway up the hill, the horse trampled sideways a little. They had a glimpse of an animal in the grass almost under its hooves, springing up and dashing away, snarling over its shoulder as it ran. It was yellowish. It gave Vivian the same jolting fright that she had felt when she touched the Iron Guardian.

“Wild dog, I think,” Jonathan said, sounding as shaken as Vivian felt.

The horse tramped on peacefully, over the rise and down the other side. Vivian saw the Mall stretching ahead. There was somehow no doubt about it, though it had shrunk to a long lane of wet green grass hemmed closely in by mighty old trees. It was too straight to be anything but the Mall. The horse descended into it quite speedily and as soon as it reached the grass, it stopped and started to eat. Jonathan only just saved himself from sliding off down its head.

“Now what?” he said.

“We could get off,” Vivian suggested.

“But then it would just walk away and we’d never get on again.”

They did not seem to have much choice but to sit there and wait for the horse to finish its meal. They sat, and the cloud of midges that had accompanied them ever since they arrived worked their way under the armour and bit. Vivian began to think that they would be better off without the horse. She was just going to say so, when Jonathan went stiff in front of her.

“Look,” he said. “Over to the left.”

Vivian looked and went stiff too. There were people there in the trees. Whoever they were, they were keeping quite still and wearing dull greenish rags of clothes, so that Vivian only had glimpses whenever one of them moved. When one did, it was to shift a nasty-looking home-made spear in a skinny arm. When the next moved, it was to adjust a sheeny knife in his mouth, and that gave her a sight of a savage bearded face.

“They’re probably after the horse,” Jonathan said, with a slight wobble in his voice. “To eat.”

They sat there, high on the horse, conspicuous in their shining red armour, feeling quite helpless. They could only hope that the horse would decide to finish its meal before the people plucked up courage to attack. But the horse went on peacefully tearing up mouthfuls of grass.

“Oh, move, horse, please!” Vivian whispered.

And the horse suddenly did. It raised its head. Its ears pricked and then swivelled forward like two gear-sticks in a car. Then it uttered a shattering whinny and set off down the green Mall in a bone-destroying trot. Jonathan and Vivian bounced and slid and clung. Vivian bit her tongue painfully. Trees rushed by. The only good thing she could see was that they were leaving the lurking people behind fast.

The horse broke into what might have been a canter. “What’s it doing?” Jonathan gasped.

The answer came when they could see the grey broken remnants of Admiralty Arch among the trees ahead. Another horse, which had been hiding behind the left-hand lump of arch, swerved out into the Mall and came galloping straight towards them. The rider on its back wore the same kind of armour as they did, except that his was black streaked with green for camouflage. He was carrying a long heavy-looking spear under his right arm, and this was pointed straight at them.

“Stop, stop!” they both shrieked. “Friends!”

The rider took no more notice of them than the horse did. He thundered down on them, with clods flying out behind, while their own horse cantered trustingly to meet the other one. Jonathan scrambled himself round and gave Vivian a frantic push. They both sailed sideways off the horse and went tumbling and wafting to the ground. The low-weight function meant that it did not hurt a bit. Everything seemed to be in slow-motion from then on. Vivian saw their own horse lumber to a stop, looking puzzled, and the rider shoot pounding past. She had time to think: oh why does Jonathan always end up making a mess of things! while she was landing and trying to climb to her feet again.

Beyond her, Jonathan was struggling to get his helmet off his eyes. The piece of armour on Vivian’s right leg had gone round to the back of her knee, like a splint. As she fell down again, she saw the rider pulling his horse up in a long gouge of brown earth. While she was trying to work the armour back round her leg, he swung his horse round and came galloping back. His spear was pointing downwards now, straight at Jonathan. Then the rider was between her and Jonathan. She heard a crunching bang. Above the trampling legs of the horse, she saw the spear sweep in a vicious half-circle, coming towards her. Vivian threw herself backwards. She had one sight of the rider’s face, a blank unpleasant pale face, with slitted eyes and no pity in it. Whoever he is, he’s not the Guardian, she thought. Then the spear crashed against her helmet and she was not sure of very much for a while after that.

It was probably only a minute or so. When she sat up, the rider had gone and so had their own horse. Jonathan was half-sitting in a bush at the side of the Mall, spread out like a blood-eagle, staring at her with eyes that were wide and queerly blurred under the flicker of his eye function. The front of his armour was crushed in, into a big dent. It was so much the colour of blood that Vivian could not tell whether he was bleeding there. But she knew it was blood that ran out of the corner of Jonathan’s mouth when he spoke to her.

“I think he’s killed me,” he said in a quiet, matter-of-fact way. “My chest’s all broken.” The blood running from the corner of his mouth was a much more purple colour than his armour.

Vivian wrenched the piece of armour off her leg and crawled towards him unbelievingly. It can’t have happened! she thought. The two time-ghosts meant that we came back! Then she thought, this is an Unstable Era. Anything can happen. And she realised that, just like Sam and Jonathan when they kidnapped her, she had been treating everything that happened as an adventure. And it had suddenly turned very serious indeed.

Two large black crows came planing down out of the trees and settled in the bush above Jonathan’s head, where they sat looking down at him expectantly. They peck out the eyes first! Vivian thought. She did not dare touch Jonathan. She did not know what to do. Without stopping to think any more, she tipped back her face and screamed, “Help, help, help!”

“All right. I’m coming,” somebody said irritably, pushing through the undergrowth beyond Jonathan. At the sound, the crows wheeled up from the bush to a branch overhead. “And stop shouting,” the woman added sharply. “There are bandits all over this forest.” She came wrenching through the brambles on to the clear grass, leaving a lump of her greenish hand-woven skirt on one, and knelt down in front of Jonathan. “I came as quick as I could,” she said. “But I didn’t want him to see me. Oh good grief, this looks a mess!”

“It doesn’t hurt as much as you’d think,” Jonathan remarked in the same calm, matter-of-fact way as before.

“Just as well,” said the woman. She had fair hair twisted into a bun, and she would have been beautiful, Vivian thought, if she had not been so weathered-looking and so worried. The look on the brown lined face reminded Vivian of Jenny or of Mum, and it grew more worried still when the woman put the flat of her hand on the dent in Jonathan’s chest. “He did really mean to kill you, didn’t he?” she murmured. “Let’s see what we can do.” She took a deep breath.

The dent billowed and noisily straightened itself out. Clap-boing. Jonathan gave a great sigh of relief and put up a hand to wipe the blood from his mouth.

“Hold still,” said the woman. “That’s the ribs and the breast-bone, but there’s still your collar-bone to mend, not to speak of all the torn muscles.”

She kept her hand on his chest. Jonathan stayed as he was, with his hand up. After a while, his face turned a better shape and colour, though his eyes were still blurred-looking. “That feels all right now,” he said.

“It is,” said the woman and took her hand away. “But go steady for a time. The bones and flesh are healed, but the shock is still with you.” She took Jonathan’s arm and helped him to his feet. The crows left their branch at that and flapped disgustedly away along the Mall.

“How did you do that?” Vivian asked, feeling rather dizzy.

The woman gave her a harassed smile. She lifted Vivian’s helmet off and put her hand to the bruise on the side of Vivian’s head. “Hm. I think that’s sound,” she murmured.

“There could have been a fracture, but I don’t think there is.”

A headache which, up to then, Vivian had not noticed, was suddenly gone. “How do you do it?” she said.

“How do I—” the woman said distractedly. “I suppose because we’re far on in history here. Things get learnt in the course of time. Where were you two trying to go?”

“Nelson’s Col – er – Laununsun,” Vivian said.

“Then take off that silly armour and I’ll go with you,” the woman said.

“But—” Jonathan began.

“But me no buts,” the woman said in her irritable way. “It sticks out like a sore thumb. If anyone sees it, they’ll think you’re going to try to kill them and they’ll try to kill you first. That’s the way of life here. Whoever gave you the stuff made a bad mistake.”

Feeling rather ashamed of themselves, they unstrapped the armour and threw it into the bushes. Vivian felt soaringly light for a second, and then very heavy. “I think my belt’s run out,” she said.

“Only the low-weight function,” said Jonathan. “So has mine. Turn it off and let it recharge.”

“Will you come on!” the woman said impatiently. She was listening and watching the bushes as if she could hear someone coming.

They hastened with her along the rest of the Mall and between the trees growing on the stumps of Admiralty Arch. Beyond that, the forest opened out into a large squarish meadow a little smaller than Vivian remembered Trafalgar Square. There were no buildings to show her that this was Trafalgar Square. The meadow was surrounded in tall trees. It sloped gently upwards, rippling with grey-headed grass and a few flowers.

The woman sighed and looked a little less harassed. “Safer here,” she said. “The bandits don’t usually come out into the open. But walk carefully. And stamp. There are snakes.”

The ground was very uneven under the grass. Occasionally an old square stone turned under their feet. They picked their way after the woman, stamping as they went, and there were various rustlings that could have been snakes or could simply have been wind in the grass. Vivian found this scary enough. But she could tell from the way Jonathan’s head turned from side to side that he was scared of the wide open space and probably about the bandits too. She found she was admiring his courage. He may have started it just as an adventure, she thought, but he really is trying to carry it through.

Towards the middle of the field, the woman stopped and pointed to a high clump of bushes, wild roses mostly and hawthorns. “There it is,” she said. “You won’t get right up to it. The Watcher keeps a good guard up.” She sat down on a straight-edged bank that may have been part of a fallen column and turned her back on the bushes.

“You’re not coming?” Jonathan said to her.

She shook her head dourly and wrapped her home-made cloak round her shoulders. “He takes no notice of me. I don’t know why I come here,” she said. She sighed. “I suppose because it’s peaceful. You go on. He might take account of you.”

Jonathan and Vivian stamped their way up to the bushes. They were growing above them, on some kind of raised place. And it was the stump of Nelson’s Column, Vivian realised. They stumbled against steep stone steps under the grass and Jonathan saved himself by catching hold of a mound that, even covered with earth and grass, had the shape of a large stone lion. They got up. And stumbled again. Somehow they could not get up the last of the stone ledges. After two more tries, they saw that they were not going to be able to get right up to the bushes.

“Is anyone there?” Vivian called.

The twined-together briars above them shook a little. A few rose petals blew down. Vivian felt a jolt of fear, fear of a kind she was beginning to recognise. She looked up to find an extremely large young man standing on the ledge in front of the bushes with his arms folded, looking down at them consideringly. He made her think of a farmer’s boy. He had a lumpish weatherbeaten face. The fairish hair under his jaunty green hat badly needed combing. He was chewing a straw. He looked very strong and very solid. There was none of the unreal look of the poor sad Iron Guardian about him, but he was wearing a billowy green shirt and tight green trousers.

“‘He is clothed in green, for he lives in a forest that covers a town that was once great’,” Jonathan said. “Are you the Guardian of the Golden Casket?”

The young man shifted the straw to the other side of his mouth. “They call me the Watcher of the Gold,” he said. He had a raw, rather booming voice. “And if that’s what you mean, then yes I am. Who are you?”

“We’re from Time City—” Jonathan began.

“Then you’re too early,” the young man interrupted. “I know my business. When the City comes to rest in the gap between the beginning and the end of time, that’s when I bring the Gold to the City, and not before. Don’t worry. I’ll be there.”

“But it’s nearly got to the gap now,” Vivian said.

“And someone’s trying to steal the Caskets, we’re fairly sure,” Jonathan said. “He got the Iron Casket. We saw him take it. We came to warn you—”

“Kind of you,” the young man said, shifting the straw back to the left-hand corner of his mouth. “But I know all about him, thanks. He’s been lurking round here and Spauls and Buck House for two weeks now – he knows the Gold’s in one of those places, but he doesn’t know which. So I’m staying right here in this patch of time with him. He’s not getting a chance to come near the Gold.”

“But he’s got the Iron – couldn’t that help him against you?” Vivian asked.

The Watcher shrugged. “Only maybe. Gold’s stronger than Iron ever was.”

“From what Mr Donegal said this morning, I think he’s nearly got to the Silver by now,” Vivian said. “I didn’t listen properly, but if he steals that too, couldn’t that be too strong for you?’

“It might,” the Watcher conceded, wrinkling up his ploughman’s face. “But he’s left it too late. You said yourself the City’s nearly in the middle of the gap. When it is, I bring the Gold and it unites with the Lead, and Lead and Gold together are stronger by three than the other two. No, no need to worry. It’ll be all right.”

“Listen,” Jonathan said. “The City’s in a bad way. It may be going to break up. Faber John’s Stone has cracked all over since the Iron Casket was stolen. I think you ought to take the Gold to the City now, to be on the safe side. Or we could take it for you, if you like.”

The Watcher spat out his straw and laughed. “And unbalance the whole of time? No thanks. The Gold goes where I go, and we both stay here until the proper moment. When midday strikes on the tower clock on the last day, I’ll be there. But thanks for the warning.”

He turned away as if he was going back among the briars. Jonathan said hurriedly, “Then, please – tell us which Unstable Era the Lead Casket’s hidden in. Tell us where the Silver Casket is. We ought to warn those Guardians too.”

The Watcher gave him a wary look over his shoulder. “Uh-huh,” he said. “I don’t fall for that one. If you know how to find me, you know where Silver is. As for Hidden Lead, if you’re honest about coming from Time City, you can work out where it is for yourself. If you’re not, you don’t find out from me!” He unfolded his arms and stretched, in a lazy way, like people do who know they are very strong. Then he was gone. The bushes quivered a little, but it could have been through heat-haze.

The Watcher had not walked away into them. Vivian thought he had just ceased to be in that particular piece of time. She had a feeling he had not gone far – perhaps only a week or so back to keep watch on the lurking thief – but he was definitely not where they were.

“He seemed very sure of himself,” she said.

Jonathan leant on the lion-shaped mound. Under his flickering eye function, his eyes were smudged and his face had a queer blueness to it.

“I don’t think he had much brain,” he said. “If the thief’s clever, he could trick him easily. We have to find the Lead Casket. If that’s the strongest, it’s got to be kept safe!”

Vivian did not like the way Jonathan looked. The woman had warned him to go easy. “Let’s find her first, and then perhaps eat something,” she suggested.

Jonathan agreed, rather limply. They went back to the place where the woman had been sitting, but she was not there. They thought at first that she had gone away entirely. Then they saw the huge shape of the horse Leon had stolen for them, browsing down in the corner of the meadow. The woman was stumping after it with one side of her dress held up, trying to coax it to come to her. They sat on the ledge that might have been a fallen column and watched her. It seemed safe enough to do that while the woman was behaving so peacefully. She got almost up to the horse, but the horse cunningly moved on just as they thought she had it. This happened over and over again.

They got out the squares of nourishing food that Jonathan had brought and ate them while they watched. At first, they carefully saved some for the woman. But after a while, the horse edged away into the forest and the woman followed it.

“That horse is just like the Watcher,” Jonathan said. “It’s obstinate as – as Sam and won’t listen to people and it probably thinks it’s as clever as Wilander. But she’ll catch it in the end, I know she will. Do you think everyone in the Golden Age is as gifted as she is?” He did not sound as gloomy as he had done before. The food had done him good.

They sat until it was clear that the woman was not coming back. Then they shared out the food they had saved for her. “We never said thank you,” Vivian said guiltily. “And I think she saved your life. Hadn’t we better get back to Time City?” Long tree shadows were slanting over the meadow by then.

“I suppose so.” Jonathan stood up and fetched the egg-control out of his purse. “I hope this works from here. I’m not going back down that glade and facing that bandit again, not for anything! Here goes. Time City, just after we left.”

The egg worked, but it worked even more slowly and erratically than it had done when they made it take them back before. Jonathan and Vivian were pulled, and hung, and pulled, and hung again. Strange sights flickered in front of them: rows of mud huts, a town burning in great rolls of smoke, a frozen river, then crowds of people dancing and waving flags. Once, Vivian clearly saw a big red London bus, but it was not the shape of the buses she knew. Finally, when they were getting quite frightened, they were in a stony-smelling darkness lit by a faint flicker from the slab of slate.

“Thank goodness!” said Vivian.

“You knew we’d get back,” Jonathan said. He sounded very depressed. He got out his torch and began to climb the stairs. “This is all wrong,” he said as they went. “It’s not how we looked to be feeling as the time-ghosts. You could tell from those we were really excited, and I feel miserable as sin, don’t you? We haven’t done a scrap of good. He wouldn’t even say where the Lead Casket was. It’s enough to make you think Time City’s gone critical like Twenty Century!”

“Except that the Twentieth Century went critical because someone stole the Iron Casket,” Vivian called up.

At that, with a sort of snap, the truth hit both of them.





CHAPTER TWELVE
ANDROID

Vivian said, “Time City’s an Unstable Era!’

Jonathan answered, “The longest one there is!”

Then they both said together, “Then the Lead Casket must be here!” They climbed the rest of the stairs without noticing them. At the top, the false wall had closed itself. They swung it round and squeezed past, one on each side. Jonathan turned off his torch and they hurried up the passage, talking eagerly the whole way.

“That’s what he meant about Gold uniting with Lead,” Vivian said.

“I bet it’s in the Gnomon Tower somewhere!” Jonathan said. “That fits in with the clock striking midday. What a relief! We can make sure it’s safe.”

“We can tell someone it’s here without giving away how we know,” Vivian said.

“Yes, and get them to put a proper guard on it,” said Jonathan. “We don’t want old grannies from the Annuate Guard. We want real Time Patrollers who know what they’re doing.”

“Let’s tell Sam’s father,” said Vivian.

“Let’s. He might take it seriously – not like Scientists talking about polarities,” Jonathan agreed.

“That means the same thing,” Vivian said. “Where do you think the Lead Guardian is? He must be in the City. We ought to warn him too.”

“He’ll be hard to find. The old paper said he kept secret,” Jonathan said. Here, halfway along the passage, he looked down and discovered he was still holding the control-egg. “Oh blast!” he said. “I forgot to put this back!”

“Agents were always losing them,” said Vivian. “This is how.” They both laughed about it.

Jonathan said, “I’ll keep it for now. We’d better get to the Gnomon before we do anything else.”

Vivian said, “It sounds as if all the Caskets are supposed to come back to the Gnomon when the City gets to the end of time. And the Iron one won’t.”

“I know,” Jonathan said. “As soon as we’ve made sure of the Lead Casket, we’ll go after the Silver and make the egg get us there before the thief.” He swung the chained door open, saying, “And let’s hope that Guardian’s a bit more reasonable than the Gold.”

Leon Hardy was waiting outside. He had a thing in his hand with a shiny snout and a blue bulb halfway along. He was pointing it at them as pitilessly as the rider’s spear. Vivian knew it was a gun as quickly as Jonathan did. They stopped dead and stared at him. Leon laughed in their faces, with his handsome white teeth bared in a most unpleasant way.

“I knew he wouldn’t kill you,” he said. “Not after you told me about those time-ghosts. I led you up the forest path in red armour beautifully, didn’t I? How did you like my hologram Iron Guardian? Convinced you, didn’t he, Jonathan? Hand over that Gold Casket and I won’t shoot you.”

“We haven’t got it,” said Vivian. “The Watcher wouldn’t let us near it.”

“Don’t lie to me,” Leon said, moving the gun menacingly a fraction, from Jonathan to Vivian.

“We’re not,” Jonathan said. His face had gone bluish again and he looked like death. “I swear! What do you want it for?”

“Because it’s the most powerful thing in the world after the Lead Casket,” Leon said, “and it’s clear nobody’s going to find that. The people who sent me here to look after the Time City end of things told me a bit much for their own good – just like you did, Jonathan my boy! It must be my frank open face that does it!” He laughed, in another flash of white teeth. Then his face went straight and pitiless. “Where’s that Gold Casket?”

“We haven’t got it!” they both said. Vivian added, “Guides’ Honour!” She had a slow sick feeling, because she knew Leon was going to shoot them whatever they said. He was working himself up to it, because they knew too much about him. It seemed queer that it was going to happen here, in the sunlit marble gallery, with Elio’s museum cases lined up on either side. He’s going to break a lot of glass! she thought.

“Very well then,” Leon said, not believing them. “Both of you turn out your pockets. And hand over that time-egg first. I can use one of those.”

Vivian numbly pulled her pocket inside out and held out the piece of seaweed chew that was in it. Jonathan looked at the egg in his hand and, in a dazed sort of way, held that out too. There seemed nothing else to do.

There was a scutter of shoelaces from the end of the gallery. Sam’s voice boomed along it. “You rats! You did go without me!”

Leon jumped – they all jumped – and Leon swung round. As soon as he moved, there was another movement, so fast that it was blurred, from among the museum cases behind him. Someone leapt from crouching there and hurled himself on Leon. The next moment, Elio’s left arm was across Leon’s throat in a strangling grip, and Elio’s right hand was crunched round Leon’s hand with the gun in it. Elio’s face looked calmly over Leon’s shoulder, beside Leon’s furious frightened one.

“Will one of you please remove the gun from his hand?” he asked politely.

Jonathan looked about to faint, so Vivian did it. While she worked the weapon carefully loose from Leon’s white, crushed fingers, Sam came up and stared. “What’s going on?” he said. He had not yet got over the butter-pies. His face was quite yellow. There was not much to choose between Sam and Jonathan at that moment, Vivian thought, and ridiculously, as the gun came loose, she thought of a way to teach Sam a lesson.

But that was for later. “What do I do with this?” she said, pointing the gun uncertainly at Leon in a way that made Leon give a choking sound and shut his eyes.

Elio swung Leon round sideways in order to unwrap his arm from Leon’s neck and take the gun away from her. He dug it into Leon’s back. “Keep very still!” he warned him. “Who is this man?” he said to Vivian. “Why is he doing this?”

“Leon Hardy. He’s a student,” Jonathan said, in a faint, wretched voice. “I – I went and told him far too much.”

Leon grinned slightly at that. Elio noticed. “Then we had better get him out of the way at once,” he said. “I take it that none of you wish the Sempitern or Patrol Chief Donegal to be made aware of these events?”

“No!” they all said together, and Sam said it even more devoutly than Leon.

Leon, in fact, looked quite happy. He must have thought that Elio was going to let him go. But his face changed when Elio politely asked Vivian to open the chained door. When Elio bundled him through into the passage, Leon braced his feet and said, “What’s this?” Then he tried to dive back through the door again. But Elio kept hold of his wrist and dug the gun into him and pushed him on down the passage as if he had not noticed Leon move. He stopped in front of the blocked-up archway. “Will you open this, please,” he said to Vivian. “A kick on the third stone from the left three courses up will do it.”

Vivian kicked the stone and the false wall pivoted round. The sight of the two dark openings was too much for Leon. “What are you going to do?” he cried out. “Take me underground and shoot me?” And as Elio pushed him towards the nearest opening he yelled, “No, no, no!” and braced his feet again.

Elio took no notice. He simply forced the yelling, kicking Leon through the slit and followed him in. Vivian had not realised how strong Elio was. Leon was taller than Elio, with brawny muscles rippling out all over him, but Elio handled him as if he was the same size as Sam. In the midst of the struggle, he somehow found time to switch on a very strong light from his belt. Then he dragged and bundled the yelling Leon down the spiral stairs.

As Vivian followed the light downwards, with Sam behind her and Jonathan behind Sam, they could hear Leon bracing his feet on the walls and trying to hang on to the ceiling, but the light kept moving remorselessly downwards. “Let me go! Don’t shoot me! I’ll do anything you want!” Leon yelled.

“Then tell me who the people were who sent you to Time City,” Elio’s voice said calmly.

There was a short silence. “I can’t do that,” Leon’s voice said pathetically. “He’s learnt things – from the Mind Wars. My brain won’t let me.” And a moment later, he screamed, “It’s true! I can’t! I swear!”

“But you have a secret time-lock,” Elio’s voice rang up. “Where is that?”

“I can’t tell you that either!” Leon’s voice yelled. “Let me go!”

“Maybe I believe you,” Elio’s voice came up. “But I do not believe you are from Hundred and One Century as your dress suggests.”

“No, no – I’m from Sixty-six Century,” Leon babbled. It was clear he was glad to tell the things he could tell. “I was a student in Helsinki, studying History and Holographics. There. I’ve told you all about myself. You needn’t take me down here to shoot—Why! That’s their secret time-lock!”

They had obviously reached the bottom. Vivian slid hurriedly down and round the huge old stairs and sat on the last one, with Sam and Jonathan staring over her shoulders. Elio had let Leon go and Leon was backed against the wall. The lurid light glittered on the gun and shone smoothly off the egg-shaped control Elio had in his other hand. It was like the one Jonathan was still holding, except that it looked a little smaller and seemed to be a reddish colour.

“This is indeed a time-lock,” Elio agreed. The flickering slate vanished and a strong smell of manure blew in their faces. It seemed to be a rather primitive place beyond the slate. They could see a stack of old wooden barrels beside a patchily plastered wall, some washing blowing on a line and a carefully trained creeper overhead with unripe grapes dangling from it. A goat wandered into view and peered through the opening at Elio curiously. “You have a choice,” Elio said to Leon. “You can go through this lock or you can be shot. Which do you choose?”

Leon gestured rather hopelessly towards the goat. “Where is that place?” he said. “When is it?”

“It is Fifteen Century,” Elio said. “The location is a farmyard near a small place in Italy called Vinci.”

“But that’s primitive!” Leon protested. “And it’s an Unstable Era! And I hate goats! You can’t mean you’re going to strand me there!”

“Then you would rather be shot,” Elio said, and trained the gun very precisely on Leon’s heart.

“No, no! I’m going through now!” Leon said. He jumped hurriedly into the farmyard, where he landed with a squelch. They had a last sight of the goat turning to stare at him, before Elio used his control-egg again and the wall turned back into flickering slate.

Elio turned away, looking satisfied. “That disposes of him,” he said, “most tidily. Forgive me that I allowed him to threaten you for so long. He had the gun hidden in his clothing while he approached the door, and when I saw he had it, I could not readily see how to attack him without causing him to shoot you. It was fortunate that Master Samuel interrupted.”

A proud grin spread over Sam’s face. “But why did you send him to that farm?” he said.

“Because,” said Elio, “an amusing thought struck me as soon as you told me his name.” He stuck the gun in his belt and gestured politely to the stairs. They all found themselves obediently getting up and climbing the steps. Elio followed them. “I instantly recalled,” he said, “a certain Italian from Fifteen Century, named Leonardo da Vinci. That man was always considered to have ideas far ahead of his own time, and it occurred to me that this must be the reason for it. Master Leon may well feel a little out of place where he has gone, but I assure you he will make his mark there. I knew he was a genius the moment I viewed the hologram he termed the Iron Guardian.”

“What else do you know about?” Jonathan said, weary and subdued, from up in front.

Elio seemed not to have heard. He did not say anything else until they had all squeezed past the false wall into the passage. Then, as he swung the door shut, he said, “I believe we must talk. Will you all please come to my room?”

They followed him obediently, out of the passage and into the gallery. There Elio opened a door between two of the display cases and led them into the back parts of the Palace where Vivian had never been. She felt rather as if she was at school, being taken to the Headmaster in disgrace. Jonathan and Sam trudged after her, obviously feeling much the same. Elio opened a door and ushered them in.

It was a large room on the ground floor, looking out on to a narrow strip of garden behind the Chronologue. Elio must have had it for the whole hundred years he had been in Time City. The furniture in it was a wild mixture of styles and colours and on top of every bit of furniture there were things. Vivian stared at a pink empty-frame desk with a statue of Frankenstein’s monster on it. Then her eyes shifted to a thing like a cake-stand, loaded with clutter. The thing on the top shelf was a golden hat full of padlocks and marbles. Next shelf down was a jar labelled Moon Dust (Titan). Her eyes went to a model spaceship hanging from the ceiling and then to a screen on the wall showing a cartoon film without the sound. She looked again and saw the film was Snow White.

“Oh! Can you get that here?” she cried out.

“Certainly, miss,” Elio said, going over to his automat. It was a vast object, with three times more pipes and gold paint than Jonathan’s. “Time City has copies of every film that was ever made. You need merely request Whilom Tower to relay you whichever one you want.”

Vivian began to feel like Sam at the prospect of a butter-pie orgy. “Oh, I love films!” she said.

“I too,” Elio said. “I have a special preference for cartoons and horror films – but you must allow me also to introduce you to the chariot-race episode from a film called Ben Hur. That ranks high with me.” He came away from the automat and politely passed her a frothy, fruity drink. He handed Jonathan another. “This is a stimulant,” he said. “I judge you need it. Please sit down.” He turned to Sam. “I am not sure what to prescribe for you.”

“Nothing, thanks,” Sam said hastily. His face was still an unhealthy yellow.

They found seats by clearing dolls and motor tyres and paintings off some of the empty-frames and padded sofas. Jonathan found a set of false teeth just where he was going to sit down. He gave them a long dubious look before he collapsed into the opposite corner of the sofa. “How long have you known about that time-lock?” he said.

“For four days now,” said Elio. “To be exact, from the time Miss Vivian came through a door I thought was chained up and tried to distract my attention from her companions.”

“Oh!” said Vivian, hanging her head over her drink. “You were fooling me!”

“I felt some guilt at doing so,” Elio admitted. “But I wished to know the facts. I therefore waited until that afternoon and refreshed my memory of the time-ghosts which so much distressed Madam Sempitern some years before. I recognised them for Master Jonathan and Miss Vivian and I noticed that Miss Vivian’s clothing was not that in which I had seen her emerge from the door. I concluded from this that the two of you would be doing something of great import at some future date, and that it was impossible to prevent you, since I clearly had not. I then went down the passage and discovered the false door and the time-lock below. And I do not think that the control provided for it is fully functional, Master Jonathan.”

Jonathan looked at the egg he still had in his hand. “No – it doesn’t get you back properly. But how do you know that?”

Elio brought his own control from his pocket and held it out. It was slightly smaller, with the sheeny redness to it that Vivian had noticed before, and it had various hollows on its surface to make places for a person’s fingers. “I think,” he said, “that yours is a very much older model than this. As was natural, I made a couple of experimental journeys through the lock, using the control you have there. It malfunctioned slightly on my first trip. I went to Twenty Century, where I was somewhat aghast to find napalm and rocketry already in use in 1939. This should not have been so. It proved to me that the era had gone critical and I made haste to get out of it. But I found myself simply advanced in time. It was most embarrassing. I was in Twenty-four Century in the middle of a ladies’ nude bathing party—”

Vivian could not help laughing. Even Jonathan’s anxious face relaxed into a grin. “What happened?” he said.

Vivian was interested to see that androids could blush, just like ordinary people. “The ladies objected and the control then returned me home,” Elio said primly. “Considering that, it was perhaps foolish of me to make another trip the following day. But I wished to know if the Second Unstable Era had gone critical too. It had not, perhaps because it is too short, though it remains barbaric. I then once more attempted to return to Time City, but the control instead switched me to the Third Unstable Era—”

“We know that’s the Silver Age for certain now,” Jonathan muttered to Vivian.

“—which is in a state of great upheaval,” Elio said, “and close to going critical too. And I had such difficulty returning from there that I very nearly became alarmed. I could of course have called on Time Patrol for aid, but I would then have been liable for prosecution for trespassing in a banned era. So I redoubled my commands to the control and I was quite glad when it at length responded and brought me back to the lock.” He looked blandly at the three of them. “I then made investigations in Time City,” he said.

“What do you mean?” Jonathan said uneasily.

“I mean that I looked at Observers’ reports from the era you just now termed the Silver Age,” Elio said. Jonathan tried to nod wisely to cover up his relief that this was all Elio meant. “There is very little evidence for the disorder I noticed in minutes myself,” Elio said. “Either the disorder is very new or the reports are wrong. Something strange is going on either way.”

He sauntered away to the window, tossing the red control-egg in his hand, and from there, just as Jonathan and Sam were grinning at one another, sure that no one knew about their adventure in 1939, Elio sprang his bombshell. “I also checked the lock entries,” he said. “There is no record of Miss Vivian Lee entering Time City. That was very careless of you.”

They stared at him. Sam’s yellowness increased and so did Jonathan’s paleness. Vivian thought she probably looked a mixture of the two. “What are you going to do?” she said hopelessly.

“I have done it,” said Elio. “I inserted an entry for the morning you arrived.”

They went on staring at him. On the wall screen, the Wicked Queen was changing into a witch, which might or might not have been a fitting thing to happen. “Why – why did you do that?” Jonathan said at last.

Elio glanced at the screen too. “I was breaking the law by time-travelling in secret,” he said. “One more transgression seemed unimportant. After that, I confess I transgressed again. I forged an official request from the Sempitern to Erstwhile Science to have this newer control delivered to the Palace.”

He tossed the red egg up again. “My mind was in turmoil, you see,” he said. “I had of course recognised Miss Vivian as one of the time-ghosts as soon as I first saw her. Matching her with my memories of Miss Vivian Lee, I became sure that she was not the Sempitern’s niece. But her presence here was important enough to have created a time-ghost many centuries ago and I was anxious to know why.”

He looked at them gravely. “I have told you that I do not like to discover facts of which I have been unaware. I am then compelled to find out.”

“And you did,” Jonathan said glumly. “What did you do – keep watch every afternoon until we went?”

“I did,” said Sam. “And I saw her skipping round the fountain, but I had to go away and be ill then, so I missed going with them.”

“Ah. Then you did not happen to see where Leon Hardy came from?” Elio said.

“Nope,” said Sam.

“A pity,” Elio said. “For I think there must be more than one secret time-lock in Time Close. All I know is that Master Hardy did not come from Aeon Square, as one might expect, if he had used a lock up the river or in the Patrol Building. The Officials at Erstwhile Science refused to release this control-egg unless I fetched it myself this afternoon. That is how I know. I was coming back with it, when I saw Master Jonathan and then Miss Vivian go ahead of me through the archway. This made me hurry. I was the next person to go through the arch and yet when I came into Time Close, Master Hardy was already there ahead of me, walking towards the Palace from the other side of the Close. I thought at the time that he might have been sitting by the fountain, waiting—”

“He wasn’t,” said Sam. “The first time I saw him was by the door to the ghost passage.”

“He went ahead of me there,” Elio said, “and I conjectured he intended to meet Miss Vivian and Master Jonathan as they returned. I confess to concealing myself in order to hear what was said. If I had known he had a gun—”

“Thanks about that,” Jonathan said awkwardly. “He was going to shoot us.”

There was a silence. Elio tossed the egg from hand to hand. Snow White on the screen bit into the witch’s apple. The silence stretched from awkward, to meaningful, to unbearable.

“There are still many things I do not know,” Elio pointed out at last. “It would relieve my mind if you were frank – though I shall find out some other way if you do not tell me.”

“Tell him,” said Sam. “I want to know too.”

Vivian looked at Jonathan. Jonathan made an effort to look lordly, but it did not come to much. He nodded. And they told Elio. Elio stopped tossing the red egg and stood still with his face absolutely expressionless, drinking everything in with an efficiency Vivian found quite frightening. She wondered how she had ever thought she could deceive him, particularly when he began to ask questions.

Each of Elio’s questions pounced on something they had not told him and brought that up to the light, so that they went on and on telling him things. Meanwhile, Snow White and the Prince rode away together. The screen flickered a moment and then began another cartoon film, one about rabbits which Vivian did not know.

Elio’s last question pounced on something they had not even noticed. He said, “How did Master Hardy discover the whereabouts of the Golden Casket?”

“From the records,” said Jonathan. “Why?”

“He lied,” said Elio. “It is something even I do not know. I have looked in the records, in Perpetuum, Continuum and Erstwhile, and then in Millennium and Whilom Tower and all the other places I could think of, over many years. I found much written of polarities, and some old accounts which tell of Caskets, but nowhere is there any mention of their hiding places. Yet Master Hardy found out in half a day. It is clear he had some other source of information, which he used to get you to fetch him the Golden Casket – or, if that failed, to get Miss Vivian to identify Laununsun for him.”

“And he used that hologram to get me interested,” Jonathan said mournfully. “It was so real, too! I suppose we can’t believe a word it said.”

“Ah no, the being you spoke to was real,” Elio said. He was frowning slightly, with most of his huge mind on something else. “When the hologram appeared a second time, I took care to go out and walk through it, and it had no solidity at all. Even Sixty-six Century art cannot make an image solid. This simply proves that Master Hardy’s employers must have taken him to the First Unstable Era, perhaps to interview the real Guardian. But that is a side issue. The main thing that perturbs me is that I did not guess that the Lead Casket is in Time City – though now you point it out, I naturally see how the Caskets work. I should have seen before. It makes me feel very unintelligent.”

“I feel stupid then,” Sam said. “How do they work?”

“Like magnets on the face of a clock, naturally,” Elio said. “I will find a chart of history and show you.” He sped about the room, searching, upending sofas, opening cupboards and lifting huge piles of clutter. Finally, he lay flat on his face and looked under all the furniture. The chart was rolled up under the automat. He pulled it out and spread it open on the floor.

Vivian saw the horseshoe of known time, very familiar by now, with Stone Age near the beginning on the left and Depopulation at the end on the right. Elio put his finger on the gap at the top, right in the middle of it.

“Time City starts here,” he said. “Like the hour hand of a clock at midday. And, like the hand of a clock, it moves from right to left, in the opposite direction to history. It has to do this in order not to mingle with normal time. But it needs something to push it round the circle. So it is provided with a powerful motor. That is the Lead Casket. But the Lead Casket, like all motors, needs fuel on which to move, for it is highly unnatural to go backwards through time. So the other Caskets are placed regularly round history to catch the City as it comes and fling it onwards. The Gold comes first – a little before three o’clock, as it were – and that is the most powerful because the City has not long been moving and there is much temporal inertia to overcome. It attracts the Lead and flings it onwards to Silver – placed around six-thirty – which in turn flings it on to Iron. Iron is weakest, for it is obvious to me now that the City was intended to slow down and stop when it gets back to the end of time, at midday again.”

“Why is that?” Jonathan said indignantly. “I thought it went on for ever!”

“I conjecture that the Caskets need to be recharged and placed out again,” Elio said. “Or maybe the small area of time which contains the City has to be replaced by a fresh area. Those are both things which I stupidly do not know yet. However, what is clear to me is that the whole system is in danger now that the Iron Casket has been stolen. We must think what to do about it.”

They sat staring at him trying to absorb the picture of Time City stopped like a broken clock, unable to start again. All those people and buildings! Vivian thought. What happens to Jonathan and Sam and Elio and Jenny? And she remembered the frantic time-ghosts beating at the locks down the river. They were trying to get away! she thought, and it was too late because the City had broken down! That made it certain that the City was indeed going to break down. And there was nothing they could do about it.

“The City is an Unstable Era,” Elio pointed out, seeing their faces. “Our future is not fixed. So it follows that there is something we can do. First, we must locate the Lead Casket and ensure its safety. We must also discover how it works. There are Scientists and Historians here who can do that – or I can do it myself. But I should need to examine one of the other Caskets to find out how they interact. The only one which seems within our reach is the Silver.”

Jonathan scrambled to his feet. “Let’s go at once. If we get there before the thief does—”

Elio shook his head. “Master Jonathan,” he said, “you are not fit. You have been at death’s door, and I should not have kept you talking. We can go at any moment and still arrive before the thief. And there are two days before the City reaches its beginnings. Much can be done in two days. You must go to bed.”

Now Elio pointed it out, Jonathan clearly felt fainter than ever. He clutched at the back of a sofa. “But—”

“But nothing,” said Vivian. “You look awful.”

“But I’ve still got this,” Jonathan said, holding up the egg. “I ought to put it back.”

“That would be most unwise,” Elio said. “Were someone else to find that lock and use it, the thing might malfunction more seriously yet and strand that person in history. Let us put it where it will do no harm.” He took the egg from Jonathan’s fingers and buried it in the golden hat on the cake-stand, among the marbles and the padlocks. “There – we will keep it for use in an emergency,” he said. Then he took Jonathan’s arm and marched him from the room, much more gently than he had marched Leon to the time-lock, but quite as irresistibly. “We will see you to bed,” he said, “and I will inform Madam Sempitern that you have a slight fever.”

Jonathan protested all the way to his room. Sam followed, protesting too. “I’m coming too when you get the Silver! You’ve no right to leave me behind!”

“You shall go,” Elio promised. “But first give me time to prepare. The Silver Age is at least as dangerous as the Gold.”

If Elio hoped to put Sam off by saying that, he made a mistake. Sam insisted he was not afraid, and went on insisting while Vivian was helping Elio bundle Jonathan into his bed. A look of great relief came over Jonathan as soon as he was lying floating under his cover. “Great Time! This feels good!” he said. “I feel as if I’ve been on the go for a week!”

“A night’s sleep will restore you,” Elio said and he left to tell Jenny that Jonathan had a fever.

Sam, to Vivian’s secret delight, doubled up in the empty-frame chair. “I feel awful too,” he complained. “My stomach’s all green obscene.”

“Serve you right,” Jonathan said, turning over with his back to them both. “Go away to bed and leave me in peace.”

Sam sighed and got up. Now for it! Vivian thought. “Oh, Sam,” she said sweetly. “Before you go, can you work Jonathan’s automat for me? I want a butter-pie and I don’t know how to get one.”

Sam saw nothing peculiar in this. He trudged to the automat and banged away at its pipes and kicked its brass twiddles, until the flap finally came up to show the usual flowerpot with the stick in it. “There you are,” he said.

“Don’t you want one?” Vivian asked, picking up the flowerpot.

Sam, to her great pleasure, actually shuddered. “Not till tomorrow,” he said.

“Then,” said Vivian, “you are going to eat this one. Now. As a punishment for stealing all my money.” She grabbed Sam by the back of his head before he could move and forced the butter-pie against his mouth. Sam bawled and kicked and struggled. But he was smaller than Vivian and she held on to him almost as easily as Elio had held Leon. Every time he yelled, she got butter-pie into his mouth. If he shut his mouth, she stuffed it down his neck. Jonathan rolled over under his cover and laughed till his eyes ran.

“That’s made me feel better!” he said, when Vivian decided Sam had had about one hundred creditsworth and let go of him at last.

“It’s made me feel worse,” Sam said glumly. “I think you’ve put me off butter-pies for life.”

Vivian was glad to see from this that she had got Sam’s character right. Sam knew a fair punishment when he met one. He was not going to try for another revenge.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
THE GNOMON

Vivian went to her own room feeling almost as exhausted as Jonathan. That was the real disadvantage of time-travel. She and Jonathan had come back only five minutes or so after they left Time City, but in between they had spent half a day in the Age of Gold and had some frightening experiences there. And there were still hours of the day left in the City. Vivian let her door slide shut, very thankful that Dr Wilander had not been able to set her any more brain-damaging tasks.

Elio’s voice spoke out of the bedside Deck. “Miss Vivian, I have ordered a selection of my favourite films to be relayed to your room. Just press the white button on your Deck and the first one will start to play.”

“Thanks, Elio. You’re an angel,” Vivian said.

“My pleasure,” said Elio’s voice.

Vivian sat on the floating cover of her bed. It made a great difference to have someone as efficient as Elio helping them. All the same, she had a suspicion that Elio was thinking of it all as an adventure, just the way she had herself. She knew it was serious now. She could still see Jonathan half-sitting in that bush if she closed her eyes. And there was another serious thought. If Time City broke down entirely, it could damage the rest of history horribly. In which case, what would become of Mum and Dad?

I have to stay here now, Vivian thought, and do my best to put it right. Nobody else here cares about history except me.

Then she pressed the white button and forgot her worries. She had a film orgy. She saw films that were made before she was born and films that would not be made until long after her lifetime was over. She would have forgotten to go down to supper if Petula had not come along to remind her. As it was, she forgot that Jonathan would not be there. She went down with her head in the clouds and came out of them with a bump when she found that the only other people there were Jenny and Sempitern Walker. They seemed rather tired too after the Founding Ceremony that afternoon.

“I looked in on Jonathan, but he was asleep,” Jenny said anxiously. “Did he seem very ill to you?”

Vivian found that she had perfected the art of lying by telling the truth. She did not even have to think. “He was quite bad to begin with, but he got better soon after that,” she said sedately. “He felt a lot better as soon as he was in bed. He laughed.”

“Oh good. Then he can’t be too bad,” Jenny said.

Sempitern Walker did not speak to Vivian, but he kept shooting her strange anguished looks. Oh dear! Vivian thought. He’s not forgiven me for laughing at him yesterday. She sat and listened to the two of them talking. It seemed that the Iron Guardian had joined in the procession again. Poor thing! This time, however, Mr Enkian had seen it. He was so angry that he had refused even to come to dinner and let himself be soothed.

“I feel quite grateful to whichever student it was,” said Jenny. “Enkian in that mood is dreadfully hard work.”

But it wasn’t a student! Vivian thought. Leon Hardy was in long ago Italy long before the ceremony stopped, so he couldn’t have been working his gramophone. That proves Elio’s right. It is the real Guardian.

“I always hope,” Sempitern Walker said wistfully, “that some day Wilander will break Enkian’s neck. It’s a long thin neck, perfect for breaking. I’d break it myself if I had the strength.” And he shot Vivian another anguished glare. Vivian looked hurriedly down at her plate in order not to laugh.

Towards the end of dinner, Jenny said, “By the way, Vivian, did Jonathan tell you there’s no school tomorrow morning or the day after?”

“He forgot,” said Vivian. “Why isn’t there?”

“It’s so the children can come and watch the ceremonies,” Jenny explained. “Everybody comes to the last ones. Time City simply grinds to a halt for these two days.” This turn of phrase gave Vivian an uncomfortable jolt. Nor did she feel much better when Jenny added, “But Dr Wilander asked me to tell you to come to him in the afternoons as usual.”

Vivian realised that they would have the whole morning in which to look for the Lead Casket in the Gnomon Tower. She got up early the next day and went to Jonathan’s room to see if he was well enough to come with her. Jonathan was not there. Nor was he downstairs in the matutinal or anywhere else Vivian looked. She could not understand it at first. Then the Palace began to resound with running footsteps and shouting.

“Oh no!” Vivian exclaimed. “He has started early!”

“He has indeed, miss,” Elio said, rushing past with a heavy pleated coat. “The ceremony does not begin until ten-thirty.”

Jonathan must have an instinct! Vivian thought, watching Elio race away along the hall. Elio was not running anything like as fast as she now knew he could. He was humouring the Sempitern. But she had no doubt that if Sempitern Walker did seem likely to be late, Elio would start moving with blurred speed and get the Sempitern there in time.

She turned to go back to the matutinal and almost ran into Sempitern Walker charging the other way. He was wearing nothing but pale green underwear and a red scarf. His hair had come out of its topknot and was hanging down over one ear. Vivian found herself starting to laugh. She tried to dodge round him in order to go away quickly, but Sempitern Walker reeled backwards as if she had almost knocked him down and pointed at her accusingly.

“You,” he said. “Find me my Semiotic Slippers – quickly!”

“What – what do they look like?” Vivian quavered, biting the insides of her cheeks.

“Black with twisted toes and platinum embroidery,” said the Sempitern. “They must be upstairs somewhere. They’re not down here anywhere. Hurry up, girl!” He rushed past her and raced away up the stairs in a patter of long bare feet.

Vivian clattered up the stairs after him with her hand over her mouth, trying to keep her eyes off the streaming red scarf and the flying hairy legs. This must be his revenge on me for laughing! she thought. I shall die trying not to giggle!

At the top of the stairs, the Sempitern swung round. “Don’t follow me!” he shouted unreasonably. “You go that way. I’ll look along here,” he said, and went bounding away along the railed landing. Halfway along, he swung round again and saw that Vivian was still standing there with both hands helplessly over her mouth. “What are you doing?” he bawled. “You’re all useless, useless! I shall be late!” And he went into a dance of rage and frustration.

The sight of the Sempitern in his green underwear leaping and jumping and waving his arms was too much for Vivian. She doubled up over the banisters, screaming. “This is no time to be seasick!” the Sempitern yelled.

Vivian managed to raise her head. The Sempitern’s yells had enabled the Palace helpers to find him. Petula was tiptoeing from one end of the landing with a bundle of embroidered robe and the others were creeping up from the other end, hoping to trap the Sempitern between them and get him into the things they were carrying. But the Sempitern continued to caper about, his topknot flying like Jonathan’s pigtail, waving his arms at Vivian. “Hunt the Slippers!” he bawled at her.

Vivian went on laughing, but she was laughing with amazement now. Good Heavens! she thought. He knows he’s funny and he wants me to laugh! “Only if you haven’t hidden them yourself!” she screamed back at him.

“I never hide things. It happens quite naturally,” the Sempitern roared. He avoided Petula with a leap like a ballet dancer’s, just as Petula seemed sure to catch him, and sprinted away round the landing. “Slippers!” his voice shouted in the distance. “Where has that fool Elio put my Caucasian coat?”

Vivian wiped her eyes and sniffed and tottered after everyone as they tore after the Sempitern. The slippers were halfway up the next flight of stairs, where the Sempitern must have known they were. Vivian picked them up and joined in the pursuit. I think everyone’s taken him far too seriously up to now, she thought as she pelted up the stairs. Maybe he took himself seriously, until I started to laugh and he discovered he liked it!

Whatever the reason, Sempitern Walker excelled himself that morning. He careered along corridors, plunged down stairs two at a time, threw golden hats into baths and shoes at people. He shouted. He danced. And whenever they seemed to have him cornered, he escaped all the hands reaching to give him vestments and trousers as if they belonged to so many time-ghosts and sped off in a new direction, bawling for different garments. Vivian became weak with laughing.

Jenny kept turning up to join in the chase, in various stages of getting dressed herself, and after a while she caught Vivian’s laughter. She had to stagger away with her hands over her face. One of Petula’s younger helpers was soon as bad as Vivian, and they lost one of the men who polished the floors halfway, when he had to sit on the back stairs and guffaw. By the end, nearly everyone was in fits of laughter. There were even lines round the ends of Elio’s mouth when he caught Sempitern Walker in the hall and firmly put him into the pleated coat.

It was nearly time for the ceremony by then. Outside in the Close, the Annuate Guard was lining up in scarlet and gold, and Sam was on the steps of the Palace, looking in through the glass doors and grinning all over a face that was once more pink and healthy. Sempitern Walker stood still and let Elio clip the red scarf to his headdress. He climbed meekly into the pleated trousers Jenny passed him and let everyone pass him the various staffs and chains that went with the clothes. Last of all, he held up each foot in turn so that Vivian could put the Semiotic Slippers on them. When she stood up, he gave her an unusually anguished glare. She was fairly sure that this was the Sempitern’s way of winking.

Elio brushed the stiff coat into order and sent Sempitern Walker safely out to meet the Annuate Guard, with Jenny beside him. Then he turned to Vivian. “We have all suffered a good deal of amusement,” he said. “Will you investigate the Gnomon, miss, while I explore the other possibilities?”

“Yes, I was going to,” Vivian said. “But I can’t find Jonathan.”

Elio nodded to the stairs. Jonathan was coming down them, looking cool and lordly and as healthy as Sam. “Let’s get going,” Jonathan said.

Jonathan, Vivian thought, did not take the right attitude to his father. In fact, now she considered it, she had scarcely even seen them speak to one another. As she and Sam and Jonathan followed the last of the Annuate Guard across the Close, she tried to put things right. “Why do you always vanish when your father’s getting ready for a ceremony?” she said. “You shouldn’t. It’s so funny! I ache from laughing!”

“I’m not going to stand and watch my father making an ass of himself,” Jonathan answered haughtily. “I’m a Lee after all.”

“He’s a very good ass!” Vivian protested. But she saw from Jonathan’s face that he would not forgive her if she said any more. So she gave up.

They made their way towards the Gnomon through an increasing throng of people. What Jenny had told Vivian seemed to be true. Though there were tourists there in thousands, more than half the throng were in Time City pyjamas. When they got to the Avenue of the Four Ages, the crowd was thicker still and the Avenue itself was roped off, with Time Patrollers standing by the ropes. The zig-zag stairs up Endless Hill were roped off too and guards in coloured uniforms lined the ropes the whole way up.

“Bother!” said Jonathan. “I’d forgotten the ceremony was here today. We’ll have to go round the back.”

They worked their way out again, the opposite way all the other people were going. Vivian looked back regretfully. A band was playing. The Avenue looked very splendid with the streamers of light fluttering from the arches in wonderful combinations of colour. Children in the crowd had flags and long sticks that played musical chimes. This ceremony looked fun.

“It is,” said Sam. “Never mind. We can see it next year.”

But I can’t! Vivian thought, just as Jonathan said, “There may not be a next year unless we can find that Casket.” This made Vivian think, Jonathan’s the only person in the City who isn’t like Sam. Sam thinks it’s all right deep down. I know Sam’s little, but even Elio thinks everything will be all right. And everybody else is carrying on just as usual, even though they must know there’s a crisis – as if Time City is going to go on for ever. I suppose there’s not much else most of them can do. But you’d think some of them would be worried!

It took them quite a while of pushing and squeezing to work their way round to the back of Endless Hill. There all the alleyways were empty and Jonathan took them quickly to a tall, gilded iron gate, which opened on to a long flight of stairs. The gate was kept shut, he said, so that people would not realise there was another way into the Gnomon, but it was not forbidden.

The stairs went straight up among the ornamental bushes planted all over Endless Hill. Jonathan took them at a run. Vivian switched on her low-weight function, but even so she was puffing by the time they reached the tower. She had already run up and down more stairs than she cared to think that morning.

“No entry today,” said the Annuate Guard at the small door opposite the end of the stairs. “The procession’s due here soon.” There were twelve doors into the tower and there was an Annuate Guard standing to attention in front of all the doors Vivian could see. She began to feel that if the Lead Casket was in the Gnomon, it was probably quite safe anyway.

Jonathan managed to look piteous. “But we have to get in! Dr Wilander’s giving us a test on the Gnomon this afternoon. He told us to come here.”

“Dr Wilander, eh?” the Guard said respectfully. “He’s not someone I want to fall foul of. I’ll see if we can stretch a point.” She opened the door and put her head inside to speak to someone there. After a while, two heads looked out at them round the next door along. They belonged to two Patrollers who knew Sam well. They let them all inside.

The round room at the bottom of the tower was empty except for a spiral pillar in the middle. The empty spaces between the twelve doors were painted to look like flowering trees half-hiding views of Time City. They could tell at a glance that nothing could be hidden here. The floor was one huge round slab of stone.

If the Casket’s under that, we’ll never find it! Vivian thought.

Sam’s voice boomed through the room. “He wants us to see the whole tower.”

“All right, son,” a Patroller said. “That can be arranged.”

They were given a guided tour. The way up the tower was by the spiral pillar in the middle. The Patroller put his foot on one of the ridges that wound round the pillar and began to travel up and round the pillar. When his head was near the painted ceiling, there was room for Sam to put his foot on a ridge and travel upwards too. Vivian followed Sam and Jonathan followed her. They were carried up and round miraculously, through the ceiling – where there had not seemed any place to get through – and up into somewhere that was full of light. Vivian had to shut her eyes. She opened them in time to see that they were spiralling upwards inside what seemed to be a glass pillar.

Up they went, into a part where the light was so confusingly split and reflected that she could not tell what was doing it, and after a time they spiralled out into the Time Pagoda at the very top of the Gnomon. Vivian, a little giddily, stared out through lacy arches at Time City spread about her. She could see the jets of the Pendulum Gardens rising and falling behind the dome of The Years, and the graceful finger of Whilom Tower in front of strange, lopsided Perpetuum. There was even a glimpse of the sloping golden roof of the Chronologue in the distance, and a grey roof in front that must be the Annuate Palace. Beyond, the green country stretched away to its sudden end in the sky.

From the next archway round there was a marvellous view of the Avenue of the Four Ages, down to Millennium, and the procession of the ceremony halfway along it. The thing that took up most of the Pagoda behind was the huge bell of the Midday Clock. They could see that there was no Casket hidden in the bell. It was made of something transparent, right down to its giant clapper, and the sun flashed blindingly off it in the southern arch.

“Best not to spend too long up here,” the Patroller warned them. “You’d go deaf when it strikes. It breaks your eardrums.”

Jonathan checked the lacy stone all round the Pagoda, but it was too open to hide anything. A tourist had tried to hide the stick from a butter-pie in one of the larger openings and the Patroller found it at once. He sternly removed it before he led the way down a staircase that spiralled outside the tower. It was a cunning staircase, with a high outer wall, only open to the sky. You could not tell it was there from the ground. It was a long way down, because the next floor took up half the height of the tower.

“The works of the clock,” the Patroller announced proudly, as he turned off the stairs and in through a tall thin doorway.

The works were all made of glass and they were all moving. Vivian stared round in amazement at shining cogs slowly turning to connect with transparent ratchets and glass rods and springs – hundreds and hundreds of them, each brightly and gently moving and each connecting somehow to the giant glass pillar in the middle, which was slowly, slowly turning too.

We came up that pillar! she thought, dazzled by the rainbow twinkles and stunned by the clear greenish depths of the glass. But there was nowhere for anything to be hidden because you could see through everything. Even the walls between the long thin windows were made of something half transparent. The light shone through them almost the colour of a butter-pie. Anything made of lead would have shown up like an ink blot.

The flicker over Jonathan’s eyes had thickened to protect him from the light, but Vivian could see his eyes screwed up in disappointment as they turned to follow the Patroller again. The Patroller did not want them to stay for long here either, because the Midday Clock could deafen you in this part too.

“Faber John wanted to show people it wasn’t hidden here,” Sam whispered breathily.

“Hush!” Vivian whispered back, although the space was filled with faint chiming tinkles from the moving glass and the Patroller probably could not hear.

The outside staircase went on to the ground, but there were stairs inside the wall to the next floor, because the tower was thicker near its base. It must have been a sort of look-out place at one time, because the room below had wide windows all round, but now it was done up as a small museum and was really rather dull. The only unusual thing was the glass pillar in the middle, gently turning, turning all the time. But the Lead Casket might easily have been put in as a museum exhibit. They rushed eagerly to the nearest display case.

“This is one of the first-ever automats,” the Patroller said, stopping at a machine by the doorway. “Still in working order too! Do any of you fancy a butter-pie?”

Sam shuddered.

“Er – no thanks,” Jonathan said. “We – er – we’re supposed to be working.”

He switched on his pen function. As they went round the cases, he pretended to be very busy taking notes on a rather bent note-sheet he fished out of his pocket.

Vivian went round ahead of him and saw quite quickly that there was nothing at all like a Casket here either. Most of the things had once belonged to Faber John. There was a hat rather like Sempitern Walker’s Amporic Mitre, only it was for a much bigger head – and it was on its side so that Vivian could see nothing was hidden in it – and a very large frayed glove; a star-shaped gold medal; a page of notes in Universal Symbols; documents; and nothing interesting at all. Vivian loitered over to the glass pillar and waited for Jonathan to give up.

There were four niches in the pillar, about level with Vivian’s eyes. She saw each niche in turn, as the pillar slowly revolved and the boys slowly investigated each case. She walked round the pillar and looked at the niches again.

They were all different. She could see they had been moulded specially to fit four things that were not the same size and shape. One was flat and square and quite large. The Iron Casket! Vivian thought. The two niches on either side of that were both oval, one small and one big. I bet those are for the Silver and the Lead! she thought. But she had no way of telling which was which. The fourth space, on the side of the pillar opposite to the square niche, was for something tall, with several sides. The Gold! Vivian thought. From the tiny grooves in that niche and the large oval one, she could see that two of the Caskets were beautifully ornamented.

“What are these spaces for?” she asked the Patroller, to make quite sure.

He looked a little embarrassed. “Well,” he said, “the story goes that those are for Faber John’s polarities. They’re supposed to come back to the pillar at the end of time. That’s only a story, of course – but we keep them empty that way in case.”

“You should have known that,” Vivian said to Jonathan.

He went pink and took on his most lordly look. “If you live in this place,” he said, “you leave the Gnomon for tourists. Let’s go. The procession’s nearly got here.”

“You get the best view in the City from this window here,” the Patroller said, thinking that Jonathan was in a hurry to see the ceremony. “You’re welcome to watch from here with me.”

“Oh good!” said Sam. He slid between the case with the hat in and the case with the glove and pressed his face to the window beyond. Vivian slid in beside him. Jonathan sighed and leant on the case with the hat.

They were looking straight down the hill at the zig-zag steps. The procession had just reached the bottom of them and the elderly Annuate Guard who walked in front carrying a huge golden spear was starting to climb up. Behind him came Jonathan’s father, stiff and tall in his pleated coat and high headdress, and behind that a mass of people in robes of all colours, with banners, standards, pots streaming red smoke and large feather fans. As the Sempitern put his foot on the lowest step, there came a tremendous noise. It burred through the room and through their heads. The museum cases vibrated.

“There goes the clock,” said the Patroller, leaning beside Jonathan. “I must say the Sempitern does know how to time his ceremonies. That’s perfect!”

The Sempitern started to climb. Beside him, a figure in green was suddenly trying to struggle up the steps too.

“Only the Endless Ghost,” the Patroller said soothingly.

Vivian was having trouble with the vibrations from the clock. She nodded, then shook her head to clear it. She had scarcely got her head comfortable when the noise came again. It seemed to set the whole tower quaking. Below, Sempitern Walker climbed past the Endless Ghost without looking at it. The rest of the stately colourful procession followed, ignoring the desperate green man, sweeping round and beside and through him. The clock struck again. And one person in the procession noticed the struggling green ghost. Vivian had glimpses of him, a grey figure among the coloured robes, bending to stretch a helping hand out to the ghost. He seemed puzzled when his hand went through the ghost, and he tried again and again, more pleadingly each time. The Endless Ghost simply went on struggling up the steps and the procession ignored both of them. The clock struck four, five, six, while stately people climbed past.

“Iron Guardian,” Sam whispered, making the window misty with his breath.

“Poor thing,” Vivian murmured. She felt sorrier than ever for the Iron Guardian. He seemed quite unable to tell that it was only a ghost he was trying to touch. She knew why he kept trying. The struggling man was the ghost of the Watcher of the Gold. And he’s going to try to bring the Gold to the tower and something’s going to stop him! Vivian thought. She turned to look at Jonathan. He had recognised the Watcher too. He was pale with alarm.

But the clock went on striking and the procession went on climbing. They lost sight of the Endless Ghost and the Iron Guardian, when Sempitern Walker’s beautiful timing brought him to the top of the steps exactly on the stroke of twelve and their view of the steps was blocked by real people in colourful regalia.

“I’m afraid we have to leave now,” Jonathan said politely.

“I’m staying,” said Sam.

“All right. But V.S. and I have to get something to eat before we go to Dr Wilander,” Jonathan said. He and Vivian thanked the Patroller and left the museum room by the steps on the outside of the tower. That way, they came out near the back and avoided the ceremony.

Vivian was still troubled by the vibrations from the bell. Her legs shook. Down on the ground, she felt as if the solid earth of Endless Hill was quivering. “The sound does that to some people,” Jonathan said. “It’ll go. Well – what do you think? It was so obvious that the Casket wasn’t there that I think it may be.”

“You’re being too clever,’ Vivian said, and only just stopped herself adding, “As usual!” She said patiently, “Whoever arranged that tower was trying to show people the Casket was somewhere else. Sam said so. That’s the kind of thing he’s usually right about.”

“Then he’s being too clever, and so are you,” Jonathan said. “We haven’t a clue where else to look. You’ll have to ask Dr Wilander this afternoon.”

“You ask him,” said Vivian.

“No, you do it,” said Jonathan. “You got him going beautifully last time, and it looks better if you do it. I’m supposed to know about the City.”

“But you know how to get round him best,” said Vivian.

They argued about it all the while they were eating seaweed shrimp sundae in Aeon Square and, the whole time, Vivian went on feeling as if the ground was shaking. It can’t be the clock still! she thought. “Jonathan, can’t you honestly feel something like the earth trembling?”

The look Jonathan shot at her told her that he could. “I was hoping it was the bell,” he said.

“Then the City’s got to the end of time,” Vivian said. “This is it.”

“Yes, but which it?” Jonathan said. “Is it shaking because it’s slowing down, or because it’s breaking up?” They got up and crossed the square among crowds of people drifting away from the ceremony.

“You must ask Wilander,” Jonathan said. “Cunningly. It’s urgent.”

“Why me?” Vivian demanded.

This brought on the argument again and the argument went on all the way up the stairs of Perpetuum, where the stairs seemed to be shaking worse the higher they went. “You have to do it,” Jonathan said, as they turned into HERODOTIUM, “because he likes you.”

“What makes you think that?” said Vivian. The dark wood around them was creaking and shifting. “All he does is glare and growl and make fun of me!”

“He only makes fun of people he likes,” Jonathan said, and that won the argument. As they knocked at the door of SELDOM END, Vivian agreed to do the asking.

Her nerve failed as soon as they were inside. There among the warm smell of wood and books Dr Wilander sat in his hairy coat, lighting his pipe and looking at them through the smoke with his small clever eyes, as if he had never moved since they saw him last. Only the shabby purple gown flung over a pile of record-cubes showed that Dr Wilander must have moved to take part in the ceremony.

“I’m doing the Mind Wars with you today,” he snarled through the cloud of smoke. “Start attending. It’s the most unpleasant episode there ever was in any Fixed Era. Its effects are felt all through the following Unstable Era and go on to give rise to the Icelandic Empire. Consult your chart, Vivian, and tell me the main facts about the Mind Wars.”

Vivian looked at her chart. She supposed she should start asking by saying innocently, Dr Wilander, why is the ground shaking? But she could not seem to feel it in here. It was impossible to think of anything except that Dr Wilander showed no signs of liking either of them. Hate and contempt seemed better words for the way he glared at her.

“Before she does,” Jonathan said, seeing that Vivian was in trouble, “she wants to ask you something.”

Beast! thought Vivian.

“Then she had better speak for herself,” Dr Wilander growled. “Go ahead, Vivian. You can use deaf-and-dumb language if it’s more comfortable.”

Making fun of me, Vivian thought. Does that really mean he likes me? She gulped. “It’s – it’s about that paper you gave me to translate. Why does it tell you where to find three of the Caskets but not the Lead one?”

“I assume because the lesser Caskets are attracted to the Lead Casket and will find it for you,” Dr Wilander grunted. “There is no point looking for the Mind Wars in the Stone Age. You will find them in Fifty-seven Century.”

“Yes, but suppose that went wrong and someone had to find the Lead Casket,” Vivian said. “Have you any idea where Faber John put it?”

“We’re not going to waste the afternoon playing Hunt-the-Slipper for legendary objects,” Dr Wilander retorted. “But, while we’re at it, tell me the meaning of Faber John’s name.”

Vivian sighed. Each time they had tried to ask Dr Wilander something, he had gone off on another tack. It did not seem worth trying any more. She was so annoyed that she quite forgot for the moment that she was supposed to be Vivian Lee. “Smith,” she said. “It means boring old John Smith.”

This produced quite a lecture from Dr Wilander. “Boring?” he said. “Our founder’s name boring! It’s the most honourable name there is! In the days when names began, the name Smith had to be earned, and you earned it by being the most gifted man in the area. The first Smith was a genius who found out how to work metal. People came to him for science and for magic. He wasn’t just strong, if that’s what you mean. He made things. And he knew how to put virtue in those things so that they would do their proper job. He dared to find out about such matters and to use his knowledge. But if you simply mean that Smith is a common name, you are saying that there are remarkably many gifted people in the human race, and that is not boring either. And now consider the Mind Wars, please.”

And they did. Vivian thought they were sickening. She had not realised such cruel things could be done to people’s minds. Under attacks from various mind-weapons, all the nations she knew about disappeared for good, which upset her as much as the weapons. She had never been so glad to get away from the hot, wood-scented den in SELDOM END.

Jonathan, however, had clearly been thinking about something else the whole time. As they went down the quivering stairs, he said, “If he’s right about the other Caskets attracting the Lead one, then we’ve got to get the Silver in order to find it.”

Vivian said queasily, “But the Silver Age is just after the Mind Wars.”

“Yes, I know,” Jonathan said, dismissing this in his most lordly manner. “But we’re not going to get anywhere without it – unless Elio’s managed to find out more than we have, of course.”





CHAPTER FOURTEEN
THE AGE OF SILVER

Elio and Sam were waiting for them by the fountain in Time Close, where the water was all in criss-cross ripples from the shaking of the ground. Elio looked displeased. There was a frown on his smooth forehead, but it had nothing to do with the quaking of the earth.

“I have ransacked the records,” he said, “and there is no sign of the things Leon Hardy knew. I wish I had not been so hasty in banishing him to Italy. Furthermore, the being who watches the Gold Casket is a complete fool!”

“You mean you’ve been to the Age of Gold? Today?” Jonathan said.

“I wish we’d seen you first,” said Vivian. “The time-ghost that climbs the steps to the Gnomon is the Watcher of Gold.”

“That is another thing I did not know,” Elio said, frowning harder. “So he is bound to come here whatever I said.” He seemed so upset that Vivian daringly patted his arm. It was nothing at all like touching the Iron Guardian. Elio’s arm felt like an ordinary human arm.

“I think we’d better find the Silver Casket quickly,” Jonathan said anxiously.

“Yes,” Elio agreed. “We will go now.” They walked towards the Palace, past a time-ghost in ceremonial robes, who must have been a former Sempitern. “My visit to the Age of Gold was a great waste of energy,” Elio said. “There were wild persons in the trees, who made considerable efforts to kill me, and then an armed person on a horse, who seemed to feel it his business to kill all of us. And when I gave them the slip and made my way to Laununsun, the Watcher stood chewing a piece of grass and refused to respond to any of my arguments. I had to leave hastily anyway, for the person on the horse came back.” He sighed. As they went into the hall of the Palace, he said, “I hope we have better luck in the Age of Silver.”

Nobody said anything. Vivian thought that if her own feelings were anything to go by, Jonathan and Sam must be hoping that something would stop them going there. “Master Jonathan,” said Elio, “you have not yet revealed whereabouts in the Third Unstable Era Master Hardy told you to look for the Silver Casket.”

Jonathan went lordly. “Oh, haven’t I?” he said carelessly.

They turned the corner into the gallery, where the strong light made it plain that Jonathan was rather red. “You rat!” Sam cried out. “You went without me again!”

“That was where you disappeared to this morning!” Vivian said.

“Master Jonathan, you took a grave risk,” Elio said reprovingly. “There is constant war in that era. Furthermore, you must have used the worn-out control, for I had the functional one with me all day.”

“Yes, but I put it back in the hat,” Jonathan said. “And there’s no need to glare at me, Sam. I didn’t find a thing. It was all salt desert with not a soul in sight. I thought I’d go to a hundred years before the thief got there, you see, to make quite sure. But there wasn’t a sign of any Guardian, even when I shouted, and no way of telling where the Casket was. It was a dead loss.”

“And did the egg work properly?” Vivian asked.

“No,” said Jonathan. “When I tried to get back, it landed me in the Golden Age, quite near Laununsun. And it was you I saw there, Elio. I thought it was, but you were running across the meadow so fast that I wasn’t sure.”

“But it did take you back in the end?” Vivian said.

“Obviously,” said Jonathan, “or I wouldn’t be here. But it took ages, and I only got back just before my parents left for the ceremony. I was quite scared.”

“Rightly,” said Elio. “This time we will use my control. And we will go to five minutes before the thief reaches the Casket, since it is clear that he had information which we have not and can lead us to the place. That is, Master Jonathan, if you will now be generous enough to tell us where to go.”

“It’s in the Baltic Sea,” Jonathan admitted. “Leon said Sixty-four Century was the best time, because the sea’s dry for a hundred years on both sides of then.” And he told them a map reference which meant nothing to Vivian.

Elio seemed to understand. He looked dubious. “I hope Master Hardy told you right,” he said. “That is certainly a war-zone in that Century, however history runs, and, as I told you, I found that era very disturbed. However,” he added, looking more cheerful, “I shall be there to make sure you are safe, and I have taken care to provide us all with protective clothing. This way.”

He led the way towards the display cases at the far end of the gallery. Vivian stopped in front of the one that held her own luggage. It looked dusty and foreign to her now, and not at all useful. “Elio,” she said. “If we do get the Silver Casket and Time City’s all right, I’m going to need this for when I go home.”

Elio stopped with his head twisted round, staring at the luggage with obvious regret. “I have never had anything from Twenty Century before,” he said. “But of course you must have it when you need it.” Vivian could tell that it cost him a real wrench to say it.

But it is mine! she thought as Elio went on to the case that had held the Martian boots. There were now four flat silver packets in it instead. The label said, Twenty-four Century Nylon Stockings (for men). Elio opened the case, took the packets out and turned the label over. That side read, Display Removed for Repairs. He handed them a packet each as he led the way to the chained door.

Vivian’s stomach wobbled, and seemed to wobble worse every step of the way down to the underground room. Her fingers shook when she opened her packet by Elio’s belt-light. Odd-shaped filmy silver cloth spilled out.

“These are mind-shield suits from Fifty-six Century,” Elio told them. “I procured them from then because Mind War suits have never been bettered. Put them on over your heads and faces and let the rest spill down to your feet.”

“Why does it have to go all over?” asked Sam. “My mind’s in my head.”

“Ah, but there are nerves all over your body that lead to your head. A mind-warrior only has to find an unprotected nerve,” Elio explained. “These suits will stop that. They will also stop other weapons to some extent, provided you are not at close range.”

This made Vivian feel more wobbly than ever. It did not help to feel the ground still gently shaking, even down here. She pulled the strange cloth over her head. It was easy to breathe through, and it fell across her shoulders and down over the rest of her with the gentlest of touches. She spread her arms to look down at herself all covered in flowing silvery folds. We’re not going to be able to walk far, trailing around in this stuff! she thought. But after a pause, in which the cloth must have been adjusting to her, it suddenly shrank around her.

“Lift your feet, one after the other,” Elio said.

Vivian did so and the silvery stuff promptly shrank itself round the underside of each of her shoes. And she was wearing an all-over suit of filmy silver. The others were silver all over too. Sam’s face and Jonathan’s looked at her through the film, squashed and whitish.

“I can’t see too well,” Jonathan said. “It seems to be cancelling out my optical function.”

“Then keep close to me,” said Elio. The belt-light coming from under his suit made him look like a luminous ghost. “You must all keep close to me. I shall do my utmost to ensure our safety and, as you are aware, my utmost is more than twice that of a born-human.” He raised his hand with the red egg-shaped control in it, filmy under the suit, and pointed it at the flickering slate.

The slate vanished into a door opening on dazzling brightness. White, white sand stretched away to a distant pale blue sky. They stepped through it and their suited feet crunched and slipped on what felt like frost. Probably it’s salt from the dried-up sea, Vivian thought. But the place felt cold too. Her suit did not do much to stop a keen icy wind. She turned her head away from the wind and the white glare and realised that the white land was not a level desert at all. Blue shadows showed that it was a mass of hummocks and holes. Some of them were regular-looking ditches that reminded Vivian of the trenches in World War One.

Jonathan’s eye function had darkened in the glare. He turned his face rather blindly from side to side. “What’s happened? It was flat when I came here this morning.”

“Someone’s dug a lot of holes,” Sam told him.

A voice spoke. It rapped out words in a foreign language from overhead.

“Down!” said Elio, and threw himself flat on the white ground.

They all threw themselves down beside him. The whiteness was icy cold. The place where Vivian fell turned out to be on a slope, so that she rolled as she went down, and then slid. She ended flat on her back some way from the others, staring into the cloudless sky. The sky almost above her was filled by a half-transparent thing like a raft, which was floating in the air about fifty feet up. Leon Hardy told us wrong! she thought. He meant us to get killed! She did not dare move. The raft was bluish and she could see the bottoms of people’s feet through it. The faces of the people were peering down through paler bubbles at the edges of the raft. They were blank, squashed faces, covered in something yellowish, which must have been mind-suits rather like her own.

The voice rapped out again and the raft fired on them. Whatever it was came down in whitish ripples. Vivian screamed. For just an instant, before her suit cancelled the weapon out, something seemed to be tearing the inside of her head away. Then she just lay and watched the white ripples and hoped that the others’ suits were working properly too.

The firing stopped, but not because the people in the raft had finished. Another raft, a slightly greenish one, was coming in from higher up to attack the first one, moving very fast with a small whistle of wind. The first raft rose another fifty feet and sheered away sideways. As soon as it moved, Vivian saw a third raft, different again, with a mauve tinge, plummeting out of the high sky at the first two. Both the lower rafts shot away sideways, and then shot back again to attack the mauve one. They circled the sky, all three, up and down and around one another, fighting furiously without any sound except the thin whistling of the wind. Vivian had never imagined this kind of warfare. Since it was not aimed at her, her suit did not block very much of it out. Ripples sped sideways across her, bringing calm voices of madness, giggles of rage, hymns of nastiness, screams of exhaustion, tinkles of death, whistles of despair and loud songs of horror. And none of it made a sound. Vivian had to lie on the cold ground and bear it, in all its back-to-front wrongness.

Then, in the part of the sky that she could see between her own silvery feet, Vivian noticed a cloud of blue-grey smoke. It drifted nearer, fast and high, streaming this way and that and groping about as if it were looking for something, until it located the three fighting rafts. Then it came snaking in, grabbing for them like some enormous greyish glove. All three rafts tried frantically to get out of its way. One hurtled straight up into the air and a man fell off it. Vivian heard him give a real scream as he crashed to the ground. The second raft went low and hurtled past a few feet above Vivian, wobbling and weaving and spraying out ripples as if something was wrong with it. The last raft put on speed and raced away in the opposite direction. The cloud dived round and went after it. Two seconds later, the blue sky and the glittering white desert were completely empty.

Sam rolled over on the slope above Vivian. “How many sides are there in this war?” he said.

“Time alone knows!” said Jonathan, crawling to his hands and knees. “That was nasty!” He stood up, shivering.

Vivian got up, with her teeth chattering, and helped Sam to his feet. Elio was the last to stand up. He raised himself slowly and painfully and, to their horror, most of the suit under his right arm had gone blue and melted-looking.

“It is nothing,” he said. “Just something from that low-flying raft. I am all right. I was made to withstand adversity. Let us find that Casket before any more warriors appear.”

He tore open his suit on the side opposite to the melted blueness and fetched out a small gleaming gadget. The suit sealed itself up behind it.

Sam forgot his fright. “Hey!” he said. “That’s a Hundred-and-ten Century metal detector! My dad’s got one. He says you can’t get one for love nor money these days. How did you get hold of it? Can I work it?”

Sam got his way because Elio was limping and swaying and Jonathan was stumbling about with his hands out like a sleepwalker. With his eye function dark in the glare and the veil of the suit in front of it, he could barely see at all. He switched it off disgustedly in the end.

Sam confidently turned the metal detector to detect silver and went stumping off in widening circles. “My dad says there’s nothing to beat these,” he called out. “You can find needles in haystacks. Keep close. It’s showing something already!”

They tried to keep up with Sam as he tramped off in the direction the cloud had come from, but it was hard going. The salty sand was a mass of holes and frozen hummocks, ditches and mounds. One moment they would be sliding down a glittering slope, and the next, they would be having to jump a deep blue trench. Vivian had to help Jonathan most of the time. She tried to help Elio too, but he waved her away.

“I am fine,” he panted. “My efficiency is in no way impaired.”

Vivian did not believe him. Elio’s face, mistily showing through the suit, seemed to be twisted with pain. What will Sempitern Walker do if Elio’s badly hurt? she was wondering, when Sam pointed the detector at the side of a tall white mound ahead and it gave out a strong, clear cheeping sound.

“Got it!” Sam bawled. “It’s here! Did you bring something to dig with, Elio?”

“You won’t need to do any digging,” said a soft voice from the top of the mound.

Their heads all jerked up to look at the silvery person standing there. It was a woman, as far as they could see. She was not easy to see, because she seemed to be made of masses and masses of trailing silvery whitenesses. All in silver, Vivian thought, which befits an Age where men create and kill in marvellous ways. She’s made of layers of mind-suit! Under the silvery layers, Vivian could just pick out what seemed to be a lovely face.

“Are you the Guardian of the Silver Casket?” Sam asked.

“That is right,” said the woman. Her voice had a lilt to it, or a trace of a foreign accent. Vivian could just see very red lips move, smilingly, as the Guardian said, “And why do you come seeking me and my Casket two days before the proper time?”

“A thief is trying to steal it, madam,” Elio said. His voice sounded forced and scratchy. Vivian was sure he was in a lot of pain. “This will bring about the destruction of Time City and possibly also render all history violently unstable. We therefore think you should take the Casket to the safety of Time City at once, where it will enable us to discover the mechanism of all the other Caskets, particularly the Lead.”

Jonathan was shading his eyes with both hands in an effort to see the Guardian. “We need it urgently,” he said. “You see, we think the Caskets attract one another, and if they do, the Silver will help us to find the Lead before it’s too late to do any good.”

“You do not have the Lead Casket?” said the Guardian. She sounded quite surprised.

“Not yet, madam, but we know it is in Time City,” Elio said.

“The Lead Casket is in Time City,” the Guardian declared. Her voice rang out, strong and comforting. “It can be found by using the Silver to attract it. Very well. As you need the Silver so badly, I will break the injunctions that were laid on me and give you the Casket now.” And to their great relief and surprise, her hand came forward among the floating draperies around her, a long silvery hand, holding a large shiny egg-shaped thing. As Elio hobbled awkwardly up the mound and took the Casket, Vivian saw that it was wonderfully ornamented, in lacy shapes. She was rather ashamed that it reminded her so much of an Easter egg.

But she forgot that the next moment. A white flash of movement caught the corner of her eye. She looked round just in time to see a small silvery figure slide along the blue shadow of a nearby ditch and scramble among the hummocks beyond. “The thief!” she yelled and dashed off after him.

As she raced along the ditch and leaped among the hummocks, someone screamed “Vivian!” after her. She took no notice. She had the silver figure in sight now, with the sun glinting off it. The boy was running for his life across the uneven ground and she knew she could run faster than he could. She had nearly caught him last time. He had somehow got himself a mind-suit, but he was not carrying the Iron Casket and Vivian was sure that this meant he would not be able to escape by time-travelling this time.

It’s the Caskets that time-travel! she thought, in a surge of understanding. Her frozen feet warmed up and the cold air hurt in her chest. She shut her mouth and pelted joyfully across the jumbled, pitted ground. The thief glanced round, saw she was gaining and swerved away desperately.

Then the ground gave way under Vivian. Something the same colour as the white sand tore under her running feet, and then came apart all round her with a soggy ripping noise. She was pitching down into a deep hole. Much to her own surprise, her finger went to the low-weight stud on the belt under the mind-suit and pressed it in time to save her from breaking a bone. She went light as she hit the grey rocks at the bottom of the hole, and bounced, and came down again, where she lay staring up at a torn shape of blue sky high above.

“Oh bother and damn!” she said. The thief had tricked her and got away again.

“Are you badly hurt?” someone asked. It was a man’s voice, but it was high and quavering and nervous.

Vivian lay quite still and turned her eyes carefully sideways. There was a mind-warrior in a silver suit like her own huddled at the other side of the hole. She remembered the man who had fallen screaming out of the raft. I shall pretend to be dead, she decided. Perhaps he’ll climb out and go away.

“I ask because I had some skill in healing once,” the warrior said, in his nervous, fluting voice. When Vivian did not answer, he sighed loudly. “You may not believe this, but I am quite peaceful,” he said. “I was a lover of all arts before these terrible wars began. I painted pictures and made music. I even wrote an epic once.”

Vivian went on lying still and tried to let her eyes fall gently shut. I’m dead, she thought. My last word was damn!

The warrior sighed again. “Perhaps it will convince you that I am harmless,” he said, “if I were to recite you my poem. It is in twelve parts in the ancient manner and its title is ‘The Silver Sea’. The opening line is ‘Mind and the men I sing’ – this because it celebrates the great civilisations that once flourished around the shores of this sea. Do you follow me? Shall I recite?”

No! Just go away! Vivian thought.

Rasping footsteps sounded overhead. Elio’s veiled face looked down at her through the torn slit above. “Miss Vivian?” he said. His voice sounded thick and wobbly.

Vivian sat up with a jerk. And far from trying to kill her, the warrior cringed away against the wall of the hole. “Oh Elio!” Vivian called. “You’ve hurt yourself trying to run after me!”

“Are you all right?” Elio called down.

“Yes,” she called back. “There’s a mind-soldier down here, but I think his brain’s been hurt in the fight.”

This was the wrong thing to say. Elio instantly came floating down on his low-weight function. Even that hurt him. He gasped as he landed and turned to the warrior crouching by the wall. “If you have harmed this young lady, you shall pay,” he croaked.

The warrior shook his head and held up both shiny hands. “Not I,” he said. “I am an artist and a man of peace. My mind is indeed hurt, but not in any fight.”

Elio simply grunted at this and sank down to sit beside Vivian, panting. This seemed to interest the mind-warrior. To Vivian’s alarm, he left the side of the hole and came crawling cautiously towards Elio. She was very relieved when Sam’s voice boomed out overhead. “They’re in here.” The warrior at once darted back to cringe against the wall again. “Hold on to me,” Sam boomed. “Then press the stud and jump.”

The slit above went dark. Vivian realised what was happening and scrambled up in time to give Jonathan and Sam a shove as they both came heavily down on Jonathan’s overweighted low-weight function. That way they missed Elio and landed in the other side of the pit from the mind-warrior.

“Ow!” said Jonathan. “What’s this now?”

“It’s a shelter,” Sam told him, “with a warrior in it.”

Jonathan made an exasperated noise and pressed his eye-function stud. He tried to peer round the pit in spite of its flicker being criss-crossed by an opposite flicker from the mind-suit. “I think Elio’s much worse than he says,” he whispered to Vivian. “Is that warrior fellow safe?”

“He’s potty,” Vivian whispered back. “He’s the one that fell out of that raft and I think they got him with their ripples.”

“No. I am not that one,” said the warrior. He was kneeling halfway across the pit, with his hands spread out in a helpless sort of way. Now he was under the light from the split covering and she could see him clearly, Vivian thought she had never in her life seen a face that was so much like a skull. It was the warrior’s real face too. He did not have a veil to his suit. “That man fell some metres away from here,” he said, “and I fear he is dead.” His skull of a face turned to Elio. “Forgive me, friend, but you seem badly hurt too. Will you allow me to help you? I was once quite good at healing.”

Elio drew himself up proudly against the wall. “Thank you – no,” he said. “It is the merest scratch. I shall just catch my breath and then we shall leave. We have an important errand elsewhere.”

The warrior bowed his head politely. “Of course. Forgive me – how big is the scratch?”

“No more than a foot long, and probably only six inches wide,” Elio said dismissively. “I cannot think why I allow it to inconvenience me.”

Long before he had finished saying this, Sam, Jonathan and Vivian were shouting, “Oh Elio! That’s serious!”

“It is?” Elio asked, looking questioningly from them to the warrior.

“Most people would consider that a serious wound,” the warrior agreed.

“I did not know!” Elio said. “I have never had my flesh injured before. Perhaps then I have been after all functioning quite well in adversity. Can you repair me, sir?”

“I can try,” said the warrior. He crawled forward and stretched a bony silver-covered hand towards the crumpled blue part of Elio’s suit. Long before his hand came anywhere near, Elio made a noise that was almost a scream and threw himself away sideways. The warrior crawled after him, reaching out again. As far as Vivian could tell, he never did actually touch Elio. Elio went on making the noise and she and Jonathan and Sam all rushed to stop the warrior.

“Stop it! You’re hurting him!” Vivian cried.

“He’s killing him!” Jonathan said.

“He’s an enemy! Stop him!” Sam shouted.

Then they all fell quiet and stood still when Elio stood up with the silver egg under one arm. He ran his hand rather wonderingly down his crumpled blue side. He did not look well. His face was shiny with sweat. “That must have been pain,” he said. “Thank you, sir. You have given me another experience I have never had before. And the scratch appears to be mended.”

“I am afraid I am not able to mend your suit,” the warrior said apologetically. He had gone back to his side of the pit, but he was standing up too. They looked at him nervously. He was very tall and almost as thin as a skeleton. “What are you?” he asked Elio. “You are not easy to mend either.”

“I am an android,” Elio said. He said it as proudly as Jonathan said he was a Lee. “Are you one also? You do not strike me as normal for a human.”

“I am not sure,” said the warrior. “I think, like you, I was specially made.”

His skull face turned up towards the torn cover of the pit. He sighed. “It is over,” he said. “The woman has gone and I should go back to my task, the one I was made for. I was designed to be Keeper of Faber John’s Silver Casket, if that means anything to you. But I think I have been a poor Keeper.”

“You can’t be!” Jonathan exclaimed.

“He is potty!” Sam whispered loudly to Vivian.

“I fear,” Elio said politely, “that you are under a misapprehension, sir. The Guardian of the Casket is female and she gave the Casket to me just now. This is it.” He took the silver egg from under his arm and showed it to the warrior.

The warrior smiled, a sad grin that made him look more like a skull than ever. He shook his silver head. “That is not the Casket,” he said. “It is not even silver.” He came forward and stretched a long, bone-like finger towards the egg. He did not touch it. But one end of it melted and dripped like wax between Elio’s fingers. “See?” he said. “Primitive plastic.”

Elio peeled silver stuff off his hand and looked at it dubiously. “Are you sure?”

“Open the thing,” said the warrior.

Elio took hold of the egg in both hands and pulled it into two halves. He held the halves dumbly out to the rest of them. “What does it say?” Jonathan asked, peering at them.

“On one half,” Elio said disgustedly, “there is the legend A Present from Easter Island. On the other there is written Made in Korea 2339, which I take to be the place and date of its origin. We must go back to that female and show her we are aware she has tricked us.”

“She has gone,” the warrior said desolately.

“We will see about that,” Elio said. “I do not like to be tricked. And, if you are in truth the Keeper of the Silver, sir, then this female must be a born-human. Would you say she was?”

“I think so,” said the warrior. “But she wore many mind-veils to make me the more helpless against her and it was hard to tell.”

“That’s the one!” said Jonathan. “Of course they were layers of mind-suit now I think!”

It looked as if Elio was having another new experience and getting angry. “I have my honour as an android to consider,” he said. “We are not supposed to be fooled by ordinary humans! Let us get out of this hole.” He threw the two halves of the plastic egg down and leapt for the edge of the pit without bothering to turn on his low-weight function. There was much flabby rending of the stuff that covered the hole. They were dazzled by daylight. “One of you catch hold of my hand,” Elio called down from the glare.

Vivian boosted Sam up the wall of the pit. Elio caught hold of one of Sam’s waving arms and pulled him out with no trouble at all. Vivian and Jonathan turned on their low-weight functions and Elio pulled them out just as easily. Vivian could hardly see at first. Elio set off across the glaring ground so fast that she had trouble catching him up. As for Jonathan, his eye function went dark again and he floundered about, trying to turn it off and keep up with the rest of them while he did.

“We’re going wrong,” Sam was puffing, as Vivian came panting up beside Elio. “The mound was over there.”

Vivian could see by then. She looked round the jumble of blue shadows until she saw one she thought she recognised. “No, it’s over there,” she said, pointing the opposite way to Sam. “I remember that ditch – oh no, that’s not right! Maybe it was that one.”

They stared round the confusing desert. It all looked the same. Elio cried out, “We are lost! I got turned round in my weakness! I have no memory of the spot at all!” He banged his own head violently with the time control. “I am a failure!”

“You were hurt,” Vivian pointed out.

“What use is an android who cannot function when hurt?” Elio demanded and hit his head again.

Luckily, since they were beginning to find Elio quite alarming, the warrior came up behind them just then, courteously helping Jonathan along. At least, he seemed to be helping Jonathan, but Vivian noticed that whenever he put out his long, glistening hand to help Jonathan over a hummock or across a ditch, that hand did not really touch Jonathan. Yet Jonathan behaved as if someone was firmly supporting his elbow. He kept saying, “Thanks,” and “That’s kind of you,” and “You needn’t!” in the bothered way you do when someone is giving you help you wish you didn’t need.

This made Vivian sure all of a sudden that the warrior really was the Keeper of the Silver. The sunlight flashed gently off his long silver body, making it hard to see whether or not he had the same spread-thin look as the Iron Guardian. He seemed as solid as the Watcher of the Gold. But the silver body was not a mind-suit. His bare, skull-like face was silvery too.

As the two came up, Vivian could see Jonathan was as upset as Elio. “The place is over here,” the Keeper said in his gentle fluting voice. “Come quickly and quietly. The era was very disturbed for some time before that woman arrived. It will certainly have gone critical now. There will be enemies about.”

At this, Elio pulled himself together enough to look carefully round the empty blue sky. Vivian and Sam turned to stare nervously over their shoulders almost every step. Those rafts flew so quietly.

“Who was that woman?” Jonathan burst out as the Keeper urged him along.

“I have no idea,” said the Keeper. “All I know is that she had the aura of time-travel about her, as you four do, and she knew about the Caskets. When she and the child appeared, I therefore greeted them politely, just as I greeted you. I told you I am civilised. My ways are peaceful. But she rudely demanded the Silver Casket. ‘We need it,’ she said, ‘to take possession of Time City.’ Of course I refused. I pointed out that I would be bringing the Casket to Time City shortly in the natural course of things and she might have it then. She laughed. ‘But we want it now,’ she said. ‘We want to be ready when the City is standing still with its defences down.’ And when I refused to let her have it, she took the Iron Casket from under her veiling.”

“I bet she was the thief’s mother,” Sam said.

“Whoever she was, she knew the properties of the Caskets,” the Keeper said sadly. “They respond to the will of the one who holds them. Iron is weaker than my Silver, but she was protected by veiling and she turned her will on me before I was aware. ‘Go and crouch in a hole over there,’ she said, ‘and don’t dare come out until we’ve gone!’ And that I was forced to do. I told you I was hurt in my mind. Here is the mound.”

The mound looked like any of the others, although Vivian thought she recognised the wide blue ditch beyond it for the ditch where the boy had hidden. The Keeper led them swiftly round the other side of it.

They all stood and stared miserably. A hole had been hacked in the white side of the mound. In deep bluish shadow inside the hole there was a square space beautifully lined with shiny, feathery stuff. In the middle of the feathery stuff was a large egg-shaped hollow, quite empty. Another wad of the feathery stuff was blowing around the side of the mound where the thieves had thrown it. The Silver Keeper sadly picked the wad up and floated it between his hands back into the hole. “They have taken the Casket,” he said.

“The green rats!” said Sam. “I found that Casket for them with the metal detector!”

“They were waiting for us to find it for them!” Jonathan said bitterly. “It’s all my fault for telling Leon Hardy so much!”

At that, Elio had another burst of despair. “I have been most horribly unintelligent!” he cried out. “I am like a goose, given a china egg to sit upon! I deserve to be recycled!”

Vivian looked at the tall Silver Keeper drooping desolately beside her. “I’m sorry,” she said. She knew she had made the worst mistake of all when she let the boy decoy her away from the mound. He had been waiting in the ditch, listening for the right moment to show himself.

“There is no further use for me,” the Keeper said.

Sam was angry, and being the kind of boy he was, he expressed his anger in a perfect roar. “I WANT TO GET BACK AT THEM!” he bellowed.

“Oh, hush!” Elio said distractedly. “That could fetch mind-warriors.”

But it already had. The booming echoes of Sam’s voice were mixed almost at once with the thud and crunch of boots. Warriors in filmy mind-suits sprang out of trenches on two sides of them. More came leaping across the top of the mound. Before the echoes of Sam’s roar had finished rolling out across the glaring plain, the warriors had them surrounded. Shiny boots covered with film trampled the ground on all sides and things that were certainly guns pointed at them.

“This is it,” one of the warriors said. “We’ve got the disturbance all right. Take them in.”

Elio looked round and saw there were too many warriors to fight. He put his hands in the air.

“That’s right. That’s sensible,” a warrior said in a woman’s voice. “Hands in the air, all of you.”

The filmy warriors closed in. Vivian’s upheld arms were seized. She lost sight of the others as she was hustled towards one of the trenches. But she had three separate glimpses of warriors grabbing for the Silver Keeper, and then grabbing again, and each time the Silver Keeper, in his untouchable way, went sliding out from between the grabbing hands.

“Something queer about that one!” Vivian heard a warrior say breathlessly as she was hurried along among a mass of filmy bodies. “Can’t keep hold of it – have to let it go!”

“It seems to be coming along anyway,” another warrior said. “Don’t take your eyes off it.”

Something was queer, Vivian thought, being dragged headlong towards a trench. Something queer about those boots. I’ve seen something like those boots before! Then the boots jumped with her into the trench and she had a moment of sheer terror when the trench was suddenly not there any more.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
EVACUEES

Vivian’s feet and the boots around her landed with a clang on metal floor. She was pulled briskly forward on to a floor which was a hard greyish-white, into light that was much easier on the eyes than the glare of the Age of Silver. The floor seemed to be marble and it was shaking. But she could not see much more because her eyes were burning and watering from the brightness of the Baltic Plain. Mostly she noticed the warmth. Sweat broke out on her, and then she started to shiver, as if her body had only just noticed how cold it had been.

“Expedition Three reporting back from Sixty-four Century Baltic, sir,” said one of the mind-suited people ahead of her. “We found the disturbance. I’m afraid you’re not going to like this, sir.”

A hand expertly twitched at the film over Vivian’s face. She blinked hard as her suit there ripped away. The blurry place around her cleared into the great front hall of Time Patrol Building. There were the stone stairs softly rumbling up and down. There was the circular kiosk in the middle, with a curving row of busy time-booths beyond. There was an identical curve of shiny booths behind her too, and a row of men and women dressed in Golden Age armour were filing into one over to the left. Through the great glass doors, she could see Aeon Square and a rank of brightly-robed people carrying banners. Evidently there was a ceremony going on, in what looked like early morning light. And, as if that was not enough to make Vivian’s heart go thumping down into her stomach, Mr Donegal was standing in front of her, looking very grim indeed.

“I don’t know what you lot thought you were doing,” he said, looking from her, to Elio, to Jonathan and on to Sam. “You realise you’ve broken half the laws there are and sent history into convulsions, do you? It won’t be only a hiding this time!” he said to Sam. Sam stared at his father out of red-rimmed runny eyes and plainly could not think of a word to say.

Mr Donegal turned to Elio. “I’m not only surprised at you,” he said. “I’m astonished, Elio! I thought you had more sense than the rest of Time City put together, and now here you are gadding about in an Unstable Era and leading a parcel of children astray with you.”

Elio’s eyes were red from the Baltic glare too. He was pale with his despair. “I beg your forgiveness,” he said stiffly. “We had evidence that thieves were stealing the City’s polarities and we were trying to prevent them. We failed. This is the reason for the convulsions in history. Two polarities are now missing.”

Mr Donegal did not believe a word of this. “Then why didn’t you report it to Time Patrol?” he said over his shoulder as he turned to Jonathan. “As for you, Jonathan,” he said, “I don’t know what your father’s going to say to you! Do you know you’ve been missing since yesterday afternoon? Jenny and Ramona have been worried sick!”

“No I didn’t know!” Jonathan said, blinking under his eye-flicker. His eyes were not as red as Sam’s or Elio’s, which made him look much calmer than he really was. “If we have been missing, then it’s Time Patrol’s fault. Your people brought us back to now. If they’d left us alone, we’d have been back yesterday.”

“That’s enough!” Mr Donegal said. “You don’t stand there and cheek me, son, not after all the trouble you’ve caused!” He turned to one of the Patrollers who had brought them back. “Go and tell the Sempitern we’ve found them,” he said. To the rest of the squad he said, “You two take this lot over by the kiosk out of the way. Make sure they don’t stir a foot until I’ve time to deal with them. All the rest of you get out of mind-suits and into Thirty-eight Century gas-coats. We’ve six Observers stuck in a war in Paris then.”

He turned and glared at Elio. “I’m having to recall every single Observer because of you! I hope Chronologue orders you all shot!” With that, he swung away and went off towards the moving stairs at a rolling run.

“Come along,” said a Patroller next to Vivian. She and Elio were pushed through the busy crowd to the kiosk. Jonathan and Sam were brought there by another Patroller. The others, in a great clatter of boots, raced off towards the back of the building.

Ow! Vivian thought. We are in trouble! She watched the shiny mind-suit of the Patroller who had been sent to tell the Sempitern. He was forcing his way among other Patrollers in every imaginable kind of costume and he was almost at the door. Vivian just could not think what Sempitern Walker was going to say.

And I’ve caused Jenny such worry, and now she’s going to find out I’m not even her niece! she thought.

As the mind-suited messenger reached the glass door, it wafted open in front of him. The messenger dodged. A long-legged figure in a floppy hat pranced past him into the building.

“Not again!” said one of the Patrollers guarding them. “That thing’s been in and out of here half the night.”

“And all this morning,” said the other Patroller. “It’s only some student’s idea of a joke. Take no notice.”

The two of them turned their backs and watched Elio sternly. Vivian, Sam and Jonathan watched the Iron Guardian. He was prancing questingly this way and that among people who were all firmly ignoring him, until he suddenly halted and seemed to listen. A huge smile spread on his face and he bounded unerringly for a clear space near the doors. The Silver Keeper appeared there out of nowhere. The two flung their arms round one another. Then they stepped back and stared at one another. The Iron Guardian shook his head sadly. The Silver Keeper, even more sadly, shook his. And both of them slowly faded out of sight, leaving two long thin eye-blots in the space near the door.

“Poor things,” said Vivian. “Neither of them knows what to do.”

“They aren’t the only ones,” said Jonathan.

Outside, the ceremony was still going on. It was clear that Sempitern Walker was not going to arrive until it was over. There was no sign of Mr Donegal either. They stood for some time, deserted and guilty, with the two Patrollers looming beside them, watching time-locks open and shut almost continuously and listening to the operators in the kiosk handle emergency after emergency.

“Ten-oh-two morning, Time Patrol here,” said the lady operator nearest to Vivian. “I have you located, Observer, in AD79. Volcano in violent eruption above Pompeii. Use breathing apparatus and insulated clothing, Observer, and I’ll get someone to you as soon as possible.”

Almost at the same time, the man next to her was saying, “Yes, I locate you, Observer. Year 9892. Woman crossing forest with child in Sixty Century clothing. Can you hold the bandits off long enough to make a further report? This could be serious. No? Then I’ll reroute the squad in Ninety-three to come to your aid right away.”

Meanwhile Patrollers streamed down the stairs wearing wetsuits, kilts, loose robes, ponchos, trousers with hoops in the legs, in brief shorts or in so many clothes they could hardly be seen, and in a hundred other costumes. They hurried to time-booths, went in, and seemed to come back the next second looking tired out, helping other people in the same kind of clothes. Some of the people they helped were in a bad way. They were muddy, their clothes were torn, some had a wild look, and others were bleeding. A man in hooped trousers was streaming blood from a cut on his head. These people were handed over to a medical squad waiting to take care of them, while the Patrollers joined a draggled line of costumed figures going up the ascending half of the stone stairs.

“They really are recalling all the Observers,” Sam said, watching the man with the bleeding head being helped on to a floating stretcher.

“Dug in beside the French rocket station,” the lady in the kiosk was now saying, “Patrol is on its way, Observer. Use ultra-violet flares to identify yourself.”

“Have you a cell to yourself in the prison?” asked an operator on the other side of her.

“Unforeseen revolution in Canada,” said another. “Control yourself, Observer. Someone can still get to you even if the time-booth in Montreal is being bombed.”

“Ship on fire attacked by Dutch aircraft,” said another voice.

“Posing as a refugee,” said the nearest man. “That should enable you to get through the Icelandic battle line, Observer, and someone will meet you outside Tübingen.”

“Patrol Medical now thinks the plague is being carried by horses,” said someone further off, and her voice was drowned by a nearer one saying loudly, “Yes, Observer, but all history has gone critical. If the riots have not yet reached Cardiff, you will have to wait an hour or so.”

Elio hung his head wretchedly. “This is all my fault,” he said, “for allowing that woman to dupe me.”

“It’s my fault just as much,” said Jonathan. “I messed things up twice in Twenty Century. If only I could go back and put things right!”

“I wish you could too,” Vivian said. “I might have a chance of going home then.”

They stood for a while in silence except for Sam’s breathing, listening to the Patrollers in the kiosk dealing with a rescue team attacked by germ bombs in Forty-two Century, a flood in Eighty Century Africa, wars in every era, and an Observer trapped on a hijacked spaceship in 12648. This Observer caught the attention of the two Patrollers guarding them. He or she was obviously a friend of theirs. Both of them put their elbows on the ledge of the kiosk to listen to what the lady inside was saying.

“It’s not so easy to get a team into space,” one said.

“Too right,” said the other. “Kim Yo may be stuck there.”

Sam’s eyes swivelled towards them. When he realised they were not paying attention to him, he whispered breathily to Jonathan, “We could put it right. If we went back to that station, we can catch the thief when he goes up to that warty woman. Then we could bring him back here and show my dad.”

“You know, we could!” Vivian whispered.

Elio ripped back the mind-suit from his hand and slipped the egg-control into Jonathan’s. “This works in a modern time-lock,” he murmured. “Get into one that is open and use it, while I make a diversion.”

“You come too, V.S.,” Jonathan whispered. “It’ll take two to hold him.”

“And ME!” Sam said, in such a fierce breathy whisper that both Patrollers turned round to look at him. “I’m hungry too,” Sam said hastily.

They were not quite fooled. “Too bad, son,” one of them said, and neither of them turned back to the kiosk. Everyone stood helplessly. Jonathan tried to hold the egg-control out of sight beside his leg.

“Observer Kim Yo,” the lady said in the kiosk, “are you receiving us? Good. Operations has come up with a plan for you to overpower the hijackers.” The Patrollers heard her. Both of them turned eagerly back to the kiosk.

Elio instantly went berserk.

One moment he was standing beside the kiosk. The next, he was a blur in a mind-suit, zig-zagging among the people in the hall. “Shoot me!” his voice rang out. “Shoot me! I am a failure!” He was going so fast that his voice seemed to come from several places at once.

As Vivian raced for the semicircle of time-booths, she could see at least two Patrollers with raised guns, uncertainly trying to aim where they thought Elio was going to be next. “I DESERVE to be shot!” Elio shouted. He leapt on to the moving stairs and raced up the half that was moving downwards, weaving round startled people in costumes, who were all far too surprised even to try to stop him. “Shoot me!” he yelled.

“Elio, don’t be a fool!” Mr Donegal shouted from somewhere in the middle of the hall. “You’re much too valuable to shoot!”

This was the last Vivian saw of the diversion, because someone behind her shouted too and she had a glimpse of a crowd of Patrollers running after her, hard. By this time, Jonathan had nearly reached the time-booths. Vivian set her teeth and pelted to catch him up. Home! she thought. If they don’t catch me, I shall be home!

Sam was somehow keeping up with her, though his face was purple and he was puffing like a train. A time-booth chanced to open just as Jonathan reached the semicircle. They charged into it. The three Observers who were in it hastily bundled themselves and their baggage clear. Vivian supposed that they bundled themselves out of the booth, since they did not get carried into 1939 when Jonathan used the control. Jonathan just kept running and shouted to the time-egg as he ran. And all three of them were suddenly running along an empty platform in a station that seemed to be deserted.

Vivian’s first thought was, How dingy and dirty it is – and how it smells! Then, as she slowed down, her second thought was: where is everybody? Beside her, Sam crouched down, coughing for breath, and Jonathan stood and stared. There were no adults waiting to meet the train, no sign of Cousin Marty, no evacuees and no train either.

“What’s wrong?” said Vivian.

“History’s gone critical,” said Jonathan. “We ought to have thought. It’s all changed. But my father and the other people from Chronologue must be here somewhere, because they did come here. And I told the egg to get us here a moment before the train comes in, so there’s got to be a train too.”

“Let’s ask,” said Vivian.

So, quite forgetting the way they were all dressed, they hauled Sam to his feet and hurried up the platform to the exit. A surprised porter stood there, staring at them through a transparent face-piece under his peaked hood. Vivian could tell he was a porter because his uniform was navy-blue, but it was a strange bulky all-over suit with navy-blue gloves to it. “Please, is there going to be an evacuee train?” Vivian asked breathlessly.

“Due any moment,” said the porter. His voice came out of a transparent grid on the front of his mask. Behind the mask, his eyes wonderingly looked at Jonathan’s pigtail embalmed in Jonathan’s mind-suit and then went to the flicker over Jonathan’s eyes. “Is this the new issue protective clothing then?” he said.

“The very latest Government issue,” Vivian said hastily. “Where are all the other people meeting the train?”

“Down in the bunker in the forecourt of course,” said the porter, “where you should be too. But you might as well stay as you’re all suited-up. Stand well back. Over there.” While they were obediently backing towards the Waiting Room, he looked sideways at them. A chuckle came out of his mask. “What will the Government dream up next?” he said. “That rig makes you look as if you come from Heaven. Could have put in a halo or so while they were at it, though!”

Bunkers? Vivian thought. Protective clothing? This war has gone very strange! But the railway lines still looked like railway lines. And a train was coming. She could hear the metal rails thrumming with the train moving on them.

“Just coming!” the porter called over to them.

Almost as soon as he said it the train was there. It came in a sort of yelling thunder that had Vivian covering her ears. It was no steam train and there was no smell and no smoke. It was a huge dark green pointed monster. As the engine howled past and stopped some way down the platform, Vivian caught sight of red letters on it against a white background. RADIO ACTIVE FUEL KEEP CLEAR. She stared bemusedly at rows of hooded windows rattling by.

“Oh no!” said Jonathan and pointed down the platform.

Time Patrol had traced them. The Patrollers who had chased them to the time-booths were appearing near the engine in twos and threes. Most of them had been in too much haste to put on Twenty Century costume. Probably history was changing so fast now that they had not had time. Two of them were in mind-suits and two more in hooped skirts. Vivian saw short kilts, gauzy robes, Patrol uniforms and a person in red feathers. But there was no time to do anything about it. A recorded voice spoke overhead and all the train’s hooded doors opened at once as if they were mechanically controlled. Evacuees came pouring out, hundreds of them.

Sam, Jonathan and Vivian were instantly surrounded in a horde of milling children. The world seemed nothing but grey shorts, school blazers, plastic boxes labelled RADIATION SUIT WAR OFFICE ISSUE, striped caps, gym tunics, pale faces, straw hats, labels, thin legs and shrill London voices. At the other end of the platform, the Patrollers were fighting through the throng towards them. But more and more evacuees kept coming off the train, pushing them backwards. The green monster must have held twice as many children as the train Vivian remembered.

Don’t we all look sickly! Vivian thought, as she searched frantically in the swelling crowd for the face of the boy thief. She caught a glimpse of her own face in the distance under a blue felt hat, looking pale and worried, and she supposed Jonathan’s former self must have been there too, but she did not see him. And nowhere could she see the thin ratlike face of the thief.

“We’re never going to find him in all these!” she shouted to Jonathan.

“We must!” Jonathan shouted back. “Keep looki—Great Time! What’s that?”

It was a noise like the sky tearing apart. It made the thunder of the train sound puny. Vivian looked up to see where it was coming from and saw a great dark thing diving from the sky towards the train. She never saw it clearly. All she knew was that it came down at the train and then screamed up over the station out of sight, tearing the sky open as it went. It left the train on fire. Flames leapt high, instantly and fiercely. The glass in the hooded windows went spung and fell out on to the platform, and clouds of dark yellow smoke rolled over everything, smelling sharp and choking. There was a lot of screaming. A siren started somewhere and yowled up and down the scale like a hoarse and seasick cat. The porter was bellowing too.

“Get back! Get clear! Everybody get clear before the engine blows!”

“Back to the City!” Jonathan screamed. “We’ll have to get back!” He seized Sam by the arm and dragged him down the platform among the murk and flames and milling children, coughing and shouting instructions to the time-egg as he went. But it was clear that the egg was only going to work somewhere near the place where they had arrived.

Vivian got behind Sam and pushed. They fought their way down the platform for a nightmare age and, like a nightmare, Vivian saw another set of their former selves calmly walking the other way: Sam in a striped cap and huge boots, herself with a shrunk navy cardigan not quite hiding violet and yellow stripes, and Jonathan loftily stepping out with a thing like a gas mask box on his shoulder. But they’ll get killed! she thought, as the three people vanished into the yellow smoke.

“Come on! This way!” Jonathan shouted while she was trying to see where the three went.

Ahead of them, the Patrollers were shouting too. “This way! This way! Get back before that thing blows!”

Most of the evacuees began to run towards the Patrollers’ shouts. They thought they were being told to go that way. This made it much easier for Jonathan to drag Sam along and for Vivian to push him. For a long moment, they were all running and running, part of a grey mob in the thick smoke. Then the time-egg worked. They were rushing forward into the hall of Time Patrol, coughing, frightened, their mind-suits dingy from the smoke, with the sound of some kind of explosion hammering in their ears.

“Come here, you three!” Mr Donegal shouted at them. His voice seemed thin and far away compared with the sounds they had just been hearing. He was beckoning angrily from beside the kiosk.

Elio was standing there between two Patrollers. His head was hanging and he looked so dejected that Vivian was fairly sure that the diversion had been a demonstration of Elio’s true feelings.

“We’ve made things worse again,” Sam said as they trudged towards the kiosk.

“Cor!” said a high London voice from behind them. “I didn’t know it looked like this out in the country! Take a look at that dirty great escalator!”

All three of them jumped and turned round. An evacuee boy had come out of the booth behind them and was staring at the moving stairs. Beside him, his smaller sister was pointing at Sam. “Are you sure we ain’t in Hevving?” she said doubtfully. “Them lot look like angels.”

As she said it, she was pushed aside by a crowd of other evacuees who were fighting to get out of the booth behind her. More evacuees were pushing out of the next booth along. In fact, now they looked, every single time-booth in the semicircle was open and evacuees were flooding out of them all, pausing to gape at the hall, and then being pushed forwards by others crowding out behind.

“I think we’ve only made things about a hundred times worse,” Jonathan said as the Patroller in red feathers struggled out of a booth in the distance among a mob of little girls in blazers.

By now a klaxon was sounding from the kiosk – a sort of gentle crake-crake that sounded very mild after the siren at the station. “Time-booth misfunction,” announced a mechanical voice. “Time-booth misfunction. Everyone stand clear except for armed personnel and medical teams.”

Mr Donegal came striding over. “Look what you’ve done now!” he shouted. “I shall larrup the lot of you for this!”

“That’s not fair,” said Sam. “Those children would be dead if we hadn’t been there. Their train blew up.”

“What’s that got to do with it? These children are history!” Mr Donegal shouted, waving his arm round the crowding evacuees. All of them heard him. They stood and looked at him wonderingly.

“Is he an Air Raid Warden?” one of them asked.

Vivian found herself shouting back at Mr Donegal. “They are not history! They’re real people! You people in Time City make me sick the way you sit here studying things. You never raise a finger to help anyone! This is all Time City’s fault anyway! It was you that tinkered with history. And now it’s gone critical and people like these kids are getting hurt all over time, and all you think about is getting your beastly Observers out!”

“What do you expect me to do about that?” Mr Donegal roared back. “There must be over five hundred damn children here!”

The evacuees were now in a ring all round them, staring and listening, but Vivian was too angry to feel shy. “Then look after them!” she screamed in Mr Donegal’s face. “You’ve got things in Time City to help the whole human race! It won’t hurt you to help just these few. There are far too few children in this City anyway. It’s a disgrace!”

Mr Donegal’s hand went up to hit her. Vivian winced and waited. But before his hand came down, a great voice shouted, “Bravo!” Mr Donegal stepped back, looking rather deflated, and Vivian looked up to find Dr Wilander towering over her in his shabby purple gown. His clever little eyes were laughing at her as usual, but she could tell that he was on her side.

“He must be the vicar,” one of the evacuees told a friend. “And the others must be bishops and things,” he added, as Sempitern Walker came up beside Dr Wilander and gave Vivian a truly agonised stare from under a flat silver hat. She could see they had both come straight from the ceremony.

The Patroller in red feathers pushed up beside Mr Donegal. “Sir, I’m sorry about all this. An explosion in history seems to have blown all the time-booths open and now they’ve stopped working—”

“Then we can take it that Time City has gone critical like the rest of history,” Dr Wilander said. “Come with me and help organise something for these children.” He took hold of the Patroller by one feathered shoulder and pushed her in front of him as he limped away booming, “Come with me. All you children come with me.” Most of the evacuees obediently followed, so that Dr Wilander and the Patroller departed in a crowd of children, like two ill-assorted Pied Pipers. But a number of evacuees remained, staring.

“Some people are lucky, having their mums to meet them,” one of them said wistfully.

This was because Jenny and Ramona, both in robes from the ceremony, had arrived with the Sempitern. Ramona was hugging Sam, then shaking him, then hugging him again. Jenny had her arms wrapped round Jonathan. “We’ve been so worried!” she kept saying. Vivian looked up to find Jonathan giving her a shamed look over Jenny’s shoulder. She thought it was because he was being hugged, until he said, “You were quite right about Time City. We never help anyone.”

Then the blow fell. Mr Donegal pushed his way through to them in quite a different mood, smiling widely. “Ramona! Look who’s here!” He brought with him three smiling people. They were the three Observers who had been in the time-booth when Jonathan had rushed through it to 1939. The man was tall, with the same eyefolds as Jonathan, Jenny and Sam, and he wore a baggy tweed suit and carried a trilby hat. The woman was in a square-shouldered dress. Her lipstick was a very bright red and she had her fair hair in a contraption that was not unlike Vivian’s string bag. Vivian knew it was very fashionable and she found it quite hideous – though not as hideous as the girl’s short puffed sleeves and shiny, ankle-strap shoes.

“Viv and Inga Lee!” Mr Donegal said. “They got here at last! Sam, this is your cousin Vivian.”

Vivian backed quietly away, through the watching evacuees, hoping they would hide her. She did not know what to do. The circle of time-booths was standing empty and open on both sides of the hall and she could see they had stopped working, just as the Patroller with red feathers had said. She thought Dr Wilander might have helped her, but she could not see him anywhere in the hall. She looked for Elio and saw him being led away by two Patrollers. The Lees were laughing and being embraced and welcomed by the rest of their family, but it was only going to be moments before someone turned towards Vivian and asked, “Then who is she?”

But it was worse than that. She knew the face of the man whom Jenny was hugging so delightedly. It had looked out at her from a helmet when he had tried to kill Jonathan in the Golden Age. Sempitern Walker was clasping the woman’s hand, and Vivian knew it was the same hand that had passed them the plastic egg in the Age of Silver. She remembered that colour lipstick under the layers of mind-suit. As for the girl Ramona was kissing, Vivian thought she would know that face anywhere. Though it was wreathed in smiles, with a big baby blue bow in the hair above it, she could remember it vividly, glaring like a cornered rat, when Jonathan tried to rescue the Iron Casket. She wondered what the Lees had been doing since they got out of that time-booth so hurriedly. Getting their bearings and waiting for the right moment, she supposed.

Jonathan and Sam had recognised the thieves too. Sam, being the smallest, ducked out of the hugging and handclasping almost at once and edged through to Vivian. They stared at one another. There seemed nothing to say. A moment later, Jonathan slithered away from beside his uncle. He was white. “I don’t believe this!” he whispered. “Do you think perhaps they did it for the sake of Time City after all?”

“No!” Vivian and Sam said together.

As they said it, the whole group – Mr Donegal, Sempitern Walker, Jenny, Ramona and all three Lees – turned and came smilingly towards them. Vivian braced herself. Sam and Jonathan took deep breaths.

“You three,” said Jenny. “Can you take the Lees for a walk round the City? They want to get used to it all again, and we’ve all got such a lot to do.”

Nobody seemed to wonder who Vivian was. She stared at Jenny and at the smiling Lees. It was like not getting smacked when you richly deserved it, she thought – or worse. It was all wrong. “What? Now?” Jonathan said.

“Yes, but be sure to bring them to the Palace for lunch,” Jenny said.

“I’m not going,” said Sam.

“Oh, come on. Of course you are,” Mr Lee said, smilingly waving his trilby hat at Sam.

And there they all were, not quite knowing how, walking with the Lees across the busy hall and out through the glass doors, while Sam’s parents and Jonathan’s cheerfully waved them off from beside the kiosk.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
THE LEAD CASKET?

As they stepped out into Aeon Square, Mr Lee laughed. “That was easy!” he said. “I hadn’t realised the Silver Casket was so powerful. They were eating out of my hand in seconds!” He gestured with his hat again and silver flashed from inside it.

Inga Lee patted her square white handbag. “The Iron Casket helps it, I think.” She had the slightly foreign accent Vivian remembered from the Age of Silver. “You should have seen that Silver Keeper react when I turned it on him!”

“Wasn’t that fun!” Cousin Vivian said, skipping along beside them. “I do think I was clever, finding that silver egg to trick them with! And you did it beautifully, Mummy! I loved the way you got them to tell you all the things we wanted to know!” She stopped skipping. “The ground is shaking, isn’t it?” she said. “Let’s go and see how Faber John’s Stone’s getting on. I want to see if the Lee Documents were right about that too.”

The ground was indeed shaking, much harder than it had been before, making Aeon Square strange to walk on. There was a grinding-feeling coming from below somewhere. But this did not bother Vivian nearly so much as the way the three Lees behaved as if she and Jonathan and Sam were not there at all. As they crossed the square, walking briskly towards Faber John’s Stone, Vivian tried to call out to a group of tourists who were hurrying past quite near. She found she could not. She could not seem to do anything but walk after the Lees. It was frightening.

There were very few people about in the square anyway, which was odd, considering there had just been a ceremony there. There was only a scattering of tourists and all of them were hurrying in the same direction, towards the Avenue of the Four Ages. Vivian could see a few people in robes or City pyjamas in the distance, but they were hurrying away too. Almost the only people who were not hurrying were some little groups of evacuees who had somehow escaped Dr Wilander’s efforts to organise them. The Lees walked past more than one bunch of dingy little figures carrying plastic boxes labelled WAR OFFICE.

“This looks just like Hollywood!” Vivian heard one say.

The next group was arguing. “I tell you this ain’t the country!” Vivian heard. “There ain’t no bleeding cows!”

“Don’t be a Charlie!” another said scornfully. “We’re still in the bleeding station. It’s the trains what’s shaking the ground!”

“A big posh station then,” a third said dubiously.

Even if Vivian had been able to call out to them, she did not think they would have been much help. By the time the Lees reached Faber John’s Stone, she was very scared indeed. Sam was biting his lip and Jonathan was whiter than ever.

The Stone was a mass of tiny pieces. It was like some of the graves Vivian remembered in Lewisham churchyard, neatly spread with little chips of marble. The Lees looked at it with great satisfaction.

“It really has broken up!” Cousin Vivian said delightedly. “The Lee Documents were quite right, Daddy!”

“Yes,” said Mr Lee. “This has to mean that the City’s only an hour or so from the end. We timed it right in spite of the muddles.”

“We timed it perfectly, my love,” said Inga Lee. “You weren’t to know that they’d go to the Age of Gold first. Time-travel is so confusing.”

“I love time-travelling!” Cousin Vivian said, skipping round Faber John’s Stone. “It was fun fooling that po-faced Iron Guardian by hopping in and out of the Lee time-lock with Leon Hardy. Then when he caught on to it, I went there by train instead! You should have seen that terrible warty woman’s face when I told her what I thought of her!”

“Let’s get to the Gnomon,” said Mr Lee.

They set off briskly again, towards Continuum, and Vivian, Sam and Jonathan were forced to trudge through the loose chippings of the Stone and follow. Inga Lee glanced back at Time Patrol Building a little nervously. “No one following,” she said. “We took a risk, coming through a Patrol lock.”

“It was worth it,” said Mr Lee. “We needed our hostage.”

Aeon Square was almost deserted when they came to Continuum. Mr Lee looked up at its towers with what seemed to be real affection and then across to the twin domes of Science. Cousin Vivian came skipping back.

“There’s funny lopsided old Perpetuum!” she said excitedly. “I remember it ever so well!”

Her father looked up at Perpetuum with the grim look he had had in the Age of Gold. “The most useful place in Time City,” he said. “I intend to keep all that knowledge under lock and key. The Fixed Eras are going to have to pay a realistic price for anything they want to know, from now on. And I’m going to throw that fool Enkian out into history. I’ll keep Wilander and put him in charge. I want Wilander to suffer. He was the one who gave me that lousy low report and got me stuck in history as an Observer.”

“You told me, my love,” said Inga Lee. “Just hand him over to me.”

“And me,” said their daughter. “I hate him too. He told me I was a silly little girl.”

She went skipping ahead to the steps that led to the Avenue of the Four Ages, where she began pointing excitedly to the right. When Vivian came up behind Mr Lee, obedient to the Silver Casket in his hat, she found the Avenue crowded. Tourists and Time City people were hastening from both ends towards the arches that led to the river. Long lines of City people were waiting at the arches where you could hire boats, and all of these were carrying bundles and bags.

Out in the country, where the River Time wound through the fields, Vivian could see the footpaths along its banks dotted with hurrying figures, all going the same way towards the time-locks up the river. It was not exactly a panic. But Vivian thought of the time-ghosts they had seen beating at the locks, and she knew it soon would be. Most of those people were going to arrive to find that the locks had stopped working.

Cousin Vivian was pointing over the heads of the crowds. “What’s that beautiful place with the blue glass dome?” she said.

“Millennium, dear,” said her mother.

“Oh, do let’s live in it when we’ve got the City!” Cousin Vivian said.

Her father looked rather taken aback. “I’ll think about it,” he said.

“Oh, please let’s, Daddy!” his daughter said, snuggling up to him as they all went down the steps. “After all, Mummy’s an Icelandic Emperor’s daughter and we’re both Lees. The Annuate isn’t really grand at all.”

“We haven’t taken over the City yet,” Mr Lee said, laughing, as he turned left towards the Gnomon. “But I’ll see.”

The walk along the Avenue was hard going. Everybody else was hurrying the opposite way. The Lees threaded their way through them easily enough, but they did not bother to find a path that gave room for Jonathan, Vivian and Sam. They were continually bumped and jostled, and often there was no way they could dodge the people hurrying towards them. And the shaking of the ground seemed worse here. The lacy metal arches were vibrating, giving an unpleasant blurred feeling when they had to walk under them. Inga Lee kept glancing over her shoulder at something that seemed to be behind Vivian. She was so obviously nervous that Vivian began to feel hopeful. By bumping sideways into a fat woman hurrying the other way, Vivian managed to get herself turned half round, before the power of the Silver Casket pulled her straight again.

The Iron Guardian and the Silver Keeper were gliding among the people side by side, a few yards behind her. The Iron Guardian’s long face was sober. The Silver Keeper’s skull-face looked grim and sad. Vivian did not wonder that Inga Lee was nervous of them but she did not think they were going to be any more help than the evacuees.

“Take no notice,” Mr Lee said soothingly. “They’re probably forced to follow wherever the Caskets go.”

They came to Endless Hill and climbed the steps, to and fro, between the ornate balustrades. Every time the steps turned, Vivian caught a glimpse of a silver figure and a drab one, following behind on long, silent feet. Oh please let them do something to stop the Lees! she prayed.

But when they turned into the last flight, with the tower straight above, the two Guardians simply stopped on the landing below the stairs. Vivian saw them standing there, side by side, by imitating Sam, who had found a way of looking behind under his own arm. Her heart sank.

Mr Lee gave a loud joyous laugh, that showed he had been as nervous as his wife. “You see?” he said. “They’re quite helpless!” He looked irritably up at the Gnomon, standing like a lighthouse, with sky showing through the windows and sunlight dazzling off the midday bell in the pagoda at the top. “Where’s Leon?” he said. “I told him to meet us here.”

“That young man is a born double-crosser,” Inga Lee said. “I warned you.”

“I know,” said Mr Lee. “But we had to have someone to keep watch in Time City in case anyone got suspicious. And you must admit he did a good job enticing the children to find you the Silver. And he did set the boy Jonathan up for me to kill when we knew he was getting dangerous.”

Again they were talking as if Jonathan was not there, trudging up the steps behind them. Inga Lee said, “Maybe – but he didn’t warn us they were going for the Gold first, Viv. Don’t trust him.”

“I won’t,” said Mr Lee. “We’ll get rid of him as soon as he shows up.”

They went up the last flight of steps, across the platform in front of the tower, and in through its nearest open door. There was an Annuate Guard on duty there. He came towards them, beaming all over his wrinkled face. “Mr Lee, isn’t it? Welcome back. I thought no one was going to come to the Gno—”

That was all he said. Mr Lee waved his hat like someone swatting a fly. The Guard fell over on his back and lay there, still smiling. None of the Lees took any more notice of him. Mr Lee stepped to the spiral pillar and went riding up it. His daughter followed him. Inga Lee waved her handbag and Jonathan was compelled to follow his cousin. After him, Vivian found herself stepping on to the mysterious spiral ledge. Up she went and, to her surprise, found herself stepping out into the bright sunlight of the museum room, through what looked like the solid glass of the pillar.

As she did so, Jonathan fell heavily in front of her. Vivian could not stop her own feet from going on walking and she fell over on top of him. From where they lay in a heap, she could see that there had been a Patroller up here, looking after the museum. She was lying against a display case and her head did not seem to be on straight.

Sam was emerging from the pillar. “I didn’t know—” he began, and stopped when he saw the Patroller.

Inga Lee came out of the pillar behind Sam. She must have stopped using the Iron Casket, because Vivian and Jonathan both found they could move as they wanted. They started to get up. Cousin Vivian dodged out from behind the pillar and kicked them both, hard. “I’ve been longing to do that!” she said. “That’s for interfering!”

“Stop it, Vivvie,” Mr Lee said, not very seriously. He was carrying a suitcase and he seemed very pleased about it. “Look at this, Inga! The Silver Casket sent all our stuff through, right on time. It appeared just as I came up here. Put those three upstairs. I don’t want them in the way while we set things up.”

Vivian was no sooner back on her feet than she was forced to walk, past the first-ever automat, through the archway in the wall and up the stairs. When she reached the tall archway leading to the next floor, she found herself turning smartly through it, into the bright, bright tinkling space beside the works of the great clock. There, nothing seemed to stop her turning round to look at the archway. Sam came through it behind her, puffing hard, with that look a person has who is trying not to cry. Jonathan came after him and his face was a dull red.

Vivian heard Inga Lee’s high heels clattering on the stairs and expected her to come in behind Jonathan. Instead, there was a slight swishing noise. A panel of yellowish stone began sliding across the archway. Jonathan whipped round and tried to put his foot in the gap before it slid home. But he was too late. He clawed at the panel and then kicked it, but it was firmly in place, filling the arch, and he could not budge it.

He turned back again. His eyes were staring and strange behind the darkening flicker of his eye function. He said, in a queer strangled voice, “He killed that Patroller! Himself! She wasn’t dead when I came out of the pillar. He knocked her over with the Casket and then kicked her head. I tried to stop him, but he just knocked me down with the Casket too!” He put his hands over his face, even though his flicker was now black, and turned his back on Sam and Vivian.

Sam sat down on the glassy floor. “He’s not my uncle any more,” he said thickly. “And she’s not my cousin. I disinherit them.”

Vivian stood uncertainly between them until she saw a tear trickle down Sam’s cheek. She sat down beside him and patted his shoulder under the slithery mind-suit. The mind-suits had not done much to help them against the two Caskets, she thought, but then look at the layers and layers Inga Lee had worn to protect herself from the Silver Keeper!

Sam did not say anything, but he did not shake Vivian’s hand off either. Vivian sat there, staring into the twinkling, turning glass heart of the clock, listening to the faint chime and jangle and chinking as it moved, wondering if there was anything they could do now.

She did not seem to be able to cry like Sam. Things were too bad for that. She tried not to think of home, or to wonder what had happened to Mum and Dad now that the Twentieth Century had changed so queerly. She tried not to think what would happen to Time City. That was not easy. She could feel the tower shaking, smoothly and constantly, so that she felt almost as if she was riding on a train. And she could see a big dark blot rising slowly up the glass pillar in the middle, turning, turning, and becoming strange shapes as she saw it through different pieces of the glass works. It took her a moment to realise it was the dead Patroller. Then she tried not to follow it up with her eyes. She was glad that Jonathan and Sam were not looking.

Time City is going to be a terrible place with someone like Mr Lee in charge, she thought, looking firmly at her own knees. That brought her to the thing she wanted most of all not to think of. Suppose Mr Lee meant them to stay here while the clock struck and be deaf for the rest of their lives? Try as she would, Vivian kept thinking of that. The myriad glass cogs in front of her kept reminding her of it. The shaking of the tower was causing all sorts of extra glassy noises, jingles and tinks and squeaks, which cut across the regular chiming hum of the works in a way that was urgent and irritating. It got on Vivian’s nerves so, that she just had to switch on her clock function to see how near it was to midday.

Her wrist lit up, and of course it said ten past six. Their journeys to the Silver Age and then to Twenty Century had put it completely out of step with Time City. There was no knowing how soon the great clock would strike. “Oh blast!” Vivian muttered.

As she said it, the glass works dimmed to a yellowish twilight. All three of them looked up. The windows were now covered by panels of the same yellowish translucent stone as the walls. They could hardly tell which was window and which was wall.

“Sealing the tower,” Jonathan said. “I’d heard there were shutters for all the doors and windows, but I don’t think they’ve ever been used. Do you think that means there’s someone outside and the Lees don’t want them to get in?”

They looked at one another with a great deal more hope.

“If you can get in and out of the pillar in the museum room,” Jonathan said, “mightn’t it work the same here? Do you think there’s a way to get through the works of the clock?”

Sam jumped up. “I’ll try. I’m smallest.”

“But—” said Vivian, thinking of the dead Patroller. Then she decided not to say anything. Sam was already crawling nimbly among the nearest huge saw-edged cogs. He looked as if he would be cut to pieces any second. “Come back!” she said feebly.

“Let him go. He might have a chance,” Jonathan said. “It’s the one good thing left.” He looked up at the high ceiling and more or less howled, “This is all my fault! Every time I get an idea I make a complete mess of it! I found them the Silver Casket – and on top of that I went and told Inga Lee where the Lead Casket is!”

“Shut up!” Vivian snapped. She had to look away from Sam among the glimmering machinery. He was trying to squeeze under a glass rod that kept coming downwards at him, while an enormous disc edged up on him from behind.

She turned on Jonathan instead. “You’re being as bad as Elio!” she said. “It is not your fault! It’s the Lees who’ve done all this! And no one’s got the Lead Casket yet! You ought to be thinking where it is, instead of doing a song and dance like a – like a raving android!”

“And the same to you!” Jonathan said. He snatched a look at Sam, who was now edging under a giant elbow of glass, dimly going up and down like a bent piston. In order not to see Sam crushed, he turned to Vivian and said reasonably, “The Lead Casket – all we know is that it must be the small egg-shape, because the Silver one’s big. You could see the size from its packing. And we think we know it’s attracted to the other Caskets.” Here he and Vivian both had to look at Sam again. He was backing away from a cog like a circular saw and another, even bigger, was coming sideways at him. The sight sent Jonathan angry. “But if you know anything that size that gets attracted to the Caskets,” he snapped, “do please tell me, because I’ve never seen it!”

Sam lay down flat on the glass floor and both cogs missed him.

“But we have!” Vivian cried out, in a burst of relief. “We all have! The time-egg! The one Elio thought was a dud! It took us after the Iron Casket a whole hundred years – and it didn’t want to take us back to the City.”

Jonathan stared at her an instant. Then he called out, “Sam! Lie there for a moment – it’s important. Can you hear us?”

“Only just,” Sam called back. “It sort of hums. What do you want?”

“An egg-shaped thing,” Jonathan called back, clearly and precisely. “Dark grey, about the size to fit in my hand, that gets attracted by the Caskets.”

Sam’s voice boomed among the chiming machinery. “You mean that old time-lock control? The one that took Elio after the Silver and landed him among the bare ladies?”

Jonathan and Vivian clutched one another. “It is!” said Vivian.

“Sam,” Jonathan called carefully, “that egg is the Lead Casket. Got that?”

“I can’t hear!” Sam said petulantly. “I thought you said that egg was the Lead Casket.”

“It is!” Jonathan and Vivian both called.

There was a short humming, tinkling silence. Then Sam called, “Who do I tell?”

“If you can get out, tell Dr Wilander,” Jonathan called. He said to Vivian, “It sounds as if he had an idea what my uncle’s like. Who else, if Sam can’t find him?”

“He oughtn’t to tell anyone Mr Lee used the Silver on, just in case,” Vivian said. And, being unable to think of anyone else, she called, “Mr Enkian.”

“Mr Enkian,” Sam called back. “All right.” He began wriggling on towards the glass pillar, still lying on his back. After about a foot, his way was blocked by a nest of glass rods, where he had to stand up and sidle round them. Beyond that was a flurry of glass shapes, all working very fast, and beyond those was the pillar. Just as Sam sidled behind the nest of rods and his pale mind-suit became very hard to see, the shutter in the archway slid aside. Cousin Vivian came in, holding the Patroller’s gun.

“They want you all downstairs now,” she said. Her skinny arm with its little puffed sleeve looked ridiculous holding the gun, but Vivian and Jonathan had no doubt that she would shoot with it, far more readily and ruthlessly than Leon Hardy. They went slowly towards her. Vivian Lee backed against the side of the arch, so that she could hold the gun steady with both hands and still see the rest of the dim, tinkling room.

“Where’s the other one?” she said sharply. “The sticky baby with red hair.”

“Sam’s hiding in the works,” Jonathan said. “If you shoot him, he’ll stop the clock.”

“It’s a suicide mission,” Vivian said, hoping that this was not true.

“Stupid thing!” Cousin Vivian said. “Nothing can stop that clock! Come out!” she shouted. “You’ll only get squished!”

Neither Vivian nor Jonathan could help looking at the place where Sam had last been. And Sam had made it. They saw the faint glimmer of his mind-suit slowly rising through the middle of the pillar.

“Then you can stay there and go deaf when the clock strikes. It’s ten to twelve now!” Cousin Vivian called. She waited a moment in case Sam decided to come out. Vivian and Jonathan looked down at the glass floor in order not to follow the glimmer upwards with their eyes. “Very well. Stay there!” said Cousin Vivian. She beckoned with the gun. “I’ve got the safety off,” she said warningly.

They had to go past her and down the stairs without another look at the pillar. There are stairs all the way down outside, Vivian thought. He can be out long before the clock strikes.

The museum room was almost as dim and yellowish as the room above. All the windows were shuttered except for the one that looked directly out over the Avenue of the Four Ages. There, the museum cases had been pulled aside and Cousin Vivian’s parents were setting up some kind of apparatus in the space.

The two Caskets had been put in the niches. Vivian could see them, first dark and distorted by the glass and then clear and in plain view, as the pillar went slowly round – one flattish iron box, a little rusty, and one large silver egg on which pearls and red stones gleamed from whorled settings.

“I only got two,” Cousin Vivian said. “The other one got in the clock.”

Inga Lee turned round. “The small one – he could be small enough to get to the pillar,” she said nervously.

Without bothering to turn round, Mr Lee said, “It won’t make any difference if he does. I put the shutters down in the bell-pagoda. All he’ll get is a bad attack of deafness. Nobody’s going in or out of this tower – and we won’t need Sam until later. Bring those two over here, Vivvie. I need them now.”

“Why do you need us?” said Jonathan.

“Shut up,” said Mr Lee. He said it as if he meant it. Vivian and Jonathan went over to the window without daring to say anything else. “Stand there,” Mr Lee said, shoving them to one side of it. “And remember – the only use you are to me is as hostages. So keep quiet until the clock strikes and the Gold Casket gets here. I may let you go then.”

“Why do you need Sam later?” Jonathan said.

Mr Lee laughed. “To continue the Lee line,” he said. “You won’t mind a deaf husband, will you, Vivvie?”

Vivian could not see Cousin Vivian’s face from where she stood backed against the bay of the window, so there was no way of telling what she thought. Beside her, Jonathan was chewing the end of his pigtail. Vivian was sure he was thinking about Sam, waiting beside a dead Patroller to be deafened. There was no way out of the Pagoda except by the outside stairs and, from what Mr Lee said, it seemed as if there was a shutter between Sam and the stairs.

“Ah! Here they come!” said Mr Lee. “The fools have smelt a rat at last.”

Vivian craned across Jonathan. A group of Patrollers and other people were hurrying up the zig-zag steps to the Gnomon. Mr Donegal was bounding up in front. Vivian saw Sempitern Walker near the back beside Dr Leonov, the High Scientist, and the great purple figure of Dr Wilander towering in the middle. Scattered people were hurrying behind, trying to catch up, Patrollers and Annuate Guards mostly, but one of them was Petula and another looked like Ramona. And a long way in the rear, rushing down the middle of the Avenue of the Four Ages, was Mr Enkian with his robes flying.

“That android’s with them – beside Wilander,” Inga Lee said. “I thought we’d made them lock it up.”

“It must have got loose and alerted the rest,” said Mr Lee. “Well, they’re not much of a threat. I must say, I expected them to be better organised than this!”

Vivian suspected that Mr Donegal was better organised than Mr Lee thought. There were movements in among the bushes beyond the stairs that looked like more people keeping out of sight while they got Endless Hill surrounded. While she was trying to see if they were indeed Patroller uniforms creeping through the shrub, she heard a faint scuttering. It was outside the tower, from above somewhere. Jonathan’s head moved slightly and then stopped, stiffly, showing he had heard it too. It couldn’t be a trailing shoelace! Vivian thought. Sam’s feet had been enclosed in that mind-suit. But it did sound very much like one. And the scuttering was coming round the wall and getting lower, where the Lees might hear it at any moment.

She looked at Mr Lee. He was smiling and holding a small round piece of metal to his mouth. He spoke into it. “Stop!” his voice blared from outside the tower. “None of you come any nearer. This is Viv Lee speaking, Abdul.”

The people coming up the stairs faltered. Their faces turned up to the window, but none of them quite stopped climbing.

“I told you to stop,” Mr Lee’s voice blared. “We have taken possession of the Gnomon and we have two of the so-called polarities of Time City up here with us. We will not hesitate to turn the force of the polarities on anyone who comes any nearer. Get off the steps!”

The group on the stairs stopped. They did not seem to be quite as well organised as Vivian hoped. They were turning to one another, asking one another for something. She listened hard in the silence, but she could not hear the scuttering any more. Then a Patroller climbed over the stone balustrade beside Mr Donegal and put something into his hand. They heard his voice, as if he were speaking from right beside them.

“Viv, you’re mad! What are you trying to do up there?”

“I’m taking over Time City,” Mr Lee blared. “It will come to a halt at the end of time in six minutes from now. When it does, the Gold Casket and the Lead Casket will be brought to the Gnomon. I warn you not to interfere with those Caskets in any way. Get off the steps.”

“Viv, I think we should talk about this,” Mr Donegal’s voice suggested quietly from beside Mr Lee’s shoulder.

“Do as I tell you!” Mr Lee blared. “I have hostages here. I shall start by shooting one of them to show I mean business.” He nodded to his daughter. She prodded the gun into Vivian’s arm and then Jonathan’s and pushed them out in front of the window, where the group of upturned faces could clearly see them. Mr Lee took the gun from his daughter and waved it so that they could see that too. Vivian felt unreal. It was like that first night in Patrol Building. She felt as if she was in a film. And perhaps that’s merciful, she thought. “Do you see them?” Mr Lee blared. “Do I shoot one?”

There was more confusion among the group. Heads turned. Arms waved, beckoning to the stragglers hurrying up the flight of steps below. Mr Donegal’s voice said irritably, “I know he’s violent! And that wife of his—” and this was followed by a click as he turned his loud-speaker off and waved everyone towards the side of the steps. In an untidy sort of stampede, everyone hurried to the balustrade and bundled themselves and one another over it into the bushes. Jonathan’s teeth crunched on his pigtail. Elio was still standing there, a small pale figure in his mind-suit. The two Guardians were advancing down the steps towards him, one a long silver glitter and the other tall and dull brown, casting dim, not-quite-real shadows across Elio and dwarfing him completely.

“Inga!” snapped Mr Lee. “Get what those things are saying to one another. Quickly!” He held the gun against Jonathan’s head and neither Jonathan nor Vivian dared to move. Their eyes turned sideways to watch Inga Lee fiddling with knobs on top of her apparatus.

There was a noise like an army marching through tinfoil. Out of it, Elio’s voice said faintly, “The Lead Casket.” As soon as he said it, Elio turned and leapt over the side of the steps into the bushes. The two Guardians glimmered out of sight, leaving two long faint eye-blots on the stairs.

“I think those creatures set up some kind of interference,” Inga Lee said irritably. “I can’t pick up what they’re saying in the bushes at all.”

“At least the steps are clear for the other two Guardians,” Mr Lee said. He passed his daughter the gun and turned to help his wife. There was more tinfoil crunching from the machine. A voice that might have been Elio’s said, “We could not discover…”

“Where will the other Guardians come from?” Cousin Vivian asked.

“A time-lock at the bottom of the steps – don’t interrupt,” said her father.

At that point, Mr Enkian, who was clearly not much of a runner, reached the bottom of the steps. He leant on the balustrade to pant before taking the climb. And Vivian saw a small figure come towards him round the hill at a tired, rolling trot. It was Sam. She recognised him mostly by the trot, because most of him was a fluttering shapeless bundle. His mind-suit seemed to have got shredded into a thousand trailing strips.

Jonathan’s elbow went into her side. They both did what they could to distract the Lees.

“I’m hungry,” Jonathan said. “That automat over there still works.”

“Does it?” Vivian cried with loud, artificial delight. “I’d love a butter-pie!”

“Can I work the automat, Daddy?” Cousin Vivian asked.

Mr Enkian was not listening to Sam, Vivian saw from one eye. He was waving him angrily away.

“Give your mother the gun first, Vivvie,” Mr Lee said, still bending over the crunching apparatus.

From one eye, Vivian saw Cousin Vivian’s skinny arm stretching out to pass the gun to Inga Lee. From the other, she saw Dr Wilander rise out of the bushes like a purple whale and go crashing down Endless Hill towards Sam. When the stairs zigged the right way, he jumped the balustrade in a whirl of robe and went down them three at a time in huge, limping leaps. When they zagged at the landings, he jumped the balustrade again and tore his way through the shrubbery. He reached the bottom while Mr Enkian was still waving Sam off. Mr Enkian whirled round angrily and the two of them began shouting at one another.

What a time to start another quarrel! Vivian thought, as her other eye watched Cousin Vivian fetch the little pot with a stick in it out of the antique automat. “One butter-pie,” Cousin Vivian announced. She laughed jeeringly and began to eat it herself.

Elio went tearing down the hill, following the broken path Dr Wilander had made. As soon as he reached the bottom, Sam grabbed his arm and seemed to be explaining.

“Mean beast!” Vivian said, desperate to distract the Lees. “I’m starving!”

“She always was,” Jonathan joined in, shaking with nerves. “When I got a new automat, she poured quickset plastic into it and I had to make do with the old one.”

“Serve you right for being so snooty!” said Cousin Vivian. She closed her eyes in bliss. “Oh, I’d forgotten the beautiful taste of these things!”

When Vivian looked away from her out of the window, there was no one at all at the bottom of the steps. Even Mr Enkian had disappeared.

Mr Lee gave up on the amplifier and turned it off. “There’s not much anyone can do now anyway,” he said, looking tensely at the watch on his wrist. “It’s one minute to twelve.”

They waited, and the minute seemed endless. Jonathan switched on his time function. It said twenty-nine minutes past six. They watched the green-lit second hand creep round to half-past. It had got two-thirds of the way, when Vivian caught sight of a blur in the distance down the Avenue of the Four Ages. It came closer and larger with astonishing speed and she saw it was Elio – Elio running faster than she could have believed possible. He was getting bigger and nearer as if there was a zoom-lens on him. She could see his legs pounding, his arms beating and his head rolling from side to side, and she knew he was running flat out. But fast as Elio was coming, the second hand on Jonathan’s arm seemed to move faster still. It was nearly at half-past now. She could hear chinks and slidings overhead where the works of the endless clock were adjusting to the shaking of the tower and getting ready to strike.

Elio is bringing the time-egg, Vivian thought, but what if it’s not the Lead Casket? Or what if it is, but this just helps the Lees to get their hands on it?

BOING went the great clock, burring everything around them.

And as soon as it did, a tall young man in green strode to the steps and began jauntily and confidently to climb them.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
FABER JOHN

This young man was not the time-ghost, but the Watcher himself, bringing the Gold Casket. He cast a solid shadow that folded across the steps. Everything about him was solid and confident. Elio was still running, off to one side. The Watcher was going up briskly, sure of his duty, and he was halfway up the first flight of steps already.

BOING went the clock, a second time, and again everything burred. Vivian looked for Elio, but he must have reached the bushes. The only person in sight was the briskly climbing Watcher. “Here comes our Gold Casket!” Mr Lee said triumphantly through the burring.

BOING came the third stroke. And the Watcher was suddenly struggling. He laboured to put each foot on the next step as if his boots weighed a ton apiece. BOING went the fourth stroke. He staggered on to the first landing and dragged himself across it by holding on to the balustrade. Doggedly he began to climb the next flight, foot by weighty foot.

“Now we know what’s stopping him,” Mr Lee said, as the fifth stroke rolled out. “It’s those two damned Guardians.”

The Iron Guardian and the Silver Keeper had materialised at the bottom of the last flight before the tower. They were standing, waiting. As Vivian looked at them, her eye caught something purple and a glimmer of mind-suit down the hill beyond them, at the edge of the path Dr Wilander had torn through the bushes.

Then she knew what was really stopping the Watcher. The time-egg. It was the Lead Casket. They had been right. Elio was using it as a kind of magnet to pull the Gold Casket back. But he did not dare be seen, in case the Lees shot one of their hostages. When the steps zig-zagged away from him, he could only come to the edge of the broken bushes.

In proof of this, the Watcher dragged himself up that flight while the next mighty BOING was ringing out. But Elio was waiting in the bushes at the second landing. The Watcher lurched and almost fell to his knees. Vivian could see the Gold Casket, distantly, tall and heavy and glinting. The Watcher held it proudly in front of him, which only left him one hand to drag himself across the landing with.

“He never does get to the top,” Inga Lee said anxiously.

“We don’t know that. He disappears on the twelfth stroke,” Mr Lee contradicted her. “Vivvie, fetch me the Silver Casket. I’ll give him some help.”

BOING rang the great clock. Vivian had lost count by then. Cousin Vivian went to the pillar, licking her butter-pie slowly to make it last. By the time she came back with the huge pearl-embossed egg, the Watcher was on his knees, crawling near the top of the third flight. From the swirling of the bushes, Vivian thought that there were a lot of people with Elio, pulling one another in a line, to help hold the Watcher back. She prayed that Mr Lee would not notice as he took the pearly egg and bent over it.

Funny! she thought. I wanted the Watcher to get up the steps when he was a time-ghost. Now I hope and hope he doesn’t! Beside her, Jonathan had most of his pigtail in his mouth.

The steps zagged away from the Lead Casket. With Mr Lee’s help, the Watcher doggedly plugged up that flight during the next great stroke of the bell. But he almost stuck on that landing. It seemed that the three Caskets might balance out and pin him to the spot.

“Get me the Iron Casket, quickly!” Inga Lee said. Cousin Vivian ran this time and got back as the great clock went BOING again.

“We are going to win, aren’t we?” she asked plaintively as she handed the square rusty box to her mother.

“Of course. We’re intended to,” Inga Lee said. She put the gun down on the amplifier and bent over the Iron Casket.

Now, by looking sideways at the struggling green climber, Vivian could see the force that was being used. It was roiling and streaking the air with nearly invisible whorls, so that when the clock rang out yet again, burring everything, Vivian could hardly see the Watcher. He was a green smear, still creeping upwards. As the burring went off a little, she saw the whorling force bellying upwards to cover the two waiting Guardians, then down to eddy across the Watcher as he rounded another landing and toiled on to the next flight.

BOING went the clock. Jonathan murmured through his pigtail, “Eleven.”

The Guardians were moving, walking slowly down to join the Watcher. The Watcher, still holding the Casket carefully to his chest, seemed to look up at them.

“We’re winning,” said Mr Lee. “They’ve had to go to meet him. Obstinate, isn’t he?”

BOING went the clock for the last time. The burring died to silence except for the shaking and chinking of the tower. The whorls of force died away too, fading and curling gently to nothing.

The Watcher stood up, near enough for Vivian to see he was smiling, and climbed briskly to meet the two Guardians. They turned and came up the steps on either side of him. Up they came and up, to the very foot of the Gnomon. Elio and the other people in the bushes, who seemed to be on both sides of the stairs, kept pace with them, but it was clear that the Lead Casket now had no effect at all.

“We’ve won!” said Mr Lee. The Lees stood and laughed at one another.

“Open the door for him,” said Inga Lee.

“In a second,” said Mr Lee. “I’ll just get rid of the hostages first. We don’t want another Lee around to claim the City, and both of them know too much.” He leaned over and picked the gun off the amplifier.

Vivian could not feel as if she was in a film then, though she wanted to very much. The gun was horribly real as it came up to point at her. And it seemed to be true that all your life came flooding into your mind in your last moments. She thought of Mum and Dad and London and the War and Time City, and she wanted to shout to Mr Lee, Wait – I haven’t thought of everything yet! Beside her, Jonathan let his pigtail fall out of his mouth and stood straight and lordly-looking.

But it seemed as if the Guardians were already coming. There was the sound of shutters and doors sliding all over the tower, above and below. The yellow panels over the windows swept sideways into the walls, flooding the museum room with sunlight. Vivian’s eyes watered, but she could just see the pillar in the middle go suddenly dark as a person rose up inside it. Mr Lee turned and peered to see who it was, pointing the gun uncertainly.

Dr Wilander stepped out of the pillar, bulging the strange material of it wide with the size of him. He was holding the time-egg in one huge hand. It looked no bigger than a pigeon’s egg.

Mr Lee fired the gun at him, twice, two blunt coughing sounds.

All that happened was that Dr Wilander gathered his shabby gown round him with his other huge hand and cleared his throat. “Hrrrhm.” The gun clattered to the floor. “I apologise,” Dr Wilander grunted to Jonathan and Vivian. “I should never have let you get into this mess.” There was embarrassment all over his big bear’s face. “The truth is that I have to have this artefact in my hand before I recollect what I am. Oh no,” he growled. Mr Lee was reaching for the Silver Casket. “Oh no. You drained that one and the Iron one trying to fight this.” He held up the little leaden egg on the palm of his huge hand. The air was in transparent whorls and shimmers over it. “All the force went back into this one, where it belongs,” he said. “Elio’s idea. But you Lees couldn’t have won anyway, not with Lead and Gold both outside the tower. We just didn’t want anybody to get shot. Now I’m afraid I’ll have to get rid of you.”

Cousin Vivian took the butter-pie away from her mouth. “You can’t get rid of us,” she said. “We’re Lees!”

“What does that mean?” growled Dr Wilander. “You descend from a very nice young man who happened to wander into Time City from China a very long time ago and ended up marrying the ruler’s daughter. But that doesn’t entitle you to anything, you know. I told you that when you were six. Now what shall I do with you all?” He frowned at the little grey egg, considering. “I can’t have you anywhere where you can get at that time-lock in Lee House and it’ll have to be somewhere stable, because you’re all three thoroughly disruptive. Let’s see. I think young Vivian had better go to Ancient China—”

“Over my dead body!” Inga Lee exclaimed. “My daughter descends from the Icelandic Emperor!”

“Then I’d better remove you first before you do anything silly,” grunted Dr Wilander.

The rippling in the air from the time-egg surged out to surround Inga Lee. Just for an instant, she seemed to be standing on rather soggy grass beside a low house made of rough bits of stone. There was sea edged with ice in front of her and a sheer and frosty-looking mountain behind. Then the rippling edges of the air surged together and there was nothing but a cold draught and a writhing swirl in the air where Inga Lee had been.

“What have you done?” Mr Lee said chokily.

“Sent her to Iceland, at the time it was first settled,” growled Dr Wilander. “It should suit her. Her kind used to be known as ‘a stirring woman’ there. For you, Viv, I’m afraid it’ll have to be the last days of the Depopulation of Earth. I can’t have you getting together with her again. She pushes you into things. I’ll put you near the last spaceship, and if you ask them nicely they may take you aboard. But I don’t promise you they will.”

The ripples surged from the egg again. Mr Lee was surrounded by a hot-looking concrete field with pieces of broken brick wall sticking up here and there. He cried out, “No! I’ll reform!”

“You said that before, several times,” Dr Wilander grunted as the ripples came together again, leaving a hot wind and a chemical smell where Mr Lee had been. Dr Wilander turned to Cousin Vivian.

Cousin Vivian tipped her head sideways and held her butter-pie as if it were a posy of flowers. A tear trickled prettily down her nose. “You won’t do that to me, will you, Uncle Hakon?” she said in a little lisping voice. “I’m only just eleven.”

As Dr Wilander opened his mouth to reply, Vivian said quickly, “Would you mind waiting a second, Dr Wilander?” The little eyes looked at her and looked amused. The big face nodded. “Thank you!” said Vivian. And she flew at Cousin Vivian.

She seized the hand that was holding the butter-pie and made Cousin Vivian stick the butter-pie into her own eye. Then she snatched it away and forced it down the neck of Cousin Vivian’s frilly blue frock. Cousin Vivian shrieked and kicked and fought harder than Sam, but Vivian Smith was something of an expert by now and she held that butter-pie inside Cousin Vivian’s frilly collar until the cold part melted and the hot ran out. “Ow!” screamed Cousin Vivian.

Vivian let her go. “I’ve been wanting to do that all day!” she said.

“I can’t go to China like this!” Cousin Vivian screamed.

But she had to. The ripples expanded while she was still screaming. Vivian and Jonathan looked with great interest at an instant of rainy street and a house with tipped-up ends to its roof. A person in stiff robes under a large umbrella halted and stared at Cousin Vivian across his long moustache, looking haughtily unable to believe his folded eyes.

“And that’s that,” grunted Dr Wilander as the scene disappeared. “Pity I didn’t realise what they were up to before this. I knew Time City was bound to go critical when it got back to the beginning. That blinded me, I’m afraid. Let’s go down. Would each of you take one of those Caskets?”

Jonathan rather nervously picked up the jewelled silver egg. Vivian took the heavy iron box quite gladly. After all, it belonged to her own era. Dr Wilander stepped to the glass pillar again. They realised that it was no longer turning. “Has the clock stopped?” Jonathan asked.

“For the moment,” Dr Wilander answered, bulging the pillar as he went in. He vanished smoothly downwards. Jonathan followed, then Vivian. It was just the same as going up, just as mysterious. When Vivian stepped out into the round ground floor of the Gnomon, all twelve doors were open and the Annuate Guard was sitting on the floor, looking dizzy and puzzled. Dr Wilander patted his shoulder as he limped past. “Feeling better now?” he asked and went out through the front door on to the platform at the top of the steps.

Mr Donegal was standing at one side with a group of Patrollers. Elio was standing at the other side, panting rather, with Sempitern Walker, Mr Enkian, Ramona and a number of other people. Sam was sitting on the ground near his mother’s feet. He looked tired and his mind-suit was indeed a mass of fluttering strips.

Everyone called out gladly when Vivian and Jonathan came through the door behind Dr Wilander, but they did not move. It was clear none of them liked to get in the way of the three Guardians. The Guardians were standing in a row in front of the door like Patrollers on duty, except that they looked a great deal more powerful than any Patroller ever did.

The Watcher of the Gold came slowly forward, smiling all over his blunt face, and held the Gold Casket out to Dr Wilander. It was very beautiful, a miniature golden model of the Gnomon. The golden bell tinkled in the top as the Watcher presented it.

“One moment,” Dr Wilander said to him, and he asked Vivian and Jonathan, “Would you mind giving the other two their property back?”

Jonathan carefully put the Silver Casket into the long shiny hands of the Silver Keeper, who bowed courteously as he took it. Vivian gave the Iron Casket into the eager, cloudy hand of the Iron Guardian. He rewarded her with a great smile, wide and sly, but she felt the same jolt of fear when he touched the Casket that she had felt from him before. She realised now that she had had the same jolt off Dr Wilander more than once.

“Thank you,” the Iron Guardian said softly. He joined the other two Guardians and they all stood holding their Caskets out expectantly to Dr Wilander.

Dr Wilander sighed a little. “Very well,” he said. “Now, I suppose.” He held out the time-egg and the three Guardians brought their Caskets forward to meet it. Vivian noticed that they were all exactly the same height as Dr Wilander, no taller, no shorter, different as they were. The four Caskets came together at the centre of their four outstretched arms, where they wavered for a moment and then dissolved into the small egg-shape of the Lead Casket. As they did, three of the Guardians shimmered also and faded forwards and inwards to overlay Dr Wilander. For an instant, he had the long mad face of the Iron Guardian. Then that gave way to the sad, polite skull of the Silver Keeper; and that, in turn, became the countryman’s face of the Watcher of the Gold.

Dr Wilander did not seem to find this at all comfortable. He worked his elbows and stamped his feet and a scowl of what might have been pain came across the four blending faces. But finally he shivered and harrumphed and took a look at the Lead Casket. It was paler now, with silvery and brown and gold streaks, and the air around it played in tighter and stronger whorls, shivering the front of Dr Wilander’s purple robe. He nodded in a satisfied way. He was still Dr Wilander, but with a difference. His face was more shapely, with a long twitch to the mouth, which was like the Iron Guardian’s, except that it had the nervous politeness of the Silver Keeper. His chin was the blunt and obstinate chin of the Watcher of the Gold. When he looked suddenly and sharply over at Vivian, his eyes were not so small, but they were still bearishly shrewd and they still laughed at Vivian.

“Know who I am?” he asked her. His voice was less of a grunt. It blared like the Watcher of the Gold’s and was lightened by the voices of the Iron Guardian and the Silver Keeper.

“Still making fun of me,” Vivian said. “Well, you seem to be all sorts of people. Perhaps everyone is. But I think you might be Faber John.”

Everyone else gasped. “Correct!” shouted Dr Wilander. “She got the right answer for once in her life! But then she has met all the other parts of me that were out in history trying to hold the City in place.”

Elio hurried forward and went down on one knee. “Faber John,” he said. “My lord. You ordered me to be made—”

“Oh, get up, man!” said Faber John. “So I did order you, but don’t start my-lording me for that. I’m in a hurry to get to Aeon Square.” He strode past Elio and away down the steps. He still limped a little, Vivian saw, as they all hurried after him, wondering what he was going to do in Aeon Square.

Time City was in upheaval all round them as they went down the steps. Vivian had grown used to the ground shaking, the way you get used to riding in a train, and she had not noticed that it had been getting worse all the time. Now it was really bad. The steps heaved under them with long shudders and cracks appeared under their feet. In the distance, people were running across the Avenue of the Four Ages, in order to get to the river and escape, and Vivian did not blame them.

A particularly grinding shudder produced a long crashing, over to her right. She looked in time to see the golden dome of The Years slide away sideways and disappear in a great billow of dust. One of the metal arches in the Avenue tipped crooked and, beyond that, with a mighty tinkling, the blue glass dome of Millennium crumbled down on itself and poured blue shards into the River Time.

Faber John simply limped on as if none of it were happening. Vivian found she trusted him. When they reached the bottom of the steps, she ran as well as she could over the heaving road, and caught him up. Jonathan was beside him, and so was Elio, who was carrying Sam. Sam was leaning on Elio’s shoulder with a smug and heroic look. He gave Vivian a two-toothed grin as she came up.

“A lot of rebuilding to do,” Faber John remarked to her. “Most of it shoddy stuff put up after I divided.” Something had happened to whatever made the streamers of light on the arches. They were producing wild misty scribbles and making popping noises, although the first arch seemed to revive a little as Faber John limped under it with the time-egg.

“Did you know what was going to happen?” Vivian asked, as they left it behind.

“I guessed most of it,” said Faber John. “Stupid of me to leave it all written down in Lee House where that trigger-happy failure could get hold of it. But I thought my descendants ought to have a few clues in case something went wrong. I didn’t want the Caskets lost for ever. So I left some documents describing more or less what I’d done with them. I made the Iron Casket quite easy to find, because that was the weakest and it didn’t matter if it fell into the wrong hands. I said where the Silver was too, but I took care to put it in such a confusing site that it needed advanced technology out of late history to find. And I gave three different locations for the Gold to muddle anyone who tried to steal that. Luckily I didn’t say a word about the Lead. I hoped part of me would be here in the City to look after that.”

“And did you know about me?” Vivian asked.

“How could I? I didn’t know about myself,” he grunted. “I spotted you were a sham of course, straight away. And I knew you were one of those time-ghosts. So I figured that the safest thing to do was to take you as a pupil and make sure you knew the important facts. But don’t ask me to decide what to do about you now. That’s the Time Lady’s department.”

This sounded alarming. Vivian trotted beside his huge figure in silence after that, under arch after arch, each of which sputtered back to life as they went under it, until they were near the end of the Avenue. There were only a few scattered people running away by then. As Faber John got near them, a house fell down and poured rubble across the road in a long sliding heap, almost at his feet. Mr Enkian jumped nervously sideways from it.

“If you want to run away, Enkian,” Faber John said, pointing to the fleeing people, “feel free to follow those.”

Mr Enkian cast a tempted look at the river and then drew up his chin in a very dignified way. “I am proud and pleased to stay and serve the City,” he replied.

“What a damned lie!” said Faber John. “Seriously, Enkian, I won’t hold it against you if you want to go.”

“I – er—” said Mr Enkian. “If you must know, the wide open spaces of history frighten me more than anything else.”

Just like Jonathan! Vivian thought. It made her feel kinder towards Mr Enkian. Perhaps Faber John felt the same. As they climbed across the rubble of the house, he said to Jonathan, “Keep reminding me not to bait that man in future, will you?”

They went up the steps and between Perpetuum and Science. The twin domes of Ongoing and Erstwhile were standing quite unmoved. Faber John squinted up at them and seemed pleased. Perpetuum was tottering, shaking in every lopsided honeycomb part, but it seemed to be holding together, almost as if it had been made to take just such a strain. “Good,” said Faber John. “Built all these myself.” And he swept on into Aeon Square.

Here the buildings were shaking too, though most of them were whole, except for Time Patrol Building which had lost large pieces off its white front. There were a lot of people out in the middle of Aeon Square, because that was clearly one of the safest places to be. Most of them were City people, but there were quite a few stranded tourists and a large crowd of evacuees, who were staring rather nervously at the falling domes and shaking towers.

“It’s bombs,” Vivian heard an evacuee say as Faber John swept up to the crowd. “We didn’t ought to be here. We ought to be in an air-raid shelter.” But around that, Vivian could not quite tell how, a murmur was spreading among the City people and the tourists.

“It’s Faber John!”

By the time Faber John reached the Stone in the middle, he was in a ring of awestruck spectators who all seemed to know who he was. Here Jenny gave up trying to organise the evacuees and rushed up to Jonathan. “Oh, you’re safe! But what is happening? What is happening and where is Viv?”

She looked at Sempitern Walker and then at Ramona and the way they looked back told her about the Lees. Jenny’s face then made Vivian think soberly: you can’t put something like that right. Not really. It isn’t all right and it never will be.

Faber John took up a position a little way from the broken chippings of the Stone, where he folded his arms and stood looking at it. “I seem to have timed it about right,” he remarked. “Nothing yet, but should be any moment now.”

Almost at once, there was the most violent bucking of the ground yet. In the distance, Vivian saw the tall finger of Whilom Tower sway to and fro. She watched it anxiously, thinking of all the films stored inside it, and she almost missed the moment when the rubble of the Stone blew away into fine dust. Dust stung her face like a sandstorm. She put her arm over her face and looked back to see it showering away sideways in clouds, leaving a dark oblong hole.

“There’s the air-raid shelter!” an evacuee cried out in great relief.

But next moment, the evacuees were backing away with everyone else. Something was moving in the hole, something huge and slow and rather clumsy. There were heavy heaving footsteps.

Vivian’s back prickled as she realised that whatever had been sleeping under Time City was awake and about to come out.

The footsteps slithered and seemed to find a purchase. Pound – slide – bang. The face of a huge horse appeared in the hole. It pricked its ears and blinked at the sight of Aeon Square and the ring of staring faces. Then it gave a mighty scramble and climbed out on to the flagstones, putting each enormous hoof with great care. There was a woman on its back, dressed in home-made clothes – a fair, untidy woman with her hair in a bun and worried lines on her face.

Faber John’s face broke into a great smile at the sight of her. “Time Lady, my wife,” he said, “why the horse?”

The Time Lady smiled slightly too. “Why not?” she said. “I found him going begging in the Age of Gold while I was wandering in spirit. And I brought him because I was fairly sure there wouldn’t be enough animals here when I woke.”

“There aren’t any,” said Faber John. “People didn’t like the mess.”

“How stupid!” said the Time Lady. “I must get some more at once.” She swung her leg across the vast back of the horse as if she were going to dismount, but she stayed there, looking round at Aeon Square. Jonathan and Vivian exchanged incredulous looks. They knew that horse, rather too well for comfort, and they knew the Lady too. She was the one who had cured Jonathan. But she was not quite the same as the woman in the Age of Gold. She was paler, and she seemed a more complicated person, as if it was a very important part of her that had been asleep under the City.

How silly of me! Vivian thought. When I saw that sleeper, I thought of Mum first thing, but I never realised it was a woman even then! But she’s not big enough! I don’t understand.

“I see you’ve brought in some new blood,” the Time Lady said, nodding at the evacuees.

“Well, not exactly,” said Faber John. “They came of their own accord. But I had an idea that some children would arrive somehow in time for the renewal.”

The Time Lady laughed. Then she did dismount, sliding to the ground and running to meet Faber John, both of them looking wonderfully glad to see each other. “So you brought it off, you old genius!” she said. “I thought you’d never manage a renewal.”

As soon as she was off it, the horse came clopping over to Jonathan and Vivian and thrust its great pulpy nose into Vivian’s face. Clearly it remembered them too. Vivian did not know what to do about it, but Sam did. He slid down from Elio’s arms and came trotting over with a thousand strips of mind-suit fluttering all over him. “Here. I’ve got a peppermint,” he said, and gave it to the horse.

“What happened to that suit? Did you get caught in the clock?” Jonathan asked.

“No, it was the shutters at the top of the Gnomon,” Sam said. “They were spiky at the bottom, but there was just room for me to squeeze underneath if I wriggled and wriggled. You couldn’t have got out. What happened to you?”

“Well,” said Jonathan, “the best part was when V.S. stuffed a butter-pie down V.L.’s neck.”

Sam grinned, a huge two-toothed grin that suddenly faded to wistfulness. “A butter-pie,” he said. “That’s what I need.”

“You!” said Vivian. “I thought I’d cured you of butter-pies!”

“You did,” said Sam. “But it’s come on again.”

The last important event took place in the Chronologue later that day. Vivian was very alarmed by it. For one thing, it was an Enquiry and Court of Law and she was one of the ones on trial. For another, the Chronologue by daylight was even more rich and decorated than she had realised. It awed her. Every scrap of it was painted, or gilded, or jewelled, from the mosaic of semi-precious stones on the floor to the starry sky painted on the ceiling.

The carved seats were crowded. Jonathan told her that this was most unusual, which made another alarming thing. Everyone Vivian knew was there, from Petula and her helpers to the Patrollers who had arrested her in the Age of Silver. Though at least half the population of Time City had run away into history when houses started falling down, there were enough rescued Observers and tourists, who had been stranded when the locks down the river stopped working at midday, to force Annuate Guard, Patrollers and important people in robes to stand at the back.

There was quite a sprinkling of evacuee children too. They had now been shared out to people who had not left the City and had been brought along by foster parents who were too interested to stay away. They sat looking wide-eyed and sleepy and fingering their Time City pyjamas in a surprised way. Most of them seemed to be getting thoroughly pampered by their new parents. Those who were not clutching new toys were secretly being fed sweets.

Another unusual and alarming thing was that Sempitern Walker, sitting in the Sempitern’s Chair, down to one side, was not wearing ceremonial robes. He was in simple black, which made him look very severe and earnest. Rumour had it that Faber John had said that no one was to wear robes. And Faber John, of course, was the most alarming thing of all. The two great thrones under the canopy at the end, with animal heads on the arms and winged suns blazing on the high backs, which Jonathan said had been left empty for uncounted thousands of years, were now occupied by Faber John and the Time Lady. And whatever Faber John had said about robes, the Time Lady had somehow managed to get him into a new purple gown. She herself was wearing a dress of deep night blue.

Sempitern Walker opened the Court by knocking for attention. Then he took up the winged sun with the Kohinoor Diamond in it and solemnly walked over to give it to Faber John.

“What’s this?” Faber John rumbled. “Am I expected to fan myself with this thing? Or what?”

The Time Lady nudged him. “You know what it is,” she said.

“The Standard of Office,” said Sempitern Walker. “I assume that you are now ruling as Sempitern of Time City.”

“Not as Sempitern,” Faber John declared. “You’re better at parading in ceremonies and greeting Ambassadors and making speeches than I shall ever be. I need a Sempitern to do that for me. You’re stuck with it, Ranjit. Take your Standard away.”

“But you will of course be wanting to move into the Annuate Palace,” Sempitern Walker said. “If you will give me a day—”

“Not that either,” said Faber John. “The Time Lady and I have always lived in what is known as Lee House. Now it’s empty, we shall go back there. But since you’re all obviously expecting me to do something kingly, I shall make a short speech.”

Sempitern Walker went back to his seat, looking anguished in a way which Vivian could not decide was relieved or disappointed. When he was sitting down, Faber John began.

“Sorry about the inconvenience,” he said. “The time-locks are going to be shut for three days while Time City shakes itself on to a new piece of time. After that, it will start a new circuit of history. By then history should have shaken itself down too, into new Fixed Eras and new Unstable ones, and we can take a look at the best places to plant the Caskets out when that time comes. But the City will move for quite a while on the full power of the Lead Casket, so I shall be with you for many centuries before I have to divide and go out again—”

The Time Lady said, “Next time it’s my turn to go out and yours to sleep. We’re not going to have another quarrel about that.”

“We’ll talk about that later,” said Faber John. “It’s no fun being divided. What I want to say to everyone is that next time round we’re going to do better. Time City has traded so long with the Fixed Eras that it thought it was fixed itself. We had got very selfish and far too safe. It took someone quite young and from an Unstable Era to point that out. In future, we’re going to be of use to the whole of history. Chronologue is going to study what we can do, and Patrol is going to think of ways to do it. Have you got that, Abdul? You can start your enquiry now.”

Sam’s father stood up. He cleared his throat. He fidgeted. It was clear that he was far happier giving orders than speaking in public. “Two months ago, Ongoing Science drew the attention of Time Patrol to massive anomalies in the First Unstable Era,” he began. “Look, you know all this. You were there when I reported to Chronologue.”

“Yes, but my Time Lady wasn’t,” said Faber John. “She wants to know.”

“Well, Chronologue referred to Ongoing for a full analysis,” said Mr Donegal. “Dr Leonov will tell you.” He sat down thankfully.

Dr Leonov stood up, between an evacuee and a tourist, looking a little strange because he had obviously not been able to decide whether to wear his robes or not. He had settled for a high white Science hat and black pyjamas. “We made a thorough analysis,” he said. “The Time Lady will appreciate that we have a whole new range of delicate and precise instruments since her day.” The Time Lady gave him a smile and an impatient nod. This was probably intended to make Dr Leonov speak plainly and quickly. It did not. Dr Leonov discoursed of temporons and chronons, of socioeconomic graphology and day-sampling, of lode-hours and chrono-nexus effects until most of the evacuees fell asleep. Vivian had not been so bored since Sempitern Walker last soothed Mr Enkian.

“What does all this mean?” the Time Lady asked at last. “In plain words.”

“It means there were two kinds of disturbance, madam,” said Dr Leonov. “Both contained chronons, which meant they could threaten the City. But one was local, in 1939, and the other spread through the entire era and was far more massively weighted. Chronons of the same massive type were detected in two other Unstable Eras and in Time City itself. The source was eventually pinpointed to September 1939 as a young girl by the name of Vivian Smith.”

Vivian sat up and stared.

Dr Leonov sat down. Mr Donegal reluctantly got up. “They gave us the report,” he said, “but of course I had to put it before Chronologue – you were there. I asked permission for Time Patrol to meet the train that the source of trouble was on and remove her to a Fixed Era where her chronon load might be neutralised.”

Mr Enkian rose from a bench somewhere near the back and coughed for attention. “I must point out that this scheme struck me as barbarous,” he said. “I argued against it but was voted down, though I was happy to find that, for once, Sempitern Walker agreed with me. We therefore insisted that we be allowed to inspect the foster home Patrol had found the child in Forty-two Century. Which I did, at some personal cost, and when I found it inadequate I personally selected another. After which, the Sempitern and I demanded to be among the party which met the train so that we could explain properly to the child, who would certainly be frightened and confused, why it was we had to take this step. The rest, in a manner of speaking, is history. We failed to find the girl.”

Jonathan’s face had been growing redder and redder while Mr Enkian spoke. As Mr Enkian sat down, Jonathan slouched right down in his seat, hoping to escape notice.

“It seems to me,” said Faber John, “that we’d better hear Jonathan Walker’s story now.”

Looking as anguished as his father, Jonathan slowly stood up. “I made a mistake,” he said. “I mean I got the right girl by mistake.”

The Time Lady laughed. “Tell it in order,” she said.

“It began as an adventure,” Jonathan confessed. But he told the story quite clearly and sensibly without trying to excuse himself or blame himself too much. Vivian was impressed. Jonathan’s learning! she thought. I wonder if I am too. She looked to see what the Time Lady thought. She had her elbows on her knees and her chin in her hands and she was frowning. Faber John was frowning too. When Jonathan got to the part where Elio rescued them from Leon Hardy, he said, “Sit down for now. Elio can tell the next part.”

Elio sprang up. He came into the space in front of the thrones and once more fell on one knee. “Forgive me, my lord!” he cried. “My lady! I behaved, as I thought, with great cleverness, but I was very unintelligent indeed. I deserve to be punished!”

“Elio,” said Faber John, “if you can’t stop grovelling, I’ll send you back to that factory. I ordered you to be delivered in time for the renewal, partly because I thought you might stop things going wrong, but mostly because I was hoping for intelligent company for the next few hundred years. If you can’t be rational, I’ll get them to send you to Mars as soon as the locks open. Stand up and pretend to be a man at least!”

Elio climbed hastily to his feet. “But I failed to recognise the Lead Casket!” he said.

“It was meant to be hard to recognise,” said Faber John. “We couldn’t have every Tom, Dick or Harry waving it around. Get on and tell your part in the business.”

So Elio told it, up to when Time Patrol brought them back to the City that morning. Faber John stopped him there. “Does Sam want to say anything?” he asked.

“No!” Sam said fervently.

“Right,” said Faber John. “Then, Time Lady, my wife, regardless of the fact that history was coming apart round their ears, Jonathan led Vivian Smith on another dash to Twenty Century in hopes of catching his cousin disguised as a boy. That of course failed, because history had gone critical and his cousin had already returned to Time City. The only good thing is that they didn’t take the Lead Casket with them that time. What do you think?”

The Time Lady considered, with her chin in her hands. This was the judgement on the Enquiry. Vivian watched the Time Lady frown and felt much as she had when Mr Lee pointed the gun at her.

“I think,” the Time Lady said slowly, “that I’ll take Jonathan first, because I see you’re going to raise an outcry if I don’t leave you to deal with Elio yourself. Jonathan has broken the law. But he’s a citizen of Time City, which means that he doesn’t carry what Mr Leonov would call chronons, so he’s going to have to go on trial before Chronologue when it gets back together again.”

Jonathan went white. Vivian stood up, without knowing she had. “That’s not fair!” she found herself saying. “Jonathan was the only one who was really bothered about Time City! And he even started caring about history in the end!”

“It’s perfectly fair,” the Time Lady said in her irritable way. “And I’ve no doubt that Chronologue will take Jonathan’s motives into account. Now I’ll take Sam—”

“Hey!” Sam’s voice boomed out. “You can’t! I’m a hero. I saved Time City.”

“But you broke the law too,” the Time Lady said. “I’m going to ask Chronologue to postpone your trial until you’re older, on condition that you don’t break any more laws until then.” Sam subsided against Ramona, looking stunned. “Now Vivian Smith,” said the Time Lady. “She is in bad trouble.”

“I didn’t do anything wrong,” Vivian said.

“You mean you didn’t mean to,” the Time Lady said tartly. “You still don’t understand, do you? My girl, you came from history, which means you carry what talkative Mr Leonov calls temporons anyway, and then you were three times in the same place at the same exact moment. And the second time you took the Lead Casket with you. On top of that, you jumped about history with it. No wonder Ongoing Science spotted you! No wonder Patrol nabbed you quick out of the Age of Silver! You’re absolutely loaded with what Mr Leonov calls chronons. The way I see it is that you’re going to disturb every bit of history you touch for a long time to come. You can’t go home. Twenty Century would just blow up round you. I think we’ll have to send you out to the stars. Would you like that?”

Vivian did not know. She was not really sure a person could go to the stars. She stood there thinking of home. But home was a strange place now with bunkers and radioactive trains. She felt lost. There was nowhere to go.

She was only vaguely aware that Sempitern Walker was standing up too, saying something about “an invaluable adjunct to Palace life”. And now Jenny jumped up. Vivian had carefully not looked at Jenny before this, because Jenny had been crying quietly about her brother Viv. But she looked with everyone else when Jenny kicked the carved seat and shouted.

“Great Time, woman! I say blast you and Faber John! Who cares how many beastly chronons the child’s got? I don’t!”

There was a great and deadly silence. Jenny went brick red and tears came out from under her eye function. She sat down with a thump. But Sempitern Walker still stood there.

He waited until people started to shuffle and then he said loudly, “My wife and I demand that Vivian Smith stays in Time City and lives with us in the Palace. If our demand is not met, I resign from office.” He once more took up the Standard and walked with it to the thrones. “Here it is,” he said. “And one of you will have to do the job, because you won’t find anyone else in the City who’s fool enough to try.”

There was another strong silence. Then Faber John said in a soft but deadly voice, “How would you and Jenny like to live in the Stone Age?”

“I wouldn’t like it,” said the Sempitern, “but I could bear it. So could Jenny. I would ask you to take charge of Jonathan—”

“No you wouldn’t,” said Jonathan. “I’ll go with you. You’re right.”

Elio stood up too. “If that is your plan,” he said, “I shall go with them also. They will need my help. And Miss Vivian is a particular favourite of mine.”

At this, Faber John put back his head and gave a great laugh. “Well,” he said. “Time City has just about stood up to Vivian so far. We can always keep building it up again. What do you say, my Time Lady?”

She smiled too. “It’s a risk, but I agree. How do you feel about it, Vivian?”

Vivian was pleased, but she felt sad too. “I – I’d love it – but – but – I do miss Mum and Dad quite a lot.”

“That might be arranged. You came from a war and people do disappear in wars,” Faber John said. He looked enquiringly at the Time Lady. She nodded. “Very well,” he said to Vivian, “we can’t do anything until the time-locks open, but I’ll tell you if it’s possible when you come for your next lesson.”

This, Vivian had not expected. “You’re going to go on teaching me?”

“I never give up anything once I’ve started,” said Faber John. “Once I persuade you to use your brain, you might even be a good pupil. Come to me with Jonathan in three days’ time, in SELDOM END as usual.”
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CHAPTER ONE

Have you heard of the Flying Dutchman? No? Nor of the Wandering Jew? Well, it doesn’t matter. I’ll tell you about them in the right place; and about Helen and Joris, Adam and Konstam, and Vanessa, the sister Adam wanted to sell as a slave. They were all Homeward Bounders like me. And I’ll tell about Them too, who made us that way.

All in good time. I’ll tell about this machine I’m talking into first. It’s one of Theirs. They have everything. It has a high piece in front that comes to a neat square with a net over it. You talk into that. As soon as you talk, a little black piece at the back starts hopping and jabbering up and down like an excited idiot, and paper starts rolling over a roller from somewhere underneath. The hopping bit jabbers along the paper, printing out exactly the words you say as fast as you can say them. And it puts in commas and full stops and things of its own accord. It doesn’t seem to worry it what you say. I called it some rude words when I was trying it out, just to see, and it wrote them all down, with exclamation marks after them.

When it’s written about a foot of talk, it cuts that off and shoots it out into a tray in front, so that you can read it over, or take it away if you want. And it does this without ever stopping jabbering. If you stop talking, it goes on hopping up and down for a while, in an expectant sort of way, waiting for you to go on. If you don’t go on, it slows down and stops, looking sad and disappointed. It put me off at first, doing that. I had to practise with it. I don’t like it to stop. The silence creeps in then. I’m the only one in the Place now. Everyone has gone, even him – the one whose name I don’t know.

My name is Jamie Hamilton and I was a perfectly ordinary boy once. I am still, in a way. I look about thirteen. But you wouldn’t believe how old I am. I was twelve when this happened to me. A year is an awful long time to a Homeward Bounder.

I really enjoyed my twelve years of ordinary life. Home to me is a big city, and always will be. We lived in a really big, dirty, slummy city. The back of our house looked out on to a lovely cosy courtyard, where everyone came out and talked in fine weather, and everyone knew everyone else. The front of our house was our grocery shop, and all the neighbours shopped there. We were open every day, including Sunday. My mother was a bit of a sharp woman. She was always having rows in the courtyard, usually about credit. She used to say the neighbours expected to buy things for nothing just because they lived in the court, and she told them so to their faces. But no one could have been kinder than my mother when a neighbour’s daughter was run over by a brewer’s waggon. I often hope they were as kind to her over me.

My father was big and soft-spoken and kind all the time. He used to let people buy things for nothing. When my mother objected, he used to say, “Now, Margaret, they needed it.” And usually that stopped the argument.

The arguments my father couldn’t seem to stop were always over me. The main one was because I was in my last year at school. School cost money. My school cost rather more than my father could afford, because it had pretensions to grandeur. It was called Churt House, and it was in a dreary building like a chapel, and I remember it as if it were yesterday. We had all sorts of pretend-posh customs – like calling our teachers Dominies and a School Song – and that was why my mother liked it.

My mother desperately wanted me to grow up to be something better than a grocer. She was convinced I was clever, and she wanted a doctor in the family. She saw me as a famous surgeon, consulted by Royalty, so she naturally wanted me to stay on at school. My father was dead against it. He said he hadn’t the money. He wanted me at home, to help in the shop. They argued about it all the last year I was at school.

Me – I don’t know which side I was on. School bored me stiff. All that sitting and learning lists: lists of spelling, lists of tables, lists of History dates, lists of Geography places. I’d rather do anything else, even now, than learn a list. About the only part of school I enjoyed was the feud we had with the really posh school up the road. It was called Queen Elizabeth Academy, and the boys there wore shiny hats and learnt music and things. They despised us – rightly – for pretending to be better than we were, and we despised them just as much for the silly hats and the music. We used to have some really good fights on the way home. But the rest of school bored me solid.

On the other hand, the shop bored me almost as much. I’d always rather leave the shop to my brother Rob. He was younger than me. He thought it was the greatest treat on earth to count change and put up sugar in blue paper bags. My little sister Elsie liked the shop too, only she’d always rather play football with me.

Football was the thing I really loved. We used to play in the back alley, between our court and the one behind, our court stick the kids from the other one. That usually boiled down to me and Elsie against the two Macready boys. We were the ones who always played. We had to have special rules because the space was so small, and more special rules for washing days, because people’s coppers in the wash-houses on either side filled the whole alley with steam. It was like playing in fog. I was for ever landing the ball in someone’s washing. That made the other arguments my mother had that my father couldn’t settle. She was always having rows about what I’d done with the ball this time, or with Mrs Macready because I’d led her boys into bad ways. I never was a saint. If it wasn’t football, it was something else that was a laugh to do. My mother always tried to stick up for me, but it was a lost cause.

The other thing I used to love was exploring round the city. I used to do it on my way to school, or coming home, so that my mother wouldn’t know. This is where They come in, so don’t get impatient.

That year I was taking a new bit of the city every week and going round it till I knew it. Then I’d move on. I told you a city is Home to me. Most of it was just like it was round our court, crowded and cheery and grimy. But I used to love the market. Everyone shouting like mad, and oranges to nick off every barrow, and big gas flares over all the stalls. I saw one catch fire one time. Then there was the canal and the railway. They used to go out of their way to criss-cross one another, it always seemed to me. Trains were clanking over the water every hundred yards, or else barges were getting dragged under iron bridges – except for one bit, where the canal went over the railway for a change on a line of high arches like stilts, with houses packed underneath the arches. Near that was the smart bit with the good shops. I used to love the smart bit in winter in the dark, when there were lights all wriggling down into the wet road, and posh people in carriages going up and down. Then there were the quiet bits. You’d come upon them suddenly, round a corner – grey, quiet parts that everyone seemed to have forgotten.

The quiet bit that was the end of me was right near the centre. It was round behind the smart bit, almost under the place where the canal went up on its stilts. I came at it through a sort of park first. It was a private park. I wasn’t particular about trespassing. I suppose you’d call the place a garden. But I was really ignorant in those days. The only other grass I’d seen was in a park, so I thought of this place as a park when I came over the wall into it.

It was a triangular green place. Though it was right in the heart of the city, it had more trees – and bushes – in it than I’d ever seen all together in those days. It creased down to a hollow in the middle, where there was grass, smooth mown grass. The moment I landed over the wall, the quiet shut me in. It was peaceful in a way, but it was more like going deaf. I couldn’t hear so much as a whisper from the railway or the roads.

Funny! I thought, and looked up to make sure the canal was still there. And it was there, striding across the sky in front of me. I was glad, because the place was so strange that I wouldn’t have been surprised to find the whole city had vanished.


Which goes to show you should always trust your instincts. I didn’t know a thing about Them then, or the ways of the worlds, but I had got it right. By instinct.

What I should have done was climb back over that wall at once. I wish I had. But you know a bit what I was like by now, and I don’t think you would have gone away either. It was so strange, this silence. And there seemed no harm in it. I knew I was scared stiff, really, but I told myself that was just the way you feel when you’re trespassing. So, with my back like a mass of soft little creeping caterpillars, I went down through the trees to the mown grass at the bottom.

There was a little white statue there. Now I’m not artistic. I saw it was of a fellow with no clothes on – I always wonder why it’s Art to take your clothes off: they never put in the goose pimples – and this fellow was wrapped in chains. He didn’t look as if he was enjoying himself, and small wonder. But the thing that really interested me was the way the artist had managed to carve the chains out of stone, all linked together in one piece, just as if they were real chains. I moved one to see, and it was just like a real chain, only made of stone. When I lifted it, I found it was fastened to the same place as all the other chains, down at one side, into the ring of what looked like a ship’s anchor, and this anchor was carved half buried in the white stone the statue was standing on.

That was all I noticed, not being artistic, because by that time I could see a stone building up among the trees at the wide end of the park. I went there, very softly, hiding among the trees and bushes. My back was still creeping, but I’d got used to that by then.

When I got there, I found it was quite a big building, like a small castle, built out of pinkish grey stone. It was triangular, like the park. The part I was looking at was the pointed end. It had battlements along the top, and some quite big windows in the ground floor. You could see it had been modernised. I slithered round until I could look in one of the big windows. I couldn’t get close, because there was a neat gravel terrace running round it under the windows. So what I did see was sort of smeary and dark, with the reflections of trees over it. I thought that was because I was ten feet away. I know better now.

I saw a fellow inside who seemed to be wearing a sort of cloak. Anyway, it was long and greyish and flowing, and it had a hood. The hood was not up. It was bunched back round his neck, but even so I couldn’t see much of his face. You never do see Their faces. I thought it was just the reflections in the window then, and I craned forward to see. He was leaning over a sort of slope covered with winking lights and buttons. I knew it was a machine of some sort. I might have been ignorant, but I had climbed up into the signal box on the railway under the canal arch, and I had been shown the printing press in the court up the street, so I knew it must be a kind of machine I didn’t know, but a bit like both and a lot smoother looking. As I looked, the fellow put out a hand and very firmly and deliberately punched several buttons on the machine. Then he turned and seemed to say something across his bunched hood. Another fellow in the same sort of cloak came into sight. They stood with Their backs to me, watching something on the machine. Watching like anything. There was a terrible intentness to the way They stood.

It made me hold my breath. I nearly burst before one of Them nodded, then the other. They moved off then, in a cheerful busy way, to somewhere out of sight of the window. I wished I could see. I knew They were going to do something important. But I never saw. I only felt. The ground suddenly trembled, and the trees, and the triangular castle. They sort of shook, the way hot air does. I trembled too, and felt a peculiar twitch, as if I’d been pulled to one side all over. Then the feeling stopped. Nothing more happened.

After a moment, I crept away, until I came to the wall round the park. I was scared – yes – but I was furiously interested too. I kept wondering what made that twitch, and why everything had trembled.

As soon as I was over the wall again, it was as if my ears had popped. I could hear trains clanking and traffic rumbling – almost a roar of city noise – and that made me more interested than ever. I dropped down into the side street beyond the wall and went along to the busy street where the front of the castle was. On this side the castle was blacker looking and guarded from the pavement by an iron paling like a row of harpoons. Behind the railings, the windows were all shuttered, in dark steel shutters. The upper windows were just slits, but they had harpoons across them too.

I looked up and I thought, No way to get in here. Yes, I was thinking of getting in from the moment I felt that twitch. I had to know what strange silent thing was going on inside. I went along the railings to the front door. It was shut, and black, and not very big. But I could tell, somehow, that it was massively heavy. There was an engraved plate screwed to the middle of the door. I didn’t dare go up the four steps to the door, but I could see the plate quite well from the pavement. It was done in gold, on black, and it said:

THE OLD FORT
MASTERS OF THE REAL AND ANCIENT GAME

And underneath was the stamped-out shape of a ship’s anchor. That was all. It had me almost dancing with interest and frustration.

I had to go home then, or my mother would have known I was out. She never did like me to hang around in the streets. Of course I couldn’t tell her where I’d been, but I was so curious that I did ask a few casual questions.

“I was reading a book today,” I said to her. “And there was something in it I didn’t know. What’s Masters of the Real and Ancient Game?”

“Sounds like deer hunting to me,” my mother said, pouring out the tea. “Take this cup through to your father in the shop.”

I took the tea through and asked my father. He had a different theory. “Sounds like one of those secret societies,” he said. My hair began to prickle and try to stand up. “You know – silly stuff,” my father said. “Grown men swearing oaths and acting daft mumbo-jumbo.”

“This one’s at the Old Fort,” I said.

“Where’s that?” said my father. “Never heard of it.”

Mumbo-jumbo, I thought. Well, those cloaks were that all right, but it doesn’t explain the machines and the twitch. Next morning, for a wonder, I went straight to school and asked my teacher before lessons. He didn’t know either. I could tell he didn’t, because he gave me a long talk, until the bell went, all about how real meant royal and that could apply both to tennis and to deer hunting, and how the old kings kept whole lumps of country to themselves to hunt deer in, and then on about Freemasons, in case that was what it meant. When the bell went, I asked him quickly about the Old Fort. And he had never heard of it, but he told me to go and ask at the Public Library, if I was interested.

I went to the library on the way home from school. The librarian there might have been my teacher’s twin. He wore the same sort of beard and half-moon spectacles and went on and on in the same way. And he didn’t know either. He gave me a book on chess and another on tennis and another on hunting – none of them the slightest use – and one called Buildings of Note. That was not much use either. It actually had a picture of the Old Fort, one of those beautifully neat grey drawings of the front of it, harpoons and all. Underneath that, someone had spilt ink all over what it said.

I was so annoyed that, like a fool, I took it and showed it to the librarian. And he thought I’d done it. That’s the worst of being a boy. You get blamed for everything. I still haven’t got used to it. He howled and he raved and he ordered me out. And I had to go. It made me more determined than ever to find out about the Old Fort. I was so annoyed.

That ink was no accident. I thought that even then. There was no ink anywhere else on the book. They don’t want people to know. It would have looked odd if there had been nothing about the Old Fort. Someone would have tried to find out. So They let it get into the book and then made sure no one could read it. That’s the way They do things.

“You think you’ve put me off, don’t you?” I said to Them in the street outside the library. “Well, you’re wrong.”

I went home. It was order day. In the shop, my father was packing piles of groceries in cardboard boxes to take round to customers. Rob usually took them. As I told you, Rob liked all things to do with the shop. But I was there, so I was roped in too. For once, that was just what I wanted. Rob was annoyed. He was afraid I was going to want to ride the tricycle. Rob loved that thing, and so did my father – I can’t think why. It weighed about a ton, and it had a solid metal box in front to put the cardboard boxes in. Once you had even one box of groceries aboard, your legs creaked just getting the trike moving, and the only way you could go was either in a straight line forward, or round in a tight circle. I let Rob have it. I took up the nearest box and carried it off. As soon as I was out of sight of Rob, I threw away the note on top which said Mrs Macready and carried the box, groceries and all, down to the Old Fort.

Not a bad idea, I thought, as I went up the steps to the thick shut front door. I rang at the brass bell beside it and heard it go clang clang clang in the silence deep inside. My heart seemed to be clanging too, so hard that it hurt. Then I waited. When one of Them came, I was going to say, “Your groceries, sir. Like me to put them in the kitchen for you?” Not a bad idea.

I waited. And I waited. The stamped-out anchor was on the part of the door plate level with my eyes, and now, while I waited, I stared at it and saw that there was a crown over the end of it – the part they call the shank. And, after a while, my heart stopped clanging and I began to get annoyed. I rang again. And a third time. By that time I was hating that crowned anchor personally – but nothing like I did later. I’ve come upon pubs and inns all over the place called The Crown and Anchor. No matter how desperate I am, I can’t ever bring myself to go into them. I always suspect that They are waiting inside.


Around five o’clock, I saw that it was no good. This is ridiculous! I thought. What do they do for groceries? Don’t they eat? But really what I thought was that five o’clock was after office hours, and that the fellows had probably taken off their grey cloaks and gone home.

Well, there was an easy answer to that one. Go and take a look. What a fool I was!

So round the corner to the side street goes this fool, carrying his box of groceries, along to the best place to climb the wall. I put the box down in the street and used it to tread on to get a leg up. There was an awful squishy crunching as I took off from it – eggs probably – but I took no notice and got on top of the wall. Maybe I was more scared than I would admit. I did stay on top of that wall a minute or so. I discovered that if I put my head right over, the noise from the city went, just like that. Then if I moved my head back again – pop! – the noises were back. I did that several times before I finally swung down into the silence among the trees. Then furious curiosity took hold again. I refused to be beat. I crept to the place where I could look in that window again.

And They were there. Both of Them, lounging in a sort of chatty way beside Their machine, half hidden from me by the milky reflections of trees.

That settled it. They must have heard the bell and hadn’t bothered to answer. Obviously it was very secret, what They did. So it stood to reason that it was worth finding out about. It also stood to reason that this park, or garden, where I was, was Their private one, and They must come out and walk in it from time to time. Which meant there had to be a door round on the other wall of the triangular fort, the wall I hadn’t seen.

I went round there, through the bushes. And, sure enough, there was a door, in the middle of that side. A much more easy and approachable-looking door than that front door. It was made of flat glass, with a handle in the glass. I looked carefully, but it seemed dark behind the glass. All I could see were the reflections of the park in it and the reflection of the canal too. Its arches were right above me on that side. But what I didn’t see was my own reflection in that door as I dashed across the gravel. I should have thought about that. But I didn’t. It was probably too late by then anyway.

The door opened on to a sort of humming vagueness. I was inside before I knew it. They both turned round to look at me. Of course I saw what a fool I’d been then. The building was triangular. There was no room for the door to open anywhere except into the room with the machines. I had assumed that it didn’t, because I hadn’t been able to see it through the glass door. There were the machines in front of me now, a triangular patch of them, winking and blinking, and I ought to have been able to see them just as clearly through that door.

An awful lot in that place was vague, including Them. The shadow of the canal was in here too, and the only things I could see clearly were those that happened to come in the slabs of dark shadow where the arches were. In between, it was white sky, with everything confused in it. They were in the sky. You never see Them clearly. All I did see was a huge table standing down at the wide end of the triangular room. There was a sort of flickering going on over it and some huge regular shapes hanging in the air above it. I blinked at those shapes. They were like enormous dice.

So there is a game going on! I thought.

But it was the queerest feeling. It was like having got into a reflection in a shop window. And, at the same time, I had a notion I was really standing outside in the open air, under the canal arches somewhere. I thought at first that it was this feeling that kept me standing there. I thought I was plain confused. It only came to me gradually that I was sort of hanging there, and that I couldn’t move at all.
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CHAPTER TWO


The one of Them nearest me walked round behind me and shut the door. “Another random factor,” he said. He sounded annoyed. It was the way my mother would say, “Bother! We’ve got mice again.”

And the other one said, “We’d better deal with that before we go on then.” He said it the way my father would answer, “You’d better set traps again, my dear.”

“How?” asked the first one, coming back round me to the machines. “Can we afford a corpse at this stage? I do wish we could do without these randoms.”

“Oh but we can’t,” said the other. “We need them. Besides, the risk adds to the fun. I think we’d better discard this one to the Bounder circuits – but let’s get a read-out first on the effect of a corpse on play.”

“Right you are,” said the first one.

They both leant over the machines. I could see Them through the white sheets of reflected sky, looking at me carefully and then looking down to press another button. It was the way my mother kept looking at the colour of our curtains when she was choosing new wallpaper. After that, They turned their attention to another part of the machine and gazed at it, rather dubiously. Then They went down the room to look at that huge flickering table.

“Hm,” said the first one. “Play is quite delicately poised at the moment, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” said the second. “If it was on your side, it would help bring your revolution closer, but I can’t afford any urban unrest for a couple of decades or more. I claim unfair hazard. Let’s discard. Agreed?”

The first one came back and stood looking into the machine in the intent way They did. “It would make good sense,” he said, “if we could go back over the family of this discard and scrub all memory of it.”

“Oh no,” said the other, moving up too. “It’s against the rules for a discard. The anchor, you know. The anchor.”

“But we can scrub with a corpse. Why don’t we?”

“Because I’ve already claimed unfair hazard. Come on. Make it a discard.”

“Yes, why not?” said the first one. “It’s not that important. What’s the rule? These days we have to check with the rest in case the Bounder circuits are overloaded, don’t we?”

As I sit here, it’s true! They said all that, talking about me just as if I was a wooden counter or a piece of card in a game. And I floated there and couldn’t do a thing about it. Next thing I knew, They were punching more buttons, round the end of the machines.

And the place opened up.

You know if you go to a barber’s shop with a lot of mirrors, how you can sit looking into one mirror and see through it into the mirror behind you, over and over again, until it goes all blurred with distance? Well, what happened was like that. Over and over again, and all blurred, there were suddenly triangular rooms all round. They were slotted in on both sides, and beyond and behind that, and underneath, down and down. They were piled up on top of us too. I looked, but it made me feel ill, seeing two of Them walking about up there, and others of Them above and beside that, all strolling over where They could see me. They all wore those cloaks, but They weren’t just reflections of the first two. They were all different from one another. That was about all I could tell. It was all so blurry and flickery, and the reflection of the canal arches went striding through the lot, as if that was the only real thing there.

“Your attention for a moment,” said one of Them who was with me. “We are about to make a discard. Can you confirm that there is still room on the Bounds?”

A distant voice said, “Computing.”


A nearer, hollower voice asked, “What’s the reason for the discard?”

The second one of my Them said, “We’ve had an intrusion by a random factor, entailing the usual danger of feedback into the native world here. I’ve claimed unfair hazard against reinsertion as a corpse.”

“That seems adequate,” said the hollow voice.

Almost at once, the distant voice said, “The Bounds have space for four more discards. Repeat, four more only. Is the reason good enough?”

There was a little murmuring. For a moment, I thought I was going to end up as a corpse. I still didn’t know what I was in for, you see. Then the murmur grew – with an air of surprise to it, as if They were wondering what They were being asked for. “Reason sufficient. Sufficient reason,” came rumbling from all round, above and underneath.

“Then I must caution you,” said the hollow voice. “Rule seventy-two thousand now comes into play. The final three discards must only be made with extreme caution and at the most pressing need.”

With that, They all faded away, into the reflection of the sky again, and left just my two.

The second one came sweeping towards me. The first was standing with his hand ready on a handle of some kind. The second one spoke to me, slowly and carefully, as if I was an idiot. “You are now a discard,” he said. “We have no further use for you in play. You are free to walk the Bounds as you please, but it will be against the rules for you to enter play in any world. To ensure you keep this rule, you will be transferred to another field of play every time a move ends in the field where you are. The rules also state that you are allowed to return Home if you can. If you succeed in returning Home, then you may enter play again in the normal manner.”

I looked up at him. He was a grey blurred figure behind a sheet of white reflected sky. So was the other one, and he was just about to pull down the lever. “Hey! Wait a minute!” I said. “What’s all this? What are these rules? Who made them?”

Both of Them stared at me. They looked like you would if your breakfast egg had suddenly piped up and said, “Don’t eat me!”

“You’ve no right to send me off without any explanation, like this!” I said.

He pulled the lever while I was saying it. You might whack your egg on top with your spoon the same way. The sideways twitch came while I was saying “explanation”. As I said “like this!” I was somewhere else entirely.

And I mean somewhere else. It’s hard to explain just how different it was. I was standing out in the open, just as I’d half thought that I was out in the open under the canal arches before, only this was real, solid and real. There was green grass going up and down over hills in all directions. Across the valley in front of me, there was a group of black and white animals, eating the grass. I thought they were cows, probably. I’d never seen a live cow till then. Beyond that, going up against the sunset, was a spire of smoke. And that was all. The place was empty otherwise, except for me. I turned right round to make sure, and it was the truth.

That was shock enough, if you were a city boy like me. It was a horrible feeling. I wanted to crouch down and get my eyes to the top of my head somehow, like a frog, so that I could see all round me at once. But there was more to it than that. The air in that place was soft and mild. It smelt different and it felt different. It weighed on you in a different way, sort of sluggishly. The grass didn’t look quite right, and even the sun, setting down over the hill where the spire of smoke was, was not like the sun I was used to. It was making the sunset the wrong colour.

While I was turning round the second time, it came to me that the slanting dip in the valley just behind me was the same shape as Their triangular park, where the statue was.

Then I looked very carefully over the rest of the green slopes. Yes. The valley in front was where the smart part of the city should be, and the railway, and the hill beside me, and the one where the sun was setting, were the two hills the canal went between on its arches. The slope on the other side of me was going up to where our courtyard should have been. But the city had gone.

“I hate Them!” I screamed out. Because I knew then, without having to think it out, that I was on another world. This world seemed to have the same shape as mine, but it was different in every other way. And I didn’t know how to get back to mine.

For a while, I stood there and yelled every cussword I knew at Them, and I knew quite a few, even then. Then I set off to walk to that line of smoke going up into the sunset. There must be a house there, I thought. There’s no point starving. And, as I walked, I thought over very carefully what They had said.

They had talked of Bounds and Bounder circuits and discards and random factors and rules. I could see those were words in an enormous serious game. And I was a random factor, so They had discarded me, but there were still rules for that. And these rules said—The one who spoke to me at the end might have talked as if I was an idiot, but the way he had done it was rather like a policeman talks to someone he’s arresting: “Everything you say can be taken down and may be used in evidence.” They had told me the rules, and those said I could get Home if I could manage it. Well I would. I might be a discard on the Bounder circuits, but I was a Homeward Bounder, and They had better not forget it! I was going to get Home and spite Them. Then They had better watch out!

By this time, I had got near the cows. Cows are always bigger than you expect, and their horns are sharp. They have this upsetting way of stopping eating when you come up, and staring. I stopped and stared back. I was scared. I didn’t even dare turn round and go back, in case they came galloping up behind me and pronged me on those horns like toast on a toasting fork. Heaven knows what I would have done, if some men had not come galloping up just then to round up the cows. They were hairy, dirty men, dressed in cowhide, and their horses were as bad. They all stared at me, men, horses and cows, and one of those men was the image of the printer who owned the printing press in the courtyard up the road from ours.

That made me feel much better. I didn’t think he was the printer – and he wasn’t of course – but I got on with the printer, and I thought I could get on with this copy of him too. “Hello,” I said. “You don’t happen to want a boy for odd jobs, do you?”

He grinned, a big hairy split in his beard. And he answered. And here was another blow. It was gabble. I could not understand one word. They spoke quite a different language to mine.

“Oh mother!” I wailed. “I’ll get Them for this, if it’s the last thing I do!”

In fact, the hairy herdsmen were nice to me. I was lucky in a way. Some Homeward Bounders have to begin much harder than I did. Allowing for language problems, my start wasn’t at all bad. They helped me up on the horse behind the printer, and they rode off with me and the cows to where they lived. And they lived in tents – a set of large smelly leather tents with the hair still on them in patches. The line of smoke was from the sort of bonfire they used for cooking on.

I felt I could stand that. I told myself it was an adventure. But I couldn’t stand their Chief. She was a great huge wobbly woman with a voice like a train whistle. She was always scolding. She scolded the men for bringing me and me for coming, and me for speaking gibberish and wearing peculiar clothes, and the fire for burning and the sun for setting. Or I think she did. It took me days to understand the first word of their lingo.

I’ve got used to learning languages since. You get a system. But this one was a real shocker anyhow – they had sixteen words for cow and if you got the wrong one, they fell about laughing – and I think I wasn’t trying properly. I wasn’t expecting to be there that long. I was going Home. And it didn’t help that Mrs Chief decided to give me language lessons herself. She had the idea that if she scolded loud enough I would have to understand by sheer noise-power. We used to sit cross-legged facing one another, her scolding away at top shriek, and me nodding and smiling.

“That’s right,” I would say, nodding intelligently, “Yell away, you old squish-bag.”

At this, she would be pleased, because I seemed to be trying, and scream louder than ever. And I would smile.

“And you smell too,” I would say. “Worse than any of your cows.”

Well, it kept me sane. And it gave her an interest in life. It was pretty boring, life on the cattle-range. The only excitement they had was if a bull got nasty, or another tribe of herders went by on the horizon. All the same, I had to keep telling myself very firmly, “This is not so bad. It could be worse. It’s not a bad life.” That kept me sane too.

After six weeks or so, I had the hang of the language. I could sit on a horse without finding myself sitting on the ground the next second, and I could help round up cows. I was learning how to make leather rope and tan leather and weave hurdles, and a dozen other useful things. But I never learnt how to milk a cow. That was sacred. Only women were allowed to do that. And at this stage, they took down their tents and moved on to find better grass. They never reckoned to stay in one place much over a month.

I was riding along with them, helping keep the cattle together, when, about midday, I had the most peculiar sensation. It was like being pulled, strongly and remorselessly, sideways from the way we were going. With it, came a worse feeling – from inside me. It was a terrible yearning and a longing. My throat hurt with it. And it was like an itch too. I wanted to get inside my head and scratch. Both feelings were so strong that I had to turn my horse the way they pulled me, and as soon as I had, I felt better – as if I was now doing the right thing. And, no sooner was I trotting away in that direction, than I was full of excitement. I was going Home. I was sure of it. This was how you were moved along the Bounds. I had been right to think I was only going to be a short time in this world.

(That was about the only thing I was right about, as it happened. You nearly always get a feeling, when you first come into a world, how long you’re going to have to stay there. I’ve only ever known myself wrong once. And that time was twice as long as I thought. I think one of Them must have changed his mind about his move.)

On this first occasion, Mrs Chief sent two hairy riders after me and they rounded me up just like a cow.

“What do you think you’re doing, going off on your own like that?” she screamed at me. “Suppose you meet an enemy!”

“First I heard you had any enemies,” I said sulkily. The pulling and the yearning were terrible.

She made me ride in the middle of the girls after that, and wouldn’t listen to anything I said. I’ve learnt to hold my tongue when the Bounds call now. It saves trouble. Then, I had to wait till night came, and it was agony. I felt pulled out of shape by the pull and sick with the longing – really sick: I couldn’t eat supper. Waste of a good beef steak. Worse still, I was all along haunted by the idea I was going to be too late. I was going to miss my chance of getting Home. I had to get to some particular place in order to move to other worlds, and I wasn’t going to get there in time.

It was quite dark when at last I got the chance to slip away. It was a bit cloudy and there was no moon – some worlds don’t have moons: others have anything up to three – but that didn’t matter to me. The Bounds called so strongly that I knew exactly which way to head. I went that way at a run. I ran all through the warm moisty night. I was drowned in sweat and panting like someone sawing wood. In the end, I was falling down every few yards, getting up again, and staggering on. I was so scared I’d be too late. By the time the sun rose, I think I was simply going from one foot to the other, almost on the spot. Stupid. I’ve learnt better since. But this was the first time, and, when there was light, I shouted out with joy. There was a green flat space among the green hills ahead, and someone had marked the space with a circle of wooden posts.

At that, I managed to trot and lumbered into the circle. Somewhere near the middle of it, the twitch took me sideways again.

You’ve probably guessed what happened. You can imagine how I felt anyway. It was dawn still, a lurid streaky dawn. The green ranges had gone, but there was no city – nothing like one. The bare lumpy landscape round me was heaped with what looked like piles of cinders, and each pile had its own dreary little hut standing beside it. I had no idea what they were – they were mines, actually. You weren’t a person in that new world if you didn’t have your own hole and keep digging coal or copper out of it. But I didn’t care what was going on. I was feeling the air, as I did before, and realising that this was yet another different world. And at the same time, I realised that I was due to stay here for rather a long time.

It was on this world that I began to understand that They hadn’t told me even half the rules. They had just told me the ones that interested Them. On this world I was starved and hit, and buried under a collapsed slag-heap. I’m not going to describe it. I hate it too much. I was there twice too, because what happened was that I got caught in a little ring of worlds and went all round the ring two times. At the time, I thought they were all the worlds there were – except for Home, which I never seemed to get to – and I thought of them as worlds, which they are not, not really.

They are separate universes, stacked in together like I saw the triangular rooms of Them before They sent me off. These universes all touch somewhere – and where they touch is the Boundary – but they don’t mix. Homeward Bounders seem to be the only people who can go from one universe to another. And we go by walking the Bounds until we come to a Boundary, when, if one of Them has finished his move, we get twitched into the Boundary in another Earth, in another universe. I only understood this properly when I got to the sixth world round, where the stars are all different.

I looked at those stars. “Jamie boy,” I said. “This is crazy.” Possibly I was a little crazy then, too, because Jamie answered me, and said, “They’re probably the stars in the Southern hemisphere – Australia and all that.” And I answered him. “It’s still crazy,” I said. “This world’s upside down then.”

It was upside down, in more ways than that. The Them that played it must have been right peculiar. But it was that which made me feel how separate and – well – universal each world was. And how thoroughly I was a discard, a reject, wandering through them all and being made to move on all the time. For a while after that, I went round seeing all worlds as nothing more than coloured lights on a wheel reflected on a wall. They are turning the wheel and lighting the lights, and all we get is the reflections, no more real than that. I still see it that way sometimes. But when you get into a new world, it’s as solid as grass and granite can make it, and the sky shuts you in just as if there was no way through. Then you nerve yourself up. Here comes the grind of finding out its ways and learning its language.

You wouldn’t believe how lonely you get.

But I was going to tell you about the rules that They didn’t tell me. I mentioned some of the trouble I had in the mining world. I had more in other worlds. And none of these things killed me. Some of them ought to have done, specially that slag-heap – I was under it for days. And that is the rule: call it Rule One. A random factor like me, walking the Bounds, has to go on. Nothing is allowed to stop him. He can starve, fall off a mile high temple, get buried, and still he goes on. The only way he can stop is to come Home.

People can’t interfere with a Homeward Bounder either. That may be part of Rule One, but I prefer to call it Rule Two. If you don’t believe people can’t interfere with me, find me and try it. You’ll soon see. I’ll tell you – on my fifth world, I had a little money for once. A whole gold piece, to be precise. I got an honest job in a tannery – and carried the smell right through to the next world with me too. On my day off, I was strolling in the market looking for my favourite cakes. They were a little like Christmas puddings with icing on – gorgeous! Next thing I knew, a boy about my own age had come up beside me, given me a chop-and, chop-and – it darned well hurt too – and run off with my gold piece. Naturally, I yelled and started to run after him. But he was under a waggon the next moment, dead as our neighbour’s little girl back Home. His hand with the gold piece in it was sticking out, just as if he was handing it back to me, but I hadn’t the heart to take it. I couldn’t. It felt like my fault, that waggon.

After a while, I told myself I was imagining that rule. That boy’s corpse could have had a bad effect on play, just as They said mine would have done. But I think that was one of the things They meant by the risk adding to the fun. I didn’t imagine that rule. The same sort of thing happened to me several times later on. The only one I didn’t feel bad about was a rotten Judge who was going to put me in prison for not being able to bribe him. The roof of the courthouse fell in on him.

Rule Three isn’t too good either. Time doesn’t act the same in any world. It sort of jerks about as you go from one to another. But time hardly acts at all on a Homeward Bounder. I began to see that rule on my second time round the circle of worlds. The second time I got to the upside down one, for instance, nearly ten years had gone by, but only eight or so when I got to the next one. I still don’t know how much of my own time I spent going round that lot, but I swear I was only a few days older. It seemed to me I had to be keeping the time of my own Home. But, as I told you, I still only seem about thirteen years old, and I’ve been on a hundred worlds since then.

By the time I had all this worked out, I was well on my second round of the circle. I had learnt I wasn’t going to get Home anything like as easily as I had thought. Sometimes I wondered if I was ever going to get there. I went round with an ache like a cold foot inside me over it. Nothing would warm that ache. I tried to warm it by remembering Home, and our courtyard and my family, in the tiniest detail. I remembered things I had not really noticed when they happened – silly things, like how particular our mother was over our boots. Boots cost a lot. Some of the kids in the court went without in summer, and couldn’t play football properly, but we never went without. If my mother had to cut up her old skirt to make Elsie a dress in order to afford them, we never went without boots. And I used to take that for granted. I’ve gone barefoot enough since, I can tell you.

And I remembered even the face Elsie used to make – she sort of pushed her nose down her face so that she looked like a camel – when Rob’s old boots were mended for her to wear. She never grumbled. She just made that face. I remember my father made a bit the same face when my mother wanted me to stay on at school. I swore to myself that I’d help him out in the shop when I did get Home. Or go grinding on at school, if that was what they decided. I’d do anything. Besides, after grinding away learning languages the way I’d done, school might almost seem lively.

I think remembering that way made the cold foot ache inside me worse, but I couldn’t stop. It made me hate Them worse too, but I didn’t mind that.

All this while, I’d never met a single other Homeward Bounder. I thought that was a rule too, that we weren’t supposed to. I reckoned that we were probably set off at regular intervals, so that we never overtook one another. I knew there were others, of course. After a bit, I learnt to pick up traces of them. We left signs for one another – like tramps and robbers do in some worlds – mostly at Boundaries.

It took me a long while to work the signs out, on my own. For one thing, the Boundaries varied so much, that I didn’t even notice the signs until I’d learnt to look for them. The ring of posts in the cattle-range world matched with a clump of trees in the fourth world, and with a dirty great temple in the seventh. In the mining world, there was nothing to mark the Boundary at all. Typical, that. I used to think that They had marked the Boundaries with these things, and I got out of them quick at first, until I noticed the sign carved on one of the trees. Somehow that made me feel that the people on the worlds must have marked the Boundaries. There was the same sign carved in the temple too. This sign meant GOOD PICKINGS. I earned good money in both worlds.


Then, by the time I was going round the whole collection another time, I was beginning to get the hang of the Bounds too, as well as the signs and the Boundaries. Bounds led into the Boundary from three different directions, so you could come up by another route and still go through the Boundary, but from another side. I saw more signs that way.

But a funny thing was that the ordinary people in the worlds seemed to know the Bounds were there, as well as the Boundaries. They never walked the Bounds of course – they never felt the call – but they must have felt something. In some worlds there were towns and villages all along a Bound. In the seventh world, they thought the Bounds were sacred. I came out of the Boundary temple to see a whole line of temples stretching away into the distance, just like my cousin Marie’s wedding cake, one tall white wedding cake to every hilltop.

Anyway, I was going to say there were other signs on the other two sides of the Boundaries when I came to look. I picked up a good many that way. Then came one I’d never seen before. I’ve seen it quite a lot since. It means RANDOM and I’m usually glad to see it. That was how I got out of that wretched ring of worlds and met a few other Homeward Bounders at last.
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CHAPTER THREE

I had got back to the cattle world by then. As soon as I arrived, I knew I was not going to be there long, and I would have been pleased, only by then I knew that the mining world came next.

“Oh please!” I prayed out loud, but not to Them. “Please not that blistering-oath mining world again! Anywhere else, but not that!”

The cattle country was bad enough. I never met the same people twice in it, of course. The earlier ones had moved off or died by the time I came round again. The ones I met were always agreeable, but they never did anything. It was the most boring place. I used to wonder if the Them playing it had gone to sleep on the job. Or maybe they were busy in a part of that world I never got to, and kept this bit just marking time. However it was, I was in for another session of dairy-farming, and I was almost glad it would only be a little one. Glad, that is, but for the mining horror that came next.

It was only three days before I felt the Bounds call. I was surprised. I hadn’t known it would be that short. By that time I had gone quite a long way down south with a moving tribe I fell in with. They were going down to the sea, and I wanted to go too. I had still never seen the sea then, believe it or not. I was really annoyed to feel the tugging, and the yearning in my throat, start so soon.

But I was an old hand by then. I thought I would bear it, stick it out for as long as possible, and put off the mining world for as long as I could. So I ground my teeth together and kept sitting on the horse they’d lent me and jogging away south.

And suddenly the dragging and the yearning took hold of me from a different direction, almost from the way we were going. I was so confused I fell off the horse.

While I was sitting on the grass with my hands over my head, waiting for the rest of the tribe to get by before I dared get up – you get kicked in the head if you try crawling about under a crowd of horses – the next part of the call started: the “Hurry, hurry, you’ll be late!” It’s always sooner and stronger if you get it from a new direction. It’s always stronger from a RANDOM Boundary too. I don’t know why. This was so strong that I found I couldn’t wait any longer. I got up and started running.

They shouted after me of course. They’re scared of people going off on their own, even though nothing ever happens to them. But I took no notice and kept running, and they didn’t have a Mrs Chief with them – theirs was a sleepy girl who never bothered about anything – so they didn’t follow me. I stopped running when I was over the nearest hill and walked. I knew by then that the “Hurry, hurry!” was only meant to get me going. It didn’t mean much.

It was just as well it didn’t mean much. It took me the rest of that day and all night to get there, and the funny coloured sun was two hours up before I saw the Boundary. This was a new one. It was marked by a ring of stones.

I stared at it a little as I went down into the valley where it was. They were such big stones. I couldn’t imagine any hairy cattle herders having the energy to make it. Unless They had done it, of course. I stared again when I saw the new sign scrawled on the nearest huge stone, some way above my head.

“I wonder what that means,” I said. But I had been a long time on the way and the call was getting almost too strong to bear. I stopped wondering and went into the circle.

And – twitch – I was drowning in an ocean.

Yes, I saw the sea after all – from inside. At least, I was inside for what seemed about five minutes, until I came screaming and drowning and kicking up to the surface, and coughing out streams of fierce salt water – only to have all my coughing undone the next moment by a huge great wave, which came and hit me slap in the face, and sent me under again. I came up again pretty fast. I didn’t care that nothing could stop a Homeward Bounder. I didn’t believe it. I was drowning.

It isn’t true what they say about your life passing before you. You’re too busy. You’re at it full time, bashing at the water with your arms and screaming “Help!” to nothing and nobody. And too busy keeping afloat. I hadn’t the least idea how to swim. What I did was a sort of crazy jumping up and down, standing in the water, with miles more water down underneath me, bending and stretching like a mad frog, and it kept me up. It also turned me round in a circle. Every way was water, with sky at the end of it. Nothing in sight at all, except flaring sunlit water on one side and heaving grey water on the other.

That had me really panicked. I jumped and screamed like a madman. And here was a funny thing – somebody seemed to be answering. Next moment, a sort of black cliff came sliding past me, and someone definitely shouted. Something that looked like a frayed rope splashed down in the sea in front of me. I dived on it with both hands, which sent me under again, even though I caught the rope. I was hauled up like that, yelling and sousing and shivering, and went bumping up the side of that sudden black cliff.


It was like going up the side of a cheese-grater – all barnacles. I left quite a lot of skin on there, and a bit more being dragged over the top. I remember realising it was a boat and then looking at who’d rescued me. And I think I passed out. Certainly I remember nothing else until I was lying on a mildewy bed, under a damp blanket, and thinking, “This can’t be true! I can’t have been pulled out of the sea by a bunch of monkeys!” But that was what I seemed to have seen. I knew that, even with my eyes closed. I had seen skinny thin hairy arms and shaggy faces with bright monkey eyes, all jabbering at me. “It must be true,” I thought. “I must be in a world run by monkeys now.”

At that point, someone seized my head and tried to suffocate me by pouring hellfire into my mouth. I did a lot more coughing. Then I gently opened one watery eye and took a look at the monkey who was doing it to me.

This one was a man. That was some comfort, even though he was such a queer looking fellow. He had the remains of quite a large square face. I could see that, though a lot of it was covered by an immense black beard. Above the beard, his cheeks were so hollow that it looked as if he were sucking them in, and his eyes had gone right back into his head somehow, so that his eyebrows turned corners on top of them. His hair was as bad as his beard, like a rook’s nest. The rest of him looked more normal, because he was covered up to the chin in a huge navy-blue coat with patches of mould on it. But it probably only looked normal. The hand he stretched out – with a bottle in it to choke me with hellfire again – was like a skeleton’s.

I jumped back from that bottle. “No thanks. I’m fine now.”

He bared his teeth at me. He was smiling. “Ah, ve can onderstand von anodder!” That is a rough idea of the way he spoke. Now, I’ve been all over the place, and changed my accent a good twenty times, but I always speak English like a native. He didn’t. But at least I seemed to be in a world where someone spoke it.

“Who are you?” I said.

He looked reproachful at that. I shouldn’t have asked straight out. “Ve ollways,” he said – I can’t do the way he spoke – “we always keep one sharp look out coming through the Boundaries, in case any other Homeward Bounder in the water lies. Lucky for you, eh!”

I stared at his huge hollow face. “Are you one? Do you call us Homeward Bounders too?”

“That is the name to all of us is given,” he said to me sadly.

“Oh,” I said. “I thought I’d made it up. How long have you been one?” A long time, by the look of him, I thought.

He sighed. “You have not heard of me in your world maybe? In many places I am known, always by my ship, always sailing on. The name most often given is that of Flying Dutchman.”

As it happens, I had heard of him. At school – good old boring chapel-shaped Churt House – one rainy afternoon, when all the other Dominies were down with flu. The one Dominie left had told us about the Flying Dutchman, among other stories. But all I could remember about him was that long, long ago he had been doomed to sail on for ever, until, unless—It didn’t matter. It was probably the same as me.

“What happened? What did you do to annoy Them?” I asked.

He shivered, and sort of put me aside with that skeleton hand of his. “It is not permitted to speak of these things,” he said. Then he seemed sorry. “But you are only young. You will learn.”

“What world do you come from, then?” I asked. “Is it permitted to speak of that? Is it the same world as me?” I sat up then, in great excitement, thinking that if we were both from the same place, then we were Bound to the same Home, and I could do worse than sail with him until we got there.

Sitting up gave me a view of the cabin. I was not so sure after that. Cobwebs hung in swags from all the corners and beams. On the walls, black mould and green slime were fighting it out to see which could climb highest, and every piece of metal I could see was rusty, including the candlestick on the wormy table. The cabin floor had dirty water washing about on it, this way and that as the boat swung, and swilling round the Dutchman’s great seaboots. “Is yours the same world?” I said doubtfully.

“I do not know,” he said sadly. “But I shall know if I am back there. There will be some rest then.”

“Well, I’ll tell you about my Home,” I said. “You may recognise something. First, my name’s Jamie H—”

But he raised his skeleton hand again. “Please. We do not give names. We think it is not permitted.”

Here, one of his crew came to the door and did a jabber-jabber. He was a man too, but I saw why I had taken him for a monkey. He was so stick-thin. He was more or less naked too, and the parts of him that weren’t burnt dark brown were covered with hair. Men are very like monkeys really.

The Dutchman listened for a little. Then he said, “Ja, ja,” and got up and went out.

It was not very interesting in the cabin and it smelt of mould, so after a bit I got up and went on deck too. The sea was there, all round. It gave me the pip at first, just like the wide-open cattle country. But you get used to it quite soon. The sailors were all scrambling about the rakish masts above me. They were struggling with the great black torn sails, and they seemed to be trying to hoist a few more. Every so often, a rotten rope would snap. There would be some resigned jabber, and they would mend it and carry on. This made it quite a long business, getting any extra sails up.

The Dutchman was standing with his hands in his pockets, watching the reason for all this pother. It was another ship, a beauty, about midway between us and the horizon. It was like an arrow or a bird, that ship – like everything quick and beautiful. I had to gasp when I saw it. It had a bank of white sails, white as a swan. But, as I watched, I could see frenzied activity among those white sails. Shortly, a whole lot more white sails came up, some above, some overlapping the others, until there were so many sails up that you thought the thing was going to topple over and sink from sheer top-heaviness. Like that, the white ship turned and, with a bit of a waggle, like a hasty lady, made her way over the horizon. Our sails were still not set.

The Dutchman sighed heavily. “Always they go. They think we are unlucky.”

“Are you?” I asked, rather worried on my own account.

“Only to ourselves,” he sighed. He gave out some jabbering. The monkeys up aloft gave up struggling with the sails and came down to the deck again.

After that, I was sure they would be thinking of breakfast. I hadn’t eaten since lunch the day before, and I was starving. Well, I suppose a Homeward Bounder can never exactly starve, but put it this way: it never feels that way, and my stomach was rolling. But time went on, and nobody said a word about food. The monkeys lay about, or carved blocks of wood, or mended ropes. The Dutchman strode up and down. In the end, I got so desperate that I asked him right out.

He stopped striding and looked at me sadly. “Eating? That we gave up long ago. There is no need to eat. A Homeward Bounder does not die.”

“I know,” I said. “But it makes you feel a whole lot more comfortable. Look at you. You all look like walking skeletons.”

“That is true,” he admitted. “But it is hard to take on board provisions when you sail on, and ever on.”

I saw the force of that. “Don’t you ever fetch up on land then?” And I was suddenly terrified. Suppose I was stuck on this ship, too, for ever, without any food.

“Sometimes we go to land, ja,” the Dutchman admitted. “When we come through a Boundary and we can tell we have time, we find an island where is privacy, and we land. We eat then sometimes. We may eat maybe when we come to land to put you ashore.”

That relieved my mind considerably. “You should eat,” I said earnestly. “Do, to please me. Can’t you catch fish, or something?”

He changed the subject. Perhaps he thought catching fish was not permitted. He thought no end of things were not permitted. I had opportunity to know how many things, because I was on that ship for days. And a more uncomfortable time I hope never to spend. Everything about that ship was rotten. It was half waterlogged. Water squeezed out of the boards when you trod on them and mould grew on everything. And nobody cared. That was what got me so annoyed. True, I could see they’d been at this game for ages, a hundred times longer than I had, and they had a right to be miserable. But they took it to such lengths!

“Can’t you wear a few more clothes?” I said to a monkey every so often. “Where’s your self-respect?”


He would just look at me and jabber. None of them spoke much English. After a bit, I began to ask it in another sort of way, because it got colder. Fog hung in the air and made the damp ship even wetter. I shivered. But the monkeys just shrugged. They were past caring.

I thought it was another piece of the same when I looked over the side of the ship on about the fourth foggy day. By then, anything would have been interesting. I noticed there were two big iron holes there, in the front, each with a length of rusty chain dangling out of them. I had seen pictures of ships. I knew what should have been there.

“Don’t you even carry anchors?” I asked the Dutchman. “How do you stop?”

“No,” he said. “We threw them away long ago.”

I was so hungry that it made me snappish. “What a stupid thing to do!” I said. “That’s you lot all over, with your stupid negative attitude! Can’t you think positive for once? You wouldn’t be in half this mess if you did. Fancy throwing anchors away!”

He just stood there, looking at me sadly and, I thought, sort of meaningly. And suddenly I remembered the crowned anchor on the front of the Old Fort. I knew better than to mention Them to him by then. He never would come straight out like I did and call them Them. He always put it impersonally: it is not permitted. But of course he knew that anchors had something to do with Them – probably better than I did. “Oh, I see,” I said. “Sorry.”


“We took them off,” he said, “to show that we are without hope. Hope is an anchor, you know.”

A bit of good came of this, though. He got worried about me, I think. He thought I was young and ignorant and hot-headed. He asked me what kind of Boundary I had come in by. “I am afraid,” he said, “that you may have got on a circuit that is sea only, and next time I will not be by. I shall put you on land, because I think it is not permitted for us to stay in company, but you may still end up in the water all the same.”

Oh he was a cheery fellow. But kind. I told him about the stone Boundary and the strange sign.

“That is all right,” he said. “That is RANDOM. Look for the same again and you will unlikely be drowned.”

It turned out that he knew no end more signs than I did. I suspect that he’d been Homeward Bound so long that he may even have invented some of them. He wrote them all out for me with a rusty nail on his cabin door. They were mostly general ones like UNFRIENDLY and GOOD CLIMATE. I gave him a few particular ones I knew in return, including one I thought would be really useful: YOU CAN NICK FOOD HERE.

“I thank you,” he said solemnly.

A day later, thank goodness, we came to some land. It was not my idea of heaven. I could hardly see it in the fog, for a start, and what I could see was wet rocks and spouts of wave breaking over them. It made me feel the ship was not so bad after all.

“Maybe we should go on a bit,” I said nervously to the Dutchman. “This looks rough. It could break your ship up.”

He stood sombrely beside me, with his navy coat and his beard and his hair all dewed with fog, watching the spouting waves come nearer through the whiteness. “The ship does not break,” he said. “It does not matter. There are seven holes in the underside and still we float. We cannot stop. We go on floating and sailing for ever.” Then he did something I never thought to see him do. He took his fist out of his pocket and he shook it, shook it savagely in the air. “And we know why!” he shouted out. “All for a game. A game!”

“I bet that’s not permitted,” I said.

He put his hand in his pocket again. “Maybe,” he said. “I do not care. You must make ready to jump when we are near enough. Do not be afraid. You cannot be hurt.”

Well, we came near, and I sort of flounderingly jumped. Perhaps I couldn’t be hurt, but I could be pounded and grazed and drenched and winded, and I was. I was so weak with hunger too that it took me ages to drag myself out of the surf and scramble up on to a wet lump of granite. Then I turned to wave to the Flying Dutchman. They all crowded to the side and waved back, him and the monkeys. I could hardly see them through the fog. It looked like a ghost ship out there, ragged and sketchy, like a grey pencil drawing, and it seemed to be tipping to one side rather. I suspect there were now eight holes underneath it. There had been a lot of grinding and rending while I was struggling up the rock.

It simply melted into the fog as I looked. I stood there all alone, shivering. I remembered then what my teacher had said, that rainy afternoon at Home, about the Flying Dutchman. It was supposed to be a ghost ship.

But it wasn’t, I told myself. Nor was I a ghost. We were all Homeward Bound, and I for one was going to get there. I just wished I wasn’t on my own. The Flying Dutchman was much better off. There was a crowd of them, to my one. They would be in clover, compared with me, if only they could have brought themselves to care about things a bit more.

After this, I set off inland, climbing, slipping and sliding, to where the strangest thing yet happened to me. It was so strange that, even if They’d done nothing, there would still have been times when I would have sworn it was a vision or something, brought on by lack of food. But I know it happened. It was realler than I am.
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CHAPTER FOUR

I was very thirsty. It was worse than the hunger. You’d have thought with a wet ship like that, I’d have been all right, but it was all salt, apart from the fog. And the salt I’d swallowed getting on land made me thirstier than before. I don’t know how the Flying Dutchman managed. The only drink they had was the fire-water he had choked me with, and I think they saved that for using on people they’d fished out of the sea.

But as soon as I got high enough up the rocks and far enough inland not to hear nothing but sea, I could hear water trickling. You know that hollow pouring sound a little stream makes coming down through rocks. I heard that, and it made my mouth dry up and go thick. I was so thirsty I could have cried. I set out scrambling and slithering through the fog towards the noise.

That white wet fog confused everything. I think, if I hadn’t been so thirsty, I’d never have found it. The rocks were terrible – a total jumble. They were all hard, hard pinkish granite, so hard that nothing grew on it, and so wet that I was always slithering on to my face. That hurt at least as much as scraping up the side of the Flying Dutchman’s ship. You know how granite seems to be made of millions of grains, pink and black and grey and white – well, every one of those grains scratched me separately, I swear.

After a while, I had got quite high up somewhere, and the lovely hollow pouring sound was coming from quite near, over to the right. I slithered over that way and had to stop short. There was a huge split in the granite there, and a great deep hole, and I could hear the pouring coming from the other side of the split.

“Unprintable things!” I said – only I didn’t say that. I really said them. But I hate to be beat. You know that by now. I went down into the hole and then climbed up the other side. I don’t know how I did it. When I dragged myself out the other side, my arms felt like bits of string and wouldn’t answer when I tried to bunch my fists up, and my legs were not much better. I was covered with scratches too. I must have been a sight.

The pouring was really near now, from the other side of a lump of crag. I crawled my way round it. It was a great rock sticking up at the top of the hill, and there was a ledge on the other side about eight feet wide, if that. And there I had to stop short again, because there was a man chained to the crag, between me and the water.

He looked to be dead or dying. He was sort of collapsed back on the rock with his eyes shut. His face was tipped back from me – I was still crouching down, weak as a kitten – but I could see his face was near on as hollow as the Flying Dutchman’s, and it looked worse, because this man hadn’t a beard, only reddish stubble. His hair was reddish too, but it was soaking wet with him being out in the fog and the rain like this, and you could hardly tell it from the granite. His clothes, such as there was left of them, were soaking too, of course, greyish and fluttering in strips in the sneaking chilly wind there was up there. I could see a lot of his skin. It was white, corpse white, and it shone out against the rock and fog almost as if it were luminous.

The chains he was locked up in – they were luminous. They were really queer. They shone. They were almost transparent, like glass, but whiter and stonier-seeming. A big link of the chain between his right arm and leg was lying on the rock just in front of me. I could see the grains of rock magnified through it, pink and black and grey and white, bigger through the middle of the link than at the edges, and with a milky look. It was like looking through a teardrop.

He didn’t move. My strength came back a little, and I couldn’t see him harming me in that state, so I got up and started to edge my way along the ledge in front of him to get at the water. When I was standing up, I was surprised to find how big he was. He was about half as big again as an ordinary man. And he wasn’t quite dead. The white skin was up in goose pimples all over him, with little shivers chasing across it. That was why I said what I did about Art, earlier on. He must have been frozen. But I could tell he was pretty far gone. He had a serious wound round on his left side, a bit below his heart. I hadn’t seen it till then, and I didn’t want to look at it when I did see it. It was a real mess, gaping and bleeding, with bits of his torn shirt fluttering across it and getting mixed up in it. No wonder he seemed to be dying.

I was almost right in front of him, trying not to look, when he moved his head and looked at me. “Be careful not to touch the chains,” he said.

I jumped, and stared up at him. He didn’t speak at all like someone who was dying. There was a bit of a shiver caught at him as he said it, but that was not surprising, considering how cold he must have been. But his voice was quite strong and he was looking at me like someone with sense. “Why mustn’t I touch them?” I said.

“Because they’re made to act like the Bounds,” he said. “You won’t get your drink if you do touch them.”

I shuffled backwards an inch or so. I didn’t dare go further, for fear of falling off the ledge. “What are they made of?” I said. “I’ve never seen anything like them before.”


“Adamant,” he said.

That is a sort of diamond – adamant – the hardest thing there is. Granite must be almost the next hardest. I could see the big transparent staples driven into the granite on either side of him, holding him spread out. “You must be awfully strong, if it takes that to hold you,” I said.

He sort of smiled. “Yes. But there was meant to be no mistake.”

It looked that way to me too. I couldn’t think why he was so much alive. “You’re not a Homeward Bounder, are you?” I asked doubtfully.

“No,” he said.

I went on staring at him, trying to keep from looking at that wound of his, and watching him shiver. I was cold myself, but then I could move about to keep warm. He was chained so that he could hardly move a foot in any direction. And all the while I stared, that water ran and poured, away to one side, with a long hollow poppling which had me licking my lips. And he was chained so he could hear it and not get to it.

“Are you thirsty?” I said. “Like me to get you a drink?”

“Yes,” he said. “I’d welcome a drink.”

“I’ll have to get it in my hands,” I said. “I wish I’d got something to hold it in.”

I went edging and shuffling round him, keeping well away from the chains. I could see the stream by then, pouring down a groove in the rock, just beyond the reddish spiked thing that all the chains were hooked into. The ledge got narrower there. I was thinking that it was going to be difficult to climb over that spike on the slippery rock without touching a chain, when I realised what the spike was. I went close and leant over it to make sure. Yes it was. An anchor. One spoke was buried deep in the granite and all of it was orange wet rust, but there was no mistaking it. And all the chains led through the ring on the end of the shank.

I spun round so fast then that I never knew how I missed the chains. “They did this to you!” I said to him. “How did They do it? Why?”

He was turned to look at me. I could see he was thinking about water more than anything. I went climbing over the anchor to show him I hadn’t forgotten. “Yes, it was They,” he said.

I put my hands under the little pouring waterfall and filled them as full as I could with water. But I was so furious for him that my hands shook, and most of the water had trickled away by the time I’d climbed back over the anchor. Even more had gone by the time I managed to stretch my hands up to him among the chains, without touching one. He was so tall and chained so close that it was quite a struggle for him to get his mouth down. I don’t think he got more than a taste the first time. But I went back and forwards, back and forwards, to the stream. I got quite nimble after a while. I even took a drink myself, after his sixth handful. He was so thirsty it was awful, and I kept thinking how he would feel if I happened to touch a chain and got twitched away just as he’d got his mouth down to the water.

“You should have asked me straight off,” I said. “Why didn’t you? Have They forbidden you to, or something?”

“No,” he said. “They don’t have that kind of power over me. But I could see how thirsty you were, and I’m more used to it than you.”

“How long have you been here like this?” I said. We were talking this way as I went to and fro. “As long as the Flying Dutchman? Do you know him?”

He smiled. He was getting more cheerful as he drank, in spite of his situation. I just wished I’d had some food I could have given him too. “From long before the Dutchman,” he said. “Long before Ahasuerus too. Almost from the beginning of the worlds.”

I nearly said “I don’t know how you stand it!” but there was no point in saying that. He had to. “How did They get you?” I said. “Why?”

“It was my own fault,” he said. “In a way. I thought They were friends of mine. I discovered about the Bounds, and all the ways of the worlds, and I made the bad mistake of telling Them. I’d no idea what use They would make of the discovery. When it was too late, I saw the only safeguard was to tell mankind too, but They caught up with me before I’d gone very far.”

“Isn’t that just like Them!” I said. “Why aren’t you hating Them? I do.”


He even laughed then. “Oh I did,” he said. “I hated Them for aeons, make no mistake. But it wore out. You’ll find that. Things wear out, specially feelings.” He didn’t seem sad about it at all. He acted as if it was a relief, not hating Them any more.

Somehow that made me hate Them all the worse. “See here,” I said, reaching up with the tenth handful or so of water, “isn’t there any way I can get you out of this? Can’t I find an adamant saw somewhere? Or do the chains unlock anywhere?”

He stopped before he drank and looked at me, really laughing, but trying not to, to spare my feelings. “You’re very generous,” he said. “But They don’t do things like that. If there’s any key at all to these chains, it’s over there.” And he nodded over at the anchor before he bent to drink.

“That anchor?” I said. “When it’s rusted away, you mean?”

“That will be at the ends of the worlds,” he said.

I saw that he was trying to tell me kindly not to be a fool. I felt very dejected as I shuffled off for the next handful of water. What could I do? I wanted to do something, on my own account as well as his. I wanted to break up his chains and tear the worlds apart. Then I wanted to get my hands on a few of Their throats. But I was simply a helpless discard, and only a boy at that.

“One thing I can do,” I said when I came climbing back, “is to stay and keep you company and bring you water and things.”


“I don’t advise that,” he said. “They can control you still, to some extent, and there’s nothing I can do to help you.”

He had had enough to drink by then. He said I should go. But I sat down defiantly on the wet rock, shivering. Both of us shivered. The fog was blowing round us like the cold breath of giants. I looked up at him. He had his head leant back again and that look on his face that was like peace but nearer death.

“Tell me the rules,” I said. “You must know every rule there is, if you found out about them.”

At that, his head came up and he looked almost angry.

“There are no rules,” he said. “Only principles and natural laws. The rules were made by Them. They are caught inside Their own rules now, but there’s no need for you to be caught too. Stay outside. If you’re lucky, you might catch Them up in Their own rules.”

“But there is that rule that nobody can interfere with a Homeward Bounder,” I said. I was thinking about the boy and the waggon. It still made me feel bad.

“Yes,” he said. “There is, isn’t there?”

Then neither of us said anything much for quite a long while. That’s the trouble with misery, or cold. It absorbs you. I still wonder how he could manage to be so human under it. Except, I think, he wasn’t human. Eventually, I put my shivering face up and asked if he’d like another drink.

He was looking off into the fog, rather intently, and shook his head slightly. “Not now, thank you. I think it’s time for the vulture to come.”

I don’t know why, but I got the point at once. I suppose I had been wondering, deep down, what made that new-looking wound of his. I found I was standing up, looking from the wound to his face and feeling ill. “Can’t I beat it off for you?”

“No,” he said, quite severely. “You can’t do things like that against Them, and you mustn’t try. Why don’t you go?”

I wanted to say that I’d stay – stay and hold his hand as it were – but I felt weak with horror. I couldn’t say a thing.

“It’s all right,” he said. “It has nothing to do with you. But do go. It’s nearly here.”

I looked up where he was looking. And sure enough, moving among the moving mist, were the shadowy wings of a huge bird. It was quite near, flapping overhead, and I could see its beak and its naked pink head. I still meant to stay. I know I did. But I was so horrified to see the bird so near that I went crouching away sideways with one hand over my head, and fell over the anchor, with the other hand on the chains.

It was nothing like the twitch that takes you through a Boundary in the normal way. It was ten times more violent. Those chains were so cold they burnt. But instead of sticking to me, the way freezing things usually seem to do, these flung me off themselves. I felt a sort of sizzling. Then I was crashing away backwards and finishing the fall I’d started, only much harder, on to a hard floor strewn with dead grass.

I lay there, winded, for a bit. I may have cried, I felt so sad. I could see I was in a big barn, a nice warm place smelling comfortably of hay. There was a great grey pile of hay to one side of me, almost up to the wooden rafters. I was a bit annoyed that I’d missed it and landed on the floor. I went on lying there, staring up at the sun flooding in through chinks in the roof and listening to mice or rats scuttling, but I was beginning to feel uneasy. Something was wrong. I knew it was. This barn ought to have been a peaceful place, but somehow it wasn’t.

I got to my knees and turned to the door. And stuck there. The door was a big square of sunlight. Outlined in it, but standing in the shadows, much nearer to me than was pleasant, was someone in a long grey cloak. This one had the hood up, but it made no difference. I knew one of Them when I saw Them. My heart knocked.

“Get up,” said the outline. “Come here.”

Now, this was a funny thing – I needn’t have done what he said. I knew I needn’t. But I was too scared not to. I got up and went over. At first the cloaked outline seemed to shimmer against the sun, but, as I got closer, it was more wavery still, as if I’d had my knuckles pressed to my eyes before I looked at it.

“You have been to a forbidden place,” said the wavery shape.

“So what?” I said. “I’m a free agent. I was told that rule.”


“You will not go there again,” was the answer, “unless you want to share the same fate.”

“I don’t have to do what you say,” I remember starting to say – and then it all goes vague. I really do not remember the next minute at all. I know my mind was nearly a complete blank in the first part I do remember. I had forgotten who I was, why I was there and – the thing They wanted – where I’d just been. By that time, I had wandered in a dazed way out into the farmyard. The moment I remember is the moment the farmer came out of his cowshed and saw me.

“What do you think you’re up to in there?” he roared at me. He was huge. He picked up a thick stick as huge as himself and came after me with it.

I ran. I was not too dazed for that. I ran, with my mind as numb as a foot that’s gone to sleep, wondering what was happening and why. I swear I hadn’t a thought or a memory in my head beyond that. Around me, chickens flapped and squawked and ran. Behind me, the farmer roared. And, beside me, just as I got to the farm gate, a huge dog plunged out of a kennel to the end of its rattling chain and almost got me.

That rattling chain. Even They don’t think of everything. If They had thought to change it to a rope, I wouldn’t be telling this tale now. I’d have forgotten. I could never hear a chain rattle after that without thinking of him, chained to his rock.

I cannoned into the gatepost and the dog just missed me. I made off down a muddy lane, remembering him on his rock at least. I thought, as I floundered along, that it had probably been a vision. Everything else in my head was vague, though it was coming back to me, in prickles, like your foot does when it stops being asleep. As I said, there are still times when I think he was a vision, but I try not to believe that, because I know They wanted me to. He was real. For that time, he was the only real thing I knew. It took days for the rest of my mind to come back. I had a terrible time too, because I had to start almost from scratch, as if I’d never been a Homeward Bounder before. And that was not an easy world to be a beginner in – believe you me! Thanks to Them, I never got to see the sign on the Boundary barn, but it didn’t matter. I knew what it was. It was UNFRIENDLY.

After that, I travelled on. I was on near on a hundred worlds, wandering on and on. You wouldn’t believe how tired you get. You just get settled, and get to know some of the people and some of their ways, and you find a job you can do, or a school that will have you – if it’s that kind of strict world – and you’re just getting used to it, when bang! up starts the dragging and the yearning, and you’re on your way again. In the end, you never do get settled, because it’s always at the back of your mind that you’re going to move on.

I got to be past master at making my way in a world. I took pride in it. The knack is not to care too much. Treat it as a joke. I got so that I didn’t care what I said, or how much I stole, or what dirty work I did. I found out that if people upped and blamed me, I could get out of trouble best by making them laugh. The only time this didn’t work was when a solemn old priest tried to adopt me. Nothing would make him laugh. Nothing would make him believe I wasn’t going to grow up into a priest too. He said he was going to save my soul. I only managed to get out of that when the Bounds were calling so strongly that I was near screaming.

Of course, the best way to get on in a new world would be to tell them you’re a Homeward Bounder and why. But you find you can’t do that. They don’t believe you. Most of the time they think you’re mad. Or they may believe that you’re condemned to wander for ever, but they never believe that you have to do it on more than their own world. And nothing will make anyone believe in Them. They make sure of that. If you start talking of Them, people cut you short and ask you what sin you were condemned for. They’re always sure you’ve sinned if you talk about Them. And you find yourself inventing a suitable sin to satisfy them. On the few occasions I talked about it, my story was that I had spied on forbidden sacred mysteries. True enough, in a way.

I didn’t talk about it much. I really didn’t dare. After the way the Flying Dutchman had carried on about things not being permitted, and Them doing that to my mind straight after it, I was scared to say much even to other Homeward Bounders.

I met quite a lot of Homeward Bounders as time went on. You find the Bounds are quite crowded if you walk them long enough. Homeward Bounders always help one another. It stands to reason. We’re usually very friendly to one another in a quick, jolly, shallow sort of way. We tell one another the jokes from our latest world, and help one another get set up in a new world if we happen to meet coming through a Boundary. But I never saw much point in confiding in any of them. You never meet the same one more than once. And, though they were all sorts and conditions of people – I’ve met kings and queens, crooks and artists, several actors and a six foot lady who wrote sermons – they were one and all grown up, and they all rather looked down on me for being a boy.

It didn’t matter. As soon as the Bounds called and I got to the Boundary with whoever it was, that was the end of the acquaintance. We both got twitched to different worlds. That seemed to be another rule. I hadn’t known at first that a Boundary could send people to more than one place, but they can. And they always do. They can’t have Homeward Bounders getting together. Oh no. That wouldn’t do at all.

You wouldn’t believe how lonely you get. I got so bad sometimes that I couldn’t think of anything but Home. I remembered it over and over, those ordinary twelve years, until I felt it was plainer to me than when I lived there. I even used to dwell on the rows I had with Rob, and the way Rob and I used to tease Elsie. Elsie was good to tease, having ginger hair and a hot temper. I remembered her stamping and yelling, “I’m better at football than you! So!” Maybe she was better. She never kicked the ball into people’s washing, the way I did. It would give me that cold foot ache inside, wanting to go back and play football in the alley again. I knew it was all there, just the same as I remembered, waiting for me to come back. I knew it must be. Otherwise I wouldn’t still be a boy.

When I got really miserable, I found I couldn’t help remembering him on his rock too. That always made me worse. He was still there too. I think I never hated Them as much on my own account as I did on his.

Anyway, that’s enough of that. All I really meant to say was that I had been on a good hundred worlds before the next important thing happened. I had gone in a great slow circle, starting from the place where I nearly drowned, out and some way back again. If you walk the Bounds long enough, you get the feeling of where you’ve been, and I know that’s what I’d done. I’d seen more kinds of worlds than you’d believe possible, more peculiar differences, and more samenesses than I like to think. I was a thoroughly hardened Homeward Bounder. There seemed nothing I didn’t know.

Then I ran into Helen. My friendly neighbourhood enemy. There really was nothing like Helen on any world I’d ever been to. I sometimes didn’t think she was human at all.
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CHAPTER FIVE

It happened in a casual sort of way. I’d been landed on this real swine of a world. It really was the worst I’d ever been on. Everything about it was awful: the weather, the food, the local animals, and as for the people, they were not only brutes, but their habits were worse than that. It will show you when I say that no one lived in a house: they all lived in fortresses, half underground. Anyone outside a fortress was fair game. The Them playing it must have been right swine.

I was only on it a week. I’ve never been so glad when the Bounds called. I made haste through the pouring rain and sleet to get to the Boundary as fast as I could.

I’d still got half a mile to go – I could see something ahead through the lashing rain that had to be the Boundary – when the rain stopped. The sun came out for the first time since I’d been there. And it was typical of that beastly world that it got hotter than an oven in seconds. Instead of rain, the air was full of steam. It was like a hot fog. Worse than that, the mud I’d been wading through all that time dried out like ink on blotting paper. The water just sank away out of it and left me toiling through deep sand. I could hardly walk. I said some more of the bad words I’d been saying all that week. The Bounds were calling hard, and the slower you go the worse they get.

Then the steam cleared away like the mud had done. I was left floundering through a blazing white desert. It was so bright that I screwed my eyes almost shut and hunched in a heap. My bad words died away in a sort of moan. It was so hot and bright that it hurt.

Then I heard someone coming crunching quickly up behind me. In that world, you didn’t let people come up behind you. I turned round, even though I was fairly sure this person must be another Homeward Bounder, and tried to open my eyes. Everything was blue-bright. I could only see the person as a black shape. The shape was about the same size that I was and seemed to have its back to me. I was so sure that this person was facing the other way that it gave me a real shock when the person said, “What are you waiting for? It’s got to the hurry-hurry part,” and went marching past me.

I turned round as the person went past, and there wasn’t a face on the back of their head either. It seemed to be black hair all round. And whoever-it-was was marching so fast through the sand that I was quite ashamed. After all, the person was no bigger than I was.

I went hastening and ploughing after. It was really heavy going. “You don’t have to hurry when it says so,” I panted.

“I know I don’t,” snapped the person, marching swifter than ever.

“Then why – how do you manage to walk so fast in this sand anyway?” I gasped. Both my shoes were full of sand by then.

“Because I’m used to it,” snapped the person. “I live here.” And stopped and waited for me. I crunched and waded up very cautiously, thinking that this couldn’t be a Homeward Bounder after all – in which case, on that world, watch out! And yet – and yet—Well, all I can say is that you get to know the look of a Homeward Bounder, and I still thought this was. “I am Haras-uquara,” she said haughtily, when I got there. “My name is Helen in the language of the wider times.”

“Mine’s Jamie,” I said, trying to look at her in the fierce sun. She must have a face, I decided, on the front of her head, in the usual way. I could just see the pointed brown tip of a nose poking out among the black hair there. But her hair really did seem to hang down the same way all round her head. She was dressed in black trousers and a black sweater and had black shoes with thick bouncy soles on her feet. Now the people in this world were a peculiar lot, but they always wore armour, and had their hair scraped back inside a helmet with a mirror-attachment so that they could see what was coming to attack from behind. And they spoke a croaking, gabbling language. She had spoken to me in English. “You can’t come from here,” I said. “You’re speaking English.”

“Of course,” she said. “I saw you were a stranger and I spoke to you in the language of the wider times.”

We began to shuffle towards the Boundary as she said this. You find you really have to go when they call.

“And you’re a Homeward Bounder too?” I said, shuffling.

The tip of her nose stuck up disgustedly. “Is that what you call yourself? I’m an exile, condemned by the mouth of Uquar. They turned me out of the House of Uquar, and of course I got stoned. I’m angry.”

She was lucky only to have been stoned, I thought. My eyes were watering in the sun, but I could see that her black clothes were splashed with sandy white mud all over. In some places there were holes, and she was bleeding a bit where the holes came. It looked as if she was telling the truth. “Why were you turned out?” I said.

“Because of Them,” she said, with immense hatred.

I knew she was telling the truth. Only somebody new to the Bounds would talk about Them like that. “They don’t like you to talk about Them,” I said.

“It’s what I like, not what They like that matters,” she said. “I’m not Their slave! I’m going freely into honourable exile. So there!”

“Why?” I said.

“Because of my gift,” she said, and went stalking up the hill to the Boundary.

I suppose I should have let her go. She wasn’t exactly friendly. But it narked me to see her going so fast while I floundered, and I knew that as soon as we got to the Boundary, we’d both be twitched off different ways and I’d never see her again. So I floundered hard and got to the top of the hill at the same time as she did. It was only a small Boundary. And it was typical of Helen’s beastly world that it was marked out with bones.

They were great big bones, rib bones like the skeletons of ships and leg bones as high as lampposts. I’d met one of the animals they came from three days before. I wasn’t sure if it was a dragon or not, but it looked like one and it clearly thought I was good to eat. I only got away by hiding down the chimney of one of the fortresses. I don’t think the dragon breathed fire, but it sniffed at the chimney for a good hour, until I was almost roasted from the fire down below.

“On holy days we bring a bone and plant it here,” Helen explained.

I made a grunt and pushed past her to go inside the ring of bones. The white sand inside was criss-crossed with the black shadows of the bones. It took me an instant to see that the sand among the shadows was squiggling. I stopped at once and pretended to be getting the sand out of my shoes. It was not imagination, or the heat. The place was alive with snakes.

Helen came up beside me. I could feel she was disgusted at my cowardice. She clapped her hands, briskly and loudly. “Go away!” she said.

The sand among the shadows sort of seethed, and the snakes went. I could see them pouring out between the bones on the other side of the circle. “Thanks,” I said. “Is that your gift?”

“Great Uquar, no!” she said. “Those were only snakes!”

“I know,” I said. “I didn’t care to be stung.”

“They don’t sting. They bite,” she said. “Shall I show you my gift?”

“If you want,” I said, and I stepped into the circle of bones, meaning to be off elsewhere next second.

“As a great favour,” she said. “Look.”

When someone says “Look” you do. I looked in spite of the Bounds calling away. My eyes were getting used to the glare by then. Helen was rolling up the right sleeve of her black sweater. Her skin was a lot browner than mine, but her arm was an ordinary arm, bruised in one place and scratched in another.

“Snap!” I said. “Only mine’s pinker.”

A laugh came from behind Helen’s sheet of black hair. The arm went grey. It started at Helen’s fingers and grew grey the whole way up, and with every inch or so of greyness it grew a deep wrinkle, until it was grey and wrinkled right up to her shoulder. The skin of it seemed to get thick and dry, with just a few long black hairs growing on it. Where Helen’s hand had been were a couple of fleshy points, with two pinker holes deep inside. This grey arm swung and curled up. I could see it hadn’t any bone in it any longer.

I said, “Eeeurgh!” and backed away. As I did, the grey arm shot out suddenly to twice its length, almost straightening out all its wrinkles, and wrapped itself round my neck. It felt warm and leathery. “Stop that!” I said. I backed away and tried to untwist the warm grey snake from my neck, but it was unbelievably strong. It clung and clung. Helen thought it was ever so funny. She threw back her head, so that I almost saw face behind the hair, and laughed and laughed at me, and went on hanging on. I went on going backwards, pulling at the grey arm and shouting at her to stop it, and pulling Helen along with me because she wouldn’t let go.

Then we got to the place where the twitch came. And we both went together. I was so surprised that I stopped shouting. There we were, both of us, in much mistier sunlight, which made me feel almost blind for a moment. Helen had difficulty seeing too. She had one hand up, parting her front hair a bit, and there was a bright black eye showing. She was watching her grey arm turn brown and smooth again, from the shoulder downwards. I recognised it as it began to vanish.

“That’s an elephant’s trunk!” I said. “How did you do that?”


“That’s my gift,” she said. “I can just do it. Where are we?”

“In another world,” I said. I looked round while I was tipping the sand out of my shoes and began to feel regretful. We were not going to be here long, and it looked really inviting. We were in an open space in a tropical sort of forest. Everything was unbelievably bright and fruitful. The green, green trees were hung with bunches of fruit and draped with creepers growing blue and white flowers as big as plates. The only reason I didn’t find this hot sun dazzling was because I’d just been in the desert in Helen’s world. It was the kind of sun that brings scents and colours out. The place smelt wonderful. It was quiet, except for one or two peaceful rustlings. I took that to be squirrels or monkeys. There weren’t any birds singing, but that is not the kind of thing you notice after Helen’s world. “This is a jungle,” I said to Helen.

“I can see that,” she said. “What do we do? Can we eat any of that fruit?”

“It’s better not to try,” I said.

The tip of the nose came out of the black hair and pointed haughtily at me. “We can’t die. I was told that.”

“Then you were lucky. You were told more than I was,” I said. “But I’ve eaten things that made me sorry I couldn’t die, before I learnt to be careful.”

“Then say what we do,” said the haughty tip of nose.

I was quite annoyed by then. She was so superior. Who was she, just new to the Bounds, to behave this way and play a silly trick on me? I had ten times her experience. I set out to show her. “The best thing,” I said patronisingly, “is not to eat until you see what the natives are eating. We’re not going to be here long—”

“I can tell that,” she snapped.

“—so we needn’t eat at all,” I said. I was mad. “Yes, you’ll find you get a feeling about how long you’re going to be in a place. You’re coming on very nicely. The next thing to do is to go and look for any marks that other Homeward Bounders have left. There’s a sort of path over there. The signs should be on a tree near it.”

I led the way loftily over to a bushy sort of opening at the edge of the clearing. I looked knowingly up and around. There was a sign. It was slashed into the trunk of a tree that looked like a huge fern. And – this would have to happen! – it was one I didn’t know.

“There it is,” I said, pointing to it, trying to think what I should say next. “It’s a very rare sign, that is.”

Helen’s nose pointed up to it. “You don’t know what it means.”

“Yes, I do,” I said. “It means VERY PLEASANT WORLD. Those are very rare.”

“Yes,” she said. “Then what?”

“We go and look for some natives,” I said, “but carefully, not to alarm them. I should think they’d be rather primitive in a place like this.”

We set off down the path. It was like a green tunnel, with fruit and huge flowers hanging down and brushing our heads.


“Suppose these natives of yours speak a different language,” Helen said. “What do we do?”

“Learn it,” I said gloomily. “But don’t worry. I know hundreds of languages by now. An awful lot of them are quite alike. You let me do the talking and we’ll be all right.”

We went on a while, and then Helen seemed to decide to pick my brains. She said, “These signs you people with the stupid name have for one another – what are the commonest?”

“Warnings mostly,” I said. “Things like SLAVERS OPERATE HERE or POLICE TAKE BRIBES or DON’T OFFEND THE PRIESTS or UNFRIENDLY. Yours had OUCH! which just about sums it up, to my mind.”

“There’s no need to be rude,” she said. “It’s my Home. I shall go back there before long, you’ll see.” That made me smile. It was just what I’d thought. “What’s the most uncommon sign?” she said. “That one back there?”

I thought it must be, since I had never seen it before. “Not quite,” I said, so as to seem to know best. “The one I was told was most uncommon is YOU CAN TELL THEM YOU’RE A HOMEWARD BOUNDER.”

“Why?” she said.

“Because you can’t,” I said. “They make sure people don’t believe you.”

“So then the sign never happens!” she said scornfully.

“Yes it does,” I said. “It was in the list I was given. It must happen somewhere.”


“Of course it must,” Helen said pityingly. She was like that. She’d say first one thing, and then contradict it with the opposite, and make it seem that it was you who were wrong. “The wider times have every possibility in them, so there must be a traverse where you can admit to your exile. That is the logic of Uquar—”

“What kind of talk is that?” I said.

She wasn’t listening. “Uquar,” she said furiously, “is an utter cheat! I don’t think he exists!”

“Who is he anyway?” I was saying, when we came to the bushy edge of the jungle. There was a man standing in a bush at the side of the path, bowing and smiling at us. He didn’t look uncivilised. He was clean-shaven and wearing a neat whitish shirt and trousers, and the smile on his face was a polite, social sort of smile. He looked so harmless that I turned to Helen and said loftily, “Let me handle this.” I bowed to the man. “Good afternoon, my friend.”

He answered in a language I had never heard before. “Oomera-woomera-woomera,” he went.

I think my face looked pretty funny. Snorting noises came from behind Helen’s hair. “It doesn’t matter,” I told her. “We can make signs.”

The man made the signs. He bowed and stretched out one hand. He was saying, “Will you come this way, sir?” like the waiters in a restaurant where I once worked. So I nodded and Helen jerked her head. She always nodded in a sideways jerk that looked as if it meant No. It took some getting used to. But the man seemed to understand. He was very pleased. He ushered us politely along a road, between fields. There were more neatly clothed men and some boys working in the fields with long hoes, but they downed tools when they saw us and came hurrying along with us, beaming and going “Oomera-woomera-woomera” too. It was like being royalty, except that it was friendlier. I happened to look round, and there were more neat men hopping out of the jungle and rushing after us with glad “oomera-woomeras”.

Beyond the fields, we came to the village. That was neat and civilised too. All the houses were square and painted white, with pretty, decorated trellises up the fronts, and shiny brass pots standing by their neatly painted front doors. They were built round three sides of a square, and at the back of the square was a bigger white building with bigger trellises, which seemed to be the village hall. They led us to this hall across the square, through the friendliest welcome I’ve ever had in my life. The girls and women joined in here, beaming and smiling and clattering the rows and rows of turquoise beads they wore over their long whitish dresses. They were all rather gushing types, these women. One came up to Helen, with her arms stretched out, cooing “oomera-woomera”, and put her hands out to part the hair in front of Helen’s face.

The piece of Helen’s face I saw looked as if it was going to bite. She jumped back and shouted, “Don’t do that!”


I’ve been on numbers of worlds where people keep their faces hidden. I wasn’t sure why Helen did, unless it was this Haras-uquara thing she was, and I’d never seen anyone use quite Helen’s method before, but I always think you should respect customs. “Oomera-woomera,” I said to the surprised woman. “You mustn’t do that. Her face is sacred.” The woman nodded and backed away, making so-sorry signs.

I thought Helen should have been grateful, but she said, “There’s no need for you to be rude too!”

She was in a very bad temper after that – if you can put it that way, when she hadn’t been in a good one yet. We were taken to seats on piles of cushions at one end of the hall and we were given a feast. We were guests of honour with a vengeance. I only had to look at any of the food they brought for it to be heaped into the brass pot they gave me as a plate. Everyone smiled and cheered and oomera’d and nodded, and more and more food came in: smoking brass buckets of bean hash, piles of rice, bits of stuff wrapped in leaves with hot sauce poured on top, pancakes and breadcakes and fruity savoury pies. And twenty kinds of salad. And piles of every kind of fruit I’d seen in the jungle. It was all delicious. The only drawback was that it was all vegetarian stuff. I do like a bit of meat myself.

Helen hardly touched it. She sat with her head hanging so that even the tip of her nose was invisible and behaved as if her face was too sacred to put food in. I think what had happened was that it had hit her for the first time what being a Homeward Bounder meant, but I don’t know. I never knew what Helen was thinking.

“Do eat,” I said. “You’ll offend them. You’re guest of honour.”

“You eat for me,” she said. “You stuff. I don’t want any. I don’t like this place. I wish I could go Home.”

So I ate away, trying to make up for Helen. After a bit, they cleared all the food away and brought hot drinks. I was glad. I was too full to be happy by then.

You can imagine my dismay when, after the drinks, out came the brass pots again, and in came a whole lot more food. This course was a mass of things on sticks – all vegetables – and corn on the cob and suchlike. Stacks of it. And I had to have something of each. They insisted on it. That’s the worst of not knowing the customs. You don’t know how to pace yourself. I’d already eaten too much anyway.

“I remember my mother going on about eating for two,” I said to Helen, “before my sister Elsie was born. I’d no idea it was such hard work!”

“You’re eating like a pig for the slaughter!” said the voice under the hair.

“I am not! I’m being polite,” I said.

Then they took the things on sticks away and brought in puddings. Piles of puddings. I was nearly bursting by then. But I went on doggedly. You have to respect customs. There was no pleasure in it. I was afraid I was going to be sick. I had to refuse two of the rice puddings. I’ve never been so glad to see a meal over as I was when that one was finished. Everyone got up at last. I got up too, feeling like a vast, fat cushion with little tiny arms and legs at the corners. I could hardly walk to the place where we were to sleep. It was a small square room at the back of the hall, filled with cushions almost as stuffed as I was. They shut the door and went away and I stood there. I couldn’t sit down or even move, I was so full.

It was almost dark in there. The only light was a little blue lamp in the ceiling. Helen was stumbling about behind me, but I couldn’t see what she was doing, because I daren’t turn round even. Finally, she came and sat with a flounce on the cushions where I could see her.

“Well!” she said. “Well!” She put her hands up, parted the hair where her nose came through, and hooked each side behind her ears. I supposed she could do that because it was so dark, but I didn’t really care. My mind was all on my overcrowded stomach. The sacred face was a fierce pointed brown face with round shiny black eyes, like observant buttons. “You’ve got us into a nice mess!” she said. “The door’s locked. What did you say that sign on the tree meant, again?”

I couldn’t speak. Things were surging inside.

“I’ll tell you,” Helen said. “It came to me when I said you were stuffing like a pig for the slaughter. And I knew. That sign means CANNIBALS. Haven’t you noticed that there aren’t any animals here, not even hens?”


The surging turned out to be a huge gurk. I gave it. It was double-barrelled. Relief! I could speak. “They’re vegetarians,” I said.

“When they can’t get meat,” said Helen. “When there are no stray travellers. We’re the meat. There’ll be an even bigger feast tomorrow, I’ll bet you. Meat patties, meat balls, steak, mince and stew.”

“Oh shut up!” I said. Things were still critical inside. “Homeward Bounders can’t die. You know that.”

“In that case,” said Helen, “how will it feel to go on living inside a whole village?”

“Shut up!” I said. “I don’t think they could. There’s this rule that something awful happens to people who harm Homeward Bounders. Rule Two.”

“Will that help us,” Helen said musingly, “if they decide to eat us a leg or an arm at a time?”

“Will you be quiet!” I said. “You are making me sick, and I don’t need your help for that at the moment! It’s not true. You’re guessing.”

“Then why are you so cross?” she said.

She had me there. I had to admit it. I thought she was right. It was creepy how glad they were to see us. And now the door was locked. “All right,” I said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what that sign meant. I’d never seen it before.”

“That’s what annoys me,” she said. “I was afraid you were a fool and now I know you are. I wouldn’t have bothered to bring you with me if I’d known. I’d be better off on my own.”


That took my breath away. The cheek! The cool cheek! “So you were just making use of me!” I snarled. “You and your elephant’s trunk!”

“Well, yes,” she said, as cool as a cucumber. “I was trying it out. I knew that a traverse casts in all directions, so that two or more people fly outwards from one another. Those were the words they taught it to me in, but it doesn’t feel like flying, does it? More like a twitch. And I thought that if two people were holding on to one another, then it was likely they’d go together. So I decided to hang on to you as soon as I saw you. I could see you didn’t belong in our world, so that meant you’d had some experience in exile. I thought you’d make a native guide for me. Instead, you get us both eaten. I wish I’d left you alone now.”

“I swear to you,” I said, “I’ve never been in a fix like this before. Ever. How do you come to know so much about the Bounds anyway?”

“From being brought up in the House of Uquar,” said Helen. “Because of my gift. I told you. When I was old enough, my word was to have run throughout the world. Now I shall have to wait until I can get back. It’s all Their fault! I shall find a way to make Them suffer for it too!”

“You really mustn’t talk about Them like that,” I said nervously. “I think They know.”

“I’m sure They do,” said Helen. “And They’re welcome to listen if They wish. I intend to talk about Them. You can put your fingers in your ears if you’re scared, but I’m going to tell you all the same.”

And tell me she did. After the way she’d said it, I’d have died rather than put my fingers in my ears and, anyway, I was too interested. My stomach suddenly went thinner a little after that. I squatted opposite her on the cushions and we talked half the night.
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CHAPTER SIX

Helen had been born with her right arm just a withered stump. Her mother was very sad about it, because in that world you don’t get far if you don’t have two hands. From my experience there, I’d say that if you happened to have an extra pair on top of that, you’d still only just be holding your own. It’s every man – or woman – for himself there. Life is a perpetual stalking ambush. You don’t go out shopping, you go out robbing – and then get robbed yourself on your way home with the robberies. And on top of that there are the dragon-things, snakes, tigers and savage great birds to peck you to death.

So Helen’s father was going to sling her out of their fort. A new baby wouldn’t have lasted five minutes outside, but he said it was kindest. Helen’s mother wept and cried and begged, and in the end she persuaded him to keep Helen for a six month’s trial, as it were. And when Helen was four months old – you know, the sort of time when babies start holding up their hands and staring at them and going goo-ga at their fingers – Helen began holding up her left hand, because that was the only one she’d got. And she looked at it very seriously. Then she looked very seriously and carefully at her mother’s hands when her mother came to play goo-ga with her too. And the next time her mother came, Helen had a right arm, almost like an ordinary baby, except that, not having much to compare it with, she’d got the hand wrong. It was a left hand, with the thumb where the little finger should be. Her mother thought she was dreaming at first, and didn’t say anything, because there were still two months to go. And by the time Helen was six months old, she’d put the hand right and had a perfect pair of arms like an ordinary baby.

Helen’s father bore her a grudge for proving him wrong. People were like that in that world. In revenge, he sent off an armed messenger to the House of Uquar to ask if this was natural, or should he kill Helen out of hand, as it were?

The House of Uquar, as far as I could work out, was a sort of cross between a temple and a university and an army headquarters. It was the one place in the world nobody dared rob. And it was very much respected because – I think – Uquar was a sort of god. The people there got very excited and sent out an armoured column to have a look at Helen. Helen said she remembered them, even though she was only a baby. She remembered the head Hand of Uquar poking at her right hand with a sort of stick, and poking again, until in the end she got angry and turned her arm into a stick too and poked back at him. And they were very impressed.

“He said it wasn’t a deformity at all,” Helen told me. “It was the manifestation of the Hand of Uquar at last. They’d been waiting centuries for it. They said that when I grew up I would hold sway over the whole world, and bring back the wider times, because that was the prophecy. I was to come and be brought up in the House of Uquar when I was five, and be called Haras-uquara.”

Helen’s father couldn’t wait to get rid of her. He was very peeved to have to keep her for another four and a half years, and he kept telling her that her arm was a deformity, whatever the Hand of Uquar said. When the time came for her to go to the House of Uquar, he sent her off with hardly any guard at all.

“He was right of course,” Helen said. “It is a deformity, even though I call it a gift. I don’t remember the journey very well. I don’t think much happened. And I arrived safe and sound at the House of Uquar.”

There was a great deal of learning at the House of Uquar. From what Helen said, I got to suspect that Helen’s world was not always the horrible place I found it. They had a whole lot of knowledge left over from what they called these “wider times” and they were quite sure the “wider times” were going to come again once Helen was grown up. In those times everything was much more peaceful, including the weather, and her people had found out all sorts of things in those days that most other worlds still don’t know. They found out about the ways of the worlds and the Bounds. When things began to get worse and worse, they built the House of Uquar like a huge fort and kept the knowledge there. They believed that when the “wider times” came again, everybody would be able to walk the Bounds, not just Homeward Bounders. That was why Helen was brought up to speak the language I call English.

Maybe that was reasonable. It is a fact that a lot of people seem to speak it, on a lot of worlds. But they knew in the House of Uquar that it wasn’t the only language. Helen was made to learn a lot of others. She spoke some to me. And most of them were languages I’d had to learn as I went. Did I feel a fool! By this time, I was wondering why she thought she needed me as a native guide at all.

“Of course I do,” she said. “My knowledge is just theory. You’ve done it.”

“Theory’s not such a bad thing,” I said. “I’d no idea two people could go to the same place through a Boundary. I thought it was a rule they couldn’t.”

Helen’s hair had been sliding down over her face as she talked. She jerked her head up crossly as I said that, letting out her nose and her two button eyes. “There are no rules,” she said. “Only principles and natural laws.”

“Who said that to you?” I said, quick and sharp. It was just what he had said – him chained to his rock.

“They were always saying that to me in the House of Uquar,” Helen said, and her hair fell down across her face like a couple of curtains across a window. “It’s the underlying principle. It must be Them who pretend there are rules.”

It was a miracle I didn’t start to tell her about him on his rock. It really was the luckiest thing – though I didn’t know it. My head was full of him because of what Helen had said, and the last sight of him I’d had, looking up at that great bird as if he was dreading it. And I remembered him saying that he’d set out to tell mankind about the ways of the worlds. I had a strong idea he must have made a start and told them in Helen’s world, before They got at him and stopped him.

The reason I didn’t ask Helen about it was her darned hair. It was really annoying me by this time. “Why do you keep putting your face inside your hair?” I said. “Is it because of being Haras-uquara?”

There was a nasty silence. Then Helen said, “None of your business. I like it this way.” And that was all I could ever get out of her about her hair. I think it may have been the truth.

After that it took some time to get her friendly again. I had to work at it. There were still so many things I wanted to know. “Let’s get back to natural laws and stuff,” I said, after about half an hour of soothing. “I think I must have got the Boundaries a bit wrong.” And I told her about the circle of worlds I’d first got stuck on. “I always seemed to get to the same ones in the same order,” I said. “And another thing, each of these Boundaries seemed to have only three Bounds. I came up to most of them three different ways by the end.”

“You must have been very unlucky,” Helen said. “Traverses – Boundaries – vary as much as worlds do. You obviously got caught in a triple circuit. That’s the smallest kind there is. If there had been four of you using the traverses, there would have been only three ways for you all to go, and two of you would have flown off the same way.”

“I’d have had company then, at least,” I said. “Do you tell the size of a Boundary from the number of Bounds, then?”

“No,” she said. “Only triple ones. Or total traverses. You can go anywhere from them, and the lines lie to them from all directions.”

“RANDOM, do you mean?” I said.

“I don’t know,” said Helen. “You seem to have got different words for everything.”

“They’re the ones all Homeward Bounders use,” I said. “But I don’t think any of us understand the ways of the worlds.”

“Let me tell it you the way I was taught,” said Helen. Her face came poking out of her hair again. I took that for a good sign. Actually it wasn’t, not always. Sometimes she put her hair back in order to go for you better. But this time it was friendly-meant.

“You have sat down in a place of glass,” she said. “Glass is all round you, and the place is dark. Now, light a light inside your place of glass. All round you, at once, there are reflections, going back infinitely, until your glass place is multiplied many times over. That is like the worlds, in a way. Except that it is not, because now you have to imagine other people in the reflections of your glass place, and lights lit on the outside of your place of glass too, so that you can see these lights reflected, outside and inside also, over and over again, along with your own place. By now there are myriads, all shining and overlapping, and you do not know which is real. This is the way of the worlds. All are real, lights and reflections alike. We pass from one to another, like light.”

Helen stopped and thought a bit. “Except,” she said, “that no one these days can pass through the glass. I was given two explanations of that. One is that, in the midst of all the lights, you sit in your place of glass, and this you know to be real. So it is the Real Place. But the other explanation was that, in the midst of the multiplicity of worlds, there is a true Real Place, known to be real by Uquar. They told me Uquar lived in the Real Place.”

She stopped again. She was suddenly furiously angry. “I don’t believe in the Real Place! I don’t believe in Uquar any more! Everyone talked about Uquar, but no one mentioned Them. I think They have been pretending to be Uquar all these years, and deceiving everybody! But I saw Them. I saw what They were doing. They can’t deceive me any more! They were half hidden by the reflections of the House of Uquar and other worlds, so that it was dim and whitish over Them, but I saw. And I knew. And I was very, very angry!”

She raved on for quite a bit. What had happened, I think, was that Helen had been sent for by one of her teachers in the House of Uquar, and the teacher was busy when Helen arrived. Helen was not one of those who liked to hang about waiting. She had wandered crossly off into a bit of the House of Uquar she had never seen before. It was a huge place, by her account. And she had come upon a part – a sacred part, I think – where the wall seemed to her like a big misty window. Behind the window, she had seen Them at work on Their machines. And, being Helen, she had gone and pressed her pointed nose to the window and pushed her hair aside to see. They had turned and looked at her, but Helen hadn’t cared. She had gone on staring through the reflections until she was certain what They were doing.

“And I was angry,” she said. “They had our whole world spread out, on a table, and were moving people about in it, playing a game with us! Seven or eight or more of Them, using us as counters!”

“Seven or eight?” I said. “Mine only had two.”

“There are games you can play round a board,” said Helen, “or with cards. Some as many as ten can play. They were playing that kind of game with us! And I was angry, because I knew They had brought the floods, and the deserts, and the dinosaurs upon us, and turned us into bandits for Their pleasure!”

When Helen’s teacher had come to look for her, she had seemed to think Helen was pointing angrily at a bare wall. From what Helen said, it seemed quite certain that none of her teachers could see Them. They were all puzzled and worried.

Almost straight after that, Helen was hauled up in front of the main Hand of Uquar. He had said, “My dear, the time has come for the second part of your training. You must now go forth as an exile and traverse the worlds until you have learnt enough to expiate your sin.”

He looked miserable about it. Helen said, “Why? What sin?”

“You have blasphemed against Uquar,” he said.

“Yes, I have,” said she. “I don’t think he exists.”

“No, no,” he said. “You have called the gift of your hand a deformity.”

“Yes, I did,” she said. “But that isn’t why you’re sending me, is it? When are They going to allow me to come back?”

“You will find yourself back Home,” he said. “And that will be a sign that your sin is expiated.” And he had told her what to expect at the Boundaries – traverses, as they called them. They knew a lot there.

“So then,” Helen said, “I told him straight that I was glad to go. I’d rather be an exile than a piece in a game played by Them. But he didn’t listen.”

“People don’t,” I said. “My exile was quite different. They did it Themselves, and They told me They were discarding me to the Bounds for being a random factor.”

“That makes it sound much more like a game,” Helen said. “But They won’t find it’s a game when I start on Them. I’m not having my world used this way!”

She was still raving about it when I went to sleep. Maybe she went to sleep in the end too. But both of us sprang awake early in the morning. The Bounds were calling. It was an awful feeling. We got up and flung ourselves at the door, but it was tight locked and hardly even rattled.

“What do we do?” Helen said. It was almost the closest to panic I ever saw her. “What happens if we don’t get to the Boundary?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I told you I’ve never been in a fix like this before!”

“And it’s all your fault,” she said, and she went away and sat down again.

There was nothing else to do, really, but I couldn’t sit down. The call was too strong. I stood leaning against the door, feeling it drag at me, and – believe it or not – I was starving hungry too. The more you eat, the hungrier you seem to get the next morning. Between the Bounds and starvation, I was in an awful state.

It was a good two hours before they opened the door. The moment they did, I toppled out backwards. The people outside caught me and held me pretty tight, and others went in for Helen. But these stopped suddenly and backed away. I looked round to see why.

Helen was covered in spiders. She must have spent most of the night collecting them. She was kind of grey and crawly with long spidery legs and short spidery legs, and little round spider bodies of every colour from pale grey to black. There were a couple of webs too, between the top of her head and her shoulders. She stood up, and all the women coming for her backed away. It was pretty uncanny. But Helen said, talking to the spiders, “You’d better go away now.” And they did, just as the snakes did in the Boundary. They ran down her from all sides and scuttled across the floor in crowds. The women held their skirts close to their legs and squeaked a bit.

“Stupids,” Helen said. “Spiders don’t hurt.” Then she let herself be taken away. There was not much else either of us could do. There was most of the village there. And Helen had been right. No one was nodding and smiling now. They were just businesslike.

I don’t know what happened to Helen. My lot took me to a bathroom sort of place, where they made sure I was thoroughly washed. I suppose they liked their meat hygienic. Then they gave me one of their neat whitish suits. I didn’t mind that. My old clothes had been pretty beaten up in Helen’s world.

All the time, the Bounds called, harder every minute. The result was that I kept trying to get away. I made pointless dash after pointless dash. I was so desperate that I didn’t care if Rule Two got them for interfering with me. And they caught me each time, firm and businesslike, as if they were used to it. The final time they grabbed me, they led me out of the hall and through the square towards the jungle. I felt almost better. That was the way the Bounds were calling me. The only two things I had to worry about then were how to get something to eat, and how not to be something to eat. And what had happened to Helen, of course.

I needn’t have worried about Helen. We came in a crowd along the jungle path to that very selfsame clearing where the Boundary was, and the women came along with us, bringing Helen. I never found out what had gone on, but I don’t think they had managed to bath Helen. They certainly hadn’t managed to change her clothes. She was still in the same muddy black outfit. She still didn’t look as if she had a face. And there was a huge snake wrapped round her shoulders, hissing and rearing at people. Everyone was keeping a rather respectful distance. I thought at first that the snake was another trick of hers with that arm. But it wasn’t. It was a real snake.

The next bit was bad. They kept us surrounded, at the edge of the clearing, and we were both nearly frantic to get to the Boundary in the middle. But they wouldn’t let us move from beside a post they had set up by the trees.

That post was one of the nastiest things I have ever seen. The top of it was carved and painted into a cluster of cruel little faces. All the faces were eating one another. Painted blood ran down the faces and down the post. Underneath the post stood the polite, social man who had been standing in the bush to meet us the day before. He didn’t look social at all. He looked pleased. He was stripped to the waist and, in his hand, he was hefting a nice sharp brass hatchet.

“It may be all right,” I said to Helen, not really believing it. “Something bad’s bound to happen to him if he goes for us with that chopper.”

“Yes,” she said. “But he’ll have chopped us in two by then. Take hold of my hand and run when I tell you.”

I wasn’t too keen to get near that snake of Helen’s, but I moved over and took hold of her left hand. The snake put its tongue out at me, but otherwise took no notice. Helen used her right hand to part her hair and took a long careful look up at that nasty post. Then she stretched her right arm into the air and made it turn into the same carving as the post. Only hers was alive.

Each of her fingers budded into a cruel little head, and each as it budded turned and bit the next one. The palm of her hand swelled into two more heads, and her wrist into three, all gnawing away with white fangs. Blood – it looked real blood – was running down her arm before it began to turn into a post, and it went on running as the cruel mouths chewed. Helen turned it this way and that. Everyone near backed away, appalled – and I didn’t blame them. It made me forget I was hungry, that thing.


As soon as a space was cleared, the snake unwrapped itself from Helen and slid to the ground, which made everyone back away further. The only one who didn’t was the man with the hatchet. He came for us.

“Run!” Helen shouted.

And we did run, like mad for the middle of the clearing, with Helen holding her horrible arm over her head and the man leaping behind, swinging his hatchet. What he thought when we vanished, I don’t know. We were in the middle of a carnival the next second.

That’s the trouble with Boundaries. You often don’t have time to catch your breath. I was still thinking I was going to be chopped in two any second, when I was being whirled away in a dance by a big white rabbit with balloons bobbing over his head. Other strange figures were dancing and laughing all round me. I tried to keep my head and hang on to Helen in the crowd, but she was far more confused than I was, and she let go. It took me ages to shake off the rabbit. I thought I’d lost her. I went fighting my way through the laughing, dancing, dressed-up crowd in a panic. Carnival music was stomping and hooting in my ears, and people kept swinging me round to dance, or handing me pies and toffees and oranges, and it really was only by the merest luck I found her. She was sitting on the steps of the bandstand, shaking her right hand and wringing its fingers.

“I hope I don’t have to do that again,” she said to me, just as if I had been there all along. “That hurt.”

“I bet it did,” I said. “Thanks. Have a toffee.”


“You may well thank me,” Helen said, but she took the toffee. “If you get us into another mess like that, I shall go away and leave you in it. What do we do now?”

“Have fun,” I said, “by the looks of it.”

We did have fun in that world. We called it Creema di Leema when we talked about it afterwards, because of the drink that made everyone so happy there. It was like a sort of creamy orange juice. It never made you really drunk – just happy and bubbly. We drank it of course. Everyone did there, from babies. You couldn’t not drink it. They forced it on you. I think the Them playing old Creema di Leema thought it would be funny to have everyone a little drunk all the time. Anyway, it was one of the best worlds I’ve ever been in – like a month-long party.

Being a bit tanked up all the time, I started being as rude to Helen as she was to me. It turned out to be the right way to treat her. We slanged one another all the time. I stopped being afraid of her – I admit I was, up to then: she was so weird. And it helped that, in Creema di Leema, she was always making mistakes. She wasn’t quite so capable as she seemed, and she really didn’t understand the serious way they took their jollity there. She had been brought up too solemn.

A lot of her mistakes had to do with this power she had over creepy-crawlies. She always said that wasn’t a gift: she just loved critters. And she did love them. If I’d had a row with Helen and I ever wanted to soothe her down, the surest way to do it was to find a worm or an earwig or a rat and give it her. She would hook her hair behind her ears and bend over the thing, beaming. “Oh isn’t it beautiful!” she would say.

“No it isn’t,” I would say. “I just gave it you to keep you happy.”

The trouble is, on a world of drunks, you have to go carefully with the snakes and spiders – and with the elephant trunks, for that matter. Old people didn’t find them funny. In old age, they had taken enough Creema di Leema on board to start seeing snakes where no snakes were. They didn’t take kindly to real ones.

Helen and I got a job as the front and back halves of a pantomime horse. We did a turn nightly on the Esplanado di Populo while the acrobats changed costume. We never could keep in step with one another, but that was supposed to be funny. They could hear us counting, “One, two – one, two – change step – not the left foot, you fool!” and fell about laughing.

After a week we had earned enough money to get Helen some clothes. We had to go from shop to shop for them, because almost no one on Creema di Leema wears black, and Helen insisted on it. But she got them in the end, by sheer persistence. After another week, I was able to change my cannibal clothes too – I hated them by then. Mine were a nice dark bright red all over. The shop people thought they were just as sober as Helen’s.

Helen celebrated my new get-up by acquiring a bright red and black slippery snake I didn’t know about. She included it that night in her end of the horse – the back end. It made itself known to me by getting up the back of my red shirt. I came half out of the front of the horse, red in the face and swearing horribly. The audience shrieked with laughter, until I managed to shake the blessed snake out of my clothes and it went whizzing across the stage into the crowd. Then they just shrieked.

“It was not a snake!” Helen yelled at me. “It’s a kind of lizard.”

“I don’t care! You’re not to do that again!” I bawled. “Get back in your horse. Left, right – left, right.”

But they booed us off the stage. We nearly lost our job over it.

Another of Helen’s mistakes happened when I’d let her be the front end of the horse for a change. She said it wasn’t fair, not being able to see. From the front of the horse you could see quite well, out through its mouth. Helen stood in the middle of the stage and stared at the audience.

“Keep your mind on your job!” I growled at her. You get hot and nasty all wrapped in horse and bent down with your arms wrapped round the person in front.

But Helen gave a squeal and ran for the edge of the stage. It took me by surprise. I sat down and brought Helen’s half of the horse down on top of me. She kicked to get free but she couldn’t. The audience loved it. I didn’t.

“Let me get up!” Helen yelled. “That’s my mother in the audience! I haven’t seen her since I was five!”

She got up and rushed to the front of the stage. I was still sitting down, so I was dragged along behind her. “No it isn’t!” I shouted as I slid along. “Stop it! Listen! It can’t be your mother!”

Luckily, the audience thought it was the funniest thing they had seen when the horse broke in half and the head turned angrily round to face the rear end. “What do you mean?” snapped Helen. “It is my mother!”

“No it isn’t. Shut up!” I whispered. “Your mother’s in your world. She must be, because she can’t walk the Bounds. This is someone your mother would have been if she’d been born here instead. She may even have a daughter like you here, but I hope not for her sake!”

“I don’t believe you,” said Helen.

“Think about it,” I said. “You know the ways of the worlds better than I do.” I told her how I’d met the printer who was a hairy herdsman in the cattle world. “Anyway,” I said, “you’ll frighten the poor woman to death if you go rushing up to her as half a horse. Then the horse opens, and a thing like you pops out. She’d have a stroke. Now shut up. You’ll get us booed again.”

“All right,” Helen said sulkily. “I believe you. But you’re still wrong.”

The front half of the horse turned and backed into the back half – pretty hard: Helen usually gave at least as good as she got – and the show went on. Helen was in her worst mood for days after that. Not that I blame her. It would upset me to meet my mother like that too. In fact, it made me think of my Home then, as hard as Helen was evidently thinking about hers. We could hardly be civil to one another for days.

But we were good friends enough when the Bounds called again for me to hang on to Helen as we went to the Boundary. I’d got so that I’d feel lost without someone to be rude to.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

It was about an hour before dark when we made our next move. We were both sorry to go. The Esplanada was just starting to liven up for the night. Crowds of happy people were drifting about, offering one another swigs of Creema di Leema, and the coloured lights were coming on. They looked particularly good, because the sky was yellow, with white stars pricking in, and the rows of red and green and blue lights swung against the yellow. We had a last nip of Creema when the call came and drifted up the Esplanada. As I said, I kept tight hold of Helen’s sleeve. We didn’t know quite where the Boundary was here, and I was taking no chances.


“We shall be quite well off,” Helen said. “I’ve got lots of money.”

“Then give it away,” I said. “People will just laugh at it in the next place. Nothing varies so much as money. About the only thing that seems valuable all over is gold.”

We passed money out in handfuls to any children we came to. In exchange, we got two balloons each, one of those whistles that blows out a long paper tube with a pink feather on the end, and a bag of sherbert sweets. We hadn’t meant to make an exchange. But Creema people are like that.

And we couldn’t have collected a more unsuitable set of objects. The twitch took us just opposite the bandstand and landed us in the middle of a war. We saw the same yellow sky, with the same pricking stars. The lights were gone of course, and it was open country, with bushes where there had been houses. As we arrived, there was a yammering over to the right and a row of angry red twinkles. Little things went whining phwee overhead.

“Get down!” I said, and pulled Helen and threw myself. We both went over on our faces and the balloons burst. They sounded just like the gunshots going off all round.

The reply to the yammering was a big whistling and a tremendous explosion, bright as day. I could see earth and flaming bits going up like a fountain. That was how I noticed that another Homeward Bounder had come through at the same time as us. He was standing outlined against the explosion, looking thoroughly bewildered, and he was wearing white, which made him a perfect target.

I dived up at him and grabbed him and pulled him down too. “Get down, you fool! Don’t you know a war when you see one?”

I didn’t have much of a sight of him, but you don’t need very long to get an idea of a person. He looked a year or so older than I did. He looked to be a right one, too. He was the image of all the posh boys from the posh school – Queen Elizabeth Academy – that we used to call names after. He had a long fair serious face, all freckles, and nice curly fair hair. The shape of him was posh too, if you see what I mean. I am scraggly, with a wiry twist to the tops of my legs. He was straight – what you call well-knit – straight all over, including the way he looked at me with straight serious blue eyes.

“Is this a war?” he said, as he landed beside me. I went chuff, because we landed so hard. He didn’t. He was athletic. “What’s going on?”

I meant to blister him. But there were definitely tears running out of those blue eyes of his. “Oh, don’t tell me!” I said. “You’re new to the Bounds! I seem fated to run a nursery school these days!”

A terrible din prevented any of us saying anything for a minute. Those explosions were bursting all round, and in the yellow sky, like gigantic fireworks. We could hear pieces of metal from them thumping down all round us. I really quite pitied this boy if it was his first time through a Boundary. Baptism of fire, as they say.

After a bit, when things grew quieter, I said, “This has happened to me quite often by now. That’s the trouble with Boundaries. Lots of them are in empty land, and empty land makes a lovely place for two armies to fight. What’s happened is that we seem to have arrived between two armies who are having a war. The thing that matters to us, is how big this war is. Look out for soldiers. If they’re all wearing bright colours, it’s quite a small war, and we’ll have a chance to slip out between them. It’s when they’re wearing mud-colour that you’re in trouble. Mud-colour wars go on for miles.”

Helen pointed to the left. A bunch of soldiers was chasing across between bushes there. They carried long guns, and the yellow lights showed everything about them to be the dreariest mud-brown colour.

“Thanks Helen,” I said. “A real pal, you are. Well, we know the worst now. We’d better find somewhere we can hide up till morning.”

“We could do worse than make for those bushes,” suggested our new boy.

“And go now, while we can still see,” said Helen.

“Yes,” I said. He was competent too, just like Helen. Blast them both! “What’s your name, by the way?”

“Joris,” he said, and he sort of half sat up as he said it, making a bow. I saw he had some kind of black sign painted on the front of his white clothes. It was just like the Homeward Bounder signs, but it wasn’t any I knew. That made two I didn’t know. I didn’t like it. I was beginning to feel ignorant.

“Get down!” I said. “You’re in white. You’ll get shot at. We’re all going to have to wriggle on our faces for a while. My name’s Jamie. She’s Helen Haras-uquara and I’m her native guide. Get wriggling, Helen.”

We got wriggling. Helen was practically invisible with her hair over her face. My red clothes didn’t show up much in that light either, but I was worried about Joris in white. I kept turning round to look. But he was doing better than I was. He might not be used to wars, but he was used to keeping out of sight. I kept taking him for a stone.

I don’t like competent posh people, I thought.

About then, a huge machine came grinding up from somewhere and ran over half the bushes and the soldiers we had seen. Joris looked pretty sick at that, but I don’t suppose I looked very happy myself. Wars are beastly things.

Gunfire started crashing again as we reached what was left of the bushes. Helen and I froze. But Joris really was competent. He wriggled on and found a soldiers’ hideout hidden under the bushes. It was a fairly deep hole in the ground with a tin roof and earth piled on the tin. There was some more tin and some sacking to shut the entrance with. And inside were sacks stuffed with sand and a lamp of some sort on a sack in the middle.

“This is great!” I said. I gushed a bit, to make Joris feel wanted. He showed us the hole with such a nervous air, as if he was sure experienced Homeward Bounders like us would expect something better. “Let’s get that doorway blocked. Then we can light that lamp and live in real comfort.”

Helen did expect something better. “What do you call discomfort then?” she said as she climbed in. “It smells. And what do we light the lamp with?”

That stumped me, I must confess. “Oh, as to that,” Joris said. He felt behind the part of his clothes which had the sign painted on it. “I have a lighter here. If you would make sure the door is blocked first. I think someone might shoot at a light.”

Helen and I blocked the entrance while Joris clicked away with his lighter-thing, and shortly the lamp was burning cosily. I took a look round the hole, hoping for food, but we were out of luck there. “No food,” I said, sitting down on a sandbag.

Joris said, “Oh, as to that,” again, and felt in the front of those clothes of his. I looked at his get-up with interest, now I could see it properly. It seemed to be as much of a uniform as the mud-colour of the soldiers. The white stuff had baggy sleeves and baggy trousers, and it was some strange thick material which showed not a mark from all that wriggling on the ground. He had long white boots on his feet. And the part where the black sign was painted was white leather, like a tough leather pullover. From behind this part, Joris took his hand out with three blocks of chocolate in it.


“This isn’t much, but it’s something,” he said.

“You travel well-prepared,” Helen said. “Light and food.”

Joris was looking at her with the same kind of amazement that I had when I first saw Helen. All he could see of her was a sheet of black hair and the tip of a nose. He nodded to the nose politely. “I’m a demon hunter,” he said, as if that explained everything.

There followed another crashing of guns. It was so near that I got up and made sure the door wasn’t showing a light. Joris winced at the noise.

“Are wars very common?” he asked me.

“About every sixth world,” I said. “Sometimes I think war is Their favourite thing to play. Half the other worlds are either just working up to a war or just finished one.”

Joris nodded. His straight face was very straight. “Oh,” he said. “Them.” The way he said it proved he really was new to the Bounds. It was fresh new hatred, like Helen’s, not weary old hatred, like mine.

We sucked our sherbet sweets and we ate Joris’s chocolate, in nibbles to make it last, and listened to the guns crashing. Joris amused me, the way he kept glancing at the bits of Helen’s face that showed when she parted her hair to eat, then looking away as if he was afraid, like I had been, that her face was sacred.

“It’s all right,” I said. “Her face isn’t sacred. She’s just peculiar.”

Helen put one side of her hair behind an ear in order to glower at me, and jerked her head at the noise overhead. “Are we going to get any peace tonight?”

“Shouldn’t think so,” I said. “Mud-browners never seem to sleep. They always fight all night.”

“In that case,” Helen said, hooking the other side of her hair up and turning the whole fierce pointed sacredness at Joris, “we’d better talk. Tell us who you are and what you did to make Them exile you. Then we’ll tell you about us.”

I tried telling Helen that you didn’t ask Homeward Bounders about themselves, or talk about Them. But she just looked contemptuous. And Joris looked anxiously from one to the other of us, wondering which was right. “Oh, go ahead,” I said, “if you want to talk. Don’t mind me. I’ve only been on a hundred worlds to her three.” At that, Joris looked as if he wanted to talk but didn’t know how to start. So I said, to get him going, “I can see you’re new to the Bounds. You come from somewhere where they speak English too, don’t you?”

He hesitated a moment, then said, “Well, as a matter of fact, I was born in Cardsburg, and I can still speak Kathayack a little. But I was sold to the Khans when I was seven, and I’ve spoken English ever since—”

“You were what?” I said.

“Sold,” he said, looking slightly surprised. “I’m a slave, you know. Doesn’t it show?”

“How could it show?” I said. “You’re pulling my leg.” Or so much for my ideas about posh boys, I thought.


His freckled face went quite pink with worry. “It should appear in my manner. I hope I’ve not grown presumptuous.”

It just shows you. You wander every kind of world, and you still get surprised like this. Helen didn’t believe him either. “Prove you’re a slave,” she said.

“Of course,” Joris said, very humbly, and began rolling up his right sleeve. This felt familiar. I began to wonder what Joris’s arm was going to turn into. But it was an ordinary freckled white arm, with a good many more muscles than mine, and at the top, near the shoulder, there was – well, it looked like a little blurred pink drawing. A drawing of an anchor.

One look, and I leapt off my sandbag. “Where did you get that?”

“It’s Konstam’s mark,” Joris said. His eyes filled with tears. “I’m Konstam’s personal slave, you see. Konstam bought me.”

Little did I know how soon I would be groaning at the sound of that name! At the time, as I looked at that anchor, it seemed like an omen, a sign, a lucky charm. I swore to myself as I sat down again that I’d hang on to Joris too next time the Bounds called.

Meanwhile, Helen was leaning forward giving the arm and the mark the full fierce boot-button treatment. “Anyone can have themselves tattooed,” she said.

Joris wiped his tears with a finger and said, almost proudly, “It isn’t a tattoo. It’s a brand. They do it with a hot iron.”


“How disgusting!” Helen said. I liked that from her. I told you the kind of world she came from.

“They give you an injection first,” Joris said. I could tell he was used to explaining to worried ladies. “It doesn’t hurt.”

It may not have hurt him, but it worried me. I fell to thinking about Them, and whether it was Them who did this kind of thing to people, or whether people did it to themselves. But I didn’t have much space to think, because, now Joris had got going, he got going with a vengeance.

“Konstam chose me, out of all the slaves in the mart,” he said, “to train as his assistant. He took me back to Khan Valley and he gave me a really good education. I mean, it’s not necessary to do more than read and write in order to train as a demon hunter, you know, but Konstam’s never given me anything but the best possible treatment. Konstam’s really marvellous. He’s the best demon hunter working today. You know, Konstam can sense a demon when none of the instruments give even a corporeal reading, I swear it. And Konstam’s great company too. He never treats me like a slave. From the way he treats me, people think I’m his free-born assistant, just like you did. But I never presume on it. I try to do everything Konstam wants. I honestly tried today, but I let him down dreadfully.”

Actually, I’ve cut down on the Konstams, telling this. Konstam came in every other word. Long before Joris had got to this point, Helen and I had got the idea: Konstam was a Great God. He was ten foot tall, dark, handsome, strong, skilful, kind, considerate – you name a virtue, Konstam had it. He was rich too – demon hunting seemed to pay well. According to Joris, Konstam drove an expensive fast car and stayed in the best hotels, and insisted on the best of everything. He lavished the best of everything on Joris too. I suppose this meant that Joris was a good slave, since he must have been one of the expensive things Konstam insisted on. Well – I’d heard of slavish devotion, but I’d never met it before.

“How much were you worth as a slave?” I asked, to divert Joris from Konstam-worship a bit.

“Oh, about twenty-thousand crowns,” Joris said seriously. “I’d be worth at least twice as much if I was fully trained. But – I suppose I never will be now. I’ve let Konstam down—”

Helen shot me a nasty look. She always did if I talked about how much things were worth. She said I was commercial minded. “Tell about demons,” she said. “How do you hunt them?”

“Demons,” said Joris. “They’re quite hard to explain if you’ve never seen one.”

Neither of us had. Demons must have been the one nasty thing that Helen’s world didn’t have.

“I think,” said Joris, “that demons are the war that They play in my world. Demons hate humans. They really are utterly malignant. We have to keep them from spreading, because they can kill people outright; or they can enter into people and possess them – you know, work them like puppets; or they can haunt a place and poison it for living in; or they can drain off a person’s mind, so that the person can be walking about, while his mind is elsewhere in agonies. They can do all sorts of other things too. They really are dangerous, and they’re not made like us humans at all. We’re half body and half soul. Demons are never that corporeal – they have more spirit than body, always. If you’re trained to look for it, you can see the spirit as well as the body. Demon spirit is more visible than human – much more.”

“Then what do demons look like?” we asked.

“It’s hard to describe,” said Joris, “to someone who’s never seen one. They can change their shapes, you see. But basically, the most corporeal ones are the most grotesque, with lots of arms and legs – horrible – and red and grey and blue. Some of the more spiritual ones look like long white humans, but they usually have at least one extra pair of arms.”

“How do you hunt for them?” said Helen.

“That’s rather technical,” said Joris. “Basically, you have to find their lair and then tempt them out of it. Or, if they won’t come out, you have to go in and get them. Konstam’s wonderfully brave and cool at that. There are all sorts of ways of killing them, but however you do it, you always have to kill them twice – once for the body and once for the spirit. If you don’t, they grow back again – and they usually come after you when they have. In order to kill them spiritually, of course, you have to go into the spirit world. Konstam always does that. He’s taught me how to, but he says it’s too dangerous for me yet. I – I wire the demons for him – only – only I let him down over that today.”

Joris gulped and shed tears here. It took him a while to get going again. It really had been only that day, it turned out, that he had been made a Homeward Bounder for going after a demon too hard.

That morning, Joris and Konstam had been called out to investigate a case of demon infestation at a remote farm. It was nothing very bad, the farm people said. They had found a sheep with all the blood sucked out of it, and no animals would go near the old barn up the hill. But the demon hadn’t shown itself or tried to harm the humans, which made them think it could only be a small one. Konstam had warned Joris to be careful, though. When a demon hides up and starts sucking blood, that means it’s thinking of having a brood of baby demons. It gets very vicious then.

Anyway, they went to the barn and took readings and, sure enough, it seemed to be a small demon. So they set to work to tempt it out. Now, it all got very technical here, but, as far as I could gather, Joris’s main job, as soon as the demon came out, was to stop it escaping into the spirit world so that Konstam could get a shot at it and kill the part of it that passed for its body – the corporeal part. They used stuff called demon wire for that.

Here Joris broke off and got all unhappy again. He kept tapping the sign on his chest and saying, “But I can’t be taken to the spirit world! I carry all sorts of equipment to stop it. Konstam insists. I don’t know what happened!”

“Do you mean that sign should stop you?” said Helen.

“That?” said Joris. “No that’s Shen. That’s just power over demons. No, I have all sorts of other things. Anyway—”

Well, the demon came charging out, and it seemed pretty small. Joris did his stuff, while Konstam stood ready to shoot, and he did it well and got a loop of his wire round the demon. Then all hell broke loose. Because the demon had been cunningly concealing its size. It wasn’t a small one at all. It was one of the long white human-looking kind, only one of the very biggest, the kind they call Great Demons, a sort of Demon King, really. Its name was Adrac, and it was almost all spirit. The body part of it was so small that Konstam missed it with his first shot, and all his other shots went wide, because the demon was dragging Joris hither and yon and trying to put Joris in the way of Konstam’s bullets. They have to be silver bullets, Joris said. But any bullet kills a human, and Konstam obviously didn’t want to shoot a valuable slave. So Konstam dropped his gun and came after Adrac with his demon knife. Joris said that was very brave of Konstam.

As for what happened next, Joris didn’t tell it quite like this, but my guess is that his slavish devotion took over. He had been told by the Great God Konstam never, on any account, to let go of a demon once he had it wired, and he didn’t. He hung on. Konstam seems to have had more sense. The last thing Joris heard of him, Konstam was shouting to him to let go. But it was too late then. The demon took Joris into another world.

“What? Through a Boundary, you mean?” I said.

“Oh no,” said Joris. “We keep the Boundaries sealed off or the demons would be infesting every world by now. But there are an awful lot of weak places where a strong demon can burst through into another world. We use the weak places ourselves sometimes, to go after escaped demons.”

Helen and I were both quite dumbfounded by this. We had thought no one but Homeward Bounders went from world to world. But, it turned out, Joris had actually been on quite a number of other worlds himself. With Great God Konstam, of course.

“I wonder They allow you to,” Helen said.

Joris looked as if he was going to say it would take more than Them to stop Konstam, but maybe he had doubts about that, because he said, “Well, I think They like to keep the game between humans and demons as even as possible, and it wouldn’t be even if we couldn’t go after them.”

On this occasion, Adrac didn’t stop when he had dragged Joris into the next world. He (or it) went on, from one world to another, and Joris hung on, with worlds flipping past him like sleepers under a railway train, long after most people with any sense would have let go. Adrac kept turning round and saying, “Why don’t you let go?” and Joris kept saying, “No, I’m damned if I shall!” And Adrac said, “I shall suck your blood. I’ll take your mind away!” And Joris said, “You can’t, not with this wire.” So Adrac said, “We’ll take a plunge into the spirit world then, and you’ll be at my mercy there.”

I can’t think why Joris wasn’t scared silly. But he said he wasn’t scared, not then, because he knew Adrac couldn’t do any of those things. Konstam’s equipment was too good. So the demon went on scudding from world to world, and Joris went on hanging on. He unhooked the white gauntlets from his belt to show us how the wire had almost cut through them. His hands were still sore, he said.

Finally Adrac got quite exasperated. “I’ll give you one last chance,” he said. “Will you let go, or shall I see what They can do to you?”

And Joris said, “No.” He had never heard of Them. He thought it was another empty threat.

Adrac said, “Right, then!” And, Joris said, the demon seemed to change direction and plunge off a new way, from world to world, until suddenly they crashed into quite a different place. Joris could tell it was different from the worlds they had been racing through up to then. For one thing, it hurt Joris to crash through into it. He yelled with pain, and Adrac turned and gave a nasty laugh. For another thing, though the place felt more intense and solid than anywhere he had ever been, Joris couldn’t see it very well. It was a vast, quiet, shadowy place. Machines hummed and flickered there. And They were there at Their gaming tables.

There was a table every few yards, Joris said, for further than he could see on all sides of him. They bent over the tables. He saw Them consult machines, and then carefully move pieces this way and that on the tables, and then sometimes They shook dice and consulted over that. Some played in pairs, others in companies. It was all very intent. Part of the horror was the terrible intentness of Them.

The intensity and the sheer numbers of Them shook Joris to the core. And the nature of Their game. The nearest table he could see was his own world. They were moving humans and demons about in it. But, an instant or so after Adrac had come crashing in beside the table with Joris, a blue light began blinking at one end of the table, and They turned round to look.

Joris said he was scared stiff then. “I think it must have been the spirit world, in spite of my equipment,” he said. “It felt so different. And I hadn’t any protection with me against the spirit world at all, because Konstam always did that part. I knew I was done for. There were so many of Them and I could see They were all demons.”

“All demons?” Helen and I said together.

“Oh yes.” Joris was surprised we hadn’t known. “They’re not any kind I’ve ever seen before, but They certainly are demons. They’re more corporeal than Adrac, and a good deal larger, and the strongest I’ve ever come across, but there was no mistaking it. I could see Their spirit part shimmering round Them. And I was really frightened.”

Adrac seemed fairly subdued too. He and Joris both stood there waiting, until, one by one, each table of Them turned Their hard-to-see faces to look at the two. When They were all looking, one in the distance said, “What are you doing here, Adrac?”

“I’ve come to complain,” said Adrac. “You haven’t kept your promises.”

Another of Them, a nearer one, said, “Mind your manners, Adrac. Speak to us like that again, and you’ll be punished.”

Adrac said, in a mutinous, polite way, “Well, is it fair? We Great Demons agreed to play, if you promised not to let the humans cull among us. We agreed they could catch the small fry, and you promised we’d be allowed to breed in peace. You said you’d keep them off. I go to a quiet farm to start a family and—Well, look at me! Look at it!”

The hard-to-see faces turned to Joris.

“How did this happen?” one of Them in the distance asked Them at the table of Joris’s world.

They looked over Their table, consulted a machine, and looked carefully at the table again. One of Them turned to Adrac. “We apologise, Adrac. This seems to be a random factor we didn’t notice.”


“Well, kill it for me then,” said Adrac.

“Can’t you?” said one of Them.

“I wish I could,” said Adrac. “But look at it. It’s hung about with every kind of protection. I can’t touch it, even here. You’ll have to do it.”

They started moving towards Joris then, numbers of Them, tall and vague and grey. Joris said he dropped the demon wire in sheer terror and hardly knew what happened the next few seconds, he was so frightened. It was only when They stopped, in a ring round him, that he noticed he was still alive and untouched, with his demon knife in his hand.

“Leave me alone,” he said. “I was only doing my duty.”

They didn’t seem to notice that he’d spoken. “No good,” said one.

“Why were they allowed this much protection?” asked another.

“I said all along that it was a mistake,” Adrac said righteously.

They ignored Adrac too. Joris said it was the queerest feeling to find Adrac, one of his world’s Great Demons, treated as a nobody. He would have enjoyed it, if he hadn’t been less than nobody himself.

“This is a nuisance,” said another of Them. “You’ll have to made a discard instead.”

“Have the Bounds room for any more?” asked another one.

A voice of Them in the distance said, “There is room for two more discards only. Can’t it really be touched?”

“No it can’t!” one of Them round Joris said, quite irritably. “The only solution is a discard.”

“Well get on and discard then,” said another of Them in the distance. “You’re holding up play.”

So the nearest of Them turned to Joris and said just what They said to me. “You are now a discard. We have no further use for you in play. You are free to walk the Bounds as you please, except that it is against the rules for you to enter play in any world. To ensure that you keep this rule, you will be transferred to another field of play every time a move ends in the field where you are. The rules also state that you are allowed to return Home if you can. If you succeed in returning, you may enter play again in the normal manner.”

Adrac laughed meanly, and Joris found himself a Homeward Bounder. The next thing he knew, he was in the middle of the war.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Helen had spent the time collecting critters. She had about twenty woodlice in front of her on the sack, and she was arranging them into an armour-plated pattern.

“Never mind,” she said. “At least you’re not a slave any longer.”

Joris burst into tears. “You don’t understand! I belong to Konstam!”

“Stop howling,” said Helen, “or you won’t hear me when I tell you what happened to me. Or Jamie, when he tells.”

“I don’t think we should,” I said. “I was told it was against the rules.”


Helen sighed angrily. “There are no rules. There are only principles and—”

“I know, I know!” I said. “But I broke a rule once.”

“Well, They don’t seem to have eaten you,” said Helen. “They probably don’t care. To Them, we’re only discarded randoms, and children too. When I was born, Joris, I was born with a gift.”

I dozed off while Helen told it. The guns outside were still crumping and yattering, but you get used to them, and then they make you feel tired. But I remember noticing that Helen played down her peculiar arm when she told it to Joris. She kept calling it just her gift. Then she woke me up and made me tell Joris what had happened to me, while she paid me back by going to sleep over the sack, with her face in the woodlice. After that, Joris told me a great deal more about ten-foot Konstam’s godlike virtues, and I went to sleep again too. I think we were all three asleep when a mud-brown officer came hammering on our metal roof.

“Put that light out, you in there! The dawn offensive is due to start any moment now!”

I suppose it was typical of each of us, the way we took that. Joris jumped up before he was really awake and obediently blew out the light. I woke up and growled out, “Very good, sir. Sorry, sir,” in a voice I hoped sounded like a soldier’s. Helen did nothing but wake up and glower.

“Don’t let it occur again,” said the officer. And he went away without looking inside, to our relief.


We sat in the dark and listened to the din. It was offensive all right. If the officer hadn’t woken us, the noise would have done. Our ears hurt with it. The earth in our hole quivered. It sounded as if all the guns outside were firing at once, nonstop. Feet ran across our roof quite often, adding to the din, and once I think one of the machines ran over it too. It certainly sounded like it from underneath. At last, when we could see chinks of quite bright daylight round the sacking, the noise all moved away into the distance. It was most peaceful. We actually heard a bird sing.

Helen said, “I hate this world! How long have we got to be here?”

“Quite a while,” I said glumly. “It feels like a couple of months.”

“Why’s that?” said Joris.

I explained to him about the Bounds calling whenever one of Them playing the world you were in finished a move, and how you always knew roughly when it was due.

“Yes, I realise,” he said. “That’s how They transfer us to stop us entering play. But we can surely go back to the Boundary now and try for a better world if we want.”

“Can we?” I said. I didn’t think it was possible.

“Why not?” asked Helen. “We don’t have to keep Their rules.”

“No—” said Joris. “I meant I don’t think it is a rule. They didn’t tell me I couldn’t use the Boundaries any time I wanted. They said ‘You are free to walk the Bounds’ as if I could. We can use Boundaries any time in my world.”

“Provided you approach along a Bound, I suppose,” said Helen. “Yes, why not? That’s the nature of a traverse.”

Really, Helen and Joris knew so much about the Bounds that they made me feel quite ignorant. “But how do we know which is a Bound without the call?” I objected. “This Boundary wasn’t marked at all.”

“Oh, as to that,” Joris said – he always said that when he was about to produce something from under his white leather jerkin – “as to that, I’ve got an instrument here that will tell us.”

“What about bringing out a white rabbit or so, while you’re at it?” I said. It was meant to sound grumpy, but I’m not sure that it did. All of a sudden, hope was roaring in my ears. If this was true, I could go anywhere I wanted. I could zip across world after world, like Joris’s demon, and end up at Home. Now. Soon. Today!

Joris saw the joke and laughed. That was the trouble with Joris. He was nice. You ended up liking him, whatever you did. Even when you wanted to shake him till his head fell off.

We set off at once, before the war could come back. When we scrambled out of the hole, blinking, there seemed to be nothing anywhere but mud and litter. The bushes had gone, and most of the grass. It was all wheel tracks and raw holes and things thrown about. One of the thrown things was a half-opened mud-brown bag with packets of soldier’s rations tumbling out of it. I scooped that up while Joris was casting about with his little clock-like instrument to find the line of the Bound. After that, I hung on to Joris’s baggy white sleeve, and Helen hung on to my red one. We didn’t want to lose one another.

“Found it!” said Joris. The needle on his little clock swung and quivered. We walked where it pointed, in a cluster, treading on one another’s heels, until we came to a muddy place that looked no different from the rest of the battlefield, where the needle began to swirl round and round. “Boundary,” said Joris. We stumbled on a step or so.

There is not even a twitch if you do it of your own free will. You are just there. And it was lucky it happened to be raining in that next world. Otherwise we wouldn’t have noticed the difference. It was another battlefield, just the same, mud, wheel tracks, litter and all. I picked up another bag of food there, but it was pretty soggy. Guns clapped away in the distance.

“I’m not staying here,” Helen said.

It took us a whole hour to find a reasonable world, where we could even sit down and eat. Most of that time was taken up with walking out into war-spoilt countrysides in order to find the Bound line, so that we could move on again. For, as Joris explained to me, not being demons, we couldn’t go straight from world to world. The Boundaries would only work for us if we came to them along the Bounds. So we had to trudge off into each desolate landscape we came to, until Joris’s instrument told us we had come to a Bound. Then we followed it back to the Boundary and moved on.

We seemed to have hit a kind of war sequence. There were about eight worlds, and every single one of them had obviously just had a war. We thought the Them playing them must have had a competition to see which could produce the nastiest war. I was going to give the prize to the Them responsible for the ruined city we found about fifth world along. It had only been done about a week before, and there were still corpses. But that was before we came to the eighth world. That took the prize. It was a desert – a desert made of bits of broken brick and ash, mostly, with every so often a place where other things had been melted into sort of glassy smears, with trickles at the edges. There didn’t seem to be a thing alive there.

As soon as we got there, Joris’s clock-thing began to click. It sounded like someone saying “Tut-tut, tut-tut.” I thought it had the right idea. Joris jumped at the sound and turned the clock over. Another needle was flicking there, a flick to every tut. Joris hurriedly compared it with another clock-thing he wore on his wrist. “I don’t like this,” he said. “This place is full of demon beams, but there aren’t any demons.”

Helen hooked her hair behind her ears to look first at the tut-tutting needle, then at the spread of crumbled brick and glassy smears. She knew about it. I told you the kind of world she came from. “We call them death rays,” she said. “Or radiation. You can make them with weapons. We must get out of here quick. How bad is it?”

“Quite bad,” said Joris. “We can only take about five minutes.”

We raced round in a circle, stumbling and crunching in the rubble, frantic to find the Bound. It only took us half a minute, but it seemed hours. As we crunched along in a line, all hanging on to one another, Joris panted out that these beams or rays or whatever gave ordinary people a nasty lingering death. Being Homeward Bounders, we’d have been lingering for a mighty long time. I was really scared.

That was the only world in which Joris didn’t talk about Konstam all the time. As soon as we got to the next world, he began again. “Konstam never lets me go near any demon beams. He makes me go back and wait as soon as they register. I’d no idea you didn’t feel anything. Konstam didn’t tell me.”

I had stopped listening by then. As soon as I heard the word Konstam, I switched my ears off. I heard Helen’s answer. “No, you don’t feel a thing. They just go through you. The Hands of Uquar thought my gift might be due to them.” Then Joris was on about Konstam again, and my ears were off.

I stood and had a private shudder. This world we were in now was green and almost natural. There were buzzings and hummings and chirpings, and some deep droning in the distance. A white butterfly flittered by in front of my face. It wasn’t the cleanest air I’d ever breathed, but I took deep breaths of it. I was fairly sure it wasn’t lethal. And I realised that the worst thing about that desert world had been the silence. The complete, dead silence. You never get silence like that in a world where anything lives.

I took a look around. It was a nice warm day in this world, with a pale blue sky and fluffy white clouds about in it. We were in a big field full of little separate vegetable gardens. Each garden grew the same sort of things, over and over, in a different order, so that wherever you looked you saw rows of big bluish cabbages, sets of sticks covered with red bean-flowers and piercing green lines of lettuces. Every garden had a messy little hut at one end of it. At first I thought it must be a very poor world if people lived in that kind of hut, but when I looked closely, I saw the huts were all empty. There didn’t seem to be a soul about in the gardens.

“We can sit down and have a bite to eat here,” I said. I was interrupting what Joris was saying about Konstam, but if you didn’t do that you never got to talk at all. Helen and I interrupted Joris all the time by then.

“I’d like a lettuce,” Helen said.

“Yes, and I can see radishes,” I said.

It wasn’t quite fair, I suppose. But we both knew by then that, because of being a slave, Joris would think it his duty to go off and pinch people’s vegetables for us. And he did. Helen and I sat on a patch of grass by one of the huts, sorting out the good food in my mud-brown bags from the packets that were soggy or trodden-on, and watched Joris, clean and white and dutiful, searching along the earthy rows and diligently pulling up radishes.

“I suppose he’ll notice he’s not a slave any longer in the end,” I said.

“Not for a hundred years, at the rate he’s going,” Helen said. “If he talks about Ten-foot-tall Konstam much more, I shall bite him. I shan’t be able to help it.”

“It’s not just the talk,” I said. “It’s the way Konstam can do no ill that gets up my nose. It can’t be true. Nobody could be that tall, that brave, that strong, that considerate and all the rest of it!” While I said that, a picture came into my head, of him chained to his rock. He was pretty well ten foot tall, and I rather thought he was most of the other things Joris said Konstam was as well. I wished I hadn’t thought of him. It upset me every time I did.

“Ah, but you see,” Helen said, “Konstam is the Great God.”

“I once met—” I began. But Joris came dutifully back just then, looking as though, if he’d had a tail, he’d have been wagging it. He had a handsome hearty lettuce, a bundle of spring onions, radishes and some little pink carrots. So, once again, I didn’t tell Helen about him on his rock. And lucky I didn’t. “Those look good!” I said to Joris. You felt he needed praising like a dog. Joris beamed when I said it, and that annoyed me into saying meanly, “Nothing but the best for the young master and mistress, eh?”


A very hurt, pale, freckly look came over Joris’s face. He laid the vegetables carefully down by the other food and said, “I’m not your slave. I’m Konstam’s.”

“I know that, you fool!” I said. I felt terrible. “Can’t you get it through your head that you’re not even that any longer?”

“Yes,” said Joris.

“Then—” I said.

“But I’ve made up my mind never to forget all Konstam did for me,” said Joris.

What can you say to that? I tried to make up for it while we were eating by listening to Joris talking about Konstam, instead of shutting my ears down. It seemed the least I could do. Helen shut her hair down and collected caterpillars. I don’t think she listened. Joris was on about Konstam’s family now, the Khans.

The Khans were a huge family – clan, more like – and they were all devoted to demon hunting in one way or another. They were so rich that they owned an entire big valley with farms, factories, an airfield, schools and libraries, all run by Khans, for Khans. They made all the equipment Joris carried, and more, in that valley. They were very machine minded, the Khans, far more than my Home and even more than Helen’s. They owned a lot of flying machines so that the demon hunters could get to the demons quickly. While Joris talked, a silver flying machine went booming over our heads in that world, and I asked him if the Khans’ fliers were the same. I love fliers. I’ve always wanted to go in one. Joris glanced up at it – his mind was miles away, in his own world – and said no, his were rather different. And he went straight on to how only the best of the Khans actually hunted demons. The others stayed in the valley and invented new and better equipment.

I think the Khans were pretty good to Joris. They don’t seem to have treated him like a slave. And I think this was true, because Joris didn’t say it. With Joris, you always had to notice the things he didn’t say. In the same way, I got the idea that Konstam probably did treat Joris like a slave. The Chief Khan seems to have been pretty angry with Konstam for buying Joris. She didn’t hold with slaves. The Chief Khan was a lady. It must have been about the only thing Joris’s Khans had in common with my first cattle people – they had a Mrs Chief. This Mrs Chief was called Elsa Khan and Joris was terrified of her. It took me a while to sort out about her, though, because there was another Elsa Khan too, who was the same age as Joris – I think she was the Chief Khan’s granddaughter. Joris thought the world of this small Elsa. He didn’t say so of course, but it was obvious. In the most respectful possible way, naturally.

It was over these Elsas that I began to see why Joris’s talk made me not want to listen. My sister’s name was Elsie. Elsie was nothing like Elsa Khan. Elsie had ginger hair. According to Joris, his Elsa had black hair and brown skin, like Helen’s. He said several times, respectfully, that Helen looked like a Khan. Helen said nothing and went on collecting caterpillars. I said nothing, but the cold foot ache grew inside me. It was just the name. But before long, Joris had only to mention the name Khan, or Konstam, to make me feel really sick inside for Home.

I was quite glad when Helen interrupted Joris. “That last world with the rays,” she said. “Do you think They killed off all the people because They’d got tired of playing?”

“No,” I said. “They’ll have left a few to start a new game with. I’ve been on a world where They were just starting again after a flood.”

“I hate Them,” Helen said.

“Yes, but don’t go on about it,” I said, and I got up. Joris had set Helen off too, I could tell. Her version of my cold foot was vicious hate of Them. It seemed to be best to get moving to take all our minds off Home.

Down the road from the vegetables there was a smallish town. The moment we set foot in its main street, I could tell this was going to be a difficult world for Homeward Bounders. It had all the signs. In some worlds, you can say you come from the next town and people believe you. Not in this one. There were wires overhead so that they could talk to the next town and ask if you did. The houses were orderly and well painted. The streets were clean. The people kept to the pavements and machines ran politely up and down the road. All was law and order. And people stared at us.

“Why are they staring?” Joris said nervously. “Will they arrest us?”


I suppose we did look odd. Helen would look odd in any world. Nobody was wearing red all over like me. And Joris struck even me as outlandish, all in white, with that black sign painted on his chest.

“No one bothers about what children wear,” I said airily. I said it to calm Joris. He was new to the Bounds, after all.

The words were hardly out of my mouth, when a woman stopped us. “Do tell me, dears. Red and white and black. What are you? Are you collecting for something, or is it a pageant at school?”

“A pageant,” I said promptly. “He’s a demon hunter and we two are the demons.” Helen’s reaction to this was to put her caterpillar collection, gently and secretly, into the woman’s shopping basket. I thought it was a revenge on me, but it was for the woman. Helen’s revenge on me came a minute or so later. “We must go,” I said hastily. “We have to be on the stage in five minutes.” And I hurried us away into a side street before the woman could get round to looking in her basket. “Don’t do things like that!” I said to Helen.

Helen took even her nose inside her hair. She stood there with no face and said one word. “Cannibals.”

“Who are?” Joris said, alarmed. There was a butcher’s shop across the way, and he looked at it rather narrowly. It said Family Butcher over the window.

I didn’t think this was like the cannibal world, and I knew Helen didn’t. “It’s all right,” I said to Joris. “She just means she thinks I’m showing off. Honestly, Helen, you haven’t given me a chance! I was going to tell you – this looks to be a really difficult world. I can see they have strict laws. Children are supposed to be at school. They bother about clothes. It may be one of those worlds where you have to have papers to show all the time, and we could be in real trouble. What do you say, both of you? Shall we go back to the veg and try the next world?”

If I’d known how much hung on their decision, I’d have been chewing my nails and jumping up and down on the pavement. As it was, I assumed they’d agree with me and set off up the street.

Before I’d got very far, Helen shouted, “Come back!” And when I did, she said, “This is the first decent world since Creema di Leema, and they speak a language we all know.”

And when I looked at Joris, he said seriously, “I think I’d like to see what the difficulties are. If we ever get separated, I’d be glad of the experience.”

“Two to one,” said Helen.

“All right,” I said. “But don’t blame me if we get put in prison, and Rule Two starts killing judges and policemen all round us.”

“What do we do now?” Helen said. It was her stony manner, the one you couldn’t argue with.

“Make for a city,” I said, “if there is one. Nobody knows anyone in a city, and you get away with more lies there.”

I led the way on up that street in order not to run into the woman with the caterpillars again. Helen and Joris lagged a bit, so I turned round to see why. And there was Joris grinning at Helen, and Helen parting her hair in order to smirk back. I was furious. They were taking the Archangel – as they say in some worlds. This was Helen’s revenge. She and Joris thought I showed off about all my experience, so they’d chosen to stay here to see what kind of mess I got them into.

All right! I thought. I’ll show them!

As I turned round again, there was a train going across a bridge over the street. I love trains, even more than I love flying machines. I used to love the trains at Home. This was nothing like those trains. It was flat both ends and a clean bright blue – but it was still a train. I thought, I’ll show those two how to get a ride on a train, and set off to find the station.

The railway station was just round the corner. That was no good to us, because we hadn’t made any money yet – if we ever could in this world – but I have never known the station where there wasn’t a gate they used for parcels and things. This one had a nice wide one. I stood just outside it and spied out the land. There were railway lines and two platforms. On the platform across the way, right at the end of it, sitting on a sort of waggon, I saw a set of boys. Some of them were quite small and surely ought to have been at school, if this world was as strict as it looked. They all had notebooks and pens. Perhaps their school had sent them to study trains.


I turned to Joris. “You know,” I said, “if only we had papers and pens, we could go on to the platform and pretend we were studying trains like they are.” I said it on purpose, hoping Joris would do another white-rabbit trick.

Sure enough, Joris said, “Oh, as to that,” and felt inside his white leather jerkin. He produced a small notebook. “This is all I—Why are you laughing?”

“Never mind,” I said. “Just give us a page each, and I guarantee we’ll be on the next train that comes along.”

It went like clockwork. We went through the gate on to the platform and sat on a bench, fluttering our pages and looking observant. A man in uniform glanced at us from time to time, but he never spoke to us. I think he thought the boy in white was giving the other boy and the girl a learned lecture on trains. He wasn’t, of course. That was Joris talking about Konstam.

A train came in and stopped at the platform. While people were getting off, we got on, quickly, up the front. Nobody noticed at all. We sat in comfortable seats up at the empty end, and the train clattered off again. Joris began on Konstam again. We sat and looked at green countryside, until the train clattered into another station. People got off and got on. Some glanced at us curiously, but nobody spoke to us.

“Why don’t we get off here?” said Helen.

“Not big enough,” I said. I caught them smirking again, and ground my teeth.

The train went on, and Joris went on again too, all about Konstam. This time it was how kind and understanding Konstam had been on Joris’s first demon hunt. I switched my ears off. Helen’s hair moved in the way that meant she was yawning. Joris talked on, glowing with enthusiasm. The train kept stopping, but Joris never stopped, not once. By the time we were beginning to come to a city, my cold foot ache was back worse than it had ever had been, and I was near screaming at him to stop. But that didn’t seem kind. So I looked out at rows of little pink houses, and high glass buildings with pipes at the top which squirted smoke and steam, and a sickly green river winding in and out under the train, and prayed that Joris would talk Konstam out of his system soon.

Then a guard or something came up the train calling out, “Tickets, please!”

Joris didn’t stop talking, but I saw him glance at me expectantly. Among Helen’s hair I could see a beady eye, also watching me. I pretended not to see.

“All tickets, please,” said the guard, standing above us.

I pointed back down the train. “My mother’s got our tickets. She’s er – she’s er—”

The guard grunted and went away to rattle at a door marked TO LET. Luckily, the train drew into another station just then.

“Here’s where we get off,” I said. “Quick.”
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CHAPTER NINE

I do think Helen and Joris might have stopped their joke after I got us off that city station too. I did know what I was doing, and I did it pretty well. It was a newish station, built of concrete, and small enough for there to be a man asking for tickets at the door marked WAY OUT. I marched boldly up to him and said they’d taken our tickets on the train, and he let us through. When we were outside in the station yard, I turned round to suggest to Helen and Joris that I’d taken enough of the Archangel now, and to come off it.

Almost overhead, very close, a canal went marching above the houses, and above the station, on a set of huge yellow arches.


My heart seemed to stop. Then it began banging away so hard that I could hear and feel nothing else. I seemed to have lost the lower half of me and be floating. For a moment, I could have sworn I was Home. The disappointment – I can’t tell you the thump the disappointment hit me with, as if I was really floating and then had fallen, when I looked round and saw that I couldn’t be Home. The place was full of machines buzzing about. In my world, people walked, or used carriages. The trains were different. People’s clothes were different. The buildings were different: taller than in my Home, and straight and box-like, with lots of windows. And now I came to look at the canal arches, they were different too: not so high, and made of dirty yellow brick, in fancy patterns.

“What’s the matter?” Joris said. I must have looked peculiar.

“Nothing,” I said. “I reckon we ought to look for some lunch.”

I said it almost without thinking. Hope was beginning to build and roar in me again. You see, you often get sets of worlds that are very much alike – like the war set we’d just come through. In these sets, the language and the landscape and the climate and the shape of the cities can be almost identical, though the actual way people live is usually different, because that depends on the Them playing the world. But the nearer two worlds are in a set, the more alike they are. And I had only to look about to see that the shape of this city – the canal, the railway and the roads – was the same as the one I had been born in. And that meant I was really close to Home. It could even be next world on.

But first there were Helen and Joris to look after. I had to find them some lunch, and show them how to manage in a world like this. I took them to the shops – they were where the smart part of my city had been. And things didn’t go so well there. We all got confused in the traffic, and all the shops seemed to have people watching for robbers. We had no chance to get hold of food, even in a covered-over sort of market. The trouble was, we were too noticeable, one in black, one in red and one in white. We looked like counters in a game. People looked at us all the time. It was not that they didn’t wear bright clothes here – they did. Some even wore black all over like Helen. But not a soul dressed all in white with a black sign on their chest, like Joris. I began to see that we really would have to find Joris something different to wear.

In the end, I told Helen and Joris – who smirked – that I would try the “lost my money” trick in the next food shop we came to. You know – you go in and you choose a kind-looking person to do it near, and you ask them behind the counter for the food you want. Then you put your hands in your pockets and discover your money’s been stolen. I’ve worked that dozens of times. The kind person nearly always buys you at least some of the food.

This shop said LUNCH TO TAKE AWAY. I left Helen and Joris outside and went in. The LUNCH was piles of crisp round rolls with ham and lettuce in them, stacked up behind a glass wall on the counter. And the smell of them! As soon as I got in there, I was carried away with misery. They smelt just the same as the rolls we used to stock in our shop. The baker’s van used to deliver them still warm at breakfast time every day except Sunday. And my mother always used to give Rob and Elsie and me two each, with cheese, to take to school for lunch. As I stood there, smelling those rolls, it was like yesterday. I could see my mother, with a piece of hair falling down over her forehead and her face all irritable, dragging the cheese-wire down through the big lump of cheese and cutting off a small lump for each of us. And Elsie would be hanging round to pounce on any bits that crumbled off. I can’t tell you how miserable it made me. I just stood there, and didn’t even bother to look for a kind person.

Next thing I knew, a kind lady was saying, “What’s up, my duck? You do look mournful.”

Thank goodness Helen and Joris were outside! I looked up at her, and I meant to say the piece about having lost my money. But you know what I said? I said, “I’ve lost my mummy!” I truly did. Just as if I was four years old!

Luckily, she didn’t believe her ears. She obviously thought I was too old to say things like that. Well I was. “Lost your money, have you, my duck?” she said. “Never mind. I’ll buy you a roll. Two ham rolls, please miss.”


I came out of the shop with a big crusty roll and practically in tears.

“Not much between three,” said Helen. “What is wrong with you, Jamie?”

“Nothing,” I said. I shared out the roll. Then I said, “It’s bothering me the way we look. We’re too noticeable. We really must get Joris something else to wear at least. Your clothes will do, Helen. I’d be all right if I had darker trousers, but Joris is the one who’s urgent. Nobody here wears white all over.”

I met a snag here. Once he saw that I meant it, the white, hurt look settled on Joris’s face. “Oh no,” he said. “This is the proper dress for a demon hunter, and I’m proud to wear it. I refuse to sneak about dressed as something else!”

“Don’t be a fool,” I said. “You stick out like a broken leg in it. The only way we’re going to get on in this world, is by looking like everyone else.”

“I’m damned if I shall!” said Joris. He was really angry. I wouldn’t have thought he had it in him. But I suppose he went after the demon Adrac the same way.

“Put a coat on over it then,” said Helen.

“And serve you right if you swelter!” I said. I was angry too.

After a lot of arguing, Joris consented to a coat. As if it were a great favour. Then, of course, we had to find a coat. “Let’s go out towards the edge of the city,” I said. “You get clotheslines and washing there.” That is true. But the reason I suggested it was to see just how like my Home this city was. The shortest way to the outskirts from where we were would take us through the part where my courtyard should have been in my city. I wanted to see if there was anything like it here.

There wasn’t, of course. When we reached that part, it was all new yellow houses being built. Since people hadn’t moved into the houses yet, there were no clotheslines and no coats, and we had to go on, further out to the edge of the city. By the middle of the afternoon, Joris and Helen were exchanging meaning smirks again. They thought this world had me beat.

Luckily, we came to a long hedge about then. I could hear the sound of children’s voices from behind the hedge. In my experience, wherever there are children playing, some of them are sure to have left coats or sweaters about on the ground. I pushed through the hedge.

It was better than I’d hoped. As far as I could tell, the children were all boys about the same size as me or Joris – though that was a guess, because the boys were off in the distance playing some game. They were all dressed in white. Near the hedge, a few yards away, there was a sort of house with a wooden porch in front. Beside that was one of the big machines for riding in, square, with lots of windows. I reckoned, since white was not a usual colour to wear, that the boys’ ordinary clothes would be either in the house or in the machine.

“I’ll stay on guard,” Helen said.

Joris and I left her lurking by the machine and crept across the creaking wooden floor of the porch to look inside the house-thing. It was better and better. We were right first time. The place was hung round with clothes, plentiful supplies of dark grey trousers, black shoes, grey shirts and red and blue striped neckwear. The top thing hanging on each bundle of clothes was a navy-blue jacket with a badge on the top pocket. It was only a question of finding things to fit. A good third of the grey trousers were about my size. I chose the best fit and got into them.

But Joris went and had another attack of demon hunter’s pride. “People do wear white here,” he said, pointing to the distant boys. “Why can’t I be playing that game out there?”

“They change to play it,” I said. “They don’t walk about dressed up for it. Take one of those jackets. Go on.”

Most of the jackets were too small for Joris. I told you he was bigger than me. And he was so reluctant to defile his precious uniform that he took a long time finding the one jacket that fitted him. He had just unhooked the biggest and put one arm in its sleeve when real disaster struck. Three of the boys who owned the clothes walked in.

I think they had heard us. They must have done. By that time I was swearing a blue streak at Joris. And they came quietly on purpose. When I looked at their faces, I could see they had been expecting to find people stealing their clothes. My heart sank. They were cool, scornful, unfriendly, accusing. Underneath that, they were very indignant indeed. But that was underneath the scorn. That was because these three boys really were the kind of posh boy I had taken Joris for at first, and that kind of boy keeps cool if he can. The one in front was the coolest. He was about my size and he wore glasses, glasses with thick owlish rims. The boy behind him was even bigger than Joris. I didn’t see the third boy very well, because the owl-boy turned to him and snapped, “Go and get Smitty,” and that boy ran away.

Which left two to two. But the odds weren’t really like that, because of Rule Two.

The big one looked at Joris, frozen with one arm half inside the coat. “My blazer, I believe,” he said.

“And my trousers, I think,” said the owl-boy, looking at me. “Do, please, go on and help yourself to my shirt while you’re at it. Red shirts are not school uniform.”

“You can have the trousers back,” I said. There was nothing else to do, because of Rule Two. I couldn’t get them both killed just for wanting their own clothes back. Joris, seeing I meant it, took his arm out of the big boy’s blazer and hung it neatly up again. The two boys stared at the demon hunter’s outfit, and then, slowly, both their heads turned to look at my red Creema di Leema trousers in a heap on the floor.

“Adam,” said the big one. “Who are these people?”

“Chessmen probably,” said the owlish Adam. “Red pawn and white knight, by the look of them.”


“Chessmen!” I said. “If only you knew! Let me give you the trousers back and we’ll go.”

“I believe they give you special clothes to wear in prison,” Adam said. “I’ll get them back then.”

Here, heavy footsteps and light ones creaked on the wooden part outside. The third boy came in with a tall, vague, bored schoolmaster. “No, sir. That wasn’t quite what I meant,” the boy was saying. He sounded exasperated. “They were stealing our clothes.”

The teacher gave me and Joris a vague, bored look. Then he did the same to Adam and his friend. I began to feel hopeful. This teacher didn’t know any of the boys well, and he had not the least idea what was really going on. “What are you two boys doing in here?” he said to me.

“I’m afraid we came without the proper clothes, sir,” I said.

“That’s no reason for borrowing other people’s,” said the teacher, “or for skulking in here. Get out on the field, both of you. You three get out there too.”

He thought Joris and I were boys at the school too. I tried not to smile. How was that for quick thinking on my part? Then I met the spectacled eye of Adam. Right! that eye seemed to say to me. You wait! And, as the big boy opened his mouth to explain, Adam kicked him on the ankle. Plainly he had done some quick thinking too.

We all went in a crowd, out of the clothes-place and across the wooden platform. The teacher was between Joris and me. He might have been bored and vague, but he was doing what he thought was his duty, and seeing that we two went out to play that game, whatever it was. All I could do was go along and hope. Rule Two really ties your hands. And I’ve never dared test out how much – or how little – an ordinary person can do to a Homeward Bounder before Rule Two gets him. As I said, I’ve been beaten, and nothing has happened; and I’ve been robbed and sentenced to jail, and something very much has.

As we went out across the field, I took a look round for Helen. There was no sign of her. She must have gone through the hedge again. I looked across at Joris. He was quite placid – amused – waiting for me to get us out of this. He didn’t know I couldn’t. That frightened me. I couldn’t remember explaining Rule Two to him, now I thought, or if I had, Joris must have been thinking of Konstam at the time and didn’t listen.

The other boys in white were coming across the field towards us, staring. They knew strangers when they saw them, even if their teacher didn’t. Quite a few of them drifted away behind us as we walked. Adam was signalling to them. I heard snatches of whispers.

“I know. It would be old Smitty!”

“Right then. After that.” And muffled laughter.

We got to the middle of the field where the game happened. There were two sets of three little sticks stuck in the ground some way apart, and that was all. It was the most mysterious game I ever encountered. The schoolmaster wandered away to one side. “Right. Start again from the beginning of the over,” he said. Then he looked at the sky and seemed to enter a private dream. This game bored him.

Two boys approached Joris and me with derisive smiles and handed each of us a pair of large white things with buckles flapping off them. They looked like the kind of splints you might wear if you had broken both legs. But I rather thought they were to stop your legs getting broken. The other boys stood round us in a ring. “Get those pads on,” one of them said. “You two are batting.”

There were at least twenty boys. Joris gave me a dubious look. I gave him a helpless one. Joris shrugged, and we both buckled the splints to our legs. They were huge. When I had them on, I could only walk with both legs wide apart, as if I was wading. By this time I was hating Adam. I didn’t care if Rule Two got him. What better way to stop a person running away than to buckle his legs into dirty great splints?

When we were ready, they handed us each a long wooden bat and pushed each of us in front of a set of three sticks. Most of them spread out all round. The big boy picked up a red ball from somewhere and marched off beyond Joris with it. Joris turned round to stare after him, puzzled – and then turned back as the boy broke into a gallop and charged up beside him. The boy’s arm whirled. Joris stuck up one elbow, thinking he was going to be hit. But the red ball whizzed out of the boy’s hand and came straight at me instead, at the other end.


I saw it coming and dodged. Lucky I did. That ball was hard as a bullet. There was a wooden clatter beside me, and all three sticks fell down.

The schoolmaster came out his dream. “Wasn’t that out?”

“Oh no, sir,” said a chorus of voices. “The wicket just fell down.”

They built the sticks up again, and the big boy once more did his gallop up to Joris. But Joris, this time, had decided that his part in the game must be to stop the big boy victimising me like this. He stuck his bat into the boy’s stomach as the boy whirled his arm. The ball flew up into the air. The boy sat down.

“No ball!” shouted everyone. I was glad. I thought they had lost it.

The big boy bounced up and stuck his face into Joris’s. I couldn’t hear what they said, but I could see it was a fairly heated argument. Other boys gathered round and joined in. Joris’s voice rose out of the crowd. “I’m damned if I’m going to stand here and watch while you throw red stones at him!”

A boy came out of the crowd, grinning rather, and approached Adam. Adam was standing near me and wearing splints too, making sure I didn’t sneak off. “They don’t know the first thing about it!”

“I can see that,” Adam said. “They’ll have to learn, won’t they?”

“Come along, boys,” said the schoolmaster, turning from the sky again.


The ball wasn’t lost. The big boy took it and threw it at me five more times. These times, Joris stood glowering at the other end and did nothing but mutter remarks at the boy. I was left quite undefended. But I managed to dodge every time but once, when the ball somehow dodged with me and hit me on the leg. I was forced to hop about, which gave the boys a great deal of pleasure.

Then everyone walked about a little. While they did, Adam looked at me with contempt. “You’re supposed to hit the ball,” he said, and then trudged off to stand behind Joris.

Another boy came up beside me with a sort of waddling wander, squeezing the ball in his hands as he came. Then he threw it at Joris. By now, Joris had resigned himself to just standing there. He only noticed the ball at the last minute. I think it made him angry. Anyway, he hit it. I told you Joris was athletic. There was an almighty clop, and the ball soared out of sight.

Immediately, everyone began shouting at us. “Run!”

Naturally, Joris and I both dropped our bats and ran for our lives. We both thought the ball was coming down on us. And, once we were running, we both thought we might as well go on and escape.

“No!” shouted everyone. “Come back!” Most of them ran after us. Meanwhile the ball came down and just missed the schoolmaster.

They caught us fairly quickly. I couldn’t run in those splints. Joris could, but he waited for me. “Can’t you let us go now?” he said, as they all came up. “You’ve had your fun.”

“Certainly not,” said Adam. “I want my trousers back – my way. Can you two arch-cretins get it into your heads that a run means from one set of sticks to the other? Backwards and forwards.”

So we went back and did it Adam’s way. I thought Joris almost enjoyed it. He said he would have enjoyed it, if he hadn’t felt so contemptuous. It was easy, compared with demon hunting. He hit the ball every time they threw it at him, whatever way they threw it. Once it went right over the hedge into the road. All I seemed to do was charge up and down when they told me to. Twice they knocked the sticks down before I panted up to them. Once I knocked them down myself when I was dodging the ball. Each time, the schoolmaster came back from the clouds and asked if that meant I was out, and each time they said I wasn’t. Out, I began to realise, meant that I could take the splints off and go and stand somewhere else. But they didn’t want that. I might have got away.

At last, I actually hit the ball. It was coming right for my head, and I had to hit it if I didn’t want to be hurt. The ball flew off sideways and Adam caught it. “You have now,” he said, “been out in every way possible. It may be a record. Shall we stop?”

“If you want to,” I said weakly.

So Adam coolly walked over and interrupted the teacher’s musings. “Sir, I think it’s time to go now, sir.”


I looked at Joris. We both sat down on the grass and unbuckled our splints as fast as we could go. But of course, the other boys weren’t wearing any. We looked up to find ourselves in a ring of white-clothed legs.

“Not thinking of going, were you?” Adam said.

We stopped thinking of going just then. We put the idea off until they would be busy changing their clothes.

Adam had thought of that. Not a single boy changed. Nearly all of them stayed milling round Joris and me as we walked across the field. A few of them dashed into the house-thing and came out laden with everyone’s clothes. By this time, the rest of us were in a crowd round the vehicle, and the schoolmaster was sitting in the front of it, ready to drive it. The last boy locked the house-thing and brought the key to the master.

The master seemed puzzled. “Why are none of you changed?”

“We’re all going to tea with Macready, sir,” the boy said. “We can change at his house.”

I didn’t like the sound of this at all. They were meaning to load us on that vehicle and take us off somewhere. Even if nothing else happened, we were going to lose Helen. There was no sign of Helen.

Adam stood by the door of the vehicle. “In you get,” he said to me, with a chilly smile.

I dived sideways and tried to run. They had been expecting that. Four of them caught me as I dived. “No fighting now!” said the teacher from inside.

“It’s all right, sir,” said someone. He hauled my arm up my back and twisted it. “He just fell over.” A knee went into my back and pushed me up the steps into the vehicle. Nothing happened to anyone. Rule Two didn’t seem to be working, much as I wished it would. Perhaps it didn’t work because Joris got into the vehicle behind me without giving any trouble at all.

There were lots of seats inside. Boys pushed past us and spread out into the seats. As they did so, Helen stood up from between two seats at the back. She had made one of her mistakes again. She had thought the vehicle was the safest place to hide in.

You get quite a shock when you first see Helen. It’s the way she doesn’t seem to have a face. The boy nearest her went “Aah!” and backed away. He was really scared, but he tried to make a joke of it. “They’ve landed! There’s a faceless wonder here!”

“Ah,” said Adam, looking over my shoulder. “The female of the species.”

“What’s going on now?” the schoolmaster asked wearily.

I never heard what they told him, because Joris looked at Helen and burst out laughing. Helen took a wisp of her hair away to look at me. She was laughing too.

“What’s so funny?” asked someone.

“They don’t understand!” I said. “They’re having a joke on me! It’s not fair! This could happen to anyone!”

Adam looked at me. It was a colourless, blank look, stony with suspicion. It shut me up at once. But it didn’t shut Joris up. He kept bowing over and laughing. He went on doing it after the vehicle started and all the time the schoolmaster was driving us back towards the city. Joris was still red in the face and gurgling when the teacher called back over his shoulder, “Macready. Where do you and your gang want to be dropped?”

This meant Adam. Macready was his surname. He said, “I’ll show you, sir,” and went and stood behind the schoolmaster’s shoulder. “This’ll do, sir. By the lamppost.”

The vehicle stopped. All the boys surged to their feet. Somebody lugged me along. Joris came too, still amused, like somebody who is coming along to watch the fun. That was one of the times I could have shaken Joris. He didn’t see the trouble we were in at all. Helen clattered off the vehicle as well, at the end of the line. I hoped she could do something to help at least. The boys didn’t know what to make of Helen at all. They tried to pretend she wasn’t really there. They clustered in a group at the edge of a busy road, surrounding Joris and me, but leaving Helen standing out beyond, beside one of the trees that lined the street.

“Where to?” one of them asked Adam.

“Up here,” Adam answered. “There’s a lonely alley that will suit us perfectly.”

I had been afraid there would be an alley. It was uncanny how the streets in this city were like mine. It was a broad street, with unusually broad pavements. In this world, there were trees lining the pavements and shops standing back behind the trees. In my world, this street was the worst part of the slums, with rubbish heaped on the broad pavements and tramps and ruffians camped out among the rubbish. You could get robbed in the alley. In this world, clean and orderly though it was, there was a tramp on the wide pavement too. He was asleep under the next tree along from Helen. I noticed him because my resisting feet were dragged round his dirty old boots as the boys pulled me towards the alley.

“I hope you meant that about tea, Adam,” somebody said, as they pushed Joris and me up the steps that led to the alley.

“Sure,” said Adam. “My parents are away for the weekend. They left loads of food. Just deal with these two yobbos first. I want them to know how it feels to have their clothes stolen.”

By that I knew we were going to get robbed in this alley too. I’ve told you what happens if people rob a Homeward Bounder. And, as if that wasn’t enough, I knew that the way to make Joris really fighting mad was to do something to his precious demon hunter’s uniform.
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CHAPTER TEN

Our many feet went clopper-popper inside the high red walls of the alley. It was like being marched off to an execution – only it was the firing squad who were marching off to commit suicide. Without knowing they were.

“Look,” I said, “I’ve told you you can have your trousers back. Take them.”

“Ah, but I want your shirt too,” said Adam.

“You can have it. I’ll give it you,” I said.

By now, we had got to a place where the alley curved, shutting us off from the view of anyone coming from either way. The boys stopped and dumped their clothes in a heap by the wall. Then they spread out so that there was a group round me and another round Joris.

“You are a coward, aren’t you?” Adam said. He really disliked me. I felt the same about him.

“That’s got nothing to do with it,” I said. “You take anything of ours and you’ll get killed. It’s as simple as that. I don’t care two hoots about you, but it seems a bit hard on the rest of them.” I said that to try and make Joris understand about Rule Two. “It would be safer for you just to beat us up,” I said. “We’d prefer that, wouldn’t we, Joris?”

I couldn’t tell what Joris thought. His mind worked on such different lines from mine. But I could see what the boys thought. They thought I was just trying to talk us out of it. They simply closed in.

Then I had to fight. It was the daftest situation. All the reasons were upside down. All the same, I went for Adam with a will, and tried to get his glasses off and stamp on them, while a whole crowd of others tried to get Adam’s trousers off me.

Someone shouted, “Look out! He’s got a knife!”

Everyone stampeded away backwards, with me in their midst.

That left Joris alone in a ring of us, standing in an expert-looking crouch. The knife Joris was holding looked very nasty. It was a thin glimmering prong, like a slice of glass.

“This is a demon knife,” Joris said. He was fighting mad all right. “I’ll only have to touch you. Who comes first?” He followed up this invitation by advancing on the nearest boy.

“No! Stop it, Joris!” I shouted. “You can’t! That’s entering play!”

“Why should I keep Their rules?” said Joris. He glared round the ring of us as if we were all Them. Then he went crouching towards the nearest boy again, who flattened himself against the wall of the alley, terrified.

I remembered that it was only yesterday that Joris had stood inside a ring of Them. I suppose this had taken him right back to it. I unwrapped what felt like sixteen boys’ arms from my neck and arms. Joris raised the prong-like knife. I charged forward and tried to grab Joris.

Joris knew it was me. I could see from his face that he wasn’t meaning to hurt me. But, the very instant I grabbed him, a loud, quavering voice cried out, “For shame! For shame! A man’s hand against his brother!”

Joris jumped, and so did I. The knife stabbed down towards the terrified boy. And the next thing I knew, there was a sort of fizzle, and my left arm was pouring blood. I clutched at my arm, trying to keep the cut closed, and leant against the wall. I could see everyone staring at me in horror, Joris most of all. “It only takes a touch!” he said. “I’ve killed you!”

You say things you shouldn’t say, when you’ve had a shock. I said, “Now you’ll see what a mortal wound’s like on a Homeward Bounder. I won’t die, you fool. Rule One.”


“I’m sorry,” Joris said abjectly.

“Hope not to die! Hope not at all!” cried the quavering voice. It was the old tramp who had been asleep against the tree. Helen was with him. She had one side of her hair hooked up to stare at the blood running out of my arm. The sacred face looked unusually pale and upset. Beyond her, I could greyly see quite a few of the boys picking their clothes out of the heap and tiptoeing off. “Hope is an anchor, they say!” howled the tramp. “Indeed this is true. Hope you bear, bound to you like a millstone round the neck. I say cast it from you! Cast hope aside!”

I looked at the tramp, feeling decidedly grey and wavery, and slid down the wall until I was sitting on the ground. From down there, the old man looked truly disgusting. He had a whole bank of withered, wrinkled chins, loosely scattered with long strands of grey hair. Dirty white hair stuck up from under his filthy hat. His watery black eyes gleamed with a mad light, and his nose stuck out from below them, sharp and long and starved as the prow of the Flying Dutchman. I could tell he was a Homeward Bounder. That was why Helen had fetched him. But it was quite obvious that he was stark, raving mad too.

By this time, nearly all the boys had picked up their clothes and filtered away. I didn’t blame them. What with the knife and the blood and the discovery that they were dealing with lunatics, the alley must have seemed to them the kind of place you forget about quickly. In fact, before the old tramp had said very much more, only Adam was left. Adam seemed to be trying to do something to my arm. It hurt. I pulled aside. “Leave me be.”

“Hold still,” Adam said. “You can stop the bleeding like this. Have you another handkerchief?”

I hadn’t, of course. “Joris,” I said. “Something to stop the bleeding.”

Poor Joris. His face was cheesy-looking. He was carefully putting that knife of his into a sheath, but he stopped when I spoke to him. “Oh,” he said. “As to that.” And he felt inside his leather jerkin. In spite of everything, I started to laugh.

“If you cast hope aside,” the old tramp lectured us, “then all evil is cast out with it. Love and beauty enter in and a new world dawns.”

“What are you laughing at?” said Adam.

“Everything,” I said. I leant back and giggled. Helen knelt down beside me with both sides of her hair hooked back. By this time, Joris had done his conjuring trick and brought out a First Aid kit. Adam seemed to approve of it. He and Joris got to work with it on one side of me. Helen was on the other side. I suppose Helen thought they weren’t attending to her, because the old tramp was still preaching away. But Adam was listening. I knew, because you can always tell, if someone is touching you. Their fingers go light and tense, not to interfere with what they’re hearing.

“What happened?” Helen said. “How did it happen? I was looking straight at you, and Joris didn’t even have his knife near you!”

“Them,” I said. “Another rule I hadn’t noticed before. Joris ought to have got that boy against the wall. But he couldn’t, because that would be entering play. It would have killed the boy. I suppose if I hadn’t been near, he’d have had to stab himself.” Then I burst out laughing again, for Adam’s benefit. They would make sure Adam didn’t understand. I hoped he’d think we were all lunatics and creep away like the other boys.

The tramp broke off preaching and frowned at me. “Laugh not at the words of truth, my fellow exile,” he said. “There is power in numbers.”

“I wasn’t laughing at you,” I said.

“You are young in the ways of the worlds,” stated the tramp, “old though you think yourself. Listen to me. Listen to the wisdom of Ahasuerus, who was among the first to have the Mark of Cain set on him.”

I think that’s how he said his name. It sounded like a sneeze. “Listen to who?” I said.

“Ahasuerus,” said the old tramp. “That same whom they term the Wandering Jew.”

At this, Adam finished with my arm and sat back on his heels, listening frankly.

“Never heard of you,” I said. I wanted to shut the old fellow up. But all I seemed to do was set him off again. He was worse than Joris. He began again on all that stuff about hope and anchors – he knew Them all right, that was for sure – and all I could do was sit and stare at his dirty big toe poking out of the front of one of his cracked old boots, and wait for him to stop.

“I’m sorry I fetched him now,” Helen muttered. “I thought he’d help.”

“They gave me to hope,” Ahasuerus said. “They hung me in hope as one in chains, and put a goal before me and set me on my way. But that goal always retreats from me, as mirage in the wilderness or star from star. I am weary now, and hope is a heavy burden. And They put a lie in my mouth, so that I may not tell the worlds about Them, but must say that I sinned against God. But this is a lie, and there is power in numbers. Before three of my own kind, I may speak the truth. For I was born with more sight than most, and I saw Them. I saw the gaming-board of Them and I saw the game They played with the nations. And I went out to preach and warn my people of Their coming ploy. And, for that reason, They took me, Ahasuerus, and hung chains upon me, and sent me forth with lies in my mouth, and I am called the Wandering Jew.”

Having said all this, the tramp turned his watery black eyes particularly on Adam. “Have you heard and harkened to the words of Ahasuerus?” he asked him.

“Oh yes,” Adam said, smiling politely. It was the smile you humour lunatics with. “Every word.”

“Then my hope is lighter upon me,” said the tramp. “These three will bear witness that I spoke the truth.” He nodded round at Joris and Helen and me. “You three will soon be separated, one from another,” he said to us. “They will not let wanderers be long in company together. Make good use of your time.” Then, greatly to my surprise, because I could have sworn we’d be stuck with the old man for hours yet, he went shambling away down the alley.

Adam stared after him. “If he was telling the truth,” he said, “he must be at least two thousand years old.”

“He was mad as a hatter,” I said hastily. “A nut case, bonkers, round the bend, flipped—”

“Yes, but you’re not,” said Adam.

“Yes, we are,” I said. “Look at us. She hasn’t got a face. He thinks he hunts demons. I steal trousers all the time. The fact is—”

Helen interrupted me. “Take no notice,” she said to Adam. “Jamie can’t help it. He’s scared of the rules all the time.”

I might have known Helen would let me down. “Scared?” I said. “And so I should be! So should you. You’ve just seen two of them working. Joris kills me, because he ought to have killed someone else. And I don’t die, because I can’t.” I shouldn’t have said any of this. But I was shaken to pieces by all that had happened. And my arm hurt.

“Exactly,” Adam said. “I’d welcome an explanation.”

Helen said, “We’re all Homeward Bounders. So was the tramp.”

“Shut up,” I said. “He won’t believe a word you say. They never do. They’re not allowed to.”

Adam stood up. “Try me,” he suggested, in his coolest way. “If you can convince me, I’ll let you keep those trousers.”

I didn’t answer. I wasn’t going to make a fool of myself, even for a pair of trousers. Helen looked at Joris for support. Joris was leaning against the wall, looking like I felt. He said to me, “You ought to have your arm in a sling. Will it heal?”

Before I could say that I’d had bigger holes in me than this, Adam said, “My house is near the end of this alley. We can find him a sling there.”

Someone must have agreed to go to Adam’s house. I didn’t. I was feeling too grey. But I know we went there. I was feeling too grey to notice the house much, except that it was big and red, with trees in front. The first thing I properly remember is being in the front hall. There was a skeleton there. It was standing in the hall, looking at me.

“Meet Fred,” Adam said.

Fred was the skeleton’s name. It stood with its splay feet on a sort of plinth. On the plinth, there were gold letters: FREDERICK M. ALLINGTON.

“How beautiful!” said Helen. Fred was just her sort of thing.

“My father’s a doctor,” Adam explained. “I think I may be one too.” We were in the kitchen by then, and Joris was tying up my arm in a kitchen towel. Joris had recovered enough now to keep saying how sorry he was. They made me sit in a chair and drink a mug of sweet tea. I remember looking round the kitchen unfavourably while I drank it. It was so clean and white. Nowhere ever has good kitchens like my world. Our kitchen at Home was brown and warm and cluttered, and you could make toast at the range, even in summer. This one might have been a hospital. There was no range. I couldn’t see anywhere to make toast. Still, it was better than nothing. A lot of worlds don’t have kitchens at all.

Then I came to myself to discover that Adam had by no means given up hope of finding out about us. You could hardly blame him. He had seen enough to make anyone curious. “I can tell you’re all from different places,” he said, fishing for information, “by the way you talk. Joris has an American accent—”

“I haven’t,” said Joris. “But I still have a Kathayack twang.”

“Ah,” said Adam. “Helen sounds foreign.” He was right there. Helen spoke good English, but it wasn’t her native language, and it showed. “I’d guess Helen was Pakistani,” Adam fished on.

“The House of Uquar,” Helen said scathingly, “is in Spithicar.”

“And I’m dead common,” I said, to stop Adam.

“I was going to say,” Adam said, “that I can’t place you at all, Jamie. Have a biscuit.”

As soon as Helen realised I was trying to stop Adam, she began to tell him all about us, and about Homeward Bounders, and Them, and the ways of the worlds, while Joris waited eagerly in the wings, ready to talk about Konstam the moment Helen stopped.


But Joris was disappointed. Adam didn’t believe a word.

He laughed. “Pull the other one!” he said. “Haras-uquara! Demons! Them! You’ve all been watching too much telly.”

“Well, you asked us to tell you,” I said. I was really annoyed. It’s funny the way your mind works. I ought to have been relieved that Adam didn’t believe Helen, but I wasn’t. All of a sudden, I was desperate for him to believe. I wanted an ordinary person to understand about Homeward Bounders, just this once. Before I knew it, I was casting about for something that might convince Adam.

There was Joris’s slave mark. But Adam could say, like Helen, that anyone could get tattooed. There was that silly whistle thing I still had from Creema di Leema. But Adam had probably seen things like it in his world too. I fetched it out of my shirt pocket and showed it him, and he had. He said you could buy them at the newsagent’s down the street. But there was Helen’s arm.

“Helen,” I said. “Show him your gift.”

Helen’s nose and half one eye had been showing, but, when I said this, her hair fell down in front of them completely. “No,” she said.

“Why not?” I said. She didn’t answer. “Oh, come on!” I said. “It’s the only thing that’s going to convince him. Why not?”

One word came out of her hair. “Joris.”

I looked at Joris, and Joris looked at me. Neither of us knew what this meant.


“If you mean her face is her gift,” Adam said, “I’ve seen it. It looks like a face to me.”

“No,” I said. “It’s something else. Helen, what do you mean – ‘Joris’?”

The ready-to-bite look came through Helen’s hair. “He’ll think I’m a demon.”

“But I won’t! I can’t. I can see you’re not a demon!” Joris protested. “I promise I won’t.”

Helen’s nose-tip reappeared. “All right. If you promise.” She began rolling up her sleeve.

“Her arm is an arm too,” Adam said.

“You wait,” I said.

Helen did the elephant-trunk again. I think that was her favourite. She did it slowly too, so that Adam could see her normal brown skin turning into each grey wrinkle, further and further up her arm. Adam goggled. He was really impressed. But so was Joris, in a different way. Joris leant back in his chair – he looked relaxed, but I could see he was tense all over – and his eyes went all narrow. He watched every movement of that trunk like a cat. I could see Helen’s eyes too, bright and black, watching Joris between strands of hair.

When the elephant trunk curled up, showing there was no bone in it, Adam said, “I think I’m convinced.” He sounded shaken. But I could hardly attend, because of the way Joris was looking. When I think, I suspect that that was the thing which really convinced Adam – Joris’s reaction.


“There,” Helen said defiantly, bending the pink nostrils of the trunk towards Joris. “Demons do that, don’t they? Am I a demon, Joris?”

“I – don’t know what you are,” Joris said. “Demons – demons do that all over. Do you?”

“Only one arm,” said Helen. “Is it more spirit than body?”

“Yes,” said Joris, watching the grey trunk narrowly.

“Well, I can’t help it,” said Helen.

“No, and I don’t suppose demons can either,” I said. “Come off it, Joris. You promised.”

“I know,” Joris said, in a quiet firm, determined way. “But I think she is part-demon.”

That was another time when I wanted to shake Joris. Helen sort of shut down. The elephant trunk grew into an arm again, from the top downwards. Then Helen pulled her sleeve down and sat there without a face. She wouldn’t speak whatever I said.

I could see it made Adam quite uncomfortable. “Care to expand a bit?” he said to me. “On Homeward Bounders and the rules and so on?”

So I told him. Adam made more tea – which Helen wouldn’t touch – while I did, and Joris waited for his turn. As soon as I stopped to drink, Joris started in. “Of course Konstam would tell this better than me,” he said. “Konstam—”

I didn’t mean to groan, but I did. A faint moan came from behind Helen’s hair too. Now, you must have noticed that Adam was quick on the uptake. One side of his mouth gave a bit of a flicker, and he turned to Joris in a smooth way that I could tell was taking the Archangel. “Tell me all about Konstam,” he said.

Naturally Joris did. After a solid half hour, if Adam hadn’t known Konstam was ten foot tall and a Great God, he had only himself to blame. It came pouring out: Konstam, Konstam, Konstam. Mixed with it was the story of Adrac and Them, which I think was much more interesting.

But the thing which really interested Adam was the fact that Joris had been a slave.

Adam got far more out of Joris about that than we had bothered to. Joris rolled up his sleeve and showed Adam the anchor mark, of course, but he also told Adam that it had been done at the slave mart when he was seven, because that was Kathayack State Law. Konstam and the two other Khans who had come to buy Joris there had not wanted him marked. But they were not allowed to take him out of the State without. Then he went on to tell Adam that, no, he had not been born a slave. His grandmother had sold him because the family was too poor to keep him.

“How much did your grandmother get for you?” Adam asked. He was commercial minded, like me.

“Five thousand crowns,” said Joris. “The Khans gave ten thousand.”

Adam whistled. “Some profit! Are you still worth that much?”

“Twice as much,” Joris said modestly. “I’d have been worth twice as much again when I was fully trained.” He sighed. “Konstam—”

Adam nipped Konstam in the bud. He began pointing at things in the kitchen and asking Joris how many crowns they were worth. Before long, Adam’s face was shining. “I make it a crown is worth slightly over a pound!” he said. “Are all slaves worth that much?”

“No,” said Joris. “Only first-class boys. They get trained as runners or racing drivers. Girls go for a lot less when they’re small, but they can go up in value later, if they turn out pretty.”

“How much,” said Adam, with bated breath, “for a pretty girl?”

“Well, it depends how well brought up they’ve been,” said Joris, “and whether they’ve been taught music and dancing and massage—”

“Oh very well brought up,” said Adam. “Knows everything.”

“Then,” said Joris, “a handsome virgin, with accomplishments, can go for up to sixty thousand crowns.”

“Does,” Adam asked eagerly, “colour of hair and things like that make a difference to the price?”

“Red hair does,” said Joris, “because it’s uncommon. Red hair can add as much as five hundred crowns to the price.”

Adam wrapped his arms round himself and rolled about in his chair, in an agony of avarice. “Oh!” he said. “Oooh! Lead me to your world, Joris! The money I’d make! Of course, I’d have to get Vanessa there too, but I could manage that. Oh, if only we had slaves here! I’d sell Vanessa tonight!”

“Who’s Vanessa?” I said.

“My sister,” said Adam. “My sneering, bossy, know-all, red-headed sister. Next time she goes on at me, I shall sit and think how much I can sell her for. Ooh! Oh! Ah! Sixty thousand, five hundred pounds!”

This brought Helen’s nose out into the open. “Greedy pig!” she said. “And I thought Jamie was commercial minded!”

“Tell me about you,” Adam said quickly to the nose, before it could go in again.

“I might,” said Helen. And she put a mouse she had been nursing down on the table. The critter ran like clockwork towards the biscuits.

“I didn’t know you kept mice,” Adam said.

“I don’t. It lives here,” said Helen. “It’s quite sweet, but I’d prefer it if you had rats.” This was quite true, but what it meant was that Helen was still in a bad mood. It took me quite a while to coax her into telling Adam how she saw Them at Their game in the House of Uquar.

That story caused Adam to take his glasses off and twirl them about. He seemed to do that when he was thinking. I suspect that he thought a lot. His glasses were broken both sides and mended with wire and sticking plaster.


“Funny,” he said, when Helen had finished. “You seem all to have seen Them differently. It’s given me quite a few ideas. I’m not sure I like my ideas, either. But I know what kind of games They were playing. Like to come and see one?”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Adam took us through the hall, past Frederick M. Allington the skeleton, and down some steps to a big basement room. Like all the rest of his house, it was beautifully polished and painted and well kept. Rich. Posh. Adam switched on a bright light over a large table in the middle of the room.

Even Helen recoiled. I jumped back. Joris had got right out of the door before Helen said, “It’s only models. Come back, fool.”

She was right. But, for a moment, I could have sworn it was one of Their game tables. There was a real-looking landscape built on the table. Adam said it was made out of paper and glue and paint mostly. He was proud of it. He had made most of it. There were hills, a wood, bushes, a lake and some clusters of houses. Over this landscape were arranged the soldiers and machines and guns of a mud-brown war. All the little figures were beautifully painted, to look as real as possible. Adam had done those too.

“This is called a War Game,” Adam said. “This one’s a modern war I’m in the middle of playing with my father.” He went up to the table and looked over the arrangement of models. He picked up one of the rulers lying on the landscape and made some measurements. The intent way he did it made all three of us think of Them. “I think I’ve got him,” he said. “When he comes back on Sunday, I’m going to crush him. It takes real skill, you know.”

“Doesn’t it depend on luck at all?” I said, nodding to the handful of dice lying near the rulers.

“They threw dice,” Joris said. He was staring at that table just as he had stared at Helen’s arm.

“You told me,” said Adam. “You said They moved things on the table and sometimes threw dice after that. That was what made me sure it was War Gaming. You don’t use the dice every move – that’s why it takes skill – you use them to tell you the results of the battles, how many men get killed, and so on. We use dice for the weather too. We make it quite subtle. You can read the rules if you like.” He picked up a fat booklet from the edge of the table and passed it to Joris.

Helen put her hair back to stare at the table of soldiers. That meant she was impressed. “But what do They use the machines for?”

“Calculating the odds on this or that move, I should think,” Adam said. “Dad and I have often said we could do with a computer. Just think how much more you’d need one if you were playing with the whole world!” Adam’s face took on a blissful, wistful look. “Fancy a War Game with the whole world for a table!”

“But where do They get the machines?” Helen persisted.

“How should I know?” said Adam. “Though what I’d do if I was Them, would be to let people invent them, on this world or that, and then kill the people off and take the machines myself.”

“So would I,” said Helen. “I think They do. But you may not be right. The game I saw Them playing in the House of Uquar wasn’t like this.”

“Yes, it was really,” Adam assured her. “It was the kind we call Fantasy War Gaming. Any number of people can play that. Look. I can’t show you it set out, because we play with just a referee and a map.” He took Helen and me over to a shelf at one side of the room where there were piles of hand-drawn maps. They looked like mazes – or pictures of the travels of an earthworm. “These are underground maps,” Adam explained, full of enthusiasm, “with masses of traps, pitfalls and monsters. Basically, the referee sets the players’ men going through one of these places, and they see if they can fight their way out of it before something gets them. There’s something horrendous every few yards.”

“That’s Helen’s world!” I said.

“You make it sound like one of my outside Fantasy maps,” Adam said, leafing through his heap. “Players can take over a fort in those. Oh, and a lot of emphasis is put on the endowments of the players’ men – how strong they are, and how persistent, and whether they’re fighting-men or thieves or clerks, and what class of man or magic user they’ve got to. Is your world like that?”

“Yes,” said Helen. “I am a cleric and a magic user.” This was news to me, but, when I thought about it, what else could she have been?

Joris came up with the book of rules just then, looking puzzled. “This War isn’t like ours with the demons, not really.”

“No,” said Adam. “From what you said, yours is a version of the game in Helen’s world. That’s why they threw dice so much. When a player’s man meets a monster – or a demon – he’s allowed a saving throw, to give him some kind of chance. We use these many-sided dice—”

“Some of Their dice had many sides,” Joris said.

Helen said loudly, “I’m angry. How dare They play games!”

“Quite,” said Adam. “What worries me is that this world – my world – has to be a game like the one on the table. And when They start playing Their next war, it’s going to be a nuclear one. You know – radiation.”


“Demon rays,” Helen and Joris said together. I didn’t say anything. I was remembering that Adam’s world was ninth in a war series. My home was so like his, that it was probably tenth. They could be playing that kind of war there at the moment. Or worse – my Home could have been the world just before Adam’s, the one with the demon rays. But I couldn’t let myself think that. I couldn’t!

Adam turned and opened boxes of different kinds of soldiers, red-coated, blue-coated, in armour, and in kilts. I don’t think he was attending to them any more than I was.

He had taken his glasses off to twiddle. “How does one get rid of Them?” he said.

But, just then there was a terrific clatter of feet, and someone with flaming red hair in a flaming rage came shooting down the steps into the basement. “Adam! Adam! I draw the line at pet mice on the kitchen table!” She was a grown-up lady, but she really was pretty, in spite of too much make-up and the rage she was in. She would have been worth every penny of sixty thousand crowns. “A tame mouse!” she shouted. “Eating biscuits on the table!”

“It wasn’t tame,” said Adam. “It was quite, quite wild. I hoped it would tear you to bits.” And he said to us, “My sister, Vanessa.” He had introduced Fred the skeleton in a much more friendly way.

“Oh, you would have visitors!” said Vanessa. “You always do when I’m really mad with you!” She came towards us trying to pretend it was a joke. But it wasn’t. I could see Adam really annoyed her.

Joris backed away from her. He was thoroughly embarrassed. He remembered the conversation about the price of handsome virgins as well as I did. Helen was ashamed about the mouse. Her hair came down like a curtain. Which left me standing out in front.

Vanessa wasn’t very tall. Even with the high-heeled shoes ladies wore in Adam’s world, she wasn’t much taller than me or Adam. That made me feel I knew her quite well, somehow. Her face, the same level as mine, lost its annoyance and its false smile as soon as she looked at me. She looked at my arm in the kitchen towel, and she looked back at my face. “What’s been happening to you? You look really ill!”

“It’s a long story,” I said. “I had a bit of an accident.”

“It was me—” began Joris.

“Not to worry,” Adam cut in quickly. “Joris and me gave him First Aid. He’s Jamie, by the way. This is Helen, the one without a face.”

It was no good. Vanessa was used to Adam. She just stuck to her point. “Let me look at it at once,” she said to me. “Adam doesn’t know the first thing—”

“I do,” Joris said timidly, and Adam said, “I do!” but Vanessa took not the blindest bit of notice of either. She simply dragged me off to a place where there were a great many strong-smelling medicines and bandages and things. While she stripped off the kitchen towel, she told me she was nineteen and had just started training to be a doctor, so I could have every confidence. Then she saw the cut. It gave her rather a shock – demon knives are pretty vicious things – and she wanted to rush me off to hospital at once to have it stitched.

I refused to go. I knew it would mean no end of trouble in a well-organised world like this one. I thought they would probably end up putting me in a madhouse. So I talked and talked at Vanessa to persuade her to forget about the hospital. I haven’t the faintest memory of what I said. It’s a funny thing – if people get sympathetic and start worrying about you, you always feel twice as ill. I felt really grey. I remember talking, and Vanessa answering in a humouring sort of way, but I’ve no idea what I said. But it turns out I told her all about Adam and the game and the alley, and half my life as a Homeward Bounder as well. Helen swore I did, so I suppose I must have done. I must have thought Vanessa wouldn’t believe a word.

Anyway, she put a dressing on my arm and made it much more comfortable. Then she made me go and lie down in their front room. I thought of it as their parlour – we’d have called it a parlour at Home. It had smart velvet chairs and a piano and wax fruit and photographs of relatives, just as ours did. But I think they called it a living room. That was daft, because the room was much posher than our parlour. Even the relatives in the photographs were all much posher than ours – imposing old fellows in whiskers and ladies in a lot of hat. There was one photograph of a lady in a hat just over the smart sofa I was lying on, and I kept staring at it. The lady didn’t look at all like Vanessa – when do relatives in photos ever look like anyone alive? – but I kept thinking I’d seen her before. I dozed off, and woke up, and looked at the photographed lady several times, and each time she looked more familiar.

The rest of them thought I was asleep all the time. They kept creeping in, pretending they were having a look at me, in order to have private talks.

I woke up to hear Adam whispering. “That knife just leapt at him. I’ve never seen anything like it! Joris thought he’d killed him. He is OK, isn’t he?”

“Yes, but it’s a nasty cut,” Vanessa whispered back. “I wish he’d go to the hospital. Adam, don’t slide off. Have they told you—? If all this about Them is true, oughtn’t we to do something?”

“I know we ought!” Adam whispered. “It’s serious. I’m not going to sit about waiting to be someone’s toy soldier.”

“Or something’s,” said Vanessa.

“Too right!” said Adam.

A bit later on, I opened my eyes to look at the lady in the photograph and heard Joris talking: “…all my fault,” he was saying, “because it was a silly joke between me and Helen. Only Helen won’t talk to me now, so can I talk to you?”

“Yes, if you want,” Vanessa said. “But don’t wake Jamie up.”

“Helen says Jamie kept getting her into messes,” said Joris. “She said he showed off. But I don’t think that was fair, because Jamie does know. It was my fault. I took too long stealing a coat, and then I lost my head in the alley. I hate myself. And there’s another thing.”

“What is that?” said Vanessa.

Joris said, “I think slavery is wrong.”

“Well,” said Vanessa, “you should know.”

“No, but I don’t,” said Joris. “Not from my own experience. Konstam never treats me like a slave. Konstam—”

Once he was on Konstam again, I went straight back to sleep. I was amused. I could see Joris was trying to warn Vanessa about Adam’s plans for her. I wondered what made him so sure that being a slave would be a bad thing for Vanessa, if it wasn’t for him.

The next time I woke up and looked at the familiar lady in the photograph, it was because someone was crying. I moved round very gently and sort of stretched my eyes sideways to see who it was. I thought it was Joris again, to tell the truth. But it was Helen! I was shocked. I hadn’t thought Helen could cry. But there she was, sitting on the sofa across from mine, with her hands to her face, howling her eyes out. Vanessa was sitting on the floor beside the sofa with both arms round Helen. I thought, poor Vanessa! She’s having quite a time among all of us!

“It’s not a gift!” Helen howled. “It’s a d-d-deformity! It’s not even properly a body! Joris said it wasn’t.”


“Yes, but Joris was thinking of his own world,” Vanessa said. “I’m sure you can’t judge one world by another. Helen, you’d be much better thinking of it as a gift you haven’t found the use of yet. Haven’t you ever been given a present like that? You can’t think what to do with this gadget you’ve been given, but you know it’ll come in handy for something.”

Helen managed to laugh and cry at once. “That’s clever! I’ll call my arm my gadget in future. What made you think of it?”

“Because I feel a bit like that myself,” Vanessa said. “I’m going to be a doctor, because that’s what everyone is in my family, but there are all sorts of bits of me that I won’t be using for that. And I keep thinking they must come in handy sometime.”

“I hope they do,” Helen said, sniffing.

Vanessa said, “Better now?”

“Yes,” said Helen. She went all fierce. “I shall use my gadget to exterminate Them, because of what They did to Jamie!”

A bit later on, Adam came and woke me up. “Vanessa says can you eat some supper when she’s cooked it?”

“Sure,” I said. “I could even eat that wild mouse. Adam, who’s that lady with the hat in that photo up there?”

Adam pushed his glasses up his nose to see. “Oh, her. That’s my great-grandmother they’ve bored me with ever since I can remember. She was one of the first ever women doctors, or something. There’s more pictures of her in that album over there, if you want to look.”

“Depends how soon supper is,” I said.

“Ten minutes,” Adam said. He fetched me the album. “I warn you,” he said, “they’re all either her and a potted fern, or her cutting up a corpse. She only looks human in the first one. She was about fifteen in that one. They say she probably looked quite like Vanessa. Red hair photographed as black in those days.”

He went away, and I opened the album. I knew why the lady looked familiar at once. The apparently black-haired girl staring solemnly out of the first photograph was indeed like Vanessa, only not so pretty.

Vanessa was older, of course. This girl was at the prim and fussy stage. You could see she’d fussed for hours about her clothes to be photographed in. But, even so, even more than Vanessa, that girl reminded me of my sister Elsie – she reminded me so much of Elsie that I took a look at her feet, expecting to see Rob’s cast-off boots on them. But of course she was wearing elegant little pointed shoes, of a kind my parents could never have afforded.

I didn’t bother to look at the rest of the album. When Helen came to say supper was ready, she said, “Whatever’s the matter, Jamie!”

I swallowed what felt like half my throat. “You behaved awfully well,” I said, “that time in the pantomime horse, when you thought you’d seen your mother. I wouldn’t have been nearly so sensible.”

“I knew you were right,” said Helen. “Why?”

I showed her the photograph. “That could almost be my sister Elsie,” I said. “This world’s so like mine that I think mine may even be next one on.”

“Then why didn’t you say so?” said Helen. “You shouldn’t have let us make you stay here! I’ll go and tell Joris, and we’ll move on tomorrow.”

That cheered me up wonderfully. Supper cheered me up more, even though Vanessa was a really rotten cook. It turned out that Helen and Joris had helped Vanessa cook – in which case I shudder to think what Vanessa’s food was like when she cooked it on her own. While we ate it, Joris talked about Konstam. He talked nonstop. He had two new listeners in Vanessa and Adam, and he made the best of them.

“Does he ever stop?” Adam muttered to me.

“He hasn’t yet,” I said. “But he’s only been on the Bounds two days.”

“Adam, it’s rude to whisper,” said Vanessa.

“Who’s a pink-haired trout then?” said Adam.

“You disgusting blind toad!” retorted Vanessa.

It amazed me how rude they were to one another. They didn’t insult one another for fun, either. They both really meant it. But, when they stopped snarling insults, they seemed perfectly good friends. The sudden changes made me nervous. The third time they went at one another, they actually stopped Joris talking. There was total silence when they stopped.


“Sorry about that,” said Adam. He wasn’t sorry at all. “Jamie, we want to do something about Them. We think we’ve discovered some weak points in Their rules.”

They had been discussing it while I was asleep. Adam had made a list of every single fact Helen or Joris knew about Them, and they had all remembered the things I had said. Then Adam had thought about it, hard.

“First,” he said, “They make the rules, and then the rules seem to work automatically, by themselves – as in a certain incident in a certain alley. Second, you lot are what They call random factors. Now that ought to mean something quite unpredictable, which crops up in spite of the rules. But I think They use it to mean more than that. What’s the main thing you three have in common?”

“We’ve seen Them playing,” I said.

“Right,” said Adam. “And once you did, you were disconnected from the game – neutralised as Homeward Bounders. And all sorts of new rules came into operation to make sure you stayed that way. Why?”

“Because otherwise we’d tell ordinary people like you,” I said, “and you’d want to do something about Them.”

“Yes, that’s what They want you to think,” said Adam. “But you’re forgetting part of Helen’s story. Helen’s teacher couldn’t see Them.”

I felt my mouth come open. I shut it quick. It was full at the time. What my mother would have said! “Then what are They playing at? You mean most people can’t see Them at all?”

Adam’s face gleamed with enthusiasm. “That’s right! I know how it works! It’s brilliant! I wish it was possible in ordinary War Gaming! It adds an extra game on the side, and turns Their game into a huge exciting gamble. What happens is that you prove that you can see Them and you become a Homeward Bounder in an enormous game of chance, like Ludo or Snakes and Ladders or something, going on round the edge of the War Game. Think. There are hundreds, or maybe millions of people wandering about who know what’s going on. If these people come together with the right people at the right time, they can ruin everything for Them. Actually, the odds are on Their side. Think how many odds there must be against you three first coming together, then coming here, finding me, convincing me, and me happening to know about War Gaming – out of millions of worlds and millions of people who don’t! But it can happen. It just has. And now it has, we can win the game and bring Them down.”

“Yes,” I said. “But you forget They know. They know everything.”

“But we still think we can do something,” Vanessa said. “I’m sure we can. This is my idea. There are only allowed to be a certain number of Homeward Bounders, aren’t there? By the time Joris was – er – discarded, there was only room for one more after him. Maybe They’ve sent someone else off since. Anyway, the numbers are nearly full. So I think we ought to increase that number – overload the circuit, and see what happens.”

I didn’t see it. I mean, I understood all right, but Vanessa didn’t know Them. They’d just make the numbers right somehow – probably kill off old Ahasuerus or the Flying Dutchman, or one of us. I didn’t say it, though. I said, “What do you aim to do?”

“I think,” said Vanessa, “that Adam and I have become random factors because we believe you. I think we should leave notes explaining all about Them to our parents, to make it thoroughly difficult for Them, and come with the three of you when you move on tomorrow.”

“I think that’s what Ahaseurus meant,” said Helen.

“So when do the Bounds call next?” Adam asked.

“We don’t need to wait for the call,” Joris pointed out.

Then they all looked at me to see what I thought. I still couldn’t say. It wasn’t only that I was twice as scared of Them than even Joris was. It wasn’t only that I didn’t like to say it was no use. What had suddenly got me was that I didn’t know when the Bounds were going to call next in this world. I hadn’t a clue. We seemed to have messed things up by going through Boundaries on our own. And that put me in a taking. Suppose the Bounds called suddenly – tonight – I would have to go to the nearest Boundary. And I knew the nearest Boundary couldn’t be those vegetable patches. That was too far away. But those vegetable patches were the only Boundary where I could be reasonably sure of getting to my own Home. I didn’t know what to do.

I must have looked grey again. Vanessa said, “We’ll put you to bed, Jamie, and decide properly tomorrow morning. Adam’s supposed to have school on Saturday mornings, but I expect a mysterious illness to strike him any moment. We shall have all tomorrow and most of Sunday to take action in. You sleep on it.”

I did sleep on it. I slept in a vast bed belonging to Adam’s parents, under a thing I’d have called an eiderdown. Adam called it a duvet. Very posh. It must have taken a whole farmyard full of hens to stuff that thing. I sweltered. So did Joris. He was in the other side of the vast bed in the morning, and the hot eiderdown was piled up between us, and I hadn’t even known he was there.

I lay for a while when I woke up, thinking it was lucky the Bounds hadn’t called in the night. I’d been too fast asleep to hear them.

“How are you?” said Joris, when he saw I was awake.

I felt good. My arm hardly hurt at all. “All right,” I said. “Joris, what do you think of Vanessa’s idea for getting rid of Them? Do you think it could be that simple?”

Joris considered. I could see in his face the horror of Them. He’d had Them a good bit more recently than me, after all. “No,” he said. “It can’t be right. Helen says your world is next one on. I think we should go there.”


“Thanks!” I said. I was really relieved. “Let’s sneak off straight after breakfast then.”

But we never got a chance. Joris and I were just coming downstairs, wondering what people ate for breakfast in this world, when the doorbell rang. We didn’t know it was the doorbell. It made a gentle chime – ping-pong. We only realised what the noise was when Adam drifted across the hall, looking like someone from Creema di Leema in yellow pyjamas with purple spots, and went out of sight round the corner to open the front door…

We heard Adam make a sort of glunk-noise. Someone outside said, “Forgive me. I have a hot reading for this house.” And then a man dressed just like Joris leapt energetically into the middle of the hall.

Joris let out a huge shout of “Konstam!” and came rushing downstairs so fast that I had to rush too in order not to be knocked over.

Yes, it was Konstam Khan. Ten-foot Konstam himself. I didn’t believe it at first, any more than you do. But he was really there, standing just in front of Fred the skeleton, with his white boots planted wide apart on the hall carpet, looking anxiously at Joris. But when he saw Joris rushing at him in one piece, he smiled, showing amazingly white teeth, and his face sort of glowed. He put the little square instrument he had been carrying away in the front of his white leather jerkin – which had the same black sign on it as Joris’s – and began stripping off his white leather gauntlets. He hung the gloves in his belt, beside the curved sword and the holstered gun which were already there.

“Joris, I’m sorry to have been so long coming to fetch you,” Konstam said.

By this time, Vanessa was in the doorway of the kitchen in a trailing blue dressing-gown, and Helen was on the stairs behind me. We all stared at Konstam.

Because the amazing thing about Konstam Khan was that he really was all the things that Joris said he was. You only had to look at him to see he was. You could tell he was brave and strong and heroic from the way he held his head and the way he moved – he moved so lightly that it was plain he had muscles most people don’t even get born with. He had godlike good looks too.

His skin was very brown, browner than Helen’s. And one of the things which made Konstam so handsome was the faint glow of pink through the brown of his cheeks. I always liked that in Helen, but she only had that when she was in a good mood. Konstam glowed with health all the time. His blue-black hair waved crisply from his face. His black eyes flashed with health and keenness. He was considerate, and he was nice. You could tell that from the way he looked at Joris. He had that nice, straight way of looking that Joris had. In fact, he was as godlike as Joris had said – except for one thing. He was nothing like ten feet tall. He was about an inch shorter than Joris was.

I saw Joris notice Konstam’s height as he rushed at Konstam. It obviously surprised him. Behind Joris’s back, Adam put one hand as high as he could in the air, and then lowered it expressively to dwarf-height. I had to turn away and snore. Vanessa hid her face in the door-jamb.

“But Konstam, how did you do it? How did you get here? How did you find me?” Joris clamoured.

“I knew you’d no means of getting back on your own,” Konstam said. “The trouble was, Adrac took you through so many worlds that you went right off the range of the portable tracker. I had to fly home and trace you from Khan Valley. That’s what took the time. But you must have known I’d come and fetch you.” Konstam obviously didn’t feel it was worth explaining how he had come skipping from world to world. I suppose he’d done it like we did with Joris.

“I—” Joris began, beaming with delight. Then he went all anxious and looked at me. “I – I can go Home, can’t I? Does being a Homeward Bounder stop you?”

“Of course you can go,” I said. “Didn’t you listen to Them? If you can get Home, you can re-enter play.” I envied Joris. Oh, I envied him. Envy turned my stomach round, the moment I saw Konstam. No one had been able to come and fetch me.

Up to then, Konstam had obviously been thinking of nothing but Joris. You could see he had been worried sick about him. Now he looked round and made a little bow to us all, with a lower bow to Vanessa. He thought she was probably the lady of the house. Joris looked embarrassed again. I could tell he was thinking of the sixty thousand crowns.

“I’m afraid I rather barged in,” Konstam said. “Do forgive me.”

“We’re very glad to see you,” Vanessa said politely. “We’ve heard such a lot about you. Would you care for some breakfast now you’re here?”

“Could I have some breakfast, Konstam, before we go?” Joris asked humbly.

“Of course,” Konstam said. And he said to Vanessa, “I’d love a cup of tea, if your world has such a thing.”

We were all rather sad, I think. We knew Konstam meant to take Joris Home straight after breakfast. But, as it turned out, he didn’t. That was because, over breakfast, Joris told Konstam about Them.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

At first the story came tumbling out of Joris, all mixed up and helter-skelter, in the same way Joris had talked about Konstam. But Konstam said, “For goodness sake, Joris. Take a deep breath and then tell it logically.” And Joris did.

I’d noticed before that when Joris had talked about demon hunting, or Boundaries, or anything to do with his trade, he always told it much more clearly. I think that was Konstam’s doing. But Konstam only corrected Joris in the way anyone older than Joris would have done. That was another thing that turned out to be true – Konstam really didn’t treat Joris like a slave. He seemed to like Joris a lot. It was quite clear, from the first minute when Joris came rushing downstairs, that Konstam had not come after Joris just because he was valuable property gone missing. No. The slave-stuff was all in Joris’s head. Or, if you like, in a small anchor-shaped mark on his arm.

“What?” Konstam said, when Joris got to Them.

Joris repeated it as he had said it to us. “It must have been in the spirit world. And I knew I was done for. There were so many of Them, and I could see They were all demons.”

Konstam shook his crisp black head. “You were never in the spirit world. The tracker would have registered it. What is this? A place of demons – greater than Adrac! – gaming with worlds!”

“I swear it’s true,” said Joris. “Helen and Jamie have seen it too.”

Konstam turned to me, looking almost feverish, his eyes glittered so. I saw the main thing about Konstam then. He was obsessed with demon hunting. It was his passion. The thought of a whole new set of demons he hadn’t known about nearly drove him mad. He was as bad as Adam over the sixty thousand crowns.

Adam, by the way, spent the entire breakfast looking from Konstam to Vanessa and practically licking his lips.

So I told Konstam that it was indeed true about Them. Helen bore me out, without so much as letting the tip of her nose out through her hair. She was afraid Konstam was going to start hunting her too. I decided to have a word with Konstam about that. By then it was clear that Konstam was not going home yet. He had prodded and questioned at me so feverishly about how I came to see Them, that I ended up admitting that this city was very like the one which was my Home. Then it was no trouble at all to get me to admit that I could probably find the place where They were here too.

He leapt up and whirled to the middle of the kitchen. He was a great leaper, was Konstam. He never just walked if he could leap. “Come on then. Lets go and take a look at Them, Jamie!”

“Wait a minute!” Vanessa said, jumping up too. “Let me get dressed. I want to come.”

“And me,” said Adam.

“I beg your pardon,” Konstam said to Vanessa, laughing a little. “I thought you were already dressed. I’ve been admiring your gown.”

“I’m going to wear trousers,” Vanessa said, and raced off, rather pink.

Adam paused in the doorway, to ask Konstam bluntly, “Are you very rich?”

“Fairly,” Konstam said, looking puzzled.

“Good!” said Adam, and raced off too.

In the end, we all went to find Them. I don’t think Joris and Helen wanted to in the least, but Joris was back to being Konstam’s slave and he had to go, and Helen was afraid the Bounds might call while she was alone. I was glad of their company. I didn’t want to see Them either. But Konstam was like that. He could make you do things wild horses couldn’t drag you to.


Vanessa said she would drive us. There was a little old vehicle in a shed beside the house. Vanessa called it her car. In my world, car is a poetic word for a chariot. I stared at the thing. There was nothing poetic about it that I could see – my father’s precious tricycle was more poetic.

Joris was staring at it too. I remembered that he had said Konstam drove an expensive fast car, and I had thought he had meant something golden, drawn by a team of thoroughbred horses. So I asked him whether this car was anything like Konstam’s. Not really, Joris said, though he thought they both worked the same way.

“Is Konstam’s more poetic, would you say?” I said. And Joris said, with great feeling, that it was, much more.

How six of us got in that unpoetic car, I shall never know. I was crammed in, in front, on top of Adam, as guide. My arm was really hurting again, from the crush, even before we were moving.

It took ages to find the place. For one thing, that city was quite a bit different from mine, in the place where it mattered, down by the canal arches. For another, it was annoyingly over-organised. I hate places with so many rules. You could only go one way along half the roads. We kept having to turn right, away from the canal, whenever I wanted to turn towards it. Vanessa drove round and round, and I began to think that Their place didn’t exist here in her world. I ought to have felt glad, but I didn’t, because Konstam got so dreadfully polite. Konstam was one of those who get polite instead of angry. He frightened me to death.

We found it in the end. It was just round the corner from the new concrete station where we got off the train. I craned to look up at it as we buzzed past, and it was uncannily like the Old Fort in my Home. It was triangular, and made of pinkish stone with fort-like castellations, and it had the same shut, massive door. But there were no harpoons in front. Vanessa stopped the car when I shouted, just past the side street that ran beside Their park or garden. We all got out and went down the side street. That took me right back. It was so much the same that I almost expected to see a box of groceries standing beside the pink stone wall. I was scared.

They had to help me over the wall. My arm wouldn’t work well enough for me to climb by myself. But that was no trouble to someone as strong as Konstam. He could have thrown me over it.

Over the wall, the silence hit us. There was a triangular park there too, with the same sort of dip in the middle, but there were not so many trees. The place was a mass of bushes, particularly up near the wall. And, as soon as we were standing among the bushes, all the instruments Konstam and Joris had began to register wildly. Their demon-indicators went right up to the ends of their scales and stayed there. The queer silence was broken by a faint tut-tutting from Joris’s Boundary-finder too, and when he took it out, the needle was jumping faintly. But when he turned it over, the Boundary needle on the other side was swirling round almost too fast to see.

“This is very odd,” Konstam whispered. “I’ve never met anything like this!” He could hardly wait to clap eyes on Them.

He went so fast among the bushes that the rest of us had a hard time keeping up. At least, we could have kept up if we had gone further down the dip where there was open grass and run, but Konstam wouldn’t hear of that. He turned and looked at Adam, when Adam tried to, and Adam didn’t try again.

That way, we missed seeing all but a glimpse of the small white statue down in the dip. I was glad. By the time we were level with it, we were all distracted anyway because the demon hunters’ instruments were making such a noise, whining and clicking and tut-tutting. Konstam stopped and switched them all off. Then he crept on, really cautiously. I am ready to swear that none of Them saw us.

There They were, almost as I saw Them at Home, across the gravel and dimly behind the reflection in the glass. Two of Them in grey cloaks. One of Them was delighted by what the machines seemed to tell him. He rubbed his hard-to-see hands. The other one seemed annoyed. From the look of Them, and from what Adam and Vanessa had been saying about their world, I thought They were playing small skirmishes as moves to lead up to a big war. But I don’t know for sure, because I couldn’t see the table through that window, and there was no point asking Adam. Adam couldn’t see Them at all.

“I can’t see anything! There’s only reflections in the glass!” he kept whispering, over and over again, until Konstam turned round and frowned. That shut Adam up.

I have seen cats watch mouseholes the way Konstam watched Them. He was alert and quite still, and tense and greedy and murderous. Until he had suddenly seen enough and signalled all of us to get back. When we were all by the wall again, he said, “Right. Council of war. May we return to your house, Vanessa?”

“Of course. But it’s my parents’ house really,” Vanessa said. She had gone white. Most people look ghastly like that, but Vanessa actually looked prettier. “We’ve got to stop Them!” she whispered. “I could feel how awful They were, even through the window.”

“Could you? In that case you would make a good demon hunter,” Konstam whispered.

Vanessa was very surprised. “Can women be demon hunters?”

“Gracious, yes!” Konstam said, as we all began to struggle over the wall. “Most of the best demon hunters are girls. Joris’s friend Elsa is almost as good as Joris is. Isn’t that so, Joris?”

Joris was on top of the wall, trying to haul me up. He was being all pale and businesslike. I suppose, now Konstam was here, They were like just another job to him. But he went a bit pink as he answered. “Elsa’s pretty good,” he said. I did wish there were no people called Elsa. The name made me sick for Home.

I don’t know how Helen felt. She stayed inside her hair whenever Konstam was anywhere near her. But Adam was really peevish. As soon as we had scrambled down into the sudden noise of the side street, he started going on about not being able to see Them. “It’s not fair!” he said. “I thought it was going to be Vanessa who couldn’t, not me. I suppose it proves I was right that most people can’t see Them, but I thought it was going to be Vanessa who proved it. It’s not fair!”

When we were all crammed into that car and Vanessa was driving us back, Konstam made me tell him, several times over, exactly what I had seen when I went into the Old Fort in my world. When we got to the house, he gathered us all round the kitchen table and did his flashing smile at us.

“Now,” he said. “Council of war. Joris and I are going to have to go in after Them. We wouldn’t be demon hunters if we didn’t. They are clearly a new kind of extremely powerful demon. They have a massive corporeal part, which is usually quite unheard of in demons that strong, and that’s going to mean thinking up a new approach. I’d welcome any suggestions the rest of you can give us. For a start, there’s the question of where They are. They’re not in the spirit world. I’m not even sure They could get into the spirit world in Their present corporeal state. On the other hand, They’re not in this world either.”


“Then where the blazes are They?” I said.

“In the Real Place,” said the voice behind Helen’s hair. “Remember? I told you about the place of glass and reflections, Jamie. I’d always thought the Real Place was a person’s own world. I thought that each world was the Real Place for the people living in it. But I looked at Them in that building and I suddenly knew it wasn’t. They were in the Real Place there. I think They’ve stolen it from people.”

“Thank you,” Konstam said respectfully. But Helen wouldn’t speak to him. “I’m sure Helen’s right. And it looks as if this Real Place of Theirs seems different in different worlds. You all saw different versions. But this Place suits us quite well. If, as Jamie says, it’s divided into triangular compartments in this cluster of worlds, we can go in and clean Them out of this triangle, and perhaps the next few, without taking on the whole lot. Then, when we’ve done that, and worked out the right way of dealing with Them, we can go home and muster all the demon hunters – Khans, Altunians, Smiths, Obotes, everyone – and start a major campaign.”

That was another thing about Konstam. The idea of failing never occurred to him. He had looked at Them. He had seen Them as a problem and he set about solving it. His face glowed. I did try to suggest that They were a little more than just a problem, but I got swept away in the general enthusiasm. Konstam was like that. His confidence was catching.

Before long, we had all agreed to take part in the assault on Them. I even found that I had. Konstam was very pleased. That meant we would be three to each of Them. That way, Konstam thought we might be able to kill the bodily part and the spirit part both at once, and prevent Them taking a dive to the spirit world, where, even Konstam admitted, we would have our work cut out to do anything with Them. The stumbling block was that They were in the Real Place and not likely to come out. We would have to go in. No one was sure quite how to do that – we had to suppose, you see, that They would know we were trying to get in and be ready to stop us. But Konstam was sure we could solve that. Meanwhile, he set about getting us all properly equipped. He drew up a list.

“This is going to take a good bit of money,” Joris said, looking it over.

Konstam smiled merrily and felt inside his leather jerkin. He seemed to have more things in there even than Joris. “I’ve thought of that,” he said, and brought out a big coiled fistful of shining yellow wire. “I came prepared.”

“Demon wire?” said Joris, as if this was an awful waste.

“Yes, I know,” said Konstam. “But gold is gold. I thought I might have to buy you back from someone. Do you have such things as pawnbrokers in this world?” he asked Vanessa.

“I – think so,” said Vanessa. “But any jeweller will give you a good price for gold at the moment.”


You should have seen Adam’s face when he realised Konstam was holding a fistful of solid gold! Now he knew Konstam was rich. I began to get quite worried about Vanessa. Konstam was pretty struck with her anyway. I had been noticing that from the start. And he obviously didn’t see anything wrong with owning slaves or he wouldn’t have bought Joris.

It was me who went out with Konstam to sell the gold. I had sold gold on several other worlds. Konstam was quite ready to take my advice. He put on an old raincoat belonging to Adam’s father to disguise his demon hunter’s uniform. Unlike Joris, he didn’t seem to value it at all. But in spite of that we ran into trouble.

“Where did you get this, sir?” the jeweller asked when Konstam showed him the wire.

“I use it in my work,” Konstam explained.

Oh, the rules and strictness of that blessed world! If the gold had been in any other shape but wire, it seems there would have been no trouble. But because it was wire, the dealer was sure it couldn’t belong to Konstam. And Konstam, who had twice the sense of Joris, knew better than to explain about demons.

In the end, the jeweller made Konstam sign a paper to say the wire was his, and we had to leave our names and Adam’s address. Fuss, fuss! But he gave us quite a bit of money for it.

We bought some of the things we needed on the way back, but not all. I spent the rest of the day being sent out for other things. Back in the house, it was like a workshop. You couldn’t buy demon equipment in that world at all. They had demons, Adam said, but they didn’t believe in them, so they weren’t a problem. This meant that Konstam and Joris had to make most of the things on the list themselves, out of metal and leather and wood and plastic, and any other material I could buy. Don’t ask me what the things they made were. I didn’t know what a trisp, or a nallete, or a conceptor was, any more than you do, and I still don’t. I was just the errand boy.

Konstam and Joris did most of the making, because they knew what they were supposed to be doing, but they soon had Adam hard at it too, because he was so good at making things. Vanessa did the unskilled work. Helen came with me at first. When the various things were done, they hung them on Fred the skeleton. Konstam said Fred was a very good place to hang them, being human bones.

I didn’t mind doing the shopping at all. It took my mind off Home and off Them. But I was nervous about what was going on while I was away. I was darn sure that, sooner or later, Joris would blurt out to Konstam about Helen’s arm and that Konstam would decide Helen needed hunting too. And I was just as sure that, while my back was turned, Adam would offer to sell Vanessa to Konstam for sixty thousand, five hundred crowns. And I was quite right.

I came into the kitchen with a bundle of assorted knives and a paper bag of aluminium blocks. It must have been exactly one second after Adam made his offer. Joris and Vanessa were off ransacking Dr Macready’s surgery again – Konstam was using everything there that was any use: he said he’d pay for anything he took – and that had left Adam alone with Konstam. The moment I came into the kitchen was the moment Konstam seized Adam. He slung Adam on the table and started to try and beat the pants off him. Konstam did it in such a cool and professional way that I couldn’t help wondering how often he had done it before.

I backed delicately out of the kitchen, with the pounding ringing in my ears, and ran into Joris in the hall. “Er – does Konstam do this often?” I said.

Joris shook his head. He was horribly ashamed. “I think Adam was asking seventy thousand,” he said.

A second later, Adam shot away upstairs, carrying the two halves of his glasses. Konstam shot to the door after him, really angry. He was going to shout something after Adam, when he saw Joris and me. “Oh good,” he said. “You got some knives.”

So we never did know how much Adam had tried to sell Vanessa for. Konstam was not saying – and not buying either, evidently. Adam stayed upstairs sulking until Joris and I went up and mended his glasses for him. We did it with a scrap of gold demon wire Joris happened to have, to console Adam a little. But Adam was not saying what he’d said to Konstam either. All he said was, “Joris, you have my hearty sympathy, belonging to that brute Konstam.” Which offended Joris. Joris was very touchy all day anyway. Vanessa said she thought Joris was dreading going after Them. He probably was. He knew what They were like even better than I did.

When I came downstairs again, the other disaster had struck. Helen came racing into the hall, and Konstam came leaping after her.

“No – wait!” Konstam was saying.

“Don’t you dare come near me!” Helen shouted. And she took hold of me and swung me round so that I was between her and Konstam. “Jamie, Joris told him!”

Well, I knew he would. “Leave her alone.” I said to Konstam. “She’s not even half a demon. If you touch her, I’ll set Them on you!”

He stood looking at me as if he was exasperated. “I wasn’t trying to hurt her,” he said. “I just wanted to look at her arm.”

That sounded pretty sinister to me. I suppose it was because we were in a doctor’s house. “With a view to amputation?” I said. “You try!”

Konstam folded his arms and took a glance at the ceiling, and then at Fred hung with queer objects. He tapped with his white boot. “Jamie,” he said patiently, “you’ve been in many more worlds than I have. Haven’t you learnt to judge people better than this?”

“I’ve learnt enough to know you put demon hunting in front of anything else,” I said.

“Yes,” he said. “I do. That’s why—Listen, I think Helen is our means to get in at Them. You’ve seen her arm. Read this and see if you think so.” He fetched a little floppy book out of his jerkin and passed it to me. “Page thirty-four.”

The book was called Mim’s List 1692. 1692 was this year’s date in Konstam’s world. When Vanessa saw the book later, she laughed, because in her world they have a book with the same name, which is a list of medicines. This Mim’s List was a list of anti-demon devices. It had been read so much that it was practically falling to pieces.

I put page twenty-eight back when it fell out and found page thirty-four. Weapons in order of effectiveness. Engraved knife, demon knife, spirit knife, engraved gun – and so on, with notes and drawings after each, right down to sharpened stake. The one at the top of the list was

LIVING BLADE – deadly to demons of any strength on any plane. Said to be a blade composed of human spirit. Known only in legend, where it is stated that a living blade can carve its way through to the Otherworld. See Koris Khanssaga II. 1039–44.

“Yes,” I said. “But I don’t know if she can do knives.”

“Ask her!” Konstam said feverishly.

So I asked Helen, but she wouldn’t even talk to me by then. She just went away and sat in the living room.

Konstam nearly went mad with frustration. He was quite, quite sure, from what Joris had told him, that Helen could carve up that triangular fort, and Them inside it, if she wanted. He said that if Helen had been born a Khan, she would have been the most famous demon hunter of all time. I explained that Helen had been quite highly thought of in the House of Uquar too, but her father had called her arm a deformity. Konstam cursed Helen’s father. He cursed demon-fashion, which is a very startling kind of cursing. Helen probably heard him – he was raging round and round the hall – but she wouldn’t speak. Not even the tip of her nose would come out of her hair.

Vanessa went and coaxed Helen. That did no good. So Konstam rounded on me and told me to do something.

I had to spend the rest of the afternoon collecting critters. I knew it was the only thing to do. I found a toad and a slug and half a hundred earwigs, and I put them on the living room carpet in front of Helen. Vanessa said her mother would have fits if she knew. A waste of fits, since Helen didn’t even look at them. Then Adam came out of his sulk – he was beginning to be able to sit down by then – and told me there were rats in the shed where Vanessa kept her unpoetic car. They used to be his, he said, but they got out.

So I took a handful of cheese to the shed and stalked rats for an hour. I got one too. A fat black beauty, which bit like a demon. I carried it wriggling and twisting into the living room and held it out to Helen. Her hands came out and clasped it lovingly. She put it on her knee, and the rat went all woffly and cuddly and obliging. Its whiskers shimmered happily. A small noise came from behind Helen’s hair.

“What’s that?” I said unwisely.

Helen’s hair flung back. I got the full ready-to-bite treatment. “I said thank you!” Helen yelled. She was furious. I got out quick.

Vanessa was just putting stuff on my rat bites when there was a crisis in the kitchen again. The knives I’d bought were no ruddy good. The idea had been to sharpen them up and turn them into demon weapons by engraving the right signs on the blades and hilts. But it turned out that the things knives were made of in this world were not strong enough to stand the signs. Plastic handles melted under Shen. They got Shen to go on most of the blades, but any other signs just crumbled the metal away.

“Jamie!” Konstam shouted. The errand boy came running.

I was to go with Joris, Konstam said, because Joris knew good demon steel when he saw it, and we were to get the best knives we could of that kind, with handles of wood only, or pure bone. So off we trotted.

Well, I said Joris was touchy. He was worse than that. He made such a fuss over those knives that I would have hit him if he hadn’t been twice as strong as me. I got really annoyed, because he drew so much attention to us in the shops. He’d consented to put on Dr Macready’s old raincoat over his demon hunter’s outfit – because Konstam told him to – but he would wear it open. People noticed him because of all the fuss he made. Then they stared at the black sign on his chest and asked him if he was a judo expert. Someone else said did he swallow swords?

“Joris,” I said, when we finally came away with a bundle of knives, “I’ve had a hard day. And I don’t think you’re quite your old sunny self. In fact, I warn you, you’ll have Them deciding you’ve entered play here, if you go on at this rate. Remember you’re still a Homeward Bounder until you get Home.”

Joris stopped walking. He kicked a tin can that happened to be lying there. The clatter made quite a lot of people turn round and stare. Since it was late on a Saturday afternoon, there were crowds of people about. I swear Joris waited until as many people as possible were turned to look at us. Then he shouted out, “I hate being a slave!”

Luckily, nobody thought he meant just that. They didn’t have such things in that world. A lot of people turned away in embarrassment. I tried to make Joris move on. “But I thought you liked Konstam.”

“Oh yes, I like Konstam.” Joris consented to shamble gloomily on. “I love demon hunting. I’d never want to do anything else, or work with anyone but Konstam. It’s just being a slave I hate.”

“Oh,” I said. “How long have you hated it?” It seemed to me that it could only have been half an hour at the longest. But no.

“Ever since I was first sold,” Joris said miserably. “Only you don’t think about it. It doesn’t do any good. I suppose I started to think about hating it when I thought I wasn’t going to see Konstam again. Then Adam wanted to sell Vanessa. That made me feel terrible.” Then he stood still again and shouted. “I hate it!” And we had an audience again.

“Do keep walking,” I said. “Look, if you hate it that much, why don’t you tell Konstam? He doesn’t seem the kind of man who—”

“What good would that do?” Joris demanded, in a sort of half-shout. “The only way to stop being a slave is to buy my freedom, and slaves aren’t allowed to earn money. And even if I could earn money, where am I going to get anything like twenty thousand crowns from?”

“Um,” I said. “I see your problem. Wait a moment! You demon hunters are the only people I know who can get into other worlds. What’s—”

Someone called out, “Can’t you find somewhere else to rehearse your play?”

That made Joris move on fast.

“What’s to stop you,” I panted, as I pattered along beside him, “putting money away in a bank somewhere like this world, where they don’t have slaves?”

“That’s a good idea,” Joris said, striding along. “But I’d have to tell Konstam—Oh no! I’d just never earn all that money. It’s hopeless.”


There didn’t seem to be anything I could say to cheer him up, either.

We got back to the house. There was Helen, and there was Konstam with her. They were standing in the hall, just in front of Fred, both looking delighted. Helen’s face was all pink through the brown, just like Konstam’s. Helen had her sleeve rolled up and her arm was – well, it almost wasn’t. It was like an arm-shaped bar of light. I could see the carpet and Fred through it. But the odd thing about it – the really creepy thing – was that in the arm, in the middle of the bar of light, I could see the faint, faint outline of another arm, a much smaller arm, all drawn up and withered. That was the arm Helen had been born with. No wonder she hadn’t wanted to show anyone.

Konstam looked up at us like the cat that had the cream. “Look! We have our living blade!”

You know, I almost stormed off in a sulk. I do all the work, and Konstam reaps the benefit! But that would have been behaving like Adam. Adam had the cheek to come up to me in the kitchen, looking injured.

“I don’t know why Konstam had to be like that when I said I’d sell him Vanessa. It was only a joke.”

“Oh yes?” I said. I knew it wasn’t a joke. He knew I knew.

I made him help me get supper after that. I felt like Cinderella, but I didn’t feel like being on my own. I kept thinking, I’ve put off going Home for these people, and none of them have even noticed, let alone thanked me! I thought a good supper might cheer me up. I could cook better than Vanessa, anyway, but, then, almost anyone could.

Adam drifted off, in the most natural, absent-minded way, as soon as I got cooking, and everyone else disappeared as well. Usually people drift back when food is ready. The human race is born with an instinct, I think. But this lot didn’t. I had to go and find them. Helen and Adam were poring over the rule books in the basement. The rest of them were in the living room. Joris was shouting in there. I sort of hovered in the doorway, not knowing if I was interrupting or not.

Konstam had his arm round Vanessa. He was a quick worker, was Konstam. Joris was standing in front of them, shouting. He had his most hurt, freckled look. “So now you know how much I hate it!” he yelled.

“Then why didn’t you say so?” Konstam said. “Listen—”

Konstam kept saying, “Listen,” but Joris was too worked up to attend. “There’s no point in telling people, least of all you!” Joris said. “There’s no way I could earn any money, is there? There’s no way—”

“Joris, listen to him!” shouted Vanessa.

She made it a real scream. That got through to Joris. He came to and blinked at her.

“I keep trying to tell you,” Konstam said. “I’d have explained years ago if I’d known you were this worried. As far as I’m concerned, you’re as free as I am, in this world or any other, except our own. You’re only a slave there because the law doesn’t allow you to be freed until you’re eighteen. But Elsa Khan has the manumission papers all drawn up ready, and she’ll register them the day you’re eighteen. Does that make you feel better?”

“No,” said Joris. “You’ve spent a lot of money for nothing.”

Konstam laughed. “Nothing, you say? Joris, since you’ve been my partner, we’ve earned what you cost twice a year, and sometimes more. Your share is in a special account, waiting until you’re eighteen – and before you say what you’ve opened your mouth to say, yes, you can pay me back if you want to. You’ll still be rich even when you have.”

Since Joris was looking so flabbergasted, I thought the kindest thing to do was to come in like a butler and bow. “Sirs and madam, supper is served.”








[image: image]

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

My jabbering machine has decided this is Chapter Thirteen. Very appropriate. Now we come to our war against Them.

It was to have been a dawn offensive, just as if it was a mud-brown war, but we overslept a bit. It was quite daft of us, considering the Bounds might have called us any time, but we forgot all about that.

We were talking until late in the night. I’d stopped feeling like Cinderella hours before we went to bed. It was such fun, talking. Homeward Bounders are usually careful not to get too thick with people, but I got careless there. I was really fond of them all. I was even fond of Adam, which Vanessa said was quite difficult to do. But I admired Adam’s cool cheek. And I admired the way that he was still joining in the war, even though he couldn’t see Them. It was like a blind man going to war. I swore to him I’d keep beside him and tell him where They were.

It was about the middle of the morning when we were all ready to go. By that time, I’d almost forgotten the Bounds. We had quite a lot of stuff to put on ourselves. It all seemed to me a bit silly – like the charms and amulets ignorant people wear in savage worlds – but Joris swore to me the things worked. I’d taken to believing Joris lately.

For a start, we all wore white somewhere, even Helen, though her white was only the background to the black sign of Shen on her chest. She said, “The Hands of Uquar are always in black.” Konstam said he wasn’t going to alter that. Helen had her own power and must use it in her own way. But Adam had more nerve than the rest of us, and he asked her why they wore black. Instead of biting him, Helen said, “Didn’t I say? It’s in mourning for the terrible fate of Uquar.”

Adam lent me a white shirt, and he wore the clothes he had worn to play that game in. Vanessa had what she called a white boiler suit. She had even found white boots. When the sign of Shen was fixed to the front of the boiler suit, she looked almost like a demon hunter too. Konstam was enchanted with the way she looked. He held both her hands and told her so.

“Billing and cooing!” Adam said disgustedly.


“Shut up, toad,” said Vanessa.

After that, we took the objects with odd names off Frederick M. Allington and hung them round our necks or strapped them on our wrists as Konstam told us. Adam said Fred looked a little naked now. He fetched a newspaper that had arrived on the doormat and gave it to Fred to hold under his bony arm.

“It’s the thirteenth today,” he said, and showed me the paper. It was Sunday July 13th. “I hope that’s an omen for Them.”

“You don’t talk of omens,” Konstam said severely. “Here is a knife each. Are we ready to go now?”

We were ready. Vanessa and Adam had both written letters to their parents – they told the exact truth in them and explained all about Them, even though I’d tried to persuade them not to. Vanessa put her letter on the hall table. Adam put his between Fred’s teeth. Then we got into the unpoetic car, with a lot of squeezing, and drove to Their fort again.

Third time lucky, I kept telling myself nervously, while we were creeping in the uncanny silence among the bushes. The silence really got me, while we were crossing the dip and making for the other side of the fort, where the door must be. I kept looking at Joris to encourage myself. Joris was so happy after what Konstam had told him that he was smiling even now.

We got to the gravel terrace on that side of the triangular building. And there was the door. It seemed to be plate glass, with a handle in it. I could see the canal arches reflected in it. Konstam had said there was no point being secret, so we came boldly out of the bushes and crossed the gravel to the door. I could see all our white-clothed reflections in it as we came. I didn’t blame Adam for only seeing those reflections. I could barely see Them beyond. And that was not right. It was different from the way I had seen things at the Old Fort. They had both turned to look at us. They seemed to be smiling.

“They knew we were coming,” I said.

“Of course,” said Konstam. He put his white glove firmly on the door handle. “It stands to reason They know. Adam and Vanessa must show on Their table. I must be missing from mine.” He jerked the handle.

I had a moment of pure panic. “Then—”

“I’m relying on you three random factors,” said Konstam. I told you Konstam was brave. Nothing would have possessed me to go there, if I’d realised They’d know. “This door is shut. Helen.”

Helen came forward, rolling up her sleeve, and her arm turned to a bar of light as she did it. Behind the glass, They looked uneasily at one another and moved back.

“Now They’re worried,” said Konstam. “I thought They would be.”

Helen stretched out her bar of light – it still worked like an arm – and touched the glass of the door. The glass shrivelled and writhed like hot cellophane. Cracks spread out in it from Helen’s near-invisible fingers. Then it was not there any more. There was just a dim space. Konstam leapt into this space with a ringing shout, and Joris and Helen followed him. As Vanessa went through, I took Adam’s arm to lead him after, but he pushed me off.

“It’s all right. I can see Them now.” And he took his glasses off as if it was more comfortable not seeing Them too well.

Inside, They were retreating down the triangular room, hurriedly from Konstam and very, very warily from Helen. Joris was in front of the massive door at the other end, ahead of Them. Adam, Vanessa and I spread out on either side of the machines, to make sure They didn’t try to get away this end. By that time, Konstam and Helen were going round either end of the table, under the great hanging dice. They seemed to be trapped.

I couldn’t resist taking a look at the table. It was amazing. It didn’t seem big enough to hold all it did – but there it all was, everything in the world, down to the tiniest detail. Whatever you looked at, you saw clear, clear, and very small. I saw a mud-brown war going on somewhere in Africa, and another in the north of India. I saw a yacht capsize in an ocean. I saw the very city we were in, with tiny cars and minute people going about their Sunday business. You could see into churches and cars and houses if you wanted, although they all had roofs – I don’t know how that was done. I even saw a tiny black triangle where we should have been ourselves. But that was the one thing you couldn’t see into.

I only glanced for a second. When I looked up again, the room was one of many triangular rooms. There were rooms all round, and above and beyond and below, just as I had seen them before. Only this time, They were not strolling over for a look. They were hurrying towards us urgently.

“Oh my Gawd!” said Adam.

There was an awful noise. It was inhuman. I couldn’t tell whether it was a hooter or a bell – it was something like both, and quite deafening. While it was sounding, the triangles were all melting and moving and expanding. You felt as if you were tipping all ways at once. It made me dizzy. And it happened in no time at all. When it had finished, we were in what I’m now sure is the real Real Place. It was the one Joris had seen. A vast, vast hall stretched not-quite-seeably as far as we could tell in any direction, with tables and tables and tables, and dice, and multitudes of machines. And They were there in multitudes too, closing swiftly in on us, horrible and hard to see, in a host of grey cloaks.

It all happened so quickly, that was the trouble. “Back to back!” Konstam shouted. Joris was already gone by then, among grey cloaks. Helen yelled something in another language and ran at Them. The beam of light that her arm cast in here whirled across a grey group of Them. I saw Their faces in it clearly for the first time. I don’t want to talk about that. They were too horrible.


Then Helen was gone. She was not swallowed up or anything. She just wasn’t there. Konstam grabbed for Vanessa, but she was gone. Then Konstam was. I looked round for Adam, but he wasn’t there either. Then I went beserk. I turned round, and there was one of Them just behind me. I went at him with my demon knife. He went backwards very hurriedly. All I got was his cloak. Then They were all round me, and I was sort of hurled aside. They weren’t gentle. I landed with the most awful bang and cracked my head on something.

When I had finished rolling about – I was not quite knocked silly, but not really there either – I sat up on grass. It was the same kind of mild, doubtful sunlight that we had set off to war in. The thing that I had cracked my head on was a little white statue of a man in chains. I glowered at it. It was so stupidly artistic – not like the real thing at all.

The first thing I thought was: I’m Home!

Then I thought: No, I’m not. This is Adam’s world. But none of it has happened.

Then I knew it had happened, and I got up – using the statue’s head to help me – and looked around. Sure enough, I was down in the dip of a small triangular garden or park. There were bushes uphill all round me, a pink fort-like building half hidden up ahead, and the arches of a canal marching across the sky at one side. And I was quite alone. Somehow, I’d hoped that at least one of the others would have been slung here with me. But I could see it made sense to split us up.


At that, I felt terrible. My throat ached, and I could hardly see the canal arches when I turned that way. I knew that there was hardly one chance in a million that I would run into any of the others again. The Bounds are boundlessly huge. I was back in Adam’s world all right. I squeezed my eyes shut, and when I opened them again I could see it was Adam’s world from the fancy yellow brickwork of the canal arches. Where the rest of them were, They alone knew. But it looked to me that Vanessa’s theory about overloading the Bounds didn’t work. Because I knew, as sure as I knew I stood there in Adam’s world, that the rest of my friends were scattered far and wide as Homeward Bounders. They couldn’t kill any of us with all that demon protection. They hadn’t been able to kill Joris. So it followed that we all had to be discards.

Then I thought I’d check up on Them. They obviously didn’t care that I was wandering about in Their park. So I said to myself that I didn’t care about Them either. And I went up among the bushes and crunched out on the gravel and took a look at the door. It was back again. It looked just like glass. But I didn’t think it was glass. They were behind it. They looked rather tense when They saw me. They didn’t pretend to be busy. They stood together and stared.

I wanted Them to know I didn’t care. I still had my demon knife in my hand. Just to show Them, I slashed at the pink granite of the building, beside the door. I think there was a deal of virtue in those signs Konstam had put on the knife. You can’t usually carve granite with a knife. But this knife made a nice deep mark. So I slashed away until I had carved out that sign I had never seen, the rarest one of all. A joke. It said: YOU CAN TELL THEM YOU’RE A HOMEWARD BOUNDER.

Inside, They seemed to relax when They saw that was all I was doing. That annoyed me. I didn’t see what They had to be scared of in me, but I didn’t mind Them being scared. I looked at the sign. It was not so unlike Shen. I squinted down at Shen on my chest to make sure. It only needed two more strokes to be Shen. So I put those two strokes in. The knife broke on the last one, so I threw it down and went away. I didn’t care how They felt any longer.

It was hard work getting over the wall. It made my arm hurt a lot. But I got over and went up along the side street. There was Vanessa’s unpoetic car parked at the top of the street. That would stay there until they did whatever they did with leftover cars. Vanessa wouldn’t be back for some time – if ever. I went round the corner to the front of the pink granite building. No harpoons. But there were broken off ends of railings along the wall in front. I went and looked at the front door. There was a plate on this one too. It didn’t say as much as the one I had remembered. Just THE OLD FORT and a crowned anchor underneath.

“I suppose They call them all Old Forts,” I said, and I went away, uphill through the empty shopping centre. Funny – in every world I’ve know, when a place is empty there is always paper blowing about. A depressing fact.

I didn’t know where I was going – but I sort of did, if you know what I mean. The cold foot ache was beginning to gather in my chest, worse than I had ever known it. I suppose I knew, even then. I went on and up, through a pattern of streets that I knew from Home, past buildings I had never seen before. And at last I was in a part where the pattern was awfully, dreadfully, drearily familiar. And I thought: Do I want to go on? And I did want to. I went round a corner and up a short hill and came to a school. It was exactly where my old school, Churt House, would have been, but it was nearly quite different.

There was a lot more of this school. It was behind a long railing. Most of it was the square new kind of building Adam’s world seemed to go in for, with lots of windows. But I went along to a high gate made of bars, with a painted shield fixed to the bars. The design on the shield was the same as the badge on Adam’s blazer. And I peered through the gate, among the new buildings. One building in the midst of them was older, and small and chapel-shaped. I knew that building all right – though not as well as I had thought. I stepped back and looked at the gate again to be sure. The school’s name was on a board by the gate. It said:

QUEEN ELIZABETH ACADEMY

(formerly CHURT HOUSE)



Then I knew, really. But there was something else I had to make sure of first. I went on, still uphill, to the street with trees and broad pavements, where Ahasuerus had been asleep, and up the alley where Joris’s knife had got me. There was still a little dark patch of my blood there.

Adam’s house was fourth along of the big pleasant houses in the street above the alley. I went into the drive. The trees hid the house. I didn’t notice until I was right up to the house that there was an extremely nice-looking car outside the front door. Really that car was almost poetic. Beyond it, the front door was open.

Oh well, I thought. There’ll be someone to ask. And I ought to explain to their parents anyway.

I didn’t ring the doorbell. I just went straight in. Both parents were there. She was standing in the kitchen doorway, in the good light, reading Vanessa’s letter. She was a nice-looking fussy lady who wore glasses. He was standing by Fred, reading Adam’s letter. He was a tall man, thick-built, and he wore a little beard. Both of them were still and hushed with worry. While I stood there, the big black rat I’d caught for Helen yesterday went scampering across the hall. She looked at it, watched it scamper, and didn’t really notice it. That was how worried she was. She was the kind who would have torn the place apart over that rat in the ordinary way.

I decided not to bother her. He was the one I needed to ask anyway. He had already looked up and seen me. I don’t know if he saw the rat at all.


“Are you Dr Macready?” I said.

“Yes, I am,” he said. He noticed nothing but my size at first. “I’m afraid Adam’s not here at the moment,” he said.

“I know he isn’t,” I said. “I came to ask you something.”

He made himself look at me a little more at that. And, as he looked, I could see him trying to collect his doctordom. It was like someone trying to put on a coat when the sleeves are inside out. He couldn’t really get into being a doctor, but he did his best. “About that arm?” he said. “I’m not really on call at the moment, you know. You’d better take it down to Casualty at the Royal Free.”

I looked at my arm. Blood was oozing through the shirt Adam had lent me. Not surprising. “I didn’t come about that,” I said.

He went on trying to get into being a doctor. He really tried. “Playing a dressing-up game, were you?” he said. He had seen Shen on my chest. “And it went and got rough, I suppose.”

I began to wonder if he’d ever listen to me. “See here,” I said. “I just came to ask you a couple of questions. When you’ve answered them, I’ll go. I know you don’t want to be bothered with me just now.”

That made him look at me in a different way. Being a doctor, I suppose he was used to dealing with people in funny states of mind. Anyway, he could see I was in at least as bad a way as he was.


“What do you want to know?” he said cautiously.

“Your grandmother,” I said. “The lady doctor. You’ve an album in there with pictures of her. What was her name?”

“Elsie,” he said. “Elsie Hamilton Macready.”

So it was Elsie. I would have liked to ask how she came by the expensive shoes, but I let that pass. Elsie could get hold of anything she set her mind on. “She must have married one of the Macready boys in the next court,” I said. “We used to play football with them. Which one was it? The eldest – John – or the other one – Will?”

“No, no. It was Graham,” he said, staring at me. “The youngest.”

“Graham!” I said. “I hardly knew Graham! He was no good at football at all. He read books all the time.” But he was Elsie’s age, come to think of it. “Do you know about the rest of Elsie’s family?” I asked. “Her brothers. She had two brothers.”

Now he was really staring. “Robert went to Australia,” he said. “The elder one, James, disappeared when he was a boy. They dragged the canal for him.”

And now you’re going to do it for Adam, I thought. I ought to have gone then. He was staring at me as if I was Fred suddenly come to life and speaking. Which I was in a way. She was beginning to stare too.

“Two more things,” I said. “What’s that game people dress up in white for?”

“Eh?” he said. “You mean cricket?”


“Oh,” I said. I’d heard of the game, of course. “Cricket! That really foxed me, not knowing it was cricket. We only played football. I thought you played cricket in shiny top hats, with a bent sort of bat.”

“They certainly used to,” he said. “But that was over a hundred years ago.”

“It’s no good accusing me of fraud,” I said. I was past caring. “That really is all I know of cricket. I only got first-hand knowledge two days ago. One last thing. Do you mind taking that newspaper from under Fred’s arm and reading me out the date on it?”

He looked at me sidewise, but he took out the paper and he read out the date on it, just as I remembered it from earlier that morning. “July, the thirteenth, nineteen-eighty.”

“Thanks,” I said. My voice was dithering about. I could hardly speak. “Then it is over a hundred years. When I was last here, it was eighteen seventy-nine.”

Then I turned round and went away. I didn’t want to be a living Fred to them. I went quite fast, but he came after me. Beard and all, he was not so unlike my father, and my father would have run after his great-uncle too. “Hey!” he shouted. “Let me see to that arm anyway!” Which shows he understood.

“No thanks,” I shouted. “You’ve got one Fred!” Then I ran and left him standing by his shiny poetic car.

I ran back downhill. I wanted to check up on that canal. I’d remembered it wrong all these years. And how many years was the real shock! I hadn’t thought I’d spent a hundred years Homeward Bound. What fooled me was the way time jerks about from world to world. I thought it went on in one place and stayed the same at Home. But I have been on over a hundred worlds, and I suppose it does average out at a year a world. So I suppose it was no wonder that I’d forgotten and things had changed.

But, you see, I hadn’t forgotten, not really. The moment I first saw those canal arches, I’d known. But I just wouldn’t believe it. I just couldn’t believe that even They could be such cheats. I’d gone about working overtime not to believe it. I’d noticed all the differences, as hard as I could, and all the time the sameness had been creeping, creeping up on me. I’d known as soon as my head banged that statue that They had sent me home. Except that I wasn’t Home. I never could be.

When I was halfway to the canal, the Bounds called.

Wasn’t that just like Them? They crush us in seconds, They sling us every which way, They make sure I know just what cruel joke They’ve been playing all these years – They give me just time enough – and then They get straight back to Their game. There came the well-known dragging and yearning. I stood still and quivered with it.

It was coming from right behind me. I think it was from those vegetable patches after all. If that was the nearest Boundary, that meant I had quite a way to go. And on Sunday, with no money, in a world with all those rules and regulations, I was going to have a hard time getting there. I turned round to answer the call and start getting there. I didn’t mind leaving. Nothing mattered any more.

Then I stopped. If nothing mattered any more, then They didn’t matter either. “Why should I keep on letting you push me about?” I said to Them. “I’m going where I want to go for once.”

I knew where I wanted to go. And I turned right round again. There was another Boundary much nearer. The Old Fort and the triangular garden must be a Boundary, or Joris’s instrument wouldn’t have gone mad there. It was sealed off from the city somehow. That was why it was so silent in there. But I knew it was a Boundary, and I was going to use it and go where I wanted and spite Them.

The call is hard enough to bear if something stops you answering it. If you turn your back on it on purpose, it gets quite horrible. But I knew it could be done. I’d done it on that cattle world eighty years ago. And I think all the things Konstam had made me hang round my neck and strap on my wrists helped quite a bit. Konstam knew his job, even if he had underestimated Them.

Konstam was quite something. I mean, Helen and I got fed up with Joris for talking about Konstam all the time, but it was easy to see why he did. I thought it wouldn’t take me long, in my next world, to buttonhole the first Homeward Bounder I met and tell him all about Konstam too. My friend Konstam the demon hunter. Konstam raging round the hall telling me to catch rats for Helen.

The call dragged and tore and choked at me. I had to lean forward to move against it. I remember two or three people I passed staring at me – a boy with a bleeding arm and a black badge on his chest, walking downhill to the canal as if he was climbing Everest. I must have looked odd. But I kept going, thinking of my friends. Joris and Adam and Vanessa. It occurred to me that Vanessa and Konstam had fallen in love. In which case, they must be feeling terrible now. That was why Konstam had spanked Adam, of course – not out of righteous indignation – because Adam’s offer tempted him. He probably knew the rest of the Khans wouldn’t stand for him owning two slaves.

Then I thought of Helen. That was when I was trying to climb the wall into the garden, and it was really hard work. Helen hiding a withered arm in another arm made of spirit, just like she hid her face in her hair. Helen taking the Archangel out of me and snarling and snapping. She couldn’t thank people, Helen. She hated saying thank you. As I said, Helen, my friendly neighbourhood enemy. I wasn’t likely to be in the same neighbourhood as Helen, ever again.

That got me over the wall. And wham! The Bounds called from the other way at once – pulling and yelling and wrenching me towards the green dip in the centre of the triangle.

But I didn’t answer them even then. I’d taken care to climb the wall as near the Fort as I could get. I shoved through the bushes and crunched across the gravel and glared in through the window at Them. They left Their machines and backed away from me. They were really nervous of me. I couldn’t see why They should be, but I was glad. I made a face at Them. It was the only thing left to be glad about.

Then I let myself answer the call at last. It came so hard I had to run, crashing through the bushes and careering down the slope of grass. But at the bottom, I dug my heels in the turf and went slow. I didn’t want to whizz straight to the Boundary and crash off just anywhere. There was one particular place I wanted to go. Mind you, I wasn’t sure I could get there, but I was determined to try.

So I crept up to that white statue as if I was stalking it. And when I was about a yard away from it, I stopped. I knew the Boundary must be just beside it. I leaned forward, very, very carefully, and I laid hold of one of those amazing carved stone chains hanging on the statue. When I had hold of it, I pulled myself towards the statue with it, gently, gently, and all the time I thought hard of the person the statue was really of. Him chained to his rock.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


And I did it. A very severe twitch happened.

He was really surprised to see me. He had been sort of hanging backwards, the way he was before, with his head tipped further back and his eyes shut. When I landed on his ledge his eyes shot open and he jumped – really jumped. He may not have been human, but he had feelings just like I did. And he was astonished.

“I didn’t expect to see you again,” he said, and he carefully dragged a loop of massive teardrop chain away from just beside me. I could have touched it and been gone again the next second.

It seemed to me that his voice had trembled a bit. It was more than astonishment. He was ten times lonelier than I was. I took a careful look at him. His wound was no worse than before, which is not saying much, and his clothes were perhaps a bit more ragged. He had made a bit of progress with the red beard he seemed to be growing, but that was all. He hadn’t changed any more than I had. He was just as cold, and wet all over.

“Yes, you’re right out of luck,” I said, joking to cheer him up a bit. “One of Them tried to make me forget all about you, but unfortunately for you, a dog rattled its chain at me a minute after, and I called you to mind again. I’ve come to get you another drink of water.”

“That’s very kind of you,” he said, smiling. “But I’m not so thirsty this time. Someone gave me a drink a while ago, and it’s raining. I’ve been drinking the rain.”

He was right it was raining. The weather was lousy up there. It was raining in chilly, mizzling gusts that covered us both with little fine drops, like miniatures of those great links of his chains.

“Are you sure?” I said.

“Sure,” he said.

I sat myself down on the wet rock, leaning against the crag beside him, as near as I could get without touching the chains.

There was no fog this time, only driving-rain clouds, but there was not what I’d call much of a view. Nothing but drizzling pink rocks. His rock was turned away from the sea. They hadn’t even allowed him that much pleasure. While I was thinking that this was not much to look at for all eternity, I noticed that the rocks were the same as the granite the Old Fort was built of. I wondered if They’d chosen it for hardness, or for some other reason.

“Who was it gave you a drink?” I said. “Anyone I know?”

“Ahaseurus,” he said.

“Oh him,” I said. “I met him a couple of days ago. How mad is he?”

“Pretty mad,” he said. “He’s worse every time he comes here.”

Now, I had meant to ask if They did anything to stop Ahasuerus coming, and if not, why not. But, somehow, the thought of Ahasuerus set me off. It was just as if I was Joris and someone had mentioned Konstam. Everything seemed to drop away and leave just me. “But he’s not quite crazy,” I said. “He talked some sense. He knew how it felt. I don’t blame him for being crazy after all those years. He talked about hope being a millstone round your neck – and he was right! That’s just what it is. You’re so busy staggering along hoping, that you can’t see the truth. He told me the truth. I was too busy hoping to see it. He said They lead you along with hope. And that’s just what They do! They kick you out and set you going from world to world, and They promise you that if you can get Home, the rules allow you to stay there. Rules! Utter cheat. They knew, as well as I do now, that no one who’s a Homeward Bounder can ever get Home. It just can’t be done.”

“What’s happened then?” he asked. He was really sorry for me. It always beat me how he could think of anyone else in his situation, but he could.

“What’s happened,” I said, “is that I’ve been Home, and it wasn’t my Home any more. I was exactly a hundred years too late for it.”

And I told him all that had happened. But you know how you can talk and have other things go through your mind at the same time. While I talked away, I heard myself talking in English, and I saw him nodding, and heard the chains drag when he did, and I knew he understood every word. And I understood when he said things like, “And then what?” or laughed about Helen and the rat. Helen had told me she was taught English because it was the right language for the ways of the worlds. I always thought They spoke English. But that was another cheat, or maybe another mistake of mine. It was quite another language. It was just that I could understand it as part of being able to see Them. And I understood him for the same reason.

I told him about our useless attempt to invade Their Real Place. “And all They did was sling us straight out again, really,” I said. “They slung me so that I hit my head on a rotten statue that’s supposed to be you, and I sat up and knew I was Home. Only it wasn’t Home. It was all changed and gone. And I know They did it on purpose. They wanted to show me I hadn’t got a hope!”

“You may be wronging Them there,” he said.

“Don’t you try to be fair to Them,” I said. “Even you can’t.”


“All I meant was that They may have sent you Home,” he said, “as a way of stopping you bothering Them.”

“No,” I said. “They had the Bounds call me right after that. I’m still a Homeward Bounder. Only I’m not Bound to any Home. I’m just bound the way you are. I can see that now.”

There was a bit of silence. The cold rain made little pittering sounds, and the wind sighed. Then he shifted in his chains, sort of cautiously. I didn’t blame him for being restive. He must have ached all over.

“Perhaps you could fetch me a drink, after all,” he said.

I got up at once and started edging past the chains. I was glad he’d asked, since it was what I’d come here for. As I shuffled sideways past him, it did strike me that he was standing differently, standing not leaning, but I thought nothing of it. He had to ease his bones somehow.

I got to the place where I had to climb over the chains because they were hooked up on the anchor. I stopped to look at that anchor. I could have sworn it was rustier than last time.

“You can put your hand on the anchor,” he said, “when you climb over. As long as you don’t touch the chains.” There was a sort of edge to his voice as he said that, which I didn’t understand. It was almost as if he was nervous.

He’s keener for a drink than he’ll say, I thought. I wished he had let me get him one straight away. And I put my hand on the big pointed fluke of the anchor, ready to hoist a leg over the chains.

It was a wonder I didn’t pitch forward on to my face. There was a sort of trembling to everything, right through the rock, combined with a strong sideways twitch. I thought I must have touched a chain after all. But I was still there, holding the fluke of the anchor. And that great sharp piece of iron was sinking and shifting under my hand. It split as it sank, into dozens of pointed orange slivers. You know the way iron goes when it rusts. And that anchor rusted as I touched it – rusted so badly in half a second that it was crumbling away into orange dust and bluish flakes before I could get my hand off it. It didn’t stop when I let go of it, either. While I was swaying about to get balanced it went on crumbling and flaking, the ring and the shank too, as well as the fluke.

The ring, being the smallest part, was the first thing to fall away into brown nothing. And, as soon as it did, the whole load of heavy transparent chains came loose and fell on the rock with a rattle. That gave rise to a whole lot more rattling, further along, where he was. I looked round to see him dragging first one arm loose, then the other. And as those chains fell down, he kicked them off his feet too. I stared. I couldn’t credit it. I had seen how those staples went deep into the granite.

“What did that?” I said.

The trembling had stopped by then. He was standing panting a bit, with one arm up to nurse his wound. “You did,” he said. He laughed a little. “I hope you don’t think you’ve been tricked by me now,” he said. “I couldn’t be quite honest with you. If I had, you might have started hoping again.”

“Is that so bad?” I said. “I thought it wasn’t good to lose hope.”

“The way They use hope,” he said, “the sooner you lose it the better. Shall we get out of this place?”

“Suits me,” I said. “You must hate it a lot more than I do.”

We went down the way the stream went down, where the rocks were in jumbled stages. I’d forgotten how big he was. If he hadn’t been weak and having to go slow with his wound, I’d never have kept up with him. He kept having to wait for me as it was, and he even had to help me over one or two steep places.

We got down in the end. It was a whole lot warmer down there. While we were walking to the entrance of a valley I could see further along, the rain stopped and the sky turned a misty blue.

“This used to be my Home,” he said, as we came into the valley.

It was really peculiar. It ought to have been one of the most beautiful places you ever saw. It was a long, winding valley, with the stream rushing through it and spraying among rocks. Every kind of tree was growing there, in woods up the sides and in clumps by the stream. But it all seemed faded. It wasn’t faded the way things fade in autumn. It was more the way an old photograph goes, sort of faint and bleached. The grass wasn’t green enough and the rocks were pale. The trees, though they had faded a bit like autumn, into yellowish and pinkish colours, were pale too, and they drooped a bit. Any birds that were singing made a slender sort of sound, as if they were too weak to raise their voices.

He sighed when he saw it. But I noticed that, as we walked along by the stream, colour seemed to be draining back into the place. The sky turned bluer. The stream dashed along sharper, and seemed to nourish the grass to a better green. The trees recovered and lifted their leaves up. By the time we came to a white kind of house above the stream in a turn of the valley, everywhere was pretty beautiful, in a gentle sort of way, and the birds were singing their heads off.

There were loaded fruit trees round the house. I helped him pick fruits off them as we went up to the house – there were oranges, apples, pears and big yellow things like living custard. All the while, the valley seemed to be getting brighter and brighter. I saw, while he was reaching up into a tree, that his wound was quite a bit better. So was my arm, when I came to consider it. We took the fruit to the house. Most of the house was a sort of arched porch held up on pillars, where the sun came in good and warm, but there were rooms at the back and up on top.

The first thing he did was to go to the back room and bring out a basket for the fruit and a big kettle. “Eat what fruit you want,” he said. “We both need a wash and warm drink, I think. Will you lay some wood for a fire while I get the water. There should be wood round the side of the house.”

There was a sort of hearth-place in the centre of the porch, with the old sketchy remains of ash in it. Round the side of the house, the stacked logs and kindling were a bit greenish, but they didn’t look as if they had been waiting for ever and a day, as I knew they had. I brought a few loads into the porch – my arm was healing the whole time, and the rat bites on my fingers had almost gone by then – and by the time I’d got a fire laid and was looking round for some way to light it, he was back with the water.

“Ah,” he said, and knelt down and lit the fire. As he fetched a stand to go over the fire and put the kettle on it, he was laughing. His wound was doing even better than my arm. “It makes me laugh,” he said. “They put it about on most worlds that I was punished for lighting fires. I think only the world of Uquar knows even half the truth.”

“Helen’s world?” I said.

“Yes,” he said. “If you’d talked much about me to Helen, neither of us would be here now.”

It was good to sit by the leaping fire, warm in the sun too. We ate fruit while we waited for the kettle to boil. But I was too nervous to enjoy it at first. “What will They do? Won’t They know you’re free?” I said.

“There’s nothing They can do,” he said. “There’s no hurry. All They can do is hope. They’re bound to hope, I’m afraid.”

I couldn’t help noticing the way he said “bound to hope”. It seemed to sum everything up. “Do you think you could explain a bit?” I asked him.

He pushed a lump of custard-fruit into his mouth and wiped his hands on his rags. “Of course,” he said. “You have been to Their Real Place. You know the ways of the worlds. You have talked of the worlds as being like many reflections in a place of glass. You know almost what I discovered in the beginning. Except,” he said, “when I discovered all this, each world was its own Real Place. They still seem that way to those who are not Homeward Bound. But they aren’t, not now, and that is my fault.”

He stared into the flames licking round the logs for a while, sitting with his arms wrapped round his knees and the marks of the chains still on them. “I deserved to be punished,” he said. “I saw that a place is less real if it is seen from outside, or only seen in memory; and also that if a person settles in a place and calls that place Home, then it becomes very real indeed. You saw how this valley faded because I had not been in it for a very long time. Well, it came to me that if reality were removed from the worlds, it could be concentrated in one place. And reality could be removed if someone to whom all the worlds were Home never went to any world, but only remembered them. And I mentioned this idea casually to some of Them.”


“What happened then?” I said.

“Then,” he said, “They went away and thought. They are not fools, even if They never make discoveries for Themselves. They saw They could use this discovery, just as They have since used machines and inventions made by men. After a while, They came back and They said, ‘We want to test this theory of yours. We want you to be the one who remembers the worlds.’ And I saw my mistake. I said, ‘Give me time to think,’ and I hastened away and began to explain my idea to mankind. It was difficult, because not all men were ready to believe me. But I persuaded the people on the world of Uquar to listen, and I had already taught them a great deal when They came after me. There were no rules in those days. They were stronger than me. They brought me back here and They chained me as you saw me, and They said, ‘Don’t be afraid. This isn’t going to be for ever. It’s important you know that. We just want to know if what you said is true.’ And I said, ‘But it is true. There’s no need to chain me.’ And They said, ‘But there is a need. If you are chained, there will eventually be someone for whom no place is real, and he will come along and release you. And you are bound to hope that he will come.’ And of course that was true too. So They went away and left the vulture to remind me.”

I looked at the wound, which was now only a nasty red cut.

“They’d no call to set that vulture on you,” I said. “That was an optional extra, if you like!”


“No it wasn’t,” he said. “It was a reminder, like the anchor. Without the vulture, I might have fallen into apathy and stopped hoping. Hope was what kept me there, you see. Hope is the forward-looking part of memory. My name means Foresight, did you know? And I think They found that humorous. They knew that as long as I had hope that you would come along, I couldn’t free myself. As long as I had hope, They could keep Their Real Place and play with unreal worlds. I couldn’t even hope that I would give up hoping, because that was still hope. And when you came a second time, I hardly dared speak, I was so full of hope. I dared not let you know.”

“No wonder you sounded so strung up,” I said.

The kettle began to boil then, lifting its lid and chiming it back down again in clouds of steam.

“Good. We can wash,” he said. “But let’s have a hot drink first. Then I shall put on some proper clothes. But I’m afraid I haven’t any clothes to fit you.”

“It’s all right,” I said. “I’m about dry. Besides—” I flipped at my shirt where Vanessa had sewn on the painted sign of Shen “—I’m attached to this. And I reckon it’s good protection against Them.”

He had got up to shake some kind of herbs into two cups he had ready. He was behaving all the time now as if he had never been chained to that rock – perfectly healthy. He must have been strong. And he stopped and looked at me under his hand that was holding the jar, sort of humorously. “You don’t need that,” he said. “You don’t need anything. No Homeward Bounder does.”

“How’s that?” I said. “Would you mind explaining?”

He tore a piece off his trousers and used it as a kettle-holder to pour the boiling water on the herbs. Then he handed me a cup. “Careful. It’s very hot,” he said, and sat back, sipping at his cup. The stuff looked to revive him more. His face seemed to fill out, and that seemed to have an effect on the valley around us too. By then, it was the most beautiful place I had ever seen. “The no interference rule,” he said. “You mentioned it to me yourself. Rule Two.”

I said, “Do you mean Them—” Grammar! my mother would have said “—They are bound to keep that rule too?”

“Yes,” he said. “If you play a game, then you have to keep the rules, or there is no game any more. From your account, They have been very careful to keep that one.”

“Haven’t They just!” I said furiously. “They only robbed me of my Home and my friends and a proper lifetime! That’s all!”

“They certainly did,” he said, and he began looking very sorry for me again. “Drink your drink. It’s better hot.”

I sipped at the stuff. It was pretty scalding. It was thin and sour and herby and it ought to have tasted awful, but it didn’t. It was some of the best stuff I have ever drunk. It cleared my head – or it may have put a few ideas into my head, I don’t know – but I know that as I sipped and he talked, I began to understand more and more. Adam had got most of it right about us Homeward Bounders, but there was more to it than we had thought.

“They need you Homeward Bounders,” he said. “It’s not just because They enjoy playing dangerously – They have to play it that way. You see, even when worlds are Real Places, they have a way of multiplying – splitting off and making new worlds – and they do it even more when they’re drained of reality. They like that. It means more of Them can play. But, after a while, there were so many new worlds that They were playing with numbers that I hadn’t known. So I couldn’t keep these new worlds from becoming dangerously real. They found They had to have people to keep these worlds unreal for Them. They did it by promising you all a Real Place and making sure you never found it. Home.”

“So hope did the same for us as it did for you!” I said. “But I still don’t see why it was me that rusted the anchor. Couldn’t Ahasuerus have done it for you? Or the Flying Dutchman? They both said they hadn’t a hope.”

“They knew they hadn’t a hope of getting Home,” he said. “But they did have hope. They took care to tell them that someone was bound to release me. It was only towards the end, when the number of Homeward Bounders was almost complete, that They had to stop telling people that. Otherwise I would have given up hope.”


“There has to be a reason,” I said, “for the numbers of us being limited. Why is that?”

“It has to be no more than the numbers of Them,” he said. “You are very dangerous to Them anyway, because of Rule Two. For, as you pointed out, They have injured you and interfered with you considerably. If all Homeward Bounders got together and realised this, it would go hard with Them. But if there is even one more—”

“I get you!” I said. “Then we tip the balance of reality our way, and the reality drains out of Their Real Place. And there are several more now!”

“That,” he said, “was why They sent you Home, I think.”

“Oh no,” I said. “The Bounds called—” And then I stopped, because I realised I was still trying to hide the truth from myself, just like I had in Adam’s world. What had happened there was that I had already seen that I was still going to have to walk the Bounds, before the Bounds called. I had, in a way, chosen to stay a Homeward Bounder. Not that there was much choice. “I think,” I said slowly, supping the last of my drink, “I may be very dangerous to Them. Am I?”

“You are,” he said. He looked very troubled. “What else do you see?”

“I don’t want to think about it yet,” I said. “Come on. What are we waiting for? Let’s go and finish Them off, before They think of something They can do about it.”


He laughed. “We’re waiting to rest and wash. There’s nothing They can do. They can only hope you won’t understand.”

But of course I did understand – nearly as well as I do now. I sat and had some more of the drink and thought about it, while he went away into the back room to wash. I gave Them credit for quick thinking. When we invaded the Real Place, They had to get rid of us, and They couldn’t kill any of us because of all the protection we carried, and three of us were Homeward Bounders anyway. So They slung Adam and Vanessa and Joris and Konstam on the Bounds, knowing that Joris and Konstam, being demon hunters, could get Home quite easily. They slung Helen too, because, with her Hand of Uquar, she was a real menace to Them. But They had to send me Home, because, even when Joris and Konstam got Home, I would overload the Bounds. They thought I was the most harmless one. But then I went and chose to go on being a Homeward Bounder, and that made me Real. It made me like the joker in a pack of cards. No wonder They were scared of me!

About this time, he came out of the back room clean and shaved and wearing clothes that put me in mind of Joris’s uniform. “Your turn to wash,” he said.

“Do you come from the demon hunters’ world?” I said.

“No,” he said. “I come from yours. I’m the last of a race called Titans.”

“And where do They come from?” I said.


“You find Them on every world,” he said. “But the chief among Them came from the world of demons.”

“That fits,” I said. I got up to wash. “I’d better make an early call there then.” I didn’t look at him as I went. I knew he understood, and I think it upset him.

We set off to the proper battle as soon as I was ready.

He didn’t bother with Boundaries. He was demonkin that way. And anyone with him didn’t need Boundaries either. We were off at the edge of things where his Home was, and at first the worlds were pretty scattered. It was like walking on stepping-stones – if you can imagine nothingness between each stone, and the stepping-stones themselves being all round you, instead of just under your feet. Then, when the worlds were closer together, it was more like walking down a corridor, lined with different skies overhead, and walls, cities, fields, mountains and oceans, all flicking by as we walked.

I still don’t know what called the Homeward Bounders. He may have done. But I think it was more likely that we had made a move in Their games, walking as we did, that cancelled all the other moves and called the Homeward Bounders to us. Anyway, they kept appearing, more and more of them, and came with us in a crowd as we went. I didn’t see anyone I knew. There were so many.

I suppose making Their kind of move meant that we were keeping Their time. Maybe we were up to a week on the way, but it didn’t feel like it. It seemed only like half an hour or so before we got to a part where worlds were so thick about us that they weren’t like a corridor any more, but really like reflections all round a place of glass. I kept peering for the Real Place inside and through all the sliding shapes of cities and deserts and skies, but not a sight of it could I get.

“They’ve hidden Themselves,” I said.

“Yes,” he said. “But not well enough. Someone has marked Them out.”

He pointed. And glimmering through the shifting worlds like a small far-off star I saw the sign of Shen.

“Oh,” I said. “That was me. I didn’t know it would show up so.”

We sort of clove our way towards that star-sign, bringing the other Homeward Bounders with us, until Shen was hanging just in front of us. All we could see was Shen and our own many selves reflected beside it.

“How are we going to get in at Them?” I said.

“You can go in,” he said. “But we need your friend Helen to let in the rest of us.”

I turned to the nearest ones in the crowd. “Give a shout for Helen Haras-uquara, will you?” I said. “She must be here somewhere.”

Actually, a lot of us were late, having the usual trouble getting to the Bounds. I was lucky that Helen was there. She was at the back of the crowd. They pushed and jostled her through to us.

She had got a new hairstyle. Most of her hair was pushed back in a ribbon. Just one hank fell down in front, right down the middle of her face. But she even pushed that away when she saw me.

“Jamie!” she shrieked. But then she saw him standing huge beside me, and she knelt down. That astonished me. I never thought to see Helen kneel to anyone. “You are called Uquar,” she said. “We have a statue of you in chains in the House of Uquar. They say your bonds are our Bounds, and you were bound for telling us the ways of the worlds. They say only one without hope can undo them.”

“That’s right,” he said. “Jamie undid them. Helen, get up and use the Hand of Uquar for us. We must get in there and destroy as many of Them as we can.” And he called to the rest of the crowd, “When we get in, each of you is allowed to destroy one of Them. That is Their rule.”

“All right,” Helen said, through the cheering this caused. “Only if you make a mess of it too, I’ll never forgive you!” She was still Helen, Hand or no Hand.

Helen got up and pulled up her sleeve, and the light of that weird arm shone on the surface of the Real Place. I tried not to look at that other withered little arm inside it. And, in fact, there wasn’t time to look, because so many things happened then. The surface of the Place shrivelled and cracked and was gone, just like the glass door of the Old Fort. Only this time there was a huge opening. We were all pushing forward to pour in, when there was a lot of shouting and jerking in the front of the crowd, and a figure in white came leaping out into the opening.


“Wait!” he shouted. It was Konstam. He had not managed to work his way Home yet. “Wait!” he shouted. “They are demons. You must kill each of Them twice!”

It needed saying, but I don’t think everyone heard. I was being pushed through the opening, and Konstam was being pushed away backwards as he shouted, as all the other Homeward Bounders pressed forward to get at Them. Most of us shouted, war-cries or insults or just shouts. Not all of us had weapons, but They ran away from us whether we did or not.

They took advantage of Konstam’s interruption to cheat. They always did cheat if They could. While he was shouting and we were all pushing in, They ran away towards the sides of the Place. As soon as I got in there, it began to get smaller. Its edges weren’t out of sight any more. Pieces sort of dropped off it – and a number of Them seized the opportunity to drop off with the pieces. They sealed my fate by doing that – but I think it was sealed already.

It was terrible confusion then. We were all trying to organise a line of Homeward Bounders to stop Them dropping off. He was towering off one way, and Konstam was at the other side. I shoved Helen off to hold down another end. I could see her arm blazing all through. I tried to organise my end, but most of the Homeward Bounders were so mad to get at Them that they wouldn’t stay there. I had to do most of it myself. In a way, it was easy. I had only to go near Them to have Them recoil from me in horror. But I couldn’t risk getting too near for fear They would get unreal enough to escape into the spirit world or somewhere – anyway, get too unreal to be killed. I think I could have snuffed all Them I came to out with just a touch, but that would have been cheating. I was the odd one out and I couldn’t even kill one of Them. I knew that if I cheated in any way, They would take advantage of it in time to come. So all I could do was run up and down my end swearing and shouting, and trying to herd Them into the fight in the middle of the Place. And They realised. They began to come at me in a body.

I was in real trouble, when a boat drove up against the empty edge beside me. It was a black haggard boat with torn sails and flying ropes, and covered with barnacles. Its skinny, hollow-eyed crew looked like a set of monkeys. The one at their head looked more human, because of his coat and his seaboots. He was waving a curved knife – a cutlass maybe – and the monkeys had the same sort of knives in their shaggy mouths.

“Hello!” I shouted, as they all came swarming down into the Real Place. “Flying Dutchman! Help me hold Them back!” And I shouted to them what was going on.

The Dutchman grinned at me. “One each is not forbidden, eh? Kill twice? A pleasure.”

After that, they strung out in a line and not one of Them got by. I stood with them staring at the terrible muddled battle, in and out and over the tables. They cheated all the time. I suppose They were desperate, but it didn’t make it any better the way They rolled machines on Homeward Bounders and squashed them. They would attack people who were trying to keep the rule, or push one of Them at someone who had already killed one, so that they had to fight back in self defence.

The two monkeys next to me both killed one and a half of Them that way. And that meant that They could attack the monkeys. After a bit, I don’t think anyone knew who had kept the rule and who hadn’t. Except me. I dared not cheat. And there were people like Ahasuerus, who didn’t care after a bit. Ahasuerus got one of Them who was crouching over this machine I’m talking into. I was shouting to him to come over and help the monkeys, when one of Them went for somebody small just behind the machine – it looked like Adam – and Ahasuerus got that one too, in the nick of time. Afterwards he held his hands up in the air and shouted in despair, and after that he just didn’t care any more. He ran amok. He was terrifying.

It was over in the end. There were humped people and humped grey shapes all over the Place, and just a huddle of Them left alive in the middle. They had known there would be. I went to look at what the one talking into the machine had been saying, and it said,

The rules are on our side. There will be enough left of us to and Ahasuerus got him then.

Konstam rounded up all of Them in the middle and respectfully asked him Helen called Uquar what to do with Them.


“You’ll have to send Them over the edge,” he said.

So we did that, shouting and waving, like driving cows, with me in the middle to keep Them scared. The edge was a lot nearer by this time.

After that there was a time for meeting before going Home. He – the one I set free – seemed to have no trouble understanding the machines. He found a machine that sent people Home. And he told me how to work this one I’m using. But that was later. At that time, he was away in the middle of the Place helping people get to the right worlds. He said now that They were gone, even the oldest of them could go home and settle down in peace. I found Helen and Joris and Adam rushing up to me. Konstam and Vanessa were on their way over too, but they stopped on the way for a passionate hug. I was right about them.

“Jamie, which world is yours?” said Joris. “Are you going there now?”

“It’s the same as Adam’s,” I said. “And no, I’m not.”

Of course they all shouted out, “Why not?”

“Because I’m a good hundred years too late for it,” I said.

“So that’s why you said it was like yours!” said Adam. “I see! But you can come and live with us, Jamie. I know it won’t matter.”

“And be like Fred?” I said. “No, it won’t do, Adam. You’ve got too many rules and regulations there now. I should never get used to them. You need to be born to them.”


Vanessa and Konstam had come over by this time. They stood with their arms round one another, looking at me. I was sitting on one of the game tables. A little world was still going on underneath me, but nobody in it knew. “Are you sure, Jamie?” Vanessa said.

“Yup,” I said. “You’ll never believe this, Vanessa. I’m your great-great uncle.”

“Good Lord!” she said. She saw things quicker than most people. “Then you won’t go Home with Adam.”

Joris said eagerly, “Then you can come with us!”

“I’d like to pay you a visit,” I said. “I want to meet both the Elsa Khans.”

Konstam began to see, I think. “Just for a visit?” he said. “You could stay for good.”

“Just a visit once in a while,” I said.

“Then you’ll have to come to the House of Uquar with me,” Helen said, as if it was settled. “You can help me turn my world back into a good place again. It’ll be fun.”

I only wished it was settled. “I’ll visit you too, Helen,” I said. “I promise.”

That made her furious. “Then I shan’t ask you!”

I told you Adam was quick at understanding things. He said, “You’re going to go on being a Homeward Bounder. Why? I’ve only been one for a fortnight, and I hated every minute.”

“Ah, but I’ve got the habit,” I said. I didn’t really want to explain how it was.

“Nonsense,” said Vanessa. “There’s something more to it. Why, Jamie?”


And they all kept at me, until I said, “It’s a matter of this Real Place, you see. They got it and got to be able to play Their games by anchoring it down, sort of, first with him over there, then with Homeward Bounders. As long as we all believed there was a Real Place called Home, and as long as he knew he was going to get free in the end, They had this Place. And all the worlds were not so real. But now that’s all gone, and he’s free and the worlds can be real again, we need an anchor for that too. If we don’t have one, They can have a Real Place again. And I’m the anchor.”

Helen turned straight round and stormed off to where he was standing high among a crowd of people waiting to be sent Home. I could see her haranguing him fiercely. No kneeling this time. A lot of yelling instead. I saw him ask the people to wait a moment. Then he came over to us with Helen.

“You’re right about the anchor,” he said to me, “but it doesn’t have to be you.”

“Who’s better than me?” I said. “I’m still young. I may be a hundred and twelve years old, but I’ve got hundreds more ahead of me. And you said yourself that no worlds are real to me. You were right there. I think it has to be me. Don’t you?”

“I’m afraid I do,” he said. I thought Helen was going to bite him.

“Rather you than me, Jamie!” Adam said.

That was about it, really. They got used to the idea, and then we hung about talking. Joris gave me his clock-thing so that I could find the Bounds. That would have been difficult without Them making moves any longer. I was grateful for that.

When the Place had got quite a bit smaller and all the others had gone, he came over and said they ought to be going Home too. I went over to the sender with them to say goodbye. That got a bit difficult. And then it got worse, because when Adam was all set to go, Vanessa said, with a beaming smile, “I’m not coming. I’m going with Konstam.”

“Yes, you go alone, Adam,” Konstam said, ever so happy.

“Oh no!” I said. They turned and glared at me. Who was I to forbid the banns? “No you don’t!” I said. “You go Home first, Vanessa. You go with her, Konstam, and ask her hand in marriage, or whatever people do these days. But you’re to tell her parents. They’ll understand. I talked to them a while ago and I know how they’re feeling.” And, when Konstam stared at me with his head up, full of the pride of the Khans, I said, “Look, whippersnapper, I’m four times your age, and I know what’s best. So.”

That made Konstam laugh. “Very well,” he said. “Joris, do you mind going on your own for now? Tell Elsa Khan I shall be bringing Vanessa as soon as I can. And tell her we can get to work and exterminate all the demons now, because They won’t be stopping us.”

So all three of them went, and then Joris. When it was Helen’s turn to go, I suddenly found an elephant’s trunk wrapped round my neck again. “Now, now! You don’t drag me off again so easy,” I said.

“Not if you promise to visit me soon,” Helen said.

“Very soon. Next after the Khans,” I said.

“Why them first?” she snapped.

“Because the chief of Them came from that world,” I said. “I don’t want Them roosting there.”

“All right,” she said, and unwrapped the trunk and went.

That left only him and me. We wandered about the silent shrinking Place for a while, he telling me all the things I wanted to know. And he made me promise to visit him again soon too. Oh, I have friends to drop in on, all right.

Then he left. I think he hated it in Their Place, even if he didn’t hate Them. It was good of him to stay so long. And that left only me, talking into this jabbering machine. It’s beginning to jabber a bit slowly now. I have to stop and wait for the hopping bit to catch up with what I’m saying all the time. The machines here are all running down as the reality goes, just as he told me they would. But the Place hasn’t got much smaller now for some time. That means I have to be going too.

You see how it works, do you? As long as I don’t stay anywhere long, as long as I keep moving and don’t think of anywhere as Home, I shall act as an anchor to keep all the worlds real. And that will keep Them out. Funny kind of anchor that has to keep moving. It’s going to go on for such years too. I shall grow old in the end, but it’s going to take a long, long time. The more I move, the longer it’ll take. So I shall have to move because of that too. I’m going to keep Them out as long as I can.

The bit that I’m going to hate is the first part, when I go and see Helen. Every time I go, she’s going to be older than me. There’s going to be a time when I shall still be about thirteen, and she’ll be an old, old woman. I shall hate that. Still, I promised. And at least I shan’t be in any danger of thinking of Helen’s world as Home. Nobody could, except Helen.

If you like, you can all think of it as my gift to you. I never had much else to give. You can get on and play your own lives as you like, while I just keep moving. This story of it all can be another gift. I’ve made an arrangement with Adam. When I’ve finished, which is almost now, I’m going to put the bundle of papers in the garden of the Old Fort, before I move on. Adam’s going to get them and take them to his father. And if you read it and don’t believe it’s real, so much the better. It will make another safeguard against Them.

But you wouldn’t believe how lonely you get.
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Welcome to the worlds of Chrestomanci, where magic is as common as mathematics and anything can happen… an exclusive ebook collection of the entire seven book series by the award-winning Diana Wynne Jones.
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