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        CHAPTER ONE

      

      When Hayley arrived at the big house in Ireland, bewildered and in disgrace, rain was falling and it was nearly dark. Her cousin Mercer had called the place just “the Castle”. As far as Hayley could see, peering up at the place while Cousin Mercer was paying the taxi, the building was a confusing mixture of house and castle and barn. She could see turrets and sharply sloping roofs, tall chimneys, a wooden wall and a stone part at one side that seemed to have been patched up with new bricks. Then the taxi drove off in a spurt of mud. 

      Cousin Mercer – who had confused Hayley all along by turning out to be a grown up youngish man and not a cousin her own age – picked up Hayley’s small old-fashioned suitcase and hurried her into the house, where it was more than ever confusing. 

      They came into a large stone-floored dining room full of people milling about around the enormous dining table, or in and out of the big kitchen beyond. Most of them were children, but all older-seeming and larger than Hayley, while distracted-looking ladies, who were probably aunts, pushed this way and that among them with piles of plates and baskets of bread. 

      Nobody took any notice of Hayley at all. True, somebody said, “Good. She’s here. Now we can eat at last”, but nobody really looked at her. Cousin Mercer left Hayley standing beside her suitcase and threaded his way to the kitchen, shouting, “Mother! Sorry about this. The plane was late and the taxi driver lost the way!” 

      Hayley stood. Her arms hung slightly outwards from the rest of her and her hands dangled, useless and floppy with strangeness. She had never been in the same room with so many people in her life. She was used to the hushed and sequestered way Grandma and Grandad lived, where nobody ran about or laughed much, and nobody ever shouted. These people were so lively and so loud. She didn’t know who any of them were, apart from Cousin Mercer who had brought her here from England, and she missed her friend Flute acutely, even though it was probably Flute’s fault that she was here and in disgrace. She still didn’t understand how she had made Grandma so angry. 

      Hayley sighed. The other main thing about these tall, rushing, shouting children was that they all wore jeans or long baggy trousers with lots of pockets down the sides, and bright stripy tops. Hayley sadly realised that her neat floral dress and her shiny patent-leather shoes were quite wrong for this place. She wished she had jeans and trainers too, but Grandma disapproved of trousers for girls. 

      To add to the strangeness, there were more boys here than girls. Most of the boys were fair and skinny, like the girls – and the girls were so pretty and so confident that Hayley sighed again – but two of the boys stood out by being dark. One was a tall, calm boy who didn’t seem to shout as much as the others. He was obviously popular, because the others were always trying to get his attention. “Troy!” they shouted. “Come and look at my new trick!” or “Troy! What do you think of this?” Troy always grinned and went obligingly over to look. 

      The other dark boy was smaller and he struck Hayley as a perfect little beast. He spent his time slyly pulling the beautiful streaming hair of the girls, or stamping on people’s feet, or trying to steal things out of the pockets in the baggy trousers. Hayley learnt his name too, because every minute or so someone screamed, “Tollie, do that again and you’ll die!” 

      These people are all my cousins! Hayley thought wonderingly. And I didn’t know about any of them until this moment! 

      Here she found that Tollie had come to stand in front of her, jeeringly, with his hands hanging in exactly the same useless position that Hayley’s were and his feet planted the same uncertain six inches apart. “Yuk!” he said. “You dirty outcast!” 

      “You’re my cousin,” Hayley said. Her voice came out small and prim with nerves. 

      “Nim-pim!” Tollie mimicked her. “I am not so your cousin! Mercer’s my dad and he’s your cousin. But you’re only a dirty outcast in a frilly dress.” 

      Hayley felt things boiling in her that she would rather not know. She wanted to leap on Tollie and pull pieces off him – ears, nose, fingers, hair, she scarcely cared which, so long as they came away with lots of blood – but luckily at that moment a large lady bustled up and enfolded Hayley against her big soft bosom hung with many hard strings of beads. 

      “My dear!” the lady said. “Forgive me. I was making the sauce and you know how it goes all lumpy if you leave it. I’m your Aunt May. Tollie, go away and stop being a pain. You have to forgive Tollie, my dear. Most of the year he’s the only child here, but this is the week we have all the family to stay and he feels outnumbered. Now come and be introduced to everyone.” 

      Hayley, who had gone limp with relief against Aunt May’s many necklaces, found herself tensing up again at this. Now they were all going to despise her. 

      Although nobody did seem to despise her, the introductions left Hayley almost as confused as before. 

      The loud, fair cousins were the children of two different aunts. But, beyond gathering that some were Laxtons and belonged to Aunt Geta, and that the rest were Tighs, which made them sons and daughters of Aunt Celia, Hayley had no idea which were which – let alone what all their names were. 

      Aunt Geta stood out a bit by being tall and fair, with an impeccable neatness about her, like a picture painted very strictly inside the lines. Grandma would approve of Aunt Geta, Hayley thought. But Aunt Celia was a blurred sort of person. Aunt Alice, who didn’t seem to have any children, was like a film star, almost unreal she was so perfect. And the tall, calm Troy turned out to be the son of another aunt who had stayed at home in Scotland. Most confusingly of all, the slender brown lady, whose little pearl earrings echoed the curves of her long cheeks and the shine of her big dark eyes, turned out not to be an aunt at all, but Troy’s elder sister, Harmony. Since Harmony had been bustling about just like the aunts, setting the table and telling Tollie and the Tighs and Laxtons to behave themselves, Hayley supposed it was a natural mistake. But it made her feel stupid all the same. 

      “Supper’s ready,” Aunt May announced, tucking her flying grey hair back into its uncoiling loose bun. “You sit here, Hayley, my dear.” 

      Everyone dived for the great table. Chairs squawked on the stone floor and the noise was louder than ever. Harmony and Aunt Alice raced to the kitchen and came back with bowls and casseroles and dishes, while Aunt May bustled behind them with an enormous brown turkey on a huge plate. Aunt May’s hair came uncoiled completely as she put the bird down and she had to stand back from the table and pin it up again. Meanwhile Cousin Mercer came back from wherever he had disappeared to and set to work to carve the turkey. 

      Aunt May was the untidiest person she had ever seen, Hayley thought, sliding nervously into the chair Aunt May had said was hers. Aunt May’s clothes were flapping, fraying, overlapping layers of homespun wool, decorated in front by at least three necklaces and a lot of gravy stains. Her feet were in worn out fur slippers, and as for her hair…! Remembering that Cousin Mercer had told her Aunt May was Grandma’s eldest daughter, Hayley wondered how on earth Grandma had managed with Aunt May as a child. Grandma always said Hayley was untidy and spent hours trying to make the curly tendrils of Hayley’s hair lie flat and neat. “I despair of you, Hayley,” Grandma always said. “I really do!” With Aunt May, Grandma must have despaired even more. Still, Hayley thought, looking from neat Aunt Geta to beautiful Aunt Alice, the younger daughters must have pleased Grandma quite a lot. 

      But Aunt May was kind. She sat next to Hayley and, while Hayley struggled with a plate full of more food than she could possibly eat, Aunt May explained that the Castle had once belonged to Uncle Jolyon, but now it was a guesthouse, except for this one week of the year. “I give the staff a holiday,” she said, “and have all the family to stay. Even your Aunt Ellie comes over some years. And of course we have heaps of rooms. I’ve given you the little room on the half-landing, my dear. I thought you’d feel a little strange if I put you in with the other girls, not being used to it. Just tell me if you’re not happy, won’t you?” 

      As Aunt May chatted on in this way, Hayley looked round the table and noticed that Cousin Mercer, sitting behind the remains of the turkey, was the only grown-up man there. All the family? she thought. Shouldn’t there be some uncles? But she was afraid it might be rude to ask. 

      The turkey was followed by treacle pudding that Hayley was far too full to eat. While everyone else was devouring it down to the last few sticky golden crumbs, the rain got worse. Hayley could hear it battering on the windows and racing through pipes outside the walls. The Laxton cousins were very put out by it. It seemed that there was some game that they always played when they were at the Castle and they had wanted to start playing it that very evening. 

      “We couldn’t have played tonight anyway,” Troy said in his calm way. “It’s too dark to see, even if it wasn’t raining.” 

      Then the Tigh cousins wanted to know if they could play the game indoors instead. The Laxtons thought this was a splendid notion and said so at the tops of their voices. “We could use the big drawing room for it, couldn’t we?” they demanded of Harmony, who seemed to be in charge of the game. 

      “No way,” Harmony said. “It has to be done out of doors. We’ll do it tomorrow, when the grass in the paddock has dried.” 

      This raised such a shout of disappointment that Harmony said, “We can do hide-and-seek indoors, if you like.” 

      There were cheers. Aunt Geta murmured, “Bless you, Harmony. Keep them organised till bedtime if you can and we’ll let you off clearing the dishes.” 

      So while the aunts cleared away the stacks of plates, everyone except Hayley rushed away into other parts of the house. Aunt May picked up Hayley’s suitcase and showed her up a flight of stairs into a small white bedroom with a fluffy bedspread which Hayley much admired. There Aunt May drew the curtains – which flapped and billowed in the gusts of rainy wind outside – and then helped Hayley unpack the suitcase. 

      “Are these all the clothes you’ve got, my dear?” Aunt May asked, shaking out the other two floral dresses. “These are not very practical – or very warm.” 

      Hayley felt hugely ashamed. “Grandma said Aunt Ellie was going to buy me clothes in Scotland,” she said. “To go to school in.” 

      “Hm,” said Aunt May. “I’ll have a look and see if I can dig you out something to wear while you’re here.” She carefully spread Hayley’s pink and white pyjamas out over the white bed. “Hm,” she said again. “Hayley, if you don’t mind my asking, just what did you do to make your grandmother so angry?” 

      Hayley knew she would never be able to explain, when she hardly knew what had happened herself. Aunt May would surely not understand about Flute and Fiddle. Besides, Grandma had never seen either of them. She had only seen the boy with the dogs, but why that had made her so very angry Hayley had no idea. All she could manage to say was, “Grandma said I was romancing at first. Then she said I was bringing the strands here and destroying all Grandpa’s work. She said Uncle Jolyon wouldn’t forgive me for it.” 

      “So she dumps the problem on us,” Aunt May said in a harsh, dry voice. “How typical of my mother! As if we could stand up to Jolyon any more than she can! Didn’t your grandfather object at all?”

      “Yes, but he was upset too,” Hayley said. “He said I might grow out of it, but Grandma said I wasn’t going to get the chance. She phoned for Cousin Mercer to come and fetch me. She said you’d know what to do.” 

      “Blowed if I do!” Aunt May replied. “I’d better ask Geta how she manages, I suppose – or Ellie would be more help. Harmony must have been the same kind of handful when she was younger. Anyway, you run off downstairs and play with the others, and don’t bother about it any more.” 

      Hayley would have liked to stay in the small room. It felt safe, even with its creepily billowing curtains. But she had been brought up by Grandma to do as she was told. So she went obediently downstairs and found the big drawing room in the centre of the house. There were at least five doors to this room. Hayley arrived to find cousins rushing in and out, shrieking, while Troy stood in the middle of it with his hands over his eyes, counting to a hundred, and Harmony shouting, “Don’t forget! Kitchen’s out of bounds and so is the office!” 

      After that everyone thundered away. Shortly Troy bellowed, “One hundred! Coming, ready or not!” and raced away too. 

      Hayley stood where she was, bewildered again. She had never played this kind of game with lots of people in it and she had no idea what the rules were. She stayed standing there, until Tollie rolled out from under a sofa and looked at her jeeringly. 

      “You’re a wimp,” he said, “even for an outcast. And a wuss. And you’re not to tell anyone you saw me.” And, before Hayley could think of anything to say in reply, Tollie climbed to his feet and hurried out of the nearest door. 

      Hayley went to sit on a different sofa, beside a very realistic stuffed cat, where she stayed, sadly trying to decide if the stuffed cat was a cushion or a toy, or just an ornament. Being brought up by Grandma and Grandpa simply did not prepare a person for life, she thought. 

      From time to time, cousins tiptoed through the room, giggling, but none of them took the slightest notice of Hayley. They all know I’m a wimp and an outcast, she thought. 
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        CHAPTER TWO

      

       Hayley was an orphan. All she knew of her parents was the wedding photograph in a silver frame that Grandma propped in the middle of Hayley’s bedroom mantelpiece and warned Hayley not to touch. Hayley naturally spent long hours standing on a chair carefully studying the photo. The two people in it looked so happy. Her mother had the same kind of fair good looks as Aunt Alice, except that she seemed more human than Aunt Alice, less perfect. She laughed, with her head thrown back and her veil flying, a lopsided, almost guilty laugh at Hayley’s father. He laughed proudly back, proud of Hayley’s mother, proud in himself. There was pride in the set of his curly black head, in his gleaming dark eyes and in the way his big brown hand clasped Hayley’s mother’s white one. He was the one Hayley had her obstinately curly hair and brown complexion from. But, since Hayley’s mother was so fair, Hayley’s hair had come out a sort of whitish brown and her eyes big and grey. She thought of herself as an exact mixture of both of them and wished with all her strength that they were alive so that she could know them. 

      Grandma and Grandpa lived in a large house on the edge of London, one of those houses that have a mass of dark shrubs back and front and stained glass in most of the windows, so that it was always rather dark. It had a kitchen part, where a cook and a maid lived. Hayley only ever saw this part when the latest maid took her for walks on the common and they came back in through the kitchen. She was forbidden to go there at any other time in case she disturbed the cook. 

      The rest of the large dark rooms were mostly devoted to Grandpa’s work. Hayley had no idea what Grandpa’s work was, except that it seemed to involve keeping up with the whole world. One entire room was devoted to newspapers and magazines in many languages – most of them the closely-printed, learned kind – and another room was full of maps; maps pinned to walls, piled on shelves in stacks or spread on sloping work benches ready to be studied. The big globe in the middle of this room always fascinated Hayley. The other rooms were crowded to the ceilings with books and strewn with papers, telephones and radios of all colours, except for the room in the basement that was full of computers. The only downstairs room Hayley was officially allowed into was the parlour – and then only if she washed first – where she was allowed to sit in one of its stiff chairs to watch programmes on television that Grandma thought were suitable. 

      Hayley did not go to school. Grandma gave her lessons upstairs in the schoolroom – which was where Hayley had her meals too – and those lessons were a trial to both of them. Just as Hayley’s feathery, flyaway curls continually escaped from Grandma’s careful combing and plaiting, so Hayley’s attempts to read, write, do sums and paint pictures were always sliding away from the standards Grandma thought correct. Grandma kept a heavy flat ruler on her side of the table with which she rapped Hayley’s knuckles whenever Hayley painted outside the lines in the painting book, or wrote something that made her laugh, or got the answer in bags of cheese instead of in money. 

      Hayley sighed a little as she sat in the Castle drawing-room beside the pretend cat. She had learnt very early on that she could never live up to Grandma’s standards. Grandma disapproved of running and shouting and laughing and singing as well as painting outside the lines. Her ideas took in the whole world and Hayley was always overflowing Grandma’s edges. It occurred to Hayley now, as she sat on the drawing room sofa, that Grandma must have had four daughters – no, six, if you counted Mother and the Aunt Ellie who was in Scotland – and she wondered how on earth they had all managed when they were girls. 

      Luckily, Grandpa was never this strict. Unless he was on a phone to someone important, like Uncle Jolyon or the Prime Minister, he never really minded Hayley sneaking into one of his work rooms. “Are your hands clean?” he would say, looking round from whatever he was doing. And Hayley would nod and smile, knowing this was Grandpa’s way of saying she could stay. She smiled now and patted the unreal cat, thinking of her grandfather, huge and bearded, with his round stomach tightly buttoned into a blue-check shirt, turning from his screens to point to a book he had found for her, or to put a cartoon up on another screen for her. 

      Grandpa was kind, although he never seemed to have much idea what was suitable for small girls. Hayley had several frustrated memories about this. Before she could read, Grandpa had given her a book full of grey drawings of prisons, thinking she would enjoy looking at it. Hayley had not enjoyed it at all. Nor, when she had only just learned to read, had she enjoyed the book called The Back of the North Wind which Grandpa had pushed into her hands. The print in it was close and tiny, and Hayley could not understand the story. 

      But Grandpa had given her many other books later that she did enjoy. And he often – and quite unpredictably – showed Hayley peculiar things on one or other of his computers. The first time he did this, Hayley was decidedly disappointed. She had been expecting another cartoon, and here Grandpa was, showing her a picture of a large rotating football. Light fell on it sideways as it spun and also fell on the golf ball that was whizzing energetically round the football, going from round to half-lighted to invisible as it whizzed. 

      “This isn’t Tom and Jerry,” Hayley said. 

      “No, it’s the earth and the moon,” Grandpa said. “It’s time you learnt what makes day and night.” 

      “But I know that,” Hayley objected. “Day is when the sun comes up.” 

      “And I suppose you think the sun goes round the earth?” Grandpa said. 

      Hayley thought about this. She knew from the globe in the map room that the earth was probably round – though she thought people might well be wrong about that – so it stood to reason that the sun had to circle round it or people in Australia would have night all the time. “Yes,” she said. 

      She was hugely indignant when Grandpa explained that the earth went round the sun, and rather inclined to think Grandpa had got it wrong. Even when Grandpa zoomed the football into the distance and showed her the sun, like a burning beach ball, and the earth circling it along with some peas and several tennis balls, Hayley was by no means convinced. When he told her that it was the earth spinning that made day and night, and the earth circling the sun that made winter and summer, Hayley still thought he might be wrong. Because it was just pictures on a screen, she suspected they were no more real than Donald Duck or Tom and Jerry. And when Grandpa told her that the peas and tennis balls were other planets – Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Neptune, Pluto – like Earth, and that the tiny things shooting around them in orbits the shape of safety pins were comets, Hayley felt indignant and jealous for Earth, for not being the only one. It took her months to accept that this was the way things were. 

      She only really accepted it when Grandpa began showing her other things. He showed her the slow growth of Earth from a bare ball of rock, through agelong  changes of climate, during which the lands moved about on its surface like leaves floating on a pond, and rocks grew and turned to sand. He showed her dinosaurs and tiny creatures in the sea bed. Then he showed her atoms, molecules and germs – after which Hayley for a long time confused all three with planets going round the sun and, when Grandma insisted that you washed to get rid of germs, wondered if Grandma was trying to clean the universe off her. 

      Grandpa showed her the universe too, where the Milky Way was like a silver scarf of stars, and other stars floated in shapes that were supposed to be people, swans, animals, crosses and crowns. He also showed Hayley the table of elements, which seemed to her to be something small but heavy, fixed into the midst of all the other floating, spinning, shining strangeness. She thought the elements were probably little number-shaped tintacks that pegged the rest in place. 

      Grandma had a tendency to object to Grandpa showing Hayley such things. Grandma was liable to march in when Hayley was peacefully settled in front of a cartoon or a plan of the universe and snap the off-button, saying it was not suitable for Hayley to watch. She always went through the books Grandpa gave Hayley too, and took away things like Fanny Hill and The Rainbow and Where the Rainbow Ends and Pilgrim’s Progress. Hayley never understood quite why these were unsuitable. But the time when Grandma came close to banning all computer displays was when Grandpa showed Hayley the mythosphere. 

      This was an accident really. It was raining, so that Hayley could not go out for her usual afternoon walk on the common. Grandma went to have her rest. Grandpa had just come home that morning from one of his mysterious absences. Grandpa usually vanished two or three times a year. When Hayley asked where he was, Grandma looked forbidding and answered, “He’s gone to visit his other family. Don’t be nosy.” Grandpa never talked about this at all. When Hayley asked where he had been, he pretended not to hear. But she was always truly glad when he came back. The house felt very dreary without the background hum of the computers and the constant ringing or beeping of all the phones. So, as soon as Grandma’s bedroom door shut, Hayley raced softly downstairs to the computer room. 

      Grandpa was there, sitting massively in front of a screen, carefully following something on it with a light-pen. Hayley tiptoed up to look over his shoulder. It was a picture of Earth, slowly spinning in dark blue emptiness. She saw Africa rotating past as she arrived. But Africa was quite hard to see because it and the whole globe was swathed in a soft, multicoloured mist. The mist seemed to be made up of thousands of tiny pale threads, all of them moving and swirling outwards. Each thread shone as it moved, gentle and pearly, so the effect was as if Earth spun in a luminous rainbow veil. While Hayley watched, some of the threads wrapped themselves together into a shining skein and this grew on outwards, growing brighter and harder-looking as it grew, and then got thrown gently sideways with the turning of the world, so that it became a silver red spiral. There were dozens of these skeins, when Hayley looked closely, in dozens of silvery colours. But underneath these were thousands of other shining threads which busily drifted and wove and plaited close to Earth. 

      “That’s beautiful!” Hayley said. “What are they?” 

      “Are your hands clean?” Grandpa answered absently. His light-pen steadily picked out a gold gleaming set of threads underneath the spirals and followed it in and out, here and there, through the gauzy mass. He seemed to take it for granted that Hayley had washed her hands because he went on, “This is the mythosphere. It’s made up of all the stories, theories and beliefs, legends, myths and hopes, that are generated here on Earth. As you can see, it’s constantly growing and moving as people invent new tales to tell or find new things to believe. The older strands move out to become these spirals, where things tend to become quite crude and dangerous. They’ve hardened off, you see.” 

      “Are they real, the same as atoms and planets?” Hayley asked. 

      “Quite as real – even realler in some ways,” Grandpa replied. 

      Hayley said the name of it to herself, in order not to forget it. “The mythosphere. And what are you doing with it?” 

      “Tracing the golden apples,” Grandpa said. “Wondering why they’ve never become a spiral of their own. They mix into other strands all the time. Look.” He did something to the keyboard to make Earth turn about and spread itself into a flat plain with continents slowly twirling across it. Golden threads rose from India, from the flatness north of the mountains, from the Mediterranean and from Sweden, Norway and Britain. “See here.” Grandpa’s big hairy hand pointed the light-pen this way and that as the threads arose. “This thread mingles with three different dragon stories. And this…” the line of light moved southward “…mixes with two quite different stories here. This one’s the judgement of Paris and here we have Atalanta, the girl who was distracted from winning a race by some golden apples. And there are hundreds of folk tales…” The pen moved northwards to golden threads growing like grass over Europe and Asia. Grandpa shook his head. “Golden apples all over. They cause death and eternal life and danger and choices. They must be important. But none of them combine. None of them spiral and harden. I don’t know why.” 

      “If they’re real,” Hayley said, “can a person go and walk in them, or are they like germs and atoms and too small to see?” 

      “Oh, yes,” Grandpa said, frowning at the threads. “Only I don’t advocate walking in the spirals. Everything gets pretty fierce out there.” 

      “But nearer in. Do you walk or float?” Hayley wanted to know. 

      “You could take a boat if you want,” Grandpa said, “or even a car sometimes. But I prefer to walk myself. It’s—” 

      But here Grandma came storming in and seized Hayley by one arm. “Really! Honest to goodness, Tas!” she said, dragging Hayley away from the screen. “You ought to know better than to let Hayley in among this stuff!” 

      “It’s not doing her any harm!” Grandpa protested. 

      “On the contrary. It could do immense harm – to us and Hayley too, if Jolyon gets to hear of it!” Grandma retorted. She dragged Hayley out of the room and shut the door with a bang. “Hayley, you are not to have anything to do with the mythosphere ever again!” she said. “Forget you ever saw it!” 
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        CHAPTER THREE

      

       Being ordered to forget about the mythosphere was like being ordered not to think of a blue elephant. Hayley could not forget those beautiful swirling, drifting, shining threads. She thought about the mythosphere constantly, almost as often as she stood on a chair and stared at the young, happy faces in her parents’ wedding photo. It was if the mythosphere had cast a spell on her. Something tugged at her chest whenever she remembered it and she felt a great sad longing that was almost like feeling sick. 

      It was a few days later that she met the musicians properly for the first time. Hayley was never sure whether or not the mythosphere had anything to do with it. But it seemed likely that it did. 

      She knew one of the musicians by sight anyway. She saw him every time the latest maid took her round by the shops instead of out on the common. Martya, the newest maid, always nodded and smiled at him. Martya was a big strong girl with hair like the white silk fringes on Grandma’s parlour furniture – soft, straight hair that was always swirling across her round pink face. Unfortunately, Martya’s face did not live up to her beautiful hair in any way. Grandma sniffed and called Martya “distressingly plain“, and then sighed and wished Martya spoke better English. When she sent Martya and Hayley round by the shops, Grandma always had to give Martya a list written in big capital letters because Martya didn’t read English very well either. This, Grandma explained to Hayley, was because Martya was from Darkest Russia, where they used different letters as well as different language. It was Martya’s bad English that first caused Hayley’s interest in the musician. 

      He was very tall and skinny and he always wore a dark suit with a blue scarf tucked in around the neck. He had stood for as long as Hayley could remember, rain or shine, in the exact same place outside the pub called The Star, playing high sweet notes on a shabby little violin that looked much too small for him. The case of the violin lay open on the pavement by his feet and people occasionally chucked coppers or 5p’s into it as they passed. Hayley always wondered why he never seemed to play any real tunes – just music, she thought of it. 

      Neither Hayley nor Martya ever had any coins to drop into the case, but Martya never failed to nod and smile at the man; whereupon he nodded back, violin and all, still playing away, and a large beaming smile would spread up his thin face, making his eyes gleam the same bright blue as his scarf. Up till then Hayley had always assumed he was old. But he had such a young smile that she now noticed that his hair, under the round black cap he always wore, was not old white, but the same sort of fine white hair as Martya’s. 

      “Is he some relation of yours?” she asked. “Is that why you nod?” 

      “No. Is polite,” Martya said. “He is musician.” 

      The way she said it, it sounded like “magician”. Hayley said, “Oh!” very impressed, and from then on she too nodded and smiled at the musician, with considerable awe. And he always smiled back. 

      Hayley longed to ask the musician about his magic powers, but Martya always hurried her past to the shops before she had a chance to ask. 

      Then one afternoon they were in the corner shop just beyond The Star – where Hayley could still hear the violin in the distance, so sad and sweet that she felt herself aching with the same longing she felt about the mythosphere – when Martya fell into an argument with Mr Ahmed who ran the shop. Both of them pointed to Grandma’s list and Mr Ahmed kept saying, “No, no, I assure you, this word is orangeade.” While Martya said, over and over, “Is oranges we need!” 

      Hayley waited for them to stop, idly kicking at the base of the ice-cream machine while she waited. And something tinkled beside her shoe. She looked down and saw it was a pound coin. 

      Without even having to think, she snatched it up and raced out of the shop, round the bulging steps of The Star, back to where the musician stood playing. There she dropped the coin into the violin case and waited breathlessly in front of him. 

      After a moment he seemed to realise that she wanted something. He took his bow off his violin and the violin down from his chin. “Thank you,” he said. 

      He had a nice, light kind of voice. Much encouraged by it, Hayley blurted out, “Please, I just wanted to know, are you a magician?” 

      He thought about it. “It depends what you mean by magician,” he said at length. “My ways are not your ways. But I have a brother who stands in the sun, who could tell you more.” 

      Hayley looked across the street, where the sunlight blazed on shoppers and glinted off shop windows. She had often vaguely wondered why the musician always stood here, on the shady side of the street. She turned back to ask if the brother was a musician as well. 

      But here Martya dashed up in a panic and seized Hayley’s arm. “You don’t go, you don’t go! Your baba kills me! So sorry,” she gasped at the musician. “She bother you.”

      He smiled his blue-eyed smile. “Not at all,” he said. 

      Martya gave him a flustered glare and dragged Hayley back to the shop, where she and Mr Ahmed had settled the argument by getting Grandma both oranges and orangeade. Grandma was not pleased when they got home. She had wanted orange juice. 

      Thereafter, whenever they went to the shops, Hayley always tried to tempt Martya to walk on the sunny side of the street, in hopes of meeting the musician’s brother. Martya nodded and smiled as if she quite understood, and then stayed on the usual side of the road. Nodding and smiling turned out to be a habit with Martya. She used it instead of understanding English. She used it particularly when Grandma told her to clean the silver or sweep the stairs. Grandma soon began saying Martya was a lazy slattern. 

      “Now let us see,” Grandma said, one afternoon a few days later, “if you can manage to do one simple thing, Martya. No, don’t nod, don’t smile. Just look at Hayley’s shoes.” She pointed. Martya and Hayley both looked down at Hayley’s neat black shiny shoes. “Now go to the shoe shop,” Grandma said, “with this note and this money, and get Hayley another pair just the same but half a size larger. Can you do that?” 

      “I can do that, Grandma,” Hayley said joyfully. The shoe shop was on the sunny side of the street. 

      “I’m talking to Martya,” Grandma said. “Martya is doing the buying. I want the same kind exactly, Martya. No other colour, no fancy bits. Have you understood?” 

      Martya nodded and smiled vigorously and the pair of them set off towards the shops. On the way, Martya said, rather helplessly, “I don’t know how is shoes. What is fancy bits?” 

      “I’ll show you,” Hayley said. 

      The shoe shop was quite a long way down the road from The Star, where the musician was playing as usual. Hayley waved to him across the street, but she was not sure he saw her. When they reached the shoe shop, Hayley led Martya in front of the window and pointed to the various different shoes inside it. “Look – those pink ones with cowboy fringes have the fancy bits, and so do those with a flower on front. Do you see?” 

      While Martya pulled her hair aside in order to bend down and stare at the shoes, and then did her usual nodding and smiling, Hayley suddenly began hearing sweet distant snatches of music. It was not violin music. She was not sure what instrument it was, but it flowed and stopped and flowed again, in some of the loveliest sounds she had ever heard. “It’s his brother,” she said to Martya. Martya just nodded and smiled and looked at shoes. Hayley said, “I’ll be back in a minute,” and walked sideways away along the fronts of the shops, tracking the music. “Like the Pied Piper or something,” she said aloud, as the sounds led her on, and on, and then round a corner into a small side street. 

      The musician was there, standing in blazing sunlight and, to Hayley’s delight, he was actually playing a pipe, the kind you held sideways out along one shoulder to play. Hayley dimly thought it might be a flute. She had never heard such lovely sounds as those that came pouring out of it, although she did wish that he would keep to one tune, instead of playing in snatches. One moment he would be playing something wild and jolly. Then he would break off and start another tune, this one melting and sad. Then it would be music you could march to. She stood and surveyed him and rejoiced. 

      He had hair like Martya’s, quite long, but not as long as Martya’s, that blew around his head in fine white strands, and he was as tall and thin as the violin-player, though nothing like so neat. His clothes were green and baggy, and a green, green scarf fluttered from his neck. A baggy green hat lay on the ground by his bare feet, waiting for money. 

      He was watching Hayley watching him while he played. His eyes were the same green as his scarf. Hayley had never seen eyes that colour before, nor had she ever looked into eyes that were so direct and interested and kind. It was as if he and Hayley knew one another already. 

      “I’m sorry I haven’t any money,” she said. 

      You couldn’t play a flute and talk. He took the flute away from his mouth to smile and say, “That doesn’t matter.” 

      “Are you the violin man’s brother?” she asked. 

      “That’s right,” he said. “Who are you?” 

      “I’m Hayley Foss,” Hayley said. “What are you called?” 

      He grinned, the same sort of youthful grin as his brother’s, and asked, “What do you want to call me?” 

      All sorts of names flooded through Hayley’s mind, so many that she was surprised into taking a deep, gasping breath. “Flute,” she said, in the end. 

      He laughed. “That’ll do. And I suppose that makes my brother’s name Fiddle. One of us had better warn him. What can I do for you?” 

      “Are you a magician?” Hayley asked. 

      “In many ways, yes,” he said. “I don’t live by the usual rules.” 

      “I have to live by rules all the time,” Hayley said wistfully. “Can you show me some magic?” 

      Flute looked at her consideringly – and quite sympathetically, she thought. He seemed to be going to agree, but then he looked up over Hayley’s head and said, “Some other time, perhaps.” 

      Martya was rushing up the small street, waving a pair of large pink shoes with cowboy fringes, and a lady from the shoe shop was rushing after her. Martya was so agitated at losing Hayley that she forgot to speak English at all and shouted a torrent of her own language, while the shop lady kept saying, “I don’t care where you come from. You haven’t paid for those shoes.” 

      Flute twisted up one side of his face, so that half of it seemed to be smiling at Hayley and the other half looking seriously at the shop lady, and said, “I think I’d better sort this out for you.” He said to the lady, “It’s all right. She thought this little girl had gone missing, you see.” Then he spoke to Martya in what was clearly her own language. 

      Martya replied with a gush of Darkest Russian, clapping the pink shoes together in front of her bosom, as a substitute for wringing her hands. They were very big shoes, much more Martya’s size than Hayley’s. Flute spoke to her soothingly while he collected his hat and shut his flute into a long case. By the time they were all walking back to the shoe shop, he was wearing rather battered green boots that Hayley had certainly not seen him put on. 

      He did do some magic! Hayley thought. Quite a lot of it! she added to herself, as she watched Flute calming everyone in the shop down and making sure that Martya counted out enough of Grandma’s money to pay for the large pink shoes. Then he smiled at Hayley, said, “I’ll see you,” and left. 

      Martya and Hayley went home, where Grandma was far from pleased. Hayley said repeatedly, “It wasn’t her fault, or Flute’s, Grandma. They both thought you meant the shoes were for her.” While Martya nodded and smiled and hugged the shoes happily. 

      “Be quiet, Hayley,” Grandma snapped. “Martya, I have had enough of this nodding and smiling. It’s just an excuse for laziness and dishonesty. You’ll have to leave. Now.” 

      Martya’s ugly face contorted inside her beautiful hair. “Laziness I am?” she said to Grandma. “Then of you, what? You do nothing all day but give orders and make rules! I go and pack now – and take my shoes!” She went stumping up the stairs, scowling. “Your baba is a monster!” she said as she stamped past Hayley. “You I pity from the depths of my chest!” 

      It startled Hayley. She had not thought of Grandma as a monster – she had just thought life was like that: long and boring and full of rules and things you mustn’t do. Now here was Martya actually pitying her for it. She wondered if it made sense. 

      But there were no more walks, to the shops or out on the common, for a while after that. Until a new maid was found to clean things and take Hayley out in the afternoons, Hayley was sent into the back garden instead. There she wandered about among the dark, crowding laurel bushes, thinking about her parents, longing for the mythosphere and wondering if Grandma really was a monster. Sometimes, when she was right in the midst of the laurels and knew she could not be seen from any of the windows, she crouched down – careful not to get her knees dirty – and secretly built bowers out of twigs, castles made of pebbles and gardens from anything she could find. “Mythosphere things,” she called them to herself. 

      She was building a particularly elaborate rock garden about a week later, made of carefully piled gravel and ferns, when she looked up to see Flute standing among the laurels with his hands in his pockets. He was staring up at the house as if he was wondering about it. Hayley could not think how Flute had got in. There was a high brick wall round the garden and no way in except through the house. 

      “Hallo,” she said. “What are you doing here?” 

      Flute had obviously not known she was there. He whirled round, thoroughly startled, and his green scarf blew tastefully out among his hair. “Oh,” he said. “I didn’t see you. I was wondering what went on in this house.” 

      “Nothing much does,” Hayley told him, rather dryly. “Grandpa works and Grandma makes rules.” 

      Flute frowned and shook his head slightly. The green scarf fluttered. His eyes stared into Hayley’s, green and steady. “I know you,” he said. “You were with the Russian lady and the shoes.” 

      “Martya. She left,” Hayley said. 

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” Flute said. “This house isn’t for the likes of her. Why are you in it?” 

      “I’m an orphan,” Hayley explained. “They bring me up.” Flute nodded, taking this in, and then smiled at her, with some little doubtful creases beside his mouth. Hayley found herself adoring him, in a way she never adored even Grandpa. “How did you get in here?” she said. “Over the wall?” 

      Flute shook his head. “I don’t do walls,” he said. “I’ll show you, if you’ll just follow me for a few steps.” He turned and walked, with a soft clatter of leaves, in among the laurel trees. 

      Hayley sprang up from her rock garden – it was finished anyway – and followed the swishing and the glimpses of green scarf among the dark leaves. There had to be a gate in the wall that she had never found. But she never saw the wall. She followed Flute out of the laurels into a corner of the common. Really the common. She saw cars on the road in the distance and Grandpa’s familiar red house in the row beyond the road. “Good heavens!” she said, and looked up at Flute with respect. “That’s more magic, isn’t it? Can you show me some more more?” 

      Flute thought about it. “What do you want to see?” 

      There was no question about that. “The mythosphere,” Hayley said. 

      Flute was rather taken aback. He put his hands into his baggy pockets and looked down at her seriously. “Are you sure? Someone has warned you, have they, that things in the mythosphere are often harder and – well – fiercer than they are here?” 

      Hayley nodded. “Grandpa said the strands harden off when they get further out.” 

      “All right,” Flute said. “We’ll take a look at some of the nearest parts then. It’ll have to be just a short look, because I wasn’t expecting to see you and I have things to do today. Follow me then.” 
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        CHAPTER FOUR

      

       Flute turned and strode back among the laurels, green scarf streaming. Hayley pattered after him in the greatest excitement. Not much happened at first, except that they came out into proper woodland where paths seemed to run in several directions. Flute looked this way and that and finally chose a path that was lightly strewn with brown and yellow autumn leaves. After a short way, the leaves were in thick drifts and the trees overhead were yellow and brown and apricot, and rattled in a sad, small autumn breeze. Hayley – and Flute too – began to enjoy shuffling the leaves into heaps and then kicking them, until Flute put a hand out for Hayley to stop. 

      Someone was coming along a path that crossed theirs, whistling merrily. 

      Hayley stood nearly knee deep in leaves and watched a splendid young man go striding past, crunching coloured leaves under his sandals. He was obviously a hunter. His main clothing was a big spotted leopardskin that draped over one shoulder and fastened around his hips to make a sort of skirt, and he carried an enormous longbow almost as tall as himself. The arrows for it hung in a long leather box over his left shoulder. His muscles bulged and gleamed. Grandma would have called him a dirty savage, but to Hayley he looked neat and crisp, like an actor dressed up as a hunter for a film. She could see that his neat little beard and his chestnut curls were shining and clean. 

      “Who is he?” she whispered. 

      “Orion,” Flute whispered back. “He’s a hunter.” 

      There seemed to be a group of ladies in long dresses suddenly, in among the trees. The hunter stopped whistling, peered, and whipped an arrow, long and wickedly sharp, out from his arrow-holder. Then, holding it ready beside his bow, he broke into a fast, striding run. The ladies all screamed and ran away. 

      Hayley did not blame them. “Can’t he see they’re not animals?” she said. 

      “Not always,” Flute said, as hunter and ladies all disappeared among the trees. 

      Flute and Hayley turned a corner and came out beside a lake then, where it seemed to be nearly winter. All the trees and bushes around the bleak little stretch of water were brown and almost empty of leaves. A young lady in a white dress came down the bank towards the shore. When she was right beside the water, she looked around, grinning mischievously, and crouched down. Her white dress melted into her all over and she was suddenly a swan. Off she launched, white and stately, and sailed across the lake. 

      Hayley saw a hunter then. She thought he was not the same hunter as the first one, but it was hard to be sure. He was in dark clothes, but he had the same sort of huge bow and a case of arrows. He was coming stealthily down to the lakeside with an arrow ready beside his bow. When he saw the swan lady, he put the arrow in the bow, raised it and, very slowly and carefully, drew the arrow back until the bow was a great arc. 

      Hayley cried out, “Oh no! Don’t!” 

      The hunter did not seem to hear her. He let the arrow fly. Out in the lake, the swan collapsed into a white, spouting turmoil. 

      “Let’s move on,” Flute said sadly. He took Hayley’s hand and pulled her away from the lakeside. But before the bushes hid the lake, Hayley had to look back. She saw the hunter wading in the water, dragging the white floppy shape of the lady to the shore. He seemed to be crying his eyes out. 

      The next part they went through had swans in it everywhere. Three swans with crowns on their heads glided on a sudden sea. A group of young women ran down to the beach a bit further on and then took off as swans in a white beating of huge wings. More wings beat and some swans came in to land beside a big bonfire. As they landed, they turned into young men. This happened several times. Sometimes there was just one swan, sometimes a whole flock. Then Flute and Hayley arrived at a place where a young woman timidly held out her hand to a huge swan, as big as she was. There was something about that big swan that Hayley did not like at all. 

      “I think,” Flute said, “that we’ll take another strand now. All right?” When Hayley nodded, he turned off along a way that was greener, where the sun shone among forest trees that seemed to be putting out new spring leaves. 

      They passed through a sunny clearing where golden midges circled under a big oak tree. When Hayley looked at the midges closely, they were very small winged people. She cried out with pleasure. 

      “More like it, eh?” Flute said, grinning. 

      The midge people all flew away as he said it. They seemed to have been frightened by a growing noise, over to the left. It was a sound of yelping, pattering and panting. Shortly a whole crowd of dogs burst into the clearing, excited, long-legged hunting dogs with their tongues hanging out. Hayley could see that they were all little more than puppies. They saw Hayley and Flute and rushed towards them, so that in seconds they were surrounded by curved, waving tails, big floppy ears and wide panting mouths with long pink tongues draping out of them. One puppy reared up to put both paws on Flute’s stomach. Flute laughed and rubbed its ears. Hayley, a little timidly, stroked the head of the nearest hound. This caused all the rest to clamour for attention too. Hayley had to laugh. It was like being in a warm, boisterous bath, full of excitement and affection. 

      A boy came panting into the clearing, trailing a long whip. He stopped and laughed when he saw them surrounded in happy dogs. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m trying to teach them to follow a scent. You wouldn’t believe how easily they get distracted!” He was a good looking boy, not much older than Hayley, and he seemed as happy and excited as his dogs. He cracked his whip in the air. “Down, Chaser! Come on, Snuffer! Bell and Doom, get away, get on!” He cracked his whip again. Hayley saw that he was careful not to hit any of the dogs. “Come on, all of you!” he shouted. 

      It took a while, and a lot more shouting and whip cracking, but at length the dogs turned away from these interesting new humans they had found. One or two put noses to the ground. One gave an excited yelp. And finally they all rushed away into the forest with the boy running and bounding behind them. 

      “Oh, I liked him!” Hayley said. “Who is he?” 

      “Another huntsman,” Flute said. “One of many. We’re on the hunters’ strand here. But I think we ought to be getting back now. I’ve got a busy afternoon and I suspect that your grandmother will be wanting you by now.” He strode off through the sunlit forest in the same direction that the boy and his dogs had gone. 

      Hayley said, “Bother!” as she trudged after him. The midge people had come back again to circle in the sun and she had wanted to watch them. 

      Just as she caught up with Flute, the boy came racing back towards them. He was older now, with a little curl of beard on his chin, and he ran as if he was running for his life. If he noticed Flute or Hayley as he tore past them, he gave no sign of it. His eyes were set with terror and he just ran. Behind him came all the dogs, older too now, and a bit gaunt and grizzled. They were all snarling. One or two had foam coming from their mouths and all their eyes glared. As the boy crashed past Flute and Hayley the foremost dog almost caught him and then lost ground because it had a bloodstained piece of the boy’s trousers in its mouth. The rest chased on furiously. 

      Hayley clutched Flute’s hand. “Do they catch him?” 

      Flute nodded. “I’m afraid so.” 

      Hayley was horrified. “Why?” 

      “He managed to be really offensive to a goddess,” Flute told her. “Things like this happen on every strand, you know. The mythosphere is not an entirely happy place.” 

      “But it looks so beautiful!” Hayley protested. 

      Flute laughed a little. “Beauty isn’t made of sugar,” he said. “Through this way now.” 

      They pushed their way through some thick laurels and came out into the common again. Hayley stared from the bushes behind to her to the still impossible sight of her grandparents’ house beyond the road, over there. 

      Flute said, “Do you think you can find your own way back, or do you want me to take you?” 

      “I’d rather stay with you,” Hayley said. She felt raw with sorrow over the fate of the nice boy. 

      “Not possible, I’m afraid,” Flute said. “But I’ll show you some more magic quite soon if you like. See you.” He plunged back among the laurels and was gone. 

      Definitely gone, Hayley knew. She stood and wondered what Grandma might say if Hayley simply went across the road and rang the doorbell, and Grandma opened the door. It hardly bore thinking of. No, she had to get back to the garden somehow. 

      She pushed her way dubiously in among the laurels. And pushed and rustled and plunged and rattled, and for a while wondered if she was going to have to just stand there and yell for help, or even stay in the bushes for ever. Then she was quite suddenly through them and into the garden, almost treading on her rock garden. She was about to kick it moodily to bits – it was only a heap of stones with wilting ferns stuck in it, and that nice boy was being ripped apart by his own dogs – when she heard Grandma calling her. At which Hayley forgot that she was not supposed to run and rushed frantically up the path to the garden door. 

      “I think Flute is an ancient supernatural being,” she panted unwisely to Grandma. 

      “Oh, just look at you!” Grandma exclaimed. “How did you get so untidy?” 

      “In the bushes. Flute is just what I call him because I don’t know his real name,” Hayley babbled. “He has a green scarf and hair like Martya’s.” 

      Grandma stiffened. “Will you stop romancing this instant, Hayley! Uncle Jolyon’s here. He wants to see you for tea in the parlour. If it wasn’t for that, I’d send you to bed without supper for telling stories. Go and comb your hair and put on a clean dress this moment. I want you back downstairs and looking respectable in ten minutes! So hurry!” 

      Hayley sobered up. She saw she had been stupid to mention Flute to Grandma. Flute was – if ever anyone was – a person who overflowed Grandma’s boundaries. Flute didn’t do walls. And Grandma did walls all the time, Hayley thought as she scurried away down the passage to the stairs. She was halfway up the stairs when she heard Grandpa and Uncle Jolyon coming out of the map room, arguing. It was funny, she thought, peeping over the banisters, the way unusual things always seemed to happen in clusters. Uncle Jolyon only visited here about once a year and when he did, Grandpa was always very, very polite to him. But now Grandpa was shouting at him. 

      “You just watch yourself!” Grandpa bellowed. “Any more of this control-freak nonsense and I shall walk away! Then where will you be?” 

      As Hayley scudded on upwards, Uncle Jolyon was making peace-keeping sort of noises. She took another peep at them on the next turn of the stairs. They were both big, stout men, but where Grandpa was grey, Uncle Jolyon had a fine head of curly white hair and a white beard and moustache to go with it. He backed away as Grandpa positively roared, “Oh yes, I can do it! I did it before and you didn’t like it one bit, did you?” 

      “Hayley!” Grandma called. “Are you changed yet?” 

      Hayley called out, “Nearly, Grandma!” and pelted on up to her room. There she flung off her grubby dress, flung on a new one and managed to make her hair lie flat by pasting it down with the water she scrubbed her muddy knees in. Then she went demurely down to the parlour, where Grandma was pouring tea and Grandpa and Uncle Jolyon were drinking it, all smiles, as if neither of them had just been quarrelling in the hall. 

      Nobody took much notice of Hayley. She sat on an embroidered chair nibbling at a hard rock cake – which made her feel like a rather small squirrel – and listened to the three adults talk about world affairs, and science, and the stock market, and some prehistoric carvings someone had found in a cave near Nottingham. If Uncle Jolyon had specially wanted to see Hayley, he showed few signs of it. He only looked at her once. Hayley was struck then at how dishonest the crinkles round his eyes made him look. She thought it must be because she had just seen Flute. Flute’s green eyes looked at you direct and straight, without any disguising of his feelings. Uncle Jolyon’s eyes calculated and concealed things. Hayley found she distrusted him very much. 

      When the tea was drunk, Uncle Jolyon leaned over, grunting a little, and pinched Hayley’s chin. “You be a good girl now,” he said to her, “and do what your grandparents say.” 

      The way he smiled, full of false kindness and hidden meanings, truly grated on Hayley. And the pinch hurt. “Why are you so dishonest?” she said. 

      Grandma went stiff as a post. Grandpa seemed to curl up a little, as if he expected someone to hit him. Uncle Jolyon, however, leant his head back and laughed heartily. 

      “Because I have to be,” he said. “Nobody expects a businessman to be honest, child.” And he shouted with laughter again. 

      Uncle Jolyon went away after that – with Grandpa seeing him into his waiting taxi in the friendliest possible way – and Hayley was left to face Grandma’s anger. 

      “How dare you be so rude to poor Uncle Jolyon!” she said. “Go up to your room and stay there! I don’t want to set eyes on you until you’ve remembered how to behave properly.” 

      Hayley was quite glad to go. She wanted to be alone to digest all the things she had seen that afternoon. But she could not resist turning round halfway upstairs. “Uncle Jolyon isn’t poor,” she said. “And he orders Grandpa around.” 

      “Go!” Grandma commanded, pointing a strong finger upstairs. 

      Hayley went. She went into her room and sat there for a long time, staring at the photo of her parents on the mantelpiece. So happy. That was what Hayley had expected the mythosphere to be like, full of happiness, but it seemed to be full of tragic things instead. 

      After a while, though, it occurred to her that in a way it was full of happiness. The hunter in the leopardskin had been happy, until he saw the ladies and turned all mean. The ladies who turned into swans had been happy as they ran down to the water. And that boy with the dogs had been happiest of all until he was stupid enough to annoy a goddess. 

      “It’s silly to let the bad things come out on top!” Hayley said aloud. “The good, happy things are just as important. They just don’t seem to last. You want to catch them at their best and keep them if you can.” 

      She looked hard at the photo and wished she had another photo to put beside it, of the boy and his dogs. They had been having such fun chasing through the budding green woods. She began to imagine them, not as she had seen them, but before that, running in an eager line, with the boy at the back of them, cracking his whip and laughing at their mistakes. She remembered that each dog was slightly different from the others. Snuffer had one brown ear. Chaser was all white, while Doom was nearly black, with yellow speckles. Bell had a pale brown patch, like a saddle, on her back. The brown-and-yellow one was Pickles, the one with the white ears was Flags and the other dark-coloured one was Genius. Then there were Rags, Noser, Wag and Petruvia, all of whom were greyish with black bits in different places. As for the boy, he had been wearing baggy clothes rather like Flute’s, only in brighter colours, blues and reds. His whip had red patterns on the handle. 

      Hayley could really almost see them, rushing along, tails up and waving. She could hear their pattering and panting, the occasional yelp, and the boy laughing as he cracked his whip. She could smell dog and leafy forest. So happy— 

      Grandma came in just then, saying, “Well? Have you remembered— Hayley!” 

      Hayley came to herself with a jump to find the boy and his dogs really and truly rushing through her room in front of her, soundless now and fading as they ran, while Grandma stared at them in grey outrage. 

      “I have had enough of you, Hayley,” Grandma said. “You’re a wicked little girl – quite uncontrollable! Haven’t I taught you not mix There with Here?” 

      The dogs faded silently away and the boy melted off after them. Hayley turned miserably to Grandma. “They were happy. They weren’t doing any harm.” 

      “If that’s all you can say—” Grandma began. 

      “It is,” Hayley interrupted defiantly. “It’s what I say. Happy!” 
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        CHAPTER FIVE

      

       Hayley hated to remember the next bit. Grandma refused to explain or speak to Hayley. She simply rammed Hayley’s clothes into a suitcase and made Grandpa phone Aunt May to send Cousin Mercer to fetch Hayley away. Hayley was locked into her room until Cousin Mercer arrived the following morning and nobody came near her, even to bring food. That was bad enough. So was the journey that followed, long and confusing and full of delays and rain. But the worst was that Hayley was sure that Flute would turn up in the garden and find her gone, and be terribly puzzled. She was sure she would never see Flute again. 

      She sat beside the pretend cat, trying not to think at all. She could hear the running and shouting again in the distance but it did not seem very important. 

      For a moment, she thought she was crying. Drops were falling heavily on the pretend cat and then splashing on to her leg. It was only when more drops fell on her head that Hayley realised the water must be coming from somewhere else. She looked up. The ceiling above her sofa was covered in upside-down puddles, with big dewy yellow drops forming in the middle of them and then plopping down. At almost the moment when she turned her face up, the puddles all became too big to hold together and water began coming down in streams, nearly as hard as it was raining outside. 

      Hayley jumped up. “Oh dear,” she said, collecting cushions and the pretend cat and dumping them into a dry chair. She tried to push the sofa out from under the flood, but it was too heavy for her to move. She simply got sprayed with water splattering up off the carpet. “I think I’d better tell someone,” she said doubtfully. 

      She ran out into the hall. No one seemed to be about down there, but there was a lot of shouting and running about going on somewhere upstairs. Hayley rather timidly climbed the stairs, past the small safe room she had been given and on up to the right. 

      A river of water met her near the top, coming down like a waterfall from stair to stair. The landing, when she came to it, was a small oblong lake, and the corridor off to the right, which must have been right above the lounge, was a dark tunnel filled with rain. Someone screamed, “Turn off that light! It’s dangerous!” Footsteps thundered and splashed somewhere out of sight, and voices from unseen cousins and aunts yelled, “Tollie! Where are you? We need you!” and “Bring that bucket here, quick!” and “Throw all the towels down there!” and in between, everyone yelled for Tollie again. 

      “I think they know,” Hayley said to herself. She stood to the side of the waterfall at the top of the stairs, wondering what she ought to do. 

      Aunt May and Troy, both of them soaking wet, burst out from the rain in the dark corridor and splashed to a stop when they saw Hayley. 

      “She’ll do!” Troy cried out. “She’s a lot smaller than Tollie.” 

      “Oh, so she will!” Aunt May gasped. Sheets of water sprayed round her wet slippers as she dived on Hayley and took hold of her arm. “Do you mind helping us, dear? One of the gutters is blocked and we’re all too big to get out of the window.” 

      Troy seized Hayley’s other arm and the two of them towed her across the landing. The lake soaked Hayley’s shoes and socks instantly. She was rather surprised to find that the water was not really cold. But then the whole of Ireland was not really as cold as London. 

      “Mercer’s tried getting to it from outside with a ladder,” Troy explained, switching on the big electric torch he was carrying, “but the wind blew him down, so it has to be unblocked by someone small enough to get out through the top bathroom window.” 

      “Will you do that for us, dear?” Aunt May said as they all plunged into the downpour inside the corridor. “We’ll hang on to you. You’ll be quite safe.” 

      “Yes,” Hayley said, “of course,” thinking that there didn’t seem to be much choice. 

      “Of course you will!” Troy said warmly. 

      With rain thumping and pattering on their heads and backs, the three of them rushed up a flight of stairs that was exactly like a waterfall, to where Troy’s torch glinted on choppy waves in another flooded corridor. Dark shapes of people churned about in it, shouting to one another to “Keep that door shut!” and then, “Where is Tollie?” 

      Aunt May and Troy wheeled sideways from here and pounded up another flight of stairs which were – confusingly – completely dry. Both of them yelled over their shoulders, “It’s all right. We don’t need Tollie. We’ve got Hayley instead!” and then wheeled sideways again into a little bathroom with a sloping ceiling. Someone had put a big flickering lantern in the washbasin there. By its light, Hayley saw a bath wedged in under the slope of the ceiling and above the bath a small square skylight propped open on a thin metal bar. Rain was spattering viciously in through the opening. Hayley looked up at it and thought, How do I get up there? 

      “Don’t worry, we’ll lift you,” Troy said. He picked up a bath stool and banged it down in the bath. “Hop up there and I’ll boost you,” he said. 

      Before Hayley could move, Aunt May scrambled into the bath, saying, “I’ll keep it steady.” Whereupon her sopping slippers shot out from under her and she sat down with a splash, sending the stool clanging into the bath taps. 

      “Oh, not again, Auntie!” Troy said. He put his shoulder under Aunt May’s waving arm and helped her flounder to her feet again. Somehow, in the course of the vast scrambling that followed, Aunt May’s necklace burst. Beads clattered into the bath and rolled about on the dimly lit floor. “Last necklace to go,” Troy said cheerfully. “Don’t tread on a bead, Hayley. The floor’s covered with them now.” He put the stool back under the skylight and squelched into the bath beside it. He held out both hands to Hayley. “Up you get,” he said. “Take my torch and get on the stool.” 

      “You’ll need the torch to see the drain,” Aunt May panted. Her hair was now out of whatever had held it together and fanned over her big shoulders like a lion’s mane. “The drain’s down to the left of the window.” 

      Hayley took hold of the torch and found herself being hauled up on to the stool. She stood there, wobbling rather, feeling Troy grab her from one side and Aunt May from the other, and cautiously took the metal bar off its spike and pushed the tiny window open with her head. 

      It was horrible out there. Windy rain stormed into her face. Worse still, when she worked the torch through beside her face and got it pointed downwards, all she could see was a sort of trench full of turbulent water just below her and the square shapes of the castle parapet beyond that. The drain was obviously deep under water. She was going to have to guess where it was. The only way Hayley could see to get near it was to ooze herself out of the window headfirst. And then grope. 

      “We’ve got you,” Troy said encouragingly as Hayley began to wriggle herself forward. 

      The frame of the skylight was only just big enough for her to get through. As Hayley wriggled onward, the spike that the metal bar hooked on to scraped its way agonisingly down the middle of her chest, while the bar itself hung down and poked her in the head. By the time her feet had left the stool and she was hanging half in and half out, she was still a foot away from the murky ditch of water and being stabbed in the tummy button by the spike. She was going to have to get all of her outside. 

      Behind her, she could hear the little bathroom filling up with people. Someone said, “She’ll never get to it like that!” 

      Oh yes I will! Hayley thought. “Be ready to hold my feet!” she shouted and thought she heard someone say “OK.” Then, clutching the torch in her right hand, she began to inch herself down the sloping tiles outside. Rain pelted across her. Before long, she had the feeling it was raining upwards into her pants. The skylight bit into her shins, the tiles scraped her front. The only comforting thing was that she could feel Troy’s hands warm and strong on her left leg and Aunt May’s hands, softer but just as strong, holding her right calf. 

      They were paying her out of the window like a rope. 

      The hands had reached her ankles before Hayley could even touch the water. Left, she thought. She had to stretch and ooze and extend herself sideways before her hand could go into the rippling flood. It was surprisingly un-cold to her fingers. The hands were holding her shoes by then. And she stretched and oozed and tried to lengthen herself again, until finally her fingertips met a rough, leaded bottom. She couldn’t feel any kind of drain. Rather desperately, she swished her hand further to the left. Here there was the faintest feeling that the water was pulling at her fingers. Almost shrieking with the effort, she managed to move her hand that way. 

      The tips of her fingers touched something thick and rubbery-feeling. With another desperate stretch, Hayley somehow got one finger under it, and then her thumb on top. Then she could pick whatever-it-was up. 

      It came up with a gurgle. Hayley was so surprised at how quickly things happened then that she nearly screamed. Water thundered past her nose from right to left and tried to take her hair with it. To the left, it became a whirlpool, fairly whizzing round and round, and gargled away down the unblocked drain so fast that by the time Troy and Aunt May, thoroughly alarmed at the noises Hayley was making, had started to haul on her ankles, the gutter was empty. 

      Troy and Aunt May went on hauling. Hayley scraped rapidly and painfully up over the tiles, and agonisingly across the spike, and landed on the stool in the bath again, soaking wet and with her dress torn completely open down the middle. 

      Someone shouted, “She did it!” 

      There were cheers from the crowded bathroom behind her. Someone else said, “What was it? What is she holding?” 

      Blinking in the lantern light, Hayley turned herself around on the stool. Cousins and aunts were packed into the tiny space, dimly lit and staring, with Cousin Mercer ducking his wet head in through the door at the back and Tollie squashed up against the bath in front. Troy gently prised the torch out of Hayley’s right hand and switched it off. Aunt May seized Hayley’s left wrist. “Good heavens!” she said. 

      Hayley looked that way to find that her fingers were clamped round a pork chop. It was large. It was raw, and whitish with waterlogging, and sort of triangular, but there was no doubt what it was. It was almost exactly the right size and shape to block a drain. 

      “It’s a pork chop!” Aunt Alice exclaimed. “However did that get into the gutter?” 

      Hayley looked at Tollie, down near her soaking shoes, and knew at once. If ever she saw guilt and annoyance, it was in Tollie’s face at that moment. No doubt Tollie had hoped to be the one who went heroically out through the window. But when Aunt May said, “We have crows and seagulls here all the time – one of them must have dropped it,” Hayley did not contradict her. Even though Tollie looked up at her with scorn and dislike, for being too feeble to tell, Hayley did not say a word. She was shivering all over and her front hurt. 

      Aunt Celia said, “Poor child! She’s bleeding!” 

      Hayley was seized and carried away. The pork chop was taken from her like a trophy and she was carried over marshy carpets, first to somebody’s bedroom, where Harmony bathed her scraped front and spread soothing ointment there, while cousins ran about finding her some fur slippers and a large fluffy dressing gown. Then, wrapped in these luxuries, she was carried downstairs again. “I can walk!” Hayley protested. 

      “Yes, but you’re not going to – you’ve saved the day,” Aunt May told her. 

      She ended up in the kitchen, which was still dry and beautifully warm, where the aunts made quarts of cocoa. There Hayley sat in a wooden armchair, surrounded by relatives who were all praising her – except for Tollie, who sat in a corner and glowered at her – sipping cocoa and gradually warming up. Some of the warmth was from the unusual feeling of being the centre of everyone’s admiration – apart from Tollie’s of course. When Troy appeared, in a red dressing gown, he said, “Well done! You’re a brave one, aren’t you!” And Aunt May, now wearing a musty-smelling fur coat, hugged her mightily and said, “You courageous child! We won’t forget this in a hurry!” 

      Hayley had never known anything like this. The warmth from it was still with her when Cousin Mercer carried her up to bed and she fell asleep, into warm, sunny, contented dreams. 
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        CHAPTER SIX

      

       The next day, it was hard to believe that it had ever rained. Hayley woke to find the sky a bright heavenlike blue with great snowy clouds hustling across it. Aunt May woke her by coming in with an armload of clothes. 

      “Here, dear. Most of these should fit you. Try them on and make sure you’re warm enough. The wind’s chilly today. Breakfast in half an hour.” Aunt May’s hair, because it had been soaked last night, was wilder than ever that morning. Half of it fell down as she crossed the room. And she seemed to have found a whole lot of new necklaces. Red amber beads dangled clacking on her shapeless maroon dress when she threw the clothes on Hayley’s bed and went dashing away downstairs. 

      Hayley got up and examined the clothes. There were shorts with pockets, trousers with pockets, jeans, socks, T-shirts, jackets with pockets, sweatshirts with both hoods and pockets, knitted things, but not a single dress or skirt. Hayley could feel her face settling into a beaming smile. She made a careful selection: trousers with pockets, because those were like the ones Troy wore, a T-shirt that said “HEADS I WIN, TAILS YOU LOSE”, thick yellow socks, because the trainers were rather big, and a red cardigan, because she suddenly discovered that red was her favourite colour. Feeling baggy and strange and comfortable, she looked in the mirror to do her hair and wondered what Grandma would say. Her hair had gone right out of control in the night. It radiated from her head in curls, tendrils, ringlets and long feathery locks. Hayley had a moment of terrible guilt. She was never going to get it neat! Then she thought of Aunt May and realised there was no need to bother here. She dragged a hairbrush through the wildness and went downstairs. 

      There she was greeted as if she was the most important person in the place. It was almost overwhelming. Aunts jumped up from the big table and bent over her asking anxiously if she was all right and would she like sausages with her bacon and egg or just beans and fried bread. Harmony hurried over with a glass of orange juice for her, and cousins crowded forward with packets of different cereals. “These chocolate ones are gorgeous!” one of the girls said. “No, try the nutty kind,” someone else persuaded her. “Or would you prefer porridge?” asked Aunt Geta. 

      “I bet she wouldn’t,” said Cousin Mercer. 

      He was right. Grandma had always insisted on porridge. Hayley looked round at the faces leaning eagerly towards her. She gave a beaming smile. “The chocolate ones, please,” she said. “And I’d like bacon and egg and sausages and beans and fried bread, please.” 

      Tollie was the only person not anxious to look after her. He looked up from a vast bowl of cereal and scowled. 

      Hayley turned her smile on him. “And fried tomato,” she added. 

      Tollie said, “Greedy pig,” and went back to his cereal. 

      “Yes, but I’m hungry,” Hayley said. She was too. She had no trouble at all in packing away the biggest breakfast of her life, with toast and marmalade and tea as well. When it was over she sighed – a comfortable sigh of regret that she could manage no more – and got up with the others to help carry plates and cups back to the kitchen. 

      Meanwhile, the aunts were discussing what needed to be done to clean up after the flood. Cousin Mercer said he would drive over to the Golf Club and borrow the rollers they used to dry the greens there. 

      “That’ll help with the carpets,” Aunt May said, “but we’re going to need some of their big blow driers too for the walls and ceilings. You can’t repaint those until they’re dry, Mercer. And we’ll have to polish the floors and the stairs – it’s going to take days! Harmony, be an angel and keep the children out of the way while we work.” 

      “The game,” said the eldest Tigh boy. 

      Everyone else clamoured, “Yes! The game, the game! You promised!” 

      “OK, OK!” Harmony said, laughing. “Wellies on, everyone. The paddock’s bound to be soaking wet.” 

      There was a rush for the hall and the big cupboard under the stairs, which seemed to contain every possible size of rubber boots – though not many actual pairs. Troy ended up with one red and one blue boot. Someone found Hayley a pink boot with a white flower on it and someone else came up with another that was plain black. Then everyone galloped, in a stampede of different coloured feet, out through the front door and round the house, to a sort of sloping meadow at one side, where they milled around in the wet grass, impatiently waiting for Harmony. 

      When Harmony appeared – in knee-length green boots that must have been her own – she was carrying a folding card table and a large plastic shopping bag with an eye-splitting swirly design on it. Everyone cheered and crowded up to her while she opened the table and set it up firmly by digging its legs into the slope. Then she put the bag on it and fetched out of it a big bundle of those kind of pointed plastic tags gardeners use to label plants. As she put those down on the table, she said, “OK, let’s recap the vow first, since you haven’t played for a year. Everyone say after me: I swear not to say a word about what we do in the game to anyone outside this paddock. You say it too, Tollie, and you, Hayley.” 

      Wondering very much about this, Hayley obediently chorused with the rest, “I swear not to say a word about what we do in this game to anyone outside this paddock.” Everyone was saying it, quite devoutly, even Tollie. 

      “Good,” Harmony said. “We don’t want Uncle Jolyon to know, do we?” Everyone nodded, equally devoutly. “Now I’ll go over the rules. First, I put one of these tags into the ground for each of you and that is where you have to start from. It makes a lot of difference where you start, remember? Then I give you each one of these cards.” She brought out of the bag a big bundle of cardboard squares held together with a rubber band. There must have been nearly a hundred of them. Some of them were old and tattered and grey, some were quite new. Harmony put the bundle on the table and said, “You stand there and read your card and—” She dug into the bag again and brought out a large clock with Mickey Mouse on the front and put that on the table too. “When the clock starts, you get going and do exactly what it says on your card. And you have to get back before it stops or you’ll be stuck out there. And—” She fished in the bag again. “The first one back successfully, without cheating, Tollie, gets this prize.” She brought out what was clearly a Christmas tree ornament, made of plastic, in the shape of a golden apple, and put it down with a flourish in the middle of the table. “There.” 

      “Harmony,” said the youngest Laxton girl, “I can go on my own this year, can’t I? I’m quite old now.” 

      “Well, Lucy—” Harmony looked from Lucy to Hayley. “Yes, I suppose you are. You’d make two of Hayley. All right then.” While Lucy was dancing about delightedly, making heavy rubbery flurps with her boots, Harmony said, “Hayley, I was going to suggest you went with Troy, as this is the first time you’ve played. Is that all right, Troy?” 

      Troy nodded in his good-humoured way. 

      Tollie said, “And me – I go alone too.” 

      “You know you always do,” Harmony said. “Now—”

      “Let’s start!” Tollie whined. “I’m getting bored.” 

      “Yes,” Harmony said. She picked up the bundle of gardener’s tags. Hayley saw that each of them had someone’s name written on them. There was even one with “HAYLEY” on it. Harmony hurried up and down the paddock with the bundle, digging each one into the ground in a different place and calling out, “Lucy, you’re down here. James, up here beside this bush, right? Tollie, off to left here,” and so on. Finally, she stuck two tags into the ground together, out to one side. “Troy and Hayley, over here, see?” Then she came back to the table, a bit breathless, and solemnly took the rubber band off the cards. She shuffled the pack, the way you shuffle playing cards. Everyone’s eyes fixed on her hands as if this was the most exciting moment of the game. When she started passing the cards out, they were snatched from her and everyone except Troy and Hayley raced away to the markers. 

      “Harmony,” Troy said, lingering. “This is a bit fierce for someone’s first go. Look. Can’t you change it?”

      Harmony glanced at the card Troy was holding out. It was obvious that she saw what Troy meant, but she shook her head. “Sorry. No. I can’t make it work with a change. The only thing you can do is not to play.” 

      “If we do play,” Troy said, “what sign of the zodiac are we under now?” 

      Harmony looked up at the sky with its scudding clouds. “Virgo,” she said. “Just passed the cusp with Leo. Make up your mind, Troy. Everyone’s waiting.” 

      “I suppose Virgo’s not so bad,” Troy said. “You decide,” he said, passing the card to Hayley. 

      The card was old and worn and floppy, and fawn coloured with age. When Hayley took it, she found it had once been a plain postcard on which someone had written – a long time ago, to judge by the way the ink had faded – in large, firm capitals: FETCH A SCALE FROM THE DRAGON THAT CIRCLES THE ZODIAC. 

      “What do you think?” Troy said to her. 

      Hayley had no idea what they were supposed to do in the game anyway and the card made her very curious to find out. Besides, everyone else was standing by the markers jigging with impatience. James, who was nearest, said, “Hurry it up, can’t you!” and Tollie, in the distance, was jumping up and down shouting, “Cowards, cowards, cowards!” 

      “I think we’d better try,” she said. 

      “Great!” said Troy. He seized her by one arm and towed her over to the double marker. “Leave the card on the grass for Harmony to collect.” 

      Back by the table, Harmony wound up the clock. It seemed to be a musical box as well as a clock. When Harmony set it down on the table, ticking loudly, it began to play a small tinkly tune. Grandpa had played the same tune to Hayley once and told her it was by Mozart. 

      “A Little Night Music?” she said to Troy. 

      He nodded. “We all hear different tunes,” he said. “Harmony’s good at that. Start walking.” 

      All over the paddock the others were setting off. James charged downhill towards the orchard. Tollie came rushing back up the hill. Lucy was walking rather carefully in a straight line, looking nervous. Most of the rest were running towards the house. 

      “Some of them are cheating,” Troy said, pulling Hayley forwards. “Tollie always does.” 

      Hayley hastily dropped the card by the markers and let herself be pulled towards the garden shed at the side of the paddock. 

      It was a simple brick-built shed with a pointed roof, but when they came to it, Hayley was highly delighted to find that the top half of the door was of panes of stained glass, in nine different colours. As Troy pulled the door shut behind them, Hayley saw Lucy pass slowly across outside, from thundery yellow, to stormy red and then to twilight purple as she walked out of sight. Inside, the old lawnmowers and the stack of deckchairs were in a sort of rainbow dusk. Troy, keeping hold of Hayley’s wrist, edged them past the lawnmowers – and through some thick, dusty cobwebs that caught unpleasantly on Hayley’s hair – and on into coloured twilight beyond. Shortly, it was almost dark. But there seemed to be a passage there, or perhaps even a path, and Troy led her firmly along it. 

      Path, Hayley decided, as they brushed among leaves and out into some kind of cold dry place. It was very dark here, but Tollie was clearly visible when he rushed suddenly and jeeringly across their way. 

      “Stupids!” he called out. “You’re on the wrong strand!” 

      Hayley stopped. 

      “Take no notice,” Troy said, pulling at her. “He’s always trying to put people off.” 

      “Yes, but where are we?” Hayley said. 

      “Out in the mythosphere by now,” Troy answered. “I think we’re nearly halfway, but it’s bound to get more difficult as we go on.” 

      “Then that’s all right,” Hayley said. “I’ve been out here before with Flute. How can you and Tollie do it too?” 

      “Oh, we can all do it,” Troy said. “All our family belongs to the mythosphere, didn’t you know?” 

      “What? Even Grandma?” Hayley exclaimed. 

      “Of course,” Troy said. “But she’s one of the ones, like Mercer, who does what Uncle Jolyon says and—” 

      Here Tollie rushed across their path again, coming the other way. “I’m telling of you!” he shouted, and vanished away into the dark. 

      Hayley almost stopped again. 

      “Don’t you believe it!” Troy said, hauling her onward. “If he tells tales, he couldn’t play. Uncle Jolyon would stop this game like a shot if he knew we were playing it. And,” he added, “Harmony would get it in the neck worse than any of us, for inventing it.” 

      Hayley hoped Troy was right. She did not trust Tollie one bit. 

      They could see the strand they were on now, a silvery, slithery path, coiling away up ahead. The worst part, to Hayley’s mind, was the way it didn’t seem to be fastened to anything at the sides. Her feet, in their one pink boot and one black, kept slipping. She was quite afraid that she was going to pitch off the edge. It was like trying to climb a strip of tinsel. She hung on hard to Troy’s warmer, larger hand and wished it was not so cold. The deep chilliness made the scrapes on the front of her ache. 

      To take her mind off it, she stared around. The rest of the mythosphere was coming into view overhead and far away, in dim, feathery streaks. Some parts of it were starry swirls, like the Milky Way only white, green and pale pink, and other more distant parts flickered and waved like curtains of light blowing in the wind. Hayley found her chest filling with great admiring breaths at its beauty, and she stared and stared as more and more streaks and strands came into view. 

      She was taken completely by surprise when a comet came fizzing past her face, with its tail roaring out behind like a rocket. “I’m telling, I’m telling!” it shouted in Tollie’s voice. And Hayley went sideways with the shock of it. She had to save herself by clutching the sharp, icy edge of the strand. 

      Troy hauled her upright. “Oh, go away and play your own game!” he shouted after the comet. “Are you OK, Hayley?” 

      “Perfectly, thanks.” Hayley stood up, shaking her icy hand, and stared scornfully after the comet as it roared away. Grandpa had told her about comets. “He’s got it all wrong,” she said. “Comets go tail first. Not like rockets.” 

      Troy laughed as if he couldn’t help it. “So much for you, Tollie!” he said. “Come on. We’re nearly there.” 

      He was right. They laboured up round another slithery curve, which took them through a copse of silvery trees that rattled as they passed, and then brought them out into black night filled with stars. Everything was made of stars there. Over to the right, a huge lion prowled away from them, shaking a mane that was all stars, pacing on great starry paws and twitching a long tail made of stars. Much nearer to the left, an enormous woman stood still as a statue – except for her hair that was trails of blowing stars – and stared at them with huge, disapproving star eyes. 

      Unfortunately, Hayley was still remembering the things Grandpa had taught her. “We oughtn’t to be able to breathe here!” she cried out. “There’s no air!” Her lungs heaved in and out, but nothing happened. She knew she was suffocating. 

      Troy shook her arm. “Don’t be silly! This is the mythosphere. I told you we both belong to it! Of course you can breathe!” 

      Hayley was rather ashamed to find that he was quite right. As soon as Troy spoke, she stood there breathing in a perfectly normal way. “What do we do now?” she asked, a little sulkily, because she felt stupid. 

      “Wait for the dragon to arrive, I suppose,” Troy said. “I’ve never been here either.” 

      He looked over to the left, beyond the starry woman, where a huge set of weighing scales was just coming into view. Hayley looked right, towards the lion, hoping it would go on walking away and not notice them. And something swam slowly towards her from beyond the lion. It was a bulky, complicated mass of stars, but as the lion swung its huge head round to look at it, it uncoiled a little and produced a long spiky tail, like a lashing river of stars, and seemed to be warning the lion not to mess with it. The lion lashed its own tail contemptuously and went pacing on, and the dragon floated onwards. It was surrounded in fiery flakes now, like burning snow, that its movements seemed to have dislodged from its tail. 

      “It’s coming,” Hayley said, nudging Troy. “It’s going the other way.” 

      Troy whirled round, just as the dragon floated level with them. It was coming surprisingly fast, in spite of being all coiled up. It was made of stars fitted together like a mosaic or a jigsaw puzzle and quite blindingly bright. It looked at them as it glided by, out of an eye that was like a small sun deep inside a glass ball. 

      “Er – hello?” Troy said. 

      The dragon went on looking and did not answer. But then the huge starry woman noticed it. Slow icy anger came into her remote face and she waved an arm the way a human woman might try to swat a bat. The dragon uncoiled menacingly at her and she snatched her arm back. Next moment the darkness was filled with more burning flakes from the dragon, all blowing towards Troy and Hayley in the wind from the woman’s movements. Troy grabbed at one as it sailed past his face and stood holding it while the dragon floated away beyond the huge woman. 

      “I’ve got one,” he said, looking rather stunned. “We’ve done it. Come on, let’s get back. We might even win.” 

      He took Hayley’s hand, and together they went sliding and scrambling down the silvery strip. Sometimes they sat down and slid, sometimes they stood up and ran along the flatter parts, while around them great misty swatches of the mythosphere turned and arched and rippled. Troy hauled Hayley along so fast that she had little time to notice anything they were passing, but she did notice that the star-shaped flake in Troy’s other hand grew dimmer as they went. And now that Tollie did not seem to be around to distract her, she caught glimpses of planets whirling in the distance, and saw a centaur – unless it was a man on a horse – and a person who seemed to be half goat, and several odd-looking ladies, and a man with a bull’s head. After that she kept glimpsing people, who seemed more like ordinary humans as they went downwards, until Troy dragged her between some bushes and they were once more in the garden shed. By then the thing in Troy’s hand was a shiny curved oval that looked like a metal seashell. 

      Up at the top of the paddock, where Harmony was standing by the table, the clock was still chiming out its tune. Harmony smiled as Troy and Hayley came panting up to her. “Any luck?” 

      “We got one!” Troy gasped. 

      “It kept shaking them loose,” Hayley explained. 

      Before Harmony could answer, Lucy came dashing up, pink and proud and pleased. “I got it! I picked it up when it fell off her foot,” she panted, and held out a little glass shoe. “This truly is Cinderella’s slipper! Have I won?” 

      James raced in from one side, equally out of breath, and held out something clenched in his fist. “Prester John’s beard is seventy-seven centimetres long and he says we’re to stop coming and asking him for hairs all the time.” He looked at Lucy, Troy and Hayley. “Damn! Didn’t I win? Who did?” 

      By this time, the clock’s little tune was slowing down. Tighs and Laxtons began arriving from all directions. Harmony was soon surrounded by people waving strange objects at her and saying things like “This is Blind Pugh’s stick!” or “I got the firebird feather! Look!” or “One Aladdin’s lamp, as ordered!” 

      Harmony picked each object up as it was pushed at her and looked at it very closely. She nodded at the curly grey hair James was holding and at Troy’s dragon scale and Lucy’s shoe. “Those are genuine,” she agreed. “They can go in the trophy cabinet. So can this lamp. Put it down on the table, Charlie, and be careful not to rub it. But you got this feather from the vase in the lounge, didn’t you, Sarah? Go and put it back. Yes, this says DRINK ME – it’s from Alice all right. But this isn’t a walking stick, Oliver. It looks like a broom handle to me.”

      “But I was in the inn when Blind Pugh arrived!” Oliver protested. 

      “Then he must have fooled you,” Harmony replied. “He may be blind, but he is a pirate, you know. Yes, the drinking horn truly was used by Beowulf. That can go in the cabinet and so can this One Ring. No, don’t put it on, you fool! It’s dangerous!” 

      All this time, the tune from the clock was going slower and slower. Just as the last three notes were dragging out, Tollie came staggering up, looking exhausted but pleased with himself. “Here you are,” he said. “Bowl of porridge from the Three Bears!” and he dumped it on the table. 

      Harmony looked at it and sighed. “That’s from the kitchen here,” she said. “Why must you always cheat, Tollie?” 

      “Because he wastes his time rushing about the strands trying to put the rest of us off!” James said. “I don’t think he should be allowed to play.” 

      “Hear, hear!” said almost everybody else. “He’s a pest!” 

      “We’ll see,” Harmony said soothingly. “Everyone come indoors to the cabinet for the presentation.” 

      As they all trooped towards the house, where Sarah joined them, looking decidedly ashamed of herself, Hayley whispered to Troy, “Why did she let Tollie get away with it?” 

      Troy made a face. “Because he’s quite capable of telling his dad – Mercer, you know – and Mercer would tell Uncle Jolyon at once. It’s blackmail really.” 

      The trophy cabinet was in a small room off the lounge. Although the lounge was now dry and polished, nobody had yet got round to the small room. On its wet and muddy floor stood a tall glass-fronted cupboard which Harmony unlocked with a special key from the plastic bag. Inside, on the rather dirty shelves, were little heaps of tiny objects: quite a pile of inch long glass shoes, almost a nest of grey curly hairs, six miniature Aladdin’s lamps, a bunch of tiny bright feathers and a cluster of little bottles, among other things. Harmony ceremoniously put the new objects beside the old, small ones, where they sat dwarfing them. Last of all, she put Troy’s big gleaming dragon scale beside the three tiny ones already there. Then she locked the cupboard and turned to give the plastic apple into Hayley’s hands. 

      “There,” she said. “I’m giving the prize to Hayley because she was pretty brave to go. Is that OK, Troy?” 

      “Fine,” Troy said, in his calm way. “I’ve won a hundred times anyway.” 
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        CHAPTER SEVEN

      

       For the next few days, Hayley enjoyed herself more than she had ever done in her entire life. Once the aunts had finished drying and cleaning the house and Mercer was able to set up ladders and start the repainting, Troy explained the rules of hide-and-seek and the other indoor games. Hayley rushed shrieking through the rooms and corridors with her cousins as if she had been doing it all her life. She ate huge meals. She went with the rest of them in a convoy of cars to the seaside, where the sea took her breath away, first by its size and strength, and again when Troy and Harmony tried to teach her to swim and an enormous wave rolled in and swamped all three of them. 

      “Getting quite rosy and plump, isn’t she?” beautiful Aunt Alice said to Aunt May as the two of them lay stretched on towels, watching. And Aunt May agreed, rather proudly, feeling personally responsible for the change in Hayley. 

      Apart from that one day by the sea, the young ones played the game most mornings and Hayley soon began to feel a veteran of the mythosphere. Harmony always insisted that Hayley went with Troy for safety, but Hayley did not mind, even when Tollie chanted, “Baby, baby! Has to have her hand held!” 

      “Take no notice,” Harmony said. “He’s a brat.” 

      “I know,” said Hayley. “Harmony, why do you always manage the game? Don’t you ever want to play too?” 

      A thoughtful, amused look came over Harmony’s face. “Well,” she said, “for one thing, I’m the only one who can manage it. And for another, when I was small, I used to ramble all over the mythosphere, until my mother caught me at it and threatened to tell Uncle Jolyon.” 

      “Daren’t you go now?” Hayley asked anxiously, thinking of how angry Grandma had been. 

      Harmony laughed. “Don’t worry. I still go out there a lot – but mostly when I’m away at Music College, so that I won’t get Mother into trouble.” She took up the bundle of markers and looked around the paddock, where everyone was waiting to start that morning’s game. “Where’s Troy got to?” 

      Troy came into the paddock as Harmony asked this. He said to Harmony, “Mercer’s going to finish the painting today.” 

      Hayley was surprised. She had grown so used to seeing Cousin Mercer up a ladder painting water-stained ceilings that it almost seemed like his permanent occupation – and from the number of ceilings needing painting, anyone would have thought Cousin Mercer would be up a ladder at least for the next year. 

      Harmony looked musingly down at the card table, with the clock and the bundle of cards on it. “I think we’d better make this the last game then,” she said. 

      Everybody groaned. 

      Harmony simply fixed Tollie with a meaning stare. “Isn’t that so, Tollie?” 

      Tollie shuffled his trainers in the trampled grass. “I told him all about the game. He’s going to phone Uncle Jolyon as soon as he’s finished,” he admitted. 

      “You little sneak,” Harmony said to him, in a dangerously kind, cheerful voice. “I hope you realise you’ve spoilt your own fun too.” 

      Tollie pointed at Hayley. “It’s her fault. She shouldn’t be playing.” 

      Harmony tossed her hair back angrily. “None of us should be playing,” she said. “Don’t you understand, you silly little brat? No, you don’t, do you? Right everyone. As this is our last game, we’ll add a bit of variety. Each of you take your own marker and plant it where you like. That should change the strands you use quite radically. Then come back and get your card.” She spread the markers out in a fan on the table and then picked up the cards and shuffled them, still staring at Tollie. “If I didn’t know you’d cheat,” she said, as Hayley picked up her marker and went off beside Troy to plant it, “I’d make sure you got the Slough of Despond or the cave of Polyphemus, Tollie. Polyphemus is a man-eating giant and just what you deserve.” 

      Tollie gave Harmony a smirk. He planted his marker right beside the card table and held out his hand for a card. Harmony handed it to him with a sugary smile. “There you are, dear Tollie. Fetch a roc’s egg and I hope it chokes you. And I warn you – if you bring me the ostrich egg from Aunt May’s office, I shall break all my promises to Mercer and spank you.” 

      She handed cards out to everyone else. From the looks on all their faces, the instructions on the cards were not the usual ones. Lucy went quite white as she read hers. “I’m afraid of witches!” she whispered to James. 

      “Bad luck,” James said unsympathetically. “You’re lucky – I’ve got to get through a dirty great thorn hedge, and I don’t even know what a spindle looks like! What happens if I wake Sleeping Beauty up?” he asked Harmony. 

      She handed a card to Hayley. “Why, you get married and live happily ever after, James my sweetheart,” she said. “Look on the bright side. You’d be safe away from Uncle Jolyon if that happens.” 

      It was evident that Harmony was very angry indeed. As they went back to their markers, Troy said nervously to Hayley, “What does she want us to do?” 

      Hayley looked at her card. It said, FETCH A GOLDEN APPLE FROM THE ORCHARD OF THE HESPERIDES. Though it was as used and battered looking as any of the other cards, when she showed it to Troy, he said, “I’ve never seen that one before! But it doesn’t look too bad. Last time she got this angry, I had to go to Mercury and bring her a mad robot. And the time before that, I had to pinch Arthur’s sword out of the stone. I couldn’t pull it out and he came along and hit me for trying to steal it. And before that— Oh, forget it. Let’s go.” 

      Behind them, the clock started to tinkle. This time its tune was Over the Rainbow, which made Hayley laugh, because it seemed exactly right. She followed Troy down to the bottom of the paddock, where there was a small gate that led into the orchard. That struck her as exactly right too. 

      The next moment she was wondering if it was right. Troy pushed the gate open and walked in among all the bushy apple trees. Hayley followed him before the gate swung closed again, but there was no sign of Troy when she was in the orchard. Since there was a clear path trodden through the long grass, Hayley followed it, expecting all the time to see Troy ahead of her beyond the next tree. Instead, she came to another fence with a gate in it, that led out into a wide field. She could not see Troy anywhere in the field. But in the distance there was a man driving a tractor – or maybe a digger – up a steep slope. Hayley set out towards him to ask if he had seen Troy go past. 

      There seemed to be something wrong with the digger – or tractor. It would get some way up the hill and then its engine would stop and the machine would go sliding backwards downhill. Hayley could see the man bobbing about, trying to put on the brake and start the engine again. Before long, she could hear him swearing. But before she got near enough to hear actual swearwords, Tollie came racing up and stopped in front of her. 

      “You’re going wrong!” he cried out. “You can’t go this way!” 

      He sounded as if he was desperate for her to believe him. But Hayley, like Harmony, felt she had had enough of Tollie. “Oh, go away!” she said. “Go and find your roc’s egg and stop trying to cheat!” She pushed past Tollie and marched on across the field. 

      She could hear Tollie shouting behind her, but by then, in the strange way of the mythosphere, the hill and the stalled digger were not there any more. Hayley found herself instead stumbling among loose rocks in some kind of mountain pass. The pass very shortly opened out into a stony valley, bare and barren except for small yellowing bushes that smelt like turkey stuffing. There were steep mountains on either side and not a sign of Troy anywhere. 

      Hayley faltered. Tollie must have been right and she really had gone the wrong way. But then she thought how Tollie was always trying to put people off and marched on, sliding and stumbling among the stones. 

      There was a particularly huge mountain over to her left, very strangely shaped. The top of it was covered in grey, smoky, shifting clouds, but the lower part – the part she could see – looked almost like a pair of great stone feet, with a sort of hump beyond that. This hump, for some reason, made Hayley very uneasy. She kept her eyes on it as she hurried and stumbled through the valley. At first it was simply an odd-shaped crag, with clouds streaming across it, dimming it, veiling it, and then showing it again, but it changed shape as Hayley moved on. By the time she came level with it, it was looking remarkably like an enormous stone woman, crouching on the mountainside and peering out at the valley. Hayley was just below it when the clouds suddenly smoked away from the rocky nose, for a moment unveiling piercing eyes and a stern mouth. Hayley almost screamed. It looked exactly like Grandma’s face made of stone. 

      “Oh, heavens!” Hayley said. “No, no, no!” 

      She put her hands to the sides of her face and ran. Her feet clattered and slipped on stones and then shortly slapped on water. She was among trees after that, where her hair caught painfully on twigs. She crouched over and went on running, terrified that great stone feet were coming tramping after her, to tell her she was forbidden to be here and certainly not with her hair all loose and wearing a loud red cardigan. Her panic took her through snow next and then through rain, and after that along a windy seashore where her trainers filled with sand and slowed her almost to a walk. But she did not stop trying to run until she came into a green place full of sunshine. People were playing music there. 

      The music made Hayley feel safe – very safe, because it was one of the tunes Fiddle used to play beside the pub, on the shady side of the street. Hayley sat down on the grass, half hidden by a tree, to empty the sand out of her shoes and get her breath back, and stared out into the glade with great interest. There was a bit of a feast going on out there. There was a table made of logs, with wineglasses and bread and fruit on it and a large leather pitcher to hold the wine. Three very pretty ladies in floaty dresses were sitting along a garden seat beyond the table, entertaining an old man and two more ladies who had their backs to Hayley. One musical lady played the flute, the one in the middle had a sort of banjo, and the third one kept the beat with a sort of tinkly rattle. When they finished the tune, the three people at the table clapped and raised their wineglasses. The musical ladies laughed. The one playing the flute said, “I think we have a visitor, Papa.” And she pointed at Hayley with her flute. 

      The old man whirled round in his seat. “Who?” he said. 

      To Hayley’s astonishment, he was Grandpa – Grandpa wearing a loose grey-blue robe, but Grandpa all the same, and looking much more cheerful than he usually did at home on the edge of London. He stared at Hayley and burst out laughing. 

      “Well, I’ll be – Hayley!” he said. “I hardly knew you in those clothes! Come over here and be introduced to your aunts.” And, again most unlike his usual self, he held out both arms to her. 

      Hayley slowly stood up. “Is Grandma here?” she asked cagily. 

      Grandpa shook his head. “No, no, she never comes here. It’s much too free and easy for her – and much too full of strange things.” 

      He continued to hold out his arms to her, so Hayley went over to him and let herself be folded into a hearty hug. 

      “Merope’s daughter,” Grandpa explained to the ladies across her head. 

      “Oh, I remember!” said the lady Hayley could see out of her left eye. She wore a gown the blue of hyacinths and she had two deep dimples when she smiled. “Merope got into trouble for marrying a mortal, didn’t she?” 

      “And so did the mortal, poor fellow,” Grandpa said. He swung Hayley round into the crook of his left arm. “This one in blue,” he told her, “is your aunt Arethusa, and the one in green is your aunt Hespere. That one with the flute is Aigley and the one with the sistrum is Hesperethusa. Erytheia is our string player. If you want to talk about them all together, you call them the Hesperides.” 

      Hayley looked from one to the other of these five pretty ladies. There was a strong family likeness between them all, although Arethusa was fair and rounded and Erytheia thin and dark, with the others in between in various ways. They were each wearing a different coloured gown and all smiled at Hayley as if they were delighted to meet her. So many aunts! Hayley thought. Oh, I understand! This is Grandpa’s other family that he goes to see. “Now I’ve got nine aunts!” she said wonderingly. 

      “Well, actually you’ve got eleven really,” Grandpa said. “There are seven of the Pleiades, you know. There must be two you haven’t met yet.” 

      “Oh, yes. There’s Harmony and Troy’s mother,” Hayley remembered. “None of them is as beautiful as you,” she said to the five new aunts. 

      They laughed, and laughed again when Grandad protested, “Oh, I don’t know! Alcyone is quite a looker, don’t you think? Even Maia could be if she tried. And Asterope would be prettiest of all if she wasn’t such a mouse. I love and admire all my daughters, Hayley.” Then he turned a little stern and asked, “Now what are you doing here? Did you just wander along, or did you come for a reason?” 

      “We were wondering that too,” said Hespere, the one in green. 

      “For a reason,” Hayley said. “For Harmony’s game. I have to bring back a golden apple from the Garden of the Hesperides. That’s from you, isn’t it?” 

      The new aunts looked at one another and then at Grandpa, anxiously. “That’s not as easy as you’d think,” said Arethusa, the one in blue. “We’d give you an apple, gladly, if it was only up to us.” 

      Aigley, the flute player, who wore a dress like a daffodil, explained, “The apple trees are very well guarded, you see, by a dragon called Ladon.” 

      “And they all belong to the king,” Erytheia said, propping her banjo-like instrument against the garden seat, “who knows exactly how many apples there are.” 

      “You, Grandpa?” Hayley asked hopefully. “Are you king here?” 

      Grandpa shook his head. “Not me, my love. I’m only a Titan. I’m not that grand.” 

      Erytheia stood up and straightened her white dress. “I’ll take her to the gate and show her,” she said. “I can advise her at least.” 

      “I’ll come too,” Hesperethusa said, laying down her rattle. 

      “Good. Bless you both,” Grandpa said. “Tell her what to do. And come back in one piece, Hayley, even if you have to do it without an apple.” He gave her another hug and pushed her towards her two aunts. 

      Feeling very nervous now, Hayley set off with Erytheia rippling along in her white dress on one side and Hesperethusa floating gracefully on the other. Hesperethusa’s dress was a lovely blushing pink, like the best kind of sunset. Hayley was sure that, if her aunts had not been there, she would have run away and cheated like Tollie, probably by bringing Harmony the plastic apple she had won on the first day. 

      But they were there, and they led her among the trees to a tall fence with a tall gate in it. Through its bars there wafted the most intense fragrance of apples – not the dull, cidery scent apples have when they have been picked, but that fresh, living smell apples have when they are ripe but still growing on the tree. 

      “Now listen, love,” Erytheia said, with her hand on the latch of the gate, “if anything goes wrong, or even starts to go wrong, go at once to the very end of this strand of the mythosphere.” 

      “Everything hardens off there and turns into stars,” Hesperethusa added. “You’ll probably be a star of some sort yourself out there, but don’t be afraid. Nothing much can hurt our family out at the edge there. Just alter your path a little and go home another way.” 

      “All right,” Hayley said. Her voice had gone down to a whisper. 

      Both ladies bent and kissed her. Feeling so nervous that the skin of her stomach tightened and jumped under the nearly healed scratches from her first night in Ireland, Hayley slipped round the gate and in amongst the apple trees. Apples hung all about her, just above the level of her head. They did not look brightly gold. They were more like ordinary apples, with their gold fuzzed over with brown and some red streaks amid the brown. But they were obviously gold, for all that, drooping heavy on the tree, just as they were obviously growing and alive. 

      This looks too easy! Hayley thought suspiciously. But she stretched up her hand to pick the nearest apple. 

      “Er – hem!” said the dragon Ladon. 

      He was coiled round the trunk of that tree. His scales were the same crusty grey as the lichen on the trunk of the tree, which was why Hayley had not seen him up to then. 
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        CHAPTER EIGHT

      

       Hayley froze, with her arm up and her fingers curled round ready to pick the apple, and simply did not dare to move. She hardly dared breathe. She was too scared even to think. 

      “What do you think you’re doing?” the dragon said. His steamy breath wafted round Hayley as he spoke. It smelt like a wood fire, sooty and woody at once. 

      Hayley thought she had lost her voice. It took a real effort to whisper, “Please, sir, I need a golden apple.” 

      “You can’t have one,” said the dragon. “Do you think I’m going to let you loose in the mythosphere with something that precious?” He rolled an eye at her, while his breath coiled up among the leaves of the tree, filling it with fog. Hayley stared at his eye. It was like looking into a far distant sun deep inside a glass ball. “Don’t I know you?” the dragon said, filling the tree with fog again. “A tasty morsel – lots of hair and a body that’s half red?” His long face left the tree trunk and began to stretch out towards Hayley. “Didn’t you come with a friend and steal one of my old scales the other day?” The tip of his nose was nearly on Hayley’s chest by then. 

      He’s going to eat me! Hayley thought. 

      The realisation unfroze her mind and she remembered Erytheia’s advice. “Yes, I was there,” she said. She managed to bend her stiff body and jacknife herself away to the outer edge of the mythosphere. 

      Everywhere was stars suddenly. 

      At least that meant that the dragon was quite a long way off. Hayley could see his starry jigsaw puzzle shape drifting in the distance, just beyond the huge starry woman, who seemed to have turned herself round to watch him as he glided towards the mighty weighing scales. Beyond the weighing scales, an enormous starry insect with an arched up tail was just coming into view. When Hayley looked the other way, she could see the lion, and a crab receding into the distance beyond the lion. 

      I suppose it’s better to be safe and not have an apple, she thought sadly. 

      Something rustled tinnily above and beside her. 

      Hayley was sure the dragon had somehow crept up behind her. She froze again. But when she managed to make herself turn slowly round towards the noise, she discovered it was made by starry leaves rattling on a silver tree. It was the wood where she had come with Troy. She was still in an orchard of sorts, except that this one was made of stars. Trees stood all around her, gently quivering in the solar wind, each one heavy with round, moony fruit. Some of the fruits were blue, some silver-white, and some gently shining a faint, peachy gold. 

      “Heaventrees!” Hayley whispered, and wondered who had told her or where she had read of the trees of heaven. 

      It doesn’t matter, she thought. Moving very slowly and gently, she carefully chose the nearest, most golden looking of the fruit and crept her hand out towards it. As soon as her fingers were around it, she plucked it off its starry twig. It went twing. 

      The head of the distant dragon whipped round towards her in a cloud of fiery flakes, but by then it was too late. Hayley clutched the golden apple in both hands and became a comet. 

      She was a proper comet, not like Tollie’s pretend one. Her hair gathered together and flung itself out ahead of her like the flame on a blowtorch. Behind it, her body was a small, curled-up, icy ball. But because she was clutching the golden apple, she knew she was carrying with her all the seeds of life – all excitement, joy, growth and adventure. She could go anywhere in the universe with this and still be alive. 

      She forged off on her strange, eccentric comet’s path. She felt as if she was going crazily fast, bombing along – and yet, at the same time, it felt like a slow, stately progress. She wheeled away from the zodiac and that fell slowly behind, the woman, the lion, the crab, and two starry men who seemed to be twins, all swinging aside and away like the view from a train window when the train is going really fast. And as soon as the zodiac was out of sight, Hayley discovered that being a comet was more fun than she had ever had in her life. She zoomed along, laughing. 

      Her comet course, she knew, was a long thin oval. Since she was outward bound at the moment, in order to get back to Earth, she knew she was going to have to rush out to her very limit and then turn a hairpin bend before she could head back sunwards. That meant at least a light year of rushing. “Whoopee!” she shrieked as she sped outwards. 

      It was bliss. It went on for ages. But at last she felt her speed dropping, as if she was coming near the end of her orbit. Turn the corner, she thought. Now! 

      She swooped herself sideways. If she had had wheels, they would have squealed and smoked with her speed. Hayley shrieked again at the joy and danger of it. And, as she careered madly right, and right, and right again, she remembered Hesperethusa’s advice, to alter her path and go home a different way. Or that dragon will be waiting, she thought. So, when she came to the last bit of her turn, she swooped herself just a little bit more to the right and went rushing off again not quite the way she had come. 

      And it was still bliss. Stars streaked past, pale, bright, red, blue and greenish yellow, forming themselves into starry animals, birds and people as they whirled by. Hayley bombed happily onwards, until one set of stars turned itself slowly into an enormous bear. The Great Bear, she thought, and knew she was almost home. 

      Sure enough, if she peered forward and down through the veils of her own hair, she could see the Solar System looking just like it did on Grandpa’s computer. There was the sun in the middle and all the planets sedately circling it. She saw big Neptune and heavy, white Uranus, ringed Saturn and Jupiter looking sultry and yellow, with red blotches on it. Pluto was lurking somewhere out in the dark, while little Mercury and cloudy Venus seemed much too near the sun and likely to fry in its heat. And there circled red Mars and blue Earth. 

      Hayley began to hope she was aimed properly at Earth, but as she hurtled onwards, it began to look much more as if she was heading straight for the sun. Comets did sometimes plunge into the sun, she knew. Grandpa had told her. She tried to sidle herself more into a line for Earth, but she couldn’t. The sun was actually pulling her. 

      “Oh, help!” she said. “I’m going to die. What a waste, now I’ve discovered I can do this!” 

      Then, before she had totally panicked, it seemed as if she was only going to pass very near the sun – to slide by perhaps a mere million miles away. She could already feel the blazing heat from it. When she looked at it, she could clearly see the twirling sunspots and the hissing, leaping lumps of flame. And she could see the person in green clothes standing in the hard, hot midst of it. 

      “What?” Hayley thought. “People can’t—” 

      She was still only halfway through that thought, when the person in the sun waved at her and shouted. “Stop!” he yelled. “Match velocities now!” 

      Hayley found herself – not exactly slowing – gliding beside the sun at about the same speed and much too near for comfort. The heat of it uncurled her, melting her from around her apple. “Don’t do that!” she shouted. And found herself looking across at Flute. “Oh, of course,” she said. “Fiddle said you stood in the sun.” 

      Flute stood with his arms folded, surrounded in leaping hissing heat. He did not look entirely friendly. “Until this morning,” he said, “I had a thousand and one golden apples. Now I’ve only got a thousand.” 

      “Are they yours?” Hayley said. “I didn’t know—” 

      Flute nodded, his hair leaping among the white hot flames. “And you’ve got another one in your pocket,” he said. 

      Up until then, Hayley had clean forgotten that she had zipped Harmony’s prize apple into one of her trouser pockets. She would have liked to pat that pocket to make sure the plastic apple there was still safe, but she was a little too icy and curled up to do that. She said airily, “Oh, that’s only a plastic apple Harmony gave me for a prize in the game.” 

      Flute grinned a little. “Is it? That girl Harmony has stolen more of my apples than I care to think of. She now has the run of the universe, probably the whole multiverse. She’s everywhere, in spite of your uncle Jolyon’s orders. Don’t go giving her that new one.”

      “I won’t then,” Hayley said. “I want to keep it.” 

      Flute lost his grin. “Do you? Then you realise you’ll have to pay me for it, don’t you? My apples are never free.” 

      “Oh,” said Hayley. It was a relief, in a way, to know that she need not be a thief. She hated the idea that she had been stealing from Flute of all people. But it had never occurred to Grandma to give Hayley any money before sending her away. Glumly, knowing she was penniless, Hayley asked, “How much do you want for it?” 

      “I’ll take,” said Flute, “one of the stars from Orion’s bow. We want that quite urgently, as it happens.” 

      “Er—” Hayley began. 

      “I know you haven’t got it now,” said Flute. “You can give it me when you next see me. And I want your promise that you will.” 

      “I promise,” Hayley said, feeling small and sad. She thought, I’ll have to ask Harmony what I do about that. Oh, dear. 

      “Very well,” said Flute. “Off you go then.” 

      Hayley peered through the cloudy spout of her hair and tried to turn herself towards Earth, which had moved quite a way further in its orbit while they talked. She would never have managed it, if Flute had not reached out and given her a shove. This sent her gliding off on a course that would meet Earth as it went on round. 

      “See you soon,” he called as Hayley headed away. 

      She was still moving quite fast, but to her disappointment not hurtling along any more. She was simply travelling on her own inertia and getting cooler again as she moved. She went from hot, to warm, to balmy, to lukewarm and, in spite of this, she melted steadily. Even when she glided into truly cold air somewhere on the night side of Earth, she was still melting. Dripping and distressed, she came uncurled in darkness and her hair fell back again around her shoulders as she landed and knew she was a human girl again. It was a dreadful loss. Hayley could not help sobbing a little as she stood still and carefully stowed the golden apple in another pocket with a zip. She sniffed and wondered which way to go. 

      Someone came up to her in the near dark and said, “You need to take this strand here.” 

      Hayley peered. She could see the strand, if she strained, like a path made of coal. “It doesn’t look very inviting,” she said. 

      “Well, you are on the dark side here,” the man said. 

      Hayley was sure she recognised his voice. She turned and peered up at his face. Under a black cap, his hair seemed white, and it blew about rather. “You’re Fiddle!” she said. “I’ve just met your brother again. And,” she added miserably, “I’m not a comet any more.” 

      “I know,” Fiddle said. “You can always be one again later.” 

      Hayley’s eyes seemed to have got keener for her time as a comet. She could pick out Fiddle’s face quite clearly now. Although it was a sad face, it really was remarkably like Flute’s. “Are you and Flute twins, by any chance?” she asked him. 

      “That’s right,” he said. “We take it in turns to stand in the sun.” 
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        CHAPTER NINE

      

       Fiddle came a little way along the coaly path with Hayley. He said he wanted to make sure she didn’t miss the way, but Hayley was fairly sure he was being kinder than that. There seemed to be horrible things going on on either side of the path. There were screams and groans, and somewhere someone who sounded to be dying kept saying, “Water! Water! Oh, please, water!” Fiddle hurried Hayley along and Hayley tried not to look, until they came to a place where the air was full of desperate panting and a sort of grinding sound. Hayley could not help looking here. 

      There was a hill to one side and she could dimly see someone trying to heave a boulder up it. All she could really see was a pair of straining legs in ragged trousers, some way above her head. But just as she looked, the person lost control of the boulder and it came rolling and crashing down, bringing the man with it. “Oh, curses!” he cried out, ending up in a heap, half under the boulder, almost at Hayley’s feet. 

      “Is he all right?” Hayley said to Fiddle. She thought the man might be crying. 

      Fiddle pushed her on. “Not really,” he said. “But there are no bones broken. He has to get up and push the stone again until he gets it to the top of the hill.” 

      “Why?” said Hayley. 

      “Because your uncle Jolyon says so,” Fiddle said. “He’s in charge here. This is what happens to people who offend him.” 

      Hayley was glad to think she had never liked Uncle Jolyon. “Can’t anyone stop him?” she said. 

      “Not very easily,” Fiddle said, “though they tell me that a seer called the Pythoness said it could be done. We’re trying to find a way. Now this is where I have to leave you. You’ll find things become more and more normal from here on, but do try to keep going whatever you see.” 

      “Will I see you again?” Hayley said. 

      “Quite probably,” Fiddle answered. He waved to her and turned back up the path. 

      Hayley sadly watched him go. Even though she had only talked to him once and nodded to him with Martya, she always thought of Fiddle as her first real friend. She sighed and walked on. 

      The path became a passage with barred prison cells on either side of it. Behind one of the thick doors, someone was yelling out, “I hate the lot of you! The whole lot of you!” From behind other doors, chains clinked. 

      I suppose this is more normal, Hayley thought, shivering. 

      She marched on. The passage went from arched stone to dingy brick and then to modern-looking concrete with strip lights in the ceiling, but there were still prison cells on either side. She came to a squarer part, where soldiers with guns were kicking someone who was writhing about on the floor. This was more normal, Hayley supposed. There had been scenes like this on Grandpa’s telly. But seen up close it was very nasty. 

      “You ought to be ashamed of yourselves!” she told the soldiers. 

      Only one of them took any notice. He swivelled his gun round to point at Hayley. “Get out!” he said to her. And the woman soldier who seemed to be in charge snapped, “Shoot her,” without looking up from kicking. 

      Hayley moved on in a hurry. There seemed to be nothing else she could do. Next moment, she was in a huge office, very brightly lighted, where people sat at desks in rows, all hard at work with computers and telephones. Hayley pattered quickly down the space at the side of the desks, hoping not to be noticed, until she came to the desk at the very end, where there was a man who seemed to be working harder than all the others put together. 

      Here something made Hayley stop and look. This man had a large tray marked IN on one side of his desk, piled with papers, forms and plastic files. He was snatching these out at the rate of two a minute, studying them swiftly, marking some with a pen, putting some in a copier and then snatching them out, making notes about them on his computer, signing both copies and slapping them into a smaller tray marked OUT. Then he snatched up another set. He was going so quickly that Hayley was sure that he was going to get the IN-tray empty any second. But, just as he was down to one file and two forms, someone came along and dumped another huge pile on top of them. The man groaned and started working on those. 

      What had made Hayley stop and stare, however, was not how hard the man was working: it was the look of him. He had black curly hair and a brownish skin. The curly hair was receding from his wrinkled forehead and there were rays of further wrinkles fanning from the sides of his big black eyes. He looked familiar. The way he moved was a way Hayley knew. In fact, although he was not young, he looked extraordinarily like the young man in the wedding photo that Grandma kept on Hayley’s mantelpiece. 

      “Excuse me,” she said to him. The man looked up. The moment he did, Hayley was absolutely sure who he was. “What’s your name?” she asked him. 

      “Foss,” he said. “Cyrus Foss. Forgive me – I’ve got so much work—” 

      “Then you’re my dad!” Hayley said. “I’m Hayley Foss.” 

      The man had bent over his papers again, but now he put them down and stared. “Hayley?” he said. “We had a baby girl called Hayley.” 

      “That’s me!” Hayley said delightedly. They stared at one another wonderingly. “Why are you here?” Hayley asked. 

      “Being punished,” her father said glumly, “for marrying Merope. It was forbidden. I never understood why, but I knew there was some kind of prophecy. So you’re Hayley? You don’t look much like your mother, but you’ve grown up very pretty. Where have you been all this time? Were you being punished too?” 

      “I’m all right,” Hayley assured him. “I had to live with Grandpa. He’s all right, but Grandma isn’t. Can’t you leave here now, so that I can live with you?” 

      “No,” said her father sadly. “I’ve tried to leave over and over, but I always find myself back at this desk, whatever I do.”

      “But it looks awful!” Hayley said. 

      “It is,” he said. “You know what it feels like? It feels as if I’m rolling a huge stone up a hill, and every time I get it nearly to the top, it rolls straight down to the bottom again.” 

      Hayley thought of the man she had seen crashing down the hill under the boulder. That had been her father too. This was the way the mythosphere worked. Things got harsher and stranger the further out you were in it. “Oh!” she cried out. “Isn’t there any way I can rescue you from here?” 

      Cyrus Foss smiled at her. It was a harrassed smile, but Hayley had seldom seen a nicer one. “I don’t think you can,” he said. “But maybe your mother could.” 

      “So where is she?” Hayley demanded. 

      “Somewhere else in this hell,” he said. “She—” 

      He was interrupted by an office lady carrying a neat pile of shiny plastic files. “These are all wrong,” this lady said. “They all have to be done again.” She dumped the files on top of the stack already in the IN-tray. The stack was too high to take them. Every one of them slithered off sideways and fell on the floor, taking half the rest of the papers with them. 

      Cyrus Foss gave a moan of despair and bent down to collect them. Hayley dived down under the desk to help. Face to face down there, her father whispered, “She’ll be in a women’s strand, somewhere much wilder than here, I think.” 

      “Right,” Hayley whispered back. She crawled across under the desk and stuck her head out beside the office lady’s neat feet. “Can’t you help?” she said. 

      “Not my job,” the lady said coldly. 

      “But you made them fall down,” Hayley pointed out. 

      “I don’t want to ladder my tights,” the lady retorted. “And you shouldn’t be here. You’re interrupting this prisoner in his work. You’d better leave here before the manager finds you.” 

      “Cow!” Hayley’s father murmured, with his face still under the desk. He added loudly, “Yes, better leave Hayley. We don’t want you in trouble too.” 

      “All right,” Hayley said. “See you.” She scrambled violently out past the lady’s neat feet, hoping she would ladder the tights as she went, and stood up among the other desks. “I’ll be back,” she told the lady. “So watch out.” But the lady simply turned and walked away. 

      Hayley threaded her way between the busy desks and came to a door. She turned round there to wave to her father, but he was frantically at work again and did not look up. Hayley sighed – the kind of sigh you seem to drag up from near your knees – and pushed her way out through the door. 

      Outside, the strand leading away in front of her was cloudily transparent now, like smoked glass. Hayley hurried along it, blinking back tears and refusing to look at any of the dreary scenes happening on either side of her, until the strand suddenly turned almost as clear as air underneath her feet. She found herself walking high above the jumbled roofs and turrets of Aunt May’s guesthouse. She could see the gutter and the window she had squeezed out of the day she arrived. Ahead of her and below her were the grounds of the place, full of racing figures as the Tighs and the Laxtons all hurried towards the paddock, where Harmony was standing by the card table. Hayley could hear the clock, chiming out Over the Rainbow, but very slowly, as if it had almost run down. And Tollie had almost won. He was halfway up the paddock, pushing and rolling an immense egg. This reminded Hayley so of the man pushing the boulder that she stood still and shuddered. 

      Then, Hey! she thought. I can win! 

      She ran. She came charging down the almost unseeable glassy strand, brushed past Tollie and his egg and landed panting in front of the card table. Tollie screamed with fury. 

      “That does it!” he yelled. “I’m telling!” 

      “I’ve got one – a golden apple!” Hayley panted to Harmony. 

      Harmony seemed to have got over her bad temper. She smiled and said, “Let’s see it then.” 

      Hayley unzipped her pocket and fetched the apple out. For a moment it glowed bright as a small sun and smelled wonderfully of apple. But as Hayley held it out towards Harmony, it was a plastic Christmas ornament just like the ones Harmony gave out as prizes. “Oh!” Hayley said. “But it was! It really is!” 

      “I know,” Harmony said. “They go like that here.” And she passed Hayley another apple just the same. “Your prize,” she said. 

      “I hate you both!” Tollie snarled, leaning both arms on his vast egg. “Still” he added smugly, “I stole a lot of diamonds too. And I’m still telling of Hayley.” 

      James arrived then, waving what looked like a spike with threads of silk streaming off one end. “Is this it?” he asked Harmony. “It was on her spinning wheel. But it was a real closie. She sort of half woke up and said ‘Kiss me!’ and I just ran!” 

      Lucy pushed up from the other side with a dry-looking slice of cake in one hand. “Out of her cottage wall,” she panted. “She saw me and she chased me all the way back here. I don’t think I want to play this game again.” 

      “I’ve got a roc’s egg!” Tollie said loudly. 

      He went on saying this as the others began arriving, waving peculiar objects and jostling Hayley about as she carefully zipped both apples into her pockets. “Do these look like thumbscrews?” she heard someone ask. 

      “I know it looks like a handful of jelly,” said someone else, “but it really is an eyeball.” 

      “I’ve got a roc’s egg!” 

      “This card really was the Queen of Hearts, honestly. It’s alive. It sort of squiggles.” 

      “I caught the fox, but he bit me and got away. Do I need an injection, Harmony?” 

      “I’ve got a roc’s egg!” 

      “Sorry about the blood, Harmony. He’d just killed her when I got there. It was horrible.” 

      “I’ve got a roc’s egg!” 

      “Oh, be quiet, Tollie!” Harmony snapped. “What’s the matter, Troy?” 

      “And I’m telling,” Tollie mumbled, as Troy arrived last of all, very quiet and dejected. 

      “I couldn’t find that garden anywhere,” Troy said. “So I came back and the strand took me through the house for some reason. Mercer’s on the phone in the hall. He’s telling Uncle Jolyon all about the game.” 

      “Isn’t that all we need!” Harmony said. She scooped the cards, the markers and the clock into her coloured bag and snapped the table together. “Everyone go and put their stuff in the trophy cabinet. It’ll be open for you. Tollie, you’ll have to leave that egg there and hope Uncle Jolyon doesn’t notice it. Troy, Hayley, come with me. We’d better find Aunt May.” 

      Aunt May was hurrying out of the house as they came to it. She let Tollie, followed by the crowd of Tighs and Laxtons, rush indoors past her and stopped Harmony, Troy and Hayley. 

      “Quick,” she said. “Jolyon’s on his way here already. I wish Mercer wasn’t so damn dutiful, but Jolyon is his father, you know. Jolyon had no idea that Hayley was here with us, and he’s furious. We’ve got to get her away.” 

      “Does he know about the game?” Harmony asked. 

      “No – if he knew she’d been playing that, he’d go berserk!” Aunt May said distractedly. “But I’d get her away even if she hadn’t been. Hayley, you’re a darling and you saved us from the flood and what’s been done to you is a shame. Harmony, Troy, think what to do, quickly.” 

      “We were supposed to be taking her to Mum when we left,” Troy said. “To go to school in Scotland, Pleone said. We could take her now.” 

      “Yes, yes, take her to Ellie. At once,” Aunt May gasped. “Go upstairs and pack your things, all of you.” 

      Troy and Harmony wasted no time. They dashed indoors and raced up the stairs in long strides. Aunt May, looking perfectly distracted, with her hair unrolling in long lumps, seized Hayley’s hand and rushed her upstairs in a rattle of necklaces. When they reached Hayley’s room, Aunt May dragged Hayley’s little suitcase from under her bed, shook her head – causing more hair to unroll – and hunted in a cupboard until she found a big duffel bag. Into this she crammed all Hayley’s new old clothes as fast as Hayley could pass them to her. She was just forcing Hayley’s brush and comb in on top of Hayley’s washing things, when Troy and Harmony arrived at a gallop, Troy with a huge backpack and Harmony carrying a bulging airline bag. 

      “Got everything?” Aunt May said. 

      “Not quite,” Harmony said. “I had to leave my good dress. Can you hang—?” 

      She was interrupted by the crunching of wheels on the driveway outside. 

      “Oh, my God!” gasped Aunt May. “He’s here already!” 

      She tore aside the blowing white curtains. They all looked down from Hayley’s window at a taxi drawing up by the front door and at Mercer and Tollie going out to meet it, followed by Aunt Alice, Aunt Geta and Aunt Celia. Somehow they all managed to look like important people coming to meet a visiting president. Mercer actually bowed as the taxi door slammed open and Uncle Jolyon climbed out. Uncle Jolyon’s blue eyes glared and, among his white beard, his mouth was almost a snarl. Hayley had never seen anyone look so thunderously angry. She backed away as Aunt May gently let the curtain fall back across the window. 

      “I’ll go down and hold him up as long as I can,” Aunt May said. “Do your best, Harmony.” Necklaces clashing, hair flying, she ran out of the room. 

      Hayley listened to Aunt May’s slippers thudding away down the stairs and wondered what they could do. At the very least, Uncle Jolyon was going to send her back to Grandma. But now she knew some of the things Uncle Jolyon had done and could do, she was quite sure she was going to be punished in a worse way than that. 

      “It’s too late to get to the back door,” Troy said. “He’ll see us coming downstairs.” 










       

      
		
		[image: ]
		

        CHAPTER TEN

      

       “I know what,” Harmony said. “We need a science fiction strand. Find me one, Troy, quickly.” 

      “The one I came back on just now,” Troy said. “It was all futuristic stuff. Some of it’s out on the upstairs landing.” 

      Harmony said, “Right!” and seized Hayley’s hand. Troy heaved up the duffel bag and they all three scurried out of the room and up the next flight of stairs. There at the top, almost exactly where the waterfall had started the night Hayley had arrived, stood a tall glass thing like a telephone box – or, even more, like a shower stall. Harmony pulled open its door and helped the other two to cram themselves and their luggage inside with her. 

      “A transportation booth?” Troy said. “Clever!” 

      “More than that,” Harmony said, pressing away at a set of buttons beside the glass door. “It’s a time booth too. I hope neither of you mind missing two days. We’re going to catch the plane we were going to catch anyway and I hope we can do it before Uncle Jolyon realises. I’m hoping he doesn’t know how good I am with the mythosphere and spends the next two days hunting for us. There!” Harmony said, pressing the large green button marked ENTER. 

      Without any feeling of change or movement, the view outside the glass door became the busy airport concourse that Hayley remembered from when she came to Ireland with Cousin Mercer. Troy slammed the door open and they ran. From then on it was all running, to the check-in, then up to Security and through the X-ray machine, on into the departure lounges and from there a race to the gates. As Harmony explained, waving their boarding passes as they pelted to where a loudspeaker was telling them that the flight to Edinburgh was now boarding, she had brought them here at the last minute to give Uncle Jolyon the smallest possible chance of finding them. 

      “And let’s hope he’s not waiting at the gate,” she panted. 

      Hayley was terrified. Though she didn’t at all understand why, it was clear to her that she was the one Uncle Jolyon wanted to catch. She was so frightened that she somehow put on comet speed and arrived at the desk in front of the gate long before the other two. 

      “They’re coming! They’re just coming!” she told the man behind the desk. Then she was forced to wait, hopping from one leg to the other and anxiously scanning the little rows of seats and the wine shop opposite, in case Uncle Jolyon came storming along to get her. She was not happy until Harmony and Troy arrived and they were all allowed to hurry through a gangway and on to the plane itself. Then she did not dare move from the doorway until she had looked along the length of the plane and made sure that Uncle Jolyon was not sitting in one of the seats, waiting. 

      An embittered-looking stewardess hurried them along to the front, where there were two pairs of seats facing one another. Harmony and Troy sat together with their backs to the pilot’s cabin. Hayley sat opposite them, next to the empty seat, beside the tiny window. While the plane thrummed and hummed and started slowly rumbling out towards the runway, Hayley kept looking at that empty seat, expecting any moment to see Uncle Jolyon sitting in it. While the pilot spoke to them – something about going north to avoid a thunderstorm over the Irish Sea – Hayley could hardly listen. 

      Then, to Hayley’s terror, the plane stopped, waltzing in place somewhere out in the middle of the airport. The stewardess came and stood by their seats and told everyone how to use the oxygen and the life jackets. Oh, go, go, go! Hayley thought, clenching her hands so that her nails dug in. She craned backwards out of the tiny window, expecting any second to see a taxi with Uncle Jolyon in it racing after the plane. She was still craning when the plane started to move again, rushing along the widest strip of concrete. It took her quite by surprise when she found she was looking down at the concrete and down at trees and tiny fields, and realised they were in the air. 

      “So far so good,” Harmony said, unbuckling her safety belt. 

      The stewardess came round and contemptuously gave them each a cup of orange juice and a bun. 

      “I wish I could have wine,” Troy said, looking at the bottles on the stewardess’s trolley. 

      “Don’t provoke her,” Harmony said. “She’ll say we’re all too young.” 

      Troy bit into his bun, grumbling, “I’m a thousand times older than she is.” 

      “Hush,” Harmony said. “Are you all right, Hayley?” 

      “Scared,” said Hayley. She did not feel like eating her bun. “Why is Uncle Jolyon so angry about me?” 

      “Because you were supposed to stay with our grandparents,” Harmony said. 

      “For ever, I think,” Troy said. “Can I have your bun if you don’t want it?” 

      Hayley handed it to him. “Why?” she asked. “Really for ever?” 

      Harmony nodded, with her smooth pretty face screwed up in distaste. “A long time ago,” she said, “thousands of years ago, in fact, around the time your parents decided to get married, Uncle Jolyon went to a seer called the Pythoness and asked what would happen if they did get married. He disapproved, you see, because your father was a mortal man—” 

      “Just as if he wasn’t having love affairs with mortal women all the time!” Troy said, tearing the wrapper off the bun as if he were skinning it alive. “Old hypocrite! He has love affairs all over the place, mortals, immortals, you name them! He’s my father, you know, and Harmony’s, and the father of all the cousins – old goat!” 

      “Yes, well,” said Harmony. “Let me tell her the story. The Pythoness said that if Merope – your mother – ever married a mortal man, their offspring would strip Jolyon of his power. Jolyon was horrified and went storming back to stop the wedding. But he was too late. Your parents had been married while he was away seeing the Pythoness and gone to Cyprus for their honeymoon. Jolyon couldn’t get at them there—” 

      “Cyprus belongs to Aunt Venus,” Troy put in, munching. 

      “So he had to wait until they came home to Greece,” Harmony said. “And while he waited, he made plans. He knew that nine-tenths of his power came from the mythosphere, but he also knew that our power comes from the mythosphere too, and he knew that we were all going to be on Merope’s side, all Merope’s sisters and their children and our grandfather, Atlas. Between us, we have almost as much power as Jolyon does. So the first thing he did was to order all of us to leave the mythosphere and live the way we do now, as ordinary people, and we obeyed him, because we didn’t understand what he was after—” 

      “Jupiter, bringer of joy!” Troy said bitterly. “We’ve been pinned down like this for more than two thousand years now. And all because he was afraid of a baby!” He crunched the bun paper up savagely. 

      “Well, he was head god in those days,” Harmony said. She sighed. “Nowadays, his power is in money as much as in the mythosphere. Grandpa has to hold up the world economy for him and Jolyon makes sure we’re all in debt to him.” 

      “But what about me?” Hayley demanded. 

      “The moment your parents came home with you,” Harmony said, “he took you and planted you on your grandparents, with orders that you were not to grow up and not to know anything about your family. Grandma always does what Jolyon says – it’s part of her strict outlook. And at the same time, he shoved Merope and your father off into the mythosphere and told everyone they were being punished for disobedience.” 

      “Though, in actual fact,” Troy said, “he never did forbid them to marry – or not that we ever heard.” 

      Hayley thought, in a stunned way, about all her time living under Grandma’s strict discipline. It had seemed like years and years and years. And this was not surprising, since it had been years and years. And she had thought it was just life. “I met my dad in the mythosphere,” she said. “Being punished. He looked so tired, Harmony. I wanted to rescue him, but he said only my mum could do that. He thinks she’s in a women’s strand, somewhere wild.” 

      “Then I think we should do our best to find her,” Harmony said. “We could hardly be in much more trouble now Tollie and Mercer have told Uncle Jolyon about the game. Blast Tollie!” 

      “That Autolycus,” Troy said gloomily. “He really hates Hayley, doesn’t he? He stole stuff from your father, Hayley, and your father caught him at it. I think that’s why.” 

      Harmony said, equally gloomily, “I don’t think Tollie needs a reason to do the things he does. So if we look for Merope—” 

      “I have to have a star off Orion’s bow too,” Hayley said. “Flute said I had to give him one for stealing the apple.” 

      Troy whistled. Harmony said, “Flute?” with her smooth forehead all wrinkled. Then the wrinkles cleared away and she said, “Oh, you mean one of those two who own the apples?” 

      Hayley nodded. “They’re twins. They take turns at standing in the sun. I call them Flute and Fiddle, but who are they really, Harmony?” 

      Harmony looked at Troy, who shook his head, shrugged and said, “No idea.” 

      “No more have I,” Harmony confessed. “I’ve always called them Yin and Yang, because you have to call them something, and sometimes I wondered if they might be angels, but I really don’t know. And I’ll tell you this, Hayley. They always make you give them a fee for one of the apples, but I’ve never known them ask for anything as important as a star. The most I’ve had to give them is my old flute – or once they asked for the Old Soldier’s violin – but otherwise it’s just a blue bead or a farthing or a shoelace. Nothing really. If they’ve asked for one of Orion’s stars, it must be serious. We’ll look into that. But let’s get back to Merope. What are the women’s strands?” 

      “Witches,” Troy suggested. “Suffragettes, Amazons, the Pythoness, Saint Ursula?” 

      “Or all those boring ladies who waited in towers for their prince to come,” Harmony added. “Rapunzel – you know. Oh lord! There’s hundreds! What about that girl who went about making prophecies that no one believed?” 

      “None of those are wild,” Troy pointed out. “Go back to witches.” 

      “There are thousands of those,” Harmony said. “And what about Boadicea? Jezebel?” 

      They were still making suggestions to one another when the plane landed in Edinburgh. 

      It took ages to get off the plane and into the airport building. Hayley became nervous all over again. There seemed ample time for Uncle Jolyon to pounce on them while they shuffled along to collect their baggage, or while they stood for minute after minute watching the empty luggage carousel go round and round. 

      “I’ve just thought,” Troy said, as Hayley’s duffel bag pushed the flaps aside and toppled on to the metal surface. “Uncle Jolyon knows where we’re going. What’s to stop him marching in on Mother and simply waiting for us at home?” 

      “I’m hoping,” Harmony said, as her bag, followed by Troy’s backpack, flopped out on to the carousel as well, “that it’ll take him more than these two days to realise that. He’s quite slow-witted, you know. Grab those, Troy, and let’s get going.” 

      Hayley followed them out through the building, fatalistically expecting Uncle Jolyon to be waiting outside for them. But the only person there was Aunt Ellie. Hayley would have known who she was, even without the way the other two dropped their bags and flung their arms round her. Aunt Ellie looked like Aunt May gone respectable. 

      “Mother!” Harmony cried out, nestling her smooth dark head against Aunt Ellie’s carefully curled grey one. 

      “Good to see you, Mum!” Troy said, wrapping his arms around her neat grey suit. “This is Hayley. Hayley, meet my mother, Electra.” 

      Just like Aunt May, Aunt Ellie dived forward and hugged Hayley. “My dear,” she said. She sounded very Scottish. “I’m so glad you’re here! Come along, all of you. The car’s away over there, and you wouldn’t believe how much it costs to park in this place, so please hurry. Besides, your Aunt Aster’s waiting in it.” 

      Harmony and Troy both groaned. 

      “I know, I know,” Aunt Ellie said, hurrying them across the road. “I had to bring Aster. Jolyon said I wasn’t to let her out of my sight. She’s gone and formed a most unfortunate attachment to a great rough Highlander – at her time of life, I ask you! Even if Jolyon hadn’t told me to keep them apart, I would have put my foot down about it. The whole town’s talking. To think of my sister causing all this scandal – it keeps me awake at nights! The man haunts the place!” 

      “Who is he?” Troy asked, trying to hitch the duffel bag on his shoulder alongside his backpack. 

      “The Lorrd knows!” said his mother, more Scottish than ever. “I think him to be some gamekeeper from one of those shooting preserves in the North. He carries a gun. Eats with his knife! Jolyon thinks him unspeakable.” 

      “Was Uncle Jolyon here?” Harmony asked anxiously. “When?” 

      “Two days ago,” Aunt Ellie said. “He seemed to think young Hayley was with me.” At this, Troy and Harmony exchanged pleased, relieved smiles. “Hayley, what have you done to put Jolyon in this terrible mood?” 

      “I think,” Hayley said timidly, “I wasn’t supposed to have gone to Ireland.” 

      “Now that is unreasonable of Jolyon,” Aunt Ellie said. “Why ever not, you poor child?” 

      They had by then arrived beside a neat grey car. 

      Aunt Ellie bent down and shouted through its window at the dim figure sitting in the back seat. “Aster! Hayley’s here! Open this window and say hallo to her. Asterope! Do you hear me?” 

      The window went down to reveal a pale faced little lady with a fluffy mass of faded fair hair. She fixed washed-out blue eyes on Hayley and quavered, “Pleased to meet you, Hayley. Your hair is very untidy.” 

      Hayley stared at her. It was quite impossible to believe that this faded-out little woman could cause great rough Highlanders to haunt her. It just did not seem likely. “How do you do, Aunt Aster?” she said politely. 

      “Oh, not so bad,” Aunt Aster quavered. “I’m a poor traveller, you know, and Electra does drive so dangerously.” 

      When Troy had slung the bags into the boot and climbed into the back seat beside Hayley, and Harmony had settled in the front, the car set off so sedately that Hayley knew Aunt Aster had been talking nonsense. Aunt Ellie must have been one of the world’s most cautious drivers. But Aunt Aster continued to talk nonsense. While they drove through the city, she kept quavering, “There’s a red light on the other road, Electra. You have to stop.” And when at last they came out into the country, she quavered, “Not so fast, Electra! You’re doing nearly thirty!” or “There’s a car coming, Electra. It’s going to hit us. Stop until it’s gone by!” or “Electra, here’s a bus!” 

      Aunt Ellie took no notice and drove slowly on – although once or twice Hayley distinctly heard her mutter, “Silly bizzom!” – while the countryside became more and more beautiful around them. First it was sloping green fields with blue hills above, and then it was real mountains. Hayley leant forward to look at a long narrow loch surrounded in pine trees, among great brown and purple mountains swathed in drifting cloud. Whereupon Aunt Aster quavered, “Sit back, poor child. You’ll get hurt if we stop.” 

      Troy whispered into Hayley’s other ear, “Isn’t she a pain?” 

      Hayley said, “This country’s lovely!” 

      “I agree,” said Troy, at the same time as Aunt Aster quavered, “Oh, no, town is so much nicer! I can’t wait to get back to town. It’s civilisation.” 

      Civilisation, when they came to it, was in the form of neat streets of harsh grey houses, looking quite small under a huge brown shoulder of mountain. Each house had different sharp corners and precisely spiked roofs, which seemed to say, We are civilised, we are respectable. Take no notice of this mountain. 

      “Ah!” Aunt Aster said happily. 

      Aunt Ellie’s house was down the end, up a slight hill. As soon as the car had crunched upwards beyond its gates and stopped by the door, Aunt Aster hopped out of it with surprising speed. 

      “Thank you for the drive, dear,” she called out. “I’ll be getting along to my house now.” 

      Aunt Ellie shot out of the car even faster and grabbed Aunt Aster by the arm. “No, dear. You’re staying to have supper with us. Remember?” 

      “But I was only going to look in case the post has come,” Aunt Aster quavered. “I’ll come straight back.” 

      “You’ll stay with me,” Aunt Ellie said grimly. “I need your help in the kitchen.” She more or less dragged the protesting Aunt Aster in through the pointed front door, saying, “The children will be starving by now.” 

      “Good,” said Troy as they followed the aunts indoors. “I’m hollow inside.” He led Hayley into one of the front rooms, where everything was as neat and heathery grey as Aunt Ellie’s tweed suit. “Hey, Mum!” he called out. “What have you done with my models?” 

      Aunt Ellie put her face round the door, looking righteous, with just a hint of guilt underneath. “I tidied them away, Troy. This room looked like a tip.” 

      “But you promised me you wouldn’t!” Troy said. “You haven’t thrown them away, have you?” 

      Aunt Ellie looked even more righteous. “Of course not. You’ll find them all in the cupboard in boxes.” 

      Harmony said to Hayley, “Come upstairs and I’ll show you your bedroom.” 

      She was obviously removing Hayley from the midst of two growing rows, one between Aunt Ellie and Aunt Aster and the other between Aunt Ellie and Troy. As they went upstairs, Aunt Aster was loudly quavering that she was expecting an important letter and Aunt Ellie had no right to keep her from it, while Troy was shouting, “You broke them! You broke them all up!” 

      Troy must care a lot about his models, Hayley thought. She had never heard him shout before. 

      But when Hayley came downstairs again after unpacking her duffel bag, both rows seemed to be over. She could hear Aunt Ellie’s voice and Harmony’s from the kitchen, chatting happily, mixed in with the occasional dreary little quaver from Aunt Aster. When she went and peeped into the front room, she found the heathery grey floor covered with tiny little clay bricks, small square blocks of stone, parts of houses – cottagey buildings and tall town mansions – and tiny marble columns. Troy was kneeling in the midst of it all busily assembling what looked like a marble palace. 

      “What are you making?” Hayley asked. 

      “The city of Troy,” Troy answered. “The most ancient and famous city of antiquity. Want to help? You can do me some walls.” He tipped up the cardboard box next to him and held out a lump of wall with fortifications on top. It was beautifully built of little blocks of granite all somehow slotted together. “On second thoughts,” Troy said, as Hayley looked doubtfully at the piece of wall, “you’d probably prefer to make the palace gardens. I know I called in a designer to do those.” He tipped up another cardboard box. Little pointed trees, patches of grass, minute hedges and thousands of tiny, tiny flowers came tumbling out at Hayley’s feet. 

      Hayley no longer wondered why Aunt Ellie had tidied everything away. There was hardly room to walk on the carpet now. Grandma would have had a fit. She stared down at the heaps of trees and tiny flowers with delight. “Oh, may I?” she said, and plunged to her knees beside the heaps. This was even better than making the rock garden she had built the day Flute first took her to the mythosphere. “A mythosphere garden!” she said. 

      “Exactly right,” Troy said. 

      They worked away busily for a while. Hayley made an avenue of trees leading down to a pool that was going to be surrounded by banks of flowers and borrowed some of Troy’s marble pillars for the fountain in the middle. Troy carefully fitted a roof on to his palace. 

      “I hope you do get the better of Uncle Jolyon,” Troy said at length. “Soon. I’m supposed to be the one who founded Troy, you know. I can’t wait to get back out into the mythosphere and build it properly. It was one of the most beautiful cities ever. I was busy marking out all the foundations when Uncle Jolyon stuck us all down on Earth like this.” 

      Hayley thought that the city might be even better now Troy had spent hundreds of years building models of it. She was just going to suggest this to him when Aunt Ellie called out, “Come along, both of you. Supper’s ready. Wash your hands.” And they had to get up and leave the entrancing heaps of houses, walls and gardens. 

      The dining room was at the back of the house, where there was a big, low window open on to Aunt Ellie’s garden and the misty, purple mountains beyond. The sweet, moist scent of Scotland blew in through it, across large oval plates of mixed grill that Harmony was putting down in each place. Those smelled equally lovely, but in quite a different way. 

      All in all, it was one of the most marvellous meals Hayley had ever had. The chief marvel was the tall cake-stand in the middle of the table. It had four round shelves, each one covered with a lace doily, and on each doily there was a loaded plate. The top layer held thin bread and butter, which you ate with the mixed grill and then with honey if you wanted to. Then you worked your way down to shiny currant teacakes and butter, and after that to scones, which you had with jam and cream. Hayley ate cautiously, pacing herself, with one eye on the bottom layer, where there was a large chocolate cake iced in squashy, thick chocolate. After the scones, she was wondering if she would have room for that cake. 

      “No cake for me,” Aunt Aster said in a fading voice. “It’s far too rich, Ellie.” 

      As she spoke, the open window went dark. Hayley looked round to see the middle section of what must have been a huge man standing outside it. All she could see at first was a vast faded kilt with a battered and grubby sporran dangling on it and, below that, a glimpse of sharp, hairy knees. Then the man put his huge hands on the windowsill and bent down to push his big, bearded face into the room. The gun he had slung on one shoulder clattered on the window and made everybody jump. 

      “Wumman!” he bawled. “Wumman, you said you’d be doon at the hoose! Are you no coming?” 

      His voice made the whole room rattle. Its effect on Aunt Aster was extraordinary. She jumped to her feet with a shriek, crying out, “Oh! Ryan! So sorry! They will try to keep me from you!” and rushed towards the window. She was no longer a faded, moaning aunt, but a lovely young woman with a cloudy mass of bright golden hair. She looked almost as beautiful as Aunt Alice. When she reached the window, the huge Highlander held out both arms and Aunt Aster jumped into them as nimbly as an athlete. The Highlander gave a huge laugh and strode away with her, carrying her like a baby. 

      It happened so quickly that everyone was stunned, Aunt Ellie most of all. It was several seconds before Aunt Ellie sprang to her feet. “Stop her!” she said. “Stop him! Jolyon’s forbidden it!” When no one else moved, she began dithering about. “What shall we do?” she said. “I’d better go after her. Oh, where did I put my handbag? He’ll be carrying her down the street! What will the neighbours say!” 

      Harmony, Troy and Hayley stood up uncertainly. 

      Aunt Ellie glared at them. “Don’t just stand there!” she said. “Come and help me fetch her back!” She raced out into the hallway, rummaged for a desperate second or so among the things on the hall stand, found the handbag with a yell of relief and, with the bag held on high, crashed out through the front door. 

      By the time the other three reached the top of the drive, Aunt Ellie was already in the street, waving her handbag and shouting. Ahead of her, striding along with Aunt Aster in his arms, the huge Highlander was already halfway through the town. 

      “Stop!” shrieked Aunt Ellie, rushing after them. “Put her down! Aster, I forbid you to do this! Jolyon won’t allow it! Think of the neighbours!” 

      “If she wants the whole town to know, she’s going the right way about it,” Troy remarked. 

      “Yes, she’s lost her head, but we’d better do something to help, I suppose,” Harmony said. 

      They set off at a trot after Aunt Ellie. 

      Far ahead of them, the huge Highlander strode purposefully on, taking absolutely no notice of Aunt Ellie’s screaming pursuit. About halfway along a row of small grey houses, he veered off at a right angle and marched towards the middle house in the row. When he reached its shiny front door, he put out a huge foot, kicked the door open and bore Aunt Aster away inside. The front door shut with a slam in Aunt Ellie’s face as she came pounding up. Aunt Ellie jumped up and down in frustration. She kicked the door, but it remained shut. Then she seized the little polished knocker and clattered it violently. 

      “Aster!” she screamed. “Asterope, let me in at once!” 

      Hayley trotted after Troy and Harmony, trying not to giggle. They passed house after house, some with lace curtains twitching and others frankly full of staring faces. While she gulped back her giggles, Hayley wrestled with her memory. She was sure she had seen this huge, bearded man before. His face, as it had loomed through the window, was definitely familiar, beard and all. She tried thinking of him as a more normal human size – and he was even more familiar. She tried him in different clothes. A suit? No. A robe then? No. How about fur then? Yes! She had seen him when Flute first took her into the mythosphere. He was that hunter in a leopardskin with the mighty bow, who looked so like a film star. Now how, why was he important? 

      Hayley had got as far as this when they reached the little house. Aunt Ellie was now kneeling on the sidewalk, shouting through the letterbox. “Aster, this is your sister! Let me in! How could you do such a wicked thing? Think of your family, Aster! Let me in!” 

      “Er, Mum,” Harmony said gently, “don’t you have Aunt Aster’s spare key?” 

      Aunt Ellie swivelled round on her knees to look up at her. “Of course I have. That’s why I brought my handbag.” 

      “Then couldn’t you let yourself in?” Harmony suggested. 

      Aunt Ellie came out of her frenzy a little, enough to climb to her feet and open her handbag. “Yes, yes indeed,” she said. “I can go in and drag her away, can’t I?” 

      “If you think this Ryan will let you,” Troy muttered. 

      Ryan! Hayley thought. That’s it! “Not Ryan,” she said. “His name’s Orion.” 

      Troy and Harmony stared at Hayley. Aunt Ellie fumbled up a jingling bunch of keys and found the one that fitted Aunt Aster’s door. “There!” she said turning it in the lock. “Now we shall see!” With her grey hair standing wildly out all over her head and almost seeming to give off electric sparks, Aunt Ellie barged the door open and dived inside the house. “Come along!” her voice came back to them. 

      Rather hesitantly, Troy, Harmony and Hayley followed her indoors, into a tiny dark hallway. Harmony said, “Then you need to find his bow, don’t you? I wonder if it’s—” 

      A door slammed further inside the house. Uproar broke out. They could hear Aunt Ellie shrieking, Aunt Aster yelling and huge, rumbling shouts from the Highlander. 

      “Do you think we can do any good in there?” Troy asked. 

      “We’d only add to the noise,” Harmony said. “Let’s go home. We left supper on the table and the front door wide open.” 

      “Poor old Aster,” said Troy. “Why hasn’t she the right to be happy? Yes, let’s go.” 

      “But his bow—” Hayley began as she turned unwillingly to go outside again. And stopped. 

      The front door had swung almost shut after they came in. Propped behind it, beside the hinges, where anyone might leave an umbrella or a walking stick – or even a gun, Hayley supposed – was a six-foot-tall thing. All she could see of it in the dim light was that it was very slightly bent and most beautifully made, with elaborate decorations down the flatter side, leading into the silver wire of the handgrip in the middle. But the advantage of the dim light was that Hayley could see that the middle of each coiled decoration held a small twinkling light, making a whole row of tiny twinkles. 

      “Look!” she said. 

      “Quick!” said Troy. “Get one off.” 

      He and Harmony held the tall longbow steady while Hayley picked and peeled at one of the lower twinkles. To her relief, it came free quite easily and rolled into her palm like a small loose diamond. Very carefully, she zipped it away into the smallest of her trouser pockets. 

      “Now let’s get out,” Harmony said, whispering even though the shouting in the back part of the house was louder than ever. 

      One by one, they slid themselves round the edge of the front door and out into the street. 

      As Troy slid out after Hayley, a taxi thundered to a stop in the road beside them. Its rear door burst open and Uncle Jolyon climbed swiftly out, glaring with anger. His belly heaved, his white beard bristled sparks like Aunt Ellie’s hair, and his eyes were blue pits you did not like to look into. 

      All three of them backed against the wall of the house, where Harmony somehow managed a faint smile. “Hallo, Jolyon,” she said. 

      The blue eye-pits blazed at her. “I’ll deal with you in a moment,” Uncle Jolyon said. “All of you.” His head bent sideways to listen to the yelling from inside the house. “Orion’s in there now with her, isn’t he?” he said, and to the taxi, “Wait.” To Hayley’s extreme relief, he marched straight past her into the house, ducking his head to get through the door, and the door slammed shut after him. 

      “Run!” said Harmony. “Run for your lives to the mythosphere!” 
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        CHAPTER ELEVEN

      

       They ran. Harmony took the lead at first, across the road and up along the other side, until she came to a steep alley between the houses that plainly led upwards to the mountains. Hayley was so terrified that, as soon as the alley led them among moist slabs of granite and tufts of heather, she put on comet speed and sprinted ahead, with Troy and Harmony pelting to catch up. 

      “Wait!” Harmony panted. “Look where you’re going, Hayley!” 

      Hayley did not care where she was going. All she wanted was somewhere to hide from Uncle Jolyon. She fled up a steep stony path and round several sharp bends until blessedly, blindingly, damp white fog began to blow around her. She slowed down a little so as not to lose the others. “Trees!” she said frantically, more or less to herself. “I want trees to hide in.” 

      “He can blast trees,” Troy panted. 

      “Trees – somewhere where Flute and Fiddle are,” Hayley insisted, and ran on. 

      The fog, very thick now, and still blowing in gusts around her, began to grow darker, as if night was coming on. Well, I suppose we did just have supper, Hayley thought. She ran on upwards into increasingly blue-dark mist, where she thought she could just glimpse streaks and flickers of sunset up ahead. 

      In her terror, she almost didn’t notice the trees when she did find some. What came to her first was their smell. Pine trees, she thought. A tarry, spicy smell. Thank goodness! Oddly enough, the streaks and flickers of red light were brighter now, and they had a smell too. Wood smoke. 

      Here Harmony stopped her by grabbing both her shoulders. “Slow down, Hayley! I think we’re on a really dangerous strand here. We have to be careful!” 

      Hayley found that they were standing on dry grass in a thick forest of pine trees. In the misty near-dark it was hard to see the pines except as great black cone shapes in all directions. Most of them had wide lower branches that swept right to the ground. But something was definitely burning up ahead and it gave enough light for Hayley to see just how dense and green and prickly those lower branches were. 

      Several long-legged dog shapes went trotting lightly and springily across the path ahead. 

      Wolves! Hayley thought. Unless they’re something worse! She hardly dared move. 

      “See what I mean?” Harmony whispered. 

      “What’s that noise?” said Troy. 

      It was screaming, but it was singing too – very bad, discordant singing, as if a large choir of ladies had each decided to sing a different song as loudly as they could. It seemed to be coming down the slope towards them. There were shrieks of joy and shrieks of something worse. “Eye-oh, eye-oh,” sang the choirs. 

      “Oh dear,” Harmony said. “I think these are the Maenads.” 

      For some reason, Grandpa had never told Hayley anything about the Maenads, but she had no need to ask what they were. They arrived as Harmony spoke, under a blinding mass of crackling pine torches. They were a horde of mad women in tattered clothes, screaming, singing, imitating cats, dogs and eagle cries, dancing and galloping downhill. Their hair was loose and streaming. All of them were splashed with blood: some of them were covered in it. The wood smoke from the torches was suddenly overwhelmed by a smell like a butcher’s shop where somebody had spilt a barrel of wine, and by the thick, sweaty smell of dirty women. 

      Harmony took hold of Hayley’s arm and Troy’s and dived with them under the trailing branches of the nearest pine tree. “Don’t move, Troy,” she whispered. “They kill men.” 

      They did too. Hayley could not resist putting out one finger and pushing aside one prickly pine frond. The first thing she saw was a woman carrying a bearded man’s head on a pole. Blood from the head was rolling down the pole, dripping on the woman’s face and hands and plopping into her laughing mouth. “Look what I’ve got! Look what I did!” the woman yelled. She was crying as well as laughing. Tears were making white lines through the blood on her face. 

      Another woman came along with a huge earthenware jar of wine and tipped it into the first woman’s face. “Drink up!” she shrieked. “Drown your sorrows!” 

      Someone behind those two screamed, “There’s a man here! A man, everybody! I can smell him. He’s under that tree!” 

      Next second, the entire screaming crowd was rushing down upon the pine tree where Troy, Harmony and Hayley were hiding. Torches fizzed against the pine needles. Wine showered through the overhanging boughs, and dozens of sticky, bloody hands reached through the branches to grab unerringly at Troy. He was seized by his hair and his shirt and his hands, even by his legs, and dragged out into the open. 

      “Pull him apart! Pull him to pieces!” all the women shouted. 

      Harmony plunged out after Troy and grabbed the back of his shirt. “No! Don’t! Stop!” she shouted back. “You mustn’t! He’s the one who’s going to build the great town of Troy!” 

      Hayley plunged out after her and tried to help pull Troy away, but by this time several women had hold of each of Troy’s arms and were hauling on him like a tug-o-war. Troy screamed. 

      “Help!” Hayley yelled. “Oh, please, someone help!” 

      Somebody came up beside Hayley and said, “Is no good, not now they got him.” 

      Hayley turned and saw fine white hair, lurid under the torchlight and spattered with blood. The hair surrounded an ugly pink face. “Martya!” Hayley said and threw her arms round Martya. “Oh, Martya, I’m so glad to see you!” 

      Martya’s pale eyebrows went up. “Is most unusual,” she said. “No one is glad me to see, ever.” 

      “I am,” Hayley said. “Please help us rescue Troy.” 

      “But this is not why I come,” Martya protested. “I am here for telling you your mama is one of these soaked-in-wine women. She up here, up the hill. Come.” 

      “But Troy—” Hayley said. She felt torn in two, almost as badly as Troy was being torn. She looked over at him to see that he was fighting back now, kicking women’s shins and bucking about to get his arms free. But more and more shrieking women were piling in on him and on Harmony too. Other women laughingly held their torches high, lighting the struggle into wild, flickering shadows. 

      Martya watched the fight in a morose, critical way. She shrugged. “They got him,” she said. “Only way would take their mind off him was be a person threw golden apples in their middles.” 

      “Oh, why didn’t you say so before?” Hayley gasped, frantically unzipping pockets. “I’ve got three – somewhere.” 

      She finally found an apple by feel, feather light and plastic, and dragged it out. As she drew back her arm to throw it, it felt heavier somehow and gave out a strong smell of live apple, as strong as the smell of wine and blood and wood smoke. She hurled it as hard as she could into the mass of struggling women. It arced among the flames, shining pure strong gold, and thumped off someone’s back. 

      The effect was instant. That woman, and at least six others, turned round at once and scrambled to grab it as it rolled downhill among everyone’s feet. Much encouraged, Hayley found the second apple and hurled it, with a smack, into someone’s face. This woman went down under the rush of the rest trying to catch it before it rolled under a tree. Hayley threw the third, simply into the remains of the fighting. It seemed even heavier and more golden than the first two. And it was as if all three apples had a will of their own. No matter how many hands grabbed for them, they bobbled out of reach, tumbling, dodging and rolling away, faster and faster, flashing in the torchlight. In seconds, every single woman had left Troy alone in order to chase the apples away downhill. He was left standing by the pine tree, with Harmony kneeling beside him. 

      “Thank goodness!” said Hayley. “Now show me my mum, Martya, quick.” 

      “Can do,” Martya said. She took Hayley’s hand and pulled her uphill to another place among the pine trees, where another gaggle of crazy women were galloping round and round a huge wine jar. Nearly all of these women had dark hair, flying loose and sticky with wine and blood, but, as the howling crowd whirled past her for the second time, Hayley saw that one of them had fair hair. She was not easy to spot. Her hair was yellower than Martya’s and mostly drenched in wine and – yes – quite a lot of blood too. Who cares? Hayley thought. She rushed up to that one and grasped her firmly by one flailing arm. 

      The woman staggered to a stop in front of her and put one hand up to her head. “Huh?” she said vaguely. 

      Hayley looked eagerly up into her face and – even in the uncertain light of the torches – she had no doubt. This was the woman in the wedding photograph. She was filthy and she was drunk and she looked rather older, but she was the same one. “Mother,” she said. “Mum. I’m Hayley.” 

      “Huh?” the woman said again. 

      “Patience I lose!” Martya said. “Patience I never have much.” She marched up to the woman and clapped her hands loudly in front of the vague face. “Merope!” she bawled. “Here your daughter is. Wake up and get pies out of eyes now!” 

      Merope blinked. Her face began slowly to wake up into the expressions of someone alive and attentive. “Did you say —?” she began. 

      Before she could say any more, the person in charge of the riot arrived, striding up to them in rather a hurry. He was a tall man dressed in animal skins, and he had a big hat on that seemed to be made of vine leaves. “Hey, girls!” he said merrily. “You three are forgetting to dance.” 

      Martya just stared at him, looking uglier than usual. Hayley found she could not meet his eyes and looked down instead at his knee-high sandals and his big dirty toes sticking out of the front of them. Merope started to pull her arm away from Hayley in order to turn back into the dancing. Hayley hung on to her in a panic. She was not going to lose her mother as soon as she had found her. 

      “Did you know,” she said to the man, in a high panicky voice, “did you know that there’s three golden apples from the star trees down there?” 

      He was very interested. “Really?” he said. “Where would those be?” 

      Hayley pointed, in probably quite the wrong direction. The man laughed gladly and set off that way, first in big strides and then almost running. 

      “Good done,” Martya said as he disappeared in the darkness among the trees. “That is how to get rid of a god quick.” 

      “What are you talking about?” Merope said. “What god?” 

      “Bacchus,” Martya said. “Is god of booze. He got you tight.” 

      “Never mind him,” Hayley said. “Mother, I’ve found Dad, but he says only you can rescue him. He’s in a place where they make him do unending work.” 

      “What? My poor Sisyphus!” Merope said. “How long have I been here?” 

      “Centuries,” said Martya. “This way, come. I have transport.” 

      They set off downhill again. Hayley still hung on to Merope’s arm, but now it was less to keep her from rejoining the riot and more because she had a mother at last, which was a thing more wonderful than the mythosphere. With every step, Merope seemed to become more awake and more of a person. At first she smiled down at Hayley in a bewildered way. Then she said, “I can’t believe this!” and wiped her hand down her tattered skirt. “I’m so filthy and sticky. I can hardly believe you’re really Hayley – though I know you are. I remember you as a tiny baby. And,” she said to Martya, “I don’t understand about you at all.” 

      “I help Hayley,” Martya said. “I go adventuring to the Pleiades and they try to make me work. Hayley buys me lovely shoes. Look.” She stopped and held one foot up. In the murky light Hayley could just see that Martya was wearing the pink shoes with cowboy fringes. 

      They went on, and the light grew better. Someone had stuck one of the flaring torches in the ground and, by its light, two tall people with white hair were anxiously examining Troy. “I’m all right,” Troy was telling them. “None of this blood is mine. Honestly.” 

      “Are you sure? Your face is pretty scratched,” Harmony said. She was standing next to Troy, shivering. “I hate those Maenads!” 

      Hayley cried out with relief and dragged her mother over to them. There she risked letting go of Merope so that she could hug the two tall men. “Flute!” she said. “Fiddle! I knew you were around here somewhere!” 

      Flute patted Hayley’s shoulder. “Did you get my star?” he asked. 

      While Hayley was nodding and saying to Flute, “It’s in my smallest pocket,” Fiddle spoke to Martya over Hayley’s head. “Nice to see you again Yaga. Don’t tell me you’re doing good deeds now!” 

      “Only to Hayley,” Martya said. “Her mother is this sticky Merope here.” 

      “Oh, wonderful!” Harmony said. She took hold of both Merope’s blood and wine covered hands. “I’m so glad to see you again, Aunt Merry.” 

      “Hey, listen!” Troy said. “Look.” 

      From downhill came a sound that was definitely from a car fighting its way up the mountain in low gear. The beams from its headlights swung this way and that among the trees as the car turned the corners of the steep track. They almost could have been searchlights hunting for someone. 

      “That’s Uncle Jolyon’s taxi,” Hayley said. 
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        CHAPTER TWELVE

      

       Everyone knew it was Uncle Jolyon. Troy and Harmony looked at one another, wondering what to do. 

      “Is no problem.” Martya said. She clicked her fingers towards a dark clump of trees on the other side of the path. Part of the clump immediately rose up into a tall, square shape. It unfolded two long legs like chicken legs and stalked towards them. When it reached Martya, it stopped and let down a ladder from the balcony on its front. “Is my hut,” Martya said. “Up, all! Up, up, up!” 

      Flute took hold of Hayley and pushed her up the ladder. The rest followed, Fiddle pushing Merope, who kept getting her legs wrapped up in the rags of her dress, and Harmony helping Troy because Troy was still shaky. Martya came up last and the ladder came up with her. As soon as Martya was on the balcony, the hut turned and started walking away, creaking all over from the weight of seven people. 

      “You must show the way,” Martya said to Fiddle. 

      Fiddle nodded and pointed more to the left. The hut turned again and went crashing and swishing across the mountainside. Before the trees quite closed in behind it, Hayley and Troy, craning anxiously from a corner of the balcony, saw the taxi arrive in the glade beside the flaring torch and go roaring on past, as if the driver had not realised that anyone had been there. 

      “Oh good!” said Hayley. 

      “He’ll catch up in the end,” Flute said to her. “Be ready with your star when he does. I’ll tell you what to do.” 

      The hut paced onwards. Fiddle kept pointing the way and the hut walked where his finger pointed. Hayley looked down at the toes of its big bird feet and then up to see that Fiddle was taking them across the mythosphere. The great feet goose-stepped from pine needles to rock, then into a desert, then on to a busy motorway, where they miraculously missed all the cars, and from there to a floaty pink strand. Here one of the great feet nearly went straight through the floatiness, but the hut saved itself with a twist and a twitch and strode on to a much firmer blue strand. Finally it marched into some kind of industrial estate full of cars parked beside low white buildings. The hut tramped straight across this place, kicking cars aside and crunching through the corners of buildings, until it came to a low white block labelled STONE BROS LTD in big red letters. Hayley somehow expected it to stop here, but instead it simply kept on and stamped on the building. Half the wall fell in and the hut came to a halt, marching in place and creaking and groaning all over, while glass tinkled and lumps of concrete and flat pieces of wall fell this way and that. When it had made a big hole in the building, the hut stopped trampling and let down its ladder. 

      “Come on,” Flute said. “Quickly.” He pushed Merope and Hayley on to the ladder. “The rest of you had better stay here,” he said over his shoulder as he followed Hayley and Merope down. 

      Hayley seized her mother’s hand and they ducked in together through the crumpled, sagging hole. Inside, the striplights were on and everyone was working away at their desks, just as if nothing had happened at all “ except that the nearest people wearily slapped their hands down on their piles of paper as the wind from the broken wall threatened to blow them away and people further from the damage irritably blew and waved at the dust from the breakage. Hayley spotted her father at his desk in the far corner, working harder than anyone else there, and began dragging her mother towards him. But, halfway there, Merope saw him too, let go of Hayley’s hand and rushed across between the desks. She knocked several trays of paper flying, but people simply sighed and bent to pick them up, without seeming to notice anything else. 

      “Cyrus!” Merope shouted. “My Sisyphus!” 

      It rang round the room and several people actually looked up. Hayley’s father looked up among the rest. When he saw Merope bearing down on him, filthy hair flying, rags streaming, he stopped working, leant back and smiled. And smiled. Merope put both sticky hands down on his IN-tray and smiled back. They both smiled and gazed as if there was nothing else in the world. 

      “Oh, come on! Come on!” Hayley said to them, hopping from foot to foot. 

      She could see the woman who did not want to ladder her tights marching towards them from the other end of the room. The woman had been carrying a massive pile of folders, but she dumped those angrily on the nearest desk and strode swiftly down the aisle to the desk in the corner. 

      “We have to go!” Hayley said. 

      But her parents took not the slightest notice, until the woman came right up to them and shoved Hayley aside. “Leave here at once,” she said to Merope. “You’re interrupting this prisoner in his work.” 

      Merope turned to look at her, slow and astonished. “I’m what?” she said. 

      “Distracting the prisoner. Trespassing,” the woman said. “You’ve no business to be here. You must have escaped from another strand.” 

      “That’s right,” Merope said. “And I’ve come to fetch my husband away from this one.” 

      “You can’t do that,” the woman said. 

      Merope stood up to her full height, inches taller than the neat woman. Despite her torn and filthy dress, she was suddenly majestic. Her hair, clotted with blood and stained with wine, swirled outwards from her head and became bright gold, brighter even than the golden apples had been. Hayley stared, awed and admiring. My mother really is a sort of goddess! she thought. 

      “How dare you!” Merope said. “How dare you speak like that to a daughter of Atlas! No one here is a prisoner. They are all in unlawful captivity.” Her voice rose, like a powerful singer’s. “You’re all free,” she cried out. “Get up and leave, all of you.” 

      The people at the desks looked up, astonished and unbelieving at first; but when Merope held out her hand to Hayley’s father and he got up and came to her, still smiling, the rest began to stand up, hesitantly in ones and twos. As Merope held out her other hand to Hayley and began to sweep the pair of them across the room, everyone seemed to see that she meant what she said. They jumped up and made for the doors. 

      “Stop!” the neat woman called out. And when no one took any notice, she wailed, “How am I going to get all the forms filled in?” 

      “Try filling them in yourself,” Merope said over her shoulder. 

      They reached the break in the wall and there was the ladder into the hut and Flute standing beside it. He was looking very impatient by then. He more or less hurled Hayley up the rungs and then hoisted Cyrus after her. Hayley’s father had evidently become very stiff from sitting at the desk for so long. Merope seemed to float up and Flute scrambled after her. 

      “We’ve got him!” Hayley said joyfully to Fiddle as she reached the balcony. 

      “Good,” Fiddle said. He looked at Martya. “Shall we go?” 

      “Instant,” Martya agreed. 

      The hut tramped its feet and smartly goose-stepped itself into facing the other way. 

      And stopped. 

      Uncle Jolyon was standing in the way, with his taxi throbbing behind him. He seemed huge, and solid as a mountain. As everyone clutched the balcony rail and stared, he grew even vaster, until he was gazing down at them, with a sort of dishonest, implacable pity. His voice was as large as the rest of him. 

      “Shame,” he thundered. “You all thought you were so clever, didn’t you? But nobody ever really gets the better of me. And I’m very good at devising punishments for people who don’t do what I want. You are all going to have a very nasty time, now and until the end of time. Trust me.” 

      “I am not yours,” Martya said. “There is nothing you can do to me.” 

      “What makes you so sure of that?” Uncle Jolyon thundered back. 

      Hayley gazed up at his vast bulging shirt front in despair. Just as everything seemed to coming right! she thought. But as Martya said angrily, “Because I am the greatest witch that ever lives!” Hayley’s attention was pulled that way. She saw Flute’s big hand, down by Flute’s side, making gestures to her to fetch out the star from Orion’s bow. Hayley didn’t dare nod. She dipped her chin at Flute and, furtively, gently, she put her hand to her smallest pocket and began unzipping it. 

      “What have you done to Orion?” Harmony asked suddenly and made Hayley’s heart stutter, in case Uncle Jolyon noticed what she was doing. 

      “Orion?” Uncle Jolyon boomed. “I put him back amongst the stars of course “ for keeps this time. Asterope’s up there too, as far away from him as she can be.” 

      “But why shouldn’t they get together?” Troy said. 

      “Because they dipleased me,” rumbled Uncle Joylon. “The man’s a womaniser.” 

      “So are you,” Troy pointed out. 

      “Exactly. And I don’t want any rivals,” Uncle Jolyon boomed. “You, my boy, are now going to spend eternity being punished for your cheek. I haven’t decided what to do to you yet, but I know you’ll never, ever get to build your city.” 

      While they talked, Hayley got her pocket unzipped and felt the star, tiny, warm and faintly fizzing, roll into the palm of her hand. Flute gently edged up on one side of her and Fiddle on the other. “When I say Now,” Flute murmured, in the faintest of whispers, “push it into him as high up as you can reach.” 

      Merope said loudly, “This is entirely unjust. I think we’ve all been punished enough.” 

      “I don’t,” Uncle Jolyon retorted. “You, my good woman, are going back where you were, and so are you, Sisyphus, only this time it will hurt. As for that Hayley— Where is Hayley?” 

      Hayley was so much smaller than everyone else and Uncle Jolyon now so huge that he evidently had trouble picking her out from among the crowd on the balcony. Flute grinned at Fiddle and Fiddle nodded at Flute, and they both obligingly seized Hayley and boosted her upwards towards Uncle Jolyon’s vast face. Hayley found herself travelling up what seemed half a mile of shirt front. 

      “Now!” said Flute. 

      Hayley put out her hand with the star in it and pressed it with all her strength into the middle of Uncle Jolyon’s bulging chest. It twinkled there for just a second and then seemed to dissolve into his enormous body. 

      Uncle Jolyon made a strange noise, like a very deep organ pipe, and began to spread. He spread and he spread, and grew fainter and more gaseous as he enlarged, and moved away backwards as he grew fainter. Stinging coldness came off him. After that he moved away so rapidly that Hayley could soon see that he had now become a globe, a vast, sulky, yellowish thing, that spread and backed away and spread as it receded, until it was a yellow disc, blotched and banded with dreary red. Then it was shining a circle, and finally it became a large bright star up in the sky. 

      “Ah,” said Harmony. “The planet Jupiter.” 

      “Yes,” said Flute. “He can’t do much harm to anyone as a planet.” 

      “Or only the usual sidereal influences,” Fiddle said. “And those are generally rather jolly.” 

      They both grinned at Hayley as they lowered her back to the balcony. 

      “We go now,” Martya announced. “I need my forest.” 

      The hut at once jolted into its goose-step stride and took them away through the industrial estate “ which now had a seedy, abandoned look “ and then, in remarkably few strides, out on to a mountainside scattered with pine trees. After a few more strides, it stopped in a level place where they could look down on the respectable grey town where Aunt Ellie lived. 

      Everybody except Martya climbed down the ladder. Hayley was last because she stopped to hug Martya. Martya once again looked extremely surprised, as if nobody else had ever wanted to hug her. 

      “I’ll come and visit you in the mythosphere,” Hayley called as she too climbed down. She ran over and took hold of both her parents’ hands. I can live with them now! she thought blissfully. No more Grandma. And, whenever I want to, I can go and be a comet. 

      “We shall be leaving now,” Flute said to her. “This phase is over, so my brother and I change places again.” 

      “I’ve always wondered when you did that,” Harmony said. “Is it often?” 

      “Whenever we complete a new strand in the mythosphere,” Fiddle told her. His sober dark suit, as he stood there, was slowly flushing green in the grey evening light. But his eyes still shone blue. Flute’s baggy green clothes were fading to a severe grey, although they remained baggy and his white hair still blew about on his shoulders. 

      Hayley thought, I’ll still be able to tell them apart in future. She watched the brothers smile at each other and then walk past one another, Fiddle striding to the left and Flute going to the right. A moment later, they were gone. 

      Everyone let the hut stride away too and began to walk, rather aimlessly, down the mountain. 

      “Where would you like the three of us to live?” Hayley’s father said to Merope. “I fancy going back to Greece myself.” 

      “Greece will have changed quite a lot since you were last there,” Merope said. “I don’t think you’ll be a king there any more. Let’s go to Cyprus again.” She shivered in the quiet evening air. “It’s just as warm as Greece there.” 

      “Oh, but!” Hayley cried out. “If we live abroad, how can I see Troy and Harmony?” 

      Troy laughed. “Don’t worry. You’ll always find me in the mythosphere. I shall be working on my city there and I’ll need you to design the gardens. And you’ll run into Harmony all the time. She goes everywhere.”

      “All the same,” Harmony said, watching Merope shiver, “I think we should go home first. Mother will be fussing, and Merope needs a bath and some better clothes.” 

      “Oh, yes,” said Troy. “And we never even started on that chocolate cake.” He began to run downhill, but stopped at the next bend in the path, pointing downwards and laughing. When Hayley nosily ran along to see what was amusing him so, she found she could see down into the main street of the town. Strolling down the middle of it was the enormous Highlander, with Aunt Aster clinging lovingly to his arm. 

      “See that?” Troy said. “This is what happens now you’ve pinned Uncle Jolyon to the sky. We can all do what we want to do. At last!” 
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        Author’s Note 

      

      ABOUT THE CHARACTERS


      The aunts are THE PLEIADES, often known as The Seven Sisters, a star cluster in the general region of The Great Bear. It is possible to count seven of them only out of the corner of your eye. In Ancient Greece, The Pleiades seemed to mingle freely with both mortals and gods, and at least three of them had a love affair with Zeus (Jupiter), chief of the gods of both Greece and Ancient Rome. Uncle Jolyon is JUPITER. 

      

      
        
      

      
         The Pleiades are: 

      

      MAIA, whose son by Jupiter is MERCURY (Mercer), the messenger of the gods 


      ELECTRA, whose children by Jupiter are Harmonia (Harmony) and the man who built and founded the great city of Troy and became its first king 


      ALCYONE, known to astronomers as Beta Tauri, who seems to have been too lofty to have a love affair with anyone 


      TAYGETA, whose children by Jupiter became the Spartans 


      CELAENO, one of the fainter stars, whose children by Jupiter became many of the other peoples of Ancient Greece 


      ASTEROPE, very much fainter than her sister stars 


      MEROPE, who married SISYPHUS, a mortal king in Ancient Greece. Sisyphus was later punished by having to roll a stone eternally up a hill. As soon as he got near the top, the stone would roll back down to the bottom of the hill again. 


      The parents of the Pleiades are PLEONE (known to astronomers as “a shell star”) and ATLAS. Atlas was the last of the race of Titans, gigantic beings whom Jupiter defeated when he first came to power as chief of the gods. Some of the Titans were once gods themselves until Jupiter destroyed them. Atlas was spared on condition that he held the world up on his shoulders (although some versions say it was the sky he carries). 


      In spite of his mighty task, Atlas seems to have had time to fall in love with the nymph Hespera, by whom he had five daughters, known together as the HESPERIDES. These ladies guarded the golden apples in the Western Isles. 


      AUTOLYCUS (Tollie) is the son of Mercury by a mortal woman. He grew up to be a thief, trickster, cattle rustler and general bad man. Some of the cattle he stole belonged to Sisyphus. 


      ORION was a mighty hunter in Ancient Greece, who chased women as often as he chased animals. He seems to have gone after both the Pleiades and the Hesperides, and ended up by being placed in the heavens as a constellation which, to this day, is one of the most notable in the winter skies. 


      As for HAYLEY (Halley’s Comet), it seems to me that the child of a star and a mortal king would almost certainly be a comet. 

      

      
        
      

      
        Golden Apples 
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        Some of the many stories and myths containing golden apples. 

      

      
        
      

      

       

      
        Mythosphere Match 

      

      Can you match each person on the left with the correct object on the right? 
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      Answers on page 20. 

      

      
        
      

      
        The Solar System 

      

      The planets rotate around the sun on a fixed path or orbit. This diagram is like the picture Grandpa showed Hayley on his computer screen. 
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       	[image: ] 	Jupiter is the largest planet in the solar system. It is bigger than all the other planets together. 
	[image: ]	People used to make up silly sentences (known as mnemonics) using the initial letters of each planet to remember their order from the sun. The most well-known is: Mother Very Easily Made Jam Sandwiches Under No Protest. 
	[image: ]	In 2006 Pluto was reclassified as a minor planet. Unlike the planets, it has an elliptical orbit. 
	[image: ]	Halley’s Comet is visible from Earth every 76 years. It was last seen in 1986 and will return in 2062. 

 

      

      
        
      

      
        Starry Night 
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            	Orion is the brightest constellation in the winter sky. 
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            	The three stars across his “belt” are the easiest way to spot this group. 
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            	The stars are not really linked in any way, but ancient civilisations imagined the shape.  
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            	There are many myths about Orion the Hunter. One story says that he perpetually chases the Pleiades across the sky, while Taurus the Bull prevents him from ever reaching them. 
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            	You can find the “horns” of Taurus above and to the right of Orion. The cloudy cluster behind Taurus is the Pleiades. 
          

        

      

      

      
        
      

      
         The Western Zodiac 

      

      These are the sun signs. Which one were you born under? 
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        Know Yourself Game 

      

      The sun sign you are born under is supposed to give you certain personality traits. From the descriptions listed here, can you recognise yourself? 
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      Answers on page 20. 

      

      
        
      

      
         If you like, you’ll love… 

      

      If you liked reading The Game, you’ll enjoy these other books by Diana Wynne Jones. 
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            	If you like myths, you’ll love Eight Days of Luke. 
When Luke turns up claiming that David has released him from prison, David doesn’t know what to believe. But whenever he lights a flame, his new friend appears… 
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            	If you like games, you’ll love The Homeward Bounders. 
When Jamie discovers the sinister, dark-cloaked Them playing with human lives, he becomes part of their game. If he can get Home, he is free… 
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            	If you like stars, you’ll love Dogsbody. 
Sirius the Dog Star is sent to Earth as punishment. Here he is to live as a dog, unless he can discover a valuable device that has been lost. 
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            	If you like crazy families, you’ll love Archer’s Goon. 
The trouble begins when the Goon moves into the kitchen and refuses to leave. It is then that the Sykes family discover that the town is being run by seven megalomaniac wizards! 
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            	If you like time travel, you’ll love A Tale of Time City. 
Vivian is kidnapped and taken to Time City, a place that exists outside time and space. But the city is crumbling, and unless Vivian can help discover the cause, all of history will end… 
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            	If you like fairy tales, you’ll love Howl’s Moving Castle. 
When Sophie falls under a curse, she seeks help from the fearsome Wizard Howl, whose appetite, they say, is satisfied only by the hearts of young girls… 
          

        

      

      

      
        
      

      
        Answers 

      

      Mythosphere Match 

          	Aladdin + Magic lamp 	Frodo Baggins + Ring 
	Sinbad + Roc’s egg 	Alice + Bottle labelled “drink me” 
	Baba Yaga + Hut with chicken legs 	Medusa + Snake hair 
	Cinderella + Glass slipper 	King Arthur + Sword in the stone 
	Thor + Hammer 	Persephone + pomegranate 

    

      Know yourself Game 

      Is your personality written in the stars? Or is it all just a load of moonshine? 

          	 1. Capricorn 	2. Gemini 
	3. Cancer 	4. Sagittarius 
	5. Pisces 	6. Taurus 
	7. Libra 	8. Aquarius 
	9. Leo 	10. Aries 
	11. Scorpio 	12. Virgo  

    

      If you were wrong, go back and check which one is supposed to match you. Do you agree with it? Try the quiz on your friends and see how they match up. 
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CHAPTER ONE

This is the story of the children of Adara – of Ayna and Ceri who both had Gifts, and of Gair, who thought he was ordinary. But, as all the things which later happened on the Moor go back to something Adara’s brother Orban did one summer day when Adara herself was only seven years old, this is the first thing to be told.

The Moor was never quite free of mist. Even at bright noon that bright summer day there was a smokiness to the trees and the very corn, so that it could have been a green landscape reflected in one of its own sluggish, peaty dykes. The reason was that the Moor was a sunken plain, almost entirely surrounded by low green hills. Much of it was still marsh, and the Sun drew vapours from it constantly.

Orban was swaggering along a straight green track, away from Otmound, which stood low and turfy behind him, slightly in advance of the ring of hills round the Moor. Beyond it, away to his left, was its companion, the Haunted Mound, which had a huge boulder planted crookedly on top of it, no one knew why. Orban could see it when he turned to warn his sister, loftily over his shoulder, not to go near marsh or standing water. He was annoyed with her for following him, but he did not want to get into trouble for not taking care of her.

It was one of those times when the Giants were at war among themselves. From time to time, from beyond the mists at the edge of the Moor, came the blank thump and rumble of their weapons. Orban took no notice. Giants did not interest him. The track he was on was an old Giants’ road. If he looked down through the turf, he could see the great stones of it, too heavy for men to lift, and he thought he might kill a few Giants some day. But his mind was mostly taken up with Orban, who was twelve years old and going to be Chief. Orban had a fine new sword. He swished it importantly and fingered the thick gold collar round his neck that marked him as the son of a Chief.

“Hurry up, or the Dorig will get you!” he called back to Adara.

Adara, being only seven, was nervous of the Giants and their noise. It was mixed up in her mind with the sound of thunder when, it always seemed to her, even bigger Giants rolled wooden balls around in the sky. But she did not want Orban to think she was afraid, so she hurried beside him down the green track and pretended not to hear the noise.

Orban had come out to be alone with his new sword and his own glory but, since Adara had followed him out, he decided to unveil his glory to her a little. “I know ten times as much as you do,” he told her.

“I know you do,” Adara answered humbly.

Orban scowled. One does not want glory accepted as a matter of course. One wants to shock and astonish people with it. “I bet you didn’t know the Haunted Mound is stuffed with the ghosts of dead Dorig,” he said. “The Otmounders killed them all, hundreds of years ago. The only good Dorig is a dead Dorig.”

This was common knowledge. But since Adara really thought Orban was the cleverest person she knew, she politely said nothing.

“Dorig are just vermin,” Orban continued, displeased by her silence. “Cold-blooded vermin. They can’t sing, or weave, or fight, or work gold. They just lie under water and wait to pull you under. Did you know half the hills round the Moor used to be full of people, until the Dorig killed them all off?”

“I thought that was the Plague,” Adara said timidly.

“You’re stupid,” said Orban. Adara, seeing it had been a mistake to correct him, said humbly that she knew she was. This did not please Orban either. He sought about for some method of startling Adara into a true sense of his superiority.

The prospect was not promising. The track led among tufts of rushes, straight into misty distance. There was a hedge and a dyke half a field away. A band of mist lay over a dip in the old road and a spindly blackbird was watching them from it. The blackbird would have to do. “You see that blackbird?” said Orban.

A blunt volley of noise from the Giants made Adara jump. She looked round and discovered that Otmound was already misty with distance. “Let’s go home,” she said.

“This is one thing you don’t know. Go home if you want,” said Orban, “but if that blackbird is really a Dorig, I can make it shift to its proper shape. I know the words. Shall I say them?”

“No. Let’s go home,” Adara said, shivering.

“Baby!” said Orban. “You watch.” And he marched towards the bird, saying the words and swishing his sword in time to them.

Nothing happened, because Orban got the words wrong. Nothing whatsoever would have happened, had not Adara, who hated Orban to look a fool, obligingly said the words right for him.

A wave of cold air swept out of the hollow, making both children shiver. They were too horrified to move. The blackbird, after a frantic flutter of protest, dissolved into mist thicker and greyer than the haze around it. The mist swirled, and solidified into a shape much larger. It was the pale, scaly figure of a Dorig, right enough. It was crouched on one knee in the dip, staring towards them in horror, and holding in both hands a twisted green-gold collar not unlike Orban’s or Adara’s.

“Now look what you’ve done!” Orban snarled at Adara. But, as he said it, he realised that the Dorig was not really very large. He had been told that Dorig usually stood head and shoulders above a grown man, but this one was probably only as high as his chin. It had a weak and spindly look too. It did not seem to have a weapon and, better still, Orban knew that those words, once spoken, would prevent the creature shifting shape until sundown. There was no chance of it turning into an adder or a wolf.

Feeling very much better, Orban marched towards the dip, swinging his sword menacingly. The Dorig stood up, trembling, and backed away a few steps. It was rather smaller than Orban had thought. Orban began to feel brave. He scanned the thing contemptuously, and the collar flashing between its pale fingers caught his attention. It was a very fine one. Though it was the same horseshoe shape as Orban’s and made of the same green gold, it was twice the width and woven into delicate filigree patterns. Orban glimpsed words, animals and flowers in the pattern. And the knobs at either end, which in Orban’s collar were just plain bosses, seemed to be in the shape of owls’ heads on this one. Now Orban, only the day before, had been severely slapped for fooling about with a collar rather less fine. He knew the art of making this kind had been lost long ago. No wonder the Dorig was so frightened. He had caught it red-handed with a valuable antique.

“What are you doing with that collar?” he demanded.

The Dorig looked tremulously up at Orban’s face. Orban found its strange yellow eyes disgusting. “Only sunning it,” it said apologetically. “You have to sun gold, or it turns back to earth again.”

“Nonsense,” said Orban. “I’ve never sunned mine in my life.”

“You live more in the air than we do,” the Dorig pointed out.

Orban shuddered, thinking of the way the Dorig skulked out their lives under stinking marsh-water. And they were cold blooded too, so of course they would have to sun any gold they stole. Ugh! “Where did you get that collar?” he said sternly.

The Dorig seemed surprised that he should ask. “From my father, of course! Didn’t your father give you yours?”

“Yes,” said Orban. “But my father’s Chief Og of Otmound.”

“I expect he’s a very great man,” the Dorig said politely.

Orban was almost too angry to speak. It was clear that this miserable, tremulous Dorig had never even heard of Og of Otmound. “My father,” he said, “is senior Chief on the Moor. And your father’s a thief. He stole that collar from somewhere.”

“He didn’t – he had it made!” the Dorig said indignantly. “And he’s not a thief! He’s the King.”

Orban stared. The Giants interrupted with another distant thump and rumble, but Orban’s mind took that in no more than it would take in what the Dorig had just said. If it was true, it meant that this wretched, skinny, scaly creature was more important than he was. And he knew that must be nonsense. “All Dorig are liars,” he explained to Adara.

“I’m not!” the Dorig protested.

Adara was in dread that Orban was going to make a fool of himself, as he so often did. “I’m sure he’s telling the truth, Orban,” she said. “Let’s go home now.”

“He’s lying,” Orban insisted. “Dorig can’t work gold, so it must all be lies.”

“No, you’re wrong. We have some very good goldsmiths,” said the Dorig. Seeing Adara was ready to believe this, it turned eagerly to her. “I watched them make this collar. They wove words in for Power, Riches and Truth. Is yours the same?”

Adara, much impressed, fingered her own narrower, plainer collar. “Mine only has Safety. So does Orban’s.”

Orban could not bear Adara to be impressed by anyone but himself. He refused to believe a word of it. “Don’t listen,” he said. “It’s just trying to make you believe it hasn’t stolen that collar.” Adara looked from Orban to the Dorig, troubled and undecided. Orban saw he had not impressed her. Very well. She must be made to see who was right. He held out his hand imperiously to the Dorig. “Come on. Hand it over.”

The Dorig did not understand straight away. Then its yellow eyes widened and it backed away a step, clutching the collar to its thin chest. “But it’s mine! I told you!”

“Orban, leave him be,” Adara said uncomfortably.

By this time, Orban was beginning to see he might be making a fool of himself. It made him furiously angry, and all the more determined to impress Adara in spite of it. “Give me that collar,” he said to the Dorig. “Or I’ll kill you.” To prove that he could, he swung his new sword so that the air whistled. The Dorig flinched.

“Run away,” Adara advised it urgently.

Finding Adara now definitely on the side of the Dorig was the last straw to Orban. “Do, and I’ll catch you in two steps!” he told it. “Then I’ll kill you and take the collar anyway. So hand it over.”

The Dorig knew its shorter legs were no match for Orban’s. It stood where it was, clutching the collar and shaking. “I haven’t even got a knife,” it said. “And you stopped me shifting shape till this evening.”

“That was my fault. I’m sorry,” said Adara.

“Shut up!” Orban snarled at her. He made a swift left-handed snatch at the collar. “Give me that!”

The Dorig dodged. “I can’t!” it said desperately. “Tell him I can’t,” it said to Adara.

“Orban, you know he can’t,” said Adara. “If it was yours, it could only be taken off your dead body.”

This only made it clear to Orban that he would have to kill the creature. He had gone too far to turn back with dignity, and the knowledge maddened him further. Anyway, what business had the Dorig to imitate the customs of men? “I told you to shut up,” he said to Adara. “Besides, it’s only a stolen collar, and that’s not the same. Give it!” He advanced on the Dorig.

It backed away from him, looking quite desperate. “Be careful! I’ll put a curse on the collar if you try. It won’t do you any good if you do get it.”

Orban’s reply was to snatch at the collar again. The Dorig side-stepped, though only just in time. But it managed, in spite of its shaking fingers, to get the collar round its neck, making it much more difficult for Orban to grab. Then it began to curse. Adara marvelled, and even Orban was daunted, at the power and fluency of that curse. They had no idea Dorig knew words that way.

In a shrill hasty voice, the creature laid it on the collar that the words woven in it should in future work against the owner, that Power should bring pain, Riches loss, Truth disaster, and ill-luck of all kinds follow the feet and cloud the mind of the possessor. Then it ran its pale fingers along the intricate twists and pattern of the design, bringing each part it touched to bear on the curse: fish for loss by water, animals for loss by land, flowers for death of hope, knots for death of friendship, fruit for failure and barrenness, and each, as they were joined in the workmanship, to be joined in the life of the owner. At last, touching the owl’s head at either end, it laid on them to be guardians and cause the collar’s owner to cling to it and keep it as if it were the most precious thing he knew.

When this was said, the Dorig paused. It was panting and palely flushed. “Well? Do you still want it?”

Adara was appalled to hear so much beauty spoilt and such careful workmanship turned against itself. “No!” she said. “And do get them to make you another one when you get home.”

But Orban listened feeling rather cunning. He noticed that not once had the Dorig invoked any higher Power than that of the collar itself. Without the Sun, the Moon or the Earth, even such a curse as this could only bring mild bad luck. The creature must take him for a fool. The Giants began thumping away again beyond the horizon, as if they were applauding Orban’s acuteness. Determined not to be outwitted, Orban flung himself on the Dorig and got his hand hooked round the collar before it could move. “Now give it!”

“No!” The Dorig kept both hands to the collar and pulled away. Orban swung his new sword and brought it down on the creature’s head. It bowed and staggered. Adara flung herself on Orban and tried to pull him away. Orban pushed her over with an easy shove of his right elbow and raised his sword again. Beyond the horizon, the Giants thundered like rocks raining from heaven.

“All right!” cried the Dorig. “I call on the Old Power, the Middle and the New to hold this curse to my collar. May it never loose until the Three are placated.”

Orban was furious at this duplicity. He brought his sword down hard. The Dorig gave a weak cry and crumpled up. Orban wrenched the collar from its neck and stood up, shaking with triumph and disgust. The Giants’ noise stopped, leaving a thick silence.

“Orban, how could you!” said Adara, kneeling on the turf of the old road.

Orban looked contemptuously from her to his victim. He was a little surprised to see that the blood coming out of the pale corpse was bright red and steamed a little in the cold air. But he remembered that fish sometimes come netted with blood quite as red, and that things on a muck-heap steam as they decay. “Get up,” he said to Adara. “The only good Dorig is a dead Dorig. Come on.”

He set off for home, with Adara pattering miserably behind. Her face was pale and stiff, and her teeth were chattering. “Throw the collar away, Orban,” she implored him. “It’s got a dreadful strong curse on it.”

Orban had, in fact, been uneasily wondering whether to get rid of the collar. But Adara’s timidity at once made him obstinate. “Don’t be a fool,” he said. “He didn’t invoke any proper Powers. If you ask me, he made a complete mess of it.”

“But it was a dying curse,” Adara pointed out.

Orban pretended not to hear. He put the collar into the front of his jacket and firmly buttoned it. Then he made a great to-do over cleaning his sword, whistling, and pretending to himself that he felt much better about the Dorig than he did. He told himself he had just acquired a valuable piece of treasure; that the Dorig had certainly told a pack of lies; and that if it had told the truth, he had just struck a real blow at the enemy; and the only good Dorig were dead ones.

“We’d better ask Father about those Powers,” Adara said miserably.

“Oh no we won’t!” said Orban. “Don’t you dare say a word to anyone. If you do, I’ll put the strongest words I know on you. Go on – swear you won’t say a word.”

His ferocity so appalled Adara that she swore by the Sun and the Moon never to tell a living soul. Orban was satisfied. He did not bother to consider why he was so anxious that no one should know about the collar. His mind conveniently sheered off from what Og would say if he knew his son had killed an unarmed and defenceless creature for the sake of a collar which was cursed. No. Once Adara had sworn not to tell, Orban began to feel pleased with the morning’s work.

It was otherwise with Adara. She was wretched. She kept remembering the look of pleasure in the Dorig’s yellow eyes when it saw she was ready to believe it, and their look of despair when it invoked the Powers. She knew it was her fault. If she had not said the words right, Orban would not have killed the Dorig and brought home a curse. She could have gone on thinking the world of Orban instead of knowing he was just a cruel bully.

For Adara, almost the worst part was her disillusionment with Orban. It spread to everyone in Otmound. She looked at them all and listened to them talk, and it seemed to her that they would all have done just the same as Orban. She told herself that when she grew up she would never marry – never – unless she could find someone quite different.

But quite the worst part was not being able to tell anyone. Adara longed to confess. She had never felt so guilty in her life. But she had sworn the strongest oath and she dared not say a word. Whenever she thought of the Dorig she wanted to cry, but her guilt and terror stopped her doing even that. First she dared not cry, then she found she could not. Before a month passed she was pale and ill and could not eat.

They put her to bed, and Og was very concerned. “What’s on your mind, Adara?” he said, stroking her head. “Tell me.”

Adara dared not say a word. It was the first time she had kept a secret from her father and it made her feel worse than ever. She rolled away and covered her head with the blanket. If only I could cry! she thought. But I can’t, because the Dorig’s curse is working.

Og was afraid someone had put a curse on Adara. He was very worried because Adara was far and away his favourite child. He had lamps lit and the right words said, to be on the safe side. Orban was terrified. He thought Adara had told Og about the Dorig. He stormed in on Adara where she lay staring up at the thatch and longing to confess and cry.

“Have you said anything?” Orban demanded.

“No,” Adara said wretchedly.

“Not even to the walls or the hearthstone?” Orban asked suspiciously, since he knew this was how secrets often got out.

“No,” said Adara. “Not to anything.”

“Thank the Powers!” said Orban and, greatly relieved, he went off to put the collar in a safer hiding-place.

Adara sat up as he went. He had put a blessed, splendid idea into her head. She might not be able to tell Og or even the hearthstone, but what was to prevent her confessing to the stones of the old Giants’ road? They had watched it all anyway from under the turf. They had received the Dorig’s blood. She could go and remind them of the whole story, and maybe then she could cry and feel better.

Og was pleased to see how much better Adara was that same evening. She ate a natural supper and slept properly all night. He allowed her to get up the next morning, and the next day he allowed her to go out.

This was what Adara had been waiting for. Outside Otmound she stayed for a while among the sheep, until she was sure no one was anxiously watching her. Then she ran her hardest to the old road.

It was a hot day. The grey mists of the Moor hung heavily and the trees were dark. When Adara, panting and sweating, reached the dip in the track, all she found was a column of midges circling in the air above it. There was not a trace of the Dorig – not so much as a drop of blood on a blade of grass – yet her memory of it was so keen that she could almost see the scaly body lying there.

“He looked so small!” she exclaimed, without meaning to. “And so thin! And he did bleed so!”

Her voice rang in the thick silence. Adara jumped. She looked hurriedly round, afraid that someone might have heard. But nothing moved in the rushes by the track, no birds flew and the distant hedge was silent. Even the Giants made no sound. High above Adara’s head was the little white circle of the full Moon, up in broad daylight. She knew that was a good omen. She went down on her knees in the grass and, looking through to the old stones, began her confession.

“Oh stones,” she said, “I have such a terrible thing to remind you of.” And she told it all, what she had said, what Orban had said, and what the poor frightened Dorig had said, until she came to herself saying, “off your dead body.” Then she cried. She cried and cried, rocking on her knees with her hands to her face, quite unable to stop, buried in the relief of being able to cry at last.

A little mottled grass-snake, which had been coiled all this while in the middle of the nearest clump of rushes, now poured itself down on to the warm turf and waited, bent into an S-shape, beside Adara. When she did nothing but rock and cry, it reared up with its yellow eyes very bright and wet, and uttered a soft Hssst! Adara never heard. She was too buried in sorrow.

The snake hesitated. Then it seemed to shrug. Adara, as she wept, thought she felt a chill and a rising shadow beside her, but she was not aware of anything more until a small voice at her shoulder said imperiously, “Well, go on, can’t you! What did my brother say next?”

Adara’s head whipped round. She found herself face to face with a small Dorig – a very small Dorig, no bigger than she was – who was kneeling beside her on the track. His eyes were browner than the dead Dorig’s, and he had a stouter, fiercer look, but she could see a family likeness between them. This one was obviously much younger. He did not seem to have grown scales yet. His pale body was clothed in a silvery sort of robe and the gold collar on his neck was a plain, simple band, suitable for somebody very young. Adara knew he could not possibly harm her, but she was still horrified to see him.

“Go on!” commanded the small Dorig, and his yellow-brown eyes filled with angry tears. “I want to know what happened next.”

“But I can’t!” Adara protested, also in tears again. “I swore to Orban by the Sun and the Moon not to tell a soul, and if you heard me I’ve broken it. The most dreadful things will happen.”

“No, they won’t,” said the little Dorig impatiently. “You were telling it to the stones, not to me, and I happened to overhear. What’s to stop you telling the stones the rest?”

“I daren’t,” said Adara.

“Don’t be stupid,” said the Dorig. “I’ve been coming here and coming here for nearly a month now, and I’ve got into trouble every time I got home, because I wanted to find out what happened. And now you go and stop at the important part. Look.” His long pale finger pointed first to the ground, then up at the white disc of the Moon, and then moved on to point to the Sun, high in the South. “Three Powers present. You were meant to tell, don’t you see? But if you’re too scared, it doesn’t matter. I know it must have been your brother Orban who killed my brother and stole his collar.”

“Oh, all right then,” Adara said drearily. “Stones, it was my brother. I tried to stop him but he pushed me over.”

“Didn’t my brother say anything else?” prompted the Dorig boy.

“Yes, he put a curse on his collar,” said Adara. “Stones.”

“Ah!” said the Dorig boy. “I thought he must have done something. He wasn’t much of a fighter, but he was very clever. What was the curse?”

“Stones,” said Adara, and hesitated. She dared not repeat the words of the curse, well though she remembered them, for fear of bringing it on herself. She had to pick her way, telling it haltingly in her own words, through the pattern of the collar and the pattern of disaster woven into it, until she reached the owls’ heads at either end. “Then he said the birds’ faces were to – er – watch and make sure the one who has the collar will – not be able to let it go even though – er – it costs him the everything he’s got. Stones,” she concluded, thankful to have got it over.

The small Dorig beside her frowned. “But didn’t he name any Powers? I thought—”

“Oh yes, stones,” said Adara. “But not ones I know, and not until Orban tried to take the collar off him.”

“What Powers? Sun, Moon—?”

“No, no. Stones,” said Adara. There seemed to be no way of mentioning the Powers without naming them. Adara dropped her voice and crossed the fingers of both hands, with her thumbs under that for added protection. “The Old Power, the Middle and the New,” she whispered.

“Oh.” The Dorig boy looked very awed and also very satisfied. “That’s all right then. Nothing will stop the curse working now.”

“Unless the Powers are appeased,” Adara said. “Can’t I try and appease them? It was my fault.”

“I don’t think so. Not all Three.”

“Well, I swear to try,” said Adara.

The Dorig boy seemed a little troubled by her decision. “But I don’t want you to.” He thought a moment. “What’s your name?” he asked.

Adara simply looked at him. She knew well enough that you did not trust strangers with your name. And the worst of it was that she had already made him a present of Orban’s.

“It’s all right,” he said irritably. “I quite like you. And I only asked so that I shouldn’t swear to kill you by mistake. Mine’s Hathil – truly. Now what’s yours?”

Adara looked into his yellow-brown eyes and thought he was telling the truth. Having glanced at his hands, in case his fingers were crossed, and found them straight, she said, “Adara.”

“Thanks,” said Hathil. “Now I can swear. You can swear to lift the curse if you want. I swear to revenge my brother by helping the curse in every way I can. I shall spill every drop of Orban’s blood, except Adara’s, and dedicate it to the Powers. I call on them not to be placated until none of Orban’s people are left alive on the Moor. May the hidden stones bear witness, and the Sun, Moon and Earth.”

Adara listened dejectedly. She did not deny Hathil had the right to swear, but it did not seem fair on all the other people who had done him no harm. When he finished, she said, “Don’t you think you’re rather young to swear all that?”

“Blame your brother,” Hathil said stiffly. “He’s a murdering brute.” Adara sighed. “And I liked H—my brother,” Hathil explained. “He was clever, and he told me all sorts of things. I was going to go exploring when I grew up, and now I can’t because they’re going to make me King instead. They won’t let me out of their sight most of the time now. But the one good thing I can see about being King is that I can order everyone to fight Orban. And I’m not too young to swear. Do you see those stones?” He jabbed his pale finger down at the old road. Adara looked through at the cracked old stones in some perplexity. Though they had figured largely in the conversation, she could not see quite what bearing they had on Hathil’s age. “The Giants who made this road,” said Hathil, “were almost destroyed by a Giant who swore to stamp them out when he was not much older than I am.”

Adara was impressed. “How do you know that?”

“I learnt it,” said Hathil. “It pays to learn things.”

Adara, in spite of her dejection, felt Hathil was right. Perhaps, if she learnt and learnt, she might find a way of lifting that curse before it destroyed Orban, and before Hathil was old enough to carry out his oath. “I think,” she said, “you’ll make an awfully good King.” Hathil looked at her suspiciously. “You seem to know so well what you’re going to do,” Adara explained.

“Oh, that,” said Hathil. “Yes, I do.”

After that Adara went home greatly comforted and worked hard to learn as much as she could. She grew up famous for her wisdom. Orban, on the other hand, grew steadily more unlucky. He broke his leg twice. When he was fourteen, he accidentally killed his best friend. When he was eighteen and had grown into a sulky young man with scraggly red hair, he fell in love with the most unpleasant woman on the Moor. Her name was Kasta. Many people thought it was the greatest misfortune yet, when Kasta married Orban. They had several children, but none lived to be a year old.

The bad luck spread from Orban to the rest of Otmound. Sheep died, hunting was bad and other food scarce. Otmound got steadily poorer. Outside, Dorig roamed in increasing numbers, and grew bolder and bolder. Otmounders soon dared not go out alone for fear of being pulled under water.

The bad luck spread from Otmound to the other mounds. There was fire in Beckhill and flooding in Islaw. And as Adara, for all her learning, could not learn how to lift the curse, it went on spreading, so that long before Ayna, Ceri and Gair were born, even the Giants were affected.
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CHAPTER TWO

Ayna, Gair and Ceri were born in Garholt. Their father was Gest, who was a hero. This is how Gest became famous.

Garholt was on the south of the Moor, not far from the other end of the old Giants’ road. It was the largest of all the mounds and by far the most prosperous. While Chanters and Wise Women all over the Moor were shaking their heads and wondering what could be causing the growing bad luck, for many years the curse seemed to pass Garholt by.

Garholters – rather unwisely – prided themselves on their luck. They had gold, wool and hides in plenty; salt, fuel and wine. Their sheep were more numerous and in better shape than any on the Moor. Their honey was famous. Indoors, the houses were roofed with stone, and the five wells, round and stone-roofed like the houses, had been made safe from Dorig and from every other danger. The walls of the mound, below the big windows, were hung with tapestries embroidered in dark, bright colours. And Garholt could, in a quarter of an hour, muster more than a hundred of the fiercest and best-armed fighting-men on the Moor – not to speak of equally warlike women and children.

But this took a good, careful Chief to maintain it. Gart, the old Chief, was just such a one. But he died quite suddenly, and his two sons were killed the same night. Hearing their father had been taken ill, Gart’s two sons were hurrying home from hunting, using one of the new Giants’ roads for speed. This was unwise of them. As the curse had affected the Giants too, they had grown fewer, but those few had become very violent and untrustworthy. While Gart’s sons were hurrying along the road, a Giant caught and crushed them. So, as Miri the Beekeeper’s wife, who was a Wise Woman, pointed out, the bad luck came to Garholt after all and left it without a Chief.

That was how Gest came to be Chief in Garholt. He was old Gart’s nephew and lived in the much smaller mound of Islaw. Messages were sent to Gest at once, but the Garholters were very much afraid he would not be the good, careful Chief they were used to. Islaw people had a name for being queer and shifty – though, of course, no one in Garholt would have dreamt of calling them half-Dorig the way the Otmounders did. Still, Islaw people were known to be different. And Gest’s Islaw father had been a Chanter, who were odd people at the best of times. Then it was learnt that Gest was bringing his own Chanter, a man called Banot, with him. From being dubious, the Garholters became indignant. Weren’t the Garholt Chanters good enough for Gest? Or what?

When Gest arrived, everyone was relieved to find him fair, handsome, jolly and not at all peculiar. He was a big man, as a Chief should be, and obviously a seasoned fighter. Nor did he seem particularly clever. The Chanter, Banot, though his thin face had the dreamy look of his profession, seemed to have no harm in him either. It soon became clear that Gest had brought him simply because he and Banot were bosom friends. The Garholters all heaved sighs of relief and began to manoeuvre Gest into marrying Tille, the granddaughter of old Gart.

Nothing came of that. Gest was nice to Tille – as he was to everyone – but it was Banot who fell in love with Tille and married her.

Gest had not been a month in Garholt, when a messenger arrived from Og of Otmound. Og greeted the new Chief and wanted a band of fighting-men from Garholt at once to help him fight the Dorig. Hearing this, Gest smiled, a wide, jolly smile. Banot, who knew that smile, looked apprehensive. But the older and more responsible Garholters, who did not know it, took Gest aside and gave him the benefit of their advice. They did not know then that Gest was a hero.

“See here,” said the oldest Chanter, “Og has no right to take that tone with you. He may be the senior Chief, but we’ve made no treaty with him. Send me back to say No.”

“He’s giving you orders because he can’t afford to pay for our help,” said the goldsmith. “But we Garholters have our pride.” He looked round, with satisfaction, at the gold glimmering on people’s necks and wrists.

“I’ll say No very tactfully,” said the Chanter.

“Why is he so set on fighting the Dorig?” Gest asked.

“It’s the natural order of things,” Miri, the Beekeeper’s wife, told him. “Men against Dorig, Giants against men.”

“They say the only good Dorig is a dead Dorig,” added the oldest smith.

The Beekeeper, who always had news, said, “The Dorig have been pulling their people and sheep under water for years. A while back, they took to waiting outside Otmound in their own shapes and attacking anyone they met. Og warned everyone who went outside to carry a thornbush against them, but Dorig don’t seem to be afraid of thorns the way they used to be. Their latest trick is to pretend to be game when the Otmounders are out hunting: let a man chase them, then shift to their true shape and kill him. You know their crafty ways.”

“Well, no,” Gest said apologetically. “I’ve only met a Dorig once and it ran away before I could speak to it.”

“Then you have a lot to learn,” said the smith.

Gest smiled again. “I know I have. That’s why I think I’d better go over the Moor and talk to Og.”

To the consternation of all Garholt, this is just what Gest did. He sent Og’s messenger back to say he was coming and then prepared to set out himself, with only Banot for company. Everyone implored him to consider. They reminded him there was no one to be Chief after him. They said, if he must go, he should take twenty good men with him to protect him from Dorig. They told him fearsome tales about the way the Dorig sacrificed their victims and hung them up to the Sun.

Gest attended to none of it. He was quite pleasant, but completely firm. The Garholters discovered that their new Chief was the most obstinate man on the Moor. They respected him greatly for that, but it made them all the more anxious to have him safe back again. They took Banot aside and made him promise to see Gest was safe.

“I’ll do what I can,” said Banot. “But you don’t know Gest.”

They had to be content with that. Everyone anxiously watched the two set off along the line of the old road. The early Sun glinting on the gold collar of each was the only bright thing about them. Their clothes and weapons were dull and serviceable. Banot’s harp was shut in a dingy travelling case, so that it would not catch the attention of Giants. When the two had disappeared into the mists, the Garholters retired to the mound and spoke words for their safety. Then they waited.

Two days later, to their dismay, Banot came back alone. He was vague-eyed and abstracted, and Tille was the only one who was wholeheartedly glad to see him. The rest crowded round him, demanding to know where Gest was.

“In Otmound, I suppose,” Banot said vaguely. “He sent me home.”

Though they were all relieved to hear Gest was still alive, they wanted to know what Og had said, why Banot had been sent back, and what Gest was doing.

Banot seemed tired. “Gest always does things his own way,” was all he would say. “Someone bring me a drink.”

Miri, the Beekeeper’s wife, hurried up with beer, hoping it would loosen Banot’s tongue. Tille helped him take the harp off his back. The case came open as she did so, and she noticed that one of the harp strings had broken. It had been replaced by a queer pale length of gut, which gave off a strong smell of glue.

“Where did you come by that peculiar string?” she said.

“Oh that – I had to take what I could get,” said Banot. He drank some beer, seemed to recover, and began to laugh a little. “I’ve been singing and playing and talking for hours,” he said. “I’ve no voice left and I ache all over.”

“Was this in Otmound?” said Tille, glad to hear things were so merry there.

Banot shook his head. “No. By the roadside. We met some friends, Gest and I, while we were on our way – no one you know, but great fellows – and I stopped over with them on the way back.” He laughed. “The best of friends.”

“But when is Gest coming?” everyone wanted to know.

“In a day or so,” said Banot, yawning. “If he comes at all. And he may be in a hurry.” With that, he laughed and yawned and staggered off to sleep, leaving no one much the wiser. Nor would he say any more the next day.

Gest arrived in the middle of the following night. The first anyone knew of it was when Gest turned and shouted the words that sealed the main door against enemies. Startled by the shout and the thump of the door, people scrambled from their beds. Someone had the sense to raise the light, whereupon everyone stared in amazement. Gest had brought with him a beautiful young woman, tall and pale, with hair as black as peat. Both of them were splashed with mud to the eyebrows and almost too much out of breath to speak. Gest no longer wore his golden collar. The woman, on the other hand, wore a collar richer and more intricate than anyone in Garholt had seen before in their lives.

“Speak the rest of the doors shut!” Gest panted to the first person to arrive.

The boy scampered to do as he was told. The rest crowded up, shouting, “Why? Is it Dorig?”

Gest had used up all his breath and could only shake his head. The young woman shyly answered instead. “It’s my brother, Orban. I’m Og’s daughter, Adara.”

This caused gasps and murmurs. It was well known that Og loved his daughter more than he loved himself. Adara was said to be the most beautiful woman on the Moor, and the wisest who ever lived. And it looked as if Gest had carried her off.

“War,” said the Beekeeper gloomily. “This means war.”

“Doesn’t,” said Gest, still very short of breath. “Did three tasks for her. Marry her tomorrow. Got to rest now. Get a feast ready.”

“Just like that!” Miri said indignantly, as she and Tille led Adara off to Tille’s house to rest. “Does he think we can have a feast ready in five minutes?”

“Of course you can’t,” said Adara. “I don’t suppose he thought. I’ll go back and tell him to put it off, shall I?”

This of course put both Tille and Miri on their mettle. “You’ll do no such thing!” said Tille. “We’ll manage.”

“Besides, if he’s carried you off, it’s not proper to wait,” said Miri.

“He didn’t carry me off. I came of my own accord,” Adara protested.

“What you thought of it doesn’t count,” Miri said severely. “Now you get to bed and get some rest. We’ll see to it.”

By the time she and Tille had put Adara to bed, they had both lost their hearts to her. Neither of them blamed Gest for losing his. “Or his head into the bargain,” Miri said sourly. Adara was gentle and sympathetic and not in the least proud. But the greatest point in her favour, Miri and Tille agreed, was that though she was supposed to be the Wisest Woman ever, you would never have known it from the way she talked. “I can’t abide Wise Women who are always letting you know what a fool you are,” said Miri, from bitter experience, being a Wise Woman herself. “I wish she’d told us what happened though. Now we’ll have to wait for brother Orban to tell us.”

Orban arrived as she spoke. Garholt quivered with the noise. From the shouts and thumps at the main door, it sounded as if half the men of Otmound had come with Orban.

Gest, refreshed with a long drink of beer, took all the men of Garholt out of the side doors. The two bands confronted one another under a full Moon and everyone inside the mound waited for the battle to begin.

Orban, who had grown into a lumpish, sulky man, stepped out in front of the massed Otmounders and scowled at Gest. “I want to speak to you alone,” he said.

The Garholters were beginning to get used to Gest. They were not surprised when he agreed. The Otmounders, however, were clearly very surprised. They stared uneasily after Orban and Gest as the two climbed to the top of the mound together. But Orban made no attempt to hit Gest. Instead, he spoke to him in an undertone, savagely and urgently. Nobody heard what he said. Once Gest, who had been shaking his head at Orban every so often, put both hands up to his neck, with the gesture of a man about to remove his collar. Then he seemed to remember his collar was gone, and took his hands away.

“No, the other one, you fool!” Orban was heard to say. “The one Kasta—” But then he realised other people could hear and lowered his voice again.

“Who’s Kasta?” the younger smith whispered to Banot.

“Orban’s wife,” whispered Banot. “Awful woman. She—”

He was interrupted by a roar from Orban. “GIANTS! You—!”

Gest said something loudly at the same time. Orban seemed to calm down. He stood under the Moon with his arms folded, growling sullenly at Gest, and Gest seemed to be watching him warily. One thing at least was clear: Orban did not like Gest and Gest did not much care for Orban. Gest said something. Then, to everyone’s surprise, the two of them shook hands. Orban turned and came jauntily down the mound, looking as if a weight was off his mind. He smiled, and waved airily to the seventy Otmounders waiting below Garholt.

“Right, everyone,” he said. “That’s it. We’re going.”

“Going? Without Adara?” one of them asked blankly.

“Yes. I’ve told Gest she can stay. He did three tasks for her after all,” Orban said gaily. He shepherded them back along the roadline. They went reluctantly, and it was plain they were very puzzled indeed.

So that was how Gest came to marry Adara. As to quite how he had managed it, the Garholters were mystified. But from what they had heard so far, it was clear to them that Gest was a hero and a Chief straight out of the old stories. Three tasks! They were agog with pride and curiosity. Though some people took the reasonable line that this kind of thing was well enough in the days of King Ban, but what was needed nowadays was a careful, steady Chief, nobody could wait to find out exactly what Gest had done to win Adara.

But neither Gest nor Adara would talk about it and if Banot knew, he was not saying either. People kept their eyes and ears open for hints all through the bustle of preparing the wedding feast, working a new gold collar for Gest, making clothes for Adara, and the hundred other things necessary, but no one learnt anything until the wedding feast was in full swing. Then Miri happened to come up with wine for Banot, just as Adara approached him from the other side.

Adara looked more beautiful than ever in her wedding dress, but she also looked troubled. “Banot,” she said, “what do you know of the Old Power, the Middle and the New?”

Banot, like all the Chanters, was working hard, playing for the dancing and singing. His face had been flushed and shiny. But Miri saw, when he looked up at Adara, his face was pale. “Those are Dorig things,” he said. “You shouldn’t talk of them at a time like this.”

“Just tell me if you know how to appease them,” Adara said coaxingly.

Banot would not look at her. He stared straight ahead, with his fingers ready on a chord. “I only know one way,” he said, “and that’s by sacrifice. And if I told you what kind and how made, we’d have to stop the feast and chant for luck until the new Moon.” Then he struck the chord and began playing to prevent Adara saying any more.

Adara turned away, looking appalled. It was some time before she seemed happy again. And Miri was equally upset. It was well known how the Dorig sacrificed. Sometimes hunting parties would come upon the corpses of their sacrifices hanging in the Sun to rot. If you had the bad luck to find one, the only thing to do was to stop and use the very strongest of the strong words, or the Dorig Powers would fasten on you. Giants sometimes sacrificed in the same way, but they only used moles, weasels and other small animals, whereas the Dorig used men, women and Dorig. Miri, not knowing why Adara should ask otherwise, began to have a suspicion that Gest or Adara had invoked the Dorig Powers to help Gest perform his three tasks. She became more anxious than anyone to know just what had happened in Otmound.

The story came out gradually, piece by piece – nobody really knew how. It seemed that Gest and Adara had fallen in love as soon as they set eyes on one another. Gest promptly asked Og if he could marry Adara. Now Og was hoping Gest would bring him the men of Garholt to fight the Dorig, so he did not want to offend him. But neither could he bear to have his beloved Adara go right away to the other side of the Moor. He had been in great distress. “The silly old woman!” Miri said contemptuously. No one in Garholt thought much of Og.

During a sleepless night, Og hit on the notion of making Gest do three tasks to win Adara’s hand. He had an idea this would appeal to Gest’s adventurous spirit. But he would make the tasks totally impossible. When Gest failed to do them, Og would be very sorry and very kind, keep Adara to himself and still keep Gest friendly enough to help him fight the Dorig. As Og hoped, Gest was delighted to perform three tasks for Adara, but since he saw Og was going to refuse to let him have Adara if he could, Gest sent Banot home, so that no one could say he had used a Chanter’s help.

Og thought he had chosen cunningly. He announced that the first task was to answer riddles. He could see Gest was a man of action, not a thinker. Anyone in Garholt or Islaw could have told him that too. Gest could not answer riddles to save his life. Yet Gest had stood in front of Og for a whole day steadily answering all the riddles Og and his Chanters could devise, and getting them right. Perhaps love had sharpened his wits. But no one in Garholt thought it was natural.

Og was forced to concede Gest had done the first task. He took care to make the second as difficult as he could. Gest was to fetch him a gold collar off the neck of a Dorig. Orban and a number of other Otmounders had protested, saying Dorig did not have gold collars. And Adara had made matters more impossible by calling out to Gest, “I shall never marry you if you kill a Dorig! Never!” Yet Gest had simply smiled and gone out on to the Moor to try his luck. In the early evening, he returned with a magnificent collar.

At this, Og took fright and made the third task truly monstrous. Even Gest had despaired at first. Adara had been so upset that Og gave her the magnificent Dorig collar to console her. Og said Gest was to move the great boulder from the top of the Haunted Mound, drag it a quarter of a mile and put it on top of Otmound. The boulder was as big as a house and locked in place with words. Ten men – twenty – could hardly have shifted it. But Gest had done it. Around midnight, he had come in and invited Og out to look. And there was the great stone perched on top of Otmound, and the marks of it all the way across the field from the Haunted Mound.

Og nearly went mad. By then, he was so frightened of Gest that he wanted nothing more to do with him. He refused utterly to let him marry Adara and ran away inside Otmound. This made Gest angry. He went after Og and found Adara coming out. The two of them ran most of the way across the Moor with Orban in pursuit.

Miri wondered very much about some parts of this story. It was queer enough that Gest had been able to answer riddles. But then he had apparently killed a Dorig for its collar, and Adara had not only still married him, but wore the collar every day. It was beautifully and intricately worked, in a filigree of twisted signs and symbols around pattern of Power, Riches and Truth, all flowing like a song into the exquisitely modelled birds’ heads of the bossed ends. Miri knew it could not have come from any Dorig. It was a collar from the Old Days, such as a King might have worn. Miri thought Gest must have traded his own missing collar for it.

But then there was the matter of the stone from the Haunted Mound. Miri, remembering Gest’s father had been a Chanter, had some hopes that it was an illusion which would not last. But, after the wedding, Og graciously forgave Gest and Adara, and there was more coming and going between Garholt and Otmound. Miri went and saw the stone on top of Otmound for herself. It was really there. The marks where it had been dragged from the Haunted Mound had not yet grown over. Miri was shaken, because she knew it could not have been done without the aid of some mighty Power.

“Well, I wish Og joy of it, that’s all,” she said. “I wouldn’t like a great thing like that on top of my mound. Whatever words I said, I’d be afraid of it coming through and squashing me.”

Og might have forgiven Gest, but Gest was clearly still angry with Og. He refused outright to help Og against the Dorig. Og and Orban were forced to help themselves. In the autumn, having carefully armed and drilled the Otmounders, they attacked a huge body of Dorig who were moving east across the Moor. The Dorig were taken by surprise. Since words had stopped them shifting shape, they fled frantically south and west. Islaw saw them coming and hurriedly sealed its gates. But the Dorig did not attack. They went into the river near Islaw and that was the last of them for some time. The Moor became much more peaceful.

Luck seemed to return to Otmound after that. The people there grew richer. Orban’s wife Kasta at last had a baby which did not die. She called him Ondo. He was a fine, healthy child, but Kasta nevertheless fussed over him as if he was the most delicate baby alive.

“She makes me ill!” Miri said, after a particularly tiresome visit.

“She had four babies before, and they all died,” Adara reminded her.

“So she did!” said Miri. “Which makes this one so unusually gifted, particularly intelligent—” she mimicked Kasta’s harsh voice “—so exactly cut out to be a Chief! How can she tell? Just let her wait till your son’s born, that’s all. I’ll have the nursing of him, and I’ll show her!”

Though she was the Beekeeper’s wife and a Wise Woman, Miri was determined to nurse Adara’s son. There was quite a struggle for that honour, since everyone expected that son to be special, but Miri won the struggle because she was a Wise Woman.

But when Adara’s baby was born, it was a girl. Miri was speechless. She could think of nothing to say for a whole hour. Then she said, “Don’t you dare let her marry that Ondo!”

“No fear!” said Gest. He was enchanted with his daughter. He called her Ayna and walked about holding her proudly. She was fair and rosy and very like him.

Miri swallowed her disappointment, looked after Ayna carefully, and waited for the next baby.

He came the following year. Adara called him Gair. “Ah!” said Miri proudly. “Just look at him, Gest.”

Gest looked and was rather startled. Gair was dark and pale, like Adara, and stared solemnly up at Gest with big grey eyes. “Why doesn’t he smile?” said Gest.

“They don’t at first,” said Adara. “Even Ayna didn’t.”

“I expect you’re right,” said Gest. All the same, he remained a little awed by the strange, solemn baby, even when Gair was old enough to smile.

Two years later, Adara had another son. Gest, looking resigned, took Ayna in to have a look at him. Miri, chuckling with pride, unwrapped a baby with huge blue eyes and hair as dark as Gair’s. “Ceri,” she said. “Isn’t he a fine one?”

“Isn’t he a bit pretty for a boy?” Gest said doubtfully. He would have preferred another girl. Miri scolded him. She was delighted. Whatever Ondo’s nurse, Fandi, said, Miri knew they had done three times as well as Kasta.

The children grew up with all the other children, tumbling and quarrelling in the Sun that streamed into Garholt. It was a good time to grow up in. In spite of being the hero of three tasks, Gest proved the careful Chief everyone had hoped for. Garholt prospered and there was plenty to eat. Adara taught the children. Miri spoiled all three, particularly Ceri. In the evenings, Miri told them the stories from the tapestries round the walls. Their favourite was the newest: How Gest performed Three Tasks to Win Adara. Miri always told it them as it was generally told. She never hinted at her doubts, but she felt a little guilty at the way they drank it up and asked for it again and again.
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CHAPTER THREE

One day, when Gair was five and Ayna six, Gair said wistfully, “When shall I be allowed to go hunting?”

“Next full Moon, of course,” said Ayna.

Gair looked at her incredulously. She was standing very straight and her face was grave and serious. He could see she meant it. Without bothering to ask how she knew, he trotted off to Gest and told him he was coming on the next hunt.

Gest looked up from lashing a spearhead and laughed. “Whatever put that into your head?”

Gair did not like being laughed at. His mouth trembled. “Ayna says I’m going. She told me.”

Ayna had followed Gair out of interest. Gest asked her angrily what she meant by putting such nonsense into Gair’s head. “It’s not nonsense. It’s true,” Ayna said. She was quite certain.

Gest opened his mouth to tell her what happened to children who made up stories. Before he could speak, Miri dashed forward. “Ask her something else!” she said excitedly. “Go on!”

Gest was annoyed. Miri was far too fond of bobbing up and preventing him scolding his children. “Ask her yourself,” he said crossly.

“All right,” said Miri. “Ayna, who’s going to be the next person to come into Garholt?”

Ayna again stood straight and grave. “Uncle Orban. He’s hurt himself.”

“Of all the—! “Gest began.

Before he could say more, Orban tottered through the doorway above them with a broken arm. “Met a Giant,” he said miserably. “Your place was nearest.” Seeing the way Gest was staring, he said irritably, “I’m not a ghost!”

Gest pulled himself together and welcomed Orban properly. He helped Orban to Adara to have the arm set. Miri bustled round in the greatest excitement. It was clear to her that Ayna had the Gift of Sight, which had not been known in Garholt for two generations. Better still, since Orban was here, she knew Kasta would hear of it at once. Gest and Adara both took a little more convincing. But, after careful questioning, they agreed that Ayna really did seem to have Sight. Gest went to the goldsmith to order the double-twisted collar Ayna was now entitled to.

The news caused great excitement. People crowded round Ayna to ask her things. One or two people, knowing that the Gifts often went by families, hopefully asked Gair questions too. Gair was unable to answer. He was ashamed. He tried saying the first thing that came into his head, but they soon saw through that and lost interest in him. Gair began to see that he was just ordinary.

Adara caught sight of him standing to one side of the excited group round Ayna, looking humble and sad. She pointed him out to Gest.

“I’ll take him out hunting to make it up to him,” Gest said without thinking.

So Ayna’s first prophecy was fulfilled. To his huge delight, Gair was taken on a real hunt. He thought he enjoyed it enormously. He toiled in the rear, his calves aching with the effort, bitten by midges and shivering in the night mist. The marsh underfoot made his boots three times their usual weight and his feet were numb. But he still thought he was enjoying it.

No one else on the hunt enjoyed it at all. It seemed to them that they were continually going back for Gair, waiting for Gair, telling Gair to be quiet, explaining things to Gair, or finding Gair in the way when they wanted to shoot. Twice they lost him completely in the tall marsh grass. It grew as high as a man’s head, and to Gair it was like a bamboo forest. Thoroughly exasperated, Gest told one of the girls to look after Gair. She did her best, but Gair was too proud to be carried and would not hold her hand. He kept asking questions too, and he was too young to understand the answers.

The full Moon set. Gest, by this time, had sworn never to bring Gair on a hunt again. He would have gone straight home, except that because of Gair, they had caught next to nothing. They had to go on. At dawn, they had caught sufficient, but they were far out in the marshes. Gair did not think he was enjoying himself any more. He was tired out and slower than ever. Gest debated waiting for night and decided it would be too much for Gair. He trusted to the long white grasses to hide them and they turned back.

In the middle of the morning, they met a party of Giants.

Gair could not think what was going on. The ground seemed to be quivering. Agitated birds went whirling up all round him, but he was suddenly quite alone. There was not a soul, not a dog, in sight. All he could see was grass.

Gest looked between the grasses and saw Gair standing in full view, directly in the path of the Giants. Cursing, he leapt up, threw himself on Gair and rolled with him into the damp bushes beside the nearest dyke.

“What—?” Gair said loudly. Gest pushed his face into the ground.

The booming voice of a Giant said, “What was that? It looked like an animal.” It sounded alarmed.

“Rabbit,” suggested another thunderous voice.

“Too big,” rumbled another. “More like a badger. Let’s see if we can catch it.”

Three or four of the Giants rushed trampling along the edge of the dyke. They had thick sticks, and they jabbed about with them, shouting. The bushes whipped about. The ground shook. Gair lay with most of Gest on top of him, most uncomfortable and utterly terrified. If he moved his face round on the peaty earth, he could see pieces of the bank falling off into the dyke. If he screwed round the other way and squinted, he saw twigs wildly shaking. Once, an enormous blurred foot came heavily down beyond the twigs. Gair winced. The size of the body above that foot must have been horrendous.

Luckily, the Giants had mistaken the place where Gest and Gair were lying. After crashing about for five minutes or so, they became bored and took themselves off, laughing and rumbling, away along the dyke. Eventually, the bank ceased to quake. Gest moved cautiously. Gair bobbed up from underneath, red and indignant with terror.

“Those were Giants! Why didn’t you kill them?”

Gest wondered how to explain that the only thing to do with Giants was to leave them alone. “There are far more Giants than people,” he said. “If we harmed a Giant, they’d kill everybody on the Moor. Get up.”

Gair realised he had said something stupid. That, and the thought of hundreds of huge Giants, so depressed him that tears began to trickle down his face.

Gest picked him up and carried him the rest of the way home. As they went, he went on trying to explain about Giants. “They’re stronger than we are, Gair, and they have a great deal of magic, which makes them very dangerous. And they steal children. If they’d seen you standing there, they’d have taken you away with them. I know. They stole a little girl from Islaw.”

“Why?” said Gair. He was growing sleepy and demanding with jerking about in his father’s warm arms.

“They seem to think they can bring children up better,” Gest explained.

“Tell them they can’t,” Gair suggested.

Gest sighed and explained, several times, that one had nothing to do with the Giants. Nothing. “And certainly not with the Giants near here,” he said. “You see – well – they’re under a curse. It makes them even more dangerous.”

“Why?” said Gair, and fell asleep before Gest answered. He slept the rest of the way back and did not wake until Gest dumped him into Miri’s arms. Gest wondered if Gair would remember anything he had said. He rather thought not. But he was wrong. Gair, though he did not talk about them, thought about Giants often. What puzzled him particularly was the uneasy, almost guilty, way his father had talked about a curse. But he did not ask to go hunting again.

In fact, there was more than enough to do in and around Garholt. Children played, picked fruit, helped with the Feasts and played. They were given lessons by Wise Women and Chanters. Adara taught them to read. Gest himself saw to it that Ayna, Gair and Ceri learned to handle weapons. They learned how to drop out of sight if Giants were near. “Keep still and rely on your clothes to hide you,” Miri impressed on them. “Giants don’t see much. Your coats are the colour of the marsh and Moor, so drop and lie. Don’t stir a finger and you’re safe.” Before long, Gair could do this without needing to think. He was ashamed of the way he had behaved on the hunt.

The other early lessons were about Dorig. They were warned, over and over, never to go near standing water unless it had been made safe. They were warned to watch for the thorn trees that showed water was safe from Dorig. The first words of power they learnt were those which made water safe. They were made to say them till they could say them in their sleep. They were told, almost as often, that Dorig were shape-shifters and never to trust any animals they did not know. But they were not taught the words to shift a Dorig to its true shape. Adara forbade it.

Meanwhile, it was discovered that Ayna’s Sight was very clear indeed. She could foretell the future as far on as anyone could test. She was consulted frequently. She often talked to Gair about it, usually at night, sitting up very straight in bed because the responsibility weighed on her. For the Gift was quite as mysterious to Ayna as it was to anyone else.

“You see, I don’t know the future,” she would explain. “You have to ask me a question. And then I know the answer, without knowing I knew. And I don’t know any more until someone asks me something else.”

Gair listened humbly and nodded. When Ayna talked like this, he knew how ordinary he was.

“The worst of it is,” Ayna said, “they can ask me the wrong questions. I won’t know they have. Suppose I’m asked if food will be plentiful, and I say Yes. And it turns out that there’s plenty of food because the Giants have killed most of us. It worries me. Do you see?”

Gair nodded and tried to feel sympathetic, as far as an ordinary person could. But it was hard not to feel saddened too. And it was worse when Ceri’s Gift was discovered.

Ayna and Gair had known about Ceri’s Gift for nearly a year before Miri discovered it. It was very useful to be able to say, “Ceri, where’s our ball?” and be told it had stuck between the second and third stones of the fourth well. But they kept it to themselves. Ayna said, “Don’t tell a soul. The little beast will get more spoilt than ever if they find out he’s useful.”

Ceri was certainly spoilt. He had big blue eyes, clustering black curls and an enchanting smile. He made shameless use of all three. He could get exactly what he wanted from anyone, from Gest to the stupid young man who worked the bellows in the forge. But Ceri was no fool. He very soon grasped that no one else could find things as he could.

Unknown to Ayna and Gair, he began to make shameless use of that too. One day, Miri found him in a ring of older children. Ceri was saying, “Tops and balls are a handful of nuts – a real handful, Lanti, not just a few – but I need a honeycake to find your knife, Brad.”

Miri’s sister had had Finding Sight. It was not as uncommon as Ayna’s Gift. She tumbled at once to what was going on. She broke up the group and led Ceri by one ear to where Gest was. “Do you know what this child of yours has been up to?” she said.

Gest looked down into Ceri’s blue eyes. “What was it?” he said, doing his best to sound stern. No one but Ayna and Gair found it easy to be angry with Ceri. But Gest pretended fairly well. Ceri’s knees knocked.

“I caught him asking a whole honeycake to find a knife!” said Miri. “And for all I know he may not have Finding Sight at all. Ask him where that spearhead you lost is. Go on.”

Gest had to try hard not to laugh at Ceri’s enterprise, but he asked, pretty sternly. Ceri quaked and wondered if he dared lie. But all Sight forces you to be truthful – unless you hold your tongue, and Ceri dared not hold his. “Gair’s got it,” he quavered. “He’s using it to dig with, by the beehives.”

Gest strode to the hive-gate, snapped out the words and stormed outside. Sure enough, there was Gair, using the head of a prime hunting-spear as a trowel to make mud-pies with. The bees came out of their clay tunnels to defend Gair, saw it was Gest and went in again. The upshot was that Gair was in dire trouble, and Ceri was given a double-twisted collar like Ayna’s.

“I couldn’t help it! Really!” Ceri protested, when Gair came to hand some of his punishment on to Ceri.

“He probably couldn’t,” said Ayna. “A Gift makes you tell when you’re asked. Just hit him once to stop him getting spoilt.”

Gair was forbearing. He hit Ceri twice. He was fairly sure nothing would stop Ceri getting even more spoilt anyway. And certainly the presents Ceri got to find things after that would have corrupted Ban the Good himself.

“He’ll be as odious as Ondo if this goes on,” Ayna said gloomily.

“No one could be,” said Gair.

In fact, Ceri stayed much the same. He had had all the attention he could wish for before his Gift was discovered and he was perfectly happy. It was Gair who changed. He was now convinced to the core of his being that he was unspeakably ordinary. He suspected that his parents, Gest particularly, were secretly disappointed in him. He took to spending long hours on his favourite windowsill, one hand hooked into his plain gold collar, brooding over what he could do about it.

It was a splendid windowsill. Gair had been going there ever since he was large enough to make the climb. It looked out above the beehives to a wide view across the Moor. Even before Ceri’s Gift was discovered, Gair had liked sitting there alone, watching the Giants’ flat fields, the woods and the ever-waving marsh grasses change with the changing weather. From it, you could watch a rainstorm march clear across the Moor, in a sky-tall column of grey and white. The bees buzzed beneath the window on the outside. On the inside, the looms clacked steadily and the people at them talked and laughed. You had the advantage of smelling the Moor under rain and Sun and, at the same time, all the homely smells of Garholt: wool, cooking, smoke, leather, people. But now Gair spent so much time there that everyone came to think of that windowsill as his place. Few people would have climbed up there unless he let them.

After some weeks of brooding, it occurred to Gair that one way to stop being ordinary was to have wisdom, like his mother. People came from all over the Moor to consult Adara. And she was only too willing to teach him. Gair was so fired by this notion, that, for one wild moment, he had impossible dreams of becoming a Chanter. But he knew that was out of the question. He was not very musical, and he would be Chief after Gest. Chiefs were never Chanters. But anyone could have wisdom, if they were willing to learn.

Gair threw himself into learning. Much of it was words. Gair already knew the simplest and most practical words, which many people never got beyond: words for fastening and unfastening, entering and leaving, invoking and dismissing, blessing and cursing. Now he learned new words and the rules for combining them in new ways. Before long, he had overtaken even Banot’s son, Brad, and knew how to fix the green gold so that it could be worked; how to make food grow and herbs heal; how to give cloth the power of concealment; and how to divine weather. Then, to his delight, Adara began to show him something of the rules behind all this, the more hidden knowledge of the dangerous, narrow path between Sun, Moon and planets, without which the stronger words were useless. Gair began dimly to see that one could call on the power in everything, provided one knew when and how to do it.

Adara was often very pleased with him. Whenever he saw she was pleased, Gair tried to coax his mother to tell him something he and Ayna had always longed to know: the story of Gest’s three tasks from her point of view. But Adara never would tell him. She simply laughed and changed the subject.

What with Adara’s teaching and Gest’s instruction, Gair was said to be very accomplished. The time came when the children and young dogs were taken out on a training hunt, and Gair was expected to do well. It was very different from Gair’s first hunt. They had the good luck to meet one of the rare herds of deer that sometimes strayed down into the Moor. Gair staggered home under a heavy hind he had killed himself. His parents were pleased. Banot praised him. Gair was proud and pleased himself. But it made no real difference. He still knew he was ordinary.

No one else thought he was. The opinion in Garholt was that Gair was the most extraordinary of Gest’s three children. People said confidently that when Gair had done all the thinking he needed and left his windowsill, you would not find a better Chief. They would not have believed Gair if he told them he was ordinary. And he was much too reserved to do that.

Gest found Gair extraordinary too. He had never got over his first awe of Gair as a solemn baby. Then Gair, instead of behaving like other children, chose to spend hours sitting on that windowsill of his. “What’s the matter with the boy?” Gest kept asking Adara.

“Nothing,” Adara always answered. “He just likes to be alone.”

Gest could not understand it. He liked to live surrounded by other people. Things he did not understand always irritated him. He tried to be fair, but he could not manage to show as much affection to Gair as he did to Ayna and Ceri. Gair saw it. He knew his father was disappointed with him for turning out so ordinary. He went on to his windowsill all the more to avoid Gest. And the longer he spent there, the less Gest could understand him. By the time Gair was twelve, no two people in Garholt understood one another less than Gest and Gair.

Shortly after Gair’s twelfth birthday, Ondo came to pay a visit in Garholt. With him came Kasta his mother, Fandi his nurse, and his two friends Scodo and Pad.

“I wish Ondo was more likeable,” Ayna sighed. “We might get him to tell us about Father’s three tasks.”

But Ondo was not likeable. All they ever got out of him on that subject was a knowing sneer, and sniggers from Scodo and Pad. Ondo detested his three cousins. In Ondo’s opinion, no one was so fine a person as Ondo of Otmound, and he could not tolerate anyone who threatened to dim that fine person’s glory. Ayna and Ceri dimmed it by being Gifted, so he hated them heartily. But it was Gair he hated most. Thanks to Miri’s boasting, Ondo knew Gair was supposed to be the most extraordinary of the three, and that was reason enough to detest him.

But it is probable that, even without Miri’s boasting, Ondo would have concentrated his hatred on Gair. The Gifts set Ayna and Ceri apart – but what business had Gair, with no more Gifts than Ondo, to look at Ondo in that solemn, speculative way? It made big, strong Ondo feel small. It also gave him a hazy but certain knowledge that Gair was more easily hurt than the other two. That, and the fact that Gair was more than a year younger and half a head shorter than Ondo, made him the ideal cousin to pick on.

This visit, with Scodo and Pad to support him – “Those two horrid toadies,” Ayna called them – Ondo picked on Gair all the time. He gave Gair no peace. It was not only sly arm twisting and slyer kicks. It was a stream of hints, jeers and abuse: hints that Gair was not quite right in the head, jeers at the way he liked to sit on his windowsill, and reminders that Gest had come from poor, queer Islaw. “You get your bad blood from Islaw,” Ondo said. “Are you quite sure you can’t shift shape?”

Ondo took care never to be far away from his burly friends, or from Kasta or Fandi, so that Gair never had a chance to hit him. He just had to endure it. He was miserable. Ayna and Ceri were furious on his behalf, but there was nothing they could do either. They all counted the days until Ondo went home.

There were only three days left, when Ondo came into the house with Fandi, looking for Ceri, because Fandi had lost a good gold thimble. Ayna, Gair and Ceri were all there, trying to keep out of Ondo’s way. All three sighed when they saw Ondo.

“Your thimble’s in your pocket,” Ceri said coldly to Fandi. Gest had forbidden him actually to ask for presents, but he thought Fandi might have offered him something. Everyone else did.

Ondo said patronisingly to Gair, “Of course, you haven’t any Gifts, have you?”

That hit Gair so much on the raw he could not answer. Ayna said quickly, “Neither have you!”

Ondo saw he had hurt Gair. He was far too pleased to bother with Ayna. He looked at his fingernails and polished them carelessly on his coat. “Oh,” he said, “a man in my position doesn’t need Gifts.”

Gair thought of himself taking Ondo by his gold collar, rushing out of the house and upstairs with him, and plunging him face-foremost into the nearest beehive. If Fandi had not been there, he would have tried to do it. Fandi was nodding and smiling as if they were all the greatest of friends, but Gair well knew that she would bawl for Kasta at the slightest sign of trouble. He had to content himself with advancing grimly on Ondo. Ondo glanced round for Scodo and Pad and remembered they were not there. He went pale, and his sneering grin wavered. Gair pushed contemptuously past him and stalked through Garholt to his windowsill. He wished he had realised before what a coward Ondo was. It made him easier to bear.

In the house, Fandi or no Fandi, Ayna and Ceri were determined to revenge Gair.

“I don’t advise you to talk to Gair like that,” Ayna said. “We’d put words on you, if we didn’t think you were just too stupid to know better.”

Ceri, relying on Fandi to stop any violence, went one better. “It isn’t only that you’re stupid, Ondo,” he explained pityingly. “You’re ugly. Your ears stick out.”

As he said this, Ceri went red with pleasure, and delight at his own daring. He had longed to say it for years. Ondo’s ears sprang from his head like a sheep’s. Unfortunately, Fandi was quite as insulted as Ondo. She had tried every way she knew to make those ears lie flat, and they had defeated her every time. So she made no attempt to stop Ondo when he advanced angrily on Ceri.

“Just you wait!” said Ondo.

Ceri backed away, feeling sick. Ondo towered above him and Ceri knew from painful experience that Ondo was an expert at hurting smaller children. He knew he was in for it, if Fandi was simply going to stand by. “Ayna!” he said hopelessly.

Ayna, in spite of being very much afraid of Ondo, dashed to Ceri’s side. Fandi caught her arm as she passed. Fandi was strong. “Really, Ayna,” she said. “Be a lady.”

Ondo pounced for Ceri and Ceri scudded for the door. Fandi pushed Ayna aside and got in his way. Ceri was terrified. He was also furiously angry, on his own account, on Ayna’s, and most of all on Gair’s. He turned on the pair of them and used a Gift which, up to that moment, he had no idea he possessed.

He did not say anything. He did not seem to do anything. But Fandi screamed. She clutched her head and her face went yellowish. As for Ondo, he gave a queer squawk and stuck, just as he was, with his arms crookedly outstretched to grab Ceri. “He looked exactly like a crayfish!” Ayna told Gair afterwards.

Paralysed and panic-stricken, Ondo shrieked the worst insult he knew. “You – you little Dorig!”

Ceri looked at them for a moment, with his own face rather a queer colour. Then he ran out of the house and hid behind the tapestries.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Gair had never heard anything like the bawling of Fandi and Ondo, and the yells of Kasta, Scodo and Pad on their behalf. He came down from his windowsill to investigate. By then, the whole mound was in an uproar. Gair learnt from Ayna and Miri that his brother had put a Thought on Ondo and Fandi, and, from Miri, that it was going to take the next three days to get it off them. There was great excitement, because the Gift of Thought was an extremely rare Gift. The last person to have it had died over a hundred years before.

None of this mattered to Kasta. She just wanted Ceri punished for damaging her Ondo. In intervals of wringing her hands over the stuck, crooked Ondo, she searched for Ceri and made everyone else search too. Ayna and Gair did their best for him by suggesting all sorts of places where Ceri could not possibly be. But Kasta found him in the end – “She would!” said Ayna – and dragged him to Gest. Gest took his shoe to Ceri.

After that, Gest went to order the making of the triple gold collar Ceri was now entitled to. Adara caught his arm and stopped him. “Why?” Gest said crossly. “Kasta can shout all she likes, but I’d bet half the gold in Garholt it was all Ondo’s fault.”

“I’m sure it was,” said Adara. “But Ceri’s far too conceited already. Give him the collar when he’s old enough to have earned it. For the moment, I think this Gift is best forgotten.”

Gest thought she was right, on reflection. Thought was a very dangerous thing in the hands of someone like Ceri. So Adara called Ceri aside and talked to him. She explained that the Gift of Thought was a serious responsibility: it could do a great deal of harm. Ceri was neither old enough nor sensible enough to use it. Therefore, he was not being given a triple collar yet, until he could prove he knew how to use the Gift responsibly. In the meantime, he was utterly forbidden to put Thoughts on people and was to do his best to forget he had the Gift. Adara talked for a long time, and Ceri cried.

When Adara had finished, he crept miserably away among the clacking looms to Gair’s windowsill and asked Gair if he could come up. Gair agreed. He did not blame Ceri for wanting to be private too. But Ceri did not want to be private. He wanted to consult Gair.

Gair, to his great astonishment, discovered that his habit of sitting apart on the windowsill had given him a reputation for wisdom among all the children in Garholt. Gair was ashamed. He wanted to explain to Ceri that he only sat there because he was ordinary, but he had not the heart to. Ceri was sniffing and sobbing and trusted Gair to help him.

“I don’t mind about the collar,” he said. “Or the things Mother said. Or Father’s shoe – much. But I don’t know what I did, Gair. I don’t know how to stop doing it again. I’m afraid of killing someone! What shall I do?”

Since Ceri thought he was wise, Gair did not like to disappoint him. He thought about it. “Perhaps,” he said dubiously, “you’d better find out how you did it and practise using it on something that doesn’t matter.” This sounded very feeble to him. “Then you wouldn’t do it by accident,” he said.

Ceri seemed to think this was perfectly good advice. “Yes. But I don’t know what I did,” he said dolefully.

Gair could not tell him that. All he could say was, “Well, try and remember what you did. Go on. Think.”

“All right.” Ceri sat beside Gair on the sill, with his knees drawn up beside his ears and his hands between his feet, and thought until Gair was bored. At last he said doubtfully, “I think I sort of pointed a piece of the inside of my head at them.”

“Then try and do it again now,” said Gair.

“What on? I’m not supposed to use you,” said Ceri.

Gair had worn the windowsill smooth. There was nothing there Ceri could use. Gair looked out at the bees – but you did not meddle with bees for a number of good reasons – and thought over the things in his pockets. He had nothing in them that he was willing to let Ceri spoil. He could think of only one thing that might do. “Here you are.” He took the gold collar off his neck, careful to keep hold of either end so that it would not start turning to black ore again, and held it out towards Ceri. “Try and break this in two.” Ceri looked awed by Gair’s daring. “Go on,” said Gair. “Plain collars are easy to mend, if you can’t.”

“All right.” Ceri clasped his arms round his knees and stared at Gair’s collar. Nothing happened. Gair was just about to give up and put the collar back on again, when Ceri’s eyes widened. Gair found his hands moving apart from one another, each holding half of the collar. “I did it!” said Ceri. Both of them burst out laughing.

“Now mend it,” said Gair.

“Ooh!” said Ceri. “Suppose I can’t?”

“I’ll get into trouble. Not you. Go on. Try.”

Gair held out the two halves. Ceri tried. The effect was immediate, but unexpected. The collar leapt together, dragging Gair’s hands with it. One piece slid on top of the other and, the next second, Gair was holding one half of a collar twice as thick. He was forced to laugh again at the frantic bewilderment on Ceri’s face.

“Oh dear!” said Ceri.

“Try again,” said Gair. “We’ll both get into trouble if it stays like this.”

Ceri knelt up and tried earnestly. The collar grew between Gair’s hands, and grew, and went on growing, until Gair was holding both ends of a gold wire. The wire tied itself into a bow. The bow compressed into a little gold bar. It took Ceri half an hour to work Gair’s collar back to its proper shape, and by that time they were both weak with laughing. Gair put the collar back on.

“Use something else next time,” he said.

Ceri went away and fetched some marbles. Then, for the next three days, while, from among the houses below came the monotonous chanting of the words which would eventually take the Thought off Ondo and Fandi, Ceri sat on Gair’s windowsill and exercised his Gift. He chopped marbles in two, turned them egg-shaped and rolled them this way and that. Gair grew heartily bored and longed to have his windowsill to himself again. But he saw Ceri felt safest there. He thought Gair was wise enough to protect him from the consequences of his new Gift. Gair felt a fraud, but he had not the heart to turn Ceri out.

Gest saw Ceri sitting up there and began to feel that both his sons were turning out peculiar. “I think they’d both better come on the next hunt,” he told Adara. Adara agreed, thinking it would help Ceri to forget about his latest Gift.

Ondo and Fandi were themselves again on the third day. Orban arrived with an escort to take them home again, and they left. Kasta gave Ceri – and Gair too – very baleful looks before she went. She was convinced Gair had egged Ceri on.

That same evening, Ceri put his marbles in his pocket, smiled happily and told Gair he knew how to manage Thoughts now. Gair was relieved. But the peace he was looking forward to was shattered when Gest told him he and Ceri were coming on the hunt.

Gair enjoyed hunting, these days, but Ceri loathed it. So far, Ayna and Gair had prevented Gest finding out. Gest would have been furious to find any son of his did not love to hunt. Gair’s heart sank, because he would be responsible for Ceri. They would be out two days too, for the great midsummer Feast of the Sun was near and had to be provided for. Ayna had been consulted and she had said there would be deer again, in the north-east of the Moor. Gair thought he would be lucky to get Ceri all that way without some kind of trouble.

There was every kind of trouble. Ceri made every possible mistake and contrived to get left behind whenever he could. He hated every minute, and said so. By dawn on the second day, Gair was thinking that it was rather to his credit that he had only hit Ceri nine times in all: six times when he richly deserved it, and three times to stop him complaining in Gest’s hearing. They trailed through a rushy meadow hung with mist. The coming dawn made the grass as white as the mist and the chill struck through to their bones. They were behind as usual. Ceri was wailing that he needed a rest or he would die, and Gair, knowing everyone else was in the next meadow already, took Ceri’s arm and dragged him along.

There was a pool of water in their way, edged with stiff rushes. Because of the whiteness of everything, Gair did not see it until he was in it. They splashed round one end of it and Ceri complained bitterly that his feet were wet now.

A dark shape about the size of Gair loomed at them through the mist. Ceri’s whine stopped in a squeak. Gair jumped. But the shape was only a red stag, about to make off across the meadow.

“Quick!” Gair shouted to Ceri. In great excitement, he levelled his spear and ran through the whiteness to head the stag off. “Quick! Or I’ll hit you again.”

“That’ll be ten times. And I’m cold,” Ceri said sullenly. But, when Gair glanced back to see, he found Ceri had stopped using his spear as a walking stick and was pointing it in the general direction of the stag. If Ceri stood firm – a thing not altogether to be relied on – they could pin the stag between them.

Gair circled quickly beside the pool, trying to drive the stag towards Ceri. But the beast circled with him, keeping its horns lowered. It seemed they had found a crafty one. Gair could not see it very well in the swirling whiteness, but it looked larger than he had thought. Some trick of the mist and the dawn light made its head look higher than his own. The antlers looked wicked. Gair advanced behind his spear, wondering why he felt so cold. And the stag grew again, until it towered over him.

“Gair!” said Ceri, in a squeaky voice of real terror. “Gair, that’s standing water!”

So it was, Gair realised. He had made poor work of looking after Ceri. He thrust at the stag with all his strength, but the spearhead met nothing. The huge antlered shape wavered and swirled into mist, darker and greyer than the white mist around. There was a blast of cold air. Gair backed hurriedly round the pool towards Ceri, water squirting in sheets from under his feet, until they stood shoulder to shoulder. There they watched in fascinated horror the grey mist harden into a tall, tall shape covered in dim silvery scales like armour, a pointed head solidify, a pale face with queer yellow eyes, a round shield and a sharp, bent scimitar. Gair could have kicked himself. He had been told often enough that Dorig were shape-shifters. But he had had no idea they looked so dangerous. He hoped it would not notice how both their spearpoints were juddering.

It came towards them in a wafting, gliding way that had both of them sick with terror. “Keep back!” Gair said to it. It took no notice. Gair wondered if it spoke some other language.

Before he could speak again, Gest’s voice barked, “Stop that, you!”

The Dorig jumped. Gair, feeling weak and bewildered, found that the entire hunt was back and surrounding the pond in the mist. As soon as Gest spoke, the dogs began to paw and snarl to get at the Dorig. Those who were not holding dogs had their spears aimed at it. Slowly and haughtily, the Dorig looked round the hostile ring. It was a good head taller even than Gest. But it still said nothing.

“You’re outnumbered,” said Gest. “There’s nothing you can do. Get out of here.”

The Dorig did not say a word to this, either, but it plainly understood. It simply turned and dived into the pool. It made barely a splash. Smokily, it slid under the surface of the water and was gone, with not much more disturbance than if someone had thrown a small pebble into the pond. Indeed, Gair had the impression that the Dorig did become smaller – almost half the size – before it had quite reached the water.

Gest looked at the rippling white pool for a moment, as if something puzzled him. “Lucky for you two that we missed you,” he said to Gair and Ceri. “Keep up with the rest in future.” He had been pleased to find the two boys standing their ground against a full-grown Dorig warrior, but it never occurred to him to say so.

They felt they were in disgrace. As they moved on again, Ceri burst into tears. He swore to Gair that he was crying out of annoyance. It had never occurred to him to put a Thought on the Dorig. Gair said sourly that it made a good story. He was quite as shaken as Ceri, but he hoped no one had noticed.

“You had a narrow escape,” Brad said, coming up alongside Gair. “Why didn’t you keep clear of the water? Didn’t you notice the cold?”

“Yes. But I thought that was the mist,” Gair admitted. He liked Brad best of all the boys in Garholt, or he would not have admitted it. “Why do they make it cold? Do you know?”

“Fishiness, I expect,” said Brad. “They’re cold-blooded, aren’t they? Ask my father.”

Gair left Ceri with Brad and trotted up beside Banot. Banot grinned. “You’ve got your mother’s knack of asking the difficult questions, Gair. I don’t think they are cold-blooded, but I couldn’t say for sure. As for making it cold, they say the shape-shifting does it. It takes a good deal of heat to shift shapes, and they get it from the air. It’s like – well, you may find it grows cold when Ceri puts a Thought on someone.”

“Thanks,” said Gair. Banot had given him a great deal to think about, but it did nothing to stop his growing feeling of shame. He had been so stupid! He had walked into standing water with Ceri and it had taken the whole hunt to rescue them. No wonder Gest was disappointed in him. He longed to prove – to himself at least – that he was not quite that stupid and ordinary. He trotted back and asked Ceri to put a Thought on something.

Ceri, to Brad’s keen amazement, obligingly broke his spear in two and joined it again. But, either this was only a very small Thought, or the dawn mists were still too chilly. Gair could not tell if the air round Ceri had gone any colder. Neither could Brad.

“I’ll do something else when we get home,” Ceri offered. Gair agreed that would be best. They turned for home soon after and Gair thought about their narrow escape most of the way. He had been terrified, he had to admit that. The noisy, heavy Giants beating the bank of the dyke for him had been nothing to the silent silver Dorig. It was the queerness of the Dorig that made it so frightening. Even Banot did not claim to understand or explain them; and Banot, Miri had told Gair, had made quite a study of the Dorig. Gair thought Banot must be a very brave man. He wished he was more like him. He was so ashamed of himself that he began to think he would like to find out more about Dorig too, in spite of his horror at the mere idea. No one thought Banot stupid.

Gair never had a chance to find out if Ceri’s Thoughts made the air cold. They arrived in Garholt that evening with a fair catch, ravenous for the good supper that was waiting. Gair and Ceri both tried not to fall asleep while they ate and told Ayna and Adara about the Dorig.

“It was tall,” Ceri said, yawning, with his mouth full. “I couldn’t believe even Dorig—”

There was a violent hammering at the main gate. A woman’s voice screamed, “Dorig!”

All the chatter at the eating-squares stopped. Before anyone could move, the words had been spoken and the gate rumbled open.

“Dorig!” shrieked Kasta, towing a green-faced terrified Ondo. “You have to help us, Gest!”

Streaming into the mound behind Kasta came a host of people from Otmound. All were white and frightened. Some were wet; some, Orban among them, were hacked and bloody. They had cooking-pots, bundles, spindles, babies and all the gold they could wear. Sheep, dogs and cats came streaming into the mound amongst them.

For a time, there was desperate confusion. The Garholters had to leave their supper unfinished and find food, beds and medicine for the fugitives. And, as Kasta kept screaming that the Dorig had chased them the whole length of the old road, the Garholt sheep had to be got inside and the doors locked as quickly as possible. Gair found himself with Brad, both of them yawning till their ears cracked, guarding Ayna and the other girls, who were running about by Moonlight, shrieking the words to the sheep, which had scattered for the night nearly as far as the old road itself. They were relieved but puzzled not to see a single Dorig.

“Just as well,” said Brad. “I think I’d snore in their faces. What do you think happened?”

Gair wanted to know that too, but he had to wait until the sheep were in, the doors locked, watch posted and the fugitives all settled in somewhere. Orban, Kasta and Ondo were, of course, settled in Gest’s house. Ayna, Gair and Ceri all gathered to watch Orban, with his wounds now bathed and bandaged, drink mug after mug of beer and explain what had happened.

The long and short of it was that the Dorig had driven them from Otmound. That afternoon, the wells of Otmound had begun to overflow. While the Garholt hunt had been peacefully making its way home, Og’s people had been struggling to hold back a flood which no words would stem. The water ran from the wells, filled the mound and went on rising. By Sundown, the flood had reached the rooftops and everyone was forced to go outside. And outside, the Dorig were waiting.

“Crafty swine!” said Orban. “It was just like smoking out bees. They hid in the Haunted Mound and waited for us to come out.”

Orban and Og rallied those who could fight and attacked the Dorig, while the rest got away with their possessions. The fight had gone very badly. Og was killed. Orban had been forced to run for it with the rest of the fighting-men, and the Dorig had pursued them. But the Dorig had not been anxious to go beyond the thorn trees along the first Giant road – Kasta, as usual, had overstated the case – and had turned back to Otmound. Orban had caught up the rest and they had come on to Garholt as fast as they could.

“And you’d better watch that they don’t try that trick with the wells here,” Orban said, passing his mug to Miri for more beer.

“They can’t,” Gest said confidently. “All our wells are protected.” He pointed to the nearest, with its rounded stone hood and the twig-shaped writing on the stonework, which was the indoor equivalent of a thorn tree.

“I hope you’re right,” Orban said glumly.

Gair looked from his uncle’s weary face to the tears running down his mother’s. In a shocked, distant way, he knew there had been a terrible disaster. War, he thought. But it did not feel like that. He could not imagine Otmound as an underground lake or think of more than one Dorig at a time. As for Og, it was a shame, but to Gair he was a fussy old grandfather whom Gair had not known very well, or to tell the truth, liked very much. He looked at Ayna and Ceri’s sober faces and saw they felt the same.

The important thing to all three was that here was Ondo back again after only two days, and the important question was when was he going?
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CHAPTER FIVE

That night, Ondo had Gair’s bed again and he had to share with Ceri. Neither of them slept as well as they wanted. Gair woke feeling gloomy and apprehensive. He could hear the double flock of sheep bleating, the girls at the lookout posts calling to one another, and Orban snoring. That in itself would have made anyone gloomy. But Gair felt uneasy too, in a way he could not explain. He forgot that he had intended to find out whether Ceri’s Thoughts made the air cold and hung about with most of the rest of Garholt, waiting for news.

Gest had sent Banot over to Otmound in the early hours of the morning. He came back, red-eyed and fagged, soon after midday. Gair and Ceri wriggled near enough to hear what he said. It was not cheering. Banot had gone right up to Otmound to find water running out of it and the fields beyond it turning into a marsh. He could see it was still flooded.

“Then the Dorig saw me,” he said. “They came running out of the Haunted Mound – they seem to have made a camp there – and the captain – he was a long, tall one with a big opinion of himself – called out to know what I wanted.”

“You were lucky they didn’t kill you first and ask after,” Orban said. Gair was chiefly surprised that Banot and the Dorig could understand one another.

Banot winked and tapped his harp. “Dorig love music,” he said. “He waited till I’d finished playing, and then I asked what was going on. Told him I was making enquiries from Garholt. He didn’t say too much, but he told me they were going to live in Otmound in future. They want to keep it for themselves.”

“Let them try!” Orban said angrily. “What then?”

“He went away for a bit and set a guard over me,” said Banot. “I began to wonder whether I would come back. But he must have gone to ask advice, I think, because he came back and said two things. One was that they’d got their revenge for that battle the year Gest did those tasks. The other was that their King was not going to attack Gest. May I get some sleep now? I’m worn out.”

“What did he mean by that?” Orban demanded.

“He didn’t say,” said Banot, who seemed to be falling asleep where he stood.

Gest smiled and signalled to Tille to get Banot away to bed. Then, still smiling, he turned to Orban. “This is a very sad business,” he said. “But don’t think you and your people have nowhere to go. You must make your home with us for as long as you need.”

Ceri gave a small moan of dismay. Gair crossed his fingers and prayed to the Sun that Orban would refuse. There must be an empty mound somewhere where the Otmounders could live.

But Orban laughed and clapped Gest on the shoulder. “Thanks. I was hoping you’d say that, Gest. You’re such a good fellow. We’ll fight the Dorig together, then. Drive the brutes out of Otmound and then out of the Moor!”

Gair wondered how his father could smile like that. He wondered how he was going to bear having Ondo living in Garholt. He felt miserable and also indefinably uneasy, worse than he had done when he woke up that morning. He tried to explain to Adara how he felt.

“Don’t be stupid, Gair,” said Adara. “What else could Gest have said?”

The next few days were very difficult. As there seemed no danger of a Dorig attack, the Otmounders settled in and the Garholters began to resent them exceedingly. The mound was uncomfortably crowded. New houses had to be built – and it was the Garholters who did the building, the Otmounders being exhausted after their tribulations. The sheep got mixed up. The Otmound smiths set up their forge where they were most in the way of the Garholt smithies, and the Otmound ladies put up their looms where they cut off the light from the Garholt weavers. Adara protested about it to Kasta. “Really?” said Kasta. “What a silly fuss about nothing!” And the looms stayed where they were, to Adara’s fury. Much the same happened over the forges when Gest protested to Orban.

Orban was most genial. Defeated and homeless he might be, but now Og was dead, Orban was Chief of the Otmounders. Otmound was the oldest mound on the Moor and, therefore, even without a mound, Orban was the senior Chief and more important than Gest. He blandly refused to move the forge. He insisted that his new house should be larger than Gest’s. And he wanted to lead out an army straight away to kill as many Dorig as possible.

“Well, yes. But don’t let’s be too hasty about it,” Gest said. “People could say the Dorig are quite justified, after the way you drove them into the water by Islaw.”

“That was years ago!” said Orban. “This attack was quite unprovoked. You don’t expect me to sit here and let them get away with it, do you?”

“Of course not,” said Gest. “I just don’t want to be rash. We’re not prepared here. We ought to train the men.”

“There’s no training like real fighting,” Orban said. “If we go quickly, we can catch them napping.”

“I don’t think we dare go that quickly, not with this many people in Garholt,” Gest said. “We’d have to provision the mound first. It’ll take at least one big hunt before the Feast of the Sun, and that’s only for meat.” This was true. There were now double the number of people in Garholt and the Otmounders had not brought any food with them. The supplies from the last hunt were eaten in two days. If the Feast was to be held in anything like proper style, more meat had to be got and more drink brewed. “Suppose we wait until after the Feast of the Sun,” said Gest, “and then consider attacking.”

“We can send half out for food and the rest against the Dorig,” said Orban. “Dorig crumple if you hit them hard. It doesn’t take many men.”

“But that means leaving Garholt without men or provisions,” Gest pointed out. “If the Dorig attacked it, it would be completely defenceless.”

“But you’ve had their word they wouldn’t attack – and I like their nerve!” Orban said, growing exasperated. “What’s the matter with you, Gest?”

“Nothing,” said Gest. “I’d just prefer to wait at least till Autumn, when we’ve got food in—”

“Autumn! You expect me to sit and let the Dorig lord it in Otmound, and not do a thing about it till Autumn!” Orban bellowed.

“Now don’t think I don’t see your point of view—” Gest said.

“Nice of you! I don’t see yours at all,” said Orban.

The argument went on for days. Orban grew more and more exasperated. Gest remained wonderfully polite and steadily reasonable, and yet, as the days went by, it became clearer and clearer to Gair as he listened, that his father had no intention of fighting the Dorig if he could avoid it. Gair could not understand it. Gest seemed so craven. He had given way to Orban about the forges, he had agreed to build Orban a very large house, but on the one matter where it really seemed to Gair that Orban had right on his side, Gest politely refused to give in. This did not seem to be the Gest out of Miri’s stories at all. The gloomy, foreboding feeling Gair had had the first morning came back to him whenever he heard Orban and Gest arguing. It did not seem quite to be connected with the argument, but it troubled him more and more every time they argued. He confided it to Ayna in the end, since Adara was not prepared to listen to him.

“I’m not surprised,” said Ayna. “What with Father and Orban arguing, and Kasta saying catty things to Mother and boring everyone about Ondo, and Miri and Fandi looking daggers at one another, life’s unbearable. And it’s supposed to be forever! If Father doesn’t agree to fight the Dorig, it will be forever. Gair, ask me if they’re ever going, please!”

“Are the Otmounders going next month?” Gair asked.

The faraway look on Ayna’s face was mixed with surprise and relief. “Yes. Thank the Sun!”

“Back to Otmound?” said Gair eagerly.

Ayna’s face became even more surprised. “No. Far, far away. Oh, what a relief!”

Gair was as relieved as Ayna. It made it easier to bear with Ondo. For Ondo, as soon as he had recovered from his fright, became more odious than ever. He dared not harm Ceri and scorned Ayna as a mere girl, so all his dislike was now aimed at Gair. He wanted to revenge himself on Gair for Ceri’s Thought, so he opened hostilities by reminding Gair that he had no Gifts. But that cut both ways. Ondo took up a new line. He came swaggering up with Scodo and Pad to where Gair was mixing mortar for Orban’s new house.

“Kiss my hand, Gair,” he said. “Come on.”

“Whatever for?” said Gair.

“I’d have thought even an idiot like you would understand that,” said Ondo, at which Scodo and Pad sniggered heartily. “Because I’m going to be High Chief, of course. You might as well kiss my hand now and admit it.”

“Who says you’re going to be High Chief?” Gair said scornfully. “You couldn’t be High Caterpillar!”

“Don’t you call names!” said Scodo. “And he is. So.”

“Everyone says so,” said Pad. “Like Orban.”

“Orban’s not High Chief,” said Gair.

“He will be,” said Ondo. “You should listen to what everyone’s saying. They want to make my father High Chief because Gest is such a coward and daren’t fight the Dorig.”

“So kiss his hand,” said Scodo.

Since Gair had been wondering for the last three days if Gest was a coward, this was more than he could bear. He growled with rage, and he would have gone for all three – a very unequal combat, as Scodo and Pad were both older and taller than Ondo – had not Brad strolled up, meaningly swinging a spade. Ondo, Scodo and Pad at once strolled away, laughing.

“Cowards!” said Brad. “Look, Gair, if you don’t try and beat Ondo up, you’ll have this for the rest of your life. You get Ondo. I’ll see to the other two for you. All the Garholters are on your side.”

Gair went back to his mortar, mixing it with stabs and punches, pretending it was Ondo. He knew Brad was right. Just let Ondo do one more thing—!

An hour later, he looked up to see Ondo, Scodo and Pad playing knucklebones up on his windowsill. It was deliberate. Ondo knew as well as anyone that the windowsill was Gair’s. Gair stood up, so angry that everything in Garholt was blurred and faint except for those three figures on the sill. He did not see the way all the Garholters, old and young, were watching eagerly, ready for a general fight once Gair attacked Ondo.

Adara did see, and she hurried to prevent it. “Gair, can you help me fold these blankets?” Gair looked at her, muddled and fuzzy-eyed with rage. “But you’d better wash your hands before you do,” Adara added. Without thinking, Gair went to the nearest bucket and put his hands in it. As soon as he touched the water, it dawned on him how she had tricked him.

“You made me wash my hands of him! It’s not fair!”

“I know. I’m sorry,” said Adara. “But if you fight Ondo, we’ll have both peoples taking sides and it could be serious. He’ll leave you alone when he sees you won’t play. Promise me you won’t fight him.”

Sulkily, Gair promised. And, having promised, he felt he was forced to keep his promise, much to everyone’s disappointment. He ground his teeth and tried not to look at Ondo sitting smugly on his windowsill for the rest of the day. Gest saw Ondo too. He might disapprove of Gair sitting there, but, like everyone else, he still thought of it as Gair’s windowsill.

“What the Ban does Gair mean by letting that little beast sit there?” he demanded of Adara. Adara explained what had happened. “I see,” Gest said curtly. He had just come from a long, long argument with Orban over the size of his new house and, though he had managed to keep his temper, he was so annoyed with Orban that he could not help thinking Gair was very poor-spirited not even hitting Ondo once. It did nothing to help any understanding between them.

The next day, Gair got to the windowsill first. It meant leaving his share of the building, but few Garholters blamed him. Gair did not feel at all triumphant. He sat with his knees under his chin, moodily looking out at the flat, deep green of the Moor, nagged at by the unhappy, uneasy feeling he kept having, and fairly sure that Brad and Gest, and probably everyone else, thought he was being a coward over Ondo. He thought he was being a coward himself. But, having made the promise, he did not know what to do. He had almost reached the point when he thought Ondo was right to hate him, when he looked round to find Ondo, Scodo and Pad crowded on to the windowsill too. While Gair was looking out at the Moor, they had quietly climbed up beside him.

Ondo grinned exultantly. Yesterday had convinced him Gair was easily crushed. “Get down,” he said. “We want to be here.”

Gair pushed on his heels and levered his back up the side of the window until he was standing up. He felt defeated. He knew that if he let Ondo get away with this, he would be giving in. But he had promised Adara not to fight. Dimly, down inside the mound, he could see people stopping whatever they were doing and turning to see what would happen on the windowsill. It looked as if he was going to make this a public humiliation for Garholt. All he could think of to say was, “This is my place – and I didn’t ask you up.”

“I don’t need your permission,” said Ondo. “Down.”

“Gair’s scared,” said Scodo to Pad.

“Like Gest – he talks big and acts little,” said Pad to Scodo.

As before, the suggestion that Gest was a coward was too near Gair’s own fears for him to take quietly. “What do you mean by that?” he said.

All three laughed. “Everyone in Otmound knows what a cheat Gest is,” said Ondo. “He never did any of those tasks Og set him. He was too scared. So he cheated. Ask your mother, if you like. She told him the answers to all the riddles.”

“And of course he was too scared to kill a Dorig,” said Scodo. “So he went and swore friendship with one so that he could get its collar. Ask him where his own collar went, if you don’t believe us.”

“And you know how they say he moved the stone?” asked Pad.

“No. How?” said Gair. Each thing they said made him more blindly angry. He could hardly see them by this time. For he knew they were speaking the truth. It all fitted in. He knew Gest could not answer riddles, and he had always wondered why Gest had come home without his collar. “How did he move the stone?”

Ondo sniggered. “He didn’t. He got a Giant to move it for him, of course!”

Gair forgot his promise and went for Ondo. Scodo and Pad stood in his way, but he was so angry he hardly noticed them. His shoulder hit Scodo and his elbow caught Pad, and the two of them vanished. Gair heard both of them yell, below somewhere, and a furious buzzing from the bees, but he was too intent on catching Ondo to bother about them. Ondo, finding nothing between him and the raging Gair, did his best to climb back among the looms before Gair could reach him. Gair got to him when his head was still above the sill and seized hold of his gold collar. “Mother!” shrieked Ondo. There were screams from Kasta beyond the looms, and screams to Gair to baste Ondo from the looms themselves. Gair hardly heard them. With the strength that only blind rage gives, he heaved the large, solid Ondo back on to the sill again, swung him round by his collar and hurled him after Scodo and Pad. “Mother!” roared Ondo.

It was a delicious feeling. For a moment, Gair stood panting, enjoying it. Ondo was rolling and bawling. Scodo and Pad were yelling. The bees were out in a dark cloud as high as the sill itself and as busy as the boys were noisy.

Inside Garholt, Gest pushed his way among the jostling, shouting people. He was very angry, largely because he was going to have to punish Gair for doing something he had been itching to do himself. “Gair!” His voice rose above the shouting, and even above Ondo’s screams. “Gair! Come down at once!”

But, after what Ondo had told him, Gest was the last person Gair wanted to see. He did not even think what to do. He simply leapt after his three enemies, high and long, so that he missed their rolling, wailing bodies and landed some way down the hillside. A cloud of bees, thoroughly excited and confused, came after him and buzzed round his head. They knew him and did not sting him. And Gair remembered to do his duty by them. You should always tell bees what happens. “I’m going,” he said into the buzzing cloud. “You saw why. I don’t know where, but I’m going to find some Dorig.”

He set off at a run towards the marshes.

For some time after he had gone, Garholt rang with accusations and insults, outcry and confusion. No one knew why fighting did not break out then and there, as the Otmounders united in blaming Gair, and the Garholters felt they had stood enough from Otmound and said so. But Gest went outside and spoke sharp words to the bees – which sent them back into their hives in some haste – and brought the three swollen, blubbering boys indoors. He did not say much, but the Otmounders recollected that, but for Gest’s kindness, they would have nowhere to live, and even Kasta moderated her language. Everyone ran about for remedies for bee-stings.

When peace was somewhat restored, Ceri said to Ayna, “What is Gair going to do today?”

“He’s going to look for Dorig and find Giants,” said Ayna. The faraway look on her face gave way to excitement. “I say – where is Gair, Ceri?”

Ceri was equally excited. “Near a Giants’ house. Come on and I’ll show you.”
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CHAPTER SIX

Gair ploughed through squashy marsh, among hot rustling high grasses. Whenever he came to a peaty pool he said loudly, “Anyone there?” But the only living things he saw were birds flitting among the grasses, which may or may not have been Dorig. At length, he came to one of the straight dykes by which the Giants tried to drain the Moor. It flowed so sluggishly that it almost counted as standing water, and it only had thorn trees planted along its further bank. Gair loitered along its near side. He was hot and sticky and so miserable that, if a scaly Dorig arm had reached out of the dyke to drag him under, he would have been glad to see it.

His broken promise did not trouble him at all. He was glad he had slung Ondo among the bees and, for all he cared, the Garholters could be fighting the Otmounders till Sundown. What made him miserable was what Ondo had told him about Gest. And it made him even more unhappy that he could not understand why he should be so miserable to find that his father had cheated. It ought to have been comforting, since it meant that his ordinariness was hereditary. But it was not. Gair felt as if the roots of his life had been cut away. Nothing grand or good was left. It would not have surprised him to find that Adara was nothing like as Wise as she was said to be. And he would have given anything to have gone back miraculously to thinking Gest was a hero out of a story – instead of just an ordinary person who had cheated Og.

“No wonder he can’t fight Dorig!” Gair said aloud. He felt bitter and contemptuous. Gest had accorded some unknown scaly Dorig the greatest mark of trust and friendship by changing collars with it. The degree of friendship depended on the words Gest had said on his collar, but it must have been strong, or Gest would have risked helping Orban in battle. And he had done it just to cheat Og! This so disgusted Gair that he shouted as he walked, “Dorig! Come and get me!”

No Dorig came. Gair wandered on, miserable, confused and disgusted. The dyke petered out and he walked through the moistness of the Moor, not even caring that he had never been so far alone in his life. He supposed that the Dorig’s collar must be the splendid one Adara wore. In that case, in spite of what people said, Dorig must be able to work gold – and work it far, far better than any people could. And what of Giants? Gair felt a great surge of misery and resentment. His father had told him never to have anything to do with Giants. Gest! Gest, who had gone to the Giants and asked them to move a boulder for him!

Gair realised that he had thought of Giants because there must be Giants near. He was in a tufty field. There were trees ahead. Behind them, Gair could just make out the high, square shape of a Giants’ house. He stood still. At any other time, he would have dived for the nearest cover and got himself away from that place as fast as he could. Now he said, “Who says you mustn’t talk to Giants?” and walked on. If anything, Giants were more likely to kill him than Dorig were.

He reached the trees. He had not quite the courage to shout to the Giants to come and get him, much as he hated himself for it. Indeed, he found himself, purely out of habit, taking a careful look all round, particularly behind. And he was just in time to see Ceri and Ayna drop and freeze behind two tufts of grass.

That did it. Gair’s pent up misery broke in furious anger. He stormed back to the two tufts. They were very small tufts. Even a Giant could have seen Ceri and Ayna lying there. Ceri was quaking. Both he and Ayna knelt up nervously as Gair reached them. It made Gair more miserable and angry than ever to see that even Ayna was scared of him.

“What do you mean by spying on me?” he shouted.

“We weren’t,” said Ceri. “I asked Ayna what you were going to do.”

“And I asked him where you were,” said Ayna. “Then we came here.”

Gair felt for a moment that the whole world was against him, and Ceri’s and Ayna’s Gifts in particular. He felt quite helpless against them. “I’m going to that Giants’ house,” he said. “So now you know.”

“All right,” said Ayna, and Ceri nodded. Gair saw that they were both prepared for an adventure. He was furious, because it was, after all, his adventure. He swung round again and marched towards the trees.

He felt, rather than heard, that Ayna and Ceri were following him. It was extremely annoying, but, all the same, Gair was not as angry as he had expected to be. He was less miserable with Ayna and Ceri there and, to tell the truth, rather relieved, because he could not let Giants kill him with Ayna and Ceri looking on. He stole among the trees much more cautiously than he would have done alone. Ayna and Ceri followed him like two puffs of wind. The trees ended, and they lay in the cover of the last of them, looking at the first Giants’ house any of them had seen close to.

Gair’s first thought was that it was ugly. It was square and tall and dark, with clusters of tall chimneys. It was built of dark bricks, and the quantities of little panes in its windows were dark too. It looked sealed and sad. Dark bushes had been clipped square above the dark brick wall in front of the house. Dark summer trees stood on either side of it. It seemed to give off darkness into the bright misty sunlight. If you were used to round houses, it was very queer. But Gair saw that it was old and, in its way, graceful. Queerly, it was surrounded with water. There was a dyke or moat under the wall with the dark bushes, and this moat had a sort of bridge over it, leading to the front door. A second dyke, neither so large or so full, ran close to the trees where they lay. In between was a stony stretch where an old dog was wandering.

“Standing water,” Ayna muttered anxiously. “And no thorn trees.”

Gair was laughing at the dog. It was so small. It stood no higher than Gest’s favourite hound, and it was so stiff and mild that a puppy out of Garholt could have torn it to pieces. He could not see what use the Giants could possibly have for a dog like that. At that moment, it seemed to him that the house was a beautiful, peaceful place.

The dog scented them. It did not bark, but it began to amble stiffly and peaceably towards them. All three, without thinking, said the words to make it ignore them. Looking puzzled, the dog sighed and lay heavily down.

At once, the house seemed uglier than ever to Gair.

Ceri pulled at his elbow. “Those dykes – moats. No thorn trees.”

“Who cares?” said Gair. The house was too beautiful and peaceful for the Dorig to trouble them there. It occurred to him to wonder whether Giants and Dorig were friends or enemies. No one had ever told him.

“Where are the Giants?” Ayna whispered.

Then the house seemed ugly again.

After that, the house began to pulse, from beautiful to ugly, and back again. It went in great, slow, pounding pulsations, and each time it was ugly it was more sinister. A huge sense of foreboding began to grow in Gair. He felt horrified, beyond reason. Pulse, pulse. Ugly, lovely, ugly. Gair’s ears rang, and his heart pounded.

“What on earth’s the matter, Gair?” said Ayna.

“I don’t know. I don’t like this house.”

“It is a bit square, isn’t it?” Ceri agreed, rather amused.

Gair saw he was being stupid. It was silly to be frightened of a house, Giants’ though it was, when Ceri and Ayna could look at it so calmly. “Let’s explore,” he said, and got up. The pulsing stopped.

They drifted silently down the line of trees and came to a small wood just beyond the stony forecourt of the house. It was a lovely fresh place, with a stream winding among the trees. The ground was bare earth, as if it was walked on a great deal, and a number of the trees were thorn trees. They all relaxed and listened to the churring of the stream, the birds and the cool sound of the trees. There was another noise too. They looked at one another.

“Music?” suggested Ayna.

“Sort of,” said Ceri. “Not quite.”

They stole forward to investigate. They froze. They inched behind trees and froze again. There was a Giantess. They looked at her and their eyes popped. She was huge. Never had they seen such quantities of pink flesh. She was vast. Her cheeks wobbled when she moved. Her great leg shook a tree just by moving a little on the ground. She was sitting near the stream, her great features drawn into a large-scale map of a moody frown, nodding her head in time to the noise. The noise was coming from a magic box on the ground beside her and it was clear she took it for music.

All three children stared, fascinated both by the Giantess and her magic box. They wished she would stand up so that they could see how tall she was and, most interesting of all, how she contrived to carry that quantity of pink body even on thick legs like hers. They were so absorbed that they did not notice the ground quake.

“I told you to get out, Fatso!” said a loud voice.

In spite of all their training, all three jumped and turned round. If the Giant on the other side of the stream had not been glaring so angrily at the Giantess, he would certainly have seen them. They edged out of his sight and looked at one another’s scared faces, wondering what to do. If the Giantess turned her head, she would see them now. But she was glowering at the Giant.

“That was last Easter,” she said. “Snotty!” She did something to her magic box to make it louder.

“You watch it, Brenda. You won’t like it if I put you out,” rumbled the Giant. “This is our property.” He was a dark Giant, tall, thin and gloomy-featured. Beside the Giantess, he was a trifle disappointing. True, he was at least as tall as Gest, but he was not much wider than Gair. His bare arms were not much thicker than Ayna’s. He walked menacingly towards the Giantess and they wondered how he thought he could shift her an inch.

The Giantess did not seem to think he could. She sat where she was. “What are you doing here, anyway?” she said. “Why aren’t you away at your school?”

“I had measl—nothing to do with you!” snapped the Giant. “I said out!” About three feet from the Giantess he stopped and breathed windily.

Gair, Ayna and Ceri seized the opportunity to slide round the trees, out of direct view. Ceri, rather half-heartedly, jerked his head back in the direction of Garholt. Both Ayna and Gair fiercely shook theirs. Ceri did not protest. This was enthralling. It was interesting enough to discover that Giants could catch measles too. But the most astonishing thing was the way they acted as if they were bigger than they were. The tall Giant contrived to make the earth shake even when he was standing still. He breathed like the bellows at the forge. The glare he directed at the Giantess distorted his face in all directions, although his actual features were not very much larger than Gair’s. As for the Giantess, her great face was one outsize pink contempt for the Giant. Her bloated hand went out to the magic box and made it louder than ever. Even the combined smithies of Garholt and Otmound did not make such a noise.

“Get out!” yelled the Giant, above the din. “I’m sick of you infesting the place with your music!”

“Get out yourself,” said the Giantess, piercingly. “You’re not going to order me about, Gerald Masterfield!”

“This is our wood!” bawled the Giant, his pale face reddening. It made him look healthier – more like a person.

The Giantess turned her head and stared indifferently into the wood, beating ground-rippling time to the noise from the box. Ceri dared not move. If the Giantess had been really looking, instead of putting on an exaggerated Giant act, she would have been looking straight at him. “Get lost!” she said to the Giant.

“I love you love me love!” sang the magic box, gigantically. It seemed to have mistaken the situation.

There was a sudden flurry of action. The children gasped, both at its speed and its tremendous violence. The Giant pounced forward and tried to seize the shouting box. The Giantess, moving even faster, snatched it into her arms. Her great leg whipped up from the ground, armed with a mighty thick-soled shoe, and caught the Giant a terrific kick on the shin. Gair winced. It must have been like being hit by a sledge-hammer. He was surprised the Giant’s leg did not snap like a dry stick. But the Giant, being supernaturally strong, merely roared, doubled up and hit out at the Giantess. His hand landed on her face with a huge rubbery smack and actually bounced off again. Then he hobbled to a safe distance, white and glaring. Gair was not surprised to see very human tears of pain in his eyes.

The Giantess, meanwhile, lumbered to her feet, clutching the magic box to her great stomach. The ground quivered as she did so, like the shifting marshpools, and such birds as had not already left the wood flew screaming from the treetops. But, vast and heavy though she was, they were astonished to find that, standing up, she was very little taller than Ayna. She was fat – so fat that Ayna could not have put both arms more than halfway round her. She stood monstrously on the bank of the stream, one side of her face bright purple where the Giant had hit it. There were tears in her eyes too.

“Order me out, won’t you!” she said. “There was a girl climbing trees here all yesterday and you never said a word to her!”

The Giant replied with a bad word. Ayna blushed and Ceri’s eyes widened. The box seemed to tumble to the situation at last. “We have just had news of storms in the South,” it said. “The Meteorological O—”

The Giantess silenced it by briskly snapping a knob. And the Giant dashed forward again, with the same unexpected speed as before. On her feet, the Giantess was not so swift and she was hampered by the magic box. The Giant caught her and they wrestled on the edge of the stream with Giant snorts and gasps. The encounter shook the treetops and awed the three onlookers. The Giants swayed, tipped and both landed with one foot in the stream. They were out again the next second, yelling abuse at one another, leaving the stream boiling yellow. The next second, they had wrenched apart, the Giantess holding a handful of the Giant’s hair and the Giant with the magic box. The Giant, taller and nimbler, limped quickly away backwards, holding the box high over his head and laughing unpleasantly, while the Giantess pursued him, screaming.

“No, Gerald! Gerald, please! Don’t you dare!”

The Giant, still laughing, moved the box as if he were going to throw it in the stream.

“Just like Ondo!” Ayna said indignantly. No one could have heard her above the yells of the distressed Giantess. Gair’s ears buzzed with the din. He supposed the Giant was behaving like Ondo. In fact, the fascinating thing was the way this was like an enlarged version of the quarrels people had.

The Giantess threshed at the Giant with her feet, but not seriously. She was too much afraid of losing her box. “Give it me, Gerald! Give it me and I’ll go!”

“Promise you’ll get out,” said the Giant. “If you don’t promise, your radio goes in the brook.”

“I promise!” she shrieked. “Snotty beast!”

“Fatso!” retorted the Giant. He slung the box at her so hard that she gasped and nearly dropped it. “Now get out!”

Clutching her box, the Giantess made off like an earthquake.

But she was not entirely defeated. Ten feet away, she swung round again. Ceri, who had unwisely started to move, froze. “You may think you own the whole Moor, Gerald Masterfield,” she said. “But you don’t! Your property, your wood – you make me sick! You won’t sing that tune next year, will you?” The Giant, looking very surly, started to say something, but the Giantess screamed him down until Gair’s ears rang. “Behaving like you’re the King of Creation, just because your family owns Moor Farm! Well, next year, when they flood the Moor, it’ll all be under water just like the rest! Then where will you be? You won’t look so grand then, and I shall be glad! Glad!”

The Giantess swung round and marched off. The earth boomed under her feet. The sound pulsed through Gair’s head. Boom-bad, boom-bad, boom-bad. For a moment it seemed to be the same as the queer pulsing of the Giants’ house.

Irritably, the Giant put his hands in his pockets and turned away. Gair was still quivering with the sound of the Giantess’s feet. He had no time to move. For perhaps a tenth of a second, the Giant and he stood and stared at one another. It was one of those times which seem to last an hour. What the Giant thought he saw, Gair could not imagine. Gair saw a fierce, moody nature, unhappy deep down and unhappy too on the surface now, because of the Giantess. Then the Giant blinked and started to take his hands out of his pockets. The moment his eyes closed, Gair whisked himself out of sight round the tree and got ready to run. He had a feeling Ayna said something. He waited for the Giant to move. Waited. And waited.

“Funny,” said the Giant. He began walking away. Gair could not believe it at first. But, when he dared to look, he saw the Giant’s tall narrow back as the Giant limped slowly away towards the pulsing house.

“Whew!” said Ceri. “Narrow escape! I thought he was going to start on Gair.”

“He was,” said Ayna. “That’s why I said the words to stop dogs. Which just goes to prove what beasts Giants are! Wasn’t he a beast?”

“Foul,” Ceri agreed. “Wasn’t she fat?”

“Sort of tight,” Ayna said, chuckling. “As if she’d been blown up!”

“Let’s get back,” said Gair. He did not like the wood any more. It still seemed to boom with a faint pulsing, though the Giantess must have been a long way off by then. And meeting the Giant face to face had shaken him badly. Gair was not happy until they had crossed the tufty field and reached the marshy meadow beyond. Even then he did not want to talk much. But Ayna and Ceri were thoroughly excited and had plenty to say.

“She wasn’t very tall,” Ceri said. “Neither of them were. I thought Giants were bigger than that.”

“Of course they are,” said Ayna. “Full-grown Giants are yards high. Those were only children.” Gair knew she was right. If he compared their size with that of the monstrous blurred foot he had seen on his first hunt, he saw they could not have been fully grown. And he realised he had known they were children all along, by their behaviour.

But Ceri was dubious. “Then how old were they?”

“Only babies,” Ayna said decidedly.

“No they weren’t,” Ceri said, equally decidedly. “The fat one was older than me, and she was the youngest.”

“You’re just being silly,” Ayna said loftily.

“I’m not. I can tell. So can you, if you think,” said Ceri. “Fatso wasn’t as old as you. She was more Gair’s age. But the Snotty one was older, maybe older than you are, even. Isn’t that true, Gair?”

Gair nodded. He had a feeling Ceri had got it right, which was very puzzling.

Ceri turned triumphantly to Ayna. “There! So full-grown Giants can’t be yards high. You’re almost as tall as Mother now.”

This seemed to be undeniable. Gair thought again of the foot he had seen. He had been very small at the time, of course, and things seen near to and blurrily always looked larger than they were. Perhaps Giants were not the huge beings he had supposed. Maybe their Giantliness really lay in their violent, larger-than-life behaviour.

“Giants,” Ayna declared, “grow at a different rate from people.” But she did not feel on strong enough ground to continue with that subject. “Wasn’t the Snotty one like Ondo! I was quite sorry for Fatso.”

“You needn’t be,” said Ceri, speaking from bitter experience. “You could see she’d done horrible things to him too. Though at least you don’t kick me very often,” he added handsomely.

Ayna ignored this. They had come in among the long white grasses, and she pretended to be very busy looking out for standing pools and steering clear of dykes. A thought struck her. “We couldn’t get Ondo over there and set Snotty on him somehow, could we? I’d love to see someone make mincemeat of Ondo!”

“Gair did,” Ceri reminded her.

Ayna looked at Gair and realised she had been tactless. The gloomy, lonely look she and Ceri knew so well had settled on Gair’s face. Gair thought of Ondo rolling among the bees. He rather dreaded what must be in store for him in Garholt. Worse still, he remembered the misery in which he had set out, which the Giants had knocked clean out of his head. It was not so bad now, but he knew he would never see Gest the same way again.

“Do you want us to stay out longer?” Ayna asked, trying to make up for what she had said. Gloomily, Gair shook his head. He felt he might as well get it over.

Ceri looked up into Gair’s face in frank fascination. “You know, it’s not Ondo Snotty was like! It’s you, Gair!” He scuttled sideways as both Gair and Ayna rounded on him. “I didn’t mean it!”

“Yes you did,” Gair said bitterly. “You mean I’m proud and brutish, don’t you?” He feared Ceri was right again. Ceri was far too observant for comfort. And, during that short, endless moment in which he and the Giant had stared at one another, Gair had indeed felt he was looking at someone rather like himself.

Ayna and Ceri did their best to soothe him.

“No, no. I just meant dark and gloomy,” Ceri protested.

“You’re not brutish!” said Ayna. “And a Chief’s son has every right to be proud.” She saw she was being tactless again. “You’re never proud to us.” This only seemed to make matters worse. Ayna was wondering what else she dared say, and Gair was thinking that this day seemed to be dedicated to unpleasant discoveries, when the storm the magic box had predicted hit the Moor. The grasses whistled and leant over. The Sun shot like gold pouring into a mould between racing blue clouds. The stinging rain soaked them in seconds, and hailstones clotted in their hair and their clothes.

They ran for the flimsy shelter of a thornbush and crouched behind it, shivering. “How did that box know?” Ayna wondered.

“Giant’s magic,” said Ceri, whose teeth were chattering. “I wondered whether to put a Thought on it, to make it shout rude things at Snotty. But I didn’t quite dare.”

“Good thing,” said Ayna. “Knowing you, it would probably have grown legs and run about.”

Ceri opened his mouth to explain he could control Thoughts, and decided against it. That was Gair’s secret. Gair was dejectedly watching the hailstones hiss through the heaving grass, wondering what made him seem proud. He had nothing to be proud of. In an effort to think of something else, he hit on an uneasiness which had nagged at him for some time now.

“What did she mean, saying the Moor would be flooded next year?”

“I thought she was just yelling nasty things to scare Snotty,” Ayna said doubtfully.

“She couldn’t have meant it,” said Ceri.

But Gair was fairly sure the Giantess had meant it. It had been in her manner, and the Giant had not denied it. And the way her feet had boomed through the wood for some reason made Gair surer still that she had been speaking the truth. He thought about it, while the storm raged around and behind them. How could anyone flood such a big place as the Moor? And who would want to? The answer seemed to be the Dorig. They had already begun by flooding Otmound. In that case—Gair had a sudden horrible vision of everyone on the Moor drowning or homeless. Surely not. Surely the luck did not run so much against them as that. He would have to ask Adara. And if this disaster really was coming, the Giants would drown too. So it looked as if Giants were the enemies of Dorig as much as people.

Ayna was thinking too, but her thoughts went the other way. “If she did mean it, then that must be the reason the Otmounders were going so far away. You asked me the wrong question, Gair. I knew somebody would! Dorig and Giants are in league against us.”

“I don’t think they are,” Gair said, bowing over as the bush rattled in a stinging gust.

“They are,” said Ayna. “That’s why the Dorig said they wouldn’t attack Garholt. They’re leaving us to the Giants. Ask me. Go on.”

“Ask you what?” said Gair.

“Stupid!” said Ayna. “Ceri ask me.”

“Will the Giants attack Garholt?” Ceri said, promptly and anxiously.

Ayna gazed out into the swirling grass. “No,” she said, with great decision, and laughed, because she was so relieved. “Then we’ve only the Dorig to worry about. Let’s go home. This storm’s not going to blow over in a hurry, and we couldn’t be wetter if the Dorig had caught us.” She stood up, bent over in the wind, with her hair blown sideways. “Come on.” Her voice whipped away over the marsh and they could hardly hear it.

Ceri and Gair got up and squelched after her. Gair sighed, because Ceri’s question and Ayna’s answer did not seem to him to have settled anything. But he had no clear idea what Ayna should have been asked. Nothing was clear. His mind seemed to be a vague cloud of worry, pulsing a little like the Giants’ house and the booming of the Giantess’s feet. When he looked out across the Moor, it had become hissing grey distance with regular white gusts beating across it. The inside of his head felt the same. He sighed.

He sighed more frequently as they plodded closer to Garholt. Ceri and Ayna took to giving him consoling smiles.

“Don’t worry,” said Ayna. “It’ll all be over by tonight. Father won’t stay angry.”

Gair was busy with his vague worry and he lost half this in the wind. “What?”

“Father was dying to hit Ondo himself,” Ceri called. “She means.”

“Saw it in his eye,” Ayna shouted.

Gair supposed he must be dreading returning to Garholt. He did not feel as if he was – or not that much. But he could not understand why else he should feel so depressed.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

It was early evening when, windswept and drenched, they reached Garholt at last and spoke the words at the hive-gate. It opened on to the warmth and smells of the overcrowded mound, and almost every face inside turned up to look at them. There was a moment of unnatural quiet.

It was like a menace. Gair felt gloom and terror flooding up from inside the mound, swirling and mounting over the tapestries, dimming the faces, dulling the warm smells. It was like the uneasiness he had felt ever since the Otmounders came, but far, far stronger. His mouth went dry with it and his knees weak. Then most people went back to what they were doing. Conversation began, exclamations and laughter, and sour remarks from Otmounders.

Adara came hurrying to the foot of the steps. “Where have you all been?”

Miri pushed past her and panted up the steps. “Caught in that storm! Wet through, the lot of them!” It was plain she and Adara had been very anxious. But, when she reached them, Gair saw Miri was frightened, too scared to scold properly. “You meddled with nothing outside? No Powers?” she asked breathlessly.

“No. Nothing,” they answered, semi-truthfully, wondering what made her ask. Though the feeling of gloom had subsided a little, Gair still felt depressed as he answered – but this could have been because Gest was now standing at the foot of the steps with his arms grimly folded.

“I’ll see you, Gair, when you’re in dry clothes,” Gest said.

All the time Miri was fussing him into dry clothes, Gair tried to feel courageous. It was not easy. Ondo was lying in his bed under a mound of blankets, rolling and moaning, to remind him of his sins. When Miri pushed Gair into the room where Gest was grimly waiting, Gair found he had barely any courage left.

Gest had his belt unbuckled and swinging in his hand. Gair could not take his eyes off it. “What have you got to say for yourself?” said Gest.

Gair thought miserably that Ondo could not have said anything he was less likely to tell Gest. He looked at his father’s tall, strong frame and wished he could still think he was a hero. “Nothing,” he said. “He got on my windowsill.”

“I saw him,” said Gest. “You promised not to fight him.”

Gair nodded. Just like Gest promised not to fight Dorig, he thought. “I forgot.”

“Oh, did you?” said Gest. His mouth parted his golden beard in a laugh. Gair looked at it and shivered. “I’d have done the same myself,” said Gest. “But Kasta wants you punished, you know.” Miserably, Gair nodded again. “So we’ll have to please her,” said Gest. “Stand over there.”

Gair stood, trying not to quake. Behind him, the belt whistled. He clenched his teeth. There was a heavy thump as the belt hit something – something not Gair. Gair spun round in time to see the belt come down and slash the floor a second time.

“That’s for Kasta!” Gest said, between his teeth. “Thinks she can give me orders, does she?” He belaboured the floor several more times. Whistle-thump, whistle-thump. Outside, it must have sounded just as if Gest was hitting Gair. Gair could not help smiling – though it was not very happily. Gest was cheating again. Islaw people were as tricksy as Ondo said. Almost – but not quite – Gair would have preferred Gest to hit him.

Gest looked up, hot and irritable from the effort. “What are you looking so glum about?”

“I—” said Gair. “You’re cheating.”

Gest stared at him. “Do you want me to hit you, then?”

“No!” said Gair. “No – no!”

“And you’re going to go and tell Kasta all about it?”

“Of course not!” Gair said indignantly.

“Then you’re cheating too,” said Gest. “Aren’t you?”

“No,” said Gair. “Yes.” By now, he was bewildered as well as miserable. The muddles and troubles of the day were suddenly too much for him. He felt his face harden into an angry scowl. The blood rushed up round his eyes and his fists clenched themselves. He wondered where to hit Gest, and how hard. “You made me cheat! You’re the cheat, not me!”

Gest’s head went slowly up. He became every inch a cold, proud Chief and, somehow, Gair did not feel able to hit him. “I am, am I?” said Gest. “Then if that’s what you think, you can have your punishment. You’re forbidden to go on the hunt. You can tell Adara you’re staying behind with the babies.”

“What hunt? When?” Gair was seized by a sudden unreasonable alarm. It seemed to take him by the throat like a hard hand. “You’re not going hunting!”

“We are. Tomorrow. You’re not,” Gest said, and went to the door. “You and Ondo will be the only boys left behind,” he said as he went out. “That’ll teach you to speak to me like that.”

“Don’t go!” Gair said despairingly, though he knew it was a silly thing to say and he did not know why he said it. But Gest had already stalked out of the house.

At supper, no one talked of much except the hunt. Orban had given in to Gest’s argument. Every available man and boy and any girl who had no other job was to go. They had settled to go the following night, so that they could stay out for three days if necessary, until the Moon was nearly full, and bring back as much meat as they could catch, to provision Garholt for the Feast of the Sun at Full Moon, and for as long as possible after that. It was clear that Orban hoped, now he had given in to Gest, Gest would give in to him and agree to attack the Dorig when they came back.

Little does he know! Gair thought bitterly, sitting silent beside Ceri. Or perhaps Orban did know, but he seemed not to think one need bother to keep faith with Dorig.

No one was surprised Gair was subdued. Miri managed to sneak him several nice titbits, even though supplies were so low that supper was rather plain. Miri and Fandi were engaged in their usual battle to get their own family the best helpings. It was very wearisome. If Ayna had not told him the Otmounders were going away soon, Gair would have left the eating-square. The inexplicable feeling of alarm grabbed at his throat every time the hunt was mentioned and he did not want to listen. He wanted to think about Giants and devise some way of asking Adara who might want to flood the Moor without giving away that he had stood face to face with a Giant.

The battle for the best helpings was complicated by Ondo, lying in bed and calling out fretfully from the house. Fandi and Kasta connived together to send Ondo in the best food. Kasta several times took things from Orban when he was not looking.

Orban bore with their fussing until the end of the meal and his fourth mug of beer. Then he said, “You spoil that boy, Kasta. He’d be as well as I am if you let him alone.” Kasta at once exclaimed that Ondo was very delicate and – with a venomous look at Gair – in great pain besides. “Nonsense!” said Orban. “He’s as tough as boots, I’m sick of this cosseting. He’s going on this hunt, stings or no stings. Make a man of him.”

Kasta and Fandi both clamoured against him. Kasta clamoured Fandi down and went on clamouring alone. She was one of those who could talk and talk and talk. Gair listened to her harsh voice – “Just like a duck,” Ayna described it – and hoped she would lose the argument. But Adara once said Kasta had never lost an argument in her life. She just talked everyone insensible. Gair tried to resign himself to being left behind in Garholt with Ondo. But for Ondo, it would not have been too bad. There would be Ayna for company, and he could help with the root-flour, taste preserved fruit, mix honey-cakes and shell nuts. It was like being small again, but fun, as it always was, preparing for Feasts – but not with Ondo there, swollen and angry.

Kasta was still quacking away when Banot and the other Chanters gathered between the wells to chant luck for the hunt, and she only fell silent when the chanting began. Gair leant against the round stone hood of the fourth well to listen and to wonder, as he often idly did, why Banot’s harp had one whitish string that never seemed to break. But the uneasy feeling began to grow out from the walls of the mound at him and snatch at his throat, as soon as the chanting finished and Adara came to tell Gest and Orban how the luck lay. It seemed to lie well. But the feeling pressed and grabbed at Gair, and he felt something was wrong, though he did not know what. When Ayna came to be consulted, he went up on to his windowsill to avoid it.

The windows were now sealed for the night. Gair had no view except the great vault of Garholt itself with its tapestries shimmering shadowily in the light, the ring of old, round houses, the half-built new ones and the inner ring of wells, like little houses themselves. He could see everyone gathered round the space there and Ayna, conspicuous with her fair hair, standing upright to be consulted. He could faintly hear her answers.

“Deer, in the north-east … yes, beyond the river … keep to the hills above Otmound.”

Orban looked thoughtful here. He seemed to ask if the Dorig from Otmound were likely to attack the hunt.

“No,” said Ayna. Orban did not look altogether pleased. He wanted to abandon hunting for war if he could. The feeling of oppression and gloom grew so strong on Gair that he wanted to shout out to them not to go.

He fell asleep that night to the sound of Kasta quacking at Orban. In the morning, she had stopped. Orban was looking tired and dismal and Kasta smug.

“I think Ondo’s staying,” Ayna said gloomily. “Lucky Ceri! I wish I could go on the hunt.” Ayna, because of the value of her Gift, was not allowed to hunt very often. Ceri wished his Gifts were that valuable. He did not think himself lucky at all. Three hard days in the open appalled him. He would rather have had Ondo.

“I wish you were going, Gair,” he said dolefully.

Rather than answer, Gair slid away from the bustle of preparation and climbed on to his windowsill again. Scodo and Pad limped among the looms and called jeeringly up at him. Gair ignored them. He looked out at cloud shadows racing on the flat Moor, over to the hazy hills in the north where the deer might be even now. Below him, Miri’s son, Med, who was Beekeeper these days, was kneeling by the hives telling the bees about the hunt and asking them to guard Garholt while it was gone. Behind Gair was bustle, and the clatter of the forges. There was no reason why he should feel depressed. He had been left behind before. Nevertheless, Gair found he just could not bear to stay in Garholt while everyone prepared to go hunting. A little dazzled from watching Sun and clouds, Gair glanced back into the mound. Scodo and Pad had gone. No one was looking at him. Gair swung himself off the sill in a leap which carried him over Med’s head, to land on the hillside just below. There, he waited. You were always polite to bees and their Keeper.

Med looked up and grinned as Gair landed. Med had bees crawling all over him, dark on his arms and legs, gently strolling on his neck and face and whirling round his head. “They were glad to oblige you over Ondo,” Med said, “but they lost a lot of workers over it. So don’t do it again, will you?”

“No,” said Gair. “Tell them I’m sorry.” He was sorry. Bees had died to revenge him.

“And they say the strawberries are ripe by the wood,” Med added cheerfully. “You’ll be first there if you go now.”

By this, Gair knew that the bees had freely forgiven him. He thanked them, and Med, and then went off to the strawberries, largely because Med and the bees would expect him to. But he ate only a few. Five minutes later, he was trotting steadily among the marsh grass, in the direction of the Giants’ pulsing house.

His depression lifted as he trotted. He began thinking of the Giants and wondering who could be plotting to flood the Moor. It must be the Dorig. Dorig lived under water and ate fish. Giants lived by the land more than people and grew things from it to eat, so it followed that they would not want it under water. Gair, as he trotted, looked round the bare, cloudswept landscape and saw that it would be easy to fill the Moor with water. All the Dorig need do was to complete the ring of hills with a wall or so and dam up the slow, winding rivers. But, surely, if the Giants knew their plans, they were going to stop the Dorig trying? Gair intended to listen to Giants again and find out what they meant to do.

Or he thought he did, until he came upon the Giant Gerald gloomily wandering in the wood beside the pulsing house. After that, he knew why he had really come. He wanted to know if the Giant was like Ondo, or if, as Ceri had said, he was even more like Gair. Or if – which was the most troubling thought – the Giant resembled both because Gair was like Ondo.

He spent the rest of the morning lurking from tree to bush, watching Gerald and trying to decide. It was not truly difficult. Gerald strode about crushing grass and shaking the earth, his dark face set in a lonely, private look which Gair found very familiar. It was not Ondo’s look. Gair knew it was his own. The Giant did not look happy. Gair wondered why. He wondered, too, if he looked that unhappy himself.

The difficult thing was that the Giant seemed to sense he was being watched. He kept swinging round irritably, and Gair was several times only just quick enough in sliding out of sight. It happened so often, that the feeling affected Gair too. He turned round quickly a number of times, sure that he would catch somebody sliding out of sight – probably Ayna and Ceri again. But there was never anything but a bird, or a grey squirrel clinging to a tree. It became so tiresome that Gair would have gone away, had he not wanted so badly to know why the Giant behaved like Ondo too.

When the Sun showed midday, Gerald went back to his pulsing house. As Gair could not follow him there, he was forced to trot back to Garholt without having settled the question. Most of the way, he went very briskly, but as soon as Garholt was in sight his trot faltered. He dropped to a walk. Finally he stood still, wondering whether to go on to Islaw to see his aunt rather than face the depression he knew was waiting to clutch him in Garholt. He had not felt it yet, but he knew he would. He decided Islaw was too far, if he was to spend the afternoon watching the Giant again. So he braced himself and went to the hive door.

No sooner was the door open than, sure enough, the feeling was there, climbing up out of the walls of Garholt and clutching at Gair. It was more like a solid thing than a feeling. He had to force himself down the steps against it. And when he was down, there was bustle and bad temper and far too many people. Everyone was irritable. Gest was in a very bad humour and Ceri had fallen foul of him.

Gair could not quite understand what had happened, because the trouble appeared to have something to do with himself. No one quite liked to tell him what Gest had said. But Gest had said it, and Ceri had replied. They had yelled at one another.

“Only fancy!” said Miri. “Ceri threatened to put a Thought on his own father! I don’t know what we’re coming to, I really don’t!”

Gest told Ceri he would risk the Thought and asked him which he preferred: a belting, or not going on the hunt. Ceri promptly opted for staying at home. Gest had replied with some well chosen words about Ceri’s character, and that was that. Ceri was not going hunting either.

When Gair saw Ceri at the eating-square, Ceri looked sulky, but Gair could tell he was thoroughly satisfied. “I don’t know what’s the matter with Father at the moment,” he grumbled, trying to hide a secret smile. “If you say anything, he snaps your head off.”

“Gest has a great deal on his mind,” Adara explained to Gair, when Gair went to find her among the stores, “now that there are twice as many people here. And I don’t think Orban is being as helpful as he might. Don’t cross your father.”

Gair’s one wish was to keep out of Gest’s way. There were other things he wanted to say to Adara. “Mother,” he said, “what are the lines of luck from now to next year? Are they good or bad?”

Adara screwed her face up thoughtfully. “I hardly know. Nothing’s clear at the moment. Why?”

“Is it clear for Dorig, or Giants?” Gair asked.

“Ban’s bones!” said Adara. “Let me think. Dorig are clear enough. Their fortunes follow Saturn and the Moon, and both are strong for some time to come. But Giants – their luck is no clearer than ours. Why?”

Lines of luck were strange and confusing, Gair thought. To look at the Giant Gerald, you would have thought his fortunes followed gloomy Saturn, if ever anyone’s did. He suspected his own did too. But he had other things to ask about. “Mother, could the Moor ever turn into a lake?”

Adara looked at Gair anxiously. One thing she knew all about was the secret unhappiness that made people ask strange questions. But she did not think Gair had any reason to be unhappy. “The Moor was a lake once,” she said. “When they were enlarging Beckill, they found skeletons of fish and shells embedded in the earth – and even stranger things in Islaw. And sometimes, the way luck lies, the Moor still behaves like water. The Moon draws it. I think that’s why the Dorig live here. Gair, are you unhappy?”

“Oh no,” said Gair. He did not want to talk about his unreasonable depression, and he was afraid of being led to confess to following a Giant about. “There’s a certain kind of person,” he said hurriedly, “who’s private and lonely and – anyway, why do people think those kind of people are proud? Aren’t they just ordinary?”

“I wouldn’t say they’re ordinary,” Adara said, hoping this got to the seat of Gair’s trouble. “Some people find it more difficult to be easy with other people, and perhaps, if they seem proud, it’s the best they can do. Such people usually have a lot going on inside their heads.”

“I see.” Gair felt his face going red. “Is Ondo that kind of person?”

“Ondo?” Adara said dryly. “I wouldn’t say that was one of Ondo’s troubles. No. Reserve and conceit are rather different things.”

“Thanks,” said Gair and he dashed away, much comforted. Adara, as soon as she had finished with the stores, went to try and find him. He had worried her. But by that time Gair was halfway to the Giant’s house, thinking as he trotted that he was in a fair way to becoming a Giant-addict.

The Giant was ranging about in the wood again. And now Gair was comforted by what Adara had said, he almost felt he knew him. If he was in doubt about any feeling which crossed the Giant’s gloomy face, he only had to look into his own mind and he knew – or knew more or less. After five minutes of lurking and watching, he discovered that the reason Gerald had been so unpleasant to the Giantess was that Gerald felt the same way about the wood that Gair did about his windowsill. The wood was Gerald’s windowsill – his private place – but, being a Giant, Gerald needed a larger place than Gair did. He was jealous of it and, as he had done in the morning, he kept turning round to make sure he was alone.

Gair caught the feeling, just as he had done in the morning. He had a notion that it had something to do with the pulsing house. He could feel it, at the corner of his mind, queerly shifting from ugly to lovely just beyond the wood. It made him uneasy. He kept needing to turn his head.

One time he turned, he found the old mild dog had ambled into the wood out of the Sun. When Gair saw it, it was amiably staring at a grey squirrel, which was clinging halfway up a tree trunk, obviously not at all scared by the dog. Gair softly spoke the words and the dog came amiably to him. He made a fuss of it. It was so old and so good-humoured that he wondered again what possible use it could be to the Giants.

The Giant saw the dog and called to it. But the dog was enjoying Gair scratching its chin and did not bother to move.

The next second, the Giant was crashing among the trees towards Gair. “Tober! Tober, come here!”

Gair let go of the dog, slid round a tree and flattened himself against it. He was terrified. All he had been told about the ruthlessness of Giants, all he had discovered about their strength and violence, made his heart bang and his stomach turn. If the Giant found him in his private place—! But he wanted to know Gerald. He yearned to talk to him. He was the only being Gair knew with whom he had anything in common. But he dared not move.

“My father could do it!” Gair told himself angrily. “Why can’t I?”

He stayed flattened against the tree while Gerald trampled up and took the dog away.

Later, Gair returned slowly and moodily to Garholt. He was ashamed of his failure. He was also dreading the feeling he knew would meet him as soon as he went inside the mound.

But the feeling took him by surprise by climbing out of Garholt and seizing him by the throat before he had reached the gate. It took Gair and shook him. It was like a great living creature. Gair choked and almost fell over. “What is it?” he said. “Stop it, can’t you?” It made no difference. The feeling clenched itself on Gair’s neck and seemed to wrap itself round his shoulders. But it was all round too. Gair had to fight his way into the mound against it, and inside it was even worse. It made Gair want to shout things, peculiar things. He went down the steps very slowly, biting his teeth together, determined not to open his mouth except to eat. He knew it was going to force him to say something stupid if he gave in to it for a moment.

Garholt was quiet and businesslike by this time. All the preparations for hunting were made. Those who were going were ready to eat supper and be off. The only one bustling was Kasta. Since Ondo was still in bed, wringing the last drop out of his injuries, Kasta was free to fuss noisily round Orban, to remember this, recall that and generally make a stir.

“Must draw attention to herself, that one!” Miri said savagely. Then she looked at Gair’s face. “What’s the matter? Where have you been?”

“Gair, what is it?” said Adara.

“Nothing,” said Gair, and bit his teeth together again. Miri and Adara looked at him so anxiously that Gair wondered what was the matter with his face. But he dared not ask, for fear the feeling made him say something insane. It kept forcing at him and forcing at him, jabbing him with horror, racking him with anxiety, trying to make him shout out nonsense, so that he had to resist it all the time.

Over supper, Gest gave Adara instructions about what to do while the hunt was gone. Everything he said seemed to make Gair’s feeling worse. “Don’t trouble with the building,” he said. “Unless the old men want to do the carpentry. And be careful of strangers – don’t let them know we’re all away. Will you need to send any parties out of the mound?”

“Yes. The strawberries should be ripe,” said Adara. “I was going to send the children, with Gair for a guard.”

Gest looked at Gair, who was listening with his head bent and his teeth clenched against the feeling. “Hm,” he said. “But do make sure—”

Kasta turned from sending Fandi to Ondo with a plover’s egg. “No need to worry, Gest,” she said. “I’ll be in charge.”

Gest looked at her as if he could not believe his ears. “In charge?”

Kasta wriggled and gave a preening sort of smile. “Of course. I am the senior wife, after all.”

“You!” said Gest.

“Now, Gest,” said Orban. “We can settle this reasonably.”

“NO WE CANNOT!” said Gest. “I give orders in Garholt. Not you, and certainly not Kasta. Is that clear?”

“Well, I—” said Orban.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Gest!” said Kasta. “You can’t pass over me for Adara, when my experience—” The quacking noise was in her voice. Everyone sighed.

“Shut up!” said Gest. Kasta stopped, with her mouth open, outraged. “No amount of noise from you,” said Gest, “is going to make any difference. Adara is in charge while I’m gone. If you don’t like it, you can come on the hunt too. Now hold your tongue!”

Kasta’s face twisted with rage. She opened her mouth again, to point out that she was far too important to go hunting. Gest stared at her, daring her to say another word. And, to everyone’s surprise, Kasta slowly shut her mouth again. There was an uneasy, admiring silence, which grew longer and longer as everyone realised Gest had actually worsted Kasta.

To Gair, it was unbearable. The feeling grabbed him in silence, and squeezed and squeezed, forced at his throat and squashed words out of him before he could stop it.

“Don’t go hunting,” he said. “Please. Don’t any of you go.”

Everyone at the eating-square turned and stared at him. Orban’s eyebrows went up; Fandi tittered. Gest looked exasperated.

“Why did you say that, Gair?” Adara asked quickly.

Gair had no idea, except that he had been unable to stop. He felt ashamed and stupid. All he could do was shake his head. He dared not speak.

“Poor little soul!” Kasta said maliciously. “He’s overwrought!”

She could have said nothing better calculated to annoy Gest. He looked coldly from Gair’s shamed face to Ceri’s puzzled one. “I seem to have fathered a rare couple of ninnies,” he said, and for the rest of supper he pointedly talked only to Ayna and Adara.

The people going on the hunt were mustering by the main gate. Gest got up to join them. The feeling rushed at Gair so fiercely that it was all he could do not to shout out.

Orban said, “Won’t be a moment,” and hurried into the house.

He was gone some time. The muster by the main gate grew, and was surrounded by ladies tightening buckles and reminding their relatives that they had spare socks in their bag and the green blanket was waterproof. Gest became impatient. Kasta ran about wondering what Orban was doing.

Orban came out of the house towing Ondo. Ondo was dressed and very sulky indeed. There was not a sign of a beesting on him, except for a small purple blotch on one cheek, but Kasta screamed at the sight of him and wrung her hands.

Ondo liked hunting even less that Ceri. He took instant advantage of it. “I’m not well enough, Mother! Don’t let him make me go hunting!”

“Of course you mustn’t, darling! Orban—!” quacked Kasta.

Orban took no notice. He nodded to Adara, and Adara brought out Ondo’s hunting-bag, ready packed, his blanket, his weapons and his belt. Ondo protested that he felt ghastly. Kasta, finding Orban and Adara had gone behind her back, shot them venomous looks and pursued Orban as he dragged the miserable Ondo over to the gate, quacking like a whole flight of ducks. Fandi pursued Kasta, rather put out to find that even the Otmounders were trying not to laugh.

“Serve them both right!” said Miri and hastened to see that Med was properly equipped.

“Let’s go and say goodbye,” Adara said to Ayna, Ceri and Gair.

Gair would much rather not have gone. He knew it would look stupid and sulky not to say goodbye, but the feeling was now so strong that he could only resist it by bracing his legs and clenching his teeth and standing where he was.

They went over to the gate. The feeling tried to push Gair there ahead of the others. He had to lean against it to stay beside them. And once they were among the hunters, it was worse than ever. Through a sort of haze of horror, Gair saw Miri embarrassing Med by repacking his socks; Banot joking with Tille as they did a last-minute repair on Brad’s spear-lashing; Dari’s little sisters presenting her with a lucky flint; Gest smiling cheerfully at Adara; and Orban firmly buckling equipment on to the sullen Ondo. The feeling beat at Gair and shook him, and he dared not open his mouth.

Gest kissed Ayna and turned to Gair. “I’m relying on you to help your mother,” he said. Gair dared not say anything. He dared not even nod, for fear the feeling took control. He could only stare at Gest. “Answer me, can’t you!” Gest said irritably.

“Yes, I’ll help,” Gair said. And, as soon as he opened his mouth, the feeling had him at its mercy. “Don’t go,” he said. “Please don’t go.”

Gest was annoyed enough already at the delay Orban had caused. He glared at Gair. Adara, remembering the odd questions Gair had asked her, began to think he was ill. She shook her head warningly at Gest. Gest ground his teeth and said with terrible patience, “We have to go. We’re short of food.”

Gair could tell by the patience in his father’s voice that Gest had no intention of attending to a word he said. He could not see why Gest should attend. But the feeling made him frantic. “Don’t go. Something’s wrong!”

All the hunters turned and looked at Gair uneasily. Gest was exasperated, for he knew that much more of this would seriously interfere with their luck.

“Poor child!” Kasta said artificially, from the background.

That made Gest really angry. “I’m not going to stand here all night listening to nonsense!” he said. “Open the gate someone.”

Banot said the words. The big opening rumbled and parted, showing blue and white mist and Moonlight. Orban, calling goodbye, pulled Ondo through it, where they at once became vague, bleached figures. The others followed.

The feeling twisted at Gair and jerked him. “Don’t go!” he said desperately. And, when Gest simply turned away to the door, Gair was forced to follow him, the feeling scoured through him so. “If you must go,” he called out, “you must make sure no living thing comes through here until you come back!” For the life of him, he could not see why he should say that.

“Ban!” Gest said savagely. “Adara, take him away before he spoils the luck completely!”

Adara took hold of Gair’s arm and Gest went out through the gate, calling goodbye to Ceri as he went and bleaching away into the Moonlight like the others. The big opening thumped shut again. Gair stood looking at it. The feeling was dying, now that he had said what it made him say. He was left with the unpleasant knowledge that he had made a fool of himself – as badly as Kasta, he thought miserably.

“Gair,” said Adara, “I don’t think you’re well. You’re going to bed, with something to make you sleep. Come along.”

“All right,” said Gair. He felt very tired. But the feeling had not quite gone. It gave a last twist. “You did hear what I said, didn’t you? No living thing,” he said anxiously.

“Yes, yes,” said Adara. “Come along.”

The drink was strong and worked quickly. Gair was asleep when Ayna, driven by her own worries, shook his shoulder fiercely. “Gair! Wake up! They asked me the wrong questions, didn’t they? Gair, wake up and tell me what they should have asked!”

Gair tried to wake up, but he could not manage it. He mumbled. “Bother you!” Ayna crossly shoved his shoulder and went away.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

What with the drink and having his own bed again, Gair slept very well indeed. He woke up feeling calm, rested and happy. It was soon after dawn. He could tell that, because the windows had been unfastened and a damp breeze was blowing into the house, smelling of early morning. He could hear people moving about and the double flock of sheep bleating by the gate to be milked. Then came the slap and hiss of a nutcake going on the griddle. Miri, at the fire outside, was getting breakfast. Gair lay wondering why he felt so happy – as if he had thrown off a weight. No Ondo, that must be it.

The smell of hot nutcake swept towards his nose. Gair found he was ravenous. He sprang up, dressed and dragged a comb through his hair. When he came out of the house, Ceri, blinking with sleep, was already sitting wistfully beside the pile of nutcakes on the eating-square, waiting for Miri to turn her back. But Miri, squatting over the cooking-fire, her gold bracelets flashing as she turned the browned cakes, was wise to Ceri. She watched him like a hawk.

“Nutcakes!” Gair said ravenously.

Miri laughed. “I see you slept well. All in good time. Nutcakes after the milking.”

“Milking?” Gair said. His empty stomach seemed to turn over. “Are they doing it outside?” he said anxiously.

“No,” said Miri. “Why should they?”

“Ban!” said Gair. “They mustn’t!” As he said it, he heard the rumble of the main gate opening. He turned to see the big archway filled with wreathing mist, coloured orange by the rising Sun, and he knew it was too late. He was too sleepy still to wonder how he knew. His only thought was to stop it. He pelted to where Adara stood by the milking pens, holding a bucket.

“Hallo, Gair. Slept well?” she said.

From outside in the mist came the “Hi, hi, hi!” of Ayna and the other girls, driving the sheep in to be milked.

“I told you not to let in any living thing!” Gair said. “I told you! Close the gate.”

Adara looked at him anxiously. “Gair! I hoped you’d be better.”

“There’s nothing wrong with me!” said Gair. “Can I close the gate, then?”

“Don’t be silly,” said Adara. “Not till the milking’s done.”

As she said it, the first of the ewes came scampering into the mound, bundling and bleating, with their Ondo-like ears cocked and their silly yellow eyes staring. Bleating filled the mist behind them. Out there was a mass of grey backs, sheep ears and yellow eyes, with here and there the curling horns of a ram, or the flitting shape of one of the girls. The cold of the mist struck in with the noise.

“Shut it!” said Gair. “There’s still time.”

Ayna, as she always did, came through the gate after the first huddle of ewes, and stationed herself to turn them into the pens.

“Shut the gate!” Gair screamed at her. But Ayna could not hear him above the frantic bleating of the herd. Sheep poured into Garholt in a solid stream, like a river in flood, more and more and more. Nothing could be heard but their little feet drumming and their loud, ceaseless bleating. Ayna was swept aside. The hurdles of the pens were trampled down. And still the sheep came. Gair could see them, dimly, out of the mist, seemingly going on for ever. He felt sick. There were far, far too many.

“Why are there so many?” Adara said, quite bewildered. “Even with two flocks—”

The girls in the gateway screamed. “Dorig! Help!”

The sheep running towards Adara wavered. They became misty blots, which climbed into misty columns. “Gair, I beg your pardon,” said Adara. The columns hardened and set into silver-plated tall bodies with pointed heads. They were all long, thin Dorig now, carrying round shields and bent swords. To Gair, the most horrifying thing was that their grim white faces still had yellow sheep’s eyes.

Adara threw her pail at the nearest, but it clanged harmlessly on the silver scales. “Gair, get all the children out!” she screamed, as the Dorig closed round her.

That was the last Gair saw of her. He turned and ran, his skin up in prickles at the cold of the shape-shifting. There was utter confusion. Grey Dorig flitted everywhere with light, gliding steps. Real sheep with Garholt and Otmound markings blundered about, mad with fear. There were screams, clangs, a queer gluey smell mixed with the smell of burning. A house was on fire. Kasta’s voice was quacking, babies were crying. Gair tried to run towards the houses and find some children. If he could find just a few, he might slip out of a side gate and take them after the hunt.

But it was like a nightmare. Gair never could reach the houses. A sheep blundered across his path and melted into a pale Dorig. Gair swerved and raced away. He tried to avoid even real sheep after that. But they were everywhere, and so were Dorig. He found himself running this way, then that. He slipped in something and saw it was blood. While he was down a Dorig came for him with great strides. Gair scrambled up, slithering, dodging as he slithered, and tried to run for hiding in the half-built houses. As he ran, he saw Fandi lying on the ground and Miri standing astride her, dealing great swipes at Dorig with a broom. There was a hard hopeless look on Miri’s face which Gair well understood. More Dorig came for him as he reached the new buildings and he was forced to swerve away. There were no children anywhere. He seemed entirely alone, running and running.

Then he was in the space by the looms, almost under his window.

“Gair! Help!”

Ceri was pattering frantically up from one side. There were three Dorig on his heels. Gair put Ceri behind him and turned to face the Dorig. He found there was a whole line of tall silvery warriors moving slowly towards them, between himself and the battle amongst the houses. This end of the mound was comparatively quiet. Gair heard Ayna’s feet thudding as she dashed towards them in front of three more Dorig. She was so frightened that her eyes looked mad.

“Gair, I don’t want to be killed!”

The Dorig stopped. “That’s three with gold collars,” one said matter-of-factly. “Haven’t they found the fourth yet?”

“I’ll go and see,” said another. They both had an odd hissing lilt to their voices, but it was easy enough to understand what they said. Gair watched the second Dorig set off towards the houses with long gliding steps and saw that, confusing though it had seemed, he and Ayna and Ceri had been deliberately herded to this end. He did not care to think why.

“What shall we do?” whispered Ayna. “Oh, why didn’t they ask the right questions?”

“My window,” said Gair. “Quick.”

They turned and ran among the looms. None of the Dorig moved.

“Come back. You can’t get away,” one called after them.

“Oh can’t we!” said Ayna, boosting Ceri fiercely upwards.

Oddly enough, it was not until Ceri slung himself on to the sill and jumped out into the misty daylight, that the Dorig realised they were escaping. They shouted, pointed and flitted hastily after. Gair was still on the ground, waiting for Ayna’s feet to climb out of the way.

“Hurry!” he said desperately.

Ayna’s feet took wings. Gair grabbed a handhold and climbed as he had never climbed before, with Ayna’s heels in his face the whole way. Behind him, the Dorig crashed and clattered among the looms. They seemed to understand looms as little as they understood windows. As he climbed, Gair heard more than one bad word, some strange, but most surprisingly familiar. Ayna reached the sill and jumped away into the low-lying mist. Gair swung himself up on her heels. The bees were out in some numbers, questioning, worried, feeling disaster but not sure what to do. Gair shouted to them what to do as he jumped. He rolled, staggered up and ran.

He found Ceri and Ayna among the grasses and the mist by the panting and rustling they made. Then he realised they should have scattered, when it was too late. The Dorig were jumping out of the window. They could tell by the storm of buzzing above and Dorig voices spitting out more bad words. They all three gave unhappy chuckles as they ran. Good old bees!

They ran, trying to put as much distance between themselves and the Dorig as they could before the mist cleared. But they had already run a long way, completely uselessly, inside Garholt. Before they had run half a mile, their chests burned and their legs ached and they were forced to drop to a trot. Almost at the same time, the mist cleared, drifting off in shreds, lying only on pools and dykes, and leaving the Moor in full yellow daylight. They all turned round to see what their situation was.

It was not good. As soon as they saw Garholt, already become one of the line of hills at the Moor’s edge, pale green and misty still, they knew they had set off into the marshes at quite the wrong angle to have a hope of catching up with the hunt. And the Dorig were hot on their trail. They could see a cloud of bees above the grass and a glint of silver scales.

“Help!” wailed Ceri.

They forced themselves into a run again, hoping the bees could delay the Dorig until they could hide somewhere. But there was nowhere to hide. They splashed through wet peat and beat through long grass. A spinney of reedy trees ahead gave them a slight hope, but it proved to be more open than the grass when they reached it. They thrust among the trees, looking wildly over their shoulders and going slower and slower whatever they did. The Dorig were still behind and catching up steadily. The white glint of them was closer every time they looked. There were few bees left now. They had stung and died and defended their owners, and they seemed to have delayed the Dorig not at all.

Beyond the spinney, they burst out into a place where the marsh grass had died and lay blond as hair around a peaty little pool. Ayna stopped, scarlet-faced and croaking for breath.

“I know. One of you get me a thorn tree. Quick!”

The boys were too blown to think. They struggled obediently back to the spinney. Gair seized a little bush, and he and Ceri wagged at it with limp, tired arms until it came free. They could see the Dorig in a shimmering grey group at the other side of the spinney as they took the thorn tree back to Ayna.

“Endeftala vithy dan,” Ayna was saying when they reached her. “Thanks. Endeftala tala dan. Get in the pool, both of you.” She dipped the branches of the tree in the brown, inch-deep water and shook the drops back in. “Deftala deftala.”

“What are you doing?” panted Ceri.

“Making it safe. Get in and don’t interrupt,” said Ayna. “Tala tala tala. Dan in endef. I said get in, Gair. Deftala.” She jammed the thorn tree in the ground at the edge of the pool, seized her staring, panting brothers each by a shoulder and dragged them, splashing and stumbling, into the centre of the water. “Don’t be idiots. They can’t get us here.”

“Oh no,” said Ceri. “So they can’t. That was clever.”

Through the trees of the spinney, the Dorig saw them standing still. Their pointed heads turned to one another, nodding. They shimmered and shrank. Nine black birds flew up from the ground there, flapped over the trees and coasted down beside the pool. A gust of cold air made the children shiver as the birds each piled into a grey pillar and became tall Dorig again.

“They’ve made the water bad!” one said disgustedly.

“That won’t help them much,” said the one who seemed the leader. He folded his silver-plated arms and glided as near as he could come to the pool, which was about two yards from the thorn tree. They were fascinated and pleased to see that the left side of his face was swollen and almost as red as their own hot faces. His left eye was a fat yellow slit. “Come on out,” he said. “You can’t get away, so there’s no point staying there.”

“And you can’t get us,” said Ayna. “We’re not leaving here until you go away.”

The leader shrugged. “As you please. I suppose we’ll sit it out then.”

They watched helplessly while the Dorig, who were all stung somewhere on their faces and looking rather irritable, spread out in a ring round the pool. Most of them sat down. Two of them slung their shields behind them and lay down, with the shield as a pillow. Three or four pulled at their fingers and presently stripped off gloves made of grey-glinting scale. Their hands underneath were pale flesh-coloured. Gair wondered if the rest of the silver scales came off the same way.

“Well?” said the leader. “Coming out?”

“Certainly not,” said Ayna.

“Very well,” said the leader, and yawned. “I’m going to get some sleep. You – Sathi and Fethil – take first watch.” The two Dorig he picked on were the two lying down. They sat up sighing. Evidently he was a tartar. “That’s better,” said the leader. He lay down in the same way, with his shield as a pillow, and stripped off his gloves. They watched him raise a finger to the Sun before he settled down to sleep.

“I didn’t know Dorig did that too!” Gair said, rather surprised, as the rest of the Dorig not on watch settled down and made the same gesture.

Ayna looked resentfully round the restful ring. “I suppose they’ve been up all night pretending to be sheep,” she said loudly. “Baaa!” The Dorig took no notice. They simply lay, in a ring round the pool, flattened and frog-like, their grey-silver colour blending almost uncannily into the bleached-blond grass. “I’ve not done much good, have I?” Ayna said.

“It was a good idea,” said Gair.

“But what shall we do?”

“I don’t know.”

They knelt down in the water. There seemed no point in standing up. The damp crept up their clothes as the Sun rose higher and they all felt rather too cold. Gnats and midges found them and bit. It was no comfort at all that they also bit the peaceful Dorig. The Moor stretched around, flat, huge and empty. Birds called in the distance. Giant machines droned. Every sound seemed to underline their complete loneliness.

After an hour of kneeling, Ceri took up a scoop of peaty water and gingerly licked it.

“Ceri!” said Ayna.

“I’m thirsty,” Ceri said miserably. “And we’re going to die anyway, hung up in the Sun for sacrifices.”

“Shut up!” Ayna and Gair said in unison.

Ceri defiantly swallowed water.

“Ceri,” said Ayna, “couldn’t you put a Thought on the Dorig? Like you did on Ondo?”

“No,” Ceri said flatly. “I can’t.”

“Won’t is more like it! Why not?”

“Mother said I wasn’t to.” Tears began to pour down Ceri’s face. “She said I wasn’t to put Thoughts on people. And she’s dead and it’s sacred.”

Gair jabbed Ayna with his elbow, but Ayna was too desperate to care. “Dorig aren’t people, silly!” she almost screamed.

“Oh, aren’t we?” called one of the Dorig on watch. “Come over here and find out, Lyman.”

Ayna stared at him, rather shaken. He was propped on one elbow laughing at them. “Lyman!” she muttered. “What kind of cheek is that?”

“I think that’s what they always call us,” Gair said.

Ayna could not find words to express what she felt about that. They settled to waiting – none of them knew for what, except that it was better than giving in. The one hope seemed to be that the sentries would fall asleep too.

Long ages later, when the Sun stood nearly at mid-morning and the damp had crept to their necks, Ayna realised that neither of the sentries had moved for some time. She suddenly felt ridiculous, crouching tensely in a pool of water. The Dorig looked queerly harmless, lying blended with the grass, not moving and almost invisible. Ayna stood up, gently and cautiously. She was about to take a step, when she met the yellow eye of one of the sentries. His thin white face was amused. Ayna pretended to be stretching and sat miserably down again.

“That’s what they’re hoping we’ll do,” Gair said, sighing.

Soon after mid-morning, the leader woke up and stretched. He glanced casually at the pond and then gave some kind of signal. The other Dorig sat up. They all produced pouches, with food in them. It was yellowish stuff and came away in soft flaky mouthfuls when the Dorig bit it.

“Oh Ban!” said Ceri, watching yearningly.

“It’s probably very nasty,” said Ayna.

The leader turned to them. “Smoked trout,” he said. “Want some?”

Their mouths watered. “Yes please,” said Ceri.

“Come on out and we’ll give you some,” he answered.

They realised he was tempting them and shook their heads.

“As you please,” said the leader, and bit deeply. “You’re being very stupid,” he said, with his mouth full, “even for Lymen. You’ll have to come out in the end.”

“Lymen!” Ayna said disgustedly. Ceri’s stomach rumbled.

They were glad when the Dorig finished their trout and put their pouches away. Two more were put on watch. The others lay about lazily, exchanging remarks in low voices, laughing and dozing. They seemed to enjoy basking in the Sun. Gair was rather amazed at their lazy, luxurious air, and the way one laughingly pushed another aside when he got in the way of the Sun. It did not seem right, when the Dorig were the ones who were made to live in water, that Gair should be crouching in a pool, wet to the neck, shivering in the mild breeze that whistled through the reedy trees of the spinney. In fact, everything was wrong. The Sun now stood at its highest, nearly as high as it would ever stand in the whole year, which ought to have meant that Gair’s people were in the ascendant. Instead—

Ayna nudged Gair and pointed anxiously at Ceri. Ceri was shuddering. His clothes were dark with water and his face was white and pinched. His collar was turning an ominous green-black in places. No doubt it was shock and misery as much as exposure, but Gair saw that there was a chance Ceri would not live to be sacrificed to the Sun.

“Shall we give in?” Ayna whispered.

Gair shook his head. There must be some way they could escape. The trouble was his brain was dimmed with the boredom and misery of sitting here. He could not think. When he did think, it was useless things. It was no use asking Ceri to put a Thought on the Dorig, or on the hunt. He had promised not to. Lucky Ondo, to have gone on the hunt. Aunt Kasta’s voice. The voice from the Giantess’s magic box was almost as ugly. It—Wait a moment!

“Ceri,” Gair said quietly.

Ceri pushed his chattering teeth together. “Yes?”

“Ceri, can you tell me where the magic box is – the one the Giantess had?” Ayna looked at Gair as if he had suddenly gone mad. “I’m not mad,” Gair said. “Can you, Ceri?”

Ceri put his face in his hands. “It’s a long way, much further than I usually—there are quite a lot of magic boxes, Gair. I’m not sure which one.”

“Then is the Giantess with any of them?”

There was a pause. Ceri bowed over, thinking hard. “Oh yes,” he said at last. “I see. She’s just come in and picked it up.”

Gair looked cautiously round the Dorig. The two on watch were certainly listening, although the rest seemed to be asleep. He could only hope they did not understand about Finding Sight or Thoughts. He beckoned Ceri and Ayna as close to him as they could get and whispered, “Put a Thought on that box to make it tell the Giantess to come and help us.”

“I’ll try,” Ceri whispered. “But is it safe, Gair?”

“Gair!” Ayna whispered. “She’s a Giant!”

“Anything’s safer than sitting here,” Gair said. “She may think we’re Giants too. Don’t tell her we’re not, Ceri.” He put his mouth close to Ceri’s ear and told him exactly what to make the box say.

Ayna, meanwhile, pulled at his sleeve. “But can she help? Will she?”

Gair had doubts about that. The Giantess had not inspired him with trust. He would have preferred to ask the Giant Gerald, but he did not have the magic box. But it was all he could think of. He pretended not to hear Ayna. “Got that?” he asked Ceri.

Ceri cleaned his ear out with his finger. “Now that’s wet too. All right. I’ll try.” He put his hands in the water and knelt on all fours, very quiet and tense. Gair could see from his face that he was finding it difficult. As the minutes trailed on and Ceri did not move, nor did the look of strain on his face alter, Gair saw that he had asked something which was beyond Ceri’s power. He saw he would have to persuade Ceri to put a Thought on the Dorig after all, before Ceri’s strength gave out completely.

“Well?” Ayna whispered. “Yes or No?”

Ceri relaxed slightly. He seemed puzzled. “Yes – I think.”

“Don’t if it’s too difficult,” Gair whispered.

Ceri shook his head and sat damply back on his haunches. “I think I did it. It’s working by itself now. But the music and things still keep trying to interrupt.”

“So we wait?” Ayna whispered, trying not to sound too eager. Ceri nodded.

They waited. Half an hour passed, as slowly as a fortnight. The Sun stood at its height, then began to move down. The water in the pool was almost warm, but they all shivered even so. Seven of the Dorig slept. The two sentries lay lounging, only shifting from time to time, looking marvellously comfortable.

“How I hate this pool!” Ayna said.

The Sun marched down the sky, another half-hour. Gair’s hopes went down with it. Nothing was going to happen. He had been a fool to think it would. He let the Sun march for another half-hour, the longest of all. Then he gave up and turned to Ceri. Ceri’s collar was now more than half black. He was shivering in spasms, with a minute between each spasm. His teeth rattled like the trees in the spinney. Gair hardly had the heart to bother him again.

“Ceri—”

Ceri’s head came up. To Gair’s surprise, he was excited. He put his finger across his mouth and shook his head. Ayna craned round to see, and her face went bright with hope.

“What?” Gair said soundlessly.

Ceri frowned. “Someone,” they understood his mouth to say.

A few seconds later, the wind brought a faint sound. All of them looked at the Dorig to see if they had heard it too. Not one moved. Each one lay silvery and near invisible, stretched among the white grass. If they heard the sound, they must have thought it unimportant.

A few seconds later, the sound was louder. Gair, with his eyes watering, thought he caught a movement against the Sun, somewhere south of the spinney. It could have been someone dark and large. He lost it in the Sun and the grass. When he caught it again, he was sure it was a Giant, but it did not seem wide enough for the Giantess. He lost it completely after that glimpse and squatted in the pool, puzzled and worried, not knowing whether to hope that the Giant came their way or not.

The thread of sound persisted. It was very small and coming closer. But there was no quivering in the ground and no swishing of grass. The distant Giant, if it was a Giant, was walking with most unGiant-like caution. Yet he or she seemed to be talking to themselves all the time. The Dorig did not seem worried by it. They basked and slept as before.

The Giant suddenly emerged from the grass to one side of the spinney, much closer than Gair had calculated. “I don’t believe it!” Gair thought. It was Gerald. The Giant had a businesslike, almost angry, look. One arm was crooked to carry a long iron object with a wooden handle, clearly a Giant weapon. In his other hand, Gerald was carefully carrying a magic box. It looked quite different from the Giantess’s box, but Gair could tell it was one because the thread of voice was coming from it. Gerald was turning the box slightly, using it to guide him in some way, and he was walking most unusually cat-footed, as if he had grasped that the situation was serious.

Ceri and Ayna looked at him in utter dismay. Ceri took painful hold of Gair’s ear and whispered, “What shall we do? I got the wrong box!”

Gair did not say anything, because he was not at all sure that one Giant boy with one Giant weapon could possibly be a match for nine full-grown Dorig warriors.
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CHAPTER NINE

The Giant came on quickly, sure of his direction now. Though he kept looking keenly their way, he did not as yet seem to have seen Ayna, Gair and Ceri crouching in the pool. Probably, in his unobservant Giant way, he took them for a clump of reeds. Ayna and Ceri were so frightened of him that they hoped he never would see them. Gair longed to wave or shout, but he knew that would alert the Dorig, and it seemed to him that Gerald’s best hope was to take them by surprise.

When Gerald was five yards away, they could hear the box quite clearly. The voice seemed to be Ceri’s, talking and talking, with faint gusts of music behind it.

The Giant saw them. He stopped, looking uncertain and rather accusing. The box fell silent, with a sharp click. Ayna and Ceri shrank. If it had been possible, they would have got right under the water. Before Gair could say anything, the Giant was coming towards them again, this time with his usual heavy stride, calling out in his normal haughty-sounding voice. He had not noticed the Dorig at all.

“I say, are you the people who—?”

Then he trod on a Dorig.

The Dorig sprang up with a howl of horror. The next second, a huge green and grey pike was twisting and snapping under Gerald’s great foot. The Giant jumped clear hastily, yelling louder than the Dorig. The noise woke the others. All round the pool they sprang up, flopped down again as fish, rose into pillars of fog and hardened into Dorig again, while the Giant backed this way and that towards the pool, looking as if he might be sick. Then the leader came to his senses and shouted “Birds!” All nine Dorig dwindled and blackened and became nine large crows, hopping together into an agitated group. The Giant stared at them, breathing heavily and shivering in the cold they made. Ayna could have wept. If every Dorig had been sound asleep, they might have escaped without calling the Giant at all.

Gerald recovered a little. He turned to Gair. “I see your problem,” he said. “What do you want me to do?”

Gair stood up, feeling awed by the largeness and strength of the Giant, and tried to smile. “Can you help us get away?”

“Well, I’ve got a gun—” Gerald began dubiously. There was a shrill shout from the spinney. He looked up and looked disgusted. “Oh no!”

The Giantess was forcing her way among the trees. The magic box dangled from one fist and, in the other, she was holding a mighty iron poker. The trees bent and clashed under her fierce progress. Ripples spread on the pond. And, when the Giantess stumped out into the grass, her feet left deep holes filled with water. It was plain she was very angry. “If this is your idea of a joke—!” she said ferociously.

“Ceri,” said Ayna, “how many boxes did you put a Thought on?”

“Ban knows!” Ceri said helplessly. “Just the one in the wood, I thought.”

Gerald moved to one side so that the Giantess could see the pool, and bowed ironically. “Your mistake, Brenda.”

Brenda’s mouth fell open. She approached with great squelching strides. From the box in her hand, Ceri’s voice said, “– in a pond beyond the spinney. We are surrounded by Dorig and in great—” Absentmindedly, the Giantess clicked it off. Her attention was wonderingly on Ayna, Gair and Ceri. Ayna and Ceri thought it polite to stand up beside Gair while the Giantess stared. “Whatever are you?” she cried out. “Are you fairies?”

Gerald’s face went deep red and he made a disgusted noise.

“Of course we’re not!” Ayna said. “Fairies are little silly things with butterfly wings. And they’re not true.”

“Then what are you?” said the Giantess suspiciously. “And where are these Dories of yours? I don’t see any.”

She was so large and purple and awesome that Ayna dared not answer. But Gerald took the Giantess by her poker-wielding arm and turned her towards the crows. They were hopping and clustering and cawing together anxiously, as if they did not know quite what to do about the Giants. Gerald pointed. “Those are the Dorig.”

“What? Those birds? No one’s afraid of birds!” said Brenda.

“They’re not birds,” Gair and Gerald said together. That made them look at one another and smile. After that, there was no doubt that they were friends. Gerald said, “I saw you twice – in the wood.”

“Twice?” said Gair.

“These kids are soaked,” said Brenda. “Let’s take them to my house and get them dry. Are you hungry?”

“Horribly,” said Ceri.

The Dorig came to a decision. As the Giantess said cheerfully, “Come along then,” and turned to leave, the crows lengthened into nine grey pillars. The pillars tremblingly grew arms and legs and hardened into silver-grey scales. Cold air swept across the grass. Nine yellow-eyed Dorig warriors drew their curved swords and glided towards the pond in a half-circle.

“Ooh-er!” said the Giantess. It was the most expressive noise they had ever heard. Her big face lost its pink completely. She raised her poker uncertainly. Gerald, quite as pale, jerkily did something to his gun and held it ready.

The Dorig halted. “You Giants,” called the leader. “Those Lymen are our prisoners.”

The pink flooded back into Brenda’s face. “Giants!” she said. “What blinking cheek!”

“Lymen!” said Ayna, quite as crossly.

Gerald swallowed. “They’re not your prisoners any longer. Keep off!”

“I warn you,” said the Dorig leader. “There are nine of us. Hand the Lymen over and we’ll leave you alone.”

Gerald swallowed again. Gair could see his gun quivering. “And I warn you,” he said. “I can kill you all before you can get near us. Keep off, or I’ll start firing.”

“Start what?” said the Dorig contemptuously. He jerked his head and the nine warriors began to advance.

Gerald’s face went whiter still. “Stupid idiots!” he said. He pointed the gun low and fired at the Dorig’s feet.

The sudden crack sent Ayna to her knees in the water again. Peat, water and clods of grass sprayed over the Dorig. They scattered hastily and, while long echoes of the shot rolled back from the distance, they regrouped near the spinney.

“See?” called Gerald.

It was clear the leader was angry. “Don’t think you can scare us with noises!” he called back. To their dismay, the Dorig began to advance again.

“You’ll have to hit one,” said Brenda. “That’ll teach them.”

“I know,” said Gerald, jerkily putting something into the gun. “But it’s not like rabbits, damn it!” He raised the gun very carefully towards the gliding Dorig and fired. Crack-thump. The leader cried out and dropped down, holding his leg. There was bright blood on the silver-grey. The other Dorig either threw themselves aside or went down on their knees beside the wounded leader.

“Come on,” said Gerald, looking sick. “My house is nearest.” He seized Ceri by the arm and set off with long strides through the grass. Gair and Ayna followed as fast as their stiff legs and numb feet would let them. The Giantess lingered to wave her poker menacingly before she came puffing and pounding after.

Gerald’s dark house was not much more than a mile away. They went straight to it, crashing through nettles, wading dykes, bursting through a hedge and scampering across squashy fields. Ceri began to flag badly, and so did the Giantess. Gair turned, waiting for her to lumber up, and saw a line of crows flapping across the field behind them.

“That’s them!”

Gerald looked up. “Yes,” he said. “I can see his leg trailing.” He raised the gun and moved it menacingly along the line of birds. They at once scattered to left and right and seemed to land. “Scared them,” said Gerald. He thrust the gun at Gair. “You take it and keep doing that at them.” Then he swooped on Ceri and bundled him into his arms. Ceri yelped with surprise and gave Gair a shamed look over the Giant’s shoulder.

“Thanks,” said Ayna. “He’s worn out.”

Gerald took Ceri away with vast strides, almost faster than Gair could run. Gair followed with the strange weapon. It felt awkward, cold and heavy, and he would have been very much afraid of it had not Gerald assured him breathlessly that it was harmless – not loaded. Several times more, Gair had to turn and menace the pursuing Dorig, before they crashed between the trees in front of the pulsing house. Gair did not want to go near it, but it was preferable to being caught by Dorig. As they crossed the bridge to the front door, the nine crows swooped over the trees and flew straight for them. Gerald slung Ceri down and snatched the gun from Gair. Brenda rattled frantically at the front door and could not get it open.

But the crows ignored them. They folded their wings and dived straight into the moat in front of the house, entering the water in a black mass, without a splash and almost without a ripple.

“They can go in there,” Ayna said shakenly. “There are no thorn trees.”

“They live in water,” Ceri explained to the Giants.

“Oh I see,” said Gerald. “Then I suppose they’re all right. It’s locked,” he said to Brenda, who was still trying to open the front door. “They’re both out. Go round the back.”

Brenda turned and heavily led the way through an archway in a wall and then down the side of the house. The house was much bigger than it looked in front. It stretched back to a low sloping part, where Brenda opened a door and led them in among strange smells and unfamiliar shapes, which she called a kitchen. There she collapsed in a chair with her feet out in front of her, puffing alarmingly.

Gair did not like it in the house. A faintly pulsing feeling of depression took hold of him there, rather like the feeling he had had in Garholt, only not so strong, and colder somehow. He would have been very troubled by it but for the interesting strangeness of the house. It smelt of water, and mustily of old, old building, with newer, cleaner smells on top. Everything possible was square. Giants seemed to want things square as naturally as people wanted them rounded. Gerald led them to a square, hard-white room, full of silver things, where they took off their sopping clothes and dried themselves with vast towels.

Brenda had recovered. They could hear her shouting to be told where the bacon lived, whatever that meant. Gair and Ayna were alarmed by the strange silver fitments. But Ceri, who was recovering rapidly now they were safe, looked thoughtfully at one and made it send out a stream of hot water. It was he who discovered the use of the thing Gerald called the loo, for which they were all grateful and which amused them considerably.

Then Gerald came back with an armload of old clothes and took theirs away to dry, looking at the garments with interest as he gathered them up. They found Giant clothes quite as queer. The most fascinating things were the magic fastenings called zips. Once again, it was Ceri who discovered how they worked.

“We might almost be Giants!” Ayna said, when they were zipped into the clothes which fitted best. “We must thank them. I’d no idea Giants were so kind.”

In the kitchen, Brenda was making achingly appetising smells at a box where there seemed to be no fire. Nevertheless, when she turned the food on to plates, it was perfectly well cooked. They were a little embarrassed at having to sit at a table to eat, instead of round an eating-square, but, as Ayna said, it was not so different except that your feet dangled. Brenda, as might have been expected from the size of her, put out a stacked plateful for herself too. And Gerald, when he smelt the food, said he thought he could manage a second lunch. Shortly, they were all tackling strips of fried salt meat, huge eggs and quantities of wheat-bread and butter. Brenda made a hot drink called tea, but they found they preferred the mild-tasting cow’s milk.

“Ayna, Gair and Ceri,” said Brenda. “Have I got that right? Funny names! Where do you live and all? What happened?”

Before they could be sidetracked by the explanations Brenda clearly wanted, Ayna and Gair tried to thank the two Giants for their help. “I mean,” Gair said shyly, “it was the way you came and said, ‘What do you want me to do?’ which was so good.”

“Not asking questions, just helping,” Ayna agreed.

Gerald seemed embarrassed and said it was nothing. But Brenda said, “Don’t be silly. You needed helping, so we helped. That’s what you’re supposed to do, isn’t it, Gerald?”

“Yes. It was like a call for help at sea, when all the ships in the area go,” Gerald said. “Even if it turns out to be a practical joke. I thought yours was, actually. I thought it was Brenda, or the yobboes up in the village.”

“So did I,” said Brenda. “Or Gerald.”

This explanation cast a new light on Giants. Gair thought about it while Ayna told how they came to be marooned in the pool. And here he found another peculiarity of Giants. Though they were both sympathetic about the disaster in Garholt, Gerald awkwardly, Brenda heartily, it was the unimportant details that really interested them.

Brenda said, several times, “Fancy the Moor being full of – er – you all, and those Dories, and us never knowing!”

“Well, the Moor is supposed to be haunted,” Gerald said, equally interested in this fact. “Now we know why.”

It was the same when Ayna said she had made the pool safe from the Dorig. The Giants’ chief interest was in how she had done it.

“I said the words and planted a thorn tree, of course,” Ayna explained. “Then they couldn’t touch the water.”

“Magic, you mean?” Brenda asked, sharply and eagerly.

“No,” said Ceri. “Words.”

“That’s what she meant,” said Gerald. “A magic spell.”

“No it wasn’t,” Ceri insisted. “It was words, and words are quite ordinary. Magic is things like your talking boxes and the box that cooks without fire.”

“Those aren’t magic. They’re science,” said Brenda.

“And electricity,” added Gerald.

There was silence, as each side discovered it did not understand the other. Gair found Ayna and Ceri looking at him, trusting him to be wise enough to explain. Though he did not feel very wise, he did his best.

“There’s nothing magic about words,” he said. “They just do things if you say them right. Look, if I say, ‘Pass the bread, please’ – no thanks, I didn’t mean it really – you give it to me.”

This practical demonstration made both Giants laugh until the table shook. “But,” said Gair, “if I just said nonsense, like – er – gobbledegook or something, then you wouldn’t give me the bread. And it’s the same with everything else. You just have to say the right words.”

“Well,” said Gerald, “I’d still call that magic. But about electricity—”

“See here,” Brenda interrupted. “Those Dories. They fair give me the creeps – sort of fishy and snaky, with those starey yellow eyes. Can they turn themselves into anything they want?”

“Yes, I think so,” said Gair.

“Then what’s to stop them turning themselves into fleas and hopping in here under the door?” Brenda said, lowering her voice and glancing uneasily over at the back door.

Ceri and Ayna looked too, much alarmed. “Do you think it would seal like our doors?” Ceri asked.

Gair was sure all doors did. He was about to say the words, when it occurred to him to give the Giants another practical demonstration. He turned to Gerald and told him the words. “Stand in front of it and say them,” he said. “Then see if it opens.”

Gerald did so, in the most awkward and unconvinced way. Then he put out a large hand, lifted the latch and tugged. The door would not open. “Blimey!” he said. “It works!”

“How creepy!” said Brenda, shaking the table with a happy shudder. “Did you use words to broadcast on our radios?”

“No, that was a Thought,” said Ceri. “And I didn’t get it right, either.”

This caused another wave of interest from the Giants. They were not satisfied until Ceri had explained both his Gifts to them, found a penknife Gerald had lost a week before – it was behind the cooking-box – and broken and joined the butter dish.

“That’s better than Uri Geller!” said Brenda. “You could make your fortune!”

Ceri felt suddenly shy, which was a most unusual feeling for him. He tried to divert Brenda’s quite overwhelming interest by explaining Ayna’s Gift.

“Ooh!” said Brenda. “You tell fortunes! Tell mine!”

Ayna put her head up. “Sorry,” she said. Her voice shook. “I – I’m not going to use my Gift again. Not – not until I’m sure someone asks me the right questions. None of this would have happened if—” She had to stop there.

There was a difficult moment. Brenda did her best to smooth it over by asking Gair, “And have you got a Gift too?”

Gair had been afraid one of them would ask him that. Glumly, he shook his head. Brenda yelped as he did so. He rather thought Gerald had kicked her under the table.

“Oh yes you have, Gair,” Ayna said. “If they’d listened to you, they’d have asked me the right—” She had to stop again.

“What do you mean?” said Gair.

“You warned them,” said Ceri. “You said not to let any living creatures in – and the Dorig came in as sheep.”

“But – but that was just—” Gair wanted to explain that it was simply a feeling he had had. Then it occurred to him that he had no idea what a Gift should feel like. For all he knew, Ayna and Ceri were right. And if they were, then it meant Gair had the rarest Gift of all.

Only five people since King Ban the Good had had Sight Unasked. That took some getting used to. So too did the discovery that, whatever he was, no one could call him ordinary now – now when the Dorig had conquered Garholt and it was too late to make any difference. Depression pressed in on Gair. It took him a second or so to see that it was caused not only by this discovery, but by the pulsing of the house he was in. Rather uncertainly, since the whole thing was so new to him, he said, “I think there’s something wrong about this house. It feels – oh, threatened.”

Brenda gasped. Gerald looked gloomy. “It’s more than threatened,” he said. “This time next year it’s going to be under water.”

“Our house too,” Brenda said mournfully.

“Now do you believe me, Gair?” Ayna asked, wiping her eyes on her hand.

“But why is it going to be under water? How?” said Gair. “Is it the Dorig?”

“No. People in London!” Gerald’s gloom and bitterness were large even for a Giant. “They want to make the whole Moor into a beastly reservoir and then drink it.”

“Has your dad had any luck?” Brenda asked anxiously.

“I don’t know. I hope so,” said Gerald. “He’s got some high-up from the Ministry that he used to be friends with coming here tonight. But Aunt Mary says they hate one another’s guts now, so the high-up will probably flood the Moor just to spite him. Aunt Mary’s gone to that meeting about it. I wish I could do something!”

“Me too,” said Brenda. Sighing gustily, she lumbered to her feet and began, very noisily, to clear away the plates.

The others sat quietly, overcome by the disasters dogging the Moor. First the Dorig – now this. None of them could quite understand why the Giants should be so thirsty that they needed to fill the Moor with water, but none of them quite liked to ask. Gerald and Brenda were miserable enough about it. They wondered what they should do when the Moor was a lake, only fit for Dorig.

Gair felt a sad sense of triumph, because he had connected the pulsing of the house with Brenda’s talk of flooding from the first. The pulsing depression weighed on him harder as soon as he thought of it and, as he had in Garholt, he found himself bracing himself to resist it. And the more he resisted, the harder the feeling pressed.

After a second or so of fierce, private battle, Gair realised it was trying to tell him something else. He was scared. But he was also ashamed of himself. He had forced Ceri to come to terms with his Thoughts, and yet he was too frightened himself to do anything but try to ignore his own Gift. The trouble with Sight Unasked was that it was a Gift so rare that there was nobody alive who knew enough about it to help Gair come to terms with it. He knew he would have to do it on his own. It was a very lonely feeling.

So, hesitantly and timidly, dreading what might happen, Gair tried to give in to the feeling. It was unpleasant, but not as bad as he feared. Once he was not trying to resist it, the Gift did not batter and press at him. It simply showed him something evil. It was very evil. It was cold, venomous and insatiable. It lay pulsing somewhere in this very house and, what was more, pulsing and chill at the heart of all of the troubles on the Moor. It poisoned Giants and, through them, people. Gair, shuddering, realised he would have to find whatever it was and try to destroy it.

Meanwhile, Ayna pulled herself together and told Ceri to clean his collar. “It’s a disgrace, all black like that.”

“Yours aren’t much better,” Ceri said sulkily. He took his collar off and rubbed it with a Giant checked table napkin. Ayna and Gair took theirs off too and found they were black all round the inside. They took up napkins and rubbed away as well.

Brenda was exceedingly interested. “They’re ever so pretty!” she said. “Do you wear them always? Aren’t they heavy at all?”

“No. They’re quite light,” said Gair. And, glad to be distracted from the cold evil he had felt, he explained, as he rubbed, how you had to wear gold or keep it warm, or it would turn back to black ore again. A thought struck him. “Dorig must be warm-blooded,” he said, “or they couldn’t have collars.”

“Do they?” said Ayna. “Oh yes. Father got one.”

Gerald and Brenda were looking oddly at one another. “Green gold,” said Gerald. “I wonder.”

“That turns to dead leaves in the drawer overnight!” said Brenda. “Oh, that settles it. You are fairies!” She drew a deep wistful sigh. “Do you grant wishes at all?” At this, Gerald scowled and turned away.

“No,” Gair said patiently. “We don’t grant wishes. How can we? We’re not fairies. We told you. We’re people.”

“Oh no, you can’t be!” Brenda exclaimed. “You’re so little and sort of delicate, and so pretty!”

Gair felt his face going as red as Gerald’s at this, although, when he looked at Ceri and Ayna, he knew what Brenda meant. Though neither of them was much smaller than the Giants, they looked little and fragile beside Gerald’s large features and thicker frame. And both of them were much prettier than Brenda.

“And you live for ever, don’t you?” Brenda added, rather accusingly.

“No, we don’t!” Gair said, truly astonished.

“Shut up, Brenda!” growled the heartily embarrassed Gerald. “They’re not fairies. They’ve told you.”

“They must be,” Brenda insisted. “They can’t be people, because we are.”

“No. You aren’t people,” Ceri explained. “You’re Giants.”

“Well!” said Brenda, very pink. “Big I may be, but Giant I am not! Giants are huge, big as houses. And they’re not true. Anyway, I thought you were called Lymen.”

“That’s what the Dorig say. We say people,” Ayna said. “We haven’t any other name but people.”

“Well, neither have we!” said Brenda. “Giants indeed!”

“Why worry?” said Gerald. “Anyway, they’re nothing like as different from us as those Dorig. Why can’t they be People and us be Humans?”

“Gerald, you ought to be a politician!” said Brenda.

Gerald’s face bunched up. “Is that meant to be funny?”

Brenda and he suddenly remembered they were enemies. They stared at one another with such ferocity that Gair feared they were going to come to blows. He was not sure he could stand it in the confined space of the kitchen.

Ceri put a stop to it by bursting into tears. “Oh don’t do any hitting!” he wailed. “Everyone was hitting everyone in Garholt this morning. Don’t! Ayna, please can’t I ask you what’s going on there?”

“No,” said Ayna.

“Gair,” said Ceri, “don’t you know? Make her tell me!”

Gair shook his head, feeling tearful himself.

“But you must want to know!” Ceri wailed.

“Of course I do. Be quiet. We’ll have to go and see.”

By this time the Giants had forgotten their quarrel. “You can’t go and see,” said Brenda. “Those Dories will snap you up the moment you set foot outside the door.” She looked worried. “Gerald, what are they going to do?”

Gerald looked equally worried. “It looks,” he said slowly, “as if we ought to know what happened at Garholt before we can decide anything. Suppose I take the gun and go and see? Dorig seem to have a healthy respect for us Giants.”

“And I’ll come with you,” Brenda offered. “Put them in your room and let them put a hex on the door so that no one can find them there.”

Ayna and Gair consulted together anxiously about this plan. Neither of them dared think what Gest would say to it. But, since Ayna utterly refused to use her Gift, they could think of no other way of finding out what had happened in Garholt. They agreed to let the Giants go.

Gerald showed them where his room was and Gair, wondering what his father would think if he knew what he was doing, gave the Giants exact instructions how to find Garholt and open the main gate.

“I say,” said Gerald, “if there’s any of your people … there, how are they going to know you sent us, and we’re not just marauding Giants!”

“Don’t keep calling us Giants!” said Brenda.

“Marauding humans then,” said Gerald.

This was not difficult. Gair took his collar off. “They’ll know this is mine, if you show them.” He was about to hand the collar to Gerald, when it came to him how grateful he was to Gerald and how glad he was to have met him properly. He took the collar back and spoke words over it.

“Gair!” said Ayna.

“Why not?” said Gair. “I think Father did it.” He passed the collar to Gerald. “There. You can keep it now – keep it warm.”

Gerald turned Gair’s collar this way and that, almost said something, changed his mind, and said something else. “I ought to give you something in exchange. Here.” He took his watch off and handed it to Gair. “That’s gold too.” The collar was uncomfortably tight for him. He had to keep it in an inner pocket.

Then he picked up his gun and Brenda her poker and tried to open the back door. Of course they could not.

“Say the opening words we told you, silly!” said Ayna.

Gerald said them, this time with great conviction, as if he had been using words of power all his life, and Brenda mouthed them with him. The door opened and the two Giants clattered out.

“They’re almost like people,” Ceri said. “I’d rather have them than Ondo and Aunt Kasta any day.”
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CHAPTER TEN

Most of the way to Garholt, the two Giants, in their different ways, were wondering what to do about Ayna, Gair and Ceri.

“Poor little souls!” Brenda said, in the sentimental way which never failed to set Gerald’s teeth on edge. “I feel so responsible! Can we hide them? Or should you tell your dad?”

“No,” said Gerald.

“We ought to tell someone,” said Brenda. “What’ll any of them do when the Moor’s flooded? Tell that man your dad’s having tonight. Tell him the Moor’s crowded with – Lymen and he mustn’t make it into a reservoir.”

“You don’t understand!” said Gerald, fingering Gair’s warm collar. He had never been more surprised and honoured by any gift in his life, and he felt he owed it to Gair to stop Brenda doing anything so stupid. “Those people have a whole way of life. If we go and show them to a stupid Government official, that’ll be the end of it. He’ll probably make the Moor a reservation and trippers will drive over on Sundays to goop at them. Ceri would probably end up in a circus – and Ayna – and the rest would all be selling carvings and gold collars. Like the Red Indians.”

“They’d make a lot of money,” Brenda observed.

Gerald made a rude noise.

“Well, it’s better than being drowned,” said Brenda. “And you’re still the rudest boy I know.”

“Good,” said Gerald.

Luckily for the peace of their mission, Brenda saw a bird just then. She shied like a carthorse. “A Dory! Look!”

“It isn’t,” said Gerald. “And what would you expect me to do about it if it was?”

“Shoot it,” Brenda said simply.

“Only if it goes for us,” Gerald said irritably. He sighed, and a gloomy, sick feeling, which he was rather used to, came over him. One way or another, he had shot quite a quantity of birds in his life. He had shot rabbits and hares, and a number of things moving in the long grass which he had never found. Any of them could have been Dorig. Some of the vanished ones could have been Gair’s people. He found himself remembering, with unpleasant clarity, the red blood on the silver leg of the Dorig leader. He wished he had not had to shoot him.

Brenda distracted him by insisting they had missed Garholt. “He said beyond the wood. That’s two woods we’ve passed.”

“When he said wood, he meant wood, not three bushes,” Gerald said grumpily, and kept on.

They passed the steep banks which concealed the village. Soon after, they passed the wood. It was unmistakable.

“There’s nothing,” said Brenda.

Gerald was dismayed too. He had thought there would be some sign to show Garholt was there. But all there was, was a rounded stretch of green hillside. He plodded crosswise up it. Brenda lumbered and gasped behind him.

“Ow!” she shrieked. “There’s bees in holes!”

Gerald slithered back to see. Where Brenda stood sucking her finger, a few bees were buzzing around what seemed to be rabbit holes. A few more came out to investigate Gerald. Gerald retreated hastily downhill, hoping they would realise he meant no harm. But the bees remained out, menacingly, and followed Brenda as she galloped heavily downhill after him. “We’re here,” Gerald called up to her.

“Are you sure?” Brenda puffed, landing squashily in the marshy ground at the foot of the hill. “It’s just part of the hill – not a mound at all, really.”

Gerald was sure. He could see a number of paths, which looked like rabbit-paths, converging on this place from above and below. He walked slowly along the soft ground, looking for the door. Gair had said, “You’ll see a stream coming out. Then it’s ten paces to the right.” There was the stream – an oozing trickle, soaking out of the sheer face. Gerald carefully took ten short paces, remembering how much shorter Gair’s legs were than his. Then he and Brenda, rather uncertainly, faced the smooth green hillside. They saw clover, rabbit-droppings, trefoil – but no sign of a door.

“You say it,” Brenda said.

Gerald said the words he had used on his own back door.

There was a faint rumbling sound. Quite suddenly, neither of them saw how, there was an arched opening in the side of the hill. It was as tall as Gerald and wide enough to take two Brendas. There was light somewhere inside.

“I told you,” Brenda whispered. “They do do magic.”

They bent forward to look in. They did not see much, except that Garholt was big, much bigger than they had expected. But the main thing they saw was a silvery crowd of Dorig running towards the open entrance. They jumped back, and Gerald faltered out the words of closing as fast as he could remember them. The doorway rumbled again and vanished. The only sign it had been there was a sparse but angry cloud of bees buzzing over the spot.

They looked at one another, shaken and rather glum. There seemed nothing to do but go back and give Ayna, Gair and Ceri the worst possible news.

“Let’s go,” said Brenda. “Ooh-er!”

The doorway was there again. In it was packed a group of silvery, frog-like Dorig, whose drawn swords were wickedly sharp close to, and who were blinking unfriendly yellow eyes at them.

“What do you Giants want?” one snapped.

By this time, both Brenda and Gerald were poised to run away. They might have fled in earnest had not the bees homed in then. They fell on the Dorig with angry buzzing and the Dorig, to a creature, were forced to cover their faces with one hand and beat at the bees with their swords. Brenda and Gerald took courage at this.

“We’ve come to find out how many of the Lymen you killed,” Brenda said. “We’ve got friends here.”

Among the zooming of bees diving to the attack, the Dorig managed to exchange significant looks. “Yes, we’ve had word they’ve made friends with the Giants,” one said. Then, as a bee settled on his right eyebrow, he added angrily, “Don’t you clumsy great fools know better than to trust Lymen?”

“I’d rather trust them than you lot!” Brenda said. “Sneaking in disguised as sheep and killing them all before breakfast!”

The bees retreated a little and hung, a much sparser cloud now, buzzing between the Dorig and the two Giants. Most of the Dorig were left with a pale pink swelling somewhere on their pale faces. Most kept a wary eye on the bees as they drew themselves up angrily to face Brenda.

“Watch it, Brenda!” said Gerald. There were at least twenty Dorig, and they were all taller than he was.

“We only killed a few,” a Dorig said contemptuously. “You can talk to one if you like. Which one do you want?”

This offer puzzled Gerald considerably. Dubiously, he said the only name they knew. “Adara?”

“Oh, her,” said one of the Dorig. “If you want. But don’t believe a word she says.”

“Why not?” demanded Brenda.

“She’s a slippery Lyman,” said another of the Dorig. “They all know how to twist you with words until they’ve taken your mind away. They pretend to be friendly, but all they want to do is kill you or use you. You Giants shouldn’t let yourselves be used.”

Brenda and Gerald looked at one another uneasily. They saw that, in a way, Ayna, Gair and Ceri had used them. And there was no question that they could use words in a dozen different ways to bend things to their will. So why not to bend humans?

“Aren’t Lymen like – like people at all?” Brenda asked miserably.

The silvery group in the doorway shouted with laughter. Each frog-like warrior had something to say about that and they all said it, speaking at once, until, what with the scornful hiss of their voices and the whining buzz of the bees, Brenda and Gerald felt quite bewildered.

“Lymen aren’t people!” they heard. “They only care about themselves – Can’t shift shape to save their lives – They’re mean and sly – You can’t trust them an inch – They eat caterpillars – They hate water – They’re killers – Speak fair and act nasty.” And when the clamour had died down somewhat, the first Dorig asked, “Do you still want to speak to Adara?”

Brenda thought she did not. Gerald hardly knew. It was not pleasant to think one had been used by three aliens for their own ends. On the other hand, Dorig were not human either. “Look here,” Gerald said, “what do you think of Giants?”

There was the kind of pause that happens when people do not like to say what they really think. “You’re very strong,” one Dorig said politely. “And,” added another, “they say you work wonders with the fruits of the earth.”

Gerald felt like laughing. He wondered what the Dorig really thought of the Giants. At any rate, he was sure it was not unlike the things they said about Lymen. He took hold of Gair’s collar for encouragement and he knew it had been given to him in real friendship, as a real honour. “Could we speak to Adara, please?” he said.

The Dorig shrugged, as if they gave him up. Some of them went away inside the mound, while the others stayed. One or two of them looked marvellingly at Brenda’s pink bulk and whispered in a way which made Brenda self-conscious and peevish. Then the other Dorig came back with not one, but two ladies. One was behaving with dignity. The other was rushing along behind.

“Let me through! I insist on talking to them! You’ve no right to stop me!”

“What an awful voice!” said Brenda.

“Just like a duck,” agreed Gerald.

The Dorig in the doorway sighed and seemed to brace themselves. There was a muddle in the entry, and a great deal of quacking. A Dorig said angrily, “What did you bring that duck for?”

“Couldn’t stop her.”

The quacking lady was somehow bounced away further inside, where she continued to rush about quacking. The other lady was allowed through between two Dorig. They knew she was Adara. She had the same dark hair and big grey eyes as Gair. Her skin was very white, so that the thick, ornate collar on her neck showed up dazzlingly. Though she was not quite as tall as Brenda, she had such dignity that both of them were impressed. She had not the face of someone who would twist you with words. They thought she looked kind.

Brenda drew a deep, wavering breath. “Oh,” she said. “You are beautiful!”

Adara smiled at her. “I was told you wanted to speak to me.”

“Yes,” said Gerald. A little embarrassed because the Dorig were all round watching, with the bees whining overhead, he took Gair’s collar out of his pocket and held it out to Adara. “Do you recognise this?”

Adara’s pale face became much paler, and her eyes widened. “It’s Gair’s. What—?”

“It’s all right, your ladyship,” said Brenda, seeing what she was thinking. “They’re all safe, and they sent us to find out about you. Gair gave us that so that you’d know we weren’t – you know – marauding or something.”

“Oh, I see.” Adara was evidently very relieved. She smiled, but, at the same time, they found her looking at them both in a kind, careful, penetrating way which suggested that she might be at least as clever as the Dorig thought. “Tell Gair,” she said, “that not many of us were killed. But they’re keeping us prisoner. They want us to take the words off the wells here, and of course I’ve told them that no one but Gest can do that. It would help if Gair could go to Gest and tell him. Ceri can find Gest. Can you tell them that?”

They said they would.

Adara said, “I’m very grateful to you. Can you tell me another thing – who is turning the Moor into a lake?” She turned to the listening Dorig. “You did say it wasn’t you, didn’t you?” They nodded and shook their heads and shrugged.

“It’s us,” Gerald said glumly. “I mean, the other Giants in London.”

“I understand,” said Adara. “Not very convenient for you, or for us. Thank you. May I have Gair’s collar, or did he give it you to keep?”

“Er – to keep, I think,” Gerald said. “But you can have it if you like.”

“Did he say words on it?” Adara asked. Gerald nodded. “Then I wouldn’t dream of taking it,” said Adara. She seemed about to say something else, but, at that moment, the quacking lady made a determined effort to break out and the Dorig heaved back against her. The bees, seeing them busy, once more zoomed in.

“You’ll have to finish now,” one of the Dorig shouted over his shoulder, sounding very irritated.

Adara was borne away backwards. The next second, the hillside rumbled and became smooth turf again, with bees angrily buzzing against it. They were the only sign that Adara or the Dorig had ever been there.

“Like a dream!” sighed Brenda. “Wasn’t she lovely?”

As soon as the two Giants were on their way, Gair knew he would have to find the chilly pulsing evil in the house. Though he did not want to in the least, he said, “Let’s seal all the doors and windows and explore.”

Ayna and Ceri were surprised at his sudden enthusiasm, but they agreed willingly enough. For the next hour or so, they enjoyed themselves more than they had thought possible, rambling through the vast square spaces of the Giant house. The amount of room Giants seemed to need astonished them. “I suppose it’s because they’re so clumsy,” Ayna suggested. But none of them could explain why the Giants needed to possess so many things. Each room was crowded with clocks, candlesticks, boots, guns, jugs and many other things. One room downstairs was full of stiff chairs and dozens of little statues made of varnished and painted clay. They wondered if this meant it was a holy place and shut the door reverently. Then Ayna opened another door down a short passage.

As soon as she did so, Gair knew they were near the evil thing. The whole square space reeked of it. He was amazed that Ayna and Ceri did not feel it. They were delighted with this room. It was a dark panelled room whose diamond windows looked out on a garden. It had easy old chairs, a shabby desk, big bookshelves and things stacked carelessly in corners. Ayna and Ceri inspected a stuffed pike, which Ceri thought might be a Dorig, and a long wooden thing with a blue blade, which Ayna thought might be a special kind of spade. They opened some of the books. But the writing was quite strange and the only thing they understood was the pictures. Ayna gave the books up and went through the drawers of the desk. She found sets of false teeth in the first and burst out laughing. Then she opened the second.

A wave of cold pulsing horror hit Gair. It was so searingly strong that he had to push his way across the room towards it.

“Oh!” said Ayna. “Look, Ceri. This is almost like Mother’s.” She put her hand out to pick up the thing in the drawer.

“Don’t touch it!” shouted Gair.

Ayna snatched her hand back and stared at him. “Why not?”

“It’s got a curse on it.” Gair brought himself up to the drawer and made himself look in. A beautiful gold collar lay there, rich and lustrous, in spite of a film of dust. It was almost the twin of Adara’s, except that where the knobs at each end of hers were in the shape of hawks’ heads, this one had two staring owls. The cold blast of evil beat off the green gold into Gair’s face. Every twist in the pattern was loaded with horror. It was so strongly bad that Gair felt weak and ill. No wonder the house had pulsed, with a thing like this in it!

“How do you know it’s got a curse on it?” said Ceri. “You’re just guessing.”

“Use your sense,” said Gair, gasping from the deadly cold of the thing. “No one’s wearing it, and you can see by the dust it’s been in that drawer for years. It ought to have gone back to ore ages ago. Only a curse can keep gold like that.”

“Quite right,” said Ayna. “Only you shouted at me before you looked at it.” She began shivering. “I’d rather have your Gift than mine, Gair.”

“Would you?” said Gair. “It makes me feel dreadful.” He stood, turned sideways to look at the collar, because the emanation from it seemed easier to bear like that, feeling sick and helpless. He could not touch the thing. He had no idea how to raise a curse and yet he knew he should try. He owed it to Gerald, for his help, and he was fairly sure this collar was poisoning not only Gerald’s life, but all the lives on the Moor.

“You do look sick,” Ceri said wonderingly.

They all looked sick the next second. There was a violent clattering. A shrill Giant voice shouted, “Gerald, Gerald! What have you done to this door? Let me in at once!”

“Oh dear!” said Ayna, and guiltily slid the drawer shut.

“Gerald!” shrieked the voice. Clatter, clatter.

“We can’t keep someone out of their own house,” said Ceri.

Bunching together for safety, they hurried towards the clattering front door. It was bouncing in its frame. Tremulously Ayna spoke the words, and they all prepared to run.

The door flew open and a tall Giant lady in an ugly hat darted in before they could move. “Gerald—Oh!” She stared at the three strange little children, wondering why two of them were wearing necklaces. “Who on earth are you?”

Ceri looked at his speechless sister and brother and saw that it was up to him. And it was going to be difficult. This Giantess was tired and cross already, and he could tell she did not care for strangers or like children. He went forward, shamelessly using his most charming smile, and held out his hand politely.

“The Sun bless you. We were waiting for Gerald.”

The Giantess looked puzzled. Her hand came jerkily forward and stopped before it reached Ceri’s.

Ceri allowed his smile to fade and his big blue eyes to stare sadly. “I’m glad you’ve come. We were lonely.”

The Giantess’s hand reached out to Ceri’s. An uncertain smile flickered at her mouth and pulled it wider. “Are you all alone in the house? That’s too bad of Gerald! How do you do? I’m Gerald’s Aunt Mary.”

Gair and Ayna did not dare look at one another, but they relaxed and sighed.

The two Giants stopped short, seeing the square brown car beside the moat.

“My aunt’s back,” said Gerald.

“I’d better go home,” Brenda said uneasily.

“No, don’t. We may have to rescue them,” said Gerald.

He left Brenda loitering heavily in the hall and tiptoed to the kitchen, not knowing what to expect. He could hear clattering. The first thing he saw was Ayna and Ceri slowly and seriously buttering scones. Next, he heard Aunt Mary’s voice, more cheerful than he had ever heard it before, calling out to Gair as he pattered about with crockery. And they said they didn’t do magic! Gerald thought.

Aunt Mary saw Gerald. Her face took on its more usual sharp shape. She pulled him out into the passage and began to talk in a flustered whisper. “Really, Gerald, you might tell me when you invite your friends here! It was fearfully awkward. And there’s this Mr Claybury coming here this evening too, and you know how important that is!”

“I’m sorry,” said Gerald. He wondered whether they could get Ayna, Gair and Ceri to Brenda’s house without going past the moat where the Dorig lurked. “I’ll take them away shall I?”

“Don’t be so thoughtless!” hissed his aunt. “Of course they must stay. But Mr Claybury’s got to have the good spare room, so will the boys mind doubling in with you? Ayna can have the small room next to yours.”

“That – that’s perfect,” said Gerald, trying not to show his amazement. He knew how Aunt Mary hated strangers and loathed having visitors. Wondering whether he was trying her unusual hospitality too far, he added, “Brenda’s here, actually. She could help with beds and so on.”

Aunt Mary disliked Brenda and Brenda’s parents too. But she said, “That would be a help. I suppose I’d better give the child tea in return.” Then, just as Gerald was breathing deeply and thinking that the crisis was miraculously over, Aunt Mary bobbed her head down and whispered, “Those extraordinary names! And they are so small for their ages, Gerald. But I think I see. Tea’s ready.”

Wondering wildly just what Aunt Mary thought she saw, Gerald went to fetch Brenda. Over scones round the kitchen table, it emerged that Aunt Mary thought Ayna, Gair and Ceri came from Malaysia. Brenda looked at their faces and breathed in half a scone.

While Gerald was pounding Brenda on the back, Ceri leaned back from the vibrating table and looked Aunt Mary limpidly in the eye. “I’m afraid we don’t remember Masaylia at all.”

“Malaysia!” hissed Ayna.

“Or that either,” said Ceri.

Gair looked at Gerald over Brenda’s coughing back, and they both prayed.

“Of course not, dear,” said Aunt Mary. “More tea?”

After that, Gerald took them all away upstairs to make beds as soon as he could.

“I’m sorry,” said Ayna. “Ceri never knows when to stop. I wish our aunt was as nice as yours. Did you – Garholt—?”

For a while, Gerald feared there would be a crisis of a different kind. When they heard Brenda and Gerald had actually talked with Adara, Ayna and Gair turned chalk white. Ceri sat bolt upright on Gerald’s bed with big tears rolling down his cheeks. Brenda, at the sight of him, forgot all the suspicions the Dorig had raised in her and threw both large arms round Ceri. Ceri gasped rather, but it seemed to comfort him.

“This is silly,” Ayna said shakily.

“We should be laughing,” Gair agreed. “Aunt Kasta too!”

“The duck one?” said Gerald. Ayna nodded.

“But I don’t understand,” said Ceri. “Why can’t Mother take the words off the wells? Anyone can. I could!”

“Don’t be silly!” said Ayna. “It was pretty clever. She told the Dorig that so they wouldn’t kill them until Father comes. And she wants us to warn Father.”

“How can we, with the Dorig in the moat?” Ceri objected.

“We’ll think of something, first thing tomorrow,” Gerald promised. “What I don’t understand is why the Dorig want your wells.”

“That must be for when the Moor’s flooded,” Gair said. “Ours are the only safe wells, and I suppose the water would run out into the rest and make it all bad for the Dorig. Look – this important Giant who’s coming here. If we explain to him about the mounds, do you think he’d agree not to flood the Moor? If the Moor wasn’t filled with water, the Dorig wouldn’t want Garholt.”

“They didn’t attack Garholt because of the wells. They did it because they hate your guts,” Gerald said gruffly. “You should have heard the things they said.” He was shocked that Gair should think of telling someone like Mr Claybury about his people, and he could see Ayna and Ceri were equally shocked. He was wondering how to explain to Gair about Civil Servants and Red Indians, when Brenda said:

“You don’t really eat caterpillars, do you?”

Ceri nodded. He was about to tell Brenda which were the good kind and where to find them when, luckily, he saw Ayna glaring at him. He looked up into Brenda’s face and found it puckered with pink, Giant disgust. “Of course we don’t,” he said.

Gair was still thinking of Mr Claybury. “I suppose if I did tell him,” he said, “all the Giants would want to come and look at us, wouldn’t they? I know I’d hate that, but we can’t all be drowned or sacrificed, can we? And we’ve made a start by asking you for help.”

“We’re different,” Gerald said crossly. He was annoyed with Gair for seeing so clearly and rendering his explanation useless.

A Giant machine crunched on the gravel below. Everyone surged to the window to watch Mr Claybury and Gerald’s father arriving. Gair caught no more than a glimpse of Giant faces inside the square, sturdy machine, but that glimpse was enough to make him doubt whether he had the courage to explain about his people. Ayna and Ceri felt equally dismayed. Those faces looked more distant from them and their troubles than the Moon. The door banged. Soon they heard Aunt Mary hurrying up and down in a flurry of nervous hospitality. Brenda left the rest of them struggling with Giant sheets and blankets and dashed thunderously out. Presently, she rolled in again, beaming.

“Hey, I told your aunt my mum’ll lend me to her for a waitress this evening! I’m going to give that Mr Claybury something to think about. You’ll see.”

“That’s right. Pour soup down his neck,” Gerald said.

Then he was called away downstairs. He came back with a dour, gloomy look Gair felt he recognised.

“My old man’s in an awful mood,” he said. “I’ll have to find you some decent clothes for supper.”

Giant cupboards with high shelves were searched. Brenda and Ayna sat on beds and altered things with big hasty stitches. This did not add to the comfort of the clothes when Gair and Ceri put them on. Ceri was particularly miserable, since he finished with a tie, over a shirt, over his double collar. It did not soothe him when Brenda pointed out that the shirt would not have fitted him otherwise. He was disgruntled and morbid and said he wished he was back in Garholt. When Ayna told him sharply that he would be a Dorig sacrifice if he were, Ceri burst into tears.

Here Gerald went away and, to Ayna’s surprise, came back with a girl’s dress. “My sister was about your size when she died,” he said gloomily. “Try it on.”

The dress was a pretty soft green. It went beautifully with Ayna’s collar and Ayna was delighted with it. While she and Brenda were admiring it and Ceri sulking, Gair seized the chance to talk to Gerald alone. “Have there been many deaths in your family?”

Gerald looked sombre even for him. “My sister. And my mother died when she was born. All right,” he said angrily, before Gair could ask any more. “You’ve got some kind of feeling. Well, you’re right. Nothing ever goes right with us. We’re always miserable as sin and my father keeps losing money and Aunt Mary’s always ill. And now we’re going to be turned out to make room for drinking water. Is that what you wanted to know?”

“Yes,” said Gair. “It’s that gold collar in the desk with the false teeth.”

“Oh, that!” said Gerald. Though he sounded contemptuous, Gair knew he was not. Gerald must have had traces of a feeling about the collar, too.

“You haven’t touched it, have you?” he asked anxiously.

“I—Only once,” Gerald admitted. “It felt cold as the grave. What about it?”

“It’s got a curse on it,” said Gair. “I think a very strong one. And it’s like—”

“Like your mother’s,” said Gerald. “Do you know where it comes from then?”

“No,” said Gair. “I don’t know much about either of them, but I think they may both be Dorig collars. I was hoping you’d know.”

Gerald’s large face moodily scowled. “I don’t. I could try asking my old man, I suppose, but I wouldn’t get very far – well, you’ll see soon enough.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

It was probable that nobody enjoyed the Giant supper-party that evening. Gair and Ceri certainly did not. They crowded silently behind Gerald into a tall, square room at the front of the house, with a tall, square table in the middle and a number of transparent cupboards round the walls filled with remarkably ugly painted plates. Gerald’s father, whom they had learnt they were to call Mr Masterfield, was standing in front of the unused hearth. Giants had a habit, which struck them as most uncomfortable, of going without fire in the summer months. Mr Masterfield looked as tall and cold and dark as the empty chimney. They had to tip their heads to see his face. It was as dark, private and proud as Gerald’s, and they could tell from the way Mr Masterfield looked at them that they were not welcome and that Gerald had been in trouble for inviting them. That accounted for Gerald being so dour and gloomy.

“This is Mr Claybury,” said Mr Masterfield.

They were troubled to find Mr Claybury a most disappointing Giant. Though he had the Giant thickness and heaviness, he was no taller than Gest. The top of his head was bald, with a tufty rim of dark hair below, and he wore two round pieces of glass, one on each eye, which enlarged and rounded the mild brown eyes underneath, until Gair was uncomfortably reminded of the staring owls of that evil collar, which he could feel all the time pulsing out its curse into the air of the house. Mr Claybury looked trim and fussy and pleased with himself. It seemed all wrong that he should be the Giant with the power, and not the tall, cold Mr Masterfield. He smiled at them all and said, “Hallo, nippers.”

Wondering if Giants called them Nippers the way Dorig called them Lymen, Ayna politely went to shake hands. Mr Claybury gave her hand a firm, fussy squeeze and said, “Live near here, do you?”

“Yes,” said Gair.

“No,” said Ceri, who was beginning to think it safest to lie to Giants when he could.

Gerald’s face went red. “They’re visiting me,” he said hurriedly and rather too loudly. Mr Masterfield glowered at him. Gerald looked back at him defiantly. Gair saw that they did not get on with one another at all. He sighed, because it was just like himself and Gest, except that the puzzling thing was that Gerald and Mr Masterfield were really remarkably alike. Perhaps they were too much alike for comfort.

In an awkward silence, they all sat round the tall, square table, which Ceri was appalled to find covered with strange implements and little silver containers. Aunt Mary bustled brightly in, followed by Brenda carefully carrying a tureen of soup. Aunt Mary was nervous. She chattered in a loud, high voice and forgot to finish sentences.

“This soup is very,” she said. “But I forgot to put in the. At least, up to the last minute, so I hope you’ll forgive the.”

There was a long, puzzled pause, while Brenda carried round the soup. Brenda was nervous, too. She panted loudly and wheezily, as if she had been running. Gerald and Mr Masterfield gave her irritated looks, and Mr Claybury craned round to see her and seemed to be wondering if she was ill. Wheeze, wheeze, wheeze, went Brenda, while Ayna, Gair and Ceri sat wondering helplessly if they were supposed to lift the steaming bowls and drink, or use one of the rows of eating-things. Gerald caught Ayna’s eye and held up a heavy, round spoon. Very relieved, they all picked up spoons and dipped them in the soup, only to find Aunt Mary frowning at them. They let the spoons go again and waited. Wheeze, wheeze, wheeze went Brenda, endlessly. Then at last Aunt Mary and Mr Claybury picked up spoons. Thereafter, they were careful not to do anything until Mr Claybury had done it first.

But this awkwardness was nothing beside the awkwardness between Mr Masterfield and Mr Claybury. It was clear from the first that they were not getting on. But they were pretending to be friends. Mr Masterfield turned to Mr Claybury with a broad, comradely smile, which sat on his gloomy features as heavily as the great stone on top of Otmound, and asked him if he fished much these days.

Mr Claybury, beaming with false friendship, shook his head. “I don’t get much time these days, Jerry old man. Too much to do with water to think of the fish in it. How about you?”

“I thought you’d remember, George,” smiled Mr Masterfield savagely. “I never could understand your passion for fishing.”

“I’ve put those days behind me,” beamed Mr Claybury. “A man in my position is too much in demand at the office to think of old times.”

Everything Mr Claybury said seemed designed to point out what an important Giant he was. Every time Mr Masterfield spoke, his smile was more of a savage grin. Gair could not help being reminded of his father and Uncle Orban, on a larger, Giantly scale. The odd thing was that Mr Claybury seemed to be the one who really had a cheerful, open nature, like Gest’s. Yet he was behaving like Uncle Orban, because Mr Masterfield made him feel small. And Mr Masterfield was being forced to be jolly against his nature, because he needed badly to please Mr Claybury. But he was not pleasing Mr Claybury. It was obvious to Gair, and Ayna too, that Mr Masterfield had made a mistake in asking Mr Claybury to stay with him.

Nobody else in the dining-room seemed likely to please Mr Claybury. Aunt Mary puzzled him and Brenda’s wheezing alarmed him. Gair and Gerald were sombre and subdued. Ayna looked at Ceri, hoping he could use his charm on Mr Claybury. But Ceri felt tired to death, lost and homesick. He had burnt his tongue on the soup. His collar was uncomfortable and it was as much as he could do to follow Giant table-manners. So, when Mr Claybury happened to glance her way, Ayna tried to please him herself with a rather desperate smile.

Mr Claybury’s slow, Giant features looked first surprised then pleased. Ayna could almost see him thinking what a relief it was to find somebody friendly at that awkward table. Then he smiled back – a natural, jolly smile. In spite of his glasses and his bald head, the smile was exactly like Gest’s. Ayna went pink with hope. Perhaps the Moor need not be flooded after all. For, if there was one thing Ayna knew how to do, it was how to get round someone like Gest.

After that, in a way, Ayna became as shameless as Ceri. She leaned forward, smiling, and asked Mr Claybury about his work. And when Mr Claybury protested that it was too dull to interest little girls, Ayna told him she knew it was very interesting indeed. But that was the most shameless thing she said. Mr Claybury suddenly opened out. He smiled, he chuckled, he told a silly story about a man in his office, and, though Ayna did not understand the story very well, she found herself liking Mr Claybury very much. She could see Gair watching her hopefully, Ceri critically, and Gerald with slightly scornful admiration. Aunt Mary looked relieved, and Mr Masterfield, after seeming at first as if he wanted to shut Ayna up, sat back and looked a little cynical. Ayna was annoyed with them all. Mr Claybury was a kindly Giant, who liked to be friendly, and she was becoming truly fond of him. And, thanks to her understanding, by the time Brenda had finished two pints of leftover soup in the kitchen and wheezed in again with a joint of meat, she found the dining-room almost gay.

Mr Masterfield almost smiled as he fetched a bottle of wine. “Ladies first,” he said to Ayna. “Wine?”

“Yes please,” said Anya, feeling rather flustered. She could see Mr Masterfield was trying to show he was grateful to her, but he frightened her rather.

“Oh no, Jerry,” Aunt Mary said anxiously. “Anya, surely your mother doesn’t allow you to drink wine?”

“Yes she does,” Ceri said, afraid of missing his share. “We all do.”

Aunt Mary looked worried. “You shouldn’t. You’re all far too small for your ages.”

Brenda let out a large, nervous wheeze. Ceri protested, “I grow all the time.”

“How old are you?” Mr Claybury said teasingly to Ayna.

Ayna blushed. She suspected Mr Claybury was thinking of her as a little girl, rather younger than Ceri, and she was afraid he was going to be disillusioned. “Nearly fourteen,” she admitted.

“That settles it,” said Mr Masterfield, and he poured Ayna some wine in spite of Aunt Mary’s frown.

Mr Claybury, to Ayna’s relief, threw back his bald head and laughed. “Would you believe it!” he said. “You’re the same age as my little niece!” It was plain he thought his niece was wonderful, so that, Ayna thought thankfully, was all right. “And here was I thinking you were a bit young to be trusted with that great gold necklace of yours!” Mr Claybury said, pointing to Ayna’s collar. His face became thoughtful. Slow, Giant memories came into it. “I know what it’s been reminding me of.” He looked at Mr Masterfield. “Jerry old man, do you still have that gold collar that funny little fellow gave us for shifting that stone?”

Gair’s heart bumped. He avoided looking at Ayna’s and Ceri’s startled, troubled faces, and looked at Mr Masterfield instead. His face was blank, bitter and crafty. “What on earth are you talking about, George?” he said. Gair felt the pulsing of the collar strongly as he said it. It was working to make Mr Masterfield cheat and lie, perhaps even kill, to keep the thing which could only do him harm.

Mr Claybury’s face became less pleasant too. “Maybe you don’t remember,” he said. “You were very drunk. But I’d like to know what became of that collar. It was half mine, after all.”

“I’ve no idea,” Mr Masterfield said flatly, and went round the table with the wine. Mr Claybury’s mouth pursed up and he looked almost murderously at Mr Masterfield’s back. It was only too clear to Gair that the collar had destroyed any friendship there had been between them.

Gerald took a deep breath. “I think I know the collar you mean, Mr Claybury. It’s in the study.” Mr Masterfield whirled round and glared at him, and Gair was not the only one who held his breath.

“There is a gold torque in the study,” Aunt Mary said nervously. “Torque is the word, Gerald. A very fine one.”

Mr Claybury laughed and drank some wine. “I think I’ll tell you a story,” he said suddenly.

“How kind,” Aunt Mary said uncertainly.

“The nippers’ll like it anyway,” said Mr Claybury. “It starts on a fine moonlit night, years ago. There were two young men called – well, let’s call them Jerry and George, shall we? They had just come down from Oxford and Jerry was to be married the next day. George was going to be Best Man. And, the night before the wedding, the night I’m talking about, these two proceeded to get unbelievably, monstrously, extravagantly drunk – so drunk that they were never quite sure afterwards what really happened. However, they did distinctly remember going to a farm called Marsh End—”

Brenda gasped from beside the sideboard. “My Auntie Marianne lives there!”

“Does she?” said Mr Claybury. “She was a very comely young lady.” After that, he turned his chair to include Brenda as he told his story, and much of his good humour seemed to return. Gair kept an eye on Mr Masterfield and thought he had seldom seen anyone, Giant or person look more dangerous. He hoped Mr Claybury knew what he was doing.

“These young men,” Mr Claybury said, “rollicked all over the Moor, and several times returned to sing songs under your auntie’s window. And then, somehow, they ended up at a place where three roads met, on one of those little triangles of grass. There was a signpost there, and without that signpost they would have fallen down. They were as drunk as that. Shall I go on?”

“Ooh, yes!” said Brenda.

But the question was aimed at Mr Masterfield and, to Gair’s astonishment, Mr Masterfield laughed, and laughed quite naturally. “Why not?” he said. This had nothing to do with the collar. Gair could feel it pulsing as coldly and strongly as ever. Either Giants had some source of strength Gair did not know about, or Mr Claybury had worked powerful magic.

“Very well,” Mr Claybury said happily. And this was the story he told – and he told it very well, too, Gair thought, as well as Banot might.

George and Jerry were hanging on to that signpost and howling out a song about someone called Nelly Dean as hard as they could howl, when a strange little man suddenly hopped out of the ditch and came towards them.

“I wonder if you two could do me a favour,” he said.

They stopped their song and did their best to look at him. They found him rather hard to see in their state. His clothes kept melting into the moonlight, but they could discern that he was fair, with a fair beard, and that he was laughing at their condition. Jerry was somewhat incensed at this, and drew himself up with dignity. Unfortunately, he forgot to let go of the signpost. The post came out of the ground and George slid in a heap on the grass. But Jerry was never one to let details bother him. He simply cradled the signpost in his arms and demanded, “Who the devil are you, you funny little man?”

George thought the little man was rather annoyed at Jerry’s tone, and also much impressed by his strength. But he was tired of being on the ground, so he said, “Put the signpost back, Jerry. I need it.”

Jerry seemed rather surprised to find he was carrying a signpost. “How did I get this, George?” he said. “It seems to be a signpost. Shall we take it home as a souvenir?”

“No,” said George. “I need it. Put it back.”

Jerry did his honest best to put the signpost back, and George did his best to help him, but they got into great difficulties, because George could not find the hole to put it in and Jerry found several, all over the place. Every time the signpost fell over it seemed funnier. The little man seemed to find it quite as funny. They were all helpless with laughter by the time the little man planted it himself in the right place. And the darned thing started to fall over again. But the little man was not having that. He said one or two strange words, rather severely, to the signpost, and it promptly stood as firm as a rock.

“I think it’s the wrong way round,” George said, peering at the names on its arms, but, as nobody felt this mattered, he sat down to have a rest.

Jerry, meanwhile, had decided that the little man was one of his best friends. “Good old Titch!” he said, and made the little fellow utter a sort of croak by flinging an arm round him. “Didn’t you want us to do you a favour?”

“That’s right,” said the little man, sounding rather surprised that he should remember. And he pointed to something in the field beyond the hedge. “Would you mind very much moving that stone for me?”

Jerry hurt George’s head by laughing. “Hey, George! Titch wants us to move the Gallows Stone!”

“Shan’t,” said George. He was getting sleepy. “Don’t hold with capital punishment.”

“Don’t be a fool. It’s not been used that way for centuries. Take a look.”

Titch kindly helped George to flounder up beside Jerry, and he seemed to find it quite a strain when George leant on him. This was quite odd because, in actual fact, George and he were much the same size. It was just that Titch seemed smaller, if you see what I mean. Anyway, George was finally able to stare across at a mound near the edge of the Moor, which had a huge boulder balanced on top of it. On a rough estimate, by moonlight, it was about half the size of a haystack. “We can’t move that!” George protested.

“Not if we both heaved?” said Jerry, who was much taken with the idea.

George remembered that he had certain responsibilities towards Jerry. “Got to get you to church in one piece,” he said.

“True,” said Jerry. “Sorry, Titch. Home, George. I need a drink.” There was nothing he needed less just then.

Titch, at this, became curiously desperate. “Would you try to move it if I offered you a reward?” he said.

“George,” said Jerry, “Titch is now offering us a reward if we move the Gallows Stone.”

George woke up, feeling unmistakable interest. “How much?”

“This collar,” said Titch, and he put his hands to his neck. As far as they could see, he was not wearing any kind of collar. Titch seemed to realise he was not too, and took his hands away again, looking rather at a loss. “I’ll give you a solid gold collar,” he said. He seemed to mean it.

“I had a gold collar-stud once,” George said wistfully. “Mind you, I prefer my collars made of cloth, come to think of it. Gold, did you say?”

“Yes, a gold collar,” said Titch.

“It’s no good, George,” said Jerry, who had been considering the matter. “It’s too big. We couldn’t move it for a whole gold suit. It would take a bulldozer.”

Here, both Jerry and George were struck with the same splendid idea. They turned to one another, swaying in the moonlight.

“Do you think we could?” said George. “I can’t drive.”

“I can try,” said Jerry. “It would be a lark, and we haven’t done anything yet tonight, have we?”

“The night is young!” shouted George. “Come on.”

Jerry shouted to Titch to come on, and they all three ran like madmen, down the branch of the road which the signpost now wrongly asserted led to Oxford. In fact, it led to Marsh End Farm. Now, it is one of the more remarkable things about being drunk that, even when you can hardly stand, you can run like the wind and even find breath to talk.

“We have to do something,” George explained to Titch as he sprinted. “We’ve just finished Finals, and Jerry’s getting married tomorrow. Silly fool, isn’t he?”

“You don’t think I’m a silly fool, do you, Titch?” Jerry said plaintively.

Titch, who did not seem in the least out of breath, although his legs were fairly twinkling along, said that he did not think Jerry was a fool at all. “If you can move that stone,” he said, “I shall be married tomorrow too.”

“Hear that, George?” Jerry panted. “Titch is getting married tomorrow too!”

It occurred to George that Titch’s family must have some very odd marriage-customs, if they required bridegrooms to heave stones about, but before he could say so, they arrived in the dark and odorous farmyard of Marsh End Farm. They had, as I said, been there several times that night and, as happened each time, a confounded dog stood up on the end of its chain and tried to eat them, making the air hideous with its barking. But Titch said something to it, quietly, and it stopped, just like that, and lay down again. Which left Jerry and George free to hurl handfuls of farmyard at the upstairs window and yodel for Marianne.

After a while, the light went on and this young lady’s auntie stuck her tousled head out of the window. By this time, she was understandably irritated. “If it isn’t you two again!” she said. “Go away. I’ve had about enough of your drunken yelling.”

They sang to soothe her. “Please, Marianne,” sang George. And Jerry carolled, “We want to borrow a tractor.”

“The idea!” said this young lady’s auntie. “I’ll have our dad come after you with his shotgun if I hear any more tonight!”

“A tractor!” they sang.

“Go away,” said Marianne, and she shut the window and turned out her light.

“How about that?” said George. He did not like shotguns.

“The old man’s down at the pub still,” said Jerry. “We did ask, and she didn’t say No.” And he boldly led the way to the shed where the old man kept a tractor. Titch, when he saw it, pulled his little fair beard and looked dubious, but he did not say anything. George said they would need some rope too. “Chains,” said Jerry. “They’re much stronger.” He found a whole lot in a corner of the shed and told Titch to put them in the back of the tractor. Titch carried them easily enough, but he seemed more doubtful than ever. They asked him why.

“You people put so much faith in iron,” he said. “I don’t altogether trust it myself.”

“Carry them over and don’t argue,” said Jerry.

Titch did so, but as soon as he reached the tractor he looked sick and asked why it smelt so horrible. Jerry told him it was only diesel oil. But, since Titch seemed on the way to getting really ill, and the sight affected George profoundly too, Jerry told them to wait outside while he tried to start the tractor. Much relieved, they went and leant on the gate, where the dog watched them placidly, and George became confiding.

“I’m going to be a great man, Titch,” he said. “I want you to believe that. One of these days, everyone’s going to be talking about George Claybury, self-made man.” And he said many other absurd things as well, being young and foolish and, as I think I have remarked, very drunk besides. Titch, to do him credit, listened very patiently and did not try to interrupt with advice. And, fortunately, just as George had got on to his unhappy childhood and started to cry, he was interrupted by a vast, vibrant chugging. Jerry and the tractor came backwards out of the farmyard at an unexpectedly high speed. It was halfway to the crossroads before either of them came to their senses.

“After him!” howled George.

As they pelted up the road, the lights came on in the farmhouse and Marianne leant out of it, screaming abuse. The dog, released from whatever hold Titch had had on it, joined in the clamour. But neither George nor Titch could spare any attention for the farm. Jerry, having knocked the signpost crooked again, went through the hedge on the other side of the road and across the field beyond in a series of sumptuous loops. His companions scrambled after him, wondering if he could stop before he came to Edinburgh or not at all. Luckily, the tractor stalled on its way up the mound which held the Gallows Stone.

“I got here!” Jerry bawled proudly. “Backwards.”

“Splendid fellow!” gasped George. “Eyes in the back of your head!”

The next step was to harness the tractor to the Gallows Stone. George and Jerry thought they did it rather well. They scrambled over and around that huge boulder, looping their chains until it was in a sort of chain cage. Then they took the last length of chain to hook to the back of the tractor. But it became more and more evident that Titch did not trust those chains at all. He seemed to find it necessary to go round touching every place where the chains crossed or joined, muttering more of his weird words to them.

While he was doing it, Jerry and George suddenly found they were cold sober.

Now it may have been the drink wearing off with the hard work in the fresh air, but I think it was more likely the queer way Titch was muttering, combined with the fact that they could see the farmhouse from the mound, angrily lit at every window. At any rate, they both found themselves thinking of shotguns and Magistrates and suchlike unpleasant things.

“Look here, you!” Jerry called to Titch.

“If you’ve quite finished that muttering,” added George. “Who are you and why do you want this stone moved anyway?”

They did not mean to be unfriendly, you understand, just firm. But when Titch came from behind the stone, he was so downright dismayed to see them sober that they became thoroughly suspicious. It seemed to them that, if Titch was not wrong in the head, he was trying to get them into trouble.

“You’ve got us into a fine fix, haven’t you?” said George.

“We’ll have to pacify the farmer,” Jerry explained. “And my old man too, I’m much afraid. Not to speak of all my relatives who are down for the wedding.”

“Not to mince matters, there’ll be a Stink,” said George. “If you really want this stone moved, you prove your good faith and show us that gold you promised us.”

“Yes. Produce it. Prove yourself,” said Jerry. “We don’t shift this ruddy rock an inch otherwise.”

Titch looked both dismayed and exasperated. But he seemed faintly amused too, as if Jerry and George were behaving according to some absurd pattern. “All right,” he said. “But I shall have to fetch the gold. Will you wait here five minutes?”

“Uh-uh!” said George. “We know that one, little man.”

“I’m not trying to run away,” Titch said. Then he unbuckled the sword he had at his side and laid it in Jerry’s hands. “You can keep that till I come back.”

They looked at it. It struck them as something you might find in a museum, and they thought it might fetch a fair price in an antique shop. George nodded. “OK. Fair enough,” said Jerry.

Titch set off at a run across the field. It was hard to see far in the moonlight, but they both thought they saw him reach another, slightly lower mound there. Then he vanished. They were fairly sure they had seen the last of him, and they began to calculate whether the sword was likely to fetch enough to make up for the Stink. They were tinkering with the tractor, trying to start it again, when Titch suddenly reappeared beside them. He seemed breathless and rather triumphant.

“Got the gold?” George asked, not really thinking he had.

“Here,” said Titch. He held up into the moonlight a fabulous fiery green torque. It was not only solid gold. It glittered and twisted with the most intricate and delicate patterns. It was probably the most valuable thing either George or Jerry had seen in their lives. They both reached out to take the golden horseshoe. Titch, naturally enough, held it out of reach. “When the stone’s moved,” he said.

“If you like,” said Jerry. “This is a bit of all right, eh, George?”

“I’ll say!” said George. “Get her started, Jerry. Where to, Titch?”

“To that mound over there,” Titch said, and pointed to the mound across the field where he had seemed to disappear.

This did not seem a very tall order, for a thing like that collar. Jerry got the tractor started in seconds. It began to roar and vibrate. The chains scrawked and tightened. The stone jerked, then shifted. Titch stood there, and so did George, to tell the truth, marvelling at the strength of that machine. It growled. It juddered. Once or twice it stood still with its great back wheels whirling, but the stone, securely netted in the chains Titch had muttered to, went on moving. It bumped down the mound it sat on, and Titch was not the only one who encouraged it with strange noises. George shouted things too. And it began to crawl like a huge snail ponderously on to the level.

Then – this was the queerest thing of all – as soon as that boulder had reached level ground, George felt a gush of cold air and a whirring behind him. He and Titch both spun round to see what it was. There was nothing, nothing at all to see. But the whirring went on upwards into the dark blue sky and, with it, faint sounds of laughter and music. Jerry heard it too. He turned round and shouted from his shaking perch on the tractor, “What was that? Something went up out of the mound, I swear!”

George shivered and shouted to him to keep going and not to stall. “What was it?” he asked Titch.

“I don’t know.” It was clear Titch had no more idea than George. “Something glad to be free, by the sound of it,” he said.

After that, the stone crawled and bumped over the field and then up the other mound almost without interruption. There was a bad moment when it was halfway up this mound, and the tractor was halfway down the other side, and the two forces seemed exactly equal. But George and Titch set their backs on the stone and heaved, and it went on again. A minute later, it was perched on top of this second mound much as it had been perched on the other. Titch walked proudly up to it and spoke a few more of his well-chosen words, whereupon the chains literally fell off it into George’s arms and the stone looked as if it had been in that place for centuries. While George was staggering about with the chains, Jerry must have given Titch back his sword and Titch passed him the gold collar, but George never knew for sure. He became very vague about everything around then. In fact, neither he nor Jerry quite knew how they got home or what they did with the tractor. When the inevitable Stink started, they were both hard put to it to explain. George would have thought he dreamt the whole thing, but for the fact that, while he was looking for the tractor after Jerry had left on his honeymoon, he found the marks the stone had made being dragged across the field, and the stone at the end of them, perched on the lower mound.

“Well?” said Mr Claybury. “What do you think of that?”

“Lovely!” said Brenda, clearing away the last of the plates. Ayna looked at Gair’s grave face and was not so sure. It had become ever more clear, as the story went on, that Mr Claybury’s little man had indeed been Gest. She did not like to think of her father blithely passing two drunken Giants a collar with a curse on it. She could only hope Gest had not known it was cursed. So did Gair, but he was not at all sure. Gest had already parted with his own collar to the Dorig, and it had plainly been urgent to find another. He had an idea that the story, as told in Garholt, suggested that Aunt Kasta came into it somehow – but, as Gest had cheated Og by asking the Giants to move the stone, why should he not have cheated the Giants too? Gair did not like it at all.

Mr Masterfield, who had been laughing more heartily than anyone, and was still smiling, turned jokingly to Ayna. “The collar in question,” he said. “Whose is it going to be?”

Because he put it like this, Ayna’s Gift took over. She might have vowed not to use it, but she could not help answering when people asked her things like this. “It’s not going to be anyone’s,” she said. “It’s going back where it came from to have the curse raised from it.”

There was an uncomfortable little silence, except for Brenda’s awed wheezing. “Coffee—?” suggested Aunt Mary.

Mr Claybury stood up, looking at Ayna in a puzzled way. “You meant that, didn’t you?” he said. For a moment, Ayna could have sworn he was connecting her with the little man in his story. But he said nothing else and followed Aunt Mary to the room with the varnished statues.

They were perplexed to find that this was not holy after all – unless coffee was a special drink, like the Sun-wine you had at Feasts. If it was, Ceri did not care for it at all. The taste made him shudder. He felt more tired than ever and longed for this Giant gathering to be over, so that he could go to bed. But he was fairly sure no one would stop until they had asked Mr Claybury not to make the Moor into a lake. And no one had so much as mentioned it yet.

Ceri thought this was ridiculous. Mr Claybury must know why he had been invited. And, in his experience, you got a thing quicker if you asked for it straight out. “Mr Claybury,” he piped up, “we don’t want you to flood the Moor. You can’t. You really mustn’t.”

Ceri could tell from the reactions of the Giants and Ayna that they had wanted to lead up to this gradually. Mr Masterfield hastily said something about “our young guest’s unilateral enthusiasm”, which Ceri saw meant Mr Claybury should take no notice of him. But a slow, Giant shrewdness, mixed with amusement was spreading on Mr Claybury’s face.

“I’m glad the nipper spoke up, Jerry,” he said. “I’m not sorry for a chance to make myself clear. My position’s going to be exactly the same, whether we talk all night first or not. May I explain?”

“Go ahead,” Mr Masterfield said grudgingly. Behind him, Brenda gently put down the coffee-pot and sat down to listen.

“Now,” said Claybury, “what you’re all wanting to say to me in various ways is: Don’t make this Moor into a reservoir because people live here. Right?”

“But people do!” Ceri said urgently. “Lots more than you think.”

“Ah yes,” said Mr Claybury, but he was not really attending, because he was now making a speech, which was as much of a set-piece to him as his story had been. “But pause for a moment to consider the number of people who don’t live here. There are over fifty million of them.” Ceri and Gair exchanged shaken looks. Never had they imagined there could be so many Giants. More than the stars in the sky! “And this number increases every year,” Mr Claybury continued, “until it has got to the point when the ordinary rivers and lakes simply do not contain enough water for them all. If you reckon that the smallest amount each person uses every day for drinking, washing, cooking and so on, is ten gallons – and the actual figure is a good deal higher than that – you will see that it is an awful lot of water. And it has to come from somewhere. So my office had to start looking for somewhere, not too far from London, where we could store some millions of gallons of water. We needed somewhere that could easily be made into a lake – and the Moor can be, because of the ring of hills round it – and where fewer people live than average. We went over southern England with a fine-tooth comb, and the Moor was the only place that will do.”

Gair spoke up despairingly. He knew this should be his opportunity to explain about his people, and about Dorig. Mr Claybury had met Gest. He would have believed Gair. But Gair knew this would mean explaining also that his father had, perhaps knowingly, given an extremely evil thing to two harmless Giants. In the face of all those other Giants and their huge thirst, he just could not bring himself to do it. “But why should a few people suffer a lot,” he said, “so that a lot of people shouldn’t suffer at all?”

“Couldn’t they all use less water?” Ayna suggested.

Mr Claybury smiled and shook his head. “Only as a last resort. This is a very old argument. The greatest happiness of the greatest number. If you think about it, you’ll find it always works out that a few suffer for the good of the rest.”

“In stories,” Gair agreed hopelessly, “brave men die defending the rest. But this isn’t like that!”

“Call it the modern version,” Mr Claybury suggested kindly.

“I can’t!” Mr Masterfield said, so loudly that Gair’s ears buzzed. “It isn’t like that. The boy’s right.”

Mr Claybury turned to him. “I know. I do understand. Believe me, I’m not being vindictive, or anything ridiculous like that. I like this Moor. I’ve had some good times here. That’s one of the reasons I was glad to come here today, to see it before it’s gone for good. But I do not know any other possible source of water in the quantities we need. So what am I to do, Jerry?”

The two Giants looked at one another. Gair wondered if he would ever understand Giants. He was sure it was the curse on the collar that had caused one friend to flood the other’s land. They ought by rights to hate one another. Perhaps they had, earlier in the evening, but, by telling that story, Mr Claybury had somehow blocked that cold, pulsing curse. He still liked Mr Masterfield. Probably he had come to visit him hoping their old friendship might revive. And the signs were that it was reviving, against all odds.

Mr Masterfield said, “You really can’t get water any other way?”

“If I could,” said Mr Claybury, “I’d be using it now. If someone came to me – now – tomorrow – next week – and told me I could get it some other way, I’d cancel all plans for the Moor – like that! That’s a promise, Jerry. But no one will. There is nowhere else. I know. You’d have to be some kind of amphibian to know more about water than I do.”

Gerald’s head came up, as if he had been struck by an idea. “Mr Claybury, is that a real promise? If I told you how to get water another way, would you cancel the plans?”

“I really would,” said Mr Claybury. “Provided you were right.”

“Go to bed, Gerald,” Mr Masterfield said irritably. “Take your friends with you.”

Gerald stood up, looming among the little statues, wished everyone good night, and took Ceri, Ayna, Gair, Brenda and the coffee cups out to the kitchen. An extremely noisy magic box was washing the crockery there, using precious water, as Brenda bitterly pointed out. Gerald seemed to want to have some kind of conference, but the others were too tired. Ceri tried to go to sleep under the table. Gair sat miserably on a stool, suddenly longing for his lost windowsill. And Ayna, who felt as if her best efforts had gone for nothing, said tearfully that they had to find Gest first thing tomorrow.

“I’ll get my old man to drive you anywhere Ceri says,” Gerald promised. “But you’ll have to promise to help me too, with a sort of idea I’ve got. After all, you owe us for our help.” They could not but agree they did. “Come back first thing tomorrow,” Gerald called to Brenda, as she took her poker from a corner and gloomily opened the back door.

“OK.” said Brenda. “Look at that, now! It’s raining. You’d think it rained enough in this blessed country to turn us all into Dories. Where does it all go?”
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CHAPTER TWELVE

They slept late in the soft Giant beds. They awoke in the bright rain-specked mid-morning to find that their own clothes had dried overnight, somewhat shrunk and wrinkled, particularly their boots. Nevertheless, they put them on with relief and went downstairs feeling much more like themselves. Ayna thought Mr Claybury looked rather sharply at them, but he and Mr Masterfield were busy bustling off for a tour of the Moor in Mr Masterfield’s car. They seemed the best of friends, and there was a strong suggestion that they were going to pay a visit on Brenda’s Auntie Marianne. Ayna could not imagine that she would be pleased to see them. Aunt Mary was also driving off, to a place called Church, so when Brenda crashed into the kitchen brushing toast-crumbs off her generous front, Gerald and his three visitors were alone there having breakfast. Brenda promptly had more breakfast with them.

Gair had woken with his head full of disturbing thoughts. He felt weak and inadequate, and blamed himself for not explaining to Mr Claybury. And he did not want to see Gest yet. He was glad both cars had gone, and ashamed of being glad. For some reason, it did not occur to him to connect these feelings with the fact that he had spent the night close to a powerful source of evil. The nearest he came to it was to think constantly of the way Mr Claybury had counteracted the curse. It seemed to him that the Giants had behaved better than people would and he longed to know why.

“What do you Giants do,” he asked, “to stop being enemies?”

They did not quite understand him. “We talk,” Gerald said gloomily. “Peace conferences, summit conferences, conferences. Talks about talks, pre-conference talks, treaty-talks, talks.”

Brenda said, “I think we use talk the way you lot use words.”

“Does it work?” Ceri asked, in surprise.

The two Giants looked at one another. “I think it stops the big wars,” Gerald said, after a moment.

“Talking to old Claybury hasn’t stopped the Moor being flooded,” Brenda said dismally.

“That’s more or less my idea,” Gerald said. “Talk. We didn’t do any good with Claybury, so what if we talked to the other lot who want the Moor flooded?”

“The Dories?” said Brenda. “What good would that do?”

Gerald looked at Gair. “Didn’t you tell me the Dorig managed to flood whatsit – Otmound? Doesn’t that sound as if they might have control of a water-supply somewhere?” Gair nodded, beginning to feel much more cheerful. “So if we talk,” Gerald said, “we might just settle the flooding and your war as well, if we played it right. We know there are nine Dorig in the moat at the moment. Can you think of any way we can get them out and talk to them?”

“I think you’ve got some hopes!” Brenda said frankly. “The Dories are these lot’s deadly enemies. They want them flooded out. And don’t forget you shot one. He won’t love you for that.”

As Gerald began to look gloomy and obstinate, a perfect idea came to Gair. It was so good that he chuckled. “I can catch a Dorig,” he said. “All I’ve got to do is sit on that bridge as bait and wait for them to grab me. You can all hide behind the hedge and grab him as he grabs me.”

“And then talk to him!” said Gerald. “Or use him as a hostage to make the others talk. Bravo, Gair!”

Though the others exclaimed at the risk, the idea took their fancy thoroughly. They had all been longing to turn the tables on the Dorig, and the fact that the idea was peaceful seemed to justify it. The real trouble was that the Dorig would certainly shift shape when he found himself grabbed. Some time was devoted to persuading Ceri to shift it back with a Thought. Ceri refused obstinately, until Ayna took a hand.

“Mother isn’t dead, so it’s not a sacred promise, stupid!” she said. “You know that as well as I do. You’re just scared.”

“Yes, I am,” said Ceri shamelessly.

“Well, it’s Sun day. You shouldn’t be,” said Ayna.

“What’s Sunday got to do with it?” said Gerald.

“It’s our day,” said Ceri sulkily. “The Sun’s on our side. All right. I’ll do it. But I’m still scared.”

Gair was scared, too, when he went out on to the bridge, in spite of it being Sun day and in spite of Aunt Mary’s clothes line tied round his waist, with the other end in Gerald’s hand behind the hedge. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Gerald’s large hands tying the rope to the gate-post. He did not really think that would do much good. Once he was in the water, he was as good as drowned. He had not the first notion how to swim. None of his people had. He sat cautiously down on the bridge, with his shrunk and battered boots hanging just above the blue sparkles and peat-brown shadows of the moat, to give the Dorig a good chance. They were certain to recognise him. Apart from his missing collar and Gerald’s watch softly and rapidly ticking on his wrist, Gair was the same small figure in Moor-coloured clothes whom they had chased and surrounded yesterday.

He was fairly sure the Dorig were in the moat. He looked casually round, as if he was admiring a fine fresh day, and he could see nothing that looked like a Dorig. White mist rose distantly, from the marshes beyond the trees. A few birds twittered. The mild dog lay on the gravel and slept as if there was no enemy for miles.

“They’re not here!” Brenda hissed in a huge whisper.

“Shut up!” Gerald hissed back.

Gair waited, pretending to be deep in thought. Behind the hedge, the rest waited too. Nothing happened. After a while, Gair dared to look down into the water of the moat, where the soles of his battered boots were reflected and his white face in the distance between them. But the water inside the reflections was deep, dark and impenetrable. Like the Dorig themselves, it was fearsome and it gave nothing away. Gair thought that one reason he was sitting here, scared and tense, was that he wanted to know more about the Dorig. They were so mysterious.

It did not occur to him that the main reason he was sitting there might be that collar, though he looked up at the dark bricks of the house and thought about the thing itself. He could feel it lying inside, like a cold pocket of poison under a tooth. He knew he owed it to Gerald to do something about it if he could, but for that moment he thought of it only as the thing which had first made him aware that he had a Gift. And it seemed to him he was really sitting there because the Gift had made no difference at all. He had had it all along without knowing it, and now he knew of it, he was still ordinary.

Something jumped in the water.

Gair’s head jerked round in time to catch ripples spreading away from something about five feet from the bridge, something which was already sinking out of sight. He waited, tense as a cat. Behind the hedge, they had seen it too. Gair heard Brenda breathing as noisily as a Giant tractor. He looked across the placid moat and tried to hum a tune.

The fish jumped again – if it was a fish. And it was nearer.

The ripples faded. There was nothing. For a long time there was nothing at all. Gair tried to look at the water while seeming to look at the sky, until his eyes ached. He was forced to rub them. And while he did, there was movement in the reflection of his feet. Gair stared, with his hands at his eyes. The water there swirled and piled into a hummock. There was a greyness. A long thin hand reached up out of it and seized Gair round the ankle.

Tense as Gair was, it happened so quickly that the Dorig all but got him. The thin grey hand had dragged his leg under water before he could move. But the cold water filling his boot brought Gair to his senses. He shouted. He felt the clothes-line jerk as somebody hauled on it. Then he rolled sideways on the bridge and grabbed down into the water beside his leg. His fingers met something slippery and firm. He seized it and pulled with all his might. The water boiled and seethed. Gair was soaked in seconds, but he had hold of what seemed to be an arm and he did not let go. He felt the bridge tremble as Brenda and Ayna dashed from behind the hedge and hung over the edge of the bridge to pull too.

Gair was astonished how light and weak Dorig were. By the time Brenda seized it, he had the grey Dorig body half out of the water single-handed. One heave from Brenda and it was on the bridge. The next second, it was not a Dorig any longer, but a yard-long green pike, flailing and snapping and almost back in the water again. Brenda fell on it. The whole bridge juddered.

“Ceri!” Gair shouted.

Ceri appeared in the gateway, white with concentration.

The pike let out a piercing yell and became a Dorig again at once, without the usual dissolving. A wave of cold air rolled between it and Ceri, and the Dorig yelled again. Gair had an idea that it hurt it to change so abruptly. But no one had much time to think. The Dorig, though it was not much taller than Ayna and probably lighter than Ceri, fought Ayna and Brenda like a tiger and screamed piercingly for help. The mild dog woke up and hovered anxiously around, getting in Gair’s way, and the bridge became dangerously slippery with the water splashed in the first struggle. Gerald stormed out from behind the hedge, bellowing at the dog and bawling to Gair to untie the rope before it swept everyone off the bridge.

“Hafny, help!” screamed the Dorig. “They’ve stopped me shifting shape!” Gerald pounced on it and held its beating arms to its sides.

“Get it into the house before any more come,” Gair said, scrambling out of the rope.

But it was too late. The water was surging again some yards away beside the bank. Glistening grey hands seized the stones there and another thin, silvery Dorig body slid upwards on to the gravel. This one seemed smaller than the first, though it was hard to see for sure, for it remained crouched where it was, with water rolling off it, staring at the crowded bridge. The mild dog, to Gair’s disgust, ambled up to it wagging its elderly tail. That dog did not seem to know an enemy when it saw one. It actually let the crouching Dorig pat it.

“Don’t just sit there!” screamed the captured Dorig, twisting in Gerald’s hands. “Do something!”

“What do you want me to do?” the smaller Dorig asked, rather unhelpfully.

The captured Dorig wailed with annoyance. “Stupid! Go and tell someone. Quick! Before they stop you shifting shape too.”

“Ceri,” said Ayna.

“I already have,” said Ceri.

“I can’t tell anyone,” said the smaller Dorig. “You know we—”

“Oh be quiet and do as I tell you!” howled the larger one, and tried to bite Gerald.

“But I’ll get into trouble if I do,” said the smaller Dorig, crouching where it was with singular calm. “You know we aren’t allowed in this moat. We’ll have to make them let you go some other way.”

“Give us a few suggestions,” Gerald called to it, and made a face at Brenda.

Brenda nodded and lumbered slowly sideways off the bridge towards the smaller Dorig. It rose to its feet and slithered cautiously backwards away from her, along the edge of the moat. It did not seem nearly as frightened as it should have been with a Giantess the size and shape of Brenda after it. They thought it must be assuming it could easily escape by turning into something else. But the other Dorig did not seem so confident. “Shift shape, you idiot!” it screamed.

“I can’t,” said the smaller one. “They’ve stopped me too.”

“Then jump into the moat!” commanded the other.

“Not yet,” said the smaller Dorig. “That wouldn’t do any good.”

Its air of assurance was beginning to irritate them all as much as it annoyed its fellow. “Then I can’t think what you’re aiming to do,” Ayna said. “You might as well surrender.”

“And I can swim, too,” Gerald added.

“I know – like a fish out of water. I’ve seen you,” the Dorig retorted, keeping a wary eye on Brenda. Brenda, knowing she did not manoeuvre well, was shuffling forward until she had a chance to pounce. The smaller Dorig held itself ready to dodge, its deep yellow eyes flickering between her and the crowded bridge. “What are you trying to do?” it said. “It won’t help you to kill us. Our people will only kill you.”

“We’re not trying to kill you,” Gair said.

“We wouldn’t know how,” said Gerald. The Dorig he was holding relaxed considerably at that. “We want to talk to you.”

“Why?” said the smaller Dorig, still backing.

“About the Moor being flooded,” said Gair.

“That’s nothing to do with us. Or you either,” said the Dorig Gerald was holding. “You—”

“Shut up, Halla,” said the smaller Dorig. He stopped backing, although he was near enough to the moat to jump in if he wanted. “Suppose I agreed to talk. What then?”

Brenda looked doubtfully over her shoulder to see what the others thought. “It’s probably a trick,” said Ceri.

They all thought Ceri was right. But the only way to get anywhere seemed to be to treat it as real and to hope to turn it to some advantage. Gerald said, “Then we’d ask you to come into the house of your own free will and discuss things.”

The two Dorig exchanged looks. “In there!” the larger one said dubiously.

“If we did,” said the smaller one, “would you agree to take the Thought off us, so that we could shift shape again?”

“No,” they said, all five, in chorus. Gair added, “But we’d promise to take it off you after we’ve talked.”

“By the Three Powers?” said the larger Dorig quickly. “And the Sun and the Moon, and the strange god of the Giants?”

“Yes,” they said, and Gerald asked. “Well?”

“But if we agree,” persisted the smaller Dorig, “That means we’re in your power without any defence. Would you agree not to use your magic?”

“We haven’t got any magic,” said Gair, to which Gerald added, “And we certainly haven’t.”

“I wish we had,” said Brenda, sighing.

“Yes you have,” said the smaller Dorig. “Lymen have words and thoughts, and Giants have unnatural strength and things that work by themselves. If you use any of those, it’s not fair.”

Gair and Gerald looked at one another. Gerald shrugged. “Well, I wouldn’t call most of that magic, but we won’t use them if you want. Now will you come indoors?”

Considerably to their surprise, the small Dorig said, “Yes. All right.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Hafny,” said the larger one. “All right. I agree too. Now let me go.”

Before he let go, Gerald cautiously asked Gair, “Have they got any other powers you know of?”

“They can use words a bit,” Gair said. “But you’ll have to risk that.”

So Gerald let the larger Dorig go and they all trooped across the bridge and through the door of the house. It seemed safest to Gerald to keep the two Dorig as far apart as possible. He went in front with the large one. Brenda and Hafny brought up the rear, as queer a pair as you could hope to meet. Gerald led the way into the dining-room. “A round the table conference, Giant-fashion,” he said.

The size of the room made the two Dorig seem smaller and more slender than before. They stood side by side and gazed round wonderingly, particularly at the ugly plates in the cupboards. Gair was interested to see that the grey-silver of their bodies did not seem at all wet now. Indeed, it was sagging and wrinkling from their joints in a way that you would expect from clothes rather than skin.

“You know,” said Brenda, “those clothes aren’t like the armour the lot in Garholt were wearing. They’re more like the suits people wear for skin-diving.”

“I’ve got one,” said Gerald. “Only mine’s rubber.”

It seemed there were things Giants and Dorig understood better than people. Both Dorig looked interested. “Rubber’s that black stuff that stretches, isn’t it?” Halla said to Hafny.

“It’s no good. It doesn’t go with you when you shift,” Hafny said.

“Giants can’t shift shape, stupid!” said Halla, and Hafny was embarrassed. A pale pink flush flooded the white of his face. To cover it up, he stripped off his gloves, revealing long thin hands whiter even that Adara’s.

“Do we give names?” Ayna said, rather formally.

“You have ours,” Halla said, quite as stiffly.

Hafny looked up. “And I have the Giants’,” he said. “They’re Brenda and Gerald. And—” he pointed at Gair “—yours too.”

Now it seemed there were things Dorig and people understood better than Giants. Brenda and Gerald looked quite bewildered when Ayna stepped defensively in front of Gair and demanded, “How did you come by his name? If you’ve dared misuse it—!”

“I’ve known it for two weeks,” said Hafny. “And I’ve kept it in my head. Have you heard me speak it yet?”

Ayna glared at him, quite unconvinced. Gair was aching to ask how Hafny came to know his name, but he never got a chance.

The two Giants were loudly expressing their bewilderment. “What’s in a name? What’s the fuss about? He knows ours and we know yours. What does it matter?”

“Giants don’t know words,” Ayna said scornfully. “And it makes you quite stupid, the way you throw your names about.”

“You don’t let enemies get hold of your name,” Ceri explained, so that the Giants’ feelings might not be hurt. “Suppose the enemy put words on it. Even Dorig can do that.”

“Even Dorig!” said Halla. “Don’t call us that! We’re people!”

“No you’re not. We’re people,” said Ceri.

“You!” said Halla. “You’re just a miserable little Lyman.”

“Lyman!” said Ayna. “Listen—”

Gerald made both Dorig jump by uttering a great bark of laughter. “Haven’t I heard this conversation before somewhere?”

“Yes,” said Brenda. “And I’ll have you Dories know that we’re the only people around here. The rest of you are all fairi—something else!”

The outraged expressions on the narrow white Dorig faces made Gair want to laugh as well as Gerald. “But you’re a Giant!” said Hafny. Brenda went purple and began to breathe heavily.

Gair gave up trying to ask how Hafny knew his name. It was clear there was more fertile ground for disagreement here than he had ever known, and if he did not do something about it, none of the things they wanted to talk about would get so much as mentioned. “This won’t do,” he said. “We came here to talk.”

“You called for talk, not us,” Halla said coldly.

“But we agreed,” Hafny said. “And I needn’t have done.”

“What, when I was a prisoner!” exclaimed Halla.

“Well, that was your own silly fault for trying to drown a Lyman on Sun day,” Hafny retorted. “I warned you. And I told you that one—” he pointed at Gair again “—was probably very clever. He got away yesterday, and he tricked you properly today. So you see I was right.”

Hafny was looking at Gair as he spoke, and Gair was surprised to see interest and a great deal of curiosity in his strange face. It had not occurred to him before that a Dorig might be as interested in him as he had been in Gerald, but it might well be so. And Hafny was making such a point of not using Gair’s name that it seemed as if his interest might outweigh the fact that his people and Gair’s were at war.

Gair made a peaceful gesture in his turn. “My name is Gair,” he said, formally. “And I was sitting on the bridge as bait.”

At this, Halla looked extremely mortified, but Hafny laughed, the thin, sibilant Dorig laugh. “I told you so, Halla!” He looked from Halla’s cross face to the dining-table. “Is that an eating-square? Do you want us to sit round that and talk?”

“That was the idea,” Gerald said, glad to see things moving the right way at last.

Hafny, rather uncertainly, went towards a chair. But, before he sat in it, he put his hands to his neck, undid a catch and peeled the silver-grey covering off his head. It was just like a hood when it was off. He laid it carefully on the table, in a way Gair felt sure was significant, if he only understood. Underneath, Hafny had hair – dark-honey-coloured hair – as curly as Ceri’s, and ears only a little more pointed than Gair’s. Quite suddenly, in spite of his queer golden eyes, he seemed much less strange. Fascinated, they watched him next rip apart the top part of his silver-grey garments – which opened much in the manner of the Giants’ zips Gair and Ayna had struggled with, to become a jacket over a leathery-looking shirt. It showed them that Hafny wore round his neck a bright green-glinting collar of such magnificent work that Ceri could hardly take his eyes off it.

Halla, a little grudgingly, did the same. Ayna gasped and Brenda sighed wistfully, as a cascade of hair fell from the grey hood – hair so silver-fair that Ayna’s almost looked brown. Halla was revealed as an extremely pretty girl, in a collar as rich as Hafny’s above a gold-embroidered shirt.

Gair felt a little foolish. All his life he had heard Dorig talked of as “he” – or, most frequently, “it” – and it had never occurred to him until this moment that there must be Dorig girls. That there might be Dorig children was something he was more prepared for. He had suspected for some minutes that neither Hafny nor Halla was very old. And now that they looked more like the kind of people he was used to, he could see that Hafny was much his own age and Halla no older than Ayna – though their long, thin Dorig bodies made them more like the Giants in height. Gair was puzzled. He could not think how they came to be in the moat instead of the nine full-grown Dorig of yesterday.

Gerald was frankly disgusted. He leaned over and growled in Gair’s ear, “They’re only a couple of kids!”

“They must have important parents,” Gair whispered back. “Look at those collars.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Gerald said dubiously, and sat at the table.

Everyone sat down, and Ayna and Ceri reluctantly gave their names. For a short while, it did almost look as if this Giant way of talking round a table was a magic to produce goodwill. Brenda brought the little barrel of biscuits with her from the sideboard when she sat down. In her greedy Giant way, she took one herself and munched it while she offered the barrel to the Dorig. Hafny refused. But Halla, seeing Ceri’s hand reaching out and Brenda munching herself, doubtfully took a biscuit and put it cautiously to her mouth.

“Hafny!” she said. “It’s sweet!”

Hafny’s face lit up and he stretched out a hand as greedily as Ceri. “May I?”

“Go ahead.” Brenda pushed the barrel his way. “Don’t they allow you sweet things then?”

“Only at Feasts,” Hafny said, crunching busily.

“Nothing sweet grows under water,” Halla explained.

Brenda and Ceri were so horrified at this state of deprivation that they got in one another’s way to tip a heap of biscuits in front of the Dorig. But when Gerald, hoping to take advantage of these kindly feelings, tried to get down to business, disagreements began almost at once.

“See here,” Gerald said. “All of us want to stop the Moor being flooded. Your lot want it flooded. Can you think of any way we can come to an agreement?”

Hafny shrugged. “No,” he said frankly, with his mouth full.

“It’s you Giants who are doing the flooding,” Halla said. “I told you it had nothing to do with us.”

“Some of us Giants,” said Gerald.

“These Giants live on the Moor,” Gair explained. “They don’t want their houses and land under water any more than we want our mounds flooded.”

Halla shrugged. “Then ask the other Giants.”

“We did,” said Ayna. “And there are so many of them that they need the water to drink. The chief Giant has told us that there’s nowhere but the Moor where they can get it. But he said that if there was water anywhere else, he’d use it.”

“I’m glad there isn’t,” said Halla. “We need the Moor flooded for living-space.”

“Couldn’t you live somewhere else?” asked Gair.

“Couldn’t you?” retorted Halla.

“Not very easily,” said Gair, struggling not to get angry.

“Neither can we,” said Halla.

“And neither can we,” said Gerald. “Why do you need all that room?”

“Why do you?” Halla countered.

Gerald sighed angrily. Ayna said disgustedly, “This is getting nowhere!” Gair tried to swallow his mounting annoyance. Halla was no doubt angry still at the way they had captured her, but, all the same, Gair was beginning to see why his people and the Dorig had always been enemies. He looked irritably at Hafny, who seemed quite content to sit gobbling biscuits and letting Halla talk, while he stared speculatively from face to face. Hafny was looking at Gerald as if Gerald’s size and restrained strength both awed him and made him feel rather scornful, when he felt Gair’s eyes on him. He looked at Gair and shrugged.

“Our people are very short of space,” he said quietly. “They’ve been hopelessly overcrowded all my life.”

“And of course the smaller kings keep pestering us for action,” Halla said. “Luckily, the Giants are acting for us. As soon as the observers reported that, we took steps to move the Lymen. The bad wells at Garholt are a real problem, but we’re dealing with that now, quite kindly.”

“Kindly!” said Ayna.

Gerald looked at Halla with deep contempt. Gair could see Gerald had formed a very low opinion of her mental powers. He thought Gerald was right. Judging by the unreflecting way she spoke, he suspected she was simply repeating what other, older, Dorig said. “You know what you sound like?” Gerald said to her. “You sound just like newspaper propaganda. Next thing, you’ll be saying you invaded Otmound and Garholt for defence, or peace, or something.”

It was hardly to be expected that Halla would understand this. Nor did she. “Well, it would be more peaceful if there weren’t any Lymen,” she said. “And flooding Otmound was defence, in a way. The Otmounders attacked the refugees from the Halls of the Kings, fifteen years ago, when all they were doing was peacefully crossing the Moor, and they killed a whole lot of them.”

“But what about Garholt?” said Ayna. “We hadn’t attacked you.”

“If you wanted the words off their wells, why couldn’t you have asked?” demanded Brenda. Halla looked at her as if she had formed much the same opinion of Brenda as Gerald had of her.

“How did you flood Otmound?” Gair asked, remembering Gerald particularly wanted to know this.

“With pumps,” Halla said carelessly, in the way people do when they have not much idea. “They’d been planning it for years.”

“Where did the water come from?” Gerald asked eagerly, forgetting his irritation.

Halla looked blank. Hafny, grinning a little at her ignorance, came to her rescue. “It was the water from the marsh that always has to be pumped out of our halls anyway. They piped it to the Otmound wells and pumped it out of them into the mound.”

Everyone digested this. Dorig were plainly ingenious. “Pumped out of your halls?” Gerald said slowly, disappointed and puzzled too.

“Hey!” said Brenda. “I thought you lot lived in water!”

“Not in water. Underwater,” Hafny said. He looked round at their puzzled faces and seemed almost as puzzled himself. “We breathe air,” he said.

This was plainly true. Now they came to look, everyone could see him breathing, and Halla too. They had noses. Their chests went up and down. There was no indication that they had gills or anything fish-like about them. “And we have to pump water out of our halls and let in air to breathe,” Hafny said. “Don’t you understand?”

Gair thought he understood. He had a sudden perception of the Dorig living in something very like their mounds, only under the bottom of the marsh or river. He turned to Hafny to ask if this was indeed the case, and he had a feeling Hafny was quite ready to tell him anything he wanted to know but, at that moment, disagreement flared up worse than before. Gerald, who must have understood somewhat as Gair had done, said, “Then you don’t have to live under water at all. You could leave the Moor and live anywhere you wanted.”

“No we can’t!” snapped Halla. Gerald’s lordly tone irritated her and she was annoyed that he had made her look foolish over the pumps. “My people will never take orders from a Giant. You Giants are nothing but great crude robbers. You descend from bears!”

“Nonsense!” Gerald said angrily.

“Like you descend from frogs,” said Brenda.

That made Halla angrier than ever. Her face went pale pink and her yellow eyes snapped. “You dare! You say that, when you stole the land from us! Then you pour filth into lakes and rivers until they’re not fit to swim in, and then you expect us to leave the Moor to please you! I tell you we have a right to live here! We were the very first people here.”

“No, you weren’t,” said Ceri. “We were.”

Ceri, perhaps, had simply been putting Halla right. But when Ayna joined in, Gair could see it was because she disliked Halla. “And the Giants took the land from us!” Ayna said heatedly. “But that hasn’t stopped us trying to be friends with them.” And she looked at Brenda. From the way Brenda looked back, it was evident the two of them were closing ranks against Halla.

Halla saw it and nearly spat. “Yes, licking the foot that kicked you! Everyone was saying yesterday that that was just like Lymen. Listen, we were here before either of you. You came and drove us into the water. And when the Giants came and drove you into the ground, we were glad!”

“We did not drive you into the water!” Ceri said. “You were always there.”

“No we weren’t,” Hafny said, seriously and quietly. “Once we lived on the land like the Giants do.”

He was clearly trying to smooth things over. But his reasonable tone irritated Gerald, as it had done all along. “Well, what do you want me to do about it – apologise?” Gerald demanded so thunderously that Hafny flinched. “That all must have been thousands of years ago. We’re all here now. And we’ve all got a right to live on the Moor if we want!”

At that, Brenda’s resentment of Gerald flared up. “Who says?” she said in her piercing Giant voice. “Your people came with the Normans and pinched the Moor off us! My folks were here from the year dot – or before that. If anyone’s got as much right here as the Lymen and the Dories, it’s me and not you, Gerald Masterfield!”

“No, you haven’t,” said Halla.

“If nine hundred years isn’t long enough, what is!” roared Gerald.

Gair, with his ears quivering, looked round their angry faces and felt really frightened. It was not merely that the talk had not got anywhere. It was rapidly getting out of hand. He had counted on Gerald to behave in the reasonable Giant manner, but Gerald was fast getting violent. And Hafny, who was behaving reasonably, was irritating everyone with his dry assurance. Gair saw that it was stupid to expect anything else, when they were all gathered in a house shot through with the dark influence of that collar. Their age-old differences were being aggravated into personal dislike.

Gair was about to suggest that they went outside to talk, when a sudden perception came to him. Ayna, Brenda and Halla were glaring, Brenda at Gerald, Ayna and Halla at one another. Each had her head tilted in identical angry haughtiness. And it did not matter that Brenda’s face was wider and pinker than Ayna’s, or that Halla’s eyes were yellow where Ayna’s were blue. They were all faces. And the hair that grew from the heads of each, though it varied from silvery to dark straw, was the same kind of hair.

“Have you noticed,” Gair said loudly, “that we’re all people really?” All the faces turned to him, surprised and wondering, Gerald’s, Ceri’s and Hafny’s as well as the girls’. “I mean,” Gair explained, “that we’re all far more like one another than – well, dogs or spiders.”

“I should hope so!” said Halla. But they all turned and looked at one another thoughtfully.

“I see what you mean,” said Gerald.

“Five fingers,” said Ceri. “Giant’s are thicker and Dorig’s longer, but we all have five. You mean we’re all the same underneath?”

“Are you people warm-blooded?” Gerald asked Hafny.

“Of course,” said Hafny.

“But what about the way they can change shape?” Brenda asked. She sighed. “I can’t.”

“I’ve been wondering about that,” said Gair. “Do you,” he asked the two Dorig, “do it by thinking? Or how?”

Halla and Hafny looked uncertainly at one another. “I – I think so,” Hafny said. “It’s – well, it’s a bit like moving your leg or your arm, really.”

“Only much harder,” said Halla. “You have to concentrate. And you feel tired if you keep it up for long.”

“Particularly if you shift to something bigger than you are,” said Hafny. “Yes, I suppose you think in a certain way, and it happens.”

“Like my Thoughts,” Ceri said.

“That’s what I meant,” said Gair. “Ceri, I bet you could shift shape if you turned your Thoughts on yourself.”

Ceri’s mouth fell open. “I’d never dare.”

“You’re not even to try,” said Ayna. “Suppose you stuck! Gair, really!”

“People don’t usually stick,” Hafny said encouragingly.

“He’s not the same as you!” Ayna said crossly.

“But he is – in a way,” said Gerald. “That’s what Gair’s getting at. There are stories about people – er, Giants – doing it too. Werewolves and suchlike. It’s not very common among us, but there is that chap who breaks forks, and they say some – er – Giants can see into the future a bit. Is that the sort of thing you’re talking about, Gair?”

“Yes,” Gair said thoughtfully. “I think we must all descend from the same stock.”

“You mean you – some of us – are mutants,” Brenda said wisely.

“Only which of us is normal?” said Gerald. “Suppose we’re the mutants, Brenda?”

Before the two Giants could indulge in more theories, Hafny firmly interrupted. “I’m sorry,” he said, “but it’s the differences between us that are important. You’d better get that clear.” Somehow, they gathered from his manner that the talk was likely to get somewhere at last. Hafny did not seem unfriendly, but he was very much in earnest as he said, “Giants and Lymen and us are all different. We all want different things. We usually leave you Giants alone to quarrel among yourselves, and occasionally some good for us comes out of it. And it has now, because the Moor is going to be flooded, just when we need more room most. You see, it isn’t simply that there are more of our people every year. About fifteen years ago, the places in the West called the Halls of the Kings filled up with water. Water came in where the air should have come in, and no one could pump it out. So everyone had to leave and come to the halls here. There were thousands of them—”

“Just a moment,” Gerald interrupted. “How big are these Halls of the Kings?”

“I’ve never been there,” Hafny said cautiously. “But I believe they were enormous.”

“And where are they?” Gerald asked eagerly.

“Under some chalk hills,” said Hafny. “That’s what caused the water, they say – a fault in the chalk. I’ve heard that the Giants call that part the Downs.”

“Which Downs? Berkshire or Sussex?” Gerald demanded, thoroughly excited. “And would you say there was a lot of water?”

“A great deal of water,” Hafny said wryly. “People drowned. But those names mean nothing to me, I’m afraid.”

Gerald, red in the face with excitement, made an annoyed noise. Hafny looked at him in a way that was both shrewd and satisfied. Gair could have sworn he had told Gerald this deliberately, hoping to arouse just the interest he had aroused. Hafny was plainly a deep one. Gair was wondering just what Hafny was playing at, when Hafny looked at him. “Now we come to the Lymen,” he said.

“We hadn’t anything to do with the Otmounders attacking the fugitives,” Ayna said.

“I wasn’t meaning that,” said Hafny.

“In that case,” Halla said warningly, “you’d better not say any more, Hafny.”

“Yes I shall,” said Hafny, losing his dryness and becoming simply a younger brother arguing with his elder sister. Gair was fairly sure by now that Halla was Hafny’s elder sister. “I’m going to tell them because I owe it to them. Try and stop me.” He turned to Ayna, Gair and Ceri. “The fact is, the bad wells in Garholt are just an excuse, I think. My father has sworn not to leave a Lyman alive on the Moor. If you want to live, you’ll have to leave the Moor. If you stay, you’ll be killed before you’re drowned. Find your father and tell him that.”

Gair could see Hafny meant this. A gust of dismay swept over him, as he thought of the prisoners in Garholt.

“Gair,” said Ayna, “we must go and find Father straight away.”

“You can’t,” said Gerald. “Unless—Are they still chasing them – the ones who were after them yesterday?” he asked Hafny.

Hafny shrugged. Shrugging, Gair was beginning to think, was very characteristic of Dorig. “No. My father called that off,” he said, to their great relief. “I told you, we leave Giants alone. My father thought the Giants would kill them anyway.”

“Who is your father?” said Brenda. “Chief Dory or something?”

Halla’s chin lifted proudly. “He’s the King.”

“Well, fancy!” said Brenda.

“Halla,” said Hafny, “you shouldn’t have told them that.”

“Why not?” said Halla. “We’ve unhooded to them.”

“But none of them have hoods.” Hafny shrugged again as he looked round the table. “I expect you’re all thinking what good hostages we’ll make.”

“It never crossed my mind,” Gerald said, rather angrily. “We promised to let you go.”

Gair was glad Gerald had chosen to behave with Giant honourableness. For a moment, he had been very tempted. Yesterday the Dorig had been rounding up children with gold collars, no doubt to use as hostages. It would turn the tables splendidly if today those same children took the King’s son prisoner and sent the King’s daughter with the news. It would be that way round, Gair knew. Nobody cared for Halla, but Hafny was interesting. Gair would have liked to have known him better. But it was not to be.

Gair looked regretfully at the two Dorig. That they were King’s children explained a lot. It explained Halla’s haughtiness and Hafny’s queer self-confidence, and the way both seemed to speak for the entire Dorig race. It explained their splendid collars. But one thing it did not explain was why Hafny felt he owed them his warning.

“Before you go,” Gair said, and he put it that way so as to place temptation firmly behind him. “Before you go, why did you say you owed us that warning?”

He was surprised to find Hafny blushing the pale pink Dorig blush – though less surprised when he also shrugged. “Well, it’s your father I owe really,” Hafny said uncomfortably. “I think he was your father, from the collar and the likeness. That’s how I came to have your name. Ceri kept saying it – but perhaps you don’t remember. It was the day we flooded Otmound. You were out hunting and I was – well, I’d got into trouble and run away.”

“He keeps doing that,” Halla said, in a weary, elder-sisterly way.

“So what? I did it last year. Sometimes you get mad,” Gerald said.

“I did it too,” said Gair. “Go on.”

“I walked most of the night,” said Hafny, “and about dawn your hunt came by, and I had to hide in a pool. I stayed under until I’d no air left. I couldn’t feel any more footsteps, so I came up and hoped. And the first thing I saw was you dragging Ceri along and both of you armed to the teeth.”

Ceri’s face was brilliant red, and Gair knew his own was the same. “You mean that was you?” Ceri said. “We were scared stiff!”

Hafny laughed. “I know,” he said.

Gair, looking at Hafny laughing, wondered if he would ever understand the Wisdom. The Wisdom said Dorig were ruled by Saturn, as Gerald seemed to be, but Gair knew that if he had ever seen anyone ruled by Mercury, it was Hafny.

“I was quite as scared,” Hafny said. “I didn’t think, I was so frightened. I just shifted straight to a deer. And of course you both did your best to kill me. I was still so frightened that all I could think of doing at first was to get bigger. And I got to the point where I was so thin on the ground I couldn’t move, and you still didn’t run away. So I thought of shifting to a warrior. That meant I was still pretty thin on the ground and I couldn’t speak – it’s hard to talk if you’re spread out – so I just walked at you and prayed to the Powers you’d run away now. And you wouldn’t. I’d never met anyone so maddeningly brave. And before I could think what to do, your whole hunt was all round me. I thought my last hour had come, because they always tell you Lymen kill you at once if they find you on your own, and I couldn’t speak, and I was spread so thin it hurt – I’ve never felt so horrible in my life. Then your father told me I could go. I’ve never been so grateful to anyone. I was back in that pool before I knew I’d moved, and I lay there and swore I’d do something in return if I could.”

It was queer to have the story from the other point of view. Ceri and Gair were exchanging uncomfortable looks, when Halla made Gair even more uncomfortable by saying, “And I suppose you’ve been following Gair around ever since?”

“Not all the time,” Hafny protested, looking as uncomfortable as Gair felt. “Mostly here, when you were watching the Giants. We watch you quite a bit,” he said to Brenda and Gerald.

Gair felt foolish. He remembered that squirrel when he had been in the wood, and he prayed to the Sun that Hafny had not chanced to be near the time he had walked along the dyke shouting to the Dorig to come and get him.

“Flipping follow-my-leader,” Gerald said. “Why on earth couldn’t somebody have talked to somebody before now?”

“Do you think it’s done any good?” Hafny asked him, as if he were hoping for something.

There was a gloomy pause. “No one’s talked about that collar yet,” Ayna remarked. As soon as she said it, Gair felt the collar break into pulsing life – as if it had been dormant and Ayna’s words had wakened it again.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“What collar?” said Halla.

“It’s a Dorig collar,” Ceri said. “You can see it is. The work’s the same, and both theirs have birds’ heads in front too.” And he explained that it had a curse on it and that Gest seemed to have given it to Gerald’s father years ago.

The Dorig were interested but puzzled. “I never heard of a curse,” said Halla.

“Where is this collar?” Hafny asked.

Brenda’s face glowed. She wrung the maximum drama out of the answer. “In this very house!”

She annoyed Gerald heartily. He said, far more casually than he felt, “I’ll show you if you like.”

“All right,” said Hafny.

So Gerald led them all to the study, where Halla and Hafny stared round as curiously as Ayna and Ceri had done the day before. The cold blast of power from the collar made Gair feel ill. When Gerald opened the drawer, he had to hold on to the back of a chair and clench his teeth.

“Oh!” Brenda cried out, enchanted by the richness of the thing, its greenness and its beauty. She put out a large mauve hand to pick it up.

“Don’t touch it!” shouted everyone else in the room.

Brenda snatched her hand back, looking puzzled and hurt. “Why ever not?”

“The curse will come off on you,” said Halla. She and Hafny were almost as badly affected as Gair. They both stood sideways to the drawer, as if they could not bear to look at the collar straight on, and both had gone pale. When Dorig went pale, they went ashy.

“Yes, it’s cursed all right,” Hafny said. “As strong as could be.”

He and Halla snatched sidelong looks at the collar. “Hafny,” Halla said. “Owls belong to our family. Whose could it have been?”

“I don’t know,” said Hafny, looking like death. “The work doesn’t look all that old. Halla, do you realise? This room must be right above our halls.”

Halla’s hands went to her thin white cheeks. “Powers! Then it must be causing our troubles too! Where did it come from?”

“Otmound,” said Ayna. “We think.”

“Father hates Otmound,” said Halla.

“Do you know how we can get the curse off it?” asked Gerald. “You’re not the only ones it’s making trouble for.”

To Gair’s disappointment, both Dorig shook their heads. “I know you can’t destroy a thing that’s cursed,” said Halla. “You have to lift the curse first. How to lift a curse is one of our Songmen’s secrets. We could take it to them—”

“No!” said Hafny. “Put it away. Shut it up. Let’s go.”

Gerald, rather pale himself, slammed the drawer shut. Immediately, Gair felt better and the two Dorig recovered their colour. But none of them felt particularly happy as they trooped away into the hall, except Brenda. Brenda was brimming over with excitement.

“Oh,” she said. “It was lovely. Evil beauty!”

“Shut up!” growled Gerald. “I suppose you two want to go now?”

“Yes please,” said Halla. “If you could take the Thought away.”

Ceri concentrated briefly, and Halla and Hafny both disappeared in a wave of cold air. The rest looked round the hall in bewilderment. Then Brenda nearly stepped on a mouse. She recoiled with a squawk and all but tramped on another.

“You’ll get squashed, you stupid fools!” said Ayna.

The next moment, the mice were piling into grey pillars in that way that Gair thought he would never get used to, not if he lived among Dorig for the rest of his life. Hafny and Halla hardened out of them, laughing.

“Funny how Giants are always scared of mice!” Hafny said.

“You wouldn’t think it so funny if I’d stepped on you,” Brenda told him angrily.

Gair found he had come to a decision. How he had reached it, he was not sure. He did not think that the collar in the drawer was at the moment pulsing with evil, and that, of all the people there, he was the most responsive to it. He simply knew he had decided. “Hafny,” he said, “could I talk to your father? Would you take me to him?”

There was a shocked silence in the hall. Then everyone began telling Gair at once he was insane. Halla went off into hissing laughter. But Gair ignored them and watched the expressions on Hafny’s narrow face. Hafny looked surprised, alarmed and rather scared, but he did not seem, like Halla, to find the idea ridiculous. Gair might have thought, but he did not, that Hafny was almost as sensitive to the collar as he was himself. What he thought instead was that, in his queer way, Hafny was honourable; that Dorig, now he knew a little more about them, were not as alarming as he thought; and that the Giant way of talking was worth trying on the King.

“You’d be taking a risk,” Hafny said at length. “I think you’d be better off going to find your father. What would you want to say?”

“Hafny, you’re not going to agree!” Halla exclaimed.

“Gair, you are not to go,” said Ayna. “We should have gone to find Father hours ago.”

“You must do that,” Gair said. “Go as soon as I’ve gone, and I’ll come to Garholt when I’ve seen the King. I’d like,” he said to Hafny, “to ask your father to make peace. I’ll be a hostage if necessary.”

“No. Be a messenger,” said Hafny. “No one hurts messengers.”

“All right,” said Gair. “Would you mind if I took the collar with me and asked your Songmen how to raise the curse?”

Hafny shivered a little before he shrugged. “If you wrap it thoroughly.”

Gair looked at Gerald. “I could ask about those Halls of the Kings too.”

But Gerald’s large Giant features showed that he had also come to a decision. “I’m coming too. I’ll ask. You’ll be safer with me if they don’t touch Giants, and I’ve got to find out which Downs he means. I can’t ask old Claybury to dig up all Sussex and Berkshire on spec, can I?”

Then Gair did think of the collar. He remembered that Gerald was an only child, and that he had lived beside the collar all his life and admitted to touching it. “You mustn’t. You won’t be safe.”

Gerald looked mulish. Hafny said dryly, “He’s likely to be safer than you are.”

“Stop it, Hafny!” said Halla. “I refuse to take them. It must be a thousand years since Lymen or Giants came down to our kingdom. Everyone will be furious. I won’t help you.”

“Good for you!” said Ayna.

Hafny turned to Halla. “Halla, listen. If this went right, you wouldn’t need to be afraid every second you were up on land. You could come up whenever you wanted. Walk in fresh air. Climb trees. You’d like that.”

To Ayna’s misery, a thoughtful, dreamy look came over Halla’s face. “I do love climbing trees,” she said. “All right.”

“Good,” said Hafny. “Then the only trouble is how good you are at holding your breath. It’s a fair way down.”

Gerald said he was all right. Gair, like everyone, had often tried to see how long he could go without breathing. He could do a slow count of a hundred. He had no idea if that was long enough, but he said he was all right too. At this, Ceri saw that Gair really meant to go. He summoned up all his courage and said he would go too.

“Oh, no, you won’t!” said Ayna.

“You’re the only person who can find Father,” Gair reminded him. He was glad when Ceri’s face broke into a broad, relieved smile and he confessed sunnily that he had forgotten. That meant Gair would not need to point out that it was the duty of one of them to stay alive to be Chief after Gest – always supposing there were still people in need of a Chief by then. He knew Gest would prefer Ceri to Ondo any day. By this, Gair knew he did not expect to come back himself. He was annoyed with himself for thinking that way, but he found he could not help it. He watched with a sense of shadows closing round him while Brenda – who had become unusually subdued – went to the kitchen and came back with several paper bags and a bag of thin, strong stuff you could see through.

This bag much intrigued Halla. She stroked it and stretched it and looked at her fingers through it. “We’ve nothing as fine as this,” she said.

“It’s only plastic,” said Gerald. He fetched a long pair of tongs and with them he picked the evil collar out of the drawer and put it in the plastic bag. Then he put that in the paper bags and the whole package into a piece of sacking. “There. Shall I carry it, Gair, or you?”

Gair did not like to touch even the package. But he felt it was his responsibility. After all, it was Gest who had given it to Gerald’s father. “I’ll take it,” he said. As he buttoned it into the front of his jacket, he had a dreary suspicion that he had received his own doom.

Gerald left a hasty note to Aunt Mary, in which, as Ceri asked him, he promised that the three visitors would come and see her later. Hafny and Halla put on their hoods and gloves, fastened their jackets, and became again the silver-headed Dorig most people knew. They all went out on the bridge. The Dorig at once slid down into the moat. They had such an air of it being their natural element that all the others envied them. Halla swirled round and held up her hand to Gerald, and Hafny held up his to Gair.

“Rather you than me!” Brenda said, with a shudder that shook the bridge.

Ayna had tears in her eyes. “Goodbye, Gair,” she said. “I shall pray to the Sun.”

Gair was embarrassed. He turned away and attended to the instructions Halla was giving Gerald.

“Sit down and slide in,” Halla said. “When I say Now take the deepest breath you can and then go limp.”

Gerald and Gair obediently sat on the edge of the bridge. Gair felt Hafny’s thin, strong hand jerk at his. He had a moment of horrible mistrust. Then he was gasping and splashing in the incredible cold of the water.

“Now!” said Halla.

Gair took the biggest breath his gasping lungs would let him. Next second, Hafny had pulled him underwater. The shock was so enormous that Gair let out a huge gollop of air. He saw it go up past his eyes in a big golden bubble. I’m going to need that, he thought, watching the green-grey water against his eyes, and the silver swirl of Hafny beyond, pulling him downwards. Gerald was a dark bulk below, almost out of sight.

Down they went, and down. It was suddenly green-dark, as if they were under the house as well as under the water. Gair’s ears poppled. Quite suddenly, his lungs told him that they had come to the end of their air. He told himself it was nonsense: you could go on for a long time after you first wanted to breathe. All the same, it was as much as he could do not to fight loose from Hafny’s tight grip on his wrist and thresh about screaming. He told himself it was Sun day. Hafny was not trying to drown him. Hafny dreamed of walking freely in the open air. It must be terrible being a Dorig, Gair thought frantically, to take his mind off air. The whole earth was dangerous to them.

But whatever he thought, Gair’s chest ached and his whole body roared at him to breathe – to take a breath even if it was water. Imaginary lights flickered in the roof of his head. Sun! Gair thought. He thought words to the Sun and to the Moon, words to the water not to harm him, words, words, words. He could feel Hafny working harder. The grip on his wrist hurt. Everywhere was dark as if they were deep under somewhere. And Gair’s chest screamed it must breathe or die.

Hafny swirled to a stop, and swirled again. Utter darkness fell. Gair knew they were shut in a small space deep down under water and he was going to die. Hafny did not understand. Dorig were different. Frantically, Gair grabbed for Hafny, but before his fingers closed on Hafny’s slippery suit, light came and with it, a rushing and surging of the water. It swept Gair away backwards and he felt Hafny seize him. But the rushing was air – surely it was air! Gair took a deep breath, and it was water.

A short time later, he came to himself coughing and choking, in a clear light, on a slippery stone floor. Beyond him, Gerald was coughing and gasping too. Above him, Halla said, “Oh do be quiet, Hafny! They’ll both be all right. They ran out of breath, like babies do the first time.”

Gair did not feel particularly all right, so he lay where he was. He heard Gerald climbing to his feet. “I say,” said Gerald’s voice, booming round a narrow space. “Isn’t this some kind of air-lock?”

“We just call them locks,” said Halla. “I didn’t know Giants had them.”

“Yes, on submarines and spaceships,” Gerald boomed. “How does it work?”

“That’s one of our secrets,” Halla said, with dignity. Gair could tell from her voice that she had no idea, any more than he knew himself why the doors to Garholt opened with the right words.

“And where does the light come from?” Gerald asked.

“The walls,” said Halla.

Gair had already seen it was the same light that they used in Garholt. He rolled into sitting position and said, “We make ours with words. Do you?”

“Yes. Are you all right?” Hafny said, looking very relieved.

Gair looked up into anxious yellow eyes and realised, with a jump of surprise, that Hafny liked him. Hafny had been scared stiff that he had drowned him. Beyond Halla, Gerald, who seemed much smaller with his hair and clothes soaking, was looking anxiously at Gair too. And Gair thought that it was just his luck that the only two people who had ever, as far as he knew, spontaneously liked him, should be a Giant and a Dorig.

Halla, whom Gair did not like so much, said, “You look like two drowned rats. Shall I open the door?” And Gair suddenly wished, ignobly and strongly, that Ayna had been there too.

“Go ahead,” said Hafny.

Halla reached up and pulled a big lever. The end of the room at once swung inwards, like a big thick door. They went out into a well-lit passage with a warm draught in it. Gair looked back before the door shut again and saw that the far end of the room was another thick door, with dark trickles of water coming in round the edges.

The passage outside was dry enough. It was so warm that neither Gair nor Gerald felt cold, wet as they were. The air came through it in hot gusts, bringing gluey, fishy smells. It led them into a much broader, higher passage, with arched openings on either side. Halla told them that the openings led to living-quarters. Some seemed to be working-places too. Clouds of gluey-smelling steam came out of one. Through another, Gair glimpsed hundred upon hundred of fish skins hung or stretched on racks. In a third, there was a smithy where Gerald wanted to linger and watch.

There were crowds of people. Halla and Hafny had once more taken off their gloves and hoods and opened their jackets. But it took Gair only a short time to see that theirs were outdoor clothes. The Dorig men, women and children who flitted so busily in and out of the openings all wore garments longer and looser than any Gair had seen before. The main colour favoured seemed to be a pinkish purple, but there were bright yellows, blues and greens among them too. Gair began to understand that the peculiar gliding walk of the Dorig was due to the robes they mostly wore. The most outlandish thing about the robes was that they were not woven, but made of cured skin. It was no wonder that the Dorig had not understood the looms in Garholt – nor the windows either – since their life must be passed almost entirely underground.

Most of the people stared. Many looked outraged.

“They’re messengers,” Hafny said authoritatively. “For my father.”

Some people fell back at this, watching and whispering. Others followed, whispering too. Gair could feel the whisper hissing behind them, and spreading away in front.

“Take no notice,” Halla said. “Everyone here’s from the West. They’re terrible busybodies.”

She and Hafny took them by what were evidently side passages as far as possible. But the whisper was always with them. So was the warm wetness of the air. Gair and Gerald sweated badly, but it did no good at all. Gair became almost grateful for the deadly chill of the collar against his chest. He became really oppressed and longed to get away. The most oppressive parts were when they had to cross a number of large halls which were being used as living-quarters. They edged among the temporary beds and families gathered round the eating-squares. People were packed in, making the air hotter than ever. Children teemed in the spaces, adding to the whispers that followed them. Old, old Dorig with wrinkled faces sat on stools and made strange curse-like gestures at them.

“You see,” said Hafny, “We are crowded.”

“I should just say you are!” Gerald agreed.

Gair said nothing. He thought of the discomfort when the Otmounders came to Garholt. This was ten times worse. The number of people camping in the last hall they crossed was alone more than twice that of Otmound and Garholt together. Gair was sorry about it. He was also scared. He saw that his people had been frightened of the Dorig for the wrong reasons entirely. He had just found out that there were Giants by millions. Now he saw the numbers of the Dorig were second only to Giants. His own race was tiny. Unless something was done, it would vanish altogether, squashed out of existence by the needs of Giants and Dorig. Gair saw, in a quite new way, that his people were going unthinkingly about their lives, just as they always had done, too set in their customs to know how they were threatened. And he knew that what he was trying to do was even more urgent than he had supposed.

The last part of their way lay entirely through halls, halls narrower and taller, perhaps older, than the earlier ones, though no less crowded. Many of the people in them wore gold collars and seemed important. They pretended not to see the two strangers, whether out of politeness or contempt neither of them knew. It was here that a gold-eyed woman in a blue robe pushed her way up to Halla.

“Halla! At last! Your mother’s turning the halls inside out for you. Come along.”

Halla looked beseechingly at Hafny. “You go,” Hafny said. “I can manage.”

So Halla was snatched away and they continued with Hafny.

“Won’t your mother want you too?” Gerald asked.

“I shouldn’t think so,” said Hafny. “Mine doesn’t fuss like Halla’s.” Seeing Gair staring at him, and Gerald looking confused, he said, “Why? Do you and Ceri and Ayna all have the same mother?”

“Of course,” said Gair. “Adara.”

“I’ve heard of her,” Hafny said. “She’s famous for wisdom and healing. How many husbands has she?”

“Only my father,” Gair said, rather indignantly.

“Don’t be offended,” said Hafny. “I was only trying to think of customs as different from ours as I could. What do Giants do?”

“Giants,” Gerald said, a little stiffly, “only have one wife at a time. Like Gair’s people.”

“That must be a bit boring,” said Hafny. “Even the poorest man among us has at least two wives. And, being the King, my father has five. And I’m still the only boy. I’ve got seven sisters. I know you don’t think much of Halla, but you should see the other six, then you’d—”

A tall Dorig, whose face was a thin white wedge of self-importance, interrupted by taking hold of his arm. “See here, boy, I have to see your father this morning.”

Gair was impressed by the polite way Hafny got rid of him. “I’ll do my best for you,” he said. “But something urgent has come up and I must take these messengers to him first.”

The tall Dorig looked from Gerald to Gair with unutterable contempt. He turned away and said to someone else behind his hand, “That child’s consorting with Giants and Lymen now. Someone should tell his poor father.”

Hafny’s face went stiff. “Powers!” he said. “I hate that man! I’d do anything not to have him living here!” Gair found he understood. In his way, the tall Dorig was not unlike Aunt Kasta.

At the end of this hall they came to an open archway. In front of it stood a line of Dorig in full silver armour – the first they had seen down here. And Gair saw it was true what Brenda had pointed out. Armour was different from the suit Hafny was wearing. It looked thicker and tougher, and it was made deliberately in large fish-like scales. To judge by their shiny faces, the men wearing it were as hot as Gair was.

“Will you let me in to my father?” Hafny asked them. “It’s important.”

“You’re to go in,” one of the warriors replied. “He’s already heard.”

They separated enough to let Hafny, followed by Gair and Gerald, slip through into the room beyond. “Don’t Dorig ever use doors?” Gerald wondered in a rumbling whisper. He stopped suddenly, as he realised he was standing before the King already.

There were six robed and collared men in the room. Two were white-haired and stately. The rest seemed young. Dorig had a way of looking either quite young or very old, with no stages in between. Three of the young-looking ones were probably Songmen, to judge from their collars and the way they had their heads together over a harp. The harp had curious white strings, just like the one string that never broke on Banot’s harp.

The fourth young-looking man was sitting in a low chair with one leg bandaged and propped on a stool. He was dressed in wide blue robes, with a cloud of dark-honey hair loose on his shoulders, and they might not have recognised him but for his bandaged leg and a slight pink swelling round his left eye. He recognised them. His brown-gold eyes widened and his face became as blank as a carving. Gerald went red, and redder, and redder still, and finally as purple as Brenda as he took in the fact that he had, yesterday afternoon, shot a hole in the leg of the King of the Dorig himself.

“I’d like an explanation of this, Hafny,” the King said. His soft Dorig voice sounded quiet and reasonable, but they all knew he was ferociously angry. And as soon as he spoke, Gair knew they had been mad to come. Perhaps it was his Gift again, but it hardly needed a Gift to tell him that the King would never forgive Gerald nor Gair for calling Gerald to the pool. Gerald had made him look ridiculous. He had trodden on the King, and the King had lost his head and turned into a fish three times in quick succession, and Gerald knew he had. Gair needed no Gift to tell him that this was the cause of the King’s fury. If there was one thing Gest could not forgive either, it was being made to look ridiculous.

Hafny saw, quite as clearly, that he had been mad to bring Gair and Gerald. His assurance went, like water from a pricked blister, though he tried hard to pretend it was still there. “These two are messengers,” he said. “I brought them here because they have something to say.”

“And how did you meet them?” the King asked.

“Up on land,” Hafny said, with false airiness.

“Unfortunately for you, I know exactly where,” said the King. “You’ve been in that moat again, haven’t you?” Hafny could not deny that, and he did not attempt to. “Consorting with creatures like Giants and Lymen,” said the King. “And you have the face to bring them here. What have you to say?”

Hafny had nothing to say. He looked wretched. Gerald hung his head in embarrassment. Gair looked at the other men in the room, hoping they might defend Hafny, but their faces were serious and shocked, as if they thought Hafny had been very wrong indeed. Gair risked making things worse for Hafny by saying, “We asked Hafny to bring us because we wanted to talk to you.”

It did make things worse. Gair saw from the expression on the King’s face that he should have pretended not to know Hafny’s name. “Did you?” said the King. “And he doesn’t know a spy when he sees one?”

“We’re not!” Gerald and Gair said together.

“Be quiet,” said the King. “Hafny, did you promise them anything?”

Hafny was alarmed. “I promised to bring them here.”

“Nothing more?”

The pale flush filled Hafny’s face. “Listen,” he said, “I unhooded to them.”

“As I see,” the King said coldly, raising his eyes to Hafny’s curly head. “I can’t think what you thought you were doing.” Suddenly he seemed sick of Hafny. He turned his face away. “Go away,” he said. “Get out.”

Hafny shrank into himself and almost slunk to the doorway. He did not look at Gair and Gerald, and neither of them liked to look at him. They heard him say, behind them, “You mustn’t hurt them. They came in good faith.”

“Get out!” said the King. His voice put Gair in mind of Gest’s belt whistling through the air. From the way Gerald’s face twisted, it had the same kind of associations for him. They heard Hafny’s soft footsteps leaving. Then the King looked at them and Gair again wondered how they had been mad enough to come here. The answer was not far off. It lay, sickeningly cold, wrapped up against his chest. “What did you do to Hafny to make him bring you here?” the King said.

There was no point saying they had caught Halla. She would be in trouble too and the King would still ask why Hafny had not gone back for help. “Nothing,” Gerald said.

“We talked,” said Gair.

“What kind of talk would that be that turns my son into a traitor?” asked the King.

That was a nasty question. Neither of them had seen Hafny’s behaviour in this light before, but it was clear that the six Dorig in the room had done so all along. “It was a Thought,” Gair said. “We stopped him shifting shape while we talked to him. It wasn’t his fault.”

“How like Lymen!” said the King. “What did you expect to gain by it?”

Gair knew that, for some reason, his answer had made the King savagely angry, though his calm Dorig features did not show it much. Gerald did not quite see. Or perhaps he did, but despairingly seized the only chance he had yet had to say what he had come to say.

“I wanted to come and ask you where the Halls of the Kings are, sir,” he said. “If there’s enough water there—” He tailed off a little as he saw he was making no impression on the King, but pulled himself together and went on. “My people could pump it out to use, you see, sir, and your people could go and live there again. Then the Moor—”

“Be quiet, Giant!” said one of the old men. He sounded so truly shocked that Gerald muttered, “Well, it’s for the good of both of us,” and fell into rebellious silence.

“Sir, now, am I?” the King said mockingly, and looked at Gair.

Gair, though his stomach was sinking and he knew nothing was any good, felt, like Gerald, that he had nothing to lose in saying why he had come. “I came to ask you to make peace with my people.”

“Haven’t you anything useful to say?” the King asked, crushingly.

“Yes,” said Gair, fighting against a sense of doom and failure worse than he had felt in Garholt. He dragged the cold bundle with the collar in it out of his jacket. He did not want to. But he felt that the one good he might do was to get the Songmen to lift the curse. And he knew a curse made you want to keep the thing that was cursed. In fact, at that moment, the curse and his Gift were in such raging conflict that he had no idea which was telling him to do what. He held the damp bundle out towards the three Songmen. “I wanted to ask you about this. There’s a curse on it, and it may be lying on you too.”

“What is it?” asked the one who seemed chief Songman.

“A collar – one of your kind,” Gair explained. “My father gave it to—” he did not like to give Gerald’s name “—his father, years ago, to move the stone on top of the Haunted Mound.”

Before the Songman could move, the King held out his long pale hand. “Let me see.”

Gair went up to him and reluctantly put the bundle in his hand. He did not want to give it to the King at all. And the King shivered as he took it and looked up into Gair’s face in a very odd way. Gair looked down into the golden-brown eyes, which were curious even for a Dorig, and wondered why the King was staring at him like that. Since collars were in his mind, he also wondered why the King’s collar, instead of being rich and elaborate like the others in the room, should be a plain twist of gold, of very ordinary workmanship. Perhaps it was some back-to-front custom.

“Where’s your collar?” said the King. “You had one yesterday.”

“I gave it to him,” Gair said, nodding at Gerald.

The King shrugged and delicately unwrapped the wet bundle of sacking. The paper bags underneath were sodden. The King’s white fingers peeled them away. And there lay the collar, a rich poisonous gleam under the plastic. The King’s face went grey-white. The five other Dorig drifted away from it, muttering uneasily. Waves of evil poured from the green gold, as if the bag was no barrier at all. Gair had to back away and hang on to Gerald for support, and he could feel Gerald shivering in spite of the warmth.

“Tell me about this,” the King said to the chief Songman.

The Songman’s face looked deathly. “I hardly like to,” he said.

“Then I’ll tell you,” said the King. “It was a very strong curse, a dying curse, and it was uttered in the name of all three Powers.” At that, the five other Dorig made the same small, frightened sign. “But the curse is weaker now than it was,” said the King. “This collar gave itself as a reward, fifteen years ago, to those who dared weaken it by moving the stone from the Mound of Sorrow. By that, the dead men there were set free and the Old Power was appeased. In its absence, the curse could be lifted.” Dimly, through the flood of evil, Gair saw the King was looking at him. “What would you give to have this curse lifted?” he asked, and his soft voice seemed to come and go on the pulses from the collar.

Gair hardly knew what to say. The collar and the Gift he was still barely used to clashed in his head, a wild mingling of hope and despair, and one of them made him say, “I’d give a great deal. Anything.”

“Me too,” said Gerald.

Quickly, the King sat up straight and wrapped the sacking back over the collar. “You heard that, all of you. We need a willing sacrifice for each Power remaining, and here they are. Take these two away and prepare them for sacrificing.”

At least ten silver warriors were in the room before Gair understood what was happening. “Look here,” Gerald was saying loudly. “You can’t do this! We’re ambassadors.”

“It was lucky Hafny forgot to promise you should go back,” the King said calmly. Then, not at all calmly, he said to Gair, “And I’ve never made a sacrifice so gladly!” Gair wondered what he had done to make the King hate him so.

They were hustled helplessly away among staring Dorig, down a long hall and into a small place with a thick door. The warriors thrust them inside it so hard that they both stumbled right to the far end and, before they could turn round, the thick door slammed behind them. Gair’s first act was to whirl round and say the words for opening that door. But it remained fast shut. Vary the words as he would, Gair made no impression on it. Just as Gair’s people knew how to make water safe from Dorig, so Dorig knew how to make doors safe from Lymen.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Ceri and Ayna said good-bye to Brenda and set off to find their father as soon as the moat had ceased to swirl and they were sure no more bubbles were rising to the surface. Brenda was doleful at their going, but they could not help that. They waved and walked briskly away across the tufty field.

Gest and the hunt were not as far away as Ayna had supposed. Ceri said he thought they must be on their way back. He took Ayna to a bushy wood, just on the edge of the marshes. There, Ayna had that usual queer moment when she thought there was nobody there at all. Then a dog roused and stood wagging its tail at them. Ayna’s eyes cleared and she saw the shapes of people sleeping under blankets everywhere she looked, blankets so much the colour of the ground and the grass that they were as hard to see as a speckled moth on a tree-trunk.

“Father!” called Ceri.

When Gest sat up sleepily, brushing dead leaves from his golden beard, he seemed for a moment unnaturally small. After a day among the Giants, even Gest’s open ruddy face seemed little and delicate. He blinked bright blue eyes at them, startled and a little cross to be woken in the middle of the day after a hard night’s hunting. Ayna found she had never realised before how much she loved him. She flung herself on him and burst into tears.

“Oh, Father! The most awful things have happened!”

She and Ceri shouted one another down to tell him. People sat up all round, dismayed and sleepy. Ondo’s teeth chattered. Orban kept saying, “Ban’s bones! This won’t do!” And Banot got up on one knee to give Gest a meaning look.

“Said he wouldn’t attack you.”

“Yes,” said Gest. “Someone we know being too clever by half. Where’s Gair? I don’t understand where Gair’s got to.”

“He’s hiding behind a Giant somewhere, I bet,” said Ondo.

Ayna and Ceri explained that Gair had gone with Gerald to the halls of the Dorig, taking the collar with him. “And Gair has Sight Unasked, Father. He knew there was a curse on it.”

Gest got to his feet, looking thoroughly alarmed. “I know that!” he said tetchily. “He warned me. Why didn’t you stop him going? It’s the worst thing he could have done.”

Ondo, who had not a word to say, had to content himself with looking superior. Orban said, “It never does any good to talk to Dorig. The only good Dorig are dead ones. But I always did think the boy was odd, Gest.”

“Oh, be quiet!” Gest bellowed, rounding on Orban. “None of this would have happened if you hadn’t murdered the King of the Dorig’s brother!”

There were shocked, angry murmurs from most of the Otmounders.

“For the sake of a collar with a curse on it,” said Gest.

The murmurs died away as everyone saw the curious yellow colour of Orban’s face. “Who told you that?” he said. “Adara swore—”

“Adara kept her word. The King told me himself,” said Gest. “Pack, everyone. Strike camp and leave the catch here.” He whipped up his own blanket and folded it. “Hurry. We must get to Garholt.”

“That’s right,” Orban said, making an unconvincing effort to be natural. “Let’s kill all the damn Dorig we can!”

“Oh no, we will not!” said Gest. “Unless you want Kasta’s throat cut, of course.” Everyone was now feverishly folding blankets and strapping up bags. Gest called out so that they should all hear, “If any one of you raises a hand against a Dorig, I shall say words he will feel even beyond the grave. Now move. You can pack properly as you go.”

Aunt Mary sat in her kitchen and read Gerald’s note for the fourth time. The house felt emptier and quieter than she had known it for years. Gerald probably out for lunch, those three strange little children departed without warning and her brother still cavorting all over the Moor with that Mr Claybury when they must know it was lunchtime. How thoughtless everyone was! Aunt Mary did not believe for an instant that those three children would come back to thank her, as Gerald’s note said. And to add to her annoyance, that gross, fat child Brenda was hanging about the house, crunching around in the gravel and breathing like a sheep with asthma. Why couldn’t she go home?

Brenda, at that moment, put her head round the back door. “Is Gerald back yet, Miss Masterfield?”

“No he is not! Will you go home!” snapped Aunt Mary. “Dear,” she added, not to sound unkind.

Brenda, without a word, shut the back door again. At the same moment, someone knocked at the front door. Sighing, Aunt Mary got up and answered it.

The thinnest child Aunt Mary had ever seen stood on the doorstep in a pool of water. It was wearing an odd kind of frogman’s suit. Aunt Mary could not tell whether it was a girl or a boy – you so seldom could these days, she thought – but she nevertheless looked the child searchingly in the face in hope of a clue. It was horribly pale and the eyes that met hers were a deep amber yellow – just like a goat’s, thought Aunt Mary. “Good God!” she told it weakly.

“Could I speak to Brenda, please?” the strange child asked anxiously. It had a peculiar lisping voice.

“Brenda doesn’t live here,” said Aunt Mary. “Dear.”

The child looked so cast down that Aunt Mary was almost glad when Brenda burst round the side of the house like a stampeding carthorse, shouting, “Halla! What’s the matter? Where’s Gerald?”

Aunt Mary was not the most sensitive of Giantesses, but something in the manner of both girls made her pause in the middle of shutting the front door and ask, “Is something wrong?”

The strange girl looked at her blankly. “Oh no. I’ve just come to ask Brenda something.” And Brenda, with her mouth stretched into a long, false smile, added, “Nothing’s wrong at all.”

Aunt Mary shut the front door, slightly uneasy. Then, because she was not the kind of Giantess to whom things happen, she went to bed with a headache, wondering why the house felt so peaceful for once.

Outside, Brenda took Halla’s slippery elbow and towed her over the bridge and out on to the gravel where they would not be overheard. “What is it, Halla?”

“Hafny,” Halla said wretchedly. “I’ve got him here. I daren’t tell his mother, let alone Father. So you have to help me.”

Puzzled and alarmed, Brenda watched Halla rip open her silvery jacket and take out a furry thing. She held it out towards Brenda in both long white hands. “Look.” It was something the shape of a ferret. But, if it had eyes, they were tight shut, and it did not have either ears or legs. Brenda found it repellent. She shuddered.

“That’s never Hafny!”

“Yes it is.” There were tears in Halla’s yellow eyes. “I was there when he did it. It’s called morgery, but I’ve never seen it happen before. You’re supposed to stop people before they do it. And I didn’t. I thought he was just making a silly fuss, going on about being a traitor and saying he’d let Gair and Gerald down.”

“He wasn’t a traitor,” Brenda said. “Was he?”

“That’s what I said,” said Halla. “But he was told Father called him one. Then they shut Gair and Gerald up and burnt their hair—”

Brenda squawked. She made Halla jump, but the ferret-thing did not move. “Burnt their hair!”

“They cut it off first,” Halla explained impatiently. “It’s what they do to dedicate sacrifices.”

“Sacrifices!” squealed Brenda.

Halla saw Brenda was upset. “They won’t feel it,” she said. “And they’re the first there have been for years, so it’s quite an honour. And it’s an honour to hang up to the Sun afterwards.”

Brenda knew Halla meant to be kind, but she could have smacked her all the same. “When are they going to do it – this sacrifice?” she demanded.

Halla shrugged. Brenda’s hand almost went out to clout her. “It’s nothing to do with me,” said Halla. “The Feast of the Sun, maybe sooner. I don’t know. But you must help me! Don’t you understand, I unhooded to you! You’ve got to help me get Hafny back before Father finds out!”

She held the furry thing out to Brenda again. She was crying. Brenda simply could not credit that anyone could worry about a thing like that when two people were going to be killed. On the other hand, the shapeless furry creature did look pathetic, lying limply across Halla’s palms – and Hafny seemed to have got that way because he, at least, minded about Gerald and Gair.

“How do you get them back?” Brenda asked gruffly.

“I don’t know,” said Halla. “I know you have to do it soon, or he’ll die.”

Making three of them, Brenda thought. “Well, I don’t know if you don’t. How could I?”

“But you could take him to Adara for me, couldn’t you?” Halla said eagerly.

“Adara? You mean Gair’s mother!”

Halla nodded. “Everyone says she’s famous for healing. Here.” She pushed the furry thing into Brenda’s hands.

Brenda recoiled. But Hafny’s queer form did not feel nearly as unpleasant as it looked. It was as soft and warm and piteous as a sick rabbit. Brenda had half a mind to suggest to Halla that Adara might not feel like healing a Dorig if the Dorig were going to kill Gair. But Halla was probably too stupid to see that. And Brenda was fairly sure that Adara was the kind of person who would try to cure Hafny simply because he needed it. So all she said was, “Why can’t you take him?”

Halla thought Brenda stupid too. “Because Garholt is full of our people, of course! Father will find out I didn’t stop Hafny and – tell them anything you like, but don’t say I gave him to you.”

“All right,” said Brenda.

“Thanks.” Halla smiled brilliantly – she might be stupid, but she was very pretty too, Brenda thought wistfully – and slipped away into the moat almost without a ripple.

Brenda was left holding a warm furry something. She glanced at the house, wondering if she ought to tell Aunt Mary, and decided against it almost at once. If Mr Masterfield had been there, he might have done something, but Aunt Mary was no good. Brenda clutched the furry shape to her chest and set off at a heavy trot to her own house beyond Gerald’s wood. Gair’s people were the only ones who could help. Besides, she very much wanted to see Adara on her own account.

She lumbered through the wood and along the track to Lower Farm as gently as she could. Every second she held the helpless Hafny she was more sorry for him. She could almost feel how miserable he was. He had hoped for great things.

In the farmyard, her mother’s bicycle, large and old, with string laced over the back mudguard, was leaning against the wall. It had a basket, which would do beautifully for Hafny. Brenda popped him into it and hurried into the house for a cushion to make him comfortable. For once in her life, the smell of Sunday lunch meant nothing to her.

As she dashed out again with the cushion, Brenda’s mother shouted, “Brenda! Your dinner’s ready!”

Brenda stopped in the middle of the yard to roll her eyes at the sky. Parents! The high sun dazzled her and she noticed, just above the trees, the white disc of the moon too. “Do me good to slim!” Brenda bawled as she ran to the bicycle.

As soon as Hafny was safely bedded on the cushion, Brenda set off, pedalling for dear life, up the lane and along the road through the village. Ceri had talked of a wood. Brenda assumed he had meant the one near Garholt, which you could reach from the road beyond the village.

While she got herself and Hafny there, she talked to Hafny between puffs and wheezes, trying to comfort them both. “You shouldn’t get like this, Hafny. You don’t want to believe that about traitors. You didn’t join our side, did you? That’s what they do – traitors. Oh, this hill! But it was lucky I didn’t go down in the moat. I was a coward not to, I know that. But just think if I had! Cheer up, Hafny. Those Lymen’ll do something, I know they will, if we get there quick.”

There was no kind of response from Hafny. Perhaps the queer form he was in could neither hear nor feel. Brenda had to give up talking on the hill beyond the village. It was very steep. But she puffed her way up it in the end. There was the wood. With any luck, she would find Ayna and Ceri in a few minutes.

She was leaning the bicycle against the bank, when a Land-Rover came grinding round the corner, going towards the village.

Oh bother! thought Brenda. Mr Masterfield and Mr Claybury going home for their dinners. Now I’ll have to stop and tell them.

She waved. The Land-Rover stopped and Mr Masterfield rather grudgingly leant out. “What is it? A puncture?”

“No,” panted Brenda. “Something awful’s gone and happened to Gerald. Only I can’t stop now. I’ll tell you later.” She lifted Hafny carefully off his cushion and hurried into the wood.

“What’s happened? Where is Gerald?” Mr Masterfield shouted after her.

“The Dories got him!” Brenda shrieked over her shoulder. Birds flew clapping out of trees at the din. She ran, looking anxiously about for any sign of Ayna and Ceri. Though how I should expect to see them when I never have before, I can’t think! she thought. “Ayna! Ceri!”

There was no answer, only more frantic birds. Three minutes later she was at the other end of the wood, with the Moor spread into grey-green distance below. There was no trace of any Lymen, but Garholt humped into the green view fifty yards to the left.

“Then I’d better see to you first,” Brenda said to Hafny, and surged towards the mound. When she reached it, it seemed easier on Hafny to go down it sitting. Brenda arrived at the foot of it with a rush, a slither and a squelch. A shimmer of movement in front of the mound abruptly stopped. There was sudden complete silence. Brenda stared at the last place where she had seen movement. It seemed daft, but it did look as if there might be a person standing against the nearest bush. “Ceri?” Brenda said doubtfully.

Half the bush came to life and Ceri scudded towards her. “Brenda! What’s gone wrong?”

“Ceri!” said Ayna’s voice. Then she too hurried towards Brenda from the other side of the bush. “What is it?”

“They took Gerald and Gair for human sacrifices!” Brenda said.

“What?” someone else said sharply.

Upon that, the whole space in front of Garholt sprang to life. Brenda was bewildered, and more than a little alarmed, to find herself surrounded by warlike men and girls. These people were not smooth and skinny like the Dorig. Their hair was shaggy. They had bright, bold, determined faces. Most of the men had beards. They wore sheepskin and Moor-coloured tweeds, and all of them carried knives and spears of some metal that did not seem to be iron. Though none of them was more than a few inches taller than Brenda herself, she had no doubt that even the boys of Ceri’s size could make short work of her if they chose. Lymen gathered together were formidable.

Dozens of bright eyes looked at her – eyes blue, grey or greenish, all of them more almond-shaped than Brenda was used to. To Brenda’s confusion, at least eight of them wore golden collars of one sort or another, so that it was impossible to tell which one was Gair’s father. When someone said, “How do you know that?” Brenda hugged Hafny protectively and replied to the whole band.

“Halla told me. And she did make me mad! All she cared about was not getting into trouble over Hafny.”

“Bother Halla! She’s stupid,” said Ceri. “What about Gair?”

Brenda told them what Halla had said. One man in a gold collar, a fair man with blue eyes, said soberly, “That’s just what I was afraid of.”

Another, a younger man, who had bees crawling over his face and clothes, asked, “And where’s the Dorig – the King’s son?”

“Here,” said Brenda, and held out the furry thing.

All the bright eyes turned to the misshapen small body, and a number of the people shuddered. A third man with a gold collar – he had a thin, clever face which Brenda liked the look of – pushed his way to the front and said, “May I see?”

Brenda found she trusted him. She let him take Hafny in his hands. He handled the queer creature very gently, turning it about and looking at it carefully, and finally laid it on the grass and squatted beside it. Everyone else gathered round to see. “Careful, Banot,” someone said. “It could be a trick.”

Banot shook his head. “The People of the Moon sometimes get like this,” he said. “It’s a form of despair.” He looked up at Brenda. “It will take more words than Adara or I know to shift this one back.”

“Oh dear!” said Brenda. “He was ten times nicer than that Halla.”

A fourth man with a gold collar pushed forward, and a boy behind him. Brenda did not like either of them. The man had scraggly reddish hair and a pompous manner. The boy’s ears stuck out and he looked mean. “This is just wasting time,” the man said. “Put the thing out of its misery and then let’s open the mound.” Upon this, the boy raised his spear, intending to drive it through the furry body on the ground.

“You dare!” said Brenda. “Just either of you dare, and see what you get!” She advanced on the pair of them, breathing through her nostrils like an angry bull.

The boy bolted. The man backed away. “I didn’t mean it,” he said, laughing uneasily.

To Ayna and Ceri, it was one of the best moments of their lives, seeing Orban and Ondo routed by an enraged and purple Giantess. But, as Brenda seemed likely to get herself stuck on the end of Orban’s spear, Ceri said hastily, “I can shift Hafny back, Brenda. Father, may I use a Thought on him?”

“Yes, do,” said Gest. He was the fair one, Brenda saw. She liked him too.

Ceri drew a breath and prepared to concentrate. Immediately, the furry body dissolved and heaped itself into a mound of grey mist. The mist coiled and hardened and became Hafny, squatting in a miserable heap on the grass. He was without his hood, so that the first thing they saw was a curly head of hair. Then he raised his head, and they saw his face was ash-white and his yellow eyes ringed with red. He did indeed look desperately unhappy. But Brenda, Ayna and Ceri were not deceived. Ceri knew he had not used a Thought. Brenda and Ayna remembered that Halla had not dissolved at all. She had shifted straight back and yelled as if it hurt her. Hafny saw the way they were looking at him and gave them a look which plainly implored them not to say anything.

The rest of the hunt was amazed. “Is that a Dorig?” one of the girls said.

“Look at its collar!” said Ondo.

“It looks almost as if it’s a man!” said someone else.

“So they are,” said Banot, “when they’re unhooded.” He tried to pull Hafny to his feet. Hafny slipped back on to the grass, groaning. Brenda thought he had cramp from keeping up that queer shape so long, but it worried Banot and Gest.

“What’s the matter?” Gest asked kindly, bending over him.

Hafny looked up at him miserably. “It was my fault they’re going to sacrifice Gair and the Giant,” he said. “I brought them down to our halls, and I was a traitor to them and to my own people. Will you take me and sacrifice me?”

“We don’t make that kind of sacrifice,” Gest said.

“But you must!” Tears ran from Hafny’s yellow eyes and down his white face. “Tell my father you’re going to do it, so he’ll let those two go.”

“That’s an idea,” Orban said. “He’s the best hostage we could have.”

“I know I am,” said Hafny. “Please use me.”

“Nonsense,” said Gest. “Come on, lad. You’d better go back to your own people.”

“No!” said Hafny. “Don’t you understand? I—”

“Come along,” said Gest, and he picked Hafny up. Hafny struggled. Orban muttered. But Gest walked towards the main door of Garholt with silvery arms and legs flailing out on either side of him and started to say the words to open it.

Garholt shook to its roots. A loud voice said, “I don’t know where she went. But you get a splendid view from here. Right across to the Gallows Stone. Look.” Mr Masterfield appeared on top of the mound, with Mr Claybury beside him. Around Brenda, everyone melted out of sight except for Ayna and Ceri and Gest, standing in the open with the struggling Hafny.

Mr Claybury saw Gest. He pushed his glasses against his nose and stared. “Titch!” he said. “It is Titch, isn’t it?”

Gest let Hafny slide to the ground. Hafny still could not stand properly so Gest held him up. “Shift shape if you want to,” he said to him. Then he tilted his head to look up at the two Giants. “I’m glad to see you,” he called. “Come down. We’re in trouble.”

The two Giants exchanged buzzing mutters and began to descend the mound in their heavy, gingerly, Giant way. “Has this got anything to do with Gerald?” Mr Masterfield called over to Brenda.

“Yes,” she called back.

When they were down, Mr Claybury nodded cheerfully to Brenda, Ayna and Ceri, and both of them looked curiously at Hafny. Hafny shrank away from the prevailing largeness of the Giants, but he made no attempt to shift shape. “No more gold collars, then?” Mr Claybury said jokingly to Gest.

Gest shook his head. “I’m very sorry I gave you that one,” he said. “I didn’t know it was the one with a curse on it. A woman called Kasta gave it to me, and in the dark I took it for another one which was very like it.”

“We might have known it was Aunt Kasta!” Ayna whispered to Ceri.

“But what’s the trouble?” said Mr Masterfield.

Hafny leant round Gest and caught Ceri’s eye. He pointed meaningly at Garholt and then at Ceri. “What do you think?” Ceri asked Ayna.

“I think it’s a good idea,” said Ayna. “Those Giants won’t understand for a week if you don’t.”

Ceri nodded and concentrated. Garholt rumbled open on a seething of silvery Dorig, noise, smells and confusion indescribable. Everyone in the mound knew the hunt was back. The Dorig were armed and ready, but, to judge by the shouts behind them, Miri was leading an attempt to break out. Dorig voices hissed urgently. Sheep bleated. Babies howled. The smell of a mound that had been sealed for nearly two days rolled out, mixed with the gluey scent of Dorig. And above the din, the loudest voice of all quacked: “I insist on going to that door!”

Both Giants spun round and stared. Ayna could have sworn Mr Claybury said “Ooh-er!” just like Brenda. The first thing that he saw was the grim crowd of Dorig, braced in the opening. The first thing the Dorig saw was Gest apparently holding Hafny prisoner. They were horrified, one and all, and screamed abuse at Gest. The bees, finding their enemies at hand, left Med in a cloud and made for the Dorig. Med leapt up, followed by Banot, calling them to come back. And the rest of the hunt, seeing that Gest was unprotected in front of a band of angry Dorig, hurriedly appeared around him, alarming Mr Claybury considerably. Brenda saw him take his glasses off and put them in his pocket, and she did not blame him.

The din grew louder still. Mr Masterfield bawled at Gest, something with Gerald’s name in it, and Gest replied with an explanation which plainly horrified Mr Masterfield. Around them, everyone in the hunt was yelling to relatives inside the mound, and the people inside were shouting back. Kasta quacked deafeningly. The Dorig yelled at Gest and at one another, and Adara suddenly appeared among them, very pale and jostled this way and that, evidently as a hostage. She looked at Ayna and at Ceri, and then her eyes searched and searched, looking for Gair. Finally she too called out to Gest, and Gest, rather reluctantly, replied. Ceri and Brenda put their hands over their ears.

The ground shook. Mr Masterfield’s voice rose above all the others. “Shut up, the lot of you!” There was dead silence. Even Kasta stopped. The nearest Dorig shrank, and braced themselves on the others behind. In the noiseless pause, Mr Masterfield nodded at Gest.

“Thank you,” said Gest, smiling his merriest smile. He turned to the Dorig. “This lad’s not a prisoner,” he said. “You can have him – but you might let Adara look at him, because I don’t think he’s well.” He pushed Hafny towards the Dorig. Hafny limped a few steps and stood uncertainly, while the Dorig looked at him, understandably puzzled. “And we’ve not come to fight,” said Gest. “We’ve only got hunting-spears. We’ve come to ask you to take us to your King – quickly.”

The silver people drew together indignantly. “We can’t do that!” said the leader. “The King doesn’t see Lymen and Giants.”

“He’ll see us,” said Gest. “Take us to him. By the shortest way, if you don’t mind.”

“We’ll do no such thing!” said the Dorig leader.

“Yes you will,” said Gest. His merry smile died away and he looked grimmer than anyone had ever seen him. “I have your King’s name in my head. If you don’t take me to him at once, I shall put such words to that name that the King and all his people will suffer as long as he lives.”

“I don’t believe you,” said the Dorig.

Gest beckoned to Hafny and when Hafny, looking awed and troubled, limped near enough, he bent and whispered to him. “Now tell those stubborn idiots what I said.”

“He’s got it,” said Hafny. “He means it.”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Gair and Gerald sat against opposite walls of their prison. They had given up talking. It did no good. The walls they leant on were suave and soapy, and the light which came from them clear and unrelenting. Gerald found both horrible. Gair, who was used to something not unlike it, hated the wet warmth of the place most. Their clothes were still damp and beginning to smell of mildew. The prevailing gluey smell they both loathed.

They avoided looking at one another. Gair perhaps looked less odd than Gerald, because his hair had been slightly longer and he had been too frightened and shamed to move. The Songman had simply seized it in one hand and sheared it close by Gair’s ears with the other. Gerald had fought, wildly and frantically. He had been so terrified and so angry that he became truly like a Giant out of Miri’s stories and hurled Dorig about the cell. It had taken six of them to hold him down and much snipping by the Songman to collect a handful of hair. They did not like to look at one another’s shorn and tufty heads. They were ashamed that they now seemed to belong to the Dorig to do as they liked with.

The Dorig had given them bowls of crumbled fish after that, but neither of them could eat much. It was then that they gave up talking and just waited and thought. After a while, Gerald busied himself cleaning Gair’s collar and then with patiently forcing it into a shape which would fit his thicker neck. He seemed to find comfort in it. Gair could do nothing with the watch Gerald had given him. It had stopped ticking. He suspected it had drowned when Hafny brought him down through the water. And he wished Gerald would put his collar away. It reminded him of the other collar, which he knew now had brought them here to die.

For a while, Gair was furious with himself for the way he had let himself be led by a thing he knew was evil. Now he was away from that collar, he knew that without it he would have gone with Ayna and Ceri to find Gest. But it had filled his head with fine nonsense about saving his people and hopes of reasoning with the King and coming back triumphant, saving the Moor, doing what nobody could hope to do. He had thought more noble nonsense about keeping Ceri safe to be Chief after Gest, when the fact was he had confidently expected to come back. His Gift had told him otherwise and he had ignored it. It had also told him not to give the collar to the King, but the collar had whispered that he could do some good that way and he had believed it. Throughout, it had blurred his mind and confused his Sight. And he had known it had!

Now Gair was alone with his Gift, it told him coldly and quietly he was going to be a sacrifice. And his end was only the start of the end for all his people. They would be drowned, slaughtered, driven away and crushed by the huge numbers of Giants and Dorig. Gerald was sighing deeply at his own gloomy thoughts. Gair wished he had not brought this on Gerald too. And here the rather ignoble thought struck him that he minded far more about Gerald than about nobly saving his people. Who in their senses would want to save Ondo or Aunt Kasta? He began to suspect that the collar had worked on something in him that lay very deep and was not at all noble – since even the most powerful curse could not force a person to act entirely against his nature.

Gerald carefully put Gair’s collar to his neck. It was still not quite wide enough. He took it away, sighing. “I say,” he said, from the midst of his own troubles, “do you find you get on with your father?”

“No,” said Gair, and he thought, You too? And Hafny as well, probably. Perhaps that was what they all had in common. Certainly Gair knew he had always stopped short of real friendship with Brad, the only other person he liked half as much, simply because he could not understand the free and easy relationship Brad had with Banot. Which was rather a waste, Gair thought, since he and Gest were chalk and cheese and probably never would have understood one another.

Then everything turned over in his head and he knew why the collar had been able to lead him on. He had thought he was the only ordinary one in his family and that Gest was disappointed in him, when in fact they had simply not understood one another. Gair had thought Gest a hero, then he had thought he was a cheat. And once he thought Gest a cheat, Gair knew he had set out after Giants and Dorig to cheat his way to being a hero too. He may have saved Ayna’s and Ceri’s life by doing it, but that had not been his real motive.

The funny thing was, now that he knew what Giants and Dorig were really like, Gair suspected that Gest was a hero after all. No one but a hero could have come out of those adventures unharmed, with Adara into the bargain. But Gest had done it all in an ordinary way and must feel quite ordinary to himself. The giveaway had been when Gair had sat on the bridge as bait to catch Dorig and felt just as ordinary as before, even though he had found he had a Gift too. All he had really wanted was to do something so blazingly heroic that Gest would have been forced to pat him on the back and praise him. And so the collar had been able to lead him on.

It was all so simple and so pitiful once he got down to it that Gair had to laugh. He was glad it was no worse. But it had been stupid. Gerald looked at Gair in surprise. “What’s so funny?”

Next second, they were both on their feet, not laughing at all, and Gerald was ramming the collar on to his neck in order to have his hands free. The thick door was open and the Dorig guards were coming for them. Six of them pounced on Gerald before he had a chance to fight, and two more seized Gair. They were hustled at speed along the shining passages to a great hall they had not seen before. It was crowded with loose-robed Dorig. There was a gallery round the three sides, also crowded. Golden collars flashed up there. Gair had a glimpse of Halla, watching with interest. He supposed Hafny must be up there somewhere too.

Gair and Gerald were hurried out into the open space at one end of the hall where the King stood, supporting himself on the youngest-seeming Songman, with important Dorig and the other Songmen gathered about him. Gair did not like the way they looked. They were serious, awed and rather tight-faced, as people are when they have nerved themselves up for something unpleasant. In front of the King was a raised stone, like an eating-square, with dark stains on it. There were a number of bowls arranged beside this stone. Gair did not like the look of those either. When he saw the bright curved knife one of the Songmen was holding, his knees gave, and he was glad the guards were holding him. Gerald’s mouth started to tremble.

The collar was lying in a strange, star-shaped hole in front of the stone table. Gair felt it pulsing before he saw it. There was something different about the emanations – they were weaker, but more sickening. When Gair brought his scared, blurred eyes to look at it, he saw there had been a change in it. It was no longer covered and the edges, the outlines, the cunningly woven words, were all faintly, tremblingly black. The only parts still bright and clear were the two owls’ heads at either end. By that, Gair knew the Powers must have accepted the sacrifice.

“Take them the lot-jar,” said the King.

A hissing hush fell on the crowded hall. The chief Songman took up an old leather jar, which rattled heavily, and came slowly over to Gerald. He held the jar out.

Gerald’s mouth twitched. “What’s this?” he said.

“You draw to see which of you goes now and which waits till the Feast of the Sun,” the Songman said.

“Can’t you do us both together?” Gerald exclaimed. “Think of waiting alone all that time!” His mouth twitched so violently that, when the guards let his hand go so that he could draw from the jar, Gerald clapped the back of it to his mouth and kept it there. “What if we won’t?” he said, muffled by his hand.

The Songman said nothing. He waited, holding out the jar, considerately pretending that Gerald was not making an undignified fuss. He looked as if he understood. In fact, Gair thought that, in his strange Dorig way, this Songman was a little like Banot.

Gair understood Gerald well enough. Giants might be strong and could be violent, but they lived a life at a remove from fierce facts. Gerald’s sister might be dead, but Gair would have taken his oath that Gerald had not seen her die. Dying was a distant, horrible idea to Gerald. He could not take it calmly when someone came and tried to make him die. Gair could not take it as a matter of course himself, exactly. But he had seen enough people die in Garholt to make it not quite so unbelievable as it was to Gerald. And since he knew quite clearly he was bound to be sacrificed, Gair tried to spare Gerald a little by reaching out and saying, “Shall I draw then?”

The Songman ignored him. Gerald said from under the back of his hand, “They’re rigged, can’t you see? They want me first.” Gair saw he was probably right and he was sorry, because that meant there was no hope for Gerald either.

The crowd began to grow restive, to hiss and move about, and Gerald still stood there with the back of his hand pressed to his mouth. The murmur from the crowd grew. It became a choppy roar. The King and the Dorig round him looked irritably towards the noise. The Songman holding the jar turned to look too. His face showed surprise – no, relief – no, welcome! Gair turned to see a crowd of silver warriors forcing a way through the crowd and Banot emerge from it, dripping wet. From the look on the Songman’s face, it was clear that he knew Banot quite well.

“Gerald!” said Gair. Gerald, on whom the shadow of death still hung, turned and stared as if he was in a dream. Gerald’s father followed Banot, like a tall iron bar, and Mr Claybury came behind, a breathless, sagging pear-shape, trying to put his glasses back on. Then came a large group of Garholt hunters, with Adara, Ayna and Hafny, to Gair’s surprise, in their midst. Hafny, because he had no hood, looked as draggled as anyone there and as worried as Adara. Ayna, who looked much more like Adara wet, seemed to be looking after Hafny. And Ceri suddenly appeared, looking like Adara too, with his hair straight and dripping, trying to make a purple, puffing, miserable Brenda breathe steadily and deeply.

Last of all came Gest, with his hair and beard flattened and darkened by water, looking stranger to Gair than anyone. The Songman glanced quickly from Gair to Gest, as if he were comparing them, and Gair thought he knew Gest too. And it was clear from the expression on the King’s face that he knew Gest also and was not at all sure what to do about it.

Banot stood in front of the King and bowed. Then he spoke, loudly and formally, in a way Gair had hitherto thought people only spoke in stories. “The People of the Sun have come, with two Chiefs of the People of the Earth, to have speech with the People of the Moon.”

The King looked a trifle irritated, but also slightly amused, as if he too had last heard this kind of thing in a story. But he gave the proper answer. “The People of the Moon greet the People of the Sun and the Chiefs of the People of the Earth, and ask what they would say.”

Banot said, “Their first head concerns the sacrifice of the sons of two Chiefs of these Peoples, and touches on the return of the son of the King of the People of the Moon, delivered to them in exchange—”

“What?” said the King. “Who—?”

But Banot, who was clearly in his element, continued briskly, “Their second head concerns the filling of the Moor with water, and touches on a prophecy spoken by the daughter of the Chief of Garholt, one known to have the Gift of Sight. And their third head concerns the wars between the People of the Moon and the People of the Sun, wherein the Chiefs of the People of the Earth have offered themselves arbiters.”

This sounded splendid. Gerald took his hand away from his mouth and the shadow of death seemed to recede from him. Perhaps he would not have felt so hopeful had he known what a very hasty conference Banot had had with the rest, or just how few plans they had made. “Will the King speak on these heads?” said Banot.

The King looked at Banot and shrugged, Dorig fashion. His brown eyes searched the dripping crowd until they came to Hafny, between Ayna and Adara. He seemed relieved to find him. “How did you get hold of him?” he said.

Brenda cleared the last of the dyke-water from her throat and said, “That was me. Halla gave him to me, and I gave him to them.”

There was a hissing groan of amazement from the assembled Dorig. The King levered himself round on the young Songman’s supporting shoulder to look up at the gallery. Halla’s voice rang down from it. “I didn’t! I—You—!”

“Yes, you did,” Hafny called up at her. “You know you did.”

The King levered himself back, cold and angry. “You,” he said to Gest. “You had no business to take him prisoner!”

“I didn’t,” said Gest. “I gave him back to your people in Garholt. Ask your Captain here. And come to that, you had no business to take Adara prisoner, and you’ve certainly no business to be sacrificing my son.” He pointed to Gair, standing shorn and damp among the silvery guards.

It was quite clear that every Dorig except the chief Songman had not known who Gair was. The King was astounded. He looked from Gest to Gair several times to convince himself it was true, and so did the Dorig around him, and the guards. From their expressions, Gair gathered that he with his hair shorn and Gest with his hair wet and dark must be far more alike than he had known. Maybe that was why Gest had looked so strange to him.

“Then you lied to me,” the King said to Gair. “You told me your father gave this collar to the Giants.”

“I thought he did,” said Gair.

“And so I did,” said Gest.

The King seemed unable to credit it. “The collar,” he said, “belonged to Orban of Otmound, who killed my brother for it. How did you get hold of it? Were you trying to raise the curse?”

Gest shook his wet head. “I never learnt how to raise a curse. I’m no Chanter. The fact was, I needed a collar in a hurry and when Orban’s wife gave me that one, I took it for yours. I don’t know how Gair knew, but he certainly wasn’t lying.”

“Then I’m sorry,” the King said regretfully, “that I didn’t know this before the hair was burnt. Your son looks so unlike your other two children that I thought he must be Orban’s son.”

Gair was appalled to think he had been mistaken for Ondo. He did not think he had deserved that, however foolish he had been. He was not the only one. Ceri uttered an indignant squeak, and Ayna met Gair’s eyes, fulminating.

Gest almost shouted with rage. “Orban’s son! That cowardly lump with sheep’s ears! You look at a promising lad like Gair, and you take him for Orban’s! Well, look at him again and I’ll tell you he has more worth in his little finger than all the boys in Garholt together. He’s already famous for his wisdom. If you doubt his courage, think of the way he and the Giant came here alone. And he has the Gift of Sight Unasked.”

Gair thought he had never been so surprised, or so pleased, in his life. He knew Gest was speaking for effect. He knew the effect had been made. Every Dorig near avoided looking at Gair, and the King contrived to put the Songman he was leaning on between himself and Gair, so there was no chance of his seeing him. But Gair knew Gest. He would not have said such things unless he meant them. And he could see his father was truly proud of him. It was in the set of his head and the tones of his voice. Maybe Gest never would understand Gair, but that did not prevent him thinking Gair remarkable. Gair’s heart ached. His Gift told him, cold and clear, that he was still bound to be a sacrifice, and the way the King had blocked him from sight confirmed it. And Gair had never thought life so well worth living. It seemed so cruel that Gest should go on trying to save him.

Gest dropped his anger and spoke to the King almost cajolingly, almost as Ceri might. “There was a time,” he said, “when I took the old road to Otmound with a Chanter who was my friend, and we fell in with three Songmen and a fire-eating Prince who were lying in wait for people from Otmound. I remember that there was a certain amount of fighting, until the Chanter and one of the Songmen, who were neither of them anxious to see their leader killed, both struck up a tune on their harps. It happened to be the same tune, and both claimed that it was the custom to fight to music. Whereupon, those who were fighting had to leave off to laugh, and after that, it did not seem worth starting again, so the Chanter and I went on to Otmound. It was no doubt the Chanter’s own affair if, when he came back later on his own, he spent the day playing and singing by the roadside with the Prince and his Songmen. But it was more than that when I came in great need the day after and found only the Prince awake. I told him I had to have a gold collar from the neck of a Dorig. And he may have been a little sarcastic about my reason, but he agreed to change collars willingly enough. He knew as well as I did what it meant. I’ve not forgotten. Nor can you have done. I can see my collar on you from here, Hathil.”

A gasp went round the crowded hall when Gest used the King’s name. The King shrugged, half amused, half embarrassed, rather as Mr Masterfield had been when Mr Claybury told his story. “But,” he said, “I didn’t unhood to you, Gest. And I didn’t say words on my collar.”

“I know. You thought the collar was going to Og. I don’t blame you,” said Gest. “But I said words on my collar and you wear it. And you seem to be unhooded to me now, whether you like it or not. If that means anything, you’ve no business to kill Gair, any more than I had to hurt Hafny. And I’m told Gair changed collars with the Giant beside him, which puts him under our protection too.”

There was a pause. Gest watched the King intently. He had now done everything he could, including throwing Gair on the King’s mercy by telling him his name. But it seemed it was not enough. The King’s shoulders humped unhappily. “I told you,” he said. “Their hair has been burnt. The Powers have accepted the sacrifice. Look.” He pointed to the collar, with its blackened outlines. Gest looked at it and then, helplessly, at Adara. “There really is nothing I can do,” said Hathil, and it was clear he meant it.

Before Gest could say any more, Banot stepped forward again. “Let us now leave this first matter and pass to our second,” he said. “This concerns the flooding of the Moor, and to speak on this comes this Chief of the People of the Earth.” He beckoned Mr Claybury forward.

At this sudden change of subject, Gerald’s mouth began twitching again. “Are they going to let us go, or not?” he whispered to Gair. Brenda was whispering much the same to Ceri, and Mr Masterfield to Med.

Gair trusted Banot. He knew what he was doing. He thought that there was every chance Banot would get Gerald off – though he knew there was no hope for himself. “You’ll be all right,” he whispered. “Banot’s the cleverest Chanter on the Moor.”

“If you ask me, he’s just enjoying himself,” Gerald whispered back.

Banot was not the only one. Mr Claybury, in spite of being soaked to the skin, with useless sweat clustering on his bald patch, bustled forward as happily as Banot and made a speech. Though he spoke mainly to the King, he turned his face amiably round the hall from time to time, to make it clear he was talking to everyone there. When Gair caught up with what he was saying, he recognised the same speech Mr Claybury had made the night before.

“… over southern England with a fine-tooth comb,” he heard Mr Claybury say, “and the Moor was the only place which seemed to fulfil all our requirements. Now we come to you people.” Mr Claybury’s glasses twinkled round the assembled Dorig. “I gather that, for you, water is somewhere safe to live. Am I right to assume you intend to build living-halls on the floor of the Moor, once it is in use as a reservoir?”

“You are,” said the King.

“Then we seem to have the same interests,” said Mr Claybury. “Though, just in passing, I do wonder how you got to know of our plans—”

He was interrupted by a wave of amusement. Every Dorig there shared it, even Hafny. Mr Claybury’s eyebrows went up, questioningly. “We find it pays to keep an eye on you Giants,” the chief Songman explained. “We watched your people measure and listened to them talk.”

“The advantage of being shape-shifters,” added the King.

“Oh, I see,” said Mr Claybury. “Silly of me – though it’s a thing I find it hard to get used to. Anyway, you’ll build these halls, even though it’s going to take a lot of hard work?”

“We shall have to,” said one of the white-haired Dorig behind the King. “We have no room here at all now.”

“I saw that, as we came,” said Mr Claybury. “You have my hearty sympathy. I’ve seldom seen such shocking overcrowding. But suppose I were to offer you another solution? Would you be interested?”

“Perhaps,” the King said cautiously. But, though he took care not to sound very interested, there were mutters of “Yes!” from behind him, and eager whispering all over the hall.

“Good. Well, with this in mind,” said Mr Claybury, “I’ve been talking to this lad over here – Ceri, isn’t it? – who seems to be a kind of water-diviner.”

“It’s called Finding Sight,” said Ceri. Gerald and Gair looked at one another, exasperated to think that neither of them had thought of asking Ceri.

“Quite,” said Mr Claybury. “Now he tells me there is water, in quite the quantities we need, somewhere – from his description – in the area we call the Berkshire Downs. So then I had a chat with this other lad – Hafny, is that right? – and he seems to think that this water is probably filling a place where large numbers of you used to live. The Halls of the Kings, he called it. Do I carry you with me?”

He did. The King, and all those round him, began to talk eagerly. “Yes, but the rock faulted.” “It’s too deep for our pumps.” “We couldn’t break through the crust overhead.” “The locks were useless. Water came pouring through them.”

Mr Claybury held up his hand. “Just a moment. May I remind you that we – er – People of the Earth have pumps which are possibly more powerful than yours. We need water. You need somewhere to live. So, if you could tell me the exact location of your Halls of the Kings, my office will set about investigating them immediately.”

The King looked dubious. “But suppose your pumps do no better than ours?”

Mr Claybury chuckled. “Now this young lady doesn’t seem to think so. She really seems to be able to see into the future. Why don’t you ask her for yourself?” He beckoned to Ayna. “Come over here, my dear.”

Ayna came as far as the star-shaped hole where the collar lay. There she shook her wet hair back and told the King daringly, “You have to ask me the right questions.”

“I realise,” said Hathil and, not at all offended, he considered what to ask. Ayna, looking up into his narrow Dorig face, realised that here was someone who actually understood about Sight – though whether this was because Dorig had it too, or because the King had a subtle mind, she did not know. She waited confidently, until Hathil said, “Will the People of the Earth have pumped the water from the Halls of the Kings a year from now?”

“No,” said Ayna. There was a murmur of disappointment.

“In three years, then?” said the King.

“In three years,” said Ayna, “the small hall at the top will be empty.”

“In ten?” said the King.

“In ten years, the New Halls will be dry,” said Ayna.

“And in twenty?”

“The same.”

“You see?” said Mr Claybury. “To judge from the size of the halls here, that makes an awful lot of water. We wouldn’t need the Moor at all.”

“Am I supposed to rejoice?” said the King. “The New Halls are rather smaller than these. To have them dry in ten years won’t help us much.”

“You mean you won’t tell me where they are?” said Mr Claybury. “Well, I daresay we can find them for ourselves.”

“Oh, I’ll tell you,” said the King. He gestured to Ayna. “It’s certain you’ll find them anyway, and we’ve no quarrel with Giants. But the People of the Sun must leave the Moor whether you flood it or not. We need it to live in and we are the elder people.”

Before Mr Claybury could reply, Banot was forward again, and Gest with him. “So we come to our third head,” said Banot, “which is the wars between the Peoples of the Sun and the Moon. And herein I must begin, since I know somewhat of the customs of both. The nature that lies at the heart of the ways of the People of the Sun is that they are a warlike people, but they do not shed blood except for a reason. The nature of the People of the Moon is different: they shed blood freely, but they are at heart a gentle People, given to peace. Is this not true?”

All the Dorig in the hall seemed, to Gair’s surprise, to be pleased with this description of themselves. There was a murmur of approval from the crowd and the gallery. Those round the King nodded, pleased that Banot understood. Gair thought of Halla, unfeelingly ready to pull him under water when she got the chance, and of Hafny doing no more than try to frighten himself and Ceri away where one of Gair’s own people would have fought lustily. And he saw Banot was right. The queer cruelty of the Dorig was due to the fact that they preferred not to fight. The only Dorig who did not seem to agree with Banot was the King himself.

Gest laughed at the expression on the King’s face. “That won’t do for Hathil,” he said. “He was born a fire-eater among the wrong people. And even he would rather use cunning than violence. Now see, Hathil, you’ve made a proper tangle over Garholt. You may have waited until I was out of it, but you had no business to attack it at all. You swore not to hurt Adara. You can’t fight me. And you know I can’t fight you. But you killed a number of my people and you hunted my children through the Moor. Why?”

From Banot’s expression, he was afraid Gest’s forthrightness would make the King angry. Hathil did indeed look at Gest haughtily, but the pale Dorig flush came into his face at the same time. Banot relaxed when he saw it. Gair looked from him and Gest to the King’s face and had a sudden vision of Hathil as a stag, hunted this way, pushed that, running in bewilderment to the one spot from which he could not escape.

It seemed an unlikely idea, when the hall was crowded with Dorig and the King had only to snap his fingers to put an end to the hunt for good and all. But Gair knew he had seen correctly. His people were huntsmen and they hunted in crowds. Dorig were like deer and they ran when they could. Banot and Gest were both brave men and they knew what they were doing; with Ayna, Ceri and the rest of the Garholters to back them up, they had coolly separated Hathil from the rest of the herd and were busy running him down. Gair wondered if this was the way his people had first driven the Dorig under water.

“It was a trick, if you like,” the King confessed. “I had to have the words off your wells and I wanted to persuade you to leave the Moor. I was going to use your children as hostages and give Orban’s son to the Powers. After all, my brother was only a child when Orban killed him.”

“So was Orban,” said Gest remorselessly. “And it seems to me that your brother has revenged himself amply over the years, both on us and on the Giants, who never harmed him. We came to talk peace, Hathil.”

The King made an effort to run in a different direction. “Then you’ll leave the Moor peacefully, maybe?” he said.

Banot’s answer to this was to beckon Mr Masterfield forward. “I doubt if they could leave the Moor and be safe from my people,” Mr Masterfield said.

It was as if he had stood, tall and grim, blocking the King’s escape. Giants knew all about hunting too, Gair saw. And Mr Claybury had joined the hunt earlier and genially helped divide the King from the herd. Gair, out hunting, had often felt a queer sympathy for the animal they hounded – it was supposed to be good to feel it: it helped you know where the creature would turn next – and he felt it so strongly now for the King that he almost cheered when Hathil showed that he understood what was going on, though being a Dorig he put it in different terms.

“I’m not a fool,” he said. “Banot’s playing a tune here with living strings, and now he brings in his low note. Have you come to tell me this collar’s yours? Or did you know your son shot me in the leg yesterday?”

For a moment it looked as if the hunt was diverted. Mr Masterfield turned and glared at Gerald. Gerald swallowed.

“He did quite right!” Brenda put in shrilly. “You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Mr King! There were nine of you, all bigger than I am, all on to those three kids. They had to ask us for help. And Gerald only shot him because he kept on coming after them. He warned them. But they didn’t listen.”

Mr Masterfield looked at Gerald, and Gerald nodded, very red in the face. “Well done, then,” said Mr Masterfield. To Gair, this seemed very cool praise, but Gerald seemed to take it as the warmest congratulation. Mr Masterfield turned to the King. “I’ll pay you any compensation you ask, sir,” he said.

The Songman the King was leaning on said warningly, “Our customs put it very high.”

“As high as providing you with somewhere else to live?” Mr Masterfield asked. “Until the Halls of the Kings are fit to live in again?”

The hall was immediately agog with interest. It hummed. The King looked round it as if he felt his own people had now joined in to hunt him too. “Where?” he said.

“I still own a good deal of the land round here,” said Mr Masterfield. “By our law, that means under the ground as well. Now Banot and Gest tell me that there are quite a string of empty mounds on my land. I could agree to let you live there and make sure that no one disturbs you.”

The King shrugged. “Very handsome. But I never heard of any empty mounds.”

“There are hundreds,” said Gest, and this surprised not only the Dorig, but a number of Garholters too. Gest explained, “Most of the hills round the Moor are hollow – Banot and I explored some as children. Our people used to live in them, long ago, when there were more of us. They’re all locked with words, but I can easily open any number you want.”

The hall filled with wistful mutterings. “What would the rest of your Chiefs say to that?” the King asked. “Could you answer for Islaw and Beckhill?”

“Yes,” said Gest. “All of them.”

The King dashed for the last path to freedom. “Even Otmound?” he said incredulously.

“Even Otmound,” answered Gest. “It’ll be a pleasure. But we must agree to live and let live. You answer for your people, I’ll answer for mine, and the People of the Earth will see that peace is kept.”

“But not if you’re going to slaughter Gerald,” Mr Masterfield said. “I might remind you that these halls are technically on my property and a number of my people would welcome the chance to explore them.”

“Very true,” said Mr Claybury. “If you’re still thinking of making this sacrifice, remember that if the Moor becomes a reservoir – though I only say if, mind you – I shall probably be obliged to make life pretty unpleasant for you and your people. I’m not making threats – I wouldn’t dream of doing that—”

“Nor am I,” Mr Masterfield said jovially. “But I do go out with a gun a good deal.”

That was it, Gair thought. The King had been driven to a corner from which he could not escape, because his own people would not let him. The Dorig wanted to live in those empty mounds. He was not surprised that Hathil looked so bitterly at the two Giants.

“Spoken like true Giants,” he said. “You don’t threaten. You only show your strength. You were the most fitting owners that collar could have had.”

“Hathil,” said Gest, “I’m not making threats. I could say I wouldn’t open those mounds, but I shall say the words because your people need them. All I’m doing is asking you to let Gair go.”

Gair knew it was hopeless even before the King spoke or the Songmen looked his way. “I’m sorry,” said the King. “Those two are as good as dead already. You should have come before the Powers accepted the sacrifice. If I agree to peace and let them go, the Powers will double the curse and make nonsense of anything we agreed.”

Everyone looked at the collar lying in the star-shaped hole, black-edged and with such an air of corruption about it that Gair was not the only one who looked away. Mr Claybury took his glasses off and polished them, so that he need not look. Hafny went ashy white and Gerald shivered. But Banot went on looking at it thoughtfully, long after everyone else had looked away.

“So we come back to our first head,” he said. “And I have three things to say. A curse obeys the same laws as everything else. It contains the seeds of its own decay. When I look at this collar, it seems to me that it might be working to its own destruction as fast as it works to destroy its possessors. It seems to me that it did work against itself when the stone was lifted from the Haunted Mound. Because the Old Power was appeased by that, wasn’t it? Might not the other two be satisfied with less than a life apiece? Could you try if they would accept a drop of blood instead?”

All the Songmen shook their heads. The chief Songman said, “No, Banot. This was a very strong dying curse. Nobody dare fob the Powers off, not once it turned black like that.”

“When did it turn black?” said Banot.

“About an hour after the hair was burnt,” said the Songman.

“Then may I speak?” said Adara, and she came up beside the star-shaped hole. Gair felt proud at the way the Dorig looked at her, respectfully, because of her wisdom. “I’ve studied to learn about the Powers for many years,” she said. “And in the last few years, I have found out a little. You must stop me if I’m wrong, Songmen, but it seems to me now that, just as the Powers of the Moon, the Sun and the Earth lie behind the three peoples met here in these halls, so the Three Powers lie behind that again.”

Adara looked to see if any of the Songmen thought she was wrong, but they said nothing, so she went on. “The Old Power lies behind the Moon and is the Power of death, darkness and secrets. To it belong sufferings and old wrongs, and for that reason the moving of the stone from an old grave of murdered men appeased it, though it was still joined in the curse. Had it been loosed from the curse entirely, the collar would have turned black a little as you see it now. By what you say, I am sure that it has now been loosed from the curse, but not by the burning of hair. I think Hafny loosed it, when he put himself in our hands and might have been killed with a hunting-spear.”

“Put himself in your hands?” said the King. “I thought Halla gave him to you.”

Adara looked at Hafny and gave a little chuckle. Hafny was very embarrassed and made gestures to her not to say any more. “No, why?” said Adara. “It was a very clever trick, and a brave one. What is it called – morgery?”

The King seemed unable to help laughing. “Morgery? Hafny – never!”

“Halla believed me,” Hafny said uncomfortably, but he was clearly glad his father was amused and not angry.

“Now the Middle Power,” said Adara, serious again, “lies behind the Sun, and so it is the Power I understand best. It is a fierce Power, of light and life and the Present time. And that is the Power which asks most for Blood, as all living things need to feed. But it is not unappeasable. It is Life, and I do not think it asks for death. As to the New Power, which lies behind the Earth, that is the most mysterious. I know it is the Power of birth, growth and Future time, and I think the nature of the sacrifice it asks might be different from the others.”

“New things spring from the decay of life,” the chief Songman said. “It asks life.”

“Allow me, dear lady,” said Mr Claybury, putting his glasses on again and seeming rather happier. “As a representative of the – the People of the Earth, I think I understand this so-called New Power a little. Believe me, Your Majesty, it may be a very vigorous Power, but it is also a gentler one than you might think. It could well ask for life renewed, as it were.”

Hathil looked from him to Adara. “The two of you are just twisting words,” he said. “I thought only Lymen did that.”

“Don’t you understand?” asked Adara.

“I do!” Hathil said bitterly. So did Gair. It was truly the kill. The stag had been driven into a position from which it could not escape and now the huntsmen gathered round with spears. Gair was ashamed that Adara should be chief among them. For it was clear that the only thing they had left for Hathil to do was to take the curse upon himself – and through himself, on the rest of the Dorig. And that was neither fair nor right. The Dorig had injured his people, but the injuries had been on both sides. Now Gair knew why his Gift had been telling him so clearly that he would be a sacrifice. He knew he had to stop the hunt.

He did not give himself time to think how much pleasanter it would be to go on living. He suspected he would have endless seconds to do that anyway. He slipped free from the guards and went to the edge of the star-shaped hole.

“If the Powers need a life,” he said to Hathil, “will you take mine?”

Gair tried not to look at Adara’s face, nor to listen to the gasps and mutters around. But the gasps became a sort of groan. Gair looked into the hole at his feet and saw the collar blackening further, shrivelling and crumbling. Under his eyes, the intricate patterns fell to earth until only a thin gold line was left, where three words joined together two bright owls’ heads. For a moment, Gair hoped that last hoop was going to crumble too. But it did not, and he knew he would have to go through with it.

“Why did you do that?” the King said to him.

Gair looked up at him and wondered how he could express it. But it was too difficult. He shrugged, almost as if he were a Dorig, and made a horseshoe-shaped gesture to show the King that it had worked. The Middle Power was loose now. “My people are hunters,” he said lamely. “And I was sorry.”

He could see that Hathil understood. The King’s brown eyes moved to Gerald, who was white as a sheet and had his hand pressed against his mouth again, and back to Gair standing awkwardly by the star-shaped hole. And for the first time, he looked truly sorry. “This is absurd!” he said. “The Powers can do what they like, but I’m not going to touch either of you!”

And, at his feet, the thin hoop of gold dissolved to earth again too, writhing like a worm and crumbling away like dark ash. There was nothing left but a horseshoe shape of darkness.

“That’s what I meant,” said Mr Claybury.

As he spoke, Gair felt a wave of happiness flood over him. Everyone felt it. The hall was suddenly full of people laughing, shaking hands and shouting greetings. The King smiled at Gair. Halla leant from the gallery and waved. Banot and the Songmen raced together and began to talk music, and the other Garholt Chanters very soon joined in. Mr Claybury kissed Adara’s hand. Then he joined Gest and Mr Masterfield round the King and helped the King stand, while Adara turned to talk to Brenda.

“You do grant wishes, don’t you?” Brenda said.

Adara, overflowing as she was with happiness, did not want to disappoint Brenda. But she was forced to shake her head.

“Oh well,” said Brenda.

It did not take great gifts of divination to see what wish Brenda had wanted. “Tell me,” Adara said kindly. “What do your parents look like?”

“Thin as rakes, both of them,” said Brenda. “Why do you think I’m made so fat?”

Adara laughed. Everyone was so happy. “I can promise you, then,” she said, “that in a very few years, you’ll be thin too. And very pretty. Would you like me to ask Ayna?”

“No,” said Brenda happily. “I’ll take your word.” And she went bouncing off like a jovial elephant to join Hafny, Anya, Gerald, Ceri and Gair. They were in an excited group, jostled by laughing Dorig on all sides.

Soon after Brenda joined them, Gair got used to the idea that he was alive after all and began to wonder why this happiness went on and on so. He understood as soon as he looked at Ceri. Ceri’s was the only sober face in the hall. Gair turned to him, outraged, to tell him what he thought of people who put Thoughts on their elder brothers. Ceri winked at him and shook his head warningly. And Gair said nothing. After all, it was a very good idea.



Some of the rest of this story was in the Giant newspapers. The Moor is not going to be flooded – or not yet. If you know where to look in Berkshire, you will find Mr Claybury’s pumps and pipes, though nobody but he suspects that they are pumping the water from the Halls of the Kings. Meanwhile, the empty mounds on the Moor are opened and more Dorig move into them daily. All the Chiefs agreed to it, except Orban. Orban could not abide Dorig near. And Kasta quacked so unendingly about Ondo growing up under their influence that, in the end, Orban brought himself to move his entire people, sheep, gold and all, out of Otmound and away from the Moor altogether. It is called flitting, and it had not been done for centuries. As Adara said sourly – it was almost the sourest thing Gair ever heard her say – if Orban and Kasta could not become famous any other way, at least they were famous for going away.

Gair is famous. He is known throughout the Moor for his magnificent triple collar, of the finest Dorig work. The words in it are Wisdom, Sight and Courage. But Giants who visit the Moor are unlikely to see him, or Dorig either. And I do not advise anyone to try. Mr Masterfield would warn you off for trespassing – it is part of his agreement with the Dorig – and if you did happen to stumble across Garholt, the bees would give you a very unpleasant time. 
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CHAPTER ONE

The First Trouble

Unlike most boys, David dreaded the holidays. His parents were dead and he lived with his Great Aunt Dot, Great Uncle Bernard, their son Cousin Ronald and Cousin Ronald’s wife Astrid; and all these four people insisted that he should be grateful for the way they looked after him.

David tried to be grateful. They sent him to a boarding school which, as schools go, was not bad. Most holidays they arranged for him to go on an Educational Tour or to a Holiday Camp, and these were usually interesting enough to make up for David’s not knowing any of the other boys who went on them. He did feel grateful when Cousin Ronald pointed out that he had opportunities which few other boys were given. But when he was at home in Ashbury and not on a Tour or Camp, he found it much harder to be grateful. And the older he grew, the harder he found it.

This particular summer no Tour or Camp seemed to have been arranged. Aunt Dot usually sent David a postcard before the end of term to tell him what Tour he was going on, and this time no postcard had come. David’s heart sank a little on the way home, when he thought about it; but he was in a very cheerful mood and did not think about it much. He had taken five wickets for four runs in the match against Radley House, and had capped this by bowling his own games master middle stump, first ball, in the staff match. It was enough to make anyone cheerful. Cousin Ronald was interested in cricket. He could tell Cousin Ronald about it.

The railway work-to-rule meant that David had to wait two hours for a train in Birmingham, but he was so happy thinking just how he would tell Cousin Ronald about those wickets that he did not mind at all. He merely bought some bubble gum and sat cheerfully chewing as he thought.

When his train drew in among the red houses of Ashbury, however, his heart sank another notch or so, and by the time he had changed from the Wednesday Hill bus to the Lockend bus, he was feeling definitely depressed. But as he stood up to get off the bus, he remembered that the Clarksons lived at the corner of the road, and cheered up a little. The Clarksons were the only children near and they were both younger than David, but they liked cricket and they were not bad fun, considering. The only trouble was that Aunt Dot said they were vulgar. David could never see why. He thought, as he climbed off the bus, that it was a habit of Aunt Dot’s to call things vulgar – like Kent at school calling everything spastic – and it didn’t mean a thing.

As he turned the corner, David took a look over the Clarksons’ front gate. There was none of the usual clutter of bicycles lying about, and someone had weeded the front drive and planted a lot of useless flowers. That was ominous. David’s heart went down another notch. He walked on up the road and opened the gate to Uncle Bernard’s big red house, where there were never any weeds, or bicycles, and lines of geraniums were drawn up like guards on either side of the drive. David went up the steps and opened the front door and the smell of the house hit him. David had lately developed a theory that the sense of smell was much more important to the human race than anyone believed. The house smelt thick and dampish, of polish and old cabbage, the most dismal smell David knew. Like a proof of his theory, his heart went down about seven notches with a rush.

The hall was empty. This meant that, because of the railway work-to-rule, his trunk had not arrived yet. That was a nuisance. David’s cricket bat and the only pair of trousers that still fitted him had been in that trunk. It meant borrowing a bat and being stuck with short, tight school trousers until it arrived. He was rather sadly looking at the empty space in the hall where his trunk usually stood, when the door of the study opened. Cousin Ronald, balder and stouter and busier-looking than ever, came hurrying out, and with him came a gush of cricket commentary from the radio in the study.

David remembered his six triumphant wickets. “Oh, Cousin Ronald, do you know what?” he said happily.

Cousin Ronald seemed dumbfounded. He stopped in his tracks and stared at David. “What are you doing here?” he said.

“It’s holidays. We broke up yesterday,” David said. “But do you know what—?”

“Oh, this is too bad!” Cousin Ronald interrupted peevishly. “And I suppose they’ve sent you home early because of some blasted epidemic and we’ll all catch it now.”

“No. Honestly,” protested David. “It’s just the end of term.” He was beginning to lose all his joy in telling Cousin Ronald about those wickets; but it was too fine not to tell, so he tried again. “And do you know—?”

“It can’t be the end of term!” said Cousin Ronald. “Not already, boy.”

“Well, it is,” said David.

“What a confounded nuisance!” Cousin Ronald exclaimed, and plunged back into the study again and shut himself and the cricket commentary away inside it.

More than a little dashed, David went slowly away upstairs, trying not to feel miserable, trying to think about the cricket books in his bedroom. He came across Uncle Bernard on the first landing. Uncle Bernard did not seem to see David. He just tottered away to the bathroom looking frail and vague. David was heartily relieved. When Uncle Bernard noticed him, he always noticed the colour of David’s fingernails, the length of his hair and the fact that his tie was comfortably in his pocket. It was much better not to be noticed by Uncle Bernard. David turned thankfully to go up the second flight of stairs and found Aunt Dot’s tall figure coming down them.

“David!” exclaimed Aunt Dot. “Whatever are you doing here?”

“It’s the holidays,” David explained once more. “We broke up yesterday.”

“Broke up yesterday!” said Aunt Dot. “I thought there was another week to go. It was extremely thoughtless of you not to let me know.” Since David knew that the school always sent Aunt Dot a list of terms and holidays, he said nothing. “What a nuisance!” said Aunt Dot. “Well, since you’re here, David, go and wash and I’ll see Mrs Thirsk. Supper’s in half an hour.” She came on downstairs. David, knowing what a point Aunt Dot made of politeness, stood aside to let her pass. But Aunt Dot stopped again. “Good gracious, David!” she said. “Whose clothes are you wearing?”

“No one’s,” said David. “Mine, I mean.”

“They’ve shrunk abominably,” said Aunt Dot. “I shall write to the school and complain.”

“Oh, please don’t,” said David. “It’s not the clothes – really. I think I grew very fast or something.”

“Nobody grows that fast,” Aunt Dot decreed. “Those clothes were a good fit at Easter. You must go straight upstairs and see if you have anything else to wear. You can’t come to supper looking like that.” And she sailed away downstairs.

David went on up to his bare, tidy bedroom. While he searched for clothes, he could not help forlornly wondering whether any of his school friends were having such a cheerless homecoming as he was. He rather thought that most of them had parents and brothers and things who were actually glad to see them. Some of the lucky so-and-sos even had dogs. David would have liked a dog above all things. But the thought of Uncle Bernard being asked to countenance a dog was almost frightening.

The only clothes he could find were smaller than the ones he had on. When Mrs Thirsk rang the gong, David was forced to go down to supper as he was. He met Mrs Thirsk in the passage and she looked him over with utter contempt.

“You do look a proper scarecrow,” she said. “Your Uncle’s going to have something to say about that hair of yours, if I know anything about anything.”

“Yes, but you don’t,” said David.

“Don’t what?” said Mrs Thirsk.

“Know anything about anything,” said David, and he escaped into the dining room, feeling a little better for having annoyed Mrs Thirsk. He had been at war with Mrs Thirsk from the moment he came to live in Uncle Bernard’s house. Mrs Thirsk hated boys. David loathed every inch of Mrs Thirsk, from her blank square face to her blunt square feet. So he smiled a little as he slipped into the dining room.

The smile vanished when he found Astrid there. Astrid was sitting beside the French window with her feet up, because, as everyone knew only too well, her health was bad. Astrid was quite pretty. She had fairish hair and big blue eyes, but her face was always pale and peevish, or it would have looked prettier. She dressed very smartly and told everyone she was twenty-five – she had been telling everyone this, to David’s certain knowledge, for six years now.

At the sight of David, she gave a cry of dismay. “Never tell me you’re back already! Oh, this is too bad! Ronald, you might have warned me!” she said, as Cousin Ronald came in.

Cousin Ronald was carrying a sheet of paper which David recognised as the list of holiday dates that the school had sent last autumn. “It came as a shock to me too,” he said. “But they do seem to give the twentieth here.”

“But you told me the twenty-eighth!” Astrid said indignantly.

Aunt Dot came in at this moment, with her diary open in front of her nose. David drifted away to the other end of the room. “Ronald,” said Aunt Dot, “I have the end of term down here clearly as the twenty-eighth. Why was I misinformed?”

“Trust Ronald to get it wrong!” said Astrid. “If we have to miss going to Scarborough because of this, I don’t know what I shall do. One of my heads is coming on already.”

David, having no wish to hear any more about Astrid’s head, reached out and gently twiddled the knobs of the radio on the sideboard. He was in luck. An announcer said, “Now, cricket. England in the Third Test are—”

“David!” said Aunt Dot. “People are talking. Turn that off at once.”

Sighing, David turned the knob and silenced the announcer. But, at the same moment, Cousin Ronald hurried across the room, saying irritably, “I tell you I’ve no idea how it happened!” and snapped the radio on again.

“Five wickets for fourteen runs,” said the radio.

“Quiet,” Cousin Ronald said severely. “I have to know how England are doing against the Australians.”

To David’s secret indignation, no one made the slightest objection. Everyone stopped talking while the radio told them that England were 112 for eight when rain stopped play. By this time Uncle Bernard had tottered in, still frail from finding David had come home, and Mrs Thirsk was bringing in a tray of thick brown soup. Everyone sat down and began to eat. The thick brown soup tasted thick and brown.

David was very quiet and very careful of his manners. He did not want Aunt Dot to notice he was still in the same clothes, and he did not want Uncle Bernard to notice him at all. For a while he was lucky. Uncle Bernard and Astrid were busy with their usual contest to see who could be illest. Uncle Bernard began it by asking Astrid in a gentle, failing voice how she was.

“Oh, not too bad, Dad-in-law,” she answered bravely. “It’s only one of my heads this evening. How are you?”

“I never complain,” said Uncle Bernard untruthfully, “but I am forced to admit that my lumbago is very troublesome tonight – though it’s these fluttering pains in my chest which are the greatest nuisance.”

“I get those too,” said Astrid. “Dr Ryder gave me some tablets for them, but they’ve made no difference. I’ve been fluttering away all afternoon. Do they make you breathless? I can hardly breathe with them.”

“I gasp for air all the time,” retorted Uncle Bernard, gently and sadly. “My lungs have been in a bad way for years.”

“Oh, so have mine!” cried Astrid, not to be outdone.

At this stage in the contest, David had awarded Astrid four points, and Uncle Bernard three, with a bonus point to Uncle Bernard for never complaining. He rather hoped Astrid would win for once.

“I don’t know how I shall get through the summer,” Astrid said. David gave her another half-mark for that. “These shooting-pains in my shoulders just get worse too.” That was another full point, making Astrid 5½. “Particularly,” she said peevishly, “as it looks as if we aren’t going to Scarborough after all.”

She looked at David then, and David, terrified that Uncle Bernard was now going to notice him, finished his soup as quietly as he could and wished he had not given Astrid that extra half-mark. But Uncle Bernard was moving in to score heavily and had no attention to spare for David just then.

“My dear,” he said, “I was always against your going to Scarborough. You’d never stand the journey.” That made another bonus point. “And for myself,” said Uncle Bernard, “you could take me to Scarborough any number of times and it would do me no good. It would do me no good even if I lived there permanently. No – I prefer to live out my few remaining days quietly here in Ashbury.”

That made a good eight points. Uncle Bernard had flattened Astrid and sat back to enjoy his victory. Astrid had not a word to say, but Aunt Dot, who was never ill and had no patience with anyone who was, snapped crossly, “I must say, Bernard, I wish you’d told me before that you didn’t want to go to Scarborough.”

“My dear, how could I, when I knew a holiday would give you such pleasure?” said Uncle Bernard, scoring a further bonus point for martyrdom and self-sacrifice – though David rather thought that the contest was now over and it was against the rules to go on scoring. But then, he remembered, Uncle Bernard never did play fair.

Meanwhile, Mrs Thirsk took away the soup-bowls and handed out plates of thick brown meat covered with thick brown gravy. David, nibbling it, wondered why people ever complained of the meals at school. School food never tasted this bad, and there was always plenty of it. Mrs Thirsk had never been known to provide enough for a second helping. David thought that perhaps she knew one helping was all anyone could take. Here he looked up and saw Uncle Bernard staring at him. Having polished off Astrid, Uncle Bernard was about to begin on David.

David tried to prevent him, by saying brightly to Aunt Dot, “Aunt Dot, may I go round and see the Clarksons after supper?”

“No, David,” Aunt Dot said, with satisfaction. “I’m glad to say those dreadful Clarksons have moved at last. They tell me the new people are a very much better class of person.”

“Oh,” said David. He felt as if his last hope of enjoying this holiday had now gone. But hope dies hard. “Have the new people any children?” he asked despairingly.

“Good heavens no!” said Aunt Dot. “The Frys are an elderly couple. Mr Fry retired some years ago.” David said nothing. The last hope was truly gone. There was nothing to do but sit and wait for the various miseries in store for him. And they were not long coming. “David,” said Aunt Dot, “I thought I told you to change your clothes.”

David tried to explain that he had now no clothes that fitted him any better. Aunt Dot swept his explanation aside and scolded him soundly, both for growing so inconsiderately fast and for arriving in advance of his trunk. It did no good for David to point out that people of his age did grow, nor to suggest that it was the railway’s fault about the trunk. “When I want your opinion,” said Aunt Dot, “I shall ask for it. This is most vexing. And tomorrow is Sunday, so that it will be Monday before Astrid can take you into town for new clothes.”

This brought Astrid and Cousin Ronald out against David too. “No one,” said Cousin Ronald, “no one objects less than me to spending money when it’s necessary, but this is sheer waste, David.”

Since David was now goaded to the point where he wanted to say that Cousin Ronald always, invariably, objected to people spending money, it was perhaps fortunate that Astrid got in first.

“Town always brings on my head!” she complained. “And shops make me feel faint. You might say you’re grateful, at least, David.”

“I am. Truly,” David protested. “But I can’t help growing.”

All this while, Uncle Bernard had been hovering on the edge of the action, waiting for an opening. Now, just as Mrs Thirsk came to bring pudding, he pounced. “Growing,” he said. “And I suppose you can’t help your hair growing either? You must have it cut at once, boy.” The odd thing about Uncle Bernard was that when he attacked David he never seemed in the least frail or ill. “Hanging round your ears in that unmanly way!” he said vigorously. “I’m surprised they haven’t made you have it cut at school.”

Mrs Thirsk shot David a malicious, meaning look, and David was naturally forced to defend himself. “The other boys all have hair much longer than this,” he said. “No one minds these days, Uncle Bernard.”

“Well I do mind,” said Uncle Bernard. “I’m ashamed to look at you. You’ll have it all off on Monday.”

“No,” said David. “I—”

“What?” said Uncle Bernard. “Do you have the face to contradict me? Boys do not decide the length of their hair, let me tell you. Their guardians do. And boys do not contradict their guardians, David.”

“I’m not really contradicting,” David said earnestly. Because Mrs Thirsk was there, he was desperately set on winning, but he knew that he dared not seem rude or ungrateful. “It’s just that I want to grow my hair, Uncle Bernard. And it’ll cost less money if I don’t have it cut, won’t it?”

“Money,” said Uncle Bernard unfairly, “is no object with me when it’s a question of right and wrong. And it is wrong for you to be seen with hair that length.”

“Not these days,” David explained politely. “It’s the fashion you see, and it really isn’t wrong. I expect you’re a bit out of date, Uncle Bernard.” He smiled kindly and, he hoped, firmly at Uncle Bernard, and was a little put out to hear Astrid snorting with laughter across the table.

“I never heard such a thing!” said Uncle Bernard. Then he went frail and added pathetically, “And I hope I shall never hear such a thing again.”

David, to his amazement, saw that he was winning. He had Uncle Bernard on the run. It was so unheard of that, for a moment, David could not think of anything to say that would clinch his victory. And while he wondered, Mrs Thirsk turned his success into total failure.

“Yes,” she said, “and did you ever see such a thing as this, either?” Triumphantly, she placed a small mat with crochet edging in front of Uncle Bernard. In the middle of the mat, very thoroughly stuck to it, was a wad of something pink and rather shiny, with teeth-marks in it.

Uncle Bernard peered at it. “What is this?” he said.

“David can tell you,” said Mrs Thirsk, throwing David another malicious look.

Uncle Bernard, frail and puzzled, looked up at David.

“It’s chewing gum,” David confessed wretchedly. How it had got stuck to the mat on his dressing-table, he could not imagine. He supposed he must have put it down there while he was hunting for clothes. But he knew it was all up for him now.

“Chewing gum? In my house!” said Uncle Bernard.

“How simply filthy!” said Aunt Dot.

Astrid and Cousin Ronald closed in again then too, while Mrs Thirsk, looking like the Triumph of Righteousness, briskly plonked a plate of stiff, cold chocolate pudding in front of David. Such of it as David managed to eat tasted as thick and brown as the rest of supper. As the row went on, as all four of his relations continued to clamour how disgusting he was and Mrs Thirsk to shoot smug looks at him, David resolved bitterly, vengefully, that if it was the last thing he did, he would tell Mrs Thirsk how rotten her food was.

It ended with David being sent up to bed. By that time he was quite glad to go.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Second Trouble

The next day was hot and sunny. David got out of bed deciding that he would walk the three miles to the recreation ground after breakfast. There were almost certain to be boys playing cricket there, and a little artful hanging around fielding stray balls should earn him a game quite easily. He was half dressed when Mrs Thirsk came in. She was carrying an armful of clothes.

“Your Aunt Dot had me look these out for you,” she said. “Your Cousin Ronald is too well-built for them these days. The trousers won’t fit too bad if you turn them up round the waist. You can hold them up with a belt, can’t you?”

David eyed the armful with horror as Mrs Thirsk dumped it on the bed. “I suppose so,” he said, and decided he would rather die than wear Cousin Ronald’s cast-offs.

“And don’t say you will and then not wear them,” said Mrs Thirsk. “I know you. You’ll do what your Aunt wants for once, you will.”

“All right,” said David.

“It had better be all right, or I’ll tell your Uncle,” said Mrs Thirsk turning to go.

By that, David knew he was condemned to wear the things and misery made him angry. “Your food isn’t,” he said to Mrs Thirsk’s back.

“Isn’t what?” demanded Mrs Thirsk, turning round quickly.

“Isn’t all right. It’s horrible. I never tasted such horrible stuff,” said David.

Mrs Thirsk’s blunt face went purple. She said not a word, but she slammed the door as she went out. David laughed.

He stopped laughing when he saw himself in Cousin Ronald’s clothes – though he was afraid that most other people would laugh their heads off. The trousers were far too loose, belt them as he would, and the large fawn sweater flared out over them like a ballet skirt. Cousin Ronald had been what Mrs Thirsk called well-built most of his life. David blushed when he looked in the mirror. The only comfort was that the wide trousers were not at all too long – it was pleasant to think that he was suddenly the same height as Cousin Ronald and going to end up taller – but the rest of him was so grotesque that he knew he would have to give up going to the recreation ground. He dared not show himself to anyone looking like this.

He was so ashamed of his appearance that he dashed down to the dining room before anyone else was up and – in a great hurry to get away before Astrid or someone came in and started to laugh at him – shook all the toast out of the toast-rack on to the tablecloth. He put butter on all of it and marmalade on half, and quantities went on the cloth because he was in such a hurry. He arranged it in a stack that he could carry, seized the radio from the sideboard to provide entertainment, and made off with the lot through the French window to the end of the garden where he could keep out of sight. There was a tall hedge there. Behind the hedge was a steamy compost heap with baby marrows growing on it and a spade stuck in the compost, and a strip of gravelly ground where Cousin Ronald always meant to have a carpentry shed. Beyond that was the high brick wall that ended the garden.

There David sat, with his back against the compost heap and the radio among the marrow-plants, and spent the kind of morning most people would rather not spend. It got very hot in the sun, and David was able to take off the fawn ballet-skirt sweater for an hour or so; but the gravelly space was quite without interest. David saw forty-two birds and listened to the morning service, a review of records, a concert and to someone promising to tell him about sport in the afternoon. Then the dinner-gong went, and he had to hurry to put the radio back so that Cousin Ronald could hear the news during lunch.

Lunch produced a scene far worse than the night before. It started with Aunt Dot coming in, followed by Mrs Thirsk, followed by Astrid.

Mrs Thirsk was saying, “And you may ask him why there was no toast, but what I want to know is why was there marmalade all over my clean tablecloth.”

“Yes indeed,” said Aunt Dot, and she turned ominously to David. “David,” she said, and then – though this was clearly not what she had been going to say – “Good gracious! Whose clothes are you wearing?”

“Cousin Ronald’s,” said David, very much ashamed, but also rather glad of the diversion.

“Good gracious!” said Aunt Dot again.

Before she could begin on the tablecloth, Astrid sniffed piercingly and asked in her most complaining way, “Whatever is this dreadful smell?”

This made Aunt Dot pause and sniff too. “You’re right,” she said. “There is a most peculiar smell.” To David’s secret pleasure, both she and Astrid looked accusingly at Mrs Thirsk. David felt it confirmed his theory about the human sense of smell.

Mrs Thirsk backed to the door. “I’ll go and fetch lunch, Mrs Price,” she said primly, and made off.

“David—” began Aunt Dot, but this time it was Uncle Bernard who interrupted by tottering in and saying, in his most failing voice, “What is producing this vile smell, my dear?”

“We don’t know,” said Astrid.

“David—” Aunt Dot began for the third time.

But Cousin Ronald bustled in with a sheaf of papers in his hand and hurried over to the radio. “Quiet, please. I must hear the news.” He reached out to switch on the radio, gave a throttled sort of shout, and dropped his papers. “What’s this? Where has this radio been? Look! Look at it!” He picked it up in both trembling hands. A cloud of green and blue flies rose with it, flatly buzzing. Then, to David’s acute dismay, a wad of brown smelly stuff gently detached itself from the base of the radio and sank on to the sideboard. It was followed by another. The flies sank after both wads, as if they were relieved to see them.

There was a nasty silence. Then all four of David’s relations turned to look at him. “David!” they said, with one voice. After that, they said a great deal more. Lunch was held up while they said it, and then held up further while David took the radio and the wads of compost outside and some of the flies went with him. But most of the flies were of the opinion that the compost was still on the sideboard somewhere, and they stayed to look for it, maddening everyone, throughout lunch.

By the time David returned to the dining room, Mrs Thirsk, as if she were trying to prove David’s point, had served up thin grey meat in thin grey gravy and everyone else had started to eat it. David started to eat it too, wishing it could be magically transformed into fish and chips, and discovered that the rest of them were discussing the important question of how they were to spend next week in Scarborough now that David had come home earlier than they expected.

“What are we to do?” wailed Astrid. “I did so need this break.”

“I detest cancelling bookings,” agreed Aunt Dot.

“Oh, there’s no real problem,” said Cousin Ronald. David agreed with him. To his mind, there was no problem at all, and his heart warmed to Cousin Ronald. He thought he must certainly get Cousin Ronald to himself after lunch and tell him about those wickets at last. Cousin Ronald had the right ideas. “Look at some of these,” said Cousin Ronald, passing his papers round. “It’s not easy to find something at such short notice that doesn’t involve considerable outlay, but I think it can be done. The one you’ve got, for instance, Mother.”

“T. W. Scrum MA,” read Aunt Dot off her paper. “Holiday Tutorials in Elementary Mathematics. Starting next Tuesday, I see. Quite reasonably priced, but it says board and lodging extra, dear.”

“And no doubt a terrible bill for books,” quavered Uncle Bernard, frail at the mere thought, scanning the paper he held. “This Cruise doesn’t start till next month.”

“Here’s a Camp that might do,” said Astrid. “Oh no. It says for under tens. David’s older than that, isn’t he?”

“Of course I am,” said David. No one seemed to hear.

“I think Scrum’s our best bet,” Cousin Ronald said jovially, and Aunt Dot agreed with him.

In growing outrage and dismay, David listened to them planning – just as if he were not in the room – to get rid of him by sending him to do maths with Mr Scrum until the end of August. Cousin Ronald had gone into it very thoroughly. He assured them that Mr Scrum was the best and cheapest way of disposing of David. David revised his opinion of Cousin Ronald. As for the others, he had no opinion of them to revise. He bore it until he heard Uncle Bernard say, “Yes, I think so too. David’s mathematics are very weak.”

“They are not!” David said indignantly. Then, realising that it would not do to annoy anyone any further, he said as politely as he could, “I’m quite good at maths, Uncle Bernard. I came third in my form this term.”

“Ah, but why didn’t you come first?” said Cousin Ronald. “We’ll settle for Scrum, then, shall we?”

“Let it be Scrum,” said Aunt Dot decidedly.

David saw his fate being sealed and became frantic. “No, you needn’t,” he said loudly. Everyone turned angrily towards him. David made an effort to sound polite and reasonable, but he had to try so hard that his voice came out as loud and careful as a radio announcer’s. “It’s quite simple really,” he said. “Why don’t you all go to Scarborough and just leave me here?”

“Oh indeed?” said Uncle Bernard. “And what do you propose doing in our absence?”

“Fill the house with compost and marmalade, I expect,” said Astrid.

“No,” said David. “That was a mistake. I’d be very careful, and I’d be out all day playing cricket.” An idea came to him as he spoke. It struck him as a brilliant one. “I tell you what – you could buy me a bicycle.”

“You’ll be asking for your own car next,” said Astrid. “Will you want a Rolls, or could you make do with a Mini?”

“Out of the question,” pronounced Aunt Dot.

“No, it isn’t,” David said eagerly. “A bicycle would cost much less than going to Mr Scrum. I thought you’d leap at the idea, really. It’s three miles to the recreation ground, you see.”

“Get this clear, David,” said Cousin Ronald. “You are going to Mr Scrum for your own good, and not to any recreation ground on any kind of conveyance.”

“I don’t want to go to Mr Scrum!” David said desperately.

“Why not?” Astrid said, laughing. “He may be very nice.”

“How do you know?” said David. “How would you like to go to Mr Scrum?” Astrid’s mouth came open. Before she or anyone else could speak, David plunged on, again trying so hard to be polite that his voice came out like an announcer’s. “It’s like this, you see. I hate being with you and you don’t want me, so the best thing is just to leave me here. You don’t have to spend lots of money on Mr Scrum to get rid of me. I’ll be quite all right here.”

There was a long and terrible silence. One of the shiny green flies buzzed maddeningly three times up and down the table before anyone so much as moved. At last, Cousin Ronald, red right up to the bald part of his head, pushed back his chair with a scrape that made David jump, and stood up.

“Get out,” he said, with fearful calmness. “Leave this room, you ungrateful brat, leave your lunch and don’t dare come back until you can speak more politely. Go on. Get out.”

David stood up. He walked to the door, which had somehow moved several miles off since he last came through it, and when he finally reached it, he turned and looked at them all. Three of them were sitting like statues of themselves. Cousin Ronald was still standing up, glaring at him. David saw that he really was the same height as Cousin Ronald, and that made him feel much less frightened of him, but much more miserable.

“I took five wickets against Radley House last week,” he said to Cousin Ronald. “You couldn’t do that.”

“Get out,” said Cousin Ronald.

“And I bowled our games master. Middle stump,” said David.

“Get out!” said Cousin Ronald.

“First ball,” said David, and he went out and shut the door very carefully and quietly behind him, much as he would have liked to slam it. Mrs Thirsk was coming up the passage from the kitchen, perhaps to bring the pudding, but more likely because she had heard something interesting going on. “Thin grey pudding!” David said loudly. But he could not meet Mrs Thirsk face to face because there were now tears in his eyes. He slipped out of the side-door instead and went running up the garden with great strides, until he reached the private space between the wall and the compost heap.

It was baking hot there. The air quivered off the compost. David stripped off the ballet-skirt sweater – which served to dry his face – and squatted down anyhow in the middle of the gravel. He could not remember having been so angry or so miserable before. For a while, he was too angry and miserable even to think.

His first real thought was to wonder why he had not seen before that all his relations wanted was to get rid of him whenever they could. He supposed that was why they made such a point of his being grateful – because they looked after him when they did not want him in the least. And he wondered why he had not realised before.

His second thought was to wish he could go away and live on a desert island. Knowing that was impossible made him so miserable that he had to walk about and scrub his eyes with the back of his hand. Then he thought he would like to have the law on his relations. But they had not done anything he could have the law on them for. The judge would say they had treated him well and he ought to be grateful.

“Oh, I hate being grateful!” David said. And he wished his relations were wicked, instead of just ordinary people, so that he could do something awful to them.

Then he thought of the way they were sending him to Mr Scrum, and he wanted to do something awful to them anyway. Something to make sure that they were miserable for every moment they spent in Scarborough. Suppose he put a curse on them? Yes, that was it. He had read a rather pointless book last term, in which the boy put a curse on someone and it had worked. He would do the same to Uncle Bernard, Aunt Dot, Cousin Ronald – specially Cousin Ronald – and Astrid.

David roved up and down the hot space thinking what to put. And he had another idea. He would not curse them in English, because that was too ordinary, so ordinary that it might not even work. But he had read somewhere else that if you gave a set of monkeys a typewriter each and let them type away for twenty years or so – wouldn’t they get tired of it in five minutes? David broke off to wonder – anyway, they typed away and ended up accidentally typing the complete works of Shakespeare. In the same way, surely, if you just said any sounds that came into your head, wouldn’t you, mightn’t you, end up by reciting a real rattling good curse that would make it snow in Scarborough all next week and perhaps bring Cousin Ronald out in green spots into the bargain? And if it did, it would have the advantage of being an accident, and not truly David’s fault at all.

It seemed worth trying. For the next twenty minutes or so, David walked up and down the hot gravel, from compost to wall and back, muttering words and mouthing what he hoped were strange oaths. When he found a combination that sounded good, he stood still and recited it aloud. Each time he felt secretly a little foolish, because he knew perfectly well it had made no difference to his relations at all. But it was very satisfying all the same, and he went on.

At last he found the best combination of all. He could really almost believe it was words, fierce, terrible words. They asked to be said. And they asked to be said, too, in an important, impressive way, loudly, from somewhere high up. David climbed to the top of the compost heap, crushing baby marrows underfoot, and, leaning on the handle of the spade, he stretched the other hand skywards and recited his words. Afterwards, he never remembered what they were. He knew they were magnificent, but he forgot them as soon as he said them. And when he had spoken them, for good measure, he picked up a handful of compost and bowled it at the wall.

As soon as he did that, the wall started to fall down.
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CHAPTER THREE

Luke

It was like an earthquake. It is a horrible feeling to have caused an earthquake. The wavering and heaving were to some extent under David’s feet, and the compost shifted and quivered like quicksand. That would have been enough to send David leaping down from it. But he could see that the wavering and heaving was stronger near the wall. He knew the wall was going to come down and that it was his fault. He tried to run towards it.

“No, no!” he said. “Stop it! I didn’t mean it!”

The solid ground came up in ripples under his feet and made him stumble. In front of him, the wall rippled too. He could hear the bricks grinding as they swayed up and down. The top of the wall made a crazy outline against the hot blue sky, wagging up and down, with bricks coming loose and lifting, then banging back into place again, and mortar spurting from between them. After that, there was so much dust and mortar that he could hardly see the wall, and he had to hold his arm over his head against the rubble raining down on him. The heaving underfoot went fiercely on. The wall could take no more and fell, backwards from David, in three slow, sulky bangs, into the garden behind Uncle Bernard’s, and set loose even more dust as it went.

The next second, the gravel was covered with angry orange flames, pale and vicious-looking in the sun and dust. David backed out from them desperately, until his shoulders hit the hedge and held him up. But the flames had gone by then. They just flared through the dust as if someone had dropped a match in a pool of petrol, and then went out. David was sure his curse had punctured a gas-main. He looked the heaving ground over hurriedly, to try and locate the leak before going to confess and get help.

He saw a round thing, something like a pipe and at least as thick as his arm, writhing among the rubble, and he thought it was a gas-pipe. It was covered with an ugly mosaic pattern which glittered in the sun. There were others, too, further off, and if David had not known they were gas-pipes, he would have sworn they were snakes – snakes somehow swimming in the rippling ground, as if it were water.

Then the thing nearest David surfaced, shaking clattering small stones off its blunt head, and saw David. It reared up as tall as he was, hissing furiously. David found himself face to face with a very large snake indeed, with a head as flat as Mrs Thirsk’s feet, a forked flicking tongue and yellow eyes which seemed to be made of skin. He could see its fangs, and the poison sacs at the top of them, and he was sure there was poison dripping from those fangs.

David lost his head. He made a frantic sideways dash along the hedge and seized the spade from the compost. The snake struck after him and missed. It was still half under the gravel, which hampered its movements, fortunately for David and the ground was not heaving so much now. David turned round with the spade in both hands, and hit the snake a hearty smack with it. He did not kill it, but he made it recoil. So he hit it again. Meanwhile, at least two other snakes were moving towards him, slowly and with difficulty, as if the ground were getting harder every second. David hit the first snake again, and then aimed a swipe at the next two, to discourage them. But the first snake reared up again as he did so and he had to concentrate on that.

He would never have managed alone. But, while David beat away at the first snake, he heard somebody else busily battering at a snake in the distance. There was so much dust and confusion still, that he never saw the person clearly while the battle lasted. He assumed it was Cousin Ronald at first. Then he caught glimpses of a shape much taller and thinner than Cousin Ronald’s and he thought it must be Aunt Dot. But he had little time to think. The ground was hardening all the time and he simply hammered the snakes back into it. If he hit them often enough, he discovered, they went back under the gravel and stayed there. The real trouble was to do it before the next snake could reach him, and that was where the other person helped. It was not until David had smacked the last length of the last snake well and truly into the earth that he realised this person was a complete stranger.

They stood looking at one another in the settling dust, David leaning on the spade and the stranger propped on the hoe he must have fetched from the shed beyond the hedge. David was shaking all over. The stranger was panting rather, but not in the least upset. He looked jaunty. He even laughed a little, as if snakes were a bit of a joke. He was not as tall as David had thought – only about David’s height – and he seemed a year or so older than David.

“Thanks,” David said to him gratefully.

“Thank you,” replied the stranger, jauntily smiling. “I’m Luke. Who are you?”

“David Allard,” said David. “I live in that house there. Do you—?” He meant to ask if Luke lived in the house beyond the broken wall, but he turned to point as he said it and after that he could think of nothing but what a hideous mess it was. The wall was in three long heaps – an utter ruin, lying on the neatly mown grass of the neat and respectable orchard belonging to the neat and respectable house David could just see down among the trees. David thought it was a miracle that nobody had come out of that house – or Uncle Bernard’s – with loud shouts of fury. Or not yet. “Oh dear,” David said miserably.

“A bit of a ruin, isn’t it?” Luke agreed.

“Yes, and I did it,” David said. “I shall get into trouble.” Which was putting it mildly, he thought.

Luke laughed, and jumped on to the nearest heap of wall to look at it more closely. “Did you really do this?” he said. “How?”

David followed Luke over to the wall, thinking that Luke must be a trespasser and nothing to do with the neat and respectable house after all. He was wearing cast-off looking clothes, much like David’s, and he was covered with brick dust, cement dust and what seemed to be soot. And it was plain he did not care two hoots about the broken wall. He sat himself down on a convenient heap of bricks and patted another to show David where to sit too.

“Explain,” he said, and folded his arms, ready to listen, with a very engaging look of interest. Luke had a sharp and freckly face, under the dirt, and a burn or something on one cheek, probably from those sudden flames. His hair seemed to be red. At any rate, he had those kind of red-brown eyes that only go with red hair. David rather took to him.

“I did it trying to curse,” David confessed, and sat down too, though he could not help taking a nervous look at the respectable house first.

“Don’t worry. They’re out, or they’d have been up here raving half an hour ago,” Luke said, which proved to David that he was certainly only a trespasser. “Now, explain. Whom were you cursing?”

“All my horrible relations,” David said. It was a relief to talk about it. He told Luke how his relations did not want him, how they were planning to send him to Mr Scrum so that they could go to Scarborough, about Mrs Thirsk, the food and the chewing gum, and about the row at lunch. Luke listened sympathetically, but it was when David came to the cursing part that he grew really interested.

“What did you say?” he asked. “Can you remember?”

David thought, and was forced to shake his head. “No. It’s gone. But I suppose it was some kind of curse if it knocked the wall down.”

Luke smiled. “No. It wasn’t a curse.”

“How do you know? It brought out a load of snakes too, didn’t it?”

“But it wasn’t a curse, all the same,” said Luke.

David was a little annoyed. For one thing, Luke could not possibly know, and, for another, although it would have been a relief not to have uttered a curse after all, it was plain to David that his words had had a powerful effect of some kind. “What was it then?” he said challengingly.

“Unlocking words. The opposite of a curse, if you like,” Luke said, as if he really knew. David said nothing. He thought Luke was trying to make him feel less guilty about the ruin they were sitting on. Luke smiled. “You don’t believe me, do you?” David shook his head. “Oh well,” said Luke. “But they were, and I’m truly grateful to you. You let me out of a really horrible prison.” He smiled happily and pointed with one slightly blistered finger to the ground under the wall.

This was too much for David, who, after all, had been there to see that nothing but flames and snakes had come from the ground. “Pull the other leg,” he said.

Luke looked at him with one eyebrow up and a mischievous, calculating look on his filthy face. He seemed to be deciding just how much nonsense David could be brought to swallow. Then he laughed.

“Have it your own way,” he said. “But I am grateful, and I’ll do anything I can in return.”

“Thanks,” David said disbelievingly. “Then I suppose you can help me stand this wall up again.”

Luke looked at David in that shrewd and mischievous way again. “I might,” he said. “Shall we see what we can do?”

“Oh, do let’s,” David said sarcastically.

Luke jumped up briskly. “Come on, then. You take the other end of this and help me lift it.” He stooped and put his hands to a section of brickwork, where the wall had come down still cemented together. “Come on,” he said. “Don’t look so glum about it.”

So David, feeling hopeless about it, got up slowly and wandered to the other end of the joined piece of wall. He put his hands to it and found the bricks coming loose as he touched them.

“Heave!” Luke said cheerfully.

David heaved, not very hard. But he must have heaved harder than he thought, because he managed to raise the whole section. Luke lifted his end, and together they carried a whole chunk of wall, grinding and bending, and laid it down in one piece by the compost heap.

“There, you see?” said Luke, and went jumping gaily back across the bricks. “Now this bit.”

In a remarkably short time, they had all the complete sections of wall laid out in order on the gravel. When these were moved, they found there had been a tree growing up against the back of the wall – part of the neat orchard – and the wall had crushed it as it went over. They looked at it, Luke laughing and David glum. Luke shook his head.

“It’s dead,” said David.

“Yes, but we can fake it a bit,” Luke said. “You pull that branch straight.”

They spread the tree out until it looked the right shape for a tree again. Then Luke lifted it in his arms and thumped the broken trunk into the soft ground until it stood upright. Its leaves were withering and wilting still, but it looked as if it were growing.

“Can’t bring the dead to life, I’m afraid,” said Luke, “but they might think it died from natural causes, with luck.”

Then they rebuilt the wall. David had never imagined it could be so easy. True, they worked hard and sweat trickled through the dirt on their faces, but they laughed and whistled as well, and the wall grew in leaps and bounds.

As they worked, David came to like Luke more and more. He was fun. He made jokes all the time, and no difficulty seemed to dismay him. Some of his jokes were complete nonsense, mostly because he chose to keep up the pretence that David had let him out of prison. “My chains,” he said, as they staggered under the largest section of wall, “were a good hundred times heavier than this.” Then again, when they got to the most difficult part, which was slotting the newly rebuilt wall into the jagged ends of the walls at the sides of the garden, Luke said something odd. David was doing the slotting, while Luke held the wall tilted for him. He could see Luke’s muscles standing out in knots.

“Are you sure you can hold it?” David asked.

“Nothing like so heavy as a bowl of venom,” Luke panted cheerfully. David laughed.

Once the wall was slotted in, they were finished. It was not perfect. The upper courses of bricks wandered up and down a little, and because they had used no cement, there were places where you could look through to the orchard. But it stood solidly. David and Luke were very proud of it.

“Not bad, considering neither of us ever built a wall before,” Luke said. “What shall we do now?”

David looked at his watch and found it was nearly supper time. “I shall have to go in,” he said mournfully. “They get furious if I’m late.” He was very dejected. He remembered he was in disgrace and about to be sent to Mr Scrum on Tuesday. It was too bad, now that he had met Luke. “Can you come out after supper?” he asked, thinking he must see as much of Luke as he could while he had the chance.

“Of course,” said Luke. “Whenever you want. Just kindle a flame and I’ll be with you.”

“Meet you here then,” said David.

“As you like,” said Luke. David turned to go and Luke, laughing, but trying to look solemn, raised one hand like a Redskin salute. “Farewell, oh my benefactor,” said he.

“Oh do shut up about that!” David said, and ran down the garden laughing.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Third Trouble

David was filthy. He had to wash and climb into more of Cousin Ronald’s wide cast-offs before he dared to go down to supper. The odd thing about washing in a hurry is that soap and water only loosen the dirt. Most of it comes off on the towel afterwards. David looked rather nervously at the reddish-black smears on Mrs Thirsk’s bright white towel, but he was in too much of a hurry to do anything about it. The gong had gone before he started to wash.

He hurried downstairs, thinking about Luke and Luke’s odd jokes. If Luke had not come along, there was no doubt David would at this moment be crawling downstairs in the most hideous state of guilt, wondering how he was going to confess to having cursed a wall down. As it was, he felt much better. Rebuilding the wall had wiped away his misery and also the horror of the way the curse had worked. He thought of the flames and the snakes, but all they did was to remind him of Luke’s joke about kindling a flame. David grinned as he came to the bottom of the stairs, because someone – Astrid probably – had left a box of matches on the stand beside the gong. David slipped them into his pocket as he passed. If Luke wanted him to strike a match as a signal, then he would. But it was no good asking for matches. That would only remind his relations to forbid him to have them.

He went into the dining room. Astrid was saying, “And my leg never left me in peace, the whole afternoon.”

“Both my legs,” said Uncle Bernard. Then he saw David in the doorway and abandoned the contest. David walked to his place and sat down in a silence heavier and nastier than any he had known. It was clear the row was still going on. Unless, David thought rather nervously as he picked up his soup spoon, they had found out about the wall and were angry about that now. The soup was burnt. David could see black bits floating in it. It tasted burnt.

Cousin Ronald broke the silence at last by saying reproachfully, “We are waiting to hear you say sorry, David.”

“Sorry,” David said, wondering why they could not have told him that straight away.

There was another heavy silence.

“We want to hear you apologise,” said Aunt Dot.

“I apologise then,” said David.

“I don’t call that an apology,” said Uncle Bernard.

“Well, I said sorry and I said I apologise,” David pointed out. “What else do you want me to say?”

“You might take back your words,” suggested Astrid.

“All right. I take them back,” David said, hoping this would now mean peace. But he thought as he said it that it was just like Astrid to say the silliest thing of the lot. “How can you take back words anyway? I mean, once you’ve said them they’ve gone, haven’t they, and—?”

“That will do,” said Cousin Ronald. There was more silence, broken by the reluctant clinking of spoons, during which David began to wish that his curse had really been a curse and working at this moment. Then Cousin Ronald cleared his throat and said, “David, there is something we have to tell you. We have decided, solely on your account, not to go to Scarborough after all. We shall stay here, and you shall stay with us.”

David could hardly believe his ears. “You mean not go to Mr Scrum?”

“I mean not go to Mr Scrum,” said Cousin Ronald.

“Oh, brilliant!” said David. His relief and delight and gratitude were so enormous that he could almost have hugged Cousin Ronald. “Thanks!” What a good thing it had not been a curse! Now he was free to do what he liked and see as much of Luke as he could. “That’s marvellous!” David beamed round the table at his relations. They looked solemnly and reproachfully back.

“David,” Cousin Ronald said reproachfully. “I hope you realise that we are all making a considerable sacrifice for your benefit. Scarborough meant a lot to us. We will say no more about your rudeness at lunch, but what we would like to hear from you in return is a proper expression of thanks to us for all we have done for you.”

Under such a speech as this, most people’s gratitude would wither rather. David’s did. “I said Thanks,” he protested. “But I’ll say it again if you like.”

“What you say is beside the point, child,” Aunt Dot told him austerely. “All we want is that you should feel in your heart, honestly and sincerely, what it means to be grateful for once.”

“Then what do you want me to do?” David asked rather desperately.

“I sometimes think,” said Uncle Bernard vigorously, “that you were born without a scrap of gratitude or common good feeling, boy.”

“But I do feel grateful,” said David. “I’m ever so grateful for not going to Mr Scrum, really!”

“Grateful for not going to Mr Scrum!” said Astrid. “Listen to him! Does it matter to him that we’re deprived of our holiday? Not a bit. David wouldn’t turn a hair if I were to drop dead at his feet.”

“Yes I would. Anyone would,” said David. He thought about what he would feel if Astrid did actually chance to drop dead at his feet. “I’d be very surprised, and I’d think you were pretending at first. But when I began to believe it I’d get a doctor to make sure you really were dead.”

“Aren’t we chivalrous!” Astrid said crossly.

“No, I’m not,” David said, as Mrs Thirsk came in with the next course. “But you’re not a damsel in distress.”

Astrid went very red and glared at David all the time Mrs Thirsk was handing out plates with dark meat on them covered with dark gravy. The meat was dark because it was burnt. It tasted terrible, so terrible that even Uncle Bernard noticed.

“This meat is burnt,” he said fretfully. “I don’t think it’s eatable.”

Everyone except David thankfully laid down their knives and forks. David was so hungry after rebuilding the wall that he had practically eaten all his anyway, and it seemed a shame to leave the rest.

“That boy has no discrimination,” said Uncle Bernard, as Mrs Thirsk came back to see what was the matter.

“Mrs Thirsk—” began Aunt Dot.

“I can’t think how it happened!” said Mrs Thirsk. “It was beautiful five minutes ago. And when I came back after taking the soup, there it was, black! And it was on the table. No heat near it.”

“It has been near a very great heat for a considerable time, I should say,” Uncle Bernard said, prodding it. “I can’t find your explanation adequate, Mrs Thirsk.”

“Adequate or not, it’s the plain truth!” said Mrs Thirsk. She gave David a malignant look as she said it, as if she would have liked to put the blame on him if she could.

“The soup was burnt too,” said Astrid.

“That was right as rain when it left my kitchen,” claimed Mrs Thirsk. “You may say what you like, but I can’t understand it.” And for five more minutes, at the top of her voice, Mrs Thirsk went on not being able to understand it, either the soup or the meat.

“Let’s have the pudding anyway,” said Cousin Ronald hungrily, and Mrs Thirsk went angrily away to get it.

The pudding was burnt too, and Mrs Thirsk could not understand that either. “It was right as rain,” she said. “Good as gold it was. Now look at it!”

“Oh let’s not have all that again,” said Cousin Ronald. “Bring us some bread and cheese, and do try not to burn that if you can.”

Luckily, it was beyond Mrs Thirsk’s skill to burn bread and cheese, so everyone began hungrily to eat that. David was pleased. It looked as if he might, for once, get enough to eat in this house. The bread was a little stale, but wonderfully filling, and the cheese was the strong orange kind which David particularly liked.

“You know,” Cousin Ronald said, taking nearly half the strong orange cheese, “Mrs Thirsk is a rotten cook, Mother. Couldn’t we get someone else?”

That was a lovely idea. David’s heart once again warmed towards Cousin Ronald, even though he had taken so much cheese.

“I invite you to try to get someone else, Ronald,” said Aunt Dot, finishing that idea for good and all. “David, please stop that unmannerly stuffing. Even if you can’t find it in your heart to be grateful, you need not pretend that we starve you.”

This was the signal for all four of them to turn on David again. The truth was that David’s announcement over lunch had made them all feel very much ashamed, and they could not forgive him for it. So they told him all over again how ungrateful he was, until David could bear it no longer.

“I don’t know why you think I’m not grateful,” he said. “I was grateful, until you all started going on at me. But I’m not any longer. Nobody could be.”

“Well!” said Aunt Dot.

“Let’s go to Scarborough after all,” said Astrid.

Cousin Ronald pushed his chair back and stalked to the French window. “That settles it,” he said. “I’m going into the garden.” And he went.

The other three stayed where they were. David was wishing heartily that it was actually possible to take back one’s words, when Mrs Thirsk came in, ready to put herself in the right again at David’s expense, bearing like a flag a white towel with red and black grime all over it.

“Look at this—” she began.

She got no further, because Cousin Ronald shot back into the room, groaning with rage, carrying something like a green sausage someone had stamped on. “My marrows!” he said. “Just look what this brat has done to my marrows!”

David was sent up to bed again. The one bright spot he could see, as he climbed the stairs and slammed the door of his room, was that Cousin Ronald had not noticed anything wrong with the wall. Otherwise, everything was horrible. It was just not fair. He was quite ready to be grateful, if only they left him alone – but that was the last thing they would do.

David sat on his bed and looked longingly at the window. Luke was probably waiting for him at the end of the garden by now. It was a hot, golden evening. Midges circled just outside, and swallows swooped in the distance. David thought of all the things he and Luke might be doing and was miserable. And because he had nothing else to do, he took out the box of matches and fiercely struck one. Serve them right if he burnt the house down!

Almost at once, he heard a faint thumping and rustling from outside the window. David was at the window after the first thump. Luke was climbing up the creepers like a monkey.

“Oh, brilliant!” David said, and all his misery vanished.

Luke looked up as David spoke, rather red in the face, and grinned. The movement shifted his weight. “Help!” Luke said. There was a sharp ripping noise, and the creepers began leaning away from the house, carrying Luke with them. David leant out as far as he dared and seized Luke’s desperately waving arm. After a good deal of heaving, he managed to pull Luke in over the windowsill, both of them laughing rather hysterically – the way you do when you have had a fright. “Thanks,” said Luke.

“Look at the creeper!” David said, and both of them went off into muffled giggles again. The creeper was hanging away from the house in a great bush, and its leaves were turning a scorched and withered brown. David was secretly appalled at the mess, but Luke was not in the least worried.

“More faking necessary,” he said. “Hang on to me while I get hold of it.” So David gripped Luke round the waist and Luke leant as far out of the window as he could. Somehow, he managed to grab the creeper and hook it back on the nails it had been tied to, where it hung, still limp and brown and withered, it is true, but nothing like so obviously broken.

Then they turned back into the room, and David, to his horror, found the match he had struck lying on the floor still burning. He rushed and stamped it out.

“You see,” said Luke, “you only have to kindle a flame to fetch me. Now, what’s the matter? In trouble again?”

“I’ll say I am!” said David. He gave Luke the history of supper, and Luke laughed. He laughed about the marrows, the towel and the burnt food. He lay comfortably on David’s bed, with his dirty shoes on Mrs Thirsk’s white bedspread, and laughed even when David said passionately, “I’m sick of having to be grateful!”

“Quite right,” he said, scratching at the burn on his face, which seemed to be healing nicely.

“It’s all very well to laugh,” said David. “You don’t have to stand them all going on at you.”

“Oh, I know what that feels like,” Luke said. “My family was just the same. But there’s no sense in being miserable about it. Did you enjoy supper, by the way?”

“The cheese was all right,” said David. “What Cousin Ronald left of it.”

Luke chuckled. “I thought of burning the bread too,” he said, “but I didn’t want you to go hungry.”

“Tell me another,” said David.

“Seriously,” said Luke, although David could see from his face he was joking again. “Mrs Thirsk deserved it. What shall we do now?”

“I suppose we could play Ludo,” David suggested, looking mournfully at the scanty shelf of amusements by his bed.

“I don’t know how to play Ludo,” said Luke, “and I can see from your face that I shouldn’t like it if I learnt. I’ve a better idea. Would you like to see some of my doodles?”

“What are they?” David asked cautiously.

“What I used to amuse myself with in prison,” said Luke. “Look at that corner, where it’s darker, and if you don’t like them you can always tell me to stop. I can go on for hours.”

Dubiously, David looked at the corner of his room. A tiny bright thing appeared there, coasting gently along, like a spark off a bonfire. It was joined by another, and another, until there were twenty or thirty of them. They clustered gently together, moved softly apart, combined, climbed and spread, and were never still for a moment. It was rather like watching the sparks at the back of a chimney, except that these made real, brief pictures, lacy patterns, letters, numbers and stars.

“Not boring you?” said Luke. David shook his head, almost too fascinated to wonder how Luke made the things. “Let’s have a change of colour, though,” Luke said quietly.

The bright things slowly turned green. The shapes they made now were stranger, spreading at the edges like ink on blotting-paper. Outside, it was getting dark. Luke’s green doodles showed brighter and brighter. Then they went blue and clear, and made shapes like geometry, all angles.

David had no idea how long he watched. He stared until his eyes ached and he could see shapes even with his eyelids down. Every so often, Luke would make a quiet suggestion and the style of the doodles would change again. “Blood-drops,” he would say. “Now some wild shapes.” And the bright things in the corner altered. Luke had just made them purple when David fell asleep.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Fire

Luke must have climbed down the creeper while David was asleep. He was not there in the morning, anyway, and David felt very flat without him. The morning was made no livelier by Cousin Ronald’s refusal to let David near a radio. David wanted to hear the Test Match as much as Cousin Ronald, but Cousin Ronald, saying that any radio David went near became covered with compost, took all three radios with him into the study and shut the door in David’s face.

There was nothing for David to do but unpack his trunk, which arrived soon after breakfast. His cricket bat, when he came to it, did not seem as large as he remembered, and all the clothes were rather small.

“That means new everything,” Astrid said, sighing. “We’ll be all afternoon. My head will be splitting in this heat, but I know you won’t care how I feel.”

“Yes I will,” David said truthfully. When Astrid had a headache she was always more than usually spiteful, so it was natural to hope that her head would not split.

“Thanks for nothing,” Astrid retorted and climbed into her Mini, jangling bracelets and flouncing her handbag. “Don’t rush to get in, will you?”

“You have to unlock the door first,” David said patiently, wondering how he was to get through this shopping expedition without being rude to Astrid.

It was very difficult. Astrid could find nowhere to park her Mini. She drove from place to place, grumbling, while the inside of the car became hotter and hotter. Astrid announced that she felt faint and said she would drive home again. She did not do this, however, because she was almost as much afraid of Aunt Dot as David was. Instead, she drove to a very distant car park, and they set out to walk back to the shops. Astrid’s feet hurt her.

“There are shooting-pains in my insteps,” she said. “Do you think I’ve dislocated my toe?”

“No. It’s because you wear such silly shoes,” David explained.

“I’ve had about enough of your cheek!” Astrid said, and marched on very fast and upright to prove David wrong.

David trotted after her, sweating in the heat and dodging among the crowds on the pavement. He longed to be elsewhere – preferably by the compost heap, meeting Luke.

Then he began to wonder if it was really true that he only had to strike a match to bring Luke. He knew it was only Luke’s nonsense really. He could prove it, if he wanted, by striking a match here, in the middle of Ashbury, where Luke could not possibly turn up. David did not want to. He wanted to pretend that Luke was the one extraordinary thing that had happened in this exceptionally miserable holiday.

But, by the time Astrid had told him twice not to dawdle and three times more about her feet, David had reached the stage where he wanted to prove that everything was flat and ordinary and horrible, just because everything so obviously was.

While they were waiting to cross a street, David turned aside, fetched out the box, struck a match, and then had to throw it flaring in the gutter, because Astrid told him sharply not to dawdle and he had to walk on across the street.

“Hallo,” said Luke, strolling across beside him with his hands in his pockets. “Why are you looking so hot and bothered?”

David beamed at him. Life was suddenly quite different. “I just hate shopping,” he said. “And she keeps on telling me to walk quicker.”

“Which cat’s mother’s she?” said Luke.

“Astrid,” David said, giggling.

Astrid turned round when she heard her name. “What are you at now?”

“I’ve met a friend,” David said gaily. “Can Luke come with us, Astrid?”

“Well, really!” said Astrid, and she looked Luke over in a most unfriendly way. This, David thought, was unfair, because Luke looked remarkably clean and spruce today. His red hair was tidy, his freckled face was clean, and the burn on his cheek hardly showed at all.

Luke, however, held out his hand to Astrid, smiling most politely. “How do you do, Astrid?” he said, and contrived to sound well-brought-up and dependable saying it.

“Mrs Price to you,” Astrid said haughtily. But she shook hands with Luke and did not look as haughty as she sounded. “Well, come along if you’re coming,” she said.

When they reached the first shop, Luke stood, looking rather wondering, among the lines of coats and stacks of shirts, while David tried things on. David and Astrid disagreed, as David had known they would, about what to buy. David’s idea of good clothes was loose comfortable things that looked best grubby. He cast longing looks at a rack of jeans, and at cotton sweaters in interesting colours. Astrid’s idea was something Aunt Dot would not disapprove of. She made David try on a suit with tight prickly trousers and asked the assistant for distasteful white shirts, with buttons.

“I don’t like this suit,” David said sadly. “It pricks. And I don’t like those shirts either.”

Astrid took hold of his elbow fiercely and led him out of the assistant’s hearing. “I warn you David,” she told him in a passionate whisper, “I shall do something dreadful if nothing’s going to satisfy Your Majesty except red robes and ermine!”

“I’d be satisfied with jeans,” David said hopefully.

“You ungrateful little—!” Astrid began, but stopped when she realised that Luke was standing just beside David. “I give up!” she said to them both.

“Quite right,” Luke agreed cheerfully. “I don’t think much of that suit either.”

“What’s wrong with it?” Astrid asked angrily.

“He looks like a penguin,” Luke said.

Astrid looked at David, ready to deny it. But, in fact, the tightness and prickliness of the suit did made David stand in an awkward, stiff way, with his arms slightly out, very much like a penguin. “Doh!” said Astrid, and marched back to the assistant. David heard her say that they would leave the suit and just take the shirts, and could hardly believe his luck. He looked at Luke, and Luke gave him a smile of pure mischief.

This episode did not improve Astrid’s temper. After the assistant had packed up the disagreeable shirts and they were leaving the shop, she said, “Now we shall have to go all the way to Trubitt’s and I want no more nonsense. I’ve got one of my heads coming on already.”

As David and Luke followed her, Luke said, out of the corner of his mouth, “How many heads has she got?” David doubled up with laughter. He could not help it. He staggered sideways across the pavement, howling and coughing, with packets of shirt sliding out of his arms in all directions.

Astrid, naturally, turned back, demanding to know what had got into him this time.

“I don’t know,” Luke said artlessly. Then, very artfully, he added, “You know, Mrs Price, you look to me as if you’ve got a headache.”

“I do?” said Astrid, forgetting David. “Well, as a matter of fact I have, Luke. Right over my left eye.”

“Terrible,” Luke said sympathetically. “How would it be if we were to go somewhere where you could sit down and rest for a while?”

“Oh, I’d give anything if I could!” said Astrid. “But we haven’t time. I promised David’s aunt I’d buy him some clothes and—”

“You’ll do it all the quicker for having a rest,” Luke told her, kindly and firmly. “There’s plenty of time. You take my arm and tell me where you’d like to go.”

“You are a nice, considerate boy!” Astrid exclaimed. “But I’m not sure we ought.”

Luke, with a soothing smile, held out his arm to her and winked at David – one small flicker of a wink that Astrid did not see. Astrid hooked her arm through Luke’s and set off for the nearest café so quickly and thankfully that David got left behind. When he caught up with them at the door of the café, Luke was saying, “I quite thought you were David’s sister. You look so young.”

Astrid beamed at him, and continued to smile while they found a table and sat down. David sat down with them, rather thoughtfully. He was not sure that Luke was behaving quite honestly. Luke knew perfectly well that Astrid was not David’s sister, because David had told him all about her yesterday. He was simply buttering Astrid up. David would have been annoyed, if he had not been pretty certain that Luke was only doing it to give David a more pleasant afternoon than he would have had otherwise.

Whatever his motives, Luke thoroughly enjoyed himself in that café. So did David. And, David suspected, so did Astrid too. The odd thing about Astrid was that, when Cousin Ronald was not there to stop her, she loved spending money. She spent lavishly in that café. Luke’s appetite was even larger than David’s. He had five milkshakes to David’s three, and four ice creams to David’s two. Astrid ate one out of a plate of cakes, and then Luke and David finished them. David felt pleasantly full for the first time that holiday. Luke must have been nearly bursting.

Astrid continued to smile. And, instead of telling Luke all about her aches and pains, which David very much feared she would, she joked about both their appetites. “Are you sure that number of ice creams will keep you going?” she asked. “It says Banquets Arranged here. How about it? Ten courses is a bit mingy, though, isn’t it? Luke would starve. Should I just go out and get an ice-cream factory?”

“Why not?” said Luke.

“Well, it’s fitting it into the Mini,” said Astrid, and David was amazed at the difference being in a good mood made to her. He only remembered Astrid being this jolly three or four times, some years ago, when he had first come to live with his relations, and that had only been on rare occasions. Yet here she was, her face all pink with laughter, opening her handbag to take out a cigarette and taking a mock-guilty look round the café, as if Uncle Bernard might be there disguised as a waitress. Uncle Bernard classed cigarettes below bubble gum.

“Don’t tell on me, David,” she said. “Have you got a match?”

David felt in his pocket for his matchbox, and was about to say that Astrid must not tell on him either; but, before he could fetch the box out, Luke leant forward and snapped his fingers at the end of Astrid’s cigarette. There was a flame like a match-flame for a split second, and then the cigarette was alight. Astrid’s eyes were wide with amazement beyond it.

“How ever did you do that?” she said through a cloud of smoke.

“A trick I learnt ages ago,” Luke said modestly.

“I’ve never seen it done before!” said Astrid. Then, not unnaturally, she became very interested in Luke and asked who were his parents and where he lived. But Luke – to David’s disappointment, because he would have liked to know too – was not telling. “But where do you live?” Astrid said cajolingly.

Luke smiled. “At the very tip of South America.”

“Oh, you!” said Astrid.

Before Astrid could ask more, Luke began cajoling in his turn. In two minutes flat, he had persuaded Astrid to buy David comfortable clothes – a thing David knew he could not have done himself if he had talked for a month. Astrid agreed that the neat and comfortable clothes Luke was wearing would be far better for David than Aunt Dot’s kind. But she stuck on the thought of Aunt Dot.

“Dot’ll kill us both if we come back with those,” she said. She thought about it, while David and Luke exchanged a rather hopeless look. “I tell you what!” Astrid said suddenly. “David, can you keep a secret?”

“Yes,” said David.

“Then I’ll get you some jeans and things if you swear to change into the other clothes for meals,” Astrid said daringly.

David swore to do it. It seemed a small price to pay. Since Trubitt’s was just across the road from the café, only half an hour later David was provided with clothes to suit him and clothes to suit Aunt Dot also. He and Luke, almost identically dressed, came galloping happily down the stairs from Trubitt’s top floor, carrying numerous parcels and laughing like conspirators. And Astrid, despite her broken toe, shooting pains and various heads, came galloping after them in high good humour, saying, “Oh, I do love secrets!”

But, alas, the second floor of Trubitt’s had a doorway hung with roses and labelled Miss Ashbury. Astrid paused.

“I say, you two,” she said, “do you mind being angels and waiting just five minutes?”

David could hardly refuse. Luke, of course, said courteously, “Not at all, Mrs Price.”

They spent the next half hour staring out of one of the long windows at the café opposite, while Astrid hurried about with armfuls of dresses behind them, in and out of the changing rooms.

“You know,” David said to Luke, “you got her into too much of a good mood.”

“I did, didn’t I?” Luke agreed, rather mournfully.

“She likes spending money,” David explained, and added, to cheer Luke up, “But I’m awfully grateful.”

“You’ve no need to be grateful,” Luke said, quite seriously for him. “None at all. You set me free, and it’s only right that I should do anything I can for you in return. Honestly.”

“Come off it!” David said, but he said it very uncomfortably, because he was beginning to suspect that it might be true.

Half an hour later still, they had decided that more fat people went into the café than thin ones; they had each scored two orange Minis; they had counted the windows in the office block above the café and made them thirty-four each time; and Astrid had still not decided whether to buy six dresses or four dresses and a coat.

“I’m sick of this,” said David. “I wish something interesting would happen.”

“Such as?” said Luke.

“A robbery or a fire or something,” said David. “Anything we could look at. All that happens is people and cars.”

“I could manage a fire for you,” said Luke. “Would you like it if that block with thirty-four windows were to catch fire?”

“That would be brilliant,” David said, laughing. “I just wish you could manage it.”

“All right,” Luke said quietly.

David was still laughing, when it struck him that the air outside was oddly misty. The office block was dim and he could hardly see the traffic. He looked up to see where the fog was coming from, but the sky was blue and clear. The fog was rising up against it, thin and black and hot-looking above the office block.

“Hey!” he exclaimed. “I think that building really is on fire!”

“Yes,” said Luke. “It caught nicely.”

David looked at him unbelievingly. Luke was staring intently at the building, with a gentle, coaxing smile on his mouth. His red-brown eyes were smiling in a different, vivid way, and moving up, slowly, over the building. “Luke!” David said sharply. As he said it, Luke’s mouth opened in a little sigh of satisfaction.

“Ah!” said Luke.

A big cloud of black smoke rolled from the open windows above the café and, whirling round, like part of the smoke, were fierce orange flames. A bell began to ring in the building, loudly and continuously, and it brought people hurrying out of the café and the shops on either side. They turned to look up at the building, pointed and exclaimed and jostled. Then more people came out of the glass doors that led to the offices. These came pouring out, far more frantic and many more of them, treading on one another, pushing, spilling out on to the road, shouting, waving their arms and getting in the way of cars. One man’s coat was smouldering and two people were beating it out for him. A lady stumbled and sat down in the gutter. In a matter of minutes, the road was in chaos, with people running all over it, cars stopped in zigzags, a crowd gathering, and a policeman and two traffic wardens trying to move everyone off and not succeeding.

David looked at Luke. He was smiling, smiling, watching the building as if he were entranced. “Luke,” David said.

Luke did not answer. Long flames were beating out of all the open windows. Where the windows were shut, David could see fire behind the glass, orange and whirling, like a sunset reflected back to front.

“Luke,” said David, “I didn’t mean—”

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Luke said raptly.

With a merry double blaring, a fire engine swept down the street and stopped outside the building. Then another came roaring and blaring from the opposite direction. While the firemen jumped down and unreeled hoses, police cars arrived, blaring too, with blue lights flashing on top.

By this time, everyone else in the shop had realised there was a fire. Assistants and ladies shopping came crowding round David and Luke in great excitement.

“Just look at those flames! The size of them!”

“There’s another fire engine on its way. Look.”

“We were in that very building only half an hour ago!” Astrid told people inaccurately.

“Just think of the cost of all that damage!” someone said.

“Oh,” said someone else. “This has made my day!”

It certainly was exciting. David admitted that. But he was struggling with that sick, uncertain, itchy feeling you have when you know you have done something wrong. Flames were lashing from all but the top windows now, and those were smoking. Three hoses were going, in solid arches of water, but they only made the windows steam and splutter and had no effect on the flames. Luke was laughing gently, living in those flames, basking in their heat, and, David was sure, somehow whipping them up to greater power in spite of all the firemen could do. David had no doubt at all that Luke was a very strange person indeed and that Luke had made the fire to please him. That was why he felt so itchy and guilty.

The trouble was that David, particularly in the holidays, was so used to feeling guilty that he had come to ignore it whenever he could. He found himself pretending that the fire was nothing to do with him; that it was probably nothing to do with Luke either; and that, anyway, he had no influence over Luke. He had almost stopped at least the sick part of the feeling, when he looked up, because flames burst out of one of the top windows and across the roof, and flared into the sky against rolls of thick smoke. And he saw two office girls on the roof, scrambling towards a chimney and looking quite terrified. He caught one in the act of throwing away her silly, Astrid-type shoes in order to climb better, and he knew he must do something.

“Luke,” he said, “I think those girls are stuck.”

“Stuck?” Luke said vaguely. “Yes, I expect so. The stairs and the lift have gone. The roof’s going in a minute.”

The women round David saw the girls too, and began asking one another why somebody didn’t do something. David took hold of Luke’s elbow and shook him.

“Luke, could you stop this fire if you wanted?”

“Of course,” said Luke, but his eyes were fixed on the heart of the building and he was not really attending.

“Then could you stop it now?” David said. “Those girls are going to be burnt.”

Luke smiled absent-mindedly. “Little twits,” he said. “They went to comb their hair first, then they panicked.”

No doubt he was right. David thought they looked just that kind of girl. But it made no difference to the fact that they were hanging on to a chimney in a desperately narrow space between the flames and yelling for help. The firemen had put a ladder up against the next building, but there was clearly no chance of them reaching the girls.

“Luke,” David said. “You can’t bring the dead to life. Remember?”

Somehow, that seemed to be the right thing to say. Luke sighed, and the entranced look on his face altered, so that David could see he was attending.

“Luke,” he said. “I want the fire out now.”

Luke seemed surprised and rather hurt. “Don’t you like it?” he said.

“I love it. It’s brilliant,” David said. “It’s just those silly girls that have messed it up. Do put it out now. Please.”

Luke smiled at him – a real, friendly smile, and not that strange, entranced one. “All right,” he said. “Have it your own way.” Regretfully, he looked across at the building again.

The fire began to die down at once. The flames shrank away from the roof, leaving a wide black trail. At the upper windows they seemed to stoop and cower. Then they were gone, leaving blank black windows, though there were sparks still, round the frames. Then the same happened at the next row of windows. By this time, a fireman was climbing across the roof towards the girls, and the women round David and Luke, who had hardly believed it at first, began to clamour.

“There, what did I tell you? They’ve got it under control!”

“I knew those girls would be all right!”

But, as the fire died down stage by stage, Luke’s face grew sadder. David took his arm again and gave it a squeeze.

“Cheer up. It was a brilliant fire.”

“Yes, it was, wasn’t it?” said Luke.
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CHAPTER SIX

Mr Chew

That evening, for the first time since he came home, David was not sent to bed early. Astrid was still in a good humour, and so busy telling Aunt Dot about the fire that she let Uncle Bernard score twenty-two points in the illness-contest without scoring one herself. That put Uncle Bernard in a good mood too. And Aunt Dot was pleased because David had come into supper looking as Aunt Dot thought boys should look. David could not resist giving Astrid a tiny flicker of a wink, like Luke’s.

The only discontented one was Cousin Ronald. He was cross because it looked as if England was going to lose to Australia, and because his new gardener had not turned up. “Rang up this afternoon, if you please, and said he’d got a better job at Thunderly Hill,” Cousin Ronald told them. “Of course I got on to the other chap straight away, but he can’t come till tomorrow. At this rate the garden will be a wilderness by Wednesday.”

He told them this several times. Nobody took any notice. So Cousin Ronald, peevish at being ignored, tried to pick a quarrel with David by making the incredible statement that they could say what they liked, but he knew Gleeson had been throwing in the overs before tea.

The reason why David did not contradict him and end up by being sent to bed was that he was too busy thinking about Luke. He thought of Luke working his dishonest miracle on Astrid, and he thought about the fire, and he came to two conclusions. One was that Luke did not operate by the same rules as other people. The other was that, if so, Luke was something of a responsibility. He was great fun, but David was going to have to be careful what he said to him in future. As for Luke’s story about prison and being grateful, David still thought that might be a joke. But he was not at all sure now.

Whatever the truth was, David and Luke spent a splendid evening together. David went into the front garden after supper. He struck a match. And Luke came cheerfully in through the front gate. After that, they rambled round the neighbourhood. Luke was one of those who could not pass a yard, an old gate, or an empty house without seeing if they could get in. They found a dozen splendid places like this and returned tired, grubby and happy at David’s bedtime. David went in through the front door. Luke swung himself up the creepers to David’s window. David fell asleep watching Luke’s doodles go, in a procession of dragons, across his bedroom wall.

Luke had said he was going, but he was asleep on the end of David’s bed when David woke up the next morning. He had wrapped himself in the carpet and looked very comfortable.

David sat up gently, not to disturb him, and spent some while looking at Luke’s sleeping face, wondering who and what Luke really was. He was very freckly. The burn on his face had quite gone now, which David thought was odd. He had an idea that burns usually took longer to heal. Another odd thing was that, now Luke was asleep, it was quite impossible to tell how old or how young he was. He might have been older than Cousin Ronald or younger than David. David thought first one age, then another, as he looked, until he remembered that, if he was certain of anything, it was that the usual rules did not apply to Luke. He wished Luke would wake up.

But Luke slept peacefully on, while David got up and put on his jeans. David had to leave him there when he went downstairs, because, in order not to have to put on smart, prickly clothes, he had to have breakfast before Aunt Dot came down. He listened for the moment when Mrs Thirsk went along to the dining room with the toast and dashed downstairs then. He meant to take toast back to his room and share it with Luke. But luck was against him. Cousin Ronald was in the dining room, waiting for his porridge.

“If this new man doesn’t turn up this morning,” he told David, for lack of anyone better to tell, “I shall write to the papers. Sit down, can’t you, boy.”

David had to sit down, and to eat six slices of toast, while Cousin Ronald told him about England’s position in the Test and all about how hard it was to get gardeners. Then, just as David was hoping to be able to go at last, Cousin Ronald picked up the newspaper.

“Typists trapped on roof!” he read. “Oh, here’s your fire, David” David felt his face go red. For it was his fire, exactly. “Thirty thousand pounds of damage!” Cousin Ronald read severely. David shifted on his chair. “Cause of fire still a mystery, I see,” said Cousin Ronald.

At that moment, David heard Mrs Thirsk going heavily upstairs, and he knew she was on her way to tidy his room. He wriggled all over his chair. Surely Luke would have the sense to climb out of the window or hide in the bathroom? What Mrs Thirsk would say to Aunt Dot and Aunt Dot would say to David about boys whose friends slept on the ends of their bed wrapped in good carpets did not bear thinking of.

Luckily, Cousin Ronald happened to glance out of the window. He jumped up irritably. “There’s that blessed man at work on the dahlias already!” he said. “Why couldn’t he come to the door as instructed?”

“Excuse me,” David said thankfully and bolted, out of the room and upstairs two at a time.

His worst fears were realised. He heard Mrs Thirsk’s voice from his room, and then Luke’s. David set his teeth ready to take trouble and pushed open the door. Both of them turned to him. Luke looked harassed, almost frightened, but Mrs Thirsk did not seem as angry as she ought to have been.

“David,” she said, “here’s your friend fell asleep waiting for you, you greedy boy. You ought to be ashamed. Now just you take poor Luke downstairs and give him a nice bowl of porridge and some toast.”

“Yes,” said David. “Yes, of course.” He realised that Luke had worked another miracle, this time on Mrs Thirsk. She was eating out of his hand – or rather, Luke was eating out of hers. But he could see she had given Luke a scare or he would not be looking so upset. “Was she furious?” he asked anxiously, as he and Luke went downstairs.

“No, not really,” said Luke. “It’s – look, David, can you help me get out of the house? And if you want to summon me, can you do it well away from here until he’s gone?”

“Yes,” said David, mystified. “But what’s happened?”

Luke took hold of his wrist and pulled him cautiously over to the landing window. He pointed, but, David saw, he kept well away to the side of the window himself. David looked out, expecting – well, he hardly knew what he expected, except that it was something alarming. All he saw was the broad back of Cousin Ronald’s new gardener, who was slowly weeding a flowerbed.

“See him?”

“The gardener?” said David. He turned back to Luke, wondering what was so alarming about a fat old gardener, and meaning to make a joke about it. Luke’s face was narrow and hunted-looking and his eyes had gone very wide and golden. David saw he really was frightened. “Who is he?” he asked.

“Chew,” said Luke. “I can’t think how – but I couldn’t get out of the window with him there. I’ll have to get out by the front door, if you could keep him talking while I do. He’s very stupid. If you just chatter, he won’t suspect a thing.”

“All right,” said David, though it seemed a mystery that Luke should be afraid of someone so fat and stupid.

They came downstairs and met Astrid in the hall.

“Hallo, Luke!” Astrid said. “Nice to see you again. That fire’s in the paper this morning. Did you see?”

Luke turned to Astrid with his most charming smile, but he gave David a nudge as he turned, to tell him to get out and distract that gardener. David went through the dining room, towards the French window. Halfway to it, he stopped short and nearly went back again.

He heard Aunt Dot say, in her haughtiest voice, “Just who is this person, Astrid?”

“Er – this is Luke,” Astrid said, sounding rather guilty about it.

David thought that if Luke could charm both Astrid and Mrs Thirsk, he could probably handle even Aunt Dot. He sped on towards the French window and collided with Cousin Ronald coming in.

“Look where you’re going, boy!” snapped Cousin Ronald.

“Sorry,” said David. “Cousin Ronald, what’s the new gardener’s name?”

“Mr Chew,” said Cousin Ronald. “Must be Chinese or something. Don’t you go interrupting him.”

David ignored that instruction. He scudded in long strides up the lawn and came to a rather sudden halt beside Mr Chew’s great right shoulder. Mr Chew was not fat. He was wide because he was built on the lines of a gorilla, and the width was pure muscle. David no longer wondered why Luke was frightened when he saw Mr Chew’s massive right arm, swathed in muscles and spread with rough black hairs, moving out towards a weed. Mr Chew’s big horny hand hovered and then made a vicious jabbing plunge. The weed came up between fingers that looked capable of tearing up a tree. Mr Chew – or did you spell it Chou? David wondered – grunted, tossed the weed on a heap of others, and moved on to another.

“Good morning, Mr Chew,” David said nervously. Mr Chew made no reply except another apeman grunt, which may have been directed at the weeds, not at David. “Fine weather for the Test, isn’t it?” said David. He got another grunt. “Are you interested in cricket, Mr Chew?” he asked, rather desperate by now.

Mr Chew actually spoke. He said “No,” heavily, like a lump of earth falling.

“Then I’ll explain it to you,” David said. “You play with eleven men a side on a pitch twenty-two yards—” Mr Chew turned his head and looked at David. David jumped. Mr Chew was not Chinese. He had huge wiry eyebrows and high cheekbones at the top of great brown slabs of cheek. His mouth was like a cut in the slab and his chin jutted. His nose was a fierce beak. His eyes were very small, very dark, very piercing, and somehow quite savage. David would not have been surprised if Mr Chew had got to his feet and torn him limb from limb. He was sure Mr Chew could have done it very easily too. “The wicket, you know,” he said, trying to keep to the subject.

“You,” said Mr Chew, fixing his savage eyes on David’s. “What’s your name?”

“David, sir,” said David. The “sir” came quite unintentionally.

Mr Chew thought for a while and inspected David while he thought. “I’ll need to speak to you,” he said at length.

“Yes,” said David. “I was wanting to talk to you too. About cricket,” he went on bravely. “I’d like to tell you how I took five wickets against Radley House last—”

Mr Chew cut short this babbling ruthlessly. “Wait,” he said.

“All right.” David stood and watched Mr Chew snatch and tear at a weed, and then at another. There is not much you can do if the other person refuses to talk or to listen. Thinking that at least the weeding was keeping Mr Chew away from Luke, David slid his arm down along his leg and took a glance at his watch. As far as he could see, he was lucky if he had been standing beside Mr Chew for two minutes. Even Luke could not deal with Aunt Dot in two minutes.

Mr Chew moved on to another weed, and David noticed an alarming thing. Every time Mr Chew snatched and tore at a weed, it took him down the flowerbed, nearer to the house. Luke had said Mr Chew was stupid, but David began to think that this was because Luke did not go by the usual rules. He suspected that Mr Chew’s stupidity might be what most people would call deep cunning. He did his best to halt Mr Chew’s progress.

“Er – Mr Chew,” he said.

“Wait,” said Mr Chew.

David waited, because he could not see what else to do. Together, they moved remorselessly towards the house. And surprisingly quickly. By the time they reached it and David took another look at his watch, only four more minutes had gone by. David saw that the only thing to hope for was that Aunt Dot had thrown Luke out of the house on the spot.

When they were by the wall of the house, Mr Chew stood up. David backed away a step without being able to help it. Mr Chew was not tall, but he loomed. He would have made six of David. He stood looking up and down the wall of the house in a way David did not like at all, and at length he pointed.

“That window,” he said. “Whose is that?”

David looked up along Mr Chew’s great pointing arm. It was like looking along an oak tree. He could see perfectly well which window Mr Chew meant, but he now had an opportunity to waste time and he took it.

“Which window do you mean? The one at the top is an attic. The next one along is—”

“Third window up,” said Mr Chew.

“Oh, that one,” said David. “You mean that one. That one—” Mr Chew turned and looked at him, savagely. “Mine,” said David.

“Underneath it,” said Mr Chew, pointing a little lower. “What’s that?”

“You mean the creeper?” David said.

“Yes,” said Mr Chew. “And there’s something wrong with it, isn’t there?”

“I see what you mean,” said David. “Yes.” The creeper was probably dead. Its leaves were brown and curled and singed-looking. Any gardener would have noticed it. But David was fairly sure Mr Chew was not remarking on it because he was a gardener – though what else he was David could not have said.

“That plant,” said Mr Chew, “has been burnt. Hasn’t it? You tell me how.”

“I don’t know,” David said. After all, he thought, he did not know why it should be burnt just because Luke had climbed up it.

“You don’t know?” said Mr Chew.

“No,” said David.

“I’ll talk to you again later,” said Mr Chew, “and maybe you’ll remember why by then.”

“I don’t think so,” said David. “I don’t know.”

“You’ll remember,” Mr Chew said. He said it slowly, and each word fell out like a heavy, menacing clod of earth. “You’d better remember.”

David backed gently away. He was rather frightened of Mr Chew; but on the other hand, he was quite used to people threatening him and trying to make him say and do things he did not want to. He found threats even easier to ignore than guilt. “I’ll see you later then,” he said.

“You will,” Mr Chew promised.

David wandered away round the house. Eight minutes had passed. If Luke were not out of the house by now, there was nothing to be done. Mr Chew had clearly decided that the interview was over and to go on hanging round him was just asking for trouble. David went out of the gate and down the road, wondering how he could find out where Luke was by now, and looked hopefully over gates into gardens as he went, in case Luke was hiding in one of them. He looked over the gate that used to be the Clarksons’ and found himself staring into the face of an old gentleman who was spraying roses there.

“Good morning to you,” said the old gentleman. “And who might you be? Do you live near here?”

David explained who he was and where he lived.

“Ah,” said the old gentleman. “And I am Mr Fry. How do you do?” He proved to be the most courteous and chatty of old gentlemen – the kind of person Luke could have dealt with beautifully.

David stood on one leg, then on the other, and picked loose paint off the gatepost, while Mr Fry told him that he had almost completed his collection of the people who lived in the road, and that David and his relations were the last people he had not met. He wanted to know all about Aunt Dot and Uncle Bernard, and what work Cousin Ronald did. David had never seen Cousin Ronald work, so he could not tell Mr Fry. Then Mr Fry made him promise to tell Uncle Bernard that he and Mrs Fry would call in one day that week. And at last he let David go.

David shot round the corner into the main road. Luke, no doubt as a disguise, was standing among a line of people at the bus stop. He fell into step beside David as David passed.

“What happened?” they both said at the same time. Then of course they both laughed.

“I got away fairly quickly,” Luke said. “I told your Aunt Dot I had to go home for breakfast. But I thought you were never coming. What happened?”

David told him. “And I don’t think Mr Chew is stupid,” he said.

“Yes he is,” said Luke. “Anyone else would have seen it was no good trying to frighten you.”

David was highly gratified. “I was frightened,” he admitted.

“What if you were?” said Luke. “It wouldn’t make you say anything important. The way to get you talking is to be friendly – and I just hope none of them realise that.” He frowned down at the pavement in a worried way. “David,” he said, “I shouldn’t keep asking you to do things – it ought to be the other way round – but could you promise not to tell anyone, anyone about me? Really about me, I mean.”

“Of course,” David said. He hoped Luke would go on and explain why, but Luke simply looked at the pavement with his forehead all wrinkled and said nothing. David tried to encourage him by making a joke. “Funny,” he said, “that Mr Chew turned up on Chewsday.”

“Funnier still if he’d turned up on Monday,” Luke said. He seemed to have missed the point, which was unlike him. But he was obviously thinking of something else. “I have been a fool!” he said. “I was too glad to be out to think – if you knew what it was like down there, you’d have been glad too. I should have realised they’d track me down – but they knew when the lock was broken, if I’d only thought – and I ought to have guessed I wouldn’t have quite the old control at first. But, no, I have to go and burn that creeper. Then I get really stupid and make that fire yesterday. They knew that was me all right. And to crown it all, I have to go to sleep on the end of your bed and let Chew catch up with me. I must be getting old, or something.”

“You don’t seem old to me,” David said.

“I never seem old to anyone,” said Luke. “But I must be, or I wouldn’t have been so tired. I expect it’s being shut up for so long.”

“How long were you shut up?” David asked curiously.

Luke took a sudden fierce turn to cheerfulness. “Oh, I’ve lost count.”

David tried another question. “And who is Mr Chew?”

“Distant relative,” Luke said merrily. “About the same as your Cousin Ronald is to you.”

David saw that Luke had somehow talked himself into a more carefree state of mind. In a way he was glad, but he was also a little sorry, because he knew Luke was not going to tell him any more. “So what are you going to do?” he asked.

Sure enough, Luke smiled in the way that meant he was not telling. “I’ll manage. As long as you keep your mouth shut and don’t meet me in the house again. Now, what shall we do?”

“Play cricket,” said David.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Flowers

David and Luke spent an excellent morning playing cricket in the recreation ground. There, they met a plump and placid boy called Alan, who was only too glad to let them play in his team. This team was losing when David and Luke joined it. A very few overs from David put a stop to that.

“I say! You’re a good bowler, aren’t you!” Alan said admiringly, as the fourth wicket fell.

David grinned, and was much inclined to like Alan. He hoped Luke liked him too. But, to his surprise, Luke hardly seemed aware that Alan existed. When Luke spoke, it was to David, and, for all the notice he took of Alan or any of the other boys, they might not have been playing at all. David was rather irritated.

“I like Alan,” he said, when the game finished. “Don’t you?”

“Who’s Alan?” Luke said vaguely. Then he seemed to remember. “Oh – I suppose he’s all right,” he said.

David, as he walked home through Ashbury, wondered if this was another example of Luke’s strangeness. But it could equally well have been because Luke was so worried about Mr Chew. Beside Mr Chew, Alan or anyone else did seem rather unimportant.

Trouble began again when David, clean, changed and tidy, came in to lunch.

“Ah, David,” said Aunt Dot. “Why did you not tell me you had met that charming and nicely-spoken child who was here this morning? What is his name?”

“Luke,” said Astrid, raising her eyebrows at David.

“Yes, Luke,” said Aunt Dot. “He tells me he lives with Mr and Mrs Fry at the end of the road. At least,” she corrected herself, because she was always very strict about facts, “I asked if he did and he said Yes.”

David wondered how Luke was ever going to keep up this piece of dishonesty. Would it be possible to persuade courteous old Mr Fry to join in? David rather thought not. “I met Mr Fry this morning,” he said, hoping Aunt Dot would see it as supporting evidence. “He said they were going to call on you, him and Mrs Fry.”

Uncle Bernard at once went frail. “My dear Dot, I can’t meet these people. Not at my time of life.”

“Nonsense, Bernard,” said Aunt Dot. “David, I think it very impolite of you not to have introduced Luke to us before this.”

David sighed. Aunt Dot always contrived to blame him about something, even when she was pleased. “I only met him on Sunday,” he explained.

“Then you should have introduced him at once,” said Aunt Dot. “As he is exactly the companion I would have chosen for you, I want you to bring him here this afternoon.”

David knew this was out of the question, because of Mr Chew. So he was forced into a piece of dishonesty of his own. “Luke can’t come out this afternoon. His cousin’s come – on a visit, you know.”

“Then bring him tomorrow,” said Aunt Dot.

David was heartily relieved when lunch was over. He had arranged to meet Luke in the recreation ground, so, as soon as he had changed, he left the house and scudded down the front drive to the gate. He got a very nasty shock when Mr Chew stood up from behind a wheelbarrow and took hold of his arm.

Mr Chew was quite as strong as he looked. David tugged mightily to get his arm away, but Mr Chew’s great arm did not even tremble. The horny fingers simply closed a trifle.

“And where were you going?” said Mr Chew.

“Nowhere,” said David. “Let go.”

“Going to meet someone,” said Mr Chew. “Perhaps I’ll come too.”

“I’m not going to meet anyone. Let go. I’m only – I’ve only come out because my Aunt wanted me to pick some flowers,” David lied. After all, Mr Chew was not to know he was forbidden to touch flowers.

Mr Chew let go of David’s arm and, putting his great hands on his hips, backed round until he was between David and the gate. “Go on,” he said. “Let’s see you.”

David rubbed his arm and saw that he was not going to get past Mr Chew in a hurry. He would have to wait. He turned to go back into the house.

“Oh no,” said Mr Chew. “Come back. Pick flowers. Let’s see you.”

David turned round, and was suddenly filled with black rage against Mr Chew. “All right,” he said. “I’ll pick flowers. So there!”

And under Mr Chew’s sarcastic eye, he picked flowers, right and left, all down each side of the path. He was too angry to care. When he had a big bunch of Cousin Ronald’s geraniums, he thrust them towards Mr Chew’s beaked nose.

“There,” he said. “Flowers. Smell.”

“Beautiful,” said Mr Chew, without turning a hair.

David swung round and stalked back into the house with the bunch of geraniums, knowing that, in his relations’ eyes, he could not have been more of a criminal if each flower had been a dead body. Like a murderer trying to cover his crime, he crept upstairs with them and into the best spare bedroom, where he remembered there was a very ugly jug. He filled it with water, stuffed the flowers in it, and spread them out a bit. They did not look very nice. Then, deciding that the place where they were least likely to be noticed was somewhere where there often were flowers, he tiptoed past Aunt Dot’s room and arranged them on the landing windowsill. Then he fled guiltily to his own room.

And there he was forced to stay. Every time he tried to get out of the house, Mr Chew was there, whether he tried at the front, the side or the back. David gave up in the end and crossly read a book.

The flowers were discovered during supper. Cousin Ronald was busy boring everyone about what an excellent gardener Mr Chew was, with slightly more interesting digressions on why England drew with Australia in the Test, when Mrs Thirsk came in, carrying the ugly jug.

“I think you ought to see this,” she said.

David drew a deep angry breath and thought he might have known it would be Mrs Thirsk who found out.

“My Worcester!” said Aunt Dot.

“My geraniums!” said Cousin Ronald.

“David!” said Uncle Bernard vigorously.

“There were on the landing windowsill,” explained righteous Mrs Thirsk.

“I think that was a very nice thought,” Astrid said unexpectedly. The rest, David included, stared at her in astonishment. Astrid went rather red. “Flowers are always a nice thought,” she said.

“It was pure disobedience,” said Cousin Ronald.

“I’m sure David was only trying to please,” said Astrid. “There’s never any pleasing you, Ronald. Can’t you tell a nice thought when you see one?”

“My geraniums are not a nice thought,” said Cousin Ronald. “And that jug is valuable.”

“You can go to bed, boy,” said Uncle Bernard. “Here and now.”

“Without supper?” David said, truly dismayed.

“Exactly,” said Aunt Dot.

David got up to go. But he did not see why Mr Chew should get away with his bullying. “Mr Chew told me to pick them,” he said.

“None of your lies,” said Cousin Ronald. “Chew is an excellent fellow.”

“If you ask me, he’s more like the Abominable Snowman,” said Astrid.

“We were not asking you,” said Uncle Bernard. “Leave the room, David.”

David trailed to the door, past triumphant Mrs Thirsk. Behind him, Astrid said, “You deprive him of supper just because of a bunch of flowers! To hear you, you’d think geraniums were more important than people!”

As David walked upstairs, there was a clamour of voices in the dining room, suggesting that everyone, down to Mrs Thirsk, had turned on Astrid. David had known them do that before from time to time. He trailed to his room. Mr Chew was still gardening away outside, so there was no possibility of fetching Luke for company. David began a long barren evening – no Luke, no doodles, no supper.

Almost no supper. Two hours or so later, someone thumped on the door. David answered it with a forsaken mutter and hoped they would go away. To his surprise, Astrid put her head round the door, looking rather white and red round the eyes. “Here,” she said. “I can’t see you go hungry. Catch!”

David caught – in the slips it would have counted as a very good catch – a large packet of biscuits. “Thanks,” he said.

“Don’t mench,” said Astrid. “I can’t stay. Dot says to remind you to bring Luke tomorrow.” Before David could tell her this was impossible, Astrid had gone.

When your bed is full of biscuit crumbs, you wake early. David woke very early, among crumbs, sunshine and birdsong, and went at once to the window in hopes that Mr Chew had not yet arrived.

Mr Chew was there. He was standing in the middle of the dewy lawn, talking to another man. David, as Luke had done the day before, got himself away from the centre of the window at once and looked at them round the edge of the curtain. The other man had his back to the house, and what David could see of him looked ordinary and respectable enough. He was taller than Mr Chew and nothing like so wide, and he was wearing the kind of dark suit that Cousin Ronald’s friends usually wore. But Cousin Ronald’s friends did not usually walk in the dew with Mr Chew.

Mr Chew was doing most of the talking. David saw him wave one great arm up the garden and suspected he was telling the other man about the rebuilt wall. Then, after more gestures, he swung round and pointed at the house, straight at David’s window. The stranger turned to look. David saw nothing of what followed, because he was pressed against the wall beside the window hoping he had not been seen. When he dared to look again, the stranger had gone. Mr Chew was digging viciously at a rose bed, and the only living things near him were some big black birds watching the spade for worms.

“You think you’ve got me, don’t you?” David said to the distant Mr Chew. “Well, you’re wrong. You’ve not got me, and you’ve not got Luke either. I’ll get out this morning. You’ll see.”

A vow like this is easy to make but not so easy to fulfil. For what seemed ages, David hung about after breakfast, waiting for Mr Chew’s attention to be fixed elsewhere, but, at the same time, he did not dare let Aunt Dot see him, because he was in his jeans, now very grubby and comfortable indeed. Aunt Dot was anxious to see him. David heard her say several times, “Where is David? I want him to bring his friend here.”

“I did remind him, Dot,” Astrid said.

“It is not merely reminding David needs,” Aunt Dot replied. “If he is to remember a thing, it must be dinned in his ears.”

David had several narrow escapes while Aunt Dot irritably searched for him. But at last what he had been hoping for happened. Cousin Ronald marched masterfully up the garden to tell Mr Chew how to spray roses. Mr Chew pushed his dirty hat back, scratched his wiry hair, and gave Cousin Ronald his attention. David pelted for the front door.

“David!” said Aunt Dot from the rear.

This is the kind of summons you ignore. David slammed the front door, shot down the drive and was out of the gate before the echoes from the door had died away. Down the road he went, a hurried jog-trot, with the matches rattling on his hip, wondering where it would be safe to strike one and fetch Luke. Courteous old Mr Fry had caught someone else that morning. He was waving his rose-spray earnestly while he talked to a man in a dark suit, who was leaning with one hand on Mr Fry’s gate, nodding and smiling pleasantly to Mr Fry.

Something about the shape of that dark suit caused David’s steps to slow, then to halt altogether. It could have been the man who was talking to Mr Chew. Not quite sure, David stood still, about a wicket-length away.

Mr Fry saw him and waved the rose-spray. “Good morning, my young friend!”

The man leaning on the gate turned, casually and pleasantly, to see who Mr Fry was calling to. His face was perfectly pleasant. But David’s stomach pitched about, because the way he turned was the same as the way he had turned when Mr Chew pointed to David’s window.

“Morning,” David called to Mr Fry. Then, with his hands in his pockets, he turned and sauntered back the way he had come. He tried to look casual and carefree, but he was seething with frustration and rather frightened too. The road was a dead-end. The only way out was past Mr Fry’s house, and the stranger was posted there. No wonder Mr Chew could afford to give Cousin Ronald his attention.

Miserably, David went back into the house and pulled the door shut. Miserably, he trudged up to his room and sat on his bed, wondering how he was to get out of the house and warn Luke there were now two people after him. He simply could not see how to do it.

As he sat there, he heard voices downstairs. He could tell that Aunt Dot was still looking for him to make him fetch Luke. Fetch Luke! It was just like Aunt Dot to make things really difficult. The best thing was to stay quiet and hope she gave up.

But a minute later, hurried feet pounded on the stairs. Someone gave a hasty bang at his door and burst in. It was Astrid.

“Oh, there you are!” she said. “Thank goodness! Quick, get into those good clothes, or Dot’ll eat us both, and then make haste to the drawing room. You’re wanted.”

“All right.” Sighing, David stood up.

“Hurry!” said Astrid. “She’ll come herself in a minute!”

David hurried, feeling that this was all he needed to make this the worst day of the holiday. Three minutes later, he was ready and Astrid was rapidly brushing his hair, with hard prickly swipes. “There,” she said. “Now run.”

“Drawing room?” David asked, puzzled. It was a big stiffly-furnished room in the front of the house where he was very seldom allowed to go.

“Yes,” said Astrid. “And run.”

David did not exactly see the need to run, but he went fairly swiftly downstairs and quite briskly into the drawing room. There he stopped as if he had walked into a wall. The stranger in the dark suit turned towards him with a pleasant smile. He was standing in the middle of the room, quite at his ease. Around him, Aunt Dot, Uncle Bernard and Cousin Ronald did not look at ease at all. Cousin Ronald looked almost ill, yellow and pinched and much more like Uncle Bernard than usual.

“Good morning, David,” said the stranger pleasantly.

“David,” said Cousin Ronald, “this is Mr Wedding. He has come to take you out to lunch.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Mr Wedding

“How do you do?” David said hopelessly.

Mr Wedding held out his hand. “I hope,” he said, as David took hold of it, “you’ll give me the pleasure of your company. Your guardians have agreed.”

David tried to muster the rather large amount of courage it was going to take to refuse. To help muster it, he looked up into Mr Wedding’s face. He was thoroughly taken aback to find that, close to, it was the kind of face he could not help liking. It was an agreeable, firm face, not young and not old, and rather lined. These lines, combined with a strange, searching way Mr Wedding had of looking, made David feel he would like to get to know Mr Wedding – although he also had a feeling that it would be rather difficult to do so.

“I do advise you to come,” Mr Wedding said. He said it amiably, even laughingly, but there was a good hint of warning to it too. He was letting David know that there was going to be trouble if he refused, because Mr Wedding had somehow got David’s relations on his side. But the most perplexing thing was the way David found himself wanting to go with Mr Wedding, and very pleased to be asked. He struggled for a moment, and then found he had to give in.

“Thanks,” he said. “I’d love to come.”

His relations began telling him he was to mind his manners and remember to thank Mr Wedding afterwards. While they talked, David bit his tongue hard and told himself that this Mr Wedding was certainly an enemy of Luke’s and he must be careful what he said to him.

Mr Wedding’s car was waiting outside the front gate. It was big, white and expensive, with a lady chauffeur at the wheel. She smiled at David as Mr Wedding opened the rear door for him to get in, and David smiled back. She was one of the prettiest ladies he had ever seen.

“I think we’ll go out to Wallsey,” Mr Wedding said to her. “That suit you?” he asked David.

“I think so,” said David. “At least, I’ve never been.” He had heard of the place, of course, but he had no real idea where it was or what it was like.

“Wallsey,” said Mr Wedding, and got in beside David.

The way to Wallsey seemed to be through the centre of Ashbury. Before long, David saw Trubitt’s and, on the other side of the street, the black-windowed shell of the burnt building. He could not resist craning his head round to have another look at the damage. When he turned back, he found Mr Wedding watching him. David felt his face going scarlet, because he had let Mr Wedding see he was interested in the building; but some of his shame was the way he had caused so much damage simply by a careless word to Luke. He was afraid Mr Wedding was going to ask him about it, but Mr Wedding said nothing. They drove out of Ashbury.

“You know,” said Mr Wedding at last, “I really know next to nothing about you, David. Could you tell me about yourself?”

David sensed danger. “I – I don’t think there’s anything to tell,” he said.

“School?” suggested Mr Wedding. “You go away to school?”

This was harmless enough, and nothing to do with Luke. David admitted he went away to school. But Mr Wedding seemed interested. He asked so many questions and understood David’s answers so readily, that before long David was telling him all about the French master everyone thought was mad, friends, enemies, food, cricket; the time the whole class made groaning-noises behind old Didgett’s back, books, cricket; the day he and Kent got locked in the pavilion, cricket; the punch-up with 3B, and cricket again. It was a long way to Wallsey. David had plenty of time to tell Mr Wedding how he had taken five wickets against Radley House, and, because Mr Wedding evidently appreciated his cunning, he described the ball which had defeated each batsman: off-break, leg-break, and the quicker one that got in under the bat and uprooted the middle stump.

While he was describing the fifth wicket, which had really been something of an accident, David noticed that the countryside he could see from the windows of the car was strange and wild. There were steep hills, very green grass, and waterfalls dashing down past pine trees. It reminded him a little of Norway, or the Lakes. He turned to ask Mr Wedding where they were.

Before he could ask, Mr Wedding said, “We’re nearly there now. Look.”

There was a wide, misty lake ahead, and a green island in the lake. A long arching bridge led from the land to the island, held up by a spider-web of girders. As the car rumbled up the arch, the sun shone in through the bright ironwork, breaking up into hundreds of rainbow colours which half dazzled David. He was still blinking when the car stopped and they got out at what seemed to be an inn. The lady drove the car away, and Mr Wedding led David to a table outside in the sun, where there was a view over the misty lake to the brown hills beyond it.

“What would you like to drink?” said Mr Wedding.

“Milkshake, please,” said David.

The barman brought it at once, and beer for Mr Wedding. Mr Wedding sat down at the table and stretched, as if he found it pleasant to relax, and David sat down opposite him feeling anything but relaxed. This must be where Mr Wedding got down to business.

But no. “I don’t much care for those people you live with,” said Mr Wedding. “Do you?”

While he was speaking, David tasted the milkshake. It left him little attention for anything else. Never had he tasted anything so marvellous. He wondered how Mr Wedding could prefer beer. “No,” he said. “No, I don’t like them either.”

“But you have to live with them?” said Mr Wedding.

“Yes,” said David. “When they don’t send me off somewhere. And,” he continued bitterly – and whether it was the effect of the milkshake, or the strange clear air on the lake, or the fact that he now seemed to know Mr Wedding so well that made him say it, he did not know – “and I’m supposed to be grateful. I wouldn’t mind them nagging so much, or being boring, or forbidding things, or going on about manners and sending me to bed without supper all the time, if only I didn’t have to be grateful all the time. I am grateful. They do look after me all right. But I wish I didn’t have to be.”

Mr Wedding thought about this, drumming his fingers on his beer mug. “I’m not sure you do have to be grateful,” he said at last.

David looked up from the milkshake in astonishment. “You’re joking,” he said doubtfully.

Mr Wedding shook his head. “No. I’m quite in earnest. Look at it this way. You’re still a child, and you can’t earn your living or look after yourself properly. When you were younger, you could do it even less. All children are the same. So the law says that someone has to look after you until you can do it for yourself – your guardians in your case. And there’s another law which says that when you drop a stone it falls to the ground. Are you grateful to that stone for falling, or does the stone ask the earth to be grateful?”

“I – oh—” David felt there was something missing from this. “But people aren’t stones.”

“Of course not. And if people do anything over and above the law, then you can be grateful if you want. But no one should ask it of you.”

“I see,” said David. “Yes. Thanks.” As he sucked the last bubbles of the milkshake loudly up the straw, he thought about what Mr Wedding had said, and it was like having a huge weight slowly levered off his back. He felt lighter and lighter, and happier and happier. “Thank you, Mr Wedding.”

“If you’ve finished that stuff,” said Mr Wedding, “you might come and look at the river.”

The river thundered over green rocks just beyond the inn, wonderfully clear, with the sun making moving circles on the stones at the bottom. David only waited to ask before he had his shoes and socks off and his prickly trousers rolled up and had bounded into the cool water. It ran so briskly that it stood up in fans beside his legs. There were shells on the bottom of a kind he had never seen before, and stones like round jewels. Blissfully, David waded, threw stones, collected others and picked up shells, until Mr Wedding strolled down the bank and said it was time for lunch. David put his collection of shells and stones in his pocket and his socks and shoes back on, and they went back to the inn. There they had the most magnificent food David had ever eaten. He ate so much that he had to sit rather carefully afterwards.

Finally, Mr Wedding pushed his chair back and looked at David in a way that was different and difficult. David abruptly forgot that he had overeaten.

“David,” said Mr Wedding, “I’m very anxious to find someone whom I imagine goes by the name of Luke. Can you help me at all?”

“No,” said David. “I’m sorry, Mr Wedding. I can’t.”

“Perhaps you mean you won’t?” suggested Mr Wedding.

“Yes, but I still can’t,” David said.

“But there must be one or two things you can tell me,” Mr Wedding said thoughtfully. “For instance, how you came to let Luke out. I thought I was the only one who knew how to do that.”

“I did it by accident, trying to curse,” said David.

Mr Wedding laughed. He threw back his head and laughed very heartily, but David, all the same, had a notion that Mr Wedding was not amused – or not quite in the way he or Luke were when they laughed. “You did it by accident!” he said. “I wish I believed in accidents. Where is Luke now?”

“I don’t know,” David said truthfully.

“But you can find him when you want to?” said Mr Wedding.

Before David had decided what to say to that, a swirl of black pinions was beating the sky over his head. He ducked and put one arm up, but the creature passed him and landed with a heavy clack on the table beside Mr Wedding’s coffee cup. It was a great black crow. “That gave me a shock!” he said. The crow glanced at him over its shoulder and then looked up at Mr Wedding.

It said something. David knew it said something, though he could not catch the words.

“It talks,” he said, fascinated.

“Just a moment,” said Mr Wedding. “Where?”

The crow said something else.

“I see,” said Mr Wedding. “That’s no good then. I’ll tell you what to do later.”

“Is it a crow?” asked David. “Will it talk to me?”

“A raven,” said Mr Wedding. “And I doubt if it will talk to you, but you can try if you like.”

“Er – raven,” said David. “Hallo.” Cautiously he stretched a finger out to the bird’s large shiny back and gently touched its warm, stiff feathers. “Will you talk to me too?”

The raven turned one eye on him. David could not help thinking it looked rather an evil creature. It put him in mind of a vulture. “Yes, I’ll talk to you if you want,” it said, and David could not stop himself grinning with pride. He could see that Mr Wedding was really surprised. The bird hunched up to scratch the top of its head with its big grey foot, and looked at David from under its leg. “I saw Luke just now,” it remarked. “He was trying to find you.”

“Don’t tell me where he was, then,” David said.

“It won’t matter. He saw me and went away,” said the raven. “We’ve lost him for the moment.”

“Good,” said David.

“Hm,” said Mr Wedding. “I think that will do. Off you go.”

“Going,” said the bird and took off with its legs trailing, in another great black sweep of feathers. Looking up, David saw it circling with its wing pinions spread like fingers while it came round into the wind and tucked up its grey feet like an aeroplane retracting its undercarriage. “I’ll see you,” it called. Then it was away across the lake with large leisurely flaps of its wings.

“Brilliant!” said David, watching it get slowly smaller against the hills.

“They don’t often talk to anyone but me,” Mr Wedding said. “You were lucky – I suppose lucky is the word for it. May I speak to you seriously, David?”

“Yes,” said David, a little apprehensively. “What?”

“You don’t know much about me, do you?” said Mr Wedding.

David looked up at him to agree, and to protest a little. And he saw Mr Wedding had only one eye. David stared. For a moment, he was more frightened than he had ever been in his life. He could not understand it. Up till then, there had been nothing strange about Mr Wedding’s face at all, and it had been perfectly ordinary. David had not noticed a change. Yet one of Mr Wedding’s eyes was simply not there. The place where the second eye should have been had an eyelid and eyelashes, so that it looked almost as if Mr Wedding had shut one eye – but not quite. It did not look at all horrible. There was no reason to be frightened. But David was. Mr Wedding’s remaining eye had something to do with it. It made up for the other by gazing so piercingly blue, so deep and difficult, that it was as wild and strange in its way as Mr Chew’s face. As David looked from eye to empty eyelid and back, he had suddenly no doubt that what he was seeing was Mr Wedding’s true face, and his real nature. The hair on David’s spine stood up, slowly and nastily, as he looked.

“And I suspect you don’t know much about Luke,” Mr Wedding went on. “He was not shut up without very good reason, you know. Would it surprise you to hear that he did something very terrible indeed?”

David, thankful to think of something beside Mr Wedding’s one eye, thought of Luke making the fire, and the hair on his back uncomfortably laid itself down again while he did so. “No, it wouldn’t surprise me,” he said. He knew Luke well enough now to see the way he would have done the terrible thing – with a strange, absent-minded smile, because whatever it was had been a clever idea and rather difficult to do. “Luke doesn’t work by the usual rules,” he explained. “And I don’t think you do, either,” he said, struck by a strange similarity between Mr Wedding and Luke which he could not quite pin down.

Mr Wedding smiled a little. “You’re right,” he said. “I don’t. But there are rules for everyone all the same, and Luke broke them. He went on breaking them even when he was shut up. He took a revenge on us from prison which has had serious consequences already and is going to have worse. I’m not asking you simply to hand him over to justice, David. I must ask him about what he did. Now will you help me?”

This seemed a very reasonable appeal. David thought. “What revenge did he take?”

“I can’t tell you that. You’ll just have to take my word that it was serious.”

David thought again, and he thought that he probably did not blame Luke for taking a revenge. If Luke really had been in prison – and now that Mr Wedding said so, it seemed that it must be true – then David had no doubt that it had been horrible. Remembering Luke’s face when he first saw Mr Chew was enough. And, after all, David had tried to curse his own relatives at the mere idea of being shut up for the holidays with Mr Scrum.

“I could help you,” he said, “but only if you swear not to shut Luke up again.” Mr Wedding drew in a breath, and David added hurriedly, “Or punish him any other way.”

Mr Wedding let his breath out again in a sigh. “No,” he said. “That I can’t promise.”

“Then I can’t help you,” said David.

“Then I’ll tell you something,” said Mr Wedding, with his one blue eye most piercingly on David. “I don’t think you’ve noticed that this place where we are now is somewhere where nobody could ever find you.” David took a puzzled look at the inn and round at the lake and the mountains. “Yes, it’s Wallsey all right,” said Mr Wedding, “but that’s not where you think it is. If it came to it, I could keep you here and make things very unpleasant for you until you tell me how to find Luke. Remember I don’t work by the usual rules either. Now what do you say?”

David took hold of the table rather hard and the hair on his spine pricked up again. He had no doubt that Mr Wedding could make things very unpleasant indeed. On the other hand, so could Uncle Bernard and Aunt Dot, and it would make a change from them. “No, I can’t tell you,” he said.

“Doesn’t the idea frighten you at all?” Mr Wedding asked, seeming rather interested.

“Yes it does,” David admitted. “But I don’t want to tell you about Luke.”

Mr Wedding sat back, rather thoughtfully. “I see why Chew got nowhere,” he said. “All right, forget that. Suppose I were to give you something you very much want for telling me?”

“Such as?” asked David. He had a moment when he thought wistfully of a dog.

“Such as arranging for you not to live with those guardians of yours any more,” said Mr Wedding.

“Oh, could you do that?” David said eagerly.

“Very easily,” said Mr Wedding.

This was temptation indeed. Golden thoughts of living entirely alone – except for a dog – came into David’s head. Beautiful peace without Aunt Dot or Uncle Bernard or – but David knew this was nothing but a daydream. Mr Wedding himself had said that children had to live with someone, and, as Cousin Ronald had several times pointed out, if his relations had not taken David in, he would have been sent to live in an orphanage. And, whatever an orphanage was like, you were not alone in it. “No,” David said sadly. “Sorry, Mr Wedding.”

“Please don’t apologise,” Mr Wedding said courteously. “After all, there’s no apology possible for such extreme rudeness.” David thought he was joking at first and looked up, ready to laugh. But Mr Wedding was obviously displeased and had gone most unfriendly. “I suppose you don’t understand,” he said, rather disgustedly, “and the laws of hospitality mean nothing to you. I’ve given you some advice which you might have gone through all your life without learning anywhere else, and I’ve given you a good meal. In return, you treat me as an enemy. You don’t appear to understand that the least you can do is to help me find Luke.”

“Oh no I needn’t,” said David.

“How do you make that out?” Mr Wedding asked scornfully.

“I haven’t lived with Uncle Bernard all these years without knowing when someone isn’t playing fair,” said David. “I’ve had a marvellous time and a brilliant lunch – and thank you – and the advice was better still. But you can’t tell me that the earth’s not grateful to a stone for being dropped on and then say I owe you for lunch. You did it all for a reason and that’s not fair.”

To David’s great relief, Mr Wedding burst out laughing. “Well done!” he said. “My own weapons turned against me. All right, you win, David.” Still laughing, he pushed back his chair and stood up. At once, as if he had given a signal, the big white car came gliding round the corner and stopped in front of them, ready to take David home.

The pretty lady got out and held the rear door open for David. Although David was extremely glad that he seemed to have come through without giving Luke away, he could not help looking regretfully up at the green hill above the inn and down at the misty, rippling lake. The weather was quite hot enough for swimming. But David knew he could hardly ask Mr Wedding to let him stay. He sighed and went to the car.
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CHAPTER NINE

The Raven

“Oh, just a moment!” said Mr Wedding. David turned round. “Your relations,” said Mr Wedding. “They’ll probably want to know what I said to you, and I don’t think they’ll understand a word of the truth. Shall we say that I’m one of your teachers?”

David chuckled. “All right.”

Mr Wedding took hold of the car door and nodded to the lady, who went back to the driving seat. Then he nodded to David and David started to get into the car. “By the way,” said Mr Wedding. David took his head out of the car again. “I ought not to let you go away with those shells and stones in your pocket, really,” Mr Wedding said. “But, as you’ve done so well, you can keep them.”

“Thanks,” said David. “Aren’t you coming then?”

“Not just now,” said Mr Wedding. “But I’ll see you again. In you get.” David got in and sat down. Mr Wedding had almost closed the door, when he thought of something else. He opened the door and leaned in. “David,” he said, “what do you say to a contest over Luke?”

“What sort of contest?” David asked cautiously.

“A battle of wits, if you like,” said Mr Wedding. “I can see yours are pretty sharp. Suppose we agree that I can do all in my power to find Luke, and you can use every way in your power to stop me. What do you say?”

David saw two things wrong with this at once. “You don’t work on my rules,” he pointed out.

Mr Wedding drummed his fingers on the car roof and thought. “Yes, but you haven’t mobilised half your resources yet, have you? You can do anything you like to stop me.”

“All right,” said David. All sorts of cunning plans came jostling into his head, and he smiled happily. But he did not forget his second objection. “You have to have a time limit. You have to say that if I can keep Luke safe till the end of the holidays, then you’ll stop looking for him and won’t punish him or hurt him if you find him after that.”

“Agreed,” said Mr Wedding. “But let’s not make it so long. Let’s say that if you can keep Luke safe until next Sunday, then he’s safe for good. All right?”

This shook David a little. Mr Wedding must be very sure of winning to set such a short limit. But he felt he had agreed to too much already to refuse a detail like that. “All right,” he said.

“Splendid,” said Mr Wedding, and he shut the car door and stood back.

The journey back seemed much shorter. Hardly had they rumbled over the iron bridge than they were in the outskirts of Ashbury, and thence it was no more than five minutes before they were in Lockend and turning into the road, past Mr Fry’s house. The car stopped outside Uncle Bernard’s house, and the lady got out and opened the door before David could get to it. As David passed her, she held out her right hand.

“Shake,” she said. David shook hands, rather shyly. “Good luck,” she said. “But you won’t do it, you know.”

“Want to bet?” said David.

The lady laughed and shook her head. “No. It wouldn’t be fair.”

If anything more was needed to make David determined that Mr Wedding should not win, this was it. He ground his teeth together as he went up the drive, and swore to keep Luke safe if it killed him.

Indoors, everyone was having tea in the drawing room. David knew they had been waiting for him, because as he shut the front door, Uncle Bernard called out, “Come in here, boy.”

As David went reluctantly into the room, he looked at them all in the light of Mr Wedding’s advice. They all seemed exactly the same. Uncle Bernard was yellow and withered and propped on six silk cushions, claiming to have lumbago. Aunt Dot was pouring tea like a good-mannered robot made of some very hard grey metal, and Cousin Ronald was eating cakes with his usual gusto. Astrid was propped on two silk cushions and seemed discontented, just as usual.

“Well?” said Uncle Bernard. “There’s no need to confess that you forgot to say thank you. I know you did.”

“I didn’t forget,” said David. “I—”

Cousin Ronald interrupted, eagerly and nervously. “What did he say to you? What did you talk about?”

“School for a lot of the time,” David said. “He’s one of the masters, you know. The – er – the – General Studies.”

Cousin Ronald’s face went bright shiny pink. “Thank Heaven for that! I thought he was—”

“I’m sure David does not want to know what you thought,” said Aunt Dot. “David, I think it would be a very nice idea if you were to go and ask your friend Luke to come and have tea with us.”

“Thanks,” said David. “Now?” He could not help smiling, because one of his cunning ideas had been to get Aunt Dot to be a kind of guard on Luke. No one, in David’s experience, ever got the better of Aunt Dot.

“Now, of course,” said Aunt Dot.

David scudded from the room. A glance out of the hall window showed him Mr Chew, digging sullenly near the garden shed. That meant the front garden was free. David slipped out of the front door and down the drive. At the front gate, he stopped and felt among his pocketful of stones and shells for the matches. He had almost taken the box out when his eyes met the one round eye of the raven. It was sitting on the gatepost, very large and smooth and greeny-black. David dropped the box into his pocket and took his hand out empty.

“Oh – hallo,” he said awkwardly.

“Hallo,” said the bird. “I’d better warn you that I’m supposed to follow you wherever you go.”

“Thanks,” David said bitterly. “Nice of you to tell me.”

“It’s only fair to tell you,” said the bird. “You don’t know all the facts.”

“No. But I’m finding out, aren’t I?” said David. “Thanks anyway.”

“You must ask me anything else you want to know,” replied the bird, and it took off, tucking up its grey feet as it rose, and settled on the gable over the best spare room.

David looked up at it miserably. Mr Wedding had mobilised his resources all right – and the one thing he wanted to know he could not ask the raven: how to fetch Luke without its knowing. He was stuck for the moment. There was nothing he could do but loiter beside the gate for about the length of time it took to get to Mr Fry’s house and back, and then go indoors again. David loitered, and began to see that the only safe thing he could do – safe for Luke, anyway – was simply not to strike a match until next Monday. But he felt that was a last resort. That made it no battle of wits at all, and, for all David knew, Mr Wedding might have other ways of finding Luke. What he needed to do was to consult Luke, to tell him that Mr Wedding was after him, ask him just what Mr Wedding’s resources were, and arrange some kind of plan. Besides, he wanted to see Luke anyway, just as a friend.

“Luke can’t come out just now,” he told Aunt Dot. “There’s another person that wants to see him.”

Aunt Dot was displeased. “I shall write to Mr Fry myself,” she said. David wondered what would happen when she did. Disaster seemed to be threatening from every quarter. He saw that he would have to talk to Luke soon.

No opportunity offered. Supper was plain pink meat and plain pink blancmange and David did not feel very hungry. As soon as he could, he asked to get down. Aunt Dot had just given him permission, when there was a sudden hullabaloo from the kitchen. Mrs Thirsk was shouting. It sounded as if chairs and saucepans were falling about too.

“What on earth?” said Cousin Ronald, beginning to get up.

Before he could get up properly, or anyone else could move at all, Mr Chew came flying past outside the French window with his gash of a mouth stretched into an unpleasant grin, and after him came Mrs Thirsk, purple in the face, aiming blows at Mr Chew with a rolling-pin and shouting.

“You dirty beast! You bandy-legged old sneak!” screamed Mrs Thirsk, and thump went the rolling-pin on Mr Chew’s back.

Cousin Ronald stayed just as he was, with his knees bent and one hand on the back of his chair, and stared. Everyone else stared too, while Mr Chew pelted nimbly up the garden on his crooked legs and Mrs Thirsk pounded after him. At the top of the garden, Mr Chew seized a spade which was leaning against the shed and turned at bay with it. Smiling hugely, he seemed to ask Mrs Thirsk to come on and get him.

Mrs Thirsk did. She came on like a maddened bull, and they heard the crack of the rolling-pin on Mr Chew’s head even in the dining room. Mr Chew, not turning a hair, swung the spade and smacked Mrs Thirsk on the behind with it. Mrs Thirsk hopped like a dervish, dropped the rolling-pin and seized a garden fork, with which she went for Mr Chew like a gladiator. David gazed at the battle, enchanted. Never had he seen a more beautiful sight. The raven seemed to share his opinion. He saw it swoop down over the red face and jabbing fork of Mrs Thirsk, wheeling and fluttering in the greatest excitement, and then beat about Mr Chew’s hat, egging him on to hit harder.

It was too good a chance to miss. Besides, Aunt Dot had pulled herself together and was sailing towards the window to stop the fight. David ran. He ran through the house, down the drive, up the road, and did not stop running until he reached the nearest of the deserted yards he had discovered with Luke. It was full of scrap metal. David swung himself into the cab of a derelict lorry and, without waiting to get his breath back, struck a match. Then, while he got his breath, he turned the match over in his fingers, lovingly preserving the flame, watching the burnt end grow and twist.

Before the flame reached his fingers, Luke swung himself up from the other side of the lorry. He was out of breath too, and flung himself into the cab with such a clatter that he startled a great black crow off a nearby roof.

“Thank goodness!” they both said. And both laughed.

“Phew!” said Luke. “It’s Wedding now, isn’t it? I saw one of his ravens this afternoon. What happened?”

David explained what had happened. Luke, as he told him, kept chuckling in a surprised, appreciative way. “He did you proud, didn’t he?” he said. “He must have taken a fancy to you. But isn’t that just like him to jump you into a contest when you thought it was all over! And I must say I wish you hadn’t agreed.”

“So do I now,” said David. “Perhaps the best thing is if I don’t strike a match until Monday, and you keep well hidden.”

Luke would not hear of it. Like David, he thought it would make a very poor contest. He propped his feet high on the steering wheel of the lorry, folded his arms on his chest and pooh-poohed the idea. “Nonsense,” he said. “Wedding may be clever and he may have a great many powers, but he always had to rely on me when it came to real cunning. I rather fancy slipping by under their noses. You just distract that bird and get well away from the house and we’ll be all right.”

“How do I distract it?” said David. “Arrange for Mrs Thirsk to beat up old Chew every time I want to go out?”

Luke grinned at him past his own knees, since his feet were propped above his head. “Ravens,” he said, “are very greedy birds. And another thing – he probably only knows you by your clothes and the colour of your hair. Try fooling him by looking a bit different.”

David found it very cheering, the way Luke never seemed daunted by any difficulty. He thought nothing, either, of David’s worry about Aunt Dot writing to Mr Fry.

“I can handle your Aunt,” he said. “I expect I can deal with this Mr Fry of yours too. Not to worry.” Then he became more serious and looked at his uptilted feet rather intently. “What did Wedding say about this revenge I’m supposed to have taken?”

“Nothing,” said David. “He wouldn’t say what it was.”

“And I wish I knew what it was,” said Luke. “I really long to know. Because I didn’t do anything that I know of. I wanted to, like – well, you can imagine the way you’d want to do something really horrible and get your own back. I kept thinking of things. But what can you do when you’re tied up and need both your hands to stop the snakes dripping poison on you?”

“Nothing,” David said, feeling a little sick. He looked at Luke’s pale freckled profile and hoped he would not want to say any more about his prison.

“Somebody did something, and they blamed it on me,” Luke said bitterly. “They always blame it on me.”

“Just like they blame me,” David said. “I say, Luke,” he said, because he had suddenly thought of Mr Wedding’s advice again. “You don’t need to be grateful to me for letting you out, you know. I did it quite by accident.”

“So you did,” said Luke cheerfully. “And you happened accidentally to stand up for me to Chew and then quite by mistake to Wedding. Come off it, David. If I’m not grateful now, I never will be. What shall we do for the rest of the evening?”
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CHAPTER TEN

Thursday

The next morning, as David expected, Mr Chew was digging at the back of the house and the raven was hopping among the geraniums at the front, looking for worms.

David went back to his room and thought. Then, for the first time in his life, he dressed by choice in his neat clothes, to establish his image with the raven. It made him later than usual for breakfast. All his relations were there. Uncle Bernard took his watch out and glanced meaningly from it to David, but to David’s relief he did not say anything.

Mrs Thirsk, after her battle with Mr Chew, was looking decidedly stormy. She thumped down David’s sausages and, as her habit was, glared at him to suggest that it was all his fault. David supposed she was right. If he had not let Luke out, none of the rest would have happened.

Uncle Bernard for once had a real disease. He told Astrid hoarsely that she had better not come near him or his sore throat would be the death of her – scoring one and one bonus point, both unfair, because the time for the contest was supper, not breakfast. Astrid was taken by surprise and for a moment could not think of a disease at all.

“One of your heads,” David suggested, in a purely sporting spirit.

Astrid glared at him. And David discovered a surprising thing. Mr Wedding’s advice seemed to have been working slowly on him overnight. Now he knew he need not be grateful to her, Astrid could glare at him all she pleased and he did not mind. He simply ate his sausages and even knew that underneath Astrid did not care what he had said. She was really quite glad he had saved her having to answer Uncle Bernard’s sore throat.

Mrs Thirsk meanwhile stood stormily by the door. “I’ve thought it over,” she announced. “And my notice stays given unless that Chew leaves.”

“Then I think, Ronald—” said Aunt Dot.

“Now come, Mother!” said Cousin Ronald. “I can’t sack the best gardener I ever had.”

“Either he goes or I go,” said Mrs Thirsk.

“In that case—” Aunt Dot got up and went majestically to the French window. “Come here, my good man,” she called. Mr Chew shuffled down the lawn and stood enquiringly at the window. “Now, Ronald,” said Aunt Dot. “Tell him.”

“I shall do nothing of the sort!” said Cousin Ronald.

“Then I go,” said Mrs Thirsk.

“And good riddance!” said Cousin Ronald.

“Ronald!” exclaimed Aunt Dot.

“I am really too ill for all this shouting,” complained Uncle Bernard. “Dot, I must ask you to send Mrs Thirsk away or I shall be prostrated.”

“Quite right, Father,” said Cousin Ronald. “She started it.”

“I did not!” said Mrs Thirsk.

“And him too,” said Uncle Bernard, pointing fretfully at Mr Chew. “Sack them both.”

Cousin Ronald thumped the table. “Now you’re being absurd!”

Mr Chew stood with his little eyes flickering from person to person. David could have sworn he was enjoying setting them all quarrelling.

“Ronald, do be quiet,” Astrid said. “My head’s coming on with this noise.”

“Oh, everything brings your head on!” Cousin Ronald shouted, turning on Astrid. “Go away if you can’t stand it.”

“I’m going,” said Astrid, and she got up and went out.

David bolted his last half sausage, for now, if any time, was his chance, while Mr Chew was occupied in grinning beadily at his quarrelling relations. “Can I go too?”

“Don’t interrupt, David. Yes, if you wish,” said Aunt Dot.

David shot from the dining room and through the hall. Quietly, he opened the front door and stepped out. The raven stopped searching for worms and watched him from behind a geranium.

“Do you like worms?” David asked it.

“Yes, if there’s nothing else going,” it answered.

“What do you like to eat best?” said David.

The raven looked at him with unmistakable interest, evidently wondering what kind of food David was good for. “My favourite food,” it said, “is a nice fresh carcass. But those are hard to come by these days.”

“How about biscuits?” suggested David.

“I eat most things,” the raven said hopefully.

“Here you are then,” said David, and he held out a crumbly half biscuit left over from the packet Astrid had given him.

“Thank you,” said the raven. With great dignity, it climbed from the flowers and marched across the drive to David. It took the biscuit with something of a peck and a snap, which made David take his hand away quickly. “Much obliged,” it said indistinctly, and after that the biscuit was gone. The raven looked up hopefully, but David had only two biscuits left and his plan meant using them later. He went back into the house, and, very pleased with himself, galloped up to his room to change. In the dining room, Cousin Ronald and Aunt Dot were loudly abusing Uncle Bernard. He could hear them right upstairs.

When he was changed, David carefully put the matches in one pocket of his jeans and the last two biscuits in the other. If he strewed them down the drive, four half biscuits should surely keep the raven occupied until he had got clear away. He went downstairs and through the front door again. The raven was rather busy hauling a mighty worm from the left-hand bed.

David, with great cunning, asked it, “Do you like biscuits?”

The bird’s eye came round to look at him. “You asked me that before,” it said. “I do, but I prefer worms. I’ll be with you in a minute.”

Sadly, David watched it drag the worm clear and finish it off in two swallows. So much for his clever plan. The raven was obviously going to know him whatever he looked like. All the same, he waited until the bird came stepping gravely towards him over the drive. He could not cheat it of its biscuits, for it had treated him very fairly after all. He laid the biscuits in a small pile in front of it and went back into the house.

The quarrel was still going on in the dining room. David could hear Mrs Thirsk saying she was not going to put up with such treatment any longer. And he heard Mr Chew’s voice too. He went out of the side door and into the garden. Given a bit of luck, he might get over the wall without being seen from the dining room.

But the raven was now in the middle of the lawn, dragging out an even bigger worm.

David said a bad word under his breath and hurried to the front door.

In the middle of the drive, the raven was just finishing the last biscuit crumb and looked up at him hopefully as he came out. “Any more?” it said.

“No, sorry,” said David. “I say, are there two of you?”

“Yes,” said the bird. “There are always two of us.”

“Thank you,” said David, and went indoors again. By this time, he was full of deep, surly anger against Mr Wedding. No wonder he had set such a short time limit. He couldn’t lose. Or could he? David stopped short at the foot of the stairs. Mr Wedding had said David had not mustered all his resources yet, and that was true.

Slowly, thoughtfully, David turned and went along the passage to the kitchen. He was forbidden to go there, but it was a resource all the same. It was a dismal, blank room with white machines humming away round the walls and full of the dismal smell of Mrs Thirsk’s cooking.

David went to the clean white refrigerator and looked inside. He thought, as he looked, that it was a pity that Aunt Dot would never be brought to understand the difference between bad things you just did and bad things you simply had to do. Aunt Dot would call this bad, impartially. The nearest thing he could find to a nice fresh carcass was a joint of mutton, waiting to be turned into bad food. David took it out and, with a gasp, because it was cold and clammy, pushed it up the front of his shirt and fled with it to the drawing room. There he buried it carefully behind the silk sofa cushions to wait. Then, feeling very grim and daring, he went upstairs and knocked on the door of Cousin Ronald’s and Astrid’s bedroom.

“Who is it?” Astrid said peevishly.

“David,” said David, and held his breath. Astrid sounded in the kind of mood when she would tell him to go away. In which case he would have to manage with the joint of mutton alone.

“Oh, come in if you must,” said Astrid. And when David went in, she asked unpromisingly, “And to what do I owe the honour?” She was sitting at the dressing-table putting in her contact lenses. There were dresses strewn everywhere, as if she had been trying them on, but she did not look as if she had been enjoying herself. Her face was white and pinched and discontented.

“I want to ask you a favour,” David said daringly.

“I thought as much,” said Astrid. “You only look friendly when you want something. You’re just like the rest of them.”

“I don’t think I am,” said David. He felt very uncomfortable. It was quite true that the only times he had ever thought of being nice to Astrid were when he wanted something – as he did now. He told himself that Astrid had never been nice to him either, but that did not prevent him feeling so uncomfortable that he thought he would go away without asking.

“Oh, don’t look so sheepish,” said Astrid. “I’m in a bad temper, that’s all. What do you want? The moon, or only half of it?”

David smiled. “A quarter of it’ll do.” Now he was not grateful to her, he was beginning to see that Astrid was not so bad really. Perhaps that was why he had thought of asking her to help. “It’s about Luke,” he said. “I was supposed to meet him at the recreation ground at ten, and it’s gone ten now. I wondered if you could drive me there.”

“I’m surprised Your Majesty doesn’t take a taxi,” said Astrid. “OK, if it’s Luke I’ll do it. Anything’s better than sitting about here. You’ll have to wait, though, while I change to a handbag that goes with this dress. I’ll be down in five minutes.”

“That’s very kind of you,” David said gratefully.

“It is, isn’t it?” said Astrid, and she got up and shook about seventy useless objects out of a blue handbag into the middle of one of the beds. David reckoned that five minutes might see them all collected again, but you never knew with Astrid.

He went slowly downstairs. There were sounds from the dining room as if the quarrel might be ending. David hoped devoutly that they would not all be out and looking for the mutton before Astrid had collected her things. He sat on the stairs and waited three minutes. The quarrel still grumbled on. David got up and went to the drawing room, where he unburied the mutton from the cushions and carried it over to the window. The raven was now sitting on the gatepost.

“Hey!” David said cautiously. “I’ve got something better than biscuits this time. Here.” He threw the mutton towards the gate. It landed on the drive with a sticky thump.

“Meat?” said the raven.

“Yes,” said David. He stayed to watch the raven glide down beside the joint and then hurried out into the hall again, just as Astrid came downstairs, carrying a white handbag and jingling her car keys.

“Ready?” she said.

“You back out,” said David. “I’ll only be a second.”

Astrid went out of the side door to the garage. When he heard the garage door go up, David darted out also, to carry out the third cunning stage of his plan. The second raven looked up as he came running up the lawn, and flew away from him into a rose bush.

“It’s all right,” David said to it. “I was only coming to tell you that the other raven has a joint of meat on the front drive.”

This raven did not speak to David. It was in too much of a hurry. It went up out of the rose bush with a clap and a scramble. David watched it wheel between the chimneys and plunge out of sight over the roof with an angry squawk. He laughed. Those ravens were not going to think of following Astrid’s Mini for some time. He ran back down the garden and got into the car.

Astrid backed past the house and the front garden. To David’s delight, the ravens were quarrelling fiercely, tugging the mutton this way and that along the drive. Several passersby were looking over the gate, for joints of mutton do not lie on people’s drives every day.

“What huge birds!” said Astrid. “What have they got?”

“It looks like a lump of meat,” said David.

“I wonder where it came from,” said Astrid, but she did not stop to investigate. She put the Mini into forward gear and drove up the road.

“It is kind of you to drive me,” David said thankfully.

“Don’t mench,” said Astrid. “What else have I to do? You should ask me oftener, David. To tell you the truth, I feel so sick of everything that I’d go anywhere, do anything, like the advert says. I suppose it was my own fault for getting so set on going to Scarborough.”

“That was kind of you too – not to go,” David said awkwardly.

“Not my decision,” Astrid said, turning into the main road. “Your Uncle Bernard didn’t want to go, and what he wants he gets. Mind you, I never saw why you shouldn’t have come too, but no one ever listens to a word I say, so that was that. Honestly, David, sometimes when they all start I don’t know whether to scream or just walk out into the sunset.”

It had never occurred to David before that Astrid found his relations as unbearable as he did. He asked with great interest, rather experimentally, “Why don’t you do both? Walk into the sunset screaming?”

“Why?” said Astrid. “Because I’m a coward, David. I’ve no money, or I’d have gone years ago.”

“I’d go,” said David, “if I was old enough, whether I had any money or not.”

“I’ve guessed that all right,” said Astrid. “Bottom of the pecking-order, that’s you. I’m next one up. We ought to get together and stop it, really, but I bet you think I’m as bad as the rest. You see, I get so mad I have to get at someone.”

“I get at Mrs Thirsk,” said David.

“More fool you. And she makes things pretty unpleasant for you, doesn’t she?” said Astrid. “Oh, wasn’t it marvellous when the Abominable Chew hit her with the spade? I nearly raised a cheer!”

“And me,” said David. By this time, he was feeling so friendly towards Astrid that he said, “You know, you ought not to play so fair in the illness-contest. Uncle Bernard’s always getting bonus points for pretending to be sorry for you.”

Astrid burst out laughing. “Well I never! The things you notice!” She laughed so much that she did not see the Wednesday Hill traffic lights turn green and David had to tell her. “So what do you advise me to say?” she said when they were moving again. “Mind you, I do get awful headaches,” she added, in case David should think it was only a game.

“Yes, but you should say they’re infectious and Uncle Bernard shouldn’t come near you,” said David. “And that sort of thing.”

“All right,” said Astrid. “You watch me this evening. And tell me what you make the score afterwards.”

They were very pleased with one another when Astrid turned the Mini into the gates of the recreation ground and bumped across to the parking space. “There,” she said, putting on the handbrake. “Where’s Luke?”

The nearest thing was a boys’ game of cricket, with Alan batting. Beyond that, there were people just mucking about, or playing football in spite of the heat, and beyond that again was official cricket, in whites. Luke, of course, was not there.

“I’ll wait,” said Astrid. “If he doesn’t turn up, I can drive you back.” She opened her handbag and took out her cigarettes. David grinned. “Bother!” she said, scrabbling about among the seventy useless objects. “Where are my matches?”

“I’ve got one,” said David, nearly laughing. “Here.” He struck one of his matches and held it towards Astrid’s cigarette.

“Thanks,” she said, puffing out a cloud of smoke. “Oh, here’s Luke.”

Luke was sauntering towards the Mini, smiling. David put his matches in his pocket and flung open the car door. He had one foot on the grass, when Luke stopped smiling and began to back away. Before David was properly through the door, Luke turned and ran, and a tall man with red-fair hair came from behind the Mini and ran after Luke in great strides.

David got out of the car and watched helplessly. Luke scampered for his life, but the tall man overhauled him steadily and easily, stride by stride. Luke might have had a start of twenty-five yards. Before he had scurried ten yards, the tall man had halved the distance between them. In another five, he had halved it again. Well before they came to Alan’s game of cricket, he reached out and caught Luke’s arm, and swung Luke nearly off his feet. Luke stumbled round to face him, rather defiantly, and the tall man laughed. To David’s surprise, so did Luke.

“Who’s that?” Astrid asked.

“I don’t know,” David said. His first thought, that the man was another of Mr Wedding’s resources, dwindled to mere bewilderment when Luke laughed. Now the tall man was talking to Luke in a way that showed he liked him, and Luke was answering as if he were pleased to see him. Yet David saw Luke make two attempts to get away. The tall man stopped him each time by grabbing his arm again, and each time it happened he laughed. And Luke laughed too, as if it were a game. Another puzzling thing was that David was fairly sure this man had been one of the people looking over the gate at the ravens. That ginger-blond hair was hard to mistake. If so, David thought he must be a very fast runner indeed to cover three miles almost as quickly as Astrid’s Mini.

“Go and find out,” Astrid suggested.

David set out towards the two at an uncertain trot. They seemed to be arguing now. Luke was protesting about something and seemed very much less amused.

As David came within earshot, he heard Luke say, “I tell you I’ve no idea where it is. I never even knew you’d lost it.” Seeing David coming, he said, “David, I told you last night that I didn’t do anything, didn’t I?”

“Yes, you did,” David said.

The tall man let go of Luke’s arm and turned to David. “Hallo,” he said. David saw why Luke had seemed so pleased to see him. He had seldom seen a more generous, friendly face, or a nicer smile. “It was a good idea, that meat,” the man said, laughing. “You thought you’d got clean away, didn’t you? I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I had to talk to Luke.”

“What are you going to do with him?” David said.

“Nothing,” said the man. “He’s all yours for today. You’ve earned it.” Then he turned to Luke. “Off you go then,” he said. “I’ll take your word for it and think again, but I doubt if the rest of them will. Watch out after today, won’t you?”

“Thanks,” said Luke. “I will.”

He and David strolled back to the car, and David was more puzzled than ever.

“What was all that about?” Astrid wanted to know. “Who was he?”

“One of my relations,” said Luke. “He’s lost something and he thought I knew where it was.” To David, he added, “And I see why Wedding’s so set on finding me now. It’s rather a mess.”

“He looked nice, your relative,” said Astrid. “Is he Swedish or something?”

“Not specially Swedish,” said Luke.

“That hair of his made me think he was,” said Astrid. “I envy him that red-gold. It’s a much nicer colour than mine.”

“Impossible!” Luke said promptly.

“You!” said Astrid. “What are you two going to do? Do you want me to drive you somewhere?”

“Yes, please,” said David. “Somewhere near the river,” he suggested, thinking of the green river at Wallsey.

“Hop in then,” Astrid said cheerfully.

David began to wonder how he had managed to misjudge Astrid so for all these years. He supposed it must be because she had to live with his relations too, and he had been lumping her in with the rest without thinking. She drove them to the river, where it was wide and brown and overhung with willows. When they began to be hungry, which happened rather soon with Luke, she telephoned Aunt Dot to say she was taking David and Luke out to lunch. They lunched off fish and chips out of paper bags in a way which would have horrified Aunt Dot had she known, and then returned to the river for the long, hot afternoon. Astrid sprawled on the bank in the sun, while David and Luke waded over to a reedy island and hunted for mussels.

They had a stack of blue mussels – which were getting a little smelly – when David happened to glance across at Astrid. The tall man with ginger hair was sitting on the bank beside her, talking and laughing.

David nudged Luke. “Look. Is he really all right?”

“Oh, he’s all right.” Luke stood under a cloud of flies up to his knees in water, looking across the river. He spoke cheerfully, but he was thoughtful somehow. After a while he said, “He probably came to make sure no one else did. He said today was safe, and when he says a thing he means it. But I don’t like it. Wedding would never have agreed if he wasn’t pretty sure he could find me when he wanted.”

David rubbed his face with a mussel-scented hand and knew for certain that he would not be able to elude Mr Chew and two ravens twice in a row. “Luke,” he said, “don’t you think you’d better go while he’s here and you’re safe? And I won’t strike a match till Monday. Wouldn’t that be best?”

“Oh drat!” said Luke, looking quite as mournful as David felt. “I think you’re right. Just as we were enjoying ourselves too. The trouble is, I’ve remembered what it must be that I did. It’s the only thing I can think of, so it must be. And the person I did it for is dead – years ago – and I shall never be able to prove it wasn’t me. I shall have to keep out of the way.”

“Creep off now,” said David, “and I’ll see you Monday. Mr Wedding promised me he wouldn’t put you in prison or punish you if he couldn’t find you by Sunday.”

“That does seem pretty watertight,” said Luke. “Though, knowing him, there must be a catch in it somewhere. All right. See you Monday.” He gave David his most engaging smile and waded quietly up among the tall reeds until he was hidden by them. For a second or so, David could hear his footsteps swishing in reeds and water. Then there was no noise except the river and Astrid laughing over the water.

David sighed. For twenty minutes or so he stayed sadly pottering about on the reedbank, to give Luke time to get away. Friday, Saturday and Sunday already seemed like three years. He left the mussels to rot and went back to Astrid.

The ginger-haired man looked up and smiled as David came wading alone across the river. “Luke gone?” he said. David nodded. “Can’t say I blame him,” the man said, and got up to go too. “I’ll see you both again,” he said, and shook David’s river-scented hand before he went striding away along the river bank.

“David, you stink,” said Astrid. “Like a fishmonger. You need a bath. Come on.”

They drove home, and David had a bath because he felt he owed it to Astrid. But he felt sad. Monday was months away. He still felt sad when Cousin Ronald announced that he had sacked Mr Chew. He did not feel really alarmed when Aunt Dot said, “David, I want to ask you about a joint of meat.”

“You mean that meat that was in the drive?” said Astrid.

“I do,” said Aunt Dot. “It came from our refrigerator.”

“How queer!” said Astrid. “But David doesn’t know any more about it than I do. We both saw it when I was driving him out to meet Luke, and we both wondered about it like anything, didn’t we, David?” Then, before Aunt Dot could say more, Astrid turned to Uncle Bernard. “Poor Dad-in-law,” she said. “I’ve never seen you look so frail. Do you think you should go to bed? I do hope I haven’t given you this sore throat of mine.”

When Astrid was winning twenty-two to seventeen, Cousin Ronald told her angrily that he would send for an ambulance if she said another word.





[image: ]

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Frys

It was raining a little the next day, but the ravens still kept watch, one at the front and one at the back of the house.

“Those great birds make me nervous,” Astrid remarked as they were finishing breakfast. “What do they think they’re doing?”

“I don’t suppose they think at all,” said Cousin Ronald. He was in a bad temper because he had been forced to dismiss Mr Chew. “Their heads must be almost as empty as yours.”

Astrid said nothing. She simply got up and went out of the room.

“Stupid woman!” Cousin Ronald called after her.

“She is tiresome,” Aunt Dot agreed. “You have a great deal to put up with, Ronald.”

“So has Astrid,” David pointed out.

“Well!” said Aunt Dot.

“Go up to your room,” said Uncle Bernard.

“I only said—” began David.

“Do as you’re told, you rude little beast!” said Cousin Ronald. Red with anger he pounced on David, seized hold of his ear and forced him to stand up. When David stood up, they were rather ridiculous, since David was actually a trifle taller than Cousin Ronald, and this made Cousin Ronald angrier than ever. David was afraid he was going to pull his ear off.

Mrs Thirsk came in, looked at David with grim satisfaction, and said, “Mr and Mrs Fry have called. Shall I show them to the drawing room?”

“Yes of course,” said Aunt Dot.

“I really can’t meet these people,” quavered Uncle Bernard, going frail on the spot.

But before Mrs Thirsk could move from the doorway, Mr and Mrs Fry came pushing jovially past her into the dining room. David stared. They were two huge, glad people, larger than life, with bright fair hair and genial beaming faces. They seemed to fill the room. They laughed. Their voices rang out. Cousin Ronald let go of David’s ear in a hurry, and Aunt Dot went to meet the visitors in the gracious manner she kept for meeting visitors.

Mr Fry put his arm round Aunt Dot. “We must get to know one another better, my dear,” he said, regardless of Aunt Dot’s rigid, frigid face, and he laughed loudly. No one could have been more unlike old, courteous Mr Fry with the rose spray.

“And we’ve never met!” Mrs Fry said to Uncle Bernard, and she pushed him playfully in the chest. Uncle Bernard first yipped indignantly and then sank back in his chair, frail almost to vanishing-point. Mrs Fry turned and beamed on Cousin Ronald. She was even more overpowering than Mr Fry because she was very lovely as well as very large. She was like a huge poster of a film star. “I wish I’d met you before!” she said, and seized both Cousin Ronald’s hands, which made Cousin Ronald go very pink and simper a little.

Mr Fry advanced glistening on Mrs Thirsk. “My friend!” he said. In spite of her protests, he forced Mrs Thirsk to the nearest chair and made her sit down. “No, no,” he said. “Let’s have no distinctions here. Sit, friend.”

“No I never,” said Mrs Thirsk. “Not in all my born. Never.” And she sat there gasping.

Mrs Fry came on to David. David backed away. She gave him a most peculiar feeling. It was not unpleasant, but it felt too strong for him. “Hallo youngster,” she said gladly. “I like you.”

“Er – thanks,” said David, and he wondered who on earth these huge imposters could be.

Somehow, the Frys had them all sitting down, all looking half pleased, half unsure, even Aunt Dot. Mrs Fry talked cheerfully about the weather and about gardening. And David’s relations, in a stunned way, talked too.

“Oh, by the way,” said Mr Fry, laughing, “have any of you seen Luke? We seem to have lost him.”

David’s stomach tipped a little. He was now sure that the Frys were another of Mr Wedding’s resources.

“I am also anxious to see Luke again,” said Aunt Dot. “I have asked repeatedly—”

Astrid came into the room just then. She had put on a new dress, perhaps in honour of the visitors, but more probably, David suspected, because she was miserable. Her face had its most pinched, discontented look.

Both Frys took one look at her and burst out laughing.

Astrid, not unnaturally, went extremely red. “What’s so funny?” she said.

Mr Fry was still laughing. But David distinctly heard Mrs Fry say to him, under cover of his laughter, “What shall we do with this one?”

David felt really angry. He wanted to bang their flaxen heads together. When both Frys got up to make Astrid sit down with the others, David jumped up too and took hold of Mr Fry by his large warm arm. “What did you have to laugh at Astrid for?” he said. “It’s rude.” Mr Fry looked down at him in surprise, with his blond eyebrows raised. “And don’t you dare do anything to her, either,” said David.

“My dear boy!” said Mr Fry, bubbling over with amusement. “I only laughed because she was miserable when there wasn’t any need. And all I’d do to her would be to make her happier.”

David thought he was odious, and he would have told him so, except that the French windows bumped open behind him at that moment and he turned to see why. Mr Chew quietly trudged in from the garden, with his hat misted in raindrops.

Cousin Ronald bounced up. “I told you to leave yesterday!” he said indignantly.

“Yes, but I came back, didn’t I?” Mr Chew pointed out.

“Then I go,” said Mrs Thirsk, bouncing up in her turn.

“No, no, sit down,” said Mr Fry, and pushed her back into her chair.

“Mr Fry!” Aunt Dot said majestically. “I—”

But the door to the hall opened and Mr Wedding came in. One of the ravens was sitting on his shoulder. Aunt Dot stared. “Good morning,” Mr Wedding said pleasantly. “There’s actually no need to keep everybody here, Fry. I’ve found some of the answers.”

“Which of them did let Luke out?” said Mrs Fry.

Mr Wedding’s one strange blue eye met David’s. “That was David,” he said. “He admitted it quite readily. It appears it was an accident.”

“Accident!” said Mr Chew. “Well, I got the right one anyway.”

David realised that when Mr Wedding took him out to lunch, he had not even been sure that David was the person he wanted. He had made David admit it by being friendly, just as Luke had feared. “You cheated me,” he said. “You pretended you knew anyway.”

“Don’t get angry,” Mrs Fry said soothingly. “That’s his way. He’s done that to cleverer people than you in his time.”

“All the same—” said David, not at all soothed.

“Quiet, boy!” said Uncle Bernard. “Mr Wedding, will you please be good enough to explain this intrusion.”

“Certainly,” said Mr Wedding. “It shouldn’t take long. All I want is for David to show me how to find his friend Luke.”

“Then in that case,” said Uncle Bernard, “as I am an old man and ailing, you know, I think I shall go upstairs.” Looking his very frailest, he got up vigorously and tottered swiftly out of the room. David felt rather glad he had gone. He would only have made things even more difficult if he had stayed.

“And may I go?” enquired Mrs Thirsk. “I’m not staying in the room with that Chew, so I warn you.”

“Get out then,” said Mr Chew. “Or I’ll give you some help.”

Mrs Thirsk gave him a nasty look and swept out to the kitchen.

“It gives me great distress,” stated Aunt Dot, “that David should be causing this trouble. I hope he has done nothing very wrong, Mr Wedding.”

“Nothing at all,” said Mr Wedding. “Luke’s the one who’s done wrong.”

“Then you’re abetting a criminal, David,” said Cousin Ronald. “You’ll be lucky to stay out of Court and I wash my hands of you. The one thing I won’t tolerate is criminal practices. Come on, Mother. Get up, Astrid. Let’s leave the brat to it.”

“I advise you to make a clean breast of it, David,” Aunt Dot said as she got up.

“Are you two really going?” said Astrid. “You know David’s in a mess and all you can think of is to leave him to it!”

“Naturally, if David had committed the crime, I should stand by him,” said Aunt Dot, progressing to the door. “But we have Mr Wedding’s assurance that the criminal is Luke. I must say I am disappointed in Luke. I thought he was a nice child.” She had reached the door by this time. Mr Fry, looking highly amused, held it open for her, and Aunt Dot nodded frigidly to him as she marched out. Cousin Ronald dodged out after her under Mr Fry’s arm. Mr Fry shut the door behind them with a flourish.

David was neither surprised nor sorry that they had gone, but he was a little uncomfortable when Astrid stayed where she was. She, like the others, was assuming this was a police investigation, and David knew it could be nothing of the kind.

“Don’t you try to put any twist on David,” she told Mr Wedding, “or you’ll have me to reckon with. He’s only a kid.”

“Bravo!” said Mr Fry.

“Shut up, you!” said Astrid. Mr Fry laughed so heartily that he made Astrid feel awkward. She opened her handbag and pretended to look for something.

“Now David,” said Mr Wedding, “I suggest we fetch Luke.”

“No,” said David. “I’m not going to and you can’t make me.”

“Don’t be so sure of that,” Mr Chew said nastily.

“No you don’t!” Astrid said. She had an unlit cigarette in her mouth and she glared at Mr Chew across it. “You try it, mate! David, have you got a match? I’ve lost mine again.”

“No,” said David. “Find your own. You’ve not looked.” Astrid bent and sorted fruitlessly through her bag. Panic began to rise in David as he realised just what a danger to Luke that unlit cigarette was. He looked in a hunted way from the pity beaming in the faces of the two Frys, to Mr Chew’s beady stare, and on to Mr Wedding. The raven was looking at him in an interested manner, but Mr Wedding was watching Astrid.

“Would you like to go and find some matches?” Mr Wedding said to her politely.

“No, it’s all right,” said Astrid. “You don’t get rid of me like that. David’s got some matches. I won’t tell, David.”

“Uncle Bernard will smell it if you smoke in here,” David said desperately.

“Who cares about that old so-and-so?” said Astrid. “Come on, David. I’m dying for a fag.”

“Smoking,” said David, “is very bad for you.”

“I know,” said Astrid. “I know. David, I heard your matches rattle just now. Hand them over.”

“Doctors have proved it’s bad for you,” David said, wishing she would take a hint.

“David,” said Astrid, “just throw me those matches of yours and I’ll throw them straight back. Promise.”

There seemed no help for it. David did not dare protest any more in case the others realised why he did not want to strike a match. Perhaps it would do no harm if Astrid struck it for herself. Reluctantly he took out the box. Most reluctantly he tossed it over. “Here. Catch.”

Mr Wedding caught it, smiling. “Allow me,” he said. Courteously he opened the box, took out a match and struck it.

“Thanks,” said Astrid.

The next second, Luke was standing in the window looking alarmed and uncertain.

“Run, Luke!” shouted David. “Quick! It wasn’t me!”

Luke turned to bolt without a word. Mr Chew dashed across the room to stop him, but before he got near the window Luke was dragged back through it, struggling between the lady chauffeur and another lady who looked rather like her.

“Bring him here,” said Mr Wedding. Politely he passed David his matches back. “Thank you, David.” David hardly had the heart to take them. Luke’s face was so white you could see every freckle singly. David had a feeling his own face was rather pale too. He kept thinking of those snakes.

“Oh, David, I’m sorry!” said Astrid. “And here was I trying to help you.”

David did not really attend to her. He was trying to follow Luke, who was being dragged further away across the room, and Mr Chew and the Frys were milling about in front of him, making it difficult. Astrid, puffing on her disastrous cigarette, followed David, still apologising and asking him what was going to happen to Luke. David wished he knew. There seemed to be a great many more people round Luke now and they were all very angry.

“Tell us what you did with it,” said Mr Chew.

“He’s bound to start lying,” said Mrs Fry. “Make him tell the truth for once in his life.”

“The truth, Luke,” said Mr Fry.

“I didn’t do it,” said Luke. “It wasn’t me.”

“You always say that,” said Mrs Fry.

Most of the other people were shouting accusations at Luke at the same time. David did not notice much about them except that they were tall and angry and that one man had only one ear. Nor did he notice particularly where they were, though he had a feeling that they were no longer in Uncle Bernard’s dining room but somewhere high up and out of doors. The chief thing he noticed was how small and frightened Luke’s harassed figure looked among them. Never had David felt for anyone more. It was just like himself among his own relations.

The similarity struck Astrid too. “He looks just like you when we all go on at you,” she said. “It’s making me feel awful!”

In fact, it was more official than a mere family row. The tall people, angry though they were, were standing in a ring to which David was sure there was some kind of order. Luke, in the middle and firmly held by the two ladies, was more like the prisoner at the bar than anything else. David was sure of it when a girl with red hair like Luke’s came from what seemed to be the lower end of the circle, looking rather frightened, as if she was breaking the rules, and tapped Luke on the arm with an encouraging smile. Luke smiled back, in spite of his unhappiness, and David almost envied him.

“That will do,” said Mr Wedding. The girl, looking even more frightened, went back to her place and left Luke on his own again. Mr Wedding stood at the head of the circle with the Frys and Mr Chew. He was taller even than the Frys, and darker, and more complicated, and David could see he had more powers, in a more mysterious way, than anyone else there. “Luke,” he said, and Luke looked up at him hopelessly, “I want a confession from you.”

“I didn’t take any revenge,” said Luke. “I swear it.”

“Be careful what you swear to then,” said Mr Wedding. “If you didn’t hide it, why could a mere child set you free? Answer me, and tell me where it is.”

“I can’t,” said Luke. “I don’t know.”

“Oh, put him back in prison!” said Mrs Fry, and the rest of the circle took her up. “Shut him up again. Make sure he suffers.”

Mr Wedding waited until they had stopped. Then he said, in a sad, grim way, like a judge pronouncing the sentence, “You’ve brought us down to your own level, Luke, by doing this, and because of that, unless you can put it right, you’ll have to go down to a deeper prison and a worse punishment than before.”

This was too much for Luke. “Oh, please not prison again!” he said. “If you don’t care how horrible it was, don’t you think at least I’ve been there long enough to pay for any crime?”

“Not for what you did,” said Mrs Fry.

“But it was a mistake, an accident!” Luke said frantically. “I meant it as a joke – I didn’t think for a moment it would kill him.”

“Yes,” said Mr Fry. “A very fine joke, to put the blame on someone else.”

“I know. That was part of it,” said Luke. “I wanted to do something impossible and make it no one’s fault. But I did take the blame. I did give myself up and go to prison. What more do you want?”

“Either give back what you took or go to prison again,” said Mr Wedding. “And you can stop denying you did it too.”

Luke opened his mouth as if he wanted to deny it, but he seemed to realise no one would believe him if he did. He looked desperately round the circle, though whether he was looking for someone who sympathised or a chance of escaping, David could not tell. He did not find either.

David was so sorry for him that he shoved his way into the middle of the circle. “Look here,” he said. “Luke told me he didn’t do anything and I know he meant it.”

There was a great silence, and everyone looked at David. Most of them were haughty and indignant. Luke gave him a harassed smile. Mr Wedding also smiled, a curious secret smile, but not, it seemed, because he was glad to see David.

“I see I should not have let you keep those shells and stones,” he said. “Take my advice and go away. Don’t you realise by now that Luke has no conscience and has simply charmed you?”

“I haven’t!” Luke said indignantly.

David knew that this was simply Mr Wedding not playing fair again and, though he suspected there was some trick behind it, he did not let it bother him. “That’s got nothing to do with it,” he told Mr Wedding. “If you want the truth, Luke told me he did do something. But it wasn’t a revenge. It was for someone who’s dead now and he can’t prove it.”

“How very convenient!” said Mrs Fry, who seemed to have her knife into Luke properly, in much the same way Mrs Thirsk had for David.

“But it’s true,” said Luke. “Someone came to me in prison and asked for a way to hide something so that it might never be found, and I told them. But they didn’t say what they were hiding. It was a good thousand years ago, maybe more.”

There was more murmuring at this, and the man with the ginger-gold hair said, “Yes, that fits. That could be it.” David was a little surprised to see him, because he had not noticed he was there before.

“My dear Luke,” said Mr Fry, “don’t try to pretend you didn’t know what you were hiding. You took such good care none of us should ask you about it.”

“That was part of the charm,” said Luke. “None of you could ask me in prison, and I couldn’t tell you a thing until someone else told you first. I didn’t want you finding it. Besides,” he added, quite in his usual manner, “I’d got sick of you all coming and asking me things. You never left me alone.”

“Then who was it asked you to hide it?” demanded Mr Chew.

“It’ll never be found if I tell you that,” said Luke. “That’s part of the charm too.”

“It would be!” said Mrs Fry. “Liar!”

“Now, now,” said the ginger-haired man. “That gets us nowhere.” He turned to Mr Wedding. “I’m the chief sufferer after all. If I vouch for him, can Luke go free and try to undo the charm?”

Mr Wedding smiled at him and then looked at Luke in a way David thought was rather regretful. “I notice he hasn’t offered to undo it,” he said.

“Can you undo it?” Mr Chew asked Luke bluntly.

“No,” said Luke wretchedly.

There was another great silence. The ginger-haired man looked nearly as dejected as Luke. Then Mr Wedding sighed and signalled to the two ladies to take Luke away. David had a feeling that Mr Wedding wanted to send Luke to prison about as little as Luke wanted to go.

“Can’t anyone undo this charm?” David said.

“I doubt it,” Luke said sadly over his shoulder as the ladies moved off with him. “Only someone who doesn’t know what he’s looking for.”

“Then that’s simple,” said David. “I can find it for you.”

The ladies stopped and looked enquiringly at Mr Wedding. Mr Wedding did nothing but stroke the raven on his shoulder and look grave. The ladies looked at one another and evidently wondered whether to drag Luke away or not.

“You’d never find it, David,” Luke said. “I’d better come clean before you make any promises. I bargained to have it made as difficult as possible, you see, because I thought it might be a chance to be let out of prison, if I was the only one who could find it. But that all came to nothing, and anyway I guessed what it was yesterday, so I can’t find it now. No one looking for it was to name any names and the thing itself was a secret. And I was to hide it somewhere where there was no time and not to know where that was. So you see?”

David did see, and he was daunted.

Mr Wedding stirred. “The truth at last,” he said. “Have you told him all the conditions?”

“Yes,” said Luke. “Truly.”

“Then,” said Mr Wedding, with just a trace of triumph in his manner, “what do you say, David, to another bargain on the lines of our first one? You find what was hidden before midnight on Sunday – you can have any help you need – and Luke goes free and unharmed until then and for ever after if you find it. What do you say?”

David hesitated. He had a feeling Mr Wedding had tried to lead up to this bargain all through, which meant there must be a catch in it. Probably it was simply impossible. But Luke was looking at him with such radiant eagerness that David had not the heart to refuse.

“Why give him such a short time?” asked the ginger-haired man, while David hesitated. “As this seems to be our one chance of finding the thing, and as so much of our powers are bound up in it, couldn’t you give him a month?”

Mr Wedding, with his eye on Luke’s expectant face, shook his head slowly. “No,” he said. “You can have until Sunday, Luke. My arrangements are made. David, I think if you haven’t found it by then, you never will do. Do you agree to the bargain?”

Luke was looking so wretchedly nervous by then that David said, “All right. I’ll try and find it.”

All the people in the circle shouted, and nearly all of them, even Mr Chew, advanced on David to thank him. But Mr Wedding took hold of David’s shoulder and steered him very firmly away downhill towards the French window. Luke, drooping and white, came along with them beside Astrid.

“You’ll have to forgive a trick or so,” Mr Wedding said as they went. “I think this is a better bargain than the last, David. Keep those shells and stones in your pocket, by the way. They come from a place of power. You’ll find they can take you back there, if you need to go, and anyone else you choose with you. And I’ll do all I can for you. I want Luke free too.” David looked up at him uncertainly and saw Mr Wedding was quite in earnest.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

The Sisters

Aunt Dot and Cousin Ronald had gone out, which David thought was a stroke of good fortune. Luke seemed utterly exhausted and not in a fit state to meet anyone. Astrid told David to get out deckchairs for them while she wrung some lemonade and biscuits out of Mrs Thirsk. The three of them sat on the lawn, which was shining and wet in the sun. A rainbow was arched across the remaining clouds, staining a distant clump of trees.

Astrid astonished David by not demanding any explanation. All she said was, “It’s too bad of them to expect a kid like you to find you don’t know what in two days and a half!” David thought that put his impossible bargain in a nutshell. “If it wasn’t for Luke,” said Astrid, “I’d have stopped you offering. The worst of it is, I think I know what you’re looking—”

Luke raised his white face. “Well, don’t tell him,” he said. “Please.”

“Not I,” said Astrid. “I shall keep biting my tongue. But when I think—”

“Talk about something else,” said Luke. “You’re going to let it out. I can see it coming.”

Astrid laughed. “How well you know me, Luke!” She changed the subject and began to talk about the lump of meat on the drive yesterday. Luke, after a wary look at her, slumped down in his deckchair again and seemed to David to be recovering. He felt nearly as jaded as Luke himself. He could not even think where to start looking, and he was supposed to have found it by Sunday night. “And the way those birds were dragging it about!” said Astrid.

David could not help thinking she could have chosen a more tactful subject. He was pulling himself together to explain that he had had to feed the mutton to the ravens, when something black beat the air beside his ear and he felt a sudden weight on his shoulder. Very startled, he ducked away sideways. The raven, perhaps to keep its balance, or maybe as an affectionate gesture, seized David’s ear in its beak. It pinched nearly as hard as Cousin Ronald.

“What do you want?” David said, half laughing and half annoyed.

The raven let go of his ear in order to speak. “Have you any more meat?” it said.

David was struck by a sudden splendid idea. “Quick!” he said excitedly. “Has either of you anything it can eat?”

They looked a little stunned. Then Astrid picked up her handbag. “Yes. Wait a minute.” She scrabbled through the seventy useless objects, and the seventy-first was a packet of cheese-biscuits. David tore it open and fed the biscuits one by one into the raven’s ready beak.

“There,” he said at last. “That’s all. Now can you do me a favour?”

The bird was leaning out from David’s shoulder in order to see his face. “Of course,” it said and, no doubt as a gesture of gratitude, tried to take David’s nose in its beak.

David clapped his hand over his nose in the nick of time. “Well, you said to ask you if I needed to know anything,” he said, “and I do need to. Where do I start looking for this thing Luke hid?”

“Oh,” said the bird. “That’s a difficult one.” Gravely it stepped from David’s shoulder on to the back of his deckchair in order to think about it. “If I were you,” it said finally, “I should ask the three Knowing Ones under the tree.”

“How do I find them?” said David.

The raven thought again, making nibbling noises with its beak and raking at its sheeny head with its grey claws. “I can’t explain,” it said at last. David’s heart sank. “The only thing I can think of,” said the raven, “is for you to follow me and I’ll lead you to it. Do you want to go now?”

“Yes please!” said David, and jumped up so quickly that he nearly knocked the raven off the chair. “Can we follow you in the car?”

“If you want to,” said the raven, shaking its disordered tail feathers.

“Come on then!” David said excitedly to Luke and Astrid.

They got up, but slowly. “What has it told you?” said Luke.

“What on earth did it say?” said Astrid.

David was exasperated to find that neither of them could understand the raven. “Oh, it – get in the car and follow it and I’ll tell you as we go,” he said.

They hurried to the garage. Astrid’s car keys were the seventy-fourth thing in her bag. It came on to drizzle again while she was searching for them, but the raven obligingly waited on the garage roof until they were ready. Once the Mini was in the road, it flew steadily ahead towards the centre of Ashbury.

“Don’t lose sight of it,” said Astrid. “I can’t watch it and drive too. Where are we going?”

“To find the three Knowing Ones under the tree,” said David. “That’s what it said.”

“Of course!” said Luke. “I should have thought of that. But they won’t tell you if they can help it. I wish I could come with you.”

“A fine time to say you can’t come!” said Astrid, going so fast round a corner that David and Luke were thrown against the windows. “Sorry. David, can’t you make that bird understand that I have to slow down for corners?” The raven was keeping up its steady pace, flapping along the centre of the street, obviously quite unaware that cars could not do the same.

“I’ll come as near as I dare,” Luke protested, as soon as they were driving straight up the main road. “But they know me, and David won’t get anywhere if I’m with him. They’re three old women, David, and they’re all blind, except for one eye that they share between them. Does that put any ideas into your head?” he asked, with a smile that showed he was nearly himself again. “You’ll have to force them to tell you what you want to know, you see.”

David smiled too. “Yes. I’ve read a story about that.”

“It’s not exactly a story,” said Luke. “It happened. Twice. You’ll be lucky to get away with it for a third time. But then I think you are lucky, if you can understand the ravens. Most people can’t.”

Astrid stamped on her brakes and said a word that would have turned Uncle Bernard very frail indeed. The traffic lights in front of them were red, but the raven, quite unaware of this, was flapping steadily off into the distance. “Get out and shout or we’ll lose it,” said Astrid.

David opened his door and scrambled out into the rain, but, before he could begin shouting, the raven came wheeling enquiringly back.

“Can’t you jump over?” it called.

“No,” David called upwards. “We’ll have to wait.” A number of people crossing the road looked at him as if he were mad.

Rather grudgingly, the raven waited for them in some overhead wires. David could not get it to see the point of traffic lights. Each time they stopped, he was afraid they had lost it.

At the Wednesday Hill lights, Astrid became really puzzled. “Where does it think it’s going?” she said. “If there’s a tree on Wednesday Hill, I’ve yet to see it.”

“Ah, but it won’t be here exactly,” said Luke. “I think it’s going to the nearest way through.”

“If you said that again in Greek, I might understand you,” said Astrid.

The raven flapped steadily up crowded Wednesday Hill and then veered off into a side street which climbed to the very top of the hill. There were no trees there either. At the end of the street was a large shabby red-brick house with green railings in front. The raven perched on these railings. When Astrid drew up and David wound down his window, it said, “It’s in this house. You have to go downstairs, and it’s the third door on the left. Can you find it now?”

“I think so,” said David, very much dismayed. “Thanks.”

“Goodbye then,” said the bird and flew away over the roof of the house.

David told the others what it had said. “And I don’t know what to do,” he said. “I can’t just walk into the house and ask them for their tree, can I?”

“Don’t look so glum. We’ll think of something,” said Astrid cheerfully, collecting her bag and getting out. “Drat this rain on my hair! We’ll say we’ve come about the drains. Luke’ll think of something, won’t you, Luke?”

Luke nodded, quite as cheerfully, and seemed to have no doubt that he would.

But Luke had no need to think of anything. The door was opened by Alan.

“Oh, hallo,” he said, recognising David and Luke. “We weren’t going to play cricket today because of this rain. Want to come in?”

David, delighted with this piece of luck, led the way indoors into a shabby hall paved with green linoleum. A row of four tubby little girls came out of a room and stared at them.

Alan said, in a resigned way, “Those are my sisters.”

“How do you do?” Astrid said to them. They stared at her.

Then a woman who was plainly Alan’s mother came out of the room behind the little girls, shunting the whole row of them forward like railway trucks. “Oh, good morning,” she said to Astrid. “Have you come to look at the rooms?”

“That’s right,” said Astrid, with great presence of mind, long before David had gathered what Alan’s mother could be talking about. “Would it be a nuisance if I were to look round them now?”

“Not at all,” said Alan’s mother. “They’re upstairs. Would you like to come up and look?”

“I think my nephew would rather talk to your son,” said Astrid.

“Of course,” said Alan’s mother. “Alan, you take him downstairs and show him your things. What about you?” she asked Luke.

“I’ll look at the rooms,” said Luke. With a wink at David, he followed Astrid and Alan’s mother up the broad bare stairs. Alan’s mother was saying things like, “I hope you don’t mind the top of the house,” and “We’re in a bit of a mess just now.”

David, feeling extremely foolish, went with Alan down some steep stairs at the back of the hall and fell over Alan’s cricket bat at the bottom.

“Oh. Sorry,” said Alan. He was feeling shy of David and did not know what to say.

“That’s all right,” said David, quite as awkwardly. It was a lucky fall. As he picked himself up, David noticed a door on the left at the bottom of the stairs which he would certainly have missed otherwise. That made one door. He followed Alan into a long basement room opposite and behind him, to his embarrassment, he heard the row of little girls trooping down the stairs after them.

“Don’t mind them,” said Alan. “What shall we do?”

The end wall of the basement was on David’s left. In the middle of it was a fireplace and, on either side of the fireplace, was a cupboard built into the wall. That meant that the far cupboard was the third door on the left. Since there seemed nothing else to be done, David walked over to it. “Do you mind if I look in here?” he said, feeling an awful fool.

“It’s only a cupboard,” said Alan.

Feeling sillier than ever, David opened it. True enough, it was a cupboard, full of shelves. Half-heartedly David gave the nearest shelf a push. It moved backwards under his hand and, with it, the other shelves and the back wall of the cupboard. He pushed again. The whole wall, shelves and all, swung backwards like another door, letting in a shaft of clear, steady light, not quite like sunlight.

“I never knew it did that!” Alan said, looking over David’s shoulder. “Shall we go through?”

“Yes,” said David. “I’ve got to go anyway.”

He stepped through the cupboard, and Alan followed him. Neither of them said anything when they were through. They looked around, looked up, and then looked at one another’s awestruck faces.

It was the biggest tree imaginable, or more than that. Its giant roots rose above their heads, far above, like the rafters of a monstrous barn. Beyond them, they could see the huge twisted trunk of the tree, going up and up and up, higher than any mountain David could think of; and beyond that, so high that drifting clouds and distance made it hard to see, if they lifted their heads right back, they could just pick out the great shadowy spread of the leaves and branches – or perhaps guess at them more than see them. A tiny black speck was floating up there. David thought it could be the raven, but it was too far off for him to be sure.

After a moment to take it all in, he went forward under the roots and Alan kept close beside him. Still neither of them said a word. But it occurred to both of them at once to look round to see how they were going to get back to the basement. They saw a vast plain of grass, vanishing into blue distance. But, about twenty yards from them, the open door stood on its own in the middle of nothing, like a piece of stage scenery. They could see the grey light from the basement between the shelves. As they looked, first one of the little girls, then another, came wonderingly through the door, until they were all four standing in a row, staring.

Alan’s face bunched up in annoyance. Then he shrugged. He and David turned and went cautiously round the nearest massive root.

Round the other side was like a rough and ready workshop. Near the root, almost in front of the boys, there was a well, very full of dark water, so that it almost brimmed over. They could see that it was very deep, because they could just pick out dim lines of stonework, going down and down and down.

An old woman was rinsing wool at the well, wringing it out with strong, knotty hands. Alan stopped, with a gasp, and then relaxed as he realised she was blind. Her eyes were wrinkled slits. A second old woman sat on a root-stump behind her with a tall thing David thought might be a spindle. Wondering, they watched her set it going round, pulling, twiddling, waiting until there was sufficient tension, and then take wool from the head of it and feel it out into a growing thread. She was blind too. The third old woman was moving about behind them. She was taking threads of spun wool and hanging them over a root which stretched across the space like a gnarled beam. Every so often, one thread slipped off the beam, and she caught it, wound it neatly on a wooden bobbin, and stacked it in a recess under another root. Sometimes she pulled at a thread and, if it did not come down at once, she took a pair of scissors from her pocket and cut it. Then she wound it up. Some of the threads were bright colours, but most of them were the yellowish white of undyed wool.

The old woman at the well remarked, “There are strangers near.”

“Well, it was today we were expecting them, wasn’t it?” the spinning-woman answered in a matter of fact way. “Don’t tell them anything.”

“Of course not, dear,” said the washing-woman.

“They’re only children,” the old woman at the beam said. “Six of them.” As she had not turned round to look, David could not think how she knew. But he realised she must be the one with the eye. He felt rather helpless. If she knew so much without looking, he could not see himself ever taking her by surprise.

Alan’s four sisters had come quietly up by now. They stood in a row, staring at the three old women.

“What are you doing?” said one of them at last.

“Leos for medlars to make little girls wonder,” the spinning-woman answered.

“Run away, dears,” said the washing one.

“Are you witches?” asked another sister, with interest.

“What do you think?” said the old woman at the beam, and she put her scissors in her pocket and her hands on her hips and limped forward until she was almost beside David and Alan. “Run away, dears,” she said, looking round at the six of them.

The little girls stared at her. “You’ve only got one eye,” one of them said.

“You’re luckier than me. You’ve got two,” the old woman said.

“Why haven’t the other ladies got eyes?” persisted the little girl.

“Oh bother!” said the spinning-woman. “I wasn’t thinking what I was doing, with their chatter. I’ve a great tangle come in my yarn.”

“Do you want the eye, dear?” asked the one who had it.

“Yes, please, dear,” said the spinning-woman.

David could not help smiling. These four dim little girls had done what he could never have done by himself and convinced the Knowing Ones that the strange children were all harmless. He thought he would never again despise them, or anyone else, for being stupid.

The old woman took the eye out. It came out rather more easily than Astrid’s contact-lenses and in much the same way. Alan, who had never seen Astrid take a lens out, looked sick. The little girls were astonished.

“I can’t take my eyes out like that,” said the eldest.

“What are you going to do with it now?” asked the youngest.

“Give it to my sister,” said the old woman. “Where’s your hand, dear?”

“Here,” said the spinning-woman, holding out her strong bent hand.

David moved quicker – and ten times more quietly – than he had ever moved in the slips. He flung himself forward, picked the eye out of the old woman’s fingers, and retreated beyond the well before the spinning-woman realised it had gone.

When she did, she raised a shriek which made David’s ears quiver. “Where’s the eye? Who’s got it? Children, who’s got the eye?”

“He took it,” said one of the little girls, pointing at David. Of course the old women could not see her point. They wrung their hands and stumbled about, searching frantically.

“Keep it warm, whoever you are!” shrieked the spinning-woman.

“It’s our only eye,” whimpered the washing-woman. “Give it to my hand here.” She held her hand out in Alan’s direction. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know if you put it in my hand again.”

David was appalled at the distress he had caused them. He had half a mind to give the eye straight back. It felt so nasty – rather like a warm, firm oyster, and much bigger than he would have expected. He looked down at it. It looked back, blue and difficult and deep. David jumped. He could have sworn it was Mr Wedding’s other eye and that it could see him. He put it behind his back.

“I’ve got it,” he called out. “I’ll give it back if—”

Without a pause to think where his voice came from, they all turned round and came straight towards him.

David backed away. “Careful. You’ll fall in the well.”

But they avoided the well easily and hurried towards him with their muscular arms stretched out to take hold of him. David dashed away sideways and round among the little girls. Alan suddenly backed him up by rushing noisily away in the other direction. The Knowing Ones stopped, confused.

“What are you doing?” a little girl asked David.

That brought the old women after him again.

“Stay where you are!” he shouted. “Or I’ll wave the eye about till it’s cold. Then I’ll throw it down the well.”

They stopped just beyond the well, holding one another’s bent hands for support, and he could see he had defeated them.

“What did you want to know?” asked the one who had had the eye.

“How to find the thing that Luke hid,” said David. “But you mustn’t tell me what it is or who hid it.”

“Luke hid many things in his time,” said the spinning-woman. “How do we know which you’re asking about?”

“That’s just putting me off,” said David. “You know. The thing Mr Wedding wants to find. It belongs to the ginger-haired man who caught Luke on Thursday.”

“That’s a difficult question,” said the washing-woman. “It’s hidden out of time, you know.”

“Luke told me that,” said David. “But I have to find it.”

“Very well,” said the third old woman. “Go to Wallsey again. Cross the bridge and go into the hall on the island. You must ask the one with the dragon about him where to look. He knows who hid it. That’s the truth. Now can I have the eye back, please?”

“Here you are,” said David. “Thanks.” A little nervously, he went up to the three old women and put the eye into the nearest of their three outstretched hands. The one who got it was the one with the scissors. As her crooked fingers closed on it, David retreated smartly in case of trouble.

But all the old woman did was to put the eye in – again rather as Astrid put in a lens – and to stare intently first at David, then at the four little girls, then at Alan, who was coming slowly back from the distant spaces under the root.

“There’s a goat, or something, there, eating a root,” he said.

The old woman turned to David again, and very piercing that eye was, worse than Mr Wedding’s. “So it’s you,” she said. “You fooled us properly. Well, go in peace, but don’t think the rest of your life’s going to be easy. You’ll see a face tomorrow you won’t forget in a hurry.”

“Thanks,” David said doubtfully. “Come on, Alan. Get your sisters. We’ve got to go.”

Quietly and thoughtfully, almost sadly for some reason, he turned and went back to the cupboard door in the middle of the grass, followed by Alan and his string of sisters. The cupboard door closed with a final kind of snap behind the last of them.

In the basement, David said goodbye to Alan and promised to meet him later. He found Astrid and Luke waiting for him when he came up the stairs, and they both seemed very jolly, particularly Astrid.

“I’ve got a surprise for you that Luke thinks you might like,” she said when they were in the car. “Did you get what you want?”

David told them everything except what the old woman said at the end. He felt that was private.

Luke was delighted, but he also seemed very surprised about the man at Wallsey. “He knows!” he said. “I’d no idea – oh, now I begin to see!” He started to laugh.

“Can we go to Wallsey this afternoon?” David asked Astrid.

“No go,” she said. “Tomorrow morning. I have to go out.”

David was rather disappointed, but he felt he could not complain. Luke did not seem worried by the delay, and Astrid had been so kind already that he did not like to grumble.

“Now for it,” said Astrid, as the Wednesday Hill lights turned green. “David, I’ve been thinking – ever since last Sunday really. You started me off when you suddenly rounded on me and asked me how I’d like to be packed off to Mr Scrum. And I saw your point. Then this morning, when they were all on to Luke, I saw it clearer than ever. I have a bad enough time of it, but you get it even worse, don’t you? How would you like it if we both got out – you and me – and lived somewhere else?”

When somebody throws a totally new idea at you, it is hard to know what to say. David’s first idea was to swing round and look at Luke. It seemed to him that this might be Luke’s way of paying him back for offering to undo the charm.

“Astrid thought of it,” Luke said sweetly, and David knew perfectly well then that Luke had prompted Astrid.

“Those rooms I saw,” said Astrid. “They’re really nice – almost a top-floor flat and cheap as things go nowadays. So I took a chance and told her we’d take them. Keeping my fingers crossed and hoping you’d agree, because I can’t see myself managing alone and I don’t want to leave you to your fate with Bernard and Dot. What do you say?”

David did not say anything, although he did not notice he had not spoken. What a marvellous thing, to live in the same house as Alan! And what a pity he had sworn not to despise Alan’s sisters!

His complete silence made Astrid nervous. “I shan’t be offended if you say no,” she said hastily. “You may think it’s Hobson’s choice after all, because you know what I’m like when one of my heads comes on, and I don’t suppose we shall have any money and you’d have to leave that school. But I used to earn quite well as a typist, and I daresay I can do it again.”

It dawned on David that he had not yet agreed. “I think it’s a brilliant idea!” he said.

“Oh, I’m so glad!” said Astrid.

“You wait until he starts feeding ravens with the week’s meat,” said Luke.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Wallsey

Astrid drove home and Luke went into the house with them. As soon as Aunt Dot appeared, they both realised what a mistake this was, but Aunt Dot, to David’s amazement, did not seem to remember having been convinced that Luke was a criminal. She invited him to lunch. At lunch, Uncle Bernard complained of his liver, and Cousin Ronald that David had left three deckchairs to get soaked and ruin the lawn; and Mrs Thirsk that she had not been expecting a visitor. But none of them seemed to remember anything else.

David asked Luke about it, and Luke, with a rather secretive smile, remarked that both Mr Wedding and the Frys were good at making people forget things.

However it happened it was fortunate, because the real Mr and Mrs Fry called that afternoon. David was forced to sit in the drawing room and be polite to old Mr Fry’s courtesies. Mr Fry was interested in David. He talked to him the whole time, which was difficult, because Mr Fry’s interest in cricket was plainly only polite. But it was over in the end. David and Luke wandered off together and both of them forgot that Luke was only free until Sunday night.

Next morning, Astrid announced that she was taking David out on a trip to Wallsey. It caused immediate outcry from the other three.

“I can’t think why you want to take David to a vulgar place like that,” said Aunt Dot.

“On a Saturday, of all times!” said Cousin Ronald.

“Why take him anywhere?” said Uncle Bernard.

“If you remember,” Astrid said, somewhat in the same loud, polite way David had told them they could leave him on his own, “if you recall, we decided not to go to Scarborough because David was at home. And if you think looking after David means telling him to mind his manners at meals, I don’t. I think it means taking him about and taking an interest in him. So I’m going to Wallsey. With David.”

“I can’t possibly let you go to a low place like that on your own,” Cousin Ronald said crossly. “You might be annoyed by trippers or – or people. If you insist on going, Astrid, I shall insist on coming too.”

“She won’t be alone. I’ll be there,” David pointed out.

“Don’t talk nonsense,” said Cousin Ronald. “It’s Saturday, Astrid, and the place will be crowded out. You’ll be jostled. You’ll get one of your heads.”

That was attacking Astrid on her weakest side, but, to David’s gratitude and admiration, she stood firm in spite of anything the other three said. David thought this must be the first time he had ever been truly and spontaneously grateful to any of his family, and it gave him a rather odd feeling. Then, to his dismay, he found that Cousin Ronald was standing firm too.

“I’m not having you go and waste my good money on trash,” he said, which David suspected was his real reason for standing firm. “Go if you insist, but I shall come too and make sure you don’t squander the earth on hot-dogs.”

And come he did. When Astrid backed the Mini out of the garage, Cousin Ronald got into the seat beside her and sat there looking firm and righteous. Astrid gave David a most meaning look as she got out.

“What are you getting out for?” Cousin Ronald demanded.

“To let David in,” said Astrid. “There are only two doors.” She gave David a wink and put a cigarette in her mouth. “Match, David?”

David laughed as he got out his box and struck a light for her. It was extraordinary how much nicer Astrid was than his other relations. Living alone with her promised to be great fun.

Cousin Ronald was in a very bad temper at being forced to come with them. “Put that thing out!” he snapped. “Filthy habit!”

But by this time, Luke was strolling across the road. David blew out the match and Astrid put the cigarette away. “Hallo,” said Luke. “I see the clans are gathering.” He was climbing into the Mini in front of Astrid, when Alan too appeared, riding a bicycle and looking uncertainly at the numbers of the houses.

“Hallo,” he said to David. “How’s your quest going?”

“We’re just going to Wallsey,” said David. “On the next bit.”

“Can I come too?” said Alan.

David looked helplessly at Astrid. Luke leant out of the car and said, “Let him come. I think you’ll need him.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t like me to ask Mrs Thirsk along too?” Astrid asked tartly. “Car or bike, Alan?”

“Bike,” said Alan. “Bet I beat you there.” It was a good bike, with a good many gears. Alan wheeled round, ticking smoothly, and was away long before David had climbed into the car.

The way Astrid went to Wallsey was nothing like the way David went with Mr Wedding. She did not go through the centre of Ashbury but through the shabby outskirts beside the river.

Shortly, they came to a wide gravelly space full of parked cars and hot-dog vans. Astrid backed the Mini into a space, and they were there. Alan was there also, leaning against the wall by the river. He waved to them.

David climbed out of the car in some bewilderment. He could see the lake over the wall Alan was leaning on. It was quite small, really only a place where the river widened, and, because it was a fine Saturday in the holidays, it was full of little coloured pedal boats and the pedal boats were full of screaming girls and shouting boys. There were warehouses on the other side of the lake and, on the near side, a white-tiled pub called The Rainbow. Beside the pub was an archway decorated with coloured lights and a neon sign above it which said Wallsey Island Funfair. The funfair was on the island in the middle of the lake. There David saw more coloured lights, the towering Big Wheel, roundabouts and stalls. Music and screaming came loudly across the water. For a moment, David seriously thought they had come to the wrong place.

“It’s all right,” said Luke. “It is here, I promise.”

Cousin Ronald looked at the crowds of people in the car park, the boats and the noisy island, and sniffed the hot-dog scented air in the greatest disgust. “Well, what part of this palace of pleasure are you going to waste my money on first?” he said to Astrid.

Alan came up, saying, “Shall we hire boats? That’s fun.” Cousin Ronald shuddered.

“Go over to the island,” David said. “I’ve got to find someone there.”

“Crude, noisy and expensive,” said Cousin Ronald. “I won’t hear of it.”

But David, Luke and Astrid were consulting about it, so none of them took any notice. “All go?” said Astrid.

“I can’t,” Luke said regretfully. “They blackballed me years ago. And I don’t advise you to go either, Astrid. It’s an all-male club, you see, and they might not let David in if you’re with him.”

“Well!” said Astrid. “What price Women’s Lib!”

Luke chuckled. “Ask Wedding,” he said. “It’s nothing to do with me.”

Astrid did not seem to mind too much. “We’ll wait in the pub then,” she said, “and let the other three go. Or do you want to go alone, David?”

David did not at all mind Alan coming, but he very much hoped that Cousin Ronald would decide to wait in the pub too. But this was not to be. Astrid said, “Ronald, we’re going to sit outside the pub, while David asks about the—”

“Watch it!” Luke said sharply. Astrid clapped her hand over her mouth.

“Very sensible idea,” said Cousin Ronald, noticeably relieved that Astrid was not threatening to spend money on dodgems and things. “Then I’ll take the boys to the island, shall I? Give them a trip on the roundabout and then join you there.”

“Thanks,” David said glumly, and Alan added, “The Big Wheel’s better.”

“Roundabout or nothing,” said Cousin Ronald jovially, leading the way towards the archway. “Just one ride, mind.”

Alan looked at Cousin Ronald in a slow, considering way and David knew he was wondering how anyone came to be so stingy. He felt ashamed of Cousin Ronald, so much ashamed that he could not think of anything to say to Alan. They walked in a silent procession over a steel bridge looped with coloured lights with the little pedal boats splashing and screaming gaily beneath them.

Almost the first thing beyond the bridge was a roundabout. “Do you both want a ride?” asked Cousin Ronald, in a tone that meant surely they didn’t.

Alan looked at David and understood that they were here for another reason. “No thanks,” he said. David refused too, and winked at Alan. Alan might not be very clever – David was sure he was not – but he had the makings of a real ally. David began to like him very much. Alan winked back, and they wandered on, past rifle-ranges, hooplas and dodgem cars. Cousin Ronald was very jolly, now that he had not been asked to pay for the roundabout. He even offered them candy-floss. And when both of them refused, Alan with obvious regret, he became happier than ever and followed David without grumbling, while David walked down one alleyway and up the next in search of the hall.

It was a large, narrow building, open to the alleyway at one end. A notice over the opening said Hall of Fun. David went in without hesitating, and Alan went with him. Cousin Ronald followed, saying, “I can’t think what people see in these places. It’s sheer daylight robbery.”

There were pinball machines along both walls and a fruit-machine at the entrance. The place was full of the musical thud, thud, thud of the balls hitting the pins, with the occasional long rattle when the fruit-machine gave up coins. There was music too, and much loud laughter from groups of young men with long hair who were working the pinball tables, shouting jokes and quite often rocking the machines ruthlessly to make sure they won.

“This is a very rough place,” Cousin Ronald said. “Come along, boys. You can have a ride on the dodgems.”

“Walk round that way,” David said to Alan. “And if you spot someone with a dragon about him, come and show me.”

They separated. Cousin Ronald followed Alan saying, “There should be a law against these machines. I refuse to let either of you spend a penny on them.”

Left on his own, David walked casually round inspecting the various groups. A lot of the young men had jackets with emblems or pictures on the backs but, though David saw death’s-heads, arrows, tigers and streaks of lightning, he saw no dragons at all. He looked at badges, flowing ties, bands round hair and patterns on shirts, without success. They were a very dressy lot, and very happy too. David was discouraged, although he was sure this was the right place. There were no girls or women in the groups – just noisy young men, enjoying life and cheating the pinball machines.

Alan was at the end of the hall watching a particularly noisy group cheating a machine called Wall of Death Spectacular. Two young men were having a contest and the others were cheering them on. David joined the group on the other side, and sighed with relief. One of the young men put out his hand to pull the lever and there was the dragon. He was wearing a short-sleeved sweater, so that it was quite obvious. The dragon was tattooed round and round his forearm, with its head on the back of his hand.

David let the young man have his turn – he was winning – and then reached out and took hold of him by his tattooed right wrist.

“Excuse me,” he said. “There’s something I need to ask you.”

The rest of the group were far too interested in the other young man’s turn to notice, but the young man with the dragon turned and looked at David. David thought he seemed remarkably pleasant, fair and good-humoured and kind. “Now just who are you?” he said.

“My name’s David Allard,” said David. “The three Knowing Ones sent me to ask—”

“Wait a minute,” said the young man. “You don’t belong here, do you?”

“No,” admitted David. “But I know Mr Wedding.”

“Don’t we all?” said the young man, laughing. “But I can’t tell strange kids like you anything unless the rest of them agree. That’s the rule here. Was it urgent, what you wanted to know?”

“Yes,” said David. “I’ve only got till tomorrow night.”

“Well, I’ll see what I can do for you,” said the young man. He turned to the rest of the group. “Hey, you lot! There’s a kid here wanting to ask me something. Says it’s urgent.”

Someone from the next pintable called out, “You know there’s three of them, do you?”

“Then that’s simple, isn’t it?” said the one who was having his turn. He was not anxious to be interrupted. “Throw them all out.”

“Come off it!” said the one with the dragon. “It’s only two kids and an old fatso. And it’s urgent.”

They gathered in the central space, arguing about it in a good-humoured way. Before long, most of the other young men left their pintables and joined in. David stood back beside Alan to wait. Cousin Ronald came up to them.

“I think we’ll leave now,” he said. “We don’t want these yobbos to beat us up, do we?”

“We can’t. I have to ask him something,” David said, pointing to the young man with the dragon.

“Who is he?” said Cousin Ronald suspiciously.

“I’ve no idea,” said David. “But he’s nice.”

Here the group broke up, laughing and smacking the young man with the dragon on the back in a friendly way. He came back to David. “Sorry about this,” he said. “You shouldn’t be here at all, you see, any of you. But it’s lucky there’s three of you, because there’s a rule that lets me talk if three people run the gauntlet first. Will you agree to that?”

“Yes,” said David, though he had no idea what he was agreeing to.

“All right,” said Alan loyally.

“Agree to what?” said Cousin Ronald.

“Run the gauntlet,” said the young man. “It’s a bit of a giggle really, but the boys won’t hear of me talking to the kid unless you agree.”

“A mature man like me,” said Cousin Ronald, “does not play games. But since you make such a point of it, I’ll agree for this once. As a great favour, mind. David, I hope you’re grateful.”

“Yes, I am,” said David, though it was a feeling he had to struggle for rather, and quite unlike his gratitude to Astrid. He was fairly sure Cousin Ronald had only agreed because the young man with the dragon was so large and strong-looking.

As soon as they heard that the strangers had agreed, all the young men, with a lot of laughing and many jokes to the young man with the dragon about his past catching up with him, arranged themselves in two long lines up the centre of the hall and prepared to enjoy themselves thoroughly. They were two very long lines. David, as he began to see what they were in for, rather wished there had not been so many of them. It was surprising that the hall had room for so many – except that it was now no longer quite the same place. It was wider and loftier and longer. With what little attention he could spare from the jostling lines of young men, David saw carved pillars, painted recesses and the glitter of golden things on either side. But the end of the hall still opened into the fairground. People passed, eating candy-floss and toffee-apples, some hundreds of yards away there.

“Ready,” called the nearest young man. “First one, please.” And everyone in both lines began to clap in rhythm by way of encouragement. Clap clap clap-clap-clap.

“They do this to new-bugs sometimes,” Alan said. “Want me to go first?”

Clap clap clap-clap-clap.

“No. I’ll go,” said David. He had seen it done too, but he had never been on the receiving end of it before.

Clap clap clap-clap-clap. David took a deep breath and set off up the space in the middle of the two lines. He got a heavy, playful punch on the arm from each of the first pair. Then the same from the next pair. Next, an open-handed smack from one side and a tweak from the other. Clap clap clap-clap-clap went all the others. It was no good going too fast. The young men were all so strong that David knew he would be knocked off balance in no time if he started to run. Then his course would become a zigzag and very much more painful. He kept down to a steady pace, and they did their good-humoured best to knock him sideways. They were very friendly about it. David did not mind too much until about the centre of the line, when a rather brutish-looking boy punched him unkindly in the stomach. David turned to say something, found the boy about to do it again, and went on hurriedly, with the clap clap clap-clap-clap ringing in his bruised ears. The young man with the dragon was right at the end of the line. David saw the dragon-coiled arm come out and winced away a little, because he looked the strongest of the lot. But the dragon-faced hand merely patted him on the head.

“You’ll do,” said the young man, laughing. Panting, David nodded and tried to laugh too. His upper arms ached, his ears fizzed and, judging by the hot, hard feeling, his top lip was very fat indeed. David licked it all the time he was watching Alan come up the line.

Alan took a faster pace than David. Being more solidly built, he could afford to. He also took the precaution of covering his head with his arms. That meant that he got a fair old drubbing in the ribs and over the shoulders, but all in all he probably had an easier time. When he got to the end, he grinned, felt his ribs carefully and then assured David he was all right.

“They could have hit a lot harder if they’d wanted to,” he said.

Clap clap clap-clap-clap went the two lines. Down at the other end of the hall, Cousin Ronald refused to move. “Nothing will possess me to indulge in this brutish pastime!” he announced, rather shrilly.

The rhythm of the clapping changed. It became unmistakably the slow handclap.

“Uh-uh!” said the young man with the dragon. “Seen what he’s in for, has he?” He shouted to the other end of the hall. “Get him moving then!”

The slow handclap grew louder. People called out. Then, as Cousin Ronald still refused to move, the two young men nearest him took him by the arms and slung him into the line. “Go on, you agreed!” one shouted.

Cousin Ronald bucketed into two hard fists and bounced off across the gap into two more. “I shall write to the papers!” he screamed. “Brutal louts!” The slow handclap grew louder and slower still.

David was so ashamed that he could hardly look at Cousin Ronald coming up the line. He did not mind too much what the young men thought – and it was clear what that was – because they were strangers. But Alan was not exactly a stranger, and Alan was trying not to laugh at Cousin Ronald’s disgraceful progress. Cousin Ronald bumped and bounced up the line to that slow derisive clapping. He tried to dodge. He yelled. He cursed them. He tried to break out through the line and was hauled back. He groaned. He squeaked. He pleaded. Then, about the middle, he tried to put a stop to it by falling down and pretending to faint.

There was a great roar of derision. Everyone knew he was faking. Alan laughed in earnest, and the boy who had hit David in the stomach helped Cousin Ronald up with a boot in the rear which must have been quite painful.

They pushed him on again. And this part made David even more ashamed, for the second half of the line hardly hit Cousin Ronald at all. They made great swipes at him and ended up scornfully flipping him. They laughed, made catcalls and shoved and jostled him onwards. When Cousin Ronald staggered whimpering to the end, the dragon young man simply put a hand between his shoulders and shoved. Cousin Ronald ran in a helpless rush into the fruit machine, which he hit with a great bang, and then folded up in a heap with his eyes shut. David thought he was really hurt, until he saw Cousin Ronald open one eye to see if anyone was going to hit him again. Somebody made a playful swipe at him and he hastily shut it again. Everybody except David laughed heartily.

“Now, what did you want to ask me?” said the young man with the dragon.

David turned his red face up to him and encountered a very sympathetic smile, which soothed his shame a little. “I have to find something,” he said carefully, “but I mustn’t know what it is or who hid it. The three Knowing Ones said you knew where to look for it.” The young man looked polite but mystified. David’s heart sank. “It’s important,” he said. “Luke showed someone how to hide it, and he’s going to have to go back to prison if I can’t find it by Sunday. Are you sure you don’t know about it? It belonged to the ginger-haired man – I know that because he caught Luke last Thursday and asked him about it.”

“O – oh!” said the young man, and it was clear he now knew what David was talking about. “That,” he said. He looked extremely unhappy. David could tell that his question had brought up a whole number of things the young man would much rather not remember. “If I’d known that was what – oh, it’s not your fault, I suppose. Do you know my name?”

“No,” said David.

“Then I can tell you that I took it,” said the young man. “But I don’t know where it is. I gave it to – to a lady to hide.”

“And where is she – this lady?” David asked.

The young man hesitated. “I’m not sure,” he said sadly. “But I think if you went to Thunderly Hill you might find news of her.”

“The hospital?” said Alan. “She ill then?”

“I don’t think so,” the young man was saying, when there was a stirring among the other young men. He turned round, and so did David, and there was Mr Wedding standing by the fruit machine, looking rather troubled. The young man with the dragon seemed unhappier than ever. “Oh, hallo, sir,” he said.

“So you took it, did you?” said Mr Wedding. “I begin to understand. Why I didn’t see it was you before, I can’t think. Whose idea was it? Yours or hers?”

“Mine,” said the young man. David knew he was lying. So did Mr Wedding.

“Hers, I see,” he said. And he waited for the young man to say more.

The young man’s face became even more unhappy. He looked away from Mr Wedding and stared at the painted dragon coiled round his arm. At length he said, “She came and asked me to steal it. Afterwards – when I thought everything was over.”

“What? She came here?” Mr Wedding said sharply.

“No, no,” said the young man. “I was on my way here. But she stopped me. She said it was the least I could do for her after the way I’d treated her. You see – she seemed to think it was all your fault – what had happened – and she said I owed her some revenge.” He ran his finger along the coils of the dragon. “I don’t see what else I could have done,” he said awkwardly, “except agree. And I was about the only person who could have got it for her.”

“So you were,” Mr Wedding said drily. “Why did you tell David Thunderly Hill?”

“She told me,” said the young man unhappily, “that she was going back to – where I found her – afterwards. Wasn’t that right?”

“Yes, you were right,” said Mr Wedding. “Though you weren’t supposed to know even that much.” The young man looked desperately unhappy. Mr Wedding, seeing it, put his hand on his shoulder. “It’s all over,” he said. “Long ago.” Although this did not seem to comfort the young man much, David could see Mr Wedding meant it kindly. He could see this young man meant a great deal to Mr Wedding, possibly more than all the other young men put together. And David, who up till then had not thought of himself as liking Mr Wedding particularly, wished with all his heart that he could be as valuable to him as the young man with the dragon round his arm.

Still sadly, the young man wished David luck and went back to his pintable. Mr Wedding said, “I’ll meet you at Thunderly Hill, David,” and left the hall.

David looked at Alan, and both of them turned rather dubiously to the collapsed heap of Cousin Ronald.

Two young men were bending over him. “What’s up with this old geezer?” one of them asked David. David knew at once that he was just an ordinary young man, nothing to do with Mr Wedding or the others.

“Somebody hit him,” Alan said.

“Yours, is he?” said the second young man. “Like us to help him to the First Aid post for you?”

“Could you help him across the bridge?” David said. “Our car’s there.”

“Wherever you like,” they said obligingly, and they heaved Cousin Ronald up and marched him out of the hall. Cousin Ronald moaned and sagged. By daylight he did look battered, and the young men exclaimed over it. That made Cousin Ronald sag and moan even more. David could see that Alan knew Cousin Ronald was making the most of his hurts, and he was ashamed of him again. He had not realised that Cousin Ronald was so like Uncle Bernard.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Thunderly Hill

When they came to the bridge, Cousin Ronald drew himself up with great dignity and said he could walk by himself. He added pathetically that if he took David’s arm he could make it to the car. Rather grudgingly, David let him take hold of his arm and thanked the kindly young men, which Cousin Ronald had forgotten to do, and he and Alan took Cousin Ronald the rest of the way.

Astrid and Luke were at a table outside the pub, and the man with ginger hair was there too. He had his elbows on the back of Luke’s chair. They were clearly enjoying themselves. Luke was finishing a vast ice cream with chocolate sauce, which he told David later was probably his seventh, possibly his eighth. They looked up when Cousin Ronald approached between David and Alan. The ginger-haired man bit his lip in order not to laugh. Luke did laugh.

“Oh dear!” said Astrid. “What happened? Didn’t they tell you where the—?”

“Watch it?” said both her companions.

“And you’ve cut your lip, David,” said Astrid.

“Made you run the gauntlet, did they?” said the man with ginger hair. “Did he tell you after that?”

“Yes,” said David. “Thunderly Hill. There’s a lady—”

He was interrupted by a roar of delighted laughter from the ginger-haired man and Luke, and Luke cried out, “So that’s it!”

“I can help you there,” said the ginger-haired man.

“But David,” said Luke, grinning wickedly, “you must get your Cousin Ronald to hospital. He looks in a very poor way to me.”

“I don’t mind telling you,” said Cousin Ronald, sinking dramatically into a chair, “that I’ve had the most awful shock. Who are these people, Astrid? We were set upon by a band of appalling roughs in an amusement arcade. Of course, I had to put myself in front of the two youngsters and take the brunt of the attack, and I got very truly mauled. But I couldn’t let them beat up the boys, could I?”

Alan’s mouth came open, but he was speechless. Luke’s face grew redder and redder and he snorted quietly into his ice cream. Astrid looked from Alan to David.

“Tiresome for you,” she said. “Do you boys want an ice cream?”

“So I think,” said Cousin Ronald, peevish at not getting the right reaction, “that I ought to go to Thunderly Hill at once, in case I’ve suffered some internal injury.”

“Quite right,” said the ginger-haired man gravely.

“When the boys have had their ices,” said Astrid. “You can wait ten minutes, can’t you?”

“I doubt it,” Cousin Ronald said anxiously, and Luke choked. David thumped him on the back.

Alan, with a long, wondering stare at Cousin Ronald, said he thought he would go home now.

“Not till you’ve had an ice cream,” said Astrid. “Something tells me you’ve earned it.”

“What about me?” said Cousin Ronald.

“She’ll buy you one too, if you ask,” Luke said politely.

But Cousin Ronald insisted more and more loudly that he needed a doctor. Astrid gave Alan the money for an ice cream and Alan left – in a mixture of embarrassment and disgust, David suspected. The ginger-haired man bought David an ice cream, which turned out to be the best he had ever tasted, and he left also, saying he would see them at Thunderly Hill. Luke and Astrid loaded Cousin Ronald tenderly into the Mini and they set off.

As David sat beside Luke in the back seat, enjoying the ice cream, Luke said, “This part’s in my control, David. I promise I’ll make it as easy for you as I can.”

“Thanks,” David said. “Do you think I’m going to find it in Thunderly Hill?”

“I should be very surprised if you didn’t,” said Luke.

“But,” said David, “how shall I know that it’s it when I see it?”

Luke thought. “If it’s where I think it is,” he said, “you’ll know it because it’s the odd thing out. Everything else will be rather different.”

“That means I’m going to look it right in the face and not see it,” said David. “I knew it!”

“I hope not,” said Luke. “My word, I hope not! Perhaps I’d better get the owner to give you a hint of some kind.”

Thunderly Hill Hospital was on the outskirts of Ashbury, built in the grounds of somewhere much older, and the old gardens were still kept up, so that they drove among flowers and lawns under a streaky blue fair-weather sky to find this mysterious lady. David asked where she was.

“Through the building,” said Luke. “Let’s help the poor crippled relative in first.”

Cousin Ronald had acquired an artistic limp. He needed to acquire it, as Luke unkindly said, because the drive had revived him completely. Apart from a sweetly ripening black eye, he was right as rain. But he would not admit it. He had Luke and David support him on either side into a large clean hall full of unwell people waiting for doctors. There he told them irritably to leave him be. They left him sitting on a bench beside Astrid, who was evidently not enjoying herself now.

“I wish they’d hit him twice as hard!” said David.

Luke briskly led the way to a door which said Visitors Only. “Leave it, David,” he said, pushing this door open. “If he chooses to make a fool of himself, it’s nothing to do with you.”

“You didn’t hear the way they jeered in that hall,” David retorted.

“But I can imagine,” Luke said, setting out down a long corridor smelling of hospital. “They’re like that. But they weren’t jeering at you or Alan, were they? To hear you, you’d think you were your Cousin Ronald’s Siamese twin.”

David laughed, and felt a good deal less sore about it. He fell into step beside Luke. They wheeled smartly at the corner and strode down another corridor, past stacks of cylinders, trolleys, and dark brown doors labelled ECG This Way, Ear, Nose and Throat, Nightingale Ward and so on. Halfway along, David found the ginger-haired man walking beside them.

“I am going right, aren’t I?” Luke asked him. “It’s such a long time since I was here.”

“Quite right,” said the man. “You want Firestone Ward these days. And you’d better have these, in case someone asks you what you’re doing.”

He handed David and Luke each a round metal disc with Firestone 7 stamped on it. David turned his over and found it said Visitor Admit One on the other side.

“Ah,” said Luke. “Official stuff. By the way, can you give David some kind of hint or sign? He’s afraid he won’t recognise the thing when he sees it.”

“I’ve been wondering,” said the ginger-haired man. “I think he will, but to be on the safe side, David, if you think you’ve found it, look at that disc. If you have got it, you’ll see the right word under the name of the ward. If there’s nothing, you have to look again.”

They walked on. David was expecting to see Mr Wedding too, but though they passed a number of people – one on a trolley being put into a lift marked Operating Theatre – none of them was Mr Wedding. And at the end of the next long corridor was a brown door marked Firestone Ward.

The ginger-haired man pushed it open for them. “I’ll see you,” he said. “Do your best for him, Luke.” The door bumped shut in front of him and left David and Luke on their own.

The door led straight on to a hillside covered with pale grass. All round and very near, big purple-grey clouds came driving past and shed gusts of small icy drops on Luke and David. The grass bent and whistled in the wind but, in spite of this, it was not cold, because the hillside was on fire. David thought they were on the edge of some great forest fire. The flames were fully twenty feet high, forked, and fierce orange. They bent under the gusting wind, streaming across the sky, roaring and crackling, shedding pieces of themselves into the clouds, hissing in the rain, and leaping up more fiercely after each wet gust. At any moment it looked as if the whole hillside would be burning and David and Luke forced back through the hospital door again. The grass in front of them caught, in little running flames, and David put his hand on the door, ready to push it open again. Then came another gust of rain. The great flames leant and roared. The flames in the grass died into blue smouldering and left the grass none the worse for having been alight. The tall flames stood straight again and stayed where they were at the brow of the hill.

“Why didn’t the grass catch?” David asked. “Is it too wet?”

“No,” said Luke. “This fire is something of a special job. It won’t move and it only consumes itself.” He was looking uphill much as he had looked at the burning building, gently and fiercely, with the flames reflected in his red-brown eyes.

“Did you do it?” David said.

Luke smiled. “Long ago. Yes. And it’s going to burn to the end of time, and maybe beyond that.”

David began to suspect what he might be in for. “Where do I have to go?” he asked.

“Through, I’m afraid,” said Luke. “The whole lot is beyond time, you see, and I’m sure that’s where it is. I can’t put the flames out for you, but I can help you get through. Do you want to go now?”

“Yes,” said David, knowing that the longer he stood and looked the more horrifying the flames would seem.

They climbed the hill together. The rain seemed warm and the heat from the flames reddened David’s face, while Luke’s became narrow, white and exultant. But it did not seem too hot to bear. Even when David was standing right beside the fire, looking into the whirling, changing heart of it, he was no more than uncomfortably hot. He looked at Luke to ask him why and saw that Luke had gone small and pale and strained.

“Not too hot are you?” said Luke.

“No,” said David.

“Then go now, if you’re going,” said Luke. “I can’t hold this heat for ever.” He dropped to a crouch on the grass and David could see him shaking slightly with some huge hidden effort.

“Thanks,” he said. With his arms across his head and face, rather as Alan had run the gauntlet, he plunged forward into the fire. He heard his hair frizzle. He could see smoke coming from the soles of his shoes as he trod the red-hot ground, and he smelt his clothes burning, but he still felt no more than rather too hot. There was none of the pain of burning that he had been dreading. “Perhaps I’m going to die without feeling it,” he thought, and he was very grateful to Luke.

Then the flames parted ahead and he was through. Or rather, he was inside, in a hot, lurid cave surrounded by racing flames. Above, he saw a snap of stormy sky from time to time, but mostly the flames arched across and hid everything else. Dazzled by the glare and constant movement, David looked round. There seemed to be a tomb in front of him left over from a church – the tall square kind that has a statue lying on top. Otherwise, apart from a circle of grass, there was nothing else there.

“That grave, I suppose,” David said to himself, and he went over to it.

It was not strictly a tomb. It was more a heap of rocks piled up to mark the top of the hill and now holding the statue. David looked down at the statue and, with a jump of horror, found it was a body. It lay on its back, as statues do on tombs, and it had been arranged so that one hand had been clasped round a queer old spear with a wide flat head which the flames made the colour of copper. The other hand was empty, but it looked as if it ought to have been holding something too. The body was wearing queer old armour, not quite like that of a knight of old, but not unlike, and the flames made that look copper too. David guessed that if whoever it was had been alive and standing up, he would have been as tall as Mr Wedding.

Then he looked on to the body’s face and found it was a lady. Somehow that upset him. It was not simply that she was dead without reason and lying in the middle of timeless flames: it was that she had the most beautiful face he had ever seen. Even with her eyes shut and red in the flames she was beautiful. In a way, she reminded David a little of the lady who had driven Mr Wedding’s car, except that this dead face was full of living feelings. It was a face that had no business to be dead. David gazed at it, and it dawned on him that he had never seen anyone look so sad. When the lady died, she must have been more unhappy than he had known anyone could be.

It seemed such a pity that David put out his hand and gently touched the lady’s hair, which spread out in long twisted strands from her strange helmet. It might have been brown hair, but the flames made it seem coppery. As he touched it, he knew she was alive. There was a warmth about her that did not come from the fire. So he put his knuckles to her face and gave it a gentle push.

The lady did not move. Wondering why not, David looked at her chest to see if she was breathing. Because of the armour she was wearing, he was quite unable to tell. But there was a very strange object lying across her chest, now he came to look. It looked a bit like a pick-axe and seemed to be made of stone – anyway it was made of something the flames did not turn coppery. The axe-part was blunt and square at one end, and curved to a rough point at the other. It had a hole in the centre of it through which the handle was slotted, and the two parts were tied together with a mass of black thongs, but, David thought, it would not have been much use as a pick because the handle was so short. There were strange writings or signs carved into both blade and handle. Everything about it suggested that it was much older than the rest of the lady’s equipment.

Luke had said the thing would be the odd thing out. David said “Of course!” and was just about to snatch up the pick-axe triumphantly, when he stopped and thought. It would do no good to come away with the wrong thing. That would be all his trouble for nothing, and Luke dragged off to a worse prison than before. He took the hospital disc out of his pocket to make sure.

Visitor Admit One, it said. David turned it over. The number had vanished from the other side. It now read Firestone and, underneath, HAMMER.

David looked uncertainly at the pick-axe again. Yes, the blunt end could be a hammer – it must be a hammer – if the disc said hammer, then it was a hammer and the thing he had been looking for. But the reason for his hesitation had nothing to do with that. Of course it was a hammer, and he knew who the man was who owned it now. The trouble was, he knew who Luke was too, and he would never be able to think of Luke in the same way again.

The flames blurred a little in front of David as he reached out to pick the hammer up. Looking at the lady’s unhappy face, he thought he knew a little what she felt like – just a little. But why she should lie here so sad was still a mystery to him.

The hammer was unbelievably heavy. David had to use both hands and exert all his strength to lift it. As he hauled it away across the lady’s chest, he wondered why she did not move, when a great weight like that was taken off her. But she never stirred. Staggering backwards with the hammer in his arms, David thought that at least she could breathe more easily now. He meant to look if she was, but the hammer was impossible to carry as he had it, and for a while he could think of nothing but how to stop it slipping through his arms and crushing his foot. In the end, when his arms were weak and aching, he thought of hooking the curved end over one shoulder and supporting the handle in both hands. Like that he could carry it.

Then he took a last look at the sleeping lady. She had not moved. Her look of sadness had not changed, but her chest was gently rising and falling. Perhaps she was more peaceful. Full of bewildered sadness himself, David turned and trod heavily in among the flames. They whirled round him like a hot blizzard, but this time he was thinking of other things and hardly noticed them.

When he came out on the hillside, the storm had died down and there was a sunset gathering. Luke was crouching just below him looking tired to death, ten times more tired than he had looked after Mr Wedding caught him. And as soon as he set eyes on him, David discovered that knowing all about someone need not change your feelings at all. Luke might be lord of fire and master of mischief. He might have done a number of appalling things and be going to do more before he was through. But David was simply very glad to see him again, and extremely sorry that he had been so slow fetching the hammer that he had tired Luke out.

“I’ve got it,” he called out.

Luke’s red head jerked up and he gave David a big tired smile. “Thank goodness!” he said. “Get down the hill a bit and then I can let it go.”

David slithered under the weight of the hammer ten yards or so down the slope. Then he felt a sudden blare of heat on his back and turned to see Luke getting up slowly and stretching as if he were stiff.

“I was afraid you’d been burnt,” Luke called across the roaring of the flames. He came slithering stiffly downhill, and there was no doubt he was quite as glad to see David as David was to see him. “I kept remembering you were only human,” he said, “and I was scared stiff you’d had it. I kept telling myself that once anyone leaves time there’s no telling how long they’ll be, but I’d stopped believing it by this time.”

“How long was I?” asked David.

“Well,” Luke said, rather apologetically, “it’s Sunday evening now.”

“Sunday!” David exclaimed, and could think of nothing but Luke crouching and quelling the heat of the fire for nearly two days and a night.

“I know,” said Luke. “What will Aunt Dot say?”

“Idiot! I wasn’t—” David began, but he was distracted by the sight of black pinions spread like fingers against the flames.

“Can I tell him you’ve got it?” called the raven, wheeling above Luke’s head.

“Yes,” said David.

The bird swooped up and away. It must have been going to Mr Wedding, because there was a shout from downhill just then and David saw the owner of the hammer running delightedly up the slope towards him. David was very glad to see him. His shoulder was aching badly from the weight of the thing by this time. He slithered down to meet the ginger-haired man.

“Here you are,” he said. “Your name’s Thor, isn’t it?”

“That’s right,” the man said, smiling. “Thank you.” He took the hammer off David’s shoulder with no trouble at all and hooked it on to his own shoulder in just the same way. He looked familiar and comfortable doing it. “That feels better,” said Thor. “I’ve missed the feel.”

Then the tall people began to come up the hill and congratulate David. The Frys came, large and laughing, and Mr Chew, who wrung his hand painfully and said, “Well I didn’t think you’d do it.” Numbers of others came too and they all said something to David, though not all of them said anything to Luke. Thor did, and the red-headed girl, who could hardly wait to thank David before she threw her arms round Luke. Then Mr Wedding came up the hill with the raven on his shoulder. He smiled at Luke over the girl’s head and then at David.

“Thank you, David,” he said. “It’s always a better bargain when we’re on the same side.”

For a moment, David had the idea Mr Wedding might be looking at him in something the same way that he had looked at the young man with the dragon, but before he could be sure, Astrid came rushing up, stumbling in very silly shoes, shoved Mr Wedding aside and flung both arms round David. Not being used to it, David felt very shy.

“Oh, I’m so glad!” said Astrid. “I was afraid you’d gone for good. You smell like burnt toast, did you know?”

“I can’t help that,” said David. Mr Wedding laughed.

Thor rescued David by bending down and saying, “Would you like to see what this hammer can do?”

“Yes, please,” said David.

“Stand back then,” said Thor.

While they retreated down the hillside, Thor was looking for a suitable spot on the ground. When he had found it, he stood back, gigantic and dark against the flames, and taking the hammer off his shoulder he swung it over his head and down on to the hillside. The shock shook the hill like an exploding shell. Blue lightning struck down in the place the hammer hit, with a vicious sizzle, whitening Thor and making the flames look pale. The most tremendous peal of thunder followed, clap after shrill clap, each with its following train of crashes. Then the rain came down, drenchingly, and even the immortal flames bent under it.

David was dazzled and deafened and let Astrid and Luke pull him downhill without a word. “You’ll catch your deaths,” said Astrid. Her Mini was parked at the bottom of the hill and Astrid tore open the door and bundled them both in.

They watched the rest of the storm from behind the windscreen wipers, and Mr Wedding watched it too from the front passenger seat, with the raven making contented nibbling noises from his shoulder.

When the thunder had abated a little, Astrid said, “You’ll never guess what’s happened, David. Dot and Bernard and Ronald have run for it.”

“Run for what?” said David.

“Run away, silly,” said Astrid. “The police think they’re out of the country by now. That’s how much they were worried about you being missing. Or me either, for that matter.”

“But why?” said David. Of all the unlikely things he could think of it was Cousin Ronald going abroad with a black eye or Uncle Bernard going at all.

Astrid explained, with some help from Mr Wedding. It seemed that for some years, though neither Astrid nor David had known, David’s three relations had been living very comfortably by spending money that was really David’s. “Funny to think this Mini belongs to you,” Astrid said. There had been much gossip about it in the neighbourhood, but no one had liked to do anything about it until Mr Fry – the real old Mr Fry – came to live at the end of the road.

Mr Fry had been a solicitor. Even before he met David, he felt something should be done and, once he had met David, he began to investigate very vigorously indeed.

“He said he took you up as a hobby,” said Astrid. “That’s the way he talks. But don’t ask me to explain too much because he’d talk the hind leg off a mule and then tie it in knots. All I know is that Mr Wedding gave Mr Fry a few hints and it turned out that Ronald and Bernard have been up to no end of swindles with this money of yours and broke the law in twenty different pieces.”

Thanks to Mr Wedding, Mr Fry had enough proof by Saturday to go to the police. But again, perhaps thanks to Mr Wedding, though Mr Wedding was evasive about this, Cousin Ronald had got wind of it.

“So they took off last night in a taxi,” said Astrid, “leaving you missing and me to fend for myself. And that was a weight off my mind, David, because it had been bothering me that you weren’t related to me, so I couldn’t legally march off with you. But I don’t think any one could blame us now. Roll on Alan’s Mum, eh?”

“Brilliant!” said David. He could think of no other word for it.

Then he found he was aching to ask a hundred questions – not about Cousin Ronald, Uncle Bernard and Aunt Dot, but about all the other things. He was a little shy of asking, however, now he knew that Mr Wedding, sitting beside Astrid in the Mini, must be none other than Woden, All Father and Hidden One, and might not choose to answer questions. David managed to stop himself asking about Luke. He remembered now that Luke had been put in prison for killing someone called Baldur. And he thought he knew about Thor, and the Frys, and Mr Chew, who had given his name to Tuesday. But there was one thing he just had to ask.

“Er – Mr Wedding, who was the young man with the dragon?”

Mr Wedding turned his head and seemed surprised. “Don’t you know him? They called him Siegfried, or Sigurd in the North – a dragon-killer and a distant relative of mine. He was very famous in his day.”

“Oh,” said David. “Then the lady in there—?” He looked up the hill, through the streaming window of the car. The everlasting flames were bitten into ragged shapes by the rain.

“Brunhilda,” said Luke. “You must have heard of her.”

“She’s also related to me,” said Mr Wedding.

“Yes, but—” said David, and hardly knew which question to ask first.

“The story,” said Mr Wedding, “is told in various ways. But the main part is always the same: Siegfried went through those flames and won Brunhilda, and then pretended that it was another man who did it. Brunhilda married this other man, and Siegfried married the man’s sister. Then Brunhilda found the truth. She had Siegfried killed and left the world herself. She was not really mortal, you see.”

David was still puzzled. “Did he – Sigurd – like the other lady more, then? He didn’t seem to – just now, at Wallsey, I mean.”

“No. He was mistaken,” said Mr Wedding.

“Was that mistake your doing, by any chance?” Luke asked shrewdly. “Brunhilda seemed to think it was when she came to see me in prison.” Mr Wedding thoughtfully stroked the raven and said nothing. “I thought as much,” said Luke. “Their children might have threatened your power, eh? But she found another way of cutting your powers down when she took the hammer into those flames with her. Am I right?”

Mr Wedding sighed. “More or less. These things have to be, Luke. We’ve been in a poor way, these last thousand years, without the hammer. Other beliefs have conquered us very easily. But now, thanks to David, we’ll have our full strength for the final battle.” He turned and looked at Luke, smiling slightly. Luke looked back and did not smile at all.

It came home to David that Luke and Mr Wedding were going to be on opposite sides, when that final battle came. He was still trying to get used to this idea when the storm died away. The rain cleared, leaving a yellow evening sky with a rainbow mistily against it. Thor came down the hill, soaking wet and laughing, with the hammer hooked on his shoulder again.

“This is where we say goodbye,” said Mr Wedding. “I shall see you again, though.” He opened the car door and got out. “Coming, Luke?”

“I’ll stay for the moment,” Luke said, nestling comfortably in the corner of the back seat. Mr Wedding laughed and shut the door.

David climbed over to the front seat while Astrid started the engine. “Well, David,” she said. “That’s that.”

David looked at her to remind her that Luke was still there. There was the same expression on Astrid’s face that he had seen on the lady’s in the flames. David was rather surprised that she should be sad. Getting rid of Cousin Ronald seemed to him a thing to rejoice at. He looked away at first, because he thought that kind of sadness must be private. Then he thought of that other lady. He had wanted to do something for her because she was sad, and he knew he never would be able to. But he might manage to comfort Astrid.

“What’s the matter?” he said.

“Oh, what a comfort you’re here again,” she said. “Nothing you can help about, David. Wouldn’t you say it was worth it, to be really happy for a while, even if you knew you were going to end up sad ever after?”

David thought of the lady in the flames, asleep and sad for ever, and did not know. “What do you think?” he asked Luke.

“Tell you on Monday,” said Luke. “I have to go to sleep now. It’s urgent.”
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CHAPTER ONE

The Dog Star stood beneath the Judgement Seats and raged. The green light of his fury fired the assembled faces viridian. It lit the underside of the roof-trees and turned their moist blue fruit to emerald.

“None of this is true!” he shouted. “Why can’t you believe me, instead of listening to him?” He blazed on the chief witness, a blue luminary from the Castor complex, firing him turquoise. The witness backed hastily out of range.

“Sirius,” the First Judge rumbled quietly, “we’ve already found you guilty. Unless you’ve anything reasonable to say, be quiet and let the Court pass sentence.”

“No I will not be quiet!” Sirius shouted up at the huge ruddy figure. He was not afraid of Antares. He had often sat beside him as Judge on those same Judgement Seats – that was one of the many miserable things about this trial. “You haven’t listened to a word I’ve said, all through. I did not kill the luminary – I only hit him. I was not negligent, and I’ve offered to look for the Zoi. The most you can accuse me of is losing my temper—”

“Once too often, in the opinion of this Court,” remarked big crimson Betelgeuse, the Second Judge, in his dry way.

“And I’ve admitted I lost my temper,” said Sirius.

“No one would have believed you if you hadn’t,” said Betelgeuse.

A long flicker of amusement ran round the assembled luminaries. Sirius glared at them. The hall of blue trees was packed with people from every sphere and all orders of effulgence. It was not often one of the high effulgents was on trial for his life – and there never had been one so notorious for losing his temper.

“That’s right – laugh!” Sirius roared. “You’re getting what you came for, aren’t you? But you’re not watching justice done. I tell you I’m not guilty! I don’t know who killed that young fool, but it wasn’t me!”

“The Court is not proposing to go through all that again,” Antares said. “We have your Companion’s evidence that you often get too angry to know what you’re doing.”

Sirius saw his Companion look at him warningly. He pretended not to see her. He knew she was trying to warn him not to prove the case against him by raging any more. She had admitted only a little more than anyone knew. She had not really let him down. But he was afraid he would never see her again, and he knew it would make him angrier than ever to look at her. She was so beautiful: small, exquisite and pearly.

“If I were up there, I wouldn’t call that evidence,” he said.

“No, but it bears out the chief witness,” said Antares, “when he says he surprised you with the body and you tried to kill him by throwing the Zoi at him.”

“I didn’t,” said Sirius. He could say nothing more. He could only stand fulminating because his case was so weak. He refused to tell the Court that he had threatened to kill the blue Castor-fellow for hanging round his Companion, or that he had struck out at the young luminary for gossiping about it. None of that proved his innocence anyway.

“Other witnesses saw the Zoi fall,” said Antares. “Not to speak of the nova sphere—”

“Oh go to blazes!” said Sirius. “Nobody else saw anything.”

“Say that again,” Betelgeuse put in, “and we’ll add contempt of court to the other charges. Your entire evidence amounts to contempt anyway.”

“Have you anything more to say?” asked Antares. “Anything, that is, which isn’t a repetition of the nonsense you’ve given us up to now?”

Rather disconcerted, Sirius looked up at the three Judges, the two red giants and the smaller white Polaris. He could see they all thought he had not told the full story. Perhaps they were hoping for it now. “No, I’ve nothing else to say,” he said. “Except that it was not nonsense. I—”

“Then be quiet while our spokesman passes the sentence,” said Antares.

Polaris rose, quiet, tall and steadfast. Being a Cepheid, he had a slight stammer, which would have disqualified him as spokesman, had not the other two Judges been of greater effulgence. “D-denizen of S-sirius,” he began.

Sirius looked up and tried to compose himself. He had not had much hope all through, and none since they declared him guilty. He had thought he was quite prepared. But now the sentence was actually about to come, he felt sick. This trial had been about whether he, Sirius, lived or died. And it seemed only just to have occurred to him that it was.

“This Court,” said Polaris, “has f-found you guilty on three counts, namely: of m-murdering a young luminary s-stationed in Orion; of grossly m-misusing a Zoi to com-m-mit that s-said m-murder; and of culpable negligence, causing t-trepidation, irregularity and d-damage in your entire s-sphere of inf-fluence and l-leading t-to the l-loss of the Z-zoi.” For the moment, his stammer fazed him, and he had to stop.

Sirius waited. He tried to imagine someone else as denizen of his green sphere, and could not. He looked down, and tried not to think of anything. But that was a mistake. Down there, through the spinning star-motes of the floor, he looked into nothing. He was horrified. It was all he could do not to scream at them not to make him into nothing.

Polaris recovered himself. “In p-passing this s-sentence,” he said, “the Court takes into cons-sideration your high eff-ffulgency and the s-services you have f-formerly rendered the Court. In view of these, and the f-fact that you are l-liable to rages in which you cannot be s-said to be in your right m-mind, the Court has d-decided to revive an ancient p-prerogative to p-pass a s-special kind of s-susp-pended s-sentence.”

What was this? Sirius did not know what to think. He looked at his Companion, and then wished he had not, because of the doubt and consternation he saw in her.

“D-denizen of S-sirius,” said Polaris, “you are hereby s-sentenced to be s-stripped of all s-spheres, honours and eff-ffulgences and banished f-from here to the body of a creature native to that s-sphere where the m-missing Z-zoi is thought to have f-fallen. If, d-during the life s-span of that creature, you are able to f-find and retrieve the Z-zoi, the Court will be p-pleased to reinstate you in all your f-former s-spheres and d-dignities. F-failure to retrieve the Z-zoi will carry no f-further p-punishment. In the Court’s op-pinion, it is s-sufficient that you s-simply die in the manner natural to creatures of that s-sphere.”

Slow as Polaris was in giving this extraordinary sentence, Sirius had still barely grasped it when Polaris sat down. It was unheard of. It was worse than nothing, because it condemned him not only to exile but hope – hopeless, brutish hope, over a whole uncertain lifespan. He flared up again as he realised it.

“But that’s the most preposterous sentence I ever heard!”

“Quiet,” said Antares. “The Court orders the prisoner taken away and the sentence carried out.”

“Try saying preposterous, Polaris!” Sirius shouted as they led him away.

The sentence was carried out at once. When he came to himself, Sirius was no longer capable of protesting. He could not see clearly, or speak. Nor did he think much, either. He was very weak and very, very hungry. All his strength had to be spent fighting for food among a warm bundle of creatures like himself. He had just found himself a satisfactory slot and was feeding, when he felt himself plucked off again by a large invincible hand and turned upside down. He made noises in protest, and kicked a little.

A great gruff voice, probably a woman’s, said words he did not understand. “That’s the sixth beastly dog in this litter. To one bitch. Blast it!”

Sirius was plunked unceremoniously back, and fought his way to his slot again. He did not think much about anything but feeding for quite a while after that. Then he slept, wedged warmly among the other creatures, against a great hairy cliff. It was some days before he thought about anything but food and sleep.

But at length he was seized with an urge to explore. He set off, crawling strenuously on four short legs which seemed far too weak to carry his body. He tripped several times over the folds on the rough cloth he was crawling on. The other creatures were crawling vaguely about, too. More than once, Sirius was bowled over by one. But he kept on, blinking, trying to see where the strong light was coming from a little further off. He came to cold floor, where crawling was easier.

He was nearly in the strong, warm light, when footsteps clacked towards him. The ground shook. He stopped uncertainly. Once again, he was seized by something ineffably strong and turned upwards, kicking and undignified, towards a vaguely looming face. “You’re a bold one,” remarked the great gruff woman’s voice. Then, as Sirius blinked, trying to see what had caught him, the voice said, “I don’t like the look of your eyes, fellow. Something tells me Bess has been a naughty girl.”

Since he understood none of the sounds the gruff voice made, Sirius felt nothing but exasperation when he was put back in the dark on the rough cloth. Now he would have all that crawling to do again. He waited for the heavy footsteps to clack away, and then set off again.

It did no good. He was put back by someone – either the woman or a being with a hoarse youth’s voice – every time he reached the light. He cheeped with frustration. Something in him craved for that light. Why would they not let him have it?

He was in the doorway the next day, when they came – the woman, the hoarse youth, and another person. They nearly trod on him. Sirius knew it, and cowered down in terror. The woman, with an exclamation of annoyance, plucked him up from the cold floor into the light.

“Blast this one! It is a wanderer.” Sirius was quite used to being picked up by this time. He lay quiet. “Well?” said the woman. “What do you think, Mrs Canning dear? Those markings aren’t right, are they? And look at its eyes.”

Sirius felt the attention of the other person on him. It felt wrong, somehow. He struggled, and was firmly squeezed for his pains. “No,” said a new voice thoughtfully, and it troubled Sirius. It and the smell that went with it set up a ripple that was nearly a memory in his head. “Wrong eyes, wrong colour ears. Your bitch must have got out somehow, Mrs Partridge dear. What are the others like?”

“The same, with variations. Take a look.”

There were indignant cheepings that told Sirius that his companions, less used to being handled than he, were being bundled about too. Above the noise, the three voices held a long discussion. And below the cheeping, there was a deeper, anxious whining.

“Shut up, Bess! You’ve been a bad girl!” said the voice called Mrs Partridge. “So you don’t think these’ll fetch any money at all?”

“You might get a pound or so from a pet shop,” said the voice called Mrs Canning. “Otherwise—”

“Much obliged!” Mrs Partridge said. There was such an unmistakable note of anger in her voice that Sirius cringed and his companions stopped cheeping. They were silent when they were plunked back on the ground, though one or two whimpered plaintively when the big anxious mother licked them.

The footsteps went away, but two sets of them returned, briskly and angrily, not long after. All the puppies cringed instinctively.

“Blast you, Bess!” said Mrs Partridge. “Here I am with a parcel of mongrels, when I might have got nearly a hundred quid for this litter. Got that sack, Brian?”

“Uh-huh.” The hoarse youth never used many words. “Brick too. Oughtn’t we to leave her one, Mrs Partridge?”

“Oh, I suppose so,” the woman said impatiently. Sirius felt himself seized and lifted. “Not that one!” Mrs Partridge said sharply. “I don’t like its eyes.”

“Don’t you?” The youth seemed surprised, but he dumped Sirius down again and picked up the next nearest to set beside the mother. The mother whined anxiously, but she did not try to stop him as he seized the other puppies one by one and tossed them into dusty, chaffy darkness. They tumbled in anyhow, cheeping and feebly struggling. Sirius was carried, one of this writhing, squeaking bundle, pressed and clawed by his fellows, jolted by the movement of the sack, until he was nearly frantic. Then a new smell broke through the dust. Even in this distress it interested him. But, the next moment, their bundle swung horribly and dropped, more horribly still, into cold, cold, cold. To his terror, there was nothing to breathe but the cold stuff, and it choked him.

Once he realised it choked him, Sirius had the sense to stop breathing. But there was not much sense to the way he struggled. For as long as he had air and strength in his body, he lashed out with all his short weak legs, tore with his small feeble claws, and fought the darkness and the cold as if it were a live enemy. Some of the other puppies fought too, and got in one another’s way. But, one by one, they found the shock and the cold suffocation too much for them. Soon only Sirius was scratching and tearing at the dark, and he only kept on because he had a dim notion that anything was better than cold nothingness.

The darkness opened. Sirius did not care much about anything by then, but he thought he was probably dead. Being dead seemed to mean floating out into a grey-green light. It was not a light he could see by, and it was stronger above him. He had a feeling he was soaring towards the stronger light. Round bubbles, shining yellow, moved up past his eyes and put him in mind of another life he could not quite remember. Then the light was like a silver lid, thick and solid-looking overhead. It surprised him when he broke through the silver without pain or noise into a huge brightness that was blue and green and warm. It was too much for him. He took a gasping breath, choked, and became nothing more than a sodden wisp of life floating down a brisk river.

Behind him, at the bottom of the river, the rotten sack he had torn spread apart in the current and the other sodden wisps floated out. Two were beyond hope and were simply rolled along the mud and stones of the river bed. But four other wisps rose to the surface and were carried along behind the first. They went bobbing and twisting, one behind the other, round a bend in the river and between the sunny banks of a meadow. Here, the warmth beating from above began to revive Sirius a little. He came to himself enough to know that there was heat somewhere, and that he was helpless in some kind of nightmare. The only good thing in the nightmare was the heat. He came to depend on it.

The river passed hawthorn trees growing on its banks. The current carried Sirius through the shadow of one. He found himself suddenly in deep brown cold. The heat was gone. They had taken his one comfort away now. He was so indignant about it that he opened his eyes and tried to cheep a protest.

He could not manage a noise. But a second later, the river carried him out into sunlight again. Sun struck him full in the eyes and broke into a thousand dazzles on the ripples. Sirius snapped his eyes shut again. The brightness was such a shock that he became a limper wisp than ever and hardly knew that the warmth was back again.

It grew warmer – a golden, searching warmth. “It is you, Effulgency!” someone said. “I thought it was!”

This was quite a different order of voice from those Sirius had heard so far. It puzzled him. It was not a voice he knew, though he had a feeling he had heard its kind before. He was not sure he trusted it. All the voices he had heard so far had done him nothing but harm – and he had a notion he had known voices before that, which had done him no good either.

“You aren’t dead, are you?” the voice asked. It seemed anxious. It was a warm, golden voice, and, though it sounded anxious, there was a hint of ferocity about it, as if the speaker could be far more dangerous than Mrs Partridge and her friends if he chose.

Sirius was not sure if he was dead or not. He felt too weak to cope with this strong, fierce voice, so he floated on in silence.

“Can’t you answer?” The warmth playing on Sirius’s scrap of body grew stronger and hotter, as if the speaker was losing patience. Sirius was too far gone even to be frightened. He simply floated. “I suppose you can’t,” said the voice. “I think this is just too bad of them! Well, I’ll do what I can for you. Just let them try to stop me!”

The warmth stayed, lapping round Sirius, though he sensed that the speaker had gone. He floated a little way further, until he came up against some things that were long, green and yielding. Here the warmth caught and pinned him, gently rocking. It was almost pleasant. Meanwhile, the other four half-drowned puppies floated on in midstream, round bends, to where the river became wider and dirtier, with houses on its banks.

A shrill voice spoke strange words near Sirius. “Oh, eughky! There’s a dead puppy in the rushes!”

“Don’t touch it!” said a voice rather older and rougher. And a third voice, gentle and lilting, said, “Let me see!”

“Don’t touch it, Kathleen!” said the second voice.

However, there were splashings and rustlings. A pair of hands, a great deal smaller and much more shaky and nervous than Sirius was used to, picked him out of the water and held him high in the air. He did not feel safe. The shakiness of those hands and the cold air frightened him. He wriggled and managed to utter a faint squeak of fear. The hands all but dropped him.

“It isn’t dead! It’s alive! Poor thing, it’s frozen!”

“Someone tried to drown it,” said the shrillest voice.

“Throw it back in,” said the second voice. “It’s too small to lap. It’ll die anyway.”

“No it won’t.” The hands holding Sirius became defiantly steady. “It can have that old baby-bottle. I’m not going to let it die.”

“Mum won’t let you keep it,” the rough voice said nastily.

“She won’t. And the cats’ll kill it,” said the youngest voice. “Honest, Kathleen.”

The girl holding Sirius hugged him defensively to her chest and began to walk – bump, jerk, bump – away from the river across the meadow. “Poor little thing,” she said. The two boys followed, arguing with her. Their clamour hurt Sirius’s ears, and the girl kept jerking him by turning round to argue back. But he realised she was defending him from the other two and was grateful. Her convulsive hugging was making him feel safer and a great deal warmer. “Oh!” Kathleen exclaimed, bending over him. “Its tail’s wagging!”

Robin, the younger boy, demanded to see. “It’s a queer little tail,” he said doubtfully. “You don’t think it’s really a rat, do you?”

“No,” said Kathleen. “It’s a dog.”

“It’s a rat,” said Basil, the elder boy. “An Irish rat. Shamus O’Rat!”

“Shut up,” Kathleen said wearily.
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CHAPTER TWO

Sirius was brought somewhere warm, and tenderly put in a basket. He went to sleep. As he slept, his draggled coat dried and became slightly curly. The hair on his reddish lapped-over ears dried last of all, and then he was truly comfortable. He woke up, stretching his back pair of legs and his front hard and straight, to find there were hostile, alien things nearby.

These creatures did not speak. They had no language exactly. But they felt things so firmly and acutely that Sirius knew what they meant just as if they had spoken.

“What is it? It doesn’t smell nice.”

Sirius’s nose twitched. He did not care for the way these creatures smelt either, come to that.

“It’s one of those things that bark and chase you up trees.”

“Are you sure? It doesn’t look big enough.”

“That—” with great contempt “—is because it’s a baby still. It’ll grow.”

“They’d no business to bring it to our house!”

“It had better not chase us up trees!”

“Let’s get rid of it before it can.”

“We certainly will, the first chance we get. Don’t have anything to do with it till then. It’s beneath our notice.”

“Shoo! Get out, Tibbles. Buzz off, Romulus and Remus.” Kathleen and Robin came to kneel down beside the basket. The queer creatures vanished, in unmistakable disdain and annoyance. Sirius wagged his tail. Then he opened his eyes and tried to see what his two rescuers looked like. They were so big that he found it hard to focus on them.

“Funny tail!” said Kathleen, laughing.

“Funny eyes!” said Robin. “Kathleen, its eyes are green. Dogs don’t have green eyes, do they? Do you think it’s something else?”

“I know it’s a puppy,” said Kathleen.

“Basil’s going to say it’s a cat,” said Robin. “He’ll call it Shamus O’Cat, I know he will.”

“Let him,” Kathleen said recklessly. It was the only way she could express the feeling the puppy’s eyes gave her.

They were like grass-green drops in its round head, shining and deep. On top of the green was that milkiness that the eyes of all young creatures have, and she could tell that the puppy was finding it hard to see her. But, somewhere in the green depths, she had a glimpse of something huge and wonderful which made her almost feel respectful.

“Why not call it Shamus?” Robin suggested. “Then you’d get in first before Basil does.”

“That’s a silly name,” said Kathleen.

“Then you ought to give it a cat sort of name. How about Leo? That means a lion.”

“I think lions have yellow eyes,” Kathleen said dubiously. “But it’s more majestic than Shamus. I’ll think about it while I give him his bottle.”

She presented Sirius with a rubbery nozzle leaking milk. He fastened on it gladly, and Kathleen fed him tenderly – and far too much. Sirius was sick. It did not trouble him particularly, but Kathleen seemed to have a great deal of clearing up to do. And while she was clearing up, Sirius became aware of another presence.

This being was large – at least as large as Kathleen and Robin put together – and reminded him, just a little, of the woman called Mrs Partridge who had ordered the youth to drown him. She had the same certainty that she would get her own way. And she had – Sirius sensed at once – the same dislike of him. He cowered in the corner of the fender, feeling very small and helpless, while a hard, high voice beat the air about him. It was a voice that was at once very cold and full of all sorts of strong emotions.

“…bringing this filthy animal into my house without so much as a by your leave … not a scrap of consideration for my feelings … letting it make a mess all over the hearthrug, and goodness knows what germs it’s let loose. And what about the cats? You are a very thoughtless little girl, Kathleen. Lord knows, I’ve regretted every minute since Harry insisted on foisting you on me, but this is the last straw! It’s no good sitting there with that mulish look on your face, Kathleen. Robin, take the filthy little beast outside and drown it in the water-butt.”

“But, Duffie, somebody’d tried to drown him in the river!” Kathleen protested tremulously.

“Whoever it was had more sense than you!” the being called Duffie retorted. “Just look at the mess! Robin, you heard me!”

“I’m clearing the mess up,” Kathleen said miserably. “I’ll clear up any mess he makes, ever.”

“It’s because he’s only little, Mum,” Robin explained. “He didn’t know when he’d had enough. But he’ll be awfully useful when he grows up. What if burglars get in your shop?”

“There’s a perfectly good burglar-alarm. For once and for all, I am not having a dirty dog in my house!”

“Please, Duffie, let me keep him,” Kathleen pleaded. “I’ll make sure he isn’t dirty. He can be for a birthday present. I haven’t had one yet.”

This made the owner of the cold voice pause. She gave a nasty sigh of annoyance that raised the hair along Sirius’s back. “And feed it and buy it a licence and walk it and house-train it! I’d like to see a little sloven like you do all that! No.”

“If you let me keep him,” Kathleen said desperately, “I’ll do anything you want. I’ll do all the housework and cook the meals, and everything. I promise.”

There was another pause. “Well,” said the cold voice. “I suppose it’ll save me… All right. Keep the filthy thing. But don’t blame me if the cats tear it to pieces.”

Then the large being was gone and the air was peaceful again. Sirius found himself being picked up and hugged.

“Careful. You’ll make him sick again,” said Robin, and he wandered hastily off, for fear there might be more clearing up to do.

“You’ll be good, won’t you? I know you will,” Kathleen whispered to Sirius. Wet drops fell on his head and he wriggled. “You’ll be my very own faithful hound. I know you’re special, because of your eyes. We’ll have adventures together. And don’t you mind those cats. I’ll see they don’t hurt you.” Kathleen put Sirius gently back in his basket again and he fell asleep.

By the evening, he was recovered enough to scramble out and go exploring. He went, rocking on his four unsteady paws, with his fluffy string of a tail whipping backwards and forwards to keep his balance, in among the feet of the family. His nose glistened from all the new scents. The cats sat high up on shelves or tables, watching him resentfully. Sirius could feel their annoyance, but he could also feel that they did not dare do anything while the people were there, so he took no notice of them and concentrated on the feet. The children’s feet had cloth and rubbery stuff over them. Robin’s and Kathleen’s were much the same size, but the cloth on Kathleen’s was old and frayed. Basil’s feet were surprisingly large. While Sirius was sniffing them, Basil leant down and called him Shamus O’Cat.

“I’m thinking of calling him Leo, really,” said Kathleen.

“Rat would be better,” said Basil. “Shamus Rat.”

“Told you so,” said Robin.

There was a new pair of feet present belonging to someone Basil and Robin called Dad, and Kathleen called Uncle Harry. They were the largest feet of all, most interestingly cased in leather, with beautiful strings which came undone when they were bitten. Sirius backed away, his tail whipping, rumbling with delight, a taut shoelace clenched between his teeth.

A voice spoke, more like a clap of thunder than a voice. “Drop that!”

Sirius let go at once and meekly went on to the last pair of feet, which were Duffie’s. He did not like Duffie, nor the smell of Duffie, but her feet were interesting. The leather on them was only in straps, leaving the ends bare. The ends of both feet divided into a number of stumpy lumps with hard, flat claws on them that looked quite useless. He nosed them wonderingly.

“Get out of it!” said the cold voice.

Sirius obligingly retreated, and – whether it was his dislike of Duffie or simply a call of nature, he did not know – left a puddle between the two sets of toes.

“Oh Leo!” Kathleen plunged down on the spot with a cloth.

“Dirty Shamus Rat!” said Basil.

“That creature—” began Duffie.

The thunderous voice cut in, rumbling peaceably. “Now, now. You’ve had your say, Duffie. And I say a house isn’t complete without a dog. What did you say his name was, Kathleen?”

Sirius gathered that he was safe. What the thunderous voice said in this place, the other people obeyed. He went on exploring the room while they argued about what to call him.

The argument was never entirely settled. In the days that followed, Sirius found himself answering to Leo, Shamus, Shamus O’Cat, Shamus Rat, Rat, Dog, and That Creature. More names were added as time went on and then dropped. These were the most constant. Basil called him most of them. Duffie called him That Dog or That Creature. Robin usually called him Leo when he was alone with Kathleen, and Shamus if Basil was there. The thunderous voice never called him anything at all. Neither did the cats. Before long, it was only Kathleen who ever called him Leo.

Sirius did not mind. He could tell by the tone of their voices when they meant him, and he answered to that. He like Kathleen’s voice best. It was soft, with a lilt in it which none of the others had, and usually meant he was going to be fed or stroked. Duffie’s voice was the one he liked least and, next to hers, Basil’s. When Basil called him, it was to flip his nose or roll him painfully about. Even if he did neither of these things, Basil made Sirius feel small and weak, or troubled him by staring jeeringly at his eyes.

His eyes soon lost the milky, puppy look. They became first grass-green, then a lighter, wilder colour. “Wolf’s eyes,” said Basil, and added The Wolf temporarily to the names he called Sirius. About that time, Sirius discovered he could eat from a dish and gave up feeding from a bottle. He grew. And grew. And went on growing.

“Is this thing of yours going to turn out to be a horse?” wondered the thunderous voice, in one of its rare moments of interest.

“A Great Dane perhaps?” Robin suggested.

“Oh, I hope not!” Kathleen said, knowing how much Leo ate already. Sirius realised she was worried and wagged his tail consolingly outside his basket. It was a long, strong tail by this time, and he filled the basket to overflowing.

His tail was a great trial to everyone. He would wag it. He beat dust out of the carpet with it every time one of the household came into the room. He meant it as politeness. In a cloudy part of his mind, which he could never quite find, he knew he was grateful to them – even to Duffie – for feeding and housing him. But only Kathleen and Robin appreciated his courtesy. The rest said, “Must that creature thump like that?” and at other times there was a general outcry.

There were times when that tail seemed to have a life of its own. When he was trotting around the house, Sirius normally carried it arched upward in a crescent and forgot about it. He dimly thought, in that cloudy part of his mind, that he could not always have had a tail, because he never remembered it until it was too late. If the least thing happened to excite him, if Robin started to dance about, or Kathleen came in from shopping, Sirius would bound jovially forwards and his tail would go whipping round and round in circles, hitting everything in its path. Ornaments came off low tables and broke. Cats were battered this way and that. Papers flew about. Basil’s fossils were scattered. The next thing he knew, a cat was scratching him, or a strong arm was beating him. He was beaten oftener for wagging his tail than he was over house-training. One of the most constant memories he had of those early days was of lying aching and ashamed under the sideboard, while Kathleen, often in tears, cleared up a breakage or another kind of mess. Duffie was always looming above her.

“I warn you, Kathleen. If that creature ever gets into my shop, I shall have it destroyed.” Her cold voice was so menacing that Sirius always shivered.

The shop took up the two rooms in the front of the house. Duffie spent most of every day in it, either making odd whirrings and clatterings in the nearest room, or talking to all the people who came in and out in the room farthest away, which opened on the street. These people were mostly women with loud voices, who all called the owner Duffie. If Duffie happened to be in the living-room looming over Kathleen when they came, they would stand and shout, “What-ho, Duffie! It’s me!” until Duffie came.

Now, in those days, Sirius’s whole world was the house and the yard behind it. The shop left very little of the world downstairs over, so he was naturally curious to see into this shop. He was naturally curious anyway. Kathleen often said, “I know they say Curiosity killed the cat, but it ought to be killed the dog. Get your nose out, Leo.” Sirius made a number of attempts to poke his blunt, enquiring nose round the door that led to the shop. Duffie always stopped him. Mostly she kicked at him with a sandalled foot. Sometimes she hit him with a broom. And once, she slammed the door against his nose, which hurt him considerably. But he kept on trying. It was not that the dusty, clayey smell from beyond the door was particularly pleasing, or that he wanted to be with Duffie. It was that he felt he was being cheated of the greater part of his world. Besides, the cats were allowed inside, and he was rapidly becoming very jealous of those cats.

By this time, it would have been hard to say whether the cats were more jealous of Sirius than he of them. He envied the cats their delicacy and disdain, the ease with which they leapt to places far out of his reach, and the way they came and went so secretly. He could not go anywhere or do anything without somebody noticing. The cats, on their part, disliked him for being a dog, for being new, and for taking up everyone’s attention.

They were three rather neglected cats. Until Kathleen came, no one except Duffie had taken any notice of them at all. Duffie, from time to time, took it into her head that she loved cats. When this happened, she would seize a struggling cat, hold it against her smock and announce, “Diddumsdiddy, Mother loves a pussy then!”

Romulus and Remus, who were twin tabbies, both escaped from this treatment as soon as they could fight loose. But Tibbles bore it. She had an affectionate nature, and even this seemed better to her than total neglect. Tibbles was an elegant cat, mostly white, with a fine tabby patch on her back, and worthy of better treatment.

All three welcomed Kathleen with delight. She fed them generously, knew Romulus and Remus apart from the first, and gave Tibbles all the affection she wanted. Then Sirius came. Kathleen still fed the cats generously, but that was all Sirius would let her do. The day Sirius found Tibbles sitting on Kathleen’s knee was the first time he barked. Yapping in a furious soprano, he flung himself at Kathleen and managed to get his front paws almost above her kneecaps. Tibbles arose and spat. Her paw shot out, once, twice, three times, before Sirius could remove himself. He was lucky not to lose an eye. But he continued to bark and Tibbles, very ruffled, escaped on to the sideboard, furious and swearing revenge.

“Oh Leo!” Kathleen said reproachfully. “That’s not kind. Why shouldn’t she sit on my knee?”

Sirius did not understand the question, but he was determined that Tibbles should sit on Kathleen’s knee only over his dead body. Kathleen was his. The trouble was, he could not trust Kathleen to remember this. Kathleen was kind to all living things. She fed birds, rescued mice from the cats, and tried to grow flowers in a row of cracked cups on her bedroom windowsill. Sirius slept in Kathleen’s bedroom, at first in the basket, then on the end of her bed when the basket grew uncomfortably tight. Kathleen would sit up in bed, with a book open in front of her, and talk to him for hours on end. Sirius could not understand what she was saying, but he darkly suspected she was telling him of her abounding love for all creatures.

One night, when it was spitting with rain, Romulus forgot about Sirius and came in through Kathleen’s bedroom window to spend the night on her bed as he had done before Sirius came. That was the first time Sirius really growled. He leapt up rumbling. Romulus growled too and fled helter-skelter, knocking over Kathleen’s flower-cups as he went.

“You mustn’t, Leo,” said Kathleen. “He’s allowed to. Now look what you’ve made him do!” She was so miserable about her broken flowers that Sirius had to lick her face.

After that, Sirius knew the cats were putting their heads together to get revenge. He did not care. He knew they were clever, Tibbles especially, but he was not in the least afraid of them. He was at least twice their size by now and still growing. His paws, as Kathleen remarked, were as big as teacups, and he was getting some splendid new teeth. Robin, who was always reading books about dogs, told Kathleen that Leo was certainly half Labrador. But what the other half of him was, neither of them could conjecture. Sirius’s unusually glossy coat was a wavy golden-cream, except for the two red-brown patches, foxy red, one over each ear. Then there were those queer green eyes.

“Red Setter, perhaps?” Robin said doubtfully. “He’s got those feathery bits at the backs of his legs.”

“Mongrel,” said Basil. “His father was a white rat and his mother was a fox.”

“Vixen,” Robin corrected him.

“I thought you’d agree,” said Basil.

Kathleen, who seldom argued with Basil, said nothing and went away upstairs to make the beds, with Sirius trotting after. “I think you’re really a Griffin,” she said. “Look.” She opened the door of Duffie’s wardrobe so that Sirius could see himself in the long mirror.

Sirius did not make the mistake of thinking it was another dog. He did not even go round the back of the mirror to see how his reflection got there. He simply sat himself down and looked, which impressed Kathleen very much. “You are intelligent!” she said.

Sirius met his own strange eyes. He had no means of knowing they were unusual, but, all the same, just for a moment, he seemed to be looking at immeasurable distances down inside those eyes. There he saw people and places so different from Duffie’s bedroom that they were almost inconceivable. That was only for an instant. After that, they were only the green eyes of a fat curly puppy. Annoyed by something he could not understand, Sirius yawned like a crocodile, showing all his splendid new teeth.

“Come, come!” said Kathleen laughing. “You’re not that boring!”

Those splendid teeth had Sirius in trouble the next day. The urge was on him to chew. And chew and chew. He chewed his basket into a kind of grass skirt. Then he went on to the hearthrug. Kathleen tore the hearthrug out of his mouth and gave him an old shoe, imploring him not to chew anything else but that. Sirius munched it threadbare in half an hour and looked round for something else. Basil had left a box of fossils on the floor. Sirius selected a piece of petrified wood out of it, propped it between his front paws, and was settling down to some glorious gritty grating when Basil found him. Basil kicked him, rolling and howling, across the room.

“Stinking Rat! Do that again and I’ll kill you!”

Sirius dared not move. He wagged his tail apologetically and looked round for something else to bite on. Nicely within reach trailed a black chewy wire from a shelf above. He had his head up and the wire across the corners of his mouth in an ecstasy of chew, when Robin descended on him and put a stop to that.

“Kathleen! He’s eaten the telephone wire now!”

“I’ll go and buy a rubber bone,” said Kathleen. She went out. Robin, rapidly and furtively, dreading Duffie coming, wrapped black sticky tape round the telephone wire. Basil was anxiously making sure none of his fossils had been eaten.

No one attended to Sirius, crouched under the sideboard. He lay there, nose on paws, and there it came to him what it was he really wanted to chew. The ideal thing. With a little ticker-tack of claws, he crept to the door and up the stairs. He nosed open the door of the main bedroom without difficulty and, with a little more trouble, succeeded in opening the wardrobe too. Inside were shoes – long large leather shoes, with laces and thick chewable soles. Sirius selected the juiciest and took it under the bed to enjoy in peace.

The thunderous voice found him there and chased him round the house with a walking stick. Duffie spoke long and coldly. Kathleen wept. Robin tried to explain about teething. Basil jeered. And throughout, Tibbles sat thoughtfully on the sideboard, giving the inside of her left front leg little hasty licks, like a cat seized with an idea. Sirius saw her. To show his contempt and to soothe his feelings, he went into the kitchen and ate the cats’ supper. Then he lay down glumly to gnaw the unsatisfactory rubber thing Kathleen had bought him.

“That settles it,” said Duffie. “That Creature is not going to spend all day in the house when you go back to school. He’s going to be tied up in the yard.”

“Yes. Yes, all right,” Kathleen said humbly. “I’ll take him for walks when I get home. I’ll start getting him used to it today.”

She had bought something else besides the bone. There was a red jingly strap, which she buckled round Sirius’s neck. He did not like it. It was tight and it itched. But, twist as he might, he could not get it off. Then Kathleen hitched another strap with a loop at one end to the red one and, to his great delight, opened the side door on the outside world, where he had never been before.

Sirius set off down the side of the house in a delighted rush. He was brought up short with a jerk and a jingle. Something seemed to be pulling his neck. He strained. He dragged. He made hoarse choking-noises to show Kathleen what was wrong. He stood on his hind legs to be free.

“No, Leo,” said Kathleen. “You mustn’t pull.”

But he went on pulling. The indignity was too much. He was not a slave, or a prisoner. He was Sirius. He was a free luminary and a high effulgent. He would not be held. He braced his four legs, and Kathleen had to walk backwards, towing him.
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CHAPTER THREE

Being towed is hard on the paws, let alone the legs and ears. But Sirius was stiff with shock and Kathleen had to drag him right down the passage. He was not what he seemed. He felt as if the world had stopped, just in front of his forefeet, and he was looking down into infinite cloudy green depths. What was down in those depths frightened him, because he could not understand it.

“Really, Leo!” said Kathleen, at the end of the passage.

Sirius gave in and began to walk, absently at first, trying to understand what had happened. But he had no leisure to think. As soon as they were in the street, half a million new smells hit his nose simultaneously. Kathleen was walking briskly, and so were other legs round her. Beyond, large groaning things shot by with a swish and a queer smell. Sirius pulled away sideways to have a closer look at those things and was distracted at once by a deliciously rotten something in the gutter. When Kathleen dragged him off that, there were smells several dogs had left on a lamp-post and, beyond that, a savoury dustbin, decaying fit to make his mouth water.

“No, Leo,” said Kathleen, dragging.

Sirius was forced to follow her. It irked his pride to be so small and weak when he knew he had once been almost infinitely strong. How had he come to be like this? What had happened to reduce him? But he could not think of the answer when something black was trickling on the pavement, demanding to be sniffed all over at once.

“Leave it,” said Kathleen. “That’s dirty.”

It seemed to Sirius that Kathleen said this to everything really interesting. It seemed to Kathleen that she had said it several hundred times before they came to the meadow by the river. And here more new smells imperiously wanted attention. Kathleen took off the lead and Sirius bounded away, jingling and joyful, into the damp green grass. He ranged to and fro, rooting and sniffing, his tail crooked into a stiff and eager question mark. Beautiful. Goluptious scents. What was he looking for in all this glorious green plain? He was looking for something. He became more and more certain of that. This bush? No. This smelly lump, then? No. What then?

There was a scent, beyond, which was vaguely familiar. Perhaps that was what he was looking for. Sirius galloped questing towards it, with Kathleen in desperate pursuit, and skidded to a stop on the bank of the river. He knew it, this whelming brown thing – he dimly remembered – and the hair on his back stood up slightly. This was not what he was looking for. And surely, although it was brown and never for a second stopped crawling past him, by the smell it was only water? Sirius felt he had better test this theory – and quickly. The rate the stuff was crawling, it would soon have crawled right past and away if he did not catch it at once. He descended cautiously to it. Yes, it was water, crawling water. It tasted a good deal more full-bodied that the water Kathleen put down for him in the kitchen.

“Oh, no!” said Kathleen, panting up to find him black-legged and stinking, lapping at the river as if he had drunk nothing for a week. “Come out.”

Sirius obligingly came out. He was very happy. He wiped some of the mud off his legs on to Kathleen’s and continued his search of the meadow. He still could not think what he was looking for. Then, suddenly, as puppies do, he got exhausted. He was so tired that all he could do was to sit down and stay sitting. Nothing Kathleen said would make him move. So she sat down beside him and waited until he had recovered.

And there, sitting in the centre of the green meadow, Sirius remembered a little. He felt as if, inside his head, he was sitting in a green space that was vast, boundless, queer, and even more alive than the meadow in which his body sat. It was appalling. Yet, if he looked round the meadow, he knew that in time he could get to know every tuft and molehill in it. And, in the same way, he thought he might come to know the vaster green spaces inside his head.

“I don’t understand,” he thought, panting, with his tongue hanging out. “Why do those queer green spaces seem to be me?”

But his brain was not yet big enough to contain those spaces. It tried to close itself away from them. In doing so, it nipped the green vision down to a narrow channel, and urgent and miserable memories poured through. Sirius knew he had been wrongly accused of something. He knew someone had let him down terribly. How and why he could not tell, but he knew he had been condemned. He had raged, and it had been no use. And there was a Zoi. He had no idea what a Zoi was, but he knew he had to find it, urgently. And how could he find it, not knowing what it was like, when he himself was so small and weak that even a well-meaning being like Kathleen could pull him about on the end of a strap? He began whining softly, because it was so hopeless and so difficult to understand.

“There, there.” Kathleen gently patted him. “You are tired, aren’t you? We’d better get back.”

She got up from her damp hollow in the grass and fastened the lead to the red collar again. Sirius came when she dragged. He was too tired and dejected to resist. They went back the way they had come, and this time Sirius was not very interested in all the various smells. He had too much else to worry about.

As soon as Robin set eyes on Sirius, he said something. It was, “He’s pretty filthy, isn’t he?” but of course Sirius could not understand. Basil said something too, and Duffie’s cold voice in the distance said more. Kathleen hastily fetched cloths and towels and rubbed Sirius down and, all the while, Duffie talked in the way that made Sirius cower. He suddenly understand two things. One was that Duffie – and perhaps the whole family – had power of life and death over him. The other was that he needed to understand what they said. If he did not know what Duffie was objecting to, he might do it again and be put to death for it.

After that he fell asleep on the hearthrug with all four paws stiffly stretched out, and was dead to the world for a time. He was greatly in the way. Robin shoved him this way, Basil that. The thunderous voice made an attempt to roll him away under the sofa, but it was like trying to roll a heavy log, and he gave up. Sirius was so fast asleep that he did not even notice. While he slept, things came a little clearer in his mind. It was as if his brain was forced larger by all the things which had been in it that day.

He woke up ravenous. He ate his own supper, and finished what the cats had left of the second supper Kathleen had given them. He looked round hopefully for more, but there was no more. He lay sighing, with his face on his great clumsy paws, watching the family eat their supper – they always reserved the most interesting food for themselves – and trying with all his might to understand what they were saying. He was pleased to find that he had already unwittingly picked up a number of sounds. Some he could even put meanings to. But most of it sounded like gabble. It took him some days to sort the gabble into words, and to see how the words could be put with other words. And when he had done that, he found that his ears had not been picking up the most important part of these words.

He thought he had learnt the word walk straight away. Whenever Kathleen said it, he sprang up, knowing it meant a visit to the green meadow and the crawling water. In his delight at what that word meant, his tail took a life of its own and knocked things over, and he submitted to being fastened to the strap because of what came after. But he thought these pleasures were packed into a noise that went ork. Basil discovered this, and had great fun with him.

“Pork, Rat!” he would shout. “Stalk! Cork!”

Each time, Sirius sprang up, tail slashing, fox-red drooping ears pricked, only to be disappointed. Basil howled with laughter.

“No go, Rat. Auk, hawk, fork!”

In fact, Basil did Sirius a favour, because he taught him to listen to the beginnings of words. By the end of a week, Sirius was watching for the noise humans made by pouting their mouth into a small pucker. It looked a difficult noise. He was not sure he would ever learn to make it himself. But he knew that when ork began with this sound, it was real, and not otherwise. He did not respond to fork or talk and Basil grew quite peevish about it.

“This Rat’s no fun any more,” he grumbled.

Kathleen was relieved that Leo had almost stopped chewing things. Sirius was too busy learning and observing to do more than munch absently on his rubber bone. He ached for knowledge now. He kept perceiving a vast green something in himself, which was always escaping from the corner of his eye. He could never capture it properly, but he saw enough of it to know that he was now something stupid and ignorant, slung on four clumsy legs, with a mind like an amiable sieve. He had to learn why this was, or he would never be able to understand about a Zoi.

So Sirius listened and listened, and watched till his head ached. He watched cats as well as humans. And slowly, slowly, things began to make sense to him. He learnt that animals were held to be inferior to humans, because they were less clever, and smaller and clumsier. Humans used their hands in all sorts of devious, delicate ways. If there was something their hands could not do, they were clever enough to think of some tool to use instead. This perception was a great help to Sirius. He had odd, dim memories of himself using a Zoi rather as humans used tools. But animals could not do this. That was how humans had power of life and death over them.

Nevertheless, Sirius watched, fascinated, the way the cats, and Tibbles in particular, used their paws almost as cleverly as humans. Tibbles could push the cover off a meat dish, so that Romulus and Remus could make their claws into hooks and drag out the meat inside. She could pull down the catch of the kitchen window and let herself in at night if it was raining. And she could open any door that did not have a round handle. Sirius would look along his nose to his own great stumpy paws and sigh deeply. They were as useless as Duffie’s feet. He might be stronger than all three cats put together, but he could not use his paws as they did. He saw that this put him further under the power of humans than the cats. Because of their skill, the cats lived a busy and private life outside and inside the house, whereas he had to wait for a human to lead him about. He grew very depressed.

Then he discovered he could be clever too.

It was over the smart red jingly collar. Kathleen left it buckled round his neck after the first walk. Sirius hated it. It itched, and its noise annoyed him. But he very soon saw that it was more than an annoyance – it was the sign and tool of the power humans had over him. One of them – Basil for instance – had only to take hold of it to make him a helpless prisoner. If Basil then flipped his nose or took his bone away, it was a sign of the power he felt he had.

So Sirius set to work to make sure he could be free of that collar when he wanted. He scratched. And he scratched. And scratched. Jingle, jingle, jingle went the collar.

“Make that filthy creature stop scratching,” said Duffie.

“I think his collar may be on too tight,” said Robin. He and Kathleen examined it and decided to let it out two holes.

This was a considerable relief to Sirius. The collar no longer itched, though in its looser state it jingled more annoyingly than before. That night, after a little manoeuvring under Kathleen’s bed, he managed to hook it to one of Kathleen’s bedsprings and tried to pull it off by walking away backwards. The collar stuck behind his ears. It hurt. It would not move. He could not get it off and he could not get it on again. He could not even get it off the bedspring. His ears were killing him. He panicked, yelping and jumping till the bed heaved.

Kathleen sat up with a shriek. “Leo! Help! There’s a ghost under my bed!” Then she added, much more reasonably, “What on earth are you doing, Leo?” After that, she switched on the light and came and looked. “You silly little dog! How did you get into that pickle? Hold still now.” She unhooked Sirius and dragged him out from under the bed. He was extremely grateful and licked her face hugely. “Give over,” said Kathleen. “And let’s get some sleep.”

Sirius obediently curled up on her bed until she was asleep again. Then he got down and started scratching once more. Whenever no one was near, he scratched diligently, always in the same place, on the loops of the loose skin under his chin. It did not hurt much there and yet, shortly, he had made himself a very satisfactory raw spot.

“Your horse has his collar on too tight,” the thunderous voice told Kathleen. “Look.”

Kathleen looked, and felt terrible. “Oh, my poor Leo!” She let the collar out three more holes.

That night, to his great satisfaction, Sirius found he could leave the collar hanging on the bedspring, while he ambled round the house with only the quiet ticker-tack of his claws to mark his progress. It was not quite such an easy matter to get the collar on again. Kathleen woke twice more thinking there was a ghost under her bed, before Sirius thought of pushing his head into the collar from the other side. Then it came off the bedspring and on to his neck in one neat movement. He curled up on Kathleen’s bed feeling very pleased with himself.

This piece of cunning made Sirius much more confident. He began to suspect that he could settle most difficulties if he thought about them. His body might be clumsy, but his mind was quite as good as any cat’s. It was fortunate he realised this because, one afternoon when Kathleen, Robin and Basil were all out, long before Sirius had learnt more than a few words of human speech, Tibbles did her best to get rid of him for good.

Sirius, bored and lonely, drew himself quietly up on to the sofa and fell gingerly asleep there. He liked that sofa. He considered it unfair of the humans that they insisted on keeping all the most comfortable places for themselves. But he did not dare do more than doze. Duffie was moving about upstairs. It seemed to be one of the afternoons when she did not shut herself away in the shop and, Sirius had learnt by painful experience, you had to be extra wary on those days.

He had been dozing there for nearly an hour, when Romulus jumped on him. He hit Sirius like a bomb, every claw out and spitting abuse. Sirius sprang up with a yelp. He was more surprised than anything at first. But Romulus was fat and determined. He dug his claws in and stuck to Sirius’s back and Sirius, for a second or so, could not shake him off. In those seconds, Sirius became furiously angry. It was like a sheet of green flame in his head. How dared Romulus! He hurled the cat off and went for him, snarling and showing every pointed white tooth he had. Romulus took one look. Then he flashed over the sofa arm and vanished. Sirius’s teeth snapped on empty air. By the time he reached the carpet, Romulus was nowhere to be seen.

A bubbling hiss drew Sirius’s attention to Remus, crouched in the open doorway to the shop. Remus bared his teeth and spat. At that, Sirius’s rage flared vaster and greener still. He responded with a deep rumbling growl that surprised him nearly as much as it surprised Remus. A great ridge of fur came up over his back and shoulders and his eyes blazed green. Remus stared at this nightmare of eyes, teeth and bristle, and his own fur stood and stood and stood, until he was nearly twice his normal size. He spat. Sirius throbbed like a motor cycle and crept forward, slow and stiff-legged, to tear Remus to pieces. He was angry, angry, angry.

Remus only waited to make sure Sirius was indeed coming his way. Then he bolted without courage or dignity. He had done what his mother wanted, but not even for Tibbles was he going to face this nightmare a second longer than he had to. When Sirius reached the door of the shop there was no sign of Remus. There was only Tibbles, alone in the middle of a dusty floor.

Sirius stopped when his face was round the door. In spite of his rage, he knew something was not right here. This door should have been shut. Tibbles must have opened it. She must be trying to tempt him inside for reasons of her own. The prudent thing would be not to be tempted. But he had always wanted to explore the shop, and he was still very angry. To see what would happen, he pushed the door further open and let out another great throbbing growl at Tibbles.

At the sight and sound of him, Tibbles became a paper-thin archway of a cat, and her tail stood above in a desperate question mark. Was this a puppy or a monster? She was terrified. But she stood her ground because this was her chance to get rid of it.

Her terror gave Sirius rather an amusing sense of power. Slow and stiff-legged, he strutted into the room. Tibbles spat and drifted away sideways, so arched that she looked like a piece of paper blowing in the wind. Sirius saw she wanted him to chase her. Just for a moment, he did wonder how it would feel to take her arched and narrow back between his teeth and shake his head till she snapped, but he was sure she would jump out of reach somewhere before he could catch her. So he ignored her. Instead, he swaggered across the dusty floor to look at the objects piled by the walls and stacked on the shelves.

He sniffed them cautiously. What were these things? As curiosity gained the upper hand in him, his growl died away and the hair on his back settled down into glossy waves again. The things had a blank, muddy smell. Some were damp and pink, some pale and dry, some again shiny and painted in ugly grey-greens. They were something like the cups humans drank out of, and he thought they might be made of the same stuff as the dish labelled DOG in which Kathleen gave him his water. But Sirius could not have got his tongue into most of them. No human could have drunk out of any.

Then he remembered the thing on the living-room mantelpiece Kathleen had smashed that morning when she was dusting. It had held one rose. Duffie had been furious.

Sirius understood now. These things were rose-holders and they broke. Let a dog chase a cat among them and the result would be spectacular. Duffie would certainly carry out all her cold threats. It was clever of Tibbles.

Cautiously, carefully, walking stiff-legged in order not to knock anything, Sirius explored the two rooms thoroughly. He sniffed at rows of hand-thrown pottery. He nosed glaze. He investigated damp new clay. He put his feet on a stool to examine the pink and dusty wheel on which Duffie made the things, and snuffed at the oven where she fired them. That was a better smell than most. It brought a queer tinge of homesickness.

He went into the shop itself, where rows of shiny pots in dull colours waited for people to buy them. He did not find it very interesting. In fact, the whole place was rather a disappointment. It astonished him that even Duffie could find things like this important. But he was sure she did. The cold dusty smell of the place matched her personality.

Tibbles followed him about like a drifting outraged shadow. How could the creature resist chasing her to go sniffing about like this? But Sirius took no notice of her at all. When he had seen enough, he turned carefully and carefully pit-patted towards the open door. He was going back to the sofa.

It was too much for Tibbles. Determined to carry out her plan, she dashed at Sirius and clawed his face. Then she leapt for a high shelf in the place where pottery was stacked thickest.

That was her undoing. She was in too much of a hurry to judge her jump properly, or perhaps she was simply confident that Sirius would be blamed for anything that broke. She missed the space she was aiming for and collided with a mighty purple vase. Slowly and imposingly, the vase tipped over, knocked Tibbles sideways and fell into a heap of pots beneath. Tibbles just managed to hook her claws into the very end of the shelf, where she hung, scrabbling underneath the shelf for a foothold. Sirius bolted, with the smash ringing in his ears. He had a last sight of Tibbles desperately hanging and scrabbling, and the other end of the shelf tipping sharply upwards.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Sirius shot soundlessly across the living-room carpet. His hind legs were instinctively lowered and his tail wrapped under them. Duffie was pounding downstairs. From the shop came smash after crash after smash. Pots were sliding down the sloping shelf, over the helpless Tibbles, and breaking one upon another in a heap by the doorway.

As Duffie burst into the living-room, Sirius shot into the kitchen, shot across it to the space under the sink and crammed himself in behind the waste-bucket. Romulus was hiding there too. He spat half-heartedly at Sirius, but both of them knew the situation was too serious for fighting. They both crouched, trembling, packed side by side into the slimy space, listening to the dreadful noises from the shop.

In the heat of the moment, Sirius and Romulus found they were communicating with one another.

“What happened? What went wrong?”

“It was her fault. She jumped on a shelf. Everything fell off it.”

“She’s being killed. Do something!”

“You do something.”

It certainly sounded as if Tibbles was being killed. There was more heavy crashing, and cold high yelling from Duffie. After that came a dreadful screech, half cat, half human. Remus shot into the kitchen, a fat stripy streak of panic, and made for the waste-pail too. When he saw Sirius and Romulus already there, he stopped, looped into a frenzy, glaring.

“Help! Let me hide! She’s killing us!”

Duffie was now raving round the living-room. “Where’s that flaming CAT?”

At the sound, Remus somehow packed himself in beside Romulus, quivering as if there was a motor inside him. Sirius found himself being oozed out on the other side. “Hey!”

“Sorry, sorry, sorry!” shivered Remus. “Oh, ye gods!”

There was a scream like a steam-siren from the next room. Something crashed, probably a new rose-holder. “Damn!” yelled Duffie. “Got you, you fiend!” It was clear Tibbles had been caught. A heavy, sharp thumping began. It was as strong and regular as the noise Kathleen had made when she hung the carpets on the clothesline and beat them with a beater. Duffie yelled in time with the thumps, “I’ll – teach – you – to – break – my – pottery!”

Sirius found he could not have this. Whatever Tibbles deserved, it was not being beaten to death. His dog’s hatred of strife in his family fetched him out from under the sink. That, and a strong green sense of justice, sent him scampering to the living-room, followed by a gust of amazement from Remus and Romulus.

Duffie had her sandals planted wide apart on the hearthrug. She had Tibbles dangling wretchedly from one hand, curled as stiff and small as possible, while the other hand clouted away at Tibbles, hard and rhythmically. At the sight, Sirius’s green sense of justice became mixed with anger. He would dearly have liked to plant his jawful of white teeth in the bulging muscle of Duffie’s calf. He had to tell himself she would taste nasty, he wanted to bite her so much. He launched himself at Duffie instead, and managed to land hard against her stomach before he fell on the floor. Duffie staggered.

“Drat you, animal! Get away!”

Sirius got up and began to leap about Duffie, reaching for Tibbles and barking excitedly.

“Will you stop interfering!” Duffie shouted, lashing out with a sandal.

Sirius knew he was not big enough to reach Tibbles. Duffie was holding her dangling high out of reach. But he ran in a swift figure of eight around her feet as she kicked out, and made her overbalance. Duffie loosened her hold on Tibbles in order to catch at the mantelpiece. Tibbles dropped with a thump on all four feet and was off like a white flash upstairs.

“Damn!” shrieked Duffie, and lunged at Sirius. He ran away round the sofa, expecting to be beaten with a broom again.

Luckily, they had only been twice round the sofa when the side door opened and Robin, Basil and Kathleen trooped in.

“What’s going on?” said Basil.

To the surprise and relief of Sirius, Duffie forgot about him and began to rage long and shrilly about the damage those wretched cats had done in the shop. While the side-door was open, Romulus and Remus seized their chance and fled through it. Neither of them reappeared again that day. Sirius supposed it would have been prudent of him to do the same, but he was not really tempted. He was too glad to see Kathleen again. He jumped up against her and squeaked with pleasure.

While Duffie was busy dramatically throwing open the shop door and pointing to the heap of smithereens inside, Kathleen wrapped her arms round Sirius. “I’m glad it wasn’t you for once,” she whispered.

It seemed unfair to Sirius that it should be Kathleen who cleared up the broken pottery. But he had noticed that Kathleen always did do an unfair amount of work. He lay and whined in protest outside the shop door, until she had finished and was able to take him to the meadow.

Duffie, meanwhile, stumped away upstairs to find Tibbles. But Tibbles had hidden herself cunningly in the very back of the airing-cupboard and Duffie did not find her.

After supper that evening, Duffie angrily shut herself in the shop and worked away at her potter’s wheel to replace some of the breakages. When she heard the wheel whirring, Tibbles dared at last to emerge. Very sore and ruffled and hungry, she limped downstairs and into the living-room. Only Sirius saw her. Robin, Kathleen, Basil and the thunderous voice were all crowded round the table over some kind of game. Sirius was on the hearthrug with a tough raw bone propped between his paws and his head laid sideways, grating deliciously with his back teeth. He looked at Tibbles across his nose. Tibbles stopped short in the doorway, seeing him looking.

“It’s all right. It’s quite safe,” Sirius told her. “She’s in the shop. And there’s a whole lot of scraps still down in the kitchen.”

Tibbles did not reply. She stepped off delicately to the kitchen, shaking each front paw with a ladylike shudder before she put it down. Sirius, in a dog’s equivalent of a shrug, went back to his bone.

Quite a while later, when Sirius had done with the bone and was snoozing, Tibbles limped out of the kitchen and came slowly over to the hearthrug. Though she looked rather less wretched, she was still very ruffled. She sat down, wrapped her tail across her front feet, and stared fixedly at Sirius.

“I still hurt. It’s all your fault.”

Sirius raised an eyebrow and rolled one green eye up at her. “It was your fault, too. But I’m sorry. I was afraid she was going to kill you.”

“She was,” said Tibbles. “She loves those silly mud pots. Thank you for stopping her.” She raised a front paw and licked it half-heartedly. “I feel awful,” she said miserably. “What can I do?”

“Come over here and I’ll lick you,” Sirius suggested, greatly daring.

He expected Tibbles to treat the suggestion with contempt, but, instead, she got up and, casually, as if she did not care particularly, she settled down between his front paws. Most astonished and very flattered, Sirius gingerly licked her back. She tasted clean and fluffy.

“Further up and over to the right,” Tibbles said, tucking her paws under her gracefully.

Half an hour later, Kathleen looked up from the cards. “Goodness gracious!” she exclaimed. “Just look at that now!”

Everybody looked, and exclaimed to see Tibbles tucked up like a tuffet between the forepaws of the dog with the dog’s head resting against her. Tibbles had flat wet patches all over the tabby part of her back from being licked.

When she saw them looking, she raised her head and stared at them defiantly. “And why shouldn’t I sit here?” Then she turned her pink nose gently to Sirius’s black one and settled down to purring again.

Sirius’s heavy tail flapped on the carpet. He felt warm and proud to have this lovely white cat purring against him. He looked down at her small humped shape and wondered. It was familiar. So, in a dim back-to-front way, was everything that had happened that afternoon. Some time, in a misty green past, there had been a time with three other beings when he had flown into a rage, only then, as far as he could remember, the disaster had been his and not his Companion’s.

Then he remembered, and with great sadness. Once, somewhere else, he had had a Companion, as small and white and nearly as elegant as Tibbles. He had loved this Companion with all his heart, and given her anything she wanted. Then he had been forced to leave her. He could not remember why, but remembering just that was bad enough. He was glad Tibbles was there to make up for it a little. And Kathleen. Sirius cast an eye up at Kathleen, sighing. He had Kathleen and now Tibbles. Perhaps he should not be sad after all. But deep down inside him there was such green misery that he could have cried, if dogs could cry.

That night Tibbles came and curled up on Kathleen’s bed beside Sirius. “You’re heavy, the two of you,” Kathleen said, heaving them about with her feet. “If you weren’t so warm, I’d kick you off.” She managed to find a space for her feet along beside the wall and fell asleep murmuring, “I’m glad you like one another. But what about poor old Romulus and Remus?”

However, to Kathleen’s pleasure, her puppy now got on well with all three cats. Romulus and Remus were not as affectionate to Sirius as Tibbles, but that was because it was not in their nature. But they liked him. They respected him for rescuing Tibbles when neither of them would have dared. And he was big enough to warm a number of cats at once. It became quite a regular thing – as soon as the cats had ceased keeping out of Duffie’s way – to find all four animals piled together in a heap on the hearthrug, the cats purring and Sirius lazily thumping his tail. Sirius liked this heap. It reminded him of the time when he had wriggled in a crowd of other puppies.

He became very fond of all three cats. They were quaint and knowing. It made him feel cleverer to be friends with them, and it made him feel very clever indeed when he discovered that they could not understand what humans said.

Before long, Sirius was understanding most of human talk. The cats could never learn more than a word or two. They came to depend on Sirius to tell them if anything important was being said. Whenever Duffie went into one of her cold rages, they would come and ask Sirius anxiously what had annoyed her this time. It gave him a pleasant sense of superiority to be able to tell them, even if what he had to say was, “I put mud on the sofa,” or, “Kathleen gave me a bone when there was still some meat on it.”

“It’s a pity,” Tibbles remarked once, reflectively licking a paw, “that she hates you so much. Perhaps you ought to go and live somewhere else.”

“I don’t think Kathleen would like me to go,” Sirius said.

“Kathleen could go with you. She hates her, too,” Tibbles observed.

Sirius knew that. One of the first things he tried to find out, as soon as he understood enough talk, was why Duffie hated Kathleen so. It was not easy to discover, because there were so many things connected with it that he did not quite understand. He had to find out why Basil was always jeering at Kathleen for being Irish, and what it meant to be Irish, and why Kathleen spoke in a clipped, lilting way which was different from the rest of the family.

Then, one night, Sirius heard a man talking on television in the same rapid but singing accent. Up to then, he had not realised he could learn anything from either the television or the radio. He tried to attend to both after that. The radio defeated him. It spoke in a blank, boxy voice, and it had no face or picture to show him what it was talking about, but the television proved easy to follow and much more informative. At length, he had it all sorted out.

The family was English, and they were called Duffield, but Kathleen was from a country called Ireland, where bad things were happening, and her name was Kathleen O’Brien. In some parts of Ireland, Sirius gathered, cars and buildings were sent up in flames, and people were killed by other people when they answered a knock at their front door.

Sometimes the Irish people came and did this in England, too, which accounted for some of the things Basil said. Kathleen’s mother was some kind of relation to Mr Duffield – he of the thunderous voice – but she had left Ireland when the trouble started and run away to America. And Kathleen’s father had been put in prison for taking part in the violence. So Mr Duffield had sent for Kathleen to come and live with them.

Try as he might, Sirius could not connect Kathleen with the scenes of violence he saw on television. She was the gentlest and most reliable person in the household. But it was plain that both Basil and Duffie did.

Duffie’s real name was Daphne Duffield, and she disliked Kathleen for a number of reasons. She had been very angry that Mr Duffield had not consulted her before sending for Kathleen. That started it. Then Kathleen had no money, except a very little her father had once sent her from prison. Duffie went on at great length, whenever she was cross – which was frequently – about having another mouth to feed, and the cost of clothes, and the cost of Sirius, and the cost of all the china Kathleen broke washing up, and a great many other costs. And Duffie disliked Irish people. She called them feckless. She called Kathleen lazy and stupid and sluttish.

Kathleen did all the cooking and most of the housework and dozens of odd jobs as well. But because she was not much older than Robin, she did not always do these things well. Some things she had never done before, some she was not strong enough to do, and sometimes she would start playing with Sirius and forget that she was supposed to be cleaning out the bathroom. Then Duffie came and said all these things, cold and high, making Kathleen tremble and Sirius cower.

Duffie always concluded her scolding with, “And I shall have that creature destroyed unless you mend your ways.”

Sirius learnt that he was being used to blackmail Kathleen into doing all the work and being scolded into the bargain. When Kathleen had brought him home as a tiny sopping puppy and Duffie had been so very angry, Kathleen had promised to help in the house if Duffie let her keep Sirius. Duffie held her to it. By the end of the summer, Duffie was doing nothing but make pots and scold Kathleen. And Sirius began to long to sink his teeth in Duffie. When she grew cold and shrill at Kathleen, Sirius would eye her bulging calves and yearn with a great yearning to plant a bite in one. He did not do it, because he knew it would not help Kathleen at all. Instead, he rumbled deep in his chest and shook all over with the effort of not biting Duffie.

He wished Mr Duffield would stop Duffie treating Kathleen so badly, but he soon learnt that Mr Duffield was only interested in the work that took him out of the house every day till evening and only complained if Duffie made him uncomfortable. Duffie was not usually unpleasant to Kathleen in the evenings.

Basil was unpleasant to Kathleen most of the time. Sirius soon gathered that Basil did not really dislike Kathleen. He was just imitating Duffie.

As Sirius grew larger, and larger still, Basil ceased to frighten him at all. Whenever he saw that Basil’s mindless jeering was getting on Kathleen’s nerves, Sirius stopped him. Usually it was only necessary to distract Basil by starting a game. But if Basil was being very bad tempered, Sirius found he could shut him up by staring at him. If he fixed his queer green eyes on Basil’s light blue ones and glared, Basil would round on him and jeer at him instead.

“Shamus Wolf! Sneaking filthy mongrel! Rat redears!” Sirius never minded this at all.

“I read in a book that no animal could look a human in the eyes,” Robin once remarked unwisely.

“Leo’s unusual,” said Kathleen.

Basil punched Robin’s nose. He was about to go on and punch Robin everywhere else, but Sirius rose, rumbling all over, and pushed in between them. Robin ran away and locked himself in the broom-cupboard. Basil was frightened. He saw he could easily turn Shamus Wolf into a permanent enemy, and that would be a waste, since he was far more fun that the stupid cats.

“I’ll take the Rat for his walk, if you like,” he offered. The Rat was only too ready to come. And, as Kathleen was busy trying to scrape dozens and dozens of tiny new potatoes, she agreed.

So Basil and Sirius went and raced round and round the green meadow, shouting and barking vehemently. They met four other dogs and five other boys, and all of them ran up and down in the mud at the edge of the river until they were both black and weary. When they came home, Robin was waiting, rather puffy-eyed, to fling his arms round Sirius and get licked. Sirius licked him tenderly. He was fond of Robin and knew his position was a difficult one. Robin was the only one in the family who liked Kathleen, and he adored dogs. But he was only a little boy. He was scared of Basil and he wanted to please Duffie.

Unfortunately, Sirius had forgotten how muddy he was. Mud went on Robin and got plastered on the kitchen floor as well. Duffie came in and coldly raged. Kathleen was in the middle of cooking supper, but she had to find time to get Robin clean clothes and wash the kitchen floor, while Basil jeered and Robin wavered miserably between jeering too and offering to help. It was one of many times when Sirius felt he would be doing Kathleen a kindness if he ran away.

He did not run away because, as he had told Tibbles, he knew it would make Kathleen unhappy. Besides, there were times when Duffie was safely in her shop when he had great fun. Robin, Kathleen – and Basil too, if he was in the mood – would do a romp-thing in the living-room, of which the aim seemed to be to stuff Sirius under the sofa – only they usually lost sight of the aim and ended simply rolling in a heap.

Or they would all go out to the meadow and throw sticks for Sirius to fetch out of the river. Sirius fetched the stick, but the rule was that he would not bring it to be thrown again. They had to catch him first. He was an expert at dodging. He would wait, with the fringed elbows of his forelegs almost on the ground and the stick temptingly in his mouth, until all three children were almost upon him and putting out their hands to seize the stick. Then he would bounce between them and be away to the other end of the meadow before they could move.

The very best times were when Kathleen and Sirius, not to speak of Tibbles, had gone to bed in Kathleen’s room. Nobody went to sleep for at least an hour. First Kathleen and Sirius had a silly game which went very quickly round and round Kathleen’s bed. Kathleen tried to crawl and keep her face hidden at the same time, laughing and laughing, while Sirius ploughed rapidly after her, trying to lick her face and giving out panting grunts, which were his way of laughing. They played this most nights until Tibbles had had enough and boxed Sirius’s ears. Then Kathleen would settle down with a book and talk. She liked reading aloud, so she read to Sirius. Sometimes she explained the book as she read it. Sometimes she just talked.

As Sirius understood more and more human talk, he learnt a great deal from this – more than he learnt from watching television. Tibbles would sit, placid and queenly, washing herself, until she sensed something was interesting Sirius particularly. Then she would ask for an explanation. The odd thing was that, in her own way, Tibbles often knew more than Kathleen.

One night, Kathleen was reading a book of fairy stories. “They’re fine stories,” she explained to Sirius, “but they’re not true. Mind you don’t go believing them now.”

Sirius liked the stories too, but he was not sure Kathleen was right. He had a notion some of them had more truth in them than Kathleen thought. Kathleen said suddenly, “Oh, listen to this, Leo!” and she read, “Of all the hounds he had seen in the world, he had seen no dogs the colour of these. The colour that was on them was a brilliant shining white, and their ears red; and as the exceeding whiteness of the dogs glittered, so glittered the exceeding redness of their ears. Fancy that, Leo!” Kathleen said. “They must have looked almost like you. Your coat is sort of shining sometimes, and your ears are nearly red. They were magic dogs, Leo. They belonged to Arawn – he was king in the Underworld. I wonder if you’re some relation. It doesn’t say anything about the colour of their eyes, though.” Kathleen leafed on through the story to see if there was any more about the dogs.

“What was that about?” Tibbles asked. Sirius told her. He was excited and puzzled. As far as he knew, his green thoughts came from nothing like an Underworld. And yet Kathleen was right. The description did fit him. “Yes,” Tibbles said thoughtfully. “They are a bit like you, I suppose. But they’re whiter and their eyes are yellow.”

“You mean – these stories are true?” Sirius asked her.

“I don’t know,” Tibbles said. “I’m talking about nowadays. I’ve no idea what it was like when the place was full of kings and princesses and magicians and things. Maybe some of the things she reads you could have happened then.”

“Don’t they happen nowadays?” said Sirius.

“I didn’t say that.” Tibbles got up irritably and stretched. Stretching, with Tibbles, was an elegant and lengthy business. It began with a long arching of the back, followed by the lowering of her front legs to stretch her shoulders, and finished with a slow further lowering of the back to get the kinks out of each back leg separately. Sirius had to wait till she had finished and curled up again. Then she said, “The trouble with humans is that it’s all or nothing with them. They seem to think anything impossible could happen in the old days. And just because these are new days, they tell you none of it is true. Now I’m going to sleep.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

Soon after this, Kathleen had to spend most of every day at school. School, Sirius discovered, was a place where she learnt things. He thought this was absurd. Kathleen did not need to learn anything. She was the wisest person he knew. Basil and Robin had to go to school too, which was not so absurd, but they had to dress up in special grey clothes with red stripes round the edges in order to go. Kathleen went in her usual, shabby clothes. Sirius learnt that this was because she went to the ordinary school nearby, whereas Basil and Robin went to a school on the other side of the town which charged money for taking them. Duffie earned the money by making and selling those mud pots, but of course she would not spare any money to send Kathleen too. Because Kathleen’s school was nearby, she was usually home first, which suited Sirius very well. And he remembered dimly that this had been the way of things before, when he was very tiny and still being fed from a bottle.

This time there was a melancholy difference. Duffie insisted that That Creature was tied up in the yard while Kathleen was away. “I’m not going to have it wandering round the house eating and damaging things all day,” she said. “If you must keep a dog, you must take the consequences.”

“I’m sorry, Leo,” Kathleen said, as she led him into the yard and fixed the lead to his collar. She tied the lead to some rope and tied the other end of the rope to the iron bracket that held the clothesline. She fumbled and did it all very slowly. “There,” she said at last. “That should be long enough for you. Poor Leo. You’re a proper prisoner now.” She came back to Sirius and flung her arms round him. “Don’t worry. I’ll take you for a walk as soon as I get home.” Sirius saw she was crying. He was surprised, because these days Kathleen rarely cried. He tried to lick her hands consolingly, but she had to hurry away.

Thereafter, Sirius was taken out every weekday, rain or shine, and tied up in the yard. He disliked rain. It made him itch and shiver. Robin and Kathleen spent all the first weekend of term trying to build him a shelter out of wood, under the bracket in the wall. When Duffie saw it, she was very sarcastic.

“Dogs aren’t hurt by a little weather,” she said. “What do you pamper it so for?”

“The Rat’s used to being in the house, you see,” Robin explained.

“You’re a little toady, Robin,” said Duffie.

The first time Sirius went into the shelter, it fell down on him. He came bolting out of it, with his hind legs lowered against the shower of falling boards and his tail wrapped under his legs. Basil leant against the house and shrieked with laughter.

“The look on that Rat’s face!” he said. “Trust you two! You don’t know one end of a nail from the other.”

“I’d like to see you do it better,” said Robin.

“Right,” said Basil. He rebuilt the shelter the next weekend. He did not do it too badly. The shelter stood rather sideways and swayed a little in the wind, but it stayed up. After a day or so, Sirius even dared use it. And before it really fell down again, Mr Duffield took pity on them and built it yet again, this time properly. Except when the wind was in the east, it was snug.

But the worst thing about being a prisoner in the yard was the long, long hours of boredom. Sirius lay with his head on his paws, sighing heavily, wistfully watching the cats trotting along the walls on their private business, or staring at the gate in the wall of the yard and wishing he could open it. The gate had two bolts, one at the bottom and one about a foot from the top, and a rusty latch in the middle. There was no way that Sirius could see of getting it open.

The cats understood how dreary it was for him. When they had no pressing business elsewhere, Romulus and Remus would kindly sit on the walls of the yard to keep him company. Tibbles frequently shared his shelter. But none of them, not even Tibbles, could help him open the gate.

“Yes, I can undo bolts,” Tibbles said. “But those are rusty and I can’t reach the one at the top from the wall. And I can’t reach the latch from anywhere. Make Kathleen undo it for you.”

But Sirius could not make Kathleen undo the door, because he could not talk to her. It was the bitterest disappointment of his life, and it made his imprisonment even harder to bear. He had never had any doubt that, when he had learnt to understand human talk, he would be able to speak it, too. But he could not. Try as he might, he just could not make the proper noises. His throat and his tongue and his jaws were simply the wrong shape. He did not give up easily. He lay in the yard and practised. But after hours of trying, the most he could manage, by opening his mouth wide, wide, and flapping his tongue, and letting out a sort of tenor groan, was a noise a little like “Hallo”.

Kathleen at least understand that. “Listen!” she said. “He’s saying Hallo!”

“No he’s not,” said Basil. “He’s just yawning.”

“He’s not. He’s saying Hallo,” Kathleen insisted. “He’s talking.”

“If he’s talking, why doesn’t he say other things then?” Basil demanded.

“Because he can’t. His mouth and things are the wrong shape,” Kathleen explained. “But he would if he could. He’s very exceptional.”

It was a small crumb of comfort to Sirius to know Kathleen understood that much, even if she understood so little else. She could not understand the way he communicated with the cats. It was talk or nothing with humans, it seemed. Sirius would have given a great deal to have been able to reply just once to some of the interesting things Kathleen said. He would have given a great deal more to be able to tell her that he had to get out of the yard, go away, look for something, to ask her if she knew what a Zoi was, but he could not.

He nosed and hinted and shoved her into the yard. He took her over to the gate and scrabbled at it, whining.

“No, Leo,” Kathleen said. “I’m sorry. Duffie would be furious.”

So that was that. Week after week, Sirius lay mournfully in the yard, growing bigger and glossier and ever more bored. He despaired of ever getting out. Meanwhile, the weather became colder. In the meadow, the grass was yellow here and there, and the leaves turned brown and blew off the trees. Sometimes the whole field was silvered with little spiderwebs that got up his nose and made him sneeze, and everywhere smelt of fungus. It began to be dark sooner. Suddenly everyone altered all the clocks and confused Sirius utterly, because he still got hungry at the same time, and Kathleen was not even home from school by then.

That was his blackest week. On its second day, Kathleen had to go out again the moment she came home from school, because there was no sugar. Duffie sent Kathleen to try every shop she could before they all shut. Sirius remained tied up in the yard, puzzled and unhappy, until long after sunset. He had never seen night fall before. He watched the red sun flaring down behind the roofs, leaving an orange stain behind it and a much darker blue sky. After a while, the sky was nearly black. And the stars came out. Wheeling overhead they came, tiny discs of white, green and orange, pinpricks of bluish white, cold tingly red blobs, large orbs, small orbs, more and more, crowding and clustering away into the dark, while behind them wheeled the spangled smear of the Milky Way. Sirius stared upwards, dumbfounded. This was home. He should have been there, not tied up in a yard on the edge of things. They were his. And they were so far away. He had no way of reaching them.

He was filled with a vast green sense of loss. Out there, invisible, his lost Companion must be. She was probably too far away to hear. All the same, he threw up his head and howled. And howled. And howled.

“One of you shut that creature up,” said Duffie.

Basil came out into the yard and hit Sirius a ringing slap on the muzzle. It hurt, and the echo inside his head nearly deafened Sirius. He put his face down on his paws with a groan.

“Now shut up!” said Basil.

When the door of the house shut, the sense of loss overwhelmed Sirius again. He looked up, and there were the stars, still unattainable. Howls broke out of him again without his being able to stop them. He howled and howled.

“I’ll do it,” said Robin. He went out and untied Sirius and brought him indoors. It was small and yellow inside, and Sirius began to feel better. “He was miserable,” Robin explained to Duffie.

“You spoil that creature so, it’s no wonder it thinks it owns the house,” said Duffie.

Sirius did not feel truly comfortable until Kathleen came back. And, after that, whenever he saw the stars, he was miserable. Then came a night when the humans seemed to try to imitate stars. There were bangs and fires and star-shapes soaring against the sky. Kathleen made haste to get Sirius indoors, and she seemed so excited that he thought for a while that the Irish people had come with guns to take Kathleen home. He did not want to let her out of his sight.

“No, you have to stay in. It’s Guy Fawkes,” said Kathleen. “You won’t like it anyway.”

She was wrong. Sirius was fascinated. It was like being home again. He watched as much as he could see from Kathleen’s bed, with his paws propped among the plants on her windowsill. The cats could not understand him. They all retired into the airing-cupboard and refused to come out until midnight. Sirius learnt from their grumbles that people only had these lovely fires one night in every year. He would have to wait longer than he had lived in order to see them again. The last fire he saw was a great green rocket, exploding far above the houses, spreading like a bright, drifting tree, and turning to nothing while it hung in the sky.

It fascinated Sirius, and worried him, too. He thought about it next day as he lay in the yard along a bar of sunlight. The green fire put him in mind of the vast green something inside him. It hung, drifting, behind the warm and stupid dog-thoughts, and he was becoming seriously afraid that if he did not try to understand it and make it a proper part of him, it would drift into nothing like the fire from the rocket. But, however hard he tried, he could not seem to make his dog’s brain grasp the green thing, any more than he could make his dog’s mouth say words. The green drifted away out of sight, and he found he was falling asleep.

“Effulgency,” said someone, “I’m sorry I haven’t got round to speaking to you before. I’ve had a lot to do.”

Effulgency? What was this? It was a long time since anyone had addressed Sirius with this kind of respect. Its effect was to bring the green fires he thought he had lost tumbling into his head in such huge bright profusion that he could only lie where he was in the bar of sun, in a sort of emerald daze.

“I have got the right dog, haven’t I?” said the voice.

Sirius got over his shock a little and opened his eyes, very blank and green against the sun, to see who was speaking.

“Yes, I have,” said the voice.

“I can’t see you,” Sirius said, frowning into the sunlight. “Who are you?”

The voice gave a little chuckle, fierce and gay. “Yes you can. Don’t you remember anything at all?”

That particular fierce, gay sound stirred memories in Sirius. He was surprised to find they were dog-memories. But they were so mixed up with vast green things that he was very confused. “You talked to me once before,” he said slowly, “when I was drowning in the river. And I think you helped me. That was good of you.” He was sure this was not all. Puzzled, he searched the great green spaces that now seemed to be expanding and rippling in his head. There was a host of strange bright things flitting there, but none of them had quite this fierce gay voice. It must be someone he had known only slightly, if at all. “You sound as if you might be a luminary,” he said doubtfully.

The voice pounced on this, warmly. “So you do remember! Thank goodness for that! Look at me. It may help.”

Still puzzled, Sirius frowned in the direction of the voice, along the band of sunlight where he lay, into the blazing white and yellow heart of the sun itself. Under his eyes, the searing light shifted. It flowed and hardened and became a figure, which seemed to be made of the light itself. In shape, it was not unlike a human. But it had fierce white-yellow rays lifting and falling about it and massed round its head like a mane of hair. The queerest thing about it was that Sirius could not tell whether it was a tiny figure quite near, or a large figure very far away. It could have been standing somewhere near the top of the yard wall, or in the very heart of the sun.

“Effulgency,” said Sirius. “I’m very sorry. I’ve been very stupid. You’re the Denizen of our luminary, aren’t you?”

“That’s right,” said the bright figure. “The Sun. Sol, they call me.”

He stood blazing cheerfully down on Sirius, so bright and confident in his power that Sirius’s heart ached to see him. He knew he had once been like this. Now he was only a creature in this luminary’s sphere. That put him in mind of his duty. He stood up, with the rope trailing from his neck, and bowed as a creature should to Sol, lowering his front legs till his fringed forearms lay along the ground.

Sol seemed embarrassed. He put out a hand, shimmering awkwardly. “There’s no need to bow, Effulgency. I’m only a minor effulgent. The reason I recognised you was that I used to come under your sphere of office.”

“I know.” Sirius rose from his bow and sat on his haunches. Now he knew it was Sol, and where he must be, he was embarrassed, too, as far as his misty memories would let him be. Sol’s sphere had been his nearest neighbour. He should have known him better. But he did remember that Sol had had rather a name for fierce independence and had highly resented any interference in his sphere. “This is Earth, where I am, isn’t it?” he said. “I remember I used to admire it because it was so green. I’m sorry I didn’t recognise you. To tell you the truth, I—Well, I don’t seem to think like a luminary any more.”

Sol appraised him, suffusing him with warmth. “That body they put you in isn’t more than half-grown yet. You’ll have to wait till it’s older before you can remember properly. But I’m glad you know who you are now. I need your help, and I hope I can help you.”

Sirius gazed up at him dubiously. “Don’t get into trouble. I can’t do anything to help you. And if you help me, you may find the high effulgents objecting.”

“To blazes with that!” Sol was furious. Rays of anger, intense and white, stood out all round him. The dog part of Sirius trembled to see him. He wondered if he had been that terrifying, ever, when he was angry. “I’ll help whom I please in my own sphere!” said Sol. “You may have had the devil’s own temper, but I respected you. You let me manage things my own way. And then they go and thrust you here on Earth without a word to me! No warning, no instructions. Not even a polite hint. The first I knew of this ridiculous sentence was a wretched little star out of Ursa Minor coming along to tell me we were all under Polaris now. Polaris!” He flamed with disgust.

“Polaris?” There was an uncomfortable boiling in Sirius’s great green memories. Out of it came a mild, clear-sighted Cepheid, a tall-stander whom he thought he had once liked.

“Yes, Polaris,” said Sol, with the mane of rage lifting and falling around him. “One of your Judges, I understand. He may be all right, but he’s a Cepheid. And what does a four-day Cepheid understand about my system here? Nothing! And to crown it all, the replacement in your sphere is some blasted amateur from the Castor complex—”

“Castor?” said Sirius. He felt a huge uneasiness, which made the hair stand up all down his back. He could not remember what he knew about the Castor people – except that they were vague and untrustworthy, and too many for their sphere, so that they were always trying to meddle with other people’s. “Tell me, Sol – do you know—? My Companion… Is she—?”

“Still in her sphere, as far as I know,” said Sol. He was anxious to get on with his grievance. “It’s just as well they didn’t trust that amateur on his own. He’s set up some kind of trepidation that’s almost knocked my outer planet off course, and the next thing I knew there were floods, droughts and famines all over Earth, too. Now I may not be a high effulgent, but there are creatures here, and they’re my responsibility. I can’t have another Ice Age on Earth yet. So I went and gave Polaris a piece of my mind.”

Sirius could not help laughing. He could just see Sol doing it. “Did you?”

“Yes,” said Sol. “And I don’t think Polaris was very pleased. I told him just what I thought of this New-Sirius of his, and what he’s done to Pluto, and to Earth. And he turns round, cool as a cinder, and tells me that there’s nothing he can do, because the Sirius Zoi is missing and it’s loose in my system somewhere. A Z-z-z-zoi!” Sol said, angrily imitating Polaris.

Sirius jumped up and ran the full length of his rope towards Sol, nearly choking himself in his excitement. “What is this Zoi? Where is it?”

“Don’t you know?” said Sol. The rays of rage floated back against him and he became silvery sombre with disappointment. “I was hoping you’d remember. I’ve never seen a Zoi. We don’t need power like that here. It’s far too strong for us. You must know what it’s like. You must have used this one.”

“Yes, but I can’t remember,” Sirius said desperately. “I know I’ve got to find it, but I don’t know what it is or what it looks like. I don’t even know why I’m here like this. Don’t you know?”

Sol laughed, a fierce little spurt of fire. “Then we’re both in the dark – hardly the right place for luminaries, is it? All I was told is that you’re looking for the Zoi. I didn’t go to your trial – I’ve too much to do here – but I was told that you lost your temper once too often and somebody’s sphere went nova over it. Does that bring anything back to you?”

Sirius sank down and put his head in his paws. “No,” he said miserably. “Not a thing. And have you no idea where this Zoi is?”

“It fell on Earth,” Sol said, frowning a little. “I’m sure of that now. A lot of things fall here, because there’s a belt of asteroids, and things come in from it all the time. But one came in with an almighty bump about six months ago. I didn’t pay much attention to it at the time, but I think it may have been the Zoi.”

“So they put me on the right world?” Sirius said. It was good to know that, even if it was a little puzzling – almost as if somebody knew.

Sol seemed puzzled as well. He continued to frown, shot with red and orange as he thought. “Look here,” he said, “I’m beginning to think there’s been some jiggery-pokery somewhere. Your sentence was odd enough. Then they put you in the right place and don’t tell me—That makes me so angry that if that Zoi wasn’t messing up my whole system I’d leave them to it! Then there’s you – did you kill that luminary, or don’t you know?”

Sirius lay and searched among welling, wheeling green things. He found strange facts there, and stranger faces, and terrible sadness. He found rage in plenty. But nowhere, as far as he knew, could he see anything approaching the kind of violence Sol meant. There was nothing even approaching the things he had seen on the television. “No,” he said. “I don’t think so.”

“I wouldn’t have thought so, myself,” Sol said cheerfully, “from what I know of you. When you got angry, there was usually a good reason for it. So it looks as if someone may be out to injure you. And, since they’ve so kindly made you one of my creatures, they’ll have me to reckon with now. I’m not going to stand for this kind of thing. Would you mind if I made a few enquiries about that trial of yours?”

“Not at all,” said Sirius. He could see there would be no stopping Sol anyway. He was so heartened to have a being like Sol on his side that he grinned, a dog’s grin, with his tongue out and his head up. “Thank you.”

“And I’d like you to get out and look for that Zoi,” said Sol. “I think you’d know it if you saw it – which is more than I would. But – are you tied up all the time?”

“I can slip my collar,” said Sirius, “but I can’t open that gate.” His grin faded, and all the boredom and frustration of being shut in the yard came back to him. “Sol—” He looked up at the burning near-and-far figure imploringly. “Please, Effulgency, can’t you help me open that gate?”

Sol was both touched and embarrassed that the one-time Denizen of Sirius should appeal to him like this. The plumes of light lifted and shifted around his head, and rays fell criss-cross over the gate as Sol made a great play of examining it in order to cover up his feelings. “The bolts and the latch are horribly rusty,” he said. “Oxidisation of iron, you know, due to the presence of water—”

Sirius was amused. “Teach your grandmother, Sol. Can you or can’t you?”

Sol beamed at him, still rather flustered. “Well, you won’t be able to reach the top bolt until you’ve grown a bit. You’ll have to wait until after my winter solstice before you’ll be big enough. But I can settle the rust for you, so that you’ll be able to draw the bolts when you can reach them.”

This was immensely heartening. Sirius felt he could wait years, so long as he knew he would get out of the yard in the end. He grinned his wide dog’s grin and tried to set Sol at ease with a joke. “So you’ll help me to help myself. Is that how things work in your system?”

“Of course.” Sol was rather indignant. “Why? Is it different anywhere else?”

“I was trying to make a joke,” Sirius explained hastily. “I’m very grateful to you. Please don’t be embarrassed any more.”

Sol stood in his bar of light and flared with laughter. “You’re quite right. I did feel a bit awkward having you for a creature in my sphere. But you’re not half as awesome as I expected.”

“Awesome?” said Sirius, bristling suspiciously.

“That was a joke too,” said Sol. “Almost. I shall have to go now. I’ve no end of things to do.”

“Come and talk to me again,” Sirius called as Sol turned away.

“Of course,” said Sol. He beamed at Sirius over his shoulder and walked swiftly away up his bar of light, receding and dwindling as he went. Sirius, watching, was reminded of the way the picture in the television dwindled to a silver lozenge when someone turned it off. For a moment, he felt quite strange to be getting a creature’s view of a luminary. Then he remembered he was a creature. But it did not bother him as much as it would have done an hour ago. Sol had left behind him a wave of warmth and well-being and joy, and Sirius rolled over and stretched in it, just as the cats did in front of a fire.
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CHAPTER SIX

Sirius found lying in the yard easier to endure after this. He knew he would get out in the end. Sol had said so. And if he felt too bored and miserable, he would stretch himself out in the bar of sunlight, knowing Sol would be aware of him. Most of the time, Sol was too busy for more than a hasty greeting before he swept on his way, but this Sirius quite understood. He remembered being busy himself once.

And he was very grateful to Sol. Sirius did not know whether it was simply talking to another luminary, or some power in Sol himself, but those vast green thoughts now seemed like a proper part of him and did not keep escaping out of sight as they did before. He still could not see them all. But they were with him, and Sol had done it.

As Sirius watched Sol going about his business, he was inclined to think it was a special power in Sol. He was amazed at the amount Sol did. Sirius himself had done a great deal. But then his sphere had been incomparably bigger, and he knew that, whatever the Zoi was, he had used it to help him. Sol was a young and joyous luminary, but he did more than Sirius could believe possible, and he did it without a Zoi. Sirius began to suspect that Sol had more life and power in one lifting plume than many luminaries had in their entire sphere.

“I think you were right to say you didn’t need a Zoi,” he told Sol one evening, as he sank towards the roofs opposite. “You’re rather an exceptional luminary, aren’t you?”

Sol blazed red and gold laughter into his eyes. “So-so.”

Basil happened to be in the yard just then. “That Rat of yours must have the most peculiar eyes,” he told Kathleen. “I saw him looking straight at the sun a minute ago, and he didn’t even blink.”

“I told you – he’s very exceptional,” said Kathleen.

Proud as she was of her Leo, Kathleen could not help wishing he would not grow so horribly fast. It was quite natural. Sirius was growing into a big dog and he had not much more than a year to do it in. But Kathleen had moments of panic. The smart red collar was soon far too small and she had to buy another. Sirius, to his annoyance, had to go through the whole business of secretly scratching a raw spot until Kathleen made the new collar loose enough to slip off. And then he had it all to do again just after Christmas, when he found he had grown again. Kathleen never dared tell Duffie just how much Leo ate, and he always seemed rather too thin. She took a book on dog-care out of the library and worried about him.

“What’s the matter?” said Mr Duffield, a little before Christmas, finding Kathleen staring wanly at an open book.

“It’s Leo, Uncle Harry,” said Kathleen. “I’m not feeding him right.”

Mr Duffield looked down at Sirius, and Sirius thumped his heavy tail in acknowledgement. Sirius’s feathery coat was a glossy cream-colour, his nose was black and wet, and his eyes were green and bright. His legs, with their fringes of curly hair, were awkwardly long and would not fold under him, but they were straight and strong. He had a surprisingly narrow waist, but Mr Duffield could only see two of his ribs beyond it.

“He looks all right to me,” Mr Duffield said. “Growing into rather an elegant creature, isn’t he? What’s wrong?”

“He weighs as much as Robin,” Kathleen explained. “We balanced them on a plank in the yard yesterday. And it says here that dogs who weigh that much ought to have a pound of raw meat every day!”

“Good grief!” said Mr Duffield. “I weigh three times more than that. We’re both being underfed. Would fifty pence a week help you support your horse?”

“Oh thank you!” said Kathleen. She had not the heart to explain that meat cost a great deal more than that. And fifty pence did help. By scrimping and saving, making Christmas presents for everyone herself, and being very sweet and cajoling to the butcher, Kathleen managed to buy Leo raw lights every other day, and still saved enough to give him a red rubber ball for Christmas.

Sirius enjoyed the ball hugely. But Christmas was not a happy time. Nobody except Mr Duffield bothered to give Kathleen anything. He gave her a book-token, which Duffie said was a waste of money, since Kathleen had a dog, didn’t she? And Kathleen had never cooked a turkey before. In her anxiety, she overcooked it and it was dry. Sirius and the cats ate dry turkey until they nearly burst. Duffie expressed herself savagely.

“If you want your turkey properly cooked,” said Mr Duffield, “you might consider cooking it yourself.” As soon as the shops opened again, he took Kathleen out and bought her a new dress. Kathleen was delighted. The dress was a bright blue which matched her eyes. Sirius thought she looked enchanting in it. He tried to tell her so by bounding and squeaking, and he was so grateful to Mr Duffield that he put his great front paws on his knee and licked his face.

“Go away!” said Mr Duffield, pushing him off. “I know she looks nice, but there’s no call to wash me for it.” He said to Kathleen, “You’d almost think that creature understands what goes on.”

“Oh, he does,” Kathleen said earnestly. “He knows English.” Sirius was surprised to hear her say that. He had not thought she had noticed. But Mr Duffield just thought it was the expression of a touching faith in Kathleen, and he laughed at her.

Early in the New Year, an oil-tanker scraped and groaned its way along the back of the houses, through the lane behind the Duffield’s yard. The neighbours, two houses on, had installed central-heating, and their fuel tank was awkwardly placed. Sirius sat up in the yard, a high and narrow dog these days, watching the men leaning out and cursing and the lorry grinding backwards and forwards, and wondered what was going on.

He soon saw. As the tanker came level with the yard gate for the third time, the heavy grey clouds that covered the sky parted for a moment, letting through a silvery shaft of light. The lorry gleamed. Then, somehow, oil was spurting from it, spraying the gate all over, until it was black and dripping. Sirius threw back his head and laughed his dog’s laugh towards the place where the clouds had parted.

“Thank you!”

Then the smell rolled over his sensitive nose. He backed away, sneezing and choking and frantically pawing his face. The men in the tanker, equally frantic, ran about shouting and turning stop-cocks. Duffie stormed out from the house and spoke cold and shrill about careless idiots and the risk of fire.

Sirius rather thought Duffie got some money from the oil company to replace the gate. But nobody touched the gate. The Duffield family seldom bothered with things like that and, besides, the weather turned terrible. For six weeks, rain lashed down, hail bounced in the yard, and it grew colder daily. Sirius lay shivering in his shelter, watching sleet pile into transparent drifts with bubbles embalmed in them, and then the rain rattle down and melt the drifts again. He spoke to Sol about it, rather reproachfully, in one of the few glimpses he had of him.

“Blame the Zoi for some of it,” said Sol. “But you creatures always grumble about precipitation. You’d grumble even worse if you didn’t get it. It won’t hurt you to wait a month. And you didn’t want to live with that smell of oil, did you?”

“No,” said Sirius. “That’s true. Thanks.”

At the end of February, the weather turned mild and chilly. By this time, the gate was clean, except for the fastenings, which were black and sticky still. Sol beamed pale yellow from a pale blue sky. “You’re not far off full grown now,” he observed. “How’s your memory?”

“Not very good,” Sirius said glumly. Though his green nature was now always with him, his dog-nature lay warm and stupid in front of it, just behind his eyes, and blotted out great tracts of the green.

“It’s bound to improve,” Sol said cheerfully, and strode on his way.

Sirius stood up and stretched, almost as carefully and thoroughly as Tibbles did. Tibbles herself was sitting on the wall. She watched, rather offended. When Sirius finished, she sneezed and was about to turn away. But her lime-green eyes widened and she stared when Sirius, instead of lying down again, backed firmly to the end of his rope and went on backing. His collar slid up over his ears, stuck a moment, and then fell off over his nose.

“That was clever,” Tibbles said. “Can you get it back on again?”

“I expect so,” said Sirius. He advanced on the gate, waving his tail joyfully. “Can you show me how to get this open?”

“We are bold, aren’t we?” said Tibbles. “I’ve told you – I can do the bolt at the bottom, but I can’t reach the other fastenings.”

“I can reach the others if you show me how they work,” said Sirius.

“Very well.” Rather humped and grudging, Tibbles descended from the wall and sat elegantly down at the base of the gate. Sirius watched carefully as she extended a narrow white paw to the knob of the bolt, delicately pushed the knob upwards, and then patted it gently until it slid greasily back in the oily slot. “There. Can you do that?” she said, sure that he could not.

“I don’t know. I’ll try.” Sirius raised himself on his hind legs and leant against the gate, full stretch. Like that, he was now rather taller than Kathleen. The top bolt was within easy reach of his clumsy right paw. He raised the paw and batted at the bolt with it. Luckily, it was slightly stiffer. The knob went up to the right position and stuck there, and Sirius had to come down for a rest at this stage. Tibbles looked superior. But Sirius heaved himself up on his back legs again and gave the knob a sideways swipe, hasty and strong. As he sank down, the bolt went rattling back.

“That was quite clever,” Tibbles said patronisingly.

“That’s what I thought,” said Sirius. “How does the latch undo?”

“You push it up – that little sharp bit that sticks out,” Tibbles said.

Sirius tried. The gate jumped about in its moorings, but nothing else happened.

“Stupid,” said Tibbles. “Here, let me stand on your back and I’ll show you.”

“All right.” Sirius stood with his side against the gate, and Tibbles leapt easily up to the middle of his back. Both of them hated it. Sirius’s hackles went up, and he only just prevented himself snapping at Tibbles. And Tibbles felt so insecure that she dug all her claws into him, hard. Sirius rumbled out a growl, which made Tibbles’s hair stand up too.

“Listen,” she snapped. “I’m doing you a kindness.”

“I know!” Sirius snarled, craning round to see what she was up to. “Be quick.”

Tibbles put out a shaky paw and lifted the latch. Sirius had barely time to understand he had been hitting the wrong part, before Tibbles jumped clear. They stood glaring at one another, while, behind Sirius, the gate swung creaking open into the lane.

“Thank you,” said Sirius.

“You’re welcome.” Tibbles’s fur was still up. She raised one paw and gave it a quick, irritated licking. “That’s the last time I stand on a dog.”

“That’s the last time I let you.” Sirius bent his tall narrow body into a half-circle and looked out into the lane. It was empty. He slid through the gap, and then threw himself joyfully backwards at the gate. It shut, with a slam and a click. He was free. He put his nose down and was about to scour away down the lane.

“I say!” Tibbles was on the wall, crouching to look down at him.

“What?” he said impatiently.

“When you come back,” Tibbles said, “you’ll find that side’s easier to open. You have to tread on the flat bit, then go away backwards so that the gate can open. Do you understand?”

“Yes, yes. I think so.” Sirius did not like to tell her that he had no intention of coming back. He galloped off down the lane, flinging a glad goodbye over his shoulder to Tibbles, and began the most marvellous day of his life.

His dog-nature needed a free rein first. It cried out to examine every whiff and stink he passed, to raise its leg at every lamp-post and corner, and to run up the pavement as it had seldom run before. When the joy of that subsided a little, Sirius remembered he had an errand. He turned and crossed the road.

Kathleen had tried to teach him about cars. Sirius did look to see that there was a gap to cross in. But only experience teaches you how fast a car can move. Hooters and brakes screamed. Sirius tore out from beneath the skidding wheels of one motorist, only to find another rushing at him from the other side.

The second motorist only missed him because a sudden blaze of sunlight startled him into jerking his wheel to the right. Sirius, shaken to his green core, bolted into an alleyway opposite and lay down panting in its shadow.

“That was stupid of you,” Sol said, gilding the wall in front of him. “I’ll leave you to be squashed if you do that again.”

“Sorry,” panted Sirius.

“I should hope so!” said Sol. “Now listen. I’ve been checking up on the things that fell here last spring, and there are six that could be the Zoi. Four of them went down in Great Britain, and the other two in France. It does look more and more as if someone knew where to put you. It worries me. Start looking, won’t you.”

“I am looking,” said Sirius. He arose with great dignity and trotted purposefully off.

He honestly intended to search. But he had not realised until that day how big and how full of interest was the town where he lived. He kept having adventures. He met children in parks, cats on fences and women in shops. And outside the Town Hall he met two policemen.

The policemen sprang suddenly out of a car parked in front of the Town Hall and advanced purposefully on Sirius, one from either side.

“Here, doggie. Come here. Nice fellow,” said one.

Sirius looked up and saw at once they were trying to catch him. It must be because he had no collar. Behind them, traffic was thundering along the road. Sirius dared not dash across it after what Sol had said. He wondered whether to dash the other way, up the steps of the Town Hall, but a party of people were coming down – people in dark clothes, with the smell of importance clinging to them. Unless he was very clever, he was going to be caught.

“Nice fellow,” said the policeman behind him. “Here!”

Sirius turned to him, his tail waving, his ears down, and his mouth open jovially. When he had put himself in a position from which he could see both policemen, he stopped and bent his elbows to the pavement, wagged his tail furiously, and gave an encouraging bark.

“Thinks we’re playing,” said the first policeman.

Both policemen grabbed. Sirius dodged. They grabbed again, and he bounced away between them, barking delightedly. They moved far more slowly than Robin or Basil. Another bounce or so, and he would be able to make off down the nearest side street.

“What is it, Constable? A stray?” called the Lord Mayor from the steps. He was a dog-lover. “Can we help?”

“Well, if you could catch hold of him, sir—” said the first policeman. Both of them were sweating by now.

Most willingly, the Lord Mayor came down the steps. With him came the Town Clerk, the Borough Surveyor, three Councillors and the Lord Mayor’s chauffeur. Sirius suddenly found himself having to dodge a whole crowd of people. He dodged and he bounced and he barked, and he led them in a mad dance down the pavement. They got in one another’s way. Sirius was able to dash off down a side road, barking excitedly, looking as if he thought this was the greatest game of his life.

In a way it was. He was laughing widely as he collapsed to rest behind a row of dustbins. He had never had such fun.

The dustbins smelt most fetchingly. All this running had made Sirius ravenous. He got up and tracked the fetching smell to the third dustbin along. It was a measure of how much he had learnt that interesting morning, that he had no difficulty at all in prising the lid off it. Inside, wrapped in newspaper, were the remains of a fried chicken. Sirius took it out and nosed aside the paper. The chicken was already in his mouth, when an old lady, attracted by the clang of the lid on the roadway, came hobbling down the steps of her house.

“Leave!” she said sternly.

Sirius looked up at her, hardly able to credit it.

“Drop it!” she commanded. “You heard me.” When Sirius did nothing but stare, the old lady seized the chicken and wrenched it from his mouth. Sirius growled and tried to hang on. “No you don’t!” said the intrepid old lady.

She was so fierce that Sirius stopped growling and watched hopelessly while the old lady put the chicken back in the dustbin and rammed the lid on. He could not help whining a little at that. “Oh no,” said the old lady. “Not chicken bones, and not out of dustbins. I’m not going to stand by and see a nice dog like you ruin his insides. Don’t you know chicken bones splinter? You’d die in agony, dog. Come with me and I’ll find you something else.”

She turned and began to hobble back up her steps. Sirius climbed up behind her, rather interested. Indoors, she limped to a tiny kitchen and opened a very small refrigerator.

“Let’s see,” she said. “Not a pork chop, I think. But here’s a bit of stewing beef you can have. Here.” She handed over a succulent lump. It vanished at once. “I can’t think why you dogs never wait to taste anything,” the old lady said. “Would you like some cake? It’s bad for teeth, but it’s better than chicken.” Sirius pranced beside her eagerly to a small cupboard. He was given nearly half a big currant cake. “Better now?” asked the old lady.

Sirius showed her he was by wagging his tail and nosing her twisted old hand. The twisted old hand turned and stroked his ears like an expert. Even Kathleen did not stroke ears so well.

“You’re a beauty,” said the old lady. “I lost my dog a year ago. I’d love to keep you, but I can see you’re well cared for. Slipped your collar, naughty dog. I bet you belong to some little girl who’d break her heart if she lost you. Yes. Surprised you, didn’t I?” she said, as Sirius stared at her. “I know dogs. My Lass used to understand English too. Now, I’m going to let you out and you’re to go home. Understand?”

Sirius understood perfectly. He felt extremely guilty as he set off trotting in quite the opposite direction. But he had to be free to find that Zoi.

He came to an area of little houses in a tight criss-cross of small streets near the river. The river was dark and slimy. Sirius did not care for it. He went swiftly away from it, up the nearest street, and heard paws excitedly bang on a wooden gate he was passing. Some dog whined:

“Hey! I say! Hallo, hallo, hallo!”

Sirius stopped. It was a gate to a yard a little smaller than his own, and nothing like such a high one. There was wire netting nailed across the bottom of the gate, and more wire netting above it and above the fence beyond, making this yard even more of a prison than his own. Feeling very sympathetic, Sirius lay down and looked through the lower netting. The other dog lay down at the same moment. They stared at one another, nose to nose. Sirius’s tail arched in astonishment. It was almost like looking in a mirror. This was a bitch, and she had soft brown eyes, but she had the same creamy, feathery coat, and the same red ears. She was very handsome.

“Who are you?” said Sirius. “Why do you look like me?”

“Who are you? I’m Patchie. Hallo, hallo, hallo,” said the other dog.

“Hallo,” he said. “They call me Leo.”

“Hallo, Leo. Hallo, hallo!” said she.

“Don’t you say anything else but Hallo?”

“What else is there to say? Hallo, hallo.”

“There are all sorts of other things to say. Do you find it very boring, shut up in that yard?”

“Why should I?” she said, in some surprise. “Hallo.”

“Oh well,” said Sirius. “You don’t happen to know what a Zoi is, do you?”

“No,” she said. “A bone? Hallo. Who’s your master?”

“I haven’t got a master. A girl called Kathleen takes care of me.”

“Poor you!” said Patchie. “My master’s called Ken. He’s lovely!”

It suddenly dawned on Sirius that this was the most stupid creature he had ever encountered. He hoisted himself to his feet, bitterly disappointed. “I must go.”

“Come back tomorrow. Goodbye, goodbye, goodbye!” said Patchie.

“No fear!” thought Sirius, and trotted off.

Two gates further on, there was another creamy dog with red ears. He leapt and whined and hurled himself at his netting. “Hallo, hallo! I saw you go down and I hoped you’d come back. Hallo, hallo. I’m Bruce. Hallo.”

“Hallo,” Sirius said politely, and passed on.

Further up the street, there were two more cream and red dogs, Rover and Redears, and they, too, were uncannily like Sirius. Sirius was bewildered. No other dogs he had met looked like this. “Why do you look like me?” he asked Redears.

“Oh hallo, hallo, hallo!” Redears answered. “Because we’re both dogs, I suppose. Hallo.”

“Don’t any of you ever say anything but Hallo?” Sirius said, quite exasperated.

“Of course not. That’s what dogs say,” said Redears. “Hallo.”

Sirius wanted to tell him to go and get lost in a tin of catfood, but he supposed Redears could not help being stupid. He said goodbye politely and went on. “Now I know what Basil means when he calls people morons,” he thought. “What idiots!”

A little further on, the criss-cross streets were being knocked down. Sirius spent some time watching bulldozers plough heaps of bricks about. Some men in yellow helmets made a fuss of him and gave him a ham sandwich. They seemed to think he was one of the four moronic hallo-dogs.

“Here! Isn’t this your Bruce got out again?” one of them shouted to the man in the bulldozer.

“No,” bellowed the man. “Must be Rover or Redears. Can’t tell them apart.”

While they were bawling to one another, Sirius slipped off and came to a wide cindery place where all the houses had been cleared away. It ended in a part which had evidently been knocked down, but not cleared, some years before. There were big heaps of rubble, with bare bushes and small trees sprouting from them. The bricks and cinders were covered with white grass and the dry stalks of tall weeds.

As Sirius pushed his way through, he felt a tingle. It was more than a smell, bigger than a feeling. It was tingling, living, huge. He froze, with his head up. Only a Zoi could feel like that. It must be the Zoi. But the tingle was gone as he froze. Sirius strained nose, ears, everything, to catch it again. But there was nothing. Perhaps the wind had changed. Sirius ran to and fro, casting for the scent, or feeling, or whatever it was, almost frantic. There was nothing, absolutely nothing. He seemed to have lost the Zoi the moment he found it. Despairingly, he looked up at Sol.

Sol was much lower down the sky than he expected. Another anxiety came over Sirius. “What time is it?”

“Half past three Greenwich,” said Sol. “What’s the matter?”

For a moment, Sirius felt he was being torn in two. The Zoi was here somewhere. He knew it was. But Kathleen would be home from school just after four. He had barely time to get back. He turned and set off trotting fast in what his dog sense told him was the way home. “The Zoi,” he said over his shoulder to Sol. “It’s somewhere quite near. But I can’t stay.” He was angry with himself. The dog in him had cheated his green nature by lying cunningly low until the last moment. It had intended to go home all the time. “I can’t help it!” he told Sol angrily.

“Of course not,” said Sol. “You can come here tomorrow. I’ll try and trace the thing which fell nearest here.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Like the wind, and straight as a die, Sirius made for home. He passed a number of people on the way who tried to stop him and talk to him. “Here, boy. Nice dog.” But Sirius was in too much of a hurry to attend. He went straight past their inviting hands without pausing or turning aside. He crossed roads, quickly but carefully. By the time he reached the lane behind the yard, Sol was behind the houses, at least another half hour down, and Sirius was almost too tired and puffed to trot.

“There you are at last!” said Tibbles.

Sirius looked up to see her, and Romulus and Remus, sitting in an anxious huddle on the wall by the gate. He was astonished – and touched and pleased – to see they had all been worrying about him. Then he was alarmed.

“Has Duffie noticed I was gone?”

“Not she,” said Remus.

“Kathleen’s coming down the street in front,” said Romulus.

Sirius did not have time to think how to undo the latch. He simply upped and trod on it, and sprang away backwards, hoping. The gate swung open. Sirius stumbled wearily inside.

“Shut it,” said Tibbles. “Unless you want that collar tightened.”

Groaning, Sirius faced the gate and wondered how he could shut it. The latch was within reach of his mouth. He could only try. He put his teeth round the unpleasant oily rusty-tasting metal and dragged backwards. The gate swung, and clicked shut. “Thank goodness for that!” Sirius made for his collar, lying at the end of its rope. If he had had time to think how to get it on, he would probably not have been able to do it. But he was in such a panic that his green intelligence swept aside his dog stupidity. Without thinking, he lay down, propped the empty collar between both front paws, put his head into it and pushed. Then he keeled over on his side, wanting only to sleep, and rather thinking he might die.

But there was not time to sleep, or to die either. Kathleen was there the next minute, undoing the rope. “There, Leo. I hope you weren’t too lonely. Walk!”

He was forced to stagger off to the meadow for a walk. His paws hurt, his legs ached, his back ached. He became convinced he was dying. He waded miserably into the river, and, when that failed to soothe his aches, he sat on the bank with his head hanging and eight inches or so of purplish tongue dangling from his jaws.

“Oh dear!” said Kathleen. “Leo, I don’t think you’re well.”

She brought him home. He fell on the hearthrug with a thump and went straight to sleep.

“Robin, something’s wrong with Leo,” said Kathleen. “I think he’s ill.”

“Distemper, perhaps?” said Robin. He and Basil rolled Sirius about, shouting, “Wake up, Shamus! Rat!” They woke Sirius up. He groaned piteously to show them he needed to be left in peace to die, and fell asleep again. “Leave him,” said Basil. “He may sleep it off.”

Sirius slept until Kathleen’s bedtime, and only a strong sense of duty roused him then. He staggered to the kitchen, where he ate and drank hugely. Then he limped upstairs after Kathleen, wanting only to go to sleep again. Kathleen saw that playing games was out of the question. She read him the story of Bluebeard instead. Sirius could hardly keep his eyes open.

“Silly fool!” said Tibbles, stepping delicately in through the window.

“Yes. I’ll know another time,” said Sirius. Then he fell asleep and, to Tibbles’s disgust, he snored and twitched. He dreamt he was out in the street again, running with four dogs just like himself.

To Kathleen’s relief, Leo was quite restored in the morning. He bounded willingly out into the yard and did not seem to mind being tied up at all. “You are a good dog,” she said, and she hugged him uncomfortably before she left. As soon as she was well away, Sirius sprang up and slipped his collar off. He found that Tibbles had prudently bolted the bottom bolt on the gate again, but that was no trouble now. It went back with one swipe of his paw. He used his nose to lift the latch. Now he knew the Zoi was somewhere near, he told himself he would take things more steadily and search until he had found it.

As he was shutting the gate, Sol stepped up above the house. “You must be right,” he said. He seemed irritable. Fierce little spurts of light shot from him. “Something did fall in this area somewhere. But it’s very odd. I just can’t see it – and I can see every stone and every blade of grass.”

“Could it have gone into the ground?” asked Sirius.

“It must have done,” said Sol. “So I can’t think why Earth hasn’t noticed it. It came down with a big enough thump. Yet there’s no damage. Is a Zoi something very small and dense?”

Sirius sat down and tried to marshal vague green memories. What was a Zoi like? The trouble was, it was something he had used every day for long ages, and it had become so familiar that he had barely noticed it. “I don’t think it was always the same,” he said doubtfully. “I – I can’t describe it.”

Sol spurted spiky annoyance. “You’re worse than the rest of them! Think, can’t you!”

“I can’t,” said Sirius. The warm dog thoughts sat just behind his eyes again, and he felt miserably stupid. “But I’d know it when I saw it.”

“Don’t droop like that,” said Sol. “I’m sorry. It’s not your fault I was sharp. I’ve been having a rather annoying time trying to find out about Zoi. Everyone tells me something different. The only thing they agree on is that I seem to have had a narrow escape. The thing must have gone right past me. They say I was lucky not to have my sphere go nova.”

“Oh no,” Sirius said, out of his green memories, without having to think. “Whoever told you that didn’t know much about Zoi. They can’t act unless someone has hold of them.”

“Ah,” said Sol. His spurting plumes floated thoughtfully down around him. “Then the rumour that you flung this Zoi at that luminary is out, isn’t it? Do you think you can get on and find it before the wrong kind of person lays hold of it. I’ve no wish to have my sphere go nova.”

Sirius wondered who Sol had been talking to. He found himself bristling with queer suspicions. “What are you getting at?”

“I’ve a number of people in mind,” said Sol. “Humans and animals aren’t the only creatures to get born on Earth, you know. Some of the darker ones are pretty strange and rather formidable. I suggest you go back to where you caught that whiff of the Zoi and start from there.”

“All right,” said Sirius, still rather puzzled.

He went on his way at a swift trot towards the cleared space, wondering, as he went, what was really in Sol’s mind. He had a feeling Sol knew much more than he had said. But that went out of his head when he caught a tingle from the Zoi again. It came from behind him, and it was gone as soon as he felt it. Nevertheless, he set of towards it.

He was almost back at the yard, when he caught it again – a swift, living tingle from quite a new direction. He set off that way, but it was gone. On the outskirts of the town, he caught it again, from a new direction. Thoroughly confused, he turned back.

“What are you doing?” Sol wanted to know.

“I’ve felt it three times – from a different place each time,” Sirius explained.

“Could someone be trying to confuse you?” Sol asked.

Sirius tried to consider this. It was not easy, because he was tired now, and the dog stupidity was down on his brain like a low cloud. “It could be the Zoi itself,” he said doubtfully. “It – it isn’t made of quite the same stuff as anything else. I can’t explain properly, but I know it can work in several directions at once.”

“I hope it is only that,” said Sol. “You’d better go at it systematically. Take one small area and search that. Then go on to the next. I’m sorry to bully you like this, but I think it’s urgent.”

Again Sirius was puzzled. “A month ago you were saying it wouldn’t hurt me to wait,” he protested. “What’s got into you?”

Sol gave a little flare of laughter. “Call it my fiery and impatient nature. No, seriously, now I’ve heard a little more about Zoi, I can see they’re a good deal more peculiar and powerful than I thought. This one could do a lot of damage, and I want it found.”

Sirius trotted back to the centre of town. He thought he would sweep the town in a spiral, to see if he could pinpoint the Zoi that way first. But, finding himself near the street where he had tried to rob the dustbin, he suddenly felt ravenous. He climbed the steps of the old lady’s house and, in the most natural way, battered at her door with a heavy clawed foot.

“So it’s you again,” she said, opening it. “I might have known.” She put a gnarled hand under his jaw and looked at him. “Naughty dog. Out again. I don’t know what your name really is, but I’m going to call you Sirius, because of your eyes. I am Miss Smith. Come in, Sirius, and I’ll see what I can find. And I expect you’ll want a drink.”

It was the start of a long acquaintance. After that, Sirius visited her nearly every day. It was not only because, poor though she evidently was, Miss Smith always had something for him to eat. He liked and respected her too. Apart from Kathleen, she was the only person who saw he understood English, and she called him by his one-time true name. Just as Kathleen did, she talked to him as if he was nearly her equal. And then he realised that she looked forward to seeing him and saved food for him specially. After that, he would no more have missed his daily visit to Miss Smith than he would have failed to be home in the yard before Kathleen was.

His search for the Zoi went on week after week. He felt it over and over again, always just for an instant, but he simply could not pin down where the feeling was coming from. The living tang came now from this way, now from that. Sometimes he did not feel it for days on end. He gave up chasing it when he did feel it. He always arrived at the outskirts of the town, only to feel it behind him, somewhere inside the town.

At times, he almost agreed with Sol, that someone was deliberately confusing him. He took Sol’s impatient advice and searched the town, section by section. It seemed to him that if he could build up a picture of the town in his head, with all the places plotted on it where he had felt the Zoi, the middle of the plottings must be where the Zoi was.

It was very difficult. For one thing, his green nature became angry and bored. It seemed used to settling things quickly. To his surprise, it was his dog nature that helped him here. It was used to being bored, and it seemed to be able to stick patiently to its work, long after the luminary was howling with impatience. He began to see why humans had the word dogged.

But Sirius’s great difficulty was that neither of his natures could hold a useful picture of the town in its head. The dog saw it all as fragments, smells, and the way to other fragments and smells. The green thoughts would try to bend it all into a sphere. But Sirius wanted a complete picture, flat and whole, the way humans liked to have things. The only one he knew of was in Basil’s room. Basil had an actual map of the town pinned to his wall. Whenever he could, Sirius nosed open Basil’s door and sat on the mat by Basil’s bed, staring at the map and trying to make sense of the symbols Basil had carefully painted on it.

Basil was furious when he found him there. “Get out, Rat! Beat it, or I’ll jump on your tail!” The room was full of tiny pieces of rock and bits of old pottery spread on half-made plans and charts. Sirius could have spoilt them all with one sweep of his tail. Basil did not know he had been careful not to. He shut the door and warned Kathleen to keep it shut. Sirius could not open the door for himself. In order to find out more about the map, he began, for the first time since he was a puppy, to attend to what Basil was saying.

Basil had a friend with glasses called Clive. Basil very much admired Clive – Sirius thought Clive was probably cleverer than Basil – and whenever Clive called, Basil became enormously enthusiastic about rocks and old pottery and imitated the way Clive talked. Clive called the bits and pieces Remains. Basil and he collected Remains of all kinds, and made maps of where they had found them. Many of the Remains were called fossils. Sirius thought they looked like playthings of Sol’s when he was an infant. He could not see any value in them. He could see even less value in the pottery, which Clive said was Roman, though he supposed some of the old coins they had must have been valuable once. The pride of their collection were some blue beads they had found in the cleared area near the moronic hallo-dogs – Clive said repeatedly those ought to have been in the museum – and a small fat meteorite.

None of this was much use to Sirius. He had almost given up listening to them, when he discovered that it was Clive’s – and therefore Basil’s – ambition to find another meteorite.

“We know one fell near here,” Basil said earnestly. “Everyone heard it. They discussed it on television.”

“Yes, but I don’t see how it could land with a festering thump like that and shake all the houses, and then just disappear,” said Clive. “Unless it was a very small black hole – like the one they think fell in Russia.”

Sirius realised, to his horror, that they were talking about the Zoi. The hair on his back rose. If Basil got hold of the Zoi – well, if he was not killed by it straight away, he could wreck Sol’s sphere in seconds, and maybe other neighbouring ones into the bargain. He saw why Sol was so worried.

“If it was a black hole, it would have gone right through the earth,” Basil objected, looking uneasily at Sirius. The Rat had that habit of staring at him sometimes. “It would have showed.”

“Yes,” agreed Clive. “I went and talked to the chap at the museum last Saturday, and he was sure it was just a meteorite. He said they tried to locate it, but the impact was too diffused. All the seismographs in the area went mad, and they all gave different readings. And listen to this, Basil – never mind that festering dog.”

Basil had grown tired of Sirius staring at him. He was making snarling noises and threatening to hit him.

“This is important,” said Clive.

“I’m going to put the Rat outside the door first,” said Basil. He seized Sirius by his collar and dragged him to the yard door. Sirius braced his legs and resisted, but the hold on his collar, as always, defeated him. He was thrust outside and the door slammed after him.

“What did you do that for?” Kathleen said in the kitchen.

“I don’t want Rats around me – or festering Irish morons either,” said Basil.

Sirius looked anxiously towards where Sol was westering. “Basil and his friend are trying to find the Zoi too. How can I stop them?”

“I don’t think you can,” said Sol. “I’ll do my best to distract them, but boys are the very blazes. They poke and pry and end up finding things long after everyone else has given up looking. The museum people gave up long ago.”

“I hope that was all Clive was going to say,” Sirius said.

When Kathleen let him in again, he sneaked up to Basil’s room, not very hopefully. He thought he ought to find out how much Basil knew about Zoi. And, to his joy, the door came open when he nosed it. Basil had been in too much of a hurry to show Clive his Remains to remember to close it properly. Sirius went over to the bookshelf and examined the books. He knew humans kept most of their knowledge in books – they were generous like that – and what Basil knew would be there somewhere.

After some thought, he selected one with a picture of a rock on the back, and another with what he supposed was meant to be a galaxy. Between them, they seemed to cover the case. He wished he had Tibbles to get them out for him. He had to do what he could himself, stabbing with a clumsy paw, backed up with his nose. The galaxy-book came out easily enough. He trotted with it to Kathleen’s room and laid it on the floor by her bed. Then he came back for the rock-book. The books were looser by then. The rock-book came out with half a shelf-full of heavy volumes. Sirius leapt from among them with his tail tucked under him and trotted away very hastily and guiltily indeed.

“Who’s been spilling my books about?” Basil demanded. “Was it you, Robin? If it was—!”

Being accused, Robin naturally looked guilty. “I never went near your books!” Basil cuffed his ears, and Sirius felt very uncomfortable. The worst of it was that there was no possible way he could have owned up, even if he had wanted to.

When Kathleen went to bed, she was very surprised to see the two books lying on the floor. “Those are Basil’s! How did they get here?” She picked them up and examined them for clues. Sirius did his best to seem casual. He had carried them as carefully as he knew how and – he hoped – had not left the faintest dent of a toothmark anywhere on them.

Kathleen could not find anything to tell her how the books came to be on her floor. “Oh well,” she said. “We may as well read them before we put them back.”

Sirius grinned widely as he scrambled on to the bed and made himself comfortable. He had known he could trust Kathleen to read the books. She had few books of her own, and a passion for reading. Once, she had even read him a book of Duffie’s on how to make pottery.

She began on the rock-book, because it was on top. “Schist and gneiss,” Kathleen read, “are igneous formations of the Pre-Cambrian era. Oh, Leo, I don’t think this is very interesting. Metamorphic rocks of high mineral content are to be found as follows—Leo, I don’t know how to say half of this. Shall we try the other book instead?”

She picked up the galaxy-book. It was written in slightly easier words and soon had both of them fascinated. Kathleen was awed and amazed at the thought of stars and planets wheeling round through infinite space. Sirius was amazed at how much humans had discovered, sitting on Earth and whizzing round once every day. They had contrived to measure this, record that, and calculate what they could not see. They had a picture of the universe which bore about as much relation to the universe Sirius knew as a Police Identikit picture did to a real person. But he was astonished they had a picture at all.

“It’s about luminaries,” he explained to Tibbles, when she came through the window to join them. “Do you know about them?”

“The bright people who come and talk to our Sun sometimes?” she said. “They’re a bit big to notice me. I’d have to be as big as Earth before I could get to know them. And I don’t understand the language anyway. Does the Earth count as one of them?”

“Earth is a planet,” Sirius told her. “It spins round the sun.”

“That accounts for it,” Tibbles said, humping up into a tuffet under Sirius’s nose. “The top of my back itches. Just along my spine.”

“Accounts for what?” Sirius asked, licking obligingly.

“The way Earth speaks our languages,” said Tibbles. “I knew that it must be different.”

“Do listen to this, Leo!” Kathleen cried out. “It’s about the Dog Star. Sirius, Alpha Canis Major, often called the Dog Star, is only some eight and a half light-years distant from our Solar System. Since it is twice as hot as our sun, its brightness and characteristic green colour make it a notable object in our winter sky. Why didn’t I know that before? I should have called you Sirius, Leo. It’s exactly right for you. I wish I’d known! You’re in Canis Major – that’s the Great Dog – and that’s Orion’s dog, Leo. I knew about Orion, too! My Daddy showed me Orion’s belt once, when I was little. You’re in the same stardrift as the Great Bear – and us, I think, though it doesn’t say very clearly – and you’re a lovely bright green. Oh – and you’ve got a Companion that’s a white dwarf, about half the size of our sun. Tibbles, you must be his Companion.”

Sirius could not avoid sighing heavily. Someone from Castor had his green sphere now, and his Companion too.

“Don’t be sad,” said Kathleen. “I was just joking. It’s far too late to change your name now. You’re still Leo.”

She went on to read of the other stars. Sirius sighed once or twice more, as he recognised friends of his from the book’s descriptions: Betelgeuse, Procyon, Canopus and Aldebaran, Rigel, Dubhe, Mizar and Phad. He wondered if he would ever see them again. But he was glad to see, from the way the book talked, that Basil was unlikely to have learnt anything helpful about Zoi. The people who wrote the book might be able to measure spheres, and their effulgence, and their distance apart, but they seemed to think they were as lifeless and mechanical as the marbles Robin sometimes rolled round the yard.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Though Sirius was now sure Basil had no idea it was a Zoi he was looking for, he still knew it would be a disaster if Basil found it. As soon as he was out of the yard next day, he went straight to the cleared space where he had first felt the Zoi. It seemed a very likely place for the Zoi to have fallen. But there was nothing. Sirius roved around among the dry weeds and the heaps of rubble without feeling the slightest twinge from the Zoi. So he decided to visit the four moronic hallo-dogs again. They might be stupid, even for dogs, but they fascinated him.

As he went along the street, Rover, Redears and Patchie all greeted him as they had done before.

“Hallo, hallo, hallo! Hey, dog! Hallo!”

But he found he had misjudged Bruce.

“Hallo!” Bruce said, hurling himself against the netting round his gate. “I am glad to see you again. I wanted to talk to you. The others are such fools, and you look sensible. Why do we all look so alike?”

“I don’t know,” said Sirius. “I hoped you’d know. Were you all found floating in the river, by any chance?”

“I’ve no idea,” said Bruce. “Is that where dogs come from then?”

“No,” Sirius said patiently. “They get born. Didn’t you see that mother dog with puppies on television the other night?”

“Oh, yes,” said Bruce. “It did make me wonder. Why did you ask about the river then?”

“Because I can remember being picked out of it,” said Sirius.

“Good lord! You must have a good memory!” said Bruce. “That must have been months ago.”

“But haven’t you heard the people you live with talking about where you came from?” Sirius asked.

Bruce confessed that he did not know very much human talk. “I can follow if they speak slowly,” he said. “But they will gabble so. All I can usually pick out is the important words like walk, and supper, and biscuit, and bath.”

“Is bath important?” asked Sirius, who had never had one.

Bruce shivered. “Yes. When they say it, they’re going to put you in horrible deep warm water and rub smelly bubbles into you that hurt your eyes. They say it when they think you have a flea. Don’t your people do that?”

“Certainly not!” said Sirius. “No one in my house would dream of such a thing.”

“You are lucky,” Bruce said wistfully. “You’re lucky to be allowed out too. How do you manage it?”

“I open my gate,” said Sirius. “Can’t you open yours?”

“Not this latch,” said Bruce. “I could open the two they had before this one, so they put this one on to stop me. I’m being rather slow learning it, I’m afraid. But I’ll see you outside one day.”

“I’ll see you,” Sirius promised, and he went trotting off, thinking that he rather liked Bruce and feeling pleasantly superior to him – particularly about the baths.

Alas for Sirius. He had now been loose in the town for three weeks. He had talked to innumerable stray dogs and searched for the Zoi in many unsavoury places. The next day he began to itch. He itched terribly. He sat down every hundred yards to scratch, but he still itched. He itched when he got home. He sat on the hearthrug and scratched, with his heavy leg thumping rhythmically on the floor. Tibbles sat beside him, elegantly scratching too. Up on the dresser, Romulus and Remus were scratching as well.

“Drat you!” said Tibbles. “I think you’ve given me—”

At that moment, Duffie leant forward and stared incredulously at a small brown something crawling on her wide leg. “What?” she said. She caught the small brown thing between her finger and thumb and waved it about. “This,” she said dramatically, “is a flea. That Filthy Creature has fleas. Kathleen, if they are not got rid of by bedtime, it goes down to the vet tomorrow. Bath it. Hoover the living-room. And do it at once!”

“Oh dear!” Kathleen jumped up at once. “Yes, Duffie. What in?”

“The bath, of course. And make sure you clean it thoroughly afterwards,” said Duffie. “I’ll deal with those cats.”

“Drat you!” wailed Tibbles, as Duffie snatched her up.

Duffie went on to collect Romulus and Remus too. She held them draped head to head in a bundle and marched off to the kitchen with them. From the sink came dreadful rinsings and desperate yowlings. Sirius, trembling all over, was hauled upstairs by Kathleen and Robin, and Basil actually left his Remains to come and push him from behind. The bath was filled. Sirius backed away from the rising steam, rumbling with terror. He braced his legs. But the whole family seemed to agree with Duffie for once. Mr Duffield came through the door behind him before he could back himself out through it.

“In you go, horse,” Mr Duffield said.

Sirius, to his terror and acute humiliation, was lifted as if he were a mere cat and plunged into warm water. It was a dreadful experience. He was quite sure it was killing him. Three times he almost got out, and three times the four humans thrust him back in. They were soaked to the skin.

Mr Duffield hit him a number of times, harder every time. But Sirius would rather have been hit than stay in that bath. He struggled in a frantic green rage, his eyes blazing and his teeth bared.

“Good lord, Rat! It’s only water,” said Basil.

“Leo!” said Kathleen. She was profoundly shocked. She had never seen him look like this before.

Sirius gathered he was upsetting her. He did his best to be less angry, but he was still terrified. He shook all over, until at last they had finished and let go of him. Then he came out of the bath like a sea wave, bringing most of the bathwater with him, and fled downstairs, soaking everything on the way. Duffie was in the living-room, grimly powdering the struggling cats. She received the rest of the water all over her as Sirius shook himself. The cats fled helter-skelter. Duffie seized the poker and drove Sirius out into the yard, where he crawled into his shelter and crouched shivering. Robin and Kathleen tried to get in after him with bath towels, but he hated being dried as much as he hated the bath. If it had not been Robin and Kathleen, he would have bitten them. He snarled and he growled, and he upset Kathleen completely. She burst into tears.

“She’s made Leo hate me. He’ll never forgive me. Listen to him, Robin!”

The snarling made Robin quite scared, but he said stoutly, “He knows it’s not your fault. After all, he could have bitten us.”

It made him feel better to point that out. It also brought Sirius to his senses and made him deeply ashamed of frightening them. He came shivering out of his shelter and licked them both apologetically.

“There! See?” said Robin, and Kathleen hugged Sirius, wet as he was, until she made him grunt.

Then he went indoors and started scratching again. The bath had done no good at all.

“Powder it,” Duffie said frigidly.

Kathleen left off hoovering and powdered Sirius till he sneezed. That seemed to do very little good either. Kathleen looked across the room at Duffie’s grim face and was really frightened. “What shall we do?”

“Try one of those flea collars,” Robin suggested. “A boy at school told me they worked like magic.”

Next day was the start of the Easter holiday. Kathleen hastened out before Duffie was up and bought a peculiar transparent collar, which she fastened round Sirius’s neck alongside his usual one. It smelt of something queer, but he soon grew used to it. And it worked. It would have been hard to say if Kathleen or Sirius was more relieved. Sirius was comfortable again before evening. Duffie told Kathleen that That Creature could stay as long as he wore a flea collar in future. Kathleen was glad, but she had another worry instead.

“It cost an awful lot,” she confessed to Sirius that night. “And I’ve almost no money of my own left now. My Daddy sent me some money after he first went to jail, but he hasn’t sent me any more – I don’t think they give them much there – and I don’t know how I’m going to feed you, Leo, I really don’t. Duffie won’t let me buy your food with the housekeeping, and Uncle Harry’s fifty pence is just not enough. I shall be all spent up after Easter, and I don’t know what we’ll do.”

Sirius knew that he could get food from Miss Smith. He tried to tell Kathleen he would be all right by making a groaning noise and nosing her hand.

Kathleen understood he was trying to comfort her. “Not to worry, Leo,” she said. “I can be cunning and make sure there’s scraps. It’s dishonest, but we’ll manage.”

The short time the Easter holiday lasted was rather a thin time for Sirius. He did not dare go out, even to see Miss Smith, in case somebody saw how he got out. The first opportunity he got, he stood on his hind legs and bolted the top bolt on the gate. Tibbles had already bolted the bottom one. She did it every night. After that, he had nothing to do but hang about the house until Kathleen was free to take him for a walk, and to think about food. He was still growing a little, and he seemed to be hungry all the time. He had not intended to bother Kathleen for food, but he did. Whenever she was in the kitchen, he lay on her feet with a flop and a groan, to show her he was dying of hunger. If this did not work, he sat where he could touch her hand with his nose whenever she passed him. And when it was near his supper time, he followed Kathleen about, staring anxiously at her in case she forgot what time it was.

“Really, Leo, you’re like a starving beggar!” said Kathleen. “Do I ever forget now?”

When he was not thinking of food, Sirius worried that Basil would find the Zoi. Clive called for Basil nearly every day, and the two of them went off to hunt for the mysterious meteorite. Sirius tried to make them take him, too. Every time they left, he rushed after them to the door, ears pricked and tail whirling, hoping Basil would melt. But Clive hated dogs. Basil always shut the door in his face, saying, “Get out of it, Rat.”

Once, when Kathleen was shaking a mat outside the side door, Sirius managed to push past her and go bounding after the two boys. He thought that once he was with them, Basil might just let him stay. But Clive made irritated noises to cover up a jump of fear. Basil said, “Oh bother you, you festering Rat!” He seized Sirius by his collar and towed him rapidly back to the house. He was in too much of a hurry to go to the side door, so he opened the door of the shop and thrust Sirius inside it. “Don’t let the Rat out, Mum. He keeps trying to follow us.”

The shop was full of Duffie’s usual customers – the loud-voiced ladies in drab clothes who all called her Duffie. Duffie plunged among them and grabbed Sirius’s collar. “Blast Basil! Blast the creature! It’ll break everything in sight.”

“It’s a fine-looking animal, Duffie,” one of the women boomed.

“Not bad for a mixture,” said one with a sharper voice. “What kind of fearsome cross is it, Duffie?”

This voice struck into Sirius’s head and brought back a nasty memory. Surely the sharp voice went with a large strong hand that turned you upside down and then said you were not worth keeping alive? He looked up at the woman as Duffie dragged him past. She was a ruddy-faced being in corduroy trousers and heavy boots. She did not look big enough to have turned him upside down. But he was sure she was the one. The doggy smell on her trousers was the same.

“Eleanor Partridge, you’re a snob,” boomed the booming woman. “Mongrels are always far more intelligent. I like the look of this one. High IQ, you can see.”

Because of this praise, Duffie did not bundle Sirius away quite as fiercely as she might have done. It was Sirius who sped to the house door, towing Duffie.

“I don’t like his eyes,” said the sharp voice.

Sirius burst through into the living-room, bristling. Sacks and suffocation went with that voice. He threw himself at Kathleen, so upset that he tried yet again to communicate with her, and whimpered for sympathy.

“Keep it in,” said Duffie.

“Silly!” said Kathleen. “You know they never take you. Be good now, and we’ll go out this afternoon.”

Kathleen was having to spring-clean the house. Duffie insisted on it after the flea. Sirius strongly resented it. Kathleen was scraping away layers of calm, familiar dust, and replacing it with uncomfortably clean new smells of polish and disinfectant. It bored him silly, and he knew Kathleen was working far too hard at it. When she took him out at last, she was too tired to do more than sit on the gate to the meadow and throw sticks for him.

Sirius resented this so, that he did his best at first to stop Kathleen spending the whole day cleaning. He would stand, very patient and obstinate, with his head down and his tail stiffly out, exactly where he was most in the way. “Do get out, Leo!” Kathleen kept saying. She hoovered his tail up twice, by mistake. But Sirius still stood in her way, until Duffie stormed up and delivered a long lecture on lazy sluts who spent their time playing with useless dogs instead of washing the paint down.

“Do get out of the way, Leo,” Kathleen said miserably, when Duffie had gone.

After that, Sirius simply followed Kathleen about. He tried to alleviate the boredom of it by exercising the right of a luminary to poke into odd holes and corners. One such corner had a mousetrap in it. That was horrible. He could not get the thing off his nose.

“Curiosity killed the dog!” Kathleen said, running to the rescue. “Poor Leo. No, don’t go in there! It’s full of mothballs.”

The mothballs were horrible too. They made Sirius feel ill. It was the only day he did not feel hungry. Altogether he did not enjoy that holiday. The only good thing in it was that Basil and Clive did not find the Zoi. Sirius made quite sure of that by examining every heap of muddy fragments Basil brought back. Basil was furious. One evening, when Sirius was sniffing at the finds, Basil kicked him.

“Don’t do that!” Mr Duffield said sharply. “It would serve you right to be bitten.” He called Sirius over to him. “Come here, horse.” Sirius went over, low and slinking, not at all sure what was going to happen. Last time Mr Duffield noticed him, he had been plunged in warm water.

To his surprise, he got his head rubbed amiably. “You’re a most forbearing animal,” Mr Duffield told him, “or I wouldn’t keep you. There must be at least two people in this house you’d give your eyes to bite – naming no names. Good dog.” Sirius thought this was most perceptive of Mr Duffield. He wagged his tail heartily.

Just before the holiday ended, Kathleen, to her intense joy, had a letter from her father. It was the first one she had had since Sirius had been living in the house, and it did not strike him as a very good letter. It was written and addressed in smudgy pencil, on paper torn off something larger, and the envelope was very dirty and creased. But Kathleen was evidently so delighted with it that Sirius planted his front paws on her knees and congratulated her.

“Make it go down,” said Duffie. “It’ll be climbing on the table next. Does this father of yours bother to tell you when he’s coming out of prison?”

“Yes!” said Kathleen, joy all over. “He says in a month or so. Fancy!”

“Thank goodness for that,” said Duffie. “I’m not a charity. I’ve enough to do without feeding and clothing Irish children for a year. It’s high time that feckless terrorist was made to be responsible for you.”

Sirius wished he could point out to Duffie that she would have to do all the housework again if Kathleen left. But he saw that Duffie’s unkindness had not spoilt Kathleen’s joy.

Kathleen was almost too used to Duffie to notice what she said. She took Sirius away upstairs to make the beds and talked to him excitedly.

“You’ll love my Daddy when you meet him, Leo. He’s ever so sweet and kind and funny, and making jokes all the time. This letter’s not really like him. His spelling’s terrible. But it’s sweet too. He says he’ll come and fetch me as soon as he’s free. Just think, Leo! I’ll take you, and we’ll all go back to Ireland and live in a house by ourselves. Won’t that be marvellous? Daddy’ll love you. I know he will. And it won’t be long now. We’ve only a month to wait. I can hardly believe it, Leo!”

Sirius sat down in some dismay on a trailing end of blanket. This was something he had not thought of. Of course he would go where Kathleen went. And, if he had not found the Zoi before Kathleen’s father came for her, then he would be taken far away and never would find it.

“Leo!” said Kathleen, tugging.

He realised that she was trying to pull the blanket out from underneath him and got up dejectedly. Kathleen, as she tucked in the blanket, heard his feet ticker-tacking away.

“It’s all right. I’m not angry,” she called. “It’s just you always sit on the thing I need next.” But Sirius had his nose pushed out of the window in the next room, anxiously looking for Sol, and did not hear her.

“Yes, I see the difficulty,” Sol said. “I tell you what. Basil and his friend keep searching upriver, near the place where you were born. Boys have such a knack of finding things that I think you should take a look there too. After all, you were put there first of all.”

“If you think I should,” Sirius said, without enthusiasm. Mrs Partridge went with the place where he was born. And with her went sacks in the river. He was not at all anxious to meet Mrs Partridge again. As soon as Kathleen was back at school, the first place he went was into town, to batter at Miss Smith’s door.

“School holidays over I see,” said Miss Smith. “On your own again all day, are you? Well, come in. I’ve got quite a bit saved up for you.”

She gave him an excellent meal, and they had a splendid reunion. But Sirius knew that the splendid meal was due to the fact that he had not been to visit Miss Smith for nearly three weeks. He was hungry again soon after, and he knew that Kathleen would not have enough food at home for a dog that had been roaming the town all day.

The fact was, he told himself, he needed more food than Kathleen and Miss Smith could supply. That was what he told Sol, when Sol asked him why on Earth he was not going upriver. “I’m finding people to feed me,” he said. It made a splendid excuse for not going near Mrs Partridge yet.

Sirius started his career as a beggar by trying to sponge on butchers’ shops. He went softly into a shop behind a customer.

“Sorry, madam,” said the butcher. “This is a food shop. We don’t allow dogs.”

“But it’s not my dog!” said the customer.

Then the butcher and his assistant held the door open and waved at Sirius. “Shoo! Go home! Out!” They were so fierce about it that Sirius had to go. But in the second shop he tried, he sensed a spark of kindness somewhere. He was not sure where the spark was, in the butcher himself or in the customers, but he set to work to fan it. He whined and grovelled. He trembled all over, his apologetic tail sweeping the sawdust and his sides sucked in until they nearly met in the middle.

“Poor thing,” said the butcher. “He’s starving. Give him that chunk of shin, George, and put him out.”

Sirius swallowed the meat on the pavement outside and then tried another butcher. And another. His technique improved all the time. He came to see at once, as soon as he entered the shop, who it was had the spark of kindness, and he concentrated on that person. If there was no spark, he left at once. He also discovered that if he put his ears as low as they would go, it made his eyes glow and gave his whole face a soft, appealing look. In the fifth shop, the butcher said, “I call it a shame, letting a lovely dog like that go half starved!”

Sirius went home very satisfied – though he was rather surprised to find he was not particularly interested in the lights Kathleen had bought for him.

The next day, he tried a new method. He went along several streets and, whenever he found a gate he could open, he went inside and boldly battered on the front door of the house. When it was opened, he sat on the doorstep, looking as appealing as he knew how, and wagging just the tip of his tail – ever so hopefully.

He was surprised how often the person in the house exclaimed, “Oh, you beauty!” and gave him a biscuit or a cake. Sometimes, of course, there was a dog in the house already. Sirius found it wisest to go away as soon as it barked. Dogs were jealous. Sometimes again, the person who opened the door was frightened of dogs. Sirius learnt to detect this as soon as the door was opened. He did not waste time on such people. And then again some people were like Duffie. He met a blast of cold dislike. He left those doorsteps at once, but even so, he got kicked once.

Ranging the streets, always on the alert for providers, Sirius soon found that the best ones usually called to him first. Two old men called to him from seats and shared sandwiches with him. There was another old man called Mr Gumble who insisted on Sirius going into his house with him, where he gave him a steak. It seemed that Mr Gumble had just done well at the betting shop on the corner of the street. Sirius could see Mr Gumble was very poor. Nevertheless, he accepted the steak, and went back to see all three old men next day. They loved feeding him. And he made them happy by being grateful and affectionate.

“You’re just finding excuses,” said Sol, who was both amused and exasperated by this begging.

“Not really,” said Sirius. “They want to make a fuss of something. Why shouldn’t it be me?”

“All right,” said Sol. “Now go and look upriver.”

But before he had gone half a mile in the right direction, Sirius met a bright pink van with a blue cow on top, drawn up near a playschool. A very small boy reached towards him with a fistful of cold, sweet, white stuff. Sirius ate it all. And that was that. Having discovered ice-cream, Sirius could think of nothing else for a while. He found another pink van and begged at it like an artist. Sol, annoyed though he was, blazed with laughter at the way Sirius sat just a little beyond the queue, pretending to be too timid to go nearer, and yearned in every soulful hair for a drop of ice-cream. He got a whole cornet too, from the man who sold it.

“You are shameless!” said Sol. “To think you were once a high effulgent!”

“Pooh!” said Sirius, head down and guzzling, with his tongue rammed into the cornet. “It was worth it.”

All the same, he knew he had run out of excuses for not going near Mrs Partridge. So he set off to see if Bruce had managed to open his gate yet.

But before he came to the end of the street where the hallo-dogs lived, Sirius had forgotten Bruce. He had forgotten Mrs Partridge, forgotten the Zoi, forgotten Sol, forgotten everything.

There was a strong something in the air. It seemed stronger even than a scent. Whatever it was, it tingled worse than the Zoi and drew him on. He could do nothing to resist it. It dragged him down the street, past Rover and Redears. They felt it too. Neither of them said Hallo. Bruce was working at his latch in a frenzy. He did not even notice Sirius.

“The Zoi!” Sol said, unheeded, as Sirius broke into a gallop.

The feeling was coming from Patchie. She was in her yard as usual, looking very charming. Outside her gate was every dog in the neighbourhood who could get loose. Sirius wanted to get into the yard. He could think of nothing but getting near Patchie. But the wire fence was high. The Labrador half of Sirius made him a poor, clumsy jumper. He knew he could never get over the fence. So he settled down among the other dogs, as close as he could get to the gate, and forgot everything else.

“Oh well,” said Sol. “Dogs will be dogs, I suppose.”
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CHAPTER NINE

The next week or so was the queerest and most upsetting time Sirius had ever experienced. He did not understand what was happening to him. Dog was all over his green nature, swamping it. He knew it was, but he could not help it. He did not know what it was about Patchie which was making him like this. It was not as if he cared about her the way he did for Kathleen or his lost Companion. He did not care two hoots for Patchie herself. Yet he had to go and sit hopelessly outside her gate all and every day, and it was a terrible wrench when he found it was time to leave.

He went thin, and his coat was less glossy. He called hastily on his providers, ate, and left. Mr Gumble did not understand. He was hurt.

Miss Smith understood perfectly. “Poor Sirius,” she said. “And I expect she’s shut up. They usually are, you know.”

If Sirius could have asked her what was the matter with him, he would have done. The queer strong feeling was driving him nearly frantic. It was so different from everything he had known before that he did not know how to cope with it. He knew he should be looking for the Zoi, but he could not leave Patchie’s gate. At length, he asked the other patiently waiting dogs what was the matter with them all. Most of them had no idea. They only knew they would sit there night and day if they could, until Patchie came out to them. And she never did. But one hideous old mixture of a dog, with a head like a grizzly bear’s, explained gruffly:

“She’s on heat. She could have pups. That’s why we’re here.”

“Is that it?” Patchie said brightly from beyond the gate. “I couldn’t think why I’d got so many friends all of a sudden. Hallo, hallo. I love you all!” She was in a very cheerful and flirtatious mood. “Why don’t some of you come in?”

None of the dogs could jump the high wire fence. They all sighed deeply. It made not a bit of difference to them, Sirius included, to know why they were waiting. They were too taken up with the feeling coming from Patchie even to quarrel over her. They just sat in a group on the pavement, each one of them panting with excitement, so that from a short distance the whole group seemed to vibrate like the engine of an old car.

That week Patchie’s owner and Bruce’s were knocking down houses only a couple of streets away. They came home for a cup of tea. Bruce’s owner stood and looked at the vibrating group, the hanging tongues, the quickly heaving sides and the patient faces.

“Got the usual squad of lovers, I see.”

“Yes. I shall be glad when it’s over,” said Patchie’s owner. He waded among the waiting dogs, pushing them aside, telling them half-heartedly to cut along home, and stopped when he came to Sirius. “Hey! This is your Bruce got out again!”

“No it’s not,” said Bruce’s owner. “And it’s not Rover or Redears either. Must be another one of them.”

“Someone must have tried to drown a whole sackful that time,” said Patchie’s owner. “I wish I could ask this one if he was out of the river too. Here – the gate’s unlocked. Come in quick.”

In this way, Sirius learnt that the hallo-dogs were indeed his brothers and sister. But he was a dog, and the knowledge did not mean as much to him as it might to a human. He was too taken up with Patchie. He made a deft effort to get through the gate with the two men. Bruce’s owner caught him by the scruff of his neck and turned him out. So he settled down to hopeless waiting again.

“Leo doesn’t look well,” Kathleen said anxiously. “Should I take him to a vet?”

“He’s all right. He’s probably growing again,” said Mr Duffield.

Sirius did not feel well. He felt sick with longing. By the middle of the second week of sitting dumbly panting on the pavement he was nearly in a fever. But that day there was a new dog.

The new dog came trotting up around midday and lay down panting beside the others. A faint chill came off him. Although Patchie was busy most fetchingly scratching one of her fox-red ears, Sirius could not help turning to look at the newcomer.

He was large, larger than Sirius, and older. In fact, he was a magnificent dog in the prime of his life. The white hair on his body gleamed like snow in moonlight. The red of his drooping ears was beyond fox-red, beyond chestnut, into blood-colour, and glowed against the gleaming snow of his body. His eyes were bright cat-like yellow, and the pupils were slits, like a cat’s eyes in sunlight.

Sirius stared. He felt the hair coming up along his spine with a feeling that seemed to be excitement. Yet it was nothing like the feeling coming from Patchie. There was fear in it. That had to do with the chill coming off the stranger. He noticed that the other dogs were all moving away a little. But together with the fear and the chill, Sirius felt a faint frosty tingle, a tiny prickle of life much stronger and more serious than anything to do with Patchie. Sirius sat up. He knew that prickle. It came from creatures who had been near a Zoi.

“Who are you?” he said.

The strange dog turned its cat-slit eyes on him for a second, and then looked away. He did not answer. Instead, he lay couchant like a lion, watching Patchie. He watched indulgently, as if he knew Patchie was very young and very silly and that amused him. He did not talk to her either, though she of course said Hallo.

After half an hour of watching, the strange dog seemed to decide that he had lain there long enough. He got up and sauntered a few steps sideways and back, away from the fence. Then he halted. His head moved measuringly. His cat eyes looked from ground to fence and back again. He was clearly considering jumping the fence. Sirius looked at the stranger’s long strong legs – which had glistening feathery fringes very like his own – and had no doubt that he could do it too.

Neither had the other dogs. They moved protestingly. The grizzly bear dog said, “I say! That’s not fair!”

The strange dog ignored them. He tensed. His yellow eyes stared fixedly at the top of the fence and his legs braced for a leap.

Then came a noise. It was shrill and sweet and seemed to come from very far away. But it felt to Sirius as if it was taking place just between his ears. It was a sound so haunting and imperious that his nose came up and his ears pricked. It seemed to be calling him. The strange dog shook his head and looked irritated. Patchie had heard the sound too. She was sitting with her ears cocked and her head sideways, looking charming. None of the other dogs responded. It seemed that only the three of them – Patchie, Sirius and the stranger – had heard it.

The sound stopped. The strange dog hesitated. He looked at Patchie, sitting looking so charming. And that seemed to decide him. His eyes went to the top of the fence again. His legs bent and lowered him for a jump.

The noise tunnelled hauntingly through Sirius’s head again. This time, it was longer, louder and more commanding. Feeling he ought to do something about it, Sirius doubtfully stood up. Patchie whined. The strange dog, looking quite exasperated, stood to his proper height again, hesitated a second, and then turned and galloped off up the street.

Sirius raced after him. The stranger went so fast that Sirius had really to stretch himself to catch him, running as he had seldom run before, with his front and back legs jack-knifing together and apart, his back arched then straight, arched then straight, and the pads of his paws beating the pavement till they glowed.

“What was that noise?” Bruce called as the two dogs shot past. Beyond Bruce, Redears and Rover were whining as Patchie had done.

Sirius could not spare time to answer. But he registered the fact that all five of them, and only them, apart from the strange dog, could hear the noise. It was one more peculiar thing. His curiosity was thoroughly aroused. The other dog settled to a steady loping. Sirius hung his purpling tongue out as far as it would go and overhauled him grimly. He was close behind as they shot through the dust and noise where the houses were being knocked down. He came up alongside as they reached the raw cindery stretch beyond. They ran shoulder to shoulder across it towards the older cleared space where bright green grass now grew.

“Go away!” said the other dog.

“No,” panted Sirius.

They ran on into the ragged green grass. Sirius’s paws were thankful for it. When they were in among the first weedy mounds of rubble, the other dog slowed down, stopped, and looked irritably at Sirius. Sol was behind a bank of purple cloud. In the dimmer light, the strange dog’s coat shone dazzlingly against the green. And, now it was colder and he himself so hot, Sirius could feel the chill off him more strongly than ever.

“I told you to stop following me,” said the strange dog. “Are you going, or do I have to bite you?”

Sirius heaved for breath. “I daresay I could bite you back. Who are you?”

The stranger looked at him for a second. Then he casually leant backwards, stretching his forepaws in front of him so that the muscles in his heavy shoulders rippled. He stood languidly to his full height again, to show Sirius that he was an inch or so larger all round and his bones were thicker and his chest deeper, because he was in his prime.

“You think you can bite me?” he said. “Forget it. You’ve been wasting your strength yearning over that silly girl-puppy. And you hadn’t the strength to jump her fence anyway. Come back in two years and bite me then. You still couldn’t.”

He yawned in Sirius’s face. Then, as if he was quite sure Sirius would not bother him further, he turned and trotted away.

Sirius bounded after him. “Wait! Who are you? Where do you come from?”

“Leave me alone!” the other said, in a snap across his shoulder as they ran.

“Just tell me where the Zoi is,” Sirius panted. They went stride for stride through a patch of newly sprouting nettles. “I know you’ve been near it. I can feel it on you.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You must do. It tingles like nettles.”

They came to another heap of rubble. The other dog stopped again, gleaming against the dark mound. Behind him, small yellow coltsfoot stood out as bright as luminaries on the earth. “Look – why are you following me around like this? I’m in a hurry.”

“I know you are,” said Sirius. “I heard the whistle. But that doesn’t stop you telling me who you are, and why you look like me, and where the Zoi is.”

The strange dog’s arrogant eyes swept over Sirius. His cat’s pupils were wider because of the dim light, but still not very wide. Sirius felt the coat on his back mounting a little. Those eyes were truly unearthly.

The stranger saw it, and rumbled a low, contemptuous growl. “So you heard him whistling for me? I suppose that must mean you’re a half-breed relation of ours. We go out and about sometimes. But I don’t see why I should tell red and yellow puppies anything about us. Go away, mongrel. I warned you!”

Sirius lost his temper. No creature had any right to take that tone with him. A growl was rumbling in his throat from the moment he was called a half-breed. It grew and grew, and Sirius’s anger grew and throbbed with it. His ears rose. The hair on his back piled itself into a long crest. Every white tooth in his head bared itself. And suddenly, from that, he lit to a great green rage. The green light of his fury made two lurid spots on his enemy’s white coat. The strength of a luminary lit him from inside, and he knew he could make red steaks of this arrogant creature.

The other dog was terrified. He had never seen anything like this, and he was used to being the unearthly one. But he had been bred for bravery and he had his pride. His yellow eyes glared into Sirius’s green blazing ones. He, too, bared his teeth and backed, snarling, up the mound to give himself the advantage. With an effort, he got his back up and his tail stiffly curved above it. He was large and strong and menacing, but he was scared nearly silly.

Sirius knew he was. His green rage fired further with the joy of victory coming. He sprang. There was hoarse howling, baying, and the click of snapping teeth. Their two yelling heads dodged, parried, dived and snatched. Sirius struck like a snake at his enemy’s throat. The other dog yelped, knowing it was the winning stroke, and tried to stumble sideways.

Then the queer noise came for a third time, almost as if the strange dog’s unseen master knew. It was a haunting torment in both their heads.

The strange dog could not move. Sirius could barely think for the sound. But he was still in such a green rage that he managed to close his mouth on his enemy’s cold throat. When the sound stopped, he had him pinned firmly, not in a fighting grip, but so that he could not get away.

“Let me go!” said the other dog, tugging sideways and back. “He’s whistled three times now. I have to go.”

The queer coldness of the strange dog’s coat made Sirius’s mouth numb. He could hardly tell where his teeth were. “No. Tell me who you are and where the Zoi is.”

“I’ve never seen your beastly Zoi! And I can’t tell you anything about us or our Master. Only those who run with us and share out duties are allowed to know. My name’s Yeff. That’s all I can tell you. Now let me go!”

Yeff seemed quite frantic. He tugged until Sirius was afraid he would rip his throat and, since Sirius’s mouth was now so numb that he could not tell how hard he was biting, he thought he had better loosen his grip a little. As soon as he did, Yeff jerked his jowl loose and ran away up the mound in great fluid leaps.

Sirius scrambled after him, heavy, clumsy and tired. Nevertheless, he was not far behind as Yeff leapt from the top of the mound and down the other side. Sirius reached the top only a second later. There was no sign of Yeff. The cleared space went on behind the mound, level here and sprouting green things, for fifty yards or so, but it was utterly empty. Yeff was gone. If he had melted like the snow his coat resembled, he could not have vanished more completely.

Sirius hung his numbed tongue out of his cold, aching mouth and stared. Here was yet another mystery. And his one contact with the Zoi had gone. He could have flung his head back and howled. He looked up, hoping that Sol might have seen where Yeff went. Sol, however, was still under purple clouds. They had been spitting rain as Sirius ran up the mound. Now they poured in earnest, cold and stinging rain, hammering on the rubble and fizzing on the cinders. It was April, after all. But Sirius was fairly sure Sol was annoyed with him for wasting his time outside Patchie’s gate. He was seeing what cold water would do.

Sirius hated rain almost as much as he had hated that bath. He turned and ran. The spell Patchie had cast on him was broken anyway. Meeting Yeff had done that. As he ran, he cursed himself for losing Yeff, for annoying him in the first place, for going and losing his temper – for the whole thing. And he had such a short time before Kathleen carried him off to Ireland. Soaked, wretched and worn out, he climbed the steps to Miss Smith’s front door and battered on it in the place where he had already made quite a mark.

“I was just going to have my rest,” Miss Smith said, looking down at him. “My poor dog! What dripping misery! Come in at once. No – not in the kitchen. Shake in the hall where it doesn’t show. Do you like being rubbed with a towel? No? Very well, I shall put the towel on this chair.”

Sirius, shivering, watched Miss Smith spread a large white towel on a shabby armchair. “This was Lass’s favourite chair,” she told him. “I think you’ll find it comfortable. It must be a better shape for dogs than it is for humans. Now you get into it and sleep off whatever it is that happened, and I’ll put the electric fire here so it will dry you off. Don’t knock it, will you? And don’t disturb me for an hour or so, there’s a kind dog. I have to have my rest because these days I don’t sleep so well at night.”

Gratefully, Sirius climbed into the chair. It was a perfect fit. He thumped his tail and fell asleep, dripping gently on the threadbare carpet, while rain hammered and trickled on the windows of Miss Smith’s house.

About a quarter to four, the rain stopped. Sirius started up. He knew as once it was late. The clouds were so low and heavy still that he could not tell how late. He came out of the chair and whined. The house was quiet, except for Miss Smith’s noisy little clock which would only work lying on its face. He went out into the dark hall and tried to open the front door. But it had a round handle and he could not manage it. There was only one thing for it. He went, rather diffidently, upstairs to look for Miss Smith.

She was lying on the bed in the first room he came to, fast asleep and snoring a little, looking so tranquil that it seemed a shame to wake her. But Sirius did not know what else to do. He went and pushed his cold nose gently against her soft, wrinkled cheek. Miss Smith gave a little gasp and opened her eyes.

“Oh, it’s not Lass, of course! It’s Sirius. My dear, I’m sorry. I’ve been asleep for hours. It felt so peaceful with a dog in the house again. But you want to go, don’t you? I’m afraid I’m too sleepy to get up – so I’ll tell you a secret, Sirius. If you go into the kitchen and push the bottom of the back door, you’ll find it opens. It’s a dog-door I had made for Lass. And I’m sure a clever dog like you can manage the garden gate. Just tread on the latch, Sirius. It has a spring to close it.”

Sirius gently nosed his thanks to her and hurried away downstairs. Just as Miss Smith had said, the back door and the garden gate conveniently opened. He wished everyone was as understanding as Miss Smith.

Miss Smith lay back on her pillow, anxiously listening to his progress. She smiled when she heard the garden gate click. “Understood every word. I thought he would, bless him. But it looks late. He’ll be in trouble. If he doesn’t turn up tomorrow, I’ll know they’ve found he can get out.”
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CHAPTER TEN

Sirius went home at a hasty canter. He knew as soon as he was outside that it was not quite as late as he had thought. But it was late enough. He had barely time to get back before Kathleen did. He galloped round the corner into the right street, almost skidding in his hurry, and found he was actually behind Kathleen. She was halfway up the street. He could get there. If he dived into the side-street that led to the lane behind the yard, he could be in the yard with the gate shut and his collar on, and Kathleen would never know he had been out.

But Kathleen was in trouble. He could see she was. There was a gang of boys all round her, shouting things, and one kept trying to pull her hair. The sight of Kathleen being pushed and jostled all over the pavement was more than Sirius could take. He could not help it if he was found out. He trotted forward with his ears pricked to see what he could do.

There were six boys of several sizes. They were pinching and shoving Kathleen, and stamping in puddles so that she was showered with muddy water. Sirius could see from Kathleen’s face that this had often happened to her and she had no way of stopping it.

“What’s at the bottom of an Irish milk-bottle?” shrieked the smallest boy, who seemed to be Kathleen’s chief tormentor.

“Open other end!” roared the others, screaming with laughter and shoving Kathleen this way and that.

“How do you brainwash an Irishwoman?” yelled the first boy.

“Fill her boots with water!” screamed the others, stamping in puddles for all they were worth.

Sirius’s trot dropped to a crouching walk. He crept forward, growling softly. Perhaps it was the misery on Kathleen’s face, or perhaps it was that he had already lost his temper once that day, but he became angrier with every step. Too bad it was the smallest boy who was the worst. Sirius’s growl became a snarl. The boys were too busy shouting to hear him. As the smallest boy opened his mouth to ask what they put at the top of Irish ladders, Sirius lit to a green rage again and sprang.

The boys found themselves barged aside by something they thought was a raging lion. Its eyes blazed like green torches. It hit the smallest boy in the chest and knocked him over backwards. Then it stood on him, snarling, baring a set of huge white teeth, and making his terrified face green with the light from its eyes.

“Leo!” said Kathleen. It was half relief, half reproach, and very wobbly.

Sirius knew he must not upset her any further. He had to content himself with snarling round the ring of boys. Two green beams from his eyes flitted over them all. He was trying so hard not to bite the boy he was treading on that foam dripped across his bared teeth and down from his open jaws. The boys backed away hurriedly. One of them slipped on the rainy pavement and sat down. Sirius hoped it hurt him.

“Go away,” Kathleen said shakily. “Leave me be, or I’ll set my dog on all of you.”

“Call that a dog!” said one of the boys. “That’s a beeping monster!”

Sirius stepped off the smallest boy and crawled slowly at the rest, growling ardently. They did not wait for him to reach them. Those on their feet ran. The other two scrambled up and pelted after them. Sirius bounded behind, his eyes blazing, blown up to twice his real size, barking as horribly as he knew how.

When he had chased them to the end of the street, he heard three voices calling him. “Leo! Shamus! RAT!” Reluctantly, Sirius left the chase and came trotting back. His coat settled down as he came, and by the time he reached Kathleen, his eyes were their normal green. Basil and Robin were with Kathleen.

“How did he get out?” Basil demanded.

“I don’t know.” Kathleen said shakily. “He – he was just there suddenly.” Sirius could see she was trying not to cry. He tried to go and comfort her, but Basil stopped him and rubbed his ears.

“You’re quite a good dog really,” he said.

“Yes, but we must get him in before Mum finds out,” Robin said.

The others anxiously agreed. They hurried Sirius in through the side door and left him in the living-room while they all rushed out into the yard to see what had happened there. Tibbles was curled up on the sofa and looked up in surprise.

“You haven’t bolted the gate yet, have you?” Sirius asked her.

“Of course not,” she said. “You weren’t in. What’s happened? Did they find you in the road?”

“More or less,” said Sirius.

“Then I expect they’ll bolt the gate for us,” Tibbles said placidly and settled down to sleep again.

“Don’t go to sleep,” said Sirius. “I need to ask you—Those dogs, the ones Kathleen read about that are white with red ears – where do they come from?”

“Oh,” said Tibbles. “Them. I keep out of their way. They don’t usually hurt warm beasts like us. They mostly come out at night.”

“Where have you seen them?”

Before Tibbles could answer, Basil, Robin and Kathleen came back, loudly wondering who could have opened the yard gate. Kathleen was carrying Sirius’s collar. She took him away from Tibbles and pushed the collar firmly over his head.

“That was bad, Leo,” she told him.

“He slipped his collar. That’s obvious,” Basil kept saying. “But someone must have undone the gate for him. Who was it?”

Robin’s opinion was that it had been burglars. “Mum keeps clay and glaze and things in the shed. Could they have been after that?”

“Don’t be an idiot!” said Basil. “Who wants clay? And hold your tongue unless we find something’s missing.”

“You hold yours,” Robin retorted.

Neither of them did. They continued to discuss it whenever Duffie was not within hearing. Kathleen set about making supper. She was so pale and shaky still that Sirius kept close beside her, trying to comfort her. He hoped, very earnestly, that it would remain an unsolved mystery who had opened the gate. He hoped Basil and Robin would forget about it soon.

Fate was against him. Later that evening, when the family was sitting round the television, there was a heavy knock at the side door. Basil went to answer it and came back looking very dismayed, and a strange man and a policeman came after him. It seemed that the boy Sirius had knocked over and the one who had sat down were brothers. When they were asked to explain their muddy clothes, they told their father that Kathleen had set a savage dog on them, which had bitten them and mauled them. The strange man was their father. He had gone to the police, and the policeman had come to investigate.

Kathleen said, “He did not bite them!” and burst into tears. Duffie looked at her, coldly and triumphantly, and then at Sirius. Sirius quailed. He had a sudden hopeless green memory of being on trial for his life. He felt quite as sick now.

“I think there must be some mistake,” said Mr Duffield. “This dog never bites. He’s the most forbearing animal, or I wouldn’t keep him. And he spends all day tied up in the yard.”

“Is this the animal?” said the policeman. “Not much of a house-dog is he, sir? I didn’t hear him bark.”

“He never barks either,” said Mr Duffield. “That’s his other virtue.”

The policeman looked as if he did not think it was a virtue. Robin, who knew that it was usually the silent dogs that bit people, and suspected that the policeman knew it too, said quickly, “He’s used to people coming in and out of the shop, you see.”

“Ah,” said the policeman. “Is that it? Perhaps the little girl would give us her version of the episode.”

Kathleen could not speak for crying. She was afraid Leo was in mortal danger, and she knew he had looked very savage indeed. It had horrified her. And she could not bring herself to tell anyone how miserable those boys made her, day after day, and how relieved she had been to see Leo.

“There isn’t another version,” said the father angrily. “This girl set that great brute on my two lads. Ruined their clothes! The wife’s furious. It was a huge creature like a lion, they said, all fangs, with green eyes that lit up from inside. Are you sure that’s the dog?”

Everyone looked at Sirius. He wagged his tail bashfully and did his best to frown, so that his eyebrows shaded his eyes a little. “Well, his eyes are a sort of green,” the policeman said.

“It’s the only dog we’ve got,” Duffie said icily. “It’s the one you want all right.”

“Perhaps we could have your side of the story first,” the policeman said to Kathleen. But Kathleen still could not speak. “Anyone else here see anything?” asked the policeman.

Robin and Basil wriggled uncomfortably. They knew they had stood on the other side of the road letting a mere dog come to Kathleen’s rescue. Because Robin was the smaller, he was less ashamed than Basil.

“Yes,” he blurted out. “I was across the road. There were six boys, all on to Kathleen, hitting her and calling her names and things.”

“My boys wouldn’t do that,” said the father. “What had she done to them?”

“Nothing,” sobbed Kathleen. “They always do it.”

“Yes. I’ve seen them nearly every day,” Robin said, and then went scarlet because of the way Mr Duffield was looking at him. “I told you, I was across the road,” he said.

“Were you too far away to hear what the – er – argument might have been about?” asked the policeman.

By this time, Basil’s face was mottled with shame. “No. We heard them. They were jeering at Kathleen for being Irish.” He went even more mottled, remembering how often he had done the same, but he went on, “And the Ra – er – the dog didn’t bite them. Kathleen didn’t even call him. He just came charging up and – er – defended her.”

“Irish, eh?” said the policeman.

“My lads take after me,” said the father. “I can’t abide the Irish.”

The policeman coughed. “I have to remind you that there are Race Relations laws, sir.”

For a moment the father looked very blank. But he soon rallied. “That’s got nothing to do with it. This dog is a dangerous brute that savaged my two lads. It ought to be put down.”

“How I agree!” said Duffie.

“He didn’t savage them!” said Basil. “He just growled at them and scared them off.” Sirius felt that he had never appreciated Basil properly.

“Let’s see how fierce he is,” the policeman suggested. Sirius was thankful he understood, for, when the policeman suddenly aimed a great punch at him, right between the eyes, he was enough prepared only to blink and back away. The policeman’s fist stopped before it reached him.

Sirius showed him how mild he was by getting up then, wagging his tail and apologising to the policeman for being hit by him.

“Not what I’d call fierce,” said the policeman, rubbing his ears. “Lovely coat he’s got.” Sirius began to hope that it would not take much more to have the policeman entirely on his side.

The father perhaps thought so too. “What about those blazing eyes?” he demanded aggressively. “My lads said they were like torches. They saw two spots of light coming from them. Now that’s not natural.”

“Of course it’s not natural,” said Basil. “It’s not true.”

“Boys do have a way of exaggerating,” the policeman said, seeing the father glaring at Basil. “All I can say is that they’re not blazing now.” He stood up. “But the Police have had one complaint about this dog,” he said formally. “I’m bound to tell you that we’ll have to take action if we have another.”

“Don’t worry,” said Duffie. “I’ll see to it tomorrow.”

“Oh, there’s no need to do anything now, Madam,” the policeman told her. “I was just warning you. I know there’s no harm in this dog. He’s as playful as a great puppy. He once had me and our driver and His Worship the Mayor and the Town Clerk and goodness knows who-all running chasing him down the High Street. And he thought we were playing with him.”

Everyone was astounded. “When on earth was this?” said Mr Duffield.

“Couple of months ago, it would be,” said the policeman.

Then the fat was in the fire. Everyone knew Sirius should have been in the yard. Kathleen sobbed heavily. Duffie rounded on Basil and Basil was forced to admit that the bolts of the yard gate had been undone that evening.

“Well!” said Duffie. “I’m used to Kathleen being sly and underhand. I expect it. But you! I’m ashamed. And anyone could have broken in and taken anything!”

The father began to look smug, as he saw a case might be building up against Kathleen and her fierce brute after all.

“That girl drew the bolts,” he said.

“I’m sure she did,” said Duffie.

“I didn’t, I swear,” sobbed Kathleen. “On the Holy Bible.”

“Then the brute did it himself,” said the father. “You see dogs on telly that can open gates. You take him out there. You see.”

So everyone trooped out into the yard. The policeman shone his torch on the gate and Sirius was invited to draw back the bolts. Romulus, Remus and Tibbles gathered anxiously on the wall to watch. And Sirius put on a performance beside which his begging was nothing. He was all stupid anxiety to please. He bounced about. He wagged his tail and pricked up his ears willingly. But when Mr Duffield tried to show him what was wanted by pushing the top bolt backwards and forwards, Sirius became an excited moron. Rover and Redears would have seemed masterminds beside him. It was obviously quite beyond his powers to open anything. They did, with much coaxing, get him to stand on his hind legs and lean his front paws on the gate, but he heaved up with such an effort, so far off the bolt, and looked so idiotically pleased with himself for getting there, that it was clear to everyone that he had never done such a thing in his life before.

“So it looks like somebody opened the gate for him,” said the policeman.

“Kathleen,” said Duffie’s cold voice in the background.

“Don’t talk nonsense,” said Mr Duffield. “It was more likely to have been those malicious boys.”

“Who are you calling malicious?” the father demanded angrily.

“We’ll keep an eye on the place,” the policeman said soothingly. “If we see anyone behaving suspiciously, we’ll investigate. Otherwise, that seems to be all. But do make sure this dog is properly shut up in future, sir.”

The policeman and the father left, but it was not exactly all. While Sirius flung himself down on the hearthrug, thoroughly exhausted with his efforts, Mr Duffield made Duffie sulk by saying he was sure Kathleen had not unlocked the gate, and that no one could blame the horse for going to her rescue. Then he made Kathleen cry again by demanding to know why she had not told him about the boys. The answer was that Mr Duffield would not have listened, but Kathleen could not tell him that. After that, Mr Duffield turned to Basil and Robin and gave them a long lecture on the paltry way they had stood on the other side of the road letting Kathleen be bullied. Kathleen was so embarrassed that she fled to the kitchen. Robin cried. Basil went as sulky as Duffie and muttered that there were six of the festering boys, and he didn’t care for the festering Irish either. “I wouldn’t have said a word if the Rat hadn’t been in trouble,” he growled. “That’s the last time I do anything for the festering dog!”

Sirius sighed as he heaved off the hearthrug and pattered to the kitchen after Kathleen. Mr Duffield meant well. But he was too wrapped up in himself to attend to what other people felt. It took a policeman to make him notice anything was wrong, and now he seemed to be making matters worse. He was the most self-centred creature Sirius knew – apart from Duffie, of course.

He found Duffie had cornered Kathleen in the kitchen and was working off some of her bad temper by stumping round the kitchen lecturing her. Kathleen was silent and tearstained. Sirius went and pressed himself against her and tried to keep his eyes off Duffie’s fat hairy calves as they stumped back and forth.

Duffie concluded her lecture after twenty minutes. “I’ve put up with you and I’ve put up with That Creature,” she ended. “And you reward me by letting it out to savage innocent children. Well, I warn you, Kathleen, this is the last time it does. If I ever find it out again, it goes.” By this time Sirius was shaking all over because he so much wanted to take a piece out of one of those stumping calves. “You may well tremble!” Duffie said, pointing at him. “You’ve run your course. One more thing – one more! – and I take you down to the vet.”

Kathleen had stopped crying by bedtime. But she did not play or read. She sat up in bed hugging Sirius.

“Leo,” she whispered, “please don’t open that gate again. I know it’s boring in the yard, but please don’t. I know it was you opened it. You’re much cleverer than you pretend. But if Duffie takes you to the vet, I won’t be able to bear it.” She squeezed Sirius until he wanted to wriggle free. “Oh, how I wish we didn’t have to live with the Duffields!” she said.

Sirius had never heard Kathleen admit this before. If he had needed anything more to show him how serious the trouble was, this was it. He licked her face, very kindly, and Kathleen hugged him harder than ever.

The next day, he knew he had to be very careful. As he sat in the yard at the end of his rope, Duffie actually came out of the house three times to make sure that he was there. She seemed disappointed when he was.

“I daren’t go out,” he said to Sol. “What can I do?”

“That’s a pity,” said Sol. “She’ll get tired of watching you in the end, but I’m afraid you haven’t got much time left. Things are happening in Ireland. And the longer you leave that Zoi, the more certain it is the wrong people will find it. And I can’t have that. It’s done enough damage here as it is. I want you to go and look upriver.”

Sirius felt it was good of Sol not to reproach him for wasting his time when he could get out of the yard. “If you really think the Zoi is there—” he said. “But I’m not sure. Tell me about white dogs with red ears – cold dogs.”

“Those?” said Sol. The fierce bluish colour at the very heart of him spread, so that he blazed sombre and formidable. “I’ve nothing against the dogs,” he said. “You were bred from one of them – did you know? But their Master is a dark thing. He’s one of those I wouldn’t like to see getting hold of the Zoi. Listen, I’ll give your Duffie something else to think about, if you promise to go and look upriver as soon as you’re out.”

Sirius shivered. He did not like to say that he suspected that a dark thing had already got hold of the Zoi. He gave another shiver at the thought of Mrs Partridge. “All right. I promise.”

“Thank you,” said Sol. “Be patient a day or so.”

Patient! thought Sirius. When Sol said time was short, it was. When the Zoi was probably in the wrong hands, and he had found a clue to it, and lost it, when he was tied to this yard, when Kathleen was miserable, how could he be patient? He missed roaming about. He wanted to see Miss Smith, Mr Gumble and his other providers. He lay and thought of ice-cream. He was horribly hungry.

“You do get hungry,” Remus said sympathetically, “if you’re used to going hunting. I remember the time I got shut in the bathroom.”

The cats put their heads together. In the early afternoon, Romulus trotted along the wall and jumped down on to the roof of the shelter, carrying a mouse. “Here you are,” he said kindly. “Let it run about a bit before you eat it. They taste sweeter like that. But I shouldn’t eat the tail. That’s stringy.”

He leapt away again, leaving Sirius staring at a tiny terrified creature crouching between his big blunt paws. He moved his right paw a little. The mouse ran backwards and forwards, squealing with fear. Sirius nosed it. It did not smell very edible and it squealed worse than ever. He knew he could not eat it. He was not used to having his food alive and horrified. But he did not want to offend the cats.

“Run away, you silly thing,” he told the mouse. “I’m not going to eat you.”

The mouse was insane with fear and did not understand. Sirius looked round all the walls and roofs to make sure none of the cats was around. Then he pushed and nosed the mouse into the far corner of his shelter, where it crouched for the rest of the afternoon, too terrified to move. Kathleen found it when she came to untie Sirius. She picked it up and put it gently inside the shed where Duffie kept her clay.

“Stay there, or the cats will find you,” she said to it. The mouse did not understand her either, but it did not appear again.

“I ate the tail,” Sirius told Romulus. “It was quite tasty. Thanks very much.” He made do with half a tin of dog-food and the scraps from supper that night, and for the rest of the week. It made him mournful. But he was glad that Kathleen seemed happier. As far as he could tell, the boys were not daring to bother her again.

That weekend, to his dismay, Clive called for Basil and they went to look for the Zoi again. They went upriver, and they took Robin to carry the sandwiches. Robin was so proud and flattered to be taken that, when they came home that evening, he was talking of collecting Remains for himself.

Basil and Clive had not found the Zoi. But they had some Roman oyster-shells, a modern clam, a flint that looked almost like an arrow-head, and a bone Basil rather thought was part of an icthyosaurus. Sirius sniffed it. It smelt of mutton.

Basil clouted him. “Get out, Rat! I’ll tell the police of you.”

“Please!” Kathleen said. This was a very tender point with her.

“The trouble with you is that you’ll believe anything,” said Basil.

Over the weekend, something strange happened to the pots Duffie had in her shop window. There had been an artistic stack of them. But, on the side the sun struck them, the glaze had melted and run, and the clay underneath crumbled away. What Duffie found in the window on Sunday evening was a something like a honeycomb, made of twenty half-pots stuck together with glaze. She brought it into the house and waved it dramatically. She tramped about with it, raging. She raged at the glaze-makers. She wagged the honeycomb in people’s faces and raged at the clay suppliers. She would have liked to rage at Kathleen and Sirius too. They tried to keep out of her way. She raged instead at shoddy modern products.

“It seems to me that you might as well blame the sunlight, while you’re at it,” Mr Duffield remarked from behind the Sunday paper.

Sirius opened his mouth and lolled his tongue in a wide grin. On Monday morning, he asked Sol how he had done it.

Sol beamed. “A concentration of the right particles. But you can go out now. I can see her through the window making new pots. And I’ve made sure of a spell of good fine weather, because that usually brings her a shopful of customers. She’s not likely to think of you much today.”

Joyfully Sirius stood up, dragged the collar off over his ears, and drew back the bolts on the gate.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Miss Smith was delighted to see him. “I was afraid you’d got yourself shut up for good,” she said. She gave him a bowl of raw mince. Mr Gumble gave him a bone and a doughnut. The two old men on the benches gave him a steak-pie and a hamburger. Feeling full and contented, Sirius trotted through the sunshine to the cleared space where Yeff had vanished. He told himself he was not putting off Mrs Partridge: he had to check on this place first.

There was not the faintest prickle from the Zoi. But he hardly knew the cleared space, it had changed so in the last week. It was now the beginning of May. The grass was thick and green. The bushes were putting out leaves and the nettles had come up high enough to brush him underneath. The greening mounds of rubble were so studded with dandelions that Sirius felt homesick. The flowers looked like luminaries, and the green was like his own sphere. Earth was a beautiful place.

He was so homesick he thought he would go and see Patchie. He was not sure why, except that he was sad and joyful at once, and it seemed to fit.

As soon as he came to the end of her street, he knew that the compulsive feeling connected with Patchie had gone. There was no longer a crowd of dogs at her gate. “Hallo, hallo!” said Rover and Redears as he trotted by. Bruce was very busy tugging at the latch of his gate with his teeth.

“I’ve nearly got the hang of this,” he said. “I’m working on a new system. You’ll see – I’ll be out and about like you soon.”

“Great!” said Sirius. He trotted on to Patchie’s gate and put his nose to the netting. Patchie did not seem to see him. She was scratching nonchalantly. “Hallo,” Sirius said.

Patchie looked round. Seeing him, she stood up, stiff-legged and bristling. “Go away. I don’t want you.”

Very hurt and surprised, Sirius said, “I only came to see how you were.”

Patchie let out a rasping growl and advanced on the netting. “Go away. I don’t like you. I don’t want you. Take your nose away or I’ll snap it off.”

More hurt and surprised than ever, Sirius moved his nose. “What’s wrong? You liked me last week.”

“No I didn’t. You’ve got horrid eyes. I don’t like anyone except Rover.”

“Rover!” exclaimed Sirius, deeply wounded. “He’s stupid.”

“And you’re worse,” said Patchie, “thinking I’d like you! Go away.”

Sirius got up and crept away, pursued by snarls from Patchie. He had never felt so hurt or so mortified before. He could not bring himself to face the other three dogs again. He went the other way, down to the filthy grey-green river, and plodded dejectedly along the towpath with his head down and his tail hanging.

“Cheer up,” said Sol. “They often go like that when they come off heat. And she always did like Rover best.”

Sirius turned and snarled at him over his shoulder. “Oh, shut up!”

Sol answered with a glare that would have blinded any other creature. “Stop that! You don’t even like her. You know she’s silly, even for a dog.”

There was truth in that. “Yes,” Sirius said morbidly. “Yes, I suppose you’re right.”

“I am,” said Sol. “Now are you going out towards those kennels, or do I have to arrange to have you delivered there?”

“All right, all right,” said Sirius. “I’ll go. There’s no point in anything anyway.”

He turned and followed the towpath in the other direction. At first he plodded. The river was dirty and depressing. Small smelly factories sat on its banks making it filthier. After those were the railway lines. Sirius walked a little faster. Ever since he had first seen them, he had been interested in the long clattering trains. The railway gave way to allotments, where the black hedges were spattered with bright green buds. Sirius began to feel more cheerful. He trotted. Then he loped. And suddenly he was out in his own meadow where Kathleen took him for walks. It was all blazing green, with dandelions and daisies thicker than the stars of home. Here the river was soft clear blue, a rival to the Milky Way, and the hawthorns on its banks were a piercing young green, as if they had been newly lit with green fire.

Sirius bounded forward jovially. He forgot his hurt pride and frolicked along by the river, round a couple of bends, under tall trees of black lace and yellow-green flames of leaf, until he came to a meadow where there were few flowers but an interesting smell of dog. The dog-smell led him up the meadow and through a gate in a newly lit hedge. Here were concrete paths. He dimly remembered the concrete. It led in criss-crosses round low buildings with wire-netting runs in front of them.

He stopped near the centre of the criss-crossings and sniffed the air. There was no Zoi. He was sure Sol was wrong. It was not here. There was dog, however. Dog upon dog, everywhere. And human. A very strong smell of Mrs Partridge. Sirius hated it. His back rose slightly. There was another smell too, like a mixture of jasmine and ozone. For some reason, it was hauntingly familiar, but Sirius could not place it. All he could tell was that it did not quite fit in with the other smells, the grass, the concrete, the dog, or the Mrs Partridge. He puzzled about it while he thoughtfully went over and lifted a leg at the corner of the nearest wire run. The smell could have had a tingle of Zoi about it. Or could it? He was not sure.

The dog inside the run hurried over to sniff. “Good morning,” she said pleasantly. “I’m Bess.”

She was a beautiful yellow-white Labrador with a bright black nose and melting brown eyes. Her sole fault was that she was a trifle stout.

“It’s a nice morning,” Sirius agreed. He liked the look of this Labrador. He took to her so much, in fact, that he asked, “I say, you don’t happen to have seen the thing I’m looking for, do you? It fell out of the sky with a bang some time last year, and it must have looked quite bright as it fell. You know it if you’re near it by a strange prickly feeling it gives you.”

“Now there you have me,” said the Labrador. She sat on her haunches and put her head on one side to think. “I think I know the thing you mean—”

Sirius’s ears came up. He could hardly believe them. He wished he had taken Sol’s advice earlier. “Go on,” he said.

“I saw it come down,” said Bess. “It was in the night. I think I must have been going to have puppies, because I felt awfully heavy and miserable, and I went outside to have a good moan at the Moon. And the thing came down past the Moon like – well, I thought it was a star coming unstuck and I was scared stiff. The ground jiggled. But I didn’t feel it prickle. It was too far away.”

“Thanks,” said Sirius. “That’s a great help. How far away?”

“Down the river, where all those houses are,” the Labrador said. “I remember seeing it go into the glare from all their lights just before the ground jiggled.”

“So it is in the town!” said Sirius. “I wish I’d met you before this. You’ve been more help than anyone.”

“I like to be useful,” Bess said, a little wistfully. “I used to be a gun-dog until I was sold to Mrs Partridge. I don’t seem much use here.”

“Boring, isn’t it?” Sirius said feelingly.

“Oh it is!” she said. “I see you know, too. Are you a hunting dog, by any chance?”

“Well – only a Zoi-hunter,” said Sirius. “Why?”

“You look a bit like a frosty sort of dog that jumped my fence once,” said Bess. “Mrs Partridge didn’t have all these high wire things then, so he came over quite easily. He told me he hunted.”

“Did he tell you where he came from?” Sirius asked eagerly.

“He was called Yeff,” said Bess. “And—”

“Sirius!” said Sol sharply. “Sirius!” Light twinkled and blazed on the wire between the dogs, so that the Labrador backed away blinking. “Run!” said Sol. “Get out of here. Not the way you came – the other direction. Quick!”

Sirius, quite confused, started off the wrong way, found Sol blazing in his eyes and turned back. “Why? What’s the matter?”

“It’s my fault,” said Sol. “I’ve slipped up again. I’ve not had much experience recognising—Just run. Please!”

Since Sol was so urgent, Sirius set off loping towards the next concrete cross-road. He had gone ten feet when Mrs Partridge came clopping round the corner. Sirius skidded to a stop, turned and bolted the other way.

“Hi!” bawled Mrs Partridge. “You wretched mongrel! Stop him, Mrs Canning dear, please!”

Sirius tore back past the Labrador’s run, ears flying, tail outstretched, and galloped round the corner. And stopped as if he had run into a wall.

There was another woman standing there, a more elegantly dressed one. She was small, and she had extraordinary dead white hair falling smoothly to her shoulders. Despite that, she seemed young. Her face was dead white too, with cheekbones and eyes that, ever so slightly, slanted upwards. That made her both striking and beautiful.

The ozone-jasmine scent which had so puzzled Sirius was coming from her – and he knew now that it was a scent quite alien to Earth. Though he had never seen her look quite like this before, he knew her by the faint white nimbus standing round her. He would have known her whatever she looked like.

Sirius wanted to wag his tail and whine with joy. He wanted to go down on his fringed elbows and lick her elegant feet, and then put his paws on her small shoulders and lick her slanting face. But he did nothing. He just stood there, for agelong seconds, staring at her, unable to credit what all his green nature and his dog nature had learnt while he had been on Earth. He had met people like her while he begged at doors. One of them had kicked him. He knew Duffie. But she could not be like Duffie! She was his Companion.

His Companion thought he was simply a dog at first. She looked at him with cold dislike, which hurt him, even so, far more than Patchie had done. Sirius knew he should go before she learnt he was anything more. But he was too confounded by knowing it to move. Then his Companion looked at his eyes.

“I can’t believe it!” she said. Duffie at her coldest and highest was nothing to the way she said it. “You! I thought I’d made her have you drowned!” The white nimbus round her spread into a cold blaze. “You—!”

The dog nature reacted like lightning, while Sirius’s green nature still lay shattered. He jumped clear, back and sideways. Wire netting twanged. His Companion’s blast of white hatred lashed the path where he had been standing, consuming dust, setting fire to the grass at the edge, destroying some of the concrete too. Sirius felt the longer hairs of his coat sizzle while he was in the air. He bounced, blundering, into the netting and let it shoot him away again through the chemical reek of the blast, so that he landed on the hot concrete just as his Companion turned and struck the netting where he had been.

That blast melted the netting as if it were a nylon stocking and left it steaming, dripping, and turning from dull red to cindery black. Poor Bess howled and ran into the furthest corner. Howling and barking arose from most of the other runs. Sirius had time to see that the Labrador was safe as he ran like a dog possessed, back round the corner of her run and full tilt towards Mrs Partridge.

Mrs Partridge had not noticed anything peculiar, beyond an odd smell. She planted her corduroy legs wide across the path to stop Sirius. She did not matter any more. He went straight between her legs like an arrow. How he made himself low enough he never knew. Mrs Partridge staggered about. “Wretched brute!” she yelled.

Sirius heard her boots clobbering on the concrete behind him. He heard the small light feet of his Companion overtake them and patter swiftly after him. She might be in human form, but Sirius knew she would run with unearthly speed.

He ran as he had never run before, even to catch Yeff. His tail was curled under him. His eyes stung. His nose was blocked with strong wrong smells from the blasts. His head seethed with misery.

This was why he had put off coming here. His puppy brain had remembered “Mrs Canning dear” persuading Mrs Partridge to have him drowned, but he had not admitted it. To think he had spent long, long ages doting on a being like Duffie! What a flaming green fool! He dashed down concrete paths, past surprised dog faces, past sheds, past an astonished youth with a bucket. The youth dropped the bucket and gave chase too. Sirius sped from him easily. But he felt his Companion coming, quicker than he could run, closer and closer, until she was bringing even to his blocked nose her scent of ozone and jasmine.

There was a house in front of him and its door was open. Sirius shot inside it. His feet skidded helplessly on a polished floor. He fell painfully on his side and slid across a hall, tangling rugs and smashing a grey pot so ugly that it could only have been made by Duffie.

“Yap! What on earth? Yap! Who are you?” A little black poodle, a cosseted house-dog, pattered beside him, her nose and eyes bright with curiosity.

“I’m being chased. Is there another door?” said Sirius, heaving himself out of the rugs. His right back leg hurt.

The poodle cocked an ear to the shouts and pounding feet outside. She sniffed the ozone-jasmine smell distastefully. “The other door’s down that passage. Shall I hold them up for you?”

“Don’t you dare. Keep out of her way – the smelly one – whatever you do.” Sirius limped across the beastly shiny floor. He could hardly move at human walking pace on it, and his terror increased. He seemed to have bolted into the worst possible place. Behind him, to his surprise, the door of the house crashed shut. The little poodle came skipping gaily after him.

“That’s stopped them for a moment. Hurry. They’ll come round the house. This way.” She skipped round a corner, where another door stood open on green countryside. “There. Good luck.”

“Thank you very much,” said Sirius. He ran limping across a stretch of garden and a lane, and gathered himself for a gallop across the field beyond. His back leg hurt hideously over the first hundred yards. Then he felt his Companion behind him again.

He forgot his leg. He ran. He raced. He crossed the ten acre field like a hare, except that instinct and fear and green thoughts combined to make him run low and slinking, as the cats did, in order not to make a target for another white sheet of hatred. There was a wood on the skyline. Sirius raced towards it, up a long slope, taking cover in a fold of ground as he went. He tore through a fierce hedge, and climbed another meadow. It was vivid with growing grass. He trod on wrinkled leathery leaves and broke the primroses growing from them with his heavy paws. It seemed a pity, even in his panic. His Companion was closer every step.

As he reached the cool shade of the wood, something held her up. He did not know what it was, but he was sure it would not detain her for very long. He ran up a bank. There was a filthy strong smell there, like a butcher’s shop mixed with peppermint. It was coming from a large damp-looking hole. The smell was horrible, but Sirius had no time to be dainty. He squeezed into the hole and pushed his way down it.

It was a tight fit, but it opened out shortly. Sirius, though he had never noticed the fact before, could see in the dark rather better than the cats. He saw that the hole went on beyond the wider part, but he decided to go that way only if he had to. The smelly occupant of the hole was down there somewhere. He turned round, pressing himself against the earthy side of the space, so that, if need be, he could turn round again and face the occupant, and stared anxiously up the way he had come.

The entrance to the hole was a dim circle, where grass and leaves fluttered. There was a hint of bright sunlight above and beyond, but it did not strike the mouth of the hole. His Companion seemed to have stopped in the middle of the meadow, about a hundred yards away. He could hear her talking to someone.

“…not used to being detained in the sphere of my Most Effulgent Consort,” she was saying.

“But Effulgency,” Sol said, out there, “it is such an unexpected pleasure to find you honouring my humble sphere. I feel I must meet Your Effulgency with proper politeness.”

“My dear Sol! There’s no need for that!” the Companion answered. “I’m here quite informally.”

“But how delightful, Effulgency!” said Sol. His voice dripped golden politeness. “Naturally I should not want to intrude on your privacy, except that, since Your Effulgency is honouring my sphere, I take it that you have come to visit me.”

“I don’t wish to disappoint you, Sol,” began the Companion.

“Effulgency,” Sol said, sweetly earnest, “my only disappointment is that you came without my knowledge. That was why I stopped you. I had no wish to be rude, nor to point out that I am of higher effulgence than your honoured self, but—”

“Oh, very well,” the Companion said crossly. “I’m here on business for my Effulgent Consort, which is secret. Does that satisfy you? Effulgency.”

“Effulgency, I must always be satisfied in your presence,” Sol said unctuously.

Sirius put his face on his paws and groaned. What a flaming green fool Sol must think he was! It was only too clear Sol knew what his Companion was like. It was equally clear that Sol disliked her intensely. But he had never said a word about her to Sirius. He had always hurried the conversation away from her – no doubt to spare Sirius’s feelings. Sirius lay in the damp smelly hole and writhed. He was very grateful to Sol for stopping his Companion, but he could hardly bear to listen to them quarrelling so politely.

A voice spoke near his ear. It was a voice as jealously ruffled as Tibbles, the time Sirius turned her off Kathleen’s knee. It said, “Who is that being out there? What is she?”

There was no new smell, apart from the strong meat-and-peppermint stink and the clay of the walls around him. Sirius supposed it must be the owner of the hole speaking. He dared not offend the creature, whatever it smelt like, so he answered politely, “She’s the Companion of Sirius. A white dwarf.”

“Then she’s a luminary,” the voice answered, not at all pleased. After a stormy pause, it asked, “Very beautiful, is she?”

“Very,” Sirius answered miserably. And because his Companion was beautiful, he thought, he had made a far worse fool of himself over her than he ever did over Patchie. He had let her lead him as tamely as Kathleen led him on the lead.

“How beautiful?” the voice persisted. “Compare her to something. Is she as beautiful as Sol?”

“Well—” Sirius said helplessly. “They’re very different. Yes, I suppose so.”

“Then she’s more beautiful than the Moon?”

Sirius sighed a little, and wondered why it mattered to this persistent creature. He thought of the living pearly lustre of the Companion. He had not seen the Moon often, but he knew it was a dead white in comparison. “Oh yes.” He could tell that the creature was not at all pleased to hear this. He tried to explain in terms it would understand. “Put it like this: she’s more than the Moon, about the same as Sol, but nothing like as lovely as that meadow with the flowers out there.”

“Really!” For some reason, the demanding creature was truly pleased by this. Sirius hoped it would now go away and let him hide with his misery in peace. But it added thoughtfully, “Then, if she’s a luminary, I suppose something like a small volcano wouldn’t finish her off, would it?”

Sirius did his polite best not to laugh. “I’m afraid not. Luminaries are not like creatures, you know. Sol himself couldn’t finish her off without destroying himself too – unless he had a Zoi he could use on her.” Then he did not want to talk any more. He remembered that his Companion had tried to use the Zoi on him. She had knocked him nearly senseless with it while he tried to snatch it away from her.

The demanding creature seemed to be thinking. It did not say anything for a while, and Sirius could hear Sol and his Companion still talking out in the meadow. Sol must have forced the Companion to tell him her business, because she was saying, “I’m sure you have enough to do without looking for Zoi.”

“Effulgency,” Sol prompted her sweetly.

“Effulgency!” snapped the Companion. “My Consort sent me to find it before it got into the wrong hands.”

“But, Effulgency, I must offer my services in my own sphere,” Sol replied. “Your Consort would wish it. And that was one of my creatures you tried to kill just now.”

“Who cares? Creatures die all the time,” said the Companion. She sounded so much like Duffie as she said it that Sirius shivered.

“Effulgency,” Sol prompted with dreadful politeness.

“Oh – Effulgency!” said the Companion, cold and furious. “To blazes with you and your creatures! They’re not important.”

“A correction, Effulgency,” said Sol, in melting contempt. “Everything in my sphere is important to me.”

The creature in the hole seemed to share Sol’s contempt. Its voice said in Sirius’s ear, musingly, “A Zoi could finish her off, you say? Hm.”

Sirius knew he ought to get away from this hole. Sol was keeping the Companion talking so that he could. Since the creature in it did not seem unfriendly, he asked it, “Could you help me escape? You see, I’m the creature she tried to kill. That’s why I had to come in here without asking you.”

“Asking me?” said the voice. “No one asks—” It broke off, and seemed very surprised. “Does that mean you don’t know who I am?” That amused it highly. It chuckled, a huge, joyous chuckle that shook the clay walls round Sirius and cheered him as much as it puzzled him. “Then you paid me a real compliment just now, didn’t you?”

“Did I?” said Sirius, feeling stupid and confused. “But I’ve never talked to you before, have I? Er – are you male or female?”

“I’ve no idea,” was the confusing reply. “I’ve never considered it. And you have talked to me, and I’ve talked to you – ever since you were a puppy.”

“I’m afraid I’m being very stupid,” Sirius apologised. He looked carefully round the dim green hole. There was nothing there except the yellow clay walls and the strong smell. He began to think the creature must be invisible. “Is this a silly question too? What do you look like?”

“What you see,” said the voice, amused.

“But I can only see—” Sirius suddenly understood. “Earth!” he exclaimed. “How stupid of me! Do forgive me.” It was not a creature at all, it was a planet, the most beautiful and kindly he had known.

Of course he had talked to Earth. He had done so every time he scoured round the meadow or splashed in the river or sniffed the air. And Earth had talked to him in return, in every living way possible – in scents and sights, in the elegance of Tibbles, the foolish charm of Patchie, in Miss Smith’s brusqueness, in Kathleen’s kindness, in Basil’s roughness, and even in Duffie’s coldness. Earth contained half the universe and had taught him everything he knew. He did his best to apologise, but Earth was not offended.

“There’s no need to keep saying you’re sorry. It’s Sol’s fault. I’ve listened to him. He deliberately didn’t mention me, because you told him you liked me for being green. And I didn’t like to speak to you directly, until you were out of Sol’s sight. I knew he’d be annoyed.”

Sirius thought he did not blame Sol. He knew a number of luminaries who might be tempted to steal Earth if they knew what Earth was like. But he was a little hurt that Sol had not trusted him. Then it struck him that Earth had not been wholly honest with Sol either.

“Look here,” he said. “You know where that Zoi is, don’t you? Why haven’t you told Sol?”

“I’m not going to tell you either,” Earth said, and fell into another stormy silence.

Sirius was alarmed. He was afraid he had really offended Earth this time, and just when he needed help most. The meat-and-peppermint smell was stronger, coming in warm gusts along the hole. The real occupant had clearly scented an intruder and was on its way to investigate. Sirius scrambled hurriedly round to face the stink. “I need the Zoi,” he said to the earthy wall. “I shall die a dog if I don’t have it.”

“There are worse fates,” said Earth. “Believe me.”

“But it’s making a mess of your climate,” said Sirius.

Earth did not answer. Outside in the meadow, the Companion was losing patience. “Effulgency,” she said, high and cold, “if you don’t let me go, I shall be forced to damage this wretched planet of yours.”

“You just try!” Earth muttered at her.

At this, Sirius remembered how interested Earth had been in what a Zoi might do to the Companion. He saw that Earth was not unwilling to let him find it, if he asked for it in the right way.

“Why are you hiding the Zoi?” he asked.

“Because my most unhappy child has it,” said Earth. “He hopes it might help him, and so do I. But I can’t tell you who he is, because that’s against his rules. You know that, too. His hound told you.”

The longer hairs of Sirius’s back lifted with excitement until they caught on the damp clay. “Yeff, you mean? But he wouldn’t say anything.”

“He told you the rule,” said Earth, and repeated almost exactly what Yeff had said: “No one can ask anything of Yeff’s Master unless he has run with his hounds and shared their duties.”

When Yeff had said this, it had seemed like nothing. But now Sirius knew Earth was willing to let him find the Zoi but not tell him where it was, it sounded almost like a promise. “You mean, if I ran with the cold hounds, I might bargain with your child for the Zoi?”

“You might,” said Earth. “His rules allow him to bargain.”

“Why does he have rules like this?” said Sirius.

“All my darker children have to have strict laws,” Earth said. “Sol wouldn’t let them exist otherwise.”

There seemed such sadness in this that, at any other time, Sirius would have put his nose on his paws and thought about it. But, outside, the Companion’s voice was high and angry and Sol’s beat against it like the flames in a furnace. Inside the hole, the real occupant was making its way through the last foot or so, snarling shrilly as it came.

“I think you ought to be going now,” said Earth.

The animal’s pointed snarling face appeared in the hole. It had green eyes too, strong white teeth and reddish fur. It was quite a bit smaller than Sirius, but it was prepared to tear him to pieces all the same.

“What is it?” he asked Earth.

“Get out of here, dog!” snarled the creature. “How dare you sit in my earth!”

“It’s a vixen,” said Earth. “Vixen, I’m sorry, but I want you to help this dog. Take him through your earth and show him your other entrance.”

“I will not!” said the vixen. “I’ve a litter of cubs back there, and he goes near them over my dead body!”

“And a fat lot of good your dead body will be to your cubs!” said Earth. “Don’t be so unreasonable.”

“I promise I won’t touch your cubs,” said Sirius.

“No. You’ll come back later with men and spades and more dogs,” snapped the vixen. “I know dogs.”

“Of course I won’t,” said Sirius.

“This isn’t really a dog,” said Earth. “Look at his eyes.”

Grudgingly, with her lips drawn back from her teeth, the vixen crouched and stared up at Sirius. “Yes, I see,” she said. “But it’s not a fox either. What is it?”

“Quite another order of creature from a long way away,” Earth told her. “Now let it out through your earth before another creature comes and sets fire to you, him, your cubs, and probably the whole wood too.”

Stiffly and reluctantly, the vixen turned and crawled back down the hole. “Make haste!” she said to Sirius, flicking the white tip of her brush at him. “I want you out of here.”

He squeezed himself after her. It was some distance. The smell was abominable, and grew stronger. Sirius sneezed. He wanted to stand up and stretch, but there was no space. If he had not known that it was Earth all round him, he would have panicked.

At length, the vixen crawled out into a lighter, warmer place – a clayey cave, with a hole slanting up from it into bright sunlight. A number of chubby cheerful foxcubs were tumbling about in the sunny patch. Sirius thought they looked rather jolly. He would have liked to stop and play with them. They felt much the same about him. They came bundling playfully towards him, yipping excitedly, obviously under the impression that he was some sort of kindly uncle.

The vixen cuffed them fiercely aside. “Don’t go near it! And,” she added to Sirius, “touch a hair of their tails and I’ll bite your throat out!”

“I told you I won’t hurt them,” Sirius protested.

“Maybe. But I can’t have them thinking dogs are friendly,” the vixen snapped. “A fine mother I’d be if I did! Go up that hole. It comes out on the other side of the wood.” As Sirius put his head into the sunlit hole and forced his shoulders after, she added, “There’s a stream where you can get a drink down to the right.”

After all that running, Sirius was terribly thirsty. “That’s thoughtful of you,” he called back, as he squeezed his hind legs after his front.

“No it isn’t. I just want you gone,” snapped the vixen. In her voice he could hear all the strain it was to live in the wild.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Draggled, limping and covered with clay, Sirius descended cautiously to the stream and drank. There was no sign of his Companion, but he could not smell clearly. He stank of fox.

In order to get rid of the smell, he had to get right into the stream and roll in it. Then he surged out, soaking wet, and limped over ploughlands in the direction of home, hoping that Sol would warn him if his Companion came after him again.

Sol said nothing. By the time Sirius reached the town, he had dried out and looked clean. He hobbled to the yard, pushed both bolts home, thrust his head into his collar and crawled into his shelter. It was well he came back when he did. Duffie remembered him and came out to make sure he was still there. Sirius gave her a sarcastic look from under one eyebrow and went to sleep. He was worn out.

But that night he was wide awake. He sat on Kathleen’s bed, thinking and thinking, until the Moon rose and Tibbles begged him not to be so restless.

“I can’t help it,” he said. “Those white dogs with red ears – you never told me where you saw them.”

“Down near the river,” said Tibbles. “They’ve knocked a lot of houses down there, and it’s a good place for fieldmice.”

“That place!” said Sirius. “That’s always the place! I wonder if the Zoi fell there – that would explain why it didn’t do any damage.”

“What are you talking about?” said Tibbles.

“Never mind. When was it? What time of year?”

“I saw them several times. I remember the Moon was big each time, but I don’t remember otherwise.”

Sirius bent his head until he had the Moon in view through the window. It was big now, about a day off full. He could see a slight flattening at one side. A great sense of urgency made him get off Kathleen’s bed and patter away downstairs. It was no good. All the doors were locked for the night. There was no way he could get out to find those cold hounds and bargain with Earth’s unhappy child. There was no way to get out of his dog’s body. He was a prisoner twice over – all because he had trusted a cold, white little luminary who had fewer kind feelings even than Duffie.

That was the real thing which was troubling Sirius. He had been such a fool. He roved round the house in his misery, up and down stairs, round and round the living-room. The last of his green memories had come out from behind the warm cloud of dog thoughts, and he knew he had not remembered them before because he had not wanted to. They were hateful. His Companion had hated him and tried to get rid of him, and he had not believed it, even when she turned the Zoi on him.

He knew she hated him for not being easy to lead. If she pushed him too far, he got angry. So she had decided to use his rages against him and put the blue luminary from Castor in his place. He was sure the New-Sirius was the same fellow who had been chief witness at his trial. Both he and the Companion had made such a point of the rage Sirius had been in.

And he had been in a rage. His Companion had first set a little luminary on to annoy him. Then she had taken the Zoi and killed the little luminary in cold blood. Sirius knew she had, although he had no proof. He had simply found her with the corpse and the Zoi. But she had never understood about Zoi, and she had used it so badly that the little luminary’s sphere had exploded as he died. Sirius had been furious with her. But he had told himself it was an accident.

He had told himself it was an accident even when she aimed the Zoi at him and it had gone hurtling out into Sol’s sphere. Then along came the blue luminary while Sirius was half-stunned and said just the soothing sort of things calculated to put anyone in a rage. He had been too angry to think, even when he was arrested – and far, far too trusting. He would not say a word which would incriminate his Companion – but of course, every word she had said had made him look more guilty. And he had still not believed she hated him and flown into a rage with the Judges instead. Fool, fool, fool!

“Will you stop tick-tacking about like that!” Remus said. He had managed to avoid being put out that night and was trying for a good night’s sleep on a shelf in the kitchen.

“Sorry.” Sirius considerately went and sat on the sofa. He rested his chin on the cushions and miserably watched a white line of moonlight move slowly round like a spoke on the floor. He felt as if his green nature had fallen in ruins. He did not think he would ever find that Zoi. The moonlight had moved some way before he remembered Earth saying that there were worse fates than dying a dog. That comforted him. Earth was wise. It was Earth, after all, that had taught him what his Companion was like. Being a dog had its points, and it had certainly saved his life that morning.

He was nearly asleep at last, when his ears pricked and his head lifted. There was something going on in the yard.

“What’s that?” Remus asked sleepily, a second or so later.

“Hush!” Sirius was busy listening.

The back door clicked quietly open. Ozone-jasmine rolled to Sirius’s nostrils, and a green scent, achingly familiar except for strange blue overtones, came with it. Sirius slipped silently off the sofa, so that it stood between him and the kitchen door. He was fairly sure his last hour had come. His Companion was back. Sol was round the other side of Earth, and she had brought her Consort, New-Sirius, with her. She had only needed to ask Mrs Partridge where he lived. Sirius could see the white nimbus from her through the kitchen door, and a blue one overlaid with green from the other.

There was a yowl of terror from Remus. “There’s something strange about these people!”

After the yowl came a sharp movement, suddenly stopped. “No!” said the Companion. “Leave the creature.”

It was clear that New-Sirius was well under her thumb. He left Remus alone. Sirius could almost see Remus standing in a stiff arch of terror on the shelf. He wondered what the poor cat made of the speech of luminaries, as the Companion said, “Don’t touch any of them except the dog. Sol will bring the whole Galaxy down on us if we give him a chance.”

“Blast Sol to blazes!” grumbled New-Sirius. He was the chief witness. Sirius recognised his voice. “Who does Sol think he is? He’s only a small effulgent.”

“Sol,” said his Companion, “is a rude, cocksure, bullying, violent, crude little star. In some ways, he reminds me a lot of my late Consort.”

“All right, all right,” said New-Sirius. “Where is he? This dog?”

“Quite near. Somewhere in there,” said the Companion.

The two moved forward. And, as they moved, Remus’s nerve broke. He came down from the shelf with the scrambling flop of a cat in real terror and shot wailing away into the distance. Sirius could hear him yowling several backyards off.

That gave Sirius a notion. If he was going to die a dog, at least he should do it properly – just as Remus had behaved like a thoroughly scared cat. He drew a deep breath and began to bark. The noise startled him. He had not realised he had it in him to bay and thunder like this. He braced his four legs and bellowed.

“That’s torn it!” said New-Sirius.

“No fire!” the Companion warned him.

They appeared, two black figures, the larger moving in a blue-green aura, the smaller inside a white one. Sirius sensed their two blows coming and darted round the sofa, barking and barking. The sofa shook and sizzled, and lumps came off the back of it. Sirius ran, still barking frantically, for shelter under the dining-table. Blows hit the floor behind his back legs, cracking like whips and sparking like electricity. He dived into a forest of wooden legs, chair-legs and table-legs, and went on barking. A chair flashed and clattered in two under another blow.

“Drive him out. I can’t get at him,” said New-Sirius.

Sirius crouched, his eyes blazing, baying defiance and anger, and hoping hard. The family was awake. Feet were thumping upstairs. A blow from the Companion cracked on the floor beside him. He had to back away. And bark, bark, bark, squashed against the further chairs.

“What’s going on? What have they done to Remus?” Tibbles was on the back of the sofa in a white and spitting arch.

“Get down!” Sirius bayed at her.

He was not sure if she obeyed him or not. New-Sirius, despite a sharp command from his Companion, swung an impatient blow towards the sofa. Blue-green flame smickered. And Tibbles vanished.

Sirius’s barking became partly howls of rage and sorrow. The Companion lashed at him again, so that the chairs jumped about. He knew the next blow would force him out on the other side of the table, and New-Sirius was coming round that way to get him.

“Leo! Leo! What’s happening? Where are you? Oh, where’s the light?”

Now it was Kathleen. Sirius could see her, dim and white, fumbling at the wall by the door for the light-switch. Basil, by the sound, was coming downstairs behind her. But, after what had happened to Tibbles, Sirius knew neither of them were safe. And he was not going to let anyone kill Kathleen. The idea filled him with green rage. He burst out from under the side of the table, scattering one whole chair and the two halves of another, and sprang for the Companion’s throat.

He took her completely by surprise. She had not thought he would attack her and, secretly, she was still very much afraid of him. Instead of striking out, she defended herself. Kathleen had a momentary and bewildering sight of Leo leaping in a blaze of white light, and then spinning away sideways into the kitchen, snarling.

The snarl became a yelp as his side hit the open back door. Then he was out in the yard, barking still, to make sure they went for him, not Kathleen.

They were out in the yard almost as soon as he was. And the yard gate was shut. Sirius had never dreamt he could jump that gate. But, with New-Sirius on his tail, he was in the air before he knew it, with blow after blow striking blue and green just beneath him as he rose. His back legs hit the top of the gate, and he dropped heavily into the lane. He was sure those blows had caught him, and he was almost too winded to stagger away.

“Get up and run!” said Earth from underneath him. “Come on!”

He got up. He hobbled. He tried to trot, and the lane was confusingly changed by white slabs of moonlight lying across it. Behind him, the gate clattered and bounced. His enemies, mercifully, were trying to behave like humans. Sirius supposed this was because the Duffields were shouting and switching on lights in the house.

A still, white voice above him said, “Do keep out of my light. I can’t stop your coat shining whatever I do. Run in the shadows.”

“Thanks, Moon.” Sirius veered and hobbled into the black blocks of shadow at the edge of the lane. He saw that it must be the Moon his enemies were trying to deceive. “Moon, do you know who those are?”

“Sol told me and asked me to keep an eye on you,” said the Moon.

“Run!” said Earth. “That gate’s open.”

At that news, Sirius forgot that his legs hurt. He ran in earnest, low and in the shadow.

“Turn right at the end of the lane,” said Earth. “Run like mad for fifty yards. There’s a big drain with a stream in it under the road. I’ll tell you where.”

Sirius raced for the place. His enemies, still acting human, saw which way he turned and pelted after him. The road was empty. So was the crossroad beyond. They came back, flashing cautious blue and white beams into gardens and alleys.

Sirius crouched beneath them in a big round concrete pipe, with his paws in a trickle of water, listening.

“Where is he?” said New-Sirius. “I won’t feel safe till he’s dead.” He sounded both cross and nervous. And no wonder, Sirius thought. He had let the Companion lead him to a point where he could lose both his new sphere and his life. “Suppose he finds the Zoi before we do,” he said.

“Quiet,” said the Companion. “I don’t think this planet is a fool, nor its satellite either.”

“They can’t do anything,” muttered New-Sirius. “Just wait till I find the Zoi. Then they’ll have to keep quiet, or the whole system will have an accident.” He stopped. Somewhere near a car was coming, fast. “What’s that?”

“It may be their police,” said the Companion. “We’d better hide. We can catch the dog easily when he tries to get home.”

Sirius listened to them receding. “Where are they?” he asked Earth.

“I’ve lost them,” said Earth. “Just a moment.” There was a busy pause. Sirius drank from the trickle of water and waited. The car stopped, somewhere near. “The Moon thinks they’re hiding behind the chimneys on the roof of your house,” Earth reported. “The police have just got there. Go out through the other end of this pipe and you won’t be seen. Don’t try to go home till Sol can see you.”

“Thank you,” Sirius said gratefully.

He crawled out of the pipe a street away and set off at once towards the centre of the town. He crossed empty roads. He passed the silent Town Hall and trotted by lit-up deserted shops, growing sadder and sadder as he went. He knew he dared not go home at all now. Sol could protect him by day, but at night his enemies would come for him.

In a way, it made things easier. He could hide in the place where the houses had been knocked down, and his providers would feed him. If he watched that place long enough, he was sure he would find the cold hounds, and the Zoi. He would just have to hope his enemies did not find him first. But he wished he did not feel so lonely and so sad.

He trotted mournfully into the cindery stretch, past the quiet, hooded bulldozers. Rank, wet smells came from the overgrown part. He was trotting towards them, when large paws beat on the cinders behind him. Sirius whirled round, bristling. For a moment, he thought it was Yeff. The coat shone like frost under the Moon and the dog’s ears seemed to be red.

“It’s all right. It’s only me. What luck meeting you!” said Bruce.

Sirius was overjoyed. He was not alone any more. He bounded forward, wagging his tail, and Bruce ran to meet him. They stood nose to nose, tails softly waving, absolutely delighted.

“You see? I did get out,” Bruce said. “I pulled the whole wretched lock off this morning just after you left. I looked for you. You do get about, don’t you? I followed your scent all over town. I’ve never had such fun in my life. I met three old men, one after another, who all thought I was you and gave me things to eat. Then I went to an old lady’s house, and she knew I wasn’t you. She told me to go home, but she gave me a bone first. Then two policeman tried to catch me, and I had to pretend I was playing with them in order to get away. I can’t tell you all the things that happened! But I was getting awfully lonely when you came along. To tell the truth, I’d just decided to go home.”

“Would you mind staying out for a while?” Sirius asked. “I’d be glad of company. Things have gone rather badly for me tonight.”

“Not at all!” said Bruce. “I meant to stay out as long as I could. I’ll show you the place I found to sleep in, shall I?”

They trotted side by side into the grass and weeds. Bruce went to a mound of rubble near the middle. It had been there so long that bushes and small trees had sprung up on it. On the darker side of it was a thicket of elders growing round a dry and sheltered hollow. Bruce pushed his way into it, through the husky, juicy smell of new elder leaves.

“Not bad, eh?” he said.

“Perfect,” said Sirius.

They settled down and curled up, with their warm, heavy backs pressed against one another, wheezing little grunts because it was so good to have company. Then, dog fashion, they fell straight into a deep sleep.

A couple of hours later, they both jerked awake, pricked their ears, and had almost pushed their way out through the trees before Bruce became rational.

“We can’t,” he said. “It’s not meant for us.”

The sound which had wakened them came again – haunting, imperious, and very loud and near. Though they knew it was not calling to them, they both surged forward through the whippy trees. The Moon was low, almost behind the houses, and yellowish. On the other side of the sky, Sol’s coming was marked by a white stain. And in front of the mound, across the cleared space, dogs were streaming. They came in a helter-skelter confusion of glittering white coats and cat-like yellow eyes. The only sound they made was the frosty patter of paws. Like cats, they ran silent. The loud blasts of that imperious horn were soundless ones. Yet, in spite of their silence, that madly running crowd of dogs was utter wildness – wilder than the vixen snarling in her earth – something so wild it was wrong and strange and confused.

Sirius took one look and dashed to join the racing dogs.

They were running at an angle to him. As he bounded across the rubbly ground, the foremost dogs were already disappearing. With every step Sirius took, the number of dogs he was trying to catch got fewer and fewer. And, just as he caught up with the last dog, it was gone too. It was as if it had run behind an invisible wall. Sirius over-ran the spot, and there was nothing beyond. After that point there was not even the frosty scent of the dog.

Furiously disappointed, he ran round in a circle. The scent simply stopped where the dog had vanished. The weeds and rubble were exactly the same on both sides of the place. But the dogs were simply not there. “Earth,” he said. “Please, Earth, where have they gone?”

“I’m sorry,” Earth answered. “It’s not my secret.”

Sirius flung up his head and looked at the Moon. “Moon how often do they run? Please tell me.”

The Moon was almost behind the houses, and the answer was a little muffled. “Yesterday, today, and tomorrow when I’m full. Then not for a month.”

“Thank you,” said Sirius. “Thank you for all your help.”

“It was nothing,” said the Moon. “Sol told me to help you.”

“And I told you to keep your mouth shut, as you usually do!” Earth said.

“You said to give him all the help I could, tonight,” the Moon said, injured but smug, and sank out of sight behind the roofs. Not that this stopped the argument. Sirius could hear Earth’s voice pursuing the Moon, right to the horizon. But he was busy sniffing the ground, now blue-grey with the signs of Sol’s coming. Here was another strange thing. Every trace of the frosty scent of those dogs had vanished the moment the Moon went.

Bruce joined him, looking nervous and puzzled. “They didn’t leave a scent. Why is that? What are they?”

“Something very peculiar,” said Sirius. “And I have to run with them tomorrow, if it kills me!”

“That might be rather fun,” said Bruce. “You could get away with it easily. Apart from your collar, you look exactly like them by moonlight.”

“So do you,” said Sirius. “Didn’t you know?”

“Then I’ll come too!” Bruce said gleefully.

“Really? That will make two nights you’ll be away from home,” Sirius said. “What about your people?”

Bruce became rather thoughtful. “Oh well – I’ll go back first thing the next morning,” he said. “But I must do this first. I’ve never had such an adventure. The only thing is – my master works near here during the day and I don’t want to be tempted. Can you think of anywhere else we could go?”

Sirius thought. After the day and night he had had, he longed to spend the next twelve hours safely curled up in a nice warm sofa. Who—? “I wonder,” he said. “If we went to Miss Smith and looked really pleading, she might let us stay in her house for today. She’s the old lady who knew you weren’t me.”

“Oh, I liked her!” said Bruce. “Let’s go!”

They set off at a swift busy trot. The street lights looked pale. Some houses already had lights on inside, and there were a number of cars about. Several times Sirius had to implore Bruce to be careful. Bruce was not good at roads.

When they were more than halfway to Miss Smith’s house, Sol came up behind them with a shout. “What’s this Earth tells me?”

He sounded so annoyed that Sirius ran rather faster, not at all sure he wanted to face him. “I – er – I talked to Earth. I’m sorry if you don’t like it.”

“Not that!” blazed Sol. “Your Companion and her Consort. Did they really dare?”

“Yes,” said Sirius. “But I’m all right, thanks to Earth.” He glanced back at Sol and grinned.

Sol was white with wrath. “If they harm a hair of your coat, I’ll ruin them!” he said. “I warned her! I can’t lawfully stop them prowling about, but you are de facto one of my creatures, and they mustn’t touch you. I’m glad you got away. It was a clever idea to have one of your brothers with you. That should confuse her.”

“It wasn’t meant like that,” Sirius answered, rather alarmed. “I don’t want Bruce hurt.”

“You should have the other three, too,” said Sol. “They wouldn’t dare hurt any of you until they knew which was you.” He did not say anything more for a second. Sirius thought he had turned his attention elsewhere. He was surprised when Sol said suddenly, “What do you think of Earth?”

“What a question!” said Sirius. “You know Earth’s a masterpiece.”

He could feel Sol beaming on his back, as pleased as Earth had been the day before. “Mars isn’t bad,” Sol said, defensively.

Sirius laughed. He was so taken up with his amusement that he did not notice a police car gliding to the kerb beside him. Its doors opened and policemen leapt out.

“Run!” woofed Bruce, and was off up the pavement like the wild hunt.

Sirius was taken by surprise. He started after Bruce, and was brought up short by a policeman’s hand in his collar. He ducked and wriggled and almost slipped out of the collar. The policeman seized him by the scruff of his neck instead.

“Come on, my lad. In that car.”

Sirius struggled, but the policeman won. Sirius was bundled on to a sort of leather ploughed field, which seemed to be the back seat of the car, while, at the end of the street, the other two policeman gave up chasing Bruce and came panting back.

“There were two!” one of them puffed. “I couldn’t believe it when those descriptions came in. Which one have we got?”

The policeman holding Sirius looked at the disc on his collar. “I thought so! My old friend Leo! Cheer up, Leo. You’re a hero today. Makes a change from last time.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Feeling rather sick from the swift, swirling ride, Sirius was delivered at the Duffields’ house. Kathleen ran at him and hugged him. “Oh, Leo!” Robin pounced on him from the other side. “Shamus, you are brave!” Basil tweaked his tail. “You silly old Rat! What did you get lost for?” Even Mr Duffield patted his head and called him a good horse. Duffie sniffed. “Sentimental idiots! What are dogs for, if not to keep off burglars?”

Sirius discovered, to his acute embarrassment, that he was supposed to have saved the house from burglars. The burglars were supposed to have been armed. New-Sirius had not been careful. Perhaps he could not be. Sirius knew that it was not easy for a high effulgent to use force without heat. At any rate, all the Duffields had seen the yard full of vivid green flashes as he struck at Sirius. Some of them had burnt grooves in the gate. Indoors, the broken chair had been smouldering. And there was the queer wound on Tibbles.

Tibbles was sitting in a basket lined with a blanket, and the electric fire was on specially for her. Sirius ran to her delightedly. Tibbles put a rather shaky nose up to greet him. She looked ill. “Hallo,” she said. “I thought you were dead.”

“I thought you were, too. What happened?”

“I think I would have been dead if you hadn’t shouted at me,” Tibbles said. “I was in the middle of jumping down off the sofa when he hit me, and the sofa got most of it.”

Sirius looked at the sofa. There were large lumps out of its back, from which greenish fluff and horsehair were oozing. He looked at Tibble’s back. There was a raw, slanting weal on her. The fur round it was singed green. “Shall I lick it better?” he asked.

“It hurts when it’s touched,” she said. “It’s a wrong kind of hurt. I don’t think those were real people.”

“They weren’t,” he said. “That’s why I may be able to lick it better for you.”

“Try,” she said.

Sirius waited for a moment, while he tried to draw on any virtue there might be left in his green nature. He was not sure he had any. But he knew he now had as much of his green nature as could be crammed into a dog, and he was sure that only that could heal Tibbles. Then he bent and licked the weal.

Kathleen hurried to stop him. “No, Leo. Leave!”

“Let him,” said Mr Duffield. “Animals know what they’re doing.”

“Romulus and Remus wouldn’t touch it, though,” Basil objected.

Tibbles winced at the first lick, but, after the third, she began to purr. “Oh that’s better! It’s gone cool. Go on.”

Duffie threw herself on the battered sofa and announced that she was worn out. “I suppose we’d better have breakfast,” she said. Kathleen, who looked quite as tired, hurried away to the kitchen. It seemed that the whole family had been up ever since Sirius woke them by barking. They had spent the rest of the night explaining things to the police, describing their dog, trying to describe two burglars no one had clearly seen, hunting round the house to see what had been stolen, wondering about the peculiar damage, and nursing Tibbles.

When Kathleen had breakfast ready, Mr Duffield switched the radio on for the early news and remarked that the horse should have some cornflakes, too, as a reward. So Kathleen put down a snickering golden plateful. Sirius loved cornflakes. He left Tibbles purring sleepily, with her back the proper colour again, and attacked the plateful in sloshy gollops. Through the noise he was making, he suddenly gathered that something strange had happened. The whole family was leaning towards the radio, looking tense and surprised.

“Isn’t that the prison where your father is?” Robin said.

“I think one of them’s him,” Kathleen answered in a queer, subdued voice. Sirius could not tell if she was very sad or very happy. He did his best to follow for once the flat monotonous voice from the radio.

“Two of the escaped men,” he heard, “were recaptured by the army in the early hours of this morning. O’Brien, the third man, is still at large.” The radio went on to talk of other things, leaving Kathleen looking so excited, joyful and frightened that Sirius wished he had heard more. He went pensively back to his cornflakes, remembering that letter Kathleen’s father had sent her a month before. Perhaps Kathleen’s father had not meant he was going to be released. Perhaps the letter was so crumpled and dirty because it had been smuggled out to warn Kathleen he was going to escape. He could see Kathleen thought so.

She was not the only one. As soon as Mr Duffield had gone upstairs to shave, Duffie rounded on Kathleen. “I warn you, Kathleen, I don’t intend to help that father of yours to break the law. I never wanted to get mixed up with convicts. I told Harry I wasn’t having you. I knew how it would be. And I was right. If that man tries to come here, I shall have him back in jail again before he can say knife. You can tell him I said so.”

It was doubtful if Kathleen heard her. She was in a daze of happiness and anxiety. “I know it’s my Daddy they haven’t caught!” she whispered as she was tying Sirius up in the yard as usual. “I do hope he gets away. He’s awfully clever, so maybe he will.”

Sirius sat half inside his shelter and pondered about it. He decided he was glad. Kathleen’s father could not have escaped at a better time. That night, Sirius himself would have to leave. Whether he found the Zoi or not, he would not dare to go on living here now. But, now he came to think about it, he was sad and uneasy at the thought of leaving Kathleen alone. It was not kind. So it made a great deal of difference that her father had escaped. He could look after Kathleen in future. Sirius was quite aware that Ireland was some way away, over some water, and that the police did not allow people to remain escaped from prison. But he comforted his slightly uneasy conscience by telling himself that Kathleen had said her father was very clever. No doubt he would manage to come and fetch Kathleen somehow. Then Kathleen would be happy again.

“Don’t think you’re going to jump that gate again while I’m here!” Duffie said, stumping out into the yard to make sure Sirius was there. Lack of sleep had made her restless, and more than usually bad tempered. She stumped into the yard six times that morning.

Each time, Sirius gave her that sarcastic look from under one eyebrow. He knew it annoyed her. He had no intention of leaving yet. The time to go was when everyone would least expect it, just before Kathleen was due home from school. But it was a pity, Sirius thought, settling down to sleep, that he would not be able to say goodbye to Kathleen properly.

About midday, Sol flicked a beam of light over his muzzle and woke him up. “Were you intending to go somewhere else tonight?” Sol asked.

Sirius opened one eye. “Yes. To find the Zoi if possible.”

“Then I’d better warn you,” said Sol, “that you may want to change your mind. I wish I knew how to advise you. Things are going to be very difficult now.”

“What are you talking about?” said Sirius, opening both eyes.

Sol did not answer. He simply spilled a bright golden wedge of light on the back door. Kathleen came out into it. Sirius sprang to his feet in amazement. He had never known Kathleen come home at this hour before. His tail wagged madly. He was delighted. Now he could say goodbye as he should.

Kathleen crossed the yard in an odd blundering way, as if she could not see where she was going very well. A strange lady came out after her and watched Kathleen anxiously. She seemed worried about her. Sirius saw Kathleen’s face was a yellowish white, almost the colour of his coat. Something was the matter with her. Kathleen put out her hands in a vague fumbling way to untie the rope, and Sirius stood on his hind legs with his paws on her arm and tried to see what was wrong.

Kathleen said, in a peculiar, flat voice, “This is Leo, Miss Marples. I told you he would look after me.”

“He looks a beautiful dog, dear,” Miss Marples said. Sirius knew she was nervous of him and kindly trying to hide it from Kathleen. “Why don’t you bring him indoors with you, dear?”

She led the way back through the kitchen. Kathleen followed, keeping her hand tight on Sirius’s collar, and sat listlessly down on the battered sofa. Very puzzled and worried, Sirius hopped up beside her and sat watching her pale, stiff face.

“Now, dear,” said Miss Marples, still trying hard to be kind, “can I get you a cup of tea?”

“No thank you,” Kathleen said flatly. “I’m quite all right. I’ve got Leo.”

“Well, in that case—” Miss Marples said, dubiously hovering. She seemed to give Kathleen up. It was an obvious relief to her. “Then if you think you’ll be all right with Leo, dear, I’d better go and have a word with Mrs Duffield.”

Kathleen did not answer. Miss Marples, giving her a nervous look, went and tapped timidly on the door to the shop. Nobody answered the tap, but she nevertheless opened the door, tiptoed through, and closed it again so softly that Sirius hardly heard the latch click.

“She’s the school secretary,” Kathleen explained to him, in that odd, dull voice, staring stiffly in front of her. “She’s doing her best to be kind, but I don’t think she’s had much practice. They’ve all been like that, ever since—” She put out an arm and clutched Sirius against her. After three minutes, Sirius had to wriggle. His back was twisted. He nosed her face apologetically and squirmed into a more comfortable position.

Kathleen leant her head on him. “Oh Leo,” she said. “My Daddy’s dead. The police got Uncle Harry out of work and they came round to school. The other side found him before the army did. They shot him dead this morning. And, Leo, the worst of it is, I can’t remember what my Daddy looked like properly – not after all this time. I keep trying to remember, and it gets in the way of being sad.”

Sirius nosed her again, truly sorry. He saw what Sol had meant. He had no idea what to do now.

“I’d no idea what a muddle being sad is,” Kathleen said. She sounded much more like her usual self, saying it. Sirius was glad. “I almost keep forgetting my Daddy’s dead. And then I wonder if it hurt, and hope it didn’t, and I hope he wasn’t horribly frightened. Then, in the middle, I remember how annoying he could be sometimes. He was quite like Uncle Harry. If he didn’t like something, he didn’t want to know about it. But he was funny and kind, too. And I know all that, but I can’t remember what he looked like.”

Still hugging Sirius, she went back to staring straight ahead again. He wondered if he should nose her. Or not. He did not know what to do.

The door to the shop burst open. Duffie trampled in, high and cold and furious.

“What on earth does that woman mean, bringing you back here in the middle of the day?” she demanded. “I pay a small fortune for you to have school lunches. Am I supposed to pay for it twice today, or what?”

“It’s all right,” Kathleen said, still staring at nothing. “I’m not hungry.”

But Duffie had only said that to warm herself up for her real diatribe. “Then starve if you’d rather,” she said. “I know by now you do everything just to annoy me. You don’t care! Look at you, sitting there with that great useless dog messing up the sofa, with not an ounce of consideration for me! And, to crown it all, that woman tells me to comfort you! Let me tell you, Kathleen, it should be the other way round. I’ve put up with you for nearly a year, and you’ve been nothing but trouble and expense the whole time. I only agreed to have you on the understanding that you’d go back to that father of yours as soon as he came out of jail. Now look what happens! He gets himself shot, and I have to put up with you for the rest of your life! Harry’ll be trying to make me adopt you next. Well, that’s one thing I won’t do. I told that woman to her face I wouldn’t. The wretched child can go to a Home, I told her. As for the father, he only got exactly what he deserved!”

“He didn’t deserve to be shot,” Kathleen said drearily. “Nobody does – even you.”

“I’m not going to stand here and be insulted! said Duffie. “Since they thought fit to send you home at this unreasonable hour, you can make yourself useful for once. Go and turn out Robin’s room. It’s a pig-sty. You’ve not touched it for weeks.”

“No,” said Kathleen, without interest. “Do it yourself it you want it done.”

“Don’t you take that tone with me!” Duffie said. It did not seem to occur to her that a great calamity had just fallen on Kathleen, nor that even Kathleen could be pushed too far. “I’ve taken you in. I’ve lavished kindness on you. Do as I tell you.”

Kathleen stood up. Sirius could feel her trembling.

“No,” she said. “You’ve never been kind to me, not for a minute. Why should I do your dirty work?”

Duffie stared at her, coldly outraged. Kathleen was standing so still, apart from the trembling, and she spoke in such a dead, calm voice, that Duffie still did not see she had gone too far. She said, “I’ve had about enough of you, Kathleen!”

Kathleen said quietly, “And I’ve had about enough of you.” Very slowly and deliberately, though she was still shaking, she walked to the broom-cupboard and took out a broom. Sirius ran anxiously after her along the sofa, wondering what she was going to do.

“Take the broom upstairs and get to work,” said Duffie. “I’m going to get myself some lunch.” She aimed a slap at Sirius as she tramped off to the kitchen. “Get down, you filthy creature!”

The slap did not hurt much, but two pink places appeared on Kathleen’s face, under her eyes, making her eyes look dark as the night sky. She looked as if she had come alive again. “Don’t you hit Leo!” she shouted at Duffie’s back. “I’ll show you!” And she dashed into the shop waving the broom.

“What’s she doing?” Tibbles asked anxiously from her basket.

A great crashing of pots was the answer. Sirius arrived in time to see Kathleen put the broom to the second shelf of pottery and sweep sideways. Pots rained down, pots by tens, twenties and thirties, smashing, crashing, smashing.

Bits flew across the floor. Dust rose. Sirius jumped, wincing, among them and tried to nose Kathleen to bring her to her senses.

Kathleen’s broom swept along another shelf, and another. Her hair was wild and her face bright red. “Hurray!” she shouted, above the crashing. “I’ve always wanted to do this!” With Sirius still dancing uneasily about her, she jumped on a pile of pieces. Sharp bits flew. She raised the broom and brought it down on a stack of pots by the saleroom door. Smash! Parangrash! Crunch! She jumped on them. By this time, there was not a whole pot in the workroom. Kathleen whirled her broom and rushed towards the shop itself.

Duffie pounded in and caught her in its doorway. There was a brief, fierce struggle. Then Duffie was hitting Kathleen with the broom, with both bulging calves braced to hold her, and Kathleen was screaming.

Sirius did not think. As soon as Kathleen screamed, his teeth went into Duffie’s left calf, almost of their own accord. He brought his jaws together vehemently.

Duffie yelled. She tasted horrible. Sirius let go, disgusted, and leapt away, not quite in time. The broom caught him across the head, and he yelped. He dodged. Duffie hopped furiously about after him, crushing shards of pot under her right sandal, aiming swipes at him with the broom and raving.

“That does it! That’s final. The filthy brute! I shall die of blood poisoning!”

“You’ve probably poisoned him,” Kathleen said.

Duffie leant on the broom like a crutch and tried to see her leg. “I’m bleeding like a pig!”

“No you’re not,” Kathleen said scornfully. “It’s only a trickle. He could have bitten a piece out if he’d wanted.”

“He’s not going to have the chance again!” raved Duffie. “As soon as I’ve got some plaster on, he’s going down to the vet’s. And as for you, you’re going to pay for every single pot!”

“All right,” said Kathleen. “But you’re not taking Leo to be put down.”

“Oh, yes I am!” said Duffie. “This very afternoon. We’re none of us safe from the brute!”

Kathleen turned away and walked over the scattered pottery to the door. “Come on, Leo. Mind your feet.” Sirius picked his way after her, trembling. He could tell Duffie meant what she said. He hoped Kathleen would put him in the yard, so that he would have a chance to escape.

“Where are you going?” Duffie screeched, hobbling after them.

“I’m taking him down to the vet myself,” said Kathleen. “You’re not doing it.” She went to the broom-cupboard and fetched the lead. “Here, Leo.”

Sirius stood in the middle of the living-room, appalled. He supposed Kathleen had little choice, but he still could not believe she could do it. Kathleen called to him sharply. He did not go to her. Kathleen went to him and grabbed his collar, unusually roughly, while she wrestled to get the lead clipped on. Sirius only let her do it in the end because he knew he could slip out of the collar.

“Now, come on!” Kathleen said peremptorily and lugged him to the side door.

“He’ll be closed for lunch,” Duffie said, limping to the kitchen for plaster.

“I’ll wait outside till he opens,” said Kathleen, and shut the door with a slam. Sirius could still hardly believe it. His back bristled, his tail was low, and he refused to move. Kathleen backed up the passage, heaving at him. “Don’t be an idiot!” she snapped. “Come on!”

A lorry passed in the road beyond. Under the noise of it, Kathleen leant down and whispered, “Of course we’re not going to the vet, you idiot! But she wouldn’t have let us out of the house if I hadn’t said it. Now, do come on.”

Hugely relieved, Sirius surged forward. By the time they reached the end of the street, it was he who was pulling and Kathleen who was hanging back. He looked round to see why. Tears were rolling down her face.

“I don’t know where to go, Leo,” she said. “I’ve just noticed there isn’t anywhere. If I go and tell Uncle Harry, he’ll only take us back. Then she’ll have you put down. I don’t know what to do.”

It was certainly a problem. Sirius tugged Kathleen on again and thought about it. He owed it to Kathleen to make sure she was safe before he left her to hunt for the Zoi. She had looked after him. He must do the same for her. But where could he take her?

A little doubtfully, he thought of Miss Smith. He liked Miss Smith. He was sure she would like Kathleen. But he knew that people would take in a dog far more readily than they would take in a fellow human. It was odd, but it was true. Still, he could think of nobody more likely than Miss Smith, and he found he had set off unconsciously dragging Kathleen towards Miss Smith’s house anyway. He began to drag her faster. Kathleen’s feet hurried and stumbled behind.

“Where are we going, Leo? The Town Hall? But we can’t just go and complain to the Mayor, can we? Would he listen?”

The idea appealed to Kathleen. Before long, she had it so firmly in her head that they were going to the Town Hall to complain to the Mayor, that Sirius had great difficulty in leading her any other way. As they got near Miss Smith’s house, he had to prod and push her at every corner.

“Where are you going? This isn’t the way,” she kept saying.

In the end, Sirius put his shoulders forward, braced his hind legs and heaved Kathleen bodily up the street where Miss Smith lived. He heaved her past the stack of dustbins and up the steps to Miss Smith’s front door. He put out a paw to the mark he had made knocking on it every day, and just managed to batter on it while Kathleen was pulling him down the steps again. The door opened almost at once.

“Oh, now the lady’s coming!” Kathleen said, horribly embarrassed. “Really, Leo!”

“Do you call him Leo?” said Miss Smith. “I call him Sirius, because of his eyes. Hallo, Sirius. So you’ve brought your mistress now, have you?”

“I’m awfully sorry. He pulled me here,” Kathleen explained.

Miss Smith looked up from Sirius to her stiff, tear-marked face. “Would you like to come in and perhaps have a cup of tea while you tell me what’s happened?” she suggested.

“Well, I—” Kathleen began. Sirius heaved again and they went up the steps and in through the door in a rush.

“That’s right,” said Miss Smith, shutting the front door behind them. “Now, tea and bones.”

At this moment, Bruce, who, like Sirius, was not much given to barking, cautiously put his face round Miss Smith’s sitting-room door to see who was there. Sirius had forgotten Bruce would be here. He heaved Kathleen forward again to greet him. “She let you stay? I am glad to see you!”

“You’ve got a dog just like Leo!” said Kathleen.

Miss Smith looked a trifle guilty. “Actually, he’s not mine at all. His collar says he’s called Bruce, and he seems to come from those houses down by the river. He turned up this morning before I was up and begged me to let him stay. I suppose he has his reasons. I think he’s a friend of your Leo’s.”

“He must be,” Kathleen agreed, watching the waving tails of both dogs.

Before long, they were all four in Miss Smith’s sitting-room, Bruce and Sirius with a bone apiece, and Kathleen with a strong sugary cup of tea.

“Now,” said Miss Smith, “what did your Leo do? Or was it both of you?”

Kathleen began to cry. “Both of us. I took a broom and smashed all Mrs Duffield’s pots—”

“Mrs Duffield’s pots?” said Miss Smith. “You mean that awful little shop in Mead Bank? Then I congratulate you. Those are quite the most hideous things in town. There ought to be a law against them. Then what?”

“Duffie hit me with the broom and Leo bit her,” Kathleen said despairingly.

“Good dog!” said Miss Smith. She bent down and patted Sirius so heartily that his ribs boomed and he all but swallowed his bone whole. “A dog’s not much good if he doesn’t look after you,” she told Kathleen.

“Yes, but Duffie was going to have him put down,” said Kathleen. “So we had to run away.”

“I see,” said Miss Smith. “But you’ve left an awful lot out, my dear. Neither you nor Sirius are the kind of people who break pots or bite people without good reason.”

“No,” said Kathleen. “I mean, I’ve always wanted to break them, because I think they’re ugly too, and I’m sure Leo must have wanted to bite Duffie all his life, only—” She took a deep gulping breath and began to talk very fast. The teacup shook between her hands and tears rolled into it, until Miss Smith took it firmly away. She told Miss Smith her father had been shot, and what Duffie had said. Then she went on to all the things she had not been able even to tell Leo. “I can’t say things while they’re happening,” she confessed. “It just makes them worse.” She told Miss Smith how homesick and miserable she had been when she came to live with the Duffields, and how lonely, and how none of them liked her except Robin, and how Duffie did not want her and complained at spending money on her.

She went too fast for Bruce. He only understood one thing, and that shocked him. “Did you really bite someone?” he asked Sirius.

“Yes,” said Sirius, “for being horrible to Kathleen. Wouldn’t you have done? What would you do if someone started hitting your master?”

“It would worry me awfully,” said Bruce. “But everyone likes my master, so I don’t think it would happen.”

“Everyone ought to like Kathleen too,” said Sirius. “She’s been unlucky.”

Miss Smith seemed to agree. She shook her head repeatedly while Kathleen told her how angry Duffie had been when she brought home the nearly-drowned puppy, and how she had agreed to do all the housework if Duffie would let her keep Leo instead of a birthday present.

“And she’s always hated him,” Kathleen said. “But I suppose it was fair, because dogs do make a mess. But she scolds me and scolds me. And I don’t always remember things, and then she says she’ll have Leo put down. And I dried the turkey out at Christmas, because I’d never cooked one before. Then Leo got fleas and I had to spring-clean. It was awful hard work, and when I got back to school I was so tired I couldn’t think, and of course a lot of the boys said that was because I was Irish and didn’t have a brain. And they chased me every day and called names, until Leo frightened them off. Only that was no good because they complained to the police and said Leo was a savage creature, and Duffie said I’d let him out on purpose.”

“This doesn’t sound fair to me at all,” said Miss Smith. “Is there a Mr Duffield? What does he think?”

“Yes, he’s quite kind,” said Kathleen. “But he doesn’t notice unless something makes him uncomfortable.”

“I see,” said Miss Smith.

Kathleen was suddenly conscience-stricken. “I shouldn’t be complaining to you, Miss Smith. It’s nothing to do with you. I’m a perfect stranger.”

“Nonsense!” said Miss Smith. “It was clever of Sirius to bring you. I wish he’d brought you before. Now, we must see what’s to be done.” She thought for a while. There was no sound except the loud ticking of the clock that would only work on its face and the crunching as Bruce finished his bone. Kathleen took an uneasy look at Miss Smith’s stern old face. Then she picked up her cup and pretended to be drinking cold tea.

“The real difficulty,” Miss Smith said abruptly, “is your Leo. Somebody has complained about him before, you see. Not that I blame him. Luckily, I used to teach the Mayor, and Inspector Plum, and that Superintendent Higg – naughty child, he used to be – so something might be done. But you’re a much simpler case, Kathleen. We mustn’t let you stay with the Duffields a moment longer. I’d better see about that at once, before this Mrs Duffield starts complaining to people about her pots. You’ll stay quietly here with me for now—”

“Oh, I can’t do that!” Kathleen said.

“Yes, you can,” Miss Smith said fiercely. “I’ve been very lonely since my Lass died, and I’ve not felt much use to anyone since I retired. I shall be glad to have you. And what I was going to say was, if we find we get on – and we may not, because I am a highly independent and crotchety person, you’ll find, Kathleen – then perhaps you might like to stay here for good. Would you like to give it a trial?”

Kathleen put down the cold tea and seemed about to cry again. “Oh, I can’t really? And Leo?”

“And Leo, of course,” said Miss Smith.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Instead of resting that afternoon, Miss Smith wrote letters, while Kathleen had a rest on Miss Smith’s spare bed. It seemed to Sirius, staring at Miss Smith’s racing pen and the growing pile of envelopes, that Miss Smith had at one time taught everyone of importance in the town, from the Member of Parliament to the man in charge of the RSPCA. Sirius thought she was rather enjoying herself. When Kathleen came downstairs, she was much more cheerful. She enjoyed herself washing Miss Smith’s kitchen floor, and then got tea, with scones, in Miss Smith’s gold-edged tea-set.

“I didn’t ask you here to do my housework!” Miss Smith kept snapping crossly as she wrote.

“But I like to, because you’re such a dear,” Kathleen called back.

Sirius and Bruce left large paw-prints on the wet floor going out through the dog-door into the garden. They settled that they would leave as soon as Miss Smith and Kathleen went to bed. Then, somehow, they found themselves romping like puppies, up and down the grass and over the tangled flower-beds, struggling furiously for possession of a ribbed stocking that must have belonged to Miss Smith. When the stocking came to pieces, they went indoors and ate buttered scones. After that they lay snoozing, while Miss Smith finished her letters and Kathleen curled up with one of Miss Smith’s many books.

When Miss Smith had posted her letters, and only then, she telephoned the Duffields. Sirius bristled. He could hear Duffie at the other end. “Kathleen and her dog are with me,” Miss Smith said. “My name is Smith.” Then, after a pause filled with cold, strident talk from the telephone, she said, “My good woman, complain to whom you please. I don’t intend to listen to a word of it.” She slammed the receiver down and came back to her chair, looking militant.

“You didn’t say your address,” Kathleen said.

Miss Smith chuckled. “That’s the best of being called Smith. It will take them some days to find out which Smith. I don’t want the woman bothering us until we’ve got something settled.”

Nevertheless, halfway through the most peaceful evening Sirius had ever spent, the telephone jangled. When Miss Smith answered it, Sirius found his ears pricking up at the high voice inside it.

“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about,” said Miss Smith. “Who is Shamus?” The high voice corrected itself. “Or Leo,” said Miss Smith. “A dog? Goodness me, I’m not a pet shop!”

She put the receiver down. “One of your Duffields seems to be trying to find you,” she said to Kathleen. “He sounded very young.”

“Robin!” Kathleen exclaimed. “Oh dear, I hadn’t thought! Robin must be missing us terribly.”

“He’s welcome to visit you as soon as we’ve sorted things out,” said Miss Smith.

After all those letters, Miss Smith was tired. She went to bed early, telling Kathleen to remember to lock the door and switch the lights out when she had finished her book. Kathleen had seemed to be absorbed in her book. But, as soon as Miss Smith was upstairs, she laid it quietly aside and sat staring in front of her. After a while, tears began to trickle down her face.

“And I shouldn’t have broken Duffie’s pots,” she told Sirius, out of her misery. “That was because my Daddy was shot. It wasn’t what Duffie said at all. I told you what a muddle being sad is.”

Sirius came and sat on her feet, leaning against her to comfort her. Kathleen twisted her fingers in his collar gratefully, but she went on crying. After an hour, Sirius became anxious. It was not long now to moonrise. He had found Kathleen a home and a friend. But she plainly still needed him too. He wondered if he would be able to leave at all.

Bruce became frankly impatient. He got up and wandered round the room. He nosed the door open and looked meaningly at Sirius.

“You go,” Sirius said. “I’ll meet you by our elder trees if I can get away.”

“Really?” said Bruce. “I don’t want to miss that hunt, but—”

“Go on,” said Sirius. “You can do me a favour, if I don’t come. When the hunt’s over, ask the Master of it for a thing called a Zoi. If he gives it you, bring it to me.”

“A Zoi,” said Bruce. “All right. I’ll see you.”

He tick-tacked quietly away through the hall and the kitchen. The dog-door thumped. Kathleen took no notice. She just sat there with her hand twisted in Sirius’s collar and cried. Another worry came to Sirius. His Companion must be looking for him. The later it grew, the more certain it was that she had found out he was not at the Duffields’. She would search the town, and he would be forced to go on his own to the cleared space while she searched. She could easily find him, and Earth might not be able to help him this time.

Bruce had been gone nearly an hour, when Miss Smith’s doorbell rang.

Kathleen jumped. “Oh, Leo, suppose it’s Duffie! Should I answer it?”

Sirius got up and went quietly to the front door. He sniffed cautiously at the crack beneath. It was not Duffie. He pawed at the front door and whined, to show Kathleen she should open it.

“Well, if you think so—” Kathleen opened it dubiously, just an inch or so.

Robin burst the door the whole way open and threw himself on both of them, shivering and tearful and glad all at once. “I knew you’d be here! She was the only Smith who didn’t say I’d got the wrong number. Kathleen, please can I stay with you! I want to be with you and Shamus. It’s horrible at home with only Basil.”

“Hush!” said Kathleen. “Miss Smith’s asleep. Come in the warm. You’re frozen.”

She took Robin into the sitting-room. He threw himself into the chair which was a better fit for dogs and burst into tears. “It’s been awful!” he said. “They’re so angry. And Basil and I had to cook supper in the end, only we burnt everything. And that made Basil have a terrible row with Mum and go storming off to look for Remains. And when he didn’t come back—”

“Didn’t come back?” said Kathleen.

“No,” sobbed Robin. “He told them he was going to stay away for good. I think it was really because Mum’s going to have the Ra – er, Shamus – put down, only they both pretended it was about the supper. So then Dad and Mum had another row and Dad phoned the police again, and so I had to wait for ages before I could get away. Please let me stay here, Kathleen.”

“You can stay till you’re warm,” said Kathleen. “And then I’ll take you back. I’ll have to,” she said, as Robin wailed. “They’ll be mad with worry if you go missing too. But it’s me they’re angry about. I’ll explain to Uncle Harry for you, and I’ll stay if you want me to. I knew it was too good to be true, staying with Miss Smith.”

Sirius sighed as he listened to Kathleen comforting Robin. That was Kathleen all over. She would spoil all Miss Smith’s plans and his own, and go back to be miserable with the Duffields, just because Robin was upset. But at least she was so taken up with Robin that she did not seem to be needing Sirius any more. He thought he could go. He had already got up to leave, when the doorbell rang again, an angry, jabbing trill.

Robin seized Kathleen’s arm. “Is it Dad?”

“I’ll see.” Kathleen braced her shoulders and marched to the door. Sirius followed her. If it was Duffie, he supposed he might have to bite her again.

But it was Basil. He stood on the steps staring rather accusingly at Kathleen. “I saw Robin and trailed him,” he said aggressively. “What did you want to go and let him bite Mum for?” Before Sirius could wonder who had bitten whom, Basil pounced past Kathleen and proved he had been talking about Sirius by hugging him crushingly. “Beastly old Rat!” he said, burying his face in Sirius’s coat. “She won’t let you in the house again now.”

Robin arrived in the hall. “How did he get here?” he demanded unwelcomingly.

“Quiet!” said Kathleen, shutting the front door and glancing anxiously at the stairs. “Poor Miss Smith was so tired. Come in the sitting-room, all of you.”

Sirius realised he was not likely to get away at all that night. Basil kept hold of him and flopped into the chair Robin had just left, with Sirius pinned between his knees. And Sirius found he was not displeased to see Basil again. His tail wagged itself energetically.

“I thought I saw you, Rat,” said Basil. “Near the river, where they’ve knocked a lot of houses down. There was this dog, barking at a man and a woman. They were ever such peculiar types, sort of lit up round the edges, one blue and the other sort of white. I only went near them because I thought it was you barking. And they ran off when I came, and then I saw it wasn’t you, it was a dog just like you.”

“That must have been Bruce,” said Kathleen. Sirius thought so too. It was clear New-Sirius and his Companion had made the same mistake as Basil. Sirius hoped Bruce was safe. “But Basil,” said Kathleen, “what did you think you were doing, going off like that?”

Basil was sullen. “I was festering furious. That’s why. I was going to stay out all night and scare them properly. I’ve read hundreds of books where people are up all night. Only,” he said resentfully, “they none of them warn you how boring it is. And they say you get tired – but you don’t. You just get a sick, hungry sort of feeling and keep on wanting to sit down, and all the cafés close, so you can’t get anything to eat. That’s why I went home – only I saw Robin come out and followed him instead. Kathleen, have you got anything I can eat?”

Basil seemed so desperate that Kathleen crept to Miss Smith’s kitchen and made him a pot of tea and buttered some leftover scones. Sirius pattered mournfully beside her, worried about Bruce and certain that his chance to find the Zoi had gone. He had not the heart to eat the scone Kathleen gave him. He lay with it between his paws in the sitting-room while the others ate and drank and talked. It was clear Kathleen was going back to the Duffields. Robin wanted her to. Basil simply assumed that she would. Sirius sighed.

A sudden silence fell. After a while, Sirius looked up to see why. To his surprise, all three of them were asleep, Basil in the dog-shaped chair, and Robin and Kathleen packed together in the frayed chair opposite. The room sounded only of heavy breathing and the loud ticking of Miss Smith’s eccentric clock. It was the most astonishing piece of luck. Sirius got up and crept to the dog-door. It thumped behind him as he bounded down the garden.

To his relief, the Moon had not yet risen. But he could feel it near, close to the horizon. He set off at a gallop for the cleared space, in far too much of a hurry to care whether or not his Companion saw him.

The cindery space was dark and quiet, but, from where the bulldozers sat like crippled monsters, a breeze blew a faint scent of ozone and jasmine. It was only faint. Nevertheless, Sirius bent his legs to a crouch and slunk like a dim white cat until he came to the shelter of the first clump of nettles. He slid this way and that among the weeds, hurried and low. And there, at last, was the black heap of rubble breaking in among the wheeling stars. He could smell the musky sap of elders. A white coat glinted among the bundles of new leaves. Bruce was there.

“Hallo,” Sirius said cautiously.

“Hallo, hallo, hallo!” The white coat surged and the branches parted this way and that. Bruce bounded to meet him. Dim white dogs spurted out of the thicket behind him. The place seemed crowded with milling dogs, all running round him and saying Hallo. Sirius touched noses with Rover, with Redears, with Bruce himself, and with Patchie. Patchie, because she had Rover there with her, was friendlier than any of them.

“What on Earth are you all doing here?” Sirius asked, running round and round with the rest.

“Bruce says there’s going to be a hunt,” said Redears. “What fun, what fun, what fun!”

“I opened their gates,” said Bruce. “Some queer people chased me and I got lonely. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” said Sirius, still hardly able to believe it.

The Moon slid softly above the houses.

The cleared space was suddenly new and strange. It was an enchanted mesh of blue shadows and white leaves, and the mounds of rubble stood about in it like crusty old creatures. They looked as if they might wake up and stretch, and scratch where the bushes itched them, at any moment. Every living thing seemed ten times more alive. Patchie sneezed, and Rover growled. Ozone-jasmine and a green scent as strong as the elders flowed across the space, almost drowning the flat white scent of the Moon. A large figure and a small one walked across the level ground. The light of the Moon met and clashed with the blue-green light round one and the pearly light round the other, so that they winked and stretched like candle-flames.

“Keep running round and round!” Sirius said desperately.

The other dogs obeyed, rather bewildered. “Is this part of the hunt?” Redears asked.

“Sort of,” Sirius answered, running round him and then round Patchie. The two figures had stopped, but he did not think they would be confused for long. Now the Moon had risen, he could see that he and the other dogs were not identical. He and Bruce were indeed very alike, with their long legs and narrow bodies, but Rover and Redears were of a dumpier Labrador build, and Rover was distinctly chubby. Patchie was in between, narrow-bodied like Bruce, but shorter in the legs. Sirius knew that his Companion had only to look at his eyes to tell him apart from the rest.

“One of them must be him,” New-Sirius said.

“Don’t waste any more time,” said his Companion. “I can feel the Zoi near. You’d better kill the lot of them.”

New-Sirius raised an arm with blue-green rays winking and stretching round it. At the same moment, there was a fierce fresh pricking from the Zoi. A great dim shape appeared out of nowhere. It might have been a man on horseback, or it might have been something else. Whatever it was, New-Sirius and the Companion were right in its way. New-Sirius turned and struck at it. At least, Sirius thought he did. Blue-green flared and vanished, swallowed up in dimness. Then the great shape knocked both him and his Companion aside and swept on its way.

Sirius was astonished. No creature, no child of Earth, ought to be strong enough to do that to two luminaries. But there was no time to wonder about it. That sound which was not a sound rang out in a noiseless fanfare. “Follow me, follow me, follow me!” It clamoured through Sirius’s head, stronger and fiercer even than the tingling, spitting life of the Zoi. And the hunt was up.

Glimmering, frantic, frosty, the cold hounds came pouring into the open. Everything was helter-skelter gleaming eyes, gleaming coats and the wild pattering of feet, as hundreds of white dogs raced after the dim shape.

“Come on!” said Bruce.

Uncertain whether they were following or pursuing, the five warm dogs bounded in amongst the cold hounds. The hunt took them up and swept them through the cleared space. A moment later, they were streaming pell-mell down the nearest road that led to the river. Sirius supposed New-Sirius and his Companion must be following, but he had no time to think about them.

At the end of the street, by the river, the noiseless noise rang out again and again. “Follow me, follow me!” The dark shape and the pursuing white ones turned upriver and sped along the muddy towpath, strung out and struggling for position. Sirius and Bruce, being the lightest-built of the five, forced their way into the centre of the pack and ran there, surrounded by chilly panting bodies, all of which gave off the stinging tingle of creatures that had been near a Zoi.

But Sirius almost forgot the Zoi. He was simply glad the hounds were cold. He was hotter than he had ever been in his life. And the weird compelling fanfare kept ringing in his ears, telling him to follow, follow, follow, and think of nothing else.

Follow he did, madly, panting and jostling, along the towpath and through the dark railway yard, across railway lines and over jumbled old sleepers. Beyond the engine sheds, they raced beside an iron fence. Through it, Sirius glimpsed a grassy old bridge across the river. Their quarry was already flying across the bridge, with the hounds on its heels. It looked like a great black beast with branched horns. The sight made him want to bay with triumph. But the cold hounds ran silent, and he did not dare make a noise.

The next second, the same dim shape – surely the same: he knew there was only one – was at his side, right beside the racing, struggling pack in which he ran, urging them on to cross the bridge. “Follow me, follow me, follow me!” shouted the urgent fanfare. And Sirius, though he followed frantically, was suddenly terrified in case the great beast was caught. Yet he rushed across the old bridge and plunged after it between the houses beyond.

After the houses, they were in open country. And there Sirius found that the hunt up to now had hardly been in earnest. Out in the fields, they ran more madly still. They raced over sprouting corn with the white Moon over them and their black Moon-shadows flickering underneath. They poured round dark copses where bats flittered and owls wheeled above them. They leapt fences, tore through hedges and struggled in and out of ditches, regarding nothing but that noiseless sound calling them on, on, on after the dim shape. Sometimes the sound was dim and urgent out in front. Sometimes it was at their side. Sirius ran in a daze and in a muddle. Once or twice, in the early stages of the hunt, he scented ozone-jasmine faintly. But it soon vanished. Sirius hardly noticed. He was trying too hard to understand whether they were with the quarry or after it.

The muddle grew worse. Sirius did not understand what he wanted. Their quarry raced and looped and doubled. It led them in a desperate circle round a black clump of trees, and they almost lost it. Sirius, with all the other hounds, cast about in a frenzy, afraid they had lost it for good. Yet, at the same time, he was overjoyed that it had got away.

It was Bruce who found the right scent. “Here! This way! Oh, I do hope we don’t catch him!” And he led the hunt streaming away over the silvery brow of a hill, hot on the trail of the beast, agog for its blood, and madly wanting it to escape.

The dim beast evaded them several times more. Each time they were after it quicker, pell-mell, more savagely, and each time Sirius hoped harder it would escape. Mile after mile, his feelings became more of a muddle. He wanted to stop and think, but he could not, because each time he paused, the dim shape itself came dashing past the silent pack and the soundless noise shouted “Follow me, follow me!” And they had to follow. Sirius began to hate it with a sort of tender terror.

And at last, in the middle of a field, miles from anywhere, they caught it and pulled it down. It was a mad heap of white bodies and fighting black shadow, and Sirius ran round it, savage with sorrow and frantic with triumph. The heap subsided to a flat blot of milling dogs, all tearing and pulling at something. The soundless noise rang out again from underneath, only this time it said, “The kill, the kill, the kill!”

A queer cold lump of meat came to Sirius – he did not know how. He fell on it furiously and ate it guiltily. Beside him, Bruce, Redears and Yeff snarled and tore at lumps of their own. Then, when every scrap was eaten, they all lay down, cold and panting under the sinking Moon, because something had ordered them to rest. Sirius had never felt so wretched and so triumphant in his life.

“What does all this mean?” he asked the Moon.

“Hush,” said the Moon. “You’ll see.”

Of a sudden, they were up again. First up was the great dim shape. It went flying back across the field, summoning them all to follow, follow. Sirius saw – though he did not understand in the least – that Master and quarry were indeed one and the same. He knew they had just eaten him, yet there he was, and they were chasing him, cold dogs and warm dogs alike. Sirius raced after the dim shape, trying to see what manner of being it was. He could not tell. But, in an odd way, he no longer wondered why Earth had gone to such trouble to help this being. Sirius found he wanted to help him, himself. It was not the soundless call which made him follow so fast now: it was a peculiar fierce pity.

The hunt went streaming back towards town. Meanwhile, in Miss Smith’s house, Kathleen woke up. In her sleep, she had heard the dog-door thump and the gate whine and click as Sirius left, and she had been waiting, in her sleep, to hear the same again in reverse, meaning Leo was back. When she did not hear it, she woke up.

“Robin! I think Leo’s run away!”

Robin and Basil both jumped awake and stared round Miss Smith’s unfamiliar room, wondering why it had come there instead of their bedrooms. “He can’t have done!” Robin said sleepily, and Basil said, “Why would he?” while he tried to get the crick out of his neck.

“Because he heard me say I was going back home with you,” Kathleen explained impatiently. “He thought he was going to be destroyed.”

Robin accepted that without question and levered himself out of the chair. “We’d better go and look for him.”

“But he doesn’t understand that kind of thing!” Basil said crossly. He wanted to go back to sleep.

“Yes, he does,” Kathleen assured him. “He knew what Duffie meant after he bit her. And when I had to tell Duffie I was going to take him to the vet myself, he wouldn’t move until I told him I wasn’t.”

Basil believed her. He privately knew the Rat was exceptional anyway. But he still wanted to go back to sleep.

“How could we ever find him?” he asked contemptuously.

“I think he’s gone with Bruce,” said Kathleen. “You saw Bruce earlier on, Basil. Take us to where you saw him.”

It spite of Basil’s grumbles, she borrowed Miss Smith’s pen and wrote her a note in case she was worried. Basil and Robin and me have gone after Leo and Bruce down near the river. Love, Kathleen.

While she was writing it, Robin crept sleepily into every room in Miss Smith’s house, just to make sure Shamus was not asleep on a bed or somewhere. But he was not. So they let themselves quietly out of the house.

They were all three no more than half awake. What they were doing seemed as logical to them as the things you do in dreams. They were too sleepy to notice it was cold outside, and the empty echoes in the street simply added to the dreamlike feeling. So did the lit-up deserted shops, the late yellow Moon, and the way the street lights and the moonlight doubled and sometimes tripled the shadows stretching from their clopping feet.

When their feet stopped clopping and crunched on cinders, and the only light was from the Moon, it felt like another phase of the dream. None of them was alarmed when they saw a man and a woman slip out of sight behind a bank of rubble. It was odd, but natural, the way it is in dreams, that the man was outlined in faint turquoise light and the woman in white.

“Those are the people the dog was barking at,” Basil remarked. “It was along here, where it’s all overgrown. I’ll show you.”

He led the way beyond the bank of rubble. Weeds looped across their feet. They stumbled on concealed bricks and dimly noticed that they were being stung by nettles, but it was still all like a dream.

It was even more like a dream when the wild hunt swept towards them. They heard a furious frosty pattering and turned to look. The great dark shape in front was bearing down on them. They got out of its way as fast as they could. But, before they could feel frightened, the shining white hounds came leaping and pouring after it, more and more and faster and faster. They watched, dizzy and fascinated.

“I think it means bad luck,” Robin remarked dubiously.

“There’s Leo!” shrieked Kathleen.

“Where?” said Basil.

“There! There!” said Kathleen. She stumbled forward into the whirling crowd of dogs. They simply divided and ran round her, cold and fast as a foaming river. But Kathleen saw a dog with a collar go by and managed to catch hold of it. Bruce went on running with the rest, and Kathleen was swept across the cleared space with him.

“That’s not the Rat,” Basil said scornfully.

The dizzying line was coming to an end. The last dogs were fewer and slower. Redears and Patchie came labouring by, footsore and draggled, only running still because the unheard fanfare was ringing out and making them follow. Robin seized Patchie’s collar.

“Catch hold!” he called to Basil. “We’ll find Shamus when they stop.”

Rover came last of all, limping, almost done up. Basil snatched hold of Rover’s collar and ran with him after the rest. It was probable that, without Basil to pull him, Rover would not have covered the last few yards. But he made it, and ran with Basil into nothingness.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Underworld – if that was what it was – seemed to Sirius to be a cool, dim place. He did not notice much of it, except that the ground was cold and soft and bright green, like moss, the ideal surface for his sore and weary paws.

He was too tired to look further, or even to make plans. Like all the other dogs around him, he simply threw himself down on the soft green stuff and set about going to sleep.

Almost at once, his aching body fizzed and tingled like new life coming into a numb leg. For a second or so, he thought it must be some virtue in the green stuff. Then he recognised the Zoi, very strong and very near. It put such life into him that he stirred and raised his tired head.

The dog next to him snarled. “Warm – this one’s warm!”

Weary dog heads came up all round him. The only light in the place seemed to be coming from the moss-stuff itself, underneath them. Each of them looked like a fierce white gargoyle, with ears of blood and eyes like lamps. “It’s wearing a collar,” one said. “It’s a filthy imposter!”

Sirius recognised Yeff. “Yeff,” he said, “you told me it would be all right if I ran with you.”

“I told you no such thing, mongrel!” snapped Yeff, and heaved to his feet. “Come on, all of you. Kill it!”

Tired and slow and bad-tempered, the dogs round Sirius heaved up too, growling and snarling. Sirius scrambled to his sore feet and did his best to snarl back. As they went for him, he heard snarls and yelps beyond, where Bruce and then Patchie were discovered. Rover, in the distance, was yelping, “Save us, save us, save us!” at the top of his powerful voice. The uproar grew. Sirius thought he heard a human scream as part of it, but he was too busy defending himself to attend. Yeff had him by the ear, and another dog was snatching at his throat.

A voice spoke nearby. “What is going on?” it said wearily. It was a dark voice, flat as a cracked bell, as deep and gloomy as the sound of wind in a hollow corner. It did not seem loud. Nevertheless, the noise stopped at once. The dogs round Sirius crawled aside, frightened and abashed. “Lie down all of you,” said the Master of the hunt, “and go to sleep.”

Sirius was astonished at the force of that command. Every creature round him, and away into the dim distance, at once lay down and fell asleep. Sirius nearly did himself. He was dog-tired. He only disobeyed the command by bracing his whole green nature against it. Shakily and slowly, he staggered over the yielding ground towards the Master of the hunt. He was sure he could not have done that, had it not been for the Zoi, humming fresh life into him from somewhere nearby.

“What are you?” said the flat hollow voice.

As it spoke, the command seemed to be lifted. Sirius made his way between cold sleeping hounds, until he was standing in front of their Master. The dim figure seemed to be man-shaped now. At least, Sirius saw only two shadowy legs standing on the glowing moss. The rest was hard to see, since light only came from the ground, but Sirius looked up, searching where the Master’s head seemed to flare away into shadow, and caught a glimpse of eyes, round and liquid, with a tinge of red to them. But the shadowy arm went up to cover the eyes as Sirius looked into them.

“What are you?” the hollow voice repeated.

Sirius was certain that he was standing in front of a power as great, or greater, than any he had known. He could not understand how Earth came to have such a child as this, nor why he should hide his eyes. He felt a good deal of respect, and also the same fierce pity he had felt as they raced back to town. “I used to be a luminary,” he said. “And I need to talk to you.”

“I’m not sure I need to talk to you,” the Master answered. “Luminaries take their powers from light. Mine come from darkness. We can only do one another harm.”

“But I ran with your hounds so that I could talk to you,” said Sirius. “I don’t think you can refuse.”

“No,” said the Master. “I can’t. But—”

“Talk to him,” Earth said suddenly, in a whisper out of the green moss. “He knows how to use the Zoi.”

“Does he?” said the Master. There was an interest in his flat voice. “Come with me, then,” he said to Sirius. He turned like a wheeling shadow and led the way along the mass of sleeping dogs. Sirius found, as he plodded over the chilly moss behind him, that the light which came from it seemed only to light the little circle in which they went. Everything beyond was dim. But the Master could evidently see beyond the circle. He seemed to be searching among the sleeping dogs as he went. First Bruce, then Redears and Patchie, and finally Rover, got up and limped over to them as they passed.

“Your brothers and sister are only ordinary dogs, luminary,” the Master said. “Why is that?”

“I don’t really know,” Sirius confessed.

The Master stood still. “And who are these?”

“Oh,” said Patchie, peering round him. “Dead people.”

Beyond the dogs, Kathleen, Robin and Basil were curled up asleep on the moss. They lay so still that Sirius thought at first that Patchie was right. He rushed at Kathleen and nosed her. To his relief, she was warm and moved sleepily away from the cold nose on her face. “Leo,” she mumbled.

“Is she your mistress?” asked the Master of the hunt.

“Yes, that’s Kathleen,” Sirius said.

“They’ll be all right,” said the Master. “Come over here, all of you.”

A little further on, the feeling from the Zoi was stingingly sharp. The other dogs felt it as well as Sirius, and shook themselves uncomfortably. Meanwhile, the Master sat down in a place where the green stuff was mounded up into the form of a chair. As he sat in it, Sirius noticed that it moved and eased around him to make him as comfortable as possible. Near the chair, the moss had sunk itself into a hollow to make a kind of pen for a red-eared white bitch and a tumbling mass of frosty white puppies. Seeing the strange dogs, the mother rose up growling and glaring to warn them off. The puppies behaved just like the fox-cubs. They tried to climb the steep mossy sides of their pen, squealing to be played with and yelping with frustration when the Master put out a shadowy arm and rolled them back to their mother.

The Master was no easier to see sitting than he had been standing. He was nothing but a flaring gloom. Out of the gloom, the sad, liquid eyes were turned on the four ordinary dogs crouched in front of his chair. “You ran with my hunt,” he said to them. “What is it you want?”

Bruce looked at Sirius to see if he still wanted him to ask for the Zoi, but, while he was looking, Redears said, “We don’t want much. We just want to be sure of not getting into trouble when we get home.”

“Yes, that’s what we want,” Patchie and Rover agreed. And Bruce said, “Particularly me. I’ve been out two days now.”

“I think I can let you have that,” said the Master. There was some amusement in his hollow voice.

“Thank you,” they said gratefully, and they settled down side by side to rest. “You do understand, don’t you?” Bruce said to Sirius before he fell asleep.

“Now,” said the Master to Sirius, and he stretched out an arm. A dim finger pointed to a place in the moss about a yard away from Sirius. It opened like a green mouth. Like a tongue coming out, a green hummock rose from the opening, carrying with it a scaly purple-grey stone about a foot long. It looked like a cinder in the shape of a pine-cone, except that it was heavy. It dented the green moss where it lay.

Sirius had never seen a Zoi look like that before. But he knew it at once, and knew that this must be the form of it best fitted for Earth. His nose turned to it as it might turn into a wind. His tail curled stiffly up behind him. He went slowly towards it, almost unable to believe he had found it at last.

And he was stopped. A foot away from the hummock he could not get any nearer to it. He ran round it to try from the other side, and it was the same there. “What are you doing?” he asked the Master.

“It killed the hound that found it,” he answered. “I’ve not let any creature touch it since. But I could see it was a thing of great power, so I kept it, hoping I could find a way to use it. You tell me, luminary. What is it, this Zoi?”

Sirius sat down, with his nose towards the vibrant dry cinder he so much wanted, and tried to explain. “If you think of all power as a kind of movement,” he said, “then a Zoi is composed of the movement behind the movement. It’s the stuff of life itself, it—”

“If it’s made of movement,” the Master interrupted, “that explains why I can’t use it.”

Sirius was astonished. “I’d have thought you had the power. Why not?”

The Master shook his great head. For a moment, Sirius had a feeling that tall, branched antlers swayed above it. “No, darkness is not movement,” he said sombrely. “Nor is the other part of my power, which comes from things as they must be. I’m stronger than you are, luminary, but I can’t use the Zoi. It’s a different order of being.”

“How did you come to be a child of Earth’s?” Sirius demanded.

“Earth has the seeds of everything,” said the Master. “Tell me what this Zoi can do.”

“Well, everything,” said Sirius. “Everything that is movement, anyway. It can make or change anything, give life or take it away, take something to the other end of space and fetch it back—”

The mother dog growled again. Sirius looked round and saw that Robin was leaning over the side of the hollow, gazing yearningly at the puppies.

“Oh, I want one!” he said to Basil, who was kneeling just beyond him.

Basil was looking at the Zoi. It was obvious he could think of nothing else. “That’s that meteorite,” he said. “I know it is. Isn’t it a beauty?”

Kathleen was awake too. She was sitting on the moss watching Sirius in a puzzled way. When he looked at her, she got up and came to pat him. “Leo, you silly dog! You’re worn out!” Then she turned to the Master of the hunt, meaning to apologise for coming into his private place after her dog. She met his half-seen liquid eyes. Then her own eyes went upwards to the dark space above his head, where surely a pair of antlers stood like two dim horny trees. “I’m sorry,” she said. It was all she meant to say. She said it in much the same way as she had refused to open the gate for Sirius.

The Master said uneasily, “Don’t look too closely. The truth has no particular shape.”

“I know that,” Kathleen said, rather impatiently. Her eyes stayed watching the space above the Master’s head for all that. “But you’re not Arawn, are you?” she said.

The boys had seen the Master for the first time. They were both terrified. Robin’s teeth chattered and he said, “But he could be Orion or Actaeon, couldn’t he?”

“Or John Peel,” Basil said, very derisively because he was so scared.

Sirius wondered what the three humans had understood about the Master that he had not. It was clear that the Master knew they had understood it, by the way he changed the subject. “You all ran with my hounds,” he said.

“Only a very little way,” Kathleen said, quickly and firmly.

“But that entitles you to ask one thing of me,” the Master told them. “What do you want?”

Sirius pricked up his ears, knowing he could ask for the Zoi. Kathleen looked eager, then doubtful. Robin swung round and pointed delightedly at the hollow full of tumbling white puppies. “Then, could I—”

“I want that meteorite,” Basil said loudly. “If we can have one thing, then we ought to have that, because it’s the only way I can get it. I need it. So don’t either of you go and be selfish.”

Kathleen and Robin exchanged wistful looks. Robin sighed. “All right.”

“I meant one thing each,” said the Master.

Robin was transformed into delight again. “In that case, can I have one of those puppies, please?”

“Certainly. When you leave here,” said the Master. “But,” he said to Basil, “I don’t think I shall be able to give you your meteorite.”

“Why not?” Basil demanded angrily. “It’s not fair!”

“If you were to give me the Zoi,” Sirius said, for once in his life glad that Basil could not understand him, “I could make him a meteorite exactly like that in a second. He wouldn’t know the difference.”

“That would be the solution,” the Master agreed, and turned to Kathleen. “And you?”

“Leo is talking to you!” Kathleen exclaimed. “I thought he was before. And you can understand him, can’t you? And I can’t. I’ve tried and Leo’s tried, but we can’t. How do you do it?”

“I can understand him because neither of us is human,” the Master said. His flat gloomy voice became flatter and gloomier. “If you really wish it, it can be brought about that you and your dog understand one another, but I think you might regret it. Is that what you want?”

“Yes,” Kathleen said recklessly.

“Ask for something else,” said the Master.

Kathleen was puzzled and uneasy. “But there’s only one other thing I couldn’t get in an ordinary way – and I know I can’t ask you that,” she said. “I won’t ask for anything, then.”

There was a short silence. Then the Master said, “No. Have what you asked for. You can all have what you want, but I think two of you are very unwise to ask. Do you really want the Zoi, luminary?”

“I have to have it,” Sirius said. “You don’t understand – it’s harming Sol’s system.”

“I care very little for Sol,” said the Master. “As little as he cares for me. But you can have it if you want. Meanwhile, there’s something you can do for me.” He leant forward and picked the Zoi off its cushion of green moss. Basil’s eyes followed it as well as Sirius’s. After what the Master had said, Sirius was not surprised to see the Zoi blur and shrink between his shadowy fingers. The prickling life of it stopped entirely, and there was a dead kind of peace. “I don’t find it comfortable to hold,” the Master remarked. “You hold it for me.” To the terror of Sirius and annoyance of Basil, he passed it to Kathleen.

“Hey!” said Basil.

Sirius jumped forward to try to take the Zoi himself, sure that it would kill Kathleen to touch it. The Zoi was heavy. Kathleen’s hands dipped under it and he almost got it. But Kathleen said, “No, Leo,” and raised it high out of his reach. Sirius jumped anxiously round her, rather astonished that the Zoi did not seem to harm her, and Basil hovered jealously at Kathleen’s elbow.

“He said I could have it.”

“You shall have it presently,” said the Master of the hunt. “Kathleen, do you think you can make that thing work?”

Kathleen, very puzzled, turned the Zoi over and looked at either end. She seemed quite unharmed by it. The prickling life of it did not seem as strong as before the Master picked it up. Sirius suspected that, though the Master of the hunt could not use the Zoi himself, he was able to protect Kathleen from the effects of it. “How does it work?” Kathleen asked. “There aren’t any switches.”

“Meteorites don’t have switches, you festering idiot!” Basil said. “They don’t—”

The green ground underneath them shook. There was a queer noise, like cloth slowly tearing. The mother dog growled. Patchie and her brothers opened their eyes and stared round. Sirius thought at first that the Zoi was responsible, until everyone turned towards the dim empty distance beyond the Master’s chair.

There was a strong smell of singeing and the dimness seemed to be bulging inwards. A grey light, with a hint of blue-green, was shining through the bulge, and it was increasing piece by piece, as if someone was tearing a way through. From the noise, someone was doing just that. Sirius took one look and darted in between Rover and Redears. He lay down, half turned away from the tearing, and pretended to be asleep. It was the only way of hiding he could think of.

New-Sirius and his Companion, with light limning their human shapes, trudged across the green ground. It went writhing away from under their feet, so that they walked in a smoking black scar of bare Earth. The smoke from it made everyone cough, except the Master of the hunt. Behind the two luminaries was white morning mist, dripping nettles and wet grass, making a queer contrast with the light from the green floor.

“We want that dog,” said New-Sirius. “Give him up to us, and nobody will get hurt.”

“There’s the Zoi, too,” said the Companion, pointing at Kathleen. “We’ll have that as well.”

They came on, bringing the mist and weeds outside nearer and nearer. The poor mother dog stood in the smoke above her puppies and snarled at them. The children stared, not understanding at all. The Master stood up. The new light made him harder to see than ever. But that was only for an instant. As soon as he was on his feet, the outside world was gone again. The green moss healed and spread itself into the distance, until the only burnt part left was where the two luminaries were standing.

“This is my place,” the Master said in his flat sombre voice. “You can’t come here.”

“Oh, yes we can,” said New-Sirius. “Earth is part of my sphere. I govern this whole system.”

“But not me,” said the Master.

“Nonsense!” said the Companion. “You’re only one of Earth’s creatures. Hand over the dog and the Zoi, before we have to make you.”

“And you won’t like that,” said New-Sirius. He took a step towards the Master, or, rather, he intended to. But he remained in the same burnt spot. He leant forward and tried again. He still could not move. “You can’t do this!” he said incredulously. “We’re luminaries.”

His Companion threw herself forward and beat her white fists on nothing. “Stop this at once! How dare you!”

The Master said nothing and did not move. The anger of both luminaries blazed in sheets about them and flared uselessly away into dimness.

“Do you think it’s some kind of force-field?” Basil said to Robin.

“I don’t understand. What do they want?” said Kathleen.

The Master’s great branched head turned towards her. “They want to kill your dog.”

“Leo?” said Kathleen, clutching the Zoi to her chest. “They’re not going to kill Leo! I’ll see them dead first!”

The prickle of the Zoi suddenly became the sweet sting of force truly used. Sirius felt his coat stand and wave as the power of the Zoi swept across it. He turned in time to see his Companion throw up her arm against it.

It did no good. She, and her new Consort with her, were already diminishing as she moved. Side by side they dwindled steadily and, as they shrunk, they seemed to move further off. When both seemed a foot high, it was impossible to tell if they were small near-to or huge a million miles away. Sirius was reminded of the time he first saw Sol go. In a second, the two luminaries were only a greenish speck and a whitish one, dwindling and receding still. Then they were gone, too small to see.

“Just like when they turn off the television,” Bruce remarked to Sirius.

“I did that, didn’t I?” Kathleen said. “They were horrible anyway, but where have they gone?”

“Who knows?” said the Master of the hunt. “But now you can use that thing, will you use it for me?”

“How is Kathleen able to use a Zoi?” Sirius demanded.

“Being a child of Earth means more than you think,” said the Master. “Kathleen, I want you to use the Zoi to change my situation. I’m sick of being a child of night. My ancestors came out by day and didn’t frighten or puzzle people. I want to be the same.”

“How do you mean?” said Kathleen.

“Your dog can tell you how he felt when he ran with my hounds,” said the Master. “He was cruel and kind at once. It must have muddled him. Isn’t that so?” he asked Sirius.

“Yes,” said Sirius, and he began trying to explain to Kathleen about the queer muddle of sympathy and savagery he had felt. But he stopped, because Kathleen had not understood a word. She was nearly in tears about it.

“I know he’s talking, but I still can’t understand. You promised I could!”

“You’ve cheated her!” said Sirius. “Are you planning to cheat me over the Zoi, too?”

“I never cheat,” said the Master. “You’ve cheated yourselves. I promised, and I warned you both, and I shall keep that promise. Kathleen, use the Zoi for me. I want to walk Earth as you do.”

“I don’t think you should,” said Kathleen. “Not if you’re going to cheat and muddle everyone.”

“I only do that because I’m in darkness,” said the Master. “Can’t you understand?”

He came towards Kathleen. Perhaps he meant to show her what he was talking about. At any rate, the dimness from him fell over her, almost blotting her out. Kathleen backed out from it, terrified.

“No, no,” she said. “Don’t come near me. Don’t do that!” The Zoi, as she clutched it, once more gave out its sweet sting of force, and the dim green space rang with its power.

“I knew this would happen once the veil was torn,” the Master of the hounds said, and folded his arms.

Then, quietly, without any of them noticing, he was not there any more. The rest of the place went with him. There was no green moss, no mother dog, no pack of cold hounds sleeping. The ground, rough and full of bricks, slanted under their feet, and they found they were standing halfway up the mound of rubble where Sirius had lost Yeff. It was all cold and colourless in the time just before sunrise. The damp, misty air made them shiver. And all around in the mist, they could hear people moving, calling to one another and whistling, and dogs barking.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The four true dogs stood with their heads to one side and one paw raised, listening. “Goodness!” said Bruce. “That’s my master whistling!”

“And mine,” said Patchie, Rover and Redears.

“If you don’t mind,” said Bruce, “I think we ought to be off now. So long.”

They were all off, without more ado, into the wet whiteness. Some of the calling and whistling stopped, and became relieved cries of “There you are, you bad dog!” But most of it went on.

“What’s going on?” Robin said sleepily. He went up the mound, stumbling from brick to brick, to see what the noise was about. Near the top, he shouted with delight. “Look! Look! He remembered!” The Master of hounds had kept this promise at least. A fat white puppy with blood red ears was stumbling about up there, cheeping for its mother. Robin picked it up tenderly. Finding it was frosty cold, he wrapped it in his sweater and sat down with it, trying in a puzzled way to warm it up.

“Right,” said Basil. “He’s got his. Give me my meteorite.”

Kathleen held the Zoi to her and clambered away from Basil, backwards up the mound. “It isn’t a proper meteorite. It’s dangerous. I don’t think you should have it.”

“He promised me!” Basil said, climbing furiously after her.

Sirius bounded up with him and pranced round Kathleen, trying to show her she should give it to him instead. But Kathleen raised the Zoi out of his reach. “No, Leo. It’s a horribly strong thing. You’re not having it either.”

“Give it me!” shouted Basil. Kathleen ran away from him, to the top of the mound. Basil caught her there and tried to twist the Zoi out of her hand. They wrestled for it, to and fro, just above Robin’s head, while Robin sat absorbed in his puppy.

Basil of course was the stronger. Sirius jumped round him, getting in his way, barging Basil’s legs whenever he could. He did not like to think what would happen if Basil touched the Zoi. Nor did he quite trust Kathleen not to use it again by accident. Basil gripped Kathleen’s arm and twisted it back. Sirius barged at his elbow. It was a hideously familiar sight. He and his Companion had wrestled for the Zoi exactly like this, and he was afraid it was going to be lost again, or destroy them all.

The bump Sirius gave Basil loosened Kathleen’s fingers. The Zoi fell from her hand and went plummeting to Earth. Since it was not made of the same stuff as Sol’s system, it fell like a streak of light. Sirius leapt for it. He was only just in time to catch it in his mouth before it entered the ground.

It hurt him. He had not known anything could hurt so much. The pain started at his mouth and spread all over him like a green flame. It was as much as he could do to make Basil another cindery cone, falling at an ordinary speed. After that, he could think of nothing but how much it hurt.

The heavy cinder thumped down on the bricks. Basil rushed at it and scooped it up. He glared at Kathleen. “I told you it was mine!” he said. Then he ran away down the mound with it in case Kathleen tried to get it again.

The pain did not last long. Sirius stood up out of it and stretched, light and liquid and free. He was a reasonable size again. He found himself looking down over Kathleen, out across the white mist that hung over the cleared space. Police cars with lights were parked on the cinders. Policemen with dogs and torches were busily searching through the rubble and the nettles. He saw Mr Duffield with them, and Miss Smith leaning anxiously out of one of the police cars.

But they were only little details at the edges of his great green freedom. The warm, stupid dog was gone. Better still, there was a lightness and power at his shoulders. He had been without his wings so long that he had almost forgotten what they felt like. He spread and shook them, so that the silvery-green flames of the pinions streamed and whispered behind him. He would have wagged his tail with pleasure, except that he no longer had a tail. Instead, he took the Zoi out of his mouth and laughed down at Kathleen. Somehow, he had no doubt that she would be able to understand him now.

“It feels marvellous!” he said.

Kathleen did understand him. She raised her head. Her eyes climbed wonderingly up this sudden green giant, paused on his fierce silver-green face, and moved on over the mane of dense flame-like hair to the huge double wings at his back. Compared with this being, the Master of the hunt now struck her as small and tame. Wondering where he had come from, she said politely, “Does it? I’m so glad.”

Sirius was puzzled, and rather hurt. “Don’t you know me?”

Kathleen raised her face again. “I don’t think so,” she said in the same polite way. “Are you an angel?”

“Of course not!” he said. “I’m Sirius. I’ve been your dog for a year. You must know me!”

“Oh,” said Kathleen, and she looked down again.

Sirius looked to see what was taking her attention so thoroughly. There was a big dog in the mist at his feet, lying on its side in the weeds. It was a young dog, rather too thin, with a cream-coloured coat and reddish ears. The ear he could see had recently been bitten. The dog was dead. He could see that from the drying skin on its pale eyes, even though it was still twitching a little from the life that had been in it. He looked at Kathleen’s stiff face and he knew what the Master of the hunt had been warning them of. Perhaps this was why he had given the Zoi to Kathleen and not to him.

“Listen,” he said. “I’m still the same. I was that dog. Don’t you understand?”

Kathleen nodded, though he did not think she really understood. She said, “You don’t look like Leo,” and then added kindly, “But you look very nice, of course.”

Sirius could not bear the look on her face as she turned back to the dog. He held the Zoi out to her. “Take this,” he said. “See if you can bring the dog to life again.”

But Kathleen put her hands behind her back and backed away. “Oh no, that’s quite all right,” she said politely.

“Then I’ll try,” said Sirius, exasperated by Kathleen’s polite, distant manner.

“No, really,” said Kathleen. “You don’t have to bother. It wouldn’t be the same.”

“Blast that!” said Sirius, and turned the Zoi on the twitching body. Nothing happened. The Zoi hummed and fizzed in its usual way, but there was no sweet sting of force.

Sirius exclaimed with annoyance, although he understood well enough. The dog had been himself. The one thing you could not do with a Zoi was use it on yourself. “You’ll have to do it,” he said to Kathleen. “Here.”

He pushed the Zoi at Kathleen’s face to make her take it. Kathleen gasped and turned her face away. He heard her hair sizzle. Sirius backed away, horrified. As he went, he saw that the dog’s coat had singed and the damp grass under his feet was steaming and smoking. It dawned on him that he could not even touch Kathleen now.

True, he could contain his heat, as his Companion and New-Sirius had done, but it was not a thing he had ever been very good at. He did not think he could do it well enough to risk going near Kathleen. He could not lick her face any more. Kathleen could not hug him, in that uncomfortable way of hers, until his back ached and he had to wriggle. She did not even really want to talk to him. All she wanted to do was to look at the dead dog on the ground.

Then Sirius glimpsed a little of the meaning behind the wild hunt. He had been cruel to Kathleen while he thought he was being kind. Because he had not thought of anything but the Zoi, he had done something worse than Duffie and worse than shooting her father. It did not help to find he had done it to himself too; or that Kathleen, in the kindest possible way, had done exactly the same.

“I’m afraid I cheated you,” he said.

“Oh, that’s all right,” Kathleen said politely, still looking at the dog.

It was only twitching faintly now. Sirius saw that if he was to go back into it, he would have to do it soon. It was no good giving the Zoi to Kathleen. Even if she would take it, he had already made it far too hot for her to hold. Somebody else would have to do it.

“Earth,” he said. “Could you take the Zoi and—?”

“I’m sorry,” Earth said regretfully. “I only know how to give life once.”

That left only Sol. Sirius looked round for him. The mist was pearly pink below. In it, the grey shapes of policemen and their well-meaning dogs were going round and round, trying to puzzle out the most confusing scents they had ever met. The sky above them, over the houses, was pink too, but Sol was still below the horizon.

“Fetch Sol, quickly!” he said to Earth.

“I’m turning as fast as I’m allowed to,” said Earth.

Sirius dared not leave that cooling dog. He had to wait. And it seemed to him that Sol would never rise that day.

Sol came at last. He stepped up above the roofs in a bright bundle of spiky beams, turning the wet slates into sheets of silver and the mist into glory.

“Sol,” Sirius said desperately.

Sol took one golden glance. “Oh, I see,” he said. “So you found it.”

“Yes, and here it is,” Sirius said, holding the Zoi out to him. “Take it and put me back into that dog again. Quickly!”

“I can try,” Sol said dubiously. “But I’ve never handled a Zoi before.”

“Take it,” said Sirius. “Put me back!”

“All right,” said Sol. Kathleen looked up, blinking as he stretched out a hot yellow arm and Sirius put the Zoi in his hand. She shaded her eyes to look at the bright figure that was either very near or very far away, standing just above the houses meditatively holding the Zoi. After a moment, the Zoi fired to a bright lump between his white-hot fingers.

Nothing happened.

“Put me back,” said Sirius. “What are you doing?”

“I’m trying,” said Sol. “I see how to use it. But I’m sorry. I don’t think I can put you back.”

“Why can’t you? You must!” Sirius shouted at him. Sol simply shrugged. Sirius raised his wings and blazed with such rage that several policemen looked up and remarked on the queer green light there was this morning. “Put me back!”

“I can’t,” said Sol. “Could you do it?”

“No,” said Sirius. “But that’s beside the point. Do it!”

His anger and Sol’s light were drying the mist away. A policeman saw Basil crouching possessively over his meteorite and shouted. “Here’s one of the lads!”

“I’ve told you I can’t,” said Sol.

“Blast you!” Sirius roared. Then he noticed that Kathleen was staring at him in a wan, horrified way. He must be frightening her out of her wits.

He did his best to settle his blazing pinions and smooth his flaming hair, and knelt down so that he would not seem so appallingly tall to her. “Sol says he can’t put me back into your dog,” he told her. “I’m sorry.”

“I know. I heard him,” said Kathleen. “You know, I really do believe you were inside Leo. His eyes used to look just the same when he was angry.”

“I’d go back if I could,” said Sirius.

“But I told you it wouldn’t be the same,” said Kathleen. “Leo would only die again when you left, wouldn’t he? It’s perfectly all right. Thank you for being so kind. I must go now. I think those policemen are looking for us, and I’d better tell them Robin’s gone to sleep over his puppy. Goodbye.” She smiled at Sirius politely, before she turned and went carefully down the side of the mound.

Sirius stared after her. “What can I do?”

“Nothing,” said Earth.

“Come away,” Sol suggested, and held down a hand to help him into the empyrean.

Sirius spread his nearly forgotten wings and came up beside Sol. He felt strange and raw. It was darker than he remembered, and the noises astonished him for a moment. Space sang. There were great slow notes, high sweet sounds – every note in human music and more beside, all winding, twining, combining, and ringing out solemn and single, like a constantly changing tune. It was the sound the spheres made as they turned and he had almost forgotten it. Feeling stranger than ever, he began to walk the way he supposed was homewards, towards the green sphere. Sol left his own sphere and walked beside him. Sirius knew how conscientious Sol was and realised Sol was doing him a great honour.

“Should I be going this way?” he said. “New-Sirius is Denizen now, isn’t he?”

“Well no,” said Sol. “Not any longer. Your Companion isn’t there either, I’m afraid. Polaris sent word just before I dawned on your town that someone had used a Zoi to – er – wipe them out. Both spheres are standing empty now. Who did it?”

“Kathleen,” said Sirius. “She didn’t know.”

“So you can take back your sphere,” said Sol, “and start looking for another Companion.”

“I’m not having another Companion,” said Sirius. “And I’m not having Kathleen in trouble over it, either.”

“She won’t be,” said Sol. “Not if I have anything to say about it. She’s one of my creatures, and she was no more used to a Zoi than I am – here it is, by the way. Anyway, Polaris is vouching for us. Most of this was his doing. I wish he’d told me, but he was probably right not to. I can’t keep secrets. He saw where the Zoi fell, and when he couldn’t find it himself, he had you put as near to the place as he could, because he was sure you were covering up for your Companion.”

“But he was one of the Judges!” Sirius protested.

“Yes. But they were all three in it,” said Sol. “It was as irregular as Pluto’s orbit and there’s going to be an outcry from the Castor luminaries, and probably from other quarters too, but at least they’ve got my evidence now. Polaris says you were so flaming loyal that they weren’t going to get any evidence against your Companion any other way. I still think they should have told me. If I’d known, I would have recognised her when she was trying to get you drowned. Then none of the rest need have happened.”

“The Zoi would have been lost, though,” said Sirius.

“I’d have got it out of Earth in the end,” said Sol. “I’m not pleased with Earth – risking an Ice Age, acting dumb with me, and lying to Polaris like that!”

“Don’t be too angry,” said Sirius.

“Earth,” said Sol, glancing suspicious beams on him, “is mine. To do what I like with.”

“I know, I know,” Sirius said hastily. “I only meant that Earth was protecting a very strange child. I still don’t understand what he was, but he was stronger than any Zoi. Earth may have had no choice.”

Before Sol could reply, Polaris came down to meet them, holding out a hand to Sirius and smiling his likeable smile. His brothers from the Plough came too, and so did Antares, Betelgeuse and many more, all delighted to see Sirius again. For a moment, Sirius felt he could not face them. He looked back at Earth to steady himself. There, he saw that Miss Smith, after some argument with Mr Duffield, had taken charge of Kathleen. A police car was taking them both back to Miss Smith’s house, on whose door Sirius had battered so often. It seemed the best thing to have happened. He wished he could have done more for her.

With Sol’s help, he was able to do one more thing for Kathleen. It was in September, just before she went back to school. Kathleen was taller and browner and outwardly happier. Miss Smith had taken her to France all summer for a complete change. Now she was back, and out shopping for Miss Smith. She had lost her ability to see or understand luminaries because, of course, that was not what she had asked the Master of the hunt for.

Nevertheless, Sol and Sirius managed, by gentle degrees, to lead her towards the river. They found she still would not go anywhere near what had once been the overgrown cleared space, in spite of the fact that it was quite different these days, with houses, flats and a new school going up all over it. They were forced to lead her on a long detour along the towpath. Sirius was forcibly reminded of himself as a dog, when he had to nudge and push and hint Kathleen to go where he wanted.

They nudged and pushed and hinted Kathleen downriver again, and then up one of the narrow streets – it, too, was due to be knocked down that autumn. They pushed her gently towards a gate with wire netting nailed above and below it. Then they could only wait and hope. Kathleen glanced over the gate, stopped, and looked again.

Patchie’s puppies were by then about three months old. She was sitting in the middle of the yard, looking charming but harassed, while puppies seethed and fought and rolled in every other inch of it. It was clear that Yeff or one of his fellows had managed to jump the gate after all. Almost every puppy had a cream-white coat and red ears.

Kathleen put her shopping basket carefully on the pavement. Then she hooked her fingers in the netting, pressed her face on it and stared. Sol slipped into the house and gave Patchie’s mistress a nudge. Patchie’s mistress remembered that her tea-towels would be about dry and she went out to collect them. Kathleen watched the puppies rush up to her in a mob bawling to be fed.

“Little hypocrites, I only just fed you!” Patchie’s mistress said. She smiled at Kathleen. “I’ve got a rare old job on here, I can tell you.”

“I know you have,” said Kathleen. “Please – when they’re ready – could I buy one of the puppies?”

“Buy one!” Patchie’s mistress exclaimed. “I’m giving them away! I’d never find homes if I didn’t. Look at the number of them, will you! We nearly went mad when she had them. Patchie was too young anyway, and she couldn’t feed more than a few, so there was me and Ken and Ken’s Dad and my Mum and Ken’s Dad’s Mum, all on shift-work feeding bottles to puppies. And I’d thought it was bad enough when our Ken fished Patchie out of the river! Mind you, we had a good laugh over it. They’re quite old enough to go now. Come on in and take your pick.”

She unlatched the gate and Kathleen stepped gingerly in among the tumbling puppies. All were appealing. Several were the image of Patchie. Kathleen sorted carefully through them. None of them had green eyes of course, but there was one which had the same yellow eyes as Robin’s dog, Fossil. Kathleen picked it up.

“This one. Can’t I really pay?”

“No you can’t, love. You take her. You’ve got the best of the lot there, to my mind. Some people say they don’t like her eyes, but I tell them they don’t know a thing about it. She’s as clever as a monkey, that one.”

“Thank you, then,” said Kathleen. “I’ll come and show you how she gets on.”

She walked home to Miss Smith’s with her basket bumping and dangling off one elbow and the puppy snuggled up in both arms, very much as she had carried the much tinier Sirius.

“My dear, how lovely!” said Miss Smith. “I’d been thinking that what you needed was another puppy.”

“It’s not for me. It’s for you,” said Kathleen, and she put the puppy carefully in Miss Smith’s lap.

Miss Smith’s gnarled hands stroked the red ears. “I see why you got him. Apart from the eyes, he’s very like Sirius, isn’t he?”

“Yes,” said Kathleen. “But it’s not a he. It’s a she, I’m afraid.”

“Better and better!” Miss Smith exclaimed, quite delighted. “Then we’ll have puppies.” She put the little dog carefully down on the floor. The puppy sniffed at the shiny toes of her shoes. “Leone? Viola? Miranda?” said Miss Smith, trying to think of a name. The puppy ran away sideways from her toes and suddenly threw herself back at them in an all-out attack. “I refuse to call you Patch or Snowy, and Beatrice won’t do,” Miss Smith said above the puppy’s rumbles. “Agnes – no.” The puppy found her shoelaces and backed away with one in her mouth, whirring like a rattle, with her tail rotating furiously. “Melpomene? Too grand,” decided Miss Smith, laughing as the shoelace came out of her shoe and the puppy scuttled away with it, growling defiantly. Kathleen did not laugh.

“What is it?” asked Miss Smith.

“I was just thinking – just noticing—” said Kathleen, “that Sirius needed me to look after him whatever shape he was. Only I didn’t notice.”

“Where there’s need enough, a way can often be found,” Miss Smith observed.

Polaris often remarks to Sol that Sirius loses his temper much less often these days. But the one sure way to send him into a flaming rage is to suggest that he finds a new Companion. Sirius will not hear of it. The small white sphere circling his goes untenanted, because he hopes that what Miss Smith said is true.
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