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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.
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The Forest Girl

The forest was silent. The sun was low, slanting among the treetops. The spring air was cool. A wolf appeared on the far side of the pool.

It looked around and sneezed suddenly, doglike, shaking its head. Other wolves arrived, scrabbling up the boulders and gathering at the edge of the pool. One of them stared at the sky and gave out a howl of desolation.

Another looked straight at Nyneve. It was old and its muzzle was gray. It trotted stiff-legged around the pool and stopped beneath her tree, looking up. Its eyesight was poor, and it wasn’t sure what it had seen. Nyneve kept very still while the wolf looked up at her and fitted memories to images. Nyneve blinked, and the wolf’s eyes lit up. It jumped at the tree trunk, snarling and scratching. The others came running.

“Go away!” shouted Nyneve, clawing a piece of bark loose and throwing it. “Go home, you brutes! Go home right now, or I’ll set Morble on you!”

They didn’t understand. They snapped and leaped, and filled the glade with the sound of their hunger. Nyneve watched them in growing annoyance. This was an embarrassing situation. She hoped there were no villagers around.

“I’ve warned you!” she said. Then she whistled: a low sound that carried among the trees.

A breath of wind rustled the leaves, and the wolves quieted. Suddenly they were uncertain. They turned this way and that, looking unhappily at one another and at the forest. One of them cocked its leg against Nyneve’s oak and another whined, tail tucked between its legs. The wind blew again, cool and gentle, bringing with it the scent of something unimaginable. Somewhere deep in the brush there was a snapping of twigs. A wolf yelped nervously. The pack was facing the wind now, muzzles high.

“He’s coming,” said Nyneve.

At once they turned about and fled downwind, splashing through the fringes of the pool. For a moment Nyneve watched the bushes shake with their passing, then they were gone and the forest was quiet again. She laughed and slid to the ground, brushing the dirt from her loose white dress. She knelt at the pool and rubbed her hands together underwater, then splashed her face. While she had her skirt up high, drying her face on it, a voice spoke.

“Well now, if that isn’t a fine pair of legs.”

She dropped the hem with a squeak of alarm; flushing. A brawny man watched her, leaning against the oak and scratching himself, smiling slyly.

“Just you shut up, Ned Palomides!”

“Oh, so it’s you, Nyneve. Upon my word, you’ve grown up. Quite the little lady, you are. Still tomboy enough to climb trees, though.” He nodded at the bits of bark and lichen clinging to her dress.

“The wolves were after me.”

“Oh.” Spurious sympathy on his face, he stepped forward. “You should have called for help.” He began to brush at her dress.

She stepped back. “Leave me alone!”

“Oh, ho! Too proud for us villagers now, are you? Too much of a lady?”

“No.” She regarded him calmly. “Just a little bit older, that’s all.”

“And getting ideas above your station. Perhaps you should come back to the village, Nyneve. Now you’re living with that crafty old couple, you’ve changed. You’re not the same girl. …” Curiosity got the better of him. “What do they do, anyway?”

“Do?”

“The old folks. Do they fish? Do they farm? Do they cut wood, or scratch the ground for silver? People say not. One thing I do know: they must be hellish old. My grandmother used to speak of them, and even she used to call them the old folks.”

“They’re old,” agreed Nyneve.

“How old?”

“How would I know?”

“Yes, but it’s interesting, isn’t it?” He moved a step closer. “Suppose they’re—say—two hundred years old. How do they do it? What’s their secret? Is it something the) eat—some herb?” His hand closed on her arm.

“Well, I don’t know.” She tried to pull away. “I’m getting older. You said that yourself.”

“And so you are.” He glanced at her body appreciatively. “But it’s them we’re talking about—the old couple. You must find out about them. You must keep an eye on them, casual-like.”

The notion of keeping a casual eye on her foster-mother caused Nyneve to break out in goose pimples. “Forget the idea, Ned,” she said. “It’s their secret, and I think they want to keep it that way.”

“Mister Palomides to you,” he said absently, his gaze traveling over her glossy black hair, her dark eyes and full lips—her new Cornish beauty. “You must be the prettiest girl in all of Mara Zion,” he murmured.

“I must go.” She jerked her arm, but he held fast.

“Not just yet, my beauty. Let’s talk for a while.”

“Let me go, or …”

“Or what?”

“Or it’ll be the worse for you!”

He laughed, drawing her close.

She pursed her lips and whistled, just before his kiss cut her off. His breath smelled of old mackerel.

“There now,” he said after a moment, grinning down at her. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

Then he heard the gigantic crashing in the undergrowth, and looked up. His eyes widened as he stared over her shoulder, and Nyneve felt him tremble. He let her go and stepped back, still staring. “Witchcraft …” he muttered. “You little witch. You’re witches, all three of you! Baron Menheniot should have you burned at the stake!”

Then the stink wafted across the glade and the sound of breathing came loudly. Ned Palomides turned, bawling with fear, and fled, leaving Nyneve alone as Morble emerged from the bushes. For a while the young girl regarded the creature. “Easy, Morble, easy,” she said. “He’s gone, now.”

She looked into the forest where Ned Palomides could be glimpsed, leaping and plunging in desperate retreat.

“No, Ned,” she murmured. “Not witchcraft. Not sorcery or magic. You caught sight of a world you don’t understand, that’s all.” She sighed. “I wish I understood it myself. Maybe one day I will.”

Calling the monstrous creature to heel, she set off in the direction of the cottage where her foster-parents, Merlin and Avalona, lived.

She found Merlin in the garden that surrounded the ancient cottage. He’d been hacking at the carcass of some unidentifiable animal, preparing it for the pot by the light of a guttering lamp.

Nyneve eyed his unkempt, bloodstained figure in some distaste. “You ought to clean yourself up a bit,” she said.

“What!” He came shuffling toward her, wiping his hands on skinny shanks. “You come wandering in at all hours and have the nerve to call me dirty?”

“What’s that thing you’re cutting up?”

“That’s our supper, my girl.”

She gulped, staring at the thing. “Well, you can count me out. That’s the strangest-looking creature I’ve ever seen. Where did it come from?”

“Morble dropped it here,” admitted the ancient, reluctantly.

“Morble dropped it? Because he couldn’t stomach it himself, I suppose. Look at the ears on it! You and Avalona will eat anything, you know that?”

“Food is fuel for the body, that’s all.”

“That’s no reason why it shouldn’t taste good. And that thing’s got scales on it. You won’t catch me eating anything with scales. I’m going to have a word with Avalona about this.”

“No.” Merlin grasped her arm as she was making for the front door. “Don’t go in yet. She’s in a … a funny mood.”

She stared at him. He looked away, wispy hair floating around his head in the night breeze; thin-faced, bearded and ineffectual. Yet healthy. Nyneve had to admit that. Although Merlin had lived a very long time, he was wiry and his cheeks had a ruddy glow in the lamplight. But now he was seriously concerned about something. She pried his fingers from her arm and entered the cottage with caution.

At first she could not see Avalona. The tiny room was dark and the fire had burned low. The lamps were unlit. The chairs beside the big stone fireplace were empty—and then she saw the witch sitting at the table, bolt upright, with her eyes closed.

“Avalona …?”

The old woman blinked and shook her head, eyes still unfocused, as though she’d been in a trance. “No …” she murmured. “There’s only one way out, and even then the odds are not good. Otherwise, it’s the end.” Then she became aware of Nyneve and fixed an empty stare on her.

“You’re late.”

“What do you mean, the end?” Nyneve felt a thrill of dread at the words. Avalona always meant what she said. “The end of what?”

“The end of everything.”

“When? Now?” Nyneve glanced nervously over her shoulder. The moons had risen as usual, all three high in the sky. Merlin was stamping about sucking his finger, having cut himself with the cleaver. Everything looked normal enough.

“Not in your lifetime.”

“That’s a relief, anyway. Does it affect the village at all?”

“Nyneve, you are now sixteen years old. The time has come for you to consider matters other than those driven by human emotions. I adopted you for a purpose. From now on, you will be my handmaiden.”

“Your what?” Only great ladies in ballads had handmaidens. Nyneve had never thought of Avalona, always dressed in the same black robe and living in this tiny cottage, as a great lady.

“You will be my handmaiden, my servant and my representative. I will teach you something of my knowledge, something of the universe. Enough for your purposes, anyway. Great and terrible events are in the ifalong, and they have caught me unawares. I would start a child now, but my gestation period is too long and action must be taken immediately. You will serve my purpose.”

“The ifalong?” The word was unfamiliar.

Avalona regarded Nyneve silently for a while. Then she said, “You must start thinking in new terms, Nyneve. To understand the ifalong you must understand happentracks.”

“Happentracks?”

“Have you ever wondered at the way Morble can hide himself, despite his size and unusual appearance?”

“He’s certainly very good at it. And yet he’s there when you need him,” she added, thinking of Ned Palomides.

“Morble is our protector and our watchdog. He needs to be big and strong, but he mustn’t call attention to himself. So most of the time he lives on an adjacent happentrack, and only steps into our own happentrack when he’s needed. A happentrack is a slightly different frame of existence running parallel to our own. New happentracks are constantly branching off our stream of Time, each one developing into a different alternative possibility. The total of all those future happentracks is called the ifalong.”

“So the ifalong is the future.”

“No, Nyneve. It is all possible futures. And today is the first time I’ve looked into the ifalong for a hundred and twenty-six years and thirty-eight days. Foretelling the ifalong is a tedious and exhausting process, because I must evaluate an almost infinite number of branching happentracks.” She sighed, rubbing her eyes, and it seemed to Nyneve that she looked much older, and strangely vulnerable. “And in the distant ifalong, on a large number of happentracks, I saw the destruction of Starquin at the hands of humans.”

“I’m sorry, Avalona, but I don’t know what you’re talking about. Starquin?”

“Starquin is everything that matters. He is my father, and father to all the Dedos on other worlds. He travels the greataway, which is all the dimensions of time and space.”

“You mean he’s God?”

“There is no God.”

“Oh,” said Nyneve, disappointed. “I’d always hoped there might be a God. Why isn’t Starquin God?”

“Mainly because he can’t be everywhere at once. Nobody can, which is why your idea of God is nonsense. Starquin travels on psetic lines between Rocks that he set up on many worlds. Dedos guard those Rocks and help Starquin on his travels.”

“What else does he do?”

Avalona’s cold eyes dwelt on her. “Explain.”

“Well, is he kind and good, and helping people, and all that stuff? I mean, he’s got do do more than just travel.”

“He is. Accept it. You can’t understand.”

“And you said humans would kill him? Why?”

“They would not know their stupid acts would result in the death of the Five-in-One. But they will kill him, just as surely as they kill one another.”

“I’m sorry,” said Nyneve on behalf of the human race.

“There is a chance. There is just one circumstance we could set in motion during our present time, that may well multiply down the happentracks of the ifalong and preserve the entity of Starquin. It will require that we devote our lives to it, and that includes you, Nyneve.” Avalona regarded her speculatively. “You are a very beautiful girl. I expect the men of the village find you attractive.”

“Very attractive, I’d say,” observed Merlin, leering.

“You’d find Morble attractive if he were female,” said the witch dispassionately. She addressed Nyneve again. “A beautiful young girl carries a lot of influence with men. She attracts attention and they listen to what she says. They are very alert to her likes and dislikes, and they try to please her. More than that, they will try to become the kind of man she wishes them to be. In short, Nyneve, a beautiful girl can twist men around her little finger.”

“Perhaps, but …”

“But what?”

“I’m not that beautiful.”

“Come here.” Avalona stood, and when Nyneve went to her she took the girl’s head in her hands and held it for some moments, while the forest outside became deathly quiet. Then she let go and sat down, and Nyneve walked slowly back to her chair.

Merlin gasped.

Nyneve looked at them calmly. Her head was held a little higher, her perfect skin glowed, and there was a confidence about her that had not been there before, a new serenity.

“Now you know you’re beautiful,” said Avalona. “That makes the difference.”

“Yes, I know,” said Nyneve, smiling.

“You will remember it for as long as you live. You will be that kind of woman, and now you have other powers, too, as you will soon discover. No other kind is suitable to be my handmaiden, and no other kind would be suitable for the work ahead of you.”

“What sort of work?”

“The creation of a new world. A world that will become so vivid in the minds of humans that it will influence their lives and color their judgments in the manner I require. A small world, but one that will endure longer than any human world. A world that will be remembered at the end of time, by creatures that are no longer human.”

Nyneve was silent for a moment. Then she said, “And I can help? Me?”

“You will be the instrument of change, Nyneve.”

“Oh.” Nyneve sought something sensible to say, but failed. “Oh,” she exclaimed again, awed.

“You will not be required to do anything beyond your new powers, and after a while those powers will seem quite natural to you. This is a suitable time to begin,” she said after a quick glance through nearby happentracks. “Bring your chair closer—and you, Merlin.”

They arranged their chairs in a triangle, knees almost touching. “Don’t be frightened,” Avalona continued. “Look on this as a game—a game of pretending. But always remember- that one day in the ifalong, your day will save the entity of Starquin from dissolution. On an acceptable number of happentracks, that is.”

The cottage was still as a well, and the moons lent a diffused glow through the window. Nyneve felt her heart beating steadily and her skin prickled with awareness. She felt one with the forest, one with the cottage, and one with the ancient people sitting opposite her. Merlin’s eyes were shut and his thin, blue-veined hands rested on his knees; only his jaw moved slightly, champing on toothless gums as though half-remembering some morsel. Avalona watched Nyneve with eyes as cold as the greataway.

An image leaped into Nyneve’s mind, so clear that it was like a view on a sunny day. She saw herself standing among the trees. Every detail was there, quite unlike the muzzy outlines of her usual daydreams. She smiled. The image smiled, too.

Then the image began to walk.

Nyneve started.

“Don’t be afraid,” said Avalona. “I made it do that. Look, here I am, and here’s Merlin.”

Two more images joined the Nyneve-image, walking beside her.

“We can all control one another,” said Avalona. “We can build whatever people and circumstances we wish, in one another’s minds. And more important, we can put them into other people’s minds, too.”

“Are you seeing the same as me?” Nyneve asked Merlin.

In answer, the Merlin-image took the Nyneve-image’s hand.

Nyneve snatched her image’s hand away.

The scene began to quaver.

“You see?” said the witch. “We need to practice, to attune ourselves to one another. And when we’re ready, we’re going to build a new world.”

The world they built was bright and simple, the characters few and colorful. The places were places they knew or had heard of or, where necessary, invented. Lady Igraine lived with her duke at Tintagel because Nyneve remembered a traveler telling her of such a place. It was on the north coast and it had a castle.

Lady Igraine was beautiful. But not so beautiful as I am, thought Nyneve, who had created the Igraine-image.

King Uther Pendragon, ruler of all England, was Merlin’s invention. He was tall, fierce and extremely hairy, and he wore armor. As Nyneve watched the play of characters, it seemed to her that King Uther never undressed. He strode endlessly through castle halls and rode endlessly through leafy forests, fighting battles and winning them all, permanently armored, like a turtle. In time he came across Nyneve’s people, the Duke and Lady Igraine. Opposing forces clashed.

Avalona sat still, saying nothing. Her contribution to the scenario was more subtle.

The battle raged for a long time. Incredible feats of valor were performed. The bravery of the men was unearthly, the wounds frightful. Women, dressed in long diaphanous robes, urged them on and comforted the wounded. Merlin and Nyneve were like children, inventing, inventing.

This is how life ought to be, thought Nyneve, enchanted. This is more exciting than dull old Mara Zion with its cloddish villagers. This is real! And the next night, they played the game again. …

A few days later she was walking through the forest near the village, gathering blackberries and mulling over the latest installment of the game. Codes of honor were being formulated, and Merlin, unable to resist the temptation, had appeared several times as himself.

Last night’s game had been marred by a quarrel between Merlin and Avalona. Merlin’s self-image had appeared before King Uther and got a little carried away. He had indulged in a bout of prophesying, running through the future and predicting all manner of honor and glory.

Avalona, who normally kept quiet during the game, had suddenly spoken.

“Merlin, I’ve told you before not to try to guide the ifalong by revealing future events. That’s not the way a world is built. Let it happen naturally. You must curb this tendency to show off your knowledge.”

“I have a reputation as a sorcerer to maintain!” Merlin was annoyed.

“Just perform a few miracles if you must. Leave the ifalong alone. You’re behaving like a human child.”

Nyneve, chuckling to herself as the remembered Merlin’s resultant tantrum, failed to observe Ned Palomides riding toward her on a heavy draft horse.

“Ah-ha! The pretty little Nyneve!”

“Oh, it’s you, Ned,” she said resignedly.

“You don’t seem very pleased to see me.” Ned carried a crude, heavy sword slung ostentatiously around his waist. He rested his hand on it somewhat self-consciously.

“Expecting marauding Irishmen?”

Her sarcasm nettled him. “Something bigger than that. I’m after that dragon we saw the other day.” He swung to the ground, breathing heavily.

“Just don’t come any closer, Ned.”

By now he’d rationalized the odd happening at their previous meeting. “And what can you do about it? There’s no dragon for miles around this time—I’ve been searching the forest since dawn. We can’t have a brute like that loose, terrifying our women. I think I’ve run him off.”

“Terrifying our women?”

“I was startled last time, that’s all. If I’d had my sword it would have been a different story, believe me.” He grabbed her wrist, pulling her close. His other hand reached round her, fondling her buttocks. Rancid breath enveloped her face and coarse hairs scratched her skin.

“Let her go!”

The shout came from behind Ned. He swung around with a grunt of frustration. “By the Lord Jesus, am I fated? Oh, it’s you, Tristan. Bugger off, will you? Can’t you see I’m busy?”

“I said let her go.” Tristan was tall and slim, not so heavily built as Ned, but with an air of quiet strength. “We’re getting tired of you interfering with girls, Ned. You’re giving Mara Zion a bad name.”

Ned released Nyneve and drew his sword. Holding it in both hands, he swept it in a low arc at Tristan’s legs. “Get out of here, Tristan! This blade has frightened a dragon off already today. I’m giving you fair warning!”

Tristan jumped back and eyed the sword uncertainly. “All right,” he said. “Just watch what you do with that thing, will you? Someone could get hurt.” He turned away.

“Stop right there!” shouted Nyneve furiously. “Tristan, aren’t you going to protect me from this lout?”

“He has a sword.”

“Well, fight him! Dodge his swing and jump in, and knock him senseless with your fist!”

“Do I look like a fool?”

“I’m a woman, Tristan, you coward.” She drew herself up proudly. “Protect me!”

Now they were both looking at her in astonishment. “Why?” asked Tristan.

“There are places,” said Nyneve icily, “where women are respected, and where men will fight one another to the death for the honor of a lady.”

The two men had relaxed and were exchanging amused glances. “What places are those?” asked Ned.

“Well … Camelot, for one.”

“Never heard of it. Try another.”

“Tintagel.”

“Tintagel is a hotbed of sin, so they tell me. Ladies have no honor there.”

She looked at these two uncouth examples of real life, and compared them unfavorably with her imaginary world. Ned’s nose was running and Tristan was scratching his left armpit. She walked away from them and picked up her basket. With her head high, she turned to let them have a parting shot.

“I would never give myself to any man who would not die for my honor,” she said.

To her surprise, their amusement had changed to grudging admiration. Hesitantly, Tristan said, “I’ll walk you home Nyneve, if I may. There are wolves around.”

Ned said, “I’ll ride behind you. I can give you a lift back Tristan.”


Springtime in Gnomedom

Spring was calling to Nyneve from every new leaf in the forest. Anxious to get out of the house, she was hurrying through her breakfast when Avalona said, “Wait.”

“Why?” Nyneve gazed longingly out of the window. She’d arranged to meet Tristan at the beach, and they were going to climb around the cliffs to the Mudstone Bay, and perhaps cuddle a little. They weren’t in love, or anything like that. They were genuinely good friends. During her childhood, Tristan had been like a tolerant elder brother to her, and things hadn’t changed very much since. And a cuddle, Nyneve told herself, never hurt anyone.

“Don’t question your foster mother,” mumbled Merlin, who was washing up the breakfast plates at the earthen sink.

“When I need your support, Merlin,” said Avalona in her dead tones, “I’ll ask for it. And I don’t see that happening in the next few millennia.”

“Happentracks are infinite!” croaked the old wizard triumphantly. “It must happen sometime!”

“There is a nearby happentrack,” said Avalona to Nyneve, “that is within your new powers to visit. This you will do, today. I foresee this other happentrack being of great importance to our work in the ifalong, and it is best that you familiarize yourself with it.”

“Perhaps you ought to tell me something about it, first,’ said Nyneve, her stomach a knot of apprehension. “Then aren’t any … monsters there, are there?”

“Your notion of a monster is different from mine, Nyneve However, Morble lives there.”

“Oh, that happentrack.”

“Precisely. Morble will protect you, should the need arise However, I don’t think it will. In fact, you will find much on that happentrack to please you.”

Nyneve shot her foster-mother a glance of the deepest suspicion, but the witch seemed to have lapsed into one of her trances, staring fixedly before her. Nyneve transferred her gaze to Merlin, who grinned weakly.

“There are little people there,” he explained.

“You mean, like fairies?” she asked, incredulous.

“Not by my understanding of the word. They call them selves gnomes.”

“Gnomes? Oh, come on, Merlin. Gnomes are like piskies. They’re things people see when they’ve drunk too much You can lose a lot of credibility if you see gnomes very often. I’ve never seen them, I’m happy to say.”

“I’ve seen them.”

She bit back a quick reply. He was serious. Rheumy eyes stared at her with apparent candor. “And what about all the other things the minstrels sing about—do they live on tha happentrack too?”

“Other things?”

“Oh, like unicorns and … what were those things Ned said he saw up on the moor one foggy evening? Moondogs he called them. The ugliest creatures he’d ever clapped eyes on, he said. He’d been drinking at the time, of course.”

Merlin nodded wisely. “A few beers can open the mind’s shutters and let visions in from other worlds.”

“You’re serious?”

“Why do you think people only see piskies after a drop or two?”

“I’d never really thought about it that way,” admitted Nyneve.

Avalona emerged from her silence and rose from the table. “Come,” she said briskly. “It is time.”

She always seems to know when it’s time, reflected Nyneve as she accompanied the witch along a forest path in the direction of the village. What would it matter if we’d left ten minutes later, so I could have finished my hot drink? Would a million happentracks have diverged by then, making us different people? Would a bough from the oak have fallen through the roof and nailed me to the floor?

Nyneve had the uncomfortable feeling that Avalona already knew exactly what was going to happen to her in this different world. But it was a waste of time asking. Avalona wouldn’t tell. “We must not prejudice the ifalong,” she would say icily, and Nyneve would feel rebuked.

“You are coming with me on this other happentrack, aren’t you?” she asked.

“I am not.”

“But … But I might get lost”

“You will not.” Avalona halted at a clearing. “Now,” she said. Here the early sun sparkled from a million dewdrops on the short grass and a grazing deer, startled, fled with nimble bounds.

“Oh, no!” exclaimed Nyneve. In the center of the clearing, pushing pale-capped through the grass, was an almost perfect circle of mushrooms. “This is ridiculous. This is a fairy ring! Old people say the piskies dance in these places. I don’t believe all that stuff.”

“Perhaps the old people weren’t so far wrong.”

“Is this really the place? You’re not joking?”

“I never joke. The fungi grow in a circle because happentracks coincide here, like joined bubbles. The interaction between the two atmospheres fixes nitrogen in the soil at the arc of coincidence. This type of mushroom will only grow in a nitrogen-rich medium.”

“To me it’s still a fairy ring.”

“As you will,” said Avalona indifferently. “Now you must prepare yourself.”

“How?”

“First of all, stand still, like this. Stop fidgeting around. Now put your fists together in front of your chest, elbows out.” Avalona demonstrated. “Push just a little, tense your shoulders and your legs. … Now, relax everything. Think of nothing. Forget you are human. Concentrate your being to one single spark of intelligence, burning like a candle in space, which,” added Avalona with her obsession for accuracy, “is scientifically impossible, but you wouldn’t know that. Become one with the greataway.”

“Why?”

“Because that is the way. There is no other.”

“No, I mean, why won’t a candle burn in space?”

Avalona came as close to impatience as it was possible for a Dedo to get. “It was a poor analogy. Imagine yourself as a small bright spot in a vast nothingness, with the capacity for thought, but not thinking. Do it now. We’ll talk about candles tonight.”

Reluctantly Nyneve let go of the interesting candle question and composed herself as Avalona had directed. At first the shrill twittering of a nearby bird interrupted her concentration, but soon the sound faded, and she discovered something new within herself, a core of serenity in which she could immerse herself like a warm bath. She didn’t need to close her eyes. She lay calmly within her own consciousness and waited; and after a while the noises of the forest returned.

But Avalona was gone.

Nyneve stared. No, Avalona was not quite gone. A faint shadow remained, an Avalona-shaped wraith like smoke against the sun-dappled brightness. And as she watched, it turned and faded away.

Now Nyneve was alone, and the forest was subtly different. The mushrooms still thrust through the grass in their perfect circle, but the trees were shaped a little differently, and lying across the far side of the glade was a huge, moss-clothed trunk that had fallen long ago, but that had only appeared a moment before.

It was true. She was in a different world.

As if in a dream she began to walk, and the familiar forest paths were familiar no more. They took unexpected turns, and when she reached the place where the cottage was, it wasn’t. There was just a small clearing and a single holly bush in it, head-high. She walked on and saw no trace of human habitation whatever: no litter, no broken earthen ware, no cast-off clothing. No smoke rose above the trees and no thud of ax on wood came to her ears.

Suddenly she felt terribly lonely, and was tempted to run back to the fairy ring and into her own world. She stood still for a moment, hearing birds singing unfamiliar songs, then she decided that Avalona’s icy disapproval would be the worse of two unpleasant alternatives, and she walked on.

She received another surprise at the beach. The tide was impossibly far out; flat meadows reached to a new shore line. The tall headlands were now rocky inland bluffs and their feet were washed by purple heather instead of waves Nyneve walked west, and around the far side of the head land she found a wide marsh with a lazy stream meandering through it, flanked by trees very like willows, but not quite

Then she heard the music.

It was an eerie sound of pipes skillfully played, evocative of sadness and lost love, and it came from somewhere up the hillside. She pushed forward, anxious to meet a real person in this abandoned land. Soon she came to a place where gorse and heather gave way to a grassy platform surrounded on three sides by low evergreens.

Standing in the clearing, head down and grazing, was a creature. It faced away from Nyneve, and at first she took it for a goat. It was certainly goat-size, but its white coat had a silvery sheen unlike any goat in Nyneve’s world. The music rose and fell eerily, but the creature grazed on. Gradually Nyneve became aware that the animal and the music were in some mysterious way connected.

It wasn’t that the music came from the creature. It clearly emanated from a rocky slope behind a clump of pinelike evergreens. But the creature was surely in tune with the music, and its lambent coat seemed to reflect the subtle musical intonations—and, more prosaically, its jaws were munching in rhythm. She trod quietly around the clearing in a flanking movement, the better to see the animal’s head. It heard her, looked up, and warm brown eyes dwelt on her in mild curiosity.

Nyneve let out a gasp of astonishment.

In the center of its forehead the creature bore a single golden horn.

“A unicorn!” exclaimed Nyneve in delight. “You’re a unicorn!”

She walked slowly forward, afraid that the beautiful creature might run into the forest, never to be seen again. But it showed no fear. It watched her approach in friendly fashion, still chomping absently on some grassy morsel, its horn glittering in the sun. Now she could see that the horn bore a perfect spiral pattern down its length, and its golden glow complemented the silvery sheen of the fur. The animal graced the clearing like a jewel, and Nyneve, entranced, stroked the soft fur of its neck.

“You’re beautiful,” she said. “Do you know that?”

The unicorn lifted its head and looked at her, and Nyneve had the strangest feeling that she was being loved.

“No,” she said. “I love you. But you’re just an animal. Aren’t you?”

“Just an animal,” came a mocking voice. “And a little bit more, perhaps. But what in God’s name are you? A giant out of the umbra?”

Nyneve whirled round. The music had stopped. Perched on a rock was a tiny humanlike figure, dressed in motley rags, watching her from slanted brown eyes. Human, yet not human: the cast of the face gave the impression the creature had been suspended by the ears during its formative years. Slender fingers held a little flat bundle of flutes.

“I asked you a question,” said the piper sharply. Despite his small size, he showed no fear. Quite the contrary; there was some arrogance in his manner.

“I … I’m a girl,” said Nyneve.

“Kind of huge, for a girl, aren’t you?”

“And you’re kind of tiny for a boy,” retorted Nyneve with spirit, rapidly recovering. “I suppose you’re a gnome.”

This struck home unexpectedly. The piper’s face turned an unpleasant yellow. “Gnome?” He spat the word as though it were an oath. “You’re taking on a master of insult, I’m warning you.” He eyed her critically, seeking an opening. “Your breasts are too small for your size, and your hips are too narrow. Motherhood is not going to be your strong point. Giant or not, you’re at the end of your evolutionary twig.”

“What?”

“You’re stupid, too. You won’t last long in these parts. There’s a dragon in the forest, and you represent a prime target. You’re not equipped for survival.”

“Why don’t we just be friends?” said Nyneve helplessly.

“Friends? I have no friends. I’ve seen friends, though,” said the piper craftily. “And I’ve seen where it leads. My master, the Miggot of One, had a friend. Hal o’ the Moor, his cousin. They got too close, and they found out all the rotten things about each other. Now they hate each other’s guts. It saves time to be enemies from the start.” He eyed her loftily. “I would be pleased to number you among my enemies.”

“Thank you.” Nyneve entered into the spirit of the conversation. “And who have I the honor to hate?”

“Pan. And I?”

“Nyneve.”

“That’s a stupid name.”

“Thank you. And this creature here—what is it?”

“It is the Sharan.”

“And what is a Sharan, exactly?”.

Pan glanced over his shoulder, as though expecting spies. “Mother to the world,” he said quietly and impressively, “And I am her guardian.”

“She seems to like me better,” said Nyneve. The Sharan was nuzzling against her, the delicate fur tickling her bare thighs with a strange electricity.

“That’s just her mother’s instinct. She loves everything and everybody, and that can get just a little tedious, for a mischievous fellow like me.” Pan chuckled. “So sometimes I play tricks on her. I can build pictures in her mind with my music, did you know that? I could build pictures in yours, too, if I chose to.”

“I can do without them, thanks.”

“These pictures can be quite disgusting, if you care to take them that way,” said Pan hopefully.

“No. Tell me about the pictures you play to the Sharan.”

He squinted up at her, elfin. “Well, usually they’re just for breeding purposes, so she’ll give birth to the kind of creature we want. The Miggot is very particular about what creatures are needed around here. But sometimes”—he chuckled—”just sometimes, when the arrogance of that damned Miggot gets a little too much, I play the Sharan a different tune. I tell her that her children are being threatened.” He slapped his thigh and squealed with laughter. “Imagine that! She goes crazy! She stampedes off into the forest looking for victims, and the Miggot stampedes after her. He doesn’t know the real reason she’s running, of course. He thinks warble flies have been laying eggs under her skin!” Tears of mirth streamed down his pointed face.

“What a nasty little man you are,” said Nyneve.

“You think I’m nasty? Wait till you meet the Miggot!”

“I’d rather not, thanks.” And she turned to go.

“Wait!”

There was an unexpected entreaty in his voice. Nyneve paused. “Well?”

“Don’t go. Stay a while and talk. I’m sorry if I upset you. But you’re beautiful, you see.”

“I thought you said my breasts were too small and my hips too narrow.”

“You remembered! I must have made an impression.”

“It was a very bad impression.”

“I get spiteful when I see beautiful people,” Pan explained, suddenly sad. “You see, beautiful people are for loving, and I can’t love.”

“Perhaps you don’t try hard enough.”

“I don’t try at all. There’s no point. But you … I’ve seen you giants in the umbra. There are men there, and they will love you, because they will find you beautiful. A stag in the forest will find a hind beautiful, and will love her. The gnomes, now—they have their males and females. Even that unspeakable Miggot has a wife—much good does it do him.” Pan’s expression was bitter. “And I play music for them all. I play music to your people, too, through the mists of the umbra. And when you hear my music, you fall in love.”

His voice hardened. “Because that’s what I’m for. That’s what I was bred for. I have no purpose other than to lead others into pleasure, and do you know why? Because there is no female of my species in the land. I’m alone. I love by proxy, encouraging you giants in your antics and then watching you. You don’t see me, though. For some reason I’ve never understood, the umbra only works one way.”

“I’m sorry,” said Nyneve, her heart softening to the unhappy creature. “When did you lose your wife?”

“I never had one. I’ve been alone ever since I arrived here with the Sharan and the gnomes.”

“Arrived? Where did you come from?”

Pan looked uncertain. “From up in the sky somewhere, I think. Perhaps one of the moons. It’s all so long ago I can’t remember for sure. The gnomes could tell you. They remember everything that ever happened. Or they can, when they choose to. I never play my pipes to the gnomes, by the way. They’re immune to loving.”

Nyneve regarded him thoughtfully for a while. The morning was warming into a sunny day and the Sharan was rubbing affectionately against her legs. She sat down on the grass, drawing the unicorn with her so that its head rested in her lap. She yawned, feeling at ease despite the strangeness of this new world and its inhabitants. “Play me your pipes, Pan,” she said, stroking the Sharan’s soft neck and looking into its loving eyes.

“I told you it might be disgusting.”

“Nothing could be disgusting this morning.”

“If that’s what you want, then.”

He put the instrument to his lips carefully, as though sipping hot tea, and began to play. His eyes closed and soon he was swaying gently from side to side while an eerie, unearthly melody sang among the rocks and trees of the hillside. Nyneve had never heard music like this before. The Sharan’s eyes closed, too, and it uttered a sighing rumble not unlike a purr.

“Everyone hears something different.” Pan had stopped playing abruptly, and was watching her from cunning eyes. “And what do you hear, giant?”

“Music.”

“The Sharan hears a lover coming. Probably some randy old billy goat with a spike sticking out of his head. And she sees a magic place where her children will be born. So she must be sure—you understand?—she must be sure that her children are right for this magic place.”

“I wish you made sense.”

“Close your eyes and put your thoughts far away from you. That’s when it makes sense.”

Nyneve did as she was told, and Pan began to play again. The music, reedy and magical, filled her mind with a melody that was to haunt her for the rest of her life. It was a love song and more. It was a life song and a death song, and it echoed from the trumpet of her mind around her body, as it might echo around an empty ballroom waiting to be filled with dancers.

And a dancer arrived.

He was a tall man and red-headed, with a short red beard and eyes of the brightest sapphire. His nose was fine and angular and bore a scar on the left side, as though he’d barely dodged the thrust of a sword. His mouth, full-lipped, smiled as though he were pleased to see her. His bearing was aristocratic and he wore polished armor. In his right hand he carried a sword quite different from the lumpy, rough-hammered swords of Mara Zion. This sword was polished until it glittered, and as she watched he laid it down on the grass and moved toward her, arms outstretched in welcome, powerful, irresistible. …

Nyneve opened her eyes with a squeak of fright. “Who was that?” The vision had appeared like the inhabitants of the game she played with Merlin: clear, alive, real. But she had no control over this vision. It, she suspected, might have control over her.

“It was probably the manifestation of some nasty little lust of yours,” said Pan carelessly, laying down the pipes.

“I don’t have nasty little lusts.” She was about to elaborate on this when there was a rustling of leaves and a large rabbit bounded into the clearing, bearing another tiny man on its back.

“What’s going on here?” rasped the newcomer, a singularly unpleasant looking fellow with a warty face and wearing a red cap. “What have you done to the Sharan, Pan? Why is she lying down like that? By the Great Grasshopper, if she’s sick you’ll rue the day!”

Pan said gleefully, “Take a closer look, Miggot.”

The Miggot allowed his gaze to travel upwards from the reclining unicorn. His eyes suddenly snapped into focus and he started so violently that his rabbit panicked and began to bound wildly around the clearing, the Miggot hanging on desperately. “A giant!” he shouted. “I can see it as clearly as if it was real! My God, the umbra is upon us. I always said it would happen!”

“I think she is real,” said Pan.

“What do you mean, real?” With difficulty the Miggot got his rabbit under control and dismounted. “It can’t be real. The umbra isn’t real, no matter how close it might seem.”

“I’m really quite harmless,” Nyneve assured him.

“It speaks! It’s really here!” The Miggot clutched Pan’s arm, staring open-mouthed up at Nyneve.

“That’s what I was trying to tell you.”

“Are you a gnome?” asked Nyneve.

Oddly, the question seemed to reassure the little creature. He drew himself up proudly. “I am a gnome,” he said.

Nyneve was disappointed. She’d expected gnomes to be more attractive, somehow. “Are there any fairies about?” she asked hopefully.

“Only fools believe in fairies,” snapped the Miggot. “They are biologically improbable. The ultimate biped is the gnome.” He had recovered his composure and was staring at her challengingly.

“I’m bigger than you,” said Nyneve, stung.

“Yes, but how long will you live?”

“Seventy years or so, I hope.”

“I,” said the Miggot, puffing out his chest, “have seen some three hundred winters.”

“You have?” Nyneve was impressed. “How many children do you have?”

He looked affronted. “That is a very improper question.”

“Why?”

“Well …” He shuffled his feet, apparently at a loss for words. He glanced at Pan for support, but the piper merely leered and uttered a chuckle. “Well, you know how children come about. It’s a very personal problem that is not discussed in polite gnomish society.”

“Problem?”

“You’re wasting your time, Nyneve,” said Pan. “Gnomes are weird that way.”

“Oh.” Nyneve was a polite girl, and had no wish to violate the customs of this new land.

The awkward silence was broken by the arrival of another gnome, younger and marginally better-looking than the warty Miggot. He scampered into the clearing, saw Nyneve right away, and sidled up to the Miggot.

“I say, Miggot, is this a giant out of the umbra?”

“I regret that it is, Will,” said the other. “It tells me it is called Nyneve. This is a dreadful day for gnomedom.”

Will, with bright interest, was edging around Nyneve, examining her from all sides. Completing his circumnavigation, he said with obvious relief, “It doesn’t have a skewer.”

“I’d noticed that,” said the Miggot sourly. “Why do you think I’m still here?”

“But it could be concealed about its clothing.”

“I’m a girl,” said Nyneve firmly. “Not an it. A girl.”

“In a manner of speaking,” said the Miggot.

“How did you get here, Nyneve?” asked Will brightly.

She hesitated. Avalona might not want the secret of the mushroom circle to get out. On the other hand, these little people were naturally alarmed by her appearance in their world, and she ought to reassure them. “I came by a magic way which only I know,” she said.

They stared up at her with contempt. “Magic?” repeated the Miggot.

“All right, then.” she relented. “There’s a place where your world and mine touch. You know, where the circle of mushrooms is.”

Now they believed her. “The umbra always seems much clearer near the mushroom rings,” said the Miggot thoughtfully.

“Does this mean all kinds of giants will be stepping through?” asked Will.

“No,” she reassured him. “Only me, and possibly Avalona and Merlin. They’re two old people I live with.”

“That’s good,” said Will, relieved. “Not that we aren’t pleased to see you,” he added hastily, “but you giants are so … so big, and there wouldn’t be much room for us if you were around the place. When are you going back?”

“Later on today.”

The gnomes nodded and were silent. The Sharan appeared to have fallen asleep, and Pan tootled his pipes quietly to himself. As the silence lengthened, the gnomes began to glance up at Nyneve from under their red caps, as though politely waiting for her to make a move.

“Miggot!” exclaimed Will suddenly.

“What?”

“I’ve just remembered why I came to see you. There’s an emergency in gnomedom. The daggertooth has come back!”

“The daggertooth!” repeated the Miggot in alarm, glancing over his shoulder. “How do you know?”

“King Bison found droppings outside his home this morning. The daggertooth had been lurking there during the night, waiting for him to come out!”

“Fresh droppings?”

“Steaming.”

“That’s disgusting,” said Nyneve. “I’ve only just had breakfast.”

They looked up at her in surprise. “Steaming droppings are a perfectly normal sight around the forest in the early morning,” said the Miggot, “when the air is chilly. You giants have a funny sense of propriety. You were quite happy to talk about sex a moment ago—and in a most forthright manner. The leaving of droppings is a far more commonplace action than sex, I’m happy to say. There is nothing disgusting about it at all; in fact, it has a very beneficial effect on the forest as a whole. Unlike sex, which simply results in more mouths to feed.”

“I’m sorry.”

Having made his point, the Miggot turned to Will. “You must ride through the forest and warn gnomedom.”

“I’d rather not, if you don’t mind, Miggot. This is not the best time to ride through the forest. I had in mind creeping home and barricading my door. Perhaps you should warn gnomedom yourself.”

“My first duty is to the Sharan. What’s the matter with you, Will? Clubfoot Trimble tells me you’re an adventurous young fellow who loves danger for its own sake.”

“You ought to know better than to listen to Clubfoot, Miggot. My father the Gooligog calls me a stubborn young idiot for the same reason. It’s because I’ve got a big rock stuck in the roof of my house and they think it’ll fall on my head one day. It’s not that I love danger for its own sake, Miggot,” said Will plaintively. “It’s just that I don’t know what to do about that rock. Sometimes I wake up at night sweating and thinking about it. Perhaps you could drop by some time and take a look. Don’t knock on the door too loudly. Besides,” concluded Will in tones of finality, “I don’t have my rabbit with me.”

The Miggot looked puzzled. “I don’t quite understand what your rabbit has to do with anything, Will.”

“Well, I can hardly ride through the forest warning gnomedom if I have nothing to ride on, can I?”

“Oh, I see. I thought you were talking about your rock.”

“I was. But now I’m talking about warning gnomedom.”

“It is the greater priority,” said the Miggot wisely.

“But one that I can do nothing about.”

“I’ll take you, Will,” said Nyneve.

“You?” He shot a nervous glance in her direction. “You mean carry me?”

“It’s no problem.”

“But … when you stand up, you’re going to be very tall, aren’t you?”

“Fairly tall.”

“Gnomes are not good at heights.”

“Then you’ll have to get used to it.” So saying, she laid the head of the sleeping unicorn gently on the grass, scooped Will up and stood, holding him in cupped hands against her breasts. Although stockily built, he was less than a foot high, and not heavy.

“Help!” he shouted.

“Be quiet, Will. You’re quite safe. Now, which way should we go.”

“D-down there,” he stammered. “You see the willow trees? There’s a river.”

“Goodbye, Will!” called the Miggot as they set off. “This is a courageous journey you’re undertaking. I’ll see you get a mention at the next monthly gathering!”

“What does he mean?” asked Nyneve, as she descended the hillside to the flat-bottomed valley.

“Oh … it’s nothing. It’s just that once a month we have a meeting when anything important that’s happened is told to our Memorizer, and he remembers it. It becomes gnomish history.”

“What a good idea!”

“Unfortunately, the Memorizer is my father.”

She reflected on the bitterness in his voice as she walked on, her bare feet swishing through the long grass, and decided it would be better to change the subject. “You and the Miggot didn’t seem altogether surprised by me. I mean, I am much bigger than people you’re used to. What did you mean, when you said I was a giant out of the umbra?” she said. “What’s the umbra?”

“Shadows of your world.”

“How do you mean?”

“Stop a minute. Turn around. I’ll show you.” He gazed at the foot of the bluffs. “There’s usually something happening over there.” The flat land was very still; then a breeze sent a pale wave across the grass.

“In my world, all this is underwater,” said Nyneve wonderingly.

“There! Look!”

A shadowy figure came riding from behind the bluff. The horse’s legs passed through the bushes as though they were smoke, and Nyneve could see the rock crevices through the rider’s insubstantial body. He was a pale ghost of a man, riding slowly west.

“That’s Torre,” said Nyneve in amazement. “Torre, from the village. I suppose in his world he’d be riding along the beach. I’ve never seen anything like that before. It’s quite scary.”

“It’s commonplace in gnomedom,” said Will loftily. “Now, if you’ll just put me down here, I’ll go and warn … someone. I won’t be long.”

He pushed his way through the grass to the riverbank, slid down the bare earth and disappeared under the overhang. After a moment Nyneve heard his tiny voice shouting, “Princess! Princess!” Then there was a reply, and a muffled conversation. When Will reappeared, his face was oddly flushed and he avoided Nyneve’s eyes. She picked him up and he said, “Follow the river into the swampy place.” He pointed south.

“Who was that, Will?”

“Who? Oh, her. She’s called the Princess of the Willow Tree. That’s because she lives under a willow tree.”

“Why ‘Princess’?”

He was looking the other way. “I expect it’s because she’s quite pretty, really.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being in love, Will.”

“Sometimes there is,” he mumbled.

“What do you mean?”

“I’d rather not talk about it, if you don’t mind.”

“All right.” And she walked in silence until the ground became so wet and spongy underfoot that she could go no further.

“You can put me down here. This is where my father lives.”

“It’s a bit dreary here, isn’t it?”

“It suits my father. His name’s the Gooligog. People say he talks to the funny things that crawl around here, but that,” said Will with a burst of filial loyalty, “is a damned lie. I admit he’s strange, but he’d not that strange. And I suppose I’m dutybound to warn him about the daggertooth, but he won’t thank me for it. He’ll tell me to bugger off and mind my own business. Then when I’m gone, he’ll push his housemouse outside as a decoy, barricade the door, and hide under his blankets. The thought of the daggertooth scares him waterless,” said Will with grim satisfaction. “He was chased by it once.”

He hurried off into the swamp, leaping from tussock to tussock, and was soon lost from view. For a while Nyneve reflected on the problems of family relationships, then quite soon Will reappeared, sucking his wrist.

“The bloody housemouse bit me,” he said. “My father must already know about the daggertooth because the door was barricaded and the housemouse was outside. Sometimes I don’t know which is worse,” he added as she picked him up, “the daggertooth or that bloody housemouse.”

“What does he keep a housemouse for, if it’s so savage?”

He looked at her in surprise. “For when he dies, of course. Old gnomes always have housemice. There’s all kinds of mess in a place when a gnome dies, and the housemouse cleans up.”

“You mean like stale food and stuff?”

“Yes, and the body, of course.”

“You … you don’t mean the housemouse eats the body?” Nyneve gave a shudder of disgust.

“Well, he’s not going to leave it there, is he? How do giants dispose of bodies?”

“We bury them.”

“So the insects can eat them. I suppose it comes to the same thing. But our way, you don’t have to handle the body. Sometimes a body can be quite nasty, if it’s been there for a long time. I had to get rid of a badger when I moved into my home. It wasn’t a pleasant experience. And then there’s all the trouble of digging a hole. We gnomes dig as little as possible. The less we can disturb the world around us, the better. I don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of the Kikihuahua Examples?”

“I can’t say I have. What are they?”

He closed his eyes and recited:

“ ‘I will not kill any mortal creature.

“ ‘I will not work any malleable substance.

“ ‘I will not kindle the Wrath of Agni.

“ ‘In this way I will take a step toward living in accord with my world and the creatures in it, which will be a step nearer to the Example of the Kikihuahuas, and the Will of God.’ “

“And do you not do all those things?” asked Nyneve.

“We try.”

“What’s the Wrath of … what was it?”

“Agni.”

“Yes. What’s that?”

“We don’t know, really,” Will confessed. “But we’re quite careful, so probably we don’t to it.”

“And what does ‘kikihuahua’ mean?”

“We don’t know that either, but it’s obviously very important, otherwise the memory would never have been passed down. One day my father will pass on his memories to me.” He scowled. “Perhaps. And then I’ll be the official Memorizer myself, and somewhere in my head will be the meaning of kikihuahua and Agni and everything. All I’ll have to do is find it.”

And so the odd couple continued their journey through gnomedom, and Nyneve met tiny people with strange names: Clubfoot Trimble, Fat Trish, King Bison, Spector the Thinking Gnome, Elmera, and others; and each one was warned of the presence of the daggertooth in the forest of Mara Zion. Finally she set Will down at his own door, and returned to the mushroom circle.

That evening, Avalona said, “You found your visit instructive?”

“They’re certainly different from us. But nice. Some of them, at any rate. Will, for one.”

“Will …” Avalona closed her eyes and made a brief evaluation of the immediate ifalong. “Yes, Will. That is his name now, although it will soon change. He will have an important part to play in the ifalong. Watch over him, Nyneve.”


Fang, the Gnome

Three different kinds of people …

There were the humans, living in a village. Simple people, apt to be astonished when faced with any of the complexities of the greataway.

There was Nyneve, the once-human, gradually beginning to realize the vastness that surrounded her, recently adopted by—

Merlin and Avalona, superhumans, direct descendants of Starquin, the almighty Five-in-One who roams the greataway forever.

And then, of course, there is me. I remained in the solar system long after Starquin left, because computer terminals like me are not the most mobile of creatures, particularly when the computer we serve covers most of Earth, and has satellite and planetary substations. The Rainbow—as they called it—is that big.

I sing the Song of Earth out of sadness and compassion because the Song is all that is left of the human race. First the stories were told by word of mouth, then through books. Then came the Rainbow, and the first accurate memories. In the Dying Years, when the star-flung members of the human race came home to die with their planet, the stories and legends became a word-of-mouth thing again, springing from chance listenings at Rainbow terminals like myself.

The story I am about to tell took place before the Rainbow was built. It is about the humans, and Nyneve, and the superhuman Merlin and Avalona. Somewhere in there is a mythical being called Arthur, too.

But mostly the story is about gnomes: timid little folk who lived in the forest of Mara Zion, trying hard to live up to the lofty ideals of their forebears, and usually failing.

One such gnome was Will, who lived under a constant threat.

Will was young, as gnomes go, being a mere forty years old. And like most gnomes he had little ambition. He was content to while away his life in idle chatter, in contemplation of the wild plants and creatures, and in drinking beer. The life-expectancy of gnomes was four hundred years, so Will had a lot of idle chatter, contemplation and beer-drinking to look forward to.

Occasionally—very occasionally—Will wondered what life was all about, and why the forest was there, and why he was there. But then, alarmed at the direction his thoughts were taking, he would drink more beer and forget the disturbing questions.

The threat Will lived under was a huge rock embedded loosely in the roof of his dwelling.

Years ago, when Will had left the home where he was born—and his father the Gooligog had told him he was an impetuous young fool who would soon fall victim to the perils of the forest—Will had inherited the dwelling from a decaying badger. The dwelling consisted of two chambers under the bole of an ancient lurch tree: an inner room which Will spent countless hours cleaning and converting into his living quarters; and an outer cave where he kept Thunderer, his rabbit.

The rock hung in the roof of the outer cave. Thunderer, in the perverse way of rabbits, always slept with his head directly under it. Thunderer was a sound sleeper. This meant that Will, too, had to stand under the rock while he woke the rabbit up by shouting into his ear. The shout—and the resultant violent awakening of Thunderer—always caused ominous dribbles of gravel from around the rock.

“Only a reckless young fool would live in a place like this,” the Gooligog said during a rare visit, scuttling nervously under the rock on his way to Will’s door.

“It is my way, father,” said Will airily.

“Your way? What in hell are you talking about, Willie? You moved into this hole just one day after you left the home that’s been good enough for me for three hundred years. You haven’t had time to develop ways.”

“When you’ve spent days moving pieces of rotten badger out of a place,” snapped Will, coming down to earth, “and then days trying to get rid of the stink, you don’t quit because of a rock in the roof. Besides, the roots of the lurch were around the rock when I moved in.”

“They’ve died since. The whole damned tree is dying, Will. Take my advice and move out before the place collapses about your ears.”

The good-natured Will could accept most things, but not his father’s advice. He stayed put, which resulted in Clubfoot Trimble’s remark that he was a gnome who loved danger for its own sake, and would one day make a name for himself in the forest.

“Stubborn young idiot,” muttered the Gooligog. …

One fine spring morning not long after Nyneve’s first visit to gnomedom, Will shut the door quietly behind him, tiptoed past the sleeping Thunderer and the poised rock, and out into a cool, fresh day. Pinkshells and stagworts sparkled with dew and the early sun shot rays like arrows through the forest canopy, transfixing a tumuscle here, a clump of stayawhile there. Birds sang from nearby trees, conveying dire threats to other birds who might be thinking of trespassing. Insects buzzed, clicked, and hummed as they steadfastly consumed the forest and each other.

Will’s spirits rose further. “This is a day for adventure, Thunderer, old friend,” he shouted back into the cave. Gravel pattered onto the rabbit’s head; he twitched his ears and slept on. “We’ll visit King Bison. He’s a fine gnome, always good for a beer or two. Although he has a habit of asking for advice all the time. …

“Maybe we should call on Clubfoot,” said Will. “Good old Clubfoot … or perhaps not. Trish will be there, and Trish always tries to mother me. …

“The Miggot, then … No. Nobody in his right mind would visit the Miggot. People would think I was weird, if such a thing got around,” Will informed the sleeping Thunderer.

Gnomes are solitary creatures, but they love talking. Lacking an intelligent listener, they will hold conversations with rabbits, trees, or anything else that keeps quiet and does not interrupt the flow. Gnomes also tend to have deathly secrets. Rabbits and trees do not blab.

“Maybe we’ll make up our minds after breakfast,” said Will finally, and set off in search of mushrooms. It was common knowledge in gnomedom that mushrooms had to be picked first thing in the morning. When the heat of the sun warmed the forest, the mushrooms drew back into the ground.

Carrying a reed basket, Will trotted down a well-worn path toward the place where mushrooms abounded. It was too early for other gnomes to be about, although from time to time he caught sight of giants in the umbra, moving mistily among the trees, sometimes on horseback.

For thousands of years the gnomes had considered themselves to be the only intelligent beings around. Then, so the legends tell, shadowy figures began to appear at the forest fringes. Huge, two legged creatures became faintly visible against the moorland slopes on sunny days, moving about their business with an air of purpose. The first gnomes to see these visions had scuttled hastily back into the safety of the trees, hearts pounding. But as time went by, it seemed these new creatures were harmless. A gnome could be trodden on by one, and never feel it. They were ghosts living in another world and they were accepted as such, and their world became known to the gnomes as the umbra.

So Will trotted on, unalarmed at the spectral images, and soon he reached the mushroom glade. He was reluctant to touch the circle of fungi that represented Nyneve’s way into his world, but there were plenty of individual mushrooms scattered about. He soon filled his basket, then sat on the grass with his back against a tall and slender whipple that swayed pleasantly in the breeze. He surrendered himself to contemplation, a gentle smile on his lips.

Unknown to him, a pair of sharp eyes watched from the undergrowth. …

From time to time the forest found itself at the mercy of a ferocious beast. Where the daggertooth came from nobody knew, but his depredations were frightful. It was in his nature to seek out and kill harmless creatures such as rabbits and, had they given him half a chance, gnomes. When his stink wafted through the trees the gnomes huddled in their dwellings, scared to venture outside. Sometimes he could be heard sniffing at their very doors.

That morning in the mushroom glade, Will did not smell the daggertooth. It lurked downwind of him, watching, awaiting the moment when he fell asleep, as contemplating gnomes often do.

Will’s thoughts, however, were too interesting for sleep. It has already been said that Will was not ambitious. He did, however, have one single ambition that he prudently kept to himself. It was so perverted and reprehensible that if it had ever come to light he would have been ostracized by all gnomedom—a dreadful fate for a convivial, beer-swilling fellow.

His ambition was—

No.

This is not the time or place to reveal the nature of the secret weevil that nibbled at the edges of Will’s decency. It is enough to say that it concerned a young female gnome who lived alone in a quiet part of the forest.

The Princess of the Willow Tree was a few years younger than Will. She was plump and pretty, with fine, bouncy breasts and a smile which could reduce a hungry timber wolf to slavering adoration.

She didn’t smile very often, however, because she, too, had a guilty secret. Unlike Will’s dirty little ambition, hers was a fine and sorrowful secret that kept her apart from other gnomes, a grand and gothic secret which appalled and shamed her and about which she could do nothing. It had all happened over thirty years ago, which is a mere moment in the memory of gnomes.

Will knew nothing of the Princess’s secret and she, fortunately, knew nothing of his. Sitting against the whipple tree, Will thought about the Princess, and her quiet smile and dainty ways, and what a sad thing it was to be a perverted gnome at the mercy of unnatural urges.

He sighed in sorrow and love, and closed his eyes momentarily.

The daggertooth charged from the bushes, eyes glittering and jaws agape.

Will’s eyelids snapped open. He uttered a single squeal of terror, jumped to his feet and fled, the daggertooth following close behind. Gnomes can move fast when circumstances demand it, but it seemed to Will that the brute was gaining, and its hot breath seemed to brush the hairs on his very neck. In terrified silence he sped on, his eyes fixed on the distant entrance to his cave. He failed to notice the broad figure of Fat Trish, Clubfoot Trimble’s wife, on a converging path with a basket of fruit. Trish noticed Will and the daggertooth, however. She quickly withdrew behind a tree and began to prepare a mental obituary for the evening’s get-together.

Will reached the outer chamber, his mind racing as fast as his feet. The daggertooth would get him while he was opening the inner door. It would spring at him from behind as he fumbled with the catch. It would bite into his neck and suck him dry of blood. His gray and lifeless corpse would slump to the floor. The daggertooth would belch and lick its lips. Will would be but a memory in the minds of Mara Zion gnomes, soon to be forgotten.

Unless …

Will, scampering for the door, made a quick mental evaluation. A diversion was required. But the only possible diversion would result in the death of Thunderer, his faithful rabbit, companion through many a joyous adventure. So what should it be: his own life, or his rabbit’s? The decision must be made immediately.

And never had his rabbit seemed so worthless.

“Away, Thunderer!” he shouted.

The rabbit jerked into wakefulness and hopped into the sunlight, momentarily distracting the daggertooth. Will reached his door, hauled it open, slipped inside and crashed it shut behind him, shooting the bolt. He heard a heavy thud and a faint squeak, instantly cut off.

He crouched behind his door, appalled at his own cowardice and his callous sacrifice of Thunderer, faithful steed of a thousand rides. A steady chomping was borne to his ears, amplified by the cavernous roof outside.

Will wept, imagining the lifeless eye of Thunderer staring at the sky while the daggertooth feasted on his warm entrails. The vision was particularly unpleasant because gnomes are vegetarians with a distaste for meat bred into their very genes—for good reason, as we shall learn. The chomping had an especially bestial tone, and Will could almost see the daggertooth worrying at a tough sinew—Thunderer had been a powerful, swift animal—and slobbering greedily over the flow of blood.

A long time passed. The chomping went on. Was there no limit to the capacity of this beast? The daggertooth had been eating for long enough to consume three Thunderers by now, thought Will. The shytes would soon be spiraling down from the sky to clear up the leavings.

Will was a resilient gnome and gradually his sorrow was replaced by boredom. Certainly he’d done a despicable thing, but apart from himself only Thunderer knew about it, and Thunderer was dead and eaten. And although Thunderer had been a fine rabbit, there were other rabbits in the forest. Young Jack o’ the Warren was reputed to have good riding stock.

Will often ran into Jack in a local gathering place referred to by the female gnomes as “Tom Grog’s Disgusting Drinking Hole.” This rather cumbersome name for a fine establishment had been condensed by the male gnomes into the Disgusting.

Will resolved to visit the Disgusting this very afternoon and talk to Jack. A gnome without a rabbit was only half a gnome. He wondered how long he’d been trapped in his home; maybe it was already afternoon and a perfectly reasonable hour for a beer at the Disgusting. His spirits rising, he reapplied his ear to the door.

The chomping continued, but it seemed to have taken on a regular rhythm quite unlike the snarling, tearing and slobbering he would have expected from a blood-crazed dagger-tooth. This chomping was almost restful in its steady beat, like a slow dance. It was, he now realized, quite unlike the frantic chomp of a predator who ate quickly and occasionally. It was more like the measured chomp of a beast whose life consisted of eating and little else.

It was very much like the chomp of a rabbit.

Cautiously, Will cracked open the door.

A glazed eye stared back at him.

But it was not the friendly glazed eye of Thunderer. It was the evil glazed eye of the daggertooth. And immediately beside the dead beast lay a huge, jagged mass of the rock.

Will remembered the crash he’d heard, and the way the very ground had trembled. He’d assumed it was the dagger-tooth hurling itself against his door in impotent fury. But it seemed the impact of slamming his door had dislodged the rock, which had fallen on the daggertooth’s head. He was a lucky gnome.

And Thunderer, calmly eating dandelions at the mouth of the cavern, was a lucky rabbit.

For a while Will surveyed the scene, enjoying a buoyant sense of relief. Then two thoughts occurred to him. Firstly, flies were beginning to buzz around the corpse and shytes were gathering at the mouth of the cave, peering in with greedy little eyes, shuffling their untidy black wings. Will remembered only too well the episode of the badger. The daggertooth must be got out of there. Thunderer must be harnessed.

But secondly, there were the Kikihuahua Examples, the gnomes’ code of behavior, to be considered. One thing a gnome never did was to Kill another living creature. An observer, seeing Will and Thunderer dragging a body through the forest, might jump to the conclusion that he’d killed something.

So Will went back into his home and spent the rest of the day in contemplation. He emerged at twilight, fought off the shytes, harnessed Thunderer to the corpse, and urged him forward.

As he emerged through the fringe of undergrowth that partially concealed the cave’s entrance there was a roar of acclamation and a crowd of gnomes rushed forward to congratulate him. He was dragged from his rabbit and pounded on the back, and mugs of beer were thrust at him. King Bison pumped his hand and it seemed that the Princess of the Willow Tree gazed at him with approval.

Unaccustomed to such popularity, he smiled and allowed it to go on. Before long they would discover their mistake, but for the time being he would savor this fine evening. He drank deeply from his mug.

“You slew the daggertooth!” the gnomes chorused.

Was that a smile on the Princess’s face? Clearly this was not the time to worry about the Kikihuahua Examples. Neither was it a time for modesty. He raised his mug.

“I slew the daggertooth!” he shouted.

“I heard the cry!” yelled Fat Trish.

“Give us the cry!” they chorused.

The cry? He looked around in some bewilderment until Trish murmured to him the words she’d overheard as Will and the daggertooth had passed into the cave. These words had been repeated to gnome after gnome until they had become legendary in the space of a few hours.

Will drew himself up to his full height. “Away, Thunderer!” he roared into the night sky. “Away!”

The forest rang with cheering. “Away, Thunderer!” they yelled. The words had a glorious ring to them, and they were proud to be gnomes.

Thunderer himself, puzzled by these repeated directions, bounded around the crowd in heavy-footed circles, dragging the body behind.

“This night will live forever in the memory of gnomedom!” King Bison remarked to the Gooligog.

“I’ll be the judge of that,” said Will’s father skeptically. As gnomedom’s Memorizer, he was solely responsible for historical facts passed on to future generations. “Young Willie has surprised me—and when I’m surprised, I smell a rat. There’s more to this day’s happenings than meets the eye, you mark my words, Bison.”

Annoyed, King Bison swung away from him. The Gooligog needed a good kick in the pants. If it wasn’t for the fact that the Gooligog was in control of history, he’d do it himself. But he didn’t want generations of gnomes to remember him as a brutal leader.

“Will!” he cried.

Will was astride Thunderer again, doing a victory lap. He leaped nimbly to the ground and stood before King Bison, flushed and excited.

“I have an announcement to make!” shouted Bison, and the crowd fell silent. Bison hesitated, looking around. He needed something with which to make a grand gesture—something long and shiny, like the swords the giants carried. But gnomes didn’t use swords. “Kneel before me, Will,” he commanded.

“Kneel?” It seemed an odd thing to do.

“On your knees,” explained Bison.

Will knelt, wondering what would happen next.

Bison made a mental note to invent some badge of office, something symbolic that could be used on grand occasions such as this. Something like a sacred staff, or an ancient gourd. Lacking these amenities, he poured the contents of his mug over Will and roared:

“Henceforth your name shall be Fang! And may the forest ring to the glory of your name!”

The gnomes cheered mightily. Fang wiped beer from his eyes. “Did you have to do that?” he asked, but his ungracious question was drowned in the yells of acclamation. He stood, and found the Princess next to him, actually smiling at him.

“Congratulations … Fang,” she said shyly.

“Oh, thanks.” His lips moved as he practiced his new name. Fang … Fang … This was hardly the time to object, but it wasn’t a name he’d have chosen himself. It had a bloodthirsty ring, unsuitable for a peace-loving gnome.

Then the Miggot caught him by the arm and he started, alarmed as the small eyes bored into his. The Miggot, thought Fang, always had a crazed and cunning look. “The daggertooth may be fit,” intoned the Miggot, who believed in natural selection, “but tonight, I think we can say you’ve proved gnomes are fitter!”

This was praise indeed, and there was more to come. Spector the Thinking Gnome held forth on the psychological benefits of the event. “Fang has done more than rid the forest of a frightful predator,” he concluded, and although the gnomes were not quite sure what else Fang had done, they cheered lustily. A party developed in Fang’s outer cavern, and a ballad was sung in his honor:

A glorious thing to be a gnome,

Away Thunderer! Away Thunderer!

And fight against odds to save your home,

Away Thunderer, away!

The beer flowed and the discussions deepened, and a consensus was reached that would form the basis of the legend of Fang, the Gnome. Long ago, the gnomes had learned the futility of trusting recent events to individual memories. Far better to discuss the matter at an evening get-together, and allow the beer to flow and the boasting to take place, and listen to the arguments and the accusations and the denials, and then sleep on the whole thing.

By the time the pale light of morning outlined the tree-tops, and the tired gnomes were awakening, stretching their arms and stumbling off toward their dwellings, it seemed that this was a reasonable summary of the previous day’s events, set in an acceptable form for the Gooligog to Memorize:

Once upon a time a fearsome creature called the daggertooth terrorized the forest of Mara Zion. Many a gnome fell victim to his deadly teeth, until the survivors cowered behind locked doors, facing starvation, their skins pallid from lack of sunlight.

Then up sprang an admirable young gnome and cried “I’ve had enough of this!”

And he laid a trap for the daggertooth. First he tethered hi rabbit Thunderer in a large cave, at the end of which was hi dwelling. Set in the roof of this cave was a vast rock, known ever since as the Rock of Retribution. The young gnome, a great risk to himself, set a ladder against the Rock, loosened the earth around it, and tied a heavy rope to a projection on it. Then he tied the other end of the rope around Thunderer’s neck and went in search of the daggertooth.

He found the monstrous creature feasting on carrion, am attracted its attention with a bold shout. “Follow me daggertooth, and you will meet your match!”

Snarling, the brute bounded after him. He led it down forest byways and across streams, and eventually to the entrance of the cavern. The daggertooth sniffed, scenting rabbit Salivating, it followed the young gnome into the darkness The gnome ran to the center of the cavern and waited, luring the daggertooth forward until the beast’s fetid breath warmed his very face. Then, as the daggertooth lunged at him, he gave a yell.

“Away, Thunderer!”

And the rabbit gave one bound, dislodging the Rock of, Retribution from the cavern roof. It fell straight and true, smashing the daggertooth to the ground, a projection penetrating its skull. The creature gave a jerk and lay still, and its last breath sighed out of the mouth of the cavern in a dark mist, nauseating to the nose.

The young gnome tethered Thunderer to the daggertooth and drew the body in triumph through the forest, where he was greeted with joy by the gnomes. They bestowed a new name on him in recognition of his valor, and ever afterwards he was known as Fang, and his original name was forgotten by all.

Forgotten by all except Fang himself, that is, who had no difficulty in remembering that his original name was Will; and except his father the Gooligog, who never believed the legend anyway, and with his customary contempt continued to call Fang “Willie.”

It is difficult to understand why the Gooligog thought so little of his son. The relationship between the two had always been distant, but following the daggertooth incident the Memorizer began to treat his son with open hostility, and refused point-blank to memorize the glorious occasion.

“It’s too emotional an issue at present,” he said, the next time he held court as Memorizer. “We need time to digest it. Time to contemplate. Time to work out the answers to certain questions the story poses. Memory must be exact. This is gnomish history we’re talking about.”

“We know that,” said King Bison impatiently. “But the slaying of the daggertooth is a most significant event in the history of gnomedom. And you know what our memories are like normally. You must memorize the glorious day before it passes from the minds of gnomes. By the sword of Agni,” he swore in frustration, “I’ve almost forgotten what the hell happened already!”

The Gooligog smiled to himself in grim satisfaction. “You may be our leader, Bison,” he said, “but I’m the Memorizer. It’s a sacred trust and I refuse to betray it by filling history with rumor and conjecture. I will memorize the incident in my own good time. The subject is closed.”

“The subject is wide open, you pompous old fool!” shouted Clubfoot Trimble, but he was wasting his time. Nobody ever listened to Clubfoot, and the gnomes were already discussing a bizarre petition by six female gnomes to close down Tom Grog’s Disgusting Drinking Hole. The issue was so controversial that the daggertooth was forgotten in the shouting.

Fang had mixed emotions about the whole affair. It was fun to be a hero, true; but it had its drawbacks. Suddenly people respected him, which seemed to mean they were a little bit frightened of him. He was a gentle young gnome, and he wanted to be liked. So it hurt him when he found himself winning an argument because his opponent had suddenly remembered the daggertooth and backed off, fearful of arousing this unpredictable young gnome.

And then of course there was his despicable father. By now Fang had heard “The Legend of the Daggertooth” so many times that he half believed it himself, and couldn’t help but be aggrieved at the Gooligog’s attitude. After all the Legend was no more inaccurate that half the garbage ii the old fool’s brain, and it seemed to Fang that the Gooligog’s denial of its truth represented a specific prejudice against his own son.

“I’ll show the old idiot,” muttered Fang to himself. “One fine day I’ll make him eat his words.” He lay in bed staring at the rough ceiling as the morning sun filtered through the cracks in his door.

But opportunities for heroism didn’t often come a gnome’s way in those far-off, peaceful years.


The Miggot of One


Here he comes with flashing knife,

He’ll slice your sister and he’ll carve your wife.

He doesn’t care a bugger for your mother or your life,

Beware the Miggot of One!

—Gnomish children’s song



In accordance with the mysterious Kikihuahua Examples—so far as they were aware—the gnomes worked in harmony with their surroundings and with the seasons. They dozed the winter away in their neat dwellings, awakening with the coming of spring. Then they cleaned house and aroused their domestic animals: the mice and the moles. Spring was a time for enthusiasm, for reaffirming their inbred purpose and for approaching the Miggot of One with suggestions for new life-forms.

“Spring is a season I could do without,” the Miggot said.

Summer was a time for play and adventure, for journeys and parties; a time when gnomes from distant regions trod the paths to Mara Zion and were welcomed, when local gnomes disappeared to return in the fall, wide-eyed with the wonders of the world. Fall was a time for harvesting and storing, and for telling stories while the leaves fell, and for asking where the year had gone.

The gnomes worked in harmony with the animals, too. They planted trees and raised crops, and the animals helped them; voles drew their tiny plows while rabbits kept guard ready to warn them of the hovering hawk with thump and bobbing scut. The rabbits were not aware they were being used as sentries. The gnomes had a talent for putting every living thing to its best use, but without coercion.

The Miggot of One was small for a gnome, and slightly built. His eyes crowded the top of his nose so that they seemed to be peering down its length in conspiracy against the visible world. The Miggot’s nose, long and thin, lent direction to his gaze, and the effect was heightened by a wart that sat on the tip like a gunsight.

Gnomes, coming to the Miggot with suggestions for new life-forms, found themselves reduced to a guilty stammering by his stare, and would creep away vowing to do their homework better next time. The Miggot was an accomplished bureaucrat, and it is to his credit that the northwest of Old Europe is not, even now, crawling with peculiar beasts of no value to themselves or their creators.

The Miggot guarded the Sharan with a jealous fervor, and could be seen on most days seated at the entrance to her cave, directing a gaze of deepest suspicion into the forest as though expecting a frivolous Suggestion to emerge. Even his piercing gaze could not cover two directions at once, however, and the Sharan would occasionally emerge from the cave at a rocketing gallop and disappear into the forest, followed by peals of laughter from Pan.

“Why don’t you get rid of that ghastly Pan thing?” Lady Duck asked the Miggot one day, as the gnomes searched the forest for the missing unicorn.

“Pan is essential for new life-forms,” snapped the Miggot, hot and furious. “He alone can tell the Sharan what to give birth to.”

“I ask you, Miggot,” said Elmera, his long-suffering wife, “is it worth it? All this worry, all this watching, just for the occasional new animal? Wouldn’t it be better to relax and enjoy a normal life free of responsibilities, like other gnomes?”

“That little swine Pan knows where the Sharan is,” said the Miggot, ignoring her, “but he’s not telling!”

“It’s the power, isn’t it?” His wife shrilled. “You love the power! The power over life and death!”

“Life, not death,” said Lady Duck. “The Miggot has no power over death.”

“Well, life, then. You’re just like the Gooligog. You think you have a sacred trust. And King Bison. He loves power.”

“I’ll thank you not to speak about my husband like that, Elmera,” said Lady Duck frigidly. “If you must know, Bison hates power.”

Unfortunately, the commanding roar of King Bison boomed through the trees at that moment. “Fang! Grab her round the legs. Trish! The neck. Hold onto that tail, Clubfoot!”

“They’ve found her,” said the Miggot in relief, hurrying forward.

“Bison’s in his element,” observed Elmera.

“Well done, Bison!” shouted Lady Duck, as they emerged into a clearing where a group of gnomes held the Sharan pinned to the ground.

This beast of surpassing beauty was much prized by the gnomes. She seemed to glide through the forest like a white bird, holding her proud head erect, her single golden horn brushing aside branches in her path. Now she lay panting on the grass, her blue eyes sad, her flanks heaving.

She hadn’t meant to run away. Pan had invented twin kids and slipped them into her head, and then invented a monster to chase them. But soon Pan’s interests had turned to other mischief and the Sharan had found she was lost and alone in the forest, the vision of kids vanished, unable quite to remember how she’d got where she was, and why the gnomes were pulling at her like this. She allowed herself to be led back to her cave, wondering unhappily what her endless life was all about, and when she would be allowed to bear young again.

Even so dedicated a bureaucrat as the Miggot must relent occasionally, and the Sharan had twice borne young during his years of custodianship. Her first creation was suggested by his wife. It was the tiny and beautiful beebird, designed to suck nourishment from flowers, at the same time pollinating them. It was much bigger and prettier than a bee, and it had no sting.

There was much learned speculation among scientists of later millennia as to why this experiment was unsuccessful, because a very similar bird evolved naturally on the North American continent before the days of oxygen shortage. Whole theses can be found in the memory banks of the Rainbow dealing with the mysterious disappearance of the beebird.

In fact, as the Kikihuahua Cantatas now tell us, the explanation was quite simple. Clubfoot Trimble, fancying himself pursued by a badger, knocked over the nesting box and fell full length onto it, crushing the female beebird and her first clutch of eggs. The badger disappeared, having existed only in the umbra.

“I always said that bird would never survive,” said the Miggot in gloomy satisfaction.

The Sharan’s next creation was produced to the order of the Miggot himself. He had been in the habit of visiting a cousin who lived at Pentor, on top of the fog-shrouded moor. The journey took a full day and the gnomes used to wonder why the Miggot bothered to make it, since his cousin Hal was known to be even more disagreeable than himself. They didn’t realize that the Miggot and his cousin drew enormous satisfaction from these meetings, sitting for days in mutual desolation, listening to the howling of the wolves and grumbling about the fecklessness of the new generation of gnomes. These were the most rewarding times of the Miggot’s life.

One winter, well over a hundred years before, the Miggot visited his cousin to find the wolves had closed in. The moor was foggier than ever and the deer had descended into distant valleys. The hungry wolves, scenting gnome, loped around the vicinity of Hal’s home—a dank crevice between huge granite rocks. The Miggot covered the last hundred yards at a scuttling run and barely closed the door behind him before a wolf was scrabbling at it.

Precipitate arrivals were fairly common events in gnomedom, as Fang found out a century or so later. More-far-sighted gnomes than Fang and Hal dug pits at the entrance to their dwellings, covered with brush, for predators to fall into. Less farsighted gnomes pointed out that the pits caught gnomes more often than predators; and in any case, once you had caught your predator, what did you do with it?

“Night is the only safe time. The wolves sleep then,” said Hal that evening, glancing at the Miggot. “What I need is some kind of guard animal so I can get outside to tend my crops.”

“What you need is to live somewhere else,” said the Miggot shortly, still shocked by his narrow escape.

“My father, and his father before him, lived in this place. It’s our tradition. That’s why they call me Hal o’ the Moor.”

“You have no wife or children,” the Miggot pointed out. “The tradition will die anyway.”

Hal was silent.

“I saw no crops, either,” observed the Miggot.

“The wolves probably ate them,” said Hal gloomily.

The Miggot regarded him thoughtfully. “You’re three hundred years old.” He returned to his previous point. “Why don’t you have children?” It was not a polite question, but one that had often puzzled him.

Hal stared unhappily at his bed, a damp pile of leaves and heather.

“You were married once,” pursued the Miggot. “The responsibility was there.”

Embarrassed, Hal blurted out, “I couldn’t face the sex, of course! All that grappling and struggling.”

“We could all say that. But it’s our duty, Hal. If everybody shirked his duty, it would be the end of gnomedom.” The Miggot drew himself up proudly. “Nobody detests sex more that I do, but I know my duty. Many years ago I suffered sex a few times, and sired two fine youngsters. It was not a pleasant experience, but it’s over now and I can look back on it with the satisfaction of a job well done. You could do it, too, Hal.”

“I’ve tried. Don’t think I haven’t. For years Meg and I tried, night after night, and even occasionally in the full light of day. But nothing happened. Our union was not rewarded. It was dreadful. I could see us trying and trying to the end of our lives, and our skeletons being found centuries later, locked in unwholesome embrace. Fortunately Meg could see the same thing, and one fine morning she was gone. So …” His voice trailed away.

“So you hid yourself in this miserable place. All that stuff about your father and his father before him was lies!”

“No—they lived here, and a few others besides. It was a long time ago, remember. Things change. There was no fog then, and you could see the wolves coming over the moor a mile away. Then the climate changed and everyone left except me. I was glad they went. To hell with them, Miggot, if that’s the kind of friends they were. I’ve never seen them since, and never wanted to. I never get any visitors except you, and even you are a damned imposition.”

“So how do you know they call you Hal o’ the Moor?” asked the Miggot shrewdly.

“They don’t, so far as I know. That was a lie. It was my father—they called him Jack o’ the Moor. He was a great gnome, but genetically unsound, it seems.”

There was a long silence while they mulled over the sadness of impotency in gnomes. The wolves howled. A sniffing could be heard at the door. Eventually the Miggot said, “The Sharan’s been showing signs of broodiness lately. Yesterday she refused her hay.”

“It’s not good for a female to remain childless for too long,” said Hal eagerly, sensing his cousin was relenting. “They get grumpy and difficult. Loyalty forbids me to tell you a few choice facts about Meg. You probably thought she was a fine woman.”

“As a matter of fact, I couldn’t stand the sight of her.”

“That was later. When I first met her, she was a fine woman. Big, strong arms she had, and a great, roaring laugh, and my dwelling was alive with happiness from the moment she walked in that door; which,” admitted Hal, “can be a real pain, after a while. In time she quieted down, but she never became like you or me, Miggot. She never enjoyed her melancholy, if you get my meaning. She was never happy to be sad. By the end, she was only happy when she was poking fun at my thing. The rest of the time she was bloody miserable. And that,” concluded Hal, having reached his point at last, “was because she was unfulfilled. There is nothing so unpleasant as a female unfulfilled.”

“A female fulfilled can be damned unpleasant, too,” said the Miggot, thinking of his wife, Elmera.

“Absolutely!” cried Hal, delighted at the consensus. “I happened to run into Meg shortly after she left me. She was living with a gnome in the forest, and he’d fulfilled her already—but she still seemed to bear some grudge, and shouted after me as I passed. I won’t repeat what she shouted. I think what I’m saying is: sometimes they never recover.” His voice dropped to a portentious drone and he stared at the Miggot significantly. “Have more beer, cousin.”

“The Sharan must be put to use,” said the Miggot decisively.

“It flushes out the tubes and keeps them in trim.”

And so the fogdog came into being. It was not a pretty animal, even as a pup. It was squat and big-jawed, with a leg at each corner. Its eyes were small, pale and almost sightless. Its most noticeable feature was the ears. They were huge and saucer-shaped and they stuck out from the animal’s head like giant clamshells.

Even the Miggot was slightly dismayed when he attended the birth and assisted in the production of two pups, male and female. The Sharan herself gave them one glance and refused to have anything more to do with them. There were limits even to her motherly instincts.

“I expect they’ll improve as they get older,” said the Miggot to Pan, hopefully.

Pan regarded the pair undismayed. “I doubt it,” he said cheerfully. “That’s pretty much the way they’re supposed to look. They don’t need good eyesight in the fog; it would be a distraction. They send out a signal instead. It bounces off the objects around them, and they receive it back in those ears. They can get a complete picture of their surroundings, even in the fog or the dark.”

“What’s that terrible noise they keep making?” It was a high-pitched grunting snuffle, accompanied by a spray of mucus.

“That’s the signal they send out.”

“Does it have to be so … unpleasant?”

“That’s beyond our control, Miggot.” Pan smiled down at the gnome from his perch on a nearby branch. “The Sharan creates the most suitable animal to meet the requirements we specify. It is not concerned with aesthetics. The important thing is that these animals will be more than a match for any wolf, when full-grown.”

“You mean they’re not full-grown now?” asked the Miggot nervously. The pups, staggering to their feet and snapping clumsily at each other, stood twice as tall as he.

“Far from it,” said Pan, and began to tootle his pipes to calm them down.

Pan refused to accompany him, so the Miggot doped the pups with a gnomish potion known—for reasons lost in antiquity—as batmilk, and herded them to the moor. Of his adventures during that epic journey nothing is known, because he never spoke of them. It is known that the journey took three days instead of the usual one, and that on the Miggot’s arrival Hal o’ the Moor refused to take delivery of the fogpups.

“They turn my stomach,” he said, and after a brief family quarrel the pups were quartered in a nearby cave.

As the years went by, the Miggot dropped self-satisfied little hints to the Mara Zion gnomes about the success of his creations. The fogpups had grown into fine, strong animals. The wolves, beaten, had retreated to the valleys, their sense of smell no match for the fogdogs’ sonar. The moor was safe for gnomish travellers, provided they treated the fogdogs with respect.

“Respect?” asked King Bison.

“Just don’t take any unnecessary risks,” explained the Miggot. “Don’t expose yourself. Stay among the rocks—it confuses your outline.”

But later it became noticeable that the Miggot was visiting the moor less frequently, and beginning to complain of the ingratitude of certain blood relatives. If anyone chanced to mention the name of Hal, the Miggot would turn his head in the direction of the speaker with reptilian slowness, and stare at him coldly down the length of his nose until the speaker lapsed into an abashed silence.

It was the gentle Fang who eventually enlightened the gnomes, many decades later. The climate had changed and Fang often visited the moor, climbing to Pentor and sitting with his arms clasped around his knees, admiring the view and constructing a fantastic chain of events whereby he led gnomedom out of terrible peril into a glorious future, and the Princess of the Willow Tree became his queen.

He would sit with his back against a curiously warm rock with circular indentations and watch the distant sea, so bright and clear that he felt he could almost dip his toes in it. The moor was rarely foggy now and the only blemish on the beautiful panorama was the umbra. This caused the forest to shimmer and blur.

Fang was watching a phantom giant riding a horse along a valley trail when he was startled by a metallic creak. Jumping to his feet, wondering wildly if this was the noise fog-dogs made, he noticed for the first time a small door set in a cleft between two rocks. It swung open. A face peered at him. Although ugly, it was not quite ugly enough to be a fogdog.

“Who … who are you?” Fang stammered.

“They call me Hal o’ the Moor.”

“They do?” said Fang, impressed. “Are you the Miggot’s cousin?”

“I have that misfortune. And who are you?”

“They call me Fang.”

“Why?”

“I once killed something. It was nothing, really.”

“Come on in, Fang, and let me tell you what that bloody cousin of mine did.”

Fang backed away unhappily. The cave behind the door looked dank and sinister, and Hal o’ the Moor had a Miggot-like stare that unsettled him. “I’m expected back soon. Why … why don’t you come out here? It’s a beautiful day.”

“I hate the day. You can see too much in the day.” But Hal was emerging slowly from his hole, like a termite. In due course the two gnomes were sitting side by side, their backs against the warm rock. “I can see no reason why the whole of Mara Zion shouldn’t know what my cousin the Miggot did to me,” snarled Hal. “You look like a gossipy young fellow.”

“Well, I wouldn’t—”

“Be quiet and listen, Fang.” And Hal o’ the Moor told Fang the true story of the fogdogs.

It happened that a dance was held the next evening in honor of Nyneve, now a frequent visitor to gnomedom, who had snatched King Bison from the jaws of a wild boar that afternoon, at considerable risk to herself. All the Mara Zion gnomes were present except the Miggot, who, as has been explained, believed in natural selection.

“Nyneve should have minded her own damned business,” he said.

His wife had a different outlook. Elmera arrived on rabbitback, uttering hoarse cries of enthusiasm and bearing wine. By this time, dancing was in progress and the ancient wooden floor of the log hall thundered to the stamping of feet. Over fifty gnomes were present and King Bison occupied the seat of honor near the fire, occasionally breaking into a fit of trembling as he relived the moment of peril, seeing in his mind’s eye the wicked eyes of the boar.

“But Bison would have given a good account of himself, you can be sure of that!” boomed Lady Duck.

The rear wall of the hollow log had been removed and was open to the night; there Nyneve sat on a stump, watching. Every so often the gnomes would fall silent while someone proposed a toast—invariably to Nyneve—and she would see a host of tiny figures turn toward her, raising their mugs. She would smile, thinking how jolly they all looked with their plump cheeks and party clothes. Her visits to gnomedom were bright spots in her otherwise drab and rather strange existence on the other side of the umbra. The lively throng was quite a contrast to the two lined and somber faces at home: Avalona the witch, bowed down by terrible knowledge, obsessed by portentious responsibilities; and Merlin, slightly senile.

“You know,” said Clubfoot thoughtfully, “if Nyneve were smaller she’d be quite pretty, in a thin kind of way. Do you see what I mean, Fang?”

But Fang had eyes only for the Princess of the Willow Tree, who was involved in a hand-clapping dance with three other women. Disturbed by the peculiar sensations the sight of the Princess aroused in him, he joined King Bison at the fireside. Bison glanced at him, haggard.

“Hello, young Fang.”

“Congratulations on your escape!”

“From the veritable jaws of death,” said Bison in sepulchral tones. “Nyneve snatched me up so fast I lost my cap. It was a sobering experience. Believe me, Fang, there is nothing so terrifying as facing imminent death. Unless it’s facing imminent sex.” He chuckled hollowly.

“Is sex that bad?”

“I’d rather not talk about it. Your time will come.”

“Bison,” said Fang earnestly, “how did the boar get so close to catching you? I mean, boars are noisy things, rooting and grunting. They don’t usually sneak up on a gnome.”

“This one did.” Bison’s eyes were wide as he relived the dreadful moment. “One minute I was strolling along a forest path near the racetrack, and the next—whoof, there the bugger was, right on top of me, as though it had materialized from the umbra!”

“Maybe it had.”

“What? Oh, nonsense, young Fang. Anyway, Nyneve happened to be passing and she grabbed me in time. A harrowing experience. Pass me another beer, there’s a good fellow. So what have you been doing with yourself lately?”

Fang put his disquieting thoughts aside. “Oh … mooching around. Contemplating. I saw Hal o’ the Moor yesterday.”

“I don’t want to hear about any relation of that damned Miggot!” said Bison loudly. “The Miggot wants me dead!” It so happened that the music stopped at that instant and the final flourish of panpipes and drums sounded like a dramatic introduction to Bison’s aggrieved remark. Heads turned.

“I’m sure the Miggot doesn’t really want you dead,” said Fang quickly. “He’s a gnome of principle, that’s all. According to his beliefs, Nyneve interfered in the natural course of events. In principle he may believe you should have died, but in practice, at the bottom of his heart, he’s very glad you’re safe.”

“Nonsense!” cried Elmera. “The Miggot is a callous swine. I ought to know. I’ve lived with him long enough!”

“You mentioned Hal o’ the Moor,” said Clubfoot. “Now there’s a strange thing. The Miggot hardly ever speaks of him these days. They used to be as thick as thieves. Have they quarreled, Fang?”

“That’s what Hal told me.”

Nyneve’s whisper boomed through the log like a gale. “Is Hal the gnome who lives alone at Pentor Rock?”

“That’s right.”

“Tell me what Hal said, Fang.”

Flattered by the sudden attention, Fang said, “It all happened a long time ago, according to Hal. The Miggot created some fogdogs, terribly fierce things, to protect Hal from the wolves.”

“He abused his trust!” shouted Elmera.

“Anyway, the fogdogs drove the wolves off—and everything else, too. They were the only animals that could get around easily in the fog. But Hal couldn’t control them and they hung around his place trying to eat him, and peeing on his crops. He could only get out at night, while they were sleeping.”

There were unfeeling chuckles from his audience. “I knew something was wrong up there,” said Lady Duck.

“It got worse. Over a few decades the climate changed. The fog disappeared and the wolves came back. In clear daylight the fogdogs were no match for them. So the fog-dogs have become nocturnal. They hide during the day and they hunt across the moor at night, when the wolves can’t see them. So Hal’s trapped. There’s never a time when he can go out in safety, day or night.”

“So why doesn’t the stupid gnome come down to Mara Zion?” Trish asked.

“I asked him that, but I couldn’t really make any sense of what he said. It was something about his father and his grandfather, who he called his father before him. What they have to do with it I don’t know, because they’re both dead.”

A high-pitched, cracked voice spoke up. “I remember his father. He was another bloody fool. His wife left him too.” It was old Crotchet talking.

A general discussion broke out and Fang drifted away from the group in the hope that he might get close to the Princess of the Willow Tree. He saw Nyneve watching him closely, Earth’s moons positioned above her head like a tiara. Clubfoot was right. She was pretty. But much too big. She beckoned to him and he walked to the edge of the floor. She held her hand out and he stepped onto it, and was carried up to her lips.

“Fang, tell me the truth,” she whispered, her breath dislodging his cap so that he had to grab for it. “Did you see the fogdogs?”

“No,” he admitted. “I didn’t see any wolves, either. But the fogdogs are there, all right. Hal hears them snuffling around the rocks at night, and his cabbages have turned yellow. … Why do you want to know, Nyneve?”

“Avalona sometimes goes up there. I’d rather know what she might run into.”

“But the fogdogs aren’t in your world. They’re our side of the umbra, aren’t they?”

Nyneve’s reply sent a shiver down his spine. “Sometimes it’s not too easy to tell the difference. I mean, I’m here, aren’t I?”

“But you came through the ring. Didn’t you?”

“Of course I did, Fang.”

She put him back on the log and he rejoined the celebrations, but for him the evening was spoiled. He couldn’t help thinking what it would mean if giants and gnomes ever found themselves living on the same world.

They’d all seen the giants in action in the umbra. They were violent and bloodthirsty and had no moral sense whatever.

He glanced at Nyneve and saw her watching him, her face cupped in her hands, her eyes grave.


The Forging of Excalibur


Brush your hair and don’t be rude,

Sit up straight and eat your food,

Always show your gratitude,

Or Morble’s going to get you!

—Gnomish nursery rhyme



“Merlin,” said Nyneve one morning, “you’ve lived a long time.”

“That’s true,” agreed the ancient, shooting her a suspicious glance. “But I’m still in possession of all my faculties.” He’d been spending the last two days building a large stone fireplace at the back of the cottage. Working late last night, he’d stitched together an enormous bellows of calf hide. “You can’t pull the wool over my eyes, my girl,” he grunted, as he pumped the bellows vigorously with his foot. The coals in the open grate began to glow brightly.

“I wasn’t trying to pull the wool over your eyes,” said Nyneve indignantly. “I just wanted to ask you something.”

“Ask away;” He pumped on, staring greedily into the flames.

“I keep coming across two gnomish words that nobody can explain: ‘Kikihuahua,’ and ‘Agni.’ ”

“You can’t beat a good blaze.”

“You must have come across those words at some time in the past. You’ve been to gnomedom.”

“Once,” said the old wizard, a faraway look in his eyes. “A peasant farmer insulted me. He called me a bloody old fraud. Just because he’d called me in too late to cure a sick cow. Do you know what I did to that bastard?” He slapped his skinny thigh, neighing with laughter. “I told him I’d put a curse on him. Then a couple of nights later I crept out and set fire to his barn. You should have seen the flames! The sky turned red. It was a wonderful sight. Throw some more charcoal on for me, will you?”

Nyneve sighed. She knew better than to try to change Merlin’s chosen topic of conversation. “That was a horrible thing to do.”

“More charcoal! More charcoal!” He pumped with astonishing vigor. The coals in the center of the furnace were turning a somewhat alarming white, outglowing the morning sun. The roar was deafening. It culminated in an ear-splitting report. “God damn it!” screamed Merlin as the bellows burst under his foot, the sudden loss of resistance sending him tottering towards the flames.

“Careful!” Nyneve grabbed his arm.

Mopping his brow with a filthy cloth, he bent to examine the damage. “Bloody leather’s no good at all,” he muttered, poking a skeletal finger into the split. “I’ve been swindled. It’s that crook Lamorak sold me this garbage. I’ll see he pays for this. He’ll rue the day. “I’ll—”

“Please don’t, Merlin. I’ll sew it for you. What’s it all for, anyway?”

He straightened up, pink-faced, and his expression grew cunning. “A sword. I’m going to forge a sword. Such a sword as the world has never seen before. With this sword in his hand,” he said, warming to his theme, “a man will never be defeated in battle, but will rise glorious against all odds, sending his enemies howling and cowering in abject defeat. With this sword—”

“And you’re doing all this yourself? I didn’t know you made swords. That’s very clever of you, Merlin.”

“Well, I’m getting a little help from Avalona, of course. But that’s just in a matter of happentracks. The forging of the sword will be my own work.”

Nyneve began to edge away as Merlin launched into a history of his career as a swordmaker which, she suspected, would probably span many thousands of years and include such notable clients as Attila the Hun and Genghis Khan. She was not really interested in the sword. Her main interest these days was the fascinating world of gnomedom.

The gnomes seemed to know so much about their world, down to the tiniest detail of a leaf or an insect. And yet there was a great void in their history that they were totally unable to explain. This void included the meaning of kikihuahua and Agni. It seemed they knew the origin of every animal and every tree in the forest, yet they were unable to account for their own presence. “We are kind and good,” the Miggot had told her unctuously, “and is that not enough? What more do we need to know?”

Pan had told Nyneve that the gnomes could remember everything that ever happened, and this was true. It is one thing to remember, however, but quite a different thing to recall those memories. It was the special power of Memorizers like the Gooligog that they were able to recall facts that in other gnomes lay locked away in a third lobe of the brain.

Yesterday, Nyneve had asked the Gooligog the meaning of the words “kikihuahua” and “Agni”.

He had scowled. “That is a matter of gnomish concern only. Did that young fool Willie put you up to this? He’s always yattering on about the meaning of things. He spends too much time with Spector, if you ask me.”

“It struck me as strange that nobody knows. The words have been passed down by word of mouth, but nobody knows what they really mean. You must know, Gooligog. You’re the Memorizer.”

“They’re holy words!” he snapped. “Mind your own damned business!”

The red-capped figure went scuttling irately into the undergrowth, and she was left alone in the forest. What a horrid little gnome! she thought. Poor Fang. What an awful childhood he must have had!

But she was doing the Gooligog an injustice. His irascibility in this case was due to guilt, rather than natural unpleasantness. He, too, would have dearly loved to know the meaning of the two mystery words, but whenever he searched his memory in that direction he came up against a mind-freezing block beyond which he did not have the courage to penetrate. And for a Memorizer to be unable to recall was a dreadful thing.

The block had come about like this:

Thousands of years ago, Avalona had examined the ifalong and foreseen problems for Starquin. At that time it was not possible to ascertain the full extent of the catastrophe. However, it became clear that the gnomes would one day play a big part in any solution, so she visited their happentrack to prepare them. At the same time she arranged a small measure of protection for herself.

In those far-off days, the Sharan was in the charge of a gnome called Knuckles, who undertook his duties in a tough and uncompromising manner. He scorned the delaying tactics and rule-quoting that characterized his distant successor, the Miggot of One. Instead, he dealt with impractical Suggestions in the forthright way that earned him his name. He was not a popular gnome; but then, the guardian of the Sharan rarely was.

He was attending to the Sharan, who was giving birth to a new short-legged deer for mountain use, when he became aware of a presence nearby. He looked up.

A giant female figure towered over him.

In Knuckles’s time, the umbra, although faintly visible, had no physical connection with his world. The fungus rings did not exist. Nothing had prepared him for this terrifying apparition. He shrank back against the silken flank of the Sharan. “Who are you?” he managed to ask.

“I am Avalona,” replied the giantess in thunderous tones.

“You’re so … so big.”

“And you’re so small, which is why you’re going to do exactly as I tell you. Although on certain happentracks,” she continued pensively, “you will not obey me, and I will turn you into a mushroom.”

“I will obey you,” Knuckles assured her.

By now a number of gnomes had crept close and were watching the humbling of Knuckles from the cover of the undergrowth. One of these gnomes was Tremor, the Memorizer of the time and a gnome of fertile imagination. Tremor was the Gooligog’s ancestor, although there were twenty-six generations between them.

“You will instruct the Sharan to build me a creature,” said the witch. “It must be as swift as a deer, strong as a lion, savage as a leopard and venomous as a viper. Since some of those animals are unknown to you, I will provide the material.” She handed over a package which seeped blood, and went on to describe in detail the scenario that Knuckles was to construct for the Sharan.

During Avalona’s description of her requirements, two things happened. Firstly, Knuckles became aware of the audience and the effect this humiliation would have on his standing in gnomedom. Secondly, he began to wonder if the giantess was real, or perhaps merely a particularly vivid manifestation of the umbra.

He plucked up courage. Beard jutting, he stared belligerently up at her. “That beast would be for your personal use,” he said. “It would not benefit the world. You’re asking me to abuse my guardianship of the Sharan.” He drew a deep breath. “I won’t do it!”

Avalona sighed. Where Knuckles had been, there now stood a small, gray mushroom. A whisper of awe came from the bushes, and a small scream. The scream had been Tremor’s. Unable to control his own imagination, he’d seen himself frying and eating the mushroom. It was a scenario so appallingly alien to the spirit of the Kikihuahua Examples that he was quite sure a dreadful retribution would be visited upon him.

In this he was correct, and the retribution came sooner than any fair-minded gnome would have expected.

“Who will succeed this foolish gnome as guardian of the Sharan?” the witch asked. Although every gnome present had at some time or other said he could do a better job than Knuckles, on this occasion there were no takers. “Are you all forsaking your duty?” asked the witch.

“We have to nominate alternative successors,” came a small voice, “and vote on it.”

“Then do that.”

“I nominate Tremor!” came a hasty cry.

“I second that!”

The gnomes emerged from cover, carrying their struggling nominee, and presented him to Avalona. A vote was quickly called and there was a chorus of “Aye!”

Tremor was the new guardian.

“It is out of order for me to wear two caps!” he cried. “I’m already our Memorizer!”

“You will build the creature I want,” said the witch, ignoring his protest, “and you will raise it to adulthood. Then I will take it from you.”

“What … what sex should it be?” asked Tremor.

“It doesn’t matter. There will be only one.”

“But it must be able to reproduce. That’s our law!”

“Before you start talking about your laws, Tremor, I suggest you remember what happened to Knuckles.” The witch’s voice was icy. “I will give you a new law, and it is this. You will obey my every command or it will be the worse for you. Mark my words!”

She strode away and the gnomes regarded one another fearfully. Her last words hung in the air like a thundercloud. New factors had entered the forest of Mara Zion.

So Tremor, sick with dread, fed the ingredients to the Sharan. Pan, significantly more cooperative than usual, projected images into the unicorn’s mind, building an imaginary scenario in which only a certain type of creature could survive—a creature swift as a deer, strong as a lion, savage as a leopard and venomous as a viper. And the poor, protective Sharan, convinced that Pan’s world was real, reassembled Avalona’s genetic material into a creature able to survive it. That was the Sharan’s ability: to make the best possible children. She was a perfect mother, deluded by Pan.

The creature lived in the forest of Mara Zion, under the care of the gnomes, for several years. As it approached adulthood, it proved quite capable of taking care of itself, and the onerous task of catering to its healthy appetite was no longer necessary. Then one day Avalona appeared again.

“You have done well,” she told the gnomes. “And I am going to reward you.”

There was a murmur of apprehension. “It’s been no trouble, really,” said Tremor. “It’s been a privilege.”

“We wouldn’t want you to think we did this for reward,” said someone else, edging away.

Tremor summed it up. “We’re not asking for anything in return. Just take the creature away, like you said you would. That’s all the reward we ask.” He smiled up at the witch nervously.

“I said I would take the creature from you,” said Avalona, “and I have done so. It is now mine. I will summon it to my happentrack whenever I need it. At other times it will remain on your happentrack.”

“What’s a happentrack?” someone asked.

“A frame of existence. I exist on one—together with the humans you call giants—and you exist on another. At present I am the only person who can cross from one happentrack to another.”

“At present?”

“I can foresee a time when you may have other visitors.”

“That … that will be nice. But meanwhile,” said Tremor, “that is to say, now, the monst—the creature will stay with us, if I understand you correctly.” He smiled woodenly. We were under a slight misapprehension, but all that’s cleared up now, and things couldn’t be better. The creature stays here, am I correct?”

“Except when I need him. Now, come to me, gnomes. One at a time. You first, Tremor!”

She placed her hand on Tremor’s head for a moment, and when she took it away Tremor was changed. He uttered a strange word.

“What did you say?” someone asked.

Tremor looked at him in sudden bewilderment, and came out with a string of odd sounds.

“He won’t understand you, neither will you understand him,” said Avalona, “until I’ve touched you all.”

“But we don’t want to be touched!” They regarded Tremor fearfully. The guardian of the Sharan appeared to have degenerated into something little better than an animal, and was mouthing meaningless sounds never before heard in gnomedom, meanwhile looking increasingly puzzled and unhappy.

“I’m making you the gift of a new language,” said Avalona.

“Really, we find our present language quite satisfactory. You don’t have to go to all this trouble. …”

“If I don’t do this, your race will become extinct too soon. You will be unable to make yourself understood among other bipedal species and you will consequently be unable to fulfill my purpose. This will change the whole nature of the ifalong. Starquin will die. I cannot allow that.”

So one by one the gnomes were touched, and learned the new language. And when the last gnome was touched they began to speak to one another as though nothing had happened. They could all speak, and they could all understand.

What was more, the new language was much richer than the old, with a greater subtlety of meaning and a new poetry. It was capable of expressing concepts the gnomes had not even considered before. In the evenings they would gather around their fires and philosophize about the world and their place in it, and the words would flow easily from their minds and their lips.

Tremor continued in his duties as guardian of the Sharan and—due to his easygoing disposition—was more popular than most such officials. But as a Memorizer he was unreliable. Awake or asleep, he could not rid his mind of the monstrous, black-cloaked witch, and the succulent object into which she had transformed Knuckles. Since his every memory led naturally through that point in time, he found it pleasanter not to probe too far into the past, and the meaning of the words “kikihuahua” and “Agni” were forgotten for a while.

Meanwhile the monster—sometimes called a dragon, sometimes a pteroglyph—roamed the forests and, by and large, left the gnomes alone. Indeed, there were times when they would admit that it was an asset to them, because few predators or evil giants cared to enter the forest of Mara Zion while it was around. It roared and stamped, stripping the leaves from the trees as it struggled unsuccessfully to leave the ground on vestigial wings. (Unknown to Avalona, a blowfly had laid its eggs in the ingredients fed to the Sharan.)

Sometimes, perhaps once a century, it became quiet. Some say the witch possessed its mind at those times, others held that it was pining for a mate. Whatever the reason, it would leave the forest and climb into the open moorland or the coastal cliffs, where it would remain for a full season.

Lying in the lee of an outcropping, it would stab at the granite; and so powerful were its wing-spurs that the rock would crumble as a slow series of runes were etched into its surface. So the gnomish legends go.

Whether the legends are true or not, the runes can still be seen.

To Nyneve’s chagrin, Merlin held her to her offer to repair the bellows. She spent much of the day patching the worn calf hide until the old wizard pronounced himself satisfied. By the time she had finished, morning had stretched into late afternoon and she’d abandoned an intended trip to gnomedom.

“Now you can pump the furnace for me,” said Merlin.

“What will you be doing?”

“Forging the sword, of course, my girl.” He fitted the bellows into position and gave them a couple of strokes. The coals began to glow. “A fine sight,” he murmured. “Take over, Nyneve.”

Nyneve stepped on the bellows and started to pump while Merlin fetched a long strip of iron and, with some difficulty, heaved it clattering onto the furnace. The old wizard’s eyes were bright with excitement.

“Faster!” he cried.

“I’m doing my best.”

“It’s not good enough!” he shouted above the roar of the furnace. “The coals must glow brighter than the sun!”

She glanced at the sky. Dark clouds hung low over the forest, hastening the onset of night. Merlin’s face shone crimson as a demon’s as he hung over the furnace, staring into the coals, impervious to the heat. She considered pointing out that there was no sun to compare the coals to, but thought better of it. Merlin was in a funny mood tonight—and he did have powers, albeit feeble ones. It might be unwise to provoke him.

She pumped on, thighs aching while sweat prickled her scalp, trickled down her face, joined into streams at her neck and poured down her overheated body. Her loose woolen dress began to stick uncomfortably to her back as she bent over the bellows, pumping, pumping, occasionally changing legs, pressing her knee with her hand to share the load.

“Not good enough!” yelled Merlin again, but Nyneve ignored him, maintaining a steady pace. She assumed, correctly, that his shouting had become more of an automatic battle cry than a sensible command.

“Now!” he cried, and seized the end of the iron with both hands, preparing to lift it to the anvil. “God damn the thing!” he screamed, as the hot metal seared his flesh. He flung himself to the ground and plunged his hands into the stream that flowed beside the cottage. “Gloves!” he shouted over his shoulder.

“You’d better get them. We don’t want the furnace to die on us.”

He rose quickly to his feet. “How can I be expected to create a magic sword when incompetence is all around me?” he shouted at the sky, shaking his dripping fists in the air.

As if in answer, the clouds opened and rain began to fall heavily. The furnace hissed, darkening. Nyneve stopped pumping. “Let’s give up,” she said. “We can do it tomorrow, if you like.”

“Tonight is the time,” he cried.

“That’s the kind of thing Avalona would say.”

“Starquin!” Merlin shouted at the clouds, beside himself with frustration, “Have you forsaken me?”

“Only temporarily, I expect,” Nyneve reassured him.

“Huh.” He made an effort to pull himself together, staring at her with eyes that bore the lingering remnants of a crazed expression. “Huh. We’ll rig a shelter, that’s what we’ll do. Poles are what we need. And a lot of cloth. Or skins.”

“It’s getting dark, Merlin.”

But the old wizard was not to be deterred. Nyneve cut poles, and together they rigged a tent over the furnace. By the time they’d finished, the rain had stopped—significantly, Nyneve thought. “I think perhaps tonight isn’t the time, after all,” she said. I think we’ve been given a sign.”

“Nonsense!” he cried, glancing nervously at the emergent stars. “I know a sign when I see one, and I haven’t seen one tonight.”

So Nyneve pumped on while Merlin, carefully gloved, beat the iron into something approximating a blade.

“Ha!” he cried eventually. “It is done. Stop pumping, my dear.” Trembling with excitement, he fumbled under his robe and drew out a leather bag. He loosened the drawstring and took out a handful of black powder. Placing the bag carefully on the ground, he approached the dying furnace and the sword. He raised both hands to the sky. He paused.

“Excalibur!” he cried, and threw the black powder into the coals.

A blinding flash of light illuminated the clearing, glittering off wet leaves, throwing deep shadows. Nyneve, opening her eyes again, saw the figure of Merlin with hands still upraised, standing dramatically in a pall of black smoke, outlined against a fierce blaze.

“Merlin!” she called. “Come away from there! The tent’s on fire!

The heat of the furnace had rapidly dried the rain-soaked fabric and it was merrily ablaze, teetering on its poles and threatening to envelop Merlin. The wizard, with a yell of alarm, came scampering back to Nyneve’s side. The tent poles collapsed in on each other like a fan, and fell against the furnace. Flames roared into the night sky.

Merlin watched, quickly recovering his wits. “A lesser man might have injured himself quite seriously,” he said, patting his head to extinguish a minor outbreak in his wispy hair.

“What about the sword? Shouldn’t we get it out of there before it melts?”

“You know nothing of the properties of a fine blade, Nyneve. It will take more than a little fire to damage Excalibur.”

“ ‘Excalibur’? You mean the sword has a name? That’s kind of unusual, isn’t it?”

“Henceforth,” said the wizard wisely, “the naming of fine blades will be commonplace. After all,” he said in more down-to-earth tones, “it does convey a certain dignity, an individuality, don’t you think?”

Nyneve was doubtful. “It seems silly to me. I mean, you can’t exactly talk to it, can you? You can’t get out of bed and nod to it and say: ‘Good morning, Excalibur.’ And even if you did, you wouldn’t want that to be known around the forest. So I can’t see when you’d ever use the name.”

“I visualize it being used in conversation with another armed man,” said Merlin. “I see Excalibur’s owner saying something like, ‘Yield, before I run Excalibur through your very soul,’ or words to that effect. He’d have to wave the sword to make his meaning clear, of course.”

“That sounds quite good.”

“And then his enemy would draw his own sword, but it would be a poor nameless thing, just a rusty old strip of iron with no personality whatever. And his enemy would suffer loss of confidence.”

“Because it would be like facing two people,” suggested Nyneve. “A man, and a sword. Who will use Excalibur, Merlin? Not you, surely. You can hardly lift it.”

“It is not for me to reveal the ifalong,” said the ancient loftily.

“Because if you do, Avalona will give you hell. Where did you get the name Excalibur from, anyway?”

“It came to me in a vision.”

“I bet Avalona suggested it.” The flames were dying down now, and Excalibur lay hidden under a pile of charred cloth. “Let’s dig it out of there and take a look, shall we?”

“It is time to temper the blade,” agreed Merlin. Adjusting his gloves, he seized the protruding end of Excalibur and with some difficulty dragged it to the stream and tipped it, sizzling, into the water. After a moment he hauled it out again and laid it on the grass. They bent to examine it by the glow of the dying furnace.

“It doesn’t look very impressive, does it, Merlin?” Despite the incantations and gunpowder, Excalibur remained a slightly flattened, blackened strip of iron.

“All you have seen is the first phase of production. There is the haft to be fitted. The edge to be ground. The blade to be polished.”

“And Avalona to apply a finishing touch?”

“There is that, too,” admitted the ancient.

Later that evening, as the fire burned low, Merlin and Nyneve played their game. Battles raged through their imaginations as before. Once again the forces of King Uther Pendragon (marshaled by Merlin) met the army of the Duke and Lady Igraine (organized by Nyneve). This time, however, a new element entered the contest. During a lull in the battle, King Uther caught sight of Igraine.

“A truce!” he cried, much to Nyneve’s surprise. Bugles sounded and the fighting ceased.

A great feast followed, during which Uther made it clear he was attracted to Igraine—so much so that she began to get nervous about the situation. (And Nyneve began to get suspicious of Merlin’s intentions.)

Igraine confided in the duke. “I think we should leave,” she said quietly. “Uther wants to get me into bed. There’s going to be trouble.”

So Igraine and the duke departed and rode quickly to Tintagel. Here they prepared to defend themselves against the King’s anger. They provisioned the castle for a siege, and sent word to their secondary headquarters, Terrabyl at Penzance, to prepare likewise. It was fortunate that they did, because Uther struck at Terrabyl first. Battle was joined.

(Nyneve stirred. “I’m tired after all that work today. Let’s play again tomorrow. It’s been fun.”

(Opposite, Merlin’s eyes watched her fiercely. “Just a little longer.”)

By the time Nyneve returned to their imaginary world, events had progressed. She was in time to see some kind of evil deed at night, and a group of horsemen riding away from a body that leaked a dark trickle of blood onto the ground. She felt a sudden sadness, but didn’t know why. It was strange that this death should affect her, when she had cooperated so enthusiastically in the bloody work of the day.

Now Igraine lay in bed, and soon she was joined by the duke. He moved close to her and placed his hand on her breast, teasing her nipple between finger and thumb, murmuring words of endearment. She could feel his penis hot and hard against her thigh and she felt her own breath quicken, and her heartbeat, too. She reached down and grasped him, and heard him groan. As he slid his leg across hers, she guided him into her. She was slippery with desire for him. His fierce, grunting thrusts set her whole body aflame, and they made love until daybreak. Then he kissed her and left her.

Later a party of men arrived, knocking on the door of her bedchamber. They were all at ease.

“I’m sorry,” said one of them. “We have bad news, my lady.”

“Tell me.”

“We found a body in the forest a few hours ago. I’m afraid it’s the duke.”

“Nonsense. The duke was with me until half an hour ago.” Alarmed, Igraine dressed and went into the great hall where the body was laid out. She regarded it in silence for a long time. At last she said, “You say you found him hours ago?”

“Yes, my lady.”

Igraine wept in sorrow and fear.

Nyneve stared at Merlin. “How could that happen?”

“It’s only a game,” said the wizard. “Just a game we’re playing, that’s all.”

“It seems to have become very real.” Her body felt used and her heart was still beating fast; and it seemed his hands still searched her skin. “Was it a ghost who slept with Igraine?” No man had ever made love to Nyneve. She’d been saving the experience, looking forward to it with mixed curiosity, anticipation and fear. Now she felt as though it had all happened in a cheap and second-hand way. She felt outraged and close to tears. “There weren’t supposed to be any ghosts,” she said.

“It was King Uther,” said Merlin. He looked a little ashamed.

“How could that be? It was the duke. My duke.”

“I made a pact with Uther. I appeared before him as a sorcerer, and told him I’d arrange for him to sleep with Igraine if he would give their child to me, afterwards. He agreed, so I killed off your duke and transferred Uther into his likeness, just for the night.”

“It isn’t fair! We said nothing about sorcerers.” Nyneve glared at him. “All right then, if you’re going to put in personal appearances on this world, so am I! I’m going to be a sorceress! Anyway, why would you want this child? I don’t exactly see you as a foster father!”

Avalona had come quietly into the cottage and was watching them dispassionately.

“You’ll see,” said Merlin. “Between us, we’ll make him a great king!”

“And suppose I don’t agree? Suppose I want him to be a starving poet?”

Avalona spoke. “You may as well go along with Merlin, Nyneve. He’s more powerful than you. Personally, I don’t agree with his method of creating the new king, but Merlin has his reasons, reprehensible though they may be. I suggest you marry your Igraine off to his Uther, and make peace between the two armies. You’ll need to cooperate if you are to achieve the desired ifalong.”

“After all, it’s only a game,” said Merlin.

“An important game, Nyneve,” said Avalona, “that you have learned with commendable speed, for a human. You are now ready.”

Avalona’s cryptic remark caused a cold shiver to trickle down Nyneve’s back—a familiar enough sensation. “Ready?” she echoed nervously. “For what?”

“To go out from here. To tell stories in the forest of Mara Zion. And later, to tell stories further afield.”

Relief made her gasp. “Oh, is that all? Who shall I tell stories to?”

“Anyone you meet. You will soon develop a reputation and people will gather to hear you. You will have no shortage of listeners.”

As Nyneve tried to get to sleep that night, visions of kings and queens, knights on horseback, tournaments and battles marched across her mind’s eye. What a glorious, glamorous world it was! How different from Mara Zion! When at last she slipped toward sleep, it seemed she knew again the gentle hands and brutal mind of King Uther Pendragon, caressing and persuading, treacherous and irresistible, stroking her to a climax of joy.


The Memorizer

Fang was awakened by someone shaking his shoulder roughly. Unexpected daylight met his eyes. It took him a moment to remember that he was sleeping in a forest glade instead of his warm bed at home. He’d been dreaming of the Princess, who had unaccountably dropped out of circulation recently. The sight of her gentle face had suffused his sleep with happiness, but now the Miggot’s hideous face stared down into his, frighteningly close. It was like a nightmare.

“She’s not here,” rasped the unpleasant voice. “You’ve misled us, Fang. I’m going to find that hard to forgive.”

Groaning, Fang rolled away and clambered to his feet. His body was stiff and chilled despite the thick wrapping of clothes. All around the gnomes were stirring. King Bison poked the embers of their fire, trying to encourage a blaze. Clubfoot Trimble tripped over the slumbering bulk of Trish, provoking a fit of uncharacteristic temper.

“Has Nyneve come yet?” Lady Duck asked sleepily.

“I doubt if Nyneve will ever come,” said the Miggot. “Fang has led us on a wild-goose chase.”

“Listen,” said Fang, rubbing his eyes and trying to collect his wits. “It wasn’t my idea to wait here all night. We could have slept in our beds and met here in the morning. King Bison suggested the all-night vigil.”

“I made a decision,” said Bison proudly.

“It was the wrong decision,” the Miggot pointed out.

The argument seemed destined to continue for a while, but at that moment there was a sudden gust of wind, scattering the ashes and causing the gnomes to grab their caps. Nyneve stood in the ring, towering over them.

“There you are, you see,” said Fang triumphantly.

“Nyneve! Nyneve!” They clustered around her, tugging at her shoes.

“What on earth is the matter?”

“You have to come and see!” yelled King Bison.

“Come and see! Come and see!” The others took up the shout.

“Mount your rabbits, gnomes!” cried Bison.

“Wait a minute, now.” Nyneve knelt, her face looming huge before them. “Just tell me what this is all about. I don’t want to follow you without knowing where you’re taking me. There are things in this happentrack I don’t know much about.”

Spector the Thinking Gnome said, “It’s just a sword, that’s all. But it’s the significance of the sword that concerns us.’

“Just a sword?” exclaimed Bison. “It’s not just a sword. It’s a huge sword, like no sword we’ve ever seen.”

The Miggot stepped forward, pushing Bison aside and staring at Nyneve. “The umbra is encroaching. We’re seriously concerned, Nyneve. Something’s got to be done before gnomedom becomes, uh, unlivable in.”

“I thought we were talking about a sword.”

“I’m talking about the umbra.”

“The umbra!” shouted Lady Duck. “What about the umbra?”

“The umbra is a natural phenomenon, Miggot,” said Nyneve patiently. “I explained all that before. It’s a nearby happentrack. It’s quite separate from yours. The people in there can’t harm you.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” said the Miggot. “Not now that this sword’s appeared!”

“All right, then,” said Nyneve. “You’d better show me.”

“Mount your rabbits, gnomes!” shouted King Bison.

But there weren’t enough steeds to go round, and an undignified struggle ensued for the privilege of showing Nyneve the latest manifestation of the umbra. Nyneve watched the gnomes, amused, reflecting on the difference between her imaginary world of chivalry and this rabble. Lady Duck was on her back, tiny plump legs waving in the air, having been pushed from her rabbit by Clubfoot Trimble. Even the sinister Miggot was being challenged for possession of his rabbit by King Bison, who had lost his own mount to Trish. The rabbits, made nervous by the melee, began to hop about uncontrollably, unseating their riders and adding to the confusion.

Eventually the mounted gnomes headed into the forest at a great pace, soon leaving Nyneve behind. Fang heard her shout and hauled on Thunderer’s ears, Grinning up at her, he said, “We forget how slow you giants are.”

She nodded breathlessly. “The others are getting away from us, Fang. Do you know the way?”

He nodded. “I found the sword,” he said smugly. He urged Thunderer on at a slow hop while the rest of the pack receded into the distance. Even then Nyneve fell behind, having to push her way through dense undergrowth while Thunderer followed tunneled trails. Only at the streams, where Fang had to look for a shallow route, did she catch up and paddle easily across.

Eventually they reached a bowl-shaped dell covered in fine, short grass that resembled a green, hairlike plant Fang had seen his friend Pong harvest from rock pools on the beach. The bushes were low and bore shiny brown spatulate fronds instead of branches. Beyond them, the hillsides rose bare and rocky. A strange, low cloud obscured the hilltops and covered the dell with an opaque ceiling.

Looking up, Fang saw Nyneve reflected upside-down in the rippling underside of the cloud.

In the middle of the dell stood a weathered granite rock similar to Pentor, but smaller. The gnomes were clambering up its smooth shoulder.

“Come on, Nyneve!” King Bison shouted.

She hesitated. “I don’t like the look of that cloud,” she told Fang. “The top of the rock is very close to it.”

“You’ll be all right.” He spoke understandingly, as though she were a timid gnome. “Just keep your head down when you get up there. You can carry me, if you like.”

Soon they stood on a small plateau at the summit of the rock. The cloud looked even more peculiar from here: rippling, reflecting the gnomes and breaking them up into a thousand pewter facets. Fang had the feeling that if Nyneve lifted him into that strangeness, he would never get back.

“You can put me down, now,” he said. Once he could feel the rock beneath his feet, he regained confidence. “It’s only the umbra,” he said.

“No good will come of it,” said the Miggot.

“Look at this!” said King Bison impatiently. “Look, Nyneve!”

The sword lay on a perfectly flat section of granite that appeared to have been cut and polished to receive it. It glittered in the cold light of the dell as though it held fires of its own. Set into the haft was a single glowing emerald. The blade had been forged from a silvery metal, but clearly much harder than silver, to judge from the keen edge. The sword was a thing of wonder, and although Fang had examined it closely yesterday, he found he was unable to take his eyes off it.

“Pick it up, Nyneve!” urged Clubfoot Trimble.

“Oh, no. I couldn’t do that. It’s too beautiful to touch.”

“Swing it around. Carry it down there and take a slash at the bushes. Let’s see how sharp it is!”

“I don’t really think I should touch it, Clubfoot.”

“Why not?”

“I … I think it’s a magic sword.” She stared at it, a slow realization dawning.

“Magic? What do you mean, magic?” The enthusiastic Clubfoot had been dancing around in a fighting posture, drawing on his memory of scenes in the umbra, dispatching imaginary enemies with wild swings of an imaginary sword. Now he stopped, looking at her, puzzled. “Is it the Sword of Agni?”

“No. Human magic. Things you can’t explain. Weird things that Avalona does.”

“Stuff and nonsense!”

“Oh, all right, then.” Not wanting the gnomes to think she was scared, Nyneve bent down and slipped her fingers around the hilt. “It feels … warm. I can’t lift it. It seems almost as though it’s tied down. It just won’t budge an inch.”

Fang said slowly, “Maybe you’re not meant to lift it.”

Nyneve didn’t reply. She’d caught sight of a row of letters etched in the shining blade. She turned away and climbed down from the rock. It was best that she got out of there, quickly.

“Nyneve!” called King Bison. “Where’s she going?” he asked, puzzled.

“I think it’s a secret sword. Something to do with Nyneve’s witch,” said Fang.

“There are giantish runes on it,” said King Bison. “Can anyone read that stuff?”

“Here, let me see.” The Gooligog stumped forward, cast an eye at the engraved letters and brought his prodigious memory to bear. “It doesn’t mean anything,” he said eventually.

“But what does it say?” asked Fang.

“What does it say, Willie?” mimicked his father sarcastically. “Swords don’t talk, you young idiot.”

“Just read it out loud, Gooligog,” snapped the Miggot. “Stop playing the fool.”

There was a brief battle of eye-contact, which the Miggot won, and the Gooligog said gruffly, “ ‘Excalibur.’ ”

“Don’t you mean ‘Excelsior’?” asked Clubfoot Trimble.

Sensing an easier adversary, the Gooligog turned on him. “Are you challenging my memory?” he shrilled. “In all my days as Memorizer, this has never happened to me before. Gnomedom has come to a pretty pass!” He began to climb down from the rock. “The whole of our history is in jeopardy,” he shouted up at them, clambering onto his rabbit. “And if we lose our history, what is there left?” And with this parting shot he urged his rabbit into full gallop, soon passing Nyneve and disappearing into the bush.

“Oh, my,” murmured Clubfoot, eyes wide.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Fang. “I’ve often challenged his memory myself. Gnomedom’s still here.”

“But for how long?” said the Miggot. “Does Nyneve know something she’s not telling us?”

Fang regarded Nyneve’s receding back in some disappointment. He was far more concerned about her odd attitude than by his father’s tantrum. He’d been captivated by the sword.

He’d been on his way to visit Pong the Intrepid, who lived in a cave by the sea, when he’d become disconcerted by the sight of umbral waves tumbling silently overhead. Obviously on the giants’ world the sea came further inland. Those waves looked as though they might fall on him any moment.

He’d discussed the waves with Pong, who’d glanced up at them briefly, then launched into a bitter tirade concerning his nemesis, the lopster. It appeared that the sea teemed with gnome-eating lopsters and someone, probably the Miggot, ought to do something about it.

“How do you know they’re gnome-eating?” asked Fang.

“Why else would they come after me?”

“Perhaps they like you,” said Fang, and received such a hostile reaction from Pong that he left without staying for lunch, and headed inland, out of the reach of the ghostly waves.

Worrying about Pong and his paranoia, he lost track of time and direction. Eventually he found himself in a dell covered by a curious cloud, with a large rock at the center. Being an inquisitive gnome, he climbed the rock and found the sword. Bursting with the excitement of his news, he rode around the scattered gnome settlements and rousted out the inhabitants. They viewed the sword with an interest equal to his own—and, in some cases, dire forebodings.

But Nyneve’s reaction had been disappointing. The last they saw of her was her dark hair, swinging in a chance gust of wind as she walked away through the trees.

The gnomes milled around the top of the rock uncertainly, looking for a lead from someone. King Bison had nothing to say. For a moment he’d thought of shouting, “Mount your rabbits!” but that would have been inappropriate because they had to climb down from the rock first. “Climb down!” sounded somehow defeatist, so he remained silent, regarding the sword in an attitude that—he hoped—suggested analytical thought.

Eventually the Miggot spoke. “This is possibly the most ominous event in the history of gnomedom,” he said portentously.

“I don’t see it that way,” said Elmera.

The Miggot eyed his wife sourly, remembering those years when he and she had struggled in bed for the future of gnomedom, and wondering how he’d ever managed it. “Anyone with a grain of sense would see it that way,” he said.

“I see it that way!” cried Clubfoot enthusiastically.

Clubfoot’s opinion was of so little account that the Miggot ignored him, continuing, “I’ve watched the giants for over two hundred years now. I’ve watched them breed, and I’ve watched them fight, and I’ve watched them eat, and sleep, and I don’t know which is the worst. They’re addicted to sex and violence and food and drink, and when they’re not doing any of those things, they’re defecating or urinating or vomiting, except when they’re asleep, and sometimes even then. But the fighting is the worst. Has it ever occurred to any of you what life would be like if the giants were actually among us, here on our happentrack, fighting and breeding? There would be no room for us, that’s for sure. They would dig us out of our homes and kill us, and roast us on skewers. And we are so few. It would be the end of gnomedom!”

“I’m hungry!” shouted Clubfoot. “There’s some blackberries down there, see?”

“Where?” asked fat Trish.

“I see what you mean, Miggot,” said Fang, relieved that someone was sharing his worry at last.

“Well, I don’t!”

“Are you sure they’re not loganberries? I can’t stand loganberries.”

“All this is conjecture, Miggot,” said Spector. “The giants aren’t on our happentrack.”

“Nyneve often is. It’s the thin end of the wedge, mark my words!”

“Nyneve is our friend,” objected Fang hotly, loyalty overcoming his uneasiness.

The Miggot backed up a step, sensing a mad gleam in the eyes of the unpredictable young Fang, who had bested the daggertooth. “And now the sword,” he said hastily.

“What do you mean, and now the sword?” asked Elmera, who hadn’t been listening. “Is it Agni you’re talking about?”

“Listen, you gnomes can stand here gossiping all day, if you like,” said Clubfoot, scrambling down from the rock. “Trish and I are going to eat.”

“And now the sword is here. Another giantish presence in our midst. I don’t like it. I don’t know where it will all end. Hasn’t it seemed to you, lately, that the umbra is getting closer?”

For a moment he had their grudging attention. “Now you come to mention it,” said King Bison, “I thought I heard a giant shouting, yesterday. I actually heard a sound from him, faintly. I’m almost sure I did.”

“You’re right, Bison,” said Lady Duck.

“So what are you going to do about it, Bison?” asked the Miggot.

“What am I going to do about it? It was your suggestion!”

“I made no suggestion. I simply pointed out the growing danger to gnomedom. You’re our leader. What’s your plan?”

Trapped, King Bison stared thoughtfully at the rippling cloud. A dozen reflected Miggots stared back at him with pointed faces, like a platoon of rats. He looked away hastily. “The matter is too important for snap decisions,” he said at last.

“Hear, hear!” cried Lady Duck.

“Everyone must be given a chance to have their say,” pursued Bison, encouraged. “This is a matter for all gnomedom. We will consult with other gnomish settlements. We will send the word out far and wide!” He began to climb down to the ground.

“And meanwhile the umbra is upon us,” snarled the Miggot, following.

“And we will consult the Gooligog. Where is he, by the way?”

“He buggered off.” Fang couldn’t keep the resentment out of his voice. “He took umbrage and buggered off.”

“In our hour of need,” added Lady Duck indignantly.

“He’ll be skulking in his hovel by now,” old Crotchet guessed.

“Actually,” said Fang quickly, his loyalties aroused, “the Gooligog’s dwelling is very pleasant. I have many happy childhood memories of that little home.”

“We will confront the Gooligog,” said Bison confidently, “and have him check his memory. The answer to the umbra may lie in the past. This is quite probably a cyclic phenomenon. Mount your rabbits, gnomes!”

The Gooligog’s wife had died of a swamp-induced fever years ago, and Fang had left the dank burrow as soon as he was politely able to. This might imply that the Gooligog lived a lonely life, but such was not the case. At monthly intervals he held court at the hollow log. Here the gnomes assembled, and told him everything that had happened recently.

He enjoyed a position of great prestige. It was his responsibility to decide which of the month’s events were sufficiently important to warrant committing to his prodigious memory. He’d impressed on the gnomes that the main reason for their existence was to gather data in preparation for the Ascension—although he couldn’t quite remember what the Ascension was. It would, however, be a great and glorious occasion, in anticipation of which the Gooligog had built a religious aura around it, with himself in a central position. Meanwhile, learning and knowledge were paramount; ancestors were to be venerated; the Ascension was all.

Such a gnome should not have a son, since it is in the nature of sons to scoff at their father’s beliefs. Fang did not venerate the Gooligog; neither did he venerate any of his forebears. “If they were so great,” he once said, “why don’t you teach me to memorize, so that I’ll know all about them and maybe appreciate them better?”

“All gnomes can memorize,” the Gooligog had replied loftily. “The ability lies in a separate lobe of the brain. The entire contents are passed from one generation to the next, genetically.”

“You mean I already have all your memories?” Fang had asked, wondering what horrors were lurking within his cranium.

“All those accumulated before you were born. Countless generations of remembered facts and events. The memory is the most wonderful thing on Earth, Willie.”

“So why can’t I remember all that stuff?”

“Because I haven’t taught you the techniques for drawing it out, or educing, as we Memorizers call it. And it’s possible I never shall. A Memorizer is not obliged to pass on his memory to his son. His duty is to pick the most suitable person in the region. There was a young girl I came across last year,” the Gooligog continued, ruminating. “She couldn’t have been more than fifty years old. But she was mature in many ways. …”

“Suit yourself, father,” said Fang, piqued.

“There will be a great teaching one day.” The Gooligog’s countenance took on a saintly expression, eyes distant and serene, mouth gently smiling. “A great teaching,” he repeated, pleased with the image of himself and a devoted disciple. Then he looked stern. “That is why it is essential that the trainee Memorizer is mature and discriminating. If he was unable to place events in their proper context, he would accumulate so many facts that his memory would burst, and everything would be lost. You, Willie, have a regrettable tendency to exaggerate trivia.”

Fang groaned. “That damned daggertooth again.”

“I will not memorize the daggertooth.”

“I don’t care whether you do or not.”

“And that’s another reason why I have doubts about teaching you to educe. Your mind is already full of nonsense and lies. Unwittingly, you could commit to memory a mass of rubbish!”

“Well, teach someone else, then. See if I care!”

“Memorizing is a sacred trust—”

“Oh, no!”

“—and you must command the respect of your people. It is important that the gnomes trust you to remember only what is worthy, and not to slant the facts to suit your own biases.”

Fang had left that particular discussion feeling depressed and inferior. Surely his father could not teach a stranger to educe? Such a person might already have generations of undisciplined garbage stuffed into his memory lobe, and the sudden ability to recall it all would drive him crazy. No, the Gooligog would not take that chance. He would be obliged to teach Fang to educe, but in his own good time. It was an infuriating situation.

The gnomes reached the entrance to the Gooligog’s burrow and eared their rabbits to a halt. Fang proceeded alone and thumped on the moss-coated door, turning his fist green.

The Gooligog’s face appeared, scowling. “It’s you, Willie, is it? What do you want this time?” Then he caught sight of the mounted throng and hastily assumed a beatific expression. This was clearly an official visit.

Fang explained the purpose.

“And so some of us are very worried,” he concluded. “The Miggot in particular. He says the umbra is coming nearer, and the time will come when the giants are here on … How did it go, Miggot?”

“On this happentrack, fighting and breeding,” called the Miggot.

“… fighting and breeding. And there won’t be any room for us. And they’ll stick skewers right through us, in at our bottoms and out of our mouths, and roast us over their fires, turning us so we cook evenly.”

The Gooligog swallowed heavily, aware of a prickling sensation between his buttocks. “I fully understand, Willie. But why have you all come to me? What can I do about the umbra?”

“You must consult your memory!” shouted King Bison.

“My memory goes backward, not forward. Gnomes were not roasted in my memory.”

“But the past may hold a clue!” The knowledge that the rest of the gnomes supported him gave Bison confidence to deal with the irascible Memorizer. “There may be a trend. Recall, Gooligog!”

“One does not educe just like that. One undergoes a period of preparation. One contemplates. And then, if the signs are right, one steps gently into the halls of history.”

“We don’t have time for all that stuff,” shouted Bison. “Dismount, gnomes!” And the gnomes climbed off their rabbits, found themselves dry places on the marshy ground and sat down in attitudes of expectation. “Recall, Gooligog!” commanded King Bison.

The Gooligog, realizing they were not to be put off, sat down too, closing his eyes. He fought back his sense of outrage—after all, did they think memory could be turned on and off like a spigot?—and began to dig into the past. Fragments of events passed before his mind’s eye. He saw ghostly riders on moorland paths. He saw gnomish feasts and births and deaths. He saw the collapse of the Wild Wart Society. He saw himself tussling unhappily in the throes of sex with his wife, and he saw the birth of Willie. This made a connection and suddenly he was seeing Willie more recently, muscles rippling as he leaped nimbly onto the back of his rabbit. “Away, Thunderer!” Willie cried, and the Rock of Retribution fell. …

By the Sword of Agni! He’d accidentally memorized the ridiculous daggertooth incident! It would go forward through countless generations of gnomish history! His eyes jerked open.

The gnomes leaned forward expectantly.

“Give me time—give me time!” he snapped, and resumed his attitude of meditation.

Now he slipped into the memories of his father, and he watched his mother cooking. They had lived in the bole of a hollow tree. These were happy memories of a happy gnome—and, thought the Gooligog, a none-too-responsible gnome. His father had no right to clutter up his memory lobe with all this personal dross.

Then came something sickening: a battle in the umbra. Opposing armies clashed, huge swords were wielded, flesh spurted blood. The images had been too powerful for his father to forget, and the Gooligog moved on hastily. More scenes in the umbra showed a smaller Mara Zion village, and different people. Humans did not live long.

The Gooligog went back through generation after generation of Memorizers; millennia of gnomish history, peoples, things, the gradual development of gnomedom in reverse; pausing whenever he came across an interesting event and scanning forward, seeing the development of new animal forms by the Miggot’s predecessors, seeing famous gnomes come and go.

He saw a gnome called Tremor creating the pteroglyph. … And he saw the witch Avalona.

He shuddered and tried to blank out the image of this black, menacing giant who had so terrified Tremor and the gnomes of Mara Zion. Who was she? The whole memory was tainted with fear. This was a giant like no other giant, quite different from the pleasant Nyneve—and yet, like Nyneve, she could bridge happentracks. And if she had visited gnomedom once, she could visit it again, because she looked the type of person who would live forever. The Gooligog could remember the first time Nyneve had materialized, and how careful she had been not to frighten anyone. But this monster with the black, swirling cloak … her very purpose was to terrify. Roasting on a skewer would be a picnic compared to meeting this ghastly thing! The Gooligog shuddered again, and the watching gnomes murmured in apprehension, wondering what frightful image possessed him.

The Gooligog tried to push his way past Tremor’s meeting with Avalona, but he could not. The memory was like an evil swamp, bogging down every attempt to step beyond it.

He began to wonder if the problem was himself. Was he becoming enfeebled? Would a younger, stronger mind be able to force itself boldly past that single ghastly memory, and uncover early history? All Memorizers lost their powers eventually, but by that time they’d usually passed their memories on.

He felt tired and discouraged. Sooner or later he’d have to teach that wretched Willie to educe. He opened his eyes.

“Well?” the gnomes asked.

“There’s nothing,” he lied. “The umbra’s always been there, and I believe it always will. There’s no question of it coming closer. That’s just nonsense.” The effort of remembering had drained him. He needed to sleep. “Go away, all of you.”

They stood, if reluctantly. “Are you sure about that, Father?” asked Fang. “Didn’t the umbra seem a little fainter, a long time ago?”

This was intolerable. “Watch your tongue, Willie!” snarled the Gooligog. “Are you disputing my memory?”

“No. I just wondered if—”

“You wonder too much, that’s your trouble. You see mysteries where none exist. You ought to accept things, and go with Time like a good gnome should.” The Gooligog’s irate gaze swept over the company. “Now go back to your dwellings, all of you, and let’s hear no more nonsense about the umbra!” He swung round and stumped back down his burrow. His mangy housemouse appeared at the entrance and glowered at them with red-rimmed eyes.

Fang looked at King Bison helplessly. He knew his father. He was sure the old fool was hiding something. Otherwise what had all that shuddering been about? “Perhaps we should try again when he’s in a better mood,” he suggested.

But Bison and the others appeared satisfied. “The Gooligog has spoken, Fang,” said the chief. “And we have heard. The matter is closed.”

Fang looked to the Miggot for support, but the Miggot’s thoughts seemed to be elsewhere as he fastidiously brushed his rabbit’s back before mounting. When the Miggot’s eyes finally met Fang’s, they were blank. One by one the rabbits hopped off into the forest, bearing the gnomes back to their dwellings.


Chivalry Is Born

The coast around Mara Zion was notorious for its perils. In winter, easterly gales would sweep up the channel. The little boats of those days could find scant shelter among the rocky cliffs and threatening headlands, where the waves surged and sucked and threw up geysers of spray. In summer, the gales would blow from the west. They were fewer and generally milder, and a handful of tiny inlets could be counted upon to provide shelter of a sort. One of such inlets was located at Mara Zion. Here there was a narrow sandy beach.

Humans and gnomes had differing perceptions of the beach. Humans saw it as a point of arrival or departure by sea, and a convenient resting place for travelers following the coastal paths.

The gnomes saw the beach as the end of everything. Their beloved forest ended at the beach, to be replaced by the dreadful endless sea. The sea level was much lower in the gnome’s world, and umbral waves swept overhead like galloping clouds. The beach was an eerie spot. A stream ran across the sand, fed by unknown upwellings at the dank edge of the forest.

“No gnome in his right mind would live near the beach,” said the Miggot.

Pong the Intrepid lived near the beach, in a cave carved into the base of the cliff by ancient tides. Pong even had a boat in which, it was said, he would set off on mysterious voyages across the wild and terrible ocean. In point of fact he never sailed further than the next inlet. Pong was a cautious sailor. He never set sail when the strands of seaweed that he kept hanging in his cave were damp. South winds would keep him landbound, too. So would the menacing winter easterlies, or the fickle summer westerlies. Pong used clouds, too, to judge the weather, and was especially wary of the warning shapes of cumulus, cirrus, and nimbus.

Pong’s father had been a sailor, and his grandfather, too, who had taught Pong an old gnomish couplet:

Red sky in the morning, sailor’s warning.

Red sky at night, sailor’s blight.

Pong the Intrepid’s courage and weatherwisdom was much admired by the gnomes of Mara Zion, except the Miggot. Although his title was hereditary, it was felt that he had earned it.

Pong himself was not so sure, and privately was a gnome assailed by timidity and self-doubt. He had barricaded his cave against marauding lopsters and slept on a high shelf, because he wouldn’t put it past the brutes to break the door down. In many ways he was as beleaguered a gnome as Hal o’ the Moor; and each, in his way, was a prisoner of his own name.

On a nearby happentrack, the beach was a favorite meeting place for the villagers of Mara Zion. To them it was a romantic and intimate spot. It was squeezed between cliffs so that the waves, rebounding from the rock faces, would rush and swirl over the sand and cause the unwary to jump back in sudden fright. Their fear was justified, because in any kind of southwesterly swell the waves were dangerous, and had been known to suck people out to sea, never to be seen again.

So, as the villagers relaxed on the warmth of the sand, there was always at the back of their minds a frisson of expectation as the waves came and went. This, of course, increased the beach’s popularity.

It was further enhanced by the regular presence of the beautiful Nyneve, who had recently got into the habit of telling strange and wonderful stories, so real that you could actually see them happening, as she perched on a rock below the cliff, and the westering sun tinted her hair and turned her skin to smooth copper.

A week after Fang’s discovery of the sword, about twenty villagers sat around Nyneve’s feet, waiting for her to begin. Her stories unfolded a continuing saga, and this evening she had promised to tell them what happened to the young man Arthur, who had been raised by the senile and lecherous Merlin, and for whom the ifalong held great things.

Nyneve was looking at the forest, a slight frown on her face. She could see a single tree that was recognizably umbral by its shadowy appearance, but everything else was firm and clear, and probably existed on both happentracks.

“The story, Nyneve!” somebody prompted her.

She shook her head and concentrated. Visions of the recent pretending game with Merlin and Avalona filled her mind.

“So King Uther died,” she began, “and a very good thing it was, because he was a dirty old man. His son Arthur was different, though.” And here the more observant villagers detected a faint flush on her perfect cheek. “He was very handsome, kind and clever, despite having been taught by that old fool Merlin, and raised in the house of Sir Ector.”

“Nyneve!” called a voice. “If you dislike living with Merlin so much, you can always come and live with me!”

“Even Merlin is better than you, Ned.”

“Shut up, Palomides.” This from Tristan.

“And anyway, Merlin in the story isn’t the same person as Merlin in the cottage,” lied Nyneve. “Now … With Uther dead, the barons began to fight for the throne. Then one day a big block of marble appeared in a church in London, with a sword stuck in it.”

“But how …?”

The questioner’s voice trailed off, because a vision slipped into the minds of the assembly, and for a moment they saw the marble block and the sword.

The sword passed first through an iron anvil, and on the anvil these words were inscribed:


WHOSO PULLETH OUTE THIS SWERD OF THIS STONE AND ANVYLD IS RIGHTWYS KYNGE BORNE OF ALL BRYTAYGNE



The vision of the anvil flashed before the villagers and was gone. Even though only Tristan among them could read, they knew what the words meant. They sighed happily. This was romance.

“Sir Kay, Ector’s son, had recently been knighted,” said Nyneve, “and so he spent a lot of time being nice to women.” She stared pointedly at the more obnoxious men in her audience. They grinned weakly and shifted their feet. “He rode to London and tried to pull the sword from the stone. And he failed, like everyone else had done. It was stuck tight. Nobody could pull that sword out.

“So they held a tournament to decide who would be king, and to hell with the sword. Young Arthur was Sir Kay’s squire. Sir Kay found he’d left his own sword behind at their lodging, so he sent Arthur back to fetch it. But Arthur found the place all locked up. He was worried because he liked Kay and didn’t want to spoil his chances in the tournament. He felt Kay would make as good a king as anyone.

“Then he caught sight of a sword stuck in a stone, and thought it was worth trying to pull it out. The marble slab sat in the churchyard under the trees, glowing in the sunlight. There was a sound like angels singing. It was a warm day and Arthur’s hand tingled as he took hold of the sword.”

Briefly the villagers saw it all, heard it all and were delighted. It was a wonderful moment. Perhaps they were only birds singing, but they did sound like angels. Nyneve sat on her storytelling rock and seemed just as enchanted by the story as everyone else.

Her voice was a little breathless as she repeated, “He took hold of the sword. He braced his foot against the rock. And then … he drew the sword out easily, as if it had been embedded in butter. For a while he stood with it in his hand.”

… with the sunlight on his auburn hair, shafting down through the trees. He had not read the words. He didn’t know what he’d done. He was young and innocent, and he’d never even thought of being king. The villagers shared it all with Nyneve. The women were smiling, but there was a slight frown on Palomides’s face. Then he shook his head and the vision was gone.

“I thought you said the damned thing was stuck there,” he said.

“It was.”

“So how in hell could he pull it out? What is he, this Arthur of yours? Some kind of god?”

‘No, he’s just a man. A very nice, good man.”

“An ordinary man couldn’t have pulled it out. You said so yourself.”

It seemed a pity to explain, to destroy the magic. But the men in her audience seemed skeptical of Arthur. “You remember I told you about happentracks? The sword existed on two very close happentracks, and just as Arthur took hold of it, those happentracks came together. In the instant he pulled, the sword, the anvil and the stone were all vibrating in time and space—that’s why his hand tingled. The sword was loose for an instant. The happentracks had joined and he was going to be king, and a new ifalong of England was decided.”

“The stone was soft?”

“No, not soft. It only seemed that way. Avalona says everything’s made of tiny specks, but there are so many of them that they seem solid. The joining happentracks stirred up these specks.”

Palomides stood, hefting a rock. He hurled it against a cliff. It shattered, and shards cascaded to the beach. “Listen, Nyneve, I’ve swallowed your stupid happentrack notion, but I can’t swallow specks. That rock was solid. Any fool can see that.”

Up spoke Torre. “This is a story, Ned. Don’t call Nyneve a liar just because she’s telling a story.”

There was a murmur of agreement.

“Nyneve doesn’t know where the story ends and reality begins,” said Palomides weakly, realizing the audience was against him.

“So what happened next, Nyneve?” asked Tristan.

“Nobody believed Arthur, so they stuck the sword back into the stone and other people tried to pull it out. They couldn’t. Then Arthur took hold and pulled—and out it came, as easily as anything. This was the true conjunction of happentracks that would set the next train of history in motion. So they crowned him king of all England.”

“That’s a lot of land,” said Torre, impressed with the vision of a vast empire. “It’s more than Baron Menheniot lays claim to, even.”

The audience settled back comfortably, seeing shining armor and bright banners of gold and silk, and looking forward to a few bloody battles as Arthur struggled to hold his kingdom against all comers. Their expectations were dashed, however, by a remark from a small, dark-haired youth called Governayle.

“I don’t want to spoil your story, Nyneve, but that looks like an Irish boat to me.” He pointed out to sea.

The Irish had been a serious problem to the coastal villages for the last six years. They had arrived one day in rough-hewn boats which disgorged small, well-organized fighting parties onto the beaches of Cornwall. These quickly overran the Cornish defenses, captured a handful of villages and claimed them in the name of King Angwyshaunce. Then they departed, taking with them a selection of the more attractive women and various chattels. In subsequent years they returned, demanding tribute on the legal premise that the villages, having once been captured, were now Irish property. The Cornish were unable to organize themselves against the Irish because they never knew when or where the next landing would take place. The Irish were fierce fighters, well-armored and savage, and Mara Zion became accustomed to giving them what they wanted. Since the village already paid fealty to the Baron, this became a crippling burden on their economy.

The small craft drew closer. At least three dozen warriors could be seen pulling at the oars under weather-stained sails. It was a measure of Irish confidence that a woman stood at the stern, chatting to the boat’s captain as they scanned the shore.

“We’d better run for it,” said Governayle.

The villagers began to gather up their belongings, grumbling. If they returned to the village, the Irish would arrive within the hour, demanding food and drink and, in due course, tribute. If they hid in the forest, the Irish would occupy the village, eat and drink whatever they could find, and burn down the buildings before leaving. If they stayed on the beach, they would be marched forcibly to the village and subjected to indignities on the way. Resignedly they began to move up the valley path.

“Wait!” shouted Tristan.

They turned. Tristan stood alone on the shore, watched by Nyneve from her storytelling rock.

“There’s no point in meeting those bastards before we have to!” Palomides called from his position at the head of the retreating column.

“Do we have to run away every time?” Tristan yelled back.

“Of course we do!” Palomides yelled back. “Unless you have a better idea!”

“Well. …” Tristan looked at the approaching boat for a moment, shrugged and turned back to them. “I’m going to stay and fight. To hell with it. I’ve had enough of running!”

“You always were a bloody fool, Tristan!”

“But not a coward!”

“Of course you are. You’ve run away from those bastards every time, just like the rest of us. It’s common sense. They’re stronger than us!”

“But we have right on our side!”

“We have what?” Palomides, walking again, paused.

“Right!”

“What the hell are you talking about? Have Nyneve’s stories addled your brain?”

Tristan tried to put his thoughts into words, a feat made more difficult by the intervening distance. “There’s a better way to handle this!” he shouted. “There’s a better way to do everything. We shouldn’t run like scared animals. We should stand and defend our land. The Irish have no business here. We’ll show them what the men of Mara Zion are made of! We’ll send them scuttling home, licking their wounds like the dogs they are!”

“What’s that?” Palomides cupped a hand to his ear. “I can’t hear you, Tristan. You’ll have to speak up!”

But a few of the villagers were hesitating. The Irish boat had reached the first of the breakers. The warriors were laying down their oars and picking up swords, preparing to surf in. Nyneve still sat on her rock, alone, beautiful and unprotected apart from the solitary figure of Tristan, who now faced the enemy with sword at the ready.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Torre muttered in exasperation, and began to hurry back to the beach, drawing his sword. Little Governayle followed, stumbling in his haste. Others began to leave the column, uncertainly at first, then becoming infected with the spirit of the moment. Yelling, they broke into a run for the beach, brandishing their weapons. A few had short swords, but most carried hunting knives.

The Irish watched in amazement. The surf had caught them now, and they were riding the crest of a wave toward the beach. There could be no turning back. A few seconds ago the thought of turning back would not have occurred to them. But now a score of Cornish were charging, uttering barbarous cries. In their surprise, a few Irish jumped from their craft too soon and immediately began to flounder up to their necks in surf, weighed down by their armor.

Tristan spotted this and ran forward.

“Take them before they reach dry land!” he shouted. Up to his waist in water, he thrust with his sword as the boat skimmed toward him, and impaled the Irishman in the prow. The sword was jerked from his grasp. He seized the boat’s bow and tried to turn it.

Torre arrived, and others. As the Irish boat slewed sideways to the waves, the crew began to jump. The men of Mara Zion, unencumbered by armor, slashed at them furiously, refusing them access to the beach.

A wave caught the boat and it capsized, spilling out the remaining occupants. The villagers fell upon them, stabbing and hacking, yelling, insane with blood-lust, venting the frustrations of the last six years. The Irish began to scream and tried to escape by wading into deeper water, but their half-submerged craft herded them forward into the Mara Zion blades.

“Mercy!” they cried, covering their heads.

“Kill them!” roared Palomides, arriving a little late but waving his sword with wild enthusiasm. “Kill every last one of the bastards!”

“No!” shouted Tristan. “Back off, men! They’re beaten!”

“All the more reason to kill!” Palomides swung at a cringing Irishman, raising a spurt of blood from the man’s shoulder.

“I said back off!” Tristan waded through the surf and threw himself at Palomides. The waves closed over them as they fell. The men of Mara Zion drew back, watching the Irish warily. Tristan stood, towing Palomides to dry land. Soon the villagers were arrayed in a line on the sand, weapons at the ready, while the Irish dragged themselves from the sea.

They were a pathetic sight. Most of them clutched at wounds and all had dropped their weapons. Two dead bodies rolled in the surf. The Irish were defeated, and all the stuffing had been knocked out of them. Gone were the invincible aggressors of past years. They huddled in a whimpering group, eyeing the weapons of Mara Zion fearfully.

And among them was the woman.

The minstrels who sing the Song of Earth tell of her proud stance and the way she stared into the eyes of the Cornishmen with contempt, challenging them, daring them to lay their rough hands on her. But legends are made for good listening, and they bend the facts into a suitable shape for the listener’s ear. In fact the woman knelt on the sand with bowed head. The breath had been knocked out of her by a Mara Zion knee during the skirmish.

Tristan helped her to her feet. “Who are you?” he asked.

“I’m the king’s d-daughter.” Her teeth were chattering.

“The Irish king?”

“Of course.”

“What’s your name?”

She looked at him, and he felt an unaccountable sensation in his stomach. It reminded him of an occasion he’d been kicked by a horse. “Iseult,” she said.

“What are you doing here?” Now he felt a sudden anger. “Don’t you have more sense than to come on raiding parties?”

One of the Irishmen spoke. “This is no raiding party. We came to collect legal tribute.”

“We see it differently. We already pay fealty to Baron Menheniot. And who are you, anyway?”

“My name’s Marhaus.”

“Are you in charge of this rabble?”

“This party, yes.”

“Why the hell did you bring this woman along?”

A wry grin appeared on Marhaus’s lips. “She’s the king’s daughter, didn’t you hear? Just try to stop her doing something she wants to do.”

“How long are we going to stand here talking?” Palomides wanted to know. “Let’s take them back to the village and have some sport with them.”

Tristan said, “No. Things are going to be different from now on. We’ve beaten them, so now we let them go. We’ve made our point.”

“Made our point?” Palomides’s voice was shrill with outrage. “What bloody point have we made? That we’re a bunch of pansies, ripe to be picked by any raider who sets foot on the beach? The only other point I see is that you’ve been listening to too many of Nyneve’s stories!”

“Perhaps I have. But isn’t it more satisfying this way? They’re disgraced. They’ll take the news back to Ireland, if they have the guts. And they’ll tell the Irish that Mara Zion is a force to be reckoned with. The Irish will never find that out, if we don’t let them go.”

“And perhaps they’ll send several boats back to avenge their dead.”

“You could have a point,” admitted Tristan after a thoughtful pause. He hesitated, eyeing the prisoners. Iseult met his gaze and again he felt that strange thrill. Iseult wore a pale green robe that stuck to her, outlining her body. There was nothing to stop him from keeping her … except Nyneve’s oddly convincing new ideas. He glanced at Nyneve guiltily and she looked back at him without expression.

Marhaus spoke, interrupting his deliberations. “I’ll fight you,” he said.

“You already have.”

“No—just you and I, man to man. If I win, you let us go and I’ll undertake to make sure the Irish don’t raid Mara Zion again. And if you win, you can do what you like with us.”

Marhaus was heavily built, but Tristan, measuring him up, felt confident. “I’ll agree to that,” he said.

“What!” There was a cry of horror from Palomides. “We’ve already beaten them, Tristan! Why fight again? We have the weapons and the advantage. Why throw it all away?”

“Lend him your sword, Ned.”

“Like hell. Let him find his own sword in the sea!”

Tristan grinned. “You heard him, Marhaus. It’s the least you can do. And take that armor off!”

So Marhaus stripped down to his underclothes, waded into the surf and retrieved a sword. Then he faced Tristan. The Irish and the Cornish gathered around them in a large circle. Nyneve watched from her rock. She would be sorry if Tristan were seriously hurt, but there were broader issues, as Avalona had pointed out. The notion of chivalry must be put across.

And in spite of the witch’s influence, Nyneve was still basically a young girl of her time. A sword fight was exciting.

Marhaus swung, a wide two-handed sweep aimed at Tristan’s legs that the Cornishman evaded easily, jumping back. Then Tristan moved in while Marhaus was still off-balance and lunged for the heart. Marhaus jerked aside. A thin trickle of blood seeped from his ribs. The Mara Zion people cheered.

Tristan was accounted a skilled swordsman by Cornish standards. He had been taught at an early age as a part of his general education, and he was more than a match for the average man. He used a lighter sword than most, for speed in one-handed thrusts. He was strong and wiry with a good sense of balance. Marhaus swung again, a chopping blow that would have split Tristan’s skull if he had not swayed aside. As the Irishman’s sword thudded into the sand, Tristan opened up another cut, this time on Marhaus’s right shoulder. Blood spurted and Marhaus winced.

The bout continued in this way for a few minutes, while Marhaus grew visibly more tired and his swings more wild. The Irish were very quiet now. Marhaus was losing. Tristan drove him down the beach until the waves lapped at his ankles. Grunting with exertion, Marhaus summoned up his strength for a final mighty blow. Tristan saw it coming, but this time he stepped forward instead of back. He raised his sword to parry the swing, intent on getting to close quarters where Marhaus would be at an even greater disadvantage with his heavy sword. Then the battle would be finished, quickly and decisively.

The swords clashed and the air rang.

Tristan’s sword broke off short.

Amazed at his luck, Marhaus advanced from the water, the point of his sword held at Tristan’s throat. Tristan backed away. His foot dropped into a depression in the sand and he fell. Marhaus stood over him, sword ready.

“I yield,” said Tristan.

“So I see,” said Marhaus. “But it won’t help you.” He raised his sword.

“If you kill him we’ll kill the whole bloody lot of you!” shouted Torre.

Marhaus hesitated, then sheathed his sword and stepped back. The Irish gathered around, slapping him on the back. The Cornish people scowled, muttering. Tristan got to his feet, dusting off the sand. Then, to the amazement of the Cornish, he pushed his way into the Irish group and joined in the congratulations. “Go back to your land in peace,” he said. “May God be with you.”

Marhaus blinked in surprise, then shook Tristan’s proffered hand. “You’re a good loser, Tristan,” he said. “That’s an unusual trait in a Cornishman. I’ll keep my side of the bargain. You won’t see us in Mara Zion again.”

Tristan found himself staring at Iseult. “You’re welcome to come as guests,” he said.

“That’s as may be.” Marhaus led his men into the water and they righted their craft. The villagers began to straggle up the forest path, chattering excitedly. Although Tristan had lost his personal fight, the main point was the the Irish had been defeated and had undertaken not to raid Mara Zion in future.

“But the proof of the pudding is in the eating,” observed Palomides.

“I don’t think they’ll be back,” said Torre. “Tristan did the right thing, letting them go. I have a good feeling about all this. These principles Nyneve keeps talking about—they could work. Just imagine how much better life would be, if we could develop a common code of behavior so that we know what to expect from strangers we meet in the forest. Men will always fight. That’s their nature. But we don’t have to fight to the death. We’ve all seen wolves fighting, but they never kill one another. The beaten wolf will yield, exposing his throat, just as Tristan did. Then the winner will turn aside, having gained enough.”

“Marhaus would have killed Tristan if you hadn’t threatened them all,” said Palomides skeptically.

“Today he would. But would he tomorrow? I don’t think so. Marhaus learned something from Tristan’s actions, just as we’ve learned from Nyneve’s stories. Marhaus has something to think about, and an example to follow.”

And Torre’s view was shared by many, as the villagers walked home. Nyneve’s code of behavior had been tested in real life, and had worked. The immediate satisfaction of torturing and killing the Irish had been exchanged for the long-term benefits of peace, and the villagers believed, deep down, that the exchange had been a good one. A hard one to make, maybe—and some of the women in particular would have dearly loved to see the color of Irish entrails—but a beneficial one. The villagers started to sing as the forest closed around them.

“And our next move,” shouted Ned Palomides recklessly, “will be to throw off the yoke of Baron Menheniot!”

“Steady …” murmured Torre. “Don’t say anything you might regret later, Ned. The baron has his supporters, even among us.”

Tristan remained on the beach, watching the boat as it disappeared round the headland. At last he turned and began to walk slowly home.

“I expect you’ll see her again,” said Nyneve.

“I could have kept her.”

“She isn’t yours to keep.”

It was almost dark, and the night creatures were beginning to make their special sounds. “I wouldn’t have thought that way a few weeks ago,” said Tristan.

“But you do believe me now, don’t you?”

“I believe you. The new way is right.”

Who knows what is in the minds of the gods? Nyneve had been touched by Avalona, and now was not always her own woman. She was not always accountable for her own actions, which might sometimes be dictated by the needs of an ifalong too great and complex for her tiny human understanding.

And then again, who knows what is in the mind of a woman? Nyneve had seen a stirring battle on the beach and had been moved by it, and by the heroism of the young man who stood before her. She had known him for many years and had been close to him in other ways. She liked him and respected him, and he knew she felt the same. And it was evening, and the air was warm. And they were alone.

Nyneve said, “I could make you forget her, just for a little while.”

He stopped walking, astonished. The recently mysterious, somewhat aloof Nyneve was gone, and in her place stood a pretty girl in the forest twilight. “What?”

She took his hand. “I could make you forget her.”

“Please do that,” said Tristan.

From the umbra, two gnomes watched the outcome with fascination and awe.


The Disgrace of Fang

What a human being saw as romantic, beautiful and fun, a gnome saw as a disgusting necessity. To the gnomes, sex was merely a means of propagating the race, to be dealt with as quickly and painlessly as possible, and then put out of mind. Living together was a thing of mutual affection and companionship, but no more.

Fang and Pong had watched the battle on the beach and been somewhat reassured by the peaceful outcome.

“They have Nyneve to thank for that,” said Pong. “She has the power to pacify giants.”

Fang had other concerns. “When you see metal meeting metal in the umbra, it’s easy to imagine the clang, right, Pong? The mind can play tricks.”

Pong regarded his friend. “I thought I heard it, too. And that’s the first time I’ve ever heard a sound from the umbra.”

“But there’s no point in telling anyone. We could have imagined it. We’d be the laughingstock of gnomedom.”

“They think I’m a little strange, anyway,” said Pong sadly. “You’re the only one who ever comes to see me, Fang. Except when they want some bladderwrack for their cooking pots.”

Gloomily the two gnomes walked to a convenient knoll from which they could watch Tristan and Nyneve. There was a morbid fascination about the sight of the two giants standing still and looking at each other.

Fang knew what would happen next. The same thing always happened when a male and a female giant were alone. They began to stroke each other, as though they were petting domestic cats. Their movements became jerky. And then—sure enough—they began to tear their clothes off. They flung themselves to the ground and began to pound away at each other, faces distorted with pain.

Faint sounds of strife were borne to the gnomes on the knoll.

“Did you hear that?” whispered Pong.

“I heard it.” A creeping dread took hold of Fang. He watched the spectacle as though hypnotized. After a while the male giant bellowed. Then the pair relaxed and lay still, clinging together in mutual sorrow. The sound of harsh breathing was like a gale through the forest. It’s just as though they’re right here on our happentrack, thought Fang.

But he was a resilient gnome, and after a while curiosity overcame his fear. Treading softly, he approached the mourning giants.

But were they mourning? Nyneve was smiling. And the actions that followed—the mutual tenderness, as they kept touching each other and murmuring—could have been interpreted as shared joy rather than sympathy. And then Fang heard their voices. …

“Why did we do that?” Tristan asked quietly.

“Because we’re human.”

“But I’m in love with someone else.”

“So am I.” Nyneve flushed, and Fang thought she’d never looked more beautiful.

“Who?” Tristan was frowning, moving away from her. “Not that bastard Palomides?”

She laughed softly. “Not Ned.”

“Then who? Is he from the village?”

“He’s not from anywhere around here.”

“Do I know him?”

“In a manner of speaking. You know of him, but you’ve never met him and you never will.”

Tristan was silent for a while, then he said, “I hope he’s worthy of you.”

She’d rolled onto her back and was chewing on a blade of grass, looking at the stars through the trees. “I’m the unworthy one,” she said at last.

Tristan leaned over and kissed her. Fang, suspecting they were about to start copulating again, crept back to the knoll. He was deeply concerned. The voices of the giants had been quite distinct, and at one point he’d thought Nyneve had actually seen him. Her eyes had wandered in his direction for a moment, seeming to focus on him. “I think the umbra’s beginning to work both ways,” he told Pong. “We’re going to have to tell the others about this, whether they believe us or not. I could hear every word the giants were saying. And … And I think Nyneve saw me.”

“Saw you?” Pong’s eyes widened and his fishy smell seemed to intensify. “Saw you?” he squeaked, glancing at the couple who had got to their feet and were now walking up the path to the village, hand in hand.

“It makes sense. We can see them. And Nyneve told me some giants believe we exist, but others laugh at them, luckily for us. They call us piskies. They see us when we’re near the mushroom rings.”

Pong said, “I’m going home. Even the lopster is better than this.” He regarded Fang speculatively. “You can stay the night if you like, Fang. Then in the morning we’ll both go and talk to the Miggot.”

Fang underwent a brief mental struggle, weighing the perils of the night forest against the stink of Pong’s cave. The cave won. “That sounds like a good idea, Pong,” he said. “Thanks.”

It was not a restful night for Fang. Pong insisted on preparing a slimy supper of boiled seaweed and forcing a bowl of it into his guest. When Fang asked for a mug of beer to wash it down, it emerged that Pong had no beer.

“I don’t believe in it,” he said.

“What do you mean, you don’t believe in it?” asked Fang irritably, regretting his decision to stay the night. “I can prove it. I have jars of it at home. I’ll show you.”

“I don’t make myself clear,” said Pong.

“You must preserve an open mind if we want to convince gnomedom of the dangers facing us. Gnomes are skeptical. They’re quick to scoff. If you start coming up with odd statements like that they’ll think you’re as crazy as a Hayle gnome, and we’ll both be discredited.” In the feeble glow from the fire it seemed to Fang that Pong looked pink and furious. “So let’s hear no more about it,” said Fang.

A strained silence followed until Pong yawned, pointed out a pile of seaweed as a suitable bed for Fang, then climbed onto a shelf immediately above. “Good night, Fang,” he said coldly.

“Don’t roll off.”

Pong did not respond to this pleasantry, and was snoring gently within minutes. Fang lay awake, staring at the embers and wishing he were home. The events of the evening, coupled with the lack of his nighttime beer, combined to keep him alert. And when at last his eyes closed, he plunged immediately into a horrifying nightmare.

… It seemed he was fleeing through the forest on Thunderer, chased by a crowd of giants on horseback. The ground shook to the drum of pursuing hooves as he urged his mount to full gallop, hanging onto the rabbit’s ears and shouting, “Away Thunderer, away!”

“The lopster! The lopster!” came the hunting cry of the giants, roaring from a thousand throats.

Thunderer uttered a despairing scream and tumbled end over end. Fang, still grasping dream ears, awakened in the chilly cave to find that he had dragged Pong from his shelf by the ankles.

“I knew it! I knew it” Pong was sobbing. “He’s got me this time.”

“It’s me, Fang!”

“It’s the lopster!”

“Wake up, Pong! You’re dreaming! Everything’s all right.”

“Is that really you, Fang?”

“Of course it is.”

“Then why are you holding my ankles?”

“You were kicking. I was restraining you,” explained Fang quickly.

Pong climbed back onto his shelf. “I’ll thank you to keep your hands off me in future, Fang,” he said with quiet dignity. “I am not a gnome who goes in for touching and all that kind of thing. I live alone and I like it that way.”

“I’m sorry.” Fang spent the rest of the night scared to close his eyes, and by the time daylight sieved through the cracks in Pong’s door, his head was spinning with exhaustion.

It was probably tiredness that allowed him to become sidetracked the next morning when they found the Miggot and Spector the Thinking Gnome engaged in philosophical debate near the mushroom ring.

Instead of enlisting their support over the matter of the umbra, Fang found himself listening to a string of complaints from Pong.

“And last night was a misunderstanding, I grant you,” Pong was saying, “but it could have been the lopster. That’s all I’m saying. It could have been. So I’d like you to deal with the brute, Miggot, before it’s too late.”

“Why does everyone think I’m responsible for every wild animal in Mara Zion?” snarled the Miggot, although secretly flattered. He would dearly loved to have created a creature so fearsome as the lopster.

“Because you usually are, Miggot.”

“There is such a thing as natural evolution,” said the Miggot loftily. The long history of the gnomes, not to mention their long individual lifespans, had taught them much about the structure of life. “I think you’ll find that the lopster is there simply because it’s the most successful creature in its local environment.”

“I can vouch for its success,” said Pong with feeling.

Now Spector leaned forward and peered deeply into Pong’s eyes. “What are you really frightened of, Pong?”

“The lopster. And I’ll thank you and the Miggot to keep it to yourselves, Spector. This is a privileged conversation.” Pong the Intrepid had a reputation to maintain.

“I put it to you that the lopster is a creation of your own fevered imagination. Animals are simple, gentle creatures, and they will normally run at the sight of a gnome.”

“With me and the lopster, it’s the other way around, Spector.”

“Look at Fang here. He slew the daggertooth. He’s a violent gnome, subject to uncontrollable lusts. It is we, the gnomes, who are the aggressors. We, with our weapons and our complex desires.”

“I thought we were supposed to be kind and good.”

“That, too.” Spector’s burning eyes bored into Pong’s mild ones. “Forget the lopster, Pong. The lopster exists only in your mind. Get to the root of your fears. Put yourself inside your own body. Face your enemy, and the fear will go. What are you really afraid of?”

“Amputation,” quavered Pong.

“Aha!” cried Spector in triumph. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Amputation. That’s a very understandable fear that might affect any gnome. And I expect you’ve invented a basis for this fear, too. This lopster, I expect you’ve credited it with huge snappers, to lop off your arms. That’s why you call it the lopster.”

“Legs. The lopster goes for the legs, or at the very least, the toes.” Pong blinked and looked away as Spector’s stare became too hot to handle. “And anyway,” he added, “it’s the Miggot that gave it the snappers, not me. It’s the Miggot that’s in charge of the Sharan!” His voice rose.

“The Miggot told you he never created the brute. It’s all in your mind, Pong. You have nothing to fear but fear itself!”

“That and the lopster.”

“Pong,” said Spector sadly, dropping his gaze, “all this is beside the point, and you know it. Think. Why did you come this morning?”

“Because of the umbra!” cried Fang quickly, before the psychological discussion could sink into deeper waters. “There have been fresh developments, Miggot!” He went on to describe the incident of the previous evening, finishing up, “So there’s no doubt at all, now. The umbra is upon us!”

The Miggot eyed them searchingly for a moment, then came to a decision. “We must meet with King Bison. This is a matter of serious import.” He called to Pan, who was sitting on a nearby branch, “Bring Bison here, will you? And round up some of the others!”

Pan swung reluctantly to the ground and departed, muttering to himself. “What good will Bison do?” asked Pong.

“Bison is our leader,” said Spector. “So he must be present. It is proper. If we degenerate into a rabble at this time of crisis, where will we be?”

The gnomes settled down on the grass to await Bison, and the Miggot handed round a jug. It was a pleasant morning, and there seemed to be little activity in the umbra, for which they were thankful.

“Beer,” said Fang significantly, glancing at Pong. “Good.”

Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, Fang passed the jug to Spector and voiced the grievance he’d been nursing for some minutes. “What do you mean, subject to uncontrollable lusts?” he asked the Thinking Gnome.

“I meant blood lust of course, Fang. What other kind of lust is there?”

“None that I know of,” said Fang quickly. “But why ‘uncontrollable’?”

Spector waved the jug airily. “A figure of speech, Fang. I often express my meaning by figures of speech. I meant that in a time of crisis you will act instinctively, ignoring the Examples. You are acknowledged to be a heroic gnome, which is why you bear the name of Fang.”

“Oh, I see.” And he puffed his chest out, while Spector watched the results of his words shrewdly.

But Fang’s days of fame and honor were coming to an end. The instrument of his downfall would be the curious creature Pan, who was at that moment trudging through the forest in a mood of smoldering resentment. Pan considered himself a unique being with unearthly powers—as indeed he was—and not a mere lackey of the Miggot—as the Miggot considered him to be. Muttering to himself, Pan called on the more influential members of gnomedom and sent them to the mushroom ring.

So by the time Fang’s downfall took place, there were more than enough gnomes present to witness it. The only saving factor about the whole sorry incident was that his father the Gooligog was not there.

As with most gnomish meetings, it proved difficult to get the discussion on track. An omen had recently appeared to the gnomes, and was still the principal topic of any discussion. A few days ago, with harsh cries and a flapping of bright wings, a woodypecker had taken up residence in gnomedom and had proceeded to appall the little people with its antics.

“For whom does the woodypecker dance?” Clubfoot Trimble had asked, glancing uneasily at his wife.

“Not for us, that’s for sure,” Trish had reassured him, confident that they’d done their duty to the race, and were now safely beyond the years of childbearing.

The woodypecker had flapped on by, screeching.

This peculiar bird was the outcome of an experiment in the distant past, when an infestation of beetles had threatened to reduce the forest to sawdust. Pan and the Sharan had been pressed into service and had produced a bird that fed voraciously on beetles. The crisis was averted, but the woodypecker did not go away.

Instead, it became guilty of unsavory behavior around the forest. For some reason it was permanently in heat—a fact distressingly obvious when the male of the species flapped into view.

Legend tells that the gnomes responsible for its creation, in their haste, had snatched a bird at the peak of its mating display and fed it, squawking, to the Sharan. The kikihuahuas insist that this is genetically improbable, however.

“It’s just a cruel trick of fate,” the Miggot said, absolving his charge.

Over the generations, the woodypecker had become a symbol of all that was bad about sex, all that was unclean. On rare occasions of gnomish feud it was used as a curse: “May the woodypecker dwell with you forever!”

Its appearances were fortunately rare, and were taken as a sign that somebody in the forest was due to mate.

Now, as the gnomes settled themselves on the grass, Clubfoot bewailed the appearance of the grotesque bird, describing its antics while his audience groaned in disgust and Fang waited impatiently to speak his piece.

After a while it became noticeable that King Bison and Lady Duck were so quiet that Clubfoot’s words seemed to bounce off them like echoes. Finally Clubfoot said, “What’s wrong with you two?”

“The woodypecker danced for us,” said King Bison dully.

“Ah.” They all nodded their sympathy.

“We’ve decided to do it tonight,” said Lady Duck. “It’s best to get it over with. I couldn’t stand it hanging over our heads.”

“I’d rather suffer from a wild wart,” said Bison, mentioning a particularly unpleasant gnomish malady.

The gnomes preserved a respectful silence while they relived their own memories of distasteful nocturnal struggles, doing their duty. Fang decided this was not an opportune moment to break his news.

“Sex is a terrible thing,” said the Miggot at last.

“A terrible, terrible thing,” agreed Lady Duck.

“It’s just awful,” said the Miggot.

Old Crotchet, who had often known the horrors of copulation, spoke up. “And yet the giants do it all the time. I’ve watched them. They lie down behind bushes and do it. They pull off their armor and do it. They jump off their horses and do it—it seems to be a compulsion. Even their horses do it.” His eyes were wide. “It’s an awesome spectacle.”

“I could almost feel sorry for them,” said Trish.

“They’re always fighting, too,” said Bison. “It’s the violence of it all that scares me.”

“Maybe they need to have sex often because they kill each other so often,” suggested the Miggot. “It’s necessary for the survival of their species.”

“I think it’s the other way around,” said Bison. “They actually—don’t laugh—they enjoy sex. In some weird way. So they have to kill each other to keep the population down.”

“Makes sense,” mumbled old Crotchet.

“I’ve seen them mating while they’re singing, and while they’re on quests. And while their eating, fighting and thatching roofs,” said King Bison recklessly. “I don’t think there’s any activity where they can’t fit in sex somewhere. They do it all the time, grasping and thrusting. It’s perverted! By the Great Grasshopper, I hope the umbra doesn’t come any closer!”

This was Fang’s opportunity. Jumping to his feet at a nod from the Miggot, he began, “This was what I wanted to tell you all.”

Meanwhile, the seeds of his destruction were being sown at the back of the clearing. The elfin Pan, often brooding and resentful, had been listening to the gnomes complaining about sex, and had become furious. The stupid little people didn’t know how lucky they were. His mind seething with spite, he stormed off back to his cave and began to communicate with the Sharan.

“We have new facts about the umbra!” announced Fang, back at the clearing.

He lost his audience immediately. The gnomes had been forced to worry about the umbra only a few days ago, and they were heartily sick of the subject.

“Bugger the umbra!” Clubfoot shouted. “Let’s have a party.” And for once the gnomes listened to him.

“A party!” they chorused. “A party!”

“Do you have plenty of beer, Miggot?” Lady Duck asked.

“The umbra,” snapped the Miggot. “We must consider the umbra.”

“Oh, forget the silly old umbra!” shouted his wife. “You’re a miserable old devil, Miggot, and you always were!”

“Last night I saw two giants mating!” yelled Fang.

There were cries of outrage. They’d had enough of that unwholesome topic, too. “Hayle! Hayle!” called Lady Duck.

“It’s nothing to do with Hayle!” Fang shouted back. “You were happy enough to talk about sex a moment ago!”

Invoking Hayle is a peculiarly gnomish concept. It is used in discussion of topics that individuals might find interesting and amusing, but that society as a whole finds crass and reprehensible.

In a group of up to five gnomes, it is perfectly in order to make obscene jokes about toilets, for example. But if the group is any larger, the talk must become serious if it deals with toilets at all, the propriety of which is dubious.

The practice took its name from a group of gnomes living at Hayle in Cornwall. Every Mara Zion gnome knew that Hayle gnomes were weird, in an inoffensive kind of way. They did stupid things like dyeing their caps blue and worshipping rhubarb. They were not very bright; that was the truth of the matter. It was socially acceptable for Mara Zion gnomes, in groups of up to five, to point this out to one another, and to tell jokes about Hayle gnomes.

“How does a Hayle gnome mount his rabbit?” Fang once asked an audience consisting of Clubfoot Trimble, the Miggot of One, Spector and King Bison.

Exactly at that moment, old Crotchet had ambled onto the scene, increasing the group to six gnomes.

“He mounts it the same way as you or I would,” continued Fang smoothly, as though nothing had happened, “although he will often use a beautifully tooled bark saddle, because Hayle gnomes are noted for the excellence of their craftsmanship. We can learn a lot from Hayle culture.”

A serious discussion then followed on the merits of Hayle gnomes: their dexterity, their love of animals, and above all their intelligence which was at least the equal of Mara Zion gnomes. The apparently blue caps were probably a trick of the light due to the abnormally sunny skies of Hayle, and everybody knew that rhubarb was good for the bowels. …

“I invoke Hayle!” thundered Bison.

Fang, who had been explaining to a deaf audience the monstrous yet intricate aspects of giantish sexual congress, fell dismally silent. When Bison thundered, the gnomes paid attention. That was what a leader was for. After all, Bison’s booing voice had been instrumental in his election. He may not have been the smartest gnome in Mara Zion, but it was impossible to argue against him. When Bison invoked Hayle, Hayle stayed invoked.

“… pumping and pounding.” Fang’s last words drifted off into the forest.

And like an echo from a cavern, an answering pounding came from somewhere in the trees. The gnomes pricked up their ears and glanced around nervously. As the sound grew louder, it became discernible as a menacing rumble. The gnomes jumped to their feet and milled around uncertainly, looking for a lead from someone.

The lead came from the Miggot. “It’s the Sharan!” he shouted. “She’s bolted again! She’s coming this way! Spread out across the clearing, gnomes!”

“Spread out!” boomed Bison.

“Dive for the legs!” instructed the Miggot. “Bring her down!”

The gnomes spread out tentatively. There was a fearsome power apparent in that drumming of hooves, and it seemed they could feel the very ground shake.

“Suppose it’s a horse!” cried Lady Duck. “Suppose the umbra is here! What was it you were trying to tell us, Fang?”

“A horse … A horse …” The murmur passed from gnome to gnome, and they began to edge toward the trees, leaving Fang standing alone in the center of the clearing.

“I heard the giants,” he said. “That’s what I was trying to tell you. But you wouldn’t listen.”

“There you are, you see!” screamed Lady Duck. “He heard the giants!” She retreated rapidly into the undergrowth.

“The giants are coming! The giants are coming!” The gnomes scuttled for cover.

“It’s the Sharan, you fools!” shouted the Miggot. “The warble flies have got to her again! Hold your ground! Here she comes!”

A later era would have likened the Sharan to a runaway express train as she rounded a curve in the path and roared toward the gnomes, head down, legs going like pistons. The gnomes melted away before her charge, leaving Fang alone, uncertain which way to run. The Sharan came on, muscles rippling beneath the pale coat. Her eyes were a bloodshot crimson, her nostrils snorted foam, drool sprayed from her jaws, and her single horn pointed accurately at Fang’s private parts.

With a yell of fright, Fang threw himself aside.

The Sharan passed rapidly through the space he had vacated and into the mushroom ring.

Then she disappeared utterly. The sound of her hooves was cut off as though a door had closed.

The gnomes crept out of hiding and stood staring at the empty ring.

“Oh, my,” whispered Trish. “Oh my-oh-my! Where did she go?”

“Nowhere. One minute she was there; the next … poof!”

“Poof?”

“She just disappeared. She must have gone into the umbra, like Nyneve does.”

“Oh, my!”

There was a frightened silence while they considered the implications, then Bison tried to put the alarming new situation into words.

“That, um.” He stared around at the others, seeking support for what he was about to say. “That—”

“That takes away the whole reason for our existence!” said the Miggot, going straight to the heart of the matter. “We can’t create new life any more. We’re useless parasites!”

“Oh, no!” quavered old Crotchet, who had been a useless parasite for the past two hundred years.

“Surely there are other reasons for gnomedom,” said Lady Duck.

“None!” snapped the Miggot.

“What about being kind and good, and living in accord with the forest and its creatures, and all that stuff?” suggested Trish. “Can’t we still do that?”

“Not very productive, is it?” said the Miggot sarcastically. “No. Our sole purpose is to create life where it is needed, to fit into the various ecological niches of our world. That is why the Sharan was entrusted to us. And we have betrayed that trust!”

For some reason all eyes turned to Fang, standing forlorn beside the ring.

“Fang didn’t betray the trust,” boomed King Bison.

“Of course not!” came a hasty chorus.

“Anybody would have dodged, if they’d seen a brute like that headed for him.”

“It’s instinctive,” said the Miggot. “It’s a survival mechanism.”

“Of course it is. Of course it is.” They all avoided looking at Fang, while the enormity of his cowardice built up in their minds. “Of course it is,” somebody said, with very little conviction.

The gathering broke up very soon afterward. There seemed to be nothing more to say. Because of Fang, the gnomes had become mere drones, of little use to the forest or to themselves.

Fang was the last to leave. At least, he thought, the Gooligog hadn’t witnessed his failure.

Neither had the Princess of the Willow Tree. But they would both hear about his craven behavior soon enough.

And he, Fang, would have to live with himself.

As he stumbled along with tears in his eyes, he tried to think about other, happier happentracks—and according to Nyneve there would be an infinite number of happentracks—where he had flung himself courageously at the legs of the Sharan and brought it crashing to the ground, and pinioned it until it calmed down. Yes, that might well have happened on a million happentracks or more.

But it hadn’t happened on this particular one.


A Meeting in the Hollow Log

During the next few days, Fang got to know the inside of his dwelling very well. Fortunately he kept a good supply of food on hand, and there were more edibles to be had within the immediate vicinity. So he did not need to venture far afield.

He couldn’t face the Mara Zion gnomes, not yet. He couldn’t face the way they would avoid the subject of the Sharan and talk rapidly and unnecessarily of unimportant matters. Although he was sure that his predicament came under the heading of Hayle and would be a taboo subject among larger gatherings, nevertheless the gnomes in twos and threes would be mulling over the situation endlessly.

They would be clarifying the matter in their own minds. And that was what bothered Fang most. They would be cobbling together an official version to commit to the Gooligog’s memory at the monthly memorizing meeting. And that would be that. The name of Fang would go down through history as a gnome who betrayed his species.

With a strangled sob, Fang dug into a breakfast of chanterelles fried in sunflower butter. What would the Princess think of him now? Any mild regard she may have felt toward him as a result of the daggertooth incident would have been killed stone dead. He followed the chanterelles with spice cake thickly spread with honey and raspberry jam. She would never speak to him again. She would probably never look at him again—and yet only a couple of days ago she had given him a glance from under her lashes that had tied his stomach into knots. He washed down the meal with a mug of beer. They would certainly strip him of the name of Fang.

He allowed his mind to dwell on the Princess for a few more cautious moments. Last night he’d had a strange and disturbing dream. It seemed he’d been sitting in a forest glade, enjoying the afternoon sun, basking in the glory of having saved the Sharan from jumping into the mushroom ring because he lived on a different happentrack.

Suddenly the Princess of the Willow Tree came running through the trees, her skirt flying up around her thighs, the way it did sometimes when she was dancing.

“This is your reward, Fang!” she cried, falling to the ground beside him. He kissed her just like Tristan had kissed Nyneve, tenderly and expectantly, as though something more were going to happen. Her lips were very soft and warm—and soon they were undressing each other, as though they wanted to.

The shame was too much even for a dream and it broke through Fang’s sleep so that he found himself staring at the ceiling and sweating with embarrassment, trying to dismiss the memory of the Princess’s thighs by creating imaginary monsters out of the pattern of roots that curled through the dark soil of his ceiling. It wasn’t the first time he’d had an unnatural dream about the Princess.

By the Great Grasshopper, if he ever let it slip, he would be banished from Mara Zion!

With trembling hands he poured himself another beer. Then he checked the scratches he’d made, like a condemned man, on the wall of his dwelling. Today was the fifth day since his disgrace, and today was the day his father held court.

There was a heavy knock on the door. He sprang to his feet guiltily. It seemed he did everything guiltily, these days. “Who’s that?” he called.

“Your father!” came the ominous reply.

“What do you want, Father?”

“For God’s sake, Willie, let me in,” said the Gooligog testily.

Fang opened the door. The Gooligog, wearing his memorizing robe, stalked in and stared around critically. “This place stinks, Willie. It looks as though otters have been playing here. You ought to pull yourself together and clean yourself up. I’ve known gnomes,” he went on, drawing on his prodigious memory, “who took to their beds after an unhappy event, and never looked after themselves, never washed, never combed their beards, never swept out their dwellings, and do you know what happened to them, Willie?”

“I combed my beard only a few minutes ago.”

“They died. Their life just slipped away from them. Their bleached bones were found lying on their beds, picked clean by their own housemice.”

“I don’t have a housemouse.”

“I do, and believe me, Willie, I watch that bastard every second. He sniffed at my leg a month ago, and I fetched him a kick that he’ll remember for a long time. You can’t be too careful with housemice. Sometimes I catch the swine watching me. Just watching. And waiting. So I make damned sure I keep myself clean,” he said, returning to the subject by a roundabout route, “and I don’t allow myself to become infected with despair.”

“Perhaps you have nothing to despair about, Father.”

The Gooligog uttered a short laugh. “Ha! I could tell you tales of despair that would make your cap molt. Many’s the time I’ve returned home sick to my stomach with the problems of gnomedom and the stink of the swamp and the slime and those fat white worms with the transparent skins, and I’ve sat down and felt like weeping. Then I’ve had a damned good wash and felt better.”

“Have you ever thought of living somewhere else, father?”

“That’s the trouble with you youngsters, you always want it easy. We have no right to hog all the best spots in the forest. We are the gnomes. We are the world’s servants, and we live in accord with the creatures around us, be they never so humble. And by the Sword of Agni, the creatures in the swamp are about as humble as you can get.” He stared at Fang proudly.

“Why did you come, Father?”

“As an act of kindness. I plan to escort you to the gathering.”

“why?”

“It will go better for you if I am seen to be on your side.”

“But you’re not on my side, Father. And gnomedom has made up its mind, anyway. Nothing you can do or say will change anything. I’m to be branded a coward!”

“True,” admitted his father. “Although there are degrees of cowardice, from the person guilty of a slight error of judgment to an abject or craven coward.”

“Which am I, father?”

The Gooligog preserved a tactful silence.

“I see,” said Fang bitterly. “Doesn’t it occur to you that any other gnome in my position would have done the same as I did?”

“But no other gnome was in your position, Willie. You cannot pass the blame on. It was you, and you alone, who flung himself aside to save his skin at the cost of our heritage.”

“Is that what they’re saying?”

“More or less. And you can’t say it isn’t justified.”

“How do you know whether it’s justified or not? You weren’t even there, father! And as for saving skins, every gnome there flung himself aside long before I did. They bolted for the bush and left me standing fast!”

“Accusations will not help your cause, Willie. Come with me and face this like a gnome!”

“No!” said Fang. “I have nothing to say to anyone!”

“They might have something to say to you.,”

“I don’t want to hear it. I know it already. Go to your meeting, Father!”

So forceful was his tone that the Gooligog left without further comment, mounted his elderly rabbit and loped slowly to the hollow log.

The meeting was well attended. Any Mara Zion gnome who was anyone was there, and a large number who were not. They sat on the floor of the hollow log while the Gooligog in his ceremonial memorizing robe, sat on a stool at the solid end of the log.

“Silence for the Memorizer!” roared King Bison.

Conversation died away and eyes turned to the Gooligog. He stood, raising his robe on outstretched arms in a posture that, centuries later, would become associated with bloodsucking counts.

“Bring me your memories!” he intoned, and sat down again. \

There was a long silence broken by isolated coughing.

Suddenly, nobody seemed to remember anything. It was as though the past month had never happened. Normally the Memorizer would be besieged at this point with gnomes anxious to commit events, major and minor, to history.

The gnomes looked at one another. Nudges and nods passed among some, while others became deeply interested in the contents of their knapsacks, rummaging about as though seeking forgotten delicacies.

Clubfoot, as ever insensitive to atmosphere, stood and made his way forward.

“I hear you, Clubfoot Trimble,” said the Gooligog. “State your memory for consideration.”

Clubfoot frowned, glancing over his shoulder in the direction of the Miggot. “Ten days ago,” he said, “the monthly rubber joe races were held, and I would like history to record that my joe, Forest Lass, was a clear winner!” Fumbling in his pocket he produced a small wooden box and flourished it before the crowd. “This is Forest Lass,” he announced.

The Gooligog stiffened with outrage. “I hardly think this topic is, of sufficient—”

“Clubfoot lies!” came a shout from the crowd. The Miggot stood there, pink with indignation. “The finals of the monthly races were won by my rubber joe, Strider, as every gnome here knows! Clubfoot is using the Memorizer as a medium for voicing his specious objection to the result!”

The Gooligog had intended to dismiss Clubfoot’s topic as trivial and unworthy, but the Miggot’s entry into the field changed matters. The Miggot was a gnome of substance. “Is that so?” said the Gooligog, narrowing his eyes and gazing from one gnome to the other. “What do you have to say about that, Clubfoot?”

“The Miggot’s entrant was not a rubber joe,” said Clubfoot sulkily.

“If it wasn’t a joe, what do you think it was?” snapped the Miggot, delving in his own pocket. “The Great Grasshopper?”

Clubfoot mumbled something.

“Speak up!” called the Gooligog.

“It was a new insect the Miggot created!” shouted Clubfoot defiantly, eyes darting from gnome to gnome in the audience, seeking support. A roar of surprised comment echoed from the log, scaring nearby animals. Arguments broke out among normally well-behaved gnomes and there were cries of astonishment. Never had there been such a scene at the monthly meeting.

Now it was the Miggot’s turn to be outraged. He pushed his way to the front of the audience and confronted Clubfoot, waving his own box. “Are you seriously suggesting that my rubber joe Strider is a child of the Sharan?”

Clubfoot licked his lips, backing away. “Well, I have to admit, the thought had occurred to me, Miggot. I expect it occurred to other people. I’m not the only one, Miggot. Really, I’m speaking on behalf of the whole of gnomedom.”

Now Lady Duck could be seen wading through the seated gnomes. “In all my days,” she shouted, “I’ve never heard a more trivial topic discussed before the Memorizer. Is this what the occasion has come to? Must we listen to a bunch of bickering fools?”

The Miggot leveled his gaze upon her. “Simply because females are not interested in joe-racing is no reason to refer to the topic as trivial, Lady Duck. The history of the joe race goes back hundreds of years. The benefits to the insect kingdom have been inestimable!” He fumbled his box open and produced a woodlouse, holding it up for the audience to see. “Strider here represents the pinnacle of his species. Far from being a product of the Sharan, he represents many generations of careful breeding.” Strider’s numerous legs commenced a mettlesome running motion. “Observe the coordination. My work on rubber joes is an important component of our overall duty to the world around us. There are more ways of performing that duty than you sometimes realize. I am now in the process,” he announced proudly, “of mating Strider to the previous month’s winner, Atalanta!”

“That doesn’t prove anything,” muttered Clubfoot. “And I don’t think that kind of talk is suitable for an important gathering like this, Miggot.”

“Show us Forest Lass,” said the Miggot with an unpleasant smile, “and let the gnomes judge which is the superior beast.”

Clubfoot shot him a glance of dislike, opened his box and produced a woodlouse. It was immediately apparent to the audience that this was by no means so sprightly a rubber joe as Strider. It lay inert in the palm of Clubfoot’s hand, and although he prodded it on the posterior—this normally produced a burst of speed from the most sluggish joe—it remained motionless. Clubfoot turned it over. Its legs were stiffly raised.

It was dead.

“You see?” exclaimed the Miggot in triumph. “What did I tell you?”

“Oh, my,” said Clubfoot sadly.

“Do I take it,” asked the Gooligog, “that the subject is closed? Can I now get on with the business of memorizing serious items?”

“Throw it away, Clubfoot!” came Trish’s cry. “Just get rid of it. It always was an ugly brute!”

“You can memorize the lopster!” came another cry. It was Pong, staring belligerently in the direction of the Miggot as he spoke.

The Miggot swung round incredulously. He’d beaten off one attack only to find reinforcements assaulting his rear. “There is no lopster!” he snarled.

“Silence!” shouted the Gooligog.

But the arguments dragged on, and when the lopster had been disposed of, the matter of the encroaching umbra came up again. It seemed to the Gooligog that the gnomes intended to discuss everything under the sun except the lost Sharan, the cowardice issue, and his son Fang. Finally he rose to his feet in exasperation, having heard nothing worth committing to memory in the entire morning.

“Time for lunch!” he shouted viciously.

There was an audible exhalation of relief in the hollow log. Suddenly the gnomes were smiling and pulling packages of food from their knapsacks. Happy conversations broke out, plans were made for parties that evening. The Gooligog and the Miggot were left alone, regarding each other warily.

“So,” said the Miggot.

“A morning wasted, Miggot.”

“A morning without embarrassment for gnomedom.”

“A morning without truth. The truth does not embarrass me.”

“You are alone in that,” said the Miggot. “We should leave the matter of the Sharan for another meeting. This is not the time.”

“Not the time? This is exactly the time. The most terrible event gnomedom has experienced happened during the last month, and you don’t want it memorized? I thought you were a responsible gnome, Miggot. Where is the truth in our history if we consciously omit such important events?”

“Nobody wants to be responsible for giving you the story, Gooligog,” said the Miggot flatly. “And you weren’t there yourself when the Sharan disappeared, so officially you know nothing. Close the meeting now, Gooligog. I have more important things to do than sit around here all day listening to you rambling on.”

The Gooligog flushed an unhealthy crimson. “This is an outrage! Why won’t they talk?”

The Miggot gave a thin smile. “Partly Hayle—there are certain distressing elements in the story. And partly that nobody wants us to go down in history as the generation that lost the Sharan. Nobody except you, that is.” And the glare that the Miggot shot the Gooligog was one of the most piercing ever seen in gnomedom. If the Miggot’s glare had missed its target—so the story went—it would have bored a hole through the wall of the hollow log.

The Memorizer recoiled. “Huh?”

“Forget it. Give us a chance to recapture the beast.”

“You, you mean!” shrilled the Gooligog in sudden triumph. “Give you a chance to recapture it. It was in your charge, Miggot. You bear the burden of guilt!”

“There’s some truth in that,” said the Miggot, surprisingly.

“And so they never did get around to talking about the Sharan,” Bison told Fang later that afternoon. “I saw the Miggot arguing with your father about it, and then the whole memorizing session came to an end. Don’t you have any beer in this place?”

Fang said sadly, “I’ve drunk it all. I’ve had nothing else to do.”

“Let’s take a stroll to the Disgusting.”

“That’s the last place I want to go. Everybody will be there!”

“Which is exactly why you should go, Fang. You can’t stay holed up here forever. What’s the matter with you? Your reputation is still clean—maybe until next month,” Bison could not resist adding, “and you still bear the name of Fang.”

“Tell me, Bison. How did my father seem?”

“The same as usual. Maybe a little more impatient.”

“He wanted to get the Sharan on his agenda?”

“It seemed that way.”

Fang was silent for a long time. Then his beard jutted and he took a deep breath. “The Disgusting, you said? That sounds like a good idea, Bison.”

The two gnomes mounted their rabbits and set off down the forest path.

The Disgusting had been quieter than usual, and Fang had returned home well before midnight, his mind made up. A good night’s sleep had firmed his resolve. A hearty breakfast and—with acknowledgments to his father—a thorough wash in ice-cold water and a good combing of the beard had put him in excellent fettle. The time of mourning was over. He was a gnome with a purpose again.

He’d show them. He’d show those gnomes who’d avoided his eyes last night, and had stopped talking when he’d drawn near. He’d show them Fang was once again a gnome, to be reckoned with.

He would rescue the Sharan from the giants’ world.

And, just possibly, he might solve the mystery of the advancing umbra at the same time, and return home redeemed and illustrious gnome.

Mounting Thunderer, he set off at a fast bound to the mushroom ring. Here he encountered his first setback. Time and again he hopped Thunderer through the ring, and time and again he dismounted and walked through alone. Bu nothing happened. When he stepped out of the ring, he was still in his own world.

It was frustrating. He was all fired up to ride on a heroic quest, but he couldn’t get started.

There was another possible door into the giant’s world though—the dell where the sword Excalibur lay. In that dell the umbra must be very close for the sword to exist. He would ride there and see if anything had changed, am whether there were any further signs of umbral encroachment. Then, if he still had the courage, he would climb the hillside into that strange cloud.

If he had the courage? Of course he had the courage!

“Away Thunderer!” he yelled, startling birds into flight.

When Thunderer hopped past the entrance to King Bi son’s home within the trunk of a decaying cedar, Fang found himself wishing their leader was made of stronger fiber, like … like Tristan, for example. If faced with a danger so serious as the encroaching umbra, Tristan would have … What would Tristan have done? Well, at least he would have done something. Despite himself, the gentle Fang had been impressed by Tristan’s fighting performance on the beach.

Whereas King Bison … Fang was visited by the ludicrous image of Bison and Lady Duck struggling in the throes of copulation at this very moment, possessed by the uplifting conviction that they were doing their duty to the race, wishing they could get it over and have breakfast. Am all because they’d never had children, and a brightly colored bird had chanced to alight on their tree and make obscene gestures at them with its monstrous thing.

Not for the first time, Fang found himself questioning some of the tenets of gnomedom. His thoughts drifted to the Gooligog—for whom the woodypecker must have danced years ago, incredible though it might seem—and he found himself scowling. Either his old fool of a father was going to pass his memories on or he wasn’t. He should make up his mind and do it before the umbra arrived and a giant stepped on him. And whether or not Fang was responsible for the loss of the Sharan had nothing to do with it.

So it was in an unhappy frame of mind that Fang arrived at the dell. A morning mist still hung in the air, concealing the top of the rock on which the sword lay. The bushes were wet with dew and his clothes were soaked from the ride. He tethered Thunderer to a branch and stood for a while contemplating the rock, shivering, beginning to wonder why he’d come. This hardly looked like the gateway to another world. It was a damp and unpleasant spot. It was the kind of place his father might choose for a home.

Some moments later he reached the top, and by then his fingers were nearly frozen. With the mist wrapping itself quietly around him, he walked across the rocky plateau.

The sword was gone!

The rectangular, polished area of granite was empty. Fang looked around, disappointed. The rock fell away in all directions. Wondering if the sword had got knocked off in some way, he walked carefully toward the far edge.

Then he became aware that he was standing in the umbra of something huge. He stepped back, looking up. A shadowy form rose like a column through the mist, passing into the rippling cloud that he’d decided was umbral water. He moved further back, and the column came into perspective. There were, in fact, two columns—the bare legs of a female giant standing with her head just below the level of the water’s surface. Her attitude was tense and her head cocked slightly to one side as though she were listening for something. The mist made it impossible for Fang to see her face clearly, but from the shadowy lines of her body and the shapeliness—for a giant—of her legs, he concluded it must be Nyneve.

What was she doing here? He shouted to try to attract he attention, but the mist soaked up his voice like a sponge. Ii any case, it was unlikely that Nyneve, in the umbra, could have heard him. He kicked at her in frustration, but his foot passed through her flesh as though it weren’t there. A chance puff of wind set the mist swirling, and he saw he more clearly.

It was indeed Nyneve. But what was really strange, was that she carried the sword Excalibur. She held it horizon tally, one hand around the hilt and the other supporting the tip, level with her breasts. Excalibur glowed weirdly—a well it might, for Fang suspected it existed in two worlds a once.

Badly scared, Fang scrambled down from the rock and pushed through the bushes to the comforting presence of Thunderer. The gray rabbit regarded him benignly, waving his ears. Fang pulled a flask of beer from his saddlebag and drank. Then he sat down, leaning against the rabbit’s warn bulk, and contemplated for a while. At some point he began to doze, and in a dream the narrow face of the Miggot rose before him, and the skinny finger of the Miggot pointed accusingly at him.

“You!” intoned the apparition. “You are the craven gnome who betrayed our species!”

“No!” With a squeak of protest, Fang awakened to find Thunderer watching him in alarm. He climbed to his fee and tickled his mount between the ears, which always induced an expression of bliss on the animal’s face. “Wait for me, Thunderer,” he said determinedly. “I may be quite a while.”

With these dramatic words he turned and began to climb the hillside into the mist. Soon the rippling ceiling of the valley loomed close. Gingerly, he extended a finger and poked it into the moving sky.…


Siang and the Thing-He-Did

Nyneve had known Pentor all her life: that stark granite outcrop on a hump of moorland dominating the forest of Mara Zion, chiseled by rain and wind since before Starquin’s arrival in the solar system, summer haunt of lovers, winter shelter for the shaggy animals that cowered in its lee.

“It’s just rocks, that’s all!” she shouted at Avalona’s back as the old woman, with demonaic energy, led the way up the sheep trail from the valley. “Can’t we wait until morning?”

But she knew from experience that Avalona never changed her mind, never spoke her mind except to instruct, and never forgave disobedience. Avalona’s memory for the transgressions of others had become a rueful joke between Nyneve and Merlin. Both knew better than to disobey when the old witch was set on a course of action. So Nyneve tagged behind, grumbling to herself. Glancing back, she saw the friendly lights of Mara Zion village through the gloaming, and wished she were there. The moor was creepy at night. The wind was gusting cold, the sky was clear and the three moons of Earth afforded a soft-edged light: Mighty Moon like a polished silver coin; Misty Moon beside her, watery and thoughtful; and Maybe Moon, a pale reflection of the other two. Eventually the rocks of Pentor towered blackly above them. Avalona paused, staring this way and that.

“There’s life near,” she said. “I can sense it. Can you see anybody, Nyneve?” Avalona was better at mental than physical pursuits, and her eyesight was poor.

“Just an old cow standing by one of the rocks.”

“A cow …? Yes, that would be it. So long as it isn’t a human. Now. Come over here, girl. You see this?”

“The people in the village call it the Moon Rock,” said Nyneve.

It was part of the granite outcrop, yet in some way separate. The moonlight illuminated a number of small indentations, giving the rock the appearance of a moon’s surface; mottled and shadowed. The Moon Rock was twice as tall as Nyneve, and about six feet wide.

“Where’s Merlin?” asked Avalona suddenly.

“He’s not far behind. He didn’t want to come. He said his feet hurt.”

Avalona gazed down into the valley, where the stooped figure of Merlin could be seen climbing slowly. The wind snatched at their clothing and whistled among the fissures of Pentor. “In years to come, the humans will learn to travel through the greataway,” said Avalona pensively. “Less than a thousand years from now, in fact, and that’s quite soon enough. As for what you are about to experience, Nyneve, you must never mention it to anyone. You understand?”

“I understand.” Nyneve found she was shaking from a combination of cold and dread.

Merlin arrived, limping and puffing. “You will guard the Rock while we are gone, Merlin,” Avalona commanded.

“How long are you going to be? It’s damned cold up here, and you know the problems I’ve been getting with my feet.”

“We shall be as long as necessary. I need to … commune, to place myself closer to Starquin, the better to share with him the knowledge of what I’ve discovered. There must be no mistake. And I’m taking Nyneve along for the experience.”

“I can’t understand why the hell I have to guard the Rock.”

“A traveler might happen by, you fool. You must capture his essence and send him on his way. You know how.”

“This is ridiculous. We haven’t had a traveler in a thousand years. Why can’t I sit in the cottage, like you do?”

“I am able to sense the distant approach of a traveler, and reach the Rock in time. You’re not. You’re only a Paragon, Merlin; remember that. Now—Nyneve. Take my hand and stand close to the Moon Rock. Don’t be frightened at what happens.”

Nyneve saw Avalona place her hand on one of the indentations in the Moon Rock, and suddenly the wind was gone. She could still see Merlin standing there, his cloak flapping and his mouth working as he flung some last word of complaint at Avalona. But she couldn’t hear him. They were cut off from the old wizard and the elements as though enclosed in an invisible capsule.

“Now,” said Avalona.

And they were in space. Nyneve knew they were in space because the stars were all around instead of just above. She looked down at her feet, and saw stars beyond them, too. She and Avalona were suspended in nothingness. Up and down had ceased to exist. Vertigo seized her.

“You will not be sick,” said Avalona.

Unsure whether this was a promise or one of the old woman’s menacing commands, Nyneve gulped noisily. She felt something firm yet invisible beside her, and pushed it. She began to drift away from Avalona and uttered a scream of terror.

“Be quiet.”

“Hold me, please!” Nyneve threw out a hand, trying to reach her foster mother, but Avalona ignored it.

“You will stop when you reach the bounds of the capsule.”

And Nyneve did, as though she had run into an invisible wall. It seemed they were encased in a transparent sphere. She pushed off again, gaining confidence, and began to take more interest in the universe around her, recalling something incredible that Avalona had told her a few weeks ago.

“The stars are suns, just like our own sun, and there are worlds circling them, some of them like Earth.” This remark had so bewildered her at the time, containing so many separate impossibilities, that she had consigned it to the mental grab-bag she called “The Mutterings of Avalona,” to be forgotten as soon as possible. But now it returned to haunt her, together with a more recent muttering, the happentrack question. If she understood Avalona correctly, each of those millions of stars could also exist on an infinite number of happentracks.

“Provided there is a sentient being able to make a conscious decision and cause a branching,” Avalona had said.

“And if not?”

“In the beginning, there was only one happentrack. Multiple happentracks began when the first animal was wise enough to make the first decision.”

Trying to find something else to look at, to take her mind off the billions of stars that could conceivably be multiplied by infinity, Nyneve scanned the heavens. Something, anything else out there, would be a blessing. Avalona was curled in a ball, apparently not breathing, like a hibernating hedgehog. Fear and nausea forgotten for a moment, Nyneve felt a flush of irritation. …

During the past year she had been virtually a prisoner of the old woman. One year ago Avalona had stalked into the village of Mara Zion, black robe surmounted by a cloak of equal blackness, and turned an expressionless gaze upon the villagers. They had stopped whatever they were doing and eyed her warily. She was known to be a witch.

Then, in a moment of cold drama, her arm had risen from her side. Her skinny old finger had pointed unerringly at Nyneve, who had been busy turning a spit on which a young pig sizzled.

“She,” Avalona had intoned. “She is the one.”

“No, I’m not,” Nyneve had said hastily, backing into a doorway.

Avalona had simply said, “Come,” and walked away.

There had been a short, frantic silence, during which minds raced. The occasion was similar to one centuries earlier, on a different happentrack, following the fungization of Knuckles. And, as on that occasion, the lamb had been ruthlessly sacrificed.

“Go on,” somebody had told Nyneve. “Follow her.”

“Why?”

“You heard her. You are the one.”

“What one, for God’s sake?”

“That’s not important.” Now it was Nyneve’s mother talking earnestly. “You must go, child. Avalona has spoken.”

“Well, so have I spoken, and I say I’m staying right here.”

“I’m very sorry, Nyneve.” Her father had taken her hand. “Your home is with her, from now on. May God be with you.”

“What do you mean, may God be with me? Do you know something I don’t know?”

“It was just a figure of speech,” her father had said evasively.

“So you’re throwing me out! You’re all scared of that old hag, so you’re buying her off! I’m the price!”

They had avoided her eyes. It was true. They were frightened of Avalona and they were sacrificing her, Nyneve, the belle of the village, to the whim of that horrible old harridan and her unclean husband, Merlin. And that wasn’t all. As the weeks went by, she realized they were avoiding her. On the occasions she visited the village they were uncomfortable in her presence, as though some of Avalona’s magic had rubbed off on her. …

Resentfully, she scowled at Avalona in her trance.

Then, beyond the old witch, she saw something queer.

A sector of the Milky Way was obscured by a huge shadow. She could still see the stars beyond the shadow, but they were an unusual shade of pink. In truth, the thing she saw could not really be described as a shadow at all, because it was paler than the blackness of space. It was more like a vast pink smudge across the sky. She watched it until the invisible capsule swung and the sun appeared blindingly from behind a vast disc. The smudge disappeared.

Avalona emerged from her trance. “Thirty thousand years,” she murmured. “It’s so soon.” She glanced at Nyneve quickly, as though suddenly remembering her. “Did you sense the presence of Starquin?”

“No. But I think I saw him.”

“That is a stupid thing to say, Nyneve. Starquin is invisible to human eyes. His entity is attenuated through a billion happentracks. He is everywhere and everywhen, and consequently he is far too diffuse for you to see.”

“All right, so I didn’t see him.”

“Nyneve, open your mind. Forget your resentments and your humanness. Become one with the greataway. You will be touched by greatness. Do it now.”

Obediently, Nyneve tried to make her mind a blank, as she did before playing the game with Merlin.

“Not like that. Like I taught you.”

She’d tried it once before in a particular way, under Avalona’s prompting and promises of revelations, but nothing had happened on that occasion. This time, out in the greataway and at the mercy of unimaginable forces, she was more receptive. Almost desperately, her mind sought something to hold onto, some ally in the wilderness. And she found it.

Starquin entered her mind.

Like a whisper at first, like a yarn heard at an evening fireside when the night outside was cold and her mind was relaxed; like a tale of long ago when the wandering minstrels sang of wars and heroes and glory; like all those times when she could enjoy the wonder of stories without enduring the perils of reality, Starquin spoke to Nyneve.

But he spoke of the future, not the past.

He spoke of the growing civilizations of mankind, the Consumer Wars of the Fifty-Fifth Millennium, the building of the first Pleasure Domes, the Great Ice Age when the Domes saved mankind, the Age of Resurgence and the reconquest of space. He spoke in pictures so that Nyneve could see it all; and she watched with her mind, entranced by the glory that was to come.

He spoke of mankind’s meeting with those space-going genetic engineers, the kikihuahuas—that pivotal meeting that was thought by humans to be the first encounter of the two species—yet was not the first. He spoke of the long line of Specialist humans arising from the early work of Mordecai N. Whirst: of Raccoona Three and Captain Spring, of Melisande, Karina, and Brutus the gorilla-man.

He spoke of the neotenites trapped in the Dome, of the creation of the Triad, and the long line of Dedos from Old South America. He spoke of the later years and the Dying Years, when the sole remaining repository of knowledge was the giant computer, the Rainbow—which was slowly running down. He told Nyneve how the odd-looking survivors of the human race would gather around a Rainbow terminal they called Alan-Blue-Cloud and listen to stories of long ago.

And he told Nyneve that he would die. He, the almighty Starquin, would die eons before Earth did, unless she helped him.

Nyneve, it is said, asked one question.

“Must I change?”

Starquin told her to be herself always, because that was why she’d been chosen. Her course was already plotted out. Then, to reinforce his instructions, he told her how he would die.

She cried, because it was so sad. And Avalona, watching her, nodded to herself in satisfaction.

Merlin was sitting before the fire when they arrived back at the cottage. He glanced up as they entered. “You’ve been long enough,” he observed querulously.

“I told you to guard the Rock,” said Avalona.

“It was windy up there. I was frozen. Do you want me to die of pneumonia?” He used this word from the future with weak belligerence. Something of a hypochondriac, he was given to morbid explorations of the ifalong, seeking out rare and deadly diseases and invariably detecting their symptoms in himself.

“You have disobeyed the Code.”

“Bugger the Code. It’s your Code, not mine, anyway. I’m only a Paragon, remember?”

Avalona said, “You are also the cause of all the trouble on Earth, both past and future.”

“That’s hardly fair. I haven’t caused any trouble yet.”

“Your kind has. And you will cause trouble in the ifalong. I foretold it.”

He glared at her in senile fury, trembling. “You foretold it? You foretold it? So how in hell can I help that? According to you, my future is all mapped out. So it can’t be my fault, can it? I can’t alter it.”

“You could, but you won’t. Not on enough happentracks to have much effect. You are simply that kind of person, Merlin—the kind of person who leaves the Rock unguarded, for instance—and it’s unalterable. It’s a typical Paragon weakness, and it dates right back to Siang and the Thing-he-Did.”

“Siang and the Thing-he-Did!” mimicked Merlin furiously. “It always comes back to that, doesn’t it!”

“Almost everything on Earth comes back to that,” said Avalona. …

Starquin arrived in the solar system in the Paragonic Year One, and found that the third planet from the sun supported primitive life. Being a tenuous creature of pure intelligence, he had little to occupy himself except travel, and thinking. So he looked at the planet that would become Earth and allowed himself to become curious. Time meant nothing to him. He foretold an ifalong and metaphorically sat back to see if it all worked out.

He created physical extensions of himself to observe; they took the appearance of a future dominant life-form so that they would not appear out of place in the millennia to come. They were capable of asexual reproduction, which made them relatively independent. They became known as Dedos, or Fingers of Starquin, to later humans. They bore daughters through the ages.

They were fashioned from Earth material, however—and Earth animals reproduced sexually; so dictated the genes. So a Dedo occasionally gave birth to a different creature: a throwback to primitive Earth stock; a male. These males were useless to Starquin’s purpose—yet legend tells that he took an interest in them because of the part they played in Earth’s development. They were called Paragons by later humans because they were reputed—incorrectly, as we shall see—to be totally good.

One such Paragon was Merlin. Another much earlier Paragon was Siang. He became the most famous of all. …

Siang and his mother, a beautiful Dedo called Isahi, lived in a continent that was later to receive the name “Africa.” Siang spent his days roaming the jungles of his homeland, in communion with the animals. The primates interested him particularly, because they were physically similar to himself. He guessed they would evolve into the dominant species in millennia to come, because Isahi had explained why she and he were made the way they were.

The African primates consisted of the gorilla, the chimpanzee and the chaiga. Siang watched them, played with them and learned their language. Of the three species, the chaiga was the most intelligent and its language the most complex. It was clear, however, that the chaiga was not destined to become Earth’s dominant life-form because it was already dying out. Siang asked his mother about this.

“The running apes?” This was her name for the chaiga. “They evolved into their present form long ago, during millennia of drought when the land was covered by scrub. They came down out of the trees and roamed the plains, preying on small animals that they ate raw. At the time they were successful; they could run fast, and they stood tall and could see danger a long way off.”

“But then the jungle came back,” guessed Siang.

“Yes. And the small ground animals disappeared, and with them the evolutionary advantages of the chaiga. Now they huddle in little families in the jungle, eating fruit in competition with the chimpanzees and the monkeys, who climb much better, and preyed upon by leopards. The running apes are doomed.”

“And the chimpanzees will inherit the Earth?”

“Probably. I would need to make a detailed study of the ifalong to be sure. Do you want me to do that, Siang?”

He regarded her thoughtfully. She was young for a Dedo; no more than thirty thousand years old, and she was tall and slim, with glossy black hair. Humans of later ages would have said she was a very lovely woman, probably because she and her fellow Dedos set the original standards for human beauty. But her loveliness did not reach her eyes, which were like stones seen in a cold mountain stream, and terrifying to Siang.

Siang was a gentle man and compassionate. Probably that is why he hated his mother.

Isahi did not hate him back. In fact, she was probably unaware of his feelings. She accepted him for what he was, an inferior who had been born by an unfortunate accident.

“Don’t bother about the ifalong,” he said, and the familiar feeling of futility grew in him. What was the use of learning and wondering and speculating about the future of life when his mother could foretell the whole passage of history right up to the death of Earth? What was the use of anything? It was best to go back to his jungle home where there were no reminders of his terrible mother. His home was simple: a platform ten feet from the ground, roofed over, which held his bed and a few simple tools—and Ap-Ap, a chaiga less timid than most.

He’d adopted Ap-Ap some years ago, when her mother had been killed by a leopard. The tiny, naked baby had grown into a hairy adult who shared Siang’s food and shelter, giving him an odd kind of companionship in return for protection against predators. They were able to converse in her simple language of grunts and squeaks, and Siang had made some attempts to teach Ap-Ap more abstract concepts.

Ap-Ap had tried to teach Siang, too.

She would make a short run across the jungle floor, glancing over her shoulder. Her face would express fear. Then she would stop and turn to face what Siang took to be an imaginary pursuer. Then she would grin, exposing long canines. Unlike the grin of a chimpanzee, this expression was not intended to be a threat.

“Pakapata,” she would say.

“But what does it mean?”

“Pakapata” She would take his hand and pump it up and down impatiently.

One day, deep in the jungle, they encountered a small tribe of chaiga. The creatures regarded Ap-Ap with interest and exchanged grunts and clicks. This went on for some time while Siang watched tolerantly; after all, he had nothing better to do for the next few thousand years. Then Ap-Ap, as though remembering his presence, took his hand and pointed at each of the six chaiga in turn.

“Ku,” she said. “Ku, ku, pakapata, ku, pakapata.”

And the four kus lay down with closed eyes, while the two pakapatas jumped up and down, grinning and slapping their thighs.

They re-encountered the tribe the following spring, to find two of the kus missing. With complicated grunting and miming, Ap-Ap gave Siang to understand that had been killed by leopards.

“You don’t suppose they can read the ifalong and foretell their own deaths?” he suggested to Isahi, later.

“Impossible.”

“It’s the second time this has happened. They seem to know which of their number will survive, and their word for it is pakapata.”

Legend tells that Isahi thought about this for a year. She had recently taken a quick glance into the ifalong and foreseen her own death, so she had made certain adjustments within her body and started a parthenogenic baby to take her place as guardian of the nearby Rock. During her examination of the ifalong she had noticed the appearance of a new mammal: another primate, similar to the chaiga but infinitely more intelligent.

Clearly this was the species that would dominate Earth.

Yet it had evolved so quickly, and was already widespread a thousand years into the ifalong. There was something strange about this. Isahi sighed. She must delve into the ifalong again. It would be tiring, and she needed all her strength to sustain her baby through the four-year gestation period.

She closed her eyes and visualized happentracks. It was easier work than in later years, when the proliferation of intelligent life caused an infinite number of happentracks to branch off every microsecond, and the Dedos had to foretell by trends and averages. In Isahi’s neighborhood there were only two creatures with the ability to make branchworthy decisions: she and Siang. Even so, it took Isahi two days of continuous projecting, considering, rejecting or accepting alternatives before she had her answer.

Exhausted and hungry, she stood. She walked to the doorway and uttered a high, wavering whistle. After a moment, a large reptilian creature scuttled into the clearing, moving on six strong, clawed legs, vestigial wings rustling at its flanks. It paused, awaiting a word.

Isahi was Siang’s mother, but it was not within her to feel emotion.

So in a level voice she instructed her monster to kill her son.

Ap-Ap loped across the forest glade with her favorite creature, the big bald ape, beside her. She was hungry and she was going to show him where some ripe fruit was—fruit the chimps hadn’t found yet. They had been headed off by a chaiga with pakapata. There had been more babies born with pakapata recently. It was heartening. True, there had been some mating with the chimps—and here Ap-Ap, at the base of a tree, gave a shudder of disgust so that Siang looked at her curiously—but no babies would come of it. It was a small price to pay for the wonder of pakapata.

Ap-Ap climbed and greeted a chaiga sitter. (The concept of “guard” was a little too abstract for the running apes.) Ap-Ap and the sitter grasped hands briefly. Happy, she climbed on. There were sitters all around this area, and so far this season they had diverted all chimp and monkey forays with pakapata. She reached the crown of the tree and gathered an armful of ripe, pink fruit. Then she swung down carefully to where the big bald ape stood.

“Ta uk,” Siang said. He was thanking her.

She chattered with pride, happy to have served this clever creature. Together they began to eat the fruit. Ap-Ap became so engrossed that she failed to notice the rustling in the bush that might have meant leopard.

But a second later she heard the squeal from the sitter.

“Leopard! Chaiga run!”

Instinctively she leaped for the trunk and began to swing herself up. She was ten feet from the ground before she remembered the big bald ape.

“Leopard!” she screamed down at him.

He was looking around, not understanding, seemingly puzzled at her abrupt departure.

“Leopard!”

The creature came bounding out of the bush and threw itself at the big bald ape, clawing and snapping. It was not a leopard. It was far worse than any leopard Ap-Ap had ever seen. It was bigger and it had too many legs, and it was clawing her friend to pieces. It was an unnatural demon down there, totally terrifying.

Which made Ap-Ap’s deed all the braver.

She dropped to the ground and faced the monster. It looked at her with blazing eyes. For a moment it forgot its victim in its astonishment at her temerity. It coughed, and she saw its jaws were crimson with the blood of the big bald ape. It took a step toward her.

Pakapata, she thought.

Siang awakened. He was lying on a soft bed of dried moss, safe on the floor of his tree house. Sunlight filtered through the woven fronds of the roof, and the hum of insects was familiar and reassuring. He’d had a terrible dream. He’d dreamed his own mother, Isahi, had set her monster on him. No wonder he felt weak.

He tried to sit up.

A hand pushed him back, gently. He raised his own hand in protest, and saw the blood on it. It was dried, and the wounds seemed to be healing.

Now the owner of the restraining hand came into view. It was a stranger, naked and oddly beautiful, quite unlike the apes to which he’d become accustomed. It was, he realized, a female—of some species very similar in appearance to himself.

It was the future dominant form!

Siang stared at the girl, wondering where she had come from. He spoke to her, but she didn’t reply. She seemed nervous but gentle, and she brought him fruit and bathed his wounds with damp moss. When she came close he reached but and touched her, wondering at the softness of her skin and the inexplicable emotions she aroused in him. As-the spears of sunlight traversed the room and finally faded out, he hoped she would stay with him. She said nothing as the light grew dim, but sat on the floor nearby and watched him gravely.

She was still there in the morning, and the next day, too. He wondered where the rest of her tribe were, and where they had been hiding all these years while Isahi and he had speculated about the emergence of a dominant species. And she belonged to that species; there was no doubt about it. She was—what was the word going to be?—human.

And she affected him emotionally.

On the third night the fever took him and he thrashed and cried and dreamed, and in his lucid moments she was there, restraining him from hurting himself, bathing his brow with cool wetness, murmuring wordlessly. Then, toward dawn, something else occurred; something so strange and wonderful that centuries later he could remember it as though it were yesterday—without being able to say, exactly, this is what happened.

It was something to do with the female, and soft arms and legs and breasts, and skin against skin, and a slow-growing sensation of happiness that seemed to burst open like a flower. The female was lying beside him when he came to his senses, the room cool and bright, his fever broken.

Then she left him, and he never saw her again.

Siang confronted his mother.

“Your creature tried to kill me!”

“Yes. I told him to.”

“He failed.” He smiled grimly. Once he’d finished with Isahi he would go away, across the continent. Maybe he would find the female human somewhere. She was all that mattered, now.

“He failed on this happentrack. On a billion others he succeeded. There are now countless happentracks on which you, Siang, do not exist. I have done the best I can.”

“But why?”

“There were happentracks on which you would commit an ultimate sin, and interfere irrevocably with the development of life on this planet. I could not allow that. It is against the will of Starquin and the Code by which he acts.”

“I observe life. I don’t interfere.”

“You would merge your genes with those of the running ape. And since your genes are compatible with any Earth life-form, this would mean the emergence of a new species. A species that Starquin does not intend should arise for millions of years.”

Siang stared at her. “You’re saying I would mate with a chaiga, like a sexual animal? That’s ridiculous!”

Isahi said, “You would be deceived into the act.”

“How?”

“I scanned the ifalong and saw it. You would allow yourself to become dependent on a female running ape for food and drink, and she would develop an attachment to you.”

“I don’t see anything wrong in that. We both use the local species, one way or another.”

Isahi spoke slowly, as though to one of little intelligence. “The running ape has a new talent. It can plant a hypnotic image into the mind of other life-forms—an image of whatever that life-form most wishes to see. So to an aggressive male chimp the running ape may appear as a female chimp. A female leopard may see a male leopard. It is an excellent survival characteristic. They call it pakapata, in their primitive language.”

There was a long silence, then: “Oh, Starquin, forgive me,” he whispered.

She stared into his eyes. “It’s already happened, hasn’t it?”

Siang said nothing, thinking of the gentle creature who had looked after him; of her beauty and kindness, and of that last night when, yes, possibly he had merged genes with her. But how could he have known what that ecstatic sensation meant? It had never happened before.

“I didn’t know,” he said at last. “I didn’t recognize the act for what it was.”

“Siang, you are a shortsighted fool, like all your kind. You have done incalculable harm to this happentrack.”

“I was weak,” he protested. “I’d lost a lot of blood. Your monster had savaged me, remember?”

“On most happentracks he killed you.”

Siang cried, “That mating wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t been delirious. And that was your fault!”

“Nothing is my fault, ever,” said his beautiful mother. “It is not in my power to do wrong. But you can do wrong—and you would have, delirious or not. You were too close to that female. It was only a matter of time—she was quite intelligent.” Isahi paused, regarding him thoughtfully. “But she was not intelligent enough to have known your innermost desires. You supplied that image yourself; she was merely the catalyst. Tell me, Siang. What did you see?”

“See? I saw nothing. My mind was not clear. I saw an ape, that’s all.”

“I can’t read your mind—you know that. I don’t understand the workings of the Paragon psyche, even after all these centuries. You are utterly different from me. I do know that your pet ape must have appeared to you in some different form—and that form was what you most desired to see.”

He stared at her, speechless.

“Tell me, Siang,” she said again. “What did you see?”

And he made a sound that had no words, and rose and walked away. He walked for a long time, but he had no destination. There was no female human on Earth, not yet. There was only his mother, Isahi the Dedo.


Avalona Plans


Pakapata, hear my plea,

Pakapata, share my tree.

Stay a while and share a smile.

Pakapata, come to me.

—Ballad of the chaiga



It was midnight by the time Avalona stopped talking, but Nyneve was still wide awake. The tale had been a familiar one to Merlin, however, and the old man was dozing before the remains of the fire. Nyneve said finally, “So you and Merlin aren’t married, then?”

“He’s my parthenogenic son, of course. Whatever gave you the idea we were married?”

“Well, perhaps not married, if you know what I mean, but. … Well, you know. You live together. I’d assumed. …”

“I can assure you, Nyneve, that whatever Siang may have done, the Dedos remain pure in the service of Starquin.”

“I don’t think what Siang did was so wrong.”

“His name will live in infamy so long as the Dedos guard the Rocks.”

“Isn’t that rather … depressing? To harbor a grudge like that?”

“You know perfectly well it is impossible for me to feel depressed about anything.”

“You didn’t look too happy when you found out Starquin was doomed.” Nyneve used the word with some relish. “Why don’t you just forgive Siang and forget the whole business, if it’s so dreadful?”

“His descendants are everywhere, reproving us with their very existence.”

“Well,” said Nyneve, in a quick flash of temper, “I’m one of those descendants, and I can tell you I’m very happy to be alive. I enjoy my life, and the forest, and the village and everything. Sometimes I think,” she said recklessly, “that the only black spot is you, stalking about predicting gloom and doom. If there weren’t humans, there wouldn’t be anyone to appreciate what a wonderful place Earth is. The animals can’t appreciate it. They’re too busy trying to stay alive. And you certainly can’t.”

“That’s an illogical outlook, Nyneve. The Earth doesn’t feel any better because humans appreciate it.”

“But God does!” she burst out.

“The teaching of your church goes deep,” said Avalona. “Just a few hours ago you communicated with the only god in this part of the galaxy: Starquin, the Five-in-One. And yet you still persist in this irrational belief that there is somebody else. Will it help if I tell you your church will be discredited within two thousand years? Even now, the priests are sowing the seeds of their own destruction. They are simple humans, Nyneve, motivated by self-interest.”

In the morning, Nyneve awakened tired and ill-tempered. As she drew a pitcher of water she spent a few moments resenting Avalona and her air of omniscience. It took much of the fun out of life when you lived with someone who knew all the answers. Only the arrival of Merlin, who squinted slyly at her breasts as she worked the pump, gave her some reassurance of her worth.

“Later we must play the game,” he said. She ignored him.

Breakfast was a dismal meal. Merlin grumbled about his feet, which, if he were to be believed, afforded him pain comparable to childbirth. He’d been peeping into the ifalong in his narrow way, morbidly fascinated by his symptoms and seeking a cure from the knowledge of future medicine.

“Arthritis, they’ll call it,” he told Nyneve. “And they’ll have a cure, too. But we don’t have the technology, here and now, to make the drugs. So I’m destined for centuries of suffering. Woe is me.”

Avalona came out of her shell. “Perhaps you should direct your ifalong prying to a more practical end, Merlin. In the year 82,123 Cyclic—that’s just over thirty thousand years from now—Starquin will die, possibly during destruction of the very Rock we are charged to protect.”

“You are charged to protect.”

“And that means you and I will cease to exist, Merlin, unless we can avert the catastrophe. I rank this as a higher priority than your feet. We have much work ahead of us, and I will be needing a little help.”

Merlin mumbled something. Nyneve found the whole thing too remote to excite her, and somewhat unbelievable. Suppose Avalona was wrong? Thirty thousand years was a long time, and a lot of things would happen during that period. It was hardy likely that Avalona, within that small head of hers, could have correctly forecast every single happentrack. And in any case—

“Why doesn’t Starquin just fly away out of harm’s reach?” she asked.

“It’s not so simple as that. In many respects the acts of Starquin are inevitable, and it is the happentracks that must be changed to suit his purpose. Starquin is, and he will be; and his course was plotted long before life appeared on this planet.”

Merlin, meanwhile, was gloomily contemplating his demise. Over thousands of years he’d become accustomed to his place in the scheme of things, and he’d looked forward to this continuing for a few millennia yet. He enjoyed some standing in Mara Zion and the surrounding region, largely due to his shrewd prophesies. People looked up to him, respected him and asked his advice. They were even a little afraid of him—which was as it should be. But he didn’t feel contempt for humans, as Avalona did. He needed them as company just as Siang had needed Ap-Ap. He needed their respect. It was the only respect he got.

And now, assuming Avalona was correct, he would cease to exist in a pitifully few thousand years. It wasn’t fair. He’d never done anything wrong—and you can’t condemn a Paragon for his thoughts, he mused, absently eyeing Nyneve’s trim body. But to cease to exist—to suddenly be sucked back into Starquin’s tenuous and dying entity, never to possess free will again—didn’t bear thinking about too much.

“What are you doing about it?” he asked Avalona.

“I have made certain adjustments,” said the witch. “I have already set changes in motion. And now I’m going to take a look into the past.”

“Don’t kill the running ape!” cried Nyneve.

Avalona gazed at her. Outside, the moons cast hard shadows from the trees and a cool breeze entered the cottage. Nyneve shivered suddenly. She sensed that Morble was somewhere near, sniffing around on his adjacent happentrack—and this time he was not her protector, but quite the opposite. Avalona’s gaze was dispassionate and calculating.

“Nyneve,” said the witch at last, “you lack intelligence. If you are to continue to be my handmaiden you must pay heed to what I tell you, and you must use the little sense Siang gave you in applying this knowledge to your everyday life. Otherwise you will be no good to me, and I shall have to set Morble on you. Now consider the past. Siang mated with the running ape on this very happentrack—you are the living proof of that. I can observe the past, just as I can foretell the ifalong. But how can I possibly change it? It has happened, it is done, it is gone.”

“I’m sorry,” said Nyneve.

Avalona’s brain, although infinitely superior to that of a human, was nevertheless composed of organic tissue. It was therefore subject to distractions, random meanderings, and forgetfulness. Although the degree of concentration required for reconstructing the past was minimal compared with foretelling the ifalong, she was careful to use the same little rituals and inner disciplines. She spent the day composing herself, because an error at this point could have unthinkable consequences. Merlin and Nyneve, glancing at her in anxious awe, retired to bed at nightfall. Soon afterward, Avalona was ready.

First she worked through the lifetime of her own mother, remembering the moment of death and the sudden wrench of parting. She remembered an earlier time when her mother, Allanah, had instructed her in the use of the Rock.

“This will be your duty when I am gone,” Allanah had said. “You cannot disobey it because it’s in your genes, an inherited instinct. Whenever a traveler is approaching in the greataway, a facet of the Rock will glow and you will place your hand against it. You will accept the essence of the traveler into yourself, divine his intent, and speed him on his way. And you will know the true Joy.”

Then Allanah’s eyes had clouded as her memory spat up a piece of unwanted knowledge. “There will be a Dedo who will fail her duty, and her memory will live forever in infamy. But she will not be you. Her name will be Shantun.” Dismissing that unfortunate excursion into the ifalong, she had continued, “Humans will discover the secret of greataway travel within your lifetime. You must be ready for that. Allow them to steal their rides, but do not reveal yourself.”

Allanah had lived and died, and passed on the word. And her mother before her. Now Avalona probed deep into the memories of Starquin. She blended those memories with her own intuitive knowledge of how things would have happened, to have got the way they were now. Back she went, riding drifting continents and watching changing life-forms; and the further back she went, the easier her work became. Until in the end it was simple, and the nearby greataway consisted of a mere billion or so happentracks—and almost certainly it had happened like this:

Ap-Ap returned to the tree house to find the big bald ape had gone, but this did not worry her. He’d gone before, many times, but he always came back. She squatted on the floor, eyeing his few possessions and recalling their mating. It had been much more protracted than the usual chaiga mating. The big bald ape had displayed an odd tenderness, clinging to her like a child afterwards instead of detaching, scratching and looking for something to eat. It had been a strange and friendly experience. Ap-Ap wanted to do it again.

But this time the big bald ape did not come back, and after a few days Ap-Ap returned dejected to her tribe. For a while they ridiculed her and tossed fruit peels at her, chattering. Soon they found other interests, however, and everybody forgot the big bald ape except Ap-Ap.

The Song of Earth tells that Ap-Ap then discovered she was pregnant, and this is true on many happentracks. But on a great many other happentracks, Ap-Ap was killed by a leopard as she crossed a forest glade, and on a few she drowned after falling from a rotten branch. On the vast majority nothing happened at all; she did not get pregnant, and the human race did not come into existence for eons. But on this particular happentrack she bore Siang’s son.

The tribe gathered in wonder and dismay and prodded the baby, chattering to each other because it looked different. It was almost bald, like the big bald ape. Its head was large and it looked puny and defenseless. Rok-Ko, the chief, pointed at the child and uttered a screech that meant: “Kill.”

But Ap-Ap bared her teeth and snarled, clutching the baby to her. Nobody had the courage to try to wrest it from her. So they left her alone and she raised the child herself, with little help from the tribe. She called him Si-Ank, in memory of his father. As he reached maturity, it seemed Rok-Ko’s misgivings had been well-founded, because Si-Ank did not have the power of pakapata. He was big and strong, however, and possessed a cleverness that filled Ap-Ap with awe. He disposed of the danger of Sha, the local leopard, by strangling the animal with a looped vine hung from a tree.

Then he mated with one of Ap-Ap’s nieces, and then another. …

The Children of Si-Ank, as they came to be called, were many. They soon left the trees because they were ill-suited for climbing, and took to foraging through the jungle. By the third generation they had earned the contempt of the chaiga for various reasons: they had no pakapata, they ate flesh, their males were violent and lusty and their females—to the shame of all good apes—clearly and noisily enjoyed the sexual act.

It was their insatiable appetite for sex that caused the final expulsion of the Children of Si-Ank from the forest.

The males had got into the habit of making playful but violent approaches to chaiga females if none of their own females came readily to hand. The latter, terrified, had used pakapata to pacify their tormentors. The males, suddenly seeing females of—apparently—their own species, had joyfully coupled with them. At any given time, more than two-thirds of the chaiga female population were pregnant by’ the new species’ males.

And the babies, when they were born, were not chaiga. …

Dimly aware that their species faced extinction, the chaiga banded together with the chimps and gorillas. There was a series of vicious skirmishes before the Children of Si-Ank, by now two hundred strong but hopelessly outnumbered, were driven out of the forest and onto the grassy shores of the great lake of Ot.

Here they settled, and became Mankind.

“And the shame of it was,” another Dedo said to another daughter in another time and place, “they had stolen the Joy. This is the only emotion our kind ever knows, the Joy that comes when we obey our duty beside the Rock, and speed a traveler on his way. The Joy was Starquin’s reward to us. But the Children of Si-Ank stole this holy emotion through the genes of Siang, and now they have it, both males and females. Neither do they use it as we do: wisely, on a few occasions in a lifetime. Instead they use it to encourage procreation. They will fill the galaxy with their kind, because they have degraded the Joy.”

Avalona, deep in her trance, considered her plan. Would it work?

She considered the human beginnings, and the kind of race memories that must be buried deep in mankind now, and even into the distant ifalong. She leafed through the pages of human history from those distant beginnings on the shores of Ot, up to the present day. She analyzed the human psyche and began to construct hypothetical ifalongs.

She analyzed the probable impact of the new a code of human behavior that Nyneve was promoting; the code that thrived on a violent and heroic glory.

Yes, humans would like that. Word from the village was that the stories were popular.

Nyneve would show a world where weapons ruled like judges and the verdict was always life or death, and revenge was honorable. In this new world, men would die for their land or their principles, and women would encourage them and bury them. Great heroes and heroines would arise. It was a bloodstained, wonderful world that Nyneve would create; but the important thing was, it would be vivid and memorable.

And in that distant, deadly future, the memory of this world would be carried to the people who mattered and they would heed it, and marvel at it, and shape their actions according to its code.

Yet Avalona was not satisfied.

Despite Nyneve’s beauty and storytelling skill, how could her impossible world survive in the dreary, brutish reality of human life today? Avalona cast about with her mind and considered the nature of happentracks. They branched; that was fundamental. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t rejoin at a later date, did it? It was very unlikely, but not impossible.

Now, just suppose Nyneve’s incredible world existed, unknown on an adjacent happentrack, gradually approaching, until at the crucial moment … She saw the glory of Camelot bursting upon the dull world like the banners of a liberating army. It must be soon, because knights in armor would have little impact on a later technological society. And the memory of this world must last through thirty thousand years until it was needed. How could this be achieved? How to carry the glory into the future in such a way that it would be believed, and at the right time, reinforced …?

Breakfast-time seemed doomed, these days. Nyneve had hardly started to eat before Avalona said, “I shall need your help at the lake today, Nyneve. Stay around here until I summon you.”

“But I’d promised the gnomes a visit.”

“You will do as I say. And as for the gnomes, I would rather you didn’t become involved with them today. The work I have for you is on their happentrack, and it is best that they are not aware of your presence.”

Nyneve gave a short laugh. “That won’t be easy. I kind of stand out, in gnomedom.”

“You must not be seen. You will go to the valley where the sword lies on the rock. You remember that place?”

“I … I think so.” She shook her head. “I feel dizzy whenever I think of that place. Something funny must have happened when I went there before.”

Avalona said, “I was obliged to interfere with the natural course of events and remove you from that place by force. An unforeseen circumstance had arisen, and matters might have got out of hand.”

“ ‘Unforeseen circumstance’?” cackled Merlin triumphantly. “I thought you could foresee everything, my dear.”

“A gnome more adventurous than most had discovered the sword,” said Avalona in chilly tones. “There was a multitude of alternative complications arising out of Nyneve’s involvement in that situation. She had to be removed, thus causing the gnomes to lose interest.”

“Something else might go wrong,” said Merlin hopefully. “They’re inquisitive little people, the gnomes.”

“It has been an inconvenience, having the gnomes living on so close a happentrack,” admitted Avalona, “but that problem will soon be turned to advantage. The gnomes have certain attributes we can use.”

There was a dreadful significance in the words. “What’s going to happen to them?” asked Nyneve, her heart suddenly pounding.

“We will soon merge happentracks with them.”

“Merge happentracks? Avalona, how could you do a thing like that? You know they’re my friends!”

“I have no power in the matter, Nyneve. Happentracks are a physical phenomenon beyond the control of Starquin. You might as well ask him to put out the sun.”

Nyneve was crying. “Those poor little people! They won’t stand a chance!”

“Then perhaps it’s up to you to persuade the humans into a more civilized code of behavior, Nyneve. I’m sure we’d all be better off as a result.”

“Damn you, Avalona.” Nyneve’s eyes were hard and bright. “You could do something. You just don’t care, do you?”

“We’ll go on a storytelling journey, that’s what we’ll do,” said Merlin, alarmed by the hostility. “We’ll spread the good word all over the land, you and I, Nyneve.”

She glanced at him. “I’d even do that, if I thought it would help.” She rose from the table, leaving her smoked ham and eggs virtually untouched. “I’m going out for some air. It stinks in here.”

“You will not leave,” said Avalona.

Foolishly, Nyneve looked at Avalona as she was about to make her heated reply, and was caught in the thrall of the stone-cold eyes. Her feet refused to carry her to the door.

“After all,” babbled Merlin placatingly, “it hasn’t happened yet. You have time to warn them.”

“You will not warn them,” said Avalona. “I will not tolerate revelations of the ifalong by Nyneve. It’s bad enough that you can’t keep your own mouth shut around the village, Merlin.”

The old wizard dropped his eyes and mumbled. Nyneve stood hypnotized, her body unable to obey her mind. Avalona ate, only because her body needed fuel. And, unconsciously, her limitless mind began to piece together possibilities in search of the answer to the single problem of retaining the memory of Camelot. The recent remark of Nyneve’s came into juxtaposition with an ancient visit she had made to an adjacent happentrack.

Yes, the gnomes had been useful before, when they had created Morble. At that time she had taught them the human language, perhaps anticipating an emergency such as this. So many of Avalona’s acts were unconscious, bred of her vast knowledge of present and future.

The gnomes, she recalled, had another talent. As well as being able to create life-forms at will, they could carry memory genetically. And before long, they would arrive in this happentrack. …

“You may sit,” she told Nyneve.

Nyneve slumped heavily into her chair and stared at Avalona, heavy-lidded, feeling as though she’d slept for hours.

“If it makes you any happier,” said Avalona, “I can assure you that an acceptable number of gnomes will survive their encounter with your race.”

“Acceptable number? What’s an acceptable number?” Nyneve’s fists were clenched in her lap.

“Enough to ensure the continued existence of the species as a whole.”

“I’ve heard some cold-blooded things in this cottage, Avalona, but that’s the worst!”

“Human ethics are of no consequence. Eat your breakfast, Nyneve. I have work for you today.” Avalona returned to her meditation for a while, then appeared to come to a decision. She stood abruptly, and the others glanced at her in alarm.

“Nyneve,” she said, “You will now go to the valley where the sword lies, and this is what you will do. …”

After Nyneve had gone, she said to Merlin, “Go to the village, find Tristan and bring him to the lake.”

“Why?”

“Merlin, you are a part of all this whether you like it or not. Do as I say.”

“I just thought,” mumbled the old wizard, “I might be able to help more if I knew what the hell was going on. It does nothing for my image in the village, being in the dark. They expect me to know things.” His voice grew stronger as he developed his theme. “I mean, I’d look pretty stupid, wouldn’t I, telling Tristan to come to the lake, and him asking ‘Why?’ and me saying, ‘I have no bloody idea, Tristan. Perhaps it looks like a fine day for a swim.’”

“All right, Merlin,” said Avalona after a moment’s thought, “you may tell him he is to receive the sword Excalibur. But that is all you may tell him. And make sure he keeps it to himself. I don’t want the whole village at the lakeside.”

“It will be done,” said Merlin, throwing a stiff military salute, a habit he’d picked up during his ifalong peeping, which, he thought, came as close to annoying Avalona as anything could.

He departed, and after a while Avalona left, too, picking her way along the forest paths until she came to the shore of the great lake. There was an ancient boat here, pulled up on the pebble beach under the canopy of an overhanging willow. Avalona rested there for a while, considering happentracks.

And before long a young gnome called Fang, who had been astute enough to discover the sword Excalibur, entered those considerations. Some people say that coincidences are caused by kinks in adjacent happentracks. It was quite a coincidence that Fang, at that very moment, was emerging into Avalona’s happentrack less than a hundred yards from where she stood.

The tingling sensation lasted while Fang pulled himself out of the water, then it was gone. He found himself sitting on a grassy bank, looking over a broad lake cupped in tree-covered hillsides. A gentle wind ruffled the surface of the water and chilled the skin through his wet clothes. Leaning forward, he peered down into the lake, but saw only bare pebbles and a tiny fish darting by. There was no way back.

His world had gone. He was sitting in the world of giants.

And any moment a giant might come by, and grab him, and thrust a skewer through him preparatory to roasting.

“By the Great Grasshopper,” he whispered, “what have I done?” Guilt and disgrace in gnomedom was infinitely preferable to death in this awful world. There was a bush nearby. He crawled into it and curled into a shivering ball of fear. How could he get back to gnomedom? The leaves began to rustle with his trembling and he tried to force himself to be still, and think. But a new fear intruded on his thoughts: dogs. Giants had dogs—he’d seen them in the umbra. Although there were wolves in gnomedom, they were comparatively rare in the forest of Mara Zion. But the giants’ dogs teemed in the umbra, sniffing and snapping and urinating against trees.

He heard a sniff, quite close, and stifled a yell of terror. A dog. There was a dog loping around the lakeside, its muzzle dripping saliva, hungry for the taste of gnome. Then the sniff came again, but this time it was followed by a clearly giantish snort, and the sound of a mammoth expectoration.

“Do you have to behave like a pig, Merlin?” roared a voice, very close.

Merlin. Nyneve had mentioned Merlin on many occasions. He was the old fool she lived with, she said—although how anyone as powerful as a giant could be called an old fool was beyond his power of imagination. Fear seemed to have frozen his sense of priorities and he found himself trying to recollect old fools he had known. He came up with the Gooligog.

Dismissing the irrelevant thought, he attempted to pull himself together before he started howling with fear. Carefully he constructed a plan of action. First he would get some idea of his whereabouts. Then he would find Nyneve and ask her about the Sharan. She must be somewhere nearby, with the sword Excalibur. He pushed his head through the twigs and peered out.

There was a boat on the lake.

It appeared from behind a promontory and glided slowly along the shore toward him. The morning sun touched it, illuminating brightwork around the bow, but the single figure who pulled at the oars seemed to reject the light, appearing black and impenetrable.

The giantish voices roared out again, somewhere close behind him.

“Who’s that?”

“They’ve seen me!” thought Fang, but the other speaker’s words reassured him.

“It’s the Lady of the Lake.”

“It looks more like that weird woman you live with, Merlin. What’s she doing here?”

“She will give you the magic sword Excalibur.”

“The what? What do you mean, ‘magic sword’? Do you really think I believe in that stuff, old man? You’re not dealing with a child, you know!”

“I wouldn’t take that line with the Lady of the Lake, if I were you, Tristan. You must treat her with respect, and do as she says.”

“Why not give me the damned sword yourself? Why make such an issue out of it?”

“Listen, Tristan,” snapped Merlin. “Do you want the sword or not? I can easily call the whole thing off!”

“I told you days ago I needed a sword. Any half-decent sword would do. It was just a chance remark—I didn’t expect to be taken up on it. I didn’t ask for secrecy and mumbo-jumbo. My sword broke and I needed another. It was as simple as that.”

“You must have the magic sword Excalibur because it will protect you in the struggle to come. You are destined for greatness, Tristan, and in due course you will become king of all Cornwall. You will command great armies and win numerous battles, and—”

“Merlin!” An old woman in a black robe, whom Fang recognized as the witch that Nyneve lived with, was stepping ashore from her boat. “How many times have I told you to stop this stupid prophesying,” she continued, regarding the wizard coldly. “I cannot tolerate you trying to distort the ifalong in this manner. Stick to the here and now, and leave the future to me.”

Merlin muttered rebelliously into his beard while Avalona turned her attention to Tristan. “I’m going to do you a favor, young man. You will have a sword like no man has had before. With this sword in your hand you will never be defeated in battle, and while you are wearing the scabbard you will never be wounded.”

“Now who’s prophesying?” said Merlin.

Tristan had other concerns. “That’s all very well, but what guarantees do I have? Not that I’m doubting your word,” he added hastily, recollecting Avalona’s reputation, “but you must admit it’s a lot for a fellow to swallow. And will the power of the sword fade in time? It could lead me to take on the Baron Menheniot’s army single-handed, and then die on me like a snuffed candle. All I really wanted,” he said plaintively,. “was an ordinary sword, without a name. It’s stupid for a sword to have a name. Horses have names, not swords.”

“And dogs,” said Merlin. “Don’t forget dogs.”

“Dogs have names,” agreed Tristan. “I have a dog called Ralph. And Torre has a dog called Sniffer. We’d look pretty damned silly if we had swords called Ralph and Sniffer, wouldn’t we?”

Avalona ignored him. “Take my boat and row out into the middle of the lake, and the sword will be yours.”

“Row out?” repeated Tristan, puzzled. “Is this some kind of a test, or something?”

“Don’t ask questions. Do as I say.”

Tristan looked at them both, shrugged, climbed into the boat and began to row with splashy, inexpert strokes, weaving a zigzag course toward the middle of the lake.

Avalona frowned in concentration.

Fang, watching with absorbed interest from his bush, gasped with amazement.

Some distance from the shore an arm rose from the waves, holding a glittering sword. The arm was slender, clad in white samite that appeared to be perfectly dry. Tristan, glancing over his shoulder, missed a stroke in his astonishment. His oar skipped over the surface and he fell backward into the bottom of the boat, legs waving in the air. A cry of pain carried across the water.

Merlin uttered a delighted cackle. “Not exactly a memorable image to carry into the ifalong, my dear.”

“You are a fool, Merlin, like all Paragons. Tristan is the one who will carry the image, and Tristan is hardly likely to mention, or even remember, the manner of his oarmanship. Now you know why I didn’t want the villagers here. I didn’t want any emphasis placed on unimportant details. What humans must remember is the arm and the sword. Even the scabbard is an anticlimax, and for that reason I have brought it under my robe and will give it to Tristan before we leave. Nothing must detract from the arm, the sword and the lake.”

And it was indeed a magical sight. Fang watched from his bush, enchanted, forgetting everything else as the young giant approached the sword, overshot it, back-paddled frantically and, leaning perilously far out, managed to seize the sword by the hilt and recover his seat in the boat. He began to row back.

“And so we complete another chapter in our plan to save the life of Starquin, the almighty Five-in-One,” observed Merlin dryly. “I hope he will appreciate the work we shall be undertaking over the next few millennia.”

Avalona’s voice was like ice. “You forget that I am a part of Starquin myself, Merlin. And as for the work, I intend to ensure that you are well out of it, even if I have to shut you in a cave for a few centuries. I cannot afford any mistakes.”

“Huh!” Merlin hobbled off, leaving Avalona staring after him thoughtfully.

Fang, huddled in his bush, began to shiver again. And when the leaves parted and the face of the witch appeared, gazing at him impassively, he gave a yelp of terror.

“You are not afraid of me,” she said.

“I … I think I am,” stammered Fang.

“I am not familiar with gnomes,” said Avalona thoughtfully. “They are not of my flesh. Why are you afraid of me?”

Fang tried to pull himself together. You are … you are …”

“Say what you like. It is impossible to offend me.”

“Perhaps that’s the problem,” said Fang bravely. “You don’t seem to have any feelings. You’re like a fogdog, only worse. If you’ll forgive me saying so.”

A vast hand reached out and plucked him from the bush. “Come to me, little fellow,” said the witch sweetly. “You’re Fang, Nyneve’s friend aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“I’m her foster mother. Do you really think Nyneve would want to stay with me if I were as unfeeling as you think? No, of course she wouldn’t. Nyneve’s a spirited girl, and she does what pleases her.”

“That’s right,” agreed Fang. It made sense. Avalona’s hand was warm and her face, though huge, was oddly beautiful. He began to relax. He felt safe and protected.

“So you’re not afraid of me anymore?” And this time it was a polite question instead of a flat statement.

“Why do you always wear black, though?”

“I don’t, Fang. I never wear black.” And it was true. It seemed he’d seen her in the umbra many times, and she’d worn a variety of colors. Today, for instance, she was wearing a scarlet dress with white trim. It suited her dark, lustrous hair.

“I don’t know why I thought that,” said Fang.

“You’ll never see me wearing black. And you’ll never be frightened of me.”

“Of course I won’t.” Fang smiled up at her. “Why should I?”

“There was an occasion when another gnome was frightened of me, quite unjustifiably,” she whispered. “He is long dead, but his memories live on, as is the way with gnomes. Should you ever encounter these memories, remember our little talk, won’t you?”

“I will,” Fang promised.

“Good. I’ll go now. Enjoy your adventures in our world, Fang, and look after yourself.”

She smiled and put him back in his bush, then turned and walked away. He watched her through the leaves, her scarlet dress swinging with the wind. Why had he ever thought she wore black?


The Challenge


Creep quietly, little gnome,

This world is not your world,

Its creatures do not know you,

They will see weakness in your gentleness,

And food in your flesh,

Leave quickly, little gnome,

You don’t belong in here.

—Fang, the Gnome

From the 4036th Kikihuahua Cantata



After a while, Fang crawled into the sunlight. He scanned the lake shore and saw no sign of giants or dogs. Reassured, he trotted to a bilberry bush and began to cram fruit into his mouth. In due course, his mouth blue with juice, he followed a deer trail in the direction of the giant’s village. This was a ramshackle collection of dwellings disfiguring the forest like eczema, which he’d occasionally glimpsed in the umbra. Giants had no sense of blending into their background the way gnomes did.

He walked on cautiously. He had no desire to get too close to the giants, but he didn’t know how else he could get news of the Sharan. Certainly there was little point in combing the forest single-handed. The Sharan could be anywhere. But if he sneaked around the giants’ dwellings under cover of darkness, listening, he might find out something useful. The giants could have found the Sharan already, and have her tethered to a tree. He would quietly untie her and lead her away.

But then—and here Fang’s legs weakened with horror—he might find a giantish party in progress. Roaring drunk giants before a huge fire, and the Sharan roasting on a spit.

He shook his head to dislodge the frightening image, and thought of Nyneve. She would help him. Perhaps he should call on her first, and explain his problem.

A booming shout interrupted his thoughts.

“Where are you now, you bastard?”

Fang slipped behind a tree. Somebody was coming down the trail with slow, uneven strides. The ground shook and the breeze brought a whiff of strong liquor. The shouting was accompanied by a thrashing sound, as though the giant were beating the bushes.

“Come on out! I know you’re in there. Aargh!”

Fang heard a heavy crash and a string of oaths. An earthen flask was rolling toward him. He stopped breathing. A hand came groping around the tree. It missed the bottle by six inches and fastened onto Fang’s right foot. The swearing ceased and there came a grunt of puzzlement. The hand tightened its grip and pulled.

Fang fell backward and was dragged feet-first onto the forest path.

“Ah-hah! What’s this, then? A tiny little man I’ve found. Some kind of dwarf, are you?”

“Let go of me!” squeaked Fang.

“Not likely!” The huge face was inches from his. The giant lay where he’d fallen, staring at his find. “If I let you go, you’d run away. And I need a dwarf. All the best knights have dwarfs. Although you’re the smallest dwarf I’ve ever seen.”

“I … I’m a gnome,” stammered Fang.

“You mean like a piskey?” The eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t be fooling me, would you? You wouldn’t be thinking I’m drunk and stupid?”

“No, you’re very clever!” said Fang quickly. “Just don’t squeeze my leg any harder, please!”

The giant rolled over, keeping his grip on Fang, and sat with his back against a tree. “What’s your name, gnome? I suppose gnomes do have names, don’t they?”

“My name’s Fang.”

“And mine’s Ned Palomides,” said the giant gravely, prodding Fang in the stomach with his forefinger by way of formal greeting. “What brings you to this neck of the woods, Fang?”

“I’m on a quest.”

“So am I!” exclaimed Ned, delighted at the coincidence. “So am I!”

“What are you questing for?” asked Fang.

“You don’t always have to quest for something, Fang. Often the quest is its own reason.”

“I don’t understand that.”

“Neither do I, so I’m questing for something, as a matter of fact.”

“But if you weren’t, it wouldn’t matter,” said Fang kindly. “We have a gnome who understands that kind of thing. His name is Spector. We call him the Thinking Gnome.”

“Tristan understands that kind of thing too. Tristan thinks he’s our leader,” explained Ned, “but that’s only because he’s our best swordsman. He was the one who told me a quest could be its own reason. So I asked him how you would know when it ended.”

“What did he say to that?”

“He just laughed and said, ‘You’d know’ and he stared into my eyes quite deeply. I’m sure your Proctor would have had a better answer.”

“Spector. So what are you questing for, Ned?”

“I’m questing for a creature that inhabits this part of the forest,”

“What kind of a monster?” asked Fang unhappily. Ned could be formidable competition in his search for the Sharan.

“Kind of a … Well, it’s got claws like you wouldn’t believe. And the teeth on it! And it has a long tail, and scales. Like … Like a dragon. It frightens the women in the village, and I’m not putting up with that any longer,” said Ned unctuously.

“You mean Morble, the pteroglyph,” said Fang, relieved.

“Morble! That’s the name Nyneve used. Have you seen Morble anywhere around here?” asked Ned anxiously, glancing over his shoulder.

“Not lately.”

“Good, because I wouldn’t want the quest to be over too soon. And what are you questing for, little man?”

“Well, nothing, really. It’s more of a stroll than a quest. Your flask is just behind this tree, by the way.”

“I’m very much obliged to you. Very, very much obliged.” Palomides secured the flask and drank deeply. “I know Morble’s been this way because he’s left signs on the rock back there.”

“What kind of signs?”

“The usual kind. Scratchings.”

Affecting a great interest, Fang said, “I must see those signs. They are the objective of this journey of mine.”

“If there’s one thing I can’t stand,” said Palomides thoughtfully, staring at Fang, “it’s a lying gnome.” He prodded Fang again—not in friendly fashion this time, but with rough threat. “You’re hoping I’ll be fool enough to let you go and look at the scratchings, aren’t you? But I know you’re not interested in the scratchings, Fang. You’re mind is set on something else. Something you avoided telling me about a minute ago. Well, my little red-capped friend,” and the next prod knocked the breath out of Fang, “you’re going to tell me now. Otherwise I’m going to do something very nasty to you. So tell me. What is the object of your quest, Fang? Buried treasure? Everybody knows the little people have pots of gold buried around the forest!”

“I won’t tell you!” Fang gasped defiantly.

“Oh yes you will!” roared Ned, suddenly losing his temper. “Otherwise I’ll stick a skewer through you and roast you over an open fire!”

It was a random shot but it found its target.

“I … I’m looking for the Sharan,” mumbled Fang, hating himself.

“The Sharan, eh? And what’s the Sharan when it’s at home?”

“It’s a she, actually, Ned. She’s an animal. A very beautiful animal with a golden horn sticking out of her head; and she’s useful only to gnomes. Humans wouldn’t be interested in her.”

“A unicorn, eh?” said Ned, interested. “What’s she useful for, Fang?”

“Oh, giving birth, and all that kind of thing,” said Fang carelessly. “You know what females are like.”

“And what does she give birth to, Fang? Don’t tell me baby unicorns because I won’t believe you. There’s more to it than that, or you wouldn’t be so anxious to find her. Is it golden eggs she lays?”

Fang, in despair, said, “She’ll lay anything we ask her. Any kind of living animal, but not golden eggs.”

“Ah-ha.” Ned was disappointed. Then as he thought about it, the possibilities began to mount up. A great horse of enormous strength, before which his opponents would fall like wheat. A giant eagle to carry him far away to lands where his special qualities would be appreciated. A tame dragon with which to frighten women into submission. “Ah-ha!” he repeated. “I’ll help you in your quest, Fang. Any kind of animal, you say?”

“Anything.”

“Funny,” said Ned, “I’ve always imagined unicorns to be male.” He scrambled to his feet, keeping a tight grip on Fang. “I’ll take you back to the village and you’ll stay at my place. If you mention the unicorn to anyone else I’ll skewer you. This afternoon we’ll start looking for her. I expect you have some gnomish call she answers to?”

“She’ll come,” said Fang miserably. “She’s probably very lonely and frightened by now.”

Ned began to stride down the path. “Well, Fang,” he said cheerfully, “you and I are going to be partners. Why do they call you ‘Fang,’ by the way?”

Fang told him the daggertooth story: the popular version rather than the truth. As he told it he began to regain some of his confidence. This giant could actually be of some help to him in covering the ground, and clearly he intended to keep the secret of the Sharan’s existence from his fellow giants. Then, when the time came, Fang could outwit him and lead the Sharan back to gnomedom, possibly with the help of Nyneve. And even if something went terribly wrong, the Sharan was no use to the humans without Pan.

Meanwhile, Ned was feeling a growing admiration for this resourceful little gnome, who had single-handedly overcome a frightful beast much larger than himself. Perhaps one day he, Ned, would become a force to be reckoned with in his own society. …

“Where exactly do the gnomes live, Fang?” he asked.

“On a different world,” said Fang. “That’s why you hardly ever see us. Giants can’t get onto that world.” He tried to explain happentracks.

Ned, in fact, was already dreaming of a world where he was king by reason of his size and cunning. He would have a large population of small servants, like Fang, to obey his every whim. There would be no ferocious beasts in that world because the biggest—the daggertooth—he had already identified as a mere weasel. Of course, he would need a woman. Now, if he could find a way into the gnomes’ world, he could kidnap Nyneve, for instance, and take her there, and she would never be able to escape. … It would be worthwhile gaining Fang’s confidence.

“You and I, Fang,” he said, “are going to be friends.”

In thoughtful mood, the pair arrived at the village of Mara Zion.

Life had not treated Ned too well. For reasons he could not understand, the villagers seemed to despise him and to discount anything he said. They gave him no credit for his skill as a swordsman. They had disbelieved the story of his encounter with Morble. When he’d told them he was going questing for the beast, they had laughed and told him not to hurry back. Sometimes, they said, a quest could last for many years particularly, they told him, if the beast does not exist in the first place.

It had always been like this, ever since Ned had been a child. He’d been born the son of Charles Palomides, a swordsman of note and something of a local hero. Charles Palomides had eventually been defeated in battle by the superior forces of the Baron Menheniot, following which the Baron had laid claim to the whole forest of Mara Zion and demanded fealty. Without their leader, Charles, the villagers had knuckled under. It had always been Ned’s ambition to lead the villagers out from under the baron. He’d spent countless hours dreaming how it might be done, and the glory it would bring back to the name of Palomides. Somehow, though, he’d always stopped short of actually raising a force and defying the baron.

And, as time went by, the villagers had come to regard Tristan as their leader.

It is easy to find excuses for Ned: a name he couldn’t live up to, domineering parents, the teasing of the other children, his rejection by the village maidens. All these things conspired to bestow on Ned a classic inferiority complex.

The villagers were not interested in excuses, however, and they regarded Ned, quite simply, as a jackass.

It had been Ned’s intention to brandish Fang in front of them, thus forcing them to pay attention to him. As the clutter of hovels appeared through the trees, however, he began to wonder if brandishing was a good idea. Wouldn’t it be better to find this wonderful unicorn of Fang’s first, and force it to produce a horse, eagle and dragon for him? There was no point in having a great horse of enormous strength, for instance, if the unicorn were common property and busy producing horses for everybody.

Ned was on the point of turning about and heading off into the forest again when he heard a commotion. People were exclaiming in surprise and there were shrill squeals from the younger girls. Peering through the trees, he saw a crowd gathered beyond the cottages. Curiosity overcame him and he slipped among the deserted dwellings. He took Fang into his own home and tied him to the table leg with a stout cord. Then he made his way to the gathering.

“… clad in white samite,” he heard the voice of the odious Tristan shouting. “And with this sword, I will never be defeated in battle.”

Ned pushed his way through the crowd to find Tristan displaying a remarkable weapon with a perfectly straight, sharp edge, polished to a glassy glow.

“But is it worth taking a chance,” said Torre, “on the word of an old witch? You have to admit invincibility is an unlikely property for any sword, even one as good-looking as this. You could get yourself killed, relying on it.”

“If you’d seen the arm, clad in white samite—”

“Yes, we all heard the bit about the white samite,” said Governayle. “And very remarkable it is, Tristan. But could it possibly have been a trick of the light? Could it have been a floating branch with an old rag hanging from it, and the sword somehow lodged there?”

“Look at it, damn you, Governayle,” snapped Tristan. “Does this look like your average sword? The thing speaks for itself!”

“It has the maker’s name on it,” observed Ned, looking closely at the blade. “Excalibur. I seem to remember hearing of a Ted Excalibur over Bodmin way. He does good work.”

Frustration got the better of Tristan and he made a menacing pass at Ned. “Excalibur is the name of the sword, you jackass! And don’t ask me why the sword has a name because I’m not going through all that again. Accept it.” He raised the sword above his head and the sunlight flickered on it like fire. “Excalibur!” he shouted. “Excalibur!”

There was something infectious about the word. “Excalibur!” a few villagers cried, sheep-like.

“With this sword in my hand, I will lead us out of the thrall of the baron!”

“You will?” People began to back away nervously, as from a mad dog.

“Isn’t this rather precipitate, Tristan?” asked Torre. “Shouldn’t you give the sword a trial run first, before you take on the baron? Find a lesser opponent and see how things shape up?”

“Good idea. Torre, draw your sword!”

“Me? You know I’m no match for you, Tristan. In any case, I’m not wearing my sword.”

“Then go and get it. Don’t worry, I’m not going to try very hard. I just want to see how Excalibur behaves in battle.”

So Torre fetched his sword, the villagers gathered in a large excited circle, and the two men faced each other. Torre stood a little stiffly, nervous, knowing Tristan’s prowess. Tristan, on the other hand, was totally relaxed. Excalibur drooped lazily from his hand. Torre jumped forward, but Tristan turned his thrust aside without effort, almost casually. Torre, annoyed, essayed a two-handed swing.

Instead of stepping back, Tristan stood his ground and Torre was horrified to see his own sword, now fully committed, sweeping towards his friend’s exposed neck. Then, at the last instant, Excalibur was raised in a most unusual parry and Torre’s blade, glancing off it, thudded into the ground.

“That’s enough!” cried Tristan.

“What happened?” asked Torre breathlessly.

Tristan was staring at Excalibur. “I didn’t have to do anything,” he said quietly. “I just held it. It made the strokes itself, as if it was alive.”

“My God,” whispered Torre. “It is a magic sword.”

“It seemed to know exactly what you were going to do. I could feel it twitch. It was quite strange, Torre.”

The audience closed in again, gazing at the sword with awe.

Later, Ned Palomides returned to his cottage in some gloom. He untied Fang, set him on the table and stared at him moodily, face cupped in his hands. “Well, my small friend,” he said eventually, “it looks as though we may have to postpone our search for the unicorn for a while. Added to which, we need a drink.” He filled a thimble with beer for Fang, and took a deep draft himself straight from the jug.

“What’s the problem?” Fang asked.

“That bloody fool Tristan is the problem. He’s got hold of a magic sword from somewhere, and he’s waving it around and stirring people up. He’s drunk with power, Tristan is. He’s talking about attacking Baron Menheniot in his castle. He says now he has the sword he can’t be defeated in battle, so we needn’t pay the baron fealty any more. Well,” said Ned unhappily, “Maybe Tristan can’t be defeated, but I sure as hell know I can. The rest of us aren’t invincible just because he’s got that bloody sword.”

Fang began to feel almost sorry for Ned. “Perhaps if you kind of clustered close to Tristan, the sword’s power would protect you, too.”

“You don’t go clustering close to Tristan during a battle,” Ned snorted. “He’s like a madman with his sword, slashing and chopping. God knows what he’ll be like now he’s got this bloody Excalibur. No, the only thing we can do is try to stay out of trouble, but do a lot of shouting. People always think you’re busy in a battle if you shout a lot. I’ll try to make sure we’re all right, Fang.”

“We?”

“You don’t think I’m leaving you here, do you? Anyone might come in and find you. No, you’ll ride in my saddlebag, Fang.”

“Do we have to go at all?”

“A fine coward I’d look, if I didn’t show up for a battle. I have problems enough with my image in the village.” He stood resignedly. “I’d better get my stuff ready. It’s all covered with mud, as usual. Tristan always looks so well turned out. Why is it,” he asked, drinking deeply, “that the best swordsmen are always the cleanest? More beer, Fang?”

“Thanks. My father thinks gnomes live longer if they comb their beards regularly.”

“I can just hear Tristan saying a bloody stupid thing like that. ‘Look lively, men,’ “ he mimicked in a high falsetto. “ ‘Shine up your armor, oil your leather and comb your beards. A smart army is a winning army!’ And then he’ll tell some idiotic story about a loose horseshoe nail losing a battle. I can’t think of anything more unlikely, myself. But everybody gets all fired up, polishing like crazy. You know what’s at the bottom of it? Personal ambition. The baron calls his men knights, and gives them banners and flags and things to decorate their equipment. And it’s Tristan’s secret ambition to be a knight. Well, it doesn’t fool me, Fang. I’m just as likely to die whether I’m clean or dirty. And something tells me I’m going to die this afternoon. I’ve got a funny sort of feeling about it.”

“I’m sure you’re not going to die, Ned.”

Ned began to scrape accumulated grime from his harness. “This muck is going to take forever to get off. Why is it some people don’t seem to worry about getting killed, Fang? Don’t you find that’s rather unnatural?”

“Absolutely, Ned,” said Fang wholeheartedly.

“Tristan doesn’t worry about dying. Particularly since Nyneve got to him with those stories of hers. He says if it makes for a better world, his death is worthwhile. Strange. How the hell does he know the world’s better if he’s dead?”

“My feelings exactly, Ned.”

“You and I, Fang, we make a good team. Have another thimbleful.”

“Thanks. I think I can hear them, Ned.” Horses were thudding steadily past the door, and men were shouting warlike slogans to one another.

“So much for the harness,” said Ned. He took hold of Fang and slipped him into a leather purse with a drawstring, then tied the string tight around Fang’s neck. Then he pushed the immobilized gnome into his saddlebag. “You’ll be able to see the battle if you stick your head out from under the flap, Fang.” So saying, Ned began to roar with spurious enthusiasm and hurried around to the side of the cottage, where his horse was tethered. A few minutes later a swaying motion began and Fang guessed they were on their way. Cautiously, he poked his head out.

About thirty riders headed up the winding forest trail in single file. At first Ned had been in the rear, but after a while he spurred his mount forward, overtaking the others until he rode alongside the leader. Squinting up from his saddlebag, Fang was able to recognize Tristan, the giant who’d suffered sex with Nyneve. A sword joggled at his side. It was sheathed, so Fang could not see the wonderful blade.

Tristan glanced askance at Ned. “Ah, Ned. You look as though you could do with a good wash. This is an important battle coming up, you know. We must look our best.”

“What are your plans, Tristan?”

“What do you mean, plans?” asked the other, annoyed. “What plans to I need? We’re going to do battle with the baron, aren’t we? It’s a simple enough proposition. What’s this nonsense about plans?”

“Are we doing battle today? Time will be getting on by the time we reach Castle Menheniot. Should we camp for the night and attack at dawn? We just wondered what your intentions are, that’s all.”

“I intend to play it by ear, Ned.” Tristan’s tone was impatient. “Return to your position, please.”

However, they were emerging from the forest onto the bare fringes of the moor, and the orderly file was breaking up into a loose rabble. Men began to canter ahead, yelling with enthusiasm. It now became apparent that most had brought their dogs, and these began to dart about barking, unsettling the horses. A large, evil-looking brute suddenly spotted Fang’s head and began to leap up at the saddlebag, snarling. Fang ducked out of sight. Paws crashed against the thick leather.

“Down, you bastard!” he heard Ned shout.

“Who the hell gave permission for the dogs, anyway?” Tristan’s voice was harsh with annoyance. “My God, what kind of an army is this? We look as though we’re out after rabbits. This is hardly a force to cow the baron into submission.”

They were village dogs, with all that implied. They were not groomed and pampered dogs of the kind one might encounter in the halls of Castle Menheniot. They were dogs of all shapes and sizes, veterans of many a vicious battle, of many an ill-matched mating. They shared little in common, even down to the number of legs. They lollopped and yelped around the rabbit-infested forest fringes, filled with a simple delight at this unexpected outing. They were a joyful rabble, oblivious to the shouts of their owners.

“The dogs were Governayle’s idea,” somebody said.

“I thought we were looking a bit thin on the ground,” came the voice of Governayle. “I thought it might help swell the numbers a little. I see now it was a mistake.”

“Governayle,” said Tristan coldly, “you have made us look like a bunch of peasants.”

“I realize that now, Tristan. But I should point out this will have the effect of lulling the baron into a false sense of security. We will reach the castle walls before he realizes we aren’t just a village vermin hunt.”

“True,” admitted Tristan thoughtfully. “Although I rather liked the idea of the baron seeing a well-disciplined army advancing remorselessly across the moor. We must impress on him that we mean business.”

“One step at a time, Tristan. We need training. We need to get the women weaving suitable banners. If we’re talking armies, we’re not just talking thirty men with good intentions. We should take the time to recruit members from farther afield.”

“We’re not exactly on good terms with our neighbors, Governayle.”

“What about the Irish?”

There was a thoughtful pause. “You may have something there.”

“When we get back to the village, we should talk about it.”

Sighing, Tristan said, “All right. We’ll look on today as a raid. We’re showing the flag and testing the strength of the opposition, and demonstrating that we mean business.”

“Without giving him the chance to show us he means business. He has a lot of soldiers at the castle.”

It was late afternoon before the army of Mara Zion topped the rise that brought Castle Menheniot into view. The sprawling stone structure was situated at a bend of the wide river Tow. It commanded a good view up and downstream and across the rolling downs to the east of the moor. It was sheltered from the worst of the weather by the moor itself, and was altogether a pleasant place to live.

A moat, connected to the river, was spanned by a single drawbridge. This gave access to an opening usually barred by a heavy portcullis set in high walls topped by battlements enclosing the bailey. Within the bailey were the soldiers’ quarters, the storehouses, bakery, butchery, and a large compound for animals. The keep—a massive, circular building with slit windows—stood at the far side of the bailey, up against the river.

“The whole complex looked as though it had been there for several centuries, and intended to hold its ground for a few centuries more.

Tristan reined in his horse, which immediately dropped its head and began to graze. “Halt!” he shouted.

Awed, the hosts of Mara Zion stared down at the castle.

“Just look at the thickness of those walls,” somebody said.

“They’re not expecting us,” said Tristan in satisfaction. “The portcullis is open.”

From their high moorland viewpoint they could see over the castle walls. The whole fortress was dozing in the late afternoon sunlight. A few people moved to and fro among the clutter of cottages tucked in the corner formed by the south wall of the castle and the river. Further north, a lone shepherd drove his flock down a track to the village. The tiny, active shape of his dog herded the stragglers.

“So what do we do now?” asked Ned. “Charge?”

“This, Ned, is when we start making our plans,” said Tristan patiently. “Now we can see the lay of the land. Now we can judge the enemy’s strength. Clearly there’s little point in a frontal assault. And we must face the fact that we are probably outnumbered.”

“I could have told you that before we left the village!” somebody shouted. “They’ll cut us down like reeds!”

There was a muttering from the ranks. “We can’t stand here all night,” came a voice.

“Let’s go home.”

“We’ve made our point.”

“Shut up, all of you!” yelled Tristan. His horse, startled from its grazing, reared up and almost unseated him. “Remember the beach!”

They stared at him, puzzled. “What beach?”

“The beach where we defeated the Irish!”

“What about it?” asked Ned. “It’s just a beach.”

“I mean the occasion, you bloody fools! We were victorious then, and we can be victorious again!”

“You’re right, Tristan,” said Torre. “We can’t just leave matters like this. At least let’s ride down there and challenge them. With luck, the knights will be off fighting somewhere else. I haven’t seen anyone inside the castle. They could be totally unprepared!”

“Challenge them,” repeated Tristan thoughtfully. “That’s an idea. We won’t simply storm the castle. We’ll halt at the drawbridge and issue a challenge.”

“What kind of a challenge?”

“Any challenge will do. Just a challenge that the baron will feel obliged to reply to. Otherwise, he’ll lose face.”

“Tell him to send out his best swordsman,” suggested Ned, “and you’ll fight him man to man. Tell him that rather than have a heavy death toll that nobody can afford, we’re prepared to risk everything on a single combat. If the baron wins, we continue to pay fealty for evermore. But if not—and you’ll have the advantage of Excalibur, Tristan—the forest of Mara Zion is released from obligation.”

They all looked at Tristan.

“That’s not a bad idea, Ned,” he said grudgingly.

“And you don’t even have to mention the properties of Excalibur. Let that remain our secret weapon. Simply defeat their champion and gloat a little, as though you’d done it all by yourself.”

And so it was that a short while later Baron Menheniot himself, summoned by his guards, strode to the castle entrance and confronted the men of Mara Zion.

“What do you want?” he shouted across the drawbridge.

Tristan explained the purpose of their visit.

The baron roared with laughter. “You must think I’m mad! Now go back home, all of you, and take those dogs with you! Otherwise,” he drew his sword, “I might even take it into my head to run you off myself!” He was a large man with a mop of curly black hair, bearded, muscled like a Clydesdale.

“What’s the matter?” Ned called. “Do we frighten you, Baron?”

“Just walk this way, Palomides, and I’ll show you how much you frighten me!”

“I wasn’t thinking of me, exactly,” said Ned hastily. “Our champion is Tristan.”

“You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?” The baron stared at his adversaries. They stared back, a motley rabble of villagers with an assortment of weapons, wearing armor that looked as though it had rotted from the bodies of a heavily defeated army. Those without swords carried pitchforks. They sat on sorry-looking variants of the equine species including three mules and a donkey. Their leader, Tristan, was possibly the most impressive of the bunch; at least he looked clean and presentable, although the effect was spoiled somewhat by a pair of dogs copulating vigorously beneath the belly of his steed. “I admire your courage,” said the baron grudgingly.

“Then send out your champion!”

The baron came to a quick decision. “By God, I will! You will face Sir Mador. Then you will return to your homes one man short, and continue to pay fealty as before, while you reflect on the futility of this day.”

“He’s just trying to scare you, Tristan,” said Governayle.

“I know that. Who is this Mador, anyway?” Tristan eyed the departing figure of the baron in some puzzlement. “I’ve never heard of him.”

“Some Frenchman, I expect. It makes no difference. The French never could stomach the sight of cold steel.”

“I’ve known some skillful Frenchmen,” said Tristan, who had spent several years on the far side of the Channel. A lively discussion on the merits of the Gallic race followed, until the clear notes of a trumpet announced the arrival of Sir Mador.

His armor shone like a sunlit mere, his helmet bore a crimson cockscomb, his shield carried the eagle and wolf crest of Menheniot, his mailed hand grasped a gleaming lance, and his armored steed was hung with bright trappings, beneath which could be seen legs like spring steel.

“Looks like a well set up kind of fellow,” observed Ned.

“Pretty as a picture,” said Tristan skeptically. “Excalibur will soon chop him down to size.”

“Listen, Tristan,” said Torre nervously, “are you sure you heard the old witch correctly? I mean, there wasn’t any kind of catch, was there? Often there’s a catch with these magical gifts.”

Tristan’s reply was lost in the clatter of armor and hooves as Sir Mador and his equipment charged.

The forces of Mara Zion scattered. Fang, peeping from his saddlebag, was reminded of the way the forces of gnomedom had scattered when faced with the runaway Sharan. But—and here was the difference, he noted bitterly—Tristan stood firm.

This caught Mador by surprise, because he’d incorrectly assumed that his opponent was the biggest man there, who happened to be Torre. Now, faced with the pumping buttocks of Torre’s fleeing horse, he realized he’d been charging the wrong man. His impetus carried him on. Suddenly he found another, slightly smaller Mara Zion man riding alongside, wielding a sword of excellent workmanship. Hastily he threw his lance away and drew his own sword. Unfortunately Tristan rode on his left, and Mador was unable to bring his weapon to bear. Heavy blows smote his helmet and his head rang.

“Halt, you coward!” Mador shouted.

“I’m trying to keep up with you!” returned Tristan, swinging vigorously.

Mador reined in his mount, adding weight to Tristan’s last blow, which knocked him sideways in the saddle. In trying to recover, he dropped his sword. The weight of armor proved too much for him and, listing slowly like a stricken battleship, he toppled from his horse and clattered to the ground.

Tristan, relatively unemcumbered, dismounted nimbly and held the tip of Excalibur at his adversary’s throat. “Yield!” he cried.

By now the men of Mara Zion had regrouped and they cheered lustily. “Excalibur!” they shouted. “Excalibur!”

“I yield,” came the muffled voice of Mador. “Help me up, will you?”

“Certainly.” It took both Tristan and Torre to get Mador upright and on his horse. They escorted him back to the drawbridge and allowed him to ride disconsolately into the castle. “You saw that, Baron Menheniot?” shouted Tristan. “Your champion is beaten. Our village is free.”

The baron looked down from the battlements. “One of my champions is beaten, yes,” he agreed. “But your village is not free. For so long as I hold superior forces in Castle Menheniot, I intend to exact fealty, as the king himself empowered me to do. You’re wasting your time, Tristan. When next I come to your village to collect my dues, the question of indebtedness will not be settled by debate or by champions in combat. It will be settled by whoever has the most swords. And that is me, as you very well know.”

“And I thought you were a man of your word,” shouted Tristan bitterly.

The baron laughed. “I didn’t get where I am by being a man of my word. Grow up, Tristan. We’re not children playing games around our mother’s skirts. This is real life, and in real life might is right—as I intend to prove, if you so much as raise a whisper in dispute of fealty.”

Torre, losing patience with Tristan’s appeal for fair play, yelled, “And you might get more than you bargained for! We’re not weaklings, as you might suppose. We have allies, and we have Excalibur!”

“Excalibur!” shouted the men of Mara Zion automatically.

“‘Excalibur’?” The Baron looked puzzled. “Who in hell is Excalibur?”

Committed, Torre explained. “The magic sword. With Excalibur in his hand, Tristan cannot be defeated.”

“That’s enough of that balderdash.” The baron lost patience. “Now get back to the village this minute, or I’ll turn the guards on you.” So saying, he turned away and disappeared from sight. Emphasizing his words, the portcullis rattled down and hit the ground with a crash. Armored guards appeared behind it.

“You heard the baron!” one shouted. “Bugger off!”

Tristan gazed sheepishly at his men. “Well, I suppose there’s nothing much else for us to do, is there?”

Hanging their heads, the raiding party rode slowly home.


The Umbra approaches

“I could have told them it would be a fiasco,” said Ned the following morning. He hacked a crust from a loaf and set it before Fang, who sat on the table. “I suppose gnomes do eat bread.”

“Yes, thanks.” Fang was too polite to explain that this was much coarser than gnomish potato bread, and would probably give him indigestion. With difficulty, he tore a piece off and began to chew.

“And milk? You drink milk?” Ned passed Fang a thimbleful.

Fang would rather have had beer. His sleep had been interrupted by terrifying dreams in which huge armored knights had galloped around him, threatening to crush him. The violence of Tristan’s encounter with Sir Mador still seemed to echo through his head.

“And now Tristan’s talking about journeying to Ireland to raise an army,” Ned continued. “Well, he doesn’t fool me. His real purpose is to see that girl again—Iseult.”

“Iseult?”

“She’s the daughter of Marhaus the Irishman, and Tristan has the hots for her. And I can’t say I blame him,” admitted Ned, “because she’s a pretty piece of horseflesh. But what I do object to,” and Ned’s tone became unctuous, “is that he should deceive us all with this story about raising an army. Well, if he comes back with more than half a dozen men plus the girl, then I’m a Frenchman!”

“I like Tristan, when he’s not swinging that sword of his.”

“You’re just a gnome, and gnomes are not familiar with the finer points of human behavior. Hurry up and finish your breakfast, Fang, and we’ll start our quest for the unicorn.”

Fang sipped unhappily at his milk. His night of stamping hooves had been relieved by periods of wakefulness when he worried about the Sharan. He was uncomfortably aware that he’d underestimated Ned. The leather purse was a perfect prison. The drawstring was far too stiff for a gnome to force open, particularly when his hands were imprisoned inside the purse. Ned popped Fang into the bag whenever he needed to take his eyes off him. For all his pretense of friendship, Ned was taking no chances.

He was a devious character. And Fang was unaccustomed to dealing with such people. There were no devious characters in gnomedom. The Miggot was probably as devious as a gnome could get, but at least the Miggot was honest.

Fang was beginning to suspect that Ned was untrustworthy. When they found the Sharan, Ned would have no further use for him. He would dispose of him immediately, allowing Fang no chance to spirit the Sharan away. And when Ned found that the Sharan could not, after all, produce life-forms to order, he would hand the Sharan over to the villagers.

And the Sharan would be roasted on a spit over a large open fire, and her fat would sizzle in the flames. So there was only one thing for it. Fang would have to escape from Ned at the very first opportunity, Sharan or no Sharan. But how could this be accomplished? He began to consider the possibilities.

“Why are you looking like that?” Ned’s voice broke his train of thought.

“Like … like what, Ned?”

“You had a cunning look. I was watching your nasty little face, Fang, my dwarfish friend. And I saw a scared look that turned into a cunning look. You wouldn’t be thinking of running away, would you?”

“Absolutely not, Ned!”

“Into the bag you go. I don’t trust you.” Ned knotted the drawstring more tightly than usual and stood. “I’ll saddle up the horse and we’ll be on our way before you get any more funny ideas. The quest has begun, Fang!”

A short while later they rode into the forest, Fang tucked into Ned’s top pocket so they could converse. “Just tell me which way to go, Fang!” cried Ned cheerfully, his good humor restored.

Fang had decided to lead Ned away from the Sharan’s usual haunts. “North,” he said.

“Any particular reason for heading north?” Ned asked. “North is the moors.”

“The Sharan likes to run free in the open country.”

Ned reined his horse to a halt. “I very much doubt it, you little liar. You don’t want me to find the unicorn, do you? You intend to lead me a merry dance, and slip away as soon as you get the chance!”

“Oh, no, Ned!”

“Listen, Fang. Any fool knows what a unicorn looks like. I don’t really need you, you know. I might take it into my head to throw you to the dogs. So behave yourself.”

“South, then,” muttered Fang. Then after a while a thought struck him. “Anyway, I’m the only one who can talk to the Sharan, if you had thoughts of getting her to make you creatures.”

“Whatever gave you that idea, Fang?”

“Why else are you so set on finding her?”

“Scientific interest,” said Ned loftily, “and human curiosity.” He did not seem disposed to expand on this. They rode in silence until Avalona’s cottage came into view through the trees. “I don’t think we need to go too close to that place,” said Ned. “East or West, gnome?”

Fang’s hope that Nyneve might be able to rescue him faded. “West.”

So they rode on with the sun at their backs. Soon they passed the familiar clearing of the mushroom ring and, not long after, Fang’s dwelling. It was different in the umbra, with strange bushes around the entrance. But it still looked very much like home and Fang was ashamed to feel a wetness in his eyes. He wondered who lived there on this world. Probably some animal, he decided. Maybe a badger. He sniffed as they passed, but could detect no odor.

Here and there they came across cottages. Ned would ask if anyone had seen a unicorn, but the inhabitants would look at him strangely and close their doors quickly. And sometimes the faint sound of a laugh would filter through the woodwork.

“This is not doing my reputation any good, Fang,” said Ned irritably. “I just hope you haven’t been lying to me, my sneaky little friend.” He dismounted and drank from his flask. “Am I a fool for believing in your unicorn? Or would I be a bigger fool if I didn’t believe it?” He took the gnome out of his pocket and gazed at him in perplexity.

“Often the Sharan runs in the direction of the beach,” said Fang, realizing that they were perilously close to the Miggot’s dwelling, where the Sharan might well be wandering.

“Then that’s where we’ll go,” said Ned after a searching stare into Fang’s eyes.

They arrived at the beach in the early afternoon, to find it a scene of human activity. The whole village seemed to be there, gathered round a group of people launching a boat. They were in high good spirits. It seemed that Tristan was embarking on his journey to Ireland. The boat was piled high with provisions.

“Godspeed, Tristan!” called the villagers.

Tristan stood in the stern. Six men were seated at the oars and a square sail was flapping free. “Are you sure everything will be all right back here?” he shouted.

“The baron won’t show his face around here for a while!” Torre shouted back. “You made your point with Mador!”

“I didn’t think it went too well, personally,” called Tristan doubtfully. “I thought it was a bit of a disaster, to tell the truth.”

“You showed the might of Excalibur!” yelled Torre as the oarsmen bent to their task.

“Excalibur!” roared the crowd, and Tristan waved the sword in acknowledgment. People rushed forward to ease the boat through the breakers. Porpoising over the waves, the men straining at the oars, it cleared the shallows and slipped into deep water. As it passed the shelter of the headland, the sail filled and Tristan steered west, soon disappearing behind the cliffs.

Ned sat astride his horse, some distance from the others. People began to bring food and drink out of baskets, and gather driftwood for a fire. A party was developing. A minstrel plucked at a lute.

Torre caught sight of Ned. “Come and join us!” he called.

Surprised and flattered, Ned dismounted and tethered his horse to a tree, then remembered Fang. “I think I’ll keep you to myself for a while, gnome,” he said. “You can stay in my saddlebag while I join the party. I may not be back for some time, so you’ll probably get quite hungry. Perhaps it will teach you a lesson for leading me on a wild goose chase.”

“I’ve told you the truth,” protested Fang, but Ned merely snorted, pulled him out of his pocket and thrust him roughly into the saddlebag, still trussed in the leather pouch. Then he fastened the flap and darkness closed in on Fang.

Fang lost track of time. Occasionally he heard a scream of female laughter from the party, but for most of the time the thick leather of the saddlebag encased him in an oppressive, smelly silence. For a long time he lay still and abandoned himself to gnomish contemplation. Eventually he worked around to considering his options, if there were any.

First, he had to get away from Ned as soon as possible. Finding the Sharan while in Ned’s company could only result in disaster. Not finding the Sharan while in Ned’s company would result in disaster, too.

Second, when he shook Ned off he would have to find Nyneve. She would help him find the Sharan, and she would-make sure the two of them returned to gnomedom safely. Fang was not at all sure he knew how to get back into his own happentrack. Certainly he could go and stand in the mushroom ring, but what did he do then? Invoke Agni, or the Great Grasshopper, or one of those other mysterious gnomish myths? It was unlikely that the gods of this happentrack—if it possessed gods—would have heard of Agni.

“Whose horse is it, anyway?” A voice, very close, jerked him out of his thoughts.

“I don’t know. Does it matter? They’re all drunk.”

“I wouldn’t like to think I’d robbed Tristan. He’s a dangerous character.”

They were the voices of two male giants, talking low, and Fang, becoming experienced in the ways of giants, guessed they were up to no good. Next he heard a metallic clatter.

“Shhh! Do you want to wake the whole bloody lot of them?”

“I’ve dropped my knife. I can’t see a thing. Don’t just stand there, you fool. Help me find it.”

“What the hell do you need a knife for anyway?”

“To cut the saddlebag free.”

The whisper took on a note of resigned patience. “When you think about it, Albert—when you really get down to basics—do you need a saddlebag? You have two perfectly good saddlebags of your own. Where do you propose to hang a third? Over the horse’s ass, for Christ’s sake?

“Oh, you’re so bloody clever! Here it is. I wouldn’t have liked to lose it. It’s a good knife. I need the saddlebag to hold whatever’s in it, of course. I don’t want to go creeping through the forest at night with my arms all full of loot. I want something to carry it back to the horse in.”

There came a monstrous buffet that knocked Fang almost senseless. One of the giants had slapped the bag.

“There isn’t a hell of a lot in here, anyway. Wait a moment. What’s this? It feels like a purse.”

“Full of gold?”

“No, it’s not heavy enough for gold. There’s something soft in here. It moved! It’s some kind of an animal.”

“Bring it out and let’s take a look at it.”

“It’s probably just a ferret. Let’s look in the other bag.”

“No, wait a minute. I could use a ferret.”

Fang was hauled out into the cold night air and dumped onto the ground, still in his bag.

“I can’t see—what is it? Is that a head sticking out?”

“Here—let me loosen the string. That’s better. Oh … Catch him!”

Fang bolted for the undergrowth. Gnomes can run fast when occasion demands, moving in a kind of gliding scuttle. Fang moved as well as the best of them, and before long the noises of pursuit faded into the night. He slowed down, looked around and soon began to pick out a few landmarks. Eventually he found himself at the site of his dwelling. The lurch tree was not there, however. In its place stood a tall pine, but the pattern of exposed roots was similar to that on his own world. As he’d noted earlier in the day, there was a burrow in there.

Exhausted, Fang crept into it. He lay down and was instantly asleep.

He was awakened by the unfamiliar sight of early daylight just outside the burrow. Normally Fang made sure all light was excluded from his dwelling. Like most gnomes, he slept in darkness until his body was completely rested. This morning, however, he felt he could have done with several hours more sleep. He crawled from the burrow, yawned and stretched, and scanned the forest for signs of food. There didn’t seem to be anything handy. The giants had probably eaten it all, with their enormous appetites. There was no sign of water, either. Fang raised his head and sniffed. He detected a faint wetness on the wind—probably the marshland to the west.

He was thirsty. Moreover, he felt sticky and dispirited, and in need of a bracing wash. Perhaps his father had been right about the therapeutic properties of washing. He took the comb from his pocket and used it vigorously on beard and hair, whistling to raise his spirits.

It says much for the Gooligog’s knowledge of psychology that Fang soon shook off his early-morning blues and came to a decision. He would visit the stream north of the marsh, and have a damned good wash.

He set off at a brisk pace, and before long was descending the escarpment into the flat meadows. Soon he arrived at the stream. He stripped his clothes off and jumped into the chilly water.

“Aaaargh!” he shouted, and the sound of his voice carried lonely across the flatlands until it was swallowed by the immensity of giantdom. Despite his good intentions, the wash was a brief affair, and soon he was fully clad again and heading for a place where the bank was quite high, exposing a sandy vertical face.

He found he was walking on tiptoe, holding his breath. The sounds of the stream seemed to fade. Ghostly willow trees appeared in the umbra, hanging over him like a green mist. When he reached the right place, he climbed down and stood ankle-deep in the water, searching the bare soil of the bank under the fringe of grass.

There was nothing there. In this world there was no burrow under the second tree. A quiet sadness overcame him and he stood still for a while, the water flowing gently past his boots, remembering happy days in gnomedom, and the last time he’d visited this spot.

He was about to climb back onto the bank when a movement caught his eye. The texture of the opposite bank had changed. For an instant the red soil shimmered and seemed to flow, as though seen through a heat haze. Fang held his breath. A queenfisher dived close by, emerging with a tiny fish in its beak. It flashed past him on bright metallic wings, but he didn’t give it a glance. The bank continued to shimmer, just in one spot.

A face appeared.

The face was misty and umbral. Fang felt a lump in his throat. His home world was so near, yet impossibly distant. The soil and pebbles of the bank could be seen superimposed on the face, and a real beetle crawled across the forehead. But the face was clearly recognizable. Knowing she could not hear him, Fang called softly: “Princess!”

Her face was very sad, with a look that told Fang it was not a sadness of the moment but something deeper, a sadness that had been with her for some time, a sadness that she woke up with in the morning. She looked shyly up and down the stream, as though checking to see if anyone was there. The queenfisher had gone and the world was very quiet as though it, like Fang, were holding its breath. The morning sun was hot on his back and a little trickle of sweat found its way from under his cap and down his temple. Then the Princess emerged from her burrow.

She was naked.

Mortified, his face burning, Fang edged back through the water until he stood in the shadow under the opposite bank. If he could see the Princess, it followed she might be able to see him, once her eyes became accustomed to the bright sunlight. He was almost crying with shame. If the Princess ever found out that he’d watched her bathing, she’d never speak to him again. And she would undoubtedly report him to King Bison and the others. He would be socially ostracized as some kind of pervert.

In fact—and now the sweat on his face was joined by a solitary tear—he was a pervert. His own body proved it. For as he watched the Princess standing up to her knees in water, splashing herself, he wanted nothing more than to go to her, to hold her close to him and to … to—his mind attempted to reject the idea, then gave up—to mate with her. Compulsively, like an animal.

At least stop looking at her, he told himself. But he couldn’t stop. She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. When she’d finished, she sat down on a rock, her face cupped in her hands, her elbows resting on smooth, perfect knees. Her arm bore a leaf bandage, loosely tied. He wondered how she’d hurt herself, and he wanted to go and comfort her.

Because she looked heartbroken. For a moment, Fang played with the idea that she was unhappy because of him, because he was lost in a giantish world and she might never see him again. But he was unable to convince himself. Probably nobody knew he was lost. Probably nobody cared; in fact, his father might be mildly relieved. No, something else must be troubling the Princess.

He decided that he would go and visit her if ever he got back into gnomedom, to see if he could help. She sat there for a long time before she arose with a visible sigh and disappeared into the bank. Fang walked slowly to the muddy beach which overlaid most of the gnomish marshland including his father’s home. There were signs that at spring tides the sea might well rise well beyond the area of the Princess’s dwelling. The two worlds, he concluded, were alarmingly different and he was glad he lived in gnomedom.

The tide was out now, however, so he decided to walk around the headland to the familiar beach south of the village. The sea bed sloped steeply there, so the gnomish and giantish beaches looked very similar. By now the party would be over and it would be safe to make his way from the beach through the forest to Nyneve’s cottage.

After pushing his way through undergrowth and scrambling across rocks for a while, he came across something unexpected. It was a little beach, hidden from above by the steepness of the cliffs and from either side by protruding headlands. There was not one headland as he’d always supposed. There were two, and the beach lay tucked between them.

His spirits lifted by the sense of discovery, he began exploring among the huge boulders piled against the foot of the cliff. He soon found the dark entrance to a cave.

Caves are things of irresistible temptation. No gnome could discover a cave without immediately wanting to explore it. Fang trotted inside, yelling and savoring the echo of his voice.

The interior of the cave seemed oddly familiar. It was quite deep, and along one side ran a narrow shelf.

It was the shelf that Pong slept on!

This was the umbral version of Pong’s dwelling. It was almost identical, except for the pile of rocks outside. It even smelled the same. Fang wandered around in the gloom for a while, identifying crannies and protrusions, remembering with nostalgia the night he’d spent here with Pong—which, in retrospect, had been almost idyllic.

Then he heard a heavy thud. Whirling around, he saw a huge creature standing between him and the entrance. He couldn’t make out any details. The thing was simply a frightful outline against the daylight outside. But he knew in his heart what it was.

“The lopster!” he screamed.

It had come for him. The clacking noise would be its snappers, limbering up. It crouched on hairy legs. It waved feelers at him. Drool, Fang surmised, would be spilling from its maw. Pong’s ultimate horror actually existed on another happentrack. Fang hadn’t really believed Pong, but now the fishergnome was vindicated.

Fang flattened himself against the far wall of the cave, groaning with terror. This was poetic justice. The whole scenario was so perfect in its construction, so much like a story the gnomes might tell at their evening gatherings, that it could only end in the death of Fang, the gnome who hadn’t believed.

The monster uttered a deafening screech and began to advance steadily on him, spike-encrusted feelers vibrating, segmented flank scraping on the rock. Fang watched and groaned, and his recent, despicable life began to flash before his eyes as his memory lobe discharged with shock. The filthy spying on the naked Princess. The degrading imprisonment by Ned Palomides. The craven cowardice in the face of the charging Sharan. The daggertooth. …

The daggertooth!

He was Fang, the gnome, the slayer of the daggertooth!

Fang, a gnome to be reckoned with! What was he thinking of, crouched here like some timid rabbit? It was time to take charge of the situation. It was time to assert himself! In any case, it was that or wait to be eaten.

Drawing a deep breath, he strode toward the frightful monster, and waving his arms imperiously, shouted, “Bugger off!”

The lopster paused, clicking uncertainly.

“You heard me!”

And the lopster, cowed by the stare of the gnomish eye, backed away. Fang advanced, yelling. The lopster, screeching, retreated to the beach. Then it whirled round and disappeared around the corner in an awkward gait. Fang slumped against the rock wall, shuddering. Had the lopster been real? Or had it existed only in a particularly clear umbra?

And at some point during contemplation, the real significance of his vision of the Princess struck him, and he knew he had to get back to gnomedom as soon as possible.

The young man rowed smoothly and the ripples sparkled in the early morning sun like a galaxy of stars. As he reached the middle of the lake, an arm arose from the water, clad in white samite and bearing a bright silver sword. The young man took the sword and brandished it over his head, uttering a cry that echoed among the hills, waking the men and the animals to a new world. The arm slid below the surface and the young man rowed back to the shore. His face was handsome, glowing with exertion and something else: a kind of glory.

Nyneve opened her eyes. “Let’s stop the game for a moment,” she said. “That was beautiful. I want to hold it for a while.”

“You will notice, Merlin,” said Avalona, “that he did not miss a stroke and fall into the bottom of the boat. There are a lot of irrelevancies in real life that have no effect whatever on the ifalong. A legend filters them out and concentrates only on the essentials.”

“This is young Arthur in our story,” Merlin pointed out. “We’re not visualizing that lout Tristan. Did I ever tell you he kicked me in the shins when he was a kid and I caught him stealing our apples?”

“In the ifalong,” said Avalona, “people will confuse Tristan with Arthur to such an extent that they will become almost indistinguishable from each other.”

“Oh, no!” cried Nyneve. “They’re completely different people. Tristan is just a villager—very nice, but only a man. Arthur, now,” and her eyes were glowing in the firelight, “Arthur is like a god. Arthur will be whatever we want him to be. He is perfect. Let’s carry on with the game now, shall we?”

“Arthur has no character,” said Merlin.

“Character is just an excuse for lust and greed and all that stuff,” snapped Nyneve. “I hope Arthur is above that.”

“If he is, then he’s just a stooge for the real characters around him,” retorted Merlin.

“I believe it’s possible for a man to be pure and courageous and honorable without being boring.”

“Oh, there’s nothing pure about Arthur,” said Merlin with a snigger. “He slept with his aunt.”

“He what? He certainly did not!” Nyneve glared from Merlin’s grinning face to Nyneve’s impassive one. “How can you say a thing like that?”

“He didn’t know she was his aunt, of course,” Merlin explained. “He was under a spell at the time. You see, while you were away, Avalona and I had a little game. And somehow—I can’t think how it happened, except that maybe the game was getting a bit dull—this ghastly witch appeared: Morgan le Fay. She was Arthur’s sister, actually, but she’d gone wrong—you know how girls can. Anyway, she arranged for Arthur’s aunt, Margawse, to visit Caerleon, where Arthur was staying. Arthur and Margawse … fell in love, shall we say? It was very touching.”

“It’s disgusting! How could you do that while I was away? Arthur’s spoiled now!” She appealed to Avalona. “Isn’t that so?”

“No man is perfect,” said the witch. “Only I am.”

“We’re going to call the bastard Mordred,” added Merlin.

“They’re going to have a child?”

“Well, of course, nobody will know who Mordred’s father is. And then at the end of the game we can have a dramatic revelation. First, though, it’s time for some battles and a bit of rape and pillage.” He rubbed his hands.

“I’m having nothing to do with it,” said Nyneve. “We were building a good world, the kind of place our own world ought to be but isn’t, and I was telling the villagers about it and everyone was enjoying themselves. Well, now you’ve made it dirty. I didn’t mind the fighting because it had a purpose. But to make Arthur sleep with his aunt changes the whole point of the game, and I don’t want any part of it!” Furious, she jumped to her feet and made for the door.

“Sit down,” said Avalona.

“No!” Nyneve jerked the door open, rushed outside and slammed it shut behind her, expecting at any moment to feel the witch’s powers working on her. But nothing happened.

Inside, Avalona said, “We will marry Arthur to a suitable and wholesome woman, Merlin. Nyneve is too young and idealistic to accept your kind of plotting.”

Nyneve ran across the clearing and into the forest. She felt as though Arthur had betrayed her. How could he sleep with some old aunt? Surely all the love she’d poured into the making of him would have shaped his character better than that. She sat on a stump, her face in her hands. Damn Merlin! How could he do that to her? First he’d spoiled Igraine, and now this! He was just a dirty old man!

And into her mind, the thought crept so clearly that it might have been a voice. It’s only a game.

Go away, Avalona! she thought furiously.

We just sat in a group and dreamed it all up.

Games can be very real, Nyneve thought back.

Look at this.

And there was Arthur in her mind, tall and handsome in the very center of a battle, unconquerable, Excalibur flashing in his hand. …

“Oh, give me a few minutes peace!” Nyneve cried aloud.

The image faded and she sat thinking about it all. After a while she became a little ashamed of herself. Avalona was right; it was only a game. She was ridiculously close to being in love with an imaginary man. Real people were all around her, and there was real work to be done.

Reality made itself felt at that very moment, in fact. Something tapped at her leg. She looked down. A tiny man stood there, beating at her with his fists.

“Fang!” she exclaimed in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m trapped in your world! I don’t know how to get back to gnomedom! I’ve tried standing in the mushroom ring but it doesn’t work, so I came to find you. I must get back quickly to warn people—the umbra’s coming closer! Will you help me, Nyneve? Will you?” The distress on his little face was almost comical.

“Of course I will. Come on.” She picked him up and set off briskly down the dark forest path. The night birds were about and the undergrowth was full of secret rustlings. Nyneve was not frightened; some of Avalona’s sublime confidence had rubbed off on her. Most of the forest creatures avoided humans, and wolf attacks only occurred when food was scarce.

“Oh!” She stumbled, nearly dropping Fang as she trod on one forest creature that had not avoided her. She fancied she heard a tiny squeak. But when she bent to examine the ground, there was nothing there. Whatever the animal was, it couldn’t have been badly hurt. Relieved, she walked on more carefully.

“I … I saw you give Tristan the sword.” Fang had been trying to say this for some time, impelled by honesty. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“That’s all right, Fang.”

“Why did you give it to him?”

“Avalona wanted me to. She’d planned it for a long time, but then she plans everything for a long time. I wouldn’t be surprised,” continued Nyneve in a moment of resentment, “if she’d been planning it for centuries. Even the smallest thing is planned. It gives me the creeps sometimes, the way it all works out.”

“But why did Avalona want him to have such a beautiful thing?”

“Oh, it’s a symbol or something. I don’t know. Avalona wants to build a new kind of society here in my world.” And her steps slowed as she thought of Arthur, tall and wonderful; and the earnest, well-intentioned Tristan who had stayed on the beach to defend her from the Irish. “Maybe some of her ideas are good,” she said.

“You mean she wants to make your world more … peaceful? She wants giants to be less bloodthirsty?” he asked.

Nyneve laughed ruefully. The poor, defenseless little fellow, she thought. “I’m afraid not, Fang. Quite the opposite, in a lot of ways. She wants the new society to define right and wrong, good and evil, very positively. And she wants people to be prepared to die for what is right. In some ways it’s rather like what the Church teaches, but instead of God smiting evil people—which He never does, unfortunately—men will do his smiting for him. There will be quite a lot of fighting, but all in a good cause.”

“I don’t see how a good cause justifies fighting. Why not simply breed the evil out of your people? That’s what we gnomes would do.”

“I don’t think we know how to. And if we did, a lot of people would think that was evil, too. And anyway, Avalona wouldn’t go for it. Don’t worry about it, Fang. You’ll be safe enough in gnomedom.”

“Nyneve, I saw the Princess of the Willow Tree today. Right there, in the umbra of gnomedom. Any passing giant might have seen her, if he’d been around.” A quick anger took him at the thought of a giant seeing his Princess undressed. “The dirty bugger. But this means the giants will soon know all about us, and it means the umbra is coming closer. We won’t be safe in gnomedom. I think gnomedom and giantdom are going to be the same place, one day very soon! What are we going to do, Nyneve?”

“I don’t know, Fang,” she confessed unhappily.

“Are they going to be the same place?”

To hell with Avalona, she thought. These little people should be warned. “It’s possible. It’s always better to prepare for the worst.”

“But how can we prepare?”

“I don’t know. Avalona once said something about gnomes arriving on Earth, as though you hadn’t always been here. Well, if you arrived somehow, maybe it would be possible for you to go back to your original home by the same route.”

“But that must be thousands of years ago. I don’t know how we got here. Nobody ever talks about it. We’re just here, and that’s all there is to it.”

“You told me you could remember everything.”

“The Gooligog can. But you know what he’s like. And anyway, I can’t see people wanting to leave gnomedom.”

“They may have to, Fang.”

He didn’t reply, and they were silent for the rest of the walk. Soon Nyneve stopped in a familiar clearing. “I’ve already tried getting home this way,” said Fang.

“Don’t talk. I have to concentrate.”

Then there was a tingling through Fang’s body, and after a moment Nyneve said, “We’re here,” and she put him down on the ground.

“This is gnomedom?” It looked just the same as the giant’s world: the clearing, the moons above. Somehow it should have felt safer.

“You’re home, Fang,” she said. “And now I must get back home, too.” She stood still for a moment, then suddenly she was gone, and Fang was alone.

He looked around, sniffed the air, detected a subtle difference and decided he was indeed home.

He hurried along the path, toward the hollow log. As he walked, he prepared his speech. He would tell the gnomes of his adventures, glossing over his failure to recover the Sharan; then, when they were suitably prepared, he would warn them that their world was no longer secret. He wouldn’t mention the disgraceful bathing episode, of course. He’d just tell them he’d seen the Princess out walking; and if he could see her, so could the giants. And if the umbra was getting so thin, the next thing would be that giants and gnomes could touch one another.

And then it would be the skewer, and the open fire.

He could see the hollow log through the trees, and the murmur of gnomish voices came to his ears. A dozen or more gnomes were gathered, which meant that the women had had their way tonight, and trade was poor at the Disgusting. It seemed a long time since he’d seen them all, and to his shame he felt a tear run down his cheek as he entered. The Princess wasn’t there, which was a pity. He’d been looking forward to the expression of admiration his story would bring to her pretty face.

Somebody said, “It’s Fang.” There was an embarrassed outbreak of coughing and conversation died away, while each gnome assured himself that Fang was not responsible for the loss of the Sharan.

Fang sat down among them. “It’s good to see you all again,” he said.

“It doesn’t do for a gnome to sit at home all alone, brooding,” said Clubfoot Trimble with characteristic lack of tact.

“I didn’t mean that,” said Fang, irritated. “I mean it’s good to see you all after my great adventure, from which I was lucky to escape with my life.”

“My cousin Hal was always having great adventures,” said the Miggot. “The bloody fool.”

“Have a drink,” said Clubfoot, passing him a mug. “Tell us the story of your adventures, Fang. Don’t mind the Miggot. He’s only jealous.”

“Where’s Trish?” asked Fang. “And King Bison and Lady Duck?”

“They’ll be here in a moment,” said Clubfoot, understanding that Fang wanted the largest possible audience. “Lady Duck went to get Bison out of the Disgusting. I expect Trish is on her way, too.”

“And … and the Princess?”

“Oh, her. She’s hardly ever around these days, Fang. I don’t suppose she’ll come. Why don’t you start now, and the others can pick it up when they arrive.”

“All right.” Fang cleared his throat, making sure he had their attention, and began, “Fellow gnomes, I have a tale of wonder to tell you. I have been—”

“Clubfoot! Clubfoot! Oh, dear, Clubfoot!”

King Bison scurried into the log, panting and wild-eyed, Lady Duck a few paces behind.

“What is it?”

“It’s … It’s …” Bison gazed around the gathering, tears on his cheeks. “It’s Trish!” he managed to say.

Clubfoot sprang up in alarm. “What do you mean, it’s Trish? Is she hurt?”

“Oh, she’s hurt, Clubfoot.” King Bison was crying openly, now.

“How badly?”

“Very badly. Awfully badly, Clubfoot.” Bison was pawing at Clubfoot’s clothing, staring into his face, willing Clubfoot to excuse him from explaining further.

“What do you mean, awfully badly?” asked Clubfoot, clutching Bison back.

“Oh, Clubfoot, you’d better come and see. Or maybe you shouldn’t. Oh, Clubfoot!”

The Miggot took over. Seizing King Bison by the arm, he snapped, “You’d better take us there, right now!”

Led by the Miggot, who was supporting the weeping Bison, they hurried into the forest.


Unhappy Days in Enomedom

Trish lay face down on the ground, motionless. The gnomes gathered around in silence while Clubfoot knelt beside her, murmured to her, then gently turned her over. In the light from the Miggot’s torch, they could see that Trish’s eyes were open.

“She’s dead, Trimble,” said the Miggot harshly. There was a muffled sob from somewhere.

“But there’s no blood.” Clubfoot looked up at them, face twisted in anguish. “How could she be dead?”

“Perhaps she just died. People do.” Other torches joined the Miggot’s and the scene became brightly illuminated. The Miggot said, “She’s a damned funny shape.”

“She was always overweight, you know that!” cried Clubfoot, and there was an outraged muttering at the Miggot’s insensitivity.

The Miggot said, “I mean she looks squashed.”

“Squashed?”

“Kind of spread out. As though something fell on her.”

They looked at the body; and yes, Trish did look squashed. Here and there her skin was blue and had burst out of the seams of her clothes. A groan of horror arose.

“But there’s no fallen tree or anything anywhere,” said King Bison.

“Then something must have sat on her. A monster who doesn’t know his own weight.” Clubfoot gazed around at their apprehensive faces.

“Morble,” somebody said.

There was a grief-stricken silence as the gnomes visualized the appalling fate of Trish, too fat and slow-moving to get out of the way, with the frightful immensity of Morble looming over her, descending on her.

“You’ll have to speak to Nyneve, Miggot,” said King Bison. “This is the first time Morble’s done anything like this, and now he may have developed a taste for it. He always was a vicious-looking brute.”

“How can you develop a taste for sitting on people, Bison, you fool? It’s eating people you develop a taste for.” Then the significance of his own words dawned on the Miggot and he glanced at the blackness of the forest. “We’re in a vulnerable position, standing here.”

“You’re saying he may come back?”

“It would be perfectly natural for the brute, having made his kill, to return in due course to feast on the remains.”

“So then he would develop a taste for gnome,” said Bison triumphantly, having been smarting since the Miggot called him a fool. “It all comes to the same thing.”

Spector, who up to now had preserved a thoughtful silence, spoke up. “It’s more likely Morble would have eaten his victim at the time of the killing. Why leave it and then come back? Why not eat it at the time, while the craze for blood is still on him?”

“Perhaps he likes his meat well aged,” suggested the Miggot.

“Shut up, you callous swine!” yelled Elmera. “Have you no feeling for the bereaved?”

The bereaved, who had been kneeling beside the body, fortunately oblivious to the conversation, looked up. “Speak to Nyneve, Miggot,” he said brokenly. “For all our sakes.”

“Yes, speak to Nyneve, Miggot!” cried the gnomes, glad to have a visible target for their outrage. “Do it now!” shouted old Crotchet, who had just arrived and was not sure what all the fuss was about. “Do it right now, Miggot!”

“Why me?” the Miggot shouted back, cornered. “Why me? Why not Bison? He’s supposed to be our leader!” The Miggot was not sure which he disliked the most: the ferocious Morble, or the overblown girl-giant Nyneve, with the enormous breasts.

But King Bison had collapsed under a tree, face buried in his hands. “It’s all too much,” he mumbled. “I can’t take the pressure.”

“Bison’s a spent force,” said Elmera. “You speak to Nyneve, Miggot, or it’ll be the worse for you!”

“I’ll speak to Nyneve,” Fang offered.

“You?” The gnomes looked at him doubtfully. The image of Fang flinging himself cravenly to the ground in the face of the charging Sharan, thus betraying the trust, was strong in their minds. But then, hadn’t there been something creditable about Fang and the daggertooth earlier on? Gnomes had so much to remember that there was a tendency to concentrate on the most recent events.

“I spent some time with her today,” said Fang. “I visited the umbra.”

The Gooligog, who had arrived late, possessed of a gnomish sixth sense that something was afoot, said, “A likely story.”

“I saw many wonderful things.” Fang, after this strong start, lapsed into silence as he remembered the naked Princess.

“Maybe tonight isn’t the best time to tell us about them,” said Spector hastily. “If you don’t mind me saying so, Fang. Save the story of your travels for another night.”

“It’s important,” said Fang stubbornly, but beginning to become discouraged. It certainly wasn’t the most suitable occasion to tell of his gloomy forebodings. Most likely—as so often happened to authors of gloomy forebodings—he would be shouted down and the impact would be lost.

“I’m sure it is,” said Spector comfortingly. “I’m sure it is, Fang. Now just talk to Nyneve, will you? There’s a good fellow.”

Fang was staring at the path through the trees, chasing an elusive memory. It slipped out of his mind and was gone. “I’ll look out for her,” he said. “I know how she gets into gnomedom.”

“Why don’t you simply visit giantdom?” asked the Gooligog nastily. “You’ve done it once, so you say. Do it again!”.

“I think that was just a temporary way through the umbra. Then it closed up, once the sword had gone.”

“The sword?”

“Forget it,” said Fang. “I’ll try.”

The others nodded, watching Clubfoot who sat beside Trish, holding her cold hand, weeping silently. When you’ve lived with someone for a couple of centuries, it’s hard to let go.

It so happened that Nyneve didn’t visit gnomedom for a month. Fang, after an abortive visit to the Excalibur dell, camped disconsolately beside the mushroom ring, waiting in vain. It was a month of exciting events in Mara Zion. Nyneve was caught up in them to such an extent that she hardly had time to give a thought to her little friends one world removed.

Two days after Tristan left for Ireland, the news of his departure reached Baron Menheniot. With the village champion out of the way, it seemed an opportune time to send a task force to show the flag and exact fealty. His best knights were otherwise engaged, so the baron himself led an ill-assorted rabble of horsemen. He was too experienced an administrator to allow such men to collect fealty unsupervised.

To their astonishment, they were met by a forewarned and workmanlike force of villagers under the command of Torre—and were beaten off. The high point of the battle came when the baron himself, riding full-tilt at Torre with his sword in mid-swing, passed under a low bough that knocked the weapon from his hand. Torre roared with laughter, reined in his horse and allowed the baron to dismount and retrieve the sword.

The baron gave him a strange look, and thereafter seemed to have little stomach for the fight. Soon he called off his men—who were about to retreat anyway—held a short discussion, and approached Torre on foot. Smiling sheepishly, he proposed they hold a friendly meeting to resolve the issue of fealty.

“Is there an issue?” asked Torre.

Predictably, the discussions came to nothing, although a pleasant atmosphere prevailed and the beer flowed freely. By nightfall the issue had lost its urgency. The ex-combatants lay around a great fire in the forest clearing, yarning of adventures in far-off lands.

Somebody said, “We need Nyneve to tell us a story.”

Word was sent to the village. The women soon arrived, bringing more beer and venison. The younger women quickly began to find the baron’s men not so brutal as had first been supposed, and an enjoyable party developed. More wood was thrown onto the fire. Nyneve settled herself into the crotch of an oak, where her audience could see her.

“This is a story we’ve been telling in Mara Zion,” she explained to the baron and his men. “It was told to me by Avalona and Merlin, whom you’ve probably heard of. At first I thought we were inventing the story as we went along, but it’s becoming too real for that. The story takes its own path and has its own rules, and I think it really did happen—or is going to happen,” she corrected herself, “because Avalona says it doesn’t finish until thirty thousand years into the future. Avalona and Merlin are really old, and they’ve seen a lot.”

She went on to bring her audience up to date on Arthur and his rise to power, and when she came to the part when he was given Excalibur by the Lady of the Lake, her audience murmured in awe.

“I can see it,” somebody said.

“Hush,” a villager whispered. “That’s always the way with Nyneve’s stories.”

“Excalibur,” the Baron murmured. “Isn’t that the name of Tristan’s sword?”

“It is,” Torre answered him, grinning. “There’s a powerful magic in that sword.”

“So I’m told. Although I’ve yet to be convinced. However, young Nyneve is a remarkable storyteller. I heard the story of the Lady of the Lake yesterday, by way of a man from Exeter. Her word gets around. I must invite her to the castle.” He lay back, giving himself over to the tale of adventure.

Nyneve continued, “The time came when King Arthur found himself in love. She was the daughter of King Lodegrance of Camylarde and she was very beautiful, of course. Only the most beautiful queen would have been good enough for Arthur. Lodegrance was honored that Arthur had chosen his daughter as queen, and Guinevere seemed quite pleased, too, as well she might,” said Nyneve acidly, “because Arthur was quite a catch. King Lodegrance’s wedding gift was a huge round table, big enough to seat over a hundred knights.”

The baron called out, “But if it was round, how could you tell where the head of the table was?”

The table sat in their minds, oddly indistinct.

“That was the whole idea. There was no head of the table. All knights were equal.”

“But somebody had to sit next to the king. Those would have been the favoured knights, surely?”

Nyneve thought for a moment, then said, “I expect they cut a hole in the middle of the table and Arthur sat there. It would be the only way. Anyway, the places were marked with the knights’ names in gold, all except one that was marked HOT SEAT. Merlin told the king it would mean death if the wrong person sat in that seat, because it was reserved for someone great, who hadn’t been born yet.”

“Who was that?” asked Torre curiously.

They saw it all: the table with the hole in the middle, the king sitting there with his knights in a great circle around him, and the one empty place. They saw it as vividly as ii the table had been set in the forest clearing right before them.

“I don’t know,” Nyneve admitted. “That part of the story hasn’t happened yet. Anyway, the wedding took place and the banquet afterward, and everything went well. When they were finished eating, Merlin said, ‘Stay in your seats, please. Something unusual is going to happen.’ Merlin often says things like that. Then Avalona tells him off.

“Suddenly a white deer came running into the hall, followed by a white hound and sixty black hounds. The white hound was snapping at the deer, and got a piece of it before the deer jumped over the table and got away. One of the knights grabbed the white hound, but the black hounds were running about all over the place, making a mess and eating the food. It wasn’t the kind of thing you’d want at your wedding feast. Then I rode into the hall on my horse—”

“You?” exclaimed Baron Menheniot. “You’re in this story too?”

Somebody said, “Be quiet. Of course Nyneve’s in the story. It’s her story, isn’t it?” And the baron sat back, smiling.

“—and that knight made off with my white hound, so I complained to Arthur. Before he could do anything about it, another knight rode up and threw me across his horse, and galloped off with me. …”

The listeners were silent, images building in their minds of a time and place removed from their own, yet not so far removed as to be unbelievable. Everyone in Nyneve’s story world was a little better, or a little worse, than real people—a little larger than life, and all the more exciting for it. And so the storytelling went, until Nyneve fell asleep in her tree; and by this time most of her listeners were asleep, too, and the story had continued for them as a dream. In their slumber they performed acts of valor and rescued Nyneve from the knight who had carried her off. …

The next day, Nyneve was invited to the castle to continue the story for the people of Menheniot. Many of the Mara Zion villagers attended, too, and it was an occasion for feasting and cementing new friendships.

Three weeks later, Tristan returned from Ireland with Iseult, to find changes in Mara Zion. An alliance had been concluded with Baron Menheniot against the marauders from the east, and this had already borne fruit with a famous victory at Launceston.

“And I missed all that?” asked Tristan.

“I’m sure there were compensations,” said Torre, bowing to Iseult. “But where’s the Irish army you were bringing?”

“I’m sure they’ll be here,” said Tristan evasively. “And we’ll need them, because I can’t say I completely trust the baron. This is all too sudden for my liking. Robber barons don’t change their ways so easily.”

“You’re just disappointed you won’t be able to use Excalibur against him.” Torre laughed. “It’s good to see you back, anyway. We need a leader in Mara Zion. The baron’s accepted the new principles wholeheartedly—which is good—but it puts us in some danger of being swallowed up by him and his knights. Peacefully, but swallowed up all the same.”

“The new principles. … Nyneve’s still telling her stories, then?”

“The tale of Arthur grows almost nightly. And it’s spreading, too. Lamorak journeyed to the north coast last week and heard them talking about Arthur. The way they spoke, you’d think he was a real person.”

“We really need a name for all this. You know, like the priests speak of Christianity.”

“How about ‘Nynevity,’ “ suggested Torre.

“I’m not sure she would like that. You’ve noticed how she doesn’t actually preach this new way of life? She illustrates it with her stories and lets us take it from there. But all the time in the background I can sense the influence of that witch Avalona. I don’t think Nyneve would want to be regarded as a figurehead.”

“You think of a word for it, then. You’re the educated one in the village.”

“I already have a word,” Tristan admitted. “I was educated in France, and there’s a word I’ve built up from the French word for horse, which says it all. Simple virtues, courtesy toward men and women alike, honesty, fighting fair, and horsemanship, of course. Why don’t we call it ‘chivalry’?”

The game of pretend was getting too much for Nyneve, however. She was beginning to feel as though she were leading two lives. There was the everyday life of Mara Zion. Then there was the storybook life of Arthur and his world—which seemed to grow more real every evening, as she sat in the cottage with Avalona and Merlin. She was a part of both worlds, and she felt increasingly powerless to control her destiny in either.

Added to which, the preparations for the wedding of Tristan and Iseult depressed her. Trying to analyze her feelings as she lay in bed one morning, she realized that one of Avalona’s predictions was coming true—at least so far as she was concerned. Subconsciously she was beginning to merge the personalities of Tristan and Arthur in her mind. She had bestowed many of Tristan’s pleasanter characteristics on Arthur, and the two men were now quite similar. Tristan had the potential to become a great leader of men, and a wise, compassionate and brave one too. And now he was going to marry Iseult. … Just for an instant, she had the notion to gallop into the wedding feast on a white horse and ruin the whole damned affair. Just like she’d done at Arthur’s wedding, to spite that prissy Guinevere …

Then she pulled herself together. This was no way to begin a new day. She needed a change of scenery. She’d been getting too close to Mara Zion and its problems, recently. Today she would visit the gnomes. …

She stepped out of the ring to find a tiny shelter had been built nearby. It was made of sticks laid like a ridge tent and plugged with moss. Fang was sound asleep inside. He awakened with a start.

“I’ve been waiting for you for weeks!” he complained. “You’ve never stayed away so long before.”

“You mean you’ve been here all that time?”

“Well …” He flushed. “I slipped away each evening when I thought you’d be having supper. Just for a short while, down to the marsh stream.” He’d crawled out of his shack and now he stood, twisting his hands together in embarrassment. “Just to see if somebody was about, you know. But she never was. I haven’t seen her properly for ages.”

“Yes, but why were you waiting for me?”

He paused in the act of rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “Nyneve, a terrible thing happened! Trish got killed, and people think Morble did it!”

“Trish dead? How awful!” She remembered well the fat, jolly gnome. Trish had been quite a character at the dancing and other celebrations, an outstanding figure among the fifty or so gnomes of Mara Zion. “I don’t think Morble would have killed her though, Fang.”

“I don’t think so either.” He was scampering along the forest path now, leading her to the scene of the tragedy. “She died in a strange way. There were no real wounds. Morble would have torn her up, I think.”

“Morble wouldn’t have touched her. He only attacks if Merlin, Avalona or I am in danger.”

“But he has to eat.”

“He eats elsewhere. Anyway, how did Trish die?”

“She looked as though a monster had stamped on her.” He halted, looking around. “This is the place.”

This bit of forest looked familiar to Nyneve. There was an old fallen trunk nearby, rotted through, shaped like a fierce head. “Are you sure?” A kind of dread was mounting in her.

“Yes. … This is it. What’s the matter, Nyneve? You look funny.”

“Exactly when did this happen, Fang?”

“The same night you rescued me from your world.”

She remembered the walk through the forest a month ago, in the dark with Fang in her arms. She’d been hurrying to the mushroom glade, to send Fang back to his own world. It had been almost dark at the time. But … yes, it would have been about here. … She remembered stepping on something and thinking she heard a faint cry, but seeing nothing.

Had the umbra been so thin that she’d stepped through one world into another, and stamped on Trish?

Were the worlds getting so close together?

She looked down at Fang. He was hopping from one foot to the other, waiting for her to speak. “Yes, yes?” he said. “What is it, Nyneve?”

She said heavily, “I think I might have crushed Trish.”

“You? You couldn’t have done that, Nyneve.”

“I might have, in the dark.”

“But you weren’t here. You went back to your own world.”

“And in my world, I’d walked down this same path. …” And she reminded him of the cry she thought she’d heard. “So I think perhaps our two worlds came together for an instant. Perhaps they just kind of bounced off each other, and Trish happened to be there.”

“So the worlds are really getting that close?”

“I’m afraid it looks like it, Fang.”

“What will happen to us gnomes?” he cried. “What are we going to do?”

“You remember what I said before. You’re going to have to find some way back to your ancient home.”

“But what if we can’t remember how?”

She had no answer for him. The gnomes were gentle and peace-loving, which were hardly suitable attributes for the violent world of humans. She imagined the gnomes quickly enslaved and used as playthings and curiosities. Every castle would have its complement of gnomes, who would be used to entertain guests. Ladies of leisure would have personal gnomes. Gnomes would be used to unblock drains. At last she said, “I’ll help all I can,” but she knew it would not be enough.

“How?”

She came to a quick decision. “Let’s go back to the ring,” she said. “I’ll show you how to pass through into my world. Then you can come and fetch me any time things look as though they’re getting out of hand.”

“I … I won’t have any trouble getting back again?”

“It works both ways.”

They returned to the mushroom ring and spent the rest of the morning practicing. Fang learned the technique of shutting off the everyday processes of his mind, repeating an odd little poem to prepare himself, then making the jump through the shrinking piece of the greataway which separated gnomedom from the human world. In effect, he learned what later civilizations called the Outer Think. He was well equipped for it because he was a kind and loving gnome, unlikely to be rejected by the strange natural forces that guard the greataway. The reason why the kikihuahuas themselves never learned the Outer Think, despite their gentleness and the principles embodied in their examples, is one of the great mysteries of the Song of Earth.

By noon, Nyneve was satisfied with Fang’s abilities and they rested under an elm tree. It was a pleasant day and the sun-dappled grass was warm. “This is nice,” said Fang, pleased with himself and his new accomplishment.

Nyneve glanced at him, a contented little man lying back against the tree and sipping from his flask of beer, and she smiled to herself. He’d already forgotten the perilous situation his people were in. The sun was warm, he’d learned a new trick, and he still had half a flask of beer left. She envied his simple happiness. It was a characteristic of the gnomes, and one that would work against them in the difficult days to come. What a pity life couldn’t always be like this for them—and for her, too.

Suddenly curious, she asked, “Don’t you ever think about getting married, Fang?”

He gave her a shy look. “Yes.”

“Well … why don’t you?”

“I’m not sure she’d want me.”

“Have you asked her?”

“No. I hardly ever see her, these days. She never seems to come out.”

“If you haven’t asked her, how do you know she wouldn’t want you?”

“She’s so beautiful. She could have any gnome in Mara Zion. I know I don’t stand a chance, so I haven’t asked.”

“Come on now, Fang.” She laughed. “How many eligible gnomes are there in Mara Zion anyway? Five? Six? And you’re famous. You slew the daggertooth.”

“And then there was the Sharan.” Fang fell silent, staring at his legs. If Nyneve had been a little more observant, she would have noticed his beery flush turning to an ungnomish pallor.

“I’ve seen her looking at you,” Nyneve continued. “I’m a girl myself, remember? I can tell. I’d say you stood a good chance.”

Fang had taken hold of his right pants leg and was easing it up above his knee, slowly, with infinite care.

“So go and see her, right now.”

“I … I …” Fang croaked, pointing at his leg. “I’ve got a wart, look.”

“That’s not a wart. It’s just some kind of insect. Here, let me.” She reached out to pluck it off.

“No!” He jerked away. “It’s a wild wart! It means death!” He was transformed, shaking, cringing away from her.

“What do you mean?”

It squatted on his skin, feeding off him. He stared at it, the hairs at the nape of his neck prickling. It was small, black and segmented, and it throbbed as it sucked his blood. It must have attached itself some time during the afternoon, when his pant bottom had come out of his boot and exposed the skin. He was lucky to have noticed it before he’d accidentally knocked it and spread its poison through his body.

“You can’t pull them off,” he said, still shuddering. “Their jaws break off and inject a poison, and it kills you just like …” He tried to snap his fingers, but his hands were shaking too much. “Just like that,” he concluded miserably.

“What about burning it off? You can get rid of leeches that way. This could be gnomedom’s version of a leech.”

“You can’t burn them off. They hump up with pain and inject their poison.”

“Can you drown them.”

“No.” He slumped against his tree in an attitude of despair. Gone was the contented gnome of a few minutes ago. “You can’t do anything. They’re awful things, wild warts are. They just stay on you, sucking away. People won’t talk to you. They won’t come near you, in case the wart hops onto them. It’s a terrible affliction, a wild wart.”

“There’s got to be something you can do. It must happen quite often.”

“Not very often, because we gnomes keep well covered up.” He tried to think. “I’ll have to talk to my father. He ought to know something about it.” The thought of visiting the Gooligog depressed him further. “Or I could just hole up and sit it out until the wart dies of old age. I remember someone doing that, once.”

“How long does it take?”

“About five years.”

“That’s a long time … with the umbra closing in,” she reminded him.

“Oh, hell. We must talk to my father about that, too. Now he’ll have to listen. Let’s round up some of the others and go and see him.”

“I’m sorry, Fang, but I have to go home. It’s getting late. Let me put a loose bandage over that wart first, so you won’t knock it.” Nyneve tore a strip from her handkerchief and wrapped it, rather clumsily, around the gnome’s tiny leg. Then she stood. “Go and see your father now,” she said. “And remember, any time you want me, you know how to reach me.”

She stepped into the ring and disappeared, leaving Fang sitting glumly against his tree.

The Gooligog was awakened in the middle of the night by a deputation. His housemouse alerted him first, jumping up with a deafening squeak and bounding onto his bed. The Gooligog jerked awake. The housemouse sniffed at him. The Gooligog thought it had come to eat him. He fought it off.

“Not yet!” he shouted.-”Not quite yet, you bastard!”

The mouse jumped to the floor and began to scrabble at the door. The Gooligog, muttering with temper, kicked it aside and flung the door open, peering into the cold night.

“Who in hell is there?” Then he saw the group of figures. “Who’s that? Is that you, Willie?”

“We’ve come to see you, father.”

“In the middle of the night?”

“That’s of no consequence, Gooligog,” came the Miggot’s voice. “Every minute is precious. Let us in. We must talk to you.”

Outnumbered, the Gooligog stepped aside and the deputation filed past into his tiny living room. They seated themselves around his table: the Miggot of One, Spector the Thinking Gnome, King Bison, Lady Duck, and his wretched son Willie. Apart from Willie it was an impressive gathering, representing the cream of local gnomish society. The Gooligog, mellowing, set mugs of beer before them.

“How can I be of assistance?” he asked.

“You can do some recalling, for a start,” snapped the Miggot.

“And what do you wish me to educe?”

“How in hell do we know?”

Spector, sensing a conflict of personalities, said, “If we knew what it was, Gooligog, you wouldn’t need to recall it. Do you see the logic of that?”

“That’s true,” said the Gooligog smoothly, keeping his temper. “I see the logic.”

They nodded wisely, drinking; all except Fang, who said impatiently, “Nyneve says it was probably she who flattened Trish. By accident, of course. She stepped right through the umbra onto her!”

Lady Duck, whose eyes had closed for a moment, jerked awake, shouting, “The umbra is coming! The umbra is coming!”

“We’ve been through all this before, haven’t we? said the Gooligog. “I thought we’d agreed it was all nonsense. That was my understanding.”

“Our original understanding,” said Spector carefully. “But circumstances change.”

“But we did agree it was nonsense.”

“It’s not nonsense, you damned fool,” snarled the Miggot. “It’s a believable explanation of what happened to Trish. The umbra is closing in, and what happened to Trish will happen to us all—and worse, when the giants get their hands on us. You must look back into your memory and find the answer, do you hear?” And he stepped close to the Gooligog and seized him by his nightshirt, staring fiercely at him down the full length of his pointed nose.

“Why me?” wailed the Gooligog, helplessly aware that everyone was against him. “Why come to me for an answer? Why not breed something to defend us?” He appealed to King Bison. “You’re our leader. Get the Miggot to breed something!”

“There’s no time,” said Bison flatly.

“You shouldn’t have left it so late!”

“We didn’t. We came to you weeks ago, but you wouldn’t listen.”

“That was when we all agreed it was nonsense!”

“But it’s not nonsense now,” said Spector.

Bison took a firm stand. “You’ve got to get into that memory of yours and find out what the umbra is all about!”

“And what we’re all about,” said Fang quietly.

“What do you mean, what we’re all about?”

“Well, how we got to Earth. What the purpose of the gnomes is.”

The Gooligog, thinking he’d found a weak link in the opposition, launched a sudden attack. “What’s the purpose of anything, Willie, you young idiot? What’s the purpose of this?” He slapped an ancient hand against the wall, bringing down a shower of mud. “What’s the purpose of this?” He snatched up the housemouse and held it struggling before them. The mouse twisted around and sank its incisors into his wrist. “Oh, damn the thing!” he shouted, dropping the animal and sucking at his flesh. He surveyed them with anguished eyes, seeking sympathy and finding none. “We all know our purpose,” he mumbled. “We live in harmony with the world around us. We create life where life is needed. We are kind and good.”

“Yes, but why?”

“What do you mean, why? We are the gnomes. That’s what life is all about.”

Fang regarded his father, choosing his words carefully. What he wanted to say was too important to risk incurring another tantrum. “I think there must have been a beginning,” he said. “We’ve always accepted that we’re here to do the things we do, and we’re probably responsible for creating every animal in gnomedom. But who is responsible for creating us?”

“The Sharan, Willie. The Sharan.”

“So who fed the ingredients to the Sharan? Who told Pan what was wanted? Who created the Sharan?”

“Who created the creator, Willie? Those kind of questions are futile. They can drive a gnome mad.”

“Well, nothing at all makes sense unless there is another people somewhere, who created us. And maybe if there is, we should be looking for ways to get back to them, before the giants kill us all!”

“What about the umbra?” shouted Lady Duck.

Fang glanced at her, puzzled; then realized that logic was not essential to the issue. “Yes,” he said. “What about the umbra?”

“The umbra! The umbra!” cried King Bison. “What about it?”

The Miggot and Spector remained silent, watching the Gooligog, because the Memorizer’s behavior had become strange. As the cries of inquiry rang around his little home, he had commenced staring at the uneven ceiling with a tortured expression. Then, as the last echoes died away and ten gnomish eyes fixed themselves on him in demanding silence, he buried his face in his hands and began to mumble.

“Speak up, Gooligog,” snapped the Miggot after a while.

An indistinct voice mumbled, “I … can’t.”

“Can’t what?”

“I can’t remember any more.”

“You what?”

There were tears in the Gooligog’s eyes when he looked at them. “Don’t you understand? I can’t educe! I’ve tried, but I’ve lost the power! There’s something stopping me—a monster in my mind, horrible and black! I can’t remember anything before the monster came! I’ve tried all I know!”

There was a long, shocked silence, then the Miggot said coldly, “You have betrayed the trust.”

“Not me,” said the Gooligog, recovering slightly. “Willie betrayed the trust.”

“That was a different trust.”

“Actually,” said Spector thoughtfully, “it was the Miggot who betrayed the trust.”

“Which bloody trust was that? I don’t remember betraying any trust!”

“To hell with the trust!” shouted Lady Duck, losing patience. “What about the umbra?”

They fell silent, watching the Gooligog.

“I’m sorry,” he muttered.

Fang said, “You must teach me to educe.”

“What’s the point? I’ve lost our history!”

“It’s still in your memory lobe, waiting to be educed.” Fang reassured him. “It’s in me, too, because I’m your son. Teach me how to find it, father. Maybe I’m not frightened of the same monsters as you. It’s all waiting here in my mind, all our history right back to when gnomes were first created—and maybe further. Everything we know about our creators will be there, like where they are and how we can reach them. They even might have foreseen the umbra trouble, and have left some clue how we can avoid it. Teach me, father.”

The Gooligog regarded them all. In their various ways, they regarded him back. There was the Miggot of One, with his penetrating stare. Lady Duck, now wide awake and impatient. Spector the Thinking Gnome, probably analyzing his very silence. King Bison, looking anxious. The wretched Willie, who had outwitted him. And the housemouse, considering him, licking its lips.

It was the housemouse that decided him. They knew, housemice did.

“If you insist, Willie,” the Gooligog said loftily.


Autumn in Mara Zion

The Gooligog insisted on a good night’s rest before undertaking the task of teaching Fang. Early the following morning, the young gnome showed up at the swamp, alert and freshly-scrubbed. The Gooligog met him at the door.

“Oh, it’s you,” he said, as though surprised.

“You haven’t forgotten?”

“Of course not. You just looked different. Cleaner, somehow.”

“You’re looking pretty clean yourself, Father,” said Fang, anxious to make a good impression.

The Gooligog glanced around the marshy ground, seeking a suitable place to start the lesson. “Over here,” he said, leading the way to a low, moss-encrusted stump. He sat on it cross-legged, arranging his ceremonial memorizing robe decorously over his thighs. A shaft of sunlight stabbed through the sparse foliage of autumn and illuminated him like a god. “Sit at my feet,” he said in sonorous tones.

“The ground’s wet.”

“The wetness or otherwise of the ground is a mere detail when compared to the gift of memory which I, and all our ancestors, will bestow on you, Willie.”

“Quite probably, but I’m not sitting in this muck. Why don’t we both sit on your doorstep?”

“A doorstep is not the place to undertake this task. The signs must be right. The environment must be suitable.”

“Just wait a moment, then.” Fang trotted over to a pile of assorted belongings outside the Gooligog’s door and returned with an old rush mat. “This will do,” he said, laying it on the ground and sitting down.

“That mat belongs to my mouse. He’s not going to like this,” said the Gooligog—unnecessarily, as it turned out, because the housemouse emerged from the burrow at a scuttling run, took hold of a corner of the mat in its yellow teeth and began to tug.

“Go home!” snapped Fang, his patience wearing thin. “Can’t you control this thing?” he asked his father.

“The mouse has more right to the mat than you do, Willie. He has been my constant companion for many years, which is more than I can say for you.”

“Yes, and you know why he he’s been your constant companion, don’t you?”

The Gooligog’s face froze into an expression of suffering. The mouse jerked vigorously at the mat, gradually working both mat and Fang toward the burrow.

“Listen,” said Fang in exasperation, standing up. “Do we have to go through all this? You’re going to teach me to educe, that’s all. It’s no big deal, is it?”

His childhood had been notable for quarrels with his father. He had invariably bested the Gooligog with his more incisive reasoning. The Gooligog, however, had just as invariably leaned on the dignity of his position and insisted on respect for its own sake. This provided the perfect counter to any common-sense argument Fang might put up. That had been decades ago, since which Fang had thankfully lived alone. Now this morning in the marsh was turning into a repetition of his childhood. “Either you teach me or you don’t!” shouted Fang, infuriated. “But there’s no way I’m sitting in the mud!”

“It is the tradition that the pupil sits at the feet of the master,” intoned the Gooligog, keeping calm.

“No more!” said Fang. He stormed off to the Gooligog’s burrow and entered, seating himself at the table. He prepared to wait his father out. Time went by. There was a crash of thunder and rain began to fall heavily, to Fang’s great satisfaction.

Shortly afterward the Gooligog came hurrying into the burrow, drenched. “You have angered the gods,” he remarked. Quickly assuming a serene demeanor, he gazed around his squalid dwelling as though seeing it for the first time. “My home will be suitable,” he said. “What could be more so?” In order to achieve the desired elevation he sat on the table, swinging his skinny legs. He stared down at Fang severely. “First we will spend a period in meditation.”

“What shall we meditate about?”

“Anything you bloody well like,” snapped the Gooligog, the mask slipping for an instant. He hastily closed his eyes, and there followed a long silence broken only by the gnawing of the housemouse as he systematically consumed his mat.

Fang, satisfied now that he had broken through his father’s cool reserve, also closed his eyes. He began to think worrisome, lewd thoughts about the Princess of the Willow Tree, and the way she had looked while bathing. After a while, disgusted with the images his mind created, he looked up to find the Gooligog regarding him loftily.

“The time is ripe,” said the old gnome. “We shall begin. First, you will repeat this apothegm after me. Out of the womb of the Tin Mothers …”

“The what?”

“The Tin Mothers.”

“Out of the womb of the Tin Mothers.”

“We are born into the realms of space.”

“We are born into the realms of space.”

“Freely to travel the endless way.”

“Freely to travel the endless way.”

“In token of which deliverance we undertake this vow.”

“Does this go on very long?”

“Repeat it, Willie. Do you want to fail your duty?”

“In token of which deliverance we undertake this vow.”

The Gooligog went on to repeat the rest of that interminable statement that became known in the Song of Earth—incorrectly—as the Memorizers’ Mantra. It included words very familiar to later humans towards its conclusion:

I will not kill any mortal creature.

I will not work any malleable substance.

I will not kindle the Wrath of Agni.

And the rider that dealt specifically with the gnomes:

Except insofar as it may be necessary to ensure the survival of my subspecies, and this proviso will endure only for forty thousand of the years of the planet Earth.

In consideration of which vow I require that the memories of my ancestors be made available to me.

“… be made available to me.” Fang, whose eyes had been squeezed shut in concentration, looked up at his father. “Is that it?”

“That is the apothegm. Now comes the learning. It is necessary that you learn the whole apothegm and be able to repeat it completely, without mistakes. And you must never forget it, because the time will come when you have to teach it to another. Choose your successor wisely.”

“It’s rather long, isn’t it, father?”

“It would be pointless to have an apothegm that any gnome might hit upon by accident. You must never, never repeat it to anyone other than the person you have chosen as your successor. Otherwise we would have Memorizers springing up all over the place, and you can imagine what a confusion of history that would result in. Remember, Willie, gnomish history is yours and mine in this part of the world. It must be accurate, and contain only those facts which you have sifted and analyzed and decided are correct and valuable. Do not fill our history with dross.”

Impressed despite himself, Fang said, “But I still can’t remember anything before I was born.”

“You will, once you have memorized the apothegm.”

“Is that all there is to it? Anyone can be a Memorizer if they can repeat the apothegm?”

“Of course. It’s a gene, Willie. It recognizes the apothegm and unlocks the memory lobe. Our creators must have intended that only a select few in any generation should be Memorizers, but they knew they couldn’t prevent the gene spreading as gnomes multiplied. So guard the words. Keep the history pure.”

“But all the mumbo-jumbo? The way you dress and the way you speak—what’s that for?”

“You will find it helps if you surround yourself with an air of mysticism, Willie. We Memorizers have our traditions, our rites and our robes. It sets us apart from others. It’s all nonsense, of course, but it helps. After a while it becomes second nature.”

Fang stared at him, amazed. For the first time he could remember, his father was being honest with him.

The Gooligog gave him a twisted grin. “It’s a hard life for a Memorizer, acting an endless role in front of his own son—the gnome who knows him best. It’s good to relax, Willie.”

“Father … Please call me Fang. Everyone else does.”

“Fang … Let’s see. They gave you that name because of the daggertooth incident, didn’t they? ‘Away, Thunderer,’ and all that?”

Fang took a deep breath. “Let me tell you the truth about that day. I—”

“Don’t. It doesn’t matter. We now have many lessons to get through, as I teach you the approved history of Mara Zion since you were born. In that history is the daggertooth incident. We will leave it out. You can memorize the story of that incident from your own recollections, instead.”

“Thanks.”

“Nobody will know the truth until the next generation of Memorizers, anyway.”

“All the same,” said Fang sadly, “I’d rather like to have gone down in history.”

“You will. Your influence will soon be upon everything that ever happened to the gnomes of Mara Zion. Every Memorizer stamps his own impression on the memories handed down to him. It’s gnomish nature, W—Fang.”

“Fang’s only a name, after all, Father.”

“It’s a good name. I like it.”

*      *      *

In the days that followed, Fang spent much of his time with his father, learning recent history and repeating the apothegm endlessly, until one chilly autumn morning something happened in his mind.

He was hobbling toward the marsh for his daily lesson, careful not to disturb the wild wart that itched on his calf and seemed to grow bigger every day. As usual, he was repeating the apothegm to himself. This took a long time, but he was usually finished by the time he reached the Gooligog’s door. Then he would run through it again with his father and check for mistakes. Yesterday he had made less than a dozen errors. For the first time he allowed himself to think that he might, soon, actually become a Memorizer.

“… and this proviso will endure only for forty thousand of the years of the planet Earth,” he informed the dripping trees. “In consideration of which vow I require that the memories of my ancestors be made available to me.” The ground was boggy underfoot.

Click.

Something happened in his mind.

Little mental blocks slid aside. Tunnels of memory opened up and waited for Fang to explore them. A new section of his mind became alive, humming, a little rusty but ready for use. Memories waited almost breathlessly: his father’s memories, and his father’s father’s, and so on even back to the ancestral kikihuahuas. Other ancestors were there, too: alien ones. And for an instant the treetops looked friendly, like home, and Fang’s arms felt strong and able to swing him up there.

Puzzled, he stopped in his tracks. A sense of well-being flowed through him. Life was good, even with a wild wart.

A wild wart?

Well, that was no problem. It was curable. He cast his mind back a few millennia to the formation of the first Mara Zion Wild Wart Society. President, one Boggle.

Numskin Boggle was famous as the gnome who had first studied the wild wart. He observed its habits and life-cycle, and devised a cure. The cure depended on the sexual habits of the wart, which only left its host when it sensed the presence of a wart of the opposite sex with whom it was ready to mate. Otherwise it stayed put. The poisonous mandibles had evolved to ensure that it was in the host’s best interests to leave it alone.

Numskin Boggle set up an information chain throughout the region. When a person reported being afflicted by a wart, he was matched up with a host to a wart of the opposite sex. The two gnomes would go off to a lonely spot and stay there until their warts were ready. When the warts hopped off to mate, the gnomes would run for it.

It was a highly embarrassing situation for two gnomes to sit waiting for the stirrings of their warts’ libidos, particularly if the gnomes themselves were of opposite sexes. But it was worthwhile. To ease tension, talk was traditionally limited to profound political or mathematical discussion.

“Only one thing could be more embarrassing,” Boggle is credited with having said, “and that is for the couple to sight a woodypecker while waiting for their warts to take flight.” This happened to two marriageable gnomes during Boggle’s lifetime. Immediately after their warts had flown, they departed to opposite ends of the country and were never seen again.

Fang flushed at the recollection.

At the recollection!

All this had happened millennia ago! He could educe!

He, Fang-who-used-to-be-Willie, was a Memorizer!

Excitedly he began to explore the byways of his mind. …

Some hours later, the Gooligog came across him sitting with his back to an ulm tree, his eyes closed.

“I see you’ve gained the power,” he said dryly. “Use it well, and keep practicing the apothegm.”

Fang opened one eye. “You wouldn’t believe the stuff in here!”

“I would. And when you’ve sorted it all out, I suggest you remember your purpose and start examining early gnomish history. Your powers are strongest when they’re new. Mine are waning, and there are too many monsters in there.” Shaking his head, he turned to leave.

“Father, wait a moment. Can you tell me who is president of the Wild Wart Society these days?”

The Gooligog edged away. “You have a wart?”

“Well, yes. Don’t worry—it’s all covered up.”

“Warts like old flesh. The blood flows more thinly.” Stamping his feet as though dislodging unwelcome guests, the Gooligog withdrew to a point beyond hopping range.

“The society, father?”

The Gooligog’s expression of distaste deepened. “The society was dissolved several decades ago, not long after you were born. There was a scandal. Certain perversions came to light.”

“Perversions?”

“It seems,” and here the Gooligog dropped his voice and glanced over his shoulder, “that a child was born to an unmarried pair of gnomes who had been waiting together for their warts to fly. Quite clearly—the evidence was there for all to see—the period of enforced juxtaposition had maddened the gnomes, and caused them to act in a manner contrary to nature. The Society fell into disrepute and was quickly disbanded, but the damage was done. The child is still among us, rebuking us with its very presence, a living reminder of the evil that dwells within us all.”

“That’s putting it a bit strongly, isn’t it?”

“A child born without purpose is an affront to our creed.”

“Who is this, uh, bastard?”

“We of that generation have sworn never to tell.”

“But you must pass the memory on to me!” Fang was agog with curiosity.

“Never! It is fortunate that it happened after you were born, so the memory is not in your lobe. The parents were banished from Mara Zion, of course; but the child stayed on and was cared for by a band of gnomes at the forest’s edge. That is all I shall tell you. Now you must forget the whole thing.”

Reluctantly, Fang returned to his main concern. “If there is no society and no network, how am I going to get rid of my wart?”

“You must go into seclusion.”

“But that could be for years!”

“It is the only way. Otherwise you risk passing the wart on to somebody else. And that would be a selfish and ungnomelike act.”

The disappearance of Fang was quickly noticed by the other gnomes, and regretted. There was a general feeling that difficult times were ahead. The quick-thinking Fang—although of tarnished courage—would have been an asset to the community.

“You don’t suppose a giant stamped on him?” suggested King Bison one evening.

The Gooligog told them about the wart.

“But how could you allow him to go into seclusion?” asked Bison, annoyed. “We need him! We decided last night—I decided, that is—that he must revisit the umbra and recover the Sharan before the giants catch her and eat her. He is a courageous young gnome and will not be deterred by the possible dangers. Not only that, but he’s the only gnome who can reach Nyneve in an emergency. It seems to me that the umbra looks even closer today,” he finished, glancing around nervously.

“The Sharan must wait.” said the Gooligog. “Fang is no use to us limping and scared somebody will knock his wart. If he rests in seclusion his blood will slow down and the wart may leave him sooner than usual.”

“On the other hand, Gooligog,” said Spector, “Fang may emerge from seclusion a demoralized gnome. Without the intellectual stimulation of our company, he may sink into apathy and lie in bed staring at the cracks in his ceiling, rarely stirring, never washing.”

“I’ve warned him about that before,” said the Gooligog, concerned at this confirmation of his forebodings. He never was one to listen to advice.”

“You have taught him, though?”

“Inasmuch as I can teach him anything.”

“And what was your impression of him when you last saw him?” asked Spector keenly.

“Clean enough, by his standards.”

“I mean mentally,” said the Thinking Gnome. “What was his mental state?”

The Gooligog shrugged. “You know Fang. He always was a brash young fool. He was depressed about the wart, of course. Being an inconsiderate young swine, he wanted to carry on as usual and put us all at risk. I persuaded him otherwise. He stared for a while at a yellow fungus stuck to a tree, then he walked off. Damn it, Spector,” snapped the Gooligog, “I can’t read his mind!”

“That’s true,” said Bison.

“We can only hope the experience does not unhinge Fang,” said Spector.

“Unhinge him?” Bison looked alarmed.

Spector went on to describe the unhinging effect of a wart, brought about by a combination of poisons and depression, which might result in Fang returning to their midst a changed and pessimistic gnome, subject to recurrent headaches. It was an apprehensive meeting that finally broke up quite late. Several of the members found it necessary to move on to the Disgusting in search of happier conversation.

It was not the only speculative discussion to take place in that corner of old England. The same evening, a knight called Gylmere limped into Castle Menheniot bleeding from various wounds, and sought the presence of the baron. He had a bitter complaint to lodge.

“I was brutally assaulted by that young upstart, Tristan,” he said. “He struck the sword from my hand and allowed me no chance to retrieve it. So much for Tristan’s sense of honor!”

“You were a fool to take him on,” said the Baron unsympathetically.

“I had no intention of taking him on, my lord. All I did was make a complimentary remark to that Irishwoman of his, and he challenged me to a duel.”

“I can imagine your kind of complimentary remark. Anyway, you should know better than to fight Tristan, with that sword of his.”

“Do you believe those stories about the sword?”

“Not really, but you can’t deny he’s been having some astonishing successes recently. We’ve had no trouble from marauders since summer, and now we’ve been able to extend our own lands, thanks to Tristan. That’s quite an army he’s marched north with. I have hopes that he’ll take Tintagel for us by midwinter. He’s a useful lieutenant.”

“Lieutenant? He sees himself as a partner, my lord!”

The baron smiled. “Let him think that. He’ll fight better for it.”

“When he returns in the spring, he’ll be welcomed as a hero,” said Gylmere worriedly. “And he’ll have an army behind him. We have a potentially dangerous situation, my lord. He sees himself as the future king of all England, just like Arthur in the stories.”

“But do others see him that way? I know they tell the Arthur stories all over the west country now—and fine stories they are, if you don’t take them too seriously. You don’t really think the common people see Tristan as a real-life Arthur, do you, Gylmere?”

“He has a certain flair. And thanks to his friendship with Nyneve, he is able to imitate the Arthur stories closely. Look at that log fortress he’s had built in the forest, with its great hall. They have a round table in there where he eats with his men, when they’re not away raising Cain.”

“Does it have a hole in the middle?” asked the baron curiously.

“Apparently that didn’t work out. To reach the hole Tristan found he had to crawl under the table, which was demeaning, or climb across it, which was undignified. So now they have a chair and table set on top of the round table, and steps so Tristan can walk across the round table to his place. All this has the effect of making the others sit beneath him.”

The Baron roared with laughter. “Which defeats the original purpose. Perhaps some of Nyneve’s stories aren’t so well thought out, after all.”

“But he does have an empty place marked HOT SEAT.”

“To be occupied only by a pure and perfect knight. I don’t know where he’s going to find anyone to fit those specifications. His men are a rougher crowd than mine, even!”

“It isn’t funny, my lord. Tristan is a dangerous man. He’s already taken Mara Zion away from you.”

“He may have his plans, Gylmere, although I rather doubt it. He’s basically a simple fellow who sees things in black and white. He models himself after Arthur, and thinks he’s fighting on the side of good against evil. His followers are simple, too, and they understand his simple concept. If he tells them a thing is evil, they fight it. There’s nothing devious about him. Nothing dangerous.”

“Unless he took it into his head to class you as evil, my lord.”

“Well, there is that possibility,” said the baron thoughtfully. “Perhaps we should make our plans, too. Just to be on the safe side, you understand. No need to tell anyone. I wouldn’t want people to think I was the kind of man to turn against an ally.”

Tristan and his deeds were a popular topic of conversation in Mara Zion during the early weeks of winter, while most of the able-bodied men were away on the northern campaign.

One day Iseult confided in Nyneve. The two women were almost the same age, but Iseult saw Nyneve as being wise beyond her years. “I’m not happy about Tristan,” said Iseult. “He’s changed, lately.”

“He’s been successful,” said Nyneve guardedly, wondering if Iseult had ever heard of her brief liaison with Tristan.

“I think that’s the problem.”

“What do you mean?”

“He’s getting too big for his boots. Ever since he got that sword, he seems to think he’s unbeatable. His men think the world of him, and that makes matters worse. I … I don’t know him very well, Nyneve—probably not as well as you know him. But he’s not the same man I married. I hate to say it, but I think he’s drunk with power. You should have seen the way he was behaving on the night they all marched off—standing in the middle of that ridiculous table, waving his sword and making speeches about right and wrong and oppression and tyranny, as though he was a mouthpiece for the good Lord himself. It was stupid and embarrassing, but they swallowed it all and cheered. There was a horrible kind of worship in their eyes, the kind of worship they ought to reserve for their wives. It frightens me so much I’m beginning to wish I was back in Ireland.”

“Don’t leave him, Iseult. He couldn’t stand that.”

“Maybe I can’t stand this! I’m not the only one who thinks this way, Nyneve. When Tristan freed us from the baron—although I’m beginning to wonder if he really did—everybody was happy and he was a hero. But now the women and the old people are beginning to complain. They’re sick of the men always being away. They’re lonely, and the food runs low when there’s nobody to do the hunting. They’re asking what it’s for, all this fighting. Their men are going to get killed one day and we’ll have nothing to show for it. It means nothing that Tintagel belongs to us—or London itself, for that matter. Mara Zion is our world, and we were happy with it.”

Nyneve said gently, “I’m not sure how we can change things, now. I think they’ve gone too far.”

Iseult hesitated. “Those stories of yours, Nyneve. People pay a lot of attention to them—particularly Tristan. Perhaps if you began to change the tone of them a little … Perhaps if your hero Arthur began to lose a few battles and make a few mistakes, and even act like a normal human being instead of like a god …”

Nyneve thought hard about the things Iseult had said, as she made her way back to the cottage. It went against her inclinations to play down the heroism and perfection of Arthur, but if it was for the good of Mara Zion … She broached the subject with Avalona.

The witch was uncooperative. “We will not change the direction of the story simply to suit a few insignificant people, Nyneve. You must consider the broader picture, and the ifalong.”

“But it’s only a game. Surely the little details don’t matter. If we can use the stories to make Tristan and his men see sense—”

“We are using the stories to make the world see sense, Nyneve. People expect a set pattern, and if we allow anything to get out of character it will discredit the whole series. We will play the game tonight in the usual pattern, and there will be fighting and the good people will win. You may involve yourself in the details if you like, but you must not attempt to change the pattern. Do you understand?”

Nyneve said nothing.

Avalona watched her narrowly. “This morning I chanced to examine the nearby ifalong,” she said, “and I foresaw happentracks on which you disobeyed me, and I was obliged to dispose of you. Do you know what you will do, on those happentracks? Of course you do, because you’re thinking of it now. You will start inventing your own stories to suit your purpose, and you will go out and tell them to the villagers.”

Nyneve flushed.

“And you will be wasting your time, because your new stories will lack credibility. In order to project the right kind of realism, you must have played the game first. And without Merlin or I, you can’t play the game. Of course, there is another happentrack, a most unlikely one, on which. …” And the witch fell silent, watching Nyneve thoughtfully, calculating, seeing the branching of many happentracks from that moment, assessing their relative probabilities and the extent to which they would affect her great plan for the future.

“I’ll go and get some water,” said Nyneve hastily. She often had the uncomfortable feeling that Avalona could read her thoughts. The witch couldn’t, of course—but she could come very close to predicting her actions.

As Nyneve began to work the pump, Merlin came shuffling out of the trees, munching with toothless gums and muttering to himself. His eyes lit up when he saw her. He came to a halt, grinning at her wordlessly, watching the movement of her body as she pumped. It was probably at that moment that he sealed his own fate. Nyneve interpreted his gaze correctly, and set in motion Avalona’s least likely happentrack. “Well, hello Merlin,” she said, smiling at him in the friendliest fashion. Damn Avalona, she thought. Damn Avalona to hell. I’ll show her she’s not the only one with powers around here!

“Hello, hello!” He edged closer, like a dog hoping for a scrap from the table.

“Did you have a good day in the forest?”

“I went as far as the northern edge,” he said absently, talking for the sake of talking while he watched her. “And I looked toward Pentor. My, but it’s all changed in the last thousand years.” His attention span was short, and he began to get interested in his own maudlin ramblings. “I remember I used to wander over the whole of Cornwall, and Devon too, before Avalona made me come and live with her.”

“Why did she make you do that?” asked Nyneve, pumping away.

His face creased into lines of resentment. “She said I was getting senile. She said I was calling attention to myself as a Paragon, because of all the wonderful things I could do. She said it’s our duty to stay out of sight and quietly work Starquin’s will. Damn her.” He squinted up at Nyneve craftily. “Do you know what I sometimes say? Bugger Starquin, I say!” And he shot an involuntary glance at the sky as though expecting a thunderbolt. Nothing happened. “Bugger Starquin!” he repeated, emboldened.

“I think it’s a shame for you to be shut away here,” said Nyneve. “If you like traveling, then you should be allowed to. Wouldn’t you like to see all those places again?”

His eyes had brightened. “Tintagel,” he murmured. “Okehampton, Bodmin, Ilfracombe. Oh, it would be good to see them again—and further, too. Avebury, Glastonbury, Dorchester. …”

“Why don’t you just go? Just pack a few things and walk away while Avalona’s asleep tonight.”

“Well, I don’t know … I couldn’t. …” Now gloom fell over him like a shroud. The whole idea was impractical. “I’m not as young as I was. I’d get lonely. …” He glanced at her. “Winter’s coming. … And I’d miss you, Nyneve. I look on you as a daughter.”

“I’d come with you.”

His mouth dropped open. “You’d what?”

“I’d come with you. We’ll walk the land together, you and I, and we’ll play the game together and tell people stories in return for food and shelter. We’ll go to all those old places you spoke of, and we’ll have a wonderful time!”

“We will? We will?” Merlin’s eyes sparkled. After a quick peep at the empty windows of the cottage he threw his arm around her and hugged her. “We will!” he cackled. “Tonight! And to hell with Avalona!”

The skein of happentracks gathered itself into Avalona’s ifalong. During autumn, a million unfulfilled possibilities were discarded. Events were woven into a pattern that would eventually result in the deliverance of Starquin from his peril thirty thousand years later. Most of the pivotal events had now taken place, but a few remained. As the days went by, one particular event didn’t happen, and it didn’t happen. …

… until eventually a tiny humanoid summoned up his small store of courage and made his way to a certain point on the stream which flows into the sea near Mara Zion. He sat on the bank until the cold northeast wind cut through his clothing and he began to shiver. Then he called, tentatively:

“Princess …!”

There was no reply. He jumped from the bank and landed with a splash in the stream. Putting his head into an opening in the sandy loam, he shouted again.

“Princess! It’s me, Fang!”

And the call came back, “What do you want?”

“I want to see you!”

“What about?”

Fang couldn’t tell her yet. He had a hunch, but it was no more than that. If he was wrong, the Princess would tell him to go away. If he was right, she might in any case not want to share her unhappiness. So he called back, “It’s very important!”

“Please go away!”

He hesitated. His chest rested on the floor of the hole he was leaning into, and he could feel his heart beating. The hole smelled of earth and the roots of the willow tree through which it tunneled, of worms and beetles and, faintly, cooking. It was the normal smell of a gnome’s home, unlike the musty smell of his father’s burrow. It smelled friendly. Burning his boats—the Princess would never speak to him again if he were wrong—he scrambled headfirst into the tunnel.

Then he uttered a squeak of surprise as the ground gave way under him and he fell, landing on his back with a thump.

“Are you all right?” There was a hint of laughter in the Princess’s distant voice. “It sounds as though you’ve fallen into my otter trap. That’s what happens to uninvited guests.”

It was dark in the pit and Fang was disoriented. “How do I get out of here?” he shouted.

“Just climb. There’s a trap door above you. Push it open with your head as you climb out.”

“But couldn’t an otter do that?”

“They don’t have the sense and I don’t tell them how.”

“But if they were in here long enough, they’d find out.”

“They do, but by then they’re so disheartened about the whole thing that they go away, and my home gets a reputation among otters as a place not to visit.”

“But—”

“For heaven’s sake, Fang, are you going to get out of there and explain yourself, or not?”

Fang climbed out into the tunnel. The trap door swung shut behind him. In the light from the entrance he saw a ledge around the edge of the trap, where gnomes crawled who knew what they were doing. His face was hot from embarrassment as much as from the climbing, but he had no intention of backing down now. Doggedly he crawled forward. Soon the roof of the tunnel rose, and he could stand. A watch-cricket chirped at him as he came to a door with light showing through the cracks. He pushed and found it was bolted.

The Princess was not making things easy for him.

He knocked politely, and called out, “Please let me in, Princess.”

“You still haven’t told me what this is all about.”

It was most unusual for a gnome to deny another gnome entrance to her home. Usually gnomes welcomed visitors. This one fact gave Fang more confidence, and he said, “I think I know why you haven’t been coming to our meetings lately, Princess. Perhaps I can help.”

“Nobody can help.” The misery was back in her voice.

“At least let me try.”

There was a long pause. The Princess must have decided she had little to lose because after a while Fang heard the bolt being drawn back. He pushed the door again, and this time it opened.

“Hello, Princess,” he said, blinking at the light from candles set in holders around the walls.

It was the neatest little home he’d ever seen. The living room was small and oblong, with a big fireplace and oven in one wall and decorated in white tile with roses and ferns on it. Next to this stood a pile of logs, on top of which a housemouse dozed. This was a mouse of friendly appearance, unlike the mangy brute his father kept. This mouse was here for companionship, not as a scavenger. There was a big table and four chairs of excellent craftsmanship; to Fang’s eye they looked like the work of Bart of Lostwithiel. There was a spinning wheel and a loom with a cascade of bright tweed tumbling from it. The kitchen alcove had a giant shell for a sink. All around the room were late-blooming flowers.

The Princess stood in the middle of the room, watching him warily. “Hello, Fang,” she said. She wore a green blouse and a red skirt. Her golden hair poked out from under her tall green maidenscap, falling in braids to her waist. Fang had never seen anyone so beautiful. He snatched his own cap off politely, and held it behind him.

“I hope I’m not intruding,” he said.

“I don’t know yet. You haven’t told me what you’ve come for. You may have a very good reason.”

“I hope I have. I don’t want to offend you.”

“And I don’t want to be offended.”

Fang swallowed, then blurted out, “I have a wild wart attached to me.”

“Indeed?”

“I wondered … I wondered if perhaps you had the same problem. We haven’t seen you around lately. Gnomes get depressed and stay away from people when they have warts.”

“You don’t seem to be staying away from people.”

“Do you have a wart?”

“What a question to ask!” The Princess looked affronted. “If that’s all you came for, you’d better be on your way.”

“I have to know!”

“Why do you have to know? Just suppose, for the sake of argument, that I did have a wart. I certainly wouldn’t go around telling people about it. I’d stay home where I couldn’t affect other gnomes, and wait for the wart to die.”

“That could take years!”

“It’s better than pulling it off and dying yourself. Why are we talking about this, anyway? It’s not a very pleasant topic.” She tried to smile, remembering her etiquette. “Can I offer you a drink, now you’re here?”

“Thanks.” Fang accepted a mug of beer and the Princess poured one for herself. They sat down, eyeing each other cautiously. “There is another way of getting rid of warts, you know,” Fang ventured.

“There is?” said the Princess lightly, as though it were of academic interest only.

“You find someone with a wart of the opposite sex, and you … kind of introduce the warts to each other. After a while, they fly away to, uh, uh …”

“That is absolutely filthy,” said the Princess calmly.

“Isn’t it? Warts are almost as bad as giants.”

“And the woodypecker.”

Fang had been doing a lot of blushing that day. Mention of that sex-crazed creature—from the Princess’s lips, too—caused his face to flare up like Merlin’s furnace. “Terrible, terrible,” he muttered, looking away.

“And then there are people who watch other people bathing.”

“Urgh!” With a croak of despair, Fang snatched up his cap and made for the door. He would go to the other end of the country, tonight. Thunderer was outside. He would ride through the night and nobody in Mara Zion would ever see him again. He would hole up in a cave like Pong, and become a hermit.

“Wait!”

He paused in the act of flinging the door open.

“Don’t go,” said the Princess.

“I must. I must. I have an urgent appointment with the Miggot. Can’t be late, you know. That’s very bad peekers, I mean manners. The Miggot—very influential gnome.” He began to sidle through the door, babbling.

“I want you to stay. I’m in trouble and I think you can help me. I have a wild wart, Fang. Please stay and help me get rid of it. I’ve been so unhappy recently. You’re the first gnome I’ve seen for ages!”

“Oh.” His mind a storm of thoughts, Fang closed the door and sat down heavily in one of the Bart chairs. “How …? What …? The bathing incident. I must apologize for the bathing incident.”

“What bathing incident?” asked the Princess innocently.

“There wasn’t a bathing incident?”

“Not so far as I’m concerned.”

“Why did you mention bathing, then?”

“Oh, that. It was nothing. While I was bathing, I thought I saw the faint shadow of a gnome in the umbra, standing under the opposite bank of the stream. I was probably mistaken, and I certainly couldn’t recognize him, if he was there at all. I don’t think there are gnomes in the umbra, are there, Fang?”

“Very rarely, I’d say,” said Fang.

“So that subject is closed. That gnome—if there was a gnome—might have seen this.” She rolled up her sleeve and showed him the leaf bandage. She unwrapped it and there, squatting on her perfect skin, was the ugly form of a wild wart. “Isn’t it horrible?”

“Awful,” agreed Fang, looking at it closely. It was a slightly different shape from his—narrower in the abdomen, and a little darker, too. “It’s a different s … it’s different from mine, Princess.” He rolled up his pant leg and they compared warts. “See?”

“Yes.” There was a long silence.

“So perhaps we should stay together for a while,” said Fang at last, feeling as though he’d been holding his breath for a very long time.

“It might be advisable.”

“You don’t mind the way the warts might … behave?” He asked anxiously. “You don’t mind the … implications?”

“Not if you don’t, Fang,” said the Princess of the Willow Tree.


The Travels of Nyneve and Merlin

For the first few days Nyneve was in good spirits. Free from the oppressive presence of Avalona she skipped through the forest of Mara Zion, occasionally bursting into song while Merlin plodded behind, eyeing her greedily. The weather was unseasonably warm. The forest floor was covered with drifts of dry leaves which Nyneve would dive into, gathering up handfuls and throwing them at the ancient Paragon. Merlin would enter into the spirit of the occasion and occasionally chase after her, but without any hope of catching her. Leaving the forest, they followed the valley floors around the edge of the moors. The story of Arthur was everywhere. They found themselves welcomed in the small communities; indeed, after a day or two they began to find themselves expected, as horsemen carried their new tales ahead and announced their approach.

At nights they played the game. After an evening of storytelling, during which they were invariably well-fed, their listeners would compete for the privilege of giving them accommodation. Later they would lie on mattresses set on the floor of a farmer’s cottage, or at worst in a warm stable or hayloft, and the images would begin to flow between them. They lay fairly close—Nyneve made sure that Merlin stayed beyond arm’s length—and developed their story for the next day. Then, in the early hours of the morning, they would fall asleep. They would be awakened by their host, who would give them breakfast, and then they would take to the road again.

Everything went well until they reached Penryn, where they met their first setback. The weather had turned colder. A southeasterly wind was blowing into Falmouth Bay, and Maybe Moon could not be seen—always a sign of bad weather coming. They stayed at an inn that evening and told their story to the patrons while the winds buffeted the ancient wooden structure. That night Merlin was too tired and too drunk to play the game, and collapsed into a stupor.

The next evening, in a tiny hamlet at the head of a tidal estuary, Merlin addressed their audience.

“Tonight we will tell you the story of Sir Launcelot and Lady Elaine. For five years Elaine had been imprisoned in a tower of the castle of Corbyn Head, where she was scalded every day by boiling water.”

Now Nyneve stepped forward. “Oh, woe is me!” she cried, “For I have aroused the jealousy of Queen Morgan le Fay, which is why I am locked in here.”

“Fear not, fair lady,” shouted Merlin, waving a stick. Over the past days they had evolved this method of dramatizing their stories, which had the effect of enhancing the mental images passing from them to their listeners. “For I, Sir Launcelot, shall set you free!”

“But you will have to fight a fearsome serpent.”

“For God’s sake I shall do my best.”

“The serpent breathes fire from its mouth,” Nyneve warned him, then dropped to a crouch, prepared to play the part of the serpent. At this moment there was an interruption.

“We’ve heard this stuff before! Tell us something new!”

Looking up, Nyneve recognized a group of wagoners who had been at the Penryn inn. She whispered to Merlin, “This is your fault. Think of something.” Her own mind was distressingly empty. The stories told themselves when they played the game. Without the game, she had no story to tell.

“I beg your pardon.” Merlin offered the audience a courtly bow. “I am an old man and a foolish one, and I forget. Much has happened to Sir Launcelot since he rescued Lady Elaine and killed the serpent. Most important of all, he has met and fallen in love with his queen, Guinevere.”

“But she’s Arthur’s wife!” cried Nyneve, horrified.

“Even so,” said Merlin with an unpleasant smile, treating her outburst as a part of the drama. “And who knows what misery will befall the three as a result of it?”

“But Launcelot is supposed to be the perfect knight!”

“Not quite perfect, because he cannot sit in the Hot Seat at the Round Table. That knight is yet to be born. However, Launcelot is an excellent fellow, which shows how even the best of us can have our minds turned by a pretty face.”

The audience chuckled, their interest caught. Watching Merlin, Nyneve had to admit he was putting on a good act. Somehow he was projecting images almost as vividly as if he’d played the game. She was unhappily aware, however, that her own images were poor things, and unlikely to interest the audience. She decided she had better leave most of the talking to Merlin, even though she disapproved of the turn the story was taking. Winter was coming and they needed food and shelter for the night.

“The queen, as we all know, was more than passing beautiful,” said Merlin, and the vision of a tall, pretty woman rose before the audience. She had a certain look in her eye. “And as we know, Launcelot was strong and handsome, so it isn’t surprising that the queen returned his love.”

“No!” objected Nyneve, despite herself. “That’s a terrible thing for her to do!”

“Indeed,” said Merlin. “But Arthur loved Launcelot like a brother, and refused to believe that he and Guinevere, the two people he loved most, could be fooling around.”

Nyneve, feeling things were going too far, interrupted. “Mind you, other people had been talking. Er … Aggravaine and … Mordred and others were talking about the couple, so obviously the affair had to come to an end. In order to divert attention, Launcelot began to sleep with any woman he could lay his hands on. However,” said Nyneve, grinning triumphantly at Merlin, “This didn’t work too well because it made Guinevere jealous, and rightly so. Launcelot was banished from the court, and that was the end of him!”

“Or so everyone thought at the time,” continued Merlin smoothly. “Until Arthur arranged a great tournament at Camelot—and Launcelot, unable to stay away, decided to come in disguise. The tournament began with a flourish of a hundred and one trumpets, and the two opposing parties drew up on the field: King Arthur’s and the king of North Galys’. The fighting began.”

Resignedly Nyneve joined in, and between them they told that part of the story which the audience really wanted to hear: the battle. Open-mouthed, round-eyed, the villagers experienced the thunder of hooves, the crash of combat, the thud and pain of the unhorsed knight. Time went by as Nyneve and Merlin did what they did best, projecting simple images of battle—this time drawn from games of the past and stitched together with clever words from Merlin. By the time the tournament was done, every member of the audience felt as though he, personally, had taken part in the’ victory. There was no doubt that the traveling pair had earned their bed and board.

That night, as they played the game, Nyneve did her best to undo the damage that had been done to the fabric of the story, but it was too late. Launcelot and Guinevere were in love, and there was little she could do about it now. The word had passed on, and the audience would expect the romance to continue. So she contented herself with scolding Merlin, and ensuring that Launcelot was badly wounded at the tournament. She produced a new character, Elaine—no relation to the lady with the serpent—and made her fall in love with Launcelot. At least, she thought as the game ended, that will give Launcelot something else to think about while he licks his wounds.

In the dark, Merlin crawled close. “I’m sorry about this evening, Nyneve. I had to invent something to keep them interested.”

“You did a good job of that. And take your hands off me!”

“Just relax for a moment, Nyneve. When two people travel together the way we do, it’s natural for them to share a little more than their food.”

“It’s unnatural. You’re thousands of years older than me. So forget it and go to sleep.”

“I can’t sleep for thinking of you. It’s torture, having you so near.”

“Then move away.”

“I mean having you in the same room. It’s very difficult for me to play the game,” he said, a whine creeping into his voice, “with all this frustration. I can’t keep my mind on what I’m doing. I’m sure we’d do a much better job if you were kind to me.”

“I said forget it.”

His tone became menacing. “I have powers, you know. I can make you be more friendly. I can cast a spell over you, and make you do anything I want. And you’d be surprised at some of the things I want.”

Exasperated, she said, “I don’t believe any of that stuff. That’s what you tell the villagers to make them scared of you. Well, it doesn’t work on me. There’s no such thing as a spell. It’s just superstitious claptrap, like …” She searched her mind for another example.

“Like gnomes,” said Merlin cunningly. “Like gnomes and happentracks and Starquin and the greataway? I remember you saying those were superstitions, too, until we showed them to you.” Having proved his point, he reached for her. “Now just be a good girl and lie still.”

But she was stronger and more agile than he, and she scratched his face and kicked him in the stomach so that the breath whistled out of him. He rolled away from her, cursing and gulping. “Go to sleep,” she said. He lay there mumbling to himself for some time until his breathing became regular and he slept.

As winter closed in on the land, they traveled across Cornwall and Devon, into the very heart of Wessex, until one day they stood within the circular ramparts of Maiden Castle. Merlin described the construction of this most ancient of earthworks, which he’d witnessed many centuries before.

“Thousands of people, there were,” he said, the cold rain running down his face and the wind snatching at his cloak, “all digging, and pushing barrows, shifting the very fabric of Earth itself to build this place. And what for? Now, when you look around, what was it all for?”

“I expect they had a reason,” said Nyneve absently. The cold seemed to lodge inside her like a long-staying, unwelcome guest. It seemed she had been cold for weeks, and she couldn’t remember when her clothes had last been dry—or washed, for that matter. The Dorset hills rolled away into the distance, misty with rain. A few goats cropped the short grass nearby. What was she doing here? What was the journey all for?

The game and the stories were a chore to be gone through in order to earn her keep. The romance of Launcelot and Guinevere was dragging on interminably. The tournaments and battles seemed to ring in her ears even when she was out walking the roads. Arthur himself was now fully aware of his wife’s affair but determined to say nothing of it, for the good of all concerned, hoping it would eventually fizzle out. Yet nobody respected him for his forebearance, and the other characters were beginning to laugh at him behind his back. Arthur was a good, simple man, and Nyneve felt he deserved better.

Her original intention in setting out on this journey now seemed meaningless. Certainly Arthur was no longer the godlike figure he had once been, but what difference did that make to Tristan? Did he even know that the imaginary man he modeled himself after was now being cuckolded? Had the stories got back to Mara Zion—and even if they had, did Tristan care?

“Merlin,” she said suddenly, “I want to go home.”

“We are travelers,” he said. “Home is where we rest our bodies.”

“Home is Mara Zion. I’m going back.”

He realized she was serious. “We have much traveling to do. Now we go north, to Salisbury Plain and Stonehenge.”

“You may go north if you wish. I’m going west.” She turned, and began to make her way down the first of the great banks. “Goodbye, Merlin.”

“You can’t go! How will you live without money?” Merlin shouted from above.

“People will give me money.”

“What for? What are you talking about?”

She reached the foot of the first bank and began to climb the second. Suddenly Merlin arrived, having fallen and slithered down the wet slope on his back. He clutched at her ankles. “Don’t go!”

“Get up. You look ridiculous.” She helped him to his feet. “You can come with me, if you like.”

“I don’t want to go back,” he mumbled pathetically.

“Avalona’s not so bad.”

“I didn’t say Avalona was the reason.”

“You didn’t have to.”

“Since you mention it, I can’t stand the thought of seeing her again. I’ll come with you part of the way, Nyneve, just to make sure you’re all right, you understand? After all, I’m responsible for you.” He put his arm through hers and together they climbed the second embankment.

They returned along the same route and they were welcomed at every village. When they played the game, Nyneve became aware of a new thread running through the story: a sense of destiny in the inexorable march of events, as though the ifalong had frozen into a single happentrack from which they could not deviate. Although they still played the game, in the sense that they lay together and allowed the images to flow, they no longer had to construct a storyline. In that sense, the game was playing them.

Now Aggravaine and Mordred were plotting against Launcelot and Guinevere. In due course they caught the couple in bed together and so publicized the affair that Arthur was unable to ignore it any longer. Event followed event in an unchangeable sequence. Guinevere was sentenced to be burned at the stake. Arthur, heartbroken, hid in his chamber. Gawain visited him and pleaded for Guinevere’s life. The queen was led to her place of execution. Launcelot, hiding nearby, galloped in and laid about him with his sword. He rode off with the queen, but he left Gaheris and Gareth, Gawain’s sons, among the dead. Gawain prevailed upon Arthur to march on Joyous Gard, Launcelot’s stronghold.

“I don’t want this battle,” said Nyneve. By now the warmer winds were blowing in from the Atlantic, and the trees were speckled with buds. Spring was waiting in the wings. “I’ve had enough of killing.”

“Perhaps you’re frightened your precious Arthur will be beaten this time.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m frightened of,” said Nyneve. “The game doesn’t need us any more. It’s as though it’s become real; as though it’s all happening down there.” She gestured at the forest of Mara Zion, which lay at their feet. “I don’t know what we’re going to find when we get back to the village. I have this feeling it’s not the same place we left.”

“Nonsense,” said Merlin. “It’s just the same. How could it be different?”

She regarded him curiously. He stood beside the looming blackness of Pentor, the gentle wind ruffling his beard, looking down at the forest. She wondered how he felt, seeing it again after so many months. For herself, she’d been looking forward to this moment—but now that it had come, she wasn’t so sure.

“Just supposing,” she said, “that we’d passed into a different happentrack. We wouldn’t have known, while we were on our travels. We’d have had nothing to compare things with. But now, after all this time, we’re back. And Avalona’s down there, and she has strange powers. Supposing she’s punished us in some way, and changed everything around, so there’s evil people down there, and dragons, and no place for us?”

“Avalona doesn’t punish,” said Merlin, but an expression of slight apprehension came into his gaze nevertheless. “And it’s been my experience that she always knows exactly what we’re going to do. She foresaw happentracks on which we left Mara Zion, and she foresaw happentracks on which we came back. Blaming us has nothing to do with it. I’m sure there were plenty of happentracks where we stayed right there in Mara Zion.”

“All the same, let’s stay up here for the night. It’s warm enough. We can go down to the forest in the morning.”

Merlin agreed; Nyneve fancied it was with some relief. They looked around for shelter. It was going to get cold, later on. Soon they found a tiny cave, little more than a cleft between the main bulk of Pentor and the strange opaque blackness of the Moon Rock.

“We can sleep in there,” said Merlin.

“It’s too small.”

“By the Holy Quin, Nyneve, must you always suspect me?”

“Yes.”

He stared at her in simulated outrage. “All right, then. I give you my word. I will not touch you.” Muttering to himself in aggrieved fashion, he dropped to his knees and Nyneve watched the after end of him disappear into the hole.

She sat with her back against the Moon Rock and looked across the valley toward the sea. The moons had risen in a bright triangle and the sea was like a silver plate, with the distant headlands standing out black and solid. Somewhere down there was Tristan; and there was a little shiver in her stomach at the thought of meeting him again. Then she put the thought from her mind. Iseult was her friend.

The Moon Rock was warm against her. She wondered whether she might perhaps spend the night out here in the open, to avoid having to sleep close to Merlin in the cave. She decided to stay out as long as she could, by which time Merlin, with luck, would have fallen asleep. The wind was getting chilly, and a huge bank of black clouds was building up in the south-west.

“When are you coming in?” came a querulous voice, but she ignored it, huddling close to the Rock for warmth. She found herself wondering what she would do if a traveler suddenly appeared, fresh from the greataway—a tall and shining man who would take one look at her and carry her off to new worlds. …

One of the moons winked out.

She stared at the horizon. The cloud bank had not reached the moons yet, but she could see only two of them. There was no doubt about it. One of the Earth’s moons had disappeared. The brightest was still there, and a little below it to the left, one of the dull ones—the one some people called the Maybe Moon and suggested it was just a mirage, like a sundog. The other moon, the Misty Moon, was gone. Nyneve had never seen a phenomenon like this before. She found it alarming, as though the very fabric of her existence were threatened. She took her eyes off the eerie sight of two moons, and gazed around the dark breasts of the moors, reassuring herself that they were still there, just as they’d always been.

But something else was there, too.

A peculiar animal was trotting toward her on short, powerful legs. At first sight she took it for a sheep, but as it came closer she realized it was no animal she’d ever seen before. It had a heavy head and huge, batlike ears. It made a snuffling, clicking noise, as though it were salivating uncontrollably. With a gasp of horror, Nyneve turned to dive into the cave. There were some rocks there which they could pile up as protection, and a few sticks to use as weapons.

But she could not find the entrance. She blundered about in the darkness, glancing fearfully over her shoulder at the approaching silhouette, and in the end abandoning caution.

“Merlin!” she screamed.

There was no reply. The beast came on, snuffling. The cave had disappeared, as though it had never existed.

Nyneve sat on the domelike summit of Pentor. There was nowhere else to go. After a while she heard the animal snorting around the base of the rock. It had circled the whole of Pentor without finding her, and now it was baffled. Perhaps it couldn’t climb, or perhaps it was too stupid to conceive that she might be somewhere above. If she waited up here for a while, it would go away. She lay on her side with her head pillowed on one arm, and watched the sea in the distance, dark and stormy now that the thundercloud lay above it. After a while her eyelids grew heavy and she began to doze …

… and it seemed that she was playing the game all by herself, because kings and knights marched across her mind, all in bright armor and ready to fight. But instead of joining in and guiding the events the way she wanted them, she watched drowsily, letting it all happen of its own volition.

So the battle at Joyous Gard was fought whether Nyneve wanted it or not, and Arthur and the vengeful Sir Gawain with their armies faced Sir Launcelot and his armies, while Guinevere lamented. The opposing armies clashed. The fighting was bloody and, it seemed to Nyneve, never-ending as she tossed on top of Pentor, unable to break from the grip of sleep. Finally Sir Bors de Ganis met King Arthur head on, smashed him from his horse and dismounted.

My Lord, said Sir Bors to Sir Launcelot, shall I strike off his head?

It was so real, so real, and Nyneve whimpered in her sleep.

No, said Sir Launcelot. This is all my doing, and I will not see my king die for it. Then he said to King Arthur, You may remount, Sire.

The battle resumed, and continued all through the next day while the best knights in the land gave their blood and their lives.

But why? asked Nyneve.

And the face of Avalona appeared above the battlefield, and she said, Because that is the way men are, and that is the way they must remain.

In the end the pope intervened, the battle ceased, and Launcelot delivered Queen Guinevere to King Arthur. But Sir Gawain was not to be satisfied, even though Sir Launcelot left for France. He insisted that he and Arthur follow him there with their armies, to do further battle. They remained in France for half a year, laying siege to Sir Launcelot’s castle while that knight refused to fight. Eventually, challenged by Sir Gawain, Launcelot rode out and they fought man to man. Sir Gawain was defeated but his pride would not allow him to yield, so he withdrew to fight again. It seemed that this could go on until the greataway froze, but King Arthur received alarming news from England. In his absence, his throne had been seized by Mordred.

Mordred? Nyneve wondered.

You remember Mordred. Arthur’s illegitimate son.

But I don’t want Mordred to seize the throne.

The past cannot be changed.

But …?

Sir Gawain and Arthur sailed back to England and fought Mordred at Dover, and Sir Gawain was killed. Then Arthur pursued Mordred to Salisbury Plain and fought him again, and killed him. But in dying, Mordred ran King Arthur through with his spear. They carried Arthur away.

Weakly, Arthur said, Sir Bedivere, I would like you to take my sword to the lake and—

Nyneve jerked awake. A tiny voice was shouting in her ear.

“Get the hell off my rock, you giant.”

“What?” sleepily, she rolled over. A tiny figure stood nearby.

“What?” It seemed startled at her reply, and backed away.

“What do you mean, ‘what’?”

“You … you’re not supposed to hear me. I didn’t mean to be offensive. I was just expressing my thoughts. Giants only exist in the umbra, you know.”

“Are you a gnome?”

“I am. They call me Hal o’ the Moor.”

“Do they?” She’d heard that name before, somewhere. “My name’s Nyneve,” she said. The battles still echoed in her mind. Had Merlin been playing the game nearby? Had she somehow picked up his thoughts?

“What are you doing in my world?”

“I don’t know. Something strange has happened.”

“I’ll say it has,” he agreed. “My home has disappeared, for one thing. It’s nothing much, I’ll grant you that, but it’s been in the family for generations. Tonight I came back and found it gone. Somebody’s going to answer for this.” He stared at her accusingly, a pointed face in the moonlight.

“That’s not the only strange thing,” said Nyneve. “There’s a new kind of animal down there.”

“Oh, that. That’s just a fogdog. It won’t hurt you, as long as you stay near the rock.”

“Listen, Hal o’ the Hill, fogdogs are unusual where I come from. I’ve never seen one before.”

“Hal o’ the Moor. They’re a diabolical invention of my cousin the Miggot of One, may he roast on a giant’s spit.”

“Oh, the Miggot.” Now she could see the family resemblance.

“You know him?”

“Of course. I know all the gnomes in Mara Zion … except you. Why do you live up here on the moor? It’s not gnome country.”

“Because I choose to,” snapped Hal. “You still haven’t told me what you’re doing here.”

“I’ve told you I don’t know. One of the moons disappeared, and—” She stopped. Here she was, sitting on a rock with a gnome. They could see each other clearly, and talk to each other. Obviously they were on the same happentrack.

Which meant that the happentracks had joined.

Things began to fall into place. Avalona’s mutterings. The fears of Fang. The disappearance of the moon. The happentracks were separated by a little time and space, and now the gap was closed. The gnome’s world was hers, and vice versa. And Merlin? Somehow the cave had sealed itself in the spacial reshuffling. After a moment’s panic, she decided that Merlin was well equipped to look after himself.

But the gnomes were not. Down there in the forest, they must be scared out of their wits. Suddenly the giants were among them, stamping on them and enslaving them, training them as clowns. … Or perhaps not quite yet. The gnomes would still be in bed; but in the morning …

“Come on, Hal!” she said, getting to her feet. “We must hurry!”

“I never hurry. Hurrying is a sign of immaturity.”

She picked him up. He uttered a little squeal at the indignity of it and began to struggle. “Do you want me to drop you over the edge?” she asked him.

“No!”

“Then be still and let me carry you. Unless we reach the village by daybreak, your people are going to be slaughtered. Can you imagine what will happen,” she asked him as she climbed down to the ground, “if the villagers find the forest is suddenly alive with gnomes? They’re superstitious people in Mara Zion, I can tell you. They’ll assume the gnomes were sent by the devil and they’ll wipe them out—those they don’t keep as pets. So—” She glanced around for signs of the fogdog, but it seemed to have gone looking for easier prey, “—let’s get going!” She broke into an awkward run, holding Hal under one arm.

In this way Nyneve returned to Mara Zion.


Iseult’s Decision

“Halt! You there, halt!”

Nyneve, breathless from running, looked around. In the faint predawn light the forest looked black and uninhabited, and she could not locate the source of the shout.

“Why?” she called back at the trees.

“In the name of Baron Menheniot, stay where you are!” A dim figure stepped from behind a tree, sword drawn.

“I’m in a hurry.” Nyneve was more annoyed than scared. The forest held no fears, with Morble just a happentrack away—or possibly closer, since the Misty Moon had left the sky.

“It’s a woman. Well, I’m damned. And what business have you in the forest at this hour, my lady?”

Nyneve recognized Ned Palomides. “Stop playing games, Ned. I’ll go where I like.”

“If it isn’t little Nyneve, back after her travels with her stepfather.” Now there was an offensive sneer in his voice. “You’ll find things have changed while you were away. You’ll find you have to do as you are told. The baron’s word is law in Mara Zion, and I’m the baron’s man.”

“The baron? I thought Tristan was in charge here.”

He uttered a short laugh. “Tristan? He’s never around, and he’s paid the penalty for that. The people here are happier without him anyway—he was always making fighting speeches and leading the men off to war. War! What were all the battles for, eh? Where did it get us? Whether England belongs to us or the king of Morocco is of no concern to us. The baron stopped all that nonsense. He protects us here in Mara Zion and I respect him for it.”

“You never did like the battles, did you, Ned?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I mean Tristan’s twice the man you are.”

“At least I don’t try to kill my best friend.”

“I don’t suppose you have one, but what does that have to do with Tristan?”

“He’s after Torre, now. He’s taken a small force and he’s gone chasing off north, swearing he’ll kill Torre. Torre’s popular, so this divided the village into two camps. The baron stepped in. He said it might be better if Tristan never came back, and I agree. So we’re keeping a lookout for Tristan, and if he comes near Mara Zion again it’ll be the worse for him!”

“I can’t believe Tristan would want to kill Torre.”

Palomides chuckled. “You need to catch up on local gossip. What’s that you’ve got behind your back? A rabbit, is it? I’ll take that from you. It’ll be the first tribute you pay the baron.”

“Get away from me, Ned!”

“Give it to me. Aha!” He’d swung Nyneve around and was staring at Hal. “It’s a little man, like the one I had before. A gnome. I’ll take him.”

“No, you won’t.”

“And who’s going to stop me?”

“Morble is.”

He stepped back a pace, hastily. After a quick glance around to see if the shadows concealed monsters, he said, in more reasonable tones, “Let me have him, Nyneve. I have to show him to the village. When I told them about the last gnome, they said I was drunk. They said I was seeing piskeys. I want them to eat their words.”

“Sorry, Ned.”

“Well, I’ll take him anyway.” In his frustration, Palomides forgot the lurking threat of Morble and seized Nyneve’s arm—then swung round with a moan of dread as he heard a crashing in the bushes.

But it was a stranger—a tall, handsome knight on a white horse, clad in bright silver armor and bearing a shield with an unfamiliar device. He was quite the best-looking man Nyneve had ever seen—in fact, he looked more like those perfect knights she’d conjured up during the game. He was just too good to be true; and yet there he sat, looking down at her from his great horse, surrounded by an aura of gentle strength, of kindness and goodness.

“Leave this girl alone,” the newcomer said to Palomides.

Something in the knight’s manner told Palomides that he would be wise to obey. Mildly, he said, “I just wanted to show people the gnome, Galahad.”

“And what does the gnome think about that?” asked Galahad.

“What does it matter what he thinks?”

“He is small and weak. It’s my guess that he’d find it frightening to be surrounded by people, shouting at him and poking him with their fingers. Those people would want to know where the rest of the gnomes are; and once they knew, they would go and find them. I don’t need to tell you what would happen next, do I?”

“You talk as though these gnomes are normal people.”

Galahad addressed Hal o’ the Moor, bending low and speaking quietly. “Are you a normal person, gnome?”

“I … I think so. I’m the right size, anyway.” Gaining confidence, Hal said, “Which is more than I can say for you people!”

“You see,” said Galahad. “He’s a normal person.”

“But that’s only what he says,” objected Palomides.

“I have no cause to doubt him. Now.” Galahad turned to Nyneve. “Young lady, are you familiar with these gnomes?”

“I’m Nyneve. Yes, I know the gnomes.”

Palomides exclaimed, “You know them? What do you mean? Where have they come from?”

“They’ve always been here. You’ve called them piskeys, but you’ve never completely believed in them. You’ve just glimpsed them occasionally, when their world’s slipped close to ours for a moment.” She turned to Galahad. “I know where they live, and I can take this gnome to his cousin’s home, if it’s still there. … I’m terribly afraid something may have happened to them all.”

“Ride with me,” said Galahad. To Palomides he said, “You stay here.”

Nyneve, still holding Hal o’ the Moor, swung up behind Galahad and together they rode deeper into the forest.

“So you see, I’ve got to try to help them. As you said, it would be a disaster for the gnomes to be discovered by humans,” said Nyneve.

There was something about Galahad that encouraged a person to confide in him, and in the course of a few minutes’ ride she had told him everything she knew about the gnomes and the converging happentracks. He had grasped the situation quickly.

“We must hide them away,” he said. “But we can’t hide them forever. Sooner or later they’ll be discovered, but perhaps we’ll have been able to prepare people for them by then. Most people are like Palomides. As soon as they come across something unusual, they want to possess it. Our alchemists might say they want to study it, but it comes to the same thing. The gnomes lose their freedom.”

They rode on in the brightening morning, Hal dozing on Nyneve’s lap, until Galahad reined in his horse suddenly.

“What is it?” asked Nyneve.

“I heard something. … Is it an animal, or …?” He cocked his head. “Listen, do you hear it? Over there!”

“It’s someone crying,” said Nyneve.

“We must see if he can help.”

“Oh, do we have to?” It had been pleasant riding through the forest with Galahad, and Nyneve didn’t want to share him with some village woman with problems. But Galahad struck off through the bush. Soon they found the woman huddled against a tree and weeping, a small bag of possessions at her side.

“It’s Iseult!” exclaimed Nyneve. She slid from the horse, set Hal on the ground and ran to Iseult’s side. “What’s the matter?”

“Tristan threw me out of the house.”

“When was this?”

“Three days ago. He’d only been back a day before he found out about Torre and me. …”

“You and Torre? Iseult, how could you do a thing like that?”

“It was easy enough. Tristan was away for ages—all winter, did you know? Of course, you were away, too. …” A sudden look of suspicion crossed Iseult’s tear-stained face. “You weren’t with him, were you?”

Annoyed, Nyneve snapped, “No, I was with Merlin.”

“I can’t say I admire your taste, and you must admit you and Tristan have been quite close in the past. He told me.”

“That was ages ago, before you came. Anyway, what are we quarreling for? You’re my friend and so is Tristan. I want to help.”

Galahad said, “Perhaps I should leave you two. I ought to get back to the village and see if there are any reports of gnomes—and you should see about rounding up your little friends, Nyneve. We should meet later today to compare notes.”

“Noon,” suggested Nyneve. “On the path to my foster mother’s cottage.”

He nodded, swung his horse around and rode away, and Nyneve asked Iseult, “Who is this Galahad?”

“I don’t know. He rode into the village jut after Tristan and the men arrived back. Nobody knows anything about him. He … he went into Tristan’s great hall and joined a meeting at the round table, and sat down in the Hot Seat—you know that place where nobody sits?”

“ ‘Reserved for a perfect knight,’ “quoted Nyneve from the game. “What did Tristan say about that?”

“He seemed to accept it. Of course, everyone was happy and there was a lot of celebrating going on, so perhaps he didn’t like to say anything. But no thunderbolt struck Galahad, or anything like that, so perhaps he is a perfect knight.”

“How dull,” said Nyneve. “I’d hoped for better things from him.”

Iseult laughed, and impulsively hugged Nyneve. “It’s been so lonely here without you!”

“What did happen between you and Torre, Iseult?”

“Nothing much. Torre came back from the fighting to bring us news—although I think Tristan may have sent him to find out what the baron was up to. He talked about Tristan and his army, and their victories. Of course I was pleased to see him, and he was very popular in the village. … It did people good, getting news, because they’d begun to complain about Tristan taking all the men away. I saw a lot of Torre for a while, and perhaps we got more friendly than we should have done. But there has nothing in it, really. Nothing more than loneliness … Then Tristan came back, so of course it was all over.”

“So what went wrong?”

“I … don’t know how it happened. One night they were all in the great hall, celebrating, and I suppose I was getting a bit tired of Tristan’s victories because it meant I was having to share him with everyone else. So I went home, hoping Tristan would come before long. Anyway, soon after I got into bed, I heard a knock on the door. It was Torre. He seemed to think I’d sent for him, but I hadn’t, of course, so there must have been a misunderstanding somewhere. Well …” Iseult hesitated. “I was upset about Tristan and his boasting, and how he never came home until late, and Torre … put his arms round me. I was dressed in my nightgown. We … kind of stood there for a while. Then the door crashed open and Tristan came charging in, waving that sword of his.”

“An awkward situation,” Nyneve observed.

“It was a disastrous situation. ‘My best friend and my wife together!’ he shouted. ‘The rumors were true, and I wouldn’t believe them. What a bloody fool I was!’ By now Torre and I had jumped apart, of course, and Tristan went for Torre with Excalibur swinging. Tristan was drunk, or he’d never have attacked an unarmed man. He really tries to act out those stories of yours.” Iseult gulped. “He’s such a good man, really, and he did have some justification for behaving that way. Anyway, Torre jumped out of the window.”

Nyneve stifled a giggle.

“I grabbed hold of Tristan to stop him following Torre, and tried to explain. He wasn’t at all convinced. He threw me aside and stormed out. I ran after him, thinking he was going after Torre, but he simply went back to the party and joined in the drinking and shouting again. I didn’t know what to do, so in the end I went to bed, but I didn’t sleep. Round about dawn Tristan came back—much calmer, but dangerous-looking. I think he’d fallen asleep at the party and woken with a bad hangover. ‘I’ve thought the matter over,’ he said, ‘and I refuse to be the laughingstock of Mara Zion. My men will lose all respect for me. Torre has stained your honor and mine, and it’s my duty as a soldier and a gentleman to kill him, even if it means pursuing him to the far corners of the realm!’ He was all quiet and dignified.

“ ‘I’m sure Torre would apologize,’ I said, but it was a mistake. He went a funny color.

“ ‘Apologize!’ he shouted. ‘I wouldn’t accept an apology from Torre if Arthur himself commanded me to.’ You can imagine how that scared me, him talking about Arthur as though he was a real person. His eyes were really strange-looking. ‘I shall ride today,’ he said, ‘and my men will ride with me. We will hunt down Torre like an animal, and dig him out of whatever hole he may crawl into. We will not return until justice is done.’ And around noon, off they all rode.” Iseult sniffed. “That’s two days ago, and nobody’s seen them since. Yesterday the baron moved in with his men.”

Nyneve said, “The baron set you up, didn’t he?”

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, come now, Iseult, you’re not that simple. Was it one of the baron’s men who sent Torre to your house?”

“As a matter of fact I think it was.”

“And I expect the same man spoke in Tristan’s ear a little while later. It’s so obvious, Iseult. The baron used you and Torre to get Tristan out of the way. He couldn’t have done much while Tristan was away at war, because people would have resisted. But now, with Tristan off on some personal vendetta, the situation’s changed. How many men went with Tristan?”

“Not many. After all, they’d only just got back. Perhaps a dozen. The others stayed, and they didn’t seem to mind the baron moving in. I … I think they’re tired of fighting.”

“I should hope they are.”

“You started it, Nyneve. You told all those stories about Arthur and honor and chivalry and battles. Why did you do it?”

Nyneve thought for a long time. “I’m not sure,” she said. “I think Avalona influenced me … and I suppose I liked the way people listened, and the men watched me. And it was so real. It’s not real to me any more, Iseult. The end of the story has almost come. Arthur is dying.”

“Don’t bother to tell me.”

They sat for a while in thought, then Nyneve said suddenly, “Where’s the gnome?”

“Gnome? What do you mean?”

“He must have slipped away,” Nyneve murmured to herself. “It’s probably for the best. He’ll find the others and warn them. All the same, I’d better go and make sure. Will you be all right?” she asked Iseult, who was regarding her strangely.

“I’ll be fine, thanks,” said Iseult.

Poor Iseult, thought Nyneve. She’s not too bright, and she’s not too brave either. There’s no way the baron will allow Tristan back in Mara Zion. Probably he’ll ambush him on his return, kill him and his men, and not say a word to the villagers. Then, after a while, people will forget Tristan ever existed. So what will Iseult do? She’s got no way of getting back to Ireland. She’ll just have to crawl back to the village and live there in disgrace.

“What will you do, Iseult?” asked Nyneve.

Iseult looked up at her, face dirty and stained with tears. “I’m leaving Mara Zion,” she said steadily. “I’m going to find Tristan and warn him what the baron intends to do, and I’m going to help him raise an army and throw the baron out of the forest. That’s what I’m going to do, Nyneve!”


Memories in the Mind of Fang


Woodypecker, turn away,

Wave your thing the other way.

Come again another day,

I did my duty yesterday,

—Gnomish chant



Fang visited his caches around the forest and brought back provisions for the winter. The Princess had already stocked her larder, so Fang hollowed out another storeroom at the back of the house, with an entrance through the bathroom. Nuts, acorns, dried herbs, mousecheese and other delicacies were stored away. Next he brought in dry sticks for the fire: pine and fir cones for long-burning warmth, dry pine needles for kindling. Finally everything was ready for the winter. As is the way with gnomes, their metabolism slowed and they began to spend long days sitting before the fire, talking and drowsing.

In the evenings, while the Princess dozed, Fang explored his memories.

At first it wasn’t easy, because he soon came slap up against the terrifying monster that had so inhibited his father’s powers. He hovered slightly to the future of the creature and tried to analyze the problem. Soon it became apparent that the Gooligog was not the only gnome to have suffered this problem, but that it had affected every Memorizer back to the time of Tremor, long ago. Cautiously, Fang investigated Tremor.

A black-cowled monster jumped into his mind.

Hastily he backed off. Then, as he was about to try another route, words came into his mind as though spoken aloud:

You’ll never see me wearing black. And you’ll never be frightened of me.

Of course I won’t. Why should I?

The time will come when you must remember our little talk, Fang. There was an occasion when another gnome was frightened of me, quite unjustifiably. He is long dead, but his memories live on, as is the way with gnomes. Should you ever encounter these memories, remember our little talk, won’t you?

I will.

And the black thing became pink and white, just an ordinary female giant in a bright dress. Fang thought his way past her easily, and left her behind. He moved backward into more memories. Now the complexity of history became a challenge. Night after night he struggled with the images in his mind, but could make nothing of them. One evening the Princess awakened from a light doze to find him pacing to and fro in frustration.

“What’s the matter?”

“This business of educing. It’s not so easy as I thought it would be.”

“You had no trouble remembering how to deal with the wild warts,” said the Princess, watching him with concern.

“That’s because I knew exactly what I was looking for. But now I’m trying to get back into gnomish history and I don’t know what route to take. Each memory is connected to another in a chain. Often the chain simply ends. Then I have to start again. There are too many broken links.”

“You just need practice, Fang.”

“Probably. But it’s going to take longer than I thought. I have to get used to my father’s way of thinking and cataloging, and then his father’s, and so on. There’s one good thing about it. When I’ve worked my way back along the chain and I want to take a rest, I can pick up where I left off. I don’t have to start all over again. It’s as though when I educe a memory from my father, or any of his ancestors, it becomes my memory and I can recall it any time. But the first time, I have to work my way right back to it.”

He was still pacing, and the Princess caught hold of his hand as he passed her chair and pulled him to a halt. “It’ll be all right, Fang,” she said softly.

He looked down at her. “I … we might not have much time.”

“You’ll do your best. You can’t do any more.”

It was midwinter before Fang had his first breakthrough. There was a light powdering of snow on the ground one morning when Fang and the Princess poked their heads out of the burrow, so they decided not to go for their usual morning stroll. Footprints in the snow can lead ferrets to a gnome’s home.

“We’ll have a cup of tea instead,” said the Princess.

“Later,” said Fang. “I’ll do some educing first, while I’m fresh. Maybe I’ll find it easier in the morning.”

Recently, after much trial and error, he’d been following the memoryline of the Dedo. Apart from the patch of fear disfiguring the memory of a meeting between the Dedo and Knuckles, it was an easy line to follow, particularly since the Dedo had lived forever, it seemed. Mostly she had flitted through the umbra, observed by generations of gnomes as she went about her business, but occasionally she had appeared in the gnomes’ own world. She was the only giant to do so until Nyneve came along. Fang educed, slumped in his chair with eyes closed, while the Princess watched him with an expression he would have given much to see.

Each time the Dedo had appeared in gnomedom there had been a nervous reaction. Fang could almost feel the ancient Memorizer’s heart beating. Then, quite unexpectedly, he saw a vision of a time when all gnomes were young; There were very few animals, and a feeling of freshness about the world. He was watching a small group of gnomes and an odd-looking furry creature which spoke. Fang listened, but he didn’t understand. The memoryline stopped at this point. Was it another dead end? What was the furry thing saying? And the gnomes, too—they spoke an odd language.

He brought himself back to the real world, opening his eyes. The Princess was looking determinedly at the fire, as though she saw something of absorbing interest there. Fang paused and everything paused, as though gnomedom were on the brink of a great discovery which shouldn’t be hurried.

He said, “I think I’ll have that cup of tea, now.”

“Oh, you’ve finished? Tea, of course. I’ll get it.” The Princess looked unusually pink.

Fang said, “Do you know how the Miggot got his full name, the Miggot of One?”

“No.”

“There have been Miggots of One on and off for generations, ever since our language changed, about the time the pteroglyph was created. The real name is Committee of One. It refers to the Miggot being the only gnome who can decide whether a suggested life-form is suitable. People hadn’t got used to the new language, and the name was corrupted within a generation. … Interesting, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” She handed him his tea.

“You look kind of … funny. Are you feeling all right?”

“I’m fine, Fang.”

He gazed into his tea. “I have a lot of work to do. I have to learn the old gnomish language before I can be really sure what some of the memories mean.”

“We have all winter.”

“Unless …” He glanced at her. “Unless the warts fly.”

“Oh, yes. You wouldn’t be able to stay here then, of course.”

“I’d have to educe at home.”

“I suppose so,” said the Princess. She got up from her chair and hurried into the bathroom. Shutting the door behind her, she splashed cold water on her face and rubbed it vigorously. She was mortified. She’d been thinking the most disgusting thoughts about Fang as she watched him lying there in his chair, his legs stretched out and his handsome face creased with the effort of educing. And then suddenly he’d opened his eyes and probably seen her. He must have read her thoughts, because now he wanted to go home. And who could blame him? If he knew, he would run a mile. Because history could not be permitted to repeat itself. History …

By the Great Grasshopper! Fang already knew!

The Princess groaned in embarrassment. Her shameful secret was already sitting in Fang’s mind, and he might happen on it at any moment! She sat on the side of the bath with her head in her hands, her face burning. …

It was a long time before she could compose herself enough to rejoin Fang in the living room. By that time his eyes were closed and he was educing again.

By the start of the new year, Fang had learned enough of the ancient kikihuahua tongue to be able to understand remembered conversations. Once more he slipped into the far distant past. He observed a historic occasion: the first kindling of the Wrath of Agni by a kikihuahua since time immemorial. Through the eyes of the Memorizer he saw a little knot of gnomes in a forest glade, and through the ears of the Memorizer he heard the kikihuahua talking.

“This is how you do it, so it is remembered.” The kikihuahua was twirling a stick against a short piece of dry wood, using a bow-like device. “I am not adapted to manual dexterity,” said the kikihuahua sadly, as the bow flew out of his hands for the umpteenth time, and the trickle of smoke died.

“Here, let me.” One of the gnomes took the bow, sawed to and fro, piled tinder against the tip, and watched the smoke gather again.

“Blow it,” said the kikihuahua.

The tinder reddened, and a spurt of flame darted from its center. The kikihuahua sprang back with a squeal of fright. “Forgive us,” he cried, “for our transgression. We think we are right but we have no way of knowing. If we are wrong, we beg your forgiveness. Descendants, know that we tried in good faith.” He gabbled the Kikihuahua Disclaimer while the gnomes watched him in some surprise.

“You’re making an awful fuss about nothing,” said one.

“It’s only a little fire,” said another.

The kikihuahua calmed down. “It’s good that you should see it that way,” he said. “Now, before I leave you …”

And he went on to remind the gnomes of their purpose on Earth, and of kikihuahua history and ethics.

Fang educed, and understood.

When the kikihuahua left, walking off into the forest, Fang stayed with the gnomes. The kikihuahua’s closing words rang through his head. “When your time on Earth is finished, come back to the spacebat. You will be welcome, and you will live out your lives with us—and then that will be the end of the gnomes.”

But how will we know when our time is up? Fang wondered.

It must be soon. If the giants entered gnomedom, the gnomes’ time on Earth would certainly be finished. That much was clear. Did that mean the gnomes’ work had been in vain? The giants would stamp on everything and kill the animals the gnomes had so painstakingly created.

Therefore the kikihuahuas couldn’t have known the giants would come. Probably they didn’t see any giants when they arrived, or they wouldn’t have begun colonization. Kikihuahuas, Fang now knew, never colonized worlds already inhabited by intelligent beings. Therefore the giants, and the umbra, must have come into existence after the first landing. Fang moved in time, and saw no umbra in those early years.

So there had been a mistake. Something had gone wrong. The empty Earth had been deceptive. Another happentrack, to use Nyneve’s term, had appeared out of nowhere. This happentrack was getting closer all the time, and it seemed that the two happentracks, giants and gnomes, would inevitably join. The kikihuahuas’ attempt at colonization had failed. The gnomes must get back to the spacebat—now.

But how?

As the days went by, Fang searched the memorylines for traces of some kind of transport.

He discussed it with the Princess. “Our real home is up in the sky,” he told her. And because she loved him, she believed him. “Somehow we must get up there, but I don’t see how,” Fang said.

“Perhaps there’s some kind of boat which flies through the air.”

“The kikihuahuas don’t believe in boats, or any kind of thing which is made. It might be a bird, but I don’t know of a bird that flies high enough.” Although he was unable to conceive the great distances involved, he’d heard the kikihuahua speak of the spacebat and he knew instinctively that this was no mere bird’s flight away.

So he delved back into his memory and considered memorylines dealing with living creatures that had been produced by Sharans all over the world. Over the years, gnomes had traveled, land-bridges has risen and fallen, and the stories had spread. Whether the stories were true or not was unimportant. Quite often they arose from the gnomes’ observations of animals they had not created, but had evolved naturally. But like intelligent races all over the galaxy, the gnomes tended to be vain, and to pretend they had created all life. The gnomes’ animal tales were a favorite fireside diversion in the winter evenings, and now Fang had access to most of them. Fascinated, he investigated a few.

It is remembered that the puffpig was created by a group of gnomes on the island of Trinidad. Originally, the Sharan had created a small forest pig which showed every sign of becoming successful; it was fast and agile, omnivorous and hardy. Added to which, the Sharan had ensured its continuing improvement by making the boars very belligerent, particularly during the rutting season, so that only the most powerful males found mates.

The forest pigs thrived and multiplied until—as has happened all through the history of life on Earth—a stronger species arrived. A change in climate brought the lions down from the north, and they found the forest pigs very much to their taste. Within a century the species was on the verge of extinction.

“We must save them,” said one gnome.

“No—they haven’t proven themselves fit for survival,” said another. “It’s right to let them die.”

“We ought to give them another chance,” said a third gnome. “They’re a good little animal, basically—and the lion is cowardly. With a slight improvement, I think they could survive.”

The gnomes agreed that the Sharan should produce an improved version of the forest pig. When threatened, this new pig would have the ability to gulp air and inflate its body like a puffer fish, so that its enemy would be faced by a beast of suddenly increased dimensions and grotesque appearance. This, the gnomes reasoned, would be enough to deter the somewhat faint-hearted lion; after which the puffpig, as they called it, could deflate to normal size.

It worked, too. Over a period of several weeks the Sharan brought forth a series of fully-grown puffpigs that scampered into the forest and outfaced the lions, who turned to the now-obsolete forest pigs for food and quickly rendered them extinct. Winter came and the lions became lean and hungry. Unable to tackle the frightening puffpigs, they migrated west in search of easier meat. The puffpigs remained masters of the forest.

“And rightly so,” said the local Miggot, “because they are a masterpiece of gnomish creation.”

His satisfaction lasted until the rutting season. Spring came and the sexual urge took hold of the boars. They faced one another combatively, challenging for mates. Their creator, perhaps having some inkling of the disaster to come, watched one such pair from the shelter of a thicket. The boars grunted and made little runs toward each other, slashing with their tusks. They backed off and reconsidered. One of them puffed himself up a little and waddled toward the other, snorting. The second boar, quickly sizing up the situation, outpuffed the other and stood his ground. The first boar inflated himself to the safe limit. So did the second. Nose to nose, unable now to move, they stood locked in a silent battle of wills. Gulping, mouthful by mouthful, they forced more air into their lungs. Finally, just for an instant, it seemed that one boar had triumphed, because he swelled unexpectedly into the most grotesque and aberrant shape; but his lungs had burst and air was filling various body cavities. Hissing, he collapsed and died. The other pig survived him by a few seconds but then, irreparably damaged, he too sank to the ground. In this manner the male puffpigs all expired that first spring, and the rutting season ended, not with a bang, but with a hiss.

It is remembered that Old South America was home to a giant creature known as the ground sloth, which had evolved without help from the gnomes. However, the time came when the winds blew cold and the tropical vegetation wilted and died, to be replaced by smaller, hardier trees. The gnomes of that region, realizing the ground sloth was doomed to extinction because it could not find enough food to sustain its huge bulk, decided to create a smaller version. This sloth quickly became extinct, however, because it was too small and slow to fight off the jaguar. The local Miggot then instructed his Pan to have the Sharan create an arboreal version, reasoning that branches too slender for a jaguar would nevertheless support a sloth.

The gnomes had reckoned without the condors, however, which picked the young from the backs of the tree sloths as they trotted monkeylike along the branches.

“You should have thought of that,” said the Miggot to Pan.

“I did as I was told.”

“Perhaps you should have used a little common sense. Try again, and this time give us a sloth with young that cling to the underside of the mother’s body. At least the condors won’t be able to get at them then.”

“It shall be done,” said Pan quietly, infuriated in a particularly cold and alien way.

Pan instructed the Sharan and fed it a piece of tree sloth, but in his rage Pan made a calculated change to the specifications. Certainly a young sloth would cling to the underside of its mother—but for a very good reason, which would not become apparent immediately. Its brain was upside-down.

The Sharan produced the new tree sloths and in due course the females gave birth to young—and, sure enough, they clung to the underside of their mothers. Pan, smiling to himself, awaited their adulthood, when they would be forced to turn the right way up to run along the branches. Their sense of balance would be so poor, he reasoned, that they would fall to the forest floor, to be consumed by jaguars.

Alas for the hopes of Pan! When the time came for the young sloths to leave their mothers, they made their way to the underside of the branches, hung there for a while, then began to move confidently about. Their upside-down brain was perfectly suited to this form of locomotion. Certainly their mothers were puzzled for a while—and so were the gnomes—but everyone soon realized that this was the ideal solution. Not only were the sloths now safe from the jaguars, but the condors, swooping down, could no longer pick them off the branches from above.

And that is why—so the gnomish legend goes—the sloth always walks upside down.

It is remembered that there was a time when the air of Earth was very still. Clouds filled the atmosphere, a continuous drizzle fell, and the winds were very light and constant; and because there was no sunshine, there were no updrafts or downdrafts. New kinds of creatures evolved: creatures suited to existence at different altitudes. Both predators and prey became so specialized that they could not exist outside their own barometric niche. Into this world came the flutterbye.

Part insect, part bird, part vegetable: the exact makeup of this strange creature is not specified in the legends. It is said that it measured a meter across and had wings like gray crepe and a soft, hairless body. Its flight was ungainly: a series of fluttering swoops and zigzags as it fed on small insects. Its barometric niche was between seven hundred and seven hundred twenty meters above sea level. It happened that no predators existed at those levels, so the flutterbyes multiplied prodigiously.

It also happened that a small gnome colony existed in the borderland between forest and savanna, on a plain in what was later called Africa, and that this location was six hundred ninety-seven meters above sea level.

“I’m getting a little tired of those flutterbyes,” said a gnome one day.

“It’s unnatural that they should have no predators,” said another, as a flutterbye died in midair and fell messily into the cooking pot. The flutterbyes were swarming a mere four metres above, picking off the insects that rose with the hot air from the fire, but frequently giving themselves an overdose of low pressure and exploding, or singeing their wings, falling and imploding.

“There are more of them than ever this year,” somebody said. “They’re turning me off my food.” This was a serious matter, for a gnome. “Perhaps we should create a predator. Some kind of hawk suited to the same altitude.”

“Would it be ethical? Birds can spread far beyond our own territory. We never know what problems we might be creating elsewhere.”

“It needn’t be a bird,” said the local Miggot, the light of inspiration in his eyes.

So the gnomes created an animal of extreme specialization. It had to be tall, so that its head would reach the altitude inhabited by the flutterbyes. It needed long legs; but they could not be too long otherwise it would be top-heavy and unable to escape from the big cats which hunted at ground level. So they gave it a disproportionately long neck, a sloping, muscular body, and long but nimble legs. In due course they surveyed the creature which the Sharan brought forth. Its body was dappled and it had blunt horns on its head, but its most obvious characteristic was its great size. It towered over the gnomes like a tree.

“It’s not going to … topple over, is it?” said one.

“Of course not,” said the Miggot. “It’s a very logical and well-thought-out animal.”

And the creature was certainly successful, and multiplied, and within a few years a herd of them circled the gnomes’ settlement, their great height lifting their heads into the levels occupied by the flutterbyes. Their necks whipped this way and that as they snapped up the flying food, and the savanna rang with their bellows of pleasure, day and night. …

“The length of that neck is a problem,” said one gnome. “It acts like a trumpet.” He covered his ears with his hands.

“It can’t be shortened,” said the Miggot. “I tried that.” He pointed to an okapi standing at the edge of the forest, unable to reach the delectable flutterbyes and miserably feeding on leaves. “There’s only one solution—but I hate to do it to such a magnificent animal.” And he went to see Pan. …

And that is why—so the gnomish legend goes—the giraffe, for all the length of his neck, has no voice.

Fang explored the animal memories of the gnomes, and although at times he felt he was coming close—particularly when once he came across a kind of flying horse—he could not find a creature in fact or legend that could fly high enough to carry gnomes to their spacebat.

“I don’t know where to look next,” he said to the Princess one evening in spring.

“What about the kikihuahua who was frightened of the Wrath of Agni? Where did he go, when he left the gnomes in the forest? He must have gone to get a ride back to the spacebat. Can’t you … kind of follow him?”

“Not unless a gnome did, and remembered it.”

“Why doesn’t the first group of gnomes remember?”

“The first thing the most ancient Memorizer in Mara Zion remembers is waking up in the forest. They must have been drugged with batmilk when they were brought to Earth. It was probably a very long flight.”

The Princess thought about it. “I don’t understand why the kikihuahua didn’t leave clear instructions with the Memorizer. It seems the obvious thing to do.”

“They were probably scared that gnomes would leave Earth before the job was finished. I expect they implanted directions in our memory lobes which won’t be triggered until some future happening. And now something’s gone wrong and we’ve got to get out of here before our time, so the memory isn’t going to be triggered.”

“So we’re trapped on Earth. I can’t say that bothers me very much, Fang. I like it here.” She leaned forward and held his hand.

“There’s real danger, Princess,” said Fang gruffly, resisting the unnatural temptation to take her into his arms. “It’s my duty to find a way out.”

So it was that in the end Fang visited the fables, having exhausted all the real memories and all the legends. The fables were a most unlikely source of information, it seemed. They were mostly cautionary tales told by mothers to their children, ending in a moral of elephantine significance. They usually featured talking animals. As a child, Fang had detested them; there was a ruthless inevitability in the way the good characters won and the bad ones lost. This had the effect of putting him on the side of the baddies and making him feel guilty.

So Fang, his face creased with distaste, re-entered the world of his childhood through the minds of the ancient Memorizers. Pompous horses and crafty foxes stalked his thoughts. Diligence was rewarded, laziness punished. It was surprising, he thought, that anyone should have bothered to memorize all this rubbish. It was self-perpetuating, like a genetic defect, and hardly needed the formal assistance of Memorizers.

Fable by fable he worked his way back, until he came to the story of the Bat and the Grasshopper. Here his mind balked. He vaguely remembered the story. More vividly he remembered his annoyance at the sledgehammer moral. He had no desire to relive that particular childhood memory, so he allowed his mind to drift into pleasanter avenues of thought.

And that, incredibly enough, caused a major branching of Earth’s happentracks, and two utterly different futures for both gnomes and humans.

In the end, Fang fell asleep in his chair. When morning came, something had happened which seemed a lot more important to Fang and his Princess than nebulous happen-tracks.

Their wild warts had flown.

*      *      *

Fang stared in disbelief. All winter he’d kept his pants leg rolled up above his knee in the hope of this moment. Now the vile black shape was gone, leaving nothing worse than a patch of faint redness. Opposite him, the Princess still slept, her dress slipped down from one shoulder. Her skin bore a similar pink mark. Overcome with joy and tenderness, Fang stood, gathered her into his arms and carried her to the bedroom. He laid her on the bed and covered her, intending to return to the bench in the living room, where he had been sleeping. She sighed and her eyelids fluttered open.

“Fang … what are you doing?”

“Putting you to bed. You fell asleep in your chair. The warts have flown.”

“They have?” Incredulously, the Princess felt her smooth shoulder, sighed, smiled, And lay back on her pillows. “It’s been so long,” she murmured. “I thought it would never go. Thank you for being so nice to me, Fang.”

“It was a pleasure,” he said, his throat feeling curiously thick and congested. He’d never seen anything so beautiful as the Princess lying there in bed. Except when he’d seen her with no clothes on. He expected to feel shame at that memory yet again, but didn’t. Somehow it seemed all right now. He relived the experience, enjoying it, watching her. “This is a nice room,” he said absently, glancing around at the embroidered comforter and the carvings on the wall. In all those months they’d been together, he’d never dared to look into the Princess’s bedroom. His eyes returned to her as if hypnotized.

She had gone quite pink. “I … I suppose you’ll be going home soon, then?”

“Well … yes. Not just yet, though. We must make sure the warts don’t suddenly come back. We must search for them, and make quite sure they’ve gone.”

“We must. It could take a couple of days. But we won’t do it just yet, will we?”

“No. We should rest for a while. They say you should always rest after warts have flown.”

“Absolutely,” agreed the Princess, nodding. “Why were you watching me bathing that time, Fang?” The question popped out unexpectedly and the Princess shut her mouth quickly, as though to stop anything following it.

Fang went crimson and croaked.

“Fang,” said the Princess determinedly, “I really feel quite weak now the wart’s gone. “I’m much too tired to undress myself, and I can’t lie in bed with all my clothes on. You must help me.”

Fang croaked again.

“I hate to put you to this trouble.” she sat up. “Undo my buttons, please, Fang.”

Hands trembling, Fang fumbled at her dress and, instructed by the Princess, peeled off various layers of traditional gnomish clothing until her top half was bare. Like most young female gnomes, the Princess had large breasts, high and bouncy. They seemed to keep getting in the way of his hands.

“Now the rest of me,” commanded the Princess, fully in control of the situation. She braced her hands on the bed and raised her bottom.

“I … I …” Her breasts were quite enough. Anything more, and Fang felt he might lose control in the most disgraceful fashion.

“Pull my skirt off, Fang. Go on. … That’s right. Fold it and put in on that chair, please. Why are you all stooped over like that? Now my underskirt … Fine. And my pants. Get on with it, Fang. That’s better,” Naked, she lay back on the bed. “Thank you, Fang,” she said with a little smile.

Fang slumped back in a chair, staring at her dumbly. All the strength had gone from his arms and legs and had become concentrated in one place. His mind was a whirl of dirty thoughts which he could not control; neither did he want to control them. He enjoyed them. He’d always suspected something like this might happen, living so long with such a beautiful gnome. What had his venerable father said? The period of enforced juxtaposition had maddened the gnomes, and caused them to act in a manner contrary to nature.… The Gooligog had been right. He, Fang, should have known better. He was a disgrace to gnomedom. He—

“For heaven’s sake hurry up and get your clothes off, Fang,” said the Princess sharply.

“Of course,” he muttered, fumbling frantically with his belt. “I’ll be right with you, Princess.”

Much later, their joy was replaced by a short period of mutual recrimination and guilt.

“What have we done?” moaned Fang, dressing. “I love you, Princess, and what we did seemed wonderful, so why should it be so wrong? And why did it seem wonderful?”

“Maybe we’re different from other gnomes,” said the Princess.

“We’re filthier-minded, for sure,” said Fang sadly. “And I haven’t learned my lesson, because I want to do it again.”

“I have to tell you something, Fang,” said the Princess. “And I don’t want to tell you, because you might not love me any more afterward.”

“Nothing will ever stop me loving you.”

She bit her lip. He was such a dear, innocent fellow. “Just listen to this then. But promise you’ll stay for a while after you’ve heard it, and not walk straight out of here.”

“I promise.” Realizing she was very serious, he stopped dressing and sat on the bed, holding her hand.

“Well, then. Do you know why I’ve lived alone for so long? It’s because my mother and father were thrown out of the forest for doing something disgusting, and I was taken away from them and raised by stepparents.”

“What did they do?” asked Fang, interested.

“The same as we did, and they weren’t married either, just like we’re not. They wouldn’t have told anyone, but then my mother found she was pregnant and it all came out. The other gnomes threw them out, and nobody ever spoke of it again. That’s Mara Zion’s terrible secret, and I’m it.”

“It doesn’t seem so terrible to me, not now,” said Fang honestly. “My father told me about it, but he didn’t say you were the … the, er …”

“Result. Yes, I am.”

“I’d imagined somebody much smaller and younger.”

“I grew up.”

“How did you find out?”

“My real parents told me.”

Fang frowned. “I thought they were banished.”

“They sneak back every so often to visit me. But this is the point, Fang. The older they get, the less sure they are that they did anything wrong. They say it’s a genetic defect, the way sex seems to be a fetish to them, and that’s nobody’s fault, they say. And Fang—I’m their child. You see what that means? They’ve passed it on to me!”

“But who passed it on to me? Certainly not my father.” Fang tried to visualize the Gooligog grunting in ecstasy, and failed.

“Just after we’d … done it, I had a thought. It all seemed so natural and nice, that I wondered: perhaps it’s supposed to be this way. And I put it together with what you said, about our purpose here on Earth, and I wondered if perhaps sex was naturally enjoyable. You’ve noticed the way the giants seem to enjoy it, and animals, too?”

“Nyneve tells me it’s the best thing in the galaxy. She can’t understand why gnomes don’t think so.”

“Well, then—suppose she’s right? Suppose sex is wonderful, but our creators—what did you call them?—the kikihuahuas put a mental block in us, just like the one you said stopped us all from being Memorizers—”

“Don’t ever tell anyone I told you that!”

“—and stopped us all from enjoying sex. Because they were scared that if we did enjoy it, we’d fill the whole world with gnomes, and there’d be no room for anything else.”

Fang stared at her. “That makes a lot of sense.”

“Doesn’t it?” said the Princess, pleased. “And it makes me feel a lot better, too. Perhaps we’re not abnormal after all, Fang. Perhaps everyone else is. Wouldn’t that be fun! It’d be an example of Hayle, and you and I would be the only ones laughing. Everyone else would go on feeling terribly serious about sex, and their duty to the race, and so on, and meanwhile you and I would be doing it all the time, and loving it!”

“You mean …” Fang hesitated. “You mean we’re going to stay together now? For always?”

“Well, you do want to, don’t you?”

“Of course I do.”

“Well, then.”

“I didn’t expect this to be so easy. I expected I’d have to court you for fifty years or so, like my father did with my mother.”

“The warts speeded up that process for us.”

“We should really make sure they’ve gone,” said Fang. “It would be terrible if they were still lurking somewhere, waiting to fasten on to us again, and their children, too.”

“I expect they went up the chimney.”

Reluctantly, Fang let go of her and stood. “I’ll check the front tunnel and you have a look around the house.” He pulled on the rest of his clothes, lit a candle and went into the tunnel. Once out of sight of the Princess, however, a gnomish urge for contemplation took hold of him. He had a lot to contemplate. He sat on the floor of the tunnel, his back against the wall and the candle beside him, and closed his eyes.

He was a married gnome, in everything but name!

He couldn’t wait to break the news to the other gnomes. There would be a wedding and gnomes would come from all over the forest, gnomes whom they rarely saw. A gnomish wedding was such an unusual and exciting event that every gnome for miles around would crawl from his burrow and attend. There would be feasting and singing until dawn. …

And he would be not merely a married gnome, but an established gnome. A respectable gnome. People would listen to what he had to say. The loss of the Sharan would be forgotten and the legend of the daggertooth would be resurrected.

And if the woodypecker happened by, it wouldn’t matter. It would be a good excuse to do it again and again.

Thinking gently of sex, Fang allowed his mind to drift gently back into the past—and this time, without effort, he found himself in the mind of a furry ancestor, floating far out in space. …


The Kikihuahuas


I will not kill any mortal creature.

I will not work any malleable substance.

I will not kindle the wrath of Agni.

—The Kikihuahua Examples



Afah had been unable to hibernate for some time. Every so often he would visit the hibernation pouch to see a variety of life-forms asleep at the nipples. In addition to the kikihuahuas, the pouch of the marsupial spacebat contained many strange creatures which had been picked up during the odyssey. He would lie down on the soft flesh and suck at the soporific milk; but in vain. Sleep would not come.

He visited Oor, whom he found talking to the fastcall creature. The fastcall could not answer Oor because it had no mouth, but as Afah approached he caught a wisp of the creature’s thoughts. The image caused a thrill to run down to the tip of his tail.

The exploration party has returned.

“Returned?” he exclaimed aloud to Oor. “Where are they?”

“The spacehopper is in the secondary pouch and our team is on its way. They have a specimen, I think,” said Oor. “The fastcall was able to pick up alien emanations nearby. We’ll know soon.” He was grinning with excitement.

The wings of the spacebat—thin membranes designed to catch the stellar winds—spanned more than a thousand kilometers. The body of the bat was relatively small, honeycombed with fleshy passages in which the kikihuahuas lived and worked. Once the spacehopper had latched onto its host, the route to the central chambers was short.

“Not before time,” said Afah casually, playing the Memorizer and elder statesman. “I’ve wasted a good proportion of my life in wakefulness waiting for those people. So they’ve brought a life-form, have they? At least they haven’t wasted their time.”

“You know what this means?” asked Oor excitedly.

“I would say there’s a possibility this planet is suitable for colonization. They wouldn’t collect specimens for no purpose; there’s a Minor Example against that sort of thing. No—they’ve discovered the planet will support our kind of life.”

“So we’ll be going down there!”

“Don’t jump to conclusions, Oor. There’ll be meetings, and we must expect opposition.”

“Opposition? How can there be opposition to colonization of a planet which has no intelligent life? It’s denying the very purpose of our existence!”

“The purpose of our existence is to obey the Examples, Oor. There are many ways of doing that without colonizing planets.”

Although the conversation might have seemed animated to a kikihuahua, to a human of that period—but of a different happentrack, of course—it would have appeared quiet and reasoned. Kikihuahuas have all the time in the greataway to conduct their business, and rarely need to raise their voices. Their active lifespans are little longer than a human’s, but they spend many thousands of Earth years in hibernation at the bat’s nipples. During this period they have the ability to control their dream processes, so that they can explore their memories and philosophize while still asleep. They awaken much wiser creatures.

This particular conversation ended at that point, and the two kikihuahuas slipped into a contemplative silence. The fastcall creature turned away, vast ears twitching as it tuned into the telepathic waves of the greataway, seeking a far distant friend which it knew as Yt. In due course, the exploration party arrived.

They came at an un-kikihuahualike run, pursuing a lanky biped which possessed a fair turn of speed.

“Stop that thing!” shouted Ou-Ou, the leader of the exploration party, as the hunters raced past.

“I assume the project is successful,” Afah called at Ou-Ou’s retreating back.

“Not if we lose the creature!” panted Ou-Ou, who was inclined to fat. The biped had disappeared down a tunnel with the rest of the exploration party in noisy pursuit. Ou-Ou paused. “It could hide forever in the passages. There are catacombs out there which have never been memorized.”

“It’ll come back when it gets hungry.”

An almost guilty expression could be seen through the hairs of Ou-Ou’s face. “It’s carnivorous. It’ll start eating the very bat from around us.”

“By the Sword of Agni!” Afah exclaimed. “Couldn’t you have found a more peaceable creature?”

“It’s the most intelligent on the planet. It’s the most suitable for genetic purposes.”

Afah looked worried. “But it’s not really intelligent, is it? We can’t colonize a planet where intelligent life already exists. That’s fundamental.”

“By our standards, this animal is pretty stupid. Its ancestors lived in trees. It still sleeps in trees itself.”

“It has no tail. The loss of the tail is generally a sign of higher evolution.”

“But not necessarily higher intelligence.” Ou-Ou glanced significantly at Afah’s own tail.

Afah sighed, exhausted by the conflict. Ou-Ou was duty bound to protect the integrity of his project. And the matter of the tail was of little significance. So far as the kikihuahuas themselves were concerned, it was a genetic accident. Their ancestors had engineered a life-form suitable for inhabiting the spacebats, and the prescription happened to include a tail. … A vision of a nipple suddenly appeared before him, and he could almost taste the warm bat-milk. Yawning, he said, “I think I’ll just take a short hibe. I haven’t slept for a long time.”

“Wait a moment.” Ou-Ou caught hold of his controversial tail, restraining him. It was an impolite gesture, but what else could you expect of a kikihuahua aggressive enough to lead exploration parties? “I can hear them coming back,” said Ou-Ou.

Soon a little crowd appeared, clustered around the leggy alien, stroking it and uttering soothing sounds. They crossed the chamber and halted before Afah, pushing the creature toward him as though offering it for inspection. It was calmer now but still nervous, glancing this way and that, heavy-browed.

Afah obediently inspected it.

It was considerably taller than a kikihuahua, and a little thinner. Its body was covered in sparse, gingery hair, but its face bore only a few whiskers around the chin. Its hands were prehensile but its feet, clearly, were not. It was a creature of grassy plains and forest fringes.

“Take it to a nipple and we’ll call a meeting,” said Afah.

Once the exploration team and its captive were out of sight, a strange thing happened to Afah, their empathy leader, their spokesman-emote, their Memorizer, the person through whom the kikihuahuas directed and gave voice to their composite will. He began to tremble. Visions of the coarse, violent biped rose before his mind’s eye. Thoughts of the savage world beneath them drifted into his mind like wraiths of putrescence. Shuddering, he tried to control himself.

“I am the leader,” he murmured. “I must act for the good of our race.”

And yet …

“I am scared,” Afah confessed to the meaty walls of his home. “I’ve lived in the comfort of the spacebat for too long. For an unknown period of time I’ve faced nothing more dangerous than my own dreams. And now we must colonize a new world. Sooner or later I, the leader, will have to go down there. …”

The thoughts of the fastcall floated by. “Yt … Yt … we colonize. … We colonize …” Even now the news was slipping through High Space,-being picked up by other kikihuahuas in other bats.

Loudly, Afah said, “It is my duty to lead my people into their new world and this I will do—or may I perish by the Sword of Agni!”

He made his way to the hibernation pouch to awaken his fellow-travelers.

The kikihuahuas assembled in the Great Chamber, the largest open area in the bat. The chamber was situated in the atrophied bronchial passages which the creature used only once every few thousand years, when it entered an atmosphere, latched onto a beacon hydra to draw sustenance, and breathed. Now the air was still while hundreds of kikihuahuas waited for a lead from Afah. The spacebat’s blood released a gentle flow of oxygen into the air, triggered by the kikihuahuas’ exhalations. The walls glowed. The little aliens had designed the creature that way.

“So we will colonize,” said Afah. A sigh passed through the crowd. The wild biped lay before him, drugged with batmilk. He tried not to look at it, and he tried to keep his fears from his people. “We will design and send down a preliminary colonization team.”

“We will colonize?” came a voice.

“There is no question. It’s our duty.”

“It could be dangerous. That creature looks strong and crafty. It must be on the verge of intelligence. I’ve been on a long hibe, and I’ve had time to think.” In the dim fluorescence, Afah recognized the speaker as Phu, with whom he’d had an interesting philosophical discussion eons ago. “I’m beginning to doubt the concept of colonization, in a theoretical way,” said Phu mildly.

Afah’s heart thumped. Would Phu suggest that they sailed on, and ignored the livable planet?

“I’m working on it,” Phu continued. “I have much thinking to do.”

The hope died. And now Ou-Ou the explorer had stepped forward. “I shouldn’t have to remind you of the benefits of colonization,” he began in his forthright manner. “There’s evidence enough in the secondary pouch. The whole population of the spacebat Yub is asleep there, and I don’t suppose they will ever awaken of their own accord. They are degenerate!”

There was a murmur of alarm from the others. “What? What?” said someone.

“You were probably asleep at the time,” Ou-Ou said. “It all happened long ago. One of these waking periods,” he added—a provocative aside, “we should look into devising a measurement of time, but that’s beside the point. Long ago the fastcall detected the spacebat Yub. Its passengers were crying for help. The bat was dying and they were in danger of suffocation.”

“Why hadn’t they directed it to a beacon hydra, or created a young bat?” somebody asked.

“As I said, they are degenerate! They had spent too long asleep at the nipples, dreaming and thinking the time away without even keeping a skeleton watch. They’d passed up colonization opportunities and beacon hydras. They’d lost all initiative, they hadn’t produced any young and they’d become addicted to sleep. We took them off their bat and gave them sanctuary here. They still sleep.”

“But they could be woken up,” said Phu thoughtfully.

“What do you mean?” There was a note of alarm in Ou-Ou’s voice.

“Well, just suppose, for the sake of discussion …” Phu’s voice was quiet and reasonable. “Only suppose, that there was a definite rift or schism, as to whether we should or should not colonize this planet, I would say that the opinions of the inhabitants of Yub deserve some consideration.”

“They’re all asleep,” said Ou-Ou shortly.

“That can be remedied.” There was a murmur of agreement.

Eyes wide in amazement, Ou-Ou stared round at the assembled kikihuahuas. “Are you saying that you want to count the opinion of those degenerates? Do you realize they outnumber us? That’s tantamount to saying that you don’t agree with colonization, Phu! Let me get this straight. Do you want us to colonize this planet or don’t you? Declare yourself!”

“I don’t have to declare myself. That is not the way. It may be a long time since our last meeting, Ou-Ou, but surely you haven’t forgotten how decisions are made. We express our communal view through Afah. Individuals do not count.”

Ou-Ou appealed to Afah. “It’s our duty to colonize. There’s nothing to discuss.”

Phu also addressed the leader. “Colonization is not mentioned in the Examples.”

“Neither is sleeping. The Examples leave certain things to our common sense.”

Afah, as he listened to their arguments, was also receiving a generalized impression of the feeling of the meeting. It was divided. Some people favored colonization; others, like himself, were apprehensive about a change in the pattern of their lives. He could sense the latter like a smell of fear, and he hoped Ou-Ou couldn’t detect the same feelings emanating from himself. He, Afah, was the leader. It was right that they should colonize. And yet …

“We must adjourn the meeting to give us a chance to search within ourselves,” he said.

“That also gives certain people a chance to awaken the inhabitants of Yub,” objected Ou-Ou.

“If they are awake, their views must be counted,” said Afah. “That is the way.”

“Then we will go the same way as them. We will become degenerate.”

“If that is our fate.”

Ou-Ou looked directly at Afah with an alarming display of aggression. “You will be personally responsible, Afah!” he said.

*      *      *

The sections of the Song of Earth which tell of this period in kikihuahua history are different from the vast bulk of that epic, because they were not recorded by mankind’s legends or by mankind’s machines, such as the Rainbow. Instead, they came from the mouths of kikihuahua Memorizers—those ancestors of the Miggot who lived through certain segments of history and then hibernated for eons, carrying their knowledge into the ifalong.

So they were not myths or legends, these stories; neither were they recorded facts, as the Rainbow accepts facts. They became known finally as the Kikihuahua Cantatas, and they found a special place in the Song of Earth. The most popular cantata was, and always will be, “The Cantata of the Sa and the Hua-hi.” Almost as famous, however, is the Cantata called “Afah’s Lie.”

It is almost impossible, genetically, for a kikihuahua to lie. But Afah did it.

When the kikihuahuas reassembled, Afah saw that their numbers had not increased.

“I was expecting the degenerate hordes of Yub,” he said dryly.

Ou-Ou couldn’t conceal his elation. “They could not be awakened,” he said. “They slept as if dead. Now, Afah—we cannot delay the decision any longer. Do we colonize?”

The answer was clear. The weight of the combined thoughts flowing into Afah’s mind said: We colonize. Without the inhabitants of Yub to sway the vote, the more dynamic kikihuahuas had prevailed. Which is as it should be, he told himself sadly.

“We colonize,” he told the meeting.

There was a murmur of approbation.

Maintaining the momentum, Ou-Ou said, “We must now select the characteristics of our initial colonization party.”

“You know the planet,” said Afah. “You lead the discussion. I will memorize the decision.” He moved away, shivering. The decision was made.

“First, the form our colonization will take,” said Ou-Ou. “Obviously it should be a biped, like this.” He indicated the alien which lay before them, still drugged. “Although it needn’t be so big. A smaller form would be more economical.”

“But it wouldn’t be so strong,” somebody said. “Wouldn’t it be safer if it were bigger than the present dominant life-form on the planet?”

“You forget—it will have an intelligence equal to our own. I’m sure we could outwit a brainless killing machine such as this.” Ou-Ou felt a wave of amusement from the audience. They were with him now—carried away, as usual, by the mental challenge of devising a suitable creature for genetic engineering. “Our creature must reproduce sexually in order to fit in with the current state of evolution on our new planet,” he continued. “Two sexes. Now that should provide our designers with something to think about.”

So the meeting continued, and the various physical aspects of the new creature were discussed, evaluated and decided upon. Everything went well until Ou-Ou arrived at the mental qualities of the product.

“Of course, it will need to be considerably more aggressive than we are,” he said.

The audience was suddenly silent. “Aggressive?” repeated Phu, who up to now had said little.

“There are frightful monsters down there. Our representative must be able to defend himself. To do this he must have certain innate characteristics.”

“Like what?”

“Like not submitting himself readily for slaughter, when attacked,” replied Ou-Ou irritably. “Like having the ability to make himself a few simple weapons, to beat off predators. Like kindling the Wrath of Agni occasionally, to frighten off night prowlers.”

Now the audience was decidedly restless. “You’re advocating heresy, Ou-Ou,” said Phu. “You’re saying that our representative should contravene every single Example.”

“Or die,” said Ou-Ou. “And then what is the point?”

“Maybe this is the wrong planet.”

“That decision has been made.”

Afah realized it was time to intervene. If a discussion became too acrimonious it became fragmented, which made it impossible for him to act as leader-emote because no generalized impression could be divined. “We must seek a precedent,” he said, looking around the gathering.

An old kikihuahua stepped forward. “I am Offo,” he said slowly, as though his thoughts filtered through memories too dense and ancient to allow ready expression. “I am a Memorizer. I am also the oldest person in this bat. I retain memories from Cast, Laq and Remocogen.” He had firsthand knowledge of planets which were mere legends in the minds of the others. There was a murmur of awe.

“Can you educe an occasion when the Examples have been … bent, in the name of colonization?”

Offo gave a wintry smile. “I can educe them being shattered into tiny fragments like a primitive’s clay pot.”


The Hua-hi and the Sa


Give me a Hua-hi and I will create a

world and a God—or a world of Gods,

if that is your desire … or mine.

—From Sa of the Baska,

the 328th Kikihuahua Cantata



It is remembered that there was a time when the kikihuahuas had reached an exalted point in their civilization. In thunderous spaceships they had explored the nearby galaxy; then, as always happens to an intelligent race, they turned inward and used their abilities to fashion a more comfortable life. Their spaceships, empty and dead, spun in aimless circles around the home planet, while the kikihuahuas built labor-saving devices, which in turn built other labor-saving devices.

The culmination of all this was the Tin Mother: a robot so sophisticated that it was almost an independent life-form. It was intelligent and it reproduced itself. Its principle characteristic—of course!—was its devotion to the kikihuahuas. The Tin Mothers made life easy for their masters. They built huge Domes for them to live in. They cosseted them and pampered them, fed them and provided them with entertainment.

Inevitably there arose an opposition group, a nucleus of kikihuahuas who preferred to work for themselves and refused all help from the Tin Mothers. They grew their own crops, built their own houses, made their own entertainment—and carried out research in genetic engineering.

“It’s the only scientific field where some kind of machine is not the ultimate objective,” said their leader, Aoli.

“What is the objective, then?” one of the more indolent kikihuahuas asked.

“To get rid of machines altogether,” said Aoli.

At first it seemed to be an impossible objective, and quite soon the Tin Mothers, metaphorically shrugging their shoulders, left them alone. The pursuit seemed harmless enough. Harmlessness was what the Tin Mothers strove for, and the kikihuahuas in their care had been discouraged from any active or adventurous pursuits.

“Our race has become effete,” Aoli observed.

Gradually Aoli’s group discarded their machines as they gained the ability to replace cameras with eyes, vats with wombs. Shortly before Aoli died, he enunciated the three Examples.

“I’m not saying it is possible to live in accordance with these Examples at present,” he said, lying in the pouch of a marsupial bed which drew its nourishment from his body wastes, “but they do represent an ideal for us to strive for. When we succeed, we will be qualified to teach others, all over the galaxy. We will be teaching harmony. We will be teaching the galaxy that the most useful natural resource is the genes of living cells. We will be teaching perfection.”

Inspired by this objective, Aoli’s group became a small army; but meanwhile the rest of the Home Planet’s population had dwindled as the kikihuahuas in the Domes, tended night and day by the Tin Mothers, lost the will to live.

The most difficult aspect of Aoli’s plan was the method of leaving the Home Planet without the help of machines. The next most difficult was space travel itself. Both problems were solved, and in the spring of one unnumbered year large numbers of kikihuahuas left the Home Planet to the bewilderment of the Tin Mothers who stood staring blankly into the sky for many days, before turning back to look after the sickly remainder of the kikihuahua race. …

Thousands of years after the second coming of the kikihuahuas to Earth, a sceptical Specialist involved in genetic engineering questioned the Kikihuahua Examples. He was a horse-man, and his ancestors had been created under the direction of the legendary Mordecai N. Whirst. He looked around his chamber of vats, refrigerators and equipment, and asked the question which had puzzled mankind for a long time.

“If the kikihuahuas don’t kill, or use metal or fire, how did they make the creatures who serve them? How can you create a spacebat, or a spacehopper, or even a gnome, without a laboratory and machinery?”

There was a kikihuahua present at the time, and he knew the answer. His reply was picked up by a monitor of the Rainbow and passed into its memory banks, and eventually became a part of the Song of Earth. The basis for his reply had come from an unguessable time in the past, through the mouths of a chain of kikihuahua Memorizers. It went like this:

It is remembered that the Sa was a little creature the kikihuahuas had brought back from one of their early planetary explorations because it had a survival mechanism which they thought might be useful one day. When threatened, it projected into the mind of its attacker a frightening image. The principle was similar to some Earth animals that puff themselves up to look larger and more terrifying, except that the Sa’s image was purely mental, like the chaiga’s pakapata. The attacker, suddenly faced with a monster, would retreat.

“You need my help,” said the Sa to Aoli one day. It was telepathic and had noted his approach from afar.

“Are we making a mistake?” asked Aoli.

“I don’t think so. Your own thoughts, and those of your fellow kikihuahuas, convince me you think it is right to be gentle and kind, and not to kill, or work metal, or light fires. You are working toward what you believe is right, and there is no mistake in that.”

“So why do I need you tonight?”

“Every intelligent race needs excitement from time to time.”

“I am ashamed.… But tonight, give me a dream, Sa.”

“What would you like? I can give you a four-legged beast with cloven hooves, which you can ride across the wastes of a barren planet. There is excitement in that.”

“You know what I want.”

The Sa sighed. “I know. I will give you a monster the like of which you have never seen. I will terrify you so that you will awaken, hoarse from screaming, and still see the creature in the shadows, watching you. You want that—you, the pacifist. You shall have it.”

“Thank you, Sa,” said Aoli. “And can I fight the monster, and conquer it?”

“If you wish.”

“I will go to sleep now. Thank you for your help, Sa. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

The Sa said, “I am dying.”

There was a silence. Aoli was unable to speak and the Sa said, helping him, “In about seven million of my heartbeats.”

“That’s not long! Go into hibernation, Sa!”

“It makes no difference, and I’d rather be awake right to the end.”

Aoli looked at him for a long time. At last he said, “You and me both, Sa. But what am I going to do without you? You keep me sane.”

“I know.”

The Sa projected soothing thoughts, and presently Aoli’s eyes closed and he fell into a natural sleep. Then the Sa sent the monsters and Aoli screamed and fought and won, and in the morning awakened refreshed.

It is remembered that the kikihuahuas had also discovered a strange creature on the planet Ach.

Earlier parties reported it as a deerlike thing—a timorous animal which fled at a sound, yet had the disgusting habit of eating carrion when the opportunity arose. Also strange was the fact that it had two mouths—one in the usual place, the other in the throat. This second mouth was toothless and pulpy, and used solely for ingesting the softer parts of carrion.

The deer-thing was reported at the debriefing.

“That’s odd,” said another member of the group. “There was a two-mouthed animal in my sector too, but it sounds like a different species. The creature I studied had a feline appearance. It was a fearsome brute.”

The Memorizer who was collating the work of the teams said, “It seems as though the creatures on this planet are of two basic types. There are one-mouthed animals, which reproduce sexually. And there are two-mouthed animals—has anyone seen them reproduce?”

Nobody had. The next team took the puzzle back to the lands of Ach. One thing they had noticed: the one-mouthed animals tended to gather in herds, whereas the two-mouthed animals were solitary in their habits, and greatly varied in appearance.

The puzzle was solved one day by a kikihuahua called Hohi. For days he’d been following a low-slung, padding beast with two mouths. It had first attracted his attention when it had stalked, attacked and finally killed a dragonlike, one-mouthed predator twice its own size. The struggle had been bitter and protracted. The dragon had lost only because it was old and enfeebled. Hohi had wondered why the two-mouthed animal had taken the chance of attacking such a terrible creature when the nearby plains abounded in gentle ungulates. What was so special about the dragon? Was it a territorial rival? Meanwhile, the victor stayed with its prey, eating it with both mouths.

Then it lay in the sun for many days, watching the herds which grazed on ground-mosquitoes, but making no attempt to attack. Hohi was on the verge of leaving it, to seek more interesting specimens, when he noticed something.

The creature was pregnant.

It swelled rapidly over the days that followed. Hohi watched from his hiding place, wondering when it had been fertilized. Certainly not during his period of observation. He’d seen no similar creature nearby. How long was its gestation period? Did it reproduce asexually, as some people had supposed? Hohi waited and pondered.

When the birth came, it was quick. The animal roared once, a great rattling cry of pain and triumph which sent the bird-reptiles skittering into the sky and scared the ground-mosquitoes into dense black clouds. Then it was quiet, curled around its newborn young protectively, licking it. When it raised its head, Hohi got a clear view of the cub.

He found it difficult to believe what he saw. The cub had a long neck and long, pointed jaw, and the feet were almost reptilian in appearance. The body was bulky and the tail thick. All in all, the little creature bore little resemblance to its parent.

In fact, it looked much more like the dragon.

It is remembered that the final pieces of the puzzle were fitted together during the next planetary year. The two-mouthed creatures all belonged to the same species, although in appearance they were dissimilar. They were asexual; the kikihuahuas named them the Hua-hi—being the possessive form of Hohi, who witnessed the first birth.

The Hua-hi were well on the way to becoming the dominant species on the planet Ach. This was because the) absorbed through their second mouth—or “maga,” as the kikihuahuas called it—genetic material from other creatures which passed directly into an organ which had no counterpart elsewhere in the galaxy.

This organ was able to assess the genetic possibilities of the ingested material, and select from it the best survival characteristics based on the observations of the Hua-hi. The favorable genes were then passed through to the womb in company with the Hua-hi’s own genes, and conception took place. The offspring would thus be molded by the Hua-hi’s mind, out of its parent’s flesh and the flesh of whatever creature the Hua-hi saw fit to ingest through its maga.

It is remembered that a Hua-hi was taken to the Home Planet for observation. …

*      *      *

A thousand years later, Aoli found the Hua-hi in a forgotten zoo, fed dutifully by a Tin Mother. He visited the Sa.

“You wish more dreams?” the creature asked. Then it entered the kikihuahua’s mind. “Oh, no. I see. …” It thought for a while, then asked a rhetorical question. “It is immortal, this creature? Yes. …”

“Will you come and meet the Hua-hi?”

“So long as it is well drugged. You must remember, I’ve been exposed to nothing more savage than kikihuahua thoughts for a long time now. To look into a mind like the Hua-hi’s …” The Sa fluttered its ears, a sign of distress. “The dreams I give you will be nothing in comparison.”

Aoli took the Sa to the Hua-hi, and the Sa aimed a dream at it. The Hua-hi’s movements became violent as it imagined a mountain on which a powerful spider-thing lived. The Hua-hi was trapped on the mountain and would starve there because it could not spin webs to catch the birds, unless … The Hua-hi’s mouth closed with a snap. In its throat, the maga opened, glistening expectantly.

“I can give it dreams,” said the Sa.

It is remembered that the Sa caused the Hua-hi to give birth to a manageable cub, and there was much rejoicing. It seemed that the kikihuahua’s dependence on machines was finally ended.

Then somebody said, “But the Sa is dying.”

Aoli gave the kikihuahua equivalent of a smile.

The Sa said, “Of course I will do it, Aoli.”

It is remembered that the Sa projected an image of itself into the mind of the Hua-hi and, when the maga began to drool, stepped forward and allowed itself to be absorbed.

It is remembered that some time later the Hua-hi gave birth to a young creature with all the abilities of the Sa. And it is remembered that a short time later Aoli, having waited as long as he could, approached this new Sa tentatively.

He said, “I wonder … could you give me a dream …?”

When Afah, Phu and Ou-Ou arrived at the bat’s stomach, they found the Sa-Hua-hi engaged in mutual grooming. The inseparable creatures spun slowly in the middle of the vast chamber, scratching each other. Taking advantage of the minimal gravity, Afah leaped into the void and soon came within reach of the Sa, who caught his arm and saved him the embarrassment of having to leap again from the opposite side of the chamber.

“Thank you,” said Afah.

“Our leader must retain his dignity,” replied the Sa gravely. “I understand you have a job for us.”

“That’s right. We need a creature. I will give you the specifications.”

“You don’t have to,” the Sa reminded him. “I already know them.”

Although a generalized sensitive himself, Afah found the Sa’s mind-reading tricks unsettling. “There’s a proper way to do things,” he said stiffly. “I am our leader-emote, and I must relay our decisions to you verbally, so the others can hear. Remember the Baska.”

This was the formal rebuke from a kikihuahua to a Sa. It referred to an ancient occasion when the Sa on the bat Baska had become crazed with ambition and had caused his Hua-hi to create an army of fearsome warriors, who took over the bat. The Galaxy was informed of this bizarre mutiny by a fastcall shortly before he was silenced and eaten by the Sa’s crocodilian hordes. The Sa’s dreams of power came to an end, however, when the warriors—having eaten their way through the inhabitants of the hibe chamber—conceived a liking for bat meat. By the time another bat containing an investigation party winged its slow way alongside, the Baska was a lifeless, drifting hulk of skin and bones, its remaining passengers mummified.

“As you wish,” said the Sa.

“We propose to colonize a nearby planet,” said Afah. “Ou-Ou will give you the details.”

Ou-Ou arrived and went through the charade of describing the world he had visited, while the Sa turned a deaf ear and picked a far more accurate description directly from the kikihuahua’s mind.

During this period Phu joined the group. When Ou-Ou had finished, Phu said, “I will give the specifications for the creature.”

Afah, shocked, said, “That’s my job.”

“I know you’re sincere, Afah, but we are going to bend the Examples. You may say the right words to the Sa, but your thoughts may influence it further. If I handle the matter, we can be sure the Examples will not be bent any more than necessary.”

Afah, recovering, saw the sense in this. “All right.”

Phu addressed the Sa. “We require an intelligent biped which reproduces sexually, with a disposition just sufficiently aggressive to allow it to defend itself against predators, but not so aggressive that it would attack, or …”

“Eat meat.” The Sa plucked the revolting image from Phu’s mind.

“Exactly.”

“I know what you want. Let me communicate with the Hua-hi.”

The Sa was silent and the kikihuahuas waited. Other kikihuahuas appeared in the tunnel mouths, watching. The Sa gave the Hua-hi a dream world and the Hua-hi walked through it, meeting imaginary dangers, crossing phantom rivers, spending quiet nights on open plains, evaluating, thinking, planning the perfect offspring—but needing the raw materials.

At last the Sa said, “Bring the chromosome supply.”

In the distant tunnels the ritual prayer began which would be carried through eons by the Memorizers. It was a long prayer and a complex one, and it used words and phrases which had long disappeared from common usage. It was summed up in the coda which was hummed on a sustained note while the combined thoughts of the kikihuahuas were voiced by Afah, who by now was in a trancelike state.

Forgive us for our transgression;

We think we are right but have no way of knowing. …

If we are wrong we beg your forgiveness.

Descendants, know that we tried in good faith.

Four kikihuahuas with cowls over their heads rose from a tunnel mouth, guiding the captive biped, still drugged, to telepathic directions from the Sa. The remainder of the kikihuahuas lay face down, except Afah, Phu and Ou-Ou who hid their eyes. Beads of fluid drifted from the maga as Hua-hi dwelt in its dream world. The sacrifice brushed against the lips of maga and was drawn smoothly in. The bearers snatched off their cowls and drifted spread-eagled, kicking themselves off the maga’s hide, mindful of the legendary occasion when a bearer had accidentally followed the sacrifice into the maga, and been absorbed—and of the strange birth which had resulted. …

“It is over,” said the Sa.

“Will it be successful?” asked Afah.

“Certainly. The creature you gave to the Hua-hi already had a native cunning and a sense of identity.”

“But not intelligence?” asked Afah anxiously.

“Probably not, by your standards.”

Afah was still consumed by the sense of guilt which inevitably followed the creation ceremony. “What do you mean, a sense of identity?”

“It had a name for itself and its species. It called itself the chaiga,” said the Sa.

Many thousands of years later, on the occasion which became celebrated in the Song of Earth as the kikihuahuas’ Second Coming, they awakened Afah, as he had known they would.

The fear was still with him, and he had no sensation of the passage of time. “Is it my watch?” he asked Ou-Ou, who was bending over him and shaking him gently.

“No, Afah. I am waking you because the observer has reported that Earth is dead.”

“So this is it. The gnomes must return to Earth again and it is my duty to go with them this time. Ou-Ou … I’m older than my body tells me, and I frighten easily. Sometimes I wonder if I’m becoming like the degenerate hordes of Yub. Are they still sleeping, by the way?”

Ou-Ou watched him closely. “You know very well they are sleeping. There’s something I’ve always wanted to know, Afah, and I’ve tried every way I can to find the answer. You’re a Memorizer. Maybe you can help.”

“If I can.”

“Why couldn’t they awaken the Yub people?”

Afah sighed. “It’s all a long time ago.”

“You cannot lie to me, Afah.”

Trapped, Afah explained. “I saw the Sa, and told it to persuade the bat that we were setting off on a long journey. The bat believed this easily, being a simple creature, and for a short while produced a milk with unusually soporific qualities. So the Yub people slept deeply.”

“And were unable to vote against colonization of Earth.”

“That’s right.”

Ou-Ou said, “But Afah—you did not want to colonize either.”

“That is true,” admitted Afah. “But I am our leader.”


The End of a Golden Age

When Fang returned to the real world he was cold and stiff, despite the blanket the Princess had wrapped around him. The candle was out. He clambered to his feet, a rising excitement in him as he recalled the details of his eduction. He knew where the gnomes had come from! He knew the origins of Pan and the Sharan! He couldn’t wait to tell the Princess.

He pushed open the door. “Princess!”

There was no reply. He went through to the bedroom and saw the Princess asleep on the bed, undressed. There was a gentle smile on her face and he hoped she was dreaming of him. As he stood looking down at her, wondering if he had the decency not to awaken her, an unpleasant thought occurred.

While he’d been lost in contemplation, the warts might have flown back!

Quickly he examined the Princess’s body. No warts there. He pulled up his pants legs, searched frantically around his neck. No warts. He lit another candle and returned to the tunnel. He searched carefully, peering into the crevices. Finally he searched the otter trap. The warts were nowhere to be seen. They had gone.

Feeling at peace with the world, he sat at the entrance to the burrow and watched the water rippling by. It was early evening. He and the Princess had spent most of the day loving each other. He grinned to himself, noticing the overhang from which he’d watched the Princess bathing. That had been a good day, too, although he hadn’t recognized it as such at the time.

There would be more good days. Somehow the problems of gnomedom seemed a long way off. Spring was coming, and he could see the buds swelling in the tracery of twigs against the sky. Umbral waves raced overhead; it was high tide in the giants’ world. He wondered what Nyneve was doing. Probably lying with some giant lover, looking at the moons.

He looked at the moons himself.

There were only two of them.

Then the umbral waves came crashing into reality, and Fang’s world turned to water.

Huge bubbles swam past him, belching out of the burrow and wobbling up to the surface. He gulped in a deep breath from a momentary pocket of air. He had to get back to the Princess. He turned to scramble back down the burrow, but another blast of air blew him backward out of the tunnel mouth. In seconds he found himself on the surface, squealing with fright.

The sea was in turmoil, bubbling and racing toward the beach fifty yards away. He thrashed round in a circle, looking for a familiar landmark—but the trees of gnomedom were gone. Trees stood on the distant shore, but they were giants’ trees—the beginnings of the Mara Zion in which Nyneve and her people lived. Gnomedom had disappeared completely. Fang was yelling in anguish and fear; then a wave slopped into his mouth and he began to cough instead. Where was the Princess now? She must be somewhere below him, trapped in her house, but how could he find her? The waves swirled him this way and that, washing him toward the beach. He dived, but was quickly forced to the surface. He couldn’t see a thing down there. The water was opaque with silt.

“Princess!” He shouted, frantically. “Princess!”

Something crashed against him, struggling. He seized it in his arms. “Princess?” But it was too big, too strong. As the foam subsided, he saw the terrified eye of Thunderer. The rabbit was tethered to the sea bed, unable to swim to the shore.

The other end of the rope was tied to a root just outside the entrance to the Princess’s burrow. …

Fang fumbled with the knot at the rabbit’s throat, crying with impatience, and eventually jerked it free. Thunderer, released, began to swim toward the shore. Taking a deep breath, Fang hauled himself hand over hand down the rope. Foam bubbled past him, rising from the nooks and crannies of gnomedom. It seemed a very long way down, and by the time Fang reached the loop at the end of the rope his head was spinning. He reached out, found the tunnel entrance, and swam into the darkness beyond. Above the singing of his ears he could hear the crash of water in motion. All the tunnels of gnomedom were filling up. He swam on, knowing that he had to find air within seconds. The tunnel seemed endless and Fang uttered little whimpering sounds behind closed lips. He wasn’t going to make it. The Princess would die. The singing in his ears became a roar. Beaten, he let go a lungful of air in a bubbling scream of fright. His head smashed into something solid, and his mind exploded into brightness. He drew in a great, whistling breath … and found that he was breathing air.

He was at the top of the flight of steps outside the Princess’s door, and the water had not yet reached the roof. Raising the latch, he crawled into the house, accompanied by a rapidly—spreading lake of water. “Princess!” he gasped.

“Fang! Oh, Fang!” They clung together for a moment.

Then he pushed her away. “We don’t have much time. Gnomedom is gone, and we’re living in the giants’ world. We’re under the sea.”

“So it happened! You were right. Oh, Fang, what shall we do now?”

“First we get out of here. Then we find the others … if there are any others.” His face was twisted in despair. “If only I’d found the answer! I’m the new Memorizer and there’s got to be a way off this terrible world, but I haven’t found it yet!” His self-recriminations were interrupted by a deafening roar as a mass of air forced its way back down the tunnel. A wave of dark water flowed in, rising to their knees.

The Princess uttered a scream, then recovered herself as the rising water slowed down. “How do we get out, Fang?”

Fang was wading toward the far corner of the room. He reached up, unhooked the clothesline from the ceiling and shook out the big coil at the end. “We’ll tie ourselves together, and go back the way I came in.” He knotted the line around her waist, then around his. Then he led the way to the entrance. “It’s a long way, Princess. Take a deep breath before we start.”

“Not yet, Fang. Let the water rise a little higher, then we won’t have such a strong current against us.”

So they waited, their arms around each other, while the water swirled around their waists, then their chests, and finally their necks.

“Go!” said Fang, and plunged underwater.

The Princess took a last look around her home. The water was halfway up the walls now; all she could see was her wall carvings, a few shelves with ornaments on them, the chimney, and one flickering candle on a bracket. She took a breath, ducked under the surface and began to swim, and carried the image of that candle with her all through the tunnel, until she could see the pale disc of the entrance and Fang outlined against it, moving like a frog. Then she was through, shooting upward. Her head broke the surface. She exhaled and gulped in air. She felt a tug at her waist and saw Fang much closer to the shore, swimming clumsily. She followed, and within a few moments she was caught in a breaking wave and bowled onto the beach. Fang was already running to her aid, getting his arms under her and carrying her to safety. They untied themselves and looked around.

The beach formed a long, wide crescent. The Princess had never seen it before, but Fang had. It was the beach he’d visited during his journey through the giants’ world.

“We have to get out of here,” he said. “We’re too exposed.”

“But what about the others?”

He glanced at her. “They may not be coming.”

One of them was, however. Two heads showed above the water, then were lost in the surf. In a moment a bedraggled mouse emerged and began to struggle up the wet sand. Hanging onto its tail was the Gooligog. He stood, muttering, and made ineffectual brushing motions at his wet clothes.

Fang ran to him. “Father!”

“Oh, it’s you, Willie. This is a flash flood. There are ways of dealing with it. I remember, two hundred and twenty years ago, the whole of gnomedom was flooded out, and King Bison …” His voice trailed away. He was totally disoriented. “You call this a flood?” he asked Fang belligerently. “This is nothing.”

“It’s not a flood. We’re in the giants’ world. This is the umbra, father.”

“The umbra?” The old gnome’s eyes widened and his mouth dropped open in a dismay so sudden that Fang almost laughed. “You mean this is it? It’s happened? So where’s gnomedom, Willie?”

“There is no gnomedom, Father. Everything’s gone.”

“And all the gnomes, too?”

“All those who lived below this waterline.” Fang scanned the sea gloomily, then something caught his attention. “What’s that?”

“They’re gnomes!” cried the Princess. “They’re on some kind of raft!”

They watched breathlessly and heard faint shouting. After a moment Fang said quietly, “They’re a long way out.”

The Gooligog, becoming more lucid by the minute, said, “The wind’s blowing them away. That’s the end of them, I’m afraid.” He shivered. “I’m damned cold. Let’s get along to your home, Willie—I mean Fang. It was above the waterline, wasn’t it? We can’t do anything for those poor gnomes. They’re doomed. Memorize this moment, Fang, and let it ring through gnomish history forever. They were brave gnomes.”

“I expect they’re very scared and cowardly gnomes,” said Fang. “I can’t leave them.”

“Well, I can’t watch them.”

“Turn the other way, then.” He picked up the rope and measured it with his eye against the distance to the stranded gnomes. It was nowhere near long enough. He groaned.

“Unwind it,” suggested the Princess. “There are five strands making up that rope. Let’s untwist them and tie the ends together, and we’ll have a rope five times as long.”

“And five times as weak,” the Gooligog said.

“Shut up,” snapped Fang. And the old gnome, in the act of opening his mouth again, shut it obediently. “Help unravel this rope,” Fang said.

It took longer than they would have liked because the rope kept writhing and tangling itself as they tried to separate the strands. In the end they evolved a good system. Fang and the Gooligog held the rope stretched between them while the Princess walked from one end to the other, unwinding a single strand with nimble fingers. Four times she did this, then Fang quickly knotted the strands into a long rope. He tied the one end around his waist, and the other around the neck of Thunderer. He stepped into the waves.

“If I look as though I’m drowning,” he called, “just slap Thunderer on the rump and he’ll pull me back. But don’t do it unless it’s absolutely necessary.” He plunged into the surf and began to swim.

It was heavy going at first, and he was already tired from his previous efforts. But gnomes are resilient creatures, and when he reached calmer waters he began to make good progress. The shouts of the raft’s crew became louder and more encouraging, and soon he could recognize individual voices: the Miggot’s screech and Lady Duck’s stentorian bellow.

“Hooray for Fang!” shouted Lady Duck as he reached the raft with a perilously short length of rope to spare. “Slayer of the daggertooth, rescuer of gnomes in peril!”

“Well done, Fang,” said King Bison, patting him on the back as he tied the end of the rope to the raft—which at close quarters proved to be a small, dead log with a thick branch projecting from one side which prevented it rolling. Four gnomes sat on it: King Bison, Lady Duck, the Miggot of One, and Elmera.

“A courageous act,” said the Miggot, almost smiling. His wife said nothing. She could hardly have said Fang’s was an act of cowardice—but, on the other hand, she could hardly have agreed with her husband.

“What now Fang?” asked King Bison.

“The other end’s tied to Thunderer. I just give him the word, and he pulls us in.”

“Well, give him the word, then! What are you waiting for?”

Fang flushed. “Away, Thunderer!” he shouted in high embarrassment.

“The cry!” shouted Lady Duck delightedly. “Let us all give the cry!”

“Away, Thunderer!” they yelled.

They saw movement on the beach, the rope tightened, and the raft began to move steadily shoreward.

A knot of scared gnomes huddled among the dunes near the beach. The initial relief at their escape from drowning had been replaced by a growing despair as they realized that their lives would never be the same again. There would be no more evening gatherings in the forest, no more fireside storytelling, no more wild rides on rabbit-back—not if they wanted to keep their existence secret from the giants. As they debated their next move, other gnomes arrived from the forest, also rendered homeless by the conjunction of happentracks.

“My house is gone,” lamented Clubfoot Trimble. “One minute I was lying in bed, thinking maybe I’d stay there all day, and the next minute the bed was gone and the room was gone, and I was lying on the forest floor! There was a heavy frost, too. I looked around and everything was strange, except for a big boulder which looked much the same. Even the oldest trees had disappeared and there were different ones there, just as old. Then—” Involuntarily he gulped, fear in his eyes “—a giant came along. Not in the umbra. He was real, with huge, heavy feet. I hid under a clump of ferns and he passed me by without seeing me—which was lucky, because he looked mean enough to have stomped on me if he’d had half a chance.”

“Or roasted you,” said King Bison.

“Or roasted me,” agreed Clubfoot, shivering.

Other gnomes told their tales, and they all confirmed one fact: gnomedom had ceased to exist. However, most of the gnomes seemed to have survived the disaster. There were no notable absentees, and in due course the lamenting coalesced into one question.

“What shall we do now?” asked Lady Duck.

And they all looked at Fang.

He frowned and looked away, as though deep in constructive thought. In fact his mind was bereft of ideas of any kind. He knew they had to leave Earth; but until he knew how, there was no point in raising the issue. What could they do until then? Where could they hide, in a totally strange environment? What could he tell them now, now that they respected him as a gnome of action? They were still looking at him. He would have to come up with an answer quickly, or lose credibility. What would Nyneve’s Arthur have done? He would have raised his sword and pointed, and intoned, “Follow me, men. I will lead you into a new tomorrow.”

He turned to the gnomes, hoping they could not detect the light of panic in his eyes. He pointed into the forest. “Follow me,” he said, “gnomes, and I’ll find a place where we can hole up for a while.”

“Where, exactly?” asked the Gooligog, who was back to normal.

“I know a place. I’ve been in this forest before. There’s no point in me telling you where, because it wouldn’t mean anything to you.”

“It’s not damp, is it?” quavered old Crotchet. “I can’t stand the damp.”

“It’s very dry, as a matter of fact.”

“Not too exposed, I hope?” asked Lady Duck anxiously. “There’s still a hint of frost in the mornings.”

“Actually, it’s very snug.”

“You’ve thought of food, of course,” said King Bison. “There has to be plenty of food nearby.”

“There are mushrooms and garlic root and early buds,” said Fang desperately, aware that he was being trapped into describing a nonexistent place. Arthur would never have had this trouble. Arthur would have been on the road by now, his men strung out obediently behind him, riding two by two. “The main thing,” he said, “is that the giants won’t find us there. We’ll be safe.”

The Princess, who had been silent up to now, addressed the gnomes. “Let’s get started, shall we? We’re not getting anywhere like this.”

Elmera said, “Just who are you to tell us what to do?”

“I’m Fang’s girl,” said the Princess.

A feeling of tremendous pride flowed through Fang. The Princess was his girl! His confidence returned in a rush. “Let’s go!” he shouted. He lifted the Princess onto Thunderer, climbed on himself, and set off through the dunes without even looking back to see if they followed. The Princess sat close behind him with her arms around him. He reined Thunderer back to a slow hop as they entered the trees.

“Where are we going, Fang?” asked the Princess quietly.

“I’ve no idea. I had to get them off the beach.”

She laughed. “Just keep going. We’ll find somewhere.”

“I hope so.” They rode in silence for a while, then suddenly Fang said, “What’s that?”

“What?”

“I thought I saw something over there. A gnome, running. Hello!” he shouted, and reined Thunderer in. The straggling column of gnomes caught up with him. They scanned the undergrowth.

The undergrowth spoke. “Who’s that?” it said in querulous tones.

“Fang and the Mara Zion gnomes.”

“I know that voice,” said the Miggot. “Is that you, Hal?”

A tattered and dirty gnome emerged from the bushes. “I’ve had the most terrible morning,” said Hal. “If I’ve never been pleased to see you before, Miggot, I’m pleased to see you now. You’ll never believe what’s been happening up at Pentor. My home’s gone, for one thing. And I was captured by giants. If it hadn’t been for my extreme resourcefulness, I’d have been roasted by now.” Honesty compelled him to add, “That, and a pleasant giant called Nyneve. Well, you’re stuck with me for a while, Miggot. I’m going to have to move in with you.”

“I have no home,” said the Miggot sadly. “Gnomedom is gone. We live in a giant’s world. My home’s under the sea.”

“You mean it’s happened here, too? But …” Hal looked around wildly, as though seeing the forest for the first time. “But this is terrible! Can’t you create something to protect us, Miggot? Consult Pan!”

“Pan’s drowned, and we lost the Sharan months ago.”

“But they were your sacred trust!” cried Hal accusingly.

“I failed.”

“There’s no purpose in you existence, now,” said Hal, pressing home his advantage.

“There’s no purpose in anyone’s existence.” The Miggot fought back. “At least I used to have a purpose. What about you, sitting in a damp cave all your life?”

“I observe the seasons and the umbra, and the waxing and waning of the moons,” said Hal loftily, “and the comings and goings of the wild things.” Then he added, remembering, “If I spend a lot of time sitting in my home, it’s because the moor is infested by fogdogs of your creation.”

“That’s enough, you two,” said Fang. To Hal he said, “Where’s Nyneve now?”

“How would I know? Somewhere back there, I suppose. Why?”

“I need to talk to her. She’s a friend of gnomes.”

“Well …” said Hal reluctantly, “She did arrange to meet a large giant on horseback by the name of Galahad—where was it? On the path to her stepmother’s cottage, I think she said. At noon.”

Fang said, “We still have time. Let’s get going.” He dug his heels into the rabbit. “Away, Thunderer!”

The others raised a ragged cheer at this, and chased after him in a pack. Their spirits had suddenly risen. They had a definite objective in view. They all knew Nyneve, and they trusted her. She would not let them come to any harm.

Fang led them deeper into the forest until, by midmorning, he felt it was time to call a halt. They were all tired, and it was time for a bite to eat and a nap. They found a clearing where mushrooms poked out of the grass, and ate their fill. Then they crawled under bushes and went to sleep. Fang, unaccustomed to leadership, did not post a sentry.

“I tell you, Palomides, I don’t share your confidence.”

Fang awakened with a start to hear giantish voices bellowing, seemingly in his ear. Cautiously he peered out from under his bush. At least a dozen giants stood in the glade, holding their horses’ bridles. He recognized most of them as being Mara Zion giants whom he’d seen in the umbra. They were a huge and terrifying sight, surrounded by an aura of power and barely suppressed violence. Palomides slapped the speaker on the shoulder with a blow that would have flattened a gnome.

“You’ll be welcome, Will,” he said. “There’s a new attitude in Mara Zion. People are tired of Tristan and his crusading. They want a little peace and quiet. They want young men around the place. And now the baron’s in charge again, the situation is much healthier. He’ll welcome able-bodied men like you.”

“I’m worried the village people may see it as desertion,” said the first speaker. “After all, we rode off with Tristan on a quest. Now, after a week or so, we’ve come back, leaving Tristan alone out there. Sometimes I don’t feel so good about it myself. But Tristan was getting pretty tiresome.”

Palomides laughed. “People don’t see it as a quest. They see it as revenge. And don’t forget, Torre was a popular man, too.”

One of the men said thoughtfully, “You know, I never really believed Torre would cuckold Tristan. I still can’t believe it. I think there’s been some mistake, and Tristan jumped to conclusions. Or maybe the baron set Torre up. That way, he got rid of the two most powerful men in Mara Zion.”

“That’s nonsense,” snapped Palomides. “And you’d be well advised not to talk like that around here. That goes for the rest of you, too.”

There was a general mutter of resentment. “Wait a minute,” said the giant called Will. “Those are pretty strong words from a man who went chasing after imaginary beasts because he was scared to go to war.”

For a moment matters looked bad for Palomides, but there was a sudden diversion. As he backed away from Will, his horse took several stamping steps backward, too. There was a thin squeal of fright from the bushes as Hal o’ the Moor broke cover and scurried away from the hooves.

“It’s a gnome!” shouted Palomides. “After it!”

Suddenly the clearing was a pandemonium of pounding feet and crashing hooves and the gnomes were scurrying in all directions. Fang heard a snapping of twigs and rolled aside just as a hoof plunged toward him, then he jumped to his feet and ran. He hadn’t gone ten paces before a huge hand closed around him and a roar of triumph trumpeted in his ear.

“I’ve got one!”

“So have I! They’re all over the place! Jack—there’s one to your left, see? And another—over there!”

The gnomes didn’t stand a chance. Within minutes they were rounded up and deposited in a heap in the center of the glade, while the giants surrounded them.

“I told you there were gnomes,” said Palomides. “Nobody believed me.”

“They’re just like real people,” said somebody wonderingly. “Only much smaller. I can’t believe it. Just wait till we show them to the village.”

“They could be useful,” said another. “Just think of the things they could do.” The gnomes were picking themselves up, shaking with terror. These deafening voices were confirming all their fears, and soon one of the giants would suggest a barbecue. “They could go down rat holes … along thin branches …”

“It’d be fun to see then dance.”

“We must train them.”

“They won’t need much food, that’s for sure.”

“Can they talk? Tap one of them and see if he squeaks.”

“Put them in your saddle bags, men,” said Palomides, now fully in command of the situation again. “We’ll take them back to the village. I can’t wait to see people’s faces. You men can be sure of a welcome now.”

Fang was swept through the air and dropped. Somebody landed on top of him, then somebody else. Wailing with distress, the gnomes struggled in the stinking confines of the leather bags.

Then the flaps closed over them, and they were in total darkness.


Chivalry Accepted

Certain philosophers of the Dying Years held that there was no such thing as a true coincidence, insisting that coincidences were simply occasions when a Dedo was twisting events to suit her purpose. They pointed to the last meeting of Tristan and Iseult as proof of their theory. They said that every single occurrence during that pivotal event was essential to Avalona’s plan. Certainly the final meeting of Tristan and Iseult had more than a hint of fate about it. It happened like this:

After leaving Nyneve, Iseult walked north through the forest. From time to time she would hear someone approaching and would slip behind a tree and freeze there with thumping heart, until the traveler was out of earshot. It was not wise for a woman to walk alone in the forest these days. The baron’s men were not so chivalrous as Tristan’s. Added to which, there had been rumors of a huge beast near the village. Several dogs and even a horse had disappeared.

More paths joined Iseult’s until it became a broad road leading to the foot of the moors. Again she was forced to hide, this time as a large group went south on horseback. As she crouched behind a rhododendron, she heard the hectoring tones of Ned Palomides. Later she left the trees and began to climb onto the moor. Eventually, tired and out of breath, she sat down on the short grass in the lee of Pentor. She opened her bag and ate a small meal of crusty bread and goat’s cheese, and began to wonder what she hoped to accomplish by this journey.

For a start, she had no idea where Tristan was, or when he might be expected back. One thing was sure: she couldn’t let him walk into the baron’s arms. He had to be warned.

She climbed Pentor rock and scanned the rolling moorland. The sky was a steely gray and low clouds hurried overhead. Far in the distance, trudging across the breast of a rise, she saw a lonely figure leading a horse. He was northeast of her, and would reach her in about an hour. She began to fantasize that it was Tristan, and to imagine his arms around her, and his voice breathing forgiveness in her ear. There was nobody else on the moor, unless she counted a scattering of despondent sheep in the middle distance. -

The very sight of the expanse of moor had lent her some common sense. There was no point in walking all over Cornwall, searching for Tristan. That was a foolish idea, born out of her desire to prove to Nyneve that she was just as brave and adventurous as Nyneve herself. No—the sensible thing would be to stay at Pentor, where she could command a view of the countryside and the routes by which Tristan must return. She could spend the nights in the shelter of the forest and come up here at first light, every day, until he came.

No monitor of the Rainbow observed Iseult’s vigil, because the Rainbow had not been invented. No gnome observed her either, because the only gnome resident at Pentor had left. So the story of Iseult’s final meeting with Tristan comes neither from database nor from Memorizer. It is pure legend, built up from the words of the dying Tristan and the suppositions of the villagers. It supposes that Tristan came back to Mara Zion on the evening of the same day his men returned. …

Iseult had been watching the distant figure with a surmise which gradually became a certainty. There were certain mannerisms in the walk, and the way the body was carried. Then the knight dropped from sight below the rise of the hill on which Pentor stood. Iseult climbed down from the rock quite slowly, began to walk north across the grass, and before long broke into a wild run.

“Tristan!” she shouted at the empty, dipping ground.

She caught her foot in a root and fell, slamming the breath out of her lungs. Wheezing, she scrambled to her feet, possessed with a fatalistic fear that if she did not recapture the vision of that knight soon, he would disappear forever. The slope steepened and she stumbled on; then suddenly the valley was in sight.

The horseman had mounted, and was riding slowly along a goat-track which circled the mound of Pentor hill. She shouted again, and he looked up, turning to her a whiteness of face into which she could easily read Tristan’s features. He reined his horse in, dismounted and began to climb the slope toward her. For a few moments she saw the face of every man she’d ever known, rejecting each one with mounting joy, until she was left with the pure certainty that this was Tristan, and her impossible quest was over before it had really begun.

“Iseult.” He said no more, but took her into his arms.

She said nothing, but her tears said it all.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ve been a bloody fool. My men left me in the end, and that made me see sense. A bit late, I suppose. Will you forgive me?”

“Of course,” she managed to say.

It was late afternoon before they entered the forest of Mara Zion, and by then Iseult had recovered her composure sufficiently to bring Tristan up to date on the village events and the baron’s takeover.

“It’s my fault,” he said grimly, his hand unconsciously gripping Excalibur’s hilt.

“You can’t fight them all by yourself.”

“I can have a damned good try. And I think the village people will support me, once I get back.”

“Quite possibly,” said a smooth voice unexpectedly, as a group of men stepped from cover. “And that’s why we can’t allow you to get back, Tristan.”

Iseult was sitting behind Tristan, and her initial impulse was to kick her heels into the horse and urge him to flight, but almost immediately she realized Tristan would not thank her for that. So she sat, sick at heart, while the baron and his men confronted them.

“We’re alone,” said Tristan simply, holding his arms out from his sides. “We have no defense against you.”

“Throw down your sword,” said the Baron.

“No.”

“It may protect you, but it won’t help you.”

“Dismount,” said Tristan. “Order your men to stand back, and face me man to man.”

The baron laughed. “Why should I surrender my advantage? I’m not that big a fool, Tristan. And as for you—you’re a clever man and a dangerous one, and you have an unusual sword which has gained something of a reputation.”

“And you’re a man of some honor—or you used to be. I won’t be taken prisoner, you know that. So you five men will have to kill me and Iseult. That’s hardly a chivalrous act. I hope the story gets back to the village. It won’t do your reputation an good.”

Tristan’s words had their effect. The baron hesitated, frowning. Then he said, “You want a fair fight? So be it.” Surprisingly, he slid from his horse and drew his sword. “Don’t interfere, men. And Tristan—you did say man to man, didn’t you? Then leave your sword behind, and borrow one. Here.” He took a sword from one of his men and tossed it toward Tristan. “Pick it up, and let’s see how you perform in a truly fair fight.”

“Don’t do it,” Iseult whispered in Tristan’s ear.

Tristan handed Excalibur to her. “He’s given away his advantage, so I must surrender mine. Surely you don’t want me to discredit our code of behavior?”

“It’s a bloody stupid code!” cried Iseult aloud. And it puts you up against the best swordsman in Cornwall. What’s fair about that?”

Frowning, Tristan descended to the ground. “Thanks for your confidence, Iseult,” he said, picking up the sword. Then he swung round suddenly and hit his horse a blow with the flat of the blade. “Go!” he yelled. The horse, startled, took off like a bolt from a crossbow, Iseult hanging onto its mane, and was soon out of sight. Then Tristan faced the baron. “I’m ready,” he said.

The tales from the age of chivalry tell of many battles, but the contest which took place between Tristan and Baron Menheniot on that spring evening in Mara Zion was the greatest of them all. Both men were wary of the other’s prowess, and neither wore very much in the way of armor, despite the subsequent illustrations and mind-paintings which grew out of this encounter. Here and there they wore heavy leather, with beaten brass covering the vital parts. Each man wore a helmet extending over the ears to the neck, and the baron’s helmet bore a plume like a Roman chief’s but neither man carried a shield. For the main part they were dressed in the coarse cloth of the period, and before long they were both bleeding from their wounds.

The baron, tall and powerful, drove Tristan back against a great spreading oak which grew at the side of the path. Tristan, smaller but thick-set and more agile, avoided the worst of the blows, getting in a few of his own and opening up the first serious wound: a gash in the baron’s thigh.

Tristan, not wishing to be pinned against the oak, feinted left and stepped right as the baron swung at empty air. About to swing his own sword as the baron staggered off balance, Tristan caught his foot on a root and fell. The onlookers cheered in anticipation, but Tristan rolled out of the way of the baron’s thrust, and jumped to his feet again.

“Not yet, Menheniot,” he gasped.

“Stand and fight,” grunted the baron, swinging again.

Tristan leaped forward inside the blow, ducked under his opponent’s arm and thrust at his unprotected flank. The baron was just as quick, however, and twisted away. This time it was Tristan who felt the quick pain of the sword’s edge and he backed off, anxiously clapping his free hand to his side, but finding he had suffered no more than a flesh wound.

“Don’t you like the sight of your own blood, Tristan?” the baron taunted him.

The swords of the time were heavy and cumbersome, and Tristan soon wished he held the well-balanced Excalibur, which had always felt like a part of him in battle. His sword arm quickly grew tired and he took the opportunity to change hands, a fact which the baron noted with grim amusement.

“Getting weary, little man?”

But Tristan was equally dextrous with his left hand, and the change had the effect of confusing the baron, who took several deep cuts around the shoulder before he became used to defending himself against the new direction of Tristan’s thrusts. The fight went on. The audience was now quite, intently observing each move, partisanship forgotten as they appreciated the finer points of swordsmanship.

“Almost a pity one of them has to die,” said one man.

“So long as it’s Tristan who dies.”

“He will,” said the first man confidently. “The baron’s too strong for him. But he’s putting up a good fight.”

The forest rang with the clash of metal on metal; and in the distance people heard, and wondered. Iseult heard, lying on the ground where the horse had thrown her in its panicky flight. Dazed, she got to her feet, saw Excalibur lying nearby, and picked it up. Then she began to make her way back toward the din of battle.

Meanwhile, Tristan was tiring. On the defensive, he backed along the forest path. The spectators kept pace, stumbling through the undergrowth but never taking their eyes off the contestants. The baron surged forward, swinging his sword two-handed like a sledgehammer, forcing Tristan back by the sheer force of his blows. The end was near. Tristan was gulping for breath, scarcely able to lift his sword to defend himself.

“Yield, Tristan,” called one of the baron’s men, his sympathies with the underdog.

“Nobody yields in this fight,” snapped the baron, swinging and thrusting. Tristan had left the path and was standing, disoriented, knee deep in undergrowth, blood flowing from a score of wounds. Stepping back once more, he took a thrust deep into his stomach and fell.

The baron paused with sword uplifted. “You’re a good man, Tristan,” he said breathlessly, sweat pouring from his face. “I don’t enjoy doing this, but it’s necessary for the future of Mara Zion. Goodbye.” And he swung the sword.

“No!” The scream came from Iseult, who appeared from nowhere, throwing herself over Tristan’s body.

The baron’s eyes widened as he tried to check the swing of his heavy sword. The blade bit into Iseult’s neck. She collapsed over Tristan, spraying blood which soon slowed to a trickle. The breath sighed from her lungs.

“Oh, my God,” murmured the baron, his arms at his sides, staring helplessly.

There was a long silence. Tristan lay with closed eyes. It was doubtful if he knew of the death of his lover; the baron’s last thrust had been a mortal one. The baron stood still, tears in his eyes.

Somebody said quietly, “We should bury them.” It was a question of covering up their mutual guilt, rather than a practical suggestion.

The baron spoke at last. “Bury the girl. Tristan’s not dead yet. We must take him back to the village.”

“But they’ll see him as a martyr.”

“Perhaps he is.” The baron leaned on his sword. “I couldn’t help it. She was too quick for me, as God is my witness.”

“These things happen. She knew what she was doing.”

“She died for him, willingly. I don’t think anyone would die for me. She was quite a woman. And Tristan was quite a man. I’ve killed them both.”

“It wouldn’t be seemly to talk like that in the village. It might be interpreted as weakness.”

The baron sighed. “I don’t care how it’s interpreted—he shall have the finest funeral we can give him. Build a litter for him, men. We’ll take him home. Place Excalibur on his chest.”

When Nyneve and Galahad reached Mara Zion they found the villagers gathered in the great hall, drinking and milling around the Round Table. As they entered, someone handed them wine.

“What’s going on?” Nyneve asked.

Pelleas, already half drunk, peered at her. “Torre’s on his way,” he said. “But that’s not all. We’ve got piskeys here. Real piskeys in Mara Zion. You’ve never seen the like of them. Tiny little buggers. They’re real, after all!”

“That must be a great relief to you,” said Nyneve acidly.

“So they’ve captured your gnomes,” murmured Galahad. “What now?

“Our gnomes,” Nyneve corrected him quietly. “Everybody’s gnomes. It’s our duty to protect them.”

Galahad pushed his way through the crowd, Nyneve following in his wake. For the first time she had a chance to assess people’s reaction to this strange new knight. As he moved them aside they would swing round in annoyance; then, seeing his face, they would smile and nod, and let him through. He had an unusual power, this Galahad.

Soon they reached the Round Table. Although the places had been marked with the names of those entitled to sit in them, the village men had ignored the signs and were sprawled in any available chair. They stared with open-mouthed curiosity at the gnomes who huddled in a frightened bunch on the table top. Only one seat was unoccupied: that which bore the legend HOT SEAT. This chair had gained a reputation for being jinxed. Unauthorized users had a tendency to die in unpleasant circumstances. Galahad had never shown any such superstitious fears, however, and immediately sat in the Hot Seat, Nyneve climbing onto the table and sitting, cross-legged, with the gnomes. They gathered around her with tiny cries of delight.

“We’re in big trouble, Nyneve,” said Fang. “The happen-tracks have joined. The Earth has only two moons, have you noticed? And now these giants are getting ready for a barbecue! And they keep telling us to dance!”

“We’ll get you out of this,” Nyneve reassured him.

“How?”

“I don’t know, yet,” she admitted. “I think Galahad may have something up his sleeve.”

“He looks kind of pale to me,” said King Bison critically, examining the watchful knight in the Hot Seat.

By now the spectators had recovered from the surprise arrival of Nyneve and Galahad, and were banging on the table and demanding that the gnomes entertain them. Somewhere a fiddler began to play, and the table thumping became rhythmic and organized.

Nyneve jumped to her feet. “Will you stop that!”

Palomides shouted back, “Come on, Nyneve, you dance, too. You have far better legs than these fat little piskeys!”

Nyneve, infuriated, stepped forward and kicked at his face. In ducking, he overbalanced and his chair fell back with a crash, spilling him onto the dirt floor. There was a roar of laughter. He sprang to his feet, red-faced. “You’ll pay for that Nyneve!”

Now Galahad stood. “You’ll leave her alone, Ned.”

A hand caught hold of Nyneve’s leg and slid upward. She jumped back, whirling round, but was unable to identify the culprit from among the grinning faces below her. She was relieved when Galahad jumped onto the table beside her.

“The gnomes must go free,” he thundered.

“But we’ve only just caught them.” somebody shouted back. “And anyway, who are you to give orders?”

“My sword will answer that question,” replied Galahad ominously.

“Come on now, Galahad,” said Palomides in reasonable tones.

“You’re outnumbered and outvoted. There’s no point in fighting. The majority should rule. We want some fun with these little fellows, then we’ll leave them alone. The women can use them at home, I’m sure. But first, let’s see them perform.”

“Has it occurred to you they might not want to perform?” said Galahad. “And what right have the women to use then afterward?”

“I’m sure we can set up some very comfortable cages for them,” said Palomides. “It’s not as if we’re going to ill use them.”

“You will not use them at all,” said Galahad. “Can’t you see how wrong that is?”

“No, I can’t. They’re only piskeys. Get off the table Galahad; you’re spoiling the party.”

Other voices began to join in, urging Nyneve and Galahad to climb down. Somebody tossed a jug from the edge of the crowd and it hit the table close to the Princess of the Willow Tree, shattering and splashing the gnomes with foaming beer. The crowd roared with appreciation. Men began to rock the table. Matters were getting out of hand when there was an unexpected interruption.

The baron entered, followed by a handful of his men carrying the litter on which Tristan lay, pallid and still. Quietness spread through the crowd until, on the far side of the table, a last squealing voice halted in embarrassed mid-sentence.

“What’s going on here?” asked the baron.

Palomides hastened to explain. “We found a bunch of piskeys.” he said. “Come and look. They’re the strangest little fellows! We’re going to make them dance. Here, have my seat, sir. So you got Tristan. That’s good.”

“Tristan is dying,” said the baron. “I’ve killed him and, believe me, I regret it. He was a very brave man and a credit to Mara Zion, and he will have the finest burial we can give him.” He stared around at the gathering, seeing genuine regret in the faces, but no open hostility toward himself. A few people gathered around the litter, which his men had now laid on a bench. Tristan lay still with closed eyes, his breathing barely discernible. Blood welled slowly from the wound in his stomach and dripped to the floor. Somewhere, a woman sobbed quietly.

“And as for the piskeys,” continued the baron, having inspected the Round Table with some astonishment, “you will let them go. It seems to me that they are people just like us—their only misfortune being that they are smaller. They will live free lives in the forest, just as you villagers will.

“You see, I’m going to move my men out of Mara Zion. From now on we will live as neighbors and allies, there will be no collection of tribute, and we will all try to abide by the code of behavior bequeathed us by Tristan.” He passed a hand over his brow, frowning. “Today I did a terrible thing in the name of conquest—probably the single most despicable act I’ve committed in my life. I killed Tristan and Iseult, two people who were once my friends, two people who loved each other dearly and whom I had tried to set against each other. And as I walked back through the forest, mourning—because at least I knew I’d done wrong—I met an old woman who told me what I must do next. And thank God I did meet her, because I might not have had the wisdom to do it myself.

“She laid out a course of action for me, and I will not be swayed from it. We will live alongside each other, Menheniot and Mara Zion. We will allow each other free passage through our lands. But one thing more: we will claim no land as our own except such land as we actually use for our houses and our crops. As the old woman pointed out to me, for Mara Zion or Menheniot to claim ownership of the forest is meaningless. How can you own something you do not possess? Why should you own something you do not need? The forest doesn’t belong to us any more than it belongs to the wild animals—or the piskeys. The forest is the forest. It is free to all, and so is the moor, and the sea.”

Gareth spoke up. “We fought our way across all of Cornwall,” he said, “and we lost a lot of men. But we captured the land. Are you saying it’s not ours any more?”

“Are you standing on it? Can you bend down and touch it? How can it be yours, Gareth? You can’t even see it. It’s the other side of the moors. But the people who live there can see it and touch it.”

“So we wasted our time and our lives in battle?”

“Did you enjoy the battle? Do you feel better for it?”

Gareth said, “There’s no feeling quite like victory.”

“Then you didn’t waste your time. And as for the men who died—they died heroes, and there is no better way to go. Let the land go, Gareth. We’ve made our point. We’ve proved that Mara Zion and Menheniot are strong, and marauders will think twice before they come our way again. And we’ve spread the word of chivalry far and wide because we fought fairly, and gave quarter to our enemies when they asked it. And if we did become a little carried away with the notion of conquest, well, we’re only human. We’ve learned our lessons. We’ve discovered our strengths and weaknesses, and we’re the wiser for it.”

He paused, and into the slightly tense silence Galahad roared, “Three cheers for the baron!” And such was the power of his personality that they did cheer; and the first cheer sounded good, and the new deal the baron proposed began to look pretty good, too. After all, who wanted to die young, hero or not? So the second cheer rang out with more confidence and people began to grin at one another with a sudden sense of unity, so that the third cheer nearly lifted the thatch from the Great Hall.

At this point even legend admits that there were some dissenters. Palomides said, “The gnomes. Did I understand you to say something about letting the gnomes go, Baron? That would be a pity, wouldn’t it?”

“You don’t own the gnomes, Palomides. They must be as free to wander the land as the rest of us. Take them outside and let them go.”

Palomides nodded, beaten. Then Galahad spoke up. “It’s dark out there now, Baron, and dangerous for these tiny people. I’ll give them board and lodgings for the night, and they can go their own way in the morning.” He began to lift the gnomes down from the table. The crowd made room for him, and soon he led them out into the night.


The Morte


Black-cowled, they rowed the Lake of Avalon.

The greataway was in their eyes, their faces wan

Like sea-drowned flesh long wet. By pain beset,

One woman in a happentracks cocoon

Wept real tears. Beside her the King. Above her the Moon.

But she knew it not, not yet.

—“Le Morte de Tristan”

The Rainbow, 55726–



Tristan regained consciousness for a short period the following evening, while the funeral barge was being prepared at the shore of the lake. He opened his eyes, caught sight of the vessel, the draperies, the women at work, and said:

“Somebody important must have died.” His voice was little more than a whisper.

Nyneve, her face close to his, said, “A very great man. You must rest easily, Tristan.”

“You must have been quite fond of him, to cry like that.”

“There’s a cold wind this morning and it stings my eyes. Please keep still, Tristan. You’ve been wounded.”

“Where’s Iseult? Why doesn’t she come?”

“She’ll be with you soon.”

Another voice sounded nearby. “Tristan?”

He looked up and smiled. “Torre. My friend. I’m glad you came. I want to apologize for misjudging you. I should never have done that.”

Torre knelt beside the stretcher and took Tristan’s hand. “I was a fool. I was never anything worse.”

“I know that. Torre … they’re getting a funeral barge ready over there and Nyneve won’t tell me who it’s for. Will you?”

Torre said quietly, “I understand a great leader of men has died. A Cornishman.”

“Oh. Is he from hereabouts?”

“I believe so.”

“Strange that I can’t recollect who he might be.” The faint smile remained on Tristan’s lips. “Well, my friend Torre, I don’t feel too alive myself at the moment. Just in case I might join that great leader quite soon, I’d like you to do something for me.”

“Anything you say.”

“I’d like you to take my sword Excalibur, and throw it into the lake. No—don’t look so surprised. It’s a good sword, but it was only lent me for the duration of my life. The time has come to return it to its rightful owner.”

Reluctantly Torre lifted Excalibur from the stretcher and stood looking at it. A chance ray of evening sun caught it, and the bright metal glittered strangely. “I’ll do it,” he said.

“And Torre—you may be tempted to keep it, because that’s the way men are made. We are thrifty, and it may seem a pity to throw away such a valuable thing. But don’t give way to temptation, because I will know. You see, something strange will happen when you throw that sword, and you must tell me what it is.”

“Of course.” Torre left them, carrying the sword.

Tristan said to Nyneve, “Have I done the right thing?”

“You always have. Avalona is satisfied. She appeared before the baron and … persuaded him to do certain things. You were unconscious at the time.”

“The—what do you call them?—the happentracks are working out?”

“They are.”

“I wonder … when that barge will leave.”

“It’s almost ready, I think.”

Torre returned and knelt beside Tristan. “I did it,” he said.

“What did you see?”

“A splash. Nothing more. What should I have seen?”

“No arm clad in white samite, rising from the water?”

Torre glanced worriedly at Nyneve. “That was when you got the sword, wasn’t it? Was it supposed to happen again?”

Nyneve said quickly, “He did throw it in. I saw.”

Tristan smiled. “It’d be pretty queer if everything worked out the way it’s supposed to. Merlin told me what to expect. He was wrong.”

Nyneve said quietly, “Merlin is often wrong. He tries to foretell the ifalong, but he makes mistakes. One of those mistakes has got him locked away inside a rock right now, and I don’t know when he’ll ever get out. For all I know there may have been an arm in white samite on other happentracks. But it would have been my arm, and I’m here beside you. I can’t be in two places at once.”

“Your arm? So it was you who gave me Excalibur, Nyneve?”

“Well, yes. Sort of.”

“Thank you. I have a lot to thank you for. You’ve been responsible for directing the most important part of my life. The only important part of my life. Your stories, your advice, everything.”

The tears were coming fast. “It seems to me I’m responsible for this.” Her gaze traveled from Tristan to the barge and the mourners.

“It was worth it. There’s no pain. Men have died for much less than I die for.” He closed his eyes. Nyneve placed a hand on his heart. The beat was very faint and hesitant.

“It’s time, now.” Avalona stood over them. “Torre, will you help us carry him to the barge?”

They laid him on a bench that ran down the center of the vessel. Nyneve sat on a seat nearby. Torre stepped ashore and joined the villagers and the baron, who stood silently by. There were people already on the barge: strange women whose shadowy faces filled Nyneve with dread.

“Who are they?” she asked Avalona.

“They are all the Dedos of Earth.”

The moons had risen over the black hillside, silvering one half of the lake and casting the other into deepest shadow. Nyneve shivered and said, “Avalona, I’m afraid. Something’s going to happen, isn’t it? Do I have to come on this boat?”

“It is inevitable,” said the Dedo.

“Are we going over there?” She indicated the blackness on the far side of the lake. The boat was rocking gently now, and the Dedos were rowing with oars of carved black oak.

“Over there, and far beyond.”

“Why can’t I see those women properly?”

“You will.”

“I’m … not sure I want to.”

But the faces of the rowers were losing their misty aspect and becoming clear, hard and pitiless. One Dedo in particular had a face of great beauty and the utmost evil. She saw Nyneve looking at her, and smiled. “Hello, little one,” she murmured, rowing slowly. “We must become acquainted, because we’ll be seeing a lot of each other in the ifalong. My name is Morgan le Fay. That’s my brother lying beside you. He was a good man. Such a pity he’s joining us.”

“But Tristan has no sister. …”

Something strange happened to the light. The lake was suddenly much darker, although they had not yet entered the shadowed part. Then she noticed something.

“Avalona,” she whispered, “there’s only one moon.”

“The happentracks have joined.”

But … you told me that yesterday, when three moons became two. How can it happen again?”

“There were three moons, yes. And there were three happentracks. The one you thought of as gnomedom; and the one we lived in; and another—that we visited quite often when we played the game with Merlin. The game was more real than you knew. That was why you didn’t have complete control over the events. It was a half-world—part imagination, but part possibility. As it developed, it changed. It became a distinct probability, and finally a real world in its own right. And, like gnomedom, it was headed on a collision course with our own world.”

“But how can a game become real?”

“I’ve told you before, there are an infinite number of happentracks. I simply chose one suitable for my purpose. We entered it through the game, and made sure it developed in a suitable manner.”

“But … why?”

“You will have the privilege of finding out in due course, Nyneve.”

Nyneve examined the faces of the women, and they looked back at her dispassionately. Then, fearfully, she forced herself to look at the dying Tristan beside her.

But he was no longer Tristan; neither was he dying.

He was taller, dressed in bright armor, and his hair was flaming red. His nose was longer than Tristan’s, his face thinner, the nose aquiline. He possessed an indefinable air of dignity. Nyneve recognized him, lowered her head and knelt beside him. “My Lord,” she said.

“You must be Nyneve.” His voice was deep and resonant; a voice to command battles.

She regarded his face wonderingly. “But you’re … young.”

He smiled. “So are you.”

“No, I meant. …” She looked up at Avalona. “The last time we played the game he was much older.”

“The coincidence of happentracks was not exact,” said the Dedo. “He has joined us at an earlier stage of his life.”

“You mean … he’s not married yet? He hasn’t met Guinevere?”

“No. And you have knowledge of the events that are going to shape his life. Use it wisely. Do not destroy him.”

Arthur raised himself up onto one elbow. “I wish I knew what you women are talking about. What’s going on here? Where’s Merlin? Did I fall asleep? How did I get into this boat?”

And suddenly it was morning, and the sun lit his hair like flames. The oarswomen had gone, the boat grounded at the lakeshore. All the people had gone. “Come,” said Avalona. Arthur jumped ashore, lifted Avalona out, then Nyneve.

His hands were warm on her waist and he kissed her lightly, playfully on the cheek as he set her on the beach. I’ve got him! she exulted. He’s mine, and I’ll make bloody sure he never meets Guinevere!

“Never underestimate the inevitability of the ifalong,” said Avalona, as though she’d read Nyneve’s mind. “And now, Arthur, I have a gift for you. It is a sword, like no man has ever had before. With this sword in your hand you will never be defeated in battle, and—”

“Haven’t you forgotten something?” whispered Nyneve urgently.

“I never forget.”

“The arm rising from the lake?”

“We’ve done all that. It’s history, it will be remembered. Now, Arthur, take off your boots and leggings, and paddle out there. Look for a sword lying on the bottom. It’s quite heavy, so Torre couldn’t have thrown it very far.”

He looked at her doubtfully. “You’re quite sure about this? You people threw a sword in there? That’s a funny thing to do.”

“We had our reasons,” said Avalona.

Nyneve, hugging a growing joy to herself, watched Arthur pull his boots and socks off just like a normal person, and heard him gasp with the cold of the water.

“I think I see it,” he called after a while, and he bent over and reached below the surface. “This is a hell of a sword!” he shouted in delight, waving Excalibur in the morning sunlight. “A man could have some fun with a sword like this!”

Several hours earlier, Galahad had led the gnomes to the hillside overlooking the lake. After foraging for berries they settled down on the grass and lit a fire. Galahad had thoughtfully provided beer, and for a while things didn’t look too bad. The flames crackled up into the evening sky, the beer warmed their bellies, and the euphoria of their two recent escapes—from the sea and from the giants—was still with them.

Time passed, and it occurred to Fang that a question needed to be asked. He addressed Galahad, who sat like a mountain beside him.

“I’m not complaining or anything like that. But why are we here?”

“Do you have anything better to do?” The great voice boomed down at him.

“No. Of course not. Although I did have in mind a sort of quest, if you know what I mean. More of a search, really, for a way to get off Earth. The giants—I mean the humans—will kill us one way or another if we stay.”

“It will be some time before your race leaves Earth.”

“Oh, will it? How do you know?”

Galahad smiled. “Happentracks are funny things, Fang. You and I, we don’t quite … coincide. You’ll find out one day, when we meet again.”

“That boat’s pushing off,” said the Miggot suddenly.

The lake was silvered with moonlight, the funeral barge a black beetle creeping away from the shore. “I think that’s Nyneve down there,” said Fang. “And Tristan. … Do you know, Tristan was kind of fun, in spite of all the fighting. Nyneve liked him. I’m really sorry he’s dead,” he said wonderingly.

The sky darkened as though a curtain had been drawn.

“What the hell’s going on?” exclaimed the Miggot.

“The moons! The moons!” cried Lady Duck. “What’s happened to the moons?”

Simultaneously there was a sound like a thunderclap, and a gust of wind threw the gnomes into a heap and sent embers swirling into the sky.

“Watch it,” snarled the Gooligog, removing Spector’s foot from his face.

“I suggest you concern yourself with the phenomenon that caused this,” said Spector, coming as close as he could to losing his temper.

“Phenomena don’t kick me in the face. Feet do.”

“Where’s Galahad?” shouted Lady Duck.

“He’s gone,” whispered Clubfoot, awed. “Just like that. I never saw him go.”

“You’ve loosened a tooth. They don’t grow back, you know. Not at my age.”

There was a frightened pause, then somebody said, “What the hell do we do now?”

All eyes swiveled toward Fang.

“Bison,” he said quickly. “What do we do, Bison?”

“Bison’s a broken reed,” said Elmera. “You must shoulder the responsibility, Fang.”

“But I’m the Memorizer,” said Fang. “I can’t be leader as well.”

“It would be a conflict of interests,” agreed Spector wisely.

“You didn’t worry about conflict of interests when you led us from the beach,” the Miggot pointed out.

“I got carried away in the excitement of the moment.”

“That proves you’re a natural leader.”

“Unlike Bison,” added Elmera. “Bison was never leadership material, if the truth be known.”

“The responsibility weighed heavily on me,” Bison admitted.

“You bore the burden like a champion,” Lady Duck reassured him. “I’d like to see the Miggot perform so well.”

“Actually, the Miggot is excellent leadership material,” said Elmera unexpectedly.

“I thought you said he was a callous swine.”

“A leader must be ruthless. The Miggot has an iron hand in his velvet glove.”

“Wait a moment,” said Clubfoot, puzzled. “I thought it was Fang we were talking about. I thought Fang was going to be our leader. What’s the Miggot got to do with it?”

“The Miggot is redundant,” said Spector. “Particularly since the loss of the Sharan.”

“Fang lost the Sharan,” Old Crotchet remembered with an effort. “Is that what you call leadership?”

“When you get right down to it,” said Spector, “it was Elmera who lost the Sharan.”

They fell silent, working this out until the excitement of the day took its toll. One by one they fell asleep, until only Fang’s and the Miggot’s eyes remained open, gazing dreamily at the lake.

“The boat’s gone,” murmured Fang.

“We’ll have to move on in the morning. Where shall we go?”

“I don’t know. I’ll do some educing tonight. Maybe I’ll discover something.”

The Miggot sighed. “It’s pointless staying on Earth without the Sharan.”

“We’ll just have to track her down.”

“The Sharan’s no use without Pan. And I think Pan must be drowned.”

“I’m sorry, Miggot.”

“Anybody would have lost his nerve, with that horn coming for him,” said the Miggot kindly.

“I meant I was sorry for Pan being drowned.”

The only reply was a faint snore. Fang considered kicking the Miggot awake and pointing out his error, but decided against it. He had some educing to do.

Fang dug back into his memories while the rest of the gnomes slept. He decided the clue must lie in the conversations dealing with the gnomes’ creation. The kikihuahuas were cautious people, with millennia in which to develop their plans. They would have covered almost as many eventualities as Avalona would. Details of the gnomes’ route from Earth back to the spacebat would be in those plans.

It was near dawn before he found what he was looking for. But it was not what he wanted.

He had not paid enough attention during his previous journeys into the past. It was all there, in a discussion shortly before the creation of the gnomes. There was a meeting on the spacebat. He’d listened in on that meeting before …

A voice drifted into his thoughts: “Can you educe an occasion when the Examples have been … bent, in the name of colonization?”

An old kikihuahua was smiling cynically. “I can educe them being shattered into fragments like a primitive’s clay pot.”

“Not in this bat,” said the kikihuahua called Phu.

“You should have seen the creature we sent down to Remocogen.”

“I find this difficult to believe,” said Phu. “I think—”

His voice was drowned out by cries of outrage.

“I apologize,” said Phu hastily, but the damage was done. He had challenged the recollections of a Memorizer, so his opinion was discredited.

Ou-Ou followed up his advantage as Offo retired to sulk. “You must realize that we bend the Examples, technically, every time we submit a specimen to the Hua-hi for ingestion. There are those who would claim that we kill the specimen. However, a minor Example reminds us that the specimen lives on in the chromosomes of its descendants. It’s a point of view, and we are practical people.”

“We offer a prayer,” said Phu, trying to ingratiate himself.

“An ancient and somewhat pointless superstition,” said Ou-Ou brutally. “After all, we invented the Examples ourselves to prevent another Tin Mother debacle. What is the point in asking forgiveness from some mythical higher intelligence?”

“You never know.” Phu was close to social collapse.

Afah stepped in again. “I sense a definite split in our thinking on this issue,” he said. “Phu is not the only person who is worried. Perhaps you could put all our minds at rest, Ou-Ou, by setting a time limit on the initial colonization party.”

“Time limit?” Ou-Ou gave the kikihuahua equivalent of a shrug. “How can I? What measurement can I use? You know I’ve always said—”

“I know, Ou-Ou. But this planet revolves, doesn’t it? It probably has seasons, too—they usually do. So give us a time limit based on the natural rhythms of the planet.”

Ou-Ou thought for a while, then said grudgingly, “Fifty thousand of their years.”

“Will that satisfy the meeting?” asked Afah. “We’ll place a limit on the period our creatures will be allowed to roam the planet and establish a civilization. Then they will be withdrawn. The dangerous work will be over. We ourselves can then go down there and live normal lives within the framework of the Examples.”

“Suppose our creatures fail?” somebody asked.

“We’ll know the answer to that in fifty thousand years.”

He received indications of approval, and heard a verbal aside from Offo: “A similar compromise was reached in the case of the planet Remocogen. The colonization was successful.”

Phu said, “Just so long as the … things we create don’t deviate too far from the Examples, in their enthusiasm for the job entrusted to them.” He glanced nervously at the unconscious biped nearby.

“You and I will supervise the creation, Phu,” said Afah.

“And I will help with the specifications,” added Ou-Ou quickly.

They made their way to the chamber where the Sa-Hua-hi lived. …

And Fang opened his eyes.

Fifty thousand years!

How long had the gnomes been on Earth so far? Twenty thousand or so? That meant another thirty thousand years to go! And no means of contact until their time was up. They would never make it. The species of gnome would become extinct in a single generation, now that Galahad was gone. The giants would see to that. In the early dawn light he looked around at the company of sleeping gnomes, and he pitied them. Should he tell them? Or should he stall them, until they’d settled down in their new world?

But they would be looking for a lead from him. What lead could he give?

Bison opened his eyes, glanced around in quick alarm, sighted Fang and grinned with relief. “Fang,” he said, as though the name were a thanksgiving.

Other gnomes awakened, yawning and stretching. They stood and scratched and rubbed their eyes. Then, settling their caps firmly on their heads, they gathered around Fang.

“Well?” said the Gooligog.

Fang looked from face to face. The Princess, trusting him. The Miggot, expecting much. Bison, relieved he was no longer leader. Clubfoot, eyes bright with simple faith. Spector, constructing a psychological significance around this moment. Lady Duck, awaiting the chance to yell enthusiastic agreement. The Gooligog, skeptical. The others, all in their various ways awaiting dynamic words of leadership, awaiting a fully developed plan of action. And what could he tel them? He swallowed and opened him mouth. “Gnomes,” he croaked.

And at that moment there was a blessed diversion.

“Look!” said the Miggot.

A boat was gliding toward the shore some distance away Three giants stood in it, about to disembark. The sun slid from behind a low cloud and threw their shadows onto the beach. Fang recognized two of them: Nyneve and her frightful foster mother. The third was a man he’d never seen before: tall, with an aristocratic bearing and hair the color of the rising sun itself.

There was a strange glory surrounding the man as he lifted the women ashore. The sunlight gathered strength around him, and an ethereal music seemed to be playing He didn’t look like a giant, somehow. He seemed to represent life itself: hope and wonder and a simple faith in the future that transcended mere species. Just for a while, the man on the beach was a perfect being, representing all tha was good about livingkind, all the things the kikihuahuas held dear. And this spoke to the gnomes through their genes.

“Who is he?” breathed Clubfoot. “He’s not just a giant is he? He’s more than that, surely?”

“See the sunlight in his hair.”

“And do you hear music?”

Bison said, “I feel better, just looking at him.”

“No good will come of this, mark my words.”

“Shut up, Gooligog. He’s coming this way.”

The tall figure climbed steadily toward them, accompanied by Nyneve who, Fang thought, had never looked lovelier. Avalona—to everybody’s relief—walked away in the opposite direction, along the lakeshore.

“Let’s run,” whispered Bison.

“Too late,” said Fang. “They’ve seen us.”

The ground shook as the two humans halted and knelt before the gnomes. “Hello, Fang,” said Nyneve. “Hello, everybody. This is Arthur.”

“And you’re the gnomes,” said Arthur. “Nyneve’s told me about you. She says you’re frightened of living on this world.” He smiled. “Well, nobody should feel frightened as long as I’m in charge here.”

“Are you in charge?” asked Fang.

“He soon will be,” said Nyneve. “You just wait and see.”

Arthur smiled. “I have a dream,” he said, “I’m going to have to fight for it, which is a pity, but it will all work out in the end. And meanwhile, even though there will be fighting, I’m going to make sure that people like Nyneve and you are protected. So long as I’m alive, no harm will come to you gnomes.”

“No roasting on skewers?” asked Clubfoot.

Arthur laughed. “No roasting on skewers.”

“No dancing on tables or sweeping chimneys or cleaning out blocked drains?”

“Not unless you feel you really have to.”

“Just you two giants against all the other giants?” said the Miggot. “That’s not very good odds.”

Nyneve explained. “The other giants are ready for Arthur, Miggot. Tristan has prepared them. And I suppose I have, too, in a way. They’ll accept him and they’ll make him their king. I know it’s going to happen. Believe me.”

“I believe you, Nyneve,” said Fang.

And the other gnomes believed her too, even the Gooligog. A wave of happiness spread through the group and, when Arthur and Nyneve took their leave, Lady Duck led the gnomes in three rousing cheers. Surprised at the enthusiasm of the piping voices, the giants turned around and waved. “See you again soon!” called Nyneve, and then they were lost from view in the forest.

“The music’s still playing,” said Elmera. “I thought it was something I was hearing just because of the giants. But it must be real. Where’s it coming from?”

“Over there.” The Miggot pointed. “It sounds kind of familiar, you know. Like …”

“Like Pan!” shouted Elmera.

In a body, the gnomes rushed into the forest, ducking under fallen logs, crashing through bushes, eventually emerging breathless into a clearing where the grass seemed a special green, and the leaves were like the sunlit feathers of an exotic bird. The music was louder here, the melody unearthly; and as the gnomes halted, it too came to a stop.

Pan laughed at their astonished faces. He sat cross-legged on a mossy granite boulder, pipes in hand.

“Greetings,” he said, jumping to the ground and performing a mocking bow.

But the gnomes’ eyes were fixed on the animal lying on the grass, relaxed and content, fur shimmering.

“The Sharan!” they shouted joyfully. “The Sharan!”

“And me,” said Pan.

The gnomes rushed to the unicorn and gathered around it, stroking it. Fang felt tears in his eyes, and brushed them away hastily. The Princess grabbed his hand and squeezed it.

“I’m every bit as important as the Sharan,” said Pan. “But you don’t like me so much, because I can answer you back.”

“It’s good to see you again, Pan,” said the Miggot without noticeable enthusiasm. “I thought you were drowned.”

“I have a well-developed survival sense.”

Now the gnomes, remembering that Pan had the ability to make the Sharan bolt if he became displeased, clustered around him and congratulated him on his continued existence.

“Our purpose is restored!” boomed Bison.

“How did you find the Sharan?” asked Fang.

“Oh …” Pan’s lips curved in a secret smile. “I cast around, you know. I sent out a few mental feelers. It wasn’t difficult—I’m used to communicating with the Sharan.”

“But you could have done that at any time!”

“Well, maybe. But I have to feel like it, don’t you know. And the Sharan was on a different happentrack, after all.”

“You bastard,” snapped the Miggot.

“Don’t try me, gnome.” And suddenly the Sharan’s head lifted and she snorted, a look of fear in her beautiful eyes.

“Time to go,” said Fang hastily.

“Go where?”

“Back to gnomedom.”

“But gnomedom is gone!” wailed Clubfoot, coming down to earth with a bump.

Fang said quietly, “The place is still there. The rocks and the paths are there. The trees may be a bit different, but who cares? They’re still trees. Just two of us have lost our homes under the sea, but the Princess will be living with me, and as for my father, it’s about time he moved out of that swamp anyhow. So the rest of us can go back to where our homes used to be and start digging new ones. We’ll all help one another. By the time summer is here we’ll have gnomedom rebuilt!”

It was an inspiring speech. Lady Duck pounded Fang on the back. “Give us the cry!” she commanded.

“But …” Fang looked around, embarrassed. “My rabbit’s back somewhere in the forest.”

“Bugger the rabbit. Give us the cry!”

“Away, Thunderer!” shouted Fang.

“Away, Thunderer, away!” yelled the gnomes.

“Bloody nonsense, if you ask me,” said the Gooligog.

“It doesn’t have to mean anything,” said Spector.

Laughing, chattering, arguing, they set off in search of the new gnomedom.
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