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  The Discworld Series is a continuous history of a world not totally unlike our own except that it is a flat disc carried on the backs of four elephants astride a giant turtle floating through space, and that it is peopled by, among others, wizards, dwarves, policemen, thieves, beggars, vampires and witches. Within the history of Discworld there are many individual stories, which can be read in any order, but reading them in sequence can increase your enjoyment through the accumulation of all the fine detail that contributes to the teeming imaginative complexity of this brilliantly conceived world.
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  WATCH …


  This is space. It’s sometimes called the final frontier.


  (Except that of course you can’t have a final frontier, because there’d be nothing for it to be a frontier to, but as frontiers go, it’s pretty penultimate …)


  And against the wash of stars a nebula hangs, vast and black, one red giant gleaming like the madness of gods …


  And then the gleam is seen as the glint in a giant eye and it is eclipsed by the blink of an eyelid and the darkness moves a flipper and Great A’Tuin, star turtle, swims onward through the void.


  On its back, four giant elephants. On their shoulders, rimmed with water, glittering under its tiny orbiting sunlet, spinning majestically around the mountains at its frozen Hub, lies the Discworld, world and mirror of worlds.


  Nearly unreal.


  Reality is not digital, an on-off state, but analog. Something gradual. In other words, reality is a quality that things possess in the same way that they possess, say, weight. Some people are more real than others, for example. It has been estimated that there are only about five hundred real people on any given planet, which is why they keep unexpectedly running into one another all the time.


  The Discworld is as unreal as it is possible to be while still being just real enough to exist.


  And just real enough to be in real trouble.


  About thirty miles Turnwise of Ankh-Morpork the surf boomed on the wind-blown, seagrass-waving, sand-dune-covered spit of land where the Circle Sea met the Rim Ocean.


  The hill itself was visible for miles. It wasn’t very high, but lay amongst the dunes like an upturned boat or a very unlucky whale, and was covered in scrub trees. No rain fell here, if it could possibly avoid it. Although the wind sculpted the dunes around it, the low summit of the hill remained in an everlasting, ringing calm.


  Nothing but the sand had changed here in hundreds of years.


  Until now.


  A crude hut of driftwood had been built on the long curve of the beach, although describing it as ‘built’ was a slander on skilled crude hut builders throughout the ages; if the sea had simply been left to pile the wood up it might have done a better job.


  And, inside, an old man had just died.


  ‘Oh,’ he said. He opened his eyes and looked around the interior of the hut. He hadn’t seen it very clearly for the past ten years.


  Then he swung, if not his legs, then at least the memory of his legs off the pallet of sea-heather and stood up. Then he went outside, into the diamond-bright morning. He was interested to see that he was still wearing a ghostly image of his ceremonial robe – stained and frayed, but still recognizable as having originally been a dark red plush with gold frogging – even though he was dead. Either your clothes died when you did, he thought, or maybe you just mentally dressed yourself from force of habit.


  Habit also led him to the pile of driftwood beside the hut. When he tried to gather a few sticks, though, his hands passed through them.


  He swore.


  It was then that he noticed a figure standing by the water’s edge, looking out to sea. It was leaning on a scythe. The wind whipped at its black robes.


  He started to hobble towards it, remembered he was dead, and began to stride. He hadn’t stridden for decades, but it was amazing how it all came back to you.


  Before he was halfway to the dark figure, it spoke to him.


  DECCAN RIBOBE, it said.


  ‘That’s me.’


  LAST KEEPER OF THE DOOR.


  ‘Well, I suppose so.’


  Death hesitated.


  YOU ARE OR YOU AREN’T, he said.


  Deccan scratched his nose. Of course, he thought, you have to be able to touch yourself. Otherwise you’d fall to bits.


  ‘Technic’ly, a Keeper has to be invested by the High Priestess,’ he said. ‘And there ain’t been a High Priestess for thousands o’ years. See, I just learned it all from old Tento, who lived here before me. He jus’ said to me one day, “Deccan, it looks as though I’m dyin’, so it’s up to you now, ’cos if there’s no-one left that remembers properly it’ll all start happening again and you know what that means.” Well, fair enough. But that’s not what you’d call a proper investmenting, I’d say.’


  He looked up at the sandy hill.


  ‘There was jus’ me and him,’ he said. ‘And then jus’ me, remembering Holy Wood. And now …’ He raised his hand to his mouth.


  ‘Oe-er,’ he said.


  YES, said death.


  It would be wrong to say a look of panic passed across Deccan Ribobe’s face, because at that moment it was several yards away and wearing a sort of fixed grin, as if it had seen the joke at last. But his spirit was definitely worried.


  ‘See, the thing is,’ it said hastily, ‘no-one ever comes here, see, apart from the fishermen from the next bay, and they just leaves the fish and runs off on account of superstition and I couldn’t sort of go off to find an apprentice or somethin’ because of keepin’ the fires alight and doin’ the chantin’ …’


  YES.


  ‘… It’s a terrible responsibility, bein’ the only one able to do your job …’


  YES, said death.


  ‘Well, of course, I’m not telling you anything …’


  NO.


  ‘… I mean, I was hopin’ someone’d get shipwrecked or somethin’, or come treasure huntin’, and I could explain it like old Tento explained it to me, teach ’em the chants, get it all sorted out before I died …’


  YES?


  ‘I s’pose there’s no chance that I could sort of …’


  NO.


  ‘Thought not,’ said Deccan despondently.


  He looked at the waves crashing down on the shore.


  ‘Used to be a big city down there, thousands of years ago,’ he said. ‘I mean, where the sea is. When it’s stormy you can hear the ole temple bells ringin’ under the sea.’


  I KNOW.


  ‘I used to sit out here on windy nights, listenin’. Used to imagine all them dead people down there, ringin’ the bells.’


  AND NOW WE MUST GO.


  ‘Ole Tento said there was somethin’ under the hill there that could make people do things. Put strange fancies in their ‘eads,’ said Deccan, reluctantly following the stalking figure. ‘I never had any strange fancies.’


  BUT YOU WERE CHANTING, said death. He snapped his fingers.


  A horse ceased trying to graze the sparse dune grass and trotted up to death. Deccan was surprised to see that it left hoofprints in the sand. He’d have expected sparks, or at least fused rock.


  ‘Er,’ he said, ‘can you tell me, er … what happens now?’


  Death told him.


  ‘Thought so,’ said Deccan glumly.


  Up on the low hill the fire that had been burning all night collapsed in a shower of ash. A few embers still glowed, though.


  Soon they would go out.


  ….


  …


  ..


  .


  They went out.


  .


  ..


  …


  ….


  Nothing happened for a whole day. Then, in a little hollow on the edge of the brooding hill, a few grains of sand shifted and left a tiny hole.


  Something emerged. Something invisible. Something joyful and selfish and marvellous. Something as intangible as an idea, which is exactly what it was. A wild idea.


  It was old in a way not measurable by any calendar known to Man and what it had, right now, was memories and needs. It remembered life, in other times and other universes. It needed people.


  It rose against the stars, changing shape, coiling like smoke.


  There were lights on the horizon.


  It liked lights.


  It regarded them for a few seconds and then, like an invisible arrow, extended itself towards the city and sped away.


  It liked action, too …


  And several weeks went past.


  There’s a saying that all roads lead to Ankh-Morpork, greatest of Discworld cities.


  At least, there’s a saying that there’s a saying that all roads lead to Ankh-Morpork.


  And it’s wrong. All roads lead away from Ankh-Morpork, but sometimes people just walk along them the wrong way.


  Poets long ago gave up trying to describe the city. Now the more cunning ones try to excuse it. They say, well, maybe it is smelly, maybe it is overcrowded, maybe it is a bit like Hell would be if they shut the fires off and stabled a herd of incontinent cows there for a year, but you must admit that it is full of sheer, vibrant, dynamic life. And this is true, even though it is poets that are saying it. But people who aren’t poets say, so what? Mattresses tend to be full of life too, and no-one writes odes to them. Citizens hate living there and, if they have to move away on business or adventure or, more usually, until some statute of limitations runs out, can’t wait to get back so they can enjoy hating living there some more. They put stickers on the backs of their carts saying ‘Ankh-Morpork – Loathe It or Leave It’. They call it The Big Wahooni, after the fruit.1


  Every so often a ruler of the city builds a wall around Ankh-Morpork, ostensibly to keep enemies out. But Ankh-Morpork doesn’t fear enemies. In fact it welcomes enemies, provided they are enemies with money to spend.2 It has survived flood, fire, hordes, revolutions and dragons. Sometimes by accident, admittedly, but it has survived them. The cheerful and irrecoverably venal spirit of the city has been proof against anything.


  Until now.


  Boom.


  The explosion removed the windows, the door and most of the chimney.


  It was the sort of thing you expected in the Street of Alchemists. The neighbours preferred explosions, which were at least identifiable and soon over. They were better than the smells, which crept up on you.


  Explosions were part of the scenery, such as was left.


  And this one was pretty good, even by the standards of local connoisseurs. There was a deep red heart to the billowing black smoke which you didn’t often see. The bits of semi-molten brickwork were more molten than usual. It was, they considered, quite impressive.


  Boom.


  A minute or two after the explosion a figure lurched out of the ragged hole where the door had been. It had no hair, and what clothes it still had were on fire.


  It staggered up to the small crowd that was admiring the devastation and by chance laid a sooty hand on a hot-meat-pie-and-sausage-in-a-bun salesman called Cut-me-own-Throat Dibbler, who had an almost magical ability to turn up wherever a sale might be made.


  ‘Looking,’ it said, in a dreamy, stunned voice, ‘f ’r a word. Tip of my tongue.’


  ‘Blister?’ volunteered Throat.


  He recovered his commercial senses. ‘After an experience like that,’ he added, proffering a pastry case full of so much reclaimed organic debris that it was very nearly sapient, ‘what you need is to get a hot meat pie inside you—’


  ‘Nonono. ’S not blister. ’S what you say when you’ve discovered something. You goes running out into the street shoutin’,’ said the smouldering figure urgently. ‘’S’pecial word,’ it added, its brow creasing under the soot.


  The crowd, reluctantly satisfied that there were going to be no more explosions, gathered around. This might be nearly as good.


  ‘Yeah, that’s right,’ said an elderly man, filling his pipe. ‘You runs out shouting “Fire! Fire!”’ He looked triumphant.


  ‘’S not that …’


  ‘Or, “Help!” or—’


  ‘No, he’s right,’ said a woman with a basket of fish on her head. ‘There’s a special word. It’s foreign.’


  ‘Right, right,’ said her neighbour. ‘Special foreign word for people who’ve discovered something. It was invented by some foreign bugger in his bath—’


  ‘Well,’ said the pipe man, lighting it off the alchemist’s smouldering hat, ‘I for one don’t see why people in this city need to go round shouting heathen lingo just ’cos they’ve had a bath. Anyway, look at him. He ain’t had a bath. He needs a bath, but he ain’t had one. What’s he want to go round shouting foreign lingo for? We’ve got perfectly satisfactory words for shoutin’.’


  ‘Like what?’ said Cut-me-own-Throat.


  The pipe-smoker hesitated. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘like … “I’ve discovered something” … or … “Hooray” …’


  ‘No, I’m thinking about the bugger over Tsort way, or somewhere. He was in his bath and he had this idea for something, and he ran out down the street yelling.’


  ‘Yelling what?’


  ‘Dunno. P’raps “Give me a towel!”’


  ‘Bet he’d be yellin’ all right if he tried that sort of thing round here,’ said Throat cheerfully. ‘Now, ladies and gents, I have here some sausage in a bun that’d make your—’


  ‘Eureka,’ said the soot-coloured one, swaying back and forth.


  ‘What about it?’ said Throat.


  ‘No, that’s the word. Eureka.’ A worried grin spread across the black features. ‘It means “I have it”.’


  ‘Have what?’ said Throat.


  ‘It. At least, I had it. Octo-cellulose. Amazing stuff. Had it in my hand. But I held it too close to the fire,’ said the figure, in the perplexed tones of the nearly concussed. ‘V’ry important fact. Mus’ make a note of it. Don’t let it get hot. V’ry important. Mus’ write down v’ry important fact.’


  He tottered back into the smoking ruins.


  Dibbler watched him go.


  ‘Wonder what that was all about?’ he said. Then he shrugged and raised his voice to a shout. ‘Meat pies! Hot sausages! Inna bun! So fresh the pig h’an’t noticed they’re gone!’


  The glittering, swirling idea from the hill had watched all this. The alchemist didn’t even know it was there. All he knew was that he was being unusually inventive today.


  Now it had spotted the pie merchant’s mind.


  It knew that kind of mind. It loved minds like that. A mind that could sell nightmare pies could sell dreams.


  It leaped.


  On a hill far away the breeze stirred the cold, grey ash.


  Further down the hill, in a crack in a hollow between two rocks where a dwarf juniper bush struggled for a living, a little trickle of sand began to move.


  Boom.


  A fine film of plaster dust drifted down on to the desk of Mustrum Ridcully, the new Archchancellor of Unseen University, just as he was trying to tie a particularly difficult fly.


  He glanced out of the stained-glass window. A smoke cloud was rising over uptown Morpork.


  ‘Bursaar!’


  The Bursar arrived within a few seconds, out of breath. Loud noises always upset him.


  ‘It’s the alchemists, Master,’ he panted.


  ‘That’s the third time this week. Blasted firework merchants,’ muttered the Archchancellor.


  ‘I’m afraid so, Master,’ said the Bursar.


  ‘What do they think they’re doing?’


  ‘I really couldn’t say, Master,’ said the Bursar, getting his breath back. ‘Alchemy has never interested me. It’s altogether too … too …’


  ‘Dangerous,’ said the Archchancellor firmly. ‘Lot of damn mixin’ things up and saying, hey, what’ll happen if we add a drop of the yellow stuff, and then goin’ around without yer eyebrows for a fortnight.’


  ‘I was going to say impractical,’ said the Bursar. ‘Trying to do things the hard way when we have perfectly simple everyday magic available.’


  ‘I thought they were trying to cure the philosopher’s stones, or somethin’,’ said the Archchancellor. ‘Lot of damn nonsense, if you ask me. Anyway, I’m off.’


  As the Archchancellor began to sidle out of the room the Bursar hastily waved a handful of papers at him.


  ‘Before you go, Archchancellor,’ he said desperately, ‘I wonder if you would just care to sign a few—’


  ‘Not now, man,’ snapped the Archchancellor. ‘Got to see a man about a horse, what?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Right.’ The door closed.


  The Bursar stared at it, and sighed.


  Unseen University had had many different kinds of Archchancellor over the years. Big ones, small ones, cunning ones, slightly insane ones, extremely insane ones – they’d come, they’d served, in some cases not long enough for anyone to be able to complete the official painting to be hung in the Great Hall, and they’d died. The senior wizard in a world of magic had the same prospects of long-term employment as a pogo stick tester in a minefield.


  However, from the Bursar’s point of view this didn’t really have to matter. The name might change occasionally, but what did matter was that there always was an Archchancellor and the Archchancellor’s most important job, as the Bursar saw it, was to sign things, preferably, from the Bursar’s point of view, without reading them first.


  This one was different. For one thing, he was hardly ever in, except to change out of his muddy clothes. And he shouted at people. Usually at the Bursar.


  And yet, at the time, it had seemed a really good idea to elect an Archchancellor who hadn’t set foot in the University in forty years.


  There had been so much in-fighting between the various orders of wizardry in recent years that, just for once, the senior wizards had agreed that what the University needed was a period of stability, so that they could get on with their scheming and intriguing in peace and quiet for a few months. A search of the records turned up Ridcully the Brown who, after becoming a Seventh Level mage at the incredibly young age of twenty-seven, had quit the University in order to look after his family’s estates deep in the country.


  He looked ideal.


  ‘Just the chap,’ they all said. ‘Clean sweep. New broom. A country wizard. Back to the thingumajigs, the roots of wizardry. Jolly old boy with a pipe and twinkling eyes. Sort of chap who can tell one herb from another, roams-the-high-forest-with-every-beast-his-brother kind of thing. Sleeps under the stars, like as not. Knows what the wind is saying, we shouldn’t wonder. Got a name for all the trees, you bank on it. Speaks to the birds, too.’


  A messenger had been sent. Ridcully the Brown had sighed, cursed a bit, found his staff in the kitchen garden where it had been supporting a scarecrow, and had set out.


  ‘And if he’s any problem,’ the wizards had added, in the privacy of their own heads, ‘anyone who talks to trees should be no trouble to get rid of.’


  And then he’d arrived, and it turned out that Ridcully the Brown did speak to the birds. In fact he shouted at birds, and what he normally shouted was, ‘Winged you, yer bastard!’


  The beasts of the field and fowls of the air did know Ridcully the Brown. They’d got so good at pattern-recognition that, for a radius of about twenty miles around the Ridcully estates, they’d run, hide or in desperate cases attack violently at the mere sight of a pointy hat.


  Within twelve hours of arriving, Ridcully had installed a pack of hunting dragons in the butler’s pantry, fired his dreadful crossbow at the ravens on the ancient Tower of Art, drunk a dozen bottles of red wine, and rolled off to bed at two in the morning singing a song with words in it that some of the older and more forgetful wizards had to look up.


  And then he got up at five o’clock to go duck hunting down in the marshes on the estuary.


  And came back complaining that there wasn’t a good trout fishin’ river for miles. (You couldn’t fish in the river Ankh; you had to jump up and down on the hooks even to make them sink.)


  And he ordered beer with his breakfast.


  And told jokes.


  On the other hand, thought the Bursar, at least he didn’t interfere with the actual running of the University. Ridcully the Brown wasn’t the least interested in running anything except maybe a string of hounds. If you couldn’t shoot arrows at it, hunt it or hook it, he couldn’t see much point in it.


  Beer at breakfast! The Bursar shuddered. Wizards weren’t at their best before noon, and breakfast in the Great Hall was a quiet, fragile occasion, broken only by coughs, the quiet shuffling of the servants, and the occasional groan. People shouting for kidneys and black pudding and beer were a new phenomenon.


  The only person not terrified of the ghastly man was old Windle Poons, who was one hundred and thirty years old and deaf and, while an expert on ancient magical writings, needed adequate notice and a good run-up to deal with the present day. He’d managed to absorb the fact that the new Archchancellor was going to be one of those hedgerow-and-dickie-bird chappies, it would take a week or two for him to grasp the change of events, and in the meantime he made polite and civilized conversation based on what little he could remember about Nature and things.


  On the lines of:


  ‘I expect it must be a, mm, a change for you, mm, sleeping in a real bed, instead of under the, mm, stars?’ And: ‘These things, mm, here, are called knives and forks, mm.’ And: ‘This, mm, green stuff on the scrambled egg, mm, would it be parsley, do you think?’


  But since the new Archchancellor never paid much attention to anything anyone said while he was eating, and Poons never noticed that he wasn’t getting any answers, they got along quite well.


  Anyway, the Bursar had other problems.


  The Alchemists, for one thing. You couldn’t trust alchemists. They were too serious-minded.


  Boom.


  And that was the last one. Whole days went by without being punctuated by small explosions. The city settled down again, which was a foolish thing to do.


  What the Bursar failed to consider was that no more bangs doesn’t mean they’ve stopped doing it, whatever it is. It just means they’re doing it right.


  It was midnight. The surf boomed on the beach, and made a phosphorescent glow in the night. Around the ancient hill, though, the sound seemed as dead as if it was arriving through several layers of velvet.


  The hole in the sand was quite big now.


  If you could put your ear to it, you might think you could hear applause.


  It was still midnight. A full moon glided above the smoke and fumes of Ankh-Morpork, thankful that several thousand miles of sky lay between it and them.


  The Alchemists’ Guildhall was new. It was always new. It had been explosively demolished and rebuilt four times in the last two years, on the last occasion without a lecture and demonstration room in the hope that this might be a helpful move.


  On this night a number of muffled figures entered the building in a surreptitious fashion. After a few minutes the lights in a window on the top floor dimmed and went out.


  Well, nearly out.


  Something was happening up there. A strange flickering filled the window, very briefly. It was followed by a ragged cheering.


  And there was a noise. Not a bang this time, but a strange mechanical purring, like a happy cat at the bottom of a tin drum.


  It went clickaclickaclickaclicka … click.


  It went on for several minutes, to a background of cheers. And then a voice said:


  ‘That’s all, folks.’


  ‘That’s all what?’ said the Patrician of Ankh-Morpork, next morning.


  The man in front of him shivered with fear.


  ‘Don’t know, lordship,’ he said. ‘They wouldn’t let me in. They made me wait outside the door, lordship.’


  He twisted his fingers together nervously. The Patrician’s stare had him pinned. It was a good stare, and one of the things it was good at was making people go on talking when they thought they had finished.


  Only the Patrician knew how many spies he had in the city. This particular one was a servant in the Alchemists’ Guild. He had once had the misfortune to come up before the Patrician accused of malicious lingering, and had then chosen of his own free will to become a spy.3


  ‘That’s all, lordship,’ he whined. ‘There was just this clicking noise and this sort of flickery glow under the door. And, er, they said the daylight here was wrong.’


  ‘Wrong? How?’


  ‘Er. Dunno, sir. Just wrong, they said. They ought to go somewhere where it was better, they said. Uh. And they told me to go and get them some food.’


  The Patrician yawned. There was something infinitely boring about the antics of alchemists.


  ‘Indeed,’ he said.


  ‘But they’d had their supper only fifteen minutes before,’ the servant blurted out.


  ‘Perhaps whatever they were doing makes people hungry,’ said the Patrician.


  ‘Yes, and the kitchen was all shut up for the night and I had to go and buy a tray of hot sausages in buns from Throat Dibbler.’


  ‘Indeed.’ The Patrician looked down at the paperwork on his desk. ‘Thank you. You may go.’


  ‘You know what, lordship? They liked them. They actually liked them!’


  That the Alchemists had a Guild at all was remarkable. Wizards were just as unco-operative, but they also were by nature hierarchical and competitive. They needed organization. What was the good of being a wizard of the Seventh Level if you didn’t have six other levels to look down on and the Eighth Level to aspire to? You needed other wizards to hate and despise.


  Whereas every alchemist was an alchemist alone, working in darkened rooms or hidden cellars and endlessly searching for the big casino – the Philosopher’s Stone, the Elixir of Life. They tended to be thin, pink-eyed men, with beards that weren’t really beards but more like groups of individual hairs clustering together for mutual protection, and many of them had that vague, unworldly expression that you get from spending too much time in the presence of boiling mercury.


  It wasn’t that alchemists hated other alchemists. They often didn’t notice them, or thought they were walruses.


  And so their tiny, despised Guild had never aspired to the powerful status of the Guilds of, say, the Thieves or the Beggars or the Assassins, but devoted itself instead to the aid of widows and families of those alchemists who had taken an overly relaxed attitude to potassium cyanide, for example, or had distilled some interesting fungi, drunk the result, and then stepped off the roof to play with the fairies. There weren’t actually very many widows and orphans, of course, because alchemists found it difficult to relate to other people long enough, and generally if they ever managed to marry it was only to have someone to hold their crucibles.


  By and large, the only skill the alchemists of Ankh-Morpork had discovered so far was the ability to turn gold into less gold.


  Until now …


  Now they were full of the nervous excitement of those who have found an unexpected fortune in their bank account and don’t know whether to draw people’s attention to it or simply take the lot and run.


  ‘The wizards aren’t going to like it,’ said one of them, a thin, hesitant man called Lully. ‘They’re going to call it magic. You know they get really pissed if they think you’re doing magic and you’re not a wizard.’


  ‘There isn’t any magic involved,’ said Thomas Silverfish, the president of the Guild.


  ‘There’s the imps.’


  ‘That’s not magic. That’s just ordinary occult.’


  ‘Well, there’s the salamanders.’


  ‘Perfectly normal natural history. Nothing wrong with that.’


  ‘Well, all right. But they’ll call it magic. You know what they’re like.’


  The alchemists nodded gloomily.


  ‘They’re reactionaries,’ said Sendivoge, the Guild secretary. ‘Bloated thaumocrats. And the other Guilds, too. What do they know about the march of progress? What do they care? They could have been doing something like this for years, but did they? Not them! Just think how we can make people’s lives so much … well, better. The possibilities are immense.’


  ‘Educational,’ said Silverfish.


  ‘Historical,’ said Lully.


  ‘And of course there’s entertainment,’ said Peavie, the Guild treasurer. He was a small, nervous man. Most alchemists were nervous, in any case; it came from not knowing what the crucible of bubbling stuff they were experimenting with was going to do next.


  ‘Well, yes. Obviously some entertainment,’ said Silverfish.


  ‘Some of the great historical dramas,’ said Peavie. ‘Just picture the scene! You get some actors together, they act it just once, and people all over the Disc will be able to see it as many times as they like! A great saving in wages, by the way,’ he added.


  ‘But tastefully done,’ said Silverfish. ‘We have a great responsibility to see that nothing is done which is in any way …’ his voice trailed off, ‘… you know … coarse.’


  ‘They’ll stop us,’ said Lully darkly. ‘I know those wizards.’


  ‘I’ve been giving that some thought,’ said Silverfish. ‘The light’s too bad here anyway. We agreed. We need clear skies. And we need to be a long way away. I think I know just the place.’


  ‘You know, I can’t believe we’re doing this,’ said Peavie. ‘A month ago it was just a mad idea. And now it’s all worked! It’s just like magic! Only not magical, if you see what I mean,’ he added quickly.


  ‘Not just illusion, but real illusion,’ said Lully.


  ‘I don’t know if anyone’s thought about this,’ said Peavie, ‘but this could make us a bit of money. Um?’


  ‘But that isn’t important,’ said Silverfish.


  ‘No. No, of course not,’ muttered Peavie. He glanced at the others.


  ‘Shall we watch it again?’ he said, shyly. ‘I don’t mind turning the handle. And, and … well, I know I haven’t contributed very much to this project, but I did come up with this, er, this stuff.’


  He pulled a very large bag from the pocket of his robe and dropped it on the table. It fell over, and a few fluffy, white mis-shapen balls rolled out.


  The alchemists stared at it.


  ‘What is it?’ said Lully.


  ‘Well,’ said Peavie, uncomfortably, ‘what you do is, you take some corn, and you put it in, say, a Number 3 crucible, with some cooking oil, you see, and then you put a plate or something on top of it, and when you heat it up it goes bang, I mean, not seriously bang, and when it’s stopped banging you take the plate off and it’s metamorphosed into these, er, things …’ he looked at their uncomprehending faces. ‘You can eat it,’ he mumbled apologetically. ‘If you put butter and salt on it, it tastes like salty butter.’


  Silverfish reached out a chemical-stained hand and cautiously selected a fluffy morsel. He chewed it thoughtfully.


  ‘Don’t really know why I did it,’ said Peavie, blushing. ‘Just sort of had an idea that it was right.’


  Silverfish went on chewing.


  ‘Tastes like cardboard,’ he said, after a while.


  ‘Sorry,’ said Peavie, trying to scoop the rest of the heap back into the sack. Silverfish laid a gentle hand on his arm.


  ‘Mind you,’ he said, selecting another puffed morsel, ‘it does have a certain something, doesn’t it? They do seem right. What did you say it’s called?’


  ‘Hasn’t really got a name,’ said Peavie. ‘I just call it banged grains.’


  Silverfish took another one. ‘Funny how you want to go on eating them,’ he said. ‘Sort of more-ish. Banged grains? Right. Anyway … gentlemen, let us turn the handle one more time.’


  Lully started to wind the film back into the unmagical lantern.


  ‘You were saying you knew a place where we could really build up the project and where the wizards wouldn’t bother us?’ he said.


  Silverfish grabbed a handful of banged grains.


  ‘It’s along the coast a way,’ he said. ‘Nice and sunny and no-one ever goes there these days. Nothing there but some wind-blown old forest and a temple and sand dunes.’


  ‘A temple? Gods can get really pissed if you—’ Peavie began.


  ‘Look,’ said Silverfish, ‘the whole area’s been deserted for centuries. There’s nothing there. No people, no gods, no nothing. Just lots of sunlight and land, waiting for us. It’s our chance, lads. We’re not allowed to make magic, we can’t make gold, we can’t even make a living – so let’s make moving pictures. Let’s make history!’


  The alchemists sat back and looked more cheerful.


  ‘Yeah,’ said Lully.


  ‘Oh. Right,’ said Peavie.


  ‘Here’s to moving pictures,’ said Sendivoge, holding up a handful of banged grains. ‘How’d you hear about this place?’


  ‘Oh, I—’ Silverfish stopped. He looked puzzled. ‘Don’t know,’ he said, eventually. ‘Can’t … quite remember. Must have heard about it once and forgot it, and then it just popped into my head. You know how these things happen.’


  ‘Yeah,’ said Lully. ‘Like with me and the film. It was like I was remembering how to do it. Funny old tricks the mind can play.’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘’S’n idea whose time has come, see.’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘That must be it.’


  A slightly worried silence settled over the table. It was the sound of minds trying to put their mental fingers on something that was bothering them.


  The air seemed to glitter.


  ‘What’s this place called?’ said Lully, eventually.


  ‘Don’t know what it was called in the old days,’ said Silverfish, leaning back and pulling the banged grains towards him. ‘These days they call it the Holy Wood.’


  ‘Holy Wood,’ said Lully. ‘Sounds … familiar.’


  There was another silence while they thought about it. It was broken by Sendivoge.


  ‘Oh, well,’ he said cheerfully, ‘Holy Wood, here we come.’


  ‘Yeah,’ said Silverfish, shaking his head as if to dislodge a disquieting thought. ‘Funny thing, really. I’ve got this feeling … that we’ve been going there … all this time.’


  Several thousand miles under Silverfish, Great A’Tuin the world turtle sculled dreamily on through the starry night.


  Reality is a curve.


  That’s not the problem. The problem is that there isn’t as much as there should be. According to some of the more mystical texts in the stacks of the library of Unseen University –


  – the Discworld’s premier college of wizardry and big dinners, whose collection of books is so massive that it distorts Space and Time –


  –at least nine-tenths of all the original reality ever created lies outside the multiverse, and since the multiverse by definition includes absolutely everything that is anything, this puts a bit of a strain on things.


  Outside the boundaries of the universes lie the raw realities, the could-have-beens, the might-bes, the never-weres, the wild ideas, all being created and uncreated chaotically like elements in fermenting supernovas.


  Just occasionally where the walls of the worlds have worn a bit thin, they can leak in.


  And reality leaks out.


  The effect is like one of those deep-sea geysers of hot water, around which strange submarine creatures find enough warmth and food to make a brief tiny oasis of existence in an environment where there shouldn’t be any existence at all.


  The idea of Holy Wood leaked innocently and joyfully into the Discworld.


  And reality leaked out.


  And was found. For there are Things outside, whose ability to sniff out tiny frail conglomerations of reality made the thing with the sharks and the trace of blood seem very boring indeed.


  They began to gather.


  A storm slid in across the sand dunes but, where it reached the low hill, the clouds seemed to curve away. Only a few drops of rain hit the parched soil, and the gale became nothing more than a faint breeze.


  It blew sand over the long-dead remains of a fire.


  Further down the slope, near a hole that was now big enough for, say, a badger, a small rock dislodged itself and rolled away.


  A month went by quickly. It didn’t want to hang around.


  The Bursar knocked respectfully at the Archchancellor’s door and then opened it.


  A crossbow bolt nailed his hat to the woodwork.


  The Archchancellor lowered the bow and glared at him.


  ‘Bloody dangerous thing to do, wasn’t it?’ he said. ‘You could have caused a nasty accident.’


  The Bursar hadn’t got where he was today, or rather where he had been ten seconds ago, which was where a calm and self-assured personality was, rather than where he was now, which was on the verge of a mild heart attack, without a tremendous ability to recover from unexpected upsets.


  He unpinned his hat from the target chalked on the ancient woodwork.


  ‘No harm done,’ he said. No voice could be as calm as that without tremendous effort. ‘You can barely see the hole. Why, er, are you shooting at the door, Master?’


  ‘Use your common sense, man! It’s dark outside and the damn walls are made of stone. You don’t expect me to shoot at the damn walls?’


  ‘Ah,’ said the Bursar. ‘The door is, er, five hundred years old, you know,’ he added, with finely-tuned reproach.


  ‘Looks it,’ said the Archchancellor, bluntly. ‘Damn great black thing. What we need around here, man, is a lot less stone and wood and a bit more jolliness. A few sportin’ prints, yer know. An ornament or two.’


  ‘I shall see to it directly,’ lied the Bursar smoothly. He remembered the sheaf of papers under his arm. ‘In the meantime, Master, perhaps you would care to—’


  ‘Right,’ said the Archchancellor, ramming his pointed hat on his head. ‘Good man. Now, got a sick dragon to see to. Little devil hasn’t touched his tar oil for days.’


  ‘Your signature on one or two of—’ the Bursar burbled hurriedly.


  ‘Can’t be havin’ with all that stuff,’ said the Archchancellor, waving him away. ‘Too much damn paper around here as it is. And—’ He stared through the Bursar, as if he had just remembered something. ‘Saw a funny thing this mornin”, he said. ‘Saw a monkey in the quad. Bold as brass.’


  ‘Oh, yes,’ said the Bursar, cheerfully. ‘That would be the Librarian.’


  ‘Got a pet, has he?’


  ‘No, you misunderstand me, Archchancellor,’ said the Bursar cheerfully. ‘That was the Librarian.’


  The Archchancellor stared at him.


  The Bursar’s smile began to glaze.


  ‘The Librarian’s a monkey?’


  It took some time for the Bursar to explain matters clearly, and then the Archchancellor said: ‘What yer tellin’ me, then, is that this chap got himself turned into a monkey by magic?’


  ‘An accident in the Library, yes. Magical explosion. One minute a human, next minute an orang-utan. And you mustn’t call him a monkey, Master. He’s an ape.’


  ‘Same damn difference, surely?’


  ‘Apparently not. He gets very, er, aggressive if you call him a monkey.’


  ‘He doesn’t stick his bottom out at people, does he?’


  The Bursar closed his eyes and shuddered. ‘No, Master. You’re thinking of baboons.’


  ‘Ah.’ The Archchancellor considered this. ‘Haven’t got any of them workin’ here, then?’


  ‘No, Master. Just the Librarian, Master.’


  ‘Can’t have it. Can’t have it, yer know. Can’t have damn great hairy things shambling around the place,’ said the Archchancellor firmly. ‘Get rid of him.’


  ‘Good grief, no! He’s the best Librarian we’ve ever had. And tremendous value for money.’


  ‘Why? What d’we pay him?’


  ‘Peanuts,’ said the Bursar promptly. ‘Besides, he’s the only one who knows how the Library actually works.’


  ‘Turn him back, then. No life for a man, bein’ a monkey.’


  ‘Ape, Archchancellor. And he seems to prefer it, I’m afraid.’


  ‘How d’yer know?’ said the Archchancellor suspiciously. ‘Speaks, does he?’


  The Bursar hesitated. There was always this trouble with the Librarian. Everyone had got so accustomed to him it was hard to remember a time when the Library was not run by a yellow-fanged ape with the strength of three men. If the abnormal goes on long enough it becomes the normal. It was just that, when you came to explain it to a third party, it sounded odd. He coughed nervously.


  ‘He says “oook”, Archchancellor,’ he said.


  ‘And what’s that mean?’


  ‘Means “no”, Archchancellor.’


  ‘And how does he say “yes”, then?’


  The Bursar had been dreading this. “‘Oook”, Archchancellor,’ he said.


  ‘That was the same oook as the other oook!’


  ‘Oh, no. No. I assure you. There’s a different inflection … I mean, when you get used to …,’ the Bursar shrugged. ‘I suppose we’ve just got into the way of understanding him, Archchancellor.’


  ‘Well, at least he keeps himself fit,’ said the Archchancellor nastily. ‘Not like the rest of you fellows. I went into the Uncommon Room this morning, and it was full of chaps snoring!’


  ‘That would be the senior masters, Master,’ said the Bursar. ‘I would say that they are supremely fit, myself.’


  ‘Fit? The Dean looks like a man who’s swallered a bed!’


  ‘Ah, but Master,’ said the Bursar, smiling indulgently, ‘the word “fit”, as I understand it, means “appropriate to a purpose”, and I would say the body of the Dean is supremely appropriate to the purpose of sitting around all day and eating big heavy meals.’ The Bursar permitted himself a little smile.


  The Archchancellor gave him a look so old-fashioned it might have belonged to an ammonite.


  ‘That a joke?’ he said, in the suspicious tones of someone who wouldn’t really understand the term ‘sense of humour’ even if you sat down for an hour and explained it to him with diagrams.


  ‘I was just making an observation, Master,’ said the Bursar cautiously.


  The Archchancellor shook his head. ‘Can’t stand jokes. Can’t stand chaps goin’ around tryin’ to be funny the whole time. Comes of spendin’ too much time sitting indoors. A few twenty-mile runs and the Dean’d be a different man.’


  ‘Well, yes,’ said the Bursar. ‘He’d be dead.’


  ‘He’d be healthy.’


  ‘Yes, but still dead.’


  The Archchancellor irritably shuffled the papers on his desk.


  ‘Slackness,’ he muttered. ‘Far too much of it going on. Whole place gone to pot. People goin’ round sleepin’ all day and turnin’ into monkeys the whole time. We never even thought of turnin’ into a monkey when I was a student.’ He looked up irritably.


  ‘What was it you wanted?’ he snapped.


  ‘What?’ said the Bursar, unnerved.


  ‘You wanted me to do somethin’, didn’t you? You came in to ask me to do somethin’. Probably because I’m the only feller here not fast asleep or sittin’ in a tree whoopin’ every mornin’,’ the Archchancellor added.


  ‘Er. I think that’s gibbons, Archchancellor.’


  ‘What? What? Do try and make some sense, man!’


  The Bursar pulled himself together. He didn’t see why he had to be treated like this.


  ‘In fact, I wanted to see you about one of the students, Master,’ he said coldly.


  ‘Students?’ barked the Archchancellor.


  ‘Yes, Master. You know? They’re the thinner ones with the pale faces? Because we’re a university? They come with the whole thing, like rats—’


  ‘I thought we paid people to deal with ’em.’


  ‘The teaching staff. Yes. But sometimes … well, I wonder, Archchancellor, if you would care to look at these examination results …’


  It was midnight – not the same midnight as before, but a very similar midnight. Old Tom, the tongueless bell in the University bell tower, had just rolled its twelve sonorous silences.


  Rainclouds squeezed their last few drops over the city. Ankh-Morpork sprawled under a few damp stars, as real as a brick.


  Ponder Stibbons, student wizard, put down his book and rubbed his face.


  ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Ask me anything. Go on. Anything at all.’


  Victor Tugelbend, student wizard, picked up his battered copy of Necrotelicomnicon Discussed for Students, with Practical Experiments and turned the pages at random. He was lying on Ponder’s bed. At least, his shoulder blades were. His body extended up the wall. This is a perfectly normal position for a student taking his ease.


  ‘OK,’ he said. ‘Right. OK? What, right, what is the name of the outer-dimensional monster whose distinctive cry is “Yerwhatyerwhatyerwhat”?’


  ‘Yob Soddoth,’ said Ponder promptly.


  ‘Yeah. How does the monster Tshup Aklathep, Infernal Star Toad with A Million Young, torture its victims to death?’


  ‘It … don’t tell me … it holds them down and shows them pictures of its children until their brains implode.’


  ‘Yep. Always wondered how that happens, myself,’ said Victor, flicking through the pages. ‘I suppose after you’ve said “Yes, he’s got your eyes” for the thousandth time you’re about ready to commit suicide in any case.’


  ‘You know an awful lot, Victor,’ said Ponder admiringly. ‘I’m amazed you’re still a student.’


  ‘Er, yes,’ said Victor. ‘Er. Just unlucky at exams, I guess.’


  ‘Go on,’ said Ponder, ‘Ask me one more.’


  Victor opened the book again.


  There was a moment’s silence.


  Then he said, ‘Where’s Holy Wood?’


  Ponder shut his eyes and pounded his forehead. ‘Hang on, hang on … don’t tell me …’ He opened his eyes. ‘What do you mean, where’s Holy Wood?’ he added sharply. ‘I don’t remember anything about any Holy Wood.’


  Victor stared down at the page. There was nothing about any Holy Wood there.


  ‘I could have sworn I heard … I think my mind must be wandering,’ he finished lamely. ‘It must be all this revision.’


  ‘Yes. It really gets to you, doesn’t it? But it’ll be worth it, to be a wizard.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Victor. ‘Can’t wait.’


  Ponder shut the book.


  ‘Rain’s stopped. Let’s go over the wall,’ he said. ‘We deserve a drink.’


  Victor waggled a finger. ‘Just one drink, then. Got to keep sober,’ he said. ‘It’s Finals tomorrow. Got to keep a clear head!’


  ‘Huh!’ said Ponder.


  Of course, it is very important to be sober when you take an exam. Many worthwhile careers in the street-cleansing, fruit-picking and subway-guitar-playing industries have been founded on a lack of understanding of this simple fact.


  But Victor had a special reason for keeping alert.


  He might make a mistake, and pass.


  His dead uncle had left him a small fortune not to be a wizard. He hadn’t realized it when he’d drawn up the will, but that’s what the old man had done. He thought he was helping his nephew through college, but Victor Tugelbend was a very bright young lad in an oblique sort of way and had reasoned thusly:


  What are the advantages and disadvantages of being a wizard? Well, you got a certain amount of prestige, but you were often in dangerous situations and certainly always at risk of being killed by a fellow mage. He saw no future in being a well-respected corpse.


  On the other hand …


  What are the advantages and disadvantages of being a student wizard? You got quite a lot of free time, a certain amount of licence in matters like drinking a lot of ale and singing bawdy songs, no-one tried to kill you much except in the ordinary, everyday Ankh-Morpork way of things and, thanks to the legacy, you also got a modest but comfortable style of living. Of course, you didn’t get much in the way of prestige but at least you were alive to know this.


  So Victor had devoted a considerable amount of energy in studying firstly the terms of the will, the byzantine examination regulations of Unseen University, and every examination paper of the last fifty years.


  The pass mark in Finals was 88.


  Failing would be easy. Any idiot can fail.


  Victor’s uncle had been no fool. One of the conditions of the legacy was that, should Victor ever achieve a mark of less than 80, the money supply would dry up like thin spit on a hot stove.


  He’d won, in a way. Few students had ever studied as hard as Victor. It was said that his knowledge of magic rivalled that of some of the top wizards. He spent hours in a comfy chair in the Library, reading grimoires. He researched answer formats and exam techniques. He listened to lectures until he could quote them by heart. He was generally considered by the staff to be the brightest and certainly the busiest student for decades and, at every Finals, he carefully and competently got a mark of 84.


  It was uncanny.


  The Archchancellor reached the last page.


  Eventually he said: ‘Ah. I see. Feel sorry for the lad, do you?’


  ‘I don’t think you quite see what I mean,’ said the Bursar.


  ‘Fairly obvious to me,’ said the Archchancellor. ‘Lad keeps coming within an ace of passin’.’ He pulled out one of the papers. ‘Anyway, it says here he passed three years ago. Got 91.’


  ‘Yes, Archchancellor. But he appealed.’


  ‘Appealed? Against passin’?’


  ‘He said he didn’t think the examiners had noticed that he got the allotropes of octiron wrong in question six. He said he couldn’t live with his conscience. He said it would haunt him for the rest of his days if he succeeded unfairly over better and more worthy students. You’ll notice he got only 82 and 83 in the next two exams.’


  ‘Why’s that?’


  ‘We think he was playing safe, Master.’


  The Archchancellor drummed his fingers on the desk.


  ‘Can’t have this,’ he said. ‘Can’t have someone goin’ around almost bein’ a wizard and laughin’ at us up his, his – what’s it that people laugh up?’


  ‘My feelings exactly,’ purred the Bursar.


  ‘We should send him up,’ said the Archchancellor firmly.


  ‘Down, Master,’ said the Bursar. ‘Sending him up would mean making spiteful and satirical comments about him.’


  ‘Yes. Good thinkin’. Let’s do that,’ said the Archchancellor.


  ‘No, Master,’ said the Bursar patiently. ‘He’s sending us up, so we send him down.’


  ‘Right. Balance things up,’ said the Archchancellor. The Bursar rolled his eyes. ‘Or down,’ the Archchancellor added. ‘So you want me to give him his marchin’ orders, eh? Just send him along in the morning and—’


  ‘No, Archchancellor. We can’t do it just like that.’


  ‘We can’t? I thought we were in charge here!’


  ‘Yes, but you have to be extremely careful when dealing with Master Tugelbend. He’s an expert on procedures. So what I thought we could do is give him this paper in the finals tomorrow.’


  The Archchancellor took the proffered document. His lips moved silently as he read it.


  ‘Just one question.’


  ‘Yes. And he’ll either pass or fail. I’d like to see him manage 84 per cent on that.’


  In a sense which his tutors couldn’t quite define, much to their annoyance, Victor Tugelbend was also the laziest person in the history of the world.


  Not simply, ordinarily lazy. Ordinary laziness was merely the absence of effort. Victor had passed through there a long time ago, had gone straight through commonplace idleness and out on the far side. He put more effort into avoiding work than most people put into hard labour.


  He had never wanted to be a wizard. He’d never wanted much, except perhaps to be left alone and not woken up until midday. When he’d been small, people had said things like, ‘And what do you want to be, little man?’ and he’d said, ‘I don’t know. What have you got?’


  They didn’t let you get away with that sort of thing for very long. It wasn’t enough to be what you were, you had to be working to be something else.


  He’d tried. For quite a long while he’d tried wanting to be a blacksmith, because that looked interesting and romantic. But it also involved hard work and intractable bits of metal. Then he’d tried wanting to be an assassin, which looked dashing and romantic. But it also involved hard work and, when you got right down to it, occasionally having to kill someone. Then he’d tried wanting to be an actor, which looked dramatic and romantic, but it had involved dusty tights, cramped lodgings and, to his amazement, hard work.


  He’d allowed himself to be sent to the University because it was easier than not going.


  He tended to smile a lot, in a faintly puzzled way. This gave people the impression that he was slightly more intelligent than they were. In fact, he was usually trying to work out what they had just said.


  And he had a thin moustache, which in a certain light made him look debonair and, in another, made him look as though he had been drinking a thick chocolate milk shake.


  He was quite proud of it. When you became a wizard you were expected to stop shaving and grow a beard like a gorse bush. Very senior wizards looked capable of straining nourishment out of the air via their moustaches, like whales.


  It was now half-past one. He was ambling back from the Mended Drum, the most determinedly disreputable of the city’s taverns. Victor Tugelbend always gave the impression of ambling, even when he was running.


  He was also quite sober and a bit surprised, therefore, to find himself in the Plaza of Broken Moons. He’d been heading for the little alley behind the University and the piece of wall with the conveniently-spaced removable bricks where, for hundreds and hundreds of years, student wizards had quietly got around, or more precisely climbed over, Unseen University’s curfew restrictions.


  The plaza wasn’t on the route.


  He turned to amble back the way he had come, and then stopped. There was something unusual going on.


  Usually there’d be a storyteller there, or some musicians, or an entrepreneur looking for prospective buyers of such surplus Ankh-Morpork landmarks as the Tower of Art or the Brass Bridge.


  Now there were just some people putting up a big screen, like a bedsheet stretched between poles.


  He sauntered over to them. ‘What’re you doing?’ he said amiably.


  ‘There’s going to be a performance.’


  ‘Oh. Acting,’ said Victor, without much interest.


  He mooched back through the damp darkness, but stopped when he heard a voice coming from the gloom between two buildings.


  The voice said ‘Help’, quite quietly.


  Another voice said, ‘Just hand it over, right?’


  Victor wandered closer, and squinted into the shadows.


  ‘Hallo?’ he said. ‘Is everything all right?’


  There was a pause, and then a low voice said, ‘You don’t know what’s good for you, kid.’


  He’s got a knife, Victor thought. He’s coming at me with a knife. That means I’m either going to get stabbed or I’m going to have to run away, which is a real waste of energy.


  People who didn’t apply themselves to the facts in hand might have thought that Victor Tugelbend would be fat and unhealthy. In fact, he was undoubtedly the most athletically-inclined student in the University. Having to haul around extra poundage was far too much effort, so he saw to it that he never put it on and he kept himself in trim because doing things with decent muscles was far less effort than trying to achieve things with bags of flab.


  So he brought one hand round in a backhanded swipe. It didn’t just connect, it lifted the mugger off his feet.


  Then he looked for the prospective victim, who was still cowering against the wall.


  ‘I hope you’re not hurt,’ he said.


  ‘Don’t move!’


  ‘I wasn’t going to,’ said Victor.


  The figure advanced from the shadows. It had a package under one arm, and its hands were held in front of its face in an odd gesture, each forefinger and thumb extended at right angles and then fitted together, so that the man’s little weaselly eyes appeared to be looking out through a frame.


  He’s probably warding off the Evil Eye, Victor thought. He looks like a wizard, with all those symbols on his dress.


  ‘Amazing!’ said the man, squinting through his fingers. ‘Just turn your head slightly, will you? Great! Pity about the nose, but I expect we can do something about that.’


  He stepped forward and tried to put his arm round Victor’s shoulders. ‘It’s lucky for you,’ he said, ‘that you met me.’


  ‘It is?’ said Victor, who had been thinking it was the other way around.


  ‘You’re just the type I’m looking for,’ said the man.


  ‘Sorry,’ said Victor. ‘I thought you were being robbed.’


  ‘He was after this,’ said the man, patting the package under his arm. It rang like a gong. ‘Wouldn’t have done him any good, though.’


  ‘Not worth anything?’ said Victor.


  ‘Priceless.’


  ‘That’s all right, then,’ said Victor.


  The man gave up trying to reach across both of Victor’s shoulders, which were quite broad, and settled for just one of them.


  ‘But a lot of people would be disappointed,’ he said. ‘Now, look. You stand well. Good profile. Listen, lad, how would you like to be in moving pictures?’


  ‘Er,’ said Victor. ‘No. I don’t think so.’


  The man gaped at him.


  ‘You did hear what I said, didn’t you?’ he said. ‘Moving pictures?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Everyone wants to be in moving pictures!’


  ‘No, thanks,’ said Victor, politely. ‘I’m sure it’s a worthwhile job, but moving pictures doesn’t sound very interesting to me.’


  ‘I’m talking about moving pictures!’


  ‘Yes,’ said Victor mildly. ‘I heard you.’


  The man shook his head. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘you’ve made my day. First time in weeks I’ve met someone who isn’t desperate to get into moving pictures. I thought as soon as I saw you: he’ll be expecting a job in moving pictures for this night’s work.’


  ‘Thanks all the same,’ said Victor. ‘But I don’t think I’d take to it.’


  ‘Well, I owe you something.’ The little man fumbled in a pocket and produced a card. Victor took it. It read:


  
    Thomas Silverfish


    Interesting and Instructive Kinematography


    One and Two Reelers    Nearly non-explosive Stock


    1, Holy Wood

  


  ‘That’s if you ever change your mind,’ he said. ‘Everyone in Holy Wood knows me.’


  Victor stared at the card. ‘Thank you,’ he said vaguely. ‘Er. Are you a wizard?’


  Silverfish glared at him.


  ‘Whatever made you think that?’ he snapped.


  ‘You’re wearing a dress with magic symbols—’


  ‘Magic symbols? Look closely, boy! These are certainly not the credulous symbols of a ridiculous and outmoded belief system! These are the badges of an enlightened craft whose clear, new dawn is just … er, dawning! Magic symbols!’ he finished, in tones of withering scorn. ‘And it’s a robe, not a dress,’ he added.


  Victor peered at the collection of stars and crescent moons and things. The badges of an enlightened craft whose new dawn was just dawning looked just like the credulous symbols of a ridiculous and outmoded belief system to him, but this was probably not the time to say so.


  ‘Sorry,’ he said again. ‘Couldn’t see them clearly.’


  ‘I’m an alchemist,’ said Silverfish, only slightly mollified.


  ‘Oh, lead into gold, that sort of thing,’ said Victor.


  ‘Not lead, lad. Light. It doesn’t work with lead. Light into gold …’


  ‘Really?’ said Victor politely, as Silverfish started to set up a tripod in the middle of the plaza.


  A small crowd was collecting. A small crowd collected very easily in Ankh-Morpork. As a city, it had some of the most accomplished spectators in the universe. They’d watch anything, especially if there was any possibility of anyone getting hurt in an amusing way.


  ‘Why don’t you stay for the show?’ said Silverfish, and hurried off.


  An alchemist. Well, everyone knew that alchemists were a little bit mad, thought Victor. It was perfectly normal.


  Who’d want to spend their time moving pictures? Most of them looked all right where they were.


  ‘Sausages inna bun! Get them while they’re hot!’ bellowed a voice by his ear. He turned.


  ‘Oh, hallo, Mr Dibbler,’ he said.


  ‘Evening, lad. Want to get a nice hot sausage down you?’


  Victor eyed the glistening tubes in the tray around Dibbler’s neck. They smelled appetizing. They always did. And then you bit into them, and learned once again that Cut-me-own-Throat Dibbler could find a use for bits of an animal that the animal didn’t know it had got. Dibbler had worked out that with enough fried onions and mustard people would eat anything.


  ‘Special rate for students,’ Dibbler whispered conspiratorially. ‘Fifteen pence, and that’s cutting my own throat.’ He flapped the frying pan lid strategically, raising a cloud of steam.


  The piquant scent of fried onions did its wicked work.


  ‘Just one, then,’ Victor said warily.


  Dibbler flicked a sausage out of the pan and snatched it into a bun with the expertise of a frog snapping a mayfly.


  ‘You won’t live to regret it,’ he said cheerfully.


  Victor nibbled a bit of onion. That was safe enough.


  ‘What’s all this?’ he said, jerking a thumb in the direction of the flapping screen.


  ‘Some kind of entertainment,’ said Dibbler. ‘Hot sausages! They’re lovely!’ He lowered his voice again to its normal conspiratorial hiss.


  ‘All the rage in the other cities, I hear,’ he added. ‘Some sort of moving pictures. They’ve been trying to get it right before coming to Ankh-Morpork.’


  They watched Silverfish and a couple of associates fumble technically with the box on the tripod. White light suddenly appeared at a circular orifice on the front of it, and illuminated the screen. There was a half-hearted cheer from the crowd.


  ‘Oh,’ said Victor. ‘I see. Is that all? It’s just plain old shadow play. That’s all it is. My uncle used to do it to amuse me. You know? You kind of move your hands in front of the light and the shadows make a kind of silhouettey picture.’


  ‘Oh, yeah,’ said Dibbler uncertainly. ‘Like “Big Elephant”, or “Bald Eagle”. My grandad used to do that sort of stuff.’


  ‘Mainly my uncle did “Deformed Rabbit”,’ said Victor. ‘He wasn’t very good at it, you see. It used to get pretty embarrassing. We’d all sit round desperately guessing things like “Surprised Hedgehog” or “Rabid Stoat” and he’d go off to bed in a sulk because we hadn’t guessed he was really doing “Lord Henry Skipps and His Men beating the Trolls at the Battle of Pseudopolis”. I can’t see what’s so special about shadows on a screen.’


  ‘From what I hear it’s not like that,’ said Dibbler. ‘I sold one of the men a Jumbo Sausage Special earlier on, and he said it’s all down to showing pictures very fast. Sticking lots of pictures together and showing them one after another. Very, very fast, he said.’


  ‘Not too fast,’ said Victor severely. ‘You wouldn’t be able to see them go past if they were too fast.’


  ‘He said that’s the whole secret, not seeing ’em go past,’ said Dibbler. ‘You have to see ’em all at once, or something.’


  ‘They’d all be blurred,’ said Victor. ‘Didn’t you ask him about that?’


  ‘Er, no,’ said Dibbler. ‘Point of fact, he had to rush off just then. Said he felt a bit odd.’


  Victor looked thoughtfully at the remnant of his sausage in a bun and, as he did so, he was aware of being stared at in his turn.


  He looked down. There was a dog sitting by his feet.


  It was small, bow-legged and wiry, and basically grey but with patches of brown, white and black in outlying areas, and it was staring.


  It was certainly the most penetrating stare Victor had ever seen. It wasn’t menacing or fawning. It was just very slow and very thorough, as though the dog was memorizing details so that it could give a full description to the authorities later on.


  When it was sure it had his full attention, it transferred its gaze to the sausage.


  Feeling wretched at being so cruel to a poor dumb animal, Victor flicked the sausage downwards. The dog caught and swallowed it in one economical movement.


  More people were drifting into the plaza now. Cut-me-own-Throat Dibbler had wandered off and was doing a busy trade with those late-night revellers who were too drunk to prevent optimism triumphing over experience; anyone who bought a meal at one a.m. after a night’s revelling was probably going to be riotously ill anyway, so they might as well have something to show for it.


  Victor was gradually surrounded by a large crowd. It didn’t consist solely of humans. He recognized, a few feet away, the big rangy shape of Detritus, an ancient troll well known to all the students as someone who found employment anywhere people needed to be thrown very hard out of places for money. The troll noticed him, and tried to wink. This involved closing both eyes, because Detritus wasn’t good at complicated things. It was widely believed that, if Detritus could be taught to read and write sufficiently to sit down and do an intelligence test, he’d prove to be slightly less intelligent than the chair.


  Silverfish picked up a megaphone.


  ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said, ‘you are privileged tonight to witness a turning point in the history of the Century of—’ he lowered the megaphone and Victor heard him whisper urgently to one of his assistants, ‘What century is this? Is it?’ and then raised the megaphone again and continued in the original plummily optimistic tones ‘—Century of the Fruitbat! No less than the birth of Moving Pictures! Pictures that move without magic!’


  He waited for the applause. There wasn’t any. The crowd just watched him. You needed to do more than end your sentences with exclamation marks to get a round of applause from an Ankh-Morpork crowd.


  Slightly dispirited, he went on, ‘Seeing is Believing, they say! But, ladies and gentlemen, you will not believe the Evidence of Your Own Eyes! What you are about to witness is a Triumph of Natural Science! A Marvel of the Age! A Discovery of World, nay, dare I say, Universe-Shaking Proportions!—’


  ‘’S got to be better than that bloody sausage, anyway,’ said a quiet voice by Victor’s knee.


  ‘—Harnessing Natural Mechanisms to create Illusion! Illusion, Ladies and Gentlemen, without recourse to Magic!—’


  Victor let his gaze slide downwards. There was nothing down there but the little dog, industriously scratching itself. It looked up slowly, and said ‘Woof?’


  ‘—Potential for Learning! The Arts! History! I thank you, Ladies and Gentlemen! Ladies and Gentlemen, You Ain’t Seen Nothing Yet!’


  There was another hopeful break for applause.


  Someone at the front of the crowd said, ‘That’s right. We ain’t.’


  ‘Yeah,’ said the woman next to him. ‘When’re you goin’ to stop goin’ on like that and get on with the shadow play?’


  ‘That’s right,’ snapped a second woman. ‘Do “Deformed Rabbit”. My kids always love that one.’


  Victor looked away for a while, to lull the dog’s suspicions, and then turned and glared hard at it.


  It was amiably watching the crowd, and apparently taking no notice of him.


  Victor poked an exploratory finger in his ear. It must have been a trick of an echo, or something. It wasn’t that the dog had gone ‘woof!’, although that was practically unique in itself; most dogs in the universe never went ‘woof!’, they had complicated barks like ‘whuuugh!’ and ‘hwhoouf!’. No, it was that it hadn’t in fact barked at all. It had said ‘woof’.


  He shook his head, and looked back as Silverfish climbed down from the screen and motioned to one of his assistants to start turning a handle at the side of the box. There was a grinding noise that rose to a steady clicking. Vague shadows danced across the screen, and then …


  One of the last things Victor remembered was a voice beside his knee saying, ‘Could have bin worse, mister. I could have said “miaow”.’


  Holy Wood dreams …


  And now it was now eight hours later.


  A horribly overhung Ponder Stibbons looked guiltily at the empty desk beside him. It was unlike Victor to miss exams. He always said he enjoyed the challenge.


  ‘Get ready to turn over your papers,’ said the invigilator at the end of the hall. The sixty chests of sixty prospective wizards tightened with dark, unbearable tension. Ponder fumbled anxiously with his lucky pen.


  The wizard on the dais turned over the hourglass. ‘You may begin,’ he said.


  Several of the more smug students turned over their papers by snapping their fingers. Ponder hated them instantly.


  He reached for his lucky inkwell, missed completely in his nervousness, and then knocked it over. A small black flood rolled over his question paper.


  Panic and shame washed over him nearly as thoroughly. He mopped the ink up with the hem of his robe, spreading it smoothly over the desk. His lucky dried frog had been washed away.


  Hot with embarrassment, dripping black ink, he looked up in supplication at the presiding wizard and then cast his eyes imploringly at the empty desk beside him.


  The wizard nodded. Ponder gratefully sidled across the aisle, waited until his heart had stopped thumping and then, very carefully, turned over the paper on the desk.


  After ten seconds, and against all reason, he turned it over again just in case there had been a mistake and the rest of the questions had somehow been on the top side after all.


  Around him there was the intense silence of fifty-nine minds creaking with sustained effort.


  Ponder turned the paper over again.


  Perhaps it was some mistake. No … there was the University seal and the signature of the Archchancellor and everything. So perhaps it was some sort of special test. Perhaps they were watching him now to see what he’d do …


  He peered around furtively. The other students seemed to be working hard. Perhaps it was a mistake after all. Yes. The more he came to think about it, the more logical it seemed. The Archchancellor had probably signed the papers and then, when the clerks had been copying them out, one of them had got as far as the all-important first question and then maybe had been called away or something, and no-one had noticed, and it’d got put on Victor’s desk, but now he wasn’t here and Ponder had got it which meant, he decided, in a sudden rush of piety, that the gods must have wanted him to get it. After all, it wasn’t his fault if some sort of error gave him a paper like this. It was probably sacrilegious or something to ignore the opportunity.


  They had to accept what you put down. Ponder hadn’t shared the room with the world’s greatest authority on examination procedures without learning a thing or two.


  He looked again at the question: ‘What is your name?’


  He answered it.


  After a while he underlined it, several times, with his lucky ruler.


  After a little while longer, to show willing, he wrote above it: ‘The anser to the questione One is:’.


  After a further ten minutes he ventured ‘Which is what my name is’ on the line below, and underlined it.


  Poor old Victor will be really sorry he missed this, he thought.


  I wonder where he is?


  There was no road to Holy Wood yet. Anyone trying to get there would take the highway to Quirm and, at some unmarked point out in the scrubby landscape, would turn off and strike out towards the sand dunes. Wild lavender and rosemary lined the banks. There was no sound but the buzzing of bees and the distant song of a skylark, which only made the silence more obvious.


  Victor Tugelbend left the road at the point where the bank had been broken down and flattened by the passage of many carts and, by the look of it, an increasing number of feet.


  There were still many miles to go. He trudged on.


  Somewhere at the back of his mind a tiny voice was saying things like ‘Where am I? Why am I doing this?’ and another part of him knew that he didn’t really have to do it at all. Like the hypnotist’s victim who knows they’re not really hypnotized and can snap out of it any time they like, but just happened not to feel like it right now, he let his feet be guided.


  He wasn’t certain why. He just knew that there was something that he had to be part of. Something that might never happen again.


  Some way behind, but catching up fast, was Cut-me-own-Throat Dibbler, trying to ride a horse. He was not a natural horseman, and fell off occasionally, which was one reason why he hadn’t overtaken Victor yet. The other was that he had paused, before leaving the city, to sell his sausage-in-a-bun business cheaply to a dwarf who could not believe his luck (after actually trying some of the sausages, would still not be able to believe his luck).


  Something was calling Dibbler, and it had a golden voice.


  A long way behind Throat, knuckles dragging in the sand, was Detritus the troll. It’s hard to be certain of what he was thinking, any more than it’s possible to tell what a homing pigeon is thinking. He just knew that where he ought to be was not where he was.


  And finally, even further down the road, was an eight-horse wagon taking a load of lumber to Holy Wood. Its driver wasn’t thinking about anything very much, although he was slightly puzzled by an incident that occurred just as he was leaving Ankh-Morpork in the darkness before dawn. A voice from the gloom by the road had shouted ‘Stop in the name of the city guard!’ and he had stopped, and when nothing further had transpired he had looked around, and there was no-one there.


  The wagon rumbled past, revealing to the eye of the imaginative beholder the small figure of Gaspode the Wonder Dog, trying to make himself comfortable amongst the balks of timber at the rear. He was going to Holy Wood too.


  And he also didn’t know why.


  But he was determined to find out.


  No-one would have believed, in the final years of the Century of the Fruitbat, that Discworld affairs were being watched keenly and impatiently by intelligences greater than Man’s, or at least much nastier; that their affairs were being scrutinized and studied as a man with a three-day appetite might study the All-You-Can-Gobble-For-A-Dollar menu outside Harga’s House of Ribs …


  Well, actually … most wizards would have believed it, if anyone had told them.


  And the Librarian would certainly have believed it.


  And Mrs Marietta Cosmopilite of 3 Quirm Street, Ankh-Morpork, would have believed it, too. But she believed the world was round, that a sprig of garlic in her underwear drawer kept away vampires, that it did you good to get out and have a laugh occasionally, that there was niceness in everyone if you only knew where to look, and that three horrible little dwarfs peered in at her undressing every night.4


  Holy Wood! …


  … was nothing very much, yet. Just a hill by the sea, and on the other side of the hill, a lot of sand dunes. It was that special sort of beautiful area which is only beautiful if you can leave after briefly admiring its beauty and go somewhere else where there are hot tubs and cold drinks. Actually staying there for any length of time is a penance.


  Nevertheless, there was a town there … just. Wooden shacks had been built wherever someone had dropped a load of timber, and they were crude, as if the builders had resented the time taken from something more important that they’d much rather be doing. They were square plank boxes.


  Except for the front.


  If you wanted to understand Holy Wood, Victor said years afterwards, you had to understand its buildings.


  You’d see a box on the sand. It’d have a roughly peaked roof, but that wasn’t important, because it never rained in Holy Wood. There’d be cracks in the walls, stuffed with old rags. The windows would be holes – glass was too fragile to cart all the way from Ankh-Morpork. And, from behind, the front was just like a huge wooden billboard, held up by a network of struts.


  From the front, it was a fretted, carved, painted, ornate, baroque architectural extravaganza. In Ankh-Morpork, sensible men built their houses plain, so as not to attract attention, and kept the decoration for inside. But Holy Wood wore its houses inside out.


  Victor walked up what passed for the main street in a daze. He had woken up in the early hours out in the dunes. Why? He’d decided to come to Holy Wood, but why? He couldn’t remember. All he could remember was that, at the time, it was the obvious thing to do. There had been hundreds of good reasons.


  If only he could remember one of them.


  Not that his mind had any room to review memories. It was too busy being aware that he was very hungry and acutely thirsty. His pockets had yielded a total of seven pence. That wouldn’t buy a bowl of soup, let alone a good meal.


  He needed a good meal. Things would look a lot clearer after a good meal.


  He pushed through the crowds. Most of them seemed to be carpenters, but there were others, carrying carboys or mysterious boxes. And everyone was moving very quickly and resolutely, bent on some powerful purpose of their own.


  Except him.


  He trailed up the impromptu street, gawping at the houses, feeling like a stray grasshopper in an ant hill. And there didn’t seem to—


  ‘Why don’t you look where you’re going!’


  He rebounded off a wall. When he got his balance the other party in the collision had already whirred off into the crowd. He stared for a moment and then ran desperately after her.


  ‘Hey!’ he said, ‘Sorry! Excuse me? Miss?’


  She stopped and waited impatiently as he caught up.


  ‘Well?’ she said.


  She was a foot shorter than him and her shape was doubtful since most of her was covered in a ridiculously frilly dress, although the dress wasn’t as ludicrous as the big blond wig full of ringlets. And her face was white with make-up apart from her eyes, which were heavily ringed in black. The general effect was of a lampshade that hadn’t been getting much sleep lately.


  ‘Well?’ she repeated, ‘Hurry up! They’re shooting again in five minutes!’


  ‘Er—’


  She unbent slightly. ‘No, don’t tell me,’ she said. ‘You’ve just got here. It’s all new to you. You don’t know what to do. You’re hungry. You haven’t got any money. Right?’


  ‘Yes! How did you know?’


  ‘Everyone starts like that. And now you want to break into the clicks, right?’


  ‘The clicks?’


  She rolled her eyes, deep within their black circles.


  ‘Moving pictures!’


  ‘Oh—’ I do, he thought. I didn’t know it but I do. Yes. That’s why I came here. Why didn’t I think of that? ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Yes, that’s what I want to do. I want to, er, break in. And how does one do that?’


  ‘One waits for ever and ever. Until one is noticed.’ The girl looked him up and down with unconcealed contempt. ‘Take up carpentry, why don’t you? Holy Wood always needs good wood butchers.’


  And then she spun around and was gone, lost in a crowd of busy people.


  ‘Er, thank you,’ Victor called after her. ‘Thank you.’ He raised his voice and added, ‘I hope your eyes get better!’


  He jingled the coins in his pocket.


  Well, carpentry was out. It sounded too much like hard work. He’d tried it once, and wood and him had soon reached an agreement – he wouldn’t touch it, and it wouldn’t split.


  Waiting for ever and ever had its attractions, but you needed money to do it with.


  His fingers closed around a small, unexpected rectangle. He pulled it out and looked at it.


  Silverfish’s card.


  No.1 Holy Wood turned out to be a couple of shacks inside a high fence. There was a queue at the gate. It was made up of trolls, dwarfs and humans. They looked as though they had been there for some time; in fact, some of them had such a naturally dispirited way of sagging while remaining upright that they might have been specially-evolved descendants of the original prehistoric queuers.


  At the gate was a large, heavy-set man, who was eyeing the queue with the smug look of minor power-wielders everywhere.


  ‘Excuse me—’ Victor began.


  ‘Mister Silverfish ain’t hiring any more people this morning,’ said the man out of the corner of his mouth. ‘So scram.’


  ‘But he said that if ever I was in—’


  ‘Did I just say scram, friend?’


  ‘Yes, but—’


  The door in the fence opened a fraction. A small pale face poked out.


  ‘We need a troll and a coupla humans,’ it said. ‘One day, usual rates.’ The gate shut again.


  The man straightened up and cupped his scarred hands around his mouth.


  ‘Right, you horrible lot!’ he shouted. ‘You heard the man!’ He ran his eyes over the line with the practised gaze of a stock breeder. ‘You, you and you,’ he said, pointing.


  ‘Excuse me,’ said Victor helpfully, ‘but I think that man over there was actually first in the—’


  He was shoved out of the way. The lucky three shuffled in. He thought he saw the glint of coins changing hands. Then the gatekeeper turned an angry red face towards him.


  ‘You,’ he said, ‘get to the end of the queue. And stay there!’


  Victor stared at him. He stared at the gate. He looked at the long line of dispirited people.


  ‘Um, no,’ he said. ‘I don’t think so. Thanks all the same.’


  ‘Then beat it!’


  Victor gave him a friendly smile. He walked to the end of the fence, and followed it. It turned, at the far end, into a narrow valley.


  Victor searched among the usual alley debris for a while until he found a piece of scrap paper. Then he rolled up his sleeves. And only then did he inspect the fence carefully until he found a couple of loose boards that, with a bit of effort, let him through.


  This brought him into an area stacked with lumber and piles of cloth. There was no-one around.


  Walking purposefully, in the knowledge that no-one with their sleeves rolled up who walks purposefully with a piece of paper held conspicuously in their hand is ever challenged, he set out across the wood and canvas wonderland of Interesting and Instructive Kinematography.


  There were buildings painted on the back of other buildings. There were trees that were trees, at the front, and just a mass of struts at the back. There was a flurry of activity although, as far as Victor could see, no-one was actually producing anything.


  He watched a man in a long black cloak, a black hat and a moustache like a yard brush tie a girl to one of the trees. No-one seemed interested in stopping him, even though she was struggling. A couple of people were in fact watching disinterestedly, and there was a man standing behind a large box on a tripod, turning a handle.


  She flung out an imploring arm and opened and shut her mouth soundlessly.


  One of the watchers stood up, sorted through a stack of boards beside him, and held one up in front of the box.


  It was black. On it, in white, were the words ‘Noe! Noe!’


  He walked away. The villain twirled his moustache. The man walked back with a board. This time it said ‘Ahar! My proude beauty!’


  Another of the seated watchers picked up a megaphone.


  ‘Fine, fine,’ he said. ‘OK, take a five minutes break and then everyone back here for the big fight scene.’


  The villain untied the girl. They wandered off. The man stopped turning the handle, lit a cigarette, and then opened the top of the box.


  ‘Everyone get that?’ he said.


  There was a chorus of squeaks.


  Victor walked over and tapped the megaphone man on his shoulder.


  ‘Urgent message for Mr Silverfish?’ he said.


  ‘He’s in the offices over there,’ said the man, jerking his thumb over his shoulder without looking around.


  ‘Thank you.’


  The first shed he poked his head into contained nothing but rows of small cages stretching away into the gloom. Indistinct things hurled themselves against the bars and chittered at him. He slammed the door hurriedly.


  The next door revealed Silverfish, standing in front of a desk covered with bits of glassware and drifts of paper. He didn’t turn around.


  ‘Just put it over there,’ he said absently.


  ‘It’s me, Mr Silverfish,’ said Victor.


  Silverfish turned around and peered vaguely at him, as if it was Victor’s fault that his name meant nothing.


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘I’ve come because of that job,’ said Victor. ‘You know?’


  ‘What job? What should I know?’ said Silverfish. ‘How the hell did you get in here?’


  ‘I broke into moving pictures,’ said Victor. ‘But it’s nothing that a hammer and a few nails won’t put right.’


  Panic bloomed on Silverfish’s face. Victor pulled out the card and waved it in what he hoped was a reassuring way.


  ‘In Ankh-Morpork?’ he said. ‘A couple of nights ago? You were being menaced?’


  Realization dawned. ‘Oh, yes,’ said Silverfish faintly. ‘And you were the lad who was of some help.’


  ‘And you said to come and see you if I wanted to move pictures,’ said Victor. ‘I didn’t, then, but I do now.’ He gave Silverfish a bright smile.


  But he thought: he’s going to try and wriggle out of it. He’s regretting the offer. He’s going to send me back to the queue.


  ‘Well, of course,’ said Silverfish, ‘a lot of very talented people want to be in moving pictures. We’re going to have sound any day now. I mean, are you a carpenter? Any alchemical experience? Have you ever trained imps? Any good with your hands at all?’


  ‘No,’ Victor admitted.


  ‘Can you sing?’


  ‘A bit. In the bath. But not very well,’ Victor conceded.


  ‘Can you dance?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Swords? Do you know how to handle a sword?’


  ‘A little,’ said Victor. He’d used one sometimes in the gym. He’d never in fact fought an opponent, since wizards generally abhor exercise and the only other University resident who ever entered the place was the Librarian, and then only to use the ropes and rings. But Victor had practised an energetic and idiosyncratic technique in front of the mirror, and the mirror had never beaten him yet.


  ‘I see,’ said Silverfish gloomily. ‘Can’t sing. Can’t dance. Can handle a sword a little.’


  ‘But I have saved your live twice,’ said Victor.


  ‘Twice?’ snapped Silverfish.


  ‘Yes,’ said Victor. He took a deep breath. This was going to be risky. ‘Then,’ he said, ‘and now.’


  There was a long pause.


  Then Silverfish said, ‘I really don’t think there’s any call for that.’


  ‘I’m sorry, Mr Silverfish,’ Victor pleaded. ‘I’m really not that kind of person but you did say and I’ve walked all this way and I haven’t got any money and I’m hungry and I’ll do anything you’ve got. Anything at all. Please.’


  Silverfish looked at him doubtfully.


  ‘Even acting?’ he said.


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘Moving about and pretending to do things,’ said Silverfish helpfully.


  ‘Yes!’


  ‘Seems a shame, a bright, well-educated lad like you,’ said Silverfish. ‘What do you do?’


  ‘I’m studying to be a w—,’ Victor began. He remembered Silverfish’s antipathy towards wizardry, and corrected himself, ‘a clerk.’


  ‘A waclerk?’ said Silverfish.


  ‘I don’t know if I’d be any good at acting, though,’ Victor confessed.


  Silverfish looked surprised. ‘Oh, you’ll be OK,’ he said. ‘It’s very hard to be bad at acting in moving pictures.’


  He fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a dollar coin.


  ‘Here,’ he said, ‘go and get something to eat.’


  He looked Victor up and down.


  ‘Are you waiting for something?’ he said.


  ‘Well,’ said Victor, ‘I was hoping you could tell me what’s going on.’


  ‘How do you mean?’


  ‘A couple of nights ago I watched your, your click,’ he felt slightly proud of remembering the term, ‘back in the city and suddenly I wanted to be here more than anything else. I’ve never really wanted anything in my life before!’


  Silverfish’s face broke into a relieved grin.


  ‘Oh, that,’ he said. ‘That’s just the magic of Holy Wood. Not wizard’s magic,’ he added hastily, ‘which is all superstition and mumbo-jumbo. No. This is magic for ordinary people. Your mind is fizzing with all the possibilities. I know mine was,’ he added.


  ‘Yes,’ said Victor uncertainly. ‘But how does it work?’


  Silverfish’s face lit up.


  ‘You want to know?’ he said. ‘You want to know how things work?’


  ‘Yes, I—’


  ‘You see, most people are so disappointing,’ Silverfish said. ‘You show them something really wonderful like the picture box, and they just go “oh”. They never ask how it works. Mr Bird!’


  The last word was a shout. After a while a door opened on the far side of the shack and a man appeared.


  He had a picture box on a strap round his neck. Assorted tools hung from his belt. His hands were stained with chemicals and he had no eyebrows, which Victor was later to learn was a sure sign of someone who had been around octo-cellulose for any length of time. He also had his cap on back to front.


  ‘This is Gaffer Bird,’ beamed Silverfish. ‘Our head handleman. Gaffer, this is Victor. He’s going to act for us.’


  ‘Oh,’ said Gaffer, looking at Victor in the same way that a butcher might look at a carcass. ‘Is he?’


  ‘And he wants to know how things work!’ said Silverfish.


  Gaffer gave Victor another jaundiced look.


  ‘String,’ he said gloomily. ‘It all works by string. You’d be amazed how things’d fall to bits around here,’ he said, ‘if it weren’t for me and my ball of string.’


  There was a sudden commotion from the box round his neck. He thumped it with the flat of his hand.


  ‘You lot can cut that out,’ he said. He nodded at Victor.


  ‘They gets fractious if their routine is upset,’ he said.


  ‘What’s in the box?’ said Victor.


  Gaffer winked at Silverfish. ‘I bet you’d like to know,’ he said.


  Victor remembered the caged things he’d seen in the shed.


  ‘They sound like common demons,’ he said cautiously.


  Gaffer gave him an approving look, such as might be given to a stupid dog who had just done a rather clever trick.


  ‘Yeah, that’s right,’ he conceded.


  ‘But how do you stop them escaping?’ said Victor.


  Gaffer leered. ‘Amazin’ stuff, string,’ he said.


  * * *
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