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The History

This is a story about memory. And this much can be remembered …

… that the Death of the Discworld, for reasons of his own, once rescued a baby girl and took her to his home between the dimensions. He let her grow to become sixteen because he believed that older children were easier to deal with than younger children, and this shows that you can be an immortal anthropomorphic personification and still get things, as it were, dead wrong…

… that he later hired an apprentice called Mortimer, or Mort for short. Between Mort and Ysabell there was an instant dislike, and everyone knows what that means in the long term. As a substitute for the Grim Reaper, Mort was a spectacular failure, causing problems that led to a wobbling of Reality and a fight between him and Death which Mort lost…

… and that, for reasons of his own. Death spared his life and sent him and Ysabell back into the world.

No one knows why Death started to take a practical interest in the human beings he had worked with for so long. It was probably just curiosity. Even the most efficient ratcatcher will sooner or later take an interest in rats. They might watch rats live and die, andrecord every detail of rat existence, although they may never themselves actually know what it is like to run the maze.

But if it is true that the act of observing changes the thing which is observed,* it’s even more true that it changes the observer.

Mort and Ysabell got married.

They had a child.

   This is also a story about sex and drugs and Music With Rocks In. Well …

… one out of three ain’t bad.

Actually, it’s only thirty-three percent, but it could be worse.







Where to finish?

A dark, stormy night. A coach, horses gone, plunging through the rickety, useless fence and dropping, tumbling into the gorge below. It doesn’t even strike an outcrop of rock before it hits the dried riverbed far below, and erupts into fragments.


Miss Butts shuffled the paperwork nervously.
Here was one from the girl aged six:



   ‘What We Did On our Holidys: What I did On my holidys I staid with grandad he has a big White hors and a garden it is al Black. We had Eg and chips.’

   Then the oil from the coach lamps ignites and there is a second explosion, out of which rolls—because there are certain conventions, even in tragedy—a burning wheel.

   And another paper, a drawing done at age seven. All in black. Miss Butts sniffed. It wasn’t as though the gel had only a black crayon. It was a fact that the Quirm College for Young Ladies had quite expensive crayons of all colors.

* * *

And then, after the last of the ember spits and crackles, there is silence.

And the watcher.

Who turns, and says to someone in the darkness:

YES. I COULD HAVE DONE SOMETHING.

And rides away.

   Miss Butts shuffled paper again. She was feeling distracted and nervous, a feeling common to anyone who had much to do with the gel. Paper usually made her feel better. It was more dependable.

Then there had been the matter of… the accident.

Miss Butts had broken such news before. It was an occasional hazard when you ran a large boarding school. The parents of many of the gels were often abroad on business of one sort or another, and it was sometimes the kind of business where the chances of rich reward go hand in hand with the risks of meeting unsympathetic men.

Miss Butts knew how to handle these occasions. It was painful, but the thing ran its course. There was shock, and tears, and then, eventually, it was all over. People had ways of dealing with it. There was a sort of script built into the human mind. Life went on.

But the child had just sat there. It was the politeness that scared the daylights out of Miss Butts. She was not an unkind woman, despite a lifetime of being gently dried out on the stove of education, but she was conscientious and a stickler for propriety and thought she knew how this sort of thing should go and was vaguely annoyed that it wasn’t going.

“Er … if you would like to be alone, to have a cry—” she’d prompted, in an effort to get things moving on the right track.

“Would that help?” Susan had said.

It would have helped Miss Butts.

All she’d been able to manage was: “I wonder if, perhaps, you fully understood what I have told you?”

The child had stared at the ceiling as though trying to work out a difficult problem in algebra and then said, “I expect I will.”

It was as if she’d already known, and had dealt with it in some way. Miss Butts had asked the teachers to watch Susan carefully. They’d said that was hard, because…

There was a tentative knock on Miss Butts’s study door, as if it was being made by someone who’d really prefer not to be heard.

She returned to the present.

“Come,” she said.

The door swung open.

Susan always made no sound. The teachers had all remarked upon it. It was uncanny, they said. She was always in front of you when you least expected it.

“Ah, Susan,” said Miss Butts, a tight smile scuttling across her face like a nervous tick over a worried sheep. “Please sit down.”

“Of course, Miss Butts.”

Miss Butts shuffled the papers.

“Susan…”

“Yes, Miss Butts?”

“I’m sorry to say that it appears you have been missed in lessons again.”

“I don’t understand, Miss Butts.”

The headmistress leaned forward. She felt vaguely annoyed with herself, but … there was something frankly unlovable about the child. Academically brilliant at the things she liked doing, of course, but that was just it; she was brilliant in the same way that a diamond is brilliant, all edges and chilliness.

“Have you been … doing it?” she said. “You promised you were going to stop this silliness.”“Miss Butts?”

“You’ve been making yourself invisible again, haven’t you?”

Susan blushed. So, rather less pinkly, did Miss Butts. I mean, she thought, it’s ridiculous. It’s against all reason. It’s—oh, no…

She turned her head and shut her eyes.

“Yes, Miss Butts?” said Susan, just before Miss Butts said, “Susan?”

Miss Butts shuddered. This was something else the teachers had mentioned. Sometimes Susan answered questions just before you asked them …

She steadied herself.

“You’re still sitting there, are you?”

“Of course. Miss Butts.”

Ridiculous.

It wasn’t invisibility, she told herself. She just makes herself inconspicuous. She … who …

She concentrated. She’d written a little memo to herself against this very eventuality, and it was pinned to the file.

She read:

You are interviewing Susan Sto Helit. Try not to forget it.

“Susan?” she ventured.

“Yes, Miss Butts?”

If Miss Butts concentrated, Susan was sitting in front of her. If she made an effort, she could hear the gel’s voice. She just had to fight against a pressing tendency to believe that she was alone.

“I’m afraid Miss Cumber and Miss Greggs have complained,” she managed.

“I’m always in class, Miss Butts.”

“I daresay you are. Miss Traitor and Miss Stamp say they see you all the time.” There’d been quite a staff room argument about that. “Is it because you like

Logic and Math and don’t like Language and History?”

Miss Butts hesitated. There was no way the child could have left the room. If she really stressed her mind, she could catch a suggestion of a voice saying “Don’t know, Miss Butts.”

“Susan, it is really most upsetting when—” Miss Butts paused. She looked around the study and then glanced at a note pinned to the papers in front of her. She appeared to read it, looked puzzled for a moment, and then rolled it up and dropped it into the wastepaper basket. She picked up a pen and, after staring into space for a moment, turned her attention to the school accounts.

Susan waited politely for a while, and then got up and left as quietly as possible.

   Certain things have to happen before other things. Gods play games with the fates of men. But first they have to get all the pieces on the board, and look all over the place for the dice.

It was raining in the small, mountainous country of Llamedos. It was always raining in Llamedos. Rain was the country’s main export. It had rain mines.

Imp the bard sat under the evergreens, more out of habit than any real hope that it would keep the rain off. Water just dribbled through the spiky leaves and formed rivulets down the twigs, so that it was really a sort of rain concentrator. Occasional lumps of rain would splat onto his head.

He was eighteen, extremely talented, and, currently, not at ease with his life.

He tuned his harp, his beautiful new harp, and watched the rain, tears running down his face and mingling with the drops.

Gods like people like this.

It is said that whomsoever the gods wish to destroy, they first make mad. In fact, whomsoever the gods wish to destroy, they first hand the equivalent of a stick with a fizzing fuse and Acme Dynamite Company written on the side. It’s more interesting, and doesn’t take so long.

   Susan mooched along the disinfectant-smelling corridors. She wasn’t particularly worried about what Miss Butts was going to think. She didn’t usually worry about what anyone thought. She didn’t know why people forgot about her when she wanted them to, but afterward they seemed a bit embarrassed about raising the subject.

Sometimes, some teachers had trouble seeing her. This was fine. She’d generally take a book into the classroom and read it peacefully, while all around her The Principal Exports of Klatch happened to other people.

   It was, undoubtedly, a beautiful harp. Very rarely a craftsman gets something so right that it is impossible to imagine an improvement. He hadn’t bothered with ornamentation. That would have been some kind of sacrilege.

And it was new, which was very unusual in Llame-dos. Most of the harps were old. It wasn’t as if they wore out. Sometimes they needed a new frame, or a neck, or new strings—but the harp went on. The old bards said they got better as they got older, although old men tend to say this sort of thing regardless of daily experience.

Imp plucked a string. The note hung in the air, and faded. The harp was fresh and bright and already itsang out like a bell. What it might be like in a hundred years’ time was unimaginable.

His father had said it was rubbish, that the future was written in stones, not notes. That had only been the start of the row.

And then he’d said things, and he’d said things, and suddenly the world was a new and unpleasant place, because things can’t be unsaid.

He’d said, “You don’t know anything! You’re just a stupid old man! But I’m giving my life to music! One day soon everyone will say I was the greatest musician in the world!”

Stupid words. As if any bard cared for any opinion except those of other bards, who’d spent a lifetime learning how to listen to music.

But said, nevertheless. And, if they’re said with the right passion and the gods are feeling bored, sometimes the universe will re-form itself around words like that. Words have always had the power to change the world.

Be careful what you wish for. You never know who will be listening.

Or what, for that matter.

Because, perhaps, something could be drifting through the universes, and a few words by the wrong person at the right moment may just cause it to veer in its course …

Far away in the bustling metropolis of Ankh-Morpork there was a brief crawling of sparks across an otherwise bare wall and then …

… there was a shop. An old musical instrument shop. No one remarked on its arrival. As soon as it appeared, it had always been there.

   Death sat staring at nothing, chinbone resting on his hands.

Albert approached very carefully.

It had continually puzzled Death in his more introspective moments, and this was one of them, why his servant always walked the same path across the floor.

I MEAN, he thought, CONSIDER THE SIZE OF THE ROOM …

… which went on to infinity, or as near infinity as makes no difference. In fact it was about a mile. That’s big for a room, whereas infinity you can hardly see.

Death had got rather flustered when he’d created the house. Time and space were things to be manipulated, not obeyed. The internal dimensions had been a little too generous. He’d forgotten to make the outside bigger than the inside. It was the same with the garden. When he’d begun to take a little more interest in these things he’d realized the role people seemed to think that color played in concepts like, for example, roses. But he’d made them black. He liked black. It went with anything. It went with everything, sooner or later.

The humans he’d known—and there had been a few—had responded to the impossible size of the rooms in a strange way, by simply ignoring it.

Take Albert, now. The big door had opened, Albert had stepped through, carefully balancing a cup and saucer…

… and a moment later had been well inside the room, on the edge of the relatively small square of carpet that surrounded Death’s desk. Death gave up wondering how Albert covered the intervening space when it dawned on him that, to his servant, there was no intervening space …

“I’ve brought you some camomile tea, sir,” said Albert.

HMM?

“Sir?”

SORRY. I WAS THINKING. WHAT WAS IT YOU SAID?

“Camomile tea?”

I THOUGHT THAT WAS A KIND OF SOAP?

“You can put it in soap or tea, sir,” said Albert. He was worried. He was always worried when Death started to think about things. It was the wrong job for thinking about things. And he thought about them in the wrong way.

HOW VERY USEFUL. CLEAN INSIDE AND OUT.

Death put his chin on his hands again.

“Sir?” said Albert, after a while.

HMM?

“It’ll get cold if you leave it.”

ALBERT…

“Yessir?”

I HAVE BEEN WONDERING …

“Sir?”

WHAT’S IT ALL ABOUT? SERIOUSLY? WHEN YOU GET RIGHT DOWN TO IT?

“Oh. Er. Couldn’t really say, sir.”

I DIDN’T WANT TO DO IT, ALBERT. YOU KNOW THAT. NOW I KNOW WHAT SHE MEANT. NOT JUST ABOUT THE KNEES.

“Who, sir?”

There was no reply.

Albert looked back when he’d reached the door. Death was staring into space again. No one could stare quite like him.

   Not being seen wasn’t a big problem. It was the things that she kept seeing that were more of a worry.

There were the dreams. They were only dreams, of course. Susan knew that modern theory said that dreams were only images thrown up while the brain was filing the day’s events. She would have been more reassured if the day’s events had ever included flying white horses, huge dark rooms, and lots of skulls.

At least they were only dreams. She’d seen other things. For example, she’d never mentioned the strange woman in the dormitory the night Rebecca Snell put a tooth under the pillow. Susan had watched her come through the open window and stand by the bed. She looked a bit like a milkmaid and not at all frightening, even though she had walked through the furniture. There had been the jingle of coins. Next morning the tooth had gone and Rebecca was richer by one fifty-pence coin.

Susan hated that sort of thing. She knew that mentally unstable people told children about the Tooth Fairy, but that was no reason for one to exist. It suggested woolly thinking. She disliked woolly thinking, which in any case was a major misdemeanor under the regime of Miss Butts.

It was not, otherwise, a particularly bad one. Miss Eulalie Butts and her colleague Miss Delcross had founded the College on the astonishing idea that, since gels had nothing much to do until someone married them, they may as well occupy themselves by learning things.

There were plenty of schools in the world, but they were all run either by the various churches or by the Guilds. Miss Butts objected to churches on logical grounds and deplored the fact that the only Guilds that considered girls worth educating were the Thieves and the Seamstresses. But it was a big and dangerous world out there, and a gel could do worse than face it with a sound knowledge of geometry and astronomy under her bodice. For Miss Butts sincerely believed that there were no basic differences between boys and gels.

At least, none worth talking about.

None that Miss Butts would talk about, anyway.

And, therefore, she believed in encouraging logical thought and a healthy inquiring mind among the nascent young women in her care, a course of action which is, as far as wisdom is concerned, on a par with going alligator hunting in a cardboard boat during the sinking season.

For example, when she lectured to the school, pointed chin trembling, on the perils to be found outside in the town, three hundred healthy inquiring minds decided that I) they should be sampled at the earliest opportunity, and logical thought wondered 2) exactly how Miss Butts knew about them. And the high, spike-topped walls around the college grounds looked simple enough to anyone with a fresh mind full of trigonometry and a body honed by healthy fencing, calisthenics, and cold baths. Miss Butts could make peril seem really interesting.

Anyway, that was the incident of the midnight visitor. After a while, Susan considered that she must have imagined it. That was the only logical explanation. And Susan was good at those.

   Everyone, they say, is looking for something.

Imp was looking for somewhere to go.

The farm cart that had brought him the last stretch of the way was rumbling off across the fields.

He looked at the signpost. One arm pointed to Quirm, the other to Ankh-Morpork. He knew just enough to know that Ankh-Morpork was a big city, but built on loam, and, therefore, of no interest to the druids in his family. He had three Ankh-Morpork dollars and some change. It probably wasn’t very much in Ankh-Morpork.

He didn’t know anything about Quirm, except that it was on the coast. The road to Quirm didn’tlook very worn, while the one to Ankh-Morpork was heavily rutted.

It’d be sensible to go to Quirm to get the feel of city life. It’d be sensible to learn a bit about how city people thought before heading for Ankh-Morpork, which they said was the largest city in the world. It’d be sensible to get some kind of job in Quirm and raise a bit of extra cash. It’d be sensible to learn to walk before he started to run.

Common sense told Imp all these things, so he marched off firmly toward Ankh-Morpork.

   As far as looks were concerned, Susan had always put people in mind of a dandelion on the point of telling the time. The College dressed its gels in a loose navy blue woolen smock that stretched from neck to just above the ankle—practical, healthy, and as attractive as a plank. The waistline was somewhere around knee level. Susan was beginning to fill it out, however, in accordance with the ancient rules hesitantly and erratically alluded to by Miss Delcross in Biology and Hygiene. Gels left her class with the vague feeling that they were supposed to marry a rabbit. (Susan had left with the feeling that the cardboard skeleton on the hook in the corner looked like someone she’d known …)

It was her hair that made people stop and turn to watch her. It was pure white, except for a black streak. School regulations required that it be in two plaits, but it had an uncanny tendency to unravel itself and spring back into its preferred shape, like Medusa’s snakes.*

And then there was the birthmark, if that’s what it was. It only showed up if she blushed, when three faint pale lines appeared up across her cheek and made it look exactly as though she’d been slapped. On the occasions when she was angry—and she was quite often angry, at the sheer stupidity of the world—they glowed.

In theory it was, around now, Literature. Susan hated Literature. She’d much prefer to read a good book. Currently she had Wold’s Logic and Paradox open on her desk and was reading it with her chin in her hands.

She listened with half an ear to what the rest of the class was doing.

It was a poem about daffodils.

Apparently the poet had liked them very much.

Susan was quite stoic about this. It was a free country. People could like daffodils if they wanted to. They just should not, in Susan’s very definite and precise opinion, be allowed to take up more than a page to say so.

She got on with her education. In her opinion, school kept on trying to interfere with it.

Around her, the poet’s vision was taken apart with inexpert tools.

   The kitchen was built on the same gargantuan lines as the rest of the house. An army of cooks could get lost in it. The far walls were hidden in the shadows and the stovepipe, supported at intervals by soot-covered chains and bits of greasy rope, disappeared into the gloom somewhere a quarter of a mile above the floor. At least it did to the eye of the outsider.

Albert spent his time in a small tiled patch big enough to contain the dresser, the table, and the stove. And a rocking chair.

“When a man says ‘What’s it all about then, seriously, when you get right down to it?’ he’s in a bad way,” hesaid, rolling a cigarette. “So I don’t know what it means when he says it. It’s one of his fancies again.”

The room’s only other occupant nodded. His mouth was full.

“All that business with his daughter,” said Albert. “I mean … daughter? And then he heard about apprentices. Nothing would do but he had to go and get one! Hah! Nothing but trouble, that was. And you, too, come to think of it… you’re one of his fancies. No offense meant,” he added, aware of who he was talking to. “You worked out all right. You do a good job.”

Another nod.

“He always gets it wrong,” said Albert. “That’s the trouble. Like when he heard about Hogswatchnight? Remember that? We had to do the whole thing, the oak tree in a pot, the paper sausages, the pork dinner, him sitting there with a paper hat on saying IS THIS JOLLY? I made him a little desk ornament thing and he gave me a brick.”

Albert put the cigarette to his lips. It had been expertly rolled. Only an expert could get a roll-up so thin and yet so soggy.

“It was a good brick, mind. I’ve still got it somewhere.”

SQUEAK, said the Death of Rats.

“You put your finger on it, right enough,” said Albert. “At least, you would have done if you had a proper one. He always misses the point. You see, he can’t get over things. He can’t forget.”

He sucked on the wretched homemade until his eyes watered.

“‘What’s it all about, seriously, when you get right down to it?’” said Albert. “Oh, dear.”

He glanced up at the kitchen clock, out of a special human kind of habit. It had never worked since Albert had bought it.

“He’s normally in by this time,” he said. “I’d better do his tray. Can’t think what’s keeping him.”

   The holy man sat under a holy tree, legs crossed, hands on knees. He kept his eyes shut in order to focus better on the Infinite, and wore nothing but a loincloth in order to show his disdain of discly things.

There was a wooden bowl in front of him.

He was aware, after a while, that he was being watched. He opened one eye.

There was an indistinct figure sitting a few feet away. Later on, he was sure that the figure had been of … someone. He couldn’t quite remember the description, but the person must certainly have had one. He was about … this tall, and sort of… definitely…

EXCUSE ME.

The holy man opened the other eye.

“Yes, my son?” His brow wrinkled. “You are male, aren’t you?” he added.

YOU TOOK A LOT OF FINDING. BUT I AM GOOD AT IT.

“Yes?”

I AM TOLD YOU KNOW EVERYTHING.

The holy man opened the other eye.

“The secret of existence is to disdain earthly ties, shun the chimera of material worth, and seek oneness with the Infinite,” he said. “And keep your thieving hands off my begging bowl.”

The sight of the supplicant was giving him trouble.

I’VE SEEN THE INFINITE, said the stranger. IT’S NOTHING SPECIAL.

The holy man glanced around.

“Don’t be daft,” he said. “You can’t see the Infinite ‘Cos it’s infinite.”

I HAVE.

“All right, what did it look like?”

IT’S BLUE.

The holy man shifted uneasily. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. A quick burst of the Infinite and a meaningful nudge in the direction of the begging bowl was how it was supposed to go.

“‘s black,” he muttered.

NOT, said the stranger, WHEN SEEN FROM THE OUTSIDE. THE NIGHT SKY IS BLACK. BUT THAT IS JUST SPACE. INFINITY, HOWEVER, IS BLUE.

“And I suppose you know what sound is made by one hand clapping, do you?” said the holy man nastily.

YES. CL. THE OTHER HAND MAKES THE AP.

“Aha, no, you’re wrong there,” said the holy man, back on firmer ground. He waved a skinny hand. “No sound, see?”

THAT WASN’T A CLAP. THAT WAS JUST A WAVE.

“It was a clap. I just wasn’t using both hands. What kind of blue, anyway?”

YOU JUST WAVED. I DON’T CALL THAT VERY PHILOSOPHICAL. DUCK EGG.

The holy man glanced down the mountain. Several people were approaching. They had flowers in their hair and were carrying what looked very much like a bowl of rice.

OR POSSIBLY EAU-DE-NIL.

“Look, my son,” the holy man said hurriedly. “What exactly is it you want? I haven’t got all day.”

YES, YOU HAVE. TAKE IT FROM ME.

“What do you want?”

WHY DO THINGS HAVE TO BE THE WAY THEY ARE?

“Well—”

YOU DON’T KNOW, DO YOU?

“Not exactly. The whole thing is meant to be a mystery, see?”

The stranger stared at the holy man for some time, causing the man to feel that his head had become transparent.

THEN I WILL ASK YOU A SIMPLER QUESTION. HOW DO HUMANS FORGET?

“Forget what?”

FORGET ANYTHING. EVERYTHING.

“It … er … it happens automatically.” The prospective acolytes had turned the bend on the mountain path. The holy man hastily picked up his begging bowl.

“Let’s say this bowl is your memory,” he said, waving it vaguely. “It can only hold so much, see? New things come in, so old things must overflow—”

NO. I REMEMBER EVERYTHING. EVERYTHING. DOORKNOBS. THE PLAY OF SUNLIGHT ON HAIR. THE SOUND OF LAUGHTER. FOOTSTEPS. EVERY LITTLE DETAIL. AS IF IT HAPPENED ONLY YESTERDAY. AS IF IT HAPPENED ONLY TOMORROW. EVERYTHING. DO YOU UNDERSTAND?

The holy man scratched his gleaming bald head.

“Traditionally,” he said, “the ways of forgetting include joining the Klatchian Foreign Legion, drinking the waters of some magical river, no one knows where it is, and imbibing vast amounts of alcohol.”

AH, YES.

“But alcohol debilitates the body and is a poison to the soul.”

SOUNDS GOOD TO ME.

“Master?”

The holy man look around irritably. The acolytes had arrived.

“Just a minute, I’m talking to—”

He looked around. The stranger had gone.

“Oh Master, we have traveled for many miles over—” said the acolyte.

“Shut up a minute, will you?”

The holy man put out his hand, palm turned vertical, and waved it a few times. He muttered under his breath.

The acolytes exchanged glances. They hadn’t expected this. Finally, their leader found a drop of courage.

“Master—”

The holy man turned and caught him across the ear. The sound this made was definitely a clap.

“Ah! Got it!” said the holy man. “Now, what can I do for—”

He stopped as his brain caught up with his ears.

“What did he mean, humans?”

   Death walked thoughtfully across the hill to the place where a large white horse was placidly watching the view.

He said, GO AWAY.

The horse watched him warily. It was considerably more intelligent than most horses, although this was not a difficult achievement. It seemed aware that things weren’t right with its master.

I MAY BE SOME TIME, said Death.

And he set out.

   It wasn’t raining in Ankh-Morpork. This had come as a big surprise to Imp.

What had also come as a surprise was how fast money went. So far he’d lost three dollars and twenty-seven pence.

He’d lost it because he’d put it in a bowl in front of him while he played, in the same way that a hunterputs out decoys to get ducks. The next time he’d looked down it had gone.

People came to Ankh-Morpork to seek their fortune. Unfortunately, other people sought it too.

And people didn’t seem to want bards, even ones who’d won the mistletoe award and centennial harp in the big Eisteddfod in Llamedos.

He’d found a place in one of the main squares, tuned up, and played. No one had taken any notice, except sometimes to push him out of the way as they hurried past and, apparently, to nick his bowl. Eventually, just when he was beginning to doubt that he’d made the right decision in coming here at all, a couple of watchmen had wandered up.

“That’s a harp he’s playing, Nobby,” said one of them, after watching Imp for a while.

“Lyre.”

“No, it’s the honest truth, I’m—” The fat guard frowned and looked down.

“You’ve just been waiting all your life to say that, ain’t you, Nobby,” he said. “I bet you was born hoping that one day someone’d say That’s a harp’ so you could say ‘lyre,’ on account of it being a pun or play on words. Well, har har.”

Imp stopped playing. It was impossible to continue, in the circumstances.

“It is a harp, actualllly,” he said. “I won it in—”

“Ah, you’re from Llamedos, right?” said the fat guard. “I can tell by your accent. Very musical people, the Llamedese.”

“Sounds like garglin’ with gravel to me,” said the one identified as Nobby. “You got a license, mate?”

“Llicense?” said Imp.

“Very hot on licenses, the Guild of Musicians,” said Nobby. “They catch you playing music without a license, they take your instrument and they shove—”

“Now, now,” said the other watchman, “Don’t go scaring the boy.”

“Let’s just say it’s not much fun if you’re a piccolo player,” said Nobby.

“But surelly music is as free as the air and the sky, see,” said Imp.

“Not round here it’s not. Just a word to the wise, friend,” said Nobby.

“I never ever heard of a Guilld of Musicians,” said Imp.

“It’s in Tin Lid Alley,” said Nobby. “You want to be a musician, you got to join the Guild.”

Imp had been brought up to obey the rules. The Llamedese were very law-abiding.

“I shallll go there directlly,” he said.

The guards watched him go.

“He’s wearing a nightdress,” said Corporal Nobbs.

“Bardic robe, Nobby,” said Sergeant Colon. The guards strolled onward. “Very bardic, the Llamedese.”

“How long d’you give him, Sarge?”

Colon waved a hand in the flat rocking motion of someone hazarding an informed guess.

“Two, three days,” he said.

They rounded the bulk of Unseen University and ambled along The Backs, a dusty little street that saw little traffic or passing trade and was therefore much favored by the Watch as a place to lurk and have a smoke and explore the realms of the mind.

“You know salmon, Sarge,” said Nobby.

“It is a fish of which I am aware, yes.”

“You know they sell kind of slices of it in tins …”

“So I am given to understand, yes.”

“Weell … how come all the tins are the same size? Salmon gets thinner at both ends.”

“Interesting point, Nobby. I think—”

The watchman stopped, and stared across the street. Corporal Nobbs followed his gaze.

“That shop,” said Sergeant Colon. “That shop there … was it there yesterday?”

Nobby looked at the peeling paint, the little grime-encrusted window, the rickety door.

“‘Course,” he said. “It’s always been there. Been there years.”

Colon crossed the street and rubbed at the grime. There were dark shapes vaguely visible in the gloom.

“Yeah, right,” he mumbled. “It’s just that … I mean … was it there for years yesterday?”

“You all right, Sarge?”

“Let’s go, Nobby,” said the sergeant, walking away as fast as he could.

“Where, Sarge?”

“Anywhere not here.”

In the dark mounds of merchandise, something felt their departure.

   Imp had already admired the Guild buildings—the majestic frontage of the Assassins’ Guild, the splendid columns of the Thieves’ Guild, the smoking yet still impressive hole where the Alchemists’ Guild had been up until yesterday. And it was therefore disappointing to find that the Guild of Musicians, when he eventually located it, wasn’t even a building. It was just a couple of poky rooms above a barbershop.

He sat in the brown-walled waiting room, and waited. There was a sign on the wall opposite. It said ‘For Your Comforte And Convenience YOU WILL NOT SMOKE.’ Imp had never smoked in his life. Everything in Llamedos was too soggy to smoke. But he suddenly felt inclined to try.

The room’s only other occupants were a troll and adwarf. He was not at ease in their company. They kept looking at him.

Finally the dwarf said, “Are you elvish?”

“Me? No!”

“You look a bit elvish around the hair.”

“Not ellvish at alll. Honestlly.”

“Where you from?” said the troll.

“Llamedos,” said Imp. He shut his eyes. He knew what trolls and dwarfs traditionally did to people suspected of being elves. The Guild of Musicians could take lessons.

“What dat you got dere?” said the troll. It had two large squares of darkish glass in front of its eyes, supported by wire frames hooked around its ears.

“It’s a harp, see.”

“Dat what you play?”

“Yes.”

“You a druid, den?”

“No!”

There was silence again as the troll marshaled its thoughts.

“You look like a druid in dat nightie,” it rumbled, after a while.

The dwarf on the other side of Imp began to snigger.

Trolls disliked druids, too. Any sapient species which spends a lot of time in a stationary, rocklike pose objects to any other species which drags it sixty miles on rollers and buries it up to its knees in a circle. It tends to feel it has cause for disgruntlement.

“Everyone dresses like this in Llamedos, see,” said Imp. “But I’m a bard! I’m not a druid. I hate rocks!”

“Whoops,” said the dwarf quietly.

The troll looked Imp up and down, slowly and deliberately. Then it said, without any particular trace of menace, “You not long in dis town?”

“lust arrived,” said Imp. I won’t even reach the door, he thought. I’m going to be mashed into a pullp.

“Here is some free advice what you should know. It is free advice I am giving you gratis for nothing. In dis town, ‘rock’ is a word for troll. A bad word for troll used by stupid humans. You call a troll a rock, you got to be prepared to spend some time looking for your head. Especially if you looks a bit elvish around der eyes. Dis is free advice ‘cos you are a bard and maker of music, like me.”

“Right! Thank you! Yes!” said Imp, awash with relief.

He grabbed his harp and played a few notes. That seemed to lighten the atmosphere a bit. Everyone knew elves had never been able to play music.

“Lias Bluestone,” said the troll, extending something massive with fingers on it.

“Imp y Celyn,” said Imp. “Nothing to do with moving rocks around at all in any way!”

A smaller, more knobbly hand was thrust at Imp from another direction. His gaze traveled up its associated arm, which was the property of the dwarf. He was small, even for a dwarf. A large bronze horn lay across his knees.

“Glod Glodsson,” said the dwarf. “You just play the harp?”

“Anything with strings on it,” said Imp. “But the harp is the queen of instruments, see.”

“I can blow anything,” said Glod.

“Realllly?” said Imp. He sought for some polite comment. “That must make you very popular.”

The troll heaved a big leather sack off the floor.

“Dis is what I play,” he said. A number of large round rocks tumbled out onto the floor. Lias picked one up and flicked it with a finger. It went bam.

“Music made from rocks?” said Imp. “What do you callll it?”

“We call it Ggroohauga,” said Lias, “which means music made from rocks.”

The rocks were all of different sizes, carefully tuned here and there by small nicks hacked in the stone.

“May I?” said Imp.

“Be my guest.”

Imp selected a small rock and flicked it with his finger. It went bop. A smaller one went bing.

“What do you do with them?” he said.

“I bang them together.”

“And then what?”

“What do you mean, ‘And then what?’”

“What do you do after you’ve banged them together?”

“I bang them together again,” said Lias, one of Nature’s drummers.

The door to the inner room opened and a man with a pointed nose peered around it.

“You lot together?” he snapped.

   There was indeed a river, according to legend, one drop of which would rob a man of his memory.

Many people assumed that this was the river Ankh, whose waters can be drunk or even cut up and chewed. A drink from the Ankh would quite probably rob a man of his memory, or at least cause things to happen to him that he would on no account wish to recall.

In fact there was another river that would do the trick. There was, of course, a snag. No one knows where it is, because they’re always pretty thirsty when they find it.

Death turned his attention elsewhere.

   “Seventy-five dollars?” said Imp. “Just to play music?”

“That’s twenty-five dollars registration fee, thirty-five dollars up front against fees, and fifteen dollars voluntary compulsory annual subscription to the Pension Fund,” said Mr. Clete, secretary of the Guild.

“But we haven’t got that much money!”

The man gave a shrug that indicated that, although the world did indeed have many problems, this was one of them that was not his.

“But maybe we shall be ablle to pay when we’ve earned some,” said Imp weakly. “If you could just, you know, llet us have a week or two—”

“Can’t let you play anywhere without you being members of the Guild,” said Mr. Clete.

“But we can’t be members of the Guild until we’ve played,” said Glod.

“That’s right,” said Mr. Clete cheerfully. “Hat. Hat. Hat.”

It was a strange laugh, totally mirthless and vaguely birdlike. It was very much like its owner, who was what you would get if you extracted fossilized genetic material from something in amber and then gave it a suit.

Lord Vetinari had encouraged the growth of the Guilds. They were the big wheels on which the clockwork of a well-regulated city ran. A drop of oil here… a spoke inserted there, of course … and by and large it all worked.

And gave rise, in the same way that compost gives rise to worms, to Mr. Clete. He was not, by the standard definitions, a bad man; in the same way a plague-bearing rat is not, from a dispassionate point of view, a bad animal.

Mr. Clete worked hard for the benefit of his fellow men. He devoted his life to it. For there are many things in the world that need doing that people don’t want to do, and were grateful to Mr. Clete for doing for them. Keeping minutes, for example. Making sure the membership roll was quite up to date. Filing. Organizing.

He’d worked hard on behalf of the Thieves’ Guild, although he hadn’t been a thief, at least in the sense normally meant. Then there’d been a rather more senior vacancy in the Fools’ Guild, and Mr. Clete was no fool. And finally there had been the secretaryship of the Musicians.

Technically, he should have been a musician. So he bought a comb and paper. Since up until that time the Guild had been run by real musicians, and, therefore, the membership roll was unrolled and hardly anyone had paid any dues lately and the organization owed several thousand dollars to Chrysoprase the troll at punitive interest, Mr. Clete didn’t even have to audition.

When Mr. Clete had opened the first of the unkempt ledgers and looked at the disorganized mess, he had felt a deep and wonderful feeling. Since then, he’d never looked back. He had spent a long time looking down. And although the Guild had a president and council, it also had Mr. Clete, who took the minutes and made sure things ran smoothly and smiled very quietly to himself. It is a strange but reliable fact that whenever men throw off the yoke of tyrants and set out to rule themselves there emerges, like a mushroom after rain, Mr. Clete.

Hat. Hat. Hat. Mr. Clete laughed at things in inverse proportion to the actual humor of the situation.

“But that’s nonsense!”

“Welcome to the wonderful world of the Guild economy,” said Mr Clete. “Hat. Hat. Hat.”

“What happens if we pllay without bellonging to the Guilld, then?” said Imp. “Do you confiscate our instruments?”

“To start with,” said the secretary. “And then we sort of give them back to you. Hat. Hat. Hat. Incidentally … you’re not elvish, are you?”

* * *

“Seventy-five dollars is criminall,” said Imp, as they plodded along the evening streets.

“Worse than criminal,” said Glod. “I hear the Thieves’ Guild just charges a percentage.”

“And dey give you a proper Guild membership and everything,” Lias rumbled. “Even a pension. And dey have a day trip to Quirm and a picnic every year.”

“Music should be free,” said Imp.

“So what we going to do now?” said Lias.

“Anyone got any money?” said Glod.

“Got a dollar,” said Lias.

“Got some pennies,” said Imp.

“Then we’re going to have a decent meal,” said Glod. “Right here.”

He pointed up at a sign.

“Gimlet’s Hole Food?” said Lias. “Gimlet? Sounds dwarfish. Vermincelli and stuff?”

“Now he’s doing troll food too,” said Glod. “Decided to put aside ethnic differences in the cause of making more money. Five types of coal, seven types of coke and ash, sediments to make you dribble. You’ll like it.”

“Dwarf bread too?” said Imp.

“You like dwarf bread?” said Glod.

“Llove it,” said Imp.

“What, proper dwarf bread?” said Glod. “You sure?”

“Yes. It’s nice and crunchy, see.”

Glod shrugged.

“That proves it,” he said. “No one who likes dwarf bread can be elvish.”

The place was almost empty. A dwarf in an apron that came up to its armpits watched them over the top of the counter.

“You do fried rat?” said Glod.

“Best damn fried rat in the city,” said Gimlet.

“Okay. Give me four fried rats.”

“And some dwarf bread,” said Imp.

“And some coke,” said Lias, patiently.

“You mean rat heads or rat legs?”

“No. Four fried rats.”

“And some coke.”

“You want ketchup on those rats?”

“No.”

“You sure?”

“No ketchup.”

“And some coke.”

“And two hard-boilled eggs,” said Imp. The others gave him an odd look.

“Weil? I just like hard-boilled eggs, see,” he said.

“And some coke.”

“And two hard-boilled eggs.”

“And some coke.”

“Seventy-five dollars,” said Glod, as they sat down. “What’s three times seventy-five dollars?”

“Many dollars,” said Lias.

“More than two hundred dollllars,” said Imp.

“I don’t think I’ve even seen two hundred dollars,” said Glod. “Not while I’ve been awake.”

“We raise money?” said Lias.

“We can’t raise money by being musicians,” said Imp. “It’s the Guild law. If they catch you they take your instrument and shove—” He stopped. “Let’s just say it’s not much fun for the piccollo pllayer,” he added from memory.

“I shouldn’t think the trombonist is very happy either,” said Glod, putting some pepper on his rat.

“I can’t go back home now,” said Imp, “I said I’d … I can’t go back home yet. Even if I could, I’d have to raise monolliths like my brothers. Alll they care about is stone circles.”“If I go back home now,” said Lias, “I’ll be clubbing druids.”

They both, very carefully, sidled a little farther away from each other.

“Then we play somewhere where the Guild won’t find us,” said Glod cheerfully. “We find a club somewhere—”

“Got a club,” said Lias, proudly. “Got a nail in it.”

“I mean a nightclub,” said Glod.

“Still got a nail in it at night.”

“I happen to know,” said Glod, abandoning that line of conversation, “that there’s a lot of places in the city that don’t like paying Guild rates. We could do a few gigs and raise the money with no trouble.”

“All three of us together?” said Imp.

“Sure.”

“But we pllay dwarf music and human music and trolll music,” said Imp. “I’m not sure they’lll go together. I mean, dwarfs listen to dwarf music, humans listen to human music, trollls listen to trolll music. What do we get if we mix it alll together? It’d be dreadfull.”

“We’re getting along okay,” said Lias, getting up and fetching the salt from the counter.

“We’re musicians,” said Glod. “It’s not the same with real people.”

“Yeah, right,” said the troll.

Lias sat down.

There was a cracking noise.

Lias stood up.

“Oh,” he said.

Imp reached over. Slowly and with great care, he picked the remains of his harp off the bench.

“Oh,” said Lias, again.

A string curled back with a sad little sound.

It was like watching the death of a kitten.

“I won that at the Eisteddfod,” said Imp.

“Could you glue it back together?” said Glod, eventually.

Imp shook his head.

“There’s no one left in Llamedos who knows how, see.”

“Yes, but in the Street of Cunning Artificers—”

“I’m real sorry. I mean real sorry, I don’t know how it got dere.”

“It wasn’t your faullt.”

Imp tried, ineffectually, to fit a couple of pieces together. But you couldn’t repair a musical instrument. He remembered the old bards saying that. They had a soul. All instruments had a soul. If they were broken, the soul of them escaped, flew away like a bird. What was put together again was just a thing, a mere assemblage of wood and wire. It would play, it might even deceive the casual listener, but… You might as well push someone over a cliff and then stitch them together and expect them to come alive.

“Um … maybe we could get you another one, then?” said Glod. “There’s … a nice little music shop in The Backs—”

He stopped. Of course there was a nice little music shop in The Backs. It had always been there.

“In The Backs,” he repeated, just to make sure. “Bound to get one there. In The Backs. Yes. Been there years.”

“Not one of these,” said Imp. “Before a craftsmen even touches the wood he has to spend two weeks sitting wrapped in a bullock hide in a cave behind a waterfallll.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. It’s traditionall. He has to get his mind pure of allll distractions.”

“There’s bound to be something else, though,”said Glod. “We’ll buy something. You can’t be a musician without an instrument.”

“I haven’t got any money,” said Imp. Glod slapped him on the back. “That doesn’t matter,” he said. “You’ve got friends! We’ll help you! Least we can do.”

“But we all spent everything we had on this meal. There’s no more money,” said Imp.

“That’s a negative way of looking at it,” said Glod. “Wellll, yes. We haven’t got any, see?” “I’ll sort out something,” said Glod. “I’m a dwarf. We know about money. Knowing about money is practically my middle name.”

“That a long middle name.”

   It was almost dark when they reached the shop, which was right opposite the high walls of Unseen University. It looked like the kind of musical instrument emporium which doubles as a pawnshop, since every musician has at some time in his life to hand over his instrument if he wants to eat and sleep indoors.

“You ever bought anything in here?” said Lias.

“No … not that I remember,” said Glod.

“It shut,” said Lias.

Glod hammered on the door. After a while it opened a crack, just enough to reveal a thin slice of face belonging to an old woman.

“We want to buy an instrument, ma’am,” said Imp.

One eye and a slice of mouth looked him up and down.

“You human?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“All right, then.”

The shop was lit by a couple of candles. The old woman retired to the safety of the counter, where she watched them very carefully for any signs of murdering her in her bed.

The trio moved carefully amongst the merchandise. It seemed that the shop had accumulated its stock from unclaimed pledges over the centuries. Musicians were often short of money; it was one definition of a musician. There were battle horns. There were lutes. There were drums.

“This is junk,” said Imp under his breath.

Glod blew the dust off a crumhorn and put it to his lips, achieving a sound like the ghost of a refried bean.

“I reckon there’s a dead mouse in here,” he said, peering into the depths.

“It was all right before you blew it,” snapped the old woman.

There was an avalanche of cymbals from the other end of the shop.

“Sorry,” Lias called out.

Glod opened the lid of an instrument that was entirely unfamiliar to Imp. It revealed a row of keys; Glod ran his stumpy fingers over them, producing a sequence of sad, tinny notes.

“What is it?” whispered Imp.

“A virginal,” said the dwarf.

“Any good to us?”

“Shouldn’t think so.”

Imp straightened up. He felt that he was being watched. The old lady was watching, but there was something else …

“It’s no use. There’s nothing here,” he said loudly.

“Hey, what was that?” said Glod.

“I said there’s—”

“I heard something.”

“What?”

“There it is again.”

There was a series of crashes and thumps behind them as Lias liberated a double bass from a drift of old music stands and tried to blow down the sharp bit.

“There was a funny sound when you spoke,” said Glod. “Say something.”

Imp hesitated as people do when, after having used a language all their lives, they’ve been told to ‘say something.’

“Imp?” he said.

WHUM-Whum-whum.

“It came from—”

WHAA-Whaa-whaa.

Glod lifted aside a pile of ancient sheet music. There was a musical graveyard behind it, including a skinless drum, a set of Lancre bagpipes without the pipes, and a single maraca, possibly for use by a Zen flamenco dancer.

And something else.

The dwarf pulled it out. It looked, vaguely, like a guitar carved out of a piece of ancient wood by a blunt stone chisel. Although dwarfs did not, as a rule, play stringed instruments, Glod knew a guitar when he saw one. They were supposed to be shaped like a woman, but this was only the case if you thought a woman had no legs, a long neck, and too many ears.

“Imp?” he said.

“Yes?”

Whauauaum. The sound had a saw-edged, urgent fringe to it.

There were twelve strings, but the body of the instrument was solid wood, not at all hollow—it was more or less just a shape to hold the strings.

“It resonated to your voice,” said Glod.

“How can—?”

Whaum-wha.

Glod clamped his hand over the strings and beckoned the other two closer.

“We’re right by the University here,” he whispered. “Magic leaks out. It’s a well-known fact. Or maybe some wizard pawned it. Don’t look a gift rat in the mouth. Can you play a guitar?”

Imp went pale.

“You mean like … follk music?”

He took the instrument. Folk music was not approved of in Llamedos, and the singing of it was rigorously discouraged; it was felt that anyone espying a fair young maiden one morning in May was entitled to take whatever steps he considered appropriate without someone writing it down. Guitars were frowned upon as being, well… too easy.

Imp struck a chord. It created a sound quite unlike anything he’d heard before—there were resonances and odd echoes that seemed to run and hide among the instrumental debris and pick up additional harmonics and then bounce back again. It made his spine itch. But you couldn’t be even the worst musician in the world without some kind of instrument…

“Right,” said Glod. He turned to the old woman.

“You don’t call this a music instrument, do you?” he demanded. “Look at it, half of it’s not even there.”

“Glod, I don’t think—” Imp began. Under his hand the strings trembled.

The old woman looked at the thing.

“Ten dollars,” she said.

“Ten dollars? Ten dollars?” said Glod. “It’s not worth two dollars!”

“That’s right,” said the old woman. She brightened up a bit in a nasty way, as if looking forward to a battle in which no expense would be spared.

“And it’s ancient,” said Glod.

“Antique.”

“Would you listen to that tone? It’s ruined.”“Mellow. You don’t get craftsmanship like that these days.”

“Only because we’ve learned from experience!”

Imp looked at the thing again. The strings resonated by themselves. They had a blue tint to them and a slightly fuzzy look, as though they never quite stopped vibrating.

He lifted it close to his mouth and whispered, “Imp.” The strings hummed.

Now he noticed the chalk mark. It was almost faded. And all it was, was a mark. Just a stroke of the chalk…

Glod was in full flow. Dwarfs were said to be keenest of financial negotiators, second only in acumen and effrontery to little old ladies. Imp tried to pay attention to what was going on.

“Right, then,” Glod was saying. “It’s a deal, yes?”

“A deal,” said the little old lady. “And don’t go spitting on your hand before we shake, that sort of thing’s unhygienic.”

Glod turned to Imp. “I think I handled that pretty well,” he said.

“Good. Listen, this is a very—”

“Got twelve dollars?”

“What?”

“Something of a bargain, I think.”

There was a thump behind them. Lias appeared, rolling a very large drum and carrying a couple of cymbals under his arm.

“I said I’d got no money!” hissed Imp.

“Yes, but … well, everyone says they’ve got no money. That’s sense. You don’t want to go around saying you’ve got money. You mean you’ve really got no money?”

“No!”

“Not even twelve dollars?”

“No!”

Lias dumped the drum, the cymbals, and a pile of sheet music on the counter.

“How much for everything?” he said.

“Fifteen dollars,” said the old woman.

Lias sighed and straightened up. There was a distant look in his eyes for a moment, and then he hit himself on the jaw. He fumbled around inside his mouth for a moment and then produced—

Imp stared.

“Here, let me have a look,” said Glod. He snatched the thing from Lias’s unprotesting fingers and examined it carefully. “Hey! Fifty carats at least!”

“I’m not taking that,” said the old woman. “It’s been in a troll’s mouth!”

“You eat eggs, don’t you?” said Glod. “Anyway, everyone knows troll’s teeth are pure diamond.”

The old woman took the tooth and examined it by candlelight.

“If I took it along to one of those jewelers in Nonesuch Street, they’d tell me it’s worth two hundred dollars,” said Glod.

“Well, I’m telling you it’s worth fifteen right here,” said the old lady. The diamond magically disappeared somewhere about her person. She gave them a bright, fresh smile.

“Why couldn’t we just take it off her?” said Glod, when they were outside.

“Because she’s a poor defenseless old woman,” said Imp.

“Exactly! My point exactly!”

Glod looked up at Lias.

“You got a whole mouthful of them things?”

“Yup.”

“Only I owe my landlord two month’s re—”

“Don’t even fink about it,” said the troll levelly.

Behind them, the door slammed shut.

“Look, cheer up,” said Glod. “Tomorrow I’ll find us a gig. Don’t worry. I know everyone in this city. Three of us … that’s a band.”

“We haven’t even practiced together properly,” said Imp.

“We’ll practice as we go along,” said Glod. “Welcome to the world of professional musicianship.”

   Susan did not know much about history. It always seemed a particularly dull subject. The same stupid things were done over and over again by tedious people. What was the point? One king was pretty much like another.

The class was learning about some revolt in which some peasants had wanted to stop being peasants and, since the nobles had won, had stopped being peasants really quickly. Had they bothered to learn to read and acquire some history books they’d have learned about the uncertain merits of things like scythes and pitchforks when used in a battle against crossbows and broadswords.

She listened halfheartedly for a while, until boredom set in, and then took out a book and let herself fade from the notice of the world.

SQUEAK?

Susan glanced sideways.

There was a tiny figure on the floor by her desk. It looked very much like a rat skeleton in a black robe, holding a very small scythe.

Susan looked back at her book. Such things did not exist. She was quite certain about that.

SQUEAK!

Susan looked down again. The apparition was still there. There had been cheese on toast for supper the previous night. In books, at least, you were supposed to expect things after a late-night meal like that.

“You don’t exist,” she said. “You’re just a piece of cheese.”

SQUEAK?

When the creature was sure it had got her full attention, it pulled out a tiny hourglass on a silver chain and pointed at it urgently.

Against all rational considerations, Susan reached down and opened her hand. The thing climbed onto it—its feet felt like pins—and looked at her expectantly.

Susan lifted it up to eye level. All right, perhaps it was a figment of her imagination. She ought to take it seriously.

“You’re not going to say something like ‘oh, my paws and whiskers,’ are you?” she said quietly. “If you do, I shall go and drop you in the privy.”

The rat shook its skull.

“And you’re real?”

SQUEAK. SQUEAKSQUEAKSQEAK—

“Look, I don’t understand,” said Susan patiently. “I don’t speak rodent. We only do Klatchian in Modem Languages and I only know how to say ‘my aunt’s camel has fallen in the mirage.’ And if you are imaginary, you might try to be a bit more … lovable.”

A skeleton, even a small one, is not a naturally lovable object, even if it has got an open countenance and a grin. But the feeling … no, she realized … the memory was creeping over her from somewhere that this one was not only real but on her side. It was an unfamilar concept. Her side had normally consisted of her.

The late rat regarded Susan for a moment and then, in one movement, gripped the tiny scythe between its teeth and sprang off Susan’s hand, landed on the classroom floor, and scuttled away between the desks.

“It’s not even as if you’ve got paws and whiskers,” said Susan. “Not proper ones, anyway.”

The skeletal rat stepped through the wall.

Susan turned back to her book and ferociously read Noxeuse’s Divisibility Paradox, which demonstrated the impossibility of falling off a log.

   They practiced that very night, in Glod’s obsessively neat lodgings. These were behind a tannery in Phedre Road, and probably safe from the wandering ears of the Musicians’ Guild. They were also freshly painted and well scrubbed. The tiny room sparkled. You never got cockroaches or rats or any kind of vermin in a dwarf home. At least not while the owner could still hold a frying pan.

Glod and Imp sat and watched Lias the troll hit his rocks.

“What d’you fink?” he said, when he’d finished.

“Is that all you do?” said Imp, after a while.

“Dey’re rocks,” said the troll, patiently. “Dat’s all you can do. Bop, bop, bop.”

“Hmm. Can I have a go?” said Glod.

He sat behind the array of stones and looked at them for a while. Then he rearranged a few of them, took a couple of hammers out of his toolbox, and tapped a stone experimentally.

“Now let’s see …” he said.

Bam-bam-bam-BAM.

Beside Imp, the guitar strings hummed.

“Without A Shirt,” said Glod.

“What?” said Imp.

“It’s just a bit of musical nonsense,” said Glod. “Like ‘Shave and a haircut, two pence’?”

“Sorry?”

Bam-bam-a-bambam, bamBAM.

“Shave and haircut good value for two pence,” said Lias.

Imp looked hard at the stones. Percussion wasn’tapproved of in Llamedos either. The bards said that anyone could hit a rock or a hollow log with a stick. That wasn’t music. Besides, it was … and here they’d drop their voices … too animal.

The guitar hummed. It seemed to pick up sounds.

Imp suddenly had a nagging feeling that there was a lot you could do with percussion.

“Can I try?” he said.

He picked up the hammers. There was the faintest of tones from the guitar.

Forty-five seconds later, he put down the hammers. The echoes died away.

“Why did you hit me on the helmet at the end there?” said Glod, carefully.

“Sorry,” said Imp. “I think I got carried away. I thought you were a cymbal.”

“It was very… unusual,” said the troll.

“The music’s … in the stones,” said Imp. “You just have to llet it out. There’s music in everything, if you know how to find it.”

“Can I try dat riff?” said Lias. He took the hammers and shuffled around behind the stones again.

A-bam-bop-a-re-bop-a-bim-bam-boom.

“What did you do to them?” he said. “They sound … wild.”

“Sounded good to me,” said Glod. “Sounded a whole lot better.”

Imp slept that night wedged between Glod’s very small bed and the bulk of Lias. After a while, he snored.

Beside him, the strings hummed gently in harmony. Lulled by their almost imperceptible sound, he’d completely forgotten about the harp.


Susan awoke. Something was tugging at her ear. She opened her eyes.



SQUEAK?

“Oh, nooo—”

She sat up in bed. The rest of the girls were asleep. The window was open, because the school encouraged fresh air. It was available in large amounts for free.

The skeletal rat leapt onto the window ledge and then, when it had made sure she was watching, jumped into the night.

As Susan saw it, the world offered two choices. She could go back to bed, or she could follow the rat.

Which would be a stupid thing to do. Soppy people in books did that sort of thing. They ended up in some idiot world with goblins and talking animals. And they were such sad, wet girls. They always let things happen to them, without making any effort. They just went around saying things like “My goodness me,” when it was obvious that any sensible human being could soon get the place properly organized.

Actually, when you thought of it like that, it was tempting … The world held too much fluffy thinking. She always told herself that it was the job of people like Susan, if there were any more like her, to sort it out.

She pulled on her dressing gown and climbed over the sill, holding on until the last moment and dropping into a flower bed.

The rat was a tiny shape scurrying across the moonlit lawn. She followed it around to the stables, where it vanished somewhere in the shadows.

As she stood feeling slightly chilly and more than slightly an idiot, it returned, dragging an object rather bigger than itself. The thing looked like a bundle of old rags.

The skeletal rat walked around the side of it and gave the ragged bundle a good hard kick.

“All right, all right’.”

The bundle opened one eye, which swiveled around wildly until it focused on Susan.

“I warn you,” said the bundle, “I don’t do the N word.”

“I’m sorry?” said Susan.

The bundle rolled over, staggered-upright, and extended two scruffy wings. The rat stopped kicking it.

“‘M a raven, aren’t I?” it said. “One of the few birds who speak. The first thing people say is, oh, you’re a raven, go on, say the N word … if I had a penny for every time that’s happened, I’d—”

SQUEAK.

“All right, all right.” The raven ruffled its feathers. “This thing here is the Death of Rats. Note the scythe and cowl, yes? Death of Rats. Very big in the rat world.”

The Death of Rats bowed.

“Tends to spend a lot of time under barns and anywhere people have put down a plate of bran laced with strychnine,” said the raven. “Very conscientious.”

SQUEAK.

“All right. What does it—he want with me?” said Susan. “I’m not a rat.”

“Very perspicacious of you,” said the raven. “Look, I didn’t ask to do this, you know. I was asleep on my skull, next minute he had a grip on my leg. Being a raven, as I said, I’m naturally an occult bird—”

“Sorry,” said Susan. “I know this is all one of those dreams, so I want to make, sure I understand it. You said … you were asleep on your skull?”

“Oh, not my personal skull,” said the raven. “It’s someone else’s.”

“Whose?”

The raven’s eyes spun wildly. It never managed to have both eyes pointing in the same direction. Susan had to resist trying to move around to bring herself into range.

“How do I know? They don’t come with a label on them,” it said. “It’s just a skull. Look … I work for this wizard, right? Down in the town. I sit on this skull all day and go ‘caw’ at people—”

“Why?”

“Because a raven sitting on a skull and going ‘caw’ is as much part of your actual wizarding modus operandi as the big dribbling candles and the old stuffed alligator hanging from the ceiling. Don’t you know anything? I should have thought anyone knows that who knows anything about anything. Why, a proper wizard might as well not even have bubbling green stuff in bottles as be without his raven sitting on a skull and going ‘caw’—”

SQUEAK!

“Look, you have to lead up to things with humans,” said the raven wearily. One eye focused on Susan again. “He’s not one for subtleties, him. Rats don’t argue questions of a philosophical nature when they’re dead. Anyway, I’m the only person round here he knows who can talk—”

“Humans can talk,” said Susan.

“Oh, indeed,” said the raven, “but the key point about humans, a crucial distinction you might say, is that they’re not prone to being woken up in the middle of the night by a skeletal rat who needs an interpreter in a hurry. Anyway, humans can’t see him.”

“I can see him.”

“Ah. I think you’ve put your digit on the nub, crux, and gist of it all,” said the raven. “The marrow, as you might say.”

“Look,” said Susan, “I’d just like you to know that I don’t believe any of this. I don’t believe there’s a Death of Rats in a cowl carrying a scythe.”

“He’s standing in front of you.”

“That’s no reason to believe it.”

“I can see you’ve certainly had a proper education,” said the raven sourly.

Susan stared down at the Death of Rats. There was a blue glow deep in its eye sockets.

SQUEAK.

“The thing is,” said the raven, “that he’s gone again.”

“Who?”

“Your… grandfather.”

“Granddad Lezek? How can he be gone again? He’s dead!”

“Your… er… other grandfather …?” said the raven.

“I haven’t got—”

Images rose from the mud at the bottom of her mind. Something about a horse … and there was a room full of whispers. And a bathtub that seemed to fit in somewhere. And fields of wheat came into it, too.

“This is what happens when people try to educate their children,” said the raven, “instead of telling them things.”

“I thought my other granddad was also … dead?” said Susan.

SQUEAK!

“The rat says, you’ve got to come with him. It’s very important.

The image of Miss Butts rose like a Valkyrie in Susan’s mind. This was silliness.

“Oh, no,” said Susan. “It must be midnight already. And we’ve got a geography exam tomorrow.”

The raven opened its beak in astonishment.

“You can’t be saying that,” it said.

“You really expect me to take instructions from a… a bony rat and a talking raven? I’m going back!”

“No, you’re not,” said the raven. “No one with any blood in them’d go back now. You’d never find things out if you went back now. You’d just get educated.”“But I haven’t got time,” Susan wailed.

“Oh, time,” said the raven. “Time’s mainly habit. Time is not a particular feature of things for you.”

“How—”

“You’ll have to find out, won’t you?”

SQUEAK.

The raven jumped up and down excitedly.

“Can I tell her? Can I tell her?” it squawked. It swiveled its eyes to Susan.

“Your grandfather,” it said, “is … (dah dah dah DAH)… Dea—”

SQUEAK!

“She’s got to know sometime,” said the raven.

“Deaf? My grandfather is deaf?” said Susan. “You’ve got me out here in the middle of the night to talk about hearing difficulties?”

“I didn’t say deaf, I said your grandfather is … (dah dah dah DAH)… D—”

SQUEAK!

“All right! Have it your way!”

Susan backed away while the two of them argued.

Then she grasped the skirts of her nightdress and ran, out of the yard and across the damp lawns. The window was still open. She managed, by standing on the sill of the one below, to grab the ledge and heave herself up and into the dormitory. She got into bed and pulled the blankets over her head …

After a while she realized that this was an unintelligent reaction. But she left them where they were, anyway.

She dreamed of horses and coaches and a clock without hands.

   “D’you think we could have handled that better?” SQUEAK? ‘Dah dah dah DAH‘ SQUEAK?

“How did you expect me to put it? ‘Your grandfather is Death?’ Just like that? Where’s the sense of occasion? Humans like drama.”

SQUEAK, the Death of Rats pointed out.

“Rats is different.”

SQUEAK.

“I reckon I ought to call it a night,” said the raven. “Ravens are not generally nocturnal, you know.” It scratched at its bill with a foot. “Do you just do rats, or mice and hamsters and weasels and stuff like that as well?”

SQUEAK.

“Gerbils? How about gerbils?”

SQUEAK.

“Fancy that. I never knew that. Death of Gerbils too? Amazing how you can catch up with them on those treadmills—”

SQUEAK.

“Please yourself.”

   There are the people of the day, and the creatures of the night.

And it’s important to remember that the creatures of the night aren’t simply the people of the day staying up late because they think that makes them cool and interesting. It takes a lot more than heavy mascara and a pale complexion to cross the divide.

Heredity can help, of course.

The raven had grown up in the forever-crumbling, ivy-clad Tower of Art, overlooking Unseen University in far Ankh-Morpork. Ravens are naturally intelligent birds and magical leakage, which has a tendency to exaggerate things, had done the rest.

It didn’t have a name. Animals don’t normally bother with them. The wizard who thought he ownedhim called him Quoth, but that was only because he didn’t have a sense of humor and, like most people without a sense of humor, prided himself on the sense of humor he hadn’t, in fact, got.

The raven flew back to the wizard’s house, skimmed in through the open window, and took up his roost on the skull.

“Poor kid,” he said.

“That’s destiny for you,” said the skull.

“I don’t blame her for trying to be normal. Considering.”

“Yes,” said the skull. “Quit while you’re a head, that’s what I say.”

   The owner of a grain silo in Ankh-Morpork was having a bit of a crackdown. The Death of Rats could hear the distant yapping of the terriers. It was going to be a busy night.

It would be too hard to describe the Death of Rats’s thought processes, or even be certain that he had any. He had a feeling that he shouldn’t have involved the raven, but humans set a great store by words.

Rats don’t think very far ahead, except in general terms. In general terms, he was very, very worried. He hadn’t expected education.

   Susan got through the next morning without having to go nonexistent. Geography consisted of the flora of the Sto Plains*, chief exports of the Sto Plains**, and the fauna of the Sto Plains***. Once you mastered the common denominator, it was straightforward. The gels had to color in a map. This involved a lot of green. Lunch was Dead Man’s Fingers and Eyeball Pudding, a healthy ballast for the afternoon’s occupation, which was Sport.

This was the province of Iron Lily, who was rumored to shave and lift weights with her teeth, and whose shouts of encouragement as she thundered up and down the touchline tended toward the nature of “Get some ball, you bunch of soft nellies!”

Miss Butts and Miss Delcross kept their windows closed on games afternoon. Miss Butts ferociously read logic and Miss Delcross, in her idea of a toga, practiced eurythmics in the gym.

Susan surprised people by being good at Sport. Some sport, anyway. Hockey, lacrosse, and rounders, certainly. Any game that involved putting a stick of some sort in her hands and asking her to swing it, definitely. The sight of Susan advancing toward goal with a calculating look made any goalie lose all faith in her protective padding and throw herself flat as the ball flashed past at waist height, making a humming noise.

It was only evidence of the general stupidity of the rest of humanity, Susan considered, that although she was manifestly one of the best players in the school, she never got picked for teams. Even fat girls with spots got picked before her. It was so infuriatingly unreasonable, and she could never understand why.

She’d explained to other girls how good she was, and demonstrated her skill, and pointed out just how stupid they were in not picking her. For some exasperating reason it didn’t seem to have any effect.

This afternoon she went for an official walk instead. This was an acceptable alternative, provided girls went in company. Usually they went into town and bought stale fish and chips from an unfragrant shop in Three Roses Alley; fried food was consideredunhealthy by Miss Butts, and, therefore, bought out of school at every opportunity.

Girls had to walk in groups of three or more. Peril, in Miss Butts’s conjectural experience, couldn’t happen to units of more than one.

It was certainly unlikely in any case to happen to any group that contained Princess)ade and Gloria Thogsdaughter.

The school’s owners had been a bit bothered about taking a troll, but fade’s father was king of an entire mountain and it always looked good to have royalty on the roll. And besides, Miss Butts had remarked to Miss Delcross, it’s our duty to encourage them if they show any inclination to become real people and the king is actually quite charming and assures me he can’t even remember when he last ate anyone. Jade had bad eyesight, a note excusing her from unnecessary sunshine, and knitted chain mail in handicraft class.

Whereas Gloria was banned from Sport because of her tendency to use her ax in a threatening manner. Miss Butts had suggested that an ax wasn’t a ladylike weapon, even for a dwarf, but Gloria had pointed out that, on the contrary, it had been left to her by her grandmother, who had owned it all her life and polished it every Saturday, even if she hadn’t used it at all that week. There was something about the way she gripped it that made even Miss Butts give in. To show willing, Gloria left off her iron helmet and, while not shaving off her beard—there was no actual rule about girls not having beards a foot long—at least plaited it. And tied in it ribbons in the school colors.

Susan felt strangely at home in their company, and this had earned guarded praise from Miss Butts. It was nice of her to be such chums, she said. Susan had been surprised. It had never occurred to her that anyone actually said a word like chums.

The three of them trailed back along the beech drive by the playing field.

“I’ve don’t understand Sport,” said Gloria, watching the gaggle of panting young women stampeding across the pitch.

“There’s a troll game,” said Jade. “It’s called aargrooha.”

“How’s it played?” said Susan.

“Er … you rip off a human’s head and kick it around with special boots made of obsidian until you score a goal or it bursts. But it’s not played anymore, of course,” she added quickly.

“I should think not,” said Susan.

“No one knows how to make the boots, I expect,” said Gloria.

“I expect if it was played now, someone like Iron Lily would go running up and down the touchline shouting ‘Get some head, you soft nellies,’” said Jade.

They walked in silence for a while.

“I think,” said Gloria, cautiously, “that she probably wouldn’t, actually.”

“I say, you two haven’t noticed anything … odd lately, have you?” said Susan.

“Odd like what?” said Gloria.

“Well, like … rats …” said Susan.

“Haven’t seen any rats in the school,” said Gloria. “And I’ve had a good look.”

“I mean … strange rats,” said Susan.

They were even with the stables. These were normally the home of the two horses that pulled the school coach, and the term time residence of a few horses belonging to gels who couldn’t be parted from them.

There is a type of girl who, while incapable of cleaning her bedroom even at knife point, will fight for the privilege of being allowed to spend the day shovelingmanure in a stable. It was a magic that hadn’t rubbed off on Susan. She had nothing against horses, but couldn’t understand all the snaffles, bridles, and fetlocks business. And she couldn’t see why they had to be measured in “hands” when there were perfectly sensible inches around to do the job. Having watched the jodhpured girls who bustled around the stables, she decided it was because they couldn’t understand complicated machines like rulers. She’d said so, too.

“All right,” said Susan, “how about ravens?”

Something blew in her ear.

She spun around.

The white horse stood in the middle of the yard like a bad special effect. He was too bright. He glowed. He seemed like the only real thing in a world of pale shapes. Compared to the bulbous ponies that normally occupied the loose boxes, he was a giant.

A couple of the jodhpured girls were fussing around him. Susan recognized Cassandra Fox and Lady Sara Grateful, almost identical in their love of anything on four legs that went “neigh” and their disdain for anything else, their ability to apparently look at the world with their teeth, and their expertise in putting at least four vowels in the word oh.

The white horse neighed gently at Susan, and began to nuzzle her hand.

You’re Binky, she thought. I know you. I’ve ridden on you. You’re… mine. I think.

“I say,” said Lady Sara, “who does he belong to?”

Susan looked around.

“What? Me?” she said. “Yes. Me … I suppose.”

“Oeuwa? He was in the loose box next to Browny. I didn’t knoeuwa you had a horse here. You have to get permission from Miss Butts, you knoeuwa.”

“He’s a present,” said Susan. “From… someone…?”

The hippo of recollection stirred in the muddywaters of the mind. She wondered why she’d said that. She hadn’t thought of her grandfather for years. Until last night.

I remember the stable, she thought. So big you couldn’t see the walls. And I was given a ride on you once. Someone held me so I wouldn’t fall off. But you couldn’t fall off this horse. Not if he didn’t want you to.

“Oeuwa. I didn’t know you rode.”

“I… used to.”

“There’s extra fees, you knoewa. For keeping a horse,” said Lady Sara.

Susan said nothing. She strongly suspected they’d be paid.

“And you’ve got noeuwa tack,” said Lady Sara.

And Susan rose to it.

“I don’t need any,” she said.

“Oeuwa, bareback riding,” said Lady Sarah. “And you steer by the ears, ya?”

Cassandra Fox said: “Probably can’t afford them, out in the sticks. And stop that dwarf looking at my pony. She’s looking at my pony!”

“I’m only looking,” said Gloria.

“You were … salivating,” said Cassandra.

There was a pattering across the cobbles and Susan swung herself up and onto the horse’s back.

She looked down at the astonished girls, and then at the paddock beyond the stables. There were a few jumps there, just poles balanced on barrels.

Without her moving a muscle, the horse turned and trotted into the paddock and turned toward the highest jump. There was a sensation of bunched energy, a moment of acceleration, and the jump passed underneath…

Binky turned and halted, prancing from one hoof to the other.

The girls were watching. The two humans had an expression of total amazement.

“Should it do that?” said Jade.

“What’s the matter?” said Susan. “Have none of you seen a horse jump before?”

“Yes. The interesting point is …” Gloria began, in that slow, deliberate tone of voice people use when they don’t want the universe to shatter, “is that, usually, they come down again.”

Susan looked.

The horse was standing on the air.

What sort of command was necessary to make a horse resume contact with the ground? It was an instruction that the equestrian sorority had not hitherto required.

As if understanding her thoughts, the horse trotted forward and down. For a moment the hooves dipped below the field, as if the surface were no more substantial than mist. Then Binky appeared to determine where the ground level should be, and decided to stand on it.

Lady Sarah was the first one to find her voice.

“We’ll tell Miss Butts on youewa,” she managed.

Susan was almost bewildered with unfamiliar fright, but the petty-mindedness in the tones slapped her back to something approaching sanity.

“Oh yes?” she said. “And what will you tell her?”

“You made the horse jump up and …” The girl stopped, aware of what she was about to say.

“Quite so,” said Susan. “I expect that seeing horses float in the air is silly, don’t you?”

She slipped off the horse’s back, and gave the watchers a bright smile.

“It’s against school rules, anyway,” muttered Lady Sarah.

Susan led the white horse back into the stables, rubbed him down, and put him in a spare loose box.

There was a rustling in the hayrack for a moment.

Susan thought she caught a glimpse of ivory white bone.

“Those wretched rats,” said Cassandra, struggling back to reality. “I heard Miss Butts tell the gardener to put poison down.”

“Shame,” said Gloria.

Lady Sarah seemed to have something boiling in her mind.

“Look, that horse didn’t really stand in midair, did it?” she demanded. “Horses can’t do that!”

“Then it couldn’t have done it,” said Susan.

“Hang time,” said Gloria. “That’s all it was. Hang time. Like in basketball.* Bound to be something like that.”

“Yes.”

“That’s all it was.”

“Yes.”

The human mind has a remarkable ability to heal. So have the trollish and dwarfish minds. Susan looked at them in frank amazement. They’d all seen a horse stand on the air. And now they had carefully pushed it somewhere in their memories and broken off the key in the lock.

“Just out of interest,” she said, still eyeing the hayrack, “I don’t suppose any of you know where there’s a wizard in this town, do you?”

   “I’ve found us somewhere to play!” said Glod.

“Where?” said Lias.

Glod told them.

“The Mended Drum?” said Lias. “Dey throw axes’.”

“We’d be safe there. The Guild won’t play in there,” said Glod.

“Well, yah, Dey lose members in dere. Dere members lose members,” said Lias.

“We’ll get five dollars,” said Glod. The troll hesitated. “L could use five dollars,” he conceded. “One-third of five dollars,” said Glod. Lias’s brow creased.

“Is that more or less than five dollars?” he said. “Look, it’ll get us exposure,” said Glod. “I don’t want exposure in der Drum,” said Lias. “Exposure’s the last thing I want in der Drum. In der Drum, I want something to hide behind.”

“All we have to do is play something,” said Glod. “Anything. The new landlord is dead keen on pub entertainment.”

“I thought they had a one-arm bandit.” “Yes, but he got arrested.”

   There’s a floral clock in Quirm. It’s quite a tourist attraction.

It turns out to be not what they expect.

Unimaginative municipal authorities throughout the multiverse had made floral clocks, which turn out to be a large clock mechanism buried in a civic flower bed with the face and numbers picked out in bedding plants.*

But the Quirm clock is simply a round flower bed, filled with twenty-four different types of flower, carefully chosen for the regularity of the opening and closing of their petals …

As Susan ran past, the Purple Bindweed was opening and Love-in-a-Spin was closing. This meant that it was about half past ten.

The streets were deserted. Quirm wasn’t a night town. People who came to Quirm looking for a good time went somewhere else. Quirm was so respectable that even dogs asked permission before going to the lavatory.

At least, the streets were almost deserted. Susan fancied she could hear something following her, fast and pattering, moving and dodging across the cobbles so quickly that it was never more than a suspicion of a shape.

Susan slowed down as she reached Three Roses Alley.

Somewhere in Three Roses near the fish shop, Gloria had said. The gels were not encouraged to know about wizards. They did not figure in Miss Butts’s universe.

The alley looked alien in the darkness. A torch burned in a bracket at one end. It merely made the shadows darker.

And, halfway along in the gloom, there was a ladder leaning against the wall and a young woman just preparing to climb it. There was something familiar about her.

She looked around as Susan approached, and seemed quite pleased to see her.

“Hi,” she said. “Got change of a dollar, miss?”

“Pardon?”

“Couple of half-dollars’d do. Half a dollar is the rate. Or I’ll take copper. Anything, really.”

“Um. Sorry. No. I only get fifty pence a week allowance anyway.”

“Blast. Oh, well, nothing for it.”

Insofar as Susan could see, the girl did not appear to be the usual sort of young woman who made her living in alleys. She had a kind of well-scrubbed beefiness about her; she looked like a nurse of the sort whoassist doctors whose patients occasionally get a bit confused and declare they’re a bedspread.

She looked familiar, though.

The girl took a pair of pliers from a pocket in her dress, shinned up the ladder, and climbed in through an upper window.

Susan hesitated. The girl had seemed quite businesslike about it all, but in her limited experience people who climbed ladders to get into houses at night were Miscreants whom Plucky Gels should Apprehend. And she might at least have gone to look for a watchman, had it not been for the opening of a door farther up the alley.

Two men staggered out, arm in arm, and zigzagged happily toward the main street. Susan stepped back. No one bothered her when she didn’t want to be noticed.

The men walked through the ladder.

Either the men weren’t exactly solid, and they certainly sounded solid enough, or there was something wrong with the ladder. But the girl had climbed it…

… and was now climbing down again, slipping something into her pocket.

“Never even woke up, the little cherub,” she said.

“Sorry?” said Susan.

“Didn’t have 50p on me,” said the girl. She swung the ladder easily up onto her shoulder. “Rules are rules. I had to take another tooth.”

“Pardon?”

“It’s all audited, you see. I’d be in real trouble if the dollars and teeth didn’t add up. You know how it is.”

“I do?”

“Still, can’t stay here talking all night. Got sixty more to do.”

“Why should I know? Do what? Whom to?” said Susan.

“Children, of course. Can’t disappoint them, can I? Imagine their little faces when they lift up their little pillows, bless them.”

Ladder. Pliers. Teeth. Money. Pillows …

“You don’t expect me to believe you’re the Tooth Fairy?” said Susan suspiciously.

She touched the ladder. It felt solid enough.

“Not the,” said the girl. “A. I’m surprised you don’t know that.”

She’d sauntered around the corner before Susan asked, “Why me?”

“‘Cos she can tell,” said a voice behind her. “Takes one to know one.”

She turned. The raven was sitting in a small open window.

“You’d better come in,” it said. “You can meet all sorts, out in that alley.”

“I already have.”

There was a brass plate screwed on the wall beside the door. It said: “C V Cheesewaller, DM (Unseen), B. Thau, B.F.”

It was the first time Susan had ever heard metal speak.

“Simple trick,” said the raven, dismissively. “It senses you looking at it. Just give—”

“C V Cheesewaller, DM (Unseen), B. Thau, B.F.”

“… shut up … just give the door a push.”

“It’s locked.”

The raven gave her a beady-eyed look with its head on one side. Then it said: “That stops you? Oh, well. I’ll fetch the key.”

It appeared a moment later and dropped a large metal key onto the cobbles.

“Isn’t the wizard in?”

“In, yes. In bed. Snoring his head off.”

“I thought they stayed up all night!”“Not this one. Cup of cocoa around nine, dead to the world at five past.”

“I can’t just let myself into his house!”

“Why not? You’ve come to see me. Anyway, I’m the brains of the outfit. He just wears the funny hat and does the hand waving.”

Susan turned the key.

It was warm inside. There was the usual wizardly paraphernalia—a forge, a bench with bottles and bundles strewn over it, a bookcase with books rammed in anyhow, a stuffed alligator hanging from the ceiling, some very big candles that were just lava streams of wax, and a raven on a skull.

“They get it all out of a catalog,” said the raven. “Believe me. It all comes in a big box. You think candles get dribbly like that by themselves? That’s three days’ work for a skilled candle dribbler.”

“You’re just making that up,” said Susan. “Anyway, you can’t just buy a skull.”

“You know best I’m sure, being educated,” said the raven.

“What were you trying to tell me last night?”

“Tell you?” said the raven, with a guilty look on its beak.

“All that dah-dah-dah-DAH stuff.”

The raven scratched its head.

“He said I wasn’t to tell you. I was just supposed to warn you about the horse. I got carried away. Turned up, has it?”

“Yes!”

“Ride it.”

“I did. It can’t be real! Real horses know where the ground is.”

“Miss, there’s no horse realer than that one.”

“I know his name! I’ve ridden him before!”

The raven sighed, or at least made a sort ofwhistling noise, which is as close to a sigh as a beak can get.

“Ride the horse. He’s decided you’re the one.”

“Where to?”

“That’s for me not to know and you to find out.”

“Just supposing I was stupid enough to do it… can you kind of hint about what will happen?”

“Well … you’ve read books, I can see. Have you ever read any about children who go to magical faraway kingdoms and have adventures with goblins and so on?”

“Yes, of course,” said Susan, grimly.

“It’d probably be best if you thought along those lines,” said the raven.

Susan picked up a bundle of herbs and played with them.

“I saw someone outside who said she was the Tooth Fairy,” she said.

“Nah, couldn’t’ve been the Tooth Fairy,” said the raven. “There’s at least three of them.”

“There’s no such person. I mean … I didn’t know, I thought that’s just a … a story. Like the Sandman or the Hogfather.”*

“Ah,” said the raven. “Changing our tone, yes? Not so much of the emphatic declarative, yes? A bit less of the ‘There’s no such thing’ and a bit more of the ‘I didn’t know,’ yes?”

“Everyone knows—I mean, it’s not logical that there’s an old man in a beard who gives everyone sausages and chitterlings on Hogswatchnight, is it?”

“I don’t know about logic. Never learned about logic,” said the raven. “Living on a skull ain’t exactly logical, but that’s what I do.”

“And there can’t be a Sandman who goes around throwing sand in children’s eyes,” said Susan, but in tones of uncertainty. “You’d … never get enough sand in one bag.”

“Could be. Could be.”

“I’d better be going,” said Susan. “Miss Butts always checks the dorms on the stroke of midnight.”

“How many dormitories are there?” said the raven.

“About thirty, I think.”

“You believe she checks them all at midnight and you don’t believe in the Hogfather?”

“I’d better be going anyway,” said Susan. “Um. Thank you.”

“Lock up behind you and chuck the key through the window,” said the raven.

The room was silent after she’d gone, except for the crackle as coals settled in the furnace.

Then the skull said: “Kids today, eh?”

“I blame education,” said the raven.

“A lot of knowledge is a dangerous thing,” said the skull. “A lot more dangerous than just a little. I always used to say that, when I was alive.”

“When was that, exactly?”

“Can’t remember. I think I was pretty knowledgeable. Probably a teacher or philosopher, something ofthat kidney. And now I’m on a bench with a bird crapping on my head.”

“Very allegorical,” said the raven.

   No one had taught Susan about the power of belief, or at least about the power of belief in a combination of high magical potential and low reality stability such as existed on the Discworld.

Belief makes a hollow place. Something has to roll in to fill it.

Which is not to say that belief denies logic. For example, it’s fairly obvious that the Sandman needs only a small sack.

On the Discworld, he doesn’t bother to take the sand out first.

   It was almost midnight.

Susan crept into the stables. She was one of those people who will not leave a loose thread unpulled or a mystery unsolved.

The ponies were silent in the presence of Binky. The horse glowed in the darkness.

Susan heaved a saddle down from the rack, and then thought better of it. If she was going to fall off, a saddle wouldn’t be any help. And reins would be about as much use as a rudder on a rock.

She opened the door to the loose box. Most horses won’t walk backward voluntarily, because what they can’t see doesn’t exist.

But Binky shuffled out by himself and walked over to the mounting block, where he turned and watched her expectantly.

Susan climbed onto his back. It was like sitting on a table.

“All right,” she whispered. “I don’t have to believe any of this, mind you.”

Binky lowered his head and whinnied. Then he trotted out into the yard and headed for the field. At the gate he broke into a canter, and turned toward the fence.

Susan shut her eyes.

She felt muscles bunch under the velvet skin and then the horse was rising, over the fence, over the field.

Behind it, in the turf, two fiery hoofprints burned for a second or two.

As she passed above the school she saw a light flicker in a window. Miss Butts was on her rounds.

There’s going to be trouble over this, Susan told herself.

And then she thought: I’m on the back of a horse a hundred feet up in the air, being taken somewhere mysterious that’s a bit like a magic land with goblins and talking animals. There’s only so much more trouble I could get into…

Besides, is riding a flying horse against school rules? I bet it’s not written down anywhere.

Quirm vanished behind her, and the world opened up in a pattern of darkness and moonlight silver. A checkerboard pattern of fields strobed by in the moonlight, with the occasional light of an isolated farm. Ragged clouds whipped past and away.

Away on her left the Ramtop Mountains were a cold white wall. On her right, the Rim Ocean carried a pathway to the moon. There was no wind, or even a great sensation of speed—just the land flashing by, and the long slow strides of Binky.

And then someone spilled gold on the night. Clouds parted in front of her and there, spread below, was Ankh-Morpork—a city containing more Peril than even Miss Butts could imagine.

Torchlight outlined a pattern of streets into which Quirm would have not only been lost, but mugged and pushed into the river as well.

Binky cantered easily over the rooftops. Susan could hear the sounds of the streets, even individual voices, but there was also the great roar of the city, like some kind of insect hive. Upper windows drifted by, each one a glow of candlelight.

The horse dropped through the smoky air and landed neatly and at the trot in an alley, which was otherwise empty except for a closed door and a sign with a torch over it.

Susan read:

CURRY GARDENS

Kitchren Entlance—Keep Out. Ris Means You.

Binky seemed to be waiting for something.

Susan had expected a more exotic destination.

She knew about curry. They had curry at school, under the name of Bogey and Rice. It was yellow. There were soggy raisins and peas in it.

Binky whinnied, and stamped a hoof.

A hatch in the door flew open. Susan got a brief impression of a face against the fiery atmosphere of the kitchen.

“Ooorrrh, nooorrrh! Binkorrrl”

The hatch slammed shut again.

Obviously something was meant to happen.

She stared at a menu nailed to the wall. It was misspelled, of course, because the menu of the folkier kind of restaurant always has to have misspellings in it, so that customers can be lured into a false sense of superiority. She couldn’t recognize the names of most of the dishes, which included:

Curry with Vegetable 8p
Curry with Sweat, and Sore Balls of Pig 10p
Curry with Sweer and Sour, Ball of Fish 10p
Curry with Meat 10p
Curry with Named Meat 15p
Extra Curry 5p
Porn cracker 4p

EAT IT HERE OR, TAKE IT AWAY

The hatch snapped open again and a large brown bag of allegedly but not really waterproof paper was dumped on the little ledge in front of it. Then the hatch slammed shut again.

Susan reached out carefully. The smell rising from the bag had a sort of thermic lance quality that warned against metal cutlery. But tea had been a long time ago.

She realized she didn’t have any money on her. On the other hand, no one had asked her for any. But the world would go to wrack and ruin if people didn’t recognize their responsibilities.

She leaned forward and knocked on the door

“Excuse me… don’t you want anything—?”

There was shouting and a crash from inside, as if half a dozen people were fighting to get under the same table.

“Oh. How nice. Thank you. Thank you very much,” said Susan, politely.

Binky walked away, slowly. This time there was no bunched leap of muscle power—he trotted into the air carefully, as if sometime in the past he’d been scolded for spilling something.

Susan tried the curry several hundred feet above the speeding landscape, and then threw it away as politely as possible.

“It was very … unusual,” she said. “And that’s it?

You carried me all the way up here for take-away food?”

The ground skimmed past faster, and it crept over her that the horse was going a lot faster now, a full gallop instead of the easy canter. A bunching of muscle …

… and then the sky ahead of her erupted blue for a moment.

Behind her, unseen because light was standing around red with embarrassment, asking itself what had happened, a pair of hoofprints burned in the air for a moment and then faded.

   It was a landscape, hanging in space.

There was a squat little house, with a garden around it. There were fields, and distant mountains. Susan stared at it as Binky slowed.

There was no depth. As the horse swung around for a landing, the landscape was revealed as a mere surface, a thin shaped film of… existence … imposed on nothingness.

She expected it to tear when the horse landed, but there was only a faint crunch and a scatter of gravel.

Binky trotted around the house and into the stable yard, where he stood and waited.

Susan got off, gingerly. The ground felt solid enough under her feet. She reached down and scratched at the gravel; there was more gravel underneath.

She’d heard that the Tooth Fairy collected teeth. Think about it logically … the only other people who collected any bits of bodies did so for very suspicious purposes, and usually to harm or control other people. The Tooth Fairies must have half the children in the world under their control. And this didn’t look like the house of that sort of person.

The Hogfather apparently lived in some kind ofhorrible slaughterhouse in the mountains, festooned with sausages and black puddings and painted a terrible blood red.

Which suggested style. A nasty style, but at least style of a sort. This place didn’t have style of any sort.

The Soul Cake Tuesday Duck didn’t apparently have any kind of a home. Nor did Old Man Trouble or the Sandman, as far as she knew.

She walked around the house, which wasn’t much larger than a cottage. Definitely. Whoever lived here had no taste at all.

She found the front door. It was black, with a knocker in the shape of an omega.

Susan reached for it, but the door opened by itself.

And the hall stretched away in front of her, far bigger than the outside of the house could possibly contain. She could distantly make out a stairway wide enough for the tap dancing finale in a musical.

There was something else wrong with the perspective. There clearly was a wall a long way off but, at the same time, it looked as though it was painted in the air a mere fifteen feet or so away. It was as if distance was optional.

There was a large clock against one wall. Its slow tick filled the immense space.

There’s a room, she thought. I remember the room of whispers.

Doors lined the hall at wide intervals. Or short intervals, if you looked at it another way.

She tried to walk toward the nearest one, and gave up after a few wildly teetering steps. Finally she managed to reach it by taking aim and then shutting her eyes.

The door was at one and the same time about normal human size and immensely big. There was a highly ornate frame around it, with a skull-and-bones motif.

She pushed the door open.

This room could have housed a small town.

A small area of carpet occupied the middle distance, no more than a hectare in size. It took Susan several minutes to reach the edge.

It was a room within a room. There was a large, heavy-looking desk on a raised dais, with a leather swivel chair behind it. There was a large model of the Discworld, on a sort of ornament made of four elephants standing on the shell of a turtle. There were several bookshelves, the large volumes piled in the haphazard fashion of people who’re far too busy using the books ever to arrange them properly. There was even a window, hanging in the air a few feet above the ground.

But there were no walls. There was nothing between the edge of the carpet and the walls of the greater room except floor, and even that was far too precise a word for it. It didn’t look like rock and it certainly wasn’t wood. It made no sound when Susan walked on it. It was simply surface, in the purely geometrical sense.

The carpet had a skull-and-bones pattern.

It was also black. Everything was black, or a shade of grey. Here and there a tint suggested a very deep purple or ocean-depth blue.

In the distance, toward the walls of the greater room, the metaroom or whatever it was, there was the suggestion of … something. Something was casting complicated shadows, too far away to be clearly seen.

Susan got up onto the dais.

There was something odd about the things around her. Of course, there was everything odd about the things around her, but it was a huge major oddness that was simply in their nature. She could ignore it. But there was an oddness on a human level. Everything was just slightly wrong, as if it had been made by someone who hadn’t fully comprehended its purpose.

There was a blotter on the oversize desk but it was part of it, fused to the surface. The drawers were just raised areas of wood, impossible to open. Whoever had made the desk had seen desks, but hadn’t understood deskishness.

There was even some sort of desk ornament. It was just a slab of lead, with a thread hanging down one side and a shiny round metal ball on the end of the thread. If you raised the ball it swung down and thumped into the lead, just once.

She didn’t try to sit in the chair. There was a deep pit in the leather. Someone had spent a lot of time sitting there.

She glanced at the spines of the books. They were in a language she couldn’t understand.

She trekked back to the distant door, went out into the hall, and tried the next door. A suspicion was beginning to form in her mind.

The door led to another huge room, but this one was full of shelves, floor to distant, cloud-hung ceiling. Every shelf was lined with hourglasses.

The sand pouring from the past to the future filled the room with a sound like surf, a noise made up of a billion small sounds.

Susan walked between the shelves. It was like being in a crowd.

Her eye was caught by a movement on a nearby shelf. In most of the hourglasses the falling sand was a solid silver line but in this one, just as she watched, the line vanished. The last grain of sand tumbled into the bottom bulb.

The hourglass vanished, with a small “pop.”

A moment later another one appeared in its place, with the faintest of “pings.” In front of her eyes, sand began to fall…

And she was aware that this process was going onall over the room. Old hourglasses vanished, new ones took their place.

She knew about this, too.

She reached out and picked up a glass, bit her lip thoughtfully, and started to turn the thing upside down…

SQUEAK!

She spun around. The Death of Rats was on the shelf behind her. It raised an admonitory finger.

“All right,” said Susan. She put the glass back in its place.

SQUEAK

“No. I haven’t finished looking.”

Susan set off for the door, with the rat skrittering across the floor after her.

The third room turned out to be … … the bathroom.

Susan hesitated. You expected hourglasses in this place. You expected the skull-and-bones motif. But you didn’t expect the very large white porcelain tub, on its own raised podium like a throne, with giant brass taps and—in faded blue letters just over the thing that held the plug chain—the words: C. H. Lavatory & Son, Mollymog St, Ankh-Morpork.

You didn’t expect the rubber duck. It was yellow.

You didn’t expect the soap. It was suitably bone white, but looked as if it had never been used. Beside it was a bar of orange soap which certainly had been used—it was hardly more than a sliver. It smeiled a lot like the vicious stuff used at school.

The bath, though big, was a human thing. There was brown-lined crazing around the plug hole and a stain where the tap had dripped. But almost everything else had been designed by the person who hadn’t understood deskishness, and now hadn’t understood ablutionology either.

They had created a towel rail an entire athleticsteam could have used for training. The black towels on it were fused onto it and were quite hard. Whoever actually used the bathroom probably dried themselves on one white-and-blue, very worn towel with the initials Y.M.R-C-I-G-B-S A, A-M. on it.

There was even a lavatory, another fine example of C. H. Lavatory’s porcelainic art, with an embossed frieze of green-and-blue flowers on the cistern. And again, like the bath and the soap, it suggested that this room had been built by someone … and then someone else had come along afterward to add small details. Someone with a better knowledge of plumbing, for a start. And someone else who understood, really understood, that towels should be soft and capable of drying people, and soap should be capable of bubbles.

You didn’t expect any of it until you saw it. And then it was like seeing it again.

The bald towel dropped off the rail and skipped across the floor, until it fell away to reveal the Death of Rats.

SQUEAK?

“Oh, all right,” said Susan. “Where do you want me to go now?”

The rat scurried to the open door and disappeared into the hall.

Susan followed it to yet another door. She turned yet another handle.

Another room within a room lay beyond. There was a tiny area of lit tiling in the darkness, containing the distant vision of a table, a few chairs, a kitchen dresser—

—and someone. A hunched figure was sitting at the table. As Susan cautiously approached she heard the rattle of cutlery on a plate.

An old man was eating his supper, very noisily. In between forkfuls, he was talking to himself with his mouth full. It was a kind of auto bad manners.

“‘s not my fault! (spray) I was against it from the start but, oh no, he has to go and (recover piece of ballistic sausage from table) start gettin’ involved, I told him, i’s’not as if you’re not involved (stab unidentified fried object) oh no, that’s not his way (spray, jab fork at the air) once you get involved like that, I said, how’re you getting out, tell me that (make temporary egg and ketchup sandwich) but, oh no—”

Susan walked around the patch of carpet. The man took no notice.

The Death of Rats shinned up the table leg and landed on a slice of fried bread.

“Oh. It’s you.”

SQUEAK.

The old man looked around.

“Where? Where?”

Susan stepped onto the carpet. The man stood up so quickly that his chair fell over.

“Who the hells are you?”

“Could you stop pointing that sharp bacon at me?”

“I asked you a question, young woman!”

“I’m Susan.” This didn’t sound enough. “Duchess of Sto Helit,” she added.

The man’s wrinkled face wrinkled still further as he strove to comprehend this. Then he turned away and threw his hands up in the air.

“Oh, yes!” he bawled, to the room in general. “That just puts the entire tin lid on it, that does!”

He waved a finger at the Death of Rats, who leaned backward.

“You cheating little rodent! Oh, yes! I smell a rat here!”

SQUEAK?

The shaking finger stopped suddenly. The man spun around.

“How did you manage to walk through the wall?”

“I’m sorry?” said Susan, backing away. “I didn’t know there was one.”

“What d’you call this then, Klatchian mist?” The man slapped the air.

The hippo of memory wallowed …

“… Albert…” said Susan. “Right?”

Albert thumped his forehead with the palm of his har.d.

“Worse and worse! What’ve you been telling her?”

‘He didn’t tell me anything except SQUEAK and I don’t know what that means,” said Susan. “But… look, there’s no wall here, there’s just…”

Albert wrenched open a drawer.

“Observe,” he said sharply. “Hammer, right? Nail, right? Watch.”

He hammered the nail into the air about five feet up at the edge of the tiled area. It hung there.

“Wall,” said Albert.

Susan reached out gingerly and touched the nail. It had a sticky feel, a little like static electricity.

“Well, it doesn’t feel like a wall to me,” she managed.

SQUEAK.

Albert dropped the hammer on the table.

He wasn’t a small man, Susan realized. He was quite tall, but he walked with the kind of lopsided stoop normally associated with laboratory assistants of an Igor turn of mind.

“I give in,” he said, wagging his finger at Susan again. “I told him no good’d come of it. He started meddlin’, and next thing a mere chit of a girl—where’d you go?”

Susan walked over to the table while Albert waved his arms in the air, trying to find her.

There was a cheeseboard on the table, and a snuffbox. And a string of sausages. No fresh vegetables at all. Miss Butts advocated avoiding fried foodsand eating plenty of vegetables for what she referred to as Daily Health. She put a lot of troubles down to an absence of Daily Health. Albert looked like the embodiment of them all as he scuttled around the kitchen, grabbing at the air.

She sat in the chair as he danced past.

Albert stopped moving, and put his hand over one eye. Then he turned, very carefully. The one visible eye was screwed up in a frantic effort of concentration.

He squinted at the chair, his eye watering with effort.

“That’s pretty good,” he said, quietly. “AH right. You’re here. The rat and the horse brought you. Damn fool things. They think it’s the right thing to do.”

“What right thing to do?” said Susan. “And I’m not a … what you said.”

Albert stared at her.

“The Master could do that,” he said at last. “It’s part of the job. I ‘spect you found you could do it a long time ago, eh? Not be noticed when you didn’t want to be?”

SQUEAK, said the Death of Rats.

“What?” said Albert.

SQUEAK.

“He says to tell you,” said Albert wearily, “that a chit of a girl means a small girl. He thinks you may have misheard me.”

Susan hunched up in the chair. Albert pulled up another one and sat down.

“How old are you?”

“Sixteen.”

“Oh, my.” Albert rolled his eyes. “How long have you been sixteen?”

“Since I was fifteen, of course. Are you stupid?”

“My, my, how the time does pass,” said Albert. “Do you know why you’re here?”

“No … but,” Susan hesitated, “but it’s got something to do with … it’s something like … I’m seeing things that people don’t see, and I’ve met someone who’s just a story, and I know I’ve been here before… and all these skulls and bones on things …”

Albert’s rangy, vulturelike shape loomed over her.

“Would you like a cocoa?” he said.

It was a lot different from the cocoa at the school, which was like hot brown water. Albert’s cocoa had fat floating in it; if you turned the mug upside down, it would be a little while before anything fell out.

“Your mum and dad,” said Albert, when she had a chocolate mustache that was far too young for her, “did they ever… explain anything to you?”

“Miss Delcross did that in Biology,” said Susan. “She got it wrong,” she added.

“I mean about your grandfather,” said Albert.

“I remember things,” said Susan, “but I can’t remember them until I’ve seen them. Like the bathroom. Like you.”

“Your mum and dad thought it best if you forgot,” said Albert. “Hah! It’s in the bone! They was afraid it was going to happen and it has! You’ve inherited.”

“Oh, I know about that, too,” said Susan. “It’s all about mice and beans and things.”

Albert gave her a blank look.

“Look, I’ll try to put it tactful,” he said.

Susan gave him a polite look.

“Your grandfather is Death,” said Albert. “You know? The skeleton in the black robe? You rode in on his horse and this is his house. Only he’s … gone away. To think things over, or something. What I reckon’s happening is you’re being sucked in. It’s in the bone. You’re old enough now. There’s a hole and it thinks you’re the right shape. I don’t like it any more than you do.”

“Death,” said Susan, flatly. “Like the Hogfather and the Sandman and the Tooth Fairy?”

“Yes.”

SQUEAK.

“You expect me to believe that, do you?” said Susan, trying to summon up her most withering scorn.

Albert glared back like someone who’d done all his withering a long time ago.

“It’s no skin off my nose what you believe, madam,” he said.

“You really mean the tall figure with the scythe and everything?”

“Yes.”

“Look, Albert,” said Susan, in the voice ones uses to the simple-minded, “even if there was a ‘Death’ like that, and frankly it’s quite ridiculous to go anthropomorphizing a simple natural function, no-one can inherit anything from it. I know about heredity. It’s all about having red hair and things. You get it from other people. You don’t get it from … myths and legends. Um.”

The Death of Rats had gravitated to the cheese-board, where he was using his scythe to hack off a lump. Albert sat back.

“I remember when you got brought here,” he said. “He’d kept on asking, you see. He was curious. He likes kids. Sees a lot of them really, but… not to get to know, if you see what I mean. Your mum and dad didn’t want to, but they gave in and brought you all here for tea one day just to keep him quiet. They didn’t like to do it because they thought you’d be scared and scream the place down. But you … you didn’t scream. You laughed. Frightened the life out of your dad, that did. They brought you a couple more times when he asked, but then they got scared about what might happen and your dad put his foot down and that was the end of it. He was about the only one who could argue with the Master, your dad. You’d have been about four then, I think.”

Susan raised her hand thoughtfully and touched the pale lines on her cheek.

“The Master said they were raising you according to,” Albert sneered, “modern methods. Logic. And thinking old stuff is silly. I dunno … I suppose they wanted to keep you away from … ideas like this …”

“I was given a ride on the horse,” said Susan, not listening to him. “I had a bath in the big bathroom.”

“Soap all over the place,” said Albert. His face contorted into something approaching a smile. “I could hear the Master laughing from here. And he made you a swing, too. Tried to, anyway. No magic or anything. With his actual hands.”

Susan sat while memories woke and yawned and unfolded in her head.

“I remember about that bathroom now,” she said. “It’s all coming back to me.”

“Nah, it never went away. It just got papered over.”

“He was no good at plumbing. What does Y.M.R-C-I-G-B-S A, A-M. mean?”

“Young Men’s Reformed-Cultists-of-the-Ichor-God-Bel-Shamharoth Association, Ankh-Morpork,” said Albert. “It’s where I stay if I have to go back down for anything. Soap and suchlike.”

“But you’re not … a young man,” said Susan, unable to prevent herself.

“No one argues,” he snapped. And Susan thought that was probably true. There was some kind of wiry strength in Albert, as if his whole body was a knuckle.

“He can make just about anything,” she said, half to herself, “but some things he just doesn’t understand, and one of them’s plumbing.”

“Right. We had to get a plumber from Ankh-Morpork, hah, he said he’d might be able to make it a week next Thursday, and you don’t say that kind ofthing to the Master,” said Albert. “I’ve never seen a bugger work so fast. Then the Master just made him forget. He can make everyone forget, except—” Albert stopped, and frowned.

“Seems I’ve got to put up with it,” he said. “Seems you’ve a right. I expect you’re tired. You can stay here. There’s plenty of rooms.”

“No, I’ve got to get back! There’ll be terrible trouble if I’m not at school in the morning.”

“There’s no Time here except what people brings with ‘em. Things just happen one after the other. Binky’ll take you right back to the time you left, if you like. But you ought to stop here a while.”

“You said there’s a hole and I’m being sucked in. I don’t know what that means.”

“You’ll feel better after a sleep,” said Albert.

   There was no real day or night here. That had given Albert trouble at first. There was just the bright landscape and, above, a black sky with stars. Death had never got the hang of day and night. When the house had human inhabitants it tended to keep a twenty-six-hour day. Humans, left to themselves, adopt a longer diurnal rhythm than the twenty-four-hour day, so they can be reset like a lot of little clocks at sunset. Humans have to put up with Time, but days are a sort of personal option.

Albert went to bed whenever he remembered.

Now he sat up, with one candle alight, staring into space.

“She remembered about the bathroom,” he muttered. “And she knows about things she couldn’t have seen. She couldn’t have been tole. She’s got his memory. She inherited.”

SQUEAK, said the Death of Rats. He liked to sit by the fire at night.

“Last time he went off people stopped dyin’,” said Albert. “But they ain’t stopped dyin’ this time. And the horse went to her. She’s fillin’ the hole.”

Albert glared at the darkness. When he was agitated it showed by a sort of relentless chewing and sucking activity, as if he was trying to extract some forgotten morsel of teatime from the recesses of a tooth. Now he was making a noise like a hairdresser’s U-bend.

He couldn’t remember ever having been young. It must have happened thousands of years ago. He was seventy-nine, but Time in Death’s house was a reusable resource.

He was vaguely aware that childhood was a tricky business, especially toward the end. There was all the business with pimples and bits of your body having a mind of their own.

Running the executive arm of mortality was certainly an extra problem.

But the point was, the horrible, inescapable point was, that someone had to do it.

For, as has been said before, Death operated in general rather than particular terms, just like a monarchy.

If you are a subject in a monarchy, you are ruled by the monarch. All the time. Waking or sleeping. Whatever you—or they—happen to be doing.

It’s part of the general conditions of the situation. The queen doesn’t actually have to come around to your actual house, hog the chair and the TV remote control, and issue actual commands about how one is parched and would enjoy a cup of tea. It all takes place automatically, like gravity. Except that, unlike gravity, it needs someone at the top. They don’t necessarily have to do a great deal. They just have to be there. They just have to be.

“Her?” said Albert.

SQUEAK.

“She’ll crack soon enough,” said Albert. “Oh, yes.

You can’t be an immortal and a mortal at the same time, it’ll tear you in half. I almost feels sorry for her.”

SQUEAK, agreed the Death of Rats.

“And that ain’t the worst bit,” said Albert. “You wait till her memory really starts working…”

SQUEAK.

You listen to me,” said Albert. “You’d better start looking for him right away.”

   Susan awoke, and had no idea what time it was.

There was a clock by the bedside, because Death knew there should be things like bedside clocks. It had skulls and bones and the omega sign on it, and it didn’t work. There were no working clocks in the house, except the special one in the hall. Any others got depressed and stopped, or unwound themselves all in one go.

Her room looked as though someone had moved out yesterday. There were hairbrushes on the dressing table, and a few odds and ends of makeup. There was even a dressing gown on the back of the door. It had a rabbit on the pocket. The cozy effect would have been improved if it hadn’t been a skeletal one.

She had a rummage through the drawers. This must have been her mother’s room. There was a lot of pink. Susan had nothing against pink in moderation, but this wasn’t it; she put on her old school dress.

The important thing, she decided, was to stay calm. There was always a logical explanation for everything, even if you had to make it up.

SQEAUFF.

The Death of Rats landed on the dressing table, claws scrabbling for a purchase. He removed the tiny scythe from his jaws.

“I think,” said Susan carefully, “that I would like to go home now, thank you.”

The little rat nodded, and leapt.

It landed on the edge of the pink carpet and scurried away across the dark floor beyond.

When Susan stepped off the carpet the rat stopped and looked around in approval. Once again, she felt she’d passed some sort of test.

She followed it out into the hall and then into the smoky cavern of the kitchen. Albert was bent over the stove.

“‘Morning,” he said, out of habit rather than any acknowledgment of the time of day. “You want fried bread with your sausages? There’s porridge to follow.”

Susan looked at the mess sizzling in the huge frying pan. It wasn’t a sight to be seen on an empty stomach, although it could probably cause one. Albert could make an egg wish it had never been laid.

“Haven’t you got any muesli?” she said.

“Is that some kind of sausage?” said Albert suspiciously.

“It’s nuts and grains.”

“Any fat in it?”

“I don’t think so.”

“How’re you suppose to fry it, then?”

“You don’t fry it.”

“You call that breakfast?”

“It doesn’t have to be fried to be breakfast,” said Susan. “I mean, you mentioned porridge, and you don’t fry porridge—”

“Who says?”

“A boiled egg, then?”

“Hah, boiling’s no good, it don’t kill off all the germs.”

“BOIL ME AN EGG, ALBERT.”

As the echoes bounced and died away, Susan wondered where the voice had came from.

Albert’s ladle tinkled on the tiles.

“Please?” said Susan.

“You did the voice,” said Albert.

“Don’t bother about the egg,” said Susan. The voice had made her jaw ache. It worried her even more than it worried Albert. After all, it was her mouth. “I want to go home!”

“You are home,” said Albert.

“This place? This isn’t my home!”

“Yeah? What’s the inscription on the big clock?”

“Too Late,’” said Susan promptly.

“Where are the beehives?”

“In the orchard.”

“How many plates’ve we got?”

“Seven—” Susan shut her mouth firmly.

“See? It’s home to part of you,” said Albert.

“Look … Albert,” said Susan, trying sweet reason in case it worked any better this time round, “maybe there is … someone … sort of … in charge of things but I’m really no one special … I mean …”

“Yeah? How come the horse knows you?”

“Yes, but I really am just a normal girl—”

“Normal girls didn’t get a My Little Binky set on their third birthday!” snapped Albert. “Your dad took it away. The Master was very upset about that. He was trying.”

“I mean I’m an ordinary kid!”

“Listen, ordinary kids get a xylophone. They don’t just ask their granddad to take his shirt off!”

“I mean I can’t help it! That’s not my fault! It’s not fair!”

“Really? Oh, why didn’t you say?” said Albert sourly. “That cuts a lot of thin ice, that does. I should just go out now, if I was you, and tell the universe that it’s not fair. I bet it’ll say, oh, all right then, sorry you’ve been troubled, you’re let off.”

“That’s sarcasm! You can’t talk to me like that! You’re just a servant!”

“That’s right. And so are you. So I should get started, if I was you. The Rat’ll help. He mainly does rats, but the principle’s the same.”

Susan sat with her mouth open.

“I’m going outside,” she snapped.

“I ain’t stopping you.”

Susan stormed out through the back door, across the enormous expanses of the outer room, past the grindstone in the yard, and into the garden.

“Huh,” she said.

If someone had told Susan that Death had a house, she would have called them mad or, even worse, stupid. But if she’d had to imagine one, she’d have drawn, in sensible black crayon, some towering, battle-mented, Gothic mansion. It would loom, and involve other words ending in “oom,” like gloom and doom. There would have been thousands of windows. She’d fill odd corners of the sky with bats. It would be impressive.

It wouldn’t be a cottage. It wouldn’t have a rather tasteless garden. It wouldn’t have a mat in front of the door with “Welcome” on it.

Susan had invincible walls of common sense. They were beginning to melt like salt in a wet wind, and that made her angry.

There was grandfather Lezek, of course, on his little farm so poor that even the sparrows had to kneel down to eat. He’d been a nice old chap, so far as she could recall; a bit sheepish, now she came to think about it, cspccially when her father was around.

Her mother had told Susan that her own father had been …

Now she came to think about that, she wasn’t sure what her mother had told her. Parents were quite clever at not telling people things, even when they used a lot of words. She’d just been left with the impression that he wasn’t around.

Now it was being suggested that he was renowned for being around all the time.

It was like having a relative in trade.

A god, now … a god would be something. Lady Odile Flume, in the fifth form, was always boasting that her great-great-grandmother had once been seduced by the god Blind Io in the form of a vase of daisies, which apparently made her a demi-hemi-semi-goddess. She said her mother found it useful to get a table in restaurants. Saying you were a close relative of Death probably would not have the same effect. You probably wouldn’t even manage a seat near the kitchen.

If it was all some kind of dream, she didn’t seem at any risk of waking up. Anyway, she didn’t believe in that kind of thing. Dreams weren’t like this.

A path led from the stable yard past a vegetable garden and, descending slightly, into an orchard of black-leaved trees. Glossy black apples hung from them. Off to one side were some white beehives.

And she knew she’d seen it all before.

There was an apple tree that was quite, quite different from the others.

She stood and stared at it as memory flooded back.

She remembered being just old enough to see how logically stupid the whole idea was, and he’d been standing there, anxiously waiting to see what she’d do …

Old certainties drained away, to be replaced by new certainties.

Now she understood whose granddaughter she was.

   The Mended Drum had traditionally gone in for, well, traditional pub games, such as dominoes, darts, and Stabbing People In The Back and Taking All Their Money. The new owner had decided to go up-market. This was the only available direction.

There had been The Quizzing Device, a three-ton water-driven monstrosity based on a recently discovered design by Leonard of Quirm. It had been a bad idea. Captain Carrot of the Watch, who had a mind like a needle under his open, smiling face, had surreptitiously substituted a new roll of questions like: Were you nere Vortin’s Diamond Warehourse on the Nite of the 15th? and: Who was the Third Man Who did the Blagging At Bearhugger’s Distillery Larst week? and had arrested three customers before they caught on.

The owner had promised another machine any day now. The Librarian, one of the tavern’s regulars, had been collecting pennies in readiness.

There was a small stage at one end of the bar. The owner had tried a lunchtime stripper, but only once. At the sight of a large orang-utan in the front row with a big innocent grin, a big bag of penny pieces, and a big banana the poor girl had fled. Yet another entertainment Guild had blacklisted the Drum.

The new owner’s name was Hibiscus Dunelm. It wasn’t his fault. He really wanted to make the Drum, he said, a fun place. For two pins he’d have put stripy umbrellas outside.

He looked down at Glod.

“Just three of you?” he said.

“Yes.”

“When I agreed to five dollars you said you had a big band.”

“Say hello, Lias.”

“My word, that is a big band.” Dunelm backed away. “I thought,” he said, “just a few numbers that everyone knows? Just to provide some ambience.”

“Ambience,” said Imp, looking around the Drum. He was familiar with the word. But, in a place like this, it was all lost and alone. There were only three or four customers in at this early hour of the evening. They weren’t paying any attention to the stage.

The wall behind the stage had clearly seen action. He stared at it as Lias patiently stacked up his stones.

“Oh, just a bit of fruit and old eggs,” said Glod. “People probably get a bit boisterous. I shouldn’t worry about that.”

“I’m not worried about it,” said Imp.

“I should think not.”

“It’s the ax marks and arrow holies I’m worried about. Gllod, we haven’t even practiced! Not properly!”

“You can play your guitar, can’t you?”

“Well, yes, I suppose …”

He’d tried it out. It was easy to play. In fact, it was almost impossible to play badly. It didn’t seem to matter how he touched the strings—they still rang out the tune he had in mind. It was, in solid form, the kind of instrument you dream about when you first start to play—the one you can play without learning. He remembered when he’d first picked up a harp and struck the strings, confidently expecting the kind of lambent tones the old men coaxed from them. He’d got a discord instead. But this was the instrument he’d dreamed of…

“We’ll stick to numbers everyone knows,” said the dwarf. “‘A Wizard’s Staff and ‘Gathering Rhubarb.’

Stuff like that. People like songs they can snigger along to.”

Imp looked down at the bar. It was Tilling up a bit now. But his attention was drawn to a large orangutan, which had pulled up its chair right in front of the stage and was holding a bag of fruit.

“Gllod, there’s an ape watching us.”

“Well?” said Glod, unfolding a string bag.

“It’s an ape.”

“This is Ankh-Morpork. That’s how things are here.” Glod removed his helmet and unfolded something from inside.

“Why’ve you got a string bag?” said Imp.

“Fruit’s fruit. Waste not, want not. If they throw eggs, try to catch them.”

Imp slung the guitar’s strap over his shoulder. He’d tried to tell the dwarf, but what could he say: This is too easy to play?

He hoped there was a god of musicians.

And there is. There are many, one for almost every type of music. Almost every type. But the only one due to watch over Imp that night was Reg, god of club musicians, who couldn’t pay much attention because he’d also got three other gigs to do.

“We ready?” said Lias, picking his hammers.

The others nodded.

“Let’s give ‘em ‘The Wizard’s Staff,’ then,” said Glod. “That always breaks the ice.”

“Okay,” said the troll. He counted on his fingers. “One, two … one, two, many, lots.”

The first apple was thrown seven seconds later. It was caught by Glod, who didn’t miss a note. But the first banana curved viciously and grounded in his ear.

“Keep playing!” he hissed.

Imp obeyed, ducking a fusillade of oranges.

In the front row, the ape opened his bag and produced a very large melon.

“Can you see any pears?” said Glod, taking a breath. “I like pears.”

“I can see a man with a throwing ax!”

“Does it look valuable?”

An arrow vibrated in the wall by Lias’s head.

   It was three in the morning. Sergeant Colon and Corporal Nobbs were reaching the conclusion that anyone who intended to invade Ankh-Morpork probably wasn’t going to do so now. And there was a good fire back in the watch house.

“We could leave a note,” said Nobby, blowing on his fingers. “You know? Come back tomorrow, sort of thing?”

He looked up. A solitary horse was walking under the gate arch. A white horse, with a somber, black-clad rider.

There was no question of “Halt, who goes there?” The night watch walked the streets at strange hours and had become accustomed to seeing things not generally seen by mortal men.

Sergeant Colon touched his helmet respectfully.

“‘Evenin’, your lordship,” he said.

“Er… GOOD EVENING.”

The guards watched the horse walk out of sight.

“Some poor bugger’s in for it, then,” said Sergeant Colon.

“He’s dedicated, you got to admit it,” said Nobby. “Out at all hours. Always got time for people.”

“Yeah.”

The guards stared into the velvety dark. Something not quite right, thought Sergeant Colon.

“What’s his first name?” said Nobby.

They stared some more. Then Sergeant Colon, who still hadn’t quite been able to put his finger on it, said, “What do you mean, what’s his first name?”

“What’s his first name?”

“He’s Death,” said the sergeant. “Death. That’s his whole name. I mean … what do you mean? … you mean like … Keith Death?”

“Well, why not?”

“He’s just Death, isn’t he?”

“No, that’s just his job. What do his friends call him?”

“What do you mean, friends?”

“All right. Please yourself.”

“Let’s go and get a hot rum.”

   “I think he looks like a Leonard.”

Sergeant Colon remembered the voice. That was it. Just for a moment there …

“I must be getting old,” he said. “For a moment there I thought he sounded like a Susan.”

“I think they saw me,” whispered Susan, as the horse rounded a corner.

The Death of Rats poked its head out of her pocket.

SQUEAK.

   “I think we’re going to need that raven,” said Susan. “I mean, I … think I understand you, I just don’t know what you’re saying …”

Binky stopped outside a large house, set back a little from the road. It was a slightly pretentious residence with more gables and mullions than it should rightly have, and this was a clue to its origins: it was the kind of house built for himself by a rich merchant when he goes respectable and needs to do something with the loot.

“I’m not happy about this,” said Susan. “It can’t possibly work. I’m human. I have to go to the toilet and things like that. I can’t just walk into people’s houses and kill them!”

SQUEAK.

“All right, not kill. But it’s not good manners, however you look at it.”

A sign on the door said: Tradesmen to rear entrance.

“Do I count as—”

SQUEAK!

Susan normally would never have dreamed of asking. She’d always seen herself as a person who went through the front doors of life.

The Death of Rats scuttled up the path and through the door.

“Hang on! I can’t—”

Susan looked at the wood. She could. Of course she could. More memories crystallized in front of her eyes. After all, it was only wood. It’d rot in a few hundred years. By the measure of infinity, it hardly existed at all. On average, considered over the lifetime of the multiverse, most things didn’t.

She stepped forward. The heavy oak door offered as much resistance as a shadow.

   Grieving relatives were clustered around the bed where, almost lost in the pillows, was a wrinkled old man. At the foot of the bed, paying no attention whatsoever to the keening around it, was a large, very fat, ginger cat.

SQUEAK.

Susan looked at the hourglass. The last few grains tumbled through the pinch.

The Death of Rats, with exaggerated caution, sneaked up behind the sleeping cat and kicked it hard. The animal awoke, turned, flattened its ears in terror, and leapt off the quilt.

The Death of Rats sniggered.

SNH, SNH, SNH.

One of the mourners, a pinch-faced man, looked up. He peered at the sleeper.

“That’s it,” he said, “He’s gone.”

“I thought we were going to be here all day,” said the woman next to him, standing up. “Did you see that wretched old cat move? Animals can tell, you know. They’ve got this sixth sense.”

SNH, SNH, SNH.

“Well, come on there, I know you’re here somewhere,” said the corpse. It sat up.

Susan was familiar with the idea of ghosts. But she hadn’t expected it to be like this. She hadn’t expected the ghosts to be the living, but they were merely pale sketches in the air compared to the old man sitting up in bed. He looked solid enough, but a blue glow outlined him.

“One hundred and seven years, eh?” he cackled. “I expect I had you worried for a while there. Where are you?”

“Er, HERE,” said Susan.

“Female, eh?” said the old man. “Well, well, well.”

He slid off the bed, spectral nightshirt flapping, and was suddenly pulled up short as though he’d reached the end of a chain. This was more or less the case; a thin line of blue light still tethered him to his late habitation.

The Death of Rats jumped up and down on the pillow, making urgent slashing movements with its scythe.

“Oh, sorry,” said Susan, and sliced. The blue line snapped with a high-pitched, crystalline twang.

Around them, sometimes walking through them, were the mourners. Mourning seemed to have stopped now the old man had died. The pinch-faced man was feeling under the mattress.

“Look at ‘em,” said the old man nastily, “Poor ole granddad, sob sob, sorely missed, we won’t see his like again, where did the ole bugger leave his will? That’s my youngest son, that is. Well, if you can call a card every Hogswatchnight a son. See his wife? Got a smile like a wave on a slop bucket. And she ain’t the worst of ‘em. Relatives? You can keep ‘em. I only stayed alive out of mischief.”

A couple of people were exploring under the bed. There was a humorous porcelain clang. The old man capered behind them, making gestures.

“Not a chance!” he chortled. “Heh heh! It’s in the cat basket! I left all me money to the cat!”

Susan looked around. The cat was watching them anxiously from behind the washstand.

Susan felt some response was called for.

“That was very … kind of you …” she said.

“Hah! Mangy thing! Thirteen years of sleepin’ and crappin’ and waiting for the next meal to turn up? Never took half an hour’s exercise in his big fat life. Up until they find the will, anyway. Then he’s going to be the richest, fastest cat in the world—”

The voice faded. So did its owner.

“What a dreadful old man,” said Susan.

She looked down at the Death of Rats, who was trying to make faces at the cat.

“What’II happen to him?” SQUEAK.

“Oh.” Behind them, a former mourner tipped a drawer out onto the floor. The cat was beginning to tremble.

Susan stepped out through the wall.

* * *

Clouds curled behind Binky like a wake.

“Well, that wasn’t too bad. I mean, no blood or anything. And he was very old and not very nice.”

“That’s all right, then, is it?”

The raven landed on her shoulder.

“What’re you doing here?”

“Rat Death here said I could have a lift. I’ve got an appointment.”

SQUEAK.

The Death of Rats poked its nose out of the saddlebag.

“Are we a cab service?” said Susan coldly.

The rat shrugged and pushed a lifetimer into her hand.

Susan read the name etched on the glass.

“Volf Volfssonssonssonsson? Sounds a bit Hub-landish to me.”

SQUEAK.

The Death of Rats clambered up Binky’s mane and took up station between the horse’s ears, tiny robe flapping in the wind.

   Binky cantered low over a battlefield. It wasn’t a major war, just an intertribal scuffle. Nor were there any obvious armies—the fighters seemed to be two groups of individuals, some on horseback, who happened coincidentally to be on the same side. Everyone was dressed in the same sort of furs and exciting leatherwear, and Susan was at a loss to know how they told friend from foe. People just seemed to shout a lot and swing huge swords and battle axes at random. On the other hand, anyone you managed to hit instantly became your foe, so it probably all came out right in the long run. The point was that people were dying and acts of incredibly stupid heroism were being performed.

SQUEAK.

The Death of Rats pointed urgently downward.

“Gee … down.”

Binky settled on a small hillock.

“Er … right,” said Susan. She pulled the scythe out of its holster. The blade sprang into life.

It wasn’t hard to spot the souls of the dead. They were coming off the battlefield arm in arm, friend and hitherto foe alike, laughing and stumbling, straight toward her.

Susan dismounted. And concentrated.

“ER,” she said, “ANYONE HERE BEEN KILLED AND CALLED VOLF?”

Behind her, the Death of Rats put its head in its paws.

“ER. HELLO?”

No one took any notice. The warriors trooped past. They were forming a line on the edge of the battlefield, and appeared to be waiting for something.

She didn’t have to… do… all of them. Albert had tried to explain, but a memory had unfolded anyway. She just had to do some, determined by timing or historical importance, and that meant all the others happened; all she had to do was keep the momentum going.

“You got to be more assertive,” said the raven, who had alighted on a rock. “That’s the trouble with women in the professions. Not assertive enough.”

“Why’d you want to come here?” she said.

“This is a battlefield, isn’t it,” said the raven patiently. “You’ve got to have ravens afterward.” Its freewheeling eyes swiveled in its head. “Carrion regardless, as you might say.”

“You mean everyone gets eaten?”

“Part of the miracle of nature,” said the raven.

“That’s horrible,” said Susan. Black birds were already circling in the sky.

“Not really,” said the raven. “Horses for courses, you might say.”

One side, if that’s what you could call it, was fleeing the field of battle with the others in pursuit.

The birds started to settle on what was, Susan realized with horror, an early breakfast. Soft bits, sunny-side up.

“You’d better go and look for your lad,” said the raven. “Otherwise he’ll miss his ride.”

“What ride?”

The eyes orbited again.

“You ever learn mythology?” it said.

“No. Miss Butts says it’s just made-up stories with little literary content.”

“Ah. Deary me. Can’t have that, can we. Oh, well. You’ll soon see. Must rush.” The raven leapt into the air. “I generally try to get a seat near the head.”

“What will I—?”

And then someone started to sing. The voice swooped out of the sky like a sudden wind. It was a rather good mezzo-soprano—

“Hohotojo! Hotojoho!”

And after it, mounted on a horse almost as fine as Binky, was a woman. Very definitely. A lot of woman. She was as much woman as you could get in one place without getting two women. She was dressed in chain mail, a shiny 46 D-cup breastplate, and a helmet with horns on it.

The assembled dead cheered as the horse cantered in for a landing. There were six other singing horsewomen plunging out of the sky behind it.

“Isn’t it always the same,” said the raven, flapping away. “You can wait hours without seeing one and then you get seven all at once.”

Susan watched in astonishment as each rider picked up a dead warrior and galloped up into the skyagain. They disappeared abruptly a few hundred meters up and reappeared again almost instantly for a fresh passenger. Soon there was a busy shuttle service operating.

After a minute or two one of the women trotted her horse over to Susan, and pulled a scroll of parchment out of her breastplate.

“What ho! Says here Volf,” she said, in the brisk voice used by people on horseback when addressing mere pedestrians. “Volf the Lucky …?”

“Er. I don’t know—I MEAN, I DON’T KNOW WHICH ONE HE IS,” said Susan helplessly.

The helmeted woman leaned forward. There was something rather familiar about her.

“Are you new?”

“Yes. I mean, YES.”

“Well, don’t stand there like a big girl’s blouse. Jolly well go and fetch him, there’s a good sport.”

Susan looked around wildly, and saw him at last. He wasn’t very far away. A youngish man, outlined in flickering pale blue, was visible among the fallen.

Susan hurried over, scythe at the ready. There was a blue line connecting the warrior to his former body.

SQUEAK! shouted the Death of Rats, jumping up and down and making suggestive motions.

“Left hand thumb up, right hand bent at the wrist, give it some wellie!” shouted the horned woman.

Susan swung the scythe. The line snapped.

“What happened?” said Volf. He looked down. “That’s me down there, isn’t it?” he said. He turned slowly. “And down there. And over there. And …”

He looked at the horned female warrior and brightened up.

“By Io!” he said. “It’s true? Valkyries will carry me off to the Hall of Blind Io where there is perpetual feasting and drinking?”

“Don’t, I mean DON’T ASK ME,” said Susan.

The Valkyrie reached down and hauled the warrior across her saddle.

“Just keep quiet, there’s a good chap,” she said. She stared thoughtfully at Susan.

“Are you a soprano?” she said.

“Pardon?”

“Can you sing at all, gel? Only we could do with another soprano. Far too many mezzo-sopranos around these days.”

“I’m not very musical, I’m sorry.”

“Oh, well. Just a thought. Must be going.” She threw back her head. The mighty breastplate heaved. “Hohotojo!”

The horse reared, and galloped into the sky. Before it reached the clouds it shrank to a gleaming pinpoint, which winked.

“What,” said Susan, “was all that about?”

There was a flurry of wings. The raven alighted on the head of the recently departed Volf.

“Well, these guys believe that if you die in battle, some big fat singing horned women carry you off to a sort of giant feast hall where you gobble yourself silly for the rest of eternity,” said the raven. It belched genteeley. “Damn stupid idea, really.”

“But it just happened!”

“Still a daft idea.” The raven looked around at the stricken battlefield, empty now except for the fallen and the flocks of his fellow ravens. “What a waste,” he added. “I mean, just look at it all. Such a terrible waste.”

“Yes!”

“I mean, I’m near bursting and there’s hundreds of ‘em untouched. I think I’ll see if I can have a doggie bag.”

“They’re dead bodies!”

“Right!”

“What are you eating?”

“It’s all right,” said the raven, backing away. “There’s enough for everyone.”

“That’s disgusting!”

“I didn’t kill ‘em,” it said.

Susan gave up.
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