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Against the stars a turtle passes, carrying four elephants on its shell.

Both turtle and elephants are bigger than people might expect, but out between the stars the difference between huge and tiny is, comparatively speaking, very small.

But this turtle and these elephants are, by turtle and elephant standards, big. They carry the Discworld, with its vast lands, cloudscapes, and oceans.

People dont live on the Disc any more than, in less hand-crafted parts of the multiverse, they live on balls. Oh, planets may be the place where their body eats its tea, but they live elsewhere, in worlds of their own which orbit very handily around the center of their heads.

When gods get together they tell the story of one particular planet whose inhabitants watched, with mild interest, huge continent-wrecking slabs of ice slap into another world which was, in astronomical terms, right next doorand then did nothing about it because that sort of thing only happens in Outer Space. An intelligent species would at least have found someone to complain to. Anyway, no one seriously believes in that story, because a race quite that stupid would never even have discovered slood.*

People believe in all sorts of other things, though. For example, there are some people who have a legend that the whole universe is carried in a leather bag by an old man.

Theyre right, too.

Other people say: hold on, if hes carrying the entire universe in a sack, right, that means hes carrying himself and the sack inside the sack, because the universe contains everything. Including him. And the sack, of course. Which contains him and the sack already. As it were.

To which the reply is: well?

All tribal myths are true, for a given value of true.



It is a general test of the omnipotence of a god that they can see the fall of a tiny bird. But only one god makes notes, and a few adjustments, so that next time it can fall faster and further.

We may find out why.

We might find out why mankind is here, although that is more complicated and begs the question Where else should we be? It would be terrible to think that some impatient deity might part the clouds and say, Damn, are you lot still here? I thought you discovered slood ten thousand years ago! Ive got ten trillion tons of ice arriving on Monday!


We may even find out why the duck-billed platypus.*



Snow, thick and wet, tumbled on to the lawns and roofs of Unseen University, the Discworlds premier college of magic.

It was sticky snow, which made the place look like some sort of expensive yet tasteless ornament, and it caked around the boots of McAbre, the Head Bledlow, as he trudged through the cold, wild night.

Two other bledlows stepped out of the lee of a buttress and fell in behind him on a solemn march towards the main gates.

It was an old custom, centuries old, and in the summer a few tourists would hang around to watch it, but the Ceremony of the Keys went on every night in every season. Mere ice, wind and snow had never stopped it. Bledlows in times gone past had clambered over tentacled monstrosities to do the Ceremony; theyd waded through floodwater, flailed with their bowler hats at errant pigeons, harpies and dragons, and ignored mere faculty members whod thrown open their bedroom windows and screamed imprecations on the lines of Stop that damn racket, will you? Whats the point? Theyd never stopped, or even thought of stopping. You couldnt stop Tradition. You could only add to it.

The three men reached the shadows by the main gate, almost blotted out in the whirling snow. The bledlow on duty was waiting for them.

Halt! Who Goes There? he shouted.

McAbre saluted. The Archchancellors Keys!

Pass, The Archchancellors Keys!

The Head Bledlow took a step forward, extended both arms in front of him with his palms bent back towards him, and patted his chest at the place where some bledlow long buried had once had two breast pockets. Pat, pat. Then he extended his arms by his sides and stiffly patted the sides of his jacket. Pat, pat.

Damn! Could Have Sworn I Had Them A Moment Ago! he bellowed, enunciating each word with a sort of bulldog carefulness.

The gatekeeper saluted. McAbre saluted.

Have You Looked In All Your Pockets?

McAbre saluted. The gatekeeper saluted. A small pyramid of snow was building up on his bowler hat.

I Think I Must Have Left Them On The Dresser. Its Always The Same, Isnt It?

You Should Remember Where You Put Them Down!

Hang On, Perhaps Theyre In My Other Jacket!

The young bledlow who was this weeks Keeper of the Other Jacket stepped forward. Each man saluted the other two. The youngest cleared his throat and managed to say:

No, I Looked InThere ThisMorning!

McAbre gave him a slight nod to acknowledge a difficult job done well, and patted his pockets again.

Hold On, Stone The Crows, They Were In This Pocket After All! What A Muggins I Am!


Dont Worry, I Do The Same Myself!

Is My Face Red! Forget My Own Head Next!

Somewhere in the darkness a window creaked up.

Er, excuse me, gentlemen

Heres The Keys, Then! said McAbre, raising his voice.

Much Obliged!

I wonder if you could the querulous voice went on, apologizing for even thinking of complaining.

All Safe And Secure! shouted the gatekeeper, handing the keys back.

perhaps keep it down a little

Gods Bless All Present! screamed McAbre, veins standing out on his thick crimson neck.

Careful Where You Put Them This Time. Ha! Ha! Ha!

Ho! Ho! Ho! yelled McAbre, beside himself with fury. He saluted stiffly, went About Turn with an unnecessarily large amount of foot stamping and, the ancient exchange completed, marched back to the bledlows lodge muttering under his breath. The window of the Universitys little sanatorium shut again.

That man really makes me want to swear, said the Bursar. He fumbled in his pocket and produced his little green box of dried frog pills, spilling a few as he fumbled with the lid. Ive sent him no end of memos. He says its traditional but, I dont know, hes soboisterous about it He blew his nose. Hows he doing?

Not good, said the Dean.

The Librarian was very, very ill.


Snow plastered itself against the closed window.

There was a heap of blankets in front of the roaring fire. Occasionally it shuddered a bit. The wizards watched it with concern.

The Lecturer in Recent Runes was feverishly turning over the pages of a book.

I mean, how do we know if its old age or not? he said. Whats old age for an orangutan? And hes a wizard. And he spends all his time in the Library. All that magic radiation the whole time. Somehow the flu is attacking his morphic field, but it could be caused by anything.

The Librarian sneezed.

And changed shape.

The wizards looked sadly at what appeared very much like a comfortable armchair which someone had, for some reason, upholstered in red fur.

What can we do for him? said Ponder Stibbons, the Facultys youngest member.

He might feel happier with some cushions, said Ridcully.

Slightly bad taste, Archchancellor, I feel.

What? Everyone likes some comfy cushions when theyre feeling a little under the weather, dont they? said the man to whom sickness was a mystery.

He was a table this morning. Mahogany, I believe. He seems to be able to retain his color, at least.

The Lecturer in Recent Runes closed the book with a sigh. Hes certainly lost control of his morphic function, he said. Its not surprising, I suppose. Once its been changed, itll change again much more easily, Im afraid. A well known fact.

He looked at the Archchancellors frozen grin and sighed. Mustrum Ridcully was notorious for not trying to understand things if there was anyone around to do it for him.

Its quite hard to change the shape of a living thing but once its been done its a lot easier to do it next time, he translated.

Say again?

He was a human before he was an ape, Arch-chancellor. Remember?

Oh. Yes, said Ridcully. Funny, really, the way you get used to things. Apes and humans are related, accordin to young Ponder here.

The other wizards looked blank. Ponder screwed up his face.

Hes been showing me some of the invisible writings, said Ridcully. Fascinatin stuff.

The other wizards scowled at Ponder Stibbons, as you would at a man whod been caught smoking in a fireworks factory. So now they knew who to blame. As usual

Is that entirely wise, sir? said the Dean.

Well, I do happen to be the Archchancellor in these parts, Dean, said Ridcully calmly.

A blindly obvious fact, Archchancellor, said the Dean. You could have cut cheese with his tone.

Must take an interest. Morale, you know, said Ridcully. My door is always open. I see myself as a member of the team. Ponder winced again.

I dont think Im related to any apes, said the Senior Wrangler thoughtfully. I mean, Id know, wouldnt I? Id get invited to their weddings and so on. My parents would have said something like, Dont worry about Uncle Charlie, hes supposed to smell like that, wouldnt they? And thered be portraits in

The chair sneezed. There was an unpleasant moment of morphic uncertainty, and then the Librarian was sprawling in his old shape again. The wizards watched him carefully to see whatd happen next.

It was hard to remember the time when the Librarian had been a human being. Certainly no one could remember what hed looked like, or even what his name had been.

A magical explosion, always a possibility in somewhere like the Library where so many unstable books of magic are pressed dangerously together, had introduced him to unexpected apehood years before. Since then hed never looked back, and often hadnt looked down either. His big hairy shape, swinging by one arm from a top shelf while he rearranged books with his feet, had become a popular one among the whole University body; his devotion to duty had been an example to everyone.

Archchancellor Ridcully, into whose head that last sentence had treacherously arranged itself, realized that he was unconsciously drafting an obituary.

Anyone called in a doctor? he said.

We got Doughnut Jimmy* here this afternoon, said the Dean. He tried to take his temperature but Im afraid the Librarian bit him.


He bit him? With a thermometer in his mouth?

Ah. Not exactly. There, in fact, you have rather discovered the reason for his biting.

There was a moment of solemn silence. The Senior Wrangler picked up a limp black-leather paw and patted it vaguely.

Does that book say if monkeys have pulses? he said. Is his nose supposed to be cold, or what?

There was a little sound, such as might be made by half a dozen people all sharply drawing in their breath at once. The other wizards began to edge away from their Senior Wrangler.

There was, for a few seconds, no other sound but the crackling of the fire and the howl of the wind outside.

The wizards shuffled back.

The Senior Wrangler, in the astonished tones of someone still possessing all known limbs, very slowly took off his pointy hat. This was something a wizard would normally do only in the most somber of circumstances.

Well, thats it, then, he said. Poor chaps on his way home. Back to the big desert in the sky.

Er, rainforest, possibly, said Ponder Stibbons.

Maybe Mrs. Whitlow could make him some hot nourishing soup? said the Lecturer in Recent Runes.

Archchancellor Ridcully thought about the housekeepers hot nourishing soup. Kill or cure, I suppose, he murmured. He patted the Librarian carefully. Buck up, old chap, he said. Soon have you back on your feet and continuing to make a valued contribution.

Knuckles, said the Dean helpfully.


Say again?

Knuckles, rather than feet.

Castors, said the Lecturer in Recent Runes.

Bad taste, that man, said the Archchancellor.

They wandered out of the room. From the corridor came their retreating voices:

Looked very pale around the antimacassar, I thought.

Surely theres some sort of a cure?

The old place wont be the same without him.

Definitely one of a kind.

When theyd gone the Librarian reached up cautiously, pulled a piece of blanket over his head, cuddled his hot-water bottle and sneezed.

Now there were two hot-water bottles, one of them a lot bigger than the other and with a teddy bear cover in red fur.



Light travels slowly on the Disc and is slightly heavy, with a tendency to pile up against high mountain ranges. Research wizards have speculated that there is another, much speedier type of light which allows the slower light to be seen, but since this moves too fast to see they have been unable to find a use for it.

This does mean that, despite the Disc being flat, everywhere does not experience the same time at, for want of a better term, the same time. When it was so late at night in Ankh-Morpork that it was early in the morning, elsewhere it was

but there were no hours here. There was dawn and dusk, morning and afternoon, and presumably there was midnight and midday, but mainly there was heat. And redness. Something as artificial and human as an hour wouldnt last five minutes here. It would be dried out and shriveled up in seconds.

Above all, there was silence. It was not the chilly, bleak silence of endless space, but the burning organic silence you get when, across a thousand miles of shimmering red horizons, everything is too tired to make a sound.

But, as the ear of observation panned across the desert, it picked up something like a chant, a reedy little litany that beat against the all-embracing silence like a fly bumping against the windowpane of the universe.

The rather breathless chanter was lost to view because he was standing in a hole dug in the red earth; occasionally some earth was thrown up on the heap behind him. A stained and battered pointy hat bobbed about in time with the tuneless tune. The word Wizzard had, perhaps, once been embroidered on it in sequins. They had fallen off, but the word was still there in brighter red where the hats original color showed through. Several dozen small flies orbited it.

The words went something like this:

Grubs! Thats what were going to eat! Thats why they call it grub! And whatre we doing to get the grub? Why, were grubbing for it! Hooray! Another shovelful of earth arced on to the heap, and the voice said, rather more quietly: I wonder if you can eat flies.

They say the heat and the flies here can drive a man insane. But you dont have to believe that, and nor does that bright mauve elephant that just cycled past.

Strangely enough, the madman in the hole was the only person currently on the continent who might throw any kind of light on a small drama being enacted a thousand miles away and several meters below, where the opal miner known only to his mates as Strewth was about to make the most valuable yet dangerous discovery of his career.

Strewths pick knocked aside the rock and dust of millennia, and something gleamed in the candlelight.

It was green, like frosty green fire.

Carefully, his mind suddenly as frozen as the light under his fingers, he picked away at the loose rock. The opal picked up and reflected more and more light on to his face as the debris fell away. There seemed to be no end to the glow.

Finally, he let his breath out in one go.

Strewth!

If hed found a little piece of green opal, say about the size of a bean, hed have called his mates over and theyd have knocked off for a few beers. A piece the size of his fist would have had him pounding the floor. But with thisHe was still standing there, brushing it gently with his fingers, when the other miners noticed the light and hurried over.

At leastthey started out hurrying. As they came closer, they slowed to a kind of reverential walk.

No one said anything for a moment. The green light shone on their faces.

Then one of the men whispered: Good on yer, Strewth.


There isnt enough money in all the world, mate.

Watch out, it might just be a glaze

Still worth a mint. Go on, Strewthget it out.

They watched like cats as the pick pried loose more and more rock, and found an edge. And another edge.

Now Strewths fingers began to shake.

Careful, matetheres a side of it

The men took a step back as the last of the obscuring earth was knocked away. The thing was oblong, although the bottom edge was a confusion of twisted opal and dirt.

Strewth reversed his pick and laid the wooden handle against the glowing crystal.

Strewth, its no good, he said. I just gots to know

He tapped the rock.

It echoed.

Cant be hollow, can it? said one of the miners. Never heard of that.

Strewth picked up a crowbar. Right! Lets

There was a faint plink. A large piece of opal broke away near the bottom. It turned out to be no thicker than a plate.

It revealed a couple of toes, which moved very slowly inside their iridescent shell.

Oh, Strewth, said a miner, as they backed further away. Its alive.



Ponder knew he should never have let Ridcully look at the invisible writings. Wasnt it a basic principle never to let your employer know what it is you actually do all day?


But no matter what precautions you took, sooner or later the boss was bound to come in and poke around and say things like, Is this where you work, then? and I thought I sent a memo out about people bringing in potted plants, and What dyou call that thing with the keyboard?

And this had been particularly problematical for Ponder, because reading the invisible writings was a delicate and meticulous job, suited to the kind of temperament that follows Grand Prix Continental Drift and keeps bonsai mountains as a hobby or even drives a Volvo. It needed painstaking care. It needed a mind that could enjoy doing jigsaw puzzles in a dark room. It did not need Mustrum Ridcully.

The hypothesis behind invisible writings was laughably complicated. All books are tenuously connected through L-space and, therefore, the content of any book ever written or yet to be written may, in the right circumstances, be deduced from a sufficiently close study of books already in existence. Future books exist in potentia, as it were, in the same way that a sufficiently detailed study of a handful of primal ooze will eventually hint at the future existence of prawn crackers.

But the primitive techniques used hitherto, based on ancient spells like Weezencakes Unreliable Algorithm, had meant that it took years to put together even the ghost of a page of an unwritten book.

It was Ponders particular genius that he had found a way around this by considering the phrase, How do you know its not possible until youve tried? And experiments with Hex, the Universitys thinking engine, had found that, indeed, many things are not impossible until they have been tried.

Like a busy government which only passes expensive laws prohibiting some new and interesting thing when people have actually found a way of doing it, the universe relied a great deal on things not being tried at all.

When something is tried, Ponder found, it often does turn out to be impossible very quickly, but it takes a little while for this to really be the case*in effect, for the overworked laws of causality to hurry to the scene and pretend it has been impossible all along. Using Hex to remake the attempt in minutely different ways at very high speed had resulted in a high success rate, and he was now assembling whole paragraphs in a matter of hours.

Its like a conjurin trick, then, Ridcully had said. Youre pullin the tablecloth away before all the crockery has time to remember to fall over.

And Ponder had winced and said, Yes, exactly like that, Archchancellor. Well done.

And that had led to all the trouble with How to Dynamically Manage People for Dynamic Results in a Caring Empowering Way in Quite a Short Time Dynamically. Ponder didnt know when this book would be written, or even in which world it might be published, but it was obviously going to be popular because random trawls in the depths of L-space often turned up fragments. Perhaps it wasnt even just one book.


And the fragments had been on Ponders desk when Ridcully had been poking around.

Unfortunately, like many people who are instinctively bad at something, the Archchancellor prided himself on how good at it he was. Ridcully was to management what King Herod was to the Bethlehem Playgroup Association.

His mental approach to it could be visualized as a sort of business flowchart with, at the top, a circle entitled Me, who does the telling and, connected below it by a line, a large circle entitled Everyone else.

Until now this had worked quite well, because, although Ridcully was an impossible manager, the University was impossible to manage and so everything worked seamlessly.

And it would have continued to do so if he hadnt suddenly started to see the point in preparing career development packages and, worst of all, job descriptions.

As the Lecturer in Recent Runes put it: He called me in and asked me what I did, exactly. Have you ever heard of such a thing? What sort of question is that? This is a university!

He asked me whether I had any personal worries, said the Senior Wrangler. I dont see why I have to stand for that sort of thing.

And did you see that sign on his desk? the Dean had said.

You mean the one that says, The Buck Starts Here?

No, the other one. The one which says, When Youre Up to Your Ass in Alligators, Today Is the First Day of the Rest of Your Life.


And that means?

I dont think its supposed to mean anything. I think its just supposed to be.

Be what?

Pro-active, I think. Its a word hes using a lot.

What does that mean?

Wellin favor of activity, I suppose.

Really? Dangerous. In my experience, inactivity sees you through.

Altogether, it was not a happy university at the moment, and mealtimes were the worst. Ponder tended to be isolated at one end of the High Table as the unwilling architect of this sudden tendency on the part of the Archchancellor to try to Weld Them Into A Lean Mean Team. The wizards had no intention of being lean, but were getting as mean as anything.

On top of that, Ridcullys sudden interest in taking an interest meant that Ponder had to explain something about his own current project, and one aspect of Ridcully that had not changed was his horrible habit of, Ponder suspected, deliberately misunderstanding things.

Ponder had long been struck by the fact that the Librarian, an apeat least generally an ape, although this evening he seemed to have settled on being a small table set with a red-furred tea servicewas, well, so human shaped. In fact, so many things were pretty much the same shape. Nearly everything you met was really a sort of complicated tube with two eyes and four arms or legs or wings. Oh, or they were fish. Or insects. All right, spiders as well. And a few odd things like starfish and whelks. But still there was a remarkably unimaginative range of designs. Where were the six-armed, six-eyed monkeys pinwheeling through the jungle canopy?

Oh, yes, octopussies too, but that was the point, they were really only a kind of underwater spider

Ponder had poked around among the Universitys more or less abandoned Museum of Quite Unusual Things, and noticed something rather odd. Whoever had designed the skeletons of creatures had even less imagination than whoever had done the outsides. At least the outside-designer had tried a few novelties in the spots, wool and stripes department, but the bone-builder had generally just put a skull on a ribcage, shoved a pelvis in further along, stuck on some arms and legs and had the rest of the day off. Some ribcages were longer, some legs were shorter, some hands became wings, but they all seemed to be based on one design, one size stretched or shrunk to fit all.

Not to his very great surprise, Ponder seemed to be the only one around who found this at all interesting. Hed point out to people that fish were amazingly fish-shaped, and theyd look at him as if hed gone mad.

Paleontology and archaeology and other skulduggery were not subjects that interested wizards. Things are buried for a reason, they considered. Theres no point in wondering what it was. Dont go digging things up in case they wont let you bury them again.

The most coherent theory was one he recalled from his nurse when he was small. Monkeys, shed averred, were bad little boys who hadnt come in when called, and seals were bad little boys whod lazed around on the beach instead of attending to their lessons. She hadnt said that birds were bad little boys whod gone too close to the cliff edge, and in any case jellyfish would be more likely, but Ponder couldnt help thinking that, harmlessly insane though the woman had been, she might have had just the glimmerings of a point

He was spending most nights now watching Hex trawl the invisible writings for any hints. In theory, because of the nature of L-space, absolutely everything was available to him, but that only meant that it was more or less impossible to find whatever it was you were looking for, which is the purpose of computers.

Ponder Stibbons was one of those unfortunate people cursed with the belief that if only he found out enough things about the universe it would all, somehow, make sense. The goal is the Theory of Everything, but Ponder would settle for the Theory of Something and, late at night, when Hex appeared to be sulking, he despaired of even a Theory of Anything.

And it might have surprised Ponder to learn that the senior wizards had come to approve of Hex, despite all the comments on the lines of In my day we used to do our own thinking. Wizardry was traditionally competitive, and, while UU was currently going through an extended period of peace and quiet, with none of the informal murders that had once made it such a terminally exciting place, a senior wizard always distrusted a young man who was going places since traditionally his route might be via your jugular.

Therefore theres something comforting in knowing that some of the best brains in the University, who a generation ago would be coming up with some really exciting plans involving trick floorboards and exploding wallpaper, were spending all night in the High Energy Magic Building, trying to teach Hex to sing Lydia the Tattooed Lady, exulting at getting a machine to do after six hours work something that any human off the street would do for tuppence, then sending out for banana-and-sushi pizza and falling asleep at the keyboard. Their seniors called it technomancy, and slept a little easier in their beds in the knowledge that Ponder and his students werent sleeping in theirs.

Ponder must have nodded off, because he was awakened just before two A.M. by a scream and realized he was face down in half of his supper. He pulled a piece of banana-flavored mackerel off his cheek, left Hex quietly clicking through its routine and followed the noises.

The commotion led him to the hall in front of the big doors leading to the Library. The Bursar was lying on the floor, being fanned with the Senior Wranglers hat.

As far as we can gather, Archchancellor, said the Dean, the poor chap couldnt sleep and came down for a book

Ponder looked at the Library doors. A big strip of black and yellow tape had been stuck across them, along with a sign saying: DANGER, DO WOTTE ENTER IN ANY CIRCUMSTANCES. It was now hanging off, and the doors were ajar. This was no surprise. Any true wizard, faced with a sign like Do not open this door. Really. We mean it. Were not kidding. Opening this door will mean the end of the universe, would automatically open the door in order to see what all the fuss was about. This made signs rather a waste of time, but at least it meant that when you handed what was left of the wizard to his grieving relatives you could say, as they grasped the jar, We told him not to.

There was silence from the darkness on the other side of the doorway.

Ridcully extended a finger and pushed one door slightly.

Behind it something made a fluttering noise and the doors were slammed shut. The wizards jumped back.

Dont risk it, Archchancellor! said the Chair of Indefinite Studies. I tried to go in earlier and the whole section of Critical Essays had gone critical!

Blue light flickered under the doors.

Elsewhere, someone might have said, Its just books! Books arent dangerous! But even ordinary books are dangerous, and not only the ones like Make Gelignite the Professional Way. A man sits in some museum somewhere and writes a harmless book about political economy and suddenly thousands of people who havent even read it are dying because the ones who did havent got the joke. Knowledge is dangerous, which is why governments often clamp down on people who can think thoughts above a certain caliber.

And the Unseen University Library was a magical library, built on a very thin patch of space-time. There were books on distant shelves that hadnt been written yet, books that never would be written. At least, not here. It had a circumference of a few hundred yards, but there was no known limit to its radius.

And in a magical library the books leak, and learn from one another

Theyve started attacking anyone who goes in, moaned the Dean. No one can control them when the Librarians not here!

But were a university! We have to have a library! said Ridcully. It adds tone. What sort of people would we be if we didnt go into the Library?

Students, said the Senior Wrangler morosely.

Hah, I remember when I was a student, said the Lecturer in Recent Runes. Old Bogeyboy Swallett took us on an expedition to find the Lost Reading Room. Three weeks we were wandering around. Had to eat our own boots.

Did you find it? said the Dean.

No, but we found the remains of the previous years expedition.

What did you do?

We ate their boots, too.

From beyond the door came a flapping, as of leather covers.

Theres some pretty vicious grimoires in there, said the Senior Wrangler. They can take a mans arm right off.

Yes, but at least they dont know about door-handles, said the Dean.

They do if theres a book in there somewhere called Doorknobs for Beginners, said the Senior Wrangler. They read each other.

The Archchancellor glanced at Ponder. There likely to be a book like that in there, Stibbons?

According to L-space theory, its practically certain, sir.

As one man, the wizards backed away from the doors.

We cant let this nonsense go on, said Ridcully. Weve got to cure the Librarian. Its a magical illness, so we ought to be able to cook up a magical cure, oughtnt we?

That would be exceedingly dangerous, Archchancellor, said the Dean. His whole system is a mess of conflicting magical influences. Theres no knowing what adding more magic would do. Hes already got a freewheeling temporal gland.* Any more magic andwell, I dont know whatll happen.

Well find out, said Ridcully brusquely. We need to be able to go into the Library. Wed be doing this for the college, Dean. And Unseen University is bigger than one man

ape

thank you, ape, and we must always remember that I is the smallest letter in the alphabet.

There was another thud from beyond the doors.

Actually, said the Senior Wrangler, I think youll find that, depending on the font, c or even u are, in fact, even smaller. Well, shorter, anyw

Of course, Ridcully went on, ignoring this as part of the Universitys usual background logic, I suppose I could appoint another librariangot to be a senior chap who knows his way aroundhmmnow let me see, do any names spring to mind? Dean?

All right, all right! said the Dean. Have it your own way. As usual.

Erwe cant do it, sir, Ponder ventured.

Oh? said Ridcully. Volunteering for a bit of bookshelf tidying yourself, are you?

I mean we really cant use magic to change him, sir. Theres a huge problem in the way.

There are no problems, Mister Stibbons, there are only opportunities.

Yes, sir. And the opportunity here is to find out the Librarians name.

There was a buzz of agreement from the other wizards.

The lads right, said the Lecturer in Recent Runes. Cant magic a wizard without knowing his name. Basic rule.

Well, we call him the Librarian, said Ridcully. Everyone calls him the Librarian. Wont that do?

Thats just a job description, sir.

Ridcully looked at his wizards. One of us must know his name, surely? Good grief, I should hope we at least know our colleagues names. Isnt that so He looked at the Dean, hesitated, and then said, Dean?

Hes been an ape for quite a whileArchchancellor, said the Dean. Most of his original colleagues havepassed on. Gone to the great Big Dinner in the Sky. We were going through one of those periods of droit de mortis.*

Yes, but hes got to be in the records somewhere.

The wizards thought about the great cliffs of stacked paper that constituted the Universitys records.

The archivist has never found him, said the Lecturer in Recent Runes.

Whos the archivist?

The Librarian, Archchancellor.

Then at least he ought to be in the Year Book for the year he graduated.

Its a very funny thing, said the Dean, but a freak accident appears to have happened to every single copy of the Year Book for that year.

Ridcully noted his wooden expression. Would it be an accident like a particular page being torn out leaving only a lingering bananary aroma?

Lucky guess, Archchancellor.

Ridcully scratched his chin. A pattern emerges, he said.


You see, hes always been dead set against anyone finding out his name, said the Senior Wrangler. Hes afraid well try to turn him back into a human. He looked meaningfully at the Dean, who put on an offended expression. Some people have been going around saying that an ape as Librarian is unsuitable.

I merely expressed the view that it is against the traditions of the University the Dean began.

Which consist largely of niggling, big dinners and shouting damnfool things about keys in the middle of the night, said Ridcully. So I dont think we

The expressions on the faces of the other wizards made him turn around.

The Librarian had entered the hall. He walked very slowly, because of the amount of clothing hed put on; the sheer volume of coats and sweaters meant that his arms, instead of being used as extra feet, were sticking out very nearly horizontally on either side of his body. But the most horrifying aspect of the shuffling apparition was the red woolly hat.

It was jolly. It had a bobble on it. It had been knitted by Mrs. Whitlow, who was technically an extremely good needlewoman, but if she had a fault it lay in failing to take into account the precise dimensions of the intended recipient. Several wizards had on occasion been presented with one of her creations, which often assumed they had three ankles or a neck two meters across. Most of the things were surreptitiously given away to charitable institutions. You can say this about Ankh-Morporkno matter how misshapen a garment, there will always be someone somewhere it would fit.

Mrs. Whitlows mistake here was the assumption that the Librarian, for whom she had considerable respect, would like a red bobble hat with side flaps that tied under his chin. Given that this would technically require that they be tied under his groin, hed opted to let them flap loose.

He turned a sad face towards the wizards as he stopped outside the Library door. He reached for the handle. He said, in a very weak voice, k, and then sneezed.

The pile of clothing settled. When the wizards pulled it away, they found underneath a very large, thick book bound in hairy red leather.

Says Ook on the cover, said the Senior Wrangler after a while, in a rather strained voice.

Does it say who its by? said the Dean.

Bad taste, that man.

I meant that maybe itd be his real name.

Can we look inside? said the Chair of Indefinite Studies. There may be an index.

Any volunteers to look inside the Librarian? said Ridcully. Dont all shout.

The morphic instability responds to the environment, said Ponder. Isnt that interesting? Hes near the Library, so it turns him into a book. Sort ofprotective camouflage, you could say. Its as if he evolves to fit in with

Thank you, Mister Stibbons. And is there a point to this?

Well, I assume we can look inside, said Ponder. A book is meant to be opened. Theres even a black leather bookmark, see?


Oh, thats a bookmark, is it? said the Chair of Indefinite Studies, who had been watching it nervously.

Ponder touched the book. It was warm. And it opened easily enough.

Every page was covered with ook.

Good dialogue, but the plot is a little dull.

Dean! Id be obliged if youd take this seriously, please! said Ridcully. He tapped his foot once or twice. Anyone got any more ideas?

The wizards stared at one another and shrugged.

I suppose said the Lecturer in Recent Runes.

Yes, RunesArnold, isnt it?

No, Archchancellor

Well, out with it anyway.

I supposeI know this sounds ridiculous, but

Go on, man. Were almost all agog.

I suppose theres alwaysRincewind.

Ridcully stared at him for a moment. Skinny fella? Scruffy beard? Bloody useless wizard? Got that box on legs thingy?

Thats right, Archchancellor. Well done. Erhe was the Deputy Librarian for a while, as I expect you remember.

Not really, but do go on, he said.

In fact he was here when the Librarianbecame the Librarian. And I remember once, when we were watching the Librarian stamping four books all at the same time, he said, Amazing, really, when you think he was born in Ankh-Morpork. Im sure if anyone knows the name of the Librarian its Rincewind.


Well, go and fetch him, then! I suppose you do know where he is, do you?

Technically, yes, Archchancellor, said Ponder quickly. But were not sure quite where the place where he is is, if you follow me.

Ridcully gave him another stare.

You see, we think hes on EcksEcksEcksEcks, Archchancellor, said Ponder.

EcksEcks

EcksEcks, Archchancellor.

I thought no one knew where that place was, said Ridcully.

Exactly, Archchancellor, said Ponder. Sometimes you had to turn facts in several directions until you found the right way to fit them into Ridcullys head.*

Whats he doing there?

We dont really know, Archchancellor. If you remember, we believe he ended up there after that Agatean business

What did he want to go there for?

I dont think he exactly wanted to, said Ponder. Erwe sent him. It was a trivial error in bilocational thaumaturgy that anyone could make.

But you made it, as I recall, said Ridcully, whose memory could spring nasty surprises like that.


I am a member of the team, sir, said Ponder, pointedly.

Well, if he doesnt want to be there, and we need him here, lets bring him b

The rest of the sentence was drowned out not by a noise but by a sort of bloom of quietness, which rolled over the wizards and was so oppressive and soft that they couldnt even hear their own heartbeats. Old Tom, the Universitys magical and tongue-less bell, tolled out two A.M. by striking the silences.

Er said Ponder. Its not as simple as that.

Ridcully blinked. Why not? he said. Bring him back by magic. We sent him there, we can bring him back.

Eritd take months to set it up properly, if you want him back right here, said Ponder. If we get it wrong hell end up arriving in a circle fifty feet wide.

Thats not a problem, is it? If we keep out of it he can land anywhere.

I dont think you quite understand, sir. The signal to noise ratio of any thaumic transfer over an uncertain distance, coupled with the Discs own spin, will almost certainly result in a practical averaging of the arriving subject over an area of a couple of thousand square feet at least, sir.

Say again?

Ponder took a deep breath. I mean hell end up arriving as a circle. Fifty feet wide.

Ah. So he probably wouldnt be very good in the Library after that, then.

Only as a very large bookmark, sir.

All right, then, its down to sheer geography. Whove we got who knows anything about geography?



The miners emerged from the vertical shaft like ants leaving a burning nest. There were thumps and thuds from below, and at one point Strewths hat shot up into the air, turned over a few times and dropped back.

There was silence for a while and then, bits cracking off it like errant pieces of shell on a newly hatched chick, the thing pulled itself out of the shaft and

looked around it.

The miners, crouched behind various bushes and sheds, were quite certain of this, even though the monster had no visible eyes.

It turned, its hundreds of little legs moving rather stiffly, as if theyd spent too much time buried in the ground.

Then, weaving slightly, it set off.

And far away in the shimmering red desert, the man in the pointy hat climbed carefully out of his hole. He held in both hands a bowl made of bark. It containedlots of vitamins, valuable protein and essential fats. See? No mention of wriggling at all.

A fire was smoldering a little way away. He put the bowl down carefully and picked up a large stick, stood quietly for a moment and then suddenly began to hop around the fire, smacking the ground with the stick and shouting, Hah! When the ground had been subdued to his apparent satisfaction he whacked at the bushes as if they had personally offended him, and bashed a couple of trees as well.


Finally he advanced on a couple of flat rocks, lifted up each one in turn, averted his eyes, shouted, Hah! again and flailed blindly at the ground beneath.

The landscape having been acceptably pacified, he sat down to eat his supper before it escaped.

It tasted a little like chicken. When you are hungry enough, practically anything can.

And eyes watched him from the nearby water-hole. They were not the tiny eyes of the swarming beetles and tadpoles that made a careful examination of every handful he drank a vital gastronomic precaution. These were far older eyes, and currently without any physical component.

For weeks a man whose ability to find water was limited to checking if his feet were wet had survived in this oven-ready country by falling into water-holes. A man who thought of spiders as harmless little creatures had experienced only a couple of nasty shocks when, by now, this approach should have left him with arms the size of beer barrels that glowed in the dark. The man had even hit the seashore once and paddled in a little way to look at the pretty blue jellyfish, and it was all the watcher could do to see that he got a mere light sting which ceased to be agonizing after only a few days.

The waterhole bubbled and the ground trembled as if, despite the cloudless sky, there was a storm somewhere.



Now it was three oclock in the morning. Ridcully was good at doing without other peoples sleep.

Unseen University was much bigger on the inside. Thousands of years as the leading establishment of practical magic in a world where dimensions were largely a matter of chance in any case had left it bulging in places where it shouldnt have places. There were rooms containing rooms which, if you entered them, turned out to contain the room youd started with, which can be a problem if you are in a conga line.

And because it was so big it could afford to have an almost unlimited number of staff on the premises. Tenure was automatic or, more accurately, nonexistent. You found an empty room, turned up for meals as usual, and generally no one noticed, although if you were unfortunate you might attract students. And if you looked hard enough in some of the outlying regions of the University, you could find an expert on anything.

You could even find an expert on finding an expert. The Professor of Recondite Architecture and Origami Map Folding had been woken up, been introduced to the Archchancellor, who had never set eyes on him before, and had produced a map of the University which would probably be accurate for the next few days and looked rather like a chrysanthemum in the act of exploding.

Finally, the wizards reached a door and Ridcully glared at the brass plate on it as if it had just been cheeky to him.

Egregious Professor of Cruel and Unusual Geography, he said. This looks like the one.

We must have walked miles, said the Dean, leaning against the wall. I dont recognize any of this.


Ridcully glanced around. The walls were stone but had at some time been painted in that very special institutional green that you get when an almost-finished cup of coffee is left standing for a couple of weeks. There was a board covered in balding and darker green felt on which had been optimistically thumbtacked the word Notices. But from the looks of it there had never been any notices and never would be, ever. There was a smell of ancient dinners.

Ridcully shrugged, and knocked on the door.

I dont remember him, said the Lecturer in Recent Runes.

I think I do, said the Dean. Not a very promising boy. Had ears. Dont often see him around, though. Always has a suntan. Odd, that.

Hes on the staff. If anyone knows anything about geography, hes our man. Ridcully knocked again.

Perhaps hes out, said the Dean. Thats where you mostly get geography, outside.

Ridcully pointed to a little wooden device by the door. There was one outside every wizards study. It consisted of a little sliding panel in a frame. Currently it was revealing the word IN and, presumably, was covering the word OUT, although you could never be sure with some wizards.*

The Dean tried to slide the panel. It refused to budge.

He must come out sometimes, said the Senior Wrangler. Besides, sensible men should be in bed at three A.M.

Yes, indeed, said the Dean meaningfully.

Ridcully thumped on the door. I demand that you open up! he shouted. I am the Master of this College!

The door moved under the blow, but not very much. It was blocked by what turned out to be, after some strenuous shoving by all the wizards, an enormous pile of paperwork. The Dean picked up a yellowing piece of paper.

This is the memo saying Ive been appointed as Dean! he said. That was years ago!

Surely he must come out somet said the Senior Wrangler. Oh dear

The same thought had occurred to the other wizards, too.

Remember poor old Wally Sluvver? murmured the Chair of Indefinite Studies, looking around in some trepidation. Three years of tutorials postmortem.

Well, the students did say he was a bit quiet, said Ridcully. He sniffed. Doesnt smell bad in here. Quite fresh, really. Pleasantly salty. Aha

There was bright light under a door at the other end of the crowded and dusty room, and the wizards could hear a gentle splashing.

Bath night. Good man, said Ridcully. Well, we dont have to disturb him.

He peered at the titles of the books that lined the room.

Bound to be a lot about EcksEcksEcksEcks somewhere here, he added, pulling out a volume at random. Come along. One man, one book each.

Can we at least send out for some breakfast? grumbled the Dean.

Far too early for breakfast, said Ridcully.

Well, some supper, then?

Too late for supper.

The Chair of Indefinite Studies took in the rest of the room. A lizard scuttled across the wall and disappeared.

Bit of a mess in here, isnt there? he said, glaring at the place where the lizard had been. Everythings very dusty. Whats in all those boxes?

Says Rocks on this side, said the Dean. Makes sense. If youre going to study the outdoors, do it in the warm.

But what about all the fishing nets and coconuts?

The Dean had to agree the point. The study was a mess, even by the extremely expansive standards of wizardry. Boxes of dusty rocks occupied the little space that wasnt covered with books and paper. They had been variously labeled, with inscriptions like Rocks from Lower Down, Other Rocks, Curious Rocks and Probably Not Rocks. Further boxes, to Ponders rising interest, were marked Remarkable Bones, Bones and Dull Bones.

One of those people who pokes his nose where it doesnt belong, I fancy, said the Lecturer in Recent Runes, and sniffed. He sniffed again, and looked down at the book hed picked at random.

This is a pressed squid collection, he said.

Oh, is it any good? I used to collect starfish when I was a boy, said Ponder.

The Lecturer in Recent Runes shut the book and frowned at him over the top of it. I daresay you did, young man. And old fossils too, I expect.

I always thought that old fossils might have a lot to teach us, said Ponder. Perhaps I was wrong, he added darkly.

Well, I for one have never believed all that business about dead animals turning into stone, said the Lecturer in Recent Runes. Its against all reason. Whats in it for them?

So how do you explain fossils, then? said Ponder.

Ah, you see, I dont, said the Lecturer in Recent Runes, with a triumphant smile. It saves so much trouble in the long run. How do skinless sausages hold together, Mister Stibbons?

What? Eh? How should I know something like that?

Really? You dont know that but you think youre entirely qualified to know how the whole universe was put together, do you? Anyway, you dont have to explain fossils. Theyre there. Why try to turn everything into a big mystery? If you go around asking questions the whole time youll never get anything done.

Well, what are we put here for? said Ponder.

There you go again, said the Lecturer in Recent Runes.

Says here its girt by sea, said the Senior Wrangler.

He looked up at their stares.

This continent EcksEcksEcksEcks, he added, pointing at a page. Says here Little is known about it save that it is girt by sea.


Im glad to see someone has their mind on the task in hand, said Ridcully. You two get on with some studyin, please. Right, then, Senior Wranglergirt by sea, is it?

Apparently.

Wellit would be, wouldnt it, said Ridcully. Anything else?

I used to know a Gert, said the Bursar. The terror of the Library had sent his somewhat erratic sanity on a downward slide into the calm pink clouds again.

Notvery much, said the Senior Wrangler, flicking through the pages. Sir Roderick Purdeigh spent many years looking for the alleged continent and was very emphatic that it didnt exist.

Quite a jolly gel. Gertrude Plusher, I think her name was. Face like a brick.

Yes, but he once got lost in his own bedroom, said the Dean, thumbing through another book. They found him in the wardrobe.

I wonder if its the same Gert? said the Bursar.

Could be, Bursar, said Ridcully. He nodded at the other wizards. No ones to let him have any sugar or fruit.

For a while there was no sound but the splash of water behind the door, the turning of pages and the Bursars randomized humming.

According to this note in Wasports Lives of the Very Dull People, said the Senior Wrangler, squinting at the tiny script, he met an old fisherman who said in that country the bark fell off the trees in the winter and the leaves stayed on.

Yes, but they always make up that sort of thing, said Ridcully. Otherwise its too boring. Its no good coming home and just saying you were shipwrecked for two years and ate winkles, is it? You have to put in a lot of daft stuff about men who go around on one big foot and The Land of Giant Plum Puddings and nursery rubbish like that.

My word! said the Lecturer in Recent Runes, who had been engrossed in a volume at the other end of the table. It says here that the people on the island of Slakki wear no clothes at all and the women are of unsurpassed beauty.

That sounds quite dreadful, said the Chair of Indefinite Studies primly.

There are several woodcuts.

Im sure none of us wish to know that, said Ridcully. He looked around at the rest of the wizards and repeated, in a louder voice, I said Im sure none of us wish to know that. Dean? Come right back here and pick up your chair!

Theres a mention of EcksEcksEcksEcks in Wrenchers Snakes of All Nations, said the Chair of Indefinite Studies. It says the continent has very few poisonous snakesOh, theres a footnote. His finger went down the page. It says, Most of them have been killed by the spiders. How very odd.

Oh, said the Lecturer in Recent Runes. It also says here that The denizens of Purdee Island also existeth inne a State of Naturehe struggled with the ancient handwritingyette is in Fine Healthe & of Good Bearing & Stature & is Trulee aknobbly Savage

Let me have a look at that, said Ridcully. The book was passed down the table. The Archchancellor scowled.

Its written knoble, he said. Noble savage. Means youact like a gentleman, dontcher-know

Whatgo fox-hunting, bow to ladies, dont pay your tailorThat sort of thing?

Shouldnt think that chap owes his tailor very much, said Ridcully, looking at the accompanying illustration. All right, chaps, lets see what else we can find

Hes having rather a long bath, isnt he? said the Dean, after a while. I mean, I like to be as well scrubbed as the next man, but were talking serious prunes here.

Sounds like hes sloshing about, said the Senior Wrangler.

Sounds like the seaside, said the Bursar happily.

Try to keep up, will you, Bursar? said Ridcully wearily.

Actually said the Senior Wrangler, there is a certain seagully component, now that you mention it

Ridcully stood up, strode over to the bathroom door and held up his fist to knock.

I am the Archchancellor, he grumbled, lowering it. I can open any doors I damn well please. And he turned the handle.

There, he said, as the door swung back. See, gentlemen? A perfectly ordinary bathroom. Stone bath, brass taps, bath cap, humorous scrubbin brush in the shape of a ducka perfectly ordinary bathroom. It is not, let me make myself quite clear, some kind of tropical beach. It doesnt look remotely like a tropical beach.

He pointed out of the bathrooms open window, to where waves lapped languorously against a tree-fringed strand under a brilliant blue sky. The bathroom curtains flapped on a warm breeze.

Thats a tropical beach. he said. See? No similarity at all.



After his nourishing meal that contained masses of essential vitamins and minerals and unfortunately quite a lot of taste as well, the man with Wizzard on his hat settled down for some housekeeping, or as much as was possible in the absence of a house.

It consisted of chipping away at a piece of wood with a stone axe. He appeared to be making a very short plank, and the speed with which he was working suggested that hed done this before.

A cockatoo settled in the tree above him to watch. Rincewind glared at it suspiciously.

When the plank had apparently been smoothed to his satisfaction he stood on it with one foot and, swaying, drew around the foot with a piece of charcoal from the fire. He did the same with the other foot, and then settled down to hack at the wood again.

The watcher in the waterhole realized that the man was making two foot-shaped boards.

Rincewind took a length of twine from his pocket. Hed found a particular creeper which, if you carefully peeled the bark off, would give you a terrible spotted rash. What hed actually been looking for was a creeper which, if you carefully peeled off the bark, would give you a serviceable twine, and it had taken several more goes and various different rashes to find out which one this was.

If you made a hole in the soles and fed a loop of twine through it, into which a toe could be inserted, you ended up with some Ur-footwear. It made you shuffle like the Ascent of Man but, nevertheless, had some unexpected benefits. First, the steady flop-flop as you walked made you sound like two people to any dangerous creatures you were about to encounter, which, in Rincewinds recent experience, was any creature at all. Second, although they were impossible to run in they were easy to run out of, so that you were a smoking dot on the burning horizon while the enraged caterpillar or beetle was still looking at your shoes and wondering where the other person was.

Hed had to run away a lot. Every night he made a new pair of thonged sandals, and every day he left them somewhere in the desert.

When hed finished them to his satisfaction he took a roll of thin bark from his pocket. Attached to it by a length of twine was a very precious small stub of pencil. Hed decided to keep a journal in the hope that this might help. He looked at the recent entries.


Probably Tuesday: hot, flies. Dinner: honey ants. Attacked by honey ants. Fell into waterhole.

Wednesday, with any luck: hot, flies. Dinner: either bush raisins or kangaroo droppings. Chased by hunters, dont know why. Fell into waterhole.


Thursday (could be): hot, flies. Dinner: blue-tongued lizard. Savaged by blue-tongued lizard. Chased by different hunters. Fell off cliff, bounced into tree, pissed on by small gray incontinent teddy bear, landed in a waterhole.

Friday: hot, flies. Dinner: some kind of roots which tasted like sick. This saved time.

Saturday: hotter than yesterday, extra flies. V.thirsty.

Sunday: hot. Delirious with thirst and flies. Nothing but nothing as far as the eye can see, with bushes in it. Decided to die, collapsed, fell down sand dune into waterhole.



He wrote very carefully and as small as possible: Monday: hot, flies. Dinner: moth grubs. He stared at the writing. It said it all, really.

Why didnt people here like him? Hed meet some small tribe, everythingd be friendly, hed pick up a few tips, get to know a few names, hed build up a vocabulary, enough to chat about ordinary everyday things like the weatherand then suddenly theyd be chasing him away. After all, everyone talked about the weather, didnt they?

Rincewind had always been happy to think of himself as a racist. The One Hundred Meters, the Mile, the Marathonhed run them all. Later, when hed learned with some surprise what the word actually meant, hed been equally certain he wasnt one. He was a person who divided the world quite simply into people who were trying to kill him and people who werent. That didnt leave much room for fine details like what color anyone was. But hed be sitting by the campfire, trying out a simple conversation, and suddenly people would get upset over nothing at all and drive him off. You didnt expect people to get nasty just because youd said something like, My word, when did it last rain here? did you?

Rincewind sighed, picked up his stick, beat the hell out of a patch of ground, lay down and went to sleep.

Occasionally he screamed under his breath and his legs made running motions, which just showed that he was dreaming.

The waterhole rippled. It wasnt large, a mere puddle deep in a bush-filled gully between some rocks, and the liquid it contained could only be called water because geographers refuse to countenance words like souphole.

Nevertheless it rippled, as though something had dropped into the center. And what was odd about the ripples was that they didnt stop when they reached the edge of the water but continued outwards over the land as expanding circles of dim white light. When they reached Rincewind they broke up and flowed around him, so that now he was the center of concentric lines of white dots, like strings of pearls.

The waterhole erupted. Something climbed up into the air and sped away across the night.

It zigzagged from rock to mountain to waterhole. And as the eye of observation rises, the traveling streak briefly illuminates other dim lines, hanging above the ground like smoke, so from above the whole land appears to have a circulatory system, or nerves

A thousand miles from the sleeping wizard the line struck ground again, emerged in a cave, and passed across the walls like a searchlight.

It hovered in front of a huge, pointed rock for a moment and then, as if reaching a decision, shot up again into the sky.

The continent rolled below it as it returned. The light hit the waterhole without a splash but, once again, three or four ripples in something spread out across the turbid water and the surrounding sand.

Night rolled in again. But there was a distant thumping under the ground. Bushes trembled. In the trees, birds awoke and flew away.

After a while, on a rock face near the waterhole, pale white lines began to form a picture.



Rincewind had attracted the attention of at least one other watcher apart from whatever it was that dwelt in the waterhole.

Death had taken to keeping Rincewinds life-timer on a special shelf in his study, in much the way that a zoologist would want to keep an eye on a particularly intriguing specimen.

The lifetimers of most people were the classic shape that Death thought was right and proper for the task. They appeared to be large eggtimers, although, since the sands they measured were the living seconds of someones life, all the eggs were in one basket.

Rincewinds hourglass looked like something created by a glassblower whod had the hiccups in a time machine. According to the amount of actual sand it containedand Death was pretty good at making this kind of estimatehe should have died long ago. But strange curves and bends and extrusions of glass had developed over the years, and quite often the sand was flowing backwards, or diagonally. Clearly, Rincewind had been hit by so much magic, had been thrust reluctantly through time and space so often that hed nearly bumped into himself coming the other way, that the precise end of his life was now as hard to find as the starting point on a roll of really sticky transparent tape.

Death was familiar with the concept of the eternal, ever-renewed hero, the champion with a thousand faces. Hed refrained from commenting. He met heroes frequently, generally surrounded by, and this was important, the dead bodies of very nearly all their enemies and saying, Vot the hell shust happened? Whether there was some arrangement that allowed them to come back again afterwards was not something he would be drawn on.

But he pondered whether, if this creature did exist, it was somehow balanced by the eternal coward. The hero with a thousand retreating backs, perhaps. Many cultures had a legend of an undying hero who would one day rise again, so perhaps the balance of nature called for one who wouldnt.

Whatever the ultimate truth of the matter, the fact now was that Death did not have the slightest idea of when Rincewind was going to die. This was very vexing to a creature who prided himself on his punctuality.

Death glided across the velvet emptiness of his study until he reached the model of the Discworld, if indeed it was a model.

Eyeless sockets looked down.

SHOW, he said.

The precious metals and stones faded. Death saw ocean currents, deserts, forests, drifting cloudscapes like albino buffalo herds

SHOW.

The eye of observation curved and dived into the living map, and a reddish splash grew in an expanse of turbulent sea. Ancient mountain ranges slipped past, deserts of rock and sand glided away.

SHOW.

Death watched the sleeping figure of Rincewind. Occasionally its legs would jerk.

HMM.

Death felt something crawling up the back of his robe, pause for a minute on his shoulder, and leap. A small rodent skeleton in a black robe landed in the middle of the image and started flailing madly at it with his tiny scythe, squeaking excitedly.

Death picked up the Death of Rats by his cowl and held him up for inspection.

NO, WE DONT DO IT THAT WAY.

The Death of Rats struggled madly. SQUEAK?

BECAUSE ITS AGAINST THE RULES, said Death. NATURE MUST TAKE ITS COURSE.

He glanced down at the image again as if a thought had struck him, and lowered the Death of Rats to the floor. Then he went to the wall and pulled a cord. Far away, a bell tolled.

After a while an elderly man entered, carrying a tray.


Sorry about that, master. I was cleaning the bath.

I BEG YOUR PARDON, ALBERT?

I mean, thats why I was late with your tea, sir, said Albert.

THAT IS OF NO CONSEQUENCE. TELL ME, WHAT DO YOU KNOW OF THIS PLACE?

Deaths finger tapped the red continent. His manservant looked closely.

Oh, there, he said. Terror Incognita we called it when I was alive, master. Never went there myself. Its the currents, you know. Many a poor sailorman has washed up on them fatal shores rather than get carried right over the Rim, and regretted it, I expect. Dry as a statues tiVery dry, master, or so they say. And hottern a demons jocVery hot, too. But you mustve been there yourself?

OH, YES. BUT YOU KNOW HOW IT IS WHEN YOURE THERE ON BUSINESS AND THERES HARDLY ANY TIME TO SEE THE COUNTRY

Death pointed to the great spiral of clouds that turned slowly around the continent, like jackals warily circling a dying lion which looked done for but which might yet be capable of one last bite.

VERY STRANGE, he said. A PERMANENT ANTICYCLONE. AND INSIDE, A HUGE, CALM LAND, THAT NEVER SEES A STORM. AND NEVER HAS A DROP OF RAIN.

Good place for a holiday, then.

COME WITH ME.

The two of them, trailed by the Death of Rats, walked into Deaths huge library. There were clouds here, up near the ceiling.

Death held out a hand. I WANT, he said, A BOOK ABOUT THE DANGEROUS CREATURES OF FOURECKS


Albert looked up and dived for cover, receiving only mild bruising because he had the foresight to curl into a ball.

After a while Death, his voice a little muffled, said: ALBERT, I WOULD BE SO GRATEFUL IF YOU COULD GIVE ME A HAND HERE.

Albert scrambled up and pulled at some of the huge volumes, finally dislodging enough of them to allow his master to clamber free.

HMMDeath picked up a book at random and read the cover.

DANGEROUS MAMMALS, REPTILES, AMPHIBIANS, BIRDS, FISH, JELLYFISH, INSECTS, SPIDERS, CRUSTACEANS, GRASSES, TREES, MOSSES, AND LICHENS OF TERROR INCOGNITA, he read. His gaze moved down the spine. VOLUME 29c, he added. OH. PART THREE, I SEE.

He glanced up at the listening shelves. POSSIBLY IT WOULD BE SIMPLER IF I ASKED FOR A LIST OF THE HARMLESS CREATURES OF THE AFORESAID CONTINENT?

They waited.

IT WOULD APPEAR THAT

No, wait, master. Here it comes.

Albert pointed to something white zigzagging lazily through the air. Finally Death reached up and caught the single sheet of paper.

He read it carefully and then turned it over briefly just in case anything was written on the other side.

May I? said Albert. Death handed him the paper.

Some of the sheep, Albert read aloud. Oh, well. Maybe a week at the seasided be better, then.

WHAT AN INTRIGUING PLACE, said Death. SADDLE UP THE HORSE, ALBERT. I FEEL SURE IM GOING TO BE NEEDED.

SQUEAK, said the Death of Rats.

PARDON?

He said, No worries, master, said Albert.

I CANT IMAGINE WHY.



Four huge blooms of silence rolled over the city as Old Tom so emphatically did not strike the hour.

Several servants rumbled a trolley along the corridor. The Archchancellor had given in. An early breakfast was on the way.

Ridcully lowered his tape measure.

Lets try that again, shall we? he said. He stepped out of the window and picked a seashell out of the sand. It was warm from the sun. Then he pulled himself back into the bathroom and walked around to a door beside the window.

It led to a dank, moss-grown light well, which allowed secondhand and grubby daylight into these dismal floors. Even the snow hadnt managed to get more than a brushing of flakes down this far.

The window on this side glimmered in the light from the doorway like a pool of very black oil.

Okay, Dean, he said. Push your staff through. Now waggle it about.

The wizards looked at the gently rippling surface. There should have been several feet of solid wood sticking out of it.

Well, well, well, said the Archchancellor, going back in out of the cold air. Do you know, Ive never actually seen one of these?

Anyone remember Archchancellor Bewdleys boots? said the Senior Wrangler, helping himself to some cold mutton from the trolley. He made a mistake and got one of the things opened up in the left boot. Very tricky. You cant go walking around with one foot in another dimension.

Well, no said Ridcully, staring at the tropical scene and tapping his chin thoughtfully with the seashell.

Cant see what youre treading in, for one thing, said the Senior Wrangler.

One opened up in one of the cellars once, all by itself, said the Dean. Just a round black hole. Anything you put in it just disappeared. So old Archchancellor Weatherwax had a privy built over it.

Very sensible idea, said Ridcully, still looking thoughtful.

We thought so too, until we found the other one that had opened in the attic. Turned out to be the other side of the same hole. Im sure I dont need to draw you a picture.

Ive never heard of these! said Ponder Stibbons. The possibilities are amazing!

Everyone says that when they first hear about them, said the Senior Wrangler. But when youve been a wizard as long as I have, my boy, youll learn that as soon as you find anything that offers amazing possibilities for the improvement of the human condition its best to put the lid back on and pretend it never happened.

But if you could get one to open above another you could drop something through the bottom hole and itd come out of the top hole and fall through the bottom hole againItd reach meteoritic speed and the amount of power you could generate would be

Thats pretty much what happened between the attic and the cellar, said the Dean, taking a cold chicken leg. Thank goodness for air friction, thats all Ill say.

Ponder waved his hand gingerly through the window and felt the suns heat.

And no ones ever studied them? he said.

The Senior Wrangler shrugged. Studied what? Theyre just holes. You get a lot of magic in one place, it kind of drops through the world like a hot steel ball through pork dripping. If it comes to the edge of something, it kind of fills it in.

Stress points in the space-time continuinuinuum said Ponder. There must be hundreds of uses

Hah, yes, no wonder our Egregious Professor is always so sun-tanned, said the Dean. I feel hes been cheating. Geography should be hard to get to. It shouldnt be in your windowbox, is what Im saying. You shouldnt get at it just by sneaking out of the University.

Well, he hasnt, really, has he? said the Senior Wrangler. Hes really just extended his study a bit.

Do you think that is EcksEcksEcksEcks, by any chance? said the Dean. It certainly looks foreign.

Well, there is sea, said the Senior Wrangler. But would you say that it looks as if it is actually girting?

Its justyou knowsloshing.

One would somehow imagine that sea that was girting something would look more, welldefiant, said the Lecturer in Recent Runes. You know? Thundering waves and so on. Definitely sending a message to outsiders that it was girting this coast and theyd better be jolly respectful.

Perhaps we could go right through and investigate, said Ponder.

Something dreadfulll happen if we do, said the Senior Wrangler gloomily.

It hasnt happened to the Bursar, said Ridcully.

The wizards crowded around. There was a figure standing in the surf. Its robe was rolled up above the knees. A few birds wheeled overhead. Palm trees waved in the background.

My word, he must have snuck out while we werent looking, said the Senior Wrangler.

Bursar! Ridcully yelled.

The figure didnt look round.

I dont want to, you know, make trouble, said the Chair of Indefinite Studies, looking wistfully at the sundrenched beach, but its freezing cold in my bedroom and last night there was frost on my eiderdown. I dont see any harm in a quick stroll in the warm.

Were here to help the Librarian! snapped Ridcully. Faint snores were coming from the volume entitled Ook.

My point exactly. The poor chapd be a lot happier in those trees there.

You mean we could wedge him in the branches? said the Archchancellor. Hes still The Story of Ook.

You know what I mean, Mustrum. A day at the seaside for him would be better than aa day at the seaside, as it were. Lets get out there, Im freezing.


Are you mad? There could be terrible monsters! Look at the poor chap standing there in the surf! That seas probably teeming with

Sharks, said the Senior Wrangler.

Right! said Ridcully. And

Barracudas, said the Senior Wrangler. Marlins. Swordfish. Looks like somewhere out near the Rim to me. Fishermen say theres fish there thatd take your arm off.

Right, said Ridcully. Right There was a small but significant change in his tone. Everyone knew about the stuffed fish on his walls. Arch-chancellor Ridcully would hunt anything. The only cockerel still crowing within two hundred yards of the University these days stood under a cart to do it.

And that jungle, said the Senior Wrangler, sniffing. Looks pretty damn dangerous to me. Could be anything in it. Fatal. Could be tigers and gorillas and elephants and pineapples. I wouldnt go near it. Im with you, Archchancellor. Better to freeze here than look some rabid man-eater in the eye.

Ridcullys own eyes were burning bright. He stroked his beard thoughtfully. Tigers, eh? he said. Then his expression changed. Pineapples?

Deadly, said the Senior Wrangler firmly. One of them got my aunt. We couldnt get it off her. I told her thats not the way youre supposed to eat them, but would she listen?

The Dean looked sidelong at his Archchancellor. It was the glance of a man who also didnt want another night in a frigid bedroom and had suddenly worked out where the levers were.

That gets my vote, Mustrum, he said. Catch me going through some hole in space on to some warm beach with a sea teeming with huge fish and a jungle full of hunting trophies. He yawned like a bad poker player. No, its me for my nice freezing bed, I dont know about you. Archchancellor?

I think Ridcully began.

Yes?

Clams, said the Senior Wrangler, shaking his head. Looks just the beach for the devils. You just ask my cousin. Youll have to find a good medium first, though. They shouldnt ooze green, I said. They shouldnt bubble, I told him. But would he listen?

The Archchancellor was currently amongst those who wouldnt. You think that taking him out there would be just the thing for the Librarian, do you? he said. Just the tonic for the poor old chap, an hour or two under that sun?

But I expect we ought to be ready to protect him, eh, Archchancellor? the Dean said, innocently.

Why, yes, I really hadnt thought of that, said Ridcully. Hmm, yes. Important point. Better get them to bring down my 500-pound crossbow with the armor-piercing arrows and my home taxidermy outfit. And all ten fishing rods. And all four tackle boxes. And the big set of scales.

Good thinking, Archchancellor, said the Dean. He may want to take a swim when hes feeling better.

In that case, said Ponder, I think Ill get my thaumodalite and my notebooks. Its vital to work out where we are. It could be EcksEcksEcksEcks, I suppose. It looks very foreign.

I suppose Id better fetch my reptile press and my herbarium, said the Chair of Indefinite Studies, who had got there eventually. Much may be learned from the plants here, Ill wager.

I shall certainly endeavor to make a study of any primitive grass-skirted peoples hereabouts, added the Dean, with a lawnmower look in his eyes.

What about you, Runes? said Ridcully.

Me? Oh, er The Lecturer in Recent Runes looked wildly at his colleagues, who were nodding frantically at him. Erthis would be a good time to catch up on my reading, obviously.

Right, said Ridcully. Because we are not, and I want to make this very clear, we are not doing this in order to enjoy ourselves, is that understood?

What about the Senior Wrangler? said the Dean nastily.

Me? Enjoy it? There might even be prawns out there, said the Senior Wrangler miserably.

Ridcully hesitated. The other wizards shrugged when he glanced at them. Look, old chap, he said eventually, I think I understood about the clams, and Ive got a sort of mental picture about your granny and the pineapple

my aunt

your aunt and the pineapple, butWhats deadly about prawns?

Hah, see how you like a crate of them dropping off the crane on to your head, said the Senior Wrangler. My uncle didnt, I can tell you!

Okay, I think I understand. Important safety tip, everyone, said Ridcully. Avoid all crates. Understood? But we are not here on some kind of holiday! Do you all understand me?


Absolutely, said the wizards in unison.

They all understood him.



Rincewind awoke with a scream, to get it over with.

Then he saw the man watching him.

He was sitting cross-legged against the dawn. He was black. Not brown, or blue-black, but black as space. This place baked people.

Rincewind pulled himself up and thought about reaching for his stick. And then he thought again. The man had a couple of spears stuck in the ground, and people here were good at spears, because if you didnt get efficient at hitting the things that moved fast you had to eat the things that moved slowly. He was also holding a boomerang, and it wasnt one of those toy ones that came back. This was one of the big, heavy, gently curved sort that didnt come back because it was sticking in somethings ribcage. You could laugh at the idea of wooden weapons until you saw the kind of wood that grew here.

It had been painted with stripes of all colors, but it still looked like a business item.

Rincewind tried to seem harmless. It required little in the way of acting.

The watcher regarded him in that sucking silence that you just have to fill. And Rincewind came from a culture where, if there was nothing to say, you said something.

Er said Rincewind. Mebig-fellafellabelongdamn, whats the He gave up, and glanced at the blue sky. Turned out nice again, he said.

The man seemed to sigh, stuck the boomerang into the strip of animal skin that was his belt and, in fact, the whole of his wardrobe, and stood up. Then he picked up a leathery sack, slung it over one shoulder, took the spears and, without a backward glance, ambled off around a rock.

This might have struck anyone else as rude, but Rincewind was always happy to see any heavily armed person walking away. He rubbed his eyes and contemplated the dismal task of subduing breakfast.

You want some grub? The voice was almost a whisper.

Rincewind looked around. A little way off was the hole from which last nights supper had been dug. Apart from that, there was nothing all the way to the infinite horizon but scrubby bushes and hot red rocks.

I think I dug up most of them, he said, weakly.

Nah, mate. I got to tell you the secret of findin tucker in the bush. Theres always a beaut feed if you know where to look, mate.

How come youre speaking my language, mystery voice? said Rincewind.

I aint, said the voice. Youre listenin to mine. Got to feed you up proper. Gonna sing you into a real bush-tucker finder, true.

Lovely grub, said Rincewind.

Just you stand there and dont move.

It sounded as though the unseen voice then began to chant very quietly through an unseen nose.

Rincewind was, after all, a wizard. Not a good one, but he was sensitive to magic. And the chant was doing strange things.


The hairs on the back of his hands tried to crawl up his arms, and the back of his neck began to sweat. His ears popped and, very gently, the landscape began to spin around him.

He looked down at the ground. There were his feet. Almost certainly his feet. And they were standing on the red earth and not moving at all. Things were moving round him. He wasnt dizzy but, by the look of it, the landscape was.

The chanting stopped. There was a sort of echo, which seemed to happen inside his head, as if the words had been merely the shadow of something more important.

Rincewind shut his eyes for a while, and then opened them again.

Erfine, he said. Verycatchy.

He couldnt see the speaker, so he spoke with that careful politeness you reserve for someone armed who is probably standing behind you.

He turned. I expect youerhad to go somewhere, did you? he said, to the empty air.

Erhello?

Even the insects had gone quiet.

Eryou havent noticed a box walking around on legs, have you? By any chance?

He tried to see if anyone could possibly be hiding behind a bush.

Its not important, its just that its got my clean underwear in it.

The boundless silence made an eloquent statement about the universes views on clean underwear.

SoerIm going to know how to find food in the bush, right? he ventured. He glared at the nearest trees. They didnt look any more fruitful than before. He shrugged.

What a strange person.

He edged over to a flat stone and, with a stick raised in case of resistance from anything below, pulled it up.

There was a chicken sandwich underneath.

It tasted rather like chicken.

A little way away, behind the rocks near the waterhole, a drawing faded into the stone.



This was another desert, elsewhere. No matter where you were, this place would always be elsewhere. It was one of those places further than any conceivable journey, but possibly as close as the far side of a mirror, or just a breath away.

There was no sun in the sky here, unless the whole sky was sunit glowed yellow. The desert underfoot was still red sand, but hot enough to burn.

A crude drawing of a man appeared on a rock. Gradually, layer by layer, it got more complex, as if the unseen hand was trying to draw bones and organs and a nervous system and a soul.

And he stepped on to the sand and put down his bag which, here, seemed a lot heavier. He stretched his arms and cracked his knuckles.

At least here he could talk normally. He darent raise his voice down there in the shadow world, lest he raise mountains as well.

He said a word which, on the other side of the rock, would have shaken trees and created meadows. It meant, in the true language of things which the old man spoke, something like: Trickster. A creature like him appears in many belief systems, although the jolly name can be misleading. Tricksters have that robust sense of humor that puts a landmine under a seat cushion for a bit of a laugh.

A black and white bird appeared, and perched on his head.

You know what to do, said the old man.

Him? What a wonga, said the bird. Ive been lookin at him. Hes not even heroic. Hes just in the right place at the right time.

The old man indicated that this was maybe the definition of a hero.

All right, but why not go and get the thing yerself? said the bird.

Youve gotta have heroes, said the old man.

And I suppose Ill have to help, said the bird. It sniffed, which is quite hard to do through a beak.

Yep. Off you go.

The bird shrugged, which is easy to do if you have wings, and flew down off the old mans head. It didnt land on the rock but flew into it; for a moment there was a drawing of a bird, and then it faded.

Creators arent gods. They make places, which is quite hard. Its men that make gods. This explains a lot.

The old man sat down and waited.



Confront a wizard with the concept of a bathing suit and hell start to get nervous. Why does it have to be so skimpy? hell ask. Where can I put the gold embroidery? How can you have any kind of costume without at least forty useful pockets? And occult symbols made out of sequins? There appears to be no place for them. And where, when you get right down to it, are the lapels?

There is also the concept of acreage. It is vitally important that as large an amount of wizard as possible is covered, so that timid people and horses are not frightened. There may be strapping young wizards with copper-colored skins and muscles as solid as a plank, but not after sixty years of UU dinners. It gives senior wizards what they think is called gravitas but is more accurately called gravity.

Also, it takes heavy machinery to part a wizard from his pointy hat.

The Chair of Indefinite Studies looked sidelong at the Dean. They both wore a variety of garments, in which red and white stripes predominated.

Last one into the waters a man standing all by himself on the beach! he shouted.*

Out on a point of rock, surf washing over his bare feet, Mustrum Ridcully lit his pipe and cast a line on the end of which was such a fearsome array of spinners and weights that any fish it didnt hook it might successfully bludgeon.

The change of scenery seemed to be working on the Librarian. Within a few minutes of being laid in the sunlight hed sneezed himself back into his old shape, and he now sat on the beach with a blanket around him and a fern leaf on his head.

It was, indeed, a lovely day. It was warm, the sea murmured beautifully, the wind whispered in the trees. The Librarian knew he ought to be feeling better, but, instead, he was beginning to feel extremely uneasy.

He stared around him. The Lecturer in Recent Runes had gone to sleep with his book carefully shading his eyes. It had originally been entitled Principles of Thaumic Propagation but, because of the action of the sunlight and some specialized high-frequency vibrations from the sand granules on the beach the words on the cover now read The Omega Conspiracy.*

In the middle distance was the window. It hung in the air, a simple square into a shadowy room. The Archchancellor hadnt trusted the window catch and had propped up the window with a piece of wood. A warning label pinned to it showed that some thought had gone into the wording: Do not remove this wood. Not even to see what happens. IMPORTANT!

There appeared to be some forest behind the beach which rose a little way up the side of a small yet quite pointy mountain, certainly not tall enough to have snow on it.

Some of the trees lining the beach looked hauntingly familiar, and spoke to the Librarian of home. This was strange, because he had been born in Moon Pond Lane, Ankh-Morpork, next to the saddle-makers. But they spoke to the home in his bones. He had an urge to climb

But there was something wrong with the trees. He looked down at the pretty shells on the beach. There was something wrong with them, too. Creepily, worryingly wrong.

A few birds wheeled overhead, and they were wrong. They were the right shape, as far as he knew, and they seemed to be making the right noises. But they were still wrong.

Oh, dear

He tried to stop the sneeze as it gathered nasal momentum, but this is impossible for anyone who wants to continue to go through life with their eardrums.

There was a snort, a clattering sound, and the Librarian changed into something suitable for the beach.



It is often said about desert environments that there is in fact a lot of nutritious food around, if only you know what to look for.

Rincewind mused on this as he pulled a plate of chocolate-covered sponge cakes from their burrow. They had dried coconut flakes on them.

He turned the plate cautiously.

Well, you couldnt argue with it. He was finding food in the desert. In fact, he was even finding dessert in the desert.

Perhaps it was some special talent hitherto undiscovered by the kind people who had occasionally shared their food with him in the last few months. They hadnt eaten this sort of thing. Theyd ground up seeds and dug up skinny yams and eaten things with more eyeballs than the Watch had found after that business with Medley the Medical Kleptomaniac.

So something was going right for him. Out here in the red-hot wilderness something wanted him to stay alive. This was a worrying thought. No one ever wanted him alive for something nice.

This was Rincewind after several months: his wizardly robe was quite short now. Bits had been torn off or used as string or, after some particularly resistant hors doeuvres, as bandages. It showed his knees, and wizards are nowhere near championship standard at knees. They tend to appear, as the book might put it, a knobbly savage.

But hed kept his hat. Hed woven a new wide brim for it, and hed had to restore the crown once or twice with fresh bits of robe, and most of the sequins had been replaced with bits of shell stitched on with grass, but it was still his hat, the same old hat. A wizard without a hat was just a sad man with a suspicious taste in clothes. A wizard without a hat wasnt anyone.

Although this particular wizard had a hat, he didnt have keen enough eyes to see the drawing appear on a red rock half hidden in the scrub.

It started off like a bird. Then, without at any time being other than smears of ochre and charcoal that had been there for years, it began to change shape

He set off towards the distant mountains. Theyd been in view for several days. He hadnt the faintest idea if they represented a sensible direction but at least they were one.

The ground shivered underfoot. It had been doing that once or twice a day for a while, and that was another odd thing, because this didnt look like volcano country. This was the kind of country where, if you watched a large cliff for a few hundred years, you might see a rock drop off and youd talk about it for ages. Everything about it said that it had got over all the more energetic geological exercises a long time ago and was a nice quiet country which, in other circumstances, a man might be at home in.

He became aware after a while that a kangaroo was watching him from the top of a small rock. Hed seen the things before, bounding away through the bushes. They didnt usually hang around when there were humans about.

This one was stalking him. They were vegetarian, werent they? It wasnt as though he was wearing green.

Finally it sprang out of the bushes and landed in front of him.

It brushed one ear with a paw, and gave Rincewind a meaningful look.

It brushed the other ear with the other paw, and wrinkled its nose.

Yes, fine, good, said Rincewind. He started to edge away, and then stopped. After all, it was just a bigwell, rabbit, with a long tail and the kind of feet you normally see associated with red noses and baggy pants.

Im not frightened of you, he said. Why should I be frightened of you?


Well, said the kangaroo, I could kick your stomach out through your neck.

Ah. You can talk?

Youre a quick one, said the kangaroo. It rubbed an ear again.

Something wrong? said Rincewind.

No, thats the kangaroo language. Im trying it out.

What, one scratch for yes, one for no? That sort of thing?

The kangaroo scratched an ear, and then remembered itself. Yep, it said. It wrinkled its nose.

And that wrinkling? said Rincewind.

Oh, that means Come quick, someones fallen down a deep hole, said the kangaroo.

That one gets used a lot?

Youd be amazed.

Andwhats kangaroo for You are needed for a quest of the utmost importance? said Rincewind, with guileful innocence.

You know, its funny you should ask that

The sandals barely moved. Rincewind rose from them like a man leaving the starting blocks, and when he landed his feet were already making running movements in the air.

After a while the kangaroo came alongside and accompanied him in a series of easy bounds.

Why are you running away without even listening to what I have to say?

Ive had long experience of being me, panted Rincewind. I know whats going to happen. Im going to be dragged into things that shouldnt concern me. And youre just a hallucination caused by rich food on an empty stomach, so dont you try to stop me!

Stop you? said the kangaroo. When youre heading in the right direction?

Rincewind tried to slow down, but his method of running was very efficiently based on the idea that stopping was the last thing hed do. Legs still moving, he ran out over the empty air and plunged into the void.

The kangaroo looked down and, with a certain amount of satisfaction, wrinkled its nose.



Archchancellor!

Ridcully awoke, and sat up. The Lecturer in Recent Runes was hurrying up, out of breath.

The Bursar and I went for a walk along the beach, he said. And can you guess where we ended up?

In Kiddling Street, Quirm, said Ridcully tartly, brushing an exploring beetle off his beard. That little bit by the teashop, with the trees in it.

Thats astonishing, Archchancellor. Because, you know, in fact, we didnt. We wound up back here. Were on a tiny island. Were you having a rest?

A few moments cogitating, said Ridcully. Any idea where we are yet, Mister Stibbons?

Ponder looked up from his notebook. I wont be able to work that out precisely until sundown, sir. But I think were pretty close to the Rim.

And I think we found where the Professor of Cruel and Unusual Geography has been camping, said the Lecturer in Recent Runes. He rummaged in a deep pocket. There was a camp, and a fireplace. Bamboo furniture and whatnot. Socks on a washing line. And this.

He pulled out the remains of a small notebook. It was standard UU issue. Ridcully would never let anyone have a new one until theyd filled up every page on both sides.

It was just lying there, said the Lecturer in Recent Runes. Im afraid ants have been eating it.

Ridcully flicked it open and read the first page. Some interesting observations on Mono Island, he said. A most singular place.

He flicked through the rest of the book. Just a list of plants and fishes, he said. Doesnt look all that special to me, but then I aint a geography man. Whys he callin it Mono Island?

It means One Island, said Ponder.

Well, youve just told me it is one island, said Ridcully. Anyway, I can see several more out there. Severe lack of imagination, I suggest. He tucked the notebook into his robe. Right, then. No sign of the chap himself?

Strangely, no.

Probably went swimming and was eaten by a pineapple, said Ridcully. Hows the Librarian doing, Mister Stibbons? Comfortable, is he?

You should know, sir, said Ponder. Youve been sitting on him for three-quarters of an hour.

Ridcully looked down at the deckchair. It was covered with red fur. This is?

Yes, sir.

I thought perhaps our geography man had brought it with him.

Not, er, with the black toenails, sir.


Ridcully peered further. Should I get up, do you think?

Well, he is a deckchair, sir. So being sat on is a perfectly normal activity for him, I suppose.

We must find a cure, Stibbons. This is too strange

Coo-ee, gentlemen!

There was activity in front of the window. It centered around a vision in pink, although admittedly the sort of vision associated with the more erratic kind of hallucinogen.

In theory there is no dignified way for a lady of a certain age to climb through a window, but nevertheless this one was attempting it. In fact she moved with more than dignity, which is something that is given away free with kings and bishops; what she had was respectability, which is homemade out of cast iron. However, at some point she would have to show a bit of ankle, and she was wedged awkwardly on the sill while trying to prevent this from happening.

The Senior Wrangler coughed. If he had been wearing a tie he would have straightened it.

Ah, said Ridcully. The inestimable Mrs. Whitlow. Someone go and give her a hand, Stibbons.

Ill help, said the Senior Wrangler, just a little faster than he meant.*

The Universitys housekeeper turned and spoke to someone unseen beyond the window and then turned back, her shouting-at-subordinates expression briefly visible before it was eclipsed by her much sunnier talking-to-wizards one.

The Chair of Indefinite Studies had once upset the Senior Wrangler by saying that the housekeeper had a face full of chins, but there was a glossiness about her that put some people in mind of a candle that had been kept in the warm for too long. There wasnt anything approaching a straight line anywhere on Mrs. Whitlow, until she found that something hadnt been dusted properly, when you could use her lips as a ruler.

Most of the Faculty walked in dread of her. She had strange powers that they couldnt quite get a grip on, like the ability to get the beds made and the windows washed. A wizard who could wield a staff crackling with power against dreadful monsters from some ghastly region was nevertheless quite capable of picking up a feather duster by the wrong end and seriously injuring himself with it. At Mrs. Whitlows whim peoples clothes got washed and socks got darned.* If anyone annoyed her, they found their study spring-cleaned more often than was good for them, and since to a wizard his room is as personal an item as his trouser pockets this was a terrible vengeance.

Ai just thought you gentlemen would like a morning snack, she said, as the wizards helped her down. So Ai took the liberty of getting the gels to put together a cold collation. Aill just go and fetch it

The Archchancellor stood up hastily. Well done, Mrs. Whitlow.

Era morning snack? said the Senior Wrangler. It looks like mid-afternoon to me His tone made it clear that if Mrs. Whitlow wanted it to be the morning, he wasnt going to cause any trouble.

Speed of light crossing the Disc, said Ponder. We are close to the Rim, Im sure. Im trying to remember how you tell the time by looking at the sun.

I should leave it for a while, said the Senior Wrangler, squinting under his hand. Its too bright to see the numbers at the moment.

Ridcully nodded happily. Im sure we could all do with a snack, he said. Something suitable for the beach, perhaps.

Cold pork and mustard, said the Dean, waking up.

Possibly some beer, said the Senior Wrangler.

And have we got any of those pies, you know, the ones with the egg inside them? said the Lecturer in Recent Runes. Although I must say Ive always thought that it was rather cruel to the chicken

There was a soft little sound, very similar to the one you get, aged around seven, when you stick your finger in your mouth and flick it out again quickly and think it is incredibly funny.

Ponder turned his head, dreading the sight he was about to see.


Mrs. Whitlow had a tray of cutlery in one hand and was prodding ineffectually at the air with the stick that she held in the other.

Ai only moved it to get things through, she said. Now Ai cant seem to quate find where the silly thing is supposed to go.

Where there had been a dark rectangle opening into the geographers dingy study, there was now only waving palms and sunlit sand. Strictly speaking, it could be said to be an improvement. It depended on your point of view.
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