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To Lyn, for then and now.

AUTHOR'S NOTE
This book had two authors, and they were both the same person.

The Carpet People was published in 1971. It had alot of things wrong with it, mostly to do with
being written by someone who was seventeen at the time.

And it sold abit, and eventualy it sold out. And that wasit.

And then about seven years ago the Discworld books began to sdll, and people would buy them and
say, "Here, what's this book The Carpet People by The Same Author?' and the publishers got so fed up
with telling people that there was no demand for it that they decided it wastime for anew edition.

Which wasread by Terry Pratchett, aged forty-three, who said: hang on. | wrote that in the days



when | thought fantasy was d| battles and kings. Now I'm inclined to think that the real concerns of
fantasy ought to be about not having battles, and doing without kings. I'll just rewriteit here and there ...

Well, you know how it iswhen you tweak athread that's hanging loose ...

Sothisisit. It's not exactly the book | wrote then. It's not exactly the book I'd write now. It'sajoint
effort but, heh heh, | don't haveto give him haf the royalties. Hed only waste them.

You asked for it. Hereit is. Thanks. Incidentaly, the size of the city of Wareis approximately? .
-Terry Pratchett
15 September 1991

PROLOGUE
They called themsdaves the Munrungs. It meant The People, or The True Human Beings.

It'swhat most people cal themselves, to begin with. And then one day the tribe meets some other
people, and givesthem aname like The Other People or, if it's not been agood day, The Enemy. If only
they'd think up aname like Some More True Human Beings, it'd save alot of trouble later on.

Not that the Munrungswerein any way primitive. Pismire said they had arich native cultura
inheritance. He meant Sories.

Pismire knew al the old stories and many new ones and used to tell them while the whole tribe
listened, enthraled, and the nighttime fires crumbled to ashes.

Sometimes it seemed that even the mighty hairsthat grew outside the village stockade listened, too.
They seemed to crowd in closer.

The oldest story was the shortest. He did not tell it often, but the tribe knew it by heart. It was astory
told in many languages, dl over the Carpet.

"In the beginning,” said Pismire, "there was nothing but endless flatness. Then came the Carpet, which
covered the flatness. It was young in those days. There was no dust among the hairs. They were dim and
sraight, not bent and crusty like they are today. And the Carpet was empty.”

"Then came the dust, which fell upon the Carpet, drifting among the hairs, taking root in the deep
shadows. More came, tumbling dowly and with silence among the waiting hairs, until the dust wasthick
inthe Carpet.”

"From the dust the Carpet wove us dl. First came thelittle crawling creatures that make their
dwdlingsin burrows and high in the hairs. Then came the soraths, and the weft borers, tromps, goets,
gromepipers and the snargs.”

"Now the Carpet had life and noise. Y es, and death and silence. But there was athread missing from
the weave on theloom of life

"The Carpet wasfull of life, but it did not know it was dive. It could be, but it could not think. It did
not even know whét it was."

"And so from the dust came us, the Carpet People. We gave the Carpet its name, and named the
crestures, and the weaving was complete. We were the first to give the Carpet aname. Now it knew
about itsdlf."

"Though Fray, who hateslifein the Carpet, may tread upon us, though shadows grow over us, we are
the soul of the Carpet, and that isamighty thing. We are the fruit of theloom."

"Of course, thisisal metaphorica but | think it'simportant, don't you?""

CHAPTER 1
It wasthe Law that, every tenth year, the people of dl the tribesin the Dumii Empire should come



and be Counted.

They did not go dl the way to the great capita city of Ware, but to the little walled town of Tregon
Marus.

The Counting was always agrest occasion. Tregon Maruswould double in size and importance
overnight astribal tents were pitched outsde itswalls. There was a horse market, and afive-day fair, old
friends to be met, and aflood of newsto be exchanged.

And there was the Counting itself. New names were added to the crackling scrollswhich, the people
liketo believe, were taken to Ware, even to the Great Paace of the Emperor himsdlf. The Dumii clerks
laborioudy wrote down how many pigs and goats and tromps everybody had, and one by one the
people shuffled on to the next table and paid their taxesin furs and skins. That was the unpopular part.
So the queue wound round Tregon Marus, in at the East Gate, through the postern and stables, across
the market square, and through the countinghouse. Even the youngest babies were carried past the
clerks, for the quill pensto wobble and scratch their names on the parchment. Many atribesman got a
funny name because a clerk didn't know how to spell, and theres more of that sort of thing in History
than you might expect.

On thefifth day the Governor of the town called al the tribal chieftainsto an audience in the market
square, to hear their grievances. He didn't dways do anything about them, but at least they got heard,
and he nodded alot, and everyone felt better about it at least until they got home. Thisis palitics.

That was how it had always happened, time out of mind.

And on the sixth day the people went back to their homes, along the roads the Dumii had built. They
went east. Behind them the road went west, until it cameto the city of Ware. There it was just one of the
many roads that entered the city. Beyond Ware it became the West Road, becoming narrower and more
winding until it reached the furthermost western outpost of Rug.

Such wasthe Dumii Empire. It covered dmogt dl of the Carpet from the Woodwall to the wasteland
near Varnisholmein the north.

In the west it bordered Wildland and the uttermost fringes of the Carpet, and southwards the roads
ran asfar asthe Hearthlands. The painted people of the Wainscot, the warlike Hibbolgs, even the
fireworshippers of Rug, al paid their tribute to the Emperor.

Some of them didn't like the Dumii much, usudly because the Empire discouraged the small wars and
catle raids which, in the outlying regions, were by way of being arecregtiond activity. The Empireliked
peace. It meant that people had enough time to earn money to pay their taxes. On the whole, peace
seemed to work.

So the Munrung tribe went east, and passed out of the chronicles of the Empire for another ten years.
Sometimesthey quarrelled among themsalves, but on the whole they lived peacefully and avoided having
much to do with history, which tendsto get people killed.

Then, one year, no more was heard from Tregon Marus....

Old Grimm Orkson, chieftain of the Munrungs, had two sons. The ddest, Glurk, succeeded hisfather
as chieftain when old Orkson died.

To the Munrung way of thinking, which was adow and ddliberate way, there couldn't have been a
better choice. He looked just like a second edition of hisfather, from his broad shouldersto his great
thick neck, the battering centre of his strength. Glurk could throw a spear further than anyone. He could
wrestle with asnarg, and wore a necklace of their long yellow teeth to proveit. He could lift ahorse with
one hand, run al day without tiring, and creep up so closeto agrazing animal that sometimesthey'd die
of shock before he had time to raise his spear. Admittedly he moved his lips when he was thinking, and
the thoughts could be seen bumping against one another like dumplingsin a stew, but he was not stupid.
Not what you'd call stupid. His brain got therein the end. It just went the long way around.



"He'saman of few words, and he doesn't know what either of them mean,” people said, but not
when he was within hearing.

One day towards evening he was tramping homeward through the dusty glades, carrying a
bone-tipped hunting spear under one arm. The other arm steadied the long pole that rested on his
shoulder.

Inthe middle of the pole, itslegstied together, dangled a snarg. At the other end of the pole was
Snibril, Glurk'syounger brother.

Old Orkson had married early and lived long, so awide gap filled by a string of daughters, that the
chieftain had carefully married off to upright and respected and above dl well-off Munrungs, separated
the brothers.

Snibril was dight, especidly compared with hisbrother. Grimm had sent him off to the strict Dumii
school in Tregon Marusto become aclerk. "He can't hardly hold a spear,” he said, "maybe a pen'd be
better. Get somelearning in the family.”

When Snibril had run away for the third time Pismire came to see Grimm.
Pismire was the shaman, akind of odd-job priest.

Most tribes had one, although Pismire was different. For one thing, he washed dl the bits that showed
at least once every month. Thiswas unusud. Other shamen tended to encourage dirt, taking the view that
the grubbier, themore magical.

And hedidn't wear |ots of feathers and bones, and he didn't talk like the other shamen in neighbouring
tribes.
Other shamen ate the yellow-spotted mushrooms that were found deep in the hair thicketsand said

Pismire said things like, " Correct observation followed by meticul ous deduction and the precise
visualization of goasis vitd to the success of any enterprise. Have you noticed the way the wild tromps
always move around two days ahead of the sorath herds? Incidentally, don't eat the yellow-spotted
mushrooms."

Which didn't sound magica at al, but worked alot better and conjured up good hunting. Privately
some Munrungs thought good hunting was more due to their own skill. Pismire encouraged thisview.
"Pogtivethinking," hewould say, "isaso very important.”

Hewas dso the officid medicine man. Hewas alot better, they agreed (but reluctantly, because the
Munrungs respected tradition) than the last one they had had, whose idea of medicine wasto throw some
bonesinthear and cry "Hyahyahyah! Hgn! Hgn!" Pismire just mixed variouskinds of raredust ina
bowl, madeit into pills, and said things like "Take one of these when you go to bed at night and another
oneif you wake up in the morning."

And occasiondly he offered advice on other matters.

Grimm was chopping sticks outside hishut. "1t never work,” said Pismire, appearing behind himin
that silent way of his. ™Y ou can't send Snibril off to Tregon again. Hes aMunrung. No wonder he keeps
running away. Hell never be aclerk. It's not in the blood, man. Let him stay. I'll see helearnsto read.”

"If you can learn him, youre welcome,” said Grimm, shaking his head. "He'samystery to me. Spends
al histime moping around. His mother used to be like that. Of course, she got abit of sense once she got
married.”

Grimm had never learned to read, but he had always been impressed by the clerks at Tregon Marus.
They could make marks on bits of parchment that could remember things. That was power, of asort.
He was quite keen to see that an Orkson got some of it.

So Snibril went to Pismiré's village school with the other children, and learnt numbers, letters, and the



Dumii laws. He enjoyed it, sucking in knowledge as though hislife depended on it. It often did, Pismire
sad.
And, strangely, he aso grew up to be ahunter amost as good as his brother. But in different ways.
Glurk chased. Snibril watched. Y ou don't have to chase around after creatures, Pismire had said.

Y ou watch them for long enough, and then you'll find the place to wait and they'll come to you. Ther€'s
nearly dways abetter way of doing something.

When old Grimm died hewaslaid in abarrow dug out of the dust of the Carpet, with his hunting
spear by hisside. Munrungs had no idea where you went when you died, but there was no reason to go
hungry once you got there.

Glurk became chieftain, and would have to take the tribe to the next Counting. But the messenger to
summon them to Tregon Marus was long overdue, and that worried Glurk. Not that hewasin ahurry to
pay taxes, and actualy going to see why the messenger was late seemed a bit too, you know, keen, but
usudly the Dumii were very rdligble, especidly over tax-gathering.

But as he and his brother wandered homeward that evening he kept his thoughtsto himsalf. Snibril

grunted, and heaved the pole on to his other shoulder. He was shorter than his brother, and he was going
to get shorter ill, he thought, if he couldn't shed the load for a minute or two.

"| fed asthough my feet have worn right off and my legs have turned up at the ends,” he said. "Can't
we stop for arest? Five minuteswon't hurt. And ... my head aches... "

"Five minutes, then,” said Glurk. "No more. It's getting dark."

They had reached the Dumii road, and not far north of it lay the Woodwall, home and supper. They
sat down.

Glurk, who never wasted histime, started to sharpen the point of his spear on apiece of grit, but both
brothers gazed down the road, shining in the dim evening air. The road stretched west, aglowing linein
the darkness. The hairs around it were full of growing shadows. It had fascinated Snibril, ever snce his
father had told him that al roads led to Ware. So it was only the road that lay between the doorway of
his hut and the threshold of the Emperor's palace, he thought. And if you counted al the streets and
passages that led off theroad ... Once you set foot on it you might end up anywhere and if you just sat by
the road and waited, who might pass you by? Everywhere was connected to everywhere else, Pismire
had said.

He put hishead in his hands. The ache wasworse. It felt as though he was being squeezed.

The Carpet had felt wrong too, today. The hunting had been hard. Most of the animal's had vanished,
and the dust between the hairs did not stir in the breathless air.

Glurk said, "1 don't like this. There hasn't been anyone on the road for days."
He stood up and reached out for the pole.

Snibril groaned. Hed haveto ask Pismirefor apill ...

A shadow nickered high up in the hairs, and flashed away towards the south.

Therewas a sound S0 loud asto be felt by the whole body, hitting the Carpet with horrible
suddenness. The brothers sprawled in the dust asthe hairs around them groaned and screamed in the
gde

Glurk gripped the rough bark of ahair and hauled himsalf upright, straining againgt the storm that
whipped round him. Far overhead thetip of the hair creaked and rattled, and al round the hairs waved
like agrey sea. Smashing through them came grit, man-sized boulders haf rolling and hdf flying before
thewind.

Holding on tightly with one hand, Glurk reached out with the other and hauled his brother to safety.
Then they crouched, too shaken to speak, while the storm banged about them.



Asquickly asit had come, it veered south, and the darknessfollowed it.

The dlence clanged like gongs.

Snibril blinked. Whatever it was, it had taken the headache with it. His ears popped.

Then he heard the sound of hooves on the road as the wind died away.

They got louder very quickly and sounded wild and frightened, as though the horse was running free.

When it appeared, it wasriderless. Its earslay back flat on its head and its eyes flashed green with
terror. The white coat glistened with swest, reins cracked across the saddlie with the fury of the gallop.

Snibril legpt inits path. Then, asthe creature hurtled by him, he snatched at thereins, raced for a
second by the pounding hooves, and flung himself up into the saddle. Why he dared that he never knew.
Careful observation and precise determination of gods, probably. He just couldn't imagine not doingit.

They rode into the village, the quietened horse carrying them and dragging the snarg behind it.

The village stockade had broken in severa places, and grit boulders had smashed some huts. Glurk
looked towards the Orkson hut and Snibril heard the moan that escaped from him. The chieftain climbed
down from the horse's back and walked dowly towards his home.

Or what had been hishome.

The rest of the tribe stopped talking and drew back, awed, to let him pass. A hair had fallen, abig
one. It had crushed the stockade. And thetip of it lay across what was left of the Orkson hut, the arch of
the doorway dtill stlanding bravely amid alitter of beams and thatch. Bertha Orkson came running
forward with her children round her, and flung hersdlf into hisarms.

"Pismire got us out before the hair fdll,” she cried. "Whatever shdl we do?'

He patted her absently but went on staring at the ruined hut. Then he climbed along up the mound of
wreckage, and prodded about.

So silent was the crowd that every sound he made echoed. There was a clink as he picked up the pot
that had miraculoudy escaped destruction, and looked at it as though he had never seen its design before,
turning it thisway and that in thefirelight. He raised it above his head and smashed it on the ground.

Then he raised hisfist above him and swore. He cursed by the hairs, by the dark caverns of
Underlay, by the demons of the Floor, by the Weft and by the Warp. He bellowed the Unutterable
Words and swore the oath of Retwatshud the Frugal, that cracked bone, or so it was said, athough
Pismire claimed that thiswas superdtition.

Cursescircled up in the evening hairs and the night creatures of the Carpet listened. Oath waslaid
upon oath in atowering pillar vibrating terror.

When he had finished the air trembled. He flopped down on the wreckage and sat with hishead in his
hands, and no-one dared approach. There were sidelong glances, and one or two people shook
themsalves and hurried away.

Snibril dismounted and wandered over to where Pismire was standing gloomily wrapped in his
goatskin cloak.

"He shouldn't have said the Unutterable Words," said Pismire, more or lessto himsdlf, "It's dl
supertition, of course, but that's not to say it isn't real. Oh, hdllo. | see you survived.”

"What did this?'
"It used to be called Fray,” said Pismire.
"| thought that was just an old story."

"Doesn't mean it was untrue. I'm sure it was Fray. The changesin air pressure to begin with ... the
animassensadit ... just likeit said inthe ... " He stopped. "Just like | read somewhere," he said



awkwardly.
He glanced past Snibril and brightened up.
"Youvegot ahorse, | see”
"I think it's been hurt."

Pismire walked to the horse and examined it carefully. "It's Dumii, of course," he said. "Someone
fetch my herb box. Something's attacked him, see, here. Not deep but it should be dressed. A
magnificent beast. Magnificent. No rider?”’

"We rode up the road away but we didn't see anyone."

Pismire stroked the deek coat. "If you sold al the village and its people into davery you might just be
ableto buy ahorselike this. Whoever he belonged to, he ran away some time ago. He's been living wild
for days."

"The Dumii don't let anyone keep daves any more," said Snibril.
"It'sworth alotiswhat | wastryingto say,” said Pismire.

He hummed distractedly to himsdlf as he examined the hooves.
"Wherever he came from, someone must have been riding him."

Helet oneleg go and paused to stare up at the hairs. " Something scared him. Not Fray. Something
days ago. It wasn't bandits, because they would have taken the horse too. And they don't leave claw
marks. A snarg could have madethat if it wasthreetimesitsnorma size. Oh, dear. And there are such,”
hesad.

Thecry came.

To Snibril it seemed as though the night had grown amouth and avoice. It came from the hairsjust
beyond the broken stockade, a mocking screech that split the darkness. The horse reared.

A fire had dready been lit at the break in the wall, and some hunters ran towards it, Spears ready.

They stopped.

On the further side there was a mounted shape in the darkness, and two pairs of eyes. Onewasa
sullen red, one pair shimmered green. They stared unblinking over the flames a the villagers.

Glurk snatched a spear from one of the gaping men and pushed hisway forward.

"Nothing but asnarg,”" he growled, and threw. The spear struck something, but the green eyes only
grew brighter. There was a deep, menacing rumble from an unseen throat.

"Beoff! Go back to your lair!"
Pismireran forward with ablazing stick in hishand, and hurled it at the eyes.

They blinked and were gone. With them went the spell. Crieswent up and, ashamed of their fear, the
hunters surged forward. " Stop!" shouted Pismire. "Idiots! You'll chase out into the dark after that, with
your bone spears? That was a black snarg. Not like the brown onesyou get around here! Y ou know the
gtories? They're from the furthest Cornersl From the Unswept Regions!”

Prom the north, from the white cliff of the Woodwall itself, came again the cry of asnarg. Thistimeit
did not die away, but stopped abruptly.

Pismire stared north for a second, then turned to Glurk and Snibril. ™Y ou have been found,” he said.
"That was what brought this horse here, fear of the snargs. And fear of the snargsis nothing to be
ashamed of. Fear of snargs like that is common sense. Now they have discovered the village you can't
gay. They'll come every night until one night you won't fight back hard enough. Leave tomorrow. Even
that might betoo late.”

"We can't just-" Glurk began.



"You can. You must. Fray isback, and al the things that come after. Do you understand?”
"No," sad Glurk.

"Then trust me," said Pismire. "And hope that you never do have to understand. Have you ever
known me bewrong?"

Glurk consdered. "Wdll, there was that time when you said-"

"About important things?'

"No. | suppose not." Glurk looked worried. "But weve never been frightened of snargs. We can dedl
with snargs. What's specia about these?'

"Thethingsthat ride on them,” said Piamire.

"Therewas another pair of eyes" said Glurk uncertainly.

"Worse than snargs,” said Pismire. "Got much worse weapons than teeth and claws. They've got
brains"

CHAPTER 2
"Wadll, that'sthe lot. Come on," said Glurk, taking alast look at the ruins of the hut.
"Just aminute,” said Snibril.

His possessionsfitted eadily into one fur pack, but he rummaged through them in case anything hed
been |eft behind. There was abone knife with the carved wooden handle, and a spare pair of boots.
Then there was a coil of bowstrings, and another bag of arrowheads, a piece of lucky dust and, right at
the bottom, Snibril'sfingers closed round alumpy bag. Helifted it out carefully, taking care not to
damage its contents, and opened it. Two, five, eight, nine. All there, their varnish catching the light ashe
moved hisfingers.

"Huh," said Glurk, "I don't know why you bother with them. Another bag of arrowheads would fill the
space better."

Snibril shook hishead, and held up the coins which gleamed with varnish.

They had been shaped from the red wood of the Chairleg mines. On one side each coin carried a
carving of the Emperor's head. They were Tarnerii, the coins of the Dumii, and they had cost many skins
a Tregon Marus. Infact they were skins, if you looked at it like that, or pots or knives or spears. At
least, so Pismire said.

Snibril never quite understood this, but it seemed that so great was the Dumii's love for their Emperor
they would give and take the little wooden pictures of him in exchange for skinsand fur. At lesst, S0
Pismire said. Snibril wasn't sure that Pismire understood finance any more than he did.

The two of them made their way to the carts. It waslessthan aday since Fray had come. But what a
day ...

Arguments, mostly. Thericher Munrungs hadn't wanted to leave, especidly since no-one had aclear
idea of where they would go. And Pismire had gone off somewhere, on business of hisown.

Then, in the middle of the morning, they had heard snarg criesin the south. Someone saw shadows
gliding among the hairs. Someone else said he saw eyes peering over the stockade.

After that, the arguments stopped. The Munrungs were used to travelling, as people suddenly pointed
out. They moved around every year or so, to better hunting grounds. They'd been planning this move for
months, probably. It wasn't asif they were running away, everyone said. No-one could say they were
running away. They were walking away. Quite dowly.

Before mid-afternoon the areains de the stockade was filled with carts, cows and people carrying
furniture. Now the bustle was over, and they al waited for Glurk. His cart wasthe finest, afamily



heirloom, with acurved roof covered with furs. It needed four poniesto pull it; huts were things you built
to last ayear or s, but carts were what you handed down to your grandchildren.

Behind it asiring of pack ponies, laden with the Orkson wedlth in furs, waited patiently. Then came
the lesser carts, none asrich as the Orkson cart, though some amost equaled it. After them came the
poorer handcarts, and the families that could only afford one pony and one-third sharesin acow. And
last came the people on foot. It seemed to Snibril that those who carried dl their persona goodsin one
hand |ooked a bit more cheerful than those who were leaving haf theirs behind.

Now they needed Pismire. Where was he?

"Isn't he here?' said Glurk. "Wel, he knowswe're going. Hell bedong. | don't think he'd expect us
towait."

"1'm going on aheed to find him," said Snibril shortly.
Glurk opened his mouth to warn his brother and then thought better of it.

"Wel, tdl him well be moving aong towards Burnt End, dong the old tracks,” he said. "Easy placeto
defend tonight, if it comestoit.”

Glurk waited until the |last straggler had |eft the stockade, and then dragged the gate across. Anyone
could get in through the broken walls, but Glurk still felt that the gates should be shut. That was more.....
proper. It suggested that they might come back one day.

Snibril wastrotting up the road ahead of the procession. He rode the white horse, alittle inexpertly,
but with determination. The horse had been named Roland, after an uncle. No-one questioned hisright to
nameit, or to own it. The Munrungs, on the whole, agreed with Dumii laws, but finders-keepers was one
of theoldest laws of dl.

A littleway on heturned off the road, and soon the dazzling white wooden dliff of the Woodwall rose
above the hairs. Roland's hooves made no sound on the thick dust that lay about, and the Carpet closed
in. Snibril felt the great immengty of it al around him gretching far beyond the furthermost limits of the
Empire. And if the Dumii road might lead to distant places, where might thisold track lead?

He sat and watched it sometimes, on quiet nights. The Munrungs moved around alot, but awaysin
the same area. The road was dways around, somewhere. Pismire talked about places like the Rug, the
Hearth and the Edge. Faraway places with strange-sounding names. Pismire had been everywhere, seen
things Snibril would never see. Hetold good Stories.

Severd times Snibril thought he heard other hooves nearby. Or were they black paws? Roland must
have heard them too, for he trotted along smartly, always on the edge of a canter.

Dust had drifted up between the hairs here, forming deep mounds where herbs and ferns grew thickly
and made the air heavy with their scent. The path seemed to grow drowsy, and wound aimlessly among
the dust mounds for awhile. It opened out into aclearing right by the south face of the WWoodwall.

It had dropped from the sky, many years before. It was aday's march long, and a good hour's walk
wide. Half of it had been burned-unimaginably burned. Pismire said there had been one or two others,
elsawherein thefar reaches of the Carpet, but he used the Dumii word: matchstick.

Pismirelived in ashack near the old wood quarry. There were afew pots lying around the door.
Some thin half-wild goats skipped out of the way as Roland trotted into the clearing. Pismire was not
there. Nor was hislittle pony.

But afreshly-tanned snarg skin was hanging by the cave. And someone was lying on ahegp of ferns
by asmall fire, with his hat pulled down over hisface. It was a high hat that might once have been blue,
but time had turned it into a shapelessfelt bag about the colour of smoke.

His clothes|ooked as though they had gathered themsalves round him for warmth. A tattered brown
cloak wasrolled under his head asapillow.



Snibril left Roland in the shade of the hairs and drew hisknife. He crept towards the deeper and
made to raise his hat brim with the knifepoint.

Therewasablur of activity. It ended with Snibril flat on hisback, his own knife pressed to histhroat,
the stranger's tanned face inches from his own.

The eyes opened. He'sjust waking up, Snibril thought through histerror. He started moving while he
was dtill adeep!

"Mmm? Oh, aMunrung,” said the stranger, haf to himsdlf. "Harmless!" He stood up.
Snibril forgot to be frightened in his haste to be offended.
"Harmlessl"

"Well, by comparison to thingslikethet," said the stranger, indicating the skin. "Pismire said one of
you might show up."

"Whereishe?'

"Gone off to Tregon Marus. He should be back soon.”
"Who areyou?'

"| likethe name Bane."

He was clean-shaven, unusud in anyone but young Dumii boys, and hisred-gold hair was bound up
inaplait down his back. Although in someways he did not appear much older than Snibril himsdlf, his
face was hard and lined except for hisgrin. At his belt hung afierce-looking short sword, and therewas a
spear beside his pack.

"l wasfollowing mouls," he said, and saw the blanknessin Snibril's face. "Creatures. From the
Unswept Regions, originaly. Nasty pieces of work. They ride around on these things.”

He indicated the skin again.
"Weren't you afraid of the eyes?’
Banelaughed, and picked up his spear.

Then Pismire was with them, the rangy figure riding into the clearing, long legs amost touching the
ground on either side of his pony. The old man showed no surprise that Snibril wasthere.

"Tregon Marus hasfdlen," he said dowly. Bane groaned.

"I mean fallen,” said Pismire. "Destroyed. Thetemples, thewalls, everything. And snargs everywhere
inthe ruins. Fray has crushed the town. It was at the epicentre-right underneath,” he went on wearily. "It
has been along, horrible day. Whereve the tribe gone? Burnt End? Good enough. Very defensible
gtuation. Comeon.”

Bane had asmdll pony, grazing among the hairs. They set off, keeping close to the wooden cliff.

"But what isFray?' said Snibril. "1 remember you telling stories about old times ... but that waslong
ago. Some kind of monster. Not something redl."

"Themoulsworshipit,” said Bane. "I'm ... something of an expert.”
Snibril looked puzzled. The Munrungs didn't have gods. Life was complicated enough asit was.

"l havetheories" said Pismire. "I've read some old books. Never mind about the stories. They're just
metaphors.”

"Interesting lies," trandated Bane.

"Morelike ... ways of telling things without having to do much explaining. Fray issome kind of force.
There were people who used to know more, | think. There were old stories about old cities that
suddenly vanished. Just legends, now. Oh, dear. So much gets forgotten. Written down and then logt."



Thelittle old tracks that ran everywherein the Carpet did not go straight, like the road, but wound in
and out of the hairslike serpents. Any traveller who walked them, and few did, rarely met anyone else.
Y et the paths were never overgrown. The Dumii said that they had been made by Peloon, the god of
journeys. The Munrungs privately held that the Carpet itself had made them in some mysterious way,
athough they didn't say thisin front of the Dumii. They didn't have any gods themsalves but were
generaly polite about those belonging to other people.

Beneath the rugged tip of the Woodwall that was caled Burnt End the track divided, going west and
north. Glurk stopped his cart and looked up at the burnt, black crags. For amoment he thought he saw a
movement high above. He sniffed the air.

"l haveforebodings," hetold hiswife. "Well wait for Snibril."

He jumped down from the cart and walked back along the track. There it was again, something
scrambling away ... no, just ashadow. Glurk sniffed again, then shook himself. Thiswas no way to
behave, jumping at shadows. He cupped his hands round his mouth. "Gather the cartsround in acircle,”
he cried. "WEell camp here.”

If you could put up with the unpleasantness and the ash, Burnt End was a safe place to be. The hairs
had broken, when the Woodwall fell on to the Carpet, so there was not much cover for attackers. And
the sheer white wood wall on one side reduced the chances of an attack. But the fedl of the place was
unsettling. Glurk bullied the tribe until the cartsformed awal, ponies and cattle penned indde. He
ordered an armed man to Sit on top of every cart, and set othersto lighting fires and readying the camp
for the night.

Keep 'em busy. That was one of the three rules of being chief that old Grimm had passed on to him.
Act confidently, never say "I don't know", and when al esefails, keep 'em busy. Hed hunted around
Burnt End before, and the deathliness around the blackened wood could be unnerving even at the best of
times. The only thing to do waswork, laugh loudly or sing or march about with spears, before everyone's
fears got the better of them.

Soon, cooking fires sprang up within the ring. Glurk climbed on top of his cart, and peered back
down thetrack. Fires got seen by ... things. Y et there was nothing like it to embolden the heart, and ahot
meal did wondersfor the courage. Were snargs out there? Well, they could deal with snargs. They had
always been about, the nasty cowardly things. Snargs had just enough brainsto know not to attack a
village. They preferred to track the lonetraveller, if the odds were high enough. Glurk didn't like the
change.

After awhile Glurk climbed down and took his hunting knife from under the seet. It was carved out of
asnarg'sthighbone and as good as asword if it had to be. He thrust it into his belt, and accepted a bowl
of soup from hiswife.

Night wore on, and the guards nodded. Outside the bright ring deeper shadows padded among the
hairs ... and it seemed as though, around thering of light, adarker ring had grown.

They attacked to the south of the ring. There was ahowl. Then acart rocked. Its guard legpt for his
life. It was Gurth, Glurk's el dest son.

"All arm! All arm! Hold thering!" cried Glurk, and legpt acrossthe fire with a spear in either hand.
One he hurled as he ran, and he heard it hit.

These were not like the snargs he knew, came a cold thought out of hismind. They were daring to
attack, and they carried men on their backs, or things like men at least, with green eyes and long teeth.
For amoment Glurk hesitated, and an arrow grazed hisarm.

Horses screamed and pulled the picket stakes out of the ground, stampeding through the running
people.

Glurk saw another cart go over, and then above him loomed asnarg with ashining collar. There was



aroar, and acrash, and ... darkness spread dong hisarm, and drifted across hismind like nightfall.
The fires made a beacon for the three as they led their mounts down from the hidden path.
"We should head into the Empire,” said Pismire. "Things won't be any-"

He stopped. Bane was drawing his sword. He dismounted quietly, and inched forward. With hisfree
hand he motioned Pismireto go on talking.

"And of course Wareis so nice a thistime of year," said Pismire hurriedly, "And there are many
interesting byways and historic-"

"Have you known Banelong?' said Snibril, watching the stranger walk warily ahead.
"Hesanold friend.”
"Butwho is-"

Bane took one step forward, then whirled round and brought his sword whistling down into the
shadows a hisside. There was agrunt, and abody fell silently across the path, acrude black sword
dropping from its hands.

Snibril gasped, and drew back. It wore armour of black lesther, sewn with bonerings. At first sight
the figure was manlike but when Snibril went closer he saw the hairy pelt and paws, and the long animal
face.

"Mouls," said Bane. "'l can smdl 'em!”

"We must make haste!” said Pismire. "They never move done!”

"But it'slikeahuman!” said Snibril. "I thought there were only monsters and animasin the Unswept
Regions.”

"Or across between the two," said Bane.

The distant fires were blotted out for an instant, and a snarg cried.

Beforeit had died away Snibril wasin Roland's saddle and away, the othersin close pursuit. There
was shouting up ahead, and black shapes were moving acrossthelight. Asthey entered the clearing and
the broken ring of carts Snibril felt the horse bunch itsaf together for the legp.

He clung on tightly asthey cleared acart's roof with some inchesto spare and landed, lightly, insde
thering. Hisarrival was hardly noticed in the battle that flowed around him.

In one place the fallen carts were on fire, and that stopped the creatures. But some had broken
through, and each was roaring at the people that dashed at it.

Glurk lay till benesth one huge paw of asnarg, the biggest Snibril had ever seen. The great burning
eyes moved, and saw Snibril. He wanted to run, but the horse did not budge. Therider on the snarg's
back had also seen him. It grinned unpleasantly.

Snibril dipped from the horse's back and picked up Glurk's spear. It was heavy-Glurk went in for
spearsthat other people could barely lift, let done throw. He held it cautioudy, keeping the point aimed
directly at the snarg.

The snarg and itsrider turned to follow him as he moved around. He could see the huge creature
tengng itsalf to sporing.

And he could see Roland. HEd sidled in ahdf circle, and now the snarg and itsrider were behind the
horse. Roland'stail twitched.

And he kicked. Both hooves struck together.

Therider sailed past Snibril's shoulder. He was dead aready. No-one could look like that and till be
dive

The snarg growled in astonishment, glared at Snibril, and legpt.



Y ou should never have to chase prey, Pismire had aways said. With proper observation and care,
you should be waiting for them.

Snibril didn't even think. He left the butt end of the spear wedged in the ground, and held on tightly.
The snarg redlized that it had done something stupid when it wasin mid-air, but by then it wastoo late,
because it was hurling itself not at some weak creature but at a spearhead ...

That was thefirst battle.

CHAPTER 3

When Snibril awoke the night was nearly past. He was lying by adying fire, apelt covering him. He
felt warm and aching. He shut hiseyes again, hurriedly.

"You're awake," said Bane, who was sitting with hisback against abarrel and his hat, as usud, over
his eyes. Roland was tethered to anearby hair.

Snibril sat up and yawned. "What happened? |s everyone dl right?’

"Ohyes. At least, what you would call al right. Y ou Munrungs are difficult to kill. But plenty were
injured, your brother the worst, | fear. Mouls rely on poison on their swords, and they cause a... adeep
that you don't wake up from. Pismireiswith him now. No, stay there. If anyone can cure him, then
Pismire can. It won't help to have you under hisfeet. Besides," he added quickly, when he saw the look
in Snibru's eyes, "how about you? We had to pull you out from under that creature.”

Snibril murmured something, and looked around him. The camp was as peaceful asacamp could be,
which wasto say the early dawn wasfilled with noises and shouts, and the sounds of people. And they
were cheerful sounds, with anote of defiance.

The atack had been beaten off. For amoment with firgt light glimmering in the hairs, the Munrungs
felt in the mood to take on Fray and al his snargs. Some, like Bane, who never seemed to deep, had
stayed up by their fires, and early breakfasts were being cooked.

Without saying aword Bane raked a bundle out of the ashes. Warm smellsrose fromit. "Haunch of
snarg, baked initsown juices" he said, ditting the burnt outer crust. "1 killed the owner mysdf, I'm
pleased to say."

"Proteiniswhereyou findit. | will have apiece with nofat onit,” said Pismire, stepping down from
the Orkson cart.

Snibril saw the wearinessin the old man'sface. His herb bag lay beside him, amost empty. Pismire
atein slencefor awhile, and then wiped his mouth.

"He'sasstrong asahorse" he said in answer to their unspoken question. "The gods of dl large
amiable creatures must have been present at his birth, whether he believesin them or not. Hell still be
weak, though, until the poison has completely gone. He should stay in bed for at least two days, so | told
Berthasix. Then hell fret and bully her into letting him up the day after tomorrow, and fed alot better for
having outwitted me. Pogtive thinking, that'sthe style.”

He looked at Snibril. "What about you? 'Y ou might not have escaped half so easily. Oh, | know it's
uselessto say dl this™" he added, catching Bane's grin, "but | wish that the people who sing about the
deeds of heroeswould think about the people who haveto clear up after them."

Heheld up hisherb bag. "And with this" he said. "Just different types of dust, afew useful plants.
That's not medicine. That's just away of keeping people amused whilethey'reill. Wevelost such alot.”

"You sad that before" said Snibril. "What have we log?"

"Knowledge. Proper medicine. Books. Carpography. People get lazy. Empires, too. If you don't [ook
after knowledge, it goes away. Look at this." He threw down what looked like abelt, made up of seven
different coloured squares, linked together with thongs.



"That was made by wights. Goon ... ask me."
" think 1've heard them mentioned ... wights?' said Snibril obediently.

"You see? A tribe. Inthe old days. The tribe. The first Carpet people. The ones who crossed the
Tilesand brought back fire. They quarried wood at the Woodwall. They found out how to melt varnish
off achairleg. Don't see them so much nowadays, but they used to be around alot, pushing these big
varnish-boilersfrom tribe to tribe, it's amazing the stuff they could make out of it ... Anyway, they used to
make these belts. Seven different substances, you see. Carpet hair, bronze from the High Gate Land,
varnish, wood, dust, sugar and grit. Every wight had to make one."

"Why?"

"To provethey could. Mysticism. Of course, that waslong ago. | haven't seen wightsfor years. And
now their beltsturn up as collars on these ... things. We'velost so much. We wrote too much down, and
forgot it." He shook his head. "I'm going to have anap. Wake me up when we leave." He wandered of
to one of the carts and pulled a blanket over his head.

"What did he mean?" said Snibril.

"A ngp." said Bane. "It'slike ashort deep.”

"1 mean about writing down too much. Who wrote down too much? What does that mean?”
For thefirst time since Snibril had met him, Bane looked uncomfortable.

"That'sup to himtotell you," he said. "Everyone has ... things they remember.”

Snibril watched him patting Roland absently on the muzzle. Who was Bane, if it cameto that? He
seemed to generate afeding that made it hard to ask. He looked like awild man, but there was
something about him ... 1t seemed to Snibril that if apot that was about to boil over had arms and legs,
that would be Bane. Every move he made was deliberate and careful, asif held rehearsed it beforehand.
Snibril wasn't sure if Bane was afriend. He hoped so. HEd be aterrible enemy.

Helay back with the belt in hislap and thought of wights. Eventually he dept. At least, it seemed like
deep, but he thought that he could till hear the camp around him and see the outline of Burnt End across
the clearing. But he wondered afterwards. It seemed like adream. He saw, in alittle blurred picture
hanging in the smoke-scented air, the Carpet. He was flying through the hairs, well above the dudt. It was
night-time and very dark dthough, oddly enough, he could see quite clearly. He drifted over grazing
herds, agroup of hooded figures-wights!-pushing acart, adeeping village ... and then, asif he had been
drawn to this spot, to atiny figure walking among the hairs. As he drifted down towardsit, it became a
person, al in white. Everything about it was white. It turned and looked up & him, thefirst cresture he
had seen who seemed to know he was there ... and he sank towards those pae, watchful eyes...

He woke suddenly, and the picture faded, while he sat up clutching the seven squarestightly in both
hands.

A littlelater they broke camp, with Pismire driving the leading cart.

Glurk lay insgde, white and shaken but strong enough to curse colourfully every time they went over a
bump. Sometimes Fray rumbled far off in the south.

Bane and Snibril, now wearing the belt around hiswaist, rode on ahead.

The Carpet was changing colour. That initself was not strange. Around the Woodwadll the hairswere
dark green and grey, but west in Tregon Marus they were alight, dusty blue. Here the green was fading
to yelow, and the hairs themsel ves were thicker and gnarled. Some bore fruit, large prickly balsthat
grew right out of the trunk of the hair.

Bane cut into one with hisknife, and showed Snibril the thick sweet syrup.

Later they passed far under some kind of construction high in the hairs. Striped creatures peered
down from their lofty fortress and hummed angrily as the carts passed benesth.



"They're hymetors,”" cdled out Pismire, while the noise thrummed above their heads. "Don't teke any
notice of them! They're peaceful enough if you leave them done, but if they think you're after their honey

they'll sing you!"

"Arethey intdligent?' said Snibril.

"Together they are. Individudly, they're stupid. Hah! The opposite of us, redly. Incidentally, their
gingsare deadly.”

After that no-one as much as looked at a syrup bal, and Bane spent alot of time glancing upwards
with one hand on his sword.

After awhile they reached a place where two tracks crossed. A cairn of grit marked the crossroads.
Onthecairn, their packs at their feet, sat aman and awoman. They were ragged creatures, their clothes
made Bane's clean tatters |ook like an Emperor's robe.

They were eating cheese. Both started to back away when Bane and Snibril approached, and then
relaxed.

The man wanted to talk. Words seemed to have piled up insgde him.

"Camus Cadmesis my name," he said. "l was a hair-cutter for the sawmill in Marusthere. | suppose
I'm gtill ahair-cutter now, too, if anyone wants to employ me. Hmm? Oh. | was out marking hairs for
cutting and Lydiahere had brought out my dinner and then there was this sort of heavy feding and
then-"

And then held got to a point where words weren't enough, and had to be replaced by arm-waving
and alook of extremeterror.

"When we got back | don't think there was ayard of wall left standing. The housesjust fell inon
themsalves, We did what we could but ... well, anyone who could just left. Y ou can't rebuild from
something likethat. Then | heard the wolf things, and ... weran.”

He took the piece of mest that Snibril gave him and they ate it hungrily.
"Did no-one el se escape?’ said Snibril.

"Escape? From that? Maybe, those outside the wals. There was Barlen Corronson with us until
yesterday. But he went after the syrup of those humming things, and they got him. Now we're going eest.
I've got family that way. | hope."

They gave them new clothes and full packs, and sent them on their way. The couple hurried off,
amost asfearful of the Munrungs as they were of the other sudden terrors of the Carpet.

"Everyoneran,” said Snibril. "Weredl running away."

"Yes," said Bane looking down the west path with an odd expression. "Even these." He pointed, and
there coming dowly up the path, was a heavy wagon drawn by aline of bent, plodding figures.

CHAPTER 4
"Wights," said Bane. "Don't speak to them unlessthey spesk firs."
"l saw them last night in adream ... " began Snibril.

Pismire showed no surprise. "Y ou've got one of their belts. Y ou know when you redly work hard at
something, you're redlly putting yourself into your work? They meanit.”

Snibril dipped the bdt from histunic and, without quite knowing why he did it, dipped it into his
pack.

Behind them the rest of the carts dowed down and drew to the side of the path.

Thewight-drawn wagon rumbled on until it reached the cairn. Both parties|looked across at the
others. Then asmall wight left the cart and walked acrossto Snibril and Bane. Closeto, itsrobe could be



seen to be, not just black, but covered in a crisscross of faint grey lines. The deep hood covered itsface.
"Hdlo," sadthewight.
"Hello," said Bane,
"Hdlo," nodded the wight again.
It stood there, and said nothing el se.
"Do they understand language?’ said Snibril.
"Probably,” said Pismire. "They invented it."
Snibril felt its steady gaze from the hidden eyes. And he fdt the hardness of the belt rubbing into his

back, and shifted uneasily. The wight turned its gaze on Bane. "Tonight we eat the Feast of Bronze. You
areinvited. Y ou will accept. Seven only. When the night-timefiresarelit.”

"We accept,” said Bane, gravely.

The wight turned on his hedl and strode back to the wagon. "Tonight?' said Pismire. "The Feast of
Bronze? Asif it was Feast of Sugar or Hair? Amazing. | thought they never invited strangers.”

"Who'sinvited who?' growled someone from insde the cart. There was a slamping about, and
Glurk's head poked through the curtains over the front.

"Y ou know what | said about getting up ... " Pismire began, but since Glurk was already dressed
therewas very little he could do, except wink dyly at Bane and Snibril.

"Wights? | thought they were just achildren's story,” Glurk said, after it had been explained to him.
"Still, it'safree medl. What'swrong with that? To tell the truth | don't know more'n a scrap about them,
but | never heard of abad wight."

"I'd hardly heard of wightsat dl until now," said Snibril.

"Ah, but you weren't dive when old Granddad was," said Glurk. "He told me he met onein the hairs
once. Helent it hisaxe."

"Did he get it back?' said Pismire.

“No."

"That wasawight dl right, then,” said Pismire. "They tend to be too preoccupied to think about
smplethings”

"He said it wasagood axe, too."

"Theré's no question of refusing to go,” said Pigmire.

"Tha'sright,” said Bane.

"But it's S0 easy to get thingswrong. Y ou know how sensitive they are. They've got al kinds of
strange beliefs. Y ou've got to know that, you two. Tell them, Generd."

"Well," said Bane, "seven's very important to them. Seven elementsin the Carpet, seven colours"

"Tdl them about the Chays."

"] was coming to that ... seven Chays. They'relike... periods of time. But not regular ones.
Sometimes they're short, sometimes they're long. Only the wights know how long. Remember the belt?
Seven sguares, and each represents a Chay. So the Chay of Salt, you see, is atime when people prosper
and trade, and the Chay of Grit iswhen they build empiresand walls... an | going too fast?"

General? thought Snibril. That'swhat Pismire said. He wasn't thinking. And agenerd'sachief soldier
... and now they're dl looking at me. None of them noticed!

"Hmm?' he said. Hetried to recal what Bane had been saying. "Oh ... so tonight's Feast means were
inthe Chay of Bronze, yes?'



"It meansit'sgarting,” said Pismire. "It'satime of war and destruction.”
Glurk coughed. "How long doesthislagt, then?"

"It last aslong asthe wightsthink it will. Don't ask me how they know. But tonight wightsal over
the Carpet will celebrate the Feast of Bronze. It's something to do with their memories.”

"Sounds abit unbdievableto me" said Glurk.
"Oh, yes. But that doesn't mean it isn't true.”
"Y ou certainly know alot about them,” said Snibril.

"l don't," said Pismire, smply. "Y ou never know anything where wights are concerned. Y ou
remember tales, seethings, pick up little bits of knowledge here and there, but you never know anything
for certain.”

"All right," said Glurk. He stood up on the driving-board of the cart. "WEell go. Don't see we can do
nothing else, anyway. Berthall come, and Gurth, and, let's see ... yes, Damion Oddfoot. It strikes me that
when awight asks you to dinner you go, and that'sit. In sevens.”

They entered the wights little camp sheepishly, keeping together.

Wights dways travelled in numbers of seven, twenty-one or forty-nine. No-one knew what happened
to any wightseft over. Perhaps the other oneskilled and ate them, suggested Glurk, who had taken a
sort of ancedtra didiketo axe-stedling wights. Pismire told him to shut up.

The oldest wight in the group was the Master. There were twenty-one in this group and Pismire,
looking at their cart, pointed out the big varnish-boiler on top of it. Wights specidized in smelting the
varnish that was mined at the Varnisholme, the giant pillar of red wood in the north known as achairleg
in Dumii. Then they went from villageto village, selling it. Varnish could be cast into a spear head, or a
knife, or just about anything.

Snibril wondered how long would it be before anyone noticed he had shoved the belt back in his
pack? But he wasn't going to giveit up, hetold himsdf. They'd be bound to want it back if they saw it.

There were seven fires, close together, and three wights around each. They looked identical. How do
they tell one another apart, Snibril wondered?

"Oh, theré's something else | forgot to tell you,” said Pismire, asthe wights busied themsalves over
their cooking pots. "They have perfect memories. Um. They remember everything. That'swhy they find it
s0 hard to talk to ordinary people.”

"l don't understand,” said Snibril.

"Don't be surprised if they give you answers before you've asked the question. Sometimes even they
get confused,” Pismire went on.

"Never mind about them. I'm confused.”

"They remember everything, | said. Everything. Everything that's ever going to happen to them. Their
minds ... work differently. The past and the future are all the same to them. Please try to understand what
I'm saying. They remember thingsthat haven't happened yet."

Snibril's jaw dropped.
"Then we could ask them-" he began.

"No! We mustn't! Why, thank you," Pismire continued, in amore normd voice, taking aplate from a
wight, "that looks.... um ... ddlicious.”

They atein silence. Snibril thought: do they say nothing because they dready know what it was they
said? No, that can't be right-they'd have to speak now to remember having said it ... or ...

"l an Nord the kilnmaster," said the wight on his|eft.



"My name-"

"Yes"

e

"Yes"

"Therewas"

"l know."

"How?"

"You'regoing to tdl me after dinner.”

"Oh." Snibril tried to think. Pismire wasright. It was dmost impossible to hold a conversation with
someone who'd aready heard it once. ™Y ou really know everything that's going to happen?' wasdl he
could think of.

There wasthe trace of asmilein the depths of the hood.
"Not everything. How can anyone know everything? But anumber of things| do know, yes."

Snibril looked around desperately. Bane and Pismire were deep in conversation with wights, and
were not paying him any attention.

"But ... but ... supposing you knew when you were going to die? Supposing awild anima was going
to attack you?"

"Yes?' said Nord politely.

"Y ou could just make sure you weren't there?”

"Weren't there when you died?' said the wight. "That would be agood trick."
"No! | mean ... you could avoid-"

"l know what you mean. But we couldn. It's hard to explain. Or easy to explain and hard to
understand. We have to follow the Thread. The one Thread. We mustn't break it."

"Doesn't anything ever come asasurprise?" said Snibril.
"l don't know. What isasurprise?’

"Can you tel mewhat's going to happen to me? To dl of us? Y ou know what's been happening
aready. It would help alot to know the future.”

The dark hood turned towards him.
"It wouldn't. It makesliving very hard.”

"We need hdlp," said Snibril, in afrantic whisper. "What's Fray? Where can we go to be safe? What
should we do? Can't you tell us?'

Thewight leaned closer.

"Can you keep asecret?’ it said, conspiratorially.

"Yed" sad Snibril.

"Really keep a secret? Even though you'd give anything to tell other people? Even thoughiit'slike
trying to hold ahot cod in your hand? Can you really keep a secret?’

"Er...yes"
"Well," sad the wight, leaning back again. "So can we."
IIBlJt_II

"Enjoy your med."



"Will 17"

"Yes. You certainly did." Thewight went to turn away, and then turned back. "And you may keep the
belt."

"Oh. Y ou know I've got the belt.”

"l do now."

Snibril hestated. "Hang on,” he said, "1 only said that because you-"
"It'sbest if you don't try to understand,” said Nord, kindly.

Snibril ate for awhile, but the questions kept bothering him.

"Listen. Everything happens," said Nord. "Like a Thread of the Carpet. Nothing can be changed.
Even the changes are ... dready part of the future. That'sal you need to know."

It was astrange meal. Y ou could never be certain if the person you were talking to was listening to
what you were going to say in ten minutes time. It only cheered up abit when one of the wights gave
Glurk an axe. It was his grandfather's, although the handle and the blade had been replaced afew times.

Bane and Pismire were quiet when the travellers went back to their carts.
"Did they tdl you anything?" asked Snibril.

"No," said Pismire. "They never do. But ... "

"It'sthe way they acted,” said Bane. "They cant helpit.”

"They don't likewhat it isthey're not telling us," said Pigmire.

CHAPTER 5

A week passed. The carts went on northward. Around them the Carpet changed. On ether side of
the narrow track the hairs towered up, and now they were deep red. The fluff bushes, too, even the dust
briars, grew in every shade of red.

To Snibril it seemed as though they were walking through a greet fire that had been frozen suddenly.
But it was cool and peaceful and at night, for thefirst time since they had |eft the village, they heard no
shargs.

And that, of course, made people want to stop. "At least for afew weeks," said Cadmic Hargolder,
the spearmaker, when severd villagers came to Glurk's cart one evening. "They've probably forgotten
about us, anyway, and perhaps we can go home."

"They don't forget,” said Bane. "Not them. Besides, we must go on. Head for Ware."
"Youtwo can, if you like" said Cadmic. "Asfor me..."

"Asfor us, well keep together, Cadmic, at least while I'm chief of thistribe," said Glurk. "I won't
think we're safetill I'm certain the nearest moul isalong way away. Makes sense to head for Ware.
Thingsll be better there, you'll see. If any of you think different, well ... "

There was something in that "well". It was avery deep "well". It was full of unspoken thresats.
But there were dtill angry mutterings. Then they came across the moull.

It waswhile Snibril and Bane were walking ahead dong the track, out of sight but within hearing of
the carts. Snibril said little. He kept thinking about " Generd™.

He'd seen Dumii officers occasiondly. Not often. Tregon Marus wasn't very important. They didn't
likeit much, so far from home. Bane moved like asoldier. People cdled 'Generd' shouldn't go around
looking so shabby ... And now they were going to Ware, apparently. No-one had discussed it. Suddenly
it just seemed to be happening.

Thingswould bedl right in Ware, though. It was the most famous place in the Carpet. Better than



anywhere else. Safe. There were legions and legions of soldiersthere ...

Bane was probably sensing histhoughts, but he was, unusualy for him, chatting aimlesdy about
nothing in particular.

Neither saw the moul until they wereamost ontop if it. It sat astride its snarg in the middle of the
track, hand halfway to sword hilt, staring straight at them with alook of terror.

Bane gave agrunt and drew his sword, then dmost fell over when Snibril's arm shot out and grabbed
his shoulder.

"What are you doing, you idiot?"
"Look at it," said Snibril. Observe, Pismire always said, before acting ...

The moul had not moved. Snibril crept forward. Then, reaching up, he tapped the creature on its
snout. Without saying aword he pointed to the snarg'slegs. Thick drifts of dust lay undisturbed around
them.

Therewas even afilm of dust on themoul. It sat there, astatue, staring blankly a nothing.
"How could it-" Snibril began.

"Don't know. Pismire might,” said Bane, rather roughly, because he felt abit of afool. "Come on.
Youtakeitshead and I'll takeitslegs."

They gingerly unseated it from its snarg and carried it, still in asitting position, back to the carts.

Snibril stuck hisknifein his belt where he could reach it eadily, just in case. But the moul seemed to
be made out of grit.

They found Pismire dready fully occupied. Glurk had been out hunting and had come back with a
wild pig. Or at |east the statue of one.

"Therewasawhole herd of these," Glurk was saying.

He tapped the pig with his spear. 1t went boinnng.

"Should go "oink”," hetold them. "Not boinnng."

Pismiretook Snibril's knife and rapped the moul on the chest. It went ping.
"Should go "Aaaggh!™ said Glurk.

"Arethey dead?' asked Snibril.

"Not sure," said Pismire, and one or two of the more nervous watchers strolled hurriedly away.
"Look."

Snibril looked into the moul's eyes. They were wide open, and adull black. But deep in them there
was something ... just anicker, atiny imprisoned spark in the pool of darkness.

Snibril shuddered and turned away, meeting Pismire's steady gaze. "Amazing. Premature fossilization.
And | didn't know there were any termagantsin these parts. Tonight's guards had better be picked for
their hearing."

"Why?" sad Glurk.

"Because they'd better wear blindfolds."

"Why?"

Therewas ashout, and Y rno Berius came running up with one of hishoundsin hisarms.

"Heard him bark,” he gasped. "Went to find him, found him like this.

Fismire examinedit.

"Lucky," hesaid, vaguely.



"l don't think so!" said Yrno.

“Not him," said Pismire. "Y ou."

The dog was till in acrouched position, ready to spring, with itsteeth bared and itstail between its
legs

"What's atermagant?’ asked Snibril, findly looking away.

"There have been quite alot of descriptions of their back view," said Pismire. "Unfortunately, no-one

who'slooked at one from the front has been able to tell us much. They get turned to stone. No-one
knowswhy. Amazing. Haven't heard of any for years. Thought they'd dl died out.”

And that evening Pismire himsalf nearly died out. He dways held that goat's milk was essentid for a
philosopher, so not long after they had |eft the Woodwall he had bought ananny goat from Glurk's small
flock.

Her name was Chrystobella, and she hated Pismire with deep animd hatred. When she didn't fed like
being milked, which wastwice aday, it was part of camp life to watch her skitter between cartswith a
hot and breathless Pismire cursing in pursuit. Mothers would waken their children to come and watch. It
was asight they'd remember for the rest of their lives, they said.

Thistime she hurled out between the carts and into the hairswith ataunting bleat. Pismire scrambled
after her, legpt down into the darkness, and tripped over her ...

Something backed hastily into the shadows, with afaint jingling.

Pismire came back holding the statue of agoat. He put it down silently, and tapped its muzzle.
It went ping.

"Should go "blaaarrrrt”," said Pismire. " No-one go out of the camp tonight.”

That night ten men stood around the ring, their eyestightly shut. Snibril was among them and he stood
by Roland, who wore blinkers.

And they did it the next night, too. And the one &fter that, after a cow belonging to the widow
Mulluck started to go ping when it should have gone 'mmmmmyaoo000'.

No-one wanted to move on. They didn't break camp but, without anyone actudly giving any orders,
brought the wagonsinto atighter circle.

Once or twice they thought they heard jingling noises.

And then, on the third night, Snibril was on guard by one of the carts, dmost adeep, when he heard a
shuffling noise behind him. Something big was in the bushes. He could heer it breathing.

He was about to spin around when he heard the jingle of metal.

It's here, he thought. It's right behind me. If | turn around, I'll be turned to stone. But if | don't turn
around, will | be turned to supper?

He stood quite still for ahundred yearsor so ...

After awhilethe shuffling grew fainter, and he risked the briefest look. In the dim light he could see
something bulky, &t least twice astall as he was, disgppearing among the hairs.

| ought to call everyone, he thought. But they'll run around and shout and give one another orders and
trip over things, and then it will have long gone. But I've got to do something. Otherwise well soon have
astatue that goes ping when it should go "Hello".

Hefound Roland, and quickly put his bridle on. There was no time for the saddle. And then he led the
horse, very quietly in the direction of thejingling.

The termagant was s0 old that he could not remember atime when held been young. He could dimly
remember when there had been other termagants, but he was strong then, and had driven them out.



Later on there had been a people who had worshipped him and built atemple for himto livein,
thinking that he was some kind of agod. They had worshipped him because he was so destructive, which
iswhat often happens, but that sort of religion never works out in the long term; after he had turned many
of them to statues the onesthat were left had fled and left himin histemple.

He had no company now. Even the wild creatures kept away from the temple. In vain did he wander
abroad and call out to his people in the south. There was no answer. He probably was the last termagant
inthe Carpet.

Sometimes he went to find some company. Anything would do. Just some other living things. He
wouldn't even eat them. But it never worked. He only had to get near and they'd get tiff and cold and
unfriendly for some reason.

So hetramped back to his ruined temple, histail dragging behind him. He was amost at the door
before he amelt the smell, the forgotten smell of company.

Snibril had reached the ruined temple just before. He felt Roland's hooves trot over hard wooden
paving. Around him, lit by afaint glow, he could seefdlen wadls, littered with statues. Some were holding
out boxes and bowing low, some were crouched back, handsto their eyes. There were small wild
animalsthere, too ... unmoving.

In the centre of the temple there was aruined dtar, and that was the source of the glow. Onit and
around it were piled treasures. There were stones of salt and black jet, boxes of clear varnish and red
wood, carved bone rings, crowns of bronze, al heaped anyhow.

By the treasure was another statue. It wasasmal warrior, hardly half Snibru's height. Magnificent
moustaches hung down amost to itswaist. In one hand it held a sword and round shield, in the other a

necklace of glittering salt crystals. Itsface was turned up in an expression of surprise. A fluff creeper had
crept acrossthe floor to him, giving him anecklace of living red flowers.

Snibril tethered Roland to a pillar, and shuddered.

Someone e se had tethered their mount there before him. It ill stood there. 1t looked like a pony, but
it was no larger than aMunrung dog, and had six legs.

Snibril could have picked it up in both hands. There it stood, wearing athin coat of dust. Roland
lowered his head and sniffed at the till muzzle, puzzled. Snibril padded over to the mound of treasure
and stared in awe. There were even coinsthere, not Tarnerii, but large wooden discs bearing strange
sgns. There were heavy swords, and chests of carved grit, set with salt gems. He stood and stared, and
saw thewarrior out of the corner of hiseye.

Hand reaching ot ...

That waswhy he had come. And the termagant had found him.

Therewas ajingling noise. Snibril saw areflection in the statue's polished shield. It showed something
scay and very nearly shapeless.

It'sin the doorway, Snibril thought. Right behind me....

Butif | turnaround ...

He unhooked the shield, holding it up so that he could see over his shoulder.

The termagant jingled. Around its leathery neck were chains of varnish and red wood. Every claw
was aglitter with rings. Bracel ets were threaded on the scaly tail. Every time it moved its big beaked head
it sent alittle tinkling noise echoing round the temple.

It peered at the dtar and sniffed. Even in the shield the eyes frightened Snibril. They werelarge and
misty blue, not frightening at al. Eyesyou could get lost in, he thought, and turn to stone.

Roland gave awhinny, but it ended in mid-air. Then there was another satuein the cold hall.



Snibril's senses screamed at him to turn round and face the creature, but he stood till and thought
desperately. The termagant began to jingle towards him.

Snibril turned, holding the polished shield before his eyes. Under it he could see the termagant's feet
scraping towards him. They were bony and clawed. And they didn't stop ...

It ought to have turned to stone. It saw itself! So much for bright ideas, he thought. And it was the
only onel had.

He started to back away. And then the termagant did stop. For it had seen another termagant. There,
inthe shield, ascaly green face looked back at it.

A necklace hung over one ear. For amoment the creature had found company. Then, because he
was shaking with fear, Snibril tilted the shield. The face vanished.

After amoment of shocked silence the termagant let out ahowl of anguish that echoed around the
hairs. A massive foot ssamped. Then the creature collapsed on the floor, put its paws over its eyes, and
began to sob. Every now and then it'd drum its back feet on the floor. The sobs started at the tail end, by
thelook of it, and got bigger and bigger asthey gulped their way up towards the mouth.

It wasn't only terrifying. It was dso embarrassng. Nothing should have that many tearsinit.

Snibril watched the pool of tears spread out over the floor, and touch the statue of ahairhog by the
wall. It twitched its nose. Wider and wider went the pool. Some statues awoke asit touched them, but
some of the oldest, al covered in dust and cregpers, stood unchanged. Little creatures swam vdiantly to
freedom between their ankles.

Snibril scooped up the tearsin the shidd and splashed them over Roland. Then it wasthe turn of the
little pony, which stared up at Snibril in amazement. He ran to the warrior by the treasure, and drenched
him.

Nothing happened for amoment. An eydid flickered. The hand with the necklace started to move.
Thelittle warrior was suddenly very much aive. He dropped the necklace and glowered at Snibril.
"Kone's Bones, where did you spring from?”

Then he saw the termagant in its pool of tears. His hand went to histhroat, and found the creeper.
He looked thoughtfully at Snibril.
"How long have | been here, stranger?”

"I don't know. Thisisthethird year after the second Counting in the reign of the Emperor Targon at
Ware," said Snibril.

"You'reaDumii?' said the released statue, unwinding the creeper.
"Sort of."

"I'm not," said the little warrior, proudly. "We don't Count. But I've heard of Targon. Before | came
here it was the twenty-second year of hisrule.
"Then you must have been here ayear,” said Snibril.

"Ayear ... ayear away," sad thewarrior. "Far too long." He bowed solemnly. "A thousand pardons,
sranger,” he said. "Y ou shdl be rewarded for this. I, Brocando, Son of Broc, Lord of Jeopard, King of
the Deftmenes, promise you that. Y es. Rewarded.”

"l didn't doiit for any reward,” said Snibril. "I just wanted the thing to stop turning everything into
Satues.”
"What brings you thisfar from home, then?' Brocando asked, with aglint in hiseye. "The treasure,
eh?'
"No ... look, do you think we'd better go?' said Snibril, glancing at the termagant again. "It might get
up."



Brocando flourished his sword.

"Oneyear of my life" he shouted. I'll makeit pay for that!"

Snibril looked at the cresture again. It waslying quite till.

"l don't think there's much more you can do toit,” he said. "It looks miserable enough to me.”

Brocando hesitated. "Y ou may beright," he said. "Thereis no revenge on awitless beast. Asfor this
... " he swept hisarm over the shimmering heap, "I have lost thetagtefor it. Let it lie here” He sniffed. "It
isin my mind that such things asthese arefit only for termagants. Mind you, that necklace looks rather ...
no.."

Snibril had seen one or two itemsthat he rather liked, and by the look of him Brocando could leave
treasure behind because he had lots more at home, but he felt that it would ook bad to argue.

With asoft jingling the termagant raised its head and opened its eyes. Snibril went to lift hisshield and
it dipped out of hishands, rolling down the steps.

The termagant stopped it clumsily with aclaw and turned it awkwardly until it could seeitself again.

To Snibril'samazement it began to coo at its reflection, and lay back again with the mirror cuddled in
itsarms. And then the termagant, with aclank, died peacefully in the temple that had been built for it time
out of mind.

Often, later, it was said by mingtrels and wandering story-tellers that the termagant died when it
caught sight of itself in the mirror. Never believe what you hear in songs. They put in any old thing if they
think it sounds better. They said that itsreflected glance turned it to a statue. But the desth of the
termagant was more complicated than that. Most things are.

They dragged it up the steps and buried it under the dtar stone. Snibril remembered Chrystobellaand
the other animals back at the camp, and collected some of the tear puddleinto asmall jewel-case from
the heap. The remaining statuesthey left where they were.

"In the past they worshipped the termagants, so the story goes,” said Brocando. "They were a cruel
race. Let them remain. For justice.”

"Actudly ... " Snibril began, asthey rode away, "I wouldn't mind just a small reward. If you happen
to have one you want to give away. One you don't need.”

"Certainly!”

"My tribe needs somewhere to stay for awhile. To repair the wagons, and so on. Somewhere where
we don't have to look over our shouldersdl thetime."

"Eadly granted. My city isyours. My people will welcomeyou.”
"Arethey dl smdl likeyou?' said Snibril, without thinking.

"We Deftmenes are correctly-built,” said Brocando. "It's no business of oursif everyone eseis
ridiculoudy overgrown.”

After awhile, asthey neared the Munrung's camp, Snibril said: "Y ou know, | don't think you'velost a
year. If you were a statue, time couldn't have passed for you. In away, you've gained ayear. Everyone
elseisayear older, except you."

Brocando thought about this. "Doesthat mean | ill give you the reward?' he said.
"I think s0," said Snibril.
"Right."

CHAPTER 7
They arrived at the camp just in time to stop the search party that was setting out. Brocando



immediately became the centre of attention, something which he enjoyed and was obvioudy used to.
Snibril was more or less forgotten. Moreor less....

"Where have you been?' asked Pismire, relieved and angry. "Wandering off like that! Don't you
know there are mouls about?"

"I'm sorry," said Snibril. "Thingsjust happened.”

"Well, never mind now," said Pismire. "What's happening over there, now? Doesn't anyone of your
muddle-headed people know how to welcome aking?'

"l don't think s0," said Snibril. "He's quite brave and abit excitable and doesn't redly listen to what
you say."

"Sounds like aking to me, right enough,” said Pismire.

Brocando wasin the centre of acrowd of chattering, staring Munrungs, beaming benevolently.

"Therel was," hewas saying. "One step away from the treasure, when, jingle! Thereit was, behind
me. $o..."

Pismire elbowed hisway through the crowd, removed his hat, bowed till his beard touched the
ground, and stuck there, confronting a surprised Brocando with atangle of white locks.

"Greeting, oh King," said the old man. "Honoured are we that so great a son of so noble an ancestry
should deem usworthy to ... er ... worthy. All we haveisat your disposd, vaiant Sir. | am Pismire, a
humble philosopher. Thisis..."

He snapped hisfingerswildly at Glurk, who was standing open-mouthed at the spectacle of Pismire,
gtill bent doublein front of the dwarf warrior.

"Come on, come on. Protocol is very important. Bow down to the king!"
"What'saking?' said Glurk, looking round blankly.

"Show some respect,” said Pismire.

"What for? Snibril rescued him, didn't he?'

Snibril saw Bane, standing at the back of the crowd with folded arms and agrim expression. He
hadn't liked school in Tregon Marus, but held learned some things. The Dumii didn't like kings. They
preferred Emperors, because they were easier to get rid of .

And on the way back from the temple he'd asked Brocando what he'd meant when he said his people
didn't Count. It meant they had nothing to do with the Dumii.

"Hate them," Brocando had said, bluntly. "I'd fight them because they straighten roads, and number
things, and make maps of places that shouldn't be mapped. They turn everything into thingsto Count.
They'd make the hairs of the carpet grow in rowsif they could. And worst of dl ... they obey orders.
They'd rather obey ordersthan think. That's how their Empire works. Oh, they'refair enough, fair
fightersin battle and dl that sort of thing, but they don't know how to laugh and at theend of it dl it's
thingsin rows, and orders, and al the fun out of life."

And now he was about to beintroduced to one of them.

At which point, Brocando amazed him. He waked up to Glurk and shook him warmly by the hand.
When he spoke, it wasn't at al in the way he'd used in the temple. It wasthe kind of voice that keeps
dapping you on the back dl thetime.

"So yourethe chieftain, areyou?' he said. "Amazing! Y our brother heretold medl about you. It
must be an incredibly difficult job. Highly skilled, too, | shouldn't wonder?"

"Oh, you know ... you pick it up asyou go along ... " Glurk muttered, taken aback.
"I'm sure you do. I'm sure you do. Fascinating! And aterrible respongbility. Did you haveto have



some sort of specid training?!
" ..er...no... Dad died and they just gives methe spear and said, you're chief ... " said Glurk.

"Redly?We shdl have to have a serious chinwag about thislater on,” said Brocando. "And thisis
Pismire, isn't it? Oh, do get up. I'm sure philosophers don't have to bow, what? Jolly good. And this must
be ... Genera Baneus Catrix, | believe"

General! Snibril thought.

Bane nodded.

"How many yearsisit, your mgesty?' hesad.

"About five, | think," said the king. "Better makethat six, infact.”
"Y ou know each other?' said Snibril.

"Oh, yes," said Brocando. "The Dumii kept sending armies to see us and suggest, most politely, that
we submit and be part of their Empire. We awaystold them we didn't want to join. We weren't going to
be Counted-"

"] think it wasthe paying of taxes you objected to," said Bane, camly.
"We did not see what we would get for our money," said Brocando.
"Y ou would be defended,” said Bane.

"Ah ... but we've aways been quite good at defending oursalves," said Brocando, in ameaningful
tone of voice. "Againg anyone." He smiled. "And then the Genera here was sent to suggest it to us
again, with alittte moreforce," hesad. "I remember he said that he was afraid that if we did not join the
Empire, there would be hardly any of usto be Counted.”

"And you said theréd be hardly anyone |eft to do the Counting,” said Bane.

Snibril looked from one to the other. He redized he was holding his breeth. Helet it out. "And then
what happened?' he said.

Bane shrugged. "I didn't attack,” he said. "I didn't see why good people should die. | went back and
told the Emperor that Brocando's people would make better dlies than unwilling subjects. Anyway, only
afool would attack that city."

"l awayswondered what he replied,” said Brocando.

Banelooked down at hisragged clothes. "He shouted quite alot,” he said.

There was athoughtful pause.

"They did attack, you know, after you ... been recaled,” said Brocando.

"Did they win?"

"No."

"Y ou see? Fools," said Bane.

"I'm sorry," said Brocando.

"Y ou needn't be. It was only one of anumber of disagreements | had with the Emperor,” said Bane.

Snibril took each of them by the shoulder. "Anyway," he said, "just because you're sworn enemies
doesn't mean you can't be friends, doesit?"

When they were having the evening medl Glurk said to hiswife: "He's very gracious. Asked dl about
me. I've met a king. He's very important. He's called Protocal, | think."

"Good name. Sounds royal," she said. "And Pismire's a philosopher, he says."
"l never knew that. What's a philosopher?”



" Someone who thinks, he says," said Glurk.
"Widl, you think. I've often seen you sitting and thinking."
"l don't dwaysthink," said Glurk conscientioudy. "Sometimes| just Sts"

Hedghed. "Anyway, it'snot just thinking. Y ou've got to be able to talk about it entertainingly
afterwards.”

CHAPTER 8

The people turned west. It was a cheerful journey to Jeopard, with Brocando riding by the leading
cart. They were going somewhere that only afool would attack.

Many of the Munrungs were frankly in awe of the smal king, but Glurk was fast becoming an
uncritica royalist. Brocando sensed his respectful audience, and chatted to him in that specia way royaty
has for commoners, which leaves the commoner feding redly cheered up without actualy remembering
very much about what was said to him.

Snibril jogged dong on the other Sde of the cart, listening with half an ear for any sgnsof Fray and
half to the Deftmene's chatter. " And then in the north wing of the palace my ancestor, Broc, built atemple
to Kone the Founder. It took the wights seven years, carving pillars of varnish and wood and laying the
great mosaic of the Carpet for Broc. Were il paying them for it. The wallswere set with jet and sdlt,
the atar of red wood inlaid with bronze. Redlly that was the centre of the present palace, which was built
by my great-grandfather, the Seventh Broc, who added the Wood Gate when he was made king. And |
mustn't forget the treasure rooms. | think there's a least nine. And only the reigning king may enter.
Tarmathe Woodcarver himsdf made the Crown. Seven pointy bits, with salt crystals on each one.”

"Wehad aruginour hut,” sad Glurk.

And s0 it went on, Glurk eagerly following the Deftmene through the treasury and the armoury, the
banqueting hals and the guest bedrooms, while the carts got nearer and nearer to Jeopard.

Gradually the Carpet changed colour again, from red to deep purple and then dark blue. They
camped under blue hairs, hunted the small shelled creatures that dwelt in dust holes, and wondered if
Jeopard was as good as Brocando made out because if it was, it looked as though they'd better stop
eating and drinking right now so asto leave room for the feasts they were going to have.

Thetrack began to turninto aroad, not agreat white road like the Dumii built, but anegtly laid track
of thick planks on abank of dust. On ether sde the hairs grew thinner, and Snibril noticed many stumps.
That was not al. No Munrung ever planted a seed. They liked vegetables when they could get them, and
knew what grew where and which hairs dropped seeds that could be eaten, but except for Pismire's
private herb garden everything that grew around them grew wild. The reason was quite obvious, to a
Munrung: if you planted something you had to stop and watch it grow, fight off the animals and any
hungry neighbour that happened to be passing, and generdly spend your time, as Glurk put it, hanging
around. Vegetables to aMunrung were something to give the meat a bit of aspecia taste.

But in the blue land of Jabonya, around the little city of Jeopard, the Deftmenes had turned the Carpet
into agarden. There were hairs there that even Pismire had not seen before, not the great Sturdy trunks
that crowded the rest of the Carpet, but delicate stems, their branches laden with fruit. Dust had been
carefully banked up beneath them to make soil for al sorts of shrubs and vegetables. Thetravellerswere
shown ripe purple groads, that tasted of pepper and ginger, and big Master Mushroomsthat could be
dried and stored for years and still kept their delicate flavour. Even the track had been raised above the
gardens, and small shrublike hairs grew along its border in alow hedge. It was an ordered land.

"l never noticed that it looked likethis," said Bane.
"It certainly looks better without Dumii armies camped onit,” said Brocando.
"The men under my command were always ingtructed to trest the country with respect.”



"Others were less respectful .”

"Where are the people?’ asked Glurk. "I'll grant you that a nice baked root goes down well, but dl
thisdidn't grow by being whistled at. Y ou're aways having to hang about poking at the ground, when
youreafarmer.”

There were no people. The fruit hung heavy in the bushes along the roadside, but there were noneto
pick it, except the Munrung children, who did it very well. But there was no-one else.

Snibril took up his spear. Thiswas like hunting. Y ou learned about the different kinds of silence.

There was the silence made by something frightened, in fear of itslife. There was the sllence made by
small creatures, being ill. There was the silence made by big creatures, waiting to pounce on small
creatures. Sometimes there was the silence made by no-one being there. And there was a very sharp, hot
kind of slence made by someone there-watching.

Bane had drawn his sword. Snibril thought: soldierslearn about silences, too.
They looked at one another.

"Shal we leave the carts here?' said Snibril.

"Safer to stick together. Don't divide forces unnecessarily. Firgt rule of tactics.”
The carts moved on, dowly, with everyone watching the hairs.

"The bushesjust up on theright there," Bane said, without moving his head.

"I think so, too," said Snibril.

"They'rein therewaiching us"

"Just one, | think," said Snibril.

"l could put aspear into it from here, no trouble,” said Glurk.

"No. We might want to ask it questions afterwards,” said Bane. "WEll circle around it on either side.”

Snibril crept towards the bush around one sde of ahair. He could see it moving dightly. Bane was on
the other sde of it and Glurk, who could walk very quietly for such abig man, appeared asif by some
kind of magic in front of it, with his spear raised.

"Reedy?
"Reedy."

"Yesh."

Bane took hold of adust frond, and tugged.

A smdll child looked up at three trembling blades.
"Um," itsad.

And ten minutes later ...

A smdl group of Deftmenes were labouring in the vegetable lines between the hairs. They did not
look happy or, for that matter, very well-fed. Severd guards were watching them. Even from here,
Snibril could seethe long snouts.

Among the hairs was Jeopard itself.

It was built on apiece of grit. The actual city wasacluster of buildings at the very top; aspira
roadway wound severa times around the grit between the city and the floor. It had agate at the bottom,
but that was just for show. No-one could have got up that road if the people at the top didn't want them
to.

There was amovement in the dust, and Glurk crawled up beside Snibril.



"The boy wasright. There's mouls and snargs everywhere," he said. "The whole placeis crawling with
them."

"They've got the city?" sad Snibil.

Glurk nodded. "That's what comes of running around looking for treasure when he ought to have
been a home, reigning,” he said, disgpprovingly.

"Comeon," said Snibril. "Let's get back to the camp.”
The carts had been dragged into the undergrowth some way off, and people were on guard.

Pismire, Bane and Brocando were Sitting in asemi-circle, watching the little boy drinking soup. He
had a bottomless capacity for food but, in between mouthfuls, hed answer Brocando's questionsin a
very smdl voice,

"My own brother!" growled Brocando, as the others dipped into the camp. "But if you can't trust
your own family, who can you trust? Turn my back for afew days-"

"A year," said Bane.

"-and he cdlshimsdf king! | never did like Antiroc. Always skulking and muttering and not keen on
sports.”

"But how did mouls get into the city?' said Snibril.

"Helet themin! Tel the man, Strephon!”

The boy was about seven years old, and |ooked terrified.

"l ...1...they were ... everyonefought ... " he stuttered.

"Comeon! Comeon! Out withit, lad!"

"l think," said Bane, "that perhaps you ought to wander off for aminute or two, perhaps? He might
findit eeser totak.”

"l anhisking!"

"That'swhat | mean. When they're standing right in front of you, kings are akind of speech
impediment. If you'd jugt, oh, go and inspect the guard or something ... 7'

Brocando grumbled about this, but wandered off with Glurk and Snibril.

"Huh. Brotherd" he muttered. "Nothing but trouble, eh? Plotting and skulking and hanging around and
usurping.”

Glurk felt he had to show solidarity with the unofficia association of older brothers.

"Snibril never kept hisroom tidy, | know that," he said.

When they got back Strephon was wearing Bane's helmet and looking alot more cheerful. Bane sent
him off with an ingtruction to do something dangerous.

"If you want it in grown-up language,” he said, "your brother took over the throne when you didn't
come back. He wasn't very popular. There was quite alot of fighting. So when a pack of mouls arrived
oneday-heinvited themin."

"Hewouldn't!" said Brocando.

"He thought he could hire them as mercenaries, to fight for him. Well, they fought dl right. They say
he's till king, athough no-one has seen him. Themoulsdo al theruling. A lot of peopleran away. The
rest are daves, more or less. Quarrying grit. Forced labour in thefields. That sort of thing.”

"The moulsdon't ook asif they'd be interested in vegetables," said Snibril.
"They eat meat."
Pismire had been sitting against one of the cartwhedls, wrapped in the blanket; travel was not agreeing



with him. They'd dmost forgotten about him.

Hiswords sunk in likerocks. In fact it wasn't the words themselves that were disturbing. Everyone
ate meat. But he gave the word a particular edge that suggested, not ordinary mest ...

Brocando went white,
"Do you mean-?"

"They eat animds," said Pismire, looking more miserable than Snibril had ever seen him before.
"Unfortunately, they consider everything that's not amoul isan animal. Um. | don't know how to say this
... do you know what the word 'moul’ meansin moul language? Hmm? It means.... True Human Beings.”

Thissunk in, too.

"Well atack tonight,” said Brocando. "No-one's eating my subjects.”

"Er," sad Glurk.

"Ohyes," said Bane. "Y es, indeed. Fine. Five thousand soldiers couldn't attack Jeopard.”
"That'strue," said Brocando. "So we-"

"Er," sad Glurk.

"Yes?' said Brocando.

The chieftain appeared to have something on hismind. "I've heard one or two references just recently

to'we," hesaid. "'l just want to get this sorted out? No offence. Asareward for rescuing you, we're now

going to attack this city that no amount of Dumii soldiers could capture and fight alot of mouls?Y ou
want my tribe, which hasn't got ahome now, to save your city for you, even though thisisimpossible?
Havel gotit right, yes?'

"Good man!" said Brocando, "I knew we could depend on you! | shdl need haf a dozen stouthearted
men!"

"l think | can let you have one astonished one," said Glurk.

"Wevegot to help," said Snibril. "Everyonestoo tired to run away. Anyway, what will happen if we
don't? Sooner or later weve got to fight these things. It might aswell be here."

"Outnumbered!” said Bane. "And you're not soldiers!”

"No," sad Glurk. "We're hunters."

"Well done!" said Brocando.

Glurk nudged Snibril. "Have we just volunteered for practicaly certain death?' he said.

"| think we may have, yes."

"Thiskinging isamazing,” said Glurk. "If we get out of this, | think I'm goingtotry to learn it.”

Night came. A blue badger, hunting early, nearly blundered into the line of would-beinvaders and
waddled off hurriedly.

There was awhispered argument going on among the Deftmenes. Some of them wanted to Sing as
they went into battle, which was atradition. Brocando kept pointing out that they were going into battle
secretly, but one or two diehard traditionalists were holding out for the right to Sing peaceful songs,
which would-they said-totally confuse the enemy. In the end Brocando won by playing the king, and
threatening to have everyone who disagreed with him put to death. Glurk wasimpressed.

When it began to seem to Snibril that the dark Carpet had no ending they reached the road again and,
ahead of them, torches burning dong itswalls, was the city of Jeopard.

CHAPTER 9



The wights built Jeopard. They brought red wood and sparkling varnish from achairleg to paveits
dreets, from the Hearthlands they led great caravans of the rare jet, to be made into domes and cornices,
and cinder and ash for bricks and mortar; at the distant High Gate Land of the Vortgorns they traded
their varnish waresfor beaten bronze, for doors and pillars; salt and sugar, in great white crystds, were
dragged between the hairs by teams of swesting horses, for walls and roofs. And they brought different
coloured hairsfrom al parts of the Carpet. Some became planks and rafters, but most they planted
around the city.

Everywhere there were gardens. In the evening light it looked peaceful, but they had to lie low twice
when moul cavary went past on the road.

"Inmy city, too," said Brocando.

"You'vegot aplan, | hope," said Bane.

"There's another way into the city,” said Brocando.
"l didn't know that."

"Didn't you?' said Brocando. "Amazing. All that trouble to build a secret passage and we forgot to tell
the Emperor. Remind meto send him anote. Turn right into thet little hidden track there.”

"Whét track?'
Brocando grinned. "Good, isn't it," he said.

It looked like an animal path. It wound round and about the hairs. The dust bushes were much thicker
here.

"Planted,” said Brocando.
Eventudly, when it was almost dark, they reached asmal glade with another ruined templeinit.

"Templesdon' last long around here, do they,” said Snibril, looking around at the crowding hairs.
Here and there were more statues, half covered in dust.

"This one was built to look ruined,” said Brocando. "By the wights. For one of my ancestors. The one
over there, with the bird's nest on hishead and hisarm raised-" He hesitated. "And you're a Dumii, and
I've brought you to the secret place," he said. "1 should have you blindfolded.”

"No," said Bane. "Y ou want meto fight for you, then I'm wearing no blindfold."
"But one day you might come back with an army.”

"I'm sorry you think s0," said Bane stonily.

"Asme, | don't," said Brocando. "Asaking, | have to think s0."

"Hal"

"Thisisgtupid,” said Snibril. "Why bother with a blindfold?’

"It'simportant,” said Brocando, sulkily.

"Y ou've got to trust one another sooner or later. Who are you going to trust instead? Y ou're men of
honour, aren't you?' said Snibril.

"It'snot as smple asthat," said Brocando.

"Then makeit Smple”

He realized he had shouted. Even Glurk was surprised.

"Wel, it'snotimeto argue,” said Snibril, caming down abit.

Brocando nodded. "Y es. Very well. Maybe. I'm sure he's an honourable man. Pull Broc'sarm.”
"What?' said Bane.



"Behind you. On the gatue. Pull thearm,” said Brocando.
Bane shrugged, and reached for thearm.
"Firgt time aDumii's ever shaken a Deftmeneshand,” he said. "'l wonder what it'll lead to-"

Therewas agrinding noise, somewhere under their feet. A dab in thetemplefloor did aside, showing
aflight of steps.

"It'll lead to the palace," said Brocando, grinning.

They stared into the square of darkness.

Finaly Glurk said: "Y ou don't mean ... into the Underlay?"

e

"But ... but ... therésterrible things down there!

"Jugt goriesfor children," said Brocando. "Nothing to be frightened of down there.”

He trotted down the steps. Bane went to follow him, and then looked back at the Munrungs.
"What's the matter?' he said.

"Well ... " said Snibril. What shall | say? Creatures from ancient tales live down there: thunorgs, the
horrible delvers, and shadows without number or names. Strange things gnawing at the roots of the
Carpet. The souls of the dead. Everything bad. Everything you get ... frightened by, when you're smdl.

He looked around at the other tribesmen. They had moved closer together.
Hethought: at timeslikethis, we all haveto forget old things.

"Nothing'sthe matter," he said, in what he hoped was avoice full of leadership. "Comeon, lads. Last
onein'sa"

"Never mind about the last one," muttered a voice somewhere towards the back of the group. "We
want to see what happensto the first one”

Snibril tripped at the bottom of the stairs and landed on a pile of soft dust. Brocando waslighting a
torch, taken from arack of them on one wal of thelittle cave. One by one the band shuffled down.
Brocando moved another lever and the statue trundled back over the hole, leaving them crowded
shoulder to shoulder in the red-lit cave.

"All here?' said Brocando, and without waiting for areply he ducked into atiny crevice and was
gone.

Nearly as bad as discovering al your worst fears are coming true, Snibril thought, isfinding out that
they're not.

The walls showed up brown in the torchlight, and were covered with tiny hairsthat glittered asthe
light passed them. Sometimes they crossed the entrances to other tunnels. But there were no mongters,
no sudden teeth ...

The path began to dope down and suddenly the light from Brocando's torch dimmed. Snibril started
before he redized that they were entering a cavern under the Carpet, with walls so far away that the light
was not reflected from them. They passed through many great caverns, the path narrowing and spiraling
up around great columns of hair, so that they had to cling to stay on it. Sometimesthe light sparkled on a
distant wall. While they were edging aong one place where the path narrowed amost to nothingness, and
cold air rushed up from the depths below, Snibril dipped. Bane, who was next in line, reached out with
great presence of mind and grabbed him by the hair just as he was about to totter into the darkness. But
the torch dipped from his hands. They peered over the edge to watch it become a spark, then a speck
and finaly wink out. Something shifted in the dark depths of Underlay, and they heard it scuttle heavily

away.



"What wasthet?" said Snibril.

"Probably adlverfish," said Brocando. " They've got teeth bigger than aman, you know. And dozens
of legs"

"| thought you said there was nothing to be afraid of down here!” shouted Glurk.

"Well?', said Brocando, looking surprised. "Who's afraid of them?"

Anything e sein the depths below would hardly have seen them, little specksinching dong the roots
of the hairs. Eventualy Brocando caled ahat on the edge of another abyss. There was anarrow bridge
gtretching acrossit, and Snibril could just make out adoor on thefar Sde.

The king held up the torch and said: "We are right undernesth the rock now."
The roof of the cavern was gently curved towardsits centre, bowed under the great weight aboveit.

"Y ou are the only people gpart from the kings of Jeopard to seethis,” Brocando went on. "After the
secret passage was dug, Broc had all the workers personally put to death to stop the secret escaping.”

"Oh? That's part of kinging, too, isit?" said Glurk.
"It used to be," said Brocando. "Not any more, of course.”
"Hah!" said Bane.

When they had crossed the bridge Brocando pushed the little wooden door open, revedling aspiral
darcaselit by green light filtering down from atiny circle of light. It was along climb up thewinding
gtaircase, which was so narrow that the boots of the onesin front tangled with the hands of the ones
behind, and the torches made flickering shadows of giant warriors againgt thewalls. Ghostly asit was,
Snibril welcomed it. He hated the darkness under the Carpet.

Beforeit reached the circle of green light the stairway opened on to alittle landing, just big enough to
hold them all. There was another door in the wall.

"Where-" Glurk began.
Brocando shook his head and put hisfinger to hislips.
There were voices on the other side of the door.

CHAPTER 10
There were three voices, so loud that they could only be a metre or so from the hidden door.
Snibril tried to imagine faces. One voice was thin and whiny, already raised in complaint.
"Ancther hundred? But you took fifty only afew daysago!"

"And now we need another hundred,” said a soft voice that made Snibril's hair prickle. "1 advise you
to Sgn this paper, your magjesty, and my guards will gather together this hundred and be gone. They will
not be daves. Jugt ... assgtants.”

"l don't know why you don't just take them,” said the first voice sulkily.

"But you arethe king," said the second voice. "It must beright, if theking says so. Everything sgned
and proper.”

Snibril thought he could hear Bane grinning in the darkness.
"But no-one ever comes back," said first Voice.

Thethird voicewaslikearumble. "They like it so much in our lands we just cannot persuade them to
return,” it said.

"l don't believeyou," said First Voice.
"That does not redlly matter," said Second VVoice. "Sign!™”



"No! I will not! I anking..."

"And you think that |, who made you king, can't ... unmake you?' said Second Voice. "Y our
majesty,” it added.

“I'll report you to Jornarileesh! I'll tell onyou!” said First Voice, but he did not sound very confident.

"Jornarileesh! Y ou think they care what is done here?' Second Voice purred. "Sign! Or perhaps
Gorash here can find some other use for your hands?’

"Yeah," sad Third Voice. "A necklace."

Brocando turned to face the others, while the voices on the other Sde of the door dternately
threatened and whined.

"That'smy brother," he said. "Such asheis. Hereésthe plan. Werush in, and wekill as many mouls as
possble”

"You think that'saclever plan?' said Bane.

"Sounds sensibleto me," said Glurk.

"But there's hundreds in the city, aren't there?' said Bane.

"My people will rise up and overthrow them," hissed Brocando.

"Have they got any wegpons, then?' said Bane.

"No, but the mouls have. So they'll start by getting their weapons off them,” said Brocando placidly.

Bane groaned. "Wereal goingtodie” hesad. "Thisisn't tactics. Thisisjust
making-it-up-as-you-go-along.”

"Let's start now, then,” said Brocando. He put hisfoot against the door and pushed. It moved a
fraction, and then stopped.

"What's the matter?' said Snibril.

"There's something on the other sde," hissed Brocando. " There shouldn't be. Everyone give mea
hand here."

They put their shoulderstoit. It resisted for amoment, and then flew open. There was a shriek.
For a second the hall was motionless.

Snibril saw athrone lying on thefloor. It had blocked the door. Now it lay hafway down the steps
and athin Deftmene was struggling undernesth it, making pathetic little noises. Beyond it two moulswere
standing, staring at the open doorway. One was big, wide-shouldered, with apale face dmost hiddenin
his leather helmet. He held acoiled whip in one great paw. Voice Three, Snibril thought. He even looks
as though he should be called Gorash. Beside him stood a thin moul wearing along black cloak and a
grin likeawolf that'sjust had dinner. VVoice Two, said Snibril to himsdlf. Helooks like he ought to have a
name with alot of essesin it-something you can hiss.

Both groups stared at one another for asecond.

Then Brocando whirred forward like an enraged chicken, waving his sword. The thin moul lespt
backwards and drew its own sword with disheartening swiftness. Gorash uncurled hiswhip, but found
that Bane was suddenly between him and the king.

The Munrungs watched. There seemed to be two ways of swordfighting. Brocando went &t it like a
windmill, pushing the enemy back by sheer effort. Bane fought quietly, like some kind of machine-tamp,
thrugt, parry ... tictoetic.

"Shouldn't we help?' said Snibril.
"No. Tentotwo isnt fair,” sad Glurk.



The doors at the end of the throne room burst open and a dozen moul guards ran towards them.
"Oh. Thisis better, then, isit?' said Snibril.

Glurk threw his spear. One of the guards screamed.

"Yes" hesad.

Snibril found that spears fought well against swords, if you didn't throw them. They could prod, and
they could parry. And as more guards poured into the room, he redlized that it aso helped if you were
outnumbered. It made it easer to hit an enemy, for one thing. And since there were so many of them,
each onewasn't too keen to get involved, taking the view that there was no point in running risks when
there were al these other peopleto do it for them.

This must be how the Deftmenes think, he told himself as he broke a spear over the head of amoull.
Always pick abigger enemy, because he'seasier to hit ...

He found himsdlf pressed up againgt the back of Bane, who was till fighting in histictoc way, like
someonewho can do it al day.

"I've broken my spear!"

"Useasword!" said Bane, parrying athrust from a desperate guard. "There's plenty of them on the
floor!"

"But | don't know how to use one!™

"It'seasy! The blunt end goesin your hand and the sharp end goesin the enemy!”
"There must be moreto it than that!"

"Yes Remember which end iswhich!"

And then it was over. The few remaining guardsfell over one another to get out of the door. Gorash
was dead. The skinny moul dodged alast wild dash from Brocando's sword and dived through the open
doorway to the secret passage. They heard it running down the steps.

Snibril looked down at his sword. There was blood on it, and he hoped it wasn't his.
"Widll, that wasn't too hard," said Glurk.
"There's hundreds more out there," said Bane, gloomily.

Brocando went to the balcony. Early morninglight was flooding across the hairs. He cupped his hands
around his mouth.

"I'mmm basaack! Brocandoooo!"

He picked up adead moul, dragged it to the balcony, and pushed it over.

There were dready some Deftmenesin the square below the palace. A shout went up.
The king rubbed his hands together.

"Help mewith thethrone," he said.

It took three of them to lift it up. Undernesth it was Antiroc, who hung limply from Glurk'sgrip ashe
was hauled to hisfet.

"Give methe crown," said Brocando, in deadly tones. "It's the thing on your head. The thing that
doesn't belong to you."

"We thought you were dead-"

"Y ou look overjoyed to see me back,” said Brocando. His expression wasterrible.

"Someone had to be king, | had to do my best for the people-"

There was acommotion outside. A moul backed through, with an arrow gticking init. Half adozen



Deftmenes charged over it. They hardly glanced a Brocando, but bore down with grim determination on
Antiroc, who was snatched from Glurk's grasp and hustled towards the ba cony.

"You can't et them do that!" said Snibril.

Four Deftmenes had hold of Antiroc's arms and legs, and were swinging him backwards and
forwards, high over the roofs of Jeopard. "A-one-a-two-athree," they chanted, the swings getting
larger.

"Why not?' said Brocando.
"He'syour brother!™

"Hmm? Oh, all right. Put him down, people,” said Brocando. "Come on. Release him. | won't say let
him go, you might get thewrong idea. | can't have you subjects throwing my family over the bacony, that
would never do."

"Good," said Snibil.
"I'll doit mysalf.”

"No!" It was achorus. Everyonejoined in, especidly Antiroc, who joined in even more than everyone
dse

"Just joking," said Brocando, who didn't ook it. "Blast dl this... beholden to other people. You'll get
me feding guilty for throwing traitors off the rock now. It'saroyd tradition. All right, then. He can go."

Antiroc fell onto hishands and knees. "Y ou can't do that! They'll kill me!”

"All those people whose relatives you sold to the mouls?' said Brocando. "Dear me. Of course, you
can follow your friend ... "

He waved towards the passage doorway. Antiroc looked horrified.
"But Gorma eesh went down therel” hewailed.

"Wasthat his name? Right sort of name," said Brocando. "Y ou can talk about old times." He nodded
to the four who had been about to de-bal cony the usurper. "If he won't go, give him aheping hand,” he
sad.

The Deftmenes advanced on Antiroc, murder in their eyes. Helooked imploringly at Brocando,
hesitated for amoment, and then dashed for the doorway.

It dammed behind him.

"He can kill Gormaleesh or Gormaeesh can kill him, for dl | care. Or he can even find hisway out,"
sghed Brocando. "But now ... let'sround up thelast of the mouls. | shouldn't think they'll put up much of
afight now."

"What shall we do if we capture them dive, your magesty?' said one of the Deftmenes.

Brocando looked tired. "Well, we haven't got many dungeons," he said. "So perhapsif you can avoid
capturing any dive that would help.”

"You mustn't kill an enemy who has thrown down hisweagpons,” said Bane.
"Can't you? Welive and learn. | dways thought that was the best time," said Brocando.

CHAPTER 11

Snibril sat outside the palace stables, watching Roland investigate the contents of a nosebag. Loose
boxes built for the Deftmenes little six-legged beasts were too smdl for him, and he had to be tethered in
the yard with the carts. He stood there patiently chewing, and made alighter shadow in the darkness.

Snibril could hear the celebrations going on inthe main hal. If he concentrated, he could just hear
Pismire playing the fluteharp; it was easy to tdll, even with dl the other insrumentsin the Deftmenes own



band, by the way the noteswent al over the place without ever hitting the tune. Pismire dways said there
were some things you should care about enough to do badly.

When Snibril had wandered out Glurk had been ddlighting everybody by lifting twenty Deftmene
children on abench, and carrying them around the hal. Thelog fires roared and the plates were emptied
and refilled again, and nobody thought of the dark hairs outside, sighing in the night wind, or thelittle
bands of Deftmenes who were hunting down thelast of the mouls.

Snibril rubbed his head. It had been aching again, and Pismiré's music hadn't helped at all.
He patted Roland absently, and |ooked out over the city to the deep blue night in the hairs beyond.

"Wel, hereweare," said Snibril, "and can't even remember which direction our old villageliesin.
Brocando says we can stay here aslong as we like. Forever, even. Safe and sound. He says he can
always do with afew tal people around the place. But Bane says he's going on to Ware tomorrow, just
in case. And my ears hurt.”

It'sabig Carpet, he thought. Brocando and Bane are both ... well, likeable, but they look at the
world from opposite ends. Look at the Dumii. Half the time you can see why the Deftmenes don't like
them. They're so fair about things, in an unimaginative way. And in their unimaginaive way, fighting like
tictoc men, they built ahuge Empire. And Bane hates the idea of kings. But the Deftmenesfight asif they
enjoy it, and make up life asthey go dong, and they'll do anything for their king. Y ou can't expect them
to get dong with each other-

Roland shifted uneadily. Snibril raised his head, and heard the night breeze die away. The hairswere
glent.

Hefdt a pricking sensation in hisfeet. The headache wasfdt like afire now. The silent Carpet
seemed to bewaiting ...

Roland neighed, tugged at histether. Down in the stables the ponies were kicking their stals. Dogs
barked, down in the city.

Snibril remembered thisfeding. But he thought: not here, surdly, whereit was al so safe?
Y es, hetold himself, even here. Fray can be anywhere.

He turned and ran up the stepsinto the palace.

"Fray!" he shouted. In the din, no-one heard. One or two people waved cheerily at him.

He bounded over to the band and snatched a trumpet from one startled Deftmene. He didn't know
how to play one, but playing it very badly loudly enough was enough to get something approaching
dlence

"Can't youfed it? Fray iscoming!" he shouted.

"Coming here?' said Pismire.

"Can't youfed it? Can't you fed it?" Snibril was desperate with impatience and pain. They were
looking a him asif hewas mad.

"Get to the carts,” snapped Pismire.

"| can't fed anything," said Brocando. "Anyway, Jeopard is safe from any enem-"

Pismire pointed upwards. There were big candle chanddiers hanging from the celling. They had begun
to swing, very gently.

Kings take sometime to grasp an idea, but once they've got ahold they don't let go.
"Run for it! Get everyone outsde!” Brocando shouted.

The Munrungs were dready streaming through the door. Tables were overturned as people scurried
from the hall, grabbing their children asthey ran. Pismire caught hold of apillar to eady himsdf asthey



jostled past, and yelled above the noise: "The ponies! Harness them to the carts!”

The lamps were swinging quite noticeably now. A jug bounced off atable and shattered on the floor.
A couple of candlesteetered out of the crazily-weaving lamps.

There was afar-off thump. The whole rock shook.

The heavy lintel over the door shivered and sagged. Glurk strode forward among the bewildered
throng and put his shoulders under it, and stood with one hand braced against each doorpost while
people scrambled under hisarms and between hislegs.

Snibril was dready |eading the screaming ponies out of their stable. No sooner was each cart moving
than it was |oaded down with people. And still people were coming, scurrying along under treasured
possessions and smdl children. The hall was dready blazing.

He lifted four Deftmenes on to Roland's back and sent the horse after the carts, then struggled
through the flow to the hal. Glurk had been forced dmost to hisknees, hisface purple, the veins
throbbing in his neck.

Snibril grabbed an arm. "Come on! Thewhole building isgoing to go!"
"No," camethelow growl, "Pismire and the others are fill in there.”

Another tremor shook the hall. A pillar cracked, and Glurk grunted. "Get out of theway!" camea
whisper from deep in histhroat, "it's going to go."

Therock shook underfoot.

"I'll ... I'll get some people with beams and things" said Snibril. "WEell soon have you out! Don't go
away!"
Glurk grunted as Snibril hurried away.

Pismire appeared through the smoke, ascrap of hisrobe tied over hisface, shepherding some
bewildered revelersin front of him. He pushed them out under Glurk'sarm.

"What are you doing, still here?' hesad.
"Goin'tobeinagory,” sad Glurk.

Bane groped hisway out of the billows, arag pressed over hismouth. "Come on," he sad,
"Brocando's got the secret door open.”

"Hdp mewiththisidiot," said Pismire.
"Lookswedged to me," said Bane.
"Gonnabe ahero," said Glurk.

"Shut up," said Pismire. "That's what comes of listening to stories on an empty head. Stupid ides,
anyway, wedging yoursdf under the door likethet ... "

Glurk turned his head with difficulty.
"What?' he said.
"Boneheaded, | call it," said Pismire. The celling at the end of the hall collgpsed.

"Why, you daft ... old ... " Glurk began. He rose on one knee, then on both, then dowly raised the
beam above his head. Then he stepped forward and waved afinger under Pismire's nose.

"| saved alot-" he began. Then he toppled over.
"Right, it worked. Grab him," said Pismire. "That wal'sfdlingin."

They took an arm each, and stumbled out of the way asthe lintel thudded into the floor, splitting it.
Pismire squinted at the roof.

"Quickly!"



Brocando was standing by the door to the Stairway.
"Comeon!"
Glurk started to cough. Pismire pushed arag into his hand.

"Put it over your mouth and nose," he said. "Damp cloth. Hel ps with the smoke. Important safety
information.”

"Tastes of wine," said Glurk thickly, asthey haf-pushed, half-carried him through the doorway.
"Only thing therewas," said Pigmire. "Now ... down!"
Thewholeroof fel in.

They ran down the steps, the others carrying Glurk between them like a battering ram. Theroaring
died away and al that could be heard was the thudding of their feet on the stone.

"Not out of the hairsyet!" panted Brocando.

"What ... mean?" puffed Pismire.

"No torched"

Pismire only had enough breeth | eft to grunt.

Il!ll

They piled into the little door at the bottom of the steps, and lay panting in the blackness.

"Well, theré's no going back up," came Brocando's voice. "The door's under amound of rubble

"Do you think you can find the way to the statue in the dark?' said Bane.
"That wasthefirst time I've ever been down herel" wailed Brocando.
"But there must be other entrances,” said Pismire.

He thought of the deep crevasses and windy caves of Underlay, and the stories of the creatures that
dwelt there. Of course, he didn't believein them. He'd told them, because the handing on of an ora
mythology was very important to adevel oping culture, but he didn't believe in supernaturd mongters. He
shivered. He hoped they didn't believein him.

In the darkness he heard the creak of the door.

"If we keep together and test every step, we should be safe,”" came Brocando's unsteady voice.
"Theresfour of us. What would dare attack us?"

"Lotsof things"
"Apat fromthem."

Glurk got heavier and heavier asthe hours passed. They edged him along narrow pathsin the dark,
and dragged him through what felt, to judge by the changein the air, to belarge caves. They carried him
head first and feet first, sometimes propping him up againgt ahair root while they inched hand in hand
along strange paths. They scrambled among thick roots and crept around holes so deep that awarm
wind rushed up from them.

Eventudly they sat down for arest. They were waking endlesdy. It wasn't asif they were getting
anywhere.

"What's below Underlay?' said Brocando.

"TheHoor," said Pismiresvoice, out of darkness.

"What's below that?"

"Nothing. Something has to be below everything else. That'sthe Floor. That'sasfar asthereis. You



might aswell ask what's above the Carpet.”
"Waell, what is above the-"

"How should | know? Weve got far too many problems down here right now to worry about what's
up there."

"The Carpet can't go on forever, though.”
"It goeson far enough for me!" said Pismiretestily.

Brocando felt theair movein front of hisface. It was strange, talking to people when everything was
completely black. For al he knew, they could be sitting right on the edge of another hole. Everything hed
to be done by fed.

"Fiamire?’ hesad.
"What now?"
"What about mouls? Do they come down here?"

"It'syour tunnd. Y ou should know. | can't imagine why they'd want to, though. | shouldn't think
they'd likeit any more than we do.”

"Correct."

Therewasslence,

"Wasthat you?'

"| thought it wasyou."

"Brocando?'

"RAgmire?'

"Bane?'

"What?"

"You see," said Gormaleesh's voice by Pismirés ear, "we can seein the dark.”

They didn't fight. How could you, when you might as easily hit afriend as an enemy?

It was the darkness that was the worst bit. And then the claws that gripped them, as easily asachild
gripsatoy.

"Well, well," said Gormaleesh, from somewhere nearby. "What an unexpected treat.”

"Ismy brother with you?" said Brocando.

After apause, Gormaeesh said, "In amanner of speaking. Now, you will dowhat | say. Thelittle
king will hold on to Purgish'stail. The old man hold on to the king's belt. The Dumii soldier hold on to the
old man's belt. Anyone let go, anyonetry to run away, that person is adead person.”

Brocando, who could count quite quickly for aking, said, "But what about-ow!"

"Sorry," said Pismire, who could count faster, "Did | accidentally kick you? Well, he'sright. HEs got
all three of us"

"But we can't leave Gl-ow! Oh. Yes. Of course. Yes, | see. You'reright." Brocando's voice suddenly
took on the kind of excited conspiratoria tone that would have made anyone smell arat who didn't
dready amdl likeamoul. " All three of us. Yes. You've definitely got all three of us. How well canyou
seein the dark, incidentaly? Probably not one-hundred-per-cent, en?”

Oh, no, Pismire thought. How can they not get suspicious after that?
"Ow!" said Gormaleesh.
"Moul scum,” said Bane. "When | get out I'l-"



There was the sound of adap in the darkness.
"When you get out,” said Gormaeesh, "you will do exactly as| say. Bring them dong.”
Wil done, thought Pismire. Bane can count fast aswell.

They were marched in shuffling singlefile for quite ashort time. They must have been closeto away
up to the surface. Pismire felt his hands guided to aladder. We're going up and out, he thought. If Glurk
wakes up, how will he know?

He climbed afew steps, and then let himself drop again.

"Ow! My leg! Ow!" The noise echoed around the caves of Underlay.
"What isthe matter with your leg, old man?' said Gormaeesh.
"Nothing," said Pismire, and climbed back up the ladder.

And if Glurk hasn't heard that, we're donefor.

It was dready night on the surface.

They'd climbed out into a clearing, along way from Jeopard. It seemed to be a gathering place for the
surviving mouls from the city. The prisonersweretied up with lesther thongs and thrown down by a bush.
Nearby, apack of snargs eyed them hungrily.

The moulsweretaking in their own language, occasionaly turning to look at the prisoners.

"Can you understand them?" said Pismire.

"Very cruddy," said Bane. "They'retaking us somewhere. Called ... gargatass, if that means
anything.”

"That'stheir word for the High Gate Land, | think," said Pismire. "Where the Vortgornslive”

"Them? They're our mortal enemies;” said Brocando.

"| thought the Dumii were your mortal enemies” said Pismire.

"We liketo have severd mortal enemiesat onetime," said Brocando. "Just in case we run out.”

Pismiretook no notice. He waslying alittle apart from the other two, and could see behind the snarg
pack. In the glow of the moul's campfire he could just make out aguard lounging by the little overgrown
entrance to Underlay, with his snarg tethered to adust bush.

Anam was dowly growing out of the bush behind the unsuspecting moul. It stopped afew inches
above hishead, and carefully removed his helmet. The moul turned, and met afist coming the other way.
The arm caught him before he fell and dragged him into the bush ...

A moment later the hand appeared by the snarg, and started untethering it. It looked up, and with
horror Pismire saw its eyes narrow. Before it could growl, though, the hand bunched up into aknotted
fist and smacked it smartly between the eyes. He heard the creature give alittle sigh, and saw it fal over
dowly. Beforeit reached the ground the tether tightened and tugged it into the bush.

Pismire didn't know why, but he felt sure that everything was going to bedl right.
Or, at least, more al right than it was now.

CHAPTER 12

All that night they journeyed south. Most of the pack were mounted on their snargs, though the
prisoners and their guards had to run aong in the middle of the jostling bodies. Dawn came. The hairs
around had changed from deep purpleto red again.

The next days merged for the prisonersinto one continuous blur of running feet and moul voices. The
hairs changed from crimson to orange, from orange to black. Feet blistered and bled, and minds were
muddled by the congtant pounding. Twice they crossed white Dumii roads, late a night, when no-one



was abroad, and passed by deeping villages like shadows.
And then there was a place ... above the Carpet.

The hairs were bent dmost double under the weight of the High Gate Land of the VVortgorns. Firgt it
was aglimmer between the hairs. An hour later it loomed above them, the largest thing Pismire had ever
seen. He had read about it, back in the old days, but the descriptionsin the books had not got it right at
al. Y ou needed bigger wordsthan "big".

It looked the largest thing there could ever be. The Carpet was big, but the Carpet was ... everything.
It didn't count. It wastoo big to have asize.

But the High Gate Land was smdl enough to bereally huge.
It looked quite near even from along way off. And it shone.

It was bronze. All the metd in the Carpet came from there. Snibril knew that much. The Vortgorns
had to trade it with the wights for food. Nothing grew on the High Gate Land.

"On Epen Ny," said Pismire, under his breath, while the party stopped for abrief rest under the very
walls of the Land. Brocando had immediately fallen adeep. He had shorter legs than everyone e se.

"What?' said Brocando, waking up.

"That'sthe battle cry of the Vortgorns," said Pismire. "L ots of people remembered it, but not for very
long. It was often the last thing they heard. On Epen Ny. It'swritten on the Land. Huge metd letters. I've
seen pictures. It'd take you al day just to walk around one | etter.”

"Who wrote them?' said Brocando, eyeing the guards.

"The Vortgornsthink it was done by Fray," said Pismire. " Supergtition, of course. There's probably
some natura explanation. The Vortgorns used to say there's|etters under the Land, too. They dug
tunnels and found them. Some of them say ... " he concentrated " ... | ZABETH I1. The Vortgorns seem
to think that's very important.”

"Giant letters can't just grow by themsalves," said Brocando.
"They might. Who knows?'

They looked up at the Land. Around the base of it ran aroad. It was wider than a Dumii road, yet in
the shadow of that looming wall it looked thinner than athread.

" Anyone know much about the VVortgorns?' said

Pismire. "I've read about them, but | don't remember ever seeing one.”

"Like the Dumii, but without their well-known flair and excitement,” said Brocando.

"Thank you," said Bane gravely.

"WEell, living on metd dl thetime must give you avery sombre and mysticd view of life," said Pigmire,
"Whose sde are they on?" said Brocando.

"Sides? Their own, | suppose, just like everyone dse.”

The mouls milled around aimlessy, waiting for something.

"| suppose we're waiting to get up there," said Brocando, "but how?'

"Dumii patrols have been dl round the Land and found noway in," said Bane.

Pismire, who was squinting upwards, said: "Ah. But | think this remarkable mechanism isthe secret.”

High above them was aspeck on thewall. Sowly it grew bigger, became awide platform diding
down the bronze. They could see heads peering over the Side of it.

When it |landed beside the pack Pismire saw that it was asmple square made of hair plankswith a
railling around them. Four bronze chains, one from each corner, rose up into the mists. A man stood a



each corner. Each one was astall as Bane. They wore helmets and body armour of beaten bronze, and
carried by their sdeslong bronze swords. Their shields were bronze, round like the High Gate Land
itsdlf, and their hair wasthe colour of the metal. They had short square beards, and grey eyesthat stared
camly ahead of them. Too much meta, Pismire thought. It entersthe soul.

"Er," Brocando whispered, asthey were pushed forward on to the platform, "you havent, er, seen or
heard anyone, asit were, following us? Someone, such asit might be, your chief? The big fellow?"

"Not asgn snceweleft Underlay,” said Pismire. "I've been watching and listening very carefully.”
"Oh, dear."

"Oh, no. That's good news. It means he's out there somewhere. If | had seen or heard anything, I'd
know it wasn't Glurk. He'sa hunter, you see.”

"Good point. Ow!" A whip stung Brocando's legs as the mouls led their nervous mounts on to the
planks.

When the last one was aboard one of the bronze guards took a trumpet from his belt and blew one
note. The chains around them shook and rattled as they took up the dack and then, with a creaking, the
platform swung off the ground and up towards the Land.

Pismire had been forced up againgt one of the railings by the press of animals, and so it wasthat he
saw ashadow detach itself from the dust bush by the base of thewal and dash for the rising platform,
trying to find ahandhold on the underside.

He saw it legp; but at that moment the platform swung, and he could not see the shadow again.

Up rose the entrance to the Land, through swirling fogs, and then he redlized he was |ooking out over
the Carpet. Beneath him thetips of the hairs gleamed in the mist. It made him dizzy, so hetried to take his
mind off things by giving the othersa short lecture.

"The Deftmenes say that this Land fell out of the above many years ago. The Vortgornswere just
another small tribe that lived nearby. They climbed it, too, and hardly ever come down."

"Then why are moulsin the Land?'

"I'd rather not think about it," said Pismire. "The Vortgorns may be abit dull, but I've never
understood them to be evil."

The platform ground on up the wall until, suddenly, it stopped. Before them was abronze gate, built
on top of thewadll. Just above it heavy gantries carried the pulleys that raised and lowered the platform.
They were plated with bronze, and studded with spikes. The gateway was spiked, and the portcullisin it
was tipped with more spikes. Beneath them, far beneath, lay the Carpet.

"They liketheir privacy, these people,” remarked Bane.

Behind him Gormaleesh hissed. "L ook your last at your precious Carpet. You will not seeit again.”
"Ah. Mdodrama," said Pismire.

" S0 you think-" Gormaleesh began.

The last word ended on ayelp. Brocando had sunk his teeth into the moul'sleg.

Whimpering with pain and rage Gorma eesh picked up the Deftmene king and rushed with him to the
edge of the platform, raising him over his head.

Then helowered hisarms, and smiled. "No," he said dowly. "No. Why? Soon you will wish that |
had thrown you over. Throwing you over now would be mercy. And | don't fed merciful ..."

He dropped the trembling Brocando by the others just as the portcullis rose.
"l wasn't shaking," said Brocando. "It'sjust a bit chilly up here.
The mouls marched on to the High Gate Land. Pismire saw abroad metal plateau, with what |ooked



like hillsin the distance. On either Side as they marched were cages, with thick bars. They contained
snargs. There were small brown snargs from the Woodwall lands, red snargs from the west, and black
snargswith overlong teeth.

Whatever their colour, they al had one thought in mind. They hurled themselves a their barsasthe
prisoners passed.

On they went, and there were compounds where snargs were being broken in and trained. Further,
and there were more cages, bigger than those of the snargs. They contained ... Strange creatures.

They were huge. They had fat barrel bodies with ridiculous smal wings, and long thin neckstipped
with heads that wobbled dowly round as they passed. At the other end they had astubby little tail. Their
legs didn't look thick enough to support them. Oh, they were thick-but something that big ought to have
legs asthick asgiant hairs.

One of the creatures poked its head through the bars and looked down at Pismire. Its eyes were
large but bright and oddly intelligent, and topped by enormous bushy brows.

"A pone" hesaid. "A pone! From the utter east, where the very fringes of the Carpet touch the Floor.
The biggest thingsin the Carpet. Oh, if we had afew of those at our command-"

"| think perhapsthey are under the command of the mouls," said Bane.
The pone watched him pass.

They reached the angular metd hills and went through adark archway. Insde they were handed over
to other, swarthier, mouls.

There was amaze of tunnéls that echoed with the chip-chip of hammers, but these they passed, going
deeper, until they cameto adimly-lit hal lined with doors. One was opened, and they were thrown
ingde

Asthey struggled on the dank floor Gormaleesh's grinning face appeared at the bars, lit red in the
torchlight of the dungeons. "Enjoy the hospitdity of our dungeons while you may. Soon you'll gotothe
mines. Thereyou will not deep. But you'l be safe from Fray!"

"Why do they talk like that?' said Pismire. "Meodrama. I'm amazed he doesn't go 'har-har-har'."
"Gormaeesh!” said Bane.

The moul regppeared. "Y es, lowly scum?' he said.

"Lowly scum,” said Pigmire. "Imagination of aloaf of bread, that one.”

"When we get out of hereI'm going to find you and kill you," said Bane, in quite norma
conversationa tones. "l thought | ought to tell you now. | wouldn't want you to say afterwards that you
hadn't been warned.”

Gormaleesh stepped back; and then said, "Y our threats | treat with scorn. Har-har-har!™
Pismire nodded happily. "Knew he would, sooner or later," he said to himself.

They lay in the darkness, listening to the distant knocking of the hammers.

"So these arethe mines,” said Brocando, "where my people have been taken. Mining metd."
"Everyone's people, by the sound of it," said Pismire.

Helay staring at the dark, wondering about Glurk. He could have imagined the shadow. And Snibil
... well, perhaps he did get out beforethe roof fell in ...

They were roughly woken by the prodding of a spesr.
Two mouls were standing in the doorway, grinning down at them. "These three for the mines, eh?!
"Aye," came agrowl from outside. Pismire's ears pricked.



"That one€sabit smal, and that one€'s an old codger. Still, use up the old onesfirst, en?”
"Let'ssee'em," came the voice from outside.

The prisoners were dragged upright, and had their thongs inspected before they were thrust out into
thedim hall. A bronze-clad VVortgorn stood there, terrible in the half-light.

"You stupid oafs," he snarled a the mouls. "L ook at their bonds! Practicdly faling off!" And he
strode forward and caught up Pismire's hands. The old man looked for amoment into familiar brown
eyes, one of which winked at him.

"We tightened them specid!" said one moul indignantly.

"Ohyes? L ook at thisone, then.”

The two mouls dunk over and stood one on either side of the Vortgorn.
Onesad: "They'reastight asa... "

The Vortgorn reached out and placed one gnarled hand about each hairy neck. The voice faded into
astrangled squeak. The VVortgorn brought his hands together with asatisfying crack, and let the stunned
creatures drop.

Glurk removed hishemet.

"Well, herewe are, then," he said.

He couldn't resst dancing alittlejig in front of their staring faces. Then he put his helmet back on
agan.

"Weleft you in Underlay!”

"How d'you come here?

"Wasit you | saw?" asked Pigmire. "It was, wasnt it?"

"SAfety firg, sorieslater,” sad Glurk.

Hetook aknife from hisbelt and cut their ropes. They rubbed somelifeinto their numb wristswhile
he dragged the guards into the cell and locked them in, despite Brocando pointing out that the best time
to kill an enemy was when they were unconscious.

Glurk came back with their swords. "They're nasty things, but better than nothing if it comesto a
fight," hesaid. "Try to look like prisonersif anyone seesyou. Theresal sorts up here. Y ou might not be
noticed."

Glurk led, in hisVortgorn armour. Twice they met moul guards who paid no attention to him until it
wastoo late.

"Where arewe going?' said Pismire.

"I'vefound somefriends"

"We ought to rescue the prisoners,” said Brocando.

"There's thousands of them. Thousands of mouls, too," said Glurk. "Too many."

That'sright," said Bane. "Weve got to get out. Then we can get help. And don't say that if they've got
alot of Deftmenes prisoner it meanswe've got an army right ingde their lines”

"I've seen some of the prisoners, too," said Glurk. "They ain't in any condition to fight, if you want my
opinion.”

"Y ou're talking about Deftmenes, you know," said Brocando stoutly.

Glurk peered around a corner, and then beckoned them to follow him. "I know," he said. "And it's

gill true. What I'm saying is, it's not a case of stedling abunch of keys and unlocking afew doors and
shouting, "Har-har-har, my people, throw off your shackles'. Thisisreal. And I've been listening. You



know why the mouls attacked Jeopard?’
"To subjugate and endave a proud people,” said Brocando.
"For grit."
"Grit?

"That'swhat Jeopard's built on, isn't it? Stone chisels, see. They use dozens of 'em just to hack out a
bit of metd."

"My lovey city-"
"Grit," sad Glurk.
"My palace-"
"Grit, too."

"Metd," said Bane. "They'retrying to get as much metal asthey can. Metal weaponsl| beat varnish
and wood any day."

"Why dl thiseffort, | wonder?' said Pismire,
"Waresonly afew daysaway," said Bane. " That's why. Weve got to warn people.”
"Comeon. Inhere" said Glurk.

" 'Here was along cave mined out of the bronze. Light filtered in from holesin the celling, showing
dim shadows lining thewalls. The air was warm and smelt of animal. The prisoners heard the shifting of
great feet in their stalls, and deep breathing. There was amovement, and apair of green eyes came
towards them in the semi-darkness.

"What's your business here?' said the moul guard.

"Ah," said Glurk, "I have brought the prisoners! Har-har-har!"

The guard looked suspicioudly at thefour of them. "What for?" it said.

Glurk blinked at him.

"Enough of thistalking, har-har-har," he said eventually, and hit the guard on the head.
The green eyes went out.

"l runsout of ideas after awhile," said Glurk.

Pismire's eyes had grown accustomed to the gloom. It was abig cave, but it didn't look asbig asiit
redlly ought to have done because of the enormous size of thethingsiniit.

"These are pones, aren't they?" said Brocando.
"Not easy to mistake for anything else. Why are they here?' said Pismire,

"They turnsthe whed sfor the lifting platform,” said Glurk. "They're used for dl the heavy work.
Know something? They'reintdligent.”

"No, that'sjust astory,” said Pismireairily. "They look bright, I'll grant you, but the head'stiny
compared to the body. They've got abrain the size of adried pea.”

"Butavery clever dried pea" said Glurk. "l lay low in herelast night. They've got alanguage. All
made up of thumps and nose honks. Watch."

A tiny head was |lowered towards him out of the shadows, and two bright eyes blinked.
"Er ... if you can understand me, stamp twice," he said hoarsely.

Thud. Thud.

Even Glurk himsdlf looked surprised.

"These arefriends. You'll help, OK?"



Thud. Thud.

"That meansyes," said Glurk.
"Redly?' sad Pigmire.
"Theréshissaddle, by the stall.”

It was more like asmall castle. It had wide girths made of red cloth studded with bronze, and a roof
over it, hung with curtains and bells. Inside were cushioned seats, and on the decorated harness was the
word 'Acretongue in tarnished bronze | etters.

Pismire Sdled closer to the pone while the others were manhandling the saddle, and held up his hand
with thefingers spread out.

"How many fingersam | holding up?' he said suspicioudy.

Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud.

"Aha So much for-"

Thud.

"Lucky guess.

The pone lumbered down on to his kneesto let them heave the saddle on to his back.
Then he opened his mouth and trumpeted.

It sounded like the creaking of adoor, magnified athousand times-but it waved and changed aswell,
and seemed to contain alot of busy little other sounds. Language, thought Pismire. Language without
words, but till language.

| wonder if the wightsinvented that, too? People used to have language without words. We still have.
Wesay "Hmm?" and "Uh" and "Arrgh!”, don't we?

What am | thinking? These are animals.
Just very bright ones, perhaps. Very bright indeed.

The other ponesraised their heads and answered, with avariety of blasts and trills. Glurk motioned
the others up on to Acretongue's back.

"The moulswill have heard thet," said Pismire.
"Won't matter,” said Glurk. "The pones have decided to go home."

"Y ou mean they could have gone any time?" said Brocando, watching the huge animasleaving their
gdlsinan orderly line.

"They liked it here when the Vortgornsran the place,” said Glurk. "They likes stuff they find
interesting. The mouls don't interest them any more. They don't like them. | think they think we're
interesting.”

"Now listen, Glurk," said Pismire, "I mean, I'm not saying you're not, you know, quite bright, but |
don't think you could have learned alanguage and dl these other thingsin just afew-"

"Didn't,” said Glurk, smirking. "Knew what to expect before | come here.”

n HWV—"

"Enough of thistalking, har-har-har," said Glurk. "Tell you later. Be polite, by the way. She said they
understand people very well."

"Dont believeit,” said Pismire,
One of the pones blew araspberry in hisear.
"Tha meansthey think you'reinteresting,” said Glurk.



"And who's she?" Pismire demanded.

"Tdl you soon,” said Glurk. He was enjoying himsdf in aquiet way. For thewhole of hislife Pismire
had known more than he did. It was nice, just for once, to be Mr. Answers.

At thefar end of the cave was athick bronze door. Thefirst two pones walked straight into it, tearing
it off its hinges. Once outside the herd broke into atrot, with Acretongue moving up into the lead.

On histrumpeted signd, it became agdlop. It looked ponderous and funny, until you redlized that
those great big bouncing balls would walk through ahouse without naticing it.

Up on Acretongue's back the four of them were shaken like small peasin abig pot. Pismire saw a
pack of mounted mouls galloping after them, spears ready to throw. Acretongue must have seen them
too, because he bellowed like a distressed trumpet.

Three pones detached themsealves from the herd and turned. The mouls suddenly redlized that they
weren't chasing aherd of fleeing animals....

Pismire stood up in the saddle. "They've gone over them!" he said.
"What, do you mean they jumped?" asked Brocando.
"No! | meanjus ... over.”

"They hate mouls,”" said Glurk. "Hate 'em more than any other creatures do. They think they're very
uninteresting.”

Ahead of them wasthe archway, surrounded by amilling throng of moulsand Vortgorns. "But dl
they've got to do islower that platform and we're done for,” shouted Pismire.

"They won't," ydled Glurk, and pointed. " He powers the platform!”

Beside the gateway they noticed for thefirst time alarge treadmill. Therewasaponeinit. A pack of
mouls were atacking it with whips and goads. But it stood stolidly, trumpeting. Acretongue bellowed
back.

"They'll rescueit,” said Glurk. "By the way-er, what wasit-oh, yeah, they hate sharp things even more
than mouls, so we got to be careful with spearsand things.... "

Some pones hurled themsdves towards the mill, tossng mouls aside like dust. Their heavy jaws
snapped through the bars. The caged pone shrugged itsdlf free, paused for amoment to samp on a
couple of moulswho had been poking it the hardest, and then legpt through the gateway .

"They must be mad!" said Pismire. "That platform won't hold them!"

"Weshdll see," said Glurk, asthey clattered on to it. The other pones piled on behind them, and
Pismire noticed that, though they went out of their way to trample on mouls, they avoided the running
Vortgorns. Vortgornswere dill abit interesting.

He expected the platform to split under the weight of the pones. It didn't-quite-but something went
clang above them and the remains of the treadmill spun until it was nothing but ablur. The chains shrieked
over their pulleys. Thewall rushed past. Only Glurk sat calmly. Even Pismire had crouched down in the
saddle. They were going to be crushed when they hit the bottom, he knew. Brocando hung on and
moaned, with his eyes shut. Even Bane had dumped down, bracing himsdlf for the shock.

So only Glurk saw the pones legping from the platform, one by one.

Thetiny wings opened. They were too small to carry pones-but they worked. They whirled madly
and the pones stayed up, drifting gently between the hairs.

With only Acretongue's weight upon it the platform dowed down, and hit the dust with athud.
Acretongue lumbered off, while al about them pones crashed down through the hairslike faling fruit.
The otherslooked up a Glurk'sface.



"Y ou knew we wouldn't crash!l" said Pismire accusingly.
"Hoped," said Glurk. "I wasn't too sure, even after all Culainasaid.”

"Who's Culaina? Is he the she? said Pismire. He was badly rattled. He was kind enough in hisway,
but knowing more than Glurk about amost everything was one of the few things he was sure he was
good at. He wasn't used to this.

Another pone bounced on to the dust beside them. They're lighter than they ook, he thought.
Balloons with wings. No wonder they don't like sharp objects ...

"Culainds hard to describe," said Glurk. "I think she'sasort of wight."
"A sort of wight?' said Pismire.

"You'll haveto ask her yoursdlf,” said Glurk. "Were going to see her now." Acretongue's head
dipped, and he began to plod between the hairs.

"No, werenot,” said Bane. "We must go to Ware!"

"Back to Jeopard, you mean!"

"Waresonly afew daysaway. | haveto tell them about thisl"
"They might know aready,” said Fismire, glumly.

"They don't," said Glurk.

"How do you know?"'

"We're the only ones who know about the moul army,” said Glurk. "WEell have to go to Wareto warn
people. But first we've got to go back to talk to Culaina.

"Thiswight? Why?" said Pismire,

"To tell her what welve seen,”" said Glurk, smiling in apuzzled kind of way. He scratched his head.
"So she can remember what we tell her now and tell me two days ago. When | met her.”

Brocando opened his mouth, but Pismire waved him into silence.

"Wights remember the future aswell asthe past,” he said. "Bt ... ook, they never tell anyone,
Glurk."

"Thisonedoes," said Glurk. "Don't look a melikethat. Y ou think | could make this sort of thing up?

CHAPTER 13

"Following you was easy enough,” said Glurk. "I mean, twenty people leave atrail, no problem there.
Hdf thetimel had to be careful | didn't walk into you. And then | thought ... they're going southina
sraight line, so | might aswell go on ahead, spy out the land, see what's happening. One person can
move alot faster than twenty, so why not? 1'd got a snarg to ride, too. They respond well to abit of
kindness" he said. "Mind you, you have to use quite alot of cruelty aswell. And that's how | met
Culaina. She'svery srange.”

Therewasapause. Then Pismire said, "I think we missed something there.”

"You'll seewhereshelives" said Glurk. "I ... er ... | don't think people seeit unless she wants 'em to.
I've never seen anything like it. And there shewas and ... and ... she told me where you were going, and
how | could hang on to the bottom of that lifting cart, and pinch the armour off aVortgorn, and release
the pones, and how they could fly ... everything."

"How did she know dl this?' Brocando demanded.
"Because were going to tell her," said Glurk. "Don't ask me how it works."
"They remember forwards aswell as backwards," said Bane.



"But they must never tell!" said Pismire. " Otherwise dreadful things could happen!™

"l don't know about that,” said Glurk, guardedly. "Theway | seeit, you've been freed ... that doesn't
sound dreadful.”

"But we must get back to thetribe," said Pismire.
"And my people!” said Brocando. "They need us!"

"I've been thinking about that,” said Glurk. "There's two hundred Munrungs and three thousand
Deftmenes, and they're al armed and together and ... they need us? We've got some good ladsin the
tribe. And Snibril'swith them ... isn't he?"

"Er," said Brocando. "Y es. We hope s0."

"Right, then. And your people know how to fight. We're four peoplein astrange land with enemiesal
over theplace ... | think we need them. Anyway, we must see Culaina”

"But she'stold you, and it worked," said Brocando. "We can say thank you some other time-"

"No," said Pismire. "If Glurk'sright, and she's told him something she remembers from the future, and
we don't go ... then, | don't know, anything could happen. The wholefabric of the Carpet could roll up,
or something. It would be the worst thing that could ever happen anywhere.”

"Worse than-?" Brocando began.

"Worse than anything you could possbly imagine," said Glurk.
They dl thought about this.

"Shemust trust you alot, then,” said Bane.

For the rest of that day the pones moved on. On Acretongue's back the four dozed, or looked out
slently a the lengthening shadows. But for most of the time they were each busy with their own
thoughts.

Dust grew luxuriantly underfoot, and in it unseen little crestures buzzed and clicked. And growing on
the apple-green fluff that draped itsdf in thick festoons high above were flowers, fluff flowers, bigger than
aman, with petalsthat glittered in athousand shades of green from deep oliveto cool yellow, that gave
out ascent that filled the glades and tasted like the colour of green.

"Now thisisvery interesting,” began Pismire, Sitting up. It wasthefirgt time any of them had spokenin
an hour.

He stopped, and stared across the clearing. Every pone turned its head in that direction.
"It's something you don't often see," he added. The others|ooked where he pointed.

Among the greenery at thefar Sde of the glade awild pig was watching them solemnly. Asthey al
turned it backed away hastily, and they could hear it crashing off through the hairs.

"That's common enough,” grunted Bane.

"It'sjust that it was brown,” said Pismire, "it should have been green. Almost al wild creaturesin the
Carpet take on the colour of the hairs where they were born. Protective camouflage.”

"Perhaps it just wandered here,” said Bane.

"No," said Glurk, grinning. " Something brought it here. Were nearly there. Y ou'll be amazed. You
redly will."

The pones turned, and pushed their way a ong another track. Asthey shouldered their way through
the thick fronds scores of small creatures scurried away hurriedly. They were dl the colours of the
Carpet.

And then the pones stepped through ...



Hairs clustered in closdy on the borders of awide clearing, reflecting the dim glow from thething in
its centre.

It was one uncut crystal of sugar. High asthe Greet Palace of Jeopard, whiter than abone, the crystal
glittered coldly in the green dimness. It caught al the light that filtered through the densdly packed dugt,
and within its marvellous cubic bulk a shifting white glow danced. In partsit shone like polished varnish,
reflecting the faces of the crestures that clustered round it.

There were dust rabbits and weft borers of al colours, pigs by the herd, long-necked soraths, patient
fat tromps, gromepipers, scurrying goats with spiral horns and creatures even Pismire could not
recognize; ascaly thing with spikes on its back, and along creature that seemed to be dl legs. The
clearing wasfilled with the sound of athousand tongues ... licking.

Acretongue and his herd pounded forward, amost throwing Glurk and the rest out of the saddle.
Smadller creatures legpt aside hastily to give them room.

"It's... beautiful," whispered Brocando at last. Bane stood staring up, gaping. Even Pismire was
impressed.

They climbed down from the pon€'s back and walked gingerly up to the smooth surface. The animals
licking the sugar hardly paid them any attention.

Glurk cracked apiece off with hisknife, and stood crunching it thoughtfully. "Have ataste," he said,
tossing apieceto Bane. Bane bit it cautioudy.

"Sugar,” said Bane. "I've only ever tasted it once before. There was acrystal down near the
Hearthlands. The Emperor used to get it in very small amounts.”

"Like honey, but different,” said Brocando. "How does it get here?’
"Like Grit, and Salt, and Ash do. From above," said Pismire. "We don't know any more than that."
Ingtinctively they looked up at the spreading hairs.

"Well, heré's our lunch, anyway," Brocando's voice broke the silence. "Take your pick-fried tromp or
baked gromer. No wonder they're dl colours. This mugt atract them from everywhere. Mind you," he
added, "it hardly seems sporting to kill them while they're not looking.”

"So put away your knife," said anew voice.
Pismire choked on his sugar.

A figure stood alittle way away. It wastall, with the thin face of awight, and looked ghostly inthe
light of the crystal. It had amass of white hair-it was hard to see where the hair ended and the shapeless
long robe began. And she was young, but as she moved sometimes she was old, and sometimes she was
middle-aged. Time moved across her face like shadows.

One of her hands held the callar of awhite snarg, which was swishing itstall menacingly.
"Um," said Glurk, "thisis Culaina.

Thewight walked past them and patted Acretongue's flank. The pone'slong neck turned and hislittle
eyes|ooked at Culaing; then he clumsly lowered himsdlf to his knees and laid his head on the ground.

Culainaturned, and smiled. The whole clearing seemed to smile with her. The change was sudden,
and dramatic.

"So hereyou are," she said, "and now you must tell me of your adventures. | know you will, because
| remember you did. Follow me. Therewill befood.”

At thefar sde of the clearing was Culaina's home, or one of her homes. It was no more than aroof of
woven dust on poles. There were no walls or doors, no ditch or stockade to protect it at night, and no
placefor afire. Aboveit wasalarge hive of hymetors. Animals cropped and dozed peacefully around
Culainas camp.



When Glurk and the others approached the hymetors hummed furioudy and rose from their hivein an
angry swarm. The four ducked and tried to protect their faces with their arms, until Culainawhistled
once.

The creatures swooped harmlessy overhead and returned, peacefully, to their homein the hairs.
Glurk caught aglimpse of long sharp sings.

" She sent them back," whispered Brocando urgently. " Shejust whistled and they obeyed her!™

On thefloor under the shelter was apile of fruit and some bowls of green liquid.

"l had thisbefore," said Glurk. "It's sap from the green hairs. Setsyou up atrest.”

They sat down. Pismire shifted uneasily, and Culainasmiled a him.

"Say what you think," she said. "'l remember that you did. But you must say it."

"Wight mustn't tell people thefuture!” said Pismire. "Everyone knowsthat! They never tdll! It'stoo
dangerousfor peopleto know what will happen! Thisisal-"

"l remember | interrupted you here," said thewight. "Yes. | know therules. And that'swhat they are,
and all they are. They areonly rules. | am not, Pismire, quite like other wights. Have you ever heard the
word ... thunorg? | know you have."

"Oh, yes, the wights who can remember things that-oh. My word,” said Pismire, shocked, "I thought
that wasjust agtory. | thought thunorgs were monsters.”

"Itisjust astory. But that doesn't mean it isn't true. Therules don't gpply to me. They're only rules.
Rules don't haveto apply ... not dways. | don't much carefor cities. But this crushing and destruction of
the Carpet ... thisforging of bronze and trampling of dust ... "

She shook her head. "No. Thisshal not be. Y ou will go to Ware tomorrow, before the moulsleave
Jeopard. Therewill beabattle. Y ou must win. | will not tell you how. But you must win. In the meantime,
you may spend this night here. Do not be afraid. Nothing comesto my housethat | do not expect.”

"No," said Bane, "'l need to know. Why are you hel ping us? Wights remember everything that's ever
happened, and what will happen. And they don't tell. What's different about you?*

Culainaput her head on one side.
"Did you hear me?' said Bane.

"Yes. | was remembering what | told you. Yes. Now | remember. Thereis so much, you see... 0
much ... " She stood up and walked alittle way away from them. Then she turned. "Pismire should know
this" shesaid. "Sometimes ... very rarely, asrare asmy abino snarg here ... sometimes awight isborn
who isdifferent, as different from wights asthey are from you. Y ou see, we remember ... everything.”

"Sodo dl wights," said Bane.

"No," said Culaina. "They remember only dl those things that happen. We remember things that
might happen. | remember what will happen if you don't win. | know dl possihilities. For every thing that
happens, amillion things don't happen. | live dl of them. | remember you winning, and | remember you
losing. | remember the mouls triumphant, | remember you triumphant. Both arered, for me. For me, both
of these have happened. My brother and sister wights remember the thread of history. But | remember dll
the threads that never get woven. For me, al posshilitiesarered. | liveinthem al.”

"But why?' said Bane.
" Someone must. Otherwise, they never could have happened.”
She stepped into the shadows.

They heard her voice. It seemed to come from somewhere distant. "Nothing has to happen. History
isn't something you live. It is something you make. One decision. One person. At theright time. Nothing
istoo smdl to make adifference. Anything can be changed.”



The voicefaded. After awhile Bane got to hisfeet, feding very clumsy, and peered into the
shadows.

"Shel'sgone.”
"l wonder if she can ever be entirely in one place,” said Pismire. "What do we do now?"
"I'm going to deep,” said Glurk, "I don't know about you, but it's been abusy day."

Severd times Bane awoke, and thought he heard crashes and criesin the wind, but when he listened
hard they seemed to disappear.

Pismire dreamed. He saw hairs bend and bowing asif shaken by ahigh wind, and the gleam of ten
thousand eyes, green, red and white, and the figure of Culaina, her hair caught and tugged by the air,
treading through the noisy darkness, living everything that could be and might be and was.

Glurk dreamed of dim bodies pushing swiftly through the undergrowth. Asthey passed the Carpet
seemed to come dive. It waslike asplash in acup; the ripplesran out and out, getting bigger asthey ran.
Deep in underground caves deeping creatures awoke, and howled. He saw the Thimbrule that lay far
beyond Varnisholme, agreat slver dome. He saw the glow asthe wights mined their varnish at
Varnisholme, the flames spouting from their forge.

In his dream he moved through the night hairslike a spirit, until he cameto the Endless Flatness. The
Carpet ended suddenly, and from its shores the Flatness ran on for ever. Helooked for hairs and there
were none, just flatness without end, and balls of dust that were bowled over and over in theforlorn
wind. And Culainastood by thelast hair, her robe flgpping in the gusts.

Glurk sat up suddenly.

It was morning. Y dlow light dappled the clearing, making the hairs shine like bronze. Brocando was
dill adegp. The othersweretaking quietly.

Onelook was enough.

"Not exactly dreams," said Pismire. "What we dreamed weren't exactly dreams. Shelivesal her lives
at once, we picked up echoes"

"l saw Culainawalking through the Carpet," began Glurk. "And | think | saw Snibril, too."
"And | saw the Hearthlands and thefire in the sky," added Pismire.
"Therewere al sortsof creatures,” said Glurk.

Brocando turned over and opened his eyes. He listened to the others for amoment, then nodded. "
was back in the High Gate Land. There was adomed cave, and under the dome athrone of bronze with
aVortgorn onit. He had ayellow beard and a crown. Two mouls were standing in front of him. I'll swear
one of them was Gormaleesh. They were laughing. Then one snatched the crown, but the Vortgorn just
sat with his chin on hishand and said nothing.”

"That'd be Stagbat, their king," said Glurk. "I heard the V ortgorn guards talking. The mouls turned up
one day after Fray had struck nearby and they said Fray was a Dumii weapon. They said they'd be
allies. Now they run the place, of course.”

"You can't control Fray," said Pismire. "'l keep on telling you, it'sanaturd phenomenon.”
"They dways find our wesak points," said Glurk. He looked across at Bane, who had been silent.
"And what did you dream?" he asked.

"l dreamed ... | dreamed ... " Bane began, and then seemed to wake up, "1 dreamed of nothing. |
dept well.”

There was no sign of Culaina. The pones had stayed.
"They think lifeisgoing to beinteresting," said Glurk. "They used to like working for the VVortgorns.



People used to come and read them stories and things. Must be hard, having abrain and no handsto do
thingswithit."

"We'd better go to Ware," said Bane. "'l don't think we've got any choice.”

"Weve got lots of choice," said Pismire. "It's just that we've got to chooseto go to Ware."
Glurk saddled up Acretongue. "Interesting times ahead,” he said gloomily.

Banetook alast look around the sugar clearing.

"She'shere... somewhere," he said.

"Everywhere" said Pismire. "Everywhere there's a choice to be made.”

There was afaraway ook in Bane's eyes. "What must it belike," he said, "to know everything that
could happen?’

"Terrible" said Pismire. "Now, come dong. Bane?| said comeon ... "

CHAPTER 14

Snibril had led the search, after the storm. They'd sifted through the rubble of the place. They'd gone
down into Underlay, roped together, and shouted out the names of those who werelost. They'd found
nothing.

But as Pismire would have pointed out, finding nothing was better than finding ... something.

Then they'd discovered the tracksin the distant clearing. Lots of creatures had come up. It seemed to
Snibril that there had been someone e se following them, someonewho had lain low for awhilein the
bushes ... but everything was covered with dust shaken down by the storm, and it was hard to be sure.
Thetracks, such asthey were, led south.

The Munrungs had helped Brocando's peopl e rebuild walls and things, even though the rock itsalf
was now visibly leaning over. And, as someone sad, if Fray came again a least they now knew how to
get into Underlay. Nothing would get them there.

Snibril thought about this as he rode Roland through the hairs, looking for any more tracks.

We can dways go into Underlay, he thought. We can stop being people. We can just grub around in
the dark.

The Deftmenesthink that no enemy istoo big to fight, but we never even see Fray.

The Dumii don' think like that. They think that if an enemy istoo big, you should find asmaler
enemy.
Maybe Pismireisright. We can't stop Fray. But at least we can stop being frightened of Fray.

"I'm going to Ware," hetold the tribe that evening. They looked a him in horror. Technically, Glurk
was dill chief ... if hewasdive. If hewasnt, then Snibril was chief. Glurk's children were dl too young.
No-one wanted to lose another chief.

"You can't leave us," said Dodor Hint, who was the tribe's shoemaker. Y ou're the leader.”
"Ware'simportant,” said Snibril. "Wed just be smple huntersif it wasn't for the Empire.”
The Munrungs looked at one another.

"We are smple hunters,” said Hint.

"Yes, but a least we know we are" said Snibril. "Anyway, weve got more complicated.”

"That'strue," said Crooly Wulf, who was nearly as old as Pismire. "People don't hit one another over
the head with clubs as much asthey did when | was aboy. There's more arguing.”

"That doesn't mean we're better people!” said Fint.



Crooly Wulf rubbed hishead. "I dunno,” he said. "People aretaler now. They don't groan so much,
ether.”

"Huh! But the Deftmenes don't have anything to do with the Dumii,” said Hint. "And they manage.”

"They fight them,” said Snibril, Smply. "It'samazing how things rub off, even when you fight people.
Idesslike ... like not just killing people dl thetime, that sort of thing."

A Deftmene put up his hand.

"That'strue," he said. "The king aways used to throw people off therock in the old days."
"He dill does," said another Deftmene,

"Y es, but he doesn't laugh about it so much. And he says he'sdoing it for their own good.”

"See?" sad Snibril desperately. "The Dumii have an effect. Evenif you're thelr enemy. I'm going
south. Perhaps| can find the others. Perhaps the Empire can help us.”

"Y es, but you're our leader-" Hint began again.

"Then I'm going to lead!" snapped Snibril. "Who eseiscoming?'

Some of the younger Munrungs raised their hands.

A Deftmene stood up. "Will there befighting against impossible odds?' he said.
"Probably," said Snibril.

"Right! Count usin!" A lot of Deftmenes nodded. Another one said: "And will we get achanceto fight
to the death?"

"Y ou might get achanceto fight to the enemy’s deeth,” said Snibril.
"|sthat as good?"

"Better."

"Right, then. Werrewith you!"

In the end three hundred and fifty Deftmenes and fifty Munrungs volunteered to go. On the Rock their
familieswould be as safe as anywhere in the Carpet, they agreed, but someone had to stay. Anything

could happen.
Four hundred, thought Snibril. Who knows how many we're going to face?

On the other hand, since we don't know how many we're going to face, four hundred might be just
enough.

Always choose abigger enemy. It makeshim easer to hit.

Wemust go to Ware, It'swhere we dl began, in away. It's where people first redlized that there may
be a better way of doing things than hitting one another on the head.

CHAPTER 15
It was two days | ater.

In agrove of red hairs on the borders of the blue land seven wights were fighting mouls. It was
unheard of for wightsto be attacked.

They never carried weapons, gpart from the ones they were making for sale.

Thismoul pack waslarge, and led by achieftain more cunning and wily than most. What he wanted
was more weapons. Wightslooked easy prey.

He was beginning to regret this decision.
Thewights didn't carry weapons, but they did carry tools. And ahammer isa wegpon, if you hit a



head instead of anail. They were standing around their big varnish-boiler and fighting back-hammering
back, and using varnish ladles as clubs, and bits of burning hair as crude spears.

But they were outnumbered. And they weredl going to die. They knew it.
There was someone watching who knew it too.

Culainathe thunorg watched from deep in the hairs. It would be impaossible to describe how athunorg
seesthings. It would belike trying to explain the starsto afish. How can it be said that she watched the
fight amilliontimes, dl at the sameingtant, and every time the wightslost?

It'sthe wrong description. But it will have to do.

But among all the outcomes there was just one, as done as a pearl on a seashore of black sand, that
was different.

She turned without moving, and concentrated on it-
The hairs erupted people. The mouls turned to fight, but suddenly they were between two enemies.

The Deftmenes and the Munrungs had found an unbegtabl e fighting method. The tall Munrungs stood
behind the small Deftmenes and fought over the top of them; no enemy had much of a chance on two
levelsat once.

It was ashort fight, and aterribly effective one.

After afew minutes, the remaining moulsran for it. Some of the new attackers broke away to follow
them.

And then it was over-in this pearl-on-a-seashore time, when someone whose whole life was a choice
had been close enough to choose.

Athan the kilnmaster, leader of this band, looked up with horror as awhite horse trotted through the
linesof hisrescuers. Therewasasmal figureridingit.

"How can thisbe! We were supposed to die!" hesaid. "All of ud”
"Did you want to?" said Snibril, dismounting.

"Want? Want? That doesn't comeintoit,” said Athan, throwing down his hammer. From out in the
hairs came the screech of amoul.

"Y ou changed things," said Athan. "And now terrible thingswill happen-"

"They don't haveto,” said Snibril, camly. "Nothing has to happen. Y ou can let things happen. But
that's not the same. We're going to Ware. There's Munrungs and Deftmenes and afew other refugeeswe
picked up aong the way. Why not come?"

Athan looked shocked and angry. "Us? Wights! ? Fighting?"
"Y ou werefighting just now."
"Y es, but we knew we would lose" said Athan.

"How about fighting and hoping you'll win?* said Snibril. He turned as a Munrung approached,
carying awight.

"Our Geridan isdead, and one of the Deftmenes” said the Munrung. "And one of the wights. But this
ongsdill dive... just.”

"That isDerna," said Athan. "My ... daughter. She should be dead. Inaway ... she must be dead ...

"We have some medicines,”" said Snibril quietly. "Or we could bury her now, if that's what you want

He looked expectantly at the kilnmaster, who had gone white.



"No," hesaid, amost in awhisper.
"Good. Because we wouldn't have doneit anyway," said Snibril briskly. "And then you'll come with

"But | don't ... know ... what will happen next," said thewight. "I can't remember!"

"Y ou joined us and went to Ware," said Snibril.

"l can't remember what's going to happen?’

"Youjoined us," Snibril repested.

Rdlief flooded across Athan's face. Suddenly he looked frantically happy, like a child who has been
given anew toy. "Did I?" hesad.

"Why not?' said Snibril. "It must be better than being dead.”

"But this.... thisisthunorg thinking," said Athan. "Thefutureis The Future, not ... not ... " he hesitated,
baffled,” ... not ... perhaps ... redly? The future can be dl different things-?"*

"Pick your own," said Snibril.
"But degtiny-"
"That's something you make up asyou go dong," said Snibril. "I've been finding that out.”

Helooked up at afaint sound, faint enough not to be heard except by someone who was a hunter
and whose life depended on naticing tiny noises. For amoment he thought he saw apalefigurein the
shadows, smiling a him. Then it vanished.

Geridan was buried among the hairs with the Deftmene noble Parleon, son of Leondo, killed by a
snarg, and the wight who had died.

The remaining wights huddled amongst themsdlves, and Snibril could hear them arguing. But he knew
he'd won. They hadn't got afuture any more. They had to have the one held given Athan. They weren't
used to making them for themselves.

They cast thelast of the hot varnish into swords and spearheads, and piled them up so that the ragged
army could hel p themselves and when the army |eft they went too, leaving the cart done and cold.

A million timesthe wightslogt, and werekilled. But that was somewhere e, in aworld that might
have been. And now they were dive. And that's known as History, which is only written by theliving.

CHAPTER 16

They went by narrow tracks that wound in and out of overgrown thickets. In some places enormous
hairs had fallen over the path. Dust and fluff grew thickly, choking the spaces between hairs so that they
could only move by hacking their way through undergrowth that clawed and pricked them.

Once, in apatch of thick orange hairs, something hurtled out of the tangled bushes and buried itsdlf in
ahair bole by Snibril's head. It was a spear.

Up inthe hairs a shadow scampered, swinging to safety on a cregper while Deftmene arrows whined
around it like hymetors. They never found out what it was, dthough it might have had something to do
with the fact that, alittle later, they found acity.

It was not on any maps of the Carpet. For some time they had been walking through its overgrown
Sreets, not redlizing they were streets, until they found the Statues. Little blue dust flowers grew on them,
and fluff had planted itself around them, but they still stood in the centre of their lost city. They had been
four kings, wooden crowns were on their wooden heads and they each pointed with onearmto a
different point of the compass. Ferns grew around their feet, and small creatures had made their homesin
crooks of arms and folds of carven clothing.

Around them, when you knew what you were looking for in the way the hairs grew and dust mounds



were banked, wasthe city. Age hung upon it like smoke. Thick hairsgrew in theruins of buildings, dust
had filled the Streets. Cregpers and tendrils had done their work, breaking down walls and venturing into
hidden walls. Insects chirruped in broken archways. Hair pollen made the air sparkle.

"Do you know this place?" said Snibril.

No-one did. Even Athan had never heard of it.

"Places can get logt," he said. " People leave. Hairs grow up. Roads are overgrown.”
"By thelook of those satues, they thought the place would last for ever,” said Snibril.
"It didn't,” said Athan, flatly.

And now they've gone, thought Snibril. Or therésjust afew left, hunting around in the remains of their
city. No-one knows who they were, or what they did. No-one even remembers their name. That mustn't

happen to us.

The wights weren't talkative now. It must be like being blind, Snibril thought. We're used to not
knowing what's going to happen ...

A couple of hourslater they reached a Dumii road. It was white, made of split hairslaid edge to edge.
Every few hundred yards there was a hair carved with afinger. All the fingers pointed to Ware.

They rode dong it alittle way. Here and there the road had been broken when the Carpet had
moved, and they had to take to the hairsto get around the break.

That'swhere they found thelegion, or what was|€ft of it. Dumii soldierswere sitting or lying amongst
the hairs by the side of the road. Some of them were adegp. Others were wounded.

He'd seen plenty of soldiersin Tregon Marus, but they had smply been on guard. These looked
battered, their uniforms ragged and often bloodstained.

They hardly bothered to look up as Snibril rode by. But the ones who did caught sight of the
Deftmenes, and started nudging their colleagues. One or two even reached for their swords.

There was muttering from the Deftmenes, too. They moved closer together, and eyed the Dumii
suspicioudy.

Snibril turned in hissaddle.

"Don't make any trouble," he snapped.

"Why not?" said asullen voice from among the Deftmene ranks. " They're Dumii!"

"You'd prefer them to be mouls, would you?'

Hewalked Roland over to agroup of soldierssitting on afalen hair.

"Whereisyour leader?' he sad.

The Dumii looked him up and down.

"Haven't got one," he said. "Generd got killed."

There was a pause.

"| expect you're wondering who we are,” said Snibil.

"Too tired to wonder," said the soldier, leaning back againgt ahair.

"Stand up Sraight!”

For amoment Snibril wondered who had said that. Then he redlized that it had been him.

To hisamazement, the soldier pulled himsdlf upright.

"Now take meto the highest-ranking officer! said Snibril. | mustn't say "please’, he thought. | mustn't
give him achanceto think. He's used to orders. It's easier for him to obey ordersthan think.



"Er ... that'd be Sergeant Careus. If he's il dive.”

"Takemeto him now!"

The soldier looked past Snibril at the ragged army. Hisforehead wrinkled.

"| shal tak to the sergeant!" said Snibril. The soldier snapped back to attention.
"Yessr. Thisway," hesad.

Snibril wasled past groups of sullen soldiersto a heavy-set man who was sitting on the ground. One
armwasin ading, and hisface was pae. He didn't seem to be bothered about who Snibril actualy was.
Hewasfeding low enough to accept anyone who seemed to know what they were doing.

"Sergeant Careus, Fifteenth Legion,” he said. "Or what's |eft of it. We were called back to Ware
urgently from UltimaMarus, but when we were on the road-"

"-there was astorm-" said Snibril autometicaly.

"And then afterwards-"

"-you were attacked by mouls mounted on snargs,” said Snibril.
"Yes. Time and again. How did you know this?'

"I'm good a guessng,” said Snibril. "How many of you are there?"
" About three hundred able-bodied, and alot of wounded.”

"l know asafe city where your wounded can be taken. It's only two days easy march, if we spare
some soldiersto escort them.”

"Well need too many," said the sergeant. "Therell be mouls everywhere."

"Not where we've been," said Snibril quietly. "Not any more. And the rest of uswill go with you to
Ware"

The sergeant looked down at the dust, thinking.

"l won't say we don't need everyone we can get," he said. "Where'sthis paradise, then?
"Jeopard,” said Snibril.

"Y ou must be mad!"

At that moment there was aroar from the road. Both of them hurried back, to where there was now
ahuge pushing crowd of Dumii and Deftmenes, with the Munrungs trying to keep them gpart. Snibil
pushed hisway through and found a Deftmene and asoldier rolling over and over on the road, punching
at one another.

Snibril watched them for amoment, and then flung his spear on the ground.
"Stop that!" he shouted. "Y ou're soldiers! Y ou're not supposed to fight!"
Even the two combatants stopped to work that one out.

"l don't understand you!" Snibril shouted. Hisvoice echoed off the hairs. "Thereé's enemies dl around
us, and you just attack each other! Why?'

"They're closer,” said avoice from the Dumii ranks.
"He caled medirty!" said the Deftmene who had been fighting.
"Well, you are," said Snibril. "So'she. Weal are. Now get up-"

He stopped. All the Dumii were looking past him, to Athan and the wights, and Snibril heard the
whispering art.

"They've got wights with them ... fighting!"
Helooked at Athan, who looked miserable. Snibril sdled over to him.



"Dont let them know you can't remember thisfuture,” he said.
"They know the future! And they're on his side!"

"Why should wefight for them if they treat uslikethat?' said a Deftmene. Snibril spun around and
picked up the astonished warrior by hiscollar.

"Y ou're not fighting for them! Y ou'refighting for yourselves!”

The Deftmene was shaken, but not afraid. "Weve aways fought for oursalves,” he said. "And we
were never Counted!"

"No, but the Empirewas dl around you, wasn't it, keeping you safe! The Dumii kept the peace over
half the Carpet! All around you! Kept you safel”

"They never did!"

"Think about it! Theré's Dumii townsal around you! When they defended themsalves, they were
defending you! They fought for red so that you could fight them for fun!”

Shibril was shaking with anger.

Therewasslence.

He put the Deftmene down.

"I'm going to Ware," he said. "Anyone else wantsto come, it'sup tothem ... "

No-one | eft, except for asmall group who were going to accompany the wounded back to Jeopard.
Two of the wightswent with them. The Dumii felt alot better with wights around. They seemed to think
that wights only went where it was safe. That'swhat they'd do ...

The rest of them marched on down the road. Snibril found that he was in command; the Munrungs
wanted to follow him, the Deftmenes were beginning to think that anyone who could lose their temper
that badly was probably aking, and the Dumii-well, the Dumii soldiersfollowed Sergeant Careus, and
Sergeant Careus was riding alongside Snibril. Most armies are in fact run by their sergeants-the officers
aretherejust to give things a bit of tone and prevent warfare becoming a mere lower-class brawl.

The sergeant half turned in his saddle and looked back at the Deftmenes.

"Niceto have cavary onour Sdeagain,” hesad. "Evenif they're dill shorter than infantry. I've fought
againgt them acouple of times. Tough little ba... people. That was under Baneus. He respected ‘em. He
left ‘'em alone. They didn't like that back in Ware, but he dways said it's worth keeping afew enemies
around. Y ou know. To practise on. | think he quite liked 'em. Odd little ba.... chaps.”

"Baneus,” said Snibril, cautioudy. "Y es. Er. Whatever happened to him? Did he do something
terrible?’

"Y ou know him?"
"I've... heard of him," said Snibril carefully.

"Hekilled someone. An assassin. Theway | heard it, someone wastrying to kill the young Emperor
during his coronation. Hiding behind a pillar with abow. Baneus spotted him and threw hissword at him.
Got him justin time. Killed him grit dead. Arrow missed Targon by inches. Funny thing is, Baneus hated
Targon. Hewas awaysin trouble. He said Emperors shouldn't be hereditary, but elected just like they
used to be. A dtickler for honesty, was the Generdl. Oh, there were dways rows. But after that, he had
to be banished, of course.”

"Why of course?"' said Snibril.

"No-oneisalowed to draw a sword within fifty paces of the Emperor,” said the Sergeant.

"But he saved hislifel”

"Y es, but you've got to have rules, otherwise where would we be?' said Sergeant Careus.



"Bt
" Afterwards the Emperor had the law changed and they sent someone after the Generd "
"Did heever find him?"
"] think so. He was sent back tied to hishorse with an applein hismouth. | think the Generd wasa
bit upset.”
The Deftmenes are mad and the Dumii are sane, thought Snibril, and that's just the same as being mad

except that it's quieter. If only you could mix them together, you'd end up with normal people. Just like
me.

"We could do with him now, and that'safact,” said the sergeant.

"Yes," said Snibril. "Um. What do | do now? WEell have to camp tonight. | mean, | don't know what
sort of ordersyou're supposed to give."

The sergeant looked at him kindly.
"You say, "Make camp here’," he said.

CHAPTER 17

A scattering of campfires speckled the darkness. It was the second night of the journey of al four
races. No-one had killed anyone yet.

Snibril and the sergeant had made sure that there was at |east one Munrung at each campfire, as
referees.

"1 wish we could get some more wightsfighting,” said Careus. "l watched one of them using abow
just now, when the lads were practising. | mean, when have they ever used abow before? He just
looked at it for awhile, then put an arrow in the centre of the target. Just like that.”

"Just aswell they don't fight, then," said Snibril. "Maybe it's best to leave it to people who aren't so
good at it. What's the plan?"

"Plan?' said Careus. "l don't know. | just fight. Fought dl my life. Alwaysbeen asoldier. All I know
iswhat the messenger said ... dl thelegions are going back to Ware."

"All fifteen?" said Snibril. He rubbed his head. It wasfedling ... sort of squashed ...

The sergeant |ooked surprised. "Fifteen? We haven't got fifteen. Oh, yes. We're called the Fifteenth.
But alot got disbanded. No need for ‘em, see? Hardly anyone eft to fight. It'slike that, empiring. One
day yourefighting everyone, next day everyone's settled down and being lawful and you don't hardly
need soldiers.”

"So how many arethere?’ said Snibril.

Three"

"Threelegions? How many peopleisthat?

"About three thousand men."

"Isthat dl?"

Careus shrugged. "L ess than that now, | reckon. All scattered around, too."

"But that's not enough to-" Snibril stopped, and then raised his hands dowly to hishead. "Tell
everyoneto lie down," he muttered. "Put out their firesand lie down!"”

One or two horses started to whinny in the picket lines.
"Why?' said the sergeant. "What'sthe-"
"And they must be ready to fight!" said Snibril. His head felt asthough someone wastreading oniit.



He could hardly think. Somewherein the hairs, an anima screeched.
Careuswaslooking a him asif hewasill. "What'sthe-" he began.
"Please! Can't explain! Do it now!"

Careusran off. He could hear him shouting ordersto the corporas. The Deftmenes and Munrungs
didn't need telling twice.

A moment later, Fray struck.

It was away to the south ... not far. The pressure built up so that even the Dumii could fed it. The
hairs bowed, and then whipped furioudy asawind blew clouds of dust through the Carpet. The soldiers
who hadn't been quick enough to follow orders were picked up and bowled over and over in the dust.

And then there was the thump.

Afterwards, there was that long, crowded pause in which everyone decides that although they are
very shaken, and possibly upside down, they are, to their surprise, ftill dive.

Careus crawled around until he found his helmet under abush and then, still not standing up, shuffled
over to Snibil.

"Youfdtit coming,” hesad. "Even before the animad™

"The mouls can, too," said Snibril. "And they're better at it than me! They don't summon Fray! They
can sense when it's going to happen! And then they attack afterwards, when everyone's shaken-"

He and Careus|ooked around at the hairs.

"Toarms, everyone!" the sergeant yelled.

A Deftmeneraised hishand. "What doesthat mean?' he said. "Weve all got two arms.”
"Meansyouve got to fight!"

"Oh, right."

It was only seconds later that the mouls attacked. But seconds were enough. A hundred of them
galloped into what should have been acamp of bewildered, wounded and unprepared victims. They
found instead bewildered, wounded and extremely well-prepared and moreover enraged fighters.

They were surprised. But their surprise didn't last long. It was, very accuratdly, the surprise of their
life
Themoul attack changed things. Deftmenes and Dumii had always fought, but never on the same side.

It'shard to fed so bad about someone when last night he was stopping other people hitting you with axes
and things.

Thelittle army swung down the road to Ware, singing. Admittedly there were three different marching
songs, dl to different tunes, but the genera effect was quite harmoniousif you didn't mind not being able
to make out any of the words.

"The lads 9ng one about me sometimes.” said the sergeant. "It's got seven verses. Some of them are
very rude, and one of them is actualy impossible. | haveto pretend not to hear it. Have you noticed the
wightsran away inthe night?"

"Not ran away," said Snibril. "1 don't think they've run away. That doesn't sound like them. | think ...
they've decided to do something e se.”

"They went into ahuddle after the fight,” said the sergeant.

"Perhaps they've got aplan-" Snibril began.

He stopped.

They had been passing through the areathat had been right under Fray. Hairs were bent and twisted.



And over the road was an arch. Had been an arch.
There were some dead soldiers nearby, and one dead moul.
Thelegion spread out in silence, watching the hairs. A squad was sent off to bury the dead.
"That could have been us, without you," said Careus. "How much warning do you get?"
"A minute or two, that'sdl,” said Snibril. "Perhgpsabit longer if it'squiet.”
"What doesit fed like?"
"Like someoné'streading on my head! What isthis place?"
"One of the gatesto the Warelands. The city's further on.”
"I've dwayswondered what it looked like," said Snibril.
"Metoo," said the sergeant.
"Y ou mean you've never seenit?' said Snibril.

"No. Bornin agarrison town, see. Done dl my soldiering around and about. Never been to Ware.
Heard it's very impressive, though. A nice placeto vist,” said Careus. "We should betherein afew
hours."

"Wardl" said Snibril.

CHAPTER 18

Ware had been built between and round five giant hairs. There were redly three cities, ringed one
ingdethe other. Insde the thick outer walls was Imperiad Ware, acity of wide avenues paved with wood
and sdit, lined with statues, acity of impressive vistas and magnificent buildings, and at every turn
monuments to old battles and glorious victories and even one or two defeats of the more glorious sort.

Few people actualy lived in Imperia Ware, except afew caretakers and gardeners and dozens of
sculptors. It was acity for looking at, not living in.

Outsideit, separated by awall of sharpened hair stakes, was Merchants Ware, the city most people
thought of asthered city. Normally its narrow streets were crowded with stalls, and people from dl over
the Carpet. They'd al be trying to cheat one another in that open-and-above-board way known as'doing
business. All sorts of languages could be heard, often very loudly. Ware was where people came to
trade.

The Dumii had built their Empire with swords, but they kept it with money. They'd invented money.
Before money, people had bought things with cows and pigs, which were not very efficient for the
purpose because you had to feed them and keep them safe dl the time and sometimes they died. And
suddenly the Dumii turned up with this money stuff, which was small and easy to keep and you could hide
itinasock under the mattress, which hardly ever worked with cows and pigs. And it could be cows or
pigs. Also, it had little pictures of Emperors and things on it, which wereinteresting to look at. At least,
more interesting than cows and pigs.

And, Pismire had once said, that was how the Dumii kept their Empire. Because once you started
using Dumii money, which was so easy and convenient and didn't moo al night, you started saving up for
things, and sdlling thingsin the nearest market town, and settling down, and not hitting neighbouring tribes
as often asyou used to. And you could buy thingsin the markets that you'd never seen before - coloured
cloth, and different kinds of fruit, and books. Pretty soon, you were doing things the Dumii way, because
it made life better. Oh, you went on about how much better life was in the old days, before there was
al thismoney and peaceful ness around, and how much more enjoyabl e things were when people used to
get heavily-armed in the evenings and go out and make their own entertainment-but no-one was anxious
actually to go back there.

"Economic imperidiam!™ Pismire had once said, picking up ahandful of coins. "A marvelousidea So



neat and smple. Onceyou set it going, it worksal by itself. Y ou seg, it'sthe Emperor who guarantees
that the money will buy you things. Every time someone hands over or accepts one of these coins, it'sa
little soldier defending the Empire. Amazing!”

No-one understood aword of what he meant, but they could see he thought it was important.
And then, off to one sde of the bustling city, was atiny walled enclosure, about the size of avillage.

Thiswas Ware. Thefirgt Ware. Thelittle village where the Dumii had begun. No-one redly knew
how, or why Destiny had picked this one little tribe and then wound them up like abig rubber band and
sent them out to conquer the world. Hardly anyone went into old Ware these days. Probably it'd soon be
pulled down, to make room for some more Statues.

Snibril didn't see Old Ware until much later. He saw the walls of the city, stretching away on either
sde. He could seethe glint of armour on thewalls, too, as the sentries marched sedately aong.
Everything looked peaceful, asif something like Fray had never existed.

Careustook off hishemet and surreptitioudy gaveit abit of apolish. "There could be trouble if we
try to take the Deftmenesin,” he whispered to Snibil.

"Not could,” Snibril agreed. "Would."
"So well camp outside for now. Y ou better come on inwith me.”

Snibril scanned thewalls. "It'sall so quiet and peaceful,” he said. "1 thought theréd be awar! Why
wereyou caled back?'

"That'swhat I'm hereto find out,” said Careus. He spat on hishand and tried to flatten his hair abit.
"Something's not right,” he said. ™Y ou know how you can sense when there's going to be an attack by
Fray?'

"Yes"

"I'm the same way about trouble. Which iswhat there's going to be. | can fed it. Come on.”

Snibril rode after the sergeant through the streets. It looked normal. At least, it looked as he thought
itd probably look if thingswere normal. It was like Tregon Marus, only bigger. Much bigger. Hetried to
keep up, among the crowds that filled the streets, and tried to look asif it wasdl familiar.

Whenever heldd thought of Ware, when he was younger, held imagined akind of glow around it. It
was the way people spoke about it. He imagined Ware as al kinds of strange places, but held never
imagined this-that it was Smply amuch bigger verson of an ordinary town, with more people and
Satues.

Careusled him to abarracks just outside the Imperid city, and eventualy they reached atable, out in
the open air, a which askinny little Dumii was sitting behind a pile of papers. Messengers kept picking
up some from the table, but others kept on bringing new ones. He looked harassed.

"Yes?' he demanded.
"l am-" the sergeant began.

"l don't know, people bargein here, | expect you haven't even got any papers, have you? No? Of
course you haven't." Thelittle man shuffled his own papersirritably. "They expect meto keep track, how
can | keep track, isthis how you're supposed to run an army? Well, come on, name and rank, name and
rank ... "

The sergeant raised his hand. For amoment Snibril thought he was going to hit the skinny man, but
ingtead it turned into asalute.

"Sergeant Careus, Fifteenth Legion," he said. "We're outside the city, those of uswho areleft. Do you
understand? I'm seeking permission to come into the barracks. We've fought-"

"Fifteenth Legion, Fifteenth Legion," said the skinny man, shuffling through the papers.



"We were summoned back," said Careus. "There was a messenger. Return at once to Ware. We had
to fight mogt of-"

"There have been alot of changes,”" said the paper shuffler.

Therewas atonein hisvoice that affected Snibril almost as much as the approach of Fray.
"What sort of changes?' he said quickly. The man looked at him.

"Who'sthis?' he said suspicioudy. "Looksabit ... native to me."

"Look," said Careus patiently. "Weve come al the way back because-"

"Oh, this Fray business," said the skinny man. "All sorted out. There's been atreaty.”

"A treaty? With Fray?" sad Snibil.

"A peace treaty with the mouls, of course. Don't you know anything?"

Snibril opened his mouth. Careus gripped hisarm. "Oh," he said, loudly and distinctly. "Well. Isn't that
nice. Wewon't disturb you further. Come, Snibril."

"But-1"
“I'm sure this gentleman has got some very important things to do with his paper,” said the sergeant.
"Why did you do that?' said Snibril, as the sergeant hurried him ouit.

"Becauseif wewant to find out things, we won't find 'em out by making that clerk eat dl hislittle bits
of paper,” said Careus. "WEell spy around for awhile, get thelie of the land, find out what's going on-and
maybe later on we can come back and make him eat al hisbits of paper.”

"l haven't even seen many other soldierd" said Snibril.

"Just afew guards,” agreed Careus, asthey hurried out into the street.
"The other legions can't have got here yet," said Snibil.

"Do you think they will?' said Careus.

"What do you mean?"

"We met you and thelittle people. If we hadnt, | don't think we would have madeit," said Careus
gloomily.

"You mean ... weredl thereis?'
"Could be"

And wereless than athousand of us, Snibril thought. How can you have a peace treaty with mouls?
They just destroy things. How could they be here, making treaties?

The army camped out among the hairs. As one of the Deftmenes said, it was hard to fed at ease
surrounded by enemies, especialy when they were on your own Side. But at least he grinned when he
sdit.

It was while groups of them picked up firewood among the hairs that they found the pones.

There were adozen of them. Pones could hide quite easily in the Carpet. They were so big. People
think that it's easiest to hide thingsthat are smdll, but it's almost as easy to hide things that are too big to
see. The pones just looked like mounds, except that they were chewing the cud and burping
occasondly. They al turned their headsto look at their discoverers, burped, and then looked away.

They looked asif they'd been told to wait for someone.

The sign outside the shop said Apothecary, which meant that the shop was owned by a sort of early
chemist, who would give you herbs and things until you got better or at least stopped getting any worse.
The agpothecary's name was Owlglass. He hummed to himsalf as he worked in his back room. Hed
found anew type of bluefluff, which he was grinding down. It was probably good for curing something.



Hed haveto try it out on people until he found out what.
A hand touched him on the shoulder.
"Hmm?' hesad.

He turned around. He peered over the top of his spectacles, which were made out of two circles of
carefully-shaped varnish.

"Pismire?" hesaid.
"Keep your voice down! We camein the back way," said Pismire.

"My word, | expect you did,” said Owlglass. "Don't worry, there's no-onein the shop." He looked
past the old man, to Glurk and Bane and Brocando. "My word," he said again. "After al thistime, en?
Wl ... welcome. My houseisyour house," his brow suddenly furrowed and he looked worried,
"dthough only in ametaphorica sense, you understand, because | would not, much as| aways admired
your straightforward approach, and indeed your forthright stance, actudly give you my housg, it being
the only house | have, and therefore the term is being extended in an, asit were, gratuitous fashion-"

Owlglasswas clearly having some trouble getting to the end of the sentence. Glurk tapped Pismire on
the shoulder.

"He's a philosopher too, ishe?' he said.

"You cantdl, cant you,” said Pismire. "Um, Owlglass.... thanks very much.”
The apothecary gave up the struggle, and smiled.

"We need somefood,” said Pismire. "And most of al-"

"-we want information,” said Bane. "What's hgppening here?'
"Whichwould you likefirg?' said Owlglass.

"Food," said Glurk. The othersglared at him.

"Well, | thought he was |ooking at me when he asked," he said.

"Makeyoursdf a home," said Owlglass. "Although of coursewhen | say home | don't precisely
"Yes, yes, thank you very much,” said Pismire. Owlglass bustled over to a cupboard. Glurk stared at
the jars and potsthat littered the back room. In some of the jars, things stared back.

"Owlglass and | went to school together,” said Pismire. "And then Owlglass decided he was going to
study the Carpet. What it's made of. The properties of different kinds of hair. Rare and strange animals.
That sort of thing."

"And Pismire decided he was going to study people,”" said Owlglass, producing aloaf and some
butter. "And got sentenced to death for caling the last Emperor a... a... what wasit now?"

"Well, he deserved it," said Pismire. "He wouldn't give me any money to preservethe Library. All the
books were crumbling. | was supposed to look after the Library, after all. It's knowledge. He said we
didn't need alot of old books, we knew al we needed to know. | wasjust trying to make the point that a
civilization needs booksiif there's going to be areasoned and well-informed exchange of views."

"l wastrying to remember what you called him."
"An ignorant sybarite who didn't have the sense of amest pie," said Pismire.

"Sounds pretty, nasty, sentencing someone to desth just for that," said Glurk, putting the loaf on his
plate. He kept turning around to look at the jar behind him. It had something hairy iniit.

"Actualy, he got sentenced to death for gpologizing,” said Owlglass.
"How can you be sentenced to death for gpologizing?!



"He said he was sorry, but on reflection he realized that the Emperor had got the sense of amesat
pie" sad Owlglass. "Hewasrunning at thetime, too."

"1 think on my fet," said Pismire, proudly.
"Y ou insulted the Emperor?' said Brocando. "Why didn't you say? | didn't know you were famous.”
"And accurate,” said Bane. "Targon's father was a disgrace to the Empire.”

"Where have you been hiding al these years?' said Owlglass, pulling up achair. "Of course, when |
say hiding | don't mean-"

"Oh, alittle place no-one's ever heard of," said Piamire.
"Doyou mindif | turn that jar around?" said Glurk. "I don't like thingswatching mewhen | eat.”

"What's happening herein Ware?' said Bane shortly. "There's hardly aguard on the gates. That is
disgusting. Don't people know what's happening? The Empire's being attacked. My empirel”

"If no-one wantsthat piece of cheese, passit along,” said Glurk.

"Weve heard," said Owlglass. "But the Emperor saysthat Wareis perfectly safe. These new advisers
say o, apparently.”

"Advisers?' said Pismire. The word waslike alump of grit.

"There aren't any pickles around, arethere?’ said Glurk.

"Advisers" said Bane. "And has anyone ... seen these advisers?'

"Dont think s0," said Owlglass. "I heard that Genera V agerus was demoted for caling the legions
back. The Emperor said he was spreading unnecessary darm. And the guards around the palace aren't
letting anyonein.”

"Isthere any more of this cucumber?’

"It'show they work," said Bane. "Y ou know it. From inside. Like Jeopard. And the High Gate
Land."

"What? Cucumbers?' said Glurk.

"Yes, but notinWare," said Pismire. "Not here. | can't believe that. Not at the centre. Surely not?!
"Who would think of looking &t the centre?" said Bane.

"If it comesto that, | wouldn't have expected them in Jeopard,” said Brocando.
"Isthis il about cucumbers?!

"Yes, but not ... Ware," said Pismire.

"Y ou don't think s0? | would have said the same about Jeopard,” said Brocando.
"Hardly anyoneisalowed in the place these days," said Owlglass.

"It's not cucumbersyou're talking about, isit?' said Glurk.

"What can we do?' said Pismire.

"Slice'em!" said Glurk, waving acucumber.

Bane put his hand on hissword. "Yes" he said. "I knew thiswould happen. Ware was agredt city,
once. We fought for things. And when we got them ... we just sat back. No more effort. No more pride.
No more honesty. Just fat young Emperors and stupid courtiers. Well, I'm not having that. Not in Ware.
Let'sgo." He stood up.

"Oh, no," said Piamire. "What are you going to do? Barge into the palace waving your sword and kill
any moulsyou see?'

Brocando stood up too. "Good thinking," he said. "Good plan. Glad we've got that sorted out. Come



on-"
"That'sridiculoud" said Pismire. "That's not aplan! Tl them, Glurk. Y ou're aleve-headed man."
"Yes itisridiculous" sad Glurk.
"Right," sad Pismire,
"WEell finish our tea," said Glurk, "and then attack the palace. It's no good attacking on an empty
gomach.”
"Mad!" sad Pigmire.

"Ligten," said Bane, sanding up. "Y ou know what she said. Nothing istoo small to make a difference.
One person &t theright time.”

"Theresthree of us," said Brocando.
"Even better!"

"Oh, blast! | suppose I'd better come," sighed Pismire, "if only to see you don't do anything too
Supid.”

"Can | cometoo?' said Owlglass.

"See?' said Bane. "Imagine what adifference five can make. And if werewrong, it won't matter. But
if wereright ... what else can we do? Run around? Shout? Try to raise an army? Let's sort it out now."

"Anyway, the paace wdls are too high. And very thick," said Pigmire.
"Nothing will stop a pone going whereit wantsto go," said Bane. "Or mel™

"| alwayswondered," said Brocando, in the sudden silence, "and now | know."
"Know what, for goodness sake?' said Pismire, thoroughly rattled.

"Why the Dumii conquered the Carpet,” said the king. "It was because, every oncein awhile, they
thought likethis™

After awhile Glurk said, "Anyone any ideaabout how we get in?"

CHAPTER 19
Snibril was dso learning something. He was learning about the power of sergeants.

Careus had found the pa ace kitchens, because sergeants dways know how to find akitchen. It was
along low room, with haf adozen fireplaces and a blackened ceiling.

And then he'd found the head cook, who was an old friend.

"ThisisMedy," he said, introducing Snibril to a huge red-faced man with ascar acrosshisnose, a
patch over one eye and only onearm. "He used to bein the army, like me."

"Was he a sergeant too?" said Snibril.

"That'sright,” said Mesdly, grinning. The scar seemed to grin, too. When he stepped around the table,
Snibril saw that he had awooden leg. "' Seen action in dozens o' campaigns,” said Mealy, following his
gaze. "Then one day Careus here picked me up and carried me back to safety and said Medly, boy, you
better retire right now while there's still some of you left to send home. Good to see you again, mate."

" Strange stuff hgppening, Mealy,” said the sergeant.

"No error. Top brass been sacked al over the place. No-one's seen the Emperor for afortnight.
Spendsdl histimein hisrooms. Hasdl hismedssentin.”

"And these advisers," said Snibril. "What about them?"

"No-one's seen 'em,” said Mealy, scratching his back with aladle. "But | bin up there with atray one
time and they smdll-"



"Moulish?' said Snibril.
Severd other cooks had wandered up and were listening with interest. They al looked very smilar to

Medly. There were half adozen of them, but only enough arms and legs and ears and eyes for about four
whole people. And most of them had scars that you could play noughts-and-crosses on.

"Right," ssid Medly. "And | bin pretty close to mouls enough timesto know what I'm smdllin’. We
dont likeit. But thereés only the handful of us. If we had someladswithus..."

Careus and Snibril looked at one another.

"They'reright here, in the palace,”" said Snibril.

He looked around at the cooks. They wereall very big men.
"You were dl sergeants, weren't you,” hesad. "I can tell.”

"Well, you see" said Medly, "you learn about arranging things, when you're a sergeant. Like, you
make sure that when you retires you gets a cushy number. In thewarm al day. Regular medls. Old
sergeants gets everywhere.”

"Let'sgo and-" Snibril began.

He stared into the darkness at the end of the sooty kitchen.
"Who'sshe?' hesaid.

"Who?'

The sergeants turned.

Snibril hestated. "There was someone there,” he mumbled. "In white. And thiswhite animal by her.
And shewas saying-"

He stopped.

"No women in the kitchens," said Medly. "The reason being, women aren't any good at sergeanting.”
Snibril shook himsdf. Must have imagined it, hetold himsdlf. It's been abusy time....

"Sergeant Careus, can you get back and bring thearmy?' he said.

"To attack Ware?' said Careus.

"To defend it," said Snibril.

"Who will we befighting?'

"By thetime you get back | hope well have an enemy,” said Snibril. "Have you cooks got any
wesgpons?"

Medly grinned. He picked up along mest cleaver from abig wooden table, svung it in hisone arm,
and brought it down on a chopping block. The chopping block split.

"Who, us?' hesad.

The guards on the palace gate were nervous anyway. They didn't like their job. But orders are
orders, evenif you're not sure where they came from. At least, they areto a Dumii. If we didn't obey
orders, where would we be?

And they were even more nervous when four heavily-cloaked wights turned up at the gate, pushing a
cart. One of the guards stepped forward.

"Hat!" hesad.

His companion nudged him. "They'rewights" he said, "'l don't think you can say Halt to wights. They
must have areasontogoin.”

"That'sright,” said one of thewights.



Thefirgt guard said, doubtfully, "But one of them's eating acucumber ... "

"| expect wights haveto eat."

"And therés only four of them. There ought to be seven," said thefirst guard.
"Weve beenill," said awight.

Another wight added, " Although, of course, when we say we we don't mean-"
A wight nudged himin theribs. Thefirst guard was not going to give up eesily.

"l don't think yourewightsat dl," he said. The wight who was eating cucumber turned its hood
towards him.

"Can proveit,” it sad. "Can tell you thefuture.”

"Oh, yes?'

Thewight took aclub off the cart.

"Going to get hit," said Glurk.

"Not too hard,” said Bane, pushing his hood back. "He'sjust in the way. HE's not an enemy.”

Glurk hit the guard in asfriendly away as possible. The second guard started to draw his sword and
opened his mouth to shout, but he felt something pointed touch his back.

"Drop the sword,” said Pismire.

"And when we say drop, we mean let go of in adownward direction,” said Owlglass, hopping up and
down. "lan't thisexciting!"

Mealy knocked on alarge, ornate door. Two cooks behind him were pushing atrolley. It wasalarge
one; awhite tablecloth hung down on dl sdes.

After awhile a courtier opened the door.

"Dinner,” said Medly. "Bringitin?'

"Oh. The cook. Very well," said the courtier. Thetrolley was wheeled through. There were acouple
of guards sitting on the bench in the room beyond. They didn't look very happy.

There was another door beyond. The courtier opened it. There was yet another room beyond. It was
empty. There was another closed door in the opposite wall.

"Leaveitintherg" said the courtier. "Then be off."

"Right, right,” said Medly. The cooks pushed thetrolley into the next room. Then they filed out
obediently. The courtier closed the inner door.

"Don't you ever wonder what happens next?' said Medly.

"It's not my job to wonder about the Emperor's business," sniffed the courtier, "and certainly not with
acook."

"Infact,” said Medly, taking off histal cook's hat, I'm asergeant. Y ou lads there-attention! ™

The two guards stood to attention before they redized what they were doing. Several more cooks
filed into the room. Each of them was carrying something sharp.

"Thisis" the courtier began, and then realized that he wasin aroom with half adozen large armed
men, who probably were not ready to be shouted at.

"-againg orders" hesaid.

"Weve put thefood in there. That was orders,” said Medly. Helimped over to the door and put his
oneear toit. "We'rejust waiting to see what happens next."

Thelong cloth made asort of mobile tent.



He heard the door shut behind him. After aminute or two, another door opened.

He smelled moul. It was not in fact aparticularly bad smell; they smelled like afur coat that hadn't
been brushed for too long.

Thetrolley moved. The door shut, and thistime it shut behind him, in avery find kind of way.
Themoul smell was overpowering. And only now did he hear voices.
"Your dinner, Sre" A moul voice,

“I'm not hungry!" A human voice, but with asulky whinein it that suggested that its owner had been
given too many sweets when he was young and not enough shoutings-at. It was the kind of voice that's
used to having itslife with the crusts cut off.

"Sremudt eat,” moul voice, "otherwise there will be nothing left of Sre”

"What's happening outsde? Why won't you tell me what's happening outside? Why doesn't anyone
dowhat | tel them?" Snibril thought he heard afoot slamp. Hed never believed that peopleredly did
that outside stories.

"The civil war rageson,” another moul voice, "you have enemies on al sdes. Only we can protect
you. You must let usdo that, sre”

"Call Fray down on them!" The Emperor, thought Snibril, horrified. Only well-bred people can be as
rude asthat.

"Soon, soon, just aswe did in Jeopard,” athird moul voice. "'In the meantime, my people arefighting
hard on your behaf. Perhaps we shdl haveto cdl on Fray, intime."

"l am surrounded by enemies!” whined the Emperor.

"Yes, yes" said amoul voice, asif it wastaking to ababy.

"And everyone must do what | say!"

"Yes, yes," moul voice. "Within reason.”

"Y ou know what happens to enemies," said the Emperor. "They get sent away. To abad place!”

Our village wasn't that bad, thought Snibril. Pismire used to say it wasfull of homely comfort. |
thought the Emperor was going to be noble!

"1'm hungry now. Have you finished tasting my food?'
"Not quite, Sre.”
"Butit'snearly dl gone!”

"Poison could be evenin thelast bite," said amoul voice, and it occurred to Snibril it was speaking
with itsmouth full.

"Yeh. Yes, of courseyou'reright," said the Emperor uncertainly. "I've never trusted those cooks.
They've got far too many bits missing. Even so-perhapsacrust?’

"Why, certainly, sre. And | think we can trust alittle of thisgravy ... "

Weve come dl thisway to defend this? thought Snibril.

And then he thought: what would Bane say about this?

Hed say: hel'sthe Emperor, whatever else he might be. Y ou've got to do something.

All right, what would Pismire say? He'd say: listen and observe and then take unprecipitate action
based on recelved information. So that's not much help.

Brocando would say, no, he'd shout: Attack!
Glurk wouldn't even wait to shout.



Ohwadll. | just hope Medly istill outside.
Bane peered around a corner, and then beckoned the others.

"Don't look too conspiratorid,” said Pismire. "If wewak asif weve got aright to be here, the guards
won't take any notice."

"I'm fed up with skulking around,” said avery small wight behind him. "That's no way for aking to
behave."

Bane threw off hisrobe.
"| thought those guardstook it very well, consdering,” said Pismire.
"Congdering what?' said Glurk.

"Condgdering weve just hit them. They positively wanted to betied up, | thought. They didn't like
what they had to do."

"They ill didit, though," said Brocando. "They till obeyed orders. Stupid. What would Deftmenes
be if we went around obeying ordersdl the time?'

"They might be ruling the Carpet,” said Piamire.

"Hal" said Brocando, "hdf the trouble about obeying ordersis, it becomes ahabit. And then
everything depends on who's giving the orders.”

They reached another archway. There were two more guards there, Glurk gripped his stick.
"No," said Bane. "Let'sdo it my way thistime."

He stepped forward.

"Y ou men-eyesface! Preeeesent armssss! Very good. Very good. Come on, people-"
One of the soldiers|ooked doubtful.

"Got ordersto let no-one through,” he managed.

"We're not anyone," said Bane. "And that's an order."

The guard stood to attention.

"Yessr. Verygooddr!" hesaid.

"Don't talk to me, I'm not here," said Bane,

The guard started to speak, and then nodded instead.

"Good man. Comeon.”

Owlglass tapped the guard on the shoulder as he passed through.

"Of course, when we say 'not here’ we mean only in afigurative or-"

Pismire grabbed him by hiscollar. "Come on!™

There were four moulsin the room, staring at Snibril in astonishment. There was aso ayoung man of
about his age, who oddly enough was reacting faster than the mouls. By the time he spoke he'd passed
right through astonishment and into anger. The Emperor raised a pudgy hand, covered in rings.

"He'snot acook!" hewalled. "He'sdl there! So why's he here?"

Snibril dropped his spear and grabbed the arm. ™Y ou come with me," he said, and added, "sre." He
waved hissword a the mouls. "It's one againgt four,” he said. "That means I'm four timesmore likely to
hit one of you, and who knowswhich oneit'll be?’

The mouls hadn't moved. Then one of them smiled. The Emperor struggled in Snibril's grip.
"Very wise, dre" said the moul who had smiled.
"I'm hereto rescue you!" said Snibril. "These are mouls! They're destroying the Empire!”



"The Empireis safeand well," said the Emperor smugly.
Snibril was astonished. "What about Fray?' he said.

"Jornarileesh and his people can control Fray," said the Emperor. "Fray only strikes my enemies. Isn't
that s0?"

"Yes, dr," said the one called Jornarileesh. Hewas atal moul. Thisone's not like Gormal eesh, Snibril
thought. This one looks clever.

"It'sdriking everywherel" shouted Snibril.
"That proves| have alot of enemies" said the Emperor.

The mouls were advancing and, suddenly, the Deftmene way of cal culating odds was beginning to
seem alot less attractive.

"Drop the sword and let go of him," said Jornarileesh. "If you don't we will cal down Fray."
"Right now?" said Snibril.

"y e

"Right thisminute?'

"y el

"Doit, then."

"No!" wailed the Emperor.

Snibril's head felt quite clear. "You cant,” he said. "They can't, Sire. It'sjust athreat. They can't doit.
They're no different than me!”

Now he had timeto look around he could see, in one corner of the big room, ahole. It had bits of
hair around the edges.

"Y ou came up from Underlay,” he said. "That was clever. Dumii obey orders, so dl you had to do
was be in the-the centre, where they start. All you had to do wasfrighten this... thisidiot!"

The Emperor went red with anger. "1 will have you exec-" he began.
"Oh, shut up," said Snibril.

The mouls drew their swords and dashed towards him. But four on to one was a disadvantage; it
meant that each one was redly waiting for one of the other three to make the first move.

Therewasn't any cutting, thrusting and parrying; that only happens when people are fencing with
swordsfor fun. Whenit'sfor red, it's like two windmillswith sharp edges. Theideaisto cut the other
person very badly, not to look impressive.

Snibril backed towards the door, fending off blows as best he could. One of the mouls shouted
something in its own language, and another couple of heads gppeared over the edge of the hole.

Snibril kicked the door. "Medly! Open up!”
The door swung open. The room beyond was empty. Snibril dragged the Emperor intoit.

And the mouls made the mistake of chasing them. The cooks had been standing behind the doors.
They stepped, or at least hopped, out.

Medy hit amoul over the head with aladle.

"There's seven of usand four of them," he said. "It'snot fair. Three of uswon't have anyoneto hit.
Get 'em, ladd"

"Therés more coming out of aholein thefloor!" said Snibril, ill hanging on to the Emperor.
"Good!"



"What's happening? Why isdl this happening?* said the Emperor. He didn't look angry any more. He
looked frightened, and alot younger. Snibril dmost felt sorry for him.

The cooks were disappointed. Most of the mouls scurried back into the Emperor's chambers, diving
into the hole and colliding with one another in their desperation to escape.

Mealy's kitchen army dragged a heavy table across the room and upended it over the hole.
Medly wiped his hand on hisapron. "There," he said. "All done."

"I'm afraid were only just beginning,” said Snibril. "There could be thousands of them underneath us
right now-"

"Everyone must do what | say!" screamed the Emperor. "1 amin charge!”
The sergeantsturned to look at him.
"We ought to protect the Emperor,” said one of them.

"We could shove him down the hole with those friends of his" said Medly. "They'd protect him al
right.”

The Emperor'slittle piggy eyes glanced from Medly to the table to Snibril and back again.
Then he shouted, "Guardd™

The door to the passageway banged open, and a couple of armed men stepped into the room.
"l want these men locked up!" shouted the Emperor.

"Redly?' said Bane. "What for?"

An hour makesalot of difference. They brought thearmy in. In order to save alot of explaining, they
did it by getting asigned order from the Emperor.

It was Signed of hisown free will, after Glurk explained patiently thet if it wasn't sgned of hisown
free will, there would be trouble.

Then there was a council of war.

"l dways knew thiswould happen,” said Bane. "Once upon atime the Emperor was elected. Then
Targon made it hereditary, so that stupid brat of his could take over. Hardly anyone objected! It's as bad
ashaving kings."

"That'sgoing too far!" said Brocando.

"I'm sorry. You'reright. At least the Deftmenes have had kings for along time. At least you're good at
being kings™"

"Dont gart arguing,” said Snibril. "We ought to be wondering what the mouls are doing.”

"They're doing what they dwaysdo," said Bane. "They're waiting for Fray, so they can attack when
everyoneisdisorganized. They just got abit impatient here.”

"Wemight be lucky," said Owlglass. "Of course, when | say lucky-"

"1t'1l happen,” said Pismire, despondently. He waved amap in front of him. "The village and Jeopard
and Warearemore or lessin agtraight line."

"Doesthat mean anything?' said Snibril.
"Nothing good," said Piamire. "Where'sthe Emperor?”

"Glurk and the cooks have got him locked up in the kitchens," said Bane. "Best way. He can't eat and
shout at the sametime." He looked down at ascrap of paper in front of him. "With every fighting man
weve got, were il less than fifteen hundred people,” he said.

"Lessthan that, infact,” said Pismire. Y ou can't leave women and children and old peoplein the city.
Remember Tregon Marus. Buildingsfall down. WEll have to get them to safety and guard them.”



"No. Arm thewomen," said Brocando.

"Don't be stupid,” said Bane. "Women don't know how to fight."
"Deftmene women do,” said Brocando.

"Oh, yes? Who with?

"Deftmene men," said Brocando.

"He'sgot apoint,” said Pismire. "My granny had awalop like awrestler. | think she could go through
amoul like ahat knife through runny butter.”

"| absolutely forbid it," said Bane. "Women fighting? That's not warfare. That'sjust avulgar mess. No.
| mean it. | want that absolutely understood, Y our Maesty. Get them to safety, yes-but no fancy idess.
Besides, they wouldn't have the first idea about tactics.”

"Fine" said Brocando. "All right. No fighting women.” Snibril noticed that he was grinning in afunny
way.

"Besdes," said Bane, "theré's not enough wesponsto go round asit is."

"Therésawhole armoury in the paace!" said Owlglass.

"When we unlocked it there was nothing in there but aholein the floor,” said Bane. "The mouls have
got them."

"Widll, then-" Brocando began.
"Y ou're going to suggest we attack the moulsto get weapons off them, aren't you," said Bane coldly.
"Well-" Brocando began.

"Dont," said Bane. He dapped his hand on the table. "They're out there," he said, "and down there. |
know it. Just waiting. After Fray gtrikes, they'll attack. That's how it'll happen. That's how they doit, if
they can't worm their way infrominsde.”

Snibril had been listening to this. When he finaly spoke, he felt as though he was reading words off a
page. These were the words he had to say now.

"l can help,” hesaid. They dl looked at him.

"l can sensewhen Fray iscoming,” he said. "I'm not as good at it as the mouls, but I'm better than
mog animas.”

"It'strue,” said Sergeant Careus. "I've seenhimdoit.”
"Well, that'll beahdp,” said Bane.
"No, you don't understand,” said Snibril. "What do the mouls do before Fray strikes?!

"How should | know," said Bane. "Lie down and put their hands over their eyes, if they're sensible.
And then attack immediately.”

He seemed to think about this.

"When they expect to find a crushed enemy,” he said.

Snibril nodded.

Pismiresaid, "It might work, you know. Forewarned is forearmed.”

There was slence. And then Brocando said, "Four armed? Does that mean we can hold twice as
many swords?"

CHAPTER 20
They won.



And that was more or less all that the history books said, later, after New Ware was built out of the
rubble of the city. They were more concerned with the election of Bane as President, since he was
consdered to be honest and brave and without any imagination. The Dumii distrusted imagination-they
sad it made people unrdigble.

The people who wrote the history books weren't there. They didn't know how it happened.
And dl the other waysit could have gone.

Fird, there was the question of weapons. Mealy took charge of that. Spears, for example. You tied a
kitchen knife on the end of a stick and you couldn' tell the difference. Especidly if it got stuck in you.
And ahandful of nailsin apiece of hair made the kind of club that wasn't exclusive at dl-you could hit
anyone with it. The sergeants lined up every able-bodied man and boy in the city and gave them smple
demondrations.

Glurk spent alot of time hel ping them. Mealy said he was one of nature's sergeants, whatever that
meant.

Brocando was put in charge of guarding the women and children. Snibril thought he grinned too much
when he agreed to this. And Bane was everywhere, giving orders. Making plans. Supervising the specia
work that was hurriedly being carried on just outside the walls.

Pismire and Owlglass played agame. It conssted of moving little models of warriors around on a
board made of squares. Pismire said he played because it concentrated the mind, and aso because
Owlglass bet heavily and wasn't very good.

Snibril fdt at aloose end.

Eventudly he found Bane, who was leaning on the battlements over one of the main gates, looking out
at the hairs. There were aways guards here, with a bugle to warn the city in case of attack.

"Can't see anything,” said Snibril. "Weve sent patrols out. They didn't find anything.”
"l wasn't looking for mouls," said Bane.

"What were you looking for, then?'

"Hmm? Oh. No-one," said Bane.

"A figurein white," said Snibril. "1've seen her, too."

" She has to watch, to make things happen ... " Bane seemed to pull himsdlf together. "I don't likethis,"
he said, briskly. "It'stoo quiet.”

"Better than too noisy," said Snibril.
"How's your head?"

"Cant fed anything,” said Snibril.
"Sure?'

"Fedsfine”

"Oh."

Banelooked out at the specia defences. Everyone who could be spared had worked on them,
digging trenchesin the dust and piling it up asalow wall. From the hairs, no-one could see anything.

"That'sal Warewas, once," he said. "Just aditch and awall. And enemiesall around.”
"Glurk thinks the mouls have dl gone. They must have heard us. Why do they attack us anyway?'
"Everyone's got to do something,” said Bane, still gloomy.

"Look," said Snibril. "Everyone's ready. About as ready asthey can be, anyway. We've blocked dl
the holes! What's going to happen next? Y ou've got the Emperor in prison! What's going to happen



afterwards?'
"Do you think there's going to be an afterwards?' said Bane.

"Therésdways an afterwards,”" said Snibril. "Glurk said that'swhat Culainatold you. The point isto
get the afterwards you want.”

He scratched his head. There was an itch behind his ear.
"Theresalimit to how long we can stay ready, anyway,” said Bane.
Snibril rubbed his ear again.

"Bane-!"

"If we'reready at dl. | thought from what you said that the wights might help, but they just ran off-"
"Bane-!

Bane turned.

"Areyou dl right?'

Snibril felt that his ears were being pressed into the middle of his head.
"Fray?' said Bane.

Snibril nodded, and even that hurt.

"How long have we got?'

Snibril held out ahand, dl fingers extended. Bane strode dong the top of thewall to the nearest guard
and picked up the bugle. Dust billowed out when he blew it.

It'safunny thing. When therés awarning signd, when people have known for ever that theresa
warning sgnd, and that warning signal is sounded for the very first time ... people don't react properly.
They wander out blearily saying thingslike " Someone's mucking about with the warning signd, aren't
they?" and "Who's blowing the warning signa? That'sfor warnings, that is."

Which iswhat happened now. Bane looked down at the streetsfilled with bewildered people, and
groaned.

"It'sgtarting!" he shouted. "Now!"

A Dumii raised ahand uncertainly.

"Isthis another practice?' he said. There had been alot of practicesin the last few days.
“No!"

"Oh. Right."

A moment later the air wasfilled with shouted orders.

Snibril sank to hisknees as Ware emptied itself around him.

" ... quad three! Main square! Keep away from buildingd! ... "

" ... bandages, bandages, who's got the bandages? ... "

" ... remember, they can come up from underneatht! ... "

All Snibril wanted to do was crawl into ahole and pull it in after him. Hishead felt flat.
" ... OK, lineup the pones! ..."

He could get away, anyway. Staggering, ignored by everyone e se, he dmost fell down the ladder
from the battlements and groped his way towards the rail where he had tethered Roland. He pulled
himsalf on to the horse's back and joined the flow of people leaving Ware.

Then the animals started to fed the effects of Fray. The pones, which were dready outside the gate,
started to trumpet. Horses neighed, and severd bolted towards the hairs outside the city walls. Dogs and



cats ran between the feet of the people.
They want to get away, Snibril thought dully.
The houses began to tremble, very gently.
Then, with no sound yet, the hairsthat arched over the city began to bend.

Then came the creaking-long and drawn out, as thousands of hairs were forced downwards by the
tremendous weight.

It'sright overhead, Snibril thought.

The people leaving Ware didn't need any more encouragement. The hairs over the city were getting
closer, groaning and creaking as the weight pushed them down.

WEIl never doitdl intime...
Roland cantered through the arch of the gateway.

Thewalls collgpsed. The ground moved like the skin of an animal, smashing the houses. Ware began
tofdl inonitsdf.

Snibril's ears popped. Therdief dmost made him want to cry.

He looked back at the city. Walls were il toppling asthe Carpet itself bent under Fray, but nearly
everyone had got out.

A couple of soldiers barrelled through the archway just before it broke.

Right over us, Snibril thought. Asif something wantsto kill us. But Pismirethinks Fray isjust some
kind of natura force we can't understand. Would that be any better? Thousands of us, killed by
something that doesn't even know we are here?

There were afew people dtill visible outside the city, and nothing could hide the pones.
Helooked at the hairs around Ware.

Which erupted mouls. He had time to turn Roland around and race back towards the city.
Bane's head poked up as Roland legpt over the ditch in the dugt.

"There'sthousands of them!"

"Wait until they get closer,” said Bane.

Mouls and snargs were still pouring into the clearing.

Snibril looked dong the ditch. At this point most of the defenders were Dumii bowmen, lying down
camly and watching the black wall moving towards them.

"Arent they close enough yet?"

"Not yet," said Bane. "Sergeant Careus ... givethe signd to beready.”

"Yesar!"

Snibril could make out individua cregtures now.

Bane scratched hischin. "Not yet," he said, "not yet. Thefirg shot isthemost ... important.”

There was anicker on the mound of dust behind them. Snibril and Bane turned to see awhite figure,
garing intently at the onrushing horde. Then it vanished.

"Sergeant Careus?' said Bane quietly.
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"The moment is now."

Sergeant Careus threw back his shoulders and grinned.



"Yessir! Squad one ... wait for it, wait for it ... squaaaaad one ... fire! Squad one back! Squad two
forward! Squaaaaad two ... fire! Squad one reload! Squad one forward! Squaaaaad one ... fire ... "

Not many people had even seen Dumii archersin action-or rather, they had, but since arrows had
been heading towards them they'd never had much of a chance to make detailed notes. Their technique
was smply to keep arrows flying towards the enemy. The bowmen didn't have to be good. They just had
to befast. It was like watching a machine at work.

There was a howl! from the attackers. That was another Dumii lesson-hit the front line of arushing
attack, and the enemy had to spend too much time trying to avoid tripping over itsdf. Bowmen started
hurrying dong the ditch in both directions, leaving only asmal squad to carry on the fight there.

Snibril went with them.

There had been archersal around the circle. Only in one place had the mouls been able to get right
up to the ditch, and there were two fights going on-Deftmenes were fighting mouls, and other Deftmenes
werefighting thefirst Deftmenes to get a chanceto fight moulstoo.

Deftmenes had atechnique for fighting enemies three times as high as they were-they'd run up them
until they got to shoulder height, and hang on with one hand and fight with the other. 1t meant that half the
mouls were stabbing at their own heads.

There were two more charges before it dawned on the mouls that things had gone wrong.
They grouped around the hairs, and there were still too many of them.

"We could keep thisup dl day," said Brocando.

"No we can't,” said Bane.

"We haven't lost anyone yet!"

"Y es, but do you want to go and ask the moulsif we can have our arrows back?' said Bane.
"oh"

"Weve got enough for one more charge, and that'sit. And if it comesto hand-to-hand
fighting-they've got more hands than we have."

"| thought we were four-armed.”

"Figure of speech. Were outnumbered and outwesponed.”

"Good," said Brocando. "Welikeachdlenge."

"Herethey comeagain,” said Snibril. "Hang on-just afew of them. Look."

Haf adozen snargs weretrotting out of the lines. They stopped hafway between the moul army and
theremains of the city.

"They want to talk,” said Bane.

"Can wetrust them?' said Glurk.

“No."

"Good. I'd hate to trust something like them.”

"But you should talk," said Pismire. "It'sawaysworth talking."

In the end they rode out to the mouls. Snibril recognized the leader, who now had a crown of sat
crystals and watched them imperioudy. But Bane was more interested in Gormaleesh, who was among

the party.
"Wdl?' said Bane. "What do you haveto say?"

"My nameis Jornarileesh,” said the moul with the crown. "I offer you peace. Y ou cannot win. Timeis
onour Sde"



"We have plenty of weapons, and plenty of men to usethem,” said Bane.

"And plenty of food?"' said Jornarileesh.

Baneignored this. "What kind of peace do you offer?"

"Throw away your weapons," said Jornarileesh. "Then we will talk further.”
"Throw away my sword first?" said Bane, asif he was considering the question.

"Yes. You have no choice." Jornarileesh's gaze swept from face to face. "Not one of you. Accept my
conditions, or you will die. Y ou six will die here, and the rest of your people will die soon.”

"You can't ligento him!" said Snibril. "What about Jeopard and the High Gate Land?"
"Throw away my sword,” said Bane, dowly. "It's an attractive idea, though."

He drew the sword and held it up.

"Gormaeesh?' hesaid.

Bane'sarm moved in the blur of speed. The sword did through the air like aknife, hitting themoul in
the throat. Gormal eesh dropped silently, staring in horror.

"There," said Bane. "That's how we throw our swords away in Ware. | did warn him. He just
wouldn't listen."

He turned his horse and galloped back to the city, with the otherstrying to keep up. Jornarileesh
hadn't moved amuscle.

"That was very un-Dumii of you," said Pismire. "I'm surprised.”

"No. Gormaleesh was surprised. Y ou were just amazed,” said Bane. "He was drawing his sword.
Didn't you see?'

"They're getting ready for another charge,” said Glurk.
"I'm surp-amazed they haven't tried digging up from Underlay,” said Pismire.

"Somedid,” said Glurk, with satisfaction. " They came up under Medly's squad. They won't try that
again."

Bane looked back at the worried faces of the defenders. "Their next charge, then,” he said. "Well
make them remember it. Get the pones ready. Well use everything weve got.”

"Everything?' said Brocando. "Right." He trotted his pony back aong the ditch.
They waited.

"How much food have we got?' said Snibril, after awhile.

"Four or five meals worth, for everyone," said Bane, absently.

"That'snot much."

"It may be more than enough,” said Bane.

They waited some more.

"Waiting istheworst part,” said Pismire.

"Noitisnt," said Owlglass, who wasn't even being trusted to hold asword. "I expect that having long
sharp swords stuck in you isthe worst part. Waiting'sjust boring. When | say boring, | mean-"

"Herethey come," said Glurk, picking up his spear.

"They've moved around," said Bane. Tutting everything they've got on one place. Right. Has anyone
got a spare sword?"

Inthe end, it's people fighting. Charges and counter-charges. Arrows and spears everywhere.
Swords cutting bits off people. Afterwards, historians draw maps and put little coloured oblongs on them



and big wide arrows to indicate that thisis where the Deftmenes caught awhole crowd of mouls
unawares, and here iswhere the pones trampled some snargs, and here iswhere Medy's Irregulars
were trgpped and were only rescued by a determined rush by agroup of Munrungs. And sometimes
there are crosses-this iswhere Bane brought down amoul chief, there iswhere Owlglasslaid out a
snarg by accident.

The maps can't show the fear, and the noise, and the excitement. Afterwards it's better. Because if
therés an afterwards, it's because you're il aive. Half the time no-one knows what happened until it's
over. Sometimes you don't know even who'swon until you've counted ...

Snibril ducked and stabbed his way through the melee. There seemed to be mouls everywhere. One
caught him acut on his shoulder, and he didn't even notice until afterwards.

And then hewasin aclearer area, mouls all around him, swords upraised-
"Walt."
There was Jornarileesh, the moul leader, with a paw held up.

"Not yet. See we are not disturbed.” He looked down at Snibril. ™Y ou were out there, with the
others. And tried to save thefat little Emperor. | am curious. Why are you till fighting? Y our city is
destroyed. Y ou cannot win."

"Ware's not destroyed until we stop fighting,” said Snibril.

"Redly?How can thisbe?'

"Because ... because if Wareisanywhere, it'sinsde people,” said Snibil.
"Then we shdl haveto seeif wecanfindit," said Jornarileesh meaningfully.

There was trumpeting behind him, and the group scattered as a pone stampeded through the fight.
Snibril dived for safety. When he looked back, the moul was back in thefray.

And the defenders were losing. Y ou could fed it intheair. For every moul that was beaten, there
were two more to take their place.

Herolled down adope and found Bane there, holding off acouple of the enemy. As Snibril landed,
one of the mouls sunk to the ground. A backhand swipe took care of the other.

"Werelosng," sad Snibril. "We need amiracle”

"Miracles don't win battles" said Bane. Half adozen more mouls appeared around the rubble of a
half-destroyed building. " Superior numbers and better tactics"

Therewasabugle call behind them. The moulsturned.

There was another army advancing. It wasn't very big, but it was determined. Brocando wasin the
lead. They could hear his shout over the noise.

"Madam! Hold it by the other end! Now, now, ladies, don't al push! Careful of that spear, you could
do someone amischief-"

"lan't that the point, young man?* said an old lady who shouldn't have been anywhere near a
battlefield.

"No, madam, that isthe butt. The point isthe sharp bit at the other end.”
"Then out of the way, young man, so's| can useit.”

The moulswere staring in astonishment. Snibril hit two of them over the head before the others hed
timeto react, and by then it wastoo late.

The women weren't the most efficient fighters Bane had ever seen, but Brocando had spent acouple
of days giving them some secret training. Mealy had helped, too. And they were keen. Besides, not
having been trained as proper soldierswas even ahelp. Dumii soldierslearned their tic-toe sword drill,



and weren't up to novel ways invented as you went aong, like hitting an enemy across the back of the
kneeswith the end of a spear and stabbing him as hefel over. The women fought nastier.

And it still wasn't enough.
Thering of defenderswas pushed back, and back, until it wasfighting in the ruins of the city itself.

And ... was beaten. Vaiantly beaten. They lost. Ware was never rebuilt. There was never anew
Republic. The survivorsfled to what remained of their homes, and that was the end of the history of
civilization. For ever.

Deep inthe hairs, Culainathe thunorg moved without walking. She passed through future after future,
and there they were, nearly dl dike.

Defeat. The end of the Empire. The end of the unimaginative men who thought there was a better way
of doing things than fighting. The death of Bane. The death of Snibril. Everyone dead. For nothing.

Now she moved without running, faster and faster through al the future of Maybe. They streamed
past her. These were dl the futures that never got written down-the futures where people logt, worlds
crumbled, where the last wild chances were not quite enough. All of them had to happen, somewhere.

But not here, she said.

And then there was one, and only one. She was amazed. Normally futures came in bundles of
thousands, differing intiny little ways. But thisonewasal by itsdlf. It barely existed. It had noright to
exig. It was the million-to-one chance that the defenders would win.

She was fascinated. They were strange people, the Dumii. They thought they were aslevel-headed as
atable, aspractica asashovel-and yet, in agreat big world full of chaos and darkness and things they
couldn't hope to understand, they acted as though they redly believed inther littleinventions, like"lawv"
and "judtice”. And they didn't have enough imagingtion to givein.

Amazing that they should have even one chance of afuture.
Culainasmiled.

And went to seewhat it was ...

What you look at, you change.

The mouls pulled back again, but only to regroup. After dl, there was nowhere for the Dumii to go.
And Snibril thought that Jornarileesh was the sort who'd enjoy imagining them waiting for him, wondering
about how it was al going to end.

He found Glurk and Bane leaning exhausted againgt a crumbled wall. Three Dumii women were with
them; one of them was bandaging awound on Glurk's arm with strips of what had once been a good
dress.

"Well," hesad. "At least they'll say we went down fighting-ouch ... "
"Hold till, will you?' said the woman.

Banesaid: "'l don't expect the mouls have much interest in history. After this, no more books. No
more history. No more history books."

"Somehow, that's the worst part,” said Snibril.

"Excuse me," said one of thewomen. "Er. | am Lady Cerilin Vortex. Widow of the late Mgor
Vortex?'

"l remember him. A very honourable soldier,” said Bane.

"I'd just like to say that no more history books is not the worst part, young man. Dying's probably the
wordt part,” said Lady Vortex. "Higtory will look after itsdlf.”

"I'm surewerevery ... um ... grateful that you have assisted,” said Bane, awkwardly.



"We haven't assisted, weve taken part,” said Lady Vortex sharply.

All around the ruins of Ware people were sitting in small groups, or tending the wounded. Two pones
had been killed. They at least were easy to count. Snibril hadn't seen Brocando or Pismire for along
time

There was movement among the enemy.

Snibril sghed. "Herethey come again,” he said, standing up.

"Higtory, en?' said Glurk, picking up his spear. "Onefind glorious stand.”

Lady Vortex picked up asword. Shewas bristling with anger. "We shdl see about final," she said,
inaway that made Snibril think that it would be avery unlucky moul that ever attacked her. She turned
to Bane. "And when we get out of this, young man,” she snapped, "there's going to be some serious
talking. If were going to fight, we're going to have a bit of the future too-"

The mouls began to charge-.

But it seemed half-hearted. The onesin the front kept on coming, but gradually the ones behind
dowed down. They were shouting at one another, and looking back at the hairs. Within afew seconds,
they were milling around in bewilderment.

The defenders stared.

"Why're they stopping?’ said Glurk.

Snibril squinted at the shadows between the hairs.
"There's... something elsethere ... " he said.
"More mouls?'

"Can't quite see ... theresfighting ... hang on ... " He blinked. "It's wights. Thousands and thousands
of wightd They're attacking the mouls!”

Bane looked around at the defenders. "Then we've got one choice,” he said. "Chargel”

Caught between two armies, the mouls didn't even have amillion to one chance. And the wights
fought like mad things ... worse, they fought like sane things, with the very best wegponsthey'd been able
to make, cutting and cutting. Like surgeons, Pismire said later. Or people who had found out that the best
kind of futureis one you make yourself.

Afterwards, they found that Athan the wight had died in the fighting. But at least he hadn't known he
was going to. And wightstalk to each other in strange ways, across the whole of the Carpet, and his new
ideas had flashed like fire from wight to wight: you don't have to accept it, you can change what's going
to happen.

It was an ideathat had never occurred to them before.
And then it was over.

No-one could find the Emperor. No-one looked very hard. No-one said anything, but somehow
everyone assumed that Bane was in charge now.

It doesn't dl stop with the fighting, Snibril thought. The end of the fighting iswhen the problems start,
no matter if you've won or lost. There are thousands of people with one day's food and no houses, and
theres still mouls out there-although | think they'll be keeping away for awhile. And the Empiresin bits.
And therés il the High Gate Land to dedl with.

At least the question of food was easily settled. There were dead snargs everywhere. As Glurk said,
there was no sense in letting them go to waste.

Bane spent dl day sitting in the ruins of the paace, listening to the crowds of people who filed past
him, and occasiondly giving orders. A squad was sent off to Jeopard, to bring back the rest of the



Munrung's carts.
Someone suggested that there ought to be afeast. Bane said, one day.

And then they brought in Jornarileesh. Hed been badly injured by a spear, but Glurk's
snarg-gathering party had found him dive. They tried to drag himin front of Bane, but since he could
hardly stand up there wasn't much point.

"There should beatrid," said Pismire, "according to ancient custom-"
"Andthenkill it," said Glurk.

"Notime" sad Bane. "Jornarileesn?’

Despite hiswounds, the moul raised hishead proudly.

"1 will show you how amoul can die” hesaid.

"We know that dready,” said Bane, matter-of-factly. "What | want to know is ... why? Why attack
lJS'?I

"We serve Fray! Fray hateslifein the Carpet!"

"Merely anatural phenomenon,” murmured Pismire. "Bound to yield to scientific observation and
deduction.”

Jornarileesh growled at him.

“Throw himinacell somewhere" said Bane. "' haven't got timeto ligen to him."

"| don't think there are any cdlls" said Glurk.

"Then get himto build acdl and then throw himinit."

"But weshould kill him!"

"No. Y ou've been listening to Brocando too often,” said Bane.

Brocando bristled. "Y ou know what heis! Why not kill-" he began, but he was interrupted.
"Because it doesn't matter what heis. It matters what we are.”

They al looked around. Even Jornarileesh.

It was me, thought Snibril. | didn't redize| said it doud. Oh, well ...

"That'swhat matters," said Snibril. "That's why Ware was built. Because people wanted to find better
ways than fighting. And stop being afraid of the future.”

"We never joined the Empirel” said Brocando.

"When it was time to choose, whose side were you on?" said Snibril. "Anyway, you were part of the
Empire. You just didn't know it. Y ou spent so much time being proud of not being part of it that you
ended up ... well, being part of it. What would you do if the Empire didn't exist? Go back to throwing
people off rocks!"

"l don't throw people off rocks!"

Jornarileesh's head turned from one to the other in fascination.

"Why did you stop?' said Snibril.

"Well-it just wasn't the.... never mind!"

"These?' said Jornarileesh, in astonishment. " These beat me? Weak stupid people arguing al the
time?'

"Amazing, isntit," said Bane. "Take him away and lock him up.”

"l demand an honourable death!™

"Ligentome," said Bane, and now the tone of hisvoice waslike bronze. "1 killed Gormaeesh



because people like that shouldn't be alowed to exit. Y ou, I'm not sure about. But if you annoy me one
moretime, I'll kill you where you stand. Now ... take him away! "

Jornarileesh opened his mouth, and then shut it again. Snibril stared at the pair of them. Hed do it, he
thought. Here and now. Not out of cruelty or rage, but because it needed to be done.

It dawned on him that heéd much rather face afighting-mad Brocando, or Jornarileeshin afury, than
Bane.

"Snibril'sright, though,” said Pismire, asthe Slent moul was hurried off. "Everyone's done thingsthe
old way. Now well have to find a new way. Otherwise there won't be any way. We don't want to have
to go through dl thisjust to start squabbling over something else. The Empire-"

"I'm not sure theré's going to be an Empire again,” said Bane.
"What? But theré's got to be an Empirel" said Pismire.

"There might be something better," said Bane. "I'm thinking about it. Lots of small countriesand cities
joined together could be better than one big Empire. | don't know."

"And avoicefor women," said Lady Vortex's voice from somewhere in the crowd.
"Possibly eventhat," he said. "There should be something for everyone.”

He looked up. At the back of the group were some of the wights. They hadn't said anything. No-one
knew their names.

"Something for everyone,” said Bane. "We should talk about it-"

A wight stepped forward, and pulled back his hood, revedling that hewasin fact a her.
"l haveto speak to you," she said.

All the wightsin the room removed their hoods.

"My nameis Tarillon the minemaster. We are leaving now. Wethink ... we think we can fed afuture
now. We ... are remembering once more.”

"I'm sorry?" said Bane.
"We have chosen anew Thread.”
"l don't understand you."

"We are wights again. Proper wights. We think we are beginning to remember anew history so now,
if you please, wewill go back to our lives." She smiled. "'l remember | said thig"

"Oh," said Bane. He looked embarrassed, a practica man faced with something he was too busy to
understand. "Well. Good. I'm glad for you. If there's anything we can do-"

"Wewill meet again. Weare... sure"

"Well. Thank you again-"

Thewightswere dready filing out.

Snibril dipped away after them. Behind him, he could hear people starting arguing again ...

It was morning. The wights were hurrying away through the ruins, and he had to hurry to catch up
with them.

"Taillon?'
Sheturned. "Yes?'
"Why go away? What did you mean?"

Shefrowned. "Wetried this, this ... deciding. We listened to Athan. He told about the way of making
choices. We havetried it. It isterrible. How can you do it? Living and not knowing what will happen.



Unsure at every waking morning that you will seethe night. It would drive us mad! But we're wights. We
can't change what we are. We've helped create anew history. Now we think we can remember it

agan."
"Oh"
"What power you must dl have, to be able to face such uncertainty.”
"Wethink it'snormd," said Snibril.

"How strange. Strange, Such courage. Well. Goodbye. Y ou have made up your mind to leave
Ware."

"Yes, I-how did you know that?"
She looked joyful. "I said-we can remember things again!”

He found Roland where he had tethered him. Snibril didn't have much in his pack now. The piece of
lucky dust had got lost. So had the coins. He was wearing the spare pair of boots. All he had now wasa
blanket, some knives, apiece of rope. A spear. You didn't really need much else.

Pismire spoke from right behind him, just as he was adjusting the saddle.

“Leaving?'

"Oh. | didn't hear you," said Snibil.

"I've spent alot of time with you Munrungs. Y ou know how to creep up. And, I might add, how to
cregp away."

"I'm sure people are going to sort things out,” said Snibril.

"So long asthey never sop arguing,” said Pismire. "Very important, arguing.”

Snibril turned. "I just want to find out about the Carpet,” he said. "What Fray is. What's at the end of
ital. You sadwe should always ask questions.... "

"Right. Very important, questions.”
"Do you think Bane'sideawill work?"
"Who knows? It'sthe timeto try new things."

"Yes." Snibril climbed into the saddle. "Did you know the wights think we're courageous because we
can make decisons? They can't doit! They can't copewith it! And we thought they were specid.
Amazing what you learn.”

"Haven't | dwayssaid 07" said Pigmire.

"Well, | want to find out more! And | want to go now, becauseif | leaveit, I'll never go. | want to see
al thethingsyou told me about!" Snibril said. "The Chairleg. The Hearth. The Edge.”

"Let me know what they'relike, then," said Pismire. "'l only read about ‘em.”

Snibril stopped. "But when | waslittle, you told me al sorts of stories about the Carpet! Y ou mean
they weren't true?’

"Oh, they were true. Otherwise they wouldn't have been written down." Pismire shrugged. "Always
wanted to travel, mysdlf. Never had the time, somehow. If you can, you know, ever find thetimeto jot
down afew notes... "

"Right. Hah. Yes. | will. If | find time. Wdll, then ... Goodbye?!
"Goodbye."

"And say goodbyeto-"

"l will."



"You know how it is"
"Probably. Goodbye. Come back and tell us about it, sometime.”

Thislast word was a shout, for Snibril had urged Roland forward. When he was no more than a
gpeck on the road he turned and waved again.

Pismire walked dowly back to the argument.
Snibril stopped again, alittle way from Ware, and breathed deeply, of the Carpet air.

Hefdt alittle sad. But there would always be somewhere to return to, somewhere. He smiled, and
patted Roland's neck. Then, with rising hope and streaming hair, he urged the white horseinto agallop
and they disappeared among the crowding hairs.

THE END



