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To My Mother






CHAPTER ONE


After a particularly unrewarding interview with his beloved, Malcolm was driving home along a dark, winding country lane when he ran over a badger. He stopped the car and got out to inspect the damage to his paintwork and (largely from curiosity) to the badger. It was, he decided, all he needed, for there was a small but noticeable dent in his wing, and he had been hoping to sell the car.

‘Damn,’ he said aloud.

‘So how do you think I feel?’ said the badger.

Malcolm turned round quite slowly. He had had a bad day, but not so bad that he could face talking badgers - talking dead badgers - with equanimity. The badger was lying on its side, absolutely still. Malcolm relaxed; he must have imagined it, or perhaps the bump had accidentally switched on the car radio. Any connection was possible between the confused chow mein of wires under his dashboard.

‘You’re not the one who’s been run over,’ said the badger, bitterly.

This time, Malcolm turned round rather more quickly.  There was the black and white corpse, lying across the road like a dead zebra crossing; yet he could have sworn that human speech had come from it. Was some rustic ventriloquist, possibly a Friend of the Earth, playing tricks on him? He nerved himself to examine his victim. A dead badger, nothing more, nothing less; except that there was some sort of wire contraption wrapped round its muzzle - a homing device, perhaps, attached by a questing ecologist.

‘Did you say something?’ said Malcolm, nervously.

‘So you’re not deaf as well as blind,’ said the badger. ‘Yes, I did say something. Why don’t you pay more attention when people talk to you?’

Malcolm felt rather embarrassed. His social equipment did not include formulae for talking to people he had just mortally wounded, or badgers, let alone a combination of the two. Nevertheless, he felt it incumbent upon him to say something, and his mind hit upon the word designed for unfamiliar situations.

‘Sorry,’ he said.

‘You’re sorry,’ said the badger. ‘The hell with you.’

There was a silence, broken only by the screech of a distant owl. After a while, Malcolm came to the conclusion that the badger was dead, and that during the collision he had somehow concussed himself without noticing it. Either that, or it was a dream. He had heard about people who fell asleep at the wheel, and remembered that they usually crashed and killed themselves. That did not cheer him up particularly.

‘Anyway,’ said the badger, ‘what’s your name?’

‘Malcolm,’ said Malcolm. ‘Malcolm Fisher.’

‘Say that again,’ said the badger. ‘Slowly.’

‘Mal-colm Fi-sher.’

The badger was silent for a moment. ‘Are you sure?’ it said, sounding rather puzzled.

‘Yes,’ said Malcolm. ‘Sorry.’

‘Well, Malcolm Fisher, let’s have a look at you.’

The badger twisted its head painfully round, and looked at him in silence for a while. ‘You know,’ it said at last, ‘I was expecting someone rather taller.’

‘Oh,’ said Malcolm.

‘Fair-haired, tall, muscular, athletic, without spectacles,’ went on the badger. ‘Younger, but also more mature, if you see what I mean. Someone with presence. Someone you’d notice if you walked into a room full of strangers. In fact, you’re a bit of a disappointment.’

There was no answer to that, except Sorry again, and that would be a stupid thing to say. Nevertheless, it was irritating to have one’s physical shortcomings pointed out quite so plainly twice in one evening, once by a beautiful girl and once by a dying badger. ‘So what?’ said Malcolm, uppishly.

‘All right,’ said the badger. ‘Sorry I spoke, I’m sure. Well, now you’re here, you might as well get it over with. Though I’m not sure it’s not cheating hitting me with that thing.’ And it waved a feeble paw at Malcolm’s aged Renault.

‘Get what over with?’ asked Malcolm.

‘Don’t let’s play games,’ said the badger. ‘You’ve killed me, you needn’t mess me around as well. Take the Ring and the Tarnhelm and piss off.’

‘I don’t follow,’ said Malcolm. ‘What are you talking about?’

The badger jerked violently, and spasms of pain ran through its shattered body. ‘You mean it was an accident?’ it rasped. ‘After nearly a thousand years, it’s a bloody accident. Marvellous!’ The dying animal made a faint gasping noise that might just have been the ghost of laughter.

‘Now you have lost me,’ said Malcolm.

‘I’d better hurry up, then,’ said the badger, with weary resignation in its voice. ‘Unless you want me dying on you, that is, before I can tell you the story. Take that wire gadget off my nose.’

Gingerly, Malcolm stretched out his fingers, fully expecting the beast to snap at them. Badgers’ jaws, he remembered, are immensely strong. But the animal lay still and patient, and he was able to pull the wire net free. At once the badger disappeared, and in its place there lay a huge, grey-haired man, at least seven feet tall, with cruel blue eyes and a long, tangled beard.

‘That’s better,’ he said. ‘I hated being a badger. Fleas.’

‘I’d better get you to a hospital,’ said Malcolm.

‘Don’t bother,’ said the giant. ‘Human medicine wouldn’t work on me anyway. My heart is in my right foot, my spine is made of chalcedony, and my intestines are soluble in aspirin. I’m a Giant, you see. In fact I am - was - the last of the Giants.’

The Giant paused, like a television personality stepping out into the street and waiting for the first stare of recognition.

‘How do you mean, Giant, exactly? You’re very tall, but . . .’

The Giant closed his eyes and moaned softly.

‘Come on,’ said Malcolm, ‘there’s a casualty department in Taunton. We can get there in forty minutes.’

The Giant ignored him. ‘Since you are totally ignorant of even basic theogony,’ he said, ‘I will explain. My name is Ingolf, and I am the last of the Frost-Giants of the Elder Age.’

‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Malcolm instinctively.

‘Are you hell as like. I am the youngest brother of Fasolt and Fafner the castle-builders. Does that ring a bell? No?’

‘No.’

‘You didn’t even see the opera?’ said Ingolf despairingly.

‘I’m afraid I’m not a great fan of opera,’ said Malcolm, ‘so it’s unlikely.’

‘I don’t believe it. Well, let’s not go into all that now. I’ll be dead in about three minutes. When you get home, look up the Ring Cycle in your Boy’s Book of Knowledge. My story starts with the last act of Götterdämmerung. The funeral pyre. Siegfried lying in state. On his belt, the Tarnhelm. On his finger, the Mbelung’s Ring.’ Ingolf paused. ‘Sorry, am I boring you?’

‘No,’ Malcolm said. ‘Go on, please.’

‘Hagen snatches the Ring from Siegfried’s hand as Brunnhilde plunges into the heart of the fire. At once, the Rhine bursts its banks - I’d been warning them about that embankment for years, but would they listen? - and the Rhinedaughters drag Hagen down into the depths of the river and drown him. For no readily apparent reason, Valhalla catches fire. Tableau. The End. Except,’ and Ingolf chuckled hoarsely through his tattered lungs, ‘the stupid tarts dropped the ring while they were drowning Hagen, and guess who was only a few feet away, clinging to a fallen tree, as I recall. Me. Ingolf. Ingolf the Neglected, Ingolf the Patient, Ingolf, Heir to the Ring! So I grabbed it, pulled the Tarnhelm from the ashes of the pyre, and escaped in the confusion. To here, in fact, the Vale of Taunton Deane. Last place God made, but never mind.’

‘Fascinating,’ said Malcolm after a while. ‘That doesn’t explain why you were a badger just now, and why you aren’t one any longer.’

‘Doesn’t it?’ Ingolf groaned again. ‘The Tarnhelm, you ignorant child, is a magic cap made by Mime, the greatest craftsman in history. Whoever wears it can take any shape  or form he chooses, animate or inanimate, man, bird or beast, rock, tree or flower. Or he can be invisible, or transport himself instantaneously from one end of the earth to the other, just by thinking. And this idiot here thought, Who would come looking for a badger? So I turned myself into one and came to this godforsaken spot to hide.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it’s godforsaken, and I’d had about as much of the Gods as I could take. They were after me, you see. In fact, they probably still are. Also the Volsungs. And the Rhinemaidens. And Alberich. The whole bloody lot of them. It hasn’t been easy, I can tell you. Luckily, they’re all so unbelievably stupid. They’ve spent the last thousand odd years searching high and low for a ninety-foot dragon with teeth like standing stones and an enormous tail. Just because my brother Fafner - a pleasant enough chap in his way, but scarcely imaginative - disguised himself as a dragon when he had the perishing thing. I could have told him that a ninety-foot dragon was scarcely inconspicuous, even in the Dawn of the World, but why should I help him? Anyway, I very sensibly became a badger and outsmarted them all.’

‘Hang on,’ said Malcolm, ‘I’m a bit confused. Why did you have to hide?’

‘Because,’ said Ingolf, ‘they wanted the Ring.’

‘So why didn’t you give it to them - whoever they were - and save yourself all the bother?’

‘Whoever owns the ring is the master of the world,’ said Ingolf, gravely.

‘Oh,’ said Malcolm. ‘So you’re . . .’

‘And a fat lot of good it’s done me, you might very well say. Who did you think ruled the world, anyway, the United bloody Nations?’

‘I hadn’t given it much thought, to be honest with you. But if you’re the ruler of the world . . .’

‘I know what you’re thinking. If I’m master of the world, why should I have to hide in a copse in Somerset disguised as a badger?’

‘More or less,’ said Malcolm.

‘Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown,’ said the Giant sagely. ‘Looking back, of course, I sometimes wonder whether it was all worth it. But you will learn by my mistakes. ’

Malcolm furrowed his brow. ‘You mean you’re leaving them all to me?’ he asked. ‘The Ring and the - what did you say it was called?’

‘Tarnhelm. It means helmet of darkness, though why they describe it as a helmet when it’s just a little scrap of wire I couldn’t tell you. Anyway, take them with my blessing, for what that’s worth.’

Ingolf paused to catch his breath.

‘To gain inexhaustible wealth,’ he continued, ‘just breathe on the Ring and rub it gently on your forehead. Go on, try it.’

Ingolf eased the plain gold ring off his finger and passed it to Malcolm, who accepted it rather as one might accept some delicacy made from the unspeakable parts of a rare amphibian at an embassy function. He did as Ingolf told him, and at once found himself knee-deep in gold. Gold cups, gold plates, gold brooches, pins, bracelets, anklets, pectorals, cruets and sauce-boats.

‘Convinced?’ said Ingolf. ‘Or do you want a metallurgist’s report?’

‘I believe you,’ said Malcolm, who was indeed firmly convinced that he was dreaming, and vowed never to eat Stilton cheese late at night again.

‘Leave them,’ said Ingolf. ‘Plenty more where that came from. The Nibelungs make them in the bottomless caverns of Nibelheim, the Kingdom of the Mists. They’ll be glad of the warehouse space.’

‘And the Tarnhelm - that works too, does it?’

Ingolf finally seemed to lose patience. ‘Of course it bloody works,’ he shouted. ‘Put it on and turn yourself into a human being.’

‘Sorry,’ said Malcolm. ‘It’s all been rather a shock.’

‘Finally,’ said Ingolf, ‘cut my arm and lick some of the blood.’

‘I’d rather not,’ said Malcolm, firmly.

‘If you do, you’ll be able to understand the language of the birds.’

‘I don’t particularly want to be able to understand the language of the birds,’ said Malcolm.

‘You’ll understand the language of the birds and like it, my lad,’ said Ingolf severely. ‘Now do as you are told. Use the pin on one of those brooches there.’

The blood tasted foul and was burning hot. For a second, Malcolm’s brain clouded over; then, faintly in the distance, he heard the owl hoot again, and realised to his astonishment that he could understand what it was saying. Not that it was saying anything of any interest, of course.

‘Oh,’ said Malcolm. ‘Oh, well, thank you.’

‘Now then,’ said the Giant. ‘I am about to go on my last journey. Pile up that gold around my head. I must take it with me to pay the ferryman.’

‘I thought it was just a coin on the eyes or something.’

‘Inflation. Also, I’ll take up rather a lot of room on the boat.’ He scowled. ‘Get on with it, will you?’ he said. ‘Or do you want a receipt?’

Malcolm did as he was told. After all, it wasn’t as if it was real gold. Was it?

‘Listen,’ said Ingolf, ‘listen carefully. I am dying now. When I am dead, my body will turn back into the living rock from which Lord Ymir moulded the race of the Frost-Giants when the world was young. Nothing will grow here for a thousand years, and horses will throw their riders when they pass the spot. Pity, really, it’s a main road. Oh, well. Every year, on the anniversary of my death, fresh blood will well up out of the earth and the night air will be filled with uncanny cries. That is the Weird of the Ring-Bearer when his life is done. Be very careful, Malcolm Fisher. There is a curse on the Nibelung’s Ring - the curse of Alberich, which brings all who wear it to a tragic and untimely death. Yet it is fated that when the Middle Age of the world is drawing to a close, a foolish, godlike boy who does not understand the nature of the Ring will break the power of Alberich’s curse and thereby redeem the world. Then the Last Age of the world will begin, the Gods will go down for ever, and all things shall be well.’ Ingolf ’s eyes were closing, his breath was faint, his words scarcely audible. But suddenly he started, and propped himself up on one elbow.

‘Hold on a minute,’ he gasped. ‘A foolish, godlike boy who does not understand . . . who does not understand . . .’ He sank down again, his strength exhausted. ‘Still,’ he said, ‘I was expecting someone rather taller.’

He shuddered for the last time, and was as still as stone. The wind, which had been gathering during his last speech, started to scream, lashing the trees into a frenzy. The Giant was dead; already his shape was unrecognisable as his body turned back into grey stone, right in the middle of the Minehead to Bridgwater trunk road. All around him, Malcolm could hear a confused babble of voices, human  and animal, living and dead, and, like the counterpoint to a vast fugue, the low, rumbling voices of the trees and the rocks. The entire earth was repeating the astonishing news: Ingolf was dead, the world had a new master.

Just then, two enormous ravens flapped slowly and lazily over Malcolm’s head. He stood paralysed with inexplicable fear, but the ravens flew on. The voices died away, the wind dropped, the rain subsided. As soon as he was able to move, Malcolm jumped in his car and drove home as fast as the antiquated and ill-maintained engine would permit him to go. He undressed in the dark and fell into bed, and was soon fast asleep and dreaming a strange and terrible dream, all about being trapped in a crowded lift with no trousers on. Suddenly he woke up and sat bolt upright in the darkness. On his finger was the Ring. Beside his bed, between his watch and his key-chain, was the Tarnhelm. Outside his window, a nightingale was telling another nightingale what it had had for lunch.

‘Oh my God,’ said Malcolm, and went back to sleep.

 



The Oberkasseler Bridge over the Rhine has acquired a sinister reputation in recent years, and the two policemen who were patrolling it knew this only too well. They knew what to look for, and they seldom had to look far in this particular area.

A tall man with long grey hair falling untidily over the collar of his dark blue suit leaned against the parapet eating an ice cream. Although impeccably dressed, he was palpably all wrong, and the two policemen looked at each other with pleasant anticipation.

‘Drugs?’ suggested the first policeman.

‘More like dirty books,’ said the other. ‘If he’s armed, it’s my turn.’

‘It’s always your turn,’ grumbled his companion.

The first policeman shrugged his shoulders. ‘Oh, all right then,’ he said. ‘But I get to drive back to the station.’

But as they approached their prey, they began to feel distinctly uncomfortable. It was not fear but a sort of awe or respect that caused them to hesitate as the tall man turned and stared at them calmly through his one eye. Suddenly, they found that they were having difficulty breathing.

‘Excuse me, sir,’ said the first policeman, gasping slightly, ‘can you tell me the time?’

‘Certainly,’ said the tall man, without looking at his watch, ‘it’s just after half-past eleven.’

The two policemen turned and walked away quickly. As they did so, they both simultaneously looked at their own watches. Twenty-eight minutes to twelve.

‘He must have been looking at the clock,’ said the first policeman.

‘What clock?’ inquired his companion, puzzled.

‘I don’t know. Any bloody clock.’

The tall man turned and gazed down at the brown river for a while. Then he clicked his fingers, and a pair of enormous ravens floated down and landed on either side of him on the parapet. The tall man broke little pieces off the rim of his cornet and flicked them at the two birds as he questioned them.

‘Any luck?’ he asked.

‘What do you think?’ replied the smaller of the two.

‘Keep trying,’ said the tall man calmly. ‘Have you done America today?’

The smaller raven’s beak was full of cornet, so the larger raven, although unused to being the spokesman, said Yes, they had. No luck.

‘We checked America,’ said the smaller raven, ‘and  Africa, and Asia, and Australasia, and Europe. Bugger all, same as always.’

‘Maybe you were looking in the wrong place,’ suggested the tall man.

‘You don’t understand,’ said the smaller raven. ‘It’s like looking for . . .’ the bird racked its brains for a suitably graphic simile ‘. . . for a needle in a haystack,’ it concluded triumphantly.

‘Well,’ said the tall man, ‘I suggest you go and look again. Carefully, this time. My patience is beginning to wear a little thin.’

Suddenly he closed his broad fist around the cornet, crushing it into flakes and dust.

‘You’ve got ice cream all over your hand,’ observed the larger raven.

‘So I have,’ said the tall man. ‘Now get out, and this time concentrate.’

The ravens flapped their broad, drab wings and floated away. Frowning, the tall man clicked the fingers of his clean hand and took out his handkerchief.

‘I’ve got a tissue if you’d rather use it,’ said a nervous-looking thin man who had hurried up to him. The tall man waved it away.

‘How about you?’ he asked the thin man. ‘Done any good?’

‘Nothing. I did Toronto, Lusaka, and Brasilia. Have you ever been to Brasilia? Last place God made. Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean . . .’

‘The more I think about it,’ said the tall man, ignoring this gaffe, ‘the more convinced I am that he’s still in Europe. When Ingolf went to ground, the other continents hadn’t even been discovered.’

The thin man looked puzzled. ‘Ingolf?’ he said. ‘Haven’t you heard?’

The tall man turned his head and fixed him with his one eye. The thin man started to tremble slightly, for he knew that expression well.

‘Ingolf is dead,’ continued the thin man. ‘I thought you’d have known.’

The tall man was silent. Clouds, which had not been there a moment before, passed in front of the sun.

‘I’m only the King of the Gods, nobody ever bothers to tell me anything,’ said the tall man. ‘So?’

‘He died at a quarter to midnight last night, at a place called Ralegh’s Cross in the West of England. He was knocked down by a car, and . . .’

Rain was falling now, hard and straight, but the thin man was sweating. Oddly enough, the tall man wasn’t getting wet.

‘No sign of the Ring,’ said the thin man nervously. ‘Or the helmet. I’ve checked all the usual suspects, but they don’t seem to have heard or seen anything. In fact, they were as surprised as you were. I mean . . .’

Thunder now, and a flicker of distant lightning.

‘I got there as quickly as I could,’ said the thin man, desperately. ‘As soon as I felt the shock. But I was in Brasilia, like I said, and it takes time . . .’

‘All the usual suspects?’

‘All of them. Every one.’

Suddenly, the tall man smiled. The rain stopped, and a rainbow flashed across the sky.

‘I believe you,’ said the tall man, ‘thousands wouldn’t. Right, so if it wasn’t one of the usual suspects, it must have been an outsider, someone we haven’t dealt with before. That should make it all much easier. So start searching.’

‘Anywhere in particular?’

‘Use your bloody imagination,’ growled the tall man,  irritably, and the rainbow promptly faded away. The thin man smiled feebly, and soon was lost to sight among the passers-by. Wotan, the great Sky-God and King of all the Gods, put his handkerchief back in his pocket and gazed up into the sky, where the two enormous ravens were circling.

‘Got all that?’ Wotan murmured.

Thought, the elder and smaller of the two messenger ravens who are the God’s eyes and ears on earth, dipped his wings to show that he had, and Wotan walked slowly away.

‘Like looking for a needle in a haystack,’ repeated Thought, sliding into a convenient thermal. His younger brother, Memory, banked steeply and followed him.

‘This is true,’ replied Memory, ‘definitely.’

‘You know the real trouble with this business?’ said Memory, diving steeply after a large moth.

‘What’s that, then?’

‘Bloody awful industrial relations, that’s what. I mean, take Wotan. Thinks he’s God almighty.’

‘He is, isn’t he?’

Memory hovered for a moment on a gust of air. ‘I never thought of that,’ he said at last.

‘Well, you wouldn’t,’ said Thought, ‘would you?’






CHAPTER TWO


The next morning, Malcolm thought long and hard before waking up, for he had come to recognise over the past quarter of a century that rather less can go wrong if you are asleep.

But the radiant light of a brilliant summer morning, shining in through the window in front of which he had neglected to draw the curtains, chased away all possibility of sleep, and Malcolm was left very much awake, although still rather confused. Such confusion was, however, his normal state of mind. Without it, he would feel rather lost.

Confusion is the only possible result of a lifetime of being asked unanswerable questions by one’s parents and relatives, such as ‘What are we going to do with you?’ or ‘Why can’t you be more like your sister?’ To judge by the frequency with which he encountered it, the latter problem was the truly significant one, to which not even the tremendous intellectual resources of his family had been able to find an answer. Malcolm himself had never made any sort of attempt to solve this problem; that was not his role in life. His role (if he had one, which he sometimes doubted) was to provide a comparison with his elder sister Bridget.  Rather like the control group in the testing process for a new medicine, Malcolm was there to ensure that his parents never took their exceptional daughter for granted. If ever they were misguided enough to doubt or underestimate that glorious creature, one look at Malcolm was enough to remind them how lucky they were, so it was Malcolm’s calling to be a disappointment; he would be failing in his duty as a son and a brother if he was anything else.

When Bridget had married Timothy (a man who perfectly exemplified the old saying that all work and no play makes Jack a management consultant) and gone to turn the rays of her effulgence on Sydney, Australia, it was therefore natural that her parents, lured by the prospect of grandchildren to persecute, should sell all they had and follow her. They had muttered something about Malcolm presumably coming too, but their heart was not really in it; he was no longer needed, now that the lacklustre Timothy could take over the mantle of unworthiness. So Malcolm had decided that he would prefer to stay in England. He disliked bright sunlight, had no great interest in the cinema, opera, tennis or seafood, and didn’t particularly want to go on getting under people’s feet for the rest of his life. He was thus able to add ingratitude and lack of proper filial and brotherly affection to the already impressive list of things that were wrong with him but not with his sister.

After a great deal of enjoyable agonising, Mr and Mrs Fisher decided that Malcolm’s only chance of ever amounting to anything was being made to stand on his own two feet, and allowed him to stay behind. Before they left, however, they went to an extraordinary amount of trouble and effort to find him a boring job and a perfectly horrible flat in a nasty village in the middle of nowhere. So  it was that Malcolm had come to leave his native Derby, a place he had never greatly cared for, and go into the West, almost (but not quite) like King Arthur. Taking with him his good suit, his respectable shirts, his spongebag and his two A-levels, he had made his way to Somerset, where he had been greeted with a degree of enthusiasm usually reserved for the first drop of rain at a Wimbledon final by his parents’ long-suffering contacts, whose tireless efforts had made his new life possible. Malcolm took to the trade of an auctioneer’s clerk like a duck to petrol, found the local dialect almost as inscrutable as the locals found his own slight accent, and settled down, like Kent in King Lear, to shape his old course in a country new.

The fact that he hated and feared his new environment was largely beside the point, for he had been taught long ago that what he thought and felt about any given subject was without question the least important thing in the world. Indeed he had taken this lesson so much to heart that when the Government sent him little pieces of card apparently entitling him to vote in elections, he felt sure that they had intended them for somebody else. He told himself that he would soon get used to it, just as he had always been told that he would grow into the grotesquely outsized garments he was issued with as a child. Although two years had now passed since his arrival in the West Country, the sleeves of his new life, so to speak, still reached down to his fingernails. But that was presumably his fault for not growing. Needless to say, it was a remark of his sister Bridget’s that best summed up his situation; to be precise, a joke she used to make at the age of seven. ‘What is the difference,’ she would ask, ‘between Marmalade [the family cat] and Malcolm?’ When no satisfactory answer could be provided by the admiring adults  assembled to hear the joke, Bridget would smile and say, ‘Daddy isn’t allowed to shout at Marmalade.’

So it seemed rather strange (or counter-intuitive, as his sister would say) that Malcolm should have been chosen by the badger to be the new master of the world. Bridget, yes; she was very good indeed at organising things, and would doubtless make sure that the trains ran on time. But Malcolm - ‘only Malcolm’, as he was affectionately known to his family - that was a mistake, surely. Still, he reflected as he put the Ring back on his finger, since he was surely imagining the whole thing, what did it matter?

Without bothering to get out of bed, he breathed on the Ring and rubbed it on his forehead. At once, countless gold objects materialised in the air and fell heavily all around him, taking him so completely by surprise that all he could think was that this must be what the Americans mean by a shower. Gold cups, gold plates, gold chalices, torques, ashtrays, pipe-racks, cufflinks, bath-taps, and a few shapeless, unformed articles (presumably made by apprentice Nibelungs at evening classes under the general heading of paperweights) tumbled down on all sides, so that Malcolm had to snatch up a broad embossed dish and hold it over his head until the cascade had subsided in order to avoid serious injury.

Gathering the shreds of his incredulity around him, Malcolm tried to tell himself that it probably wasn’t real or solid gold; but that was a hard hypothesis. Only a complete and utter cheapskate would go to the trouble of materialising copper or brass by supernatural means. No, it was real, it was solid, it existed, and it was making the place look like a scrapyard, as his mother would undoubtedly say were she present. Having wriggled out from under the hoard, Malcolm found some cardboard boxes and put it all neatly  away. That alone was hard work. Malcolm shook his head, yawned, and wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, thus accidentally starting off the whole process all over again . . .

‘For Christ’s sake!’ he shouted, as a solid gold ewer missed him by inches, ‘will you stop that?’

The torrent ceased, and Malcolm sat down on the bed.

‘Well, I’m damned,’ he said aloud, as he removed a gold tie-pin that had fallen into his pyjama pocket. ‘Ruler of the world . . .’

Try as he might, he couldn’t get the concept to make sense, so he put it aside. There was also the Tarnhelm to consider. Very, very tentatively, he put it on and stood in front of the mirror. It covered his head - it seemed to have grown in the night, or did it expand and contract automatically to fit its owner? - and was fastened under the chin by a little buckle in the shape of a crouching gnome.

So far as he could remember, all he had to do was think of something he wanted to be, or a place he wanted to go to, and the magic cap did all the rest. As usual when asked to think of something, Malcolm’s mind went completely blank. He stood for a while, perplexed, then recalled that the helmet could also make him invisible. He thought invisible. He was.

It was a strange sensation to look in the mirror and not see oneself, and Malcolm was not sure that he liked it. So he decided to reappear and was profoundly relieved when he saw his reflection in the glass once more. He repeated the process a couple of times, appearing and disappearing like a trafficator, now you see me, now you don’t, and so on. Childish, he said to himself. We must take this thing seriously or else go stark staring mad.

Next, he must try shape-changing proper. He looked  round the room for inspiration, and his eye fell on an old newspaper with a photograph of the Chancellor of the Exchequer on the front page. The thought crossed his mind that his mother had always wanted him to make something of himself, and now if he wanted to, he could be a member of the Cabinet . . .

In the mirror, he caught sight of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, looking perhaps a trifle eccentric in blue pyjamas and a chain-mail cap, but nevertheless unmistakable. Even though he had done his best to prepare his mind for the experience of shape-changing, the shock was terrifying in its intensity. He looked frantically round the room to see if he could see himself anywhere, but no sign. He had actually changed shape.

He forced himself to look at the reflection in the mirror, and it occurred to him that if he was going to do this sort of thing at all, he might as well do it properly. He concentrated his mind and thought of the Chancellor in his customary dark grey suit. At once, the reflection changed, and now the only jarring note was the chain-mail cap. That might well be a problem if it insisted on remaining visible all the time. He could wear a hat over it, he supposed, but that would be tricky indoors, and so few people wore hats these days. Malcolm thought how nice it would be if the cap could make itself invisible. At once, it disappeared, giving an excellent view of the Chancellor’s thinning grey hair. So the thing worked. Nevertheless, he reflected, it would be necessary to think with unaccustomed precision when using it.

Once he had overcome his initial fear of the Tarnhelm, Malcolm set about testing it thoroughly. Had anyone been sufficiently inquisitive, or sufficiently interested in Malcolm Fisher, to be spying on him with a pair of binoculars, they  would have seen him change himself into the entire Cabinet, the King of Swaziland, Theseus, and Winston Churchill, all in under a minute. But it then occurred to him that he need not restrict himself to specific people. The only piece of equipment with similar potential he had ever encountered was a word-processor, and there was not even a manual he could consult. How would it be if the Tarnhelm could do Types?

‘Make me,’ he said aloud, ‘as handsome as it is possible to be.’

He closed his eyes, not daring to look, then opened his right eye slowly. Then his left eye, rather more quickly. The result was pleasing, to say the least. For some reason best known to itself, the Tarnhelm had chosen to clothe this paradigm in some barbaric costume from an earlier era - probably to show the magnificent chest and shoulders off to their best advantage. But England is a cold place, even in what is supposed to be summer . . . ‘Try that in a cream suit,’ he suggested, ‘and rather shorter hair. And lose the beard.’

He stood for a while and stared. The strange thing was that he felt completely comfortable with this remarkable new shape; in fact, he could not remember exactly what he actually looked like, himself, in propria persona. The first time he had ever been aware of his own appearance (so far as he could recall) was when he appeared in a school nativity play, typecast as Eighth Shepherd, at the age of five. He had had to stand in front of a mirror to do up his cloak, and had suddenly realised that the rather ordinary child in the glass was himself. Quite naturally, he had burst out crying, refusing to be comforted, so that the Second King had had to go on for him and say his one line (which was, he seemed to recall, ‘Oh look!’).

‘I’ll take it,’ he said to the mirror, and nodded his head to make the reflection agree with him. He then hurried through every permutation of clothes and accessories, just to make sure. There was no doubt about it; the Tarnhelm had very good taste. ‘We’ll call that one Richard’ (he had always wanted to be called Richard). He resumed his own shape (which came as a bitter disappointment) then said ‘Richard’, firmly. At once, the Most Handsome Man reappeared in the mirror, which proved that the Tarnhelm had a memory, like a pocket calculator.

‘How about,’ he said diffidently, ‘the most beautiful  woman in the world? Just for fun,’ he added quickly.

Contrary to all his expectations, the Tarnhelm did as it was told, and the mirror was filled with a vision of exquisite loveliness, so that it took Malcolm some time to realise that it was him. In fact the extraordinary thing was that all this seemed perfectly natural. Why shouldn’t he be what he wanted to be, and to hell with the laws of physics?

The next stage was to test the cap’s travel mode. Ingolf had told him that he could enjoy instantaneous and unlimited travel, and although this sounded rather like a prize in a game show or an advertisement for a season ticket, he was fully prepared to believe that it was possible. If he was going out, however, he ought to get dressed, for he was still in his pyjamas. He looked around for some clean socks, then remembered that it wasn’t necessary. He could simply think himself dressed, and no need to worry about clean shirts. In fact, he could now have that rather nice cashmere sweater he had seen in that shop in Bridgwater, and no problem about getting one in his size, either.

For his first journey it would be advisable not to be too ambitious, just in case there were complications. ‘The bathroom,’ he thought, and there he was. No sensation of  rushing through the air or dissolving particle by particle; he was just there. Rather a disappointment, for Malcolm enjoyed travel, and it is better to travel hopefully than to arrive (or at least that had always been his experience). ‘The High Street,’ he commanded.

It was cold out in the street, and he had to call for an overcoat, which came at once, slipping imperceptibly over his shoulders and doing up its buttons of its own accord. ‘Back,’ he thought, and he was sitting on his bed once again. Suddenly, this too seemed intensely real, and it was the ease with which he managed it that made it seem so, no difficulty, as one might expect from a conjuring-trick or a sleight of hand. He transformed himself and travelled through space as easily as he moved the fingers of his hand, and by exactly the same process; he willed it to happen and it happened. In the same way, it seemed to lose its enchantment. Just because one is able to move one’s arms simply by wanting to, it does not follow that one continually does so just for the fun of it. He felt somehow disillusioned, and had to make a conscious effort to continue with the experiment.
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