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THE WONDERS TO BEHOLD


Mike Ashley


It was a dark and stormy night. Deep in the forest, just within earshot of the Walderslade bypass, a young, virile but careworn man sat hunched over a pile of manuscripts.


“Now, what have we here?” he muttered to himself as the winds battered against his window and the trees formed eerie tracery against the scudding clouds. He began to leaf through the stories in front of him, recalling their pleasures.


“Ah, yes, the intelligent alien banana turned detective, the teddy-bear pirates, the computerized shoes, the high-energy trousers that threaten the universe, the Neighbourhood Watch and the forces of Beelzebub, the missionary who underestimates an aboriginal ritual, the talking moose head . . .”


Hang on, hang on. What’s all this?


“Ssshh – don’t interrupt.”


What are you doing?


“Go away. You’ll spoil everything.”


You’re not doing another of your Introductions, are you?


“Of course not. This is the story of a forgotten genius and his great works.”


Forgotten genius! What’s this: “young . . . virile!”


“Be quiet. You’ll ruin it.”


Look, we had all this out last time. No one reads Introductions. I bet they’re already halfway through the book. They can find out what everything’s about themselves.


“No, no, I must reveal what wonders lie before them. All the hard work that went into the book. That there are eight brand new stories and some very rare reprints. And about the politically incorrect bits . . .”


Ah, that sounds good. I must look out for those.


“. . . and the significance of the title.”


Why, what have you called it this time? The Enormous Book of Strenuously Comic Fantasy? The Huge Book of Rib-tickling Fantastica?


“No I haven’t. It’s now become a standard title.”


A what?


“Look, never mind. Go away and let me explain everything properly.”


You don’t need to explain everything. It spoils the magic.


“That’s true, I don’t want to spoil the magic. But there’s still so much I want to say.”


Why not save it for those story blurbs you write?


“No, no, I’m not doing story notes here, because I want the stories to flow together. I’ve arranged them so that they’re kind-of connected.”


Really?


“Well, sort of.”


That’s good. So there’s even less of your ramblings.


“No. I’ve done a note on contributors at the back of the book.”


Good, say what you want there. Now can we get on with it?


“Well, yes, I suppose so.”


At last. Take it away, Neil. Get this show on the road.


Mike Ashley
February 2005




FORBIDDEN BRIDES OF THE FACELESS SLAVES IN THE NAMELESS HOUSE OF THE NIGHT OF DREAD DESIRE


Neil Gaiman


I


Somewhere in the night, someone was writing.


II


Her feet scrunched the gravel as she ran, wildly, up the tree-lined drive, Her heart was pounding in her chest, her lungs felt as if they were bursting, heaving breath after breath of the cold night air. Her eyes fixed on the house ahead, the single light in the topmost room drawing her toward it like a moth to a candle flame. Above her, and away in the deep forest behind the house, night-things whooped and skrarked. From the road behind her, she heard something scream, briefly – a small animal, that had been the victim of some beast of prey, she hoped, but could not be certain.


She ran as if the legions of hell were close on her heels, and spared not even a glance behind her until she reached the porch of the old mansion. In the moon’s pale light the white pillars seemed skeletal, like the bones of great beast. She clung to the wooden doorframe, gulping air, staring back down the long driveway, as if she were waiting for something, and then she rapped on the door – timorously at first, and then harder. The rapping echoed through the house. She imagined, from the echo that came back to her that, far away, someone was knocking on another door. muffled and dead.


“Please!” she called. “If there’s someone here – anyone – please let me in. I beseech you. I implore you.” Her voice sounded strange to her ears.


The flickering light in the topmost room faded and vanished, to reappear in successive descending windows. One person, then, with a candle. The light vanished into the depths of the house. She tried to catch her breath. It seemed like an age passed before she heard footsteps on the other side of the door, and spied a chink of candle-light through a crack in the ill-fitting doorframe.


“Hello?” she said.


The voice, when it spoke, was dry as old bone – a desiccated voice, redolent of crackling parchment and musty grave-hangings. “Who calls?” it said, “Who knocks? Who calls, on this night of all nights?”


The voice gave her no comfort. She looked out at the night that enveloped the house, then pulled herself straight, tossed her raven locks, and said, in a voice that, she hoped, betrayed no fear, “’Tis I, Amelia Earnshawe, recently orphaned and now on my way to take up a position as a governess to the two small children – a boy, and a girl – of Lord Falconmere, whose cruel glances I found, during our interview in his London residence, both repellent and fascinating, but whose aquiline face haunts my dreams.”


“And what do you do here, then, at this house, on this night of all nights? Falconmere Castle lies a good twenty leagues on from here, on the other side of the moors.”


“The coachman – an ill-natured fellow, and a mute, or so he pretended to be, for he formed no words, but made his wishes known only by grunts and gobblings – reined in his team a mile or so back down the road, or so I judge, and then he shewed me by gestures that he would go no further, and that I was to alight. When I did refuse to do so, he pushed me roughly from the carriage to the cold earth, then, whipping the poor horses into a frenzy, he clattered off the way he had come, taking my several bags and my trunk with him. I called after him, but he did not return, and it seemed to me that a deeper darkness stirred in the forest gloom behind me. I saw the light in your window and I . . . I . . .” She was able to keep up her pretence of bravery no longer, and she began to sob.


“Your father,” came the voice from the other side of the door. “Would he have been the Honourable Hubert Earnshawe?”


Amelia choked back her tears. “Yes. Yes, he was.”


“And you – you say you are an orphan?”


She thought of her father, of his tweed jacket, as the maelstrom seized him, and whipped him onto the rocks and away from her forever.


“He died trying to save my mother’s life. They both were drowned.”


She heard the dull chunking of a key being turned in a lock, then twin booms as iron bolts were drawn back. “Welcome, then, Miss Amelia Earnshawe. Welcome to your inheritance, in this house without a name. Aye, welcome – on this night, of all nights.” The door opened.


The man held a black tallow candle; its flickering flame illuminated his face from below, giving it an unearthly and eldritch appearance. He could have been a Jack O’Lantern, she thought, or a particularly elderly axe-murderer.


He gestured for her to come in.


“Why do you keep saying that?” she asked.


“Why do I keep saying what?”


“On this night of all nights. You’ve said it three times so far.”


He simply stared at her for a moment. Then he beckoned again, with one bone-coloured finger. As she entered, he thrust the candle close to her face, and stared at her with eyes that were not truly mad, but were still far from sane. He seemed to be examining her, and eventually he grunted, and nodded. “This way,” was all he said.


She followed him down a long corridor. The candle-flame threw fantastic shadows about the two of them, and in its light the grandfather clock and the spindly chairs and table danced and capered. The old man fumbled with his keychain, and unlocked a door in the wall, beneath the stairs. A smell came from the darkness beyond, of must and dust and abandonment.


“Where are we going?” she asked.


He nodded, as if he had not understood her. Then he said, “There are some as are what they are. And there are some as aren’t what they seem to be. And there are some as only seem to be what they seem to be. Mark my words, and mark them well, Hubert Earnshawe’s daughter. Do you understand me?”


She shook her head. He began to walk, and did not look back.


She followed the old man down the stairs.


III


Far away and far along the young man slammed his quill down upon the manuscript, spattering sepia ink across the ream of paper and the polished table.


“It’s no good,” he said despondently. He dabbed at a circle of ink he had just made on the table with a delicate forefinger, smearing the teak a darker brown, then, unthinking, he rubbed the finger against the bridge of his nose. It left a dark smudge.


“No, sir?” The butler had entered almost soundlessly.


“It’s happening again, Toombes. Humour creeps in. Self-parody whispers at the edges of things. I find myself guying literary convention and sending up both myself and the whole scrivening profession.”


The butler gazed unblinking at his young master. “I believe humour is very highly thought of in certain circles, sir.”


The young man rested his head in his hands, rubbing his forehead pensively with his fingertips. He sighed. “That’s not the point, Toombes. I’m trying to create a slice of life here, an accurate representation of the world as it is, and of the human condition. Instead, I find myself indulging, as I write, in schoolboy parody of the foibles of my fellows. I make little jokes.” He had smeared ink all over his face. “Very little.”


From the forbidden room at the top of the house an eerie, ululating cry rang out, echoing through the house. The young man sighed. “You had better feed Aunt Agatha, Toombes.”


“Very good, sir.”


The young man picked up the quill pen and idly scratched his ear with the tip.


Behind him, in a bad light, hung the portrait of his great-great grandfather. The painted eyes had been cut out most carefully, long ago, and now real eyes stared out of the canvas face, looking down at the writer. The eyes glinted a tawny gold. If the young man had turned around, and remarked upon them, he might have thought them the golden eyes of some great cat or of some misshapen bird of prey, were such a thing possible. These were not eyes that belonged in any human head. But the young man did not turn. Instead, oblivious, he reached for a new sheet of paper, dipped his quill into the glass inkwell, and commenced to write:


IV


“Aye . . .” said the old man, putting down the black tallow candle on the silent harmonium. “He is our master, and we are his slaves, though we pretend to ourselves that it is not so. But when the time is right, then he demands what he craves, and it is our duty and our compulsion to provide him with . . .” he shuddered, and drew a breath. Then he said only, “. . . with what he needs.”


The bat wing curtains shook and fluttered in the glassless casement as the storm drew closer. Amelia clutched the lace handkerchief to her breast, her father’s monogram upwards. “And the gate?” she asked, in a whisper.


“It was locked in your ancestor’s time, and he charged, before he vanished, that it should always remain so. But there are still tunnels, folk do say, that link the old crypt with the burial grounds.”


“And Sir Frederick’s first wife . . .?”


He shook his head, sadly. “Hopelessly insane, and but a mediocre harpsichord player. He put it about that she was dead, and perhaps some believed him.”


She repeated his last four words to herself. Then she looked up at him, a new resolve in her eyes.


“And for myself? Now I have learned why I am here, what do you advise me to do?”


He peered around the empty hall. Then he said, urgently, “Fly from here, Miss Earnshawe. Fly while there is still time. Fly for your life, fly for your immortal aagh.”


“My what?” she asked, but even as the words escaped her crimson lips the old man crumpled to the floor. A silver crossbow quarrel protruded from the back of his head.


“He is dead,” she said, in shocked wonderment.


“Aye,” affirmed a cruel voice from the far end of the hall. “But he was dead before this day, girl. And I do think that he has been dead a monstrous long time.”


Under her shocked gaze, the body began to putresce. The flesh dripped and rotted and liquefied, the bones revealed crumbled and oozed, until there was nothing but a stinking mass of foetor where once there had been a man.


Amelia squatted beside it, then dipped her fingertip into the noxious stuff. She licked her finger with her tongue, and she made a face. “You would appear to be right, sir, whoever you are,” she said. “I would estimate that he has been dead for the better part of a hundred years.”


V


“I am endeavouring,” said the young man to the chambermaid, “to write a novel that reflects life as it is, mirrors it down to the finest degree. Yet as I write it turns to dross and gross mockery. What should I do? Eh, Ethel? What should I do?”


“I’m sure I don’t know, sir,” said the chambermaid, who was pretty and young, and had come to the great house in mysterious circumstances several weeks earlier. She gave the bellows several more squeezes, making the heart of the fire glow an orange-white. “Will that be all?”


“Yes. No. Yes,” he said. “You may go, Ethel.”


The girl picked up the now-empty coal-scuttle and walked at a steady pace across the drawing room.


The young man made no move to return to his writing-desk; instead he stood in thought by the fireplace, staring at the human skull on the mantel, at the twin crossed swords that hung above it upon the wall. The fire crackled and spat as a lump of coal broke in half.


Footsteps, close behind him. The young man turned. “You?”


The man facing him was almost his double – the white streak in the auburn hair proclaimed them of the same blood, if any proof were needed. The stranger’s eyes were dark and wild, his mouth petulant yet oddly firm.


“Yes – I! I, your elder brother, whom you thought dead these many years. But I am not dead – or perhaps, I am no longer dead – and I have come back – aye, come back from ways that are best left untravelled – to claim what is truly mine.”


The young man’s eyebrows raised. “I see. Well, obviously all this is yours – if you can prove that you are who you say you are.”


“Proof? I need no proof. I claim birth-right, and blood-right – and death-right!” So saying, he pulled both the swords down from above the fireplace, and passed one, hilt first, to his younger brother. “Now guard you, my brother – and may the best man win.”


Steel flashed in the firelight and kissed and clashed and kissed again in an intricate dance of thrust and parry. At times it seemed no more than a dainty minuet, or a courtly and deliberate ritual, while at other times it seemed pure savagery, a wildness that moved faster than the eye could easily follow. Around and around the room they went, and up the steps to the mezzanine, and down the steps to the main hall. They swung from drapes and from chandeliers. They leapt up on tables and down again.


The older brother obviously was more experienced, and, perhaps, was a better swordsman, but the younger man was fresher and he fought like a man possessed, forcing his opponent back and back and back to the roaring fire itself. The older brother reached out with his left hand and grasped the poker. He swung it wildly at the younger, who ducked, and, in one elegant motion, ran his brother through.


“I am done for. I am a dead man.”


The younger brother nodded his ink-stained face.


“Perhaps it is better this way. Truly, I did not want the house, or the lands. All I wanted, I think, was peace.” He lay there, bleeding crimson onto the grey flagstone. “Brother? Take my hand.”


The young man knelt, and clasped a hand that already, it seemed to him, was becoming cold.


“Before I go into that night that none can follow, there are things I must tell you. Firstly, with my death, I truly believe the curse is lifted from our line. The second . . .” His breath now came in a bubbling wheeze, and he was having difficulty speaking. “The second . . . is . . . the . . . the thing in the abyss . . . beware the cellars . . . the rats . . . the – it follows!”


And with this his head lolled on the stone, and his eyes rolled back and saw nothing, ever again.


Outside the house, the raven cawed thrice. Inside, strange music had begun to skirl up from the crypt, signifying that, for some, the wake had already started.


The younger brother, once more, he hoped, the rightful possessor of his title, picked up a bell and rang for a servant. Toombes the butler was there in the doorway before the last ring had died away.


“Remove this,” said the young man. “But treat it well. He died to redeem himself. Perhaps to redeem us both.”


Toombes said nothing, merely nodded to show that he had understood.


The young man walked out of the drawing room. He entered the Hall of Mirrors – a hall from which all the mirrors had carefully been removed, leaving irregularly-shaped patches on the paneled walls, and, believing himself alone, he began to muse aloud.


“This is precisely what I was talking about,” he said. “Had such a thing happened in one of my tales – and such things happen all the time – I would have felt myself constrained to guy it unmercifully.” He slammed a fist against a wall, where once a hexagonal mirror had hung. “What is wrong with me? Wherefore this flaw?”


Strange scuttling things gibbered and cheetled in the black drapes at the end of the room, and high in the gloomy oak beams, and behind the wainscoting, but they made no answer. He had expected none.


He walked up the grand staircase, and along a darkened hall, to enter his study. Someone, he suspected, had been tampering with his papers. He suspected that he would find out who later that evening, after the Gathering.


He sat down at his desk, dipped his quill pen once more, and continued to write.


VI


Outside the room the ghoul-lords howled with frustration and hunger, and they threw themselves against the door in their ravenous fury, but the locks were stout, and Amelia had every hope that they would hold.


What had the wood-cutter said to her? His words came back to her then, in her time of need, as if he were standing close to her, his manly frame mere inches from her feminine curves, the very scent of his honest labouring body surrounding her like the headiest perfume, and she heard his words as if he were, that moment, whispering them in her ear. “I was not always in the state you see me in now, lassie,” he had told her. “Once I had another name, and a destiny unconnected to the hewing of cords of firewood from fallen trees. But know you this – in the escritoire, there is a secret compartment, or so my great uncle claimed, when he was in his cups . . .”


The escritoire! Of course!


She rushed to the old writing desk. At first she could find no trace of a secret compartment. She pulled out the drawers, one after another, and then perceived that one of them was much shorter than the rest, which seeing she forced her white hand into the space where the drawer had been, and found, at the back, a button. Frantically, she pressed it. Something opened, and she put her hand on a tightly rolled paper scroll.


Amelia withdrew her hand. The scroll was tied with a dusty black ribbon, and with fumbling fingers she untied the knot, and opened the paper. Then she read, trying to make sense of the antiquated handwriting, of the ancient words. As she did so, a ghastly pallor suffused her handsome face, and even her violet eyes seemed clouded and distracted.


The knockings and the scratchings redoubled. In but a short time they would burst through, she had no doubt. No door could hold them forever. They would burst through, and she would be their prey. Unless, unless . . .


“Stop!” she called, her voice trembling. “I abjure you, every one of you, and thee most of all, oh Prince of Carrion. In the name of the ancient compact, between thy people and mine.”


The sounds stopped. It seemed to the girl that there was shock in that silence Finally, a cracked voice said, “The compact?” and a dozen voices, as ghastly again, whispered “The compact,” in a susurrus of unearthly sound.


“Aye!” called Amelia Earnshawe, her voice no longer unsteady. “The compact.”


For the scroll, the long-hidden scroll, had been the compact – the dread agreement between the Lords of the House, and the denizens of the crypt in ages past. It had described and enumerated the nightmarish rituals that had chained them one to another over the centuries – rituals of blood, and of salt, and more.


“If you have read the compact,” said a deep voice from beyond the door, “then you know what we need, Hubert Earnshawe’s daughter.”


“Brides,” she said, simply.


“The brides!” came the whisper from beyond the door, and it redoubled and resounded until it seemed to her that the very house itself throbbed and echoed to the beat of those words – two syllables invested with longing, and with love, and with hunger.


Amelia bit her lip. “Aye. The brides. I will bring thee brides. I shall bring brides for all.”


She spoke quietly, but they heard her, for there was only silence, a deep and velvet silence, on the other side of the door.


And then one ghoul-voice hissed, “Yes, and do you think we could get her to throw in a side-order of those little bread-roll things?”


VII


Hot tears stung the young man’s eyes. He pushed the papers from him, and flung the quill pen across the room. It spattered its inky load over the bust of his great-great-great grandfather, the brown ink soiling the patient white marble. The occupant of the bust, a large and mournful raven, startled, nearly fell off, and only kept its place by dint of flapping its wings, several times. It turned, then, in an awkward step and hop, to stare with one black bead eye at the young man.


“Oh, this is intolerable!” exclaimed the young man. He was pale and trembling. “I cannot do it, and I shall never do it. I swear now, by . . .” and he hesitated, casting his mind around for a suitable curse from the extensive family archives.


The raven looked unimpressed. “Before you start cursing, and probably dragging peacefully dead and respectable ancestors back from their well-earned graves, just answer me one question.” The voice of the bird was like stone striking against stone.


The young man said nothing, at first. It is not unknown for ravens to talk, but this one had not done so before, and he had not been expecting it to. “Certainly. Ask your question.”


The raven tipped its head onto one side. “Do you like writing that stuff?”


“Like?”


“That life-as-it-is-stuff you do. I’ve looked over your shoulder sometimes. I’ve even read a little here and there. Do you enjoy writing it?”


The young man looked down at the bird. “It’s literature,” he explained, as if to a child. “Real literature. Real life. The real world. It’s an artist’s job to show people the world they live in. We hold up mirrors.”


Outside the room lightning clove the sky. The young man glanced out of the window: a jagged streak of blinding fire created warped and ominous silhouettes from the bony trees and the ruined abbey on the hill.


The raven cleared its throat.


“I said, do you enjoy it?”


The young man looked at the bird, then he looked away and, wordlessly, he shook his head.


“That’s why you keep trying to pull it apart,” said the bird. “It’s not the satirist in you that makes you lampoon the commonplace and the humdrum. Merely boredom with the way things are. D’you see?” It paused to preen a stray wingfeather back into place with its beak. Then it looked up at him once more. “Have you ever thought of writing fantasy?” it asked.


The young man laughed. “Fantasy? Listen, I write literature. Fantasy isn’t life. Esoteric dreams, written by a minority for a minority, it’s –”


“What you’d be writing if you knew what was good for you.”


“I’m a classicist,” said the young man. He reached out his hand to a shelf of the classics – Udolpho, The Castle of Otranto, The Saragossa Manuscript, The Monk and the rest of them. “It’s literature.”


“Nevermore,” said the raven. It was the last word the young man ever heard it speak. It hopped from the bust, spread its wings and glided out of the study door into the waiting darkness.


The young man shivered. He rolled the stock themes of fantasy over in his mind: cars and stockbrokers and commuters, housewives and police, agony columns and commercials for soap, income tax and cheap restaurants, magazines and credit cards and streetlights and computers . . .


“It is escapism, true,” he said, aloud. “But is not the highest impulse in mankind the urge towards freedom, the drive to escape?”


The young man returned to his desk, and he gathered together the pages of his unfinished novel, and dropped them, unceremoniously, in the bottom drawer, amongst the yellowing maps and cryptic testaments and the documents signed in blood. The dust, disturbed, made him cough.


He took up a fresh quill; sliced at its tip with his pen-knife. In five deft strokes and cuts he had a pen. He dipped the tip of it into the glass inkwell. Once more he began to write:


VIII


Amelia Earnshawe placed the slices of wholewheat bread into the toaster and pushed it down. She set the timer to dark brown, just as George liked it. Amelia preferred her toast barely singed. She liked white bread, as well, even if it didn’t have the vitamins. She hadn’t eaten white bread for a decade now.


At the breakfast table, George read his paper. He did not look up. He never looked up.


I hate him, she thought, and simply putting the emotion into words surprised her. She said it again in her head. I hate him. It was like a song. I hate him for his toast, and for his bald head, and for the way he chases the office crumpet – girls barely out of school who laugh at him behind his back, and for the way he ignores me whenever he doesn’t want to be bothered with me, and for the way he says “What, love?” when I ask him a simple question, as if he’s long ago forgotten my name. As if he’s forgotten that I even have a name.


“Scrambled or boiled?” she said aloud.


“What, love?”


George Earnshawe regarded his wife with fond affection, and would have found her hatred of him astonishing. He thought of her in the same way, and with the same emotions, that he thought of anything which had been in the house for ten years and still worked well. The television, for example. Or the lawnmower. He thought it was love.


“You know, we ought to go on one of those marches,” he said, tapping the newspaper’s editorial. “Show we’re committed. Eh, love?”


The toaster made a noise to show that it was done. Only one dark brown slice had popped up. She took a knife and fished out the torn second slice with it. The toaster had been a wedding present from her Uncle John. Soon she’d have to buy another, or start cooking toast under the grill, the way her mother had done.


“George? Do you want your eggs scrambled or boiled?” she asked, very quietly, and there was something in her voice that made him look up.


“Any way you like it, love,” he said amiably, and could not for the life of him, as he told everyone in the office later that morning, understand why she simply stood there holding her slice of toast, or why she started to cry.


IX


The quill pen went scritch scritch across the paper, and the young man was engrossed in what he was doing. His face was strangely content, and a smile flickered between his eyes and his lips.


He was rapt.


Things scratched and scuttled in the wainscot but he hardly heard them.


High in her attic room Aunt Agatha howled and yowled and rattled her chains. A weird cachinnation came from the ruined abbey: it rent the night air, ascending into a peal of manic glee. In the dark woods beyond the great house, shapeless figures shuffled and loped, and raven-locked young women fled from them in fear.


“Swear!” said Toombes the butler, down in the butler’s pantry, to the brave girl who was passing herself off as chambermaid. “Swear to me, Ethel, on your life, that you’ll never reveal a word of what I tell you to a living soul . . .”


There were faces at the windows and words written in blood; deep in the crypt a lonely ghoul crunched on something that might once have been alive; forked lightning slashed the ebony night; the faceless were walking; all was right with the world.




THE BLUE MAGNOLIA


Tony Ballantyne


Bogart stands before the bar, Hepburn is serving drinks. Cary Grant sits in a chair nearby.


“You’ve got to choose,” says Grant, his eyes hard.


“I can’t! Not now!” says Hepburn, shaking her head in despair. Bogart lifts the shot glass to his lips and knocks his whisky back in one. You can tell by his stance that he resigned himself to this moment long ago. He pulls back his sleeve as if to look at his watch, but his eyes never leave Hepburn’s. Hepburn’s dark, wide eyes, filling with tears.


“Hell. Is that the time?” he murmurs. “I’ve got to catch my plane.”


He turns to leave. Hepburn calls after him.


“No! Wait! We must . . .”


Bogart stops at the door, by the hatstand.


“Damn. Can’t find my hat.”


We can see it hanging there next to him.


“We’ll mail it,” says Grant. He’s looking at the floor. Ashamed.


“Don’t go like this! I . . . I can explain!” says Hepburn.


“No need. Why explain things to a man who’s not there?” He looks into the distance and speaks reflectively.


“I guess a man who lives his life alone is never really a part of the world.”


He closes the door gently as he leaves. Close up on the hat, Hepburn’s gift to him in happier times, from their trip to Majorca. The music swells in the background.


Recognise it? It’s a scene from The Blue Magnolia. Once upon a time it was a classic film. And I mean a real classic, one of the top ten all-time greatest, not one of these modern hypedriven instant classic features that leave you feeling you’ve spent the last two hours sitting in a bath of electric jelly watching a strobe light in an echo chamber.


No. A Classic with a capital “C”.


It can’t be called that now, of course. Now it’s just a cheap piece of tawdry entertainment, something designed to appeal to the lowest common denominator as any modern 3D flick. And whose fault is that?


I write this as a confession. I must hold up my hand and accept the blame. I destroyed The Blue Magnolia.


The fault was mine.


Hepburn is laughing as she hands Bogart the hat.


“Think of me when you wear it,” she says. He puts it on and adjusts to a slight tilt. For the first time, his face splits into a smile and Hepburn flings her arms around him in delight. Laughing they walk through the hot dusty streets of Majorca.


Suzie, the salesperson, was wearing a smart red leather suit that creaked and squeaked as the zoom train rocked back and forth in its tube. She was watching The Blue Magnolia with me, an attentive smile on her face as the characters moved through their roles on the carpeted back of the seats before us. I’d called the shop from the office, later that day and they had retroactively arranged for her to board the train with me as I set out for work that morning. Now she turned to face me and pushed a strand of blonde hair away from her face.


“I’ve never seen this before. It’s a good film.”


Her leather suit creaked as she spoke.


“A classic,” I said. “So, can you help me?”


“No problem. You don’t even need one of the expensive models. An entry-level machine should meet your needs. I’ve got one here.”


Suzie pulled a blue crackly box from the pocket of her red leather jacket. I looked at it in astonishment.


“Is that a time machine?” I whispered.


“After a fashion,” she replied. “You press the button and think about what you want to be until the light comes on.”


The train jolted and she swayed closer to me for a moment. She smelt of perfume and leather.


I reached across and took the machine carefully in my hand. Its touch on my hand was like the feel of a fizzy drink in the mouth. I made to press the button and she held out one hand.


“Payment first,” she said. “Do you permit withdrawal of the funds from your account?”


“I do,” I replied, and then pressed the button and thought about what I wanted to be. A red light came on.


“But nothing’s happened!” I said. All around me was the same soft cream leather of the swaying zoom tube, the same early morning commuters, the same flicker of movement behind the windows. Suzie gave a delightful smile.


“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Nobody ever remembers the trip.”


It worked: I saw the proof on channel 36B that night. I was just having a drink to congratulate myself when the phone went. My stomach sank when I heard the voice at the other end.


“Oh. Anderson. It’s you,” I said.


Anderson’s voice was full of easy enthusiasm


“Hey, Calverley, I saw you! What a brilliant idea!”


“I don’t know what you mean,” I lied.


“Oh, don’t be so modest! Channel 36B. The Blue Magnolia. The back of the bar in the classic “hat” scene. You were just sitting there taking a drink. It was brilliant. Didn’t I say it was brilliant, dear?”


“You did, dear,” said a voice in the background. I shuddered as I recognised the tones of Emerald Rainbow, Anderson’s wife. I gave a cautious reply.


“I’m pleased you liked it, Anderson.”


“How did you think of it?” he said, a little too quickly.


“Well . . .” I began, but he interrupted me. Anderson never gives you time to answer his questions.


“Never mind. We think it’s such a good idea we’re going to join you. Me and Emerald Rainbow.”


“No! Anderson, it’s a quiet bar. The essence of that scene is we are all, as human beings, alone. You join me at that table, you’ll crowd it, you’ll ruin the effect.”


There was a pause. I heard Anderson and Emerald Rainbow whispering together. They seemed to reach a conclusion. Anderson came back on the line.


“You know, Calverley, Emerald thinks you have a point. We’ll have to think about this, but quickly. We’ve already booked a time machine for tomorrow morning. They’re showing The Blue Magnolia tomorrow at thirty-five hours. Watch it! We’ll be there.”


“Anderson. No, wait!”


There was a note of panic in my voice, but it was too late. Anderson had already hung up. I slumped forward in my chair, my head in my hands at the enormity of what I’d done. Nobody is more convinced of Anderson’s talent than Anderson. He thinks he has discerning taste in movies. Odd that it never expresses itself until he’s read the reviews.


The next night I was in the entertainment tank half an hour before the movie. Just me, half a bottle of Irish whiskey, a block of feta cheese, some black olives and a terrible sense of foreboding. I ate the cheese and spat the olive stones into a little glass dish that danced in the reflected flicker of the projectors. The film started at thirty-five. I was tense, sipping at the whisky and refilling my glass. Sipping and refilling. The movie progressed normally and I relaxed. Maybe Anderson had changed his mind. His fads seldom lasted. Maybe it would be okay.


I should have known better.


The movie came to the Hat scene. Bogart and Hepburn were standing at the bar, gazing at each other. Cary Grant speaks softly from his chair.


“You’ve got to choose.”


The camera pans slowly around the room, taking in Grant, Hepburn and Bogart. If you look carefully you can see me sitting alone at a table in the background, sipping whisky and looking kind of world weary. The camera pans back to Grant and then across to Anderson and his wife. Anderson is drinking a cocktail with umbrellas in it. Both of them are grinning at the camera.


The phone started ringing. My eyes still glued to the screen, I snatched up the receiver in anger. There could be no doubt who it was.


“Anderson!” I shouted.


“Can you see us? There, on the table in the middle! Do you see us? Subtle, don’t you think?”


“Subtle? Anderson, you . . . you moron!”


Thinking back, this was unfair. It actually was quite subtle for Anderson. There was a pause. When he spoke again he sounded hurt and indignant.


“You’re just jealous. Emerald Rainbow thought the cocktail was a great touch.” Emerald Rainbow would. “Don’t you think so? It had blue curacao in it.”


“Because the film is called The Blue Magnolia!” called Emerald Rainbow in the background.


I found myself speechless. My mouth moved silently as Anderson resumed speaking.


“They’re showing it again tomorrow on 5B at twenty-six hours. Look out for us.”


He hung up before I could speak. The door announced there was someone outside. I answered it to find Suzie, the woman from Timex-Swatch standing there, holding out the blue crackly box.


“You phoned me, fifteen minutes from now,” she explained. “You know how it works, don’t you?”


“Yes. You showed me this afternoon.”


“I haven’t got there yet,” she said, and gave a little grimace. “We’re rushed off our feet at the moment.”


“Oh? I would have thought you had all the time you needed,” I said absently, taking the box from her.


I pressed the button and concentrated until the red light came on.


“Okay?” said Suzie. “All done?”


“Why can I never remember going back?” I said.


“You don’t actually go back in time,” said Suzie. “You just move across to another reality where what you thought about actually took place. Actual time travel costs a lot more.”


I looked confused. Suzie straightened herself and half closed her eyes as she recited her sales pitch.


“Timex-Swatch offer a range of products tailored to meet the demanding lifestyle of the modern consumer. We have determined that model X46 best meets your needs. This model makes use of the quantum uncertainty model to provide a range of universe choices appropriate to your situation.”


I shook my head, still confused.


Suzie faltered for a moment. She closed her eyes fully, no doubt trying to recall a lecture from her induction course.


“Well, it’s like this: Schrodinger’s Cat shows that situations can arise where you have a cat that is both alive and dead at the same time. Obviously, that can’t happen: it doesn’t make sense. It is far more probable that the Universe splits in two every time an event with multiple outcomes is about to occur.”


“Are you sure?” I said, frowning. It didn’t sound very likely to me.


“Oh yes,” she said, nodding seriously. “I mean, it stands to reason. It’s far more likely that there are millions of new Universes forming every second than for a cat not to exist until you look at it. That’s the whole basis of time travel.”


I didn’t understand this, and she knew it. She smiled and shrugged her shoulders with a delicious creak of red leather.


“Got to go. See you tomorrow.”


“Okay. Bye,” I said. I watched as she walked away around the corner and then the thought occurred to me.


Tomorrow? Surely she meant this afternoon?


The classic Hat scene. The eternal triangle. A woman must choose between two good men, and she must choose the wrong man. They all know it. They all feel sympathy for Bogart, who must allow his duty to come before his personal feelings.


“You’ve got to choose.”


Hepburn never acted so well as in that scene. Those dark, confused eyes. The panic and the pain. Bogart is as world-weary and knowing as only he can be. I’m sitting at my table drinking my Jack Daniels. A drunk in a bar, oblivious to the scene around him. Grant is wearing the look of a man who has won and wishes he hadn’t. A pyrrhic victory. A bamboo screen stands in front of a table, cutting two imbeciles off from view. My doing.


Bogart stands by the door. By the hatstand.


“Hell. I can’t find my hat.”


“It’s hanging by the door,” calls a voice from behind the screen.


“Anderson!” You can see the surprise on my face, there on the screen. Bogart is a true professional. He ignores the voice. Grant grits his teeth.


“We’ll mail it,” he says.


“There’s no need,” says the voice from behind the screen. “It’s right next to him. It’s the nice brown one she bought him in Majorca, remember? It’s there by my wife’s red beret.”


The phone started ringing. I was too shocked to answer it. Bogart had just taken his hat and was walking out of the door, a dazed expression on his face. The scene was ruined. The film was ruined. Anderson would pay for this.


Every movie ever made is shown every day. Every song recorded, every painting, every book is displayed in some way. The entertainment corporations make sure that they are pumped into entertainment tanks in strict rotation every twenty-four hours. All of them. From the sublime to the ridiculous, the culture of the last twenty centuries is constantly broadcast to the world. Are we any richer for the experience?


No. Not when morons such as Anderson call me in the middle of the night and say: “Did you like it? I think it gives the scene more . . . poignancy.”


“Like it?” I shouted back. “You’ve ruined the whole scene. You’ve destroyed the meaning of the film.”


“I improved it. It needs a happy ending.”


“What?” I squeaked. I took a few deep breaths to allow my voice to return to normal and then began, very patiently, to explain.


“Anderson. The whole point of the film is that sometimes life is hard. Sometimes the right decision to make is the one that makes us unhappy, but we go ahead and make it anyway because it’s just that. The right decision. The film lays out the best and the worst of the human condition in ninety glorious minutes. The ending is supposed to be unhappy.”


“Oh no,” said Anderson cheerfully. “You always need a happy ending.”


“Anderson!” I shouted. “You arrogant moron! What gives you the right to change the original concept?”


“Oh come on,” said Anderson. “It is the duty of every modern artist to improve on the past. Only by constant revision can a work of art eventually achieve perfection. Do you think you are the first person to use a time machine? They give us the opportunity to realise perfection even after the artist’s death. To realise perfection with the benefit of modern enlightened viewpoints.”


“Anderson. What the hell are you talking about?”


“I’m going back again to complete my reconstruction of The Blue Magnolia. Emerald Rainbow will be with me.”


“Listen . . .” I shouted, but it was too late. He’d hung up. I held my head in my hands. Suzie rubbed my shoulders sympathetically. She had been sitting eating peanuts on my sofa for over an hour now, time machine at the ready.


The Blue Magnolia showed on channel 17W at forty-six. It was unbelievable.


“You’ve got to choose.” Hepburn’s dark eyes, full of tears. The camera begins to pan . . .


Grant. Hepburn. Bogart. Me. Bamboo screen hiding two buffoons. Bogart by the door.


“Hell. I can’t find my hat.”


“It’s – Gmmph.” That was me thumping Anderson, just out of shot.


“We’ll mail it.” Cary Grant, of course.


“Don’t go like this. I . . . I can explain.”


Hepburn’s brown eyes are filled with tears of despair. She looks so lost, so unsure. She’s probably wondering why Anderson’s pet Labrador has just walked across the room, wagging its tail.


“No need,” says Bogart, kicking at the dog. “Why explain things to a man who’s not there?” There is a noise off camera as Emerald Rainbow hits me.


“I guess a man who lives his life alone is never really a part of the world,” says Bogart. Anderson appears in the shot.


“Me and the wife are going by the airport, Mr Bogart,” he says. “We’ll give you a lift.”


“There’s no need,” says Bogart.


“That’s okay, it’s not a problem,” smiles Emerald Rainbow.


“Yes, it is,” says Bogart through gritted teeth.


“Just ignore him,” says Anderson. “He’s bound to be in a bad mood, considering.”


“I am not in a fucking bad mood,” shouts Bogart. He stomps out of the room. Anderson and Emerald Rainbow follow him.


You can see me sitting at a table crying softly to myself when Anderson reappears. He grins at the room sheepishly.


“I just came to get the hat,” he explains. “He’s forgotten it again.”


Me and Anderson slugged it out for a few more days, but my heart wasn’t in it. The film was ruined and, no matter what I tried, it couldn’t be fixed. It’s been moved to the back of the schedules, to the most distant channels. No one wants to know any more.


Anderson insists he’s not to blame, that these things happen all the time. He says everything is in a constant state of flux since the invention of the reality re-integrators. (I think he means the time machines.) All I understand is that I’m trapped in a timeline where The Blue Magnolia is ruined. Suzie tells me not to despair, there is a near infinite number of timelines where the film goes on as normal. Then again, I haven’t the money to reach them, unfortunately.


Still, at least I get to see Suzie now, which is some consolation.


And as for Anderson, well. Have you seen Star Wars? You know that bit at the end when they fly down the trench on the Death Star? If you look closely you can see my car driving along the bottom. If you look very closely you might be able to see Anderson running along in front of it.




COLQUITT’S HIGH-ENERGY TROUSERS


Steven Pirie


Dean Withers tossed darts at Colquitt’s photograph pinned to the back of his office door. Colquitt did things with quarks. Unwholesome things, the dean said; things that left a ring of scum around the high-energy building’s bathtub and caused the bristles of the dean’s toilet brush to glow sunset pink. He’d done odd, entropic things to the dean’s best rubber duck so that now it floated lop-sided in the water. He’d forced relativistic effects upon the dean’s slippers until the dean could only walk in circles in them. Now, the rumour was that Colquitt’s high-energy trousers were an offence to common decency.


The dean aimed. He was deadly with a dart where Colquitt’s picture was concerned. He hardly ever spiked Maureen’s features smiling pictorially at Colquitt’s side.


Tap . . . tap. “There was, um, something you wanted, Dean Withers?”


“Ah, Colquitt.” The dean fought the urge to fling the last of his darts at the lithe figure framed by the doorway. Colquitt’s teeth were dangerously straight, and his manly jaw far too jutting for the dean’s comfort. “Come in. Sit, sit.”


The dean drew a calming breath against the unsettling effect of the trousers. Sparks leapt from Colquitt’s inside leg. The hair on the dean’s scalp lifted and fell. Trickles of current electrified his fillings. The air smelled of fire and soot and singed fabric. “I see you’ve not managed to remove the trousers, Mr Colquitt.”


Colquitt coughed. “No, Dean.”


The dean leaned forward across his desk and wagged an accusing finger. “There have been complaints, Mr Colquitt. Your trousers are interfering with Miss Rogers’ attempts at radio astronomy. Mr Ling keeps thinking he’s discovered new gamma ray bursts every time you pass his window. You’re doing unpleasant things to Professor Hedge’s pacemaker.”


“I’m trying all I can to control my trousers, sir.”


“Do you have a theory yet as to what happened to them?”


Colquitt toyed with his perfect hair. “I think there was a fault with the particle accelerator. Mrs Hopkins believes we’re drawing dark energy from a fifth dimension. She thinks we’ve entangled the protons of the trousers’ fabric with some exotic matter.”


The dean glanced sharply to the bulge in the pocket of his overcoat hung upon its peg below Maureen and Colquitt’s dart-riddled photograph. He nodded, though nobody truly understands such a thing as quantum entanglement. The dean wondered what the denizens of other dimensions would think of having Mr Colquitt’s legs thrust upon them. He’d seen Colquitt’s legs at the university sports day. As far as he could tell, they were not nice legs, even in four dimensions. It was a mystery why the typing pool girls talked so fondly of them.


And drawing off the other dimension’s energy would likely make their light bulbs flicker and annoy them. It was the stuff of wars.


“And you’ve tried simply removing the trousers?”


“Mrs Carson tried to pull them off.” Colquitt looked uncomfortable. “She’s, um, recovering, Dean, and should walk again, given time. Mr Beecham suggested poking them with a copper earthing rod, and I believe I’m still providing power to the west wing. Personally, I think we should . . .”


Colquitt’s words trailed away. Dean Withers frowned. Being dean, he had dealt a lot with trailing words in his time. He knew that following such trails was apt to lead to an unhappy end. Usually, extra funding was involved – the purchase of special, intrinsically safe hammers for the geologists, or lead safety underwear for the hot-plasma scientists, or trips to exotic locations where the science often seemed secondary to the investigation of women in grass skirts or of olive-skinned, thick-muscled men named Carlos.


“Go on,” said the dean, slowly.


“Well, Dean, it seems to me that if my trousers really are in quantum entanglement with matter from other dimensions, then we have a golden opportunity to test all manner of current theories – teleportation, faster-than-light communication, time travel, quantum gravity.”


The dean was not convinced. “You think your trousers may reveal such mysteries?”


Colquitt crossed his legs and the dean’s table lamp dimmed. “I’ve learned not to underestimate high-energy trousers, Dean. They’re, um, very pinching in, um, tender places. Besides, it’s hard to walk when one has the energy of the sun in one’s pants.”


“Then we should proceed at once, Colquitt.”


“Indeed, sir.” Colquitt loosened his collar. “I have pressing biological needs to get the damned things off as soon as possible, Dean. Today, if we may.”


The dean grinned. Of course, proceed at once could be such a relative term should he want it to be. “It might take weeks, Colquitt.”


“But I’ve a date with Maureen, tonight. She’ll not like her candlelit dinner spoiled by the wattage from my trousers, sir.”


“No, Colquitt, Maureen won’t.” The dean sighed. His thoughts wandered amongst clandestine, candlelit encounters, heady with the hint of indiscretion and the thrill that would surely follow the pudding course. He’d heard Maureen did a fine “Death by Chocolate”. And that she was very inventive with whipped cream. “Very well, in the morning, then. I shall instruct Mrs Hopkins to cancel all reservations of the accelerator and we shall see what we can do about removing your trousers.”


The following morning, Colquitt was strapped to a makeshift target at the far end of the particle accelerator tunnel. Using the words strap and target in conjunction with Colquitt brightened the dean’s mood considerably.


“The trousers seem particularly active this morning, Mrs Hopkins,” said the dean, watching as Mr Colquitt’s trousers flared in the monitor upon the high-energy control panel. On a second monitor, lines traced the spiralling dance of subatomic debris flung from the hotter regions around Colquitt’s thighs. A nearby Geiger counter counted a frenzy of Geigers.


Mrs Hopkins spun her chair around to face the dean. “Aye, and the funny thing is we’ve not switched on the beam yet, Dean Withers. Mr Colquitt’s trousers appear to be disobeying the laws of cause and effect. They’re decaying before their time.”


The dean often felt like that, decaying before his time. It was a thankless task being dean of the high-energy physics department. People were distrustful of folk who claimed to spend their day delving in ten dimensions. He was never invited to the best parties. Unlike Rogers of Chemistry who could synthesise Viagra from a couple of teabags and half a doughnut; or Evans of Biology who had a full set of Joy of Sex videos; or even Morris of Geology who could chip ice cubes into rude shapes with his trusty hammer. Physics was so often the study of the unfeasibly small or the unimaginably large, and folk who held parties with Viagra, sex videos, and rude ice cubes weren’t interested in that sort of thing. Only Colquitt went to those kinds of parties, because things happened to Colquitt; interesting things like high-energy trousers.


The dean smiled. “Are you saying there’s even more damage to be done if we turn the beam on?”


Mrs Hopkins hesitated. “Surely not, Dean? It might be hard to control the collisions. We could strip off Mr Colquitt’s electrons. We could turn him into a Bose-Einstein condensate, or a soup of Buckminsterfullerines, or even into a singularity.”


“I want some of your pointiest protons turning on right away, Hopkins. There’s science to be done.” The dean rubbed his hands together. “And get some more magnets around Colquitt’s pants. I want that beam focussed.”


“Is that ethical, Dean?”


“Don’t talk to me of ethics, Hopkins. The bugger ruined my slippers.”


Soon, Colquitt’s face was twisted upon the monitor screen. His voice wavered over the loudspeaker. “I, um, think the trousers are unravelling, Dean. And I can’t feel my legs. Or rather, I can.”


The dean waved a hand that Mrs Hopkins should turn the power knob further. “Talk sense, Colquitt,” he said. “What do you mean you can’t but you can?”


“I think my legs are in two places at once, Dean, and neither of them starts at my bum. I think I’m being interfered with. It feels like there’re a couple of Higgs bosons in my pocket. I think my nether regions are experiencing wave-particle duality on a macroscopic scale.”


This subject unsettled the dean. The girls in the typing pool had talked admiringly of Colquitt’s nether regions just that morning and the dean had felt insecure. No one ever mentioned his regions. Certainly not in the way the typing pool girls did Colquitt’s. The dean’s were regions of unexplored country. The only woman ever to stand at his frontier was Maureen, and she did so only until Colquitt came by with his teeth and jaw and swagger and style and interesting things. Whisked away before his hormones, she’d been, and the dean had sworn . . . what . . . vengeance? Science? A tinkering with the particle accelerator that might render somebody into a person with high-energy trousers?


“We’re going up to full power, Mr Colquitt,” said the dean. “Perhaps you should keep a tight hold on your bosons.”


Smoke billowed from Colquitt’s trousers. Mrs Hopkins rose from her seat as if to protest, her mouth open, her hands covering her ears as the whine of the accelerator grew. The dean shook a fist at the monitor. He felt the flush of madness upon his cheeks. “That’ll teach him,” he raged. “That’ll teach the womaniser to run off with my Maureen.”


It was a quiet morn, the following day, as the dean sat pensive at his desk. The high-energy trousers had been found in Aberdeen. Seven hundred and three miles, they’d flown; a streak of fire that had outshone the sun. No one knew how far Colquitt had gone.


Tap . . . tap.


“Yes, Mrs Hopkins?”


“I thought you might like to know they’ve found one of Mr Colquitt’s shoes, Dean.”


“Oh?”


“In Norway.”


“Ah.”


“And Mr Pike the builder thinks he can repair the high-energy building’s roof, though he’s refusing to go anywhere near the black hole that’s fizzing about in the accelerator tunnel.”


The dean shuddered. Had he really allowed his emotions to unleash such retribution upon Colquitt? Surely such a thing was beyond a cold, analytical, scientific mind? Now, bathed by the bright, morning sunlight that angled through the office windows, the dean wasn’t even sure if Colquitt was the problem. He, Dean Withers, was no different. A large part of the plan was that he, Dean Withers, would be different with Colquitt out of the way. And thus far Maureen had not swung open the door and leapt naked into his arms. Thus far the typing pool girls had not swooned as he’d passed by. All they talked about was the missing Colquitt, squirming in their seats as if fond reminiscence of his libido alone were potent enough to transcend black holes, as if he could give them multiple orgasms even from other universes.


“And the gravity waves?”


Mrs Hopkins shook her head. “Mr Ling has nailed down everything that moves, but the west wing of the university is still edging toward the east wing at three inches per hour. He thinks Chemistry and Earth Sciences will collide in days.”


“Won’t the buildings collapse before then?”


“Time and space are warping, Dean, and Mr Ling thinks the world itself will probably collapse before the west wing. The university survived Hitler’s best efforts, so Mr Ling reckons it will stand an amble across the cloisters.”


The dean shuddered once more. Maureen was in Earth Sciences – as tender a goddess as ever chipped away at an igneous intrusion – what would she do if the louts of Chemistry were forced upon her? And who could know that the world was such a fragile thing?


“Then I’ve ruined everything,” said the dean. He stood and took his coat from the peg behind the door. Colquitt’s face smiled back at him under its barrage of darts. The dean felt for the bulge in his coat pocket. “There’s something I must do, Mrs Hopkins. I may be some time in doing it.”


The black hole swirled. It was grey, in reality, because contrary to the dean’s prior beliefs stuff did escape from its event horizon. It wouldn’t be noticed, otherwise, and a fundamental law of the universe is that the things in it want to be noticed. It fizzled and crackled as he neared its rim. The gravity gradient between the front and back of his head was bringing on an awful headache. The dean cupped his hands about his mouth. “Colquitt?” he called into the singularity’s depths.


He listened.


Colquitt’s reply came faint and stretched. “Dean? Is that you?”


“It’s poor science to disappear up one’s own black hole, Colquitt.”


“Yes, Dean, though I think perhaps you had something to do with it.”


“Oh?”


“Your screaming of Maureen’s name as I slipped beyond made me wonder.”


“Ah.”


“Still, never mind, sir, it was fun science whilst it lasted.”


The dean sighed. Even stuffing the bastard into a black hole didn’t ruffle him. And the shame was that so much else was connected – the gravitating of the various university wings, for example. It was as if duelling a rival, in particle physics, was apt to take along the bloke who counted out the paces before the turn and fire, too. And the podium upon which he stood. And the forest clearing, and half the castle wall beyond, and . . . ultimately, the world.


“Then I suppose I should get you out of there, Mr Colquitt,” said the Dean.


“Surely that’s impossible, Dean?”


The dean patted the bulge in his coat pocket. He reached in and removed a jam jar. A fog swirled within its glass. “Not when I have the protons you were entangled with.”


“Um, teleportation, sir?”


“Shut up, Mr Colquitt, and brace yourself.”


The west wing didn’t collide with the east wing. Even the universe couldn’t befriend chemist and geologist. Without Colquitt leaching dark energy from the fifth dimension, the black hole in the basement fizzled out. Maureen, it turned out, was not unresponsive to the odd playful threesome now and then, and so the dean’s hatred of Colquitt diminished, particularly when Colquitt presented him with a new pair of non-relativistic slippers. Sadly, the rubber duck imploded before help could arrive.


But it was on the day the dean overheard the typing pool girls talking fondly about his nether regions that he realised fully the subtle changes that had taken place when matter and energy were flinging about near the black hole. He had, of course, wondered at his newly found confidence, particularly where the fairer sex was concerned. Rumours about the campus suggested he was about to be promoted to Chancellor, and that opened up to him the kind of parties that Colquitt could only dream of. He felt different. Vibrant. Alive.


He felt . . . Colquittish.


“Have you seen Colquitt lately, Dean?” said Mrs Hopkins, as the two smoked a post-coital cigarette one evening in June.


The dean chose to ignore his dart-pocked photograph stuck to the bedroom door above Mr Hopkins’ housecoat peg. It wasn’t his fault if Mr Hopkins wasn’t up to standard as far as Mrs Hopkins’ needs were concerned. The dean took the search for G-spots seriously. The typing pool girls would vouch for that. And Maureen had tipped her sponge cake into her lap, such now was his expertise.


“No, not for a while, Mrs Hopkins. He seems to have gone a little introverted. Spends his time skulking about his dormitory room, so I’m told.”


“He’s changed,” said Mrs Hopkins. “In polarity, for a start. His electrons are spinning the other way. I noticed just yesterday when he passed by the magnetron. His up quarks have turned strange.”


The dean raised himself to his elbows. He wondered if all that was some sort of euphemism for repressed homosexuality. Funny, but he’d never thought that Colquitt might be riding on the other bus. And he’d always hated it whenever the girls in the typing pool made the same suggestion about himself during the shy, dark, unhappy, pre Colquitt’s high-energy trousers days.


Mrs Hopkins stubbed her cigarette out in one of Mr Hopkins’ slippers. “Oh, and he mentioned he’d like you to meet him at the hot plasma field generator in the morning, Dean.”


“Oh?”


“He said something about some new science or other he’s up to. Asked me to find him half a dozen jam jars and a pair of oversized underpants for an experiment. I wonder what all that’s about.”


The dean dressed quickly.


He liked the new spin of his electrons just fine.


The Dean’s Hot-Plasma Underwear was not for him.




A DRAMA OF DRAGONS


Craig Shaw Gardner


(1)


A good magician should always subscribe to the highest purposes, and nothing should dissuade him from these lofty goals, except, perhaps, that he has to eat, and it is nice to put a little away for retirement.


– from The Teachings of Ebenezum


Volume III


I could no longer bring myself to gather firewood. My world had ended. She hadn’t come.


I sat for far too long in the sunlit glade where we always met. Perhaps she didn’t realize it was noon; she had somehow been delayed; her cool blue eyes and fair blonde hair, the way her slim young body moved, the way she laughed, how it felt when she touched me. Surely she was on her way.


But I didn’t even know her name! Only her interest in me – a magician’s apprentice. She’d once called magicians the closest things to play actors she knew in this backwater place, said she’d always admired the stage. And then she laughed, and we kissed and –


A cold breeze sprang up behind my back. Winter was coming.


I gathered what logs and branches I could find and trudged back to my master’s cottage.


In the distance I heard a sneeze. My master Ebenezum, no doubt one of the world’s greatest magicians until an unfortunate occurrence involving a demon from the seventh Nether-hell. My master had succeeded in banishing the foul creature, by far the most powerful he had ever faced, but his triumph was not without its costs. From that moment onward, Ebenezum found that, should he even approach something of a sorcerous nature, he would fall into an immediate and extended sneezing fit. This malady had put something of a crimp in Ebenezum’s wizardly career, but my master was not one to accept defeat easily. Just this moment, he had probably made another attempt to read from one of his magic tomes. Hence the sneeze. Why else?


Unless there was something sorcerous in the air.


Perhaps there was another reason besides my mood that the world was so dark around me, another reason that she hadn’t met me as we’d planned. The bushes moved on my right. Something very large flew across the sun.


I managed the front door with the firewood still in my arms. I heard the wizard sneeze. Repeatedly. My master stood in the main room, one of his great books spread on the table before him. I hurried to his aid, forgetting, in my haste, the firewood that scattered across the table as I reached for the book, a few miscellaneous pieces falling among the sneezing Ebenezum’s robes.


I closed the book and glanced apprehensively at the mage. To my surprise, Ebenezum blew his nose on a gold-inlaid, dark blue sleeve and spoke to me in the calmest of tones.


“Thank you, ’prentice.” He delicately removed a branch from his lap and laid it on the table. “If you would dispose of this in a more appropriate place?”


He sighed deep in his throat. “I’m afraid that my affliction is far worse than I imagined. I may even have to call on outside assistance for my cure.”


I hastened to retrieve the firewood. “Outside assistance?” I inquired discreetly.


“We must seek out another magician as great as I,” Ebenezum said, his every word heavy with import. “Though to do that, we might have to travel as far as the great city of Vushta.”


“Vushta?” I replied. “With its pleasure gardens and forbidden palaces? The city of unknown sins that could doom a man for life? That Vushta?” All at once, I felt the lethargy lift from my shoulders. I quickly deposited the wood by the fireplace.


“That Vushta.” Ebenezum nodded. “With one problem. We have not the funds for traveling, and no prospects for gaining same.”


As if responding to our plight, a great gust blew against the side of the cottage. The door burst open with a swirl of dirt and leaves, and a short man wearing tattered clothes, face besmirched with grime, staggered in and slammed the door behind him.


“Flee! Flee!” the newcomer cried in a quavering voice. “Dragons! Dragons!” With that, his eyes rolled up in his head and he collapsed on the floor.


“I have found, however,” Ebenezum said as he stroked his long, white beard, “in my long career as a magician, Wuntvor, if you wait around long enough, something is bound to turn up.”


(2)


Dire creatures from the Netherhells should always be faced directly, unless it is possible to face them some other way, say from behind a bush, in perfect safety.


– from The Teachings of Ebenezum


Volume V


With some water on the head and some wine down the gullet, we managed to revive the newcomer.


“Flee!” he sputtered as he caught his breath. He glanced about wildly, his pale blue eyes darting from my master to me to floor to ceiling. He seemed close to my master in age, but there the similarity ceased. Rather than my master’s mane of fine, white hair, the newcomer was balding, his hair matted and stringy. Instead of the wizard’s masterful face, which could convey calm serenity or cosmic anger with the flick of an eyebrow, the other’s face was evasive; small nose and chin, a very wrinkled brow, and those eyes, darting blue in his dark, mud-spattered face.


“Now, now, good sir,” Ebenezum replied in his most reasonable voice, often used to charm young ladies and calm bill collectors. “Why the hurry? You mentioned dragons?”


“Dragons!” The man stood somewhat shakily. “Well, at least dragon! One of them has captured Gurnish Keep!”


“Gurnish Keep?” I queried.


“You’ve seen it,” Ebenezum murmured, his cold grey eyes still on our guest. “ ’Tis the small castle on yonder hill at the far side of the woods.” Ebenezum snorted in his beard. “Castle? ’Tis really more of a stone hut, but it’s the home of our neighbor, the Duke of Gurnish. It’s a very small dukedom. For that matter, he’s a very small duke.”


Our visitor was, if anything, more agitated than before. “I didn’t run all the way through Gurnish Forest to hear a discussion of the neighborhood. We must flee!”


“Gurnish Forest?” I inquired.


“The trees right behind the hut,” my master replied. “Surely the Duke’s idea. Everyone else knows the area as Wizard’s Woods.”


“What do you mean, Wizard’s Woods?” the newcomer snapped. “This area is Gurnish Forest. Officially. As Gurnish Keep is an official castle!”


“’Tis only a matter of opinion,” Ebenezum replied, a smile that could charm both barbarians and maiden aunts once again upon his face. “Haven’t we met somewhere before?”


“Possibly.” The newcomer, who was somewhat shorter than my master’s imposing frame, shifted uneasily under the wizard’s gaze. “But shouldn’t we flee? Dragons, you know.”


“Come now, man. I wouldn’t be a full-fledged wizard if I hadn’t dealt with a dragon or two.” Ebenezum looked even more closely at the newcomer than he had before. “Say. Aren’t you the Duke of Gurnish?”


“Me?” the smaller man said. His eyes shifted from my master to me and back again. “Well – uh – ”He coughed. “I suppose I am.”


“Well, why didn’t you say so? I haven’t seen you since you stopped trying to tax me.” Ebenezum’s smile went to its broadest as he signaled me to get our guest a chair. The duke obviously had money.


“Well, this whole situation’s a bit awkward,” our honored guest said as he stared at the floor. “I’m afraid I feel rather undukeish.”


“Nonsense. A run-in with a dragon can unnerve anyone. Would you like some more wine? A nice fire to warm you?”


“No, thank you.” The duke lowered his voice even more than before. “Don’t you think it would be better if we fled? I mean, dragons. And I’ve seen other things in the forest. Perhaps if your powers were –” The duke coughed again. “You see, I’ve heard of your accident.”


Ebenezum bristled a bit at the last reference, but the smile more or less remained on his face. “Gossip, good duke. Totally blown out of proportion. We’ll deal with your dragon in no time.”


“But the dragon’s taken over Gurnish Keep! He’s immense, bright blue and violet scales, twenty-five feet from head to tail. His wings scrape the ceiling of my great hall! And he’s invincible. He’s captured my castle and beautiful daughter, and defeated my retainer!”


Beautiful daughter? My thoughts returned to the girl of my dreams. Where had she gone? What had kept her away?


“Only a child!” the duke cried. “No more than seventeen. Fine blonde hair, beautiful blue eyes, a lovely, girlish figure. And the dragon will burn her to a crisp if we don’t do his bidding!”


Blonde? Blue? Figure? I had a revelation.


“Come now, man,” Ebenezum remarked. “Calm down. It’s common knowledge that dragons tend to be overdramatic. All the beast’s really done so far is to overwhelm one retainer. I assume you still only had one retainer?”


She hadn’t deserted me! She was only held prisoner! All the time she and I had spent together, all those long, warm afternoons, that’s why she would tell me nothing of herself! A duke’s daughter!


The duke glared at my master. “It wouldn’t be like that if my subjects paid their taxes!”


A duke’s daughter. And I would rescue her! There’d be no need for secrecy then. How magnificent our lives would be!


A fire lit in Ebenezum’s eyes. “Perhaps if certain local nobility were not so concerned with extending the borders of his tiny dukedom –” The wizard waved his hands and the fire disappeared. “But that’s not important. We have a dragon to evict. As I see it, the elements here are quite ordinary. Dragon captures castle and maiden. Very little originality. We should be able to handle it tidily.”


The duke began to object again, but Ebenezum would have none of it. Only one thing affected his nose more than sorcery – money – and the smell of it was obvious in the cottage. My master sent the duke outside while we gathered the paraphernalia together for dragon fighting.


When I had packed everything according to my master’s instructions, Ebenezum beckoned me into his library. Once in the room, the wizard climbed a small stepladder, and, carefully holding his nose, pulled a slim volume from the uppermost shelf.


“We may have need of this.” His voice sounded strangely hollow, most likely the result of thumb and forefinger pressed into his nose. “In my present condition, I can’t risk using it. But it should be easy enough for you to master, Wuntvor.”


He descended the ladder and placed the thin, dark volume in my hands. Embossed in gold on the cover were the words “How to Speak Dragon”.


“But we must be off.” Ebenezum exclaimed, clapping my shoulder. “Musn’t keep a client waiting. You may study that book on our rest stops along the way.”


I stuffed the book hurriedly in the paraphernalia-filled pack and shouldered the whole thing, grabbed my walking staff and followed my master out the door. With my afternoon beauty at the end of my journey, I could manage anything.


My master had already grabbed the duke by the collar and propelled him in the proper direction. I followed at Ebenezum’s heels as fast as the heavy pack would allow. The wizard, as usual, carried nothing. As he often had explained, it kept his hands free for quick conjuring and his mind free for sorcerous conjecture.


I noticed a bush move, then another. Rustling like the wind pushed through the leaves, except there was no wind. The forest was as still as when I had waited for my afternoon love. Still the bushes moved.


Just my imagination, I thought. Like the darkness of the forest. I glanced nervously at the sky, half-expecting the sun to disappear again. What was so big that it blotted out the sun?


A dragon?


But my musings were cut short by a man dressed in bright orange who stood in our path. He peered through an odd instrument on the end of a pole.


I glanced at the duke, walking now at my side. He had begun to shiver.


The man in orange looked up as we approached. “Good afternoon,” he said, the half frown on his face disproving the words. “Could you move a little faster? You’re blocking the emperor’s highway, you know.”


The duke shook violently.


“Highway?” Ebenezum asked, stopping mid-path rather than hurrying by the man in orange.


“Yes, the new road that the great and good Emperor Flostok III has decreed –”


“Flee!” the duke cried. “Dragons! Dragons! Flee!” He leapt about, waving his hands before the emperor’s representative.


“See here!” the orange man snapped. “I’ll have none of this. I’m traveling to see the Duke of Gurnish on important business.”


The duke stopped hopping. “Duke?” he said, pulling his soiled clothing back into place. “Why, I’m the Duke of Gurnish. What can I help you with, my good man?”


The man in orange frowned even deeper. “It’s about the upkeep of the road . . .”


“Certainly.” The duke glanced back at us. “Perhaps we should go somewhere that we can talk undisturbed.” The duke led the man in orange into the underbrush.


“They deserve each other,” Ebenezum muttered. “But to business.” He looked at me solemnly. “A bit about dragons. Dragons are one of the magical sub-species. They exist largely between worlds, partly on Earth and partly in the Netherhells, and never truly belong to either. There are other magical subspecies –”


Ebenezum’s lecture was interrupted by a commotion in the underbrush. Large arms with a thick growth of grayish-brown hair rose and fell above the bushes, accompanied by human screams.


“Another sub-species is the troll,” Ebenezum remarked.


I let my pack slide from my back and firmly grasped my staff. They would eat my true love’s father! I had never encountered trolls before, but this was as good a time as any to learn.


“Slobber! Slobber!” came from the bushes before us. A rough voice, the sound of a saw biting into hardwood. I assumed it was a troll.


“Wait!” another voice screamed. “You can’t do this! I’m a representative of the emperor!”


“Slobber! Slobber!” answered a chorus of rough voices.


“Let’s get this over with!” Another voice, high and shaky. The duke?


Although the voices were quite close now, it was getting difficult to distinguish individual words. It just sounded like a large amount of screaming, punctuated by cries of “slobber!” I lifted my staff over my head and ran forward with a scream of my own.


I broke into a small clearing with four occupants. One was the duke. The other three were among the ugliest creatures I’d seen in my short life. Squat and covered with irregular tufts of greybrown fur, which did nothing to hide the rippling muscles of their barrel-like arms and legs. Three pairs of very small red eyes turned to regard me. One of them swallowed something that looked a good deal like an orange-clad foot.


The sight of the three hideous creatures completely stopped my forward motion. They regarded me in silence.


“Oh, hello,” I said, breaking into the sinister quiet. “I must have wandered off the path. Excuse me.”


One of the trolls barrelled towards me on its immensely powerful legs. “Slobber,” it remarked. It was time to leave. I turned and bumped into my master, who ignored me as he made a mystic gesture.


“No slobber! No slobber!” the trolls cried and ran back into the heart of the woods.


I picked myself up and helped the wizard regain his feet as well. Ebenezum sneezed for a full three minutes, the result of his actually employing magic. When he caught his breath at last, he wiped his nose on his robe and regarded me all too evenly.


“Wuntvor,” he said quietly. “What do you mean by dropping all our valuable equipment and running off, just so you can be swallowed by –”


The duke ran between the two of us. “Flee! Flee! Dragons! Trolls! Flee!”


“And you!” my master said, his voice rising at last. “I’ve had enough of your jumping about, screaming hysterical warnings! Why do you even worry? You were surrounded by trolls and they didn’t touch you. You lead a charmed life!” He grabbed the duke’s shoulder with one hand and mine with the other and pushed us back to the trail.


“Come,” he continued. “We will reach Gurnish Keep before nightfall. There, my assistant and I will deal with this dragon, and you, good duke, will pay us handsomely for our efforts.” The wizard deposited us on the trail and walked briskly towards the castle before the duke could reply.


“Look!” The duke pulled at my sleeve. There was a break in the trees ahead, affording a clear view of the hill on the wood’s far side. There, atop the hill, was Gurnish Keep, a stone building not much larger than Ebenezum’s cottage. Smoke poured from the Keep’s lower windows, and once or twice I thought I saw the yellow-orange flicker of flame.


“Dragon,” the duke whispered. I hurriedly reached into my satchel and pulled out How to Speak Dragon. The time to start learning was now.


I opened the book at random and scanned the page. Phrases in common speech filled one side. Opposite these were the same phrases in dragon. I started reading from the top:


“Pardon me, but could you please turn your snout?”


“Sniz me heeba-heeba szzz.”


“Pardon me, but your claw is in my leg.”


“Sniz mir sazza grack szzz.”


“Pardon me, but your barbed tail is waving perilously close . . .”


The whole page was filled with similar phrases. I closed the book. It had done nothing to reassure me.


Ebenezum shouted at us from far up the trail. I ran to follow, dragging the Duke of Gurnish with me.


We walked through the remaining forest without further difficulty. The woods ended at the edge of a large hill called Wizard’s Knoll or Mount Gurnish, depending upon whom you spoke with. From there, we could get a clear view of the castle. And the smoke. And the flames.


The duke began to jabber again about the dangers ahead, but was silenced by a single glance from my master. The wizard’s cool grey eyes stared up towards the castle, but somehow beyond it. After a moment, he shook his head and flexed his shoulders beneath his robes. He turned to me.


“Wunt,” he said. “More occurs here than meets the eye.” He glanced again at the duke, who was nervously dancing on a pile of leaves. “Not just a dragon, but three trolls. That’s a great deal of supernatural activity for a place as quiet as Wizard’s Woods.”


I expected the duke to object to the wizard’s choice of names, but he was strangely quiet. I turned to the pile of leaves where he had hidden.


The duke was gone.


“Methinks,” Ebenezum continued, “some contact has been made with the Netherhells of late. There is a certain instrument in your pack . . .”


My master went on to describe the instrument and its function. If we set it up at the base of the hill, it would tell us the exact number and variety of creatures from the Netherhells lurking about the district.


I held up the instrument. My master rubbed his nose. “Keep it at a distance. The device carries substantial residual magic.”


I put the thing together according to the wizard’s instructions, and, at his signal, spun the gyroscope that topped it off.


“Now, small points of light will appear.” Ebenezum sniffled loudly. “You can tell by the color of –”


He sneezed mightily, again and again. I looked to the device. Should I stop it?


Ebenezum sneezed to end all sneezes, directly at the instrument. The device fell apart.


“By the Netherhells!” Ebenezum exclaimed. “Can I not perform the simplest of spells?” He looked at me, and his face looked very old. “Put away the apparatus, Wunt. We must use the direct approach. Duke?”


I explained that the duke had vanished.


“What now?” Ebenezum looked back towards the forest. His cold grey eyes went wide. He blew his nose hastily.


“Wunt! Empty the pack!”


“What?” I asked, startled by the urgency of my master’s voice. Then I looked back to the woods, and saw it coming. A wall of black, like some impenetrable cloud, roiling across the forest. But this cloud extended from the sky to the forest floor, and left complete blackness behind. It sped across the woods like a living curtain that drew its darkness ever closer.


“Someone plays with great forces,” Ebenezum said. “Forces he doesn’t understand. The pack, Wunt!”


I dumped the pack’s contents on the ground. Ebenezum rifled through them, tossing various arcane tomes and irre-placable devices out of his way, until he grasped a small box painted a shiny robin’s egg blue.


The magician sneezed in triumph. He tossed me the box.


“Quick, Wunt!” he called, blowing his nose. “Take the dust within that box and spread it in a line along the hill!” He waved at a rocky ridge on the forest edge as he jogged up the hill and began to sneeze again.


I did as my master bid, laying an irregular line of blue powder across the long granite slab. I looked back to the woods. The darkness was very close, engulfing all but the hill.


“Run, Wunt!”


I sprinted up the hill. The wizard cried a few ragged syllables and followed. He tripped as he reached the hilltop, and fell into an uncontrollable sneezing fit.


I turned back to look at the approaching blackness. The darkly tumbling wall covered all the forest now, and tendrils of the stuff reached out towards the hill like so many grasping hands. But the fog’s forward motion had stopped just short of the ragged blue line.


There was a breeze at my back. I turned to see Ebenezum, still sneezing but somehow standing. One arm covered his nose, the other reached for the sky. His free hand moved and the breeze grew to a wind and then a gale, rushing down the hill and pushing the dark back to wherever it had come.


After a minute the wind died, but what wisps of fog remained in the forest below soon evaporated beneath the bright afternoon sun. My master sat heavily and gasped for breath as if all the air had escaped from his lungs.


“Lucky,” he said after a minute. “Whoever raised the demon fog had a weak will. Otherwise . . .” The magician blew his nose, allowing the rest of the sentence to go unsaid.


A figure moved through the woods beneath us. It was the duke.


“Too exhausted to fight dragon,” Ebenezum continued, still breathing far too hard. “You’ll have to do it, Wunt.”


I swallowed and picked up How To Speak Dragon from the hillside where it lay. I turned to look at Gurnish Keep, a scant hundred yards across the hilltop. Billows of smoke poured from the windows, occasionally accompanied by licks of flame. And, now that we stood so close, I could hear a low rumble, underlining all the other sounds in the field in which we stood. A rumble that occasionally grew into a roar.


This dragon was going to be everything I expected.


The duke grabbed at my coatsleeve. “Dragon!” he said. “Last chance to get out!”


“Time to go in there,” Ebenezum said. “Look in the book, Wunt. Perhaps we can talk the dragon out of the castle.” He shook the quivering duke from his arm. “And if you, good sir, would be quiet for a moment, we could go about saving your home and daughter. Quite honestly, I feel you have no cause for complaint with the luck you’ve been having. Most people would not have survived the evil spell that recently took over the woods. How you manage to bumble through the powerful forces at work around here is beyond . . .” Ebenezum’s voice trailed off. He cocked an eyebrow at the duke and stroked his beard in thought.


The rumble from the castle grew louder again. I opened the thin volume I held in my sweating palms. I had to save my afternoon beauty.


I flipped frantically from page to page, finally finding a phrase I thought appropriate.


“Pardon me, but might we speak to you?”


In the loudest voice I could manage, I spat out the dragon syllables.


“Sniz grah! Subba Ubba Szzz!”


A great, deep voice reverberated from within the castle. “Speak the common tongue, would you?” it said. “Besides, I’m afraid I don’t have a commode.”


I closed the book with a sigh of relief. The dragon spoke human!


“Don’t trust him!” the duke cried. “Dragons are deceitful!”


Ebenezum nodded his head. “Proceed with caution, Wunt. Someone is being deceitful.” He turned to the duke. “You!”


“Me?” the Gurnish nobleman replied as he backed in my direction. Ebenezum stalked after him.


They were squabbling again. But I had no time for petty quarrels. I firmly grasped my staff, ready to confront the dragon and my afternoon beauty.


The duke was right behind me now, his courage seemingly returned. “Go forward, wizard!” he cried in a loud voice. “Defeat the dragon! Banish him forever!”


“Oh, not a wizard, too!” cried the voice from within the castle. “First I get cooped up in Gurnish Keep, then I have to capture your beautiful daughter, and now a wizard! How dull! Doesn’t anyone have any imagination around here?”


I came to a great oak door. I nudged it with my foot. It opened easily and I stepped inside to confront the dragon.


It stood on its haunches, regarding me in turn. It was everything the duke had mentioned, and more. Blue and violet scales, twenty-five feet in length, wings that brushed the ceiling. The one oversight in the duke’s description appeared to be the large green top hat on the dragon’s head.


I saw her a second later.


She stood in front and slightly to one side of the giant reptile. She was as beautiful as I’d ever seen her.


“Why, Wuntvor,” she said. “What are you doing here?”


I cleared my throat and pounded my staff on the wom stone pavement. “I’ve come to rescue you.”


“Rescue?” She looked up at the dragon. The dragon rumbled. “So father’s gotten to you, too?”


The duke’s voice screamed behind me. “I warned you! Now the dragon will burn you all to cinders!”


The dragon snorted good naturedly and turned to regard the ceiling.


“The game is up, duke!” Ebenezum called from the doorway, far enough away so that the dragon’s magical odor would not provoke another attack. “Your sorcerous schemes are at an end!”


“Yes, father,” my afternoon beauty said. “Don’t you think you’ve gone far enough?” She looked at my master. “Father so wanted control of the new Trans-Empire Highway, to put toll stations throughout the woods below, that he traded in his best retainer for the services of certain creatures from the Netherhells, which he’d use to frighten off anyone who stood in the way of his plans.”


She turned and looked at the dragon. “Luckily, one of those creatures was Hubert.”


“Betrayed!” The duke clutched at his heart. “My own daughter!”


“Come, father. What you’re doing is dangerous and wrong. Your greed will make a monster of you. I’ve been worrying what my future was with you and the castle. But now I know.” She glanced happily back to the dragon. “Hubert and I have decided to go on the stage.”


The duke was taken aback.


“What?”


“Yes, good sir,” Hubert the dragon remarked. “I have some small experience in the field, and, on talking with your daughter, have found that she is just the partner I have been looking for.”


“Yes, father. A life on the stage. How much better than sitting around a tiny castle, waiting to be rescued by a clumsy young man.”


Clumsy? My world reeled around me. Not wishing to be rescued was one thing, considering the situation. But to call me clumsy? I lowered my staff and walked towards the door.


“Wait!” my afternoon beauty cried. I turned quickly. Perhaps she had reconsidered her harsh words. Our long afternoons together still meant something!


“You haven’t seen our act!” she exclaimed. “Hit it, dragon!”


She danced back and forth across the castle floor, the dragon beating time with its tail. They sang together:


“Let’s raise a flagon


For damsel and dragon,


The best song and dance team in the whole, wide world.


Our audience is clapping,


And their toes are tapping,


For a handsome reptile and a pretty girl!”


The dragon blew smoke rings at the end of a line and breathed a bit of fire at the end of a verse. Six more verses followed, more or less the same. Then they stopped singing and began to shuffle back and forth.


They talked in rhythm.


“Hey, dragon. It’s good to have an audience again.”


“I’ll say, damsel. I’m all fired up!”


They paused.


“How beautiful it is in Gurnish Keep! What more could you ask for, damsel, than this kind of sunny day?”


“I don’t know, dragon. I could do with a shining knight!”


They paused again.


“Romance among reptiles can be a weighty problem!”


“Why’s that, dragon?”


“When I see a pretty dragoness, it tips my scales!”


They launched into song immediately.


“Let’s raise a flagon


For damsel and dragon –”


“I can’t stand it any more!” the Duke of Gurnish cried. “Slabyach! Grimace! Trolls, get them all!”


A trapdoor opened in the corner of the castle floor. The trolls popped out.


“Quick, Wunt!” Ebenezum cried. “Out of the way!” But before he could even begin to gesture, he was caught in a sneezing fit.


The trolls sauntered towards us. I bopped one on the head with my staff. The staff broke.


“Slobber!” exclaimed the troll.


“Roohhaarrr!” came from across the room. The dragon stood as well as it was able in the confines of the castle’s great hall. It carefully directed a thin lance of flame towards each troll’s posterior.


“No slobber! No slobber!” the trolls exclaimed, escaping back through the trapdoor.


“Thank you,” Ebenezum said after blowing his nose. “That was quite nice of you.”


“Think nothing of it,” the dragon replied. “I never sacrifice an audience.”


(3)


The best spells are those that right wrongs, bring happiness, return the world to peace and cause a large quantity of the coin of the realm to pass into the wizard’s possession.


– from The Teachings of Ebenezum


Volume IXX


“I finally got our good Lord of Gurnish to listen to reason,” my master said when we returned to our cottage. “When I mentioned how close to the palace I might be soon, and that I might find myself discussing the region, the duke saw his way to hire me as a consultant.” Ebenezum pulled a jangling pouch from his belt. “The duke will now most likely receive clearance to build his toll booths. Pity he no longer has the money for their construction.”


“And what of his daughter and the dragon?” I asked.


“Hubert is flying to Vushta with her this very instant. I gave them a letter of introduction to certain acquaintances I have there, and they should find a ready audience.”
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