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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




CHAPTER I


As the torn clouds trailed out in wisps and streaks, the moon seemed to rock among them with a boatlike motion, rising over the Pennine moors. Small wonder, thought Fred Barber, that peoples as far apart as Assyria and Hawaii made it the celestial ship of their mythology. One needed only a certain ignorance of the true character of natural phenomena, a certain practical familiarity with the effect of wave motion on a floating craft—provided, of course, that the common craft of the country, the thing one instinctively thought of when someone said “ship,” were round, with high ends…


Beside him Mr. Gurton grunted, spat into a warm night redolent of broom and dog rose, and reached across to knock his pipe against the door-post. The few last live sparks in the heel traced an intricate patter down the dark.


“Time were,” remarked Mr. Gurton, “when I’d have said that looked beautiful. Nah all a man can think of is t’damned Jerries on our necks befoor moornin’.”


As though to furnish a comment on the relative unimportance of Jerries in a world that held higher things, a voice called from within: “Sooper’s ready.”


Barber crushed out his cigarette and took two steps toward the door. As he turned, the tail of his eye caught in the moonlit landscape a flicker of something that did not belong. He froze, at gaze. It was there, all right—a jagged row of crimson flashes climbing up the sky from some point below the horizon. Barber caught his breath.


“Leeds is catchin’ it,” said Mr. Gurton’s low-pitched, evenly stressed voice. They stood watching for a moment till the dull boom, boom, beroom drifted to them along the avenue of sound made by the valley of the Aire. Then Gurton, with a sudden jerking movement, as though the noise had released him from a spell, flung the door open.


It snapped to behind them, and with an extra tug to ensure its tightness Gurton led the way down a passage illuminated only by an overflow of light from the living room. He jerked his thumb at a curtained door as they passed it. “Bloody fine world to bring a nipper oop in,” said he.


Mrs. Gurton accosted them at the entrance to the living room, a thin-faced woman with hair pulled tight back and nervous hands. “Ssh, Jock,” she said, “don’t you know it’s St. John’s Eve? They say ’twill bring t’child bad loock all his life long to talk so abaht him tonight.” She managed a smile in Barber’s direction, but there was a hint of earnestness in the voice and the movement with which she caught her apron.


Gurton smiled slowly. “Nah, lass,” he said, with the patience of a man going over the gambits of a long-familiar argument, “that’s nowt boot superstition. What would vicar say?” He sighed. “Maybe t’flashes we saw were nowt boot fairy-fires.”


Boom, Boomity, Boom.


They began to eat. Barber, surveying the soggy meal before him, reflected that he was becoming a culinary chauvinist. Spanish cooking burned his insides. It was probably invented to enable Spanish cooks to conceal the fact that they were serving horse meat instead of the beef they were given money to buy. “Si, senor,” said Ramon, the cook at the Seville consulate, when Barber explained to him the mysteries of two-inch-thick broiled steak, the night the Congressman from Texas came for dinner. “Si, senor,” and it had indubitably been horse meat and the Congressman’s wife was sick. With a certain grim amusement Barber recalled his own horrified realization that the man was on the Foreign Relations Committee, and the black scowl with which the Congressman regarded that horse-meat steak meant that Fred Barbers career in diplomacy was probably over. It had seemed very important at the time, that horrible dinner, much more important than the fact that they were using ersatz coffee in Germany and selling butter to buy guns….


Boom. Boomm!


“That were Bradford,” remarked Mr. Gurton.


Oh, hell, why couldn’t the war let him alone? Why couldn’t he let the war alone? They would be at it again, half the night. Must everything he did, everything he ate or touched or thought, remind him of it, keep him lying sleepless and twisting? There was the bottle of Scotch, of course, kept aside for an emergency, which might be tonight. The thought was more disquieting than comforting. That was the insomnia cure he had been trying to get away from. That was why he was here.


He wished he had gone on to Scotland, as he had planned, instead of letting young Leach talk him into finishing his convalescence in a Yorkshire cottage. “I know just the place for you.” Damn young Leach for a plausible, well-intentioned ass! It was the plausible, well-intentioned people who made the real trouble in the world, not the malicious ones. If Chamberlain had not been…


Mr. Gurton set his knife against his plate with a small clink and looked at the clock. It read 10:45. He said: “Let’s have t’savory, lass.” As Mrs. Gurton was taking away the remnants of his supper, he remarked apologetically to Barber: “You see, t’foor-to-midneet chap on ma drill press is a lazy booger; as a rotten abit o’lettin’ it roon dry, and I want to get theer i’ time to see her well oiled oop.”


Boom!


The dishes rattled slightly. The savory was a slice of toast upon which reposed a small and very dead sardine. Mrs. Gurton said: “I kept your toast ’ot special, Mr. Barber.”


“Thanks ever so much,” said Barber. It was lukewarm. Mr. Gurton picked up his sardine with a long, knobby, oil-blackened hand. It vanished and his own decently frigid toast with it.


Lukewarm, thought Barber, with his mind divided into two parts. One part ran desperately around a great black hole that was the war and all the things that came up out of it and went down into it. Lukewarm, said the other part, and he tried to distract himself with the question of why Luke should be less warm than the other evangelists. Why not Matthew-warm, Mark-warm, John-warm? Why the evangelists for that matter? Why not Adolf-warm, which would be hell-hot?…


Boomboom.


Mr. Gurton rose and put on a cloth cap, with a creased and sagging peak that shadowed all of a cadaverous face except his long chin. He said: “You’ll not worry, Mr. Barber. Unless they come this way to bomb Keighley, all’s well ’ere. Good neet.” His brisk tread hardly showed the limp as he went to get his bicycle and pedal off to work.


Mrs. Gurton looked after him calmly. The door banged, and all at once a stream of conversation burst from her lips, as though the small stimulus of the sound had released a spring that held her tongue prisoner. The war, the war, Barber’s mind kept saying to him from the background, his ears only partly registering this monotonous flow of sound.


“… ma aunt’s yoong man. I remember’e were ’urt i’ t’ gurt war, joost t’way Jock ’ere, only it were a shell and noot a aeroplane bomb that fell i’ t’trench joost when they were ’avin’ breekfast and ’e were eatin’ ploom-and-apple, and always after that whenever ’e ’eered a sharp sound like a mauter-car backfirin’ it made him retch, and ’e did say it were all because he saw a black cat…”


Taptap.


Bombs that tapped? No, door. Mrs. Gurton was opening it. The lamplight fell dimly on a small boy with the plucked look English small boys have and a bicycle, and an anxious, excited face. He should be calmed with light conversation. “Calm them with light conversation before undertaking the diplomatic approach,” Barbers old chief in the State Department had told him before letting him go out on his first mission, vice-consul at Seville. The boy was talking in a high voice:


“Please, moom, a gurt bomb ’it near t’ Winstanley’s ’oose, and Mrs. Winstanley’s ’urt soomat nasty and Dr. Thawley says please would you coom…”


“Wait a bit,” said Mrs. Gurton. Barber saw the eyes regard him sharply over her shoulder as she picked up her shawl.


He stood up a little too quickly; his head began to throb. He said: “Can’t I—”


“Nah, Mr. Barber, remember what t’doctor telled you; s’ouldn’t strain yoursen. You go off to bed like a good lad.” She was out the door before he had a chance to argue—the back door, on some errand, then in again, through the house and out the front door into the warm light, where things went boom-boom.


Barber slumped back into the uncomfortable chair, his legs spreading to find an easier angle. His head ached. It was not that one feared death after having the possibility so long as a familiar companion. It was this damned waiting for it or anything else decisive to happen. It would be almost a relief. “Fate worse than death”—he had laughed with the rest of the audience at the line when it had been used in a comedy revival of an old-fashioned melodrama. Well, there were fetes worse than death. One of them was living on and waiting to drop dead after being clipped on the head by a bomb splinter or piece of shrapnel (he had never learned which) as you ran out of the Embassy into the night when the German raiders came. British or German? German or British? Somebody had thrown into that night a missile that struck a neutral American in a quarrel that was none of his own. Diplomatic immunity did not, he reflected, exist in the material world. It was a purely spiritual quality, and he was feeling sorry for himself, which…


Boom. Boom.


Oh, for heaven’s sake! Why couldn’t they let up? Why couldn’t anybody let up? If he had been more sure of Kaja, of where she might be spending that night when the bombers came, he wouldn’t have run out of the Embassy. If he could be more sure of Kaja now, he wouldn’t be miserable. He allowed his mind to dwell on Kaja, pleasant thought, her red hair and long silky legs, and the fact that although she had a straight nose and Hungarian name and claimed to be from Budapest, she was unquestionably Jewish.


Kaja, pleasant thought, always looking light enough to fly. The fragment of a song occurred to him—“I wonder who’s kissing her now”—and he smiled wryly. Anybody who could buy her enough scotch. Kaja preferred scotch to champagne. It was a good drink, scotch. Useful when a man couldn’t sleep.


He got up, more slowly this time, and dug out his bottle of Scotch, pouring himself a hefty dram.


He swashed it around in the glass, staring at the pale-orange liquid. Useful stuff, but only up to a limit. What was his limit? The limit of a diplomatic career which had already reached its limit when he fed horse meat to the Congressman. Oh, damn! Oh, hell! It might have been all right but for this war, might have been forgotten if foreign affairs had not become so tense that every member of the service was forced, so to speak, to operate in a show window, with his name constantly under Congressional scrutiny. And Kaja…? He lifted the glass.


Beroom.


And set it down again. With a trick of automatic memory his mind had jerked back to the picture of Mrs. Gurton going out the back door. She had had something in her hand, a bowl, a bowl of… milk. Milk? The Gurtons didn’t keep a cat. Why milk to the back door?


Fred Barber remembered that Mrs. Gurton had said this was St. John’s Eve, the twenty-third of June, the day before Midsummer Day. Oh, yes, something in The Golden Bough. You leave milk out for the Little People that night, especially if there is a baby in the house, for unless the Little People receive their tribute they are likely to steal the child and leave a changeling. Interesting survival; who would have believed that a woman whose husband ran a drill press in a munitions factory and who herself went to nurse a neighbor through a bomb wound, would leave milk at the door for fairies? Almost worth writing a sardonic little note about, to be sent to the New Yorker which would return him a check no doubt, to be spent on scotch for Kaja.


Milk.


Fred Barber liked milk, a fact which he concealed with the most painful care from the gay, interesting, mocking crowd in London. He had been brought up on a drink of milk before bedtime. It made him sleep. But the war and milk rationing had made him go without, like many others to whom milk was more of a hobby than a necessity. Mrs. Gurton could have it for the baby of course. But if she were going to give it to the fairies, why, Fred Barber argued to himself with a grin, he was as good a fairy as any who would be abroad that night. The mission of fairies was to bring gifts and he was bringing the Gurtons a pound sterling a week.


Milk. The mere idea of drinking it instead of the scotch gave him a sense of virtue and power. What was it Nietzsche had said: “Every conquest is the result of courage, of hardness towards one’s self? Well, he would conquer, in spite of the crack on the head. His mind flashed back to the determination with which he had set out on his career. If he could recover some of that, the old pep, a little crack on the head wouldn’t matter. He could demonstrate a capacity for hardness to himself, recall the sense of destiny that had filled him once. To hell with the scotch, and Kaja too. He strode to the door, his mind so intent on the peculiar nobleness of using milk instead of scotch as a sleeping powder that he carried the glass with him.


The moonlight showed the bowl, sure enough, a pale circle beside one of the flowerpots that lined the back of the cottage. Barber stuck his finger in the bowl and tasted. It was milk—trust Mrs. Gurton. He set down the glass, and as the bombs in the distance continued their infernal beat, lifted the bowl in both hands, drinking slowly and with relish.


Over the edge of the vessel he could see the red glow that marked something burning in Bradford, with searchlight beams flickering cobwebby above. And what would the fairies of St. John’s Eve do now, poor things, with no milk, and bombs falling on their heads? Fred Barber set the bowl down, and then grinned like a small boy in the dark as inspiration came to him. They could drink scotch!


He poured the slug of scotch into the bowl, watching the last dregs of the milk weave through it, and chuckled at the thought of Mrs. Gurton’s expression when she found the milk of which she had robbed the baby so mysteriously transmuted. The delicious sense of languor in every limb that presaged instant slumber was still wanting, as it had been ever since his injury, but he knew now it would come, he was at peace.


The trouble with these English feather beds, though, was not merely that they were too warm for the twenty-third of June, but also that you went right on down through the softness till you hit a bump. There was one under his hip and he shifted position to avoid it. Wonderful people, these English—his carefully cultivated cynicism broke down when he contemplated them. Fairies and machine shops and courage under bombings—like something out of a poem by Walter de la Mare. Or Masefield. Yes, especially Masefield.


His mind swung lazily into contemplation of the essential lightness of choosing Masefield as the poet laureate of this people, for whom he wished he could do something—then drifted into a hazy picture of Masefield characters, all mingled with fairies, Kaja and the Gurtons. He came to with a start, realizing that he had almost been asleep. Without regrets, he drifted into a blankness of thoughts half formed…


Tik.


The door hinge, faintly, as though someone had moved the door through a few minutes of arc. Then again—tik—tik—tik, tik tik, tiktiktik.


Barber, fully awake now, looked toward the door. It was open, and something coming through it. He couldn’t be sure in the gloom, but it looked like a face, an incredible face that might have come from a comic strip. The loose lips were drawn back in a grin so extended that the corners of the mouth were out of sight. For all Barber could tell, the grin went all the way round and met at the back, like Humpty Dumpty’s. The ears were pendulous; over the grin was a head utterly hairless but bearing a pair of knobbed antennae.


Oh, well, that, said Fred Barber to himself, and with that strange double vision, outside and inside of one’s personality, that comes at the edge of sleep, felt certain he was dreaming and slipped down into the blank again.




CHAPTER II


He was lying on his side, one arm curled under his head and blue moonlight all around him. Bright moonlight: one could read newsprint in such an illumination, he reflected in the first half second of returning consciousness, and then write to Ripley about it. Somewhere in the “Believe It or Not” collections was the statement that the feat was impossible. If…


He became aware that the fingers of the hand underneath were touching grass and heaved himself to a sitting posture, now bolt wide-awake. From beyond his own feet the face of the dream was grinning under knobbed antennae, which pricked eagerly toward him like the horns of a snail. Behind, Barber was conscious of other crowding figures as he tried to concentrate on what Knob-horns was saying.


“… mickle bit o’ work, moom.” Knob-horns spread his arms and let the hands dangle from a pair of loose wrists, slightly swaying like a tight-rope walker. “’E were that ’eavy. ’ic.”


There was a little ripple of suppressed amusement behind Barber, with a clear contralto voice rising out of it:


“Wittold! Is’t so you were taught to address the Queen’s Majesty? What said you?”


The mobile features regrouped themselves from a grin into an expression of comic and formidable sullenness.


“I said ’e were ’eavy.”


“Aye. One needs not your ass’s ears to have caught so much. But after that?”


Barber swiveled. The contralto belonged to a beauty, built on the ample lines of a show-girl chorus he had once seen, justifiably advertised as the “Ten Titanic Swede-hearts.” He caught a glimpse of patrician nose, masterful chin, dark hair on which rode a diadem with a glowing crescent in front.


The being with the antennae replied: “I said nowt after that. ’ic.”


Barber experienced the odd sensation of being informed by some sixth sense that the individual was not quite sure of his own veracity. The tall lady had no such doubts:


“Ah, ’tis time for a shaping, indeed,” she cried, “when my husband makes messengers of louts that lie barefaced! What is’t, I asked, some new form of address in mock compliment from my gentle lord? You said Ic!”


Antennae shifted his feet, opened his mouth and abruptly fell down. The others clustered around him, twittering, babbling and pushing, a singular crowd.


Some were as tall as Barber, and some small, down to a foot in height, and their appearance was as various as their size. Many, especially of the smaller ones, had wings growing out of their backs; some were squat and broad, as though a gigantic hand had pushed them groundward while they were in a semi-fluid state. An individual with a beard and walleyes that gave him an expression of perpetual surprise was dressed like a Palmer Cox brownie; others wore elaborate clothes that might have been thought up by King Richard II, and some had no more clothes then a billiard ball.


Pink elephants, thought Barber, or am I going nuts? One half of his mind was rather surprised to find the other considering the question with complete detachment.


“What ails yon wight?” demanded the regal lady, who had not condescended to join the crowd.


The brownie looked around. “A sleeps; plain insensible like a stockfish, and snoring,” There was a chatter of other voices: “An enchantment, for sure—send for Dos Erigu…. The leprechauns again, they followed the king…. Nay, that’s no prank, ’tis sheer black kobbold malice…”


“Peace!” The contralto cut sharply across the other voices, and she extended her arm. Barber saw that she held a slender rod about a foot long, with a point of light at its tip. “If there’s sorcery here well soon have it unsorcelled. Azammancestu-monejalma—sto!” The point of light leaped from the tip of the rod, and moved through the air with a sinuous, flowing motion. It lit on the forehead of the antennaed one, where it spread across his features till they seemed to glow from within. He grunted and turned over, a fatuous smile spreading across his face, but did not wake. The tall lady let arm and rod fall.


“Pah!” said she. “Like a stockfish, you put it? Say a stock rather; here’s no enchantment but a booby with barely wit enough to live. Oh, I’m well served.” She gazed down at Barber, with an expression of scorn on her delicately cut features. “And here he’s brought this great oafish ill-favored creature, beyond doubt the least attractive changeling of the current reign.”


Barber was being scrutinized. “Think you His Radiance will accept the thing?” inquired one doubtfully.


The tall lady sighed. “We can but try. Mayhap ’twill find him in his mad humor and so suit. See to the object; we return within an hour.” She swept off into a little grove of trees through which the pillars of some structure gleamed whitely.


The one who had spoken last, a winged female about four feet high, bent over Barber, examining his pajamas. “He has arrived without his clout,” she said. “Have we one?”


A square of whitish cloth was passed from hand to hand. The four-footer folded it diagonally and tried to roll Barber over.


“Hey!” he protested. “What’s the idea?”


“The changeling speaks,” said one of them, in an astonished tone. “Faith, and well,” replied another, admiringly. “What precocity! His Radiance will, after all, be pleased.” And half a dozen of them went off into peals of gay, tinkling laughter.


Barber could see neither rhyme nor reason to it, but he was not granted the opportunity, as at the same moment he was seized by a dozen pairs of busy hands. They were trying to diaper him; the idea was so comic that he could not stop laughing enough to resist. But neither could these queer little people control his movements well enough to get the diaper on, and the struggle ended with three or four of them collapsing on top of him in a tangle of arms and legs.


The four-footer said gravely: “Marry, ’tis no small problem with so lusty a babe. A very Wayland or Brian of Born when a gets growth, I’ll warrant. Yet stay, friends; this is a wise, intelligent brat that talks like a lawyer, that is, never but to his own profit. He merely protests that we put the clout on over his breeches when it should go under. Come, once morel”


She gave a little leap, flapping her wings in excitement, and was bounced a dozen yards into the air by the effort. Barber gaped, following her with his eyes, and felt his pajamas seized by hands eager to tear them off him. He clutched, turned, swung his arms in good, angry embarrassment, then broke loose—even the largest of them did not seem very strong—and backed a few steps against one of the trees, a torn pajama-leg dangling about his feet. Half a dozen of those with wings were in the air. He could hear the whisper of their flight behind the tree, and a chilly hand, small like a child’s, plucked from behind at the neck of his too-light upper garment.


“Listen!” he cried. “Unless this is one of those nightmares where you go down Fifth Avenue without your clothes, my name’s Fred Barber, and I’ll keep my pants, please. You can trust me not to disgrace them. Now, will someone tell me what this is all about, and why you want to put that thing on me?”


He pointed to the enormous diaper, which had slipped from the hand of its holder and lay spread and tousled on the grass. There was a momentary silence, through which one or two of the aerial creatures planed lightly to the ground, spilling the air from their wings like pigeons. Through it the observant part of Barber’s mind shouted to him that in dreams one does not speak but communicates, thought to thought; nor do the fantasies born of head injury follow from step to step. This must, then—


The brownie with the walleyes had stepped forward, pulled off a striped stocking-cap and was bowing to the ground. “Worshipful babe,” he said, in a high, squeaky voice, “you do speak in terms rank reasonable; which, since all reason is folly and I am the court’s chief fool, to wit, its philosopher, I give myself to answer in the same terms. As to your first premise, that you dream, why, that’s in nature a thing unknowable; for if it were true, the dream itself would furnish the only evidence by which it could be judged. You will agree, worshipful babe, that it’s not good law, nor sense either, that one should be at once judge, jury, prosecutor and condemned in his own case. Therefore—”


He was thrust aside in mid-speech by the little winged creature, who cried: “Oh, la! Never speak reasonably to a philosopher, Master Barber; it leads to much words and little wit. What this learned dunce would say in an hour or two is that you find yourself at the court of King Oberon—”


“As mortals have before,” chorused half a dozen of them, singing the words like a refrain.


“—About to be made a present of to His Radiance—”


“Do you mean this is really fairyland?” Barber s voice was incredulous. There was a great burst of laughter from the queer little people all round him, some holding their sides, some slapping knees, others rolling on the ground with mirth till they bumped into each other. Inconsequentially, they turned the movement into a series of acrobatic somersaults and games of leapfrog, laughing all the while.


“Where thought you else?” demanded the winged lady.


“I didn’t. But look here—I’m not sure that I want to be a present to King Oberon, like a—like a—” His mind fumbled for the impressive simile, all the time busy with the thought that, in spite of its sequence and vividness, this must be some special kind of hallucination. “—Like an object,” he finished lamely. Over behind his interlocutor the playful hobgoblins were slowing down like a weary phonograph record. She held up two little hands with jewels flashing on the fingers.


“Oh, la, Sir Babe, you to question the desire of a crowned king? Why, put it if you must that it’s a thing natural, like being born or having two legs. You have no election in the matter. Nay, more—no mortal ever but gained by doing the King’s will of Fairyland.”


Once more Barber experienced the operation of that curious sixth sense. There was something definitely untrue about that last statement. But this was his game; this was the kind of verbal fencing he had been trained in, and if this whole crazy business were an illusion, so much the better, he could argue himself out of it.


“No doubt,” he said evenly, “I shall benefit. But why pick on me? Certainly there must be dozens of people willing to be—pet poodles for King Oberon. You say it’s a natural thing. Well, after all, nature has laws, and I’d like to know under what one I was kidnaped. And I’m not a babe.”


Once more there was the paroxysm of laughter from the crowd, and the ensuing antics. The winged lady looked bewildered and seemed about to burst into tears, but the brownie philosopher struggled from the grip of a dwarf who had been holding a hand over his mouth, and stepped forward, bowing.


“Nay, Lady Violanta,” he said. “By y’r leave, I’ll speak, for I perceive by my arts that this is a most sapient babe, so well versed in precepts logical that he’ll crush your feather spirit like a bull a butterfly. Let me but have him; I’ll play matador to his manners.” He bowed, addressing himself to Barber.


“Masterful babe, in all you say, you are wrong but once; that is, at every point and all simultaneous, like fly-blown carrion. Item: you do protest your age, which is a thing comparative, and with relation to your present company, you’re but a bud, an unhatched embryo. Hence we dispose of your fundamental premise, that you have years and wisdom to criticize the way the world is made to wag; which is an enterprise for sound, mature philosophical judgment.


“Item: ’tis evident advantage to everyone, man or moppet, when the world wags smooth. Indeed, whatever tranquillity exists in individual doings is but show and false seeming, like the bark on a rotten apple tree, till those matters that concern the general be at rest. How says Cicero? ‘Obedience to reason, which is the law of the universe controlling high and low alike, is the effort by which man realizes his own reason.’ Now since there lies a coil between our king and queen that can only be dispersed by the presentation of a changeling from Her Resplendency to His Radiance, the said changeling should take great heart and good cheer at having introduced into the world some portion of harmony that cannot but reflect or exhibit itself in what concerns him more nearly. Now—”


“Yes, but—”


“I crave your grace.” He bowed. “Item the third: it is good natural law and justice, too, that you should be chosen. For by old established custom it is demanded of those mortals who have commerce with us that they offer the geld or set out a bowl of milk on St. John’s Eve. Now, since your parents failed of this duty, worshipful babe, when snoring Sneckett yonder came he was clearly possessed of the right of leaving an imp or changeling in your room.”


“Marry,” broke in the winged fairy, “an’ that’s not all he was possessed of, to bring such a great, ugly hulking creature!”


Scholastic logic, Barber told himself; if this whole queer business were hallucination, this part just might be something his mind had dredged out of the subconscious memory left by college days. There was no use arguing with the old fellow; he’d crawl through a keyhole. No, that way out wouldn’t do. However, there was a test that could be applied to the reality of the experience. The senses of touch, hearing, sight could be deceived, but—
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