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It is quite some storm.

It had started out with a perfectly ordinary squall on the strings, but then the brass had joined in, followed shortly afterwards by the entire woodwind section, and now the tubas and the double-basses are in full cry, with the trombones in the background doing the lightning effects. It is also slashing down with rain.

A flash of brilliant electric whiteness cleaves the darkness and reflects, painfully bright, off a man in armour staggering up the steep escarpment of the fell. His visor is up, and his face is lined with agony. He is an idiot. You can tell, just by looking at him. It’s not so much his tall, youthful, athletic build or the sopping wet golden hair plastered like seaweed down his forehead that gives him away; it’s just that nobody with anything substantial between his ears would climb up a steep mountain in full armour in a thunderstorm.

True, there is supposed to be a sleeping princess at  the top of this mountain, whom a kiss will awaken from a century of enchanted sleep. True, this princess is alleged to be beautiful, wise and extremely rich, and quite likely to be well-disposed towards the man who wakes her up. But common sense, even if it can handle the concept of sleeping princesses on mountain-tops, must surely insist that if she’s been up there for a hundred years she’s probably still going to be there in the morning, when it’ll have stopped raining and a chap can see where he’s putting his feet.

The knight stumbles on, and something - fool’s luck, probably - guides his footsteps clear of the anthills, tussocks of heather and other natural obstacles which would send him and his fifty pounds of sheet steel slithering back down the hillside like a heavy-duty toboggan. The lightning forks from the sky again, and instead of electrocuting him chooses to illuminate the mountain-top. In fact it goes further, setting a wind-twisted thorn tree nicely on fire, so that the knight can make out the figure of a sleeping human under the lee of a rocky outcrop. Short of providing an illuminated sign saying YOU ARE HERE, there’s not much more anybody could do to make things easy.

‘Ha!’ says the knight.

He lays down his shield and his spear and kneels for a moment, lost in wonder and awe. A sheep, huddling under a nearby gorse bush and chewing a ling root, gives him a look of utter contempt.

The sleeper remains motionless. The funny thing is that, for somebody who’s been asleep on a mountain-top for a hundred years, she’s in a pretty good state of preservation. When one thinks what happens to a perfectly ordinary pair of corduroy trousers when they  inadvertently get left outside on the washing line overnight, one is amazed at how tidy she is. But of course, the idiot doesn’t notice this. In fact, he’s praying. He doesn’t half choose some funny moments.

And now it has stopped raining, and the dawn pokes its rosy toe outside the duvet of the clouds and shudders. A single exquisite sunbeam picks out the scene. The knight’s armour rusts quietly. Somebody is going to have to go over it later with a wire brush and a tin of metal polish, but you can guess, can’t you, that it isn’t going to be the knight.

Finally, having said quite a few paternosters and the odd Te Deum, the knight rises to his feet and approaches the sleeping figure. Dawn is now in full swing, and as he lifts the veil off her face - please note that some unseen force has protected the veil from mildew and mould for over a century - the sun lets fly with enormous quantities of atmospheric pink light. Creaking slightly, the knight bends down and plants a chaste, dry little kiss on the sleeper’s cheek.

She stirs. Languidly, she opens her eyes. Consider how you feel first thing in the morning, and multiply that thirty-six thousand, five hundred times. Correct; you’d feel like death, wouldn’t you? And the first thing you’d say would be, ‘Nnnggrh,’ surely. Not a bit of it.

‘Hail, oh sun,’ she says, ‘hail, oh light, hail, oh daw...’

Then she checks herself. She blinks.

‘Hang on,’ she says.

The knight remains kneeling. He has that utterly idiotic expression on his face that you only see in Pre-Raphaelite paintings.

‘Who are you?’ says the princess.

The knight clears his throat. ‘I,’ he says, ‘am Prince Boamund, eldest son of King Ipsimar of Northgales, and I have come—’

‘Who?’

The knight raises both eyebrows, like someone by Burne-Jones who’s just trodden on something sharp. ‘I am Prince Boamund, eldest son of King—’

‘Boamund?’

‘That’s right,’ says the knight, ‘Boamund, eldest son of—’

‘How do you spell that?’

The knight looks worried. Where he comes from you can take advanced falconry, or you can take spelling; not both. Guess which one he opted for.

‘Bee,’ he says, and hesitates. ‘Oh. Ee...’

The princess has a curious expression on her face (which is, of course, divinely beautiful). ‘Are you being funny or something?’ she says.

‘Funny?’

‘Kidding about,’ she replies. ‘Practical joke, that sort of thing.’ She considers the situation for a moment. ‘You’re not, are you?’

‘No,’ says Boamund. He thinks hard. ‘Look,’ he says, ‘I am Boamund, eldest son of King Ipsimar of Northgales, and you are Kriemhild the Fair, and you have been sleeping an enchanted sleep on top of this mountain ever since the foul magician Dunthor cast a spell on you, and I’ve just woken you up with a kiss. Agreed?’

The princess nods.

‘Right, then,’ says Boamund.

‘So?’

‘What do you mean, so?’ says Boamund, flushing  pink. ‘I mean, it’s supposed to be... well...’

‘Well what?’

‘Well...’

Kriemhild gives him another peculiar look and reaches under a nearby stone for her cardy. It is, of course, pristinely clean.

‘I mean,’ she says, ‘yes, you qualify, yes, you’re a prince and all that, but ... well, there seems to have been some mistake, that’s all.’

‘Mistake?’

‘Mistake. Look,’ she says, ‘who told you? About me being here and everything?’

Boamund thinks hard. ‘Well,’ he says, ‘there was this man in a tavern, if you must know.’

‘A knight?’

Boamund scratches his head. Imagine a knight by Alma-Tadema who’s somehow managed to fall off the picture and is wondering how to get back in without breaking the glass. ‘I suppose he might have been a knight, yes. We were playing cards, and I won.’

Kriemhild’s roseate lips have set in a firm line. ‘Oh yes?’ she says.

‘Yes,’ replies Boamund, ‘and when I asked him to pay up he said he was terribly sorry but he didn’t have any money. And I was just about to get pretty angry with him when he said that he could put me on to a pretty good thing instead, if I was interested. Well, I reckoned that I didn’t have much choice, so...’

‘I see,’ says Kriemhild icily. ‘Tell me, this knight, was he sort of dark, good-looking in a blah sort of way, long nose, hair fluffed up at the back...?’

‘Yes,’ says Boamund, surprised. ‘Do you know him? I mean, how can you, you’ve been asleep...’

‘Just wait till I get my hands on him, the treacherous little rat,’ says Kriemhild, vigorously. ‘I should have guessed, I really should.’

‘You do know him, then?’

Kriemhild laughs bitterly. ‘Oh yes,’ she says, ‘I know Tancred de la Grange all right. The little weasel,’ she adds. ‘I shall have a thing or two to say to Messire de la Grange when he finally condescends to get here.’

Something sinks into Boamund’s slowly grinding brain. ‘Oh,’ he says. ‘So you’re going to, er...’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’re, um, not going to...’

‘No.’ Kriemhild takes off her cardy, rolls it into a ball and puts her head on it. ‘Please replace my veil before you go,’ she says firmly. ‘Good night.’

‘Oh,’ says Boamund. ‘Right you are, then.’ He stoops awkwardly down and picks up the veil, not noticing that he’s standing on one corner of it. There is a tearing sound. ‘Sorry,’ he says, and drapes it as best he can over the face of the princess, who is now fast asleep once more. She grunts.

‘Damn,’ says Boamund, faintly; then, with a shrug which makes his vamplates crunch rustily, he sets off slowly down the mountain.

He’s about a third of the way down when it starts raining again.

Fortunately there is a small cave nearby, its entrance half hidden by a wind-twisted thorn tree, and he squelches heavily towards it. Just inside he sees a dwarf, sitting cross-legged and munching a drumstick.

Promising.

‘Hello, dwarf,’ says Boamund.

‘Wotcher, tosh,’ replies the dwarf, not looking up.

‘Still pissing down out there, is it?’

‘Um,’ says Boamund. ‘Yes.’

‘Rotten bloody climate, isn’t it?’ says the dwarf. ‘I suppose you’re coming in.’

‘If you don’t mind.’

‘Suit yourself,’ says the dwarf. ‘I suppose you want a drink, an’ all.’

Boamund’s face lights up under his sodden fringe. ‘Have you got any milk?’ he asks.

The dwarf favours him with a look of distilled scorn and indicates a big leather bottle. ‘Help yourself,’ he says, with his mouth full.

It’s a strange drink. Boamund thinks there are probably herbs in it; cold herbal tea or something. Then he suddenly feels terribly, terribly sleepy.

When he’s fast asleep the dwarf jettisons his chicken leg, grins unpleasantly, makes a cabalistic sign and gets up to leave. A thought crosses his mind and he turns back. Having stolen Boamund’s purse, penknife with corkscrew attachment and handkerchief, he leaves, and soon he has vanished completely.

Boamund sleeps.

 



Quite some time later he woke up.

Localised heavy rain, perhaps; or else someone had just emptied a bucket of water over him. He tried to move, but couldn’t. Something creaked.

‘It’s all right,’ said a voice somewhere overhead. That was probably God, Boamund thought; in which case, what he’d always suspected was true. God did indeed come from the West Riding of Yorkshire.

‘You’re not paralysed or anything like that,’ the voice went on, ‘it’s just that your armour’s rusted solid.  Really solid,’ the voice added, with just a touch of awe. ‘We’re going to need more than just tinsnips to get you out of there.’

Boamund tried to see who was talking - probably not God after all - but the best he could do was crane his eyes. Result, a close-up of the bottom edge of his visor. ‘Where am I?’ he asked.

‘In a cave,’ replied the voice, and then continued, ‘You’ve been here for some time, actually, sorry about that.’

Boamund cast his mind back. A fiery mountain. A maiden. A dwarf. Milk that tasted funny. Something his mother had told him, many, many years ago, about not accepting milk from strange dwarves.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked.

‘Ah,’ replied the voice. ‘You’re the perceptive type, I can see that. Maybe all it needs is a dab of penetrating oil. Hold still.’

This injunction was, of course, somewhat redundant, but at least Boamund caught a very brief glimpse of someone small, in a purple hood, darting across his restricted line of vision. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘you’re the dwarf, aren’t you? The one who...’

‘Close,’ said the dwarf, ‘but not quite.’

‘Hang on,’ Boamund remonstrated. ‘Either you are or you...’

‘I’m not the dwarf you’re thinking of,’ replied the dwarf, ‘but I’m a relative of his.’

‘A relative...’

‘Yes.’ A small, ugly, wide grin floated across Boamund’s sight-plane for an instant and then vanished again. ‘A relative. In fact...’

‘Yes?’

‘Um.’ A scuttling noise. ‘A direct relative.’ There was a curious swooshing sound near Boamund’s left knee. ‘Try that.’

Boamund made an attempt to flex his leg, without results.

‘Give it another go,’ said the dwarf. ‘Brilliant stuff, this WD-40, but you’ve got to let it have time to seep through.’

Something began to tick inside Boamund’s head. ‘How long have I been here, exactly?’ he asked. ‘If my armour’s really rusted solid, I must have been here...’ He considered. ‘Weeks,’ he said.

‘Try that.’

‘Nothing.’

‘Sure?’

‘Of course I’m...’

Sound of intake of dwarfish breath. As well as being notorious for their alliance with enchanters, sorcerers and other malign agencies, dwarves are celebrated blacksmiths and metalworkers. This means that they have that profoundly irritating knack, familiar to anyone who’s ever taken a car to a garage to have an inexplicable squeak sorted out, of drawing their breath in through a gap in their teeth instead of answering questions. The gap in the teeth, so current research would indicate, is usually the result of getting a smack in the mouth from telling a short-tempered customer that you can’t get the parts.

‘You’re stuck solid there, chum,’ said the dwarf. ‘Absolutely solid. Never seen anything like it.’

Boamund felt a tiny twinge of panic, deep down inside his digestive apparatus. ‘What do you mean,’ he said, ‘solid?’

The dwarf seemed not to have heard him. ‘Not really surprising, though, amount of time you’ve been here. Suppose we could give it a try with the old cold chisel, but I’m not promising anything.’

‘Hey!’ said Boamund; and the next moment the entire universe began to vibrate loudly.

‘Thought not,’ said the dwarf, after a while. ‘Helmet’s rusted solid on to your vambrace. Looks like a hacksaw job to me. Stay there a minute, will you?’

In an ideal world Boamund would have pointed out, very wittily, that he didn’t have much choice in the matter; however, since the world he was in fact inhabiting was still badly polluted with the after-effects of the dwarf attacking his helmet with hammer and chisel, Boamund didn’t bother. What he in fact said was, ‘Aaaagh.’

‘Right then,’ said the dwarf at his side. ‘I’ve got the hacksaw, the big hammer, crowbar and the oxy-acetylene cutter. Hold still a minute while I just...’

‘What’s an oxy-whatever you said?’

‘Oh yes.’ The dwarf was silent for a moment. ‘You know I said I was a relative of that other dwarf?’

‘Yes?’

‘Well,’ the dwarf replied, ‘the fact is, I’m his ... Just a tick.’ The dwarf muttered under his breath. He was counting.

‘You’re his what?’

‘I’m his great- great- great- great- great- great- great-great- great- great- great- great- great- great- great-great- great- great- great- great- great- great- great-great- great- great- great- great- great- great- great-great- great- great- great- great- great- great- great-great-grandson,’ said the dwarf, ‘approximately. I’m  basing that on, say, fifteen hundred years, thirty-five-odd years per generation. You get the idea.’

There was, for the space of several minutes, a very profound silence in the cave, broken only by the sound of the dwarf having a go at the hinge-bolt of Boamund’s visor with a triangular-section rasp.

‘What did you just say?’ Boamund asked.

‘I’m the great- great- great- great- great- great- great-great- great- great- great- great- great- great- great-great- great- great- great- great- great- great- great-great- great- great- great- great- great- great- great-great- great- great- great- great- great- great- great-great-grandson of the other dwarf,’ said the dwarf, ‘the one you mentioned just now. And my name is Toenail. Ah, that’s better, I think we’re getting somewhere.’

Boamund made a gurgling noise, like a blocked hotel drain. ‘What was that you said,’ he asked, ‘about fifteen hundred years?’

Toenail looked up from his raspwork. ‘Say fifteen hundred years,’ he replied, ‘give or take a year or so. That’s your actual oral tradition for you, you see, handed down by word of mouth across forty generations. Approximately forty generations, anyway. Hold on a second.’

There was a crash, and something gave. A moment later, Toenail proudly displayed a corroded brown lump. ‘Your visor,’ he explained. ‘Now for the tricky bit.’

‘I’ve been here for fifteen hundred years?’

‘We’ll call it that,’ said the dwarf, ‘for ready money, so to speak. You got enchanted.’

‘I’d guessed that.’

‘It was the milk,’ Toenail continued. ‘Big tradition in our family, how Toenail the First put the Foolish Knight to sleep with a drugged posset. About the only exciting thing that’s ever happened to us, in fact. Fifteen hundred years of unbroken linear descent we’ve got - there’s just the three of us, actually, now that Mum’s passed on, rest her soul, that’s me, our Chilblain and our Hangnail - fifteen hundred years and what’ve we got to show for it? One drugged knight, and a couple of hundred thousand kettles mended and lawnmower blades sharpened. Continuity, they call it.’

‘I...’

‘Hold still.’

There was a terrific creak, and then something hit Boamund very hard on the point of his chin. When he next came to, his head was mobile again and there was something looking like a big brown coal-scuttle lying beside him.

‘Your helmet,’ said Toenail, proudly. ‘Welcome to the twentieth century, by the way.’

‘The what?’

‘Oh yes,’ Toenail replied, ‘I forgot, back in your day they hadn’t started counting them yet. I wouldn’t worry,’ he added, ‘you haven’t missed anything much.’

‘Haven’t I?’

Toenail considered. ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘Right, it’s the torch for that breastplate, I reckon.’

In spite of what Toenail had said, Boamund felt he’d definitely missed out on the development of the oxy-acetylene cutter.

‘What the hell,’ he said, when his voice was functional once more, ‘was that?’

‘I’ll explain it all later,’ Toenail replied. ‘Just think of it as a portable dragon, okay?’ He lifted off a section of breastplate and tossed it aside. It clanged and disintegrated in a cloud of brown snowflakes.

‘Basically,’ Toenail went on, ‘you’ve had your Dark Ages, your Middle Ages, your Renaissance, your Age of Enlightenment, your Industrial Revolution and your World Wars. Apart from that, it’s been business pretty much as usual. Only,’ he added, ‘they don’t call it Albion any more, they call it Great Britain.’

Boamund gurgled again. ‘Great...?’

‘Britain. Or the United Kingdom. Or UK. You know, like in Kawaguchi Industries (UK) plc. But it’s basically the same thing; they’ve changed the names a bit, that’s all. We’ll sort it all out later. Hold tight.’

Boamund would have enquired further, but Toenail turned the oxy-acetylene back on and so he was rather too tied up with blind fear to pursue the matter. At one stage he felt sure that the terrible white-blue flame had gone clean through his arm.

‘Try that,’ Toenail said.

‘Grr.’

‘Sorry?’

Boamund made a further noise, rather harder to reproduce in syllabic form but indicative of terror. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ said the dwarf. ‘Just count yourself lucky I didn’t think to bring the laser.’

‘What’s a...?’

‘Forget it. You can move your arms now, if you like.’

For a moment, Boamund felt that this was a black lie; and then he found he could. Then one and a half millenniums’ worth of pins and needles began to catch  up with him, and he screamed.

‘Good sign, that,’ Toenail shouted above the noise, ‘shows the old blood’s beginning to circulate again. You’ll be up and about in no time, mark my words.’

‘And the first thing I’ll do,’ Boamund yelled at him, ‘I’ll take that oxy thing and ...’

Toenail grinned and went to work with the torch on Boamund’s leg-armour. Wisely, Boamund decided not to watch.

‘Anyway,’ Toenail said as he guided the terrible flame, ‘I bet that what you’re dying to ask me is, Why  was I put to sleep for fifteen hundred years in a cave with all my armour on? I’m right, aren’t I?’

‘Aagh.’

‘Well,’ said the dwarf, ‘oops, sorry, lost my concentration there for a minute. The armour was a mistake, I reckon, personally. Bit slapdash by old Toenail the First, if you ask me.’ The dwarf grinned pleasantly. ‘The actual going-to-sleep bit, though, that was your destiny.’

‘AAGH!’

‘Butterfingers,’ muttered the dwarf. ‘Sorry. The way I heard it, anyway, you’re destined to be this, like, great hero or something. Like the old legends, you know, Alfred the Great, Sir Francis Drake—’

‘Who?’

‘After your time, I suppose. Like the great national hero who is not dead but only sleeping and will come again when his country needs him, that sort of thing.’

‘Like Anbilant de Ganes?’ Boamund suggested. ‘Or Sir Persiflant the—’

‘Who?’

‘Sir Persiflant the Grey,’ said Boamund wretchedly.

‘You must have heard of him, he was supposed to be asleep under Suilven Crag, and if ever the King of Benwick sets foot on Albion soil, he’ll come again and...’

Toenail grinned and shook his head. ‘Sorry, old son,’ he said. ‘Guess he forgot to set the alarm. Anyway, you get the idea. That’s you.’

‘Me?’

‘You. Not,’ Toenail admitted, ‘that there’s much going on just at the moment. I mean, they say on the telly that unless someone does something about interest rates pretty soon it’s going to mean curtains for small businesses up and down the country, but that’s not really your line of work, I wouldn’t have thought. Maybe you’re going to do something about standards in primary school education. That it, you reckon?’

‘What’s a school?’

‘Maybe not,’ said Toenail. ‘What else could it be?’ He paused. ‘You’re not a fast left-arm bowler, by any chance?’

‘What’s a...?’

‘Pity, we could really do with one of those. Anyway, whatever it is we need, apparently you’re it. Try your feet.’

‘Ouch.’

‘Champion,’ Toenail said. ‘We’ll give it a minute, and then you can try getting up.’

Boamund shifted slightly and discovered that he’d spent the last fifteen hundred years lying on a small but jagged stone. ‘Ow,’ he said.

Toenail was packing tools away in a small canvas bag. ‘I’ll say this,’ he said, ‘they made stuff to last in those days. Fifteen-hundred-year-old steel, eh?’ He  picked up a massive armguard and poked his finger through it. ‘Should be in a museum or something, by rights. There’s probably people who’d pay good money...’

Boamund gave up the effort and lay back, wondering if you could die of pins and needles. Outside there was a noise; it had been there a while but he now perceived it for the first time. A low, ominous growling, like an animal - no, like a huge swarm of bees. Only these bees would have to be eight feet long to make a noise like that.

Toenail grinned at him.

‘What you can hear,’ he said, ‘is the M62. Don’t worry about it.’

‘Is it safe?’

Toenail considered. ‘Depends,’ he said. ‘But as far as you’re concerned right now, yes. Try standing up.’

He reached out a hand and Boamund grabbed it. A moment later he was putting his weight on his fifteen-hundred-year-old shoes. Oddly enough, they were fine. A spot of polish wouldn’t hurt, mind.

‘My clothes,’ said Boamund. ‘Why aren’t they...?’

‘Enchanted,’ Toenail replied. ‘Keeps them all nice and fresh. Come on, we’re running late as it is.’

Boamund followed Toenail to the door of the cave, looked out, and screamed.

 



A year or so back, a television producer, one Danny Bennett, made a documentary which implied that the poet T.S. Eliot was murdered by the CIA.

According to Bennett’s hypothesis, Eliot was killed because he had, quite by accident, stumbled upon highly secret metaphysical data which the Pentagon  was in the process of developing for military use. Not aware of what he had done, Eliot published his findings in the Four Quartets; twenty-nine years later, he was dead, yet another victim of the Men in Grey Suits.

According to Bennett, the fatal lines were:
Time present and time past

Are both perhaps present in time future



and Bennett’s argument was that this was taken by the nasty men to be an expose of the strange things that people seem to get up to in the parts of ancient monuments and historic houses which are never open to the public.

Take, Bennett said, Hampton Court Palace, or Anne Hathaway’s cottage. More than half of the rooms in these jewels of England’s heritage are permanently shut. Why? Is it, as the Government would have us believe, simply because there isn’t the money to maintain them and pay attendants? Or is there a more sinister explanation? Could it be that top secret experimental research into the nature of time itself is being carried out behind the nail-studded doors - research that, the nasty men hope, will lead to the perfection of a super-weapon that will allow NATO forces to zap back across the centuries, assassinate Lenin, and so prevent the storming of the Winter Palace? And was it his unfortunately ambiguous statement in the opening lines of ‘Burnt Norton’ that signed Thomas Stearns Eliot’s death warrant?

Shortly after completing the filming of the documentary, Bennett was promoted sideways and appointed to be the new head of BBC local radio on  Martinmas Island, a small coral reef three thousand miles due east of Sydney. Interpretations of this outcome differ; Bennett, on his mid-morning phone-in  Good Morning, Martinmas, has proposed the view that he has been muzzled, and this only goes to prove that he was absolutely right. The BBC, on the other hand, say that he was posted there because he had finally, irrevocably, fallen out of his tree, and although the next three years were likely to be tough going for the two marine biologists and six thousand penguins who inhabit Martinmas, short of having the wretched fellow put down there wasn’t much else they could do.

Oddly enough, and by the purest coincidence, there is something extremely fishy about the back rooms of ancient monuments. These areas are used, as one would expect, for administration, storage and similar purposes; but nobody as yet has come up with a satisfactory (or at least comfortable) explanation for the fact that, when the staff come in every morning, they tend to find that someone’s been using the typewriters and the kettles are warm.

 



‘That’s it?’ Boamund said.

‘Basically, yes,’ the hermit replied.1 ‘I’ve left out Helmut von Moltke and the Peace of Nikolsburg, and maybe I skated over the Benelux customs union a bit, but I think you’ve got the essentials there. Anything you’re not sure about, you can look up in the book.’

Boamund shrugged. He had learnt that, in the one   and a half thousand years he’d been asleep, Albion had indeed changed its name and they’d invented a few labour-saving gadgets, but basically things were very much the same. In fact, to be absolutely honest, they were worse. He was disappointed.

‘My dad used to tell me,’ he said, ‘that by the time I was grown up, mankind would have grown a third arm it could use to scratch the small of its back.’

The hermit smiled, a tight-lipped, well-there-it-is-and-it’s -too-late-now sort of smile, shrugged, and examined the crumpet on the end of his toasting fork. Outside in the street, small children rode up and down on bicycles and smacked the heads off flowers with plastic swords.

‘I know,’ agreed the hermit sadly. ‘We’ve tried, God only knows, but people just won’t listen. You try and guide them in the right direction, and what do you get? Apathy. You drop heavy hints to them about harnessing the power of the sun, the wind and the lightning and they go and invent the vacuum cleaner. Nobody’s the slightest bit interested in mainstream technology any more.’

Boamund looked sympathetic. ‘It must be hard for you,’ he said.

‘Not really,’ said the hermit. ‘I get by more or less. It’s not like the old times, but as far as I’m concerned, the main thing is to try and blend into the landscape, as it were, and bide my time.’

‘Bide your time until when?’

‘I’m coming to that,’ said the hermit. The insubstantial red glow had burnt the crumpet, and the hermit impatiently dismissed them both and opened a packet of biscuits instead. ‘Have one?’ he asked. ‘You  must be starving after all this time.’

‘Thank you,’ Boamund said, and took a mouthful of Rich Tea. A moment later, he made a face, spat out a mouthful of crumbs and coughed.

The hermit apologised. ‘I should have warned you,’ he said. ‘It’s organic, I’m afraid. Made from ground-up grass seeds and processed sugar-beet, would you believe. The art of synthesising food was lost centuries ago. You get used to it after a while, but it still tastes like eating your way through somebody’s compost heap. Here, have a doughnut.’

A doughnut appeared on the arm of Boamund’s chair and he ate it thankfully. With his mouth full, he asked, ‘So how do you manage it? Blending into the landscape, I mean?’

‘Simple,’ replied the hermit, ‘I pretend to repair televisions. You won’t credit it, but this country is full of little old men with their elbows showing through the sleeves of their cardigans who make a living mending televisions.’

Boamund considered. ‘Those are the little box things with pictures in them?’

The hermit nodded. ‘I’ve been here forty years now,’ said the hermit, ‘and nobody’s taken the slightest notice of what I do. If anyone hears strange noises or sees flashing green lights late at night, the neighbours say, ‘Oh him, he mends televisions,’ and that seems to satisfy them. I imagine that, since they expect you to work miracles, they aren’t too bothered if you do. In fact, I do it so well that some of them bring them back afterwards and complain that they still aren’t right, even when I’ve hexed the dratted things so hard they’d withstand a nuclear attack.’

‘That sounds like a really good cover,’ Boamund said. ‘Actually, while I’m here, I’ll get you just to have a quick look at my astrolabe. I think it’s the bearings.’

The hermit ignored him. ‘I’m fortunate, of course,’ he continued, ‘in still having a dwarf.’

‘You mean Toenail?’

‘That’s right. They’re getting a bit thin on the ground, dwarves, though it’s not as bad as it was. I think it was the free milk they used to give out to schoolchildren. Plays havoc with calcium deficiency, milk.’ The hermit frowned. ‘I’m drifting off the point a bit, aren’t I? You and your destiny, all that sort of thing. I expect you want to know what your destiny actually is. Well...’

‘Atishoo!’ Boamund said.

‘I beg your pardon?’

Boamund explained that he’d just spent the last fifteen hundred years in a draught. ‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘you were saying...’

‘What you’ve got to do,’ said the hermit, ‘is go to Ventcaster-on-Ouse and discover the Holy Grail.’

Boamund thought for a moment.

The curriculum of chivalry is selective. It consists of, in modern terms, A-level heraldry, genealogy, religious instruction and falconry, horsemanship and weapon-handling to degree level, and the option of postgraduate studies in either mysticism or dalliance. Essential as all these disciplines are to the profession of arms, none of them tends to stimulate the rational faculties. If you can’t kill it, hit people with it or worship it, then as far as chivalry is concerned it clearly can’t be all that important. To set a knight thinking, therefore, a proposition has to be fairly startling.

‘If you know it’s in Ventcaster-on-Ouse,’ said Boamund carefully, ‘how come you need me to go and look for it? Couldn’t you just send a dwarf to fetch it or something?’

The hermit smiled kindly. ‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘perhaps I could have put that better. I’m not saying the Grail is in Ventcaster. In fact, it’s a pretty safe bet that that’s one place on earth that the Grail isn’t. But if you’re going to look for it, going to Ventcaster is an essential preliminary step, because that’s where the rest of the Grail Knights are. They need a new Grand Master. That’s you.’ He paused. ‘Better?’ he asked.

Boamund nodded. He was still thinking. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘that’s fine. But why me, what’s a Grail and why?’

Maybe the hermit smiled again, or maybe it was the original smile winched up another eighth of an inch.

‘When the powers that be decided that Albion was finally going into Europe and we had to start changing over to continental ways,’ said the hermit with obvious distaste, ‘a few of the more far-sighted of us reckoned that it would be a good idea to ... how shall I put it? We salted away a few essential personnel - knights and hermits and sages and the like - just in case. They had to be fairly low status, or else they’d have been missed, but with potential nevertheless. You were one of them.’

‘Oh,’ Boamund said.

‘What you might call low-flying high-flyers,’ the hermit explained. ‘Bright lights under heavy bushels. Anyway, from time to time, when we need you, we wake you up. The Grail Knights have just lost their leader, and so...’

‘Killed?’

‘Not exactly,’ said the hermit, sourly. ‘He left the Order to start a window-cleaning round in Leamington Spa. So, of course, we need a replacement. It’s a good posting,’ the hermit added, as Boamund gave him a look you could have broken up with a hammer and put in a gin and tonic. ‘Grade C status, company horse, makes you eligible for the pension scheme.’

‘That reminds me,’ Boamund started to say, but the hermit frowned at him.

‘Also,’ he went on, ‘actually finding the Grail immediately qualifies you for a place in Avalon, remission of sins and a legend. If I was a bright, ambitious young knight wanting to make my mark, I’d jump at it.’

Boamund looked at him.

‘And,’ the hermit continued, ‘if you don’t I’ll send you back to sleep until you do. Right?’

‘Right,’ said Boamund.

‘Splendid,’ said the hermit. ‘Toenail!’

The dwarf-flap in the living-room door pushed open and Toenail appeared. His arms were oily to the elbow and he was holding a spanner.

‘What?’ he said.

The hermit frowned. ‘Are you fiddling about with that motorbike again?’ he asked.

Toenail looked shiftily up over the footstool. ‘What if I am?’ he said.

The hermit gave him a despairing look. ‘Why, that’s what I want to know,’ he said. ‘If the wretched thing doesn’t work, then I’ll hex it for you, and then perhaps we won’t have so many oily fingerprints on the tea-towels.’

The dwarf scowled. ‘You leave my bike alone,’ he  replied. ‘I’m a dwarf, fixing things is in our blood.’

‘Putting new washers on taps isn’t,’ replied the hermit pointedly. ‘I was soaked to the skin, that time you—’

‘That’s plumbing,’ replied the dwarf. ‘If you want plumbing done, call a plumber. Anyway, what can I do you for?’

The hermit sighed, and stared the oily footprints out of the carpet. ‘Sir Boamund will be needing some new armour,’ he said, ‘and a sword and a shield and all that sort of thing. Have a look in the cupboard under the stairs, see what we’ve got.’

‘Ah,’ said the dwarf. ‘Now you’re talking.’ He bowed and hurried away.

‘He’s a good sort, really,’ said the hermit. ‘I just wish he wouldn’t keep trying to put a saddle on the cat and ride it round the house. It doesn’t like it, you know.’ The hermit got up, shook Boamund by the hand and clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘best of luck, pop in after you’ve found the Grail, tell me how you’ve got on.’

Boamund nodded. Chivalry is like that; one minute you’re sitting under a tree, chewing a blade of grass and dreaming of nothing in particular, and the next you’re in the middle of some peculiar chain of adventures, which may end up with you marrying the king’s eldest daughter but is just as likely to end up with you getting knocked off your horse and breaking your neck. You learn to go with the flow in chivalry. In that respect at least, it’s a bit like selling door to door.

‘Bye, then,’ Boamund said. ‘I’ll leave the astrolabe with you, just in case you’ve got a moment to look at it.’

‘Yes indeed,’ said the hermit. He was gradually sinking into a pool of blue light, drifting away into the heart of the great Glass Mountain. A pair of carpet slippers crackled suddenly into flame, and then there was nothing left but an empty chair. Boamund turned to go.

‘Oh yes, I forgot to mention,’ whispered a faint voice. ‘Whatever else you do, make absolutely sure you don’t go near the ...’

‘Sorry?’ Boamund asked. He waited for three minutes, but all he heard were the chimes of an ice-cream van, far away in the distance.

 



‘What’s this?’ Boamund asked, puzzled.

Toenail sighed. He had this feeling that Boamund was going to turn out to be a difficult bugger, and resolved to do his best to be patient. Unfortunately, patience isn’t one of the Three Dwarfish Virtues2.

‘It’s a zip,’ Toenail replied. ‘Look, it does up.’

‘Does up what?’

‘Does up like this.’

‘Ow!’

Toenail sighed. ‘It’s sort of instead of a codpiece,’ he explained. ‘You’ll get used to it.’

Boamund rubbed himself painfully, and muttered words to the effect that he thought it was a bloody silly way of going about things. Toenail smiled brightly and handed him the helmet.

‘What’s this?’ Boamund asked. Toenail was getting sick of this.

‘It’s a helmet,’ he replied.

Boamund stared at it. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I know I’m new to most of this, but don’t try being funny with me. A helmet is heavy and shiny and made of the finest steel. This is made of that stuff ... what did you say it was called?’

‘Plastic,’ Toenail replied, ‘or rather, fibre-glass. It’s a crash helmet. They’re different from the ones you know about.’

‘But...’

Toenail decided to be firm, otherwise they’d never get anywhere. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘in your day, you had jousting helms and fighting helms and parade helms, and they were all different, right? Well, this is a helm for riding on a motorbike. That’s why it’s different.’

Boamund started to sulk. He’d already sulked twice; once when Toenail had handed him a bike jacket and Boamund had tried to make out that only peasants and archers wore leather body armour, and once when he’d been told that he was going to be riding pillion. He’d started to say that the knight always rode the horse and the dwarf went on the pillion, but Toenail had managed to shut him up by dropping a toolkit on his foot. He anticipated big trouble very shortly.

‘And here’s your sword,’ he said, ‘and your shield.

Grab hold, while I just...’

‘Here,’ Boamund said, ‘why’re they in a canvas bag? It’s not honourable to go around with your sword cased.’

Toenail decided it wouldn’t be sensible right now to try and explain why it would be injudicious for  Boamund to wear his sword. Terms like ‘arrested’ and ‘offensive weapon’ probably didn’t form part of his vocabulary. Instead, he made out that the quest demanded that he travel incognito, to save having to fight lots of tiresome jousts on the way. Oddly enough, Boamund swallowed that without a murmur.

‘Right,’ Boamund said. ‘Where’s the horse?’

‘It’s not a horse,’ Toenail replied tentatively. ‘Not as such. Look, follow me.’

He led the way out the back. There, under the washing line, stood his treasured Triumph Bonneville, the only thing in the whole world that he really and unreservedly loved.

‘What’s that?’ Boamund asked.

Toenail clenched his fists tightly and replied, ‘It’s a motorcycle. It’s like...’ He closed his eyes and ransacked his mind, pulling out the drawers and throwing their contents on to the floor. ‘It’s like a magic horse that doesn’t need shoeing,’ was the best he could come up with.

‘Does it fly?’ Boamund asked.

‘No,’ said Toenail, taken aback. ‘It goes along the ground. Downhill, with the wind behind her, she’ll do a hundred and fifteen, no worries.’

‘A hundred and fifteen what?’

‘Miles.’

‘Oh.’ Boamund frowned. ‘And then what do you do?’ he asked.

‘How do you mean?’

‘After you’ve gone a hundred and fifteen miles,’ Boamund replied. ‘Do you get another one, or...?’

‘No, no,’ Toenail said, screwing up his eyes and resisting the temptation to take a chunk out of  Boamund’s kneecap. ‘A hundred and fifteen miles an hour.’

‘Hang on,’ Boamund said. ‘I thought you said it didn’t fly.’

‘She doesn’t.’

But Boamund didn’t seem convinced. ‘All the magic horses I ever heard about could fly,’ he said. ‘There was Altamont, the winged steed of Sir Grevis de Bohun. She could do three hundred and forty-two, nought to a hundred and six in four point four three—’

‘Yes, well,’ Toenail said. ‘Now—’

‘My uncle had a magic horse,’ Boamund went on, ‘he did from Caerleon to Tintagel once in an hour and seven minutes. You could really give it some welly on that horse, he used to tell me.’

‘Um...’

‘Had all the gear, too,’ Boamund continued dreamily. ‘Monoshock stirrups, power-assisted reins, three-into-one hydraulically damped underneck martingale, customised sharkskin girths with three-position auto-adjusted main buckles...’

Toenail stumped across to the bike and unscrewed the filler-cap. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘we haven’t got all day, you know.’

Boamund shrugged. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Where do I sit?’

‘Behind me,’ Toenail said. ‘Up you get. Got the bag?’

Boamund nodded and pulled on his helmet. Muttering something or other under his breath, Toenail opened the choke, flicked down the kickstart, and stood on it and jumped.

Needless to say, the bloody thing wouldn’t start.

Boamund tapped him on the shoulder. ‘What are you doing?’ he said.

‘I’m trying to get her to start,’ Toenail replied.

‘What, by pulling out its whatsit and jumping on it?’ Boamund replied. ‘What good’s that supposed to do? You’ll just make it cross, and then it’ll bite you or something.’

I could try and explain, Toenail thought, but why bother? He located the kickstart under the ball of his foot, lifted himself in the saddle and jumped again. As usually happened, the kickstart slipped from under his foot and came up sharply against his shin. Toenail swore.

‘Told you so,’ said Boamund. ‘Why don’t you just say the magic word?’

‘There isn’t a magic word, you pig-brained idiot!’

Boamund sighed and said something incomprehensible. At once the engine fired, revved briefly and then fell back into a soft, dreamy purring. Of the usual wittering of maladjusted tappets there was no sign. Toenail sat, open-mouthed, listening. Even the cam-chain sounded good.

‘Can we go now, please?’ Boamund said. ‘It’ll take us at least an hour, if all this thing does is—’

‘How did you do that?’ Toenail demanded. ‘She never starts first time. Never.’ He felt betrayed, somehow.

‘Simple,’ Boamund replied, ‘I said the magic word. I’m not a complete ignoramus, you know.’

Right, Toenail thought, enough is enough. You’ve asked for it. He flipped up the sidestand, trod the gearlever into first and opened the throttle. The front wheel hoisted itself gratifyingly skyward and, with a  squeal of maltreated rubber, the bike careered down the drive and out into Cairngorm Avenue. By the end of the road, Toenail was doing nearly fifty, and as they went round the corner he slewed the bike down so hard that the right-hand side footrest touched down with a shower of sparks.

Magic horses be buggered, he thought. I’ll give him magic horses, the cocky little sod.

They were doing a cool seventy down Sunderland Crescent, weaving in and out round the parked cars like a demented bee, when Boamund leant forward and tapped Toenail on the shoulder.

‘All right?’ he shouted back. ‘You want me to slow down?’

‘Certainly not,’ Boamund replied. ‘Can’t you get this thing to go any faster?’

Toenail was about to say something very apposite when Boamund muttered another incomprehensible phrase and the road suddenly blurred in front of Toenail’s eyes. He screamed, but the wind tore the sound away from him. There was this furniture van, right in front of them, and ...

And then they were flying. It had been a near thing; the front tyre had skimmed the roof of the van, and quite probably he was going to have to go the round of the breakers’ yards to get another rear mudguard (you try getting a rear mudguard for a’74 Bonneville and see how you like it), but they were still alive. And airborne.

‘Put me down!’ Toenail shrieked. ‘How dare you! This is a classic bike, I’ve spent hours getting it up to concourse standard. You crash it and I’ll kill you!’

‘But it’s so slow,’ Boamund replied. ‘You hang on tight, we’ll soon be there.’

Toenail was beginning to feel sick. ‘Please,’ he said.

The laws of chivalry, which are as comprehensible and practical as the VAT regulations, ordain that a true knight shall have pity on the weak and the feeble. Boamund sighed and mumbled the correct formula, and a moment later the bike touched down on the southbound carriageway of the M18, doing approximately two hundred and forty.

Jesus Christ, thought Toenail to himself, I could write to SuperBike about this, only they’d never believe me. He exerted the full strength of his right hand on the brake lever, and slowly the bike decelerated. He made his way across to the hard shoulder, cut the engine and sat there, quivering.

‘Now what is it?’ said Boamund testily.

Toenail turned slowly round in the saddle and leant towards Boamund until their visors touched.

‘Look,’ he said, ‘I know you’re a knight and I’m only a dwarf, and you’ve got a Destiny and know all about the old technology and your uncle had some sort of drag-racer that could do the ton in four seconds flat, but if you pull a stunt like that ever again, I’m going to take that sword of yours and shove it right up where the sun never shines, all right?’

Three foot seven of shattered dreams and injured pride can be very persuasive sometimes, and Boamund shrugged. ‘Please yourself,’ he said. ‘I was just trying to help.’

‘Then don’t.’ Toenail jumped on the kickstart, swore, tried again and eased the bike out into the slow lane.

In the course of the next fifty miles he was overtaken by three lorries, two T-registration Mini Clubmen, a  scooter and a Long Vehicle with a police escort transporting what looked like a pre-fab bridge; but he didn’t mind.

‘If,’ as he explained to Boamund when the latter implored him to try going a bit faster, ‘God had intended us to travel quickly and effortlessly from one place to another, He wouldn’t have given us the internal combustion engine.’

As far as Boamund could see, there was no answer to that.

 



 



‘Where are we going?’ Boamund asked.

Toenail took his left hand off the bars and pointed.

‘Yes,’ Boamund said, ‘I can read. But what does it mean?’

This puzzled Toenail; to him, the words ‘Service Station’ were self-explanatory. He made no effort to explain, and drove into the car park.

‘I mean,’ Boamund said, taking off his helmet and shaking his head, ‘service is what you owe to your liege lord, and a station is a military outpost. Is this where knights come to bow down before their lords and beg favours of them?’

Toenail thought of the palaver he’d been through the last time he tried to order sausage, fried bread, baked beans and toast without the fried egg, and replied, ‘Yes, sort of. You hungry?’

‘Now you mention it,’ Boamund replied, ‘yes. All I’ve had in the last fifteen hundred-odd years is a cup of poisoned milk and a biscuit.’

‘Not poisoned,’ Toenail pointed out, ‘drugged. If it’d been poisoned you wouldn’t be here.’

‘Must just have been wishful thinking, then.’

Toenail took great pains to explain the system. ‘You get your tray,’ he said, ‘and you stand in line while they serve the people in front of you, and then you ask the girl behind the counter for what you want. Food-wise,’ he added. ‘And then she puts it on your tray and you take it up to the cash desk. Got that?’

Boamund nodded. ‘And then what?’ he asked.

‘Then we sit down and eat,’ Toenail said.

‘Where?’

Toenail looked up at him. ‘You what?’

‘Where do we sit?’ Boamund repeated. ‘I mean, I don’t want to make a fool of myself by sitting in a dishonourable seat.’

Jesus flaming Christ, thought Toenail to himself, why didn’t I just bring sandwiches? ‘You sit wherever you like,’ he said. ‘It’s a service station, not the Lord Mayor’s Banquet.’

‘What’s a—?’

‘Shut up.’

To do him credit, Boamund waited very patiently in the queue. He didn’t push or shove or challenge any of the lorry drivers to a duel if they trod on his foot. Toenail’s stomach began to unclench slightly.

‘Next,’ said the woman on the Hot Specials counter. Toenail asked for steak and kidney pudding and was about to move on when he heard Boamund’s voice saying:

‘I’ll have roast swan stuffed with quails, boar’s chine in honey, venison black pudding, three partridges done rare and a quart of Rhenish. Please,’ he added.

The girl looked at him.

‘I said,’ Boamund repeated, ‘I’ll have roast swan stuffed with...’

One of the few advantages of being a dwarf is that you can walk away from situations like these without anybody noticing, if necessary by ducking down between people’s legs. Very carefully, so as not to spill his gravy, Toenail started to walk...

‘Toenail!’

He stopped and sighed. Behind Boamund, quite a few people were beginning to get impatient.

‘Toenail,’ Boamund was saying, ‘you told me to ask the girl behind the counter for what I wanted to eat, and she’s saying all I can have is something called  lassania.’


‘You’ll like it,’ Toenail croaked. ‘They do a very good lasagna here.’

Boamund shook his head. ‘Listen,’ he said to the girl, whose face was doing what concrete does, only quicker, ‘I don’t want this yellow muck, right, I want roast swan stuffed with quails...’

The girl said something to Boamund, and the dwarf, whose genes were full of useful information about the habits of insulted knights, instinctively dropped his tray and curled up into a ball on the floor.

But Boamund just said, ‘Suit yourself then, I’ll get it myself,’ muttered something or other under his breath, and started to walk away. Against his better judgement, Toenail opened an eye and looked up.

Boamund was still holding his tray. It contained a roast swan, a boar’s chine in honey, some peculiar-looking slices of black pudding, three small roast fowl and a large pewter jug.

‘Here,’ said the girl, ‘that’s not allowed.’

Boamund stood very still for a moment. ‘Sorry?’ he said.

‘Eating your own food’s not allowed,’ said the girl.
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