Thisisthe bright candldit room where the life-timers are stored — shelf upon shelf of them, squat
hourglasses, onefor every living person, pouring their fine sand from the future into the past. The
accumulated hiss of the falling grains makes the room roar like the sea.

Thisisthe owner of the room, stalking through it with apreoccupied air. Hisnameis Desth.

But not any Deeath. Thisisthe Death whose particular sphere of operationsis, well, not asphere at dl,
but the Discworld, which isflat and rides on the back of four giant elephants who stand on the shell of the
enormous star turtle Great A’ Tuin, and which isbounded by awaterfal that cascades endlessly into
space.

Scientists have calculated that the chance of anything so patently absurd actudly existing are millionsto
one.

But magicians have caculated that million-to-one chances crop up ninetimes out of ten.

Death clicks across the black and white tiled floor on toes of bone, muttering insde his cowl ashis
skeletal fingers count along the rows of busy hourglasses.

Finaly hefinds onethat seemsto satisfy him, liftsit carefully from its shelf and carriesit acrossto the
nearest candle. He holdsit so that the light lints off it, and stares at the little point of reflected brilliance.

The steady gaze from those twinkling eye-sockets encompasses the world turtle, sculling through the
deeps of space, carapace scarred by comets and pitted by meteors. One day even Great A’ Tuin will die,
Death knows, now, thatwould be achalenge.

But the focus of his gaze dives onwards towards the blue-green magnificence of the Disc itsdlf, turning
dowly under itstiny orbiting sun.

Now it curves away towards the great mountain range called the Ramtops. The Ramtops are full of deep
valeys and unexpected crags and considerably more geography than they know what to do with. They
have their own peculiar weather, full of shrgpnel rain and whiplash winds and permanent thunder-storms.
Some people say it’ s all because the Ramtops are the home of old, wild magic. Mind you, some people
will say anything.

Death blinks, adjusts for depth of vision. Now he seesthe grassy country on the turnwise dopes of the
mountains.

Now he seesaparticular hillside.
Now he seesafield.

Now he sees aboy, running.
Now he watches.

Now, in avoice like lead dabs being dropped on granite, he says YES.



There was no doubt that there was something magica in the soil of that hilly, broken areawhich —

because of the strangettint that it gave to the loca flora—was known as the octarine grass country. For
example, it was one of the few places on the Disc where plants produced reannual varieties.

Reannuals are plants that grow backwardsin time. Y ou sow the seed this year and they grow last year.

Mort’ sfamily specidised in ditilling the wine from reannua grapes. These were very powerful and much
sought after by fortune-tellers, since of course they enabled them to see the future. The only snag was
that you got the hangover the morningbefore, and had to drink alot to get over it.

Reannual growers tended to be big, serious men, much given to introspection and close examination of
the calendar. A farmer who neglectsto sow ordinary seeds only loses the crop, whereas anyone who
forgetsto sow seeds of acrop that has dready been harvested twelve months before risks disturbing the
entirefabric of causdlity, not to mention acute embarrassment.

It was ds0 acutely embarrassing to Mort’ s family that the youngest son was not at dl serious and had
about the same talent for horticulture that you would find in adead sarfish. It wasn't that he was
unhepful, but he had the land of vague, cheerful helpfulnessthat serious men soon learn to dread. There
was something infectious, possbly even fata, about it. He wastall, red-haired and freckled, with the sort
of body that ssemsto be only marginaly under its owner’ s contral; it appeared to have been built out of
knees.

Onthisparticular day it was hurtling across the high fields, waving its hands and ydling.

Mort’sfather and uncle watched it disconsolately from the stone wall.

“What | don't understand,” said father Lezek, “isthat the birdsdon’'t even fly away. I’ d fly away, if |
saw it coining towards me.”

“Ah. The human body’ sawonderful thing. | mean, hislegsgo al over the place but there safair turn of
speed there.”

Mort reached the end of afurrow. An overfull woodpigeon lurched dowly out of hisway.
“Hisheart’sintheright place, mind,” said Lezek, carefully.

“Ah. ‘course, ‘tistherest of him that isn't.”

“He' s clean about the house. Doesn't est much,” said Lezek.

“No, | can seethat.”

Lezek looked sdeways at his brother, who was staring fixedly at the sky.

“1 did hear you' d got aplace going up at your farm, Hamesh,” he said.

“Ah. Got an gpprenticein, didn't |7’

“Ah,” said Lezek gloomily, “when wasthat, then?’

“Yesterday,” said hisbrother, lying with rattlesnake speed. “ All signed and sealed. Sorry. Look, | got



nothing againgt young Mort, see, he/ sas nice aboy as you could wish to mest, it’sjust that —”

“I' know, | know,” said Lezek. “He couldn’t find his arse with both hands.”

They stared at the distant figure. It had fallen over. Some pigeons had waddled over to ingpect it.
“He snot stupid, mind,” said Hamesh. “Not what you'd call supid.”

“There€ sabraintheredl right,” Lezek conceded. “ Sometimes he starts thinking so hard you hasto hit
him round the head to get his attention. His granny taught him to read, see. | reckon it overheated his
mind.”

Mort had got up and tripped over hisrobe.

“Y ou ought to set himto atrade,” said Hamesh, reflectively. “ The priesthood, maybe. Or wizardry.
They do alot of reading, wizards.”

They looked a each other. Into both their minds stole an inkling of what Mort might be capable of if he
got hiswell-meaning hands on abook of magic.

“All right,” said Hamesh hurriedly. “ Something el se, then. There must belots of things he could turn his
hand to.”

“He starts thinking too much, that’ sthe trouble,” said Lezek. “L ook a him now. Y ou don't think about
how to scare birds, you just doesit. A normal boy, | mean.”

Hamesh scratched his chin thoughtfully.

“It could be someone elsg' s problem,” he said.

Lezek’ s expression did not dter, but there was a subtle change around his eyes.
“How do you mean?’ he said.

“There sthe hiring fair at Sheepridge next week. Y ou set him asaprentice, see, and his new master’l|
have the job of knocking him into shape. ‘tisthelaw. Get him indentured, and *tis binding.”

Lezek looked acrossthe field at his son, who was examining arock.

“I wouldn’t want anything to happen to him, mind,” he said doubtfully. “We're quite fond of him, his
mother and me. Y ou get used to people.”

“It'd befor hisown good, you' |l see. Make aman of him.”
“Ah. Wdl. There scertanly plenty of raw materid,” sghed Lezek.

Mort was getting interested in therock. It had curly shdllsinit, relics of the early days of the world when
the Creator had made creatures out of stone, no-one knew why.

Mort was interested in lots of things. Why peopl€’ steeth fitted together so negtly, for example. He'd
given that one alot of thought. Then there was the puzzle of why the sun came out during the day, insteed



of at night when the light would come in useful. He knew the standard explanation, which somehow
didn’'t seem satisfying.

In short, Mort was one of those people who are more dangerous than a bag full of rattlesnakes. He was
determined to discover the underlying logic behind the universe.

Which was going to be hard, because there wasn't one. The Creator had alot of remarkably good ideas
when he put the world together, but making it understandable hadn't been one of them.

Tragic heroes dways moan when the gods take an interest in them, but it’ s the people the godsignore
who get the redlly tough dedls.

Hisfather wasyelling at him, asusud. Mort threw the rock at a pigeon, which was amost too full to
lurch out of the way, and wandered back acrossthefield.

And that waswhy Mort and hisfather walked down through the mountainsinto Sheepridge on
Hogswatch Eve, with Mort’ s rather sparse possessionsin asack on the back of adonkey. The town
wasn't much more than four sdesto a cobbled square, lined with shopsthat provided dl the service
indugtry of the farming community.

After five minutes Mort came out of the tailors wearing aloose fitting brown garment of imprecise

function, which had been understandably unclaimed by a previous owner and had plenty of room for him
to grow, on the assumption that he would grow into a nineteen-legged € ephant.

Hisfather regarded him critically.
“Very nice)” hesad, “for the money.”
“Ititches” said Mort. “1 think there' sthings in herewith me.”

There sthousands of ladsin the world’ d be very thankful for anicewarm —" Lezek paused, and gave
up—"“garment like that, my lad.”

“I could share it with them?” Mort said hopefully.

“You' vegot tolook smart,” said Lezek severely. “Y ou’ ve got to make an impression, stand out in the
crowd.”

There was no doubt about it. He would. They set out among the throng crowding the square, each
listening to his own thoughts. Usudly Mort enjoyed visiting the town, with its cosmopolitan amosphere
and strange didectsfrom villages asfar away asfive, even ten miles, but thistime he felt unpleasantly
apprehensve, asif he could remember something that hadn’t happened yet.

The fair seemed to work like this: men looking for work stood in ragged linesin the centre of the square.
Many of them sported little symbolsin their hatsto tell the world the kind of work they weretrained in—

shepherds wore awisp of wool, carters ahank of horsehair, interior decorators a strip of rather
interesting hessan wallcovering, and so on.

The boys seeking apprenticeships were clustered on the Hub side of the square.

“You just go and stand there, and someone comes and offers you an apprenticeship,” said Lezek, his



voice trimmed with uncertainty. “If they like thelook of you, that is.”
“How do they do that?’ said Mort.

“Well,” said Lezek, and paused. Hamesh hadn't explained about thisbit. He drew on hislimited
knowledge of the marketplace, which was redtricted to livestock sales, and ventured, “1 suppose they
count your teeth and that. And make sure you don’'t wheeze and your feet are dl right. | shouldn’t let on
about the reading, it unsettles people.”

“And thenwhat?’ said Mort.

“Thenyou go and learn atrade,” said Lezek.

“Whét tradein particular?’

“Well . .. carpentry isagood one,” Lezek hazarded. “ Or thievery. Someone' sgot to doit.”

Mort looked at hisfeet. Hewas adutiful son, when he remembered, and if being an gpprentice was
what was expected of him then he was determined to be agood one. Carpentry didn’t sound very
promising, though —wood had astubborn life of its own, and atendency to split. And officia thieves
wererare in the Ramtops, where people weren”t rich enough to afford them.

“All right,” hesaid eventudly, “I'll go and giveit atry. But what happensif | don’t get prenticed?’
Lezek scratched his head.

“I don't know,” he said. “I expect you just wait until the end of the fair. At midnight. | suppose.”
And now midnight approached.

A light frost began to crisp the cobblestones. In the ornamentd clock tower that overlooked the square
acouple of delicately-carved little automatons whirred out of trapdoorsin the clockface and struck the
quarter hour.

Fifteen minutesto midnight. Mort shivered, but the crimson fires of shame and stubbornnessflared up
ingde him, hotter than the dopes of Hell. He blew on hisfingers for something to do and stared up at the
freezing Ky, trying to avoid the Sares of the few stragglers among what remained of thefair.

Most of the stallkeepers had packed up and gone. Even the hot meat pie man had stopped crying his
wares and, with no regard for persona safety, was eating one.

Thelast of Mort’ sfellow hopefuls had vanished hours ago. He was awall-eyed young man with a stoop
and arunning nose, and Sheepridge s one licensed beggar had pronounced him to beided ateria. The
lad on the other side of Mort had gone off to be atoymaker. One by one they had trooped off —the
masons, the farriers, the assassins, the mercers, coopers, hoodwinkers and ploughmen. In afew minutes
it would be the new year and a hundred boys would be starting out hopefully on their careers, new
worthwhile lives of useful serviceralling out in front of them.

Mort wondered miserably why he hadn’t been picked. He d tried to look respectable, and had |ooked
al prospective magters squardly in the eye to impress them with his excdlent nature and extremely
likesble qudities. Thisdidn’t seem to have theright effect.



“Would you like ahot meset pie?’ sad hisfather.
“No.”

“He ssdling them chegp.”

“No. Thank you.”

“On”

Lezek hesitated.

“I could ask the man if he wants an apprentice,” he said, helpfully. “Very reigble, the catering trade.”

“1 don’t think he does,” said Mort.

“No, probably not,” said Lezek. “Bit of aone-man business, | expect. He' s gone now, anyway. Tell you
what, I'll save you abit of mine.”

“I don't actudly fed very hungry, dad.”
“There shardly any gridtle”

“No. But thanks dl the same.”

“Oh.” Lezek deflated alittle. He danced about a bit to stamp some life back into hisfeet, and whistled a
few tuneless bars between histeeth. He felt he ought to say something, to offer some kind of advice, to
point out that life had its ups and downs, to put hisarm around his son’s shoulder and talk expangvely
about the problems of growing up, to indicate —in short — that the world isafunny old lace where one
should never, metaphorically speaking, be so proud as to turn down the offer of a perfectly good hot

mest pie.

They were done now. The frogt, the last one of the year, tightened its grip on the stones.

High in the tower above them a cogged whed wentclonk , tripped alever, released aratchet and let a
heavy lead weight drop down. There was a dreadful metalic wheezing noise and the trgpdoorsin the

clock face did open, reeasing the clockwork men. Swinging their hammersjerkily, asif they were
afflicted with robotic arthritis, they began to ring in the new day.

“Wadll, that’sit,” said Lezek, hopefully. They’ d have to find somewhere to degp — Hogswatch-night was
no time to be walking in the mountains. Perhaps there was a stable somewhere. . . .

“It' snot midnight until the last stroke,” said Mort, distantly.
Lezek shrugged. The sheer strength of Mort’ s obstinacy was defegting him.
“All right,” hesad. “We ll wait, then.”

And then they heard the clip-clop of hooves, which boomed rather more loudly around the chilly square
than common acoustics should redlly alow. In fact clip-clop was an astonishingly inaccurate word for the



kind of noise which rattled around Mort’ s head; clip-clop suggested arather jolly little pony, quite
possibly wearing astraw hat with holes cut out for its ears. An edge tothis sound madeit very clear that
Straw hats weren”t an option.

The horse entered the square by the Hub road, steam curling off its huge damp white flanks and sparks

striking up from the cobbles benegth it. It trotted proudly, like awar charger. It was definitely not
wearing astraw hat.

Thetal figure on its back was wrapped up gainst the cold. When the horse reached the centre of the
square therider dismounted, dowly, and fumbled with something behind the saddle. Eventudly he—or
she— produced a nosebag, fastened it over the horse' s ears, and gaveit afriendly pat on the neck.

Theair took on athick, greasy fedl, and the deep shadows around Mort became edged with blue and
purple rainbows. The rider strode towards him, black cloak billowing and feet making little clicking
sounds on the cobbles. They were the only noises— silence clamped down on the square like great drifts
of cotton wool.

Theimpressive effect was rather poilt by apatch of ice.

OH, BUGGER.

It wasn't exactly avoice. Thewords werethere al right, but they arrived in Mort’ s head without
bothering to pass through hisears.

He rushed forward to help thefdlen figure, and found himsalf grabbing hold of ahand that was nothing
more than polished bone, smooth and rather yellowed like an old billiard ball. Thefigure' s hood fell back,
and anaked skull turned its empty eyesockets towards him.

Not quite empty, though. Deep within them, as though they were windows looking across the gulfs of
Space, were two tiny blue sars.

It occurred to Mort that he ought to fedl horrified, so he was dightly shocked to find that he wasn't. It
was askeeton dtting in front of him, rubbing its knees and grumbling, but it was alive one, curioudy
impressive but not, for some strange reason, very f rightening.

THANK YOU, BOY, said the skull. WHAT ISYOUR NAME?

“Uh,” said Mort, “Mortimer . . . gir. They cdl meMort.”

WHAT A COINCIDENCE, said the skull. HELP ME UP, PLEASE.

Thefigurerose unsteadily, brushing itsef down. Now Mort could see there was a heavy belt around its
waist, from which was dung awhite-handled sword.

“I hopeyou are not hurt, sir,” he said politely.
The skull grinned. Of course, Mort thought, it hasn’'t much of achoice.

NO HARM DONE, | AM SURE. The skull looked around and seemed to see L ezek, who appeared
to be frozen to the spot, for the first time. Mort thought an explanation was cdled for.



“My father,” he said, trying to move protectively in front of Exhibit A without causing any offence.
“Excuseme, gr, but are you Death?’

CORRECT. FULL MARKS FOR OBSERVATION, THAT BOY.

Mort swallowed.

“My father isagood man,” he said. He thought for awhile, and added, “ Quite good. I" d rather you left
him aone, if it sal the sameto you. | don’t know what you have doneto him, but I’d like you to stop it.
No offence meant.”

Death stepped back, his skull on one side.

| HAVE MERELY PUT USOUTSIDE TIME FOR A MOMENT, he said. HE WILL SEE AND
HEAR NOTHING THAT DISTURBS HIM. NO, BOY, IT WASYOU | CAME FOR.

“Me?

YOU ARE HERE SEEKING EMPLOYMENT?

Light dawned on Mort. “Y ou arelooking for anapprentice 7" he said.

The eyesockets turned towards him, their actinic pinpoints flaring.

OF COURSE.

Death waved abony hand. There was awash of purple light, asort of visble*pop”, and Lezek unfroze.
Above his head the clockwork automatons got on with the job of proclaiming midnight, as Timewas
allowed to come creeping back.

Lezek blinked.

“Didn’'t seeyou therefor aminute,” he said. “ Sorry —mind must have been el sewhere.”

| WAS OFFERING YOUR BOY A POSITION, Said Death. | TRUST THAT MEETSWITH
YOUR APPROVAL?

“What was your job again?’ said Lezek, talking to a black-robed skeleton without showing even a
flicker of surprise.

| USHER SOULSINTO THE NEXT WORLD, Said Degth.

“Ah,” said Lezek, “of course, sorry, should have guessed from the clothes. Very necessary work, very
steady. Established business?’

| HAVE BEEN GOING FOR SOME TIME, YES, said Desath.

“Good. Good. Never redly thought of it asajob for Mort, you know, but it's good work, good work,
adwaysvery rdiable. What' syour name?’

DEATH.



“Dad —" said Mort urgently.
“Can't say | recognisethefirm,” said Lezek. “Where are you based exactly?’

FROM THE UTTERMOST DEPTHS OF THE SEA TO THE HEIGHTSWHERE EVEN THE
EAGLE MAY NOT GO, sad Desth.

“That' sfair enough,” nodded Lezek. “Well, | —”
“Dad—" said Mort, pulling at hisfather’s coat.
Death laid ahand on Mort’s shoulder.

WHAT YOUR FATHER SEESAND HEARSISNOT WHAT YOU SEE AND HEAR, hesaid. DO
NOT WORRY HIM. DO YOU THINK HE WOULD WANT TO SEE ME —IN THE FLESH, AS
I'T WERE?

“But you're Death,” said Mort. “Y ou go around killing people!”

I?KILL?said Degth, obvioudy offended. CERTAINLY NOT. PEOPLEGET KILLED, BUT
THAT”STHEIR BUSINESS. | JUST TAKE OVER FROM THEN ON. AFTERALL, ITDBEA
BLOODY STUPID WORLD IF PEOPLE GOT KILLED WITHOUT DYING, WOULDN'T IT?
“Wdl, yes—" said Mort, doubtfully.

Mort had never heard the word “intrigued”. It was not in regular usein the family vocabulary. But a
gpark in hissoul told him that here was something weird and fascinating and not entirely horrible, and that
if helet thismoment go he' d spend therest of hisliferegretting it. And he remembered the humiliations of
the day, and the long walk back home. . ..

“Er,” hebegan, “1 don't haveto dieto get thejob, do 17?7’

BEING DEAD ISNOT COMPULSORY.

“And...thebones...?”

NOT IF YOU DON"T WANT TO.

Mort bresthed out again. It had been starting to prey on hismind.

“If father saysit'sdl right,” hesad.

They looked at Lezek, who was scratching his beard.

“How do you fed about this, Mort?" he said, with the brittle brightness of afever victim. “It’snot
everyone sideaof an occupation. It'snot what | had in mind, | admit. But they do say that undertaking is

an honoured profession. It syour choice.”

“Undertaking?’ said Mort. Death nodded, and raised hisfinger to hislipsin aconspiratoria gesture.



“It' sinteresting,” said Mort dowly. “I think I'd liketo try it.”
“Where did you say your busnesswas?’ said Lezek. “Isit far?’

NO FURTHER THAN THE THICKNESS OF A SHADOW, aid Death. WHERE THE FIRST
PRIMAL CELL WAS, THERE WAS| ALSO. WHERE MAN IS, THERE AM I.

WHEN THE LAST LIFE CRAWLSUNDER FREEZING STARS, THEREWILL | BE.

“Ah,” said Lezek, “you get about abit, then.” He looked puzzled, like aman struggling to remember
something important, and then obvioudy gave up.

Death patted him on the shoulder in afriendly fashion and turned to Mort.
HAVE YOU ANY POSSESSIONS, BOY?

“Yes,” said Mort, and then remembered. “Only | think | |eft them in the shop. Dad, we left the sack in
the clothes shop!”

“It'll be shut,” said Lezek. “ Shops don’'t open on Hogswatch Day. Y ou'll have to go back the day after
tomorrow —well, tomorrow now.”

ITISOFLITTLE ACCOUNT, said Desth. WE WILL LEAVE NOW. NO DOUBT | WILL HAVE
BUSINESS HERE SOON ENOUGH.

“1 hope you Il be ableto drop in and see us soon,” said Lezek. He seemed to be struggling with his
thoughts.

“I’'m not sure that will beagood idea,” said Mort.

“WEell, goodbye, lad,” said Lezek. “Y ou'reto do what you' re told, you understand? And — excuse me,
gr, do you have ason?’

Desgth |ooked rather taken aback.

NO, hesaid, | HAVE NO SONS.

“I'll just have alast word with my boy, if you've no objection.”

THEN | WILL GO AND SEE TO THE HORSE, said Degth, with more than normd tact.

Lezek put hisarm around his son’ s shoulders, with some difficulty in view of ther differencein height,
and gently propelled him across the square.

“Mort, you know your uncle Hemesh told me about this prenticing business?’ he whispered.

I‘YS?’

“Wadl, hetold me something else,” the old man confided. “He said it’ s not unknown for an gpprentice to
inherit his master’ s business. What do you think of that, then?’



“Uh. I'm not sure,” said Mort.
“It' sworth thinking about,” said Lezek.

“lam thinking about it, father.”

“Many ayoung lad has started out that way, Hemesh said. He makes himsdlf useful, earnshismaster’s

confidence, and, wdll, if there sany daughtersin the house. . . did Mr, er, Mr say anything about
daughters?’

“Mrwho?’ said Mort.
“Mr ... your new master.”
“Oh. Him. No. No, | don’t think so,” said Mort dowly. “1 don't think he' sthe marrying type.”

“Many akeen young man owes his advancement to hisnuptias,” said Lezek.

“He does?’

“Mort, | don't think you' reredly lisening.”

“What?’

Lezek cameto ahdt on the frosty cobbles and spun the boy around to face him.

“You'reredlly going to have to do better than this,” he said. “Don”t you understand, boy? If you're
going to amount to anything in thisworld then you' ve got tolisten . I'm your father telling you these
things”

Mort looked down at hisfather’sface. He wanted to say alot of things: he wanted to say how much he

loved him, how worried he was; he wanted to ask what hisfather really thought he' d just seen and heard.

He wanted to say that he felt as though he stepped on amolehill and found that it wasredly avolcano.
Hewanted to ask what “nuptias’ meant.

What he actualy said was, “Yes. Thank you. I’ d better be going. I'll try and write you aletter.”

“There s bound to be someone passing who can read it to us,” said Lezek. “ Goodbye, Mort.” He blew
hisnose.

“Goodbye, dad. I’'ll come back to visit,” said Mort. Death coughed tactfully, athough it sounded like the
pistol-crack of an ancient beam full of death-watch bestle.

WE HAD BETTER BE GOING, he said. HOP UP, MORT.

AsMort scrambled behind the ornate silver saddle Death |eaned down and shook Lezek’' s hand.

THANK YOU, hesaid.

“He'sagood lad at heart,” said Lezek. “A bit dreamy, that’sdll. | suppose we were dl young once.”



Desath consdered this.
No, hesaid, | DON'T THINK SO.

He gathered up the reins and turned the horse towards the Rim road. From his perch behind the
black-robed figure Mort waved desperately.

Lezek waved back. Then, asthe horse and its two riders disappeared from view, he lowered his hand
and looked at it. The handshake . . . it had felt strange. But, somehow, he couldn’t remember exactly
why.

Mort listened to the clatter of stone under the horse' s hooves. Then there was the soft thud of packed
earth asthey reached the road, and then therewas nothing at all.

He looked down and saw the landscape spread out below him, the night etched with moonlight silver. If
hefdl off, the only thing he'd hit was air.

He redoubled hisgrip on the saddle.

Then Degth said, ARE YOU HUNGRY, BOY?

“Yes, dr.” Thewords came straight from his ssomach without the intervention of hisbrain.

Death nodded, and reined in the horse. It stood on the air, the grest circular panorama of the Disc
glittering below it. Here and there a city was an range glow; in the warm seas nearer the Rim therewasa
hint of phosphorescence. In some of thedeep valleys the trapped daylight of the Disc, which isdow and
dightly heavy[1], was evaporating like slver steam.

But it was outshone by the glow that rose towards the stars from the Rim itsdlf. Vast streamers of light
shimmered and glittered across the night. Great golden walls surrounded the world.

“It'sbeautiful,” said Mort softly. “What isit?’

THE SUN ISUNDER THE DISC, said Desth.

“Isit likethisevery night?’

EVERY NIGHT, said Death. NATURE SLIKE THAT.

“Doesn’'t anyone know?’

ME. YOU. THE GODS. GOOD, ISIT?

“Gogh!”

Degth leaned over the saddle and |ooked down at the kingdoms of the world.

| DON'T KNOW ABOUT YOU, hesaid, BUT | COULD MURDER A CURRY .



Although it was well after midnight thetwin city of Ankh-Morpork was roaring with life. Mort had
thought Sheepridge looked busy, but compared to the turmoail of the street around him the town was,
well, amorgue.

Poets have tried to describe Ankh-Morpork. They have failed. Perhapsit’ sthe sheer zestful vitdity of
the place, or maybeit'sjust that acity with amillion inhabitants and no sewersisrather robust for poets,
who prefer daffodils and no wonder. So let’ sjust say that Ankh-Morpork isasfull of lifeasan old
cheese on ahot day, asloud asacursein acathedra, as bright asan ail dick, as colourful asabruise
and asfull of activity, industry, bustle and sheer exuberant busyness as a dead dog on atermite mound.

There were temples, their doors wide open, filling the stireets with the sounds of gongs, cymbals and, in
the case of some of the more conservative fundamentaist religions, the brief screams of the victims. There
were shops whose strange wares spilled out on to the pavement. There seemed to be rather alot of

friendly young ladies who couldn’t afford many clothes. There were flares, and jugglers, and assorted
sdlersof ingtant transcendence.

And Death stalked through it al. Mort had half expected him to pass through the crowds like smoke, but
it waan't likethat at al. The smple truth was that wherever Death walked, peoplejust drifted out of the

way.

It didn’t work like that for Mort. The crowds that gently parted for his new master closed again just in
timeto get in hisway. Histoes got trodden on, hisribswere bruised, people kept trying to sell him
unpleasant spices and suggestively-shaped vegetables, and arather elderly lady said, againgt dl the
evidence, that helooked awell set-up young lad who would like anice tune.

He thanked her very much, and said that he hoped he was having anice tune dready.

Degth reached the Street corner, the light from the flares raising brilliant highlights on the olished dome of
hisskull, and sniffed thear. A drunk staggered up, and without quite redising why made adight detour in

his erratic passage for no visblereason. THISISTHE CITY, BOY, said Death. WHAT DO YOU
THINK?

“It'svery big,” said Mort, uncertainly. “I mean, why does everyone want to live al squeezed together
likethis?’

Degth shrugged.

| LIKEIT, hesaid. ITSFULL OF LIFE.

“Sr?’

YES?

“What'sacurry?’

Thebluefiresflared deep in the eyes of Degth.

HAVE YOU EVER BITTEN A RED-HOT ICE CUBE?

“No, gr,” said Mort.



CURRY'SLIKETHAT.
“Sr7’
YES?

Mort swalowed hard. “Excuse me, sir, but my dad said, if | don’t understand, | wasto ask questions,
ar?’

VERY COMMENDABLE, said Degath. He st off down a sde street, the crowds parting in front of him
like random molecules.

“Wadl, gr, | can't help noticing, the point is, well, the plain fact of it, Sr, is—"
OUT WITH IT, BOY.
“How can you edt things, Sir?’

Degth pulled up short, so that Mort walked into him. When the boy started to speak he waved him into
slence. He appeared to be listening to something.

THERE ARE TIMES, YOU KNOW, he said, hdf to himsalf, WHEN | GET REALLY UPSET.

He turned on one hedl and set off down an dleyway at high speed, his cloak flying out behind him. The
aley wound between dark walls and deeping buildings, not so much athoroughfare as ameandering gap.

Desth stopped by adecrepit water butt and plunged hisarm in &t full length, bringing out asmall sack
with abrick tied to it. He drew his sword, aline of flickering blue fire in the darkness, and diced through
the string.

| GET VERY ANGRY INDEED, he said. He upended the sack and Mort watched the pathetic scraps
of sodden fur dide out, to liein their spreading puddle on the cobbles. Desth reached out with hiswhite
fingers and stroked them gently.

After awhile something like grey smoke curled up from the kittens and formed three small cat-shaped
cloudsintheair. They billowed occasondly, unsure of their shape, and blinked a Mort with puzzled
grey eyes. When hetried to touch one his hand went straight through it, and tingled.

YOU DON'T SEE PEOPLE AT THEIR BEST IN THIS JOB, aid Desth. He blew on akitten,

sending it gently tumbling. 1ts miaow of complaint sounded as though it had come from along way away
viaatin tube.

They're souls, aren’t they?” said Mort. “What do people look like?”

PEOPLE SHAPED, said Desth. IT'SBASICALLY ALL OWN TO THE CHARACTERISTIC
MORPHOGENETIC FIELD.

He sighed like the swish of ashroud, picked the kittens out of the air, and carefully stowed them away
somewhere in the dark recesses of hisrobe. He stood up.

CURRY TIME, hesad.



It was crowded in theCurry Gardens on the corner of God Street and Blood Alley, but only with the
cream of society — at least, with those people who are found floating on the top and who, therefore, it's
wisest to cdl the cream. Fragrant bushes planted among the tables nearly concealed the basic smell of the
city itsalf, which has been likened to the nasal equivaent of afoghorn.

Mort ate ravenoudy, but curbed his curiosity and didn’t watch to see how Death could possibly eat
anything. The food was there to tart with and wasn't there later, so presumably something must have
happened in between. Mort got the fedling that Death was't really used to al thisbut was doing it to put
him at his ease, like an elderly bachelor uncle who has been landed with his nephew for aholiday and is
terrified of getting it wrong.

The other dinersdidn’t take much notice, even when Desth |eaned back and lit arather fine pipe.
Someone with smoke curling out of their eye sockets takes some ignoring, but everyone managed it.

“Isitmagic? said Mort.
WHAT DO YOU THINK?said Death. AM | REALLY HERE, BOY?

“Yes” said Mort dowly. “1 . . . I’'ve watched people. They look at you but they don’t seeyou, | think.
Y ou do something to their minds.”

Death shook his head.

THEY DOIT ALL THEMSELVES, he said. THERE'SNO MAGIC. PEOPLE CANT SEE ME,
THEY SIMPLY WONT ALLOW THEMSELVESTO DO IT. UNTIL IT'STIME, OF COURSE.
WIZARDS CAN SEE ME, AND CATS. BUT YOUR AVERAGE HUMAN ... NO, NEVER. He
blew asmokering at the sky, and added, STRANGE BUT TRUE.

Mort watched the smoke ring wobble into the sky and drift away towardstheriver.

“lcan seeyou,” he said.

THAT”SDIFFERENT.

The Klatchian waiter arrived with the bill, and placed it in front of Death. The man was squat and brown,
with ahairstyle like a coconut gone nova, and hisround face creased into a puzzled frown when Degth
nodded politely to him. He shook his head like someone trying to did odge soap from hisears, and
walked away.

Death reached into the depths of his robe and brought out alarge leather bag full of assorted copper
coinage, most of it blue and green with age. He inspected the bill carefully. Then he counted out a dozen
coins

COME, he said, standing up. WE MUST GO.

Mort trotted dong behind him as he stalked out of the garden and into the street, which was ill fairly
busy even though there were the first suggestions of dawn on the horizon.

“What are we going to do now?’



BUY YOU SOME NEW CLOTHES.

“These were new today — yesterday, | mean.”

REALLY?

“Father said the shop was famous for its budget clothing,” said Mort, running to keep up.
IT CERTAINLY ADDSA NEW TERROR TO POVERTY.

They turned into awider street leading into amore affluent part of the city (the torches were closer
together and the middens further gpart). There were no stalls and alley corner traders here, but proper
buildings with sgns hanging outsde. They weren”t mere shops, they were emporia; they had purveyorsin
them, and chairs, and spittoons. Most of them were open even at thistime of night, because the average
Ankhian trader can’t deep for thinking of the money he's not making.

“Doesn’t anyone ever go to bed around here?” said Mort.

THISISA CITY, said Degth, and pushed open the door of a clothing store. When they came out
twenty minutes later Mort was wearing aneetly fitting black robe with faint silver embroidery, and the
shopkeeper was looking at a handful of antique copper coins and wondering precisely how he cameto
have them.

“How do you get al those coins?’ asked Mort.
IN PAIRS.

An dl-night barber sheared Mort’ s hair into the latest fashion among the city’ s young bloods while Death
relaxed in the next chair, humming to himself. Much to his surprise, hefelt in agood humour.

In fact after awhile he pushed his hood back and glanced up at the barber’ s apprentice, who tied a
towe around his neck in that unseeing, hypnotised way that Mort was coming to recognise, and said, A
SPLASH OF TOILET WATER AND A POLISH, MY GOOD MAN.

An ederly wizard having a beard-trim on the other side stiffened when he heard those sombre, leaden
tones and swung around. He blanched and muttered afew protective incantations after Death turned,
very dowly for maximum effect, and trested himto agrin.

A few minutes later, feding rather self-conscious and chilly around the ears, Mort was heading back
towards the stables where Death had lodged his horse. He tried an experimenta swagger; hefelt hisnew
suit and haircut rather demanded it. It didn’t quite work.

Mort awoke.

Helay looking at the celling while his memory did afast-rewind and the events of the previous day
cryddlised in hismind likelittleice cubes.

He couldn’'t have met Desth. He couldn’t have eaten ameal with a skeleton with glowing blue eyes. It
had to be aweird dream. He couldn’t have ridden pillion on a great white horse that had cantered up into
the sky and thenwent . . .



... where?
The answer flowed into hismind with dl the inevitability of atax demand.
Here.

His searching hands reached up to his cropped hair, and down to sheets of some smooth dippery
materia. It was much finer than the wool he was used to at home, which was coarse and dways smelled
of sheep; it felt likewarm, dry ice.

He swung out of the bed hastily and stared around the room.

Firg of dl it waslarge, larger than the entire house back home, and dry, dry as old tombs under ancient
deserts. The air tasted as though it had been cooked for hours and then allowed to cool. The carpet
under his feet was degp enough to hide atribe of pygmies and crackled dectricaly as he padded through
it. And everything had been designed in shades of purple and black.

Helooked down at his own body, which was wearing along white nightshirt. His clothes had been
neetly folded on achair by the bed; the chair, he couldn’t help noticing, was ddlicately carved with a
skull-and-bones moatif.

Mort sat down on the edge of the bed and began to dress, hismind racing.
He eased open the heavy oak door, and felt oddly disappointed when it failed to creak ominoudly.

There was abare wooden corridor outside, with big yellow candles set in holders on the far wall. Mort
crept out and sidled aong the boards until he reached a staircase. He negotiated that successfully without
anything ghastly happening, arriving in what looked like an entrance hall full of doors. Therewere alot of
funereal drapes here, and agrandfather clock with atick like the heartbeat of amountain. Therewasan
umbrellastand besideit.

It had ascytheinit.

Mort looked around at the doors. They looked important. Their arches were carved in the now-familiar
bones motif. He went to try the nearest one, and avoice behind him said:

“You mugtn't go in there, boy.”

It took him amoment to redlise that thiswasn't avoicein his head, but real human words that had been
formed by amouth and transferred to his ears by a convenient system of air compression, as nature
intended. Nature had goneto alot of trouble for sx wordswith adightly petulant tone to them.

Heturned around. Therewasagirl there, about his own height and perhaps afew years older than him.
She had silver hair, and eyes with a pearly sheen to them, and the kind of interesting but impractica long
dressthat tends to be worn by tragic heroines who clasp single rosesto their bosom while gazing soulfully
at the moon. Mort had never heard the phrase “ Pre-Raphadlite”, which was a pity because it would have
been dmost the right description. However, such girlstend to be on the trand ucent, consumptive side,
whereas this one had adight suggestion of too many chocolates.

She stared at him with her head on one Side, and one foot tapping irritably on the floor. Then she
reached out quickly and pinched him sharply onthearm.



“le! ”
“Hmm. Soyou'reredly red,” she said. “What’ syour name, boy?’
“Mortimer. They cal meMort,” he said, rubbing his elbow. “What did you do that for?’

“I shdl call you Boy,” shesaid. “And | don't really have to explain mysdf, you understand, but if you
must know | thought you were dead. Y oulook dead.”

Mort said nothing.

“Logt your tongue?’

Mort was, in fact, counting to ten.

“I’'mnot dead,” he said eventualy. “ At least, | don’t think so. It' salittle hard to tell. Who are you?’

“Youmay cal meMissYsabel,” she said haughtily. “Father told me you must have something to est.
Follow me”

She swept away towards one of the other doors. Mort trailed behind her at just the right distance to
have it swing back and hit his other elbow.

There was akitchen on the other side of the door —long, low and warm, with copper pans hanging from
the celling and avast black iron stove occupying the whole of onelong wall. An old manwas standing in
front of it, frying eggs and bacon and whistling between histesth.

The smell attracted Mort’ s taste buds from across the room, hinting that if they got together they could
redlly enjoy themsalves. He found himsdf moving forward without even consulting hislegs.

“Albert,” snapped Y sabell, “another onefor breskfast.”
The man turned his head dowly, and nodded at her without saying aword. She turned back to Mort.

“I must say,” she said, “that with the whole Disc to choose from, | should think Father could have done
rather better than you. | supposeyou'll just haveto do.”

She swept out of the room, damming the door behind her.
“Haveto dowhat?’ said Mort, to no-onein particular.

The room was silent, except for the Sizzle of the frying pan and the crumbling of codsin the molten heart
of the stove. Mort saw that it had the words “ The Little Moloch (Ptntd)” embossed on its oven door.

The cook didn’t seem to notice him, so Mort pulled up achair and sat down at the white scrubbed
table.

“Mushrooms?”’ said the old man, without looking around.

“Hmm?What?’



“| sad, do you want mushrooms?’

“Oh. Sorry. No, thank you,” said Mort.

“Right you are, young Sir.”

He turned around and set out for the table.

Even after he got used to it, Mort dways held his breath when he watched Albert walking. Death’s
manservant was one of those stick-thin, raw-nosed old men who aways ook as though they are wearing
gloveswith the fingers cut out — even when they’ re not — and hiswalking involved acomplicated
sequence of movements. Albert leaned forward and hisleft arm started to swing, owly at first but soon
evolving into awild jerking movement that finaly and suddenly, at about the time when awatcher would
have expected the arm to fly off at the elbow, transferred itsalf down the length of hisbody to hislegsand
propelled him forward like a high-speed gtilt walker. The frying pan followed a series of intricate curves
inthe air and was brought to ahalt just over Mort’ s plate.

Albert did indeed have exactly the right type of half-moon spectaclesto peer over the top of.

“There could be some porridge to follow,” he said, and winked, apparently to include Mort in the world
porridge conspiracy.

“Excuseme’, said Mort, “but wheream |, exactly?’

“Don”t you know? Thisisthe house of Degth, lad. He brought you herelast night.”

“| —sort of remember. Only. . ..

“Hmm?’

“Well. The bacon and eggs,” said Mort, vaguely. “It doesn’t seem, well, appropriate.”
“I’ve got some black pudding somewhere,” said Albert.

“No, | mean...” Mort hesitated. “It’sjust that | can’t seehim sitting down to a couple of rashersand a
frieddice”

Albert grinned. “ Oh, he doesn't, lad. Not asaregular thing, no. Very easy to cater for, the master. | just
cook for meand —" he paused — “the young lady, of course.”

Mort nodded. “Y our daughter,” he said.
“Mine?Ha,” said Albert. “Y ou' rewrong there. She'shis.”

Mort stared down at hisfried eggs. They stared back from their |ake of fat. Albert had heard of
nutritiona values, and didn’t hold with them.

“Are we talking about the same person?’ hesaid at last. “ Tal, wears black, he'sahit . . . skinny.”

“Adopted,” said Albert, kindly. “It' srather along story —"



A bell jangled by his head.

“— whichwill haveto wait. He wantsto see you in hisstudy. | should run dongif | wereyou. He
doesn't like to be kept waiting. Understandable, really. Up the steps and first on the left. Y ou can't miss
it—"

“It'sgot skulls and bones around the door?” said Mort, pushing back hischair.
“They dl have, most of them,” sighed Albert. “It’sonly hisfancy. He doesn’t mean anything by it.”

Leaving his breskfast to conged, Mort hurried up the steps, aong the corridor and paused in front of the
first door. He raised his hand to knock.

ENTER.
The handle turned of its own accord. The door svung inward.

Death was seated behind a desk, peering intently into avast leather book almost bigger than the desk
itself. Helooked up as Mort camein, kegping one calcareous finger marking his place, and grinned.
Therewasn't much of an dternative.

AH, he said, and then paused. Then he scratched his chin, with anoise like afingernail being pulled
across acomb.

WHO ARE YOU, BOY?
“Mort, dr,” said Mort. “Y our gpprentice. Y ou remember?’
Desath stared at him for some time. Then the pinpoint blue eyes turned back at the book.

OH YES, hesaid, MORT. WELL, BOY, DO YOU SINCERELY WISH TO LEARN THE
UTTERMOST SECRETSOF TIME AND SPACE?

“Yes, gr. | think so, sr.”

GOOD. THE STABLES ARE AROUND THE BACK. THE SHOVEL HANGS JUST INSIDE THE
DOOR.

Helooked down. He looked up. Mort hadn’'t moved.
ISIT BY ANY CHANCE POSSIBLE THAT YOU FAIL TO UNDERSTAND ME?
“Not fully, gr,” said Mort.

DUNG, BOY. DUNG. ALBERT HAS A COMPOST HEAPIN THE GARDEN. | IMAGINE
THERE' SA WHEELBARROW SOMEWHERE ON THE PREMISES. GET ONWITHIT.

Mort nodded mournfully. “Yes, gr. | see, sr. Sr?”’

YES?



“Sir, | don’'t see what this has to do with the secrets of time and space.”

Death did not look up from his book.

THAT, hesad, ISBECAUSE YOU ARE HERE TO LEARN.

It isafact that athough the Desth of the Discworld is, in his own words, an ANTHROPOMORPHIC
PERSONIFICATION, helong ago gave up using the traditional skeletal horses, because of the bother

of having to stop al the time to wire bits back on. Now his horses were aways flesh-and-blood beasts,
from thefinest stock.

And, Mort learned, very well fed.

Some jobs offer increments. This one offered —well, quite the reverse, but at least it wasin thewarm
and fairly easy to get the hang of. After awhile he got into the rhythm of it, and started playing the private
little quantity-surveying game that everyone playsin these circumstances. Let’s see, he thought, I’ ve done
nearly aquarter, let’scdl it athird, so when I’ ve done that corner by the hayrack it’ll be more than half,
cdl it five-eighths, which means three more whedlbarrow loads. . . . It does't prove anything very much

except that the awesome splendour of the universeis much easier to deal with if you think of it asaseries
of smal chunks

The horse watched him from its stall, occasiondly trying to eat hishair in afriendly sort of way.

After awhile he became aware that someone ese was watching him. The girl Y sabell waslean-big on
the half-door, her chinin her hands.

“Areyou aservant?’ shesad.

Mort straightened up.

“No,” hesaid, “I’m an apprentice.”

That'sslly. Albert said you can’t be an gpprentice.”

Mort concentrated on hefting a shovelful into the whedlbarrow. Two more shovefuls, cal it threeif it's
wdll pressed down, and that means four more barrows, dl right, call it five, before I’ ve done halfway to

the. ..

“Hesays,” said Ysabell in alouder voice, “that apprentices become masters, and you can’'t have more
than one Death. So you're just a servant and you haveto do what | say.”

... and then eight more barrows meansit'sall done al the way to the door, which is nearly two-thirds
of thewholething, which means. . ..

“Did you hear what | said, boy?’

Mort nodded. And then it’ll be fourteen more barrows, only cal it fifteen because | haven”t swept up
properly in the corner, and. . . .

“Haveyou logt your tongue?’



“Mort,” said Mort mildly.
Shelooked at him furioudy. “What?’

“My nameisMort,” said Mort. “Or Mortimer. Most people call me Mort. Did you want to talk to me
about something?’

She was speechless for amoment, staring from hisface to the shovel and back again.
“Only I've been told to get on with this,” said Mort.

She exploded.

“Why are you here? Why did Father bring you here?’

“Hehired meat the hiring fair,” said Mort. “All the boys got hired. And me.”

“And you wanted to be hired?’ she snapped. “He s Degth, you know. The Grim Resaper. He svery
important. He's not something youbecome , he' s something youare .”

Mort gestured vaguely at the wheel barrow.
“I expect it'll turn out for the best,” he said. “My father dways saysthings generally do.”

He picked up the shovel and turned away, and grinned at the horse' s backside as he heard Y sabell snort
and walk away.

Mort worked steadily through the sixteenths, eighths, quarters and thirds, whedling the barrow out
through the yard to the hesp by the appletree.

Desth’ s garden was big, neat and well-tended. It was also very, very black. The grasswas black. The
flowerswere black. Black apples gleamed among the black leaves of ablack appletree. Eventheair
looked inky.

Alter awhile Mort thought he could see—no, he couldn’t possibly imagine he could see. . . different
colours of black.

That' sto say, not smply very dark tones of red and green and whatever, but real shades of black. A
whole spectrum of colours, dl different and al —well, black. He tipped out the last load, put the barrow
away, and went back to the house.

ENTER.

Death was standing behind alectern, poring over amap. He looked at Mort asif he wasn't entirely
there.

YOU HAVEN'T HEARD OF THE BAY OF MANTE, HAVE YOU?he said.

“No, gr,” said Mort.



FAMOUS SHIPWRECK THERE.

“Wasthere?

THERE WILL BE, said Death, IFI CAN FIND THE DAMN PLACE.
Mort walked around the lectern and peered at the map.

“You'regoing to sink the ship?’ he said.

Desth looked horrified.

CERTAINLY NOT. THEREWILL BE A COMBINATION OF BAD SEAMANSHIP, SHALLOW
WATER AND A CONTRARY WIND.

“That' shorrible,” said Mort. “Will there be many drowned?’

THAT' SUPTO FATE, said Desath, turning to the bookcase behind him and pulling out a heavy
gazetteer. THERE' SNOTHING | CAN DO ABOUT IT. WHAT ISTHAT SMELL?

“Me” said Mort, amply.

AH. THE STABLES. Death paused, his hand on the spine of the book. AND WHY DO YOU
THINK | DIRECTED YOU TO THE STABLES? THINK CAREFULLY, NOW.

Mort hesitated. Hehad been thinking carefully, in between counting whedbarrows. He' d wondered if it
had been to coordinate his hand and eye, or teach him the habit of obedience, or bring hometo him the
importance, on the human scale, of small tasks, or make him redlise that even great men must start at the
bottom. None of these explanations seemed exactly right.

“I think . .."” he began.

YES?

“Wall, I think it was because you were up to your kneesin horseshit, to tell you the truth.”

Death looked at him for along time. Mort shifted uneasily from one foot to the other.

ABSOLUTELY CORRECT, snapped Death. CLARITY OF THOUGHT. REALISTIC
APPROACH. VERY IMPORTANT IN A JOB LIKE OURS.

“Yes ar. Sr?’
HMM? Degth was struggling with the index.
“Peoplediedl thetime, Sr, don't they? Millions. Y ou must be very busy. But —”

Desth gave Mort the look he was coming to be familiar with. It started off as blank surprise, flickered
briefly towards annoyance, called infor adrink at recognition and settled finally on vague forbearance.

BUT?



“I’d have thought you' d have been, well, out and about a bit more. Y ou know. Stalking the streets. My
granny’ samanack’ sgot apicture of you with a scythe and stuff.”

| SEE. | AM AFRAID IT ISHARD TO EXPLAIN UNLESSYOU KNOW ABOUT POINT
INCARNATION AND NODE FOCUSING. | DON"T EXPECT YOU DQO?

“l don't think s0.”

GENERALLY I’M ONLY EXPECTED TO MAKE AN ACTUAL APPEARANCE ON SPECIAL
OCCASIONS.

“Likeaking, | suppose,” said Mort. “1 mean, aking isreigning even when he’ s doing something else or
adeep, even. Isthat it, Sr?’

IT'LL DO, said Deeth, ralling up the maps. AND NOW, BOY, IF YOU' VE FINISHED THE
STABLE YOU CAN GO AND SEE IF ALBERT HASANY JOBSHE WANTSDOING. IF YOU
LIKE, YOU CAN COME OUT ON THE ROUND WITH ME THISEVENING.

Mort nodded. Death went back to his big leather book, took up apen, stared at it for amoment, and
then looked up a Mort with hisskull on one side.

HAVE YOU MET MY DAUGHTER? he said.
“Er. Yes, gr,” said Mort, his hand on the doorknob.

SHE ISA VERY PLEASANT GIRL, said Death, BUT | THINK SHE QUITE LIKESHAVING
SOMEONE OF HER OWN AGE AROUND TO TALK TO.

“Sr7’
AND, OF COURSE, ONE DAY ALL THISWILL BELONG TO HER.

Something like asmall blue supernovaflared for amoment in the depths of his eyesockets. It dawned on
Mort that, with some embarrassment and complete lack of expertise, Desth was trying to wink.

In alandscape that owed nothing to time and space, which appeared on no map, which existed only in
those far reaches of the multiplexed cosmos known to the few astrophysicists who have taken redly bad
acid, Mort spent the afternoon hel ping Albert plant out broccoali. It was black, tinted with purple.

“Hetries, see” said Albert, flourishing the dibber. “1t’ s just that when it comes to colour, he hasn't got
much imagination.”

“I’m not sure | understand dl this” said Mort. “Did you say hemade dl this?’

Beyond the garden wall the ground dropped towards a deep valey and then rose into dark moorland
that marched al the way to distant mountains, jagged as cats' teeth.

“Yeah,” said Albert. “Mind what you' re doing with that watering can.”

“What was here before?’



“I dunno,” said Albert, starting afresh row. “Firmament, | suppose. That’ sthe fancy name for raw
nothing. It’'snot avery good job of work, to tell the truth. | mean, the garden’ s okay, but the mountains
are downright shoddy. They're all fuzzy when you get up close. | went and had alook once.”

Mort squinted hard at the trees nearest him. They seemed commendably solid.

“What'd hedoit dl for?” hesaid.

Albert grunted. “ Do you know what happens to lads who ask too many questions?’

Mort thought for amoment.

“No,” hesaid eventudly, “what?’

Therewas dlence.

Then Albert straightened up and said, “Damned if | know. Probably they get answers, and serve‘em
right.”

“Hesad | could go out with him tonight,” said Mort.

“You'realucky boy then, aren’t you,” said Albert vaguely, heading back for the cottage.
“Did hereally makedl this?’ said Mort, tagging aong after him.

“yes”

“Why?

“I suppose he wanted somewhere where he could fedl a home.”

“Areyou deed, Albert?”

“Me?Do | look dead?” The old man snorted when Mort started to give him adow, critica ook, “and
you can stop that. I'm as dive as you are. Probably more.”

“Sorry.”

“Right.” Albert pushed open the back door, and turned to regard Mort as kindly as he could manage.
“It' s best not to ask al these questions,” he said, “It upsets people. Now, how about a nice fry-up?’
The bell rang while they were playing dominoes. Mort sat to attention.

“He' Il want the horse made ready,” said Albert. “Come on.”

They went out to the stable in the gathering dusk, and Mort watched the old man saddle up Death's
horse.

“Hisname sBinky,” said Albert, fagtening the girth. “It just goesto show, you never can tell.”



Bulky tried to eat his scarf in an affectionate way.

Mort remembered the woodcut in his grandmother’ s almanack, between the page on planting times and
the phases of the moon section, showing Dethe thee Gregt Levyller Comes To Alle Menne. He' d stared
at it hundreds of timeswhen learning his|etters. It wouldn't have been haf soimpressiveif it had been
generally known that the flame-breathing horse the spectre rode was called Binky.

“I would have thought something like Fang or Sabre or Ebony,” Albert continued, “but the master will
have hislittle fancies, you know. Looking forward to it, are you?’

“I think s0,” said Mort uncertainly. “1’ve never seen Death actudly at work.”
“Not many have,” said Albert. “Not twice, a any rate.”

Mort took a deep breath.

“About this daughter of his—" he began.

AH. GOOD EVENING, ALBERT, BOY.

“Mort,” said Mort automatically.

Desgth strode into the stable, stooping alittle to clear the ceiling. Albert nodded, not in any subservient
way, Mort noticed, but smply out of form. Mort had met one or two servants, on the rare occasions
he’ d been taken into town, and Albert wasn't like any of them. He seemed to act as though the house
redlly belonged to him and its owner was just a passing guest, something to be tolerated like peding
paintwork or spidersin the lavatory. Death put up with it too, as though he and Albert had said
everything that needed to be said along time ago and were Smply content, now, to get on with their jobs
with the minimum of inconvenience al round. To Mort it wasrather like going for awalk after aredly
bad thunderstorm — everything was quite fresh, nothing was particularly unpleasant, but there wasthe
sense of vast energiesjust expended.

Finding out about Albert tagged itself on to the end of hislist of thingsto do.

HOLD THIS, said Degth, and pushed a scythe into his hand while he swung himself up onto Binky. The
scythe looked normal enough, except for the blade: it was so thin that Mort could seethrough it, apae
blue shimmer intheair that could dice flame and chop sound. He held it very carefully.

RIGHT, BOY, said Death. COME ON UP. ALBERT. DON"T WAIT UP.
The horsetrotted out of the courtyard and into the sky.

There should have been aflash or rush of stars. The air should have spiraled and turned into speeding
gparks such as normally happensin the common, everyday trans-dimensiona hyper-jumps. But thiswas
Death, who has mastered the art of going everywhere without ostentation and could dide between
dimensions as eadily as he could dip through alocked door, and they moved at an easy gdlop through

cloud canyons, past great billowing mountains of cumulus, until the wisps parted in front of them and the
Disc lay below, basking in sunlight.

THAT ' SBECAUSE TIME ISADJUSTABLE, said Degth, when Mort pointed thisout. IT'SNOT



REALLY IMPORTANT.

“| dwaysthought it was.”

PEOPLE THINK IT'SIMPORTANT ONLY BECAUSE THEY INVENTED IT, said Death
sombrely. Mort considered thisrather trite, but decided not to argue.

“What are we going to do now?’ he said.

THERE’S A PROMISING WAR IN KLATCHISTAN, said Death. SEVERAL PLAGUE
OUTBREAKS. ONE RATHER IMPORTANT ASSASSINATION, IF YOU’D PREFER.

“What, amurder?’

AYE, A KING.

“Oh, kings,” said Mort dismissively. He knew about kings. Once ayear aband of strolling players, or a
any rate ambling ones, came to Sheepridge and the plays they performed were invariably about kings.
Kingswere dwayskilling one another, or being killed. The plots were quite complicated, involving
mistaken identity, poisons, battles, long-lost sons, ghosts, witches and, usudly, lots of daggers. Sinceit
was clear that being aking was no picnic it was amazing that half the cast were gpparently trying to
become one. Mort’ sidea of palace lifewas alittle hazy, but he imagined that no-one got much deep.

“I"d quiteliketo seeared king,” he said. “They wear crownsdl the time, my granny said. Even when
they goto the lavatory.”

Desgth considered this carefully.

THERE'SNO TECHNICAL REASON WHY NOT, he conceded. IN MY EXPERIENCE,
HOWEVER, IT ISGENERALLY NOT THE CASE.

The horse whedled, and the vast flat checkerboard of the Sto plain sped undernesth them at lightning

speed. Thiswasrich country, full of silt and rolling cabbage fields and nest little kingdoms whose
boundaries wriggled like snakes as smdl, forma wars, marriage pacts, complex aliances and the

occasiond hit of doppy cartography changed the political shape of the land.
“Thisking,” said Mort, asaforest zipped beneath them, “is he good or bad?”’

| NEVER CONCERN MY SELFWITH SUCH THINGS, said Death. HE'SNO WORSE THAN
ANY OTHER KING, | IMAGINE.

“Does he have people put to death?’ said Mort, and remembering who he was talking to added,
“Saving y” honour’ s presence, of course.”

SOMETIMES. THERE ARE SOME THINGS YOU HAVE TO DO, WHEN YOU’ RE A KING.

A city did below them, clustered around a castle built on arock outcrop that poked up out of the plain
like ageologica pimple. It was one huge rock from the distant Ramtops, Death said, |ft there by the
retreating ice in the legendary days when the I ce Giants waged war on the gods and rode their glaciers
acrossthe land in an attempt to freeze the whole world. They’' d given up in the end, however, and driven
their great glittering flocks back to their hidden lands among the razor-backed mountains near the Hub.



No-one on the plains knew why they had donethis; it was generaly considered by the younger
generation in the city of Sto Lat, the city around the rock, that it was because the place was dead boring.

Binky trotted down over nothingness and touched down on the flagstones of the castl€' stopmost tower.
Death dismounted and told Mort to sort out the nosebag.

“Won't people notice there' sahorse up here?” he said, asthey strolled to astairwell.
Desth shook his head.

WOULD YOU BELIEVE THERE COULD BE A HORSE AT THE TOP OF THISTOWER? he
sad.

“No. You couldn’'t get one up these stairs,” said Mort.

WELL, THEN?

“Oh. | see. People don’t want to seewhat can’t possibly exist.”
WELL DONE.

Now they were walking along awide corridor hung with tapestries. Death reached into hisrobe and
pulled out an hourglass, peering closdy at it inthedim light.

It was a particularly fine one, its glass cut into intricate facets and imprisoned in an ornate framework of
wood and brass. The words *King Olerve the Bastard” were engraved deeply into it.

The sand inside sparkled oddly. There wasn't alot |€ft.

Death hummed to himsdlf and stowed the glass away in whatever mysterious recess it had occupied.
They turned acorner and hit awall of sound. Therewasahall full of people there, under a cloud of
smoke and chatter that rose al the way up into the banner-haunted shadowsin theroof. Upinagdlery a
trio of minstrels were doing their best to be heard and not succeeding.

The appearance of Death didn’t cause much of atir. A footman by the door turned to him, opened his
mouth and then frowned in a distracted way and thought of something else. A few courtiersglanced in
their direction, their eyesingtantly unfocusing as common sense overruled the other five.

WE VE GOT A FEW MINUTES, said Desth, taking adrink from apassing tray, LET'SMINGLE.
“They can't seemedther!” sasdd Mort. “But I'mred!”

REALITY ISNOT ALWAYSWHAT IT SEEMS, said Death. ANYWAY, IF THEY DON'T
WANT TO SEE ME, THEY CERTAINLY DON’'T WANT TO SEE YOU. THESE ARE
ARISTOCRATS, BOY. THEY'REGOOD AT NOT SEEING THINGS. WHY ISTHERE A
CHERRY ON A STICK IN THISDRINK?

“Mort,” said Mort automatically.

IT"SNOT ASIFIT DOESANY THING FOR THE FLAVOUR. WHY DOESANYONE TAKE A



PERFECTLY GOOD DRINK AND THEN PUT IN A CHERRY ON A POLE?

“What' s going to happen next?’ said Mort. An elderly earl bumped into his elbow, looked everywhere
but directly a him, shrugged and walked away.

TAKE THESE THINGS, NOW, said Degth, fingering apassing canape. | MEAN, MUSHROOMS
YES, CHICKEN YES, CREAM YES, I'VE NOTHING AGAINST ANY OF THEM, BUT WHY
IN THE NAME OF SANITY MINCE THEM ALL UPAND PUT THEM IN LITTLE PASTRY
CASES?

“Pardon?’ said Mort.

THAT'SMORTALSFOR YOU, Degth continued. THEY’VE ONLY GOT A FEW YEARSIN
THISWORLD AND THEY SPEND THEM ALL IN MAKING THINGS COMPLICATED FOR
THEMSELVES. FASCINATING. HAVE A GHERKIN.

“Where sthe king?’ said Mort, craning to look over the heads of the court.

CHAPWITH THE GOLDEN BEARD, said Degth. He tapped aflunky on the shoulder, and asthe
man turned and looked around in puzzlement deftly piloted another drink from histray.

Mort cast around until he saw thefigure standing in alittle group in the centre of the crowd, leaning over
dightly the better to hear what arather short courtier was saying to him. Hewas atal, heavily-built man
with the kind of stolid, patient face that one would confidently buy aused horse from.

“He doesn’t look abad king,” said Mort. “Why would anyone want to kill him?’

SEE THE MAN NEXT TOHIM?WITH THE LITTLE MOUSTACHE AND THE GRIN LIKE A
LI1ZARD? Degth pointed with his scythe.

I‘YS?’

HIS COUSIN, THE DUKE OF STO HELIT. NOT THE NICEST OF PEOPLE, said Death. A
HANDY MAN WITH A BOTTLE OF POISON. FIFTH IN LINE TO THE THRONE LAST
YEAR, NOW SECOND IN LINE. BIT OF A SOCIAL CLIMBER, YOU MIGHT SAY. Hefumbled
inside his robe and produced an hourglass in which black sand coursed between a spiked iron

latticework. He gave it an experimenta shake. AND DUE TO LIVE ANOTHER THIRTY,
THIRTY-HVE YEARS, hesaid, withasigh.

“And he goes around killing people?’ said Mort. He shook his head. “ There€ sno justice.”

Death sghed. NO, he said, handing his drink to a page who was surprised to find he was suddenly
holding an empty glass, THERE' SJUST ME.

He drew his sword, which had the sameice blue, shadow-thin blade as the scythe of office, and stepped
forward.

“I thought you used the scythe,” whispered Mort.

KINGS GET THE SWORD, said Degth. IT'SA ROYAL, WHATSNAME, PREROGATIVE.



Hisfree hand thrust its bony digits beneath his robe again and brought out King Olerve' sglass. Inthe
top half the last few grains of sand were huddling together.

PAY CAREFUL ATTENTION, said Death, YOU MAY BE ASKED QUESTIONS
AFTERWARDS.

“Wait,” said Mort, wretchedly. “It'snot fair. Can't you stop it?’

FAIR? said Death. WHO SAID ANYTHING ABOUT FAIR?

“Wdl, if the other manissucha—"

LISTEN, said Death, FAIR DOESN'T COME INTOIT. YOU CANT TAKE SIDES. GOOD
GRIEF. WHEN IT'STIME, ITSTIME. THAT'SALL THEREISTOIT, BOY.

“Mort,” moaned Mort, staring at the crowd.

And then he saw her. A random movement in the people opened up a channd between Mort and adim,
red-haired girl seated among agroup of older women behind the king. She wasn't exactly beautiful, being

over-endowed in the freckle department and, frankly, rather on the skinny side. But the sight of her
caused ashock that hot-wired Mort’ s hindbrain and drove it al the way to the pit of his stomach,

laughing nedtily.
IT'STIME, said Desth, giving Mort a nudge with asharp elbow. FOLLOW ME.

Death waked toward the king, weighing his sword in his hand. Mort blinked, and started to follow. The
girl’ seyesmet hisfor asecond and immediately looked away — then swivelled back, dragging her head

around, her mouth starting to openinan“o” of horror.

Mort’s backbone melted. He started to run towards the king.

“Look out!” he screamed. “Y ou'rein great danger!”

And theworld turned into treacle. It began to fill up with blue and purple shadows, like a heatstroke
dream, and sound faded away until the roar of the court became distant and scritchy, likethemusicin
someone e se' s headphones. Mort saw Death standing companionably by the king, his eyesturned up

towards —

— themingre gdlery.

Mort saw the bowman, saw the bow, saw the bolt now winging through the air at the speed of asick
snail. Sow asit was, he couldn’t outrun it. It seemed like hours before he could bring hisleaden legs
under control, but finally he managed to get both feet to touch the floor at the same time and kicked away

with al the apparent acceleration of continentd drift.
As hetwisted dowly through the air Death said, without rancour, IT WON'T WORK, YOU KNOW.
ITSONLY NATURAL THAT YOU SHOULD WANT TO TRY, BUT IT WON'T WORK.
Dream-like, Mort drifted through asilent world. . . .
The bolt struck. Degth brought his sword around in a double-handed swing that passed gently through



the king’ s neck without leaving amark. To Mort, spirdling gently through the twilight world, it looked as
though a ghostly shape had dropped away.

It couldn’t be the king, because he was manifestly gtill sanding there, looking directly at Desth with an
expression of extreme surprise. There was a shadowy something around hisfeet, and along way away
people were reacting with shouts and screams.

A GOOD CLEAN JOB, said Desth. ROYALTY ARE ALWAY SA PROBLEM. THEY TEND TO
WANT TO HANG ON. YOUR AVERAGE PEASANT, NOW, HE CAN'T WAIT.

“Who the hdll areyou?’ said theking. “What are you doing here? Eh? Guards! | deman—" The

ing stent message from his eyesfindly battered through to hisbrain. Mort wasimpressed. King Olerve
had held on to histhrone for many years and, even when dead, knew how to behave. “Oh,” he said, “I
see. | didn’t expect to see you so soon.”

YOUR MAJESTY, said Desgth, bowing, FEW DO.

The king looked around. It was quiet and dim in this shadow world, but outside there seemed to be alot
of excitement.

“That'sme down there, isit?’

| AM AFRAID SO, SIRE.

“Clean job. Crossbow, wasit?’

YES. AND NOW, SIRE, IF YOU WOULD —

“Who didit?" said the king. Degth hesitated.

A HIRED ASSASSIN FROM ANKH-MORPORK, he said.

“Hmm. Clever. | congratulate Sto Helit. And here’ s mefilling mysdlf with antidotes. No antidote to cold
sed, eh?EN?

INDEED NOT, SIRE.
“The old rope ladder and fast horse by the drawbridge trick, eh?’

SO IT WOULD APPEAR, SIRE, said Degth, taking the king’ s shade gently by thearm. IFIT'SANY
CONSOLATION, THOUGH, THE HORSENEEDS TO BE FAST.

“H‘l?’
Desgth alowed hisfixed grinto widen alittle.

| HAVE AN APPOINTMENT WITH ITSRIDER TOMORROW IN ANKH, said Desth. YOU
SEE, HE ALLOWED THE DUKE TO PROVIDE HIM WITH A PACKED LUNCH.

The king, whose eminent suitability for hisjob meant that he was not automaticaly quick on the uptake,
considered thisfor amoment and then gave a short laugh. He noticed Mort for thefirst time.



“Who'sthis?’ hesad, “He dead too?’

MY APPRENTICE, said Death. WHO WILL BE GETTING A GOOD TALKING TO BEFORE
HE'SMUCH OLDER, THE SCALLYWAG.

“Mort,” said Mort automatically. The sound of their talking washed around him, but he couldn’t take his
eyes off the scene around them. Hefelt redl. Desth looked solid. The king looked surprisingly fit and well

for someone who was dead. But the rest of the world was amass of diding shadows. Figures were bent
over the dumped body, moving through Mort asif they were no more substantial than amist.

The girl was knedling down, weeping.

“That'smy daughter,” said theking. “1 ought to fed sad. Why don’t 17’
EMOTIONS GET LEFT BEHIND. ITSALL A MATTER OF GLANDS.
“Ah. That would beit, | suppose. She can't see us, can she?’

NO.

“| suppose there’ sno chancethat | could —?’

NONE, said Death.

“Only she'sgoing to be queen, and if | could only let her—"

SORRY.

The girl looked up and through Mort. He watched the duke walk up behind her and lay acomforting
hand on her shoulder. A fault smile hovered around the man’slips. It was the sort of smilethat lieson
sandbanks waiting for incautious snimmers,

| can’'t make you hear me, Mort said. Don’t trust him!

She peered a Mort, screwing up her eyes. He reached out, and watched his hand pass straight through
hers.

COME ALONG, BOY. NO LALLYGAGGING.

Mort felt Death’ s hand tighten on his shoulder, not in an unfriendly fashion. He turned away reluctantly,
following Deeth and the king.

They waked out through the wall. He was halfway after them before he redlised that walking through
walswasimpossble.

The auicidd logic of thisnearly killed him. Hefdt the chill of the stone around hislimbs beforeavoicein
hisear said:

LOOK AT IT THISWAY. THEWALL CAN'T BE THERE. OTHERWISE YOU WOULDN'T BE
WALKING THROUGH IT. WOULD YOU, BOY?



“Mort,” said Mort.

WHAT?

“My nameisMort. Or Mortimer,” said Mort angrily, pushing forward. The chill fell behind him.
THERE. THAT WASN'T SOHARD, WASIT?

Mort looked up and down the length of the corridor, and dapped the wall experimentally. He must have
walked throughit, but it felt solid enough now. Little specks of micaglittered at him.

“How do you do that suff?’ hesaid. “How do | doit?Isit magic?’

MAGICISTHEONE THINGIT ISN'T, BOY. WHEN YOU CAN DO IT BY YOURSELF,
THERE WILL BENOTHING MORE THAT | CAN TEACH YOU.

The king, who was consgderably more diffuse now, said, “It'simpressive, I'll grant you. By theway, |
seemto befading.”

IT"STHE MORPHOGENETIC FIELD WEAKENING, said Degth.

The king’ s voice was no louder than awhisper. “Isthat whet it is?’

ITHAPPENSTO EVERYONE. TRY TO ENJOY IT.

“How?’ Now the voice was no more than ashape in the air.

JUST BE YOURSELF.

At that moment the king collapsed, growing smdler and smdler intheair asthefied findly collapsed into
atiny, brilliant pinpoint. It happened so quickly that Mort almost missed it. From ghost to mote in half a
second, with afaint sgh.

Desgth gently caught the glittering thing and stowed it away somewhere under hisrobe.

“What's happened to him?’ said Mort.

ONLY HE KNOWS, said Death. COME.

“My granny saysthat dying islike going to deep,” Mort added, a shade hopefully.

| WOULDN'T KNOW. | HAVE DONE NEITHER.

Mort took alast ook along the corridor. The big doors had been flung back and the court was spilling
out. Two older women were endeavouring to comfort the princess, but she was striding ahead of them so

that they bounced dong behind her like a couple of fussy balloons. They disappeared up another
corridor.

ALREADY A QUEEN, said Desth, gpprovingly. Degth liked style.



They were on the roof before he spoke again.
YOU TRIED TO WARN HIM, he said, removing Binky’ s nosebag.
“Yes, gr. Sorry.”

YOU CANNOT INTERFEREWITH FATE. WHO ARE YOU TO JUDGE WHO SHOULD LIVE
AND WHO SHOULD DIE?

Death watched Mort’ s expression carefully.

ONLY THE GODSARE ALLOWED TO DO THAT, he added. TO TINKER WITH THE FATE
OF EVEN ONE INDIVIDUAL COULD DESTROY THE WHOLE WORLD. DO YOU
UNDERSTAND?

Mort nodded miserably. “Are you going to send me home?’ he said. Death reached down and swung
him up behind the saddle.

BECAUSE YOU SHOWED COMPASSION?NO. | MIGHT HAVE DONE IF YOU HAD
SHOWN PLEASURE. BUT YOU MUST LEARN THE COMPASSION PROPER TO YOUR
TRADE.

“What' sthat?’
ASHARP EDGE.

Days passed, athough Mort wasn't certain how many. The gloomy sun of Degth’ sworld rolled regularly
acrossthe sky, but the visits to mortal space seemed to adhere to no particular system. Nor did Death
vigt only kings and important battles; most of the persona visits were to quite ordinary people.

Medswere served up by Albert, who smiled to himself alot and didn’t say anything much. Y sabell kept
to her room most of the time, or rode her own pony on the black moors above the cottage. The sight of
her with her hair streaming in the wind would have been moreimpressive if she was a better
horse-woman, or if the pony had been rather larger, or if her hair wasthe sort that streams naturdly.
Some hair has got it, and some hasn't. Hers hadn’t.

When he wasn't out on what Degth referred to as THE DUTY Mort assisted Albert, or found jobsin
the garden or stable, or browsed through Degth’ s extensive library, reading with the speed and
omnivorousness common to those who discover the magic of the written word for the first time.

Most of the booksin the library were biographies, of course.

They were unusud in one repect. They were writing themselves. People who had aready died,
obvioudly, filled their books from cover to cover, and those who hadn’t been born yet had to put up with
blank pages. Thosein between . . . Mort took note, marking the place and counting the extralines, and
estimated that some books were adding paragraphs at the rate of four or five every day. He didn't
recognise the handwriting.

And findly he plucked up his courage.

A WHAT?said Degth in astonishment, sitting behind his ornate desk and turning his scythe-shaped



paperknife over and over in hishands.

“An afternoon off,” repeated Mort. The room suddenly seemed to be oppressively big, with himsdf very
exposed in the middle of a carpet about the size of afield.

BUT WHY ?said Death. IT CAN'T BE TOATTEND YOUR GRANDMOTHER' SFUNERAL, he
added. | WOULD KNOW.

“I just want to, you know, get out and meet people,” said Mort, trying to outstare that unflinching blue
gaze.

BUT YOU MEET PEOPLE EVERY DAY, protested Desth.

“Yes, | know, only, well, not for very long,” said Mort. “1 mean, it’ d be nice to meet someonewith alife
expectancy of morethan afew minutes. Sir,” he added.

Death drummed his fingers on the desk, making a sound not unlike amouse tap-dancing, and gave Mort
another few seconds of stare. He noticed that the boy seemed rather less elbows than he remembered,
good alittle more upright and, bluntly, could use aword like “expectancy”. It was dl that library.

ALL RIGHT, hesaid grudgingly. BUT IT SEEMSTO ME YOU HAVE EVERYTHING YOU NEED
RIGHT HERE. THEDUTY ISNOT ONEROUS, ISIT?

“No, gr.”

AND YOU HAVE GOOD FOOD AND A WARM BED AND RECREATION AND PEOPLE
YOUR OWN AGE.

“Pardon, Sir?’ said Mort.

MY DAUGHTER, said Degth. YOU HAVE MET HER, | BELIEVE.

“Oh. Yes, dir.”

SHEHAS A VERY WARM PERSONALITY WHEN YOU GET TO KNOW HER.
“I ansureshe has, Sr.”

NEVERTHELESS, Y OU WISH — Desath launched the words with a spin of distaste— AN
AFTERNOON OFF?

“Yes, dr. If you please, Sr.”
VERY WELL.SOBEIT.YOU MAY HAVE UNTIL SUNSET.

Death opened his great ledger, picked up a pen, and began to write. Occasionaly he' d reach out and
flick the beads of an abacus.

After aminute he looked up.

YOU’'RE STILL HERE, hesaid. AND IN YOUR OWN TIME, TOO, he added sourly.



“Um,” said Mort, “will people be ableto seeme, Sr?’

I IMAGINE SO, I'M SURE, said Death. ISTHERE ANY THING ELSE | MIGHT BEABLE TO
ASSIST YOU WITH BEFORE YOU LEAVE FOR THISDEBAUCH?

“Wdll, sr, thereisonething, Sir, | don’t know how to get to the mortal world, sir,” said Mort
desperately.

Desath sghed loudly, and pulled open adesk drawer.

JUST WALK THERE.

Mort nodded miserably, and took the long walk to the study door. As he pulled it open Desth coughed.
BOY! he cdled, and tossed something across the room.

Mort caught it automatically asthe door creaked open.

The doorway vanished. The degp carpet underfoot became muddy cobbles. Broad daylight poured over
him like quick-siver.

“Mort,” said Mort, to the universe a large.

“What?’ said astdlholder beside him. Mort stared around. He was in a crowded market place, packed
with people and animds. Every kind of thing was being sold from neediesto (viaafew itinerant prophets)
visons of savation. It wasimpossible to hold any conversation quieter than a shouit.

Mort tapped the stalholder in the small of the back.

“Can you see me?’ he demanded.

The gtdlholder squinted criticaly a him.

“I reckon s0,” he sad, “ or someone very much like you.”

“Thank you,” said Mort, immensely relieved.

“Don”"t mention it. | seelots of people every day, no charge. Want to buy any bootlaces?’

“I don’'t think s0,” said Mort. “What placeisthis?’

“You don’'t know?’

A couple of people at the next stal were looking at Mort thoughtfully. His mind went into overdrive.

“My magter travelsalot,” he said, truthfully. “We arrived last night, and | was adeep on the cart. Now
I’ ve got the afternoon off.”

“Ah,” said the stdlholder. He leaned forward conspiratoridly. “Looking for agood time, are you? |
could fix you up.”



“I'd quite enjoy knowing where | am,” Mort conceded.
The man was taken aback.
“ThisisAnkh-Morpork,” he said. “ Anyone ought to be able to seethat. Smell it, too.”

Mort sniffed. There was a certain something about the air in the city. Y ou got the feding thet it was air
that had seen life. Y ou couldn’t help noting with every breath that thousands of other people were very
closeto you and nearly al of them had armpits.

The stdlholder regarded Mort criticdly, noting the pale face, well-cut clothes and strange presence, a
sort of coiled spring effect.

“Look, I'll befrank,” hesaid. “1 could point you in the direction of agreat brothel.”

“I’vedready had lunch,” said Mort, vaguely. “But you can tell meif we’re anywhere near, | think it's
cdled Sto Lat?’

“ About twenty miles Hubwards, but there’ s nothing there for ayoung man of your kidney,” said the
trader hurriedly. “1 know, you' re out by yourself, you want new experiences, you want excitement,
romance—"

Mort, meanwhile, had opened the bag Death had given him. It wasfull of small gold coins, about the sze
of sequins.

Animage formed again in hismind, of apale young face under ahead of red hair who had somehow
known he was there. The unfocused fedings that had haunted his mind for the last few days suddenly
sharpened to a point.

“| want,” hesaid firmly, “avery fast horse”
Five minuteslater, Mort was|ogt.

This part of Ankh-Morpork was known as The Shades, an inner-city areasorely in need ether of
governmentd help or, for preference, aflamethrower. It couldn’t be called squalid because that would be
stretching the word to breaking point. It was beyond squalor and out the other side, where by a sort of
Eingeinian reversd it achieved amagnificent horriblenessthat it wore like an architectura award. It was
noisy and sultry and smelled like a cowshed floor.

It didn’t so much have a neighbourhood as an ecology, like agreat land-based coral reef. There were
the humans, dl right, humanoid equivaents of lobsters, squid, shrimps and so on. And sharks.

Mort wandered hopelesdy along the winding streets. Anyone hovering at rooftop height would have
noticed a certain pattern in the crowds behind him, suggesting anumber of men converging nonchdantly
on atarget, and would rightly have concluded that Mort and his gold had about the same life expectancy
as athree-legged hedgehog on a six-lane motorway.

It isprobably aready apparent that The Shades was not the sort of place to have inhabitants. It had
denizens. Periodically Mort would try to engage onein conversation, to find the way to agood horse
dedler. The denizen would usualy mutter something and hurry away, snce anyonewishingtolivein The



Shades for longer than maybe three hours devel oped very specialised senses indeed and would no more
hang around near Mort than a peasant would stand near atall tree in thundery wesether.

And so Mort came at last to the river Ankh, greatest of rivers. Even before it entered the city it was dow
and heavy with the silt of the plains, and by the time it got to The Shades even an agnostic could have
walked acrossit. It was hard to drown in the Ankh, but easy to suffocate.

Mort looked at the surface doubtfully. It seemed to be moving. There were bubblesinit. It had to be
water.

He sighed, and turned away.

Three men had appeared behind him, as though extruded from the stonework. They had the heavy,
stolid look of those thugs whose appearance in any narrative meansthat it’stime for the hero to be
menaced a bit, although not too much, because it’s aso obvious that they’ re going to be horribly
surprised.

They wereleering. They weregood at it.

One of them had drawn aknife, which hewaved in little circlesin the air. He advanced dowly towards
Mort, while the other two hung back to provide immora support.

“Give usthemoney,” he rasped.

Mort's hand went to the bag on his belt.

“Hang onaminute,” he said. “What happensthen?’
“What?’

“I mean, isit my money or my life?’ said Mort. “That’ sthe sort of thing robbers are supposed to
demand. Y our money or your life. | read that in abook once,” he added.

“Possibly, possibly,” conceded the robber. He felt he waslosing the initiative, but ralied magnificently.
“On the other hand, it could be your moneyand your life. Pulling off the double, you might say.” The man
looked sideways at his colleagues, who sniggered on cue.

“Inthat case—" said Mort, and hefted the bag in one hand preparatory to chucking it asfar out into the
Ankh as he could, even though there was a reasonable chance it would bounce.

“Hey, what are you doing,” said the robber. He started to run forward, but halted when Mort gave the
bag athreatening jerk.

“Wdl,” sasd Mort, “1 look at it likethis. If you're going to kill me anyway, | might aswell get rid of the
money. It'sentirely up to you.” To illustrate his point he took one coin out of the bag and flicked it out
across the water, which accepted it with an unfortunate sucking noise. The thieves shuddered.

Theleading thief looked at the bag. He looked &t his knife. Helooked at Mort’ sface. Helooked at his
colleagues.

“Excuseme,” he said, and they went into ahuddle.



Mort measured the distance to the end of the dley. He wouldn’t make it. Anyway, these three looked as
though chasing people was another thing they were good at. It was only logic thet |eft them fedling alittle
stretched.

Their leader turned back to Mort. He gave afind glance at the other two. They both nodded decisively.

“I think we kill you and take a chance on the money,” he said. “We don't want this sort of thing to
spread.”

The other two drew their knives.

Mort swallowed. “This could be unwise,” he said.

“Why?

“Wdl,I won't likeit, for one.”

“You're not supposed to like it, you' re supposed to —die,” said the thief, advancing.

“I don't think I'm dueto die,” said Mort, backing away. “1’m sure | would have been told.”

“Yeah,” sad the thief, who was getting fed up with this. “Y eah, well, you have been, haven”t you? Great
steaming eephant turdd”

Mort had just stepped backwards again. Through awall.

The leading thief glared at the solid stone that had swallowed Mort, and then threw down his knife.

“Well, ————me” hesaid. “A ————ing wizard. | hate ————ing wizards!”
“Y ou shouldn’'t ————them, then,” muttered one of his henchmen, effortlesdy pronouncing arow of
dashes.

Thethird member of thetrio, who wasalittle dow of thinking, said, “Here, he walked through the wdl!”

“And we bin following him for ages, too,” muttered the second one. “Fine oneyou are, Pilgarlic. | said |
thought he was awizard, only wizards d walk round here by themselves. Dint | say he looked likea
wizard? | said —"

“Y ou're saying agood ded too much,” growled the leader.

“1 saw him, he walked right through the wall there—"

“Oh, yesh?’

“ Ya,]! ”

“Right through it, dint you see?’

“Think you' re sharp, do you?’



“Sharp enough, cometo that!”
The leader scooped hisknife out of the dirt in one snaky movement.
“Sharp asthis?’

Thethird thief lurched over to thewal and kicked it hard afew times, while behind him there were the
sounds of scuffle and some damp bubbling noises.

“Yep, it sawal okay,” hesaid. “That'sawall if ever | saw one. How d'you think they do it, lads?’
“Lads?’
He tripped over the prone bodies.

“Oh,” he said. Sow as hismind was, it was quick enough to redlise something very important. Hewasin
aback dley in The Shades, and he was alone. Heran for it, and got quite along way.

Death walked dowly acrosstilesin the lifetimer room, ingpecting the serried rows of busy hourglasses.
Albert followed dutifully behind with the greet ledger openinhisarms.

The sound roared around them, avast grey waterfal of noise.

It came from the shelves where, stretching away into the infinite distance, row upon row of hourglasses
poured away the sands of mortd time. It was a heavy sound, a dull sound, a sound that poured like sullen
custard over the bright roly-poly pudding of the soul.

VERY WELL, said Death at last. | MAKE IT THREE. A QUIET NIGHT.

“That’ d be Goodie Hamstring, the Abbott Lobsang again, and this Princess Kdi,” said Albert.
Death looked at the three hourglassesin his hand.

| WAS THINKING OF SENDING THE LAD OUT, he said.

Albert consulted hisledger. “Well, Goodie wouldn’t be any trouble and the Abbott iswhat you might
call experienced,” he said. “ Shame about the princess. Only fifteen. Could betricky.”

YES ITISAPITY.
“Magter?’

Degth stood with the third glassin his hand, staring thoughtfully at the play of light acrossits surface. He
Sghed.

ONE SO YOUNG. ...
“Areyou feding dl right, master?” said Albert, hisvoice full of concern.

TIME LIKE AN EVER-ROLLING STREAM BEARSALL ITS.. ..



“Mager!”

WHAT? said Death, snapping out of it.

“Y ou’ ve been overdoing it, magter, that’ swhat it is—"

WHAT ARE YOU BLATHERING ABOUT, MAN?

“You had abit of afunny turn there, master.”

NONSENSE. | HAVE NEVER FELT BETTER. NOW, WHAT WERE WE TALKING ABOUT?
Albert shrugged, and peered down at the entriesin the book.

“Goodie sawitch,” he said. “ She might get abit annoyed if you send Mort.”

All practitioners of magic earned theright, once their own persond sands had run out, of being claimed
by Degth himsdf rather than his minor functionaries.

Death didn't appear to hear Albert. He was staring at Princess Kdli’ s hourglass again.

WHAT ISTHAT SENSE INSIDE YOUR HEAD OF WISTFUL REGRET THAT THINGS ARE
THEWAY THEY APPARENTLY ARE?

“Sadness, master. | think. Now —"
| AM SADNESS.

Albert sood with his mouth open. Findly he got a grip on himsalf long enough to blurt out, “Master, we
weretaking about Mort!”

MORT WHO?

“Y our gpprentice, magter,” said Albert patiently. “Tal young lad.”

OF COURSE. WELL, WE'LL SEND HIM.

“Isheready to go solo, master?’ said Albert doubtfully.

Desgth thought about it. HE CAN DO IT, he said at ast. HE' SKEEN, HE'SQUICK TO LEARN
AND, REALLY, he added, PEOPLE CANT EXPECT TO HAVE ME RUNNING AROUND
AFTER THEM ALL THETIME.

Mort stared blankly at the velvet wall hangings afew inchesfrom his eyes.

I’ve walked through awall, he thought. And that’ simpossible.

He gingerly moved the hangings aside to seeif adoor was lurking somewhere, but there was nothing but

crumbling plaster which had cracked away in placesto reved some dampish but emphatically solid
brickwork.



He prodded it experimentally. It was quite clear that he wasn't going back out that way.
“Well,” hesadtothewall. “What now?’

A voice behind him said, “Um. Excuse pleass?’

Heturned around dowly.

Grouped around atable in the middle of the room was aKlatchian family of father, mother and haf a
dozen children of dwindling size. Eight pairs of round eyes were fixed on Mort. A ninth pair belonging to
an aged grandparent of indeterminate sex weren”t, because their owner had taken advantage of the
interruption to get some elbow room at the communal rice bowl, taking the view that aboiled fishin the
hand was worth any amount of unexplained manifestations, and the silence was punctuated by the sound
of determined mastication.

In one corner of the crowded room was alittle shrine to Offler, the six-armed Crocodile God of Klatch.
It was grinning just like Degth, except of course Death didn’t have aflock of holy birdsthat brought him
news of hisworshippers and aso kept histeeth clean.

Klatchians prize hospitdity above all other virtues. As Mort stared the woman took another plate off the
shelf behind her and silently began to fill it from the big bowl, snatching achoice cut of catfish from the
ancient’ s hands after abrief struggle. Her kohl-rimmed eyes remained steadily on Mort, however.

It was the father who had spoken. Mort bowed nervoudly.
“Sorry,” hesaid. “Er, | seem to have walked through thiswall.” It was rather lame, he had to admit.

“Please?’ said the man. The woman, her banglesjangling, carefully arranged afew dices of pepper
acrossthe plate and sprinkled it with adark green sauce that Mort was afraid he recognised. He'd tried
it afew weeks before, and athough it was a complicated recipe one taste had been enough to know that
it was made out of fish entrails marinated for severa yearsin avat of shark bile. Death had said that it
was an acquired taste. Mort had decided not to make the effort.

Hetried to sdle around the edge of the room towards the bead-hung doorway, al the heads turning to
watch him. Hetried agrin.

Thewoman said: “Why does the demon show histeeth, husband of my life?’
Theman said: “It could be hunger, moon of my desire. File on more fish!”

And the ancestor grumbled: “I was egting that, wretched child. Woe unto the world when thereisno
respect for age!”

Now the fact isthat while the words entered Mort’ s ear in their spoken Klatchian, with dl the curlicues
and subtle diphthongs of alanguage so ancient and sophisticated that it had fifteen words meaning
“assassination” beforethe rest of the world had caught on to the idea of bashing one another over the
head with rocks, they arrived in hisbrain as clear and understandable as his mother tongue.

“I"'m no demon! I'm ahuman!” he said, and stopped in shock as hiswords emerged in perfect Klatch.



“You'reathief?” said thefather. “A murderer? To creep in thus, are you atax-gatherer 7 His hand
dipped under the table and came up holding ameat cleaver honed to paper thinness. His wife screamed
and dropped the plate and clutched the youngest children to her.

Mort watched the blade weave through the air, and gavein.

“I bring you greetings from the uttermost circles of hell,” he hazarded.

The change was remarkable. The cleaver was lowered and the family broke into broad smiles.

“Thereismuch luck to usif ademon visits,” beamed the father. “What isyour wish, O foul spawn of
Offler'sloins?’

“Sorry?’ said Mort.

“A demon brings blessing and good fortune on the man that helpsit,” said the man. “How may we be of
assstance, O evil dogsbreath of the nether pit?’

“Well, I'm not very hungry,” said Mort, “but if you know where| can get afast horse, | could bein Sto
Lat before sunset.”

The man beamed and bowed. “| know the very place, noxious extrusion of the bowels, if you would be
s0 good asto follow me.”

Mort hurried out after him. The ancient ancestor watched them go with acritica expression, itsjowls
rhythmicaly chewing.

“That was what they call ademon around here?’ it said. “ Offler rot this country of dampness, even their
demons are third-rate, not a patch on the demons we had in the Old Country.”

The wife placed asmall bowl of ricein the folded middle pair of hands of the Offler statue (it would be
gonein the morning) and stood back.

“Husband did say that last month at theCurry Gardens he served a creature who was not there,” she
said. “Hewasimpressed.”

Ten minutes|ater the man returned and, in solemn silence, placed asmall heap of gold coinson the table.
They represented enough wedlth to purchase quite alarge part of the city.

“He had abag of them,” he said.

Thefamily stared at the money for sometime. The wife sghed.

“Riches bring many problems,” she said. “What are weto do?’

“Wereturn to Klatch,” said the husband firmly, “where our children can grow up in aproper country,
true to the glorious traditions of our ancient race and men do not need to work as waiters for wicked

masters but can stand tall and proud. And we must leave right now, fragrant blossom of the date pam.”

“Why so0 soon, O hard-working son of the desert?’



“Because,” said the man, “I have just sold the Patrician’ s champion racehorse.”

The horsewasn't asfine or asfast as Binky, but it swept the miles away under its hooves and essily
outdistanced a few mounted guards who, for some reason, appeared anxiousto talk to Mort. Soon the
shanty suburbs of Morpork were left behind and the road ran out into rich black earth country of the Sto
plain, constructed over eons by the periodic flooding of the great dow Ankh that brought to the region
prosperity, security and chronic arthritis.

It was aso extremely boring. Asthelight distilled from silver to gold Mort galoped across aflat, chilly
landscape, chequered with cabbage fields from edge to edge. There are many thingsto be said about
cabbages. One may talk at length about their high vitamin content, their vita iron contribution, the
va uable roughage and commendable food vaue. In the mass, however, they lack a certain something;;
despite their clam to immense nutritiona and mora superiority over, say, daffodils, they have never been
asgght to inspire the poet’ s muse. Unless he was hungry, of course. It was only twenty milesto Sto L at,
but in terms of meaningless human experience it seemed like two thousand.

There were guards on the gates of Sto L at, although compared to the ones that patrolled Ankh they had
asheepish, amateurish look. Mort trotted past and one of them, fedling abit of afool, asked him who
went there.

“I'mafraid | can’'t stop,” said Mort.

The guard was new to the job, and quite keen. Guarding wasn't what he’ d been led to expect. Standing
around al day in chain mail with an axe on along pole wasn't what he' d volunteered for; he' d expected
excitement and challenge and a crossbow and auniform that didn’t go rusty intherain.

He stepped forward, ready to defend the city against people who didn’t respect commands given by
duly authorised civic employees. Mort considered the pike blade hovering afew inches from hisface.
There was getting to be too much of this.

“On the other hand,” he said camly, “how would you likeit if | made yon a present of thisrather fine
horse?’

It wasn't hard to find the entrance to the castle. There were guards there, too, and they had crossbows
and a congderably more unsympathetic outlook on life and, in any case, Mort had run out of horses. He
loitered a bit until they started paying him a generous amount of attention, and then wandered
disconsolately away into the streets of thelittle city, fedling stupid.

After dl this, after miles of brassicas and abackside that now felt like ablock of wood, he didn’t even
know why he wasthere. So she’ d seen him even when he was invisible? Did it mean anything? Of course
it didn’'t. Only he kept seeing her face, and the flicker of hope in her eyes. He wanted to tell her that
everything was going to be dl right. He wanted to tell her about himsdlf and everything he wanted to be.
He wanted to find out which was her room in the castle and watch it al night until the light went out. And
soon.

A little later ablacksmith, whose business wasin one of the narrow streets that looked out on to the
castlewalls, glanced up from hiswork to see atdl, gangling young man, rather red in the face, who kept
trying to walk through thewalls.

Rather |ater than that ayoung man with afew superficid bruiseson hishead cadled in a one of thecity’s
taverns and asked for directionsto the nearest wizard.



And it waslater fill that Mort turned up outside a peding plaster house which announced itsdf on a
blackened brass plaque to be the abode of 1gneous Cutwell, DM (Unseen), Marster of the Infinit,
[luminartus, Wyzard to Princes, Gardian of the Sacred Portals, If Out leave Maile with Mrs Nugent
Next Door.

Suitably impressed despite his pounding heart, Mort lifted the heavy knocker, which wasin the shape of
arepulsive gargoyle with aheavy iron ring in itsmouth, and knocked twice.

There was abrief commotion from within, the series of hasty domestic soundsthat might, in aless
exdted house, have been made by, say, someone shovelling the lunch platesinto the sink and tidying the
laundry out of sight.

Eventudly the door sivung open, dowly and mysterioudy.

“You'd fbetter pretend to be impreffed,” said the doorknocker conversationally, but hampered
somewhat by the ring. “He does it with pulleys and abit of ftring. No good at opening-fpells, fee?’

Mort looked at the grinning metd face. | work for a skeleton who can walk through walls, he told
himsdf. Who am | to be surprised at anything?

“Thank you,” he said.

“Y ou' rewelcome. Wipe your feet on the doormat, it’ s the bootscraper’ s day off.”

The big low room inside was dark and shadowy and smelled mainly of incense but dightly of boiled
cabbage arid elderly laundry and the kind of person who throws all his socks a the wall and wearsthe
onesthat don't stick. There was alarge crystal ball with acrack init, an astrolabe with severd bits
missing, arather scuffed octogram on the floor, and a stuffed dligator hanging from the ceiling. A stuffed
dligator isabsolutely standard equipment in any properly-run magical establishment. This one looked as
though it hadn’t enjoyed it much.

A bead curtain on the far wall was flung aside with adramatic gesture and a hooded figure stood
reveded.

“Beneficent congtell ations shine on the hour of our meeting!” it boomed.
“Which ones?” said Mort.

There was asudden worried silence.

“Pardon?’

“Which congtellations would these be?” said Mort.

“Beneficent ones,” said the figure, uncertainly. It ralied. “Why do you trouble Igneous Cutwell, Holder
of the Eight Keys, Traveler in the Dungeon Dimensions, Supreme Mage of —”

“Excuseme,” said Mort, “areyou redly?’

“Redlly what?’



“Magter of the thingy, Lord High Wossname of the Sacred Dungeons?’

Cutwd | pushed back his hood with an annoyed flourish. Instead of the grey-bearded mystic Mort had
expected he saw around, rather plump face, pink and white like a pork pie, which it somewhat
resembled in other respects. For example, like most pork pies, it didn’t have abeard and, like most pork
pies, it looked basicaly good-humoured.

“Inafigurative sense” he said.

“What does that mean?’

“Well, it meansno,” said Cutwell.

“But yousad—"

“That was advertising,” said thewizard. “It' sakind of magic I’ ve been working on. What wasit you

werewanting, anyway?’ Heleered suggestively. “ A love philtre, yes? Something to encourage the young
ladies?”

“Isit possbleto wak through walls?” said Mort desperately. Cutwell paused with his hand aready
halfway to alarge bottle full of sticky liquid.

“Usng megic?
“Um,” said Mort, “| don't think so.”

Then pick very thinwalls,” said Cutwell. “ Better ill, use the door. The one over there would be
favourite, if you've just come hereto waste my time.”

Mort hesitated, and then put the bag of gold coins on the table. The wizard glanced at them, made alittle

whinnying noisein the back of histhroat, and reached out, Mort’ s hand shot across and grabbed his
wrig.

“I'vewaked through walls” he said, dowly and ddliberately.

“Of courseyou have, of course you have,” mumbled Cutwell, not taking his eyes off the bag. He flicked
the cork out of the bottle of blue liquid and took an absent-minded swig.

“Only beforel didit | didn't know that | could, and when | wasdoing it I didn’t know | was, and now
I’ve doneit | can't remember how it was done. And | want to do it again.”

HWr'y?l
“Because” said Mort, “if | could walk through walls| could do anything.”

“Very deep,” agreed Cutwell. “Philosophica. And the name of the young lady on the other side of this
wdl?

“She's—" Mort swalowed. “1 don’t know her name. Eveniif thereisagirl,” he added haughtily, “and
I’m not saying thereis”



“Right,” said Cutwell. He took another swig, and shuddered. “Fine. How to wak through wals. I'll do
some research. It might be expensive, though.”

Mort carefully picked up the bag and pulled out one smdl gold coin.

“A down payment,” he said, putting it on thetable.

Cutwdl | picked up the coin asif he expected it to go bang or evaporate, and examined it carefully.
“I"'ve never seen this sort of coin before,” he said accusingly. “What' sdl this curly writing?
“It'sgold, though, isn'tit?’ said Mort. “I mean, you don’'t have to accept it —"

“Sure, sure, it'sgold,” said Cutwell hurriedly. “It'sgold dl right. | just wondered whereit had come
from, that'sdl.”

“Youwouldn't believeme,” said Mort. “What time' s sunset around here?”’

“We normally managetofit it in between night and day,” said Cutwell, ftill staring at the coin and taking
little 9psfrom the blue bottle. “ About now.”

Mort glanced out of the window. The street outside dready had atwilight look toit.

“I'll be back,” he muttered, and made for the door. He heard the wizard cdl out something, but Mort
was heading down the street at adead run.

He started to panic. Death would be waiting for him forty miles away. There would be arow. There
would be aterrible—

AH, BOY.

A familiar figure stepped out from theflare around ajellied ed sal, holding a plate of winkles.

THE VINEGAR ISPARTICULARLY PIQUANT. HELP YOURSELF, | HAVE AN EXTRA PIN.
But, of course, just because he was forty milesaway didn’t mean hewasn't hereaswell. . . .

And in hisuntidy room Cutwell turned the gold coin over and over in hisfingers, muttering “wals’ to
himsdlf, and draining the bottle.

He appeared to notice what he was doing only when there was no more to drink, at which point his eyes
focused on the bottle and, through arising pink mist, read the label which said * Granny Weatherwax' s
Ramrub Invigoratore and Passion’ s Philtre, Onne Spoonful Onlie before bed and that Smalle”.

“By mysdf?’ said Mort.

CERTAINLY.| HAVE EVERY FAITH IN YOU.

1] G(ﬁ‘l!”



The suggestion put everything el se out of Mort’s mind, and he was rather surprised to find that he didn’t
fed particularly squeamish. He' d seen quite afew deathsin the last week or so, and dl the horror went
out of it when you knew you’ d be speaking to the victim afterwards. Most of them wererelieved, one or
two of them were angry, but they were all glad of afew helpful words.

THINK YOU CAN DOIT?
“Wdl, ar. Yes. | think.”

THAT'STHE SPIRIT. I'VE LEFT BINKY BY THE HORSETROUGH ROUND THE CORNER.
TAKE HIM STRAIGHT HOME WHEN YOU'VE FINISHED.

“You're staying here, Sr?’ Death looked up and down the street. His eye-sockets flared.

| THOUGHT | MIGHT STROLL AROUND A BIT, hesaid mysterioudy. | DON'T SEEM TO FEEL
QUITE RIGHT. | COULD DO WITH THE FRESH AIR. He seemed to remember something, reached
into the mysterious shadows of his cloak, and pulled out three hourglasses. ALL
STRAIGHTFORWARD, he said. ENJOY YOURSELF.

Heturned and strode off down the street, humming.

“Um. Thank you,” said Mort. He held the hourglasses up to the light, noting the one that was on itsvery
last few grains of sand.

“Doesthismean’min charge?’ he caled, but Death had turned the corner.

Binky greeted him with afaint whinny of recognition. Mort mounted up, his heart pounding with
gpprehenson and respongibility. His fingers worked automaticaly, taking the scythe out of its sheeth and
adjusting and locking the blade (which flashed steely bluein the night, dicing the sarlight like sdlami). He
mounted carefully, wincing at the stab from his saddlesores, but Binky waslikeriding apillow. Asan
afterthought, drunk with delegated authority, he pulled Death’ sriding cloak out of its saddlebag and
fastened it by itsSilver brooch.

Hetook another look at thefirst hourglass, and nudged Binky with his knees. The horse sniffed the chilly
air, and began to trot.

Behind them Cutwell burst out of his doorway, accelerating down the frosty street with hisrobesflying
out behind him.

Now the horse was cantering, widening the distance between its hooves and the cobbles. With aswish
of itstail it cleared the housetops and floated up into the chilly sky.

Cutwell ignored it. He had more pressing things on hismind. Hetook aflying lesp and landed full length
in the freezing waters of the horsetrough, lying back gratefully among the bobbing ice splinters. After a
while the water began to steam. Mort kept low for the sheer exhilaration of the speed. The deeping
countryside roared soundlessy undernesth. Binky moved at an easy gallop, his grest musclesdiding
under hisskin as eadly asdligators off a sandbank, his mane whipping in Mort’ sface. The night swirled
away from the speeding edge of the scythe, cut into two curling halves.

They sped under the moonlight as sllent as a shadow, visible only to cats and people who dabbled in
things men were not meant to wot of.



Mort couldn’t remember afterwards, but very probably he laughed.

Soon the frosty plains gave way to the broken lands around the mountains, and then the marching ranks
of the Ramtops themselves raced across the world towards them. Binky put his head down and opened
his stride, a@aming for a pass between two mountains as sharp as goblins’ teeth in the silver light.
Somewhere awolf howled.

Mort took another look at the hourglass. Its frame was carved with oak |eaves and mandrake roots, and
the sand insde, even by moonlight, was pae gold. By turning the glass thisway and that, he could just
make out the name“ Ammeline Hamstring” etched inthefaintest of lines.

Binky dlowed to a canter. Mort looked down at the roof of aforest, dusted with snow that was either
early or very, very late; it could have been either, because the Ramtops hoarded their westher and doled
it out with no red referenceto thetime of year.

A gap opened up beneath them. Binky dowed again, wheeled around and descended towards a clearing
that was white with drifted snow. It was circular, with atiny cottage in the exact middle. If the ground
around it hadn’t been covered in snow, Mort would have noticed that there were no tree sumpsto be
seen; thetrees hadn’t been cut down in the circle, they’ d smply been discouraged from growing there.
Or had moved away.

Candldight spilled from one downgtairs window, making a pae orange pool on the snow.

Binky touched down smoothly and trotted across the freezing crust without sinking. He left no
hoofprints, of course.

Mort dismounted and walked towards the door, muttering to himself and making experimental sveeps
with the scythe.

The cottage roof had been built with wide eaves, to shed snow and cover thelogpile. No dweler inthe
high Ramtops would dream of starting awinter without alogpile on three sdes of the house. But there
wasn't alogpile here, even though spring was till along way off.

Therewas, however, abundle of hay in anet by the door. It had anote attached, writtenin big, dightly
shaky capitds FOR THEE HORS.

It would have worried Mort if he'd let it. Someone was expecting him. He' d learned in recent days,
though, that rather than drown in uncertainty it was best to surf right over thetop of it. Anyway, Binky
was't worried by mora scruplesand bit straight in.

It did leave the problem of whether to knock. Somehow, it didn’t seem appropriate. Supposing noc-one
answered, or told him to go away?

S0 helifted the thumb latch and pushed at the door. It swung inwards quite easily, without a creak.

There was alow-ceilinged kitchen, its beams at trepanning height for Mort. The light from the solitary
candle glinted off crockery on along dresser and flagstones that had been scrubbed and polished into
iridescence. Thefirein the cave-like inglenook didn’t add much light, because it was no more than a heap
of white ash under the remains of alog. Mort knew, without being told, that it wasthe last log.



An dderly lady was Sitting at the kitchen table, writing furioudy with her hooked nose only afew inches
from the paper. A grey cat curled on the table beside her blinked camly a Mort.

The scythe bumped off abeam. The woman looked up.

“Bewithyouinaminute,” she said. She frowned at the paper. “1 haven’t put in the bit about being of
sound mind and body yet, lot of foolishness anyway, no-one sound in mind and body would be dead.
Would you like adrink?’

“Pardon?’ said Mort. He recalled himsalf, and repeated “PARDON?’

“If you drink, that is. It' s raspberry port. On the dresser. Y ou might aswdll finish the bottle.”

Mort eyed the dresser suspicioudy. Hefdt he' d rather lost the initiative. He pulled out the hourglass and
glared at it. Therewas alittle hegp of sand |eft.

There sill afew minutesyet,” said the witch, without looking up.
“How, | mean, HOW DO YOU KNOW?’

Sheignored him, and dried the ink in front of the candle, sedled the letter with adrip of wax, and tucked
it under the candlestick. Then she picked up the cat.

“Granny Beedle will be around directly tomorrow to tidy up and you' re to go with her, understand? And
see she lets Gammer Nutley have the pink marble washstand, she’ shad her eye oniit for years.”

The cat yawped knowingly.

“I haven’t, thatis, | HAVEN"T GOT ALL NIGHT, YOU KNOW,” said Mort reproachfully.

“You have, | haven't, and there’ s no need to shout,” said the witch. She did off her stall and then Mort
saw how bent shewas, like a bow. With some difficulty she unhooked atal pointed hat from itsnail on
thewall, skewered it into place on her white hair with a battery of hatpins, and grasped two walking
dticks.

She tottered across the floor towards Mort, and looked up at him with eyes as small and bright as
blackcurrants.

“Will | need my shawl? Shall | need ashawl, d”you think? No, | suppose not. | imagineit’s quite warm
where’m going.” She peered closdly a Mort, and frowned.

“You'reratheryounger than | imagined,” she said. Mort said nothing. Then Goodie Hamstring said,
quietly, “You know, | don't think you' rewho | was expecting at dl.”

Mort cleared histhroat.
“Who were you expecting, precisdy?’ hesaid.

“Death,” said thewitch, smply. “It’ s part of the arrangement, you see. One gets to know the time of
on€ sdeath in advance, and oneis guaranteed — persond attention.”



“I'mit,”said Mort.
“It?

“The personad attention. He sent me. | work for him. No-one else would have me.” Mort paused. This
was dl wrong. He d be sent home again in disgrace. Hisfirgt bit of responsibility, and he'd ruined it. He
could aready hear people laughing a him.

Thewall garted in the depths of his embarrassment and blared out like afoghorn. “Only thisismy firgt
red job andit'sal gonewrong!”

The scythe fell to the floor with aclatter, dicing apiece off thetable leg and cutting aflagstonein half.

Goodie watched him for some time, with her head on one side. Then she said, “1 see. What isyour
name, young man?’

“Mort,” sniffed Mort. “ Short for Mortimer.”
“Wel, Mort, | expect you' ve got an hourglass somewhere about your person,”

Mort nodded vaguely. He reached down to his belt and produced the glass. The witch inspected it
criticaly.

“Still aminute or s0,” she said. “We don't have much timeto lose. Just give me amoment to lock p.”
“But you don't understand!” Mort wailed. “I’ll messit dl up! I've never donethis before!”

She patted his hand. “Neither havel,” she said. “We can learn together. Now pick up the scythe and try
to act your age, there’ sagood boy.”

Agang his protestations she shooed him out into the snow and followed behind him, pulling the door
shut and locking it with aheavy iron key which she hung on anail by the door.

Thefrost had tightened its grip on the forest, squeezing it until the roots creaked. The moon was setting,
but the sky was full of hard white stars that made the winter seem colder till. Goodie Hamstring
shivered.

“There san old log over there,” she said conversationdly. “ There' s quite agood view acrossthe valey.
In the summertime, of course. | should liketo sit down.”

Mort helped her through the drifts and brushed as much snow as possible off the wood. They sat down
with the hourglass between them. Whatever the view might have been in the summer, it now consisted of
black rocks againgt a sky from which little flakes of snow were now tumbling.

“I can't believe dl this” sadd Mort. “I mean you sound asif you want to die.”

“There ssomethings| shal miss” shesaid. “But it getsthin, you know. Life, I'm referring to. You can't
trust your own body any more, and it’stime to move on. | reckon it’s about time | tried something else.
Did hetdl you magicd folk can seehim dl thetime?’

“No,” said Mort, inaccurately.



“Wdl, wecan.”
“He doesn’t like wizards and witches much,” Mort volunteered.

“Nobody likesasmartass,” she said with some satisfaction. “We give him trouble, you see. Priests
don't, s0 helikes priests.”

“He snever said,” said Mort.

“Ah. They re dwaystdling folk how much better it's going to be when they’ re dead.We tell them it
could be pretty good right hereif only they’ d put their mindsto it.”

Mort hesitated. He wanted to say: you' rewrong, he' snot likethat at all, he doesn't careif people are
good or bad so long asthey’ re punctua. And kind to cats, he added.

But he thought better of it. It occurred to him that people needed to believe things.

The wolf howled again, so near that Mort looked around apprehensively. Another one acrossthe valley
answered it. The chorus was picked up by acouple of othersin the depths of the forest. Mort had never
heard anything so mournful.

He glanced sdeways a the il figure of Goodie Hamstring and then, with mounting panic, at the
hourglass. He sprang to his feet, snatched up the scythe, and brought it around in atwo-handed swing.

The witch stood up, leaving her body behind.
“Wel done,” shesaid. “I thought you' d missed it, for aminute, there.”
Mort leaned againgt atree, panting heavily, and watched Goodie walk around the log to look at hersdif.

“Hmm,” shesaid criticaly. Time hasgot alot to answer for.” Sheraised her hand and laughed to seethe
garsthrough it.

Then she changed. Mort had seen this happen before, when the soul realised it was no longer bound by
the body’ s morphic field, but never under such control. Her hair unwound itself fromitstight bun,
changing colour and lengthening. Her body straightened up. Wrinkles dwindled and vanished. Her grey
woollen dress moved like the surface of the sea and ended up tracing entirely different and disturbing
contours.

She looked down, giggled, and changed the dress into something leaf-green and clingy.

“What do you think, Mort?’ she said. Her voice had sounded cracked and quavery before. Now it
suggested musk and maple syrup and other things that set Mort’s adam’ s gpple bobbing like a rubber
ball on an eagtic band.

“...” hemanaged, and gripped the scythe until his knuckles went white.

Shewalked towards him like asnake in afour-whed drift.

“I didn’t hear you,” she purred.



“V-v-very nice,” he said. “Isthat who you were?’

“It'swho I’ve dways been.”

“Oh.” Mort stared at hisfeet. “1’m supposed to take you away,” he said.
“I know,” shesad, “but I'm going to stay.”

“You can't do that! | mean—" he fumbled for words—“you see, if you stay you sort of spread out and
get thinner, until —”

“I shdl enjoy it,” shesaid firmly. Sheleaned forward and gave him akiss asinsubstantial asamayfly’s
sgh, fading as she did so until only the kisswas|ft, just like a Cheshire cat only much more eratic.

“Haveacare, Mort,” said her voicein his head. “'Y ou may want to hold on to your job, but will you ever
be ableto let go?’

Mort stood idioticaly holding his cheek. The trees around the clearing trembled for amoment, there was
the sound of laughter on the breeze, and then the freezing silence closed in again.

Duity caled out to him through the pink mistsin his head. He grabbed the second glassand stared &t it.
The sand was nearly al gone.

The glassitsdlf was patterned with lotus petals. When Mort flicked it with hisfinger it went “Ommm”.

He ran across the crackling snow to Binky and hurled himsdlf into the saddle. The horse threw up his
head, reared, and launched itself towardsthe ars.

Grest slent streamers of blue and green flame hung from the roof of the world. Curtains of octarine glow
danced dowly and majesticaly over the Disc asthefire of the Aurora Coriolis, the vast discharge of
magic from the Disc’ s standing field, earthed itsdlf in the green ice mountains of the Hub.

The centrd spire of Cori Celesti, home of the gods, was aten mile high column of cold coruscating fire.

It was asight seen by few people, and Mort wasn't one of them, because helay low over Binky’s neck
and clung on for hislife asthey pounded through the night sky ahead of acomet trail of steam.

There were other mountains clustered around Cori. By comparison they were no more than termite
mounds, athough in reality each one was amajestic assortment of cols, ridges, faces, dliffs, screesand
glaciersthat any normal mountain range would be happy to associate with.

Among the highest of them, a the end of afunnel-shaped valey, dwelt the Listeners.

They were one of the oldest of the Disc’ sreligious sects, athough even the gods themsalves were
divided asto whether Listening wasreally aproper religion, and al that prevented their temple being
wiped out by afew well-aimed avalanches was the fact that even the gods were curious asto what it was
that the Listeners might Hear. If there’ sone thing that redlly annoysagod, it's not knowing something.

It'll take Mort severd minutesto arrive. A row of dotswould fill in the time nicely, but the reader will
aready be noticing the strange shape of the temple— curled like agreat white ammonite at the end of the



valey —and will probably want an explanation.

Thefact isthat the Listeners are trying to work out precisaly what it was that the Creator said when He
made the universe.

Thetheory is quite sraightforward.

Clearly, nothing that the Creator makes could ever be destroyed, which means that the echoes of those
firg syllables must till be around somewhere, bouncing and rebounding off al the matter in the cosmos
but gill audibleto aredly good listener.

Eons ago the Listeners had found that ice and chance had carved this one valley into the perfect acoustic
opposite of an echo valey, and had built their multi-chambered temple in the exact postion that the one
comfy chair dways occupiesin the home of arabid hi-fi fanatic. Complex baffles caught and amplified
the sound that was funnélled up the chilly valley, steering it ever inwards to the central chamber where, a
any hour of the day or night, three monks aways sat.

Ligening.

There were certain problems caused by the fact that they didn’'t hear only the subtle echoes of the first
words, but every other sound made on the Disc. In order to recognise the sound of the Words, they had
to learn to recognise dl the other noises. This cdled for a certain talent, and a novice was only accepted
for training if he could distinguish by sound alone, at adistance of athousand yards, which sdea
dropped coin landed. He was't actually accepted into the order until he could tell what colour it was.

And athough the Holy Listeners were so remote, many people took the extremely long and dangerous
path to their temple, travelling through frozen, troll-haunted lands, fording swift icy rivers, climbing
forbidding mountains, trekking across inhospitable tundra, in order to climb the narrow stairway that led
into the hidden valley and seek with an open heart the secrets of being.

And the monkswould cry unto them, “Keep the bloody noise down!”

Binky came through the mountain tops like awhite blur, touching down in the snowy emptiness of a
courtyard made spectral by the disco light from the sky. Mort legpt from his back and ran through the
slent cloistersto the room where the 88thabbot lay dying, surrounded by his devout followers.

Mort’' sfootsteps boomed as he hurried across the intricate mosaic floor. The monks themselveswore
woollen overshoes.

He reached the bed and waited for amoment, leaning on the scythe, until he could get his breath back.

The abbot, who was small and totally bald and had more wrinkles than asackful of prunes, opened his
eyes.

“You'relate,” hewhispered, and died.

Mort swallowed, fought for breath, and brought the scythe around in adow arc. Neverthdess, it was
accurate enough; the abbot sat up, leaving his corpse behind.

“Not amoment too soon,” he said, in avoice only Mort could hear. “Y ou had me worried for amoment
there”



“Okay?’ said Mort. “Only I’'ve got to rush—"

The abbot swung himself off the bed and walked towards Mort through the ranks of his bereaved
followers.

“Don"t rush off,” he said. “I dwayslook forward to these talks. What' s happened to the usud felow?’
“Usud fellow?’ said Mort, bewildered.

Tal chap. Black cloak. Doesn't get enough to egt, by the look of him,” said the abbot.

“Usual felow?Y ou meanDeath 7’ said Mort.

“That' shim,” said the abbot, cheerfully. Mort’s mouth hung open.

“Diealot, doyou?’ he managed.

“A fair bit. A fair bit. Of course,” said the abbot, “once you get the hang of it, it'sonly a matter of
practice.”

“Itis?’

“We must be off,” said the abbot. Mort’s mouth snapped shut.

“That’swhat I’ ve been trying to say,” he said.

“Soif you could just drop me off down inthevaley,” thelittle monk continued placidly. He swept past
Mort and headed for the courtyard. Mort stared at the floor for amoment, and then ran after himina

way which he knew to be extremely unprofessona and undignified.

“Now look —" he began.

“The other one had ahorse called Binky, | remember,” said the abbot pleasantly. “Did you buy the
round off him?’

Theround?’ said Mort, now completely lost.
“Or whatever. Forgive me,” said the abbot, “I don't really know how these things are organised, lad.”

“Mort,” said Mort, absently. “And | think you' re supposed to come back with me, sir. If you don’t
mind,” he added, in what he hoped was afirm and authoritative manner. The monk turned and smiled
pleasantly at him.

“l'wish | could,” he said. “ Perhagps one day. Now, if you could give me alift asfar asthe nearest village,
| imagine I’m being conceived about now.”

“Conceived? But you'vejust died!” said Mort.

“Yes, but, you see, | have what you might call aseason ticket,” the abbot explained.



Light dawned on Mort, but very dowly.
“Oh,” hesaid, “I’' veread about this. Reincarnation, yes?’
That’ sthe word. Fifty-three times so far. Or fifty-four.”

Binky looked up asthey approached and gave a short neigh of recognition when the abbot patted his
nose. Mort mounted up and hel ped the abbot up behind him.

“It must be very interesting,” he said, as Binky climbed away from the temple. On the absolute scale of
gmadl talk thiscomment must rate minus quite alot, but Mort couldn’t think of anything better.

“No, it mustn't,” said the abbot. “Y ou think it must be because you believe | can remember dl my lives,
but of course| can't. Not while I’ m dive, anyway.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Mort conceded.
“Imaginetoilet training fifty times”

“Nothing to look back on, | imagine,” said Mort.

“You'reright. If I had my timeal over again | wouldn't reincarnate. And just when I’ m getting the hang
of things, the lads come down from the temple looking for aboy conceived at the hour the old abbot
died. Talk about unimaginative. Stop here amoment, please.”

Mort looked down.
“We'rein mid-air,” he said doubtfully.

“I won't keep you aminute.” The abbot did down from Binky’ s back, walked afew stepson thin air,
and shouted.

It seemed to go on for along time. Then the abbot climbed back again.
“Y ou don't know how long I’ ve been looking forward to that,” he said.

Therewasavillagein alower valey afew milesfrom the temple, which acted asasort of service
industry. From the air it was arandom scattering of smal but extremely well-soundproofed huts.

“Anywherewill do,” the abbot said. Mort left him standing afew feet above the snow at a point where
the huts appeared to be thickest.

“Hopethe next lifetime improves,” he said. The abbot shrugged.

“One can dways hope,” he said. “I get anine-month break, anyway. The scenery isn't much, but at least
it sinthewarm.”

“Goodbye, then,” said Mort. “I’ve got to rush.”

“Aurevoir,” said the abbot, sadly, and turned away.



Thefires of the Hub Lightswere il cagting their flickering illumination across the landscape. Mort
Sighed, and reached for the third glass.

The container was silver, decorated with small crowns. There was hardly any sand | eft.

Mort, fedling that the night had thrown everything at him and couldn’t get any worse, turned it around
carefully to get aglimpse of thename. . . .

Princess Keli awoke.
There had been a sound like someone making no noise a all. Forget peas and mattresses — sheer natural
selection had established over the yearsthat the royd familiesthat survived longest were those whose

members could digtinguish an assassin in the dark by the noise he was clever enough not to make,
because, in court circles, there was aways someone ready to cut the heir with aknife,

Shelay in bed, wondering what to do next. There was adagger under her pillow. She started to dide
one hand up the sheets, while peering around the room with half-closed eyesin search of unfamiliar
shadows. Shewaswd | awarethat if sheindicated in any way that she was not adeep she would never
wake up again.

Some light came into the room from the big window at the far end, but the suits of armour, tapestriesand
assorted parapherndiathat littered the room could have provided cover for an army.

The knife had dropped down behind the bedhead. She probably wouldn’t have used it properly
ayway.

Screaming for the guards, she decided, was not agood idea. If there was anyone in the room then the
guards must have been overpowered, or at least stunned by alarge sum of money.

There was awarming pan on the flagstones by the fire. Would it make aweapon?
Therewas afaint metallic sound.
Perhaps screaming wouldn't be such abad idea after dll. . . .

The window imploded. For an ingtant Kdli saw, framed againgt ahell of blue and purple flames, a
hooded figure crouched on the back of the largest horse she had ever seen.

Therewas someone standing by the bed, with aknife half raised.

In dow motion, she watched fascinated as the arm went up and the horse galloped at glacier speed
acrossthe floor. Now the knife was above her, starting its descent, and the horse was rearing and the
rider was standing in the stirrups and swinging some sort of weapon and its blade tore through the dow
ar with anoiselike afinger ontherim of awet glass—

The light vanished. There was asoft thump on the floor, followed by ametdlic clatter.

Keli took adeep breath.

A hand was briefly laid across her mouth and aworried voice said, “If you scream, I'll regret it. Please?
I’minenough trouble asitis”



Anyone who could get that amount of bewildered pleading into their voice was elther genuine or such a
good actor they wouldn't have to bother with nation for aliving. She said, “Who are you?’

“I don't know if I'm dlowed to tell you,” said the voice. “You are dtill dive, aren't you?’

She bit down the sarcastic reply just in time. Something about the tone of the question worried her.

“Can'tyoutd!? shesad.
“It'snot easy. . . .” Therewas a pause. She strained to see in the darkness, to put aface around that

voice. “| may have done you someterrible harm,” it added.

“Haven’t you just saved my life?”
“I don’'t know what | have saved, actudly. Isthere some light around here?’

The maid sometimes |eaves matches on the mantepiece,” said Keli. Shefelt the presence beside her

move away. There were afew hesitant footsteps, a couple of thumps, and finally aclang, athough the
word isn't sufficient to describe the real ripe cacophony of faling meta that filled the room. It was even
followed by thetraditiona little tinkle a couple of seconds after you thought it was al over.

The voice said, rather indigtinctly, “I’m under asuit of armour. Where should | be?’

Kdi did quietly out of bed, felt her way towards the fireplace, located the bundle of matches by the faint

light from the dying fire, struck onein aburst of sulphurous smoke, lit acandle, found the pile of
dismembered armour, pulled its sword from its scabbard and then nearly swallowed her tongue.

Someone had just blown hot and wetly in her ear.
That'sBinky,” said the heap. “He sjust trying to befriendly. | expect he’ d like some hay, if you' ve got

ay.
With royd sdf-control, Kdi said, “ Thisisthe fourth floor. It salady’ s bedroom. Y ou’ d be amazed at

how many horses we don't get up here.”

“Oh. Could you help me up, please?’
She put the sword down and pulled aside a breastplate. A thin white face stared back at her.

“Firdt, you' d better tell mewhy | shouldn’t send for the guards anyway,” she said. “ Even being in my
bedroom could get you tortured to death.”

Sheglared a him.
Findly he said, “Well —could you let my hand free, please? Thank you —firstly, the guards probably
wouldn’t see me, secondly, you' Il never find out why I’m here and you look as though you' d hate not to

know, and thirdly. . . .”

Thirdly what?’ shesad.



His mouth opened and shut. Mort wanted to say: thirdly, you' re so beautiful, or at least very attractive,
or anyway far more attractive than any other girl I’ ve ever met, athough admittedly | haven”t met very
many. From thisit will be seen that Mort’ sinnate honesty will never make him apoet; if Mort ever
compared agirl to asummer’ sday, it would be followed by athoughtful explanation of what day he had
in mind and whether it wasraining at thetime. In the circumstances, it was just aswell that he couldn’t
find hisvoice

Kéi held up the candle and |ooked at the window.

It was whole. The stone frames were unbroken. Every pane, with its stained-glass representatives of the
Sto Lat coat of arms, was complete. She looked back at Mort.

“Never mind thirdly,” she said, “let’ s get back to secondly.”

An hour later dawn reached the city. Daylight on the Disc flows rather than rushes, becauselight is
dowed right down by theworld' s standing magicd field, and it rolled acrosstheflat landslike agolden
sea. The city on the mound stood out like a sandcastle in the tide for amoment, until the day swirled
around it and crept onwards.

Mort and Keli sat Side by side on her bed. The hourglass lay between them. There was no sand left in
the top bulb.

From outs de came the sounds of the castle waking up.
“I ill don't understand this,” she said. “Does it mean I’'m dead, or doesn’'t it?’

“It means you ought to be dead,” he said, “according to fate or whatever. | haven’t redlly studied the
theory,”

“And you should have killed me?’

“No! | mean, no, the assassin should have killed you. | did try to explain al that,” said Mort.
“Why didn’'t you let him?’

Mort looked at her in horror.

“Didyouwant to die?’

“Of coursel didn’t. But it looks as though what people want doesn’t comeinto it, doesit? I’ mtrying to
be sensible about this.”

Mort stared at his knees. Then he stood up.

“I think I’ d better be going,” he said coldly.

Hefolded up the scythe and stuck it into its sheath behind the saddle. Then he looked at the window.
“Y ou camethrough that,” said Kéeli, helpfully. “Look, when | said —"

“Doesit open?’



“No. There' sabacony along the passage. But people will seeyou!”

Mort ignored her, pulled open the door and led Binky out into the corridor. Keli ran after them. A maid
stopped, curtsed, and frowned dightly as her brain wisely dismissed the sght of avery large horse
walking adong the carpet.

The balcony overlooked one of the inner courtyards. Mort glanced over the parapet, and then mounted.

“Watch out for theduke,” he said. “He sbehind dl this”

“My father dways warned me about him,” said the princess. “I’ ve got afoodtaster.”

“Y ou should get abodyguard aswell,” said Mort. “1 must go. | have important thingsto do. Farewell,”
he added, in what he hoped was the right tone of injured pride.

“Shdl | seeyou again?’ said Kdli. “ There' slots| want to—"

“That might not be agood ides, if you think about it,” said Mort haughtily. He clicked histongue, and
Binky leapt into the air, cleared the parapet and cantered up into the blue morning sky.

“| wanted to say thank you!” Kdi yelled after him.

The maid, who couldn’t get over the feding that something was wrong and had followed her, said, “Are
youdl right, ma’am?’

Keli looked at her distractedly.

“What?’ she demanded.

“I just wondered if —everything wasdl right?’
Kdi’s shoulders sagged.

“No,” shesaid. “Everything' sal wrong. There' sadead assassin in my bedroom. Could you please have
something done about it?

“And—" she held up ahand —"“I don’t want you to say “Dead, ma’am?’ or “Assassin, ma’am?’ or
scream or anything, | just want you to get something done about it. Quietly. | think I’ ve got aheadache.
Sojust nod.”

The maid nodded, bobbed uncertainly, and backed away.

Mort wasn't sure how he got back. The sky smply changed from ice blue to sullen grey as Binky eased
himsdlf into the gap between dimensions. He didn't land on the dark soil of Death' s edtate, it was Smply
there , underfoot, asthough an aircraft carrier had gently manoeuvred itself under ajump jet to savethe
pilot dl thetrouble of touching down.

The great horse trotted into the stableyard and hated outside the double door, swishing histail. Mort did
off and ran for the house.



And stopped, and ran back, and filled the hayrack, and ran for the house, and stopped and muttered to
himsalf and ran back and rubbed the horse down and checked the water bucket, and ran for the house,
and ran back and fetched the horseblanket down from its hook on the wall and buckled it on. Binky gave

him adignified nuzzle.

No-one seemed to be about as Mort dipped in by the back door and made hisway to the library,
where even at thistime of night the air seemed to be made of hot dry dust. It seemed to take yearsto
locate Princess Kedli’ s biography, but he found it eventudly. It was a depressingly dim volume on ashelf
only reachable by the library ladder, awheded rickety structure that strongly resembled an early sege

engine
With trembling fingers he opened it at the last page, and groaned.

“Theprincess's nation at the age of fifteen,” he read, “wasfollowed by the union of Sto Lat with
Sto Hdlit and, indirectly, the collapse of the city states of the centrd plain and the rise of—"

He read on, unable to stop. Occasionally he groaned again.

Findly he put the book back, hesitated, and then shoved it behind afew other volumes. He could till
fed it there as he climbed down the ladder, shrieking itsincriminating existence to the world.

There were few ocean-going ships on the Disc. No captain liked to venture out of sight of acoastline. It
was a sorry fact that shipswhich looked from a distance as though they were going over the edge of the
world weren’t in fact disgppearing over the horizon, they werein fact dropping over the edge of the
world.

Every generation or so afew enthusiastic explorers doubted this and set out to prove it wrong. Strangely
enough, none of them had ever come back to announce the result of their researches.

Thefollowing andogy would, therefore, have been meaninglessto Mort.

Hefdt asif he'd been shipwrecked on theTitanic but in the nick of time had been rescued. By the
Lusitonia .

Hefdt asthough he' d thrown a snowbd| on the spur of the moment and watched the ensuing avaanche
engulf three ski resorts.

Hefdt history unravelling al around him.
Hefdlt he needed someoneto talk to, quickly.
That had to mean elther Albert or Y sabell, because the thought of explaining everything to thosetiny blue

pinpoints was not one he cared to contemplate after along night. On the rare occasions Y sabell deigned
to look in hisdirection she madeit clear that the only difference between Mort and a dead toad was the

colour. Asfor Albert. . . .
All right, not the perfect confidant, but definitely the best in afield of one.

Mort did down the steps and threaded hisway back through the bookshelves. A few hours’ deep
would be agood ides, too.



Then he heard agasp, the brief patter of running feet, and the dam of adoor. When he peered around
the nearest bookcase there was nothing there except astool with a couple of books on it. He picked one
up and glanced at the name, then read afew pages. There was adamp lace handkerchief lying next to it.

Mort rose late, and hurried towards the kitchen expecting at any moment the deep tones of disapproval.
Nothing happened.

Albert was at the stone Sink, gazing thoughtfully &t his chip pan, probably wondering whether it wastime
to changethefat or let it bide for another year. He turned as Mort did into achair.

“Y ou had abusy tune of it, then,” he said. “ Gallivanting dl over the place until al hours, | heard. | could
do you an egg. Or there’ s porridge.”

“Egg, please,” said Mort. He d never plucked up the courageto try Albert’s porridge, which led a
private life of its own in the depths of its saucepan and ate spoons.

“The master wantsto see you after,” Albert added, * but he said you wasn’'t to rush.”
“Oh.” Mort stared at the table. “ Did he say anything else?’

“He said he hadn't had an evening off in athousand years,” said Albert. “He was humming. | don’t like
it. I've never seen him likethis”

“Oh.” Mort took the plunge. “Albert, have you been herelong?’
Albert looked at him over the top of his spectacles.

“Maybe,” hesaid. “It'shard to keep track of outside time, boy. | bin here since just after the old king
died.”

“Which king, Albert?’

“Artorollo, | think hewas called. Little fat man. Squeaky voice. | only saw him the once, though.”
“Wherewasthis?’

“In Ankh, of course.”

“What?" said Mort. They don’t have kingsin Ankh-Morpork, everyone knows that!”

“Thiswas back abit, | said,” said Albert. He poured himsdlf a cup of teafrom Death’ s persond teapot
and sat down, adreamy look in his crusted eyes. Mort waited expectantly.

“And they waskingsin those days, red kings, not like the sort you get now. They wasmonarchs ,”
continued Albert, carefully pouring someteainto his saucer and fanning it primly with theend of his
muffler. “I mean, they waswise and fair, well, fairly wise. And they wouldn't think twice about cutting
your head off soon aslook at you,” he added approvingly. “And al the queensweretall and pale and
wore them balaclavahemet things—"

“Wimples?’ sad Mort.



“Y eah, them, and the princesses were beautiful as the day islong and so noble they, they could pee
through a dozen mattresses—"

“What?’

Albert hesitated. “ Something like that, anyway,” he conceded. “And there was bdls and tournaments
and executions. Great days.” He smiled dreamily at hismemories.

“Not like the sort of daysyou get now,” he said, emerging from his reverie with bad grace.

“Have you got any other names, Albert?’ said Mort. But the brief spell had been broken and the old
man wasn't going to be drawn.

“Oh, | know,” he snapped, “get Albert’ sname and you' Il go and look him up in the library, won't you?
Prying and poking. | know you, skulking in there at dl hours reading the lives of young wimmen —"

The herdds of guilt must have flourished their tarnished trumpetsin the depths of Mort’ s eyes, because
Albert cackled and prodded him with abony finger.

“You might at least put them back where you find ‘em,” he said, “not leave piles of ‘em around for old
Albert to put back. Anyway, it’ s not right, ogling the poor dead things. It probably turnsyou blind.”

“But | only —" Mort began, and remembered the damp lace handkerchief in his pocket, and shut up.

Heleft Albert grumbling to himsdlf and doing the washing up, and dipped into the library. Pale sunlight
lanced down from the high windows, gently fading the covers on the patient, ancient volumes.
Occasionally aspeck of dust would catch thelight asit floated through the golden shafts, and flare like a
miniature supernova.

Mort knew that if he listened hard enough he could hear the insect-like scritching of the books as they
wrote themsdlves.

Once upon atime Mort would have found it eerie. Now it was— reassuring. It demonstrated that the
universe was running smoothly. His conscience, which had been looking for the opening, gleefully
reminded him thet, dl right, it might be running smoathly but it certainly wasn't heading in theright
direction.

He made hisway through the maze of shelvesto the mysterious pile of books, and found it was gone.
Albert had been in the kitchen, and Mort had never seen Death himself enter the library. What was
Y sabdll looking for, then?

He glanced up at the dliff of shelves above him, and his somach went cold when he thought of what was
gtarting to happen. . ..

Therewas nothing for it. He' d have to tell someone.
Kei, meanwhile, was dso finding life difficult.
Thiswas because causality had an incredible amount of inertia. Mort’ s misplaced thrust, driven by anger

and desperation and nascent love, had sent it down anew track but it hadn’t noticed yet. He' d kicked
thetail of the dinosaur, but it would be some time before the other end realised it wastimeto say “ouch”.



Bluntly, the universe knew Keli was dead and was therefore rather surprised to find that she hadn’t
stopped walking and breathing yet.

It showed it in little ways. The courtierswho gave her furtive odd |ooks during the morning would not
have been able to say why the sight of her made them fed strangely uncomfortable. To their acute
embarrassment and her annoyance they found themsdavesignoring her, or talking in hushed voices.

The Chamberlain found he' d ingtructed that the roya standard be flown a half mast and for thelife of
him couldn’t explain why. He was gently led off to his bed with amild nervous &ffliction after ordering a
thousand yards of black bunting for no apparent reason.

The eerie, unred fedling soon spread throughout the castle. The head coachman ordered the state bier to
be brought out again and polished, and then stood in the stable yard and wept into his chamois leather
because he couldn’t remember why. Servants walked softly aong the corridors. The cook had to fight an
overpowering urge to prepare smple banquets of cold meat. Dogs howled and then stopped, fedling
rather stupid. The two black stalionswho traditionally pulled the Sto Lat funerd cortege grew restivein
their stals and nearly kicked agroom to degth.

In his castlein Sto Helit, the duke waited in vain for amessenger who had in fact set out, but had
stopped halfway down the street, unable to remember what it was he was supposed to be doing.

Through dl thisKeli moved like asolid and increasingly moreirritated ghost.

Things cameto ahead at lunchtime. She swept into the great hal and found no place had been setin
front of theroya chair. By speaking loudly and distinctly to the butler she managed to get that rectified,
then saw dishes being passed in front of her before she could get afork into them. She watched in sullen
disbelief asthe wine was brought in and poured first for the Lord of the Privy Closet.

It was an unregd thing to do, but she stuck out afoot and tripped the wine waiter. He ssumbled,
muttered something under his breath, and stared down at the flagstones.

She leaned the other way and shouted into the ear of the Y eoman of the Pantry: “Can you see me, man?
Why are we reduced to eating cold pork and ham?’

Heturned aside from his hushed conversation with the Lady of the Small Hexagona Room in the North
Turret, gave her along look in which shock made way for a sort of unfocused puzzlement, and said,
“Why,yes...lcan...er....”

“Y our Royd Highness,” prompted Kdli.

“But...yes...Highness” he muttered. There was a heavy pause.

Then, asif switched back on, heturned his back on her and resumed his conversation.

Kdi sat for awhile, white with shock and anger, then pushed the chair back and stormed away to her
chambers. A couple of servants sharing aquick rollup in the passage outside were knocked sideways by

something they couldn’t quite see.

Kdi raninto her room and hauled on the rope that should have sent the duty maid running in from the
sitting room at the end of the corridor. Nothing happened for some time, and then the door was pushed



open dowly and aface peered in at her.

She recognised the look thistime, and was ready for it. She grabbed the maid by the shoulders and
hauled her bodily into the room, damming the door shut behind her. Asthe frightened woman stared
everywhere but at Keli she hauled off and fetched her a stinging dap across the cheek.

“Didyou fed that? Did you fed it?’ she shrieked.

“But...you..."” themadwhimpered, staggering backwards until she hit the bed and sitting down
heavily onit.

“Look at me! Look at mewhen | talk to you!” yelled Keli, advancing on her. “Y ou can see me, can't
you? Tdl meyou can seemeor I'll have you executed!”

The maid stared into her terrified eyes.

“l canseeyou,” shesad, “but. . . .”

“But what? But what?”’

“Surely you're. ..l heard. .. | thought. ...

“What did you think?’ snapped Kdli. She wasn't shouting any more. Her words came out like white-hot
whips.

The maid collapsed into asobbing heap. Kei stood tapping her foot for amoment, and then shook the
woman gently.

“Isthereawizard inthe city?’ shesaid. “Look a me,at me . There sawizard, isn't there? You girlsare
aways skulking off to talk to wizards! Where doeshe live?’

The woman turned a tear-stained face towards her, fighting againgt every ingtinct that told her the
princessdidn’t exist.

“Uh...wizard, yes. .. Cutwdl, in Wall Strest.

Kéli’ slips compressed into athin smile. She wondered where her cloaks were kept, but cold reason
told her it was going to be adamn sight easier to find them hersdlf than try to make her presence felt to
the maid. She waited, watching closdly, as the woman stopped sobbing, looked around her in vague
bewilderment, and hurried out of the room.

She' sforgotten me aready, she thought. She looked at her hands. She seemed solid enough.

It had to be magic.

She wandered into her robing room and experimentally opened afew cupboards until she found a black
cloak and hood. She dipped them on and darted out into the corridor and down the servants’ airs.

She hadn’t been thisway since she wasllittle. Thiswasthe world of linen cupboards, bare floors and
dumb-waiters. It amdled of dightly stde crudts.



Kdi moved through it like an earthbound spook. She was aware of the servants’ quarters, of course, in
the same way that people are aware at somelevel in their minds of the drains or the guttering, and she
would be quite prepared to concede that although servants al looked pretty much aike they must have
some digtinguishing features by which their nearest and dearest could, presumably, identify them. But she
was not prepared for sights like M oghedron the wine butler, whom she had hitherto seen only asa stately
presence moving like agalleon under full sal, Stting in his pantry with hisjacket undone and smoking a

pipe.

A couple of maidsran past her without a second glance, giggling. She hurried on, aware that in some
strange way she was trespassing in her own castle.

And that, she realised, was because it wasn't her castle at al. The noisy world around her, with its
steaming laundries and chilly stillrooms, wasits own world. She couldn’t own it. Possibly it owned her.

Shetook achicken leg from the table in the biggest kitchen, acavern lined with so many potsthat by the
light of itsfiresit looked like an armoury for tortoises, and felt the unfamiliar thrill of theft. Theft! In her
own kingdom! And the cook |ooked straight through her, eyes as glazed as jugged ham.

Kéli ran across the stable yards and out of the back gate, past a couple of sentrieswhose stern gaze
quite failed to notice her.

Out in the streetsit wasn't so creepy, but she dtill felt oddly naked. 1t was unnerving, being among
people who were going about their own affairs and not bothering to look at one, when one' s entire
experience of the world hitherto was that it revolved around one. Pedestrians bumped into one and
rebounded away, wondering briefly what it was they had hit, and one several times had to scurry away
out of the path of wagons.

The chicken leg hadn’t gone far to fill the hole left by the absence of lunch, and shefilched a couple of
applesfrom astdl, making amenta note to have the chamberlain find out how much apples cost and
send some money down to the stalholder.

Dishevdled, rather grubby and smelling dightly of horse dung, she came &t last to Cutwell’ sdoor. The
knocker gave her sometrouble. In her experience doors opened for you; there were specia peopleto
arangeit.

She was s0 distraught she didn’t even notice that the knocker winked &t her.

Shetried again, and thought she heard a distant crash. After some time the door opened afew inches
and she caught a glimpse of around flustered face topped with curly hair. Her right foot surprised her by
intelligently inserting itsdlf inthe crack.

“I demand to seethewizard,” she announced. “Pray admit methisinstant.”

“He srather busy at present,” said the face. “Were you after alove potion?’

“A what?

“I've—we’ve got aspecial on Cutwell’s Shield of Passion ointment,” said the face, and winked ina
gartling fashion. “ Provides your wild oats while guaranteeing acrop failure, if you know what | mean.”

Kdi bridied. “No,” shelied coldly, “I do not.”



“Ramrub? Maidens’ Longstop? Belladonna eyedrops?’
“I demand —"
“Sorry, we're closed,” said the face, and shut the door. Kdli withdrew her foot just in time.

She muttered some words that would have amazed and shocked her tutors, and thumped on the
woodwork.

The tattoo of her hammering suddenly dowed as realisation dawned.

He' d seen her! He'd heard her!

She beat on the door with renewed vigour, yelling with al the power in her lungs.
A voice by her ear said, “It won't work. He “eef very fstubborn.”

She looked around dowly and met the impertinent gaze of the doorknocker. It waggled its metal
eyebrows at her and spoke indigtinctly through its wrought-iron ring.

“I am Princess Kdli, heir to the throne of Sto Lat,” she said haughtily, holding down the lid on her terror.
“And | don't talk to door furniture.”

“Fwdl,I’m just adoorknocker and | can talk to fwhoever | please,” said the gargoyle pleasantly. “And |

can ftell you the fmagter iff having atrying day and duff fnot fwant to be disturbed. But you could ftry to
usethemagic word,” it added. “ Coming from an attractiff fwoman it works nine times out of eight.”

“Magic word? What' s the magic word?’

The knocker perceptibly sneered. “Haff you been taught nothing, miss?’

She drew hersdlf up to her full height, which wasn't redly worth the effort. Shefelt she'd had atrying
day too. Her father had personally executed a hundred enemiesin battle. She should be able to manage a
doorknocker.

“I have beeneducated ,” sheinformed it with icy precison, “by some of thefinest scholarsin theland.”

The doorknocker did not appear to be impressed.

“Iff they didn’t teach you the magic word,” it said camly, “they couldn’t haff fbeen dl that fine.”

Keli reached out, grabbed the heavy ring, and pounded it on the door. The knocker leered at her.

“Ftreat merough,” it lisped. “That"f theway | likeit!”

“You redisguding!”

“Yeff. Ooo, that weff nife, doitagain....”

The door opened a crack. There was ashadowy glimpse of curly hair.



“Madam, | ssidwe’recl —”

Kedi sagged.

“Pleasehep me” shesad. “Please!”

“See?’ said the doorknocker triumphantly. “ Sooner or latereveryone remembers the magic word!”

Kdi had been to officia functionsin Ankh-Morpork and had met senior wizards from Unseen
Universty, the Disc's premier college of magic. Some of them had been tall, and most of them had been
fat, and nearly al of them had been richly dressed, or at least thought they wererichly dressed.

Infact there are fashionsin wizardry asin more mundane arts, and this tendency to look like elderly
adermen was only temporary. Previous generations had gone in for looking pale and interesting, or
druidica and grubby, or mysterious and saturnine. But Keli was used to wizards as a sort of fur-trimmed

smal mountain with awheezy voice, and Igneous Cutwell didn’t quite fit the mageimage.

Hewas young. Wdll, that couldn’t be helped; presumably even wizards had to start off young. He didn't
have abeard, and the only thing hisrather grubby robe was trimmed with was frayed edges.

“Would you like adrink or something?’ he said, surreptitioudy kicking a discarded vest under the table.

Keli looked around for somewhereto sit that wasn't occupied with laundry or used crockery, and
shook her head. Cutwell noticed her expression.

“It'sahit dfresco, I'm afraid,” he added hurriedly, elbowing the remains of agarlic sausage onto the
floor. “Mrs Nugent usually comes in twice aweek and does for me but she' sgoneto see her sister
who'shad one of her turns. Are you sure? It's no trouble. | saw a spare cup here only yesterday.”

“I have aproblem, Mr Cutwell,” said Keli.

“Hang on amoment.” He reached up to ahook over the fireplace and took down a pointy hat that had
seen better days, although from the look of it they hadn’t been very much better, and then said, “Right.
Fireaway.”

“What' s S0 important about the hat?’

“Oh, it'svery “essentid. Y ou' ve got to have the proper hat for wizarding. We wizards know about this
sort of thing.”

“If you say so. Look, can you see me?’

He peered at her. “Yes. Yes, | would definitely say | can seeyou.”
“And hear me?'Y ou can hear me, can you?’

“Loud and clear. Yes. Every syllabletinkling into place. No problems.”

“Then would you be surprised if | told you that no-one esein thiscity can?’



“Except me?’

Keli snorted. “And your doorknocker.”

Cutwdl| pulled out achair and sat down. He squirmed alittle. A thoughtful expression passed over his
face. He stood up, reached behind him and produced aflat reddish mass which might have once been
hdf apizza] 2] . He stared at it sorrowfully.

“I"ve been looking for that al morning, would you believe?” he said. “It was an Ail-On with extra
peppers, too.” He picked sadly at the squashed shape, and suddenly remembered Keli.

“Gosh, sorry,” he sad, “where s my manners? Whatever will you think of me? Here. Have an anchovy.
Pease”

“Have you been ligtening to me?’ snapped Kdli.

“Doyou fed invisble? Inyoursdf, | mean?’ said Gutwell, inditinctly.
“Of coursenot. | just fed angry. So | want you to tell my fortune.”

“Well, | don't know about thet, it all sounds rathermedical to me and —"
“I canpay.”

“It'sillegd, you see” said Cutwell wretchedly. “ The old king expressy forbade fortunetelling in Sto L at.
Hedidn't like wizards much.”

“I can pay alot .

“Mrs Nugent wastelling methisnew girl islikely to beworse. A right haughty one, she said. Not the
sort to look kindly on practitioners of the subtle arts, | fear.”

Kéi smiled. Members of the court who had seen that smile before would have hastened to drag Gutwell
out of theway and into a place of safety, like the next continent, but he just sat there trying to pick bits of
mushroom out of hisrobe,

“I understand she' sgot afoul temper on her,” said Kdli. “1 wouldn’t be surprised if shedidn’t turn you
out of the city anyway.”

“Oh dear,” said Cutwell, “do you redly think so?’

“Look,” said Kdli, “you don't haveto tell my future, just my present. Even she couldn’t object to that.
I’ll have aword with her if you like,” she added magnanimoudly.

Cutwdl| brightened. “ Oh, do you know her?’ he said.
“Yes. But sometimes, | think, not very well.”
Cutwell sighed and burrowed around in the debris on the table, didodging cascades of elderly plates and

the long-mummified remains of severd meds. Eventudly he unearthed afat lesther walet, suck to a
cheesedice



“Well,” he said doubtfully, “these are Caroc cards. Didtilled wisdom of the Ancientsand all that. Or
there’ sthe Ching Aling of the Hublandish. It'sdll theragein the smart set. | don’t do tesleaves”

“I'll try the Ching thing.”

“Y ou throw these yarrow stalksin theair, then.”

Shedid. They looked at the ensuing pattern.

“Hmm,” said Cutwell after awhile. “Wdll, that’ s one in the fireplace, one in the cocoamug, onein the
street, shame about the window, one on the table, and one, no,two behind the dresser. | expect Mrs
Nugent will be @bleto find therest.”

“Youdidn't say how hard. Shdl | do it again?’

“No-000, | don't think s0.” Cutwell thumbed through the pages of ayellowed book that had previoudy
been supporting the table leg. “ The pattern seemsto make sense. Y es, here we are, Octogram 8,887
Illegdity, the Unatoning Goose. Which we crossreferencehere. .. holdon. .. holdon. . . yes Gotit.”

“Wdl?

“Without vertically, wisely the cochineal emperor goes forth at teatime; at evening the mollusc is
silent among the almond blossom.”

“Yes?' sad Kdli, respectfully. “What doesthat mean?’

“Unlessyou' reamollusc, probably not alot,” said Cutwell. “1 think perhapsit lost somethingin
trandation.”

“Areyou sure you know how to do this?’
“Let’stry thecards,” said Cutwell hurriedly, fanning them out. “Pick acard. Any card.”
“It'sDesath,” said Kdli.

“Ah. Well. Of course, the Degath card doesn’t actually meandeath in dl circumstances” Cutwell said
quickly.

“Y ou mean, it doesn’t mean desth in those circumstances where the subject is getting over-excited and
you' re too embarrassed to tell the truth, hmm?”’

“Look, take another card.”
“Thisone sDeath aswell,” said Kdli.
“Did you put the other one back?’
“No. Shdl | take another card?”’

“May aswell.”



“Wdl, there sacoincidence!”
“Desth number three?’

“Right. Isthisaspecia pack for conjuring tricks?’ Kdli tried to sound composed, but even she could
detect thefaint tinkle of hysteriain her voice.

Cutwdl frowned at her and carefully put the cards back in the pack, shuffled it, and dedlt them out on to
the table. There was only one Degth.

“Oh dear,” hesaid, “1 think thisis going to be serious. May | see the pam of your hand, please?’

He examined it for along time. Alter awhile he went to the dresser, took ajeweller’ seyeglass out of a
drawer, wiped the porridge off it with the deeve of hisrobe, and spent another few minutes examining
her hand in minutest detail. Eventualy he sat back, removed the glass, and stared &t her.

“You'redead,” he said.

Kei waited. She couldn’t think of any suitablereply. “I'm not” lacked a certain style, while“Isit
serious?’ seemed somehow too frivolous.

“Did | say | thought thiswas going to be serious?’ said Cutwell.

“I think you did,” said Keli carefully, keeping her tonetotaly leve.

“I wasright.”

“Oh.”

“It could befatdl.”

“How much morefatd,” said Keli, “than being dead?’

“I didn’t mean for you.”

“Oh.”

“ Something very fundamenta seemsto have gone wrong, you see. Y ou're dead in every sense but the,
er, actual. | mean, the cards think you' re dead. Y our lifeline thinks you' re dead. Everything and everyone
thinksyou' re dead.”

“Idon’'t,” said Kéli, but her voice was less than confident.

“I’'m afraid your opinion doesn’t count.”

“But people can see and hear me!”

Thefirgt thing you learn when you enroll at Unseen University, I'm afraid, isthat people don't pay much
atention to that sort of thing. It swhat their mindstell them that’ simportant.”



“Y ou mean people don’t see me because their mindstell them not to?’

“ “Fraid s0. It's caled prededtination, or something.” Cutwell looked at her wretchedly. “I'm awizard.
We know about these things.”

“Actudly it'snot thefirst thing you learn when you enroll,” he added, “1 mean, you learn wherethe
lavatoriesare and dl that sort of thing before that. But after dl that, it’ sthefirgt thing.”

“Youcan see me, though.”

“Ah. Wdl. Wizards are specially trained to see thingsthat are there and not to see thingsthat aren’t.
Y ou get these specia exercises—"

Kei drummed her fingers on thetable, or tried to. It turned out to be difficult. She stared down in vague
horror.

Cutwel| hurried forward and wiped the table with hisdeeve.

“Sorry,” hemuitered, “1 had treacle sandwiches for supper last night.”
“What canldo 7’

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?’

“Wall, you could certainly become avery successful burglar . . . sorry. That was tasteless of me.”

“Ithought s0.”
Cutwdl| patted her ineptly on the hand, and Keli was too preoccupied even to notice such flagrantlese
majeste .

“You see, everything' sfixed. Hitory isall worked out, from start to finish. What the facts actudlyareis
beside the point; history just rolls straight over the top of them. Y ou can't change anything because the
changes are already part of it. You're dead. It'sfated. You'll just have to accept it.”

He gave an gpologetic grin. “You'realot luckier than most dead people, if you look at it objectively,” he
sad. “You'redivetoenjoy it

“I don’t want to accept it. Why should | accept it? It s not my fault!”

“Y ou don't understand. History ismoving on. Y ou can't get involved init any more. Thereisn't apartin
it for you, don’t you see? Best to let things take their course.” He patted her hand again. Shelooked at
him. He withdrew his hand.

“What am | supposed to do then?’ she said. “Not eat, because the food wasn't destined to be eaten by
me? Go and livein acrypt somewhere?’

“Bit of aposer, isn'tit?’ agreed Cutwell. “That' sfate for you, I'm afraid. If theworld can’'t senseyou,
you don't exist. I'm awizard. We know —”



“Don'tsay it.”
Keli stood up.

Five generations ago one of her ancestor had halted his band of nomadic cutthroats afew milesfrom the
mound of Sto Lat and had regarded the deeping city with apeculiarly determined expression that said:
This Il do. Just because you' re born in the saddle doesn’t mean you have to diein the bloody thing.

Strangely enough, many of hisdistinctive features had, by atrick of heredity, been bequeathed to his
descendant[3], accounting for her rather idiosyncratic attractiveness. They were never more gpparent
than now. Even Cutwell wasimpressed. When it came to determination, you could have cracked rocks
on her jaw.

In exactly the same tone of voice that her ancestor had used when he addressed his weary, sweaty
followers before the attack[4] , she said:

“No. No, I'm not going to accept it. I'm not going to dwindle into some sort of ghost. Y ou're going to
help me, wizard.”

Cutwell’ s subconscious recognised that tone. It had harmonicsin it that made even the woodworm in the
floorboards stop what they were doing and stand to attention. It wasn't voicing an opinion, it was saying:
thingswill bethus.

“Me, madam?’ he quavered, “1 don't seewhat | can possibly—"

Hewas jerked off hischair and out into the street, his robes billowing around him. Keli marched
towards the pal ace with her shoulders set determinedly, dragging the wizard behind her like areuctant
puppy. It was with such awalk that mothers used to bear down on the loca school when their little boy
came home with ablack eye; it was unstoppable; it waslike the March of Time.

“What isit you intend?’ Cutwell stuttered, horribly aware that there was going to be nothing he could do
to resst, whatever it was.

“It'syour lucky day, wizard.”

“Oh. Good,” he said weakly.

“You' ve just been appointed Roya Recogniser.”
“Oh. What doesthat entail, exactly?’

“You'regoing to remind everyone I’'m dive. It'svery smple. There sthree square meals aday and your
laundry done. Step lively, man.”

“Royd?’
“You' reawizard. | think there' s something you ought to know,” said the princess.

THERE 1S? said Desth.



(That was acinematic trick adapted for print. Death wasn't talking to the princess. He was actudly in his
study, talking to Mort. But it was quite effective, wasn't it? It' s probably caled afast dissolve, or a
crosscut/zoom. Or something. An industry where asenior technician iscaled aBest Boy might call it

anything)

AND WHAT ISTHAT? he added, winding abit of black silk around the wicked hook in alittle vice
he' d clamped to his desk.

Mort hesitated. Mostly this was because of fear and embarrassment, but it was aso because the sight of
ahooded spectre peacefully tying dry flies was enough to make anyone pause.

Besides, Y sabell was sitting on the other side of the room, ostensibly doing some needlework but also
watching him through a cloud of sullen disapproval. He could fedl her red-rimmed eyes boring into the
back of hisneck.

Desgth inserted afew crow hackles and whistled abusy little tune through histeeth, not having anything
elseto whistle through. He looked up.

HMM?

“They —didn’'t go assmoothly as | thought,” said Mort, standing nervoudy on the carpet in front of the
desk.

YOU HAD TROUBLE? said Desth, snipping off afew scraps of festher.

“Well, you see, the witch wouldn't come away, and the monk, well, he started out dl over again.”
THERE’SNOTHING TO WORRY ABOUT THERE, LAD —

“— Mort —"

— YOU SHOULD HAVE WORKED OUT BY NOW THAT EVERYONE GETSWHAT THEY
THINK ISCOMING TO THEM. IT'SSO MUCH NEATER THAT WAY.

“I know, sir. But that means bad people who think they’ re going to some sort of paradise actualy do get
there. And good people who fear they’ re going to some kind of horrible place redly suffer. It doesn't
seem likejudtice”

WHAT ISIT I'VE SAID YOU MUST REMEMBER, WHEN YOU’'RE OUT ON THE DUTY?

“Wdl, you—"

HMM?

Mort stuttered into silence.

THERE'SNO JUSTICE. THERE' SJUST Y OU.

“Wdl, | —"

YOU MUST REMEMBER THAT.



“Ya but _n

| EXPECT IT ALL WORKSOUT PROPERLY IN THE END. | HAVE NEVER MET THE
CREATOR, BUT I’'M TOLD HE'SQUITE KINDLY DISPOSED TO PEOPLE. Death snapped the
thread and started to unwind the vice.

PUT SUCH THOUGHTS OUT OF YOUR MIND, he added. AT LEAST THE THIRD ONE
SHOULDN'T HAVE GIVEN YOU ANY TROUBLE.

Thiswas the moment. Mort had thought about it for along tune. There was no sensein conceding it.
He d upset the whole future course of history. Such things tend to draw themselves to peopl€ s attention.
Best to get it off his chest. Own up like aman. Take hismedicine. Cards on table. Beating about bush,
none of. Mercy, throw himself on.

The piercing blue eyes glittered a him.

He looked back like anocturnal rabbit trying to outstare the headlights of a sixteen-whedled artic whose
driver isatwelve-hour caffeine freak outrunning the tachometers of hell.

Hefalled.
“No, gr,” hesad.
GOOD. WELL DONE. Now THEN, WHAT DO YOU THINK OF THIS?

Anglersreckon that agood dry fly should cunningly mimic thered thing. There aretheright fliesfor
morning. There are different fliesfor the evening rise. And so on.

But the thing between Degth’ s triumphant digitswas afly from the dawn of time. It wasthefly inthe
primordia soup. It had bred on mammoth turds. It wasn’t afly that bangs on window panes, it wasafly
that drillsthrough walls. It was an insect that would crawl out from between the dats of the heaviest swat
dripping venom and seeking revenge. Strange wings and dangling bits stuck out al over it. It seemed to
have alot of teeth.

“What'sit cdled?’ said Mort.

| SHALL CALL IT—DEATH SGLORY . Degth gavethe thing afina admiring glance and stuck it into
the hood of hisrobe. | FEEL INCLINED TO SEE A LITTLE BIT OF LIFE THISEVENING, he
Sad. YOU CAN TAKE THE DUTY, NOW THAT YOU'VE GOT THEHANG OFIT,. ASIT
WERE.

“Yes. Sir,” sad Mort, mournfully. He saw hislife stretching out in front of him like anasty black tunnel
with no light at the end of it.

Degth drummed hisfinger on the desk, muttered to himself.
AH YES, hesad. ALBERT TELLSME SOMEONE’' SBEEN MEDDLING IN THE LIBRARY..

“Pardon, 9r?’



TAKING BOOKS OUT, LEAVING THEM LYING AROUND. BOOKS ABOUT YOUNG
WOMEN. HE SEEMSTO THINK IT ISAMUSING.

As has dready been reveded, the Holy Listeners have such well developed hearing that they can be

deafened by agood sunset. Just for afew seconds it seemed to Mort that the skin on the back of his
neck was developing smilar strange powers, because he could see Y sabell freeze in mid-stitch. Heaso
heard the little intake of breath that he' d heard before, among the shelves. He remembered the lace
handkerchief.

Hesad, “Yes, gr. It won't happen again, Sr.”

The skin on the back of his neck started to itch like fury.

SPLENDID. NOW, YOU TWO CAN RUN ALONG. GET ALBERT TODO YOU A PICNIC
LUNCH OR SOMETHING. GET SOME FRESH AIR. I'VE NOTICED THE WAY YOU TWO
ALWAYSAVOID EACH OTHER. He gave Mort aconspiratoriad nudge— it was like being poked
with astick —and added, ALBERT'STOLD ME WHAT THAT MEANS.

“Hashe?’ said Mort gloomily. He' d been wrong, therewas alight at the end of the tunndl, and it was a
flamethrower.

Desth gave him another of his supernovawinks.

Mort didn’t return it. Instead he turned and plodded towards the door, at a genera speed and gait that
made Great A’ Tuin look like aspring lamb.

He was halfway along the corridor before he heard the soft rush of footsteps behind him and ahand
caught hisarm.

“Mort?’

Heturned and gazed at Y sabell through afog of depression.
“Why did you let him think it wasyou in the library?’

“Don’t know.”

“Itwas...very...kindof you,” shesaid cautioudly.

“Wasit?1 can't think what came over me.” Hefdt in his pocket and produced the handkerchief. This
belongstoyou, | think.”

“Thank you.” She blew her nose noisily.

Mort was aready well down the corridor, his shoulders hunched like vulture swings. She ran after him.
“| say,” shesad.

“What?”’

“I wanted to say thank you.”



“It doesn’t matter,” he muttered. “It'd just be best if you don’t take books away again. It upsets them,
or something.” He gave what he considered to be amirthless laugh. “Hal”

“Hawhat?’
“ ‘lﬂ I,]a- ”

He' d reached the end of the corridor. There was the door into the kitchen, where Albert would be
leering knowingly, and Mort decided he couldn’t face that. He stopped.

“But | only took the books for abit of company,” she said behind him.
Hegavein.

“We could have awalk in the garden,” he said in despair, and then managed to harden his heart alittle
and added, “Without obligation, that is.”

“Y ou mean you' re not going to marry me?’ shesaid.

Mort was horrified. “Marry?’

“lsn’'t that what father brought you herefor?” she said. “He doesn’t need an apprentice, after all.”
“Y ou mean al those nudges and winks and little comments about some day my son al thiswill be
yours?’ said Mort. “I tried to ignore them. | don’t want to get married to anyone yet,” he added,
suppressing afleeting menta picture of the princess. “And certainly not to you, no offence meant.”

“I wouldn’'t marry you if you werethelast man onthe Disc,” she said swestly.

Mort was hurt by this. It was one thing not to want to marry someone, but quite another to be told they
didn’t want to marryyou .

“Atleast | don't look like I’ ve been eating doughnuts in awardrobe for years,” he said, as they stepped
out on to Death’ s black lawn.

“Atleast | walk asif my legsonly had one knee each,” she said.
“Myeyes aren’t two juugly poached eggs.”

Y sabell nodded. “ On the other hand,my ears don’t look like something growing on adead tree. What
doesjuugly mean?’

“Y ou know, eggslike Albert doesthem.”
“With thewhitedl sticky and runny and full of dimy bits?’
“Ya”

“A good word,” she conceded thoughtfully. “Butmy hair, | put it to you, does't look like something you
cleanaprivy with.”



“Certainly, but neither does minelook like awet hedgehog.”
“Pray note that my chest does not appear to be atoast rack in awet paper bag.”

Mort glanced sideways at the top of Y sabell’ s dress, which contained enough puppy fat for two litters of
Rotwelilers, and forbore to comment.

“Myeyebrows don’'t look like apair of mating caterpillars,” he hazarded.
“True. Butmy legs, | suggest, could at least stop apig in apassageway.”
“Sorry —7’

“They're not bandy,” she explained.

“Ah,”

They srolled through the lily beds, temporarily lost for words. Eventualy Y sabell confronted Mort and
stuck out her hand. He shook it in thankful silence.

“Enough?’ shesaid.
“Just about.”
“Good. Obvioudy we shouldn't get married, if only for the sake of the children.”

Mort nodded.

They sat down on a stone seat between some negtly clipped box hedges. Degth had made apond in this
corner of the garden, fed by an icy spring that appeared to be vomited into the pool by astonelion. Fat
white carp lurked in the depths, or nosed on the surface among the velvety black water lilies.

“We should have brought some breadcrumbs,” said Mort gdlantly, opting for atotaly non-controversid
subject.

“He never comes out here, you know,” said Y sabell, watching the fish. “He made it to keep me

“It didn’'t work?’

“It snot red,” shesaid. “Nothing’'sred here. Not redly redl. Hejust likesto act like ahuman being.
He strying redly hard at the moment, have you noticed. | think you' re having an effect on him. Did you
know hetried to learn the banjo once?’

“I see him as more the organ type.”

“Hecouldn’t get the hang of it,” said Y sabdll, ignoring him. “He can't creste, you see.”

“You sad he created this pool.”



“It'sacopy of one he saw somewhere. Everything' sacopy.”

Mort shifted uneasly. Some small insect had crawled up hisleg.

“It' srather sad,” he said, hoping that thiswas approximately the right tone to adopt.
“yes”

She scooped ahandful of gravel from the path and began to flick it absent-mindedly into the poal.
“Are my eyebrowsthat bad?’ she said.

“Um,” said Mort, “afraid so.”

“Oh.” Hick, flick. The carp were watching her disdainfully.

“And my legs?’ hesad.

“Yes. Sorry.”

Mort shuffled anxioudy through hislimited repertoire of smal tak, and gave up.
“Never mind,” he said galantly. “At least you can use tweezers.”

“He svery kind,” said Y sabell, ignoring him, “in asort of absent-minded way.”

“He snot exactly your red father, ishe?’

“My parents were killed crossing the Great Nef years ago. Therewasastorm, | think. He found me and
brought me here. | don't know why hedidit.”

“Perhaps he fet sorry for you?’

“He never fedsanything. | don’t mean that nastily, you understand. It’ sjust that he' s got nothing to fed
with, no what d”you cdl its, no glands. He probablythought sorry for me.”

Sheturned her pale round face towards Mort.

“I won't hear aword against him. Hetriesto do hisbest. It'sjust that he’ saways got so much to think
about.”

“My father was abit like that. Is, | mean.”

“| expect he' sgot glands, though.”

“I imaginehehas” said Mort, shifting uneasily. “Its not something I’ ve ever redlly thought about, glands.”
They stared side by side at the trout. The trout stared back.

“I'vejust upset the entire history of the future,” said Mort.



“YS?’

“Y ou see, when hetried to kill her | killed him, but the thing i, according to the history she should have
died and the duke would be king, but theworst bit, the worst bit isthat athough he' s absolutely rotten to
the core he' d unite the cities and eventually they’ll be afederation and the books say there€'ll bea
hundred years of peace and plenty. | mean, you' d think there’' d be areign of terror or something, but
gpparently history needs this kind of person sometimes and the princess would just be another monarch.
| mean, not bad, quite good redly, but just not right and now it’s not going to happen and history is
flapping around loose and it sal my fault.”

He subsided, anxioudy awaiting her reply.

“Y ou wereright, you know.”

1] I W%’?’

“We ought to have brought some breadcrumbs,” she said. “I suppose they find thingsto eat in the water.
Besetlesand soon.”

“Did you hear what | said?’
“What about?”’
“Oh. Nothing. Nothing much, redlly. Sorry.”

Y sabell sghed and stood up.

“I expect you'll be wanting to get off,” she said. “I’'m glad we got this marriage business sorted out. It
was quite nicetalking to you.”

“We could have a sort of hate-hate reationship,” said Mort.

“I don't normally get to talk with the people father works with.” She appeared to be unable to draw
herself away, as though she waswaiting for Mort to say something ese.

“Wdl, youwouldn’'t,” wasdl he could think of.
“| expect you' ve got to go off to work now.”

“Moreor less” Mort hestated, aware that in some indefinable way the conversation had drifted out of
the shalows and was now floating over some deep bits he didn’t quite understand.

Therewasanoiselike—

It made Mort recall the old yard at home, with apang of homesickness. During the harsh Ramtop
wintersthe family kept hardy mountaintharga beastsin the yard, chucking in straw as necessary. After
the spring thaw the yard was severd feet deep and had quite asolid crust oniit. Y ou could walk acrossit
if you were careful. If you weren”t, and sank knee deep in the concentrated gyppo, then the sound your
boot made asit came out, green and steaming, was as much the sound of the turning year as birdsong
and beebuzz.



It wasthat noise. Mort ingtinctively examined his shoes.

Y sabell was crying, not in little ladylike sobs, but in grest yawning gulps, like bubblesfrom an
underwater volcano, fighting one another to be thefirst to the surface. They were sobs escaping under

pressure, matured in humdrum misery.

Mort sad, "Er?’

Her body was shaking like awaterbed in an earthquake zone. She fumbled urgently in her deevesfor
the handkerchief, but it was no more use in the circumstances than a paper hat in athunderstorm. She
tried to say something, which became a stream of consonants punctuated by sobs.

Mort sad, “Um?’
“| said, how old do you think | am?’

“Fifteen?’ he hazarded.

“I’'m sixteen,” shewailed. “ And do you know how long I’ ve been sixteenfor 7’

“I’'m sorry, | don’t under —’

“No, you wouldn’t. No-onewould.” She blew her nose again, and despite her shaking hands
nevertheless carefully tucked the rather damp hanky back up her deeve.

“You'redlowed out,” shesaid. “Y ou haven’t been here long enough to notice. Time stands still here,
haven’t you noticed? Oh,something passes, but it’s not red time. He can't cregtered time.”

“Oh”

When she spoke again it wasin the thin, careful and above al brave voice of someone who has pulled
themsalves together despite overwheming odds but might let go again a any moment.

“I've been sixteen for thirty-five years”
“Oh?’
“It was bad enough thefirst year.”
Mort looked back at hislast few weeks, and nodded in sympathy.
“Isthat why you' ve been reading al those books?’ he said.
Y sabel| looked down, and twiddled a sandaled toe in the gravel in an embarrassed fashion.
“They'revery romantic,” shesaid. “Ther€ ssomeredly lovely stories. Therewasthis girl who drank
poison when her young man had died, and there was one who jumped off a cliff because her father

ingsted she should marry this old man, and another one drowned hersdlf rather than submit to—"

Mort listened in astonishment. To judge by Y sabdll’ s careful choice of reading matter, it was amatter of
note for any Disc femae to survive adolescence long enough to wear out apair of stockings.



“— and then she thought he was dead, and she killed herself and then he woke up and so he did kill
himsdlf, and then therewasthisgirl —”

Common sense suggested thet at least afew women reached their third decade without killing

themselvesfor love, but common sense didn’t seem to get even awalk-on part in these dramas.[5] Mort
was already aware that love made you fed hot and cold and cruel and weak, but he hadn’t realised that it

could make you stupid.

“ —swam theriver every night, but one night there was this storm, and when he didn’t arrive she—"

Mort fet indinctively that some young couples met, say, at avillage dance, and hit it off, and went out
together for ayear or two, had afew rows, made up, got married and didn’t kill themselvesat dll.

He became aware that the litany of star-crossed love had wound down.

“Oh,” he said, weekly. “Doesn't anyone just, you know, just get dong any more?’
“Toloveisto suffer,” said Y sabell. There' sgot to belots of dark passion.”
“Hasthere?’

“Absolutdly. And anguish.”

Y sabel| appeared to recall something.

“Did you say something about something flapping around loose?” she said, in thetight voice of someone
pulling themselves together.

Mort consdered. “No,” he said.
“I'm afraid | wasn't paying much attention.”
“It doesn’t matter at Al.”

They strolled back to the housein silence.

When Mort went back to the study he found that Death had gone, leaving four hourglasses on the desk.
The big leather book was lying on alectern, securely locked shut.

There was a note tucked under the glasses.

Mort had imagined that Death’ s handwriting would either be gothic or € se tombstone angular, but Degth
had in fact studied a classic work on graphology before selecting astyle and had adopted a hand that
indicated abaanced, well-adjusted persondity.

It sad:

Gone fyshing. Theyre ys ane execution in Pseudopoiis, a naturral in Krull, a faytal fall in the
Carrick Mtns, ane ague in Ell-Kinte. Thee rest of thee day’ s your own.



Mort thought that history was thrashing around like a sted hawser with the tension off, twanging
backwards and forwards acrossredlity in great destructive sweeps.

Higtory isn't like that. History unravels gently, like an old swester. It has been patched and darned many
times, reknitted to suit different people, shoved in abox under the sink of censorship to be cut up for the
dusters of propaganda, yet it dways— eventualy —managesto spring back into its old familiar shape.
Hisgtory has ahabit of changing the people who think they are changingit . History always has afew tricks
up itsfrayed deeve. It' sbeen around along time.

Thisiswhat was happening:

The misplaced stroke of Mort’ s scythe had cut history into two separate redlities. In the city of Sto Lat
PrincessKdi ill ruled, with acertain amount of difficulty and with the full time aid of the Roya
Recogniser, who was put on the court payroll and charged with the duty of remembering that she existed.
In the lands outside, though — beyond the plain, in the Ramtops, around the Circle Seaand al the way to
the Rim—thetraditiond redlity till held sway and she was quite definitely dead, the duke was king and
the world was proceeding sedately according to plan, whatever that was.

The point isthat both reditieswere true.

The sort of historica event horizon was currently about twenty miles away from the city, and wasn't yet
very noticeable. That's because the—well, cdl it the differencein historica pressures—wasn't yet very
great. But it was growing. Out in the damp cabbage fields there was ashimmer inthe air and afaint
gzzle, likefrying grasshoppers.

People don't dter history any more than birds dter the sky, they just make brief patternsinit. Inch by
inch, implacable asaglacier and far colder, theredl redlity was grinding back towards Sto Lat.

Mort wasthefirst person to notice.

It had been along afternoon. The mountaineer had held on to hisicy handhold until the last moment and
the executee had called Mort alackey of the monarchist state. Only the old lady of 103, who had gone
to her reward surrounded by her sorrowing relatives, had smiled a him and said he was|ooking alittle

pae.

The Disc sun was close to the horizon by the time Binky cantered wearily through the skies over Sto
Lat, and Mort looked down and saw the borderland of redlity. It curved away below him, a crescent of
faint slver mist. He didn’t know what it was, but he had anasty foreboding that it had something to do
withhim.

Hereined in the horse and alowed him to trot gently towards the ground, touching down afew yards
behind thewadll of iridescent air. It was moving at something less than walking pace, hissng gently asit
drifted ghost-like across the stark damp cabbage fields and frozen drainage ditches.

It was acold night, the type of night when frost and fog fight for domination and every sound is muffled.
Binky’ s breath made fountains of cloud inthe ill air. He whinnied gently, dmaost apologeticdly, and
pawed at the ground.

Mort did out of the saddle and crept up to theinterface. It crackled softly. Weird shapes coruscated
acrossit, flowing and shifting and disappearing.



After some searching he found astick and poked it cautioudy into thewall. It made strange ripples that
wobbled dowly out of sght.

Mort looked up as a shape drifted overhead. It was ablack owl, patrollng the ditches for anything small
and squesky.

It hit thewall with asplash of sparkling migt, leaving an owl-shaped ripple that grew and spread until it
joined the boiling kaleidoscope.

Thenit vanished. Mort could see through the transparent interface, and certainly no owl regppeared on
the other side. Just as he was puzzling over thisthere was another soundless splash afew feet away and
the bird burst into view again, totally unconcerned, and skimmed away acrossthefidds.

Mort pulled himsdlf together, and stepped through the barrier which was no barrier at all. It tingled.

A moment later Binky burst through after him, eyesrolling in desperation and tendrils of interface
catching on his hooves. He reared up, shaking his mane like adog to remove clinging fibres of mist, and
looked at Mort beseechingly.

Mort caught his bridle, patted him on the nose, and fumbled in his pocket for arather grubby sugar
lump. Hewas aware that he was in the presence of something important, but he wasn't yet quite sure
what it was.

Therewas aroad running between an avenue of damp and gloomy willow trees. Mort remounted and
steered Binky across the field into the dripping darkness under the branches.

In the distance he could see the lights of Sto Helit, which really wasn't much more than asmall town, and
afaint glow on the edge of sght must be Sto Lat. Helooked at it longingly.

The barrier worried him. He could seeit cregping across the field behind the trees.

Mort was on the point of urging Binky back into the air when he saw the light immediately ahead of him,
warm and beckoning. It was spilling from the windows of alarge building set back from the road. It was
probably a cheerful sort of light in any case, but in these surroundings and compared with Mort’smood it
was pogitively ecdtatic.

As he rode nearer he saw shadows moving againgt it, and made out afew snatches of song. It wasan
inn, and inside there were people having agood time, or what passed for agood time if you werea
peasant who spent most of your time closely concerned with cabbages. Compared to brassicas,

practicaly anything isfun.

There were human beingsin there, doing uncomplicated human things like getting drunk and forgetting
the words of songs.

Mort had never redly felt homesick, possibly because his mind had been too occupied with other things.
But hefdt it now for thefirst time—asort of longing, not for aplace, but for a state of mind, for being
just an ordinary human being with straightforward things to worry about, like money and sickness and
other people. . ..

“I shdl haveadrink,” he thought, “and perhaps| shall fed better.”



There was an open-fronted stable at one side of the main building, and he led Binky into the warm,
horse-smdlling darkness that already accommodated three other horses. As Mort unfastened the nosebag
he wondered if Death’s horse felt the same way about other horses which had rather less supernatura
lifestyles. He certainly looked impressive compared to the others, which regarded him watchfully. Binky
was ared horse—the blisters of the shovel handle on Mort’ s hands were atestimony to that —and
compared to the others he looked more red than ever. More solid. More horsey. Slightly larger than life,

In fact, Mort was on the verge of making an important deduction, and it is unfortunate that he was
distracted, as he walked acrossthe yard to the inn’ slow door, by the sight of theinn sign. Itsartist hadn’t
been particularly gifted, but there was no mistaking the line of Kdi’sjaw or her mass of fiery hair inthe
portrait of The Quene' sHed.

He sighed, and pushed open the door.

As one man, the assembled company stopped talking and stared at him with the honest rura stare that
suggeststhat for two pinsthey’ Il hit you around the head with a shovel and bury your body under a
compost heap at full moon.

It might be worth taking another ook at Mort, because he' s changed alot in the last few chapters. For
example, while he till has plenty of knees and elbows about his person, they seem to have migrated to
their norma places and he no longer moves as though hisjoints were loosaly fastened together with
elastic bands. He used to look asif he knew nothing at al; now he looks as though he knows too much.
Something about his eyes suggests that he has seen things that ordinary people never see, or at least
never see more than once.

Something about dl the rest of him suggests to the watchers that causing an inconvenience for this boy
might just be aswise as kicking awasp nest. In short, Mort no longer looks like something the cat
brought in and then brought up.

The landlord relaxed his grip on the stout blackthorn peacemaker he kept under the bar and composed
his featuresinto something resembling a cheerful welcoming grin, athough not very much.

“Evening, your lordship,” he said. “What' s your pleasurethis cold and frosty night?’
“What?’ said Mort, blinking in the light.

“What he meansis, what d’you want to drink?” said asmall ferret-faced man sitting by thefire, who was
giving Mort thekind of look abutcher givesafidd full of lambs.

“Um. | don't know,” said Mort. “Do you sell stardrip?”

“Never heard of it, lordship.”

Mort looked around at the faces watching him, illuminated by the firelight. They were the sort of people
generdly called the sdt of the earth. In other words, they were hard, square and bad for your hedlth, but
Mort was too preoccupied to notice.

“What do peopleliketo drink here, then?’

Thelandlord looked sSdeways at his customers, aclever trick given that they were directly in front of
him.



“Why, lordship, we drink scumble, for preference.”
“Scumble?’ said Mort, failing to notice the muffled sniggers.

“Aye, lordship. Made from apples. Well, mainly apples.”

This seemed hedlthy enough to Mort. “Oh, right,” he said. “A pint of scumble, then.” He reached into his
pocket and withdrew the bag of gold that Death had given him. 1t was ill quitefull. In the sudden hush
of theinn thefaint clink of the coins sounded like the legendary Brass Gongs of Leshp, which can be
heard far out to sea on stormy nights as the currents stir them in their drowned towers three hundred

fathoms below.
“And please serve these gentlemen with whatever they want,” he added.

He was so overwhemed by the chorus of thanksthat he didn’t take much notice of the fact that his new
friends were served their drink in tiny, thimble-sized glasses, while hisaone turned up in alarge wooden

mug.

A lot of soriesaretold about scumble, and how it is made out on the damp marshes according to
ancient recipes handed down rather unsteadily from father to son. It’snot true about the rats, or the
snake heads, or the lead shot. The one about the dead sheep is a complete fabrication. We can lay to
rest adl the variations of the one about the trouser button. But the one about not letting it come into
contact with metd is absolutely true, because when the landlord flagrantly shortchanged Mort and
plonked the small hegp of copper in apuddle of the stuff it immediately began to froth.

Mort sniffed hisdrink, and then took asip. It tasted something like apples, something like autumn
mornings, and quite alot like the bottom of alogpile. Not wishing to appear disrespectful, however, he
took aswig.

The crowd watched him, counting under its breath.
Mort felt something was being demanded of him.

“Nice” hesad, “very refreshing.” Hetook another sip. “Bit of an acquired taste,” he added, “ but well
worth the effort, I'm sure.”

There were one or two mutters of discontent from the back of the crowd.
“He' sbeen watering the scumble, that' swhat ‘tis.”
“Nay, thou knowst what happensif you lets adrop of water touch scumble.”

Thelandlord tried to ignore this. “You likeit?’ he said to Mort, in pretty much the same tone of voice
people used when they said to St George, “ Y ou killed awhat 7’

“It' squitetangy,” said Mort. “And sort of nutty.”

“Excuseme,” said the landlord, and gently took the mug out of Mort’ s hand. He sniffed at it, then wiped
hiseyes.



“Uuunnyag,” he sad. “It' stheright suff al right.”

Helooked at the boy with something verging on admiration. It wasn’'t that he' d drunk athird of apint of
scumbleinitsdf, it wasthat he was il vertica and apparently dive. He handed the pot back again: it
was asif Mort was being given atrophy after some incredible contest. When the boy took another
mouthful severa of the watcherswinced. The landlord wondered what Mort’ s teeth were made of, and
decided it must be the same stuff as his ssomach.

“You'renot awizard by any chance?’ he enquired, just in case.
“Sorry, no. Should | be?’

Didn't think so, thought the landlord, he doesn’t walk like awizard and anyway heisn’'t smoking
anything. Helooked at the scumble pot again.

There was something wrong about this. There was something wrong about the boy. He didn't ook right.
He looked —

— more solid than he should do.

That wasridiculous, of course. The bar was solid, the floor was solid, the customers were as solid as
you could wish for. Y et Mort, stlanding there looking rather embarrassed and casualy sipping aliquid you
could clean spoons with, seemed to emit a particularly potent sort of solidness, an extradimension of
realness. His hair was more hairy, his clothes more clothy, his boots the epitome of bootness. It made
your head ache just to look at him.

However, Mort then demonstrated that he was human after al. The mug dropped from his stricken
fingersand clattered on the flagstones, where the dregs of scumble started to eat its way through them.
He pointed at the far wal, his mouth opening and shutting wordlessy.

The regulars turned back to their conversations and games of shove-up, reassured that things were as
they should be; Mort was acting perfectly normally now. Thelandlord, relieved that the brew had been
vindicated, reached across the bar top and patted him companionably on the shoulder.

“It'sdl right,” he said. “It often takes people like this, you'll just have a headache for afew weeks, don't
worry about it, adrop of scumble€ |l seeyou dl right again.”

It isafact that the best remedy for a scumble hangover isahair of the dog, athough it should more
accurately be caled atooth of the shark or possibly atread of the bulldozer.

But Mort merely went on pointing and said, in atrembling voice, “Can't you seeit? It's coming through
thewdl! It'scoming right through the wall!”

“A lot of things comethrough thewall after your first drink of scumble. Green hairy things, usudly.”
“It' sthemist! Can't you hear it Szzling?’
“A dzzlingmig, isit?’ Thelandlord looked at the wall, which was quite empty and unmysterious except

for afew cobwebs. The urgency in Mort’ s voice unsettled him. He would have preferred the normal
scaly mongters. A man knew where he stood with them.



“It'scoming right acrossthe room! Can't you fed it?’

The customerslooked at one another. Mort was making them uneasy. One or two of them admitted
later that they did fed something, rather like anicy tingle, but it could have been indigestion.

Mort backed away, and then gripped the bar. He shivered for amoment.
“Look,” said thelandlord, “ajoke sajoke, but —"

“Y ou had agreen shirt on before!”

Thelandlord looked down. There was an edge of terror in hisvoice.

“Beforewhat?’ he quavered. To his astonishment, and before his hand could complete its surreptitious
journey towards the blackthorn stick, Mort lunged across the bar and grabbed him by the apron.

“You've got agreen shirt, haven’t you?’ hesaid. “I saw it, it had little yellow buttong!”

“Well, yes. I've got two shirts.” Thelandlord tried to draw himself up alittle. “I’'m aman of means,” he
added. “I just didn’'t wear it today.” He didn’t want to know how Mort knew about the buttons.

Mort let him go and spun round.
“They'redl stting in different places Where s the man who was sitting by thefire?1t'sal changed!”

He ran out through the door and there was a muffled cry from outside. He dashed back, wild-eyed, and
confronted the horrified crowd.

“Who changed the Ssgn? Someone changed the sgn!”

Thelandlord nervoudy ran histongue across hislips.

“After the old king died, you mean?’ he said.

Mort'slook chilled him, the boy’ s eyes were two black pools of terror.
“It' sthe name| mean!”

“We've—it'saways been the same name,” said the man, looking desperately at his customersfor
support. “lsn’t that so, lads? The Duke' s Head.”

There was amurmured chorus of agreement.
Mort stared a everyone, visibly shaking. Then he turned and ran outside again.

The listeners heard hoof beats in the yard, which grew fainter and then disappeared entirely, just as
though a horse had | €ft the face of the earth.

There was no sound inside theinn. Men tried to avoid one another’ s gaze. No-one wanted to be the first
to admit to seeing what he thought he had just seen.



So it was | eft to the landlord to walk unsteadily across the room and reach out and run hisfingers across
the familiar, reassuring wooden surface of the door. It was solid, unbroken, everything a door should be.

Everyone had seen Mort run through it three times. He just hadn’t opened it.

Binky fought for height, risng nearly vertically with his hooves thrashing the air and his bresth curling
away behind him like avapour trail. Mort hung on with knees and hands and mostly with willpower, his
face buried in the horse’ s mane. He didn’t look down until the air around him was freezing and thin as
workhouse gravy.

Overhead the Hub Lights flickered silently across the winter sky. Below —

— an upturned saucer, miles across, sivery in the sarlight. He could seelights through it. Clouds were
drifting throughiit.

No. He watched carefully. Clouds were certainly drifting into it, and there were cloudsin it, but the
cloudsinsde werewispier and moving in adightly different direction and, in fact, didn’'t seem to have
much to do with the clouds outsde. There was something ese. . . oh yes, the Hub Lights. They gavethe
night outside the ghostly hemisphere afaint green tint, but there was no sign of it under the dome.

It was like looking into a piece of another world, amost identical, that had been grafted on to the Disc.
Theweather was dightly different in there, and the Lights weren”t on display tonight.

And the Disc was resenting it, and surrounding it, and pushing it back into non-existence. Mort couldn’t
seeit growing smdler from up here, but in hismind’ s ear he could hear the locust Szzle of thething asit
ground across the land, changing things back to where they should be. Redlity was hedling itsdlf.

Mort knew, without even having to think about it, who was at the centre of the dome. It was obvious
even from herethat it was centred firmly on Sto L at.

Hetried not to think what would happen when the dome had shrunk to the size of the room, and then
the size of aperson, and then the Size of an egg. Hefailed.

Logic would havetold Mort that here was his sdvation. In aday or two the problem would solveitself;
the booksin the library would be right again; the world would have sprung back into shape like an eastic
bandage. Logic would have told him that interfering with the process a second time around would only
make thingsworse. Logic would have said dl that, if only Logic hadn’t taken the night off too.

Light travels quite dowly on the Disc, due to the braking effect of the huge magica fied, and currently
that part of the Rim carrying theidand of Krull was directly under thelittle sun’sorbit and it was,
therefore, till early evening. It was aso quite warm, since the Rim picks up more heat and enjoysa
gentlemaritimedimate.

Infact Krull, with alarge part of what for want of a better word must be called its coastline sticking out
over the Edge, was afortunate idand. The only native Krullians who did not appreciate this were those
who didn’t look where they were going or who walked in their deep and, because of natural selection,
there weren”t very many of them any more. All societies have their share of dropouits, but on Krull they
never had a chanceto drop back in again.

Terpsic Mimswas not adropout. He was an angler. Thereisadifference; angling is more expensive.
But Terpsic was happy. He was watching a feather on acork bob gently on the gentle, reed-lined waters



of the Hakrull river and hismind was very nearly ablank. The only thing that could have disturbed his
mood was actudly catching afish, because catching fish was the one thing about angling that he redly
dreaded. They were cold and dimy and panicky and got on his nerves, and Terpsic’ s nerves weren”t
very good.

So long as he caught nothing Terpsic Mimswas one of the Disc's happiest anglers, because the Hakrull
river was five miles from his home and therefore five miles from Mrs Gwladys Mims, with whom he had
enjoyed Sx happy months of married life. That had been some twenty years previoudy.

Terpsic did not pay undue heed when another angler took up station further dong the bank. Of course,
some fishermen might have objected to this breach of etiquette, but in Terpsic’s book anything that
reduced his chance of actualy catching any of the damned thingswasal right by him. Out of the corner
of hiseye he noted that the newcomer was fly-fishing, an interesting pastime which Terpsic had rg ected
because one spent atogether far too much time at home making the equipment.

He had never seen fly-fishing like this before. There were wet flies, and there were dry flies, but thisfly
augured into the water with a saw-toothed whine and dragged the fish out backwards.

Terpsc watched in horrified fascination as the indistinct figure behind the willow trees cast and cast
again. Thewater boiled astheriver' s entire piscine population fought to get out of the way of the buzzing
terror and, unfortunately, alarge and maddened pike took Terpsic’s hook out of sheer confusion.

One moment he was standing on the bank, and the next he wasin agreen, clanging gloom, bubbling his
breath away and watching hislife flash before his eyes and, even in the moment of drowning, dreading the
thought of watching the bit between the day of hiswedding and the present. It occurred to him that
Gwladys would soon be awidow, which cheered him up alittle bit. In fact Terpsic had dwaystried to
look on the bright Side, and it struck him, as he sank gratefully into the Silt, that from this point on his
wholelife could only improve. . . .

And ahand grabbed his hair and dragged him to the surface, which was suddenly full of pain. Ghastly
blue and black blotches swam in front of his eyes. Hislungswere on fire. Histhroat was a pipe of agony.

Hands— cold hands, freezing hands, handsthat felt like aglove full of dice—towed him through the
water and threw him down on to the bank where, after some game attempts to get on with drowning, he
was eventually bullied back into what passed for hislife.

Terpsic didn’t often get angry, because Gwladysdidn’t hold with it. But he felt cheated. He d been born
without being consulted, he' d been married because Gwladys and her father had seento it, and the only
magjor human achievement that was uniquely his had been rudely snatched away from him. A few seconds
ago it had al been so smple. Now it was al complicated again.

Not that he wanted to die, of course. The gods were very firm on the subject of suicide. He just hadn’t
wanted to be rescued.

Through red eyesin amask of dime and duckweed he peered at the blurred form above him, and
shouted, “Why did you have to save me?’

The answer worried him. He thought about it as he squelched dl the way home. It sat at the back of his
mind while Gwladys complained about the state of his clothes. It squirrelled around in his head as he sat
and sneezed quiltily by thefire, because being ill was another thing Gwladys didn’'t hold with. Ashelay
shivering in bed it settled in his dreamslike an iceberg. In the midst of hisfever he muttered, “What did he



mean, “FOR LATER"?’

Torchesflared in the city of Sto Lat. Whole squads of men were charged with the task of constantly
renewing them. The streets glowed. The sizzling flames pushed back shadows that had been blamelesdy
minding their own business every night for centuries. They illuminated ancient corners where the eyes of
bewildered rats glittered in the depths of their holes. They forced burglarsto stay indoors. They glowed
on the night mists, forming animbus of yellow light that blotted out the cold high flames streaming from
the Hub. But mainly they shone on the face of PrincessKdli.

It was everywhere. It plastered every flat surface. Binky cantered aong the glowing streets between
Princess Keli on doors, walls and gable ends. Mort gaped at posters of his beloved on every surface
where workmen had been able to make paste stick.

Even stranger, no-one seemed to be paying them much attention. While Sto Lat’ s night life was not as
colourful and full of incident as that of Ankh-Morpork, in the same way that awastepaper basket cannot
compete with amunicipd tip, the streets were neverthel ess a-bustle with people and shrill with the cries
of hucksters, gamblers, sellers of sweetmeats, pea-and-thimble men, ladies of assignation, pickpockets
and the occasiona honest trader who had wandered in by mistake and couldn’t now raise enough money
to leave. AsMort rode through them snatches of conversation in half-a-dozen languages floated into his
ears, with numb acceptance he realised he could understand every one of them.

He eventualy dismounted and led the horse dong Wall Street, searching in vain for Cutwell’ s house. He
found it only because alump on the nearest poster was making muffled swearing noises.

He reached out gingerly and pulled aside a strip of paper.

“Tanksvery much,” said the gargoyle doorknocker. *'Y ou wouldn't credit it, would you? One minute life
asnormd, nexft minute amouthful of glue.”

“Where' s Cutwe |7’

“He sgone off to the paace.” The knocker leered at him and winked a cast-iron eye. “ Some men came
and took al hisfstuff away. Then some ovver men started pasting pictures of hisgirlfriend al over the
place. Barftuds,” it added.

Mort coloured.

“Hisgirlfriend?”

The doorknocker, being of the demonic persuasion, sniggered at histone. It sounded like fingernails
being dragged over afile.

“Yeff,” it sad. “They feemed in abit of ahurry, if you ask me.”

Mort was adready up on Binky’s back.

“| fay!” shouted the knocker at hisretreating back. “I fay! Could you unftick me, boy?’

Mort tugged on Binky’ s reins so hard that the horse reared and danced crazily backwards across the

cobbles, then reached out and grabbed the ring of the knocker. The gargoyle looked up into hisface and
suddenly felt like avery frightened doorknocker indeed. Mort’ s eyes glowed like crucibles, his



expression was afurnace, hisvoice held enough heat to met iron. It didn’t know what he could do, but
felt that it would prefer not to find out.

“What did you call me?” Mort hissed.

The doorknocker thought quickly. “Fir?” it said.

“What did you ask meto do?’

“Unftick me?’

“| don't intend to.”

“Fine” said the doorknocker, “fine. That’'s okay by me. I'll just ftick around, then.”

It watched Mort canter off aong the street and shuddered with relief, knocking itself gently inits
NEerVousNess.

“A nasaarrow sgeeeak,” said one of the hinges.

“Fut up!”

Mort passed night watchmen, whaose job now appeared to consist of ringing bells and shouting the name
of the Princess, but alittle uncertainly, asif they had difficulty remembering it. Heignored them, because
he was listening to voicesinsde his head which went:

She' sonly met you once, you fool. Why should she bother about you?

Yes, but | did save her life,

That meansit belongsto her. Not to you. Besides, he' sawizard.

So what? Wizards aren’t supposed to —to go out with girls, they’re celebrate. . . .

Celebrate?

They’ re not supposed to youknow. . . .

What, never any youknow at al? said theinternd voice, and it sounded asif it was grinning.

It's supposed to be bad for the magic, thought Mort bitterly.

Funny place to keep magic.

Mort was shocked. Who are you? he demanded.

I’myou, Mort. Y our inner self.

Wel, I wish I'd get out of my head, it’s quite crowded enough with mein here.



Fair enough, said the voice, | wasonly trying to help. But remember, if you ever need you, you're
awaysaround.

The voice faded away.

Wéll, thought Mort bitterly, that must have been me. I’m the only one that calls me Mort.

The shock of the redisation quite obscured the fact that, while Mort had been locked into the
monologue, he had ridden right through the gates of the palace. Of course, people rode through the gates
of the palace every day, but most of them needed the things to be opened first.

The guards on the other side were rigid with fear, because they thought they had seen aghost. They
would have been far more frightened if they had known that a ghost was almost exactly what they hadn’t

Seen.

The guard outside the doors of the great hall had seen it happen too, but he had time to gather hiswits,
or such that remained, and raise his spear as Binky trotted across the courtyard.

“Hdt,” he croaked. “Halt. What goes where?’
Mort saw him for thefirst time.

“What?" hesad, ill lost in thought.

The guard ran histongue over hisdry lips, and backed away. Mort did off Binky’s back and walked
forward.

“I meant, what goesthere?’ the guard tried again, with amixture of doggedness and suicida stupidity
that marked him for early promotion.

Mort caught the spear gently and lifted it out of the way of the door. As he did so the torchlight
illuminated hisface.

“Mort,” he said softly.

It should have been enough for any normd soldier, but this guard was officer materid.

“I mean, friend or foe?’ he stuttered, trying to avoid Mort’ s gaze.

“Which would you prefer?” he grinned. It wasn't quite the grin of his magter, but it was a pretty effective
grinand didn’t have atrace of humour iniit.

The guard sagged with relief, and stood aside.

“Pass, friend,” he said.

Mort strode across the hall towards the staircase that led to the roya apartments. The hall had changed
alot since helast saw it. Portraits of Keli were everywhere; they’ d even replaced the ancient and
crumbling battle bannersin the shadowy heights of the roof. Anyone walking through the pal ace would
have found it impossible to go more than afew steps without seeing a portrait. Part of Mort’smind



wondered why, just as another part worried about the flickering dome that was steadily closing on the

city, but most of hismind was a hot and steamy glow of rage and bewilderment and jealousy. Y sabell
had been right, he thought, thismust belove.

“The wak-through-walls boy!”

He jerked his head up. Cutwell was standing at the top of the sairs.

The wizard had changed alot too, Mort thought bitterly. Perhaps not that much, though. Although he
was wearing ablack and white robe embroidered with sequins, dthough his pointy hat was ayard high

and decorated with more mystic symbolsthan adentd chart, and athough hisred velvet shoes had silver

buckles and toes that curled like snails, there were still afew stains on his collar and he appeared to be
chewing.

Hewatched Mort climb the stairs towards him.

“Areyou angry about something?’ he said. “1 started work, but | got rather tied up with other things.
Very difficult, walking through —why are you looking at melike that?’

“What are you doing here?’

“I might ask you the same question. Would you like a strawberry?’
Mort glanced at the small wooden punnet in the wizard' s hands.
“Inmickwinter?’

“Actudly, they’ re sprouts with adash of enchantment.”

“They tagtelike Srawberries?’

Cutwell sghed. “No, like sprouts. The spell isn't totally efficient. | thought they might cheer the princess
up, but she threw them at me. Shame to waste them. Be my guest.”

Mort gaped at him.
“Shethrew them at you?’
“Very accuratdy, I’'m afraid. Very strong-minded young lady.”

Hi, said avoicein the back of Mort’smind, it’ s you again, pointing out to yoursdlf that the chances of
the princess even contemplating you know with thisfellow are on the far sde of remote.

Go away, thought Mort. His subconscious was worrying him. It appeared to have adirect line to parts
of hisbody that he wanted to ignore at the moment.

“Whyare you here?’ he said doud. “Isit something to do with al these pictures?’

“Good idea, wasn't it?” beamed Cutwell. “I’ m rather proud of it myself.”

“Excuseme,” said Mort weekly. “I’ve had abusy day. | think I'd like to sit down somewhere.”



“There sthe Throne Room,” said Cutwell. “There sno-onein there a thistime of night. Everyone's
adeep.”

Mort nodded, and then looked suspicioudy at the young wizard.

“What are you doing up, then?’ he said.

“Um,” said Cutwell, “um, | just thought I’ d see if there was anything in the pantry.”

He shrugged.[6]

Now isthetimeto report that Cutwell too noticesthat Mort, even aMort weary with riding and lack of
deep, is somehow glowing from within and in some strange way unconnected with Szeis nevertheess
larger than life. The differenceisthat Cutwell is, by training, a better guesser than other people and

knows that in occult matters the obvious answer is usudly the wrong one.

Mort can move absentmindedly through walls and drink neat widowmaker soberly not because heis
turning into aghost, but because he is becoming dangeroudy redl.

Infact, asthe boy sumbleswhile they wak aong the silent corridors and steps through amarble pillar
without naticing, it’s obvious that the world is becoming a pretty insubstantial place from his point of
view.

“Y ou just walked through amarble pillar,” observed Cutwell. “How did you do it?’

“Did 1”?7” Mort looked around. The pillar looked sound enough. He poked an arm towards it, and dightly
bruised hisebow.

“I could have sworn you did,” said Cutwell. “Wizards notice these things, you know.” He reached into
the pocket of hisrobe.

“Then have you noticed the mist dome around the country?’ said Mort.

Cutwell squesked. Thejar in his hand dropped and smashed on thetiles; there was the smell of dightly
rancid sdlad dressing.

“Already?

“I don’t know about aready,” said Mort, “but there' sthis sort of crackling wal diding over theland and
no-one el se seemsto worry about it and—"

“How fast wasit moving?’

“— it changesthingd”

“You saw it? How far away isit? How fast isit moving?’
“Of course| saw it. | rodethroughiit twice. It waslike—"

“But you're not awizard, so why —”



“What are you doing here, anyway —"

Cutwell took a deep breath. “ Everyone shut up!” he screamed.

There was slence. Then thewizard grabbed Mort’sarm. “Come on,” he said, pulling him back aong the
corridor. “I don’t know who you are exactly and | hope I’ ve got time to find out one day but something
redlly horrible is going to happen soon and | think you' re involved, somehow.”

“Something horrible? When?’

That depends on how far away the interfaceis and how fast it' smoving,” said Cutwell, dragging Mort
down aside passage. When they were outsde asmdl oak door he let go of hisarm and fumbled in his
pocket again, removing asmal hard piece of cheese and an unpleasantly squashy tomato.

“Hold these, will you? Thank you.” He delved again, produced akey and unlocked the door.
“It'sgoing to kill the princess, isT't it?’ said Mort.

“Yes,” said Cutwdll, “and then again, no.” He paused with his hand on the doorhandle. “ That was pretty
perspicacious of you. How did you know?’

“| —" Mort hesitated.

“Shetold meavery strange story,” said Cutwell.

“I expect shedid,” said Mort. “If it was unbelievable, it wastrue.”
“You're him, areyou? Death’ s assistant?’

“Yes. Off duty at the moment, though.”

“Pleased to hear it.”

Cutwell shut the door behind them and fumbled for acandlestick. There was a pop, aflash of bluelight
and awhimper.

“Sorry,” he said, sucking hisfingers. “Fire spell. Never redly got the hang of it.”

“Y ou were expecting the dome thing, weren”t you?’ said Mort urgently. “What will happen when it
cosesin?

Thewizard sat down heavily on the remains of abacon sandwich.

“I'm not exactly sure,” hesaid. “It’Il beinteresting to watch. But not frominsde, I'm afraid. What | think
will happen isthat the last week will never have existed.”

“Shelll suddenly die?”

“Y ou don't quite understand. She will have been dead for aweek. All this—" he waved his hands
vagudly inthe air —“will not have happened. The assassin will have done hisjob. Y ou will have done



yours. History will have heded itself. Everything will bedl right. From Higtory’ s point of view, thet is.
Thereredly isn't any other.”

Mort stared out of the narrow window. He could see across the courtyard into the glowing streets
outside, where a picture of the princess smiled at the sky.

“Tell me about the pictures,” he said. That looks like some sort of wizard thing.”

“I’'m not sureif it sworking. Y ou see, people were beginning to get upset and they didn’t know why,
and that made it worse. Their minds were in one redlity and their bodieswere in another. Very
unpleasant. They couldn’t get used to theideathat she was il dive. | thought the pictures might bea
good idea but, you know, people just don’t see what their mind tellsthem isn’t there.”

“I could havetold you that,” said Mort bitterly.

“I had the town criers out during the daytime,” Cutwell continued. “1 thought that if people could come
to believein her, then this new redlity could become thered one.”

“Mmmph?’ said Mort. He turned away from the window. “What do you mean?’

“Well, you see— 1 reckoned that if enough people beieved in her, they could change redlity. It worksfor
gods. If people stop bdlieving in agod, hedies. If alot of them beievein him, he grows stronger.”

“I didn’t know that. | thought gods were just gods.”

“They don't likeit talked about,” said Cutwell, shuffling through the hegp of books and parchments on
hisworktable.

“Well, that might work for gods, because they’ re specid,” said Mort. “ People are— more solid. It
wouldn’t work for people.”

“That’s not true. Let’s suppose you went out of here and prowled around the palace. One of the guards
would probably see you and he' d think you were athief and he' d fire his crossbow. | mean, in hisredity
you'd be athief. It wouldn't actualy be true but you' d be just as dead asif it was. Belief is powerful
suff. I'm awizard. We know about these things. Look here.”

He pulled abook out of the debrisin front of him and opened it at the piece of bacon he' d used asa
bookmark. Mort looked over his shoulder, and frowned at the curly magica writing. It moved around on
the page, twisting and writhing in an attempt not to be read by anon-wizard, and the genera effect was
unpleasant.

“What'sthis?’ hesaid.

“It'sthe Book of the Magick of Alberto Malichthe Mage,” said the wizard, “asort of book of magica
theory. It'snot agood ideato ook too hard at the words, they resent it. Look, it says here—"

Hislips moved soundlesdy. Little beads of sweat sprang up on hisforehead and decided to get together
and go down and see what his nose was doing. His eyes watered.

Some people like to settle down with a good book. No-one in possession of acomplete set of marbles
would like to settle down with abook of magic, because even the individua words have aprivate and



vindictive life of their own and reading them, in short, isakind of mental Indian wrestling. Many ayoung
wizard hastried to read agrimoire that istoo strong for him, and people who' ve heard the screams have
found only his pointy shoeswith the classic wisp of smoke coming out of them and abook whichis,
perhaps, just alittle fatter. Things can happen to browsersin magica libraries that make having your face
pulled off by tentacled monstrosities from the Dungeon Dimengons seem amere light massage by
comparison.

Fortunately Cutwell had an expurgated edition, with some of the more distressing pages clamped shut
(athough on quiet nights he could hear the imprisoned words scritching irritably ingde ther prison, likea
spider trapped in amatchbox; anyone who has ever sat next to someone wearing aWakman will be able
to imagine exactly what they sounded like).

“Thisisthebit,” said Cutwell. “It says here that even gods—"

“I"ve seen him beforel”

“What?”’

Mort pointed a shaking finger at the book.

“Him!”

Cutwdl gave him an odd look and examined the left-hand page. There was apicture of an elderly
wizard holding abook and a candlestick in an attitude of near-termind dignity.

“That'snot part of themagic,” he said testily, “that’ sjust the author.”

“What doesit say under the picture?’

“Er, It says " Yff youe have enjoyed thiss Boke, youe maye be interestede yn othere Titlesby —”

“No, right under the pictureiswhat | meant!”

“That' seasy. It' sold Mdich himself. Every wizard knows him. | mean, he founded the Univeraty.”
Cutwell chuckled. There'safamous statue of him inthemain hal, and during Rag Week once| climbed
upitand puta—"

Mort stared at the picture.

“Tell me” hesaid quietly, “did the statue have adrip on the end of its nose?’

“I shouldn’t think so,” said Cutwdll. “1t was marble. But | don’'t know what you’ re getting so worked up
about. Lots of people know what he looked like. HE' sfamous.”

“Helived along time ago, did he?’
“Two thousand years, | think. Look, | don’'t know why —"
“I bet hedidn’t die, though,” said Mort. “I bet he just disappeared one day. Did he?’

Cutwdl was dlent for amoment.



“Funny you should say that,” he said dowly. “ Therewasalegend | heard. He got up to some weird
things, they say. They say he blew himsdlf into the Dungeon Dimensionswhiletrying to perform the Rite
of AshkEnte backwards. All they found was his hat. Tragic, redly. The whole city in mourning for aday
just for ahat. It wasn't even aparticularly attractive hat; it had burn marksoniit.”

“Alberto Madich,” said Mort, haf to himsdf. “Well. Fancy that.”

He drummed hisfingers on the table, although the sound was surprisingly muted.

“Sorry,” said Cutwell. “I can’t get the hang of treacle sandwiches, either.”

“I reckon the interfaceismoving at adow waking pace,” said Mort, licking hisfingers absent-mindedly.
“Can't you stop it by magic?’

Cutwell shook hishead. “Not me. It'd squash meflat,” he said cheerfully.
“What' || happen to you when it arrives, then?’

“Oh, I'll go back tolivingin Wall Street. | mean, | never will have left. All thiswon’t have happened.
Pity, though. The cooking hereis pretty good, and they do my laundry for free. How far away did you

say it was, by theway?’
“About twenty miles, | guess.”.

Cutwdl rolled his eyes heavenwards and moved hislips. Eventudly he said: “That meansit’ll arrive
around midnight tomorrow, just in time for the coronation.”

“Whose?’
1] Ha.sl7
“But she’ squeen dready, isn't she?’

“Inaway, but officidly she' s not queen until she'scrowned.” Cutwell grinned, hisface a pattern of
shadein the candldight, and added, “If you want away of thinking about it, then it’ slike the difference
between stopping living and being dead.”

Twenty minutes earlier Mort had been feding tired enough to take root. Now he could fed afizzingin
hisblood. It wasthe kind of late-night, frantic energy that you knew you would pay for around midday
tomorrow, but for now hefelt he had to have some action or €l se his muscles would snap out of sheer

vitdlity.
“| want to see her,” he said. “If you can’'t do anything, there might be something | can do.”

“There' sguards outsde her room,” said Cutwell. “1 mention this merely as an observation. | don't
imagine for one minute that they’ |l make the dightest difference.”

It was midnight in Ankh-Morpork, but in the great twin city the only difference between night and day
was, well, it was darker. The markets were thronged, the spectators were still thickly clustered around
the whore pits, runners-up in the city’ seterna and byzantine gang warfare drifted silently down through



the chilly waters of the river with lead weightstied to their feet, dedersin variousillega and evenillogica
ddights plied their sddlong trade, burglars burgled, knivesflashed starlight in dleyways, astrologers
darted their day’ swork and in the Shades a nightwatch-man who had lost hisway rang hisbell and cried
out: “Twelve 0”clock and dl’ sarrrrrgghbhh, . . .7

However, the Ankh-Morpork Chamber of Commerce would not be happy at the suggestion that the
only red difference between their city and aswamp isthe number of legson the aligators, and indeed in
the more select areas of Ankh, which tend to be in the hilly districts where there is a chance of abit of
wind, the nights are gentle and scented with habiscine and Cecillia blossoms.

On this particular night they were scented with saltpetre, too, because it was the tenth anniversary of the
accession of the Patrician[ 7] and he had invited afew friends round for adrink, five hundred of themin
this case, and was letting off fireworks. Laughter and the occasond gurgle of passion filled the palace
gardens, and the evening had just got to that interesting stage where everyone had drunk too much for
their own good but not enough actudly to fal over. It isthe kind of state in which one does things that
onewill recal with crimson shamein later life, such as blowing through a paper squeaker and laughing so
much that oneissick.

In fact some two hundred of the Patrician’ s guests were now staggering and kicking their way through
the Serpent Dance, aquaint Morporkian folkway which consisted of getting rather drunk, holding the
wais of the person in front, and then wobbling and giggling uproarioudy in along crocodile that wound
through as many rooms as possible, preferably ones with breakablesin, while kicking oneleg vaguely in
time with the beat, or at least in time with some other beat. This dance had gone on for half an hour and
had wound through every room in the palace, picking up two trolls, the cook, the Patrician’s head
torturer, three waiters, aburglar who happened to be passing and asmall pet swamp dragon.

Somewhere around the middle of the dance wasfat Lord Rodley of Quirm, heir to the fabulous Quirm
edtates, whose current preoccupation was with the thin fingers gripping hiswaist. Under its bath of
acohol hisbrain kept trying to attract his attention.

“I say,” he cdled over his shoulder, asthey oscillated for the tenth hilarious time through the enormous
kitchen, “not so tight, please.”

| AM MOST TERRIBLY SORRY.
“No offence, old chap. Do | know you?’” said Lord Rodley, kicking vigoroudy on the back best.
| THINK IT UNLIKELY. TELL ME, PLEASE, WHAT ISTHE MEANING OF THISACTIVITY?

“What?" shouted Lord Rodley, above the sound of someone kicking in the door of aglass cabinet amid
dhrieks of merriment.

WHAT ISTHISTHING THAT WE DO? said the voice, with glacid patience.
“Haven”t you been to a party before? Mind the glass, by theway.”

| AM AFRAID | DO NOT GET OUT ASMUCH AS| WOULD LIKE TO. PLEASE EXPLAIN
THIS. DOESIT HAVE TO DO WITH SEX?

“Not unlesswe pull up sharp, old boy, if you know what | mean?’ said hislordship, and nudged his
unseen fellow guest with hiselbow.



“Ouch,” hesaid. A crash up ahead marked the demise of the cold buffet.

NO.

“What?’

| DONOT KNOW WHAT YOU MEAN.

“Mind the cream there, it’ sdippery —look, it'sjust adance, dl right?You doit for fun.”
FUN.

“That’ sright. Dada, dada, da—kick!” There was an audible pause.

WHO ISTHISFUN?

“No, funisn’t anybody, funiswhat you have.”

WE ARE HAVING FUN?

“I thought | was,” said hislordship uncertainly. The voice by hisear was vaguely worrying him; it
appeared to be arriving directly into hisbrain.

WHAT ISTHISFUN?

“Thisid”

TOKICK VIGOROUSLY ISFUN?

“Wdll, part of the fun. Kick!”

TOHEAR LOUD MUSIC IN HOT ROOMS IS FUN?
“Possbly.”

HOW ISTHISFUN MANIFEST?

“Wadll, it —look, ether you' re having fun or you' re not, you don't have to ask me, you just know, dl
right? How did you get in here, anyway?’ he added. “ Are you afriend of the Patrician?’

LET USSAY, HEPUTSBUSINESSMY WAY.| FELT | OUGHT TO LEARN SOMETHING OF
HUMAN PLEASURES.

“Sounds like you' ve got along way to go.”

| KNOW. PLEASE EXCUSE MY LAMENTABLE IGNORANCE. | WISH ONLY TO LEARN.
ALL THESE PEOPLE, PLEASE - THEY ARE HAVING FUN?

HY@”



THEN THISIS FUN.

“I’'m glad we’ ve got that sorted out. Mind the chair,” snapped Lord Rodley, who was now feding very
unfunny and unpleasantly sober.

A voice behind him said quietly: THISISFUN. TO DRINK EXCESSIVELY ISFUN. WE ARE
HAVING FUN. HE ISHAVING FUN. THISISSOME FUN. WHAT FUN.

Behind Desgth the Patrician’ s small pet siwamp dragon held on grimly to the bony hips and thought:
guards or no guards, next time we pass an open window I’ m going to run like buggery.

Kdi sat bolt upright in bed.

“Don”t move another step,” she sad. “ Guards!”

“We couldn’t stop him,” said the first guard, poking his head shame-facedly around the doorpost.
“Hejust pushedin...” said the other guard, from the other sde of the doorway.

“And thewizard said it was dl right, and we were told everyone must listen to him because. . .”

“All right, all right. People could get murdered around here,” said Kdi tetily, and put the crossbow
back on the bedside table without, unfortunately, operating the safety catch.

There was aclick, the thwack of sinew against metd, azip of air, and agroan. The groan came from
Cutwdl. Mort spun round to him.

“Areyou dl right?’ hesad. “Did it hit you?’

“No,” said the wizard, weakly. “No, it didn’t. How do you fed ?’

“A bit tired. Why?’

“Oh, nothing. Nothing. No draughts anywhere? No dight lesking fedings?’

“No. Why?’

“Oh, nothing, nothing.” Cutwell turned and looked closdly at the wall behind Mort.

“Aren't the dead dlowed any peace?’ said Kdi bitterly. “I thought one thing you could be sure of when
you were dead was agood night’ sdeep.” She looked as though she had been crying. With aninsght that
surprised him, Mort redised that she knew thisand that it was making her even angrier than before.

That'snot redly fair,” hesaid. “I’ve cometo help. Ian’'t that right, Cutwell?’

“Hmm?’ said Cutwell, who had found the crossbow bolt buried in the plaster and waslooking at it with
deep suspicion. “Oh, yes. He has. It won't work, though. Excuse me, has anyone got any string?’

“Help?’ snapped Kdli. “Help?If it wasn't for you —"

“You'd ill bedead,” said Mort. Shelooked at him with her mouth open.



“1 wouldn’'t know about it, though,” she said. That’ sthe worst part.”

“I think you two had better go,” said Cutwell to the guards, who were trying to appear inconspi cuous.
“But I'll have that spear, please. Thank you.”

“Look,” said Mort, “I’ve got ahorse outside. Y ou'd be amazed. | can take you anywhere. Y ou don’t
have to wait around here.”

“Y ou don’'t know much about monarchy, do you,” said Keli.

“Um. No?’

“ She means better to be adead queen in your own castle than alive commoner somewhere else” said
Cutwell, who had stuck the spear into the wal by the bolt and wastrying to sight dong it. “Wouldn't
work, anyway. The domeisn’t centred on the palace, it's centred on her.”

“Onwho 7" said Keli. Her voice could have kept milk fresh for amonth.

“On her Highness,” said Cutwdl | automatically, squinting along the shaft.

“Don’t you forget it.”

“I won't forget it, but that’ s not the point,” said he wizard. He pulled the bolt out of the plaster and
tested the point with hisfinger.

“Butif you stay hereyou'll diel” said Mort.

“Then | shdl have to show the Disc how aqueen can die,” said Keli, looking as proud as was possible
inapink knitted bed jacket.

Mort sat down on the end of the bed with hishead in his hands.

“Iknow how aqueen can die,” he muttered. “ They die just like other people. And some of uswould
rather not see it happen.”

“Excuseme, | just want to look at this crossbow,” said Cutwell conversationdly, reaching acrossthem.
“Don’t mind me”

“I shall go proudly to meet my destiny,” said Kéli, but there was the barest flicker of uncertainty in her
voice.

“Noyouwon't. | mean, | know what I’'m talking about. Take it from me. There' s nothing proud about
it. Youjust die”

“Yes, butit'show you doit. | shdl die nobly, like Queen Ezerid.”
Mort’ s forehead wrinkled. History was a closed book to him.

“Whao's she?”’



“Shelived in Klatch and she had alot of lovers and she sat on asnake,” said Cutwell, who waswinding
up the crossbow.

“She meant to! She was crossed in lovel”

“All'l can remember wasthat she used to take bathsin asses milk. Funny thing, history,” said Cutwell
reflectively. “Y ou become aqueen, reign for thirty years, make laws, declare war on people and then the
only thing you get remembered for isthat you smelled like yoghurt and were bitten in the—"

“She' sadigant ancestor of mine,” snagpped Kdi. “1 won't listen to this sort of thing.”
“Will you both be quiet and listen to mel” shouted Mort.
Silence descended like a shroud.

Then Cutwell Sghted carefully and shot Mort in the back.

The night shed its early casudties and journeyed onwards. Even the wildest parties had ended, their
guests lurching hometo their beds, or someone’ sbed at any rate. Shorn of these fellow travellers, mere

daytime people who had strayed out of their tempord turf, the true survivors of the night got down to the
serious commerce of the dark.

Thiswasn't o very different from Ankh-Morpork’ s daytime business, except that the knives were more
obvious and people didn’t smile so much.

The Shades were silent, save only for the whistled signals of thieves and the velvety hush of dozens of
people going about their private businessin careful slence.

And, in Ham Alley, Cripple Wa sfamous floating crap game was just getting under way. Severa dozen
cowled figures knelt or squatted around the little circle of packed earth where Wa s three eight-sided
dice bounced and spun their mideading lesson in Satigtica probakility.

“Threg!”

“Tuphd’sEyes, by 10"

“He sgot you there, Hummok! This guy knows how to roll hisbones!”

IT"SA KNACK.

Hummok M’ guk, asmall flat-faced man from one of the Hublandish tribeswhose skill at dice was famed
wherever two men gathered together to fleece athird, picked up the dice and glared at them. He silently
cursed Wa, whose own skill at switching dice was equally notorious among the cognoscenti but had,

gpparently, failed him, wished a painful and untimely death on the shadowy player seated opposite and
hurled the dice into the mud.

“Twenty-one the hard way!”

Wa scooped up the dice and handed them to the stranger. As he turned to Hummok one eye flickered



ever 0 dightly. Hummok was impressed — he’ d barely noticed the blur in Wa s deceptively gnarled
fingers, andhe' d been watching for it.

It was disconcerting the way the things rattled in the stranger’ s hand and then flew out of itinadow arc
that ended with twenty-four little spots pointing at the stars.

Some of the more streetwise in the crowd shuffled away from the stranger, because luck like that can be
very unlucky in Cripple Wa sfloating crap game.

Wa s hand closed over the dice with anoise like the click of atrigger.

“All theeights,” he bresthed. “ Such luck is uncanny, migter.”

Therest of the crowd evaporated like dew, leaving only those heavy-set, unsympathetic-looking men
who, if Wahad ever paid tax, would have gone down on hisreturn as Essentid Plant and Business
Equipment.

“Maybeit’ snot luck,” he added. “Maybe it swizarding?’

| MOST STRONGLY RESENT THAT.

“We had awizard once who tried to get rich,” said Wa. “Can’t seem to remember what happened to
him. Boys?’

“We give him agood taking-to —"

“— and left him in Pork Passage—"
“—andinHoney Lane—"

“— and a couple other places| can’'t remember.”

The stranger stood up. The boys closed in around him.

THISISUNCALLED FOR. | SEEK ONLY TO LEARN. WHAT PLEASURE CAN HUMANS
FIND IN A MERE REITERATION OF THE LAWS OF CHANCE?

“Chance doesn't comeinto it. Let’shave alook at him, boys.”

The eventsthat followed were recalled by no living soul except the one belonging to afera cat, one of
the city’ sthousands, that was crossing the aley en route to atryst. It stopped and watched with interest.

The boysfroze in mid-stab. Painful purple light flickered around them. The stranger pushed his hood
back and picked up the dice, and then pushed them into Wa s unresisting hand. The man was opening
and shutting his mouth, his eyes unsuccessfully trying not to see what wasin front of them. Grinning.
THROW.

Wamanaged to look down at his hand.

“What are the stakes?” he whispered.



IFYOU WIN, YOU WILL REFRAIN FROM THESE RIDICULOUSATTEMPTS TO SUGGEST
THAT CHANCE GOVERNS THE AFFAIRS OF MEN.

“Yes. Yes. And...if | lose?”

YOU WILL WISH YOU HAD WON.

Watried to swallow, but histhroat had gone dry. “1 know I’ ve had lots of people murdered —”
TWENTY-THREE, TO BE PRECISE.

“Isittoo lateto say I'm sorry?”’

SUCH THINGS DO NOT CONCERN ME. NOW THROW THE DICE.

Washut his eyes and dropped the dice on to the ground, too nervous even to try the special
flick-and-twist throw. He kept his eyes shut.

ALL THEEIGHTS. THERE, THAT WASN'T TOO DIFHICULT, WASIT?
Wafanted.

Death shrugged, and walked away, pausing only to tickle the ears of an aley cat that happened to be
passing. He hummed to himsalf. He didn’t quite know what had come over him, but he was enjoying it.

“Y ou couldn’t be sureit would work!”

Cutwell spread his handsin aconciliatory gesture.

“WEell, no,” he conceded, “but | thought, what have | got to lose?’ He backed away.
“What have you got to lose?’ shouted Mort.

He stamped forward and tugged the bolt out of one of the postsin the princess' s bed.
“You're not going to tell me thiswent through me?’ he snapped.

“I was particularly watching it,” said Cutwell.

“| saw it too,” said Keli. “It was horrible. It cameright out of where your heart is.”
“And | saw you walk through astone pillar,” said Cutwell.

“Andl saw you ride straight through awindow.”

“Yes, but thatwas on business,” declared Mort, waving hishandsin theair. “That wasn't everyday,
that’ sdifferent. And —"

He paused. “Theway you'relooking a me,” he said. “They looked at me the sameway intheinn this
evening. What' swrong?’



“It was the way you waved your arm Straight through the bedpost,” said Kdi faintly.
Mort stared at his hand, and then rapped it on the wood.
“See?’ hesaid. “ Solid. Solid arm, solid wood.”

“Y ou said peoplelooked at you in aninn?’ said Cutwell. “What did you do, then? Walk through the
wdl?

“No! | mean, no, | just drank thisdrink, I think it was called scrumble—"
“Scumble?’

“Yes. Tagteslikerotten apples. Y ou’ d have thought it was some sort of poison the way they kept
daing.”

“How much did you drink, then?’ said Cutwll.
“A pint, perhaps, | wasn't really paying much attention —”

“Did you know scumbleisthe strongest acoholic drink between here and the Ramtops?” the wizard
demanded.

“No. No-onesaid,” said Mort. “What' s it got to do with—"

“No,” said Cutwdl, dowly, “you didn’t know. Hmm. That'saclue, isn't it?’
“Hasit got anything to do with saving the princess?’

“Probably not. I'd like to have alook a my books, though.”

“Inthat caseit’ snot important,” said Mort firmly.

He turned to Kdli, who waslooking at him with the faint beginnings of admiration.

“I think | can help,” hesaid. “1 think | can lay my hands on some powerful magic. Magic will hold back
the dome, won't it, Cutwel|?’

“My magic won't. It d have to be pretty strong stuff, and I’'m not sure about it even then. Redlity is
tougher than —"

“I shal go,” said Mort. “Until tomorrow, farewel!”

“Itistomorrow,” Keli pointed out.

Mort deflated dightly.

“All right, tonight then,” he said, dightly put out, and added, “I will begone!”

“Begonewhat?’



“It' sherotak,” said Cutwdl, kindly. “Hecan’'t helpit.” Mort scowled a him, smiled bravely at Kdi and
walked out of the room.

“He might have opened the door,” said Kéli, after he had gone.

“I think he was abit embarrassed,” said Cutwell. “We dl go through that stage.”
“What, of walking through things?’

“Inamanner of speaking. Walking into them, anyway.”

“I’'m going to get some deep,” Kdi said. “Even the dead need some rest. Cutwell, stop fiddling with that
crosshow, please. I’'m sureit’ s not wizardly to be donein alady’ s boudoir.”

“Hmm?But I’'m not lone, an1? Y ou're here.”
“That,” shesad, “isthe point, isn'tit?’
“Oh. Yes. Sorry. Um. I'll see you in the morning, then.”

“Goodnight, Cutwell. Shut the door behind you.”

The sun crept over the horizon, decided to make arun for it, and began to rise.

But it would be sometime beforeits dow light rolled across the degping Disc, herding the night ahead of
it, and nocturnal shadows till ruled the city.

They clustered now around The Mended Drum in Filigree Street, foremost of the city’ staverns. It was
famed not for its beer, which looked like maiden’ swater and tasted like battery acid, but for itsclientele.
It was said that if you sat long enough in the Drum, then sooner or later every mgjor hero on the Disc
would sted your horse.

The atmosphere insde was il loud with talk and heavy with smoke athough the landlord was doing all
those thingslandlords do when they think it'stimeto close, like turn some of thelights out, wind up the
clock, put acloth over the pumps and, just in case, check the whereabouts of their club with the nails
hammered init. Not that the customers were taking the dightest bit of notice, of course. To most of the
Drum’ s clientele even the nailed club would have been consdered amere hint.

However, they were sufficiently observant to be vagudy worried by thetall dark figure stlanding by the
bar and drinking hisway through its entire contents.

Lonely, dedicated drinkers ways generate amentd field which ensures complete privacy, but this
particular one was radiating akind of fatdistic gloom that was dowly emptying the bar.

Thisdidn’t worry the barman, because the lonely figure was engaged in a very expensive experiment.

Every drinking place throughout the multiverse has them —those shelves of weirdly-shaped, sticky
bottles that not only contain exotically-named liquid, which is often blue or green, but a so odds and ends



that bottles of real drink would never stoop to contain, such as whole fruits, bits of twig and, in extreme
cases, smal drowned lizards. No-one knows why barmen stock so many, sincethey dl taste like treacle
dissolved in turpentine. It has been specul ated that they dream of aday when someone will walk in off
the street unbidden and ask for aglass of Peach Corniche with A Hint Of Mint and overnight the place
will become somewhere To Be Seen At.

The stranger was working hisway aong the row.

WHAT ISTHAT GREEN ONE?

The landlord peered at the labdl.

“It saysit' sMelon Brandy,” he said doubtfully. “It saysit’ s bottled by some monksto an ancient
recipe,” he added.

| WILL TRY IT.

The man looked sideways at the empty glasses on the counter, some of them gtill containing bits of fruit
sdad, cherrieson agtick and small paper umbrdllas.

“Areyou sure you haven’t had enough?’ he said. It worried him vaguely that he couldn’t seem to make
out the stranger’ sface.

The glass, withitsdrink crystallisng out on the sides, disappeared into the hood and came out again
empty.

No. WHAT ISTHE YELLOW ONEWITH THE WASPSIN IT?
“Spring Cordid, it says. Yes?’

YES. AND THEN THE BLUE ONE WITH THE GOLD FLECKS.
“Er. Old Overcoat?’

YES. AND THEN THE SECOND ROW.

“Which onedid you havein mind?’

ALL OF THEM.

The stranger remained bolt upright, the glasses with their burdens of syrup and assorted vegetation
disappearing into the hood on a production line basis.

Thisisit, thelandlord thought, thisis style, thisiswhere | buy ared jacket and maybe put some monkey
nuts and afew gherkins on the counter, get afew mirrors around the place, replace the sawdust. He
picked up a beer-soaked cloth and gave the woodwork afew enthusiastic wipes, speading the drips
from the cordid glassesinto arainbow smear that took the varnish off. Thelast of the usuad customers
put on his hat and staggered out, muttering to himself.

| DON'T SEE THE POINT, the stranger said.



“Sorry?’

WHAT IS SUPPOSED TO HAPPEN?

“How many drinks have you had?’

FORTY-SEVEN.

“Just about anything, then,” said the barman and, because he knew his job and knew what was expected
of him when people drank donein the smal hours, he arted to polish a glass with the dops cloth and
sad, “Your lady thrown you out, has she?’

PARDON?

“Drowning your sorrows, are you?’

| HAVE NO SORROWS.

“No, of course not. Forget | mentioned it.” He gave the glass afew more wipes. “ Just thought it helpsto
have someoneto talk to,” he said.

The stranger was silent for amoment, thinking. Then he said: YOU WANT TO TALK TO ME?
“Yes. Sure. I'magood listener.”

NO-ONE EVER WANTED TO TALK TO ME BEFORE.

“That' sashame.”

THEY NEVER INVITEME TO PARTIES, YOU KNOW.

“Tch”

THEY ALL HATEME. EVERYONE HATESME. | DONT HAVE A SINGLE FRIEND.
“Everyone ought to have afriend,” said the barman sagely.

| THINK —

vy g7’

| THINK ...l THINK | COULD BE FRIENDSWITH THE GREEN BOTTLE.

The landlord did the octagon-bottle aong the counter. Degath took it and tilted it over the glass. The
liquidtinkled ontherim.

YOU DRUNK I'M THINK, DON'T YOU?
“| serve anyone who can stand upright best out of three,” said the landlord.

YOURRRE ABSOROOTLY RIGHT. BUT | —



The stranger paused, one declamatory finger inthe air.
WASWHAT | SAYING?
“You said | thought you were drunk.”

AH. YES,BUT | CAN BE SHOBER ANY TIME | LIKE. THISISH AN EXPERIMENT. AND
NOW | WOULD LIKESTO EXPERIMENT WITH THE ORANGE BRANDY AGAIN.

Thelandlord sighed, and glanced at the clock. There was no doubt that he was making alot of money,
especidly since the stranger didn’t seem inclined to worry about overcharging or short change. But it was
getting late; infact it was getting so late that it was getting early. There was aso something about the
solitary customer that unsettled him. Peoplein The Mended Drum often drank as though there was no
tomorrow, but thiswasthe first time he' d actudly felt they might beright.

| MEAN, WHAT HAVE | GOT TO LOOK FORWARD TO?WHERE’STHE SENSE IN IT ALL?
WHAT ISIT REALLY ALL ABOUT?

“Can't say, my friend. | expect you'll fed better after agood night’sdeep.”

SLEEP? SLEEP?| NEVER SLEEP. I'M WOSSNAME, PROVERBIAL FORIT.

“Everyone needsthear deep. Even me” he hinted.

THEY ALL HATE ME, YOU KNOW.

“Yes, you said. But it' saquarter to three.”

The stranger turned unsteadily and looked around the silent room.

THERE’SNO-ONE IN THE PLACE BUT YOU AND I, hesaid.

Thelandlord lifted up the flap and came around the bar, hel ping the stranger down from his stoal.
| HAVEN"T GOT A SINGLE FRIEND. EVEN CATSFHND ME AMUSING.

A hand shot out and grabbed a bottle of Amanita Liquor before the man managed to propel its owner to
the door, wondering how someone so thin could be so heavy.

| DON'T HAVE TO BE DRUNK, | SAID. WHY DO PEOPLE LIKE TO BE DRUNK?ISIT
FUN?

“Hepsthem forget about life, old chap. Now just you lean there while | get the door open —"
FORGET ABOUT LIFE. HA. HA.
“Y ou come back any timeyou like, y" hear?’

YOU'D REALLY LIKETO SEE ME AGAIN?



Thelandlord looked back at the small heap of coins on the bar. That was worth alittle weirdness. At
least this one was a quiet one, and seemed to be harmless.

“Oh, yes,” he said, propelling the stranger into the street and retrieving the bottle in one smooth
movement. “Drop in anytime.”
THAT’STHE NICEHEST THING —

The door dammed on the rest of the sentence.

Y sabell sat up in bed.
The knocking came again, soft and urgent. She pulled the covers up to her chin.

“Whoisit?’ shewhispered.
“It'sme, Mort,” came the hissunder the door. “Let mein, please!”

“Walt!”

Y sabdl| scrambled frantically on the bedside table for the matches, knocking over abottle of toilet water
and didodging abox of chocolates that was now mostly discarded wrappers. Once she' d got the candle
dight she adjusted its position for maximum effect, tweaked the line of her nightdressinto something more

reveding, and said: “It’ snot locked.”
Mort staggered into the room, smelling of horses and frost and scumble.
“I hope,” said Y sabdll archly, “that you have not forced your way in herein order to take advantage of

your position in this household.”
Mort looked around him. Y sabell was heavily into frills. Even the dressing table seemed to be wearing a
petticoat. The whole room was't so much furnished aslingeried.

“Look, | haven”t got timeto messaround,” he said. “Bring that candle into the library. And for heaven’s
sake put on something sensible, you' re overflowing.”

Y sabell looked down, and then her head snapped up.

“Wdl!”
Mort poked his head back round the door. “It's a matter of life and death,” he added, and disappeared.

Y sabell watched the door creak shut after him, reveding the blue dressing gown with the tassal s that
Death had thought up for her as a present last Hogswatch and which she hadn’t the heart to throw away,

despite the fact that it was asize too small and had arabbit on the pocket.
Finaly she swung her legs out of bed, dipped into the shameful dressing gown, and padded out into the

corridor. Mort was waiting for her.



“Won't father hear us?’ she said.
“He s not back. Comeon.”

“How canyoutdl?’

“The place fed s different when he' shere. It' s—it’ slike the difference between acoat when it’ sheing
worn and when it' s hanging on ahook. Havent you noticed?’

“What are we doing that’ s so important?’

Mort pushed open the library door. A gust of warm, dry air drifted out, and the door hingesissued a
protesting creak.

“We're going to save someone' slife,” hesaid. “A princess, actudly.”

Y sabell wasingantly fascinated.

“A red princess? | mean can she fed apeathrough adozen mattresses?’

“Can she—7?" Mort felt aminor worry disappear. “Oh. Yes. | thought Albert had got it wrong.”
“Areyouinlovewith her?’

Mort came to a standstill between the shelves, aware of the busy little scritchingsinside the book covers.
“It'shard to besure,” hesaid. “Do | look it?’

“You look abit flustered. How does she fed about you?”’

“Don’'t know.”

“Ah,” said Y sabell knowingly, in the tones of an expert. “Unrequited love isthe worst kind. It's probably
not agood ideato go taking poison or killing yoursdlf, though,” she added thoughtfully. “What arewe
doing here? Do you want to find her book to seeif she marriesyou?’

“I'veread it, and she' sdead,” said Mort. “But only technicaly. | mean, not redlly dead.”

“Good, otherwise that would be necromancy. What are we looking for?’

“Albert’ sbiography.”

“What for?| don’'t think he' sgot one.”

“Everyone sgot one.”

“Well, he doesn't like people asking persond questions. | looked for it onceand | couldn't find it. Albert
by itsdlf isn't much to go on. Why ishe sointeresting?’ Y sabdll lit a.couple of candlesfrom the onein her
hand and filled the library with dancing shadows.

“I need apowerful wizard and | think he'sone.”



“What, Albert?’

“Yes. Only we’re looking for Alberto Malich. HE s more than two thousand years old, | think.”
“What, Albert?’

“Yes Albert.”

“Henever wearsawizard' shat,” said Y sabell doubtfully.

“Helogt it. Anyway, the hat isn’'t compulsory. Where do we start looking?’

“Wel, if you'resure. . . the Stack, | suppose. That'swhere father puts al the biographies that are more
than five hundred yearsold. It sthisway.”

She led the way past the whispering shelvesto adoor set in acul-de-sac. It opened with some effort
and the groan of the hinges reverberated around the library; Mort fancied for amoment that al the books

paused momentarily in their work just to listen.

Stepsled down into the velvet gloom. There were cobwebs and dust, and air that smelled as though it
had been locked in apyramid for athousand years.

“People don’t come down here very often,” said Y sabell. “I'll lead the way.”

Mort felt something was owed.

“I must say,” hesaid, “you'reared brick.”

“Y ou mean pink, square and dumpy? Y ou really know how to talk to agirl, my boy.”

“Mort,” said Mort automatically.

The Stack was as dark and silent as a cave degp underground. The shelves were barely far enough
gpart for one person to walk between them, and towered up well beyond the dome of candldlight. They
were particularly eerie because they were silent. There were no more livesto write; the books dept. But

Mort felt that they dept like cats, with one eye open. They were aware.

“I came down hereonce,” said Y sabell, whispering. “If you go far enough aong the shelves the books
run out and there' s clay tablets and lumps of stone and anima skins and everyone' s called Ug and Zog.”

The slence was amost tangible. Mort could fed the books watching them asthey tramped through the
hot, silent passages. Everyone who had ever lived was here somewhere, right back to thefirst people
that the gods had baked out of mud or whatever. They didn’t exactly resent him, they were just
wondering about why he was here.

“Did you get past Ug and Zog?’ he hissed. There' salot of people would be very interested to know
what’ sthere.”

“I got frightened. It'salong way and | didn’t have enough candles.”



“Pity.”
Y sabell stopped so sharply that Mort cannoned into the back of her.
“Thiswould be about theright area,” she said. “What now?’

Mort peered at the faded names on the spines.

“They don’'t seem to bein any order!” he moaned.

They looked up. They wandered down acouple of Sde dleys. They pulled afew books off the lowest
shelves at random, raising pillows of dust.

“Thisisglly,” said Mort & last. There smillions of lives here. The chances of finding his are worse than

Y sabell laid her hand againgt his mouth.
“Ligen!”

Mort mumbled a bit through her fingers and then got the message. He strained his ears, striving to hear
anything above the heavy hiss of absolute Slence.

And then hefound it. A faint, irritable scratching. High, high overhead, somewhere in theimpenetrable
darkness on the cliff of shelves, alife was till being written.

They looked at each other, their eyes widening. Then Y sabdll said, “We passed aladder back there. On
wheds”

Thelittle castors on the bottom squeaked as Mort rolled it back. The top end moved too, asif it was
fixed to another set of whedls somewhere up in the darkness.

“Right,” hesaid. “Give methe candle, and —’

“If the candl€ sgoing up, then soam |,” said Y sabdll firmly. Y ou stop down here and move the ladder
when | say. And don't argue.”

“It might be dangerous up there,” said Mort gallantly.

“It might be dangerous down here,” Y sabdll pointed out. “ So I'll be up the ladder with the candle, thank
you.”

She st her foot on the bottom rung and was soon no more than afrilly shadow outlined in ahalo of
candlelight that soon began to shrink.

Mort steadied the ladder and tried not to think of al the lives pressing in on him. Occasionaly ameteor
of hot wax would thump into the floor beside him, raising acrater in the dust. Y sabell was now afaint
glow far above, and he could fed every footstep asit vibrated down the ladder.

She stopped. It seemed to be for quite along time.



Then her voice floated down, deadened by the weight of silence around them.
“Mort, I'vefoundit.”

“Good. Bring it down.”

“Mort, you wereright.”

“Okay, thanks. Now bring it down,”

“Yes, Mort, but which one?’

“Don’t mess about, that candle won't last much longer.”

“Mort!”

“What?”’

“Mort, there sawholeshelf !”

Now it really was dawn, that cusp of the day that belonged to no-one except the seagullsin Morpork
docks, thetide that rolled in up the river, and awarm turnwise wind that added asmell of spring to the
complex odour of the city.

Death sat on abollard, looking out to sea. He had decided to stop being drunk. It made his head ache.

He d tried fishing, dancing, gambling and drink, alegedly four of life s greatest pleasures, and wasn't
sure that he saw the point. Food he was happy with — Death liked a good meal as much as anyone ese.
He couldn’t think of any other pleasures of the flesh or, rather, he could, but they were, well,fleshy , and
he couldn’t see how it would be possible to go about them without some magjor bodily restructuring,
which he wasn't going to contemplate. Besides, humans seemed to leave off doing them asthey grew
older, s0 presumably they couldn’t be that attractive.

Death began to fed that he wouldn't understand people aslong as he lived.

The sun made the cobbles steam and Degth felt the faintest tingling of that little springtime urge that can
send athousand tons of sap pumping through fifty feet of timber in aforest.

The seagullls swooped and dived around him. A one-eyed cat, down to itseighth lifeand itslast ear,
emerged fromitslair in ahegp of abandoned fish boxes, stretched, yawned, and rubbed itself againgt his
legs. The breeze, cutting through Ankh's famous smell, brought a hint of spices and fresh bread.

Death was bewildered. He couldn’t fight it. He was actudly feding glad to be dive, and very reluctant to
be Degth.

| MUST BE SICKENING FOR SOMETHING, he thought.



Mort eased himsdlf up the ladder alongside Y sabdll. It was shaky, but seemed to be safe. At least the
height didn’t bother him; everything below was just blackness.

Some of Albert’s earlier volumeswere very nearly faling gpart. He reached out for one a random,
feding the ladder tremble underneath them as he did so, brought it back and opened it somewherein the
middle

“Movethe candlethisway,” he sad.

“Canyoureadit?’

“Sort of —”

— “turnered hys hand, butt was sorelie vexed that dle menne at laste commeto nort, viz. Deathe, and
vowed hymmeto seke Imortaitie yn hispride. “Thus” he tolde the younge wizzerds, “we may take unto
oursdfesthe mantel of Goddes.” Thee next day, yt being raining, Alberto” —

“It' swrittenin Old,” he said. “Before they invented spdlling. Let’s have alook at the latest one.”

It was Albert dl right. Mort caught severa referencesto fried bread.

“Let’'shavealook a what he'sdoing now,” said Y sabdll.

“Do you think we should? It'sabit like spying.”

“So what? Scared?’

“All right.”

Heflicked through until he came to the unfilled pages, and then turned back until he found the story of
Albert'slife, crawling across the page at surprising speed considering it was the middle of the night; most
biographies didn’t have much to say about deep, unlessthe dreams were particularly vivid.

“Hold the candle properly, will you? | don’t want to get grease on hislife”

“Why not?Helikes grease.”

“Stop giggling, you'll have us both off. Now ook at thishit. . . .”

— “He crept through the dusty darkness of the Stack —" Y sabell read —“his eyesfixed on thetiny
glow of candldight high above. Prying, he thought, poking away at things that shouldn’t concern them, the
little devils’ —

“Mort! He's—"

“Shut up! I'mreading!”

— "spon put astop to this. Albert crept silently to the foot of the ladder, spat on his hands, and got

ready to push. The master’ d never know; he was acting strange these days and it was dll that lad' sfaullt,
a,]d” I



Mort looked up into Y sabell’ s horrified eyes.

Then the girl took the book out of Mort’shand, held it at arm’ slength while her gaze remained fixed
woodenly on his, and let it go.

Mort watched her lips move and then redlised that he, too, was counting under his breath.
Three, four —

There was adull thump, amuffled cry, and silence.

“Do you think you' ve killed him?’ said Mort, after awhile.

“What,here ? Anyway, | didn’t notice any better ideas coming from you.”
“No, but —heisan old man, after al.”

“No, he'snot,” said Y sabell sharply, starting down the ladder.

“Two thousand years?’

“Not aday over sixty-seven.”

“The books said —"

“I told you, time doesn't apply here. Notreal time. Don’t you listen, boy?’
“Mort,” said Mort.

“And stop treading on my fingers, I’'m going asfast as| can.”

“Sorry.”

“And don’t act so wet. Have you any ideahow boring it isliving here?’

“Probably not,” said Mort, adding with genuine longing, “I’ ve heard about boredom but I’ ve never had a
chancetotryit.”

“It' sdreedful .”

“If it comesto that, excitement isn't dl it’s cracked up to be.”
“Anything' sgot to be better than this.”

There was agroan from below, and then a stream of swearwords.
Y sabel| peered into the gloom.

“Obvioudy | didn’t damage his curang muscles,” shesaid. “1 don't think | ought to listen to wordslike
that. It could be bad for my mord fibre.”



They found Albert dumped againgt the foot of the bookshdf, muttering and holding hisarm.

“There’ sno need to make that kind of fuss,” said Y sabell briskly. “Y ou're not hurt; father smply doesn't
alow that kind of thing to happen.”

“What did you haveto go and do that for?’ he moaned. “I didn’t mean any harm.”

“Y ou weregoing to push us off,” said Mort, trying to help himup. “I read it. I’ m surprised you didn’t
use magic.”

Albert glared a him.

“Oh, s0 you've found out, have you?’ he said quietly. “Then much good may it do you. Y ou' ve no right
to go prying.”

He struggled to hisfeet, shook off Mort’s hand, and stumbled back aong the hushed shelves.
“No, wait,” said Mort, “I need your help!”

“Wll, of course” said Albert over his shoulder. “It standsto reason, doesn't it? Y ou thought, I'll just go
and pry into someone s private life and then I'll drop it on him and then I’ll ask him to help me.”

“I only wanted to find out if you wereredly you,” said Mort, running after him.

“I am. Everyoneis”

“But if you don’'t help me something terrible will happen! There sthis princess, and she—"
Terriblethings happen dl thetime, boy —’

“— Mort—"

“— and no-one expects me to do anything about it.”

“But you were the greatest!”

Albert stopped for amoment, but did not look around.

“Wasthe greatest,was the greatest. And don't you try to butter me up. | ain’t butterable.”
“They”ve got Statuesto you and everything,” said Mort, trying not to yawn.

“Morefool them, then.” Albert reached the foot of the stepsinto the library proper, slamped up them
and stood outlined againgt the candilight from the library.

“Y ou mean you won't help?’ said Mort. “Not even if you can?’

“Givethe boy aprize,” growled Albert. “ And it’sno good thinking you can appedl to my better nature
under this here crusty exterior,” he added, “cos my interior’s pretty damn crusty too.”

They heard him crossthe library floor as though he had a grudge against it, and dam the door behind



him.

“Wel,” ssid Mort, uncertainly.

“What did you expect?’ snapped Y sabell. “He doesn’t care for anyone much except father.”
“It'sjust that | thought someone like him would helpif | explained it properly,” said Mort. He sagged.

Therush of energy that had propelled him through the long night had evaporated, filling his mind with
lead. “Y ou know he was afamous wizard?’

“That doesn’t mean anything, wizards aren’t necessarily nice. Do not meddle in the affairs of wizards
because arefusal often offends, | read somewhere.” Y sabell stepped closer to Mort and peered at him
with some concern. *Y ou look like something left on aplate,” shesaid.

““M okay,” said Mort, walking heavily up the steps and into the scratching shadows of the library.
“You'renot. You could do with agood night’ sdeep, my lad.”

“M”"t,” murmured Mort.

Hefdt Ysabdl dip hisarm over her shoulder. The wallswere moving gently, even the sound of hisown

voice was coming from along way off, and he dimly felt how nice it would beto stretch out on anice
stone dab and deep forever.

Death’ d be back soon, hetold himsdlf, feeling his unprotesting body being helped aong the corridors.
Therewas nothing for it, he'd have to tell Death. He wasn't such abad old stick. Death would help; dl
he needed to do was explain things. And then he could stop al thisworryingandgotodee. . ..

“And what was your previous position?’

| BEG YOUR PARDON?

“Wheat did you do for aliving?’ said the thin young man behind the desk.
Thefigure opposite him shifted uneesily.

| USHERED SOULSINTO THE NEXT WORLD. | WASTHE GRAVE OF ALL HOPE. | WAS

THEULTIMATE REALITY. | WASTHE ASSASSIN AGAINST WHOM NO LOCK WOULD
HOLD.

“Y es, point taken, but do you have any particular skills?’

Deeth thought abot it.

| SUPPOSE A CERTAIN AMOUNT OF EXPERTISE WITH AGRICULTURAL IMPLEMENTS?
he ventured after awhile.

The young man shook his head firmly.



NO?

“Thisisacity, Mr—" he glanced down, and once again fet afaint unease that he couldn’t quite put his
finger on—"“Mr —Mr —Mr, and we're abit short of fields.”

Helaid down his pen and gave the kind of smile that suggested he' d learned it from a book.
Ankh-Morpork wasn't advanced enough to possess an employment exchange. People took jobs
because their fathers made room for them, or because their natural talent found an opening, or by
word-of-mouth. But therewas acdl for servants and menia workers, and with the commercia sections
of the city beginning to boom the thin young man —aMr Liona Keeble — had invented the profession of
job broker and was, right at this moment, finding it difficult.

“My dear Mr —" he glanced down —"“Mr, we get many people coming into the city from outside
because, das, they believelifeisricher here. Excuse mefor saying so, but you seemto meto bea
gentleman down on hisluck. | would have thought you would have preferred something rather more
refined than —" he glanced down again, and frowned —* * something nice working with cats or
flowers’.”

I’'M SORRY. | FELT IT WASTIME FOR A CHANGE.

“Canyou play amusica ingrument 7’

NO.

“Canyou do carpentry?’

| DONOT KNOW, | HAVE NEVER TRIED. Death stared at his feet. He was beginning to fed
deeply embarrassed.

Keeble shuffled the paper on his desk, and sighed.

| CAN WALK THROUGH WALLS, Desth volunteered, aware that the conversation had reached an
impase.

Keeblelooked up brightly. “I'd like to seethat,” he said. “That could be quite aqudification.”
RIGHT.

Death pushed his chair back and stalked confidently towards the nearest wall.

OUCH.

K eeble watched expectantly. “ Go on, then,” he said.

UM. THISISAN ORDINARY WALL, ISIT?

“l assume so. I'm not an expert.”

ITSEEMSTO BE PRESENTING MEWITH SOME DIFFICULTY.



“Soit would appear.”

WHAT DO YOU CALL THE FEELING OF BEING VERY SMALL AND HOT?
Keeble twiddled his pencil.

“Pygmy?”

BEGINSWITH AN M.

“Embarrassng?’

“Yes” said Death, | MEAN YES.

“It would seem that you have no useful skill or talent whatsoever,” he said. “Have you thought of going
into teeching?’

Death’sface was amask of terror. Well, it was always amask of terror, but thistime he meant it to be.

“You see,” said Keeblekindly, putting down his pen and steepling his hands together, “it’ s very seldom |
ever haveto find anew career for an —what wasit agan?’

ANTHROPOMORPHIC PERSONIFICATION.
“Oh, yes. Whatis that, exactly?’

Desgth had had enough.

THIS, hesaid.

For amoment, just for amoment, Mr Keeble saw him clearly. His face went nearly as pale as Death’s
own. Hishands jerked convulsively. His heart gave aStutter.

Death watched him with mild interest, then drew an hourglass from the depths of hisrobe and held it up
to thelight and examined it critically.

SETTLE DOWN, hesaid, YOU'VE GOT A GOOD FEW YEARS YET.
“Bbbbbbb —”

| COULD TELL YOU HOW MANY IF YOU LIKE.

Keeble, fighting to breathe, managed to shake his head.

DOYOU WANT METO GET YOU A GLASS OF WATER, THEN?
“nnNN —nnN.”

The shop bell jangled. Keebl€e s eyesrolled. Death decided that he owed the man something. He
shouldn’t be dlowed to lose custom, which was clearly something humans vaued dearly.



He pushed aside the bead curtain and stalked into the outer shop, where asmall fat woman, looking
rather like an angry cottage loaf, was hammering on the counter with a haddock.

“It’ sabout that cook’ sjob up at the University,” she said. “ Y ou told meit wasagood positionandit’'sa
disgrace up there, the tricks them students play, and | demand — 1 want youto—1"mnot. . . .”

Her voicetrailed off.
“ “Ere” shesad, but you could tell her heart wasn't iniit, “you' re not Keeble, are you?’

Desgth stared at her. He' d never before experienced an unsatisfied customer. Hewas at aloss. Finaly he
gave up.

BEGONE, YOU BLACK AND MIDNIGHT HAG, hesaid.
The cook’ ssmall eyes narrowed.

““Oo areyou cdling amidnight bag?’ she said accusingly, and hit the counter with the fish again. “L ook
a this” shesaid. “Last night it was my bedwarmer, inthe morning it'safish. | ask you.”

MAY ALL THE DEMONS OF HELL REND YOUR LIVING SPIRIT IF YOU DON"T GET OUT
OF THE SHOP THIS MINUTE, Degth tried.

“1 don’'t know about that, but what about my bedwarmer? It' s no place for a respectable woman up
there, they triedto—"

IF YOU WOULD CARE TO GO AWAY, said Degth desperately, | WILL GIVE YOU SOME
MONEY.

“How much?’ said the cook, with a speed that would have outdistanced a striking rattlesnake and given
lightning anasty shock.

Death pulled out his coin bag and tipped a heap of verdigrised and darkened coins on the counter. She
regarded them with degp suspicion.

NOW LEAVE UPON THE INSTANT, said Death, and added, BEFORE THE SEARING WINDS
OF INFINITY SCORCH THY WORTHLESS CARCASS.

“My hushand will betold about this,” said the cook darkly, as sheleft the shop. It seemed to Degth that
no threat of hiscould possibly be asdire.

He stalked back through the curtains. Keeble, still dumped in his chair, gave akind of strangled gurgle.
“It wastrue!” hesaid. “1 thought you were anightmare!”

| COULD TAKE OFFENCE AT THAT, said Degth.

“Youredly are Death?’ said Keeble.

YES.



“Why didn’t you say?’

PEOPLE USUALLY PREFER ME NOT TO.

Keeble scrabbled among his papers, giggling hystericaly.

“Y ou want to do something else?’ he said. “Tooth fairy? Water sprite? Sandman?”’
DO NOT BE FOOLISH. | SIMPLY —FEEL | WANT A CHANGE.

Keeble sfrantic rustling at last turned up the paper he’ d been searching for. He gave amaniaca laugh
and thrugt it into Death’ s hands.

Death read it.

THISISA JOB? PEOPLE ARE PAID TO DO THIS?

“Yes, yes, go and see him, you' re just the right type. Only don’t tell him | sent you.”

Binky moved at ahard gallop acrossthe night, the Disc unrolling far below his hooves. Now Mort found
that the sword could reach out further than he had thought, it could reach the stars themsalves, and he
swung it across the deeps of space and into the heart of ayellow dwarf which went novamost
satisfactorily. He stood in the saddle and whirled the blade around his head, laughing as the blue flame
fanned across the sky leaving atrail of darkness and embers.

And didn’t stop. Mort struggled as the sword cut through the horizon, grinding down the mountains,
drying up the seas, turning green forestsinto punk and ashes. He heard voices behind him, and the brief
screams of friends and relatives as he turned desperately. Dust ssorms whirled from the dead earth ashe
fought to release his own grip, but the sword burned icy cold in his hand, dragging him on in adance that
would not end until there was nothing |eft dive.

And that time came, and Mort stood alone except for Death, who said, “ A finejob, boy.”

And Mort said, MORT.

“Mort! Mort! Wake up!”

Mort surfaced dowly, like acorpsein apond. Hefought againgt it, clinging to his pillow and the horrors
of deep, but someone wastugging urgently a hisear.

“Mmmph?’ hesaid.
“Mort!”

Wt 7'

“Mort, it' sfather!”

He opened his eyes and stared up blankly into Y sabell’ sface. Then the events of the previous night hit
him like asock full of damp sand.



Mort swung hislegs out of bed, still wreathed in the remains of hisdream.
“Yeah, okay,” hesaid. “I’ll go and see him directly.”

“He snot here! Albert’sgoing crazy!” Y sabell stood by the bed, tugging a handkerchief between her
hands. “Mort, do you think something bad has happened to him?’

He gave her ablank look. “Don’'t be bloody stupid,” he said, “he’ s Death.” He scratched his skin. He
felt hot and dry and itchy.

“But he’ snever been away thislong! Not even when there was that big plague in Pseudopolis! | mean,
he has to be here in the mornings to do the books and work out the nodes and —"

Mort grabbed her arms. “ All right, dl right,” he said, as soothingly as he could manage. “I’' m sure
everything’'s okay. Just settle down, I'll go and check . . . why have you got your eyes shut?’

“Mort, please put some clotheson,” said Y sabell in atight little voice.

Mort looked down.

“Sorry,” he said meekly, “I didn't redlise. . . who put meto bed?’

“I did,” shesad. “But | looked the other way.”

Mort dragged on his breeches, shrugged into his shirt and hurried out towards Death’ s study with
Y sabell on hisheds. Albert wasin there, jumping from foot to foot like aduck on agriddie. When Mort
camein thelook on the old man’ s face could amost have been gratitude.

Mort saw with amazement that there weretearsin hiseyes.

“Hischair hasn't been sat in,” Albert whined.

“Sorry, but isthat important?’ said Mort. “My grandad didn’t used to come home for daysif he'd had a
good sde at the market.”

“But he' saways here,” said Albert. “Every morning, aslong as |’ ve known him, sitting here at his desk
aworking on the nodes. It shisjob. He wouldn’'t missit.”

“1 expect the nodes can look after themselves for aday or two,” said Mort.
The drop in temperature told him he was wrong. He looked at their faces.
“They can't?” hesaid.

Both heads shook.

“If the nodes aren’t worked out properly al the Balance is destroyed,” said Y sabell. “ Anything could
happen.”

“Didn’t heexplan?’ said Albert.



“Not redly. I'veredly only donethe practical sde. He said he' d tell me about the theoretica stuff later,”
sad Mort. Y sabell burst into tears.

Albert took Mort’sarm and, with considerable dramatic waggling of his eyebrows, indicated that they
should have alittletalk in the corner. Mort trailed after him reluctantly.

The old man rummaged in his pockets and at last produced a battered paper bag.
“Peppermint?’ he enquired.

Mort shook his head.

“He never tell you about the nodes?’ said Albert.

Mort shook his head again. Albert gave his peppermint a suck; it sounded like the plugholein the bath of
God.

“How old areyou, lad?’
“Mort. I’'m Sixteen.”

“There ssomethings alad ought to be tole before he' s sixteen,” said Albert, looking over his shoulder a
Y sabdll, who was sobbing in Death’s chair.

“Oh, | know aboutthat . My father told me al about that when we used to take the thargas to be mated.
When aman and awoman —"

“About the universeiswhat | meant,” said Albert hurriedly. “I mean, have you ever thought about it?’

“I know the Disc is carried through space on the backs of four eephants that stand on the shell of Great
A’Tuin,” said Mort.

“That'sjust part of it. | meant the whole universe of time and space and life and desth and day and night
and everything.”

“Can't say I've ever given it much thought,” said Mort.

“Ah. You ought. The point is, the nodes are part of it. They stop death from getting out of control, see.
Not him, not Death. Just deeth itsdlf. Like, uh—" Albert struggled for words—*“like, death should come
exactly at the end of life, see, and not before or after, and the nodes have to be worked out so that the
key figures. . . you're not taking thisin, are you?’

“Sorry.”

“They”ve got to beworked out,” said Albert flatly, “and then the correct lives have got to be got. The
hourglasses, you call them. The actua Duty isthe easy job.”

“Canyoudoit?

“No. Canyou?’



“No!”

Albert sucked reflectively at his peppermint. That' s the whole world in the gyppo, then,” he said.

“Look, | can't seewhy you're so worried. | expect he'sjust got held up somewhere,” said Mort, but it
sounded feeble even to him. It wasn't as though people buttonholed Degth to tell him another story, or
clapped him on the back and said things like Y ou’ ve got time for aquick half in there, my old mate, no
need to rush off home” or invited him to make up a skittles team and come out for aKlatchian take-away
afterwards, or . . . It struck Mort with sudden, terrible poignancy that Death must be the londliest
creature in the universe. In the greet party of Creation, he was dwaysin the kitchen.

“I’'m surel don't know what’ s come over the magter lately,” mumbled Albert. “Out of the chair, my girl.
Let'shave alook at these nodes.”

They opened the ledger.

They looked at it for along time.

Then Mort said, “What do al those symbols mean?’
“Sodomy non sapiens,” said Albert under his breath.
“What doesthat mean?’

“Means|’m buggered if | know.”

“That was wizard talk, wasn't it?” said Mort.

“Y ou shut up about wizard talk. 1 don’t know anything about wizard talk. Y ou apply your brain to this
here”

Mort looked down again at the tracery of lines. It was asif aspider had spun aweb on the page,
stopping at every junction to make notes. Mort stared until his eyes hurt, waiting for some spark of
inspiration. None volunteered.

“Any luck?’

“It'sdl Klatchiantome,” said Mort. “I don’t even know whether it should be read upside down or
Sdeways.”

“Spirdling from the centre outwards,” sniffed Y sabell from her seat in the corner.
Their heads collided as they both peered at the centre of the page. They stared at her. She shrugged.

“Father taught me how to read the node chart,” she said, “when | used to do my sewing in here. He
used to read bits out.”

“You can help?’ said Mort.

“No,” said Y sabdl. She blew her nose.



“What do you mean, no?’ growled Albert. Thisistoo important for any flighty —”

“I mean,” said Y sabdll, in razor tones, “that | can do them and you can help.”

The Ankh-Morpork Guild of Merchants has taken to hiring large gangs of men with earslikefistsand
fistslike large bags of walnutswhosejob it isto re-educate those misguided people who publicly fail to
recognise the many attractive points of their fine city. For example the philosopher Catroaster was found
floating face downward in the river within hours of uttering the famousline, “When amanistired of
Ankh-Morpork, heistired of ankle-deep durry.”

Thereforeit is prudent to dwell on one— of the very many, of course— on one of the things that makes
Ankh-Morpork renowned among the grest cities of the multiverse.

Thisisitsfood.

Thetrade routes of half the Disc pass through the city or down itsrather duggish river. More than haf
the tribes and races of the Disc have representatives dwelling within its sorawling acres. In
Ankh-Morpork the cuisines of theworld collide: on the menu are one thousand types of vegetable, fifteen
hundred cheeses, two thousand spices, three hundred types of meet, two hundred fowl, five hundred
different kinds of fish, one hundred variations on the theme of pasta, seventy eggs of one kind or another,
fifty insects, thirty molluscs, twenty assorted snakes and other reptiles, and something pale brown and
warty known asthe Klatchian migratory bog truffle.

Its eating establishments range from the opulent, where the portions are tiny but the plates are silver, to

the secretive, where some of the Disc’'s more excotic inhabitants are rumoured to eat anything they can get
down their throat best out of three.

Harga s House of Ribs down by the docksis probably not numbered among the city’ sleading eateries,
catering asit doesfor the type of beefy clientele that prefers quantity and breaks up the tablesif it doesn’t
getit. They don't goin for the fancy or exotic, but stick to conventiona food like flightless bird embryos,
minced organsin intestine skins, dices of hog flesh and burnt ground grass seeds dipped in animd fats;
or, asitisknown in their patois, egg, soss and bacon and afried dice.

It wasthe kind of eating house that didn’t need amenu. Y ou just looked at Hargal s vest.

Still, he had to admit, this new cook seemed to be the business. Harga, an expansive advert for hisown
high carbohydrate merchandise, beamed at aroom full of satisfied customers. And afast worker, too! In
fact, disconcertingly fast.

He rapped on the hatch.

“Double egg, chips, beans, and atrollburger, hold the onions,” he rasped.

RIGHT.

The hatch did up afew seconds later and two plates were pushed through. Harga shook hishead in
gratified amazement.

It had been like that all evening. The eggs were bright and shiny, the beans glistened like rubies, and the



chips were the crisp golden brown of sunburned bodies on expensive beaches. Harga s last cook had
turned out chipslikelittle paper bagsfull of pus.

Hargalooked around the steamy cafe. No-one was watching him. He was going to get to the bottom of
this. He rapped on the hatch again.

“Alligator sandwich,” he said. “And makeit sna—"

The hatch shot up. After afew secondsto pluck up enough courage, Harga peered under the top dice
of thelong sarny in front of him. He wasn't saying that it was dligator, and he wasn't saying it wasn't. He
knuckled the hatch again.

“Okay,” hesaid, “I’m not complaining, | just want to know how you did it so fast.”

TIMEISNOT IMPORTANT.

“Yousay?

RIGHT.

Harga decided not to argue.

“Wadll, you' re doing adamn fine job in there, boy,” he said.

WHAT ISIT CALLED WHEN YOU FEEL WARM AND CONTENT AND WISH THINGS
WOULD STAY THAT WAY?

“I guessyou'd cdl it happiness,” said Harga.

Insdethetiny, cramped kitchen, stratal d with the grease of decades, Death spun and whirled, chopping,
dicing and flying. His skillet flashed through the fetid steam.

He' d opened the door to the cold night air, and a dozen neighbourhood cats had strolled in, attracted by
the bowls of milk and meat —some of Harga s best, if he’ d known —that had been strategically placed
around the floor. Occassionally Death would pause in hiswork and scratch one of them behind the ears.

“Happiness,” he said, and puzzled at the sound of hisown voice.

Cutwell, the wizard and Roya Recogniser by appointment, pulled himsdf up the last of the tower steps
and leaned againgt the wall, waiting for his heart to stop thumping.

Actudly it wasn't particularly high, thistower, just high for Sto Lat. In general desgn and outline it
looked the standard sort of tower for imprisoning princessesin; it was mainly used to store old furniture.

However, it offered unsurpassed views of the city and the Sto plain, which isto say, you could seean
awful lot of cabbages.

Cutwell madeit asfar asthe crumbling crend-lations atop the wall and looked out at the morning haze.
It was, maybe, alittle hazier than usud. If hetried hard he could imagine aflicker in the sky. If heredly
srained hisimagination he could hear abuzzing out over the cabbage fieds, asound like someone frying
locusts. He shivered.



At atimelikethis his hands automaticaly patted his pockets, and found nothing but haf abag of jdly
babies, melted into a sticky mass, and an apple core. Neither offered much consolation.

What Cutwell wanted was what any norma wizard wanted at atime like this, which was asmoke. He' d
have killed for acigar, and would have gone asfar as aflesh wound for a squashed dog-end. He pulled
himsdlf together. Resolution was good for the mora fibre; the only trouble was the fibre didn’t appreciate
the sacrificeshewas making for it. They said that atruly great wizard should be permanently under
tenson. Y ou could have used Cutwell for abowstring.

He turned his back on the brassica-ed landscape and made his way back down the winding stepsto the
main part of the palace.

Stll, hetold himself, the campaign appeared to be working. The population didn’t seem to beresisting
the fact that there was going to be a coronation, athough they weren”t exactly clear about who was going
to be crowned. There was going to be bunting in the streets and Cutwell had arranged for the town
square’ smain fountain to run, if not with wine, then at least with an acceptable beer made from broccali.
Therewas going to be folk dancing, at sword point if necessary. There would be racesfor children.
Therewould be an ox roast. Theroya coach had been regilded and Cutwell was optimistic that people
could be persuaded to noticeit asit went by.

TheHigh Priest at the Temple of Blind 1o was going to be a problem. Cutwell had marked him down as
adear old soul whose expertise with the knife was so unreliable that half of the sacrifices got tired of
waiting and wandered away. The last time he' d tried to sacrifice agoat it had timeto give birth to twins
before he could focus, and then the courage of motherhood had resulted in it chasing the entire
priesthood out of the temple.

The chances of him succeeding in putting the crown on the right person even in normal circumstances
were only average, Cutwell had calculated; he’ d have to stand aongside the old boy and try tactfully to
guide his shaking hands.

Still, even that was't the big problem. The big problem was much bigger than that. The big problem had
been sprung on him by the Chancellor after breskfadt.

“Hreworks?’ Cutwell had said.

“That’ sthe sort of thing you wizard fellows are supposed to be good at, isn't it?” said the Chancellor, as
crusty asaweek-old loaf. “Flashes and bangs and whatnot. | remember awizard when | wasalad —"

“I'mafraid | don't know anything about fireworks,” said Cutwell, in tones designed to convey that he
cherished thisignorance.

“Lotsof rockets” the Chancellor reminisced happily. “ Ankhian candles. Thunderflashes. And thingies
that you can hold in your hand. It's not a proper coronation without fireworks.”

“Yes, but, you see—’
“Good man,” said the Chancellor briskly, “knew we could rely on you. Plenty of rockets, you

understand, and to finish with there must be a set-piece, mind you, something really breathtaking like a
portrait of —of —” hiseyes glazed over in away that was becoming depressingly familiar to Cut-well.



“The PrincessKdi,” he said weerily.

“Ah. Yes Her,” said the Chancdllor. “ A portrait of —who you said —in fireworks. Of coursg, it's
probably al pretty smple stuff to you wizards, but the people like it. Nothing like agood blowout and a
blowup and abit of bacony waving to keep the loyaty musclesin tip-top shape, that’swhat | dways
say. Seeto it. Rockets. With runeson.”

An hour ago Cutwel| had thumbed through the index of The Monster Fun Grimoire and had cautioudy
assembled anumber of common household ingredients and put amatch to them.

Funny thing about eyebrows, he mused. Y ou never redlly noticed them until they’d gone.

Red around the eyes, and smelling dightly of smoke, Cutwell ambled towards the roya apartments past
bevies of maids engaged in whatever it was maids did, which always seemed to take at least three of
them. Whenever they saw Cutwell they would usudly go silent, hurry past with their heads down and
then break into muffled giggles dong the corridor. Thisannoyed Cutwell. Not — he told himsdlf quickly —
because of any persond congderations, but because wizards ought to be shown more respect. Besides,
some of the maids had away of looking at him which caused him to think ditinctly unwizardly thoughts.

Truly, hethought, theway of enlightenment islike unto haf amile of broken glass.

He knocked on the door of Kdi’s suite. A maid openediit.

“Isyour migtressin?’ he said, as haughtily as he could manage.

The maid put her hand to her mouth. Her shoulders shook. Her eyes sparkled. A sound like escaping
steam crept between her fingers.

| can't hdpit, Cutwdll thought, | just seem to have this amazing effect on women.

“Isitaman?’ came Kdi’ svoice fromwithin. Themaid' s eyes glazed over and shetilted her head, asif
not sure of what she had heard.

“It' sme, Cutwell,” said Cutwell.

“Oh, that’ sdl right, then. Y ou can comein.”

Cutwell pushed past the girl and tried to ignore the muffled laughter as the maid fled the room. Of
course, everyone knew awizard didn’t need a chaperon. It was just the tone of the princess's“Oh,
that’ sdl right then” that made him writheingde.

Kdi wasdgtting at her dressing table, brushing her hair. Very few men in the world ever find out what a
princess wears under her dresses, and Cutwell joined them with extreme reluctance but with remarkable
self-control. Only the frantic bobbing of his adam’ s apple betrayed him. There was no doubt about it,
he’ d be no good for magic fordays .

She turned and he caught awhiff of talcum powder. Forweeks , dammit, forweeks .

“You look ahit hot, Cutwdll. Is something the matter?’

“Naarg.”



“I'msorry?’

He shook himsdlf. Concentrate on the hairbrush, man, the hairbrush. “Just abit of magical experimenting,
ma’am. Only superficid burns.”

“Isit dill moving?’

“l am afraid s0.”

Kéli turned back to the mirror. Her face was set.

“Have we got time?’

Thiswasthe bit he’ d been dreading. He d done everything he could. The Roya Astrologer had been
sobered up long enough to ing st that tomorrow was the only possible day the ceremony could take
place, so Cutwell had arranged for it to begin one second after midnight. He' d ruthlesdy cut the score of
theroyd trumpet fanfare. He d timed the High Priest’ sinvocation to the gods and then subedited heavily;
there was going to be arow when the gods found out. The ceremony of the anointing with sacred oils
had been cut to a quick dab behind the ears. Skateboards were an unknown invention on the Disc; if
they hadn’t been, Kdi’ strip up the aide would have been uncongtitutiondly fast. And it still wasn't
enough. He nerved himsdlf.

“I think possibly not,” he said. “It could be avery closething.”

He saw her glareat him inthe mirror.

“How close?”

‘Um. Very.”

“Areyou trying to say it might reach us at the same time as the ceremony?’

“Um. More sort of, um, beforeit,” said Cutwell wretchedly. There was no sound but the drumming of
Kéi’ sfingers on the edge of the table. Cutwell wondered if shewas going to bresk down, or smash the
mirror. Instead she said:

“How do you know?’

He wondered if he could get away with saying something like, I'm awizard, we know these things, but
decided againgt it. Thelast time he' d said that she' d threatened him with the axe.

“| asked one of the guards about that inn Mort talked about,” he said. Then | worked out the
gpproximate distance it had to travel. Mort said it was moving at adow walking pace, and | reckon his
drideis about —’

“Asdampleasthat? Y ou didn't use magic?’
“Only common sense. It'salot morerdiablein thelong run.”

She reached out and patted his hand.



“Poor old Cutwell,” she said.
“I am only twenty, ma’am.”

She stood up and walked over to her dressing room. One of the things you learn when you' re a princess
isawaysto be older than anyone of inferior rank.

“Yes, | suppose there must be such things as young wizards,” she said over her shoulder. “It'sjust that
people awaysthink of them asold. | wonder why thisis?’

“Rigours of thecdling, ma am,” said Cutwdll, ralling his eyes. He could hear the rustle of silk.

“What made you decide to become awizard?’ Her voice was muffled, asif she had something over her
heed.

“It'sindoor work with no heavy lifting,” said Cutwell. “And | suppose | wanted to learn how the world
worked.”

“Have you succeeded, then?’

“No.” Cutwell wasn't much good at small talk, otherwise he' d never have let his mind wander
aufficiently to alow himto say: “What made you decide to become a princess?’

After athoughtful silence shesad, “It was decided for me, you know.”
“Sorry, | —7

“Being roya isasort of family tradition. | expect it’s the same with magic; no doubt your father wasa
wizard?’

Cutwell gritted histeeth. “Um. No,” he said, “not redlly. Absolutely not, in fact.”

He knew what she would say next, and here it came, reliable as the sunset, in avoice tinged with
amusement and fascination.

“Oh?lIsit redly true that wizards aren’'t dlowed to—"

“Wadll, if that'sdl | redly should be going,” said Cutwdll loudly. “ If anyone wants me, just follow the
explosons. | —.gnnnh !”

Kdi had stepped out of the dressing room.

Now, women’s clothes were not asubject that preoccupied Cutwell much —in fact, usualy when he
thought about women hismentd pictures sdldom included any clothesat al — but the visionin front of him
redlly did take his breath away. Whoever had designed the dress didn’t know when to stop. They'd put
lace over the silk, and trimmed it with black vermine, and strung pearls anywhere that looked bare, and
puffed and starched the deeves and then added slver filigree and then started again with the silk.

Infact it really was amazing what could be done with severd ounces of heavy metd, someirritated
molluscs, afew dead rodents and alot of thread wound out of insects bottoms. The dresswasn't so



much worn as occupied; if the outlying flounces weren”t supported on whedls, then Keli was stronger
than he' d given her credit for.

“What do you think?" she said, turning dowly. “Thiswasworn by my mother, and my grandmother, and
her mother.”

“What, all together?” said Cutwell, quite prepared to believe it. How can she get into it? he wondered.
There must be adoor round the back. . . .

“It'safamily heirloom. It’sgot real diamonds on the bodice.”
“Which bit' sthe bodice?’
Thishit.”

Cutwel shuddered. “It' s very impressive,” he said, when he could trust himself to speak. “Y ou don't
think it's perhaps a bit mature, though?’

“It' squeenly.”

“Yes, but perhapsit won't dlow you to move very fast?’

“I have no intention of running. There must be dignity.” Once again the set of her jaw traced the line of
her descent dl the way to her conquering ancestor, who preferred to move very fast at al timesand
knew as much about dignity as could be carried on the point of a sharp spear.

Cutwel| spread his hands.

“All right,” he said. “Fine. We dl do what we can. | just hope Mort has come up with some idess.”

“It' shard to have confidencein aghogt,” said Kdli. “Hewalks through wallsl”

“I"ve been thinking about that,” said Cutwell. “It' sapuzzle, isn't it? He waks through thingsonly if he
doesn't know he sdoingit. | think it san industrid disease.”

“What?’
“I was nearly surelast night. HE sbecoming redl.”
“But we'redl red! Atleadt, you are, and | suppose ! am.”

“But he' sbecoming more real. Extremely redl. Nearly asreal as Death, and you don’t get much redller.
Not much redler at al.”

“Areyou sure?’ said Albert, suspicioudy.
“Of course” said Y'sabdll. “Work it out yoursdlf if you like.”

Albert looked back at the big book, hisface aportrait of uncertainty.



“Well, they could be about right,” he conceded with bad grace, and copied out the two nameson a
scrap of paper. There' soneway to find out, anyway.”

He pulled open the top drawer of Death’ s desk and extracted abig iron keyring. There was only one
key onit.

WHAT HAPPENS NOW? said Mort.

“We’vegot to fetch the lifetimers” said Albert. “Y ou have to come with me.”
“Mort!” hissed Y sabell.

“What?’

“What you just said —" She lapsed into silence, and then added, “ Oh, nothing. It just sounded . . .
odd.”

“I only asked what happens now,” said Mort.

“Y es, but —oh, never mind:”

Albert brushed past them and sidled out into the hallway like atwo-legged spider until he reached the
door that was always kept locked. The key fitted perfectly. The door swung open. Therewasn't so
much as a squeak from its hinges, just aswish of deeper silence.

And theroar of sand.

Mort and Y sabell stood in the doorway, transfixed, as Albert ssamped off between the aides of glass.
The sound didn’t just enter the body viathe ears, it came up through the legs and down through the skull
and filled up the brain until al that it could think of wasthe rushing, hissng grey noise, the sound of
millions of lives being lived. And rushing towards their inevitable destination.

They stared up and out at the endless ranks of lifetimers, every one different, every one named. Thelight
from torches ranged dong the walls picked highlights off them, so that a star gleamed on every glass. The
far walls of the room werelost in the galaxy of light.

Mort felt Y sabdll’ sfingerstighten on hisarm.

When she spoke, her voice was strained. “Mort, some of them are sosmall .

| KNOW.

Her grip relaxed, very gently, like someone putting the top ace on a house of cards and taking their hand
away gingerly s0 as not to bring the whole edifice down.

“Say that again?’ shesad quietly.
“I said | know. There snothing | can do about it. Haven't you been in here before?’

“No.” She had withdrawn dightly, and was staring at his eyes.



“It' sno worsethan thelibrary,” said Mort, and dmost believed it. But in the library you only read about
it; in here you could see it happening.

“Why are you looking at me like that?’ he added.
“I wasjust trying to remember what colour your eyeswere,” she said, “ because—"

“If you two have quite had enough of each other!” bellowed Albert above the roar of the sand. “This
W@/! ”

“Brown,” said Mort to Y sabell. “ They’ re brown. Why?’
“Hurry up!”
“You'd better go and help him,” said Y sabell. “ He seemsto be getting quite upset.”

Mort left her, hismind asudden swamp of uneasiness, and stalked acrossthetiled floor to where Albert
stood impatiently tapping afoot.

“What do | haveto do?’ he said.

“Jugt follow me.”

The room opened out into a series of passages, each one lined with the hourglasses. Here and there the
sheveswere divided by stone pillarsinscribed with angular markings. Albert glanced a them
occasiondly; mainly he strode through the maze of sand asthough he knew every turn by heart.
“Isthere one glassfor everyone, Albert?’

“yes”

“This place doesn’t ook big enough.”

“Do you know anything about m-dimensiond topography?’

“Um. No.”

“Then | shouldn’t aspireto hold any opinions, if | wasyou,” said Albert.

He paused in front of ashelf of glasses, glanced at the paper again, ran his hand along the row and
suddenly snatched up aglass. The top bulb was amost empty.

“Hold this” hesaid. “If thisisright, then the other should be somewhere near. Ah. Here.”

Mort turned the two glasses around in his hands. One had dl the markings of an important life, whilethe
other one was squat and quite unremarkable.

Mort read the names. Thefirst seemed to refer to anobleman in the Agatean Empire regions. The
second was a collection of pictogramsthat he recognised as originating in Turnwise Klatch.



“Over toyou,” Albert sneered. “ The sooner you get started, the sooner you' |l be finished. I’ll bring
Binky round to the front door.”

“Domy eyeslook al right to you?” said Mort, anxioudy.

“Nothing wrong with them that | can see,” said Albert. “Bit red round the edges, bit bluer than usud,
nothing specid.”

Mort followed him back past the long shelves of glass, looking thoughtful. Y sabell watched him take the
sword from the rack by the door and test its edge by swishing it through the air, just as Degth did, and
grinning mirthlesdy at the satisfactory sound of the thunderclap.

She recognised thewalk. Hewasstalking .

“Mort?’ she whispered.

YES?

“ Something' s happening to you.”

| KNOW, said Mort. “But | think | can control it.”

They heard the sound of hooves outside, and Albert pushed the door open and camein rubbing his
hands.

“Right, lad, notimeto—"

Mort swung the sword at arm’ slength. It scythed through the air with anoise like ripping silk and buried
itsdlf in the doorpost by Albert’ s ear.

ON YOUR KNEES, ALBERTO MALICH.

Albert’smouth dropped open. His eyesrolled sideways to the shimmering blade afew inchesfrom his
head, and then narrowed to tight little lines.

“Y ou surely wouldn't dare, boy,” he said.
MORT. The syllable snapped out as fast as awhiplash and twice asvicious.

Therewas apact,” said Albert, but there was the barest gnat-song of doubt in hisvoice. “Therewas an
agreement.”

“Not with me”

“There was an agreement! Where would we beif we could not honour an agreement?’

“1 don’t know where | would be,” said Mort softly. BUT | KNOW WHERE Y OU WOULD GO.
“Thet'snot fair!” Now it wasawhine,

THERE' SNO JUSTICE. THERE' SJUST ME.



“Stopit,” said Ysabel. “Mort, you're being slly. Y ou can't kill anyone here. Anyway, you don't redly
want to kill Albert.”

“Not here. But | could send him back to the world.”

Albert went pae.

“Y ouwouldn't!”

“No?I can take you back and leave you there. | shouldn’t think you’ ve got much time left, have you?’
HAVE YOU?

“Don't tak likethat,” said Albert, quitefailing to meet hisgaze. “Y ou sound like the master when you
tak likethat.”

“I could be alot worse than the master,” said Mort evenly. “Y sabell, go and get Albert’ sbook, will
you?’

“Mort, | redly think you' re—"

SHALL | ASK YOU AGAIN?

Shefled from the room, white-faced.

Albert squinted at Mort aong the length of the sword, and smiled alop-sided, humourless smile.
“Y ouwon't be ableto control it forever,” he said.

“| don’'t want to. | just want to control it for long enough.”

“Y ou’ re receptive now, see? The longer the master isaway, the more you' || become just like him. Only
it' [l be worse, because you' Il remember dl about being human and —’

“What about you, then?’ snapped Mort. “What can you remember about being human? If you went
back, how much life have you got |eft?’

“Ninety-one days, three hours and five minutes,” said Albert promptly. “1 knew he was on my trail, see?
But I'm safe here and he' s not such abad master. Sometimes | don’t know what he' d do without me.”

“Yes, no-one diesin Death’ s own kingdom. And you' re pleased with that?’ said Mort.

“I"’m more than two thousand years old, | am. I’ ve lived longer than anyone in theworld.”

Mort shook his head.

“You haven’t, you know,” he said. “Y ou’ ve just stretched things out more. No-oneredly lives here. The

timeinthisplaceisjust asham. It'snot real. Nothing changes. I" d rather die and see what happens next
than spend eternity here.”



Albert pinched his nose reflectively. “ Y es, wel, you might,” he conceded, “but | wasawizard, you
know. | was pretty good at it. They put up astatue to me, you know. But you don’t livealong lifeasa
wizard without making afew enemies, see, oneswho'll . . . wait on the Other Side”

He sniffed. “They an't al got two legs, either. Some of them ain't got legs at dl. Or faces. Death don't
frighten me. It swhat comes &fter.”

“Help me, then.”

“What good will that do me?’

“One day you might need some friends on the Other Side,” said Mort. He thought for afew seconds
and added, “If | wereyou, it wouldn’t do any harm to give my soul abit of alast-minute polish. Some of
those waiting for you might not like the taste of that.”

Albert shuddered and shut his eyes.

“Y ou don't know about that what you talk about,” he added, with more feding than grammar, “eseyou
wouldn't say that. What do you want from me?’

Mort told him.
Albert cackled.

“Just that? Just change Redlity? Y ou can't. Thereisn't any magic strong enough any more. The Great
Spells could of doneit. Nothing else. And that’ sit, so you might aswell do as you please and the best of
luck to you.”

Y sabell came back, alittle out of breath, clutching the latest volume of Albert’slife. Albert sniffed again.
Thetiny drip on the end of hisnosefascinated Mort. It was aways on the point of dropping off but never
had the courage. Just like him, he thought.

“Y ou can't do anything to me with the book,” said the old wizard warily.

“I don't intend to. But it strikes me that you don’t get to be a powerful wizard by telling the truth al the
time. Y sabell, read out what’ s being written.”

“ “Albert looked at him uncertainly”,” Y sabell read.

“Y ou can't believe everything writ down there—"

“— “he burgt out, knowing in theflinty pit of his heart that Mort certainly could”,” Y sabell read.
“Stopit!”

“ “he shouted, trying to put at the back of hismind the knowledge that even if Redlity could not be
stopped it might be possibleto dow it down alittle’.”

HOW?

“ “intoned Mort in the leaden tones of Death”,” began Y sabdl| dutifully.



“Yes, yes, dl right, you needn’t bother with my bit,” snapped Mort irritably.
“Pardon mefor living, I'm sure.”

NO-ONE GETS PARDONED FOR LIVING.

“And don’t talk like that to me, thank you. It does’t frighten me,” she said. She glanced down at the
book, where the moving line of writing was cdling her aliar.

“Tdl me how, wizard,” said Mort.

“My magic'sdl I'vegot left!” wailed Albert.

“You don't need it, you old miser.”

“Y ou don'’t frighten me, boy —”

LOOK INTOMY FACE AND TELL ME THAT.

Mort snapped hisfingersimperioudy. Y sabell bent her head over the book again.

“ “Albert looked into the blue glow of those eyes and the last of his defiance drained awvay”,” sheread, “
“for he saw not just Degth but Death with dl the human seasonings of vengeance and cruelty and distaste,
and with aterrible certainty he knew that thiswasthe last chance and Mort would send him back into
Time and hunt him down and take him and ddiver him bodily into the dark Dungeon Dimensonswhere
crestures of horror would dot dot dot dot dot”,” she finished. “It'sjust dotsfor half apage.”

“That’' s because the book daren’t even mention them,” whispered Albert. He tried to shut his eyes but

the picturesin the darkness behind his eydids were so vivid that he opened them again. Even Mort was
better than that.

“All right,” hesaid. “Thereisone spell. It dows down time over alittle area. I'll writeit down, but you'll
haveto find awizard to say it.”

“I can do that.”

Albert ran atongue like an old loofah over hisdry lips.

“Thereisaprice, though,” he added. “Y ou must complete the Duty firgt.”
“Ysabel? said Mort. Shelooked at the page in front of her.

“Hemeansit,” shesaid. “If you don’t then everything will go wrong and he'll drop back into Time
anyway.’

All three of them turned to look at the great clock that dominated the hallway. Its pendulum blade sawed
dowly through theair, cutting timeinto little pieces.

Mort groaned.



“Thereisn’t enoughtime!” he groaned. “I can’'t do both of them in time!”
“The master would have found time,” observed Albert.

Mort wrenched the blade from the doorway and shook it furioudy but ineffectualy towards Albert, who
flinched.

“Write down the spell, then,” he shouted. “And do it fast!”

He turned on his hed and stalked back into Death’ s study. There was alarge disc of the world in one
corner, complete down to solid silver eephants standing on the back of a Great A’ Tuin cast in bronze
and more than ametre long. The great rivers were represented by veins of jade, the deserts by
powdered diamond and the most notable cities were picked out in precious stones; Ankh-Morpork, for
instance, was a carbuncle.

He plonked the two glasses down at the approximate locations of their owners and flopped down in
Death’ schair, glaring at them, willing them to be closer together. The chair squeaked gently ashe
swivelled from Sdeto Sde, glowering at thelittle disc.

After awhile Y sabell camein, treading softly.

“Albert’ swritten it down,” she said quietly, “1’ ve checked the book. It isn’t atrick. He' sgone and
locked himsdf in hisroom now and —"

“Look at thesetwo! | mean, will you look at them!”

“I think you should cam down abit, Mort.”

“How can | cadm down with, look, this one over here amost in the Great Nef, andthis oneright in Bes
Pelargic and then I’ ve got to get back to Sto Lat. That’ s aten thousand mile round trip however you
look at it. It can’t be done.”

“I'msaureyou’ll find away. And I’ll help.”

Helooked at her for thefirst time and saw she was wearing her outdoor coat, the unsuitable one with
the big fur collar.

“You?What could you do?’

“Binky can easlly carry two,” said Y sabell meekly. She waved a paper package vagudly. “I’ ve packed
us something to eet. | could —hold open doors and things.”

Mort laughed mirthlessdy. THAT WON'T BE NECESSARY .

“I wish you' d stop talking like that.”

“| can't take passengers. You'll dow me down.”

Y sabell sighed. L ook, how about this? Let’s pretend we' ve had the row and I’ ve won. See? It savesa

lot of effort. | actudly think you might find Binky rather rluctant to go if I’ m not there. I'vefed him an
awful lot of sugar lumps over the years. Now —are we going?’



Albert sat on his narrow bed, glowering at thewall. He heard the sound of hoofbeats, abruptly cut off as
Binky got airborne, and muttered under his bregth.

Twenty minutes passed. Expressions flitted across the old wizard' s face like cloud shadows across a
hillsde. Occasiondly he' d whisper something to himsdlf, like“| told ‘em” or “Never would of stood for
it” or The master ought to betole’.

Eventudly he seemed to reach an agreement with himsdlf, knelt down gingerly and pulled a battered
trunk from under his bed. He opened it with difficulty and unfolded adusty grey robe that scattered
mothballs and tarnished sequins across the floor. He pulled it on, brushed off the worst of the dust, and
crawled under the bed again. Therewas alot of muffled cursing and the occasiond clink of chinaand
findly Albert emerged holding agaff taler than hewas.

It wasthicker than any normal staff, mainly because of the carvingsthat covered it from top to bottom.
They were actualy quiteindistinct, but gave the impression that if you could see them better you would

regret it.
Albert brushed himsdlf down again and examined himsdlf critically in the washstand mirror.
Then hesaid, “Hat. No hat. Got to have a hat for the wizarding. Damn.”

He stamped out of the room and returned after a busy fifteen minutes which included acircular hole cut
out of the carpet in Mort’ s bedroom, the silver paper taken out from behind the mirror in Y sabell’ sroom,
aneedle and thread from the box under the sink in the kitchen and afew loose sequins scraped up from
the bottom of the robe chest. The end result was not as good as he would have liked and tended to dip
rakishly over one eye, but it was black and had stars and moons on it and proclaimed its owner to be,
without any doubt, awizard, athough possibly adesperate one.

Hefdlt properly dressed for the first timein two thousand years. It was a disconcerting feding and
caused him a second' s reflection before he kicked aside the rag rug beside the bed and used the staff to
draw acircleonthefloor.

When thetip of the aff passed it left aline of glowing octarine, the eighth colour of the spectrum, the
colour of magic, the pigment of theimagination.

He marked eight points on its circumference and joined them up to form an octogram. A low throbbing
began tofill the room.

Alberto Mdich stepped into the centre and held the staff above his head. He fdt it waketo hisgrip, felt

thetingle of the deeping power unfold itself dowly and ddliberately, like awaking tiger. It triggered old
memories of power and magic that buzzed through the cobwebbed attics of hismind. Hefdt dive for the

firs timein centuries.
Helicked hislips. The throbbing had died away, leaving a strange, waiting kind of silence.
Madlich raised hishead and shouted one single syllable.

Blue-green fire flashed from both ends of the taff. Streams of octarine flame spouted from the eight



pouits of the octogram and enveloped the wizard. All thiswasn’'t actually necessary to accomplish the
spell, but wizards consder appearances are very important. . . .

So are disgppearances. He vanished.

Stratohemi spheric winds whipped at Mort’s cloak.

“Wherearewegoing first?" yelled Y sabdll inhisear.

“BesPdargic!” shouted Mort, the gde whirling hiswords away.

“Where sthat?’

“ Agatean Empire! Counterweight Continent!”

He pointed downward.

Hewasn't forcing Binky at the moment, knowing the milesthat lay ahead, and the big white horse was
currently running at an easy gallop out over the ocean. Y sabell looked down at roaring green waves
topped with white foam, and clung tighter to Mort.

Mort peered ahead at the cloudbank that marked the distant continent and resisted the urge to hurry
Binky along with theflat of hissword. He' d never struck the horse and wasn't at al confident about what
would happen if hedid. All he could do waswait.

A hand appeared under hisarm, holding a sandwich.

“Ther€ sham or cheese and chutney,” she said. “Y ou might aswell eet, there' snothing elseto do.”

Mort looked down at the soggy triangle and tried to remember when he last had amed. Sometime
beyond the reach of a clock, anyway —he' d need acdendar to cdculate it. He took the sandwich.

“Thanks,” he said, asgracioudy as he could manage.

Thetiny sun rolled down towards the horizon, towing itslazy daylight behind it. The clouds ahead grew,
and became outlined in pink and orange. After awhile he could make out the darker blur of land below
them, with here and there the lights of acity.

Half an hour later he was sure he could seeindividua buildings. Agatean architecture inclined towards
Squat pyramids.

Binky lost height until his hooves were barely afew feet above the sea. Mort examined the hourglass
again, and gently tugged on the reinsto direct the horse towards a segport alittle Rimwards of their
present course.

There were afew ships at anchor, mostly single-sailed coastd traders. The Empire didn’'t encourageits
subjectsto go far away, in casethey saw things that might disturb them. For the same reason it had built
awall around the entire country, patrolled by the Heavenly Guard whose main function wasto tread
heavily on thefingers of any inhabitants who felt they might like to step outside for five minutesfor a
breath of fresh air.



Thisdidn’t happen often, because most of the subjects of the Sun Emperor were quite happy to live
ingdethe Wadll. It safact of lifethat everyoneison oneside or other of awall, sotheonly thingto dois
forget about it or evolve stronger fingers.

“Who runsthis place?’ said Y sabdll, asthey passed over the harbour.
“There ssomekind of boy emperor,” said Mort. “But thetop manisredly the Grand Vizier, | think.”
“Never trust aGrand Vizier,” said Y sabell wisdly.

In fact the Sun Emperor didn’t. The Vizier, whose name was Nine Turning Mirrors, had some very clear
views about who should run the country, e.g., that it should be him, and now the boy was getting big
enough to ask questionslike “Don’t you think the wall would look better with afew gatesinit?” and
“Yes, but what isit like on the other Sde?’ he had decided that in the Emperor’ s own best interests he
should be painfully poisoned and buried in quicklime.

Binky landed on the raked gravel outside the low, many-roomed paace, severely rearranging the
harmony of the universe.[8] Mort did off his back and helped Y sabell down.

“Jugt don't get in the way, will you?’ he said urgently. “And don't ask questions either.”

He ran up some lacquered steps and hurried through the silent rooms, pausing occasiondly to take his
bearings from the hourglass. At last he sidled down a corridor and peered through an ornate latticeinto a
long low room where the Court was at its evening mesl.

The young Sun Emperor was Sitting crossegged at the head of the mat with his cloak of vermine and
feathers spread out behind him. He looked as though he was outgrowing it. Therest of the Court was
sitting around the mat in strict and complicated order of precedence, but there was no mistaking the
Vizier, who wastucking into his bowl of squishi and boiled seaweed in ahighly suspicious fashion.
No-one seemed to be about to die.

Mort padded along the passage, turned the corner and nearly walked into severa large members of the
Heavenly Guard, who were clustered around a spyhole in the paper wall and passing a cigarette from
hand to hand in that palm-cupped way of soldierson duty.

He tiptoed back to the lattice and overheard the conversation thus:

“I am the mogt unfortunate of mortals, O Immanent Presence, to find such asthisin my otherwise
satisfactorysquishi ,” said the Vizier, extending his chopsticks.

The Court craned to see. So did Mort. Mort couldn’t help agreeing with the statement, though —the
thing was asort of blue-green lump with rubbery tubes dangling fromiit.

“The preparer of food will be disciplined, Noble Personage of Scholarship,” said the Emperor. “Who
got the spare ribs?’

“No, O Perceptive Father of Y our People, | wasrather referring to the fact that thisis, | believe, the
bladder and spleen of the deepwater puff edl, dlegedly the most tasty of morsalsto the extent that it may
be eaten only by those beloved of the gods themselves or so it iswritten, among such company of course
| do not include my miserable sdf.”



With a deft flick he transported it to the bowl of the Emperor, where it wobbled to astandstill. The boy
looked at it for some time, and then skewered it on a chopstick.

“Ah,” hesaid, “but isit not also written by none other than the great philosopher Ly Tin Wheedle that a
scholar may be ranked above princes? | seem to remember you giving me the passage to read once, O
Faithful and Assiduous Seeker of Knowledge.”

The thing followed another brief arc through the air and flopped apologetically into the Vizier’ sbowl. He
scooped it up in aquick movement and poised it for a second service. His eyes narrowed.

“Such may be generdly the case, O Jade River of Wisdom, but specificaly | cannot be ranked above
the Emperor whom | love as my own son and have done ever since hislate father’ s unfortunate degth,
and thus| lay thissmdl offering at your feet.”

The eyes of the court followed the wretched organ on itsthird flight across the mat, but the Emperor
snatched up hisfan and brought off amagnificent volley that ended back in the Vizier' sbowl with such
forcethat it sent up a spray of seaweed.

“ Somebodyest it, for heaven's sake,” shouted Mort, totally unheard. “I'min ahurry!”

“Thou art indeed the most thoughtful of servants, 0 Devoted and Indeed Only Companion of My Late
Father and Grandfather When They Passed Over, and therefore | decree that your reward shall be this
most rare and exquisite of morsdls.”

The Vizier prodded the thing uncertainly, and looked into the Emperor’ s smile. It was bright and terrible.
Hefumbled for an excuse.

“Alas, it would seem that | have dready eaten far too much —" he began, but the Emperor waved him
into Slence.

“Doubtlessit requires asuitable seasoning,” he said, and clapped his hands. Thewall behind him ripped
from top to bottom and four Heavenly Guards stepped through, three of them brandishingcando swords
and the fourth trying hurriedly to swallow alighted dog-end.

TheVizier sbowl dropped from his hands.

“My mogt faithful of servants believes he has no space left for thisfind mouthful,” said the Emperor.
“Doubtless you can investigate his ssomach to seeif thisistrue. Why hasthat man got smoke coming out
of hisears?’

“Anxiousfor action, O Sky Eminence,” said the sergeant quickly. “No stopping him, I'm afraid.”

“Then let him take hisknife and — oh, the Vizier seemsto be hungry after dl. Wl done.”

There was absolute slence while the Vizier' s cheeks bulged rhythmically. Then he gulped.

“Délicious,” hesaid. “Superb. Truly thefood of the gods, and now, if you will excuse me—" He
unfolded hislegs and made asif to stand up. Little beads of swest had appeared on hisforehead.

“You wish to depart?’ said the Emperor, raising his eyebrows.



“Pressing matters of state, O Perspicacious Personage of —”

“Be seated. Rising so soon after medls can be bad for the digestion,” said the Emperor, and the guards
nodded agreement. “ Besides, there are no urgent matters of state unlessyou refer to those in the small
red bottle marked “ Antidote” in the black lacquered cabinet on the bamboo rug in your quarters, O
Lamp of Midnight Gil.”

Therewasaringing in the Vizier' sears. Hisface began to go blue.

“You see?’ sad the Emperor. “Untimely activity on aheavy somach is conduciveto ill humours. May
this message go swiftly to dl corners of my country, that al men may know of your unfortunate condition
and derive indruction thereby.”

“I...must...congratulateyour . . . Personage on such . . . consderation,” said the Vizier, and fell
forward into adish of boiled soft-shelled crabs.

“I had anexcellent teacher,” said the Emperor.

ABOUT TIME, TOO, said Mort, and swung the sword.

A moment later the soul of the Vizier got up from the mat and looked Mort up and down.

“Who are you, barbarian?’ he snapped.

DEATH.

“Not my Desath,”said the Vizier firmly. “Where sthe Black Celestia Dragon of Fire?”

HE COULDN’'T COME, said Mort. There were shadows forming in the air behind the Vizier’ ssoul.
Severd of them wore emperor’ srobes, but there were plenty of othersjostling them, and they dl looked

most anxious to welcome the newcomer to the lands of the dead.

“I think there' s some people hereto seeyou,” said Mort, and hurried away. As he reached the
passageway the Vizier's soul started to scream. . . .

Y sabell was standing patiently by Binky, who was making alate lunch of afive-hundred-year-old bonsai
tree.

“Onedown,” said Mort, climbing into the saddle. “Come on. I’ ve got a bad fedling about the next one,
and we haven’t much time.”

Albert materidised in the centre of Unseen Universty, in the same place, in fact, from which he had
departed the world some two thousand years before.

He grunted with satisfaction and brushed afew specks of dust off hisrobe.

He became aware that he was being watched; on looking up, he discovered that he had flashed into
exigence under the stern marble gaze of himself.



He adjusted his spectacles and peered disapprovingly at the bronze plagque screwed to his pedestd. It
sad:

“Alberto Malich, Founder of ThisUniversty. AM 1,222-1,289. “WeWill Not SeeHisLike Again”.”
So much for prediction, he thought. And if they thought so much of him they could at least have hired a
decent sculptor. It was disgraceful. The nosewas all wrong. Call that aleg? People had been carving

their names on it, too. He wouldn't be seen dead in a hat like that, either. Of course, if he could help it,
he wouldn’t be seen dead at al.

Albert amed an octarine thunderbolt at the ghastly thing and grinned evilly asit exploded into dust.

“Right,” hesaid to the Disc at large, “1’m back.” Thetingle from the magic coursed al the way up his
arm and started awarm glow in hismind. How he/ d missed it, al these years.

Wizards came hurrying through the big double doors at the sound of the explosion and cleared the
wrong conclusion from astanding art.

There was the pedestdl, empty. There was a cloud of marble dust over everything. And striding out of it,
muttering to himsdlf, was Albert.

The wizards at the back of the crowd started to have it away as quickly and quietly as possible. There
wasn't one of them that hadn’t, at sometimein hisjolly youth, put acommon bedroom utensil on old
Albert’ shead or carved his name somewhere on the statue' s chilly anatomy, or spilled beer on the
pedestal. Worse than that, too, during Rag Week when the drink flowed quickly and the privy seemed
too far to stagger. These had dl seemed hilariousideas at the time. They suddenly didn’t, now.

Only two figures remained to face the statue’ swrath, one because he had got his robe caught in the door
and the other because hewas, in fact, an gpe and could therefore take a relaxed attitude to human affairs.

Albert grabbed the wizard, who was trying desperately to walk into the wall. The man squeal ed.

“All right, dl right, | admit it! | wasdrunk at thetime, believe me, didn’'t mean it, gosh, I’'m sorry, I'm so

orry —
“What are you bleating about, man?’ said Albert, genuindly puzzled.
“— so sorry, if | tried to tell you how sorry | anwe'd—"

“Stop this bloody nonsense!” Albert glanced down at the little ape, who gave him awarm friendly smile.
“What' syour name, man?’

“Yes, gr, I'll stop, g, right away, no more nonsense, S . . . Rincewind, Sr. Assigtant librarian, if it' sdl
right by you.”

Albert looked him up and down. The man had a desperate scuffed |ook, like something left out for the
laundry. He decided that if thiswas what wizarding had come to, someone ought to do something about
it.

“What sort of librarian would have you for assstant?’ he demanded irritably.



“Oo0ok.”

Something like awarm soft leather glove tried to hold his hand.

“A monkey! Inmy univergity!”

“Orang-outang, Sir. He used to be awizard but got caught in some magic, sir, now hewon't let usturn

him back, and he' sthe only one who knowswhere dl the books are,” said Rincewind urgently. “1 look
after hisbananas,” he added, feding some additiona explanation was called for.

Albert glared a him. *“ Shut up.”

“ Shutting up right away, Sr.”

“And tdl mewhere Degthis”

“Death, Sr?” said Rincewind, backing againgt thewall.

Tdl, skeletd, blue eyes, saks, TALKSLIKE THIS. . . Death. Seen him lately?’

Rincewind swalowed. “Not lately, Sr.”

“Wadll, | want him. This nonsense has got to stop. I’ m going to stop itnow , see? | want the eight most
senior wizards assembledhere , right, in haf an hour with al the necessary equipment to perform the Rite

of AshkEnte, isthat understood? Not that the sight of you lot gives me any confidence. Bunch of
pantywaisters the lot of you, and stop trying to hold my hand!”

“Oook.”

“And now I’m going to the pub,” snapped Albert. “Do they sell any hafway decent cat’ s piss anywhere
these days?’

“There' sthe Drum, Sr,” said Rincewind.
“The Broken Drum?In Filigree Street? Still there?’

“Wll, they change the name sometimes and rebuild it completely but the Site has been, er, on the Sitefor
years. | expect you're pretty dry, eh, Sr?” Rincewind said, with an air of ghastly camaraderie.

“What would you know about it?’ said Albert sharply.
“ Absolutely nothing, Sr,” said Rincewind promptly.

“I’'m going to the Drum, then. Half an hour, mind. And if they’ re not waiting for me when | come back,
then well, they’ d just better be!”

He stormed out of the hall in acloud of marble dust.
Rincewind watched him go. Thelibrarian held his hand.

“Y ou know theworst of it?’ said Rincewind.



“Oook?’

“| don't evenremember waking under amirror.”

At about the time Albert wasin The Mended Drum arguing with the landlord over ayellowing bar tab
that had been handed down carefully from father to son through one regicide, three civil wars, Sixty-one
magjor fires, four hundred and ninety robberies and more than fifteen thousand barroom brawlsto record
thefact that Alberto Malich till owed the management three copper pieces plusinterest currently
gtanding at the contents of most of the Disc’ s larger strongrooms, which proved once again that an
Ankhian merchant with an unpaid bill hasthe kind of memory that would make an dephant blink . . . a
about thistime, Binky wasleaving avapour trail in skies above the great mysterious continent of Klatch.

Far below drums sounded in the scented, shadowy jungles and columns of curling mist rose from hidden
riverswhere nameless beasts lurked under the surface and waited for supper to walk past.

“There’ sno more cheese, you'll haveto have the ham,” said Y sabdll. “What' sthat light over there?”

“TheLight Dams,” said Mort. “We're getting closer.” He pulled the hourglass out of his pocket and
checked the level of the sand.

“But not close enough, dammit!”

The Light Damslay like pools of light hubwards of their course, which is exactly what they were; some
of the tribes constructed mirror wallsin the desert mountainsto collect the Disc sunlight, which isdow
and dightly heavy. It was used as currency.

Binky glided over the campfires of the nomads and the silent marshes of the Tsort river. Ahead of them
dark, familiar shapes began to reved themsalvesin the moonlight.

“The Pyramids of Tsort by moonlight!” breathed Y sabell, “How romantic!”
MORTARED WITH THE BLOOD OF THOUSANDS OF SLAVES, observed Mort.
“Peasedon’t.”

“I’'m sorry, but the practical fact of the matter isthat these—"

“All right, dl right, you' ve made your point,” said Y sabell irritably.

“It'salot of effort to go to to bury adead king,” said Mort, asthey circled above one of the smaller
pyramids. They fill them full of preservative, you know, so they’ll surviveinto the next world.”

“Doesit work?’
“Not noticeably.” Mort leaned over Binky's neck. “ Torches down there,” he said. “Hang On.”

A procession was winding away from the avenue of pyramids, led by a giant statue of Offler the
Crocodile God borne by a hundred swesting daves. Binky cantered aboveit, entirely unnoticed, and



performed a perfect four-point landing on the hard-packed sand outside the pyramid' s entrance.

“They”ve pickled another king,” said Mort. He examined the glass again in the moonlight. It was quite
plain, not the sort normally associated with royalty.

“That can't behim,” said Y sabell. “They don't pickle them when they’ re dtill dive, do they?’

“1 hope not, because | read where, before they do the preserving, they, um, cut them open and remove

“| don't want to hear it —"

“— dl the soft bits,” Mort concluded lamely. “It’ sjust aswdll the pickling does't work, redly, just
imagine having to walk around with no—"

“Soitign't theking you' ve cometotake,” said Y sabel loudly. “Whoisit, then?’

Mort turned towards the dark entrance. It wouldn’t be sealed until dawn, to give timefor the dead
king s soul to leave. It looked degp and foreboding, hinting at purposes considerably more dire than, say,
keeping arazor blade nice and sharp.

“Let’sfind out,” hesaid.

“Look out! He's coming back!”

The University’ seight most senior wizards shuffled into line, tried to smooth out their beardsand in
general made an unsuccessful effort to look presentable. It wasn't easy. They had been snatched from
their workrooms, or apostprandia brandy in front of aroaring fire, or quiet contemplation under a
handkerchief in acomfy chair somewhere, and dl of them were feding extremely apprehensive and rather
bewildered. They kept glancing at the empty pedestdl.

Only one creature could have duplicated the expressions on their faces, and that would be a pigeon who

has heard not only that Lord Nelson has got down off his column but has also been seen buying a
12-bore repeater and abox of cartridges.

“He s coming up the corridor!” shouted Rincewind, and dived behind apillar.

The assembled mages watched the big double doors asiif they were about to explode, which shows how
prescient they were, because they exploded. Matchstick-sized bits of oak rained down among them and
asmdl thin figure stood outlined againgt the light. It held a smoking staff in one hand. The other held a
small yellow toad.

“Rincewind!” bawled Albert.

1] S’ r! ”

“Takethisthing away and dispose of it.”

Thetoad crawled into Rincewind' s hand and gave him an apologetic |ook.



“That’ sthelast timethat bloody landlord givesany lip to awizard,” said Albert with smug satisfaction.
“It seems| turn my back for afew hundred years and suddenly people in thistown are encouraged to
think they can talk back to wizards, eh?’

Oneof the senior wizards mumbled something.
“What was that? Speak up, that man!”

“Asthe bursar of thisuniversty | must say that we’ ve dways encouraged agood neighbour policy with
respect to the community,” mumbled the wizard, trying to avoid Albert’ sgimlet stare. He had an
upturned chamber pot on his conscience, with three cases of obscene graffiti to be taken into
congderation.

Albert et his mouth drop open. “Why?" he said.
“Wadll, er, asense of civic duty, wefed it' svitaly important that we show an examp— arrgh!”

Thewizard tried desperately to beat out the flamesin hisbeard. Albert lowered his staff and |ooked
dowly aong therow of mages. They swayed away from hisstarelike grassin agde.

“Anyone else want to show asense of civic duty?’ he said. “ Good neighbours, anybody?’” He drew
himsdlf up to hisfull height. “Y ou spineless maggotd | didn’t found this University so you could lend
people the bloody lavnmower! What' s the use of having the power if you don’t wield it? Man doesn't
show you respect, you don’t leave enough of hisdamn inn to roast chestnuts on, understand?’

Something like a soft sigh went up from the assembled wizards. They stared sadly at thetoad in
Rincewind s hand. Mogt of them, in the days of their youth, had mastered the art of getting rascaly drunk
at the Drum. Of course, dl that was behind them now, but the Guild of Merchants™ annual knife-and-fork
supper would have been held in the Drum’ s upstairs room the following evening, and al the Eighth Leve
wizards had been sent complimentary tickets; there would have been roast swan and two kinds of trifle
and lots of fraternd toasts to “ Our esteemed, nay, distinguished guests’ until it wastime for the college
portersto turn up with the whee barrows.

Albert strutted along the row, poking the occasional paunch with his staff. His mind danced and sang.
Go back? Never! Thiswas power, thiswasliving; he' d chalenge old boniface and spit in his empty eye.

“By the Smoking Mirror of Grism, there’ sgoing to be afew changes around here!”

Those wizards who had studied history nodded uncomfortably. It would be back to the stone floors and
getting up when it was ill dark and no acohol under any circumstances and memorising the true names
of everything until the brain squeaked.

“What' s that man doing!”

A wizard who had absent-mindedly reached for histobacco pouch let the haf-formed cigarette fall from
histrembling fingers. It bounced when it hit the floor and dl the wizardswatched it roll with longing eyes
until Albert stepped forward smartly and squashed it.

Albert spun round. Rincewind, who had been following him asasort of unofficid adjutant, nearly
walked into him.



“You! Rincething! D”yer smoke?’

“No, gir! Filthy habit!” Rincewind avoided the gaze of his superiors. He was suddenly aware that he had
made some lifelong enemies, and it was no consolation to know that he probably wouldn’t have them for

very long.

“Right! Hold my staff. Now, you bunch of miserable back-diders, thisis going to stop, d’yer hear? First
thing tomorrow, up a dawn, three times round the quadrangle and back herefor physicd jerks!
Badanced medsl Study! Hedlthy exercise! And that bloody monkey goesto acircus, firg thing!”

“Oook?’
Severd of the older wizards shut their eyes.

“But first,” said Albert, lowering hisvoice, “you’ Il oblige me by setting up the Rite of AshkEnte.”

“1 have some unfinished business,” he added.

Mort strode through the cat-black corridors of the pyramid, with Y sabell hurrying along behind him. The
faint glow from his sword illuminated unpleasant things, Offler the Crocodile God was a cosmetics advert
compared to some of the things the people of Tsort worshipped. In acoves dong the way were statues
of creatures apparently built of dl the bits God had |€ft over.

“What are they herefor?” whispered Y sabell.

“The Tsortean priests say they come alive when the pyramid is sealed and prowl the corridorsto protect
the body of the king from tomb robbers,” said Mort.

“What ahorrible supergtition.”

“Who said anything about supergtition?’ said Mort absently.

“They redly comedive?’

“All I’ll say isthat when the Tsorteans put a curse on aplace, they don’t mess about.”

Mort turned a corner and Y sabell lost sight of him for aheart-stopping moment. She scurried through
the darkness and cannoned into him. He was examining a dog-headed bird.

“Urgh,” shesaid. “Doesn't it send shivers up your spine?’

“No,” said Mort flatly.

“Why not?"

BECAUSE | AM MORT. Heturned, and she saw hiseyes glow like blue pinpoints.

“Stopit!”



| —CAN'T.
Shetried to laugh. It didn’t work. “Y ou’re not Death,” she said. “Y ou're only doing hisjob.”

DEATH ISWHOEVER DOES DEATH’ S JOB. The shocked pause that followed this was broken by
agroan from further aong the dark passage. Mort turned on hished and hurried towardsit.

He sright, thought Y sabell. Even the way he moves. . . .

But the fear of the darkness that the light was dragging towards her overcame any other doubts and she
crept after him, around another corner and into what appeared, in thefitful glow from the sword, to bea
cross between atreasury and avery cluttered attic.

“What' sthisplace?’ she whispered. “I’ ve never seen so much stuff!”

THE KING TAKESIT WITH HIM INTO THE NEXT WORLD, said Mort.

“He certainly does't believe in travelling light. Look, there sawhole boat. And agold bathtub!”

DOUBTLESSHE WILL WISH TO KEEP CLEAN WHEN HE GETS THERE.

“And al those statues!”

THOSE STATUES, I'M SORRY TO SAY, WERE PEOPLE. SERVANTS FOR THE KING, YOU
UNDERSTAND.

Y sabdll’ sface set grimly.

THE PRIESTS GIVE THEM POISON.

There was another groan, from the other side of the cluttered room. Mort followed it to its source,
stepping awkwardly over rolls of carpet, bunches of dates, crates of crockery and piles of gems. The
long obvioudy hadn’t been able to decide what he was going to leave behind on hisjourney, so had
decided to play safe and take everything.

ONLY IT DOESNT ALWAYSWORK QUICKLY, Mort added sombrely.

Y sabell clambered gamely after him, and peered over a canoe a ayoung girl sprawled acrossa pile of
rugs. She was wearing gauize trousers, awaistcoat cut from not enough materia, and enough banglesto
moor a decent-sized ship. There was agreen stain around her mouith.

“Doesit hurt?” said Y sabdll quietly.

NO. THEY THINK IT TAKESTHEM TO PARADISE.

“Doesit?’

MAYBE. WHO KNOWS? Mort took the hourglass out of an inner pocket and inspected it by the

gleam of the sword. He seemed to be counting to himsdlf, and then with a sudden movement tossed the
glass over his shoulder and brought the sword down with his other hand.



Thegirl’ s shade sat up and stretched, with aclink of ghostly jewdlery. She caught sght of Mort, and
bowed her head.

“My lord!”

NO-ONE"SLORD, said Mort. NOW RUN ALONG TO WHEREVER YOU BELIEVE YOU’'RE
GOING.

“I shal be aconcubine a the heavenly court of King Zetesphut, who will dwell among the starsforever,”
shesadfirmly.

“You don't haveto be” said Y sabel sharply. The girl turned to her, wide-eyed.

“Oh, but | musgt. I've been training for it,” she said, as she faded from view. “I’ ve only managed to bea
handmaiden up till now.”

Shevanished. Y sabell stared with dark disapproval at the space she had occupied.
“Wdl!” shesaid, and, “Did you see what she had on?’
LET'SGET OUT OF HERE.

“But it can't be true about King Whosis dwelling among the stars,” she grumbled asthey found their way
out of the crowded room. “There s nothing but empty space up there.”

ITSHARD TO EXPLAIN, said Mort. HE'LL DWELL AMONG THE STARSIN HISOWN
MIND.

“With daves?’

IFTHAT SWHAT THEY THINK THEY ARE.
“Thet' snot very far.”

THERE’SNO JUSTICE, said Mort. JUST US.

They hurried back aong the avenues of waiting ghouls and were nearly running when they burst out into
the desert night air. Y sabell leaned againgt the rough stonework and panted for breath.

Mort wasn't out of breath.

Hewas't breathing.

| WILL TAKE YOU WHEREVER YOU WANT, hesaid, AND THEN | MUST LEAVE YOU.
“But | thought you wanted to rescue the princess!”

Mort shook his head.

| HAVE NO CHOICE. THERE ARE NO CHOICES.



Sheran forward and grabbed his arm as he turned towards the waiting Binky. He removed her hand

gently.
| HAVE FINISHED MY APPRENTICESHIP.
“It'sdl inyour own mind!” yelled Y sabdll. “Y ou' re whatever you think you arel”

She stopped and looked down. The sand around Mort’ s feet was beginning to whip up in little spurts
and twirling dust devils.

Therewasacrackleintheair, and agreasy fed. Mort looked uneasy.
SOMEONE IS PERFORMING THE RITE OF ASH —

It hit like ahammer, aforce from out of the sky that blew the sand into a crater. Therewasalow
buzzing and the smdll of hot tin.

Mort looked around himself in the gae of rushing sand, turning asif in adream, donein the calm centre
of the gde. Lightning flashed in the whirling cloud. Deep inside his own mind he struggled to bresk free,
but something had himinits grip and he could no more resist than a compass needle can ignore the
compulsion to point towards the Hub.

At last he found what he was searching for. It was adoorway edged in octarine light, leading to ashort
tunnd. There were figures at the other end, beckoning to him.

| COME, he said, and then turned as he heard the sudden noise behind him. Eleven stone of young
womanhood hit him squarely in the cheg, lifting him off the ground.

Mort landed with Y sabell knedling on him, holding on grimly to hisarms.

LET ME GO, heintoned. | HAVE BEEN SUMMONED.

“Not you, idiot!”

She stared into the blue, pupil-less pools of hiseyes. It waslike looking down arushing tunndl.
Mort arched his back and screamed a curse so ancient and virulent that in the strong magica fied it
actually took on aform, flapped itsleathery wings and dunk away. A private thunderstorm crashed

around the sand dunes.

His eyesdrew her again. She looked away before she dropped like a stone down awell made of blue
light.

| COMMAND Y OU. Mort' s vaice could have cut holesin rock.

“Father tried that tone on mefor years,” she said camly. “ Generaly when he wanted meto clean my
bedroom. It didn’t work then, either.”

Mort screamed another curse, which flopped out of the air and tried to bury itself in the sand.



THE PAIN —

“It'sdl inyour head,” she said, bracing herself against the force that wanted to drag them towards that
flickering doorway. “Y ou’ re not Death. Y ou'rejust Mort. Y ou’ re whatever | think you are.”

In the centre of the blurred blueness of his eyeswere two tiny brown dots, rising at the speed of sight.
The storm around them rose and wailed. Mort screamed.

The Rite of AshkEnte, quite smply, summons and binds Degath. Students of the occult will be aware that
it can be performed with asimple incantation, three small bits of wood and 4cc of mouse blood, but no
wizard worth his pointy hat would dream of doing anything so unimpressive; they knew in their heartsthat
if agpel didn’t involve big yellow candles, lots of rareincense, circles drawn on the floor with eight
different colours of chalk and afew cauldrons around the place then it Smply wasn't worth
contemplating.

The eight wizards at their Sations on the points of the great ceremonia octogram swayed and chanted,
their ams held out sideways so they were just touching the fingertips of the mages on either sde.

But something was going wrong. True, amist had formed in the very centre of the living octogram, but it
waswrithing and turning in onitsdf, refusing to focus.

“More power!” shouted Albert. “ Giveit more power!”

A figure appeared momentarily in the smoke, black-robed and holding a glittering sword. Albert swore
as he caught aglimpse of the pale face under the cowl; it wasn't pae enough.

“No!” Albert yeled, ducking into the octogram and flailing at the flickering shape with his hands. “Not
you, not you. . . ."

And, in faraway Tsort, Y sabell forgot she was alady, bunched her fist, narrowed her eyes and caught
Mort squarely on the jaw. The world around her exploded. . . .

In the kitchen of Harga s House of Ribsthe frying pan crashed to the floor, sending the cats scurrying
out of thedoor. . . .

Inthe great hal of the Unseen University everything happened at once.[9)

The tremendous force the wizards had been exerting on the shadow realm suddenly had one focus. Like
arductant cork from abottle, like adollop of fiery ketchup from the upturned sauce bottle of Infinity,
Death landed in the octogram and swore.

Albert redlised just too late that he was inside the charmed ring and made adive for the edge. But
skeletd fingers caught him by the hem of hisrobe.

The wizards, such of them who were till on their feet and conscious, were rather surprised to seethat
Death was wearing an gpron and holding asmall kitten.

“Why did you have’” TO SPOIL IT ALL?

“Spoail it al? Have you seen what the lad has done?” snapped Albert, still trying to reach the edge of the



rng.

Desgth raised his skull and sniffed theair.

The sound cut through dl the other noisesin the hal and forced them into silence.

It wasthekind of noisethat is heard on the twilight edges of dreams, the sort that you wake fromina
cold swest of morta horror. It was the snuffling under the door of dread. It waslike the snuffling of a
hedgehog, but if so then it wasthe kind of hedgehog that crashes out of the verges and flattenslorries. It
was the kind of noise you wouldn’t want to hear twice; you wouldn’t want to hear itonce .

Degth straightened up dowly.

ISTHISHOW HE REPAYSMY KINDNESS? TO STEAL MY DAUGHTER, INSULT MY
SERVANTS, AND RISK THE FABRIC OF REALITY ON A PERSONAL WHIM? OH,
FOOLISH, FOOLISH, | HAVE BEEN FOOLISH TOO LONG!

“Master, if you would just be so good asto let go of my robe—" began Albert, and the wizard noticed
apleading edge to hisvoice that hadn’t been there before.

Death ignored him. He snapped hisfingerslike a castanet and the apron around hiswaist exploded into
brief flames. The kitten, however, he put down very carefully and gently pushed away with hisfoot.

DID | NOT GIVE HIM THE GREATEST OPPORTUNITY?

“Exactly, master, and now if you could see your way clear —’

SKILLS? A CAREER STRUCTURE? PROSPECTS? A JOB FOR LIFE?
“Indeed, and if you would but let go—"

The changein Albert’ s voice was complete. The trumpets of command had become the piccol os of
supplication. He sounded terrified, in fact, but he managed to catch Rincewind’ s eye and hiss.

“My gaff! Throw memy gaff! Whileheisinthecirdeheisnot invincible! Let me have my staff and |
can break free!”

Rincewind said: “Pardon?’

OH, MINE ISTHE FAULT FOR GIVING IN TO THESE WEAKNESSES OF WHAT FOR
WANT OF A BETTERWORD | SHALL CALL THE FLESH!

“My gaff, you idiot, my staff!” gibbered Albert.
“Sorry?’

WELL DONE, MY SERVANT, FOR CALLING METO MY SENSES. said Death. LET USLOSE
NO TIME.

1] My sa_!”



Therewas an imploson and an inrush of air.
The candle flames stretched out like lines of firefor amoment, and then went out.

Some time passed.

Then the bursar’ s voice from somewhere near the floor said, “ That was very unkind, Rincewind, losing
his s&ff like that. Remind me to discipline you severely one of these days. Anyone got alight?’

“1 don’t know what happenedtoit! | just leaned it againgt the pillar here and now it's—"
“Oook.”
“Oh,” said Rincewind.

“Extrabananaration, that ape,” said the bursar levelly. A match flared and someone managed to get a
candle dight. Wizards started to pick themsdves off the floor.

“Wall, that was alessonto dl of us,” the bursar continued, brushing dust and candlewax off hisrobe. He
looked up, expecting to see the statue of Alberto Malich back onits pedestal.

“Clearly even datues have fedings,” hesaid. “I mysdf recal, when | was but afirs-year sudent, writing
my name on hiswell, never mind. The point is, | propose here and now we replace the statue.”

Dead sllence greeted this suggestion.

“With, say, an exact likeness cast in gold. Suitably embellished with jewels, as befits our great founder,”
he went on brightly.

“And to make sure no students deface it in any way | suggest we then erect it in the deepest cdllar,” he
continued.

“And then lock the door,” he added. Severa wizards began to cheer up.
“And throw away the key?’ said Rincewind.

“And weld the door,” the bursar said. He had just remembered about The Mended Drum. He thought
for awhile and remembered about the physical fitnessregime aswell.

“And then brick up the doorway,” he said. Therewas around of applause.
“And throw away the bricklayer!” chortled Rincewind, who felt he was getting the hang of this.

The bursar scowled at him. “No need to get carried away,” he said.

Inthe slence alarger than usua sand dune humped up awkwardly and then fell away to reved Binky,
blowing the sand out of his nogtrils and shaking his mane.

Mort opened his eyes.



There should be aword for that brief period just after waking when the mind isfull of warm pink
nothing. Y ou liethere entirely empty of thought, except for agrowing suspicion that heading towards you,
like asockful of damp sand in anocturna aleyway, are dl the recollectionsyou’ d redlly rather do
without, and which amount to the fact that the only mitigating factor in your horrible future isthe certainty
that it will be quite short.

Mort sat up and put his hands on top of hishead to stop it unscrewing.

The sand beside him heaved and Y sabell pushed hersdf into aditting position. Her hair wasfull of sand
and her face was grimy with pyramid dust. Some of her hair had frizzled a the tips. She stared listlesdly at
him.

“Did you hit me?’ hesaid, gently testing hisjaw.

13 Ya”

] Oh.ll

Helooked at the sky, asthough it could remind him about things. He had to be somewhere, soon, he
recdled. Then he remembered something else.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Any time, | assureyou.” Y sabell made it to her feet and tried to brush the dirt and cobwebs off her
dress.

“Arewe going to rescue this princess of yours?’ she said diffidently.

Mort’sown persond, interna reality caught up with him. He shot to hisfeet with astrangled cry,
watched blue fireworks explode in front of his eyes, and collapsed again. Y sabdll caught him under the
shoulders and hauled him back on hisfest.

“Let’'sgo downtotheriver,” shesad. “I think we could dl do with adrink.”

“What happened to me?’

She shrugged as best she could while supporting hisweight.

“Someone used the Rite of AshkEnte. Father hatesit, he saysthey dways summon him at inconvenient
moments. The part of you that was Death went and you stayed behind. | think. At least you' ve got your
own voice back.”

“Whét timeisit?’

“What time did you say the priests close up the pyramid?’

Mort squinted through streaming eyes back towards the tomb of the king. Sure enough, torchlit fingers

were working on the door. Soon, according to the legend, the guardians would cometo life and begin
their endless patral.



Heknew they would. He remembered the knowledge. He remembered hismind fegling as cold asice
and limitless asthe night sky. He remembered being summoned into rel uctant existence at the moment the
first creature lived, in the certain knowledge that he would outlive life until the last being in the universe
passed to its reward, when it would then be his job, figuratively speaking, to put the chairs on the tables
andturn dl thelights off.

He remembered the loneliness.

“Don’t leaveme” he said urgently.

“I'm here,” she said. “For aslong as you need me.”

“It' smidnight,” he said dully, snking down by the Tsort and lowering his aching head to the water.
Beside him there was a noise like abath emptying as Binky aso took adrink.

“Doesthat mean we'retoo late?’

“yes”

“I’'m sorry. | wish there was something | could do.”

“Thereign't.”

“At least you kept your promiseto Albert.”

“Yes” said Mort, bitterly. “At least | did that.”

Nearly al the way from one sde of the Disc to the other. . . .

There should be aword for the microscopic spark of hope that you dare not entertain in case the mere
act of acknowledging it will causeit to vanish, like trying to look at aphoton. Y ou can only sdleuptoit,

looking past it,walking past it, waiting for it to get big enough to face the world.

He raised his dripping head and looked towards the sunset horizon, trying to remember the big moddl of
the Discin Death’ s study without actualy |etting the universe know what he was entertaining.

At timeslikethisit can seem that eventudity is so finely balanced that merely thinking too loud can spoail
everything.

He orientated himsdf by the thin streamers of Hublight dancing againgt the stars, and made an inspired
guessthat Sto Lat was. . . over there. . . .

“Midnight,” hesaid doud.
“Gone midnight now,” said Y sabell.

Mort stood up, trying not to let the delight radiate out from him like a beacon, and grabbed Binky’s
harness.

“Comeon,” hesad. “We haven't got much time.”



“What are you talking about?’

Mort reached down to swing her up behind him. It was aniceidea, but merely meant that he nearly
pulled himsdlf out of the saddle. She pushed him back gently and climbed up by hersdlf. Binky skittered
sideways, sensng Mort’ s feverish excitement, and snorted and pawed at the sand.

“| said, what are you taking about?’
Mort turned the horse to face the distant glow of the sunset.

“The speed of night,” he said.

Gutwell poked his head over the pal ace battlements and groaned. The interface was only a street away,
clearly visblein the octarine, and he didn’t have to imagine the S zzling. He could hear it —anasty,
saw-toothed buzz as random particles of possibility hit the interface and gave up their energy asnoise. As
it ground itsway up the street the pearly wall swalowed the bunting, the torches and the waiting crowds,
leaving only dark streets. Somewhere out there, Cutwell thought, I'm fast adeep in my bed and none of
this has happened. Lucky me.

He ducked down, skidded down the ladder to the cobbles and legged it back to the main hal with the
skirts of hisrobe flapping around his ankles. He dipped in through the small postern in the great door and
ordered the guardsto lock it, then grabbed his skirts again and pounded along a side passage o that the
guestswouldn’t notice him.

The hdl waslit with thousands of candles and crowded with Sto Plain dignitaries, nearly dl of them
dightly unsure why they were there. And, of course, there was the el ephant.

It was the el ephant that had convinced Cutwell that he had gone off therails of sanity, but it seemed like
agood ideaafew hours ago, when his exasperation at the High Priest’ s poor eyesight had run into the
recollection that alumber mill on the edge of town possessed said beast for the purposes of heavy
haulage. It was ederly, arthritic and had an uncertain temper, but it had one important advantage asa
sacrificid victim. The High Priest should be aoleto seeit.

Half adozen guards were gingerly trying to restrain the creature, in whose dow brain the realisation had
dawned that it should beinitsfamiliar stable, with plenty of hay and water and time to dream of the hot
days on the great khaki plains of Klatch. It was getting restless.

It will shortly become gpparent that another reason for its growing friskinessisthe fact that, in the
pre-ceremony confusion, itstrunk found the ceremonia chalice containing agallon of strong wine and
drained the lot. Strange hot ideas are beginning to bubble in front of its crusted eyes, of uprooted
baobabs, mating fights with other bulls, glorious stampedes through native villages and other
half-remembered pleasures. Soon it will start to see pink people.

Fortunately this was unknown to Cutwell, who caught the eye of the High Priet’ sassistant —a
forward-looking young man who had the foresight to provide himsalf with along rubber apron and
waders— and signalled that the ceremony should begin.

He darted back into the priest’ s robing room and struggled into the special ceremonial robe the palace
seamgtress had made up for him, digging deep into her workbasket for scraps of lace, equins and gold



thread to produce a garment of uch dazzling tastel essness that even the ArchChancellor of Unseen
Univergty wouldn't have been ashamed to wear it. Cutwel|l dlowed himsdlf five secondsto admire
himsdlf in the mirror before ramming the pointy hat on his head and running back to the door, stopping
just intimeto emerge a a sedate pace as befitted a person of substance.

He reached the High Priest as Keli started her advance up the centrd aide, flanked by maidservants
who fussed around her liketugs around aliner.

Despite the drawbacks of the hereditary dress, Cutwell thought she looked beautiful. There was
something about her that made him —

He gritted histeeth and tried to concentrate on the security arrangements. He had put guards at various
vantage pointsin the hall in case the Duke of Sto Hdlit tried any last-minute rearrangement of the royd
succession, and reminded himself to keep a specid eye on the duke himsdlf, who was Sitting in the front
row of seatswith astrange quiet smile on hisface. The duke caught Cutwell’ s eye, and the wizard hastily

looked away.

The High Priest held up his hands for sllence. Cutwell sdled towards him as the old man turned towards
the Hub and in a cracked voi ce began the invocation to the gods.

Cutwell let hiseyes dip back towards the duke.
“Hear me, mm, O gods—"
Was Sto Hdlit looking up into the bat-haunted darkness of the rafters?

“— hear me, O Blind lo of the Hundred Eyes, hear me, O Gregt Offler of the Bird-Haunted Mouith:
hear me, O Merciful Fate; hear me, O Cold, mm. Degtiny; hear me, O Seven-handed Sek; hear me, O

Hoki of the Woods, hear me, O —"

With dull horror Cutwell realised thet the daft old fool, againgt dl ingtruction, was going to mention the

wholelot. There were more than nine hundred known gods on the Disc, and research theol ogians were
discovering more every year. It could take hours. The congregation was aready beginning to shuffleits
fedt.

Kei was standing in front of the altar with alook of fury on her face. Cutwell nudged the High Priest in
theribs, which had no noticeable effect, and then waggled his eyebrowsferocioudy at the young acolyte.

“Stop him!” he hissed. “We haven’t got time!”
“The gods would be displeased —”

“Not as displeased asme, and I’ mhere .”

The acolyte looked at Cutwell’ s expression for amoment and decided that he' d better explain to the
gods later. He tapped the High Priest on the shoulder and whispered something in his ear.

“— O Steikhegdl, god of, mm, isolated cow byres; hear me, O —hdlo? What?’

Murmur, murmulr.



“Thisis, mm, very irregular. Very well, we shdl go straight to the, mm, Recitation of the Lineage.”
Murmur, murmur.
The High Priest scowled at Cutwell, or at least where he believed Cutwell to be.

“Oh, dl right. Mm, prepare the incense and fragrances for the Shriving of the Fourfold-Path.”

Murmur, murmur.

The High Priest’ sface darkened.

“I suppose, mm, ashort prayer, mm, istotaly out of the question?’ he said acidly.

“If some people don't get amoveon,” said Keli demurely, “thereis going to be trouble.”

Murmur.

“I don't know, I'm sure,” said the High Priest. “ People might aswell not bother with ardigious, mm,
ceremony at al. Fetch the bloody e ephant, then.”

The acolyte gave Cutwell afrantic look and waved at the guards. Asthey urged their gently-swaying
charge forward with shouts and pointed sticks the young priest sdled towards Cutwell and pushed

something into hishand.

He looked down. It was awaterproof hat.

“Isthis necessary?’

“He svery devout,” said the acolyte. “We may need a snorkel.”

The eephant reached the altar and was forced, without too much difficulty, to knedl. It hiccupped.
“Well, whereisit, then?’ snagpped the High Priest. “Let’ sget this, mm,farce over with!”

Murmur went the acolyte. The High Priest listened, nodded gravely, picked up hiswhite-handled
sacrificid knife and raised it double-handed over hishead. The whole hal watched, holding its breath.

Then helowered it again.
“Wherein front of me?’

Murmur.

“| certainly don’t need your help, my lad! I’ ve been sacrificing man and boy —and, mm, women and
animas—for seventy years, and when | can't use the, mm, knife you can put me to bed with ashovel!”

And he brought the blade down in awild sweep which, by sheer luck, gave the e ephant amild flesh
wound on the trunk.

The creature awoke from its pleasant reflective stupor and squeded. The acolyte turned in horror to
look at two tiny bloodshot eyes squinting down the length of an enraged trunk, and cleared the dtar in



one standing jump.

The eephant was enraged. V ague confusing recollections flooded its aching head, of fires and shouts
and men with nets and cages and spears and too many years hauling heavy treetrunks. It brought its
trunk down acrossthe atar stone and somewhat to its own surprise smashed it in two, levered the two
partsinto the air with itstusks, tried unsuccessfully to uproot astone pillar and then, fedling the sudden
need for a breath of fresh air, Sarted to charge arthritically down the length of the hall.

It hit the door at adead run, its blood loud with the call of the herd and fizzing with acohol, and took it
off at the hinges. Still wearing the frame on its shouldersit careened across the courtyard, smashed the
outer gates, burped, thundered through the deeping city and was still dowly accelerating when it sniffed
the distant dark continent of Klatch on the night breeze and, tail raised, followed the ancient call of home.

Back in the hal there was dust and shouts and confusion. Cutwell pushed his hat out of his eyes and got
to his hands and knees.

“Thank you,” said Keli, who had been lying undernesth him. * And why did you jump on top of me?’
“My firgt ingtinct was to protect you, your Mgesty.”

“Yes, ingtinct it may have been, but —" She started to say that maybe the elephant would have weighed
less, but the sight of hisbig, serious and rather flushed face stopped her.

“Wewill talk about thislater,” she said, Sitting up and brushing the dust off her. *1n the meantime, | think
we will dispense with the sacrifice. I'm not your Maesty yet, just your Highness, and now if someonewill
fetch the crown —"

There was the snick of a safety catch behind them.

“Thewizard will put hishandswhere| can seethem,” said the duke.

Cutwell stood up dowly, and turned around. The duke was backed by haf adozen large serious men,
the type of men whose only functionin lifeisto loom behind people like the duke. They had adozen
large serious crosshows, whose main purpose was to appear to be on the point of going off.

The princess sprang to her feet and launched hersdlf at her uncle, but Cutwell grabbed her.

“No,” hesaid, quietly. “Thisis't the kind of man who tiesyou up in acellar with just enough time for the
miceto eat your ropes before the flood-watersrise. Thisisthe kind of man who just kills you here and

The duke bowed.

“I think it can betruly said that the gods have spoken,” he said. “ Clearly the princess wastragicaly
crushed by the rogue dephant. The people will be upset. | will persondly decree aweek of mourning.”

“You can't do that, al the guests have seen—!" the princess began, nearly in tears.
Cutwdl shook his head. He could see the guards moving through the crowds of bewildered guests.

“They haven’t,” hesaid. “You'll be amazed at what they haven't seen. Especidly when they learn that



being tragically crushed to death by rogue elephants can be catching. Y ou can even dieof it in bed.”
The duke laughed pleasantly.
“Youredly are quiteintdligent for awizard,” he said. “Now, | am merely proposing banishment —”

“Youwon't get away with this” said Cutwell. He thought for abit, and added, “Well, you will probably
get away with it, but you' Il fed bad about it on your desthbed and you'll wish—"

He stopped talking. His jaw dropped.
The duke haf turned to follow his gaze.
“Wdl, wizard? What have you seen?’

“Youwon't get away withit,” said Cutwell hystericaly. “Y ou won't even be here. Thisisgoing to have
never happened, do you redise?”’

“Watch hishands,” said the duke. “If he even moves hisfingers, shoot them.”

He looked around again, puzzled. The wizard had sounded genuine. Of course, it was said wizards
could seethingsthat weren't there. . . .

“It doesn’'t even matter if you kill me,” Cutwell babbled, “because tomorrow I'll wake up in my own bed
and thiswon'’t have happened anyway. It's come through the wall!”

Night rolled onwards across the Disc. It was dwaysthere, of course, lurking in shadows and holes and
cdlars, but asthe dow light of day drifted after the sun the pools and lakes of night spread out, met and
merged. Light on the Discworld moves dowly because of the vast magicd field.

Light on the Discworld isn’t like light elsawhere. I’ sgrown up abit, it’sbeen around, it doesn't fed the
need to rush everywhere. It knows that however fast it goes darkness ways getstherefirst, soit takesit

essy.

Midnight glided across the landscape like avelvet bat. And faster than midnight, atiny spark againgt the
dark world of the Disc, Binky pounded after it. Flames roared back from his hooves. Muscles moved
under hisgligening skin like snakesinail.

They moved in silence. Y sabell took one arm from around Mort’ swaist and watched sparks glitter
around her fingersin dl eight colours of the rainbow. Little crackling serpents of light flowed down her
arm and flashed off thetips of her hair.

Mort took the horse down lower, leaving a boiling wake of cloud that extended for miles behind them.

“Now | know I'm going mad,” he muttered.

HWI,V?!

“1 just saw an elephant down there. Whoa, boy. Look, you can see Sto Lat up ahead.”

Y sabell peered over his shoulder at the distant gleam of light.



“How long have we got?’ she said nervoudly.

“I don’'t know. A few minutes, perhaps.”

“Mort, | hadn’t asked you before —"

“Wdl?

“What are you going todo when we get there?’

“I don't know,” he said. “1 was sort of hoping something would suggest itsdlf at thetime.”
“Hasit?’

“No. Butitisn't timeyet. Albert’s spel may help. And I—”

The dome of redlity squatted over the palace like acollgpsing jelyfish. Mort’ svoicetrailed into horrified
dlence. Then Ysabdl said, “Well, | think it' snearly time. What are we going to do?’

“Hold tight!”

Binky glided through the smashed gates of the outer courtyard, did acrossthe cobblesin atrail of sparks
and legpt through the ravaged doorway of the hall. The pearly wall of the interface |loomed up and passed
like ashock of cold spray.

Mort had aconfused vison of Keli and Cutwell and a group of large men diving for their lives. He
recognised the features of the duke and drew his sword, vaulting from the saddle as soon as the steaming
horse skidded to a halt.

“Don’t you lay afinger on her!” he screamed. “1'll have your head off!”

“Thisiscertainly most impressive,” said the duke, drawing his own sword. “And aso very foolish. | —”

He stopped. His eyes glazed over. He toppled forward. Cutwell put down the big silver candlestick he'd
wielded and gave Mort an gpologetic smile.

Mort turned towards the guards, the blue flame of Death’s sword humming through the air.

“Anyone else want some?’ he snarled. They backed away, and then turned and ran. As they passed
through the interface they vanished. There were no guests outside there, either. Inthered redity the hal
was dark and empty.

Thefour of them were left in ahemigphere that wasrapidly growing smdler.

Mort sidled over to Cutwell.

“Any ideas?’ hesaid. “I’ve got amagic spell here somewhere—"

“Forget it. If | try any magicin herenow it'll blow our heads off. Thislittle redity istoo smdl to contain
it



Mort sagged againgt the remains of the dtar. He felt empty, drained. For amoment he watched the
gzzlingwall of theinterface drifting nearer. HE d surviveit, he hoped, and so would Y sabell. Cutwell
wouldn't, but a Cutwell would. Only Keli —

“Am | going to be crowned or not?’ shesaidicily. “I’ve got to dieaqueen! 1t'd be terrible to be dead
and common!”

Mort gave her an unfocused 100k, trying to remember what on earth she was talking about. Y sabdll
fished around in the wreckage behind the dtar, and came up with arather battered gold circlet set with

gndl diamonds.

“Isthisit?’ shesad.

“That' sthe crown,” said Keli, nearly in tears. “ But there’ sno priest or anything.”

Mort sighed deeply.

“Cutwell, if thisis our own redity we can rearrange it the way we want, can't we?’

“What had you in mind?’

“You're now apriest. Name your own god.”

Cutwell curtsied, and took the crown from Y sabell.

“You'redl making fun of mel” snapped Keli.

“Sorry,” said Mort, wearily. “1t’ s been rather along day.”

“I hopel candothisright,” said Cutwell solemnly. “I’ ve never crowned anyone before.”

“I"ve never been crowned before!”

“Good,” said Cutwel soothingly. “We can learn together.” He started to mutter some impressive words
inasgtrangetongue. It wasin fact asmple spdll for ridding the clothing of fleas, but he thought, what the
hell. And then he thought, gosh, in thisredlity I’'m the most powerful wizard there ever was, that’ d be
something to tell my grandch . . . He gritted histeeth. There' d be some rules changed in thisredlity, that
wasfor sure.

Y sabell sat down beside Mort and dipped her hand in his.

“Wd|? shesad quietly. “Thisisthe time. Has anything suggested itself?”

“No.”

Theinterface was more than hafway down the hdl, dowing dightly asit relentlesdy ground down the
pressure of theintruding redlity.

Something wet and warm blew in Mort’ s ear. He reached up and touched Binky’s muzzle.



“Dear old horse” hesaid. “And I'm right out of sugar lumps. You'll haveto find your way home by
yoursdf —"

His hand stopped in mid-pat.

“We canall go home,” he said.

“I don't think father would like that very much,” said Y sabell, but Mort ignored her.
“Cutwe|!”

vy e’

“We’releaving. Areyou coming? You'll still exist when the interface closes”

“Part of mewill,” said thewizard.

“That’ swhat | meant,” said Mort, swinging himsalf up on to Binky’ s back.

“But speaking asthe part that won't, I’d liketo join you,” said Cutwel quickly.

“I intend to stay hereto diein my own kingdom,” said Kéli.

“What you intend doesn’t signify,” said Mort. “I've come all the way across the Disc to rescue you,
d”"you see, and you' re going to be rescued.”

“But I'm the queen!” said Keli. Uncertainty welled up in her eyes, and she spun round to Cutwell, who
lowered his candle-tick guiltily. “1 heard you say thewords! | am queen, aren’t 177

“Oh, yes,” said Cutwell instantly; and then, because awizard’ sword is supposed to be harder than cast
iron, added virtuoudy, “And totally free from infestation, too.”

“Cutwell!” snapped Mort. The wizard nodded, caught Keli around the waist and bodily hoisted her on
to Binky’ sback. Hoisting his skirts around hiswaist he clambered up behind Mort and reached down
and siwung Y sabel | up behind him. The horse jigged across the floor, complaining about the overloading,
but Mort turned him towards the broken doorway and urged him forward.

The interface followed them asthey clattered down the hall and into the courtyard, risng dowly. Its
pearly fog was only yards away, tightening by inches.

“Excuseme,” said Cutwell to Y sabdll, raising his hat. “Igneous Cutwell, Wizard |t Grade (UU), former
Royal Recogniser and soon to be beheaded probably. Would you happen to know where we are

going?”
“Tomy father’s country,” shouted Y sabell, above the wind of their passage.
“Havel ever met him?”’

“| don't think so. Y ou'd have remembered.”

Thetop of the palace wall scraped Binky’ s hooves as, muscles straining, he sought for more height.



Cutwell leaned backward again, holding on to hishat.
“Who isthis gentleman of which we speek?’ heydled.
“Degth,” sad Y sabell.

“Not —"

“yes”

“Oh.” Cutwell peered down at the distant rooftops, and gave her alopsided smile. “Would it save timeiif
| just jumped off now?’

“He squite niceif you get to know him,” said Y sabell defensively.

“Ishe? Do you think we' Il get the chance?”

“Hold on!” said Mort. “We should be going across just about —”

A holefull of blackness rushed out of the sky and caught them.

The interface bobbed uncertainly, empty as a pauper’ s pocket, and carried on shrinking.
The front door opened. Y sabell poked her head out.

“There’' sno-one a home,” shesaid. “Y ou' d better comein.”

The other threefiled into the hallway. Cutwell conscientioudy wiped hisfeet.
“It'sabitamdl,” said Kdi, criticaly.

“It'salot bigger indde,” said Mort, and turned to Y sabdll. “Have you looked everywhere?’
“I can’'t even find Albert,” shesaid. “I can’'t remember him ever not being here.”

She coughed, remembering her duties as hostess.

“Would anyonelikeadrink?’ she said. Kdi ignored her.

“I was expecting acastle at least,” she said. “Big and black, with great dark towers. Not an umbrella
gand.”

“It hasgot ascytheinit,” Cutwell pointed out.

“Let’sdl gointo the study and st down and I'm surewe' |l dl fed better,” said Y sabell hurriedly, and
pushed open the black baize door.

Cutwell and Keli stepped through, bickering. Y sabell took Mort’sarm.

“What are we going to do now?’ she said. “Father will be very angry if he findsthem here”



“I'll think of something,” said Mort. “I’ll rewrite the autobiographies or something.” He smiled weekly.
“Don"t worry. I'll think of something.”

The door dammed behind him. Mort turned to look into Albert’ s grinning face.

The big leather armchair behind the desk revolved dowly. Death looked a Mort over steepled fingers.
When hewas quite certain he had their full, horrified attention, he said:

YOU HAD BETTER START NOW.

He stood up, appearing to grow larger as the room darkened.

DON"T BOTHER TO APOLOGISE, he added. Kdli buried her head in Cutwell’ s ample chest.
| AMBACK . AND | AMANGRY .

“Master, | —” Mort began.

SHUT UP, said Desath. He beckoned Kdi with a calcareous forefinger. She turned to look at him, her
body not daring to disobey.

Desth reached out and touched her chin. Mort’s hand went to his sword.

ISTHISTHE FACE THAT LAUNCHED A THOUSAND SHIPS, AND BURNED THE TOPLESS
TOWERS OF PSEUDOPOL|S?wondered Degth. Keli stared hypnotised at the red pinpoints miles
deep in those dark sockets.

“Er, excuseme,” said Cutwell, holding his hat respectfully, Mexican fashion.

WELL? said Death, distracted.

“Itisn't, Sr. You must be thinking about another face.”

WHAT ISYOUR NAME?

“Cutwedl, sr. I'mawizard, Sr.”

I’'M A WIZARD, SIR, Desth sneered. BE SILENT, WIZARD.

“Sir.” Cutwell stepped back.

Desgth turned to Y sabell.

DAUGHTER, EXPLAIN YOURSELF. WHY DID YOU AID THISFOOL?

Y sabell curtsed nervoudly.

“1 —lovehim, father. | think.”

“You do?' sad Mort, astonished. “Y ou never saidl”



Theredidn’'t seem to betime” said Y sabdll. “ Father, hedidn't mean —’
BE SILENT.
Y sabell dropped her gaze. “Y es, father.”

Death stalked around the desk until he was standing directly in front of Mort. He stared at him for along
time.

Then in one blurred movement his hand struck Mort across the face, knocking him off hisfeet.

[ INVITEYOU INTOMY HOME, hesaid, | TRAIN YOU, | FEED YOU, | CLOTHE YOU, |
GIVE YOU OPPORTUNITIES YOU COULD NOT DREAM OF, AND THUS YOU REPAY ME.
YOU SEDUCE MY DAUGHTER FROM ME, YOU NEGLECT THE DUTY, YOU MAKE

RIPPLESIN REALITY THAT WILL TAKE A CENTURY TOHEAL. YOUR ILL-TIMED

ACTIONSHAVE DOOMED YOUR COMRADES TO OBLIVION. THE GODSWILL DEMAND
NOTHING LESS.

ALL IN ALL, BOY, NOT A GOOD START TO YOUR FIRST JOB.

Mort struggled into aStting position, holding his cheek. It burned coldly, like comet ice.

“Mort,” hesaid.
IT SPEAKS WHAT DOESIT SAY?

“You could let them go,” said Mort. “They just got involved. It wasn't their fault. Y ou could rearrange
thisso—"

WHY SHOULD | DO THAT? THEY BELONG TO ME NOW.
“I'll fight you for them,” said Mort.
VERY NOBLE. MORTALSFIGHT MEALL THE TIME. YOU ARE DISMISSED.

Mort got to his feet. He remembered what being Death had been like. He caught hold of the feding, let it
surface. . ..

NO, he said.
AH. YOU CHALLENGE ME ASBETWEEN EQUALS, THEN?

Mort swallowed. But at least the way was clear now. When you step off acliff, your lifetakesavery
definite direction.

“If necessary,” hesad. “Andif | win—"

IFYOU WIN, YOU WILL BEIN A POSITION TO DO WHATEVER YOU PLEASE, said Desath.
FOLLOW ME.

He stalked past Mort and out into the hall.



The other four looked at Mort.

“Areyou sure you know what you' redoing?’ said Cutwell.

“No.”

“Y ou can't beat the master,” said Albert. He Sighed. “ Takeit from me.”

“What will happenif you lose?’ said Kéli.

“I won'tlose” said Mort. “That’ sthe trouble.”

“Father wantshimtowin,” said Y sabdll bitterly.

“You mean he'll let Mort win?” said Cutwell.

“Oh, no, he won'tlet himwin. Hejust wantshimtowin.”

Mort nodded. Asthey followed Death’ s dark shape he reflected on an endless future, serving whatever
mysterious purpose the Creator had in mind, living outsde Time. He couldn’t blame Death for wanting to
quit the job. Death had said the bones were not compul sory, but perhaps that wouldn’'t matter. Would
eternity fed likealong time, or were dl lives—from apersond viewpoint —entirely the same length?

Hi, said avoicein hishead. Remember me?1’myou. | got you into this.

“Thanks,” he said bitterly. The others glanced a him.

Y ou could come through this, the voice said. Y ou’ ve got abig advantage. Y ou’ ve been him, and he's
never been you.

Degth swept through the hall and into the Long Room, the candles obediently flicking into flame ashe
entered.

ALBERT.

“Master?’

FETCH THE GLASSES.

“Madter.”

Cutwel| grabbed the old man’sarm.

“You'reawizard,” he hissed. “Y ou don’'t have to do what he says!”
“How old areyou, lad?’ said Albert, kindly.

“Twenty.”

“When you're my ageyou |l see your choices differently.” He turned to Mort. “ Sorry.”



Mort drew his sword, its blade dmost invisiblein the light from the candles. Degth turned and stood
facing him, athin slhouette againgt atowering rack of hourglasses.

He held out hisarms. The scythe gppeared in them with atiny thunderclap.

Albert came back down one of the glass-lined aleys with two hourglasses, and set them down
wordlessy on aledge on one of the pillars.

One was severa timesthe size of the ordinary glasses— black, thin and decorated with a complicated
skull-and-bones moatif.

That wasn't the most unpleasant thing about it.

Mort groaned inwardly. He couldn’t see any sand in there.

The smaller glass beside it was quite plain and unadorned. Mort reached for it.

“May |7’ hesad.

BEMY GUEST.

The name Mort was engraved on the top bulb. He held it up to the light, noting without any rea surprise
that there was hardly any sand left. When he held it to his ear he thought he could hear, even above the
ever-present roar of the millions of lifetimers around him, the sound of his own life pouring away.
Heput it down very carefully.

Desth turned to Cutwell.

MR WIZARD, SIR, YOU WILL BE GOOD ENOUGH TO GIVE USA COUNT OF THREE.
Cutwell nodded glumly.

“Areyou surethis couldn’t al be sorted out by getting around atable—" he began.

NO.

“No.”

Mort and Degth circled one another warily, their reflections flickering across the banks of hourglasses.
“One,”said Cutwell.

Degth spun his scythe menacingly.

“Two.”

The blades met in mid-air with anoise like acat diding down apane of glass.

“They both chested!” sid Keli.



Y sabdll nodded. “ Of course,” she said.

Mort jumped back, bringing the sword round in atoo-dow arc that Desth easily deflected, turning the
parry into awicked low sweep that Mort avoided only by aclumsy standing jump.

Although the scythe isn't pre-eminent among weapons of war, anyone who has been on the wrong end
of, say, apeasants revolt will know that in skilled handsit is fearsome. Once its owner getsit weaving
and spinning no-one—including the widder —is quite certain where the blade is now and where it will be
next.

Death advanced, grinning. Mort ducked a cut at head height and dived sideways, hearing atinkle behind
him asthetip of the scythe caught aglass on the nearest shelf. . ..

...inadark dley in Morpork anight soil entrepreneur clutched at his chest and pitched forward over
hiscart. . ..

Mort rolled and came up swinging the sword double-handed over his head, feding atwang of dark
exhilaration as Death darted backwards across the checkered tiles. The wild swing cut through ashdlf;
one after another its burden of glasses started to dide towards the floor. Mort was dimly aware of
Y sabell scurrying past him to catch them oneby one. . . .

... arossthe Disc four people miraculoudy escaped desth by faling. . . .

... and then he ran forward, pressing home his advantage. Death’ s hands moved in ablur as he blocked
every chop and thrust, and then changed grip on the scythe and brought the blade swinging up inan arc
that Mort sidestepped awkwardly, nicking the frame of an hourglasswith the hilt of his sword and
sending it flying acrosstheroom. . . .

.. . inthe Ramtop mountains a tharga-herder, searching by lamplight in the high meadows for alost cow,
missed hisfooting and plunged over athousand foot drop. . . .

... Gutwell dived forward and caught the tumbling glassin one desperately outstretched hand, hit the
floor and did dong on hisstomach. . . .

... agnarled sycamore mysterioudy loomed under the screaming herder and broke hisfal, removing his
major problems— degath, the judgement of the gods, the uncertainty of Paradise and so on—and
replacing them with the comparatively smple one of climbing back up about one hundred feet of sheer,
icy dliff in pitch darkness.

There was a pause as the combatants backed away from each other and circled again, looking for an
opening.

“Surely there's something we can do?’ said Kdli.

“Mort will lose either way,” said Y sabell, shaking her head. Cutwell shook the silver candlestick out of
his baggy deeve and tossed it thoughtfully from hand to hand.

Degth hefted the scythe threateningly, incidentaly smashing an hourglass by his shoulder. . . .

... iIn Bes Pdlargic the Emperor’ s chief torturer dumped backwardsinto hisown acid pit. . . .



... and took another swing which Mort dodged by sheer luck. But only just. He could fed the hot ache
in hismuscles and the numbing greyness of fatigue poisonsin hisbrain, two disadvantages that Desth did
not have to consider.

Death noticed.
YIELD, hesaid.| MAY BE MERCIFUL.

Toillugtrate the point he made a roundarm dash that Mort caught, clumsily, on the edge of his sword.
The scythe blade bounced up, splintered a glassinto athousand shards. . . .

... the Duke of Sto Hdlit clutched at his heart, felt theicy stab of pain, screamed soundlessly and
tumbled from hishorse. . . .

Mort backed away until he felt the roughness of astone pillar on hisneck. Death’ sglasswith its
dauntingly empty bulbswas afew inchesfrom his head.

Degth himself was't paying much attention. He was looking down thoughtfully at the jagged remains of
the Duke' slife.

Mort yelled and swung his sword up, to the faint cheers of the crowd that had been waiting for him to do
thisfor sometime. Even Albert clapped hiswrinkled hands.

But instead of thetinkle of glassthat Mort had expected there was— nothing.

Heturned and tried again. The blade passed right through the glass without bresking it.

The change in the texture of the air made him bring the sword around and back in timeto deflect a
vicious downward sweep. Degath sprang away in time to dodge Mort’ s counter thrust, which was dow
and wesk.

THUSIT ENDS, BOY.

“Mort,” said Mort. He looked up.

“Mort,” he repeated, and brought the sword up in astroke that cut the scythe’ shandle in two. Anger
bubbled up insde him. If hewas going to die, then at least he’ d die with theright name.

“Mort, you bastard!” he screamed, and propelled himsalf straight towards the grinning skull with the
sword whirring in acomplicated dance of blue light. Death staggered backwards, laughing, crouching
under the rain of furious strokes that diced the scythe handle into more pieces.

Mort circled him, chopping and thrusting and dully aware, even through the red mists of fury, that Death
was following his every move, holding the orphaned scytheblade like a sword. There was no opening,
and the motor of hisanger wouldn't last. Y ou'll never beat him, hetold himsdf. Thebest wecandois
hold him off for awhile. And losing is probably better than winning. Who needs eternity, anyway?

Through the curtain of hisfatigue he saw Degth unfold the length of his bones and bring hisblade aund in
adow, leisurely arc asthough it was moving through treacle.



“Father!” screamed Y sabell.

Death turned his head.

Perhaps Mort’ s mind welcomed the prospect of the life to come but his body, which maybe felt it had
most to lose in the deal, objected. It brought his sword arm up in one unstoppabl e stroke that flicked
Death’ s blade from his hand, and then pinned him againgt the nearest pillar.

In the sudden hush Mort realised he could no longer hear an intrusive little noise that had been just a his
threshold of hearing for the last ten minutes. His eyes darted Sdeways.

Thelast of hissand was running out.

STRIKE.

Mort raised the sword, and |ooked into the twin bluefires.

He lowered the sword.

“No.”

Death’ sfoot lashed out at groin height with aspeed that even made Cutwell wince.

Mort slently curled into aball and rolled acrossthe floor. Through histears he saw Desth advancing,
scytheblade in one hand and Mort’ s own hourglassin the other. He saw Keli and Y sabell swept
disdainfully asde asthey made agrab for the robe. He saw Cutwell elbowed in theribs, his candlestick

clattering acrossthetiles.

Death stood over him. Thetip of the blade hovered in front of Mort’ s eyes for amoment, and then
swept upwards.

“You'reright. Thereé sno justice. There' sjust you.”

Desath hestated, and then dowly lowered the blade. He turned and looked down into Y sabell’ sface.
She was shaking with anger.

YOUR MEANING?

She glowered up at Death’ s face and then her hand swung back and swung around and swung forward
and connected with a sound like a dice box.

It was nothing like asloud asthe sllence that followed it.

Kdi shut her eyes. Cutwell turned away and put hisarms over his head.

Desgth raised ahand to his skull, very dowly.

Y sabdll’ s chest rose and fell in amanner that should have made Cutwell give up magic for life.

Findly, in avoice even more hollow than usud, Deeth said: WHY ?



“Y ou said that to tinker with the fate of oneindividual could destroy the whole world,” said Y sabll.

YES?

“Y ou meddled with his. And mine.” She pointed atrembling finger at the splinters of glass on thefloor.
“And those, too.”

WELL?
“What will the gods demand forthat 7’
FROM ME?

“Y&“

Desath looked surprised. THE GODS CAN DEMAND NOTHING OFME . EVEN GODS
ANSWER TO ME, EVENTUALLY.

“Doesn’'t seem very fair, doesit? Don"t the gods bother about justice and mercy?” snapped Y sabdll.
Without anyone quite noticing she had picked up the sword.

Desath grinned. | APPLAUD YOUR EFFORTS, hesaid, BUT THEY AVAIL YOU NAUGHT.
STAND ASIDE.

“No.”

YOU MUST BE AWARE THAT EVEN LOVE ISNO DEFENCE AGAINST ME. | AM SORRY .
Y sabel| raised the sword. “ You' resorry?’

STAND ASIDE, | SAY.

“No. You'rejust being vindictive. It snot fair!”

Desth bowed his skull for amoment, then looked up with his eyes blazing.

YOU WILL DO ASYOU ARE TOLD.

“I will not.”

YOU’'RE MAKING THISVERY DIFFICULT.

“Good.”

Death’ sfingers drummed impatiently on the scytheblade, like amouse tapdancing on atin. He seemed to
be thinking. He looked at Y sabell standing over Mort, and then turned and looked &t the others
crouching againg ashdf.

NO, he said eventually. NO. | CANNOT BE BIDDEN. | CANNOT BE FORCED. | WILL DO
ONLY THAT WHICH | KNOW TO BE RIGHT.



He waved a hand, and the sword whirred out of Y sabell’ s grasp. He made another complicated gesture
and the girl hersdlf was picked up and pressed gently but firmly againgt the nearest pillar.

Mort saw the dark regper advance on him again, blade swinging back for thefina stroke. He stood over
the boy.

YOU DON"T KNOW HOW SORRY THISMAKES ME, he said.
Mort pulled himsdlf on to hiselbows.

“I might,” he said.

Death gave him asurprised look for severa seconds, and then started to laugh. The sound bounced
eerily around the room, ringing off the shelves as Deeth, dill laughing like an earthquake in agraveyard,

held Mort’sown glassin front of its owner’ s eyes.

Mort tried to focus. He saw the last grain of sand skid down the glossy surface, teeter on the edge and
then drop, tumbling in dow motion, towards the bottom. Candldight flickered off itstiny Slicafacetsasit

spun gently downward. It landed soundlessly, throwing up atiny crater.

Thelight in Death’seyesflared until it filled Mort’ svison and the sound of hislaughter rattled the
universe.

And then Death turned the hourglass over.

Onceagainthe great hal of Sto Lat was brilliant with candldight and loud with music.

Asthe guests flocked down the steps and descended on the cold buffet the Master of Ceremonieswas
in non-stop voice, introducing those who, by reason of importance or smple absent-mindedness, had

turned up late. Asfor example:

“The Roya Recogniser, Master of the Queen’ s Bedchamber, His I pississumussness |gneous Cutwell,
Wizard It Grade (UU).”

Cutwell advanced on the royd couple, grinning, alarge cigar in one hand.
“May | kissthebride?’ he said.
“If it sdlowed for wizards,” said Y sabdll, offering acheek.

“We thought the fireworks were marvellous,” said Mort. “And | expect they’ll soon be ableto rebuild
the outer wall. No doubt you' Il be ableto find your way to the food.”

“He slooking alot better these days,” said Y sabell behind her fixed grin, as Cutwell disappeared into
the throng.

“Certainly there' salot to be said for being the only person who doesn't bother to obey the queen,” said
Mort, exchanging nods with a passing nobleman.



“They say he' sthered power behind thethrone,” said Y sabdll. “ An eminence something.”
“Eminence grease,” said Mort absently. “Notice how he doesn't do any magic these days?’

“Shut up here she comes.”

“Her Supreme Magjesty, Queen Kdlirehennal, Lord of Sto Lat, Protector of the Eight Protectorates and
Empress of the Long Thin Debated Piece Hubwards of Sto Kerrig.”

Y sabell bobbed. Mort bowed. Kdi beamed at both of them. They couldn’t help noticing that she had
come under someinfluence that inclined her towards clothesthat at |east roughly followed her shape, and
away from hairstyles that looked like the offspring of a pinegpple and a candyfloss.

She pecked Y sabell on the cheek and then stepped back and looked Mort up and down.
“How’s Sto Hdlit?’ shesaid.

“Fine, fing)” saild Mort. “We Il have to do something about the cdlars, though. Y our late uncle had some
unusual —hobbies, and. . . .”

“She meansyou,” whispered Y sabell. “ That’ syour officia name.”
“| preferred Mort,” said Mort.

“Such an interesting coat of arms, too,” said the queen. “Crossed scythes on an hourglass rampant
agang asablefield. It gavethe Roya College quite aheadache.”

“It'snot that | mind being aduke,” said Mort. “Its being married to a duchess that comes as ashock.”

“You'll get usedtoit.”

“I hopenot.”

“Good. And now, Ysabell,” said Kdli, setting her jaw, “if you areto moveinroyd circlesthere are some
people you Smply must meet.”

Y sabell gave Mort adespairing look as she was swept away into the crowd, and was soon lost to view.

Mort ran afinger around theinside of his collar, looked both ways, and then darted into a fern-shaded
corner near the end of the buffet where he could have a quiet moment to himself.

Behind him the Master of Ceremonies cleared histhroat. His eyestook on adistant, glazed look.

“The Stedler of Souls,” he said in the faraway voice of one whose ears aren’t hearing what hismouth is
saying, “ Defeater of Empires, Swallower of Oceans, Thief of Y ears, The Ultimate Redlity, Harvester of
Mankind, the—"

ALL RIGHT, ALL RIGHT.| CAN SEEMY SELF IN.

Mort paused with a cold turkey leg hafway to his mouth. He didn’t turn around. He didn’t need to.
There was no mistaking that voice, felt rather than heard, or the way in which the air chilled and



darkened. The chatter and music of the wedding reception dowed and faded.

“Wedidn't think you'd come,” he said to a potted fern.

TOMY OWN DAUGHTER’SWEDDING? ANYWAY, ITWASTHE FIRST TIMEI'VE EVER
HAD AN INVITATION TOANYTHING. IT HAD GOLD EDGES AND RSVPAND
EVERYTHING.

“Y es, but when you weren't at the service—"

| THOUGHT PERHAPS IT WOULD NOT BE ENTIRELY APPROPRIATE.

“Well, yes, | supposeso—"

TO BE FRANK, | THOUGHT YOU WERE GOING TO MARRY THE PRINCESS.

Mort blushed. “We taked about it,” he said. “ Then we thought, just because you happen to rescue a
princess, you shouldn’t rush into things.”

VERY WISE. TOO MANY YOUNG WOMEN LEAPINTO THE ARMS OF THE FIRST
YOUNG MAN TO WAKE THEM AFTER A HUNDRED YEARS SLEEP, FOR EXAMPLE.

“And, well, wethought thet dl in dl, well, oncel redly got to know Y sabdll, wdll . . .”

YES, YES, | AM SURE. AN EXCELLENT DECISION. HOWEVER, | HAVE DECIDED NOT
TO INTEREST MY SELF IN HUMAN AFFAIRSANY FURTHER.

“Reglly?’
EXCEPT OFFICIALLY, OF COURSE. IT WAS CLOUDING MY JUDGEMENT.

A skeletal hand appeared on the edge of Mort’ svision and skilfully speared a stuffed egg. Mort spun
around.

“What happened?’ he said. “I’ ve got to know! One minute we were in the Long Room and the next we
werein afied outsde the city, and we wereredly us! | mean, redity had been dtered to fit usin! Who
didit?’

| HAD A WORD WITH THE GODS. Desth looked uncomfortable.

“Oh. You did, did you?’' said Mort. Death avoided his gaze.

YES.

“I shouldn’t think they were very pleased.”

THE GODSARE JUST. THEY ARE ALSO SENTIMENTALISTS. | HAVE NEVER BEEN ABLE
TOMASTERIT, MYSELF. BUT YOU AREN'T FREE YET. YOU MUST SEE TOIT THAT
HISTORY TAKESPLACE.

“I know,” said Mort. “Uniting the kingdoms and everything.”



YOU MIGHT END UPWISHING YOU’'D STAYED WITH ME.

“| certainly learned alot,” Mort admitted. He put his hand up to his face and absent-mindedly stroked
the four thin white scars across his cheek. “But | don’t think | was cut out for that sort of work. Look,
I'mredly sorry —”

| HAVE A PRESENT FOR YOU.

Death put down his plate of hors d’ oeuvres and fumbled in the mysterious recesses of his robe. When
his skeletal hand emerged it was holding alittle globe between thumb and forefinger.

It was about three inches across. It could have been the largest pearl in the world, except that the
surface was amoving swirl of complicated slver shapes, forever on the point of resolving themselvesinto
something recognisable but dways managing to avoid it.

When Degth dropped it into Mort’ s outstretched pam it felt surprisingly heavy and dightly warm.

FOR YOU AND YOUR LADY. A WEDDING PRESENT. A DOWRY.

“It' sbeautiful! We thought the silver toast rack was from you.”

THAT WASALBERT. I’'M AFRAID HE DOESN'T HAVE MUCH IMAGINATION.

Mort turned the globe over and over in his hands. The shapes bailing insde it seemed to respond to his
touch, sending little streamers of light arching across the surface towards hisfingers.

“Isitapearl?’ hesad.

YES. WHEN SOMETHING IRRITATESAN OYSTER AND CAN'T BE REMOVED, THE
POOR THING COATSIT WITH MUCUSAND TURNSIT INTO A PEARL. THISISA PEARL
OF A DIFFERENT COLOUR. A PEARL OF REALITY. ALL THAT SHINY STUFFIS
CONGEALED ACTUALITY. YOU OUGHT TO RECOGNISE IT —YOU CREATED IT, AFTER
ALL.

Mort tossed it gently from hand to hand.

“Wewill put it with the castle jewds” he said. “We haven’t got that many.”

ONE DAY IT WILL BE THE SEED OF A NEW UNIVERSE.

Mort fumbled the catch, but reached down with lightning reflexes and caught it beforeit hit the
flagstones.

“What?’

THE PRESSURE OFTHISREALITY KEEPSIT COMPRESSED. THERE MAY COME A TIME
WHEN THE UNIVERSE ENDS AND REALITY DIES, AND THEN THISONE WILL EXPLODE
AND ... WHO KNOWS?KEEPIT SAFE. IT'SA FUTURE ASWELL ASA PRESENT.

Desath put his skull ononeside. IT'SA SMALL THING, he added. YouCOULD HAVE HAD



ETERNITY.
“I know,” said Mort. “I’ ve been very lucky.”
Heput it very carefully on the buffet table, between the qualls eggs and the sausagerolls.

THERE WAS ANOTHER THING, said Death. He reached under hisrobe again and pulled out an
oblong shape inexpertly wrapped and tied with string.

ITSFORYOU, hesaid, PERSONALLY. YOU NEVER SHOWED ANY INTEREST IN IT
BEFORE. DID YOU THINK IT DIDN'T EXIST?

Mort unwrapped the packet and redised he was holding asmall leather-bound book. On the spine was
blocked, in shiny gold leaf, the one word: Mort .

He |eafed backwards through the unfilled pages until he found thelittletrail of ink, winding patiently
down the page, and read: Mort shut the book with a little snap that sounded, in the silence, like the
crack of creation, and smiled uneasily.

There’'salot of pages still to fill,” he said. “ How much sand have | got |eft? Only Ysabell said
that since you turned the glass over that means| shall diewhen I’'m—"

YOU HAVE SUFFICIENT, said Death coldly. MATHEMATICSISNT ALL IT" SCRACKED UP
TO BE.

“How do you feel about being invited to christenings?”

| THINK NOT. | WASN'T CUT OUT TO BE A FATHER, AND CERTAINLY NOT A GRANDAD. |
HAVEN" T GOT THE RIGHT KIND OF KNEES

He put down his wine giass and nodded at Mort.
MY REGARDS TO YOUR GOOD LADY, he said. AND NOW | REALLY MUST BE OFF.
“ Are you sure? You're welcome to stay.”

IT” SNICE OF YOU TO SAY SO, BUT DUTY CALLS He extended a bony hand. YOU KNOW
HOWITIS

Mort gripped the hand and shook it, ignoring the chill.
“Look,” hesaid. “ If ever you want a few days off, you know, if you'd like a holiday —"

MANY THANKSFOR THE OFFER, said Death graciously. | SHALL THINK ABOUT IT MOST
SERIOUSY. AND NOW —

“ Goodbye,” Mart said, and was surprised to find a lump in histhroat. “ It’ s such an unpleasant
word, isn't it?”

QUITE SO. Death grinned because, as has so often been remarked, he didn’t have much option.
But possibly he meant it, thistime.



| PREFER AU REVOIR, he said.

TheEnd

[1] Prectically anything can go fagter than Disc light, which islazy and tame, unlike ordinary light. The
only thing known to go faster than ordinary light is monarchy, according to the philosopher Ly Tin
Wheedle. Hereasoned like this: you can’t have more than one king, and tradition demandsthat thereis
no gap between kings, so when aking dies the succession must therefore pass to the heir instantaneoudy.
Presumably, he said, there must be some e ementary particles— kingons, or possibly queons—that do
thisjob, but of course succession sometimesfailsif, in mid-flight, they strike an anti-particle, or
republicon. His ambitious plansto use his discovery to send messages, involving the careful torturing of a
small king in order to modulate the signal, were never fully expounded because, at that point, the bar
closed.

[2] Thefirst pizzawas created on the Disc by the Klatchian mystic Ronron “Reveation Jog” Shuwadhi,
who claimed to have been given the recipe in adream by the Cresator of the Discworld Himself, Who had
apparently added that it was what He had intended all dong. Those desert travellers who had seen the
origind, which is reputedly miraculoudy preserved in the Forbidden City of Ee, say that what the Creator
had in mind then was afairly smal cheese and pepperoni affair with afew black olives and thingslike
mountains and seas got added out of last-minute enthusiasm, as so often happens.

* After the Schism of the Turnwise Ones and the deaths of some 25,000 people in the ensuing jihad the
faithful were dlowed to add one small baylesf to the recipe.

[3] Although not the droopy moustache and round furry hat with the spikeoniit.

[4] The speech has been passed on to later generations in an epic poem commissioned by his son, who
wasn't born in asaddle and could eat with aknife and fork. It began:

“ See yonder the golid foermen dumber

Fat with stolen gold, corrupt of mind.

L et the spears of your wrath be as the steppefireon a
windy day in the dry season,

Let your honest blade thrust like the horns of
afive-year old yok with severetoothache. . . .”

And went on for three hours. Redity, which can't usualy afford to pay poets, recordsthat in fact the
entire peech ran:

“Lads, most of them are dtill in bed, we should go through them like kzak fruit through a short
grandmother, and | for one have had it right up to here with yurts, okay?’




[5] The Disc’s greatest lovers were undoubtedly Mdlius and Gretdina, whose pure, passionate and
soul-searing affair would have scorched the pages of History if they had not, because of some
unexplained quirk of fate, been born two hundred years apart on different continents. However, the gods
took pity on them and turned him into an ironing board* and her into asmal brass bollard.

* When you're agod, you don’t have to have reasons.

[6] There had been hdf ajar of elderly mayonnaise, a piece of very old cheese, and atomato with white
mould growing on it. Since during the day the pantry of the palace of Sto Lat normally contained fifteen
whole stags, one hundred brace of partridges, fifty hogsheads of butter, two hundred jugs of hares,
seventy-five Sides of beef, two miles of assorted sausages, various fowls, eighty dozen eggs, severd
Circle Seasturgeon, avat of caviar and an eephant’ sleg stuffed with olives, Cutwell had learned once
again that one universa manifestation of raw, natural magic throughout the universeisthis; that any
domestic food store, raided furtively in the middle of the night, aways contains, no matter what its
daytimeinventory, hdf ajar of elderly mayonnaise, a piece of very old cheese, and atomato with white
mould growing onit.

[7] Ankh-Morpork had dallied with many forms of government and had ended up with that form of
democracy known as One Man, One Vote. The Patrician was the Man; he had the Vote.

[8] The stone garden of Universal Peace and Simplicity, laid out to the orders of the old Emperor One
Sun Mirror*, used economy of position and shadow to symbolise the basic unity of soul and matter and
the harmony of al things. It was said the secrets a the very heart of redlity lay hidden in the precise
ordering of its stones.

* Whose other claim to fame was his habit of cutting off hisenemies’ lipsand legs and then promising
them their freedom if they could run through the city playing atrumpet.

[9] Thisisnot precisdy true. It isgenerally agreed by philosophersthat the shortest timein which
everything can happen is one thousand billion years.



