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Turntables of the Night
 
Look, constable, what I don't understand is, surely he wouldn't be into blues? Because that was Wayne's life for you. A blues single. I mean, if people were music, Wayne would be like one of those scratchy old numbers, you know, re-recorded about a hundred times from the original phonograph cylinder or whatever, with some old guy with a name like Deaf Orange Robinson standing knee-deep in the Mississippi and moaning through his nose.
You'd think he'd be more into Heavy Metal or Meatloaf or someone. But I suppose he's into everyone. Eventually.
What? Yeah. That's my van, with Hellfire Disco painted on it. Wayne can't drive, you see. He's just not interested in anything like that. I remember when I got my first car and we went on holiday, and I did the driving and, okay, also the repairing, and Wayne worked the radio, trying to keep the pirate stations tuned in. He didn't really care where we went as long as it was on high ground and he could get Caroline or London or whatever. I didn't care where we went so long as we went.
I was always more into cars than music. Until now, I think. I don't think I want to drive a car again. I'd keep wondering who'd suddenly turn up in the passenger seat ...
Sorry. So. Yeah. The disco. Well, the deal was that I supplied the van, we split the cost of the gear, and Wayne supplied the records. It was really my idea. I mean, it seemed a pretty good bet. Wayne lives with his mum but they're down to two rooms now because of his record collection. Lots of people collect records, but I reckon Wayne really wants — wanted — to own every one that was ever made His idea of a fun outing was going to some old store in some old town and rummaging through the stock and coming out with something by someone with a name like Sid Sputnik and the Spacemen, but the thing was, the funny thing was, you'd get back to his room and he'd go to a shelf and push all the records aside and there'd be this neat brown envelope with the name and date on it and everything — waiting.
Or he'd get me to drive him all the way to Preston or somewhere to find some guy who's a self-employed plumber now but maybe back in 1961 called himself Ronnie Sequin and made it to number 152 in the charts, just to see if he'd got a spare copy of his one record which was really so naff you couldn't even find it in the specialist stores.
Wayne was the kind of collector who couldn't bear a hole in his collection. It was almost religious, really. He could out-talk John Peel in any case, but the records he really knew about were the ones he hadn't got. He'd wait years to get some practically demo disc from a punk group who probably died of safety-pin tetanus, but by the time he got his hands on it he'd be able to recite everything down to the name of the cleaning lady who scrubbed out the studio afterwards. Like I said, a collector.
So I thought, what more do you need to run a disco? Well, basically just about everything which Wayne hadn't got — looks, clothes, common sense, some kind of idea about electric wiring and the ability to rabbit on like a prat. But at the time we didn't look at it like that, so I flogged the Capri and bought the van and got it nearly professionally re-sprayed. You can only see the words Midland Electricity Board on it if you know where to look. I wanted it to look like the van in the 'A-Team' except where theirs can jump four cars and still hare off down the road mine has trouble with drain covers.
Yes, I've talked to the other officer about the tax and insurance and MOT. Sorry, sergeant. Don't worry about it, I won't be driving a car ever again. Never.
We bought a load of amplifiers and stuff off Ian Curtis over in Wyrecliff because he was getting married and Tracey wanted him at home of a night, bunged some cards in newsagents' windows, and waited.
Well, people didn't exactly fall over themselves to give us gigs on account of people not really catching on to Wayne's style. You don't have to be a verbal genius to be a jock, people just expect you to say, 'Hey!' and 'Wow!' and 'Get down and boogie' and stuff. It doesn't actually matter if you sound like a pillock, it helps them feel superior. What they don't want, when they're all getting drunk after the wedding or whatever, is for someone to stand there with his eyes flashing worse than the lights saying things like, 'There's a rather interesting story attached to this record.'
Funny thing, though, is that after a while we started to get popular in a weird word-of-mouth kind of way. What started it, I reckon, was my sister Beryl's wedding anniversary. She's older than me, you understand. It turned out that Wayne had brought along just about every record ever pressed for about a year before they got married. Not just the top ten, either. The guests were all around the same age and pretty soon the room was so full of nostalgia you could hardly move. Wayne just hot-wired all their ignitions and took them for a joyride down Memory Motorway.
After that we started getting dates from what you might call the more older types, you know, not exactly kids but bits haven't started falling off yet. We were a sort of speciality disco. At the breaks people would come up to him to chat about this great number they recalled from way back or whenever and it would turn out that Wayne would always have it in the van. If they'd heard of it, he'd have it. Chances are he'd have it even if they hadn't heard of it. Because you could say this about Wayne, he was a true collector — he didn't worry whether the stuff was actually good or not. It just had to exist.
He didn't put it like that, of course. He'd say there was always something unique about every record. You might think that this is a lot of crap, but here was a man who'd got just about everything ever made over the last forty years and he really believed there was something special about each one. He loved them. He sat up there all through the night, in his room lined with brown envelopes, and played them one by one. Records that had been forgotten even by the people who made them. I'll swear he loved them all.
Yes, all right. But you've got to know about him to understand what happened next. 
We were booked for this Hallowe'en Dance. You could tell it was Hallowe'en because of all the little bastards running around the streets shouting, 'Trickle treat,' and threatening you with milk bottles.
He'd sorted out lots of 'Monster Mash' type records. He looked pretty awful, but I didn't think much of it at the time. I mean, he always looked awful. It was his normal look. It came from spending years indoors listening to records, plus he had this bad heart and asthma and everything.
The dance was at ... okay, you know all that. A Hallowe'en dance to raise money for a church hall. Wayne said that was a big joke, but he didn't say why. I expect it was some clever reason. He was always good at that sort of thing, you know, knowing little details that other people didn't know; it used to get him hit a lot at school, except when I was around. He was the kind of skinny boy who had his glasses held together with Elastoplast. I don't think I ever saw him raise a finger to anybody, only that time when Greebo Greaves broke a record Wayne had brought to some school disco and four of us had to pull Wayne off him and prise the iron bar out of his fingers and there was the police and an ambulance and everything.
Anyway.
I let Wayne set everything up, which was one big mistake but he wanted to do it, and I went and sat down by what they called the bar, ie, a couple of trestle tables with a cloth on it.
No, I didn't drink anything. Well, maybe one cup of the punch and that was all fruit juice. All right, two cups.
But I know what I heard, and I'm absolutely certain about what I saw.
I think.
You get the same old bunch at these kinds of gigs. There's the organiser, and a few members of the community, some lads from the village who'd sort of drifted in because there wasn't much on the box except snooker. Everyone wore a mask but hadn't made an effort with the rest of the clothes so it looked as though Frankenstein and Co had all gone shopping in Marks and Sparks. There were Scouts' posters on the wall and those special kinds of village hall radiators that suck the heat in. It smelled of tennis shoes. Just to sort of set the seal on it as one of the hotspots of the world there was a little mirror ball spinning up the rafters. Half the little mirrors had fallen off.
All right, maybe three cups. But it had bits of apple floating in it. Nothing serious has bits of apple floating in it.
Wayne started with a few hot numbers to get them stomping. I'm speaking metaphorically here, you understand. None of this boogie on down stuff, all you could hear was people not being as young as they used to be.
Now, I've already said Wayne wasn't exactly cut out for the business, and that night — last night — he was worse than usual. He kept mumbling, and staring at the dancers. He mixed the records up. He even scratched one. Accidentally I mean — the only time I've ever seen Wayne really angry, apart from the Greebo business, was when scratch music came in.
It would have been very bad manners to cut in, so at the first break I went up to him and, let me tell you, he was sweating so much it was dropping on to the mixer.
'It's that bloke on the floor,' he said, 'the one in the flares.'
'Methuselah?' I said.
'Don't muck about. The black silk suit with the rhinestones. He's been doing John Travolta impersonations all night. Come on, you must have noticed. Platform soles. Got a silver medallion as big as a plate. Skull mask. He was over by the door.'
I hadn't seen anyone like that. Well, you'd remember, wouldn't you?
Wayne's face was frozen with fear. 'You must have!'
'So what, anyway?'
'He keeps staring at me!'
I patted his arm. 'Impressed by your technique, old son,' I said.
I took a look around the hall. Most people were milling around the punch now, the rascals. Wayne grabbed my arm.
'Don't go away!'
'I was just going out for some fresh air.'
'Don't ...' He pulled himself together. 'Don't go. Hang around. Please.'
'What's up with you?'
'Please, John! He keeps looking at me in a funny way!'
He looked really frightened. I gave in. 'Okay. But point him out next time.'
I let him get on with things while I tried to neaten up the towering mess of plugs and adapters that was Wayne's usual contribution to electrical safety. If you've got the kind of gear we've got — okay, had — you can spend hours working on it. I mean, do you know how many different kinds of connectors ... all right.
In the middle of the next number Wayne hauled me back to the decks.
'There! See him? Right in the middle!'
Well, there wasn't. There were a couple of girls dancing with each other, and everyone else were just couples who were trying to pretend the Seventies hadn't happened. Any rhinestone cowboys in that lot would have stood out like a strawberry in an Irish stew. I could see that some tact and diplomacy were called for at this point.
'Wayne,' I said, 'I reckon you're several coupons short of a toaster.'
'You can't see him, can you?'
Well, no. But ...
... since he mentioned it ...
... I could see the space.
There was this patch of floor around the middle of the hall which everyone was keeping clear of. Except that they weren't avoiding it, you see, they just didn't happen to be moving into it. It was just sort of accidentally there. And it stayed there. It moved around a bit, but it never disappeared.
All right, I know a patch of floor can't move around. Just take my word for it, this one did.
The record was ending but Wayne was still in control enough to have another one spinning. He faded it up, a bit of an oldie that they'd all know.
'Is it still there?' he said, staring down at tile desk.
It's a bit closer,' I said. 'Perhaps it's after a spot prize.'
... I wanna live forever ...
'That's right, be a great help.'
... people will see me and cry ...
There were quite a few more people down there now, but the empty patch was still moving around, all right, was being avoided, among the dancers.
I went and stood in it.
It was cold. It said: GOOD EVENING.
The voice came from all around me, and everything seemed to slow down. The dancers were just statues in a kind of black fog, the music a low rumble.
'Where are you?'
BEHIND YOU.
Now, at a time like this the impulse is to turn around, but you'd be amazed at how good I was at resisting it.
'You've been frightening my friend,' I said.
I DID NOT INTEND TO.
'Push off.'
 THAT DOESN'T WORK, I AM AFRAID.
 I did turn around then. He was about seven feet tall in his, yes, his platform soles. And, yes, he wore flares, but somehow you'd expect that. Wayne had said they were black but that wasn't true. They weren't any colour at all, they were simply clothes-shaped holes into Somewhere Else. Black would have looked blinding white by comparison. He did look a bit like John Travolta from the waist down, but only if you buried John Travolta for about three months.
It really was a skull mask. You could see the string.
'Come here often, do you?'
I AM ALWAYS AROUND.
'Can't say I've noticed you.' And I would have done. You don't meet many seven-foot, seven-stone people every day, especially ones that walked as though they had to think about every muscle movement in advance and acted as though they were alive and dead at the same time, like Cliff Richard.
YOUR FRIEND HAS AN INTERESTING CHOICE OF MUSIC.
'Yes. He's a collector, you know.'
I KNOW. COULD YOU PLEASE INTRODUCE ME TO HIM?
'Could I stop you?'
I DOUBT IT.
All right, perhaps four cups. But the lady serving said there was hardly anything in it at all except orange squash and home-made wine, and she looked a dear old soul. Apart from the Wolfman mask, that is.
But I know all the dancers were standing like statues and the music was just a faint buzz and there were these, all these blue and purple shadows around everything. I mean, drink doesn't do that.
Wayne wasn't affected. He stood with his mouth open, watching us.
'Wayne,' I said, 'this is—'
A FRIEND.
'Whose?' I said, and you could tell I didn't take to the person, because his flares were huge and he wore one of those silver identity bracelets on his wrist, the sort you could moor a battleship with, and they look so posey; the fact that his wrist was solid bone wasn't doing anything to help, either. I kept thinking there was a conclusion I ought to be jumping to, but I couldn't quite get a running start. My head seemed to be full of wool.
EVERYONE'S, he said, SOONER OR LATER. I UNDERSTAND YOU'RE SOMETHING OF A COLLECTOR.
'Well, in a small—' said Wayne.
I GATHER YOU'RE ALMOST AS KEEN AS I AM, WAYNE.
Wayne's face lit up. That was Wayne, all right. I'll swear if you shot him he'd come alive again if it meant a chance to talk about his hobby, sorry, his lifetime's work.
'Gosh,' he said. 'Are you a collector?'
ABSOLUTELY.
Wayne peered at him. 'We haven't met before, have we?' he said. 'I go to most of the collectors' meetings. Were you at the Blenheim Record Fest and Auction?'
I DON'T RECALL. I GO TO SO MANY THINGS.
'That was the one where the auctioneer had a heart attack.'
OH. YES. I SEEM TO REMEMBER POPPING IN, JUST FOR A FEW MINUTES.
'Very few bargains there, I thought.'
OH. I DON'T KNOW. HE WAS ONLY FORTY-THREE.
All right, inspector. Maybe six drinks. Or maybe it wasn't the drinks at all. But sometimes you get the feeling, don't you, that you can see a little way into the future? Oh, you don't. Well, anyway. I might not have been entirely in my right mind but I was beginning to feel pretty uncomfortable about all this. Well, anyone would. Even you.
Wayne,' I said. 'Stop right now. If you concentrate, he'll go away. Settle down a bit. Please. Take a deep breath. This is all wrong.'
The brick wall on the other side of me paid more attention. I know Wayne when he meets fellow collectors. They have these weekend rallies. You see them in shops. Strange people. But none of them as strange as this one. He was dead strange.
'Wayne!'
They both ignored me. And inside my mind bits of my brain were jumping up and down, shouting and pointing, and I couldn't let myself believe what they were saying.
OH, I'VE GOT THEM ALL, he said, turning back to Wayne, ELVIS PRESLEY, BUDDY HOLLY, JIM MORRISON, JIMI HENDRIX, JOHN LENNON ...
'Fairly wide spread, musically,' said Wayne. 'Have you got the complete Beatles?'
NOT YET.
And I swear they started to talk records. I remember Mr Friend saying he'd got the complete seventeenth-, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century composers. Well, he would, wouldn't he?
 I've always had to do Wayne's fighting for him, ever since we were at primary school, and this had gone far enough and I grabbed Mr Friend's shoulder and went to lay a punch right in the middle of that grinning mask.
 And he raised his hand and I felt my fist hit an invisible wall which yielded like treacle, and he took off his mask and he said two words to me and then he reached across and took Wayne's hand, very gently ...
 And then the power amp exploded because, like I said, Wayne wasn't very good with connectors and the church hall had electrical wiring that dated back practically to 1800 or something, and then what with the decorations catching fire and everyone screaming and rushing about I didn't really know much about anything until they brought me round in the car park with half my hair burned off and the hall going up like a firework.
 No. I don't know why they haven't found him either. Not so much as a tooth?
 No. I don't know where he is. No, I don't think he owed anyone any money.
 (But I think he's got a new job. There's a collector who's got them all — Presley, Hendrix, Lennon, Holly — and he's the only collector who'll ever get a complete collection, anywhere. And Wayne wouldn't pass up a chance like that. Wherever he is now, he's taking them out of their jackets with incredible care and spinning them with love on the turntables of the night ...)
Sorry. Talking to myself, there.
I'm just puzzled about one thing. Well, millions of things, actually, but just one thing right at the moment.
I can't imagine why Mr Friend bothered to wear a mask.
Because he looked just the same underneath, idio — officer.
What did he say? Well, I daresay he comes to everyone in some sort of familiar way. Perhaps he just wanted to give me a hint. He said DRIVE SAFELY.
No. No, really. I'll walk home, thanks.
Yes. I'll mind how I go.
        
 



Troll Bridge
 
The air blew off the mountains, filling the air with fine ice crystals.
It was too cold to snow. In weather like this wolves came down into villages, trees in the heart of the forest exploded when they froze. 
In weather like this right-thinking people were indoors, in front of the fire, telling stories about heroes. 
It was an old horse. It was an old rider. The horse looked like a shrink-wrapped toast rack; the man looked as though the only reason he wasn't falling off was because he couldn't muster the energy. Despite the bitterly cold wind, he was wearing nothing but a tiny leather kilt and a dirty bandage on one knee.
He took the soggy remnant of a cigarette out of his mouth and stubbed it out on his hand. 
"Right," he said, "let's do it." 
"That's all very well for you to say," said the horse. "But what if you have one of your dizzy spells? And your back is playing up. How shall I feel, being eaten because your back's played you up at the wrong moment?" 
"It'll never happen," said the man. He lowered himself on to the chilly stones, and blew on his fingers. Then, from the horse's pack, he took a sword with an edge like a badly maintained saw and gave a few half-hearted thrusts at the air.
"Still got the old knackaroony," he said. He winced, and leaned against a tree. 
"I'll swear this bloody sword gets heavier every day."
"You ought to pack it in, you know," said the horse. "Call it a day. This sort of thing at your time of life. It's not right."
The man rolled his eyes.
"Blast that damn distress auction. This is what comes of buying something that belonged to a wizard," he said, to the cold world in general. "I looked at your teeth, I looked at your hooves, it never occurred to me to listen."
"Who did you think was bidding against you?' said the horse.
Cohen the Barbarian stayed leaning against the tree. He was not sure that he could pull himself upright again.
"You must have plenty of treasure stashed away," said the horse. "We could go Rimwards. How about it? Nice and warm. Get a nice warm place by a beach somewhere, what do you say?"
"No treasure," said Cohen. "Spent it all. Drank it all. Gave it all away. Lost it."
"You should have saved some for your old age."
"Never thought I'd have an old age."
"One day you're going to die," said the horse. "It might be today."
"I know. Why do you think I've come here?"
The horse turned and looked down towards the gorge. The road here was pitted and cracked. 
Young trees were pushing up between the stones. The forest crowded in on either side. In a few years, no one would know there'd even been a road here. By the look of it, no one knew now.
"You've come here to die?"
"No. But there's something I've always been meaning to do. Ever since I was a lad."
"Yeah?"
Cohen tried easing himself upright again. Tendons twanged their red-hot messages down his legs.
"My dad," he squeaked. He got control again. "My dad," he said, 'said to me —" He fought for breath.
"Son," said the horse, helpfully.
"What?"
"Son," said the horse. 'No father ever calls his boy 'son' unless he's about to impart wisdom. Well-known fact."
"It's my reminiscence."
"Sorry."
"He said . . . Son . . . yes, OK . . . Son, when you can face down a troll in single combat, then you can do anything."
The horse blinked at him. Then it turned and looked down again, through the tree-jostled road to the gloom of the gorge. There was a stone bridge down there.
A horrible feeling stole over it.
Its hooves jiggled nervously on the ruined road.
"Rimwards," it said. "Nice and warm."
"No."
"What's the good of killing a troll? What've you got when you've killed a troll?'
"A dead troll. That's the point. Anyway, I don't have to kill it. Just defeat it. One on one. 
Mano a . . . troll. And if I didn't try my father would turn in his mound."
"You told me he drove you out of the tribe when you were eleven."
"Best day's work he ever did. Taught me to stand on other people's feet. Come over here, will you?"
The horse sidled over. Cohen got a grip on the saddle and heaved himself fully upright.
"And you're going to fight a troll today," said the horse. Cohen fumbled in the saddlebag and pulled out his tobacco pouch. The wind whipped at the shreds as he rolled another skinny cigarette in the cup of his hands.
"Yeah," he said.
"And you've come all the way out here to do it."
"Got to," said Cohen. "When did you last see a bridge with a troll under it? There were hundreds of 'em when I was a lad. Now there's more trolls in the cities than there are in the mountains. Fat as butter, most of 'em. What did we fight all those wars for? Now . . . cross that bridge."
It was a lonely bridge across a shallow, white, and treacherous river in a deep valley. The sort of place where you got —
A grey shape vaulted over the parapet and landed splay-footed in front of the horse. It waved a club.
"All right," it growled.
"Oh —" the horse began.
The troll blinked. Even the cold and cloudy winter skies seriously reduced the conductivity of a troll's silicon brain, and it had taken it this long to realize that the saddle was unoccupied.
It blinked again, because it could suddenly feel a knife point resting on the back of its neck.
"Hello," said a voice by its ear.
The troll swallowed. But very carefully.
"Look," it said desperately, "it's tradition, OK? A bridge like this, people ort to expect a troll . . . 'Ere," it added, as another thought crawled past, "'ow come I never 'eard you creepin' up on me?"
"Because I'm good at it," said the old man.
"That's right," said the horse. "He's crept up on more people than you've had frightened dinners."
The troll risked a sideways glance.
"Bloody hell," it whispered. "You think you're Cohen the Barbarian, do you?"
"What do you think?" said Cohen the Barbarian.
"Listen," said the horse, "if he hadn't wrapped sacks round his knees you could have told by the clicking."
It took the troll some time to work this out.
"Oh, wow," it breathed. "On my bridge! Wow!"
"What?" said Cohen.
The troll ducked out of his grip and waved its hands frantically. 'It's all right! It's all right!" it shouted, as Cohen advanced. "You've got me! You've got me! I'm not arguing! I just want to call the family up, all right? Otherwise no one'll ever believe me. Cohen the Barbarian! On my bridge!"
Its huge stony chest swelled further. "My bloody brother-in-law's always swanking about his huge bloody wooden bridge, that's all my wife ever talks about. Hah! I'd like to see the look on his face . . . oh, no! What can you think of me?"
"Good question," said Cohen.
The troll dropped its club and seized one of Cohen's hands.
"Mica's the name," it said. 'You don't know what an honour this is!"
He leaned over the parapet. "Beryl! Get up here! Bring the kids!"
He turned back to Cohen, his face glowing with happiness and pride.
"Beryl's always sayin' we ought to move out, get something better, but I tell her, this bridge has been in our family for generations, there's always been a troll under Death Bridge. It's tradition."
A huge female troll carrying two babies shuffled up the bank, followed by a tail of smaller trolls. They lined up behind their father, watching Cohen owlishly.
"This is Beryl," said the troll. His wife glowered at Cohen. "And this —" he propelled forward a scowling smaller edition of himself, clutching a junior version of his club — "is my lad Scree.
A real chip off the old block. Going to take on the bridge when I'm gone, ain't you, Scree. Look, lad, this is Cohen the Barbarian! What d'you think o' that, eh? On our bridge! We don't just have rich fat soft ole merchants like your uncle Pyrites gets," said the troll, still talking to his son but smirking past him to his wife, "we 'ave proper heroes like they used to in the old days."
The troll's wife looked Cohen up and down.
"Rich, is he?" she said.
"Rich has got nothing to do with it," said the troll.
"Are you going to kill our dad?" said Scree suspiciously.
"Corse he is," said Mica severely. "It's his job. An' then I'll get famed in song an' story. This is Cohen the Barbarian, right, not some bugger from the village with a pitchfork. 'E's a famous hero come all this way to see us, so just you show 'im some respect.
"Sorry about that, sir," he said to Cohen. "Kids today. You know how it is."
The horse started to snigger.
"Now look —" Cohen began.
"I remember my dad tellin' me about you when I was a pebble," said Mica. "'E bestrides the world like a clossus, he said."
There was silence. Cohen wondered what a clossus was, and felt Beryl's stony gaze fixed upon him.
"He's just a little old man," she said. "He don't look very heroic to me. If he's so good, why ain't he rich?"
"Now you listen to me —" Mica began.
"This is what we've been waiting for, is it?" said his wife. "Sitting under a leaky bridge the whole time? Waiting for people that never come? Waiting for little old bandy-legged old men? I should have listened to my mother! You want me to let our son sit under a bridge waiting for some little old man to kill him? That's what being a troll is all about? Well, it ain't happening!"
"Now you just —"
"Hah! Pyrites doesn't get little old men! He gets big fat merchants! He's someone. You should have gone in with him when you had the chance!"
"I'd rather eat worms!"
"Worms? Hah? Since when could we afford to eat worms?"
"Can we have a word?" said Cohen.
He strolled towards the far end of the bridge, swinging his sword from one hand. The troll padded after him.
Cohen fumbled for his tobacco pouch. He looked up at the troll, and held out the bag.
"Smoke?" he said.
"That stuff can kill you," said the troll.
"Yes. But not today."
"Don't you hang about talking to your no-good friends!" bellowed Beryl, from her end of the bridge. "Today's your day for going down to the sawmill! You know Chert said he couldn't go on holding the job open if you weren't taking it seriously!"
Mica gave Cohen a sorrowful little smirk.
"She's very supportive," he said.
"I'm not climbing all the way down to the river to pull you out again!" Beryl roared. "You tell him about the billy goats, Mr Big Troll!"
"Billy goats?" said Cohen.
"I don't know anything about billy goats," said Mica. "She's always going on about billy goats. I have no knowledge whatsoever about billy goats." He winced.
They watched Beryl usher the young trolls down the bank and into the darkness under the bridge.
"The thing is," said Cohen, when they were alone, "I wasn't intending to kill you."
The troll's face fell.
"You weren't?"
"Just throw you over the bridge and steal whatever treasure you've got."
"You were?"
Cohen patted him on the back. "Besides," he said, "I like to see people with . . . good memories. That's what the land needs. Good memories."
The troll stood to attention.
"I try to do my best, sir," it said. "My lad wants to go off to work in the city. I've tole him there's bin a troll under this bridge for nigh on five hundred years —"
"So if you just hand over the treasure," said Cohen, "I'll be getting along."
The troll's face creased in sudden panic.
"Treasure? Haven't got any," it said.
"Oh, come on," said Cohen. "Well-set-up bridge like this?"
"Yeah, but no one uses this road any more," said Mica. "You're the first one along in months, and that's a fact. Beryl says I ought to have gone in with her brother when they built that new road over his bridge, but," he raised his voice, "I said, there's been trolls under this bridge —"
"Yeah," said Cohen.
"The trouble is, the stones keep on falling out," said the troll. "And you'd never believe what those masons charge. Bloody dwarfs. You can't trust 'em." He leaned towards Cohen. "To tell you the truth, I'm having to work three days a week down at my brother-in-law's lumber mill just to make ends meet."
"I thought your brother-in-law had a bridge?" said Cohen.
"One of 'em has. But my wife's got brothers like dogs have fleas," said the troll. He looked gloomily into the torrent. "One of 'em's a lumber merchant down in Sour Water, one of 'em runs the bridge, and the big fat one is a merchant over on Bitter Pike. Call that a proper job for a troll?"
"One of them's in the bridge business, though," said Cohen.
"Bridge business? Sitting in a box all day charging people a silver piece to walk across? Half the time he ain't even there! He just pays some dwarf to take the money. And he calls himself a troll! You can't tell him from a human till you're right up close!"
Cohen nodded understandingly.
"D'you know," said the troll, "I have to go over and have dinner with them every week? All three of 'em? And listen to 'em go on about moving with the times . . ."
He turned a big, sad face to Cohen.
"What's wrong with being a troll under a bridge?" he said. "I was brought up to be a troll under a bridge. I want young Scree to be a troll under a bridge after I'm gone. What's wrong with that? You've got to have trolls under bridges. Otherwise, what's it all about? What's it all for?"
They leaned morosely on the parapet, looking down into the white water.
"You know," said Cohen slowly, "I can remember when a man could ride all the way from here to the Blade Mountains and never see another living thing." He fingered his sword. "At least, not for very long."
He threw the butt of his cigarette into the water. "It's all farms now. All little farms, run by little people. And fences everywhere. Everywhere you look, farms and fences and little people."
"She's right, of course," said the troll, continuing some interior conversation. "There's no future in just jumping out from under a bridge."
"I mean," said Cohen, "I've nothing against farms. Or farmers. You've got to have them. It's just that they used to be a long way off, around the edges. Now this is the edge."
"Pushed back all the time," said the troll. "Changing all the time. Like my brother-in-law Chert. A lumber mill! A troll running a lumber mill! And you should see the mess he's making of Cutshade Forest!"
Cohen looked up, surprised.
"What, the one with the giant spiders in it?"
"Spiders? There ain't no spiders now. Just stumps."
"Stumps? Stumps? I used to like that forest. It was . . . well, it was darksome. You don't get proper darksome any more. You really knew what terror was, in a forest like that."
"You want darksome? He's replanting with spruce," said Mica.
"Spruce!"
"It's not his idea. He wouldn't know one tree from another. That's all down to Clay. He put him up to it."
Cohen felt dizzy. "Who's Clay?"
"I said I'd got three brothers-in-law, right? He's the merchant. So he said replanting would make the land easier to sell."
There was a long pause while Cohen digested this. Then he said, "You can't sell Cutshade Forest. It doesn't belong to anyone."
"Yeah. He says that's why you can sell it."
Cohen brought his fist down on the parapet. A piece of stone detached itself and tumbled down into the gorge.
"Sorry," he said.
"That's all right. Bits fall off all the time, like I said."
Cohen turned. "What's happening? I remember all the big old wars. Don't you? You must have fought."
"I carried a club, yeah."
"It was supposed to be for a bright new future and law and stuff. That's what people said."
"Well, I fought because a big troll with a whip told me to," said Mica, cautiously. "But I know what you mean."
"I mean it wasn't for farms and spruce trees. Was it?"
Mica hung his head. "And here's me with this apology for a bridge. I feel really bad about it," he said, "you coming all this way and everything —"
"And there was some king or other," said Cohen, vaguely, looking at the water. "And I think there were some wizards. But there was a king. I'm pretty certain there was a king. Never met him. You know?" He grinned at the troll. "I can't remember his name. Don't think they ever told me his name." 
About half an hour later Cohen's horse emerged from the gloomy woods on to a bleak, windswept moorland. It plodded on for a while before saying, "All right . . . how much did you give him?"
"Twelve gold pieces," said Cohen.
"Why'd you give him twelve gold pieces?"
"I didn't have more than twelve."
"You must be mad."
"When I was just starting out in the barbarian hero business," said Cohen, "every bridge had a troll under it. And you couldn't go through a forest like we've just gone through without a dozen goblins trying to chop your head off." He sighed. "I wonder what happened to 'em all?"
"You," said the horse.
"Well, yes. But I always thought there'd be some more. I always thought there'd be some more edges."
"How old are you?" said the horse.
"Dunno."
"Old enough to know better, then."
"Yeah. Right." Cohen lit another cigarette and coughed until his eyes watered.
"Going soft in the head!"
"Yeah."
"Giving your last dollar to a troll!"
"Yeah." Cohen wheezed a stream of smoke at the sunset.
"Why?"
Cohen stared at the sky. The red glow was as cold as the slopes of hell. An icy wind blew across the steppes, whipping at what remained of his hair.
"For the sake of the way things should be," he said.
"Hah!"
"For the sake of things that were."
"Hah!"
Cohen looked down. 
He grinned.
"And for three addresses. One day I'm going to die," he said, "but not, I think, today." 
The air blew off the mountains, filling the air with fine ice crystals. It was too cold to snow. In weather like this wolves came down into villages, trees in the heart of the forest exploded when they froze. Except there were fewer and fewer wolves these days, and less and less forest.
In weather like this right-thinking people were indoors, in front of the fire.
Telling stories about heroes.
 



Theatre of Cruelty
 
It was a fine summer morning, the kind to make a man happy to be alive. And probably the man would have been happier to be alive.
He was, in fact, dead. It would be hard to be deader without special training.
"Well, now," said Sergeant Colon (Ankh-Morpork City Guard, Night Watch), consulting his notebook, "so far we have cause of death as a) being beaten with at least one blunt instrument, b) being strangled with a string of sausages and c) being savaged by at least two animals with big sharp teeth. What do we do now, Nobby?"
"Arrest the suspect, Sarge," said Corporal Nobbs, saluting smartly.
"Suspect, Nobby?"
"Him," said Nobby, prodding the corpse with his boot. "I call it highly suspicious, being dead like that. He's been drinking, too. We could do him for being dead and disorderly." 
Colon scratched his head. Arresting the corpse offered, of course, certain advantages. But ...
"I reckon," he said slowly, "that Captain Vimes'll want this one sorted out. You'd better bring it back to the Watch House, Nobby."
"And then can we eat the sausages, sarge?" said Corporal Nobbs.
 
It wasn't easy, being the senior policeman in Ankh-Morpork, greatest of cities of the Discworld*.
There were probably worlds, captain Vimes mused in his gloomier moments, where there weren't wizards (who made locked room mysteries commonplace) or zombies (murder cases were really strange when the victim could be the chief witness) and where dogs could be relied on to do nothing in the night time and not go around chatting to people.
Captain Vimes believed in logic, in much the same way as a man in a desert believed in ice — i.e., it was something he really needed, but this just wasn't the world for it. Just once, he thought, it'd be nice to solve something.
He looked at the blue-faced body on the slab, and felt a tiny flicker of excitement. There were clues. He'd never seen proper clues before.
"Couldn't have been a robber, Captain," said Sergeant Colon. "The reason being, his pockets were full of money. Eleven dollars."
"I wouldn't call that full," said Captain Vimes.
"It was all in pennies and ha'pennies, sir. I'm amazed his trousers stood the strain. And I have cunningly detected the fact that he was a showman, sir. He had some cards in his pocket, sir. 'Chas Slumber, Children's Entertainer'."
"I suppose no one saw anything?" said Vimes.
"Well, sir," said Sergeant Colon helpfully, "I told young Constable Carrot to find some witnesses." 
"You asked Corporal Carrot to investigate a murder? All by himself?" said Vimes.
The sergeant scratched his head.
"And he said to me, did I know anyone very old and seriously ill?"
And on the magical Discworld, there is always one guaranteed witness to any homicide. It's his job.
Constable Carrot, the Watch's youngest member, often struck people as simple. And he was. He was incredibly simple, but in the same way that a sword is simple, or an ambush is simple. He was also possibly the most linear thinker in the history of the universe.
He'd been waiting by the bedside of an old man, who'd quite enjoyed the company. And now it was time to take out his notebook.
"Now I know you saw something, sir," he said. "You were there."
WELL, YES, said Death. I HAVE TO BE, YOU KNOW. BUT THIS IS VERY IRREGULAR.
"You see, sir," said Corporal Carrot, "as I understand the law, you are an Accessory After The Fact. Or possibly Before The Fact."
YOUNG MAN, I AM THE FACT.
"And I am an officer of the Law," said Corporal Carrot. "There's got to be a law, you know."
YOU WANT ME TO... ER... GRASS SOMEONE UP? DROP A DIME ON SOMEONE? SING LIKE A PIGEON? NO. NO-ONE KILLED MR. SLUMBER. I CAN'T HELP YOU THERE.
"Oh, I don't know, sir," said Carrot, "I think you have."
DAMN.
Death watched Carrot leave, ducking his head as he went down the narrow stairs of the hovel.
NOW THEN, WHERE WAS I...
"Excuse me," said the wizened old man in the bed. "I happen to be 107, you know. I haven't got all day."
AH, YES, CORRECT.
Death sharpened his scythe. It was the first time he'd ever helped the police with their enquiries. Still, everyone had a job to do.
 
 Corporal Carrot strolled easily around the town. He had a Theory. He'd read a book about Theories. You added up all the clues, and you got a Theory. Everything had to fit.
There were sausages. Someone had to buy sausages. And then there were pennies. Normally only one subsection of the human race paid for things in pennies.
He called in at a sausage maker. He found a group of children, and chatted to them for a while. 
Then he ambled back to the alley, where Corporal Nobbs had chalked the outline of the corpse on the ground (colouring it in, and adding a pipe and a walking stick and some trees and bushes in the background — people had already dropped 7p in his helmet). He paid some attention to the heap of rubbish at the far end, and then sat down on a busted barrel. 
"All right... you can come out now," he said, to the world at large. "I didn't know there were any gnomes left in the world."
The rubbish rustled. They trooped out — the little man with the red hat, the hunched back and the hooked nose, the little woman in the mob cap carrying the even smaller baby, the little policeman, the dog with the ruff around its neck, and the very small alligator. 
Corporal Carrot sat and listened.
"He made us do it," said the little man. He had a surprisingly deep voice. "He used to beat us. Even the alligator. That was all he understood, hitting things with sticks. And he used to take all the money the dog Toby collected and get drunk. And then we ran away and he caught us in the alley and started on Judy and the baby and he fell over and —"
"Who hit him first?" said Carrot.
"All of us!"
"But not very hard," said Carrot. "You're all too small. You didn't kill him. I have a very convincing statement about that. So I went and had another look at him. He'd choked to death. What's this?" 
He held up a little leather disc.
"It's a swozzle," said the little policeman. "He used it for the voices. He said ours weren't funny enough."
"That's the way to do it!" said the one called Judy.
"It was stuck in his throat," said Carrot. "I suggest you run away. Just as far as you can."
"We thought we could start a people's co-operative," said the leading gnome.
"You know... experimental drama, street theatre, that sort of thing. Not hitting each other with sticks..."
"You did that for children?" said Carrot.
"He said it was a new sort of entertainment. He said it'd catch on."
Carrot stood up, and flicked the swozzle into the rubbish.
"People'll never stand for it," he said. "That's not the way to do it."
 

* Which is flat and goes through space on the back of an enormous turtle, and why not...
 



Death and What Comes Next
 
When Death met the philosopher, the philosopher said, rather excitedly: "At this point, you realise, I'm both dead and not dead." 
There was a sigh from Death. Oh dear, one of those, he thought. This is going to be about quantum again. He hated dealing with philosophers. They always tried to wriggle out of it. 
"You see," said the philosopher, while Death, motionless, watched the sands of his life drain through the hourglass, "everything is made of tiny particles, which have the strange property of being in many places at one time. But things made of tiny particles tend to stay in one place at one time, which does not seem right according to quantum theory. May I continue?" 
YES, BUT NOT INDEFINITELY, said Death, EVERYTHING IS TRANSIENT. He did not take his gaze away from the tumbling sand. 
"Well, then, if we agreed that there are an infinite number of universes, then the problem is solved! If there are an unlimited number of universes, this bed can be in millions of them, all at the same time!" 
DOES IT MOVE? 
"What? 
Death nodded at the bed. CAN YOU FEEL IT MOVING? he said. 
"No, because there are a million versions of me, too, And...here is the good bit ...in some of them I am not about to pass away! Anything is possible!" 
Death tapped the handle of his scythe as he considered this. 
AND YOUR POINT IS...? 
"Well, I'm not exactly dying, correct? You are no longer such a certainty." 
There was a sigh from Death. Space he thought. That was the trouble. It was never like this on worlds with everlastingly cloudy skies. But once humans saw all that space, their brains expanded to try and fill it up. 
"No answer, eh?" said the dying philosopher. "Feel a bit old-fashioned, do we?" 
THIS IS A CONUNDRUM CERTAINLY, said Death. Once they prayed, he thought. Mind you, he'd never been sure that prayer worked, either. He thought for a while. AND I SHALL ANSWER IT IN THIS MANNER, he added. YOU LOVE YOUR WIFE? 
"What?" 
THE LADY WHO HAS BEEN LOOKING AFTER YOU. YOU LOVE HER? 
"Yes. Of course." 
CAN YOU THINK OF ANY CIRCUMSTANCES WHERE, WITHOUT YOUR PERSONAL HISTORY CHANGING IN ANY WAY YOU WOULD AT THIS MOMENT PICK UP A KNIFE AND STAB HER? said Death. FOR EXAMPLE? 
"Certainly not!" 
BUT YOUR THEORY SAYS THAT YOU MUST. IT IS EASILY POSSIBLE WITHIN THE PHYSICAL LAWS OF THE UNIVERSE, AND THEREFORE MUST HAPPEN, AND HAPPEN MANY TIMES. EVERY MOMENT IS A BILLION, BILLION MOMENTS, AND IN THOSE MOMENTS ALL THINGS THAT ARE POSSIBLE ARE INEVITABLE. ALL TIME SOONER OR LATER, BOILS DOWN TO A MOMENT. 
"But of course we can make choices between-" 
ARE THERE CHOICES? EVERYTHING THAT CAN HAPPEN, MUST HAPPEN. YOUR THEORY SAYS THAT FOR EVERY UNIVERSE THAT'S FORMED TO ACCOMMODATE YOUR 'NO', THERE MUST BE ONE TO ACCOMMODATE YOUR 'YES'. BUT YOU SAID YOU WOULD NEVER COMMIT MURDER. THE FABRIC OF THE COSMOS TREMBLES BEFORE YOUR TERRIBLE CERTAINTY. YOUR MORALITY BECOMES A FORCE AS STRONG AS GRAVITY. And, thought Death, space certainly has a lot to answer for.
"Was that sarcasm?" 
ACTUALLY, NO. I AM IMPRESSED AND INTRIGUED, said Death. THE CONCEPT YOU PUT BEFORE ME PROVES THE EXISTENCE OF TWO HITHERTO MYTHICAL PLACES. SOMEWHERE, THERE IS A WORLD WHERE EVERYONE MADE THE RIGHT CHOICE, THE MORAL CHOICE, THE CHOICE THAT MAXIMISED THE HAPPINESS OF THEIR FELLOW CREATURES, OF COURSE, THAT ALSO MEANS THAT SOMEWHERE ELSE IS THE SMOKING REMNANT OF THE WORLD WHERE THEY DID NOT ... 
"Oh, come on! I know what you're implying, and I've never believed in any of that Heaven and Hell nonsense!" 
The room was growing darker. The blue gleam along the edge of the reaper's scythe was becoming more obvious. 
ASTONISHING, said Death. REALLY ASTONISHING. LET ME PUT FORWARD ANOTHER SUGGESTION: THAT YOU ARE NOTHING MORE THAN A LUCKY SPECIES OF APE THAT IS TRYING TO UNDERSTAND THE COMPLEXITIES OF CREATION VIA A LANGUAGE THAT EVOLVED IN ORDER TO TELL ONE ANOTHER WHERE THE RIPE FRUIT WAS? 
Fighting for breath, the philosopher managed to say: "Don't be silly." 
THE REMARK WAS NOT INTENDED AS DEROGATORY, said Death. UNDER THE CIRCUMSTANCES, YOU HAVE ACHIEVED A GREAT DEAL. 
"We've certainly escaped from outmoded superstitions!" 
WELL DONE, said Death. THAT'S THE SPIRIT. I JUST WANTED TO CHECK. 
He leaned forward. 
AND ARE YOU AWARE OF THE THEORY THAT THE STATE OF SOME TINY PARTICLES IS INDETERMINATE UNTIL THE MOMENT THEY ARE OBSERVED? A CAT IN A BOX IS OFTEN MENTIONED. 
"Oh, yes," said the philosopher. 
GOOD, said Death. He got to his feet as the last of the light died, and smiled. 
I SEE YOU... 
 



A Collegiate Casting-Out of Devilish Devices
 
It was a Thursday afternoon. The college council of the Unseen University, Discworld's oldest and most venerable school of wizardry, liked their Thursday afternoon meetings. The council chamber, with its stained-glass image of 'Archchancellor Sloman Discovering the Special Theory of Slood', was always nice and warm and there was a distant prospect of tea and chocolate biscuits at half-past three. Pointy hats nodded as the agenda was demolished with due mendacity and sleepy prevarication.
As the biscuit hour approached, Archchancellor Mustrum Ridcully drummed his fingers on the battered leather of the table. "Just one item of Any Other Business, gentlemen," he said. "It appears the Lord Vetinari, our gracious ruler, has seen fit to confront us with a little... test. Possibly we have annoyed him in some way, committed some little faux pas —"
"This is about Mayhap Street, isn't it?" said the Dean. "Still not turned up, has it?"
"There is nothin' the matter with Mayhap Street, Dean," said Ridcully sharply. "It is merely temporarily displaced, that's all. I am assured the rest of the continuum will catch up with it no later than Thursday. It was an accident that was waiting to happen."
"Well, only waiting for a thaumic discharge that happened because you said there was no way it could possibly..." the Dean began. He was clearly enjoying himself.
"Dean! We are going to move on and put this behind us!"* Ridcully snapped.
"Excuse me, Archchancellor?" said Ponder Stibbons, who was Head of Inadvisably Applied Magic and also the university's Praelector, a position interpreted at UU as 'the one who gets given the tedious jobs'.
"Yes, Stibbons?"
"It may be a good idea to put it behind us before we move on, sir," said Stibbons. "That way it will be further behind us when we do, in fact, move."
"Good point, that man. See to it," said Ridcully. He turned his attention once again to the ominous Manila folder in front of him. 
"Anyway, gentlemen, his lordship has appointed a Mr A E Pessimal, a man of whom I know little, as Inspector of Universities. His job, I suspect, is to drag us kicking and no doubt screamin' into the Century of the Fruitbat." 
"That was, in fact, the last century, Archchancellor," said Stibbons.
"Well, we are hard to drag and very good at kicking," said Ridcully. "He has made a few little, ah, suggestions for improvement..."
"Really? This should be fun," said the Dean.
Ridcully slid the folder to his right. "Over to you, Mr Stibbons," he announced.
"Yes, Archchancellor. Er... thank you. Um. As you know, the city has always waived all taxes on the university..."
"Because they know what would happen if they tried it," said the Dean, with some satisfaction.
"Yes," said Stibbons. "And, then again, no. I fear we are past the time when a little shape-changing or a couple of fireballs would do the trick. That is not the modern spirit. It would be a good idea to at least examine Mr Pessimal's suggestions..."
There was a general shrugging. It would at least pass the time until the tea turned up. The shrugging was particularly marked from the Librarian who, as an orang-utan, had more to shrug. 
"Firstly," said Stibbons, "Mr Pessimal wants to know what we do here."
"Do? We are the premier college of magic!" said Ridcully.
"But do we teach? As such?"
"Of course, if no alternative presents itself," said the Dean. "We show 'em where the library is, give 'em a few chats and graduate the survivors. If they run into any problems, my door is always metaphorically open."
"Metaphorically, sir?" said Stibbons.
"Yes," said the Dean. "But technically, of course, it's locked. Good grief, you don't want 'em just turning up." 
"Explain to him that we don't do things, Stibbons," said the Lecturer in Recent Runes. "We are academics."
"Interesting idea, though," said Ridcully, winking at Stibbons. "What do you do, Senior Wrangler?"
A hunted look crossed the Senior Wrangler's face. "Well, er," he said, clearing his throat, "The post of Senior Wrangler at Unseen University is, most unusually — "
"Yes, but what do you do? And have you been doing more of it in the past six months than in the previous six?" 
"Well, if we're asking that kind of question, Archchancellor, what do you do?" said the Dean, testily. 
"I administer, Dean," said Ridcully, calmly.
"Then we must be doing something, otherwise you'd have nothing to administrate."
"That comment strikes at the very heart of the bureaucratic principle, Dean, and I shall ignore it." 
"You see, Mr Pessimal wonders why we don't publish the results of, er, whatever it is we do," said Ponder.
"Publish?" said the Lecturer in Recent Runes.
"Results?" said the Chair of Indefinite Studies.
"Ook?" said the Librarian.
"Braseneck College publishes their Journal of Irreducible Research four times a year now," said Stibbons meekly.
"Yes. Six copies," said Ridcully.
"No wizard worth his salt tells other wizards what he's up to!" snapped the Lecturer in Recent Runes. "Besides, how can you measure thinking? You can count the tables a carpenter makes, but what kind of rule could measure the amount of thought necessary to define the essence of tableosity?"
"Exactly!" said the Chair of Indefinite Studies. "I myself have been working on my Theory of Anything for 15 years! The amount of thought that has gone into it is astonishing! Those 67 pages have been hard won, I can tell you!" 
"And I've seen some of those Braseneck papers," said Ridcully. "They've got titles like 'Diothumatic Aspects of Cheese in Mice', or possibly it was mice in cheese. Or maybe chess."
"And what was it about?" said the Dean.
"Oh, I don't think it was for reading. It was for having written," said the Archchancellor. "Anyway, no one knows what diothumics is, except that it's probably magic with the crusts cut off. Braseneck College, indeed! It used to be the Braseneck School of Conjuring!"
"Er... nevertheless, Mr Pessimal does point out that Braseneck is attracting students, to the general benefit of the city," said Stibbons. "In fact he suggests that we ourselves might even consider, er, advertising for students." He paused, because of the sudden frigid quality of the atmosphere, then plunged on: "In order to attract young men, in fact, who would not normally consider wizarding as a profession. He notes that Braseneck gives all new students a free crystal ball and a voucher for a free frog or frog-like creature."
"Make ourselves attractive to students?" said the Archchancellor. "Mr Stibbons, the whole idea of a university is that it should be hard to get into. Remember Dean Rouster? He used to set traps to stop students attending his lectures! 'I'll tap talent from all backgrounds,' he used to say, 'but a lad who can't spot a tripwire is no good to me!' He reckoned any student who didn't open a door very carefully and look where he was putting his feet would only be a burden to the profession. You see, trying to be nice to students means you end up with courses like comparative fretwork and graduates who think 'thank you' is one word and can look at a sign sayin' 'Human Resources Department' without detecting a whiff of brimstone." 
"I have to tell you, sir, that Mr Pessimal is suggesting that we accept an intake of 40 per cent non-traditional students," said Ponder Stibbons.
"What does that mean?" said the Senior Wrangler.
"Well, er..." Stibbons began, but the council had already resorted to definition-by-hubbub.
"We take in all sorts as it is," said the Dean.
"Does he mean people who are not traditionally good at magic?" said the Chair of Indefinite Studies.
"Ridiculous!" said the Dean. "Forty per cent duffers?"
"Exactly!" said the Archchancellor. "That means we'd have to find enough clever people to make up over half the student intake! We'd never manage it. If they were clever already, they wouldn't need to go to university! No, we'll stick to an intake of 100 per cent young fools, thank you. Bring 'em in stupid, send them away clever, that's the UU way!" 
"Some of them arrive thinkin' they're clever, of course," said the Chair of Indefinite Studies.
"Yes, but we soon disabuse them of that," said the Dean happily. "What is a university for if it isn't to tell you that everything you think you know is wrong?"
"Well put, that man!" said Ridcully. "Ignorance is the key! That's how the Dean got where he is today!"
"Thank you, Archchancellor," said the Dean, in a chilly voice. "I shall take that as a compliment. Carefully directed ignorance is the key to all knowledge." 
"I think the inspector actually means people who by accident of birth, upbringing, background or early education would not meet the usual entrance requirements," said Ponder, quickly.
"Really? Good idea," said Ridcully, a gleam in his eye. "And are we to take it that for his part he intends to make a point of hirin' clerks who aren't very good at sums and file everythin' under 'S' for 'stuff'?"
"He doesn't appear to say so — "
"How strange. Oh, I can see what he's getting at, but, you see, we're a university, Mr Stibbons, not a bandage. We can't just wave a magic wand and make everything better!"
"Actually, sir..." Stibbons began.
Ridcully waved a hand irritably. "Yes, yes, all right, I know, we can just wave a magic wand and make everything better. Except, of course, that making everything better by magic only makes things much, much worse. What we do, gentlemen, is dynamically refrain from using magic. Just imagine what we could do if we turned our... uh, intellects to the political stage. I'm only surprised that he's not asking us to do so." 
"Interestingly, he does want to know if we have an ethics committee," said Stibbons.
"Since we don't have any, I don't think we need one," said Ridcully.
"It appears to be to do with experiments on animals," Stibbons persisted.
"Ook?"
"Quite so," said Ridcully. "Why would we do that sort of nastiness when we've got students hangin' around? I was turned into something miscellaneous at least once a week in my first year, and it never did me any harm. Anything else?" 
"Lots, sir," sighed Stibbons. "Lots and lots."
A pall descended.
"Well, gentlemen, I think I can gauge the sense of the meeting," said the Archchancellor, to break the silence. "I propose that we inform the inspector that we are giving his suggestions our urgent consideration."
They looked up in horror. He winked. They relaxed.
"That's right!" said the Lecturer in Recent Runes. "In depth!"
"Abyssal!" said the Dean.
"We'll form a committee!" said the Chair of Indefinite Studies. 
"I'm sure Mr Pessimal will be very pleased to hear it," said Ridcully. "Put it on the agenda for this time next year, Mr Stibbons, will you? No, perhaps the year after next. Yes, that might be better. You can't hurry urgency, I've always said so."
Upon which happy note, as if by magic, the tea and biscuits arrived.

* 'Put it behind us and move on' is a political term used meaning, "I've done something I ought to be thoroughly ashamed of, if not actually prosecuted with the full force of the law, so I wish to push the issue away before people start looking too hard."
 



The Sea and Little Fishes
 
Trouble began, and not for the first time, with an apple. There was a bag of them on Granny Weatherwax's bleached and spotless table. Red and round, shiny and fruity, if they'd known the future they should have ticked like bombs.
"Keep the lot, old Hopcroft said I could have as many as I wanted," said Nanny Ogg. She gave her sister witch a sidelong glance. "Tasty, a bit wrinkled, but a damn good keeper."
"He named an apple after you?" said Granny. Each word was an acid drop on the air.
"Cos of my rosy cheeks," said Nanny Ogg. "An' I cured his leg for him after he fell off that ladder last year. An' I made him up some jollop for his bald head."
"It didn't work, though," said Granny. "That wig he wears, that's a terrible thing to see on a man still alive."
"But he was pleased I took an interest."
Granny Weatherwax didn't take her eyes off the bag. Fruit and vegetables grew famously in the mountains' hot summers and cold winters. Percy Hopcroft was the premier grower and definitely a keen man when it came to sexual antics among the horticulture with a camel-hair brush.
"He sells his apple trees all over the place," Nanny Ogg went on. "Funny, eh, to think that pretty soon thousands of people will be having a bite of Nanny Ogg."
"Thousands more," said Granny, tartly. Nanny's wild youth was an open book, although only available in plain covers.
"Thank you, Esme." Nanny Ogg looked wistful for a moment, and then opened her mouth in mock concern. "Oh, you ain't jealous, are you, Esme? You ain't begrudging me my little moment in the sun?"
"Me? Jealous? Why should I be jealous? It's only an apple. It's not as if it's anything important."
"That's what I thought. It's just a little frippery to humour an old lady," said Nanny. "So how are things with you, then?"
"Fine. Fine."
"Got your winter wood in, have you?"
"Mostly."
"Good," said Nanny. "Good."
They sat in silence. On the windowpane a butterfly, awoken by the unseasonable warmth, beat a little tattoo in an effort to reach the September sun.
"Your potatoes ... got them dug, then?" said Nanny.
"Yes."
"We got a good crop off ours this year."
"Good."
"Salted your beans, have you?"
"Yes."
"'I expect you're looking forward to the Trials next week?"
"Yes."
"I expect you've been practicing?"
"No."
It seemed to Nanny that, despite the sunlight, the shadows were deepening in the corners of the room. The very air itself was growing dark. A witch's cottage gets sensitive to the moods of its occupant. But she plunged on. Fools rush in, but they are laggards compared to little old ladies with nothing left to fear.
"You coming over to dinner on Sunday?"
"What're you havin'?"
"Pork."
"With apple sauce?"
"Ye —"
"No," said Granny.
There was a creaking behind Nanny. The door had swung open. Someone who wasn't a witch would have rationalized this, would have said that of course it was only the wind. And Nanny Ogg was quite prepared to go along with this, but would have added: why was it only the wind, and how come the wind had managed to lift the latch?
 "Oh, well, can't sit here chatting all day," she said, standing up quickly. "Always busy at this time of year, ain't it?"
"Yes."
"So I'll be off, then."
"Goodbye."
The wind blew the door shut again as Nanny hurtled off down the path.
It occurred to her that, just possibly, she may have gone a bit too far. But only a bit. The trouble with being a witch — at least, the trouble with being a witch as far as some people were concerned — was that you got stuck out here in the country. But that was fine by Nanny. Everything she wanted was out here. Everything she'd ever wanted was here, although in her youth she'd run out of men a few times. Foreign parts were all right to visit but they weren't really serious. They had interestin' new drinks and the grub was fun, but foreign parts was where you went to do what might need to be done and then you came back here, a place that was real. Nanny Ogg was happy in small places.
Of course, she reflected as she crossed the lawn, she didn't have this view out of her window. Nanny lived down in the town, but Granny could look out across the forest and over the plains and all the way to the great round horizon of the Discworld. A view like that, Nanny reasoned, could probably suck your mind right out of your head. They'd told her the world was round and flat, which was common sense, and went through space on the back of four elephants standing on the shell of a turtle, which didn't have to make sense. It was all happening Out There somewhere, and it could continue to do so with Nanny's blessing and disinterest so long as she could live in a personal world about ten miles across, which she carried around with her.
 But Esme Weatherwax needed more than this little kingdom could contain. She was the other kind of witch. And Nanny saw it as her job to stop Granny Weatherwax getting bored. The business with the apples was petty enough, a spiteful little triumph when you got down to it, but Esme needed something to make every day worthwhile and if it had to be anger and jealousy then so be it. Granny would now scheme for some little victory, some tiny humiliation that only the two of them would ever know about, and that'd be that. Nanny was confident that she could deal with her friend in a bad mood, but not when she was bored. A witch who is bored might do anything.
People said things like 'we had to make our own amusements in those days' as if this signalled some kind of moral worth, and perhaps it did, but the last thing you wanted a witch to do was get bored and start making her own amusements, because witches sometimes had famously erratic ideas about what was amusing. And Esme was undoubtedly the most powerful witch the mountains had seen for generations. Still, the Trials were coming up, and they always set Esme Weatherwax all right for a few weeks. She rose to competition like a trout to a fly. Nanny Ogg always looked forward to the Witch Trials. You got a good day out and of course there was a big bonfire. Whoever heard of a Witch Trial without a good bonfire afterwards? And afterwards you could roast potatoes in the ashes.
 
The afternoon melted into the evening, and the shadows in corners and under stools and tables crept out and ran together. Granny rocked gently in her chair as the darkness wrapped itself around her. She had a look of deep concentration. The logs in the fireplace collapsed into the embers, which winked out one by one. The night thickened. The old clock ticked on the mantelpiece and, for some length of time, there was no other sound. There came a faint rustling. The paper bag on the table moved and then began to crinkle like a deflating balloon. Slowly, the still air filled with a heavy smell of decay. After a while the first maggot crawled out.
 
Nanny Ogg was back home and just pouring a pint of beer when there was a knock. She put down the jug with a sigh, and went and opened the door.
"Oh, hello, ladies. What're you doing in these parts? And on such a chilly evening, too?"
Nanny backed into the room, ahead of three more witches. They wore the black cloaks and pointy hats traditionally associated with their craft, although this served to make each one look different. There is nothing like a uniform for allowing one to express one's individuality. A tweak here and a tuck there are little details that scream all the louder in the apparent, well, uniformity. Gammer Beavis's hat, for example, had a very flat brim and a point you could clean your ear with. Nanny liked Gammer Beavis. She might be a bit too educated, so that sometimes it overflowed out of her mouth, but she did her own shoe repairs and took snuff and, in Nanny Ogg's small world view, things like this meant that someone was All Right.
 Old Mother Dismass's clothes had that disarray of someone who, because of a detached retina in her second sight, was living in a variety of times all at once. Mental confusion is bad enough in normal people, but much worse when the mind has an occult twist. You just had to hope it was only her underwear she was wearing on the outside. It was getting worse, Nanny knew. Sometimes her knock would be heard on the door a few hours before she arrived. Her footprints would turn up several days later. Nanny's heart sank at the sight of the third witch, and it wasn't because Letice Earwig was a bad woman. Quite the reverse, in fact. She was considered to be decent, well-meaning and kind, at least to less-aggressive animals and the cleaner sort of children. And she would always do you a good turn. The trouble was, though, that she would do you a good turn for your own good even if a good turn wasn't what was good for you. You ended up mentally turned the other way, and that wasn't good. And she was married. Nanny had nothing against witches being married. It wasn't as if there were rules. She herself had had many husbands, and had even been married to three of them. But Mr Earwig was a retired wizard with a suspiciously large amount of gold, and Nanny suspected that Letice did witchcraft as something to keep herself occupied, in much the same way that other women of a certain class might embroider kneelers for the church or visit the poor. And she had money. Nanny did not have money and therefore was predisposed to dislike those who did. Letice had a black velvet cloak so fine that if looked as if a hole had been cut out of the world. Nanny did not. Nanny did not want a fine velvet cloak and did not aspire to such things. So she didn't see why other people should have them.
"'Evening, Gytha. How are you keeping, in yourself?" said Gammer Beavis.
Nanny took her pipe out of her mouth. "Fit as a fiddle. Come on in."
"Ain't this rain dreadful?" said Mother Dismass. Nanny looked at the sky. It was frosty purple. But it was probably raining wherever Mother's mind was at.
"Come along in and dry off, then," she said kindly.
"May fortunate stars shine on this our meeting," said Letice. Nanny nodded understandingly. Letice always sounded as though she'd learned her witchcraft out of a not very imaginative book.
 "Yeah, right," she said.
There was some polite conversation while Nanny prepared tea and scones. Then Gammer Beavis, in a tone that clearly indicated that the official part of the visit was beginning, said, "We're here as the Trials committee, Nanny."
"Oh? Yes?"
"I expect you'll be entering?"
"Oh, yes. I'll do my little turn." Nanny glanced at Letice. There was a smile on that face that she wasn't entirely happy with.
"There's a lot of interest this year," Gammer went on. "More girls are taking it up lately."
"To get boys, one feels," said Letice, and sniffed. Nanny didn't comment. Using witchcraft to get boys seemed a damn good use for it as far as she was concerned. It was, in a way, one of the fundamental uses.
"That's nice," she said. "Always looks good, a big turnout. But."
"I beg your pardon?" said Letice.
"I said "but"," said Nanny, "cos someone's going to say "but", right? This little chat has got a big "but" coming up. I can tell."
She knew this was flying in the face of protocol. There should be at least seven more minutes of small talk before anyone got around to the point, but Letice's presence was getting on her nerves.
"It's about Esme Weatherwax" said Gammer Beavis.
"Yes?" said Nanny, without surprise.
"I suppose she's entering?"
"Never known her stay away."
Letice sighed.
"I suppose you ... couldn't persuade her to ... not to enter this year?"
Nanny looked shocked.
"'With an axe, you mean?"
In unison, the three witches sat back.
"You see —" Gammer began, a bit shamefaced.
"Frankly, Mrs Ogg," said Letice, "it is very hard to get other people to enter when they know that Miss Weatherwax is entering. She always wins."
"Yes," said Nanny. "It's a competition."
"But she always wins!"
"So?"
"In other types of competition," said Letice, "one is normally only allowed to win for three years in a row and then one takes a back seat for a while."
"Yeah but this is witching," said Nanny. "The rules is different."
"How so?"
"There ain't none."
Letice twitched her skirt. 'Perhaps it is time there were,' she said.
"Ah," said Nanny. "And you just going to go up and tell Esme that? You up for this, Gammer?"
Gammer Beavis didn't meet her gaze. Old Mother Dismass was gazing at last week.
"I understand Miss Weatherwax is a very proud woman," said Letice.
Nanny Ogg puffed at her pipe again.
"You might as well say the sea is full of water," she said.
The other witches were silent for a moment.
"I daresay that was a valuable comment," said Letice, "but I didn't understand it."
"If there ain't no water in the sea, it ain't the sea," said Nanny Ogg. "It's just a damn great hole in the ground. Thing about Esme is ..." Nanny took another noisy pull at the pipe, "she's all pride, see? She ain't just a proud person."
"Then perhaps she should learn to be a bit more humble ..."
"What's she got to be humble about?" said Nanny sharply.
But Letice, like a lot of people with marshmallow on the outside, had a hard core that was not easily compressed.
"The woman clearly has a natural talent and, really, she should be grateful for ..."
Nanny Ogg stopped listening at this point. The woman, she thought. So that was how it was going. It was the same in just about every trade. Sooner or later someone decided it needed organizing, and the one thing you could be sure of was that the organizers weren't going to be the people who, by general acknowledgement, were at the top of their craft. They were working too hard. To be fair, it generally wasn't done by the worst, neither. They were working hard, too. They had to.
No, it was done by the ones who had just enough time and inclination to scurry and bustle. And, to be fair again, the world needed people who scurried and bustled. You just didn't have to like them very much. The lull told her that Letice had finished.
"Really? Now, me," said Nanny, "I'm the one who's nat'rally talented. Us Oggs've got witchcraft in our blood. I never really had to sweat at it. Esme, now ... she's got a bit, true enough, but it ain't a lot. She just makes it work harder'n hell. And you're going to tell her she's not to?"
"We were rather hoping you would," said Letice.
Nanny opened her mouth to deliver one or two swearwords, and then stopped.
"Tell you what," she said, "you can tell her tomorrow, and I'll come with you to hold her back."
 
Granny Weatherwax was gathering Herbs when they came up the track. Everyday herbs of sickroom and kitchen are known as simples. Granny's Herbs weren't simples. They were complicateds or they were nothing. And there was none of the airy-fairy business with a pretty basket and a pair of dainty snippers. Granny used a knife. And a chair held in front of her. And a leather hat, gloves and apron as secondary lines of defence. Even she didn't know where some of the Herbs came from. Roots and seeds were traded all over the world, and maybe further. Some had flowers that turned as you passed by, some fired their thorns at passing birds and several were staked, not so that they wouldn't fall over, but so they'd still be there next day. Nanny Ogg, who never bothered to grow any herb you couldn't smoke or stuff a chicken with, heard her mutter, "Right, you buggers —"
"Good morning, Miss Weatherwax," said Letice Earwig loudly.
Granny Weatherwax stiffened, and then lowered the chair very carefully and turned around.
"It's Mistress," she said.
"Whatever," said Letice brightly "'I trust you are keeping well?"
"Up till now," said Granny. She nodded almost imperceptibly at the other three witches.
There was a thrumming silence, which appalled Nanny Ogg. They should have been invited in for a cup of something. That was how the ritual went. It was gross bad manners to keep people standing around. Nearly, but not quite, as bad as calling an elderly unmarried witch 'Miss'.
"You've come about the Trials," said Granny. Letice almost fainted.
"Er, how did—"
"Cos you look like a committee. It don't take much reasoning," said Granny, pulling off her gloves. "We didn't used to need a committee. The news just got around and we all turned up. Now suddenly there's folk arrangin' things."
For a moment Granny looked as though she was fighting some serious internal battle, and then she added in throwaway tones: "Kettle's on. You'd better come in."
 Nanny relaxed. Maybe there were some customs even Granny Weatherwax wouldn't defy, after all. Even if someone was your worst enemy, you invited them in and gave them tea and biscuits. In fact, the worser your enemy, the better the crockery you got out and the higher the quality of the biscuits. You might wish black hell on 'em later, but while they were under your roof you'd feed 'em till they choked. Her dark little eyes noted that the kitchen table gleamed and was still damp from scrubbing. After cups had been poured and pleasantries exchanged, or at least offered by Letice and received in silence by Granny, the self-elected chairwoman wriggled in her seat and said:
"There's such a lot of interest in the Trials this year, Miss ... Mistress Weatherwax."
"Good."
"It does look as though witchcraft in the Ramtops is going through something of a renaissance, in fact."
"A renaissance, eh? There's a thing."
"It's such a good route to empowerment for young women, don't you think?"
Many people could say things in a cutting way, Nanny knew. But Granny Weathervax could listen in a cutting way. She could make something sound stupid just by hearing it.
"That's a good hat you've got there," said Granny. "Velvet, is it? Not made local, I expect."
Letice touched the brim and gave a little laugh.
"It's from Boggi's in Ankh-Morpork," she said.
"Oh? Shop-bought?"
Nanny Ogg glanced at the corner of the room, where a battered wooden cone stood on a stand. Pinned to it were lengths of black calico and strips of willow wood, the foundations for Granny's spring hat.
"Tailor-made," said Letice.
"And those hatpins you've got," Granny went on. "All them crescent moons and cat shapes —"
"You've got a brooch that's crescent-shaped, too, ain't that so, Esme?" said Nanny Ogg, deciding it was time for a warning shot. Granny occasionally had a lot to say about jewellery on witches when she was feeling in an acid mood.
"This is true, Gytha. I have a brooch what is shaped like a crescent. That's just the truth of the shape it happens to be. Very practical shape for holding a cloak, is a crescent. But I don't mean nothing by it. Anyway, you interrupted just as I was about to remark to Mrs Earwig how fetchin' her hatpins are. Very witchy."
Nanny, swivelling like a spectator at a tennis match, glanced at Letice to see if this deadly bolt had gone home. But the woman was actually smiling. Some people just couldn't spot the obvious on the end of a ten-pound hammer.
"On the subject of witchcraft," said Letice, with the born chairwoman's touch for the enforced segue, "I thought I might raise with you the question of your participation in the Trials."
"Yes?"
"Do you ... ah ... don't you think it is unfair to other people that you win every year?"
Granny Weatherwax looked down at the floor and then up at the ceiling.
"No," she said, eventually. "I'm better'n them."
"You don't think it is a little dispiriting for the other contestants?"
Once again, the floor to ceiling search.
"No," said Granny.
"But they start off knowing they're not going to win."
"So do I."
"Oh, no, you surely —"
"I meant that I start off knowing they're not goin' to win, too," said Granny witheringly. "And they ought to start off knowing I'm not going to win. No wonder they lose, if they ain't getting their minds right."
"It does rather dash their enthusiasm."
Granny looked genuinely puzzled. "What's wrong with 'em striving to come second?" she said.
Letice plunged on.
"What we were hoping to persuade you to do, Esme, is to accept an emeritus position. You would perhaps make a nice little speech of encouragement, present the award, and ... and possibly even be, er, one of the judges ..."
"There's going to be judges?' said Granny. 'We've never had judges. Everyone just used to know who'd won."
"That's true," said Nanny. She remembered the scenes at the end of one or two trials. When Granny Weatherwax won, everyone knew. "Oh, that's very true."
"It would be a very nice gesture," Letice went on.
"Who decided there would be judges?" said Granny.
"Er ... the committee ... which is ... that is ... a few of us got together. Only to steer things ..."
"Oh. I see,' said Granny. 'Flags?"
"Pardon?"
"Are you going to have them lines of little flags? And maybe someone selling apples on a stick, that kind of thing?"
"Some bunting would certainly be —"
"Right. Don't forget the bonfire."
"So long as it's nice and safe."
"Oh. Right. Things should be nice. And safe," said Granny.
Mrs Earwig perceptibly sighed with relief. "Well, that's sorted out nicely," she said.
"Is it?" said Granny.
"I thought we'd agreed that —"
"Had we? Really?" She picked up the poker from the hearth and prodded fiercely at the fire. 
"I'll give matters my consideration."
"I wonder if I may be frank for a moment, Mistress Weatherwax?" said Letice. The poker paused in mid-prod.
"Yes?"
"Times are changing, you know. Now, I think I know why you feel it necessary to be so overbearing and unpleasant to everyone, but believe me when I tell you, as a friend, that you'd find it so much easier if you just relaxed a little bit and tried being nicer, like our sister Gytha here."
Nanny Ogg's smile had fossilized into a mask. Letice didn't seem to notice.
"You seem to have all the witches in awe of you for fifty miles around," she went on. "Now, I daresay you have some valuable skills, but witchcraft isn't about being an old grump and frightening people any more. I'm telling you this as a friend —"
"Call again whenever you're passing," said Granny.
This was a signal. Nanny Ogg stood up hurriedly.
"I thought we could discuss —" Letice protested.
"I'll walk with you all down to the main track," said Nanny, hauling the other witches out of their seats.
"Gytha!" said Granny sharply, as the group reached the door.
"Yes, Esme?"
"You'll come back here afterwards, I expect."
"Yes, Esme."
Nanny ran to catch up with the trio on the path. Letice had what Nanny thought of as a deliberate walk It had been wrong to judge her by the floppy jowls and the over-fussy hair and the silly way she waggled her hands as she talked. She was a witch, after all. Scratch any witch and ... well, you'd be facing a witch you'd just scratched.
"She is not a nice person," Letice trilled. But it was the trill of some large hunting bird.
"You're right there," said Nanny. "But —"
"It's high time she was taken down a peg or two!"
"We-ell ..."
"She bullies you most terribly, Mrs Ogg. A married lady of your mature years, too!"
Just for a moment, Nanny's eyes narrowed.
"It's her way," she said.
"A very petty and nasty way, to my mind!"
"Oh, yes," said Nanny simply. "Ways often are. But look, you —"
"Will you be bringing anything to the produce stall, Gytha?" said Gammer Beavis quickly.
"Oh, a couple of bottles, I expect," said Nanny, deflating.
"Oh, homemade wine?" said Letice. "How nice."
"Sort of like wine, yes. Well, here's the path," said Nanny. "I'll just ... I'll just nip back and say goodnight —"
"It's belittling, you know, the way you run around after her," said Letice.
"Yes. Well. You get used to people. Goodnight to you."
 
When she got back to the cottage Granny Weatherwax was standing in the middle of the kitchen floor with a face like an unmade bed and her arms folded. One foot tapped on the floor.
"She married a wizard," said Granny, as soon as her friend had entered. "You can't tell me that's right."
"Well, wizards can marry, you know. They just have to hand in the staff and pointy hat. There's no actual law says they can't, so long as they gives up wizarding. They're supposed to be married to the job."
"I should reckon it's a job being married to her," said Granny. Her face screwed up in a sour smile.
"Been pickling much this year?" said Nanny, employing a fresh association of ideas around the word 'vinegar' which had just popped into her head.
"My onions all got the screwfly."
"That's a pity. You like onions."
"Even screwflies've got to eat," said Granny. She glared at the door. "Nice," she said.
"She's got a knitted cover on the lid in her privy," said Nanny.
"Pink?"
"Yes."
"Nice."
"She's not bad," said Nanny. "She does good work over in Fiddler's Elbow. People speak highly of her."
Granny sniffed. "Do they speak highly of me?" she said.
"No, they speaks quietly of you, Esme."
"Good. Did you see her hatpins?"
"I thought they were rather ... nice, Esme."
"That's witchcraft today. All jewellery and no drawers."
Nanny, who considered both to be optional, tried to build an embankment against the rising tide of ire.
"You could think of it as an honour, really, them not wanting you to take part."
"That's nice."
Nanny sighed.
"Sometimes nice is worth tryin', Esme," she said.
"I never does anyone a bad turn if I can't do 'em a good one, Gytha, you know that. I don't have to do no frills or fancy labels."
Nanny sighed. Of course, it was true. Granny was an old-fashioned witch. She didn't do good for people, she did right by them. But Nanny knew that people don't always appreciate right. Like old Pollitt the other day, when he fell off his horse. What he wanted was a painkiller. What he needed was the few seconds of agony as Granny popped the joint back into place. The trouble was, people remembered the pain.
You got on a lot better with people when you remembered to put frills round it, and took an interest and said things like "How are you?". Esme didn't bother with that kind of stuff because she knew already. Nanny Ogg knew too, but also knew that letting on you knew gave people the serious willies. She put her head on one side. Granny's foot was still tapping.
 "You planning anything, Esme? I know you. You've got that look."
"What look, pray?"
"That look you had when that bandit was found naked up a tree and cryin' all the time and goin' on about the horrible thing that was after him. Funny thing, we never found any pawprints. That look."
"He deserved more'n that for what he done."
"Yeah ... well, you had that look just before ole Hoggett was found beaten black and blue in his own pigsty and wouldn't talk about it."
"You mean old Hoggett the wife-beater? Or old Hoggett who won't never lift his hand to a woman no more?" said Granny. The thing her lips had pursed into may have been called a smile.
 "And it's the look you had the time all the snow slid down on ole Millson's house just after he called you an interfering old baggage," said Nanny.
Granny hesitated. Nanny was pretty sure that had been natural causes, and also that Granny knew she suspected this, and that pride was fighting a battle with honesty.
"That's as may be," said Granny, noncommittally.
"Like someone who might go along to the Trials and ... do something," said Nanny.
Her friend's glare should have made the air sizzle.
"Oh? So that's what you think of me? That's what we've come to, have we?"
"Letice thinks we should move with the times —"
"Well? I moves with the times. We ought to move with the times. No one said we ought to give them a push. I expect you'll be wanting to be going, Gytha. I want to be alone with my thoughts!"
Nanny's own thoughts, as she scurried home in relief, were that Granny Weatherwax was not an advertisement for witchcraft. Oh, she was one of the best at it, no doubt about that. At a certain kind, certainly. But a girl starting out in life might well say to herself, is this it? You worked hard and denied yourself things and what you got at the end of it was hard work and self-denial? Granny wasn't exactly friendless, but what she commanded mostly was respect. People learned to respect storm clouds, too. They refreshed the ground. You needed them. But they weren't nice.
 
Nanny Ogg went to bed in three flannelette nightdresses, because sharp frosts were already pricking the autumn air. She was also in a troubled frame of mind. Some sort of war had been declared, she knew. Granny could do some terrible things when roused, and the fact that they'd been done to those who richly deserved them didn't make them any the less terrible. She'd be planning something pretty dreadful, Nanny Ogg knew. She herself didn't like winning things. Winning was a habit that was hard to break and brought you a dangerous status that was hard to defend. You'd walk uneasily through life, always on the lookout for the next girl with a better broomstick and a quicker hand on the frog.
She turned over under the mountain of eiderdowns. In Granny Weatherwax's world-view was no room for second place. You won, or you were a loser. There was nothing wrong with being a loser except for the fact that, of course, you weren't the winner. Nanny had always pursued the policy of being a good loser. People liked you when you almost won, and bought you drinks. "She only just lost" was a much better compliment than "she only just won". Runners-up had more fun, she reckoned. But it wasn't a word Granny had much time for.
 
In her own darkened cottage, Granny Weatherwax sat and watched the fire die. It was a grey-walled room, the colour that old plaster gets not so much from dirt as from age. There was not a thing in it that wasn't useful, utilitarian, earned its keep. Every flat surface in Nanny Ogg's cottage had been pressed into service as a holder for ornaments and potted plants. People gave Nanny Ogg things. Cheap fairground tat, Granny always called it. At least, in public. What she thought of it in the privacy of her own head, she never said. She rocked gently as the last ember winked out. It's hard to contemplate, in the grey hours of the night, that probably the only reason people would come to your funeral would be to make sure you're dead.
 
Next day, Percy Hopcroft opened his back door and looked straight up into the blue stare of Granny Weatherwax.
"Oh my," he said, under his breath.
Granny gave an awkward little cough.
"Mr Hopcroft, I've come about them apples you named after Mrs Ogg," she said.
Percy's knees began to tremble, and his wig started to slide off the back of his head to the hoped-for security of the floor.
"I should like to thank you for doing it because it has made her very happy," Granny went on, in a tone of voice which would have struck one who knew her as curiously monotonous. "She has done a lot of fine work and it's about time she got her little reward. It was a very nice thought. And so I have brung you this little token —" Hopcroft jumped backwards as Granny's hand dipped swiftly into her apron and produced a small black bottle "— which is very rare because of the rare herbs in it. What are rare. Extremely rare herbs."
Eventually it crept over Hopcroft that he was supposed to take the bottle. He gripped the top of it very carefully, as if it might whistle or develop legs.
"Uh ... thank you ver' much," he mumbled.
Granny nodded stiffly.
"Blessings be upon this house," she said, and turned and walked away down the path.
 Hopcroft shut the door carefully, and then flung himself against it.
 "You start packing right now!" he shouted to his wife, who'd been watching from the kitchen door.
"What? Our whole life's here! We can't just run away from it!"
"Better to run than hop, woman! What's she want from me? What's she want? She's never nice!"
Mrs Hopcroft stood firm. She'd just got the cottage looking right and they'd bought a new pump. Some things were hard to leave.
"Let's just stop and think, then," she said. "What's in that bottle?"
Hopcroft held it at arm's length. "Do you want to find out?"
"Stop shaking, man! She didn't actually threaten, did she?"
"She said "blessings be upon this house"! Sounds pretty damn threatening to me! That was Granny Weatherwax, that was!"
He put the bottle on the table. They stared at it, standing in the cautious leaning position of people who were ready to run if anything began to happen.
 "Says "Haire Reftorer" on the label," said Mrs Hopcroft.
"I ain't using it!"
"She'll ask us about it later. That's her way."
"If you think for one moment I'm —"
"We can try it out on the dog."
 
"That's a good cow."
William Poorchick awoke from his reverie on the milking stool and looked around the meadow, his hands still working the beast's teats. There was a black pointy hat rising over the hedge. He gave such a start that he started to milk into his left boot.
"Gives plenty of milk, does she?"
"Yes, Mistress Weatherwax!" William quavered.
"That's good. Long may she continue to do so, that's what I say. Good-day to you."
And the pointy hat continued up the lane. Poorchick stared after it. Then he grabbed the bucket and, squelching at every other step, hurried into the barn and yelled for his son.
"Rummage! You get down here right now!"
His son appeared at the hayloft, pitchfork still in his hand.
"What's up, Dad?"
"You take Daphne down to the market right now, understand?"
"What? But she's our best milker, Dad!"
"Was, son, was! Granny Weatherwax just put a curse on her! Sell her now before her horns drop off!"
"What'd she say, Dad?"
"She said ... she said ... "Long may she continue to give milk" ..." Poorchick hesitated.
"Doesn't sound awfully like a curse, Dad," said Rummage. "I mean ... not like your gen'ral curse. Sounds a bit hopeful, really," said his son.
"Well ... it was the way ... she ... said ... it ..."
"What sort of way, Dad?"
"Well ... like ... cheerfully."
"You all right, Dad?"
"It was ... the way ..." Poorchick paused. "Well, it's not right," he continued. "It's not right! She's got no right to go around being cheerful at people! She's never cheerful! And my boot is full of milk!"
 
Today Nanny Ogg was taking some time out to tend her secret still in the woods. As a still it was the best-kept secret there could be, since everyone in the kingdom knew exactly where it was, and a secret kept by so many people must he very secret indeed. Even the king knew, and knew enough to pretend he didn't know, and that meant he didn't have to ask her for any taxes and she didn't have to refuse. And every year at Hogswatch he got a barrel of what honey might be if only bees weren't teetotal. And everyone understood the situation, no one had to pay any money and so, in a small way, the world was a happier place. And no one was cursed until their teeth fell out.
Nanny was dozing. Keeping an eye on a still was a day and night job. But finally the sound of people repeatedly calling her name got too much for her. No one would come into the clearing, of course. That would mean admitting that they knew where it was. So they were blundering around in the surrounding bushes. She pushed her way through, and was greeted with some looks of feigned surprise that would have done credit to any amateur dramatic company.
 "Well, what do you lot want?" she demanded.
"Oh, Mrs Ogg, we thought you might be ... taking a walk in the woods," said Poorchick, while a scent that could clean glass wafted on the breeze. "You got to do something! It' s Mistress Wetherwax!"
"What's she done?"
"You tell 'er, Mister Hampicker!"
The man next to Poorchick took off his hat quickly and held it respectfully in front of him in the ai-señor-the-bandidos-have-raided-our-villages position.
"Well, ma'am, my lad and I were digging for a well and then she come past —"
"Granny Weatherwax?"
"Yes'm, and she said —" Hampicker gulped, "She said "You won't find any water there, my good man. You'd he better off looking in the hollow by the chestnut tree." An' we dug on down anyway and we never found no water!"
Nanny lit her pipe. She didn't smoke around the still since that time when a careless spark had sent the barrel she was sitting on a hundred yards into the air. She'd been lucky that a fir tree had broken her fall.
"So ... then you dug in the hollow by the chestnut tree?" she said mildly.
Hampicker looked shocked. "No'm! There's no telling what she wanted us to find there!"
"And she cursed my cow!" said Poorchick.
"Really? What did she say?"
"She said, may she give a lot of milk!" Poorchick stopped. Once again, now that he came to say it ...
"Well, it was the way she said it," he added, weakly.
"And what kind of way was that?"
"Nicely!"
"Nicely?"
"Smilin' and everything! I don't dare drink the stuff now!"
Nanny was mystified.
"Can't quite see the problem —"
"You tell that to Mr Hopcroft's dog." said Poorchick. "Hopcroft daren't leave the poor thing on account of her! The whole family's going mad! There's him shearing, his wife sharpening the scissors, and the two lads out all the time looking for fresh places to dump the hair!"
Patient questioning on Nanny's part elucidated the role the Haire Reftorer had played in this.
"And he gave it ...?"
"Half the bottle, Mrs Ogg."
"Even though Esme writes "A right small spoonful once a week" on the label? And even then you need to wear roomy trousers."
"He said he was so nervous, Mrs Ogg! I mean, what's she playing at? Our wives are keepin' the kids indoors. I mean, s'posin' she smiled at them?"
"Well?"
"She's a witch!"
"So'm I, an' I smiles at 'em," said Nanny Ogg. "They're always runnin' after me for sweets."
"Yes, but ... you're ... I mean ... she ... I mean ... you don't ... I mean. Well —"
"And she's a good woman," said Nanny. Common sense prompted her to add, "In her own way. I expect there is water down in the hollow, and Poorchick's cow'll give good milk and if Hopcroft won't read the labels on bottles then he deserves a head you can see your face in, and if you think Esme Weatherwax'd curse kids you've got the sense of a earthworm. She'd cuss 'em, yes, all day long. But not curse 'em. She don't aim that low."
"Yes, yes," Poorchick almost moaned, "but it don't feel right, that's what we're saying. Her going round being nice, a man don't know if he's got a leg to stand on."
"Or hop on," said Hampicker darkly.
"All right, all right, I'll see about it," said Nanny.
"People shouldn't go around not doin' what you expect," said Poorchick weakly. "It gets people on edge."
"And we'll keep an eye on your sti —" Hampicker said, and then staggered backwards grasping his stomach and wheezing.
"Don't mind him, it's the stress," said Poorchick, rubbing his elbow. "Been picking herbs, Mrs Ogg?"
"That's right," said Nanny, hurrying away across the leaves.
"So shall I put the fire out for you, then?" Poorchick shouted.
 
Granny was sitting outside her house when Nanny Ogg hurried up the path. She was sorting through a sack of old clothes. Elderly garments were scattered around her. And she was humming. Nanny Ogg started to worry. The Granny Weatherwax she knew didn't approve of music. And she smiled when she saw Nanny, or at least the corners of her mouth turned up. That was really worrying. Granny normally only smiled if something bad was happening to someone deserving.
"Why, Gytha, how nice to see you!"
"You all right, Esme?"
"Never felt better, dear." The humming continued.
"Er ... sorting out rags, are you?" said Nanny. "Going to make that quilt?"
It was one of Granny Weatherwax's firm beliefs that one day she'd make a patchwork quilt. 
However, it is a task that requires patience, and hence in fifteen years she'd got as far as three patches. But she collected old clothes anyway. A lot of witches did. It was a witch thing. Old clothes had personality, like old houses. When it came to clothes with a bit of wear left in them, a witch had no pride at all.
"It's in here somewhere ..." Granny mumbled. "Aha, here we are ..."
She flourished a garment. It was basically pink.
"Knew it was here," she went on. "Hardly worn, either. And about my size, too."
"You're going to wear it?" said Nanny.
Granny's piercing blue cut-you-off-at-the-knees gaze was turned upon her. Nanny would have been relieved at a reply like "No, I'm going to eat it, you daft old fool". Instead her friend relaxed and said, a little concerned:
"You don't think it'd suit me?"
There was lace around the collar. Nanny swallowed.
"You usually wear black. Well, a bit more than usually. More like always."
"And a very sad sight I look too," said Granny robustly. "It's about time I brightened myself up a bit, don't you think?"
"And it's so very ... pink."
Granny put it aside and to Nanny's horror took her by the hand and said earnestly, "And, you know, I reckon I've been far too dog-in-the-manger about this Trials business, Gytha —"
"Bitch-in-the-manger," said Nanny Ogg, absent-mindedly.
For a moment Granny's eyes became two sapphires again.
"What?"
"Er ... you'd be a bitch-in-the-manger," Nanny mumbled. "Not a dog."
"Ah? Oh, yes. Thank you for pointing that out. Well, I thought, it is time I stepped back a bit, and went along and cheered on the younger folks. I mean, I have to say, I ... really haven't been very nice to people, have I ..."
"Er ..."
"I've tried being nice," Granny went on. "It didn't turn out like I expected, I'm sorry to say."
"You've never been really ... good at nice," said Nanny. Granny smiled. Hard though she stared, Nanny was unable to spot anything other than earnest concern.
"Perhaps I'll get better with practice," she said.
She patted Nanny's hand. And Nanny stared at her hand as though something horrible had happened to it.
"It's just that everyone's more used to you being ... firm," she said.
"I thought I might make some jam and cakes for the produce stall," said Granny.
"Oh ... good."
"Are there any sick people want visitin'?"
Nanny stared at the trees. It was getting worse and worse. She rummaged in her memory for anyone in the locality sick enough to warrant a ministering visit but still well enough to survive the shock of a ministering visit by Granny Weatherwax. When it came to practical psychology and the more robust type of folk physiotherapy Granny was without equal; in fact, she could even do the latter at a distance, for many a pain-racked soul had left their beds and walked, nay, run at the news that she was coming.
"Everyone's pretty well at the moment," said Nanny diplomatically.
"Any old folk want cheerin' up?"
It was taken for granted by both women that old people did not include them. A witch aged ninety-seven would not have included herself. Old people happened to other people.
 "All fairly cheerful right now," said Nanny.
"Maybe I could tell stories to the kiddies?"
Nanny nodded. Granny had done that once before, when the mood had briefly taken her. It had worked pretty well, as far as the children were concerned. They'd listened with open-mouthed attention and apparent enjoyment to a traditional old folk legend. The problem had come when they'd gone home afterwards and asked the meaning of words like 'disembowelled'.
 "I could sit in a rocking chair while tell 'em," Granny added. "That's how it's done, I recall. And I could make them some of my special treacle-toffee apples. Wouldn't that be nice?"
 Nanny nodded again, in a sort of horrified reverie. She realized that only she stood in the way of a wholesale rampage of niceness.
"Toffee," she said. "Would that be the sort you did that shatters like glass, or that sort where our boy Pewsey had to have his mouth levered open with a spoon?"
"I reckon I know what I did wrong last time."
"You know you and sugar don't get along, Esme. Remember them all-day suckers you made?"
"They did last all day, Gytha."
"Only 'cos our Pewsey couldn't get it out of his little mouth until we pulled two of his teeth, Esme. You ought to stick to pickles. You and pickles goes well."
"I've got to do something, Gytha. I can't be an old grump all the time. I know! I'll help at the Trials. Bound to be a lot that needs doing, eh?"
Nanny grinned inwardly. So that was it.
"Why, yes. I'm sure Mrs Earwig will be happy to tell you what to do." And more fool her if she does, she thought, because I can tell you're planning something.
"I shall talk to her," said Granny. "I'm sure there's a million things I could do to help, if I set my mind to it."
"And I'm sure you will," said Nanny heartily. "I've a feelin' you're going to make a big difference."
Granny started to rummage in the bag again. "You are going to be along as well, aren't you, Gytha?"
"Me?" said Nanny. "I wouldn't miss it for worlds."
 
Nanny got up especially early. If there was going to be any unpleasantness she wanted a ringside seat. What there was, was bunting. It was hanging from tree to tree in terrible brightly-coloured loops as she walked towards the Trials. There was something oddly familiar about it, too. It should not technically be possible for anyone with a pair of scissors to be unable to cut out a triangle, but someone had managed it. And it was also obvious that the flags had been made from old clothes, painstakingly cut up. Nanny knew this because not many real flags have collars. In the trials field, people were setting up stalls and falling over children. The committee were standing uncertainly under a tree, occasionally glancing up at a pink figure at the top of a very long ladder.
"She was here before it was light," said Letice, as Nanny approached. "She said she'd been up all night making the flags."
"Tell her about the cakes," said Gammer Beavis darkly.
"She made cakes?" said Nanny. "But she can't cook!"
The committee shuffled aside. A lot of the ladies contributed to the food for the Trials. It was a tradition and an informal competition in its own right. At the centre of the spread of covered plates was a large platter piled high with ... things, of indefinite colour and shape. It looked as though a herd of small cows had eaten a lot of raisins and then been ill. They were Ur-cakes, prehistoric cakes, cakes of great weight and presence that had no place among the iced dainties.
"She's never had the knack of it," said Nanny weakly. "Has anyone tried one?"
"Hahaha," said Gammer solemnly.
"Tough, are they?"
"You could beat a troll to death."
"But she was so ... sort of ... proud of them," said Letice. "And then there's ... the jam."
It was a large pot. It seemed to be filled with solidified purple lava
"Nice ... colour," said Nanny. "Anyone tasted it?"
"We couldn't get the spoon out," said Gammer.
"Oh, I'm sure —"
"We only got it in with a hammer."
"What's she planning, Mrs Ogg? She's got a weak and vengeful nature," said Letice. "You're her friend," she added, her tone suggesting that this was as much an accusation as a statement.
"I don't know what she's thinking, Mrs Earwig."
"I thought she was staying away."
"She said she was going to take an interest and encourage the young 'uns."
"She is planning something," said Letice, darkly. "Those cakes are a plot to undermine my authority."
"No, that's how she always cooks," said Nanny. "She just hasn't got the knack." Your authority, eh? she thought darkly.
"She's nearly finished the flags," Gammer reported. "Now she's going to try to make herself useful again."
"Well ... I suppose we could ask her to do the Lucky Dip."
Nanny looked blank. "You mean where kids fish around in a big tub full of bran to see what they can pull out?"
"Yes."
"You're going to let Granny Weatherwax do that?"
"Yes."
"Only she's got a funny sense of humour, if you know what I mean."
"Good morning to you all!"
It was Granny Weatherwax's voice. Nanny Ogg had known it for most of her life. But it had that strange edge to it again. It sounded nice.
"We was wondering if you could supervise the bran tub, Miss Weatherwax."
Nanny flinched. But Granny merely said: "Happy to, Mrs Earwig. I can't wait to see the expressions on their little faces as they pull out the goodies."
Nor can I, Nanny thought.
When the others had scurried off she sidled up to her friend.
"Why're you doing this?" she said.
"I really don't know what you mean, Gytha."
"I seen you face down terrible creatures, Esme. I once seen you catch a unicorn, for goodness' sake. What're you plannin'?"
"I still don't know what you mean, Gytha."
"Are you angry 'cos they won't let you enter, and now you're plannin' horrible revenge?"
For a moment they both looked at the field. It was beginning to fill up. People were bowling for pigs and fighting on the greasy pole. The Lancre Volunteer Band was trying to play a medley of popular tunes, and it was only a pity that each musician was playing a different one. Small children were fighting. It was going to be a scorcher of a day, probably the last one of the year. Their eyes were drawn to the roped-off square in the centre of the field.
"Are you going to enter the Trials, Gytha?" said Granny.
"You never answered my question!"
"What question was that?"
Nanny decided not to hammer on a locked door. "Yes, I am going to have a go, as it happens," she said.
"I certainly hope you win, then. I'd cheer you on, only that wouldn't be fair to the others. I shall merge into the background and be as quiet as a little mouse."
 Nanny tried guile. Her face spread into a wide pink grin, and she nudged her friend.
 "Right, right," she said. "Only ... you can tell me, right? I wouldn't like to miss it when it happens. So If you could just give me a little signal when you're going to do it, eh?"
"What's it you're referring to, Gytha?"
"Esme Weatherwax, sometimes I could really give you a bloody good slap!"
"Oh dear."
Nanny Ogg didn't often swear, or at least use words beyond the boundaries of what the Lancrastrians thought of as 'colourful language'. She looked as if she habitually used bad words, and had just thought up a good one, but mostly witches are quite careful about what they say. You can never be sure what the words are going to do when they're out of earshot. But now she swore under her breath and caused small brief fires to start in the dry grass. This put her in just about the right frame of mind for the Cursing. It was said that once upon a time this had been done on a living, breathing subject, at least at the start of the event, but that wasn't right for a family day out and for several hundred years the Curses had been directed at Unlucky Charlie who was, however you looked at it, nothing more than a scarecrow. And since curses are generally directed at the mind of the cursed, this presented a major problem, because even "May your straw go mouldy and your carrot fall off" didn't make much impression on a pumpkin. But points were given for general style and inventiveness.
There wasn't much pressure for those in any case. Everyone knew what event counted, and it wasn't Unlucky Charlie. One year Granny Weatherwax had made the pumpkin explode. No one had ever worked out how she'd done it. Someone would walk away at the end of today and everyone would know they were the winner, whatever the points said. You could win the Witch With The Pointiest Hat prize and the broomstick dressage, but that was just for the audience. 
What counted was the Trick you'd been working on all summer. Nanny had drawn last place, at number nineteen. A lot of witches had turned up this year. News of Granny Weatherwax's withdrawal had got around, and nothing moves faster than news in the occult community since it doesn't just have to travel at ground level. Many pointy hats moved and nodded among the crowds. Witches are among themselves generally as sociable as cats but, as also with cats, there are locations and times and neutral grounds where they meet at something like peace. And what was going on was a sort of slow, complicated dance ...
The witches walked around saying hello to one another, and rushing to meet newcomers, and innocent bystanders might have believed that here was a meeting of old friends. Which, at one level, it probably was. But Nanny watched through a witch's eyes, and saw the subtle positioning, the careful weighing-up, the little changes of stance, the eye-contact finely tuned by intensity and length. And when a witch was in the arena, especially if she was comparatively unknown, all the others found some excuse to keep an eye on her, preferably without appearing to do so. It was like watching cats. Cats spend a lot of time carefully eyeing one another. When they have to fight, that's merely to rubber-stamp something that's already been decided in their heads. Nanny knew all this. And she also knew most of the witches to be kind (on the whole), gentle (to the meek), generous (to the deserving; the undeserving got more than they bargained for), and by and large quite dedicated to a life that really offered more kicks than kisses. Not one of them lived in a house made of confectionery, although some of the conscientious younger ones had experimented with various crisp-breads. Even children who deserved it were not slammed into their ovens. Generally they did what they'd always done — smooth the passage of their neighbours into and out of the world, and help them over some of the nastier hurdles in between.
You needed to be a special kind of person to do that. You needed a special kind of ear, because you saw people in circumstances where they were inclined to tell you things, like where the money is buried or who the father was or how come they'd a black eye again. And you needed a special kind of mouth, the sort that stayed shut. Keeping secrets made you powerful. Being powerful earned you respect. Respect was hard currency. And within this sisterhood — except that it wasn't a sisterhood, it was a loose assortment of chronic non-joiners; a group of witches wasn't a coven, it was a small war — there was always this awareness of position. It had nothing to do with anything the other world thought of as status. Nothing was ever said. But if an elderly witch died the local witches would attend her funeral for a few last words, and then go solemnly home alone, with the little insistent thought at the back of their minds: "I've moved up one."
And newcomers were watched very, very carefully.
"Morning, Mrs Ogg," said a voice behind her. "I trust I find you well?"
"How'd'yer do, Mistress Shimmy," said Nanny, turning. Her mental filing system threw up a card: Clarity Shimmy, lives over towards Cutshade with her old mum, takes snuff, good with animals. "How's your mother keepin'?"
"We buried her last month, Mrs Ogg."
Nanny Ogg quite liked Clarity, because she didn't see her very often.
 "Oh dear ..." she said.
"But I shall tell her you asked after her, anyway," said Clarity. She glanced briefly towards the ring. "Who's the fat girl on now? Got a backside on her like a bowling ball on a short seesaw."
"That's Agnes Nitt."
"That's a good cursin' voice she's got there. You know you've been cursed with a voice like that."
"Oh yes, she's been blessed with a good voice for cursin'," said Nanny politely. "Esme Weatherwax an' me gave her a few tips," she added.
Clarity's head turned. At the far edge of the field, a small pink shape sat alone behind the Lucky Dip. It did not seem to be drawing a big crowd. Clarity leaned closer.
 "What's she ... er ... doing?"
"I don't know," said Nanny. "I think she's decided to be nice about it."
"Esme? Nice about it?"
"Er ... yes," said Nanny. It didn't sound any better now she was telling someone.
Clarity stared at her. Nanny saw her make a little sign with her left hand, and then hurry off.
 The pointy hats were bunching up now. There were little groups of three or four. You could see the points come together, cluster in animated conversation, and then open out again like a flower, and turn towards the distant blob of pinkness. Then a hat would leave that group and head off purposefully to another one, where the process would start all over again. It was a bit like watching very slow nuclear fission. There was a lot of excitement, and soon there would be an explosion.
Every so often someone would turn and look at Nanny, so she hurried away among the sideshows until she fetched up beside the stall of the dwarf Zakzak Stronginthearm, maker and purveyor or occult knicknackery to the more impressionable. He nodded at her cheerfully over the top of a display saying 'Lucky Horseshoes $2 Each'.
"Hello, Mrs Ogg" he said.
Nanny realized she was flustered.
"What's lucky about 'em?" she said, picking up a horseshoe.
"Well, I get two dollars each for them," said Stronginthearm.
"And that makes them lucky?"
"Lucky for me," said Stronginthearm. "I expect you'll be wanting one too, Mrs Ogg? I'd have fetched along another box if I'd known they'd be so popular. Some of the ladies've bought two."
There was an inflection to the word 'ladies'.
"Witches have been buying lucky horseshoes?" said Nanny.
"Like there's no tomorrow," said Zakzak. He frowned for a moment. They had been witches, after all. "Er ... there will be ... won't there?" he added.
"I'm very nearly certain of it," said Nanny, which didn't seem to comfort him.
 "Suddenly been doing a roaring trade in protective herbs, too," said Zakzak. And, being a dwarf, which meant that he'd see the Flood as a marvellous opportunity to sell towels, he added, "Can I interest you, Mrs Ogg?"
Nanny shook her head. If trouble was going to come from the direction everyone had been looking, then a sprig of rue wasn't going to be much help. A large oak tree'd be better, but only maybe. The atmosphere was changing. The sky was a wide pale blue, but there was thunder on the horizons of the mind. The witches were uneasy and with so many in one place the nervousness was bouncing from one to another and, amplified, rebroadcasting itself to everyone. It meant that even ordinary people who thought that a rune was a dried plum were beginning to feel a deep, existential worry, the kind that causes you to snap at your kids and want a drink. Nanny peered through a gap between a couple of stalls. The pink figure was still sitting patiently, and a little crestfallen, behind the barrel. There was, as it were, a huge queue of no one at all. Then Nanny scuttled from the cover of one tent to another until she could see the produce stand. It had already been doing a busy trade but there, forlorn in the middle of the cloth, was the pile of terrible cakes. And the jar of jam. Some wag had chalked up a sign beside it: 'Get Thee fpoon out of thee Jar, 3 tries for A Penney!!!'
She thought she'd been careful to stay concealed, but she heard the straw rustle behind her. 
The committee had tracked her down.
"That's your handwriting, isn't it, Mrs Earwig?" she said. "That's cruel. That ain't ... nice."
"We've decided you're to go and talk to Miss Weatherwax," said Letice. "She's got to stop it."
 "Stop what?"
"She's doing something to people's heads! She's come here to put the 'fluence on us, right? Everyone knows she does head magic. We can all feel it! She's spoiling it for everyone!"
 "She's only sitting there," said Nanny.
"Ah, yes, but how is she sitting there, may we ask?"
 Nanny peered around the stall again.
"Well ... like normal. You know ... bent in the middle and the knees ..."
Letice waved a finger sternly.
"Now you listen to me, Gytha Ogg —"
"If you want her to go away, you go and tell her!" snapped Nanny. "I'm fed up with —"
There was the piercing scream of a child. The witches stared at one another, and then ran across the field to the Lucky Dip. A small boy was writhing on the ground, sobbing.It was Pewsey, Nanny's youngest grandchild. Her stomach turned to ice. She snatched him up, and glared into Granny's face.
"What have you done to him, you —" she began.
"Don'twannadolly! Don'twannadolly! Wannasoljer! WannawannawannaSOLJER!"
 Now Nanny looked down at the rag doll in Pewsey's sticky hand, and the expression of affronted tearful rage on such of his face as could be seen around his screaming mouth —
 "OiwannawannaSOLJER!"
— and then at the other witches, and at Granny Weatherwax's face, and felt the horrible cold shame welling up from her boots.
"I said he could put it back and have another go," said Granny meekly. "But he just wouldn't listen."
"— wannawannaSOL —"
"Pewsey Ogg, if you don't shut up right this minute Nanny will —" Nanny Ogg began, and dredged up the nastiest punishment she could think of, "Nanny won't give you a sweetie ever again!"
Pewsey closed his mouth, stunned into silence by this unimaginable threat. Then, to Nanny's horror, Letice Earwig drew herself up and said, "Miss Weatherwax, we would prefer it if you left."
"Am I being a bother?" said Granny. "I hope I'm not being a bother. I don't want to be a bother. He just took a lucky dip and —"
"You're ... upsetting people."
Any minute now, Nanny thought. Any minute now she's going to raise her head and narrow her eyes and if Letice doesn't take two steps backwards she'll be a lot tougher than me.
"I can't stay and watch?" Granny said quietly.
"I know your game," said Letice. "You're planning to spoil it, aren't you? You can't stand the thought of being beaten, so you're intending something nasty."
Three steps back, Nanny thought. Else there won't be anything left but bones. Any minute now ...
"Oh, I wouldn't like anyone to think I was spoiling anything," said Granny. She sighed and stood up. "I'll be off home ..."
"No you won't!" snapped Nanny Ogg, pushing her back down on to the chair. "What do you think of this, Beryl Dismass? And you, Letty Parkin?"
"They're all —" Letice began.
"I weren't talking to you!"
The witches behind Mrs Earwig avoided Nanny's gaze. "Well, it's not that ... I mean, we don't think ..." began Beryl awkwardly. "That is ... I've always had a lot of respect for ... but ... well, it is for everyone ..."
Her voice trailed off. Letice looked triumphant.
"Really? I think we had better be going after all, then," said Nanny sourly. "I don't like the comp'ny in these parts." She looked around. "Agnes? You give me a hand to get Granny home ..."
"I really don't need ..." Granny began, but the other two each took an arm and gently propelled her through the crowd, which parted to let them through and turned to watch them go.
 "Probably the best for all concerned, in the circumstances," said Letice. Several of the witches tried not to look at her face.
 
There were scraps of material all over the floor in Granny's kitchen, and gouts of congealed jam had dripped off the edge of the table and formed an immovable mound on the floor. The jam saucepan had been left in the stone sink to soak, although it was clear that the iron would rust away before the jam ever softened. There was a row of empty pickle jars as well. Granny sat down and folded her hands in her lap.
"Want a cup of tea, Esme?" said Nanny Ogg.
"No, dear, thank you. You get on back to the Trials. Don't you worry about me."
"You sure?"
"I'll just sit here quiet. Don't you worry."
"I'm not going back!" Agnes hissed, as they left. "I don't like the way Letice smiles ..."
"You once told me you didn't like the way Esme frowns," said Nanny
 "Yes, but you can trust a frown. Er ... you don't think she's losing it, do you?"
 "No one'll be able to find it if she has," said Nanny. "No, you come on back with me. I'm sure she's planning ... something.' I wish the hell I knew what it is, she thought. I'm not sure I can take any more waiting."
 
She could feel the mounting tension before they reached the field. Of course, there was always tension, that was part of the Trials, but this kind had a sour, unpleasant taste. The sideshows were still going on but ordinary folk were leaving, spooked by sensations they couldn't put their finger on which nevertheless had them under their thumb. As for the witches themselves, they had that look worn by actors about two minutes from the end of a horror movie, when they know the monster is about to make its final leap and now it's only a matter of which door. Letice was surrounded by witches. Nanny could hear raised voices. She nudged another witch, who was watching gloomily.
"What's happening, Winnie?"
"Oh, Reena Trump made a pig's ear of her piece and her friends say she ought to have another go because she was so nervous."
"That's a shame."
"And Virago Johnson ran off 'cos her weather spell went wrong."
"Left under a bit of a cloud, did she?"
"And I was all thumbs when I had a go. You could be in with a chance, Gytha."
"Oh, I've never been one for prizes, Winnie, you know me. It's the fun of taking part that counts."
The other witch gave her a skewed look.
"You almost made that sound believable," she said.
Gammer Beavis hurried over. "On you go, Gytha", she said. "Do your best, eh? The only contender so far is Mrs Weavitt and her whistling frog, and it wasn't as if it could even carry a tune. Poor thing was a bundle of nerves."
Nanny Ogg shrugged, and walked out into the roped-off area. Somewhere in the distance someone was having hysterics, punctuated by an occasional worried whistle. Unlike the magic of wizards, the magic of witches did not usually involve the application of much raw power. The difference is between hammers and levers. Witches generally tried to find the small point where a little changes made a lot of result. To make an avalanche you can either shake the mountain, or maybe you can just find exactly the right place to drop a snowflake. This year Nanny had been idly working on the Man of Straw. It was an ideal trick for her. It got a laugh, it was a bit suggestive, it was a lot easier than it looked but showed she was joining in, and it was unlikely to win. Damn! She'd been relying on that frog to beat her. She'd heard it whistling quite beautifully on the summer evenings.
She concentrated. Pieces of straw rustled through the stubble. All she had to do was use the little bits of wind that drifted across the field, allowed to move here and here, spiral up and - She tried to stop her hands from shaking. She'd done this a hundred times, she could tie the damn stuff in knots by now. She kept seeing the face of Esme Weatherwax, and the way she'd just sat there, looking puzzled and hurt, while for a few seconds Nanny had been ready to kill - For a moment she managed to get the legs right, and a suggestion of arms and head. There was a smattering of applause from the watchers. Then an errant eddy caught the thing before she could concentrate on its first step, and it spun down, just a lot of useless straw.
 She made some frantic gestures to get it to rise again. It flopped about, tangled itself, and lay still. There was a bit more applause, nervous and sporadic.
"Sorry ... don't seem to be able to get the hang of it today," she muttered, walking off the field.
The judges went into a huddle.
"I reckon that frog did really well," said Nanny, more loudly than was necessary.
The wind, so contrary a little while ago, blew sharper now. What might be called the psychic darkness of the event was being enhanced by real twilight. The shadow of the bonfire loomed on the far side of the field. No one as yet had the heart to light it. Almost all the non-witches had gone home. Anything good about the day had long drained away. The circle of judges broke up and Mrs Earwig advanced on the nervous crowd, her smile only slightly waxen at the corners.
 "Well, what a difficult decision it has been," she said brightly. "But what a marvellous turnout, too! It really has been a most tricky choice —"
Between me and a frog that lost its whistle and got its foot stuck in its banjo, thought Nanny. She looked sidelong at the faces of her sister witches. She'd known some of them for sixty years. If she'd ever read books, she'd have been able to read the faces just like one.
 "We all know who won, Mrs Earwig," she said, interrupting the flow.
 "What do you mean, Mrs Ogg?"
"There's not a witch here who could get her mind right today," said Nanny. "And most of 'em have bought lucky charms, too. Witches? Buying lucky charms?" Several women stared at the ground.
"I don't know why everyone seems so afraid of Miss Weatherwax! I certainly am not! You think she's put a spell on you, then?"
"A pretty sharp one, by the feel of it," said Nanny. "Look, Mrs Earwig, no one's won, not with the stuff we've managed today. We all know it. So let's just all go home, eh?"
 "Certainly not! I paid ten dollars for this cup and I mean to present it —"
The dying leaves shivered on the trees. The witches drew together. Branches rattled.
 "It's the wind," said Nanny Ogg. "That's all ..."
And then Granny was simply there. It was as if they'd just not noticed that she'd been there all the time. She had the knack of fading out of the foreground.
 "I jus' thought I'd come to see who won," she said. "join in the applause, and so on ..."
Letice advanced on her, wild with rage.
"Have you been getting into people's heads?" she shrieked.
"An' how could I do that, Mrs Earwig?" said Granny meekly. "Past all them lucky charms?"
"You're lying!"
Nanny Ogg heard the indrawn breaths, and hers was loudest. Witches lived by their words.
"I don't lie, Mrs Earwig."
"Do you deny that you set out to ruin my day?"
Some of the witches at the edge of the crowd started to back away.
"I'll grant my jam ain't to everyone's taste but I never —" Granny began, in a modest little tone.
"You've been putting a 'fluence on everyone!"
"I just set out to help, you can ask anyone —"
"You did! Admit it!" Mrs Earwig's voice was as shrill as a gull.
"— and I certainly didn't do any —"
Granny's head turned as the slap came. For the moment no one breathed, no one moved. She lifted a hand slowly and rubbed her cheek.
"You know you could have done it easily!"
It seemed to Nanny that Letice's scream echoed off the mountains. The cup dropped from her hands and crunched on the stubble. Then the tableau unfroze. A couple of her sister witches stepped forward, put their hands on Letice's shoulders and she was pulled, gently and unprotesting, away ... Everyone else waited to see what Granny Weatherwax would do. She raised her head.
"I hope Mrs Earwig is all right," she said. "She seemed a bit ... distraught."
 There was silence. Nanny picked up the abandoned cup and tapped it with a forefinger.
 "Hmm," she said. "Just plated, I reckon. If she paid ten dollars for it, the poor woman was robbed." She tossed it to Gammer Beavis, who fumbled it out of the air. "Can you give it back to her tomorrow, Gammer?"
Gammer nodded, trying not to catch Granny's eye.
 "Still, we don't have to let it spoil everything," Granny said pleasantly. "Let's have the proper ending to the day, eh? Traditional, like. Roast potatoes and marshmallows and old stories round the fire. And forgiveness. And let's let bygones be bygones."
Nanny could feel the sudden relief spreading out like a fan. The witches seemed to come alive, at the breaking of the spell that had never actually been there in the first place. There was a general straightening up and the beginnings of a bustle as they headed for the saddlebags on their broomsticks.
"Mr Hopcroft gave me a whole sack of spuds," said Nanny, as conversation rose around them. "I'll go and drag 'em over. Can you get the fire lit, Esme?"
 A sudden change in the air made her look up. Granny's eyes gleamed in the dusk. Nanny knew enough to fling herself to the ground. Granny Weatherwax's hand curved through the air like a comet and the spark flew out, crackling. The bonfire exploded. A blue-white flame shot up through the stacked branches and danced into the sky, etching shadows on the forest. It blew off hats and overturned tables and formed figures and castles and scenes from famous battles and joined hands and danced in a ring. It left a purple image on the eye that burned into the brain - And settled down, and was just a bonfire.
"I never said nothin' about forgettin'," said Granny.
 
When Granny Weatherwax and Nanny Ogg walked home through the dawn, their boots kicked up the mist. It had, on the whole, been a good night. After some while, Nanny said: "That wasn't nice, what you done."
"I done nothin'."
"Yeah, well ... it wasn't nice, what you didn't do. It was like pullin' away someone's chair when they're expecting to sit down."
"People who don't look where they're sitting should stay stood up," said Granny.
There was a brief pattering on the leaves, one of those very brief showers you get when a few raindrops don't want to bond with the group.
"Well, all right," Nanny conceded. "But it was a little bit cruel."
"Right," said Granny.
"And some people might think it was a little bit nasty."
"Right."
Nanny shivered. The thoughts that'd gone through her head in those few seconds after Pewsey had screamed —
"I gave you no cause," said Granny. "I put nothin' in anyone's head that weren't there already."
"Sorry, Esme."
"Right."
"But ... Letice didn't mean to be cruel, Esme. I mean, she's spiteful and bossy and silly, but —"
"You've known me since we was girls, right?" Granny interrupted. "Through thick and thin, good and bad?"
"Yes, of course, but —"
"And you never sank to sayin' "I'm telling you this as a friend", did you?"
Nanny shook her head. It was a telling point. No one even remotely friendly would say a thing like that.
"What's empowerin' about witchcraft anyway?" said Granny. "It's a daft sort of a word."
"Search me," said Nanny. "I did start out in witchcraft to get boys, to tell you the truth."
"Think I don't know that?"
"What did you start out to get, Esme?"
Granny stopped, and looked up at the frosty sky and then down at the ground.
"Dunno," she said, at last. "Even, I suppose."
And that, Nanny thought, was that.
Deer bounded away as they arrived at Granny's cottage. There was a stack of firewood piled up neatly by the back door, and a couple of sacks on the doorstep. One contained a large cheese.
 "Looks like Mr Hopcroft and Mr Poorchick have been here," said Nanny.
 "Hmph." Granny looked at the carefully yet badly written piece of paper attached to the second sack: "Dear Misftresf Weatherwax, I would be moft grateful if you would let me name thif new championfhip variety Efme Weatherwax. Yours in hopefully good health, Percy Hopcroft." Well, well, well. I wonder what gave him that idea?"
"Can't imagine," said Nanny.
"I would just bet you can't," said Granny.
She sniffed suspiciously, tugged at the sack's string, and pulled out an Esme Weatherwax. It was rounded, very slightly flattened, and pointy at one end. It was an onion. Nanny Ogg swallowed. "I told him not —"
"I'm sorry?"
"Oh ... nothing ..."
Granny Weatherwax turned the onion round and round, while the world, via the medium of Nanny Ogg, awaited its fate. Then she seemed to reach a decision she was comfortable with.
 "A very useful vegetable, the onion," she said, at last. "Firm. Sharp."
 "Good for the system," said Nanny.
"Keeps well. Adds flavour."
"Hot and spicy," said Nanny, losing track of the metaphor in the flood of relief. "Nice with cheese —"
"We don't need to go that far," said Granny Weatherwax, putting it carefully back in the sack. She sounded almost amicable. "You comin' in for a cup of tea, Gytha?"
 "Er ... I'd better be getting along —"
"Fair enough."
Granny started to close the door, and then stopped and opened it again. Nanny could see one blue eye watching her through the crack.
"I was right though, wasn't I," said Granny. It wasn't a question.
Nanny nodded.
"Right," she said.
"That's nice."
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