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			Preface

			Come with me, ladies and gen­tle­men who are in any wise weary of Lon­don: come with me: and those that tire at all of the world we know: for we have new worlds here.
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				Zret­zo­ola
			
			The Bride of the Man-Horse

			In the morn­ing of his two hun­dred and fiftieth year Shep­peralk the cen­taur went to the golden cof­fer, wherein the treas­ure of the cen­taurs was, and tak­ing from it the hoarded am­u­let that his fath­er, Jy­shak, in the years of his prime, had hammered from moun­tain gold and set with opals bartered from the gnomes, he put it upon his wrist, and said no word, but walked from his moth­er’s cav­ern. And he took with him too that clari­on of the cen­taurs, that fam­ous sil­ver horn, that in its time had summoned to sur­render sev­en­teen cit­ies of Man, and for twenty years had brayed at star-girt walls in the Siege of Thold­en­blarna, the cit­adel of the gods, what time the cen­taurs waged their fab­ulous war and were not broken by any force of arms, but re­treated slowly in a cloud of dust be­fore the fi­nal mir­acle of the gods that They brought in Their des­per­ate need from Their ul­ti­mate ar­moury. He took it and strode away, and his moth­er only sighed and let him go.

			She knew that today he would not drink at the stream com­ing down from the ter­races of Varpa Ni­ger, the in­ner land of the moun­tains, that today he would not won­der awhile at the sun­set and af­ter­wards trot back to the cav­ern again to sleep on rushes pulled by rivers that know not Man. She knew that it was with him as it had been of old with his fath­er, and with Goom the fath­er of Jy­shak, and long ago with the gods. There­fore she only sighed and let him go.

			But he, com­ing out from the cav­ern that was his home, went for the first time over the little stream, and go­ing round the corner of the crags saw glit­ter­ing be­neath him the mundane plain. And the wind of the au­tumn that was gild­ing the world, rush­ing up the slopes of the moun­tain, beat cold on his na­ked flanks. He raised his head and snorted.

			“I am a man-horse now!” he shouted aloud; and leap­ing from crag to crag he gal­loped by val­ley and chasm, by tor­rent-bed and scar of ava­lanche, un­til he came to the wan­der­ing leagues of the plain, and left be­hind him forever the Ath­ram­in­auri­an moun­tains.

			His goal was Zreta­zo­ola, the city of Sombelenë. What le­gend of Sombelenë’s in­hu­man beauty or of the won­der of her mys­tery had ever floated over the mundane plain to the fab­ulous cradle of the cen­taurs’ race, the Ath­ram­in­auri­an moun­tains, I do not know. Yet in the blood of man there is a tide, an old sea-cur­rent rather, that is some­how akin to the twi­light, which brings him ru­mours of beauty from how­ever far away, as drift­wood is found at sea from is­lands not yet dis­covered: and this spring-tide of cur­rent that vis­its the blood of man comes from the fab­ulous quarter of his lin­eage, from the le­gendary, the old; it takes him out to the wood­lands, out to the hills; he listens to an­cient song. So it may be that Shep­peralk’s fab­ulous blood stirred in those lonely moun­tains away at the edge of the world to ru­mours that only the airy twi­light knew and only con­fided secretly to the bat, for Shep­peralk was more le­gendary even than man. Cer­tain it was that he headed from the first for the city of Zreta­zo­ola, where Sombelenë in her temple dwelt; though all the mundane plain, its rivers and moun­tains, lay between Shep­peralk’s home and the city he sought.

			When first the feet of the cen­taur touched the grass of that soft al­lu­vi­al earth he blew for joy upon the sil­ver horn, he pranced and ca­ra­coled, he gam­bolled over the leagues; pace came to him like a maid­en with a lamp, a new and beau­ti­ful won­der; the wind laughed as it passed him. He put his head down low to the scent of the flowers, he lif­ted it up to be near­er the un­seen stars, he rev­elled through king­doms, took rivers in his stride; how shall I tell you, ye that dwell in cit­ies, how shall I tell you what he felt as he gal­loped? He felt for strength like the towers of Bel-Narāna; for light­ness like those gos­samer palaces that the fairy-spider builds ’twixt heav­en and sea along the coasts of Zith; for swift­ness like some bird ra­cing up from the morn­ing to sing in some city’s spires be­fore day­light comes. He was the sworn com­pan­ion of the wind. For joy he was as a song; the light­nings of his le­gendary sires, the earli­er gods, began to mix with his blood; his hooves thundered. He came to the cit­ies of men, and all men trembled, for they re­membered the an­cient myth­ic­al wars, and now they dreaded new battles and feared for the race of man. Not by Clio are these wars re­cor­ded; his­tory does not know them, but what of that? Not all of us have sat at his­tor­i­ans’ feet, but all have learned fable and myth at their moth­ers’ knees. And there were none that did not fear strange wars when they saw Shep­peralk swerve and leap along the pub­lic ways. So he passed from city to city.

			By night he lay down un­pant­ing in the reeds of some marsh or a forest; be­fore dawn he rose tri­umphant, and hugely drank of some river in the dark, and splash­ing out of it would trot to some high place to find the sun­rise, and to send echo­ing east­wards the ex­ult­ant greet­ings of his ju­bil­ant horn. And lo! the sun­rise com­ing up from the echoes, and the plains new-lit by the day, and the leagues spin­ning by like wa­ter flung from a top, and that gay com­pan­ion, the loudly laugh­ing wind, and men and the fears of men and their little cit­ies; and, after that, great rivers and waste spaces and huge new hills, and then new lands bey­ond them, and more cit­ies of men, and al­ways the old com­pan­ion, the glor­i­ous wind. King­dom by king­dom slipt by, and still his breath was even. “It is a golden thing to gal­lop on good turf in one’s youth,” said the young man-horse, the cen­taur. “Ha, ha,” said the wind of the hills, and the winds of the plain answered.

			Bells pealed in frantic towers, wise men con­sul­ted parch­ments, as­tro­lo­gers sought of the portent from the stars, the aged made subtle proph­ecies. “Is he not swift?” said the young. “How glad he is,” said chil­dren.

			Night after night brought him sleep, and day after day lit his gal­lop, till he came to the lands of the Ath­alo­ni­an men who live by the edges of the mundane plain, and from them he came to the lands of le­gend again such as those in which he was cradled on the oth­er side of the world, and which fringe the marge of the world and mix with the twi­light. And there a mighty thought came in­to his un­tired heart, for he knew that he neared Zreta­zo­ola now, the city of Sombelenë.

			It was late in the day when he neared it, and clouds col­oured with even­ing rolled low on the plain be­fore him; he gal­loped on in­to their golden mist, and when it hid from his eyes the sight of things, the dreams in his heart awoke and ro­mantic­ally he pondered all those ru­mours that used to come to him from Sombelenë, be­cause of the fel­low­ship of fab­ulous things. She dwelt (said even­ing secretly to the bat) in a little temple by a lone lakeshore. A grove of cypresses screened her from the city, from Zreta­zo­ola of the climb­ing ways. And op­pos­ite her temple stood her tomb, her sad lake-sep­ulchre with open door, lest her amaz­ing beauty and the cen­tur­ies of her youth should ever give rise to the heresy among men that lovely Sombelenë was im­mor­tal: for only her beauty and her lin­eage were di­vine.

			Her fath­er had been half cen­taur and half god; her moth­er was the child of a desert li­on and that sphinx that watches the pyr­am­ids;—she was more mys­tic­al than Wo­man.

			Her beauty was as a dream, was as a song; the one dream of a life­time dreamed on en­chanted dews, the one song sung to some city by a death­less bird blown far from his nat­ive coasts by storm in Para­dise. Dawn after dawn on moun­tains of ro­mance or twi­light after twi­light could nev­er equal her beauty; all the glow­worms had not the secret among them nor all the stars of night; po­ets had nev­er sung it nor even­ing guessed its mean­ing; the morn­ing en­vied it, it was hid­den from lov­ers.

			She was un­wed, un­wooed.

			The lions came not to woo her be­cause they feared her strength, and the gods dared not love her be­cause they knew she must die.

			This was what even­ing had whispered to the bat, this was the dream in the heart of Shep­peralk as he cantered blind through the mist. And sud­denly there at his hooves in the dark of the plain ap­peared the cleft in the le­gendary lands, and Zreta­zo­ola shel­ter­ing in the cleft, and sun­ning her­self in the even­ing.

			Swiftly and craft­ily he bounded down by the up­per end of the cleft, and en­ter­ing Zreta­zo­ola by the out­er gate which looks out sheer on the stars, he gal­loped sud­denly down the nar­row streets. Many that rushed out on to bal­conies as he went clat­ter­ing by, many that put their heads from glit­ter­ing win­dows, are told of in olden song. Shep­peralk did not tarry to give greet­ings or to an­swer chal­lenges from mar­tial towers, he was down through the earth­ward gate­way like the thun­der­bolt of his sires, and, like Le­viath­an who has leapt at an eagle, he surged in­to the wa­ter between temple and tomb.

			He gal­loped with half-shut eyes up the temple-steps, and, only see­ing dimly through his lashes, seized Sombelenë by the hair, un­dazzled as yet by her beauty, and so haled her away; and, leap­ing with her over the floor­less chasm where the wa­ters of the lake fall un­re­membered away in­to a hole in the world, took her we know not where, to be her slave for all cen­tur­ies that are al­lowed to his race.

			Three blasts he gave as he went upon that sil­ver horn that is the world-old treas­ure of the cen­taurs. These were his wed­ding bells.
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				The Omin­ous Cough
			
			Distressing Tale of Thangobrind the Jeweller

			When Thangobrind the jew­eller heard the omin­ous cough, he turned at once upon that nar­row way. A thief was he, of very high re­pute, be­ing pat­ron­ized by the lofty and elect, for he stole noth­ing smal­ler than the Moomoo’s egg, and in all his life stole only four kinds of stone—the ruby, the dia­mond, the em­er­ald, and the sap­phire; and, as jew­ellers go, his hon­esty was great. Now there was a Mer­chant Prince who had come to Thangobrind and had offered his daugh­ter’s soul for the dia­mond that is lar­ger than the hu­man head and was to be found on the lap of the spider-idol, Hlo-hlo, in his temple of Moung-ga-ling; for he had heard that Thangobrind was a thief to be trus­ted.

			Thangobrind oiled his body and slipped out of his shop, and went secretly through by­ways, and got as far as Snarp, be­fore any­body knew that he was out on busi­ness again or missed his sword from its place un­der the counter. Thence he moved only by night, hid­ing by day and rub­bing the edges of his sword, which he called Mouse be­cause it was swift and nimble. The jew­eller had subtle meth­ods of trav­el­ling; nobody saw him cross the plains of Zid; nobody saw him come to Mursk or Tlun. O, but he loved shad­ows! Once the moon peep­ing out un­ex­pec­tedly from a tem­pest had be­trayed an or­din­ary jew­eller; not so did it undo Thangobrind: the watch­man only saw a crouch­ing shape that snarled and laughed: “ ’Tis but a hy­ena,” they said. Once in the city of Ag one of the guard­i­ans seized him, but Thangobrind was oiled and slipped from his hand; you scarcely heard his bare feet pat­ter away. He knew that the Mer­chant Prince awaited his re­turn, his little eyes open all night and glit­ter­ing with greed; he knew how his daugh­ter lay chained up and scream­ing night and day. Ah, Thangobrind knew. And had he not been out on busi­ness he had al­most al­lowed him­self one or two little laughs. But busi­ness was busi­ness, and the dia­mond that he sought still lay on the lap of Hlo-hlo, where it had been for the last two mil­lion years since Hlo-hlo cre­ated the world and gave un­to it all things ex­cept that pre­cious stone called Dead Man’s Dia­mond. The jew­el was of­ten stolen, but it had a knack of com­ing back again to the lap of Hlo-hlo. Thangobrind knew this, but he was no com­mon jew­eller and hoped to out­wit Hlo-hlo, per­ceiv­ing not the trend of am­bi­tion and lust and that they are van­ity.

			How nimbly he threaded his way through he pits of Snood!—now like a bot­an­ist, scru­tin­ising the ground; now like a dan­cer, leap­ing from crum­bling edges. It was quite dark when he went by the towers of Tor, where arch­ers shoot ivory ar­rows at strangers lest any for­eign­er should al­ter their laws, which are bad, but not to be altered by mere ali­ens. At night they shoot by the sound of the strangers’ feet. O, Thangobrind, Thangobrind, was ever a jew­eller like you! He dragged two stones be­hind him by long cords, and at these the arch­ers shot. Tempt­ing in­deed was the snare that they set in Woth, the em­er­alds loose-set in the city’s gate; but Thangobrind dis­cerned the golden cord that climbed the wall from each and the weights that would topple upon him if he touched one, and so he left them, though he left them weep­ing, and at last came to Theth. There all men wor­ship Hlo-hlo; though they are will­ing to be­lieve in oth­er gods, as mis­sion­ar­ies at­test, but only as creatures of the chase for the hunt­ing of Hlo-hlo, who wears Their halos, so these people say, on golden hooks along his hunt­ing-belt. And from Theth he came to the city of Moung and the temple of Moung-ga-ling, and entered and saw the spider-idol, Hlo-hlo, sit­ting there with Dead Man’s Dia­mond glit­ter­ing on his lap, and look­ing for all the world like a full moon, but a full moon seen by a lun­at­ic who had slept too long in its rays, for there was in Dead Man’s Dia­mond a cer­tain sin­is­ter look and a bod­ing of things to hap­pen that are bet­ter not men­tioned here. The face of the spider-idol was lit by that fatal gem; there was no oth­er light. In spite of his shock­ing limbs and that de­moni­ac body, his face was se­rene and ap­par­ently un­con­scious.

			A little fear came in­to the mind of Thangobrind the jew­eller, a passing tremor—no more; busi­ness was busi­ness and he hoped for the best. Thangobrind offered honey to Hlo-hlo and pros­trated him­self be­fore him. Oh, he was cun­ning! When the priests stole out of the dark­ness to lap up the honey they were stretched sense­less on the temple floor, for there was a drug in the honey that was offered to Hlo-hlo. And Thangobrind the jew­eller picked Dead Man’s Dia­mond up and put it on his shoulder and trudged away from the shrine; and Hlo-hlo the spider-idol said noth­ing at all, but he laughed softly as the jew­eller shut the door. When the priests awoke out of the grip of the drug that was offered with the honey to Hlo-hlo, they rushed to a little secret room with an out­let on the stars and cast a horo­scope of the thief. Some­thing that they saw in the horo­scope seemed to sat­is­fy the priests.

			It was not like Thangobrind to go back by the road by which he had come. No, he went by an­oth­er road, even though it led to the nar­row way, night-house and spider-forest.

			The city of Moung went tower­ing by be­hind him, bal­cony above bal­cony, ec­lipsing half the stars, as he trudged away with his dia­mond. Though when a soft pit­ter­ing as of vel­vet feet arose be­hind him he re­fused to ac­know­ledge that it might be what he feared, yet the in­stincts of his trade told him that it is not well when any noise whatever fol­lows a dia­mond by night, and this was one of the largest that had ever come to him in the way of busi­ness. When he came to the nar­row way that leads to spider-forest, Dead Man’s Dia­mond feel­ing cold and heavy, and the vel­vety foot­fall seem­ing fear­fully close, the jew­eller stopped and al­most hes­it­ated. He looked be­hind him; there was noth­ing there. He listened at­tent­ively; there was no sound now. Then he thought of the screams of the Mer­chant Prince’s daugh­ter, whose soul was the dia­mond’s price, and smiled and went stoutly on. There watched him, apathet­ic­ally, over the nar­row way, that grim and du­bi­ous wo­man whose house is the Night. Thangobrind, hear­ing no longer the sound of sus­pi­cious feet, felt easi­er now. He was all but come to the end of the nar­row way, when the wo­man list­lessly uttered that omin­ous cough.

			The cough was too full of mean­ing to be dis­reg­arded. Thangobrind turned round and saw at once what he feared. The spider-idol had not stayed at home. The jew­eller put his dia­mond gently upon the ground and drew his sword called Mouse. And then began that fam­ous fight upon the nar­row way in which the grim old wo­man whose house was Night seemed to take so little in­terest. To the spider-idol you saw at once it was all a hor­rible joke. To the jew­eller it was grim earn­est. He fought and panted and was pushed back slowly along the nar­row way, but he wounded Hlo-hlo all the while with ter­rible long gashes all over his deep, soft body till Mouse was slimy with blood. But at last the per­sist­ent laughter of Hlo-hlo was too much for the jew­eller’s nerves, and, once more wound­ing his de­moni­ac foe, he sank aghast and ex­hausted by the door of the house called Night at the feet of the grim old wo­man, who hav­ing uttered once that omin­ous cough in­terfered no fur­ther with the course of events. And there car­ried Thangobrind the jew­eller away those whose duty it was, to the house where the two men hang, and tak­ing down from his hook the left-hand one of the two, they put that ven­tur­ous jew­eller in his place; so that there fell on him the doom that he feared, as all men know though it is so long since, and there abated some­what the ire of the en­vi­ous gods.

			And the only daugh­ter of the Mer­chant Prince felt so little grat­it­ude for this great de­liv­er­ance that she took to re­spect­ab­il­ity of a mil­it­ant kind, and be­came ag­gress­ively dull, and called her home the Eng­lish Rivi­era, and had plat­it­udes worked in worsted upon her tea-cosy, and in the end nev­er died, but passed away at her res­id­ence.
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				The House of the Sphinx
			
			The House of the Sphinx

			When I came to the House of the Sphinx it was already dark. They made me eagerly wel­come. And I, in spite of the deed, was glad of any shel­ter from that omin­ous wood. I saw at once that there had been a deed, al­though a cloak did all that a cloak may do to con­ceal it. The mere un­eas­i­ness of the wel­come made me sus­pect that cloak.

			The Sphinx was moody and si­lent. I had not come to pry in­to the secrets of Etern­ity nor to in­vest­ig­ate the Sphinx’s private life, and so had little to say and few ques­tions to ask; but to whatever I did say she re­mained mor­osely in­dif­fer­ent. It was clear that either she sus­pec­ted me of be­ing in search of the secrets of one of her gods, or of be­ing boldly in­quis­it­ive about her traffic with Time, or else she was darkly ab­sorbed with brood­ing upon the deed.

			I saw soon enough that there was an­oth­er than me to wel­come; I saw it from the hur­ried way that they glanced from the door to the deed and back to the door again. And it was clear that the wel­come was to be a bolted door. But such bolts, and such a door! Rust and de­cay and fungus had been there far too long, and it was not a bar­ri­er any longer that would keep out even a de­term­ined wolf. And it seemed to be some­thing worse than a wolf that they feared.

			A little later on I gathered from what they said that some im­per­i­ous and ghastly thing was look­ing for the Sphinx, and that some­thing that had happened had made its ar­rival cer­tain. It ap­peared that they had slapped the Sphinx to vex her out of her apathy in or­der that she should pray to one of her gods, whom she had littered in the house of Time; but her moody si­lence was in­vin­cible, and her apathy Ori­ent­al, ever since the deed had happened. And when they found that they could not make her pray, there was noth­ing for them to do but to pay little use­less at­ten­tions to the rusty lock of the door, and to look at the deed and won­der, and even pre­tend to hope, and to say that after all it might not bring that destined thing from the forest, which no one named.

			It may be said I had chosen a grue­some house, but not if I had de­scribed the forest from which I came, and I was in need of any spot wherein I could rest my mind from the thought of it.

			I wondered very much what thing would come from the forest on ac­count of the deed; and hav­ing seen that forest—as you, gentle read­er, have not—I had the ad­vant­age of know­ing that any­thing might come. It was use­less to ask the Sphinx—she sel­dom re­veals things, like her para­mour Time (the gods take after her), and while this mood was on her, re­buff was cer­tain. So I quietly began to oil the lock of the door. And as soon as they saw this simple act I won their con­fid­ence. It was not that my work was of any use—it should have been done long be­fore; but they saw that my in­terest was giv­en for the mo­ment to the thing that they thought vi­tal. They clustered round me then. They asked me what I thought of the door, and wheth­er I had seen bet­ter, and wheth­er I had seen worse; and I told them about all the doors I knew, and said that the doors of the baptistry in Florence were bet­ter doors, and the doors made by a cer­tain firm of build­ers in Lon­don were worse. And then I asked them what it was that was com­ing after the Sphinx be­cause of the deed. And at first they would not say, and I stopped oil­ing the door; and then they said that it was the arch-in­quis­it­or of the forest, who is in­vest­ig­at­or and avenger of all sil­ver­stri­an things; and from all that they said about him it seemed to me that this per­son was quite white, and was a kind of mad­ness that would settle down quite blankly upon a place, a kind of mist in which reas­on could not live; and it was the fear of this that made them fumble nervously at the lock of that rot­ten door; but with the Sphinx it was not so much fear as sheer proph­ecy.

			The hope that they tried to hope was well enough in its way, but I did not share it; it was clear that the thing that they feared was the co­rol­lary of the deed—one saw that more by the resig­na­tion upon the face of the Sphinx than by their sorry anxi­ety for the door.

			The wind soughed, and the great tapers flared, and their ob­vi­ous fear and the si­lence of the Sphinx grew more than ever a part of the at­mo­sphere, and bats went rest­lessly through the gloom of the wind that beat the tapers low.

			Then a few things screamed far off, then a little near­er, and some­thing was com­ing to­wards us, laugh­ing hideously. I hast­ily gave a prod to the door that they guarded; my fin­ger sank right in­to the moul­der­ing wood—there was not a chance of hold­ing it. I had not leis­ure to ob­serve their fright; I thought of the back­door, for the forest was bet­ter than this; only the Sphinx was ab­so­lutely calm, her proph­ecy was made and she seemed to have seen her doom, so that no new thing could per­turb her.

			But by moul­der­ing rungs of lad­ders as old as Man, by slip­pery edges of the dreaded abyss, with an omin­ous dizzi­ness about my heart and a feel­ing of hor­ror in the soles of my feet, I clambered from tower to tower till I found the door that I sought; and it opened on to one of the up­per branches of a huge and sombre pine, down which I climbed on to the floor of the forest. And I was glad to be back again in the forest from which I had fled.

			And the Sphinx in her men­aced house—I know not how she fared—wheth­er she gazes forever, dis­con­sol­ate, at the deed, re­mem­ber­ing only in her smit­ten mind, at which the little boys now leer, that she once knew well those things at which man stands aghast; or wheth­er in the end she crept away, and clam­ber­ing hor­ribly from abyss to abyss, came at last to high­er things, and is wise and etern­al still. For who knows of mad­ness wheth­er it is di­vine or wheth­er it be of the pit?

		
	
		
			Probable Adventure of the Three Literary Men

			When the nomads came to El Lola they had no more songs, and the ques­tion of steal­ing the golden box arose in all its mag­nitude. On the one hand, many had sought the golden box, the re­cept­acle (as the Ae­thiopi­ans know) of poems of fab­ulous value; and their doom is still the com­mon talk of Ar­a­bia. On the oth­er hand, it was lonely to sit around the camp­fire by night with no new songs.

			It was the tribe of Heth that dis­cussed these things one even­ing upon the plains be­low the peak of Mluna. Their nat­ive land was the track across the world of im­me­mori­al wan­der­ers; and there was trouble among the eld­ers of the nomads be­cause there were no new songs; while, un­touched by hu­man trouble, un­touched as yet by the night that was hid­ing the plains away, the peak of Mluna, calm in the af­ter­glow, looked on the Du­bi­ous Land. And it was there on the plain upon the known side of Mluna, just as the even­ing star came mouse-like in­to view and the flames of the camp­fire lif­ted their lonely plumes un­cheered by any song, that that rash scheme was hast­ily planned by the nomads which the world has named The Quest of the Golden Box.

			No meas­ure of wiser pre­cau­tion could the eld­ers of the nomads have taken than to choose for their thief that very Slith, that identic­al thief that (even as I write) in how many school­rooms gov­ernesses teach stole a march on the King of Westalia. Yet the weight of the box was such that oth­ers had to ac­com­pany him, and Sippy and Slorg were no more agile thieves than may be found today among vendors of the an­tique.

			So over the shoulder of Mluna these three climbed next day and slept as well as they might among its snows rather than risk a night in the woods of the Du­bi­ous Land. And the morn­ing came up ra­di­ant and the birds were full of song, but the forest un­der­neath and the waste bey­ond it and the bare and omin­ous crags all wore the ap­pear­ance of an un­uttered threat.

			Though Slith had an ex­per­i­ence of twenty years of theft, yet he said little; only if one of the oth­ers made a stone roll with his foot, or, later on in the forest, if one of them stepped on a twig, he whispered sharply to them al­ways the same words: “That is not busi­ness.” He knew that he could not make them bet­ter thieves dur­ing a two days’ jour­ney, and whatever doubts he had he in­terfered no fur­ther.

			From the shoulder of Mluna they dropped in­to the clouds, and from the clouds to the forest, to whose nat­ive beasts, as well the three thieves knew, all flesh was meat, wheth­er it were the flesh of fish or man. There the thieves drew id­ol­at­rously from their pock­ets each one a sep­ar­ate god and prayed for pro­tec­tion in the un­for­tu­nate wood, and hoped there­from for a threefold chance of es­cape, since if any­thing should eat one of them it were cer­tain to eat them all, and they con­fided that the co­rol­lary might be true and all should es­cape if one did. Wheth­er one of these gods was pro­pi­tious and awake, or wheth­er all of the three, or wheth­er it was chance that brought them through the forest un­mouthed by de­test­able beasts, none knoweth; but cer­tainly neither the emis­sar­ies of the god that most they feared, nor the wrath of the top­ic­al god of that omin­ous place, brought their doom to the three ad­ven­tur­ers there or then. And so it was that they came to Rumbly Heath, in the heart of the Du­bi­ous Land, whose stormy hil­locks were the groundswell and the after-wash of the earth­quake lulled for a while. Some­thing so huge that it seemed un­fair to man that it should move so softly stalked splen­didly by them, and only so barely did they es­cape its no­tice that one word rang and echoed through their three ima­gin­a­tions—“If—if—if.” And when this danger was at last gone by they moved cau­tiously on again and presently saw the little harm­less mi­pt, half fairy and half gnome, giv­ing shrill, con­ten­ted squeaks on the edge of the world. And they edged away un­seen, for they said that the in­quis­it­ive­ness of the mi­pt had be­come fab­ulous, and that, harm­less as he was, he had a bad way with secrets; yet they prob­ably loathed the way that he nuzzles dead white bones, and would not ad­mit their loath­ing; for it does not be­come ad­ven­tur­ers to care who eats their bones. Be this as it may, they edged away from the mi­pt, and came al­most at once to the wizened tree, the goal­post of their ad­ven­ture, and knew that be­side them was the crack in the world and the bridge from Bad to Worse, and that un­der­neath them stood the rocky house of Own­er of the Box.

			This was their simple plan: to slip in­to the cor­ridor in the up­per cliff; to run softly down it (of course with na­ked feet) un­der the warn­ing to trav­el­lers that is graven upon stone, which in­ter­pret­ers take to be “It Is Bet­ter Not”; not to touch the ber­ries that are there for a pur­pose, on the right side go­ing down; and so to come to the guard­i­an on his ped­es­tal who had slept for a thou­sand years and should be sleep­ing still; and go in through the open win­dow. One man was to wait out­side by the crack in the World un­til the oth­ers came out with the golden box, and, should they cry for help, he was to threaten at once to un­fasten the iron clamp that kept the crack to­geth­er. When the box was se­cured they were to travel all night and all the fol­low­ing day, un­til the cloud-banks that wrapped the slopes of Mluna were well between them and Own­er of the Box.

			The door in the cliff was open. They passed without a mur­mur down the cold steps, Slith lead­ing them all the way. A glance of long­ing, no more, each gave to the beau­ti­ful ber­ries. The guard­i­an upon his ped­es­tal was still asleep. Slorg climbed by a lad­der, that Slith knew where to find, to the iron clamp across the crack in the World, and waited be­side it with a chisel in his hand, listen­ing closely for any­thing un­to­ward, while his friends slipped in­to the house; and no sound came. And presently Slith and Sippy found the golden box: everything seemed hap­pen­ing as they had planned, it only re­mained to see if it was the right one and to es­cape with it from that dread­ful place. Un­der the shel­ter of the ped­es­tal, so near to the guard­i­an that they could feel his warmth, which para­dox­ic­ally had the ef­fect of chilling the blood of the bold­est of them, they smashed the em­er­ald hasp and opened the golden box; and there they read by the light of in­geni­ous sparks which Slith knew how to con­trive, and even this poor light they hid with their bod­ies. What was their joy, even at that per­il­ous mo­ment, as they lurked between the guard­i­an and the abyss, to find that the box con­tained fif­teen peer­less odes in the al­ca­ic form, five son­nets that were by far the most beau­ti­ful in the world, nine bal­lads in the man­ner of Provence that had no equal in the treas­ur­ies of man, a poem ad­dressed to a moth in twenty-eight per­fect stan­zas, a piece of blank verse of over a hun­dred lines on a level not yet known to have been at­tained by man, as well as fif­teen lyr­ics on which no mer­chant would dare to set a price. They would have read them again, for they gave happy tears to a man and memor­ies of dear things done in in­fancy, and brought sweet voices from far sep­ulchres; but Slith poin­ted im­per­i­ously to the way by which they had come, and ex­tin­guished the light; and Slorg and Sippy sighed, then took the box.

			The guard­i­an still slept the sleep that sur­vived a thou­sand years.

			As they came away they saw that in­dul­gent chair close by the edge of the World in which Own­er of the Box had lately sat read­ing selfishly and alone the most beau­ti­ful songs and verses that poet ever dreamed.

			They came in si­lence to the foot of the stairs; and then it be­fell that as they drew near safety, in the night’s most secret hour, some hand in an up­per cham­ber lit a shock­ing light, lit it and made no sound.

			For a mo­ment it might have been an or­din­ary light, fatal as even that could very well be at such a mo­ment as this; but when it began to fol­low them like an eye and to grow red­der and red­der as it watched them, then even op­tim­ism des­paired.

			And Sippy very un­wisely at­temp­ted flight, and Slorg even as un­wisely tried to hide; but Slith, know­ing well why that light was lit in that secret up­per cham­ber and who it was that lit it, leaped over the edge of the World and is fall­ing from us still through the un­re­ver­ber­ate black­ness of the abyss.

		
	
		
			The Injudicious Prayers of Pombo the Idolater

			Pombo the id­olat­er had prayed to Am­muz a simple pray­er, a ne­ces­sary pray­er, such as even an idol of ivory could very eas­ily grant, and Am­muz had not im­me­di­ately gran­ted it. Pombo had there­fore prayed to Tharma for the over­throw of Am­muz, an idol friendly to Tharma, and in do­ing this of­fen­ded against the etiquette of the gods. Tharma re­fused to grant the little pray­er. Pombo prayed frantic­ally to all the gods of id­ol­atry, for though it was a simple mat­ter, yet it was very ne­ces­sary to a man. And gods that were older than Am­muz re­jec­ted the pray­ers of Pombo, and even gods that were young­er and there­fore of great­er re­pute. He prayed to them one by one, and they all re­fused to hear him; nor at first did he think at all of that subtle, di­vine etiquette against which he had of­fen­ded. It oc­curred to him all at once as he prayed to his fiftieth idol, a little green-jade god whom the Chinese know, that all the idols were in league against him. When Pombo dis­covered this he re­sen­ted his birth bit­terly, and made lam­ent­a­tion and al­leged that he was lost. He might have been seen then in any part of Lon­don haunt­ing curi­os­ity-shops and places where they sold idols of ivory or of stone, for he dwelt in Lon­don with oth­ers of his race though he was born in Burma among those who hold Ganges holy. On drizzly even­ings of Novem­ber’s worst his hag­gard face could be seen in the glow of some shop pressed close against the glass, where he would sup­plic­ate some calm, cross-legged idol till po­lice­men moved him on. And after clos­ing hours back he would go to his dingy room, in that part of our cap­it­al where Eng­lish is sel­dom spoken, to sup­plic­ate little idols of his own. And when Pombo’s simple, ne­ces­sary pray­er was equally re­fused by the idols of mu­seums, auc­tion-rooms, shops, then he took coun­sel with him­self and pur­chased in­cense and burned it in a bra­zi­er be­fore his own cheap little idols, and played the while upon an in­stru­ment such as that where­with men charm snakes. And still the idols clung to their etiquette.

			Wheth­er Pombo knew about this etiquette and con­sidered it frivol­ous in the face of his need, or wheth­er his need, now grown des­per­ate, un­hinged his mind, I know not, but Pombo the id­olat­er took a stick and sud­denly turned icon­o­clast.

			Pombo the icon­o­clast im­me­di­ately left his house, leav­ing his idols to be swept away with the dust and so to mingle with Man, and went to an arch-id­olat­er of re­pute who carved idols out of rare stones, and put his case be­fore him. The arch-id­olat­er who made idols of his own re­buked Pombo in the name of Man for hav­ing broken his idols—“for hath not Man made them?” the arch-id­olat­er said; and con­cern­ing the idols them­selves he spoke long and learn­edly, ex­plain­ing di­vine etiquette, and how Pombo had of­fen­ded, and how no idol in the world would listen to Pombo’s pray­er. When Pombo heard this he wept and made bit­ter out­cry, and cursed the gods of ivory and the gods of jade, and the hand of Man that made them, but most of all he cursed their etiquette that had un­done, as he said, an in­no­cent man; so that at last that arch-id­olat­er, who made idols of his own, stopped in his work upon an idol of jasper for a king that was weary of Wōsh, and took com­pas­sion on Pombo, and told him that though no idol in the world would listen to his pray­er, yet only a little way over the edge of it a cer­tain dis­rep­ut­able idol sat who knew noth­ing of etiquette, and gran­ted pray­ers that no re­spect­able god would ever con­sent to hear. When Pombo heard this he took two hand­fuls of the arch-id­olat­er’s beard and kissed them joy­fully, and dried his tears and be­came his old im­per­tin­ent self again. And he that carved from jasper the usurp­er of Wōsh ex­plained how in the vil­lage of World’s End, at the fur­thest end of Last Street, there is a hole that you take to be a well, close by the garden wall, but that if you lower your­self by your hands over the edge of the hole, and feel about with your feet till they find a ledge, that is the top step of a flight of stairs that takes you down over the edge of the World. “For all that men know, those stairs may have a pur­pose and even a bot­tom step,” said the arch-id­olat­er, “but dis­cus­sion about the lower flights is idle.” Then the teeth of Pombo chattered, for he feared the dark­ness, but he that made idols of his own ex­plained that those stairs were al­ways lit by the faint blue gloam­ing in which the World spins. “Then,” he said, “you will go by Lonely House and un­der the bridge that leads from the House to Nowhere, and whose pur­pose is not guessed; thence past Ma­har­ri­on, the god of flowers, and his high-priest, who is neither bird nor cat; and so you will come to the little idol Duth, the dis­rep­ut­able god that will grant your pray­er.” And he went on carving again at his idol of jasper for the king who was weary of Wōsh; and Pombo thanked him and went singing away, for in his ver­nacu­lar mind he thought that “he had the gods.”

			It is a long jour­ney from Lon­don to World’s End, and Pombo had no money left, yet with­in five weeks he was strolling along Last Street; but how he con­trived to get there I will not say, for it was not en­tirely hon­est. And Pombo found the well at the end of the garden bey­ond the end house of Last Street, and many thoughts ran through his mind as he hung by his hands from the edge, but chiefest of all those thoughts was one that said the gods were laugh­ing at him through the mouth of the arch-id­olat­er, their proph­et, and the thought beat in his head till it ached like his wrists … and then he found the step.

			And Pombo walked down­stairs. There, sure enough, was the gloam­ing in which the world spins, and stars shone far off in it faintly; there was noth­ing be­fore him as he went down­stairs but that strange blue waste of gloam­ing, with its mul­ti­tudes of stars, and comets plunging through it on out­ward jour­neys and comets re­turn­ing home. And then he saw the lights of the bridge to Nowhere, and all of a sud­den he was in the glare of the shim­mer­ing par­lour-win­dow of Lonely House; and he heard voices there pro­noun­cing words, and the voices were no­wise hu­man, and but for his bit­ter need he had screamed and fled. Halfway between the voices and Ma­har­ri­on, whom he now saw stand­ing out from the world, covered in rain­bow halos, he per­ceived the weird grey beast that is neither cat nor bird. As Pombo hes­it­ated, chilly with fear, he heard those voices grow louder in Lonely House, and at that he stealth­ily moved a few steps lower, and then rushed past the beast. The beast in­tently watched Ma­har­ri­on hurl­ing up bubbles that are every one a sea­son of spring in un­known con­stel­la­tions, call­ing the swal­lows home to un­ima­gined fields, watched him without even turn­ing to look at Pombo, and saw him drop in­to the Lin­lun­larna, the river that rises at the edge of the World, the golden pol­len that sweetens the tide of the river and is car­ried away from the World to be a joy to the Stars. And there be­fore Pombo was the little dis­rep­ut­able god who cares noth­ing for etiquette and will an­swer pray­ers that are re­fused by all the re­spect­able idols. And wheth­er the view of him, at last, ex­cited Pombo’s eager­ness, or wheth­er his need was great­er than he could bear that it drove him so swiftly down­stairs, or wheth­er, as is most likely, he ran too fast past the beast, I do not know, and it does not mat­ter to Pombo; but at any rate he could not stop, as he had de­signed, in at­ti­tude of pray­er at the feet of Duth, but ran on past him down the nar­row­ing steps, clutch­ing at smooth, bare rocks till he fell from the World as, when our hearts miss a beat, we fall in dreams and wake up with a dread­ful jolt; but there was no wak­ing up for Pombo, who still fell on to­wards the in­curi­ous stars, and his fate is even one with the fate of Slith.

		
	
		
			The Loot of Bombasharna

			Things had grown too hot for Shard, cap­tain of pir­ates, on all the seas that he knew. The ports of Spain were closed to him; they knew him in San Domin­go; men winked in Syra­cuse when he went by; the two Kings of the Si­cilies nev­er smiled with­in an hour of speak­ing of him; there were huge re­wards for his head in every cap­it­al city, with pic­tures of it for iden­ti­fic­a­tion—and all the pic­tures were un­flat­ter­ing. There­fore Cap­tain Shard de­cided that the time had come to tell his men the secret.

			Rid­ing off Ten­er­iffe one night, he called them all to­geth­er. He gen­er­ously ad­mit­ted that there were things in the past that might re­quire ex­plan­a­tion: the crowns that the Princes of Ar­agon had sent to their neph­ews the Kings of the two Amer­icas had cer­tainly nev­er reached their Most Sac­red Majesties. Where, men might ask, were the eyes of Cap­tain Stob­bud? Who had been burn­ing towns on the Pa­tago­ni­an sea­board? Why should such a ship as theirs choose pearls for cargo? Why so much blood on the decks and so many guns? And where was the Nancy, the Lark, or the Mar­garet Belle? Such ques­tions as these, he urged, might be asked by the in­quis­it­ive, and if coun­sel for the de­fence should hap­pen to be a fool, and un­ac­quain­ted with the ways of the sea, they might be­come in­volved in trouble­some leg­al for­mu­lae. And Bloody Bill, as they rudely called Mr. Gagg, a mem­ber of the crew, looked up at the sky, and said that it was a windy night and looked like hanging. And some of those present thought­fully stroked their necks while Cap­tain Shard un­fol­ded to them his plan. He said the time was come to quit the Des­per­ate Lark, for she was too well known to the navies of four king­doms, and a fifth was get­ting to know her, and oth­ers had sus­pi­cions. (More cut­ters than even Cap­tain Shard sus­pec­ted were already look­ing for her jolly black flag with its neat skull-and-cross­bones in yel­low.) There was a little ar­chipelago that he knew of on the wrong side of the Sar­gasso Sea; there were about thirty is­lands there, bare, or­din­ary is­lands, but one of them floated. He had no­ticed it years ago, and had gone ashore and nev­er told a soul, but had quietly anchored it with the an­chor of his ship to the bot­tom of the sea, which just there was pro­foundly deep, and had made the thing the secret of his life, de­term­in­ing to marry and settle down there if it ever be­came im­possible to earn his live­li­hood in the usu­al way at sea. When first he saw it, it was drift­ing slowly, with the wind in the tops of the trees; but if the cable had not rus­ted away, it should be still where he left it, and they would make a rud­der and hol­low out cab­ins be­low, and at night they would hoist sails to the trunks of the trees and sail wherever they liked.

			And all the pir­ates cheered, for they wanted to set their feet on land again some­where where the hang­man would not come and jerk them off it at once; and bold men though they were, it was a strain see­ing so many lights com­ing their way at night. Even then … ! But it swerved away again and was lost in the mist.

			And Cap­tain Shard said that they would need to get pro­vi­sions first, and he, for one, in­ten­ded to marry be­fore he settled down; and so they should have one more fight be­fore they left the ship, and sack the sea­coast city of Bom­basharna and take from it pro­vi­sions for sev­er­al years, while he him­self would marry the Queen of the South. And again the pir­ates cheered, for of­ten they had seen sea­coast Bom­basharna, and had al­ways en­vied its op­u­lence from the sea.

			So they set all sail, and of­ten altered their course, and dodged and fled from strange lights till dawn ap­peared, and all day long fled south­wards. And by even­ing they saw the sil­ver spires of slender Bom­basharna, a city that was the glory of the coast. And in the midst of it, far away though they were, they saw the palace of the Queen of the South; and it was so full of win­dows all look­ing to­ward the sea, and they were so full of light, both from the sun­set that was fad­ing upon the wa­ter and from candles that maids were light­ing one by one, that it looked far off like a pearl, shim­mer­ing still in its hali­otis shell, still wet from the sea.

			So Cap­tain Shard and his pir­ates saw it, at even­ing over the wa­ter, and thought of ru­mours that said that Bom­basharna was the love­li­est city of the coasts of the world, and that its palace was love­li­er even than Bom­basharna; but for the Queen of the South ru­mour had no com­par­is­on. Then night came down and hid the sil­ver spires, and Shard slipped on through the gath­er­ing dark­ness un­til by mid­night the pir­at­ic ship lay un­der the sea­ward bat­tle­ments.

			And at the hour when sick men mostly die, and sentries on lonely ram­parts stand to arms, ex­actly half-an-hour be­fore dawn, Shard, with two row­ing boats and half his crew, with craft­ily muffled oars, landed be­low the bat­tle­ments. They were through the gate­way of the palace it­self be­fore the alarm was soun­ded, and as soon as they heard the alarm Shard’s gun­ners at sea opened upon the town, and be­fore the sleepy sol­diery of Bom­basharna knew wheth­er the danger was from the land or the sea, Shard had suc­cess­fully cap­tured the Queen of the South. They would have looted all day that sil­ver sea­coast city, but there ap­peared with dawn sus­pi­cious top­sails just along the ho­ri­zon. There­fore the cap­tain with his Queen went down to the shore at once and hast­ily ree­m­barked and sailed away with what loot they had hur­riedly got, and with few­er men, for they had to fight a good deal to get back to the boat. They cursed all day the in­ter­fer­ence of those omin­ous ships which stead­ily grew near­er. There were six ships at first, and that night they slipped away from all but two; but all the next day those two were still in sight, and each of them had more guns than the Des­per­ate Lark. All the next night Shard dodged about the sea, but the two ships sep­ar­ated and one kept him in sight, and the next morn­ing it was alone with Shard on the sea, and his ar­chipelago was just in sight, the secret of his life.

			And Shard saw he must fight, and a bad fight it was, and yet it suited Shard’s pur­pose, for he had more merry men when the fight began than he needed for his is­land. And they got it over be­fore any oth­er ship came up; and Shard put all ad­verse evid­ence out of the way, and came that night to the is­lands near the Sar­gasso Sea.

			Long be­fore it was light the sur­viv­ors of the crew were peer­ing at the sea, and when dawn came there was the is­land, no big­ger than two ships, strain­ing hard at its an­chor, with the wind in the tops of the trees.

			And then they landed and dug cab­ins be­low and raised the an­chor out of the deep sea, and soon they made the is­land what they called ship­shape. But the Des­per­ate Lark they sent away empty un­der full sail to sea, where more na­tions than Shard sus­pec­ted were watch­ing for her, and where she was presently cap­tured by an ad­mir­al of Spain, who, when he found none of that fam­ous crew on board to hang by the neck from the yar­darm, grew ill through dis­ap­point­ment.

			And Shard on his is­land offered the Queen of the South the choicest of the old wines of Provence, and for ad­orn­ment gave her In­di­an jew­els looted from galle­ons with treas­ure for Mad­rid, and spread a table where she dined in the sun, while in some cab­in be­low he bade the least coarse of his mar­iners sing; yet al­ways she was mor­ose and moody to­wards him, and of­ten at even­ing he was heard to say that he wished he knew more about the ways of Queens. So they lived for years, the pir­ates mostly gambling and drink­ing be­low, Cap­tain Shard try­ing to please the Queen of the South, and she nev­er wholly for­get­ting Bom­basharna. When they needed new pro­vi­sions they hois­ted sails on the trees, and as long as no ship came in sight they scud­ded be­fore the wind, with the wa­ter rip­pling over the beach of the is­land; but as soon as they sighted a ship the sails came down, and they be­came an or­din­ary un­charted rock.

			They mostly moved by night; some­times they hovered off sea­coast towns as of old, some­times they boldly entered river-mouths, and even at­tached them­selves for a while to the main­land, whence they would plun­der the neigh­bour­hood and es­cape again to sea. And if a ship was wrecked on their is­land of a night they said it was all to the good. They grew very crafty in seaman­ship, and cun­ning in what they did, for they knew that any news of the Des­per­ate Lark’s old crew would bring hang­men from the in­teri­or run­ning down to every port.

			And no one is known to have found them out or to have an­nexed their is­land; but a ru­mour arose and passed from port to port and every place where sail­ors meet to­geth­er, and even sur­vives to this day, of a dan­ger­ous un­charted rock any­where between Ply­mouth and the Horn, which would sud­denly rise in the safest track of ships, and upon which ves­sels were sup­posed to have been wrecked, leav­ing, strangely enough, no evid­ence of their doom. There was a little spec­u­la­tion about it at first, till it was si­lenced by the chance re­mark of a man old with wan­der­ing: “It is one of the mys­ter­ies that haunt the sea.”

			And al­most Cap­tain Shard and the Queen of the South lived hap­pily ever after, though still at even­ing those on watch in the trees would see their cap­tain sit with a puzzled air or hear him mut­ter­ing now and again in a dis­con­ten­ted way: “I wish I knew more about the ways of Queens.”

			
	


				[image: A bearded buccaneer sits on a small ship-island, which has a picnic table and a house. A queen sits with her back to him. The island has a sail attached to a tree, on which a parrot sits.]
				“I Wish I Knew More About the Ways of Queens”
			
		
	
		
			
				Miss Cubbidge and the Dragon of Romance

				This tale is told in the bal­conies of Bel­grave Square and among the towers of Pont Street; men sing it at even­ing in the Bromp­ton Road.

			
			Little upon her eight­eenth birth­day thought Miss Cub­bidge, of Num­ber 12A Prince of Wales’ Square, that be­fore an­oth­er year had gone its way she would lose the sight of that un­shapely ob­long that was so long her home. And, had you told her fur­ther that with­in that year all trace of that so-called square, and of the day when her fath­er was elec­ted by a thump­ing ma­jor­ity to share in the guid­ance of the des­tinies of the em­pire, should ut­terly fade from her memory, she would merely have said in that af­fected voice of hers, “Go to!”

			There was noth­ing about it in the daily Press, the policy of her fath­er’s party had no pro­vi­sion for it, there was no hint of it in con­ver­sa­tion at even­ing parties to which Miss Cub­bidge went: there was noth­ing to warn her at all that a loath­some dragon with golden scales that rattled as he went should have come up clean out of the prime of ro­mance and gone by night (so far as we know) through Ham­mer­smith, and come to Ar­dle Man­sions, and then had turned to his left, which of course brought him to Miss Cub­bidge’s fath­er’s house.

			There sat Miss Cub­bidge at even­ing on her bal­cony quite alone, wait­ing for her fath­er to be made a bar­on­et. She was wear­ing walk­ing-boots and a hat and a low-necked even­ing dress; for a paint­er was but just now paint­ing her por­trait and neither she nor the paint­er saw any­thing odd in the strange com­bin­a­tion. She did not no­tice the roar of the dragon’s golden scales, nor dis­tin­guish above the man­i­fold lights of Lon­don the small, red glare of his eyes. He sud­denly lif­ted his head, a blaze of gold, over the bal­cony; he did not ap­pear a yel­low dragon then, for his glisten­ing scales re­flec­ted the beauty that Lon­don puts upon her only at even­ing and night. She screamed, but to no knight, nor knew what knight to call on, nor guessed where were the dragons’ over­throw­ers of far, ro­mantic days, nor what migh­ti­er game they chased, or what wars they waged; per­chance they were busy even then arm­ing for Armaged­don.

			Out of the bal­cony of her fath­er’s house in Prince of Wales’ Square, the painted dark-green bal­cony that grew black­er every year, the dragon lif­ted Miss Cub­bidge and spread his rat­tling wings, and Lon­don fell away like an old fash­ion. And Eng­land fell away, and the smoke of its factor­ies, and the round ma­ter­i­al world that goes hum­ming round the sun vexed and pur­sued by time, un­til there ap­peared the etern­al and an­cient lands of Ro­mance ly­ing low by mys­tic­al seas.

			You had not pic­tured Miss Cub­bidge strok­ing the golden head of one of the dragons of song with one hand idly, while with the oth­er she some­times played with pearls brought up from lonely places of the sea. They filled huge hali­otis shells with pearls and laid them there be­side her, they brought her em­er­alds which she set to flash among the tresses of her long black hair, they brought her threaded sap­phires for her cloak: all this the princes of fable did and the elves and the gnomes of myth. And partly she still lived, and partly she was one with long-ago and with those sac­red tales that nurses tell, when all their chil­dren are good, and even­ing has come, and the fire is burn­ing well, and the soft pat-pat of the snow­flakes on the pane is like the furt­ive tread of fear­ful things in old, en­chanted woods. If at first she missed those dainty nov­el­ties among which she was reared, the old, suf­fi­cient song of the mys­tic­al sea singing of faery lore at first soothed and at last con­soled her. Even, she for­got those ad­vert­ise­ments of pills that are so dear to Eng­land; even, she for­got polit­ic­al cant and the things that one dis­cusses and the things that one does not, and had per­force to con­tent her­self with see­ing sail­ing by huge golden-laden galle­ons with treas­ure for Mad­rid, and the merry skull-and-cross­bones of the pir­at­eers, and the tiny nautilus set­ting out to sea, and ships of her­oes traf­fick­ing in ro­mance or of princes seek­ing for en­chanted isles.

			It was not by chains that the dragon kept her there, but by one of the spells of old. To one to whom the fa­cil­it­ies of the daily Press had for so long been ac­cor­ded spells would have palled—you would have said—and galle­ons after a time and all things out-of-date. After a time. But wheth­er the cen­tur­ies passed her or wheth­er the years or wheth­er no time at all, she did not know. If any­thing in­dic­ated the passing of time it was the rhythm of elfin horns blow­ing upon the heights. If the cen­tur­ies went by her the spell that bound her gave her also per­en­ni­al youth, and kept alight forever the lan­tern by her side, and saved from de­cay the marble palace fa­cing the mys­tic­al sea. And if no time went by her there at all, her single mo­ment on those mar­vel­lous coasts was turned as it were to a crys­tal re­flect­ing a thou­sand scenes. If it was all a dream, it was a dream that knew no morn­ing and no fad­ing away. The tide roamed on and whispered of mas­tery and of myth, while near that cap­tive lady, asleep in his marble tank the golden dragon dreamed: and a little way out from the coast all that the dragon dreamed showed faintly in the mist that lay over the sea. He nev­er dreamed of any res­cuing knight. So long as he dreamed, it was twi­light; but when he came up nimbly out of his tank night fell and star­light glistened on the drip­ping, golden scales.

			There he and his cap­tive either de­feated Time or nev­er en­countered him at all; while, in the world we know, raged Ron­ces­valles or battles yet to be—I know not to what part of the shore of Ro­mance he bore her. Per­haps she be­came one of those prin­cesses of whom fable loves to tell, but let it suf­fice that there she lived by the sea: and kings ruled, and Demons ruled, and kings came again, and many cit­ies re­turned to their nat­ive dust, and still she abided there, and still her marble palace passed not away nor the power that there was in the dragon’s spell.

			And only once did there ever come to her a mes­sage from the world that of old she knew. It came in a pearly ship across the mys­tic­al sea; it was from an old school­friend that she had had in Put­ney, merely a note, no more, in a little, neat, round hand: it said, “It is not Prop­er for you to be there alone.”

		
	
		
			
				[image: A man stands at the bottom of a mountain at a gate carved into the rock, where a monster is looking out at him. On top of the mountain is a grassy field with a house and trees.]
				He Felt as a Morsel
			
			The Quest of the Queen’s Tears

			Sylvia, Queen of the Woods, in her wood­land palace, held court, and made a mock­ery of her suit­ors. She would sing to them, she said, she would give them ban­quets, she would tell them tales of le­gendary days, her jug­glers should caper be­fore them, her armies sa­lute them, her fools crack jests with them and make whim­sic­al quips, only she could not love them.

			This was not the way, they said, to treat princes in their splend­our and mys­ter­i­ous troubadours con­ceal­ing kingly names; it was not in ac­cord­ance with fable; myth had no pre­ced­ent for it. She should have thrown her glove, they said, in­to some li­on’s den, she should have asked for a score of venom­ous heads of the ser­pents of Lic­an­tara, or de­man­ded the death of any not­able dragon, or sent them all upon some deadly quest, but that she could not love them—! It was un­heard of—it had no par­al­lel in the an­nals of ro­mance.

			And then she said that if they must needs have a quest she would of­fer her hand to him who first should move her to tears: and the quest should be called, for ref­er­ence in his­tor­ies or song, the Quest of the Queen’s Tears, and he that achieved them she would wed, be he only a petty duke of lands un­known to ro­mance.

			And many were moved to an­ger, for they hoped for some bloody quest; but the old lords cham­ber­lain said, as they muttered among them­selves in a far, dark end of the cham­ber, that the quest was hard and wise, for that if she could ever weep she might also love. They had known her all her child­hood; she had nev­er sighed. Many men had she seen, suit­ors and courtiers, and had nev­er turned her head after one went by. Her beauty was as still sun­sets of bit­ter even­ings when all the world is frore, a won­der and a chill. She was as a sun-stricken moun­tain up­lif­ted alone, all beau­ti­ful with ice, a des­ol­ate and lonely ra­di­ance late at even­ing far up bey­ond the com­fort­able world, not quite to be com­pan­ioned by the stars, the doom of the moun­tain­eer.

			If she could weep, they said, she could love, they said.

			And she smiled pleas­antly on those ar­dent princes, and troubadours con­ceal­ing kingly names.

			Then one by one they told, each suit­or prince the story of his love, with out­stretched hands and kneel­ing on the knee; and very sorry and pi­ti­ful were the tales, so that of­ten up in the gal­ler­ies some maid of the palace wept. And very gra­ciously she nod­ded her head like a list­less magno­lia in the deeps of the night mov­ing idly to all the breezes its glor­i­ous bloom.

			And when the princes had told their des­per­ate loves and had de­par­ted away with no oth­er spoil than of their own tears only, even then there came the un­known troubadours and told their tales in song, con­ceal­ing their gra­cious names.

			And there was one, Ack­ron­nion, clothed with rags, on which was the dust of roads, and un­der­neath the rags was war-scarred ar­mour where­on were the dints of blows; and when he stroked his harp and sang his song, in the gal­lery above maid­ens wept, and even old lords cham­ber­lain whimpered among them­selves and there­after laughed through their tears and said: “It is easy to make old people weep and to bring idle tears from lazy girls; but he will not set a-weep­ing the Queen of the Woods.”

			And gra­ciously she nod­ded, and he was the last. And dis­con­sol­ate went away those dukes and princes, and troubadours in dis­guise. Yet Ack­ron­nion pondered as he went away.

			King he was of Afarmah, Lool and Haf, over­lord of Zeroora and hilly Chang, and duke of the duke­doms of Mo­long and Mlash, none of them un­fa­mil­i­ar with ro­mance or un­known or over­looked in the mak­ing of myth. He pondered as he went in his thin dis­guise.

			Now by those that do not re­mem­ber their child­hood, hav­ing oth­er things to do, be it un­der­stood that un­der­neath fairy­land, which is, as all men know, at the edge of the world, there dwel­l­eth the Glad­some Beast. A syn­onym he for joy.

			It is known how the lark in its zenith, chil­dren at play out-of-doors, good witches and jolly old par­ents have all been com­pared—how aptly!—with this very same Glad­some Beast. Only one “crab” he has (if I may use slang for a mo­ment to make my­self per­fectly clear), only one draw­back, and that is that in the glad­ness of his heart he spoils the cab­bages of the Old Man Who Looks After Fairy­land—and of course he eats men.

			It must fur­ther be un­der­stood that who­ever may ob­tain the tears of the Glad­some Beast in a bowl, and be­come drunk­en upon them, may move all per­sons to shed tears of joy so long as he re­mains in­spired by the po­tion to sing or to make mu­sic.

			Now Ack­ron­nion pondered in this wise: that if he could ob­tain the tears of the Glad­some Beast by means of his art, with­hold­ing him from vi­ol­ence by the spell of mu­sic, and if a friend should slay the Glad­some Beast be­fore his weep­ing ceased—for an end must come to weep­ing even with men—that so he might get safe away with the tears, and drink them be­fore the Queen of the Woods and move her to tears of joy. He sought out there­fore a humble knightly man who cared not for the beauty of Sylvia, Queen of the Woods, but had found a wood­land maid­en of his own once long ago in sum­mer. And the man’s name was Ar­rath, a sub­ject of Ack­ron­nion, a knight-at-arms of the spear-guard: and to­geth­er they set out through the fields of fable un­til they came to Fairy­land, a king­dom sun­ning it­self (as all men know) for leagues along the edges of the world. And by a strange old path­way they came to the land they sought, through a wind blow­ing up the path­way sheer from space with a kind of metal­lic taste from the rov­ing stars. Even so they came to the windy house of thatch where dwells the Old Man Who Looks After Fairy­land sit­ting by par­lour win­dows that look away from the world. He made them wel­come in his star-ward par­lour, telling them tales of Space, and when they named to him their per­il­ous quest he said it would be a char­ity to kill the Glad­some Beast; for he was clearly one of those that liked not its happy ways. And then he took them out through his back door, for the front door had no path­way nor even a step—from it the old man used to empty his slops sheer on to the South­ern Cross—and so they came to the garden wherein his cab­bages were, and those flowers that only blow in Fairy­land, turn­ing their faces al­ways to­wards the comet, and he poin­ted them out the way to the place he called Un­der­neath, where the Glad­some Beast had his lair. Then they man­oeuvred. Ack­ron­nion was to go by the way of the steps with his harp and an agate bowl, while Ar­rath went round by a crag on the oth­er side. Then the Old Man Who Looks After Fairy­land went back to his windy house, mut­ter­ing an­grily as he passed his cab­bages, for he did not love the ways of the Glad­some Beast; and the two friends par­ted on their sep­ar­ate ways.

			Noth­ing per­ceived them but that omin­ous crow glut­ted over­long already upon the flesh of man.

			The wind blew bleak from the stars.

			At first there was dan­ger­ous climb­ing, and then Ack­ron­nion gained the smooth, broad steps that led from the edge to the lair, and at that mo­ment heard at the top of the steps the con­tinu­ous chuckles of the Glad­some Beast.

			He feared then that its mirth might be in­su­per­able, not to be saddened by the most griev­ous song; nev­er­the­less he did not turn back then, but softly climbed the stairs and, pla­cing the agate bowl upon a step, struck up the chaunt called Dol­or­ous. It told of des­ol­ate, re­gret­ted things be­fallen happy cit­ies long since in the prime of the world. It told of how the gods and beasts and men had long ago loved beau­ti­ful com­pan­ions, and long ago in vain. It told of the golden host of happy hopes, but not of their achiev­ing. It told how Love scorned Death, but told of Death’s laughter. The con­ten­ted chuckles of the Glad­some Beast sud­denly ceased in his lair. He rose and shook him­self. He was still un­happy. Ack­ron­nion still sang on the chaunt called Dol­or­ous. The Glad­some Beast came mourn­fully up to him. Ack­ron­nion ceased not for the sake of his pan­ic, but still sang on. He sang of the ma­lig­nity of time. Two tears welled large in the eyes of the Glad­some Beast. Ack­ron­nion moved the agate bowl to a suit­able spot with his foot. He sang of au­tumn and of passing away. Then the beast wept as the frore hills weep in the thaw, and the tears splashed big in­to the agate bowl. Ack­ron­nion des­per­ately chaunted on; he told of the glad un­noticed things men see and do not see again, of sun­light be­held un­heeded on faces now withered away. The bowl was full. Ack­ron­nion was des­per­ate: the Beast was so close. Once he thought that its mouth was wa­ter­ing!—but it was only the tears that had run on the lips of the Beast. He felt as a morsel! The Beast was ceas­ing to weep! He sang of worlds that had dis­ap­poin­ted the gods. And all of a sud­den, crash! and the staunch spear of Ar­rath went home be­hind the shoulder, and the tears and the joy­ful ways of the Glad­some Beast were ended and over forever.

			And care­fully they car­ried the bowl of tears away, leav­ing the body of the Glad­some Beast as a change of diet for the omin­ous crow; and go­ing by the windy house of thatch they said farewell to the Old Man Who Looks After Fairy­land, who when he heard of the deed rubbed his hands to­geth­er and mumbled again and again, “And a very good thing, too. My cab­bages! My cab­bages!”

			And not long after Ack­ron­nion sang again in the sylvan palace of the Queen of the Woods, hav­ing first drunk all the tears in his agate bowl. And it was a gala night, and all the court were there and am­bas­sad­ors from the lands of le­gend and myth, and even some from Terra Cog­nita.

			And Ack­ron­nion sang as he nev­er sang be­fore, and will not sing again. O, but dol­or­ous, dol­or­ous, are all the ways of man, few and fierce are his days, and the end trouble, and vain, vain his en­deav­our: and wo­man—who shall tell of it?—her doom is writ­ten with man’s by list­less, care­less gods with their faces to oth­er spheres.

			Some­what thus he began, and then in­spir­a­tion seized him, and all the trouble in the beauty of his song may not be set down by me: there was much of glad­ness in it, and all mingled with grief: it was like the way of man: it was like our des­tiny.

			Sobs arose at his song, sighs came back along echoes: sen­eschals, sol­diers, sobbed, and a clear cry made the maid­ens; like rain the tears came down from gal­lery to gal­lery.

			All round the Queen of the Woods was a storm of sob­bing and sor­row.

			But no, she would not weep.

		
	
		
			
				[image: A huge, old tower sits in a swamp, with light pouring out of the windows. Skeletons hang in a row by the tower door. A lance lies upright in the foreground.]
				There the Gib­belins Lived and Dis­cred­it­ably Fed
			
			The Hoard of the Gibbelins

			The Gib­belins eat, as is well known, noth­ing less good than man. Their evil tower is joined to Terra Cog­nita, to the lands we know, by a bridge. Their hoard is bey­ond reas­on; av­arice has no use for it; they have a sep­ar­ate cel­lar for em­er­alds and a sep­ar­ate cel­lar for sap­phires; they have filled a hole with gold and dig it up when they need it. And the only use that is known for their ri­dicu­lous wealth is to at­tract to their lar­der a con­tinu­al sup­ply of food. In times of fam­ine they have even been known to scat­ter ru­bies abroad, a little trail of them to some city of Man, and sure enough their lar­ders would soon be full again.

			Their tower stands on the oth­er side of that river known to Homer—ὁ ῥόος ἀχεανοίο, as he called it—which sur­rounds the world. And where the river is nar­row and ford­able the tower was built by the Gib­belins’ glut­ton­ous sires, for they liked to see burg­lars row­ing eas­ily to their steps. Some nour­ish­ment that com­mon soil has not the huge trees drained there with their co­lossal roots from both banks of the river.

			There the Gib­belins lived and dis­cred­it­ably fed.

			Al­der­ic, Knight of the Or­der of the City and the As­sault, hered­it­ary Guard­i­an of the King’s Peace of Mind, a man not un­re­membered among makers of myth, pondered so long upon the Gib­belins’ hoard that by now he deemed it his. Alas that I should say of so per­il­ous a ven­ture, un­der­taken at dead of night by a val­or­ous man, that its motive was sheer av­arice! Yet upon av­arice only the Gib­belins re­lied to keep their lar­ders full, and once in every hun­dred years sent spies in­to the cit­ies of men to see how av­arice did, and al­ways the spies re­turned again to the tower say­ing that all was well.

			It may be thought that, as the years went on and men came by fear­ful ends on that tower’s wall, few­er and few­er would come to the Gib­belins’ table: but the Gib­belins found oth­er­wise.

			Not in the folly and frivolity of his youth did Al­der­ic come to the tower, but he stud­ied care­fully for sev­er­al years the man­ner in which burg­lars met their doom when they went in search of the treas­ure that he con­sidered his. In every case they had entered by the door.

			He con­sul­ted those who gave ad­vice on this quest; he noted every de­tail and cheer­fully paid their fees, and de­term­ined to do noth­ing that they ad­vised, for what were their cli­ents now? No more than ex­amples of the sa­voury art, and mere half-for­got­ten memor­ies of a meal; and many, per­haps, no longer even that.

			These were the re­quis­ites for the quest that these men used to ad­vise: a horse, a boat, mail ar­mour, and at least three men-at-arms. Some said, “Blow the horn at the tower door”; oth­ers said, “Do not touch it.”

			Al­der­ic thus de­cided: he would take no horse down to the river’s edge, he would not row along it in a boat, and he would go alone and by way of the Forest Un­pass­able.

			How pass, you may say, the un­pass­able? This was his plan: there was a dragon he knew of who if peas­ants’ pray­ers are heeded de­served to die, not alone be­cause of the num­ber of maid­ens he cruelly slew, but be­cause he was bad for the crops; he rav­aged the very land and was the bane of a duke­dom.

			Now Al­der­ic de­term­ined to go up against him. So he took horse and spear and pricked till he met the dragon, and the dragon came out against him breath­ing bit­ter smoke. And to him Al­der­ic shouted, “Hath foul dragon ever slain true knight?” And well the dragon knew that this had nev­er been, and he hung his head and was si­lent, for he was glut­ted with blood. “Then,” said the knight, “if thou would’st ever taste maid­en’s blood again thou shalt be my trusty steed, and if not, by this spear there shall be­fall thee all that the troubadours tell of the dooms of thy breed.”

			And the dragon did not open his raven­ing mouth, nor rush upon the knight, breath­ing out fire; for well he knew the fate of those that did these things, but he con­sen­ted to the terms im­posed, and swore to the knight to be­come his trusty steed.

			It was on a saddle upon this dragon’s back that Al­der­ic af­ter­wards sailed above the un­pass­able forest, even above the tops of those meas­ure­less trees, chil­dren of won­der. But first he pondered that subtle plan of his which was more pro­found than merely to avoid all that had been done be­fore; and he com­manded a black­smith, and the black­smith made him a pick­axe.

			Now there was great re­joicing at the ru­mour of Al­der­ic’s quest, for all folk knew that he was a cau­tious man, and they deemed that he would suc­ceed and en­rich the world, and they rubbed their hands in the cit­ies at the thought of lar­gesse; and there was joy among all men in Al­der­ic’s coun­try, ex­cept per­chance among the lenders of money, who feared they would soon be paid. And there was re­joicing also be­cause men hoped that when the Gib­belins were robbed of their hoard, they would shat­ter their high-built bridge and break the golden chains that bound them to the world, and drift back, they and their tower, to the moon, from which they had come and to which they rightly be­longed. There was little love for the Gib­belins, though all men en­vied their hoard.

			So they all cheered, that day when he moun­ted his dragon, as though he was already a con­quer­or, and what pleased them more than the good that they hoped he would do to the world was that he scattered gold as he rode away; for he would not need it, he said, if he found the Gib­belins’ hoard, and he would not need it more if he smoked on the Gib­belins’ table.

			When they heard that he had re­jec­ted the ad­vice of those that gave it, some said that the knight was mad, and oth­ers said he was great­er than those what gave the ad­vice, but none ap­pre­ci­ated the worth of his plan.

			He reasoned thus: for cen­tur­ies men had been well ad­vised and had gone by the cleverest way, while the Gib­belins came to ex­pect them to come by boat and to look for them at the door whenev­er their lar­der was empty, even as a man looketh for a snipe in a marsh; but how, said Al­der­ic, if a snipe should sit in the top of a tree, and would men find him there? As­suredly nev­er! So Al­der­ic de­cided to swim the river and not to go by the door, but to pick his way in­to the tower through the stone. Moreover, it was in his mind to work be­low the level of the ocean, the river (as Homer knew) that girdles the world, so that as soon as he made a hole in the wall the wa­ter should pour in, con­found­ing the Gib­belins, and flood­ing the cel­lars, ru­moured to be twenty feet in depth, and therein he would dive for em­er­alds as a diver dives for pearls.

			And on the day that I tell of he gal­loped away from his home scat­ter­ing lar­gesse of gold, as I have said, and passed through many king­doms, the dragon snap­ping at maid­ens as he went, but be­ing un­able to eat them be­cause of the bit in his mouth, and earn­ing no gentler re­ward than a spur­thrust where he was soft­est. And so they came to the swart ar­boreal pre­cip­ice of the un­pass­able forest. The dragon rose at it with a rattle of wings. Many a farm­er near the edge of the world saw him up there where yet the twi­light lingered, a faint, black, waver­ing line; and mis­tak­ing him for a row of geese go­ing in­land from the ocean, went in­to their houses cheer­ily rub­bing their hands and say­ing that winter was com­ing, and that we should soon have snow. Soon even there the twi­light faded away, and when they des­cen­ded at the edge of the world it was night and the moon was shin­ing. Ocean, the an­cient river, nar­row and shal­low there, flowed by and made no mur­mur. Wheth­er the Gib­belins ban­queted or wheth­er they watched by the door, they also made no mur­mur. And Al­der­ic dis­moun­ted and took his ar­mour off, and say­ing one pray­er to his lady, swam with his pick­axe. He did not part from his sword, for fear that he meet with a Gib­belin. Landed the oth­er side, he began to work at once, and all went well with him. Noth­ing put out its head from any win­dow, and all were lighted so that noth­ing with­in could see him in the dark. The blows of his pick­axe were dulled in the deep walls. All night he worked, no sound came to mo­lest him, and at dawn the last rock swerved and tumbled in­wards, and the river poured in after. Then Al­der­ic took a stone, and went to the bot­tom step, and hurled the stone at the door; he heard the echoes roll in­to the tower, then he ran back and dived through the hole in the wall.

			He was in the em­er­ald-cel­lar. There was no light in the lofty vault above him, but, diving through twenty feet of wa­ter, he felt the floor all rough with em­er­alds, and open cof­fers full of them. By a faint ray of the moon he saw that the wa­ter was green with them, and, eas­ily filling a satchel, he rose again to the sur­face; and there were the Gib­belins waist-deep in the wa­ter, with torches in their hands! And, without say­ing a word, or even smil­ing, they neatly hanged him on the out­er wall—and the tale is one of those that have not a happy end­ing.

		
	
		
			How Nuth Would Have Practised His Art Upon the Gnoles

			Des­pite the ad­vert­ise­ments of rival firms, it is prob­able that every trades­man knows that nobody in busi­ness at the present time has a po­s­i­tion equal to that of Mr. Nuth. To those out­side the ma­gic circle of busi­ness, his name is scarcely known; he does not need to ad­vert­ise, he is con­sum­mate. He is su­per­i­or even to mod­ern com­pet­i­tion, and, whatever claims they boast, his rivals know it. His terms are mod­er­ate, so much cash down when the goods are de­livered, so much in black­mail af­ter­wards. He con­sults your con­veni­ence. His skill may be coun­ted upon; I have seen a shad­ow on a windy night move more nois­ily than Nuth, for Nuth is a burg­lar by trade. Men have been known to stay in coun­try houses and to send a deal­er af­ter­wards to bar­gain for a piece of tapestry that they saw there—some art­icle of fur­niture, some pic­ture. This is bad taste: but those whose cul­ture is more el­eg­ant in­vari­ably send Nuth a night or two after their vis­it. He has a way with tapestry; you would scarcely no­tice that the edges had been cut. And of­ten when I see some huge, new house full of old fur­niture and por­traits from oth­er ages, I say to my­self, “These moul­der­ing chairs, these full-length an­cest­ors and carved ma­hogany are the pro­duce of the in­com­par­able Nuth.”

			It may be urged against my use of the word in­com­par­able that in the burg­lary busi­ness the name of Slith stands para­mount and alone; and of this I am not ig­nor­ant; but Slith is a clas­sic, and lived long ago, and knew noth­ing at all of mod­ern com­pet­i­tion; be­sides which the sur­pris­ing nature of his doom has pos­sibly cast a glam­our upon Slith that ex­ag­ger­ates in our eyes his un­doubted mer­its.

			It must not be thought that I am a friend of Nuth’s; on the con­trary such polit­ics as I have are on the side of Prop­erty; and he needs no words from me, for his po­s­i­tion is al­most unique in trade, be­ing among the very few that do not need to ad­vert­ise.

			At the time that my story be­gins Nuth lived in a roomy house in Bel­grave Square: in his in­im­it­able way he had made friends with the care­taker. The place suited Nuth, and, whenev­er any­one came to in­spect it be­fore pur­chase, the care­taker used to praise the house in the words that Nuth had sug­ges­ted. “If it wasn’t for the drains,” she would say, “it’s the finest house in Lon­don,” and when they pounced on this re­mark and asked ques­tions about the drains, she would an­swer them that the drains also were good, but not so good as the house. They did not see Nuth when they went over the rooms, but Nuth was there.

			Here in a neat black dress on one spring morn­ing came an old wo­man whose bon­net was lined with red, ask­ing for Mr. Nuth; and with her came her large and awk­ward son. Mrs. Eggins, the care­taker, glanced up the street, and then she let them in, and left them to wait in the draw­ing-room amongst fur­niture all mys­ter­i­ous with sheets. For a long while they waited, and then there was a smell of pipe-to­bacco, and there was Nuth stand­ing quite close to them.

			“Lord,” said the old wo­man whose bon­net was lined with red, “you did make me start.” And then she saw by his eyes that that was not the way to speak to Mr. Nuth.

			And at last Nuth spoke, and very nervously the old wo­man ex­plained that her son was a likely lad, and had been in busi­ness already but wanted to bet­ter him­self, and she wanted Mr. Nuth to teach him a live­li­hood.

			First of all Nuth wanted to see a busi­ness ref­er­ence, and when he was shown one from a jew­eller with whom he happened to be hand-in-glove the up­shot of it was that he agreed to take young Tonker (for this was the sur­name of the likely lad) and to make him his ap­pren­tice. And the old wo­man whose bon­net was lined with red went back to her little cot­tage in the coun­try, and every even­ing said to her old man, “Tonker, we must fasten the shut­ters of a night­time, for Tommy’s a burg­lar now.”

			The de­tails of the likely lad’s ap­pren­tice­ship I do not pro­pose to give; for those that are in the busi­ness know those de­tails already, and those that are in oth­er busi­nesses care only for their own, while men of leis­ure who have no trade at all would fail to ap­pre­ci­ate the gradu­al de­grees by which Tommy Tonker came first to cross bare boards, covered with little obstacles in the dark, without mak­ing any sound, and then to go si­lently up creaky stairs, and then to open doors, and lastly to climb.

			Let it suf­fice that the busi­ness prospered greatly, while glow­ing re­ports of Tommy Tonker’s pro­gress were sent from time to time to the old wo­man whose bon­net was lined with red in the la­bouri­ous hand­writ­ing of Nuth. Nuth had giv­en up les­sons in writ­ing very early, for he seemed to have some pre­ju­dice against for­gery, and there­fore con­sidered writ­ing a waste of time. And then there came the trans­ac­tion with Lord Cas­tlen­or­man at his Sur­rey res­id­ence. Nuth se­lec­ted a Sat­urday night, for it chanced that Sat­urday was ob­served as Sab­bath in the fam­ily of Lord Cas­tlen­or­man, and by el­ev­en o’clock the whole house was quiet. Five minutes be­fore mid­night Tommy Tonker, in­struc­ted by Mr. Nuth, who waited out­side, came away with one pock­et­ful of rings and shirt-studs. It was quite a light pock­et­ful, but the jew­ellers in Par­is could not match it without send­ing spe­cially to Africa, so that Lord Cas­tlen­or­man had to bor­row bone shirt-studs.

			Not even ru­mour whispered the name of Nuth. Were I to say that this turned his head, there are those to whom the as­ser­tion would give pain, for his as­so­ci­ates hold that his as­tute judg­ment was un­af­fected by cir­cum­stance. I will say, there­fore, that it spurred his geni­us to plan what no burg­lar had ever planned be­fore. It was noth­ing less than to burgle the house of the gnoles. And this that ab­ste­mi­ous man un­fol­ded to Tonker over a cup of tea. Had Tonker not been nearly in­sane with pride over their re­cent trans­ac­tion, and had he not been blinded by a ven­er­a­tion for Nuth, he would have—but I cry over spilt milk. He ex­pos­tu­lated re­spect­fully; he said he would rather not go; he said it was not fair; he al­lowed him­self to ar­gue; and in the end, one windy Oc­to­ber morn­ing with a men­ace in the air found him and Nuth draw­ing near to the dread­ful wood.

			Nuth, by weigh­ing little em­er­alds against pieces of com­mon rock, had as­cer­tained the prob­able weight of those house-or­na­ments that the gnoles are be­lieved to pos­sess in the nar­row, lofty house wherein they have dwelt from of old. They de­cided to steal two em­er­alds and to carry them between them on a cloak; but if they should be too heavy one must be dropped at once. Nuth warned young Tonker against greed, and ex­plained that the em­er­alds were worth less than cheese un­til they were safe away from the dread­ful wood.

			Everything had been planned, and they walked now in si­lence.

			No track led up to the sin­is­ter gloom of the trees, either of men or cattle; not even a poach­er had been there snar­ing elves for over a hun­dred years. You did not tres­pass twice in the dells of the gnoles. And, apart from the things that were done there, the trees them­selves were a warn­ing, and did not wear the whole­some look of those that we plant ourselves.

			The nearest vil­lage was some miles away with the backs of all its houses turned to the wood, and without one win­dow at all fa­cing in that dir­ec­tion. They did not speak of it there, and else­where it is un­heard of.

			In­to this wood stepped Nuth and Tommy Tonker. They had no fire­arms. Tonker had asked for a pis­tol, but Nuth replied that the sound of a shot “would bring everything down on us,” and no more was said about it.

			In­to the wood they went all day, deep­er and deep­er. They saw the skel­et­on of some early Geor­gi­an poach­er nailed to a door in an oak tree; some­times they saw a fairy scuttle away from them; once Tonker stepped heav­ily on a hard, dry stick, after which they both lay still for twenty minutes. And the sun­set flared full of omens through the tree trunks, and night fell, and they came by fit­ful star­light, as Nuth had fore­seen, to that lean, high house where the gnoles so secretly dwelt.

			All was so si­lent by that un­val­ued house that the faded cour­age of Tonker flickered up, but to Nuth’s ex­per­i­enced sense it seemed too si­lent; and all the while there was that look in the sky that was worse than a spoken doom, so that Nuth, as is of­ten the case when men are in doubt, had leis­ure to fear the worst. Nev­er­the­less he did not aban­don the busi­ness, but sent the likely lad with the in­stru­ments of his trade by means of the lad­der to the old green case­ment. And the mo­ment that Tonker touched the withered boards, the si­lence that, though omin­ous, was earthly, be­came un­earthly like the touch of a ghoul. And Tonker heard his breath of­fend­ing against that si­lence, and his heart was like mad drums in a night at­tack, and a string of one of his san­dals went tap on a rung of a lad­der, and the leaves of the forest were mute, and the breeze of the night was still; and Tonker prayed that a mouse or a mole might make any noise at all, but not a creature stirred, even Nuth was still. And then and there, while yet he was un­dis­covered, the likely lad made up his mind, as he should have done long be­fore, to leave those co­lossal em­er­alds where they were and have noth­ing fur­ther to do with the lean, high house of the gnoles, but to quit this sin­is­ter wood in the nick of time and re­tire from busi­ness at once and buy a place in the coun­try. Then he des­cen­ded softly and beckoned to Nuth. But the gnoles had watched him through knav­ish holes that they bore in trunks of the trees, and the un­earthly si­lence gave way, as it were with a grace, to the rap­id screams of Tonker as they picked him up from be­hind—screams that came faster and faster un­til they were in­co­her­ent. And where they took him it is not good to ask, and what they did with him I shall not say.

			Nuth looked on for a while from the corner of the house with a mild sur­prise on his face as he rubbed his chin, for the trick of the holes in the trees was new to him; then he stole nimbly away through the dread­ful wood.

			“And did they catch Nuth?” you ask me, gentle read­er.

			“Oh, no, my child” (for such a ques­tion is child­ish). “Nobody ever catches Nuth.”
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			How One Came, as Was Foretold, to the City of Never

			The child that played about the ter­races and gar­dens in sight of the Sur­rey hills nev­er knew that it was he that should come to the Ul­ti­mate City, nev­er knew that he should see the Un­der Pits, the bar­bicans and the holy min­arets of the migh­ti­est city known. I think of him now as a child with a little red wa­ter­ing-can go­ing about the gar­dens on a sum­mer’s day that lit the warm south coun­try, his ima­gin­a­tion de­lighted with all tales of quite little ad­ven­tures, and all the while there was re­served for him that feat at which men won­der.

			Look­ing in oth­er dir­ec­tions, away from the Sur­rey hills, through all his in­fancy he saw that pre­cip­ice that, wall above wall and moun­tain above moun­tain, stands at the edge of the World, and in per­petu­al twi­light alone with the Moon and the Sun holds up the in­con­ceiv­able City of Nev­er. To tread its streets he was destined; proph­ecy knew it. He had the ma­gic hal­ter, and a worn old rope it was; an old way­far­ing wo­man had giv­en it to him: it had the power to hold any an­im­al whose race had nev­er known cap­tiv­ity, such as the uni­corn, the hip­pogriff Pe­gas­us, dragons and wyverns; but with a li­on, gir­affe, camel or horse it was use­less.

			How of­ten we have seen that City of Nev­er, that mar­vel of the Na­tions! Not when it is night in the World, and we can see no fur­ther than the stars; not when the sun is shin­ing where we dwell, dazzling our eyes; but when the sun has set on some stormy days, all at once re­pent­ant at even­ing, and those glit­ter­ing cliffs re­veal them­selves which we al­most take to be clouds, and it is twi­light with us as it is forever with them, then on their gleam­ing sum­mits we see those golden domes that over­peer the edges of the World and seem to dance with dig­nity and calm in that gentle light of even­ing that is Won­der’s nat­ive haunt. Then does the City of Nev­er, un­vis­ited and afar, look long at her sis­ter the World.

			It had been proph­ecied that he should come there. They knew it when the pebbles were be­ing made and be­fore the isles of cor­al were giv­en un­to the sea. And thus the proph­ecy came un­to ful­fil­ment and passed in­to his­tory, and so at length to Ob­li­vi­on, out of which I drag it as it goes float­ing by, in­to which I shall one day tumble. The hip­pogriffs dance be­fore dawn in the up­per air; long be­fore sun­rise flashes upon our lawns they go to glit­ter in light that has not yet come to the World, and as the dawn works up from the ragged hills and the stars feel it they go slant­ing earth­wards, till sun­light touches the tops of the tallest trees, and the hip­pogriffs alight with a rattle of quills and fold their wings and gal­lop and gam­bol away till they come to some pros­per­ous, wealthy, de­test­able town, and they leap at once from the fields and soar away from the sight of it, pur­sued by the hor­rible smoke of it un­til they come again to the pure blue air.

			He whom proph­ecy had named from of old to come to the City of Nev­er, went down one mid­night with his ma­gic hal­ter to a lakeside where the hip­pogriffs alighted at dawn, for the turf was soft there and they could gal­lop far be­fore they came to a town, and there he waited hid­den near their hoof­marks. And the stars paled a little and grew in­dis­tinct; but there was no oth­er sign as yet of the dawn, when there ap­peared far up in the deeps of the night two little saf­fron specks, then four and five: it was the hip­pogriffs dan­cing and twirl­ing around in the sun. An­oth­er flock joined them, there were twelve of them now; they danced there, flash­ing their col­ours back to the sun, they des­cen­ded in wide curves slowly; trees down on earth re­vealed against the sky, jet-black each del­ic­ate twig; a star dis­ap­peared from a cluster, now an­oth­er; and dawn came on like mu­sic, like a new song. Ducks shot by to the lake from still dark fields of corn, far voices uttered, a col­our grew upon wa­ter, and still the hip­pogriffs glor­ied in the light, rev­el­ling up in the sky; but when pi­geons stirred on the branches and the first small bird was abroad, and little coots from the rushes ven­tured to peer about, then there came down on a sud­den with a thun­der of feath­ers the hip­pogriffs, and, as they landed from their ce­les­ti­al heights all bathed with the day’s first sun­light, the man whose des­tiny it was as from of old to come to the City of Nev­er, sprang up and caught the last with the ma­gic hal­ter. It plunged, but could not es­cape it, for the hip­pogriffs are of the un­cap­tured races, and ma­gic has power over the ma­gic­al, so the man moun­ted it, and it soared again for the heights whence it had come, as a wounded beast goes home. But when they came to the heights that ven­tur­ous rider saw huge and fair to the left of him the destined City of Nev­er, and he be­held the towers of Lel and Lek, Neerib and Akat­hooma, and the cliffs of Tolden­ar­ba a-glisten­ing in the twi­light like an ala­baster statue of the Even­ing. To­wards them he wrenched the hal­ter, to­wards Tolden­ar­ba and the Un­der Pits; the wings of the hip­pogriff roared as the hal­ter turned him. Of the Un­der Pits who shall tell? Their mys­tery is secret. It is held by some that they are the sources of night, and that dark­ness pours from them at even­ing upon the world; while oth­ers hint that know­ledge of these might undo our civil­iz­a­tion.

			There watched him cease­lessly from the Un­der Pits those eyes whose duty it is; from fur­ther with­in and deep­er, the bats that dwell there arose when they saw the sur­prise in the eyes; the sen­tinels on the bul­warks be­held that stream of bats and lif­ted up their spears as it were for war. Nev­er­the­less when they per­ceived that that war for which they watched was not now come upon them, they lowered their spears and suffered him to enter, and he passed whirr­ing through the earth­ward gate­way. Even so he came, as fore­told, to the City of Nev­er perched upon Tolden­ar­ba, and saw late twi­light on those pin­nacles that know no oth­er light. All the domes were of cop­per, but the spires on their sum­mits were gold. Little steps of onyx ran all this way and that. With cobbled agates were its streets a glory. Through small square panes of rose-quartz the cit­izens looked from their houses. To them as they looked abroad the World far-off seemed happy. Clad though that city was in one robe al­ways, in twi­light, yet was its beauty worthy of even so lovely a won­der: city and twi­light were both peer­less but for each oth­er. Built of a stone un­known in the world we tread were its bas­tions, quar­ried we know not where, but called by the gnomes abyx, it so flashed back to the twi­light its glor­ies, col­our for col­our, that none can say of them where their bound­ary is, and which the etern­al twi­light, and which the City of Nev­er; they are the twin-born chil­dren, the fairest daugh­ters of Won­der. Time had been there, but not to work de­struc­tion; he had turned to a fair, pale green the domes that were made of cop­per, the rest he had left un­touched, even he, the des­troy­er of cit­ies, by what bribe I know not aver­ted. Nev­er­the­less they of­ten wept in Nev­er for change and passing away, mourn­ing cata­strophes in oth­er worlds, and they built temples some­times to ruined stars that had fallen flam­ing down from the Milky Way, giv­ing them wor­ship still when by us long since for­got­ten. Oth­er temples they have—who knows to what di­vin­it­ies?

			And he that was destined alone of men to come to the City of Nev­er was well con­tent to be­hold it as he trot­ted down its agate street, with the wings of his hip­pogriff furled, see­ing at either side of him mar­vel on mar­vel of which even China is ig­nor­ant. Then as he neared the city’s fur­ther ram­part by which no in­hab­it­ant stirred, and looked in a dir­ec­tion to which no houses faced with any rose-pink win­dows, he sud­denly saw far-off, dwarf­ing the moun­tains, an even great­er city. Wheth­er that city was built upon the twi­light or wheth­er it rose from the coasts of some oth­er world he did not know. He saw it dom­in­ate the City of Nev­er, and strove to reach it; but at this un­meas­ured home of un­known co­lossi the hip­pogriff shied frantic­ally, and neither the ma­gic hal­ter nor any­thing that he did could make the mon­ster face it. At last, from the City of Nev­er’s lonely out­skirts where no in­hab­it­ants walked, the rider turned slowly earth­ward. He knew now why all the win­dows faced this way—the den­iz­ens of the twi­light gazed at the world and not at a great­er than them. Then from the last step of the earth­ward stair­way, like lead past the Un­der Pits and down the glit­ter­ing face of Tolden­ar­ba, down from the over­shad­owed glor­ies of the gold-tipped City of Nev­er and out of per­petu­al twi­light, swooped the man on his winged mon­ster: the wind that slept at the time leaped up like a dog at their on­rush, it uttered a cry and ran past them. Down on the World it was morn­ing; night was roam­ing away with his cloak trailed be­hind him, white mists turned over and over as he went, the orb was grey but it glittered, lights blinked sur­pris­ingly in early win­dows, forth over wet, dim fields went cows from their houses: even in this hour touched the fields again the feet of the hip­pogriff. And the mo­ment that the man dis­moun­ted and took off his ma­gic hal­ter the hip­pogriff flew slant­ing away with a whirr, go­ing back to some airy dan­cing-place of his people.

			And he that sur­moun­ted glit­ter­ing Tolden­ar­ba and came alone of men to the City of Nev­er has his name and his fame among na­tions; but he and the people of that twi­lit city well know two things un­guessed by oth­er men, they that there is an­oth­er city fairer than theirs, and he—a deed un­ac­com­plished.
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			The Coronation of Mr. Thomas Shap

			It was the oc­cu­pa­tion of Mr. Thomas Shap to per­suade cus­tom­ers that the goods were genu­ine and of an ex­cel­lent qual­ity, and that as re­gards the price their un­spoken will was con­sul­ted. And in or­der to carry on this oc­cu­pa­tion he went by train very early every morn­ing some few miles near­er to the City from the sub­urb in which he slept. This was the use to which he put his life.

			From the mo­ment when he first per­ceived (not as one reads a thing in a book, but as truths are re­vealed to one’s in­stinct) the very beast­li­ness of his oc­cu­pa­tion, and of the house that he slept in, its shape, make and pre­ten­sions, and even of the clothes that he wore; from that mo­ment he with­drew his dreams from it, his fan­cies, his am­bi­tions, everything in fact ex­cept that pon­der­able Mr. Shap that dressed in a frock-coat, bought tick­ets and handled money and could in turn be handled by the stat­ist­i­cian. The priest’s share in Mr. Shap, the share of the poet, nev­er caught the early train to the City at all.

			He used to take little flights of fancy at first, dwelt all day in his dreamy way on fields and rivers ly­ing in the sun­light where it strikes the world more bril­liantly fur­ther South. And then he began to ima­gine but­ter­flies there; after that, silken people and the temples they built to their gods.

			They no­ticed that he was si­lent, and even ab­sent at times, but they found no fault with his be­ha­viour with cus­tom­ers, to whom he re­mained as plaus­ible as of old. So he dreamed for a year, and his fancy gained strength as he dreamed. He still read half­penny pa­pers in the train, still dis­cussed the passing day’s eph­em­er­al top­ic, still voted at elec­tions, though he no longer did these things with the whole Shap—his soul was no longer in them.

			He had had a pleas­ant year, his ima­gin­a­tion was all new to him still, and it had of­ten dis­covered beau­ti­ful things away where it went, south­east at the edge of the twi­light. And he had a mat­ter-of-fact and lo­gic­al mind, so that he of­ten said, “Why should I pay my two­pence at the elec­tric theatre when I can see all sorts of things quite eas­ily without?” Whatever he did was lo­gic­al be­fore any­thing else, and those that knew him al­ways spoke of Shap as “a sound, sane, level­headed man.”

			On far the most im­port­ant day of his life he went as usu­al to town by the early train to sell plaus­ible art­icles to cus­tom­ers, while the spir­itu­al Shap roamed off to fanci­ful lands. As he walked from the sta­tion, dreamy but wide awake, it sud­denly struck him that the real Shap was not the one walk­ing to Busi­ness in black and ugly clothes, but he who roamed along a jungle’s edge near the ram­parts of an old and East­ern city that rose up sheer from the sand, and against which the desert lapped with one etern­al wave. He used to fancy the name of that city was Larkar. “After all, the fancy is as real as the body,” he said with per­fect lo­gic. It was a dan­ger­ous the­ory.

			For that oth­er life that he led he real­ized, as in Busi­ness, the im­port­ance and value of meth­od. He did not let his fancy roam too far un­til it per­fectly knew its first sur­round­ings. Par­tic­u­larly he avoided the jungle—he was not afraid to meet a ti­ger there (after all it was not real), but stranger things might crouch there. Slowly he built up Larkar: ram­part by ram­part, towers for arch­ers, gate­way of brass, and all. And then one day he ar­gued, and quite rightly, that all the silk-clad people in its streets, their camels, their wares that came from Inkus­tahn, the city it­self, were all the things of his will—and then he made him­self King. He smiled after that when people did not raise their hats to him in the street, as he walked from the sta­tion to Busi­ness; but he was suf­fi­ciently prac­tic­al to re­cog­nize that it was bet­ter not to talk of this to those that only knew him as Mr. Shap.

			Now that he was King in the city of Larkar and in all the desert that lay to the East and North he sent his fancy to wander fur­ther afield. He took the re­gi­ments of his camel-guards and went jingling out of Larkar, with little sil­ver bells un­der the camels’ chins, and came to oth­er cit­ies far-off on the yel­low sand, with clear white walls and towers, up­lift­ing them­selves in the sun. Through their gates he passed with his three silken re­gi­ments, the light-blue re­gi­ment of the camel-guards be­ing upon his right and the green re­gi­ment rid­ing at his left, the lilac re­gi­ment go­ing on be­fore. When he had gone through the streets of any city and ob­served the ways of its people, and had seen the way that the sun­light struck its towers, he would pro­claim him­self King there, and then ride on in fancy. So he passed from city to city and from land to land. Clear-sighted though Mr. Shap was, I think he over­looked the lust of ag­grand­ize­ment to which kings have so of­ten been vic­tims; and so it was that when the first few cit­ies had opened their gleam­ing gates and he saw peoples pros­trate be­fore his camel, and spear­men cheer­ing along count­less bal­conies, and priests come out to do him rev­er­ence, he that had nev­er had even the lowli­est au­thor­ity in the fa­mil­i­ar world be­came un­wisely in­sa­ti­ate. He let his fancy ride at in­or­din­ate speed, he for­sook meth­od, scarce was he king of a land but he yearned to ex­tend his bor­ders; so he jour­neyed deep­er and deep­er in­to the wholly un­known. The con­cen­tra­tion that he gave to this in­or­din­ate pro­gress through coun­tries of which his­tory is ig­nor­ant and cit­ies so fant­ast­ic in their bul­warks that, though their in­hab­it­ants were hu­man, yet the foe that they feared seemed some­thing less or more; the amazement with which he be­held gates and towers un­known even to art, and furt­ive people throng­ing in­tric­ate ways to ac­claim him as their sov­er­eign—all these things began to af­fect his ca­pa­city for Busi­ness. He knew as well as any that his fancy could not rule these beau­ti­ful lands un­less that oth­er Shap, how­ever un­im­port­ant, were well sheltered and fed: and shel­ter and food meant money, and money, Busi­ness. His was more like the mis­take of some gam­bler with cun­ning schemes who over­looks hu­man greed. One day his fancy, rid­ing in the morn­ing, came to a city gor­geous as the sun­rise, in whose opales­cent wall were gates of gold, so huge that a river poured between the bars, float­ing in, when the gates were opened, large galle­ons un­der sail. Thence there came dan­cing out a com­pany with in­stru­ments, and made a melody all around the wall; that morn­ing Mr. Shap, the bod­ily Shap in Lon­don, for­got the train to town.

			Un­til a year ago he had nev­er ima­gined at all; it is not to be wondered at that all these things now newly seen by his fancy should play tricks at first with the memory of even so sane a man. He gave up read­ing the pa­pers al­to­geth­er, he lost all in­terest in polit­ics, he cared less and less for things that were go­ing on around him. This un­for­tu­nate miss­ing of the morn­ing train even oc­curred again, and the firm spoke to him severely about it. But he had his con­sol­a­tion. Were not Ará­thrion and Ar­gun Zeerith and all the level coasts of Oora his? And even as the firm found fault with him his fancy watched the yaks on weary jour­neys, slow specks against the snow­fields, bring­ing trib­ute; and saw the green eyes of the moun­tain men who had looked at him strangely in the city of Nith when he had entered it by the desert door. Yet his lo­gic did not for­sake him; he knew well that his strange sub­jects did not ex­ist, but he was prouder of hav­ing cre­ated them with his brain, than merely of rul­ing them only; thus in his pride he felt him­self some­thing more great than a king, he did not dare to think what! He went in­to the temple of the city of Zorra and stood some time there alone: all the priests kneeled to him when he came away.

			He cared less and less for the things we care about, for the af­fairs of Shap, the busi­ness­man in Lon­don. He began to des­pise the man with a roy­al con­tempt.

			One day when he sat in Sowla, the city of the Thuls, throned on one amethyst, he de­cided, and it was pro­claimed on the mo­ment by sil­ver trum­pets all along the land, that he would be crowned as king over all the lands of Won­der.

			By that old temple where the Thuls were wor­shipped, year in, year out, for over a thou­sand years, they pitched pa­vil­ions in the open air. The trees that blew there threw out ra­di­ant scents un­known in any coun­tries that know the map; the stars blazed fiercely for that fam­ous oc­ca­sion. A foun­tain hurled up, clat­ter­ing, cease­lessly in­to the air arm­fuls on arm­fuls of dia­monds. A deep hush waited for the golden trum­pets, the holy coron­a­tion night was come. At the top of those old, worn steps, go­ing down we know not whith­er, stood the king in the em­er­ald-and-amethyst cloak, the an­cient garb of the Thuls; be­side him lay that Sphinx that for the last few weeks had ad­vised him in his af­fairs.

			Slowly, with mu­sic when the trum­pets soun­ded, came up to­wards him from we know not where, one-hun­dred-and-twenty arch­bish­ops, twenty an­gels and two archangels, with that ter­rif­ic crown, the dia­dem of the Thuls. They knew as they came up to him that pro­mo­tion awaited them all be­cause of this night’s work. Si­lent, majest­ic, the king awaited them.

			The doc­tors down­stairs were sit­ting over their sup­per, the ward­ers softly slipped from room to room, and when in that cosy dorm­it­ory of Han­well they saw the king still stand­ing erect and roy­al, his face res­ol­ute, they came up to him and ad­dressed him:

			“Go to bed,” they said—“pretty bed.” So he lay down and soon was fast asleep: the great day was over.
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			Chu-bu and Sheemish

			It was the cus­tom on Tues­days in the temple of Chu-bu for the priests to enter at even­ing and chant, “There is none but Chu-bu.”

			And all the people re­joiced and cried out, “There is none but Chu-bu.” And honey was offered to Chu-bu, and maize and fat. Thus was he mag­ni­fied.

			Chu-bu was an idol of some an­tiquity, as may be seen from the col­our of the wood. He had been carved out of ma­hogany, and after he was carved he had been pol­ished. Then they had set him up on the di­or­ite ped­es­tal with the bra­zi­er in front of it for burn­ing spices and the flat gold plates for fat. Thus they wor­shipped Chu-bu.

			He must have been there for over a hun­dred years when one day the priests came in with an­oth­er idol in­to the temple of Chu-bu, and set it up on a ped­es­tal near Chu-bu’s and sang, “There is also Sheem­ish.”

			And all the people re­joiced and cried out, “There is also Sheem­ish.”

			Sheem­ish was palp­ably a mod­ern idol, and al­though the wood was stained with a dark-red dye, you could see that he had only just been carved. And honey was offered to Sheem­ish as well as Chu-bu, and also maize and fat.

			The fury of Chu-bu knew no time-lim­it: he was furi­ous all that night, and next day he was furi­ous still. The situ­ation called for im­me­di­ate mir­acles. To dev­ast­ate the city with a pes­ti­lence and kill all his priests was scarcely with­in his power, there­fore he wisely con­cen­trated such di­vine powers as he had in com­mand­ing a little earth­quake. “Thus,” thought Chu-bu, “will I re­as­sert my­self as the only god, and men shall spit upon Sheem­ish.”

			Chu-bu willed it and willed it and still no earth­quake came, when sud­denly he was aware that the hated Sheem­ish was dar­ing to at­tempt a mir­acle too. He ceased to busy him­self about the earth­quake and listened, or shall I say felt, for what Sheem­ish was think­ing; for gods are aware of what passes in the mind by a sense that is oth­er than any of our five. Sheem­ish was try­ing to make an earth­quake too.

			The new god’s motive was prob­ably to as­sert him­self. I doubt if Chu-bu un­der­stood or cared for his motive; it was suf­fi­cient for an idol already aflame with jeal­ousy that his de­test­able rival was on the verge of a mir­acle. All the power of Chu-bu veered round at once and set dead against an earth­quake, even a little one. It was thus in the temple of Chu-bu for some time, and then no earth­quake came.

			To be a god and to fail to achieve a mir­acle is a des­pair­ing sen­sa­tion; it is as though among men one should de­term­ine upon a hearty sneeze and as though no sneeze should come; it is as though one should try to swim in heavy boots or re­mem­ber a name that is ut­terly for­got­ten: all these pains were Sheem­ish’s.

			And upon Tues­day the priests came in, and the people, and they did wor­ship Chu-bu and offered fat to him, say­ing, “O Chu-bu who made everything,” and then the priests sang, “There is also Sheem­ish”; and Chu-bu was put to shame and spake not for three days.

			Now there were holy birds in the temple of Chu-bu, and when the third day was come and the night there­of, it was as it were re­vealed to the mind of Chu-bu, that there was dirt upon the head of Sheem­ish.

			And Chu-bu spake un­to Sheem­ish as speak the gods, mov­ing no lips nor yet dis­turb­ing the si­lence, say­ing, “There is dirt upon thy head, O Sheem­ish.” All night long he muttered again and again, “there is dirt upon Sheem­ish’s head.” And when it was dawn and voices were heard far off, Chu-bu be­came ex­ult­ant with Earth’s awaken­ing things, and cried out till the sun was high, “Dirt, dirt, dirt, upon the head of Sheem­ish,” and at noon he said, “So Sheem­ish would be a god.” Thus was Sheem­ish con­foun­ded.

			And with Tues­day one came and washed his head with rose­wa­ter, and he was wor­shipped again when they sang “There is also Sheem­ish.” And yet was Chu-bu con­tent, for he said, “The head of Sheem­ish has been de­filed,” and again, “His head was de­filed, it is enough.” And one even­ing lo! there was dirt on the head of Chu-bu also, and the thing was per­ceived of Sheem­ish.

			It is not with the gods as it is with men. We are angry one with an­oth­er and turn from our an­ger again, but the wrath of the gods is en­dur­ing. Chu-bu re­membered and Sheem­ish did not for­get. They spake as we do not speak, in si­lence yet heard of each oth­er, nor were their thoughts as our thoughts. We should not judge them merely by hu­man stand­ards. All night long they spake and all night said these words only: “Dirty Chu-bu,” “Dirty Sheem­ish.” “Dirty Chu-bu,” “Dirty Sheem­ish,” all night long. Their wrath had not tired at dawn, and neither had wear­ied of his ac­cus­a­tion. And gradu­ally Chu-bu came to real­ize that he was noth­ing more than the equal of Sheem­ish. All gods are jeal­ous, but this equal­ity with the up­start Sheem­ish, a thing of painted wood a hun­dred years new­er than Chu-bu, and this wor­ship giv­en to Sheem­ish in Chu-bu’s own temple, were par­tic­u­larly bit­ter. Chu-bu was jeal­ous even for a god; and when Tues­day came again, the third day of Sheem­ish’s wor­ship, Chu-bu could bear it no longer. He felt that his an­ger must be re­vealed at all costs, and he re­turned with all the vehe­mence of his will to achiev­ing a little earth­quake. The wor­ship­pers had just gone from his temple when Chu-bu settled his will to at­tain this mir­acle. Now and then his med­it­a­tions were dis­turbed by that now fa­mil­i­ar dictum, “Dirty Chu-bu,” but Chu-bu willed fe­ro­ciously, not even stop­ping to say what he longed to say and had already said nine hun­dred times, and presently even these in­ter­rup­tions ceased.

			They ceased be­cause Sheem­ish had re­turned to a pro­ject that he had nev­er def­in­itely aban­doned, the de­sire to as­sert him­self and ex­alt him­self over Chu-bu by per­form­ing a mir­acle, and the dis­trict be­ing vol­can­ic he had chosen a little earth­quake as the mir­acle most eas­ily ac­com­plished by a small god.

			Now an earth­quake that is com­manded by two gods has double the chance of ful­fil­ment than when it is willed by one, and an in­cal­cul­ably great­er chance than when two gods are pulling dif­fer­ent ways; as, to take the case of older and great­er gods, when the sun and the moon pull in the same dir­ec­tion we have the biggest tides.

			Chu-bu knew noth­ing of the the­ory of tides, and was too much oc­cu­pied with his mir­acle to no­tice what Sheem­ish was do­ing. And sud­denly the mir­acle was an ac­com­plished thing.

			It was a very loc­al earth­quake, for there are oth­er gods than Chu-bu or even Sheem­ish, and it was only a little one as the gods had willed, but it loosened some mono­liths in a colon­nade that sup­por­ted one side of the temple and the whole of one wall fell in, and the low huts of the people of that city were shaken a little and some of their doors were jammed so that they would not open; it was enough, and for a mo­ment it seemed that it was all; neither Chu-bu nor Sheem­ish com­manded there should be more, but they had set in mo­tion an old law older than Chu-bu, the law of grav­ity that that colon­nade had held back for a hun­dred years, and the temple of Chu-bu quivered and then stood still, swayed once and was over­thrown, on the heads of Chu-bu and Sheem­ish.

			No one re­built it, for nobody dared to near such ter­rible gods. Some said that Chu-bu wrought the mir­acle, but some said Sheem­ish, and there­of schism was born. The weakly ami­able, alarmed by the bit­ter­ness of rival sects, sought com­prom­ise and said that both had wrought it, but no one guessed the truth that the thing was done in rivalry.

			And a say­ing arose, and both sects held this be­lief in com­mon, that whoso toucheth Chu-bu shall die or whoso looketh upon Sheem­ish.

			That is how Chu-bu came in­to my pos­ses­sion when I trav­elled once bey­ond the hills of Ting. I found him in the fallen temple of Chu-bu with his hands and toes stick­ing up out of the rub­bish, ly­ing upon his back, and in that at­ti­tude just as I found him I keep him to this day on my mantlepiece, as he is less li­able to be up­set that way. Sheem­ish was broken, so I left him where he was.

			And there is some­thing so help­less about Chu-bu with his fat hands stuck up in the air that some­times I am moved out of com­pas­sion to bow down to him and pray, say­ing, “O Chu-bu, thou that made everything, help thy ser­vant.”

			Chu-bu can­not do much, though once I am sure that at a game of bridge he sent me the ace of trumps after I had not held a card worth hav­ing for the whole of the even­ing. And chance alone could have done as much as that for me. But I do not tell this to Chu-bu.

		
	
		
			The Wonderful Window

			The old man in the Ori­ent­al-look­ing robe was be­ing moved on by the po­lice, and it was this that at­trac­ted to him and the par­cel un­der his arm the at­ten­tion of Mr. Slad­den, whose live­li­hood was earned in the em­pori­um of Messrs. Mer­gin and Chater, that is to say in their es­tab­lish­ment.

			Mr. Slad­den had the repu­ta­tion of be­ing the sil­li­est young man in Busi­ness; a touch of ro­mance—a mere sug­ges­tion of it—would send his eyes gaz­ing away as though the walls of the em­pori­um were of gos­samer and Lon­don it­self a myth, in­stead of at­tend­ing to cus­tom­ers.

			Merely the fact that the dirty piece of pa­per that wrapped the old man’s par­cel was covered with Ar­ab­ic writ­ing was enough to give Mr. Slad­den the idea of ro­mance, and he fol­lowed un­til the little crowd fell off and the stranger stopped by the kerb and un­wrapped his par­cel and pre­pared to sell the thing that was in­side it. It was a little win­dow in old wood with small panes set in lead; it was not much more than a foot in breadth and was un­der two feet long. Mr. Slad­den had nev­er be­fore seen a win­dow sold in the street, so he asked the price of it.

			“Its price is all you pos­sess,” said the old man.

			“Where did you get it?” said Mr. Slad­den, for it was a strange win­dow.

			“I gave all that I pos­sessed for it in the streets of Bagh­dad.”

			“Did you pos­sess much?” said Mr. Slad­den.

			“I had all that I wanted,” he said, “ex­cept this win­dow.”

			“It must be a good win­dow,” said the young man.

			“It is a ma­gic­al win­dow,” said the old one.

			“I have only ten shil­lings on me, but I have fif­teen-and-six at home.”

			The old man thought for a while.

			“Then twenty-five-and-six­pence is the price of the win­dow,” he said.

			It was only when the bar­gain was com­pleted and the ten shil­lings paid and the strange old man was com­ing for his fif­teen-and-six and to fit the ma­gic­al win­dow in­to his only room that it oc­curred to Mr. Slad­den’s mind that he did not want a win­dow. And then they were at the door of the house in which he ren­ted a room, and it seemed too late to ex­plain.

			The stranger de­man­ded pri­vacy when he fit­ted up the win­dow, so Mr. Slad­den re­mained out­side the door at the top of a little flight of creaky stairs. He heard no sound of ham­mer­ing.

			And presently the strange old man came out with his faded yel­low robe and his great beard, and his eyes on far-off places. “It is fin­ished,” he said, and he and the young man par­ted. And wheth­er he re­mained a spot of col­our and an ana­chron­ism in Lon­don, or wheth­er he ever came again to Bagh­dad, and what dark hands kept on the cir­cu­la­tion of his twenty-five-and-six, Mr. Slad­den nev­er knew.

			Mr. Slad­den entered the bare-boarded room in which he slept and spent all his in­door hours between clos­ing-time and the hour at which Messrs. Mer­gin and Chater com­menced. To the Penates of so dingy a room his neat frock-coat must have been a con­tinu­al won­der. Mr. Slad­den took it off and fol­ded it care­fully; and there was the old man’s win­dow rather high up in the wall. There had been no win­dow in that wall hitherto, nor any or­na­ment at all but a small cup­board, so when Mr. Slad­den had put his frock-coat safely away he glanced through his new win­dow. It was where his cup­board had been in which he kept his tea-things: they were all stand­ing on the table now. When Mr. Slad­den glanced through his new win­dow it was late in a sum­mer’s even­ing; the but­ter­flies some while ago would have closed their wings, though the bat would scarcely yet be drift­ing abroad—but this was in Lon­don: the shops were shut and street­lamps not yet lighted.

			Mr. Slad­den rubbed his eyes, then rubbed the win­dow, and still he saw a sky of blaz­ing blue, and far, far down be­neath him, so that no sound came up from it or smoke of chim­neys, a me­di­ev­al city set with towers; brown roofs and cobbled streets, and then white walls and but­tresses, and bey­ond them bright green fields and tiny streams. On the towers arch­ers lolled, and along the walls were pike­men, and now and then a wag­on went down some old-world street and lumbered through the gate­way and out to the coun­try, and now and then a wag­on drew up to the city from the mist that was rolling with even­ing over the fields. Some­times folks put their heads out of lat­tice win­dows, some­times some idle troubadour seemed to sing, and nobody hur­ried or troubled about any­thing. Airy and dizzy though the dis­tance was, for Mr. Slad­den seemed high­er above the city than any cathed­ral gar­goyle, yet one clear de­tail he ob­tained as a clue: the ban­ners float­ing from every tower over the idle arch­ers had little golden dragons all over a pure white field.

			He heard mo­tor­buses roar by his oth­er win­dow, he heard the news­boys howl­ing.

			Mr. Slad­den grew dream­i­er than ever after that on the premises, in the es­tab­lish­ment of Messrs. Mer­gin and Chater. But in one mat­ter he was wise and wake­ful: he made con­tinu­ous and care­ful in­quir­ies about the golden dragons on a white flag, and talked to no one of his won­der­ful win­dow. He came to know the flags of every king in Europe, he even dabbled in his­tory, he made in­quir­ies at shops that un­der­stood her­aldry, but nowhere could he learn any trace of little dragons or on a field ar­gent. And when it seemed that for him alone those golden dragons had fluttered he came to love them as an ex­ile in some desert might love the lilies of his home or as a sick man might love swal­lows when he can­not eas­ily live to an­oth­er spring.

			As soon as Messrs. Mer­gin and Chater closed, Mr. Slad­den used to go back to his dingy room and gaze though the won­der­ful win­dow un­til it grew dark in the city and the guard would go with a lan­tern round the ram­parts and the night came up like vel­vet, full of strange stars. An­oth­er clue he tried to ob­tain one night by jot­ting down the shapes of the con­stel­la­tions, but this led him no fur­ther, for they were un­like any that shone upon either hemi­sphere.

			Each day as soon as he woke he went first to the won­der­ful win­dow, and there was the city, di­min­ut­ive in the dis­tance, all shin­ing in the morn­ing, and the golden dragons dan­cing in the sun, and the arch­ers stretch­ing them­selves or swinging their arms on the tops of the windy towers. The win­dow would not open, so that he nev­er heard the songs that the troubadours sang down there be­neath the gil­ded bal­conies; he did not even hear the bel­fries’ chimes, though he saw the jack­daws routed every hour from their homes. And the first thing that he al­ways did was to cast his eye round all the little towers that rose up from the ram­parts to see that the little golden dragons were fly­ing there on their flags. And when he saw them flaunt­ing them­selves on white folds from every tower against the mar­velous deep blue of the sky he dressed con­ten­tedly, and, tak­ing one last look, went off to his work with a glory in his mind. It would have been dif­fi­cult for the cus­tom­ers of Messrs. Mer­gin and Chater to guess the pre­cise am­bi­tion of Mr. Slad­den as he walked be­fore them in his neat frock-coat: it was that he might be a man-at-arms or an arch­er in or­der to fight for the little golden dragons that flew on a white flag for an un­known king in an in­ac­cess­ible city. At first Mr. Slad­den used to walk round and round the mean street that he lived in, but he gained no clue from that; and soon he no­ticed that quite dif­fer­ent winds blew be­low his won­der­ful win­dow from those that blew on the oth­er side of the house.

			In Au­gust the even­ings began to grow short­er: this was the very re­mark that the oth­er em­ploy­ees made to him at the em­pori­um, so that he al­most feared that they sus­pec­ted his secret, and he had much less time for the won­der­ful win­dow, for lights were few down there and they blinked out early.

			One morn­ing late in Au­gust, just be­fore he went to Busi­ness, Mr. Slad­den saw a com­pany of pike­men run­ning down the cobbled road to­wards the gate­way of the me­di­ev­al city—Golden Dragon City he used to call it alone in his own mind, but he nev­er spoke of it to any­one. The next thing that he no­ticed was that the arch­ers were hand­ling round bundles of ar­rows in ad­di­tion to the quivers which they wore. Heads were thrust out of win­dows more than usu­al, a wo­man ran out and called some chil­dren in­doors, a knight rode down the street, and then more pike­men ap­peared along the walls, and all the jack­daws were in the air. In the street no troubadour sang. Mr. Slad­den took one look along the towers to see that the flags were fly­ing, and all the golden dragons were stream­ing in the wind. Then he had to go to Busi­ness. He took a bus back that even­ing and ran up­stairs. Noth­ing seemed to be hap­pen­ing in Golden Dragon City ex­cept a crowd in the cobbled street that led down to the gate­way; the arch­ers seemed to be re­clin­ing as usu­al lazily in their towers, and then a white flag went down with all its golden dragons; he did not see at first that all the arch­ers were dead. The crowd was pour­ing to­wards him, to­wards the pre­cip­it­ous wall from which he looked; men with a white flag covered with golden dragons were mov­ing back­wards slowly, men with an­oth­er flag were press­ing them, a flag on which there was one huge red bear. An­oth­er ban­ner went down upon a tower. Then he saw it all: the golden dragons were be­ing beaten—his little golden dragons. The men of the bear were com­ing un­der the win­dow; what ever he threw from that height would fall with ter­rif­ic force: fire-irons, coal, his clock, whatever he had—he would fight for his little golden dragons yet. A flame broke out from one of the towers and licked the feet of a re­clin­ing arch­er; he did not stir. And now the ali­en stand­ard was out of sight dir­ectly un­der­neath. Mr. Slad­den broke the panes of the won­der­ful win­dow and wrenched away with a poker the lead that held them. Just as the glass broke he saw a ban­ner covered with golden dragons flut­ter­ing still, and then as he drew back to hurl the poker there came to him the scent of mys­ter­i­ous spices, and there was noth­ing there, not even the day­light, for be­hind the frag­ments of the won­der­ful win­dow was noth­ing but that small cup­board in which he kept his tea-things.

			And though Mr. Slad­den is older now and knows more of the world, and even has a Busi­ness of his own, he has nev­er been able to buy such an­oth­er win­dow, and has not ever since, either from books or men, heard any ru­mour at all of Golden Dragon City.

		
	
		
			Epilogue

			Here the four­teenth Epis­ode of the Book of Won­der en­de­th and here the re­lat­ing of the Chron­icles of Little Ad­ven­tures at the Edge of the World. I take farewell of my read­ers. But it may be we shall even meet again, for it is still to be told how the gnomes robbed the fair­ies, and of the ven­geance that the fair­ies took, and how even the gods them­selves were troubled thereby in their sleep; and how the King of Ool in­sul­ted the troubadours, think­ing him­self safe among his scores of arch­ers and hun­dreds of hal­berdiers, and how the troubadours stole to his towers by night, and un­der his bat­tle­ments by the light of the moon made that king ri­dicu­lous forever in song. But for this I must first re­turn to the Edge of the World. Be­hold, the cara­vans start.
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