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verson 1.0

Concerning Nomes and Time

Nomes are small. On thewhole, smdl creaturesdon't live for along time. But perhapsthey do live fast.
Let meexplan.

One of the shortest-lived creatures on the planet Earth isthe adult common mayfly. It lastsfor one day.
Thelongest- living things are bristlecone pinetrees, at 4,700 years and still counting.

Thismay seem tough on mayflies. But the important thing is not how long your lifeis, but how long it
seems.

To amayfly, asingle hour May last aslong as a century. Perhaps old mayflies sit around complaining
about how lifethisminute isn't apatch on the good old. minutes of long ago, when the world was young
and the sun seemed so much brighter and larvae showed you a bit of respect. Whereas the trees, which
are not famous for their quick reactions, may just have time to notice the way the sky keepsflickering
before the dry rot and woodworm set in.

It sal asort of relativity. The faster you live, the more time Stretches out. To anome, ayear lasts aslong
asten years doesto ahuman Remember it Don't let it concern you They don't. They don’t even know.

Inthe beginning...

i anbsp; Therewasthe Site.

i. emwsp;  AndArnold Bros (est. 1905) Moved upon the face of the Site, and Saw that it
hed Potentid.

i.  embsp;  FOritwaslntheHigh Street.

iv.  enbsp;  Yea, it wasaso Handy for the Buses.

v.  emsp;  AndArnold Bros (est. 1905) said, Let there be a Store, And Let it be a Store
such asthe World has not Seen hitherto;

vi.  anbsp; Letthelength of it befrom Pamer Street even unto the Fish Market, and the
Width of It, from the High Street right back to Disragli Road,;

vi.  enpbsp;  Letit beHigheven Unto Five Storeys plus Basement, And bright with Lifts; let
there be the Eter-na Fires of the Boiler-Room in the sub-basement and, above al other
floors, let there be Customer Accountsto Order All Things;

viii.  enbsp; FOr thismust bewhat dl shal Know of Arnold Bros (est. 1905): All Things
Under One Roof. And it shall be called: the Store of Arnold Bros (est. 1905).

iX. &nbs p; And Thusit Was.

x. apsp;  AndArnold Bros (est. 1905) divided the Store into Departments, of
I[ronmongery, Corsetry, Modes and others After their Kind, and Created Humansto fill
them with All Thingssaying, Y ea, All ThingsAre Here. And Arnold Bros (est. 1905)
said, Let there be Lorries, and Let their Colours be Red and Gold, and Let them. Go
Forth so that All May Know Arnold Bros (est. 1905), By Appointment, ddlivers All
Things

Xi. anbsp;  Let there be Santa s Grottoes and Winter Sdles and Summer Bargains and
Back to School Week and AU Commoditiesin their Season;

xi.  anbsp; Andinto the Store came the Nomes, that it would be their Place, for Ever and
Ever.

From The Book of Nome, Basements VI-XI|
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Thisisthe story of the Going Home. Thisisthe story of the Critical Peth.

Thisisthe story of thelorry roaring through the deeping city and out into the country lanes, smashing
through street lamps and swinging from side to side and shattering shop windows and roll-ing to a halt
when the police chased it. And when the baffled men went back to their car to report Listen, will you,
listlen? Thereis't anyone driving it!, it became the Story of thelorry that started up again, rolled away
from the astonished men, and vanished into the night.

But the story didn’t end there.

It didn't start there, either.

The sky rained dismdl. It rained humdrum. It rained the kind of rain that is so much wetter than normal
rain, the kind of rain that comes down in big drops and splats, the kind of rain that is merely an upright
seawith dotsinit.

It rained atattoo on the old hamburger boxes and chip papersin the wire basket that was giving Masklin
atemporary hiding place.

Look at him. Wet. Cold. Extremely worried. And four inches high.

The waste-bin was usually agood hunting ground, even in winter. There were often afew cold chipsin
their wrapping, sometimes even a chicken bone. Once or twice there had been arat, too. It had been a
really good day when there had last been arat — it had kept them going for aweek. The trouble was
that you could get pretty fed up with rat by the third day. By the third mouthful, come to that.

Masklin scanned the lorry park.

And hereit came, right on time, crashing through the puddles and pulling up with ahiss of brakes.

He d watched thislorry arrive every Tuesday and Thursday morning for the last four weeks. He timed
the driver’ sstop carefully.

They had exactly three minutes. To someone the size of anome, that’s more than half an hour.

He scrambled down through the greasy paper, dropped out of the bottom of the bin, and ran for the
bushes at the edge of the park where Grimma and the old folk were waiting.

‘It shere!l” hesaid. ‘ Come on!’

They got to their feet, groaning and grumbling. He d taken them through this dozens of times. He knew it
wasn't any good shouting. They just got upset and confused, and then they’ d grumble some more. They
grumbled about cold chips, even when Grimmawarmed them up. They moaned abouit rat. He' d serioudy
thought about |leaving done, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. They needed him. They needed
someoneto grumble at.

But they weretoo dow. Hefdt like bursting into tears.

Heturned to Grimmainstead.

‘Comeon, hesad. ‘Givethem aprod, or some-thing. They’ll never get moving!’

She patted his hand.

‘They'refrightened,” shesaid. “You go on. I'll bring them out.’

There wasn't time to argue. Masklin ran back across the soaking mud of the park, undinging the rope
and grapnel. It had taken him aweek to make the hook, out of abit of wire teased off afence, and he'd
spent days practicing; he was dready swinging it around his head as he reached the lorry’ swhedl.

The hook caught the tarpaulin high above him at the second try. He tested it once or twice and then, his
feet scrabbling for agrip onthetire, pulled himsalf up.

He' d doneit before. Oh, he' d doneit three or four times. He scrambled under the heavy tarpaulin and
into the darkness beyond, pulling out more line and tying it astightly as possible around one of the ropes
that were asthick ashisarm.

Then he did back to the edge and, thank good-ness, Grimma was herding the old people acrossthe



gravel. He could hear them complaining about the puddies.

Masklin jumped up and down with impatience. It seemed to take hours. He explained it to them millions
of times, but people hadn’t been pulled up on to the backs of lorries when they were children and they
didn’t see why they should start now. Old Granny Morkie inssted that al the men look the other way so
that they wouldn't see up her sKirts, for example, and old Torrit whimpered so much that Masklin had to
lower him again so that Grimma could blindfold him. 1t wasn't so bad after he' d hauled thefirst few up,
because they were able to help on the rope, but time il stretched out.

He pulled Grimmaup last. Shewaslight. They weredl light, if it cameto that. Y ou didn't get rat every
day.

It was amazing. They were al on board. He' d worked with an ear cocked for the sound of foot-steps on
gravel and the damming of the driver’ sdoor, and it hadn’t happened.

‘Right,’ he said, shaking with the effort. ‘ That’ sit, then. Now if we just go—

‘| dropped the Thing,” said old Torrit. * The Thing. | dropped It, d' you see?| dropped it down by the
whedl when she was blindfoldin’ me. Y ou go and get it, boy.’

Masklin looked at him in horror. Then he poked his head out from under the tarpaulin and, yes, thereiit
was, far below. A tiny black cube on the ground.

TheThing.

It waslying in apuddle, dthough that wouldn’t affect it. Nothing touched the Thing. It wouldn’t even
burn.

And then he heard the sound of dow footsteps on the gravel.

‘Theré snotime,” hewhispered. ‘ Thereredly isno time’

‘We can't go without it, said Grimma. ‘ Of course we can. It' sjust a, athing. Wewon't need the
wretched object wherewe re going.’

Hefdt guilty as soon ashe' d said it, amazed at hisown lipsfor uttering such words. Grimma looked
horrified. Granny Morkie drew hersdf up to her full, quivering height.

‘May you beforgiven!” she barked. ‘What aterriblething to say! You tdl him, Torrit.” She nudged Torrit
intheribs

‘If weain't taking the Thing, | ain't going,” said Torrit sulkily. ‘It snot—'

‘That’ syour leader talkin’ to you,” interrupted Granny Morkie. * So you do what you'retold. Leaveit
behind, indeed! It wouldn't be decent. It wouldn’t be right. So you go and get it, thisminute’

Masklin stared wordlesdy down at the soaking mud and then, with a desperate motion, threw the line
over the edge and did down it.

It was raining harder now, with atouch of deet. The wind whipped a him as he dropped past the great
arc of thewhed and landed heavily in the puddle. He reached out and scooped up the Thing— And the
lorry started to move.

Firg there was aroar, so loud that it went beyond sound and became asolid wall of noise. Then there
wasablast of stinking air and avibration that shook the ground.

He pulled sharply on theline and yelled at them to pull him up, and redlized that even he couldn’t hear his
own voice. But Grimma or someone must have got the idea because, just asthe big whedl began to turn,
the rope tightened and hefdt hisfeet lifted off the mud.

He bounced and spun back and forth as, with painful downess, they pulled him past the whed!. It turned
only afew inchesaway from him, ablack, chilly blur, and dl the time the hammering sound battered at his
head.

I’m not scared, hetold himsalf. Thisis much worse than anything I’ ve ever faced, and it’ s not frightening.
It stoo terrible to be frightening.

Hefdt asthough hewasin atiny, warm cocoon, away from al the noise and thewind. I’'m going to die,
he thought, just because of this Thing which has never helped us at dl, something that’ sjust alump of
stuff, and now I’m going to die and go to the Heavens. | wonder if old Torrit isright about what happens
when you die? It ssems abit severe to haveto dieto find out. I’ ve looked at the sky every night for years
and I’ ve never seen any nomes up there...

But it didn’t redly matter, it was al outside him, it wasn't rel— Hands reached down and caught him



under the arms and dragged him into the booming space under the tarpaulin and, with some difficulty,
prised the Thing out of hisgrip.

Behind the peeding lorry fresh curtains of grey rain dragged across the empty fields.

And, across the whole country, there were no more nomes.

There had been plenty of them, in the dayswhen it didn’t seem to rain so much. Masklin could remember
at least forty. But then the motorway had come; the stream was put in pipes under-ground, and the
nearest hedges were grubbed up. Nomes had aways lived in the corners of the world, and suddenly
there weren't too many corners any more.

The numbers started going down. A lot of thiswas due to natura causes, and when you' re four inches
high natural causes can be anything with teeth and speed and hunger. Then Pyrrince, who was by way of
being the most adventurous, led a desperate expedition across the carriageway one night, to investigate
the woods on the other side. They never came back. Some said it was hawks, some said it was alorry.
Some even said they’ d made it halfway and were marooned on the cen-tral reservation between endless
swishing linesof cars.

Then the cafe had been built, alittle further long the road. It had been a sort of improvement. It
depended how you looked at it. If cold leftover chips and scraps of grey chicken were food, then there
was suddenly enough for everyone.

And then it was spring, and Masklin looked around and found that there were just ten of them |eft, and
eight of those were too old to get about much. Old Torrit was nearly ten.

It had been adreadful summer. Grimma organ-ized those who could still get about into midnight raidson
the litter-bins, and Masklin tried to hunt.

Hunting by yoursdlf waslike dying ahbit a atime. Mogt of the things you were hunting were dso hunting
you. And even if you were lucky and made akill, how did you get it home? It had taken two days with
therat, including Stting out at night to fight off other creatures. Ten strong hunters could do anything —
rob bees negts, trgp mice, catch moles, anything but one hunter by himsdf, with no one to watch his
back in thelong grass, was smply the next medl for everything with talonsand claws.

To get enough to eat, you needed lots of healthy hunters. But to get lots of healthy hunters, you needed
enough to eet.

‘It bedl right in the autumn,” said Grimma, bandaging hisarm where astoat had caught it. ‘ Ther€'ll be
mushrooms and berries and nuts and everything.’

Well, there hadn’t been any mushrooms and it rained so much that most of the berries rotted before they
ripened. There were plenty of nuts, though. The nearest hazel tree was half aday’ sjourney away.
Masklin could carry adozen nutsif he smashed them out of their shells and dragged them back ina
paper bag from the bin. It took awhole day to do it, risking hawks all the way, and it was just enough
food for aday aswell.

And then the back of the burrow fdl in, because of dl therain. It was almost pleasant to get out, then. It
was better than listening to the grumbling about him not doing essentia repairs. Oh, and there wasthe
fire. Y ou needed afire at the burrow mouth, both for cooking and for keep-ing away night prowlers.
Granny Morkie went to deep one day and let it go out. Even she had the decency to be embarrassed.
When Masklin came back that night he looked at the heap of dead ashes for along time and then stuck
his spear in the ground and burst out laughing, and went on laughing until he started to cry. He couldn’t
face the rest of them. He had to go and St outside where, presently, Grimmabrought him ashdllful of
nettletea. Cold nettle tea

‘They’'redl very upset about it,” she volun-teered.

Masklin gave ahollow laugh. ‘Oh, yes, | cantdl,” hesaid, ‘I've heard them *Y ou ought to bring back
another fag-end, boy, I’ m right out of tobac-co,” and “We never have fish these days, you might find the
timeto go downto theriver,” and “ Sdf, sef, sdlf, that’ sal you young people think about, in my day—"
Grimmasighed. ‘ They do their best,” shesaid. ‘It' sjust that they don’t redize. There were hun-dreds of
uswhen they wereyoung.’

‘It sgoing to take daysto get that firelit,” said Masklin. They had a spectaclelens; it needed avery



sunny day to work.

He poked aimlesdy in the mud by hisfedt.

‘I’'ve had enough,” he said quietly, ‘I'm going to leave.!

‘But we need you!’

‘I need me, too. | mean, what kind of lifeisthis?

‘But they’ll dieif you go away!’

‘They’ll dieanyway,’” said Masklin.

‘That’ sawicked thing to say!’

‘Well, it’ strue. Everyone dies anyway. We |l die anyway. Look at you. Y ou spend your wholetime
washing and tidying up and cooking and chasing after them. Y ou’ re nearly three! It' s about time you had
alifeof your own.’

‘Granny Morkie was very kind to mewhen | wassmdl,” said Grimmadefensively. ‘You'll be old one
day.’

“Y ou think? And who will be working their fingersto the bone to look after me?

Masklin found himself getting angrier and angrier. He was certain hewasin theright. But it felt asif he
wasin thewrong, which made it worse.

He d thought about thisfor along time, and it had always left him feding angry and awkward. All the
clever ones and the bold ones and the brave ones had gone long ago, one way or the other. Good old
Masklin, they’d said, stout chap, you look after the old folk and we' Il be back before you know it, just
as soon aswe ve found a better place. Every time good old Masklin thought about this he got indignant
with them for going and with himsdlf for staying. He dways gavein, that was histrouble. He knew it.
Whatever he promised him- sdlf at the start, he aways took the way of least resstance.
Grimmawasglaring & him.

He shrugged.’

‘All right, dl right, so they can comewith us’ he said.

“Y ou know they won't go,” shesaid. ‘ They’retoo old. They all grew up round here. They likeit here’
‘They like it here when theré’ sus around to wait on them,” muttered Masklin.
They left it a that. There were nutsfor dinner. Masklin’shad amaggot init.

He went out afterwards and sat at the top of the bank with his chin in his hands, watching the motorway
agan.

It was astream of red and white lights. There were humans inside those boxes, going about whatever
mysterious bus ness humans spent their time on. They were dwaysin ahurry to get to it, whatever it was.
Hewas prepared to bet they didn’t eat rat. Humans had it really easy. They were big and dow, but they
didn’t haveto livein damp burrowswaiting for daft old women to let the fire go out. They never had
maggotsin their tea. They went wherever they wanted and they did whatever they liked. Thewhole
world belonged to them.
And dl night long they drove up and down in these little lorries with lights on. Didn’t they ever goto
deep? There must be hundreds of them.

He' d dreamt of leaving on alorry. They often stopped at the cafe. It would be easy.— well, fairly easy
—to find away on to one. They were clean and shiny, they had to go somewhere better than this. And
after dl, what was the dternative? They’ d never see winter through; here, and setting out acrossthefields
with the bad weather coming on didn’t bear thinking about.

Of course, he'd never doiit. Y ou never actudly did it, in the end. Y ou just dreamed about following those
swishing lights.

And above the rushing lights, the stars. Torrit said the stars were very important. Right a the moment,
Masklin didn’t agree. Y ou couldn’t eat them. They weren't even much good for seeing by. The stars
were pretty useless, when you thought about it...

Somebody screamed.

Masklin's body got to hisfeet dmost before his mind had even thought about it, and sped silently through



the scrubby bushes towards the burrow.

Where, its head entirely underground and its brush waving excitedly at the stars, was adog fox. He
recognized it. He' d had a couple of close shaveswith it in the past.

Somewhereinsde Masklin's head, the bit of him that wasreally him — old Torrit had alot to say about
thisbit was horrified to see him snatch up his spear, which was till in the ground where he had plunged it,
and stab thefox as hard as he could in ahind leg.

There was amuffled yelp and the animal struggled backwards, turning an evil, foaming

mask to itstormentor. Two bright yellow eyes focused on Masklin, who leaned panting on his spear. This
was one of thosetimeswhen time

itself dowed down and everything was sud-denly morered. Perhaps, if you knew you were going to
die, your senses crammed in as much detail asthey could whilethey il had the chance...

There wereflecks of blood around the creature’ smuzzle.

Masklin fet himsdaf become angry. It welled up inside him, like a huge bubble He didn’t-have much, and
thisgrinning thing was taking even that away from him.

Asthered tongue lolled out, he knew that he had two choices. He could run, or he could die. So he
attacked instead. The spear soared from hishand like abird, catching thefox in thelip. It screamed and
pawed at the wound, and Masklin was running, running across the dirt, propelled by the engine of his
anger, and then jumping and grabbing handfuls of rank red fur and hauling him-sdlf up the fox’ sflank to
land adtride its neck and drawing his stone knife and stabbing, stabbing, at everything that was wrong
with theworld...

Thefox screamed again and legpt away. If he was cagpable of thinking then Masklin would have known
that his knife wasn't doing much more than annoying the cresture, but it wasn't used to medsfighting
back with such fury and its only thought now wasto get away. It breasted the embankment and rushed
headlong down it, towards the lights of the motorway.

Masklin started to think again. The rushing of thetraffic filled his ears. He let go and threw himsdlf into the
long grass as the creature galloped out on to the asphalt.

Helanded heavily and rolled over, dl the breath knocked out of him.

But he remembered what happened next. It stayed in hismemory for along time, long after

he' d seen so many strange things that there redly should have been no room for it.
Thefox, asdill asagtauein aheadlight’s beam, snarled its defiance asit tried to outstare ten tons of
metal hurtling towardsit a seventy milesan hour.
There was abump, aswish, and darkness.

Masklin lay face down in the cool mossfor along time. Then, dreading what he was about to see, trying
not to imagineit, he pulled himsdf to hisfeet and plodded back towards whatever was left of hishome.
Grimmawas waiting at the burrow’ s mouth, holding atwig like aclub. She spun round and nearly
brained Masklin as he staggered out of the darkness and leaned against the bank. He stuck out aweary
hand and pushed the stick aside.

‘Wedidn't know where you' d gone,” she said, her voice on the edge of hysteria. ‘We just heard the
noise and there it was you should have been here and it got Mr Mert and Mrs Coom and it was dig-ging
at the—'

She stopped, and seemed to sag.

‘Yes, thank you,” said Masklin coldly, ‘I'm dl right, thank you very much.’

‘What what happened?

Heignored her, and trooped into the darkness of the burrow and lay down. He could hear the old ones
whispering as he sank into a deep, chilly deep.

| should have been here, he thought.
They depend on me.
We'regoing. All of us.

It had seemed a good idea, then.
It looked abit different, now.



Now the nomes clustered at one end of the great dark space insde the lorry. They were silent. There
wasn't any room to be noisy. Theroar of the enginefilled the air from edge to edge. Sometimesit would
falter, and start again. Occasiondly thewholelorry lurched.

Grimma crawled across the trembling floor.

‘How long isit going to take to get there? shesad.

‘Where? said Masklin.

‘Wherever we're going.’

‘l don't know.’

‘They’re hungry, you see’

They dwayswere. Masklin looked hopelesdy at the huddle of old ones. One or two of them were
watching him expectantly.

‘Thereisn’t anything | can do,” he said. ‘I’ m hungry too, but there' s nothing here. It'sempty.’

‘Granny Morkie gets very upset when she'smissed amedl,” said Grimma.

Masklin gave her along, blank stare. Then he crawled hisway to the group and sat down between Torrit
and the old woman.

He d never redly taked to them, he realized. When he was smdll they were giants who were no concern
of his, and then he' d been a hunter among hunters, and this year he d either been out looking for food or
deep in an exhausted deep. But he knew why Torrit was the leader of thetribe. It stood to reason, he
was the oldest nome. The oldest was aways leader, that way there couldn’t be any arguments. Not the
oldest woman, of course, because everyone knew this was unthinkable; even Granny Morkie was quite
firm about that. Which was abit odd, because she treated him like an idiot and Torrit never made a
decision without looking at her out of the corner of hiseye. Masklin sighed. He stared at his knees.
‘Look, | don't know how long—' he began.

‘Don’t you worry about me, boy,” said Granny Morkie, who seemed to have quite recovered. ‘Thisisal
rather excitin’, ain'tit?

‘But it might take ages,” said Masklin, ‘I didn’t know it was going to take thislong. It was just amad
idea...

She poked him with abony finger. “ Y oung man,” shesaid, ‘| wasdivein the Great Winter of 1986.
Terrible, that was. Y ou can't tel me anything about going hungry. Grimma sagood girl, but sheworries.’
‘But | don't even know wherewe' regoing!” Masklin burst out. ‘I’ m sorry!’

Torrit, who was stting with the Thing on his skinny knees, peered shortsightedly at him.

Wehavethe Thing,” hesaid. ‘It will show usthe Way, it will.’

Masklin nodded gloomily. Funny how Torrit dways knew what the Thing wanted. It wasjust ablack
square thing, but it had some very defi-nite ideas about the importance of regular meas and how you
should always listen to what the old folk said. It seemed to have an answer for every-thing.

‘ And where does this Way take us? said Masklin.

“Y ou knows that well enough. To the Heavens'’

‘Oh. Yes’ said Masklin. He glared at the Thing. He was pretty certain that it didn’t tell old Torrit
anything at al; he knew he had pretty good hear-ing, and he never heard it say anything. It never did
anything, it never moved. The only thing it ever did was look black and square. It was good at that.
‘Only by followin’ the Thing closely in al par-ticulars can we be sure of going to the Heavens,” said
Torrit, uncertainly, asif he' d been told thisalong time ago and hadn’t understood it even then.

‘Yes, well,” said Masklin. He stood up on the swaying floor and made hisway to the tarpaulin.

Then he paused to screw up his courage and poked his head under the gap.

There- was nothing but blurs and lights,. and strange smells.

It was-dl going wrong. It had seemed so sensible that night, aweek ago. Anything was better than here.
That seemed s0 obvious then. But it was odd. The old ones moaned like anything when things weren't
exactly to thair liking but now, when everything was|ooking bad, they were amost cheerful.

People were alot more complicated than they looked. Perhaps the Thing could tell you that, too, if you
knew how to ask.

Thelorry turned acorner and rumbled down into blackness and then, without warning, stopped. He



found himsdf looking into ahuge lighted- space, full of lorries, full of humans...

He pulled his head back quickly and scuttled acrossthe floor to Torrit.

‘Er, hesad.

‘Yes, lad?

‘Heaven. Do humans go there?

The old nome shook his head. * The Heavens,” he said. ‘ More than one of’ em see? Only nomes go
there’

“You're absolutely certain?

‘Oh, yes.” Torrit beamed. * O’ course, they may have heavens of their own,” he said, ‘I don’t know about
that. But they ain’t ours, you may depend upon it.’

‘Oh’

Torrit stared a the Thing again.

We ve stopped,” he said. ‘Where are we?

Masklin stared weearily into the darkness.

‘I think | had better go and find out,” he said.

Therewas whigtling outsde, and the distant rumble of human voices. The lights went out. Therewasa
rattling noise, followed by aclick, and then silence.

After awhile there was afaint scrabbling around the back of one of the sllent lorries. A length of line, no
thicker than thread, dropped down until it touched the dily floor of the garage.

A minute went by. Then, lowering itsdf with great care hand overhand, asmdl, sumpy figure shinned
down the line and dropped on to the floor. It stood rock-till for afew seconds after landing, with only its
eyesmoving.

It was not entirely human. There were defi-nitely the right number of arams and legs, and

- the additional bitslike eyes and so on werein the usua places, but the figure that was now creeping
across the darkened floor in its mouseskins looked like a brick wall on legs. Nomes are so stocky that a
Japanese Sumo wrestler would look half-starved by comparison, and the way this one moved sug-gested
that it was considerably tougher than old boots.

Masklinwas, in fact, terrified out of hislife. There was nothing here that he recognized, except for the
ame of al, which he had come to associate with humans and especialy with lorries (Torrit had told him
loftily that all was aburning water that lorries drank, at which point Masklin knew the old nome had gone
mad. It stood to reason. Water didn’t burn).

None of it made any sense. Vast cansloomed above him. There were huge pieces of metal that had a
made look about them. Thiswas definitely apart of ahuman heaven. Humansliked metd.

Hedid skirt warily around a cigarette-end,

and made amental note to takeit back for Torrit.

There were other lorriesin this place, dl of them slent. It was, Masklin decided, alorry nest. Which
meant that the only food in it was probably al.

He untensed a bit, and prodded about under a bench that towered against onewall like ahouse. There
were drifts of waste paper there, and, led by asmell which here was even stronger than all, hefound a
whole apple core. It was going brown, but it was a pretty good find.

He dung it across one shoulder and turned around.

There was arat watching him thoughtfully. It was consderably bigger and deeker than the things that
fought the nomes for the scraps from the waste-bin. It dropped on dl fours and trotted towards him.
Masklin felt that he was on firmer ground here. All these huge dark shapes and cans and ghastly smells
were quite beyond him, but he knew what arat was dl right, and what to do about one.

He dropped the core, brought his spear back dowly and carefully, aimed at a point just between the
creature’ seyes.

Two things happened at once.

Masklin noticed that the rat had allittle red collar.

And avoicesad: ‘Don’'t! Hetook along timeto train. Bargains Galore! Where did you come from?



The stranger was anome. At least, Masklin had to assume s0. He was certainly nome height, and moved
likeanome.

But hisclothes. .

The basic colour for apractica nome s clothesis mud. That was common sense. Grimmaknew fifty
ways of making dyes from wild plants and they all yielded a colour that was, when you came right down
toit, bascally muddy. Sometimes yd-low mud, sometimes brown mud, sometimes even greenish mud
but till, well, mud. Because any nome who ventured out wearing jolly reds and blueswould have alife
expectancy of perhaps haf an hour before something digestive happened to him.

Whereas this nome looked like arainbow. He wore brightly coloured clothes of amateria so fineit
looked like chip wrapping, abelt studded with bits of glass, proper leather boots, and a hat with afeather
init. As hetalked he dapped hisleg idly with alesther strap which, it turned out, wasthe lead for therat.

‘Well? he snapped. ‘ Answer me!’

‘| came off thelorry,” said Masklin shortly, eyeing therat. It stopped scratching its ears, gave him alook,
and went and hid behind its master.

‘What were you doing on there? Answer me!’

Masklin pulled himsdf up. ‘Weweretravelling,” he said.

Thenomeglared at him. *What' stravelling? he snapped.

‘Moving dong,” said Masklin. *Y ou know? Com-ing from one place and going to another place’

This seemed to have a strange effect on the stranger. If it didn’t actually make him polite, at least it took
the edge off histone.

‘Areyou trying to tell meyou came from Out-sde? he said.

‘That'sright.’

‘But that’ simpossible!’

‘Isit? Masklin looked worried.

‘There snothing Outsde!’

‘Isthere? Sorry,” said Masklin. ‘ But we seem to have comein from it, anyway. Isthis aproblem?
“You mean redly Outsde? said the nome sidling closer.

‘I suppose | do. We never redly thought about it What' sthis pl—'

‘What'sit like?

‘What?

‘Outsde! What'sit like?

Masklin looked blank. Well,” he said. * It's sort of big—'

‘Yes?

‘And, er, theré'salot of it—'

‘Yes? Yes?

‘With, you know, thingsin it—'

‘Isit truethe cailing isso high you can't seeit? said the nome, apparently beside himsdlf with excitement.
‘Don’'t know. What' sacelling? sad Masklin.

‘That is;” said the nome, pointing up to agloom. roof of girders and shadows.

‘Oh, | haven't seen anything likethat,” said Masklin. ‘ Outsdeit’ s blue or grey, with white thingsfloating
aoundinit.’

‘And, and, the walls are such along way off, and there’ sa sort of green carpet thing that grows on the
ground? said the nome, hopping from onefoot to the other.

‘Don’'t know,” said Masklin, even more mystified ‘What's a carpet?

Wow!" The nome got agrip on himsdf and e tended a shaking hand. ‘My name’ s Angdo, hesaid.

‘ Angal o de Haberdasheri. Haha. Of course that won’t mean anything to you! And thisis Bobo.’
Therat gppeared to grin. Masklin had never heard arat called anything, except perhaps, if you were
driventoit, ‘dinner’.

‘I'mMasklin, hesaid. ‘Isit dl right if the rest of us come down? It wasalong journey.’

‘Gogh, yes! All from Outside? My father’ Il never believeit!’



‘I'm. sorry,” said Masklin. ‘1 don’t understand. What' s so specia ? We were outside. Now we're
indde’

Angao ignored him. Hewas staring &t the oth-ers as they came stiffly down the line, grumbling.

‘Old people, too!” said Angao. * And they look just like usl Not even pointy heads or anything!’

‘Sauce!’ said Granny Morkie. Angao stopped grinning.

‘Madam,” hesaidicily, ‘do you know who you' re talking to?

‘ Someone who' s not too old for a smacked bot-tom,” said Granny Morkie. ‘If | looked just like you, my
lad, I’d look agrest dedl better. Pointy heads, indeed!”

Angalo’'s mouth opened and shut silently. Then hesaid: ‘It samazing! | mean, Dorcas said that even if
therewas a possibility of life outsde the Store, it wouldn’t be life aswe know it! Please, please, al follow
me’

They exchanged glances as Angal o scurried away towards the edge of the lorry nest, but followed him
anyway. There wasn't much of an dternative.

‘I remember when your old dad stayed out too in the sun one day. He talked rubbish, too, just like this
one,’ said Granny Morkie quietly. Torrit gppeared to be reaching a conclusion. They waited for it
politely.

‘I reckon,” hesaid at last, ‘1 reckon we ought to eat hisrat.’

“You shut up, you,” said Granny, automatically. ‘I’'m leader, | am. Y ou’ ve got no right, talking like that to
aleader,” Torrit whined.

‘O’ courseyou're leader,” snapped Granny Mor-kie ‘Who said you weren't leader? | never said you.
weren't leader. You'releader.

‘Right,’ sniffed Torrit.

‘And now shut up,” said Granny. Masklin tapped Angalo on the shoulder. ‘“Whereisthis place? he said.
Angalo stopped by the wall, which towered up into the distance.

“You don't know? hesaid.

We just thought, well, we just hoped that the lorries went to — to agood placeto be” said Grimma.
‘Well, you heard right,’” said Angalo proudly. ‘ Thisisthe best place to be. Thisisthe Store!’



xii. Andinthe Store there was neither Night nor Day, only Opening Time and Closing Time. Rainfdll
not, neither was there Snow.

xiv. And the nomes grew fat and multiplied as the years passed, and spent their timein Rivalry and
Small War, Department unto Department, and forgot al they knew of the Outside.

xv. Forthey said, Isit not so, Arnold Bros (est. 1905) has put All Things Under One Roof’?

xvi. And those who said, Perhaps Not All Things, were cruelly laughed at, and prodded.
xvii.  And other nomes said, Evenif there were an Outside, What can it hold that we would
need? For here we have the power of the Electric, the Food Hall, and All manner of Diversons.
xviii.  And thusthe Seasonsfell thicker than the cushionsthat are in Soft Furnishings (3rd Floor).

xix. Until a Stranger came from afar, crying out in aloud voice, and he cried, woe, woe.

From The Book of Nome, First Floor v.X11-X1X

They tripped over one another, they walked with their heads turned upward and their mouths open they
gawked. Angalo had stopped by aholein thewall, and waved them through hurriedly.

‘Inhere) hesaid.

Granny Morkie sniffed.

‘That'sarat hole, shesaid. ‘You're not asking meto go down arat hole? Sheturnedto Torrit ‘He's
asking meto go down arat hole! I'm not going down arat hole!’

‘Why not? said Angdo..

‘I sarat hole!’

‘That’sjust what it lookslike, said Angalo. ‘It’ adisguised entrance, that’sal.’

“Your rat just went through it,” said Granny Morkie triumphantly. ‘I’ ve got eyes. It sarat hole’

Angalo gave Grimmaa pleading look and ducked through the hole. She poked her head through after
him.

‘| don't think it sarat hole, Granny,” she sad, in adightly muffled voice.

‘And why isthat, pray?

‘Because there sgtairsingde. Oh, and dear littlelights.’

It was along climb. They had to stop and wail several timesfor the old onesto catch up, and Torrit had
to be helped most of theway. At the top, the stairs went through amore dignified sort of door into—
Even when he was young, Masklin had never seen more than forty nomes al together a once There
were more that that here. And therewas food. It didn’t look like anything he recognized, but it had to be
food. After dl, people were eating it A space about twice as high as he was stretched away into the
distance. Food was stacked in negt piles with aides between them, and these were thronged with nomes.
No one paid much attention to the little group asit shuffled obediently behind Angao,, who had got some
of hisold swagger back.

Several nomes had deek rats on leads. Some of the ladies had mice, which trotted obediently behind
them, and out of the corner of hisear Masklin could hear Granny Morkie tut-tutting her disapproval.
Hedso heard old Torrit say excitedly, ‘| know that stuff! That's cheese! There was a cheese sandwichin
the bin once, back in the summer of eighty-four, d’'you remember—? Granny Morkie nudged him hard
inhisskinny ribs.

“Y ou shut up, you,” she commanded. ‘Y ou don’t want to show us up in front of al these folk; do you?
Be aleader. Act proud.’

They weren't very good at it. They walked in stunned silence. Fruits and vegetables were & tacked
behind trestle tables, with nomesworking industrioudy on them. There were other things, too, which he
couldn’t begin to recognize. Masklin didn’'t want to show hisignorance, but curiosity got the better of
him.

‘What' sthat thing over there? he said, pointing. ‘It sasdami sausage,’ said Angdo. ‘Ever had it
before?



‘Not latdy,” said Masklin, truthfully.

‘And they’redates,’ said Angdo. ‘And that’s abanana. | expect you' ve never seen, abanana before,
haveyou?

Masklin opened his mouth, but Granny Morkie beat himtoit.

‘Bit smdll, that one,” she said, and sniffed.

‘Quitetiny, in fact, compared to the oneswe got a home.” -

‘Itis, isit? sad Angdo, suspicioudy.

‘Oh, yes,’ said Granny, beginning to warm to her subject. ‘Very puny. Why, the oneswe got at home,’
she paused and looked at the banana, lying on a couple of trestles like acanoe, and her lips moved as
shethought fast, ‘why,” she added triumphantly, ‘we could hardly dig them out 0’ the ground!’

She stared victorioudy a Angalo, who tried to outstare her and gave up.

‘Well, whatever, he said vaguely, looking away. ‘Y ou may al help yourselves. Tell the nomesin charge
that it’ sto go on the Haberdasheri account, will you? But don't say you' ve come from Outside. | want
that to beasurprise’

There was ageneral rush in the direction of the food. Even Granny Morkie just happened to wander
towardsit, and acted quite surprised to find her way blocked by a cake.

Only Masklin stayed where he was, despite the urgent complaints from his ssomach. Hewasn't sure he
even began to understand how things worked in the Store, but he had an obscure feding that if you didn’t
face them with dignity you could end up doing things you weren't entirely happy about.

“You'renot hungry? said Angalo.

‘I'm hungry,” admitted Masklin, ‘I’ m just not egting. Where does dl the food come from?

‘Oh, wetakeit from the humans’ said Angdo arily. ‘ They’ rerather supid, you know.’

‘ And they don't mind?

‘They think it'srats,” sniggered Angalo. We take up rat doodahs with us. At least, the Food Hall families
do,” he corrected himsdf. * Sometimesthey let other people go up with them. Then the humansjust think
it sras’

Masklin's brow wrinkled.

‘Doodahs? hesad.

“You know, said Angdo. ‘Droppings.’

Masklin nodded. ‘ They fdl for that, do they? he said doubtfully.

‘They’revery stupid, | told you.” The boy walked around Masklin. ‘Y ou must come and see my father,’
he said. * Of course, it's aforegone conclusion that you'll join the Haberdasheri.’

Masklin looked at the tribe. They had spread out among the food stalls. Torrit had alump of cheese as
big ashis head, Granny Morkie was investigating abananaasif it might explode, and even Grimma
wasn't paying him any attention.

Masklin felt lost. What he was good at, he knew, was tracking arat across severd fidds, bringing it
down with asingle spear throw, and dragging it home. He d fdlt really good about that People had said
thingslike ‘Well don€e'.

He had afeding that you didn’t have to track abanana.

“Your father? hesad.

‘The Duke de Haberdasheri,” said Angalo proud-ly. ‘ Defender of the Mezzanine and Autocrat of the
Staff Canteen.’

‘He sthree people? said Masklin, puzzled.

‘Those are histitles. Some of them. He' s nearly the most powerful nomein the Store. Do you have things
like fathers Outside?

Funny thing, Masklin thought. HE sarude little twerp except when he talks about the Out-side, then he's
like an eager little boy.

‘l had oneonce,” he said. He didn’'t want to dwell on the subject.

‘I bet you had- lots of adventures!’

Masklin thought about some of the things that had happened to him — or, more accu-rately, had nearly
happened to him — recent-ly.



‘Yes’ hesad.

‘| bet it was tremendous fun!’

Fun, Masklin thought. It wasn't afamiliar word. Perhapsit referred to running through muddy ditches
with hungry teeth chasing you. ‘ Do you hunt? he asked.

‘Rats, sometimes. In the boiler-room. Of course, we have to keep them down.” He scratched Bobo
behind an ear.

‘Do you eat them?

Angalo looked horrified. ‘ Eat rat?

Masklin stared around at the piles of food. ‘No, | supposenot,” he said. Y ou know, | never redized
there were so many nomesin the world. How many live here?

Angdotold him.

‘“Twowhat? said Masklin.

Angao repeated it.

“You don't look very impressed,” he said, when Masklin's expression didn’t change.

Masklin looked hard at the end of his spear. It was apiece of flint he'd found in afield one day, and he'd
spent agesteasing a bit of binder twine out of the haybale in order to tieit on to astick. Right now it
seemed about the onefamiliar thing in abewildering world.

‘| don't know,” he said. What is athousand?

Duke Cido de Haberdasheri, who was aso Lord

Protector of the Up Escalator, Defender of the Mezzanine and Knight of the Counter, turned the Thing
over in hishands, very dowly. Then hetossed it aside.

‘Very amusing,” hesaid.

The nomes stood in aconfused group in the Duke' s palace, which was currently under the

- floorboards in the Soft Furnishings Department. The Duke was still in armour, and not very amused.
‘S0, hesad, ‘you'refrom Outside, are you? Do you redly expect meto believe you?

‘Father, —' Angalo began.

‘Bequiet! You know thewords of Arnold Bros (est. 1905)! Everything Under One Roof. Everything!
Therefore, there can be no Outside. Therefore, you people are not from it. Therefore, you' re from some
other part of the Store. Cor-setry. Or Y oung Fashions, maybe. We ve never really explored there.’
‘No, we' re—" Masklin began.

The Duke held up his hands.

‘Listento me,’ hesaid, glaring at Masklin. ‘1 don’t blame you. My son is an impressionable young lad. |
have no doubt he talked you into it. HE' s dtogether too fond of going to look at lorries, and helistensto
glly stories and his brain gets overheated. Now | am not an unreasonable nome,” he added, daring them
to disagree, ‘and there isawaysroom for astrong lad like yourself in the Haberdashen guards. So let us
forget this nonsense, shal we?

‘But wereally do comefrom outside,” Masklin persisted.

‘Thereisno Outside!” said the Duke. * Except of course when agood nome dies, if he hasled aproper
life. Then thereis an Outside, where they will live in splendour for ever. Come now,’ he patted Masklin
on the shoulder, * give up thisfoolish chatter, and help usin our vaiant task.’

‘Yes, but what for? said Masklin.

“Y ou wouldn’t want the Ironmongri to take our department, would you? said the Duke. Masklin glanced
at Angao, who shook his head urgently.

‘| suppose not,’” he said, ‘ but you're dl nomes, aren’t you? And there' s masses for everyone. Spending
al your time squabbling seemsabit slly.’

Out of the corner of hiseye he saw Angdo put his head in his hands.

The Duke went red.

‘Silly, did you say?

Masklin leaned backwards to get out of his-way, but he’ d been brought up to be honest. He felt be
was't bright enough to get away with lies.



Well—' he began.

‘Have you never heard of honour? said the Duke.

Masklin thought for awhile, and then shook his head.

‘The Ironmongri want to take over thewhole Store,” said Angalo hurriedly. ‘ That would be aterrible
thing. And the Millineri are nearly asbad.’

‘Why? said Masklin.

‘Why? said the Duke ‘ Because they have always been our enemies. And now you may go,” he added.
‘Where? said Masklin.

“To the Ironmongri, or the Millineri. Or the Stationeri, they’ re just the people for you. Or go back
Outsde, for dl | care,” said the Duke sarcas-ticaly.

‘“Wewant the Thing back,” said Masklin solidly.

The Duke picked it up and threw it a him.

‘Sorry,” said Angalo, when they had got away.

‘| should havetold you father had rather atemper.’

‘“What did you go and upset himfor? said Grimmairritably. ‘ If we ve got to- join up with someone, why
not with him? What happensto us now?

‘Hewasvery rude’ said Granny Morkie stoutly.

‘He' d never heard of the Thing,” said Torrit. ‘ Terrible, that is. Or Outside. Wdll, | was borned and bred
outsde. Ain't no dead people there. Not living in any splendour, anyway.’

They dtarted to squabble, which wasfairly usual.

Masklin looked at them. Then helooked at hisfeet. They were walking on a sort of short dry grassthat
Angalo had said was called Carpet. Something el se stolen from the Store above.

Hewanted to say: thisisridiculous. Why isit that as soon asanome has al he needsto eat and drink he
gartsto bicker with other nomes? There must be more to being anome than this.

And he wanted to say: if humansare so stupid, how isit that they built this Store and al these lorries? If
we' rethat clever, then they should be steding from us, not the other way around. They might be big and
dow, but they're quite bright, redlly.

And he wanted to add: | wouldn’t be surprised if they're at least asintelligent asrats, say.

But hedidn't say any of this, because while he was thinking his eyesfell onthe Thing, clasped in Torrit's
ams.

He was aware that there was a thought he ought to be having. He made a space in hishead politely and
waited patiently to see what it was and then, just asit was about to arrive, Grimmasaid to Angalo: ‘What
happens to nomes who aren’'t in a department?

‘They lead very sad lives,” said Angalo. ‘ They just haveto get dong as best they can.’

Helooked asif hewas about to cry. ‘| believeyou,” he said. ‘ My father saysit’ swrong to watch the
lorries. They can lead you into wrong thoughts, he says. Well, I’ ve watched them for months.
Some-timesthey comein wet. It'snot al adream Outside, things happen. Look, why don't you sort of
hang around, and I'm sure he'll change hismind.’

The Store was big. Masklin had thought the lorry was big. The Store was bigger. It went on for ever, a
maze of floor and walls and long, tiring steps. Nomes hurried or sauntered past them on errands of their
own, and there seemed to be no end of them. In fact theword ‘big’ wastoo small. The Store needed a
whole new word.

In astrange way it was even bigger than out-side. Outside was so huge you didn’t redly seeit. It had no
edges and no top, so you didn’t think of it ashaving asizeat dl. It wasjust there. Whereasthe Store did
have edges and atop, and they were so far away they were, well, big.

Asthey followed Angao, Masklin made up hismind and decided to tell Grimmafirst.

‘I'm going back,” he said.

She stared at him. *But we' ve only just arrived! Why on earth—7

‘l don’'t know. It sall wrong here. It just feelswrong. | keep thinking that if | stay here any longer I'll stop
believing there’ s anything outside, and | was born there. When I’ ve got you al settled down I’'m going



out again. Y ou can comeif you like, he added, ‘but you don’t haveto.’

‘But it'swarm and there' sd| thisfood!’

‘I said | couldn’'t explain. | just fed we're being, well, watched.’

Ingtinctively she stared upwards at the ceiling afew inches above them. Back home anything watching
them usually meant something was thinking about lunch. Then she remembered her-sdf, and gave a
nervouslaugh.

‘Don’'t bedlly,” shesad.

‘I just don't fed safe” he said wretchedly.

“Y ou mean you don’'t fed wanted,” said Grimmaquietly.

‘What?

‘Well, isn't that true? Y ou spend dl your time scrimping and scraping for everyone, and then you don’t
need to any more. It'safunny feding, isn'tit’

She swept away.

Masklin stood and fiddled with the binding on his spear. Odd, he thought. | never thought any-one else
would think like that. He had afew dim recollections of Grimmain the hole, dways doing laundry or
organizing the old women or trying to cook whatever it was he managed to drag home. Odd. Fancy
missing something likethat.

He became aware that the rest of them had stopped. The underfloor stretched away ahead of them, lit
dimly by smdl lights fixed to thewood here and there. Ironmongri charged highly for thelights, Angado
said, and wouldn’t let anyone e seinto the secret of controlling the eectric. It was one of the things that
made the Ironmongri so powerful.

‘Thisisthe edge of Haberdasheri territory a the moment,” he said. * Over thereis Millineri country.
WEe re abit cool with them at the moment. Er. Y ou’ re bound to find some department to take you in. . .
‘He looked at Grimma.

‘Er, hesad.

‘We re going to stay together,” said Granny Morkie. She looked hard at Masklin, and then turned back
imperioudy and waved her hand at Angalo.

‘Go away, young man,” she said. ‘Masklin, stand up Straight. Now. . . forward.’
Who'reyou, saying forward? said Torrit. ‘I'mtheleader, | am. It smy job, givin' orders.’

‘All right,” said Granny Morkie. ‘Give ‘em, then.” Torrit's mouth worked soundlesdy. ‘Right,” he
managed. ‘ Forward.’

Masklin's jaw dropped.

‘Whereto? he said, asthe old woman shooed them aong the dim space.

‘Wewill find somewhere. | lived through the Great Winter of 1986,1 did,” said Granny Morkie haughtily.
‘The cheek of that Slly old Duke man! | nearly spoke up. Hewouldn't of lasted long in the Great Winter,
| cantell you.’

‘No ‘arm can befdl usif we obey the Thing,” said Torrit, patting it carefully.

Masklin stopped. He had, he decided, had enough.

‘What doesthe Thing say, then? he said sharply. ‘ Exactly? What doesit actudly tell usto do now?
Come on, tell me what it sayswe should do now!’
Torrit looked a bit desperate.

‘Er,” hebegan, ‘It, er, isclear that if we pullstogether and maintains a proper—’

“You'rejust making it up asyou go aong!’

“How date you spesk to him like that—" Grimma began Masklin flung down his spear

‘Well, I'm fed up with it!” he muttered. The Thing saysthis, the Thing saysthat, the Thing says every
blessed thing except anything that might be useful”
The Thing has been handed down from nome to nome for hundreds of years,” said Grimma. ‘ It' svery
important.’

‘Why?

Grimmalooked at Torrit. Helicked hislips.

‘It shows us—' he began, white-faced.



‘Move me closer to the éectricity.’

‘The Thing seemsto be more important than what are you dl looking like that for? said Masklin.
‘Closer tothe dectricity.

Torrit, his hands shaking, looked down at the Thing.

Where there had been smooth black surfaces there were now little dancing lights. Hundreds of them. In
fact, Masklin thought, feding dightly proud of knowing what the word meant, there were probably
thousands of them.

‘Who said that? said Masklin.

The Thing dropped out of Torrit’s grasp and landed on the floor, whereitslights glittered like athousand
motorways at night. The nomeswatched it in horror.

‘TheThing doestell you things. . . ‘said Mask-lin. * Gosh!’

Torrit waved hishands franticaly. ‘Not like that! Not like that! It ain't supposed to talk out loud! It's
an't donethat before!’

‘Closer to the electricity!”

‘It wantsthe dectricity,” said Masklin.

'Well, I'm not going to touch it!’

Masklin shrugged and then, using his spear gingerly, pushed the Thing across the floor until it was under
thewires.

‘“How doesit speak? It hasn't got amouth,” said Grimma.

The Thing whirred. Coloured shapes flickered across its surfaces faster than Masklin's eyes could follow.
Most of them werered.

Torrit sank to hisknees. ‘It isangry,” he moaned. We shouldn’t have eaten rat, we shouldn’'t have come
here, we shouldn't—'

Masklin dso knelt down. He touched the bright aress, gingerly at first, but they weren't hot.

Hefdt that strange feding again, of hismind wanting to think certain thoughts without having the right
words.

‘“When the Thing hastold you things before,” he said dowly, *you know, how we should live proper
lives—

Torrit gave him an agonized expression.

‘It never has,’ hesaid.

‘But you said—'

‘It used to, it used to,” moaned Torrit. ‘When old Voozd passed it on to me he said it used to, but he
said that hundreds and hundreds of years ago it just stopped.’

What? said Granny Morkie. ‘ All these years, my good man, you' ve been telling us that the Thing says
this and the Thing says that and the Thing says goodness knows what.’

Now Torrit looked like avery frightened, trapped anima.

Wdl? said the old woman, menacingly. ‘Ahem,” said Torrit. ‘ Er. What old Voozd said was, think about
what the Thing ought to say, and then say it. Keep people on the right path, sort of thing. Help them get
to the Heavens. Very important, getting to the Heavens. The Thing can help you get there, he said. Most
important thing about it.

‘What? shouted Granny.

‘That’ swhat he told me to do. It worked, didn’t it?

Masklin ignored them. The coloured lines moved over the Thing in hypnotic patterns. He felt that he
ought to know what they meant. He was certain they meant something.

Sometimes, on fine days back in thetimes when he didn’t have to hunt every day, he'd climb further
along the bank until he could look down on the place where the lorries parked. There wasabig blue
board there, with little shapesand picturesonit. And in the litter-bins the boxes and papers had more
shapes and pictures on them; he remembered the long argument they’ d had about the chicken boxes with
the pictures of the old man

with the big whiskers on them. Severd nomes had insisted that thiswas a picture of a chicken, but
Masklin had rather felt that humans didn’t go around eating old men. There had to be moreto it than that.



Perhaps old men made chicken.
The Thing hummed again.
‘Fifteen thousand years have passed,’ it said. Masklin looked up at the others.
‘Youtdk toit, Granny ordered Torrit. The old man backed away.
‘Not me! Not me! | dunno what to say!” hesaid. ‘“Well, | ain’'t!” snapped Granny. ‘ That’ sthe leader’s
job, isthat!’
‘Fifteen thousand years have passed,’ the Thing repeated.
Masklin shrugged. It seemed to be up to him.
‘Passed what? he said.
The Thing gave theimpression that it wasthinking busily. At lagt it said: * Do you sill know the meaning of
the words Flight Navigation and Recording Computer?
‘No,” said Masklin earnestly. ‘None of them.’
Thelight pattern moved.
‘Do you know anything about interstellar travel?
‘No.
The box gave Masklin the digtinct impression that it was very disgppointed in him.
‘Do you know you came here from aplace far away? it said.
‘Oh, yes. We know that.’
‘A placefurther than the moon.’
‘Er.” Masklin hesitated. The journey bad taken along time. It was dways possible that they had gone
past the moon. He had often seen it on the horizon, and he was certain that the lorry had gone further
than that.
‘Yes,' hesad. ‘Probably.’
‘Language changes over theyears,” said the Thing thoughtfully.
‘Doesit? said Masklin politely.
What do you cdl this-planet?
‘I don’t know what planet means, either,” said Masklin.
‘An astronomica body.’
Masklin looked blank.
‘What isyour namefor this place?
‘It scaled. . . the Store’
‘Thegtore” Thelights moved, asif the Thing wasthinking again.
“Y oung man, | don’t want to stand here al day exchanging nonsense with the thing,” said Granny Morkie.
What we need to do now is sort out where we' re going and what we' re going to do.’
That'sright,’ said Torrit defiantly.
‘Do you even remember that you are ship-wrecked?
‘I'm Masklin,” said Masklin. ‘1 don’t know who Shipwrecked is’
Thelights changed again. Later, when hegot to know the Thing better, Masklin always thought that
particular pattern wasitsway of sighing deeply.
‘My purposeisto serve you and guide you,” said the Thing.
‘See? said Torrit, who wasfedling abit out of things. ‘We wasright about that!”
Masklin prodded the box. ‘Y ou’ ve been keeping abit quiet about it lately, then,” he said.
The Thing hummed. ‘ Thiswasto maintain internal power. However, | can now use ambient
eectricity.’
That'snice’ said Grimma,
“Y ou mean you sort of drink up the lights? said Masklin.
‘That will suffice as an explanation for now.’
Why didn’'t you talk before, then? said Masklin.
‘| wasligening.’
‘Oh!
‘And now | await indructions.’



‘Inwhere? sad Grimma

‘I think it wants usto tdll it what to do,” said Masklin. He sat back on his hedls and watched the lights.
Wheat can you do? hesaid.

‘| can trandate, caculate, triangulate, assmi-late, -correl ate and extrapolate.’

‘I don't think we want anything likethat,” said Masklin. ‘ Do we want anything likethat? he asked the
others.

Granny Morkie appeared to think about it. ‘No,” she said eventudly, ‘| don’t think we wants any of that
suff. Another banana d be nice, mind.’

‘I think al werealy want isto go home and be safe,” said Masklin.

‘Go home!’

‘That’ sright.”

‘And be safe’

“YVes’

Later on, those five words became one of the most famous quotationsin nome history. They got taught in
schools. They got carved in stone. And it’ s sad, therefore, that at the time no one thought they were
particularly important.

All that happened was that the Thing said,

‘Computing.’

Thendl itslightsdied, except asmall green one, which began to flash.

‘Thank goodness for that,” said Grimma. *What a horrible voice. What shdl we do now?

‘ According to that Angalo boy,” said Granny, ‘we haveto livevery sad lives’



i &nbs p; For they did not know it, but they had brought with them the Thing, which awokein
the presence of Electricity, and it done knew their History;

i &nbs p; For nomes have memories of Flesh and Blood, while the Thing had amemory of
Silicon, which is Stone and perisheth not, whereas the memory of nomes blows away like
dust;

i enbsp;  Andthey gaveit Ingructions, but knew it not.

iv. anbsp;  Itis, they said, aBox with aFunny Voice.

v. enbsp;  But the Thing began to Compute the task of keeping al nomes safe.

vi enbsp;  And the Thing aso began to Compute the task of taking al nomes home.

vii. &nbs p; All theway Home.

From The Book of Nome, Mezzaninev.I-VII

It was easy to get lost under the floor. It took no effort at all. It was amaze of walls and cables, with
drifts of dust away from the paths. In fact, as Torrit said, they weren't exactly lost, more midad; there
were paths al over the place, between thejoists and walls, but no indication of where they led to.
Sometimes anome would hurry past on an errand of its own, and paid them no attention. They dozed in
an adcove formed by two huge wooden walls, and woke up to light asdim as ever. There didn’'t seemto
be any night or day in the Store. It did seem noisier, though. There was adistant, al-pervading hubbub.
A few more lights were flashing on the Thing, and it had grown alittle, cup-shaped, smadler thing that
went round and round very Sowly.

* Should we look for the Food Hall again? said Torrit, hopefully.

‘I think you have to be amember of adepart-ment,’” said Masklin. *But it can’t be the only place with
food, can it?

‘It wasn't as noisy asthiswhen we came here,” said Granny. ‘What adin!’

Masklin looked around. There was a space between the woodwork, and a distant gleam of very bright
light. He edged towards it, and stuck his eyeto the crack.

‘Oh,” he said weakly.

‘What isit? Grimmacalled out.

‘It's humans. More humans than you' ve ever seen before.’

The crack was where the celling joined thewall of aroom nearly asbig asthelorry nest and it was,
indeed, full of humans. The Store had opened.

The nomes had dways known that humans lived very dowly. Masklin had amost walked into humans
once or twice, when he was hunting, and knew that even before one of their huge stupid faces could
swive itseyes he could be off the path and hiding behind aclump of something.

The space bel ow was crowded with them, walk-ing their great dow clumping walk and booming at each
other in their vague, deep voices.

The nomeswatched, fascinated, for sometime.

‘What are those thingsthey’ re holding? said Grimma. ‘ They look a bit like the Thing.’

‘Dunno,” said Masklin.

‘Look, they pick them up, and then give some-thing to the other human, and then it’ s put in abag, and
they go away. They dmost look, well, asif they mean what they’ re doing.’

‘No, it'slikeants,” said Torrit authoritatively. ‘ They seemsintdligent, I’ll grant you, but when you looks
closaly there' snothing redly clever about them.’

‘They build things,’ said Masklin, vaguely.

‘So do birds, my lad.’

‘Yes, but—

‘Humansare abit like magpies, I’ ve dways said. They just want thingsthat glitter.’

“Hmm.” Masklin decided not to argue. Y ou couldn’t argue with old Torrit, unless you were Granny



Morkie, of course. He only had room for a certain number of ideasin his head, and once one had taken
root you couldn’t budge it. But Masklin wanted to say: if they’ re so stupid, why isn't it them hiding from
us?
Anideasruck him. Helifted up the Thing.

‘Thing? hesad.
There was apause. Then thetinny little voice said: * Operations on main task suspended. What isit that
you require?

‘Do you know what humans are? said Masklin.

Y es. Resuming main task.’

Masklin looked blankly at the others.

‘Thing? hesad.

‘ Operations on main task suspended. What isit that you require?

‘| asked you to tell me about humans,” said Masklin.

‘Thisisnot the case. Y ou said: do you know what humans are. My answer was correct in every
respect.’

‘Wdll, tdl mewhat humansare!’

‘Humans are the indigenous inhabitants of the world you now call Thestore. Resuming main task.’
‘Therel’ said Torrit, nodding wisdly. ‘1 told you, didn't I? They’ reindigenous. Clever, yes, but bas-caly
justindigenous. Just alot of indigenouses.” He hesitated. ‘Indigenice,” he corrected himsdlf.
‘Areweindigenous? said Masklin.

‘Main task interrupted. No. Main task resumed.’

“*Coursenot,” said Torrit witheringly. ‘W€ ve got abit of pride.’

Masklin opened his mouth to ask what in-digenous meant. He knew he didn’t know, and he was certain
that Torrit didn’'t. And after that he wanted to ask alot more questions, and before he asked them he'd
have to think about the words he used.

| don’t know enough words, he thought. Some things you can't think, unless you know the right words.
But he didn’'t get around to it, because avoice behind him said, Powerful sirange things, ain't they? And
very busy just lately. | wonder what’ s got into them?

It was an elderly, rather stocky nome. And drably dressed, which was unusud in the Store. Most of his
clothing was ahuge apron, its pockets bulging mysterioudly.

‘Have you been spying on us? said Granny Morkie.
The stranger gave ashrug.

‘| usually come hereto watch humans,’ he said.

‘It sagood spot. Thereisn't usualy anyone else here. What department are you?

‘We haven't got one,’ said Masklin.

‘We'rejust people,” said Granny.

‘Not indigenous, either,” Torrit added quickly. The stranger grinned, and did off the wooden beam he'd
been sitting on.

‘Fancy that,” he said. 'Y ou must be these new things |’ ve heard about. Outsiders?

He held out hishand. Masklin looked &t it cautioudly.

‘Yes? hesad palitely.

The stranger sighed. *Y ou’ re supposed to shakeit,’” he said.

‘l an? Why?

‘It straditional. My name s Dorcas ddl Ica-tessen.” The stranger gave Masklin alopsided grin. ‘Do you
know yours? he said.

Masklin ignored this. “What do you mean, you watch humans? he said.

‘| watch humans. Study them, you know. It'swhat | do. Y ou can learn alot about the future by watching
humans’

‘A hit like the weather, you mean? said Masklin. ‘Weether! Of course, weather!” The nome grinned
hugdly, ‘Y ou' d know al about the weather. Powerful stuff, weather?

‘You've heard of it? said Masklin.



‘Only the old stories. Hmm.” Dorcas looked him up and down. ‘| reckoned Outsiders d haveto bea
different shape, though. Life, but not aswe know it. Y ou just come along with me. I'll show you whet |
mean.’

Masklin looked dowly around the dusty space between the floors. Thiswas just about it. He' d had just
about enough of it. It was too warm and too dry and everyone trested him like afool and now they
thought he was the wrong shape.

‘Well—' he began, and under hisarm the Thing said, ‘ We need this person.’

‘My word,” said Dorcas. ‘What atiny radio. They get smdler al thetime, don't they.’

Where Dorcas led them was just ahole. Big, square, deep and dark. A few cables, fatter than anome,
disappeared down into the depths.

“You livedown here? said Grimma.

Dorcas fumbled in the darkness. There was aclick. Far above, something went bang and therewas a
distant roaring sound.

‘Hmm? Oh, no,” he said. ‘ Took me ages to sort out, did this. It'sa sort of floor on arope. It goes up
and down, you know. With humansin it. So | thought, I'm not getting any younger, dl those stairswere
playing gyp with my legs, so | had alook at theway it worked. Perfectly smple. It'd haveto be, 0
course, otherwise humans wouldn’t know how to useit. Stand back, please’

Something huge and black came down the shaft and stopped a few inches above their heads. Therewere
clangs and thumps and the now-familiar sound of clumsy humanswalking about.
Therewas aso, dung under thelift’ sfloor, asmall wire basket tied on with bits of string.

‘If you think,” said Granny Morkie, ‘that I'm going to get into a, awire nest on astring, then you’ ve got
another—'

‘Isit safe? said Masklin.

‘Moreor less, moreor less,” said Dorcas, stepping across the gap and fumbling with another little bundie
of switches. ‘Hurry up, please. Thisway, madam.’

‘Er, how much more than less? said Masklin as Granny, astonished at being called madam, got aboard.
‘Well, my bit I’'m sureis safe,” said Dorcas. ‘ The bit above us was put together by humans, though, and
you never cantdl. Hold tight, please. Going up!’
There was a clang above them, and adight jerk asthey beganto rise.

‘Good isn't it,” said Dorcas. ‘ Took me agesto bypassdl the switches. Y ou' d have thought they’ d notice
wouldn't you? They press the button to go down, but if | want to go up, we go up. | used to worry that
the humanswould think it odd that the lifts seemed to go up and down by themselves, but they seem
powerful dense. Here we are.’
The lift sopped with another jerk, leaving the nome' s basket level with another underfloor gap.
‘Electrical and Domestic Appliances,” said Dor-cas. ‘ Just alittle place | cal my own. No one bothers me
here, not even the Abbot. I’m the only one who knows how things work, see’

It was aplace of wires. They ran under the floor in every direction, great bundles of the things. A few
young nomes were taking something to piecesinthe middle of it al.

‘Radio, said Dorcas. ‘ Amazing thing. Trying to figure out how it talks.” He rummaged among piles of
thick paper, pulled out a sheet, and sheepishly passed it to Masklin.

It showed asmdl pinkish cone, with alittle tuft of hair on top.
The nomes had never seen alimpet. If they had, they’ d have known that this drawing looked exactly like
one. Except for the hair.

‘Very nice] said Masklin, uncertainly. ‘What isit?

“Urn. It was my idea of what an Outsider would look like, you see;” said Dorcas.

‘“What, with pointy heads?

‘The Rain, you see. In the old legends of the time before the Store. Rain. Water dropping out of the sky
al thetime. It'd need to run off. And the doping sides are so the Wind won'’t keep knocking it over. |
only had the old toriesto go on, you see’

‘It has’t even got any eyes’



Dorcas pointed. ‘ Yes, it has. Tiny ones. Tucked in under the hair so they won't get blinded by the Sun.
That'sabig bright light in the Sky,” Dorcas added helpfully.

‘We veseenit, said Masklin.

‘What' she sayin'? said Torrit.

‘He s saying you ought to of looked likethat,” said Granny Morkie sarcasticdly.

‘My head ain’t that sharp!’

“You'reright there, you,” said Granny. ‘| think you've got it abit wrong,” said Masklin dowly. ‘It’'snot
likethat at al. Hasn't anyone been to look?

‘| saw the big door open once,” said Dorcas. ‘ The one down in the garage,! mean. But therewasjust a
blinding whitelight outside.’

‘I expect it would seem likeiit, if you spend al your timein thisgloom,” said Masklin.

Dorcas pulled up an empty cotton redl. “Y ou must tell me about it,” he said. * Everything you can
remember about the Outside.’

In Torrit’slap, the Thing began to flash another green light.

One of the young nomes brought some food after awhile. And they talked, and argued, and often
contradicted one another, while Dorcas listened, and asked questions.

Hewas, hetold them, an inventor. Especidly of thingsto do with eectricity. Back in the early days, when
the nomesfirst began to tap into the Store’ swiring, agood many had been killed. They’ d found safer
waysto do it now, but it was fill abit of amystery and there weren’t many who were keen to get close
toit. That'swhy theleaders of the big families, and even the Abbot of the Stationeri himsdf, left him
aonre. It wasdwaysa

good idea, he said, to be good at something other F people couldn’t or didn’t, want to do. So they put
up with him sometimes wondering, out loud, about the Outside. Provided he wasn't too loud.

‘| shan't remember it al,’ he sighed. ‘What was the other light, the one that you get a Closing Time?
Sorry, | mean bite’

‘Night,” corrected Masklin. *It’s called the moon.’

‘Moon,” said Dorcas, roffing the word around his mouth. * But it’ s not as bright as the sun? Strange,
redly. It'd be more sensble to have the brightest light at night, not during the day, when you can see
anyway. | suppose you' ve no ideawhy, have you?

‘It just happens,” said Masklin.

‘I"d give anything to see for mysdlf. | used to go and watch the lorrieswhen! wasalad, but! never had
the courage to get on one.” He leaned closer.

‘I reckon,” hesaid, ‘that Arnold Bros (est. 1905) put usin the Store to find out things. To learn about it.
Otherwise, why have we got brains? What do you think?

Masklin was rather flattered at being asked, but he was interrupted as soon as he opened his mouth.
‘People keep talking about Arnold Bros (est. 1905),” said Grimma. ‘No one actually sayswho heis,
though.’

Dorcas leaned back. ‘ Oh, he created the Store. In 1905, you know. The Bargain Basement, Con-sumer
Accounts, and everything between. | can't deny it. | mean, someone must have doneit. But | keep telling
people, that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t think about—

The green light on the Thing went off. Itslittle pinning cup vanished. It made afaint whirring sound, such
asameachinewould maketo clear itsthroat.

‘1 am monitoring telephonic communications;” it said.

The nomes |ooked at one another.

Wi, that' snice, said Grimma. ‘1sn't that nice, Masklin?

‘I have urgent information to impart to the lead-ers of this community. Are you aware that you areliving
in acondructed entity with alimited life?

‘Fascinating,’” said Dorcas. ‘ All those words. Y ou could imagine you could amost understand what it’s
saying. There' sthingsup there,’ he jerked his thumb to the floorboards above them, ‘that' re just like that.
Radios, they’re called. With pictures, too. Amazing.’



‘Vitdly important | communicate information of utmost Sgnificance to community |eaders, concerning
imminent destruction of thisartifact,” intoned the Thing.

‘I'm sorry,” said Masklin. “ Could you try that again?

“Y ou do not comprehend?

‘I don’t know what “comprehend” means.’

‘ Evidently language has changed in ways | do not understand.’

Masklintried to look helpful.

‘1 will endeavour to darify my statement,” said the Thing. A few lights flashed.

‘Jolly good,” said Masklin.

‘Big-fella Store him go Bang d ong plenty soon enough chop-chop? said the Thing, hopefully.
The nomeswatched one another’ sfaces. There didn’t seem to be any light dawning.

The Thing cleared itsthroat again. ' Do you know the meaning of the word “destroyed’? it said.
‘Oh, yes,’ said Dorcas.

‘That’ swhat is going to happen to the Store. In twenty-one days.’

4

I. Woe unto you, Ironmongri and Haberdasheri; woe unto you, Millineri and Del |catessen; woe
unto you, Y oung Fashiones, and unto you, you bandits of Corsetry. And even unto to you,
Stationeri.

ii. For the Storeis but a Place insde the Outside.
ii. Woeuntoyou, for Arnold Bros (est. 1905) has opened the Last Sale. Everything Must Go.
Iv.  But they mocked him and said, Y ou are an Outsider, Y ou don't even Exist.

From The Book of Nome, Goods Inwardsv.I-1V

Overhead the humans plodded through their dow and incomprehensible lives. Below, so that that the din
was muffled by carpet and floorboards into a distant rumbling, the nomes straggled hurriedly dong their
dusty passageways.

‘It couldn’t of meant it,” said Granny Morkie. ‘ This placeistoo big. Place asbig asthiscan’'t be
de-stroyed Standsto reason.’

‘| toleyou, dint 17 panted Torrit, who aways cheered up immensdly a any news of devadtation and
terror. ‘ They dways said the Thing knowsthings. And don’t you go tellin’ meto shut up,

you.’

‘“Why do we haveto run? said Masklin. ‘| mean, twenty-one daysisalong time’

‘Not in politics’ said Dorcasgrimly.

‘| thought thiswasthe Store?

Dorcas stopped so suddenly that Granny Morkie cannoned into the back of him.

‘Look,” he said, with impatient patience. ‘What do you think nomes should do, eh, if the Storeiis
destroyed?

‘Go outsde, of—' Masklin began.

‘But most of them don't even believe the Outside really existsl Even I’'m not quite sure about it, and |
have an extremdly intelligent and questioning mind! Thereisn't anywhereto go. Do you under-stand me?
‘There’ smasses of outsde—'

‘Only if you believeinit!”

‘No, it' sredly therel’

‘I'm afraid people are more complicated than you think. But we ought to see the Abbot, anyway
Dreadful old tyrant, of course, but quite bright in hisway. It'sjust arather stuffy way.” Helooked hard at
them.

‘Possibly best if we don’t draw attention to our-selves,” he added. * People tend to leave me aone, but
it'snot awise thing for people to wander around outside their department without good reason. And



snceyou haven't got adepartment at dl...’

He shrugged. He managed, in one shift of his shoulders, to hint at dl the unpleasant things that could
happen to departmentless wanderers.

It meant using the lift again. It led into adusty underfloor area, dimly lit by well-spaced, weak bulbs. No
one seemed to be around. After the bustle of the other departments it was dmost unpleas-antly quiet.
Even quieter, Masklin thought, than the big fields. After dl, they were meant to be quiet. The underfloor
gpaces should have nomesin.

They dl sensed it. They drew closer to one another.

‘What deer littlelights,” said Grimma, to bresk the sllence. ‘Nome-size. All different colours, look. And
some of them flash on and off.’

‘We stedl boxes of ‘em every year, around Christmas Fayre,” said Dorcas, without looking around.
“Humans put them on trees’

‘Why?

‘Search me. To see‘em better, | suppose. Y ou can never tell, with humans,” said Dorcas.

‘But you know what trees are, then,” said Masklin. ‘I didn’t think you’ d have them in the Store.’

‘Of course | know,” said Dorcas. * Big green things with plastic prickles on. Some of ‘em are made of
tinsdl. Y ou can’t move for the damn things every Christmas Fayre, | told you.’

‘The oneswe have outsde are huge,” Masklin ventured. * And they have these leaves, which fal off every
year.

Dorcas gave him an odd look.

‘What do you mean, fal off? hesad.

‘They just curl up and fall off,” said Masklin. The other nomes nodded. Therewere alot of thingslately
they weren't certain about, but they were experts on what happened to leaves every year.

‘And this happens every year? said Dorcas.

‘Oh, yes’

‘Redlly? said Dorcas. ‘ Fascinating. And who sticks them back on?

‘Noone’ said Masklin. ‘They just turn up again, eventudly.’

‘All by themsdlves?
They nodded. When there' s one thing you' re certain of, you hang ontoiit. ‘ They seemto,” said Masklin.
‘We ve never redly found out why. It just happens.’
The Store nome scratched his head. Wdll,! don't know,” he said uncertainly. ‘It sounds like very doppy
management to me. Areyou sure?’ There were suddenly figures surrounding them. One minute dust
heaps, the next minute people. The oneright in front of the party had a beard, a patch over one eye, and
aknife clutched in histeeth. It somehow made his grin so much worse.

‘Oh, dear,” said Dorcas.

‘Who'rethey? hissed Masklin. ‘ Bandits. That’sawaysa problem in Corsetry,’

said Dorcas, raising his hands. *What' s bandits? said Masklin blankly. What's Corsetry? said Grimma
Dorcas pointed afinger at the floorboards over-head. ‘ It' sup there,” he said. * A department. Only no
one sredly interested in it because there snothing in it of any use. It smainly pink,’” he added.
‘Sometimesthe dastic—

‘Orr ossessionz orr orr ife,” said the head bandit impatiently.

‘Pardon? said Grimma.

‘| edd, orr ossessionz orr orr ifel’

‘I think it’ sthe knife,; said Masklin. ‘I think we' d understand you if you took the knife out.’
The bandit glared at them with his one good eye, but took the knife blade out of his mouith.

‘| said, your possessions or your lifel” he repested.

Masklin gave Dorcas a questioning look. The old nome waved his hands.

‘“He wants you to give him everything you have,” he said. ‘Hewon't kill you, of course, but they can be
rather unpleasant.’
The Outsde nomes went into a huddle. Thiswas something beyond their experience. Theideaof seding
was anew one to them. Back home there had never been anyone to steal from. If it cameto that, there



had never been anything to stedl.

‘Don’t they understand plain Nome? said the bandit.

Dorcas gave him asheepish grin. “You'll haveto excusethem,” hesaid. ‘ They’re new here’

Masklin turned around.

‘We'vedecided, hesaid. ‘If it’' sthe sameto you, we' Il keep what we have. Sorry.’

He gave Dorcas and the bandit a bright smile. The bandit returned it. At least, he opened his mouth and
showed alot of teeth.

‘Er,’ said Dorcas, ‘you can’t say that, you know. Y ou can't say you don't want to be robbed!” He saw
Masklin'slook of complete bewilderment. * Robbed,” he repeated. ‘ 1t means having your things taken
away from you. Y ou just can't say you don’t want it to happen!”’

‘Why not? said Grimma.

‘Because-’ the old nome hesitated. ‘| don’t know, redlly. Tradition, | suppose.’

The bandit chief tossed his knife from one hand to the other. * Tell youwhat I'll do,” he said, ‘you being
new and everything. We Il hardly hurt you at al. Get them!”’

Two bandits grabbed Granny Morkie.

Thisturned out tobe amistake. Her bony right hand flashed out and there were two ringing daps.
‘Cheek!” she snapped, as the nomes staggered sideways, clutching their ears.

A bandit who tried to hold old Torrit got a pointed elbow in his ssomach. One waved aknife a Grimma,
who caught hiswrist; the knife dropped from his hand and he sank to his knees, making pathetic bubbling
NOiSes.

Masklin leaned down, grablbed a handful of the chief’ s shirt in one hand, and lifted him up to eye-level.
‘I"'m not sure we fully understand this custom,” he said. * But nomes shouldn’t hurt other nomes, don’t you
think?

‘Ahahaha,’ said the chief, nervoudly.

‘So | think perhapsit would be agood ideaif you go away, don’t you?

Helet go. The bandit scrabbled on the floor for hisknife, gave Masklin another anxious grin, and ran for
it. Therest of the band hurried after him, or at least limped fast.

Masklin turned to Dorcas, who was shaking with laughter.

Well,” hesaid, ‘what wasthat al about?

Dorcas leaned against awall for support.

“You redly don’'t know, do you? he said.

‘No,” said Masklin patiently. ‘ That'swhy! asked, you see’

‘The Corsetri are bandits. They take thingsthat don’t belong to them. They hide out in Corsetry because
it' smoretrouble than it’ sworth to anyone to drag them out,” said Dorcas. ‘Usudly they just try to
frighten people. They'reredly just abit of anuisance’

‘Why’ d that one have hisknifein hismouth? said Grimma

‘It' s supposed to make him look tough and devil-may- care, | think.’

‘I think it makeshim look slly,” said Grimmaflatly.

‘He ll fed the back of my hand if he comes back here’ said Granny Morkie.

‘1 don't think they’ Il be back. | think they were abit shocked to have people hit them, in fact,” said
Dorcas. Helaughed. Y ou know, I'm really looking forward to seeing what effect you lot have on the
Abbot. | don't think we' ve ever seen anything likeyou. You'll belikeaawhat’ sthat stuff you said
there salot of Outsde?

‘Freshar? said Masklin.

‘That’sright. Fresh air.’

And 0 they came, eventudly, to the Stationeri.

Go to the Stationeri or go Outside, the Duke had said, meaning that he didn’t see alot of difference
between the two. And there was no doubt that the other great families distrusted the Stationeri, who they
reckoned had strange and terrifying powers.

After dl, they could read and write. Anyone who can tell you what a piece of paper is saying must be



drange.

They dso understood Arnold Bros (est. 1905)' s messagesin the sky.

But it isvery hard to meet someone who believesyou don't exis.

Masklin had dways thought that Torrit looked old, but the Abbot looked so old that he must have been
around to give Timeitself abit of apush. He walked with the aid of two sticks, and a couple of younger
nomes hovered behind him in case he needed support. His face was a bag of wrinkles, out of which his
eyes stared like two sharp black holes.

Thetribe clustered up behind Masklin, asthey always did now when they were worried.

The Abbot’ s guest hall was an areawalled with cardboard, near one of thelifts. Occasionally one went
past, shaking down some dust.

The Abbot was helped to his chair and sat down dowly, while his assstants fussed around him. Then he
leaned forward.

‘Ah, hesad, ‘Dd Icatessen, isn't it? Invented anything lately?

‘Not lately, my lord,” said Dorcas. ‘My lord, | have the honour to present to you—'

‘| can’t see anyone,” said the Abbot, smoothly.

‘Must be blind,” sniffed Granny.

‘And | can’'t hear anyone, either,” said the Abbot.

‘Bequiet,” Dorcas hissed.  Someone’ stold him about you! Hewon't let himsdlf seeyou! My lord,” he
sad loudly, turning back, ‘1 bring strange news. The Store is going to be demolished!’

It didn’'t have quite the effect Masklin had expected. The Stationeri priests behind the Abbot sniggered to
themselves, and the Abbot permitted himsdf afaint smile.

‘Dear me,” hesaid. * And whenisthisterrible event likely to occur?

‘In twenty-one days, my lord.’

Wéll, then,” said the Abbot in akindly voice, ‘you run dong now and, afterwards, tell uswhat it was
like’

Thistimethe priests grinned.

‘My lord, thisisno—'

The Abbot raised agnarled hand. ‘I’ m sure you know agreat deal about eectricity, Dorcas, but you
must know that every timethereisa Grand Finad Sae excitable people say “ The end of the Storeis
nigh”. And, sirangdly enough, lifegoeson.’ -

Masklin felt the Abbot’ s gaze on him. For some-one who was invisible, he seemed to be attracting
consderable attention.

‘My lord, it israther more than that,” said Dorcas stiffly.

‘Oh?Did the dectricity tell you? said the Abbot mockingly.

Dorcas nudged Masklin in theribs. “Now,” he said.

Masklin stepped forward and put the Thing down on thefloor.

‘Now, hewhispered.

‘Am | in the presence of community leaders? said the Thing.

‘ About as much as you ever will be,” said Dorcas. The Abbot stared at the box.

‘I will usesmal words,” said the Thing. ‘1 am the Flight Recording and Navigation Computer. A
computer isamachine that thinks. Think, computer, think. See the computer think. | use elec- tricity.
Sometimes elec-tricity can carry mess-ages. | can hear the messages. | can under-stand the messages.
Sometimes the messages go dong wires called telephone wires. Sometimes they arein other computers.
Thereisacomputer in the Store. It pays humanstheir wages. | can hear it think. It thinks. no more Store
soon, no more payroll, no more accounts. The telephone wiresthey say, Isthat Grimethorpe Demoalition
Co.?, canwe discussfina arrangements for the demoalition, all stock will be out by the twenty--fird—'
‘Very amusing,” said the Abbot. ‘How did you makeit?

‘I didn’t make it, my lord. These people brought it here-’

Which people? said the Abbot, looking straight through MasklIn.

‘“What happensif | go and pull hisnose? whispered Granny, in ahoarse whisper.

‘It would be extremely painful,’ said Dorcas.



‘Good.’

‘l mean, for you.’

The Abbot rose hesitantly to hisfest.

‘| am atolerant nome,” he said. 'Y ou speculate about things Outside, and | do not mind, | say it isgood
mental exercise. Wewouldn't be nomesif we didn’t sometimes allow our minds to wander. But toingst
that it isred, that isnot to be tolerated. Little tricksy toys..." He hobbled forward and brought one stick
down sharply on the Thing, which buzzed. * Intolerable! Thereisnothing Out-side, and no oneto liveiniit!
Lifein other Stores, pah! Audience concluded! Be off with you.’

‘| can stand an impact of two thousand five hundred tons,” said the Thing smugly, athough no one took
much notice,

‘Away! Away!" shouted the Abbot, and Masklin saw that he was trembling.

That was the strange thing about the Store. Only afew days ago there weren’t that many things you
needed to know, and they mainly involved big hungry creatures and how to avoid them. Fiedcraft, Torrit
had called it. Now it was beginning to dawn on Masklin that there was a different sort of knowledge, and
it congsted of the things you needed to understand in order to survive among other nomes. Thingslike:
be very careful when you tell people thingsthey don’t want to hear. And: the thought that they may be
wrong makes people very angry.

Some of the lesser Stationeri ushered them hurriedly through the doorway. It was done quite expertly,
without any of them actudly touching

Masklin's people or even looking them in the face. Severd of them scattered hastily away from Torrit
when he picked up the Thing and held it protec-tively.

Finaly Granny Morki€ stemper, which was never particularly long, shortened to vanishing point. She
grabbed the nearest monk by his black robe and held him up inchesin front of her nose. Hiseyes
cros=d frantically with the effort of not seeing her. She poked him violently in the chest.

‘Do you fed my finger? she demanded. ‘Do you fed it? Not here, am 17

‘Indigenous!’ said Torrit.

Themonk solved hisimmediate problem by giving alittle whimper and fainting.

‘Let’sget away from here,” said Dorcas hur-riedly. ‘1 suspect it’ sonly asmall step between not seeing
people and making surethey don't exist.’

‘l don't understand,” said Grimma. ‘ How can people not see us?

‘Because they know we' re from Outside,” said Masklin.

‘But other nomes can seeud’ said Grimma, her voice risng. Masklin didn’t blame her. He was beginning
to fed abit unsure too.

‘I think that’ s because they don’t know,” he said, ‘or don't believe we really are Outsiders!’

‘l an'tan Outsder!” said Torrit. ‘They'redl Insders!’

‘But that means that the Abbot really does think we' re from Outside!” said Grimma. ‘ That means he
believeswe' re here and he can't see usl Where' sthe sensein that?

‘That’ s nomish nature for you,’” said Dorcas.

‘Don’'t see that it matters much,” said Granny, grimly. ‘ Come three weeks and they’ |l al be Out-sders.
Servethemright. They’ll have to go around not looking at themselves. See how they like that, en? She
stuck her noseintheair. ‘Ho, hexcuse me, Mr Abbot, went and tripped over hyou there, didn’t see hyou
hi’amsure...’

‘I'm sure they’ d understand if only they’d listen,” said Masklin.

‘Shouldn’t think so,” said Dorcas, kicking at the dust.  Silly of meto think they would, redly. The
Stationeri never listen to new idess’

‘Excuseme,’ said aquiet voice behind them.

They turned, and saw one of the Stationeri standing there. He was young, and quite plump, with curly
hair and aworried expression. In fact he was nervoudy twisting the corner of hisrobe.

“Y ou want me? said Dorcas.

‘Er. | was, er, | wanted to talk to the, er, Outsiders,” said the little man carefully. He bobbed



acurtsey inthedirection of Torrit and Granny Morkie.

“You ve got better eyesight than mogt, then,” said Masklin.

‘Er, yes,’ said the Stationeri. He looked back down the corridor. *Er, I'd like to talk to you. Somewhere
private’

They shuffled around afloor joist.

‘Well? said Masklin.

‘That, er, thing that spoke,” said the Stationeri. ‘ Do you believe it?

‘I think it can’t actudly tdll lies’ said Masklin.

‘What isit, exactly? Some kind of radio?

Masklin gave Dorcas a hopeful 1ook.

That' sathing for making noise,’ Dorcas explained loftily.

‘Isit? said Masklin, and shrugged. ‘| don’t know. We ve just had it alongtime. It saysit camewith
nomes from along way away, along time ago. We velooked after it for generations, haven't we, Torrit.’
The old man nodded violently. ‘ My dad had it before me, and hisfather before him, and hisfather before
him, and his brother at the same time as him, and their uncle before them—' he began.

The Stationeri scratched his head.

‘It svery worrying,” he said. ‘ The humans are acting very strangely. Things aren’t being replaced in the
Store. There' ssignswe' ve never seen before. Even the Abbot’ sworried, he can’'t work out what Arnold
Bros (est. 1905) expectsusto do. So, er. .. He bunched up hisrobe, untwisted it hurriedly, and went
on. ‘I’'m the Abbot’ s assistant, you see. My name is Gurder. | have to do the things he can’t do himself.
o, er...

Well, what? said Masklin.

‘Could you come with me? Please?

‘Istherefood? said Granny Morkie, who could aways put her finger on the important points.

‘We'll certainly have some sent up,” said Gurder hurriedly. He backed off through the maze of joistsand
wiring. Please, follow me. Please’
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I.  &nbsp; Y et there were some who said, We have seen Arnold Bros (est. 1905)'s new
Signsin the Store, and we are Troubled for we Understand them not.
ii. enpsp;  Forthisisthe Season that should be Christmas Fayre, and yet the Signsare
not the Signs of Christmas Fayre;
i. emvsp;  Norarethey January Sales, or Back to School Week, or Spring Into Spring
Fashions, or Summer Bar-gains, or other Signswe know in their Season,
Iv.  enbsp; Forthe Sgnssay Clearance Sdle. We are sorely Troubled.

From The Book of Nome, Complaintsv.I-1V

Gurder, bobbing and curtseying, led them deeper into Stationeri territory. It had amusty smell. Hereand
there were stacks of what Masklin was told were books. He didn’t fully understand what they werefor,,
but Dorcas obvioudy thought they were important.

‘Look a ‘em,” hesaid. ‘ Powerful lot of stuff in there that we could find useful, and the Stationeri guard it
like, like—'

‘Like something well guarded? said Masklin.

‘Right. Right. That' sexactly right. They keep

looking hard at ‘em. Reading, they cal it. But they don’t understand any of it.’

Therewasawhirr from the Thing in Torrit' sarms, and afew lightslit up.

‘Books are repositories of knowledge? it said.

‘There ssaidto bealot in them,” said Dorcas.

‘Itisvitd that you obtain books,” said the Thing. ‘ Stationeri hold onto ‘em,” said Dorcas. * Unlessyou
know how to read books properly they inflame the brain, they say.’



‘In here, please,’ said Gurder, shifting acard-board barrier.

Someone was waiting for them, gtting siffly on apile of cushionswith his back to them.

‘Ah. Gurder,” hesaid. ‘Comein. Good.’

It was the Abbot. He didn’t turn around.

Masklin prodded Gurder. ‘1t was bad enough just now,” he said. ‘“Why are we doing this again?
Gurder gave him alook which seemed to say:

Trust me, thisisthe only way.

‘Have you arranged for some food, Gurder? said the Abbot.

‘My lord, | wasjust—'

‘Goand doit now.’

‘Yes, my lord.’

Gurder gave Masklin another desperate look and scurried away.

The nomes stood sheepishly, wondering what was going to happen next.

The Abbot spoke.

‘| am nearly fifteen yearsold,’ he said. ‘| am older even than some departmentsin the Store. | have seen
many strange things, and soon | am going to meet Arnold Bros (est. 1905) in the hope that | have been a
good and dutiful nome. | am so old that there are nomes who think that in someway | am the Store, and
fear that when | am gone the Store will end. Now you tdl methisisso. Who isin charge?

Masklin looked at Torrit. But everyone elselooked at him.

‘Wdll, er, hesaid. ‘Me. | suppose. Just for the moment.’

‘That’sright,” said Torrit, relieved. * Just for the moment I’ m puttin’ himin charge, see. Because|I’mthe
leader.’

The Abbot nodded.

‘A very wisedecison,” hesaid. Torrit beamed.

‘Stay here with the talking box,” said the Abbot to Masklin. ‘ Therest of you, please go. Therewill be
food brought to you. Please go and wait.’

‘Urn,” said Masklin, ‘no.’

There was a pause.

Then the Abbot said, quite softly, ‘Why not?

‘Because, you see, urn, we' re dl together,” said Masklin. “We ve never been split up.’

‘A very commendable sentiment. Y ou'll find, however, that life doesn’t work like that. Come, now. | can
hardly harm you, can |7

“You tak to him, Masklin,” said Grimma. Wewon’'t befar away. It’s not important.’

He nodded reluctantly.

When they had |€ft, the Abbot turned around. Close to, he was even older than he had |ooked before.
Hisface wasn't just wrinlded, it was one big wrinlde. He was middle-aged when old Torrit was born,
Masklin told himself. He' s old enough to be Granny Morki€' s grandfather!

The Abbot amiled. It wasadifficult smile. It was asif he' d had smiling explained to him but had never
had chance to practice.

“Your name, | believe, isMasklin,’” hesaid.

Masklin couldn’t deny it.

‘| don’'t understand!’ he said. *Y ou can see me! Ten minutes ago you said | didn’t even exist and now
you'retalking to me!’

‘Thereis nothing strange about it,” said the Abbot. ‘ Ten minutes ago it was officia. Goodnessme, | can't
go around letting people believe that I’ ve been wrong dl along, can 1? The Abbots have been denying
thereis anything Outside for gen-erations. | can’t suddenly say they were al wrong. People would think
I’ve gone mad.’

Would they? said Masklin.

‘Oh, yes. Palitics, you see. Abbots can't go changing their minds al thetime. You'll find thisout. The
important thing about being aleader is not being right or wrong, but being certain. Otherwise people
wouldn't know what to think. Of course, it helpsto beright aswell,” the Abbot conceded. He leaned



back.

‘There wereterrible warsin the Store, once,” he said. ‘ Terriblewars. A terrible time. Nome against
nome. Decades ago, of course. It seemed that there was always some nome who thought his family
should rule the Store. The Battle of the Freight Elevator, the Goods Inwards Campaign, the dreadful
Mezzanine Wars. . . But that’ s past, now. And do you know why?

‘No,” said Masklin.

‘We stopped it. The Stationeri. By cunning and common sense and diplomacy. We made them see that
Arnold Bros (est. 1905) expects nomesto be at peace with one another. Now then. Supposing that |, in
there, had said | believed you. People would have thought, the old boy has gone off hishead:” The
Abbot chuckled. ‘ And then they’ d have said, have the Stationeri been wrong al thistime? They would
have panicked. Wéll, of course, that would never do. We must hold the nomes together. Y ou know how
they bicker a every opportunity.’

‘That'strue,” said Masklin. * And they always blame you for everything and say, what' re you going to do
about it?

Y ou've noticed, haveyou? said the Abbot, smiling. ‘It ssemsto methat you have exactly theright
qualification for being aleader.’

‘1 don't think so”

‘That’ swhat | mean. Y ou don’t want to be one. | didn’t want to be Abbot.” He drummed hisfingerson
hiswalking stick, and then looked sharply at Masklin.

‘People are dways alot more complicated than you think,” he said. *It’s very important to remem-ber
that.’

‘I will,” said Masklin, not knowing what elseto say.

“You don't believein Arnold Bros (est. 1905), do you? &aid the Abbot. It was more a statement than a
question.

‘Well, er—

‘I’ve seen him, you know. When | wasaboy. | climbed all the way up to Consumer Accounts, by mysalf
and hid, and | saw him at his desk writing.’

‘Oh?

‘He had abeard.’

‘Oh.’

The Abbot drummed hisfingers on his stick. He seemed to be making up his mind about something. Then
he said, ‘Hmm. Where was your home?

Masklin told him. Funnily, it ssemed alot better now he looked back on it. More summers

than winters, more nuts than rat. No bananas or ectric or carpets, but plenty of freshair. Andin
memory there didn’t seem to be as much drizzle and frost. The Stationeri listened politely.

‘It was alot better when we had more people,” Masklin finished. He glanced at hisfeet. * Y ou could
come and stay. When the Store is demo-thinged.’

The Abbot laughed. ‘I'm not sure I’dfit in,” he said. ‘I’ m not sure | want to believe in your Outside. It
sounds cold and dangerous. Anyway, | shdl be going on arather more mysterious journey. And now,
please excuse me, | must rest.” He thumped on the floor with his stick. Gurder appeared asif by magic.
‘Take Masklin away and educate him alittle,; said the Abbaot, *and then the both of you come back here.
But leave that black box, please. | wish to learn more about it. Put it on the floor.’

Masklin did so. The Abbot poked it with his stick.

‘Black box,” he said, ‘what are you, and what is your purpose?

‘Jam the Hight Recorder and Navigation Com-puter of the starship Swan. | have many functions. My
current mgor function isto guide and advise those nomes shipwrecked when their scout ship crashed
here fifteen thousand years ago.’

‘It takslikethisal thetime,’ said Masklin gpologetically.

“Who are these nomes of which you speak? said the Abbot.

‘All nomes’

‘Isthat your only purpose?



‘I have aso been given the task of keeping nomes safe and taking them home.’

‘Very commendable,” said the Abbot. He looked up at the other two.

'Run dong, then,” he commanded. * Show him alittle of the world, Gurder. And then | shal have atask
for both of you.’

Educate him alittle, the Abbot had said.

That meant starting with The Book of Nome, which consisted of pieces of paper sawn together with
marks on them.

‘Humans useit for cigarettes,’ said Gurder, and read the first dozen verses. They listened in silence, and
then Granny Morkie sad, ‘ So thisArnold Bros—'

‘—(est. 1905)— said Gurder primly.

Whatever,” said Granny. ‘He built the Store just for nomes?

‘Er. Ye-ess, sad Gurder, uncertainly.

‘What was here before, then? said Granny.

‘The Site.” Gurder looked uncomfortable. ‘Y ou see, the Abbot saysthereis nothing outside the Store.
urn.’

‘But we' ve come—

‘He saysthat tales of Outside are just dreams.’

‘Sowhen | said dl that about where we lived, hewasjust laughing a me? said Masklin.

‘It isoften very hard to know what the Abbot really believes,” said Gurder. ‘| think most of al he
believesin Abbots’

“You believe us, don’'t you? said Grimma. Gurder nodded, half-hesitantly.

‘I’ ve often wondered where the lorries go, and where the humans come from,” he said. ‘ The Abbot gets
very angry when you mention it, though. The other thing is, there’' s been anew season. That means
something. Some of us have been watching humans, and when there' s anew season something unusud is
happening.’

“How can you have seasons when you don't know about weeather? said Masklin.

Weather has got nothing to do with seasons. Look, someone can take the old people down to the Food
Hall, and I’ ll show you two. It'sal very odd. But—' and now Gurder’ s face was a picture of misery
‘—Arnold Bros (est. 1905) wouldn't destroy the Store, would he?
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iii. ~ And Arnold Bros (est. 1905) said, Let there be Signs, so that All within shall know the Proper
Running of the Store.
Iv. OntheMoving Stairs, let the Sign Be: Dogs and Pushchairs Must be Carried;
v. And Arnold Bros (est. 1905) waxed wroth, for many carried neither dog nor pushchair;
vi. OnthelLifts, let the Sign Be: ThisLift to Carry Ten Persons,
vii. And Arnold Bros (est. 1905) waxed wroth, for oftimesthe Lifts carried only two or three;
viii. And Arnold Bros (est. 1905) said, Truly Humans are Stupid, who do not understand plain

language.
From The Book of Nome, Regulationsv.111-VIlI

It was along walk through the busy underfloor world.

They found that Stationeri could go wherethey liked. The other departments didn’t fear them, because
the Stationeri weren't atrue department. There were no women and children, for one thing.

‘So people havetojoin? said Masklin.

We are sdlected,” Gurder corrected. ‘ Severa intelligent boys from each department every year. But
when you' re a Stationeri, you have to forget about your department and serve the whole Store!”

Why can’t women be Stationeri, then? said Grimma.

‘It' sawell-known fact that women can’t read,” said Gurder. ‘It’ s not their fault, of course. Appar-ently



their brains get too hot. With the strain, you know. It'sjust one of those things.’

‘Fancy,” said Grimma. Masklin glanced sde-ways a her. He d heard her use that sweet, innocent tone
of voice before. It meant that, pretty soon, there was going to be trouble.

Trouble or not, it was amazing the effect that Gurder had on people. They would stand aside and bow
dightly as he went past, and one or two of them held smdll children up and pointed him out. Even the
guards at the border-crossings touched their helmets respectfully.

All around them was the bustle of the Store moving through time. Thousands of nomes, Masklin thought.
| didn’t even think there were any numbersthat big. A world made up of people.

He remembered hunting aone, running aong the deep furrowsin the big field behind the motorway.
There was nothing around but earth and flints, stretching into the distance. The whole sky wasan
upturned bowl with him at the centre,

Here, hefdt that if he turned round sudden-ly he would knock someone over. He wondered what it
would belike, living here and never knowing anywhere e se. Never being cold, never being wet, never
being afrad.

Y ou might start thinking it was never possible to be anything ese...

He was vaguely aware that they’ d gone up adope and out through another gap into the big emptiness of
the Store itsdlf. It was night —Closing Time — but there were bright lightsin the sky, except that he'd
haveto sart learning to call it the calling.

‘Thisisthe Haberdashery Department,” said Gurder. ‘ Now, do you see the sign hanging up there?
Masklin peered into the misty distance and nodded. He could seeit. It had huge red | etter shapes ona
white banner.

‘It “should say Christmas Fayre,” said the Stationeri. ‘ That’ sthe right season, it comes after Summer
Bonanza and before Spring Into Spring Fashions. But instead it says-” Gurder narrowed his eyes, and his
lips moved soundless-ly for amoment *—Final Reductions. We ve been wondering what that means.’
‘Thisisjust athought,” said Grimma, sarcas-ticdly, ‘it sonly asmal idea, you understand. | expect big
ideas would make my head explode. But doesn't it mean, well, everything isfindly being reduced?

‘Oh, it can't mean anything as Ssmple asthat. Y ou have to interpret these Signs,” said Gurder. *Once they
had one saying Fire Sale, and we didn’t seethem sdll any fire’

What do dl the other things say? said Masklin. Everything being Findly Reduced wastoo horri-bleto
think abouit.

Wéll, that one over there says Everything Must Go,” said Gurder. ‘But that turns up every year. It's
Arnold Bros (est. 1905)' sway of telling us that we must lead good lives becausewe dl die eventudly.
And those two over there, they’re dways there too.” He looked solemn. ‘ No one redlly believesthem
any more. There were wars over them, years ago. Silly superdtition, redly. | mean, | don't think thereisa
mongter called Prices Slashed who walks around the Store at night, seeking out bad people. It'sjust
something to frighten naughty children with.’

Gurder bit hislip. ‘ There’ sanother odd thing,” he said. * See those things againgt thewadl? They're called
shelves. Sometimes humans take things off them, sometimes they put things on them. But just lately ...
well, they just take things away.’

Some of the shelves were empty.

Masklin wasn't too familiar with the subtleties of human behaviour. Humans were humans, in the same
way that cowswere just cows. Obvi-oudy there was some way that other cows or humanstold them
apart, but he' d never been able to spot it. If there was any sense in any-thing they did, he’ d never been
abletowork it out.

“Everything Must Go”,’ hesaid.

‘Yes, but not go,” said Gurder. ‘Not actualy go. You don't really think it means actualy go, do you?I’'m
sure Arnold Bros (est. 1905) wouldn’t allow it. Would he?

‘Couldn't rightly say,” said Masklin. ‘Never heard of him till we came here’

‘Oh, yes,” said Gurder, in ameek voice. ' From Outside, you said. It sounded very interest-ing. And
nice’

Grimmatook Masklin's hand and squeezed it gently.



‘I’ snice here, too,” she said. Helooked sur-prised.

Wadl, itis’ shesaid defiantly. “Y ou know the othersthink so, too. It'swarm and there’ s amaz-ing food,
evenif they have funny ideas about women'sbrains.” Sheturned back to Gurder. Why can't you ask
Arnold Bros (eat. 1905) what isgoing on?

‘Oh, | don't think we should do that!” said Gurder hurriedly.

‘Why not? Make' ssense, if he'sin charge,” said Masklin. ‘Have you ever even seen Arnold Bros (est.
1905)?7

‘The Abbot did, once. When he was young he climbed all the way up to Consumer Accounts. He
doesn't talk about it, though.’

Masklin thought hard about this as they waked back. There had never been any religion or politics back
home. Theworld wasjust too big

to worry about things like that. But he had serious doubts about Arnold Bros (est. 1905). After dl, if he
had built the Store for nomes, why hadn’t he made it nome-sized? But, he thought, it was probably not
thetimeto ask

r questionslike that.

If you thought hard enough, he' d aways considered, you could work out everything. Thewind, for
example. It had aways puzzled him until the day he' d redized that it was caused by dl the treeswaving
about.

They found the rest of the group near the Abbot’ s quarters. Food had been brought up for them. Granny
Morkie was explaining to a couple of baffled Stationeri that the pinegpples weren't a patch on the ones
she used to catch at home.

Torrit looked up from ahunk of bread.

‘Everyone' s been looking for you two,” he said. ‘ The Abbot fellow wants you. This bread’ s soft. You
don't haveto spit on it like the bread we had at ho—'

‘Never you mind going on about that!” snapped Granny, suddenly full of loyalty for the old hole.

‘Wdll, it' strue, muttered Torrit. We never had stuff likethis. | mean, al these sausages and meet in big
lumps, not stuff you haveto kill, no ferreting around in dirty bins...

He saw the others glaring at him, and lapsed into shame-faced muttering.

‘Shut up, you daft old fool,” said Granny. Well, we dint have no foxes, | expect? said Torrit. ‘Like Mrs
Coom and my old mate Mert, they never—'

Her furious glare findly worked. Hisface went white.

‘It just wasn't dl sunshine,” he whispered, shaking hishead. ‘Not dl sunshine, that’sdl I'm saying.’
What does he mean? said Gurder, brightly. *He don’t mean nothing,” snapped Granny. *Oh.” Gurder
turned to Masklin. ‘| know what afox is,” hesaid. ‘I can read Human books, you know. Quite wdll. |
read abook called—' he hesi-tated ‘—Our Furry Friends, | think it was. A handsome and agile hunter,
the red fox scav-enges carrion, fruit and small rodents. It — I’ m sorry, is something wrong?

Torrit was choking on his bread while the others dapped him hurriedly on the back. Masklin took the
young Stationeri by the arm and quickly walked him away.

Wasit something | said? said Gurder.

‘Inaway,” said Masklin. *And now | think the Abbot wants to see us, doesn't he?

The old man was sitting very ill, with the Thing on hislap, saring a nothing.

He paid them no attention when they camein. Once or twice hisfingers drummed on the Thing' s black
surface.

‘Sir? said Gurder, after awhile.

‘Hmm?

‘Y ou wanted to see us, Sir?

‘Ah;” said the Abbot vaguely. ‘ Y oung Gurder, isn't it?

‘Yes, grl’

‘Oh. Good.’

There was silence. Gurder coughed politely. Y ou wanted to see us, Sir? he repeated. * Ah.” The Abbot



nodded gently. * Oh. Yes. Y ou, there. The young man with the spear.’

‘Me? said Masklin.

‘Y es. Have you spoken to this, thisthing? The Thing? Well, in away. It talks funny, though. It shard to
understand.’

‘It hastalked to me. It hastold me it was made by nomes, along time ago. It eats electric. It saysit can
hear dectric things. It hassaid—' heglared at thethingin hislap ‘—it has said that it has heard Arnold
Bros (est. 1905) plansto demolish the Store. It isamad thing, it talks about stars, it sayswe came from
adar, flying. But.. . thereistalk of strange events. | wonder to myself, isthisamessenger from the
Management, sent to warn us? Or isit atrap set by Prices Slashed? So!” He thumped the Thing with a
wrinkled hand. We must ask Arnold Bros (eat 1905). Wewill learn histruth.’

‘But, Sr!” Gurder burst out. ‘Y ou're far too—I mean, it wouldn't be right for you to go al theway to
the Top again, it’ saterrible dangerous journey!’

‘Quite so, boy. So you will go instead. Y ou can read Human, and your boisterous friend with the spear
can go with you.’

Gurder sagged to hisknees. * Sir? All the way to the Top? But | am not worthy—' His voice faded away.
The Abbot nodded. ‘None of usare,’ he said. ‘We are al Shop-soiled. Everything Must Go. Now be
off, and may Bargains Gaore go with you.’

Who'sBargains Gaore? said Masklin, asthey went out.

‘She' saservant of the Store,” said Gurder, who was gtill trembling. ‘ She' sthe enemy of the dreadful
Prices Sashed, who wandersthe corridors a night with histerrible shining I-ight, to catch evil nomes!’
‘It'sagood job you don't believein him, then,” said Masklin.

‘Of course| don't,” agreed Gurder.

‘Y our teeth are chattering, though.’

‘That’ s because my teeth believein him. And so do my knees. And my stomach. It'sonly my heed that
doesn't, and it' sbeing carried around by aload of superstitious cowards. Excuse me, I'll go and collect
my things. It' s very important that we set out at once.’

Why? said Masklin.

‘Becausg, if we. wait any longer, I'll betoo scared to go.’

The Abbot sat back in hischair.

‘Tell meagain,” he said, ‘ about how we came

here. Y ou mentioned a colour. Mauve, wasn't it?

‘Marooned,” said the Thing.

‘Ah, yes. From something thet flew.’

‘A galactic survey ship,” saidthe Thing.

‘But it got broken, you said.’

‘Therewas afault in one of the everywhere-engines. it meant we could not return to the main ship. Can it
be that thisisforgotten?in the early dayswe managed to communicate with humans, but the different
metabolic rates and time sense eventually made thisimpossible. It was hoped origindly that humans could
be taught enough science to build us anew ship, but they were too dow. In the end we had to teach them
the very basic skills, such asmetdlurgy, in the hope that they might eventudly stop fighting one another
long enough to take an interest in space travel .’

‘Metal Urgy.” The Abbot turned the word over and over. Meta urgy. The urge to use metals. That was
humans, dl right. He nodded. * What was that other thing you said we taught them? Began witha G.’

The Thing appeared to hesitate, but it was|earning how to talk to nomes now. * Agriculture? it said.
‘That’sright. A Griculture. Important, isit?

‘itisthebagsof civilization.’

‘What does that mean?

‘It means“yes’.

The Abbot sat back while the Thing went on talking. Strange words washed over him, like planets and
electronics. He didn’'t know what they meant, but they sounded right. Nomes had taught humans. Nomes



camefrom along way away. From adistant star, apparently.

The Abbot didn’t find this astonishing. He didn’t get about much these days, but he had seen the sarsin
hisyouth. Every year, around the season of Christmas Fayre, stars would appear in most of the
departments. Big ones, with lots of pointy bits and glitter on them, and lots of lights. He' d dways been
very impressed by them. It was quite fitting that they should have belonged to nomes, once. Of course,
they weren't out al the time, so presumably there was abig store-room somewhere, where the stars
were kept.

The Thing seemed to agree with this. The big room was called the galaxy. It was somewhere above
Consumer Accounts.

And then there were these * light years . The Abbot had seen nearly fifteen years go past, and they had
seemed quite heavy at thetime — full of problems, swollen with responghilities. Lighter oneswould have
been better. -And so he smiled, and nodded, and listened,

and fell adeep asthe Thing talked and talked and talked...

v

xxi. But Arnold Bros (est. 1905) sad, Thisisthe Sign | giveyou:
xxii.  If You Do Not See What Y ou Require, Please Ask.
From The Book of Nome, Regulations v.X X1 -XXII

‘She can't come,” said Gurder.

‘Why not? said Masklin.

‘Well, it sdangerous.”

‘So? Masklin looked at Grimma, who was wear-ing a defiant expression.

“Y ou shouldn’t take girls anywhere dangerous,” said Gurder virtuoudly.

Once again Masklin got the feding he' d come to recognize often since he' d arrived in the Store. They
were taking, their mouths were opening and shutting, every word by itsdf was perfect-ly understandable,
but when they were dl put together they made no sense at all. The best thing to do wasignore them.
Back home, if women weren’t to go anywhere dangerous, they wouldn’t go anywhere.

‘I'm coming,” said Grimma. ‘What danger isthere, anyway? Only this Price Slasher, and—

‘And Arnold Bros (est. 1905) himsdlf,’ said Gurder nervoudly.
Wéll, I’'m going to come anyway. People don’t need me and there' s nothing to do,” said Grimma. What
can happen, anyway? It' snot asif something terrible could happen,” she added sarcadtically, ‘like me
reading something and my brain overheating, for example’

‘Now, I'msurel didn't say—' said Gurder weskly.

‘I bet the Stationeri don’t do their own washing,” said Grimma. ‘ Or darn their own socks. | bet—'

‘All right, dl right,” said Gurder, backing away. ‘ But you mustn’t lag behind, and you mustn’t get in the
way. We Il makethedecisons, dl right?

He gave Masklin adesperate |ook.

‘You tel her shemustn’t get intheway,” he said.

‘Me? sad Maslin. ‘I’ ve never told her any-thing.’
Thejourney was lessimpressive than he' d expected. The old Abbot had told of staircases that moved,
firein buckets, long empty corridors with nowhere to hide.

But since then, of course, Dorcas had put theliftsin. They only went asfar as Kiddies Klothesand Toys,
but the Kiothians were afriendly people who had adapted well to life on ahigh floor and always
welcomed the rare travellers who came with tales of the world below.

‘They don’'t even come down to use the Food Hall,” said Gurder. * They get everything they want from
the Staff rest-room. They live on teaand biscuits, mainly. And yoghurt.’

‘How drange,’ said Grimma.
They'revery gentle, said Gurder. *Very thought-ful. Very quiet. A little bit mysticd, though. It must be
al that yoghurt and tea’



‘I don’t understand about the fire in buckets, though,” said Masklin.

‘Er,’ sad Gurder, ‘wethink that the old Abbot might, er, we think hismemory... after dl, heisextremdy
old...

“You don't haveto explain, said Grimma. ‘Old Torrit can be abit like that.’

‘It'sjust that hismind isnot as sharp asit was,” said Gurder.

Masklin said nothing. It just seemed to him that, if the Abbot’ s mind was abit blunt now, it must once
have been sharp enough to cut the breeze.

The Kiothians gave them a guide to take them through the outlying. regions of the underfloor. There were
few nomesthishigh up. Most of them preferred the busy floors bel ow.

It was dmost like being outside. Faint breezes blew the dust into grey drifts; there was no light except
what filtered through from odd cracks. In the darkest places the guide had to light matches. He was a
very smal nome, who smiled alot in ashy way and said nothing at dl when Grimmatried to talk to him.
‘Where arewe going? said Masklin, looking back at their deep footprints.

‘Tothemoving sairs, said Gurder.

‘Move? How do they move? Bits of the Store move around?

Gurder chuckled patronizingly.

‘Of course, dl thisisnew to you. You mustn’t worry if you don’t understand everything,” he said.

‘Do they move or don't they? said Grimma. ‘Y ou'll see. It’ sthe only one we use, you know. It' sabit
dangerous. Y ou have to be topsides, you see. It' snot like the lifts’

Thelittle Klothian pointed forward, bowed and hurried away.

Gurder led them up through anarrow crack in the ancient floorboards, into the bright emptinessof a
passageway, and there—

—themoving dar.

Masklin watched it hypnoticaly. Stairsrose out of the floor, squesking eerily asthey did so, and whirred
up into the distant heights.

‘Wow," hesaid. It wasn't much, but it was dl that he could think of.

‘The Klothianswon't go near it,; said Gurder. ‘ They think it is haunted by spirits’

‘| don’'t blamethem,” said Grimma, shivering. ‘Oh, it’sjust superdtition,” said Gurder. Hisface was white
and therewas atremblein hisvoice. * There' s nothing to be frightened of,” he squeaked.

Masklin peered a him.

‘Have you ever been here before? he asked. * Oh, yes. Millions of times. Often,” said Gurder, picking up
afold of hisrobe and twisting it between hisfingers.

‘So what do we do now?

Gurder tried to speak dowly but his voice began to go faster and faster of its own accord:

Y ou know, the Klothians say that Arnold Bros (est. 1905) waits at the top, you know, and when nomes
die’

Grimmalooked reflectively at therisng stairs, and shivered again. Then sheran forward.

‘What'reyou doing? said Masklin.

‘Seeing if they’reright!” she snapped. ‘ Other-wisewe |l be here all day!’

Masklin ran after her. Gurder gulped, looked behind him, and scurried after both of them.

Masklin saw her run towards the rising bulk of a tair, and then the floor below her came up and shewas
suddenly rising, wobbling as she fought for balance. The floor below him pushed againgt hisfeet and he
rose after her, one step below.

‘Jump down!’ he shouted. Y ou can’t trust ground that moves by itself!’

Her paleface peered over the edge of her dair.

‘“What good will that do? she said.

Then we can go and talk about it!’

She laughed. * Go where? Have you looked down lately?

Masklin looked down.

Hewas dready severd stairsup. The distant figure of Gurder, hisface just ablob, screwed up his
courage and jumped on to a step of hisown...



Arnold Bros (est. 1905) was not waiting at the top.

It was Smply along brown corridor lined with doors. There were words painted on some of them.

But Grimmawas waiting. Masklin waved afinger a her as he staggered off his sair, which mysterioudy
folded itself down into thefloor.

‘Never, ever, do anything like that again!’” he shouted.

‘If I hadn’t, you' d till be at the bottom. Y ou could see Gurder was scared out of hiswits!” she snapped.
‘But there could have been al sorts of dangers up here!’

‘Likewhat? said Grimma haughtily.

Wéll, there could be ... Masklin hesitated. * That’ s not the point, the point is—'

At thispoint Gurder’ sgtair rolled him amost to their feet. They picked him up.

‘There said Grimmabrightly. We'red| here, and everything' s perfectly dl right, isn't it.’

Gurder stared around him. Then he coughed, and adjusted his clothes.

‘I lost my balancethere,” he said. ‘ Tricky, these moving stairs. But you get used to them eventu-dly.” He
coughed again, and looked aong the corridor. *Well, we' d better get amove on,” he said.

The three nomes crept forward, past the rows of doors.

‘Does one of these belong to Prices Slashed? said Grimma. Somehow, the name sounded far worse up
here.

‘Urn, no,” said Gurder. ‘ He dwells among the furnaces in the basement.” He squinted up at the nearest
door. ‘Thisoneiscaled Sdlaries’ hesad.

‘Isthat good or bad? said Grimma, staring at the word on the varnished wood.

‘Don’'t know.’

Masklin brought up the rear, turning dow-ly to keep dl the corridor in view. It was too open. Therewas
no cover, nothing to hide behind.

He pointed to arow of giant red things hanging halfway up the opposite wall. Gurder whispered that they
were buckets.

‘There' s pictures of them in Colin and Susan Go to the Seaside,’ he confided.

‘What' sthat written on them?

Gurder squinted.” “Fire’,’ hesaid. ‘ Oh, my. The Abbot wasright. Buckets of fire!’

‘Firein buckets? said Masklin. ‘Buckets of fire?| can’'t see any flames!’

‘They must beinsde. Perhapsthere salid. There sbeansin bean tins, and jam in jam jars. There should
befirein firebuckets,’ said Gurder vaguely. ‘Comeon.’

Grimmagtared at thisword, too. Her lips moved slently as she repeated it to hersalf. Then she hurried
after the other two.

Eventudly they reached the end of the corridor. There was another door there, with glassin the top half.
Gurder stared up at it.

‘| can seethere swords,” said Grimma. ‘ Read them out. I’ d better not look at them,” she added sweetly,
‘in case my brain goesbang.’

Gurder swdlowed. ‘ They say “Arnold Bros (est. 1905). D.H.K. Butterthwaite, Generd Manager.” Er.’
‘He' sinthere? shesad.

‘Well, there’ sbeansin bean tinsand firein fire buckets,” said Masklin helpfully. ‘ The door’ s not shui,
look. Want me to go and see?

Gurder nodded wretchedly. Masklin waked over to the door, leaned againgt it, and pushed it until his
amsached. Eventudly it svungin alittle way.
Therewas no light ingde, but by the faint glow from the corridor through the glass he could see hewas
entering alarge room. The carpet was much thicker it was like wading through grass. Several meters
away was alarge rectangular wooden thing; as he walked around it he saw achair behind it. Perhapsthis
was where Arnold Bros (est. 1905) sat.

‘Where are you, Arnold Bros (est. 1905)7 he whispered.

Some minutes later the other two heard him calling softly. They peered around the door.

‘Where areyou? hissed Grimma.

‘Up here; came Masklin’svoice. ‘ Thisbig wood-en thing. There' s sticking-out bits you can climb on.



There sdl kinds of things up here. Careful of the carpet, there could be wild animalsinit. If you wait a
minute, | can help you up.’

They waded through the deep pile of the carpet and waited anxioudy by the wooden cliff.

‘It sadesk,” said Gurder, loftily. ‘ There' slots of them in Furnishing. Amazing Vaue in Genuine One
Hundred Per Cent Oak Veneer.’

What's he doing up there? said Grimma. ‘| can hear clinking noises’

‘A Mugt In Every Home, said Gurder, asif say-ing the words gave him some comfort. * Wide Choice of
Stylesto Suit Every Pocket.’

‘What are you talking about?

‘Sorry. It'sthe sort of thing Arnold Bros (est. 1905) writeson the signs. | just fedl better for sayingit.’
What' sthat other thing up there?

Helooked where shewas pointing. ‘ That? It' sachair. Swivelled Finish For That Executive Look.’

‘It looks big enough for humans,” she said thoughtfully.

‘1 expect humans. st there when Arnold Bros (est. 1905) isgiving them their ingtructions.”

‘Hmm,” shesaid.

Therewas aclinking noise by her head.

‘Sorry,” Masklin caled down. ‘It took me awhile to hook them together.’

Gurder looked up at the heights, and the gleam-ing chain that now hung down.

‘Paperclips,’ hesaid, amazed. ‘| never would have thought it.’

When they clambered to the top they found Masklin wandering across the shiny surface, prodding things
with his spear. Thiswas paper, Gurder explained airily, and things for making marks.

‘Well, Arnold Bros (est. 1905) doesn't seem to be around,” Masklin said. * Perhaps he' s gone to bed, or
whatever.

‘The Abbot said he saw him here one night, sit-ting at the desk right here,” said Gurder. *Watching over
the Store.’

‘What, gtting on that chair? said Grimma

‘| suppose so.’

‘So he' shig, then, ishe? Grimma pressed on relentlesdly. * Sort of human-sized?

‘Sort of,” Gurder agreed reluctantly.

‘Hmm.

Masklin found a cable asthick as hisarm winding off acrossthe top of the desk. Hefol-lowed it.

‘If he's human-shaped and human-sized,” said Grimmea, ‘then perhapshe’' sa—

‘Let’sjust seewhat we can find up here, shal we? said Gurder hurriedly. He walked over to a pile of
paper and started reading the top sheet by the dim light coming in from the corridor. Heread dowly, ina
very loud voice.

“The Arnco Group,”” heread, *“incorporat-ing Arnco Developments (UK), United Television,
Arnco-Schultz (Hamburg) AG, Arnco Airlines,

Arnco Recording, the Arnco Organization (Cin-emas) Ltd, Arnco Petroleum Holdings, Arnco Publishing,
and Arnco UK Retailing plc.”

‘Gosh,” said Grimmaflatly.

‘“Thereé smore,” said Gurder excitedly, ‘in much smaller letters, perhaps they’ re meant to beright for us.
Ligento dl these names: “Arnco UK Retailing plc includes Bonded Outlets Ltd, the Grimethorpe Dye
and Paint Company, Kwik-Kleen Mechanical SveepersLtd, and - and -and—"

‘ Something wrong?

‘—*Arnold Bros (eat. 1905)”"." Gurder looked up. What do you think it all means? Bargains Galore
preserve us!’

There was alight. It skewered down on the two of them, white and searing, so that they stood over a
black poal of their own shadows.

Gurder looked up in terror at the brilliant globe that had appeared above them.

‘Sorry, | think that was me,” said Masklin’ s voice from the shadows. ‘1 found this sort of lever thing and
when | pushed it, it went click. Sorry.’



‘Ahaha,’ said Gurder, mirthlesdy. * An dectric light. Of course. Ahaha. Gave me quite agtart for a
moment.’

Masklin appeared in the circle of brightness, and looked at the paper.

‘I heard you reading,” he said. * Anything inter-esting?

Gurder pored over the print again. “Noticeto all Staff,”” heread, ‘“1 am surewe are dl aware of the
increasingly poor. finan-cia performance of the storein recent years. Thisrambling old building, while
quite suitable for the leisured shopper of 1905, is not appropriate

in the exciting world of the Nineties, and aswe dl know, there have unfortunately been marked

stock losses and agenerd loss of custom following the opening of newer mgjor outletsin thetown. | am
sure our sorrow &t the closure of Arnold Bros, which as you know was the foundation of the Arnco
fortunes, will be lessened by the news of plans by the Group to replace it with an Arnco Super
Saverstore in the Nell Armstrong Shopping Mall. To thisend, the store will close at the end of the month,
and will shortly be demolished to make way for an exciting new Arnco Leisure Complex. . .“.

Gurder fdl slent, and put his head in his hands.

‘There sthose words again,” said Masklin dow-ly. ‘ Closure. Demolished.’

‘What'sleisure? said Grimma. The Stationeri ignored her.

Masklin took her gently by thearm.

‘I think he wantsto be alonefor awhile,’ he said. He pulled thetip of his spear acrossthe broad sheet of
paper, creasing it, and folded it up until it was small enough to carry.

‘| expect the Abbot will want to seeit,” he said. ‘HE Il never believe usif we—'

He stopped. Grimmawas staring over his shoul-der. He turned, and looked out through the glass part of
the great door into the corridor beyond. There was a shadow out there. Human-shaped. And growing
bigger.

What isit? shesaid.

Masklin gripped the spear. ‘1 think,” he said, ‘it may be Prices Sashed.’

They turned and hurried over to Gurder.

‘There s someone coming,” Masklin whispered. * Get down to the floor, quickly!”

‘Demolished!” moaned Gurder, hugging himsdf and rocking from sideto sde. * Everything Must Go!
Final Reductions! We'real doomed!’

‘Y es, but do you think you could go and be doomed on the floor? said Masklin.

‘He snot himsdlf; you can seethat,” said Grimma. ‘Come on,” she added, in ahorribly cheerful voice.
‘Upsydaisy.’

Shelifted him up bodily and helped him towards the rope of clips. Masklin followed them, walking
backwards with his eye on the door.

He thought: he has seen the light. It should be dark in here now, and he has seen the light. But I’ ll never
get it off intime and anyway, it won't make any difference. | don’t believe in any demon called Prices
Slashed and now, here he comes. What a strange world.

He sdled into the shade of apile of paper, and waited.

He could hear Gurder’ s feeble protests, down around floor level, suddenly stop. Perhaps Grimma had hit
him with something. She had away of taking obviousactioninacriss.

The door drifted open, very dowly. Therewas afigure there. It looked like a human in ablue suit.
Masklin wasn't much of ajudge of human expressions, but the man didn’t look very happy. In one hand
he held ametd tube. Light shone out of one end. Histerrible light, Masklin thought.

The figure came closer, in that dow-motion, deep- waking way that humans had. Masklin peered
around the paper, fascinated despite him-sdlf. He looked up into around, red face, felt the breath, saw
the pesked hat.

He d learned that humans in the Store had their names on little badges, because he' d been told —they
were 0 stupid they wouldn’t remember them otherwise. This man had his name on his hat. Masklin
sguinted and made out the shape of theletters: S.. .E...C...U...R..1... T ..Y. Hehad awhite
mousteche.

The man straightened up and started to walk around the room. They’ re not stupid, Masklin told himself.



He' s bright enough to know there shouldn't be alight on, and he wants to find out why. He' s bound to
seethe othersif hejust looksin theright place. Even ahuman could seethem.

He gripped his spear. The eyes, he thought, I’ d haveto go for the eyes...

Security drifted dreamily around the room, examining cupboards and looking in corners. Then he headed
back towards the door.

Masklin dared to breathe and, at that moment, Gurder’ s hysterical voice came from somewhere below
him.

‘Itis Prices Sashed! Oh, Bargains Galore, save us We' re dl mmphmmphmmph—

Security stopped. He turned back, alook of puzzlement spreading across hisface as dowly astreacle.
Masklin shrunk further back into the shadows. Thisisit, then, he thought. If | can get agood run a him.
Something outside the door started to roar. It was amost alorry noise. It didn’t seem to worry the man,
who just pulled the door open and looked out.

There was a human woman in the passage. Shelooked quite elderly, asfar as Masklin was any judge,
with apink gpron with flowerson it and carpet dippers on her feet. She held aduster in one hand, and
with the other shewas...

Wiéll, it looked as though she was holding back a sort of roaring thing, like abag on whedls. It kept
rushing forward across the carpet, but she kept one hand on its stick and kept pulling it back.

While Masklin watched she gave the thing akick. Theroaring died away as Security started to talk to
her. To Masklin the conversation sounded like a couple of foghorns having afight.

Masklin ran to the edge of the desk and half climbed, half fell down the chain of dlips. The other two
werewaliting in the shadow of the desk. Gurder’ s eyes wererolling; Grimma had one hand clamped
firmly over hismouth.

‘Let’sget out of herewhile he snot looking!” said Masklin.

‘How? said Grimma. ‘ There' sonly the doorway.’

‘Mmphmmph.’

Wi, let’s at least get somewhere better than this” Masklin stared around acrossthe rolling acres of dark
carpet. ' There' sacupboard thing over there,” he said.

‘“Mmphmmph!’

‘“What are we going to do with him?

‘Look,” said Masklin to Gurder’ sfrightened face. * Y ou’ re not going to go on about doom, doom again,
areyou? Otherwise we |l have to gag you. Sorry.’

‘Mmph.’

Promise?

‘Mmph.

‘Okay, you can take your hand away.’

‘It was Bargains Galore!” hissed Gurder excit-edly.

Grimmalooked up a Masklin. *Shdl | shut him up again? shesad.

‘He can say what helikes aslong as he keeps

quiet, said Masklin. ‘It probably makes him fed better. He' s had abit of ashock.’

‘Bargains Galore came to protect us! With her great roaring Soul-Sucker...” Gurder’s brow wrinkled in
puzzlement.

‘It was a carpet-cleaner, wasn't it? hesaid dowly. ‘| dwaysthought it was something magi-cal and it
wasjust acarpet- cleaner. There'slot’s of them in Household Appliances. With Extra Suction for
Deep-Down Carpet Freshness!’

‘Good. That’s nice. Now, how do we get out of here?

Some searching behind the fifing cabinets found a crack in the floorboards just big enough to squeeze
through with difficulty. Getting back took haf aday, partly because Gurder would occasion-dly st down
and burgt into tears, but mainly because they had to climb down insde thewall itsdlf. It was hollow and
had wires and odd bits of wood init, tied into place by the Klothians, but it was till atediousjob. They
came out under Kid-dies Klothes. Gurder had pulled himself together by then, and haughtily ordered
food and an escort.



And so at last they came back to the Stationery Department.
Jugintime.

Granny Monkie looked up as they were ushered into the Abbot’ s bedroom. She was sitting by the bed
with her hands on her knees.

‘Don’'t make any loud noises,” she ordered. ‘He svery ill. He sayshe’ sdyin'. | suppose he should
know.’

‘Dying of what? said Masklin.

‘Dyin’ of bein’ divefor suchalongtime’ said Granny.

The Abbot lay, wrinkled and even smdler than Masklin remembered him, among his pillows. Hewas
clutching the Thing in two thin, claw-like hands.

Helooked at Masklin and, with a gresat effort, beckoned him to come closer.

“You'll haveto lean oven,” Granny ordered. ‘He can’t talk above a croak, poor old soul .’

The Abbot gently grabbed Masklin's ear and pulled it down to hismouth.

‘A gterling woman,” he whispered. ‘ Many fine qudities, | am sure. But please send her away before she
givesme any moremedicine’

Masklin nodded, Granny’ s remedies, made from smple, honest and generaly nearly poisonous herbs
and roots, were amazing things. After one dose of somach-achejollop, you made sure you never
complained of ssomach ache ever again. Initsway, it wasasort of cure.

‘| can't send,” hesaid, ‘but | can ask.’

She went out, shouting instructions, to mix up another batch.

Gurder knelt down by the bed.

“You'renot going to die, areyou, Sir? hesaid.

‘Of course | am. Everyoneis. That'swhat being diveisal about,” whispered the Abbot. ‘ Did you see
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Widll. Er.” Gurder hesitated. ‘We found some Writing, Sir. It' strue, it saysthe Store will be demolished.
That meansthe end of everything, sr, whatever shal we do?

“You will haveto leave,’ said the Abbot.

Gurder looked horrified.

‘But you' ve dways said that everything outside the Stone could only be adream!’

‘And you never believed me, boy. And maybe

waswrong. That young man with the spear, ishe fill here?1 can't see very well.’

Masklin stepped forward.

‘Oh, thereyou are,’ said the old nome. ‘ This box of yours.’

‘Yes? said Masklin.

‘Told methings. Showed me pictures. Store' salot bigger than | thought, there sthis room they keep the
garsin, not just the glittery onesthey hang from the celling at Christmas Fayre, but hundreds of the damn
things. It' scalled the uni-verse. We used to liveinit, it nearly al belonged to us, it was our home. We
didn’t live under anyone sfloor. | think Arnold Bros (est. 1905) istelling usto go back there.’

He reached out and his cold white finger gripped Masklin'sarm with surprising strength.

‘| don’t say you're blessed with brains,” he said. ‘In fact | reckon you' re the stupid but dutiful kind who
getsto be leader when there sno glory init. Y ou' re the kind who sees things through. Take them home.
Tekethemdl home’

He dumped back on to the pillows, and shut his eyes.

‘But—leave the Store, sir? said Gurder. ‘ There' sthousands of us, old people and babies and
every-one, where can we go? There' sfoxes out there, Masklin says, and wind and hunger and water that
drops out of the sky in bits! Sir? Sir?

Grimmaleaned over and felt the old nome swrigt.

‘Can he hear me? said Gurder.

‘Maybe,” said Grimma. ‘ Perhaps. But he won't be able to answer you, because he’ sdead.’

‘But he can't die! He salways been herel” said Gurder, aghast. ‘ Y ou’' ve got it wrong. Sir? Sir!’



Masklin took the Thing out of the Abbot’ s unresisting hands as other Stationeri, hearing Gurder’ s voice,
hurried in.

‘Thing? hesaid quietly, walking away from the crowd around the bed,

‘I hear you.’

‘Ishe dead?

‘| detect no lifefunctions’

What does that mean?

‘It means“yes’

‘Oh.” Masklin considered this. ‘| thought you had to be eaten or squashed firdt. | didn’t think you just
sort of stopped.’

TheThing didn’t volunteer any information.

‘Any ideawhat | should do now? said Masklin. ‘ Gurder wasright. They are not going to leave dl this
warmth and food. | mean, some of the youngsters might, for alark. But if we're going to survive outsde
we' |l need lots of people. Believe me, | know what I’ m talking about. And what am | supposed to say to
them: Sorry, you'vedl got to leaveit dl behind?

TheThing spoke.

‘No, it said.

Masklin had never seen afunera before. Cometo that, he' d never seen anome die from being divetoo
long. Oh, people had been eaten, or had never come back, but no one had simply come to an end.
Where do you bury your dead? Gurder had asked. ‘ Insde badgers and foxes, often,” he’d replied, and
hadn’t been able to resist adding, Y ou know. The handsome and agile hunters?

Thiswas how the nomes said farewell to their dead:

The body of the old Abbot was ceremonioudly dressed in agreen coat and apointy red hat. Hislong
white beard was carefully combed out and then he lay, peacefully, on his bed as Gurder read the service.
‘Now that it has pleased you, Arnold Bros (est. 1905), to take our brother to your great Gardening
Department beyond Consumer Accounts, wherethereisldeal Lawn Edging and an Amazing Floral
Display and the poal of eternd lifein Easy-to-Lay Polythene with Rea Crazy-Paving Edging, wewill give
him the gifts anome must take on hisjourney.’

The Count de Ironmongri stepped forward. ‘1 give him,” he said, laying an object beside the nome, ‘the
Spade Of Honest Tail.’

‘And |, said the Duke de Haberdasheri, ‘lay beside him the Fishing Rod of Hope.’

Other leading nomes brought other things: the Whedlbarrow of L eadership, the Shopping Basket of Life.
Dying in the Store was quite complicated,

Masklin gathered.

Grimmablew her nose as Gurder completed the

service and the body was ceremonioudly carried away.

To the sub-basement, they later learned, and the incinerator. Down in the realms of Prices Sashed, the
Security, where he sat at night-times, legend said, and drank his horrible tea

‘That’ sabit dreadful, | reckon,” said Granny Morkie, asthey stood around aimlessly after-wards. ‘ In my
young day, if aperson died, we buried ‘em. In the ground.’

‘Ground? said Gurder.

‘Sort of floor,” explained Granny.

‘Then what happened? said Gurder.

Granny looked blank. ‘What? she said.

‘Where did they go after that? said the Stationeri patiently.

‘Go?1 don't reckon they went anywhere. Dead people don't get about much.’

‘Inthe Store,” said Gurder dowly, asif he was explaining thingsto arather backward child, ‘when a
nomedies, if he has been agood nome, Arnold Bros (eat. 1905) sends them back to see us before they
go to aBetter Place.’



‘How can—' Granny began.

‘Theinner bit of them, | mean,” said Gurder. ‘ The bit insgde you that’ sredly you.’
They looked at him politely, waiting for him to make any sort of sense.

Gurder sighed. ‘All right,” hesaid, ‘I'll get some-oneto show you.’

They were taken to the Gardening Department. It was a strange place, Masklin thought. It was like the
world outside but with dl the difficult bits taken away. The only light wasthe faint glow of indoor suns,
which stayed on al night. There was no wind, no rain, and there never would be. There was grass, but it
was just painted green sacking with bits sticking out of it. There were mountain-ous dliffs of nothing but
seedsin packets, each one with a picture that Masklin suspected was quite unredl. They showed flowers,
but flowers unlike any he' d ever seen before.

‘Isthe Outside like this? said the young priest who was guiding them. ‘ They say, they say, er, they say
you' ve been there. They say you' ve seenit.” He sounded hopeful.

‘There was more green and brown,” said Mask-lin flatly.

‘And flowers? said the priest.

‘Some flowers, Masklin agreed. ‘ But not like these.’

‘| seed flowerslikethese once,’” said Torrit and then, unusudly for him, fell slent.

They were led around the bulk of agiant lawnmower and there—

—were nomes. Tdl, chubby-faced gnomes. Pink-cheeked painted gnomes. Some of them held fishing
rods or spades. Some of them were push-ing painted wheelbarrows. And every single one of them was
grinning.

Thetribe stood in silence for sometime,

Then Grimmasaid, very softly, ‘How horrible”

‘Oh, no!" said the priegt, horrified. ‘1t's marvel-lous! Arnold Bros (est. 1905) sends you back smart and
new, and then you leave the Stone and go to awonderful place!’

‘There’ snowomen,” said Granny. ‘ That' samercy, anyway.’

‘Ah, well;” said the priest, looking a bit embar-rassed. ‘ That's aways been a bit of a debatable question,
we re not sure why but we think—’

‘And they don’t look like anyone,” said Granny. They dl look the same!’

Widll, you see—'

‘ Catch me coming back likethat,” said Granny. ‘ If you come back likethat, | don’'t want to go.’

The priest wasamost in tears.

‘No, but—'

‘| saw onelikethese once.’ It wasold Torrit again. He looked very grey in the face and was trembling.

“You shut up, you,” said Granny. ‘Y ou never saw nothing.’

‘l didtoo, said Torrit. “When | wasalittlelad.

Grandpa Dimpo took some of usright acrossthefields, right through the wood, and there was dll these
big stone houses where humans lived and they had littlefieldsin front full of flowers like what they got
here, and grass all short, and ponds with orange fish, and we saw one of these. It was Sitting on astone
toadstool by one of these ponds.’

‘It never was,” said Granny, automaticaly.

‘Itwasan’ al,” said Torrit, levelly. ‘And | mind Grandpasayin’, “That ain't no life, out therein all
weathers, birds doing their wossname on your hat and dogswiddlin’ al over you.” Hetole usit wasa
giant nome who got turned to stone on account of Sitting there for so long and never catching no fish. And
he said, “Wot away to go, that ain’t for me, lads, | want to go sudden like,” and then a cat jumped out
on him. Tak about laugh.’

What happened? said Masklin.

‘Oh, we gave it agood seeing-to with our spears and picked him up and we al run like bu— run very
fast, sad Torrit, watching Granny’ s stern expression.

‘No, no!” wailed the priest. ‘I1t'snot likethat at all!” and then he started to sob.



Granny hesitated for amoment, and then patted him gently on the back.
‘There, there shesaid. ‘Don’'t you worry about it. Daft old fool saysany old thing that comesinto his
head.’
‘| don’t—.-" Torrit began. Granny’ swarning look stopped him.
They went back dowly, trying to put the terrible stone images out of their minds. Torrit trailed dong
behind, grumbling like aworn-out thunderstorm.
‘I did seeit, I'mtelling you,” he whispered.
‘Damn great grinning thing, it were, gtting on
aspotty stone mushroom. | did seeit. Never
went back there, though. Better safe than sorry,
| dwayssaid. But | did seeit.’

It seemed taken for granted by everyone that

Gurder was going to be the new Abbot. The old Abbot had |eft Strict ingtructions. There didn’t seem to
be any argument.
The only one againgt the idea, in fact, was Gurder.

‘Why me? hesaid. ‘| never wanted to lead any-one! Anyway ... you know ..." Helowered hisvoice. ‘I
have Doubts, sometimes. The old Abbot knew it, I'm sure, | can’t imaginewhy he' d think I’d be any
good.’

Masklin said nothing. It occurred to him that the Abbot might have had avery definiteam in mind.
Perhapsit wastimefor alittle doubt. Per-hapsit wastimeto look at Arnold Bros (est.1905) ina
different way.
They were off to one sidein the big underfloor areathe Stationeri used for important meetings; it wasthe
one placein the Store, gpart from the Food Hall, where fighting was strictly forbidden. The heads of the
families, rulers of departments  and sub-departments, were milling around out there. They might not be
allowed to bear weapons, but they were cutting one another dead at every opportunity.

Getting them to even think of working together would be impossible without the Stationeri. It was odd,
redly. The Stationeni had no real power at dl, but al the families needed them and none of them feared
them and so they survived and, in astrange sort of way, led. A Haberdasheri wouldn't listen even to
common sense from an Irorimongri, on generd principles, but they would if the spesker was a Stationeri
because everyone knew the Stationeri didn’t take sides.

Heturned to Gurder.

‘We need to talk to someonein the Ironmongri. They control the eectric, don’t they? And the lorry
nest’

‘That’ sthe Count de Ironinongri over there,” said Gurder, pointing. * Thin fellow with the mous-tache.
Not very rdigious. Doesn’t know much about eectric, though.’

‘| thought you told me-’

‘Oh, the Ironmongri do. The underlings and servants and whatnot. But not people like the Count. Good
heavens,’” Gurder smiled. ‘Y ou don't think the Duke de Haberdasheri ever touches apair of scissors, do
you, or Baroness del | catessen goes and cuts up food her actud self?

Helooked sideways at Masklin.

“You' vegot aplan, haven't you? hesad.

‘Yes. Sort of’
What are you going to tell them, then?

Masklin picked absently at thetip of his spear. ‘ The truth. I'm going to tell them they can leave the Store
and takeit dl with them. | think it should be possible’

Gurder rubbed hischin. ‘Hmm,” he said. ‘| sup-poseit’spossible. If everyone carries as much food and
stuff asthey can. But it’ [l soon run out and, anyway, you can’t carry eectric. It livesin wires, you know.’
“How many Stationeri can reed Human? said Masklin, ignoring him.

‘All of uscan read abit, of course,” said Gurder.

‘But only four of usare any red good at it, if you must know.’



‘I don’t think that’s going to be enough,” said Masklin.

Wi, there satrick to it, and not everyone can get the hang of it. What are you planning?

‘A way to get everyone, everyone, out. Carrying everything we' |l ever need, ever,” said Masklin.
‘They’ll be squashed under the weight!’

‘Not redly. Most of what they’ |l be carrying doesn't weigh anything at dl.’

Gurder looked worried.

‘Thisisn't some mad scheme of Dorcas's, isit? hesad.

‘No.’

Masklin felt that he might explode. His head was't big enough to hold al the things the Thing had told
him.

And hewasthe only one. Oh, the Abbot had known, and died with hiseyesfull of stars, but even he
didn’t understand. The galaxy! The old man thought it wasjust agreat big room outside the Store, just
the biggest department ever. Per-hgps Gurder wouldn't comprehend, either, He' d lived dl hislife under a
roof. He had no idea of the sort of distancesinvolved.

Masklin felt adight surge of pride at this. The Store nomes couldn’t understand what the Thing was
saying, because they had no experiencesto draw on. To them, from one end of the Store to the other
was the biggest possible distance in the world.

They wouldn’t be able to get to grips with the fact that the stars, fr’ ingtance, were much further away.
Evenif youran all theway, it'd probably take weeksto reach them.

He'd havetolead up toit gently.

The starst And along, long time ago nomes had travelled between them on things that made lorries ook
tiny — and had been built by nomes. And one of the great ships, exploring around alittle star on the edge
of nowhere, had sent out asmaller ship to land on the world of the humans,

But something had gone wrong. Masklin hadn’t understood that bit, except that the thing that moved the
shipswas very, very powerful. Hun-dreds of nomes had survived, though. One of them, searching
through the wreckage, had found the Thing. It wasn'’t any good without e ectricity to eat, but the nomes
had kept it, nevertheless, because it had been the machine that steered the ship.

And the generations had passed by, and the nomes forgot everything except that the Thing was very
important.

That was enough for one head to carry, Masklin thought. But it wasn't the most important bit, it wasn't
the bit that made hisblood fizz and hisfingerstingle.

Thiswasthe important bit. The big ship, the one that could fly between stars, was till up there
somewhere. It was tended by machineslike the Thing, patiently waiting for the nomes to come back.
Time meant nothing to them. There were machines to sweep the long corridors, and machines that made
food and watched the stars and patiently counted the hours and minutesin the long, dark emptiness of the
ship.

Andthey’ d wait for ever. They didn’t know what Time was, except something to be counted and filed
away. They'd wait until the sun went cold and the moon died, carefully repairing the ship and keeping it
ready for the nomes to come back.

To take them Home.

And while they waited, Masklin thought, we forgot al about them, we forgot everything about oursalves,
and lived in holesin the ground.

He knew what he had to do. It was, of course, an impossible task. But he was used to them. Dragging a
rat al theway from the wood to the hole had been an impossible task. But it wasn't impossibleto drag it
alittleway, so you did that, and then you had arest, and then you dragged it alittleway again. . . The
way to deal with animpossible task wasto chop it down into a number of merely very difficult tasks, and
break each one of them into agroup of horribly hard tasks, and each one of them into tricky jobs, and
each one of them...

Probably the hardest job of al wasto make nomes understand what they once were and could be again.
Hedid have aplan. Well, it had tarted off asthe Thing' s plan, but he'd turned it over and over in his
mind so much hefdt it belonged to him. It was probably an impossble plan. But he’ d never know, unless



hetriedit.

Gurder was gill watching him cautioudy.

‘Er, Masklinsaid. ‘Thisplan...

‘Yes? said Gurder.

‘The Abbot told me that the Stationeri have dways tried to make nomes work together and stop
squabbling,” said Masklin.

‘That has aways been our desire, yes!’

‘Thisplan will mean they’ll have to work together.’

‘Good.’

‘Only | don't think you're going to likeit much,” said Masklin.

That’ sunfair! How can you make assumptionslike that?

‘I think you'll laugh at it,; said Masklin.

‘The only way to find out isto tell me;” said Gurder.

Masklin told him. When Gurder was over the shock, he laughed and laughed.

And then he looked at Masklin' sface, and stopped.

“You'renot serious? hesaid.

‘Let meput it likethis; said Masklin. *Have you got a better plan? Will you support me?

‘But how will you— how can nomesisit even possible that we can—7? Gurder began.

we'll find away, said Masklin. With Arnold Bros (est. 1905)' s help, of course,’ he added
diplomaticaly.

‘Oh. Of course,” said Gurder weakly. He pulled himself together.

‘Anyway, if I’'m to be the new Abbot | have to make aspeech,” he said. ‘It' s expected. General
messages of goodwill and so on. We can talk about thislater. Reflect upon it at leisure in the sober
surroundings of—'

Masklin shook his head. Gurder swallowed.

“Y ou mean now? he said.

‘Yes. Now. Wetdl them now.’

8

I anbsp; And the leaders of the nornes were Assembled, and the Abbot Gurder said
unto them, Harken to the Words of the Outsider;
ii.  enbsp;  Andsomewaxed wroth, saying, Heisan Out-sder, wherefore then shdl we
harken to him?
i.  emwsp;  The Abbot Gurder said, Because the old Abbot wished it s0. Yea, and
because | wish it so, als0.
Iv.  enbsp;  Whereupon they grumbled, but were silent.
V. anpsp;  TheOutsder said, Concerning the Rumours of Demalition, | have aPlan.
Vi.  anpsp; Letusnot go like Woodlice fleeing from an overturned log, but like Brave
Free People, at atime of our choosing.
Vii.  enbsp;  Andthey interrupted him, saying, What' s Woodlice? Whereupon the Outsider
sad, All right, Rets.
Vili.  enbsp; Let ustakewith usthe things that we need to begin our life anew Outside, not
in some other Store, but under the sky. Let ustake al nomes, the aged and the young, and dll
the food and materias and information that we need.
iX.  enbsp;  Andthey sad, All? And he said, All. And they said unto him, We cannot do
thisthing...

From The Book of Nome, Third Floor v.I-IX

‘Yes, wecan, sad Masklin. *If we stedl alorry.” There was adead silence.
The Count de Ironmongri raised an eyebrow.



‘“The big smelly thingswith whedls at each cor-ner? he said.
‘Yes’ sad Masklin. All eyeswere on him. Hefelt himsdf beginning to blush.
The nome' safool!” snapped the Duke de Haber-dasheri. ‘ Even if the Store was in danger, and | see no
reason, no reason | say, to believeit, theideais quite preposterous.’
“You see;’ sad Masklin, beginning to blush, ‘there' s plenty of room, we can take everyone, we can sted
booksthat tell us how to do things—'
‘The mouth moves, the tongue waggles, but no sense comes out,” said the Duke. There was nerv-ous
laughter from some of the nomes around him. Out of the corner of his eye Masklin saw Angalo standing
by hisfather, hisface shining.
‘No offenceto the late Abbot,” said one of the lesser lords hesitantly, *but I’ ve heard there are other
Stores Out There. | mean to say, we must have lived somewhere before the Store.” He swal-lowed.
‘What I’'m getting &, if the Store was built in 1905, where did we live in 1904? No offence meant.’
‘I’m not talking about going to another Store,” said Masklin. ‘I’ m talking about living free’
‘And I’'m listening to no more of this nonsense. The old Abbot was a sound man, but he must have gone
alittle funny in the head at the finish,” sngpped the Duke. He turned and stormed out noisily. Most of the
other lords followed him. Some of them quite reluctantly, Masklin noticed; in fact, afew hung around at
the back, so that if asked they could say that they were just about to leave.
Those | eft were the Count, asmall fat woman who Gurder had identified as the Baroness del | catessen,
and ahandful of lesser lords from the sub-departments.
The Count looked around theatricaly. ‘ Ah,” he said. * Room to breathe. Carry on, young man.’
‘Well, that’sabout it, Masklin admitted. ‘| can't plan anything more until I’ ve found out more things. For
example, can you make electric? Not stedl it from the Store, but make it?
The Count stroked his chin.
Y ou are asking me to give you departmental secrets? he said.
‘My lord,” said Gurder sharply, ‘if we take this desperate Sep it isvita that we are open with one
another and share our knowledge’’

‘That’strue,’ said Masklin.

‘Quite,’ said Gurder gernly. “Wemugt al act for the good of al nomes!’
Wl said,” said Masklin. * And that’ swhy the Stationeri, for their part, will teach al nomeswho request it
to read.’
There was a pause. It was broken by the faint wheezing noise of Gurder trying not to choke.
‘Toread—!" he began.

Masklin hesitated. Well, he'd gonethisfar.

Might aswell get it over with. He saw Grimmagtaring a him.
Women too,” he said.
Thistimeit was the Count who looked sur-prised. The Baroness, on the other hand, was smiling. Gurder
was dill meking little mewling noises.
There' sall kind of books on the shelvesin the Stationery Department,” Masklin plunged on.

‘ Anything we want to do, there’ sabook that tells us how! But we' re going to need lots of peopleto
read them, so we can find out what we need.’

‘| think our Stationeri friend would like adrink of water,” observed the Count. ‘1 think he may be
overcome by the new spirit of sharing and co-operation.’

“Young man,” said the Baroness, ‘what you say might be true, but do these precious bookstell us how
one may control one of theselorry things?

Masklin nodded. He had been ready for this one. Grimma came up behind him, dragging athin. book
that was nearly as big as she was. Masklin helped her prop it up so they could dl seeit.

‘Seg, it'sgot wordsonit,” he said proudly. ‘I’ ve learned them aready. They say . .." he pointed each
one out with his spear ashe said them, ‘... The. . . High... Way... Code. High Way Code. It's got
picturesinsde. When you learn The High Way Code you can drive. It says so. High Way Code,” he
added, uncertainly.

‘And I’ ve been working out what some of the words mean,” said Grimma.



‘ And she' s been reading some of the words,” Masklin agreed. He couldn’t help noticing that thisfact
interested the Baroness.

‘And that isdl thereistoit? said the Count.

‘Er,” said Masklin. He d been worrying about this himself. He had an obscure fedling that it couldn’t be
as easy asthat, but thiswas no time to worry about details that could be sorted out later. What wasit the
Abbot had said? The impor-tant thing about being aleader was not so much being right or wrong as
being certain. Being right hel ped, of course.

W, | went and looked in the lorry nest, | mean the garage, thismorning,” he said. ‘Y ou can seeinside
them if you climb up. There slevers and whedls and things, but | suppose we can find out what they do.’
Hetook adeep bregath. ‘It can’t be very difficult, otherwise humanswouldn’t be ableto do it.’

The nomes had to concede this.

‘Mogtintriguing,” said the Count. ‘May | ask what it isyou require from us now?

‘People,’ said Masklinsmply. ‘Asmany asyou can spare. Especially the onesyou can't spare.

And they’ Il need to befed.’

The Baroness glanced at the Count. He nodded, so she nodded.

‘I'djust liketo ask theyoung gd,’ shesaid, ‘whether shefedsall right. With thisreading, | mean.’

‘I can only do somewords,” said Grimmaquickly. ‘Like Left and Right and Bicycle!’

‘And you haven't experienced any fedlings of pressurein the head? said the Baroness carefully.

‘Not redly, ma am.’

‘Hmm. That' sextremely interesting,” said the Baroness, staring fixedly at Gurder.

The new Abbot was sitting down now. he began.

Masklin groaned inwardly. He d thought it would be difficult, learning to drive, learning how alorry
worked, learning to read, but they were, well, just tasks. Y ou could see dl the difficulties before you
started. If you worked at them for long enough, then you were bound to succeed. He d been right. The
difficult thing was going to be dl the people.

* % %

Thereturned out to be twenty-eight.

‘Not enough,” said Grimma.

‘It sadart, said Masklin. ‘I think there will be more by and by. They all need to be taught to read. Not
well, but enough. And then five of the best of them must be taught how to teach peopleto read.’

‘How did you work that out? said Grimma.

‘“The Thing told me;” said Masklin. *It's some-thing caled critical path analyss. It meansthere saways
something you should have done first. For example, if you want to build a house you need to know how
to make bricks, and before you can make bricks you need to know what kind of clay to use. And so
on.

“What'sclay?

‘Don’'t know.’

‘“What're bricks?

‘Not sure.’

Well, what'sahouse? she demanded.

‘Haven't quiteworked it out,” said Masklin. ‘ But anyway, it’sdl very important. Critica path analyss.
And there’ s something el se called prog-ress chasing.’

‘What' sthat?

‘| think it means shouting at people, “Why hav-en’t you doneit yet?’’ Masklin looked down at hisfedt.
‘| think we can get Granny Morkieto do that,” he said. ‘I don’t reckon she will beinterested in learning
to read, but she knows how to shout.’

‘What about me?

‘l want you to learn to read even more.’



Why?

‘Because we need to learn how to think,” said Masklin.

‘I know how to think!’

‘Dunno,” said Masklin. ‘1 mean, yes, you do, but there’ s some things we can't think because we don't
know thewords. Like the Store nomes. They don't even know what the wind and rain areredly like!’

‘I know, and | tried to tell the Baroness about snow and—'

Masklin nodded. ‘ There you are, then. They don’t know, and they don’t even know they don’t know.
What isit that we don’t know? We ought to read everything that we can. Gurder doesn't likeit. He says
only the Stationeri should read. But the

Ftroubleis, they don't try to understand things.” Gurder had been furious.

‘Reading,” he'd said. * Every stupid nome coming up here and wearing dl the printing out with looking at
itt Why don't you give away dl our skillswhile you' re about it? Why don't we teach everyoneto write,
eh?

‘We can do thet later,” said Masklin mildly.

‘What!’

‘Itisn’t so important, you see.’

Gurder thumped thewadll. *Why in the name of Arnold Bros (est. 1905) didn’t you ask my per-‘ mission
firg?

Would you have giveniit?

‘NoV’

‘That’ swhy, you see” said Masklin.

When | said I’d helpyou | didn’t expect thisl” shouted Gurder.

‘Nor did I!" snapped Masklin.

The new Abbot paused.

‘What do you mean? he said.

‘| thought you'd help,” said Masklin, smply.

Gurder sagged. ‘Al right, dl right,” he said. * Y ou know | can't forbid it now, not in front of everyone. Do
whatever is necessary. Take what-ever people you must.’

‘Good,” said Masklin, ‘when can you start?

‘Me? But—'

“You said yoursdlf that you' re the best reader.’

WEéll, yes, of course, thisisthe case, but—'

‘Good.’

They grew used to that word, later. Masklin developed away of saying it that indicated that everything
wasal sorted out, and there was no point in saying anything more.

Gurder waved his handswildly. What do you want meto do? he said. ‘How many books are there?
said Masklin. *Hundreds! Thousands!’

‘Do you know what they’re al about? Gurder looked at him blankly. ‘ Do you know what you're
saying? hesad.

‘No. But | want to find out.’

They’ re about everything! You' d never beieveit! They'refull of wordseven | don’t under-stand!’
‘Can you find abook which tells you how to understand words you don’t understand? said Masklin.
Thisiscritica path andysis, hethought. Gosh, I'm doing it without thinking.

Gurder hesitated. ‘1t'san intriguing thought,” he said.

‘1 want to find out everything about lorries, and eectric, and food,” said Masklin. * And then | want you
to find abook about, about...’

Wdl?

Masklin looked desperate. ‘ Isthere abook that tells you how nomes can drive alorry built for humans?
he said.

‘Don’'t you know?



‘Not. . . exactly. | was sort of hoping we could work it out aswe went along.’

‘But you said al we needed to do was learn The High Way Code!’

‘Ye-ss’ sad Masklin uncertainly, ‘and it says you have to know The High Way Code before you
can drive. But somehow | get thefeding that it might not be assmple asthat.’

‘Bargains Galore preserve usl’

‘I hope so,” said Masklin. ‘1 redly do.’

Andthenit wastimeto put it dl to thetest. It was cold in thelorry nest, and stank of al. It

was aso along way to the ground if they fell off the girder. Masklin tried not to look down. Therewasa
lorry below them. It looked much bigger indoors. Huge,. red and terrible in the gloom.

‘Thisisabout far enough,” he said. We reright over the sticking-out bit where the driver site’

Thecab,” said Angalo.

Right. Thecab.’

Angalo had been a surprise. He d turned up in the Stationery Department, breathing heavily, hisface red,
and demanding to be taught to read.

So he could learn about lorries. They fascinated him.

‘But your father objectsto the whole idea,’

Masklin had said.

‘That doesn’t matter,” said Angalo shortly. ‘It sall right for you, you' ve been there! | want to see dl
those things, | want to go Outside, | want to know if it' sred!’

He hadn’t been very good at reading, but he' d tried until his brain hurt when the Stationeri found him
some bookswith lorries on the front.

Now he probably knew more about them than any other nome. Which wasn't alot, Masklin had to
admit.

Helistened to Anga o muttering to himself as he struggled into the straps.

‘Gear, hesad. ‘ Shift. Steering Whed. Wipers. Auto Transmission. Breaker Break Good Bud-dy.
Smoky. Double Egg And Chips And Beans. Y orkiebar. Truckers. He looked up and smiled thinly at
Masklin. ‘Ready, hesaid.

‘Now remember,” said Masklin, ‘they don’t dways |eave the windows open, so if they’re closed, one
pull on the rope and we' Il pull you back up, okay?

‘Ten-four.’

What?

‘It sLorry driver for “yes’,” explained Angao. ‘ Oh. Fine. Now, when you'rein, find somewhereto hide
S0 you can watch the driver—'

‘Yes, yes You explained it al before” said Angalo impatiently.

‘Yes. Well. Have you got your sandwiches? Angao patted the package at hiswaist. ‘ And my
notebook,” he said. ‘ Ready to go. Put the Pedal to the Metal’

What?

‘It means“go” inLorry.’

Masklin looked puzzled. * Do we have to know dl thisto drive one?

‘Negatory,” said Angao proudly.

‘Oh?Wdll, so long as you understand yoursdf, that’ sthe main thing.’

Dorcas, who wasin charge of the rope detail, tapped Anga o on the shoulder.

“Y ou sure you won't take the Outside suit? he said hopefully.

It was cone-shaped, made out of heavy cloth over a sort of umbrellaframe of sticks so that it folded up,
and had alittle window to look out

of. Dorcas had indgsted on building it, to protect Outsidegoers.

‘After dl,” he'd said to Masklin, *you might be u8ed to the Rain and the Wind, perhaps your heads have
grown specialy hard. Can't betoo careful.’

‘| don’t think o, thank you,” said Angao palite-ly. ‘It's so heavy, and | don't expect I’ [l go outside the
lorry thistrip.’



‘Good,” said Masklin. Well, let’s not hang about. Except for you, Angalo. Haha. Ready to take the
grain, lads? Over you go, Angalo,” he said, and then, becauseit paid to be on the safe sde and you
never knew, it might help, he added, ‘May Arnold Bros (est. 1905) watch over you.’

Angalo eased himsdlf over the edge and dowly became asmal spinning shapein the gloom astheteam
carefully let the thread out. Masklin prayed that they’ d brought enough of it, there hadn’t been timeto
come and measure.

There was a desperate tugging on the thread. Masklin peered down. Angalo was asmall shape ametre
or so below him.

‘If anything should happen to me, no oneisto eat Bobo,” he caled up.

‘Don’t youworry,” said Masklin. “You'regoing to bedl right.’

‘Yes, | know. But if I’'m not, Boboisto goto a good home,” said Angalo.

‘Right you are. A good home. Yes!’

Wherethey don’t et rat. Promise?

‘No rat-eating. Fine, said Masklin.
Angato nodded. The gang Started to pay out the thread again.

Then Anga o was down, and hurrying across the doping roof to the side of the cab. It made Masklin
dizzy just to look down at him.

Thefigure disappeared. After awhile came two tugs, meaning ‘ pay out morethread’. They let it dip past
gradually. And then there were three tugs, faint but — well, three. And afew seconds later they came
agan.

Masklin let out his bresth in awhoosh.

‘Angao haslanded,” he said. * Pull the thread back up. W€ ll leaveit here, in case | mean, for when he
comes back.’

He risked another look at the forbidding bulk of the lorry. The lorries went out, the lorries came back,
and it was the considered opinion of nomes like Dorcas that they were the samelorries. They went out
loaded with goods, and they came back |oaded with goods, and why Arnold Bros (est. 1905) felt the
need to let goods out for the day was beyond anyone' s understanding. All that was known with any
certainty was that they were dways back within aday, or two at the outside.

Masklin looked down at the lorry which now contained the explorer. Where would it go, what would
happen to it? What would Angalo see, before he came back again? If he didn’t come back, what would
Masklin tell his parents? That someone had to go, that he’ d begged to go, that they had to see how a
lorry was driven, that everything depended on him? Somehow, he knew, it wouldn't sound very
convincing in those circumstances.

Dorcasleaned over next to him.

‘It'll beajob and ahdf getting everyone down thisway,” he said.

‘I know. WE Il haveto think of some better way.’
The inventor pointed down towards one of the other slent lorries. * There salittle step there,” he said,
'just by the driver’ sdoor, look. If we could get to that and get arope around the handle—'

Masklin shook his head.

‘It'stoo far up,” hesaid. ‘It sasmall step for aman, but agiant lesp for nomekind.’
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V. amsp;  ThustheOutsder said, Those who believe not in the Outside, see, one will
be sent Outside to Prove This Thing;
Vi.  anpsp; Andonewent upon aLorry, and went Outside, to see wherethere may bea
new Home;
Vii.  emsp; Andtherewas much waiting, for he did not return.

From The Book of Nome, Goods Outwardsv.V—VII

Masklin had taken to deeping in an old shoebox in the Stationery Department, where he could find alittle



peace. But when he got back there was a smdl deputation of nomeswaiting for him. They were holding a
book between them.

Masklin was getting a bit disllusioned with the books. Maybe dl the things he wanted to know were
written down somewhere, but the real prob-lem was to find them. The books might have been put
together especidly to makeit difficult to find things out. There seemed to be no sensein them. Or, rather,
there was sense, but in nonsensical ways.

He recognized Vinto Pimmie, avery young Iron-mongri. He sighed. Vinto was one of the keenest and
fastest readers, just not a particularly good one, and he tended to get carried away.

‘I've cracked it,” said the boy proudly.

‘Canyou repair it? said Masklin.

‘I mean, | know how we can get a human to drive the lorry for us’

Masklin sighed. *WE ve thought about this, but it really won't work. If we show ourselvesto a
human—'

‘Don't matter! Don't matter! Hewon't do any-thing, the reason being, we' |l have—you'll likethis we'll
haveagnu!’

Vinto beamed at him, like adog who' sjust done adifficult trick.

‘A gnu,’ repeated Masklin weskly.

‘Yed It'sinthisbook!” Vinto proudly displayed it. Masklin craned to see. He was picking reading up as
he went along, alittle bit at atime, but asfar as he could make out the book was about Host Age at
10,000 Fest.

‘It sgot something to do with lots of shoes? he said hopefully.

‘No, no, no, what you do is, you get agnu, then you point it at the driver and someone says, “L ook

out, he'sgot agnu!” and you say, “ Take uswhere wewant to go or I'll firethisgnu at you!” and then
he—'

‘Right, right. Fine,’ said Masklin, backing away. ‘ Jolly good. Splendid idea. W€ |l definitdly giveit some
thought. Well done’

‘That was clever of me, wasn't it,” said Vinto, jumping from onefoot to the other.

‘Yes. Certainly. Er. You don't think you might be better reading amore practical kind of—' Masklin
hesitated. Who knew what kind of books were best?

He staggered inside his box and pulled the cardboard over the door and leaned againgt it.

‘Thing? hesad.

‘I hear you, Masklin,” said the Thing, from the hesp of rags that was Masklin's bed.

‘What'sagnu?

Therewas abrief pause. Thenthe Thing sad:

‘The gnu, amember of the genus Connochagetes and the family Bovidae, is an African antelope with
down-curving horns. Body length isup to 2m (6.5 ft), the shoulder height is about 140cm (4.5 ft), and
weight is up to270kg (600Ib). Gnusinhabit grassy plainsin centra and southern Africa’

‘Oh. Could you thresten someone with one?

‘Quite possibly.’

Would there be onein the Store?

There was another pause. ‘Is there a Pet Depart-ment?

Masklin knew what that was. The subject had come up yesterday, when Vinto had sug-gested taking a
herd of guineapigsto raise for mest.

‘No,” hesaid.

‘Then | should think the chanceisremote.’

‘Oh. Just aswell, redlly.” Masklin sagged down on hisbed. ‘ You see’ he said, ‘we ve got to be able to
control where we re going. We need to find some-where alittle way from humans. But not too far.
Somewhere safe’

“Y ou must look for an atlas or map.’

‘What do they look like?

‘They may have thewords*atlas’ or “map” written on them.’



‘I’ll ask the Abbot to have a search made.” Masklin yawned.

“You must deep,’” said the Thing.

‘ People dways want me to do things. Anyway, you don’'t deep.’

‘It sdifferent for me’

‘What | need,” said Masklin, ‘isaway. We can't useagnu. They dl think | know theway todo it and |
don't know the way. We know what we need, but we' Il never get it al into alorry in one night. They al
think 1 know al the answers, but | don’t. And | don’t know the way...’

Hefdl adeep, and dreamed of being human--sized. Everything was so essy, if you were human-szed.

Two days went past. The nomes kept watch from the girder over the garage. A small plastic tele-scope
was rolled down from the Toy Department, and with its hel p the news came back that the big metal
doorsto the garage opened themsealves when a human pressed ared button next to them. How could
you press a button ten times higher than your head? It went down on Masklin’slist of problemsto solve.
Gurder found amap. It wasin quite asmall book.

‘That was no trouble,” he said. ‘We have dozens of these every year. It' scaled— heread the gold
lettering dowly ‘—Pocket Diary. And it hasthismap al at the back, look.’

Masklin stared down at the small pages of blue and red blobs. Some of the blobs had names, like Africa
and Asa

‘We-dl, hesaid, and ‘Ye-ss. | suppose so. Well done. Where are we, exactly?

‘Inthemiddle,” said Gurder promptly. ‘ That’slogicd.’

And then thelorry returned.

Angdodidn't.

Masklin ran dong the girder without thinking of the drop on either side. Thelittle knot of figurestold him
everything he didn’t want to know. A young nome who had just been lowered over the edge was Sitting
down and getting his breath back.

‘I tried dl thewindows,” hesaid. ‘ They'redl shut. Couldn’t see anyonein there. It' svery dark.’
‘Areyou sureit’stheright lorry? said Masklin to the head watcher.

‘They’ve dl got numbers on the front of them,” hewastold. ‘| was particularly sure to remember the one
he went out on, so when it comes back this afternoon |—'

‘We' ve got to get ingdeto have alook,” said Masklin firmly. * Someonego and get . . . no, it’ll take too
long. Lower medown.’

‘What?

‘Lower medown,” Masklin repeated. * All the way to the floor.’

‘It salong way down,” said one of them doubt-fully.

‘1 know! Far too long to go al theway around by the stairs.” Masklin handed the end of the thread to a
couple of nomes. ‘He could bein there hurt, or anything.’

"Tisn't our fault,” said anome. ‘ There were humans dl over the place when it camein. We had to wait.’
‘It'sno on€e sfault. Some of you, go around the long way and meet me down there. Don't ook so upset,
it sno one sfault.’

Except perhaps mine, he thought, as he spun

around in the darkness. He watched the huge shadowy bulk of thelorry dide past him. Some-how,
they’ d looked smdller outside.

Thefloor was greasy with dl. Heran under the lorry into aworld roofed with wires and pipes, far too
high to reach, but he poked around near one of the benches and came back dragging alength of wire
and, with gresat difficulty, bent it into ahook at one end.

A moment later he was crawling among the pipes. It wasn't hard. Most of the undernegth of the lorry
seemed to be pipes or wires, and after aminute or two he found ameta wall ahead of him, with holesin
it to take even more bundles of wires. It was possible, with a certain amount of pain, to squeeze through.
Insde— There was carpet. Odd thing tofind in alorry.

Here and there a sweet wrapper lay, large as a newspaper to a nome. Huge pedd-shaped things stuck
out of greasy holesin thefloor. In the distance was a sest, behind a huge whedl. Presum-ably it was



something for the human in thelorry to hold on to, Masklin thought.

‘Angdo? hecdled out, softly.

There was no answer. He poked around aim-lesdy for awhile, and had nearly given up when he spotted
something in the drifts of fluff and paper under the seet. A human would have thought it was just another
scrap of rubbish. Masklin recog-nized Angalo’'s coat.

Helooked carefully at the rubbish. It was just possible to imagine someone had been lying there,
watching. He rummaged among it and found asmall sandwich wrapper.

He took the coat back out with him; there didn’t seem to be much else to do.

A dozen nomeswere waiting anxioudy on the dl- soaked floor under the engine. Masklin held out the
coat, and shrugged.

‘No sign,” hesaid. ‘He' s been there, but he' s not there now.’

‘“What could have happened to him? said one of the older nomes.

Someone behind him said darkly: ‘ Perhaps the Rain squashed him. Or he was blown away by thefierce
Wind.

‘That’ sright,’ said one of the others. * There could be dreadful things, Outside.’

‘No!" said Masklin. ‘1 mean, there are dreadful things—’

‘Ah, said the nomes, nodding.

‘—but not like that! He should have been per-fectly al right if he stayed in the lorry! I.told him not to go
exploring—

He was aware of a sudden silence. The nomesweren't looking at him but past him, at something behind
him.

The Duke de Haberdasheri was standing there, with some of his soldiers. He stared woodenly at
Masklin, and then held out his hands without saying aword.

MasklIn gave him the coat. The Duke turned it over and over, staring at it. The silence Stretched out
thinner and thinner, until it dmost hummed.

‘| forbade himto go,” said the Duke softly. 'l told him it would be dangerous. Y ou know, that was foolish
of me. It just made him more determined.” He looked back up at Masklin.

Wel? hesad.

‘Er? sadMasklin.

‘Ismy son il dive?

‘“Urn. He could be. There s no reason why not.’

The Duke nodded, vaguely.

Thisisit, thought Masklin. It' sdl going to end here.

The Duke stared up at the lorry, and then looked around at his guards.

‘ And these things go Outside, do they? he said.

‘Oh, yes. All thetime,” said Masklin.

The Duke made an odd noise in the back of histhroat.

‘Thereisnothing Outside,’ hesaid. ‘1 know this. But my son knew differently. Y ou think we should go
Out. Will | see my son then?

Masklin looked into the old man’s eyes. They were like two eggs that weren't quite cooked yet. And he
thought about the size of everything out-side, and the size of anome. And then he thought:

aleader should know dl about truth and hones- ty, and when to see the difference. Honestly, the
chance of finding Angado out thereis greater than the whole Store taking wings and flying, but the
truth isthat— *It'spossible, he said, and felt terrible. But it

was possible.

‘Very well,” said the Duke, his expression unchanged. ‘What do you need?

‘What? said Masklin, hismouth dropping open. ‘1 said, what do you need? To make thelorry go
Outside? said the Duke.

Masklin floundered. ‘Wédll, er, a the moment, | suppose, we need people-’

‘How many? snapped the Duke.



Masklin’smind raced.

‘Ffty? heventured.

“You shdl havethem.

‘But—" Masklin began. The Duke' s expression changed now. He no longer looked totally lost and
aone. Now he looked hisusud angry sdif.

‘Succeed,” he hissed, and spun on hished and stalked off.
That evening fifty Haberdasheri turned up, gawping at the garage and acting generaly bewil-dered.
Gurder protested, but Masklin put al those who looked even vaguely capable on to the reading scheme.
‘There stoo many!” said Gurder. * And they’ re common soldiers, for Arnold Bros (est. 1905)’ s sake!’

‘| expected him to say fifty wastoo many and beat me down to twenty or s0,” said Masklin. ‘But | think
wewill need them dl, soon.’
The reading programme wasn't going the way he expected. There were useful thingsin books, it was
true, but it was ahard job to find them among dl the strange stuff.

Likethegirl inthe rabbit hole.

It was Vinto who came up with that one.

‘...and shefdl down this hole and there was awhite rabbit with awatch, | know about rab-bits, and then
she found thislittle bottle of stuff that made her BIG, | mean redly huge, and then she found some more
stuff which made her redly smdl,” he'd said breathlesdy, hisface glowing with enthusiasm, ‘ so, dl we
need dois, wejust find some more of the BIG stuff and then one of us can drivethelorry.’

Masklin didn’'t dareignoreit. If just one nome could be made the size of ahuman, it would be easy. HE'd
told himsdlf that dozens of times. It had to be worth an effort.

So they’ d spent nearly dl the night searching the Store for any bottleslabelled * Drink M€ . Either the
Storedidn’t haveit and Gurder wasn't prepared to accept that, because the Store had Everything Under
One Roof— or it just wasn't real. There seemed to be lots of thingsin books that weren't redl. It was
hard to see why Arnold Bros (est. 1905) had put so many unred thingsin’ books.

‘So thefaithful can tell the difference,” Gurder had said.

Masklin had taken one book himsdlf. It just fitted hisbox. It was called A Child's Guide to the Stars and
most of it was pictures of the sky at night. He knew that wasredl.

Heliked to look at it when he had too much to think about. He looked at it now.
They had names, like Siriusand Rigdl or Wolf 359 or Ross 154.

Hetried afew on the Thing.

‘1 do not know the names;” it said.

‘| thought we came from one of them,” said Masklin. ‘Y ou said—'

‘They are different names. Currently | cannot identify them.’

‘What was the name of the star that nomes came from? said Masklin, lying back in the dark-ness.
‘Itwas cdled: The Sun.’

‘But the sun’s herel’

‘All starsare cdled The Sun by the people who live nearby. It is because they believe them to be
important.’

‘Did they — | mean, did we vist many?

‘I have 94,563 registered as having been visited by nomes.’

Masklin stared up at the darkness. Big numbers gave him trouble, but he could see that this num-ber was
one of the biggest. Bargains Galore! he thought, and then felt embarrassed and corrected it to Gosh! All
those suns, miles gpart, and dl | haveto do is move onelorry!

Put like that, it seemed ridiculous.
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X. enbsp;  When Lo! Onereturned, saying, | have Gone upon Whedls, and | have Seen
the Outsde.
Xi.  emsp; Andthey sadto him, What isthe Outside?



Xi.  emwsp; Andhesad, ItisBig.
From The Book of Nome, Accountsv.X—XI|

On the fourth day Angalo returned, wild-eyed and grinning like amaniac.
The nome on guard came running into the department, with Angalo swaggering behind him and agaggle
of younger nomestrailing, fasci-nated, in hiswake. He was grimy, and ragged, and looked as though he
hadn’t dept for hours
— but he walked proudly, with a strange swaying mation, like anome who has boldly gone where no
nome has gone before and can’t wait to be asked about it.

‘Where' ve | been? hesaid. ‘“Where' ve | been? Where haven't | been, more like. Y ou should seewhat’s
out there!’

‘What? they asked.

‘Everywhere!’ be said, hiseyesglowing. ‘ And you know what?

‘What? they chorused.

‘I’ ve seen the Storefrom the outside! It's. . . helowered hisvoice, ‘it’ s beautiful. All columnsand big
glasswindowsfull of colour!”

Now he was the centre of a growing crowd as the news spread.

‘Did you see dl the departments? said a Stationeri.

‘No!’

‘What?

“You can't see the departments from outside! It'sjust one big thing! And, and. . ." in the sudden silence
he fumbled in his pouch for his notebook, which was now alot fatter, and thumbed through the pages,
‘it'sgot agreat big Sgn outside it and | copied it down becauseit’s not Trucker language and | didn’t
understand it but thisiswhat it was.’

Hehdd it up.
The sllence got deeper. Quite afew nomes could read by now.
Thewords said CLOSING DOWN SALE.
Then he went to bed, till babbling excitedly about lorries and hills and cities, whatever they were, and
dept for two hours.

Later on, Masklin went to see him.
Angao wasstting up in bed, hiseyes il shining like bright marblesin the paleness of hisface.

‘Don't you get him tired,” warned Granny Morkie, who always nursed anyone too ifi to prevent it. ‘He's
very weak and feverigh, it'sdl that rattling around in those great noisy things, it’snot naturd. I’ ve just had
hisdad in here, and | had to turf him out after five minutes’

“You got rid of the Duke? said Masklin. *But how? He doesn't listen to anyone!’

‘“He might be abig nomein the Store,” said Granny in a sdf-satisfied tone of voice, ‘but he'sjust an
awkward nuisance in asick-room.’

‘| needtotak to him,” said Masklin.

‘And | want totalk!” said Angalo, sitting up. ‘| want to tell everyone! There s everything out therel Some
of thethings|’ve seen—'

“You just settle down,” said Granny, gently pushing him back into the pillows. * And I’ m not too happy
about ratsin here, either.” Bobo’' s whiskers could just be seen under the end of the blankets.

‘But he/ svery clean and he smy friend,” said Angdo. ‘And you said you likerats’

‘Rat. | saidrat. Not rats,” said Granny. She prodded Masklin. ‘Don’'t you let him get over-excited,” she
commanded.

Masklin sat down by the bed while Angalo talked with wild enthusiasm about the world outside, like
someone who had spent hislifewith ablindfold on and had just been dlowed to see. He talked about the
big light in the sky, and roadsfull of lorries, and big things sticking out of the floor which had green things
al over them— *Trees’ said Masklin.
—and gresat buildings where things went on the lorry or came off it. It was a one of these that Angalo got
lost. He'd climbed out when it stopped for awhile, to go to the lavatory, and hadn’t been able to get



back before the driver returned and drove away. So he' d climbed on to another one, and sometime
after it had driven away it stopped at abig park with other lorriesin it. He sarted looking for another
Arnold Bros (est. 1905) lorry.
‘It must have been acafe on amotorway,” said Masklin. “We used to live near one.’
‘Isthat what it's called? said Angdo, hardly listening. ‘ There was this big blue sign with pictures of cups
and knives and forks on it. Any-way—'
—there weren't any Store lorries. Or perhaps there were, but there were so many other types he
couldn’t find one. Eventualy he' d camped out on the edge of alorry park, living on scraps, until by sheer
luck one had turned up. He hadn’t been able to get into the cab, but he had managed to climb up atyre
and find adark place where he had to hold on to cables with his hands and knees to sop himsdlf faling
off on to the rushing road, far below.
Anga o produced his notebook. It was stained amost black.

‘Nearly logt it,” he said. ‘Nearly ateit once, | was so hungry.’

“Yes, but the actud driving,” Masklin said insstently, with one eye on the impatient Granny Morkie.
“How do they do the actua driving?
Angalo flicked through the book. ‘I made anote somewhere,” hesaid. ‘Ah, here’ He passed it over.
Masklin looked at a complicated sketch of levers and arrows and numbers.

“Turnthekey ... one, two. . . pressthe red button ... one, two ... push peda number one down with the
left foot, push big lever left and up

one, two. . . let pedal one up gently, push peda number two down. . .“ ‘He gave up. ‘What doesit all
mean? he said, dreading the answer. He knew what it was going to be.

‘It show you drivealorry,” said Angalo.

‘Oh. But, er, dl these pedds and buttons and levers and things,” said Masklin weskly.

“You need ‘emadl,” said Angdo, proudly. * And then you go rushing along, and you change up the gears,
and—

‘Yes. Oh. | see said Masklin, staring at the piece of paper.

How? he thought.
Angalo had been very thorough. Once; when he' d been donein the cab, he’' d measured the height of
what he called the Gear Lever, which seemed very important. It was five times the height of anome. And
the big whed that moved and seemed to be very important was as wide as eight nomes standing side by
sde
And you had to have keys. Masklin hadn’t known about the keys. He hadn’t known about anything.

‘I didwell, didn't 1?7 said Angdo. ‘It sdl inthere’

‘Yes. Yes Youdid very wel.

‘Y ou have agood ook, it'sdl in there. All about the going-around-corners flasher and the horn,” Angao
went on enthusagtically.

‘Yes. Yes I'msureitis’

‘And the go-faster pedd and the go-dower pedal and everything!

‘Only you don’t look very pleased.’

“You'vegiven mealot to think about, I'm sure’

Angalo grabbed him by the deeve. ‘ They said therewas only one Store,” he said urgently. ‘ Thereisn't,
there’ s so much outside, so much. There’ s other Stores. | saw some. There could be nomesliving in ‘em!
Lifein other Stores! Of course, you know.’

Y ou get some more deep,” said Masklin, askindly as he could manage.

‘“When are we going to go?

‘There' splenty of time,” said Masklin. * Don't worry about it. Get some deep.’

He wandered out of the sick-room and straight into an argument. The Duke had returned, with some
followers, and wanted to take Angalo up to the Stationery Department. He was arguing with Granny
Morkie. Or trying to, anyway.

‘Madam, | assureyou he' |l bewell looked after!’” hewas saying.

“Humph! Wotdo you people know about doctrin’ ?'Y ou hardly ever have anything go wrong herel



Where| comefrom,” said Granny, proudly, ‘it'ssick, sick, sick al year round. Colds and sprainsand
bellyache and bites the whole time. That’ swhat you cdl experience. | reckon I’ ve seen moreifi people
than you' ve had hot dinnersand,” she prodded the Duke in the stomach, ‘you' ve had afew of those.’
‘Madam, | could have you imprisoned!” roared the Duke.
Granny sniffed. * And what hasthat got to do with it? shesaid.
The Duke opened his mouth to roar back, and then caught sight of Masklin. He shut it again.
‘Very wdl,” hesaid. ‘You are, in fact, quiteright. But | will visit him every day.’
‘No longer than two minutes, mind,” sniffed Granny.
‘Fivel’ said the Duke.
‘Three, sad Granny.
‘Four,’ they agreed.
The Duke nodded, and beckoned Masklin towards him.
“Y ou have spoken to my son,” he said.
‘Yes, gr,” said Masklin.
‘And hetold you what he saw.’
‘Yes, ar.’
The Duke looked quite small. Masklin had always thought of him asabig nome, but now heredlized that
most of the Size was a sort of
inward inflation, asif the nome was pumped up
with importance and authority. 1t had gone now.
The Duke looked worried and uncertain. ‘ Ah,’ he said, looking approximately at Mask-lin'sleft ear. ‘|
think | sent you some people, didn’'t 17
Yes
‘Satisfactory, arethey?
‘Yes, gr.’
‘Let me know if you need any more help, won't you? Any help at all.” The Duke svoicefaded to a
mumble. He patted Masklin vaguely on the shoul-der and wandered away.
‘“What' s up with him? said Masklin. Granny Morkie started to roll bandagesin abusinesdikeway. No
one needed them, but she believed in having agood supply. Enough for the whole world, apparently.
‘He' shaving to think,” she said. * That aways worries people.’

‘| just never thought it would be as hard asthis’

Masklin wailed.

Y ou mean you didn’t have any idea how we can drive one? said Gurder.

‘Noneat dl? said Grimma

‘I ... wdll, I suppose | thought the lorries sort of went where you wanted,” said Masklin.

‘| thought if they did it for humansthey’d do it for us. | didn’t expect dl this go-one-two-pull stuff !
Those whedls and pedas are huge, I’ ve seen them!’

He stared distractedly at their faces.

‘I’ ve thought about it for ages,” he said. He felt they were the only two he could trust.

The cardboard door did open and asmall, cheerful face appeared.

“You'll likethisone, Mr Masklin,” he sad, ‘I’ ve been doing some more reading.’

‘Not now, Vinto. We'reabit busy,” said Masklin. Vinto' sfacefell.

‘Oh, you might aswdl ligten to him,” said Grimma. * It’ snot asif we ve got anything more important to
do now.’

Masklin hung his head.

‘Well, lad,” said Gurder, with forced cheerfulness, ‘what idea have you come with thistime, eh? Pul-ling
the lorry with wild hamgters, en?

‘No, gr,” said Vinto.

‘Maybe you think we could make it grow wings and fly away in the sky?

‘No, gir. | found thisbook, it's how to capture humans, sir. And then we can get agnu—'



Masklin gavethe othersasick little smile.

‘I explained to him that we can’t use humans,’ he said. ‘1 told you, Vinto. And I’ m really not cer-tain
about threatening people with antel opes—'

With agrunt of effort, the boy swung the book open.

‘It sgot apictureinit, Sr.’

They looked at the picture. 1t showed a human lying down. He was surrounded by nomes, and covered
with ropes.

‘Gosh,” said Grimma, ‘they’ ve got books with pictures of us!’

‘Oh, I know thisone,” said Gurder dismissvely ‘It'sGulliver’ s Travels. It sjust stories, it’ snot redl’
‘Fictures of usinabook, sad Grimma. ‘Imaginethat. Y ou seeit, Masklin?

Masklin stared.

‘Y es, you' reagood boy, well done,” said Gurder, his voice sounding far off. ‘ Thank you very much,
Vinto, and now please go away.’

Masklin stared. His mouth dropped open. Hefdt the ideas fizz up insde him and dosh into his head.
‘Theropes,” hesaid.

‘It sjust apicture,” said Gurder.

‘“The ropes! Grimma, the ropes!’

‘Theropes?

Masklin raised hisfistsand stared up at the ceiling. At timeslikethis, it was dmost possibleto believe
that there was someone up there, above Kiddies Klothes.

‘| can seetheway!” he shouted, while the three of them watched in astonishment. ‘| can seethe way!
Arnold Bros (est. 1905), | can seethe way!’

After Closng Tunethat evening severd dozen small and stedlthy figures crept across the garage floor
and disgppeared under one of the parked lorries. Anyone listening would have heard the occasiond tiny
clink, thud or swear word. After ten minutes they werein the cab.
They stood in wonder, looking around. :Masklin wandered over to one of the pedals,
which wastdler than he was, and gave it an experimental push. It didn’t so much aswaobble. Severa of
the others came over and helped, and managed to get it to move alittle

One nome stood and watched them thought-fully It was Dorcas, wearing abelt from which hung a
variety of home-madetools, and he was

idly twiddling the pencil lead that was kept per-manently behind one ear when it wasn't being used.
Masklin walked back to him.

‘What d'you think? hesaid.

Dorcasrubbed hisnose. ‘It'sdl downto leversand pulleys,’ he said. * Amazing things, levers. Giveme a
lever long enough, and a firm enough place to stand, and | could move the Store.’

‘Just one of these pedalswould be enough for now,” said Masklin politely.

Dorcasnodded. ‘WEll giveit atry,” hesaid. ‘All right, lads. Bring it up.’

A length of wood, carried dl the way down from the Home Handyman Department, was nomehandled
into the cab. Dorcas ambled around, measuring distances with a piece of thread, and finaly had them
wedge one end into a crack in the metal floor. Four nomeslined up at the other end and hauled the wood
across until it wasresting on the lever.

‘Right, lads,” said Dorcas again.

They pushed down. The peda went all the way to the floor. There was aragged cheer.

‘How did you do that? said Masklin.

‘That’sleversfor you,” said Dorcas. ‘ O-kay.” Helooked around, scratching hischin. “ Sowe'll need
threelevers.” Helooked up at the grest circle of the steering whed. * Y ou have any ideas about that? he
sad.

‘| thought ropes,” said Masklin.

‘How d’'you mean?

‘It sgot those spokesin it, so if wetie ropes to them and have teams of nomes on the ropes, they could



pull it oneway or the other and that’ [| make the lorry go the way wewant,” said Masklin.
Dorcas squinted at the whedl. He paced the floor. He looked up. He looked down. Hislips moved as he
worked things out.
‘They won't seewherethey’regoing,” he said findly.
thought, someone could stand right up there, by the big window in the front, and sort of tell them what to
do? said Masklin, looking hopefully &t the old nome,
‘These' re powerful noisy things, young Angalo said,” said Dorcas. He scratched hischin again. ‘1 reckon
| can do something about that. Then there sthisbig lever here, the Beer Lever—'
‘Gear Lever, said Masklin.
‘Ah. Ropesagain?
‘| thought s0,” said Masklin earnestly. *What do you think?
Dorcas sucked in hisbreath. ‘We-dl,” he said. ‘ What with teams pulling the whed, and teams shifting the
Gear Lever, and people working the pedaswith levers, and someone up there telling them al what to
do, it'sgoing to take a powerful lot of practising. Supposing | rig up al thetackle, dl the ropes and such:
how many nightswill we have to practise? Y ou know, get the hang of it?
‘Including the night we, er, leave?
‘Yes,” said Dorcas.
‘One, said Masklin.
Dorcas sniffed. He stared upwards for awhile, bumming under his bresth.
‘It simpossible’ hesaid.
‘Well only have one chance, you see’ said Masklin ‘If It sa problem with dl the equipment—'

‘Oh, no problem there,” said Dorcas. ‘ That'sjust bits of wood and string, | can have that ready by
tomorrow | wasthinking of the people, see Y ou' re going to need a powerful lot of nomesto do dl this.
And they' re going to need training.’

‘But, but dl that they’ d have to do is pull and push when they’ re told, won't they?

Dorcas hummed under his breath again. Mask-lin got the impression that he dways did that if hewas
going to break some bad news.

‘Well, laddie; hesad, ‘I'm gix, I’ ve seen alot of people, and I’ ve got to tell you, if you lined up ten
nomes and shouted “Pull!”, four of them would push and two of them would say “Pardon?’ That’s how
people are. It'sjust nomish nature.’

He grinned at Masklin's crestfalen expression. ‘What you ought to do,” he said, ‘isfind usalittlelorry.
To practiseon.’

Masklin nodded gloomily.

‘And,’ said Dorcas, ‘ have you thought again about how you’ re going to get everyone on? Two thousand
nomes, mind. Plusdl this suff we retaking. Y ou can't have old grannies and little babbies shinning up
ropes or crawling through holes, can you?

Masklin shook his head. Dorcas was watching him with hisnorma mild grin.

Thisnome, Masklin thought, knows hisstuff. But if | say to him leaveit dl tome, he'll leaveit dl to me,
just to serve meright. Oh, critical path anadlysisl Why isit aways people?

‘Haveyou got any ideas? hesaid. ‘I redly would appreciate your help.’

Dorcas gave him along thoughtful look, and then patted him on the shoul der.

‘I’ve been looking around this place,” he Said.

‘Maybe there’ saway we can practise and solve the other problem. Y ou come down here tomorrow
night and we' |l see, shdl we?

Masklin nodded.

The trouble was, he thought as he walked back, that there weren’t enough people. A lot of the
Ironmongri were hel ping, and some of the other departments, and quite afew young nomes were
snesking off to help because it was dl excit-ing and unusud. Asfar asthe rest of them were concerned,
though, lifewas going on asnormal.

In fact the Storewas, if anything, busier than usua

Of dl the family heads, only the Count seemed at all willing to take an interest, and Masklin suspected



that even he didn’t really think the Store was going to end. It just meant that the Ironmongri could learn to
read and it annoyed the Haberdasheri, which amused the Count. Even Gurder didn’'t seem so sureashe
had been.

Masklin went back to his box and dept, and woke up an hour later.

Theterror had started.
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RuntotheLifts

Lifts, won't you carry me?

RuntotheWadls,

Wals, won't you hide me?
RuntotheLorry,

Lorry, won't you take me?

All onthat Day.

From The Book of Nome, Exits Chap. 1, v.I

It started with slence when there should have been noise. All the nomeswere used to the dis-tant
thumping and murmuring of the humans during the long daylight hours, so they didn’t noticeit. Now it
was gone they could hear the strange, oppressive silence. There were days, of course, when humans
didn’t comeinto the Store for instance, Arnold Bros (est. 1905) sometimes alowed them almost aweek
off between the excitement of Christmas Fayre and the hurly-burly of Winter Sale Starts Today! But the
nomes were used to this, it was part of the gentle rhythm of Storelife. Thiswasn't the right day.

After severa hours of silence they just stopped telling one another not to worry, it was probably just
some speciad day or something, like that time when the Store had shut for aweek for redec-oration, and
one or two of the braver or more inquisitive onesrisked a quick glance abovefloor leve.

Emptiness stretched away between the familiar counters. And there didn’t seem to be much stock
around.

‘It salwayslikethis after aSde, they said. * And then, before you know where you are, al the shelves
arefilled up again. Nothing to get upset about at dl. It' sall part of Arnold Bros (est. 1905)’ s great plan.’
Andthey sat in silence, or hummed alittle tune, or found something to occupy their minds, to stop
thinking unpleasant thoughts. It didn’t work.
And then, when the humans camein and started taking the few things that were lft off the shelves and
counters, and piling themin great boxes and taking them down to the garage and loading them on to the
lorries...
And started taking up the floorboards...

Masklin awoke. People were prodding him. Somewhere in the distance other people were shouting. It
was somehow familiar.

‘Get up, quickly!” said Gurder.

What' s happening? said Masklin, yawning.

‘Humans are taking the Store to bits!’

Masklin sat bolt upright.

‘They can't be! It'snottime!” hesaid.

‘They’'redoing it just the same!’

Masklin stood up, struggling into his clothes. He jigged sdeways across the floor, oneleg out of his
trousers, and thumped the Thing.

‘Hey!" hesaid ‘Y ou said the demolition wasn't for ages yet!’

‘Fourteen days,’ said the Thing

‘It sstarting now!’

‘Thisis probably the remova of remaining stock to new premises, and preliminary works,” said the
Thing.



‘Oh, good. That should make everyone fed alot better. Why didn’t you tell us?

1 was not aware you did not know.’

‘Wdll, we didn’t. So what do you suggest we. do now?

‘Leave as soon as possible’

Masklin snarled. He bad expected two more weeks to solve dl the problems. They could have
stockpiled stuff to take with them. They could:

have made proper plans. Even two weekswas hardly long enough. Now even the thought of one week
wasaluxury.

Hewent out into the milling, disorganized crowd. Fortunately the boards hadn’t been taken up in an
inhabited area— some of the more sensible refugees said that only afew had been taken up inthe far
end of the Gardening Department, so the humans could get at the water pipes but nomesliving nearby
were taking no chances.

There was athump overhead. A few minutes|ater a breathless nome arrived and reported that the
carpets were being rolled up and taken away.

That caused aterrified slence. Masklin redized that they were dl looking a him.

‘Er, hesad.

Then he said, ‘1 think everyone ought to get as much food as they can carry and go down to the
basement, near to the garage.’

“Y ou mean you il think we should doit? said Gurder.

We haven’t much choice, have we?

‘But we were— you said we should take as much as we could from the Store, al the wire and toolsand
things. And books,” said Gurder.

We Il belucky if we can just take ourselves. There' sno time!’

Another messenger came running up. It was one of Dorcas s group. He whispered something to Masklin,
who gave agtrange amile.

‘Can it bethat Arnold Bros (est. 1905) has abandoned usin our hour of need? said Gurder.

‘1 don’t think so. Hemay be helping us,” said Masklin. ‘Because, wdll, you'll never guesswhere the
humans are putting al this suff...
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I.  &anbsp; And the Outsider said, Glory to the Name of Arnold Bros (est. 1905).

ii. embsp;  Forhehath Sent usaLorry, and the Humans are loading it now with dll

manner of Things needful to nomes. It isa Sign. Everything Must Go. Includ-ing us.
From The Book of Nome, Exits Chap. 2, v.I-I

Half an hour later Masklin lay on the girder with Dorcas, looking down at the garage.

He had never seen it so busy. Humans deep-walked across the floor, carrying bundles of carpet into the
backs of some of thelorries. Y ellow things, like a cross between avery smdl lorry and avery large
armchair, inched around them, stacking boxes.

Dorcas passed him the telescope.

‘Bugy littlethings, ain't they,” he said conver-sationdly. ‘ Been at it al morning, they have. A couple of
lorries have dready gone out and come back, so they can’t be going very far.’

‘The letter we saw said something about anew Store,” said Masklin. Perhaps they’ re taking the stuff
there’

‘Could be. It' smostly carpets at the moment, and some of the big frozen humans from Fash-ions!’
Masklin made aface. According to Gurder, the big pink humansthat stood in Fashions, and Kid-dies
Klothes, and Y oung Living, and never moved at al, were those who had incurred Arnold Bros (est.
1905)’ sdispleasure. They had been turned into horrible pink stuff, and some said they could even be
taken gpart. But certain Klothian philosophers said no, they were particularly good humans, who had
been alowed to stay in the Store for ever and not made to disappear at Closing Time. Religion was very



hard to understand.
AsMasklin watched, the big roller door creaked upwards and alorry nearby started with aroar and
ground dowly out into the blinding day-light.
What we need,’ hesaid, ‘isalorry with alot of stuff from the Ironmongery Department. Wire, you
know, and tools and things. Have you seen any food?
‘Looked likealot of stuff from the Food Hall on thefirst lorry out,” said Dorcas.
‘We'll have to make do, then.’
‘What'll | do,” said Dorcasdowly, ‘if they load it al up on alorry and driveit away? They' re working
powerful fast, for humans’
‘Surely they can’'t empty the Storein oneday? said Masklin.
Dorcas shrugged.
‘“Who knows? he said.
‘“You'll haveto stop thelorry from leaving,” said Masklin.
‘How? By throwing mysdf under it?
‘Any way you can think of,” said Masklin.

Dorcasgrinned. ‘I'll find away. Thelads are getting used to this place.’

Refugees were flowing into the Ironmongery Department from al over the Store, filling dl the space
under the floor with afrightened buzz of whispered conversation. Many of them looked up asMasklin
walked past, and what he saw in their facesterrified him.
They believel can help, he thought. They’ relooking & me asif I'm their only hope.
And | don’t know what to do. Probably none of it will work, we should have had more time. He forced
himsalf to look brimful of confidence, and it seemed to satisfy people. All they wanted to know was that
someone, somewhere, knew what they were doing. Masklin wondered who it was; it certainly wasn't
him.
The news was bad from everywhere. A lot of the Gardening Department had been cleared. Most of the
Clothes departments were empty. The coun-ters were being ripped out of Cosmetics, dthough
fortunately not many nomes lived there. Masklin could hear, even here, the thud and crunch of the work
going on.

Findly he could stand it no longer. Too many people kept staring at him. He went back down to the
garage, where Dorcas was gtill watching from his spy post on top of the girder.
‘What' s happened? said Masklin.
The old nome pointed to the lorry immediately below them.
‘That’ sthe onewewant,” hesaid. ‘1t'sgot al sortsinit. Lots of stuff from the Do-It-Y ourself
Department. There' s even some haberdashery things, needles and whatnot. All the stuff you told meto
look out for.
We ve got to stop them driving it out!” said Masklin. Dorcas grinned.
‘The machinery that rai ses the door won't work,” he said. * The fuse has gone.’
What'safuse? sad Masklin.

Dorcas picked up along, thick red bar lying by hisfeet. ‘Thisis’ he said.

“You took it?

“Tricky job, we had to tieabit of string round it. Made apowerful big spark when we pulled it out.’
‘But | expect they can put another onein,” said Masklin.

‘Oh, they did,” said Dorcas, with asdlf-satisfied expression. ‘ They’ re not daft. Didn’t work though,
because after we took the fuse out the lads went and cut the wiresinside the wall in a couple of places.
Very dangerous, but it’ [l take the humansfor ever tofind it.’

“Hmm. But supposing they lever the door up?

‘“Won't do them any good. It'snot asif the lorry will go, anyway.’

‘Why not?

Dorcas pointed downwards. Masklin watched, and after amoment saw a couple of small figures scurry
out from under the lorry and dive into the shadows by thewall. They were carrying apair of pliers.
A moment later asolitary figure hurried after them, dragging alength of wire,



‘Powerful lot of wirethem lorries need,” said Dorcas. ‘ Thisoneain't got so much, now.” Funny, isn't it.
Take away atiny spark and thelorry won’'t go. Don’t worry, though, | reckon we' Il know where to put
it al back later’

There was a clang down below. One of the humans had given the door akick.

‘Temper, temper,” said Dorcas mildly.

“Y ou've thought of just about everything,” said Masklin, admiringly.

‘I hope so,” said Dorcas. ‘But we' d better make sure, hadn’'t we.” He stood up and produced alarge
white flag, which he waved over his head. There was an answering flicker of white from the shad-ows on
thefar sde of the garage.

And then the lights went out.

‘Useful thing, dectricity,” said Dorcas, in the darkness. There was arumble of annoyance from the
humans bel ow, and then ajangling noise as one of them walked into something. After some grunting and
afew more thuds, one of the humans found adoorway out into the basement, and the rest of them
followedit.

‘Don’t you think they’ Il sugpect something? said Masklin.

‘There' s other humansworking in the Store, they’ Il probably think they caused it, said Dorcas.

‘That eectricity isamazing stuff,” said Masklin. * Can you makeit? The Count de Ironmongri was very
mysterious about it.’

‘That’ s because the Ironmongri don’t know any-thing,” sniffed Dorcas. ‘ Just how to stedl it. | can't seem
to get the hang of the reading business, but young Vinto has been looking at books for me. He says
making electricity isvery smple. Y ou just need to get hold of some stuff caled yourranium. | think it'sa
kind of metd.’

‘Isthere somein the Ironmongery Depart-ment? said Masklin hopefully.

‘Apparently not,” said Dorcas.

The Thing wasn't very helpful, either.

'I doubt if you are ready for nuclear power yet,’ it said. ‘ Try windmills’

Masklin finished putting his possessions, such asthey were, in abag.

‘Whenweleave, hesaid, ‘youwon't be ableto talk, will you?Y ou need dlectricity to drink.’

‘That isthe casg, yes’

‘Can't you tdll uswhich way we should go?

‘No. However, | detect radio traffic indicative of airline activity to the north of here’

Masklin hesitated. ‘ That’sgood, isit?

‘It meansthere are flying machines’

‘And we can fly dl theway home? said Masklin. ‘No. But they may be the next step. it may be possible
to communicate with the starship. Buit first, you must ride thelorry.’

‘ After that, | should think anything ispossible,” said Masklin gloomily. He looked expectantly at the
Thing, and then noticed with horror thet its lights were going off, one by one.

‘Thing”

“When you are successful, we will talk again,’” said the Thing.

‘But you're supposed to help usl’ said Masklin. ‘I suggest you consider deeply the proper mean-ing of
theword “help”,” said the box. * Either you areintelligent nomes, or just clever animals. It sup to you to
find out which.’

What?

Thelast light went off.

‘Thing?

Thelights stayed off. Thelittle black box con-trived to look extremely dead and silent.

‘But | relied on you to help us sort out the driving and everything! Y ou're just going to leave melike
this?

If anything, the box got darker. Masklin stared at it.

Then hethought: it'sdl very wdl for it. Every-on€e srelying on me. I’ ve got no oneto rely on. | wonder if
the old Abbot felt like this? | wonder how he stood it for so long? It' s aways me who hasto do



everything, no one ever thinks about me or what | want...

The shabby cardboard door swung aside and Grimma stepped in.

Shelooked from the darkened Thing to Mask-lin.

‘They’re asking for you out there,” she said quietly. ‘“Why isthe Thing dl dark?

‘It just said goodbye! It said it won't help any more!” Masklin wailed. ‘1t just said we have to prove we
can do things for oursalves and it will speak to us when we' re successful! What shdl | do?

| know what | could do, he thought. | could do with acool flannel. | could do with abit of
under-standing. | could do with abit of sympathy. Good old Grimma. Y ou can rely on her.

What you'll do,” she said sharply, ‘isjolly well ssop moping and getup and go out there and get things
organized!’

‘Wha—'

‘Sort things out! Make new plans! Give people orders! Get on with it!’

‘But—’

‘Doit now!” she snapped.

Masklin stood up.

“You shouldn't talk to melikethat,” he said plaintively. ‘I’ m the leader, you know.’

She sood arms akimbo, glaring at him.

‘Of courseyou'retheleader,’ shesaid. ‘Did | say you weren't the leader? Everyone knows you' re the
leader! Now get out there and lead!”’

He lurched past. She tapped him on the shoul-der.

‘And learntolisten,” she added.

‘Eh?What do you mean?

‘The Thing’'sasort of thinking machine, isn't it? That' swhat Dorcas said. Well, machines say exactly
what they mean, don't they?

‘Yes, | suppose so, but-’

Grimmagave him abright, triumphant smile.

‘Wll, it said “When”,” she said. ‘ Think about it. It could have said “If .

Night came. Masklin thought the humans were never going to leave. One of them, with atorch and abox
of tools, spent along time examining fuse boxes and peering at the wiring in the base-ment. Now &t last
even it was gone, grumbling and damming the door behind it.

After alittlewhile, the lights came onin the garage.

Therewasarudtling in the wals, and then a dark tide flowed out from under benches. Some of the
young nomesin the lead carried hooks on the end of thread lines, which they svung up to the lorry’s
covers. They caught, one after another, and the nomes swarmed up them.

Other nomes brought thicker string, which wastied to the ends of the thread and gradually dragged
upwards...

Masklin ran along, under the endless shadow of the lorry, to the oily darkness under the engine where
Dorcas steams were aready dragging their equipment into position. Dorcas himsdf wasin the cab,
rooting around among the thick wires.

Therewas asizzling noise, and then the light in the cabb came on.

‘There,” said Dorcas. ‘ Now we can see what we' re at. Come on, lads! Let’ shave abit of effort!’

When he*turned around and saw Masklin he made asif to hide his hands behind his back, and then
thought better of it. Both of them were thrust into what Masklin could now see were the fingers cut out of
rubber gloves.

‘Ah, said Dorcas, ‘didn’t know you were there. Bit of atrade secret, see? Electricity can't abide
rubber. It stops the stuff from biting you.” He ducked as ateam of homes swung along wooden beam
acrossthe cab and started to fasten it to the gear lever.

‘How long' sit going to take? shouted Masklin, as another team ran past dragging abal of string. There
was quite adin in the cab now, and threads and bits of wood were moving in every directionin

what he hoped was an organized way.



‘Could be an hour, maybe,” said Dorcas, and added, not unkindly, *We d get on quicker without people
intheway.’

Masklin nodded, and explored the rear of the cab. Thelorry was old, and he found another holefor a
bundle of wireswhich, at a squeeze, would take anome aswell. He crawled out into the open air and
then found another gap which let him into the rear of thelorry.

Thefirst nomes aboard had dragged up one end of athin piece of wood, which was acting asa
gangplank. The rest were scrambling up it now.

Masklin had put Granny Morkiein charge of this. The old woman had anaturd talent for making
frightened people do things.

‘Steep? she was shouting at afat nome, who had got hafway up and was clinging there in fright.

‘Call thissteep? It ain't steep, it sastroll! Want me to come down there and help you?

The mere threat budged him from his perch and he nearly ran the rest of the way, ducking

gratefully into the shadows of the cargo.

‘Everyone had better try to find somewhere soft to lie down,” said Masklin. ‘1t could be arough journey.
And you must send all the strongest nomes up towards the cab. WEe re going to need everyone we can
oet, bedieveme.’

She nodded, and then shouted at afamily that was blocking the gangway.

Masklin looked down at the endless stream of people climbing into the lorry, many of them’
staggering under the weight of possessions.

Funny, but now hefdt he' d done everything he could. Everything wasticking over likea, likea, like
something that went tick. Either al the plans would work, or they wouldn’t. Either the nomes could act
together, or they couldn’t.

He recadled the picture of Gulliver. It probably wasn't real, Gurder had said. Books often had thingsin
them that weren't redlly redl. But it would be nice to think that nomes could agree on something long
enough to be like the little people in the book...

‘Wdll, it'sdl going well, then,” he said vagudly.

Well enough.” Granny nodded.

‘It would be agood ideaif we found out exactly what wasin dl these boxes and things, Masklin
ventured, ‘ because we might have to get out quickly when we stop and—'

‘I tole Torrit to seetoit,” said Granny. ‘Don’t you worry about it

‘Oh,” said Masklin weskly ‘ Good’

He hadn't Ieft himsdlf anything to do.

He went back to the cab out of sheer well, not boredom, because his heart was pounding like adrum —
but out of restlessness.

Dorcas s nomes had aready built awooden platform above the steering whed and right in front of the
big window. Dorcas himsdlf was back down on the floor of the cab, drilling the driving teams.

‘Right!” he shouted. *Giveme. . . First Gear!’

‘Peda Down ... two, three...." chorused the team on the clutch pedd.

‘Pedal Up. . . two, three.. ." shouted the accel-erator team.

‘Lever Up. . . two, three. . . echoed the nomes by the gear lever.

‘Peda Up ... two, three, four!” the leader of the clutch team threw Dorcas asalute. * Gear all changed,
ar!’” he shouted.

‘That wasterrible. Redlly terrible,; said Dorcas. What' s happened to the accelerator team, eh? Get that
peda down!’

‘Sorry, Dorcas!’

Masklin tapped Dorcas on the shoulder. ‘Keep doing it!” Dorcas commanded. ‘| want you dead smooth
al theway up to fourth. Yes? What? Oh, it' syou.’

‘Yes, it'sme. Everyone snearly on,” said Mask-lin. “When will you be ready?

‘Thislot won't be ready ever.’

‘Oh!

‘So we might aswell start whenever you like and pick it up aswe go dong. We can’t even try steering



until it smoving, of course’
‘“We re going to send alot more peopleto help you,” said Masklin.
‘Oh, good,” said Dorcas. * Just what | need, |ots more people who don’t know their right from their left.’
“How are you going to know which way to steer?
‘Semaphore,’ said Dorcasfirmly. * Semaphore?
‘Signdling with flags. Y ou just tell my lad up on the platform what you want done, and I’ [l watch the
signds. If we' d had one more week | reckon | could have rigged up some sort of telephone.’
‘Hags,’ said Masklin. Will that work?
‘It d better, hadn’t it. We can giveit atry later on.’

And now it waslater on. Thelast nome scouts had climbed aboard. In the back of the lorry most of the
people made themselves as comfortable as possible and lay, wide avake, in the darkness.

Masklin was up on the platform with Angalo, Gurder and the Thing. Gurder knew even less about lorries
than Masklin, but it wasfelt best to have him there, just in case. After dl, they were stealing Arnold Bros
(et. 1905)' slorry. Someone might have to do some explaining. But he' d drawn the line about having
Bobo in the cab. Therat was back with everyone else.

Grimmawas there, too. Gurder asked her what she was doing there. She asked him what he was doing
there. They both looked at Masklin.

‘ She can help me with thereading,” he said, secretly relieved. He wasn't, despite lots of effort, al that
good at it. There seemed to be aknack he couldn’t get the hang of. Grimma, on the other hand, seemed
to do it now without thinking. If her brain was exploding, it was doing it in unnoticesble ways.

She nodded smugly and propped The High Way Code open in front of him.

‘There sthingsyou' ve got to do,” he said uncer-tainly. ‘ Before you start, you' ve got to look in amur—
‘—mirro—' said Grimma.

‘—.mirror. That' swhat it sayshere. Mirror,” said Masklin, firmly.

Helooked enquiringly a Anga o, who shrugged.

‘l don't know anything about that,” he said. ‘My driver used to look at it, but | don’t know why.’

‘Do you haveto look for anything specid? | mean, perhaps you have to make afacein it or something,’
sad Masklin.

Whatever it is, we' d better do things properly,” said Gurder firmly. He pointed. ‘ There€ samirror up
there, near the celling.’

‘Daft placeto put it,” said Masklin. He managed to hook it with agrapnel and, after some effort, pulled
himsdf uptoit.

‘Can you see anything? Gurder called out.

‘Just me’

Wéll, come on back down. Y ou’ ve doneit, that’ sthe main thing.’

Masklin did back down to the decking, which wobbled under him.

Grimma peered at the Code.

‘Then you've got to signd your intentions,” she’ said. ‘ That' sclear, anyway. Signdler?

Oneof Dorcas s ass stants stepped forward abit uncertainly, holding histwo white flags carefully
downwards.

‘Yes, dr maam? hesad.

‘Tell Dorcas—' Grimmalooked at the others.

‘Tl him we reready to sart.’

‘Excuseme,’ said Gurder. ‘If it'sanyone' sjob to tell them when we' re ready to start, it' smy job to tell
them we re ready to start. | want it to be quite clear that I’ m the person who tells people to start.” He
looked sheepishly at Grimma. * Er. We re ready to Sart,” he said.

‘Right you are, ma am.” The signaller waved hisarms briefly. From far below the engineer’ svoice
boomed back: ‘ Ready!’

‘Well, then,” said Masklin. ‘This'isit, then.’

‘Yes,’ said Gurder, glaring a Grimma. ‘Isthere anything we ve forgotten?



‘Lotsof things, probably,” said Masklin.

‘Too late now, at any rate,’ said Gurder.

Ve’

Vs’

‘Right then.’

‘Right.

They stood in silence for amoment.

‘Shall you givethe order, or shdl |7 said Masklin.

‘| was wondering whether to ask Arnold Bros (est. 1905) to watch over us and keep us safe,” said
Gurder. * After dl, we may be leaving the Store but thisis il hislorry.” He grinned wretchedly, and
sghed. ‘1 wish he'd give us some sort of Sign,” he said, ‘to show he approved.’

‘Ready when you are, up there!” shouted Dorcas. Masklin went to the edge of the platform and leaned
ontheflimsy rail.

Thewhole of the floor of the cab was covered in nomes, holding ropes in readiness or waiting by their
levers and pulleys. They stood in absolute silence in the shadows, but every face wasturned upwards,
so that Masklin looked down at aseaof frightened and excited blobs.

He waved his hand.

‘Start theengine,” he said, and his voice sounded unnaturaly loud in the expectant silence.

Hewalked back and looked out into the bright emptiness of the garage. There were afew other lorries
parked againgt the opposite wall, and one or two of the small yellow loading trucks stood where the
humans had |eft them. To think he’d once called it alorry nest! Garage, that was the word. It was
amazing, the feding you got from knowing the right names. Y ou felt in control. It was asif knowing what
the right name was gave you a sort of lever.

There was awhirring noise from somewherein, front of them, and then the platform shook to a thunder
roll. Unlike thunder, it didn’t die away. The engine had Sarted.

Masklin grabbed hold of therail before he was shaken off, and felt Angalo tug on hisdeeve,

‘It dways soundslikethis!” he shouted abovethe din. *Y ou get used to it after awhile!’

‘Good!’ It wasn't anoise. It wastoo loud to be called anoise. It was more like solid air.

‘I think we' d better practise abit! To get the hang of it! Shall | tell the Signaller that we want to move
forward very dowly?

Masklin nodded grimly. The signaller thought for amoment, and then waved hisflags.

Masklin could distantly hear Dorcas yelling orders. There was agrinding noise, followed by ajolt that
amost knocked him over. He managed to land on his hands and knees, and looked into Gurder’s
frightened face.

We removing!’ shouted the Stationeri.

Masklin stared out of the windscreen.

“Yes, and you know what? he yelled, springing up. We re moving backwards!’

Angalo staggered over to the signdler, who had dropped one of hisflags.

‘Forward dowly, | said! Forward dowly! Not backward! Forward!’

‘| sgnaled Forward!’

‘But we' re going backward! Signal them to go forward!’

The sgndler scrabbled for his other flag and waved franticaly at the teams bel ow.

‘No, don't signa forward, just signal them to sso—' Masklin began.

There was asound from the far end of the lor-ry. The only word to describeit was ‘ crunch’, but that’s
far too short and smple aword to describe the nasty, complicated, metalic noise and the jolt that threw
Masklin on his scomach again. The engine stopped.

The echoes died away.

‘Sorree!’ Dorcas cdled out, in the distance. They heard him talking in alow, menacing voiceto the
teams. * Satisfied? Satisfied, are we? When | said move the Gear Lever up and left and up | meant up
‘and left and up, not up and right and up! Right?

“Your right or our right, Dorcas?



‘Any right!” *‘No, but—'

‘Don’t you but me!’

‘Yes, but-’

Masklin and the others sat down as the argu-ment skidded back and forth below them. Gurder was ill
lying onthe planks.

We actualy moved!” he was whispering. ‘ Arnold Bros (est. 1905) was right. Everything Must Go!’
‘I'dlikeit to go alittle further, if it'sdl right by him,” said Angao grimly.

‘Hello up therel” Dorcas s voice boomed with mad cheerfulness. ‘ Little bit of teething trouble down

here. All sorted out now. Ready when you are!’

‘Should | look inthe mirror again, what do you think? said Masklin to Grimma. She shrugged.

‘I shouldn't bother,” said Angalo. ‘Let’sjust go forwards. And as soon as possible, | think. | can smell
dies-al. We must have knocked over some drums of it or something.’

‘That'sbad, isit? sad Masklin.

‘It burns,” said Angalo. ‘It just needs aspark or something to set it off.’

The engineroared into life again. Thistime they did inch forward, after some grinding noises, and rolled
across the floor until thelorry wasin front of the big sted door. It stopped with adight jerk.
‘Liketotry afew practiceturns,’ shouted Dorcas. * Smooth out afew rough edges!’

‘I redly think it would be avery bad ideato stay here,’ said Angao urgently.

“You'reright,” said Masklin. ‘ The sooner we get out of here the better. Signa Dorcas to open the door.’
The sgndler hesitated. ‘1 don't think we' ve got asignd for that,” he said. Masklin leaned over therail.
‘Dorcas!’

‘Yes?

‘Open the door! WE ve got to get out now!”’

The distant figure cupped hishand to its ear.

What?

‘| said open the door! It’surgent!” Dorcas gppeared to consder thisfor awhile, and then raised his
megaphone.

“You'll laughwhen | tell youthis| hesaid.

What wasthat? said Grimma

‘He said we' regoing to laugh,” said. Angalo.

‘Oh. Good.’

‘Comeon!’ shouted Masklin. Dorcas sreply waslost in the din from the engine.

‘What? shouted Masklin.

‘What?

‘What did you say?

‘I said, indl thisrush | clean forgot about the door!’

‘What'd he say? said Gurder.

Masklin turned and looked at the door. Dorcas had been very proud of theway he' d stopped it
opening. Now it had an extremely closed look If something with no face could look smug, the door had
managed it.

He turned back in exasperation, and also in time to see the small door to the rest of the Store swing
dowly open. Therewas afigurethere,

behind alittle circle of sharp whitelight.

Histerrible torch, Masklin thought again.

It was Prices Sashed.

Masklin felt hismind begin to think very clearly and dowly.

It'sjust ahuman, it said. It’snothing scary. Just ahuman, with itsnameonit in caseit forgetswhoit is,
likedl those femae humansin the Store with nameslike‘ Tracy’ and * Sharon’ and ‘MrsJ. E. Williams,
Supervisor’'. Thisisjust old ‘ Security’ again. He lives down in the boiler-room and drinkstea. HE's
heard the noise.

He' scometo find out what madeit.



Thatis, us.

‘Oh, no,” whispered Angalo, asthe figure lurched acrossthefloor. ‘Do you seewhat it'sgot inits
mouth?

‘It sacigarette. I’ ve seen humans with it before. What about it? said Masklin.

‘It sdight,” said Angalo. ‘Do you think it can’'t even smell the dies-al?

‘What happensif it catches dight, then? said Masklin, suspecting that he knew the answer.

‘It goes whoomph,” said Angalo.

‘Just whoomph?

"Whoomph is enough.’

The human came nearer. Masklin could seeits eyes now. Humans weren't very good at seeing nomes
even when they were standing till, but even ahuman would wonder why alorry was driving itself around
itsgarage in the middle of the night.

Security arrived at the cab and reached out dowly for the door-handle. Historch shonein through the
sdewindow, and at that moment Gurder reared up, trembling with rage.

‘Begone, foul fiend!” heyelled,’ illuminated as by aspotlight. ‘ Heed ye the Signs of Arnold Bros (est.
1905)! No Smoking! Exit ThisWay!”
The human’ sface wrinkled in ponderous aston-ishment and then, as dowly asthe drift of clouds, became
an expression of panic. It let go of the door-handle, turned, and began to head for the little door at what,
for ahuman, was high speed. Asit did so the glowing cigarette fell from its mouth and, turning over and
over, dropped dowly towardsthe floor.

Masklin and Angalo looked at each other, and then a the Signaller.

‘Gofadt!’” they shouted.
A moment later the entire lorry juddered as the teams tackled the complicated process of changing gear.
Thenit rolled forward.

‘Fast! | said fast!” Masklin shouted.

‘What' s going on? shouted Dorcas. ‘What about the door?

‘We'll open the door! WEe Il open the door!” shouted Masklin.

‘How?

‘Well, it didn’t look very thick, did it?
Theworld of nomesis, to humans, arapid world. They live so fast that the things that happen around
them seem quite dow, so the lorry seemed to drift across the floor, up the ramp and hit thedoor ina
leisurely way. There was along-drawn-out boom and the noise of bits of metal being torn apart, a
scraping noise across the roof of the cab, and then there was no door at all, only darkness studded with
lights

‘Left! Goleft!” Angalo screamed.
The lorry skidded around dowly, bounced lazily off awal, and rolled alittle way down the Stret.
‘Keep going! Keep going! Now straighten up!”’
A bright light that shone briefly on the wall outside the cab.
And then, behind them, a sound like ‘whoomph’.

13

I.  anbsp; Arnold Bros (est. 1905) said, A1t~ isnow Fin-ished;

ii. emvsp;  All Curtains, Carpeting, Bedding, Lingerie, Toys, Millinery, Haberdashery,

I[ronmongery, Elec-tricd;

ii. anbsp;  Allwals floors, calings, lifts moving gairs; iv. Everything Must Go.
From The Book of Nome, Exits Chap. 3 v.I-1V

Later on, when the next chapters of The Book of Nome came to be written, they said the end of the
Store started with abang. Thiswasn't true, but was put in because bang sounded moreimpressive. In
fact, the ball of yellow and orange fire that rolled out of the garage, carrying the remains of the door with
it, just made anoiselike agiant dog gently clearing itsthroat.



Whoomph.

The nomesweren't in aposition to take much notice of it a the time. They were more con-cerned with
the noise made by other things nearly hitting them.

Masklin had been prepared for other vehicles on the road. The High Way Code had alot to say abot it.
It was important not to drive into them. What was worrying him was the way they seemed determined to
run into the lorry. They emitted long blaring noises, like sick cows.

‘Leftabit!” Angao shouted. ‘ Thenright just asmidgen, then go straight!”’

‘Smidgen? said thesigndler, dowly. ‘1 don't think | know a code for smidgen. Could we—

‘Sow! Now left abit! We ve got to get on the right Side of the road!’

Grimma peered over the top of The High Way Code.

‘Weareontheright sde,’ shesaid.

‘Y es, but the right side should be the left Sde!” Masklin jabbed at the page in front of them. ‘It says here
We' ve got to show cons consy—'

‘Congdderation,” murmured Grimma.

‘—congderation for other road-users,” hesaid. A jolt threw him forward. ‘“What wasthat? he said.
‘Usgoing on to the pavement! Right! Right!’

Masklin caught a brief glimpse of abrightly lit shop window before thelorry hit it Sdewayson and
bounced back on to the road in a shower of glass.

‘Now left, now left, now right, right! Straight! Left, | said left!” Angalo peered at the bewildering pattern
of lightsand shapesin front of them.

‘There' sanother road here,’ hesaid. *Left! Give meleft! Lotsand lots of left! Moreleft than that. ... !*
‘Theré sasign,” said Masklin, helpfully.

‘Left!” shrieked Angalo. ‘Now right. Right! Right!”

Y ou wanted left, said the sgndler accusingly.

‘And now | want right! Lotsof right! Duck!’

‘We haven't got asignal for—

Thistime ‘whoomph’ wouldn’t have done. It was definitely ‘bang’. Thelorry hit awall, ground dongitin
aspray of sparks, rolled into a pile of dustbins and stopped.

Therewas slence, except for the hissing sounds and pink, pink noises from the engine.

Then Dorcas s voice came up from the dark-ness, dow and full of menace.

‘“Would you mind telling usdown here;” it said, *what you' re doing up there?

‘We'll haveto think of abetter way of steering,” Angao called down. ‘ And lights. There should bea
switch somewherefor lights’

Masklin struggled to hisfeet. The lorry appeared to be stuck in adark, narrow road. Therewere no
lightsanywhere.

He helped Gurder stand up, and brushed him down. The Stationeri looked bewildered.

We rethere? hesaid.

‘Not quite, said Masklin. We ve stopped to, er, sort out afew things. Whilethey’ re doing that | think
we' d better go back and check that everyone' sal right. They must be getting pretty worried. Y ou come
too, Grimma.’

They climbed down and left Angalo and Dorcas deep in argument about steering, lights, clear ingtructions
and the need for aproper supply of al three.

There was a gabble of voicesin the back of the lorry, mixed with the crying of babies. Quite afew nomes
had been bruised by the throwing about, and Granny Morkie wastying asplint to the broken leg of a
nome who had been caught by afalling box when they hit thewall.

Wee bit rougher than the last time,” she com-mented drily, tying aknot in the bandage. ‘Why’ ve we
stopped?

‘Just to sort out afew things,” said Masklin, trying to sound more cheerful than he felt. We'll be moving
again soon. Now that everyone knows what to expect.” He gazed down at the dark shadowy length of
thelorry, and inquigitiveness overcame him.



‘“While we rewaiting, I’m going to take alook outside,” he said.

‘What on earth for? said Grimma.

‘Just to, you know, look around,” said Masklin awkwardly. He nudged Gurder. ‘Want to come? he
sad.

‘What? Outsde? Me? The Stationeri |ooked ter-rified,

“You'll have to sooner or later. Why not now? Gurder hesitated for amoment, and then shrugged.
Will we be able to seethe Store,” helicked hisdry lips, ‘from the outside? he said.

‘Probably. We haven't redly gone very far,” said Masklin, as diplomatically as he could.

A team of nomes helped them over the end of the lorry and they swung down on to what Gurder would
amost certainly have caled the floor. It was damp, and afine spray hung in the air. Masklin breathed
deeply. Thiswasoutsde, dl right. Red air, with adight chill toiit. It smelled fresh, not asthough it had
been breathed by thousands of nomes before him.

‘The sprinklers have come on,” said Gurder.

‘Thewhat?

‘The sprinklers,” said Gurder. ‘ They’rein the celling, you know, in case of f...* He stopped, and looked
up. ‘Oh, my,” hesaid.

‘| think you mean therain,” said Masklin.

‘Oh, my.

‘It sjust water coming out of the sky,” said Masklin. He felt something more was expected of him. “It’'s
wet,” he added, ‘and you can drink it. Rain. Y ou don’'t have to have pointy heads. It just rolls off
anyway.’

‘Oh, my.’

‘Areyou dl right?

Gurder wastrembling. ‘ There'sno roof!” he moaned. ‘And it'sso big!’

Masklin patted him on the shoulder.

‘Of course, dl thisisnew to you,” hesaid. Y ou mustn’t worry if you don't understand everything.’
“You're secretly laughing a me, aren’t you!” said Gurder.

‘Not redly. | know what it’sliketo fed fright-ened.’

Gurder pulled himself together. ‘ Frightened? Me? Don't befoolish. I'm quite dl right,’ hesaid. *Just a
little, er, surprised. I, er, wasn't expecting it to be quite so, quite so, quite so outside. Now I’ ve had time
to cometo termswithiit, | fed much better. Wdll, well. So thisiswhat it'slike,” he turned theword
around histongue, like anew swest, ‘outside. So, er, big. Isthisal of it, or isthere any more?

‘Lots’ said Masklin. ‘Where we lived, there was nothing but outside from one edge of the world to the
other.’

‘Oh,” said Gurder weakly. ‘“Well, | think thiswill be enough outside to be going on with. Very good.’
Masklin turned and looked up at the lorry. It was dmost wedged in an dleyway littered with rubbish.
Therewasalarge dent intheend of it.

The opening at thefar end of the aley was bright with sireet lightsin the drizzle. As he watched, avehicle
swished by with abluelight flashing. It was singing. He couldn’t think of any other word to describeit.
‘How odd,” said Gurder.

‘It used to happen sometimes at home,” said Masklin. It was secretly rather pleasing, after dl thistime, to
be the one who knew things~ ‘Y ou’ d hear ones go aong the motorway like that. Dee-dah dee-dah
DEE-DAH DEE-DAH dee-dah. | think it’sjust to get people to get out of theway.’

They crept along the gutter and craned to look over the pavement at the corner, just as another bawling
car hurtled past.

‘Oh, Bargains Galore!’ said Gurder, and put his hands over his mouth.

The Storewas onfire.

Flamesfluttered at some of the upper windows like curtainsin abreeze. A pal of smoke rose gently from
the roof and made adarker column against the rainy sky.

The Store was having itslast sdle. It was hold-ing a Grand Find Clearance of specialy sdlected sparks,
and flamesto suit every pocket.



Humans bustled around in the street below

it. There were a couple of lorries with ladders on them. It looked as though they were spraying
water into the building.

Masklin looked sidelong at Gurder, wondering what the nome was going to do. In fact hetook it alot
better than Masklin would have believed, but when he spoke it was in awound-up way, asif he was
trying to keep hisvoicelevd.

‘I's...it'snot how | imagined it,’ he croaked.

‘No,” said Masklin.

‘We. .. wegot out justintime.’

Yes

Gurder coughed. It was asif he' d just had along debate with himself and had reached a deci-sion.
‘Thanksto Arnold Bros (est. 1905),” he said firmly.

Pardon?

Gurder stared at Masklin'sface. * If he hadn’t called you to the Store, we'd dl ill beinthere he said,
sounding more confident with every word.

‘But—" Masklin paused. That didn’t make any sense. If they hadn’t | eft, there wouldn't have been afire.
Would there? Hard to be sure. Maybe some fire had got out of afire bucket. Best not to argue. There
were some things people weren't happy to argue about, he thought. It was dl very puzzling.

‘Funny he' sletting the Store burn,” he said.

‘Heneedn’t,’ said Gurder. ‘ There sthe sprink-lers, and there’ s these specia things, to make thefire go
out. Fire Exits, they’re cdlled. But he let the Store burn because we don't need it any more.’
Therewas acrash asthe entire top floor fel in on itsdlf.

‘There goes Consumer Accounts,” said Masklin. ‘I hope al the humans got out.’

‘Who?

“Y ou know. We saw their names on the doors. Sadaries. Accounts. Personnel. General Man-ager,” said
Masklin.

‘I'm sure Arnold Bros (est. 1905) made arrange-ments,” said Gurder.

Masklin shrugged. And then he saw, outlined againgt thefirdight, the figure of Prices Sashed. There was
no mistaking that hat. He was even holding his torch, and he was deep in conversa-tion with some other
humans. When he haf turned, Masklin saw hisface. Helooked very angry.

He aso looked very human. Without the terrible light, without the shadows of the Store at night, Prices
Sashed wasjust another human.
On the other hand...

No, it wastoo complicated. And there were more important thingsto do.

‘Comeon, hesaid. ‘Let’sget back. | think we should get asfar away as possible as quickly aswe can.’
‘| shall ask Arnold Bros (est. 1905) to guide usand lead us,” said Gurder firmly.

‘Yes, good,” said Masklin. * Good idea. And why not? But now we really must—'

‘Has his Sign not said If Y ou Do Not See What Y ou Require, Please Ask? said Gurder.

Masklin took him firmly by the arm. Everyone needs something, he thought. And you never

know.

‘I pull thisstring,” said Angdo, indicating the thread over his shoulder and the way it disap-peared down
into the depths of the cab, *and the leader of the steering whed |eft-puffing team will know | want to turn
left. Because it’ stied to hisarm. And this other one goesto the right-pulling team. So we won’t need so
many signas and Dorcas can concentrate on the gears and things. And the brakes~ After al,” he added,
‘we can't dwaysrely on awall to run into when we want to stop.’

‘What about lights? said Masklin. Angalo beamed. * Signd for thelights,” he said, to the nome with flags.
‘What we did was, we tied threads to switches—'

Therewasaclick. A big metal arm moved across the windscreen, clearing away the rain-drops. They
watched it for awhile.

‘Doesn't redly illuminate much, doesit? said Grimma.



Wrong switch,” muttered Angdo. ‘ Signd to leave the wipers on but put on the lights.’

There was some muffled argument below them, and then another click. Ingtantly the cab wasfilled with
the dull throbbing sound of ahuman voice.

‘It sdl right, said Angdlo. ‘It'sonly theradio. But it’snot the lights, tell Dorcas~

‘I know what aradiois,’ said Gurder. ‘Y ou don't haveto tell mewhat aradiois’

‘What isit, then? said Masklin, who didn’'t know.

‘“Twenty-Nine Ninety-Five, Batteries Extra,’ said Gurder. ‘With AM, FM, and Auto-Reverse Cassette.
Bargain Offer, Not to Be Repest-ed.’

‘Amand Fum? said Masklin.

Yes

Theradio voice droned on.

‘—gged firein thetown’ s history, with fire-men coming in from asfar afield as Newtown. Meanwhile,
police are searching for one of the store slorries, last seen leaving the building just before—’
‘Thelights. Thelights. Third switch dong,” said Angalo. There was afew seconds pause, and then the
dley infront of thelorry was bathed in white light.

‘There should be two, but one got broken when we left the Store,” said Angalo. ‘Well, then, arewe
ready?

‘—Anyone seeing the vehicle should contact Grimethorpe police on—

‘And turn off theradio, said Angdo. ‘ That mooing gets on my nerves.’

‘1 wishwe could undergand it,” said Masklin. ‘I’'m sure they’ refairly intdligent, if only we could
understand it

Henodded at Angalo. ‘Okay,” hesaid. ‘Let’'sgo.” It seemed much better thistime. The lorry scraped
aong thewall for amoment and then came free, and moved gently down the narrow

aley towardsthelights at the far end. Asthelorry came out from between the dark walls,

Angalo cdled for the brakes, and it stopped with only amild jolt.

Which way? he said. Masklin looked blank.

Gurder fumbled through the pages of the diary.

‘It depends on which way we're going,” he said. ‘ Look for signs saying, er, Africa. Or Canada,
perhaps.’

‘Thereé sasign, said Angalo, peering through therain. ‘It says Town Centre. And then there’ san arrow
and it says—' He squinted. * Onny—'

‘One Way Street,” murmured Grimma.

“Town Centre doesn’t sound like agood idea,” said Masklin.

‘Can’'t seemto find it on the map, ether,” said Gurder.

WEe Il go the other way, then,” said Angalo, haul-ing on athread.

‘And I’'m not sure about One Way Street,” said Masklin. ‘1 think you should only go aong it one way.’
Wdl, weare, sad Angao smugly. ‘“We re going thisway.’

Thelorry rolled out of the side road and bumped nestly on to the pavement.

‘Let’s have second gear,’” said Angalo. ‘ And abit more go-faster pedd.” A car swerved dowly out of
thelorry’ sway, its horn sounding — to nome ears

— likethelost wail of afoghorn.

‘Shouldn’t be dlowed on theroad, driverslikethat, said Angao. There was athump, and the remains of
adtreet light bounced away. ‘ And they put adl this stupid stuff in the roadway, too,” he added.
‘Remember to show consideration for other road- users,” said Masklin, severdly.

‘Well, | am, aren’'t 1?1’m not running into them, am |”? said Angalo. What was that thump?

‘Some bushes, | think,” said Masklin.

‘Seewhat | mean? Why do they put things like that in the road?

‘I think the road is more sort of over to your right,’” said Gurder.

‘And it movesaround, aswell, said Angalo sullenly, pulling the right-hand string dight-ly.

It was nearly midnight, and Grimethorpe was not a busy town after dark. Therefore there was no one
rushing to run into the lorry asit did out of Alderman Surley Way and roared up John Lennon Avenue, a



huge and rather battered shape under the yellow sodium glare. The rain had stopped, but there were
wigps of mist coiling acrossthe road.

It was dmost peaceful.

‘Right, third gear,” said Angalo, ‘and abit fast er. Now, what’ sthat sign coming up?

Grimmaand Masklin craned to see. ‘Lookslike “Road Works Ahead”,” said Grimmain apuzzled voice.
‘Sounds good. Let’s have some more fast, down there’

‘Yes, but,” said Masklin, ‘why say it? | mean, you could understand “ Road Doesn’'t Work Ahead”. Why
tell usit works?

‘Maybe it meansthey’ re opping putting kerbs and lights and bushesin it, said Angdo.

‘Maybe—'

Masklin leaned over the edge of the platform. * Stop!” he shouted. ‘ Lots and lots of stop!” The
brake-pedal team looked up in astonish-ment, but obeyed. There was a scream from the tyres, yellsfrom
the nomes who were thrown forward, and then alot of crunching and clanging from the front of the lorry
asit skidded through an assortment of barriers and cones.

‘There had better,” said Angalo, when it had finally stopped, ‘ be avery good reason for that.’

‘I've hurt my knee,” said Gurder.

‘Thereisn't any moreroad,” said Masklin, smply.

‘Of coursethere’ sroad,” snagpped Angalo. ‘We'reonit, aren’'t we?

‘Look down. That'sdl. Just look down,” said Masklin.

Angalo peered down at the road ahead. The most interesting thing about it was that it wasn’t. there. Then
heturned tothesgndler.

‘Can we please have just awee bit of back-wards,” he said quietly.

‘A smidgen? sadthesgndler.

‘And none of your cheek,” said Angalo. Grimmawas also saring at the holein theroad. It was big. It
was deep. A few pipeslurked in the depths.

‘Sometimes,” shesad, ‘| think humans really don’t understand anything about the proper use of
languege”

She leafed through the Code asthe lorry was reversed carefully away from the pit and, after crushing
variousthings, driven on to the grass until the road was clear.

‘It stime we were sensible about this,” she said. ‘We can’t assume anything meanswhat it says. So go
dow.’

‘| was driving perfectly safely,” said Angao sulkily. ‘1t snot my fault if thingsareal wrong.’

‘So go dow, then.’

They stared in slence a the rolling road. Another sign loomed up. * Roundabout,” said Angdo. ‘And a
picture of acircle? Well. Any idess?

Grimmaleafed desperately through the Code.

‘| saw apicture of aroundabout once,’ said Gurder. ‘If it sany help. It wasin We Goto the Fair. It' sa
big shiny thing with lots of gold and horsesonit.’

‘I'msurethat’ snot it, muttered Grimma, turning the pages hurriedly. ‘I'm sure there’ s something in here
some-’

‘Gold, en? said Angalo. * Should be easy to spot, anyway. | think,” he glared at Grimma, *that we can
have alittle third gear.’

‘Right you are, Mr Angalo sir,” said thesig-ndler.

‘Can’'t see any golden horses,” said Masklin. “Y ou know, I’ m not entirely certain—

‘ And there should be cheerful music,” said Gurder, pleased to be making a contribution.

‘Can’'t hear any cheer—' Masklin began. There was the long-drawn-out blast of acar born. The road
stopped, and was replaced by a mound covered in bushes. The lorry roared up it, all whedlsleaving the
ground for amoment, then thumped down on the other side of the roundabout and continued allittle way,
rocking from side to side, on the opposite road. It rolled to a halt.

Therewas silencein the cab again. Then some-one groaned.

Masklin crawled to the edge of the platform and looked down into the frightened face of Gurder, who



was hanging on to the edge.

‘What happened? he groaned.

Masklin hauled him back up to safety and dusted him off.

‘I think,” he said, ‘that although the Sgns mean what they say, what they say isn’'t what they mean.’
Grimma pulled hersdlf out from undernesth the Code. Angalo untangled himself from the lengths of string
and found himself looking into her furious scowl.

‘You,” shesad, ‘areatotd idiot. And speed mad! Why don’t you listen?

“You can't spesk to melikethat!” said Angalo, cowering back. ‘ Gurder, tell her she can’t call me names
likethat!’

Gurder sat trembling on the edge of the plat-form.

‘Asfar as| am concerned right now,” he said, ‘ she can cal you what she likes. Go to it, young woman.’
Angalo glowered. ‘Hang on! Y ou were the one who went on about golden horses! | didn’t see any
golden horses? Did anyone see any golden horses? He confused me, going on about golden horses-’
Gurder waved afinger at him. ‘Don’'t you “he’ me-’ he began.

‘And don’t you “young woman” mein that tone of voicel” screamed Grimma.

Dorcas s voice came up from the depths.

‘I don’t want to interrupt anything,” it said, ‘but if this happens one more time there are people down here
who will be getting very angry. Isthat understood?

‘Just aminor steering problem,” Masklin called down cheerfully. He turned back to the others.

‘Now you al look here;” he said quietly. * Thisarguing has got to stop. Every timewe hit a problem we
gart bickering. It' snot sensible.’

Angdo sniffed. *Weweredoingperfectlyalright until he-’

‘Shut up!”’

They stared at him. He was shaking with anger.

‘I’ ve had just about enough of al of you!” he shouted. ‘Y ou make me ashamed! We were doing so well!
| haven't spent agestrying to make all this happen just for a, a, asteering committeetoruinit al! Now
you can al get up and get thisthing moving again! There' sawhole truckload of nomes back therel
They’ re depending on you! Understand?

They looked a one another. They stood up sheepishly. Angao pulled up the steering strings. The
sgndler untangled hisflags.

‘Ahem,” said Angdlo quigtly. ‘| think .. . yes,

| think alittle bit of first gear might bein order here, if it'sall the sameto everybody?

‘Good idea. Go ahead,” said Gurder.

‘But carefully, said Grimma

‘Thank you,” said Angalo politely. ‘Isthat al right by you Masklin? he added.

‘Hmm?Yes Yes. Fine. Go.’

At least there were no more buildings. Thelorry purred aong the lonely road, its one remain-ing headlight
making awhite glow in the mist. One or two vehicles passed them on the other side of the road.
Masklin knew that soon they should be look-ing for somewhere to stop. It would have to be somewhere
sheltered, away from humans but not too far away, because he was pretty certain there were till plenty
of things the nomes were going to need. Perhaps they were going north, but if they were it would be
sheer luck.

It was at that moment tired, angry with hismind not entirely on what wasin front of him

that he saw Prices Slashed.

There was no doubt about it. The human was standing in the road, waving itstorch. Therewasacar
besde him, with ablue flashing light on top.

The others had seen it, too.

‘Prices Sashed!” moaned Gurder~ ‘He sgot herein front of us!’

‘More speed,” said Angalo grimly.

‘What are you going to do? said Masklin~

‘We'll see how historch can stand up to alorry!” muttered Angalo.



“You can’'t do that! Y ou can't drivelorriesinto people!’

‘I’ s Prices Slashed!’” said Angalo. ‘It’ snot people!’

‘He sright,” said Grimma. 'Y ou said we mustn't stop now!’

Masklin grabbed the steering strings and gave one ayank. The lorry skewed around just as Prices
Slashed dropped historch and, with respectable speed, jumped into the hedge. There was abang asthe
rear of the lorry hit the car, and then Angalo had the threads again and was guiding them back into
something likeadraight line.

‘“You didn't haveto do that, hesaid sullenly. ‘It'sall right to run into Prices Slashed, isn't it, Gurder?
Wédll. Er,” said Gurder. He gave Masklin an embarrassed look. ‘I’m not sureit was Prices Slashed, in
fact. He had darker clothes, for one thing. And the car with thelight oniit.’

‘Y es, but he had the peaked hat and the ter-rible torch!’

The lorry bumped off abank, taking away alarge chunk of soil, and lurched back into the road.
‘Anyway,” said Angdo, in asatisfied voice, ‘that’ s al behind now. We left Arnold Bros (est~ 1905)
behind in-the Store. We don’t need that stuff. Not Outside.’

Noisy though it wasin the cab, the words created their own sort of silence.

Well, it'strue,’ said Angalo defensively. * And Dorcas thinks the same thing. And alot of younger
nomes.’

‘We shdll see;’ said Gurder. ‘However, | suspect that if Arnold Bros (est. 1905) was ever any- where,
then he'severywhere’

‘“What do you mean by that?

‘I'm not sure mysdif. | need to think about it.’

Angalo sniffed. “Wdll, think about it, then. But | don't believeit. It doesn’t matter any more. May
Bargains Gaoreturn againgt meif I’'mwrong,” he added.

Masklin saw abluelight out of the corner of hiseye. There were mirrors over the whedls of the lorry and,
athough one of them was smashed and the other one was bent, they <till worked after afashion. Thelight
was behind thelorry.

‘He'scoming after us, whoever itis’ hesaid mildly.

‘And there sthat dee-dah, dee-dah noise,” said Gurder.

‘I think,” Masklin went on, ‘that it might be agood ideato get off thisroad.’

Angao glanced from Sdeto Sde.

“Too many hedges,’ he said.

‘No, | meant on to another road. Can you do that?

‘Ten-four. No problem. Hey, he' strying to overtake! What anervel Hal’ Thelorry swerved violently.
‘I wish we could open thewindows,” he added. * One of the drivers | watched, if anyone behind him
honked, he’ d wave his hand out of the window and shout things. | think that’swhat you’ re supposed to
do.” Hewaved hisarm up and shouted ‘ yahgerronyerr.’

‘Don’t worry about that. Just find another road, asmall road,” said Masklin soothingly. ‘I’ll beback ina
minute’

He lowered himsdf down the swaying ladder to Dorcas and his people. There wasn't too much going on
at the moment, just little tugs on the big whed from the steering groups and a steady pressure on the
go-faster pedal. Many of the nomes were sitting down and trying to relax. There was aragged cheer
when Masklin joined them.

Dorcaswas sitting by himself, scribbling things on a piece of paper.

‘Oh, it'syou,” hesaid. * Everything working now? Have we run out of thingsto bump into?

WEe re being followed by someone who wants to make us stop,” said Masklin.

‘ Another lorry?

‘A car, | think. With humansinit.

Dorcas scratched his chin.

‘“What do you want meto do about it?

“Y ou used thingsto cut the lorry wireswhen you didn’t want it to go,” said Masklin.

‘Pliers. What about them?



‘Haveyou ill got them?

‘Oh, yes. But you need two nomesto use them.’

‘Then | shdl need another nome.” Masklin told Dorcas what he had in mind.

The old nome looked a him with something like admiration, and then shook hishead.

‘It'll never work,” he said. Wewon't have thetime. Niceidea, though.’

‘But we' re so much faster than humans! We could do it, and be back &t the lorry before they know!”
“Hmm.” Dorcas grinned nadtily. ‘Y ou going to come?

‘Yes. |, er, I'm not sure nomes who' ve never been outside the Store will be able to cope.’

Dorcas stood and yawned. ‘Well, I'd like to try some of this“fresh air” stuff,” hesaid. ‘I'mtold it’ svery
good for you.’

If there had been watchers, peering over the hedge into that mist-wreathed country lane, they would have
seen alorry come thundering dong at quite an unsafe speed.

They might have thought: that’ san unusua vehicle, it seemsto have lost quite afew thingsit should have,
like one headlight, a bumper and most of the paint down one side, and picked up anumber of thingsit
shouldn’t have, like some bits of bush and more dents than asheet of corruga-ted iron.

They might have wondered why it had a‘ Road Works Ahead” sign hanging from one door-handle.

And they would have certainly wondered why it rolled to a stop.

The police car behind it stopped rather more impressively, in ashower of gravel. Two men almost fell out
of it and ran to the lorry, wrenching open the doors.

If the watchers had been able to understand Human, they’ d have heard someone say, All right, chummy,
that’ sit for tonight and then say, Where' s he gone? There' sjust aload of string in here! And then
someone esewould say, | bet he' snipped out and has legged it over thefidds.

And while thiswas going on, and while the policemen poked vaguely in the hedge and shone their torches
into the mig, the watchers might have noticed a couple of very smal shadows run from under the rear of
thelorry and disappear under the car. They moved very fast, like mice. Like mice, their voiceswere
high-pitched, fast and squesky.

They were carrying apair of pliers.

A few seconds later they scurried back again. And, amost as soon asthey’ d disappeared under the
lorry, it started up.

The men shouted and ran back to their car.

But ingtead of roaring into life, it went whirr, whirr, whirr in the misty night.

After awhile one of them got out and lifted the bonnet.

Asthelorry vanished into the mig, itssingle rear light afading glow, he kndt down, reached under the
car, and held up ahandful of neatly cut wires...

Thisiswhat the watchers would have seen. In fact, the only watchers were a couple of cows, and they
didn’'t understand any of it.

Perhapsit nearly ends there.

A couple of dayslater the lorry wasfound in aditch some way outside the town. What was stran-ger
wasthis. the battery, and every wire, light bulb, and switch had been taken out of it. So had the radio.
The cab wasfull of bits of string.
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It had been aquarry. The nomes knew this because the gate had arusty sign on it: Quarry. Dangerous.
Do Not Enter.

They found it after amad panicking run acrossthefields. By luck, if you listened to Angalo. Because of
Arnold Bros (est. 1905) if you believed Gurder.

It doesn’t matter how they settled in, found the few old tumbledown buildings, explored the caves and
rock heaps, cleared out the rats. That wasn’'t too difficult. The harder part was persuading most of the
older nomesto go outside; they felt happier with afloor over their heads. Granny Morkie came in useful
there. She made them watch her walk up and down outside, braving the terrible Fresh Air.

Besides, the food taken from the Store didn’t last for ever. There was hunger, and there were rabbitsin
the fields above. Vegetables, too. Not nice and clean, of course, as Arnold Bros (est. 1905) had
intended they should be, but just sticking in the ground covered with dirt. There were complaints about
this. The molehillsthat appeared in anearby field were smply the result of the first experimenta potato
mine

After acouple of nasty experiences, foxes learned to keep away.

And then there was Dorcas s discovery of dec-tricity, till in wiresleading to abox in one of the
deserted sheds. Getting at it while staying aive seemed to need nearly as much planning asthe Gresat
Drive, with alot of broom-handles and rubber glovesinvolved.

After alot of thought, Masklin had pushed the Thing near one of the electric wires. It had flashed afew
lights but had kept silent. Hefdt it waslistening. He could hear it listening.

He d taken it away again, and tucked it into agap in one of the walls. He had an obscure feding that it
was't timeto usethe Thing yet. Thelonger they left it, he thought, the longer they’ d have to work out for
themsaveswhat it was they were doing. He' d like to wake it up later and say, ‘L ook, thisiswhat we' ve
done, dl by oursdves.’

Gurder had already worked out that they were probably somewherein China

And 0 the winter became spring, and spring became summer.

But it wasn't finished, Masklin felt.

He sat on the rocks above the quarry, on guard. They aways kept aguard on duty, just in case. One of
Dorcas sinventions, a switch which was connected to awire which would light abulb down under one
of the sheds, was hidden under a stone by his side. He' d been promised radio, one of these days. One of
these days might be quite soon, because Dorcas had pupils now. They seemed to spend alot of timein
one of the tumbledown sheds, surrounded by bits of wire and looking very serious.

Guard duty was quite popular, at least on sunny days.

Thiswas home, now. The nomeswere sttling in, filling in the corners, planning, spreading out, Sarting to
belong.

Especially Bobo. He d disappeared on thefirst day, and turned up again, scruffy and proud, asthe
leader of the quarry rats and father of alot of little ratlings. Perhaps it was because of thisthat the rats
and the nomes seemed to be getting along okay, politely avoiding each other whenever possible and not
egting one another.

They belong here more than we do, thought Masklin. Thisisn't redly our place. This belongs to humans.
They’ ve just forgotten about it for awhile, but one day they’ [l remember it. They’ll come back here and
we' Il haveto move on. We |l dways have to move on. We'll dwaystry to create our own little worlds
insde the big world. We used to

haveit al, and now we think we re lucky to have alittle bit.

Helooked down at the quarry below him. He could just make out Grimma Sitting in the sun with some of
the young nomes, teaching them to read.

That was agood thing, anyway. He d never be that good at it, but the kids seemed to pick it up easily
enough.

But there were till problems. The departmen-tal families, for example. They had no depart-mentstorule,
and spent alot of time squabbling.

There seemed to be arguments going on the whole time, and everyone expected him to sort them out. It



seemed the only time nomes acted together was when they had something to occupy their minds Beyond
the moon, the Thing had said. Y ou used to livein the stars.

Masklin lay back and listened to the bees.

Oneday we'll go back. We Il find away to get to the big ship in the sky, and we' |l go back. But not yet.
It' Il take some doing, and the hard part again will be getting people to understand. Every timewe climb
up astep we settle down and think we' ve got to the top of the stairs, and start bickering about things.
Still, even knowing that the sairs are there isa pretty good Start.

From here, he could see for miles across the countryside. For instance, he could seethe airport.

It had been quite frightening, the day they’ d seen thefirdt jet go over, but afew of the nomes had recdled
pictures from books they’ d read and it turned out to be nothing more than asort of lorry built to drivein
the ky.

Masklin hadn’t told anyone why he thought that knowing more about the airport would be agood idea.
Some of the others suspected, he knew, but there was so much to do that they weren't thinking about it
now.

He'dled up toit carefully. HE d just said that it wasimportant to find out as much about this new world
aspossible, justin case. HE'd put it in such away that no one had said, ‘In case of what? and, anyway,
there were people to spare and the weather was good.

He' d led ateam of nomes acrossthefidldstoit; it had been aweek’ sjourney, but there were thirty of
them and there had been no problems. They’ d even had to cross a motorway, but they’ d found a tunnel
built for badgers, and a badger coming dong it the other way turned around and hurried off when they
approached. Bad news like armed nomes spreads quickly.

And then they’ d found the wire fence, and climbed up it alittle way, and spent hours watch-ing the
planes|landing and taking off.

Masklin had fdlt, just as he had done once or twice before, that here was something very important. The
jetslooked big and terrible, but once he' d thought that about lorries. Y ou just had to know about them.
Once you had the name, you had something you could handle, like asort of lever. One day, they could
be useful. One day, the nomes might need them.

To take another step.

Funnily enough, he felt quite optimistic about it. HE d had one glorious moment of feding that, dthough
they-argued and bickered and got things wrong and tripped over themsalves, nomes would come through
in the end. Because Dorcas had been watching the planes, too, clinging to the wire with acaculating look
in hiseyes. And Masklin bad said:

‘Just supposing — for the sake of argument, you understand we need to sted one of those, do you think
it could be done?

And Dorcas had rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

‘Shouldn’t betoo hard to drive,’ he said, and grinned. * They’ ve only got three whedls’

THE END



