ESTHER M FRI ESNER
A BELTAI NE AND SUSPENDERS

I DON T CARE WHAT YQU say, Qivia; it's no natural place." John Herrick, Vicar
of Staddl e-upon-Truss, dashed the papers onto the pew beside himand lifted
hi s

wel | -chiseled chin in a manner straight out of the nore popular fenale
ronances.

To the casual observer, Father Herrick did not seema typical servant of the
Lord, unless it were Lord Byron

"You dropped one," said Telemachus Battle-Purfitt, frantically w ggling |ong,
pale fingers at the errant sheet.

The vicar retrieved the page and gave it a superficial glance. "Oh, that's
nmerely a copy of an especially intriguing passage fromthe Stil by-Nash. You
nmay

have it for your records, if you like. I've the original." He offered it to
Tel emachus.

"No, no thanks, nonono, not to bother."
wor ds,

backpedaling swiftly until his shoulders were nearly pressed flat against the
bi zarre nmural on the parish church wall which he had been at such pains to
uncover and restore for these past seven nonths. Fl akes of plaster clung to
hi s

jacket and bl obs of freshly applied tenmpera stained his cuffs, but it did not
seemto matter to himso nuch as his successful escape from accepting the

vi car's paper.

Tel emachus fairly gasped out the

"Do give it up, Father John," said AQivia Drummond in her clear, capable

Voi ce.

In heavy wal ki ng tweeds and thick brogues, she |ounged agai nst anot her pew as
i f

she were the squire of sone rural seat cone to exercise political bonhonie by
mxing with the locals at the pub. "He won't touch a thing that's been on the
floor, even if it is a consecrated one. You know our Tilly and gerns."

A weak smle fairly doubl ed over Tel emachus' meagre-fl eshed face. "Just a
precaution,"” he quavered, scanpering back up the scaffolding to the safety of
his scrapers and pal ette knives. "Mimy says one never knows, especially after
all those London mites tranpling through the house.™

Fat her Herrick stacked his papers smartly. "I don't know why your nother ever
agreed to take in so many city kids during the Blitz, old boy. Not if it was
hal f the strain you paint it."

A spark of alien fire kindled in Tel emachus' shall ow bl ue eyes, a fugitive
Bol t

of gumption striking his book-curved spine abruptly stiff. "Whatever her
personal feelings in the matter, Mummy has never been known to shirk the
performance of her duty."

"Too right." divia |laughed until her skinny shoul ders shook beneath their
burden of woven wool. "Engl and expects, but Lady Battle-Purfitt forestalls.
G]l

don't look at me that way, Tilly! You know |I'd di e before disdaining your



sainted mummy' s devotion to what's expected of her in this world. In fact, I'd
give a good deal to neet her. Admrable wonan. She saved those poor little
guttersni pes fromthe German bonbs all the sane, whether she did it out of
Christian charity or because it went with the inage of |ady of the manor."

"They were just so . . . unsanitary." Tel emachus shuddered. He daubed at a
badl y

faded section of the mural with a canel's hair brush. "So precocious, too."
"Don't tell us again about how your nother caught a pair of them making the
beast with two backs in the pergol." divia strolled up to the scaffol ding and
rested an el bow on the wooden frame. Tel emachus gave a snmall squawk to fee

t he

ti mbers shake ever so slightly and divia desisted.

"How coul d they?" Tel emachus shook his head, patting his bedewed brow dry with
a

fol ded pocket handkerchief. "They were only infants!" A hot flush overwhel ned
his sall ow cheeks. "And | do not w sh to discuss such--such carnal matters
whil e

we are under this sacred roof!"

"Don't fret about M ss Drummond's choi ce of | anguage for ny sake, Tel emachus, "
the vicar replied with a superior chuckle. "I am quite understanding, even if
the Church is not. Back to the soft. It always proves to he too nmuch for your
urbani zed souls, no matter the age. The ancient fertility of the land. The

G eat

Mot her's siren song. I'mnot at all surprised. Your neck of the woods is rife
wi th nodes of chthonic power, Tel emachus. Doesn't a day go by that sonme young
sprig of a folklorist isn't discovering a strangely isolated village in the

hi nt erl ands whose inhabitants still cling stubbornly to the AOd Religion

bound

to the earth by nore than a tenant's agreenent, serving arcane and agel ess
deities, worshipping the fructifying forces in ways that aren't quite C. of
E"

He ifted one corner of his perfect lips in a know edgeable smile. "Don't | ook
so altogether scandalized, it's only good business practice to fam liarize
oneself with the competition.”

"Ch, for pity's sake!l" Exasperation made Aivia's cheesy conpl exi on acquire

j ust

the hint of color along the hatchet-blades of her cheeks. "The G eat Mot her
had

no more to do with it than nmy mother. These so-called "kids' Tilly's mum
caught

having it off in the pergola were a hot young village stallion of about twenty
and the sixteen-year-old sis of one of the Blitz babies. She had dugs like a
pair of V-1's and the norals of a Corn Goddess! Lady Battle-Purfitt doused the
pair of themw th the contents of her watering can, hauled themoff to the
village church, and stood guard over'emw th a | oaded reticule until the banns
were read and they were safely married." She strode the |l ength of the nave

li ke

Nel son traversing the deck of the Victory, then added, "Besides,

Ki ngsfield-on-Quse is hardly the fertility-mad hinterland you're so daft for
It's in Sussex!"

Fat her Herrick's classically handsone face remai ned inpassive. "So is this
ot her

village |'ve been tal king about. Lies within hailing distance of Kingsfield,
as



a matter of fact, in a thickly forested part of the nountains, or so ny
sour ces
say."

"Mount ai ns?" Aivia echoed, her voice pitching itself all the higher to
reflect

her outright skepticism She threw herself into the pew beside Father Herrick
and sl apped the velvet cushions until dust notes streanmed skyward. "Mbuntains
in

Sussex? Really, Vicar, next you'll be speaking of French nodesty and American
etiquette."

"Mount ai ns." Father Herrick remained firm "I said it was no natural place
did

I not? Yes, mountains, and bristling with the agel ess, bearded giants of the
wi | dwood such as have not been seen on our shores since the m sty dawning of
t he

Druids' reign."

"Druids did not ever reign. You know as well as | that they were teachers,
heal ers, advisors to the chieftains --"

"Odivia, it was a trifle of poetic exaggeration on my part, no nore," Father
Herrick replied.

"Li ke the nountai ns?" she countered archly.
He sighed. "You' ve no use for romance, do you?"

Aivia's raucous |augh had a barking undertone that had tenporarily cleared

t he

church steeple of its resident famly of ravens many tines before this.

"Rubbi sh," she said in brief. "Wiich is the sumof my opinion concerning
this."

Wth a jab of her brittle fingernail she skewered the slim panmphlet presently
| yi ng dead-center between the two of themon the musty pew

It was not a very prepossessing exanple of the printer's art, to be sure. Its
creany paper was covered with a chain mail of rings left by the danp bottons
of

uncounted pint neasures. In places these careless attentions had caused the

i nk

to run, yet one could still easily read the words, A Monograph Inquiring into
the Cbscure Ritual Practices and Beliefs of Geater Anbrose Surlesard, with
Speci al Reference to the Mayday Cycle of Forbidden Rites, by Lord WIIiam
Stil by-Nash, 1848.

Gently Father Herrick rescued the docurment fromQivia's inpalenent. "Then |
take it you decline to accompany ne."

"What ? And mi ss seeing nountains in Sussex?" divia chuckled, a marginally
sweet er sound than her abrasive |augh. Then she turned suddenly serious.
"Look,

Vicar, | still don't believe the natter you' ve dished out about finding this
little gemof the printer's art in a barrow on Portobello Road |ast Sunday
fortnight, but if you're willing to lay yourself open to the finger of scorn
by

mounting an expedition to Geater Watsis, who am| to pass up the opportunity
for a bit of an excursion ? I'"'mat |east as keen a preservationist and schol ar
of old fol kways as yoursel f, although w thout half your opportunities for



publication."

"And here | thought you did the work for |love, Mss Drunmond," the vicar
remarked with rather a nasty insinuating tone. What it was specifically
i nt ended

to insinuate remained a nystery, but it was unarguably nasty.

"I think you ought to come with us, Mss Drumond," Tel emachus put in, none
t oo

boldly. "Certainly after all you've contributed to the interpretation of the
mural. There is a connection to be discovered, | feel it."

"Perhaps," said divia, pushing off fromthe pew and | ungi ng back for the wall
where the mural waited. It was just such a | and-devouring stride that had
brought her afoot down from London to Staddl e-upon-Truss, solely on the casua
comment of a friend who was, like Aivia, a spinster of independent nmeans who
filled her life with the holy m ssion of seeking out and sal vagi ng her
nation's

fading native traditions.

"Ch, look, aletter fromTilly," Rowena had said, hol ding the onionskin inches
fromher nose. "His pa and mne used to go up to Scotland together to do
horrid

things to salnmon. You'd probably like him Livvie. Tolerate him anyway. He's
clear mad on the old musty-rustles, too, and he wites that he's found
sonet hi ng

worth nosing into in the old church at Staddle. Wn't say what, the nean
creature.”

That had been enough for Aivia, and she had set off. The sonething proved to
be

the wall painting which she found Tel emachus Battle-Purfitt in the throes of
restoring to its original brilliance. Father John Herrick was in splendid
attendance, digging up a wealth of docunents and maki ng frequent researching
forays to Oxford, Canbridge, and London while his mlk-bl ooded curate tended
to

the spiritual health of the Staddl efol k.

Aivia was imredi ately fasci nated by what she saw. Being divia, she

i medi atel y

presented her credentials as an amateur student of ol d fol kways and
preservationi st of endangered cultural treasures. Her privately printed
collection, Neglected Stirpicultural Carols of Yorkshire, so inpressed the
Ladies' Altar Quild that there was no need for her to follow it up by
flourishing Evoe, Aristaeus!: An Inquiry into Certain Chthonic Rites in

Soner set

Apiculture. Ms. Threadneedl e, the chairworman, nmade haste to admit her to the
work site and even went so far as to mention her interest to the vicar

They formed an unlikely triptych, those three-- the agi ng bl uestocking, the
dapper vicar, and the skittish aesthete-- but at heart they were all cut from
the sane clay. The ancient fol kways of England called to them albeit the cal
cane ever nore and nore faintly since the war, as the plow ands grew depl et ed
of

their young bl ood and the new generation swarnmed over the cities instead. From
village to village Aivia Drumond travel ed, grimas death with a hangnail
ruthl essly hunting down the sui generis ramgel ding song, the rare swan-upping
wor k-chant, the dotty O dest Inhabitant who, for a pint or two (or seven),

m ght

be persuaded to relate a venerable cradle tale that began, "Arrrh, them wunt



go
far enoo tha' wheels, but th' piskies did frumm sh
cat an' britches."

umt' be 'is gawt hnodder's

Qivia had to admit, helping out on this church mural project was rather nore
restful and just as fulfilling as jotting down dial ect-and. spit-encrusted
ranbl i ngs. Tel emachus was the only one to touch the painting itself, but as
nor e

and nore of the work cane to light he graciously permitted AQivia and the
vicar--to have a hand in interpreting the inscriptions.

"It still rem nds nme of the Bayeux Tapestry," she renmarked, |ooking up at the
section which was conpletely restored. It was an understandabl e association to
make. The figures of nen, wonmen, and angels were all done in the Norman style,
| ong-fingered hands cupped as if to catch the words scrolling fromtheir

nout hs.

At their feet and over their heads were creatures divine and diaboli cal
grotesques and fancies of the artist's nmind, nobst of these scal ed and
craw i ng.

"It reminds ne of an infestation of newts we once suffered through the

Vi car age,

before we got piped water," said Father Herrick. "Look, even the ones in the
sky

are just so many sal ananders with wi ngs."

"Do you think --" Tel emachus stamered, "-- do you think they m ght be
dragons?"

The vicar sniffed. "Fairly pitiful dragons, if so. But quite in keeping with
ny

t heory concerning Greater Anbrose. Look here, Mss Drumond--" he rose and
approached the nural, picking up a slender lathe with which to indicate those
points to which he referred. "Your Latin is alnmst as good as mine, and

Tel emachus took a First in Classics at Oxford. We all came up with the sane
translation, did we not?" He aimed the | athe at a banner of text running al ong
the | ower edge of the painting.

"'Here Saint Augustine departs from Estadi um having converted many,'" divia
read once nore. "That would be Staddle, |'d expect. 'Here Saint Augustine
returns to Estadium to warn the people. Here Saint Augustine relates much of
how he canme to Anbrosius Magnus, and of the evil rites, and of the lizards."'
Hrm Augustine rmay have done a bang up job of converting the Angles, but this
just sounds like he was a failed Saint Patrick. Miust've run into a plague of
reptiles -- one of nmy Wltshire informants told ne he renenbered sonething

l'i ke

that during spring thaw in the Jubil ee year, although there were precious few
times that old geezer wasn't seeing snakes. Wen Augustine couldn't drive 'em
of f, rather than admt it was due to sone lacking of holy worth on his part
and

gueering the whol e conversion assignnent, he spread scurrilous stories about

t he

ham et in question. Pretty good stories, if the folk here thought enough of
‘era

to imortalize the incident on the church wall."

"But don't you see, Mss Drunmmond?" Father Herrick rapped his |lathe so
vi gorously against the wall that it snapped. Poor Tel enachus yel ped and
scurried

down to check his precious painting for danage. "Saint Augustine did not



prevaricate! The connection is all here: the unnatural rites, the overwhel m ng
representation of a reptilian presence such as has been bag and baggage of al
self-respecting fertility cults since time began, the specific reference to
lizards. The linguistic clues could not be nore blatant. And this nural is
docunentary evidence that the arcane practices of G eater Anbrose Surlesard
wer e

old even when Duke WIlliamthe Bastard' s reign over England was young! Wen we
speak of Saint Augustine's conversion of the Angles, we are speaking of the
sixth century!"

"So we are."
"l

still don't see that we're speaking of survivals of antique fertility rites in
t he Sussex nountains!"”

Aivia thrust her hands into the pockets of her Norfol k jacket.

Tel emachus | ooked up from where he had been frantically retouching the results

of the vicar's too-enphatic nature. "But -- but that's what we m ght discover
i f

we nake the journey. I'mcertain Mumry woul dn't mnd us popping by for a
visit.

If I wire her first. Short notice, but-- but | don't think she'd -- I'll do it

as soon as | may. She ought to be expecting nme, it being so close to
Chri st mas,

and the festive season should -- should snmooth the way clear for you two to
join

me. It --"here he crept back toward the abandoned pew and brought his own
finger

perilously close to the nonograph -- it does say that the author spent a night

in Kingsfield before proceeding to Greater Anbrose."

"It doesn't say how nuch he drank that night," divia jibed. "If we err and
under-inbibe I'"'mafraid we won't be able to see Greater Anbrose at all. But
never mind, I'mgane. | did say 1'd like to neet your mum Tilly. And if this
is

a joke on your part, Vicar, at |east you' ve the decency to get caught up in it
yoursel f."

"I do not consider the investigation of such practices as Stilby-Nash hints at
to be any sort of joking matter." Father Herrick produced a prined and | oaded
Meer schaum and sucked doggedly on the stem "I have done sone prelimnary
research and | earned that his lordship was a well-respected amat eur

et hnol ogi st

in his day. A bachelor by choice after the death of his intended bride, he
sunk

hinself alternately in the study of English fol klore and the doing of good
wor ks

for his parish. Therefore his unexpected and conpl ete vani shnent from al
public

ken shortly after the first of May, 1848, was renarked and | anented in the

| ocal

press and church records.”

"What - - what happened to hin?" Tel emachus bit his thunb and made snal I,
inarticul ate sounds of agitation that crescendoed in a bleat of dismay when
Fat her Herrick replied:

"He was last heard of in a village inn in Sussex which narked the last |eg of
hi s wal ki ng tour. The innkeeper claimed that his lordship told various people
in

t he common room that he was headi ng honeward from Greater Anbrose. He then



went

upstairs to his room In the norning he was gone and all that was found was

t he

manuscri pt from which this nonograph was |ater published as a nmenorial by Lord
Stil by-Nash's friends and associ ates.”

"He . . . vanished?" Tel emachus' voice shrilled out of control and he | ost al
mastery of his sweat gl ands.

"Ch, now see what you've done!" divia exclainmed inpatiently. "You' ve sent

poor

Tilly all rabbity. There, there, Tilly. No offense, but it wasn't the first
tinme

one of the gentry skipped out on his host w thout paying the bill. He probably
shinnied down the ivy -- these rural inns are positively swarmng with ivy --
and fell down an abandoned well shaft or sonmething while trying to find his
way

to the London coaching station in the dark."

Tel emachus sniveled just a bit before daring to ask whether AQivia really

t hought that might be the case. She assured himit rust be, and further
conforted himby prom sing to keep himsafe fromany wandering well shafts in
the vicinity when they took off after the fierce, fructiferous citizens of

G eater Anmbrose Surlesard

"Besi des, as you yourself said, we nmust investigate. WWe owe it to posterity,"”
she wheedl ed, and by this and conparabl e appeals to the Battle-Purfitt sense
of

duty she brought hi m around.

They travel ed down to Sussex the next norning. Qivia, in a fit of whinsy, had
chosen to do her holiday shopping while in Staddle, with an eye to returning
to

London in time for Christmas. As a result of the Dickensian excess the

Yul eti de

al ways evoked in her soul, her baggage had evol ved froma sinple rucksack for
easy cross-country hiking to a swarm of bul gi ng valises and port nmant eaus
bought

in Staddle High Street to contain her acquired freight of gifts. She had

t hought

it was a fine idea to take the whole junble of |uggage along with her on the
expedition, intending to be nost efficient by returning directly home from
Sussex. After many qual ns, she even went so far as to purchase hersel f an
eveni ng gown, so as not to appear at Lady Battle-Purfitt's table

i nappropriately

dressed. She assuned that Tilly and the vicar would be |ikew se burdened with
at

| east a steamer trunk between them To her chagrin, she found them awaiting
her

on the railway platform bearing a rucksack apiece, no nore, and those far
smal | er than her own.

Fortunately, Lady Battle-Purfitt had a car waiting to pick themup on arrival.
The fam |y manor of Earl's Benefice, nmuch dininished by the famly fortunes
and

the late war, was still a picturesque |ocal e enhanced by an Adam house of
consi derabl e taste and beauty. Her |adyship was constructed along simlar

l'i nes,

being an attractive if form dable woman whose whol e deneanor was one of
tenacity



and purposeful ness. Wen she inforned her guests at the dinner table that they
were to keep the wi ndows of their bedroons open throughout the night, so as to
benefit fromthe bracing nature of the country air, even the nornmally
headst r ong

Aivia heard herself chirping rhapsodi c agreenent over her |adyship's mandate
that all beneath the manor roof freeze to death in their sleep. Ill-at-ease in
her new gown, which showed off a far nore spectacul ar weal th of rose-petal
bosom

than her quotidi an tweeds ever dared inply, she was already feeling the first
frissons of inpending frostbhite in the nost inconvenient places.

Perhaps it was the vicar's desire to stave off so chilly a dem se that brought
himtiptoe to the door of Aivia s roomjust as the buhl clock on the
mant el pi ece struck one. The door did not creak as he gently pushed it open

t hen

drew it softly closed behind him The bare parquet floor exhaled no nore than
a

whi sper as his stockinged feet glided over its polished surface. Even the

gr eat

canopi ed featherbed with its antique velvet curtains uttered not a groan of
protest as he insinuated hinself beneath the eiderdown, putting an additiona
strain on the roped under pi nni ngs.

Aivia, however, hit himso hard that the sharp reverberation of open palmto

cheek reached all the way down the corridor to Tel emachus' room | eaving that

poor soul a quiver with the fear that the supposed thunderclap that had roused
himfrom sl eep presaged an unseasonabl e storm

"What's the matter with you?" Father Herrick demanded, cupping his smarting
face.

"Ch, | like that," Aivia sneered. "Cone traipsing into nmy room uninvited,
into
nmy bed, no less, and there's sonething wong with nme?"

"I should say there is," Father Herrick countered. "Or so the runors run."
"What runors?”

"Specul ations, rather. Staddl e-upon-Truss is a fine village for their
cultivation. Unless you' ve got her pretty well hidden, nules are a rarity."

"At the risk of disrespect to the cloth, you're blithering. Wiy would | want
to
hi de a mul e?"

"Why woul d you want to be one?" he replied. "Perhaps it's that nen aren't to
your taste, and in that case there have been the normal conjectures as to who
m ght be your Sapphic counterpart.”

Qivia stiffened with indignation. "How dare you!" Wat woul d have been

shout ed

was i nstead hissed, out of deference to the hour and fear of provoking a scene
that would fetch Lady Battle-Purfitt. "Just because a single woman chooses not
to-- to give a cornfield frolic to any man who asks her, you accuse her of al
sorts of things."

"Really, divia, you're pouring a gallon of outrage into a dram nmeasure." Even
in the dark, the off-kilter gleam of Father Herrick's toothy |eer was visible.
"I hope you haven't m staken nmy sinple expedi ency for any sort of genuine



attraction. Frankly, with your |ooks, | wouldn't wager you' ve had that many
offers to do nore in a cornfield than frighten crows."

He stepped away fromthe bed before she could catch hima box on the ear and
made for the door with the casual, smug gait of a town's only tontat. Hand on
t he brass knob he paused to add, "And given ny own appearance--which not a few
of nmy nore tender-natured fenmal e parishioners have found to be acceptably
appeal ing --you've just passed up the opportunity of a lifetine. Ch well,
that's

the last time | go in for charity work. Good night, Aivia. At |east you can
still read about fertility."

Breakfast the next norning was an affair of danp and foggy silences, despite

t he

bright Yuletide greens which graced the room Her |adyship affected not to
notice Adivia s noroseness, Father Herrick's snooth disdain, or her own son's
i nsomi a-ravaged eyes. A hostess had her duty to her guests, which duty

i ncl uded

maki ng |ight, anusing, but not frivolous conversation at nmeals. If set down in
the mdst of a charnel house and designated hostess to the dead by whatever
whi nsi cal Power, Lady Battle-Purfitt would set herself to drawi ng out the

cor pses.

"Tel emachus tells me you are quite the authority on ancient British fertility
rituals, Mss Drumond,"” she said to divia.

"Quite ancient,"
Herri ck.

canme the all-too-neaning, uninvited coment from Father

Qivia ignored him "I have witten a nunber of books on the subject, Lady
Battle-Purfitt," she replied. "All privately printed. You won't have heard of
any of them™

"You m ght be surprised, Mss Drumond," her hostess returned. "I have al ways
felt that it is a nother's duty to take a lively interest in the occupations
of

her children. As ny |ate husband, Lord Beaufort Battle-Purfitt, was carried
of f

untimely by an architectural mshap -- he was inspecting the famly chapel and
a
squinch fell on him-- our own issue was limted to Tel emachus.”

"The end of the line," Father Herrick rmurrmured just |oudly enough so that
divia

could hear but her |adyship could not. "The burgeoni ng of Tel emachus
Battle-Purfitt: There's a project for the fertility enthusiast."

Lady Battle-Purfitt went on to say, "OF course | have asked Tel emachus to
recommend to ne any nunber of significant and informative books which m ght
enhance my famliarity with his chosen field. He is quite taken with your

schol arshi p. Your work, Bow Bells Beltaine: An Exam nation of Magna Mater
Worship Survivals in Cockney Parlance, was fascinating. Now Tel emachus tells
ne

that you have come to this neighborhood to pursue research. | couldn't be nore
excited."

Her manner of utterance belied her words. Though her tongue m ght prate of
rapture at the prospect of an ethnol ogi cal expedition taking off from her own
back yard, figuratively speaking in truth Lady Battle-Purfitt's expression and
deneanor were about as animated as a scuppered haddock



On the other hand, her son had enough enthusiasmfor the both of themand a
kennel's worth of Yorkshire terriers throwm in. "Oh yes, Munmy, it's to be
ever

so marvelous! | was a trifle apprehensive about the whol e busi ness back in
Staddl e, but now-" he giggled " -- now!l do find it rather titillating. The
sense of peril and all that, you know "

"Peril?" Now there was a glinmrer of true enotion that had sonehow nmanaged to
stormthe barricades of Lady Battle-Purfitt's inpregnabl e aplonb. "Tel emachus,
you never told me there was any peril involved. As | understand it, you go
somewhere and you scrape the plaster off a church wall until sonething
sur f aces

or they throw you out. Either that or you nose out sone old people and you
have

t hem sing you sonme dreadful ballads with half the words in a dialect thicker
than grapefruit marmal ade. My opi ni on has al ways been that the gaffers make up
those silly, picturesque lyrics as a joke and |augh all w nter about how they
pul | ed the wool over the eyes of you poor, gullible researchers. No of fense
meant." She said this last in a way intended to convey the idea that there had
better not be any offense taken if sone people knew what was good for them
"Where is the peril in that?"

"No peril, your ladyship,”" Aivia said soothingly. "None at all."

Lady Battle-Purfitt's eye narrowed. "Are you calling my son a liar? Under ny
roof ? After what | have reason to believe was an excellent dinner and a
passabl e

breakfast? | am asking nerely for ny own information, you understand."”

The barricades were down, there was no escape. Rotter though he was, even
Fat her

Herrick retained a | arge enough neasure of conpassion for a cornered lady to
come to divia's aid.

"Your |adyship, your son spoke the truth."
" Hal
"As did Mss Drunmond. "

"Ha ?" Lady Battle-Purfitt's clear gray eye housed an arnory of skewering

gl ances of all calibers, rather an ocular version of the Swiss Arny knife. Now
she sel ected an especially keen exenplum of the species and gave it to Father
Herrick right in the pineal gland. "Either there is peril or there is not.

Whi ch

in turn neans that either ny sonis aliar or Mss Drummond is -- not the
perfect guest." She could think of nothing worse to say about a person. "There
can be no two ways about it, Vicar. Zen has no place in Sussex."

"I simply neant that both of them have told you the conditional truth, your

| adyshi p." Father Herrick had a facile tongue and used it to good advant age
NOW.

"We go forth this norning in search of the small and sonewhat obscure vill age
of

Greater Anbrose Surlesard. The peril hinges on when we cone back."

"Greater Anbrose 'sonewhat obscure'?" her |adyship echoed. "Tosh. Wy, that's
just up the road fromhere. Sinmply everyone knows of it. They have the nost
charm ng, ol d-fashioned harvest fair mles about. During the late war, | took



the city children there on several occasions, to share in the whol esone
vil | age
entertai nment. "

"Did you?" One of the vicars black brows rose, both his blue eyes waxed sharp
with interest. "Ah . . . of what sort?"

Lady Battle-Purfitt puffed out her cheeks and shrugged. "Ch, the usual: junble
sal es, church bazaars, Maypole ronps, GQuy Fawkes' Day -- such a lovely GQuy the
Ladies' Aid conmittee nade, all of wi cker-- Mrris dances, the blessing of the
cornfields --"

Tel emachus made a queer, strangled sound in his shallow chest, which caused
hi s
mother's brow to beetle into a scow of blackest dye.

"Well, ny dear Lady Battle-Purfitt, there you have the answer for yourself,k"
Father Herrick said swiftly.

"Have |?" The | ady | ooked doubtful. "Mght you tell it ne, just to nmake sure?"

In full pedantic nmodus operandi, Father Herrick | eaned back in his chair,
fingers steepled, eyes casually lifted to the artfully frescoed ceiling as if
to

trace the random swoops and flutters of the Muse. "It is a sad but true
condition of our calling that nost otherw se well -educated peopl e believe that
the only souls who risk life and linmb for the sake of folkloric know edge are
t hose who do fiel dwork anmong savage aborigi nes. Too few are privy to the fact
that the greatest danger any good preservationist may face lies within the
borders of Britain herself."

"Does it," said Lady Battle-Purfitt. She rose from her place and consulted the
covered di shes on the sideboard. "Then you will be wanting nore ki ppers before
you | eave this norning."

Fat her Herrick purposefully ignored her nost courteous scorn. "Scoff how they
may -- and the skeptic is never a lonely soul in this cold age, believe ne--
still the doubters and deriders have no satisfactory explanation for the

i nordi nate nunber of ethnol ogical amateurs in Britain proper who have

vani shed,

refused to return honme, or grown too enbarrassingly deranged even to make
acceptabl e tenured faculty menbers at Anerican universities. | cite as one
exanpl e the case of Horace Rosswell."

Tel emachus made anot her of those horrid little sounds as of a nouse neeting
its

Maker in a drainpipe. H's nmother turned to him "Am1l to take it by these
out | andi sh utterances that you are famliar with the fate of this Rosswell
person, Tel emachus? O haven't you been taking your iron tonic?"

"Horace Rosswell was one of the finest mnds in our field, Munmy." Tel emachus
traced eccentric patterns in the tablecloth with his grapefruit spoon. "Then
one fateful autumm, he heard of a strangely isolated village in Northunberl and
whi ch was supposed to host a marvel ously antiquated October festival in honor
of

the new ale. He arrived during the third week of that nonth, intending to
remain

just for the festival. Unforeseen notor trouble prevented himfroml eavi ng
before AIl Hallow s Eve." The spoon's serrated tip tore a sudden gash in her

| adyship's fine Iinen breakfast cloth. "He was never seen again."



"Hi s not ebooks, however, were retrieved froma bog near Dublin," Qdivia
fini shed
the tale. "The last entries were very telling."

"There are parts of this country where the A d Ways survive," Father Herrick
pronounced. "Places off the beaten path where the ancient forces hold sway,
where jeal ous gods of old demand bl ood-sacrifice at the price of their

conti nued

i ndul gence, where the paranount fertility of the earth is to be purchased at
what ever price, where Christianity is but an enpty word in the mouth of a

| ocal

cl ergyman whose true robes of office are white and who knows his m stl etoe,
where the newWy reaped field drinks the bl ood of the Summer King, where the
Great Mother in her many forns demands the seed of heroes, where --"

"And do you nean to say that G eater Anbrose is such a -- such a socially
undesirable place? Really, Vicar!" Lady Battle-Purfitt was pleased to | ook
smug.

"I have cone and gone fromthat village a score of tines in the past year
al one,

and | have never conme away w th anything worse than a touch of dyspepsia.
Rationing or no rationing, those ladies sinply do not know how to nmake a
decent

toad-in-the-hole."

"Toads indeed," said Father Herrick darkly. "And snakes no doubt, and ot her
creatures whose natural construction places themin unrenitting physica

cont act

with the Goddess' fertile bosom M/ |ady, | have observed danger lies not so
much in where one goes as in when. Qur unhappy London brethren | earned that
one

may wal k a certain street a hundred times with no harm done, yet wal k that
sane

street at the noment when a stick of incendiaries is en route earthward and

t he

results will be quite strikingly different. The pagan year has its festivals
just as we have our Christian feasts. It was, in fact, in an attenpt to hold
onto those new nade converts whose adherence to the established Church m ght
still be wobbly that the authorities noved many of our holidays, secul ar and
religious, to overlap and overwhel mtheirs. Thus Al Hallow s Eve displ aces

t he

Druid's solem Samhain rites, and May Day frolics supplant Beltaine. Even this
holy season of the year replaces their Inbolc celebrations and the marking of
the dread Wnter Sol stice."

"Except they haven't replaced them everywhere!" Tel emachus blurted. "It's
pl aces
like this G eater Anbrose where they still put on the genuine article. | know

I mbol c's just a sheep-shearing festival, but fromwhat |'ve read, these Druids
are a very privacy-loving ot and--Ch, Mumy, | don't think they're at al

f ond

of spies."

"Stuff," said Lady Battle-Purfitt. Uninpressed and unperturbed, she addressed
her child: "You had an uncle thought he was a Druid, once. He clained it was a
monent of spiritual enlightennent. What's so enlighteni ng about notoring over
to

St onehenge or Avebury of a sumrer's dawn and frolicking around starkers, |'d
like to know. Personally, | think it was just his pitiful hope of getting



| ashi ngs nore, ah, physical, urn, carnal, er, I|ibidinous --
"Sex?" said divia hel pfully.

Shortly thereafter, Father Herrick and Tel emachus joined her at the gates of
Earl's Benefice with the |uggage.

"It's all right, divia,"
st ay

over for Christmas on our way back. You just have to stay in the porter's
| odge

and take your neals there."

Tel emachus assured her. "Mumy says we can stil

Aivia did not choose to acknow edge her | adyship's generosity with nore than
a

snort of her thin nostrils. "Couldn't spare us the nmotor, | see," she said
with

poi nted bitterness.

"No need for it, really. Greater Anbrose isn't all that far fromhere. Wl king
di stance, Mumy says."

"Don't nake ne laugh, Tilly! It's supposed to lie smack in the bosomof a
bal |y
mount ai n range. Do you see any nountains?." She threw her arnms wide.

Tel emachus adm tted he did not.

"Besi des, you were brought up here. Do you even recall anyone nentioning
nountains in the area?"

NI
"Nor a village called Greater Anbrose Surlesard either, 1'll be bound."
"True, true."

"Well, then!" divia concluded, triunphant. "Let's be charitable, and assune
that all your nother's prattle of field trips to viewthe jolly inmolation of
the G eater Anbrose w cker man are just the fabrications of a mind with too

little to do and not much with which to do it."

"Qur gracious hostess had nmind enough to provide us with directions for

reachi ng
the village, nonetheless," said Father Herrick, consulting the closely witten
back of a greengrocer's bill. "W shall follow them™

"You're as potty as she is!" divia snhapped

Fat her Herrick gave her a patronizing snmle. "My dear Qivia, no one is
forcing

you to tag along. Feel free to go. The City and all its manifold delights
awai t

you. Look, here's your luggage, and the trains to London run with astonishing
regularity.”

"And how am | to reach the railway station from here?" she denanded.

"Per pedes apostol orum Shank's mare. On the heel and toe.
"l

The grin w dened.



sincerely doubt whether her I adyship would feel disposed to place her notor at
your service after that bolt of inproper |anguage you | oosed over the Kkippers.
Ergo, one must nake do."

"See here, | don't mind alittle walk-- thrive on "em as a rule -- but not
with

all this to shoulder." She kicked the rather large valise which held her
seasonal finery, as well as the nore portable rucksack containing her research
equi prent. The smaller cases stuffed with presents, sone fragile, were for

t hat

very reason i mune from her brief access of tenper. "I can not carry all this
to
the railway station, and | will not |eave it behind, unattended."

Tel emachus crept forward and tinmorously laid hands upon two of Adivia' s |arger
satchels. "I'Il carry it for you if you conme with us," he piped

"Ch, very well."

It was a fine day for a hike, the air crisp, the vantage clear. The trio found
t hensel ves conpelled to take frequent rests, to allow poor chivalric

Tel emachus

to regain his breath as he toiled along with the luggage. Qivia carried her
own

rucksack and the two smaller valises, Father Herrick limted hinmself to his
own

rucksack, the boxed lunch, and the burden of spirituality.

It was during one of these pauses for refreshment that the fog rolled in. It
was

quite a thick fog, not at all the sort of neteorol ogi cal phenonmenon one
expect ed

in Sussex, at that tine of year, over such topol ogical features, and with so
little warning. As a matter of fact it did not so nuch roll in as drop from
above, with a nearly audible thud, as if some unseen Power On Hi gh had el ected
just that noment to let fall a bale of celestial cotton upon the earth.

"Well, | nust say, | like this," said Aivia, peering through the nmasm with
vi sion blurred by dew hung | ashes.

"Pl ease don't whine, Mss Drummond." Father Herrick stopped to consult the

reverse of the greengrocer's bill. "A beit the going has becone a trifle |l ess
conduci ve to an overaged school girl's nerry holiday, | still know exactly
wher e

we are and am fully capable of bringing us to where we are going."

"Know all the ins and outs don't you?" divia sniped. "Very well, then; |ead
on."

So he did. It was not a friendly road. The confort of treading | evel beaten
earth vani shed into the eruption of a multitude of rocky bl em shes underfoot,
a

road that sinmultaneously turned stony and steep wi thout suitable geol ogica
preanbl e or excuse. Aivia marched on, trading her smaller bags for poor

Tel emachus' bul kier [ oad out of sinmple Christian charity. The fog renai ned

i npenetrable to the eye, though all around her she believed she scented the
unm st akabl e exhal ati on of dead | eaves, rotting acorns, noldering bark and
sprouting fungi

"It snells like we're in a forest," she announced with some amazenent.



"Do you see any forest, Mss Drummond?" the vicar inquired, an edge to his
wor ds.

"In this fog? | couldn't see ny own face if | held up a mrror at arms
| ength. "

"'H's mercy endureth forever,'" Father Herrick intoned, using Scripture much
as

other men might use a snmall bl udgeon. "Perhaps when the fog lifts, you shal
see

that all of your doubts concerning the nonticuline and sylvan situation of

G eater Anbrose Surlesard were as foolish and neatless as . ." He all oned
hi s

voice to trail off and shrugged, but it was a shrug honed to neani ng, and
divia

rightly read that meaning to be as yourself.

She did not want to cry. She had al ways scorned those young woren who reacted
to

every adversity with tears. To subnmit to weeping, even if only the random
teardrop trickling down her cheek, was to adnit that the nman had power over
her

spirit, the power to wound her, the power to make her care nore than tuppence
for his good opinion of her. So it was the condensation of the fog on her face
that accounted for the wetness she felt. It had to be the fog.

Aivia had just w ped away the stubborn condensation for the fourth time when
she heard Tel emachus utter a | oud whoop of distress and the sound of heavy

| uggage tunbling down a |ong, narrow, echoing shaft seized her heart with

dr ead.

"Tilly? Tilly, are you all right?" She dropped her own bags and hurried toward
t he sound:

Strong hands cl osed on her shoul ders and she screaned, nore from surprise than
fear. "Arrh, there, lass, ye don't be wantin' fer t' foller yon gudenan down
Hob' s Chi nbl ey, now woul d' ee?" A gravelly voice booned in her ear and she
snel l ed hot iron and woodsnoke. She squirned and fought free, only to have the
powerful grip close around her arm and yank her backward.

"Look' ee here, gudewyf, yer man a'n't be scunbled, noo. Themas tunmits a-down
Hob's way, why there a'n't but t' fetch '"emup a gin, as hale and brawny as
when

they pitchert in, for all that '"tis where the gudewfs o' Broseytown been
enptyin' their auld feather downies to these many years. Coonlee, coomw ' nme
an' bring yer ghostly da the with, so's he'll bear'un wtness."

The fog was beginning to thin out. It was a process only a little less rapid
than the whol esal e assault of the msts, so that by the time AQivia s captor
had

done speaki ng, she had a good | ook at himand her surroundings. To her
surprise

she saw that she was held nmotionless in the grasp of a short, thickly ruscled
man with skin as swarthy as any gypsy's, made bl acker by a | ayer of soot. His
hair was of the sane nmidnight hue, his slitty, slanted eyes an unnerving bl ue
that made Aivia, all irrationally, think of a hungry wolf.

She felt the rising urge to escape, but suppressed it. Wy try? She saw how
hopel ess it would be. Although he did not quite cone up to her shoul der, she
had



no illusions about who was the nmore powerful of the two. Everything about him
was square and mighty, fromhis anply corded neck and shoul ders to the tips of
his blunt, filthy fingers. Wnter be dammed, he was stripped to the wai st and
wore no nore than a blacksmith's | eather apron over what |ooked |ike a brown
loincloth. H's feet were bare and seened ready to thrust roots into the earth
at

the first opportunity.

Anot her yow from Tel emachus tore AQivia's attention away fromthe little man.
Now t he fog was gone entirely and she could see that she stood not three paces
fromthe lip of a well whose curb was just a ring of flat rocks such as a
housewi fe m ght use for stepping stones in her garden. A host of spectra
white

fl ecks danced nerrily in the air above the pit. Aivia shuddered violently as
one | anded on her forearm

"Ch, for pity's sake, Aivia, calmdown." Father Herrick plucked the smal
assailant off her with thunb and forefinger. "It's just a bit of goosedown.™

The dwarfish bl acksm th nodded vigorously. "Tha ghostly da have th' right o't.
As | told "ee "twas. Coomth' noo an' we'll have auld Granny Bones t' fetch up
yer friend, ere he snorbles in too nmany feathytickles an' gets took of a
sudden

with the sneezes.” Now that he could see there was no further danger of divia
tunmbl i ng down the wellshaft after Tel emachus, his hold on her armturned from
shackl e to guide as he steered her to one of the twenty trimcottages set so
prettily here and there about the town green

Granny Bones taned out to be a plunp, personable matron in her early sixties,
despite a nane that had Qivia figuring wolfbane, spiderwebs, warts and

wi t chery

into the lady's curriculumvitae. Like the blacksmith, she was short, stocky,
and dark, except for a crown of silver hair and those same disturbingly blue

eyes. Rather than standing at the edge of the pit and calling upon

| ong- depart ed

pagan deities to raise Tel emachus fromthe underworld, Granny sinply traipsed
out to the gardener's shed behind her thatch-roofed cottage, produced a

col l apsi bl e al umi num | adder, and let it down the well for Tel emachus to clinb

up.

"Used as was we'd but th' rope 'un," she explained for the newcomers' benefit.
She spoke the same strange, nusical, unassignable dialect as the blacksnith.
This singular idiomset divia's mind whiffing as she tried to find sone

ki ndred

exanpl e fromher many interviews with rural types against which to conpare and
analyze it. No use, it stood unique. "An' tarred right thick 'twas from when
gudeman Praxter did sail wi' t' Royal Navvy. Thic oon's much th' better, arr
SO

"t be."

Tel emachus canme out of the well covered head to foot in discarded poultry
feathers, but no worse for the wear. G anny Bones cupped her plunp hands to
her

mouth and let | oose a long, eerie, yodeling cry. Imediately every cottage
door

but one flew open and the inhabitants of Greater Anbrose Surlesard cane
pouri ng

onto the town green to greet the visitors.

They had indeed achieved their rural grail of Geater Anbrose Surlesard, of



t hat

much the natives informed themright off the bat. "Ye're a fortuned as ye
didn't

go toonblies into th' rivvy," said gudenan Pai sl ey Bl oodwell, who ran the
town's

public house and in-a-pinch inn. He and his sturdy son Wensley took charge of
the visitors' baggage at once and had theminstalled in the two spare bedroons
abovestairs before Tel enachus got all the feathers plucked out of his hair.

"What, ah, 'rivvy'?" Father Herrick asked, ducking to avoid snmashing his
forehead on one of the inn's | ow hangi ng beans.

"What rivvy, ask 'un? Wy, t' Sard, blest be!l Else where'd ye think ye was

t hen,

arr? Aye, Geater Anbrose ever be on t' rivvy Sard, fromwhencit t' proud nane
of "un, albeit in they Frenchitruffled Norneen talk, so '"tis. An' nighty fine
trouts a man can tickle out of 'un, too, do he set his mind at."

"Text book case," said Father Herrick sone tine |ater as the three adventurers
huddl ed around a plank table in the comon room nursing the |ocal ale.
"Absolutely a textbook case of isolated primtivismat its finest. The place
utterly reeks with the hot pul sing of blood spilled before the ever-avid gods
of

ranpant carnality."” He consulted his pocket watch. "W have until Friday."

"I don't think | need to stay here until Friday," Oivia said. She cast the
| atest of a series of nervous | ooks around the common room Every man-jack of
the G eater Anbrosians there present and enjoying the evening pint |ooked |ike
a

m nor genetic variation on G anny Bones, the Bloodwells, and the village

bl acksmi t h, whose nanme so happened to be Ham Dethalter. "I would prefer to
return to London. I -- | still have some holiday shopping to do and--"

"Afraid, Mss Drumond?" Father Herrick's ravenwing brows lifted just a
trifle.
"No | onger the scoffer at poor Stilby-Nash's vani shment that you were?"

Qivia stiffened. "I amnot afraid," she said. She lied, she knewit, they al
knew it, but neither Father Herrick nor Tel emachus was tactless enough to cal
her onit. "It's sinply that -- well, having come here | see that this village

shelters a wealth of folkloric subject matter in its nearly pristine state. |
have had a word with Granny Bones concerning | ocal songs, traditions, and
beliefs, and it is nmy considered opinion that this area is alnost entirely
free

of any urban contagion. As a matter of fact, Ganny said that they have never
had a single citizen of Greater Anbrose |leave the village to settle el sewhere,
and the |last person to serve in the armed forces was this Praxter fellow "

"He of the tarred rope |adder?." The vicar tapped his |lower lip. "Amazing,
particularly in light of the robust health our host's son, the anmi ably bovi ne
Wensl ey Bl oodwel |, seens to enjoy. Wiy was he not taken up into the service
during the late war, | wonder?"

"Ch, Wensley told nme that hinself," Tel emachus put in, sipping his ale
carefully. "He's too old.” Two inquiring | ooks caught himin the crosshairs,
causing himto choke a bit on his drink, then say, "Well, he told ne he tried
to

enlist, but they weren't taking anyone over the age of sixty-five, so he
turned

about and cane right back ho --



"Sixty-five." Father Herrick repeated the figure as one who has been told he
owes a certain absurd sumto the Inland Revenue and assunes that by sinple
repetition he will work sone domestic magic that will cause the vani shment of
debt, debtor, or the Inland Revenue and all who sail in her

"l know he doesn't |look it," Tel emachus hastened to add.

"Tilly, that is an understatenment on a par with saying that Mss Drumond is
plain.” The vicar's lip curled.

"Ch, | say!" Tel emachus took unbrage, at the which Aivia wondered. "M ss
Drunmond is not-- she is not-- not one of these over-painted bridge club
sorts,

but --"

"Plain," Father Herrick repeated suavely. "In the best sense of the word, of
course. Wl esone. Like milk. You do like milk, I'msure?" Tel emachus coul d
not

but agree and left off his gallant sputterings. "You see, dear boy, you were
quite mstaken as to the disparaging intent of ny remark concerning M ss
Drunmond' s | ooks. | submit that you must al so have been in error as to the age
you heard young Wensley claim as well as the reason for his rejection from

t he

arnmed services. Perhaps he told themthat he was sixty-five and clung to the
tale so zeal ously that they assumed the |ad was daft and sent hi m packi ng?"

"Yes, | suppose that's one answer," Tel emachus admitted.

llAh! "

"It's wong, of course. | saw his baptismal certificate." For the first tine
AQivia could recall seeing such a prodigy, Telenmachus' eyes sparkled with
spunk

and tri unph.

It was now Father Herrick's turn to sputter. He | acked practice and nade a
poor

showi ng of it. "What trunpery-- ? How gullible can you-- ? Did you never

t hi nk- -

? Tel emachus, does the word/forgery suggest nothing to you?"

"I can tell a genuine baptismal certificate froma false, if that's what you
mean, Vicar," Tel emachus countered. "My chosen life's-work may not pay much in
coin -- Heaven knows, |'ve quite a confortable little incone to support me --
but it has earned ne nore than sufficient experience in researching church
records. Wensley Bl oodwell was born foursquare in the reign of Queen
Victoria."

For once in his life, Telemachus Battle-Purfitt spoke with a degree of
confidence and force capable of taking the wind fromthe sails of a whole
fleet

of Father Herricks. The vicar was bl own, good and proper

"But -- but that makes no sense!" he protested. "Wensley is the youngest
per son
|'ve yet seen in this godforsaken hamet, and if he's sixty-five--"

"If I was permtted access to the church records, | have no doubt that you may
cone along and see them for yoursel f," Tel emachus said.



The church of G eater Anmbrose Surl esard was a Romanesque structure so bl ocky
as

to make stolid Norman architecture look like the airy stone fantasies of the
H gh Gothic. A light snow was falling as the three visitors trudged across the
village green -- carefully skirting Hob's Chinbley -- to seek confirmation of
Tel emachus' extraordi nary di scovery.

"The parish records are kept in a | ocked cabinet in the vestry," Tel emachus
expl ai ned as they entered the nmusty portal. "There's a kindly old gentl enman
about the place who showed themto me when | asked. He has the key, of course,
al t hough whether he is the sexton, the curate, or the vicar hinself, |

coul dn't

say."

"Vicar?" Father Herrick was pleased to be sarcastic. "A vicar to tend to the
spiritual wants of this hotbed of ancient agricultural festivity? |I am
ast oni shed at your innocence, Tilly. The dark, tellurian forces which reign
over

Greater Anbrose |ong since nmust have denmanded the sacrifice of any
representative of the Established Church.™

"Well," said Tel emachus, craning his neck to peer into the unlit depths of the
bui | di ng, "maybe he was just the sexton after all."

Whil e he and Father Herrick went hallooing into the shadows, searching for the
supposed sexton and his keys, Oivia occupied herself by studying the various
pl agues, nortuary tablets, and paintings adorning the high wi ndow ess walls.

It

was quite educational, although she could not renenmber ever having felt so
dire

a chill creep up her spine as part of any previous |earning experience.

For there they were, all over the walls: the lizards. The nural at

St addl e-upon-Truss was but a poor cousin to the reptilian richness of these
decorations. On the south wall sone anonynous artist of pre-Nornman stock had
limed a grand processional in which flower-crowned nmai dens wearing smles and
precious little else walked in solem mjesty toward a stone-girt hole in the
ground that | ooked remarkably |ike Hob's Chinbley. Each dansel carried in her
fair white arns a lizard. On the north wall was a kindred processional, this
one

bel onging to a later period in the history of Church art, in which abl e-bodied
yeonen of Agincourt's date marched with | ongbows or agrarian inplenments over
their shoulders and lizards in their hands.

"Nice, isn't it?" said a voice behind AQivia. She gave a startled chirp and
whirled around to face a npst ancient gentleman whose |lively blue eyes | oaned
an

illusion of youth to his densely winkled skin and wai st-1ength white hair and
beard. "Although | like the one with the girls better. You can see their
bubbl es

wi t hout straining your eyes too nuch. Nice, white, round little dunplings as
they got, '"twere a pity could no one see "em" His eyes fell deliberately to
Aivia' s own tweed-shrouded chest, causing her all unnecessarily to cross her
arnms over her veiled assets.

"Are you -- are you the sexton?" she stanmered.

"No," the old gentlenman replied. "I'mthe w zard." He extended his right hand
in



jovial good-fellowship. "Merlinus Anbrosius, naster of the black arts at your
service, marm And whomdo | have the pleasure of -- ?"

"Father Herrick!" Hate it how she might, divia could not prevent her voice
from

skirling up in that silly school gift way. "Ch, Father Herrick, Tilly, cone
qui ckl y!"

Feet canme pounding swiftly fromthe rear of the church as Tel emachus and
Fat her

Herrick responded to Adivia's panic-stricken cries. "What--what -- what is
it?"

the vicar panted, |eaning against a fat, painted pillar weathed with a
sal amander notif.

Before Aivia could say a word, Tel emachus stepped forward, smiling brightly.
"Ah, this is a bit of good luck! | see you' ve found him" He shook the old man
vi gorously by the hand.

It was later, while Father Herrick pored over the freed church records under
t he

benevol ent eye of their elderly keeper, that divia nudged Tel emachus and
whi spered, "Did you know he's a | oony?"

"What ? That sweet old geezer?" Tel emachus glanced at the old man with a soft
eye

a brimw th D ckensian sentinentality. "Atrifle enthusiastic, perhaps, but
shoul dn't wonder over that too much. 1'Il wager he gets precious few
opportunities to show off the docunents in his care, except as the necessity
of

some |lawsuit or other m ght denmand." He sighed. "Poor chap, how |l onely he nust
be. He told nme he has neither kith nor kin living."

"He told me he was Merlin," divia stated.
"Well, what's in a nane?" Tel emachus shrugged.

"Not merely the shadow of Arthur's w zard, Tilly, but the substance; that's
hi s

claim" divia nade a face. "Bonkers. C ean bonkers. | hope he's not violent,
that's all."

Fat her Herrick appeared to have grown nore than courteously conpani onable wth
the aforesaid | oony. The two heads, dark and silver, bowed over the church
records, bobbing now in earnest, scholarly discussion, nowin cordial mrth

At

one point Aivia saw Father Herrick deliberately slue his eyes in her
direction,

lift his brows, and wink at the old man who gri nned and whi spered sonething in
the vicar's ear. She could not know for certain of what Father Herrick spoke,
but she could make a fairly accurate guess. Both nmen roared with | aughter as

t he

hot bl ood of nortification flooded her face.

"Adivia?" A baffled Tel emachus called out after her as she stiff-armed him
asi de

and dashed out of the church. She paid himno mind. Just as a single extra
straw

may cause a | aden canel no end of inconvenience, this |last sniper's shot from
the rejected vicar had been one nore than poor, put-upon Aivia could bear



Despite her best efforts,the stiffness of her upper lip was dissolving in the
badly pent-up floods of tears trenbling in her eyes. Her vision blurred, nor
was

it helped by the fact that the snowfall outside had gone fromgentle flakes to
briskly whipping blast. Al was whirling whiteness to her sight as she dashed
across the green.

Al went fromwhite to black, w thout cerenony, as she tripped upon a bit of
stone and tunbl ed down Hob's Chinbl ey.

Aivia wke sonme tinme later-- precisely how nuch | ater she could not gauge --
to

t he di stant sound of voices raised in argunment. She opened her eyes slowy,

gl oved hands goi ng over her throbbing head until they found the spot around
back

where she had knocked herself silly against the masonry walls. If there was no
further damage done, it was thanks to the billows of discarded goosedown
['ining

the pit. She plucked a pinch of the stuff and idly blew the feathers up toward
the surface world.

"divia? divia, are you all right?" Tel emachus' anxi ous voi ce reached her
She

| ooked up but could not see his face, nmerely the famliar shape of his head
over hangi ng the abyss, stark black against the backdrop of the falling snow.

"I"'mfine, Tilly," she called.

"OfF course she's fine!" Father Herrick's testy words nipped her like the teeth
of frost. "Wth all that cushioning down there, it would take a real idiot to
do

hi nsel f any serious harm"

"Arr, well, an' don't this fall out betinelies."

Tel emachus' head was jerked away fromthe brink of Hob's Chinbley to be

repl aced

by the appl e-cheeked countenance of G anny Bones. divia thought it odd that
she

could see the old wonan's features so clearly under optic circunstances that
al l owed her to perceive Tel emachus only in silhouette. Still, there it was.

"My dear woman, must you | ook so pl eased?" Hi gh above Adivia' s head,
Tel emachus’

qguerul ous voice rang out. "I have asked you repeatedly to fetch the | adder
You
have as repeatedly ignored ne. | thought it m ght have been your purpose first

to see whether M ss Drummond woul d prove capabl e of ascendi ng i ndependently,
upon her return to consciousness.” His head reappeared over the edge as he
carol ed down, "You do think you can clinb out by yourself, don't you, divia?"

She got to her feet by degrees, establishing a shaky footing on the feathery

fl oor before cupping hands to nouth and shouting back up at him "Yes, |I'm
sure
| can, if someone will just fetch nme that bl essed | adder!"

"There! You see?" Tel emachus stood justified.

"We do be seein'," Granny Bones replied in the very tone so venerable a | ady
m ght use toward a favored though forward grandchild. "Fit as a pippin she be,



an' that's all to the good, fer what awaits the lass."

"What do you mean?" The quaver was back in Tel emachus' words, shaking them
badly. "What are you tal king about? What awaits her?"

"Why, t' ancient rite, o

course, so | be nmeanin'. Here it be, full upon us,

an
t' nmoon in her proper phase for '"un, an' w cked bad powers runnin' strong
thro'

t' earth a gin our sacred shapin's o' t' forces what be. Na, ha, sirrah, don't
be gawperin' at nme so. 'Tis nowmt as'll harmt' lass, an' much good we'll gl ean

from her the bye."

Aivia closed her eyes. Above, the argunent had rejoined, but she paid no nind
to the individual words thereof. Let Tel enachus yip and squeal his outrage,

| et

Fat her Herrick cluck his tongue and say he'd told them so, none of that
signified. She knew she was doomed. Friday would be her last upon this earth.

Friday, and the Yul etide.
The ancient rite.

Evil powers running through the earth, oh yes, she knew what it all neant for
her!

She was to be the sacrifice, the primtive guarantee of fertility. At that

dr ead

time of year when the sinple country folk of oldentines saw only death in the
frozen furrow and the very sun seemed to be dying, something must be done to
revive the heavens and the earth. Her blood would fructify the |land before you
coul d say chthoni c.

And what will they do with poor Tilly? she wondered. Father Herrick's grown
thick as thieves with the | ocal zany, the old coot who calls hinself Merlin,
SO

he '11 be a able to slither his way out of this at avistic nightmare. He '11
convince these rustics that their gory little secret's safe with him but
Tilly

-- Tilly's too honest to play the cozener. She sighed. Maybe they' Il keep him
around for the sumer solstice frolics and toss himin a bog sonewhere. Poor
poor Tilly. He once told nme that marshwater gives himthe ague fearfully bad.

Once nmore she cupped her hands to nouth and shouted up, "Listen, | know what
you're up to! Well, go ahead and do your worst. Only let ny friends go free.
They shan't tell a soul about any of this.”

Fat her Herrick's sneer echoed nicely down Hob's Chinbley. "No, we'll just
wander

back to civilization -- two ordinary nen who were | ast seen in the conpany of
a

single woman -- and no one will question why we've conme back w thout you at
all." A cynical snicker cane tunbling after. "Sorry, Qivia, old girl, but
your

virginity isn't half so precious to these people as maintai ning an
unconpl i cat ed
lifeis to nme."

"Chhhh, virgin she be?" G anny Bones |eaned further over the pit so that her
bosom hung down |ike a rain-heavy cloud. "Even better fer us, aye." A hearty



chorus of assent cane from several throats whose owners renmai ned beyond
Aivia's
limted ken.

"I thought virginity of the sacrificial victimwas a nust in these rituals."
Fat her Herrick sounded irked.

"Na, na, not a bit o it. Al that's wanted fer 'un is that whatever goes
bet oonbl i es a down Hob's Chinbley play t' chosen part. 'Thout ye fol k'd done
so,

"twoul d've fallen out so's we'd needs nust push one o' our own nunber adown
‘un.

The which we be nore'n a bitsy unwilling t' do, aye."
Tel emachus spoke out then, strong and true. "If that's so, then take nme and
| et

M ss Drumond go!"

Granny Bones | eaned one sweatered el bow on the lip of the shaft. "Tak' 'ee?"
She
didn't seemsurprised by the offer, merely interested.

"Yes, me." Tel emachus' voice quavered only a bit as he reiterated his gall ant
offer. "I was the first to fall down Hob's Chinbley, after all. It's-- it's ny
right!"

"Ch, arr, so't be, only-- Weel, usual t' rite calls fer a female. Seein' as
how

t' lass be a virgin pure int' bargain an' all, |I'mafeared she's got ye beat
on
points."

There was a silence that hovered in the frosty air for as long as it takes a
young man to swall ow hard, grit his teeth, and weigh in his heart the things
that really matter.

"So am|."

Aivia thought she would never hear such a roistering to-do as broke out anobng
t he popul ace of Greater Anbrose then. The | adder was fetched posthaste and

sl ung

down the shaft without further let or hindrance. As she clinbed out of her
downy

cell, divia blinked her eyes against the surface light |like a | antern-struck

barn o . The only soul left to greet her was Father Herrick. The massed
villagers were already sone di stance away, and getting farther by the nonent.
She coul d just nake out poor Tilly's skinny |linbs splaying this way and that
as

he was borne off upon-the shoul ders of the crowd.

She spared herself just |ong enough to brush off the clinging feathers before
sei zing Father Herrick by the jacket |apels and shouting in his face, "W mnust
run for help at once! They'll kill him™"

The vicar glanced at her with dreamy eyes. "Mm Mist we? | nean, do you think
we'd ever reach civilization in time to do the luckless blighter any good?
Friday's only a day off, and they're likely to performthe rite at sunup, so
we' ve scarcely a bit nore than twenty-four hours.”

"You'd just stand by and permit this -- this pagan outrage?" Another minute



and
Aivia knew she woul d be blithering with fury.

"Well, | don't see as how there's nmuch we can do about it. Even did we nanage
to

find our way to Earl's Benefice in this snow-" He | ooked skyward to where the
failing flakes had reached a consensus and resol ved to becone a minor blizzard
wi t hout further delay" -- could we be certain of finding our way back agai n?
Ve

arrived in a fog, renenber. Not the best circunstances for recognizing hel pful
| andnar ks. "

"You -- you -- !" Despite herself, there she was, flying into a dudgeon in a
manner she had al ways scorned when she viewed the sanme in the performances of
m nor West End actresses. "You think you' re safe, that's why you won't do
anything to help Tilly! O me, if it had come to that! You just want to be
here

when they performtheir ghastly ritual so that when it's all over you can go
hone, snug as you please, and wite it all up to the greater glory of Father
John Herrick!"

"Baronet, "
A

kni ght hood, perhaps. Mjor scholarship of thi water mght not be without its
nore pal pabl e rewards, don't you think, divia.?"

the vicar added, that faraway | ook in his eyes once nore. "Esquire.

" Oooohhhhhh, you -- you --" She puffed up like a teakettle until

si mul t aneously

fed up with his cold anbition and her own overheated i npotence, she shout ed,
"You toad!" and pushed himhard in the chest wi th both hands.

"""" " said Father Herrick as, being a good toad, he plummeted
strai ght down the hole of Hob's Chinbley. There canme a feather *plouf?* when
he
made i mpact, then not a sound save the falling snow and gusting w nd.

Oivia looked in all directions, at a loss for what to do first. The ladder in
Hob's Chinbley was still in place, but she assunmed that the vicar was too
stunned to use it, at least for the tine being. A practical woman, she knew
she

was not strong enough to carry himup, even were she so inclined. As indeed
she

was not. A vindictive wonan, she renoved the |adder. It m ght benefit the
vicar's soul and outl ook in general if, on waking he were to have the |eisure
to

contenmplate his selfish ways in the relative tranquility of the shaft.

A deci sion was nmade: she would go after the villagers and by Harry, she would
make themlet Tilly go or she'd give themblood for their furrows in spades!

Al t hough the nob had vani shed from her ken, their prints were still plain to
see
in the snow. These, however, were filling fast. She spared only a few instants

to dash into the abandoned bl acksm th shop to obtain sone manner of weapon.
She

cast about in vain. Ham Dethalter night not |ock up his shop, but he did tidy
away most of his tools in chests and cabinets that wanted a key to be opened.
Qiviatried to raise the big sl edgehamer, failed, and settled for a pair of
badly bent fireplace tongs which some custonmer or other had left to be bashed
strai ght again.



Qut side, she sniffed the rising wind Iike a hound. N ght's bl ackness was

seepi ng
swiftly over all. The footprints of the crowd had faded to ghosts, but she was
still able to followthemin the fading light until a distant hubbub of rmnusic

and voi ces caught her ear and brought her the rest of the way hone.

The brouhaha was coming froma | arge white house which lay a goodly distance
fromthe village green. it huddled in a small, bow -shaped dell through which
ran a nodest stream black against the snow and still clear of ice despite the
weat her. One ol d oak stood before the door, a curious exception to the

ever greens whi ch bushed up all around the property |ike dowagers in fatty
furs.

The wi ndows on the ground floor were all brightly alight and the sound of
awf u

revel ry reached her unhindered by any muffling draperies. Her ungl oved hand
graspi ng the tongs was freezing. Her other hand, cramed deeply into the
pocket

of her coat, fared little better as she edged up to the nearest sill and
steel ed

hersel f for whatever grimdisplay she nmight presently see.

"-- sol tells him 'Oooooh, M. Dickens, ain't yet' saucy rogue?" And what's
¢

naughty bugger do but goose me wi' his missus not a stone's throw away,
haggl i ng

wi' auld Hamover t' price o' soomgilt andirons!"

Granny Bones clinked her frothing nug of ale against the blacksmth's and
drained it, then urged Tel emachus to do the same with his.

Poor Tilly was sandwi ched between the two village worthies, pale as a slice of
cheese between hunks of good brown bread. One hand clutched a brimiing nug of
ale, the other held onto his knobbly knees for dear life. "I -- | doubt I
ought," he replied, setting the mug aside and using both hands to safeguard
hi s

knees fromany prow ing joint-bandits.

A chorus of objections came fromthe merry villagers filling the garland-hung
room Jolly faces beaned at the guest of honor where he sat in splendor on a
huge plush arnchair before the roaring fire. Granny Bones and the bl acksnith
perched on the plumcol ored arnrests |like a pair of uphol stery gargoyl es.

Agai nst one wall divia could see a groening board of gargantuan proportions,
laden with all manner of succul ent seasonal delicacies --roast goose, mnce
pi es, syllabub, a holly-crowned boar's head, partridges roasted and regarbed
in

t he gaudy plumage they had worn in life, a brimrm ng punchbow where whitecaps
of

"l ambswool " bobbed al ongsi de wi zened crabappl es.

The anci ent noddy who called hinmself Merlin was manning the ladle. "Drink up
drink up!" he insisted. "W're all friends here. Nothing |like a good stoup of
ale to welcone in the festive season. Unless you'd fancy a measure of this?"
He

dol ed out a cupful of punch and offered it to Tel enachus.

"No, no, really, I couldn't.” Tilly's hand was shaki ng as he waved of f the
oldman's hospitality. "Besides, |I-- | should think you' d prefer me to keep ny



wits about ne. If | should stunble in the procession tonmorrow, it m ght
di sturb
the holiness of the occasion, ruin the sacrifice, and so forth."

Tormorrow! The word slamed divia's heart. But tonorrow was only Thursday. Her
wormanl y sel f excl ai ned, Ch, poor Tilly! Her scholarly side huffed, They are
supposed to hold the Yuletide sacrifice on Friday! Haven't these stupid pagans
read the right books?

"Blest be t' heart o' 'un." Ganny Bones chuckled warmy. "Heaven | ove 'ee,
child, nowt ye could do as'd harmour solemities. They a' n't too picky over
what we offers "em Not |ike soom" Her sparkling eyes dimred. A |Iook of

gr avest

concern monentarily froze her features. She nade a strange, unchristian sign
over herself-- a slithery passage of the hand from shoul der to shoul der- -

whi ch

was aped by every villager there present.

"I take it-- | take that they are your gods?" Tel emachus asked. But before he
coul d obtain an answer, there cane a harsh crash at the door, then another

t hen

a third which splintered the portal at the | ockplate and spent it sw nging

wi de

open to the wintry bl ast.

"Don't worry, Tilly!" divia cried, brandishing the tongs. "I'Il save you!"
"Ch, for -- I" The old nan by the punchbow nade a face. "Young wonan, in
decent

society we are taught to knock." He raised the ladle and wi gwagged it in the
air. divia was swept fromher feet on what |ooked like a sparkling cloud of

pastel fireflies and plunked down on a chair which sprang up |like a rmushroom
fromthe floor right beside Tilly's seat. Wen she attenpted to rise from her

pl ace, still swi nging the tongs wildly, her weapon of choice transforned
itself

into an infant ferret which ducked into her sleeve. Mich shrill squealing and
a

couple of minutes' worth of amateur Irish jigging later, she managed to evict
it. Paisley Bloodwell lured it off with a pheasant | eg and peace returned.

Aivia hid her face in her hands and sobbed.

"Mss Drum- divia." Warm hands cl osed over her shaking shoul ders. "Pl ease
don't carry on so. | shan't have a minute's peace going to my death if you
won' t

stop crying over ne."

The general level of jollity pervading the gathering vani shed like a drop of
oi |

inthe Atlantic. "Death?" Bloodwell the tapster repeated. "Here, now Ye told
auld Granny as ye was in t' pink. Ye han't bin aholdin'" back anything now has
'ee?"

"Arr," Ham Dethalter concurred. "G n ye're summ, betooken wi' t' rheumatics,
"twoul d be wicked evil doin's at t' ritchul, an' no m stake."

Al most without thinking, Aivia found herself nelting into Tel emachus' arns.
Fromthis haven she raised her head and bitterly confronted the vill agers.

" How

kind of you to insist that your human sacrifices die in good health."



"\t 2"
"Human?"
"Sacker eefi ces?"

The sil ver-headed gaffer self-yclept Merlin rolled his eyes. "Not again!" he
exclaimed, plainly at the tether's end. "Ch, he'll laugh hinself silly, if he
wasn't such a vicious bastard." Eyes boring gimet holes into divia and

Tel emachus he spat, "Bloody fol klorical fools."

Tel emachus | ooked entirely bew | dered, but his protective enbrace around
Aivia's shoulders did not falter. "Eh?" he inquired. "Then aml-- aml to
understand that the rite for which you require nmy person tonorrow does not
al so

require ny life?"

"You mght say that," Merlin replied dryly. "If you weren't such a book-bound
idiot."
"Ch, | say!" Tel emachus took unbrage.

"If I'"d"ve had it ny way," the codger continued, "l1'd' ve tossed the two of you
down Hob's Chinbley and left you there for a Yuletide gift, but what can

do?"

H s expansive gesture took in the whole roomand the villagers therein. "M
hands are tied. 1'"'monly here on sufferance, and even in nmy day it wasn't the
done thing to insult the prejudices of one's host. Bread and salt and all that
claptrap.”

"'Twere a Bloodwell as found "im" said the innkeeper of the sane famly nane,
cocking a call oused thunb at the old man. "Aye, just amucklin' through t'
woods,

old Osli Bloodwell were, when he spies this fine old oak an' thinks to

hi ssel f,

he do, what a prinme log un'd nake for t' cruel winter wot was conin'.

"I was lucky he didn't chop ny ankles off when he felled ny tree." Cearly
Merlin did not share the innkeeper's worshipful pride in the Bl oodwell
famly's

great historical acconplishment. "But he did not, so there you are. There
was,

rather. One | ook and the good fellow bundl ed ne strai ghtaway home with himto
this sweet place. Oh, it was a fine change fromthe hustle-bustle of Canelot,
with all its intrigue and treachery and illicit bed warm ng and Esus knows
what-all, | can tell you! | half believe |I allowed that sluttish chit of a

Ni mue-person to inprison me with my own nmagic just so | could get a few hours
of

peace and quiet."

"A few hours?" divia was incredulous. "But if what you say is so, it was nore
like a few centuries.”

Merlin made a wy face. "Madam you exaggerate, although not by nuch. The
trouble was, the little strunpet took to nagic |ike a salamander to the

fl anes.

Oh she did a bang-up job on ne, all right, in nore ways than one. | was quite
gl ad of some human conpani onship by the tinme Paisley's great-grandfather broke
me out. You can't get any intelligent conversation out of beetles, you know,



unless it's about politics. And even then, there were so many of those damed
Saxon kings nollocking up the | andscape the year | energed that | did not want
to talk about them"

"Surely you can't nean his great-grandfather,” divia asserted. "Not in the
sane

breath as Saxon ki ngs."

"Ch, can't |," Merlin countered. "I bloody well can. Al of them called Egbert
or Egdred or Egontoast or suchlike daft names, ugh! | tell you, | positively

| eaped with joy when the Normans showed up. At |east none of their kings
sounded

i ke what you get out of a hen's bum"

"This is madness,"
ar ns.

"Madness!" She rai sed her head and shouted at the room "You can not possibly
have only four generations between yourselves and the Saxon ki ngs, you can not
claimthat your youngest fellow was born in the reign of Queen Victoria, and
you

can not by any stretch of the inagination expect us to believe that you are

t he

true and original wizard Merlin fromKing Arthur's time! You are all either

i nsane or the greatest nest of liars |I've ever met outside of London!"

Aivia breathed, burrowi ng even deeper into Tel emachus

A damp and foggy pall of silence fell over the once-nerry gathering. The
assenbl ed vill agers exchanged sol enmm gl ances, then one by one filed out of the
house and into the night leaving Merlin alone with Tilly and Adivia. The old
man

| ooked extremely put out.

"Now you' ve done it," he said brusquely.

"\Where -- where have they gone?" Tel enmachus inquired

"Somewhere they won't be insulted, | fancy. But rerumthey shall, nake no

nm st ake! They'll be back when it's tine to prepare you for the ritual. Only
t he

punch will be cold by then and quite spoiled. Never you nind all the trouble
went to in mxing it up on such short notice, oh no!"

"Coul dn't you just, ah--" Tel emachus wi ggled a finger at the punchbow the way
Merlin had wiggled the ladle" -- heat it up that way?"

The old man snorted. "Shows all you know Magic and al cohol don't nix. Hmph!
The

nmore | see of what this world' s beconme, the happier | amto remain in this
bl essed backwater. Courtesy's dead."

"And so shall we be, soon enough!" Qivia cried out in despair.

"Dead? You?" Merlin's scorn was pal pable. "Not at the rate you' re going.
Virgins

| ast forever. It's having brats that ages a person and drags himdown into the
grave before his tinme. To say nothing of what a drain children are upon a
conmunity's resources. Never a village big enough to hold all of 'em and
before

you know where you are they're agitating to spread their wi ngs and take off
for

the city. Well! Between the ones that stay home and suck a ham et dry and the



ones that run off and | eave their poor parents feeling like a pile of noldery
antiques, children have done for nore pretty little rural spots in Britain

t han

the Bl ack Death." He crossed his arnms. "The | ess the breeding, the |onger you
live."

Before Aivia or Tel emachus could question him the old man waved the

punchbow

| adl e at them again and they found thensel ves blown fromtheir chairs into a
small roomjust off the parlor. The door slammed and they heard a heavy wooden
bar fall across it fromthe outside. Aivia flung hersel f against the portal
pounding it with her fists until Tel enachus stayed her with a much of his

hand.

"It's no use," he said, and she knew he was right. She began to cry in

ear nest .

"Ch, stop that!" Merlin's voice cane fromthe far side of the door. "I only
put

you in there to keep you safe until the others return. |'ve got some housewor k

to do and | don't want you running off. Not in this weather. You'd do
your sel ves

nore of a m schief than we ever woul d. Wiy, you night even fall down that
stupid

hol e again. | don't see why they don't just fill it in, it's a nmenace to
public

safety. But the last time | suggested it, Granny Bones said that he woul dn't
like it, and when he doesn't |ike a thing, he makes sure everyone knows about
it."

Tel emachus pressed his cheek to the door and asked, "He being-- ?" But Merlin
was al ready bustling about his househol d chores.

Intime, AQivia' s tears dwindled down to a pair of raspy sobs and a fina

hi ccup. Tel emachus of fered her his pocket handkerchief. She dried her eyes and
exam ned their cell, in the vague, romantic hopes of finding sone avenue of

i beration. Mdst of her childhood literature had consisted of adventures in
whi ch the inprisoned heroine never failed to be rescued or to save hersel f by
the sinple device of discovering a neans of escape. Said neans al ways remai ned
st ubbornly anonynmous until such time as the heroine's situation reached the
proper |evel of desperation. Then and only then did a trick of the Iight

reveal

the hinges of the secret passageway, or a sudden shift in the dust of
centuries

di scl ose an unguessed trapdoor

Al as, whoever had designed Merlin's cottage had not read the proper
literature

There was a wi ndow, but it was too high up and too narrow to all ow escape. It
did give a rather nice view of the nmoonlit snow, however.

"It is lovely, is it not?" Tel emachus' words were a thrilling warnmth in her
ear.

"Strange how we see beauty best only when we know it will soon be taken from
us.

Moonl i ght and snow, so pale, so lovely." She felt his hands on her shoul ders,
and an answering pressure roundabout her heart. She could not speak -- she
dar ed

not. The air was thick with silvery spells. She tasted themwth every in
dr awn



br eat h.

H s hands shifted slightly, making her turn toward him She saw the

snow- dappl ed

shadows fall in lacy veils across his face. Wose snol dering, tender
denmandi ng

eyes were those behind his spectacles? Surely not good old Tilly's! Tilly.
.no, no, not Tilly. She would not dare use such a silly name to speak of this

this -- (did she dare to dream hi mso?) this nman.

"Lovely," he repeated, and then his lips fell hungrily over her own, his arns
crashing her. She found to her surprise and delight that she quite enjoyed
bei ng

t hus crushed. She even tried to crash back, a bit.

And one thing led to another until there were no clothes and very little
propriety left.

"Ch dear," said Telemachus afterward. "I'mafraid we're in for it now " But
hi s

satisfied smle belied the timdity of his words entirely.

Qivia giggled. "Well, that's one way to spoil a virgin sacrifice." She
settled

her arms confortably around his neck and said, "Let's make double certain it's
m ned. "

They were at the initial stages of this worthy project when the door opened
and

Merlin stood silhouetted by the light, his skinny body framed by a backdrop of
curious villagers. He started to say, "Conme along now, it's tinme." He ended by
saying, "Conme a -- Onh, bugger!™

"Don't | ook, son!" the innkeeper cried, clapping a hand across Wnsley's
goggling eyes. "Ye're too young fer such."

Aivia grabbed for her scattered clothing while Tel enachus crouched before her
in his best attenpt at a protective posture. Merlin took one | ook at the

ski nny

young man's snarling lips and flashing eyes, remarked, "Silly git," and
gestured. Both lovers found thenselves i medi ately clothed, |acking only their
over coat s.

"It's a marvel!" divia gasped, staring down at herself.
"Not such a big one," Tel emachus replied, fidgeting. "The old coot's got ny
smal | clothes on backward. "

"It won't make any difference where you' re going" Merlin said, his voice
col der
than the wi nter weather outside. "Let's be off. It's nearly dawn."

The vill agers stayed only | ong enough to pass two bul ky bundl es of fol ded
cloth

to the wizard, who in turn bestowed themon divia and Tel emachus. Wile the
benused pair shook these out, all the villagers dashed away again. The doth
bundl es turned out to be thick wool cloaks, heavily enbroidered with intricate
patterns of fantastic beasts. The new made | overs exchanged a scientist's

gl ance



of recognition: These were the very creatures fromthe fatal church nmural that
had brought them here.

"Li zards," Tel emachus whi sper ed.

"Lizards," divia repeated. "But . . . why?"

"Perhaps they're not lizards. Perhaps they're really dragons." Tel emachus
shuddered. "Anything is possible in this uncanny place."

Aivia gave her qualified agreenent: "Snallish dragons. | think if we're
t hr own
to any such, we m ght have a good chance of holding themoff . . . for a tine

if there aren't too many of them"

"Ch, hush before you spout worse rubbish.” Merlin prodded her in the small of
the back with his twi ggy finger. "Put the cloaks on and nove along. It's

al nost

past time to begin."

They wal ked where they were taken, out of Merlin's cottage, out of the dell,
and

back into the center of Greater Anbrose. They set foot upon the village green
just in tine to see Ham Dethalter hel ping Father Herrick over the lip of the
shaft. The vicar glowered at Aivia, but she was too downcast in her mnd to
return the hostile grimace. Apart fromthat, the area was deserted.

"Now what was that fool doing down there?" Merlin nuttered. "Playing it close,
he was! A nercy he was got out in tine."

"Time to throwus in," divia said softly.

Tel emachus squeezed her hand by way of confort. "If we nust die, let us die
toget her, ny darling."

"I"'mgoing to be ill,"
sense

God gave hedgehogs. How often must | say it? If a country can produce over
thirty-five different kinds of cheese, why can't it al so have nore than one

the wi zard announced. "You city noodl es haven't the

way

to run a ritual? W are not throwi ng perfectly useful human bei ngs down Hob's
Chi nbl ey! Not now, not ever -- well, not on purpose, anyhow -- and not today,
of

all days!"

"You have -- you have sonme other place you performthe sacrifice?" Tel emachus

i nqui red, the amateur scholar to the bitter end.

An unpl easant glimrer it the wizard' s eyes. "Wy, yes, of course we do," he
said in a frightfully insinuating tone. "It's like -- it's like whatd' you

cal lums, Christmas waits. Aye, that's it: The waits who go caroling house to
house in the village, so quaint and nel odious and all that. Only in this case

stop me if you've heard this one before-- in this case the carolers take you
from house to house, and after the househol der stands thema treat for their
songs, the waits chop off a little bit of one of you -- a finger, a toe, a
nose,

what ever they fancy -- and give it to their host by way of thanks. That's how
they do it, '"round and 'round the village until they run out of bits and



pi eces

or they run out of carols, whichever cones first. Then it's everyone off to

t he

winter fields to plant the pieces and ensure the fertility of the land and--"

"You're maki ng that up," said divia.

"And what if | anf? You're the one who's so set on being a human sacrifice. |I'm
only trying to please your prejudices. You wouldn't accept the truth if it bit
you on the bum"

"Truth biting me on the fundamentals woul d at | east seem nore believable than
your cock-and-bull tale of bloodthirsty carolers.”

"So ny tale's unbelievable, eh? Well, ny fine |lady, then how do you explain
that?" Merlin pointed dramatically.

Tel emachus squinted. "I don't see anything."

"OfF course you don't see anything, you lackwit, they're too far off and the
houses are still in the way, but there's no way | can make a grand, w zardly
gesture that tells you you' re supposed to |listen for sonething, eh?"

Aivia saw not hing, but she heard. Oh, how she heard! It was the unm stakable
sound of nmany voices raised in song. Through the clean, crisp, fir-scented
dawn

the carol came, its cadence slow, mmjestic, but exultant, the words as yet too
faint to be made out.

They came in twos and threes, all the villagers of Geater Anbrose (except
Ham

who was fishing the al um num | adder out of Hob's Chinbley now t hat Father
Herrick had been dredged to safety). The watery wi nter sun cast their shadows
weakly before them They marched down one of the narrow ham et streets,
wear i ng

stiff wool en robes dyed berry-red or evergreen, the thickly decorated hens
acting like mniature plows to cast the snow away to both sides of the
processi on. Their gol d-enbroi dered sleeves trailed al nost to the ground.

Granny Bones | ed the way, marking the beat with the clack-clack-clacking jaws
of
atiny skull. divia gasped.

"For pity's sake, girl, that's only Rollo's headbone!" Merlin snapped.

"Ch, poor Rollo!"™ divia was transfixed with horror

"Stuff! Rollo died at the ripe old age of seventeen."

"So young?" She trenbled, on the brink of a faint.

"Young?" Merlin scoffed. "Wy, for a Pekingese that's ancient! A ways |oved

t he

Yuletide ritual, did Rollo. Run up and down the | ength of the procession
gi vi ng

that snuffly little bark of his. Still, you' d think old Granny'd | eave the
poor

beast to rest in peace.”

By now the procession was on the village green proper and Aivia could see



t hat
it was indeed a dog's skull that Granny carried. Behind her came two vill age
nmen, each carrying sonething small and white in their cupped hands. ("Soap

you
ninny!" Merlin growed in her ear. "All it is is soap, so don't go taking

anot her one of your cat fits.") They were followed by two nore nen -- Paisley
and Wensl ey Bl oodwel| -- bearing silver basins full of water. They had towels

draped over their arns and were the twins of the next two nen in line, and the
next .

In all, a round dozen male citizens of Geater Anbrose Suflesard marched onto
the green, all equipped as if for Maundy Thursday and the washi ng of sone poor
beggarfol ks’ feet. By now the words of the song on their lips was quite
audi bl e.

Audi bl e, divia soon realized, was no substitute for credible.

"Bring forth your lizards, put themin a tub

"Bring forth your l|izards, rub-a-dub-a-dub

"Jesus was born this day in Bethlehem

"Don't tell your lizards; it neans nowt to them"

"Lizards?" divia echoed. "Lizards?"

Merlin |l eaned his bearded chin over her shoul der and whi spered, "Now you see,
your snake's quite the fertility synbol, going about all the time with his

whol e

body spang agai nst the teem ng bosom of the Earth Mdther and all that."
"You needn't tell ne,"
stress.

"I amquite aware of the ancient beliefs. Many early civilizations worshipped
t he snake as a guarantee of --"

Aivia hissed, gone a bit reptilian herself under

"Ch, aye, fertility's fine when you need nore people. But what if you've got
enough fol ks about to be getting on with? Wat then, eh? Use a snake and you
only get nore of the sane. But your lizard -- ! Up onits little |egs,
scurrying

about while keeping the teem ng bosomof the Earth Mdther at armis length, as
it

were. Ho, ho! It didn't take a genius to figure out that snakes bring

fertility,
but the feller who tipped to using lizards to prevent fertility from nucking
up

a person's life, he was a roddy Einstein!"

Now t he second part of the procession approached, the wonen of the village.

For

the three visitors it was |ike seeing the church nurals come to life. Every
femal e -- mmiden, nother, and crone -- carried an arnful of squirmng

tail-twi tching, scaly. backed lizard. The lizards thensel ves were far bigger
than any breed Aivia had ever surprised in the garden, nost being a half yard
or nore long. The cold of the Decenber dawn did not seemto render them
sluggi sh. Their scal es shone with the radi ance of fire opals and the grand,
fringy crests that ran fromthe tops of their heads to the tips of their tails
erupted into a blaze of gold whenever the sunlight struck them Snoke rose
from



the beasts' nostrils as the wonen sang the second verse of the eerie song:
"Bring forth your lizards, wash themwell wth soap

"Bring forth your |izards, thy salvation's hope.

"Jesus was born and in a manger |ay.

"Don't tell your lizards; it neans nowt to they."

Ham Det halter left Father Herrick at the edge of Hob's Chinbley and scuttled
of f. Granny Bones poked the vicar's arm said, "Here, hold this," thrust
Rollo's

skull into his hands, and hustled off after Ham In less tine than it takes to
tell, the blacksmith and the bel dame had set up a | ong board-and- sawhor se
trestle, covering it with a white cloth. The nmen put down their basins,

t owel s,

and cakes of soap, the wormen put down their lizards, and still singing their
ant hem proceeded to suit the action to the word.

"Washing lizards.” Aivia was sure that either the world had gone mad or she
had. "They are washing |lizards."

"And what el se should they be doing while they sing the Anci ent Sussex

Li zar d-Washing Carol ? A bl oody Morris dance?" Merlin sighed fondly. "Darling,
ain't they? The lizards, | mean. You' ve not seen their |ike before, 'l
wager .

Rai sed by hand froma clutch of eggs old Paisley's great-qgreat-grandfat her
Cuchuli found beside Hob's Chinbley one fine norning."

Aivia gaped, speechl ess, but Tel emacbus suffered no such infirmty. "I say,
Qivia, this is ideal, sinmply textbook perfect! My God, the synmbolism The
lizard as anti-snake, a nessenger to the gods requesting less fertility,

pl ease,

t hank you very much all the sane! The cerenonial washing to renove all taint
of

possi bl e conception and childbirth --

"Don't you like children? Aivia asked in a very small voi ce.

"I'? Ch, I'mnmad for them nyself. But this rite is about just the opposite.
Waat

a perfect solution to the problenms of rural overpopul ation. And judging by the
evi dence of our own eyes, it works!"

Merlin notioned for Father Herrick to join them "Since you fell down Hob's
Chinbl ey too, | think you ought to take part in the |ast phase of this ritua
along with your friends."

"\What ?" The vicar dropped Rollo's skull. "But you require virgins to --"
divia

and Tel emachus exchanged a know ng | ook whose inplications were not |ost on
Father Herrick. "My God, it is the season of miracles," the clergyman

br eat hed.

Turning to Merlin he added coldly, "Very well. \Wat nust | do?"

"Hold still," the wi zard replied, and gave a cone-hither sign to the village
| adi es.

Aivia found herself beset by lizards. The wonen draped her, neck to toes, in



freshly laundered reptiles. Still singing the Ancient Sussex Lizard-Wshing
Carol, the |l adies went about artistically disposing their scaly charges. Too
benused to protest, divia glanced about and saw that Tel emachus, too, now
resenbl ed a nost bizarrely decked Christnmas tree. He caught her eye and
shrugged

as if to say, Wien in Greater Anbrose Surlesard

"It is ever so folkloric,"™ he murnured.

Fat her Herrick was possessed of no such laissez aller attitude. As the first
of

the village matrons approached him reptile to the ready, he drew hinself up
stiffly, remarked, "I think not," and turned his back upon the solem ritual
Merlin clicked his tongue in marked di sapproval, but said nothing.

Aivia yearned to know how | ong she would be required to wear her Flying

garl ands. The beasts' claws were only gentle pinpricks when felt through her
cerenoni al robe, but although it was no ordeal, neither was it a sensation she
wi shed to prolong indefinitely. Unfortunately, her respect for |ocal custom
prevented her fromsaying a word, lest silence be requisite at this point in

t he

rite. She breathed ever so much easier when -- soon, if not soon enough for
her

--the wonen renoved the |izards.

"Arr. Wel, that's done," said Granny Bones with satisfaction. "All t' narsty
chil dren-bearin' powers has been tooken off'un by t' blest lizards an' has now
been put 'pon ye two. And dear'tis ye've been t' be our help." She pinched

Tel emachus' waxy cheek until it col ored.

"Do you mean we've caught your spare fertility?" divia asked.

Granny Bones only laughed and patted Aivia' s stomach. The younger wonman cast
her eyes hastily downward to hide her blushes. Not so hastily, though, as to
m ss the | ook of proprietary joy on Tel emachus' face as he gazed at her.

"That's quite all right," he said. "M ss Drunmond and | both adore children.”

"Aye? Best hurry the banns, then." G anny Bones underlined her counsel with a

sly wink.

"Am | to assume that you -- you have no further need of our services?" divia
asked.

"Bless t' lass! Nay, 'tis ye'll be ravin' some service o' we, by way o'

t hanks. "

The crone cl apped her hands and Pai sl ey Bl oodwel | hauled a small wooden chest
from beneath the |izard-washing table.

"See aught ye fancy?" the innkeeper asked as he tilted back the lid. Heaps of
jewel s and gol d bedazzled the eye, stole breath fromthe body. The chest
cont ai ned the ransom of one king, three dukes, and a baronet. "By way o'
souvenir, like, t' help ye remenber we wi' sonme fondness in latter days."

"Ch," diviabreathed, lifting a genmed dagger with gold wolf's head hilt from
the trove.

"Ahhhh," Tel emachus |ikew se exhal ed, extricating a weighty gold torque from
t he
tangle of riches still reposing in the chest.



"Good Lord!" Father Herrick exclained, plunging both hands into the wall ow of
exquisite treasures. And al so, "Quch!" when Paisley Bl oodwel| sl apped his
wists

smartly and shut the chest with a snap

"Them s things as belonged t' our old fol ks hereabouts, onc't on a tine.

Tri nkets an' gew gaws wot's been handl ed down through t' countl ess generations
o' Greater Anbrose. Well, t' four or five generations, any road, but still.
Them s favors but fer those as hel ped us celebrate this day," the innkeeper
sai d, severe as any headnaster

"Hel ped?" The vicar snorted. "Well, why didn't you say so? I'll help you."
"Too late," said G anny Bones. "W be done with t' lizards." And as if to give
credence to her words, the lizards now squirned free of the wonen's grasp and
trundl ed thensel ves briskly to the lip of Hob's Chinbley. By ones and twos

t hey

peered into the depths and hurl ed thensel ves in.

"Ch, the poor things!"™ divia cried.

"Let "emgo," said Merlin. "It's all a part of the rite, lass. Wat's Yule
without a visit to themas is our closest blood ki --?"

"I"ll save them " Father Herrick shouted, drowning out Merlin's words as he
bounded after the apparently suicidal reptiles.

"Here, you daft coot, don't do that!" The wi zard tried to reach him but too
| at e.

"You can thank ne properly when |'ve rescued them for you," Father Herrick
decl ared. He eyed the treasure box meaningly for an instant before plunging
down

the shaft after of the last of the |izards.

Merlin's curses rose to heaven on a spiral stair of frosty breath. divia
attenpted to calmthe w zard

"He'll be all right. It's all feathers down there, remenber?" she said. "And
don't think he'll land on any of the lizards. Just have soneone go fetch the

| adder again and --"

"Woman, | know he won't land on the I|izards,"
| et

some raving git squash his children! Never mnd the bl oody | adder."

Merlin snapped. any good da'd

Aivia wanted to ask why not. It was an innocent question, quite reasonable
and

harm ess, but it never did get asked. A roar from bel ow shook the vill age,
flinging everyone but the wizard flat. The trestle collapsed into its

conmponent

boards and sawhorses. Basins of soapy water tunmbled across the snowy ground. A
geyser of sulfurous flane gushed fromthe shaft to overtop the square-built
church.

And then there was silence. Merlin gave divia a hand up. She clung to him as
a

shi pwreck victimm ght adhere to a coastal rock and whi npered, "Wat was

t hat ?"



The wi zard shrugged. "That was Hob."

Lady Battle-Purfitt had to answer the door herself, all the servants being
busy
el sewhere. The dark-suited young man tipped his hat to her respectfully.

"Mlady, | believe you' re expecting ne. Inspector WIIiam Jenks, Scotland
Yard. "
Her | adyship | ooked ruffled -- worse, she |ooked entirely at sixes and sevens,

al t hough the man with the courage to tell her this to her face had not yet
been

born. "Yes, yes, of course, come in." She shooed himinto the nearest room
whi ch turned out to be a rather cranped chanber whose walls were lined with

gl ass-fronted cupboards. Myst of the chairs within were occupied by prettily
wr apped boxes of various shapes, sone already open, sone not. "Wedding gifts,"
her | adyship said briefly. She cleared a place for herself and left the

I nspector to his own devices.

"I apologize if | have come at an inconvenient time, nlady," the Inspector
said, noving a | arge cardboard box to the floor with a hearty thunp. "It was
unavoi dabl e. "

"You have cone at the nost inconvenient tine, young man. My only child, ny
dear

son Tel emachus is being married today. The cerenmpny is in point of fact about
to

begin. | hope you will join us." She nade the invitation sound | ess than
i nviting.

"Thank you, mlady, I'd be honored." Inspector Jenks was only capabl e of
pi cki ng

up clues at the scene of a crime. "What |'ve got to do here won't take up too
much of your time. We're investigating the vani shment of one Father John
Herrick, vicar of Staddl e-upon-Truss. He was |ast seen in the conpany of your
son and a Mss divia Drummond sone tinme before Christmas.”

"Mss Drumond is ny son's fiancee."
"Then she'd be here?"

"I believe that is the customfor brides on their weddi ng day." Lady
Battle-Purfitt's voice was hung with frost enough to slaughter a whole crop of
garden marrows. "You may speak with her after the cerenony, should you stil
feel the need. However, | can tell you straight off what has becone of Father
Herrick. We have, in fact, been expecting you to call for quite sonme tinme. |
only wonder that it took you so long to investigate the matter."

"His curate fell ill the Sunday after Boxing Day and could not officiate. It
was
the first time Father Herrick was mssed,” |nspector Jenks admitted. "His

preci se whereabouts are a nystery, but --

"No nystery. Here he is,"” said her |adyship. "And here he stays."
"A guest? He nmight've called soneone.”

"Hardly. Dead, you know. " Lady Battle-Purfitt fol ded her hands on the skirt of
her blue noire gown. "Drowned. He discovered a bog on the prem ses of Earl's



Benefice and insisted it was a sacrificial site. | forbade himto explore it,
on

the sensible grounds that it was a hazard no sane person woul d approach too
closely. Cearly |I msjudged the late vicar's |level of comobn sense. He defied
me, seeking it out wthout my know edge or consent, having first dispatched ny
son and M ss Drummond on a wild goose chase to observe sone absurd | oca
agricultural custom They are avid preservationists, you know. On their

return,

they inquired after him | said | thought he had gone with them they were |ed
to believe he had remai ned behind with ne."

"Slippy beggar," the inspector muttered.

"Pl ease, Inspector Jenks, de nortuis, nil nisi bonum" her | adyship chided.
"W

sought, but all we found were a few of his personal effects hard by the bog."
She rose majestically and fetched a fountain pen, two pencils, a notebook, and
a

muddy panphl et from one of the cupboards. "You may view it and them at your

pl easure." She dropped the itens in his |lap

I nspector Jenks eyed the pitiful remains, took a small pad from his breast
pocket, made a few notes, then closed it with a snap. "Just a quick | ook at

t he

bog later on, milady. Drowned, eh? Poor chap. Tricky things, bogs. Likely we
shan't be able to recover the body if it's a deep 'un. Well, can't be hel ped.
Ve

heard as how he was dead keen on ancient lore and all that. Now he's just
dead,

eh?" H's plumry chuckle was left to wither and perish under the blaze of Lady
Battle-Purfitt's scornful | ook.

"I'f you have no further inquiries to make, will you excuse nme?" She gestured
toward the door. "The weddi ng you know. "

"Ch, aye, nustn't detain the festivities, what?" |Inspector Jenks was going to
jolly up Lady Battle-Purfitt or die in the attenpt. Wse noney was al ready

bei ng

laid as to the design of his coffin. "All quite sinple here, cut and dried--
only not so dry as all that for poor Father Herrick, 1'd say-- nothing

unusual

case closed, nothing out of the ordinary at all." He was still nattering on as
t he door cl osed behind them

For a tine, the roomwas still. Then the Iid of the box which the inspector

had

dropped to the floor stirred and lifted. A blunt snout protruded, beaky
nostrils

twitching. A crested head knocked the lid clean off. The box rocked back and
forth as taloned paws clung to the lip, then the cardboard cube tunbl ed over
onto its side, spilling out its living contents.

The creature crawl ed across the carpet to where the inspector had let fal
Father Herrick's last effects. After a few precursory snuffles it chewed up

t he

pencils with relish, then nibbled the pen. The taste of plastic proved an

unpl easant surprise. In a passion, the beast let out a roar that shattered the
gl ass of every cupboard in the room It lashed its tail and broke a chair Ieg.
Still peered, it glowered at the nuddy panphlet, the vertical pupils of its
yel l ow eyes thin and unforgiving as the edge of a sword.



A puff of fiery breath and Stil by-Nash's nmonograph on the strange rites of
G eater Anmbrose Surlesard was ash.

Satisfied, Hob's child curled its tail around its nose and went to sl eep.

PHOTO (BLACK & WHITE): "In ny last show | was cast as an assistant to a
magi ci an. "



