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IT WAS MIDNIGHT in Ankh-Morpork’s Royal Art Museum.*
It occurred to new employee Rudolph Scattering about once every

minute that on the whole it might have been a good idea to tell the
Curator about his nyctophobia, his fear of strange noises and, he now
knew, his fear of absolutely every thing he could see (and, come to that,
not see), hear, smell and feel crawling up his back during the endless
hours on guard during the night. It was no use telling himself that
everything in here was dead. That didn’t help at all. It meant that he
stood out.

And then he heard the sob. A scream might have been better. At least
you are certain when you’ve heard a scream. A faint sob is something
you have to wait to hear again, because you can’t be sure.

Unseen Academicals
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* Technically, the city of Ankh-Morpork is a Tyranny, which is not always the same thing
as a monarchy, and in fact even the post of Tyrant has been somewhat redefined by the
incumbent, Lord Vetinari, as the only form of democracy that works. Everyone is entitled
to vote, unless disqualified by reason of age or not being Lord Vetinari.

And yet it does work. This has annoyed a number of people who feel, somehow, that it
should not, and who want a monarch instead, thus replacing a man who has achieved his
position by cunning, a deep understanding of the realities of the human psyche, breathtak-
ing diplomacy, a certain prowess with the stiletto dagger, and, all agree, a mind like a finely
balanced circular saw, with a man who has got there by being born.†

However, the crown has hung on anyway, as crowns do – on the Post Office and the
Royal Bank and the Mint and, not least, in the sprawling, brawling, squalling consciousness
of the city itself. Lots of things live in that darkness. There are all kinds of darkness, and all
kinds of things can be found in them, imprisoned, banished, lost or hidden. Sometimes
they escape. Sometimes they simply fall out. Sometimes they just can’t take it any more.

† A third proposition, that the city be governed by a choice of respectable members of the
community who would promise not to give themselves airs or betray the public trust at
every turn, was instantly the subject of music-hall jokes all over the city.
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He raised his lantern in a shaking hand. There shouldn’t be anyone
in here. The place was securely locked; no one could get in. Or,
now he came to think about it, out. He wished he hadn’t thought about
it.

He was in the basement, which was not among the most scary places
on his round. It was mostly just old shelves and drawers, full of the
things that were almost, but very definitely not entirely, thrown away.
Museums don’t like things to be thrown away, in case they turn out to
be very important later on.

Another sob, and a sound like the scraping of . . . pottery?
A rat, then, somewhere on the rear shelves? Rats didn’t sob, did they?
‘Look, I don’t want to have to come in there and get you!’ said

Scattering with heartfelt accuracy.
And the shelves exploded. It seemed to him to happen in slow

motion, bits of pottery and statues spreading out as they drifted
towards him. He went over backwards and the expanding cloud pass-
ing overhead crashed into the shelves on the other side of the room,
which were demolished.

Scattering lay on the floor in the dark, unable to move, expecting at
any moment to be torn apart by the phantoms bubbling up from his
imagination . . .

The day staff found him there in the morning, deeply asleep and
covered in dust. They listened to his garbled explanation, treated him
kindly, and agreed that a different career might suit his temperament.
They wondered for a while about what he had been up to, night watch-
men being rather puzzling people at the best of times, but put it out of
their heads . . . because of the find.

Mr Scattering then got a job in a pet shop in Pellicool Steps, but left
after three days because the way the kittens stared at him gave him
nightmares. The world can be very cruel to some people. But he never
told anyone about the gloriously glittering lady holding a large ball over
her head who smiled at him before she vanished. He did not want
people to think he was strange.

*
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But perhaps it is time to talk about beds.
Lectrology, the study of the bed and its associated surroundings, can

be extremely useful and tell you a great deal about the owner, even if it’s
only that they are a very knowing and savvy installations artist.

The bed of Archchancellor Ridcully of Unseen University, for
example, is at the very least a bed and a half, being an eight-poster. It
encompasses a small library and a bar, and artfully includes a shut-
away privy, of mahogany and brass throughout, to save those long cold
nocturnal excursions with their concomitant risk of tripping over
slippers, empty bottles, shoes and all the other barriers presented to a
man in the dark who is praying that the next thing that stubs his toe
will be porcelain, or at least easy to clean.

The bed of Trevor Likely is anywhere: a friend’s floor, in the hayloft
of any stable that has been left unlocked (which is usually a much more
fragrant option), or in a room of an empty house (though there are
precious few of those these days); or he sleeps at work (but he is always
careful about that, because old man Smeems never seems to sleep at all
and might catch him at any time). Trev can sleep anywhere, and does.

Glenda sleeps in an ancient iron bed,* whose springs and mattress
have gently and kindly shaped themselves around her over the years,
leaving a generous depression. The bottom of this catenary couch is
held off the floor by a mulch of very cheap, yellowing romantic novels
of the kind to which the word ‘bodice’ comes naturally. She would die
if anyone found out, or possibly they will die if she finds out that they
have found out. Usually there is, on the pillow, a very elderly teddy bear
called Mr Wobble.

Traditionally, in the lexicon of pathos, such a bear should have 
only one eye, but as the result of a childhood error in Glenda’s sewing,
he has three, and is more enlightened than the average bear.

Unseen Academicals
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* That is to say Glenda officially sleeps in the old iron bedstead; in reality most of her sleep-
ing is done in a huge and ancient armchair in the Night Kitchen, where she has very nearly
mastered the art of doing without proper sleep altogether. So many crumbs, spoons, bits of
pie dough, books and spilt drinks have gone down the sides of the cushions of that chair
that it might well now harbour a small, thriving civilization.
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Juliet Stollop’s bed was marketed to her mother as fit for a princess,
and is more or less like the Archchancellor’s bed, although almost all
less, since it consists of some gauze curtains surrounding a very narrow,
very cheap bed. Her mother is now dead. This can be inferred from the
fact that when the bed collapsed under the weight of a growing girl,
someone raised it up on beer crates. A mother would have made sure
that at least they were, like everything else in the room, painted pink
with little crowns on.

Mr Nutt was seven years old before he found out that sleeping, for
some people, involved a special piece of furniture.

Now it was two o’clock in the morning. A cloying silence reigned along
the ancient corridors and cloisters of Unseen University. There was
silence in the Library; there was silence in the halls. There was so much
silence you could hear it. Everywhere it went, it stuffed the ears with
invisible fluff.

Gloing!
The tiny sound flew past, a moment of liquid gold in the stygian

silence.
Silence ruled again above stairs, until it was interrupted by the

shuffling of the official thick-soled carpet slippers of Smeems,
the Candle Knave, as he made his rounds throughout the long night
from one candlestick to another, refilling them from his official basket.
He was assisted tonight (although, to judge from his occasional
grumbling, not assisted enough) by a dribbler.

He was called the Candle Knave because that was how the post had
been described in the university records when it was created, almost
two thousand years before. Keeping the candlesticks, sconces and, not
least, the candelabra of the university filled was a never-ending job. It
was, in fact, the most important job in the place, in the mind of the
Candle Knave. Oh, Smeems would admit under pressure that there
were men in pointy hats around, but they came and went and mostly
just got in the way. Unseen University was not rich in windows, and
without the Candle Knave it would be in darkness within a day. That

TERRY PRATCHETT
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the wizards would simply step outside and from the teeming crowds
hire another man capable of climbing ladders with pockets full of
candles had never featured in his thoughts. He was irreplaceable, just
like every other Candle Knave before him.

And now, behind him, there was a clatter as the official folding
stepladder unfolded.

He spun around. ‘Hold the damn thing right!’ he hissed.
‘Sorry, master!’ said his temporary apprentice, trying to control the

sliding, finger-crushing monster that every stepladder becomes at 
the first opportunity, and often without any opportunity at all.

‘And keep the noise down!’ Smeems bellowed. ‘Do you want to be a
dribbler for the rest of your life?’

‘Actually, I quite like being a dribbler, sir—’
‘Ha! Want of ambition is the curse of the labouring class! Here, give

me that thing!’
The Candle Knave snatched at the ladder just as his luckless assistant

closed it.
‘Sorry about that, sir . . .’
‘There’s always room for one more on the wick-dipping tank, you

know,’ said Smeems, blowing on his knuckles.
‘Fair enough, sir.’
The Candle Knave stared at the grey, round, guileless face. There was

an unshakeably amiable look about it that was very disconcerting,
especially when you knew what it was you were looking at. And he
knew what it was, oh yes, but not what it was called.

‘What’s your name again? I can’t remember everybody’s name.’
‘Nutt, Mister Smeems. With two t’s.’
‘Do you think the second one helps matters, Nutt?’
‘Not really, sir.’
‘Where is Trev? He should be on tonight.’
‘Been very ill, sir. Asked me to do it.’
The Candle Knave grunted. ‘You have to look smart to work above

stairs, Nutts!’
‘Nutt, sir. Sorry, sir. Was born not looking smart, sir.’

Unseen Academicals
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‘Well, at least there’s no one to see you now,’ Smeems conceded. ‘All
right, follow me, and try to look less . . . well, just try not to look.’

‘Yes, master, but I think—’
‘You are not paid to think, young . . . man.’
‘Will try not to do so, master.’
Two minutes later Smeems was standing in front of the Emperor,

watched by a suitably amazed Nutt.
A mountain of silvery-grey tallow almost filled the isolated junction

of stone corridors. The flame of this candle, which could just be made
out to be a mega-candle aggregated from the stubs of many, many
thousands of candles that had gone before, all dribbled and runnelled
into one great whole, was a glow near the ceiling, too high to illuminate
anything very much.

Smeems’s chest swelled. He was in the presence of History.
‘Behold, Nutts!’
‘Yes, sir. Beholding, sir. It’s Nutt, sir.’
‘Two thousand years look down on us from the top of this candle,

Nutts. Of course, they look further down on you than on me.’
‘Absolutely, sir. Well done, sir.’
Smeems glared at the round, amiable face, and saw nothing there but

a slicked-down keenness that was very nearly frightening.
He grunted, then unfolded his ladder without much more than a

pinched thumb, and climbed it carefully until it would take him no fur-
ther. From this base camp generations of Candle Knaves had carved
and maintained steps up the hubward face of the giant.

‘Feast your eyes on this, lad,’ he called down, his ground-state bad
temper somewhat moderated by this contact with greatness. ‘One day
you might be the . . . man to climb this hallowed tallow!’

For a moment, Nutt looked like someone trying hard to disguise the
expression of a person who seriously hopes that his future holds more
than a big candle. Nutt was young and as such did not have that
reverence for age that is had by, mostly, the aged. But the cheerful not-
quite-smile came back. It never went away for long.

‘Yessir,’ he said, on the basis that this generally worked.
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