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Die Gottercocktailpartei

There were supposed to be some eager acolytes meeting Glorian and taking him right to the hotdl;
but of course the acolytes never showed up, and Glorian had to find his way on his own through one of
the hugest gations in the supernaturd world. He trundled his two heavy suitcases and fdt ever more as if
he should have just skipped the entire weekend. He could have stayed home and dabbled a the human
purslits he found so rewarding. He could have worked some more on his book, for ingance A
Guardian Spirit Speaks to Troubled Teens.

The fact that the awards banquet was in the Vahdla Hilton didn't improve his mood. He hated
having to come to Vdhdla for these supid banquets. He preferred the dternating years when they were
hedin the Elysan Fields. At least the food was a lot better. Vadhdla was cold and gray and blustery no
meatter what time of year you came, but for some reason the Campbdl Awards banquet committee
aways picked the grimmest weekend of the year. It was even grimmer if, like Glorian, you were one of
the anxious award nominess.

Fndly, Glorian got his luggage up to the Regidration Desk of the Vahdla Hilton. The desk clerk
looked down a him as if Glorian had sumbled into the posh establishment expecting to find a soup
kitchen. "Yes?' said the desk clerk. There was aworld of "No" packed into that Sngle syllable.

"Glorian, party of one. | confirmed my reservation three months ago.”

The desk clerk riffled briefly through a plastic box of index cards, then punched a couple of keys on
acomputer keyboard. He looked up at Glorian with a broad amile of absolute satisfaction. "Sorry, gr,”
he said, beaming, "nathing here a dl under that name.”

"Having some trouble, young man?' came a deep, booming voice from behind Glorian's left
shoulder. He turned around and was shocked to see one of the supernaturd world's greatest and most
influentid members, Shiva the Destroyer.

"Wdl, actudly,” said Glorian, a little abashed in the great being's presence, "they seem to have logt
dl record of my reservation.”

Shiva gave aloud hmmph that wobbled the stone columns of the Vahdla Hilton. "Happens to me
dl the time, too. | think they get some kind of perverse pleasure out of it. These desk clerk types have no
idea of the kind of afterlife that could be waiting for them.” He glowered at the frightened desk clerk for
severad meaningful seconds.

"Mr. Dedtroyer," sad the desk clerk in a amdl, strangled voice, "l seem to have cleared up the
problem just this very moment." He produced a card, had Glorian 9gn it, and punched a button that
caused a computer printer to spit out a page of information no guest ever read.

"Thank you, gr," said Glorian to Shiva

The destroyer laughed, causng another frightening rumble in the huge lobby. "I was a young
supernatural being mysdf once. | remember what it was like. You're Glorian, aren't you? One of this
year's Campbel Award nominees?'

Glorian's eyes opened even wider. He was amazed that such a personage as Shiva the Destroyer
would recognize him. "Yes, gr," he said.

"Wl good luck in the voting, son. But remember what they dways say: It's an honor just to be
nomineted.”

"You bet," sad Glorian.

Glorian had picked up his key and luggage and was heading off toward a bank of eevators, when
Shivas gruff voice stopped him. Y ou know, quite a number of influentia people have their eyes on you.
This weekend could be the beginning of something very important for you, whether or not you win the
Campbdl.”

Glorian carried his bags up to his room, wondering what Shiva had meant by that. He assumed it
would al be made clear eventudly, because that was the way things tended to work out with The
Powers Thet Be.

Theroom itsdf was okay, in aminimd way, dthough certainly not worth what Glorian was paying
for it. The entire wall opposite the king-Sze bed was a window, but when Glorian pulled back the



drapes, there was only a kind of opague, mailing murk beyond the glass, and a few tiny words in the
bottom right-hand corner: This space intentionally left blank. Glorian shuddered and closed the drapes
agan.
Except for the bed, there was only a bureau, a chair, a tdlevison, and a closet. On the door to the
closet was a framed Sgn that told hm what to do in an emergency. "In case of fire" the occupant was
reassured, "do not panic. After al, you may be invulnerable. If after several minutes you discover that you
arein fact beginning to burn, you may exercise any of severa options. Firg, thismay be only Magic Fire,
in which case you will only fal adeep for centuries and centuries and be awakened with a kiss. The
management of this hotel makes no guarantee that the fire you encounter will be of this variety. Second,
the fire may actudly be Zeus or Marduk or one of the truly mgor personages who frequently accept the
amenities of this hotel, and they may be merdy atempting to seduce you in their typicaly obscure way. In
such a stuation, your response is best left up to your own mord posture. However — and this point
cannot be stressed too highly — it may indeed be that the fire is just regular old fire and that you are in
serious danger of dying in a horrible conflagration. Our advice to you in this third scenario is Don't.
Escape will seem like the most profitable course of action, even to the dullest-witted." Below that, in tiny
|etters, were the words Powers That Be Printing Office. Publication No. 0154-G.

There wasn't much ese to see in the room. When Glorian turned on the television, there were only
two channds operating. One played a rerun of a once-popular stcom cdled "All-Father Knows Bes,"
which pretended to portray what dally life anong the Powers That Be might concaivably be like. Today's
episode featured Ed Asner in the role of Oceanus, who was a lazy Titan who jugt lay around in his
sea-bed dl day until hiswife Tethys, played by Carol Kane, came in and announced that she was going
to get ajob snging with a Cuban dance band. Glorian had seen the episode at least three times before,
30 he changed the channd. The other one that worked gave information about events a the Vadhdla
Hilton. It said that the cocktail party preceding the Campbell Awards ceremony would begin shortly, and
thet dl award nominees were entitled to two free drinks.

Two free drinks sounded good. He didn't even bother to unpack his bags, but just tossed them into
the narrow closet. Whatever secrets were hidden in the bureau would have to wait until later that evening.

Glorian stopped hriefly in the bathroom and glanced at his reflection in the mirror. As a middle-level
supernaturd being, he had the ability to change his appearance a will, and this tdent had come in very
ussful on some of the difficult and dangerous quests held been assigned in the past. Now, though, he
thought it best if he assumed the guise of a modest, friendly, generdly charming young man. If he needed
to change sex or Sze or paticular atributes later, that could be accomplished essly enough. As he
pocketed his room key and stepped out into the hal, he looked like any bright young man who wanted to
tak to you serioudy about buying into a time-share apartment.

Glorian was pleasantly surprised to meet an old friend while he waited for the eevator to take him
back down to the lobby. Her name was Amitia, and she was a supernatural helper of heroes of about the
same rank as he. She was lovely, with her long blonde hair done up with strings of pearls, and she wore a
shimmering gown of dlver. "Glorian!™ she cried when she saw him.

"It's been along time, Amitia" he said.

"When was the lagt time our paths crossed? It was on Earth, wasn't it? In the future? When you
were leading that old woman on some sensdless quest, and | was traveing with that bright young man
and hislecherous unde”

"The three of you were dragging a VVanguard missile behind you!" said Glorian, laughing.

"Nobody ever sad these missons had to make sense. Not to us, anyway. Theyre adways
life-and-death matters to the poor, misguided heroes, though.”

Glorian jabbed again at the eevator button. "Just think how much easier our life would be without
the heroes™

"Redly? How? What would we do?'

He stared at the beautiful non-real woman for amoment and then shrugged. "I don't know. But I'm
sure the Powers That Be would think of something.”

The devator arrived just then, and they entered. Amitia pressed the button for the lobby. "Nervous,



Glorian?' she asked.

"About what? The Campbel Award? Hey, I've been nominaed nine times before, and I've never
won. Thefirg couple of times, | went dong with everybody who kept tdling me 'It's an honor just to be
nominated." Now | just want to win one of those suckers.”

"Some of us have never been nominated, not even once," said Amitiaglumly.

"It's palitics” said Glorian quickly. "It's who you know."

The devator reached the lobby before they could discuss the matter any further. There was a
comfortable bar in one corner of the hotd's lobby that was filled with other non-existent, mythica
characters, and Glorian and Amitia took a table near the entrance. A waitress dressed as a medieva
woodland sprite came over and took their orders. "Gin and tonic,” said Glorian.

"Whitewineg" said Amitia

"Typicd," said the woodland sprite in a sarcastic tone. She turned her atention to another party of
customers.

"She could at least have left us abowl of peanuts or pretzes” said Glorian.

"What's the matter?' asked Amitia "You are getting nervous, arent you? Admit it! This whole
Campbdl Award thing has you dimbing the wald"

"What are you talking about?' asked Glorian. "The Campbel Award? | don't care that much for the
Campbdl Award,” he said, sngpping hisfingers. "And besides, there are plenty of other qudified people
nominated this year. It wouldnt be any disgrace to lose to Polylapidus or the Hanged Frog or
|svahaken.”

"What about the Princess Dawn des Mdadondes?' asked Amitiawith asmug leer.

Glorian's path had crossed the princesss before, when he learned that her red name was Narlinia
von Glech, and that she was about the phoniest, deaziest, dimiest sylphidine in Creation. "Wdl," he said,
gpping at the gin and tonic the supernaturd walitress had just left a his elbow, "there's very little chance
of that, is there? Everyone knows Narlinia. | think my red competition is Polylgpidus. The Hanged Frog
is maybe just alittle too meodramétic, if you know what | mean, and Isvahaken shows red taent, but
just hasn't had enough exposure yet. Maybe next year."

"So you do care?' said Amitia, diding her glass of white wine nearer.

"Of course, | care" sad Glorian. "Winning the Joseph Campbel Award for Best Semi-Actud
Persona is what we dl aspire to. It could make my career. It could lift me out of the dull range of
supernatural sidekicks and into the category of demigod or even better! Sure, | want to win, but 1've
been here often enough in the past to know that, wdl, if I don't win, the world won't come to an end.”

"Someimesit does," said Amitia, swalowing alittle of her wine. "There was that time that Chilean
thunder-god, Fillan or something, lost and got so disgppointed and angry that he just clapped the universe
out of existence. Then the committee had to get together and start everything from scratch again, and they
put in those new by-laws —"

"You know 1'd never do anything like that. These awards just don't mean so much to me. They're

"Hugh, Glorian!" murmured Amitia. "They're going to sart!"

There was a podium set up at the front of the bar, and the current president of the Supernaturd and
Fantastic Wayfarers Association tested the microphone. It was Savitri, the Indian golden god of the sun.
He tapped the microphone and murmured into it. "Everybody hear medl right out there?'

"Yes yes," muttered Glorianin an ill humor. "Just get on with it."

"Wdl," sad Savitri, "we had a guest speaker lined up for tonight, but before she could come up
here to address our group, she gpparently ate a few pomegranate seeds and was carried off to the
underworld. We're dill trying to sort that dl out. In any event, in the meantime, | think I'l just get right to
the matter at hand, this year's Joseph Campbell Award."

There was a smatering of applause, and Glorian redlized that he was feding very lightheaded. He
decided that the cure for that was a couple of sudden gulps of gin. The next thing he knew, Savitri was
tearing open an envelope and announcing —

"And the winner is ... Nariniavon Glech, the Princess Dawn des Maaonded”



There were a few boos, some smaterings of gpplause, and quite a loud ripple of murmured
comment. Narliniavon Glech stood up, looking like a reincarnation of a 1940s Hollywood beauty queen
in her long, dark hair and tight red, sequined gown. She made her way as quickly as she could to the
microphone, where she spoke briefly about how proud she was to win the Campbel Award, and how
she hoped to live up to its standards, and how much she wished her father had lived to see this day, and
how very much she loved everybody. Her voice sounded exactly like Edie Adams doing Marilyn
Monroe.

"I don't believe it," sad Glorian. "I just don't believe it. It must have been some kind of strange
vating conspiracy. People cagting ther balots on the basis of breast sze rather than genuine craft and
dedication. | just wonder how many actud missons Narlinia completed lagt year." Held turned aside, not
even watching Narlinids performance at the podium. Savitri handed her the Campbel Award, the bronze
mask of a god, and Narlinia gushed some more, then wiggled her way back to her own table.

"Can we go now?" asked Glorian.

Amitialaughed. "Come on, Glorian, at least be gracious. Y ou've got to congratulate her.”

"Why? Do you see the Hanged Frog being gracious?'

"Glorian," sad Amitia with a frown, "if you don't congratulate her everyone will notice, and youll
just get a big reputation for being a sore loser.”

"l amasore loser," he said grumpily. "Thisis the tenth time I've log." Nevertheess, he made himsdf
get up and ease hisway to Narlinids table. "Congratulations, Narlinia™" he said, his eyes pointed down a
thetiled floor. Y ou know that | wanted to win that Campbell Award mysdf, but if | didn't get it, then I'm
gad you did."

"Ooh, that's just so sweet, Glorian!" Narlinia cooed. She leaned forward, putting dangerous stresses
on the upper buttresses of her sequined gown, and gave him a quick peck on the cheek.

"Now can we go?' muttered Glorian.

"Now we can go," murmured Amitia

All the way from the bar to the elevator, people stopped Glorian again and again, tdling him that it
was a shame he hadn't won the Campbell Award, but that it was an honor just to be nominated. "You
bet," he said each time. Hed redly begun to hate hearing about it. He told Amitia that he had a terrible
headache and that he just wanted to go upstairs done and get some rest. They made plans to have
breskfast the next morning.

Updtairsin his room, Glorian unpacked his bags in the bureau drawers, turned on the televison, and
then stretched out in his mythic underwear to watch an episode of "My Mother the Sug,” with the voice
of Bea Arthur as Kaapiti the World Sug of Ghidan. He had darted to doze off to deep when the
telephone rang. "Hdlo?' he said, yawning.

"Glorian, there is an envelope for you in the upper left drawer of the bureau.”

"Whoisthis? | just unpacked my things, and there wasn't an envelope in that drawer.”

"Thereis now," said the mygerious voice. There was a jagged sound, and then Glorian was ligening
to the dull burr of the did tone. He shrugged, got up, and went to the bureau. He opened the top left
drawer, and there, on top of his socks and underwear, was a white envelope. He tore it open and read
the sheet of paper ingde:

Glorian, here are indructions for your most important misson. You must meet a hero by the name
of Mirakles by the usud old white house. Y ou mugt hep him regain the vitd Switch that has been dipped
ingold. The fate of this and every other redlity depends on your courage and devotion.

Good luck to you,
and may God bless.

He'd received many other directives in his career, most of them in mysterious white envelopes just
likethis, but in every case, those orders had come from The Powers Thet Be.

Thisone bore the mark of the sgnet ring of the Autoexec himsdf. Glorian tossed the paper on the
bureau, lay back down on the bed, and watched the end of "My Mother the Sug." The fate of univera



redity could wait until morning.

CHAPTER ONE

We can't all be heroes because somebody has to sit on the curb and clap asthey go by.
— Will Rogers

Now, Glorian isnt the hero of thistale, not in the sense of the guy who carries the broadsword and
takes dl the risks. In fact, the authentic hero, Mirakles of the Elagtic Tendon (at least, that's the best way
of rendering his epithet into English) was having a little trouble finding his way through a deep, dark,
mydterious forest. Gloomy, threstening woods were nothing new to Mirakles, of course, so he wasn't yet
getting the least bit uneasy. He was jugt getting bored, which was one of the occupationa hazards of the
broadsword-toting caste when there was nothing nearby to hack and hew. Mirakles had been through dl
this before; he was certain that sooner or later a giant bat or something would cross his path.

How would a great poet like Homer or Byron describe Mirakles? It's impossible to say, naturdly,
but we could make a modest beginning by mentioning that in the physique department it would have
taken at least two of the Greek or Trojan warriors to be his equd. Say, Achilles and Ajax together, and
you could have a little change back. That's how huge and srong Mirakles ams were, that's how
barrel-chested he was, how broad and great his back, how powerful his legs. And he was of fine
features, too, for a wandering swordsman — &fter dl, was he not the son of Desphae, queen of the
Sunless Grotto?

And we haven't even mentioned his sword yet. Let's tak about that for a moment. When Mirakles
was but a dripling, his father, King Hyperenor, passed on to the boy a mighty weapon that had been in
their family for centuries. "Take this blade and guard it well,” said the king, "because it will dways stand
you in good stead. It isthe fabled sword Redthirdt. Its edge is keen and fashioned with a magic that has
nathing to do with hammer and anvil. The sted is guarded by sorcerous incantations, and you will never
be defeated in battle so long as you remember three things”

"What three things are they, Father?' asked young Mirakles, stricken with awe by the terrible
beauty of Redthirg.

"Your mother knows. Before you day your firg dragon or band of brigands, tak to her. Now go
away. | am an old king, and soon youll have to take my place, ruling our people wisdy, showing up for
srawberry fedtivds, dl that kind of lunacy. This afternoon | think | will put on my ceremonia festher
headdress and go boar hunting al aone without my courtiers and no weapon but a pointed stick."

Mirakles was shocked and for a moment forgot his place. "Father, that's stupid! Why would you
even think about doing such athing?'

King Hyperenor just gave his young son a sad look. "Another thing youll learn as you get older is
thet thisis the way old kings move things dong so history can happen.”

They looked a each other for a moment, and then Mirakles understood. He gave his father a
grong, manly embrace, took the magic sword Redthirst, and went to find his dusve mother, Queen
Desiphae. Mirakles never saw hisfather dive again, and on that very day he changed from a headstrong,
impulsve boy into the shrewd, courageous, taciturn hero it had dways been his degtiny to become.

His mother had been very mysterious when Mirakles questioned her about Redthirst. "The firgt
secret,” sheld told him on that sad, long-ago day, "is that this blade will provide you greater protection
agang supernatura and demonic enemies than againg mere human villans. Whenever you're in the
presence of a supernatura enemy, the sword will begin to grow warm in your hand and there will be an
aroma as of bread baking."

"Bread baking, Mother?' asked Mirakles, puzzled.

Queen Desiphae waved her hand in dismissdl. "All right, it's not very warlike, | admit. | suppose you



wished the sword would shriek aoud or Sng to you or something. I'm sorry. You've got to learn to take
what you're given."

Mirakles was duly chastened. "Yes, of course, Mother," he said. "And the other two secrets?

"Youll learn them when you need to know them.”

Mirakles stood and regarded the Queen of the Sunless Grotto with a caculating expresson. "Then
thisis the end of my education”?’

"Yes, my darling son."

"And there will be no further magica gifts or ointments or spdlls or purses of gold or anything ese?’

The queen shook her head sadly. "The great sword Redthirst is our family's one grest treasure.”

"Ah" said Mirakles. He bent to kiss his mother's brow. "I'll be off, then. I'll leave you as regent of
this great underworld redm until my return. | hope soon to have won my own fair kingdom."

"Yes, of course, my son. Good fortune attend thee. Take a swesater.”

Mirakles dung Redthirg in its great scabbard across his back. "W, so long," he said, and he left
his mother gtting on a rock in the middle of her unplumbed poal.

Now, years later, he was thrashing noisly through adimly lit forest. He was usng Redthirst to hack
hisway through the underbrush, when suddenly he fdt the sword's hilt tumning hot in his strong right hand.
Mirakles eyes narrowed, and he turned around dowly, searching for some leather-winged, fanged fiend
to attack. He saw nathing but the trees. "By Thrag!" he shouted in his strong, deep voice, "l know you're
waiting for mein cowardly ambush. Come out and face the wrath of Mirakles, son of Hyperenor!”

There were some gentle rudling sounds from overhead. "Hey!" cried an old man's voice. "Is that
you? Baking bread down there?"

"By Thrag, show yoursdf and youll soon learn the difference between a baker and a master
swvordsmen!”

Mirakles heard more branches swish above his head, and then he saw a smdll, round-shouldered
old man dressed in a brown legther jacket and brown leather trousers. The old man was dimbing
panfully down from the very top of the tree. In one hand he carefully protected a few smdl objects. "I
don't know," said the old manin a hoarse voice, "it's just not clear to me why a person couldn't be both a
baker and a swordsman.”

Mirakles looked the little man up and down, then sheathed Redthird. "Because both cdlings require
alifetime of dedication," he said.

The old man laughed. "Only if you want to be great a one thing or the other. Me, wdl, | wouldnt
mind being just an okay baker and just an okay swordsman. The rest of my time | could spend however
| chose"

"Like dimbing treesin londy forests?" asked Mirakles suspicioudy.

"Possibly. Y ou're not the only man on amisson around here, you know."

"Wha makes you think I'm on some kind of misson? I'm not, you know. Anyway, my sword tels
methat you're not a human being. What were you doing up in that tree?’

The old man held out his hand. "Mated milk bals" he said. "Therés a bird's nest up in thet tree
that's empty now. | was putting some mated milk balsinit."

Mirakles was feding more exasperated with every question and answer. "Why, in the name of
Thrag?' he thundered.

"Somebody has to do it," sad the old man, srugging. "Let me introduce mysdf. My name is
Glorian. Glorian of the Knowledge, actudly. And you were quite correct, | am a supernaturd being, a
kind of mythica helper to adventurers on heroic quests. I've been assgned to give you a hand.”

Mirakles was s0 astonished that his mouth dropped open. "I'm not on any kind of heroic quest,” he
sad. "l dready told you that. I'm just out on my own, living day to day. You know, looking for fame,
fortune, a kingdom to conquer, the hand of a beautiful princess. Nothing more. Y ou mugt have the wrong

Glorian shook his head. "Trugt me on this. Very soon now, youll receive what we in the trade refer
to as The Cdl to Adventure. From then on, youll be glad to have me around. | have lots of useful
megicd taents”



Mirakles laughed, a deep, booming sound. "Magicd taents? A little, wizened-up old men like you?'

Glorian joined in the laughter without anger. "I don't have to look like this you know," he said. "l
chose this appearance because | thought it was appropriate for our reaionship a this point. | can essly
change it if you dont like it, though. | can be young or old, mde or femae, human or some scungy,
railing, fetid cloud of interdimensond horror."

Mirakles thought that one over. "Why don't you just sick with the kindly old gnome look for a
while?"

"Hne My knees complain when | put mysdf through this, but you can't have everything.”

Mirakles took a deep breath and looked around at the forest again. "So here we are. How do you
plan to hdp me? | mean, if | was actudly on a heroic quest — which I'm not, remember — but if | was,
what would you do firg?"

Glorian reached into his jacket and pulled out a pamphlet. "Here," he said, giving the literature to
Mirakles, "thisis standard. Look it over later when you have a few minutes.”

The pamphlet's cover was a light gray color. The words on it were printed in blue. Mirakles had
some trouble sounding them out. "Heroic Behavior," he read hdtingly. "Some Do's And Don'ts. Powers
That Be Printing Office. Publication No. 6014-B."

"I'm sure you know mogt of that Suff dready,” said Glorian. "And next, | suppose | should get us
out of this forest. The house should be right over there" He turned and pointed south, then started
marching dong a narrow path. He didn't even wait to see if Mirakles was fallowing him.

"Hey," cried the hero, "who do you think you are, handing me this stupid pamphlet? As if | need
hdpful hints on heroing or something! | was rescuing maidens dmost before | knew wha a maiden was.
Hey! Wait a minutel”

The path widened until it entered a clearing. There was a white housein the dearing. 1t had no door
on the north side, but workmen were busly teering down the boards that covered the windows.

"Renovation!” said Glorian. "And about time, t00."

There was a billboard on the property that advertised 3 Rms Barrow View, Spacious Downstairs
Excellent for Playroom, Etc. A number of prices covered the billboard, each lower than the previous
one, dl of them crossed out. Now a poster dashed dantwise from lower left to upper right and
proclamed Coming Soon! Casa Blanca Condos! Only 6 Left! Bdow that was the address of the
Frobozz Magic Redty Company, a wholly-owned subsidiary of Frobozzco Internationd.

"Asl| recdl, this used to be a pretty marketable parce of red edtate," sad Glorian, leading Mirakles
around behind the house to the east. "There was serious talk of condructing an entire community to go
with it, with a school, a shopping mdl, a massve Cosmoplex for car shows and auctions of sofa-sized
at, and dl that sort of modern convenience. Today, though, there's dill only the house, but at least
Frobozzco seems to be taking an interest in the property.”

"What's Frobozzco?' asked Mirakles.

"Wdl," said Glorian, frowning, "Frobozzco is the parent corporation of a million little specidized
companies, whose board of directors seem to be made up of interlocking combinations of the
Implementors, who function just beneath the Powers That Be, who are supervised by the Autoexec.”

"Ah," said the brawny hero. "So if | want to make my mark quickly in this world, | should just skip
dl those intermediaries and face down this Autoexec in person.”

Glorian and Mirakles walked around the third Sde of the house, where there was another path back
into the foreboding forest. "I'm not entirdy positive that the Autoexec is a the very top of the corporate
ladder, if you understand my meaening. | just know that | get occasond memos from him, and I've
learned not to ignore them. Furthermore, the intermediaries, as you cdled them, generdly wont let
themsdlves be skipped.”

"By Thrag!" shouted the wrathful Mirakles. "What am | supposed to do now?'

"Let'sjud finish walking around the house. There's a mailbox there that | want to check.”

"Hne" said Mirakles sulkily. "And then | want to kill something. | want to rip something to pieces
and then char it over afireand eat it dl bloody and raw in the middle

Glorian looked off into the distance, where the tal trees were bending in the diffening breeze. |



could have gone into some other line of work, you know. | thought once about moving to Taiwan and
beginning a career painting the little paper umbrelas that go in those phony Polynesian drinks. Or | could
gpend the rest of eternity filling fall packets with peanuts for no-frills airlines. Anything but this”

"Having a grave moment of philosophica doubt, O clever and resourceful occult guide of mine?!

Glorian grinned. Because he was dill in his old, liver-spotted, massvey misshgpen and choleric
persona, it wasn't an attractive grin. He redly only had one useful tooth, a huge, perfectly white formation
that hung down like a staactite and made him look somewhat like Qllie the Dragon. "No, magter," he
sad in an unctuous, crafty voice, "no doubts or second thoughts & al' My will is entirdy submissve to
yourd Tdl mewhat you wish, and | will work tirdesdy to bring it dl to pass.”

"Does that include winning for me the hand of certain mortd women of surpassng beauty?' asked
Mirakles.

"You bet," said Glorian. He knew that in the early stages of these hero-helper relaionships absolute
and utter fasehoods played a frequent and indispensable role.

"How about Kim Basinger?' said Mirakles.

"Uh huh," said Glorian, "Il make a note. Now, as to the mailbox, it should be just around here.
Yes, hereitid Look, magter! Just as | said! You can rdy on me, magter!” Glorian was dready getting
fed up with pretending to be subservient to Mirakles, who was probably much like Glorian's other
hero-clients, most of whom had been born ignorant and had continued to lose ground. They'd dl taken
too many sword-whacks to the head, as wdl as wizardrous whipsaws that dazzled ther senses —
usudly forever, and they frequently had had ther pitiful pea brains parched too long in the heat of
dragons bresth.

"Wdl," said Mirakles, "what about the mailbox?"

"Theres dways something important indde, magter! Let me open it up and see!” Glorian moved
around to the west Sde of the house and threw open the smal mailbox that had been set up on a wooden
stake. Ingde, there was an envelope. It was addressed to Glorian. "Ah, | was correct, master! Come
el

"What isit?"

Glorian tore open the envelope, whally expecting to find the usud brochure that one dways found in
this particular mallbox outsde this particular house. Instead, there was a cryptic message from the
Powers Thet Be:

Glorian:

You may adready notice that the obligatory brochure has somehow been midaid. On top of al your
other duties regarding Mirakles and his heroic quest, it is incumbent upon you to find the appropriate
brochure and restore it not only to its proper place but to its proper time. You will find the means of
accomplishing this within the house. All of us in the upper echelons have nothing but the highest
confidence in your ahility.

Good luck to you,
and may God bless.

"Great," muttered Glorian. He was beginning to fed as if he were trapped in someone ese's
nightmare.

"Some problem?' asked Mirakles, trying to read the page over Glorian's shoulder.

Glorian hurriedly tucked the message ingde his legther jacket. "Oh, no, master! Everything'sjust fine
and dandy! Everything's just moving dong without a hitch! We ought to be finished with your quest, oh,
maybe by tomorrow night, unless the wesather turns bad! In the meantime, let's go ingde the house and
seeif there's anything to eat.”

Mirakles handsome face clouded with anger. "I've told you again and again tha I'm not on any
heroic misson, not any kind of misson at dl. The next time you mention it, Il have to chastise you from
one end to the other. Is that understood?!

"Yes mader, of course, madter,” said Glorian unhappily. Things were not beginning auspicioudy,



but then again, they never did.

"There might well be food ingde the house" said Mirakles. "The firg drategy that presents itdf is a
frontd assault. In such a Stuaion, my experience tels me tha it would be best for me to make the
primary incurson toward the objective, holding you in reserve.”

"Oh, right, master,” said Glorian. "So in case you get dashed to ribbons, | can come up from the
rear without a wegpon of any kind and reinforce you."

Mirakles shook his head. "I'm merdly thinking out loud now. Obvioudy, there are some flaws in that
scheme. For one thing, we don't have any idea how many people may be ingde the house guarding the
food. We don't know if those workmen doing the congtruction on the house are dosdy dlied with the
hypotheticd defenders within the objective, or merdly neutrd noncombatants.”

"Then what do you propose, O glorious leader?”

Mirakles frowned and spat in the dust. "Surveillance™ he said. "We mugt gather inteligence, so that
we can formulate a battle plan that has a reasonable chance of success”

Glorian shrugged. He rductantly admitted to himsdf that Mirakles knew what he was taking about.
His estimate of the hero's mentd ability went up afew points. For many years, Glorian had been used to
deding with brawny, room-temperature-1Q types, it surprised hm now to learn that Mirakles was
perhaps the smartest hero held ever met in his long, mysticd, unred, transcendentd life. Of course, it
wasnt Glorian's place to judge his dient, but he did so anyway. In this business, you had to take what
| pleasures came your way.

"We could try peeking in the amdl window on the east Sde of the house" said Glorian. "I noticed
that it was dightly gar. I'm sure that wouldn't be interpreted as a pre-emptive strike, and so it would be
unlikdy that we'd draw hodtile fire. If there's food in there, we could et it. If there's not, then we're no
worse off than before."

Mirakles thought about thet for along time. "You know," he said at lat, "there's a certain wisdom in
what you say. You may yet prove to be a worthy companion.”

"Thank you, madter," said Glorian. HEd never yet quit in the middie of a misson; but dready his
somach was darting to hurt, and he was having trouble remaining dvil to his dient. He didn't know how
much more of Mirakles he could stand.

They dedthily approached the open window from behind the house. There were severd
condruction gangs performing various maintenance projects around the building, but none of the workers
noticed Mirakles and Glorian. Some of the workmen were covering the old white weathered clapboards
with new vinyl sding; others were replacing worn offits, fasciae, gutters, and downspouts; ill more
were touching up the landscaping, covering rocks with white paint and setting them dongside the paths
that led around the house.

"They're doing a good job, mader,” said Glorian, as he and Mirakles reached the dightly open
window.

"I suppose,” sad the hero. "Houses are fine for people who can no longer fed true contact with
their Mother Earth, people whaose innate oneness with the world has been worn away by luxury and
ease. My own mother, the Queen of the Sunless Grotto, lives on arock in the middle of a big pool. You
never hear any complaints out of her."

"And your father, master?' asked Glorian.

Mirakles was dlent for a moment. "My father is no longer dive" he said in agrim voice. "He tripped
over awild boar and stuck a pointed stick through his eye."

"I'm sorry to hear that, master, but now you've brought up a matter we must discuss. You see, |
know for afact that King Hyperenor was not your true father."

Mirakles face contorted in rage, and Redthird sang as the mighty warrior ripped it from its
scabbard. "By Thrag!" he shouted. "No man may cast aspersons on my parentage and livel Prepare for
apitiful and piecemed death, coward!"

Glorian backed off afew steps, rasing his hands in front of him as if they might ward off a sudden
roundhouse dash from Redthirst. "No, it's true! All of us in the Supernaturd and Fabulous Wayfarers
Asociation have heard the story. Y our beautiful mother, Queen Desphae, was visted once by Thrag the



Dogface God in the guise of a year's supply of microwave popcorn. Nine months later, she gave hirth to
you, magter, as wel as to a hideous monster — Smorma, the great ravenous anemone that guards the
vad treasure at the bottom of the Sunless Grotto. King Hyperenor did his best to kill Smorma a the
indant of its birth, but it dipped from his hands and fdl into the Grotto. The king was understandably
distressed and confused by this entire ordeal, and he picked you up and threw you into the water after
the anemone. Y our mother cried out in anguish and darm, certain that you would drown indantly, but a
miracle occurred. A magic creature, Akubasmé the Loon of Truth, swam up with you dutching its long
neck. Akubasmé flev away with you, master, and for many years you were raised by laughing, happy,
joyous gypsesin aland far awvay."

Mirakles took afew seconds to assmilate dl this new information. "So King Hyperenor wasn't my
true father?'

"No, he wasn't. He never learned the truth about your parentage, though, and he loved you deeply
and fiercdy in his own somewhat eccentric way."

"And my true father is Thrag, the God of Smiting?'

"Yep. That explains your own superior warlike attributes.”

"And I've got atwin monger guarding a vast treasure at the bottom of my mother's redlm?"

Glorian was pleased that Mirakles had grasped the essentias of the story so quickly. "Uh huh," he
sad. "'l suppose it's your destiny to return there someday and destroy Smorma and dam the treasure.”

"No hurry," said Mirakles. "Now, one last question: What about the popcorn?”

Glorian was completely confused. "The popcorn?* he asked.

Mirakles nodded. "Did the popcorn endow me with any particular powers or abilities?'

Glorian shook his head dowly. "The popcorn just sort of disappears right out of the whole story. |
don't think it's important at dl."

"Okay, fing" sad the hero, "so where does dl that leave us now?"

"Wdl," said Glorian thoughtfully, "one of us should inch the window open alitle more and then ease
on into the house. If everything looks safe, he can Sgnd the other guy. Then well be in possession of our
main objective. What do you think?"

"Ligen," said the darkly-tanned hero, "you said Thrag appeared to my mother as a year's supply of
microwave popcorn. | was born nine months later. Whatever happened to the other three months worth
of popcorn?’

"Here" sad Glorian, rasng the window with a great effort. It made a loud, shrieking sound. He
looked around, but none of the workmen were paying them the dightest attention.

"By Thrag!" cried Mirakles. "I've been an assassin, a mercenary, a bodyguard, and a kidnapper, but
thisisthe firg time I've ever been reduced to bresking and entering.”

"It's dl part of the mythos" said Glorian. "Trust me. Someday, they'll Sng songs about this. These
cummny little events will be glorified beyond dl recognition.”

"Hey!" said Mirakles. "I'm forcing my way into this house to find food, right? Because we're hungry,
right? Y ou got any more of those mated milk balls?'

Glorian shrugged. "Nope, master, sorry. | left them dl inthe bird's nest. In the future, that will be in
the song, too."

With a long, grim recitation of muttered curses, Mirakles squeezed through the narrow opening of
the window and into the house. Glorian waited patiently. He knew from experience that there was
nothing to fear — yet. He and the hero from the Sunless Grotto would firg be lulled into fase security
before the firg true, horrible mongter showed up. You just didn't expect a Gastropod from Hel in the
kitchen of an old house undergoing renovation. There would have been sgns outsde. Someone would
have posted a warning, something like Keep Out! Mean Gastropod on Guard! But the whole day was
just as peaceful and serene as —

"Are you coming, by Thrag?' roared Mirakles from indde the house. "You're the most usdess,
pigeonhearted, giddybrained excuse for a boon companion I've ever met!"

"Oh, sorry, magter," said Glorian quickly. "I was scrupuloudy guarding our rear.” He was actudly
quite happy that Mirakles had called him a boon companion. It showed that the hero had actudly begun



to accept thar rdaionship. The next step would be to get the Prince of the Elagtic Tendon to admit that
he was on a quest, as well.

"Forget our rear and get in here, by Thrag!"

"You bet, magter.” Glorian gave the window a dubious glance, wondering whether to go in headfirst
and risk sprawling on his belly on the kitchen floor, or kind of back inwith first one leg and then the other
inan even more indegant style. He wished held paid more attention to how Mirakles had gone about it.
He didn't wonder longer, because the hero just grabbed Glorian by the am and pulled him through the
opening, cracking hisfigmentd friend's head on the edge of the window in the process.

"Wdl," said Glorian, taking a deep breath, "here we are. Insgde the house. Adventure awaits.”

Mirakles just looked a him and shook his head. Stll, he pulled Redthirgt from its scabbard and
stood dl bent over, as if he expected to be attacked a any second by hordes of ghastly-faced,
stone-skinned, in-satiable mountain ogres.

To be honest, the kitchen seemed like a very nice place. The workmen had pretty much finished
with the room. There was a huge linoleum-topped work table in the center, with copper-bottom pots and
pans hanging from a rack overhead. There were two wak-in refrigerators againgt one long wal, the kind
of coolers you usudly find only in a Szable restaurant; a modern eight-burner stove stood againgt the
northern wal, giving further proof to the theory that someone planned to do a lot of cooking in this
kitchen; a capacious double stainless-sted snk stood againg a third wdl; and there was asmdl table and
acomfortable char by the fourth wal. On the table was a stack of buttered toast, a pitcher of milk, and a
recent issue of The New Zorker magazine propped up on a rack.

Mirakles face brightened consderably. He went to the smdl table and began wolfing down the
buttered toast. Glorian winced as he listened to the hero grunt as he ate. He winced again as Mirakles
lifted the pitcher and gulped down the milk, letting it oill down his face and onto the floor.

"You barbarians are dl the same," said Glorian, reaching ingde his jacket and bringing out a green
footed tumbler in a pattern known as Tearoom.

"Dont need that," said Mirakles. He belched loudly. "Had enough milk. Where did that glass come
from, anyway?’

"Oh, magter, youll see that | can come up with many essentia items as our travels continuel
Anything | had inmy bags | can make appear here. | unpacked my bags lagt night in the Vahdla Hilton. |
aways pay extrato get aroom that has a bureau with Drawer Forwarding. | find the service can literdly
be alife-saver.”

Mirakles brow narrowed, and he took a menacing step toward Glorian. "Are you mocking me,
little man? What are you taking about?"

Glorian sghed. He couldn't expect a mere hero to comprehend even alittle bit of the Knowledge.
He put the Tearoom tumbler away again. There was no more milk to drink anyway.

A loud voice came from the outer room. "Do | have vigitors?" it caled. It did not sound pleased.

"Who's that?' asked Mirakles, gragping Redthirst in both hands.

"I don't know, megter,” said Glorian, "but | suspect it is the rightful owner of that toast and milk.
Now | wonder if there's gaing to be afight to the death over bregkfast."

There was only awarning growl from Mirakles, but laughter sounded from the living room. "Come,
both of you," caled the man's voice. "Join me, and I'll explain our little problem.”

Mirakles and Glorian looked at each other, then went from the kitchen west into the living room.
The son of Thrag did not shesthe his weapon. The room was large, with a high celling. Againg one wall
stood atdl, glass-fronted trophy case. It appeared that some of the items that had once been housed in
the case were now missing. Shelves of books lined the other walls, and on the floor was a beautiful and
codly Orientd rug, modlly yellow, a Keraghan or a Shirvan; Glorian wasn't sophisticated enough to tell.
The room was filled with many other curious and fascinating objects, but ther attention was seized
immediatdly by a large men stting in a huge chair with tapestry arms. Beside the man stood a heavy
dictionary on a stand, and the man was idly paging through it. The only other fegture in the room was a
gigantic golden machine of some mydterious purpose, which was completdy out of place in that sudious
chamber. The heavy man in the chair pretended it did not even exis. He turned his attention to his



vistors

"Wecome to my house" he sad in a gruff voice. "I could hear from this room tha you took the
opportunity to refresh yoursaves. | amdl the ddicious aroma of baking bread, so my surmise is that you
are now thoroughly familiar with my kitchen. Now that you've accepted my hospitdity, | wonder if you'd
indulge me by accepting aamdl task in the way of repayment.”

"Weé're not baking bread, you obscene toad!" cried Mirakles. "Your nose is but warning you of my
megic sword, Redthirg."

"No matter," said the heavy man. He languidly lifted one hand and indicated the golden machine.
"This device, gentlemen, isatime machine. You can useit to travel backward or forward in time, as you
will. Or, a least, you used to be ale to do that. This machine rested for many, many years in the
Technology Museum, the greatest historical collection in the Great Underground Empire. It has cost me
dearly in time, money, and labor to have this machine brought up from that distant, ruined Roya Hadl, but
a lagt I've succeeded. Or nearly succeeded.

"You see, | plan to use this time machine to restore the Great Underground Empire to its former
splendor. There is so much | could accomplish, if | could only get the time machine to operate once
more. The sngle button that sent it backward or forward isill there, and it seems to be in fine condition.
I've had experts examine the machine from top to bottom, and they dl agree on one thing: An important
component ismissng.”

"You want us to find that component, isthat it?' asked Glorian.

"Yes" sad the fa man, raisng his shoulders hdf an inch and Idting them fdl again. "Within the
actud mechaniam of the time machine, there were three specid switches. One switch had been dipped in
copper, one had been dipped in Slver, and one had been dipped in gold. Now, the golden switch is
missng. Y ou must find this dipped switch and return it to me™"

Glorian leaned closer to Mirakles. "What did | tdl you, master? The Cdl to Adventure! Hereit id"

Mirakles took a step toward the large man in the chair. "By Thrag, no one issues commands to
Mirakles, son of Desphae, Queen of the Sunless Grotto!™

"I knew you'd say that, young men," said the languid-eyed owner of the house. "I have a scroll for
you. You mugt understand that this scroll is from your father, and its message controls your dedtiny.
Beyond thet, | can say no more, because the scroll is written on a sted harder then any I've ever
encountered. The scroll has been wound tightly and fastened with a Frobozz Magic Scroll Lock."”

"Then how can | read it and learn my detiny?' cried Mirakles.

The heavy man nodded dowly. "For every Frobozz Magic Lock, there is dso a Frobozz Magic
Hot Key. You mug seek out that key, unlock the scroll, read the words of your father, and then act on
them. But | can tdl you this Y ou will find the Hot Key in the very same place as the Dipped Switch."

Mirakles took a deep bresth and let it out. He sheathed Redthirst in the scabbard on his brawny
back. Then he approached the man in the chair and accepted the magic stedl scroll.

"Excdlent, O master!" cried Glorian. ™Y ou've accepted the chdlenge, and our dire, daring, perhaps
deadly undertaking begins with this moment!"

"I want you to know something,” said Mirakles, gaing at Glorian. "I'm holding you persondly
responsible for everything that happens to us If | so much as nick mysf shaving on this idiot's
adventure, I'l make you pay for it tenfold! Do you understand?’

"Y es, magter, but you needn't worry! 1've accompanied heroes of dl Szes and shapes and ages and
conditions, and I've never been as impressed by awarrior as | am by you! Well win our way to our god,
master! Between the two of us, I'm sure well overcome every difficulty dong the way."

"Right," said the massively-thewed hero. "How do we sart?'

"There" said the large man, lifting his hand again and pointing at the Orientd rug. "Push it asde.”

Mirakles did as he was directed, and was surprised to find a wooden trap door built into the floor.
"I'm not hagppy about this”" he said, looking squarely at Glorian. Still, he pulled open the trap door. The
quiet sudy was filled with the awful screech of protesting timber, but when the trap door was findly
thrown open dl the way, it revealed a rickety staircase descending down into darkness.

"For the glory of Thrag, and the honor of my mother, the queen!” cried Mirakles, as he proceeded



down the shaking dairs.

"Yes, good!" sad the fa man. "Now you mus follow him. It's time for me to go upgtairs to my attic.
The workmen have finished putting in the glass skylights, and | can begin working today."

"Wdl," said Glorian, "well be back as soon as we find your switch."

"If I'm not here," said the heavy man, "I'll be upstairs with the plants.”

Glorian followed Mirakles down the rickety staircase. He hadn't gone three steps when he heard
the sound of the trap door crashing shut and someone barring it. "Oops," said Glorian. He hoped
Mirakles hadn't heard the same noises.

It was aso pitch dark. "Oops, agan,” said Glorian.

"What do you mean by that?' said Mirakles nearby.

"I mean, magter, you're usudly supposed to take the brass lantern from the trophy case. In this
darkness, we're likdly to be attacked and eaten by hordes of grues™

"By Thrag, my patience is wearing thin, you rattlebrained gnome! What is a grue?"

"l suppose | shouldve warned you about them. They live in the darkness and they're deadly
dangerous—" And the rest of the description was logt as the firgt grue attacked.

CHAPTER TWO

The important thing when you are going to do something brave is to have someone on hand to
witnessiit.
— Michadl Howard

Something huge, furious, and foul-amdling hurled itsdf againg Mirakles, throwing the hero back
agang a damp, moss-covered wall. Heavy footsteps pattered dl around, so it was obvious that the first
attacker was not done. "By Thrag!" shrieked Mirakles. "I can't even see what I'm fighting!"

"Jus keep whacking a 'em, madter," said Glorian. "There are probably so many, you could hardly
miss”

"Aargghhh!" cried Mirakles. "I've taken a minor wound to the heart area.”

"Don't worry, I'm working on getting us out of this mess even as we speak.”

"Dont speak, for Thrag's sake, fight! Help me drive off these grued”

Man and beasts struggled in the narrow confines a the foot of the rickety staircase, and Mirakles
weary panting mixed with the vicious snarls of the ravenous creatures. The mongters roared ther hatred,
but Redthirst was scoring often enough to fill the air with the horrible screams of animd pain and terror.
"How are we doing, yaa Sdi?" asked Glorian. His voice was now consderably lower in pitch.

"Some of us are darting to get a little worried, you brainless fool!" There was a loud echoing
whang! as Mirakles swung his magic sword againg a stone wadl in the darkness.

One of the grues gave a piercing bellow that contained an ominous note of victory, and then there
was the crash of two heavy bodies fdling over each other to the floor. Just then, a bright light blazed
forth. The grues, terrified by the sudden illumination, fled as quickly as they had come, through passages
to the north and south. All that remained at the foot of the staircase was Mirakles, savagely wounded but
dill dive, and a tdl, heavily muscled man with coffee-brown skin. The grues must have eaten their dead
and wounded pack members, or dragged their bodies away, because there was no Sgn of them now a
dl except for spatters and pools of vile-amdling blood.

The giant brown man wore a pair of baggy blue satin harem pants, but he was naked from the wast
up, and his massve chest was nearly the equa of Mirakles himsdlf. He wore a huge golden earring in one
ear, and his skull was shaved completely smooth, except for asngle thick lock of black hair that dangled
from the very back of his head.

"Glorian?' gasped Mirakles weekly. He lay where he had fdlen. Bright arterid blood pumped



furioudy from his chest.

"Yes, yaa Sdi," sad the brown giant, aming the light on his companion. "It took me afew moments
to find this eectric lantern. Drawer Forwarding again.”

"But you aso took the time to transform yoursdf?"

"Yes asyou see. | was frankly getting a little tired of hobbling around after you, cdling you master
dl the time and acting like Dr. Frankenstein's schlemid of alab assigtant.”

"You may notice, Glorian," said Mirakles in as clear a voice as he could manage, "that while you
take a few more seconds to fill mein on exactly what you were up to while | was fighting for my life
agang athrong of mongters | never actudly saw, my own heart's blood is spurting out of me at what is,
to me a leadt, an darming rate. I'm wondering if there might be something you could do about that,
unless you had other plans for the immediate future”

Glorian's huge black eyes opened wider. "Oh, forgive me, yaa Sdi!" he cried. "lI've been
inexcusably sef-involved, while you lie there with your life ebbing from you with every tick of the clock!
The Powers That Bewill surely hear of this, and I'll be duly censured, you can be sure!™

"Glorian..."

The professond accompanier turned modestly away, because he no longer had a jacket he could
reach into to pull out Drawer Forwarded objects. When Glorian faced Mirakles again, he knelt beside
the grievoudy wounded hero and opened aflat, round metd can.

"Some enchanted herba substance? A gift from the theologica improbabilities with whom you
frequently share nectar and ambrosia?’

"No, not actudly," said Glorian. "Thisis Byelbog's Bam. | used to sl it when | was a kid. They
hed advertisements for it on the backs of cenotaphs and paimpsests, and if you sold enough bam, you
could earn dl kinds of neet things. | tried to save up enough points to get a rubber glaive once, but |
never did"

"Do you think," murmured Mirakles faintly, "do you think you could actudly gpply some?’

"Vay definitey, yaa Sdi." Glorian smeared the strong-smelling ydlow quff dl over Mirakles ams
and legs and epecidly his chest. "Now I'll gpply direct pressure,” he said.

"How long will it take?"

Glorian looked puzzled. "How long will what take, yaa Sdi?"

"For thisdimy magic unguent to hed me?’

Glorian shrugged. "It's not magic, O Prince. It's not magic a dl. It just andls bad.”

"Then, by Thrag, I'll rip you limb from limb!" shouted Mirakles, getting painfully to his feet.

"Y ou're meking a remarkable recovery,” said Glorian judicioudy. "Take a moment to reflect on that.
Youre heding at, ddl | say, a superhuman rate."

Mirakles stopped and looked down at hismighty body. Glorian was correct: All the minor wounds
hed stopped bleeding, and the hero couldn't even fed the dightest ging from them anymore. The mgor
wound, the rip in his chest, was dso dosng nicdy. "This is not the work of your cursed bam,” sad
Mirakles evenly. "Thisis due to the haly blood of Thrag, which flows through my vens™

Glorian wiped aong the rough flagstones with one dipper-shod foot. "Wel, some of Thrag's blood
dill flows through you. There's actudly a good dedl of it on the floor here. I'm glad were under no
respongbility to the man upgtairs to keep things nice and tidy on our travels.”

Mirakles gave Glorian a contemptuous frown as he cleaned Redthirat and did the bewitched blade
back into its scabbard. "There are questions you mus answer, Weasd Spirit.”

"Yes, of course, yaa Sdi .

Mirakles looked about the cdlar room, then headed back up the wooden stairs. "Fire, whet is this'
yaa Sdi' thing you keep cdling me?'

"It means the same as monsieur or sahib or any other Smilar term of respect. As you see me now,
| am in the form of an ancient Perdan man & arms, ready to fight at your side. The lock of har a the
base of my skull iswhat Allah will use to pull me ingantly into Paradise a the moment of my deeath.”

"Unless some wiseguy clips you bald firg and then dits your throat,” said Mirakles. He grunted as
he threw his shoulder againgt the closed trap door at the top of the airs.



"Thereisno way back, yaa Sdi," said Glorian sadly. "There never is. The trap door will not open.
We mugt go on. We mugt go down. We mug fallow the trall of the Golden Dipped Switch through the
vad expanse of the Great Underground Empire.”

Mirakles pounded furioudy on the underside of the trap door, but as Glorian had foretold, it
remained firmly, slently, solidly locked. "I will kill that fat, sef-important peasant when | see him again!"
cried the Prince of the Elagtic Tendon. "Who in the name of Thrag's bloody sheep does he think he is?"

"Come, yaa Sdi. Let us go back to the cdlar. The large man in the house upgtairs is, perhaps, a
trifle mad. You see, he doesn't actudly plan to use the time mechine to go back and fix up dl the nice
palaces and markets and statues and paintings and things. He actudly wants to change history."

Mirakles shoved angrily by Glorian, which was somewhat more difficult now that Glorian was a
seven-foot Persan warrior ingead of a litle old gnome in a lesther jacket. Nevertheless, the prince
somped down the wooden steps and stood in the center of the cdlar, looking north and south,
wondering which way to go.

"As | was sying," Glorian murmured in Mirakles ear, "the dour-faced man upgtairs has taken for
himsdf the title of Fle Restorer. He cares nothing for the faceless ranks of average people, but he has
horrible plans for one certain file, a dan that once governed dl the wondrous subterranean geography
through which we must pass.”

"Look, it may seem heartless to you,” sad Mirakles, "but | care nothing for the faceless ranks of
average people, ather. The only purpose they have in life is to run behind me across a battlefidd. If it
weren't for them, when | got to the other side, I'd be dl by mysdf except for the enemy. And what good
isrunning single-handed into awaiting army of the enemy? Glorian, sometimes your lack of good sense is
agonishing.”

"He intends to use the time machine to prevent the bungling and mismanaging of that file of men |
mentioned, the Flathead Dynasty, which brought the Great Underground Empire to an end in 883. His
schemeis to replace Dimwit Flathead on the throne, unite the Eastlands, the Westlands, and the idand of
Antharia under hisrule, and plunder the entire country of Quendor of its vast wedth. Then, uang the time
meachine again, hell transfer that unimaginable mountain of loot to the present, where hell set himsaf up
as the richest and most powerful man in the world.”

"North,"” said Mirakles decisvdy, fdlowing a path through a low-calinged tunnd. "You know,
Redthirst doesn't amel like fresh bread any longer. | think it'sfindly gotten attuned to you."

Glorian grabbed Mirakles by the am. The two men stared each other coldly in the eye. Findly,
Glorian let his hand fdl. He muttered an apology.

"Next time" said Miraklesin alow, dangerous voice, "next time, | will cut that offending hand loose
fromitswrig."

"Haven't you been ligening to what |'ve been saying?' cried Glorian in frugtration. "Don't you care?'

Mirakles looked a him in surprise. "Why should | care? What is it to me if this File Restorer
amasses more money than anyone since the dawn of Creation? | have my own worries.”

"Exactly! With his dmogt infinite wealth and power, the File Restorer will extend his influence across
the entire world, down even to the Sunless Grotto itsdf! Think of your beautiful mother, helpless in the
hends of —"

There was a sudden, sharp sound in the cold tunnd as Mirakles reached up and dapped Glorian
across his broad, brown face.

"Forgive me, yaa Sdi," sad the megicad comrade, "forgive me if what | say offends you. Yet you
mugt understand the threat that's involved. Y ou must see that the File Restorer mugt be stopped!™

Mirakles seemed to stagger, and he leaned for a moment againgt one of the rough-hewn stone walls
of the underground cavern. "'l should have guessed it was him," he said quietly. I should have recognized
him. He is Morgrom, the Essence of Evil whose name is spelled the same backward and forward. He
mugt have bewitched me so that | knew him not, and did not fear him. He is Thrag's Bane, who from the
morning of the firg fresh rainfal that fed into the Sunless Grotto has dared to boast that he will be Queen
Desiphae's ultimate husband.”

"Yaa Sdi, he means to do more than despoil the lands of the great Underground Empire, the



ancient kingdom of Quendor,” said Glorian.

"By Thrag's sedy beard, he means to despoil the holy queen hardf!” sad Mirakles. "How dse
would he have known about King Hyperenor's scroll? | was such afool!™

Glorian pointed the flaghlight down the tunnd ahead of them. There was a amdl room with a
passage to the east and a forbidding hole leading west. The wadls of the chamber were marred by
bloodstains and deep scratches. "Tdl me, yaa Sdi, what do you wish to do?!

Mirakles expresson became giim and determined. "We go east, my friend. We hope King
Hyperenor has hidden for us the means to defeat the Fle Restorer, as you cdl him. Morgrom, Thrag's
Bane — it isour misson to wreck his schemes and bring him low! | swear that 1 will never again seek out
the pleasures of the sunlight world above until | deliver Morgrom in chains to the temple of Thrag, my
haly father!"

They walked in slence dong the stone passage for afew seconds. "That was some oath, yaa Sdi,"
sad Glorian.

"I meant every word of it," growled Mirakles. "In our family, we go in for mighty vows, and we
rardly fall to fulfill them.”

"Unless things just get too tough,” said Glorian. "l can imagine sometimes an oath is just too
impossible to do anything about.”

"That goes without saying,” said the brawny hero. "But this time, | mean it. | redly do. Which way,
draight ahead or to the left?'

They turned north and followed the passage farther asit angled northeast, coming at last to the edge
of a deep chaam that ran off into the distance far beyond the beam of Glorian's flashlight. Near the edge
of the chasm, in a pool of cold, limpid water, was a huge shdlled reptile, sunning itsdf as it were in the
gloom of the cavern.

"Look," cadled Miraklesin astonishment, "that must be the biggest turtle I've ever seen! | swear by
Thrag's lidless eyes, not even in the Sunless Grotto is there a creature like it!”

"You are only partly correct,” replied the beast. "I am technicdly a tortle, a fifty-fifty mix of tortoise
and turtle. That's why you see me resting this way, hdf in the water and hdf out. The turtle part of me
prefers to remain submerged, while the tortoise part is more comfortable on the dry, stony shore.”

"And it speakd" cried Mirakles.

"Have you known this guy long?' the tortle asked Glorian. "Is he dways so dow on the uptake?"

Glorian shrugged his broad shoulders. ™Y ou have to make alowances for him," he said. "He fought
a desperate battle not long ago, and we've been wandering in hunger and thirst ever snce™”

The tortle moved restlesdy on the loose rocks at the edge of the chasm. "I think | can help you out
there" it said. "You see, the greatest problem involved with my intrindc nature is that | am incgpable of
feading mysdlf. The tortoise haf abhors diving under the water in search of fish, and the turtle helf doesn't
fed up to scrambling on shore for whatever | might find there.”

"Then how do you Stay dive?" asked Glorian.

"I've dways depended on the kindness of drangers” said the tortle. "Not much farther up the
chasm, youll find severd coin-operated vending machines. I'd deeply appreciate it if you'd do me the
favor of fetching me something to eat. And youll be able to refresh yoursdves a the same time. By the
way, | srongly suggest you buy your beverages from the machines. The water here is not entirdly pure. |
meen, would you want to drink from a pool that had abig, taking animd in it?"

"Hold on aminute” said Mirakles dowly. "This is just too suspicious. | mean, why should we do
what you ask? By Thrag, this sounds just like one of those weird, sensdess tasks that aways trap
innocent peoplein fary taes. We could end up turned into donkeys or something.”

"Likel sad,” whispered Glorian to the tortle, "he's very tired.”

"All right,” said the beast, "I'll make it worth your while. If you look closdy, youll see that I'm
wearing a glowing amulet around my neck.”

Mirakles knelt down beside the edge of the pool. "Thrag's beard, you speak the truth. Tdl me more
about thisamulet.”

"I you bring me something to eat, I'll trade you the amulet. You can see for yoursdf that its light is



brighter than your friend's flaghlight. It's obvious that his batteries are garting to run out.”

"I'm afrad he's not exaggerating, O Prince" sad Glorian, shaking the flaghlight up and down. "I
don't know how much longer this thing will hold out.”

"How much will this med cost us?' asked Mirakles. "I've heard fables of this kind where a burger
and some fries were worth a king's ransom.”

"Wdl," said the tortle pleasantly, "the lighted amulet done would be worth far more then the few
zorkmids youll spend to feed the three of us, but wait! Theres more! | cdl this my Swiss Army Amulet,
because it dso has a built-in pencil sharpener, compass, secret compartment, decoder, and a specid
whidle that only grues can hear.”

Mirakles frowned in thought. "Why would | ever want to cdl a pack of grues?' he asked.

The tortle shrugged, a gesture Glorian had never before seen such a reptile make. "Ligten, said the
beast, "you may never need to useit, but it's there, dong with dl the other great items. All you have to do
istrot up the chasm about a hundred yards, drop afew zorkmids into the machines, and bring me back a
nice little supper, low on the carbs, please.”

Mirakles stood and glanced a Glorian. "What do you think?"

"I think it may be our only chance to get something to est tonight, yaa Sdi."

"Wadl, dl right," said the hero dubioudy, "but what's a zorkmid?"

"Thelocd coin,” sad the tortle. "They're left over from the last of the Flathead kings™

"Wdl, Thrag knows we don't have any zorkmids. | have a pouch filled with gold and Slver from
meany kingdoms and states, but not one single zorkmid."

"There's a zorkmid changer right next to the vending meachines” said the tortle.

"Too convenient,” said Mirakles of the Elasiic Tendon. "Jugt too convenient. There's something
about dl thisthat | don't trugt.”

"Then forget about it," said the tortle, shrugging again. "l have a lifespan measured in eons. It won't
bother me to wait until the next couple of bumbling adventurers comes my way. Maybe theyll be smart
enough to recognize a terrific ded when they hear one."

"Speaking as your supernatura guide” said Glorian, "l strongly advise that we make this trade.
Y our etheric projections are getting weaker, and down here in these endless passages, you never know
when youll need to be at full strength. The next talking animd we run into might not be so friendly.”

"By Thrag, | hate thid" cried Mirakles. "But | must eat and drink and rest. Fine, I'll do it. Firdt, give
me the amulet.”

"Feed mefirg and then I'll give you the amulet.”

"Il have the amulet fird, or tonight I'll dine on roast tortle!”

The beast didn't react with anger. "How about if | cdl that pack of grues now?' it said camly.

Glorian just started walking in the direction of the vending machines, taking the flaghlight with him.
After afew seconds, Mirakles joined him. He was furious. "As the royd son of Thrag the Well-Hated, |
can't stland heggling with ... crestures!”

"Cdm yoursdf, yaa Sdi. | think | see the vending machines.”

The machines were just as the tortle had described them. They dl bore amdl plaques that said they
belonged to the Frobozz Magic Vending Machine Company. There were two that served various kinds
of hot food, one beverage machine, and a Frobozz Magic Zorkmid Changer. Mirakles dropped in a few
dlver coins and recaived a handful of zorkmids. "What a cheat,” growled the prince. "Who set the
exchange rate around here, Morgrom the Mdignant?'

"Actudly, that's probably true. These vending machines weren't here the last time | passed by. |
think they're part of the File Restorer's renovation project.” They made their sdections and carried the
food back to where the tortle waited at the edge of its pool. Together, the three dined on boiled
furtwanglers with red cabbage, kubdik with horseradish cream sauce, a fresh fruit ansermet, and an
arométic tea made from the leaves of the knappertsbusch.

When they had dl esten and drunk their fill, they rdlaxed comfortably. "I must admit,” said the son
of Thrag, "that was the best food I've ever had from vending machines.

"I quite enjoyed it, too," said the tortle. "And | thank you for your kindness."



"You're very welcome," said Mirakles, "but now it istime for you to give me the amulet.”

"Certanly," sad the beast. "Come closer, and take it from around my neck.”

Mirakles stepped right to the edge of the water, his eyes narrowed as he watched for the firgt hint of
treachery. But the tortle was as good as its word, and alowed the hero to bend and lift the amulet free.
Mirakles held it doft, then dipped it around his own neck. For a few moments, the odd greenish glow of
the anulet caused fearsome, strange shadows to dance medly on the rough-hewn walls of the cavern.
Then, suddenly, the light went out. The chamber was plunged into nearly total darkness, relieved only by
Glorian's weskening flashlight.

"What isthis?* shouted Mirakles. "Some evil trick?"

"I never promised that the amulet would reman dight for anyone but mysdf,” sad the tortle.
"Anyway, you dill have a useful compass and pencil sharpener.”

Redthirgt shrieked as Mirakles whipped it from its scabbard. "By Thrag's crimson chariot, there will
be one less tortle in the world before | draw another bresth!™

"My tortoise hdf isgoing to hate thisin the morning,” said the beast, diding out of Sght into the dark
depths of the water-filled chasm.

Mirakles took afew steps into the water, but then dropped off aledge and disappeared benegth the
surface. He rose again dmog immediady, thrashing and kicking and gasping for breasth. He made his
way to the stony shore and sat down beside Glorian, dripping and shaking with fury.

"Usdesd" cried the prince in a murderous tone, grasping the dark amulet around his neck. "Cheated
by a reptile with a brain the sze of a peach pit. And it'sdl your fault.”

"My fallt?" sad Glorian. "l just gave you the benefit of my experience and judgment, as |
understood the Stuation at the time. Y ou ill could have refused the bargain.”

Mirakles glared at him. "Not long ago, | cdled you Weasd Spirit. How perceptive | was then, and
how much | loathe your attempt to deny respongibility now! | warn you, supernaturd being or not: My
sword isdill unsheathed.”

"Then sheathe it, son of Thrag," said Glorian wearily, "and count this the first lesson in the ways of
the Great Underground Empire. After dl, yaa Sdi, we have eaten wel, and now we may rest.”

Mirakles thought about Glorian's words for a few seconds, then, ill grumbling, he returned
Redthirg to its scabbard. "Yes" he sad, "it istime for deep. But let us move away from this accursed

"Whatever you say, Prince" said Glorian. He amed his flashlight around the cavern until it picked
out a low-ceilinged corridor to the south. The two companions stood and followed the faint beam of light
into a circular sone room with passages leading off in many directions. Morgrom's renovation hadn't
progressed very far here, because some of the tunnels were dill blocked by cave-ins.

"Here" sad Mirakles, dropping to the dusty floor. "We degp here. When we awaken, | will take
complete command of our journey. | do not wish to hear any advice from you in the future, unless |
specificdly ask for it. Do you undersand?”

"Yes, O mighty Prince" said Glorian. "Would you like me to get some new baiteries for the
flaghlight?"

Mirakles sghed. "How, in Thrag's name? Did we pass a battery vending machine thet | faled to
notice?"

Glorian turned his back to the brawny hero. "Drawer Forwarding again, yaa Sdi. | can take the
batteries out of my clock radio and put them in the flashlight. That will protect us from grues as we deep.”

Mirakles did not reply. He was dready dreaming of bright, sunlit meadows and semi-naked
princesses.

CHAPTER THREE



It iseasier to find a traveling companion than to get rid of one.
— Art Buchwad

"Good morning, Mirakles of the Elagic Tendon! Good morning, son of Thrag the Cordidly
Despised! Yaa Sdi, it's time to be up and about our work. We have desperate dangers to vanquish,
legendary exploits to perform, and a misson to fuffill lad upon you by the Powers Theat Be themsaved™

Mirakles rolled over on the stone floor and opened one eye. "By the black, swollen tongue of
Thrag, are you dways so0 chearful in the morning?' he asked.

"Yes" sad Glorian with a broad amile. "l suppose it's just part of my nature, something that marks
me as just the sort of ghodtly guide a hero would want to have dong on a perilous journey.”

Mirakles sat up and stretched his cramped muscles. He had not enjoyed a good night's rest. "Wall,
let metdl you one thing, friend of phantoms,” said the prince in a gravely voice. "l persondly have such
utter contempt and disdain for early-morning jubilators that there are very few Ieft divein the redim of my
sepfather, King Hyperenor. Very few. Do you understand me?'

Glorian gave a hearty laugh. "You're young, yaa Sdi, and you have your hedth. You think of
yoursdf as anight owl. | understand perfectly that you resent waking so early and moving around; but |
assure you, the cutthroats and monsters waiting for us aong our path were up and about their dastardly
deeds long before now, plotting their evil day's work and laying their abominable trgps.”

"Il worry about the cutthroats when the time comes,”" said the hero. "In Thrag's name, what o'clock
isit, anyway?'

Glorian shrugged. "l had to take the batteries out of my clock radio to power the flaghlight,
remember, yaa Sdi? Sll, | have the supernatural aide's fine atunement to the movement of the cdedtid
spheres. That will help me make afarly accurate guess™

"The movement of the celedtid spheres? Even though we're down herein these vast caverns, buried
under tons of rock and stone, completely out of sght of the sun and stars and planets?!

Glorian shrugged; he dso permitted himsdf to look the leest bit superior. "Whether or not we see
them, yaa Sdi, the sky-spheres turn. My findy gauged preternatural mind tells me that it's about haf past
gx in the morning.”

"Hdf past 9x!" roared Mirakles. "By Thrag and dl his minced miniond At hdf past sx, I'm usudly
digmissng the lagt of the night's handmaidens, the one who rubs my entire body with jasmine flowers
when she's finished her other duties. | know what hdf past sx looks like only because | stay up dl night
and recognize it before | fdl adegp! And you want me to rise at this ungodly hour and begin the day?
When | haven't been touched by even asngle jasmine flower?"

Glorian stood and worked the kinks out of his back and shoulders. "I'll tdl you what, yaa Sdi: I'll
take the flashlight and explore the environs a little. You stay here and go back to deep if you like. After
dl, you're the hero and it's up to you to set the day's agenda. I'll be perfectly happy to go dong with
whatever you decide.

"Gredt," sad Mirakles, yavning a mighty yawn, "you just do that." He had settled himsdf back on
the rocky floor when a stray thought flickered like feeble lightning through his mind. "Glorian, wait!" he
cried. "If you take the flashlight, I'l be hepless againgt the grued”

"Why, yes" said Glorian in a dry, sarcastic tone, "how clever of you to make that connection.”

"All right, Il get up,” said the prince, thoroughly dismayed but courageous enough to begin the day
a hdf past Sx. "Remember, though, that according to you | am a quasi-demigod. We potentid immortas
have long memories. | assure you, eventudly youll pay for dl this disrespect. You may laugh behind my
back now, but sooner or later, after | recover my stepfather's scroll and rescue my dear mother from the
filthy clutches of Morgrom the Paindromic, Il dedl with you as you deserve. You may end up spending
the rest of eternity mediating the never-ending arguments of Ometeotl, the Aztec creator of the universe
who is both mae and femde in one body. Or, in the next day or two, | may think up an even more
suitably horrible fate for you."

"Whaever you sy, yaa Sdi," said Glorian, amiling emptily like an employee in an expansve and
codly theme park. "Shdl we go on together?”



"What choice do | have?' sad Mirakles in a surly tone. "You have the accursed flashlight. Of
course, Thrag knows it wouldn't be much of a contest if | decided to wrest that item from your
possession. | could do it, too. You mugt have noticed by now that | can pretty much make you do
whatever | wish. In addition to my matchless strength and boundless courage, | have a certain force of
persondity that comes from being born to command. Average people like you are dmost helpless in my
presence.”

"Yes, yaa Sdi, once again your wisdom has displayed itsdf in dl its gunning depth. However, with
gpologies, may | point out just the smdlest flaw in your virtudly perfect chain of reasoning?’

"Haw?' cried the hero. "What flanv?'

Glorian Sghed, asif heredly hated bringing up the subject. "There is the matter of the batteries, yaa
Sdi. Now, the onesin the flashlighnt are fairly fresh, but they were being used dl lagt night while we dept.
They're not magic batteries, and they won't last forever. If you dam the flaghlight — as is your right, |
admit — and leave me done in this dark and noisome cave, then sooner or later your batteries will fal.
How will you replace them?'

The burly Prince of the Sunsat Grotto frowned. "I suppose the idea of permanently borrowing the
flashlight is not without its logicd difficulties But by Thrag's double navel, | am no thief! | was only
thinking out loud, examining dternate paths toward my destination. We have forged a bond of friendship
and blood spilled in battle. My blood, anyway. Such a union is stronger than any immediate profit that
might be taken as circumstances arise.”

"You are wise beyond your years, yaa Sdi."

"I an adso growing increesngly impatient. We mug leave this Round Room and seek my
stepfather's scroll and the Dipped Switch. Bt fird, let me ask you a question. When the batteries in the
flashlight burn out at last, do you have others?!

Glorian the Imaginary gave the hero a generous amile, the kind that Prometheus wore, after that
Titan gave fire to mankind, and before he began having serious concern over the regular discomfort in his
liver. "Oh yes, yaa Sdi, | had battery-operated conveniences dmost beyond number in my bags.
Cordless toothbrushes, eectric shavers, cassette players, you name it. The quantity of batteries available
to usis certainly vast enough to see us through to the end of our quest.”

"I'm overwhelmed with joy," said Mirakles. "Now, by the sacred spear of Thrag, which way do you
suggest we travel this morning?'

"You arived from the west," came a drange, high-pitched, nasa voice, "then turned northeast
toward the chasm. You could continue east from here, or you could go on to the southeast. There are
any number of fascinating chambersin ether direction.”

Before the voice had spoken five words, Mirakles had drawn forth Redthirst. "Hold!" he cried.
"Who dares interrupt the planning of a prince's most urgent campaign?”

"Itisl, The Protector,” said the high-pitched voice. Mirakles and Glorian turned to face the intruder,
who rose from behind a high, tumbled pile of rocks. The Protector didn't look very fierce or very clever,
and Glorian had serious doubts about the person's chosen epithet. After dl, down here in the abandoned
Great Underground Empire, one could cal onesdf virtudly anything.

The Protector was surely no more than four feet tdl, lanky-limbed, and thin as 9x stalks of whest.
Its sex was difficult to determine, but neither Glorian nor his heroic patron were in any particular hurry to
solve that enigma. The Protector's ears were conspicuoudy pointed, and they stuck up out of long, unruly
blond hair. Glorian noticed the young person's eyes were long and amond-shaped, and colored the
paest shade of gray that held ever seen. The rest of the intruder's body was hairless and naked, except
for a torn and ragged shift of tiger-striped nylon worn for the sake of modesty. The only other
remarkable fegture about The Protector was that the amdl being's entire body glowed. It gleamed a
luminous golden ydlow, so bright that Glorian could have read his pamphletsin the light.

"Let me get this straight, by Thrag," said Mirakles, incredulous. "You know where we came from
and where we've been. How long have you been hiding behind those rocks, ligening to us?'

The Protector shrunk back alittle at Mirakless wrahful tone. "To be dsolutdy frank," sad The
Protector, "l wasin the Round Room even before you arrived. | hid mysdf behind the rocks, and spent



the night keeping watch over you."

"Kegping watch over us?' said Glorian with a dight sneer of contempt. "You don't look capable of
wrestling your own weight in damp towds."

The Protector's expression turned fierce. "Theré's no need to make persona remarks now. Besides,
dthough | admit that my physique is naither imposing nor threatening, | have other, more occult means of
providing protection.”

"What other means?' asked Mirakles.

"I choose not to reved them at this time. Suffice it to say that they were great enough to win me
entrance into the select circle of the Supernatura and Fantastic Wayfarers Association only last month.”

"The Supernaturd and Fantastic Wayfarers Association,” said the hero thoughtfully. "That's your
outfit, isnt it, Glorian?'

The Protector's eyes widened. "Y ou're Glorian? Glorian of the Knowledge? Why, I've been a big
fan of yours snce | could glow only as bright as hdf afirefly. It's a great honor to meet you, sr!" And
The Protector stuck out along-fingered dfin hand.

Glorian accepted it with distaste. "Neophyte probationaries, we cdl ‘em in the organization,” he
murmured to Mirakles. "Neopros. They dl think it's just a matter of time before they're creator gods with
worlds of their own to run. They're dl just itching to make reputations for themselves, but most of them
have never even seen ay red danger. None of them have been dlowed to guide so much as an
unenchanted frog. They're dl in a hurry to establish thelr credentids, so they can get into the secret
parties they think we have. | don't know what these kids think we do in the organization, but by
Quetza coatl's quincuny, it's certainly not worth risking your hide againg even a sngle grue or dragon or
ill-mannered troll.”

"Then why do you belong, Spirit Guide?' asked Mirakles mockingly.

"For the publications, yaa Sdi," sad Glorian, rasng his eyebrows as if the answer should have
been obvious. "Look at this one The Tortle, Fact or Actuality? Powers That Be Printing Office.
Publication No. 127-DJH. Before | fdl adeep last night, | spent some time looking through the firg few
chapters. It turns out that the tortle wasn't nearly so smart as he thought he was. Did you know that dl
tortoises belong to the turtle family anyway? Tha beast was just fooling himsdf, or indulging himsdf in a
bizarre neuratic joke a our expense. Asit turns out, he could quite easly have found his own food in the
water, choosng from arich and varied array of aquatic plants and animads. There are over two hundred
and thirty species of turtles, and ther bodily architecture is spectacularly fascinating. There is no other
animd in the world whose protective armor is so sructurdly laudable.”

"Except for the kimono dragon, of course,” said The Protector.

Glorian laughed a tight, humorless laugh. "You mean the Komodo dragon, and compared to the
tortle we saw lagt evening, the Komodo dragon is a much grester thregt. It dashes its victims with huge
jaws then hangs on for dear life Sometimesiit actudly waits for its prey to die of massve infection before
finidhing itsmed. I'm truly grateful to the Powers That Be that our journey won't take us anywhere near
even the smdlest Komodo dragon. Nevertheless, | bdieve it's safe to say tha neither Mirakles of the
Eladtic Tendon nor mysdf — with my centuries of practica knowledge and woodcraft — would be so
foolish as to fdl victim to a Komodo dragon's primitive survival srategy.”

"Wdl," said The Protector, "but yestereve, did not the vaunted Mirakles put himsdf at risk by lifting
an amulet from around a strange beast's neck?"!

The prince's face began to flush a deep, angry red, but before he could reply, Glorian raised a hand
and cut him off. "Ligen, little one," he said, peering down at The Protector from his superior height, "do
not criticize what you obvioudy don't understand. The great prince was daying beasts of fidd and fantasy
long before you were a pae ydlow, flickering gimmer in your father's eye. It's time for you to learn to
respect your elders, or youll find a cold reception in the Supernaiurd and Fantastic Wayfarers
Asocigtion. Our organization judges each member on his actud accomplishments, and not on empty
bravado and unfulfilled wild schemes for the future™

The Protector looked unperturbed by Glorian's harsh words. "I was not spesking of the Komodo
dragon. | am quite willing to admit that it may be a fearsome besst, if you're the innocent type of tourist



who chooses to dretch a leg across the serrated, backwardly-curved fangs of a hungry monitor lizard,
just to pose for a cute holiday snapshot for the folks a home. Yet as crud and voracious as those
mongers are, they are as nothing compared to the kimono dragon, one of which has recently taken up
resdencein the Great Underground Empire. It resides now in the same Dragon's Lair where once dwelt
amore traditiond type of dragon, which you may remember was killed by the adventurer who plundered
these caverns of ther wedth. Y our path takes you very near to that Dragon's Lair, and | warn you that it
seems unlikdly that you'll manage to snesk by without some sort of bloody confrontation.”

Mirakles laughed. "The kimono dragon hasiits fierceness and guile, while | have the intdligence of a
semi-godlet — and Redthirst as well, by the scarlet skin of Thrag!"

"Sure, fing, terrific, wonderful,” said The Protector caudicdly. "Yet know this son of Desphee
Naught will avail you unless you heed well the advice of The Protector. I'll lead you past dl the dangers
to come, and I'll whisper in your ear the vitd ploy that done holds the hope of defeating the full fury of
the kimono dragon.”

"Now wait just a damn minute here" cried Glorian. "Who are you going to ligen to: me, who's
dready proved my worth to you many times over in the short period of our acquaintance, or this short,
snesky refugee from a bioluminescence 1ab?!

"You, The Protector,” said Mirakles dubioudy, "what proof —"

The dender glowing person broke in on the hero's words. "Were companions now, one might even
sy we're bound together in battle. You don't have to cdl me The Protector. That's just the offidd nom
de guerre | chose for mysdf when | joined the Supernaturd and Fantastic Wayfarers Association. Just
between us, though, I'm Spike. That's what dl my friends back home cdl me"

"Spike, The Protector,” sad Glorian, with an expression as sour as if held bitten into something
rotten. "'l believe that my lord, Prince Mirakles of the Sunless Grotto, was about to ask you for some sort
of proof. Proof of your abilities, proof of your background, proof of your knowledge of these
underground passages, and proof that you can be trusted to lead us in good fath and not sl us out to
the firg villan who comes dong. Like Morgrom, the Essence of Evil. How do we know you're not in the
employ of Morgrom at this very moment, and plotting our destruction behind your amiling face?"

"Morgrom?' asked Spike innocently. "Whao's that?"

"By Thrag's neck,” shouted Mirakles, "were making no progress here! I'm getting no nearer the
completion of my great task, | haven't moved the fird step in the direction of the logt scrall of my
sepfather, and my poor, trusting mother is gill unprotected on her rock in the middle of the Sunless
Grotto, unaware of the demonic intrigue that Morgrom has set in motion to violate her virtue!™

"Cdm yoursdf, yaa Sdi," said Glorian. "I gavethisdl a great ded of thought while we were forced
to ligen to Spike's rambling and somewhat incoherent explanation. | believe there is a collection of rooms
to the southeast that will be both educationd as wel as possbly providing important clues as to the
whereabouts of King Hyperenor's scroll.”

"You lead this great man astray, Glorian,” said Spike. "His path leads to the north, across the
drained reservoir.”

"What sort of dues?' asked the bravny hero.

"Engravings” said Glorian. "Engravings of ancient and mystica import. It is very possible that they
relate in some haf-forgotten way to the eterna battle between your mydic parent, Thrag the Generdly
Abhorred, and Morgrom of the Reversble Name."

Mirakles stood a moment in thought. "There is nathing in this chamber but tumbled-down rock. |
think it best at this point that we go on to view the engravings. But | warn you, Glorian: | have no need of
two supernatura guides. At your firg falure, you will meet Redthirs mogt intimatdly, and then you will
swiftly hasten to join your ancestors.”

Glorian suppressed a shudder in his seven-foot, thinly-clad frame. "There will be no falure, yaa Sdi
," he said with more confidence than he fdt. "I am no neopro such as Spike, but a seasoned veteran of
scores of dangerous assgnments. Follow me with confidence, and well shortly have this entire matter
brought to a happy conclusion.”

"I hope you didn't misunderstand me, Glorian,” said Spike. "Were not in some sort of competition.



That would be againg the holiest bylaws of our association. | have nothing but the highest esteem for you
persondly, and total regard and respect for your illugtrious achievementsin the past. | aso thought it was
acrimethat you didn't get the Campbel Award. You had my vote”

Spike was glowing so effulgently that the subterranean chamber was as bright as late afternoon
above ground, so Glorian switched off the flaghlight to save the batteries. "Thanks for voting for me" sad
Glorian gruffly. ™Y ou know, it's an honor just to be nominated.”

"Uhhuh," said Spike. "Wedl bdieve tha."

"Southeedt," said Mirakles, his face clouded with uncertainty. "Which way is southeast?"

Glorian and Spike looked at each other. There was slence in the Round Room for some time, urtil
it occurred to Mirakles that he was the one wearing the amulet with the built-in compass. "That way," he
pointed, and he marched off before ether of his non-existent escorts could give him an argument.

The two members of the Supernaturd and Fantastic Wayfarers Association hurried dong, not
wanting to be left behind. "Not so fadt, Sr," cried Spike, The Protector. "I've got the light, you know.
You don't appreciate how many types of evil adversaries, human and otherwise, you may suddenly run
up againg down here."

"Oh, right, Spike," said Glorian, "and | suppose you've made a thorough survey.”

Spike turned to look up a him. "You've earned your serling reputation, and so you're known as
Glorian of the Knowledge. Y ou have the knowledge of the workings of things. Y ou were fully capable of
tdling Prince Mirakles everything he ever wanted to know about turtles and tortoises, and much more
besides. | make no specid dam to such dl-encompassng knowledge. | don't possess the benefits of
your years of travel and experience. | do have one area of expertise, however."

Glorian took a deep breath and let it out. "And what isthat?"

"The Great Underground Empire. There is not one vault, one passage, one chamber, not even one
broken gray boulder that | do not know intimatdy. I've lived in this subterranean maze for most of my
life, gudying it in the finest detail. | knew that someday, a need would arise for an expert on these things.
It's common knowledge that after the fdl of the Hathead Dynasty, a nameess adventurer entered the
great Underground Empire and emptied the caverns of every treasure, defested every threat that crossed
his path, and then passed on to a higher plane of existence. Stll, | knew that this vast territory could not
remain empty forever. And behold! | was correct! Already, new monsters and new heroes populate this
portion of ancient Quendor — and who is there to say that we won't dso discover dazzling treasures, as
we traverse the dark miles of these dungeons? Perhaps the old adventurer failed to dam each and every
one, or perhaps someone dse has snce begun planting treasure for some inscrutable purpose. It's an
exdting time to be dive, Glorian, and it's especidly thrilling to be part of this mythic quest. Don't you fed
it? Aren't you proud in your very bones to be a member of this expedition?’

"Spike" sad Glorian dowly, kesping his eyes on the heavily-muscled back and shoulders of the
determined Mirakles, who paced dong not far ahead of them, "I wonder if you would object to a Smple
though personal question.”

"You are Glorian of the Knowledge!" cried The Protector. "You are one of my oldest heroes! Ask
me anything, I'll be proud to answer!”

"Wdl — and I'll try to put this as ddlicatdly as possible — what actua sex are you?'

Spike laughed. "That is one of the darkest secrets of the Great Underground Empire. There is no
ample answer, my friend, or dse | would giveit to you. | have no desire to dissemble or create an ar of
mydery where none exigs. The circumstances of my ... my coming into being are quite unusud.
Perhaps, as we amble dong after Mr. Elagtic Tendon, | can shed some light on dl that.”

"Light-shedding seems to be your best and only talent, asfar as | can see” sad Glorian.

"Wdl," said Spike, shrugging, "youve not yet had the opportunity to see me in action. I'm quite
good a what | do, and that includes finding my way through these hopelesdy tangled mazes, solving new
traps and puzzles put in place by the evil forces a work here, and providing protection for those who
willingly put themsdvesinmy care.”

"I s2e" said Glorian. "You speak at great length, yet you convey no actud information.”

Spike laughed. "As do you. As do dl the best of us”



Glorian took offense at that remark. "Look, young one" he said in a tone that was more than half
growl, "did you not ligen to my recitation concerning the tortle and its excdlently devised protective
ghdl? Was there not whole volumes of information in there, for he who chose to hear it?"

"That's judt it, Glorian,” said Spike with a yawn. "You accuse me of taking too much and reating
nothing at dl. | accuse you of taking too much and relaing immense quantities of materid that does not
and cannot serve any ussful purpose under the circumstances.”

"Hey," cried Mirakles over his shoulder, "Il stand for no dissension in the ranks. How are the two
of you getting dong?"

"Jud fine, yaa Sdi," shouted Glorian.

"We're becoming the fastest of friends” cdled Spike.

The Prince of the Sunless Grotto came to ahdt at the entrance to a low-cellinged chamber. "What's
this?' he asked.

"The Engravings Room," said Spike. "It's quite safe, as long as you don't spend any length of time
here in absolute darkness.”

Mirakles grunted. "You have no plans to stop glowing, do you? | mean, we don't have to worry
about the glow disappearing in the middle of the night, leaving us vulnerable to hunting grues.”

"What the son of Thrag meansis™ said Glorian, "the glowing isa naturd thing, right? You just do it,
like breathing. It's not something that you do for an hour, and then you have to rest up for another hour,
and then you can glow again. Or is there something about it that you havent told us?'

Spike attempted to reassure the hero and the senior spirit, dthough The Protector stopped just
before patting Mirakles on the arm. "The glowing just goes on and on. There doesn't seem to be anything
| can do about it."

Glorian walked dowly around the Engravings Room. In addition to the passage they'd used to
enter, there was another exit leading east. "l imagine that could be a pain in the neck," he said, turning to
face Spike. "Not to mention downright dangerous. | mean, surdy there are times when you don't want
your presence known, and there you are, glowing dl over the landscape. Tdk about having to hide your
light under a bushd!"

Spike laughed, but there was no humor in it. "I've never encountered such a stuation before,” said
the neopro.

"You, Spike" cdled the son of Desiphae, "you dam to know these caverns wel. By Thrag's
bloody lips, can you decipher these engravings?'

"Some of them," said The Protector, "dthough they're recorded in an archaic form of the language
of the Great Underground Empire. Some are pictographs showing the daily life of the people who once
populated this part of ancient Quendor. Others give more details about ther primitive yet pious rdigious
bdiefs. Y ou can see here and here — in many places, as a matter of fact — where later hands belonging
to reformidts or visonaries or fandics have attempted to deface or even remove the records of the earlier
people.”

"Behold, yaa Sdi," said Glorian in alow, urgent tone.

Mirakles, heir to the throne of the Sunless Grotto, stepped nearer to where Glorian was shining his
flashlight. There was a carving on the wall that appeared to have been incised there more recently then
the others. It showed atdl man wearing a high, feathered headdress, and the figure seemed to be halding
out alarge sealed scrall in one hand. "The headdress, the depiction of the locked scrall!™ cried the prince.
"By Thrag's thirgt, it must be a likeness of my stepfather! But whet is it doing here, and who could have
caved it?'

Not far away to the east, from another chamber, came the chilling sound of low, ominous laughter.

Spike stood in the center of the Engravings Room and sniffed the damp air. "Am | crazy, or does
anyone ese amdl fresh bread baking?' asked The Protector.

Glorian and Mirakles exchanged anxious looks. "Speeking as your supernatura guide, yaa Sdi, |
grongly advise that rushing forward hastily may only aggravate our problems unnecessaxily.”

"You're right, my phantom friend. This could very wel be atrap of some kind."

"Hey," cdled Spike, "what did we come down here out of the sunlight for? To stand around getting



older and grayer in these empty, crumbling caves? No, we came down here to hep Mirakles guard the
sdfety of his redm and fuffill his destiny. Were not going to do that by rocking on our heds here and
admiring the stick figures on the wal. Besides, what's there to be afraid of?'

Glorian started to say something, then closed his mouth.

Mirakles completed the thought. "Just a few minutes ago, you yoursdf were about to run through a
catdog of dl the maevolent entities we're likdy to meet down here.”

Spike shrugged. "I don't deny that there are some dreadful beingsin these dungeons. I'm just saying
that we redly shouldnt pardyze oursdves with worry. Look, weve got Glorian's vast supernatura
experience. Weve got the mighty hero, Mirakles, and his magic sword, Redthirst. And last but not least,
we have me The Protector! So are we moving out now or what?'

The three companions exchanged tight, nervous amiles. "Which way did that laughter come from?"
asked Mirakles at lagt. "From the east, right?'

"Ead it was, yaa Sdi," sad Glorian. He let Thrag's son lead the way, then Spike went second to
provide light, and Glorian brought up the rear. For some reason, dl he could think about was how nice it
would be right about now to have another gin and tonic with Amitiain the lobby of the Vdhdla Hilton.
Instead, he followed close on the hedls of his comrades, marching east toward deadly danger.

CHAPTER FOUR

Wickedness is a myth invented by good people to account for the curious attractiveness of others.
— Oscar Wilde

The various passages between the sgnificant rooms of the Great Underground Empire had begun to
take on a wearying sameness, just as do the carpeted corridors repeeting the cusomary muted earth
tones, the floor coverings one finds in one luxury hotdl after another, if one is cursed with having to do
much business traveling. Glorian, a sagacious veteran, had reached the point where held come to abhor
the large hotd chains, and preferred to stay in smdl, intimate, renovated old hotes. Unfortunatdy, his
missons often took him to places where there was Smply no choice of accommodations. Such a place
was the Great Underground Empire.

The stone tunnels were generdly of the same height, except for @ the occasiond novety passage
that was vadly tdl and which might very wel conced dl sorts of evil and deadly creatures in the
impenetrable gloom of its upper reaches; and b) the amusng how-low-can-you-go passages, through
which even the aristocratic Mirakles was forced to crawl on his belly, curang and demanding that Glorian
and Spike find an easier, more comfortable route. Y et both of these types of corridor were rare, and the
mgority of gdleries appeared to have been hand-hewn according to a sngle serviceable design, dl in
ages past.

Mirakles, the Prince of the Sunless Grotto, pushed on fearlesdy, even though Spike, The Protector,
and Glorian both warned him that there were surdy more fearsome dangers up ahead than anything
they'd faced thus far. "And besides," Glorian added, "Redthirg is giving off a definite aroma of freshly
baked bread. Something supernaturd awaits usin the next chamber.”

"The Dome Room," said Spike. "Actudly, the Dome Room itsdf houses little of interest. There's a
big stone dome overhead, of course, and a narrow wakway endrding a deep dropoff guarded by a
wooden raling. Where the danger lurks, no doubt, is far below, in the Torch Room. Or perhaps farther
south, in the Temple”

"Ah" said Glorian. "Maybe you and | should wait here, out of danger. The noble son of Thrag will
no doubt prefer to reconnoiter for himsdf."

"Ye you are his supernaturad specter of guidance, and | am his source of protective light,” sad

Spike.



Glorian thought that over for afew seconds. "Look, you've just said that at the end of this passage,
there's a Dome Room where nothing horrible is likdy to happen. And as for light, | can lend him the
flashlight. What purpose would it serve for dl three of us to fdl smultaneoudy into some evil trgp?”

Spike laughed scornfully. "Be thankful that Mirakles is far enough in advance that he could not hear
you! Now ligen: | dways wanted to join the Supernatural and Fantastic Wayfarers Association because
| carefully followed the careers of the hemi-demi-semigods who were my heroes. All of them! | could
recite gatidtic after satidtic, like a waking encyclopedia of the wraith wonders who'd made the grade. |
was acadlow fan, | admit it, but 1 knew dl of your exploits and triumphs, Glorian, and even your dismd
falures when you were overwhelmed by the forces of evil. Now tha 1've earned the ultimate honor of
being accepted as a member mysdf, I'll have no part in your faint-heartedness. Our patron deserves
better from us, and we have a debt of honor to our organization.”

Glorian's expression changed abruptly and he put a hand on Spike's bright ydlow arm. "What you
cdl faint-heartedness," he said in an indructive tone, "l cal caution. I've been on hundreds of missons,
litle one. Thisisonly your firdt. | would appreciate it if you'd give me some credit for knowing what I'm
doing."

Spike shrugged away from Glorian's grasp. "Okay, gr," said The Protector, "if you say s0."

"l do say s0," sad Glorian. "Have you never heard the proverb, 'Discretion is the better part of
vaor'? We dhdl fallow closdy enough behind Mirakles; if he discovers trouble, we can be besde hmiin
an indant, ready to provide whatever supernaturd ad isin our power."

Spike chewed a thin lip. "All right," said the neopro, "I'll grant that you have much more worldly
wisdom than | do." They trudged a few steps farther before Spike spoke again, thistime in a suspicioudy
friendy tone. "As| followed behind you and Mirakles earlier, | heard the story of his early life Would it
be too much to ask you of your origins?'

Glorian's brows narrowed as he wondered a Spike's sudden change of subject. What could The
Protector's true maotives be?

"Impertinence,” said Glorian, "isthe fird word that comes to my mind. Maybe today our society has
degenerated to a point where well-known people can be asked any and dl absurd questions. Why must
celebrities be expected to reved hidden secrets about ther past to absolute strangers? Current mordity
seems to condone such lgpses of common decency. Maybe | belong to the old school, Spike, but |
resent unsolicited intrusons into my own private history. That part of my life is dso none of anyone elsg's
business.

"But I'll go this far, Spike: Because you are a new member of our supernaturd college, I'll let you
ask certain questions about my persona history that would be forbidden to mere mortds, and | hope my
answvers will help you in deding with amilar dtuations when they arise for you in the future, as they
cetanly will."

Spike blushed, becoming akind of delicate, emotiona shade of orange that derived as a composite
of Spike's naturd saffron glow and an embarrassed pink blush. "Frgt, Glorian, great sub-godling of the
Knowledge, whét is the story of your own origins? I've heard many contradictory stories, and some of
them actudly deny you the Knowledge and power you've naturdly earned for yoursdf with your exploits,
wisdom, and cleverness. Unfortunately, many of your most vaiant achievements have not been recorded
inour organization's officd Bulletin. Because of that, many of your enemies are agitaing for your remova
from the Supernaturd and Fantastic Wayfarers Association, on the grounds that you havent truly
performed the essentid requisite wonders and mirades for your morta charges over the years.”

Glorian was s0 astonished that he could barely speak. "Here | was, just nominated for the Campbell
Award! And just because my sense of modesty has kept me from writing up each victory in the form of
an aticle for the Bulletin, this vicious group that's dways didiked me is now trying to remove me entirdy
from our magicd conclave?’

Spike frowned sadly. "Yes, gr," sad The Protector, "and there are quite a number of influentid
inhumen geniuses in that group.”

"S0," sad Glorian, "you say | mugt account for mysdf now, after dl these years, just to mantan my
datusin our society?!



"It seems to be that way," said Spike.

All three of the adventurers were dill meking their way through the long, dark, and narrow passage
between the Engravings Room and the Dome Room. "All right,” said Glorian glumly, "but I've never
before gone into the detalls of my early life They're not very interesting, for the most part. As the
supernatural guide to scores, if not hundreds, of heroic figures — some mythic heroes even more
meagnificent and memorable than the mighty Mirakles — I've learned that my own humble beginnings are
not interesting.

"There are certain resemblances, of course, between the outrageous origins of those eternal heroes
and my own foolish, unlucky Stuation — the difference, of course, is that a chance medting with the
Enchanted Ur-Hamingo may have world-shaping implications for a hero; but for ample symbolic support
personnel such an event is never even recorded anywhere in the officia mythology.”

Spike ran along-fingered hand through unruly blond hair. "So what you're saying is that you've had
plenty of opportunities to pa around with these cosmic Ur-Hamingos and whatnot, and it hasn't affected
the world the lesd little bit."

"That's exactly right, Spike," said Glorian morosdly.

Spike's expression displayed intense disgppointment. "And that | mysdf have nothing better to look
forward to, as far as my own career as a member of the Supernatura and Fantastic Wayfarers
Association is concerned.”

"Wdl," said Glorian, "there you're wrong. I'm trying to make you see that you're missng the point.
Beang the companion, being the helper — hey, that has its own wonderful benefits. Sure, you don't get
your name in the headlines in the Bulletin or Forum, but if you do your job wel, everyone in the
organization will hear about it. The word gets around. Even though some lean-witted, broad-shouldered,
unimeaginaive sword-wielder gets dl the column inches in the reviews and write-ups, you can fed proud
of a job wel done. Just be confident that the right people will dways know who was redly responsible
for the triumph of avitd misson — and those influentid people understand full wel that it's not usudly the
guy with the great latissmus dorg.”

Spike took afew steps without saying anything. "What happens on an assgnment like this?" asked
The Protector after a while. "I mean, where there are two supernaturd guides, ingead of one? Who's
going to get the credit?"

"To be honest," sad Glorian, "I have no idea. Thisis an entirdy new sStuation for me. Right now, I'm
just concerned that Mirakles fulfills his destiny and protects the virtue of his mother, Queen Desiphae of
the Sunless Grotto. I'm sure that beyond that, there will be enough glory to share between you and me."

There was a brief pause before Spike replied. "Yes™ sad the neopro, "yes, I'm sure you're right
about that. | just hope no one ese joins our group dong the way." Then they dl hurried dong the find
few yards to the entrance to the Dome Room.

Jugt before the party passed through the opening into the Dome Room, there was a sudden, loud,
frightening sound. It rumbled and echoed in the underground stillness for severd long seconds.

"What was that?' cried Spike.

"Youd think someone who cdled himsdf The Protector would be less indined to panic," sad
Glorian.

"It must have been one of these ancient blocks of stone" said the son of Thrag, "let loose at last
from its accustomed pogtion on the wal, and tumbling noisly to the ground, thanks to the force of
gravity."

"See?' said Glorian. "I keep tdling you that he's smarter than the average hero.”

"Okay," sad Spikein a quavering voice, "I'm reassured now."

Glorian shook his head and amiled at Spike's trepidations. "If it will make you fed any better,” he
sad, "I'l take a quick look around.”

"Dont take too long," said Spike, "because | have an absolutely riveting lecture on the Dome Room
and the Torch Room below.”

"Wouldn't want to missthat," said Glorian, waking back the way they'd come. His flashlight picked
out grotesque rock formations, many seeming like the distorted and horror-filled faces of human beings,



others definitdy those of demons and evil spirits summoned from some nethermost hell. Fortunately, over
the years, Glorian had seen gargoyles like these, and many that were much worse. He didn't suffer a
moment's nervousness until the dimming beam of his flashlight illuminated what was obvioudy a brick with
anote tied around it.

"Here" he thought, "I'll bet this was the source of that sudden racket." He bent over and examined
the brick, which was red and heavy and rough-textured, very smilar in many superficid ways to other
bricks Glorian had encountered in his long and theopneudtic life. Next, Glorian carefully untied the note
from the brick and read it:

To: Glorian

From: The Autoexec

Re Your possible demise through treachery

The Powers That Be have been keeping me wel informed of your progress, and | must admit that
so far | think you're doing quite an admirable job, considering how witless your companions are. Also,
you haven't faced a truly menacing threat as yet (in the Great Underground Empire, a grue is as common
as a dnus infection, dthough the grue tends to inflicc more grievous and less localized harm in the long
run).

Now here is some vauable information tha should make your journey just a trifle less
life-threatening. Firdt, the being you know as Spike, The Protector, is a young mae This bit of
intdlligence provides you now with whole ligts of appropriate pronouns. Even more important, Spike is a
human being, and has no supernatura qudities at dl. Heis not, repeat not, a member of the Supernaturd
and Fantastic Wayfarers Association. You may treat this bit of classfied data as you see fit. We do not
yet know what Spike's ultimate ambition is He may be a perfectly dependable young aide-de-camp, or
he may be planning maniacd, devious intrigues of his own. | can only advise that you keep your eyes
open from now until your misson has been brought satisfactorily to a close. Spike's trick of glowing is
temporary, the result of usng a great quantity of luminia These are short, scrubby, flowering plants
thought to be extinct here in the Eastlands; they can be made to give off light only when exposed to the
light of the full moon, or if some other source of light (such as a pocket flaghlight, cresset torch, or any
number of sorcerous devices) can be atfully used to smulate the correct amount of brightness avalable
from the full moon as seen from above ground. Spike must indeed be killful in deceiving the luminiain his
possession, and it's very unlikdy that you'd be able to match him at this task.

Once excited by the proper levd of light, the glowing florets of the luminia can be rubbed on a
person's body. I'm sure that Spike has sufficient access to this rare weed, but | cannot say how often he
mud repeat this process. It occurs to me that the importation of luminia from the Westlands and its
cultivetion in the Great Underground Empire would do much to protect the uninformed adventurer, the
sort who perishes each day from voracious grues and other dangers.

Glorian of the Knowledge, | have one more bit of admittedly unconfirmed information for you:
Spike seems to have dwelt in the Great Underground Empire for his entire life, or a least for a mgor
portion of it, and his knowledge of the unmapped byways below ground is second to none. Further, our
best sources believe he is an dly of one of our greatest enemies So do be careful where Spike is
concerned, but remember that we do not wish to do the lad a grave injustice.

Good luck to you,
and may God bless.

The note bore the mark of the Autoexec's Sgnet ring, just as had the fird message Glorian received
in his room a the Vdhdla Hilton. The non-human shepherd of heroes hediily dropped the fractured
brick. After reading the message twice more, Glorian shuddered. His smple assgnment of guiding this
year's barbarian-warlord to his precious treasure had become something much more worrisome,
something unfamiliar and chilling. Recdling dl the threatening things the message had implied, Glorian's
stomach began to ache. He knew full wel that he was neither immortd nor eternal — not yet anyway —
and that he had his own set of weaknesses and Achilles heds that Spike could attack at any moment.



Glorian carefully folded the message from the Autoexec, and Drawer Forwarded it back to his
bureau in the Vadhdla Hilton. Then, as he dowly followed after his companions, two daming thoughts
chased themsalves through his anxious mind: What did Spike know, and when did he know it?

The others were ganding on the vertiginous walkway that circled a precipitous shaftway. Glorian
peered over the edge and immediatdy regretted it; he saw a stone-sided pit that dropped like a mighty
troll excavation to the Torch Room, a great, gloomy distance below. "This chamber that we presently
occupy,” expounded Spike, "the Dome Room, was once congtructed of the same minera-flecked gray
gone as most of the rest of the Great Underground Empire.”

Mirakles of the Elagtic Tendon leaned toward Glorian and whispered a few words into his ear.

"The Prince of the Sunless Grotto," sad Glorian, "has made it clear to me that he cannot stand
heights, and the sooner we depart this decrepit walkway, the better. Also, he wishes to understand what
you meant when you said the Dome Room was 'once congtructed of the same gray stone as the rest of
the Great Underground Empire." "

Spike gave them both an indulgent smile and continued in a tone learned from too many vigts to
various museums and other loca attractions, and derived from too many bored and remorseless tour
guides "Frd let me point out," sad The Protector in his high, nasd voice, "tha insead of the
sdf-glarifying tributes to the questionable achievements of the Hathead kings which we normdly
encounter throughout this vast network of tunnels, you no doubt witnessed in the previous passage and
here in the Dome Room, hideous, gibbering travesties of humean likenesses, as wdl as what could only be
described as diseased, diffigured, maevolent creatures from some outer darkness.”

"How can you tdl if a carven stone image is gibbering?' asked Glorian.

"Let's move dong now to the next panel of the Dome Room,” said Spike. "Natice the discoloration
of the rock itsdf. If we had a blade — and I'm surely not going to ask the noble Mirakles to lend us his
enchanted Redthirst — we might be able to scrape away the greenish tarnish from the mountain's bones,
aswdl| as the fetid, obnoxious dime that now covers the vertical surfaces here”

"What in the name of Thrag's fierce favor does that dl meaen?' asked Mirakles.

"Only this"" said Spike, and his voice turned grim and ominous. " Some gruesome, leprous, depraved
contamination has damed residence here, and will certainly do its baeful best to keep us from traveing
onward."

Mirakles laughed. "Gruesome contamination, indeed!" he cried. "I'd like to see any horrible mucous
from beyond time and space withstand my own partidly divine prowess, as wel as the ensorcdled
excdlence of Redthirgt!"

"Youll have your contest, surdy enough,” said Spike, shuddering. "And sooner than you think!
Thereis ghedly evil here!™

Glorian didn't like the sound of any of this "You know," he said, "we could aways go back to the
Round Room and take the east tunnd. No sense chdlenging these engraved mongrosties, which |
recognize as the Gods of the Nameless Night. Besides, my bdly is feding a little hollow right about now.
Isn't anyone ese hungry? We skipped breakfast, and the Powers That Be ingg it's the most important
med of the day. Why don't we —"

"Too late" sad Spikeinamournful voice, "oh, too late! Behold!"

Glorian and Mirakles looked where Spike pointed across the circular wakway. Suddenly, out of
thin ar, two figures had appeared. One was a very old man, tdl and straight, with bushy eyebrows and
piercing eyes. He carried a stout hardwood staff and was dressed in a garment of shining cloth of megica
workmanship, along gray cloak, atdl pointed blue hat, a Slver scarf covered by his long, gray beard,
and on hisfeet a par of admirable black boots.

The second figure was a young woman, lithe and tender in years, with hair the color of the paest
early moring light. She wore a figure-hugging dress of copper-colored materid, and the figure that it
hugged was desirable in the extreme. She clutched the old man's arm with one ddlicate hand, and stood a
step or two behind him, asif deferring to anything the staff-bearer might say or do.

"Dont | know you?' asked Glorian, draining his memory to recdl where hed met these two

megica people before.



"No," said the old man, who was obvioudy awizard, "I don't think so."

"Aren't you a member of the Supernaturad and Fantastic Wayfarers Association?”

The wizard laughed scornfully. "What? And pay those inflated dues, just to get a couple of
publications thet tdl me less than my own secret sources?”

"Ganddf, it it?" asked Spike. "One of the world's greatest sources of megicd power. It's an
honor to meet you, Sr."

The old wizard bowed palitely. "I'm afraid you have me mixed up with someone s he said. "My
name and Gandalf's are vagudy smilar, and we're often mistaken. To be perfectly honest, | am smply
Barddf, the badis for a character who appears and reappears throughout Shakespeare's works, dthough
he pergsted in misspdling my name. | was merdly one of Sr John Fagtaff's companions, and | matched
thet late, lamented worthy drink for drink. My acohol-ravaged nose is what gives me my particular
sobriquet: Knight of the Burning Lamp. | have no actua magicad powers of my own.”

There was an embarrassed pause. After a moment, Barddf laughed, then the beautiful young
woman &t his sde, and findly, uncomfortably, Glorian and Spike.

Suddenly, Mirakles spoke up. "Thrag knows I'll not be fooled again!” he cried. "Does no one dse
ard| the aroma of freshly baked bread? This is no cresture of the beloved bard! This is Morgrom,
Thrag's Bane, in yet another disguisa!™

"And benegth that spun-gold wig," said Glorian fiercely, "I recognize Narlinia von Glech!"

"Oh," she said petulantly, "you're dill upset over that Campbell Award thing. Y ou should learn to let
go of disgppointments, Glorian."

"What foul work have you planned for this corrupted chamber?' demanded the Prince of the
Sunless Grotto. "Are these horrible digtortions of human faces carved now in the blackened stone your
doing? Are you the source of the green dime that 0ozes down every rocky pand?'

Morgrom only shrugged. "These things you mention are nothing,” he said. "Mere symptoms of a
vadly greater evil. By the way, | was of course lying when | said | had no magicd powers, while | was
pretending to be the drink-besotted Barddlf. Look, if you dare, a what rises to meet you even now, from
the depths of the room below!"

Spike peered over the wooden raling and gave a high-pitched shriek. Glorian was in no hurry to
discover the truth, but a last he, too, looked and saw a vast monster rearing dowly up from the
darkness. In dl his centuries of experience, held never seen anything as loathsome or as dangerous.

"In Thrag's name, what isit?' asked Mirakles, as Redthirst sprang into his mighty hands.

"I have no namefor it," said Glorian in a shaky voice. "All | know isthat it must be one of the Gods
of the Nameless Night."

"Yipe" sad Spike.

"I will give you its name" sad Morgrom with the laugh of a lunatic. "Behold Shugreth the
Unenviable, and await your doom. Youll excuse usif Narliniaand | make a quick exit. Well come back
later to scavenge what meager items you leave behind." And with that, the two villans disappeared in a
cold cloud of noxious vapor.

Higher rose a monger so hideous that it would have frozen the blood of less-experienced
adventurers. Soon it had eevated itsdf to the levd of the wooden raling. Its body was cloaked in a
shapeless, railing mass of aily vapors, so that none of the three humans could get a good view of it. It
was immense in Sze, greater than the largest naturd animd ever seen on Earth. Its dreadful head — it
very definitdy had a head, dthough the amorphous vapors formed and reformed, so that the dimy head
was not dways in the same place — varied from moment to moment in the number of restless eyes and
sabered maws it possessed. Reaching out toward them were many rubbery, pulsaing appendages.
Shugreth uttered a vile, yammering yawl in no earthly language, and as the three humans watched, it
seemed to them that the mongter's rage increased to a stupendous pitch.

"Let me try something firg," said Glorian. "'l have a left-over furtwéngler from dinner last night. Il
tossit to Shugreth, and seeif it appeases its mad hunger.”

"You're nuts, Glorian," said Spike, "but giveit atry."

Glorian approached the frall wooden ralling as dosdy as he dared, and threw the cold furtwangler



into the nearest of the unearthly creature's maws. There was an enormous, disgusting, smacking sound
from Shugreth, but then the mongter immediatdy returned its atention to the overmaiched trio of
adventurers.

"Wdl, by Thrag's square shoulders, now it's my turn,” said Mirakles the near-naked hero. "Here
goes" He approached the raling and took one mighty swipe a the pustular head area of Shugreth the
Unenviable. The fearsome blow had little effect on the God of the Nameless Night, which turned dl of its
pitiless eyes on Mirakles.

"Blow the whigtle, O Prince!” cried Glorian.

The brawny hero turned to question his Supernatural Guide, but before he could speak, Shugreth
seized Mirakles with its abhorrent tentacles.

"Quickly!" shouted Glorian.

Jugt before the odious being from beyond drew him to its nearest, nauseous maw, Mirakles blew a
powerful blast upon the whidtle built into the otherwise usdess amulet, while a the same time hacking
with Redthirgt & the encirding tentacle with the last of his remaining strength.

"Now," said Glorian, shoving Spike westward toward the Engravings Room, leaving the Dome
Roomin total darkness, "let's hope my plan works."

"Aan?" said Spike in an astonished voice. "I didn't see any plan! All I saw was Miraklesin the grasp
of Shugreth the Unenviable, about to be chewed up and spat out by any of a dozen enormous mouthd™

Y e amoment later came the unholy sound of many large, ravenous beasts. "Grued™ cried Glorian.
"They answer the cdl of the whiglel"

The fiendish, fearful sound of battle came from the Dome Room, as the dreadless and sarving grues
attacked the misshgpen but possibly edible creature that floated there in the blackness. At lagt, the
maevolent noises of battle came to an end, leaving an even more disquigting slence. Glorian and Spike
waited a reasonable amount of time and then, uang Spike's naturd glowing &bility as wel as Glorian's
flashlight, they re-entered the Dome Room.

There was vay little to be seen. There were tiny shreds of blubbery, decomposing matter here and
there on the wakway, evidently ripped from the glutinous mass of Shugreth the Unenviable. Of the grues,
as before, there were no dgns at dl. The only other items on the walkway were the magic sword,
Redthirst, and the gill form of Mirakles, Thrag's son, Prince of the Sunless Grotto.

Glorian hurried to Mirakles aid, but it was soon apparent that either Shugreth or the grues had
mede short work of him. He of the Elagtic Tendon was dead, as dead as a vdiant warrior had ever been.
The passing of Mirakles not only left Glorian with an unfinished assgnment, it filled his semi-magica eyes
with very red drops of sdinefluid.

"Wdl," said Spike, looking around the Dome Room and even peering over the ralling, "let's grab up
the enchanted sword and get the Hades out of here.”

Glorian glanced up a his human companion, and he redized held never before fdt such a loathing
for anyone, flesh and blood or otherwise.

CHAPTER FIVE

Many might go to heaven with half the labor they go to hell.
— Ben Jonson

Hafway around the parapet that marked the edge of the deep pit of the Dome Room, Glorian and
Spike came upon an old, dusty, not atogether trusworthy rope tied to the wooden raling. "This rope
was |eft here by the nameess adventurer, as he ventured below to plunder the astonishing chambers in
the deeper part of the caverns™

"Wonderful," said Glorian, "but what's the point?"



"There are miraculous and semi-holy rooms below,” said Spike, "and they may give us a chance to
resurrect Mirakles. The path through the Torch Room and the Temple leads circuitoudy to the very gates
of Hades"

Glorian stared a his companion and shook his head in dishdlief. "That Hades is reachable from
beow | have no doubt,” he sad at last. "But may | remind you, that's exactly where Shugreth the
Unenviable rose from to day Mirakles in the firg place? Perhaps Shugreth, that foul maevolence, was
not killed by the Prince of the Sunless Grotto. Perhaps that inhuman creature gill waits, and that if we
clamber down this frall and perilous rope, we may find oursdves each dropping into a separate and
loathsome maw.”

Spike only shrugged. "No guts, no glory,” he said.

"Foolsrushin," Glorian countered.

Spike at last lost his temper. "Look," he cried, "what good in heaven's name are a Protector and a
Supernaturad Guide without a hero to work for? It's our sacred duty to do our utmost to recover
Mirakles, if it's a dl possble"

"Some Protector!" said Glorian in a voice dripping with venomous scorn.

"Some Supernatural Guide!" said Spike in the very same tone.

The two stared a each other for a long moment. Then Glorian redized that he had only two
choices @) He could return to the surface and the white house, and admit to the Autoexec and the
Powers That Be that held smply let the hero assigned to his care get killed by a nightmarish monster out
of someone's diseased imagination — thus blowing forever the posshility of winning the Joseph
Campbdl Award — and was there some other, possbly less terrifying misson that needed
accomplishing? Or b) He could dimb down the godforsaken rope that looked like it wouldn't bear the
weight of apair of furtwanglers, let done Spike and himsdf, and go on to the very gates of Hades. Hed
never been to the gates of Hades before, but he'd heard about them, and he wasn't dl that profoundly
interested in seeing them up close and persond.

"All right," he said at last, but not at dl happily, "well dimb down. But I'm taking Mirakless magica
sword, Redthirgt, to warn us of supernatural enemies as we dangle hdplesdy on this ancient rope.”

"Good try," said Spike, "but if you look closdy, youll observe that both the body of Mirakles and
his sword have disappeared. Well find them together — if we're supremdy lucky — in Hades."

That made Glorian dmogt soitting mad. "When are things going to start going right for us?' he
cried.

Spike gazed thoughtfully upward at the stone dome. "I suppose not until the very last adventure,
which isusudly thefind confrontation with the enemy. In this case, that will be Morgrom, the Essence of
Evil. If we do manage to resurrect Mirakles, ether helll defeat Thrag's Bane and the Great Underground
Empirewill be safe forever, or Mirakleswill die again, thistime in so utterly permanent a fashion thet not
even a quick jaunt back to Hades will help. There are worse places than Hades, you know, and
Morgrom is familiar with them dl."

Glorian, overcome for the moment with hopelessness, leaned forward againg the railing, peering
down into the darkness. "Then what's the point?' he asked. "Why bother going on? It's only going to be
one horrendous encounter after another. I'm going to be exhausted of magicd resources and completdy
fed up with mongters before thisisdl over, if | mysdf am not supernaturdly killed firg.”

Spike amiled and dapped Glorian on the am in a comradely fashion. "Catch a fdling star, right,
Glaorian?' he cried. "You're not down yet! You've got to have heart! You've gat to try, though your heart
isbreaking! Climb every mountain! Y ou know the rest!"

"Please" sad Glorian wearily, "spare me the show-tune philosophy. All right, from here on in, it's
one step at atime, one chamber a atime, one abominable, ichorous, obscene monger a atime”

"Right, pal. Now, let's get going!"

Spike ingsted on being the first over the railing, but before he began dimbing down the frayed rope,
Glorian stopped him. "You know," he told The Protector, "I know a lot about you. | know you're just a
young man with no specia powers at dl. | know dl about the luminiaand the glowing.”

Spike only shrugged. "Hey," he said, "'l admit it, you're the one with the megicd abilities I'm just the



auy with the encyclopedic knowledge of this vast underground network of tunnels. Together, we make a
powerful team!™

"That remains to be seen,” murmured Glorian, as he watched Spike dimb dowly into the abyss
below. Fndly he, too, raised aleg over the edge of the ralling. Feding just atrifle foolish and more than a
bit vulnerable — he imagined Shugreth the Unenvigble waiting for them with whetted appetites — he
followed Spike into the depths.

He was thankful for the young man's luminian glow, which relieved the utter darkness of the shaft.
Glorian had half-expected the sdes of the well to have been decorated with the heads of evil gods and
mongters, or warnings to the foolish adventurer. Instead, hdfway down, in tiny letters, was the legend
This space intentionally left blank. All in dl, Glorian considered that a good sgn.

"Now, | got to warn you," caled Spike from below, "this rope doesn't reach dl the way to the
ground. Therell be about a ten-foot drop at the end.”

"Gotcha," said Glorian. "Judt as long as there aren't any crocodile-headed demons waiting for us
when we get there.”

"To be perfectly honest,” said The Protector, "I can't promise there aren't any monsters or demons.
It's just not very likely. There's no chamber in the entire Great Underground Empire that's completdly free
of mongers at dl times. We just have to hope for the — unnh!™

"Spike?' cried Glorian in a worried tone. "What happened? Did something — unnh!™ He had, like
the glowing young man, come to the end of his rope and dropped the last ten feet to the floor of the
Torch Room.

Mirakles two guides got up and brushed the antique dust from thar dothing. Glorian was dill
wearing his blue satin harem pants, and Spike's tiger-striped nylon shift had suffered greetly during the
recent events. "Jugt a second,” said Glorian, 9ghing. "It's time for a change of cosume." He turned his
back, and when he faced Spike again, he had a complete set of more appropriate adventurer's clothes in
each hand. He had aso taken the opportunity to change shape. He no longer resembled a seven-foot
Nubian dave. Now he resembled, in an off-hand way, Stewart Granger, down to the gray at the temples
the actor worein The Prisoner of Zenda.

"By the blood of the Zorkerd" cried Spike, taking one sat of clothes. "You look so much more
appropriate thisway!"

Glorian gave The Protector a tight amile and began donning the tough, well-designed outfit he'd
chosen for himsdif.

"Whereld you get this Suff?' asked Spike, putting on a pair of good, long, cotton socks, and a pair
of therma underwesr.

"Drawer Forwarding. You heard dl about that before."

"No," said Spike, "where did these great clothes come from arigindly?'

"Oh," said Glorian casudly, "I order lots of suff from the Kiwi Republic catalog. It dways comes in

"The Kiwi Republic? | thought it was another fruit entirdly.”

"Wdl, there may wdl be imitators," said Glorian deprecatingly, "but the Kiwi Republic catadog is, in
fact, the mgor indudry of the Kiwi Republic. They don't even bother with sdling postage stamps to
tourigs.”

"I never even heard of the Kiwi Republic," said Spike. "Maybe you mean Hji instead of Kiwi."

Glorian gave him along, disdainful look. "This from a young man — who, | might add, has not even
the mogt minima meagic power and is a totd fraud when it comes to daming membership in the
Supernaturd and Fantastic Wayfarers Association — and who managed to lead his truging charge
directly into the plurifanged faces of the worst monger it's been my misfortune ever to see. But | suppose
everyone is entitled to a blunder now and then. The Powers That Be are certainly aware that 1've
blundered on occasion. So well speak no more of that.

"Let us move on to more practical matters. Now, as you say, it's likdy to be cold and damp where
we're going. In that case, be sure to wear the cotton, long-deeved aviator's shirt with the epaulets, and
tuck it into the rugged, many-pocketed, khaki twill pants. Theré's dso a dependable olive-drab belt with



abrass buckle that should fit you. | advise throwing on the British black, woolen swester over the shirt,
and topping it dl off with the foldable canvas hat with dl the eyeets. Then, findly, lace up those sturdy,
warm, waterproof boots. They'll see you through whatever landscape the Great Underground Empire
throws our way."

"Wdl," said Spike after along moment, "you've left me dmogt speechless. | don't know what to say
except thank you. You've cartainly been a better friend to methan | have to you."

"As| sad before" said Glorian with the great-heartedness that came from many centuries of heping
those |ess fortunate than himsaf, "we can leave dl that sort of talk until another time"" He turned his back,
and when he faced Spike again, he had two large rucksacks, filled with extra clean socks and underwear.
"This should hold us" he said, "and | have plenty more shirts and khaki trousers in my bureau in the
VdhdlaHilton."

Spike accepted the rucksack with alook of awe on hisface. "You know," he said in a low voice, "I
wish from the bottom of my heart that | was who | presented mysdf to be, and that | could join your
wonderful organization.”

Glorian took a deep breath and let it out dowly. "I'l tdl you this If thingsend up as | hope they do,
and everyone involved in this little undertaking achieves his proper reward or punishment, | may do dl
that | can toward sponsoring you for membership.”

"You would? Even after | lied to you?'

Glorian raised a finger and shook his head. "Weéll have to see how wel you perform in the future.
Y ou know, you've told me nathing about your red heritage. There's just the dimmest chance that you'd
be digible to join the Supernaturd and Fantastic Wayfarers Association on a technicdity.”

Spike was evidently very excited by this news, but Glorian turned away, not wishing to waste any
more time discussing that matter. He began examining the Torch Room in great detal. It was a large
room with a prominent doorway leading to a down staircase. In the center of the room was a white
marble pedestal. There was nothing on the pedestal except a smdl brass plaque that said Frobozz Magic
Pedesta Company.

"Torch Room, eh?' said Glorian in the tone of a schoolmaster whose students have just shown
themselves not quite up to snuff. It may have been the influence of the British woolen swester.

"Yes, this was the famous Torch Room," said Spike. "But the Torch was a grest treasure. It was
megica and never went out, unlike the batteries in the brass lantern the adventurer carried. |1 suppose the
torch is updtairs, in the trophy case of Morgrom the Mdignant.”

"So then, what you're saying is that we can pass on through the Torch Room as quickly as ever we
can, and forget dl about it."

"I suppose s0," sad the pseudo-neopro, "dthough maybe we could get a few bucks for the marble
pedestal if you Drawer Forwarded it back to your hotel room.”

"That would be theft! Spike, you must learn that there is good theft and bad theft, and we have no
immediate use or need for the pedestal, s0 — unnh!”

"What happened?’ cried Spike.

"I seem to have tripped over alarge rectangular mass" said Glorian, Stting up and repodtioning his
canvas hat on his head.

"Look!" cried Spike. "It's a case of beer! It's a new treasure!™

"A case of beer, atreasure?' sad Glorian dubioudy.

"Sure, don't you see? Morgrom plans to use the time machine to return the Great Underground
Empire to its former glory, and he's dready begun stocking it with new traps and new mongers and a
few new, not very expendve treasures. This beer is oursl We're the adventurers, we found it!"

"I suppose you'e right about al that. I'm rather disappointed, though. I'm not a big beer-drinker.”

"So Drawer Forward mogt of it back to your hotel room for safekeeping, and well have a bottle or
two each while you Drawer Forward some deectable food for dinner. Or lunch. Or whatever med it is
now. And it very definitdy is meditime. I'm sengtive enough to know that much.”

"Yes" sad Glorian, "that's quite a good plan. You are becoming an increedngly worthwhile
companion.”



Spike opened the case and took out a dusty bottle. "Hathead Beer," he read from the labd, "a
product of the Frobozz Magic Brewery beside the clear, sky-blue waters of the Frigid River."

"Does beer age wd|?" asked Glorian.

Spike only shrugged, wrestled off the bottlecap, and tasted a hedthy mouthful. "It ranks somewhere
between not very refreshing and terrible”

"Inmy opinion, so do most beers. All right, let me set out a hearty medl. First, as an appetizer, well
have Huitres en coquille a la Gentile, which differ from Oysters Rockefdler by being not nearly o rich.
They come baked benesth shredded |ettuce mixed with a secret sauce you can buy in a bottle. It's good
enough for us today, though.”

"Il say," sad Spike. "Am | right in beieving this food is coming from the Vahdla Hilton?"

"Yes, of course, inaway,” said Glorian. "'l have an account with Antoine's of the Mystic Plane, who
aways caters our Awards Banquets. Many of their dishes resemble those of Antoines of New Orleans,
dthough some differ for better or for worse. The oysters, for indance — Antoine's guards its recipe for
the green sauce so jedoudy, not even our combined magicd might could pry it loose from them. Now,
soup?'

Spike hadn't even finished gulping down his dozen oysters, but he nodded his head.

Glorian produced two steaming bowls of Potage alligator au Sherry. "Now, you may never have
tasted dligator before, but giveit atry. It's a good, rich meat much like beef. I'm sure youll likeit."

Following the soup, they had a choice of entrees. Spike decided on the Poulet sauce Boudreau,
while Glorian went with his dl-time favorite, Tournedos sauce Boyer. Almogt entirdy filled, they both
dill had room for the piéce de résistance: Crépes Dubaldy. Glorian explained that Dubaddy had once
been the Huguenot spdling of the family name of Abner Doubleday. The dessert had been invented in
celebration of that old Cooperstown resident's accession by acclametion to the higher plane. In honor of
the great Father of Basebdl, the crépes came with an interesting filling of peanuts and popcorn, and were
ditched together with red licorice drings. This remarkable treat was avalable only a Antoings of the
Mystic Plane, and nowhere on Earth.

"Wow," said Spike, leaning back and patting his somach, "I've never had a med quite like that
before.”

"Thank you," said Glorian, pleased, as he disposed of the dirty dishes through the rucksack, Drawer
Forwarding them back to the Vahala Hilton.

"May | ask you something? Why didn't you offer this dternative when the tortle cheated you and
mede you fetch food from the vending machines?'

Glorian shrugged. "I thought about tdling Mirakles that | could supply dinner more smply, but |
knew that he truly desired that blasted amulet. I'm very glad now that | can perform this little function,
because | just redlized that Mirakles took dl the money with him, in thet lesther pouch of his. The vending
machines would be usdessto us”

They Ieft the Torch Room by passing benesth the great stone doorway between huge marble pillars.
"Wdl," said Spike when they arrived at the north end of the Temple, "at least we found a treasure.”

"One mongter, one treasure,” said Glorian. "Except that twenty-four bottles of Flathead Beer don't
quite make up for Shugreth the Unenviable. And that doesn't even address the question of our lost hero

"Hey," said Spike more chearfully, "I told you not to worry about that. We're going to Hades and
we're going to spring him.”

Glorian only nodded. On the east wal of the Temple were more inscriptions in the long-dead
language of the origind inhabitants. "If thisis a Temple, that must be a prayer of some kind. Can you read
it, Spike?'

"W, like before, thisis dl obscure suff. It's kind of a rdigious tract concerning certain practices.
All 1 can make out is that it seeks protection from absentmindedness, from encountering smal insects,
and forgiveness for the picking up or dropping of samdl objects. Or else, depending on some of the
andent characters tha seem worn away with time, it could be a deadly warning, meaning exactly the
opposite. All | can state with sureness is thet the find verse very dearly consigns the trespasser to the



Land of the Dead."

"Some mighty religion they had, didn't they," said Glorian curioudy.

"Arent they dI?"

"What's that about the trespasser? Do you think we have to worry about thet?*

"Hey," said Spike with a grin, "we were invited down here! As they say in German, 'Sweatlos!’
We're not trespassing; and anyway, even if we were, the Land of the Dead is where we're heading in the
fird place”

"Maybe so. | just want our method of arriva to be our own choice. Did you natice the west wall?
It's solid granite. It's the biggest undecorated wal I've seen in dl the time I've been in the Great
Underground Empire. What do you think it means?'

Spike shrugged. "Probably doesn't mean anything. The Fathead Dynasty probably came to an end
before the Royd Engraver got around to chisding dl their portraits up there. Now let's hurry on south to
the dtar for a second. There's something interesting | want to show you.”

At the south end of the Temple, down a beautifully constructed stone Staircase, there was a amdl
dtar. There was dso a hole in one corner, one that looked as if it had been broken through by a
trespasser, and not designed nor intended by the builders. 1t was a amdl hole. Glorian could see nothing
by peering into it, even with his flashlight.

"Watch out for that hole, O Supernaturd Sage” said Spike. "You can travel down it with ease —
indeed, well need to go that way to approach the entrance to Hades — but the path is too difficult for
you to return that way to this dtar.”

"Then after we rescue Mirakles, how —?"

" know plenty of other ways, Glorian. Relax, you worry too much. Now, | want to tdl you this, but
after | describe the magic, please don't try it. That will only waste an hour or so. If you kned at this dtar
and pray, youll find yoursdf back out in the forest near the house. It's a quick escape if someone — or
something — isrunning hard on your heds.”

"Kned a the dtar, pray, back out in the forest." Glorian frowned in concentration for a moment,
then amiled. "All right, it's dl filed away in my imaginary brain," he said. "What about that room we
skipped?'

"The Egyptian Room? Oh, there used to be fabulous treasure there, but of course it's dl gone now.
Not athing left by that blasted adventurer!”

"You don't want to go look?" asked Glorian in surprise.

"No, | don't even want to go look. We have to keep our priorities sraight, Glorian. You, of dl
semi-people, should know that.”

Glorian clapped his companion on the shoulder. "'l was just tesing you, Spike. We're doing fine"

Spike stopped and looked at Glorian. "Don't test me" he said in a grim tone. "I don't like to be
tested. Judt tekemeas| am.”

Glorian was surprised by his vehemence. "I know just how you fed, Spike. Let's go on, then. Down
thet rathole, | suppose?’

"Whoever said that the road to Hdl was paved with good intentions probably never had to crawl
there on his hands and knees. Y es, we go down that rathole. Let me crawl infirg, for the light."

"No one ever redly said that about the road to Hdl," said Glorian, following Spike down into the
steep, tight shaft. "S. Francis de Sdes sad something like 'Hell is full of good intentions or desires.
Other amilar quotes are attributed to George Herbert, a proverb mentioned by Samue Johnson, George
Bernard Shaw —"

"Whatever they said, the floor of this burrow is neither smooth nor well-paved, so watch yoursdf. |
don't want you dipping on aloose rock fragment and tumbling into me from behind.”

"Lesswdl known," continued Glorian, "are the words of C. S. Lewis, who said, The safest road to
Hdl isthe gradud one — the gentle dope, soft underfoot, without sudden turnings, without mile-stones,
without signpodts.” "

"Ligen," shouted Spike, "your constant bragging about every book you've ever read or heard about
is sarting to make me sick. Lewis was probably saying that a good man gradudly turned evil over the



decades through love of gold or unsuitable women was more surdy damned than someone who only,
say, threw a sackful of aunt into a river. But none of that makes the dightest bit of difference now.
Mirakles is dready dead and gone, and if he ended up in the darkest corner of Hades, it doesn't make
any difference how he got there. We got to get him back out.”

"You're right, of course" sad Glorian. "l wasn't bragging, ether. | was just tadking to keep my
spirits up. I'm sorry.”

There was a short pause. "I'm sorry, too, then," said The Protector. There was another pause, of
about the same length. "I thought you were, you know, wel beyond dl those usud human worries, and
didn't have to do things like 'keep your spirits up' as you clambered down toward Hades."

"To be absolutely frank," said Glorian, who could see alighter area beyond Spike's left shoulder, "I
don't need to keep my spirits up. It's a regular service of the Supernaturd and Fantastic Wayfarers
Asociation. It's done for me | don't even have to give it a thought. | was doing dl the up-keeping of
goirits for you. My thought was that you're much newer a this and you might not be feding very
confident about soon facing some of the most fearsome supernaturd entities ever created.”

"One more time" said Spike in a low and dangerous voice. "l can take care of mysafl Stop
worrying about me. If | suddenly fed an attack of panic coming on, I'll give you far warning. Until then,
I'd be grateful if you'd just give me the credit | deserve, the same respect I've extended to you."

"Ane" sad Glorian.

"Hne" sad Spike. The two men just glared at each other for afew moments. It was clear that after
their mutud goas had been achieved, they would spend very, very little time in each other's company.
Even birthday cards were probably out.

"We seem to have fdlen out of that rough-hewn chimney," said Glorian. "Does that mean that were
findly there? In Hades at lagt?'

Spike stood up and stretched his cramped muscles. "No," he said, walking about the amdl cave. "It
just means that we've gotten on to the next destination. Thisisjust one of your ordinary, nondescript, not
too terribly remarkable caves. If it weren't surrounded by dl the other nutty things down here, this cave
would be perfect for, like, Injun Joe or hidin' suff from Long John Silver."

"Did Jm Hawkins ever hide guff from Long John Silver in a cave?' asked Glorian. "'l ask purdy as
amatter of informetion.”

Spike's amile faded. "Y oull notice three exits from this bare cave. The one to the north and the one
to the west both lead around to an interesting mirrored chamber well have to vist if we get out of Hades
dl right. Our main concern at this point is down there."

When Spike and Glorian made their way down the dark and forbidding staircase to the smdl, plain,
amog peaceful forecourt to the terrible nether world, both characters kept absolutdy 4ill. It was as if
they didn't want to attract attention, athough ther very purpose for coming here in the firg place was to
gorm the Gate of Hades and recover, forcibly if necessary, one of the new infernd residents.

"Not bad so far," said Glorian.

"Trying to be hearty again?' demanded Spike. "Not bad so far, as the old mad sad as she poured
tea for the paroled convict.”

Glorian only shrugged. "I only meant thet 1've been in the Great Underground Empire before, and
I'm not usudly surprised by what it hasin store for me, but I've never actudly set foot here a the Gate of
Hades. To be absolutey honest with you, | was expecting worse. | was expecting —"

Jugt then, there came ghoulish voices raised in supplicating moans from beyond the gate.

"Wdl," said Glorian, "thet, for one" He shuddered.

There was alarge gateway that looked as if it had been made of wrought and cast iron pieces, but
iron couldn't have survived a century in the atmosphere that seeped from within the abode of the damned.
Clouds of noxious water vapor would surdy have reduced the gate to rugt, and the poisonous vents of
sulfurous gases wouldve done worse, especidly after the two vapors mixed, meking sulfuric acid fog. So
the fence that kept out the living and kept in the ghastly dead must have been constructed of some other
substance. At another, later date, Glorian might have been interested in discovering the true nature of that
workmanship. Now, however, his atention was fixed firmly on the motto inscribed in an antique syle



over the Gate itsdf, the motto about "abandon hope' and "enter here.”

"How we doin?" asked Spike in atrembling voice.

"Whatever dse happens,” murmured Glorian, "do not let that luminiaglow of yours fade!”

Actudly, the Gate itsdf was dready open. Getting into Hades was gpparently dways easy enough
to manage. It was getting back out dive that provided the intdlectud and sometimes physicd chdlenge.

Through the Gate, Glorian saw a boundless desolation, unlike anything he'd ever imagined, dwarfing
the worst earthly battlefield or urban housing project. The battlefidld metaphor was most apt, because on
one Sde, near the fence, were hegps and piles of dead bodies, dl in varying states of decompostion.
Heavy on the fetid ar he heard more of the terible voices, each lamenting its own, no doubt
well-deserved fate.

He glanced behind him, and Spike, The Protector, was there. Glorian had not been deserted, even
here. Spike's expresson was unnaturdly pae, however, but Glorian understood immediady thet it was
from the horror of the Stuation, and not because the effect of the luminiaweed was beginning to fade.

When Glorian tried to walk through the Gate, he was pushed back by the evil spirits. The purdy
metaphoric hero of this portion of the story thought at firgt that the evil spirits envied him, or hated him, or
were jedous according to some incomprehensble plutonic reason. He tried again, pushing forward at the
Gate againg the legion of evil spirits, who began to jeer at his poor effort to gain entry.

"Now it's my turn," said Spike, stepping forward confidently. "Here's where | saw an adventurer
perform the sacred rites that will let us get sefdy past these guardian spirits, and dlow us to wander as
long as we need within the infernd kingdom itsdlf.”

"How?' asked Glorian. "Thereés nothing in any of the Supernaturd and Fantastic Wayfarers
Associgtion's handbooks covering this Stuetion.”

"That's 'cause the jedous dead don't want us living folks traipsing dl over their fire and brimstone.
Now look on the ground. See? There's some kind of ancient Zorker rdigious text, a bdll, and two unlit
candles. There's a certain combination of things we've got to do, and we've got to do them in the proper
order, or werein alot of trouble."

"And you know dl about the proper order, don't you, Spike?' said Glorian nervoudy. He may have
changed his looks s0 that he appeared like Stewart Granger in jungle gear, but he ill had his own doubts
and fears.

"You bet. Youll see. A few minutes from now, youll be shaking hands with dead people and
thanking me for the experience. Now, let's see Was it the book fird, then the bell, then the candles? Or
the bell, the book, and the candles? Or —"

"Thefamiliar phrase is 'bell, book, and candle,’ " suggested Glorian.

Spike glanced at his companion and his eyes narrowed shrewdly. "Well try that one fird, then, if
you sy 0. If you ingg. If you're so sure you know everything there is to know about Hades dl of a
sudden.”

"Do what you wish," said Glorian wearily.

"W, then," said The Protector grimly, "well do it the way | recdl it. I'll ring the bdll firs." As Spike
rang the handbdl, it became red-hot and the young man dropped it to the ground.

"Weas that supposed to happen?' asked Glorian in a loud whigper. "Was it supposed to get dl hot
like that? What if you have to ring it agan?’

"Teke a look," sad Spike. The wraths dowly stopped their gediculating and catcdls, and they
stood in place as if they'd suddenly become paralyzed. Not quite parayzed — each one had turned to
face Glorian and Spike with an expectant expresson on its face.

"Wha's that mean?' asked Glorian, his hands shaking.

"l don't know, | don't know!" cried Spike.

On the ashen faces of the long- and newly-dead were expressions of a long-forgotten terror.

"What now?" shouted Glorian, garting at every motion, every noise.

"I think were dl right,” said Spike.

"Should we get out of here, try again tomorrow?'

The Protector faced his older colleague and dapped him once, briefly, across the face. "I'm sorry,



ar.

Glorian raised one hand to his cheek. "Do you remember what you said to me upon the occasion of
My giving you a Smilar reproof?"

"Yes, O Supernatura Guide, but just now | fdt you needed it."

"Perhgps you were right. Go on."

"Next the candles" said Spike. "Matches, please.”

"Oh, | have no matches" said Glorian. "I'm quite sure of it."

"Wdl, | don't have any, | know that for a fact. Youll have to Drawer Forward some matches
quickly if we're to survive this ritud. Weve begun it, and we have to complete it, or ese we're as good
as dead." Spike lifted one hand and swept it in an arc at the ghouls and other ghastly beings slently
observing them.

Glorian wiped his forehead with one hand. "I can't even Drawer Forward matches. There are none
inthe rooms of the VadhdlaHilton."

"No matches!" shouted Spike. "Every hotd supplies books of maiches in the guests rooms! If
there's nothing e e, there's at least a book of matched™

Glorian stubbornly shook his head. "The vast mgority of guests at the Vahdla Hilton have no need
of externa means for creating fire. |, unfortunately, am one of the minority. I do not have the power to
produce fire from my fingertips, and | cannot Drawer Forward matches from the hotd. A nice mint from
the pillow, maybe."

Spike's expresson was absolutely terrified. "Were doomed now, Glorianl And, once again, it's dl
your fault! You think you're such agreat —"

Glorian held up a hand for slence. "'l did not mean to suggest that | was completely helpless. It just
appears that, once again, despite your youth and enthusiasm, we will have to proceed according to my
ideas, my plans, my thinking, and my experience. Spike, as a glowing young man, youre superb.
Otherwise —" Glorian just shrugged.

"Redly?' sad the murderoudy angry Spike, forgetting for the moment his desperate danger a the
vary Gate of Hades. "Just how do you propose to get indde and rescue Mirakles?'

Glorian stood up and leaned back agang the fence, pretending not to be bothered about the
nearness of the ghosts and other hdlish creatures within reach from the other sde. His expresson was
absolutely unconcerned. "Which would you prefer, depending on whether you've read Virgil or Homer?!
he asked Spike. "A ram and ewe whose throats well have to cut, or a few gdlon cans of blood. Either
will work jugt fine"

The Protector stared a him for along moment. Then he said, "You can't Drawer Forward me a
pack of matches, but you can get me alive ram and ewe, or gdlon cans of blood?'

"Exactly," said Glorian. "Now choose fagt. | think the natives are darting to get restless agan!”

CHAPTER SIX

Few are wholly dead:
Blow on a dead man's embers
And alive flame will start.
— Robert Graves

They argued the merits the live animas as opposed to the estheticaly neater cans of blood for quite
some time. The big problem was that because of the various times of day — first here in Hades' hdlway,
then in the Great Underground Empire generdly, and above-ground in what some folks are pleased to
cdl "thered world," and findly at the Regigration Desk of the VVahdla Hilton — Glorian's request would
not be noticed for quite some time.



The reason was that back in Vahdla, it was the middle of the night. That meant that Glorian's note
which he Drawer Forwarded back to his hotd room — a hotel room from which he was deriving very
litle pleasure a very expensve rates, he reminded himsdf gloomily — wouldn't be picked up until
morning by the housekeegping maid.

"She's going to wonder why nobody's dept in that bed again,” said Glorian to himsdf.

"Thishotd," said Spike dowly, "you redly think they've got rams and ewes and gdlon jugs of blood
stacked up in Room Service? And blood from obscure sources, too?"

"Of course, they do," said Glorian, in a tone that made it clear he thought The Protector was a
blockhead. "Every day the Vdhdla Hilton accommodates everyone from Shiva the Destroyer to, well,
semi-super, lower-leve types like me. They serve wizards, witches, dves, tralls, dwarves, demons,
dementds, ghodts, sylphs, gnomes, ghouls, faries, sprites, specters, djinn, brownies, pixies gremlins
hobs, pookas, kobolds, banshees, leprechauns, nymphs and dryads of dl persuasions, undines, nixies,
naiads, kelpies, srens, fauns, satyrs, centaurs, dybbuks, fiends, in- and succubi, afrits, lamias, zombies,
imps, poltergeists, goblins, boogeymen, Furies, Fates, were-things, seraphim, cherubim, and angdls of
other ranks, phantoms and phantasms, wraiths, apparitions, Doppelgangers, pagans and hesathens,
heretics, the good, the bad, and the ones who could maybe do something with their harr.”

"Yipe" sad Spike.

"Then you have everybody from the Tooth Fary to the Sandman to Reddi Kilowatt getting away
from it dl. And checking in youve got every god and goddess and godling from Aa Nefer, the sacred
bull of ancient Egypt, to Zuttibur, the forest god of the Says, too. With their entourages.”

"They do ahig tradein gods?' asked Spike. He had the look of the genuine acolyte on his face, and
Glorian fdt that if Spike could stay out of too much trouble, he would definitdy make it into the
Supernatura and Fantastic Wayfarers Association. After dl, there were worse types than The Protector
inthe group. Glorian had had a few memorable lunches with Loki at the table, for instance.

"And on top of everything else, remember that each one of these gods or supernatura beings
assumes helll be able to carry on hisregular and often obscene rites either in his own room at the Vdhdla
Hilton, or in one of the function rooms. They dso expect the hotd to supply whatever weird, unred, or
merdy rare item might be needed a any moment. Blood's a cinch for them. They've got vampires cdling
down at dl hours of the night for it."

"What about basilisks? You didn't mention —"

"Badilisks, t0o," said Glorian. "You didnt think | was giving you a complete ligt, did you? That was
just off the top of my head. The Vahdla Hilton serves supernatural beings you wouldn't even be adle to
put a name to, 1'd bet onit."

Spike was getting a sick look on his face. "Let's get out of here" he sad in a quavery voice. "If
we're not going to make the journey into Hades tonight, let's a least get out of the reach of itsinmates”

"Good idea," said Glorian. "Back up the dark stairway to that smdl cave?"

"We have to kill the time someplace, and the caveis as good as any." Spike shuddered. "Have you
put through your request yet?' he asked.

"No," said Glorian, yavning and garting the dimb up the Staircase to theftiny cave.

"Let's go with the cans, okay?' said The Protector in a plaintive tone. "I'm not red good when it
comes to dashing the throats of things that aren't trying to hurt me"

Glorian turned and put his hand on Spike's shoulder. "Fing" he said. "'l was planning to go ahead
with four gdlon cans, two of ram's blood, two of ewe's. Ought to be plenty for what we've got to do.”

They sat on the floor of the smdl cave for awhile. Glorian Drawer Forwarded his note. They talked
alitle more, and then they fdl adeep. One of them should have stood watch, but they both fdl adeep.
You can only expect so much from these people, you know. Besides, Mirakles had been the hero; it
waan't Glorian or Spike's job to think like amilitary genius. And they probably needed the rest, okay?

When Spike awoke, he found Glorian dready staking impatiently around the smdl cave. "You
didn't do any exploring on your own, did you?' asked the young man.

"No, | stayed in the cave. I've only been up for fifteen minutes or so. Why?'

"Oh, nothing," said Spike. The two stared at each other wordlesdy for a moment.



"Want coffee and a sweet roll?* asked Glorian at last. "They come with the room, whether you want
‘'em or not. | don't like to eat early in the day."

"Sure" said Spike graefully, "Il take them. Thanks."

"Don't mention. I've been reading.”

The Protector had amouthful of sweet roll, so he just looked up and wiggled his eyebrows.

Glorian held up a Powers That Be Printing Office pamphlet, this one entitted Hades on Five
Zorkmids a Day. "Jugt checking on procedure,” he said. "It's more complicated than | thought. The
offida policy seems to be to ignore Virgil and go with Homer, for the sake of seniority if for no other
reason. Well, it turns out that | need a lot more than a few buckets of blood."

"I don't redly want to hear this"

Glorian laughed. "None of it's so bad. There's jus a long tradition to follow. Fortunately, | had
plenty of time to put through another request and —" He looked surprised, turned his back on Spike,
and produced two large, sturdy, burlap sacks, bulging with contents. "And here we go!" he announced
with satisfaction.

"Burlap sacks," sad Spike. "I've dways admired how ussful they can be. Now, what do you have
in'‘em?"

Glorian just set the sacks on the floor of the cave and let Spike examine them. "There are two cans
ineach sack," sad The Protector.

"About the Sze of a can of paint. They get heavy fast, so | had the hotd divide the load.”

"A sword?'

"Non-magicd. Apparently, | have to dig this trench, and at the last minute | redlized that | needed a
tool. | aso read in the pamphlet that you need a sword to keep back dl the hillions of ghosts you don't
want to tak to, just so you can make yourself understood by the ones you do.”

Spike shuddered. "I didn't know we wanted to tak to any of them, except Mirakles™" he sad. "I
hadn't pictured this adventure as being so socid, if you know what | mean.”

"Use the sword to pry off the lids of the blood buckets, too. The pamphlet advised me that we
wouldnt be able to bring any non-magica items back out of Hades, so well have to leave the sword
behind."

"Aw. Now, look, you got milk and honey and wine and a plastic jug of water. | figured on a kind of
quick, quiet guerillaraid into Hell to get your pa back, and you're turning it into some kind of picnic or
something.”

Glorian stopped his pacing and stared hard at Spike. He drew himsdf up to hisful Stewart Granger
height, which was considerable, and stared down at the glowing young man. "If you redlly object to any
of this" he said in a cold voice, "you can day here in the cave, or go off somewhere dse in the Great
Underground Empire. We never even have to see each other again. But this is something | have to do,
and | have to do it according to the book and by the numbers. Understand?”

Spike did not reply. "What ese we got in here?' He lifted out a paper bag and opened it. "Round
rce"

"White barley.”

"Jeez, and I'm full dready.”

"It's not for you and it's not for me" said Glorian.

Spike closed the burlgp sack and threw it over his shoulder. "Is looking like one of Santas helpers
enough to get meinto the Supernaturd and Fantastic Wayfarers Association?' he asked, laughing.

Glorian didnt dignify the question with a reply. He hoisted the second sack and led the way back
down the forbidding staircase. Spike followed.

When they got to the vedtibule, it was just as it had been the previous evening. "Thisis going to be
rough,” said Spike. "Wish we had the matches. No good ringing the bel and reading the book without
the candles.”

"Dont worry. I've got an dternate solution to the problem of getting past dl those ghedly
guardians”" Glorian waked right up to the open gate and tried to enter. Once more, the moaning,
gediculaing shades of the dead pushed him back, trying to keep him out of Hades. Glorian opened his



burlap sack and took out one of the heavy gdlon cans. "Look!" he cried. "Blood! | bring blood!™

There was a bare ingant of dlence, and then dl the ghosts began going "Ahhhhh!" as if they'd just
witnessed the lighting of the Christmas tree a Rockefdler Plaza. The sound grew and grew, urtil it was a
desfening roar. Glorian turned to look back a Spike, who didnt look happy but & least gave him a
positive nod.

Glorian entered Hades, holding up Hades on Five Zorkmids a Day and reading doud from it.
"Stride boldly into the Kingdom of Decay," he quoted. "You will see on one hand the River of Terrible
Fire, and on the other the River of Wailing, which is a branch of the Styx. You will see the two rivers
unite around a bald and barren mount of rock, and the dreadful waters then hurl themsdves with a great
thunder into the Great River of Acheron. Thisisthe spot you must go to. Here is where Charon arrives to
ferry the recent dead into the Underworld proper, but you may have no need of his services, if dl you
want to do is speak with the Guardians a the Gate."

"I expected adog," sad Spike in a voice that trembled so much that Glorian bardly understood him.
"You know which one I mean. Three heads."

"Herakles took him away, but later he brought him back. | passed a note on to Hermes last night.
Hermes is the Guide of the Dead, you know, and Cerberus is like a little puppy with him. I'm glad
Hermes was a the awards banquet, because | begged a favor and had him take care of the Hound of
Hdl for us— but we're on atight schedule.

"Gredt," sad Spike. "l have to admit, I'm having trouble following you deeper into Hades."

"Thiswill dl redound to your credit, you can be sure.”

"Terrific, if | live to see the world ever again,”" said The Protector.

They marched around for quite a while looking for the idand rock, with the entire pack of horrible
phantoms fallowing them in the hope of snatching a few drops of the promised blood. "I think | see the
pinnacle we're looking for, about haf amile through this miasma," said Glorian, pointing.

"You know something? Hades is paved with exactly the same kind of rock and chips of stone that
you find in the tunnds of the Great Underground Empire. Asif the G. U. E. was jus an extenson of this
mongtrous place, or a kind of intelligence test for adventurers, and the dumb ones have to stay here
through eternity. Anyway, I've never experienced anything that smdled this bad, not even Shugreth the
Unenviable. It's like the gods of the underworld contracted somebody to scoop up tons of rock from the
passages above, soak them in some horrible solution until every stone reeked with a supernatura stink,
and then they brought dl that rock back here and paved the place with it. I'm chattering, aren't 1? I'm just
talking to hear the sound of my own voice"

"You have a sdientific turn of mind, that's dl.”

Spike peered in the direction Glorian indicated, but dl he could see were throngs of ghedly
guardians everywhere, cutting off ther retreat. "I do believe in spooks,” he muttered. "I do believe in
spooks, | do, | do, | do."

"Ahd" cried Glorian. "Here we are!" They stood on the bank of amighty, black, fuming river.

"Scary place” sad Spike, "but I'm glad we made it thisfar.”

Both trespassers dropped their sacks, and Glorian opened them. He drew his sword and cleared a
shdlow trench one cubit square. Then he passed the sword to Spike. "Hold 'em back. All of 'em.”

"You'rekidding," said The Protector.

Glorian poured libations around the square trench, first milk mingled with honey, then the bottle of
sweet wine, and lagt of dl the plagtic jug of water.

"You think these ghosts get anything out of dl that suff you're dumping into the ground?’ asked
Spike dubioudy.

"It's treditiond. | don't know how it works"" Then over dl hed spilled, he sprinkled the white
barley. "Got to pray now," he said, kneding by the trench. The racket of the frustrated phantoms was
growing louder and more threetening. Glorian ignored it, and addressed prayers to the ghosts themselves,
and promised that hed make a specid offering to Tiresias when they returned to the upper world.

"Who's Tiresas?' asked Spike.

Glorian ignored him. He said, "Dread Hades and awful Persephone, Lords of the Underworld, |



have no live animds to sacrifice to you now. | swear by dl | hold dear, however, that when | return to my
home on the Mydtic Plane, | will make a generous contribution to your favorite charity.”

"Huh?'

Glorian looked over his shoulder quickly. ™Y ou're supposed to cut the ram and ewe's throats and let
the blood pour into the trench, then flay the dead animds and sacrifice them, burning the flesh to Hades
and hiswife, Persephone.”

"But dl weve got are gdlon buckets."

"Right," said Glorian. "So I'll make a big cash donation to their favorite charity.”

"They have a favorite charity’? Hades and Persephone? What charity?*

"The Heart Assocition.”

"The Heart Association? That's good, | guess”

Glorian shook his head. "You don't understand. On the Mydtic Plane, there is a different Heart
Association. Its gods are more in line with what you'd expect from the gods of this place. It has many
professona and volunteer employees whose job it is to spread stress and other leading factors of heart
disease on the Mundane Plane. That will cause even more humans to die, and swel the kingdom of
Hades and Persephone.”

Spike stared up at the hazy, bronze-colored sky. "I'm never going to be happy again, just knowing
these things™

"Now the blood,” said Glorian. He took back the sword and used itstip to pry loose the fla lids to
the four gdlon cans. Spike helped him pour the buckets into the trench. The ghosts dmost went wild with
desire, but Glorian turned and held them back with his sword.

"Thet didn't fill up the trench as much as | thought it would."

"Shouldve gotten more," agreed Glorian. "But it would've been alot of trouble to carry it dl."

"Not as much trouble as | see brewing in the faces of these terrible wraiths”

"I think werre dl right,” said Glorian with forced cheerfulness. "I think we have plenty. We only have
to question Tiresas, and then we can get the hdl out of here. To find Mirakles, | mean."

Meanwhile, from the fluttering ghosts swarming back and forth by the blood-filled trench there came
an outcry frightening enough to chill anyone's bones. Spike looked around, and noticed each spirit as an
individud for the firg time, some with gaping wounds or other proofs of their violent deaths, some were
just children, or lovely maidens. "Oh, please don't take too much more time" begged the glowing young
mean. "l don't know how much more of this| can stand.”

After afew minutes, a tdl, burly, curly-haired gpparition pushed his way to the front of the crowd,
asif that was hisright and customary honor.

"It'shim, | think," said Glorian, letting out a deep breeth.

"Tiresas? Who was he anyway?'

"One of the greatest of the soothsayers of ancient Thebes. He was stricken sightless because, purely
by accident, he happened upon Athena in her bath. Athena took away his physca dght, but tried to
meake things better for the innocent man by giving the gift of seeing the future.”

"I've had days like that," said Spike sourly. At this point, he just wanted to get it dl over with and
get back to the rdaively safe passages and chambers of the Great Underground Empire, but Glorian
kept adding new chores and duties to ther timein Hades.

"Need something, right?' said Tiredas, leening on his gaff. He spoke in a faint, whispery voice like
the rugtle of falen leaves. "Let me drink, and then well get down to business. Asif | don't have better
things to do than give advice to every hero and quasi-hero who pushes hisway in here.”

"Do you?' asked Spike ruddly. "Have anything better to do, | mean?'

Tiredas had bent over, but had not yet put his lips to the sheep's blood. "Wel, actudly,” he said,
"beyond drinking my share of this offering, no. | have nothing better to do. Remember where we are. It
haan't yet occurred to anyone here to organize us dl into teams or anything.”

Glorian put a hand on Spike's am, preventing him from saying or doing anything further to delay
Tiredas. At lagt, the blind soothsayer stood up straight, hislips stained with the dark blood. "The canned
guff, right? Nobody ever bothers going through the old true ritud anymore” Now his voice was deep



and booming. "Ah well, young men, what can | do for you? Want to speak to your Mommy, find out
where she hid the slverware?'

Glorian held his slence for a moment. "My nameis—"

"Glorian of the Knowledge," said Tiresas. "Yes, | know."

"And my misson was to be the Supernatura Guide to a sort of warrior-hero —"

"Mirakles" said Tiresas. "Y ouve come to talk with Mirakles. Wdll, if you st here by this trench full
of blood long enough, hell show up. Every person who ever lived will show up, if you wait long enough.
Even when you think the last molecule of blood is gone, they'll dill crowd up to you. Thisis not a pleasant
place. Now that I've given you the benefit of my wisdom, I'll just —"

"No, gr!" cried Glorian. "Please wait jus a moment! We've come to take Mirakles back with us.
You see, he wasn't amorta hero. He's sort of a hemi-semi-demi-god, the son of Thrag the Unddighted.
We need to find Mirakles, and then travel back through the gate. We must continue our quest.”

Tiresas studied them for a moment. "That will be difficult,” he said.

"Why?' asked Spike. "Because of Cerberus? Because of the interference of Hades or Persephone?
Because —*

"Because Mirakles likes it here too much, that's why."

Glorian was astonished. "Whereis he, then? Have you seen him?"

Tiresasjud turned his white, Sghtless eyes on Glorian and waited for an apology.

"Sorry," Glorian murmured.

"'Sdl right,” sad Tiresas. "Youll find Mirakles with the rest of the red ruffians, wranglers, and
brawlers. On the Plain of Congtant Conflict. That way." And he pointed across the Acheron. "Youll find
it eesly, by the unending dlash and shrieking of warfare. Finding your friend will be smple. Getting him to
quit and go back to the dull world above may prove more difficult. One lagt bit of advice Charon, the
ferryman, requires an obolus, an ancient slver coin of Greece, from everyone he trangports. You don't
have any, do you?"

Glorian shook his head sadly.

"Get some!” said Tiresas chearfully. Then he disappeared into the massive crowd of walling ghosts.

"Get some," muttered Glorian. "How does he expect —"

"Let me" said The Protector, stepping in smoaothly. "Who wants a drink of fresh sheep's blood?' he
cried. "Who has a slver obolus for adrink of fresh sheep's blood?"

The uproar of the ghadtly guardians went up again to an even more unbearable levd. Mogt of the
shades had a coin, because it had been the custom to bury the dead with an obolus to pay to Charon; but
would they give up ther ferry-fare for a drink of blood?

The spirit of atdl, lean, and hungry-looking man stepped forward firgt. "Youll need two oboli, so
that both of you can cross theriver,” he said in afant, ghodtly voice. "I don't know if Charon charges the
same fare to come back across, because no dead souls ever make that return trip. Just in case, however,
you should get three more oboali, for the two of you and for your swordsman friend. I'll pay five oboali,
then, for a good, long, hedthy drink of the blood.”

"Dong" cried Glorian, gratified that one of this adventure's complications had been so eesly solved.

"This is the shade of my father,” sad Spike in a husky voice. He just stared at the ghodt, his
emotions nearly out of control.

Glorian looked a Spike and saw that what the young man said was true. He found himsdf deeply
moved, and he gave the sword to The Protector. "Here, Spike" he said, "I'll let you tak in peace with
your father. Use the sword to protect yoursdlf from the crush of the throng. I'll meet you a Charon's ferry
landing.”"

Spike looked from the shrouded spirit of hisfather to Glorian. "Thank you,” he said softly.

Glorian moved away, pushing his way eadly now through the crowd of thirsy shapes. Finding the
farry landing was no trouble, either. He stood there and waited, feding great sadness, wishing that
someone in Hades would pay so much just to speak with him. Once again, it struck him that being a
supernatura being was not dways the most pleasant or rewarding thing in the world. Supernaturd beings
were ether successtul in thelr assgnments, or fallures, they were rardly happy.



Apparently, Glorian's innate time-sense didn't function very wel in Hades, because he had no idea
how long he waited for Spike to return. In the meantime, an dderly woman ghost, more robust than the
others, approached him. Glorian assumed that she had drunk from the trench of blood, and that
accounted for her purposeful stride.

"Are you Glorian of the Knowledge?' she asked.

"Yes mdam.” Glorian uttered a slent prayer to the current adminigraive board of the Supernatura
and Fantastic Wayfarers Association that this old lady wasn't about to start some crazy, time-consuming
subplot.

"Thenthisis for you." She handed him a white envelope with the Sgnet ring mark of the Autoexec
onit and hurried away.

"Wait!" he cried. "Where did you get —" But she was gone. Glorian opened the envelope and read
the angle sheet of paper within:

Glorian, we dl here in the upper echdons are pefectly eated with the job youre doing. | can
promise you that when you've accomplished your god of seeing Mirakles dl the way to the end of his
quest, you will have set new standards for dl supernaturd guides on your levd to live and work by. |
think | can dso guarantee tha youll soon have to get used to living and working on a higher levd,
dthough 1'd rather not get into that just yet. You've probably aready recognized that your companion,
Spike, isthe son of the thief, the adventurer's constant competitor and antagonist. Now, certainly Spike
has given you vauable help, but please remember that Morgrom the Multi-Faced is dill a large, and that
Spike may very wel bein his pay. | know that currently you're working your way through a little hitch in
your scheme involving Hades, so | won't take up any more of your time. We here just wanted to be sure
you didn't begin trusting anyone or anything.

Good luck to you,
and may God bless.

Glorian put the note back into the envelope, then crumpled them both up and uffed the wad of
paper into one of the many pockets of his safari jacket. He'd had suspicions about Spike before — he
didnt need the Autoexec interfering and lending a hdping hand as if Glorian had never been on an
adventure aone before — and now he knew just who the young man's father was. The thief, who'd
caused a great amount of trouble, up to and sometimes induding death, for many adventurers who had
tried to map out the Great Underground Empire before it had findly been conquered by the adventurer.

But standing at the boat dock, gazing out over the visa of Hades, Glorian just didn't care. He knew
that he couldn't completdy trust Spike, but the theoreticaly red agent of The Powers That Be had met
very few people, supernatura beings, or even gods whom he had been able to trust completely.

"Veay unnaving," said The Protector, joining Glorian at Charon's landing. The glowing young man
hed kept his burlap sack, which he'd tucked through his brass-buckled belt, as wel as Glorian's sword.
Glorian himsdf had abandoned dl the rest of the items they'd brought into Hades. After dl, they'd be able
to take out only magicd things. Spike would have to lose both his souvenirs at the gate. If they ever made
it back there.

They didn't have to wait long. The number of dead souls ariving daily in Hades over the years had
increased a a dragtic rate. At an obolus a ride, Charon mugt have collected more slver than anyone in
higtory, even Croesus or the Hunt brothers. Sometime, Glorian would like to find out what Charon did
with dl hiswedlth.

The two adventurers shuffled dong in a large group of wraiths. When they got to the ferryboat itsdf,
Charon gave them a surprised look. "You two are dill divel It's been centuries Snce anyonée's tried a
gunt like thid Oh well, the best of luck to you. I'll take your coins the same as I'll take the ghosts."”

Glorian and Spike paid and found seats near the front of the ferry. They sat down and tried to look
incongpicuous, which, in that Stuation, was as frankly impossible as wrapping themselves in branches and
leaves and trying to sneak around with a bevy of wood nymphs. The voyage across the river was an
assault on every sense. The water was the foulest ether had ever amdled, and it sung fiercely when it



splashed up againg them. It had a black, bailing surface — not muddy, but something more like the tota
absence of anything in the water that might sudtain life for any creature that had ever lived. The Acheron
boomed and roared asif it were fdling from immense heights, athough within their Sght this was not true,
and when afew drops landed on Glorian's hand and he automaticaly licked the burning fluid off, the taste
made him vomit ingantly. This was not the kind of boat ride you took on a moonlit night with your best
girl. Already, Glorian was dreading the return voyage.

They disembarked on the opposite shore. "Plain of Congtant Conflict?" asked Glorian.

"The other boy's got the sword, and you don't look the type" said Charon in a friendly manner.
"But | guess you know what you're doing. Head that way for alittle while, youll pick up the din.”

"Thanks" sad Glorian. Charon only shrugged and began poling his boat back into the terrible
waters of the Acheron.

"Let's hurry up and get out of here" said Spike. "Y ou're supernatura, so maybe dl this isnt getting
to you asmuch asitisto me"

"I'm not dawdling, ether, youll notice" said Glorian. They waked as quickly as they could, until
they came to a huge, flat, barren fidd that was filled with men hacking and hewing and stabbing and doing
everything se they could think of to kill their thousands of companions.

"These are serious warriors,” sad Spike.

"There's a place for them in the world, and | guess there should be a place for them down here.
Now, asto finding Mirakles." It took a considerable amount of time — hours, days, who could tel? —
to wak around that baitlefidd and look into the faces of dl the combatants. The contending wraiths
eagerly turned to attack Glorian and Spike, but as soon as they discovered that the young men were 4ill
dive, they logt interest and looked e sewhere for an opponent.

"Look!" cried Glorian findly. "Mirakled"

"Look!" cried Spike. "A treasurel” The glowing young man bent over and picked up an envelope.
He tore it open, and ingde there was a fifty-dollar gift certificate from the Kiwi Republic Catalog.
"Terifid" ydled Spike. "l can order some —"

Glorian looked a him impatiently. "This is another minor treasure, put here to distract us. And you
know Morgrom, the Essence of Evil, has probably been watching us every step of the way. He knows
you liked these clothes.”

"I don't care" sad Spike. "Now | have this dandy gift certificate.”

"Which you won't be able to take out of Hades because it's not magicd.”

The Protector thought about that for awhile, then let the piece of paper flutter to the ground.

"All right,”" said Spike angrily, "wheres Mirakles?'

"Over there, fighting that bloody, hacked-up guy.”

Spike's eyebrows went up. "He appears to be winning."

"Il bet these bouts go on forever,” said Glorian. "Defeat brings temporary death, then the vicim
jumps up good as new and attacks someone dse"

They pondered the Studtion for afew seconds. "What's your plan?* asked Spike.

"My plan! | have to have a plan? Okay, well get his attention and persuade him to follow us back
out through the gate.”

"Are you watching what he's doing to dl those poor soldiers?' said Spike. "He's cutting them to
bitg"

"Of course, heis" sad Glorian. "Hé's the son of Thrag, the God of Just This Kind of Thing. All
right, let me make atry. Give me that supid sword.”

"Youre braver than | am," called The Protector.

Glorian went up to Mirakles, who'd just vanquished his most recent opponent and was looking
around hungrily for another. His eyes lighted on Glorian, but then, like the others, he immediady lost
interest.

Glorian took the opportunity to make one sudden, fierce attack on Mirakless swordhand with the
fla of his own blade. Mirakles wasn't expecting such a thing from a morta, and he dropped Redthirs,
more in surprise than in pain. Glorian was too quick for him, however, and scooped up the magic blade



— which was giving off the aroma of freshly baked bread as if it was prepared to air-condition dl of
Hades forever.

Mirakles stood and blinked, confused. He looked a his empty hand, and he looked & the two
swords Glorian held. "Hey!" cried the Prince of the Sunless Grotto in a stupid voice.

Glorian cracked the hero across the jaw with the pommd of Mirakless own sword. The brawny
hero collgpsed on the ground like a hdf-empty sack of lentils "Cmon," cried Glorian, huffing, "let's get
himout of herel"

"I don't believeit!" said Spike, picking up Mirakless feet. "How did you do it?'

"Tdl you later." It was obvious that the Supernatura Guide was too out of bresth to do much
taking as he and Spike carried the motionless form across the Flain of Constant Conflict and back to the
ferry landing. They were aone there, and they waited patiently for Charon to arrive.

"Haha" laughed the ferryman. "Didnt think 1'd see you so soon. It's going to cost you three oboli
atogether." They paid ther fares and took their choice of seats — no one or nothing rode back across
the Acheron with them.

About hdfway across, Mirakles began to regain consciousness. "Whack him again," said Spike.

"Oh yeah, dways me" complained Glorian. "Well, | guess it's my responghility.” And he gave the
mighty, broad-shouldered hero another clout, this time dongside the temple.

When they reached the vestibule shore of the river, Charon leaned on his pole and watched with
interest as Glorian and Spike carried Mirakles up the bank, through the mob of waiting specters, and to
the gate of Hades. Just as they were about to pass through and make good their escape, Spike logt his
burlap sack and Glorian logt the non-magicd sword. He did keep hold of Redthirst, however, and he
noticed that Mirakles dill wore the falled amulet. A few steps farther, and they dl fdl in a heap, safdy
beyond the precincts of dread Hades and anvful Persephone.

"Let'srest, just alittle bit," said Spike.

"Sure" sad Glorian, "the hard part is over. Weve got Mirakles back in the land of the living, but
only because he's hadf-god. You can't bring mere mortals out that way without specid arrangements with
the Lords of the Underworld.”

They rested for a quarter of an hour, and then they began bumping Mirakles up the dark staircase,
caing not a dl that the poor man's body would be a mass of bruises later.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Human lifeis mainly a process of filling in time until the arrival of death or Santa Claus...
— EricBerne

"Surprisal”

Glorian and Spike had been desping — once again, they'd set no guard, and were thus caught
unaware — and both sat up suddenly, staring at their vistors with anger and hatred.

"You're not deceiving me this time" cried Glorian, grabbing Redthirst and legping to his feet.
"Youre Morgrom, the File Restorer! And Narlinia, | recognize you even though you're made up like a
member of a women's harmonic Snging group! Y ou both came to gloat, | suppose, but I'm afraid | have
some bad news for you."

"Bully for you, Glorian!" roared Morgrom in a cheerful voice. "I wish we could get dong better, so
that you'd accept a compliment from me. | mean, truly, you're developing character a an daming rate. |
wigh some of my minions could do the same. No, Narlinig, darling, I don't mean you. But you've pierced
our disguises this time without a moment's hesitation.”

Morgrom had transformed himsdf into a portly, florid-faced, sandy-haired man in his early 60s. He
wasn't as fat as held been upgtairs in the house, and the long, white, bristly mustache held given himsdif



made him look dmost grandfatherly. Narlinia had her auburn tresses tightly bound with hairpins that lifted
them off her forehead and pinioned them tightly in a gather over her neck. It was not an attractive effect.
Bath villains wore military-looking uniforms of a heavy, dark blue materia. Morgrom's was decorated
with rows of battle ribbons and medds, Narlinids severe jacket and long, tight skirt just made her ook
uncomfortable.

"Cdl me'Maor,' if you don't mind," said Morgrom. "And Narlinia is my driver. Isn't that the way it
adwaysis?'

Narinia tugged angrily a her confining jacket. "I'm not haf happy about these high heds now,
dther,” she said. "The longer we spend in these Powers That Be-forsaken passages, the more | hunger
for awarm bubble bath and a gossamer white negligee”

"All in due time, my sweet," said Morgrom, the Essence of Evil.

"Perhaps nat," said Glorian, brandishing Redthirgt, “remember thet | have you at bay."

"Remember Shugreth the Unenviable?' said Morgrom smply.

There was no need for either Glorian or Spike to reply. They just nodded.

"Wadl, with a word | could summon something much less tarifying, but horrible and powerful
enough to show up your threat for the puny, fase biuff it redly is. You know that's true, don't you,
Glorian?'

Sowly, the supernatura sidekick lowered the point of the enchanted sword. He just stared a "The
Maor" and his"driver." The next move was up to the villains

Morgrom twisted the ends of the brisly mustache, something that had gpparently become a nervous
habit. "He fought well in Hades, did he not?"

Glorian nodded. "I saw none who could defest him, dthough the Plain of Constant Conflict is
populated by dl the greatest warriors of myth and history. If Hades were a dl bearable, if access to it
were easer, | would vigt it out of a foolish desire to see the greet pairings of the imagination: Conan
versus Achilles, for instance, or Siegfried barehanded againgt Jack Johnson.”

Morgrom worked some more a his mustache. "You bring up a fascinating idea, young tool of The
Powers That Be. Do you understand why those warriors of old fought so fiercdy, so determinedly
agang this defeated hulk, Mirakles of the Elagtic Tendon?!

"Only that he was in the highest rank of fighters" said Spike. "And the fighting rdlieved the boredom
and terror of Hades for those on the Plain.”

Morgrom gave a deep, hearty, red-faced laugh. ™Y ou probably noticed that they tried to block your
way out of Hades."

Spike and Glorian exchanged looks. The Supernaturad Guide shrugged. "I'm sure they would've
responded the same way whomever we tried to sted away."

Thrag's Bane, in his blue officer's uniform, shook his head. He enjoyed lecturing those he believed
to be his inferiors, which amounted to just about everyone. "All of them — from the firg prehistoric
stone-axe widding battler through the latest arrivd — hated Mirakles more than any other of the
thousands and millions who drive daily on the Plain of Constant Conflict.”

"Why?" asked Spike. "He hadn't even been in Hades long enough —"

"Ligen and learn, human boy," said Morgrom in his evil villan's voice. "They hated Mirakles most
because he was the son of Thrag, the Dogface God, the God of Smiting. It was Thrag's bloody hands
that ended the happy lives of dl the others and sent them before ther time to Hades. They blame Thrag
— and through him, Mirakles — for the years they did not spend with their wives and children, ruling
thar idyllic lands. They cdl Thrag the Well-Hated. Well, on the Plain of Congtant Conflict at least, his
bdligerent son inherited that hate, and Thrag was not there to protect him."

"Looked to me like Mirakles didn't need much protection,” said Glorian defiantly.

"No?" sad he who'd last disguised himsdlf as the rallicking Bardaf, the boon companion of John
Fadaff. "He lies before us, dead, with no hope of resurrection in these damp, dark, and poisonous
caves."

Glorian and Spike laughed doud. "You er!" cried the Stewart Granger-looking guardian spirit.
"Mirekles lives We merdly borrowed from him his consciousness with a couple of cracks across his



princdy jaw. Soon hewill awaken, and he will return to his quest, and your foul life will once again be in
danger of ending suddenly, bloodily, and with you, The Pdindromic, on your knees begging mercy from
this son of Desiphae. Y our future is much darker than you think."

Morgrom didn't respond in the way that Glorian expected. He only shrugged. "Will Mirakles never
ceas2?' he sad. "Thisway, | won't have to hire and break in yet another hero. Come, Narlinia, we have
businessin better caverns than this"

The Essence of Evil and hisfemde underling turned to leave through the westward winding passage.
Spike, The Protector, jumped up and caled out. "One question, Morgrom!" he cried.

Thrag's Bane turned and gave the young man a sneering look. "Not even a supernaturd being, are
you? The glowing part isnice, but it's just luminig, isn't it?"

"One quedtion,” said Spikein alower voice. "If you met Mirakles in the white house, and gave him
a ponderous misson — finding your Dipped Switch, if | have it right — then why did you attack him so
soon with Shugreth the Unenviable? If the Switch means so much to you, why then did you kill Mirakles
amog the next hour?'

Morgrom stopped and blinked for a few seconds. "Oh, that," he said, yawning. "Cant expect you
humans and you bottom-of-the-barrdl fantasy folk to understand everything you see with your own eyes
and hear with your own ears. That Dipped Switch is somewhere in the Great Underground Empire, and
Hades had to be examined. The person who stole the Switch may wel have taken it to Hades and left it
there. If it had been in Hades, the three of you wouldve found it, I'm sure. But it wasn't, it's sad to report
— s0 what do you say, mates? Onward with the quest? All ready to pitch in and do our parts?”

"Um," said Glorian, "why don't you just get on with setting up your next trick or trap. Spike and |
have some things to talk over, and we have to wait until Mirakles regains consciousness.”

Narlinia patted at the tight roll of hair a the back of her head. "Do tdl the Prince of the Sunless
Grotto that we're truly sorry we missed him. Tdl him I'm glad he got out of Hades dl right.”

With that, both Morgrom and Narlinia von Glech hurried off to the west and were soon out of Sght.

As soon as they were gone, Glorian surprised The Protector by turning and putting the point of
Redthirst againgt Spike's throat. ™Y ou've been a great help some of the time" said Glorian, "but | have
one question to ask, and if | don't get a truthful answer, you will die within the next few seconds.”

Spike just stared wide-eyed. He didn't even nod his understanding.

"You are the son of the thief," said Glorian. "l imagine that if Morgrom leaves any more of his
lowbrow treasures around, youll take them, but | don't care anything about that. | just want to know one
thing: Did you take the Dipped Switch in the firgt place? Do you know where it is?'

"l swear," croaked Spike, until Glorian dropped the point of the sword and the young man could
speak more fredy, "l swear that | know nothing about the Dipped Switch other than what | overheard
you and Mirakles saying. | did not stedl it from Morgrom, and | don't know whereit is”

They stared deeply at each other for severa long moments. Findly Glorian spoke. "I believe you,"
hesad at lagt.

"Hooray," said Spike sourly. "I resent even being asked.”

"Y ou're the son of the thief!" cried Glorian. ™Y ou have your own light-fingered ways. | had to ask."

"l suppose s0," sad The Protector. Further discusson was interrupted by a groan from Mirakles,
son of Thrag.

"He's coming around,” said Spike. "And he's going to have alot of questions.”

"I know," said Glorian uncomfortably.

The Prince of the Sunless Grotto moaned some more, sat up and rubbed his cheek and temple
where held been dugged by his two helpers, and looked around. "I got a question for you,” he sad in a
gim voice.

"Yes, O Son of Thrag," said Glorian, anding with his head bowed.

"Look, those Maruts, whatever they cdled themselves. We spent a lot of time fighting together and
they seemed like okay guys Were they companions of Indra or Vgri?'

Glorian took a breath and let it out. It wasn't the kind of question he was expecting. "Indra and
Vgri are aspects of the same god,”" he said.



"Ow," sad Mirakles, "my head hurts”

Spike, The Protector, sat down besde Mirakles. "Do you want to know everything that
happened?’

Mirakles thought about thet for a few seconds. "Part of me doesn't want to know the detalls, but |
guess| better hear it dl."

"Where dhdl | start?’

Mirakles rubbed his aching temples and thought. "The lagt thing | remember..." He looked up, his
face drained of blood, his eyes wide with horror. "The last thing | remember is being in the clutches of
Shugreth the Unenvigble™

"Right," said Spike, unable to suppress a shudder himsdf. "Your dead body soon disappeared, so
we assumed that we'd have to go get you oursdves. The firg thing we did —"

"You mean you boys, you more or less human young men, decided that you were going to force
your way past the gate of Hades to rescue me?' Mirakles regarded both of them with astonishment.

"Wdl, | have aduty to my hero,” said Glorian amply. "It goes with the territory. It's what we in the
Supernatura and Fantastic Wayfarers Association are there for, what 1've devoted my life to. | couldn't
just give up on you because you seemed to be temporarily dead.”

Mirakles stared for along while a Glorian. "Who are you?' he asked at ladt.

"Oh," said Glorian, laughing, "you remember. The last time you saw me | looked like a big Nubian
davein harem pants.”

"Ah, yes, Glorian. Well, keep this look. It suits you. More practicd, too.”

"And I," sad Spike, "wdl, | promised tha I'd protect you, and | didnt do a very good job. So
Glorian and | figured out away of getting into Hades — well, that was modlly his idea—"

"But it was Spike's idea about how to raise the siver oboli we needed to pay Charon, and that we'd
need an extra coin for you," sad Glorian.

They taked like that for ten minutes, filling in everything they had seen and learned since the
encounter in the Dome Room with Morgrom's God of the Nameless Night.

By the time they finished, Mirakles had rubbed dl the soreness from his muscles and was doing
what appeared to be the Canadian Air Force setting up exercises. He said nothing for a few seconds as
he huffed through his exertions, but at last he stood up and grasped each of the young men by the upper
am. "l owe you much, and by Thrag's degthly grin, you will receive your rewards. Although that al may
have to wait urtil | return to my mother's domain in the Sunless Grotto. Her protection is uppermost in
my mind."

"Sure" said Glorian, "we're not dlowed to accept gratuities, anyway."

"I'mjust akid," said Spike. "I'm not even supernaturd. 1'd be happy to have areward.”

Mirakles laughed, a deep, booming, heroic sound. "That you shdl, my Protector.”

During the last few exchanges, Glorian had been Drawer Forwarding them a good, solid med of
meet and potato soup, doppy joe sandwiches, and dices of apple pie that had been put on a grill so the
filling caramdlized a little, and topped with vanilla ice cream, mdting down over the sdes. He dso had
Cokes for dl three of them.

"S0 let me get this sraight,” said the brawny hero, licking the lagt of the apple-ice cream mixture
from his plate, "l wasin Hades, but | was having a great time, and | wouldn't ligen to you, and you had
to knock me out and carry me bodily out of there? Out of Hades? | wanted to stay there?!

Glorian nodded solemnly. "That's about the way it was."

"That's not rationa behavior, even for the son of Thrag, isit?' asked Mirakles. "I mean, given the
chance between escaping back up here to the land of the living, or remaining in the joyless underworld
through eternity, a sane person would get out of there like, well, a bat out of hdl.”

"You could look at it this way, O Prince" said The Protector. "You had findly achieved the full
expression of your warlike nature, and that caused you a kind of joy, the closest a dead soul in Hades
can cometo joy."

For some reason, the warrior-prince wouldn't buy that easy answer. "Look, even if | grant you that
busness about the expresson of my warlike nature" he said morosdy, "what about the rest of me?



Surdly ther€'s got to be more to Mirakles, son of Desiphae of the Sunless Grotto than whacking people
with swords. There's got to be, right? Or am | supposed to go through the rest of my life beieving that
I'm worthless in any other capacity, that dl I'm good for is combat? | mean, what happens when |
become king of the Sunless Grotto? Does this Hades experience foretell that | can't possibly be a good
and wise ruler to my people? That | can't find aloving wife and enjoy the comfort of beautiful children? Is
that what it means?’

Nether Glorian nor Spike had anticipated this turn of mind, and had no idea how to ded with it. "Of
course not," said Glorian in a fdsdy cheerful voice. "Who can say what the laws and customs of Hades
are? Perhaps when one enters there, you're placed among the various regions according to one of your
qudities, perhaps your most characterigtic qudity — but that doesn't mean that you don't have others
amod as important to you."

"Exactly," said Spike. "I think, from atheologicd point of view, thet it's impossible to give a retiond
explanation for anything one sees a dead soul doing beyond the gate of Hades. We just don't know
enough about whet the rules are down there.”

Mirakles stared at the rock wal in distracted thought, and gave the arguments of Glorian and Spike
adismissng wave. "l redly, redly don't like what this says about me" he murmured. "This is dl very
depressing. | may have to re-examine my entire purpose, My reason for being. | mean, what's a hero?
Maybe | should change professons now, while I'm young enough. Find something where | could help
more people, more often. Killing a dragon that's ravaging a neighborhood is good and worthwhile work,
but how often does that kind of thing come up? I'm lucky if it's twice a year. The rest of the time | admire
my reflection in the Grotto. | mean, this Hades thing has redly opened my eyes"

Now Glorian and Spike were beginning to panic. As they watched, Mirakles continued his
monologue, and his voice got lower and lower until they couldnt hear hm a dl. HEd completdy
withdrawn insde himsdf.

"Uh oh," sad Glorian. "Hero funk. It's a common-enough problem, but | didn't think it was
something we'd have to worry about with Mirakles. He didn't seem the type. He didn't seem susceptible
toit"

"Can we get him out of it?" asked Spike.

"With time, and with the right Simulus” said Glorian.

"You mean ancther Shugreth the Unenvigble™

Glorian just stared, then nodded.

Together, the two young men led Mirakles out of the small cave and through a winding passage that
eventudly led north. "Thisis that Mirror Room | said we'd have to pass through,” said Spike.

"It doesn't seem very specid to me" The chamber was just like most of the other caves they'd
visted. It was a large, square room with tdl calings Its angle remarkable festure was that on the south
was an enormous mirror which filled the entire wall. The exits to the east and west led back to the amdl
cave the party had spent so much timein latidy. As Glorian waked to the north to take alook at the third
exit, Spike stopped him with a shout. "That just goes through a narrow passage back up to the Round
Room."

Mirekles of the Elastic Tendon was staring & his reflection in the vast mirror & the southern end.
"Do you know," he said with immense sadness in his voice, "if | hadn't been so battle-crazed, | might
have spoken to my father, King Hyperenor, at the trench of blood." And then the prince's eyes squeezed
tigntly shut. It was obvious that he was in grest emotiond pain.

"Good," said Glorian impatiently, "greet. Where are we going, and what do you have in mind?'

"Give me a break, okay? Y ou're the offidd Supernatura Guide and | accept that, but I'm the expert
on this warren of tunnels and passages. There are a few places where | think that Dipped Switch might
be hidden — dong with the Hot Key Mirakles needs to open the Scroll Lock on the message from his
father. There are scores and scores of rooms and chambers and tunndls and passages and whatever dse
you want to cdl 'em down here, but I've got a shrewd suspicion, and I've narrowed down those possible
locations to just afew. All | can say is, we're going to have to check them out, one at atime”

"And this Mirror Room was one of them?' asked Glorian.



Spike shrugged.

"What's so specid about it, except the big mirror?”

The Protector laughed. "Come on, if you redly want to see what you're up againgt. Go touch that
mirror. Be careful: Don't break it."

"Breek it!" cried Glorian, walking to the end of the room. He reached out a hand. "My baance and
poise are —" He was interrupted by a deep rumbling from within the earth, sheking the room. "Wow,"
sad Glorian softly, "what was that?!

"Thet was one of the great enginesring fests of the Great Underground Empire" said Spike.

"Uh huh," said Glorian dubioudy. He looked around, but nothing appeared different in the least. He
went and peered out into the western exit, but it dill looked like the same twiding passage it had been
before. He came back into the Mirror Room. He walked up carefully to the mirror, reached out one
tentative finger, and touched it again.

Once more the earth rumbled and Glorian was disconcerted by the shaking of the room. "Don't tdl
me, I'l figureit out,”" said he of the Knowledge. He spent a quarter of an hour touching the mirror, feding
the deep grumbling of the earth, and getting no nearer to the solution of the puzzle. "All right," he said at
last, "I give up.”

"Good," said Spike, "because weve got more important things to do. We've got to get Mirakles
back on hisjourney, firg of dl."

Glorian laughed. "Y ou're not going to tdl me what that mirror means, are you?' he said.

The Protector shrugged. "Maybe later, if you're respectful and well-behaved. Now, from here we
continue north, through a cold and damp corridor that leads further west. From there we can go by dide
to the cdlar right under the house, but we dill have the cod mine area to explore. Oh, by Morgrom's
moldy mother! | forgot dl about the garlic! Well never get through there ... unless you can Drawer
Forward us garlic. One big clove for each of us”

"No problem about garlic,” sad Glorian. He turned around, and turned again dmost immediately.
He handed one large clove of garlic to Spike, another to Mirakles, and kept the third for himsdlf.

"That's going to make things so much easier,” said Spike. "Come on."

"Why garlic?'

The Protector led them through the cold passage and the dide room into the entrance to an old,
abandoned cod mine. They followed the downward doping tunnd westward, deeper into the mine. "Up
ahead," sad Spike. "Bas. Vampire bats."

Before Glorian could react to the proximity of vampires, there came a cry from Mirakles of the
Eladtic Tendon. "By dl the Faithless Priests of Thrag!" cried the prince. "Look herel"

Glorian switched on hisflaghlight and amed it where the mighty hero pointed. There was a carving
in the stone wal — a weirder carving even than those in the Dome Room, because this figures eyes
moved.

"It's ... it's an Embedded Character!" cried Spike. "I thought dl of these had been removed long
agol"

"Isit dive?' asked Glorian with some trepidation.

"Yes, and it's suffering,” replied Spike. "It must be another of Morgrom's works. We've got to st it
free. Mirakles, please, | beg you, use your enchanted sword for this noble purpose.”

Mirakles looked about himsdf as if hed just awakened. He heard Spike's urgent plea. "Yes, of
course" he said. "I'll do what | can to easeitspan.”

The Prince of the Sunless Grotto carefully manipulated the very tip of Redthirst to pry loose the
Embedded Character from its place of imprisonment on the wall of the cod mine. When the Embedded
Character was free at lagt, it knelt before Mirakles. "I pledge thee loydty and trugt,” it said.

It could hardly be caled "he" dthough it was dearly a mde figure, because it wasn't in any way
humen. He existed only barely in three dimensons. He was as thin as a drawing on a piece of paper. He
seemed to be a very old man, tdl and draight, with bushy eyebrows and piercing eyes. He carried a
stout, dmost two-dimensond hardwood gaff in one hand and was dressed in a garment of shining clath
of curious workmanship, along gray cloak, atdl pointed blue hat, asiver scarf covered by his long, gray



beard, and on hisfeet a pair of admirable black boots. In his other hand was a scroll of paper.

"Stand up,” sad Mirakles, shuddering at this fantastic product of someone's sorcerous art.

"You may aso notice that he looks exactly as Morgrom the Mdignant appeared a our
confrontation in the Dome Room," said Glorian warily.

"Yes" sad the Embedded Character, "he created me here on thiswadl, and then took my form as a
modd. I, of course, never learned his reason.”

"No one who lives can put into words the reasons for Morgrom's actions,”" said Glorian. "We were
about to search the cod mine areain the furtherance of our quest, and | believe wholeheartedly that you
will be of great help to us. Would you consider accompanying us further, as we discover the new secrets
of the Great Underground Empire?'

"I owe you that," said the Embedded Character, "and so much more.”

Spike, The Protector, started forward, widding his garlic, when he stopped suddenly. "That scroll
you carry,” he sad to the Embedded Character. "May | read it?"

"Of course" said the Embedded Character, and he handed the extremdly thin scrall to Spike.

The glowing young man read through the message quickly, then slently passed it dong to Mirakles.
He of the Elagtic Tendon blinked stupidly for a few seconds, then took the scroll and read it. "By my
mother's holy tresses™ he cried. "It's a second scrall from King Hyperenor. And it's the Second Secret of
the Sword!"

"My goodness,” was dl Glorian could say in astonishment.

"What doesit say?" asked Spike.

"Quiteamply," said Mirakles, breathing heavily, "it warns me that usng Redthirst creates a love of
battle, and the better my opponents, the greater my desire for combat. It entirdy explains my frame of
mind and actionsin Hades! This smple scroll rdieves me of dl the mental discomfort | endured today. It
restores me entirdy! It's asif —"

"A great weight,” said Glorian.

"Yes" sad the princein wonder. "Thank you," he said to the Embedded Character.

"Do not thank me" said the Embedded Character. "It was not | who put that scroll on the wall of
the cod mine. | was put there by the Essence of Evil."

"True" said Spike, "but 1'd be willing to bet the scroll was added by someone ese. Perhaps by
King Hyperenor himsdf."

There was a pause as each member of the party gazed at each other, and there were quite a few
embarrassed smiles Findly, Glorian looked around. "Garlic at the ready?' he said. "Then let's press on!”

CHAPTER EIGHT

Dead? Dead? | have been dead many years.
— Greta Garbo

There was along tunnd that traveled eastward between the room of the vampire bat and the shaft
down into the cod mine The shaft room was large, and in the middle was a smdl shaft descending
through the floor into darkness below. There was a metd framework constructed over the shaft, and it
could be used to lower a basket on a heavy iron chain. Not even Spike could fit in the basket, so the
party headed for the northern exit.

"I vagudly remember being down there once before," said Glorian thoughtfully. "1an't there a strange
meachine thet turns cod into diamonds?’

"Yes there is” sad Spike. "But surdy you, as a Supernaturd Guide, have little use for diamonds.
And [ livein this Great Underground Empire. All of its secrets are mine, as wel as its remaining treasures.
Perhaps the great Mirakles would be interested, though, in taking time off from searching for the Dipped



Switch and the Hot Key to make a diamond or two to take back to the Sunless Grotto.”

The brawny hero only sneered. "Do you think | care about treasure? Returning as soon as possible
to my helpless mother ismy only thought. Asfor treasure, well, there is a greet treasure at the bottom of
the Grotto itsdf, guarded by my shling, the mongter Smorma. So | have at least one more adventure to
look forward to, even after we finish here. You may keep your diamond-making meachine. But what
about Ed here?' he said, indicating the Embedded Character.

"Thanks for thinking of me" said the thin image of a wizard, "but the life spans of Embedded
Characters once released from captivity are very short. In a month or Sx weeks, I'll have eroded away
into nothingness. When you think of me, I'll just be a handful of dust on the wind."

Glorian's eyes opened wider. "Why," he said with red painin hisvoice, "that's the saddest thing I've
ever heard!”

Ed shrugged. "You set me free of the rock wall, where | wasin anguish every moment. Now | have
amonth or more to see what the world is like, to travel where | may ... to livel Fed no grief for me,
because you've given me the greatest gift an Embedded Character may receive: to be Unembedded.”

There was a brief moment of quiet, and then Mirakles of the Elagtic Tendon spoke up. "So | take it
thet welll pass through this cod mine area, just to check if this is where King Hyperenor left the items
we're looking for. What then? | mean, if they're not here?"

Glorian laughed. "My prince, you dill have no idea of the vastness of this placel There are hundreds
of places that reman to be searched. That's why it's not the Underground Empire, but the Great
Underground Empire. Imagineit at the height of its dvilization, or even in the days of decadence, during
the Fathead Dynadty. Imagine this vast, sunless land populated with heroes and mongers of every
description, as wdl as thousands or millions of average people. It must have been truly astonishing, for
these are but itsruins, and they are agonishing.”

"Glorian," said Mirakles, heaving a 9gh, "l explained that | didn't want to use the diamond-making
mechine. Part of my reason was that | wanted to hurry home to see to Queen Desiphae's safety. But if
you're going to stop and orate every time you get excited, then | could have gone below and done some
diamond-making, and returned before you finished.”

Glorian flushed a bright red. "Yes, my prince. | apologize, my prince. It won't happen again, my
prince, because | thoroughly understand your Stuation, and | suppose | just needed to be reminded of
our need for haste. | guess I'm dill alitle—"

There was the frightening aroma of freshly-baked bread, and someone said, ™Y ou cannot pass.”

Everyone looked around to find the source of this great, deep voice. "Wdl," sad Spike in disgus,
"that's dl we need. Over there, in the north doorway."

Blocking the exit rather effectivdly was a fearsome monger, fire coming from its nodtrils. It was
roughly of humanoid form, but it was surrounded by a darkness that swirled and Stretched toward them,
asif the darkness were aliving extenson of the mongter. In itsright hand it held a gigantic sword, lad flat
across its massve chest.

Glorian turned to his companions and tried to give them a smile. It came out weak and crooked. "I
know her," he said.

"He?' sad The Protector, cowering back from the searching wings of darkness.

"It'sthe great Glarbo,” said the semi-mythicd advisor. "She's a paid-up member of the Supernatura
and Fantastic Wayfarers Association, but she never attends our banquets or other functions. She's pretty
much the way you imagine she is. She doesn't soaidize much. Maostly we just make fun of her because of
her big feet. Look at ‘em!™

"Not to mention the fire-out-of-the-nogtrils bit,” sad Spike. "Jeez, how'd you like to gt in a nice
restaurant with someone who did that?"

"This coming from a four-foot scarecrow who glows in the dark,” said Mirakles sourly. He turned
his attention to the huge mongter, Glarbo. "I am Mirakles, son of Thrag, Prince of the Sunless Grotto. |
am on a quest, and that quest takes me to the chamber beyond. If | mug fight you to pass, then | will.
Firg, however, | ask you to step asde.”

Glarbo began to laugh, a dow, deeply-pitched laugh that sounded to Glorian like "Boom, boom.”



"I think it sounds like ‘groom, groom,’ " said Mirakles.

"No," sad Spike, "its more like flume, flume.'"

"Hate to be a negative voicein this discusson,” said Ed, "but it's definitdy 'doom, doom." "

"It'saforadling,” said Glarbo. "Whatever you hear, that's your destiny. Say, for ingance, the short,
gowing person heard ‘flume, flume' That means héll next lead you back to the dide room."

"Groom, groom,” said Mirakles. "I don't even want to think about that.”

"And I've dready explained that I'm doomed," said Ed.

"But what about Glorian?' asked Spike. "'Boom, boom." What does that mean?'

"After the awards banquet,” asked the great Glarbo in an innocent tone, "how much time did you
spend with that empty-headed Amitia?"

Glorian became furious. "Give me that sword," he shouted at the prince.

"No," said Mirakles, and dapped his Supernatura Guide across the face.

Glorian cooled down. "Forgive me once again, my prince," he sad.

"Now, why don't dl of you go awvay?' said Glarbo. "I want to be done”

"We can't leave, and I've told you why," said Mirakles.

"Glorian," sad Glarbo, "come here where | can give you something, something | don't want the
othersto see™

"Be careful, Glorian," cried Spike. "It's probably atrick.”

Glorian just shook his head and hoped that Glarbo would stand by the Supernatura and Fantastic
Wayfarers Association's mutud non-aggression pact. Members were not supposed to attack each other,
dthough some were good mythicd beings and some evil. For instance, Nalinia von Glech would not
originate anything to harm Glorian, nor he her. Morgrom, however, had long disdained to join the
Asociation. He fdt that would demean him, and so he was free to cause misary to anyone of any
description, humean, supernaturd, or divine,

"What isit, Glarbo?' asked Glorian as he drew near. The mongter towered over him.

"I have thisfor you," she said, handing im a familiar Powers Tha Be envelope, sealed with a wax
blob bearing the Sgnet impression of the Autoexec.

"I don't even know why they bothered to send me on thistrip,” said Glorian, irritated. "I mean, with
the amount of interference I'm getting, they should just have headed Mirakles in the right direction, and
left him little clues dong the way, like a treasure hunt.”

"You will be needed for more," said Glarbo. "Read the note."

Glorian tore open the envelope and read the letter from the Autoexec:

Glorian, ligen to her. The Great Underground Empire is so huge, you and Mirakles could wander
around down there until he dies of old age. I've decided to make things easier for you. You can skip the
res of this portion of the Empire and proceed to the dide room, the Maze, and then outsde to the
Barrow. Sill be careful of Spike, The Protector. Heis not what he seems. Keep up the good work!

Good luck to you,
and may God bless.

"Uh huh" sad Glorian. He fdt a bitterness and an anger that he couldn't identify. His misson
seemed to be progressing wdl enough. Why did he then fed so used and manipulated?

"Give me that letter back,” said Glarbo, "and I'll destroy it for you." Glorian handed it to her, and
she sneezed fire on both it and the envelope. "Now go, because what | said before was true.”

"You want to be done" sad Ed.

"No," said the great Glarbo, "l want to be let done.”

"You definitdly said 'l want to be done’ " said Spike. "You jus said you sad ‘| want to be let
done'"

"Whatever," said Glarbo, and huffed fire a them.

"Back through the tunnd to the room with the vampire bat," said Glorian.

"You know," said Spike, "that mongter reminded me of something. It was just like the one that



faced Ganddf and his party in the mines of Moria. The what-you-cal.”
"Bdrog," sad Glorian. "Not a member of the Supernaturd and Fantastic Wayfarers Association,
ather.”

"I would expect not," said Ed. "Did you redize that Glarbo is an anagram of Barog?"

Glorian, Spike, and Mirakles of the Elagtic Tendon dl looked a each other for a moment. "Could
this be some more of Morgrom's cursed word play?' grumbled the prince.

"No," sad Glorian, remembering the note from the Autoexec that indicated that Glarbo, however
horrible in appearance, was actudly on their side. "I think it's just a coincidence that the great Glarbo
looks exactly like a Barog and spoke the very line that Gandaf — to whom Ed here has more than a
passing resemblance — used oniit: "Y' ou cannot pass.” Coincidences like this happen dl the time in these
adventures.”

The Prince of the Sunless Grotto studied Glorian's face for a moment. "As long as you're not
worried."

"Worried? No, she even gave me a hint about where to search next. Well see the sun soon, but
only briefly.”

"Perhaps another hero would celebrate a that news” said Mirakles, "but you've got to remember
that | lived my entire childhood in the land around the Sunless Grotto, where the Sacred River ran. | find
the sun unnaturd, even repdlent.”

"I've never been outside, of course” sad Ed, the Unembedded Character, "but | have to say that
fromdl I've heard, | agree.” All this time, Glorian led them through the bat room and the chambers near
the mine entrance to the dide room.

"Wdl," sad Glorian, "this is the quickest way out of this part of the Great Underground Empire, |
believe. This twiging meta dide will lead us back to the cdlar, but no doubt Morgrom dill has the trap
door locked againg us. Fortunately, there's another way to the outsde world."

Mirakles stepped to the edge of the dide and drew Redthirst. He sniffed experimentaly. "No
bread-baking smdl,” he said. He hdd his enchanted sword tightly againg his body, then gave his béttle
shout — "For Thrag and the Grotto!" — and launched himsdf down the dide. He was out of Sght after a
turn or two.

The remainder of the group waited a few seconds. Someone far below ydled something. "What
was that?' asked Ed.

"Couldn't make it out," said Glorian. "The prince was tdling us ether that everything was dl right
down there, or ese well dl die as soon as we reach bottom." He glanced a his companions for a
second, then grabbed Spike and shoved him roughly down the dide. "Mirakles is in the dark down
thered" cried Glorian. "We forgot!"

"It's only been afew seconds,” sad Ed. "Maybe it wasn't enough time for the grues to arrive.”

"You don't have the experience with gruesthat | do," said Glorian, shuddering. "All right, why don't
you go next, Ed, and I'll bring up the rear."

Ed nodded. "I hope I don't land too roughly,” he said, sadnessin his eyes, "or | could shatter into a
thousand pieces.” He let go of the dide's edges and vanished from view.

At last, teking a deep breath, Glorian did down to the cdlar floor. It wasn't dangerous a dl, and if
he hadn't been invalved in a life-and-death adventure, and if he were, say, a human of Spike's age, he
would probably have enjoyed the dide immensdy. In any event, when he reached the bottom, he jumped
to hisfeet and looked around. His three friends al seemed uninjured and in good hedlth.

"Forgot about the darkness, my prince”" he said. "Again, | gpologize.”

"You gpologize a lot, you know?' said Mirakles with a amile. "Is that a common trait among you
supernatura types? It's dl right, we dl forgot. | heard the heavy pattering of grue feet approaching, but
Spike arrived in the nick of time"

Glorian turned to Spike. "You haven't had much to say laidy.”

"Oh," said The Protector, "I've been playing with anagrams in my mind, ever since Ed noticed that
Glarbo's name was an anagram. |'ve been working with yours, as a matter of fact.”

"Redly?' said Glorian, quite pleased. "Anything turn up yet?'



"W, there are no red anagrams of Glorian. But if you let a wild-card character represent the 'n’
then you get 'gorilla’ Glorian the Gorilla 1t's a whole new image for you."

"Of course" sad the Prince of the Sunless Grotto, "without the wild-card, youre Glorian the
Gorilna | kind of like that. No doubt, many members of your business association have run into gorillas
in thelr ime — by Thrag the Ultimate Conqueror, | wouldn't be surprised that some of your members
are gorillad But you mugt be the only gorilnaiin existence, and there's a certain vaue to being unique.”

"I suppose so, My prince," said Glorian. He found little solace in being a gorilna. He just wanted to
be liked, and he wanted to be welcome at the banquets, and popular but not too popular, and maybe win
the Joseph Campbedl Award sometime. He didn't think that was too much to ask. This was another
example of the difference in thinking between a genuine hero and a fantasy mentor.

Mirakles turned to Spike, his expresson dl expectation. "Have you tried my name yet, my boy?' he
asked.

"W, you have to use the wild-card trick with the 'k’ in your name" said Spike.

"Yes, yes?

"And then you come up with severd anagrams. " 'Miracles fird, of course. Also ‘impaers/
reclams and 'minerds' "

He of the Elagtic Tendon smiled broadly. "Bravely spoken, young man. It sounds as if Redthirst will
have more work to do before it and | return to the Land of the Sunless Grotto, to redaim whet is now
my throne and wrest the treasure from the ravenous Smorma.”

Spike came up and whispered in Glorian's ear. "Anagrams arent prophetic,” he said. "Tha was
Glarbo and her laughter.”

"You tdl him then,” murmured Glorian.

"There were other anagrams, too," Spike whispered. " 'Midayer, for one, and 'meaedier.’ " Glorian
judt laughed.

The lagt time they'd been in the cellar, they'd had only the illumination of Glorian's flaghlight. Now,
with Spike in ther number, the stone blocks looked both stonier and blockier. Mirakles pointed to a
crawlway to the south. "I want to explorein thet direction,” he said.

"Yes, but my advice from Glarbo said to leave this part of the Underground Empire through the
Maze" sad Glorian. "That'sin the opposite direction.”

"When we came down those dairs the fird time" said the prince in a stedy voice, "l chose reedily
to explore to the north. Now | wish to spend alittle time — just afew minutes, perhaps — taking a look
a what's to the south. Who in this party will stop me?* There was slencein reply.

They found themselves on the eastern edge of a chasm, perhaps the southern reaches of the same
chasm they'd discovered north of the Round Room. Glorian peered over the Sde with his flashlight, but
the light faded away before it reached the bottom. "Deep,” said Ed.

"Yup," sad Spike.

The path continued eastward until it opened up into a room, a gdlery. Most of the paintings hed
been stolen by vandals and previous adventurers, if that isnt a redundancy. What was hanging on the
wals was what's cadled in the trade "cover art.”

"Part of Morgrom's restoration program,” said Spike. "No comment on his taste in artwork."

There was a series of paintings that were dl variations on a common theme a gigantic monster
threatening a sword-brandishing, heavily muscled hero, and a usudly recumbent, beautiful young woman
with certain of her body parts of an unnaturd Sze and her limited dothing in a state of disarray.

Mirakles walked down the gdlery and examined each panting in detall. "You know," he sad,
tuning to Glorian and laughing, "if anyone ever wrote my wanderings, this is the kind of cover they'd put
onit"

"No girl," said Glorian.

"Wha?' asked the prince.

"Therésno girl in our party.”

"Ah, but remember Glarbo's prophetic laughter: ‘groom, groom'?* said Ed.

"I've had enough of this" said Mirakles. "It bores me. Let's go on.”



"You know," said Spike confidentidly to Glorian as they entered the artist’'s sudio, "there's a way
from this room upgairs into the house. But | don't think Ed would be able to folow and, besides, it
wouldn't be wise to let Miracles confront his paindromic nemesis until the prince finds the key to the
scroll.”

"Youre right, | guess” said Glorian thoughtfully. "Was that treasure chest there the last time you
came by here?'

"Treasure chest? No!" The glowing young man ran to the treasure chest and worked a opening it
for afew minutes. "Prince" he called, "thereis a treasure here, but | cannot open this lock.”

"Stand adde" sad Mirakles of the Elagic Tendon, as he drew Redthirst. He raised the magic
sword above his head and brought it down with dl his strength, shattering the lock.

Spike kicked open the treasure chest and sighed.

"What isit?" asked Ed.

Spike stood up and scowled. "A year's supply of Frobozz Magic Tortle Wax. Anybody want it?"

They marched in sllence back through the gdlery, dong the chasm, then north to the cdllar and north
again to the room with the bloodstains and deep scratches on the wadlls. "I remember this place” sad the
prince. "We went east last time. Where does your advice tdl us to go now?'

"The Maze," said Glorian. "Through there” He pointed to the west, where there was a forbidding
holein the wadl.

"The Mazeit is, then," said Mirakles, "but you'd better know the way out of it, at the cost of your
life"

Spike put his hand on Glorian's arm. "I could find my way through the Maze blindfolded,” he said.
"C'mon, follow me" And he headed west into the fird part of the grest Maze.

Glorian hurried to wak beside the young man. "You know thet | know that you're the son of the
thief, right?'

Spike gave him a puzzled look. "Y esh, 07"

"So | know you're kegping secrets.”

" Secrets? What secrets?

Glorian shook his head. "1 4ill haven't figured out if | can trust you or not. You never mentioned a
word, while we were in the temple, about your father's treasure room.”

The Protector came to an abrupt hdt in the stone corridor. His expresson was fierce. "Glorian, |
live inmy father's treasure room. Morgrom repaired the door that used to be smashed open between his
living room and the Cyclops room, and he actudly lets me live in peace in the old treasure room. You
don't know what it means to me. | know that Morgrom is the Essence of Evil, but he's busy restocking
the Great Underground Empire, and | guess he thinks I'll grow up to follow in my father's footsteps.
Maybe | will."

"I'm sorry, Spike, if | —"

"Ligen," The Protector continued, "you've got the whole world to wander, and other worlds and
other pardld universes, maybe. I've got one room that | cdl my own. I'm sorry if you wanted a peek a
it, but it wasn't necessary, and | didn't make my bed the other morning. Okay?"

"Sure, Spike" sad Glorian.

"And about trugting me Wadl, that's something you're going to have to work out for yoursdf,
because @ther you take my word that I'm on your Side or you don't, and if you don't, there's nothing |
can say thetll change your mind."

"What are you two talking about up there?' called the Prince of the Sunless Grotto.

"Weé're just chatting about how good it will be to fed the sun again," said Glorian. "It will be about
three o'clock in the afternoon, unless the emanations | fed from Venus are actudly those from Jupiter
bouncing off a giant roc or dragon or something hovering above us in the upper world. The chances of
that are very dim, of course.”

"And | was saying that 1'd have a chance to grab a fresh supply of luminia”" said Spike.

"Tdl me, one of you," said Mirakles, "how long will we be exposed to the sun's light. | swore an
oath not to enjoy —"



"We come up through the grating,” said Glorian, his forehead creased in thought, "which puts usin
the forest north of the white house. It's very near where we firsd met. Then well dip through the woods
west of the house, and into a stone barrow that leads to another part of the Empire.”

"Hne" sad the prince. "l won't have time to enjoy anything, and if we day in the trees, we may not
be discovered by Thrag's Bane"

"Exactly," said Spike. "Now, see, we can continue west, or we can turn south. Turning south brings
us to the same room as the west passage, only the long way around.”

"Wes," said Mirakles.

"I want you to fed included in the decison-making process,” said Spike. "Even though you've never
been here before. All right, here we are in that room. From here we can go any of three directions.”

Glorian pointed, and Spike nodded in agreement. The party went off in that direction, and they
traveled for some time confidently. "I don't know why," remarked the Prince of the Elagtic Tendon, "but
these passages seem even darker and danker then any of the others™

"Itsanilluson,” said Spike. "I've measured dankness dl over the Underground Empire, and it's the
same here as anywhere. South, Glorian?'

"That's the way | remember it," said the Supernatura Guide.

They turned south, but instead of another chamber of the Maze, they ran into a dead end. "Wait a
minute* said Glorian.

"Something appears to be wrong," said Ed in aworried voice.

Glorian and Spike put their heads together and reviewed every turn they'd made. As far as both
could tdl, they had been entirdy correct. Y et here was a dead end blank wall facing them, instead of the
room with the grating and the way out. "Y ou know what?' said Spike findly.

Glorian fdt histhroat go very dry. "Wha?' he said.

"I think Morgrom has been revisng the Maze."

"Oh no.”

"Anything wrong?' asked Mirakles, coming up to them. "To me, it seems like we're just in a maze of
twidy little passages, dl dike. | can't tdl how you can find your way around. But why did we come
here?'

"Rest top,” said Glorian.

"All right,”" cdled the prince in an authoritative voice, "everybody take five"

When Mirakles went away again, Glorian looked hdplesdy at The Protector. "What are we going
to do?'

Spike shrugged. "Fake it, that's what. Well just march around this Maze until winter comes if we
have to, and sooner or later well sumble on the grating room. The hard way."

Glorian took a deep breath and let it out dowly. The hard way. He shrugged, too; there was no
other way.

Mirakles got them up and waking soon, and eventualy they came to a larger room, where there
was a dry and fragile skeleton, probably that of a previous adventurer. The hapless explorer's usdess
lantern and rusty knife lay beside him.

"Here's a skeleton key," said Ed, picking it out of the dirt and mud on the chamber floor.

"Good," said Glorian, "well need that to escape through the grating.”

"Hey, you guys” cried Spike, "arent you excited about the treasure?"

"You mean the furniture?' asked the prince. "It doesn't look like treasure to me."

"Treasure isin the eye of the thief," said Spike. "Here's something | can come back and steal!™ He
was gazing covetoudy at a matching maroon sofa, loveseat, and wing chair. All three had fringe hanging
down to about Sx inches above the floor. All three also had so much dust thet they may have been in that
room as long as the skeleton.

"Gredt," sad Mirakles, "but let's remember why we're down here”

"Exactly, O Prince," said Glorian. "We just needed to stop by here and pick up the key."

The Supernaturd Guide and the glowing young man looked a each other, but neither spoke. The
party walked dong for another haf hour, until they began to amdl the aroma of freshly baked bread.



"Uhoh," said Mirakles, drawing Redthird.

They turned a corner, and before them, guarding the way into the grating room, was a gigantic
Minotaur. "How are you, Glorian?" it said.

"Hne, Minotaur,” said Glorian.

"Can't let your hero get by me, you know. That's my job."

"l undergtand,” said Glorian. "The two of you will just have to work it out.”

"I'm ready,” said the Minotaur. "Who is your boss?"

"Prince Mirakles of the Sunless Grotto," said Glorian, "I'd like you to meet the Minotaur. Y oull
have to battle to the degath if we're going to get out of here.”

"That's my job," sad Mirakles, moving closer to the Minotaur. "Nobody told me thered be
mongers down here, though.”

"It's Morgrom's doing," said Spike.

"A prince, huh? I've met princes before," said the Minotaur. "Panges, dl of them.”

"Typica braggart mongter,” said Mirakles, taking a huge swing at the Minotaur with Redthirst.

The Minotaur moved more quickly than its Sze seemed to dlow, and the sword clanged off the
gone wal. The Minotaur dammed its balled figsinto Mirakless bly, just under the breastbone.

The prince staggered back, dl the wind knocked out of him. The Minotaur hit him again, and
Mirakles fdl. "Used to be locked up in another maze thing," said the mongter reflectively. "You know
what they fed me? Seven maidens and seven youths every nine years. That may sound like a lot to you,
but believe me, it's not very muchiif it's got to last nine years."

Mirakles rolled to one sde, dill dutching his enchanted sword. He was ready to fight again, thanks
to his semi-divine hedling power. He feinted right and scored a hit on the Minotaur's lower |eft leg.
"Aargh," it grunted.

"Must've been hard, huh?' said Spike.

"Hard?' The Minotaur waved a hand, temporarily caling off the fight, and sat down hard, rubbing
hiswounded leg. "I dways promised mysdf that 1'd pace mysdf, go dow, but a growing mongter can't go
nine years without something to gnaw on. So the very firg day | had one of the princesses for lunch and
then another for dinner and maybe a third for a snack that night. Before you know it, a week later I'm
back where | started, with nine years left before the next ddivery. And those well-fed Achaeans thought
they'd been cursed!"

"Ligen," said Glorian, seeing his opportunity, "if you let us by, | can promise there will be lots and
lots of adventurers coming behind us. Adventurers dl the time! Morgrom is renovating the entire Great
Underground Empire, and youll get your hands on your share of wayward explorers.”

The Minotaur looked a him, winding in pain. "I'm not as young as | used to be," it said.

"l ask this as a fdlow Supernaturad and Fantastic Wayfarers Association member. And if anybody
guestions me about it later, we got out another way, we never even saw you.”

The Minotaur nodded. "Morgrom doesn't care thet | had other plans. You know it's not my way to
spread terror and dread. | can't help the way | ook, can 1?7 And Morgrom doesn't feed me, just the way
Minos never sent me a little souvlaki, a little pagtitso now and then. 'l tdl you what 1'd like I'd like
Morgrom and onions, fried together on a bun the 9ze of a coffin.”

"Youve earned your peace," said Glorian consolingly, Sgnding to his friends to dip past the morose
monger. "There should be some more adventurers dong, oh, within the next few hours, I'd say."

"With my luck,” said the Minotaur with a moan, "itll be some other swaggering hero out to make a
name for himsdf. Go. You and your prince, just get out of here. Jeez, did you have to cut me this bad?"

Beyond the Minotaur, they found themsdlves in a amdl room. "Cute" sad Mirakles, looking up.
"The grating up there is fagtened with a lock in the shape of a skull and crossbones. And we have a
skeleton key. I'll tdl you one thing: | hate cute. Of dl Morgrom'’s crimes, this cuteness may be the worg.”

He took the key from Ed and unlocked the grating. A shower of leavesfdl down on the prince, but
he brushed them dl away. Cleaning and then sheathing Redthirst, he climbed out through the opening. He
reached down and helped Glorian, Spike, and Ed escape as well.

"Wdl," said Glorian chearfully, "here we are, exactly where | planned, dthough it's a couple of



hours later than | thought.”

"And the barrow?" asked the Prince of the Sunless Grotto.

"WEell just amble through the woods," said Glorian, looking around and ligening for any suspicious
noises. "Thisway."

CHAPTER NINE

The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil isfor good men to do nothing.
— Edmund Burke

Mirakles was irritated. "I tdl you, before | waked under your tree, | searched this forest north,
south, east, and west for miles. I'm sure this barrow wasn't here. I'd be willing to stake my honor on it,
maybe even my life"

Glorian only shrugged. "Thisis another part of the forest.”

"It couldn't be!" ingsted the well-tanned hero. "I mugt have searched around every tree within a
two-mile radius of the white house. | know | couldn't have missed this barrow. It's as big as the house
id"

They had entered the open door of the stone barrow, and Glorian had reassured them when the
door closed inexorably and permanently behind them. "Morgrom's doing!" cried Mirakles. "Jud like the
trap door in the housa!"

Glorien tried to soothe him by paiting the air. "No, no," he said, "nothing like that. As your officd
Supernatura Guide, | advise you pay no attention to the fact that our line of retreat has been cut, and we
have no choice but to go on to greater and stranger dangers below. Trust me, O Prince. All is hgppening
asit is meant to happen.”

"Right, sure," grumbled he of the Elagtic Tendon. "Another part of the forest. Bah!"

Glorian led them forward, to a brightly lighted cavern. "You know how in old plays, if some
mydterious or magica things were to happen, the scene would begin in ‘another part of the forest™? The
barrow isin another part of the forest."

"Ah" said Mirakles, understanding & lagt. "All right, | get it. Let's move dong, then. It looks more
pleasant than the other part of the Empire”

A wide stream ran through the center of the cavern. There was a amdl wooden footbridge spanning
the stream, but on the farther Sde a path led into a dark tunnd. Above the bridge, floaing in the air, was
a ggn that read: "All ye who stand before this bridge have completed a great and perilous adventure
which has tested your wit and courage. Those who pass over this bridge must be prepared to undertake
an even greater adventure that will severdly test your kill and bravery!”

Mirakles stood at the beginning of the footbridge and stared up at the floating Sgn. He read it once,
twice, maybe three times dowly to himsdlf. Then he laughed aoud. He turned to his companions. "Either
Morgrom put that there” he said, "or it's left over from the old days of the Great Underground Empire. In
dther case, somebody hadn't reckoned on dedling with Mirakles, son of Thrag, son of Queen Desiphae
of the Sunless Grotto. Well waste no moretime.”

Glorian and Spike, The Protector, just looked a each other and shrugged. They followed Mirakles
across the wooden bridge. Ed, the Embedded Character, followed slently behind, as usud.

They headed southward, into the center of the great cavern. Stalactites and stalagmites of many
gzes were everywhere. The vast chamber glowed with the dim light provided by a phosphorescent moss,
and the feding of eeriness in the cave was intendfied by the weird shadows that seemed to stalk them
dong the rocky wallson dl sides.

Spike cleared his throat. "You may wdl notice that the rock of which this cavern is formed is
limegtone” The young men dill had an unfortunate tendency to lapse into his overbearing tour-guide



persona at times like this. "As you will remember, the tunnds in the portion of the Great Underground
Empire we previoudy visted were chifly granite. Here we have limestone. Perhaps a geologist would be
better able to explain this Stuation, but I'm better able to get you through it dive. Let's move dong now
to the southwest. | warn you, for a brief time well pass through a dark tunndl. | assure you, youre dl
quite safe. No grues have ever killed atraveler in that tunne, unless he was foolish enough to dawdle too
long."

"Say, Spike" sad Glorian, garing up at the high, vaulted celling, "isthat the luminiayou use to make
yoursHf glow?'

Spike maintained his lecturish tone. "No, the luminial depend on grows above ground. I've taken
the liberty of naming my species 'Luminia spikea." This phosphorescent mossisrelated, | believe, but I've
never been able to study a sample of it. Therefore I've not dassfied it. | leave it to some future botanist
to examine the moss. He or she may have dl the credit. I'm not the jedlous type.”

Glorian heard a difled chuckle from Mirakles as they crossed a shdlow ford and crept into the dark
tunnd. As amdl as it was, it appeared to have been enlarged a one time, and the inner wals had been
smoothed.

They emerged a the north end of aformd garden. "Remarkable”" said the prince, wandering about
the grounds for afew moments. "The style of this part of the Underground Empireis so different from the
other. It's so much more pleasant here.”

"Take that as an ominouswarning,” said Glorian. "This areais every bit as deadly.”

"I think it dl reflects the tastes and preferences of the particular Flathead king who was in power
during the building of each section,” said Spike with a yawn. "Confidentidly, no one seems to have made
any records concerning who did what, and certainly no one today cares at dl.”

Mirakles pulled a his lower lip in thought. "The cavern's walls are hidden here by hedges —
recently trimmed hedges. That means that Morgrom has his workers meking renovations here, too,
turning this place into his twisted vison of what it once was. Look, there's a break in the hedge here" He
drew Redthirst and hacked away some underbrush.

"And there's a carefully manicured path leading south,” said Ed.

"You're not going to believe this™ said Spike.

Everyone turned to see what held discovered. In a bed of roses was a lovey, white-painted
gazebo. On the far Sde of it, a unicorn — a true unicorn — was grazing on the grass.

"Now," sad Mirakles, "theres something you don't see every day. And it's a very handsome
unicorn, too. | believe it's the first innocent creature I've come across in this entire adventure. It's the first
| won't have to defeat in battle or deal with in some other way."

"Dont be too sure" said Glorian. "You are not out of the testing phase of your quest, 0 it's unlikdy
that youll meet anything here that you won't have to ded with."

They dl sat on white-painted iron chairs around a white iron-lace table in the gazebo. It was cool
and regtful there, and they dlently regarded the unicorn, which showed no dgns of panic. On the table
were place mats and a tegpot. There were no cups or saucers, or teain the teapot.

"Wadl," sad the prince, "what now?"

"I'm not exactly sure," said Spike, "but if we St here long enough, sooner or later the denizens of this
part of the Empire will make themsdves known and demand some response. In the meantime, we
deserve alittle rest, anyway."

"Wdl," said Mirakles, "I don't want to rest. Every moment | St here, Morgrom the Maignant moves
nearer to possessing my mother, the queen. | can judt picture her, blissfully unaware of the approaching
evil, gazing a her lovey reflection in the waters of the Sunless Grotto, her two amdl, transparent wings
beating dowly and creating the breath of arr that supports dl lifein the kingdom.”

"All right,”" said Glorian, "why don't you go explore the south end of the garden. As | recdl, we may
need this tegpot filled with water. I'l go back to the shalow ford and fill it."

"Right," said Mirakles. "You know, Glorian, | have come to redize you are not the Weasd Spirit |
once cdled you. We are dl friends now. We are a party of adventurers with common goas. Somehow
thet makes my burden lighter.”



"Thank you," said Glorian humbly. He knew he was blushing, so he took the tegpot, crawled back
through the dark tunnd, and filled it up at the stream. Then he carefully made his way back to his sedt in
the gazebo.

"While you were gone” sad the son of Thrag, "I approached the unicorn experimentdly. It
bounded away. When | went into the south part of the garden, the unicorn returned. It doesn't seem to
be concerned about us at dl now."

"It's a beautiful animd," said Ed. "Like a horse with a horn."

Glorian and Mirakles just looked at each other. The prince muttered, "That Embedded Character
ure has an artig's eye.”

"What did you discover to the south?' asked Glorian.

Mirakles of the Elagtic Tendon thought for a moment. "What do you cdl it when you take a bush or
ashrub and trim it into the shape of something?"

"Topiary," sad Ed.

"Thank you," said the prince. "Topiary. Weird topiary.”

Glorian leaned back in hisiron-lance chair. "As| recdl, the topiary was in the shape of a dragon, a
unicorn, a huge snake, a huge dog that wasn't right somehow, and some humean figures. Y ou aways got
the feding that the topiary was moving and changing positions when you weren't looking, but when you
looked back, it dl seemed the same.”

Mirakles nodded. "That's the same creepy feding it gave me, dl right,” he said. "Except the shapes
of the bushes are dl different. It mugt be Morgrom's doing. Now they're things that could be used as
wegpons. a knife, a revolver, a coil of rope ending in a noose, something that 1ooks like a bent pipe, a
wrench, and a candlestick.”

"Thisisnot a place I'd want to bring my kids" said Ed. Everyone stared at him for a few seconds.
The Embedded Character just spread his hands. "Well, you know what | mean. Asif it should be filled
with sweet little old blue-haired ladies in tennis shoes whom no one can stand anymore.”

They passed through another tunnd and came to a circular room whose high caling was logt in
gloom far overhead. Eight identical passages led out of the room.

"Thisis the centrd room of this part of the Great Underground Empire" said Spike, "just as the
Round Room was in the previous section. This room is the Carousel Room, and it could be made to
rotate rather quickly, so that the average tourist lost his bearings and had a difficult time finding the exit
passage of his choice. The famous adventurer who findly conquered the mysteries of the Empire turned
off the mechinery of the Carousd Room, and | am happy in the extreme that Morgrom hasn't turned it
back onyet."

"From here" sad Glorian, "we can travd to the eight rather separate areas of this didrict of the
Empire. The exit to the east goes back the way we came, to the garden and back to the closed stone
door of the barrow. The exit to the northeast meets the same path farther aong. Beyond that, the choice
isyours, O Prince"

Mirakles spread his hands. "Is this the area where the new dragon is supposed to be endangering
wayfarers?' he asked.

"The kimono dragon,” said Spike. "Yes. The passage to the northwest."

"Wdl," said the son of Thrag, "I fed obliged to diminate that dragon. That's part of my hero's
nature, and | consider it a sacred trus.”

Glorian fdt uneasy, because dragons dways overwhedmed his somewhat limited mythologica
weapons. Dragons tended to overwhem everything. "l suggest we search dsawhere before we tackle
the dragon,” he said gumly. "If we find the Dipped Switch and the Hot Key firg, we might not have to
face the dragon at dl.”

"By Thrag's pierced pdmd" cried Mirakles. "I'm disgppointed in you, Glorian. After dl, didn't The
Protector offer to murmur in my ear the Sngle stratagem that would defegt the kimono dragon?

Spike stared down at the ground and pushed some pebbles around with his foot. "I lied," he said in
aquiet voice.

"Thet was when he was dill pretending that he, too, was a member of the Supernaturd and



Fantastic Wayfarers Association,” said Glorian.

They dl stood around and looked into each other's faces for a few moments. Then Mirakles
shrugged and said, "Wel, let's go do it anyway."

"Right," said Spike hesitantly.

"Sure" said Glorian diffidently.

"Hey," sad Ed, "while| was dill Embedded, | heard the Control Character himsaf was in this part
of the Empire. Maybe well get some help when we least expect it."

Spike led the party northwest, into a room that was cool and damp. "I've never even heard of the
Control Character,” he said.

"Above The Powers Tha Be is the Autoexec," explained Glorian. "Above the Autoexec is the
Control Character. No one | know has ever seen the Control Character. A lot of us Association
members even think he's a myth. | mean, a non-existent myth, not like the real mythsthe rest of us are.”

The ar was filled with mist. The path began to curve back on itsdf again and again, and soon led
them to a wide stone bridge. They paused there for afew seconds to catch ther breath.

"Sill carrying that teapot of water, Glorian?' said Spike.

"y es"

"Gaing to put out the dragon's fire with it?" asked Mirakles with alaugh.

Glorian shook his head. "Itll come in ussful if we have to search to the southeast of the Carousdl
Room. Youll see. Maybe."

The stone bridge was partidly ruined, but it was dill impressve. Far below in a degp chasm, water
rushed dong with a murmurous voice. From the north end of the bridge, a paved path led into a large
open space, a huge cavern full of broken stone. The wals were scorched and there were deep scratches
on the floor. There was a sooty, dry amdl inthe arr. "This is where that other dragon dwelt," said Spike.
"The one killed by the adventurer.”

Mirakles nodded. "All dragons lars are pretty much the same. | would have recognized this place
assuch.”

Glorian turned to Spike. "Yet didn't you say that a new dragon had taken up residence here?' he
sad.

"Yes" sad the glowing young man. "Can you see, far in the rear of the cavern, to the left, a amdl
sructure? It's made of bamboo and rice paper. That's the home of the kimono dragon. She knows we're
here. If we wait a little longer, shell take it as a chdlenge and come out. Then shell invite us into her
home."

"Invite?' said Mirakles. "I've never been invited by a dragon to do anything. Usudly, you just run
across adragon and it kills you or you kill it."

"As | tried to explan earlier," sad Spike, "the kimono dragon is unlike any you've ever seen or
heard of. And more dangerous, too."

"We could just pass on by," suggested Ed. "There's a nice, wide passage to the west, or we could
go back across the bridge.”

"By Thrag!" said Mirakles. "The Prince of the Sunless Grotto is not afraid to face any creature!”

"In addition," said Glorian, "you probably wouldn't be alowed to by The Powers That Be. My
experience tdls me that this is probably your ultimate test. | don't think you could avoid it, even if you
wanted to."

He was correct; even as he spoke, asmdl figure made its way from the amdl house at the back of
the cave, toward them across the broken stone of the floor.

"Here she comes" said Spike. There was greet fear in his voice,

"Wha?' excdlamed Mirakles. "She can't be any bigger than you! She'stiny! Does she bregthe fire or
anything?”

"No," said Glorian. "Y ou've passed dl your physca chdlenges. Thisis an intdlectud test. You see,
on aquest of this nature, brute strength is not enough. Y ou must demonstrate that your mind is worthy, as
wadl. I'm sure the kimono dragon will present you with some kind of riddle or puzzle to solve, and your
life— @l our lives, perhaps — will depend on your netive wit."



"Hey," sad he of the Elagtic Tendon, backing away and rasing his hands, "nobody said there was
going to be a written part to this. | understood that 1'd just have to hack and hew my way to the god, and
| was perfectly prepared to do that. Springing surprise quizzes on me isnt far. That wasn't part of the
origind bargain.”

"I'm sorry, Prince" sad Glorian. "You agreed only to find the Dipped Switch for Morgrom.
Nothing was said about the nature of the dangers aong the way. You agreed implicitly to face them dl,
whatever they were."

Before Mirakles could spesk again, the kimono dragon arrived. She was, as the prince had said,
only about four feet tal. She was dressed in a formd Japanese kimono, which was made of a lovdly,
purple and cream-colored flord brocade. She dso wore an obi, the traditiond sash, around her
minuscule wais.

Her head was not much larger than a grown man's hand, and covered with bright, beautiful yelow
scaes. Her eyes were red, and cast down modestly toward the ground. The scales shaded from ydlow
to orange and then to red at her throat. Her wrists and hands were a brilliant emeradd green, and her
lower legs and tiny bare feet were of the deepest violet color.

"Makes you wonder how anything so beautiful could be so deadly,” whispered The Protector.

"I ill don't see how she's deadly,” said Glorian.

"Jug wait."

The kimono dragon bowed to them, and spoke in alow, humble voice. "Please, honored travelers”
she said, "I summon the courage to beg you dl to honor mein sharing teaiin my wretched abode, there in
the back of this miserable cavern.”

Glorian and Spike looked at Mirakles, but said nothing. The prince was very definitdy not pleased,
and his expression was gravely troubled, but at last he spoke. "We would be the honored ones" he said.
"We thank you for your generous invitation.”

"Please, then,” said the dragon, "fallow me, and beware the footing.”

Mirakles nodded and followed closgly behind her. Then came Spike. Glorian transformed himsdf
agan, this time into an dderly Japanese gentleman in traditiona Japanese clothing. Ed brought up the
rear, being more careful than ever about where he stepped. He was in serious danger of fdling and
bresking off an important appendage or two.

They removed ther shoes or sandds and placed them neetly together facing the dragon's door.
Then they entered the flimsy-looking structure. There was a front room which was furnished formaly and
gparsdly in the Japanese manner, with only asmdl table in the middle of the room, surrounded by tatami
mats. There were diding rice-paper doors that indicated other rooms, but nothing could be guessed
about what they contained.

The dragon indicated the mats and bowed. "Please" she said.

Glorian and Spike returned the bow and took ther places, Stting cross-legged at the table. Ed
followed, and then Mirakles rductantly did the same.

The kimono dragon began the ancient Japanese tea ceremony, interrupting the ritua procedure only
once to comment on Glorian's tegpot. "Ah," she murmured, her eyes on the table before her, "a white
Hall Airflow, no decoration. Twenty-two dollars, book price. Very nice, guide-san.”

"It's not ming" said Glorian uncomfortably. "It's the one from the gazebo.”

"Yes, guide-san, | know." Then the dragon returned to her mixing, whisking, and sarving. She
prepared the tea by bailing water in an iron kettle over a charcod brazier. There was not much ese on
the table except for the bowls from which they'd drink, and a smdl lacquered box.

The kimono dragon deposited a amdl quantity of tea in Mirakless bowl, then added some boailing
water, and began whipping it with a bamboo whisk. The prince looked questioningly at Glorian, who only
hdd a finger to his lips. The dragon whisked the tea for a very long time, then handed the bowl to the
brawny hero with a bow.

"You mug drink it in three 9ps and a hdf,” murmured Glorian.

"Why?' said Mirakles.

"Locd cusom,” whispered Spike. "And observe the palite slence”



Mirakles did as he was indructed. He lifted the bowl suspicioudy to his lips and drank it. He
returned the bowl to the table.

The kimono dragon smiled. "Now, hero-san,” she said softly, "are you fortified to consider my most
unworthy yet vexing problem?’

Spike leaned toward Glorian. "Don't we get any?' he asked.

Glorian's expression did not change. "If our prince screws up here, well get plenty. | can fed it."

Mirakles looked at Glorian for help, but the old Japanese gentleman stting across from him averted
hiseyes and said nothing. "Yes, by Thrag's eternd fury!" the prince swore. "What isthis riddle, then?'

Glorian thought he saw the little kimono dragon blanch a bit a the prince's tone, but it must have
been hisimagination. Scales don't blanch, he redized.

The dragon reached forward and opened the beautifully painted and lacquered box. Just then, there
was the very audible cry of ayoung woman, asif removing thelid of the black box had been asignd.

Mirakles got quickly to his feet, drawing Redthirst, which was gving off its strong bread aroma
"Who do you have back there? Some captive princess or something?'

The dragon 4ill studied the tabletop. "Yes, exactly," she said in her low voice. "A captive princess.
If you solve my puzzle correctly —"

The Prince of the Sunless Grotto did not wait any longer to hear the kimono dragon's explanation.
He crossed the room of the tea ceremony and threw back the diding door.

Beyond was another room, smdler than the fird. In it was a rather gorgeous young woman, wearing
adirty and bedraggled gown, stting on a rock in the corner. There was a manacle around her left wrigt,
and she was chained to the rock. She didn't actualy seem to be conscious, but as Mirakles gazed at her,
she heaved another mournful cry.

"By Thrag and by the Grotto!" said the prince loudly. "She is the most beautiful woman I've ever
seen, except of course for Queen Desiphae, my mother. If | had not taken an oath to forswear dl
pleasure until | completed the task Morgrom set before me, | would waken her now and take her to
wife"

Glorian had left his seet at the tea table and come up behind the prince. "Great hero-san,” he sad,
"you may win this princess only by solving the problem the kimono dragon will give you.”

"And what if | refuse?' cried Mirakles. "What if | amply free this lovely princess and carry her out
of here? Who will stop me?’

"The Powers Tha Be will stop you," said Glorian sadly. "This | know for certain. It will not be
dlowed.”

Glorian watched the prince's expresson change, from defiance to wrath to resentment. Fndly,
Mirakles said, "I've learned enough in the last few days to know that you speak the truth. Then | mugt
conquer the dragon and her puzzle, for though the princess knows it not, | have dready pledged her my
heart." He turned and went back to the tea table.

"You are most wise, hero-san,” said Glorian, taking his seat across from Mirakles.

"And what becomes of those who fail?' asked Spike.

The kimono dragon kept her eyes on the lacquered box, but she permitted hersdf a amdl amile. "I
have saverd rooms filled with modern art of my own creation. My chosen form of expresson is
free-form sculpture, which | weld together from the armor of falled heroes. It is, no doubt, of no artidtic
merit as critics judge such things, but it gives me pleasure. | would be honored to show you the remains
of your predecessors before you view the contents of this box."

Mirakles gave agrim laugh. "I don't care aworm's whisker for the fallures. Let's get on with it."”

"As you wish, hero-san," said the kimono dragon. She lifted one graceful hand and put it into the
lacquered box. When she removed it, she held a golden bdl. This she gave to Mirakles.

Mirakles turned the bl over in his hands and studied it, his brow furrowed. Then he passed it to
Glorian. "What mugt | do?' he asked.

The kimono dragon answered. "You mug take it and tdl me to whom you wish it delivered. If your
decison is correct, if you choose the proper person, you may dam the princess. If you choose wrongly,
then you and dl your companions will die, | will not say how. And that marvelous, fragrant sword of



yourswill be added to a work-in-progress | am tentatively caling Adagio in Steel £3."

The prince looked at Glorian. "l ill don't see why | can't just cut her puny head off and get out of
here

Glorian's voice was as sad as death. "As I've told you, The Powers Tha Be require you to make a
decison. But | could not have foreseen this™ He held the golden bdl up. "Thisis a golden gpple,” he sad.
"Onitisinscribed For the Fairest. On the other Sde it says Frobozz Magic Golden Apple Company.
It's the Judgment of Parisdl over again. It appears you are doomed, hero-san.”

"Why?" asked Mirakles. "I've never been to Paris”

"No, no," said Glorian. "In ancient Greek mythology, the Trojan War was caused by a golden apple
just like this one. It was given to a youth named Paris to decide who deserved it anong Aphrodite, Hera,
and Athena. Each of the goddesses promised him vagt rewards if he chose her. He gave it to Aphrodite
because she promised him Helen, the most beautiful woman in the world. The trouble was, Hden was
married to a powerful king, who got dl his dlies together to hdp get his wife back. Paris was the son of
the king of Troy. You know the rest. It's a puzzle with a no-win solution.”

"Wdl," said Spike, "actudly | don't know what happened at Troy, but how does that affect us here?
Where is the peril ?*

Glorian rubbed his forehead weerily. "After Pariss decision, the two goddesses who lost were very
jedous and angry, of course. If our hero-san doesn't choose correctly, hell incur the wrath of alarge part
of the super-pantheon that the Supernatural and Fantastic Wayfarers Association serves. He — and we
— would probably be blasted to dust in minutes.”

"I could give this to my mother, the Queen of the Sunless Grotto," said Mirakles thoughtfully, "but
somehow | fed that's not the correct solution.”

"I don't know what the right answer is, either,” said Glorian hdplesdy. "I could create some more
golden apples that said things like For the Barest, For the Rarest, For the Sparest, and so on. That
might appease some of the other goddesses. Or | just might be able to change the wording on this gpple
to read For the Forest, and you could leave it in the woods in the upper world." He placed the golden
apple back on the table.

"Choose now," said the kimono dragon in a shilant whisper. "I need to hear but one name from
your lips"

"No, Glorian," said Mirakles decisvely, "yours are dl transparent tricks, and would surely result in
our sudden deaths. That is not how | wish to die. | prefer meding death with Redthirst in my hand, like
thid" And he drew the sword back and brought it down in amighty stroke, splitting the golden gpple into
two parts.

"The gpple!” cried the kimono dragon. She gave a high-pitched cry and fdl limply to the tatami mat.

Glorian laughed. "The Gordian Apple" he said approvingly.

"Look," cried Spike, "one hdf says For the Fair, and the other hdf says est.”

Mirakles looked around at his companions with grim determination. "The firg portion | will give to
the princess whom this creature keeps prisoner, as soon as | rescue her.”

"EstisLatinfor 'heis' " sad Ed in an offhand kind of way. "I would surmise that it belongs to the
Control Character."

"If there issuch abeing,” said Spike.

"No more tak," said Mirakles. "Glorian, get out of that shape and pick up the gpple pieces. I've got
hero work to do."

Spike just shook his head admiringly. "He's greet to watch, isnt he?!

Glorian didn't answer. He'd transformed himsdf into a middle-aged woman, a tough Katharine
Hepburn-type wearing a femae verson of the rugged khaki outfit hed worn as a man, with a long skirt
and sengble shoes. He grabbed up the two haves of the golden apple and put them in a pocket of his
skirt. Then he hurried to see what Mirakles was up to.

The mighty hero had gone to the princesss cdl. Once again he lifted his enchanted sword and
brought it down, severing the chain that bound the princess to the rock. The lovdy young woman didn't
respond. "Isit a pel?' asked Mirakles.



"More of atrance" said Glorian. Mirakles heard the difference in his voice, turned, and looked a
his Supernatural Guide. He was quite evidently shocked. "Do you honestly think you're going to be as
ussful to mein that form?* he said.

Glorian gave him a Hepburn glare and said in a husky voice, "Il matich you mile for mile Just
because I'm awoman now —"

"All right, dl right," said the prince. "We don't have time for this How do | get her out of the
trance?"

"You kiss her, of course," said Spike.

Mirakles raised his eyebrows, then turned back to the princess. He leaned forward and gave her a
chagte kiss. She shook hersdf awake, then noticed the prince and the rest of the party. "Thank you for
rescuing me from that horrid creature,” she said in avoice like aslver bel. "'l must leave now.”

"Apple" said Mirakles impatiently.

Glorian looked at the two pieces, and handed the For the Fair hdf to the prince, who knelt and
offered it to the princess,

The young woman took it and sighed. "l see you've found a way around the hopeless riddle" she
sad. The more she spoke, the more ddightful her voice seemed. "No goddess could be jedous of me,
for it says only For the Fair, and does not imply that | am in any way more attractive than anyone else.
But | cannot accept thisfrom you, Sr. | was betrothed at birth, and | mus remain fathful to my intended
husband."

Mirakles looked crushed. "And who is this man? By Thrag, he and I'll discuss this matter most
thoroughly!"

The princess shrugged her pretty shoulders. "I do not know his name™ she said. "I know only that
heis a prince whom some cdl 'The Unhamsatringable.’ Beyond that, he is a mystery to me, and | languish
here between dragons, waiting for him to come to me."

Mirakles laughed. "Then know that | am he, for | am Mirakles of the Elagic Tendon, which is but
an dternate trandation of your betrothed's epithet.”

The princess eyes opened wider. "And you are a prince?’

"I am of the house of King Hyperenor and Queen Desiphae of the Sunless Grotto. The king is now
dead, and the redm ismine to daim when my quest is ended.”

The princess cried doud with joy. "Then you are indeed he” And she threw her ams around
Mirakless neck.

Glorian stepped closer and said urgently, "Let's get out of here before the kimono dragon recovers.”

"Yes" sad the prince, "youre right. We mugt escape while we may.” The brawny hero, the glowing
young man, the beautiful young woman, the tough older woman, and the Embedded Character hurried
out of the cdll and through the dragon's ceremonia chamber.

"Which way now?" asked Spike.

"Weg," sad Glorian. "We may as wdl search that way next, as long as were in this part of the
Great Underground Empire.”

Mirakles paid little attention to Spike and Glorian's discusson. He and the princess walked aong,
holding each other around the waist, and gazing longingly into each other's eyes.

Spike shook his head. ™Y ou know, thisis going to dow us down," he said.

"I never anticipated it," said Glorian. "We're just going to have to keep prodding them forward, or
Separate them somehow.”

Spike laughed. "Sure. I'll leave the job of separating them to you. | think it would take semi-divine
powers."

Glorian sghed and looked up toward the high, vaulted caling. "Why me, O Autoexec?' he
exdamed. "Why me?'



CHAPTER TEN

Money can't buy friends but you can get a better class of enemy.
— SpikeMilligan

The members of the party were dill congratulaing themsdlves on ther escape from the kimono
dragon. "Wdl," said Mirakles, turning to his new-found love, "I know you're a princess, but | don't even
know your name."

She blushed and cast her eyes down. "I am Princess Mdithid,” she said, "of the House of Fourth.”

"Mdithid," said the prince in a oft voice. "That's the most beautiful name I've ever heard.”

It was clear to Glorian, Spike, and Ed that the two royas were going to go on like that for some
time They were dl hungry, so Glorian Drawer Forwarded a sumptuous celebratory med of thick,
charcod-grilled bear steaks, surgeon filets a farmer sdlad of mixed greens and aronica, potatoes bryant,
cherryhs jubilee for dessert, and great tankards of stout.

"You know," sad Mirakles, as Glorian refilled the muscular hero's tankard, "I've never egten this
wdl inmy life | dmaost hope we don't find the Dipped Switch for alittle while longer, because despite the
battles and the illogicd aspects of this place, moments like this dmost make it dl worthwhile” He turned
and gave Mdlithid afond amile

Glorian raised hisown tankard in atoast. "My friends,” he said, "it doesn't get any better then this”

"Sure, it does" sad Spike. "I can think of sx things I'd rather be doing right now, and that's not
even induding sex or winning the Campbel Award.”

"Wdl," sad Ed, "this is the best time I've ever had, and I'm graieful to you dl for Ieting me
accompany you."

They dl sat in slence for a few moments, gazing into the upward-pointing beam of Glorian's
flashlight, which had to stand in for a campfire. "Well deep here" decided the prince, "and when we
wake, well continue our journey westward.”

"You know | mugt leave soon, my darling,” said Mdithid sadly. "I have to be sure that my unicorn is
dl right. | haven't seen it in absolutdly ages.”

"We saw it earlier today," said Spike, "and it seemed perfectly well. It was grazing on the lawn near
the gazebo."

The princess nodded. "Thank you, but | have my responsibilities, too."

The son of Thrag frowned. "How and where will we meet again?' he asked.

Mdithid leaned over and gave him a kiss on his well-rounded shoulder. "Very little happensin these
cavernsthat | don't hear about,” she said. "As soon as I've attended to my duties, | will hasten to rgoin
you."

"In the meantime,”" said Mirakles, removing a golden ring from his finger, "I give this to you as a
remembrance.”

The princess took the ring, but it was too large to wear on any of her fingers. She tore a narrow
grip from the hem of her gown, threaded the ring onto it, and tied the piece of doth around her neck. "I
love you, my prince," she said sadly, "but | have no such token to give to you."

He laughed. "Tear another strip of cloth, and | will wear it tied above the ebow of my sword-arm.”
She did as he suggested, and bound the materid around his bulging biceps. "There, now," he said. "In
evay battle, whenever | raise my enchanted sword, Redthirst, your strip of cloth will be like a banner to
me, a martid flag to remind me that | am fighting for more than merdy mysdf, or even the safety of the
gentle Queen Desiphae. | will be fighting for you, and for our future together."

A tear fdl softly from Mdithid's eye, and she stood up. "I'll go now," she said, "because if you say
another such thing, I'll not be able to leave you, ever."

"May that soon be true, my love" said the Prince of the Elagtic Tendon. She turned, sobbing, and
hurried back toward the large cavern from which they'd just escaped.

"Do you think shell be able to sneak past the kimono dragon's house?" asked Ed.



"I think the kimono dragon is dead,” said Mirakles. "That's the way these riddle sequences usudly
work."

"Good," sad Spike, "because after we explore the northwestern corner of this part of the Empire,
we have to pass through that cavern oursdves. It's the only way back to the Carousdl Room and the rest
of the area."

"You know," murmured Mirakles, "she didn't take any light source with her. I've noticed that certain
dwdlers in this Great Underground Empire don't carry torches or anything, and never seem to be
concerned about grues”

"Maybe they've signed specid pacts with the beasts or something,” said Ed.

The hero just shook his head. "Just more illogicdity.”

They talked for a while longer, and then stretched out on the cold stone floor to deep. Glorian
provided them with blankets and pillows by Drawer Forwarding, and in the end they were dl farly
comfortable. They each dept until he could degp no more, and Glorian served a light but nourishing
breakfast. He returned the dirty dishes, the blankets, and the pillows to his room in the Vahala Hilton,
and then they started the day's march.

Thefirg chamber they came to was decorated with beautiful frescoes of someone battling dragons
and rescuing far maidens. "Hey," said Mirakles, "I've done these thingd"

"So have many other heroes, my prince," said Glorian reprovingly in his Kate Hepburn voice.

Unfortunately, the frescoes had been blackened and cracked by intense heat, and 0 it was
impossible to determine who the hero actudly was. "Evidently,” said Mirakles, "this damage was done by
the great fire-breathing dragon, before it was killed by the legendary adventurer who solved the puzzles
and sacked the Empire of its riches. No doubt Morgrom will get around to restoring the paintings, and
hell probably insert his own ugly face for the hero's.”

That brought laughter from the rest of the party. They took one find look at the scorched frescoes,
and continued on the west-leading path.

"Know what you forgot, Glorian?' said The Protector after alittle while.

"Forgot?' said Glorian dubioudy. "Me? We Supernatura Guides are trained never to forget.”

"You left your tegpot in the kimono dragon's house.”

Glorian looked a Spike. "Oops," he said. "Wdl, | suppose | can get a pot of tea from the hotd and
throw the tea away and fill the pot with water, if | have to. No problem.” It was clear that he was shaken
more than alittle by this lapse, though.

"Weé're headed for the bank area now," said Spike. "I can't imagine that well run into any trouble
there. There never used to be any ogres or tralls or other unpleasant creatures in the bank. It was more
of a problem than a danger. There was treasure there once, and the adventurer had to be particularly
clever to make off with it."

"S0 let me get this sraight,” said Mirakles. "The kimono dragon was my find test. Does that mean
we're going to find the Golden Dipped Switch and the Hot Key soon? No more mongers to fight or
anything like that? | find the Switch, | take it back to Morgrom, | use the Hot Key to open my father's
scroll and learn the Third Secret of the Sword, | meet my princess and take her home to meet my
mother. Then the rest of you dl go your separate ways and we write to each other for a year or two and
then never hear from each other again. Istha how it goes?

Glorian considered how best to explain things to the prince. "I'm redly not alowed to tdl you too
much about how the universe works," he said. ™Y ou've heard me mention the Campbell Award.”

"Only about amilliontimes™ said Spike.

"Wdl," said Glorian, ignoring Spike's sarcastic tone, "Joseph Campbe| formulated a circular mythic
pattern. He was able to relate this pattern to myths from dl over the world, from every century and every
culture. At firgt, the Hero gets a Cdll to Adventure, which may or may not be refused.”

"Yes" sad Mirakles, "I remember that. | refused until Thrag's Bane offered me my father's scrall in
return for a service”

"Exadtly," said Glorian. "The Hero usudly finds supernaturd ad in one form or another.”

"That'syou dl over, an't it?' laughed The Protector. "One form or another?"



Glorian continued to ignore him. "Then the Hero crosses the firg threshold and begins the
succession of trids. Some heroes reved themsdlves to be unworthy, and are killed or prevented from
achieving their gods. These trids are more than merdly tests to seeif you're strong and fit enough to be a
Hero. They function as a psychologica exercise program that will change your outlook without your even
knowing it. Y ou must be made ready to pluck the fruit of victory — in your case, recovering the Switch
and Key. After that comes the mystical union with the Greaet Goddess.”

Mirakles backed away. "The Great Goddess? Who is the Great Goddess? Which of the many in
your super-pantheon is greatest?'

Glorian spread his hands. "In a Hero's case, a specid woman may represent the Goddess, may
even be the Goddess hersdf in human form. There are many different ways that it can go. | beieve
you've dready met this woman, but you have yet to consummeate the mydicd marriage.”

"Mdithid!" cried Mirakles.

"Yes. That's probably why she departed before we dept last night. You won't see her again until
you've achieved your materid god."

"And then | take her home to meet Mother,” said the prince, his eyes wide and shining with tears of
Joy.

Glorian frowned. "Wdl," he said dowly, "I shouldn't tdl you this — technicdly, I'm bresking a big
rule here — but the Hero generdly faces a new series of tests on his way back to the Red World. You
haven't sniffed your lasgt loaf of freshly-baked bread, and you haven't dan your last mongter, ether.”

The Prince of the Sunless Grotto only let his head fdl back, and he laughed heatily. "Bring ‘em on,
Glorian! I'm ready for anything! For the rewards you promise, I'll hack my way knee-deep through an
amy of trolls and ghouls™

"You may haveto,” said Spike.

"Let's go on," sad Mirakles enthusadticdly. "We have to search the bank area. Which way?
Straight ahead?'

"Yes" sad Spike.

The entrance hdl to the former Bank of Zork was not far away. At one time it had been the largest
banking inditution in the entire Great Underground Empire, and owed its magnificence to the ornate and
odtentatious tastes of the late, fabuloudy wedthy J. Pierpont Flathead, who pursued the unusud hobby of
gving away, anonymoudy, the sum of one million zorkmids — to persons he had never even met. He did
this twice, as a matter of fact, and then suddenly redized how stupid he was being. So he sent his four
largest and most persuasive henchmen to vigt the beneficiaries, and thereby recovered most of what hel'd
given away. From then on, his motto became "A penny earned is mine."

Thefloor of the entrance hdl was covered with alayer of rock and brick dust, and there were paths
of footprints leading to the northwest and northeast corners. Spike kndt and put a forefinger in the dugt,
then tasted it. "Just as | thought,” he said, Sanding again. "Thisis fresh. Some of these footprints are only
hours old.”

"What do you make of it?" asked Glorian.

"I have an ideg," said Spike, "but | don't want to say anything until we take a look for oursdves.”

"Which way?' asked Ed. There didnt seem to be much to choose between the northwest and
northeast paths.

"That way," said Mirakles, pointing to the northeast. He gave no reason for his choice, but as the
designated hero of the party, he didn't need to. The others followed him and found themsdlves in a amdl
teller's room, which had been used by a bank officer who retrieved safety deposit boxes for the bank's
customers long ago. On the north side of the room was a 9gn which read "Viewing Room." On the east
Sde of the room, above an open door, was aSgn reading "Bank Personnd Only."

"SAfety deposit boxes" sad Spike excitedly. "If the Dipped Switch and Hot Key are hidden
anywherein the whole Empire, a safety deposit box here seems like a very possible choice. We may be
only afew yards awvay from success”

"Well see" said Miraklesin agrim voice. "l have a hero's tendency to doubt smple solutions. Stll,
we have to examine every room here" He strode across the dusty floor to the open door to the east.



"Wait, my prince," caled Glorian. "It might be safer to look into the Viewing Room fird."

"Hesright," said Spike. "After dl, were cartainly not Bank Personnd. There will surdly be dl sorts
of tricks and traps beyond that door to keep out the uninitiated. Like us”

"Safer, Glorian?' sneered Mirakles. "Your Weasd Spirit showing its beady-eyed little head again?
Jugt follow me and youll be safe. I'l take dl the risks™ As he spoke, he dowly withdrew Redthirst from
its scabbard across his broad back. He turned again and passed through the east door.

Glorian, Spike, and Ed dl looked at each other briefly and hurried after the prince. They followed
him down a very long hdlway to a large rectangular room. The east and west wadlls of the chamber had
been used in the heyday of the bank to store the safety deposit boxes, but every sngle one had been
removed, dashing Spike's hope of finding the Switch and Key in one of them. There was another large
doorway, just like the one they'd come through, on the west Sde of the Safety Depository, and a smdler
door to the south.

"What's that?' asked Ed, pointing to the north "wal."

Glorian looked and saw a shimmering curtain of light. "I don't know," he said worriedly.

"Il tdll youwhat it is" sad Spike. "It's part of the strange transportation network set up within the
bank. That curtain can transport you to severd different places. | don't know how it's done, but it wasn't
working the last time | was here. This is part of Morgrom's renovation, and those footprints mean his
workmen are around here somewhere, restoring the inner chambers of the bank, | suppose.”

"What do you do?" asked Mirakles.

"You walk through the curtain of light," said Spike, "but theré's atrick to it."

"Forget it for now," said the Prince of the Sunless Grotto. "Let's see what's through that door to the
south.”

What they found was the office of the former chairman of the Bank of Zork. They aso found twelve
white-faced creatures who moved diffly around the room performing various chores. They lurched,
actudly, and it didn't take Glorian long to redize they were zombies. Zombie carpenters. One turned to
face them, his face a ghastly mask of horror. "Mmmm," he said in a dead voice, "fresh bread.”

Mirekles stood there, holding Redithirst cocked back over his shoulder, ready to drike, but the
zombie carpenters offered them no threat. They went about their various tasks, which induded laying
expendgve, deep-pile carpeting on the floor, gaining newly fitted mahogany panding, and indaling lighting
fixtures on the celling.

After along while, the prince relaxed a little and put down his sword. He looked a Glorian, who
only shrugged. It was very quiet in the room, except for afaint sound of moans, groans, and heartrending
weeping coming oftly from the zombies as they fixed up the chairman's office. They may have been
captured forever in aterrible undeeth, but they put in an honest day's work nonetheless.

"Good grief," sad Spike, indicating a smdl dgn that had been thumbtacked in place where the
portrait of the bank's founder once hung. The dgn read All renovations by Frobozz Magic
Contracting Company.

"Where to now?" asked Mirakles.

"Let's go back into the depository,” said Glorian, "and through the curtain of light, if we can.”

The prince nodded. As the party passed through the door of the chairman's office, one of the
zombies called after them, "Have anice day!"

The sefety depository was exactly as they'd left it. "Il bet Morgrom will have that work crew out
here next," sad Spike.

Mirakles gave awry smile. "'l can see him as atycoon,” he said. "J. P. Morgrom, financier.”

They stood before the curtain of light. As they stared a it, it gave them an uncomfortable,
disorienting feding. Once more, Redthirs began to give off its warning fragrance. "Me fird," said
Mirakles with a growl. And he disappeared through the curtain of light.

Glorian, Spike, and Ed followed immediately. The feding of disorientation increased as they passed
through, but then they found themsdlves in a very smdl room. There was nothing in the room. Not even
exits

"Oops," sad Ed.



They looked around for afew seconds, but the room was absolutely bare, just sone walls, a sone
caling, and a stone floor. There were no secret pands or other discoveries to hold thair interest.

"I wonder what thistiny room was for,” asked Spike.

Glorian gave the young man a dow wink. "Maybe J. Pierpont Flathead explained his policies here
to his secretary inintimate detall. If you know what | mean.”

Spike shrugged. "Maybe."

"Oops again,” sad the Embedded Character.

"What do you mean, Ed?' said Glorian.

"I mean that | turned to go back through the curtain of light, and there's no curtain of light there now.
Jugt a blank wall."

"Hmm," said Mirakles, "it appears that we're trapped in a smdl, square, stone room with no way

"Yegh," said Spike, laughing, "but appearances can be decalving. Follow me, and ask no questions,
because | can't answer 'em.” He walked resolutely toward the stone wall, and then gunningly he was
gone. Somehow, he passed right through it.

"Good enough,” said Mirakles, and he followed. Glorian went next, and Ed brought up the rear.
They dl found themsdlves back in the safety depository.

"Diffuson," said Mirakles. "Refraction. The Coriolis Effect. | understand now."

Spike danced from one foot to the other. "Now here's the red surprise!” he said, grinning. "Follow
me back through the curtain of light."

"Why?" asked the Prince of the Elastic Tendon. "There wasn't much to do in that little stone room.”

Before he finished spesking, Spike ran through the curtain of light. Glorian spread his hands and
sad, "Heslived down here dl hislife'" and disappeared through the light barrier. Mirakles and Ed did the
same.

Thistime, they didn't end up in the smdl stone room. After the feding of disorientation passed, they
found themsdlves in the main vault of the Bank of Zork. There were no doors here, ether. There were,
however, another couple of dozen workmen, many large stacks of newly-printed zorkmid hills — with
Morgrom the Mdignant's face on each one — piled agang one wadl, and Morgrom himsdf,
accompanied as usud by Narliniavon Glech, thistime wearing her Princess Dawn des Mdaondes ouitfit.

"Prince Mirakled" cried the Essence of Evil in a jovid tone. Hed changed his appearance agan.
Now he looked about thirty or forty years younger, like a farly recent graduate of some high-power
business college, young and handsome with abundant blond har parted on the left Sde. He was wearing
a good, expengve blue suit with a ydlow power tie, and shiny wingtips that must have been imported
from someplace where gnomes and dves stay up dl night making the world's best footwesar.

The Prince of the Sunless Grotto pointed a Morgrom with Redthirst. Y ou fool me not in this guise,
Thrag's Bane" he cried.

"You don't understand!" said Narlinia bresthlessly. "You must redlize that we're dl working on the
same sde, that we're dl one team, and we have to cooperate.” She was wearing her long, Dorothy
Lamour hair and the tight, red-sequined gown.

Mirakles turned on her and snarled, "Why should | believe anything you tdl me?'

"Because you're a prince” she said, "and I'm a princess! | don't think you've ever seen me in my
true identity before, the Princess Dawn des Mdaondes. You and | share a sengtivity, a duty that only the
well-born can comprehend. You and | have more in common with each other than with any of these
other people, induding Morgrom.” As she spoke, she came closer and closer to Mirakles, until with her
last words she had clutched his strong right arm with both of hers, preventing him from using his sword.

He looked down into her beautiful face, and for a moment his expresson wavered. Glorian was
afrad that Mirakles would fal at this late stage of the adventure and fdl victim to Narlinids temptation,
but the prince shook his head a couple of times, asif to clear it, and then he flung Narlinia away. She
landed in a hegp a the feet of Morgrom the Pdindromic. "I have met a true princess, worthy of my
devation," he said to her hardhly. "Take whatever shape you will, 1 have looked into your heart and |
know what lurks there."



Narliniadid not get up. Her lip curled in a sneer. "Do you mean Mdlithid?* she said. "Hal She may
be your firg princess, but | can assure you that you're not her firg princel Ask Glorian if you don't
beieve ma"

"Bah!" said Mirakles.

"Friends, friendd" said Morgrom. "Let's leave these lovers quarrds until later, until our mutua quest
has ended. There will be time enough to sort dl the rest of it out when the Dipped Switch has been
recovered. Who knows? The answer to our hero's destiny probably lies in his father's scrall, so dl our
efforts should be in one direction: finding those missng items. Every other distraction should be put out of
our minds."

"Inthisinstance, Thrag's Bane speaks with an undeniable wisdom," said the prince. It was clear tha
he found it disconcerting to agree with Morgrom about anything. "Yet | find mysdf thinking that I've
sruggled and fought my way from the white house to this Bank of Zork, fadng grues and Glarbo and
Shugreth the Unenviable, gone to Hades and back, outwitted a dragon, and done deeds that will
someday make a great saga. I've done dl thisin pursuit of something | promised you I'd find. Yet now |
discover that you're doing nothing to help me. You're here in your bank instead, overseeing congtruction
work. Morgrom, | wonder if I'm risking my lifein a sane cause."

Morgrom came nearer and clapped Mirakles on his broad back. "Prince, prince” sad the Essence
of Evil, "try to see things from my perspective. | explained that | need the Golden Dipped Switch to use
the time machine to restore this Empire more quickly, more effidently, and more completely than my
limited resources now permit. Y ou've no doubt run across some of the meager treasures I've left in these
caverns.”

"Tortle Wax," snorted Spike.

Morgrom paid no attention. "I have a huge amount of work to do, Mirakles, my friend. | have to
oversee the recongtruction of this bank, yes. It may not mean anything to you, but it is a vitd part of the
Great Underground Empire. At the same time, I'm responsible for work going on dl over this vast
subterranean area, most of which you haven't even vigted yet. And dl | asked of you was to locate one
litle switch. From my point of view, I'm the one doing dl the difficult labor, and you're the one who's
faled again and again in the sngle Imple task | asked of you."

Mirakless outraged bellow could probably have been heard dl the way back to the Round Room.

Morgrom the Mdignant only shrugged. Even though he now looked like a bright, ambitious young
MBA, he was dill the Essence of Evil. "To be brutaly honest with you, son of Thrag," he said, "I can no
longer afford the investment in time and dain underlings that you represent. | think perhaps it's time to
dispense with your services entirdy and seek out the assstance of a new hero. There are dways plenty
of new heroes coming aong, right, Glorian?'

Glorian stepped forward, regretting that he was in a femde form a the moment. Siill, he drew
himsdf up to his full height and glowered, hoping tha hed create the proper psychologica effect.
"Morgrom,” he said fiercdly, "if by your words you are threstening the life of Prince Mirakles, or any in
our party, | have to warn you that —"

Morgrom raised one hand and a cold blue light surrounded it. He pointed his glowing blue forefinger
a the prince, who deflected the strange energy with the flat of Redthirst's blade. "For Thrag and the
Grotto!" cried the hero, and he flung aside his enchanted sword and legped at his enemy.

They fdl to the dusty floor and wrestled there, ssemingly so equaly matched tha for a long time
neither could win an advantage. It was a bizarre Sght, as the Prince of the Sunless Grotto was dressed in
his bare-chested, semi-barbarian manner, and the Essence of Evil wore atidy, well-tailored banker's suit.
Another odd aspect of their combat was the slence. Neither so much as grunted or gasped for bregth.

They rolled over and over in the thick dust of the vault's floor. Findly, usng a wredling trick
well-known to heroes but obvioudy a surprise to the villan, Mirakles ended up stting on Morgrom's
chest, pinning the evil one hdplesdy to the paving stones.

"I could kill you, you know," said the prince in triumph, "and for the depredations you devised
agang my innocent mother, perhaps | should dispatch you to a netherworld where your powers will not
aval you."



Morgrom, however, didnt seem in the least bit worried. He only raised his voice in a high,
screeching wall.

Mirakles looked over his shoulder a Glorian, an unspoken question on his face.

"I don't know," said Glorian warily, "but 1'd guess he just summoned aid.”

Sowly, the Prince of the Elagtic Tendon stood, freeing Morgrom. "My oath dill binds me" said the
gret hero, "even though | know you have no such scruples™ Mirakles hurried to where held flung
Redthirgt and retrieved his weapon.

"Let's get out of here before were trapped by Shugreth the Unenvigble” sad Spike. "Or by
something even worse." He shuddered.

"Lead on," said Mirakles, his eyes dill upon the supine form of his arch-foe,

Spike led them through one of the walls, which seemed to be made of solid stone, but that proved
to be an illuson. "I've got to come back here later," he said. "l owe it to my heritage to sted the new
money Morgrom's printed up.”

"That should be the least of your current worries,” said Glorian. "Look."

Coming out of the vault into the safety depository, they found themsdves fading a dozen of the
zombie workmen, only these zombies were ndther oblivious nor drangdy friendly. They were
murderoudy angry, and armed with their work tools, two-by-fours, and chunks of stone, they blocked
the party's escape.

"Get behind me, dl of you," said Mirakles.

"Therés twdve of them," said Spike fearfully, "and only one of you!"

The prince only laughed and legped forward to the attack. With one dash of Redthirdt, he cut the
head off the nearest zombie, and with the backstroke he beheaded another. The two decapitated undead
began wandering around helplesdy in the large depository room.

Then the remaining ten zombies closed in. The greatest weakness of fighting with a broadsword is
that its widlder is helpless if the enemy somehow gets too near. Mirakles found himsdf unable to take a
good swing a any of the ten zombies, and he began kicking and shoving them out of range, but it
appeared that soon they'd overpower him.

Glorian entered the battle, having firg transformed himsdf into a tdl, hooded masculine figure with
grong arms and legs. He looked like an executioner, and the headsman's axe he carried complemented
his outfit. He wore black trousers hed up by a wide black legther belt. He was as bare-chested as the
prince, but he wore one black leather gauntlet on hisright hand.

There was a sharp pike at the top of the poleaxe, and Glorian reached forward and stabbed and
cut at the zombies, driving them back far enough for Mirakles to lop off therr heads. "I don't think," said
Glorian, dightly out of bregth, "that theré's ... any red way ... of killing 'em.”

"They're dready dead,” sad the prince, who seemed to be enjoying himsaf immensdy. "Without
their heads, though, they can't find us. All right, we've got mogt of them. Let's get out of here and on to
the next part of our search!”

Spike led the way again, through the east door that led back to the teller's room. "Oh, no," muttered
The Protector, when he redized thet the teller's room, too, was filled with blood-lusting, armed zombies.
"Glorian," he cried franticaly, "Drawer Forward me a wegpon!™

A few moments later, while Mirakles was separating a few undead bodies from ther puzzled heads,
Glorian gave Spike something that looked like a Roman short sword. "Watch me now!" shouted The
Protector, as he waded into the crowd of zombies.

More and more zombies appeared through the room's north portd, but the three fighters never
found themselves in danger of being overwhelmed. They fought back-to-back, shoulder-to-shoulder,
holding off the undead with heartening ease. The zombies did little more than shuffle around stupidly, even
with their heads firmly attached. They made only the most dumsy of attacks with their hammers and
wooden clubs, but the problem was thet there appeared to be endless numbers of them.

"I want to see if some of Morgrom's power rubbed off on me" said Ed. The other three warriors
had forgotten he was even there, danding safely behind them. He was much too fragile to get into a
figfight with a zombie, but he had a brave heart. That came from the Autoexec only knew where,



because Ed had been created by Morgrom, after dl. Ed's persondity was entirdy different from the
Essence of Evil. Ed had proved to be awarm, friendly, courageous companion.

Now he threw back his slver scarf and raised his paper-thin hardwood daff. He muttered a few
words, and dl together the zombies stopped what they were doing and stared a him. "Go back!" cried
Ed. "Go back to work! Finish your chores! This bank must be ready for business, and you have a firm
deadlind"

"Deadlineisright,” muttered Spike.

To thar amazement, the zombies turned and staggered out of the tdler's room, leaving Mirakles,
Glorian, Spike, and Ed dl done.

"That, gentlemen,” said Glorian, shivering with rdief, "is our cue” He led his friends through the
south exit, into the bank's main entrance, then east through the fresco room.

"WEell have to sneak through the great chamber where the kimono dragon dwdls”" sad Spike. "But
if the Princess Mdlithid could do it, | think we can, too. After dl, the dragon's house was in the far rear.
We won't go anywhere near it, and we won't make a sound.”

"My friends," said the prince, "and you are dl indeed my friends, | thank you for your ad. | think it's
safe to say that, by Thrag! we kicked some zombie butt in there! | was prepared to do dl the fighting
mysdf, but your courageous help made it much less of a trid. I'm sure Morgrom won't underestimate us
agan."

"WEell see" said Glorian. He didn't sound confident.

"Where do we go next?' asked Mirakles.

Glorian looked through the eye-holes of his black hood a Spike, who only shrugged. "My prince,”
sad the semi-mythicd being, tuning to Mirakles, "have you ever climbed down into a deep, dark
volcano?"

CHAPTER ELEVEN

All you need in thisworld isignorance and confidence, and then successis sure.
— Mark Twain

None of the zombies or any of the Paindromic Enemy’'s other nefarious dlies followed them as they
hurried back through the dragon room and then south across the grest, ruined stone bridge. "What are
the odds now?" asked Mirakles.

Glorian raised his eyebrows. "The odds that well find what were looking for before Morgrom
destroys us?' he asked.

The prince nodded.

"Wdl," sad Glorian from within his executioner's garb, "l can't help feding that Morgrom isn't
meking as good an effort to kill us as he could be.”

"Right," said Spike, "sgtting aside for the moment the fact that he actudly, truly did kill Prince
Mirakles here, and we had to go to Hades to fetch him back. | mean, the prince was dead, as dead as
you can possibly be. Doesn't that count in your estimation?”

They were in the cool room just northwest of the Carousd Room. "I thought he explained that to
you before," said the Supernaturd Guide. "Morgrom had to kill Prince Mirakles but not us, so that we
could go to Hades and rescue him, and in the meantime, seeif the Dipped Switch and the Hot Key might
have been hidden down there. It was a gamble, but evidently Morgrom fdt the odds were on hissde

The others thought about this for afew seconds. "But we've been attacked since then,” said Spike.

"Jud now, as a matter of fact," sad he of the Sunless Grotto.

Glorian laughed wryly. "If you can cdl that sumbling around by those death-wimps an attack. |
don't. | never actudly fdt that we were in true danger.”



"Yeeh," sad Spike, "but what about the kimono dragon?!

"What about her?' asked Glorian. "The prince is atrue hero, not an impaostor. Any true hero would
have solved the problem the same way — and that's dways been true. A lesser adventurer would have
just sat there drinking tea and playing her deadly guessing games until he was just another notch on the
kimono dragon's obi. That's not the fate that's in store for the son of Thrag, however."

The prince laughed. "What ismy fate, O Guide?'

"Wdl," said Glorian thoughtfully, "there are three separate areas or neighborhoods of the Great
Underground Empire, which once formed part of the greater nation of Quendor. We've vigted dl of the
fird third and about hdf of this one. Y et you've completed dl your initiation tests —"

Mirakles turned to look at Glorian. "I meant to ask you about tha," he said. "l did think that I'd
passed dl those tests. So that's why | was caught off-guard for a moment in the bank. What was that?
Another test for extra credit?'

"That waan't atest," said Spike. "Tha was just good, old-fashioned meaningless violence"

"Ah," said the prince, "I'd let mysdf think that everything down here had to mean something.”

"No way," sad Spike. "Lots of guff here not only doesn't mean anything, it takes meaening away
from anything meeningful that comes near it."

Mirakles shook his head. "Sometimes, young man, | like it better when you're slent and merdy
atending to your glowing. | don't understand you at dl." Spike just grinned.

"We don't need to go on to the Carousdl Room," decided Glorian. "Well head west from here”” He
led them into a large hdl of ancient lava. The igneous rock had long ago been worn smooth by the
movement of a glacier. The gredt, fire-breathing dragon of long ago had medted the glacier and opened a
way to the chamber beyond, but aready the glacier was cregping back into place. It would not be many
months before the way west would be sealed once more,

"Are we going to have to squeeze past thet wall of ice?' asked Mirakles.

"That's the idea, O Prince" said Glorian. "Beyond it is another room hollowed out of this ancient
lava flow. Perhaps these lava caverns were excavated by the Flatheads, or perhaps they were naturd
bubbles that solidified in the cooling lava™

They went quickly through the ice room, because the cold was so intense that it was actudly
numbing. Ed, the Embedded Character, had the easest time fitting through the opening where the glacier
blocked mogt of the exit into the lava room beyond. Spike, who was very thin, dso had no trouble; he
merdy turned sdeways and scooted past the diamond-like surface of the ice wall. Glorian passed his
poleaxe through to Spike, then sucked in his ssomach and inched hisway, scraping and scratching himsdlf
panfully on the sharp, hard edges of the ice. Findly came Mirakles, the largest of them dl, and for a
whileit seemed as if he wouldn't be able to make it, that he'd be trapped on the eastern sde, while the
others went on to explore the volcano area. Then, grimacing, the hero drew his sword and began to hack
a theice asif it were some hideous, mongtrous enemy. Sowly he hewed a path for himsdf, and in about
an hour he joined the rest of the party in the lava room.

"Come back a year from now,” said Spike, "and youll need a flamethrower to get through there”

"I don't intend to come back a year from now," said the Prince of the Sunless Grotto. "I don't intend
ever to see this nightmarish Empire again. My relmisaland of peace and plenty, of gloom perhaps, but
aso of gentle warmth. And there is only one mongter in dl the kingdom — Smorma, whose acquaintance
you may make only if you work very hard at it, because you must seek Smorma out at the bottom of the
Grotto itsdf. We have no wandering tralls or grues or zombies."

"It sounds like an idyllic land,” said Ed.

"That it is, my unembedded friend. | invite you to accompany me back there, after we complete our
misson here”

"Perhaps I'll accept,” said Ed. "I have only a few weeks to live, and the more you speak of it, the
more I'd like to see the Sunless Grotto for mysdf.”

There was only one other exit from the smdl lava room, to the south. Glorian let Mirakles take the
lead again. Soon the tunnd opened up, and the explorers redized that they were a the bottom of a large
dormant volcano. High above them, they could see light filtering down through the vent of the volcano.



They wandered about the floor of the volcano for some time, wondering what they would discover
next. There were no tunnds or caverns leading away, except for the one to the north from which they'd
just come. There was a pool of clear water, surrounded by smdl shrubs and ferns. There was only a
hendful of trees, tdl, arching padms. On one of them Glorian spotted an envelope stuck about eye-leve
with a green thumbtack. He went to the tree and pulled the envelope free. He tore it open to read the

message

From the Desk Of:

The Autoexec

Glorian, everyone here is saying that you're doing a superhuman job. Of course, you are
superhuman, but whet they meen isthat you have aready overcome obstacles that have ssumped some of
the best tdents in the Supernatura and Fantastic Wayfarers Association. Weve had reports on your
progress, and frankly I'm amazed. It makes it even more difficult to understand how a semi-actud
persona as gifted as you could have finished behind Narlinia von Glech for the Campbell.

Bethat asit may, | have good news for you. It will probably not be long before our assgnment, this
shirtless prince of yours, achieves hisgod. Your adventures will al make for wonderful conversation over
lunch when you get back. My treat, of course.

Hndly, I do want to remind you to be careful where Spike, The Protector, is concerned. He is the
on of the thief, of course. Once Mirakles finds what he's looking for, keep your eyes glued on Spike, or
else you may find that the young man has stolen the prince's treasures and that you've made your entire
journey in vain. | cannot say it enough: After the Dipped Switch is found, watch Spike closdly, even if
you mugt do without deep.

Inany event, as| sad, it will dl be over soon, mogt likdy. Well tak more later.

Good luck to you,
and may God bless.

Glorian put the note back in the envelope and Drawer Forwarded them away.

"Good news?' asked Spike.

Glorian jumped asif held been stuck with apin. "'l hadn't redized you were watching me" he said.

Spike shrugged. "Not much ese to waich down here" he said, "No dinosaurs or anything. Not
even monkeysin the pam trees. Who was the letter from? Y our supervisor?'

"Yes" sad Glorian.

"What did he have to say?'

Glorian looked down at the glowing young man for afew seconds. "What's the meaning of dl these
questions, Spike?' he asked.

Spike shrugged again and walked off to join Mirakles, who was stting beside the pool, admiring his
reflection.

"I've found it!" came Ed's voice after a short while. Even at its loudest, Ed's shout was not very
dartling. The three other members of the party looked toward him. He was standing and waving both
ams. It was only when they made their way closer that they could see what he'd discovered.

What Ed had sumbled upon was a true rdic of the old, great adventurer. It was a large and
extremdy heavy wicker basket. An enormous cloth bag draped over its Sde and was firmly attached to
the basket. A metd receptacle was fastened to the center of the basket. Dangling from the basket was a
long piece of braided wire.

"This" said Glorian in a respectful tone, "is the very lighter-than-air baloon the adventurer used to
explore the upper reaches of the volcano. There are chambers up there, and as | recdl, the adventurer
found a few treasures. They mug be searched. Morgrom may have hidden new treasures in the library
and the amdl, dusty room, but more importantly, the Dipped Switch and Hot Key may have been left
there, aswdl.”

"Excdlent," said Mirakles. "Now, how does this contraption work?"

Glorian walked around and around the deflated baloon, stroking his chin in thought. "It's not only



hdium and hydrogen that will lift such a device" he said at last. "Many baloons are carried doft by hot
ar. My guessis tha metd receptacle is where the fud is put. The fud is then set dight, and the hot ar
from the firefills the bag and lifts that ponderous wicker basket off the ground.”

Spike shook his head. "It's hard for me to bdieve that the smdl amount of fud burning in that meta
box could generate enough hot ar to lift the waght of the whole thing, plus occupants.”

"That leads to the next quedtion,” said Glorian. "How many of us are necessary to make the
ascent?’

"I, of course" sad the son of Thrag, God of Smiting.

"Of course" said Glorian. "And |, as well, because spesking as your officd Supernatural Guide, |
am pretty much required to stay by your sde through dl these adventures.”

"And Il go,” sad Spike. "No doubt Morgrom has restocked those two remote rooms with
treasures.”

The prince gave the wicker basket an experimentd kick. "I'm not sure this balloon can carry dl four
of us" hesad.

"I'd just as soon gay here on the ground,” said Ed. "I have an inordinate fear of heights. | guess it
gems from my fear of faling in generd.”

Glorian lad his hand gently on the Embedded Character's shoulder. "That's dl right, Ed," he said.
"You can day here

Spike opened the metd receptacle and pointed to its contents. "I think | made a pretty good point
before" he said. "Do you think thisis going to be enough fud to lift us off the ground?"

Glorian examined the haf-burned copy of U. S News and Dungeon Report that ill rested in the
metd container. "Wel," he said, shrugging, "this is probably the very same newspaper that the gresat
adventurer used to make his ascent. Of course, no doubt his weight was somewhat less than the weight
of the three of us put together."

"That dill hasn't answered my question,” said The Protector.

"Our advantage," sad Glorian, "isthat thisis a fantasy-tinged adventure, and this dso happens to be
afantasy-tinged baloon. All that remains is for me to Drawer Forward some fantasy-tinged newspaper,
and we're dl set." He picked up the semi-destroyed copy of U. S News and Dungeon Report and
turned some of the brittle pages, but they were unreadable. It was impossble to discover how old the
copy of the newspaper was by examining it; indeed, after a few seconds, it began to crumble into dust
and blow away on the light breeze. Glorian dropped the remainder of the newspaper to the ground.

"Il tdl you one thing," said the Prince of the Elagtic Tendon, "we don't dlow littering of that nature
inthe Sunless Grotto. We have iff fines jal terms, and rehabilitation dungeons to ded with litterers and
every other sort of scofflaw.”

"Forgive me, my prince" Glorian was getting tired of taking through his black hood, because it
muffled his voice and often spoiled the effect of what he tried to say, and because it was getting al soggy
and unplessant from his sdliva He looked forward to the next moment of peace, when he could again
change form.

In the meantime. Glorian brought forth a thick edition of The Satyrday Evening Post, which was
dill published in Vdhdla and which the Hilton there ill presented free of charge, dong with
complimentary nectar and ambrosia for the guests in the suites.

"Pretty nifty,” said Spike with grudging admiration.

"Wdl," said Glorian, "l have to admit that it's not my copy. | can't afford a suite in that hotdl! | sort
of more or less picked this paper up from someone else's tray, in a manner of spesaking, the evening after
the ceremony. | didn't fed up to making the rounds of award losers parties, and | planned to spend a
quiet night reading. That was before | found the firg note addressed to me from the Autoexec, assgning
meto Prince Mirakles."

"Wadl, my friend,” sad the brawny hero, "they dways say that olen newspapers are sweeter, or
something very much like that sentiment. It's a good, thick, solid, heavy, dry newspaper, too. I'm sure it
will make excdlent fud. Now, Ed, stand you wel back. Glorian, enter the basket firg and examine it
closdy, and assure us that there are no amdl mongters waiting to leap upon our throats, ruining our joy to



be airborne.”

Glorian lifted one leg over the edge of the wicker basket, and then the other. He saw no amdl
mongters, and so informed the prince.

"Spike" sad Mirakles, "have you thoroughly checked the integrity of the cloth bag? It must be
without holes or punctures, as | understand this science, so that we may in dl confidence entrust our
safety to it.”

"Hrg thing | looked for, my prince" said The Protector, "were just the kind of little rips and tears
that might spail our afternoon. The bag isin remarkably good shape, though, consdering how long it's
just been stting here.”

Mirakles seemed pleased. "Then you enter the basket, too. We may need your glowing light to
examine those high rooms you mentioned, carved from the cone of the volcano.”

Spike joined Glorian in the wicker basket, and both non-heroes waited impetiently for the prince to
jointhem. He, however, showed a rather didinct hestation, asif ar travel were a new idea to him, and
he hadn't completely come to terms with it as yet. Findly, though, he took a deep, caming breath and let
it out again, and swung his massvely muscled legs over the rim of the wicker basket.

"Look," said Spike, "directiond" He picked up a blue labd.

"Il FROBOZZ MAGIC BALLOON COMPANY !

Hello, Aviator!

To land your balloon, say LAND.

Otherwise, you're on your own!

No warranty expressed or implied.”

"That's enough to give you aworld of confidence, isn't it?" asked Glorian.

The prince crammed the specid double-issue of The Satyrday Evening Post into the metd
receptacle. Then he turned to Glorian and said, "Match.”

Glorian looked a Spike, and Spike looked at Glorian. Findly, The Protector said, "Hey, I'm not
going to tdl him."

"Tdl me what, my boon companions?' said Mirakles.

"We have no matches, my prince," said Glorian.

"Wdl," sad the hero reasonably, "jus Drawer Forward some from your room in the Vdhdla
Hilton."

Glorian gulped. "I've been through this before, at the gate of Hades," he said. "'l have no matches in
my room, ether.”

At fird, the prince didn't like the sound of that, but he didn't panic. He had too much royad and
divine blood in hisvans to panic like a mere adventurer. "What you are tdling me" he sad at lat, after
sudying the problem from al angles, "is that we have no actud source of fire"

"That'sitin anutshdl, O clever prince" said Glorian.

"Right," said the Prince, lifting one leg as if to disembark from the wicker basket. In the right light,
one might even get the idea that his expression was jugt aftrifle relieved.

"May | make a suggestion, my friends?' said Ed, who was leaning againg one of the arching pam
trees.

"Cetainly," said Mirakles.

"I have thisitchy patch of flint where a normd person has his left knee. Now, if we carefully gather
tinder, I'm sure that my knee and the mighty prince's miraculous blade might go a long way toward
providing the very ignition you're looking for.”

Mirakles stared a Ed with new-found admiration and respect. "Wonderful, Embedded One" he
sad a lagt. "Will the griking of your knee with my mighty sword hurt you?"

"Wal, of courseitwill,” said Ed, "but | see no other solution.”

The prince hopped out of the basket and began building a amdl pile of tinder, firg with teeny, tiny
twigs, then with less teeny twigs, and then with smdl branches. "Forgive me, Ed," he said regretfully. The
Embedded Character had kndt near the mound of tinder, and Mirakles gave hisleft knee a sharp thwack
with Redthirst. Ed grimaced and sparks flew, but none caught fire in the tinder. "Please, brave laminar



mage, one more stroke,” said the prince. Agan he raised his enchanted blade and brought it down, and
thistime sparks ignited the tinder. Both Ed and Mirakles leaned forward and blew on the hesitant point of
red until it was undeniably fire. "Ed," said the prince, "you will have my eternd gretitude.”

"I will have a permanent limp now, too," said their wizard-shaped companion.

"I will see that you are properly rewarded when the time comes” said Mirakles, hurrying with his
blazing bundle of sticks to the metd receptacle. He thrust his hard-won fire into the pages of the
newspaper and hopped lithely back into the basket. Within seconds, the cdoth bag was inflating robustly
over their heads.

"Here we go!" cried Spike.

"Dont look down," Glorian advised the prince.

"Thank you," said Mirakles, who, dthough they had yet to actudly leave the ground, was aready
beginning to look alittle green.

Glorian could see that the prince's bouquet of twigs was no longer dight, but that the blazing
newspaper was upplying the hat ar to lift the vast bulk of the baloon into the clear, dill ar above the
volcano bottom.

"We're about a hundred feet up!" cried Spike. He was having the time of his life. Mirakles, on the
other hand, had wedged himsdf into a corner of the wicker basket and was dinging to the ropes with
both huge hands. Looking up, Glorian could dearly see the round opening of the volcano's mouth.

"Two hundred feet!" shouted Spike. As the baloon ascended, there was actudly nothing for the
passengers to do. It wasn't like saling in amdl boats or any other such form of transportation, and at least
Glorian and the prince seemed glad of it. Glorian looked out at the wal of the volcano and saw that they
were gpproaching a smdl ledge on the west side.

"Let's stop here for alitlewhile” said Spike. "There's that ledge, see? And beyond it used to be a
library. | thought maybe we could take alook, to see if the File Restorer has been up this way yet. And
who knows? There might be some odd little treasure, something that nobody ese wants...."

The Prince of the Sunless Grotto nodded. "Of course well stop here, Spike, if you want. And any
treasure you find, you may keep. You've proven your worth to our venture time and time again, and as
I've said before, | didn't get into this hero business for the treasure.”

"Land," declamed Glorian in an unusudly deep voice. It made him fed even more semi-mythicd to
give orders to a Frobozz Magic Something-or-Other.

The hot-air balloon obeyed, pausing beside the amdl ledge. Spike dimbed out firg and made sure
the balloon would Hill be there when he got back. "Wish meluck," he cdled.

"Il come with you, too,” sad Glorian. "I don't care about the treasure. You've just made me
curious about what Morgrom may have done with this area.”

"In that case," said Mirakles, scrambling from the dangeroudy rocking wicker basket, "I think |
ought to see these rooms firg-hand, as wdl."

The ledge was about hafway between the volcano floor far below and the rim above. "Look," sad
Spike, "more of those ancient Zorker glyphs”

"Not little Shugreths and things, | hope," said Glorian.

"No," sad Spike, getting down on his hands and knees to read the ancient writing. "There's only
oneline a the very bottom of this large empty wall. It says This space intentionally left blank.” They dl
looked at each other and nodded, asif they'd known that's what it would say.

There was a smdl doorway to the south, in terrible disrepair. The door itsdf hung from only one
hinge, and Spike pushed it open, out of their way. The prince went first, Redthirgt clutched in his great
hands, but there was no aroma of freshly-baked bread. The room was dusty and deserted. At one time,
it must have been alarge library, probably for the royd family.

"That tdls you even more about the Flathead Dynagty,” said Spike, sheking his head in dishdief. "'l
mean, who ese on Earth has built his officd, roya library in a carved-out cave insde a volcano?'

"Wdl," sad Glorian, in a generous mood, "I can think of a few world leaders who might, except
they don't have volcanoes where they live"

"Hmm," said Mirakles. "I am aman of action, not a man of learning. Yet | wel know the vaue of



knowledge and wisdom. Perhaps these books could form the beginning of a library in the Kingdom of the
Sunless Grotto, something that might grow with time into a center of learning. With them, | could give my
loyd subjects yet another greeat gift.”

"Noble sentiments, my prince," said Glorian. "The only difficulty isthat dl these books are written in
Zorkish."

Spike picked up one book from a shdf, glanced a it for a moment, then dropped it again with a
look of distaste. "The other problem,” he said, "is that most of the books have been destroyed over the
years by rats and other vermin.”

They searched the abandoned Flathead library and found five books in readable condition, two
purple, one white, one blue, and one green. The son of Thrag cdamed them, dthough neither he nor
anyonein the area around the Sunless Grotto could read them. "Take these, my Supernaturd Guide" he
sad, handing them to Glorian, "and Drawer Forward them for the time being. That way, we won't have
to carry them around with us. Perhaps, when | return to my mother and my kingdom, | will devote mysdf
to puzzing out their meanings. They may be worthless, or they may be of great vaue”

"Indeed,” said Glorian, sending the five volumes back to the Vdhdla Hilton. His esimation and
admiration for Prince Mirakles went up ill another notch.

"Wdl," said Spike in disgppointment, "that's dl that's here.”

"Back to the baloon,” sad the heavily muscled hero.

The three explorers trooped back through the library and out onto the narrow ledge. It was even
more difficult to get into the wicker basket now, because it was swinging around in the air, rather than
gtting in a compliant, stationary way on the ground. Mirakles watched Spike hop in. He wasn't happy
about it, but he was a hero, and he had a sufficent supply of courage to quel his queasiness at crossing
from the ledge into the balloon's basket. Glorian brought up the rear, and in a moment they were on their
way again.

They ascended even further, high above the floor. The mouth of the volcano looked very narrow,
and the balloon had nearly reached it. "'l don't think this thing would even fit through the opening,” said the
prince.

"Wadl," said Glorian, "we have to go back the way we came, anyway. We left Ed down there.”

"That'sright,” said Mirakles. "Good. I've had just about enough of this unnaturd flying experience.”

Siill, they continued to rise, up and up. At last they were very near the rim, and they could see the
clean blue sky through the open mouth of the volcano. On the same sde of the volcano's vent as the
narrow ledge they'd previoudy visted was another ledge. It was wider, and it was obvious thet it had
been shaped as a place to land.

"Land," cried Glorian again, in his most authoritetive voice.

Spike gave hm a sarcadtic grin. "You have a naturd aptitude for ordering inanimate objects
around,” he said. Glorian ignored him.

When they'd finished the landing routine and were dl sanding on the ledge, Mirakles turned to
Glorian. He kept his eyes directly on a leved with his Supernatura Guide's, not daring to look down.
"How high do you think we are now?" asked the prince.

"I'd hate to venture a guess," said Glorian. "I'd say it's about two hundred feet up to the rim of the
volcano, and the floor is many times that distance below. Straight down.”

"Yup," said Spike, "one fdse step and you'd be seedless raspberry jdly dl over the landscape at the
bottom of the volcano. Exdting, huh? Invigorating?'

He of the Elagtic Tendon turned, but kept his eyes at the same leve, somewhat above Spike's head.
"I hate being invigorated,” he said in a tightly controlled voice. "I consder invigoration an unasked-for
intruson into my mood and fedings”

"Right, mighty prince" said Spike. "This way." The glowing young man led them into a dusty room
that had obvioudy — and rather dumsly — been hewn from the living lava rock of the volcano. "This
chamber,” he explained, "once housed the Crown Jewels of the Flathead kings, but our predecessor, the
fabled adventurer, looted them long ago.”

Glorian pointed to alarge holein the far wal. "This mugt have been where they were kept. All that's



here now is arusty box whose door has been forcibly removed.”

The floor was dill cluttered with debris, but the wdls had been shored up with wood and meta
scaffolding. "This congtruction work is recent,” said Mirakles. "Perhaps Thrag's Bane intends to restore
this room to its former purpose, and keep here the choicest of dl his solen treasures.”

Spike laughed. "Wdl," he said, "if that's the case, then I'll just lielow until he finishes the restoration.
There's plenty of time later to find out what vauables he brings to this remote cave, and how he guards
them.”

"Here's something for you now, Spike" said Glorian. He was poking around in the dark in the
southwest corne.

"One of hisnew treasures?' said Spike hopefully. He hurried to join Glorian. When he arrived, the
glowing effect of the luminia he'd rubbed on himsdf revedled along, wide, waist-high freezer.

"If you keep red quiet,” said Glorian, "'l can hear the hum of its eectric motor.”

"That means it's working," said Spike excitedly. "That means it is one of Morgrom's treasures. |
hope it's worth dl the trouble it takes to get up here” Spike lifted the lid of the large freezer and peered
indde. There was asgn that said: Freezer not included with treasure.

"What isit?" asked Glorian.

"Boxes" sad Spike, his voice dead. "Boxes of Inuit Pies. A year's supply, no doubt.”

The prince came over to sdisfy hisown curiosty. "What's an Inuit Fie?' he asked.

"Sed fat and wdrus blubber,” said Spike in disgus, "dipped in chocolate, on a stick. There mugt be
hundreds of boxes here."

"Wdl," said Mirakles, srugging, "they're edible. A hero soon learns to make do with whatever
sustenance nature and good fortune put in his path.” He took a box of Inuit Pies, ripped it open, and took
one out. He tore off the paper wrapper and bit into it.

"What do you think?" asked Glorian.

Mirakles did not reply. He carefully replaced the opened box of Inuit Fies in the freezer and let
Spike lower the lid. Then the prince walked determinedly to the room'’s exit, and out onto the wide ledge.
From there heflung the Inuit Pie held tasted as far as he could throw it. After that, he turned to Glorian
and Spike. "Let's agree never to mention this™ he said.

"All right,”" said Glorian.

"Hne" sad Spike.

After they dl got back in the baloon, Mirakles turned to them. "l would like to return now to the
volcano bottom," he said. "Unless either of you know why we should continue upward?"

"I think it would be dangerous to do that, in any event,” said Glorian.

"Then down itis" sad Spike. He closed the lid of the metd receptacle. In a short amount of time,
the doth bag over their heads began to deflate dowly, and the baloon sank dowly back down through
the cone of the volcano to the overgrown floor below.

"There were two other itemsin that last room," said the prince thoughtfully. He held them out on the
pam of his hand. One was an amulet that looked exactly like the one around Mirakles neck, the one
hed gotten from the Tortle. The second item was a very smdl Phillips-head screwdriver.

"Are the amuletsidentical?' asked Glorian.

"Inevery way that | can see” said the prince. "This one doesn't glow, ether.” He turned it over in
his hand. "There's some amdl lettering here, the same as on the amulet around my neck. It says Frobozz
Magic Amulet Company.”

Time passed dowly as the baloon made its graceful descent. The prince worked with the smdl
screwdriver on the back of the new amulet. "Didnt the Tortle mention something about a secret
compartment?' he asked.

"I think s0," sad Glorian. "It bragged about a built-in pencil sharpener, compass, secret
compartment, decoder, and a specid whidle that only grues can hear.”

"Uh huh," said the prince, removing the last of the four tiny Phillips-head screws. He lifted the back
off the amulet, reveding the secret compartment. "Theré€'s a piece of paper indde!” he said excitedly.

"Wdl," cried Spike bregthlesdy, "what does it say?"



The son of Thrag took out the piece of paper and read it. "It says 'Inspected by Number 13, " he
sad in a disappointed voice.

"Weé're down to a hundred feet now," said Spike. "I hope Ed has enough sense not to be standing
under us when we land."

"Thiswhole volcano thing has been one long wild-goose chase" said Mirakles grumpily.

"I'm sorry you fed that way, my prince" said Glorian. "As I've said severd times, these aress of the
Great Underground Empire are dmost unimaginebly vast, and we have to do a thorough job of searching
them. The two items we're looking for could be anywhere. They couldve been in that Hal Airflow teapot
| Ieft in the kimono dragon's house — | don't know, | never looked.”

The prince dropped the second amulet to the floor of the wicker basket without bothering to
reessemble it. "What you're saying now is that thisis probably a hopeless task," he said.

Glorian pulled himsdf up to his full, rather imposing executioner's height. "I would never say
hopeless” he said.

The prince shrugged and peered over the edge of the wicker basket. They were making good
progress down the vent of the volcano, and the Prince of the Sunless Grotto had long since gotten over
his trepidations. He idy toyed with the amulet around his neck, humming to himsdf and working on the
four tiny screws that held the backplate on the device.

"Where next, Glorian?" asked Spike.

Glorian looked thoughtfully over the tops of the padm trees, which were no longer so far beneath
them. "Therés that whole 'Alice area,” he said, "but truthfully | was holding thet off until last. Thet part of
the caverns gives even me the cregps.”

"The wizard's workshop?" asked the glowing young man.

"That's definitdy a possibility,” said Glorian. "And it's only a few rooms from the volcano bottom
back to the Carousel Room, and then a draight shot southwest to the wizard's quarters and workshop.
Yes, Spike, that's where well go. Unless you have something better to suggest?”

"Why, no, | was only wondering if —"

"Hold on," said Mirakles, son of Desiphae, Queen of the Sunless Grotto. And he uttered the words
"Hold on"* in afirm command voice more arresting than any held ever used before.

"What isit, my prince?' asked Glorian. "If you don't wish to search the former wizard's quarters —"'

"Behald,” he said, holding the amulet held taken from the Tortle, now disassembled on the pam of
hisright hand. Both Glorian and Spike could see into the secret compartment. Nestled within were two
ardl metd objects.

"The Golden Dipped Switch,” murmured Glorian in awe.

"And the Hot Key to release King Hyperenor's magic Scroll Lock,” sad the prince. "I've been
carrying them with me dl thistime. Ever snce the encounter with the Tortle”

Jugt then, with a bone-jarring bump, the hot-air balloon came to rest on the floor of the volcano.

"Wdl," said Spike, shrugging, "it just goes to show, huh?'

CHAPTER TWELVE

Treason in our timeis a proof of genius.
— Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

After they got out of the hot-air baloon, each of the three of them and Ed reacted in a different
way. Ed, who had waited on the ground, just stood to one side and laughed ddightedly. Spike stared in
adonishment, as if unwilling to believe what he was seeing. Glorian leaned againg the baloon's wicker
basket and nodded, redizing the extracosmic sense it dl made. But it was Mirakles, the hero, who was
especidly having trouble accepting the truth.



He stalked back and forth across the volcano floor, holding the amulet in one hand and gesturing
wildy with the other. "Y ou mean to tdl me" he cried, "that 1've been wearing this the whole time? And
the Switch and the Key have been bouncing on my chest snce we bargained with that ridiculous Tortle?
And who knows, thet blasted, blistered beast may have known the Switch and Key were in the amulet dl
dong"

"Put your mind a ease, my prince” sad Glorian. Hed used the moment of excitement and
confusion to transform himsdf again. Ingtead of the tal, ominous executioner, Glorian was now in his
favorite form: a chearful young man, tdl and dender, with darkly tanned skin over a well-muscled frame.
He was wearing a white slken pullover shirt with bloused deeves, comfortable old blue jeans, sturdy
black leather boots, and a deeveless, many-pocketed canvas vest in camouflage colors. His har was
blond and cut very short, and his eyes were the color of ariver after an evening'srain. Now they radiated
camness and confidence.

Mirakles turned to face him, and the prince flinched as he dways did when Glorian changed from
one physique to another behind Mirakles back. "I'm glad you got rid of that black hood over your face”
sdd the son of Thrag. "Now do me a favor? Unless were ovewhdmingly attacked and you must
trandform yoursdf into a warrior — one that is necessarily a bit inferior to my incomparable sze and
drength — just stay like thet, dl right? Don't pull any more surprise transformations.”

"Yes, my prince" said Glorian, "if that is indeed your wish."

"You bet," sad Mirakles. He stood there, gazing off into the distance for a few seconds. Then his
eyes focused again on Glorian's handsome young face. "Wdl," he said a lagt, "I've just redized that |
hold inmy hand the Hot Key that will unlock the Scroll Lock, and when | do that I'll be &ble to read the
find message from my step-father, King Hyperenor. If I'm not mistaken, the scroll will unfold to me the
mygtery of my destiny, and aso tdl me the Third Secret of the Sword."

"So this is what dl the shouting and fleang and fighting and dying were about, right?' said Spike,
gving a disparaging look a the Switch and the Key in Mirakles hand. "I don't know, they hardly seem
worth it. I mean, if you'd relaxed a little more in the kimono dragon's house, she might have relayed to
you three fabulous offers from three mutualy-antagonistic goddesses. If you'd accepted one of those
offers, who knows where you'd be desping tonight — or with whom? But instead, you may or may not
have killed the dragon, you split the apple so that it's worthless as a bribe to any goddess I've ever heard
about, and you gave the good hdf to a princess you may never actudly see agan.”

Mirakless expression softened as he thought of Mdithid. "Even if our paths never cross again,” he
sad in amdancholy tone, "my lifeés been made more complete by my brief acquaintance with her. Yet |
fed in my illusrious bones that Mdithid and | do have a life together, somewhere, somehow.”

Glorian had done alot of deep thinking while the other two conversed. Now he turned to the Prince
of the Elagtic Tendon. "Mighty Mirakles," he said, "if my help to you during the long trek has been of any
vaue at dl, | beg that you grant me now one exceptiona boon."

Something in Glorian's voice turned the prince's expression to concern. "What isit?' he asked.

Glorian nodded toward the opened amulet in Mirakles hand. "I'd like to examine the two amdl
items for only a moment. They'll be perfectly safe”

Agan the prince looked troubled. "What do you suspect? Do you think they may not be the red
Switch and Key? That they may be counterfeits, manufactured by someone — Morgrom the Maignant
for some unguessable reason?”

Glorian's reply was more ingstent. "Please, my prince. I'll let you know the truth. If my honor and
trustworthiness have been proven to your satisfaction, alow me to make my examination.”

Mirakles muttered something under his breath; not even Gloian's acute,
not-of-this-plane-of -existence hearing could make out the prince's words. Sowly, carefully, the son of
Thrag placed the Golden Dipped Switch and the Hot Key in Glorian's hand.

The Supernatural Guide brought firg the Switch, then the Key nearer to his eagle-sharp eyes. There
were no details worth nating on the Switch, but on the Key were the words Frobozz Magic Lock and
Key Company. Beneeth that were letters too tiny for anyone in the party but Glorian to read: If it isn't a
Frobozz, it's probably something else.



"WdI?' demanded the prince. "What's your evduaion?"

Glorian nodded. "So far, they seem like the genuine articles. Of course, they may just be spare parts
scrounged by the Essence of Evil. It wouldn't be difficult for him to plate any cheap toggle switch with
gold, and then incdlude a miscdlaneous key made by the correct company.”

"Yes, that's obvious" said Mirakles. "And those deeds would dso be in kegping with the character
of the Wretch of Wordplay. What more can | do to hdp you?'

"If you so order it, my prince, I'll give you a more satisfactory answer; but you mugt lend me the
tightly-coiled sted scroll we received from Morgrom. | won't open or read it, because those acts are
your honor and privilege. | merdly wish to ascertain that this key is indeed the single, unique key that will
gveyou access to dl that you desre

Thiswas asking quite a bit more, of course, and Mirakles had to pause for a few seconds to weigh
the dternatives. Glorian was certain that held come far in winning the respect of the prince; but even <o, it
was entirdy within Mirakless rights to refuse,

"Le ustrave to the end of the road weve chosen,” said the her to the Redm of the Sunless Grotto
a lagt. "l put the scroll, which is made of stedl harder than any in my experience, ether in my walet or
girde" In olden days, among the heroes who came dong but rarely even during the Golden Age, wallets
and girdles were quite different from the items that go by those names today. It was not out of place for
an able-bodied athlete such as Mirakles to carry both, and to use them for storing away food and other
supplies and sometimes objects such as severed heads.

Nevertheless, after the prince made a thorough search of both his girdle and his walet, he faled to
come up with the vitd scroll. He seemed to be on the verge of panic. "Where is it?" he cried. "What
could | have done with it?'

"Perhaps you st it down on the kimono dragon's table," suggested Ed.

"Perhgps you logt it in the hegt of the zombie battle in the bank," suggested Glorian.

"That was never a heated battle," complained Mirakles, driven now amost to distraction by the loss
of hisfather's find message.

"Wdl," said Spike, "you can't find the scroll because you no longer have it. | have it. | gole it from
you quite some time ago, dmost immediatdy after we met, as a matter of fact. I'm heartily sorry to cause
you so much anxiety and worry, O Prince Mirakles. | didn't do it out of mdice. It's only that on this
journey, thereve been so few opportunities to do any seding at dl. Now that | redize the extent of my
crime, | must abide by your judgment.”

Spike reached under his black sweater and withdrew the missng locked scroll, which he dropped
into the hand of the hero from the Sunless Grotto. Then the glowing young man gradudly seemed to lose
eveary bit of his cusomary cocksureness, and he stood wating for Mirakles verdict, his eyes cast
miserably down toward the rough-bladed growth of grass on the volcano floor.

Glorian recdled the warnings held received time and again concerning Spike from the Autoexec. He
blamed himsdlf, in a way, for permitting Spike the opportunity to stedl the scrall in the firg place. Then
Glorian watched the prince's expresson change. At firg, of course, there was anger. More than anger,
redly, it was pure rage. Yet during the moments of his fury, Mirakles did not speak. Sowly, the rage
passed and became something like sadness or disgppointment. Then that, too, changed. When he of the
Eladtic Tendon spoke at last, his voice was steady and firm, but without a trace of unreasoning wrath;
and his expresson was solemn, but there was no agn of crudty init.

"Spike" said Mirakles, "youve committed a grave crime. As you recognized, you aso caused me
severa moments of severe anguish, when | thought my late step-father's ultimate communication to me
had been logt in this immense maze of caverns and tunnes. Now, even when my mind argued that |
should give up and turn back, 1've proceeded with this adventure because of who | am. | am a hero, and
heroes are expected to do certain things. | hope that after the day of my death, I'll be remembered as a
men who was born to certain duties and respongbilities, and who fulfilled them dl to the best of his
ability. If they dso wish to recdl my individud acts of greatness, that will be additiona honor; but that will
be of no meaning if | do not firg successfully embody the role into which | was born."

The prince paused and waited in slence until Spike looked up. The hero and the resident of the



Great Underground Empire looked into each other's eyes for moment. Then Mirakles went on. "Even as
| was born tofill arole" he said, "so were you. You are the son of the thief. The thief may have been the
undoing of many unwary adventurers down here, but he was put here by The Powers That Be for a
purpose. I've given it much thought, and | believe I'm beginning to understand what that purpose was. |
adso beieve that you were born to follow where your late father led. Granted that difficult ingght, | can no
more hold you accountable for sedling than | can punish Glorian for changing his shape when the
gtudtion cdlsfor it."

Spike stared a Mirakles, and then he gave the son of Thrag a smdl, respectful amile He said
nothing, apparently overcome by the generogty of the prince's sentiments.

Mirakles looked around a Glorian and Ed. "Let me make this perfectly clear, however,” he sad in
atone that sent a chill up Glorian's spine. "If anyone but Spike had stolen King Hyperenor's scrall, the
pendty would have been severe, exceedingly severe. And Spike, this does not give you license to sted
from me or from Glorian or from Ed in the future. One more such theft from your friends, and youll
quickly experience that grievous punishment at which | just hinted. Does everyone understand?”

"Yes, and athousand thanks, O Prince," said Spike. He sounded whally sincere.

"Indeed, O Prince," said Ed.

"You have grown and learned much about justice and mercy on thisjourney,” said Glorian.

Mirakles shrugged off his Supernatura Guide's remark. "Here is the scrall,” he said, passng it to
Glorian. "I mugt know now: Does the key fit the lock?"

Glorian pursed his semi-mythicd lips as he fitted the Frobozz Magic Hot Key into the Frobozz
Magic Scroll Lock. After avery few seconds, he was sure that he knew the answer. "Son of Thrag,” he
announced, handing back the tightly-wound stedl scroll, “I'm postive that | hold the correct key. You
may unlock your step-father's find message whenever you wish.”

"Then give the key back to me immediady!" cried Mirakles, gregtly agitated. "I must unlock this
scroll!™

And that's when the horror struck. At fird, it seemed as if the day had suddenly become overcast.
Glorian tried to look up toward the mouth of the volcano, expecting to see some sudden black cloud high
above them, but he couldn't even tilt his head. Then he redlized that what held mistaken for the shadow of
athunderhead was redly an ever-darkening blue fog that surrounded him and prevented him from moving
0 much as asngle muscle,

Thiswas not the firg time such a thing had happened to him. It was the third time, in a career that
gpanned many decades. Some enemy had learned of Glorian's Sngle weakness, and was now exploiting
it. Many members of the Supernatural and Fantastic Wayfarers Associaion had such an Achilles hed.
Glorian's was that he was powerless within blue glass. Someone had bent the rules of the physicd
universe just enough to imprison Glorian within a dab of the Suff.

His three companions ran to him and rapped on the smooth-sided block of cobalt blue glass. They
could bardy see him within, enclosed like carrot daw in abowl of lime-flavored gdain. He, on the other
hand, could see and hear perfectly what was happening on the outside. 1t was only that he couldnt move
or communicate with his friends. If he could, he would have warned them that what had happened was
only the prelude to something much worse that might strike at any moment.

There was an exceptiondly bright light coming from the north, the lavaroom. It grew brighter by the
second until neither Mirakles nor Spike nor Ed could bear to look at it. They covered ther eyes with
their hands. They stood like thet for afew seconds more. Then they heard someone clear his throat.

Glorian saw Spike experimentdly peek through his fingers. Another person had joined them on the
floor of the volcano. "That glacier sure is darting to make this place inaccessible again” sad the
newcomer. He was wearing an open-necked white shirt, white duck shorts, white socks, and low-cut
white sneakers. His shirt had the initids of the Association embroidered around a large A on the pocket
of hiswhite shirt.

"Areyou ... are you the Autoexec?" asked Spike in a tremulous voice.

The newcomer nodded pleasantly. He didn't seem much older than Prince Mirakles, dthough
Glorian knew for afact thet he had been around since the universe had been crested the second or third



time The Autoexec, dong with The Powers That Be, had founded the Supernatura and Fantastic
Wayfarers Association, and that organization was tens of thousands of years old, at least.

Both Spike and Ed seemed awed to be in the Autoexec's presence. Mirakles, however, was a
hero, and he had an entirdy different psychology. Anyone who could fight a monger like Shugreth the
Unenviable and hope to preval would not be put off by asmiling young man in a tennis outfit.

"I don't know if Glorian has been keeping you posted,” said the Autoexec, "but 1've been following
your party's progress through the Great Underground Empire with keen interest. | know tha you've
findly discovered the whereabouts of both the Dipped Switch and the Hot Key."

There was the most intense aroma yet of freshly-baked bread coming from Redthirst. Glorian
uttered a prayer that Mirakles would soon redize that the fragrance appeared only in the presence of
those the prince might consider a supernatura enemy. If that person — such as Glorian — proved not to
be an enemy, after dl, the bread-baking aroma disappeared.

It was clear to Glorian now that the Autoexec, who ruled The Powers That Be Themsdves, had
become corrupt. He had probably thrown in with Morgrom the Multi-Faced, and the two villans had
dogged Glorian and Prince Mirakles tracks through the Empire, just waiting for the chance to pounce on
the Dipped Switch. The owner of the Switch could use the time machine in the white house, and not even
Glorian could imegine the full extent of the havoc that could then be wreaked. The very notion made
Glorian angrier than he had ever before been.

"Perhaps you can help me, then,” said the Prince of the Sunless Grotto. "I have, as you must know,
King Hyperenor's last testament, but the scroll is usdess without the Key. And the Key is currently in
Glorian's possession, there within the dab of blue glass. If you are indeed the Autoexec, you can surdy
dissolve the imprisoning material. Then | can regain the Hot Key, and | can fuifill my oath and return the
Dipped Switch to Morgrom.”

The Autoexec laughed, a pleasant, heartening sound. "You know," he sad, "I can't remember Al
these non-Newtonian solutions to lifes little problems. | have a file that's nothing more than a batch of
such useful procedures, but | swear by the photo of mein the 'Doer's Profileé ad on Page 154 of the issue
of The Satyrday Evening Post within the closed metd receptacle of this hot-air balloon, | neglected to
bring the file with me."

"What do you mean?' said Spike, working up his courage to address the Autoexec. "That Glorian's
stuck in that blue glass urtil you go home or to your office and find your batch of files?"

"Not exactly, Spike," said the Autoexec, garing at his own right hand until it began to glow with a
fierce white light that made the others turn away. Glorian saw the Autoexec reach into the dab of blue
glass and take the Dipped Switch and the Hot Key from his open hand; and then the Autoexec removed
his own brilliantly gleaming fit. Before the others could bear to look, the Autoexec put the Switch and
Key in the pockets of his shorts.

"What should we do next, then?' asked Mirakles. It was apparent to Glorian tha the prince hadn't
yet figured out that the Autoexec was as much ther enemy as Morgrom himsdf. More so, because the
Autoexec had taken possession of the Golden Dipped Switch. Now the entire Empire was in danger,
perhaps even the entire world. And the Supernatural Guide was helpless.

The Autoexec's radiant hand returned to normd. "Il go on from here" he sad in what was
supposed to be a good-guy's thoughtful voice. I think with the aid of Redthirst youll be able to chip
Glorian out of there in a few hours. If the Essence of Evil shows up, ddiver a message for me, please.
Tdl him that he was afool ever to believe that he was a match for the Autoexec.”

"Il do that," said Spike.

"Oh, yes" sad the white-garbed Autoexec, "let me give you dl my congratulations once again. An
excdlent job, a pat on the back for each of you. A truly excellent job." Then he headed back northward
into the lava room. Glorian watched, his unblinking eyes filled with unshed tears, as the Prince of the
Sunless Grotto set to work freeing him from the dab of blue glass.

Redthirg firg hacked away huge chunks of glass, but as Mirakles succeeded in chopping through
the great block, quite near to Glorian's trapped body in severa places, the prince had to proceed more
cautioudy. Even Spike joined in with his short sword, sometimes cracking the blue glass, sometimes



prying away loose shards.

And as they worked there on the floor of the volcano, one terrible thought ran many times through
Glorian's mind: If the Autoexec himsdf could be so corrupt, what now was the vaue of the Supernaturd
and Fantastic Wayfarers Association? Could it be that other of its members had aso been twisted and
ruined by greed and ambition? What could be done to save the organization, which, after dl, was for the
mos pat a benevolent, even holy Association? What would happen if the Association disbanded
because of this horrible crime and scandal? What would become of future heroes like Mirakles, left to
their own inadequate devices — without supernatural aild — as they faced the many physicd, intdlectud,
and spiritud trids of ther various quests?

At last, ssemingly severd hours after they began, Spike and the prince removed the lagt bit of blue
glass from Glorian. He went to the pool on the floor of the volcano, removed his dothing, and immersed
himsdf in the cold water, washing dl the sharp fragments of dust from his hair and rindng away the last
debilitating particles. When he stepped naked from the pool, he Drawer Forwarded his dothing back to
the hotd and got an identicd outfit — it was his favorite traveling clothes, and held brought three
complete sets to the Vahdla Hilton.

No one, not even Spike, made any crude jokes about Glorian in his nakedness, not even about the
pearl-gray cloud that hovered about his genitd region. Once again dressed in clean, dry clothes, he fdt a
great dedl better. "I have to thank you for saving my life" he said smply. "If I'd been left to languish much
longer in that blue glass, | would have died a semi-mythicd death, beyond resurrection. | owe you dl a
greet ded.”

Mirakles just spread his hands. "Seems to me that we've dl done the same for each other, a one
time or another. No one's keegping score anymore.”

"Wonderful," said Glorian. "Now, of course, our misson isto catch up to the Autoexec and recover
the Dipped Switch and the Hot Key. | don't know if the Autoexec is in league with Morgrom, or if he
manipulated the Maignant One just as he manipulated us, in order to have one of us find the Switch and
gve him access to the corridors of time. To be frank with you, now that | know that the Autoexec is our
enemy, I'm more frightened that he has the Dipped Switch then if it had gotten back to Morgrom. And
my sense of outrage isimmense. The feding of betraya —"

"Why are you frightened?' asked Mirakles. "l thought the Autoexec was on the sde of right and
judtice"

"The Autoexec used to be a good guy,” sad Glorian. "Now, however, it looks like he's been
seduced by the dark side of the Switch."

"You said weld seen only about hdf of this Great Underground Empire" said the prince worriedly.
"The Autoexec could be going anywherein the rest of it."

Glorian shook his head. "Some areas would be usdess to him, such asthe 'Alice areaiin this section
of the Empire. I'm convinced that he's continuing southward and downward, heading for the third and last
part of these subterranean lands. Let's get on histrall.”

"I'm hungry,” complained Spike.

"Too bad,” sad Glorian. At some moment in the recent past, the Supernaturd Guide had taken
charge of the party, had slently and without a struggle wrested control away from Prince Mirakles. The
prince, too, followed behind Glorian as they made ther way back to the Carousd Room and then
headed due south, passng many srange rooms and wonders. Glorian seemed so intent on dosng the
gap between himsdf and the Autoexec, that he ignored the chambers he passed through, and gave no
explandions a dl to the son of Thrag. Spike, who knew these rooms as wdl as, if not better than,
Glorian, filled in the details as they jogged aong.

Glorian interrupted suddenly. "An important meeting was supposed to take place in the wizard's
workshop. No doubt our progress is being noted, and that meeting will be rescheduled for somewhere
aong the path ahead of us. You need not worry, my prince. We will take back from the Autoexec that
which is yours, you will face your find trids, and you will meet those who will influence your future life
even as it was written that you should. Only the times and places will be changed. Now, let's stop
dawdling and make some real time."



Glorian led them at top speed past a group of odd-angled roomsin which Mirakles and Ed became
terribly disoriented. "This way!" Glorian shouted angrily. "This way!" They followed him. They followed
hm past a room where Cerberus, the three-headed dog that should have been protecting the gate of
Hades, was chained up.

"Thisis how we got out of Hades s0 easlly,” sad Spike. "Thisis where Hermes mugt have kenndled
Cerberus.

"Blagt it!" cried Glorian in frugration. "How can we get by him now? Who wouldve expected to
find this three-headed hdlhound here, instead of at his usud Sation?”

"Therewill be no problem,” said Mirakles gently. He stepped forward and Cerberus began hopping
about, wagging his tall, and acting like a ddighted puppy. "He loves me" explained the Prince of the
Sunless Grotto. "Because my father is Thrag the Commonly Detested, who sends so many customers
down to Hades, Cerberus and | have a wonderful rdaionship.”

"You send your own share of customers down to Hades," said Ed.

"l guessthat's trug," said Mirakles thoughtfully. "Anyway, well be able to dip right by him, as long
as the three of you go fird. Il keep Cerberus busy here. Hey, boy! How ya doin'? Rall over, that's it!
Let me scratch your bdly!™

"A boy and his many-headed mongrd,” murmured Spike, sheking his head. He ran past the horrible
mongter, not far behind Glorian. Ed put on his best show of speed. Then, bringing up the rear, came the
Prince of the Elastic Tendon.

They entered an anteroom to the crypt area, which was large, empty, and full of echoes. There
were marble bas rdiefs depicting probably untrue incidents in the lives — and occasondly afterlives —
of the Hathead kings. A huge marble door stood at the south end of the room. The marble door was
closed, and above it was the instription Fed free.

"Do you?' asked Glorian at ladt.

"Do | what?' said Mirakles.

"Fed free"

The prince growled his hatred. "Not until | get the Autoexec's neck in one hand, and the Hot Key in
the other."

"Inthe meantime," said Spike, swinging open the noisy marble door, "let's keep moving.”

"Hrd, let me try something,” said Glorian, suddenly inspired. He wrote out a note on Vahdla Hilton
note paper, describing dl that had happened to them, and the Autoexec's part in it. His colleagues in the
Association would be as shocked to learn of the Autoexec's treachery as held been. Then he Drawer
Forwarded it back to the hotel, and slently supplicated The Powers That Be that the message would
reach sympathetic eyes.

Beyond the anteroom was the crypt itsdf. The room contained the earthly remains of the mighty
Flatheads, twelve somewhat flat heads mounted securely on poles. ™Y ou might think that the crypt would
have other thingsinit," said Mirakles, shuddering despite hiswell-publicized courage.

"Likewhat?" asked Ed.

"Oh, funerary urns or other things the Zorkers used in their ritud practices.”

"Nope," sad Spike casudly, "it's empty of anything a dl like that. And beieve me, you don't want
to get up close to any of these heads mounted on the poles. They don't bear close ingpection. | know."

At fird, there didn't seem to be any other way out of the room except the way they'd entered, but
Spike urged them dl toward a secret doorway. There was a fantly glowing letter in the center of this
area. "Isthat an F?' asked Mirakles.

"It looks likean F," said Ed. "What does it stand for?"

"Maybeit's our grade.”

Glorian opened the secret door. It didnt make a sound, not even the noise of heavy marble rubbing
agang the grit on the floor. Beyond the door was a roughly hewn staircase leading down into darkness.
The landing the explorers found themselves on was covered with carefully drawn magicd runes that
meant nothing to them. Strange green lines of enormous power began to sweep and undulate across the
landing, meking each member fed asif he had no will of his own, but that he must continue forward.



"l don't likethis™ said Mirakles.

"Therés ... nothing ... | ... can ... do," sad Glorian from between clenched teeth. He fdt himsdf
compdled downward. At last he yielded, as did the others, and they stepped onto the long, dark
daircase.

Asthey passed, the green lines flared and disappeared in a burst of light, and Glorian, Spike, Prince
Mirakles, and Ed tumbled down the Staircase.

At the bottom, a vast hdl illuminaed in red light stretched off into the distance. Sinister statues
guarded the entrance to the next chamber far ahead. "Uh oh," said Mirakles. "l get the feding that things
aren't going to get any easer down here”

"I can pretty much assure you that you've summed up the Stuation precisdly,” sad Spike.

"By dl that's holy, look!" cried Glorian. There were tears in his voice. He pointed to a amdl pile of
gone shards and rock dudt.

"What is that, another magicd threat?' asked the prince.

"It's Ed, or dl that remains of him," said Glorian, rocking back and forth in grief. "He didn't survive
thefdl down the Saircase.”

"By Thrag!" shouted Mirakles in helpless frudration. "He was a good companion. He knew he
didn't have long to live, but he never even made it out of this unholy reddm of caverns! He told me often
how much he wished to see the land about the Sunless Grotto.”

"Le us see if we can scoop him up and fill a rucksack with his remains” said Glorian, Drawer
Forwarding a fresh pack from his room in the Vahdla Hilton. They dl spent many wordless minutes
trying to sweep up every last fragment of Ed, and when they were dl put in the rucksack, Mirakles took
it. "'l will carry him with me and remember his good humor,” said the prince. "And | will lay him to rest in
aplace of honor in my mother's redim.”

They rested there, and Glorian Drawer Forwarded them dl sufficient but unambitious food. He was
not in a mood to worry about "cuisne”" They dill had too far to travel, and too many other battles to

fight.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Women, as some witty Frenchman once put it, inspire us with the desire to do master pieces, and
always prevent us from carrying them out.
— Oscar Wilde

They hadn't proceeded far before Mirakles cdled a hdt. They were a the junction of a passage
leading south from the great, endless staircase down which they'd fdlen, and an east-west passage. The
ways east and south were narrow tunnels, but a wider trall led to the west. In the center of the junction
was a great rock, inwhich amythicd sword was once stuck. The sword was long gone, but the monalith
dill stood, dividing the chamber.

"Why are we stopping?' asked Spike. "We had a decent med and we rested, and since then we've
come only alitle way."

The prince didn't seem to have heard the young man's question. He just spread his hands and shook
his head. "I blame mysdf," said the son of Thrag. "'l take dl responshility.”

"Blame yoursdf for what, my prince?' asked Glorian.

Mirakles looked at his two remaning companions with an expresson of dmog utter despair.
"Why," he said, "for the death and destruction of our friend, Ed, the Embedded Character. It was my
fault, and I'll never be able to forgive mysdf. | kept pushing us onward, | kept urging us to hasten. Maybe
if 1 hadn't demanded so much of you lesser folk, Ed would ill be dive this moment.”

"There, there" said Glorian. This was one of the more frustrating occasions that every Supernatura



Guide had to face. Sooner or later, on every quest, something would happen to shatter the hero's
seemingly invinable salf-confidence, and the gppointed quas-red assstant was powerless to do anything
but say "There, there” and try to make the hero fed better. Sometimes heroes were judt like little
children.

So Glorian had been through this dl many times, and he knew what to do. It was just so tedioud It
was exactly like when a friend cdlls you up at three in the morning, collect, in a hysericd and usudly
besotted condition, and wails on and on about some series of horrible problems that don't strike you as
particularly horrible, but your friend is determined to be miserable, and eventudly he starts making vague
references about dl sorts of totdly irrationd solutions to these horrible problems, and you redize tha
youre going to have to spend the next hdf-hour taking your friend back into coherence and
non-violence, usudly at long-distance rates. What do you do fird? You say, "There, there” Then you
have to agree with everything your friend says, and not anger or upset him, and eventudly you succeed in
meking him see that lifeis, indeed, worth living, at least until the sun comes up. In professond circles, this
iscdled "taking him down."

Glorian knew he had to talk Mirakles down, or none of them would ever see the happy solution to
their varying sets of problems. After the obligatory commiseration, he told the hero, "It wasn't your faullt.
Don't you remember those bizarre green lines of force? They more or less pushed us down the staircase.
We didn't have any choicein the matter."

Mirakles nodded glumly. "Yes, | know but —"

Glorian would've bet the farm that those would be the son of Thrag's next words. "But nothing," he
replied. "It could be that Morgrom put those lines of force there for his own nefarious purposes. Perhaps
he intended that we all should perish in that long, bruising fdl."

"Wdl, actudly," said Spike, "those lines of force have dways been there, even before Morgrom's
ariva on the scene”

Glorian glared at the glowing young man. "Spike," he said, "dont you think it was the lines of force
that caused Ed's death, and not the insuperable Mirakles, Prince of the Sunless Grotto? Don't you think
0, Spike?!

Spike read Glorian's expression correctly. "Oh, why, yes, of course. There's no doubt in my mind
that the lines of force were respongble, and that the mighty Mirakles shouldn't give another moment's
thought to any fedings of obligation or lihility."

"Exactly," said Glorian. He turned back to the prince. "Y ou're indulging yourself with these thoughts,
O Mirakles of the Elagtic Tendon. You're walowing in unearned guilt, which is the worst kind. Now,
come dong, we have places to go and people to mest.”

"Those green lines of force would prevent the Autoexec from going back the way we dl came," said
Spike. "He's trapped in this area dong with us. South of here is a lake, and east the passage comes to a
dead end. To the west is a barren area above the Hathead Ocean, and the Land of Shadow.”

The son of Thrag looked as if he were waking from a dream. He glanced about himsdf and
muttered something. "Right, then,” he said, "west. The way is easier, and Snce we have no information
about where the Autoexec went, one way is as good as another. We have to believe, however, that with
the Dipped Switch in his possession, he is mogt likdy in a hurry to return to the white house, where the
time machineis”

Glorian nodded his head in agreement. "Morgrom may be in that house, t0o," he sad. "l wish |
knew more about their relationship.”

"Enough talk," said Mirakles impetiently. He led the way to the west, into a barren area. It was a
large plain entirdy devoid of vegetation. Ahead, though, there were more 9gns of life, at least in the form
of trees. The barren area had been cut off from the south by a mighty wall of stone, which now wasin a
sad state of disrepair. The intdligent explorer would not even attempt scding the wall, except in the
southwest, where it had crumbled and falen enough to dlow passage. Mirakles, however, was not
interested in what lay in the southwest. He kept traveing in a sraight line, toward the trees.

Soon they saw that they were at the top of ahigh diff. Perhaps two hundred feet above them was a
gaping hole in the earth's surface, and bright sunlight poured in. "This is a rather unique locetion in this



subterranean world,” said Spike. "A few seedlings from the world above, nurtured by the sunlight and
occasond ran, have grown into giant trees, making this a virtud oasis in the desert of the Great
Underground Empire. Except for the volcano area, | can't think of anywhere dse in this part of the
ancient Empire where the sky isvishle, and where above-ground trees grow in such abundance.”

"Thank you, Mr. Tour Guide" sad Glorian. "That's what Ed wouldve sad.”

Mirakles was dready peering over the edge of the diff. It was a sheer precipice, dropping a long,
long way to jagged rocks below.

"Therope's dill here" said Spike.

The prince turned and looked at the young man. "Huh?' he said.

"There, tied to that tree. There's a rope knotted around the trunk, and the other end is dangling over
the edge of the diff. Either it's been here a very long time, or ese the File Restorer has replaced the
origind."

Glorian noticed there was something ese on the tree an envelope. He retrieved the envelope and
examined it. The note ingde was written on offida Supernaturd and Fantastic Wayfarers Association
dationery, and signed by Savitri, the East Indian golden god of the sun, the current president of the
organiztion. It sad:

Glorian:

Shocking news about the Autoexec, but your report has been independently corroborated by
severd other sources. Steps are being taken. Do not worry. Step One is for you to meet Phretys. Shelll
be waiting for you beside the ocean. Best that you leave the others behind for a time and meet her done.
Know that the Supernatural and Fantastic Wayfarers Association is behind you one hundred percent. |
can tdl you that | voted for you for the Campbel Award, and was very sorry that you lost. But, of
coursg, it's an honor just to be nominated.

Good luck to you,
and may God bless.

"From the Autoexec?' asked Spike.

"He wouldn't have the brass-bound nerve" said Mirakles.

Glorian put the paper ingde his shirt and Drawer Forwarded it away. "No," he sad, "Just some
advice from the president of the Association. I'm supposed to meet someone named Phretys. The name
rings a bell with me, but | can't quite place her."

"I've never heard it before" said the prince.

"Where do we go, then?" asked Spike.

"I meet her done" said Glorian. He pointed over the edge of the diff. "Down there."

"Ah" said Mirakles. He looked rdieved that he wasn't going to have to make the descent as well.

Glorian grabbed the rope and tested it by pulling as hard as he could. It seemed trustworthy. "The
two of you can just wait for me here” he said. "I don't know how long this meeting will last, but | don't
want to lose track of you."

"Thet will be jugt fine" said the prince.

"Glorian," said Spike, "you won't be able to dimb back up the diff, will you?'

"No, | don't think so. But if I remember correctly —"

"Youll have to pass through the Land of Shadow,” Spike interrupted, "then through the narrow
tunnd north to the junction room, then west until you find us. Don't worry about Mirakles and me, well
just be dternating between boredom and worrying oursalves sck over you."

Mirakles came forward and clasped Glorian's am. "Glorian of the Knowledge," he said. "Good
fortune atend your journey. May you come away from the meeting with useful tidings."

"I hope s0, O son of Thrag," said Glorian.

"What about light in the Land of Shadow?" asked Spike. "I won't be with you.”

"Hadhlight," said Glorian smply, and then he began the difficult dimb down the sheer face of the
diff. He made dow progress, seeking for footholds and inching his way toward the rocks below. Part of



the time, he thought of quitting the Supernatural-Guide business, because it had just gotten too
aggravding. Then, the next moment, he told himsdf that bdonging to the Supernatura and Fantastic
Wayfarers Association was something he was inordinately proud of, and he couldn't imagine giving that
up.

Of course, it wasn't the same now as it had been in the Good Old Days. These kids nowadays ...
what would they have thought of the Hanged Frog back in the early years of Glorian's career? On the
other hand, there had aways been fools and tricksters and downright villans in the Association — take
Narliniavon Glech, for one. Sheld been around as long as Glorian himsdf had.

Thered never before been even a hint that the Upper Echelons were tainted with wrongdoing,
though. The revdaion of the Autoexec's true nature was dill too datling for Glorian to accept
completely. He wondered about The Powers That Be — what authority could they exert, if everyone
suspected them of hidden motives? It was asif there were a cancer on the Association, and Glorian had
gotten himsdlf into the middle of the battle to excise that cancer and keep it from spreading.

It was not long after that morbid thought that Glorian reached a rock-strewn ledge near the base of
the high diff. The very bottom of the diff was perhaps fifteen feet farther. Unfortunatdly, the Campbel
Award nominee had quite literdly come to the end of his rope. He dangled there for a few seconds
conddering his options.

They dl boiled down to one He'd have to scramble down the rest of the diff the hard and dirty
way, and when he got to the bottom, he probably wouldn't be able to dimb back up to the end of the
rope. Not that Glorian serioudy believed that he could haul himsdf back up to where Spike and Mirakles
waited. The glowing young man had been right in saying that Glorian would have to return the long way.

W, there was no prafit in anding at the diff base and curang his luck, so Glorian retrieved his
flashlight via Drawer Forwarding, clicked it on, and looked around. He saw that he wasn't far away from
the sandy beach of the Flathead Ocean.

Of course, it was a big ocean, and this Phretys person could be dmaost anywhere. The ocean itsdf
was an amazing feature of the subterranean world. It was a huge underground sea, and rumors and
legends of it had made their way to the surface world over the centuries. Just now there was a heavy surf,
and a fresh breeze blowing onshore.

The land rose steeply in the eadt, into the Land of Shadow, Glorian knew. He dso knew that he
couldnt wak much farther south, because the seaside terrain became impassable quicksand. He gazed
out over the water, into a thick fog that was raling toward the shore. Soon Glorian would be enveloped
inthat heavy migt, and his travels would become that much more difficult. He took a deep bresth and let
it out dowly. He decided to search the beach area as far south as he could go. Phretys had to be around
here somewhere.

He'd walked about a hundred yards when he heard a woman's husky voice cdl his name. He
stopped and looked around, turning the beam of his flaghlight this way and that, but he couldnt see
anyone. Then, unexpectedly, a hand touched his shoulder, and Glorian gave a little yelp of surprise and
dropped his flashlight. He bent down to pick it up where it lay besde a woman's ddlicate, shdl-pink,
sandal-shod foot.

"Sorry," sad the woman. "This whole place is too spooky. I'm sorry dready that | agreed to do
this"

"Areyou Phretys?' asked Glorian.

"Sure" she said. "I can't imagine there are very many other goddesses like me, just drolling dong
beside thisanful ocean. Let me explain my business, and then | can get out of here”

"Whatever you like" said Glorian.

"What I'd like fird isa cigarette.” She opened a black designer handbag and rummaged around in it,
coming up at last with a crumpled pack of cigarettes. "Got any matches?' she asked.

"No, sorry."

"A lighter? | lost my lighter somewhere down here, and | know I'll never find it."

"No fireemaking capabilities at dl," said Glorian. "That's caused a certain amount of trouble in the
recent past.”



"All right,” said Phretys, "forget it." She dropped the pack of cigarettes back into her handbag and
closed it. She was tdl and willowy, with very patrician features. She had long, wavy blonde hair and pae
gray eyes. She wore a long, white garment with a Grecian border in purple. Glorian recognized it as a
stola, the sort of thing rich women in ancient Greece used to wear. "Bloomingddes” she said.

Glorian nodded. He had no idea why he had been indructed to meet her, so he waited for her to
gvehim an explandtion.

"My nameis Phretys" she said. "I'm a Muse, a daughter of Zeus and Mnemosyne.”

Of course, mogt people had heard of the nine bigtime Muses — Thdia, Clio, those ladies. The
origind nine ethereal beauties had been enough in ancient Greece, when nine could cover just about
every aspect of mankind's artistic endeavors. A lot of time had passed snce then; and what with progress
and dvilizetion, there came to be a need for supplementary Muses. Nowadays, Glorian estimated, there
were about twenty-two hundred of them, and it was impossible to keep up with every one. Mogt, if not
al, were members of the Association, and it may wel have been that Glorian had seen Phretys before, a
one function or another.

"May | ask what you're the Muse of 7' he said.

She looked around hersdf and shook her head. "I'm the Muse of Modern Science Fiction,” she
sad.

"Uh huh," said Glorian.

"My sigter, Threnia, was supposed to speak with you. She's the Muse of Modern Fantasy Novels.
Unfortunately, she couldn't make it, and she asked meto cover for her. So here | am.”

"Uh huh," said Glorian.

"I've come to deliver a message, to give you a vauable piece of information, and then to sort of
bless you and send you on your way. The message is that when you recover the Golden Dipped Switch
— and we dl expect that you will recover it, or rather that Mirakleswill recover it with your guidance —
you must guard it asif it were the very World-Egg itsdf.

"You cannot begin to imagine the horrors that would be unleashed, should either the Autoexec or
Morgrom replace the Switch in the time machine, and then go about their nefarious plans. I'm sure you've
dready begun imagining what they could do; but, believe me, you don't know the hdf of it, and | don't
have the time to go into detail.

"All right, the second thing is, we know what the Autoexec's weakness is Darkness. He's
powerless in total darkness. And | don't mean like waking into a closet and not turning the light on. |
don't mean like going up into the aitic when you were a kid, or down into the basement. | don't mean
darkness because dl the lights are off. The Autoexec can create light, you've seen him do it. I'm taking
about absolute darkness, the utter blackness thet is the totd absence of light, or any possibility of light.
It's aqudity that's rather difficult to achieve, and so the Autoexec feds he's perfectly safe from attack on
that front. He may be right, but | had to give you the information. | hope it will be useful to you.

"Third, bless you, go forth and be victorious, you know what | mean. | just want to go home and
take anice, hot, soaky bath and have allittle chablis and smoke a cigarette. | don't like it here.”

Glorian was dmogt overwhelmed by the Muse's persondity, but that's the effect they have on some
people. "How can | thank you for dl you've told me?' he asked.

"Jug get the Switch and ddiver it only to the Control Character,” she said.

Glorian's eyes grew larger. "Then there is such abeing?’

"You bet," said Phretys. "One thing about Threnids job thet | like — in a science fiction novd, I'd
have to explain and rationdize everything, but in a fantasy nove, people will believe just about anything.
Shehasit alot easer than | do, you can beieve me. Now, ligen, this is a piece of advice from me,
because | was sorry you logt the Campbell Award.”

"It's an honor just to be nominated,” said Glorian in adull, dead voice.

"Yeah, sure" said the Muse. "I'll tdl you this then I'm leaving. When you get the Dipped Switch
back, and the Hot Key, your adventure dill won't be over. Do you understand?!

Glorian blinked afew times "No?' he said. "What dseisthere?’

Phretys looked up, as if Zeus were hovering overhead, ready to give the poor Muse sudaning



grength. "If you haven' figured it out aready, Glorian of the Knowledge," she said in a low voice, "this
it Mirakless sory."

"It's not?'

"No, dummy, it's yours. You've explained a great ded to that hefty hunk of hero about how the
mythic cycle works, and yet you haven't tumbled to the fact that everything that istrue for him is dso true
for you. Don't you recognize this conversation as the mydica meeting with the Goddess? Mirakles had
Mdithid, you get mein Threnids place. And the next stage —"

"The reconailigtion with the father-creator,” whispered Glorian.

"— as | was saying, is when you findly meet the Control Character. Glorian, my sweet, you're dill
pretty naive for someone who's been in this game as long as you have."

"I never guessed,” said Glorian in awe. "Does that mean —"'

"Seeya" sad Phretys, the Muse of Modern Science Fiction, and then she was gone.

Glorian just stared at the place where sheld been. "You know," he thought, "Il just bet that this
strange, mixed-up feding | have now is exactly how dl the heroes of the past have fdt when | guided
them near the end of their own epics. The tables have been turned." He gave a weak laugh, rubbed his
face with weary hands, and headed eadt, into the Land of Shadow.

Thiswas an eerie place, aland of eternd night. It was amagicd place, afantadtic place, and Glorian
could understand why Phretys wanted to leave so quickly. The Land of Shadow intimidated even
Glorian, who had been hardened over the centuries to most normd, everyday horrors. This was not a
part of the Great Underground Empire that he ever visted voluntarily. In fact, it was only the second time
that hed been through it. Generdly spesking, Glorian preferred to avoid this part of the Empire
atogether.

"Wdl," he thought, "I suppose | can cross this entire region from my lig of places where the
Autoexec might be." There was a terrible, enchanted darkness here, and Phretys bit of advice suggested
that the Autoexec would avoid the Land of Shadow and dl chambers, tunnds passages, and dangling
ropes that forced one to pass through it.

The darkness seemed to eet the light from Glorian's flashlight greedily. The flashlight's brilliant beam
was reduced to afant ydlow glimmer that served only to warn him of stones, holes, and other hazards of
the way. He knew the path out of the Land of Shadow, and he tried to keep hismind on other things until
he emerged.

He thought about what Phretys had told him. Firgt, that this whole adventure was for his benefit, and
not Mirakles. How would the hero fed about that? Glorian decided that it wasn't in the basic agreement
that hed have to inform the prince himsdf. Let Phretys or Threnia do it. Or Narlinia Narlinia aways
enjoyed ddivering bad news to someone.

And what did it dl mean? Had Phretys been trying to tdl him that if he recovered the Dipped
Switch from the Autoexec — and kept it safdy out of the hands of Morgrom the Mdignant — tha
Glorian would end up apotheosized? Tha was something held rardly even dreamed of. It would take him
out of the rank of mere Supernaiura Guide, and raise him up at least one whole echelon. He'd be a
hemi-semi-demigod or something. He could fed his mythologicd pulse race, just congdering the
possihilities.

He had amogt reached the farthest limits of the Land of Shadow. He wondered how mere mortals
reacted to the place. After dl, he was a member of the Supernaturd and Fantastic Wayfarers
Association, and he was afraid. Well, if not exactly afraid, then a least deeply concerned. And he was a
non-real entity, unlike a human being. Glorian didn't have to worry about being killed in the Land of
Shadow, unless there were open vats of molten blue glass lying around, which he doubted. Yet if this
place caused such shuddery fedings in him, then it must work its evil that much more on human beings.
They could and did fear the darkness because they imagined thet it concedled death-dealing mongers.
Glorian promised himsdf that he'd no longer find that trait amusing in his future dients.

Fndly, a long lagt, Glorian arived at the edge of the Land of Shadow. He entered a dark
crawlway that was pretty frightening in its own right. He made his way dowly, inching forward on his
somach. The greatest hero in the world, who would face a dozen Shugreths, might quake a the



claustrophobic tightness of this passage.

It didn't bother Glorian, of course. He kept going until he rolled out of the crawlway's mouth into the
junction room. Then he just followed the same path held traced with his two companions not long before.
He hurried over the barren area to the diff top, and found Mirakles and Spike pretty much as hed left
them.

"Glorian!" cried Spike. He seemed genuindy glad to see him.

"WdI?' said Mirakles, showing some concern.

"Theré's good news and there's bad news" said Glorian.

"I hate it when people say that,” said the prince.

Glorian shrugged. "The good newsisthat | know exactly where the Autoexec isnt. The bad news is
that pretty much everything we thought we knew about where we were going and why is wrong.”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Man is a credulous animal and must believe something. In the absence of good grounds for belief,
he will be satisfied with bad ones.
— Bertrand Rusl|

The firg important thing was a hearty med. Glorian conscientioudy believed in hearty meds.
Although they had far to travd and many difficult feats to attempt, he made dl three of them pause and
relax alittle, and enjoy a hearty, nutritious, stick-to-the-ribs med.

"I don't want anything stuck to my ribs," said Mirakles angrily. "1 want to go after that Autoexec guy
of yours. | can do it on pure hatred, Glorian! | don't need a blasted med!"

"Now, now," said the Supernaturd Guide, "you're just fodling yoursdf. Everyone needs a proper
diet. How would you fed if you findly caught up to both the Autoexec and Morgrom, and the two of you
— wil, the three of us, actudly, but we're counting heavily on you and Redthirst carrying most of the
load — if you suddenly fdt dl weak and washed-out and unable to continue because you'd skipped an
important med? How would you fed? How do you think that would fit into the grand song they're going
to write about you after you die or sl off to some mydic ide or something? 'And then the greet
Mirakles/Prince of the Sunless Grotto/ fdt faint from lack of proper nourishment/ and was cut into a
million pieces by hisevil enemy." How does that sound in your saga?’

Mirakles looked a Spike, and Spike looked back a Mirakles. "It would be quicker to let him
serve the condemnation-deserving med than for us to argue about it anymore” The prince looked a
Glorian. "Hne" he said, "feed us. You're right. I'm sorry if | hurt your fedings™

"It's not a matter of my fedings" said Glorian. "It's a matter of good, common sense. You can't
function a your best on an empty ssomach. It's a proven fact. | could show you gatigtics”

"Don't, please" sad he of the Elagtic Tendon. "Judt let's edt.”

So Glorian served up to his companions Roast Elk a la Jefferson, steamed Okeanos endymions in
comus sauce, and Zulu coconut cream pie. He gpologized for the brevity of the menu; but he reminded
them that they were, in effect, in a state of war, and therefore they didn't have much time to kill.

After they'd eaten just enough to replenish their energy, yet not so much that they couldn't effectively
pursue the Autoexec, they got up and continued their march. Spike led them away from the edge of the
diff, back across the barren ground to the Junction Room. There they turned south through the tiny
crawlway. Glorian was proud of Mirakles, because he displayed no fear of closed-in spaces that other,
less formidable heroes had shown.

The three of them made their way on their bdllies southward, from the crawlway into a misy room.
That chamber was a dank passage filled with a wispy fog seeping in from the Land of Shadow, which
was not far to the west.



"Say, Glorian,” said Mirakles, shivering, "ignt there another way we can go? We're covering some
pretty strange territory here — fird that crawlway, and now this rocky chamber filled with foul-smdling
fog. Although my enchanted blade, Redthirst, has not begun throwing off its warning aroma, | have a
feding deep down that we're heading into trouble.”

"Of course we're heading into trouble” cried Glorian in exasperation. "lsnt that what we're here
for?'

"I suppose,” said Mirakles. He sounded less enthusiagtic than before. Glorian blamed that on the
COMUS sauce.

Theway led due south, dong a path that became wide and easy to tread. Soon the prince was his
former confident sdf, and Spike was entertaining them with long, boring descriptions of where they'd
been and where they were and what they'd see next. It warmed Glorian's fabulous heart. Thiswas what a

real quest was supposed to be like.

They followed the path for quite along while — so long, in fact, that Spike eventudly ran out of
interegting yet tedious things to say about it. They hurried on in blessed slence for dmog a quarter of an
hour, until the path widened, and they redlized they were now in a very large cavern, on the north shore
of agndl lake. Some polished stone steps led down to the southeast, and a sheer rock face prevented
any progress around the lake to the southwest.

"Wdl," said Glorian, "we have two choices, my prince.”

"Any suggesions?' said Mirakles.

"Those steps take you to a dead end," said Spike. "They go down to a place where you can look
out and see the busted agueduct.”

"Can you svim?' asked the son of Thrag.

"You bet," said Spike. "It's asurvivd ill herein the Great Underground Empire.”

"What about you?' said Mirakles to Glorian.

"I'm disgppointed that you even had to ask," replied the Supernaturd Guide. It seemed that no
meatter how much he did for the hero, it was never enough. "Of course | can svim.”

"Thenit'sinto the lake and onward,” decided the prince.

"Wait," said Glorian. "Before we rashly jump into the cold water at our feet, we ought to be aware
of afew things"

"Likewhat?' asked Spike.

"Wdl," said the Campbel Award-nomineg, "if you go into the lake, it will wash off dl the luminia on
your body. From then on, well be dependent on my poor flashlight.”

"Ah, good thinking," said Spike. He gave Glorian his remaining supply of luminia, which the guide
then Drawer Forwarded back to hisroom in the Vdhdla Hilton for protection.

"And the rucksack,” said the prince. "If | swam across the lake with it, the remains of poor Ed
would turn to mud. He deserves better.” So Glorian Forwarded the rucksack, too.

"Are we ready now?" asked Spike.

"I think s0," said Mirakles. He looked at Glorian for confirmation.

"Let's do it, then," said the leader of ther party. All three of them jumped into the lake and began
svimming toward the western shore. The water was icy, and at firs Glorian thought he'd made a dreadful
mistake. They had so far to swim, and the lake was so cold, that he feared their muscles would cramp,
they'd suffer hypothermia, and they'd drown. There was a brief ingant when Glorian bdieved that held
condemned them dl to varying degrees of degath, thanks to his lack of foresight.

But then, just when he thought he could svim no farther, the shore came into view. They crawled
out of the water and fdl exhausted on the hard, rocky ground. There were a few sckly reeds managing
to push their way up around the water's edge, but otherwise there were no sgns of life. There was only
one path, and it led into a narrow passage to the south.

"Let's rest a litle" said Glorian. "Il get us dl dry dothing." They took some time to send and
receive towels and new outfits, and Glorian returned Spike's supply of luminia to him, as wdl as the
rucksack to Mirakles. After a short while, they got up and followed the path.

"Oh," said Spike, "thisisthe way to the Scenic Vida"



"Scenic Viga?' sad the prince with some vehemence. "We don't have time for Scenic Vidas. That's
why we didn't take the Sde-trip to look at your busted aqueduct.”

Spike shook his head. "It's not that kind of Scenic Vida," he said. "Youll see”

They came findly to a amdl chamber carved in the rock, with no other exit. Mounted on one wal
was atable labdled "Scenic Vida" whose featureless surface was angled toward them. One might think
thet the table was used to indicate points of interest in the view from this spot, like those found in so many
parks. Mirakles discovered the flaw in that logic a once.

"Hey," he sad, "therés nothing at dl to look at here!” He was right about that. There was only the
somewhat confined cavern, and by no stretch of the imagination could it be considered scenic. There was
an indicator above the table, and it now read "11."

"This room," said Glorian, "is a cleverly-disguised transportation device. It can maeridize us in
places weve seen dready, or places we didnt vigt, or places weve yet to come to. We have only a
grictly limited amount of time to spend at our stopping place, however, and then the room brings us back
here"

"How doesit work?' asked Mirakles.

"Thetable ligs dedtinations,”" said Spike. "If you watch long enough, youll see the indicator change.”
Even as he spoke those words, the "II" became "111."

"Yes" sad the prince most agreeably, "but how does it work?"

Glorian waved a finger in admonishment. "In my business” he told the son of Thrag, "we have a
sying: Any suffidently advanced technology is indigtinguishable from doubletalk.”

Spike nodded agreement. "It's not important how it works" he said. "It's only important that we
know how to useit.

Mirakles smiled. "And do you?'

Glorian looked at Spike, and The Protector looked back. For a moment, they were speechless. "Of
course we do," they said loudly in unison.

"If we didn't know how to use such things" Glorian continued, "what possible use would we be to
you?'

"Y ou're not the only one to ask that question,” said the Prince of the Sunless Grotto.

Spike took offense. "Are you suggesting—"

Mirakles laughed out loud. It was a good, solid, hearty laugh. "You can dish it out, Spike" he sad,
"but you cantt take it! You can't stand someone ese having a bit of fun with you!"

"A bit of fun!" cried Spike. "Here, where we're in the uttermost peril of our lives, sanity, and the
continuation of norma existence as we've come to know it, you talk about a bit of fun?”

The prince was about to respond when he was interrupted by the arrivd in the Scenic Vigta room of
another party. Another rather large party.

"How are you dl feding?' asked the Autoexec. He stood at the head of an amy of shambling,
senseless cregtures.

"Jud fine, thank you,” said Mirakles, dowly drawing Redthirst from its scabbard across his brawny
back. The mighty blade was wafting the bread fragrance so strongly in the small, enclosed chamber that it
was amost enough to make oneiill.

"You!" cried Glorian. "You, inwhom I'd placed so much trust and faith!”

The Autoexec dill looked like a young, upwardly-mobile dtizen of some suburban town. He was
dill dressed in his tennis whites, and his pleasant, suntanned face was Hill as handsome and friendly as
ever. "Trug," he said, shaking his head, "and faith. Glorian, do you honestly expect me to put any vauein
such concepts? After dl these ages, eons, epochs? From your point of view, the future opens broadly
into an ever-expanding universe of greater success, one legendary exploit to be piled on top of another.
But what about me, Glorian? What about me? Where is there for me to go?'

"I could give you a hint or two," said Spike in avidous tone.

The Autoexec paid no attention, and neither did Glorian. "Were you not in command, even over
The Powers That Be?' asked the latter. "Waan't that enough?'

The Autoexec shrugged his moderately-muscled shoulders. "It was at fird," he admitted. "But after



afew thousand years passed, | began to think about advancement. | looked up the corporate ladder, and
above me was only the Control Character himsdf. What was | supposed to do? Just go on, putting in a
good day's work millennium after millennium, until the Control Character patted me on the back and gave
me his desk in the Home Office?'

"Weadl do what we have to," said Mirakles. "Those of us who can't do even that, we do what we

The Autoexec nodded. "A fine philosophy, my friend," he said sadly. "Here, do battle with my army
of mundanes. If you don't perish horribly, maybe well continue this conversation later. I've grown terribly
weary over the centuries, you know, and | take my entertainment where | find it." He turned his back on
the prince, Glorian, and Spike. A way opened for him through the ranks of the amy held brought with
him, and he walked dowly to the rear.

It was obvious now to Glorian that the Autoexec meant to use the Scenic Vigaroom to travel back
to the white house, where he could fit the Dipped Switch in place in the time machine. Glorian didn't
know precisely what the Autoexec planned beyond thet, but he didn't need to know the details. "It's the
three of us againg this army of mundanes,” he said to Mirakles.

"All right," said the prince. "No problem. What are mundanes?’

Glorian gritted his teeth. "They're judt like zombies™ he said, "except they're not dead. They're
merdy living human beings who chose to pursue this numbing lifedyle They're the degenerate
descendants of atribe founded by Ascius, the morta enemy of the legendary military leader, Caius Julius
Flathead. The Asdii aren't redly very good at this sort of thing anymore.”

"Then they'll be easier to ded with than zombies™ said the son of Thrag. "I can actudly kill these
empty-eyed oldiers”

"Yes" sad Spike, "but they're here in overwhdming numbers, in case you haven't noticed. Glorian,
don't you have some supernatural power that you've been holding back? Something you've saved for a
hopeless stuation like this?!

Glorian consdered Spike's question. "W, yes, | have, as a matter of fact. Severd neat tricks,
actudly. For one, | can spin straw into molybdenum.”

Mirakles feinted toward the mundane army with his enchanted sword. Collectively, they didn't flinch
adngle muscle. "Right," cdled the prince over his shoulder. "And what's a hegping lot of molybdenum
going to do for us?'

"Some people might hide behind it," said Spike, sepping up beside the son of Thrag, his short
sword in his hand.

The blank-faced legions of the Autoexec pressed forward. "For Thrag and the Grotto!" shouted
Mirakles, wading into the front line of the enemy.

"For ... for my Dad!" cried Spike, falowing the prince's lead.

"I'mright here, too," said Glorian. "I'm kegping an eye on the Autoexec."

Mirakles grunted. "Spike," he said, between decapitating one mundane and ditting open the bdly of
another, "we must hold this doorway. We cannot let them into the room, or they'll crush us to the floor;
nor can we go out among them for the same reason. Here in the doorway, only a dozen or so can reach
usat once. | can handle ten of them, | think, if youll get the other two."

Spike laughed fiercdly. "I'm garting to enjoy this™ he said, hacking and hewing a every mundane
who came within reach.

"Chemicdsinyour brain,” said Glorian. "That's why."

Mirakles glanced briefly at The Protector. "The Knowledge," said Spike. "He knows these things"

"Uh huh," said the prince, getting back to the business of daughtering the Autoexec's dull-witted
forces.

When the bodies of the mundanes had piled up so high that he could bardy see over them, the
Autoexec decided that things were not going as he'd expected. That's when he stepped in to lend a hand.

"Mirakled" shouted the former Lord of The Powers That Be. He was meking his way forward
through the ranks of hisarmy. "Where do your loydtiesli€?'

The prince answered while he lopped, chopped, cleaved, and cut. "My loyadlty is firs to my father,



Thrag the Rardly Invited, then to my mother, Queen Desiphae of the Sunless Grotto. Next, | recognize
ties to the people of my kingdom. Findly, I am bound by an oath to Morgrom, the Essence of Euvil,
Thrag's Bane, the Mdignant.”

The Autoexec laughed cheerfully. ™Y ou did not mention your companions” he said.

"Waich him," said Glorian warily. "His hand is beginning to glow.”

"I see it sad Mirakles. He and Spike were dill diminaing whole platoons of mundanes. The
prince glared a the Autoexec. "What foul thing are you preparing now, O treacherous one?"

"Nathing you haven't seen before" said the Autoexec. He raised his hand and blazed a blue-white
bolt of force a Glorian.

"You'retrying to kill my Guide again," growled Mirakles. He legped high to his right and deflected
the bolt of force with the flat blade of Redthirg.

"Nice move, my prince" said Spike admiringly.

"Thank you. By Thrag, | love doing thigd"

"The Second Secret of the Sword," sad Glorian.

There were dill many mundanes trying to get into the Scenic Vigta room. Mirakles went on with his
bloody work without the least 9gn of fatigue, but Spike was adready beginning to fdter.

"You did not answer me before," the Autoexec called. "How strong are the bonds between you and
your companions? Have you examined them, prince? Have you noticed that bonds can be broken, even
stronger bonds than those that bind mother and child?'

"There are no stronger bonds,” said Mirakles.

"You wouldn't know about that," sad the Autoexec. "I would. Bdieve me, any bonds can be
broken, if one feds he has reason enough.” He loosed another bolt of force.

This time, Mirakles had to make a saving dive to defend Glorian. "I will not debate with you,
Master of Perfidy."

The Autoexec was about to say something, but he stopped himsdf. "Where do these epithets come
fromdl thetime?' he said. "Master of Perfidy?'

"Just madeit up,” said Mirakles.

"All right,”" said the Autoexec. A third time, he hurled a lightning-like bolt of energy.

A third time, the son of Thrag fought it off with the agile use of his mighty sword.

"Il tdl you what his problem is”" said Spike, decapitating one of the Asdi un-undead. "He has no
playground moves. Y ou can figure out his style in two minutes. He should be giving you head-fakes and
quff.”

Mirakles did not reply. Redthirst drank deeply of the mundane blood.

"Watch the bonds bresk!" shouted the Autoexec, in a curioudy triumphant tone. He hurled
something smdl and shiny &t the prince.

At firgt, Mirakles began to swing his sword like a greet, flat cricket bat, to swat the shiny thing into
the next county. Then he stopped himsdf. "The Key!" he cried. "The Hot Key!" Suddenly, it seemed as if
he completdy forgot the battle and hisfriends. He held Redthirst in one hand, and stooped to pick up the
Frobozz Magic Hot Key with the other.

The Autoexec took advantage of Mirakles distraction to launch another ball of whitefire a Glorian.
The Supernaturd Guide ducked it easlly and gave a quiet laugh. "My turn,” he said. He raised his hand,
and a pearl-gray cdoud formed around it. The cloud got darker and darker, until Glorian's hand was
completely hidden. Suddenly, a stream of absolute blackness blasted through the cavern entrance, from
Glorian's hand toward the Autoexec.

"Wow," cried Spike, "pumping darkness!"

"Not darkness," said Glorian. "Darkness. With a capitd D."

The Autoexec was sunned by the attack, and fdl back weakly. The mundanes, seeing him retreat a
little, followed him, moving away from the door. The Autoexec recovered quickly, however. "Caught me
by surprise with that one, Glorian," he said. He turned up his brightness and returned to the attack.

Glorian and the Autoexec struggled for along while, until Mirakles and Spike lowered ther swords
to watch in amazement, and the mundanes turned away in horror. The Autoexec amed his bright, fiery



force at Glorian, and Glorian directed hisimpenetrable Darkness in return.

"A contest of will," said Mirakles. He nodded gpprovingly. "Thisis as it should be."

"I don't know," said Spike, sheking his head. "I don't fully understand the symbolic nature of this
battle. | mean, we seem to be cheering for the Force of Darkness, and the guy over there is dl white and
bright and clean-looking."

The prince put hisarm around Spike's shoulders. "And what does that tdl you about symbols?’ he
asked.

Spike thought for a moment. "Thet they don't mean anything?'

"Or that they mean everything. Whatever you need at the moment.”

Spike nodded. "I didn't even know Glorian could create Darkness like that."

"I can't,” said their virtud companion.

"But —" Spike began. Mirakles put hisfinger to hislips, and The Protector was slent.

Fra the Darkness turned the chambers into deepest, mogt tarifying midnight, then came the
impaossibly brilliant dawn of light. Neither Glorian nor the Autoexec seemed able to overcome the other.
They were quite equaly matched, because sometimes the Darkness and the light met in the middle of the
area and dissolved each other.

The Autoexec hed something in his other hand. "Glorian, | prepared this specidly for you!" And he
threw the physica object with one hand a the same time that he hurled another bolt of light with the
other.

Glorian chose to worry firg about the Autoexec's blast of force. Unfortunately, that left him open to
injury by the weapon. It was a cobat blue grass knife, and it wounded Glorian in the thigh. He gave a
fant cry and fdl to the stone-paved floor.

"By Thrag!" bellowed Mirakles. "I did wel in naming you Master of Perfidy!" He stood between
Glorian and the Autoexec, ready to deflect any energy bdls.

Spike hurried to Glorian's ad. "It's just a flesh wound," he said.

"I don't have actud flesh," said Glorian.

"Whatever," said Spike.

Glorian's bresthing became more shdlow. "Here" he said, obvioudy in great pan, "l've Drawer
Forwarded these medicd supplies”

"Right," said Spike. First, he removed the knife from Glorian's thigh. Then he quickly dathered on a
great gob of Byelbog's Bdm and bound up the wound.

By that time, the Supernatural Guide had recovered his strength enough to continue the battle. "Just
hep me to my fedt," he said. There was 4ill alittle strainin his voice.

Standing once agan, he began pouring Darkness a the Autoexec a a furious rate. "You made me
angry with that knife" he said. "I rarely get angry. | may seem like a nice, easy-going guy, but now fed
my wreth for a change. Thisis for The Powers That Be, the Implementors, and dl the members of the
Supernaturd and Fantastic Wayfarers Associaion you let down." And the Darkness came stronger and
deeper and fadter.

"Giveit to him, Glorian!" cheered Spike.

The Autoexec turned up his brightness a notch, and then a notch more. Glorian matched him, until
the Darkness was s0 dl-pervasive tha nather Mirakles nor Spike could see what was hgppening any
longer.

"Areyou dl right, Glorian?" called the prince worriedly.

There was no reply. Then the Darkness dowly began to lessen, as it diffused into the other
chambers and caverns and passages. After a while, they could see Glorian, kneding on the floor of the
Scenic Viga room. He was vomiting wretchedly.

"Behald!" cried Mirakles, pointing in the other direction.

"Wha?' sad Spike, no doubt expecting to see something a thousand times more terrible than a
mere Shugreth the Unenviable.

"What isit?" said Glorian, ganding weeakly and joining his friends. He looked where the prince was
pointing. He saw that the Autoexec had been blasted and blasted again, that he'd staggered and stumbled



backward dong the path toward the western shore of the subterranean lake, where held fdlen at last and
died. Or discorporated. Or whatever verb gpplies to the death of a godiet.

"Glorian the Victorioud" said Mirakles proudly. He beamed at his Supernatural Guide.

"Way to go, Glorian!" said Spike. "Now tdl me how you suddenly learned that Darkness trick."

"The mundanes?’ asked Glorian.

"All gone home" said the son of Thrag, beginning the deaning and reshesthing of Redthirst, which
hed served them dl so well.

"Good," sad Glorian.

"Ansver my question,” Spike demanded.

Glorian jugt shrugged. "It was ample. After | got the information from Phretys, | had to trave
through the Land of Shadow to rgoin the two of you. | remembered what sheld said, that the Autoexec's
weakness was ultimate darkness. | imagine sheld been sent by the Control Character to rday that fact to
me. He must have redized that 1'd have to pass through the Land of Shadow."

"S0 you stored up the Darkness somehow?" asked Mirakles.

Glorian nodded. "I Drawer Forwarded it. | packed my hotd room with it. | suffed in as much as |
could, praying that no one would open the hoted room's door before | had to face the Autoexec. Then |
just acted as a quasi-human sphon in battle.”

Spike laughed with ddight. "There's just one more thing | don't understand,” he said. "Why didnt
Phretys or the Control Character or somebody just come right out and tel you to use the Darkness?
They were taking the chance that you wouldn't think of it, and then the Autoexec might have defeated us
agan."

Glorian looked very uncomfortable. "I didn't want to get into this yet,” he said, casing his eyes
toward the floor, "but Phretys told me something else. She told me that dthough this journey began as
Mirekles qued, it was mine as wdl. It seems that we both have the credentids for eventud
gpotheogzation. Apparently, | have every bit as much right to think of mysdf as a hero as any I've ever
guided. But," he hurried to add, "jus because this was dso my quest, it takes nothing away from the
great son of Thrag's achievements.”

"Of course not," said Mirakles, his amile wavering jug a little. "We're not competing in any way.
We're like classmatesin school who both reach graduation. There's no winning or losng between us. Of
course, your quest was much harder than mine. | didn't have to destroy the second-most powerful being
inthe universe. And | failed you when the Autoexec threw the Key."

Glorian's heart sank. He could tdl from Mirakles tone that the prince was feding tremendoudy
quilty about his sngle lapse. It seemed likdy to Glorian that held have to tak the prince down al over
agan. "Come on," he sad gruffly, "you were only distracted for a moment. Your fath never wavered.
Now we have to search the Autoexec's pockets for the Dipped Switch. And then the Prince of the
Sunless Grotto has an gppointment to keep in the Wizard's Workroom."

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Father should neither be seen nor heard.
That isthe only proper basis for family life.
— Oscar Wilde

Glorian stood back and dlowed Mirakles to get the Golden Dipped Switch, because after dl, the
Switch was the prince's god.

"Hereitis" sad the son of Thrag at last, sanding and holding up the Switch for his companions to
see. With the kind of timing that occurs so chamingly in fantasy epics, not an indant passed between
Mirakles taking of the Switch and the 9zzling, smoking, sparking disappearance of the Autoexec's bodly.



"What happened?’ cried Spike in darm. "Was he just faking? Did he escape?!

"No, hel's good and dead,”" Glorian explained. "That body was only a form held taken, and without
his consciousness to moativate it and hold it together, it merdy reduced itsdf to its condituent atoms.
Much as those dead mundanes will, only much fagter.”

The mighty-thewed hero looked at the hundreds of dead mundanes that littered the area around the
entrance to the Scenic Viga room. "I wonder if anyone's going to be angry with us for leaving so many
dead bodies dl over ther nice, clean Empire”

"Morgrom, you mean?' asked Glorian.

"I sure wouldn't want to have to dean it dl up now," said Spike.

Mirakles looked down a the little object that had caused so much death and destruction. "It may
wel be that the Switch will cause even more hardship and violence in the future. Yet | am compelled by
my oath to ddiver thisinto the very hands of Thrag's Bane himsdf! O, irony of ironied"

"WEell be with you," said Spike confidently.

Mirakles turned a fond gaze on the glowing young man. "Spike," he said, "in addition to your duties
as The Protector, | hereby appoint you Royd Bearer of the Dipped Switch." And he gave the Switch to
Spike to carry.

The young man gulped. "Y ou'd trust me with this?*

"With that and more 4ill," said the prince. "Now, let's make haste to end thislittle drama.”

Glorian led them back to the Scenic Viga room. He was deeply troubled. He wondered how he
could accomplish the double task that he had accepted: On the one hand, according to the basic
agreement between heroes and thar Supernaturd Guides, Glorian was honor-bound to accompany
Mirakles and watch him hand over the Dipped Switch to the very Essence of Evil. On the other hand, the
Control Character, Phretys, and his own intdligence forbade him from doing jugt that. It was the worst
dilemmaof Glorian'slong and margindly distinguished career, because the fate of the Great Underground
Empire hung upon it — and from there, perhaps the fate of the entire world. For the moment, he sad
nothing. He hoped and prayed that an answer would come to him before that find meeting in the white
house,

Back in the Scenic Vista room, the prince asked, "Where do we go from here? You said something
about the Wizard's Workshop. Whereis that? I've had sore trids because of wizards, and | don't much
like them."

"You needn't worry on that score,”" said Glorian. "There is no wizard there now, unless Morgrom
hes paid some poor foal to dress upin apointy hat and a cloak with stars and planets dl over it, and St
around the Workshop waiting for an adventurer.”

Spike snorted. "He'd be awizard the way Morgrom's treasures are treasures. That is, not very."

"Wl, dl right then," said Mirakles.

"We have to wait for the indicator to cyde around,” said Glorian. At the moment, it said "IV."

"What number do we want?' asked the prince.

"We're waiting for 'll, " said Glorian. "Great prince, clasp Spike's right hand. Spike, give me your
left. ugt alitle while longer...."

As he spoke, the"IV" changed to "1." It was very quiet in the room, but the air was filled with foul
and reeking odors from the aftermath of the battle, and Glorian was glad to be leaving it, even if for only
afew minutes

His supernaturdly-sharp eyes detected the very nanosecond when the indicator began to change to
"Il." He touched the table of degtinations, there was a brief flicker of colored light, a moment of
disorientation, and then they'd arrived in the Wizard's Workroom.

It was a dark, evil-amdling place, lined with empty shelves and racks that Morgrom hadn't yet
gotten around to re-stocking. The Workshop was dominated by the former wizard's workbench,
however. It was made of dark, heavy wood bound with iron. It was stained from many years of use and
deeply gouged, as though some huge, clawed animd had been imprisoned on it. There were burn marks
and even notes written in a crabbed hand, and other items scattered around, the sort of things one might
expect in such a place: dembics, mortar and pestle, odd scraps of vellum, wax candles.



"Remember,” Glorian told the prince, "you mugt open the Scroll here, and we can remain only a
brief time. Then well find oursalves back in the Scenic Vistaroom."

"Right," said Mirakles, "then let's get down to business” He took the tightly-wound sted scroll in
one hand, and the Hot Key in the other. "By Thrag!" he muttered. "I've faced many a horrifying, dreadful
danger in my career, but 1've never been so anxious about an outcome.”

"Thereis nothing to fear here, O Prince" said Glorian gently.

Mirakles nodded, then turned the Key in the Frobozz Magic Scroll Lock.

At firgt, nothing happened. The prince looked toward Glorian for an explanation. Then, very dowly,
the sted scrall began to unwind. Asit did so, the ar in the Workshop hummed with an energetic mixture
of high and low tones, too random to be cdled music, too harmonic to be cdled random. Then came the
visud Sgns that something unusua was happening. There were brilliant, tiny skyrockets and grest pulsng
olows that filled the entire room. At last, the specid effects settled down to a repeated four-bar figure
played on awhispery, tinkly keyboard sort of indrument, and a certain organization in the fireworks that
lit up even the far corners of the Workshop.

These fireworks began to solidify into an image of Prince Mirekles step-father, the late King
Hyperenor of the Sunless Grotto. Phretys, the Muse of Modern Science Fiction, would have cdled it a
hologram. Threnia, the Muse of Fantasy, would use terms like "accumulaion of aurd' or “trans-death
resubstantidization.” They dl meant the same thing, redly. What stood before Mirakles now was a
vibrant, lifefilled, moving, spesking replication of the man who had loved him and taught hm and
fostered in him everything that was good and noble. The prince stared blankly for a few seconds. He
rased his hand to wipe away tears.

"My son,” murmured the hollow voice of King Hyperenor, "and you are my son in many important
respects, dthough by now | guess you know the truth about your lineage, | will give this scroll into the
safe-keeping of those whom | think will serve you best. Perhaps I'm wrong to do this. Your mother, the
queen, thinks I'm wrong. She doesn't trust Morgrom at dl. If I'm wrong, it wont be the firg time,
dthough it may wel be the la."

"Father!" cried Mirakles, trying to grasp the immeaterid image of the dead king.

The blazing illustriousness could not be silenced or interrupted. Hyperenor went on. ™Y ou will soon
be given amisson, a quest, on which you will prove yoursdf, or dietrying. You are a hero born, my son.
| am merdly aking. This quest will be of vital importance to you, to your mother and me, to he who is the
enemy of your true father, and possibly to many other people and beings of our world.

"Ligten, then, my son, because | havelittletime. | don't know how much | can get on this scroll, but
| was told | had only a minute or three. When you complete your misson, you will have two choices.
Y ou can return to the Sunless Grotto and rule in my place — | have no doubt that by that time | will be
gone. Or, ingtead, you can remain in the land where you find yoursdf, as the guardian and overseer, to
protect dl who live there againg the sort of depredation, ignominy, and virtud davery that your mother
feds Morgrom will surely introduce.

"I have a secret, Mirakles, my most beloved. | have a secret that even your beautiful mother, the
queen, knows not of. It isthe Third Secret of the Sword. It isthat the river that runs down to the Sunless
Grotto hasitsoriginin the Frigid River of the Great Underground Empire, a mighty stream that you may
or may not view aong your quest. The dgnificance of this secret is that the Empire and my redm are
connected through certain narrow, water-filled passages. Therefore the Sword is dedicated to protecting
both these lands, and thus the monarch of the Sunless Grotto can keep an eye on what occurs in the
Empire, and this I've been doing. I'm not certain of the sgnificance of what 1've witnessed over the last
few years. | tend to think that Morgrom is indeed the beneficent ruler who will do what he proposes; that
is, hewill restore the Underground Empire to its former greatness. Y our mother firmly disagrees.

"I can fed and hear that my time is dmogt up, my son. Therefore, these last words. Make your
choices carefully, sdlect your companions with even greater care, and beware of fase friendship. The fact
that you're viewing this scroll indicates that | faled in that last item somewhere dong the line. Now, when
you finish the quest, you mugt choose between returning to your mother's Sde, or saying behind in the
land in which you find yoursdf. | cannot be more specific. Perhaps youll find a way to do both, dthough



I've thought long and hard about the matter, and I've not discovered that degant solution. You may well
choose to remain in that other Empire I've dways suspected that you have Hathead blood in you
somewhere. On your mother's Side, of course.

"Remember dways that | love you, Mirakles, as though you were the child of my loins your mother
dill pretends you are. | pray that your decisons will be wise and far and just, and that you will give to
our people, to the subjects of the Sunless Grotto, the leadership, protection, and honor they deserve.”

That was the end. The skyrockets imploded, fdling back into the projected figure of King
Hyperenor until it grew brighter and brighter, and then gradudly dimmer and dimmer, until held quite
faded away.

"Father?' shouted Mirakles, moving forward and waving his ams through the empty, dm space
where the image had been.

The prince turned helplesdy to Glorian, who grasped the hero firmly by the shoulder. "There, there,"
sad Glorian.

" don't know if | can bear this" said Spike mournfully. "It reminds me too much of my own ...
Dad. Now in Hades. Forever."

"Hades?' sad Mirakles sadly. "If | hadn't been so overwhelmed by the sensua grandeur of battling
those legendary heroes, | might have met with my father, as you did yours.”

"Do not reproach yoursdf, my prince” sad Spike. "I didn't give my father the love and respect he
deserved while he was dill dive. Yet I'm sure that, beyond the grave, he knows how | came too late to
love and appreciate the sacrifices he made for me”

"It's that way with everyone," sad Glorian. "Or most people, anyway. Tha knowledge too often
comes too late. Do not demean yoursdlf, do not punish yoursdlf the rest of your life You mugt have seen
the love in your step-father's eyes. He forgave you. Y ou mus forgive yourself."

Mirekles nodded sadly. "If you were the least bit human, Glorian," he sad, "youd know how
impossible that can be."

Glorian frowned. "I'm not as —"

Suddenly, they dl found themsalves back in the Scenic Vista room.

"— inhuman as you think," Glorian finished. "Merdly unhuman. Ther€'s a difference.”

Mirakles and Spike exchanged glances. "Where do we go now?" asked the prince.

"Wdl," said Spike, "I don't think you can get anywhere from here. | mean, | think we have to svim
the lake again.”

Mirakles shuddered. "Thet is not a pleasant thing to look forward to."

"I think Spike is right, though,” said Glorian. He began waking out of the smal chamber. The dead
mundanes were dill stacked up shoulder-high near the entrance. "l think we ought to make our way
toward the Technology Museum. It's where the time machine came from. Morgrom had it dragged to the
house. Maybe something there can hdp us™

Hed waked past the spot where the Autoexec had fdlen, and nearly to the place where they'd
crawled out of the lake after their swim, when a woman's breathy voice sad, "Here's your last chance a
treasure! It's ... a new chariot!"

Glorian went "Yipe!" and jumped about ten feet Sdeways.

"Who's that?' demanded Spike, drawing his short sword.

Mirakles done had not been dartled. "Hold," he said in a quiet voice, "there's no bread-baking
aroma coming from Redthirst. There are no enemies here”

"No supernaturd enemies” reminded Spike. "There could be plenty of ugly-tempered people with
guns and knives and things"

"I don't think s0," said Mirakles. "I remember that voice so wel. Mdithid, what game are you
playing a?"'

The princess stepped out from behind some tumbled boulders that bordered the lake. She had
changed into a lovely, long white gown. Sheld run a comb through her hair and washed her face, and in
other ways made hersdf absolutdly entrancing. She was, very possbly, the most beautiful woman in the
world. "I'm sorry if | upset your companions, my betrothed!" she said.



Mirakles went to her and clasped her in chaste fondness. "How did you get here, my love?' he
asked at lagt. "Surdly you didn't svim the lake."

"I wasn't kidding about the new chariot," she said. Glorian recalled that at the kimono dragon's
house, held thought Mdithid's voice had sounded like a slver bel. Now he redized that he vesly
underrated her. She was a perfect fantasy princess.

They walked a little farther, and Glorian saw a chariot large enough to haul the four of them.
Harnessed to it was the unicorn they'd seen idly munching grass near the gazebo so many days before.

"Okay," said Spike, "I'mwilling to be the one to ask. How did the unicorn get you across the lake?"

"Why," said Mdlithid, turning her long eyelashes on the glowing young man, "he flied"

"Of course," sad Spike.

The princess gave him a petulant frown. In a certain light, Glorian fdt, the young woman would
begin to remind him more of certain of Immy Stewart's romantic comedy co-stars. He'd never liked any
of those films. Except, of course, for the ones with June Allyson. She was dl right in his book.

"He canfly inthisform,” she explained. "He's actudly a were-unicorn. He serves many functionsin
the Great Underground Empire. In five minutes, he can change from his unicorn-sdif into a cute df maiden
who speaks in couplets or a winged vampire or anything. And he has a crystd horn that glows in the
dark!

"I don't suppose you can get it loose," sad Spike. It was the thief's blood in him that made him say
that.

"No," said Mdithid, alittle bit offended, "I don't suppose.”

"Please forgive me, O Princess,” said Spike, recovering his manners.

The princess amiled at him. 1t was like the sun bresking loose of a doudy sky. "That's dl right,” she
sad. "Now, we mugt be on our way. We have far to travel, and you dl have much yet to accomplish.”

The prince let her enter the chariot firg, then he stepped beside her. Glorian and Spike followed.
"Il drive" she said. "Rex the Wonder Unicorn knows my hand on the reins”

Glorian was surprised that the unicorn, which didn't seem any lager or stronger than an
average-sized horse, could pull a chariot carrying one massve hero, one pretty good-sized Supernatura
Guide, a lithe princess, and a young man who adso glowed in the dark. And not only did the unicorn pull
them, he lifted them as he dimbed steedily into the ar. The caling above the lake was comfortably high;
and it, like the region farther below, was studded and riddled with passages, gaps, holes, tunnds, and
defts. Rex flew unaringly into one of these openings.

"I never knew these routes were up here)" said Spike.

"Of course not,” said Mdithid sweetly. "They're inaccessible to non-flying creatures.”

The way led northwestward, angling over the lake and, Glorian surmised, the Land of Shadow. A
tiny bit of the Darkness had seeped in here, and for a while it began to remind him of his recent battle
with the Autoexec. He was saved from afit of nausea as the chariot emerged high above the sheer diff.
Sunlight poured down from the opening overhead. The unicorn dimbed higher and higher, and findly
escaped the subterranean world.

"Were out!" cried Mirakles. "We're free! Ah, how good it feds to fed the fresh breeze on my
face"

"Weére out, my prince," said Glorian, "but we're not yet free”

The son of Thrag turned and nodded. Glorian knew he understood the seriousness of what would
happen when the unicorn and chariot touched land again.

They flew over the dense forest for what seemed to Glorian like many miles The sun began to dimb
down the sky toward the western horizon, and then Glorian's fantasy-character eyesight picked out a
dearing far ahead. In the clearing, isolated from the rest of the world by distance and enchantment, was
the white house.

"Were dmog there)” he said.

"Good," sad Mirakles.

"What are we going to do?' asked Spike.

"I'm not sure yet," said Glorian. "I'm dill thinking.”



Mirakles wore a regretful expression. "I know what I'm going to do," he said. "I'm going to give
Thrag's Bane the Switch. Then | will separate his head from his body."

Glorian shook his head. "That won't work. It's exceedingly rare for a hero to defeat a semi-actud
supernatura figure like Morgrom.”

Princess Mdlithid put her hands on Mirakles right biceps. "The prince is an exceedingly rare hero,”
sesad.

"Yes" agreed Glorian, "that's true, but Morgrom is one of the most powerful of us"

Mirakles considered that. "As powerful as the Autoexec was?' he said.

"I don't know," said Glorian. "Perhaps.”

"All right," said the prince, "then you'll have to defeat him."

"l suppose I'll haveto giveit atry,” said the Supernaturdl Guide. He was not looking forward to the
confrontation. The Autoexec, after dl, had only recently been corrupted. Morgrom had been evil for
thousands of years, and had refined that quality so far that one had to have a grudging admiration for his
ill and dedication. He hadn't earned the epithet of Essence of Evil for nothing. In some ways, Glorian
feared him more than held feared the Autoexec.

Mdithid guided Rex down to a soft landing in the clearing. Glorian looked around and noticed that
dl the workmen had apparently finished their jobs and left. He redly had no idea how long they'd been
on the quest, how much time they'd spent exploring the Great Underground Empire. "My prince" he
sad, "wha do you suggest?'

"The proper thing now is to gather information. We mugt reconnoiter, just as we did when we firgt
came here. We're not going to charge in there blindly, because Morgrom might have a whole legion of
mongers arrayed in his protection.”

"WEell be cautious,”" said Glorian, "but only because I'm not in a great hurry to go in there. Morgrom
doesn't need awhole legion of mongters.”

Mirakles nodded. "Mdithid, please wait for usin the chariot. There's no need for you to go indde,
and we may need to make afast getaway. Keep the unicorn warm.”

The princess eyes grew larger. "But my betrothed!" she objected. "I wish to face the danger by
your Sdel”

The son of Thrag gazed a her adoringly. "That's very heroic of you to say, my beloved, but truly
you may do us more good by saying here.”

It was clear that Mdithid didn't agree, but at last she nodded. A gentle tear fdl dowly down her
cheek, and Mirakles stooped to kiss her. Then he looked a Glorian and Spike. "All right, then," he said
inhis marvelous hero's voice. "Are we dl ready?’

"Yes" sad Spike. He looked more frightened than Glorian had ever seen him. He carried his short
sword in hisright hand, &t the ready.

"Let's do it sad Glorian with a 9gh. The three companions left the chariot and walked dowly
around the house. It was quiet — too quiet. They peered in the windows, but there were only vague
shapes ingde, dim outlines of furniture and appliances, and no movemen.

When they reached the front door, Mirakles grasped the handle. "On three" he said. "One. Two.
Threg!" Then he threw open the door and charged in, ydling "For Thrag and the Grotto!" at the top of his
lungs

Glorian ran in next, followed by Spike. The ingde of the house was as quiet as the outsde had
been. There were no mongters. They fanned out and searched dl the rooms;, Morgrom had changed the
floor-plan considerably. They saved the living room for last, because that's where he was surely waiting
for them.

Asindeed he was.

The room was more of an office or sudy now. Morgrom sat in a huge chair with tapestry arms, idly
pushing a beer bottle cap around with one fa finger. He was in the same physca form as during their
previous medting in the white house: tal but carying around about one-seventh of a ton, rather
good-looking if you liked plump men, brown har that had begun to go to gray, very nicdy dressed in a
dark suit and vest. He amiled at them, and his teeth were brilliantly white. "Wecome" he said. "Prince



Mirakles, may | ask you to leave your enchanted sword in the hdl? That stench coming from it is
unbearable. | assure you, youll have no need for it."

"I think I'll just hang on to it for now," said the son of Thrag.

Morgrom lifted his shoulders a fraction of an inch and let them fdl. That passed for a shrug in this
incarndtion. "As you wish. Then may | invite you to gt here, in this red leather chair by my desk, so that
we may get on with thisinterview?'

"Interview!" exdamed Spike.

Glorian indicated that the prince should do as the Mdignant One had asked. Mirakles sat in the
legther chair, and Glorian sat on aydlow chair nearby. "Where's Narlinia?' Glorian asked Morgrom.

"I told her to take the afternoon off. Now, shdl we get down to busness?'

"Isthisit?' asked Spike. "Isthis the famous time machine?

Morgrom looked up in annoyance. "Who isthis boy? Spike, the thief's son, whom | permit to abide
in peace below this very house?'

"He's The Protector,” said Mirakles, his voice daring Morgrom to say anything more about the
young man.

"Yes, fine. Please make him gt down and be quiet.”

Mirakles nodded to Spike, who sat in ayelow char beside Glorian.

"Now, then," sad Morgrom, turning a little to face the prince, "do you have the Golden Dipped
Switch?'

Mirakles looked him directly in the eye. "No," he said, "l do nat.”

A dight hint of an emotion began to cross Morgrom's face, but he got himsdf properly under
control dmogt ingantly. "Then you mug forgive me for asking, why are you here? You swore an oath to
bring me the Switch."

A little of the starch went out of the prince a those words. His meeger stratagem had falled, as hed
no doubt known it would. "Spike, bring me the Switch. The young man is carrying it for me”

Morgrom only waited patiently. Spike stood and went to Mirakles. He gave him the Golden Switch
and returned to hisydlow chair.

"Excdlent," said Morgrom with adight hiss,

"Hold!" said Mirakles fiercdy. He clutched the Switch tightly in hisfist.

"You mug giveit to him," said Glorian sadly.

The prince shook his head. "After dl the terrors | passed through, the nightmarish things |
witnessed, the horror | bore dl in the name of fulfilling my oath, now & the ultimate moment | cannot give
the Switch into your possession, Thrag's Bane!™

"You have to," sad Spike. "You swore —"

"Slencd” roared Morgrom. "The Switch!"

"Doit," said Glorian, "and then move away from the desk."

"Yes" sad Spike, "doiit."

Morgrom looked at Glorian, awhally evil look of pleasure on his face. "Do you intend to interfere,
Glorian? After | have the Switch, you plan to do battle with me? How wonderful! This is more than |
couldve hoped for."

"I mugt make my atempt, Morgrom,” said Glorian. "l have amisson of my own. | must keep intact
the cycle of higory."

"Yes yes, of course” sad the Essence of Evil impatiently, "but | dill don't have the confounded
Switch!"

Sowly, Mirakles fig opened. The Golden Dipped Switch tumbled onto the blotter on Morgrom's
desk. It looked like such atiny, worthless thing there.

"Ah!" said Morgrom, his attention firmly focused on the glittering object.

Spike leaned toward Glorian. "Let's just get out of here!” he muttered.

"Yes, go," Glorian replied. "You and the prince, go."

"You too," urged Spike. He dragged Glorian to his feet. The prince left the red leether chair and
joined them. Glorian sruggled, but Mirakles and Spike together hauled him out of the living room,



toward the door.

"I cant!" sad Glorian with an angry growl. "Let me go! I've got to —"

"Stop!" screamed Morgrom in a furious rage.

Glorian came to a sudden hdt and shook himsdf free of the other two. The adventurers turned to
look, to understand the murderous tone of Morgrom's voice. Glorian saw him standing at the time
mechine

"What foolish trick isthis?' said Morgrom, his voice now quivering with suppressed wrath.

"Trick?" asked Glorian. "If it's a trick, then it's a trick of the late Autoexec. | promise you on my
honor as a member of the Supernaturd and Fantastic Wayfarers Association, that is the very Golden
Dipped Switch we recovered from his body."

"Yes" exclamed Morgrom, "l have no doubt that it is What | want to know, Glorian, is where are
the other two? The Copper and Silver Switches. They were here on this machine not more than haf an
hour ago. Now they are missing. That's such a pitiful attempt, Glorian. It does your name and reputation
no credit.”

Glorian stared a him in shocked silence for a few seconds. Then he turned to Spike and held out
his hand.

"I told you we shouldve gotten out of here fagt," said The Protector. Reuctantly, he dropped the
Copper and Slver Dipped Switchesinto Glorian's hand.

"Wait, Morgrom,” said Glorian. "We had no arrangement at dl about the other two Switches. If you
can't protect your property any better than this that's no fault of Prince Mirakles. He fufilled his oath,
you have the Golden Switch. | don't see why | should give these two back to you now."

The Mdignant One's expression turned hard. "I can make you see why you should,” he sad in a
low tone.

"I suggest you give it —" Glorian was interrupted by a strange, mechanicd, danking sound.

Morgrom, too, looked surprised. He stepped toward the door of the office. "My new devator!
Someonesinit, coming down! What, have you surrounded the house with reinforcements? Do you think
you can sneak in warriors from the roof? |s that your next empty scheme?’

Glorian shook his head, his face a picture of innocence. "I know nothing about your eevator. |
didn't even know you'd had one ingdled.”

Further speech was prevented by the arriva of a blur in the office. Certainly, to Mirakles and Spike
it must have been just a mysterious blur. To the trans-dimensiondly-enhanced eyesight of Glorian and
Morgrom, however, it was an even weirder Sght. It was afigure that was in congtant change — alion, a
bluebird, atulip, an old woman, a reindeer, an oak sgpling, a dime mold, a teenage boy, agrey squirrd, a
lobster, a sdamander. The figure was changing so rapidly and so condantly that it didn't hold the same
form long enough to be vishle to human eyes as other than ablur. A talking blur.

"Glorian, | congratulate you and Prince Mirakles and Spike on your success." The voice more or
less filled the room, coming from everywhere. It was a kind, patient, and absolutely authoritative voice.
Although Glorian had never seen this strange being before, he knew immediady that it was the Control
Character.

Morgrom fdl back a few steps in dismay. "Why are you taking a hand in this?' he cried. It was
clear that the Essence of Evil suddenly redized that his plans had been completely ruined by the arriva of
the Control Character.

"Itismy business" sad the Control Character.

"Sr," said Glorian, "are you teking an active or passve rolein this sruggle?”

"Why," said the Control Character, "active of course.

"No!" screamed Morgrom. "l demand —"

Suddenly, Morgrom was absent. He was gone. He wasn't there so much, it was dmog as if heldd
never been there.

"Someone explain what isgoing on,” demanded a puzzled Prince Mirakles. "Who isthis?"

"I'm what is cdled the deus ex maching" said the Control Character in a good-humored tone. "In
this case, | think the term is more appropriate then ever, conddering how | arrived in this room. In Greek



and Roman dramas, actors playing gods were sometimes lowered to the stage by machinery. | know you
can't see me. | am the Control Character.”

Mirakles and Spike were dmost stunned by the reveation. "In the Sunless Grotto," said the prince,
"meany of our wisest people argue about your existence.”

"Yes, of course” sad the Control Character. "Tdl them hdlo for me when you get back. Now,
Glorian, if you please, give the two Dipped Switches you hold to Spike, who will replace them in the time
meachine, making it ready for your journey. The legflet you need isthere, in that safe. Please get it.”

"Yes gr," sad Glorian. He went to the safe and tried to open it, but it was locked. He began dowly
turning the did, using his hypernorma senses to discover the combination.

"Sr," sad Spike, "if you don't mind my asking, you'd be the only one who could answer the one
question | have about this adventure.”

"Then ask."

"Why didn't you step in sooner? Why didn't you tdl Glorian exactly how to defeat the Autoexec?
Why did you risk the ruin of our universe, and put the respongihility for its safety on our shoulders?!

The blur ... shrugged. Only Glorian might have seen it, but he wasn't looking. He was dill having
trouble with the safe.

"Ligen to me and try to understand,” said the Control Character. "There is not one universe, but an
uncountable infinity of them. | seem to have had an active hand in creating this one, but of the others | can
sy nothing. There are uncountable universes and uncountable Control Characters and uncountable
Spikes in them. What is the loss of one universe? Nothing. Not even a tiny dent in the redity of the
multiverse”

"The multiverse?" asked Mirakles. "What does that mean?'

Glorian rattled and shook the safe's door, but it wouldn't budge. "Sir," he said, "I can't seem —"

The Control Character explained. "There is a universe like this, in which the adventurer came to this
house. But in that universe, the adventurer never even discovered how to enter the Great Underground
Empire, grew restless and bored after hdf an hour, and went back outsde, never to return. There is a
universe in which he climbed down the stairs, but was killed dmost immediady by a trall. Every time the
adventurer garts out on his quest, he creates a new universe, with new arrangements of people and
treasures and monsters and outcomes.”

"Perhaps s0, Sr," sad Spike, "but this is the only universe | have. From your point of view, it
wouldve been no great loss for this redity to be ruined, or to disappear entirdy. | just don't see it that
way."

"Sr?' cdled Glorian plaintively.

Spike glanced at im and then went to the safe. "Please, Glorian,” he said, "give me a crack at it"
He wiggled his nimble fingers, and then quickly, deftly opened the safe.

"Ah" said Glorian, "thank you, Spike, | appreciate it." He looked insde the safe and took out the
lesflet. "I've got it now, Sir."

"Good, Glorian," said the Control Character. "It's time now for rewards for our three heroes. Or
two of them, anyway. Glorian, your reward must wait a bit. Prince Mirakles and Spike, your rewards will
be determined by your score on Lord Raglan's point system, which | will explain briefly. Raglan studied
many of the myths and legends familiar to him from his Latin and Greek studies, as wdl as European
folklore, and determined that heroes tend to have twenty-two common characterigtics.”

"Sr?' said Spike. "Forgive me for interrupting, but Glorian and Prince Mirakles are the only heroes.
| don't recdl doing much to deserve a reward, and | surdy dont share any of those twenty-two
Characterigtics.

A brief laugh came from the blur. "Let me go on, and welll see. Firg, the hero's father is a king, but
he's dso rumored to be the son of a god. And his mother is a royd virgin. Are these items not true in
your case, Mirakles?'

"Why, yes, Sir," said the prince. "Of course.”

"My father was amortd,” said Spike. "Thethief. And | don't even know who my mother was."

"Wdl, Spike, it's very possible that your mother was a goddess. That would give you two out of



three points.”

"Do you know who my mother was?' asked Spike excitedly.

"Yes, Spike. Your mother was Threnia, the Muse of Modern Fantasy. Muses are dlowed to raise
families these days. Weve tried to update our standards and keep abreast of the times.”

Spike looked stunned. "My mother? A Muse?'

"l think s0," said the Control Character.

Spike just fdl into a chair and stared at the blur.

"Further," said the Control Character, "you mug redize that just as Glorian was acting as the
prince's Supernatura Guide, you were acting as Glorian's”

"It never even occurred to me" said Spike wonderingly.

"Yes, of course!” sad Glorian.

Mirakles came up and put his hand on the boy's shoulder. "I'm happy for you, Spike" he said. "It
appears that your future is brightening considerably here"

"Indeed s0," said the Control Character.

He went through the remainder of Lord Raglan's lig, and when he finished, Mirakles had scored
deven of twenty-two. The remaning points might yet be earned, as they concerned events that would
happen after he became King of the Sunless Grotto. His reward was fird, Mdithid, and second the
Warm Boots, which the Control Character made appear on the prince's feet. As long as he wore those
boots, Mirakles would be impervious to neuritis, neurdlgia, and muscular aches and pains.

Spike, being much younger, scored only Sx points, but he had along and wonderful career ahead
of him. His reward was admisson as a Neophyte Probationary in the Supernaturd and Fantastic
Wayfarers Association. "I mugt be dreaming,” said the young man. "I don't know what to say.”

Sudden understanding dawned in Glorian's eyes. "Thisis what Phretys meant when she told me that
even after we returned here, our adventure wouldn't be over.”

"Exadtly, Glorian," said the Control Character. "Now, each of you mug atend to your separate
business. Glorian, you mugt take the time machine and use it to place the legflet in the mailbox, so thet the
adventurer may find it there. That act is usudly one of the firg that he tries. Y ou will be here at this house,
and the thief will dill be dive, and dl the treasures and mongters and ruins and hazards of the Greet
Underground Empire will bein their pristine condition, awaiting the arrival of the adventurer.”

"I've never seen the Empire in its prigtine condition,” said Glorian, awed despite his determination
not to be.

"And you mugt disturb nothing then, ather.”

"l know, Sir," said Glorian.

The Control Character next addressed Mirakles. "Y ou mug return to your mother and assure her of
her safety. Then you must build a tomb or cairn for the remains of the Embedded Character beside the
Sunless Grotto, as you said youd do. You mug rule your future kingdom wisdy and wel, with your
queen, Mdithid, beside you. And if you choose, you may assume the guardianship of the Great
Underground Empire”

"l do so0 choose," sad Mirakles, his voice choked with emotion.

"Then you three mugt now say farewdl to each other.” The Control Character disappeared as
suddenly as hed made Morgrom disappear.

"He's gone?' asked Spike sadly.

"Yes" sad Glorian. "He no doubt has busness dsewhere.”

They stood around in the living room of the white house, unwilling to look a each other, in an
uncomfortable slence for some time. Then Glorian went to Spike. "I will be your sponsor,” he said. "Il
give you the benefit of my experiences in the Supernaturd and Fantastic Wayfarers Association, if you
wish. Youll make an outstanding guide.”

"Thank you, Glorian," said Spike. "I'll dways have your example before me”

Next, Glorian went to Prince Mirakles and clasped his am. "Farewdl, my prince. My thanks to
you. Weve come to the end a lagt."

"Itis | who owe you thanks, Glorian. | thought | was a hero when | |eft the Sunless Grotto. Since



then, I've learned how hard and how wonderful it is to become a hero. | hope | achieve that god
someday.”

"Soon, my prince, if not dready,” said Glorian.

Mirakles nodded. Then he went to Spike and put his hand on the young man's head. "Be wdll,
Spike, son of a Muse and a thief. Y oull dways be welcome in the Kingdom of the Sunless Grotto.”

"Yes" sad Spike, "l hope to see it soon.”

Mirakles glanced from Spike to Glorian. Then, unwilling to bear the pain of the farewdls any longer,
he turned and |eft. Glorian heard the front door open and close.

"I guess I've got to go below and get my things together,” said Spike. "I'll meet you back here when
your misson is done."

"You bet," said Glorian. He watched as the young man threw back the Oriental rug and opened the
trgp door.

"Lock this after me, will you?" Spike cdled from below.

"Yes" replied Glorian. He closed the trap door and closed the bolt. Then he spread the rug over it.
He was donein the white house. It was very, very quidt. It fdt as if marvelous sghts were just hovering
at the edges of hisvison. Then he turned to the time machine. He had an important lesflet to ddliver. The
mal must go through.

EPILOGUE

Die Gottercocktailpartei 11: The Return

This year, things got off to a suspicioudy good start. That made Glorian wary right from the
beginning. He wasn't used to things going well without a fight, and it made him a trifle unessy, as if he
were waiting for the obligatory catastrophe to thunder down upon him. For one thing, this year the
acolytes showed up — on time — and fought each other for the privilege of carrying his well-guffed
bags. Spike followed dong, awed, and carried his own sngle suitcase.

There was very little trouble getting to the Hyait Regency Elysan Fidds, except tha one of the
acolytes spent the entire trip pointing out dl the pam trees and pastdl pink and aqua architecture that
littered the ungodly pleasant landscape and the famous restaurants and the famous theaters and the
famous expensve shops and the famous Hangouts of the Gods. One of the other acolytes leaned over
and told the firg, "He's Glorian of the Knowledge. He's been here before. He knows these things™

"Things have changed since the lagt time he was here," said the firg acolyte. He went on and on urtil
Spike told him to shut up.

"What are you?" cried the no-longer-glowing young man. "Some kind of semi-immorta tour guide?'
Glorian gave The Protector along, sage look, but it seemed to him that Spike missed dl the sgnificance
init.

They arrived a the hotdl, and an acolyte said he'd watch the bags while Glorian and Spike checked
in. This year, Glorian fet he deserved to reward himsdlf, and held reserved a suite for the two of them.
"Glorian of the Knowledge and Spike, The Protector,” he sad to the desk clerk in a firm, clear voice.
"Resarvations under 'Glorian.” Here for the Supernatura and Fantastic Wayfarers Association awards
banquet.”

The desk clerk nodded absently and rummeaged through his plastic box of forms. "Glorian, you say?
Sorry, | see nothing here for Glorian. Could you have given Reservations a different name?!

Glorian was about to point out that he only had the one name, but that wouldn't have cut any ice
with the desk clerk. Desk clerks are trained from Day One not to cut ice. And, anyway, Glorian fdt
rather relieved. This was how things were supposed to happen.

Fndly, of course, the reservations mess was dl sorted out. "Here you are, Mr. Horian, Room



1026." Glorian nodded, took the room keys, and led Spike toward the devators. A terrible, booming
voice cdled out the new Implementor's name from across the lobby. It was a voice that could shatter
worlds, and it had done just that on a number of occasions. Glorian turned around and saw Shiva the
Destroyer gaking toward him. "That's Shiva the Destroyer," he told Spike.

"Jeez," said Spike. His mouth opened and closed and then fell open again in a kind of sckly, oddly
wobbly grin.

"Things are much different from last year, aren't they?' said Shiva, dapping Glorian on the back in a
comradely fashion. "A lot of blood has passed under the dam, or over the bridge, or whatever. You've
moved up in the world, havent you?'

"Not so's youd notice" said Glorian, in what he hoped sounded truly humble. "Shiva, let me
introduce Spike —"

"I know dl about this young man." The Destroyer shook hands with The Protector, who looked as
if he wouldn't be able to stand upright much longer.

"Asfar as evearything dse goes” sad Glorian, "I'm an Implementor now, but I'm glad to be on the
Campbdl Award balot again. | dill fed the same.”

"Wdl," said Shiva, "l voted for you. Good luck tonight. | truly hope you win."

"Thank you," said Glorian, "but it's an honor just to be nominated.”

Shivagave hm a sdeways look and squinted just a little. "Sure)”" he said. Then he turned and went
back the way hed come.

Updairs, the suite was plush and luxurious, quite a change from the spartan, cold degance of the
VdhdlaHilton. Glorian took the bedroom to the left, and Spike carried his bag into the bedroom to the
right. They shared a living room that was comfortably furnished with a wet bar. The drapes were pulled
back, and unlike the view from lagt year's room, this view was actudly viewable. There were vibrant,
green meadows there, and warm, rich sunlight, and probably the best dead heroes who'd ever lived.
Here were the heroes who'd aso been good-hearted law-givers. The ones who could only kill people
were in Hades.

Spike cameinto Glorian's room and sat on the edge of the bed. He watched in slent amazement as
the Implementor transferred the contents of his voluminous bags to the bureau and closet. "This suite
come with Drawer Forwarding?' he asked.

Glorian nodded. "Of course” he said. "I don't go anywhere now without it. We wouldnt even be
here now without it."

"l know. | just wanted to be sure. Will you show me how it works?"

Glorian nodded again. He had a lot of suff to put away, and Spike wasn't hdping.

"You know there are three TV'sin this suite?' said the young man.

"Wdl," said Glorian, looking up from his task, "you wouldn't want to miss a moment of ‘My Three
Suns if you had to step out into another room.”

"Uh huh," said Spike dubioudy. "Say, how long isit going to take you to finish that?"

"Il be done in ten minutes. The cocktail party before the awards ceremony doesn't start for another
hour. We have plenty of time"

"Oh," said Spike. "I just thought 1'd go down to the lobby or st in the bar.”

Glorian stood up graight and stretched. He smiled at hisfriend. "Go on down,” he said, "but do me
one favor. Don't ask for autographs. Everyone knows I'm sponsoring you as a neopro. Don't embarrass
me"

"You don't have to treat me like a kid. | hate that. Just because youre a million and a hdf years
older than | am or something." Spike got up from the bed and left the room. A moment later, Glorian
heard the suite's front door open and close.

As a matter of fact, he was glad that Spike had left. He was having a tough time conceding how
anxious he was about the awards ceremony. This was the eeventh time hed come to one of these
banquets as anominee, and so far dl he had to show for it were the tiny memories of twenty free drinks.

Glorian completed his unpacking, switched on the tdevison, and stretched out on his bed. He
couldn't seem to relax. He aso couldn't seem to keep his attention fixed on the movie, which was about a



gigantic humanoid being who breathed fire, who rose up out of the sea and crushed avast cardboard ity
populated by terrified kimono dragons who shrieked in close-ups. Glorian could see the wires on the little
modd kimono dragon fighter planes. When the giant humanoid stepped on high-rise apartment buildings
and office towers, they collapsed ingantly, and there didnt seem to be anything ingde them, not even
floors or walls.

He looked at the clock beside the bed and guessed it was time to go downstairs. He'd decided that
hed try to make an impression tonight, so held had an acolyte get him a tuxedo for the occasion. It was
an Elysan Fdds tux, which meant that it was pastel pink with metching agua tie and cummerbund. He'd
been shocked for a few moments when held opened the box, but then he shrugged his pseudo-human
shoulders and put it on. He changed his body to fit the tuxedo. When he finished dressng, he was an
extremdy handsome man. He walked out of the suite looking like Cary Grant, but with James Mason's
voice. He knew it was akiller combination.

He found Spikein the bar. The neopro was drinking expensive bottled water and saring around at
dl the famous non-people nearby. When Glorian sat down across the table from him, Spike's eyes
opened wide. "Jeez," he said. "You look great.”

"Thanks" said Glorian. "I don't fed great.”

"Nervous?'

Glorian just nodded. A waltress in a very reveding Wicked Temptress outfit came over, and
Glorian gave her histwo free-drink chits. "Gin and bingara,”" he said.

"You want that with some lime?'

"That's disgudting,” said Glorian.

"All right, no lime" The Wicked Temptress took her tray and pad away.

The two companions talked for afew minutes. "I wish Mirakles was here)" said Spike wigfully.

"Heroes have their own association,” said Glorian.

"I wonder if well ever see him again.”

"I'm sure we will. I'm sure tha youll guide someone through the Great Underground Empire again
someday, and Mirakleswill be there somewnhere to greet you."

"You think s0?" asked Spike hopefully.

"I'm dmogt sure of it," said Glorian. The waitress returned with his two drinks and set them down
on sodden cocktal napkins,

Spike watched her wak away again. "Jeez," he said, more wigfully than ever.

"Glorian, isthat you?' said a croaking voice nearby in the gloomily-lighted bar.

The Implementor looked up and saw the Hanged Frog and Amitia danding there. He was
ddighted. "Hi, how are you? Sit down!"

They pulled chairs over to the table, set down thar drinks, and seated themsdves. Glorian made
introductions. Spike was impressed dl over again. "If you don't mind me getting persond,” he said to the
Frog, "you don't look the least bit Hanged. | kind of expected that you'd be waking around with your
head & some bizarre angle, with a black, swollen tongue ldlling out of your mouth.”

The Hanged Frog laughed. He was a frog, dl right, atal, green frog built dong roughly humen lines,
He stood on two sturdy legs, with his large webbed feet crammed into green leather boots. He wore
green tights and a green short-deeved tunic that displayed his well-muscled arms. His hands were huge
and webbed. He had a froggy human face, and Spike was correct, he didn't look the least bit Hanged.
"Actudly," the Frog explained, "my name comes from a play written by a little-read Magyar playwright,
Sandor Courane, a contemporary of Shakespeare. The Hanged Frog' is actudly a dight mistrandation of
the title of the play, which more accurately was printed in English once in 1604 as Thee Frogge
welle-Hunge. You'd have to read the play to understand the reference.”

There was dlence around the table for a moment after that. Glorian gave Amitia a amile. "It's good
to see you again,” he said.

She seemed even younger than she had at the awards ceremony in Vahdla Of course, she could
change her body just as Glorian had, so that didn't redly mean anything. Last year sheld been a blonde.
This year, she had thick, raven tresses tumbled down over her shoulders. It contrasted with her skin,



which was as white and perfect as a bowl of milk. She wore a long gown with about ten pounds of
rhinestones and sequins, dl sawn on by hand. "Glorian," she said, her eyes shining, "we dl owe you so

He shrugged modestly. "I couldn't have done it without Spike here.”

"Jeez," said Spike, "don't beieve him. | was only hpful in the extreme. | wasn't indispensable.”

Amitiasmiled. "By the time you've been around as long as the three of us have, youll have learned
indispensability. It's one of our chief commodities”

Spike just nodded dumbly. He was In Love.

The Hanged Frog took a sp from his drink and put the glass back down. "So, Glorian,” he said,
"how do you fed about being up againgt Narlinia von Glech for the Campbel agan?'

Glorian considered how best to answer that. "Well, of coursg, it's an honor —"

"Dont you dare say it," said the Frog. "I learned dl about that last year."

Savitri, who was dill serving his millennium-long term as president of the Supernatural and Fantastic
Wayfarers Association, tested the microphone a the podium. "Is thisthing turned on?" he asked.

Glorian glanced a Spike. "Here we go," he said.

Amitia reached across and squeezed Glorian's hand.

"We had such good response to the non-appearance of our guest speaker last year,” sad Savitri,
"that we decided to try it agan this year. Therefore, well dive directly into tonight's important business,
and then we can get back to the even more important business of partying.”

There was applause from the crowd at the news tha they wouldn't have to wait through a dull and
boring speech before they could learn who'd won this year's Joseph Campbel Award for Best
Semi-Actud Persona

"I want to go home now," Glorian murmured. "I don't want to st through this”

"Shh," said Spike, "he's opening the envelope.”

"And the winner is ... Glorian of the Knowledge! Congratulations, Glorian, it's about timel™

Glorian redized held been holding his breath. He let it out now and took another. He was literdly
dumbstruck. It only lasted a second or two. Then he looked a Amitia "1've won a Campbdl Award,” he
sad in an amazed voice,

Amitia nodded. "Then go up there and get it!"

"Way to go, Glorian!" cried Spike proudly

"Congratulationd" said the Hanged Frog.

"Right," said Glorian. He pushed his chair back. His ears were ringing very loudly, and his heart was
beating so fast he thought he could hear it shift into a new gear that had never been used before. He
walked dreamily to the podium where Savitri was standing, beaming a him, holding the Campbel
Award.

Glorian accepted it gracioudy. It was the Cary Grant in him. He turned to the microphone, and in
James Mason's wonderful voice he said, "l suppose everyone knows how much I've wanted one of
these. | want to thank everyone who voted for me. | dso want to thank my friend, Spike, who's just
joined our Association. And, of course, | owe a lot to the Control Character. We all do. Good luck to
you, and may God bless”

He was dartled to see that he was getting a anding ovation from his friends and colleagues. He
posed for afew photographs, holding the award over his head and grinning.

The fird person to come up to congratulate him was Narlinia von Glech. She was doing her tired
beauty-queen number again. “I'm so happy for you, darling,” she said in a breathy voice. "I'm so glad you
findly won. You needed it more than | did."

Glorian gave her asour stare. "'l wanted it, Narlinia" he said. "I didn't need it."

She laughed. "Believe that if you like" she said.

Glorian was too busy looking a the Campbell Award, the beautiful bronze mask, to pay any more
atention to her. There was a shiny rectangular brass plate fixed to the front of the award's base. At firg,
the plate looked completdy blank. Only Glorian's supernatural eyesight could have found the tiny letters
inscribed in the lower right corner. They read:
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It was probably meaningful, in a symbolic way.
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