WHAT TO DO WHEN ALL ELSE FAILS

When there appears to be no hope; when all around you are screaming like lost souls, and
every spdl you try fails to work; when it appears that chaos and evil will at last triumph over
good—then, it istruly time for a vacation.

—from the teachings of ebenezum, Volume XXXV
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“There are few fantasy writers possessing anything gpproaching genuine wit. Craig Shaw Gardner is
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Thewizard and | go back along way. | started writing about Ebenezum “way back” in 1977. (In fact,
my firg mgor published story was “A Mdady of Magicks’ in the October 1978 issue of Fantastic.)
Now, dmogt ten years later, the Ebenezum Trilogy is finished and in your hands. | couldn’t have done it
without the help, encouragement, and genera al-around browbesting of a lot of people, induding Ted
White, Orson Scott Card, Mavin Kaye, Lin Carter and Jm Frenkel, who bought the origind short
dories, my ever-encouraging agent Merrilee Helfetz, and my editor with the great sense of humor (i.e.
e likes my quff), Ginjer Buchan-an—aong with the rest of the incredibly hepful editorid daff at
Ace/Berkley. Thanks, and a tip of Hubert’s top hat, are dso due to Mary Aldridge, Michael Barton,
Stephanie Bendell, Victoria Bolles, Richard Bowker, Jeffrey A. Carver, Amy Sue Chase, Caryl Fox,
Charles L. Grant, Heather Heitkamp, Maggie Ittelson, Spike MacPhee, Jonathan Ostrowsky, Alan
Ryan, Charlotte Y oung and Tina Zannieri, for services above and beyond the call of duty.

And then there’ smy dedication:

Thisone’ sfor Elisabeth especialy without whom. . .
ONE

Contrary to rumor, working sde by sde with a group of fellow wizards is not the most
unpleasant task in which a magician might participate. In fact, |1 can think of numerous other
experiences, such as breaking both arms and legs while being pursued by a ravenous demon,
which, under certain conditions, could conceivably be even worse.

—from The Teachings of Ebenezum, Volume XXII
Vushta was gone.



We stood on the rocky shore of the Inland Sea and stared at the spot where once the greatest dity in
dl the world had reached its towers to touch the sky. How could an entire city amply vanish? | had
looked forward dl my short life to vidting Vushta, dity of a thousand forbidden ddights, where great
knowledge and great temptation go hand in hand. How | had longed to see the great Universty of
Wizards, and wak the whole length of the Grand Bazaar, and, just perhaps, skirt a corner of the
Peasure Didrict, where, it is whispered, brave men had yielded to their baser drives and had never been
seen again. But no, the university, the bazaar, even, yes, the Pleasure Didtrict, were beyond me now. Of
dl the dtiesin the world, why was Vushta the one to go?

The boatman had Ieft the seven of us here, on the shore which once led to the dity that was the god of
our quest. Each of us had had a reason to come on this perilous journey to come at last to Vushta, a
place where we might rediize our hopes and cure our ills Now we were dl slent, garing a the empty
sky, waiting, perhaps, for the wind to tdl us what to do.

“Doom,” intoned Hendrek, the large warrior a my side. His greet bronze breastplate, which housed a
girth fully as wide as he was tdl, glinted blindingly in the midday sun. All shade had gone with the city and
the wind brought nothing but choking dust.

Hendrek nervoudy stroked the bag that held his weapon, the cursed warclub Headbasher, which no
man could own, but only rent. His mood, | could tdl, fit the rest of our smdl party. The wizard
Ebenezum, once the greatest mage in dl the Western Kingdoms, and the leader of our quest, stroked his
long, white beard reflectively, the tattered remains of his once tagteful robes flapping in the unnaturd
breeze. The others in our party watched his grim countenance—the demon Snarks, Hubert the dragon
and his beautiful companion, Alea, and Norei, the wondrous young witch—al looked a my mader,
waiting for a decision, or a sneeze.

But the sorcerer breathed deeply, his maady unaffected. If magic had taken Vushta away, it had gone
with the city.

Thewarrior Hendrek took a deep bregath in turn. Once again his great voice reverberated across the
wasteland.

“Doom!”
“l beg your pardon?’ answered a voice from somewhere.

My master waved us All to slence. | held my breath, anxious to hear other words rise from the dust.
But the mydterious voice said no more.

“Hendrek,” my master said after a moment. “ Repest your curse.”
Thewarrior did as the wizard ingtructed.
“Doom!”

“Oh!” cdled the mygerious speaker. “Doom! You see, | thought you were saying ‘dune’! Well, there
catanly are alot of them around now, nothing but sand. You’ d hardly believe there was a city here only
the other day. Still, | didn’t know if | wanted to start a conversation with someone who pointed at piles
of sand and said ‘dune’! But *doom’ ? Well, that’ s another matter. Doom implies angst. Il dways tak to

somebody about angs!”

The demon Snarks muttered darkly from deep within his robes. The sranger’s monologue had
returned the rest of us to shocked silence.



“Therel” Ebenezum pointed. From out of the dust before us afigure emerged, clad dl in robes as red
as blood.

Hendrek pulled his enchanted weapon from his sack. Ebenezum rapidly retreated and held his nose.
“Doom!” Hendrek repeated.

“Yes ig'tit? the gpproaching man replied. “Or a leadt it was the doom of Vushta. | assume that’s
what you folks came for, to vigt Vushta. It’sa pity you weren’t informed that it was no longer here. But
then again, none of us were informed that it was going. One minute there it was, just over the hill, and the
next. . .” The newcomer waved a bony hand.

Ebenezum gestured a Hendrek to rebag his club. The wizard stepped forward as the warrior
complied.

“Indeed,” Ebenezum said. “Have we not met before?’

The newcomer paused a few paces before us. He was a gaunt man, wel on in years, his weathered
Kkin pressed tight againg skull and finger bones. His whole body—face, hands, and clothes—was
covered by afinelayer of dust, which made him appear more ancient ill.

“Itispossble” The newcomer nodded. “For have we dl not met, if not in thislife, then on some other
plane, or in some prior existence, or perhaps even in the future? For what is time, but an arbitrary
dructure we mortals—"

“Yes, of course we have met!” Ebenezum cut the other’ srambling short. “Are you not an ingructor a
the Greater Vudhta Academy of Magic and Sorcery?’

“Ingtructor?” The man frowned. “1 am afull professor in the college of wizarddl”

“Ah, yes” Ebenezum scratched his mustache in thought. “Pardon my oversight. | had forgotten your
eminence”

“Quite dl right” The old professor smiled again. “Oversght, unfortunately, is common to us al.
Reeching for the stars, we logt sight of what iswithin our grasp. Did | mention that | might have been able
to save Vushta? As you see, even afull professor is capable of occasond error. What matters, though, is
how we cope with our shortcomings once we discover—”

“Indeed,” Ebenezum said with somewhat more force than usud. “And is your name Snorphoso?’

“Why, yes” the elder replied in surprise. “Although what is truly in a name? Is it but a labd we hang
upon our souls, or do those few syllables somehow imbue us with their essence, in order that we—"

“Indeed!” Ebenezum cried, dasping his hands together so that they might not accidentally do some
damage to the old gentleman “And is not your fidd of expertise theoreticd magic?”

“Why, yes” Snorphosio’ samile grew even broader. “I like to look at magic in the broadest possible
sense. Jugt what is magic? How does it differ from red life? Or ismagic just red life under another name?
Or are we just imagining that magic exigs? Or are we imagining thet red life—"

“l was a sudent of yours,” Ebenezum cut inthistime,

“Redly!” Snorphosio was ddighted. “Did you take ‘Badc Theory” or *Conjuring the Unconjurable’ ?



Do you remember my famous lecture: ‘If a Magician Pulls a Rabbit From a Hat, But There Is No Hat, Is
There Then No Rabbit? Oh, | tdl you, | dways was one for catchy titles”

“Perhaps,” my master remarked, “you can tdl us what happened to Vushta”

“Vushta? The professor coughed. “Oh dear, it's gone. The entire city, buildings, Streets, people,
animds, every sngle one of the forbidden ddights, sucked into the earth. | could hear their screams when
it happened. Horriblel”

“Indeed.” My master fixed the professor with his best interrogatory stare. “How did you manage to
escape?’

“Easy enough.” Snorphosio’s amile returned. “I wasn’t there. | was vigting East Vushta. Charming
little town.” The old man peered a Ebenezum. “Hmm. You're getting on in years. Probably a senior
wizard by now? East Vushta hadn’t redly grown up yet when you were in school, had it? Lovely place.
Many people have been building smdl castles there to get out of the rush of the city. That was dways a
problem with Vushta, you know. It’s not easy livingin the middle of a thousand forbidden ddights, let me
tdl you!”

“If you could,” Ebenezum suggested, “perhaps go into the details of the city’ s disappearance?’

The frown reappeared on Snorphosio’sface. “I’ll tdl you what little | know. | was Stting in a tavern at
thetime, in East Vushta, that is. Of course, what | know about this Stugtion is probably more than most
other people know. Degrees of knowledge are dways relative, aren’t they? It reminds me of the parable
about the blind men and the dragon—"

Hubert snorted from where he stood some distance down the beach. “Mugst we?’ the dragon
remarked. “I redly detest those old stories. Tak about pecies sereotyping!”

The professor waved chearfully a the dragon. “ Sorry. Didn’t see you there. My eyes, you know, are
not asstrong . . . Sll, | suppose that’s no excuse for spreading ancient tales” Snorphosio sighed. “The
world has changed so much inmy day. Once dragons did nothing but hide in caves and collect maidens.
Now” —the old man wheezed with laughter—"can you imagine, | actudly saw one of the big lizards try
to 9ng in avaudeville act?”’

“Big lizards?” Hubert rumbled. “Aleg, if you would hand me the satchel ?”’

The dragon’s beautiful assstant bounced over to him, her blond curls dazzling in the sun. Hubert
rummeaged quickly through his case, extracting a top hat with one purple claw. He placed the hat aop his
head and snorted a cloud of smoke.

“Doesthis look familiar?” Hubert remarked dryly.

Snorphosio scratched at his chin in congternation. “Damsd and Dragon?’ He cleared his throat and
looked about asif he might disappear back into the dust. “Oh dear. Well, perhaps | didn’t catch you on
one of your best nights. AH criticism is subjective, as you know. One man’s opinion—"

“Indeed!” Ebenezum broke in again. The wizard had backed off for a moment when Hubert stepped
in. Because of the nature of his maady, he had to keep his distance from the dragon. Stll, this was an
emergency. If the old man got off on enough of a tangent, we’ d never find out what happened to Vushta.

“I’msure you can both discuss the merits of the Vushta stage with more enlightenment once we have
discovered what happened to Vudhtal” the wizard continued. “ Snorphosio, if you would be so kind?’



“Of coursel” The professor sdf-conscioudy brushed the dugt from his al-too-red robes. “I did not
mean to offend. Sill, those in the peforming arts mugt remember that the audience views them
subjectively, and inesmuch—"

“Subjectively!” Hubert roared. “That’ sthe problem with you intelectuds. Greet art appedls directly to
the emotiond Ligten to thid Number seven, damsd!”

Alea began to Sngin a high, clear soprano as Hubert beat time with histall.

“Oh, there might be a thousand forbidden delights, but my favorite ddight is you—"

“Enough!” Ebenezum cried as he ran between professor and dragon. “Can’t you see—can’'t you—"
My magter, the great wizard Ebenezum, fdl to the ground in a sneezing fit.

Snarks had his hood off in an indant. “Thisisimpossblel I’ ve known both humans and demons to be
longwinded, but this fellow has the lungs of an eephant! And talk about bad taste in clothes!”

My beloved Norel touched my left shoulder. My heartbesat raced.

“Wuntvor!” she cried in a voice more musicd than the Vushta stage might ever produce. “We have to
do something!”

“A demon’s work is never done.” Snarks pushed back his deeves to reved thin green arms. “Let’s
drag the wizard out of there.”

As briefly as possible, | pointed out to Snarks why this might not be such a good idea. Some weeks
past, in the Western Kingdoms where my master maintained his practice, he had accidentdly loosed a
particularly fierce demon by the name of Guxx Unfufadoo. My master had managed to send that foul
fiend back to the Ne-therhells from whence he had come, but it had cost the wizard dearly. Now,
whenever he encountered anything demonic or magicad in nature, he would break out in a fit of
uncontrollable sneezing. Thus had his current Stuation been brought about by his proximity to a dragon. If
the wizard’ s proximity to magic aled him, it did not make sense to have another magicd creature come
to hisad.

Snarks rolled his deeves back down. “A demon’s work is never appreciated. ‘ Twas ever thus. Why
do you think they kicked me out of the Netherhellsin the firgt place?’

| knew the answer to that, but my master was sneezing far too much for me to reply. | turned to
Hendrek for aid. Thelarge warrior and | dragged Ebenezum to a safe distance.

Both Snorphosio and Hubert looked temporarily abashed at what they had caused to happen to my
magter. Now, | thought, it wastime to get to the bottom of dl this. And since my master was indisposed,
| would have to act in his stead.

“Indeed,” 1 began. “And just what has happened to Vushta?’

“Inaphyscd, or in ametgphoricd, sense?’ Snor-phosio inquired. “Inexact questions, | am afraid, are
one of the pitfals of modern avilization. How many wars could be avoided if we might only leearn—"

“Indeed!” | said, rather more loudly. | feared that, should the professor go on a much greater length, |
would not be able to match my master’ sredtraint. | glanced meeningfully at Hendrek. The warrior pulled
the doomed dub Headbasher from its restraining sack.



“Where did Vushta go?’ | asked.

Snorphosio looked at the warclub with some darm. “Now see here, you wouldn'’t think of usng—"
“Doom!” Hendrek remarked. He let the tip of Head-basher fdl to the ground. The earth shook.
“Oh,” Snorphosio intoned. “Vushta went down.”

“Doom!” Hendrek reiterated. “Down?’

“Yes, down. Beneath the earth.” The professor’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I fear it has been
taken by the Netherhdlls”

Snarks gave amuted cheer. The rest of our company glared at him.
“Sorry,” the demon said, embarrassed. “Old habits”
“Oh, Wuntie!” Alearan up to me breathlessy. “What a diplomat!”

| smiled somewnhat foolishly. Alea was an attractive young woman, and, as a professona vaudeville
entertainer from Vushta, much more worldly than mysdf. And yet, long ago, when | was firs apprenticed
to Ebe-nezum, Aleaand | had shared an innocent young love. Even now, gazing deep into her blue eyes

“Wuntvor!” Norel was a my sde again. “We mug have a plan. What shdl we do?’
“Yes, Wuntiel” Aleachimed in. “You’ ve gotten us this far. What next?’

| cleared my throat. The young women pressed on dther Sde of me, both far too close. Norel
sometimes had trouble with Alea’ s pet names for me, or the way Aleawould refer to things the two of us
had done long ago, or the way Alea occasondly treated me as her own persond property. It didn’t
meaiter how often | explained that everything that had happened with Alea occurred before | had even
met Norel. Wdl, dmost everything. Could | hdp it if Alea was an attractive and enthusiastic woman?
According to Nore, | certainly could.

Nore pinched the flesh of my upper am in a manner dmost too hard to be playful. But | knew that
the events around us here had taken a grest toll on the young witch, as surdly as | knew that she was my
own true love. And, unlike my childish infatuation with Alea, what | fet for Norel was atruly mature love,
for in the weeks we had been on our quest | had gained experience, responsibility, and ingght.

“Doom!” Hendrek said to the three of us. “What shdl we do now?”’
| had no idea.
“Indeed,” | said, gdling for time.

There was a honking sound behind me. | spun about, my stout oak walking saff ready to be used as a
weapon if need be. Ebenezum blew mightily into his robes.

“Indeed,” the wizard remarked, looking past our party to the somewhat befuddied Snorphosio. “ So, if
| heard you correctly, the Netherhells have captured Vushta?’

The aged professor nodded rapidly. “That is my surmise. Of course, | am basng this theory upon
incomplete evidence. Perhaps my fears are ungrounded. Perhaps something less dreadful has happened



to my dity than | suspect, some other rationde may be divined from the evidence a hand. For you see’
—Snorphosio paused, his voice dropping to a conspiratorid whigper— “there is one find event that has
not yet occurred, one lagt bit of evidence that, were it to be untrue, would show me for the pessmist that
| am. Without this last event, there isdill hope. Perhaps Vushta can dill be saved. Perhaps dl of the dity’
s inhabitants will not be cursed to eterna, unspeakable damnation, the true extent of which is probably
beyond human imagining. If thisfind catastrophe does not occur, we can 4ill hold onto athin ray of hope
that perhaps the great city, with dl its learning, its diverse people, its thousand forbidden ddights, might
yet be rescued. But, should this event occur . . .” Snorphosio’s voice dropped away, as if the find
consequences might be too horrible to even say aoud.

The slence that followed was shattered by a great rumble beneath our feet. We had been through
Nether-hels-inspired earthquakes before. | looked for something to hold onto, but there was nathing
around us but piles of sand.

The quake ended before | could even lose my foaoting. As | turned to the others, another loud noise
erupted from beyond the dunes, a greet, belching roar, asif the earth itsdf had swalowed something and
found that it disagreed with its digestion.

Snorphosio had fdlen to the dirt. Although the quake had passed, he was 4ill trembling violently.
“That was the event | was waiting for,” the old man managed after a moment.

“Doom,” Hendrek replied.

Snorphosio pushed his hands againg the sand to stop his spasms. He nodded at last.

“All islogt. Vushtais gone forever.”

TWO

Why don’t you conjure a legendary city, full of magic spells and mystic beasts, out of thin air?”
the uninformed client asks. “Well, where would you put it?” the wise wizard replies. “ Have
you seen the price of real estate?

—from Ebenezum the Wizard’s Handy Guide to Better Wizard/Client Relationships, fourth
edition
Vushta was gone forever.

“Indeed,” my magter said to the cowering Snorphosio. “Are we then the only wizards left in dl of
Vushta?’

“In dl of Vushta, yes, we are the only wizards that remain.” The old professor regained his feet
somewhat ungteadily. He dusted a his deeves hdf-heartedly. “Of course, there are dso wizards in East
Vushta, some two hills over, but whether East Vudhta is part of the greater metropolis has dways been
open to debate. At the moment, | would imagine that East Vudhta is quite separate from the rest of the
aty.” He paused to stare off into the dust. “Y es. Quite separate indeed.”

Ebenezum nodded and scratched benesth his wizard's cap. “Wuntvor, shoulder your pack. We dl
need a place to spend the night. | think East Vushta shdl do nicdy.”

| did asmy master bade. The pack, which had once bulged with a large number of sorcerous tomes
and arcane pargphernalia, was now much lighter due to the loss of dmost the entire contents when | was
carried off by a large, mythologica bird in one of our more recent adventures. Ebenezum had hoped to



replace what he had logt once we reached the fabled centers of learning in Vushta. But that, dong with
mogt of the rest of our plans, now seemed futile

| looked to my master, once the greatest mage in al the Western Kingdoms, as he led our party in a
march across the sand. Even though his clothes were torn, his beard matted, his skin burned red by the
aun, dill he looked every inch the master magician. The casua observer would never have guessed the
sorcerer suffered from a malady so greet that he must shun dl magic; indeed, that the malady affected him
to such an extent that he had embarked on along and arduous journey to seek a cure, even if he had to
trave to far, fabled VVushta before he found the knowledge he sought.

And now that there was no more far, fabled Vushta? Y ou would never know it in the way he strode
across the dunes, traled by Snorphosio, who continued to discuss various fine points of sorcery as if
some of the othersin our party could understand him. Hendrek came next, ever wary, his hand congtantly
on the sack that carried his enchanted club, a wegpon that saw him forever plagued by demons
demanding rental payments. He had sought Vushta as well, to free im from Headbasher’ sdire curse.

All of us had had amilar hopes and plans embodied in Vushta. But there had been a further bond
holding us together, for, as we won our way closer to Vushta, we discovered an inddious plot on the part
of the Nether-hdlls. No longer were these demons satisfied with ruling the world below the earth. No,
now they plotted to conquer the surface world as wdl and subject us dl to ther fiendish tyranny. Our
only hope to stop them was to reach Vudhta and dert the Greater Vushta Academy of Magic and
Sorcery of the danger. Only with the massed might of the greatest wizardsin dl the world could we hope
to defeat the Netherhdlls.

A dhill ran through my sun-drenched frame. Until now, | had not redized the true enormity of our
catastrophe. Vushta was no more. Was there no hope? Had the Netherhdls won?

Then we climbed to the top of the second hill and | saw the most megnificent ity in the world.
“Eadt Vudhta,” Snorphosio remarked. “I never redized how amdl it was until VVushta disappeared.”

Smdl? | might cdl the vigta before us many things, but “smdl” was not among them. The city seemed
to take up the whole valey. Graceful towers of a dozen different colors rose aful three stories above the
eath. Furthermore, these great Structures were interspersed among literdly hundreds of smadler
dwdlings There might be a thousand people living here, maybe more. It was enough to take your breath

avay.

Sill, I fdt a pang of loss through my sense of wonder. If this vast expanse was only East Vushta, what
hed the greater city looked like? | fdt a prickling sensation at the back of my neck, as if | were being
tickled by the ghogt of the lagt, lingering forbidden delight. | was so close! Now, perhaps, Vushta was
gone forever!

So intent was | on the Sght before me that | did not watch my feet. It was perfectly naturd, then, that
| should bump into Hendrek’s massive bulk, the same bulk that prevented both of us from losng our
ba ance and tumbling down the hill.

“Doom,” Hendrek remarked dourly, not noticeably fazed by my abrupt arriva. “Now | will never be
free of my cursed warclub.”

Snarks walked up and removed his hood. “Don’t fret there, Hendy. My demon-trained senses tdl me
we have not yet found out dl we need to know about Vushta’ s disappearance.”



Hope suddenly returned to my despairing frame. | turned to Snarks. “You have discerned some clue
as to the Netherhells' plans?’

The demon shook his bright green head. “I just know the way the folks down beow work.” He
pointed forward to Snorphosio. “My theory is that the Netherhdlls rejected this guy on purpose. Why
ese would they stedl the city only when he was out of town?’

| nodded dowly, not absolutdly convinced. Still, Snarks's surmise did have a certain fiendish logic
behind it. Snarks was certainly familiar with the ways of the Netherhells. After dl, he had been raised
there, though he was different from other demons. Snarks’s mother had been badly frightened by demon
politicans shortly before he was born. The traumatic experience caused Snarks to develop an
overwhdming need to tdl the truth, something that can be quite crippling when you're a professond
demon. Eventudly, it led to Snarks’ s banishment from the Netherhells, a move which, after hearing some
of the demon’ s choicer remarks, even | could sympeathize with.

“Excdlent!” my magter’ svoice cried from far up the path we had waked since coming to the valey.
He pounded Snorphosio heartily upon the back. Snorpho-sio dmost fdl down the hill.

“Wuntvor!” the wizard cdled to me. “Hurry the otherst We must enter East Vudhta with dl haste!
Thereisdill hope!”

| knew my master would think of something! We had come too far on our journey, overcome too
may perils. A dample vanished city was not enough to stop someone of Ebenezum’s sill and
resourcefulness. | ran down the hill to join the mage. So the Netherhells had swdlowed Vushtal We
would reach down and pull it back to itsrightful place, out there amidst the sand.

“Do you have a plan, master?’ | cried bregethlessy as | did on a patch of loose earth, tumbling past
both wizard and professor.

“Indeed,” Ebenezum replied as he walked down to the point where | once again picked up mysdf and
my pack. “As you heard, Wunt, the Greater Vushta Academy of Magic and Sorcery has gone with the
res of the cty. The demons gpparently wished to imprison dl the great mages of this sorawling
metropolis, probably to counter any resstance to ther fiendish plans for dominance of the surface world.
Fortunately for us, demons tend to be very shortsighted. It probably has something to do with living your
whole life underground.”

“Demonic thought processes?’ Snorphosio contributed as my master paused to take a breath. “Do
demons redly think? It’'s a thorny issue. Did you know their brains are generdly green in color? This
whole Netherhells thing may not be ther fault, after dl. How would we think with a green—"

“Indeed!” Ebenezum broke in. “Snorphosio was good enough to inform me as to a point on which |
hed been ignorant. While the demons have taken the Greater Vushta Academy of Magic and Sorcery to
no one knows where, they have completdly ignored East Vushta. And, by doing so, they have completdly
ignored the Greater Vushta Academy of Magic and Sorcery Extenson Program at East Vushtal”

“Extenson program?’ | replied, quite confused by my master’ srush of words.

“Why, yes” Snorphosio beamed. “We teach courses there modly at night, for part-time wizards. Still,
we pride oursalves on mantaning the same drict standards for graduating mages that we observe a the
day school. Of course, our fadilities are somewhat limited at the East Vushta location—"

“That may be,” Ebenezum broke in, “but there are fadiliied And there are wizards, both ingructors



and students, who have come far enough dong with ther studies. | tdl you, Wunt, it might be possible to
save Vudhta after dl!”

“Might it?" Snorphosio mused. “Wdl, | suppose anything might be possible. That’s a problem with
theory, you know—the possihilities are endless. Sill, when you ded with the fine line between possbility
and probability—"

“Indeed!” my master cried. “Lead us to the extenson program!”

Snorphoso cheafully waked to the head of our paty, remaking & some length on the
responghilities of leadership, and the nature of respongibility, and the respongbility we dl have to nature,
and how leadership within nature makes animds respongible. As he began a discourse on whether or not
animds were respongble to nature within their leadership capacity, we came to a building even more
imposing than any we had aready seen.

Eagt Vudhta was far different from any city | had ever visted. In fact, | redized it was the first group
of buildings | had walked through that could truly be caled “a city.” House followed house, each one
made of some colorful stone or preheated brick. There was none of the mud or straw so prevaent in the
Western Kingdoms, and none of the one-room hoves thet | had lived in most of my life Dwelings here
were huilt to sprawl and impress. | gazed about mein fascingion as we walked to the center of the city.
It was dmost enough to make Snorphosio’ s monologue sound interesting.

And now we had come to a large bright red structure, the same color as the old professor’s robes.
Snorphosio turned to the rest of our group. “Gentlemen!” he began. “Urn, gentlemen and ladies —um—
that is, gentlemen and ladies and assorted non-humans Welcome to the Greater Vushta Academy of
Magic and Sorcery. Or a least the East Vushta divison of the Greater VVushta Academy—no, come to
think of it, thisis now the entire Greater Vushta—"

“Wdl?" my master interrupted. “Are you going to invite usin?

“Why, certainly,” Snorphosio replied. “Actudly, thereign't dl that much to see. Well, the dragon may
have to wait outside. Low ceilings, you know. But he can follow our progress if he cares to look through
the upper-story windows—",

“Indeed,” Ebenezum remarked, knocking on the structure’ s great oak door.

There was no immediate answer, so Ebenezum knocked again. Thistime he was rewarded by a great
ded of creaking and banging from somewhere within. A smdl window opened in the middle of the door.
“Go away!” cried a heavily mustached face. The window shutter dammed shut.

“Hmmm.” My madter tugged at his beard. “ Snorphosio. If you would be so kind?' He indicated the
door.

“Certanly.” Snorphosio knocked in turn. There was no answer.

My magter stepped away from the door. “Hendrek,” he cdled to the large warrior by my side. “I
bdieve thisisajob for you.”

“Doom,” Hendrek murmured as he loosed Head-basher from its sack. He bumped it lighly against
the door three times. The door shook. And the amdl window opened again.

“We don’t want any!” the face screamed.



“Doom!” Hendrek replied as he brandished his club.
“Oh,” the face remarked. “Wel, then again, perhaps we do.”

There was a great ded more banging from within. Then the door swung open. The man indde
cowered in a corner.

“Spare mel” he cried. “For some reason, they left me in charge. And I’'m not even a wizard! They’re
cowards, every sorcerous one of them! I’ ll be good, | promise. Demonkind forever!”

“Indeed,” Ebenezum said, stepping within. “You say thet dl the wizards have left?’

“Yed” the other man cried. “And a good thing, too, for what is the pitiful might of wizards compared
to the ovawhdming drength of demons like . . .” The man’s voice faded as he peered a Ebenezum
through the gloom. “Wait a second! Y ou’ re not demong”

“Wdl.” Ebenezum stroked his mustache. “At least some of us are not.” .

“Why do you let me go on and on, making a fool of mysdf? Some people! 1t’s no wonder they left
mein charge here, for they knew of my keen wit and my ability to make ingtant decisons.”

Thefdlow peered more cdosdy a my master’ s soiled robes. He paused to clear histhroat. “Don’t get
mewrong! Wizards are truly wonderful people. I’ ve worked side by side with them dl my life. | respect
them even more snce they left me in charge. They obvioudy redize that I'm the only one with the
foresght to ded with a Stuation like this”

“Indeed,” Ebenezum replied. “And could you tdl me where the other wizards have gone?’

“Gone?’ He made an dl-encompassing wave with his hands. “Why, home, of course. As | would
have done, had not my home been swalowed by the Nether-hdlsl” The mustached man shivered.

“l see. And do you have alig of their whereabouts?’

“Why, certanly. You are a wizard yoursdf, aren’t you, Sr? | pride mysdf on dways being able to
spot awizard. Of course, with your proud bearing and magnificent spesking voice, you were dl too easy
to spot.” The mustached man reached within histunic. “Here. This parchment should give you everything
you need. | would stay and chat with you further, but, now that you have come to take possession of the
college, | have important business esawhere. Should you desire any more, don’t hestate to ask next time
you see me. Klothus is the name, service ismy game.”

Klothus nodded, smiled, and waked rgpidly toward the door.

Snarks removed his hood to look around. “So this is what a wizards' college looks like. Wdll, |
catanly hope the fdlows who built this place know more about magic than they do about decorating.”

Klothus gave asmdl cry when he spotted Snarks’ s shiny green head, complete with horns.

“Oh, no!” he gasped, “Why, you are demons &fter dl! And here you have, by trickery, ganed
information about the remaning wizards' whereabouts Wdl, 1 never would have given it to you
voluntarily, let me tdl you!” Klothus looked around surreptitioudy. “Now that it’s out, though, it's
probably just as wel you have it. You'll get the mess over with right away, won’t you? I'msorry | don’t
have any other worthwhile information. No information at dl. So | guess1’ll just be running dong, and let
you demons take over. | tdl you, in away I’'mredly looking forward to a change in government. The



way the wizards ran this city was laughable” But Klothus was not laughing as he shuffled through the
doorway.

“l don’t think you should leave just yet,” said a voice from on high.

Klothus looked up a Hubert. “They’ ve enlisted dragons, too? | had no idea this thing was so large. |
admire your planning. | redly do. But | mug be off— oh—someplace dse. Anyplace dse ...” Klothus's
voice died in his throat as he watched thick smoke trickle from Hubert’ s nogtrils.

“| think the most important placeisright here” the dragon rumbled.

“You may beright,” Klothus remarked, backing into the college. “I’m sure whatever you have to say
isquite correct.” He turned to the rest of us. “Thisfdlow doesn’t breathe fire indoors, does he?’

“Indeed!” Ebenezum, carefully keeping his distance from Snarks and Hubert, called from across the
room. “However, Snce you are hgppy to cooperate with us, I’m sure the dragon’s fire will not be

necessary.”
“So glad to hear that,” Klothus responded. “And how may | serve you?’

“Asyou have discerned,” Ebenezum replied, “most of us are new to the city. Therefore, alig of the
remaning wizards' whereabouts does us little good without either a mgp or someone with a good
knowledge of the surroundings. We shdl need you to go and persondly summon the wizards”

“Oh, isthat dl?’ Klothus smiled craftily. “I shdl go right away. If you gentle demons will excuse me.”
“Doom!” the large warrior grumbled. “We are not—"
“Wait!” Ebenezum cried. “To lighten your burden of responghbility, Hendrek will accompany you.”

Klothus' samile vanished. “Why, of course, show someone dse the aity whileI’mat it. Always glad to
obligel”
“Hubert!” my master cdled to the dragon. “While they are about their business, | think you would do

wedl to circle East Vudhta for dgns of further demonic activity. Smply because the Netherhdls have
gpared this location so far does not mean that they will continue to do s0.”

Hubert tipped his het to the wizard, then handed it to Alea. He turned and launched himsdf doft.
Aleawaved at the retresting dragon. “Look at that, Wuntie! What dramétic stylel”

“Indeed,” Ebenezum continued. “And while the rest of you are busy on your vaious errands,
Snorphosio and | will quickly search this place to see what magicd materids are dill a hand. Go now,
Klothus Tdl the wizards to meet us here within the hour.”

“Snorphoso?” Klothus exclamed. “1 did not redlize Snorphosio was among your number. You could
not possibly be in league with demons! Snorphosio is not the type. How do you expect me to draw the
proper condusionsif you do not give medl the information?’

“Doom,” Hendrek remarked as he approached the gray-clad Klothus. The other man turned and
hurried through the door.

“Wuntvor?’” Norel was a my dde. | fdt her hand brush againg my hip. It was good, | thought, to
have my young witch near in thistime of trid.



“Oh, Wuntie” Aleawas at my other sde. Her blond hair shone even in the filtered sunlight here in the
hdl. The room had become uncomfortably warm for so latein the year.

“| shdl need dl of you aswdl,” the wizard caled. “We mug search as much of the college as we can
before | meet with the other wizards. Wuntvor will take the left corridor, Nore the right, Alea will search
the grounds, Snarks the guardhouse, and Snorphosio will

See what implements are |eft in the basement vaults”

“How did you know?" Snorphosio asked. “1 mugt say, you are very perceptive for a younger wizard.
| am quite astounded that you discerned that even a college this humble would have an underground
vault. Did you see some secret pand, or perhaps some mud of a different color, that led you to suspect
some underground—"

“Indeed,” Ebenezum interrupted with a wave of his hand. “There are dways basement vaults. It is
how wizards think. Now go, and report back to me with whatever you find.”

“Wizards' thought processes,” Snorphosio mused as he walked toward a flight of dairs that led
downwards at the rear of the hdl. “Now that is grounds for conjecture. How does magic affect thought?
How does thought affect magic? How does thinking about magic affect magica thought? How does
meagica thought affect ...” His voice was logt as he descended the Sairs.

“Indeed,” Ebenezum remarked dourly. “Hurry with your search, Wuntvor. | may need you to fetch
the professor from down below.”

There was one thing | had to know before | I€ft.
“Doyou have aplan?’ | asked.

Ebenezum pulled reflectively at his beard. “I will by the time the other wizards arrive. The Netherhells
have dready done their worst. In an hour, Wuntvor, we begin the counterattack!”

THREE

The professional wizard, it is said, should always watch his hands. Actually, the truly
professional wizard should watch a great many other things as well, including the reactions of
his audience, the door or window that constitutes the nearest exit, and, perhaps most
important, the constantly fluctuating interest rates on his retirement account in the First Bank
of Vushta.

—from The Teachings of Ebenezum,
Volume VI

| walked quickly through the wizards' college, passng from the entranceway into a grand hdl high
enough to accommodate even Hubert. The whole place was made of stone. Huge blocks had been piled
atop one another to make vaulting hadlways and even larger rooms. As | waked, | wondered if this
whole place might have been built by magic; that perhaps some sorcerer as great as Ebenezum had
waved his hands over a patch of ground, and the stones before him had rearranged themsdlves into this
meagnificent structure.

It certainly seemed possible. No matter how this place had come to be, it gave one pause for thought.
This college of wizards was a place of magic, and within its walls, al things were possible. What wonders
had been conjured in this great room through which | now passed? Perhaps, on this pink-and-white



marble dais before me, a mage produced strange flowers and stranger birds, never before seen by man.
Perhaps the audience in this amphitheater had been shown visons of civilizations a the bottom of the sea,
or looked above the clouds at cities made dl of slk and glass. Or perhaps the scholars at the long table
by the door had contented themsdlves with vists from demons and demigods so they might chat over tea
about the meaning of dl existence.

| walked from the great hal into a smdler room, alibrary of some sort, filled with perhaps a thousand
books, twice as many tomes as even my master had possessed. My heart raced. Surely we could find
something here that might help us to save Vushtal

My eyes eagerly scanned the shelves. There had to be something! Surprisingly, the first book | saw |
had used before How to Speak Dragon. My hopes rose. While not perhaps relevant to our current
predicament, it certainly was a standard tome for communication between species. | eagerly turned to the
next volume on the shdf. It was dso How to Speak Dragon, as was the one after that. | frowned.
Perhaps there was somewhat less variety here than | had firg imagined. The same book lined the entire
shdf. Indl, | counted twenty-six copies.

Sill, thet left over nine hundred other tomes that might be helpful. | searched about at random through
the other books. Sixty-three Easy Herbal Remedies for Tired Feet didn’t seem to be of any immediae
use ether, but at least the library carried only four copies of that volume.

| concentrated my search on the lower shelves. Here now were things of more interest: some dozens
of copies of Lives of the Great Magicians, Volume VI: The Clerics. Any work about magicians should
contain some useful spells. | eagerly pulled the book from the shelves. Other volumes were listed on the
cover: The Innovators, The Daredevils, The Pragmatic Geniuses, The Demonologists, The Champions.
Thiswas more likeit!

| opened the book a random and quickly read the chapter heading: “Duckwort, the All-Purpose
Herb.”

All-purpose? Perhaps there was some spell herein for vanquishing demons or retrieving logt cities.
How proud Ebenezum would be when | brought him the solution to his problems!

My hopes died as | scanned the pages. The author went on about how early magicians evolved the
proper notation for the storage of duckwort in dl its forms, from Highland Golden Duckwort to Eastern
Spotted Duckwort, with a specid section on how to dry duck-wort leaves, duckwort flowers, and
duckwort sems. By the time, some twenty-Sx pages later, | had gotten to the next chapter, “Eye of
Newt, the Wizard’ s Friend,” | feared that this book, though certainly thorough, could contribute nothing
of any vaue to our current problem. Siill, some other book in the series, say The Demonologidts, or even
The Champions, would probably go into exactly the detail we needed.

| ran my finger down the row of identica volumes, for that was what | found—some forty-one copies
of The Clericsindl. What kind of alibrary was this, anyway?

| had spent far too long in this amdl room. | was but a magician's apprentice. Full-fledged mages
could probably enter this room and within seconds find the very information they required. | would tdl
Ebenezum about this place, but for now it was more important that | continue my search. The solution to
dl our problems might wait just beyond the next door, or beyond the door after that. | had to explore the
rest of thiswing, and quickly!

The next room was even smdler then the library. It was filled with four long benches, dl of which
faced another dais, dthough this one was smdler than the one in the great hal, and fashioned of wood



rather than marble. But what interested me most was a chat on the wal, labded “Smple Magic
Production.” Here, a last, was something | might be able to use!

The chart showed three objects surrounded by a great ded of script. On closer examindtion, |
redlized the pictures were three different syles of hats currently favored by wizards. | assumed this was
some sort of hat magic. Ebenezum had never shown me any sorcery of thistype, but then my master had
hed little occasion to show me much of any kind of magic before his &fliction overcame him. Perhaps this
chart might be of some vaue.

My foot hit something as | walked over to the diagrams. It was a hat, probably used for practica
demondrations. | looked back at the chart. How easy was this megic to do? Maybe | could return to the
others with something far more practica than books.

The scriptwork around the pictures seemed to be a series of ingructions for the production of flowers,
scarves, and certain amdl animas. Again, there didn’t seem to be anything of vaue here to our immediate
problem. But, aslong as | had the hat in my hand, what harm would it do to give the spells a try?

| held the hat, a traditiond magidan’s skullcap, about a foot avay from my chest and made the four
mysic passes cdled for in the directions. From a quick reading of the chart, scarves seemed to be the
easest thing to produce. | said the three words dearly and reached within the cap.

My fingers grasped something soft. | pulled forth a scarf of midnight blue!

Excdtement dmost overwhemed me. Although | was a full-fledged magician’s apprentice,
circumstances had prevented me from practicing dl but the most rudimentary of spells. In addition, due
somewhat to haste and inexperience, many of my earlies conjuraions had not been as successful as |
might have hoped. Ah, but this cap spel was different; the ided learning tool for the young magician! |
repeated the mygtic passes and the three words. Thistime | pulled forth a pair of scarves, one the color
of oring leaves, the other the shade of the sky at dawn. Oh, if only | had had equipment like thisin the
Western Kingdoms, by now | might be a full-fledged wizard!

| turned back to the chart, eager to discern what other secrets the text might reved.

It was even ampler than | had imagined. According to the remainder of the scrollwork, you could
amplify the magic even further, so that each of the three basic conjures could be produced with but a
sngle word. The scroll suggested you start with Smple words, such as “yes”

“no,” and “perhaps,” assgning one to scarves, one to flowers, and the third to amal animas. | did the
necessary secondary conjurations. Wouldn't my master be proud of me when he saw how eesly | had
acquired a new ill!

“Yed” | cried with a brief wave of my hand. | reached into the cap and brought forth four scarves tied
end to end, red to blue to green to gold.

| laughed and flung the scarves about my neck. “No!” | cried and reached into the cap to pull forth a
bunch of daisies.

“Wuntvor?’ a soft voice called.
| looked up to see the beautiful Aleawaiching me through a window.

“Aled” | cried. She amiled her brilliant amile. Her hair, as dways, shone magnificently in the sun. |
was holding flowersin my hand. What could be more natura after thisthan | should give her a gift? True,



now that | had Norei, Alea and | were athing of the past. But it was a fondly remembered past, and
Aled’ s eyes were the blue of summer skies.

“Wuntie?” Aleareplied.
“Here)” | said, offering the daisies. “It’ sa gift for you.”

“Oh, Wuntied” Alea squedled. “1’ll be right in!” Right in? | began to object, but thought better of it.
How could she have known that | was smply going to hand the flowers to her through the window and
then get on with my work? Oh wdll. | supposed it was a little more romantic this way, and | redly owed
it to Alea, for what we had once meant to each other. It would only take me a minute to hand her the
flowers before continuing my search.

She entered through the far door of the room. She had been running and her chest heaved with the
exertion. | marveled a how lovely she looked, even when she was winded.

“Are those flowers for me?’ she managed after a moment.

“Yed” | replied, holding the daises out to her with my free hand. “I thought it would be nice to give
you alittle gift, for dl that we once meant to each other.”

“How sweet!” she exclamed, taking the bouquet. A bedtific amile spread across her face as she
andled the flowers. | noticed thet the daisies went quite nicdly with her hair.

The hat in my hand suddenly fet heavier. Puzzled, | reached indde and pulled out a large gtring of
scarves.

Alea clapped her hands. “Oh, how clever! Can you do that agan?’

“No,” | frowned. The number of scarves seemed to be multiplying with every repetition of the key
word. “I had better not. | don’t want this place to become overrun with scarves.”

The hat was heavy inmy hand once again. | tipped it over. A much larger bunch of daises scattered
to the floor.

“Oh, how pretty! Are these for me aswel?’

| stared at these newly produced flowers with some distress. What had | said to conjure these?
“Wuntie?” Alea prompted.

“Are the flowers for you?’ | repeated. “They may aswdl be, now thet they are here”
“Wuntie” Alea pouted. “That’sno way to give a present!”

She was right. Just because the magic had gotten a little out of hand was no reason to be rude. |
sammered an gpology.

“Don’tworry,” Aleareplied as she picked daises from the floor. “I know you’ ve been under a lot of
pressure lately, what with the disappearance of Vushta and everything.” She amiled impishly. “I know of
agood way to digtract you!”

“Aleg?’ | saidindarm. | was somewhat disconcerted by her rapid approach.



Her face was incredibly close to mine. Her lips were closer ill.

“Anyone’—she was speaking in a whisper both dow and deep—"anyone who gives a woman o
many flowers deserves areward.”

And then she kissed me.

“No!” | cried. Didn’'t Alea know | was promised to Norei? An exchange of gifts was one thing, but
kissng...

| paused in my thoughts. | had forgotten how well Alea could kiss.
The hat in my hand fdt heavier than ever. | tipped it over. An enormous number of flowersfdl out.
“Oh, Wuntie” Alea said with ddlight. “If that’ sthe reaction I’ mgaing to get, I'll kiss you dl day!”

“N—" 1 began, then thought better of it. | redized now that if | said “no” the hat | held would produce
flowers and if | sad “yes’ it would produce scarves. With the help of the nearby chart, | had made a
smple conjuration far too smple. | wondered how | might reverse the process.

Alea used my hestation to kiss me again.

After a moment, | managed to bresk free. | shook my head in an atempt to clear it and regan my
bresth.

“Perhaps” | began, “this could best be saved until another time.”

Alea’ sface was il far too close to mine.

“If you think so, Wuntie,” she breathed.

Suddenly, the hat in my hand became so heavy that | dmost lost my grip uponit.

“Eep, eep! “sad the hat.

“Oh!” Aleacried. “Do you have a bunny rabbit now?’

Bunny rabbit? | had said “perhapsl” | had forgotten about the amal animd part of the spell.

“Eep, eep!” the hat repeated. Two dark eyes blinked a me from the cap’s dim interior. A long,
reddish- brown snout popped out of the cap.

“That’s no bunny rabbit!” Aleawrinkled her nosein disgust.
“No,” | agreed. “Actudly, it looks more like a ferret.”

“A ferret? Alea watched the smdl, reddish-brown creature as the smdl, reddish-brown creature
watched Alea

“My father used to keep them,” | replied. “The farm where | grew up had moles”
“A ferret?’ Alearepeated. She backed away, dl thoughts of romance fled.

“ Eq)’ @! ”



Theferret scrambled out of the cap, which was now filled with flowers.

“Wuntvor?’ Alea asked uneasily. “Don’t you think it’s time you stopped making things appear in the
het?’

“Yes, | do!” | agreed, shaking the flowers free. 1 just have to figure out how to do it.”
Scarves began to bail out of the hat a an darming rate.

“No!” | cried without thinking, and watched flowers displace the scarves. | et the hat drop. The
flowers kept coming.

| pushed past Aleato get a better view of the chart.
“Wuntid What shdl we do?’

“I have to read this” | explained. There had to be some way out of this mess. Everything would be
fineif | could only stop this hat producing things before anyone ese arrived.

“Oh dear! |Isthere anything | can do?’ Alea asked.

“Yed” | cdled back. My voice was somewhat louder and more agitated than it should have been.
“Help me read this char—" The hat was producing scarves again.

“No!” | jumped for the hat, trying to push the scarves back ingde.
The hat began to produce both flowers and scarves smultaneoudy. “Oh, Wuntiel”
| jumped back to her sde. “Read!” | inasted. And | did the same.

There didn’t seem to be any notation about stopping the smple spell. How could the chartmakers be
50 shortsighted? Didn’t they expect people to practice with their merchandise?

“Wuntiel | can’t move!”

Alea was right. The scarves and flowers were so deep around our feet that it was getting difficult to
walk. | pulled Aleafree of a nasty knot of scarves.

“Perhaps,” Alea suggested somewhat hystericdly, “if you said the spdl backwards?’
“Perhaps you'reright!” | replied. It was certainly worth atry. “Sey! On! Spahrep!”
“Eepeep! Eepeep!”

A pair of ferrets legped from the hat. Apparently, out of everything I’d said, only the “perhaps’ had
worked. But maybe, just maybe, if | said the complete spdls in reverse, | might be able to stop this
madness.

“Oh, Wuntie!” Alea grabbed metight.
“No,” | cried. “I have to conjure!”

But Alea hdd me in a degth grip. “At least we will be trapped together,” she said, her voice tinged
with panic. It was touching, at that moment, that she gill cared for me.



Alea sghed, cadmer now that she was in my arms. “Still, | had hoped to die with a much wedthier
men. Sorry, Wuntie!”

| assured her it was dl right as | pushed her delicately away. Perhaps | dill could reverse the spdl and
undo the damage before my master wondered where | had gone.

“l beg your pardon!”

“Someone’ s here!” Alea regrabbed my neck.

“What is the meaning of this?’

| turned around. Norei stood in the doorway.

I smiled weskly. “It’snot what you think. Things have gotten alittle out of hand!”

“I should say s0!” Norel placed her hands on her hips. “Perhaps the two of you would like to be
dong”

“No!” Alea cried, ill kegping mein her stranglehold. “We need your help!”

| tried to explain, as briefly as possible, about the hat, and the spells, and the innocent gift of flowers
to Alea

Norei nodded when | was through. “ So you want to clean up this mess before Ebenezum gets wind of
it? It s quite true that he might misunderstand, and get angry with your Smple experiments. He probably
amply wouldn’t comprehend your intense need to play with hats with the Stuation so serious and dl.”
She bit her lip. “Wdl, | might be able to do it. Give me a minute to think.”

| breathed a long Sgh of rdief. Ebenezum was a truly mighty wizard, but when he became upset, his
anger could be more mighty till. Now he would never have to know. Norel was the savior of usdl!

And then a greet roar filled the room. It took me but a moment to recognize the sound for what it was
atremendous sneeze.

FOUR

Magicians must exercise caution in all things. Each of you has heard the story of the mage who
perfected the gold producing spell, only to be crushed by his newfound wealth. Less well known
is the story of the sorcerer who turned everyone he didn ‘t like into a toad, until the day he
exercised the spdl on an entire unfriendly village and was found the next morning hopped to
death. Then, of course, there is the extremely unpleasant story of the wizard who doubled as a
gentleman farmer, and his perfection of a manure abundance spell. Whether this latter mage is
il alive or not is open to debate, for no one has ever had the wherewithal to visit the scene of
his accident to find out.

—from The Teachings of Ebenezum, Volume XiI

“Mager!” | cried. “Back away quickly. Thereis too much magic herel”
The sneezing retreated.
Alea clutched me harder than ever. | was finding it difficult to breathe.

“Quickly now!” Noje demanded. “How did this spdl begin?’



| paused in my attempt to disengage Alea’s grip long enough to point at the chart, now hdf covered
by flowers and scarves.

“Oh,” Norel ruminated. “This should be easy enough. But for the spdl to redly work, Wuntvor, you
should repeat my words and gestures.”

“Alea” | indgsted. “I need my hands freg!”
Thewoman a last backed away, an odd expression on her face.
“I love aman who speaks with force,” she whispered.

| had trouble looking into Norei’s eyes. The temperature of her gaze seemed dightly below that of a
winter gde.

Nore began to speak, her words as cold as her gaze. Sill, | repested those words and the
movements of her hands.

The hat stopped producing things

“Yes” | sad experimentdly.

Nothing.

“No,” | added. “Perhaps.”

Sill nothing, not even an eep. | let out a great gasp of rdlief.

Norel was dill frowvning. “1 am glad we were able to cure your problem. | hope you have more
success when it comes time for us to rescue Vushta.”

“Nora!” | moaned. | wanted to run to her, to try somehow to explain, but Alea was in my way,
watching me through half-closed eydids.

“Oh.” Norei turned back to me as she was about to pass out the door. “One more thing. The sl
outlined on that chart isamog too smple. Be careful, Wuntvor, to steer clear of the gestures and words
you used before, or you might find the hat producing dl over again.”

All over again? | had a sudden picture of a peaceful afternoon with Norei suddenly overflowing with
flowers, scarves, and ferrets.

Norel had disappeared from the room. | grabbed the hat and tore it into little pieces.

“Wuntvor!” It was my master’s voice, cdling from another room. | hadtily tucked the pieces of what
was once the magic hat ingde my shirt. At the firg opportunity, | would toss them down some locd well.

“Eep eep! Eep eep! Eep eep!”
Three reddish-brown heads had emerged from the sea of scarves and flowers around my feet.
Alea gave alittle cry as she backed away. The three heads nuzzled at my legs.

“Wuntie?” Alea said with wonder. “| never knew ferrets could be so affectionate.”



“Eep eep!” sad one.
“Eep!” another replied.

“Actudly, they’re sort of cute thisway. They dmogt act as if you were thar mother.” Alea giggled. “I
suppose in away you are their mother.”

Thethird ferret looked a me with its big brown eyes. “Eep, eep!” it piped happily.
| had to get out of here. My master needed me. Even now, | could not think of ferrets as cute.

“You know,” Alea sad dowly, that dreamy look back in her eyes, “maybe | should reconsider
marying a wedthy man. Beng a good parent can be so important!” She stroked my shoulder
meaningfully.

| gave Aleaafind smile as| dodged her grasp.

“Watch the ferrets for me, will you?’ | caled as | leaped free of the scarves and ran from the room,
leaving a cry of “Wuntie?” and a chorus of “Eepd” behind me.

“Wuntvor!” the wizard cdled again. If anything, he sounded more agitated than before.

“Yes master?’ | replied. If | had to face Ebenezum’s wrath, | might as wel get it over with. | ran
back through the library into the large hdl, where my master waited for me with a dozen others.

“So good of you to free yoursdf,” my master said upon my arrival. He smiled coolly in my direction. |
tried to amile back. Apparently, Ebenezum did not fed it seemly to show his anger in front of so many
others. Somehow, the amile he showed me was dmost worse,

“Thisismy apprentice,” the wizard remarked to the others. “Now that heis here, | think we should dl
take a moment to become acquainted. | am Ebenezum, a wizard of some repute from the Western
Kingdoms, here in Vushta as the result of a persona quest. Some of you | aready know.”

He nodded a Alea as she entered the room a my heds. My master quickly introduced Snarks,
Hendrek, Alea, and Norei, and dluded to Hubert as “that dragon out in the courtyard.”

“Two others here | think we dl know: Snorphosio, a professor of some repute here a the universiy;
and Klothus . . . My magter hestated. “Indeed. In my haste, | neglected to ask Klothus just wha
function he did perform.” He nodded at the manin gray. “If you would be so kind?’

Klothus took a deep breath and tilted his head upward, as if he might look down his nose a my
master. Since Ebenezum was consderably tdler than the man in gray, this gesture was not as successful
asit might have been.

“I,” Klothus stated, “am the assstant royd costumer for dl of Greater Vushtal”

“Indeed?’ My master amiled. “An honorable profession, and one that is of great service to dl other
professons”

Klothus nodded soberly. “I am glad you understand me”

“Indeed.” My master tugged at the remnants of his robes. “By the way, do you think you might find
the time to get me anew set of these?’



Klothus nodded. “ ‘Tis the very reason | am here, to refit dl the wizards of the extenson program
with new robes befitting their station.”

“Excdlent!” Ebenezum clapped his hands together in approval. “Then | should tel you that the robes |
aways wear—"

Klothus stamped his foot in agitation. “No, no, don’t say another word! | know at a glance what you
need! It was no accident that Klothus has risen to the top of his profession!”

“Jug s0.” My master scratched absently at hisleft eyebrow. “Now, if those here whom | have not yet
met might do me the honor of introducing themsdves?’

The hdf dozen newcomers each sad a few words. Four of them were part-time students, not far
adong the way with their sudies. The fifth was a professor, aso dressed in red. However, it was there
that his amilarity to Snorphosio ceased. His name was Zimplitz. He was stocky where Snorphosio was
thin and shouted when the other professor muttered.

“l am in charge of dl the practicd fidd magic,” he concluded. “You know, directed sudies” He
pounded the table before him for emphasis. * Places where wizards can get their hands dirty!”

Snorphosio siiffed at the other professor’s enthusasm. “Alas, that most wizards choose to ground
themsalves in something so common. If more mages were to think on the theory behind ther craft,
imagine what heghts we might have—"

“Yeah, yeah,” Zimplitz interrupted. “I know al about your lectures on imaginary rabbits and imaginary
hats. Well, let me tdl you dl something. When we find a hat in Field Magic, we darn wdl useit!”

| glanced at my feet and quietly wished the talk would move away from hats. It occurred to me that
the pieces of one such magic cap were dill tucked within my shirt. | redly would have to get rid of them
a thefirg convenient opportunity.

“I-lmaginary rabbits?’ Snorphosio sputtered. “Imaginary hats? I'll have you know that my students
can pull—"

“Indeed!” Ebenezum cried. “And I’m sure both of you are perfectly correct. But there is gill one
gentleman here yet we have to meet.”*

Thelast of the newcomers nodded a my master and smiled uncertainly. The felow was every bit as
tdl as me, and probably better muscled. He doffed his hat before he spoke.

“My nameis Tomm,” he said in avoice barely audible. “And | am but three credits short of my wizard
'sdegree. | would have had it dready but that | have to pursue my humble craft to pay my tuition.”

“Excdlent!” my master said. “And what craft do you pursue?’

Tomm hesitated, looking at the floor much as | had but a moment before. “You see, good sr,” he
began, “I have attended wizard school to improve mysdf, to change my lat in life. | ...” He paused, as if
he might choke on the words. “I am atinker.” He raised his hands to stay any comments from the rest of
us “Some of you may wonder what troubles me so. Surdly, you will say, it is an honorable trade. But
how many of you, day in and day out, when asked about your occupation, must say ‘I tink’?’

Tomm paused and let out a long Sgh. His eyes rose to meet my master’s gaze. “But | have nearly
finished my wizard training. Soon linking will be athing of the past. But | have another shame that may be



more difficult to live down.”

We dl stared a the tinker in slence. He swalowed hard and continued to speak in a voice bardy
above a whisper.

“I might have been able to save Vushta, but | ran away instead.”

“Aren’t you,” Ebenezum replied, “being a bit hard on yourself? The power to make a city the sze of
Vushta disappear is great indeed. Can you berate yoursdf for being only one man, facing dl the might of
demonkind?’

“Yes | can!” Tomm shouted with surprisng force. “1 was near the center of it dl' | could have
stopped it, | know. | wasin VVushta mere moments before it disappeared!”

Tomm shuddered. “Let metdl you my story, and you will know my shame.”

Quickly, the young wizard-to-be told his story. He had been on his way to his weekly vist with his
aged mother when he noticed things were changing. Great black clouds covered the sky to turn it dark as
night, brightened suddenly by jets of flame, appearing with blinding suddenness high in the heavens.

“Doom,” Hendrek remarked.

Tomm nodded. “1 thought so aswel. | hurried into the dweling where my mother had a room on the
very top floor, teking the steps two, even three at atime. | prayed nothing was wrong. | knew if anything
happened to my mother, | would never forgive mysdf!”

Tomm paused again to take a ragged bregth.
“And?" Zimplitz prompted. All of us had gathered close to the overwrought tinker.
“I knocked upon the door.” Tomm’slower lip began to tremble.

“And? Alea whispered. The look of concern upon her face seemed to light her blond curls from
within.

Tomm'’ svoice was nothing more than a croaking whisper. “And my aged mother answered it.”

| noticed my master pulling his beard with some agitation. “Indeed?’ he said. “Then wha was the
problem?’

The tinker looked to my master and Ebenezum’ s autthoritative gaze seemed to cdm him.

“She told meto be quiet,” he said in a voice both louder and camer than before. “ She had some sort
of pest in her gpartment. | noticed then that she was holding her umbrela. A pest, | thought? Surdly it
was only a mouse or some large insect | could easlly catch and remove. My mother’s eyesght is not
what it once was, S0 it could not have been something redly small. But when | saw the pest she spoke of
..." Hisvoice died again.

“And?’ Nore urged, her hands before her asif she might pull the words from his lips. The tinker had
gone too far to stop now. Like me, |1 was sure she wanted to shake the young man until his entire story
came Sailling out.

“Frd, | heard the voice,” Tomm continued, his own voice not so cdm and not so loud. “If you could
cdl it avoice. | knew from the fira words that the speaker was not human! It sounded like the deep



groan of an unailed gate, crossed with the noise of a giant crushing rocks beneeth his feet. And the words
thisinhuman voice spoke!

“ *Come my demons, now arise,

“ ‘For Vushta is our greatest prize!” “

“Guxx!” | cried. Thetinker had encountered the dreaded rhyming demon!

My master waved me to Slence and bade Tomm to continue.

“You know of this fearsome cresture?” Tomm said, awestruck. “Wdl then, perhaps you will
understand my weakness. | strode forward as if in a dream to confront whatever inhuman force had
invaded my mother’ sdweling place. After dl, was | not a wizard, only three credits shy of my diploma?
Thusit was that | stepped boldly out on the balcony and confronted the largest demon | had ever seen!

“Some of you have dready seen Guxx. | do not need to tdl you about his bright blue scales, or the
gze of his teeth and claws. Perhaps, if | had had but a moment to collect mysdf after our firg
confrontation, | might have discovered some way to ded with this fearsome apparition before me. But,
you see, there was my aged mother. . .”

Tomm’s voice once again caught in his throat, but he cleared it and went on before any of us could
prompt him further.

“ *‘Where is that pest? she shouted. ‘I'll show you wha happens to things that maeridize on my
bacony!” And she swung her umbrella high above her head.

“The demon snarled a her:

“ ‘Begone old woman, do get back,
“ *Or Guxx shall eat you for a snack!’
“Wel, what was a son to do?” Tomm sghed. “My mother was aways a woman of spirit!”

“Amf?" Snarks cried from deep within his hood. Would thistinker never finish his story?

Tomm shook his head. “1 didn’t even think of spdlls, only of protecting my dear old mother, who was
busly beating her umbrella againg the mongter’ s head. And how did the demon react to my attack?”

Tomm laughed. “The demon took mein one large clawed hand and tossed me from the bacony as he
shouted out another rhyme:

“ “No more worry, no more fuss!
“ “Vushta now belongs to ug’

“There was a great crashing roar, and | was sure it was my death. But, a moment later, | found | had
landed safdy in a pile of sand. And, once | had regained my breath and the dust had cleared, |
discovered Vushta had disappeared!”

“Indeed,” Ebenezum said when it became apparent that Tomm was done with his tde. “I know far
more of Guxx than you can imagine. You should not berate yoursdlf, for you had no chance of success.
The fou demon’s power grows with every rhyme he makes, and it sounds as if Guxx was in prime
rhyming form. Amazingly, even his meter was more or less correct. Agang odds like that, even the
greatest magiciansin VVushta would have little hope.”



“Doom,” Hendrek added.

“Mog intereding,” Snorphosio commented. “Guxx is involved, then? Tha does change our
perspective on the seriousness of the situation. As dl good theoretica magicians know, Guxx Unfufadoo
isthe sort of demon that must be faced directly if oneisto have any hope whatsoever of success. As the
sages say, the only way to defeat a rhyming demon is to defuse his rhyme scheme. That was one thing
about the sages, they dways had away with words. But then again, | suppose a rhyming demon needs a
way with words as wdl. Thus do both sages and demons come under the scope of our discusson.
Opposites attract, they say, and who could be more opposite than—"

“Hne” Zimpliz broke in. “Your meaning is Smple enough! We need a champion, to snaich Vushta
back from the grasp of Guxx and the Netherheld”

“Smple?” Snorphosio sniffed. “Nothing | ever say is ever smple, my good Zimplitz. You perhaps
have not yet studied the ramifications of my ideas. That is the problem with you practicad magicians,
aways legping in before you fully weigh dl the dternatives and—"

“Problem?’ Zimplitz shrieked. “The only problem we have in this academy is those theoreticd
magidans who are so busy taking that they never get around to meking any decisions, much less acting
on them!”

There was arumblein the distance, like thunder.
“Isit the Netherhells?" Zimplitz asked.

“Nonsense!” Snorphosio replied. “If it was, there would be a quake beneath our feet. Besides, this
college is surrounded by a protective shdl to ward off dl demonic assaults. As dl good theoreticd
magidans know—"

“Your pardon,” Ebenezum interrupted, intent on defusing this argument before it got totadly out of
control. “If I might speak to you two gentlemen in private for a moment?’

My master would have this whole difficulty cleared up in a matter of minutes. But this exchange
reminded me that | had a misunderstanding of my own that | had to sraighten out. | turned to Norel, my
beloved.

“Dearedt,” | whigpered in her ear. “Might we aso spesk for abit?

She looked a me gernly. “Dearest?’ she said rather more loudly than | might deem appropriate for a
private conversation. “Aren’t you getting the young women of your acquaintance confused? | would have
thought, from your recent demondration, that there is someone else who is the object of your affections!”

“Nora!” | cried. A number of othersin the room had turned to stare a me. | lowered my voice to an
urgent whisper. “Please! She was but a summer romance, long before we had met. We were trapped by
the magic from the hat, and she panicked. Beyond that, she means little to me, and | mean nothing to
her!”

“Wuntie?” jumped. Alea had walked up behind me as | had earnestly engaged Norei in conversation.
She wrapped both of her arms around one of mine. She frowned a Norel.

“Wuntie, dearest, isthis young witch giving you trouble?’

“Wuntvor?” Norel stared dourly at Alea. “Are you tdling me the truth about dl this?”



“Yed” | inggted. Wait a moment! Who was | answering?

“Uh, no!” | sammered. What was | saying? Why was Norel’s breath so hot againg my neck? Why
did Alea have to stand so close? “Uh, | don’t know!”

Both women looked at me wide-eyed, their faces a mixture of shock and anger. Both turned to leave.
“Wait . . "I caled. How could | get Norei to turn around? She shot me the dightest withering glance.

“Yes— | mean, uh . ..” | had trouble finding the exact words | needed. And Alea had turned around.
She was waking back to mel Why did her blond curls have to shine so, even in this enclosed space?

“No, wait...” | began again.
Now Norei paused. She frowned in my direction.
“I mean ...” My voice died out completdly.

“Indeed,” my master interrupted. “While | hate to intrude upon your good time, Wuntvor, we must get
on with things. My felow wizards have come to a decison. Zimplitz?’

“We have agreed,” the other wizard began. “Rescuing Vushta is more important than our differences
of approach to magic. Ebenezum is correct. We will do our best not to argue until our city is saved.”

Zimplitz stepped back, yidding the floor to Snor-phosio.

“Although my learned colleague and mysdf have some differences of opinion over the proper ordering
of magic, we sl put our differences asde. While | am sure dl the students and true magicians here
redize that theoreticd magic isthe basis of dl sorcerous thought, and without the development of theory
there would be

43 no advancement within the fidd and we should soon dip back to some dark age where we would
forget dl but the smplest sdls, 4ill, despite these many obvious and overwhdmingly far-reaching
disadvantages ...” Snor-phosio’ s voice died in his throat as he saw the way my master was looking a
him. The eder wizard coughed. “Rescuing Vushtais more important!”

“And’—Ebenezum’ s stern expression turned to a benevolent smile—"what €se have we decided?’

Zimplitz once again stepped forward. “Both Snor-phosio and mysdf have massive libraries of magicad
craft. We have yet to agree on what series of spdls would be best to assure our victory over the
Netherhells. However, we have agreed on one thing. What spells we use cannot be performed totadly
from a distance. One of our party mug travel through the Netherhdls until he finds whatever horrendous
spot wherein the demons have hidden our beloved city. Once that person stands in the remains of
Vushta, our spelswill be complete”

Zimplitz took a deep breath. “In short, for our plans to succeed, we need a champion.”

“Doom,” Hendrek remarked. “Oh, Wuntiel” Alea shivered a my sde. “Into the Netherhells How
horrible!”

Nore dlowed me anicy stare from where she stood some distance away.

“The Netherhdls” Snarks had sdled close to me. He pulled back enough of his valuminous hood to
be understood. “I’ ve dways wanted to vist my homdand again. The sulfur poolst The bailing ail! The



cries of the damned!” The demon used one edge of the hood to dab at the corners of his eyes. “I’mjust
asentimental old fodl!”

“And now,” my master said, “we must choose our champion.”

“It will not take long,” Zimpliz added. “I sense that there is a bearer of grest magic in our mids.
Magic dways lingers in the hdls of this academy, but my years of training tdl me there was an
extraordinary burst of sorcery within these walls mere moments ago. And we will need an extraordinary
men or woman as our champion. He or she mugt be brave and true, for, should he make a sngle fdse
gtep in the Netherhells, he may be damned for dl eternity.”

Zimplitz lifted both hands high in the air. “The champion isamong us We have but to wait and we will
be shown the way!”

The room was slent. | stared about the great hdl of the academy, a bit in awe of dl that must have
happened here before, as wel as what occurred now around me. Perhaps Zimplitz was right, and magic
a this moment did fill the air. Who would be our champion? One of the professors? Tomm, or one of the
other students? Or could it even be one of the band with which | had traveled from the Western

Kingdoms?
I heard arudling in the far distance. The hairs on the back of my neck tingled with anticipation. There
was magic near!

The rugtling grew louder, like a dozen tiny feet scrabbling on stone. It was coming from the direction
of the library. All of us turned to see what magic might be revealed.

“Eep eep! Eep eep! Eep eep!” The three ferrets burdt into the room as one, ther red-brown forms
dresking straight toward me.

“Our champion!” Zimplitz cried. “Itisasgn!”
The three ferrets nuzzled againg my legs.
“Ferrets?’ Snarks murmured.

“Indeed. Thisis our champion.” Ebenezum pulled at his beard. “Forgive me, Wuntvor, if | remark that
you are not exactly what we origindly had in mind.”

“Agreed.” Zimplitz nodded slently. “But you cannot deny that the magic was there. | think you sdl
your own apprentice short. With VVushta gone, we are woefully low on champions. He will have to do.”

“Oh, Wuntid” Aleaexcdamed. “To the Netherhdls?’

HVE

Heroics can be costly and involve some degree of personal danger for the participating wizard.
But for the truly resourceful magician, this does not have to be! Consider the advantages of
long-distance magic, by which you may gain all the publicity value and save all the expense.
But, you say, don’t heroes have to be present at the battle? For the properly prepared mage,
nothing could be more heroic than a well-timed combination of printed handbills, subtly placed
rumor, and perhaps a brief personal appearance tour. Sill expensive? Nonsense! Do you know
how much a heroic wizard can charge for personal appearances?

—from Ebenezum the Wizard’ s Handy Pocket Guide to Everyday Wizardry, fourth edition



| was going to the Netherhdls.

| looked down at the ferrets rubbing my legs. It dl seemed a bit unred, as if | were taking part in
some midsummer pageant and |ooked up to see snow on the trees.

Inaway, | had been given a great honor. After dl, somebody had to do it. It would be better if |
looked on the bright side. Perhaps | would findly see the thousand forbidden ddightd

Snorphosio cleared histhroat. “We probably have not made dl the ramifications of this choice clear,
ether to the rest of our party here, or to our—er—champion.” The aged professor waved vagudy in my
direction. “'Y ou will not have to go done on your quest, and neither will you have to go unarmed. We will
pick a suitable companion or two from amidst our group to accompany you in your peril. All champions,
of course, need companions. It states so dearly in the Hero’s Guide to Weapons and Etiquette. Page
forty-three, | believe”

Zimplitz seemed about to say something, but Snorphosio continued his speech rapidly, refusng to be
interrupted. “Y ou will also be provided with weapons, magica weapons, the very best that can be found
in the whole of”—Snorphosio paused agan—"e—wadl, let’s see wha we have I€ft in the basement,
shdl we?”

| had the feding Snorphosio was spesking to indiill confidencein me. For the moment, it did not seem
to be working.

“Vey good—" Zimplitz began. “And one more thing!” Snorphosio shouted to override his fdlow
magidan. “We will of course provide you with certain spells and duties to perform once you have
reached your god, so that we can defeat the Netherhdls forever. You will be informed as to the exact
neture of these duties—er—once we oursaves determine whét they are.”

“Indeed,” Ebenezum said. “1 believe we dl need to prepare. What say we gather together in this hdl
a unst?’

All agreed to my master’s plans and the various parties began to leave the hdl, many with specific
duties assgned by one or another of the three wizards.

For thefirg time | grew afraid. Would | be Ift dl done here on my last day on the surface?

Onething | determined: If |1 was going to go underground in a few brief hours, perhaps never to see
the sun again, | wasn’t going to spend the rest of my afternoon standing about indde the wizards' college.
| strode briskly outside into the sunlight.

“Oh, Wuntie” Alea cried, her blond curls truly brilliant in the late summer sun. “To the Netherhells?’

| slently wished she would stop saying that. It was bad enough that | had to go and be a hero. It
would be infinitdy worse if my last few hours on the surface were spent with people congtantly reminding
me of my heroism.

Hubert waved his top hat in my direction. “ Tis a noble thing you do for us dl,” the dragon intoned.
“We thought later this afternoon we might do a little something in your honor.”

Aleajumped with glee. “That’ sright, Wuntie! A red send-off!”

A sudden chill ran down my spine. | whispered my reply: “You're not thinking of having another
show, are you?’



“The very thing!” Hubert confirmed. “Aleg, didn’t | tdl you this apprentice was a perceptive lad?’

“Oh, yes, Hubert.” Alea was once again looking a me through haf-closed lids. “And he's very good
with animas, t00.”

Alea stepped close to me. “Oh, Wuntiel” she said, taking my hand. “Maybe we can Sng a song just
for you!”

“Yed” the dragon cried. “A brilliant idea! We could cdl it The Bdlad of Wuntvor’!”
Hubert sang the first few notes tentatively:

Wuntvor the hero sureis swell,

Went for usdl down to the Netherhdlls...

Alea frowned. “That’s not quite it. | think we need to develop his character a little a the beginning,
and et the audience know exactly whet kind of human being would go on such a hopeless quest. You
know, like.. . .” She began to sng in her clear, high soprano:

Wuntvor was honest, couldn’t be bought, Though he sometimes acted before he thought...

“Wel, the pathos is nice” Hubert agreed, “but it’ sthe blood and guts that dways gets the audience!”
The dragon sang agan:

Wuntvor strode boldly, no fear in him, though the demons might tear him limb from limb ...

| decided it was time to excuse mysdf. Although | was sure the two vaudevillians meant well, ther
attempts to honor me fdt as reassuring as lying down for a ngp and thereupon hearing someone read
your eulogy. Perhaps | could find some quiet place in the sun where | might meditate.

“Wuntvor? May | tak to you?’
There, at the edge of a copse of trees, stood Norel.

| ran quickly across the intervening fidd. Had my beloved forgiven me at last? | took her hand and
kissed her chastely upon the cheek.

Nore frowned. “Not in front of everyone, Wuntvor! | only wanted to talk to you for a moment!”

Norel looked at me with eyes the color of aforest glade, her perfect lips pressed into a perfect frown.
Oh, how could | make her see that, compared to her, Aleawas arapidly fading memory!

“Nore—"1 began.
“l don’t want any excuses, Wuntvor.” Her voice was grim. “I want the truth.”
“Thetruth?” What was my beloved saying? “But | dways tdl—"

“Oh, yes, | know.” Norel grimaced. Did | detect the dightest beginnings of a amile? “But you do
sometimes tend to embdlish here and there. It is part of your nature, | know, and | don’t think you mean
bedly by it for the mogt part...”



| stepped closer to her, but she backed away.

“Now |I'mtrying to talk!” she exclamed, her voice stern again. “After the things you’ve said to me,
your recent actions with that—blond person—are very-unethica.” She spoke hdtingly, each word louder
then the one before it, asif she could bardy contain her anger.

She paused to stare a me. She bit her lip. When she spoke again, the words came quickly.
“Wdl, it'sjudt that | may never see you again, so | thought I’ d give you a chance to explain.”

My heart leaped inmy chest. So my beloved might forgive me after dl! Quickly, but rationdly, | tried
to explain how | had discovered the chart, and the hat, and the flowers in my hand, and how, jus at that
moment, Alea had been passng by, and | had had a generous impulse, but had not made mysdf clear
enough, so that Alea had come into the room insteed of dlowing me to give her the flowers through the
window, and then the true nature of the hat had become apparent, and |, gentleman that | was, could not
bring mysdf to remove Alea’ s hands from about my protective neck, even though she was srangling me,
which was approximately the moment that Norel had chosen to enter the room.

| stopped, totaly out of breath, and looked into her eyes.

“| understand,” she said at lagt. “Well, actudly, | don’t understand, but the whole thing is so complex
thet I’ mwilling to give you the benefit of the doubt.” She looked toward the wizards' college. “It’s a bit
too public out here, ig't it? Let’ stake awalk, back among the trees.”

| did as Norel asked. Maybe there were some advantages to this hero business after dl.
“Wuntvor?’

It was my master’ svoice! | took a sharp breath. “Ebenezum is cdling!” 1 whispered. “Wuntvor?’ His
voice was much closer now. “Perhaps you had better go,” Norei whispered back. “Wuntvor?’ He was
a the edge of the trees now. “Perhaps | should,” | replied. We did our best to rapidly disentangle
oursalves. There seemed to be a problem. Somehow our shirts had gotten buttoned together.

“I shdl remember this moment dways” | sad as | hedily attempted to unbutton and rebutton our
respective shirts,

Nore glanced down a my handiwork. “At the rate you’ re going, this moment will never end. Here, let
me do that.” Her sure fingers had us freein no time.

| turned to go, but Norei’s hand was on my neck. | glanced back at her, and her lips were touching
mine We kissed afind time.

“Wuntvor!” my beloved whispered. “Good luck!” | managed somehow to crash my way out of the
thicket and reach the spot where Ebenezum stood, cdling my name.

There was a look of concern on the wizard's face. “Do you fed wdl, ‘prentice? You appear
somewhat dazed.”

| assured him it was only a bit too much of the summer sun.

My master nodded soberly. “1 can understand your need of it, going so soon to face the underworld.
Tisathing both noble and dangerous you are about to attempt, Wuntvor. And | am glad that you are the
one who isgoing to attempt it.”



Ebenezum paused a moment to stroke his beard, then spoke again. “1, who know you best of dl our
assembled company, believe that we have made the proper choice for our champion. We have been
through a great dedl together, Wuntvor, and, no matter what perils we have encountered, either Sngly or
together, we have prevailed. You have away, ‘prentice, of seeming to invite disaster, and then at the last
moment averting it. There are those in our company who might cal it dumb luck, but | believe you have a
unique magicd gift!”

Ebenezum chuckled softly. “Anyone dse playing with that hat would have produced rabbits. Only
you, Wuntvor, could bring forth ferretsl” 1 smiled dong with my master. | had never quite thought about
my production of the ferrets in that way. Perhaps | did have a unique magicd gift. | would march down
into the Netherhells and bring VVushta back straightaway! With my master’ s faith behind me, how could |

possibly fal?

“I have been talking with the other mages,” Ebenezum continued, “and | think we have decided upon
avery postive course of action. The other two are ironing out the fine points while | keep my distance.”
Ebenezum sniffed ddicately. “I have not yet had time to discuss my mdady in any greet detall with ether
of these learned men. But, from what little discourse we have had, | believe there is hope of a least a
temporary cure! Therefore, while the uncertainty of my condition prevents me from persondly entering
the Netherhdls, | should be able to megicdly assst you on a regular basis from our temporary
headquarters here at the wizards' college”

Thiswas even better news. What could possibly go wrong now?

“Learned 9rd” someone cdled to us from the entranceway to the college. | turned to see Klothus
waving in our direction. “Y our wizardship! | have your new robes!”

“Ah, very good.” Ebenezum patted a his mustache. “1 have not fdt very wizardly of late. At least now
| can look the part.”

| accompanied my master as we waked rgpidly over to the royd costumer. How fine Ebenezum
would look in brand-new robes of royd blue, tagefully inlad with siver.

But my master’ samile vanished as he approached. He grabbed the fabric in one trembling hand.
“What is the meaning of this?” he rumbled.

“What is the meaning of what?" Klothus replied. “I got what you needed, a new set of
four-nineteens”

| looked carefully at the bit of doth Ebenezum held in his trembling hands. 1t was midnight blue, but
the tagtefully inlad slver pattern was not of moons and stars. It was, rather, tagefully inlad with ducks
and bunnies.

“Ducks and bunnies?” My master was truly enraged.

“Of course!” Klothus retorted. He squinted at the remnants of robe ill on Ebenezum’s body. “Oh
dear, those are moons and dars, aren’t they? That would be a four-seventeen, wouldn’t it?” The
costumer cleared histhroat. “Well, it’sa naturd mistake.”

“Naturd?” My master sounded like there might be an earthquake beginning in his throat.

Wel,” Klothus frowned, “isit my fault that you can’t keep your clothes clean? |’ ve been under a lot
of stress, what with VVushta vanishing and dl.”



Ebenezum’ s shaking became more violent as he turned a very unattractive shade of white,
“You—" the wizard began.

“| see,” Klothus remarked, somewhat taken aback. He continued rapidly. “It’s an awfully popular
number—"

“—cdl yoursdf—" The wizard’ s voice was rigng. It seemed to hold a hint of winter storm.

“—and the costume shop here is not as wdl stocked as the man branch—wel, what used to be the
main branch.” Klothus had begun to edge away from my master.

“A costumer?’ Ebenezum’ s voice was gpproaching full gde.
“Sill,” Klothus cdled over his shoulder as he ran away, “1’ll see what | can do.”

My master shuddered and took a deep breath. “Yes” Ebenezum said dowly. “Indeed. See what you
can do.”

But by then Klothus was lest in the distance.

Ebenezum turned back to me. “Sometimes it is the day-to-day problems that wear you down the
mogt. Sill, when you return, dl this should be behind us. If | have not found a permanent cure already,
onewill surdy be forthcoming with dl the might of Vushta returned to us. And, once | am able to again
use magic to my fullest powers, we will begin your wizardly training in earnest!”

Ebenezum looked a the sky. “There are ill a few more minutes before sunset. | must return indgde
and consult with my fdlow mages. | shdl see you there soon enough.” With that, the sorcerer spun about
and walked rgpidly back into the college.

So | was done agan, to slently witness the last few minutes of a late summer’s afternoon. The wind
shifted, carrying the Snging voices of Hubert and Alea

“No, no!” Alea cried. “We dill need to persondize the danger!” She sang again:
Wuntvor was young and not too discreet, And when he walked he had two left feet!

“No, you are wrong!” Hubert retorted. “We mug stress the danger of his misson if we are to keep
audiences interested!” The dragon’ s voice boomed:

Wuntvor the hero can’t be a dud,

For the demons will then drink his blood.

They’ Il tear him apart with hideous groans,

And pick bits of him from ther teeth with his bones!

“Hey,” Alea admitted grudgingly, “that’ s pretty good. Yes, we'll put thet in for surel”

Fick their teeth with my bones? | tried to swalow, but my mouth was suddenly far too dry. | decided
that | should walk in some direction where the wind could not possibly carry Alea’s and Hubert’s voices
to me.



I made my way back through the copse of trees. Snarks and Hendrek stood in the shade at the far
gde

“Wuntvor,” Snarks remarked. “Y ou appear alittle green. Still, you're going to have to do better than
that if you redly want to imitate demonic coloration.”

| samiled hdfheartedly a Snark’ s comment. My mind was e sawhere. With my bones?
“Doom,” Hendrek added.

No, | thought to mysdlf, not if | could help it. | took a deep breath. Ebenezum had often told me that
the difference between a good magician and a bad one was the magidan’s attitude. Wdl, |1 was
determined to have the best attitude possible under the circumstances.

| thought for a moment about Snarks’s remark.
“Should | atempt to imitate demonic coloration?’

“Actudly, | don’tthink that is at dl necessary,” Snarks replied. “Things are changing in the Netherhells
these days, you know. It is not the barbaric place it once was.”

“Redly? | said. Hearing Snarks speak reasonably about the place of his birth reassured me
tremendoudy. Perhaps, | thought, | should find out a little more. “Is it safe then for humans to wak
among demonkind?’

“Oh, without a doubt!” Snarks chuckled. “Provided, of course, you have a reasonable story for being
inthe Netherhdlls. In the last couple years | was there, they were establishing regular human-demon trade
routes. | imagine by now that that commerce is even more highly developed.”

“Then,” | asked hopefully, “demons don’t redly eat humans?’

Snarks chuckled a my naivete. “On the contrary, demons eat humans dl the timel But don’t worry,
you are perfectly safe aslong as you can show the demons you have a reason not to be eaten!”

“Oh,” | replied. Thiswas not as reassuring as | had hoped. Still, there was one more question | had to
ask. “Then do demons redlly rip you apart and drink your blood?’

Snarks shook his head sadly. “Ancther example of negative demonic dtereotyping! True, humen
ripping and blood drinking used to be big problems in the past. But now” —Snarks gave a dismissve
wave of his hand —"in the course of regular human-demon encounters, | don’t imagine that sort of thing
happens more than once out of every five megtings”

“Onceinfive?’ | asked.

Snarks nodded. “Of course, the statitics are alittle higher in summer or around festivd time. But what
are a couple of humans more or less to the Netherhells? So, as you see, you can come and go as you
please!”

“Oh,” | answered. | decided not to ask him how demons picked ther teeth. | Sghed a some length
and sat down beside them.

Snarks looked a me with some consternation.

“Thet’ sthe problem with humans” he began. “They redly never plan anything out in demonic detall. It



"sredly too bad | can’t go with you to show you the place. But | have been banished. If | were to return
... The demon shuddered. “Wel, what they would do to me would make this college look tasteful!”

“Doom,” Hendrek agreed. “I have much the same problem. If | were to go to the Netherhdls, |
should be beset by demons demanding hdlish payment for my weapon. We would be stopped before we
had even begun.”

| nodded glumly. There seemed to be no escaping it. Whatever terrors | would have to face in the
Netherhdls, | would have to face them aone,

“Doom,” Hendrek commented. “The sunset is the color of blood.”

| turned to see where the warrior pointed his doomed club. He was right. The sky a the edge of the
valey was a brilliant crimson tinged with orange. It was quite beautiful, redlly.

| dso redized it might be the last sunset | would ever see.

SX
Q: And how do professional wizards cope with stress?

A: Sress? The real wizard doesn’t even recognize the meaning of the word. Why are you till
asking me questions? Can’t you see I’'m busy? This spell is two days overdue! You're sitting on
my reference books!

—from “ A Conversation with Ebenezum, Greatest Wizard in the Western Kingdoms,” Wizard’s
Quarterly, Vol. 4, No. 4 (Soring)

The sky was rgpidly darkening. The time had come to go insde and face the collective wisdom of the
three mages.

| must admit that there was a part of me that did not want to go, what with the demons that made odd
use of your bones and dl. But the fate, not only of Vushta and my master, but of the entire world,
depended on the success of my misson. And that was an even more sobering thought. All in dl, | was
probably much better off worrying about demonic dental habits.

Sill, I thought of Ebenezum’s words as | approached the Great Hal of the wizards' college. He had
thought | had some extra qudity that aways let me succeed, no matter what the odds. It made me fed
proud to know that my master had such fathin me. And | knew | would do everything possible to judtify
thet faith.

Snarks and Hendrek walked close behind me and | saw the others of our party dso gathering about
the college. | knew dl would be present for the find moment of decision.

The wizard students had placed large torches on ether sde of the foyer and around the perimeter of
the Great Hdl. They dso had opened a window at hdl’s end large enough for Hubert to put his head
through and watch the proceedings. This extra opening seemed to have made the large room particularly
drafty, for the torches flared and guttered and gave everyone in the roomia dozen dancing shadows.

A cheer went up as | entered the room. | couldn’t hep but amile. If fame was so wonderful now, how
megnificent it would be when | was a full-fledged wizard!

“Wedcome” Zimplitz cried from where he stood on the marble dais. “Now that the most important
member of our little band is here, we can make our find pland”



There was some palite applause, led by Zimplitz dong with Ebenezum and Snorphosio, who stood
dightly behind the other wizards on the raised platform.

“Indeed.” Ebenezum stepped forward. “The three of us have conferred a some length as to the best
plan to follow for the rescue of Vushta. However, our discussons are not so find that we do not il
solidt your help. If any of you assembled here find that you have any questions or comments about any of
our plans, wewill be glad to give you the floor for as long as you fed necessary.” My magter looked at
me. “And that gpplies doubly to our young champion, Wuntvor the Apprentice!”

There was another brief cheer. Perhaps | was expected to say something now. To dl these people, a
the same time? For the fird time since | was given this honor, | began to swest. It seemed only naturd
that, if 1 was about to go off and face the Netherhells, | should be able to gather enough courage to
address this assembly. Yes, now was the time. My master had given me an opportunity to reply, and |
was their champion, after dl. | took a deep breath and swallowed.

“Well-" | began.

“Of course,” Snorphosio said over my hestant voice, “we do not have time for too much discusson.
Asmy colleagues have impressed upon me, now isthe time for action! Of course, action without proper
discusson is often meaningless, as discussion without action sometimes lacks meaning as well, epecidly
for those acting, not to mention those acted upon. But wha happens when meaningless action is
discussed—"

“Indeed!” Ebenezum interrupted. “I believe it is time we began our business. We mug discuss three
things this evening: the nature of your quest; your companions, and your magic weapons.” He motioned
to Zimplitz. “Firg, the weapons!”

Zimplitz pulled a sack from the back of the dais. “Come forward, Wuntvor,” he cdled, “and | shdl
explain the nature of each of these three magic charmd!”

As| approached, he reached into the sack and pulled forth a golden horn.

“This” Zimplitz intoned, “is Wonk, the Horn of Persuason.” He handed the golden insrument to me.
“One blast upon this mighty horn and even the foulest demon will do your will.”

The horn was cool in my hands. | hdd it up closer to the torchlight to examine the fine scrollwork
etched into its handle.

“Thereis but one precaution | would ask of you,” Zimplitz continued. “Whatever you do—"
| took a deep breath and blew.
Every man, woman, and mythologica beast screamed and covered ther ears as one.

“All right!” Zimplitz cried. “AH right! You can do whatever you want!” His hands shook as he
removed them from his ears. “But please don’t blow it again!”

The audience before me murmured indl too ready agreement. | gingerly lad the horn on the edge of
the platform before me.

“Next,” Zimplitz continued, doing his best to regain his composure, “we have a very specid sword.”
He reached into the bag and pulled forth a dlver sword in a scabbard of midnight blue, close in color



to my magter’ s robes when they were 4ill clean and whole.
| took the weapon in both my hands. | touched the ornate Slver hilt tentetively.
“May 17" | asked.
“Why of course!” Zimplitz replied. “There’sno problem at dl—uh—with teking out the sword.”
Gently, | drew forth alength of highly polished sted!.
“Hedlo,” the sword said.
| dmogt dropped it. No one had told me this sword was going to talk!

“l hate to ask this” the sword continued, “but are you drawing me out of my scabbard for any
particular reason?’

| shrugged. “At the moment, no,” | replied, doing my best to keep up my end of the conversation.
“Jugt wanted to get introduced.”

The sword emitted alow whisle. “That’ sardief, may | tdl you! Very pleased to meet you! My name
is Cuthbert!”

| introduced mysdlf in turn, and told the sword we were going to go on an adventure together.
“Oh,” Cuthbert replied with very little enthusasm. “I don’ t—ahem—nhave to kill anybody, do |7’
| was rather taken aback. | told Cuthbert | redly didn’t know.

“Dra!” the sword cursed. “| jugt hate drawing blood. It gets me dl splattered, and it’s even worse if
the mess dries. And let me tdl you what happensiif | hit bone! | mean, it can dull my blade in no time,
And the noise people make! All that shrieking and grunting and crying. | tdl you, it’s enough to make me
want to go into another line of work!”

“Excuseme,” Zimplitz said, “but 1 think it’ stime for Cuthbert to go back into his scabbard.”
| did the sword back into its midnight-blue casing.

“Cuthbert is a bit of a coward, I'mafraid,” Zimplitz remarked. “Luckily, we have no such problem
with the third charm.” Zimplitz put the bag down and reached into his pocket. He pulled out a smdl, red
card and handed it to me, saying, “You never know when this will come in handy.” stepped back a few
feet to better read the card in the torchlight. There, printed in block letters, were the words GET OUT
OF JAIL FREE.

| looked questioningly at the wizard.

“Put it in a pocket where it will be safe” was dl Zimplitz said. “And now on to the choice of
companions!”

This seemed to rouse the crowd again, which had been alittle subdued ever since my experiment with
Wonk.

“We considered a number of different methods of choosing suitable companions. a contest of vaor;
whoever picked the short straw; a sudy of possible royd blood in someone’s lineege; one potato, two



potato; but none of them suited dl our needs until Ebenezum hit upon the scheme of complementary
companions.”

“Indeed.” My master stepped forward again. “In order that we might best choose companions, | need
to speak with certain of our number. Hendrek, step forth!”

“Doom!” The large warrior shuffled out of the crowd.

“We dl have reasons for being here tonight. All of us, of course, wish to rescue Vushta and defegt the
Netherhelld But some of us have more persona and more urgent reasons for coming here”

“Doom!” Hendrek agreed.
“Hendrek, unsheath your dub from its restraining sack,” my master instructed.

The large warrior looked quegtioningly a my master for an indant. Ebenezum nodded and Hendrek
brought forth Headbasher.

“Asyou see, much of my maady has been brought under control,” my master proclaimed. “Thanks to
a series of ample remedid spdlls that Zimplitz located in one of his tomes, | am adle to remain in the
presence of modest magic with naught but adight nasd drip.” He paused to blow his nose. “ Snorphosio
has studied the spells dready worked upon me and believes they have theoreticd possibilities that may
eventudly lead to atotal cure. Therefore, dthough | am 4ill incgpable of setting foot in the Netherhdls, |
should be able to fully participate in the above-ground operations.”

So my magter was on the way to a complete cure! | found my face had broken out into a amile. For
the moment, | didn’t even care that | faced imminent degth.

“But, if | supervise the operations above ground,” my master continued, “who will accompany
Wuntvor to protect him from the dangers down below? It is athorny problem.”

“Doom,” Hendrek concurred. He tentatively swung Headbasher above his head. The torchlight
Sputtered in the sudden breeze.

“It is egpecidly difficult for you, for should the demons take over the surface world, they would
demand payment for your cursed club and you would be forced to do their fiendish bidding.”

“Doom,” Hendrek remarked once again.

“Unless, of course” my magter continued, “the spdl we three wizards have been working on can
auffidently mask the true nature of your wegpon from demon-kind!”

“Doom?’ Hendrek inquired.

“Then you could join Wuntvor on his trip to the Netherhells and add your might to our quest to save
the surface world. It is your only chance, for, should the demons take the surface world, al wizards
would be surdy killed and any spell we concocted for you would quickly become null and void!”

Hendrek stared a his warclub for along moment as if deep in thought, then, with a grunt, smashed
Headbasher to the floor.

“Doom!” the large warrior cried.

“Good!” Ebenezum replied. “We have our firg volunteer!”



Snarks was a my side. “I never cease to marve a how good your master is at taking, especidly for
ahumen being. Of course, being raised with demons, | am immune to most forms of verbd persuason.”

“Now,” Ebenezum caled. “1 mug tak to the demon Snarks. No, no, don’t replace your hood. | am
quite capable of talking with you now.” My magter blew his nose again.

Snarks strode up to the edge of the dais. “ So at last we can tak face to face? What a relief. You can’
t believe how many things I’ ve been meaning to tdl you. About your costume—"

“Thet is being attended to.” Ebenezum pulled & his beard. “I’m &fraid | have some questions to ask
you as wel. You are a demon and thus have not formed the fears the rest of us have concerning the
Netherhells”

“Perfectly true. Now | wanted to mention allittle something about the way you sneeze—"

“Thet is being attended to as wdl,” Ebenezum replied. “And yet you were banished from the
Netherhdls. What do you think will happen when the Netherhells take over the surface world?’

Snarks hesitated for a moment. “Well, demonkind doesn’t bear me any great ill will, as long as | keep
completely out of their Sght. The way | figureit, if they didn’t kill me before, | see no reason for them to
kill me now. They will amply kick me out of the surface world.”

“And where will you go?’
Snarks was temporarily speechless.

“Therefore” my magter added quickly, “you must accompany Wuntvor and provide him with the
necessary knowledge of the Netherhdlls”

“I must.” Snarks nodded dowly. “Now let me give you alittle advice about your hand gestures—"
“We have our second volunteer!” Ebenezum cried.

“Doom,” Hendrek put in for emphasis.

“Now,” my master added, “we mugt talk about our plan.”

“A moment!” my beloved Norei interrupted. “Are there to be no more volunteers?’

“Indeed,” my master replied. “I am afraid not. Two isdl we can afford.”

“But shouldn’t an experienced magician accompany them?’

“Idedly, yes. Unfortunately, there are too few of us here to make use of any ided plans. Wuntvor has
performed magic before. He will be given a basic spdl to hdp him complete his quest. That, plus his
wegpons and companions, mugt be enough to see him through.”

Nore glanced a me, her deep green eyes filled with concern. She turned back to my master. “Why
can’'tl go? .

Ebenezum again pulled a his beard. “Because we need you here. We have scoured the countryside
and been unable to find even a dozen wizards. Now my companions here believe that there are dill
another hdf dozen mages hiding in the vianity who may reved themselves once our sorcery becomes
evident. In addition, we will place a magicd cdl to bring what rurd wizards we can to join us, but our



timeislimited. The Netherhdls have dready struck once. We have no idea when they will strike again.”
Nore dill looked doubtful.

“You mug join ud” Tomm the former tinker cried. “We will need your woods-trained senses in the
battle to come. | look forward to working side by side with you, and trading bits of magic lore.”

Trading bits of magic lore? Who was this big ox kidding? How dare he amile & my beloved that way?
| knew the sort of things alummox like that wanted to trade, and | didn’t like it one bit!

“l am arad,” Ebenezum interjected before Norel could speak again, “that you will have to stay and
give your fdlow magicians a hand. We have no time to make any other changesin our plans”

There was a tremendous crash. The room shook once, tossing dl those sanding to the floor. It was as
if the earth heard my master’ sremark and fdlt the need to reinforce it.

“Isit the Netherhdls?’ Ebenezum asked the others.

“The possihility exigts” Snorphosio agreed. “Although this college is surrounded by a protective shel
that is meant to insure it againg demonic assault. Although, come to think of it, the entire metropolis of
Vushta was surrounded by a protective shdl as wdl—"

“We may have taken too long with our pland” my master cried. “Hubert! Quickly! Go and scout the
aregl”

“What?' Aleacried as the dragon departed. “Does this mean we don’t get to do our song?’
Ebenezum shook his head. “Indeed. Thereisno time”

“And we worked s0 long on it!” Alea 9ghed. “We decided a last on a traditiond balad about the
desth of heroes. It had such awonderfully mournful quality.”

“Indeed.” My magter had dready turned his atention to me. “Ligen carefully, for any word | say
might be my last. You have seen how the horn works. The sword not only talks, but is capable of
communication with us & the college. That is, if the college ill exists. As to the card, wdl, Zimpliz
thought it might be of some use”

“It was the best we could do on short noticel” Zimplitz interjected. “Out magica weapons storeroom
isamogt as bad as our library.”

“Betha as it may,” Ebenezum continued, “I have written down on this scrap of paper the one spell
you need. Memarizeit at your firs convenience. Now you must go to the very heart of the Netherhdls,
for thet is where they have hidden Vushta. And it isin Vushta that you will find the only one who can
effect a cure Guxx Unfufadoo!”

“Guxx?’ | whispered. | would have to face the dreaded rhyming demon.

Ebenezum nodded grimly. “The other wizards have determined that dl we have experienced is
somehow intertwined: my maady, the overabundance of magic in the land, and the disappearance of
Vudghta. To cure dl three, and to stop the Netherhells from making any further gains, you must enter
Vushta and get one thing, and one thing only, from the demon Guxx.”

Only one!? | tried to find hope within my breast. | had been given weapons, companions, and a



gpecid spdl. With luck, and the proper strategy, it might be possible. Snarks and Hendrek pressed close
to me on ether sde. | looked up to my master.

“What,” | whispered, “do | need to take from the demon Guxx?’
Ebenezum stared deep within my eyes. “A sngle nose hair,” was hisreply.
“Doom,” Hendrek observed.

And then the earth redly began to shake.

SEVEN

Wizards are constantly subject to negative publicity. A case in point: One elderly wizard of my
acguaintance, whenever he was bothered by unexpected guests, would immediately cast one of
three spells upon them, either turning them to stone, transforming them into segmented worms,
or blasting them entirely out of the kingdom. Now, some wrong-headed do-gooders, hearing
about the aged mage’s predilections, formed an angry torch-bearing mob, forcing the now
wronged wizard to flee to a distant kingdom altogether. How much better it would have been if
the aged wizard had thought to inform the populace of the true benefits of the spells he used on
those who came to bother him! For example, those people who have experienced it will tell you
that nothing is more restful than being turned to stone, while transformation into a worm
brings you closer to the earth. Asto being totally blasted from the wizard’s domain, | challenge
you: Can you think of any other way you can travel such a great distance for free?

—from The Teachings of Ebenezum, Volume XVI

It happened in an ingant. Where once there was a floor of solid stone, now there was a ggping hole.
Something amdl and sckly ydlow in color legped from the hole into the great hdl. And that something
was wearing a loud blue-and-orange checked suit.

“Greetings from the Netherhdlls” Brax the Sales-demon cried.

“Doom!” The mighty Hendrek was the firg into the fray, moving with amazing speed for one so large.
But then Brax was his persond demon.

“How you doing, Hendy baby!” the sdesdemon said. “I have just a minute here before the battle
redly gets under way, and | want to make a request. As you no doubt redize, you're way behind on
your rental payments for the cursed dub Headbasher. 1’ ve done what | can to keep the powers that be
from demanding the find payment, but I'm afraid your credit rating is not very pretty. Still, 1’ve been
authorized to give you one more chance. All you have to do is make one large payment right now and the
contract will be considered paid to date!” The demon nimbly dodged the warclub’s swing. “That’s right!
All you have to do to return to the good graces of the most fearsome creditors in the Netherhdlls is to
hand over Ebenezum the Wizard!”

“Doom!” Hendrek sivung his club again.

“My good warrior!” There seemed to be an edge in the demon’s voice. “Be reasonable herel How
can we grike fear into the masses, not to mention damning souls for dl eternity, if our customers won't
cooperate? Surdy you can see my point of view!”

“Doom!” Headbasher crashed into the stones where Brax had stood but a second before.

Brax waved both hands in the air. “Wél, what can | do? My hands are tied. We will Smply have to



take Ebenezum anyway, with no credit to your account!” The demon whistled. “Bring on the Dread
Collectord!”

| fdt as if my vens had turned to ice. We had only seen the Dread Collectors once before, but |
remembered them dl too well. | especidly remembered their many claws, their even greater number of
teeth, and the relentless ferocity with which they attacked.

Thistime they seemed even more horrible than before.
They burgt from the hole in the floor.

It isdifficult to describe the Collectors, for they move so fast you can never quite make out their exact
shape. There appeared to be three of them, and dl they did was dash and bite and try to rip out your
neck. They moved as fast as Hendrek under the enchantment of his club. Whenever you turned around,
they were there.

The lagt time we had seen these fiends, it was but for an indant. This time, it would be far worse. As
they approached, | redized there was a pattern to ther growling, mewling, squediing voices. After a
fashion, they actudly spoke!

The three things swept across the floor in our direction and al three spoke as one.
“We come for payment!” the Collectors growled.

All around me, | saw my companions readying for battle. | vowed that | would do the best | could as
wall, though | had but a stout oak gaff to protect mysdf.

But wait! No longer did | have to defend mysdf with only my stout oak daff. | had been given
weapons —magic wegpons! Quickly, | reached for the midnight-blue scabbard. | legped toward the
nearest Collector. With ablood cry onmy lips, | drew forth Cuthbert, the enchanted sword.

“Wait aminutd” the sword cried.

| sumbled midlunge. It was somewhat disconcerting to be in battle and have your weapon tak to you.
| lost my baance and fdl by the feet of the nearest fiend. The Collector’s claws raked the air above my
head.

The sword screeched againgt stone as | fdl. The Collector reared back a the noise. | scrambled
quickly to my feet.

“Redly!” the sword continued. “Do you think thisis such a good idea?’

| swung the sword toward arapidly retreating Collector. “I do not think” —I managed between lunges
— “that thisis the best time—for a conversation.”

“I could not disagree morel” the sword retorted. “I mean, have you exhausted dl the other
possihilities? You' d be surprised how many times a conversation between adversaries, even a very short
one, can prevent a—ydp!”

The sword connected with the Collector as the fearsome beast spun away. | pulled the blade free of
the matted mass. The shining sted was covered by an ichorous green.

“Do you see what happens when you start fighting?’ the sword complained. “1 mean, green ichor! Do



you know how long it takes to clean off green ichor?’

The Dread Collectors had once again retreated to their fearsome formation. So we had somehow
repulsed the firg attack. But then they growled and came for us twice as fast.

“We come for blood!” the Collectors snarled as one.
One of the things was heading raight for me.
“See wha you’ ve gotten usinto?’ the sword remarked.

I ignored the weapon’s prattle and quickly stepped aside. But | had expected to find a bare spot on
the floor on which to stand. Instead, | encountered dl-too-solid flesh.

“Doo-oof!” Hendrek cried as we collided. Both of us logt our footing smultaneoudy.

Two sets of Dread Collectors’ claws raked the air above our heads, digging deep into each other’s
pelts. Their screams were deafening. There was green ichor everywhere.

| rolled away from the il interlocked Collectors and regained my feet in front of the dais. | took a
moment to catch my breath and see where next | could use my sword.

The student wizards and Hubert seemed to have joined together to keep the third collector & bay
with a combination of wel hurled paving stones and dragon fire. Snorphosio and Zimplitz had used the
extra moments during which the rest of us had been fighting the Collectors to each develop a counter
spdl. Zimplitz' s enchantment was a bright red hammer that smashed to the floor whenever a Collector
was near, while Snorphosio had devised a ddlicate weblike thing that didn’t quite seem to work as of yet.
Snorphosio cursed as a second Collector passed through the device without apparent harm, then shouted
another quick spell, which apparently had no further effect whatsoever.

And what of my beloved? Norei was at the other end of the dai's, usng her pdls to fight off Brax the
Sdes-demon, who appeared to be brandishing one of his enchanted daggers.

“No!” | cried. | rushed forward, intent on rescuing her from her peril.

| fet something strange brush againg my chest. Was this some other ingdious form of demon magic? |
quickly reached ingde my shirt and pulled forth a angle flower. The ddicate sem fdt cold between my
fingers. | remembered Norel’ s warning about excess magic bringing back the spelld | tossed the flower
away as | ran for my beloved. | definitdy would have to get rid of the pieces of that hat at the firg

opportunity!
And then | heard the sound which | had dreaded most. My master had begun to sneeze.

Even with Zimplitz's cure, then, the magic here was too much for him. Little wonder,” with a pair of
gpdls and hdlf a dozen fantadtic cresturesin the room. But that meant that he was totdly defensaless!

| then made one of the most difficult decisons of my young life Norel was capable of holding her
own. | must protect my magter! | legped to the top of the dais and turned toward the battle on the floor,
sword & the ready.

| had acted none too soon. All three Collectors, senang my master’s weakness, had disengaged from
their other battles to attack him as onel



“We want the wizard!” the Collectors roared together.

But there was another noise as well, like the scrambling of many tiny feet across a floor of stone. An
indant before | saw them, | heard their familiar cry:

“Eep eep! Eep eep! Eep ecpl”
And the three ferrets jumped upon the lead Collector.

It was an unequd fight at best, but it made me proud to see those ferrets attempt the impossble;
boldly giving their lives to protect me, no doubt, the person who gave them life upon this earth.

“Violence dways ends this way,” the sword muttered. “Mark my words. If you play around, you're
going to get hurt!”

I ignored the whining weapon and shifted my position, sword forward, back to the wall. Thanks to the
ferrets, | was as prepared as | could be for the Collectors’ worst assault. They would surdly kill me, but
maybe | could take one of the fiends dong.

“Wewill not be stopped!”
The leed monster shook my tiny alies across the room.

The ferrets dispensed with, the Collectors continued their headlong charge. | braced mysdf, knowing
that in amoment it would al be done.

Ebenezum sneezed.

Thankfully, | had repositioned mysdf dightly to one side of the great wizard and thus was spared the
man force of the blow. The Dread Collectors were not so lucky. The ful extent of my master’s nasd
efflivium sprayed mightily upon them.

The dread fiends stopped dead in their tracks.
“We don’t like getting wet!” the Collectors yelped as one.
“Now we will take the upper hand!” | cried.

“Are you so Su—" my wespon began. But | sheathed the offending sword before it could complete its
sentence. | had more than one enchantment up My deeve. | kndt quickly and reached into the sack on
the dais'sedge.

“Hurry, Collectors!” Brax caled from where he gill dealt with Norei. “Guxx is expecting usl”

It was Guxx then, behind the attack? | could no longer hesitate. | drew forth the horn of persuasion.
| took a deep bresath.

And | blew.

| blew mightily upon Wonk. Everyone screamed and covered ther ears.

“Mud you?' Brax said with some irritetion. “Oh, very wel. We'll take this one instead.”



The sdlesdemon nodded once and a pair of Dread Collectors grasped Norei’s ams. They rushed
away, back to the hole from which they had erupted.

“Wuntvor!” Norel screamed as she was lost from Sght.

Brax shrugged. “I can’'t go back empty-handed.” And he jJumped in the hole after the others.
| stared for a moment, stunned, at the lagt place | had seen my beloved.

“Doom,” Hendrek commented as he appeared a my sde.

“I must go after her,” wasdl | could say.

“She is a qudified witch!” Snorphosio reminded me. “With luck she will survive. You need to know
more about your weapons, and the spell we will use—"

“I must rescue her,” | cut in. | had no more time for theory.

“But Wuntie” Alea cdled from where she had cowered in the corner of the room. “You look as if the
battle has exhausted you! Y ou mugt rest firgt! 1 can help you reax!”

| shook my head. “1 mug follow her.” | swalowed, but my throat was Hifl far too dry. “Now.”
Ebenezum blew his nose mightily.

“Indeed! Let the lad go! But remember, Wuntvor, you must rescue Vushta as well. Until the kingdom
is once again whole, they may come and snatch any one of us, at any time!”

“I'll remember, master!” | gathered up my magicd weapons. | wore Cuthbert a my bet and carried a
sack filled with Wonk over my shoulder.

“Hendrek!” | caled. “ Snarks! Are you coming?’
“Doom!” Hendrek said a my side. The cursed club
Headbasher quivered in his enormous hand.

“I"'mcoming! I’mcoming!” Snarks cried, tying his monastic robes tight about his smdl form. “Thet’s
the problem with humans. All these last-minute decisongd”

| waved afind time to my master. With Snarks and Hendrek behind me, | began my descent into the
Netherhdlls.

EIGHT

And what do you do if you come upon a dark cave? Then the knowledgeable wizard would say:
“Into darkness, let there be light.” And the truly knowledgeable wizard would add: “ Let there
also be cheese, bread, fresh vegetables, plenteous members of the opposite sex, and enough
mead to make it a thoroughly enjoyable weekend!”

—from Thirty Days to Better Wizardry by Ebenezum, Greatest Wizard in the Western
Kingdoms, fourth edition.

There was nothing but darkness.



Something bumped into me.
“Doom,” came a voice behind me.

“Hey, watch your feet! Just like humand Didn’'t anybody think enough to bring a light?” a second
voice complained.

“Zrrmmmnn,” a third voice mumbled. For a minute, | thought Snarks had hidden himsdf agan
beneeth his hood. But then | redlized | had just heard him speak.

Who ese was here with us?

“Hendrek?’ | cdled. “Snarks? Is there anyone ese around?’

“How could you tdl?” Snarks retorted.

“Doom, “Hendrek added.

“Ouch!” Snarks cried. “Watch where you swing thet club, will you?’

“If we don’t stay together, we're going to get logt,” Hendrek stated.

“Hey,” Snarks replied. “I’'mnever going to get lost here. The Netherhellsis my home turf!”
“Grrffmmm!” the other voice mumbled with some urgency.

“Wait!” | ingsted. “Don’t you two hear something?’

“Only the labored bresthing of this out-of-condition warrior. And &fter dl the diet plans I've
suggested!”

“Doom! It was lucky for dl of usthat | thought to bring food with us. The wizards, you know, had put
some provisonsin a second sack.”

“Wait a second,” Snarks interjected. “You didn’t need to bring any food! Demons have to edt, too,
you know. It would probably do both of you some good to sample some Netherhells delicacies. Like
sweet demon pie! Ah, there’sadish! Of course, you have to be careful! Those brambles can redly stick
to your gumg”

| felt something banging at my hip.

“Crfflivwmm!” the muffled voice cried with frustration.

“No!” | repeated. “Wait! I’msure there’s another sentient being herel”

“I"'mnot dl that sure how many sentient baings are here dready,” Snarks added.
“Doom.” | fdt Hendrek’ s great bulk bump againgt my back.

“Would you keep off my feet!” Snarks screamed. “I should be leading the way, anyways. I’'m the
demon here!”

*Grjjffiblitmm!”” the voice mumbled in earnest.

“Therdl” | said in triumph. “Didn’t you hear that?”



“Oh, that!” Snarks replied. “I just thought Hendrek had indigestion.”

The beating on my leg redoubl ed.

“It'sthe sword!” | exclamed as | suddenly redlized the source of the sound.

“What’ sthe sword?’ Snarks began. But hefdl slent when | drew my wegpon from its scabbard.
Cuthbert glowed with a blinding light.

“Wdl, it's about time” the sword said haughtily. “Here | am, shouting my head off, and no one’s
paying the dightest bit of attention to me!”

“We didn’t know,” | answered, shidding my eyes from the sword’s blinding intensty. “We could
hardly hear you at dl.”

“Oh, it's that nasty scabbard agan!” Cuthbert complained. “It's so dark and close in there. No
vertilation whatsoever! But it’ swhat | have to cal home now, isn'tit?’

“Sill,” 1 remarked, doing my best to change the subject, “I’mglad | pulled you out so you can glow. |
never imagined you could do that!”

“Wl, that’ swhat | was trying to tdl you dl aong. Of course | can glow! I’'ma magic sword, aren’t
e

“Up until now,” Snarks interjected, “dl your magic has been in your mouth.” The demon looked away
from Cuthbert’ s blinding light. “ Say, couldn’t you tone down your brightness a little bit?”

“I'mdoing my best,” the sword huffed. “Still, my light would be much better if | wasn’t coated with
greenichor.”

“Doom,” Hendrek responded. “It is a weapon’slot to be coated with the results of bettle.”

“And that’ sthe problem, in'tit?” Cuthbert said. “I didn’t ask to be a sword, now did I? Why couldn
't | have been a magic mirror? | would have been perfectly happy, lying to people about who was the
farest in the land. But no, those magicians needed a sword, so—"

“Excuse me” | interrupted, “but hadn’t we better be getting on with our quest? | mean, the woman
we' re trying to rescue may have been dragged hdfway through the Netherhdlls by now.”

“Doom.” Hendrek nodded grimly.

“You know, folks, we could go back up to the surface. Then | wouldn’t have to glow at dl. We could
jugt st around and talk in naturd light!”

“Let’sget this over with,” Snarks agreed. “1 don’t mind this sword giving us light, but does it have to
tak, too?’

“Oh, dear,” Cuthbert said. “You redly don’t want to ligen, do you?’
“Let’slook at it thisway,” Snarks replied. “Who wants to take advice from a sword?’

“My point exactly!” Cuthbert exclamed. “But now, what if | was a magic mirror? You'd certainly
take advice from amagic mirror!”



I lifted Cuthbert before me and led the way down the tunnd to the Netherhdlls.
“Does any of thislook familiar yet?’ | asked Snarks.

“Nothing | recognize” the demon answered. “I believe we're ill in the access tunnd. They build
these things dl the time to perform some bit of mischief or other on the surface. 1’ m surprised sometimes,
with dl this tunndling going on, that bits of the surface world don’t come crashing in on top of the demons
" heads”

“Doom,” Hendrek said. “Perhapsit has.”
| was struck by the warrior’ s thought. “Do you mean Vushta might have falen through by accident?’

“Where would demons be more likdy to perform mischief than in the city of a thousand forbidden
delights? Doom!”

“Hmmm,” Snarks mused. “Thereistruth in what you say. Still, | prefer to think the demons built their
tunnds to ank Vushta by design rather than accident. It’sthat old Netherhdls pride, you know.”

“Doom!” Hendrek responded.

My eyes were & lagt adjudting to the light from the magic sword. The tunnd we traversed seemed to
be carved out of solid rock. | did my best not to think of how much power it would take to make a
tunnd like this. Or how much magic.

Cuthbert whidled. “This place does go on, doesn’t it? That’s one thing about being a magic sword.
You sure get out alot. 1"ve seen places | would never have imagined when | was but a amdl spdl on
some magidan’s lips. | should look on the bright sde more often. Magic mirrors get stuck in one spot,
you know. All they ever get to do is hang around dl day long.”

Cuthbert sighed. “If only | didn’t have to kill people. I1t’s dmog aways a mess, let me tdl you. And
their death screams get on my nerved”

“Could you shut up for a minute and turn your glow down?’ Snarks asked. “I think | see some fant
light up ahead.”

“l do dl this work for you, and thisis the thanks | get!” Cuthbert complained. “Well, if that’s dl the
use you have for me, why don’t you just put me back in the scabbard,then?’

| did as the sword suggested. The weapon’s complaints were muffled by its midnight-blue sheath.

Snarks had been right. There was alight ahead, faint compared to the blinding glow of the sword, and
alitle greenish in color.

“Now!” Snarks said with some satisfaction. “We are gpproaching the red Netherhelld”

| let my hand rest on my sword hilt. Somehow, descending through the tunnd, we had seemed
distanced from both the surface and the hells below, somehow separated from our quest. Soon we
would see the read Netherhells, filled with the real demons. The question was. Would the redl demons let
Us pass?

“Snarks?’ | asked. “ Should we be prepared for trouble?’

“Not necessarily,” the demon reassured me. “It depends in what sector of the Netherhells we find



oursdves a tunnd’ send. Once | see the viga before me, | Shdl know in an ingant what to do.”
“Doom,” Hendrek remarked. “Then do you know the whole kingdom under the earth?’

“Virtudly like no other,” Snarks admitted. “As atruth-teling demon, it behooved me to move quickly
and often through the Netherhells. In my formative youth, | therefore roamed the world underground
from end to end. | would venture that | know as much about this place as any demon, for | have seen
every nook and cranny aong my kingdom’s edge, and | have visted most of them. In away, | fed it is
fate that has brought us together, for in this quest, you could have no better guide than Snarks!”

His speech had been anfully reassuring. | just hoped
Snarks was tdling the truth. And then | redlized that he had to be.

The light was growing brighter and the tunndl wider as we continued our descent. | noticed as | turned
to glance a my companions tha the light gave Hendrek’s complexion a greenish glow not too far
different from Snarks’snaturd shade. | wondered, if we resded down below for great enough a time, if
we would not dl begin to resemble denizens of the Netherhells. It was not a pleasant thought to
contemplate.

“| fed some trepidation,” Snarks remarked. “It has been so long sSince | have seen my home. And yet
will | be welcome there?’ He sghed. “A demon without a country!”

We rounded another corner in the snaking tunnd. It was bright enough here to look for Sgns of some
sort. A scrap of witch’sclothing, perhaps, or atumble of loose rocks where Norel had struggled with her
captors. Might she have had time to etch some message into the dirt walls when the Dread Collectors
paused to rest? But there was nothing beyond the congtantly brightening rock about us.

“Are you sure they would have taken Nore thisway?’ | asked Snarks.

“No, the Dread Collectors would have taken her down some entirdy different tunnd, then they’d
come back and build this one just to fool ud” Snarks regarded me with demonic ire. “Sometimes |
wonder about you humang Of course they went this way! Quite some time ago by now. The Dread
Collectors aren’t too bright, but they’re anvfully fast. Don’t worry. Even if we have to search the length
and breadth of the Netherhells, we'll find her.”

The demon pushed in front of me. “Oh, we're getting close now. | can dready andl the sulfur!”
Snarks emitted a high, raucous giggle

“Doom!” Hendrek commented from the rear.

“My smdl green heart is papitating!” Snarks cried as he ran ahead. “What part of the Netherhells will
we see fird? Maybe we are near the acid lakes. Then again, | think that Vushta was located above the
Eagt Netherhdlls Sime Pitd”

“Don’tgo too far!” | cdled to the rgpidly advancing demon. “We don’t want to get separated!” But
Snarks was aready out of Sght.

“What isthis?” his voice cried from some distance away. | thought | detected a note of panic.

“Doom!” Hendrek replied. The two of us rushed to hdp our comrade. We rounded one find corner
and found Snarks &t tunnd’ s end, staring out into aworld of green light.



“Snarkd” | cdled. “Areyou dl right?’
The demon nodded dumbly.

Hendrek stepped to our compatriot’s Sde, warclub a the ready. “Doom. Where are we, then? The
acid lakes? The sulfur pools? The dime pits?’

“Oh, no!” Snarks whispered, gazing in horror at the viga before him. “I don’t remember this at dl!”

| looked out on truly the strangest Sght | had ever seen. The scene before us was lit with dgns that
seemed to glow from within. They began at the tunnd mouth where we stood, and stretched in ather
direction for as far as the eye can see. Beneath each Sgn was a great window. Some windows were dso
lit from the indde, while others had great torches burning in front of ther establishments. And the torches
were aso exceedingly strange, for they burned not only yelow and red, but blue and green as well.

Snarks swalowed grimly. “Wél, you had best follow me anyway. There agpparently have been some
grmdl changesin this neighborhood. I’ msure, once we start to walk, 1’ll recognize it immediady. We just
have to move quickly and try not to attract attention.”

We stepped from the tunnd mouth onto the green, glowing ground.

“Hey, you!” avoice cdled. “Yes, you! At the tunnd mouth! Y ou looking for something?’
“Doom,” Hendrek mumbled.

“Not necessarily,” Snarks said. “Let me do the talking.”

With some trepidation, Hendrek and | |et the demon lead us away from the tunnd, our only means of
escape. Snarks was walking sraight for a short figure who waved at us in the distance. | told mysdf that
we had to face up to the denizens of the Netherhells a some point. | had hoped, however, our firg
conversation would have been a amuch later date.

“Hdlo!” Snarks cdled ahead. “Can you tdl us exactly where we happen to be? | seem to be a bit
log.”

The other demon hobbled in our direction. He appeared to be quite aged. “Little wonder, sonny,” the
old felow wheezed. “Things have changed here a lot latdly. You're out in the country now, hdfway
between the cities of Blecchh and Yurrghh.”

“Between Blecchh and Yurrghh!” Snarks cried. “But that’ s ungpoiled Netherhells countryside! Where
is the brilliantly flowing magma? What happened to the pool of molten sulfur that | loved so much as a
child?’

“Gone” the old fdlow whined. “Covered over with what you see here, the Blecchh to Yurrghh
Intercity Mall! Say, aren’t those humans with you?’

“Yes, of course,” Snarks said dismissvey. “You mean the bramble fidds are gone? And the poison
berry groves? How could they do something like that?’

“It's cdled progress,” the old demon replied. “Time was, you knew where you stood in the
Netherhells. Now, if you stand too long in one place, they build amdl around you!”

“Doom.” Hendrek looked darkly about him. “Then we are trapped in a—wha was the word—mal?’



“So those are humand” the old fdlow exclamed. “ Say, sonny, just what are you folks doing here?’
“Oh, we are just here to rescue Vushta from the hands—"
Snarks yelped as | grabbed him and threw his hood over his face. “MmmnffgglIkffit!”

It was only then that | redized the true nature of our peril. Snarks dways had to tdl the truth! If
anyone were to ask him a direct question about our quest, he would answer it. And, should a demon in
any authority ask, we were surely doomed.

“l am afraid what you ask is secret information!” | cried, trying to think fast. What would my master
do in a Stuation like this? “We are here on a specia human and demon cooperative misson, to—uh—
dedl with certain stuations that affect both humans and demond”

The old felow smiled dyly. “So it does have something to do with thet dity they dragged through here
afew days ago! Netherhdls know where they’re going to put it! Somebody mentioned they were going
to ick it right smack in the middle of Upper Retch! Can you imagine what that will do to property
vaues?

“Doom,” Hendrek said. “Upper Retch?’

Snarks tossed his hood away from his face. “The capitd of dl the Netherhelld Very intereding
indeed!”

The old demon nodded. “It’ s been red interesting out here the past few days. Why, just a short while
ago some Callectors ran on by here, tating a human femde. Let me tdl you, was that woman carrying
on!”

“Oh, no! Was she screaming?’ | asked before | could hdp mysdf.

“Nope.” Theold fdlow shook his head. “Mogtly she was ydling and beating the Collectors over the
head with her figs. Let me'tdl you, she cdled those Collectors a few things we don’t even say down in
the Netherhdlldl”

| breathed a quiet Sgh of rdief. At least Norel was il dive, and she appeared to be as pirited as
ever. Perhaps we could dill rescue her before it was too latel

“Wl, we had best be going,” | said, anxious to be off.

“Doom,” Hendrek added. “Nice meeting you.”

“Demon and humen rdations, do you say?’ the old fdlow mused. “1 think | might just come dong.”
Snarks frowned. “But you can’t!”

“Oh?" The old fdlow scratched hiswrinkled green pate. “And why isthat?”

“Oh,” Snarks answered. “Because we have to go down and rescue milffttgghhnnttrr!”

Once again, | had been forced to cover the demon’s face with his hood. | redized | would have to
sy something as well to keep the old fdlow from getting suspicious.

“Thisis dangerous work!” | indsted. “Of the greatest secrecy!”



“Oh, that’s dl right,” the old-timer drawled. “I don’t need to know dl the fine points. Give me a
moment to get my things. It redly seemslike anice timeto travd!”

“But thisis your home-!” | objected.

“Wel, it was my home at one point, before it got ‘revitdized.” That’s what they say to you when they
tear down your home to build a mal, you know. You’re being ‘revitdized'!”

Wouldn't this old fdlow ligen? “But we can't have too many peoplel We have to reman
inconspicuous!”
The eder chuckled. “Two humans traveing with a demon who keeps hiding under a hood? | thought

you were trying to draw atention to yoursdves! | tdl you what. If the demon here wants to take off his
hood and give me one good reason not to come, 1’ ll tay hereinthe mal.”

We stood there for amoment in srained slence. At last, Snarks took off his hood.
“You' ll have to bring something to eet,” he advised. “All we have is human food.”

“It's probably better than what they sdl around here these days” The old fdlow made a face. “The
pies areful of artificid brambled”

He bent over to reach behind a large circular container that bore the words don’t be a litter
demon-help KEEP YOUR NETHERHELLS CLEAN! He pulled out a smdl sack and dung it over his
shoulder.

“I'mas ready as I'll ever be,” the dder said. “Who knows? Maybe on our travels | can revitdize a
thing or two mysdf!”

“ Doom,” Hendrek replied.

“Thet your name?’ the oldster asked. “Has anicering to it. Folks cal me Zzzzz”
“Doom,” Hendrek repesated. “Zzzz?

“No, no, Doom,” the elder corrected. “Not four ‘Z's. Five. Zzzzz”

“Doom. My nameis Hendrek.”

“Hendrek?’ Zzzzz scratched his wrinkled forehead. “Oh, so sorry. Doesn’t have quite the same ring
as Doom, though, does it?’

Hendrek opened his mouth to speak, but though better of it. Snarks and | each introduced ourselves.

“Wel, now that we know each other,” Zzzzz remarked, “what say we get started? | guess you'’ ve got
ajob to do.”

| tried to make one find objection to the old demon accompanying us, but Snarks cut me off.

“No, Zzzzz isright in this” Snarks said. “Two demons and two humans is a much less conspicuous
way to travel. After dl, you could be our daves”

“Saves?’ Hendrek commented. “Doom!”



“There’ sthe word again!” Zzzzz interjected. “ See how catchy that is? Maybe you should think about
chaging it.”

“Whatever we do,” Snarks indsted, “we mus avoid detection.”

So we began to walk down the long, green-glowing corridor, between two rows of buildings dl too
brightly lit. I heard fant music coming from somewhere.

A ydlow demon clad in a loud orange-and-green-checked sportcoat sauntered out of a storefront
before us. He waved an unlit cigar in our direction.

“Excuse me, gents” he said behind a amile that was far too wide. “Anybody got a light?’
It was Brax the Salesdemon.

NINE

Being trapped in the Netherhells is not the most fearsome thing that can happen to you. It is, in
fact, probably no worse than being trapped in a cave for a weekend with all your spouse’s
relatives, and, in most cases, will not lead to total drooling, gibbering madness, as is the
popular misconception. If, on the other hand, you find yourself trapped in the Netherhells for a
weekend with all your spouse’srelatives, well, sometimes drooling and gibbering can be fun.

—from The Teachings of Ebenezum, Volume XXXIlI

“Doom!” Hendrek cried. He hoisted hiswarclub as | went for my sword. This foul demon would tel
mewhat had happened to Norei!

Brax stepped back quickly. “Hendy baby! You and your friends misunderstand me completely! | am
here to welcome you to the Netherhelldl”

“You know these characters?’ Zzzzz asked.
“I mogt certainly do!” Brax beamed. “One of them is a customer!”

“Oh, what ashame,” Zzzzz frowned. “That must mean they’re legitimate. 1t’ s redly too bad. | had so
much wanted to go and revitalize something before | died!”

“Wdl,” Brax confided in alow tone, “they’ re not that legitimate!”

For some reason, Brax was not going to reved our identities. What did this mean? And what had he
done with Norei ?

Snarks was gazing at the newcomer with barely controlled fury. “Fend!” he shouted. “What have you
and your kind done to my Netherhd|s?’

“I beg your pardon?’ Brax replied mildly. “As far as | know, the Netherhells is right where it dways
wes.”

“That’ sbeside the point!” Snarks inggted. “It’ swhat has happened to the Netherhdlls. It’s been—it's
been ...” Words seemed to fal him.

“Revitdized,” Zzzzz suggested.

“Wel, whatever!” Snarks continued. “What have you done to the countrysde? Where are the acid



lakes? Where are the sulfurous pools? Where are the dime pits?’
“Why,” Brax said, a bit surprised, “they’ re dill here. They’ve just been improved a bit.”
“Improved?’ Snarks chdlenged.
Brax waved his cigar doft. “ Surely. Just read the Sgns”

| looked up at the row of glowing Sgns that lined the top of the never-ending parade of buildings we
had waked adong, | hummed dong with that quiet, ceasdess musc as | read the placards. Brax was
right. Directly before us was a place cadled “Acid City.” A few doors beyond was another caled “Sulfur
Universe” And we stood before a door marked “ Sime-O-Rama, Home of the Famous Sime Burger!”

“It'sno usal” Snarks walled. “Your kind will never understand!”
“Maybe we can revitdize hm!” Zzzzz suggested hopefully.

“Hold it, hold it!” Brax snapped two fingers together to produce a flame. He puffed his cigar dight.
“As| sad before, you guys have, got medl wrong. Believeit or not, I’mon your sde”

“Doom!” Hendrek lifted Headbasher doft.

“Hear me out! Hear me out!” The sdlesdemon danced away. “After dl, now you're in my neck of the
woods.”

| placed my hand on the warrior’s shoulder. “He’s right, Hendrek. We should ligen to him. After he
tdls us what he has done with Norei!”

“At lagt. Someone with some common sense.” Brax smiled in my direction. “Maybe | could sl you a
good used weapon some day. But that’ s not the reason I’ mhere. At least not directly.”

“Doesit have to do with Nore?’ | demanded. “Where is she?’

Brax blew a smoke ring in my direction. “The Collectors have taken her. Just as wdl. | never knew a
human could be so much trouble. Not even Hendrek!”

“Doom!”

“But that’s my whole point!” The demon jabbed his cigar toward Hendrek for emphasis. “Humans
were meant to give demons problems, as demons were meant to bedevil humanity. Guxx Unfufadoo is a
hbig thinker, perhaps too big. He wants to take over the surface world and run everything! But, if demons
control both above and below ground, who do | have left to sdl used wegpons to? It's that smple,
gentlebeings. If the Netherhdlls take over the surface world, I’ mout of ajob!”

“Take over the surface?’ Zzzzz marveled. “Thisis bigger than | thought! Oh, there’ sgoing to be some
re-vitdization for sure!”

“Perhgps you have a point, friend Snarks,” Brax continued. “We have made dl the progress we see
around us, but is demonkind happy? Why do the Netherhells want to take over the surface, anyway? It’s
negative fedings about their own kingdom, that’ swhy! | say, rather than disrupt the order of things, let’s
develop a more pogtive image of our own home caves! Up with the Netherhelld”

Brax paused asif he expected the rest of usto echo the cheer.



“Doom,” Hendrek said tofill the slence.

“Indeed,” | added a moment later. | had to be careful. The logic of a fiend like Brax could be very
dippery. “You say you are againg the Netherhdlls taking over the surface world. Then why did you assst
Guxx by abducting Norei ?’

“Oh, | knew that would come up!” Cigar smoke wafted from Brax’s nogtrils as he sghed. “Yes, |
was working for Guxx there, wasn't 1? Wdll, there were two reasons. The firg is you do not say no to
Guxx Unfu-fadoo. You may have noticed that as well. The dightes misstep and he throws one of his
rhymes at you!” The demon shivered.

“But it was working for Guxx that made me decide on this course of action. | redlized thet if he got
what he wanted, dl of humankind and dl of demonkind would be changed forever!”

“Indeed,” | replied. “And how can we bdieve you?’

“Not beieve honest Brax?' The demon blew another smoke ring. “I have dready made a gesture of
good faith. I only took the young witch, Norei. | had been sent to capture the wizard Ebenezum!”

The demon did have a point. | paused a moment to consider.

“But why are we dl so gum?’ Brax continued. “Now, now, you just haven’t gotten into the spirit of
this yet! The underworld can 4ill be afun place. If you ligen carefully, and the wind is right, you can il
sometimes hear the screams of the damned! The Netherhells forever!”

“Now wat a minute” Snarks interjected. “I was the one who was nostdgic for the Netherhdls
countrysde —the magma, the brambles, the dime pools. | was banished to the surface world! You don’t
know how much | longed to come back!”

“Exactly! That’ sthe atitude | want to see! More loydty to the Netherhdls' grand traditiond In fact, I’
ve come up with a whole series of jingles and clever sayings for that very purpose. Liden to this” Brax
cleared his throat and sang in a gravely tenor.

If we don’t haveit, it can’t be got! The Netherhdlsis hat, hot, hot!
“l don’t think | want to come back anymore,” Snarks muttered.

WEel, no matter what Snarks said, it was sort of catchy. “Indeed,” | remarked in my best wizard tone.
“And what do you want from us?’

“Why, to work sde by sde” Brax opened his ams to incdlude us dl. “The Netherhdls should be for
demonkind! | think we should put VVushta back where it belongsl”

| frowned at Brax. If we were to work together, we would have to strike a bargain. “Will you help us
to find Norel?”’

“And have her hit me over the head again?’ The demon sighed. “Very wel. If | mugt.”
| looked to Snarks and Hendrek. “What do you think?’
“Doom,” Hendrek replied.

“We need to speak done” was Snarks’'s answer.



The truth-teling demon and | moved afew stores away from the others. Snarks spoke to mein a low
voice.

“Trug me” Snarks said. “You never want to trust a demon.”

“Indeed,” | replied. “Still, he knows of our whereabouts, and he knows of our purpose. Isn't it better
that we keep him with us, rather than rejecting him and not knowing what he is up to?’

“You have a point!” Snarks admitted. “I tdl you. What you can learn about people in times of peril!
Y ou were dways good with that saff of yours. | never knew you could think, too!”

“Indeed,” | agreed. “Still, | wish there was someway | could have my master’ s counsd in this”

Snarks dapped me on the back. “But thereisaway to tak to your master! That’ swhy he gave you a
megic sword!” The demon shook his head. “Ian’t that just like a human! Do | have to tdl you

everything?’

Of course! Ebenezum had told me that we could communicate through the sword! There was no time
to lose! | pulled Cuthbert swiftly from its scabbard.

“What do you want?’ the sword shrieked.
“We musgt use your magic to talk with my master,” | replied.

“Oh, thank goodness,” the sword said in arelieved tone. “I thought you expected me to kill someone
or something! 1t’sdl thisdried ichor on me. It’svery disorienting!”

Perhaps the sword was right. | untucked my shirt and did my best to rub the ichor off.

“Ah, that brightens my outlook on life, let me tdl you!” the sword remarked. “Remember, a clean
sword is a happy sword! Now, who isit that you want to contact?’

“You mus contact Ebenezum!” | ingsted.
“Who?’ the sword queried.

“Ebenezum, “ Snarks interjected. “He’ sawizard back in East Vudhta Is there anything else you need
to know? Perhaps we should contact Ebenezum ourselves and bring him to you!”

“Peasal” Cuthbert cried, deeply offended. “We swords may look like smple tools of power and
mayhem, but we harbor sendtive souls within.” The weapon paused for a moment, as if gathering its
reserves. “You. Thefdlow who is holding me. What is your name?’

“W-wuntvor,” | sammered in surprise.

“Wuntvor!” Cuthbert repeated with satisfaction. “Very pleased to meet you. No one ever thinks to
introduce anybody to a magic sword. It’s just pull you out, hack, dice, hack, and back in the scabbard
agan. | mean, what’ sthe use of being magic?’

“Indeed,” | replied. “So could we contact Ebenezum now?’

“Oh, cartanly,” the sword responded. “It’s so difficult being stuck in the scabbard dl day. | mean, if
you can never talk about it, what’ sthe use of being magic? Oh, the contact! Now, lift me over your head
and swing me around three times. I'll do the rest!”



| did as the sword ingtructed. Thefirg time | swvung the sword, a smdl light appeared before me. The
second swing, and the light grew to the Sze of an gpple. On the third swing, the light exploded outward,
untl it appeared we were looking through a window right onto the lawn at the Academy of Magic and
Sorcery Extenson Program campus!

“Your wizardship!” Klothus caled across the greensward. 1 have your robes for you at lagt!”

“Indeed?’ came a voice from outside the picture. “Bring them here quickly! There is work to be
done.”

Klothus moved across the lawn. Theimagein the window blurred and shifted. When it cleared again,
Klothus stood before my master!

“Herethey are,” the costumer said with some pride. “Just as you specified, mode four-seventeen!”

And yes, they were just what my magter ordered. The magicd window was clear enough so even |
could see the ddicately embroidered slver moons and stars.

“Excdlent!” Ebenezum cried. “Now | can once agan truly fed the part of the wizard!” He eagerly
unfolded the robes that Klothus had given him. But then he paused and frowned, lifting a short piece of
cloth that was sewn to the man body of the garment.

“Indeed,” my magter inquired. “And whet isthis?’
“Oh?’ Klothus replied dismissvey. “What else would that be? It’ sa short desve”

“Short deeves?” My master’s voice trembled. | could see his anger grow as he rgpidly unfolded the
rest of the garment.

“Wdl,” Klothus said rgpidly as he sensed my master’s growing displeasure, “I told you the resources
of the college here are somewnhat limited. That robe is a four-seventeen. It’sthe summer modd. | did not
think you would mind. Whileit is no longer high summer, it is ill somewhat warm. Well, at least warmish

Klothus's voice died as Ebenezum stared at him, the robes held & arm’s length from the wizard's
body. From the look on my master’ sface, you could tel he was not pleased.

Klothus seemed to evaporate from the window. | guessed he had made a Slent retreat. Looking at the
costume he hdld, | could see Ebenezum’ s point. In an emergency, perhaps, my master might have been

capable of wearing the upper part of the modified summer tunic, but | could never have seen him weering
the shorts.

“It's probably none of my business,” Cuthbert remarked from above my head, “but now thet I’ve
gone to dl the trouble of making magicad contact, don’t you think you should say something?’

The sword was right! | had come upon this quest hdf certain that | would never see the surface world
agan. | had been so overwhelmed to see my master once more, in obvioudy good spirits, that | had
temporarily forgotten my purpose!

But what should | say?

| cleared my throat.



“Excuse me?’ | began.

My master started violently. He turned to look into the magic window.
“Indeed!” he cried. “Wuntvor!”

“Indeed!” | replied. “Master!”

“So that sword isworking after dl!” Ebenezum tugged reflectivdy at his beard. “Frankly, Wunt, after
seaing the condition of this place’ s underground storage vaults, | had my doubts.”

“Not thet it’sany of my business” Cuthbert interjected, “but don’t you think you should ask him your
question? | mean, | cart’t keep up this magic window business dl day!”

The sword was right again. Quickly, | filled my master in with regards to Brax.,

“I believe,” my master said when | was done, “your decison was the best for the moment, Wunt. Still,
| am glad you cdled me. This way, in case Brax is involved in some secondary Netherhells scheme, we
will be ready for it. There’sno way they can surprise us now.”

| amiled at that. I, too, was glad | cdled my master! But was there anything ese | should discuss with
him while we gill maintained magica contact?

“Excuse us, Ebenezum,” a deep voice said from somewhere. Hubert stuck his dragon head into the
megic picture. “If we might just have a moment—why, look who’s out there! Aleal”

Alea’s blond curls danced brilliantly into the frame. “Wuntiel How good to see you! We've been
working on that heroic song about you, Wuntie, ever snce you left! | think we're redly getting it nearly
right now, something that combines your vulnerability with ared sense of danger.”

“Yegh!” Hubert added. “It’ s bound to be a hit!”
Aleaand Hubert glanced at each other for the merest of moments.
“Look, Wuntvor,” Alea began. “We know you don’t have much time—"

“Yeah!” Hubert interrupted. “But maybe if we sng a couple bars, it’ll spur you on your way! Hit it,
damsd!”

Wuntvor was a youth who had nothing to hide Went on a misson tha was suicide-The picture
vanished.

“I'm sorry.” There was a note of condescension in Cuthbert’s tone. “I don’t use my magic window
for projecting vaudevillel”

“Indeed,” | replied. | lowered the sword and turned it about to dide it back into its sheath.

“Mug we be so hasty!?” Cuthbert blurted. “Magic swords can be alot of fun, you know. Can’t | stay
out just alittle while longer and ta—"

Sword back in place, | nodded to Snarks. | had spoken with Ebenezum. It was time to continue our
quest.

“Wdl,” Brax said when we rgjoined the salesdemon, “what are we waiting for?’



“Revitdizaion, here we comel” Zzzzz cheered.
“Doom,” Hendrek added as he took up the rear.

On we waked, down the never-ending row of brightly lit establishments, any one of which would put
the gaudiest inn on the surface world to shame. | had been afraid to look within these strange structures,
fearful that | might be enticed indde by some Netherhdlls trick. But now that we walked mere feet away
from the gaudily painted windows and doors, some even surrounded by multicolored torches, | found my
eyes wandering repeatedly toward whatever might lay insde. Smiling demons waved as we passed,
holding doft arcane and complicated contraptions that | was happy | did not yet know the use for.

| hummed aong with the ever-present, faint music. Actualy, it seemed louder here. Wait a moment.
Why was | waking so quickly by these charming storefronts? | thought again on the contraption | had
seen the demon show me one window back. Actudly, that thing had been rather novd, in its way. Now
that | thought of it, | redly had to go back to that window and look at it once again! Yes! It was the very
thing | needed! | would go in there and get it right now. Wait! | didn’t have any money! On, no matter. |
was sure they would take a magic sword in barter. | could not live without it! There was the perfect place
for itinmy den.

“Hendrek!” | heard Snarks cry. “Grab him quickly!”
“Doom!” The large warrior wrapped hisarms around me and pulled me away from the door.
“But | haveto!” | shouted. “1 need it for my den!”

Hendrek shook me roughly. What was | saying? | mugt have been under some sort of spell. | didn’t
even have aden. | didn't even know what a den was!

Snarks confirmed my suspicion. “Netherhdls Buying Fever,” he sad grimly. “Lucky we got you
before it was too late. Once you begin to shop . . .” The demon shivered.

Somewhat shekily, | resumed the march. At Snarks’s suggestion, we moved more quickly than
before.

Brax sdled up to me as we walked. “By the way,” he remarked, his voice barely above awhisper, “I’
ve been meaning to talk to you.”

“Indeed?’ | responded. | would have to do my best not to let Brax see how shaken | dill was. Maybe
now | could learn the demon’ s true purpose.

“Wdl, | tdl you,” he continued, “I couldn’t help but notice that you have a magic sword.”
A chill went down my spine. What was he getting at?
“Indeed?’ | sad after a moment. “What do you mean?’

“Oh, don't act coy with me. | have an eye for this sort of thing. It's something you develop in the
used-weapon business.”

Brax paused dramaicdly before he spoke agan.
“Ligen. Do you know how much money there isin megic swords?’

| told Brax that | did not.



“l didn’t think so. You may be gtting on a gold mine therel” The demon amiled convividly. “Or at
least you have one hitched to your belt!”

“Indeed?’ That was it! Only moments ago, the deadly sdes forces of the Netherhdls dmost had mein
their grasp. Now this demon wanted to take my only wegpon and leave me defenselessl But | had
discerned hisingdious plan. Somehow | would have to outsmart thisfoul fiend!

“I could offer you a pretty price for it,” Brax added when it became clear that | would say no more.
“Indeed,” | said reflectively.

“That’s dl?’ Brax complained. “Jugt ‘indeed’? Here | am, offering you riches untold for one meedy
litle sword and you won’t even give me asmple yes or no? Ah, say no more, human. You are a shrewd
bargainer. | can foresee awhole new career for you.” The demon’svoice lowered to a more confidentid
tone. “Liden, after thisis dl over, | was thinking about setting up some franchise operations above
ground. Y ou might be exactly the sort of fdlow—"

“Doom!” The bold Hendrek interrupted the sdles-demon’s spidl.

| looked up to see what had caused the large warrior’s outburst. A whole section of the Netherhdlls
mel seemed to have been totdly destroyed. After seeing nothing but one establishment after another with
names like “Pitchfork Paradise” and “Logt Soul City,” we had come to a siretch where there was nothing
but debris.

“Revitdization,” Zzzzz whispered in wonder. “1 think not,” Snarks replied grimly. He picked up a sgn
that read max’ s blagter furnace! and then in smdler |letters below: Hot enough for you? It will be ingde!

“This does not seem to fit in with the Netherhdlls idea of progress,” Snarks continued. “I smdl humen
intervention here. Thisis part of the counterattack!”

S0 Ebenezum and the other wizards were dready making themsdves known! | stepped carefully
through torn bits of wood and broken glass. The carnage here certainly was impressve. Perhaps we
could defegt the Netherhdlls after dl! “Doom,” Hendrek repeated. And he was right. | fdt it, too. It was
odd, in away, how quickly one became used to the nature of something. We had been waking through
this strange mdl for mere moments, yet | had dready grown used to the never-ending rows of strangely
named buildings with ther bright displays and demonically amiling shopkeepers. While | knew that with
every step through the Netherhells we were in danger, somehow that parade of shops had made it a
controllable danger.

Now, though, we had stepped into chaos. Debris was scattered everywhere, pieces of displays, parts
of goods, decimated building materids, perhaps even pieces of demons. The detritus covered virtudly
every inch of the green glowing ground, plunging the whole region into a darkness far more profound than
any | had ever seen on the surface.

“Mmmmmmm!” came the cry from my belt.

Of course! | drew forth Cuthbert, the enchanted sword.

“That’smore likeit,” the sword dghed as it burst into light. “1 don’t have to kill anybody, do 17’
“No, no,” I quickly reassured the sword. “It just got alittle dark down here.”

“And you need alittle light?” Cuthbert chortled. “That’ sthe kind of job | was made for!”



We walked in slence for a moment.
“Why do you think it’s so dark?’ the sword added with some trepidation.

“Indeed,” | mused. “There are 9gns here of a recent battle.” | kicked the remains of a placard out of
my path. The battle seemed to have been of some proportion. Had Ebenezum and his fdlows at the
college conjured up a magica army to come to our aid?

“Batle?’ the sword ghilled. “Oh, | knew this whole thing would come to no good. Perhaps you
should place me back in my scabbard. | mean, do you need me around that desperately? It isn't that
dark now, isit?’

Actudly the sword was right. It was getting lighter as we walked. We seemed to be reaching the end
of whatever great struggle had taken place. In the distance, | could see where the row of stores resumed,
dl of them dill brightly lit.

Brax was a my Sde again. “You' ve been holding out on me! You didn’t tdl me that the sword could
tak!”

“Indeed,” | replied, intent on looking ahead to where the stores resumed. “You did not ask!”
Wasit my imagingion, or did | hear the fant sound of battle?

“Wait amoment!” Cuthbert cried. “Do | hear someone gppreciating me? Yes, | certainly do tak! And
how about thislight!” The sword glowed even more fiercdly.

“Actudly, glowing magic swords are farrly common,” Brax remarked. “Intdligent conversation, on the
other hand, is much more unusud.”

“Conversaion, perhaps,” Snarks put in. “I don’t think anyone here ever mentioned the word
intelligent.”

“You,” Cuthbert whined. “Are you the one who cdled me meady!”

Snarks threw his hands forward protectively. “No, | would never say anything like that. I, for one,
know your true worth.” He pointed at Brax. “It was the other demon!”

“The other demon?’ Cuthbert shrieked. “Y ou mean the one admiring me? You two-faced denizen of
the Netherhdls! Y ou play with fire when you toy with a magic sword!”

“Who, me?’ Brax smiled endearingly behind his cigar. “1 am but a poor salesdemon, trying to eke out
aliving. What did | say?’

“I heard you diginctly. You referred to me as ‘one meady little sword’! | know! That’s what people
think of you when dl you can do is hack and dash! | tdl you, | wouldn’t have this problem if | were a
maegic mirror!”

“Doom,” said Hendrek close to my ear. “I thought that the sword could not hear when it was placed
ingde the scabbard.”

Hendrek was right. | had been under the same impression. | pulled the sword down in front of my
eyes and inquired as to the discrepancy.

“Oh. Only a litle white lig” Cuthbert admitted. “You don’t know how boring owners can be.



Whenever they pull me out, they dways go on and on about honor and vaor and quff like that. Ah, but
when they put me away, it's a different matter! | tdl you, | hear some of the best bits when I’m not
supposed to be able to hear at dl!”

For my part, | heard a great crash before us. We had come quite close to the other end of the
debris-laden no-demon’ s-land. In fact, that crash had come from the mall.

“Doom,” Hendrek said.

| thought about returning Cuthbert to his scabbard to put an end to hisarguing. But | might have quick
need of a sword, and anyone sanding within a mile or so of our present location had surdly heard us by
now. Still, perhaps whatever amdl army was fighting within would be too busy to bother with us and let
US continue on our way.

Themdl road curved ahead so we could not see more than a hdf dozen buildings before us. We did,
however, hear the three voices cdl in unison from somewhere far ahead.

“Wewill catch the intruders”
“Doom!” Hendrek voiced whet | thought. “ * Tisthe Dread Collectors!”
“Wewill throw them in prison!” the voices, now closer, cried as one.

Ancther loud crash came from the shop to our left. Perhaps we could hide in one of the buildings But
the storefronts here were dark and the doors bolted againg catastrophe.

“Wewill trap them there forever!” the voices, now quite digtinct, chanted in unison.
“Quick!” Snarks urged. “We have to do something!”

A foot flew through the window of the building to our left, right through the painted Sgn tha read
“Surff’s House of Degradation.” The foot withdrew within the building, followed by a chorus of
screams.

TEN

Magic weapons can, on occasion, be of great use, yet one more part of the truly rounded
wizard’'s arsenal of tricks, spells, and remarks for all occasions. However, the thoroughly
prepared mage will find certain spells of even more importance than these, especially those
enchantments which produce magic wings, magic carpets, and magic running boots, for those
times when the rest of your arsenal fails you completely.

—from The Teachings of Ebenezum, Volume LVII

As bad asit sounded outsde of Shurff’s House of Degradation, it was much worse indgde. Whatever
the origind purpose of the shop had been, it now looked like its sole purpose was to sdl debris. The air
wasful of dust and the ground crunched and snapped beneath our feet. | drew Cuthbert again from its
midnight-blue scabbard, but even the sword’s magic light was logt in this gloom. | instructed Snarks to
gréb hold of my bdt, and Hendrek to gragp Snarks's hood, and so on down the line. With the
atmosphere this murky, the only way we might stay together was to form aliving chain.

“Do | have to be out here?” Cuthbert whined. “1 warn you, | tarnish very essly!”

| told the sword to be Hill. There were other voices up ahead.



“You!” aparticularly nasty voice screamed. “You redly disgust me!”
“Glurph!” a second, equdly nasty voice cried in panic. “I don’t think he came here for that!”

“Remember the redly bad things your mother used to cdl you when she was mad a you?’ the firs
negty voice continued. “Well, she was right! Except she was your mother, so she was being too kind!”

“Glurph!” the second voice screamed. “You’ Il only make him angrier!”

“You remember when you faled that examination? When you forgot your beloved’s birthday? You
thought you were unworthy! You caled yoursdf a miserable worm, unfit to do anything but crawl through
the earth on your belly! Well, you were being too kind! Even the ground under your feet istoo good—"

“Glurph! Are you crazy? You keep this up and we' re both dead demong!”

“No!” the fird nasty voice shouted in triumph. “I know precisely what I’'m saying to this miserable
piece of dime | was born a degrader. | lived as a degrader. Now |l me die as a degrader!
Urrracchhtt!”

There was a thump, asif something heavy had fdlen to the floor.

“Glurph?’ the other voice sad tentatively. “Oh, | see. Look, | can be much more pleasant than that
dead fdlow over there. Redly! For example, I’m sure your mother didn’t redly meen dl those terrible
things she said about you. Oh, surely, there must have been some truth in—urracchhtt!”

There was another heavy thump and a large, black-clothed, extremdy wel muscled shape loomed
before me.

“Not satidying,” the shape said. “Not stidying at dl.”
With a sudden shock, | redlized that | recognized that shape and the voice behind it.
“You!” | excdlamed.

The shape turned aro’und, a man dressed dl in black, a symphony of perfectly tuned musdes in
mation.

“Oh, excuse me,” amild voice said. “I haven’t seen you in quite some time”
| was right! It was the Dedler of Dezath!
| held Cuthbert before me. “Come!” | shouted. “Try to take me, if you mugt!”

“Wait a second!” the sword cried. “What are you doing!? Is this a fight? Don’'t | get to say anything
about this?’

“A taking sword?’ The Deder’swdl muscled face amiled. “Now that is interesing. Very little has
been of any interest whatsoever, you know, snce my descent into the Netherhelldl”

“Thet’sright, I'mataking sword! And | redly want to ask you two felows to talk things over! It's
amazing how often bloodshed may be avoided with allittle reasoned discusson—"

“I beg your pardon?’ the Deder inquired. “Who said anything about bloodshed?”’



“Oh, wel,” Cuthbert coughed. “I just assumed, being a drawn sword and al—"

“On the contrary, Wuntvor and | here—I did recdl your name right, did | not?—anyway, Wuntvor
and | have nothing & dl to fignt about. Oh, it is true that | had a contract to kill hm and his two
companions, one Ebenezum and one Hendrek, | beieve, but that was back on the surface world.
Besdes, as you may recdl, the king who gave me the contract was being alittle gingy and perhaps more
then a little underhanded in his terms. I’ve had a lot of time to think since I’ ve come to the Netherhdlls,
and |’ ve come up with a grest many questions about that particular contract’s legdity. Therefore, if I'm
gaing to kill Wuntvor, | can’t do so until after | renegotiate the contract in question.” The Deder smiled
with muscular lips. “ So there’ s nothing to fight about whatsoever!”

“Thank goodnessl” Cuthbert cried. “ See what alittle talking can do?’
“Excuseme” | sad to the Dedler as | pointed the sword toward its scabbard.
“Where are you putting me?’ Cuthbert complained. “I was getting interested! Y ou can’'t—"

“There” | sad with some saisfaction. The scabbard dlowed us to hear only the most muted of
overwrought mumblings “Indeed,” | sad to the Deder. “I bdieve you had your hand in dl the
destruction we saw on our way here?’

The Dedler amiled again. “In dl humility, | must say | did have something to do with it.” He flexed his
great muscles absently. “It dl has to do with frugration, redly. |’ ve strangled thousands of demons. I'm
afrad the fun’sgoing out of it. Ah, sometimes | long for the Smple pleasures of the surface world. | say,
one of you wouldn’t happen to have awild pig handy?’

A quick conference reveded that no one had stashed a pig.

“A pity.” The Dedler tried to smile through his disgppointment. “Oh, well, it was an insane hope. | 0
enjoy drangling pigs. It’s a red hands-on experience! You can’t get that kind of grip on a demon, you
know.” The Deder made a particularly muscular frown. “Demons tend to squish.”

“Indeed,” | replied, sengng that it was time to change the subject. “We are on our way to rescue
Vushta Would you like to come dong?’

“Rescue Vudhta?’ the Deder asked. “Where hasiit gotten itsdf to?’
| explained briefly about the dastardly attack of the Netherhells.

“Oh, that does sound rather more interesting than what |’ ve been doing of late” The Dedler cracked
hislarge and impressive knuckles. “I’ Il ill be squishing demons, | suppose, but now I’ll be doing it for a
cause! You don’t suppose there’d be awild pig or two Ieft in Vushta, do you?’

“Anythingispossible” | suggested.

“One can 4ill dream.” The Deder Sghed widfully. His breath cleared the dust from hdf the room.
“But there are more demons herel”

| hedtily explained that Snarks, Brax, and Zzzzz had joined us on our quest.

“It is a strange land here, with srange cusoms.” The muscles in the Deder’s neck rippled as he
nodded his head. “I will abide by your guidance. My skills have become dulled down here. | think
rescuing the largest ity in the known world from hordes of demonic fiends is exactly the sort of thing |



need to hone my reflexes. 1t sounds like it will be extremdy difficult and very, very bloody!” The Dedler
laughed with ddight at the thought.

“Good,” | replied. “Then we should be on our way. Is there a back way out of here?’

Before the Deder could respond, | heard three other voices cry as one: “We have found you!”
“Doom!” Hendrek moaned, Headbasher at the ready.

The shapes moved toward us through the dust-laden store.

“The Dread Collectors!” cried Snarks.

“Revitdization at lagt!” cried Zzzzz.

“Hey, fdlows?’ cried Brax. “We used to work together! Remember me?’

“Collectors?’ the Deder inquired. “Perhaps they have stronger necks than demons! Perhaps it will
fed much like grangling awild pig!”

“We have come to take you prisoner,” the three voices proclamed as one. And then the claws and
teeth came for us.

Hendrek’ swarclub somehow deflected one tearing, howling mass of degath. | pulled Cuthbert free of
its sheeth.

“Wha?' the sword screamed. “What are you doing now? Let’s run away! | don’t want to get
involved in this again!”

“It will be easier if you do not resst ud” the three voices exhorted as they dashed and hit.

Brax danced away from the triple engine of mayhem, waving his cigar. Snarks and Zzzzz rooted
through the debris of the shop for something they might use as a weapon.

“We do not plan to kill you yet!” the three horrible voices chanted. Snarks came up with some sort of
long metd bar, which he expertly twirled around to keep a Collector’s claws a bay. Zzzzz threw bits of
broken glass and pottery as he snouted “Revitdization! Revitdization!” in ahigh and eerie tone.

“We mugt ddliver you to the demon Guxx Unfufa-doo!” the Collectors dl cried. “Before you die,
Guxx mudt torture the truth from you!”

| fdt a sudden moment of fear. What if that was what the Collectors had done with Norel? Had my
beloved perished some horrible way at the hands of that foul fiend, Guxx Unfufadoo? If so, then dl the
Netherhdlls would pay!

“Easy there!” Cuthbert screamed as | dashed at the nearest Collector. “Watch out! Coming through!”
My sword grazed the thing’s dark and aily pelt. Green ichor once again stained the blade.

“Now see what you’ ve made me do?” Cuthbert squedled, absolutely beside itsdf. “Oh, | can't tdl
you how much | hate ichor!”

| bardly dodged a st of raging Collector’scaws as | watched the Deder launch himsdf onto the thing
's back.



“Where's the neck?’ the Dedler bellowed as he fdt rapidly benesth the thing’s pdlt. “Hold il for a
moment so | can find your neck!”

“Doom!” Hendrek cried as he smashed Headbasher into a Collector whose claws were periloudy
close to my head.

“We can defeat these thingd” the large warrior cdled to me. “Let us stand back to back. | will have
a the fiends with my club while you stab away with your sword!”

“Mug we?’ Cuthbert walled.

And then | redlized that | did not have to wied my sword! The last time, | had defeated these foul
things through the use of another of my magicd weapons —Wonk, the horn of persuasion! But Wonk
wasin a sack which | had set asde when | began the fight. Where had | put it?

“Look out!” Cuthbert screamed in a voice much higher than usud. | was looking sraight down a
black hole bordered dl around with sharp Collector fangd

Blue sparks flew as Cuthbert bounced off the thing's razor teeth. | legped Sdeways. The jaws
snapped shut inches from my face. And the thing kept on going, toward the back of the large warrior
who was fighting behind me!

“Hendrek!” | cried as the davering creature descended upon him, jaws open so wide that it made the
huge warrior seem no more than a child.

“Doom!” Hendrek’s voice echoed in the vast cavern of the Collector’s mouth as the warrior goun
about to face it. His warclub came down full force upon the foul thing’s nose.

The Collector staggered back.
“Urk!” dl three Collectors howled as one.

“Doom!” the large warrior intoned. He siwung his warclub in ever-widening arcs above his head. “We
have them now! Doom! Doom! Doom!”

Snarks appeared at Hendrek’ s side, twirling hisiron pipe. Zzzzz had found along jagged plank, which
he wielded much as | used to handle my stout oak gaff. He stepped to Hendrek’ s other sde. The Deder
dill rode one of the Collectors somewhere out in the vast dust-filled shop, crying, “The neck! Where's
the neck?’

We did seem to have the upper hand. But it was dl too easy. Where was thethird Collector?

My eyes swept that part of the room | could see through the dust, searching for the third fearsome
mongter. It had seemed too easy to defeat the fiends this time. Were the three Collectors luring us into
some sort of trap?

And then my gaze fdl on the sack that contained Wonk, the horn of persuasion. If | could reach that
fearsome indrument and blow but a Sngle note, whatever trap the Collectors were planning would
evaporate as fagt as the quick-moving fiends could disappear.

“Ligen.” Brax’svoice came from somewhere.

“There mugt be some way we can compromisel”



I moved, rapidly but carefully, toward the sack. Brax ran from the dust-laden darkness, his lit cigar
like a beacon before him.

“Wel, you can’t say | didn’t try—oof!” he grunted as he ran into my quickly moving legs.
| yelled as | fdl. My sword yeled as it was flung from my grasp.
| fet aweight upon my back. A sharp point pricked at my skin. | feared it was a Collector’ s claw.

| could 4ill see Hendrek from where | lay. He swung once agan for the Collector’s nose. But this
time the thing’ s claws, moving even faster than the warrior’ s enchanted weapon, lifted both dub and man
doft. The Collector casudly tossed Hendrek over its shoulder.

“Dooooooo—" And then his voice was log in the dust and the distance. The Deder was amilarly
tossed away, as a horse might remove afly.

“Wewill take you to Guxx now,” three voices said in unison. The claw a my back grasped my shirt
and lifted me doft.

“Wait aminute” Snarks protested as a Collector bent to pick him up. “I’ ma demon!”

“So we noticed.” The Callector who held me shook mein Snarks' sdirection. “Is thisthen a demon in
disguiss?’

“No,” Snarks admitted. “Actudly, that’s a young wizard intent on rescuing Vushta from the clutches
of theNetherhdlls”

“So we thought,” the Collectors intoned. “We will take him to be tortured by Guxx.”

The three Coallectors turned and marched from the store, one by one. The one that carried me moved
after the other two. It dung me over its shoulder. | stared in horror a Snarks, rgpidly shrinking in the
distance.

Snarks shrugged. “1 cannot tdl alie”

ELEVEN

“What? “you cry. © Wizards sometimes m ust endure torture?” And it is true, for being a
wizard does not exempt you from any of the trials and tribulations experienced by other
humans.

But | would ask you to consider just what you mean by “torture.” What of those occasions
when you save a kingdom and then are forced to st there and listen for hours to endless
numbers of boring elected officials extolling your praises while the kingdom’s tax collectors
repossess nine-tenths of what you gainfully earned at your task? Is this not torture? What
about the times when you are on the verge of creating a spdl that will give you inner peace at
last and your spouse bursts into your study and tells you to clean up the mess because all of
your in-laws are coming to stay for three weeks, and we will have to set up a bed in here
because Aunt Sadie needs a place to deep? Is this not torture? And say you are attending a
wizard’s convention and are sure that your gold production spel will win first prize in the
competition, and then they give the award to the animal husbandry spel of some part-time
wizard because the judge has a particular fondness for pigs? Is this not—but why belabor the
obvious? By now you surely see my point. Laugh in the face of torture! It is, after all, no worse
than what they do to you every other day of the week.



-from Ask Ebenezum: The Greatest Wizard in the Western Kingdoms Answers the Four
Hundred Most Asked Questions about Wizardry, fourth edition

So now | would be tortured by Guxx. | would perish in some horribly complicated, panful way, far
from my homeand, having falled both my magter and the entire surface world. | tried to think of some
positive aspect of my Stuation. So far, | could not come up with one.

“Wewill take you to the dungeon,” dl three Collectors said.

“Indeed!” | cried, eager to keep these creatures taking. Perhaps | could get them to reved some
secret of the Netherhells that | could somehow use to my advantage. “Will | meet Guxx there?’

“We will leave you a the dungeon until Guxx is ready!” the three mondrosties answered. “He will
torture you at hisleisurel”

So Guxx wouldn't get me immediady! In an odd way, it was dmogt heartening. | would find some
way et to escape from these fiends and continue with my quest! They had not heard the last from
Wuntvor the apprentice!

“Indeed,” | continued. “And what will you do?’
“We?' the Collectors chorused. “We mugt collect!”

These creatures were dill not tdling me anything | did not dready know. | would have to question
them more closdly.

“And do you dways take what you collect to the dungeons?’ | asked tentetively.

“No, we do not!” The Collectors turned as one, moving down a passageway that cut away at right
angles from the congtant row of stores.

My heart legped. | remembered, long ago, my master tdling me about magicd creatures sometimes
having hidden weaknesses. Perhaps there was some secret code or specia bit of magic that would force
these demonic mongers to free mel

“Indeed!” | remarked. Perhaps, if | was clever, | could discover the weakness that would dlow me to
escape from the Collectors before | ever saw the dungeon!

“And what happens to those you do not take to jal?’ | asked creftily.
“Ohl” the creatures replied camly. “We rip them into tiny shredd!”

“Indeed,” | replied with somewhat less enthusasm. Then again, perhaps this was not the proper line of
questioning after al. What should | try next? Perhaps | should quiz them on their home lives.

“We are herel” The Collectors stated proudly.

“Here?’ | sad. “Where?’

| was unceremonioudy dropped in the dirt.

“Your home,” the Collectors added, “for the rest of your lifel”

| looked up beyond the three fanged horrors. There before me was a great wdl of greenish gray,



topped with arow of daggers. Beyond the daggers stood a dozen blood-red hounds who snarled down
a whatever had the midfortune to lurk on the wdl’s other sde. Directly before me was a gate tha
seemed somehow to be composed completely of sharpened spikes. Above the gate was a great Sgn,
carved in stone ten feet high:

NETHERHELLS MOST HORRENDOUS
DUNGEON NUMBER FOUR

JUNIOR DIVISON

And below that, in words two feet high:

LOSE VIRTUALLY ALL HOPE YE WHO ENTER HERE
“For the rest of my life?” | whispered.

The gate of spikes opened seemingly of its own accord and the fattest demon | had ever seen
waddled forth. Bright purple in color, he reminded me of nothing so much as a grape with legs.

“Don’'t worry,” the bloated demon remarked. “Y our life won’t be dl that long.” The fiend waved at
the Collectors. *Y ou have done your job wel. The doomed soul ismine now. Y ou may go.”

“We go to collect!” The three massve mongers turned in unison and ambled back up the
passageway.

“l am cdled Urrpphh!” The bloated demon grinned fiendishly. “And | am your master, a least for
what little time you have left!” Urrpphh laughed hideoudy, asif he had said something funny.

“But | must introduce you to my minions,” the demon continued. “Come to me, my loveied”
“Sobber!” they cried as they poured from the gates. “ Slobber! Sobber!”

| knew what they were in an ingant. | had seen tralls before; tal, dark, muscular, but mostly mouth,
rather like awaking set of very sharp teeth.

One of them tentatively put its mouth around my head.

“No! No!” Urrpphh shouted. “Not to eat! To torture!”

“No dobber?’ the troll whined, genuindy disappointed.

“Come,” the demon said gracioudy. “Allow my minions and me to escort you around the grounds.”

We entered a large enclosure full of the green glowing moss | had seen dsawhere in my travels
underground. It amost looked like an open fidd. It might even have been pleasant were it not for the
screams | heard in the distance.

“Oh, those?" Urrpphh said as | winced. “Yes, you will become more familiar with those as time
progresses.”

Urrpphh and histrolls led me to the firgt of a series of low buildings built in a circle around the edge of
thefidd. A heavily spiked door swung open as we approached.

“My office” Urrpphh waved mein before him. “Y ou are welcome to vist a any time. Number Four,
you see, isa merdful dungeon. When your torture has become truly unbearable, you may come here to



grove on your hands and knees, perhaps even on your bdly, and beg for mercy. Not, of course, that it
will do any good.”

| looked about the virtudly featureless room. Everything seemed to be made of stone. Walls, floor,
and cdling were dl built of great gray blocks. Even the desk looked as if it had been carved from a
boulder.

“Yes, | see you've noticed!” Urrpphh exdamed with some pride. “I’ve done the entire place in
Modern Rock!”

The demon rested eadily on a corner of his great stone desk. “| take great pride in this dungeon. I’ve
built this place up from dmost nothing! Y ou saw those words, etched in stone at the entranceway? ‘Lose
virtudly al hope . . .” wel, you know the ones. You don’t know how much | struggled to get those
words. And il they cdl this dungeon ajunior divison! | push forward amile and they give me an inch!”

The demon pointed to onewadl of his cavernous office. “Look at the 9gns |” ve managed to take down
over the yeard | keep them dl as a measure of my achievement!”

| looked to where he pointed. There were three more of those two-foot-high sentences etched in
rock. | quickly scanned the one on top:

LOSE A GREAT DEAL OF YOUR HOPE YE WHO ENTER HERE
The one immediaidy below it reed:

LOSE SOME OF YOUR HOPE YE WHO ENTER. . .
| didn’t even bother to finish the sentence, instead glancing down at the lowest inscription of the three:

YOU MIGHT LOSE A LITTLE BIT OF YOUR HOPE IF YOU' RE THAT TYPE YE ...
| looked back up at Urrpphh. | could see his point.

“Yed” The demon nodded. “And every upgrading was a struggle, let me tdl you. You have to keep
your thumbscrews perpetudly tight, your iron maiden polished, your ail just about to boil! Red edtatel
That’sdl the Netherhdlls cares about these days! You have to fight or they’ll take away your pretty jall
and put a Sime-O-Ramain its place. Think about it! Here you are, a hard-working demon devoting dl
your life to the furtherance of pain and suffering. Then one fase move and it’s goodbye dungeon, hdlo
Sime Burgerd”

“Indeed,” | said when | perceived it was my turn to speak. “1 suppose that’ swhat they cal progress?’

“Progress?’ Urrpphh grimaced. “Have you ever tried a Sime Burger? But | forget.” He laughed
digbalicdly. “You are aguest here. Soon they will be your totd diet!”

Sime Burgers my totd diet? | was beginning to like this demon’s laugh even less. Perhaps he had
brought me here to taunt me, to extend my suffering as long as possible. Wdl, | would show him that
Wuntvor the gpprentice was made of sterner Suff!

“Torture me, then,” | cried. “Do your worst! It will be over soon enough!”

“Oh, no!” The demon’ slaugh was even more hideous than before. “We don’t torture you yet! Firgt it
istime for your agonied”

Agonies? | didn’t like the sound of that at al. Could there be something worse than torture?



“Come,” Urrpphh said solicitoudy. “We will show you to your cdl.”
“Slobber, dobber,” the trolls added.

| was once again surrounded by the ill-sameling creatures. There seemed to be no chance of escape.
What had | to look forward to? Torture? Agony? Perhaps, | wondered, it would be better if | were to
provoke one of these trolls and end it dl?

And then | thought of Norei. Where had they taken her in this vast, strange kingdom? She might even,
| redized, be trapped in this very dungeon. | had come down into this place where danger lurked at
every turn more to save her than to rescue Vushta. | could admit that to mysdf now that | was so close
to death. Letting the trolls eet me was the coward’ sway out. If there was one chance in a hundred that |
might escape, even one chancein athousand, | owed it to Norel. | was not fighting for only mysdf now. |
was fighting for my beloved !

| gritted my teeth as we entered another low building. “Do your worst,” | murmured.
“Oh, don’t worry,” Urrpphh replied. “We intend to.”

Thetrolls grabbed my arms and dragged me rapidly down along, circular stone stairway.
“No!” avoice screamed from down below. “Not agan! Have you no mercy?’

“Hdt, miniond” Urrpphh ingructed the budling trolls. “1 want our new guest to see this. It is most
indructive as to our methods.”

“Sobber!” The tralls pushed me forward so that my face was pressed againg the iron bars of a
window that looked into a large, wdl-lit room. The room seemed to be used for purposes of public
assembly, for it was filled with rows of benches. At the moment, however, only one man sat in this hdll,
hisform secured to a bench by a dozen thick chains enairding his body. His once fine clothes were torn
and caked with blood and his scholarly face was surrounded by a crown of wildly matted hair. He faced
along stage, occupied now by no more than a large yelow sgn with ornate, red letters which spelled:
“Showtime in two minutes.”

“No!” he shrieked. “I can’t stand it again!”

“The man you see before you,” Urrpphh whispered inmy ear, “was once a famed dramatist upon the
surface world, producing both wondrous comedy and dire tragedy. Due to a dight error on his part, he
Sgned an agreement with certain demons down below. And we have him now!”

“And you force him to watch plays?’ | replied with some relief. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”
“Bah! There are no plays performed on that stage!”
Urrpphh laughed again. “We force him to watch vaudevillel And it is the worst vaudeville imaginable!”

| blinked. There was a new 9gn on the stage, larger than the one before, ydlow letters on a royd blue
background. This one reed: “ Showtime in one minute!”

“No!” the playwright pleaded. “Please. Please! | cannot take any more!”

“Thisis a particularly successful agony,” Urrpphh said with amug satisfaction. “Few individuds redize
the great care we take in producing our agonies, you know. It takes greet kil to do it just right. Why,



until recently, we not only employed demonic actors and stage technicians, but a ful gaff of demonic
writers to concoct the most horrendous vaudeville routines imaginaolel”

“Until recently?’ | inquired.

“Yed” The demon chuckled evilly. “As you may know, we in the Netherhells dungeon business are
aways on the lookout for efficient cost-cutting measures. Our scouts have located a vaudeville act on the
surface world far worse than anything our former writing team could ever come up with! We smply stedl
this act verbatim, and our guest the dramatist goes through far worse agonies than any he had ever
experienced.” Urrpphh laughed again even more horribly than before, a sound hdfway between that of
some large animd retching and water gurgling down a drain.

Perhaps the mogt bloodcurdling scream | have ever heard issued from the dramatist’s throat. He
thrashed about wildly in avan attempt to rearrange his chains so that his bench no longer faced the stage.
There was an even larger 9gn there now, pae green in color with huge, black letters. ITS SHOWTIME!

“Thisis o bad!” Urrpphh chortled.

A pair of demons trotted out onto the stage. One wore a dress while the other appeared to be garbed
inthe skin of some large lizard. The two began to sng together:

Wuntvor wasn’t much of awizard, No ifs, no ands, no butsl Surdy demons drink his blood, And they
"ve ripped out dl his—

“But you have seen enough!” Urrpphh interrupted. “Now it istime for an agony of your very own!”
The dramatist’ sincoherent screams faded in the distance as the trolls dragged me down the corridor.
“Sobber!” the tralls cried as they opened the cdll door at corridor’s end.

“Sobber!” they shrieked as they threw meinside,

“Sobber!” they cdled as they dammed the door behind me and shuffled away.

“Enjoy your suffering!” Urrpphh exclaimed, and then the demon was gone as well.

It was soft where | had landed. | looked up with some trepidation to discern the true nature of my
prison. But what was this? It looked as if | were gtting in the midst of a forest glade upon the surface
world, the bright midday sun filtered by a roof of green leaves.

| forced my heart to dow, my breathing to become regular. So far this wasn’t at dl terrible. Perhaps
Urrpphh and his minions had made some mistake.

“Wuntvor?' awoman’svoice cdled to me.
My hopes suddenly took wing. Could it be?

A woman appeared between the trees, but it was not Norel. The newcomer was comey enough, with
raven tresses and piercing black eyes, but | could not hide my disgppointment. Somewhere in the
digance | heard fant musc play.

“Wuntvor!” the woman pouted. “At lagt you have come. Why aren’t you happy to see me?’

“Excuseme” | replied, ill somewhat distracted. “Have we met?’



She laughed, a sound usudly reserved for bels of finest dlver. “Oh, that is it! You toy with your
beloved!” She waked toward me over the soft earth that was strewn with pine needles. “Still, you have
met me at our favorite spot, here by our forest bed.”

Forest bed? What was she taking about? Had this woman been sent here to entice me? Wdl, she
was certainly beautiful. But no! | was true to Norel. | would not fdl victim to some Netherhdls trick! |
noticed that strange music again. It seemed to have grown louder.

“Oh, Wuntvor!” the woman cooed as she reached my sde. “You are so tense. Here. Allow me to
reax you.” She stood before me and placed one long-fingered hand on each of my shoulders, then gazed
deep into my eyes. | did not find it rlaxing. Why was my mouth so dry? Wasn't that music getting
louder?

“Wuntvor,” the raven-haired woman whispered. “You don’t know how long I’ ve waited, nay, how
long I’ ve dreamed about this moment. Oh, how | burn for your kissl”

Yes, | was sure the music was louder now. It surrounded us both and made it difficult to think. What
was happening? Was it the Netherhells Buying Fever again? But there was nathing here to buy. My, but
this woman’s eyes were awfully large. | hadn’t redly noticed how attractive her lips were, either. | was
finding it difficult to breathe, aso.

“Oh, Wuntvor,” the woman sghed, and my name on her lips was the most wonderful sound in the
world. “Oh,” she moaned, “Wuntvor! Take me!”

Yes, | would! Yes! Anything she wanted! Yes! Her hands moved across my shoulder blades to draw
me near to her. Yes! Our faces grew close, our lips closer dill. Yes! Yed Yed

“Daughter?’ cried a voice gruffer than that of the trolls.
| kissed empty air. My raven-haired beauty had pulled away.

“Oh, woe!” she moaned. “It is my father, who is sworn to kill any man who might love me. You are
S0 brave, Wuntvor, to love me as you do, knowing that my father is the greatest swordsman in dl of the
kingdom. But hark! He comes through the trees!”

There was a great rusling just out of Sght, asif not one swordsman, but an entire army, approached.

“Run, my beloved, run, or he dhdl skewer your liver!” My raven-haired beauty leaned over to kiss
me, but then thought better of it. She pushed me into the trees opposite the gpproaching sounds of her
fether.

| ran until | reached another clearing. | paused to gan my breath as best | could, to run farther if need
be, but | heard no sounds of pursuit.

It was only then thet | had time to think about what had happened to me.

Who was that raven-haired beauty? What had she wanted from me? Even though we had only just
met, my lips sill ached for her kiss and my ams gl yearned for her embrace.

| shook mysdlf. Why wasn’t | thinking of Norei? | remembered the music then, sweling dl about me,
carying both me and my new lover to heights of anticipation. It had to be another Netherhdls trick!
Wi, whatever they were doing to me, | knew of thair foul plans now. | would not let it happen again!



Something warm covered my eyes.

“Guess who, Wuntvor?’ awoman’svoice said. She removed her hands from my face and | turned to
See awoman with har blonder than Alea’s.

“Do | know you?’ | asked. Did | hear that musc again in the distance?
“Oh, so0 you are playing games with me as wdl!” The woman laughed. “1 know a game we can play!”

So the Netherhdls would try the same trick! No, thistime | knew! Somehow | had to get out of this
trap and find Norei, my true beloved! | began to turn away.

“Why do you not answer me, sweet one?’ the blond woman pouted. She grabbed hold of my am
with surprisng strength. | looked back into the deegpest blue eyes | had ever seen.

No! | would remember Norei! The blond woman took my chin between her thumb and forefinger.
Y es, the music was ddfinitdy there! 1 could amost make out the melody!

“Ah, that ismore likeit,” the beautiful woman said. She was usng her other hand to stroke the back
of my neck at the bottom of my hair line. 1t made chills pass through my whole being. | was supposed to
remember somebody, wasn't 1? Or something? Oh, who cared! All | needed to remember were my
beloved’ s eyes, my beloved’slips, and my beloved’ shair.

| leaned forward to kiss her.
“Where are you, wife?’

“Oh, no!” the blond cried, legping away from me. “We are discovered! | knew we should stop
medting like thid But you were so indgtent, even though my husband is the greatest archer in the
kingdom! Oh, how could | ress!”

An arrow embedded itsdf in atree by my Ieft ear.

“He has seen ud” The blond shuddered. “Oh, Wuntvor, my husband is such a vengeful man! After he
shoots you, he will have you drawn and quartered! Oh, run, Wuntvor! Run for your lifel”

Ancther arrow whizzed close by my right ear. | turned and took my beloved’s advice, dthough it
meant we could never fuffill our love.

| stopped running after a moment. What was | thinking of? What love? Norei! That was who | was
supposed to remember. It was so hard to think with that music playing!

“Wuntvor!” awoman’s voice caled from the woods before me. “What a surprise!”

Oh, no. | wouldn't let this happen to me again! |1 would turn and run, somewhere where there were
not dl these women congtantly hounding me,

And then the third woman stepped out from between the trees. She had red hair, just as Norei had
red hair. But Norel’ shar was dull by comparison. Thiswoman’ s hair was the color of flane!

“Wuntvor!” she cried. “Do not reject mel”

| could hear the music building behind me. If | did not escape now, | knew it would be too late!
“Excuse me” | sad without conviction. “I have something | have to do—er—in another part of the



forest.”

The beautiful red-headed woman walked quickly up to me and threw me to the ground. “Wuntvor!”
she repeated. “Do not reject mel”

And seeing her this close, how could 1? Those perfect lips, those eyes the color of the sea. Why had |
wanted to run away from her? | let her pull me up to her by my shirt front, let the musc swdl around us,
binding us together. We would be as one forever! | needed to take her to my den!

“Lunch timel” came a voice from behind me. | heard a door dam againg awal. They had opened my
cdl! | had quite forgotten | wasin a cdl.

“Beoved!” | murmured to the beautiful red-headed woman. Her lips were so close to ming There
was a roar in the distance. “Oh, no!” she said. “It is my intended, who through enchantment has been
turned into the mogt fearsome fire-breething dragon in dl the kingdom! He swore, if ever | was to even
kiss aman before—"

“Sobber!” A trall grabbed my arm and pulled me away from my rapidly-spesking love.

“W-wha?’ | sammered as Urrpphh’s face suddenly loomed before me. “Who?’ | shook my head,
but it was asif | could not awaken. Why didn’t they stop that too-loud music? “Where?’

“Sorry you got pulled away midembrace, huh?’ the demon smirked. “Pardon me. It was redly amost
midembrace, wasn’t it? Well, you’ Il have plenty more of the same opportunities, believe me. But for now,
you have to eat. You need to keep up your strength, you know!”

The trall dragged me toward a table set for one. On the place before me was a sea of gray muck
surrounding two dices of soggy bread.

“Thisisared occason,” Urrpphh chortled. “You’ re about to eat your very firg Sime Burger!”

Sime Burger? They expected me to eat Sime Burgers? This, at last, was too much. Even the
Netherhdlls could only push Wuntvor the gpprentice so far. | struggled mightly in the troll’ s grasp.

Thetrall cdmly flipped me over its shoulder and began to carry me toward the offending med. Two
things fdl from my pocket: a piece of parchment and asmadl, red card.

Thetrdll picked up the card.
“No dobber!” it squedled in terror.
“Let me see tha!” Urrpphh demanded. The troll got rid of the card asif it burned itsfingers.

“Why, you ...” Urrpphh began, dmost beside himsdf with rage. “How did you get—" He stopped
with vighle effort, garing a the card, and then turned his hate-filled gaze sraight & me.

“Get out of herel”

Yed It was so obviousl Why hadn’t | thought of it! There were the words of the card, in bold, block
letters: get out of jal free!

The door to my cdl opened of its own accord. They were letting me go! | would not question my
good fortune. I moved rgpidly out the door and down the corridor.



“No!” the dramatist screamed as | passed. “Not an encore! Anything but an encore!”

But | could spare nothing but a moment’ s pity for the poor, doomed soul. Through a stroke of ether
luck or my master’s foresght | had been spared from dmost certain madness. And | had been given
another chance to find my beloved Norel and save Vushtain the bargain!

“Sobber!” the tralls yedled behind me. “ Slobber!”

They sounded close behind me. Too close. Were they fallowing me?

“Of course, once you are beyond the dungeon wadls” Urrpphh caled after me, “there is nothing to
keep us from taking you prisoner again.” He laughed demonicaly. “Buit this time you will no longer have
the card!”

| diginctly heard arip. Therip of asmdl, red card, without doubt.

Huge hounds barked down a me from the parapets. The man gate opened before me barely wide
enough to let me pass between its crimson spikes.

“Sobber!” the tralls chorused, even closer now than before. “ S obber!”

| stepped beyond the spiked gate to freedom. | thought | fet hot troll breasth upon my neck. | began
to run through the spongy glowing moss with every ounce of strength | had remaining.

“Sobber!” atroll sounded inmy ear.
How long could | stay free? | had to escape, for my master, for Vushta, and my beloved.
“Nora!” | cried as| ran.

And someone answvered me.

TWELVE

Reunions can be a wonderful thing, especially when neither of the reunited parties manage to
recall what separated them in the first place.

—from The Teachings of Ebenezum, Wizard’s Digest Condensed edition
“Slobber!”

“Sobber! Siobber!”

There were trolls on ether sde of me!

“Wuntvor!” the voice caled to me again from up ahead. It couldn’t be! And yet it was!
“Norea!” | shouted with every bit of breath left in my lungs.

And then the trolls grabbed me.

“Sobber! Slobber! Sobber!”

They surrounded me. There mugt have been a dozen or more of them! Large, hairy hands grabbed my
ams and legs and hair. The trolls began to drag me back toward the dungeon.



| felt a cold wind blow dl about me. Thetrolls stopped in ther tracks.
“Sobber!” the trolls cried in confusion. “No dobber!”

| looked up as the trolls loosened their grip upon my body. Where were we? | couldn’t tdl in what
direction the tralls had been dragging me, nor could | tdl quite where | had been.

Thenit occurred to me. Norel must be usng a misdirection spell! Maybe this would give me a chance
to escape. Summoning my remaining strength, | jerked free of the last trall’s grasp. | would run to my
beloved witch! Together we would turn back the trolls and rescue VVushtain the bargain.

But which way was Norei? | could bardy diginguish between up and down, let done right, left,
forward, and back!

“Nora!” | cried out to the chaos.

“Wuntvor!” she cdled back and the spell was broken for me. My beloved stood a mere fifty paces
farther down the corridor! | ran, cdling her name again.

“Sobber!”

| was seized again by hary hands. Unfortunatdy, when the spell broke for me, it dso broke for the
trollsas wel. | fdt mysdf being pulled back toward the dungeon.

“Nore!” | shouted, more than atinge of panic inmy voice.
A warm wind blew by usdl.

“Sobber!” the confused trolls cried again. “No dobber!” The ground seemed to have turned to mud,
sucking ther feet within so they could not move. But how could | escape? My feet were disgppearing
into the mud as well!

“Wuntvor!” Norel caled as she ran up to the edge of the muddy morass. “ Tis but a temporary
hindrance pell. There are too many tralls here. | will need to think of something redly powerful to set
you freg!”

“Norea!” | responded. “I have fathinyou!”

“Good. | bdieve we can use dl the fath we have” My beoved frowned, as if concentrating on the
next spell she would use. She flung out her hands and shouted a dozen words.

A wind of near-searing hesat blew past me and the tralls.

“No dobber!” the trolls began to cry in panic. The powerful spdl spun them about and pressed them
to the mud.

But my beloved had miscaculated. The heat from this new spell was so greet that it began to dry the
morass entrgpping my captors’ feet. One by one, they began to pull themsdves free of the imprisoning
muck.

“Sobber!” one sad tentatively.

“Sobber! Sobber!” another added with much greater authority.



I once again found mysdf grasped by amyriad of troll hands.
“No! “I protested.
A bunch of flowersfdl out of my shirt.

What? For an ingant, my confused mind searched for meaning in the daises about my feet. Then |
remembered the hat. Norel had told me it might be reactivated during periods of extreme magic! And
there was extreme magic dl about me now!

“Yed “I cried.
A bunch of scarvesfdl into the mud.

The wind buffeted the trolls back again. Some of them even log their hold upon my person. Oddly
enough, | did not fed the wind as strongly as | had before. Somehow, Norei was modulaing her spel so
thet it affected the trolls much more than it affected me!

Sill, though, it was not enough for the trolls to release me completdy from ther collective deeth grip.
However, what would happen if there were some further distraction? It was certainly worth the attempt.
Perhapsiit just might work!

“Perhgpsl” | shouted. “Perhaps! Perhaps! Perhaps! Perhaps and perhaps!”
“Eep!

“Eepeepeep!”

“Eep eep eep eep eepl”

Anamy of ferrets legped from my shirt front.

The trolls were overwhdmed. The wind spdl done they might have westhered. The ferrets by
themselves they would probably have laughed at. But the two together were far too much for the tralls’
gmdl brains to ded with.

“No dobber!” the trolls shrieked. “No dobber!” Covered with ferrets, they beat a hasty retreat to the
dungeon gate.

| found mysdf suddenly troll-free. “Norel!” | caled. | ran, as best as | could, into the ams of my
beloved.

“Oh, Wuntvor,” Norei chided as she pushed away from me. “I know you are glad to see me, but we
are dill in dire pexil!”

| regarded my beloved with some concern. She looked much more worn than | had ever seen her
before.

“Oh, I am quite dl right!” She smiled weekly as she saw the concern on my face. “I'm jug a little
tired. It took dl of my meagicd skillsto help free you from the trolls. Now | need to recover. Our current
postion is too wdl known by the forces of the Netherhelld We mug leave this place as quickly and
quietly as possible.” | had Norel lean againg me as we turned to walk up the corridor that would lead us
back to the Netherhells mdl. With my beloved by my sde, | fdt my own drength return every time |
took a step. Together we would persevere!



“Wuntvor!” Norei cried with darm. “There’s something coming!”

She was right! There was a sound like two hundred smdl feet pounding againg the phosphorescent
moss. “Eep!”

“Eep eep!”

Dozens of amdl, furry things rushed to follow us. With the trolls gone, the ferrets had begun to gather
around me again. “Eep eep! Eep eep!”

“Wdl,” Norei amended as we picked our way through the gladly crying, nuzzing horde. “At least we
can go quickly.”

There seemed to be no sgns of purauit as we moved rgpidly aong the glowing green corridor. | asked
Norel how she had managed to get away.

“Easy enough,” she answered. “ Once that short, loud demon left the Collectors, it was amplicity itsaf
to hit them with a confusion sodl and smply walk out of ther claws. The Collectors are vicious, but they
are not very bright.”

That wasmy Norel, ready for any chalenge! | kissed her chastely upon the cheek.

“Oh, Wuntvor!” Norel frowned again. “Isthat dl you can think of a atime like this? Here we are, dill
indire peril, waiting for perhaps the entire might of the Netherhells to descend upon us, and | am stuck
waking down a corridor with an amorous gpprentice and his three-score trained ferretsl”

“Norei?” | whispered, quite taken aback. “If you fed that way, why did you rescue me?’

My beloved glanced a me and her exhausted countenance broke into a genuine amile “Oh, you
know how | fed about you, you big oaf. It’s only that your behavior in’t dways as appropriate to the
Stuaion asit might be!” She glanced at her feet. “Besides, it’s annoying having to look down congtantly
S0 you won't trip over aferret!”

| smiled, filled with an inner peace. What did it maiter what befel us now, so long as we were
together? My beloved loved me 4ill!

“Wait!” Norel placed a cautionary hand upon my shoulder. “I sense someone ahead.”

| looked beyond the sea of ferrets that surrounded us. We had come dmog to the end of the
corridor. 1 could see the window displays of the stores mere paces before me. But something was
wrong. There were no beckoning torches lit to lure unwary customers, and those stores | could see
dealy were dark ingde. It looked like a Netherhells trap. Oh, what | would do for a wegpon now, even
Cuthbert, my cowardly sword!

“Therethey arel” avoice cried from the gloom ahead. “ Doom!”
Five figures stepped into the space where the corridor met the mall.
“Who? Norel fdl back automaticaly into a basic conjuring pogtion.
‘| believe these are our

“Hold!” | cautioned her. compatriots.”



“Wuntvor?” atimorous voice inquired. “Could it be you?’
| noticed then that the tallet of those before us held doft a gently glowing sword.
“Yes itis!!” | cdledin return. “And | have brought Norei with me!”

“Oh, Wuntvor! Wuntvor!” Cuthbert yelped with glee. “I’mso glad to see you! Now | can be returned
to my rightful master! Y ou don’t know what atrid it’s been to be possessed by this big fdlow in black!”
Cuthbert shivered in the Deder’ s hands. “Why, he wants to fight dl the timel”

The Dedler amiled at that. “\We’ ve been hewing demons of late”

“Oh, hew, hew, hew!” Cuthbert wailed. “He had me cutting anything and everything! There was ichor
flying everywhere!”

“Yes” the Deder agreed. “It was quite lovely, wasn't it?’
Zzzzz the demon stepped forward, a large grin upon hiswizened face. “We' ve been revitdizing!”
“Doom!” Hendrek added.

“Oh, give me back to Wuntvor!” Cuthbert pleaded. “I showed you where to find hm. What ese
could you ask amagic sword to do?’

“Wdl. .."the Dedler began.

“I know! | know!” the sword wailed. “Buit it is Wuntvor who should decide! After dl, | was given to
him by the wizardd”

“Oh, dl right,’” the Dedler said with some reluctance. He handed Cuthbert and the scabbard to me.
“It’ s back to grangling, then. But it’ s become so boring. | mean, where’ sthe sport?’

“Y ou were whisling a different tune when you met the Collectors!” Snarks remarked. “It isn't such a
piece of cake when your victims have no necks!”

“Snarks?’ | questioned. “You're dill here?’

“You mean, after betraying you?” The demon waved his hands about in a helpless gesture. “You
know | couldn’t hdp mysdf. | have to tdl the truth, no matter what the cost!”

“Doom!” Hendrek remarked. “Then he and Brax went off and joined the forces of the Netherhellgl”

Snarks took a step backwards. “Wdl, it was sort of expected of us. Here we were, with the
Collectors garing usin the face, and if we weren’t againg them, we had to be with them!”

“Yeah!” Brax stepped forward, waving his cigar. “But wait ‘il you hear what we found out! Have we
got aded for you!”

“You!” Norel sadinavoice filled with ice. “Beg pardon?’ Brax turned to the young witch. “Oh, the
woman we absconded with. | didn’t recognize you. Y ou should hit me on the head once or twice. Then |
"d know you right away!”

“What isthisfiend doing in our midst?’ Noreli demanded.



“Now hold onto your spells there for a moment!” Brax chided. “Who do you think made it possible
for you to escape? Rule number one of the successful sdes supervisor: Never leave Collectors out on
tharr own! Without proper supervison, those fdlows can’t collect their way out of a paper bag!”

“So you dlowed me to escape?’ Norel’s voice was heavy with sarcasm. “I have you to thank for
everything?

“No question about it,” Brax replied. “I couldn’t be too obvious, you know. If | just sad, ‘Okay,
lady, time to escape!’ it would have blown my cover sky high!”

“Don’t be too harsh on him,” Snarks added. “1 know he’s a worthless sdlesdemon, and | have yet to
discover any of his good points, but he did have his uses. Between the two of us, we discovered the
whereabouts of Vudhtal”

| looked back and forth between Brax and Snarks. Could we truly trust these demons?

“Ligen,” Snarks said when he saw my skepticism. “Let me tdl you everything that happened, so you
can see | haven'tredly changed and I'm dill the sincere, truthful demon that | dways wad” | looked to
the others in our party. “You are wondering, perhaps, why these demons are dill dive? the Deder
asked. “I had decided to wait a bit before | kill them. We are in a Strange place among strange crestures.
| thought it best not to strangle them until we had time for some discusson.” The large man flexed his
hands absently. “In addition, you know the way | fed about demons.” The Deder made a muscular face.

“They squish.”
“Doom,” added Hendrek.

“Revitdize them aAl'” Zzzzz cried. “ Oh, when they tore down my home to build a Sime-O-Rama, |
never redized it would be so much fun!”

“Hold it right there!” Snarks protested. “I never wanted to be involved in thisin the firg place. | could
have spent the rest of my life in rative happiness, worshiping an extremdy minor dety a Heemat’s
retreat. But no, | get dragged dong with you folks to save the world!”

“Doom,” Hendrek remarked again. “The demon isright. Let him speak his piece.”

“Good,” Snarks replied, hisvoice a good ded camer than before. “I’ mglad to see a least one human
shows a little common sense. So here we are, confronted by Collectors, demanding to know if we are
for or againg the Netherhelld Wdll, what could we say?’

“| told them about the Netherhdlls that used to bel” Brax said, patriotic fervor once again rigng in his
voice. “The quiet beauty of a lava flow a night, the pristine cries of the perpetudly tormented, the
glorious feding when you get up in the morning and fill your lungs with thet firgt bresth of fetid waste!
That’swhat the Netherhdlsisdl about!”

“And | kept my mouth shut,” Snarks added. “Brax was doing enough taking for the both of ud”
“But wat!” | interjected. “There were three demons here. What happened to Zzzzz?’

“They ignored me,” the elder demon answered. “They dways ignore me. Everybody dways ignores
me. Revitdize them dl!”

“To continue with my story,” Snarks said quickly, “the Collectors told us to go to this demonic ad
dation just up the road—"



“And may | add,” Brax put in, “when the Collectors tdl you to do something, you do it!”

“If I might?” Snarks remarked peremptorily. “Thank you. Anyway, we thought it best to comply with
the Coallectors’ request. And | mugt admit that | had a further motive. The Netherhells, after dl, was
where | was born and raised, and | harbored some lingering homesickness for what | used to know!”

“Thefed of burning sulfur beneath your feet!” Brax rhapsodized. “The joyous agony of being bathed,
head to foot, in dime”

“If you don’t mind!” Snarks spoke haughtily to his fellow demon. “Thank you. Is there anyone here
who wishes to add anything further? No? Very good. | shdl proceed.”

The demon cleared his throat. “As| was saying, | fdt some nogtdgia for the Netherhells that was. We
were going to a place where demons rested and recovered from their ills. Perhaps, | thought, there would
be a park where the old ways were 4ill preserved. | could see a sulfur pool or two, maybe a bit of
flonving magma. But no!”

Brax seemed about to speak. Snarks glared at him for an indant before he continued.

“I think | redized from the firg that | would never find an answer to my longing. But thid” The demon
shuddered. “The ad gation was indiginguishable from the rest of the mdl, ful of multicolored torches,
and that faint, ingdious musc urging us on. | found mysdf wanting to wrap mysdf in bandages, or use haf
a dozen crutches smultaneoudy! And then the worst happened ...” Snarks paused, as if wha occurred
next was amog too horrible to remember.

The demon took a deep bregth. “They fed us Sime Burgerd” he managed &t last.

“Ah, yed” Brax intoned, the patriotic fervor 4ill in his voice. “It’s not like the Netherhdls cuisne of
yesteryear. Remember how good a red Sweet Demon Fie tastes? Ah, the way those brambles sick to
your gumg”

Indeed,” | remarked. “But you mentioned that you had found away to Vushta?

Snarks nodded. “Vushta, it appears, isdl the talk among demonkind. What they see in a dull dty full
of human beings is beyond me! Then again, anything must be better than lifein an intercity mdl!”

Now that Snarks had confessed his transgression, the acid tone was once again flowing back into his
voice. He sounded jugt like the demon that we knew and ... W, he sounded just like the demon that we
knew. Perhaps Snarks had been tdling the truth dl dong.

“Anyway,” the demon continued, “they’ ve transported Vushta to the city of Upper Retch, Netherhells
knows why. And, according to a chart on the station wall, there is a passageway that will lead us directly
to that dty a mere few minutes’ walk from herel”

So we were closer to Vushtathan | had thought. We might triumph yet!
“Indeed,” | said. “Then we are nearing our detination. What say we get on with it?’
The othersin our party agreed that it was time to go.

“Doom,” Hendrek added as we began to march. “I ill carry your horn.” He handed me the sack that
contained Wonk, the horn of persuasion. | tied it to my belt opposite Cuthbert’ s scabbard.



“Whet are these?” The Deder of Death looked at my army of ferrets. There seemed to be a sStrange
longing in his eyes.

“So soft,” he whispered, “so warm. They’ re not much like awild pig, but they’ re more like a wild pig
than ademon id” The Deder looked a me hopefully.

“You wouldn’t mind if | strangled just one?’

| looked over the sea of brown that followed our procession. “I would very much! These are my
ferretd”

“Yes, | suppose you are right.” The Dedler sghed. “1 know | should only strangle for a cause. But |
can’'t hdp mysdf! How was | to know wild pigs would become addictive?’

| was troubled as wdl. Only with the Dedler’s question had | come to redize how much my ferrets
meant to me.

“Here we are!” Snarks shouted.

“Doom!” Hendrek cried, warclub at the ready. “Where?’

Brax and Snarks struggled together to lift alarge plate from the ground.
“On the road to Vushtal” Snarks explained.

| waked to the edge of the hole they had uncovered. It appeared to be some sort of chute, going
draight down.

“Here?’ | asked, abit of doubt inmy voice.
Snarks nodded. “Upper Retch isdirectly below our current location.”

“Upper Retchisbeow us?’ | asked. Had | accepted the demons back among us too soon!? Was this
some sort of Netherhdlls trick?

“I'mafraid s0.” Snarks smiled happily.

“Thenwhy do they cdl it Upper—”

“It’ sthe way demons think,” Snarks replied. “Down you go!”
With that, the demon gave me a hearty push.

| yelped as | fdl in the hole, diding down the chute into darkness.

THIRTEEN

When there appears to be no hope; when all around you are screaming like lost souls and every
spdll you try fails to work; when it appears that chaos and evil will at last triumph over good—
then it istruly time for a vacation.

—from The Teachings of Ebenezum, Volume XXXV

| dropped a what seemed to be tremendous speed through total blackness. | heard other noises
above me. One sounded like a woman’ s yell, another a deep-throated “Doom” that reverberated down



the shaft. Could the demons have thrown my compatriots down the chute as wel?

The sides of the passageway through which | did were utterly deek. There seemed no chance of me
finding a handhold to stop or even dow my progress. | heard acry of terror. | thought for a moment that
it came from my own throat, until |1 redlized it redly came from the scabbard a my belt. For the briefest
indant | considered drawing Cuthbert to throw some light on this total gloom, but | was traveling so fast
thet | feared the sword would be torn from my grasp. | was fdling so rgpidly now that | would surely be
crushed the next time | hit something solid. | Slently gpologized to my master for dying in such a stupid
way and consequently being unable to rescue Vushta

Then, as suddenly as | had dropped into darkness, | found mysdf flying through the strange greenish
gow of the Netherhells. | landed in a huge pile of phosphorescent moss, then tumbled down to rest
where the moss met the floor of the cave.

“Doo—oof!” came the cry above me. | quickly scrambled out of the way to avoid the great bulk now
ralling down the mossy dope. | heard Norei’s chearful ydl as | stood up and brushed mysdf off, then
looked up to see the Dedler’slarge form sall Slently through the air. Three amdl figures followed in rapid
successon, the demons Zzzzz, Brax, and Snarks.

Then perhaps thiswasn’'t a Netherhells plot! But then exactly what was going on?

“Gangway!” Snarks said, legping from the top of the mossy pile. “Ferrets coming through!”

The sky rained smdl, brown furry things

“Good!” Snarks exclamed as he looked about. “Looks like everyone’ s accounted for.”

“Ah” Brax said with agrin. “The Netherhells express. | ask you—isthere any other way to travel?’
| approached the cigar-smoking demon. “Isthat what it’s caled? The Netherhells express?’

“What else would you cdll it?” Brax said with some surprise.

“l could think of a couple things” | replied. “But that’ s beside the point. Why didn’t you warn us what
was going to happen?’

“Would you have jumped as reedily into that holeif we did?’ Snarks reasoned.

“Besdes” Brax confided, “we heard voices from farther down the corridor. Three voices taking in
unison.”

“The Dread Collectord!” the Deder of Death rumbled.
“Yeah!” Zzzzz broke in. “1 wanted to stay there and revitdize them!”

“But you know what happened the lagt time we attempted to fight the Collectors,” Snarks reminded
us. “So we decided that rescuing Vushta was more important.”

“Vudhta” | repeated the name of that fabled city and the old wonder crept back into my voice. “Are
we near?’

“If my caculations are correct,” Snarks said, “and they dways are, we should be able to see Vudhta
as soon as we dimb the next rise!”



So | would see Vushta at ladt!
“Maybeit istime to contact Ebenezum,” Norel suggested.

She was right. We were about to enter Vushta and confront the dread Guxx Unfufadoo. Now was
the moment we redly needed the wizard' s expertise.

| drew Cuthbert from its scabbard.

“What!” the sword screamed. “You don’t need me dready, do you? | dill haven’t recovered from dl
the hewing that big fdlow did!”

| explained to the sword in my calmest tone that we needed to contact the wizard Ebenezum.

“Oh. Why didn’t you say s0? | can be quite reasonable, if properly informed. But no, you let me go
onand on...”

“You know,” | mentioned to Norei, “I could give this sword back to the Dedler.”

“Magicd communication!” the sword cried. “Magic you want, magic you get! Coming right up! We
amto plesse, yes, gr!”

“Indeed,” | replied. “We need to talk with Ebenezum again, in East Vushta”
“My extreme pleasurel” Cuthbert answered. “Y ou know the routine. Swing away!”

| swung the sword three times, until the point of light had again become a window to the surface
world.

Thistime, the window opened on the interior of the extenson school, perhaps the front halway. The
image blurred and shifted and we werein the Great Hdl.

“In theory,” Snorphosio shouted, “thereis no reason why our plan to save Vushta won’t—"

“Theory, hah!” Zimplitz retorted. “Magic is only proved through practice! Before a spdl can truly
work, it has to be baptized in a magician’ s blood!

“If what you are saying was true, Vushta would be littered with dead magicians. Only through theory
w]_”

| cleared my throat. “Excuse me”

Both magicians’ heads snapped around to the window.

“What!” Snorphosio cried.

“Why, ‘tisthe gpprentice!” Zimplitz waved in my direction.

“| seeit’ sthe gpprentice,” Snorphosio rgoined peevighly. “1 was just wondering what he wanted!”
Zimplitz smiled crudly. “Y ou were wondering what he wanted in theory, en?’

“I will not have you make fun of my craft!” Snorphosio screamed. “1 am more than capable of taking
with the apprentice! Why don’t you go outside and play some of your dirty little magic tricksl”



“Dirty!” Zimplitz fumed. “Little! Why, you ...”

The magicians grappled with each other and fdl upon the floor.
“Excuseme” | tried again.

“Yes, yes, be with you in a second!” one of them hollered.

“If this fool would just listen to reason!” the other retorted. With them ralling about the floor like thét,
it was difficult to tdl them apart.

“Please!” | cdlled. “Just answer one question. Where ismy master, Ebenezum?”’
One of the mages pulled free of the other’ s grasp. As he dusted himsdf off, | saw he was Snorphosio.

“Ebenezum dts on the dais behind—ulp!” Snorphosio fel as Zimplitz grabbed him around the knees. |
looked above the two gruggling sorcerers to the dais. Yes, there was my master, ill wearing his worn
and tattered robes. He lay full out upon the marble. He appeared to be sound adeep.

“Master!” | called.

Ebenezum snored peacefully.

“Let metry,” Cuthbert suggested cheerfully. He emitted doud whigtle. “Oh, magican!”
There was no response from the degping mage.

“No,” the Dedler of Degth said from behind me,

“You need something redly loud to wake a mage from so profound a deep.” He made a sound like a
dozen bull eephants engaged in a screaming contest.

My master rolled on his sde and snored even louder.

“Thereis only one way to wake the mage!” Norel informed us. “We mug dl shout as one!”
All of us screamed together, our noise echoed by the squeds of Sixty exuberant ferrets.

My master scratched absently at one eyebrow. His snoring continued unabated.

It was a dire problem; so close to Vushta and unable to confer with the greatest magician in dl the
Western Kingdoms. What could | do to wake my master? Even our combined shouting was not enough.
Wheat could possibly be loud enough to break through my master’s dumbers?

Then the answer came to me.

“Cover your ears,” | told the others. “I fear | will have to use Wonk.”
The magicians stopped wrestling.

“Wonk?" they both cried.

“Oh, you need to wake your madter!” Zimplitz exclamed, as if it were the most nove idea in the
world.



“Let usdo it for you!” Snorphosio was dl smiles as well.
“Yes, we'll be more than happy to!” Zimplitz climbed the steps to the left of the dais.

“All you have to do is ask. After dl, you're the hero around here” Snorphosio dimbed the steps to
the right.

Snorphosio and Zimplifz each shook one of Ebenezum’ s shoulders.

“No, no,” the magician mumbled. “I know they look like rats but—What? What is the matter?’ The
mege sat up as both Zimplitz and Snorphosio pointed toward the magic window.

“Wuntvor!” My master amiled as he rubbed the deep from his eyes. “Y ou’ ve contacted us agan!”

Ebenezum yawned. “Excuse me. | had the strangest dream. The world had become overrun with
ferrets. But we don’t have time to discuss that now. Y ou mus have cdled for a reason.”

| told my master that indeed | had. We had reached the outskirts of Vushta and wanted to tdl those
above about our current postion.

“Also,” | added, “we would not frown on any last-minute advice you might have to offer.”

“Indeed,” Ebenezum said. “1 am glad that you have been able to keep in touch. Knowing you are so
close to your god will hdp facilitaete the find plan. So far, you seem to have done wel enough. Is that the
Deder of Degth | see behind you? No, don’t explain. There will be time enough for explanations when
Vudhtais back where it belongs. Be sure to follow the origind indtructions and I’ m sure everything will go
solendidly.”

| quickly went over the plan inmy head. | was to locate Guxx and, through the use of the specid spell
Ebenezum had given me, dong with my meagic weagpons, | was to remove a sngle nose harr from the
demon’s proboscis. It seemed smple enough in theory. To maximize our chances, | should take time
beforehand to memorize the spdll.

“Oh, tdl him about Klothus!” Snorphosio giggled.
“Indeed,” Ebenezum frowned. “I do not think thisisthe time to go into—"

“Your master may be a qudified wizard,” Zimplitz cdled to me, “but sometimes he can be a little
reserved. Let me tdl the story. It seems that Klothus, miffed at his lack of success in dothing your
measter, ingsted that he could make ducks and bunnies look somewheat like moons and stargl”

“It was not a pretty sght!” Snorphosio added.

“What!” | asked. “The ducks and bunnies?’

“No, no,” Snorphosio chortled. “Klothus, when your master was done!”
“l wanted to tdl him about that!” Zimplitz yelled.

Snorphosio laughed. “WEell, for once you weren’t quite fast enough, were you? And you cdl yoursdf
the Action Wizard!”

“I’ve had enough of you!” Zimplitz shrieked. “I’mgoing to cram dl your theories down your throat!”
Once agan he legped for the skinny wizard.



Alea waked into the room, stepping around the two mages rdling on the floor. She spoke to
Ebenezum:

“Hubert seeks an audience. He has afew new verses for the song. Oh, hdllo, Wuntie—"

The picture blinked out.

“| told you about vaudeville” Cuthbert said curtly.

| had had enough of this sword. | twirled Cuthbert back toward where the Deder stood.

“Then again,” the sword said, “perhaps I’ ve never given vaudeville the chance it truly deserves.”
“So she dill callsyou Wuntie” Norel gazed a meialy.

Perhaps, | thought, | should curb my anger. Cuthbert may have diminated the window a the best
possible moment.

“Onto Vudhta” | cried. “We cannot fater now!”
We began the march up the hill where we would firg see the dity of a thousand forbidden ddights.

There was a loud noise behind us. | turned. It was coming from the chute Brax had termed the
Netherhells express. It took me a moment to redize it was voices echoing down the shaft. They seemed
to be saying one thing over and over again.

| paused, attempting to make it out.
“We we we come come come to to to col col col lect lectlect.”
“Doom!” Hendrek shouted.

| waved a the others to follow me. It appeared that we would enter Vushta at something more than a
dady wak.

FOURTEEN

When one first arrives in Vushta, one should beware of street sdllers offering forbidden delights
near the outskirts of town. These first delights are far more shoddy in nature than those to be
had in the inner City, and can be actively unpleasant if you do not have an affinity for goats.

—from Vushta on Twenty-five Pieces of Gold a Day by Ebenezum, Greatest Wizard in the
Western Kingdoms, revised, updated fourth edition

We were too close to our god to be stopped by the Dread Collectors! | reached the top of the hill,
the rest of the party on my hedls.
And | saw Vusdhta

| wish that | had had time to stand there and savor it. | saw glimpses of multicolored pastdl towers as |
ran, structures that appeared to be three times tdler than anything | had seen, even in East Vushtal A
dozen banners rose above the city walls, as bright in color as the towers were subtle. And there seemed
to be people everywhere on the city’ swinding streets!

| learned a vaduable lesson bounding down that hill: It is very difficult to gape and escape a the same



time Could | hdp it if Vushta’'s magnificence filled my eyes so that | could not watch my feet?
Somewhere about hdfway down the hill | found something they could not bound across. | tripped and
swiftly rolled to the city gate.

“Hey, watch it there, fdla” atdl, rather unkempt man shouted as he scurried out of my way.
| gpologized as | rose to my feet. A quick check showed that | dill carried both my weapons.
“Doo—oof!” Hendrek cried as he, too, rolled to a spot not far from where | had landed.
“Are there more where you come from?” The unkempt man squinted up the hill.
“There’safew,” | replied, “but | think they’ Il dl be on foot.”

The Deder of Death reached us next, his great legs legping more than running down the hillsde. He
pulled up next to us, bresthing asif he had merdy had a summer strall.

“Sorry | am late,” he gpologized, “but | do not like to roll.”
Nore arrived next, followed by the three demons.
“Good heavend” the unkempt man exclamed. “Are you atour group?’

“Indeed,” | sad. If we could put this Vushta ndtive at ease, perhaps we could get some informetion
from him. “ After afashion.”

“Say.” The man amiled. Haf his teeth seemed to be gone. “Have you ever seen aforbidden ddight?’
“Indeed,” | said. “I undergtland there are a thousand of them within these city walls”

“More or less” the man agreed. “But most of them aren’t as interesting as one | know. Would you
like to come and see?’

| frowned. “Wel, perhaps later, if we have thetime. | have to wait for the rest of our group to arive.”
“Therest of your group?’ The unkempt man rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

“Indeed,” | answered. “Here they come now. You can hear ther cries as they top the hill.”

“Eepl”

“Eep eap!”

“Eep eep eep!”

Our little companions swept down the hill like some gresat, brown wave.

“Ferrets?’ The unkempt man looked at the hill in horror. “You travel with ferrets?’

“Indeed,” | replied. “In fact, in away we are persondly related. Now, about this forbidden ddight—"

“Forget it!” the men stated as he walked away. “1 can see | migudged you. You're way out of my
league. Ferrets? Persondly related? Maybe you'll find something to your taste indde those walls. But |
think you’ re going to have to go dl the way to the Inner City!”



“Indeed?’ | said to the man’srapidly retresting back. | turned to the others. “I had heard that Vushta
was different. Apparently the natives here have strange cusoms. We shdl have to do better with the next
person we medt.”

Theferrets a our heds, we walked through the great gates thet led into Vushta.

A short, fat man waked our way. “Ah hah, | perceive you are strangers” he cdled. “Have you ever
Seen aforbidden ddight?

| explained to this man that we were new to town.

“| thought so!” the man chortled. “And | imagine you’'d like somebody who can show you around?
Weéll, fortune has smiled upon you today. Honest Emir is at your service!”

“Honest Emir?’ Brax muttered darkly. | redlized that our demonic companion, in his guise as used
weapons sdler, had often attached the word “honest” to his name as well. Perhaps Brax was aware of
the word’ strue and inner meaning, a least in a business context.

“Eepl”
“Eep eep!”

“Eep eep eep!”

Three-score ferrets ran rgpidly through the gate, dl crying with joy that they had found me again.

“What is this?” Honest Emir’s bely shook as he laughed. “So you are new to town and you just
happen to be traveing with an army of ferretsd Now who is fooling who?’

| opened my mouth to speak, but | was not quite sure what to say. Once again we seemed to be
having problems communicating. It must have something to do with living in a large city. Perhaps words
common in the countryside took on an entirdy different meaning among the urban throngs.

| decided the best thing to do was to be as truthful as possible,

“Indeed,” 1 began in a low voice. “We are not your ordinary travelers. We are here to rescue
Vushtal”

“Ah hah!” Emir cried. “I thought as much! Wait amoment! Rescue Vushta from what?”

I wished Emir wouldn’t tak so loudly. Others in the street were beginning to stare. Of course, the
large number of ferrets around us seemed to be drawing some attention as well. | began to wonder how
long we could keep our misson a secret.

“From the Netherhdlgl” | whispered.

“Oh,” Emir replied, atinge of disgppointment in his voice. “You’'re evangdids, then. I'm afrad it’'s
usdless. Vughta has been going to the Netherhdlls for yeard”

“No! You don’'t understand! Vushta has been taken captive by the Netherhdlgl”

Emir looked & me asif | had told him the sun dways rises a midnight. “No, it couldn’t be. Are you
dill kidding me? Vushtaiis so full of jokers. Captured by the Netherhells?” He glanced doft at the gloom
that reached to the upper recesses of the cave. “Wdl, come to think of it, it has been alittle dark around



here lately.”

“Doom!” Hendrek interjected. “You mean you faled to see that Vushta has been taken over by
demons?’

“Wdl,” Emir said defensvey, “what’s so odd about that? A lot of stranger things take place in Vushta
evay day, let metdl you!”

“Doom,” Hendrek repeated.

“Indeed,” | remarked. Rescuing Vusdhta might be more difficult than | had thought. Perhaps it would
be best to contact some of the local wizardry. “Do you think you might be able to take us to someone in
charge?’

“Oh, you want to go to the Inner City!” Emir exclamed, brightening perceptibly. “Ah hah! | thought
you brought those ferrets for a reason! You can tdl me. You're redly a new forbidden ddight, traveing

incognito!”

Nore stepped forward before | could deny Emir's accusation. “Our misson is of the utmost
secrecy!” she sad. “Wewill reved it to you,” she added in a whisper, “when we reach our destination.”

“Ah hahl” Emir rubbed his hands together glesfully. “ So, when you reach your destination, dl will be”’
— he paused meaningfully— “reveded?”’

“Indeed,” | said a bit doubtfully.

“Oh, permit me to be your guidel” Emir ingsted. “No, no! | will not accept any gold for my serviced! |
congder it an honor to be able to lead you to your’— he paused meaningfully again—"revelaion!”

“So why do we tarry?” Norel demanded.
“Speak and | shdl obey!” Emir responded. “All of you! Follow me to the Inner City!”

And so we began our wak through the streets of Vushta. And what streets they were! | had thought |
hed seen colors before, but other fabrics and paints and building stones, even people themsaves, dl were
but pale imitations of the true colors of Vushta. | had thought | had heard sounds before, but no music
hed ever sounded so sweset as that we heard in passng from open windows high above and no laughter
ever sounded so inviting as that which drifted from side streets as we walked.

The dtreets themselves were narrow and crowded for the most part, full of little gdls with people
Hling everything imaginable, and some things beyond imagining. Not so different, | supposed, from the
never-ending Netherhdls mdl, except that the spirit here was the complete opposite. Back in the
Netherhells, you were somehow impelled by usdless music to buy usdess things for usdess places. Here,
though, it was different. If you spent your money in Vushta, you were buying lifel

And there were women here, aso! | had thought | had seen women before, but—wael, in this even
my powers of description fal me!

My companions had fdlen slent as we walked. The othersin our party seemed as overwhelmed as I.
Only the Dedler of Death was congtantly on the move, jogging from one sde of our little group to the
other, looking high and low, his every muscle dert—ready, | imagined, for any sudden danger that might
confront us.



The Dedler moved with the grace of a panther up to the front of the line. Emir looked at him curioudly.
“Pardon me” he said mildly, “but might | ask you a question?’

“Of coursel” Emir enthused. “I will be glad to be of any service whatsoever! One hand washes the
other, if you catch my”— he paused sgnificantly—"meaning.”

“Oh.” The Deder flexed his massve shoulders. “I was wondering—er—if you might know the
whereabouts of any—um—wild pigs?’

“Wild pigs?” Emir appeared to be getting truly excited. “Both ferrets and wild pigs? This is much
better than | ever imagined!” The portly man winked in the Deder’ s direction. “You can find anything in
Vushtaif you look long enough. But why am | tdling you this?” He paused meeningfully. “You should be
the one tdling me!”

“Doom!”

We stopped in our tracks at Hendrek’s cry. The vast warrior’s am shook as he pointed with his
cursed warclub to a 9gn directly ahead.

The place before us looked asif it had been dropped here from somewhere else, certainly someplace
other than Vushta. Instead of the customary Vushtan building materids of bright stone or brick, this
dructure was made of something dark and shiny, some meta perhaps. Instead of having an open front
likedl the other gdlsin the Street, this building was enclosed, with a large, brightly lit window to entice
you within. | thought

| heard faint but compdling music emandting from somewhere nearby.

“So now do you believe our story?” Norel demanded of Emiir.

The portly man stared dumbly at the large Sgn before us, carved in |etters three feet high:
SLIME-O-RAMA! Home of the Famous Sime Burger!

“l know this dl fits in somehow.” Emir frowned. “Ferrets and wild pigs and Sime Burgers? | had
noticed this new group of establishments gppearing dl over town. Good heavens We have been invaded
by the Netherhdllg!”

“At last!” Snarks sghed. “I should have redized that this whole thing was going to be more difficult
then | thought. | forgot that, when we went to rescue Vushta, we would be forced to ded with humand”

Emir shrugged. “Widl, it's a naurd midake. | mean, so we've been captured by the Netherhdld
There’s so much going on in Vushta, who would notice the difference?’

“Indeed,” 1 replied. “ So now will you get us to the Inner City with al speed?’

“With dl speed!” Emir declared. Before he turned to lead us on, he added, a twinge of
disgppointment in his voice: “Does this mean you' re redlly not a forbidden ddight?’

“I"'méfrad not,” | admitted.

“Have you thought about going into that line of work?’ Emir asked hopefully. “Let me tdl you, you
have dl the ingredients for a red success!”



“We don’t have time for that now!” Nora exclamed. “We mug rescue Vushtal”

“Oh, yes” Emir turned with some redluctance. “Rescuing Vushtas Wl | suppose, if it has to be
done.”

He led us on through the teeming streets.

“Hold!” the Dedler of Degth cried a moment later.

“| hear something ahead!”

We paused, but dl | could hear were the noises of the ongoing bazaar surrounding us.
“It isdill some distance away.” The Deder flexed his ears. “Let us move cautioudy.”

Norel glanced a me quedtioningly. | nodded to her and told the Deder to take the lead. His
assass nation-trained senses might mean the difference between success and capture by the forces of the
Netherhdlls.

As we moved, | began to hear the noises, too. It was a low sound at fird, as if some great beast
rumbled benegth the earth. But we were dready beneath the earth! What other horrors might there be
even farther underground?

But there was another noise as wel, some magicdly amplified voice cdling out and an entire crowd of
voices responding. | wondered if we should avoid this Stuation dtogether and ask Emir if there was a
somewhat more circuitous route into the Inner City. Still, we owed it to oursalves to check the origins of
this commoation. Who knew? Perhaps it was created by the very leaders of Vushtal sought!

We turned a corner in the winding street and the sound became suddenly clearer. | could now make
out every word the amplified voice was saying:

We can do just what we please, For humanswill be on their knees!
And the crowd replied: “Guxx! Guxx! Guxx! Guxx!”
“Doom,” Hendrek intoned. “We have found Guxx Unfufadoo.”

Apparently we had. | urged the other members of our group to caution. While we had located Guxx, |
did not yet wish Guxx to locate us.

We moved quickly but quietly through the crowd, which rgpidly shifted from being dmost dl human to
amog dl demon. Some of the sckly-looking fiends were carrying sgns. A dhll ran through my entire
being as | read one of the placards:

GUXX UNFUFADOO FOR SUPREME DICTATOR OF THE WORLD!

We had gpparently sumbled upon some sort of palitica raly. All the other placards the demons
carried seemed to be in much the same vein, dthough some of them said smpler things like “Guxx is the
Greatest!” and “Let Guxx Dictate!”

“Brax!” | whispered. “Snarks! Do you know anything about this?”

Brax whigtled from behind his cigar. “I knew Guxx was a marketing genius, but thisis the big time. He
captures the most important city from the surface, he's about to rule the surface world as well, and he



uses that one-two punch to corner the highest eected office in dl the Netherhdlsl What master
planning!” An involuntary shiver coursed through the demon’ sframe. “Thank vileness he never sold used

wegpong!”
“Oh, no,” Snarks moaned, close to my side. “Thisis worse than | thought.”

He pointed ahead of us, across the crowd. There, on a raised platform, stood Guxx Unfufadoo in his
full ugliness, clothed in a robe of muddy brown, black, gray, and livid purple.

“What is he wearing?’ | whispered.
“Oh,” Snarks sad dismissvely. “Those are just the Netherhdlls colors. | mean that thing behind him!”

| looked beyond Guxx and his platform to a huge, shining structure made of some gray metd. The
low, rumbling sound was louder here. It seemed to originate from the Structure.

“What isit?’ | asked urgently.
“Itisadimeworks” Snarks replied grimly.
“A dimeworks?’ | swalowed dthough my mouth was dry. “What do they do in a dimeworks?’

“You do not wish to know,” Snarks said even more grimly than before. “Only now do | redize how
serious Guxx redly is. If we do not act quickly, the surface world is doomed to a future filled with Sime
Burgerd”

There was a commotion on the stage. Some of Guxx Unfufadoo’s followers had clambered up to be
closer to ther hero. Guxx had repidly retreated and had to be coaxed back to the front of the stage by
his aides, who said things like “Don’t worry, it isn't her,” and “There ign't an old lady within miles of
herel” in extremely soothing tones.

Guxx stepped to the edge of the stage again and amiled, the very picture of demonic confidence. He
began to speak again.

Now itismy honor and the time To dedicate this edifice to dimel
The demonic audience cheered mightily and waved their placards.

“See what | mean?’ Snarks complained. “Oh, why did | let Ebenezum tadk me into this? Beng
banished from the surface world is better than the dime works. Maybe | could have learned to like living
inthe upper ar!”

“You should be ashamed of yoursdf!” Brax rejoined. “And you cal yoursdf a demon! Giving up so
eedly when there is s'o much to regain! Don’'t you remember the Netherhdls of yesterday, where a
demon was a demon and a dimepit was a pit of dime? Remember going out on vacation to laugh and
make fun of the doomed souls? Remember taking your first drink of hot magma and redly burning the
roof of your mouth? Remember how, the fird time you ate Sweet Demon Pie, you got too many
brambles in your mouth and they hooked your lips together? Oh, | know, such memories of yesterday
are sweet! But the Netherhells can be like that again! They can be a place where a demon was proud to
be a used wegpons deder!”

Brax paused, overcome with emotion. “1 think it istime for another inspirationa cheer.”



| know a place, and it sureis swell, The hat, foul, and dirty Netherhdldl
He wiped away atear. “The Netherhdlls forever!”
“Wait!” The Deder of Death spoke urgently. “Thereis something esl”

Agan we paused and listened. Perhaps, | hoped wildly, this might be whatever the mighty Guxx was
S0 afraid of. But again | heard nothing but the noises immediatdy around me: the chanting of the crowd;
the paliticad rhymes of Guxx Unfufadoo; the degp rumble of the dimeworks.

“Itisbehind ud” the Deder said.
| heard it then. It was the sound of marching feet, and three voices, cdling as one
“We come to collect!”

| had forgotten dl about the Dread Collectorsl What a time for them to catch up to us, with our
quarry dmaost within our grasp! Whatever we did, we could not let them catch ud

“Doom,” Hendrek intoned, echoing my sentiments. “What do we do now?’

“Thereisonly one way to go,” the Deder of Death remarked. “Toward our quarry.” And with that he
began to run full speed toward the dimeworks.

“He'sright!” Norel agreed.

“Doom!” Hendrek chimed in.

“Revitdizaion!” Zzzzz rejoined.

“The Netherhells forever!” Brax exclaimed.

“Eep! Eep eep! Eep eep eep!” the ferrets chorused.

“Oh, why am | doing this?’ Snarks yelped.

“Excuse mg, but | have pressng business dsewhere,” Emir muttered.

All but Emir began to run through the demonic crowd. What ese could | do but join them?

FIFTEEN

There is the truth, and there are lies, and there is nothing on Earth or in the Netherhells that
does not fall under one of these two headings, with the exception of politics.

—from The Teachings of Ebenezum, Volume LXXXVIII
| drew my sword as| ran.

“Not again!” Cuthbert wailed. “Oh! Watch out! There are demons everywherel”

“Wewill collect you for Guxx!” The Collectors’ voices reverberated above the crowd. They seemed
much closer than before. The demons were milling around in confusion. | pushed a placard roughly out of
the way and muscled my way through the crowd with dl speed. | couldn’t let the Collectors get me!

“Wewill catch you with our claws!” the Dread Collectors said in unison.



“Oh, no!” Cuthbert moaned. “Not them! Not more ichor!”

A gaggle of demons, surprised by the talking sword, leaped out of the way. | found my peth clear for
adozen paces. Perhaps Cuthbert had his uses after dl.

“Ligen,” the sword said in a more confidentid tone. “Have you ever thought of other ways | might be
employed? | have many fine uses besides fighting, you know. Not only am | good a magicd
communication over great distances and glowing in the dark, but | am excdllent a cutting cheesel”

| booted aside a amdl green demon who had had the misfortune to wander in my path, then svung my
sword above my head as with as much menace as possible. Another dozen demons scattered before me,

“Yes” Cuthbert continued, “1’mactudly capable of over one hundred and one common household
uses, but does anyone ever think of me that way? No, sr! It’s dways Cuthbert, dash this, Cuthbert,
hack that!”

A loud voice boomed over the crowd:
Who are these interlopers who toward me plow? Stop them, my followerd Stop them now!
So Guxx had noticed us at last.

“Soit’ sthe redly big demon!” the Deder of Degth cried. “1 lost you when we fdl into the Netherhelld
Now, though, | get another try!”

The Deder glanced & me, dl boyish enthusasm. “I know that demons squish, but |’ ve never been
able to strangle aredly big one! Who needs awild pig? Maybe this rhyming fdlow can sguish enough to
be redly stidying!” He turned and ran for Guxx’s platform, clearing dumps of demons with every
bound.

Guxx screamed again to hisfollowers
We are many! Together we stand!
We mud drive these invaders from our land!

“Doom!” Hendrek siwung his enchanted warclub before him, digpensing with a dozen demons a every
blow. Those too fast for the warrior’s club ran in any direction they could save for the one in which we
were going. The path between us and the platform was clearing rapidly.

| detected a note of panic in Guxx’ s next rhyme:
Oh, supporters, | am on my knees! Protect your dictator elect! Please?

“Quickly now!” Norel cdled to the rest of our little band. “We have them on the run! Now the attack
truly begind” Her hands flew through a hdf dozen quick conjures. Smdl buckets of water appeared
above what few demons 4ill barred our way. Two dozen wet demons screamed and fled. There was no
one between Guxx and our force now. Nathing could stop us

“Have no fear!” three voices cdled from much too close. “We will collect them dl!”

“Can’'t you humans move?’ Snarks screamed in terror. “They’re ganing on ud” He ran past me,
followed closdly by Brax and Zzzzz. | never knew demons could move so fast.



“Thisisthe one who escaped!” three voices shouted ssemingly in my ear. “We will collect him now!
Wewill give im to Guxx!”

No! | was too close to fal now! | would confront their leader with Ebenezum’s spell! Then | would
be safe from the Dread Collectors forever!

But there were other complications as well. The demonic hordes had become aware of the Collectors
" presence and had paused in their flight. It was only a matter of seconds before they turned around and
joined the attack.

| reached the steps that led up to the platform. The Deder had dready dimbed to the top and
Hendrek was in close pursuit. Our demon dlies ringed the bottom of the stairs, each holding whatever
weapon they had managed to find. Snarks dill carried the meta pole he had found in the decimated shop
and Zzzzz had grabbed hold of a sharp-edged placard. Brax had redrawn his dagger, while in the other
hand he hdd his lit cigar. | knew they would hold off our enemies for as long as they could. If Guxx
Unfufadoo were triumphant this day, it meant the end of ther way of life

The three demons were, of course, surrounded by an amy of bright-eyed ferrets.
“Oh, no!” Cuthbert shrieked. “We'rein for it now!”

With a blood-curdling ydl, the demonic hordes ran toward us, the Dread Collectors at their front, dl
claws and fangs and fury, moving with unbdievable speed.

“Wewill collect!” the mongters bellowed.
| glanced a Nore, dill by my side. If we were going to die, at least we would die together!

“To the plaform!” we cried as one and quickly ran up the stairs. | held Cuthbert doft, ready for any
attack from above. With my free hand, | fished within my shirt for the piece of parchment that held the
el that was the key to our defeat of Guxx Unfufadoo.

All | found were pieces of hat. | cursed my luck. It must have fdlen in with the remains of my earlier
aborted attempts a magic. Unless—oh, of course! How foolish of me! This shirt had a pocket.

Norel and | reached the top of the plaiform to see Guxx Unfufadoo and the Dedler of Degath but afew
paces apart. The Dealer would take a step forward and Guxx would take a step back. This drama would
not last long. The large demon was very close to the platform’s edge.

Guxx shouted as he backed away.
| have ripped the heart from many of man When | have fought them hand to hand!

“Then why do you run?’ The Dedler amiled. “You have nothing to fear from me, or so you say. After
dl, I only want to fed how your neck squishes”

“Doom!” Hendrek cdled. “Be careful! His strength grows with every rhyme he makes!”

Of course! That mug be the fiend's foul strategy! He would keep the Deder a bay until he had
rhymed so much that he was practicaly unstoppable!

“Hold, Deder!” Norel shouted from where she stood by my sde. “Wuntvor has a spdl from
Ebenezum, guaranteed to keep Guxx a bay!”



| nodded grimly and walked across the platform until | stood by the Dedler’ s side, Cuthbert the sword
dill inmy right hand, ready for any treachery on the part of Guxx.

“You don’t scare me with your talk of spdld” Guxx retorted. “For | will send you draightto . ..” The
demon paused and shook his foul head. “No. That doesn’t work. You're dready there! Let’s try this
one You don’t scare me with your sorcery, for | can stop you with my force—er—tha one ian't very
good either, isit?

“Don’t worry!” Snarks ydled encouragingly. “He’' s nothing without his speech writersl”

We had Guxx now! Without his rhymes, he could not increase his strength and the Deder could
defeat im eadlly. | reached into my pocket in triumph, ready to ded the find blow to this would-be
demonic dictator.

But my pocket was empty.
Where was the parchment?

| had a sudden, clear vison of agmdl red card and another smal, white piece of parchment fluttering
to the ground in a dungeon many miles away. A troll had picked up the card. | knew now what had been
on the piece of paper.

“Wait! I’ve got it!” Guxx Unfufadoo cleared his demonic throat.
Y ou don’t scare me with your magic And now your end will be very tragic!
Guxx grinned in triumph.

“Let me take him!” the Dedler growled. He leaped forward, but Guxx pushed him back with a flick of
demonic claws. The demon had become too powerful!

“Wuntvor!” Norel said. “Your Soel?’

Sill holding my sword doft as inadequate protection agang the advancing demon, | glanced a my
beloved. How could | tdl her thet | had lost the only spell that would save us?

“Oh, no!” Cuthbert moaned. “Can’t we tak this over?’
Guxx Unfufadoo smiled as he bore down upon me.
“Now I'll defeat you! The Netherhells knows, for with every rhyme my great srength—ferrets?”’

Y es, once again my amy of ferrets had come to the rescue! With a great chorus of eeps, they lesped
upon the advancing demon.

“Norei!” | cried. “The spel is goneg!”

“Watch out!” Snarks called from below. “The Collectors!”
“Doom!” Hendrek remarked.

“Revitdize everything!” Zzzzz added.

“What can we do?’ Nora shouted.



The Dread Collectors’ attack had forced our demonic dlies to retreat to the platform. Now the
Collectors were dimhbing the stairs with amazing speed.

“There’ sonly one thing to do!” Cuthbert screamed. “Run!”

For once, Cuthbert was right.

“But where can we go!?” Norei asked.

Guxx had shaken off the ferrets as a dog might shake off rainwater. He stepped toward us again.
“Wewill collect you now.” The Collectors were amost to the top of the sairs.

The platiform was far too high. If we jumped, it would be to our deaths.

| looked around rapidly and saw a slver door at the rear of the platform that apparently led into the
building beyond.

“We must go through therel” | pointed. “Into the dimeworks!”

“Doom!” Hendrek said as he followed usin.

SIXTEEN

Ebenezum: There are a number of ways of dealing with extreme stress. For example, when all
about you is going wrong and it looks as if you might not survive your current circumstances,
it is often helpful to think of a pleasant thought.

Interviewer: Do you mean, for example, how good it will feel to strangle, pummel, and utterly
destroy my enemy?

Ebenezum: Well, no, you do not quite have the spirit of it. Think rather of a flower, or rather, a
group of flowers. Picture bright yellow daisies, perhaps, or stately red roses, full and fragrant.
And now that you have this thought in your mind, think how lovely those flowers will look on
the grave of your enemy once he has been strangled, pummeled, and utterly destroyed. It is
only in this way that the besieged wizard may find inner peace.

—from Conversations with Ebenezum;
A Series of Dialogues with the Greatest Wizard in the Western Kingdoms, fourth edition
“My mother didn’t raise me to go into a dimeworks,” Snarks said behind me.

“Quiet!” | demanded. “We have to keep our wits about ud It is the only way we can escape!”

| led the others quickly through the dimly lit corridor we had found at the other Sde of the door. There
was bardy enough light to see. Still, | was rdluctant to use Cuthbert’s glowing ability. After dl, | could
think of no better beacon than a shining sword to guide our enemiesto us.

| have mentioned that | heard alow rumble as | approached this great gleaming building. Now that we
were within the structure, | no longer so much heard the rumbling as fdt it beneath my feet with every
gep | took. | thought about asking Snarks about the nature of the noise, but was afrad of the answer |
would get.

| ill held Cuthbert before me, in case of another demonic attack. Norei was immediatdy to my rear,
then Hendrek and the Dedler, followed by our three demonic cohorts. | thought | dso heard another



noise beneath the rumbling, like dozens of tiny feet scrambling againg metd. So perhaps some of my
ferrets were with us as wdl! It was astonishing how quickly | had become attached to the little creatures.
But then again, in a certain way, | was responsible for every sngle one of them!

“Ouch!” Cuthbert cried. “Watch it there!”
| seemed to have bumped my sword againg a door.
“Hold!” | said quigtly to those behind me. | pushed at the door. It svung away eeslly.

“We are going through,” | told the others. “Keep together and keep quiet. There’s no tdling what's
out there!”

“I know what’s out—" Snarks began.

“Quiet!” | repeated. “Therewill be time enough for talk once we get out of this place!” And | stepped
through a door onto another platform.

Voices drifted up to me from far below.
“And thisis where we make our specid sauce!”

| looked down. The platform we had stepped out on overlooked a huge room filled with enormous
vas. All the vats appeared to be filled with liquid, gray and bubbling. In one corner of the room stood a
group of demons gazing in wonder a the process before them. It was from this group that the voices
drifted.

“We here & Sime-O-Rama are very proud of our sauces!” said a demon who faced dl the others.
“Our specid sauce has made Sime Burgers what they are today!”

The huge gray vats continued to bubble and belch. As long as we kept our voices low, for the
moment we were safe from detection.

“What’sgoing on?’ Norel whispered.

“It's a guided tour of the new dimeworks” Snarks interjected. “It’s part of something they cal the
Sime-O-Rama Outreach Program. When | was in schoal, they used to bring us to a dimeworks every
year.” Snarks shivered. “| dill remember ther dogan: ‘Heping hands through dime!” “

“Then you know the design of such a building?’ | asked, the excitement causng me to speak more
loudly than | should. | glanced nervoudy down at the demons in the other corner of the room, but they
dill seemed busly involved in a discusson of the vatting process. | continued in a whisper:

“You can tdl us what everything is And you can find us away out of herel”

“Unfortunately,” Snarks replied, “I know everything that goes on within these wals far too well. ‘We
are now in the bailing room, where the liguid dime is boiled down to its proper gooey, stick-to-the ribs
qudity that Sime Burger loversloveto eat!’ | can repeat every word they’ re saying down therel”

“Yes,” Norel urged, “but can you find away out of here?’

Snarks conddered her question. “The fact that they are conducting guided tours gives us a dight
chance. Perhaps we can diguise ourselves as tourists and get past the guards. If that doesn’t work, there
'sonly one way we're getting out of herel”



“And how isthat?’ | prompted.
Snarks pointed down & the vats. “Asdime”
“Doom,” Hendrek said. “We leave as dime?’

Snarks nodded his small, green head. “That’ sthe thing about dime. No maiter what you put into it —
mud, demons, humans—it ill comes out dime”

“Doom,” Hendrek repeated.

But | could not believe we did not have a chance. There had to be other ways to escape, and ways to
get a Guxx as wdl, if only we could think of them. My master had said that | was gifted with luck. If |
ever needed that gift, it was now!

| turned to my beloved. “Norel. Misfortune has caused me to lose the el that would have enabled
usto capture one of Guxx’ s nose hairs. But you are a full-fledged witch. Surdy you know some spel we
(H,] m”

“Oh, dear,” she replied, frowning. “That may be something of a problem. We lived on a fam, you
know. | can perform a greeat deal of household magic, and I know more than a few crop spdls, plus a
few gpecidized things | memorized before | Ieft home to meet you. But I’ mafraid, throughout my megicd
training, as much as | would like to tdl you otherwise, | have had very little dedling with nose hair.”

Oh, how | hated to see my beloved frown so! “Do not worry!” | said. * “Tis only my desperation that
made me ask such athing of you! We will just have to find some other means to succeed.”

Nore looked thoughtful. “Still, Wuntvor, | may be able to come up with something.”

There was a substantid commotion behind us. | hoped for one mad indant thet it was only the ferrets.
But | knew, as | heard their cheerful egps dl around, that it had to be something far worse.

Four words reverberated down the meta corridor through which we had escaped.
“We come to collect!”

“Thisis getting a little tiresome,” Snarks commented. “Couldn’t those guys come up with something
ds=?’

“Maybe we can sl them some new materid,” Brax suggested. “I think it may betime | got out of the
used weapons business”

“I think it may be time we got out of the Netherhdlls dtogether,” Snarks replied.
A st of Collector claws sheared through the door behind us.

“Thereis one consolation,” the Dedler of Degth remarked softly. “I will have a second opportunity to
find if these creatures have necks.” He amiled grimly. “Or | shdl die trying.”

“We come to destroy!” the Collectors cried as one.

“Now see” Snarks mused. “They used a new word. That at least shows a little origindity. Maybe
these mongters don’t have to be totaly boring after dl.”



“We come to mam!” the Collectors screamed. “To torture! To kill!” Claws shredded what little was
left of the door and the entranceway around it.

“You know,” Snarks said, “I think an awful lot of thisis done just for effect.”
“We've got to get out of herel” Cuthbert ingsted. And again the sword was right.

There was a s&t of narrow sairs that wound down between the vats. | raised Cuthbert in the air and
ydled for the others to fallow me.

| walked quickly but carefully down the stone stairs. Every third step seemed to hold a puddle of
dime and it would do no good to dip and fdl now. We needed dl our wits about us if we were to have
any chance of success.

A ralling began where the steps curled around one of the vats. | put my hand on it to give me sahility,
but pulled it away as soon as | touched its wet, gooey surface. | absently sniffed my fingers. It was dime
dl right.

| was reminded of the thick gray dudge between two pieces of bread | was offered as part of my
dungeon torment. Thisiswhat the demons were doing to Vushtal And they would bring Slime-O-Rama
to the surface world as wdl if we faled in our task. | had a clear, harrifying vison of Wizard's Woods,
where | was born and raised, entirdy covered by dime.

While | was dive, that would not happen!

| could no longer hear demonic voices on the floor below us. The tour must have moved on to the
next room. That meant one complication at least was out of the way. Now dl we had to do was lose the
Dread Collectors, somehow temporarily immohilize Guxx Un-fufadoo long enough to prune a nose hair,
and escape back to the surface world without being caught. | swalowed again, though | did not
remember having any sdivain my mouth snce | had entered the Netherhells. We would have to face
each of our problems as we came to them.

The gloom was far deeper between the vats. | asked Cuthbert to give me a little light. The sword
obliged with hardly any comment. | pointed it down to guide me to the floor.

“Glurph!” the sword exclamed.

In Cuthbert’ slight, | could see | had reached the bottom of the steps, except that, instead of dry floor
beneath me, there was a layer of dime.

I lifted Cuthbert’s point out of the gray muck.
“| thought there was nothing worse than ichor!” the sword wailed. “I was wrong!”

How deep was the dime? Could we dill walk out of here or would we have to svim? There was only
one way to find out. | planted my feet on the last step above the liquid.

“Have you no compassion?’ Cuthbert protested as | immersed it once againin dime,
The sword submerged only hdfway before | hit something solid.

“Quickly!” | cdled to the others. “There’salayer of dime on the floor that will dow us down. Get off
the dairs as fagt as you canl”



With that, | jumped to the ground. My feet oozed downwardsin dime. And | heard an dl-too-familiar
voice from the platform above.

Get them, Collectors, for they are ming Don't let them escape through the dime!
“Wewill collect for Guxx!” the Collectors screamed as they rushed down the steps.

The other members of my band splashed down around me. | walked on as best as | could, intent on
getting as far away from the Collectors as possible. It was rather like walking through soup, except that
the amd| that rose about us made me think that perhaps the soup was a few days too old. | had to be
caeful to plant my feet firmly every time | took a step, or | might dip entirdy below the gray muck.

“Doo—oof!” Othersinmy party seemed to be having Smilar problems. Hendrek picked himsdf back
up, his body now half-covered with dime.

“Snarkd” | cdled. “Come up here with me. Which is the best way to go?’ Even as | spoke, though, |
was gill moving. | saw alarge archway ahead filled with light. Noise seemed to come from there as well.
Until Snarks told me otherwise, | decided that arch was our destination. Whatever lay beyond had to be
better than dime.

| risked a look above us. Guxx dill watched from his vantage point atop the platform, but the
Collectors, with their horrible speed, were dready over hdfway down the dairs. | did my best to
redouble my pace.

Snarks was saying something as he swvam up to meet me, but it was logt in the growing noise that
emanated from the archway ahead. | could make out some sort of voices; chanting perhaps, or periodic
ydls or cheers. It was hard to tdl more than that because of the other noise that came from there as well,
a steady roaring sound that grew louder with every step, underlaid with a rhythmic crunching noise. There
was an odd familiarity about that crunching, until | redized that its rhythms were the same as the rumbling
sound | had heard even before we had entered this building. We would findly get to see wha would
make such a colossal noise.

Something pulled a my deeve. | turned to see Snarks looking more frightened than he had ever
before.

“No!” The truth-teling demon shrieked over the noise. “We don’t want to go in there.”

| tried to explain that we had to. The Collectors were dmost on top of us. If we turned around, they
would catch usfor sure.

“No, you don’t understand!” Snarks ingsted. “We don’t dare go in there! That’ sthe grinding room.”

The grinding room? | stopped my forward flight and paused to ligen more carefully to the sounds
coming from the room ahead. Perhaps those voices weren’t chanting, or even ydling. In fact, the closer |
got to it, the more it sounded like screaming.

“We collect you now!” | spun about to see dl three Dread Collectors reaching the foot of the dairs.
What could we do? There was no place for usto go!

And then the Collectors legped into the dime.

“Get out of their way!” Norel ydled asthey did toward us. My beloved had spotted their weakness!
In their eagerness to collect us, the mongters had entered the dime at full speed. Now there was no way



for them to stop.

| pulled Snarks up close againg one of the vats. The three Coallectors sped past us, dl diding
uncontrollably on the dime.

“We have gone too far!” dl three cried as they did beyond us into the grinding room.

It was then that | redly heard the screams. | wondered if it were the Dread Collectors making the
noise, or other things in that grinding room that were waiting to be ground. Whatever it was, | had no
wigh to invedtigate it further. With the Collectors out of our way, perhaps there was some way we could
overpower Guxx.

“Tumn around!” | called to the others. “Back up the gaird”

The rest of my party eagerly complied.

“Deder!” | shouted. “Hendrek! We mugt detain Guxx!”

“My pleasure,” the Dedler responded, legping up the dtairs four a atime,

“Doom,” Hendrek remarked as he rgpidly lumbered behind.

Guxx raged overhead:

You try to capture me, you dunces! Well, 1’ll no longer pull my punches!

“Dunces and punches?” Snarks cdled from by my side. “Do you cdl that a rhyme?’
Guxx growled, even more furious than before.

“Now you question my rhyming taent!

“Wel, | will throw you off this planet—er—no, | know that one doesn’t work ether. See here, you’
ve got me upset. | can never rhyme properly when I’'m upset.” The fearsome demon leader pointed at
Snarks. “1 know who you are! | knew there was a reason we banished you. Just wat aminute while | get
my srength back. Let’ssee...”

Now you question my rhyming skill. Well, | know someone | can—urracht!

The Dedler had lauched himsdf sraight for Guxx Un-fufadoo’s neck. Guxx dill had enough strength
to at least partidly break away and draw aragged breath. The two of them rolled about on the platform
above us.

“Quickly!” | sad to the others. “We mug join them as wdl!”

“Waetch your step!” Cuthbert caled as | hurried up the airs. “Say, | tdl you what. How about | keep
gving you this nice, modulated light, and we can watch the others beat up that big demon thing? Doesn’t
thet sound like a good idea?’

| did not bother to answer. Instead, | caled to Norel, who had aready dimbed hdfway up the Sairs.

“Have you thought of any spdlls?’

“I'll come up with something!” she called back. “I only have to think what demons and farming have in



common!”
The commotion became even louder above us.

“Now | haveit! I’ve broken fred” Guxx screamed overhead. “Now we'll see who the winner will—
urk!”

The demon leader had temporarily bested the Dedler of Death, but he had forgotten completely about
Hendrek, who had managed to connect with a vicious blow of the doomed club Headbasher.

“Who? What?" Guxx queried, temporarily under the dread Headbasher’s fearsome spell. “Oh, that’s
right. I'm Guxx Unfufadoo, soon to be the Supreme Ruler of Everything!” His senses once again about
him, the demon deflected a second blow with a well-placed set of claws.

Norel was on the plaiform now. Her hands flew as she uttered a quick spell. A cloud appeared
immediatdy above Guxx and dmogt asimmediady let loose with a torrent of water.

Guxx glared at her, somewhat dampened but otherwise unfazed.

You try to stop the mighty Guxx with water. But from my task | shdl not falter!

| reached the platform then, with Snarks hot on my hedls.

“Grab him now!” Snarks cried. “He can’t possibly be gaining any strength with rhymes like thet!”

The Deder approached Guxx, more cautioudy this time, but with no eesing of his deadly purpose.
Perhaps, | thought, we redlly could subdue Guxx thistime!

And then three voices cdled from down below:
“We are back from the grinding room!”

Oh, no! The Dread Collectors had somehow survived. Even now | could hear them coming up the
dairs.

Guxx laughed evilly.
“Now we will kill you dl'” he shouted and launched into another rhyme:

Whileit may not yet be June, Y ou will never see the moon, For it is your death | croon, And we will
egt you with a spoon!

The Deder of Death attacked Guxx then, but it was dready too late. The demon leader pushed the
Deder asde with aflick of his claws. He laughed again.

“We have you now!” he ydled. “The old rhyme schemes are aways the bext!”

So we would die now. There appeared to be no other choice. | turned to the edge of the stairway. |
would face the rapidly dimbing Collectors, sword in hand. Perhaps | could &t least wound one before my
demise.

“What are you doing?’ my sword shrieked.
| cdmly outlined my death plan.



“But couldn’t you do something else?” Cuthbert begged.

And then | redlized, of course | could! Cuthbert was not my only weapon. And this time | ill had
Wonk, the horn of persuasion, tied to my belt!

I quickly undid the sack as the Collectors reached the platform’ s edge.
“We collect you no—" they began.
I put Wonk to my lips and blew.

The Collectors froze in their tracks. | moved toward them, ill blowing relentlesdy. The mongers
looked about wildly, seeking some means of escape. But | had stepped around them and now stood
between them and the sairs.

The three Dread Collectors looked at each other for a angle indant, then jumped as one off the
platform.

“We are dime” they screamed in unison. And they plunged into the vats below.

| looked to those of us remaining on the platform.

Everyone, Guxx included, was cowering where they stood, ears covered.

Norel came over and leaned heavily againg me. She looked deep into my eyes.

“Wuntvor?’ she whispered. “Could you do one thing for me?’

“Anything, my beloved!” | replied.

She amiled swestly. “Unless you absolutely have to, promise me you' Il never blow that thing again.”
“Indeed,” | agreed. “Let us seeif we can get what we need from Guxx!”

“Thank the Netherhdlls you stopped!” Snarks moaned. “Another moment of that noise and | would
have opted for dime as wdl!”

“Come” | sad. “We mus take Guxx now!”

SEVENTEEN

Wizards should not go seeking revenge, killing, or death in general. After all, revenge, killing,
and death in general have a way of showing up whether you are looking for them or not.

—from The Teachings of Ebenezum,
Volume |

Guxx Unfufadoo staggered to hisfeet as we approached. He shook his head and frowned with pain.
All his fangs showed when he grimaced. His voice shook as he spoke.

Y ou think to beat me with the horn, But you shdl soon be tossed and—
| blew Wonk again, only a short blast thistime, but it was enough to drive Guxx to his knees.

“I thought | asked you not to do that again!” Norei cried from my Sde. She appeared to have fdlen to



her knees aswdl.

“Indeed,” | replied. “It could not be helped. If we can get a nose hair, | will never have to do it again.”
With my free hand, | drew forth Cuthbert.

“What do you want now?’ the sword shrieked.
“Don’tworry,” | said reassuringly. “Y ou won't have to kill anyone thistime”

“Oh, thank goodness!” the sword exdlamed, greatly rdieved. “There’s been too much happening
latey. My nerves are dl on edge!”

“Thiswill dl be over soon,” | assured the sword. “All we have to do is cut out a sngle one of this
demon’ snose hairs”

“You want me to go in there?’ Cuthbert screeched. “Ingde a demon’s nose? Have you no code of
honor?’

“Come on now!” | chided. “It won’t be so bad. A sngle snip and you' re done.”

“That’s easy for you to say!” the sword complained. “You don’t have to go into some strange
creature’ s orificel Heavens knows whereit’s been!”

| could see thiswas going to be more difficult than | had expected. And, redidicdly, Cuthbert had a
point. He was afarly broad sword and, as large as Guxx was, his nose wasn't redly huge. It would be a
delicate operation at best. There had to be a better way.

Guxx began to ir again.

“A dnglemove” | warned, “and you will hear the horn.”

“Don’t movel” everyone urged fervently. “Please don’t movel”

And then | had an idea.

“Norei,” | asked, “you say you are mogt familiar with household and farming spells?’
“Yes?“she replied.

“Then you could know some smple growth spdlls!”

“Of course” she answered. “Why?’

“Isit possible to gpply one of those spdlls to a sngle nose hair?’

“Oh!” She brightened as she caught my idea. “It would be smplicty itsdf!”

She made three amdl gestures, combined with a short string of magic phrases. Something black and
coarse poked its way from Guxx’ s nogtril.

“Thisisalittle disgugting,” Norei admitted.
“Hey,” Snarks retorted. “It’ sthe Netherhdls. What did you expect?”’

The hair continued to grow. | waited until a good foot of it was exposed to the open air.



“All right,” | said to Cuthbert. “Now we will cut.”

“If we have to,” the sword replied as | sat to work. “Ouch! Ooh! Hey boss, this just isn't going to
work!”

Cuthbert was right. No matter how | chopped or diced, it made no dent. Guxx Unfufadoo was a
virtudly indestructible demon. That meant that his nose hair was indestructible as wel!

“Y ou mean there’ sno way you can cut this?’ | said in darm.

“Sorry,” Cuthbert answered. “I may be magic, but I’'mnot perfect.”

A great shout came from deep within the corridor we had used to enter the dimeworks.
“Uh-oh,” Snarks said. “It sounds like reinforcementsl We have to get out of herel”
“Doom!” Hendrek added. “But what about the hair?”

I had to make a quick decison. “We have to keep the growing pdl going! Norei, can you reinforce
the spdl in any way? Cuthbert, we need to contact my magter!”

Guxx laughed from where he st.
Y ou will never cut my hair
And my reinforcments are admost—

Hisvoice died in histhroat as | pointed a& Wonk. | handed the horn to Norel. “It will work as wdl in
her hands,” | warned the demon. “We may not be able to get dl of your hair, but a least we'll take one
end!”

With that, 1 swung the sword about my head three times and the magic window opened. It once agan
showed the great hdl of the East Vushta academy and two wizards dressed in red.

“l can see you talking about theory while demons eat you!” Zimplitz said.

“l can see you with your smple, practicad spdls, totaly inadequate for deding with the Netherhdllgl”
Snorphosio retorted.

“Would you people be quiet!” | shouted.

Snorphosio peered through the window. “Oh, dear. Tis the apprentice. We're not dways like this,
you know. You see us at our worst. It’ sthe stress, I’ msure—"

“l don’t care what it id” | cried. | rapidly outlined our Stuation. “Is there some way to get us out of
here?’

“Certanly,” Zimplitz agreed. “A smple retrieva spdll.”
“Wdl,” Snorphosio added, “I don’t know how smple that would be. There are alot of variables...”

The noises from the halway were getting louder. They seemed to come from a great many very angry
demons.



“If it’ s not Smple enough to retrieve usright now,” | indsted, “I don’t think you’ Il see us again!”
“Wdl...” Snorphosio began.
“Put your hands together!” Zimplitz directed. “We'll get you out!”

The window disappeared as | placed Cuthbert back in its scabbard. | carefully wrapped a couple of
feet of nose har around my wrigt and told dl those going with me to join hands. Brax and Zzzzz both
politdy refused.

“If you can defeat Guxx,” Brax added, waving his cigar, “I can go back to my day job. Hendrek, 1'll
be seeing you soon about a payment!”

“Doom,” the warrior replied.

“l can’'t leave this place now!” Zzzzz responded. “You've given my life new meaning. Revitdization
forever!”

With that, the horde of angry demons burst into the room.

Would the magidan’s spell come too late? | hedd Nore'’s hand even tighter than before. Perhaps |
could say some find words before the end.

“Nord, I...” | began.

But the rest of my words were logt to the wind. A wind that seemed to spring from nowhere, that
surrounded us and lifted us doft, over the platform and vats, then out of the dimeworks. We seemed to
be moving a tremendous speed. | caught asngle glimpse of the pastel towers of Vushta, then another of
the garish colors of the Netherhells mdl, then we were plunged into darkness.

The wind ceased. We had returned to light. | blinked. We dl sat on the floor of the large hdl of the
wizards' extension school.

“Isthat a spdl” —Zimplitz beamed—"or is that a spdl?’

| looked about the room. Snorphosio stood by Zimplitz's side, dill looking skeptical. The wizards
were flanked by their sudents, plus a couple of newcomersin sorcerous gear.

“Where is Ebenezum?’ | asked.

“Heis on hisway,” Zimplitz replied. “You did arive rather suddenly, after dl. In the meantime, the
rest of us are ready. Do you have the nose hair?’

| proudly showed them the strand dill wrapped around my knuckles. The hair, apparently, had not
been broken by Zimplitz’s magic. Instead, it stretched out of the hdl into the foyer and, | imagined, far
beyond that.

“We were unable to cut it,” | explained.

Something nuzzled my knee. It was amdl and covered with dime.
“Eepl”

“Eep eep!”



“Eep eep eep!”

So Zimplitz' s spdll had rescued the ferrets aswel! Well, a least some of the ferrets. | had never had
time to pause and make an accurate count.

“Do you mean,” Snorphosio’s voice cut through my reverie, “that one end of this nose hair is dill
attached to Guxx Unfufadoo?’

| nodded. * * Twas the best we could do under the circumstances.”
“Men!” Snorphosio cried. “We must be more than ready! We will be attacked at any second!”

The earth began to shake. As dazed as my party was, we regained our feet. We dl redized that this
would be thefind battle.

The newly refinished floor of the Great Hall burst asunder. A mighty voice cried above the roar:
| can falow my hair wherever it grows. | will teach humans to pick my nose!
And Guxx appeared in our midgt, leading a demon horde!

Demons seemed to be everywherel | fdl back by the line of sudent wizards, dl budly conjuring,
thinking their protection would give me a moment to collect mysdf. But a greet purple and green demon
appeared from nowhere to sweep them from ther feet before they could complete asngle spell.

Grimly, | drew Cuthbert from its scabbard.

“Not agan!” it began.
“Quiel!” | indructed the sword. “If we lose this battle, you' Il be owned by demong!”

The purple and green creature turned to me. It was eesly twice my height. | barely ducked benesath its
sweeping claws.

“Watch out!” Cuthbert warned.

| had watched the thing's claws, but | had forgotten about its heavily barbed tal! It whistled through
the ar as it descended to crush my skull. Perhaps it was indinct, or perhaps it was the magic sword
actudly doing its job for a change, but Cuthbert met the tall asit fell and negtly diced it in two. The barbs
flaw away, missng me completely. Dark ichor sprayed from the wound. Cuthbert, to its credit, did
nothing but whimper.

The huge creature cried in rage and pain, and spun to attack me again. But a dozen smdl,
dime-covered shapes streaked between us, ataching themsdves to various parts of the demon’s
anatomy. The mongter screamed as it fell, thrashing about in avain atempt to rid itsdf of ferrets.

My smdl charges had once again given me a moment to think. If only | had Wonk to hand, | could
rout these demonsin an ingant. But | had given the horn to Norel. Would she think to use it? | could not
see her inthe battle. All | could see were demons.

“Doom!”

“Urk!” Hendrek’ s enchanted warclub, Headbasher, dispatched a demon that had been flying sraight
for my head.



“Urracchhit!”
“Urracchhtt!”

The Deder of Degth strode through the room, gtrangling demons with one hand or the other as he
passed.

“Men!” | cried to the two of them. “Forget these other demonsl We mugt take Guxx!”
“Doom,” Hendrek said, dubbing hisway to my side.
“My pleasure,” the Dedler remarked, nonchdantly srangling a demon or two as he walked my way.

| looked quickly about the room. Guxx stood upon the dais, facing Zimplitz. Snorphosio lay in a hegp
a Guxx’sfedt.

“I’ll drink his blood to dake my thirst!” Guxx cried over the unconscious mage.” He should not
have talked. He should conjure first!”

Thiswas worse than | thought. Guxx seemed to be back in prime rhyming form!

But Zimplitz was unabashed. “All right, fiend!” he cried. “Let’s see how you ded with practica
megicl”

Guxx reached out and flicked Zimplitz from the dais before the mage could complete his mydic
gesture!

Your magic is dead, your end is near, Thereis nothing left for Guxx to—

“Whereisthat pest!”” An dderly, cracked voice broke through Guxx’srhyme. “No!” the demon lord
screamed. “Not her!” Usng her umbrela for support, a gray-haired old lady pushed hersdf out of the
hale through which the demons had arrived.

“There heid” she cried in triumph as she waved her umbrela doft.
“Moather!” Tomm the sorcery student cried.

“Get her, demond” Guxx shrieked. “Whatever you do, get her!”

The demonic horde legped for the old lady.

“Mother!”

Tomm and his felow students followed the horde.

Guxx grinned as he saw the umbrdla disappear under a pile of demons.
I"ve now gotten rid of one more fool, For in this place Netherhdls will rule!
The demon lord laughed evilly.

The demon horde was occupied. It was time to confront Guxx.

“The Netherhdls will never rule herel” | shouted. “Guxx, you are defeated!”



At asgn from me, the Dedler, Hendrek, and | rushed the dais.

Guxx grabbed Headbasher in one hand and the Dedler’s throat in the other. He threw both warriors
away asif they were pieces of parchment. He amiled at me as he spoke:

So thisis what you call defeat. Victory is not this sweet!
He reached forward to crush my head in his claws.

“No!” | screamed.

A bunch of daisesfdl from my shirt. There must be a magicd overabundance here. The pieces of
megic cap within my shirt were working again.

“No!” | shouted. “Yed No! Yes! No! Yed” Thousands of daises and scarves exploded outward,
draight into Guxx’ sface.

The demon lord screamed with rage.

You try this demon to distract! Now | will kill you! That’sa fact!

But not until 1 had exhausted every weapon in my arsend! Holding Cuthbert before me for what amdl
protection the sword dill afforded me, | took a deep breath.

“Perhgpd” | cried. “Perhagps! Perhaps! Perhaps! Perhaps! Perhaps!”
Guxx weas attacked by alegion of ferrets.
The demon lord tossed every sngle one aside.

Now at last we are all alone.
I’ll drink your blood and crunch your bones!
Guxx Uniufadoo grinned broadly as he approached.

There was a crash. The hdl’ shuge oak door had been pushed open by some colossal force.
“Indeed,” a deep voice rumbled behind me,

It was my master, Ebenezum, greatest wizard in dl the Western Kingdoms!

Guxx’ samile fatered as he looked beyond me to the mege.

| have defeated you once before—
I will gladly oblige if you want some more!
Ebenezum raised his hands. A mighty wind sprang up, pushing Guxx againg the dais.

“Wuntvor?’ my master asked cdmly. “Do you have the nose hair?’
“Yed” | answered. One end was ill wrapped around my knuckles.
“If I might have it?" the wizard requested.

I unwrapped the strand from about my hand and passed it to my master.



“ Guxx isimmune to any magic!” the demon cried as he struggled to rise from the dais.“ Try it and
your end istragic!”

“Indeed,” my magter replied. “I think not.” He took one end of the demon’s nose hair and lifted it to
his own nogtril. And then the wizard sneezed. Guxx laughed hideoudy.

You sneeze at magic ho matter what you do! And now Guxx will use his claws—wahhhchooo!

And Guxx began to sneeze as well.

My master quickly blew his nose on what looked to be a new set of robes and said a quick series of
goells. Guxx’ s sneezes doubled and redoubl ed.

“No!” The demon sneezed. “I am not—" Guxx sneezed again. “I will rhyme—" And sneezed again.
“Well, perhaps maybe | am—"

My madgter intoned another group of mystic words. Guxx seemed about to sneeze, but breathed in
ingtead. He seemed about to sneeze again, but inhded some more. A look of panic came over his
countenance.

Ebenezum snapped his fingers. The room was filled with a mighty roar.

When the dust had cleared, there was a hole where the demon lord had stood. Guxx Unfufadoo
appeared to have sneezed himsdf back down to the Netherhells. Demons screamed in terror and |egped
into the hole to follow their leader.

Dragonfire came through the windows to snge what few fiends remained. They quickly ran to join the
others.

“Madger?’ | caled.

“Indeed,” the mage reflected. “Guxx Unfufadoo now finds, should he contact anything having to do
with the surface world, that he will sneeze uncontrollably.”

And then my master began to sneeze as well.

EIGHTEEN

And what is the professional wizard’'s greatest reward for completing a particularly arduous
and dangerous task? Isit the accolades of a grateful populace? Is it huge amounts of gold and
slver tossed about his feet? Is it the complimentary vacation in the pleasure gardens of
Vushta, or his official removal from the tax rolls? Although all these other factors are
important for the wizard to fed truly honored, they pale before the professional wizard’s basic
and oh-so-necessary demand: The dtipulation that he never has to repeat that particularly
arduous and dangerous task, or one even remotely like it, for aslong as he shall live.

Truly professional wizards, after all, must set priorities.

—from How to Hire a Wizard and Sill Profit from the Upcoming Netherhells Criss, by
Ebenezum, Greatest Wizard in the Western Kingdoms

(book till in progress)
Someone knocked on the door of my deeping room. Groggily, | asked who it was.

Norel opened the door.’



“You have dept the clock around!” she cdled. “Get up! We will have dinner shortly!”

Dinner? How long had | .dept? | pushed mysdf to a Stting postion as Norei |eft the room. Now that
she mentioned it, | was rather hungry.

It dl seemed like abit of ablur now. Once | redized that Norei had managed to dert Ebenezum and
Hubert the dragon of the danger from the Netherhells, and the two combined to send the fiends back
where they had come from, what energy | had |eft seemed to vanish completely.

Oh, | had not gone to deep immediatdy. | managed to stay awake long enough to wash most of the
dime from my body and to watch them retrieve Vushta and put it back where it belonged. But watching
the dty of forbidden ddights being set back into place had completdly done me in. | didn’'t even
remember meking it to my bed. | remembered nothing, indeed, before Norel’ s knock.

My clothes were laid out on a chair. Apparently, someone had cleaned them while | dept. | had to
admit, as | dipped them on, they fdt much more comfortable than they had for quite some time, but |
found | missed the torn bits of hat | used to keep within my shirt.

There was a scratching at the door as | moved about my room. | pulled it gjar.
“Eepl”

“Eep eep!”

“Eep eep eep!”

The room was suddenly filled with adoring ferrets. | laughed as they nuzzled my knees and ankles. |
hoped Norel would understand my need to keep these creatures near me. Perhaps we could put them in
pens so they could dill be close and not underfoot.

| walked from the room with a hundred ferrets a my heds.

“Ah, there you are, Wuntvor!” Snorphosio caled. “Glad to see you' re up and about. There’s so many
things to organize, you know. Eventudly, we'll even have a dinner in everybody’s honor, as soon as we

can get everybody together!”
| asked after my master.

“Oh,” Snorphosio confided in awhisper, “heisin the Great Hal, being cured by the grestest wizards
indl of Vushta.”

| thanked the old wizard and waked down the corridor to the great oak door beyond which
Ebenezum was recaiving his cure. | heard repeated, muffled sneezing. Apparently, they had not yet made
it to the find stage. It would probably be best if | did not bother my magter just yet.

| walked through the foyer and stepped outside.

“Oh, Wuntie” Alea waved to me. She stood between the dragon Hubert and one of the student
wizards. | walked over to meet them.

“Wurtied” Alea repeated breathlesdy. “Have you met Tomm?’

| amiled in a vague sort of way before | remembered. That was right! He was the one who gave up a
life of linking! Wdll, 1 supposed he was a decent enough chap with which to pass the time of day. We



exchanged pleasantries.

“Wuntie” Alea breathed, impulsvdy grabbing the tinker’s hand, “Tomm and | are going to be
married!”

| could not believe my ears! The beautiful Alea was going to marry this lout? For a moment, | was
taken aback. | wondered what she could see in someone as big and stolid as that. What had the two of
them done, while | had been risking my lifein the Netherhells?

“Yes” Tomm beamed. “My moather is very happy.”
| mumbled my congratulations.

“But we have even better news” Hubert added. “We redize now that our origind efforts describing
your journey may have been” alittle downbest. So we've brightened up the song considerably and made
it area hum-aong tunel”

The dragon blew an enormous smoke ring. He looked asif he could no longer contain his excitement.
“l suppose we could give im alittle sample. Hit it, damsd!”

Alea once again sang in her clear, high soprano:
Wuntvor the apprentice, he’sour kind of guy! Awkward as he was, he ill somehow survived!

| thanked them quickly, before they could get any farther, and told them | would rather wait and hear
the entire song cycle at once, so that | might get the proper effect. To my great reief, they agreed and
then began to tdl me of the fedtivities in some detail. It seemed that, after one find discusson with my
measter, Klothus had decided to become a weaver. As soon as he finished three more robes in a certain
slver moon-and-star design, Hubert assured me, he would sraightaway begin a series of ceremonid
costumes for damsel, dragon, and the guests of honor who would make the fedivities grander ill.

| began to think that, on the night of my honorary dinner in the Great Hall, | might find something to
ed in Vudhta

| halled Snarks and Hendrek, who had just stepped from the college.
“A beautiful day,” the vast warrior said, looking doft. “Doom.”
“So everything' s back to normd,” Snarks added. “And as dull as ever!”

A great commotion came from a dump of trees beyond the college. “I found one!” a mild yet strong
voice cried. “A wild pig a last!”

“Like | said,” Snarks continued, “just like normd. | see they’ ve got your master stuck in the big room
over there. Isit going to do him any good?’

| assured the truth-telling demon that these were the greatest magesin dl of Vushta. True, Ebenezum’
smdady was alittle different from their everyday problems, but they would surdly find a cure!

| walked below a nearby window that led to the Great Hdl, anxious to hear these great wizards
weaving their curative spdls. Oddly enough, there seemed to be even more sneezing than before.

“Doom,” Hendrek said. “So what do we do now?



| assured Hendrek that, once my master was cured, he would quickly be able to remove the curse
from Head-basher. Snarks, it appeared, had been offered a post a the extenson school as resdent
expert on the Netherhells.

And then | thought, what would | do? Eventudly, | imagined, go back to the Western Kingdoms with
my master, study, and become a full-fledged wizard. But dl of that could wait a day or two. | was but a
few minutes’ walk away from Vushta, dty of a thousand forbidden delights. Even though | had walked
the Vushtan streets, it had been at atime of crigs, and | had had no time for sghtseeing, much less going
down one of those sde streets where a 9ngle errant glance might doom aman for dl eternity.

But | could correct dl that now. It appeared that Snorphosio was in charge of arranging the dinner in
our honor. If that was the case, | had dl the timein the world. And the time to see VVushta was now!

“Anyone interested in an afternoon gtroll?’ | asked the others.

“Wuntvor!” a woman’s voice cdled to me before ether of my compatriots had a chance to answer.
Norel waked rapidly across the lawvn to meet us.

“l saw you out here with the dragon and that— damsd.” There seemed to be an edge to her voice.
| quickly told Norel about Alea’ s happy announcemen.

“Redly?’ The news seemed to cheer her considerably. “Still, | fed abit sorry for the tinker. But thet is
none of my affair. Wuntvor, may | speak to you for amoment?’

We excused oursaves from the others.

“Wuntvor,” Norel said softly as she gazed deep within my eyes. “Do you have any plans for this
afternoon?’

| mentioned that | had thought about going to Vushta.
“Vushta?’ Her lower lip trembled ever so dightly.

“But this might be the lagt afternoon we can spend together for a long time. Who knows what will
happen after they cure your master?” Her fingers, somehow, had managed to intertwine with my own.

“Oh,” | said. What was Vushtawhen | had my beloved by my sde?
Then again, | remarked, perhaps | didn’t want to go to Vushta after dl.

Suddenly, there came a bout of sneezing so greet that the outer walls of the Great Hall shook, asif not
only my master but every single wizard in the room with him had sneezed at once.

“Then again,” | added, “we may be here for quite sometime.”
We walked hand in hand toward the privacy of the trees.

“Wuntvor,” Norel said sweetly. “I only have one question. Isn’t there some place you could put these
ferrets? At leadt for alitle while?’



