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THE MAGE THINKS SOME SAGE THOUGHTS

Thereistak in somelearned circles of our major cities about whether or not satyrs, centaurs, grif-fins
and certain other fantastic beastsredly exist, or are only the product of the popular imagination. Asa
wizard, |, of course, tend to sde with the satyrs, centaurs, and griffins, especialy when these beasts begin
to doubt the existence of any learned circlesin our mgor cities.



—fromthe teachings of ebenezum, Volume XXXVI

“A ddight for dl fans of funny fantasy!”

—Will Shetterly, author of Cats Have No Lord

“Devadtating send-ups of al the stock props. . . dragons and damselsin distress, eternd cham-pions,
swords and sausage, unicorns, virgins and other improbable critters.”

—Marvin Kaye, author of The Amorous Umbrella
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ONE

When traveling, the sages say, one must always be prepared to accept local customs. Y et there are
aress of this very kingdom where one might find it customary to tax awizard into poverty; toindst a
wizard should not be paid, for magic exists only for the common good; or even to tar and feather a
wizard unsuccessful at histask. Contrary to the sages, when oneistraveling in these areas, one should be
prepared to avoid local customs alto-gether.

— THE TEACHINGS OF EBENEZUM,
VOLUMEVI

| had walked through dark forests before, but never one as dark asthis. The massive trees we passed
between rose high above our heads, their branches meeting hun-dreds of feet in the air to weave agreen
blanket above us. They let solittle light to the forest floor that half the day we seemed to march through
evening, and therest of the day was blackest night.

| had walked through treacherous undergrowth before, but none more treacherous than this. Despite the
fact thet little light seeped through the leaves above, the ground about our feet was littered with bushes,
low thingswith paeleavesthat |looked asif they thrived on darknessrather than light. The leavesheld
sharp edges aswdll, and hid sharper brambles beneath that would stick to your leggings, and draw blood
if you touched them.

| had walked through chill climates before, but none where the cold seeped right through muscle and
bonethe way it did here. Not only did the leaves above banish sunlight, but also any memory of warmth
that the sun might bring. | felt that the blood on my bramble-sore fingers might freeze if the temperature
were to descend the dightest degree.

My master, the wizard Ebenezum, once the greatest magein al the Western Kingdoms, turned to regard
therest of our procession. He stretched his arms out beyond the deeves of hiswizardly robes, black silk
tastefully in-laid with sillver moons and stars, a bit soiled and torn from the rigors of our trip, perhaps, but
gtill the Sign of a serious sorcerer. He yawned and scratched at hisfull white beard.

“Oh, what abracing morning,” the wizard re-marked.



“Doom!” avoice cdled behind me. Without turning, | could tdl it wasthe warrior Hendrek, hisgrip tight
about the sack that held his doomed warclub, Head-basher. Hendrek, it appeared, felt much the same as
l.

“Y ztwwrfj!” added yet another voice, this one belonging to the demon Snarks, so deeply clothed in layer
upon layer of robe that anything he said was com-pletely indecipherable. Still, did | sensedisquiet inthe
tone of hisvoice?

“Oh, come now.” The wizard stroked his mustachecontemplatively. “ ‘ Tisnot asbad asdl that. We
have not had to deal with ademon attack for well over two days. We are making good time through this
forest; in afew more days we shal reach the Inland Sea. And on the other Side of that sealies Vushtal”

Vushta? | must admit, even in that gloomy forest, the name a one cheered my spirits. Vushta, city of a
thou-sand forbidden delights, a place where, were he not the soul of caution, aman might go mad with
myriad de-sires. Vushta, where ayoung lad such as myself had to be doubly careful, lest he be dragged
unwillingly to one of the city’ sfabled pleasure paaces, and there forced, no matter how he might
protest—

An explosion disturbed my thoughts.
“Eh?’ the wizard remarked. “Wéll, perhaps | was mistaken.”

“Doom!” Hendrek repeated. The large warrior stepped to my side. Hiswhole body quivered with
an-ticipation; afearsome sight to see, for he was dmost aswide as he wastal. His hand clutched
convulsively at the bag that contained his enchanted wegpon. “We are in the presence of some dread

megicl”’

| glanced up, wondering if | should correct him. | knew, for the moment at least, that Hendrek was
wrong. Therewas no great magic here yet. My master had not sneezed.

As| have said, Ebenezum was once the grestest wizard in al the Western Kingdoms. And redlly, he
was still amage without peer, save for one problem. A few scant months ago, dueto asmdl error on his
part, the wizard found himsdf fighting for hislife with Guxx Unfufadoo, one of the most powerful demons
the Netherhells has ever seen. Ebenezum defeated the demon, and banished it to the Netherhells once
again, but his battle was not without its cost. From that day forward,should he even be in the presence of
magic, the wizard would begin to sneeze violently and uncontrollably.

Now, amalady of this sort might defeat many alesser wizard. But not Ebenezum! He continued to ply
histrade, usng hisaffliction to sniff out sorcery wherever it might lurk, while at the same time seeking a
cure among hislearned tomes. At last, however, even awizard as great as Ebenezum had to admit he
could not cure his maady done. He would have to seek outside ass stance, even though he might have to
travel to far and fabled VVushta, city of athousand forbidden ddlights, before he might find another wizard
with skill sufficient for this enormous task.

So to Vushtawe journeyed. And as we journeyed we encountered demons and dragons, giants and
ghogts, trolls and enchanted chickens! There was sorcery everywhere we turned. Far too much sorcery.

It was when we were staying in ahermit’ svery large and pdatia hove that we learned the truth; only as
we were atacked again by Guxx Unfufadoo, the very demon that caused my master’ smalady! The
Netherhells, not content with an occasiond bit of demonic in-tervention, had mounted acampaign to take



over the surface world aswdl and turn it into an extension of ther foul domain!

Ebenezum and |, with the help of many others, man-aged to win that first battle. But we knew it was
only the beginning of thewar. Now, it was even more imperative that we reach Vushtaand its College of
Wizards. The future of the whole world was at stake!

Since then, we had redoubled our endeavors to com-plete our journey, aided by our two companions,
Snarks and Hendrek. But even in our daily travels, we had to observe extreme caution. Besides an
occasional attackby human assassins, hired by aruler Ebenezum had managed to dightly offend some
time ago, we were con-stantly being set upon by demons and demonic magic, and ‘ twas only through our
combined efforts that we managed to survive,

There was another explosion, much closer thistime. The earth shook at our feet.
“Doom!” the large warrior repeated. “ The demons attack again!”

“No, no, good Hendrek,” my master corrected. “* Tisnot demons, yet. Asleast not in any force. My
nose would not be able to withstand such an assault.”

The wizard stepped hastily back, drawing up hisrobesto cover hislower face. With the third explosion,
Hen-drek had drawn Headbasher from its protective sack.

“Doom!” Hendrek swung the warclub above his head so quickly that the air screamed with its passing.
Headbasher was an enchanted club, and when the large warrior held it in his hands, he becamelikea
man possessed. But Headbasher’ s magic was acurse aswell, for Hendrek had obtained the club from
the demon Brax, who neglected to inform the warrior asto the ex-act terms of sde. To hiseverlasting
horror, Hendrek soon learned that Headbasher was a club no man could own, but could only rent!

Snarks had pulled his sickly green demonic head free of his concealing robes. He stood next to
Hendrek, star-ing at the Ste of the last explosion.

“Thewizard isright,” Snarks hissed. “No demon has donethis. It is something far worse!”

There was an explosion by Snarks sright foot. The demon screamed.

“Oh, excuseme!” asmdl voice exclaimed. “Pardon, pardon, pardon!” A very diminutive fellow dressed
dlin brown stood in our midst. He brushed distractedly at hisseeves. “I don’t quite have that trick down
yet. I'm very close, though!”

Hendrek squinted in the newcomer’ sdirection. “ ‘Tissomekind of Fairy....”

“What!” Thelittle man glared at the large warrior. “1 am nothing of thekind! Thevery ideal” Hetook a
deep breeth, drawing himsdlf up to hisfull height (just under afoot and ahalf). “ Gentlemen, | ama

Brownidl”

“Brownie?” Snarks murmured. Thelook of distaste on his countenance turned to one of pure horror.
“Brownie?’

Hendrek smiled at the Brownie. “Wdll, little man, ‘twas a naturad mistake. Y ou know how everyone
talks about Fairies and Brownies.”



“Fairiesand Brownies! Fairiesand Browniesl” Thelittle man samped hisfeet inindignation. “It' s never
Brownies and Fairies, no, no, no, never the other way around! Well, we Brownies have had enough!
We re not going to take it anymore!”

“Indeed,” Ebenezum said behind the folds of hisrobe. “Would it be impolite to ask just what you were
not going to take?’

Thelittle fellow shook his head sadly. “ ‘ Tisalongstanding truth that Brownies have aways been taken
for granted. Well, it'spartidly our fault, I'll bethe first to admit that. My ancestors did alot of hiding
from you big folks, and it’s dways been the Brownie Way to get most of our work done after dark.
Well, believe me, the days of the invisible Brownies are over! From now on, when we do good deeds,
you' |l darn well see them. Up with Brownied”

Snarks shuddered, clearly appalled by the very thought. | studied our green companion with some conc
ern. With histhorough knowledge of the Netherhdlls, Snarks had been of invaluable assistance in our
battles with demonic forces. Could he perhaps sense something sinister in this small man’s speech?

In awhisper, | asked the demon what was wrong.

Snarkslooked a me, misery in hiseyes. If anything, his sickly green complexion was even more sickly
and more green than usud.

“You know,” he whispered hoarsely, “that | have been banished from the Netherhells, for, dueto
demonic politicians scaring my mother while | wasinin-fancy, | can speak nothing but the truth. And, for
the most part, | have come to accept my lot in life—forced to wander the surface world, the enemy of
my kin and kind, most of whomwould kill meonsght. And il . . . and till. .

Snarks choked back aragged sob. “It isjust too much! | may have been driven from the Netherhells. . .
but I ill have some standards. HE's s0, s0. . .” Snarks gagged. “So. . . CUTE!”

| looked back at the Brownie. | could see the demon’ s point. There was something about that
foot-and-a-haf high fellow, jJumping up and down and saying positive things about Browniedom, that was
absolutely nau-segting.

“Where are the Fairiesnow, let me ask you that?’ the little man was saying now. “Y ou think they don't
know about the plans that the Netherhells have for these parts? No, no, no, those Fairies know
everything about every demon that' s ever set foot in the reeilm! But do they do anything about it? No, not
the Fairies! They’retoo frightened! They go into hiding! Well, now it'sthe Brownies time. We' re not
going to go into hiding again. WEe re going to wait right here, and show the demons and everybody that
the Brownies have cometostay! Fairiesand Brownies, indeed!”

“Indeed,” Ebenezum replied. “Very commendable.”

“Infact,” the Brownie beamed, “that’ sthe reason I’ ve come. There was thisyoung lady | just met, back
inthe forest abit, who had avery important message for you!”

“Young lady?’ | asked.
“Yes, yes, her name began with anN Ithink. Well, anN or anM .” The Brownie shook hishead. “There's

something to be said for that mode of transportation. It’s certainly good if you'rein ahurry, but I must
say those explosions shake one up a bit.”



“AnN?’ | queried. “Wasthe woman’sname Norei?” Could it be true? Was my true lovetrying to find
us? Perhaps, dare | hope, she could not exist another minute without me?

“It might have been anS. Excuse me. It' sthisringing in my ears, you know. But it’ s one of those for
aure, either anM or anN, or possibly anS. It'sgot to be one of those, I'm quite certain of that.”

Couldn’t this Brownie be more specific? It had to be Nore! Didn't it? Perhaps, | thought, the message
she had for uswould give me some clue.

“What did she haveto say?’ | demanded. “ Did she mention Ebenezum?’ For a second, my voice caught
inmy throat. “Did she say anything about. . . Wuntvor?’

“Wdll, she may have used one of those names. Yes, | think she did. Now, whatdid her name start
with?’

“| see.” Thiswas obvioudy al too much for my master. He strode forward, his greet, bushy eyebrows
knitted with concern. | must admit, | wasrdlieved to seethewizard take atruly activerolein this
interrogation. His sorcerous wiles could get to the bottom of anything. Magic or no magic, he' d get an
answer from thisforest sirit.

“What did the young woman tell you?’ He sneezed briefly, then turned away to blow hisnose.

“Wadll, let' ssee,” the Brownie said. “You know, | can't tell you just now. It sthat name thing. Funny
how something small like that can just get in your way, but when | get bothered like that—wasit anM 7’

Thewizard stepped forward to try again. “ Can you find out what the young woman told you?” He
Sneezed twice thistime.

“WEell, | could go back and ask her her name. | bet it'll al come back to methen. Y ou' ve got to give me
achance here. Us Brownies are going to take amore ac-tive role in thisworld than ever before. We' re
redlly set on doing that. But, we'realittle new at it. Y ou' ve got to give usalittletimeto grow. | promisel
won't let you down. Thisisour Brownie Pledge: We Il keep on doing it until we get it right.”

Ebenezum managed only one word before the sneez-ing fit took him: “ Go!”

“Oh. Pardon me. Yes, | guess|’d better. Well, remember, Brownies do it better!”

He closed his eyes and stamped hisfedt.

Snarksyelped asthe air exploded at hisfeet.

The Brownie smiled weskly. “ Sorry. Still having alittle trouble finding therange.” He frowned.
“What-ever that young woman had to say, | know it wasimpor-tant. What wasit? Oh yes, a matter of
life and degth. That’swhat she said. Life and degth. Or wasit lifeor desth?’

There was another explosion. Thistime, the Brownie was gone.

TWO



There are as many styles of magic asthere are magicians. While much of magic is gaudy, noisy, and
eadly appreciated by the masses, it goes without saying that some of the finest sorcery isaso the most
subtle; smdll, ddlicate changesin the fabric of being that often can only be discerned by another wizard' s
practiced eye. Occasionaly, even awizard aslearned as mysdlf will experience atwinge of regret that |
have not yet conquered some of the most delicate aspects of my art; that, for example, | have not learned
the Eastern finger magic, where, by the turn of aknuckle, the mage may make the flowerssing. And
perhaps some day my fingers might learn that art, on the day they become tired from constantly carrying
about the large amounts of gold | receive for performing the more gaudy and noisy magic that pays so
wall.

— THE TEACHINGS OF EBENEZUM,
VOLUME VII
“Norei!”

The word escaped my lips as the Brownie disap-peared. Norel! The greatest love of my life. How could
| describe her? Her face, her hair, her skin, the way she smiled? No, mere words could not do justice to
theway | felt about her. Norel! And if the Brownie could be trusted, she was coming to join me!

Some would say we were too young to be so in love. But appearances are often deceiving. | will admit
that there weretimes, in my earlier life, when | thought | wasin love and it was not so. Therewasa
certain rich farmer’ s daughter, and another girl, who, instead of re-maining with me, decided to pursuea
career in show businesswith asinging dragon, and, now that | think of it, perhaps five or six others. But
you must understand that it was only through meeting Norel that | discovered true, truelove. Yes, it was
only through knowing Norel that | discovered that everything before was nothing more than youthful
infatution.

Now, though, my life was different. | was aman of the world, on my way to Vushta, city of athousand
for-bidden ddights. Even amagician’s apprentice grows quickly on ajourney such asthis. When
traveling to Vushta, one had to be ready for anything.

“| do not trust the Brownie.”

| glanced up. The demon Snarks had moved to my side as| stood lost in thought. He had tossed back
his hood so that his whole green scaled head was exposed, hornsand dl. Hislarge, well-fanged mouth
was turned downward into one of the most miserable-looking grim-aces| had ever seen.

“Why, friend Snarks,” | inquired, “what could a Brownie do that might cause us harm?’

“Thevery point!” the demon cried. Hisred eyes peered intently into my own. “ Just what do Brownies
do?Vey little, asfar as| cantdl. Oh, there' sthis piffle about them fixing shoesin the middle of the night.
Sounds like a cheap way for shoemakersto gain some unwarranted sales! Enchanted Brownie shoes,
phfahh! 1 wouldn't be surprised if the shoemakers and the Brownies were in thistogether! | tell you,
Brownies are just too quiet for their own good!” Snarks kicked a me-dium-sized rock out of the path
before us. The demon glowered with an intengity only possible for oneraised in the Netherhells.

“Doom!” The great warrior Hendrek moved to my other side. “ There was something about that
Brownie, then? Tistrue, no one should look that cheerful with-out good reason.” Hendrek nervoudy
fingered the sack that held Headbasher. He glowered with an intensity only possible for one possessed



by an enchanted war-club.

| glanced back and forth between my two compan-ions. How they had changed in our two weeks of
travel-ing together! When first they met, | was afraid each would tear the other limb from limb. Hendrek
had gained his cursed warclub through demons, and thus had no greet |ove of the species. And Snarks, in
hisde-sretotel dl thetruth dl thetime, seemed to take par-ticular ddight in informing the very large
warrior asto the efficiency of certain diet and exercise programs. But Snarks had been indispensablein
his knowledge of de-monic strategy during our recent skirmisheswith the Netherhdlls, and Hendrek was
no less useful with hisflashing warclub, Headbasher. Thetwo, at last, realized that they needed each
other. Now, while they were gill not the best of friends, they did manage to speak occa-sondly, and |

no longer feared the imminent murder of one at the hands of the other.

There was aloud harummph from the path before us.

“If you wish to continue your private discussion,” the wizard remarked, “the least you might do ismarch
at the sametime. We have much ground to cover before this haf-light failsus.” Ebenezum glowered with
an in-tensty only possiblefor agreat mage cut off from hisart.

| realized then that my master was fedling the ardours of our journey as much asthe rest of us. There
was ex-haugtion in his voice, and creases about his beard that | hadn’t seen before. My master, the
wizard Ebenezum, seemed to handle the march, and the occasiond battle that came with it, with such
aplomb that | sometimes forgot that he, too, could grow weary. He was unable to gpproach us any
closer, for, if thewizard should close upon Snarks without the demon’ s protective hood, or if the mage
should bein the vicinity of Headbasher when the club was drawn from its sack, the grest Ebenezum
would betotaly lost to asneezing attack. As| thought about it, | redlized it could do him no good to be
further cut off from conversation with hisfellows due to the severity of hismaady. | told him of our
concerns.

“Indeed.” Thewizard stroked his beard thought-fully. “ ‘ Tisbut one way to seeif the Brownieisplaying
ustrue or false. We must make our own magic to con-tact the young witch!”

Magic! Alas, at that point in my young career, | knew far too little about it. During thetime of my early
ap-prenticeship, back in the Western Woods, Ebenezum had been too busy to instruct me in much more
than sweeping and bucket carrying. Then, with the arrival of his maady, and our subsequent discovery of
the fiend-ish plots of the Netherhells, things became far more hectic. Well, we needed new magic, and
Ebenezum sug-gested we try some. | listened attentively. | may have been ignorant of spells, but surely
my eagerness wouldmore than make up for any knowledge | lacked.

“Indeed,” Ebenezum remarked, noting my extreme attention with asingle, raised eyebrow. “1 suggest a
communication spell. Very effective and very smple. Wuntvor should be ableto magter itinnotime.”

Holding his nose delicately, the wizard pulled me aside.

“Wuntvor.” My master spoke softly, but with greet feding. “1 believe we have cometo aturning point in
our journeys. Once we left Heemat' s behind, we left civilization aswel. We will not see another town
before the edge of the Inland Sea.” He paused amoment to stroke hislong white mustache. “1 sense
some dissent between our companions. Both have proved their worth on thisjourney, as| am surethey
will continue to do. But both will be of much more worth if we give them leadership. And magic iswhat
makes us leaders. Aswe ve seen, | can still manage aspell or two under duress, but it takesfar too
much out of me. And we need more than that. Smple spdlls, everyday thingsto keep our spiritsup. This,
Wunt, iswhereyou can beinvaluable.”



Thewizard coughed discreetly. “I know | have been remissin the past in teaching you your craft. |
gpologizefor that. Y ou know about the circumstances. Now, though, | must teach you the spells that will
serve us from day to day. Whatever happens, we must continue to appear to be in control of our
gtuation here”

So he had heard us after all. | agreed with him totally. We would only be able to succeed if we kept our
Spirits up. It was the one way Hendrek and Snarks would make it through. He did not have to mention
how much heand | needed it aswell.

“Wuntvor,” my master intoned. “1 remember aspell that you should have no troublewith at dl.” Hec
lapped me on the shoulder. “We have need of the con-tents of your pack.”

Quickly, I removed the heavy burden from my back. When we had left from our home in the Western
Kingdoms, Ebenezum had brought what learned tomes and magicd parapherndiawe might have use of
on our journeys. As his gpprentice, it was of course my duty to carry these important belongings,
especidly since, as my master had so often told me, awizard should keep his hands free for quick
conjuring and hismind free for sorcerous conjecture. Heavy asthese items were, they had dready
proved indispensable on anumber of occa-sons, and | had begun to think of the weighty pack as almost
apart of me, epecidly since |l could depend on my stout oak staff to help support the weight when the
going got rough, and to keep me from pitching forward when we traveled downhill.

Ebenezum briefly outlined his plan and, after amo-ment’ s rummaging through the crowded sack, | found
just what the wizard requested: the Spring issue of Conjurer’s Quarterly. | could tell at aglancethat it
was just what we wanted, for, in the bottom right-hand cor-ner of the bright yellow cover, just below the
painting of the attractive, smiling witch, were the words, printed in an even brighter red,Five Smple
Soells Even Your Ap-prentice Can Master. Thiswasfor me! | quickly turned to the appropriate page.

Andthereit was, right after “Basic Cleaning Spdll” and just before “Basic Romance Spell” (I'd haveto
come back to that onelater), “Basic Communication Spell: Communicate Better Through Visua Aidg!”

Thewizard frowned thoughtfully in my direction. “So Wuntvor. Do you think you are up to it?’

| nodded eagerly. “Y es, master. We will speak with Norei in no time!” The spell waslittle morethan a
seriesof pictures. If using this spell meant | could spesk with my beloved, | knew | would not fail!

“Good, ‘prentice.” Thewizard scratched thought-fully benegth his cap. “1 shall be nearby if you require
advice. Or at least asnearby as| deem safe” My master quietly moved afew paces away.

| returned my attention to the learned periodical.

“Think of magica thoughts as you might think of birds,” the ingtructions began. “Y our thoughts may fly
through the air as birds may fly, and they may land miles and milesfrom that point at which they began
their flight. To best use this spell, you must picture yoursdf asabird in flight, anoble hawk, perhaps,
which bringstidings of great import, or agentle dove, bearing amessage of love.”

Beneath these words were a series of drawings. ahawk in flight; aswan upon alake; adove carrying a
rosein itsbeak. “Look at one of theseimages, or look at aredl bird in flight, and concentrate. Y our
thoughts are that bird, flying to a perch of your choosing. But remember, concentration isthe key! Let
nothing distract you—"



“Doom!”
Hendrek’ s cry startled me from my reading. Then Ebenezum sneezed, and | lost my place completely.

A cloud of sckly yellow smoke was congeding afew feet away from the large warrior. Hendrek’ sclub
was free of itsrestraining sack. Snarks had thrown back his hood, his head now free to see and speak
the truth. We needed dl our wits about us now.

“Easy paymentd” the just-materiaized demon cried.
“Along with your hdlishly smal fine print!” Snarks hissed back.

“S0, you are fill here, traitor?” The newly mate-ridized demon continued to smile broadly asit ducked
ablow from Headbasher. It brushed the dust from its orange-and-green checkerboard costume, and
puffed on afoul-smelling cigar. Brax, for it was the Salesdemon, pointed at Hendrek. “Of course, my
most honored client here should not believe a single word this despicable demon hasto say. After dll,
how can you trust someonewith hisorigins?’

“They areyour originsaswell, merchant Brax!” Snarks cried.

“Seewhat | mean?’ Brax flicked some cigar ash into Snarks srobes. “This creature has absolutely no
sdesawareness.” The sdesdemon sighed me odramaticdly. “Who would have thought someoneraisedin
the Netherhells could be so dull, pedantic and boring.”

“Me, dull?Me, boring?” Snarksretorted. “Only if the truth is boring!”

“Ah, soweat least agree on that,” Brax rapidly replied. “Which brings me to the reason for my visit. |
trust, Hendrek, you have so far been satisfied with the performance of your enchanted weapon?’

Headbasher crashed noisily againgt the rocks where, only amoment before, Brax had stood.
““Doom!” thelarger warrior intoned.

| realized with a start that someone was tugging on my robes. | looked about to see my master,
enveloped in hisrobes, doing his best not to sneeze.

“Wuntvor,” he managed. He nodded his head towards a place somewhat farther up the path.

| rapidly followed my master to the point he had in-dicated. Ebenezum sneezed once, then blew hisnose
voluminoudy on acorner of hisdeeve,

“Good,” the wizard remarked, once he had caught his bregth. “We must be wary of further distractions.
Did it not cross your mind, Wuntvor, that the coming of the demon Brax might be the very event Norel
has at-tempted to warn us about?’

| looked back in horror at Brax, who was offering the warrior aline of warclub accessorieswhich, the
demon assured Hendrek, “would make Headbasher even bet-ter!” Actualy, the wizard' s surmise had
not crossed my mind for an ingtant. Brax was aways coming around to annoy Hendrek, and to demand
that the warrior do this or that foul deed in partid payment for the enchanted club. It was one of the
things | had come to depend onin our travels. But then, what more fiendish plot could there be than
something from the Netherhells that we had grown to expect?



“Yes!” Brax shouted as he once again dodged Head-basher. “Y ou’ d be able to crush me eadly if you
had a Netherhells Extendoclub (patent pending) attached to your weapon! Here' s how thelittle marvel
works—"

“Therefore,” the wizard continued, drawing my at-tention back to the matter at hand, “it isimperative
that we contact Norel without further delay. Have you suffi-ciently studied the spell?”

| told my magter | would haveitinaminute. | found my place again in the learned periodical. It did seem
smple enough. Essentidly, you had to envision yoursdf asabird. Well, | had once been turned into a
bird by aspell that had gone the dightest bit wrong. True, the bird had been a chicken, and chickens
aren't generaly known for their powers of flight, but that wasaminor quibble. | remembered the
experience very well, and, in fact, would on occasion sill get an overwhelming urge to eat dried seed
corn. | would just have to use my imag-ination and transfer my experience to abird with a bet-ter

wingspan.

After that, one merely had to picture that personwith whom one desired to communicate, reciteasmple
phrase or two, and the spell was complete. Asthe learned article said, “ Concentration isthe key.” It
didn’'t seemlike any problem at all.

| looked at the picture of the hawk. That would be nice. | would become the noble hawk, and fly to my
beloved.

“Shoddy workmanship?’ Brax screamed. “What do you mean, shoddy workmanship?’
“Admit it!” Snarksretorted. “Y ou remember those singing swords that couldn’t carry atune!”
“Wall, yes, that was aproblem,” Brax admitted. “I could only sdll them to clients who were tone degf.”

“And what about those love potionsthat attracted in-sects?” Snarks cried triumphantly. “Imagine how
upset people got, surrounded by hordes of amorous mos-quitoes?’

“Quality control isnot my department!” Brax cried, clearly on the defensve. “Besides, | ded exclusively
with used weapons. If you have a complaint about that, you haveto direct it to Potion Control! They're
open, | think, every third Tueday. ...”

It was no use. | smply couldn’t concentrate on being anoble hawk with al thisracket. | decided |
would imagine mysdlf asadeek, white doveinstead. How ro-mantic, to visit my true lovein theimage of
adove!

“Doom!” Hendrek’ swarclub came crashing down where Brax had been.

“Wuntvor,” my master whispered. “Hurry! We must find the true reason for Brax’sarriva!”

Thewizard had apoint. “ Concentration isthe key.” Somehow, though, | couldn’t quite get apicture of a
dovefirmly in my mind.

“Good Hendrek!” Brax cried as the demon leapt above alow swing of Headbasher. * Y ou
misunderstandme! | have only your best interests at heart!”

“Foul fiend—,” Hendrek began to bellow, but then he hesitated. “Y es, you do often arrive just before a



battle. Why do you dwayswarn us?’

Brax’s smile grew even broader. “ Simply good business practices, friend Hendrek. We have to make
sureyou remain dive until we see sufficient return on our investment. How would we demons ever get
paid if wedidn’'t warn people?’

“Doom!” Hendrek cried, Headbasher once again fly-ing through the air. “I will never fulfill your hellish
con-tracts!”

“Oh come now. It snot asdifficult asdl that.” Brax waved itscigar a Snarks. “What say, asthefirst
pay-ment, you eliminate a certain green and sickly fellow in ahood? Just reach out with your wegpon,
and no one will ever tell youto diet again!”

“Doom! Doom! Doom!” Hendrek attacked Brax with redoubled fury.

“Listen—urk—" Brax paused to somersault out of theway. “Like | said, good Hendrek, you're an
invest-ment. Eepdl A little close there. Just think of us—urk—as having along and endearing friendship.
Likewe aways say in the Netherhells, ‘No money down, alifetimeto pay.’ “

“Wuntvor!” Ebenezum whispered, again urgently.

Y es, yes, my master wasright! | could no longer let the dramaat the other end of the clearing distract
me. | had to succeed, for my master, for Norei! But images of hawks and doves flitted away every time
the noise level rose. Somehow; | needed to clearly seeabird in my mind' seye.

The doomed warclub, Headbasher, struck atree with aresounding thump. A bird flew from an upper
branch with aharsh cry of protest. A bird! It wastruly asign. | concentrated on the fowl’ s deep brown
feathers. | would use thisbird’ simage, common and workmanlike, to be my messenger. What need had
| for distant hawk and dove? The sturdy grackle would be my guide!

Quickly, I st my mind to itstask. The wizard ex-horted me one final timeto gain Norei’ s message. |
nod-ded, reciting the short, mystic spell. “ Concentration isthe key!” Fly thoughts! Fly likeagrackle,
brown wings beating againgt the air. Fly to my beloved Norei!

Norei! | saw her then, far below me, asif | did fly through the air. Her hair was a brilliant red in the
mid-day sun. She looked up as | approached, her beautiful green eyesfilled with wonder.

“Wuntvor?” Her perfect lips spoke my name.

She spoke my name! All thoughts of grackles fled my head. | blinked. Ebenezum stood before me,
hands covering his nose. Norel was gone!

“Wdl, Wuntvor?' Ebenezum asked.

“Don't say | didn’'t warn you!” Brax caled and waved. “Don’'t worry! Y ou' ve got afriend in Brax. After
al, I’ve got my investment to worry about! I'll be seeing you!”

The demon popped out of existence.

A terrible cry rose all about us. We werein the midst of ademon attack!



THREE

In magic, asin dl true professons, there are rules by which you must play. At least, you must play by
them until such time asyou can get away with something else.

— THE TEACHINGS OF EBENEZUM,
VOL UME | (PREFACE)
Therewas an exploson at my fest.

“Pardon me,” asmall voice said. “We Browniesliketo arrive with abang! | have good news for you!”
Thefdlow slittle eyes gazed about in amazement. “ My, my, what’ sgoing on here?’

What was going on herewas that, once again, all of the Netherhells had broken loose. | suppose that,
after atime, one should get used to this sort of thing. Heaven knows we had seen enough demon attacks
inthelast few days. Somehow, though, there was something about being attacked by alarge number of
creatures equipped with tearing claws and rending fangs that never lost its ability to startle.

“Bllrorowr!”

The dark, hairy thing attacked me again. | should never have looked at the Brownie. | swung my stout
oak staff at the place where the thing’ s face should be. The fiend had too much hair for meto discern
most of itsfacia features. The only thing | was able to see were far too many teeth.

The hairy thing backed away with ascream. | must have hit something vita! | wished | knew what it was
so | could do it again. | risked amoment to see how my fd-lows were faring.

Snarks was caught up in battle with a purple mass of muscle, while Hendrek fought off a dozen creatures
with the thwacking Headbasher. Ebenezum was sneez-ing somewhere degp within his robes, but he was
safe for the moment. We seemed to be keeping this horde of fiends at bay. | guessed that, like anything
else, dl thispractice was sharpening our skills at fighting the Netherhells! | swung my stout oak staff at
the hairy thing once again. The creature legpt back in darm. Takethat, | thought, foul fiends! The worst
hordes of the Netherhells don’t stand a chance against Ebene-zum’ s noble band!

A large, davering thing legpt Sraight for the Brownie.

“Oh, isthat dl?’ the Brownie remarked. The small fdlow winked threetimes as he did asmal dance.
Thelarge, davering thing disappeared.

“How did you do that?’ | said with some astonish-ment.

The Brownie glanced a hisfeet. “I bdieveit' scdled thefox trot.” He winked in my direction. “ That, of
course, combined with Brownie Power!”

“Doom!” Hendrek cried, bonking the only demon that <till faced him.

“Urk!” the demon cried asit disappeared. Thedemon confronting Snarks shrieked and disappeared as
well. | redlized then dl the demons had vanished.



“Pretty nifty, hun?’ The Browniewasdl smiles.

“Don’'t givethelittle fellow too much credit,” Snarks remarked. “ That was asmple Netherhells
Multiplicartion Spell. It ischild’ s play to reverse something like that.”

The amile vanished from the Browni€ sface. “ That' sright, beittle us. | mean, we are caled the little
people, after al. We're short, why should anyone pay any atten-tion to us?’

“My thoughts exactly,” Snarks agreed. “ And now that we' ve gotten thisfellow out of the way, perhaps
we can get about our business?’

“Out of theway?’ the Brownie shouted. “Let’s see you try to put Brownie magic out of theway!” The
little man began to dance furioudy.

“Doom!” Headbasher came crashing down in the space between Snarks and the Brownie, Hendrek
glow-ered darkly at the others.

“Wefight demons,” the large warrior asserted. “\We do not fight among ourselves.”
“And what do you mean?’ | interjected. “What'saNetherhdlls Multiplication Spell?’

“Oh, it' satypicaly shoddy piece of Netherhells chicanery,” the Brownie remarked casudly. “ They useit
when they don’t have enough demonsto go around. It’s purely alast-chance diversionary spell.”

“Youmean,” | asked, “that we weren't attacked by a horde of demons?’

“Only if you define horde as any group containing two or more,” the Brownie replied.

| tapped my stout oak staff on the ground in disbelief. | remembered the fedl of the weapon in my hands
asit whigtled through the air toward the hairy thing, the satisfaction as the creatures leapt away in fear.
We could best anything the Netherhdlls sent against us!

“That'sdl that werethere?’ | asked. “Two?’

“Yes,” the Browniereplied cheerfully. “ Those spells can keep you occupied for hours. Then they vanish.
By that time they’ ve kept you away from whatever god you' ve been trying to reach until it' sfar too late.
Or maybethey’ ve just kept you standing in one place long enough for the redl nasty stuff to arrivel”

“I could havetold you that!” Snarkscut in. “1 know al about that sort of thing! And | can tell ademon
from a phantom aswell asthe next magica creature!”

“Yes,” the Browniereplied. “But did you?’

“Ligten, short stuff!” Snarkswas shouting now. “I would haveif you hadn't been doing dl this
grandstand-ing. It's getting so an honest demon can’t get aword in edgewise. Why don't you talk about
things you know about, like making shoes?’

“Therewego again!” thelittlefelow cried. “Brownie stereotyping! I'll have you know—"

“ Dmm! ”



Headbasher crashed between the two again.

“What did | tell you two about arguing?’

“Arguing?’ Snarks shrugged his cloaked shoulders. “Why, friend Hendrek, *tis nothing more herethan a
smple difference of opinion, adiscussion of defini-tions, if you will. But arguing?’ Snarks paited
Head-basher gently.

“Doom,” Hendrek replied somewhat more gently. “We must repair to Vushtawith all speed. Our very
livesdepend onit.”

Ebenezum called to us from some distance away. “Thewarrior isright. |, too, discerned the deception
on the part of the Netherhells, but was unfortunately too incapacitated to act. Whatever the reason for
themultiplication spell, it bodesill. Quickly Wuntvor, you must tell us. What news did you gain from

Norgl?’

Norel! In the ensuing madness, | had quite forgotten my one, shining moment of contact. She had
gpoken my name! Of course, my concentration had dipped abit in that moment. Whose would not have?

Now, how best to explainit tothewizard . . .
Norei! Of course—the Brownie had come back! He had the message!
“Quickly, smal fellow!” | cried to the Brownie. “Tdl uswhat words the woman had for usl”

“What?' The Brownie started, asif the very idea of amessage was newsto him. He scratched histiny
head. “Oh, yes. The message. | remembered the young woman's name! It was Norel!” The Brownie

nodded and smiled, obvioudy waiting for gpproval.

Norel! My beloved' s name came close to dissolving my resolve. But no! | must find out from the
Browniewhat | had failed to ask of her.

“Indeed,” | said, emulating my master. “We are very glad you now know the young woman’s name.
Would you please give usthe message aswell?’

“Message? Oh, yes.” The Brownie coughed. “The message. Oh dear. My, my. | knew I’ d forgotten
some-thing.”

“See?” Snarks cried triumphantly. “What did | tell you? Brownies! Get them away from their
shodlaces—’

“Sir!” the Brownie said sharply. “We Brownies will not be intimidated. WWe make shoes, yes, but we
make very good shoes. Remember sir, the Brownie Creed: We are short, but we are many.”

Snarks shivered. “Thousands of tiny shoemakers, stretching to the horizon—" The demon paused ashe
watched Hendrek nervoudy finger Headbasher. He turned back to the Brownie. “Well, perhaps| am
sngpping a you too soon. Anything is possible with afew years of practice.”

The Brownie held up hishands. “All right, dl right. | admit that my performance has been just ated
spotty up to now. Likel said, we Brownies are alittle new to public performance. | tel you what.
There snone of those wimp Fairies around, right? Well, take my word for it, those guys go into hiding



when there’ s athunderstorm. Something like thisand you’ d have bet-ter luck finding atax collector on
refund day. See?| do know the ways of mortals.”

The Brownie legpt to anearby tree stump to give himself some height. “1 hearby make apledge!” His
tiny fist pounded histiny chest. “Wedl know what Fairies are good for. Y ou know, the three wishes bit?
Wi, I'm here to show you that Browniesdo it better!”

His voice lowered to amore confidentid tone.

“Ligten, | know you fdlows arein sometrouble. It's not only that message from the young girl, would
that | could remember it. | mean, we Brownies have eyes, you know. Any time you drop in on agroup
and they’rein the middle of a pitched battle with the Netherhdlls, you can be sure they’ ve got problems.
Well, | tell you what I’'m going to do for you. For thefirst time ever on this subcontinent, you folks are
going to be the recipients of three wishes from—not Fairies—but Brownies!”

“Browniewishes?’ Snarks smiled ademon amile. “I takeagzetweve.”

Thelittle fellow looked grieved. “ Some day, when you' ve been saved by Brownie magic, you'll regret
these remarks.”

“Yes” Snarksreplied. “But | havethefeding it will beavery smdl regret.”
“Doom!” Headbasher once again flew through the air.
“Wuntvor?’' thewizard caled from where he stood in the distance. “May | see you for amoment?’

So thiswas the moment of truth. No longer would my master smply watch thisdramaunfold. There
would be an accounting for my actions.

“Wuntvor.” My master spoke softly as | approached. 1 need to spesk with you in earnest.” He nodded
toward asmall rise nearby. “We can talk with more privacy on thefar side of yonder hill.”

Oh no. Thiswasfar worsethan | first imagined. | had experienced wizardly rage before. Did Ebenezum
wish to take me far enough away so the otherswould not hear him shouting?

Thewizard turned. | followed him over the hill.

“All right!” the Brownie was shouting behind me. “I’ll provewhat | can do. I'll giveyou alittlewish for
free”

“I canthink of alittlewish,” Snarksreplied.
“Doom!” cried Hendrek.

“I'll behave! Il behave!” Snarks shouted.

There was a crashing sound.

The noises behind us became muffled by distance.

“Atlast.” Ebenezum paused and turned to me. “We can talk with some privacy.”



Thewizard cleared histhroat. Quickly, | began to speak. Perhaps, if | explained what had happened
with Norel before he asked, | could defuse the wizard' s anger.

“Indeed.” Ebenezum pulled at his beard. “Wuntvor, it isno wonder you cannot concentrate, with al that
isgoing on onthefar sde of thishill. Thet, ‘ prentice, isthe rea reason | brought you here.”

The wizard continued, histone barely above awhisper. 1 have noticed some problemswith our cur-rent
mode of travel. To be frank, our new companionsseem to be rather more of a hindrance than ahelp.”

| mentioned to my master the help the others had been in our battles with the Netherhdlls.

“True enough,” the mage agreed. “But every battle hastwo sides, and that istrue for dl concerned. A
few moments ago, Hendrek spoke about reaching Vushtawith al haste. That is most assuredly true, and
most assuredly agoa we are having great trouble ataining.

“There are certain things wrong with our party. If the Netherhells are looking for us, we definitely make
an embarrassingly large and easy target. The only things moving with haste around here are the mouths of
our companions.”

Thewizard Sghed and scratched at the hair beneath hisskullcap. “ * Tistruethat dl of our companions
have their uses. Hendrek is quite good with that doomed club of his. Snarks knows things about the
Netherhdllsthat even | had not found out. And the Brownie....”

He hesitated for amoment, gazing back over the hill where our companions continued to argue. | think,
a firgt, Ebenezum had wanted to dismissthe Brownie asjust another of those peculiaritieswe had
encountered in our travels. However, | could tell that the little fellow’ s remark about tax collectors had
given the Brownie new respect in my master’ s eyes.

“No, we would be better off alone,” he concluded. Thewizard blew his nose briefly. “ Asyou have no
doubt noticed, | have another problem with our com-pany. My maady reactsto al things
magical—things such as Hendrek’ s club and the demon Snarks. It is troublesome to maintain alieswhen
oneistrying desperately to restrain a sneeze. The addition of the Brownie makes even that restraint
impossible. For the sake of my nose, we must travel done.

“Shoulder your pack, Wuntvor.”

The wizard shrugged his robes back into place along his shoulders, and turned to walk down the path,
away from the hill and our companions. “ ‘ Tis better to move quickly to Vushta, and arrive there dive.
Once we are among the company of magicians, we can do far more to help the likes of Snarks and
Hendrek than we can in congtant battle with the Netherhells”

| did as my master ingtructed, supporting myself with my stout oak staff as the wizard walked briskly
before me.

“Magter?’ | asked hesitantly. “ About Norei’ swarn-ing? What if it has something to do with the two of
usaone?’

Thewizard pulled solemnly at his beard. “ One way or another, we shall know soon enough. Come,
Wuntvor. We need to gain some distance.”



And so we waked again as we had through most of our journey, the wizard lost in sorcerous thought,
whilel brought aong our belongings on my back—the arcane pargpherndiathat had saved usadozen
timesfrom degth; achange of clothes, and lunch. | had to admit, there was afamiliarity to this mode of
travel that | found comforting. We set a sure pace with my master in the lead, and the forest seemed
quieter with every step we took.

At length we reached a clearing. My master paused.

“Now, | think we have put sufficient distance be-tween oursalves and our distractions. It' stime,
Wunt-vor. We must spesk with Norel.”

| looked about the clearing. There didn’t seem to be any birdsat al in this part of the woods. But if my

master wanted a communications spell, he would surely get one. It was so quiet in thisspot, | could do
nothing but succeed.

| thought of agrackle. A great brown bird, itsfeathers shining in the sun. | whispered the proper mystic

phrases, and launched mysdlf from an imaginary branch, cawing at an imaginary sky. Nore! | was doft,
soaring above the clouds. Norei!

| saw my beloved'sred hair, far below. | swooped down to be near her, plummeting through the air with
tremendous speed. Thistime, 1 would learn her warn-ing!

“Wuntvor?’ Norei turned her face to the sky.
“Yed” | cried, dmost overcomewith joy. “I—"
Thewizard sneezed.

“Norei!” | caled.

The earth shook at my feet. A fair quantity of dirt and pebbles showered both the wizard and myself.

No! Not now!

But therewas no helping it. All thoughts of birdsand Nore flew from my head. Insdioudy foul demons!
They attacked when we were at our weakes!!

My master still sneezed uncontrollably. It was up to me, then, to handle the demons until the mage was

suf-ficiently recovered to recite aspell. | waved my stout oak steff at the dust cloud that had risen with
the explo-sion.

“Therethey arel” said ahigh, lilting, and dl-too-familiar voice.

The dudt lifted first from the ground, revealing a short fellow, about afoot-and-a-haf high, dressedina
brown cloak and hood. To one side of him was someone in along cloak; to the other, apair of massive
feet, legsand thighs.

The Browni€ slegs were wobbling badly. He sat abruptly. “ Excuse me, fellows. Just need to rest a
mo-ment.”

“Doom!” agresat voice boomed. “ The Brownie has done what he promised!”



“Yeah, yeah,” another, grating voice answered. “1t isn't the gentlest way to trave, isit?’ The dust was
clearing now. | could discern the form of Snarks, trying to shake even more dirt from his robes.

“Now see what you have done!” Hendrek, spying my master, hastily replaced Headbasher inits
protective sack. “Whatever fiendish plans of the Netherhells separated us from the wizard, the Brownie
has reunited us, though it hastaken dl the strength in histiny form!” He glowered at Snarks. The demon
retreated behind his voluminous robes.

“Gzzphttx!” Snarksreplied.
“Doom,” Hendrek murmured softly. He turned to the wizard and mysdlf. “ Thank the gods we have
found you. Apparently, the plans of the Netherhells are even more nefarious than we imagined. They will

separate us, and cut us down brutaly, one by onel”

My master stroked his long, white beard. “Indeed,” he remarked. “We must be continually more
vigilant.”

Hendrek pointed the sack containing Headbasher at the little fellow stting in the dirt. “ Thank the gods
we have this noble Brownie as our companion.”

“Oh no!” the Brownie cried and legpt to hisfeet. “ That wasn't big enough to beawish! Y ou folks had
asked for ademondtration or two. | just wanted to show you the full extent of Brownie Power! Thethree
wishes come next!”

| looked to my master. Thisquiet corner of the forest had suddenly become asnoisy asevery placeese.
We had lost our solitude, and our chanceto learn Norel’ swarning. Y et my master stood in the midst of it
al, stroking hisbeard, the picture of calm. All in al, he seemed to betaking it very well.

“‘Tistrue,” my master remarked when there wasfindly apause in the conversation. He cleared hiss
orcerousthroat. “We are in a perilous Situation, the true extent of which isnot yet known. For the good
of usdl, we may have to make some speciad arrange-ments.”

“Doom,” Hendrek remarked. “What do you mean, great wizard?’

“Oh, only that we should spread out a bit so that we do not form such an obvious target for the plots of
the Netherhdls” The wizard sniffed. “But that is only the second most important thing we must
remember.”

The large warrior looked suspicioudly around the clearing. “ And the first?”

“That, no matter what, we keep waking.” The wizard turned and marched out of the clearing. “If there
are no objections?’

“Snrrzbffl!” Snarks lifted his robes and pointed to what appeared to be anew pair of shoes upon his
demon fest.

“Oh, did | makethe shoesalittle bit too tight?” The Brownie shook his head in sympathy.

“Gffttobll!”



“No, no, the one thing Brownies redly know about are shoes. Y ou said that yoursalf.” The Brownieran
to follow the marching wizard.

“To Vushtal” Hendrek cried, faling in close behind the Browni€e stiny fedt.

| shouldered my pack and gripped my stout oak staff. Grumbling deep within his hood, Snarks took up
the rear. We were marching at last, on to our goal. Nothing would stop us now.

Then, at the edge of the forest, we saw the unicorn.

FOUR

Thereistak in somelearned circlesin our mgor cities about whether or not satyrs, centaurs, griffinsand
certain other fantastic beastsredly exist, or are only the product of the popular imagination. Asawizard,
1, of course, tend to Side with the satyrs, centaurs and griffins, espe-cialy when these beasts begin to
doubt the exis-tence of any learned circlesin our mgor cities.

—THE TEACHINGS OF EBENEZUM,

VOLUME XXXVI

Theunicorn ran in our direction.
| forgot to walk. All | could do was Stare.

“Doo—oof!” Hendrek exclaimed loudly as he walked into my overloaded pack. He began aloud and
complicated curse.

| placed ahand upon his shoulder to quiet him, and pointed at the approaching beast. Hendrek’s
complaints stopped midsentence as his mouth opened, unable to form further words. All of his attention,
and mine aswell, was drawn to the newcomer.

How do | describe that creature? Its golden hooves would stamp upon any words | might use, grinding
them to inconsequentia dust. Still, what can humans do but try?

Imagine ahorse, if you will, ahorse of purewhite, its color that of the snow asit fallsfresh from the
clouds, beforeit issullied by the common air. It isaswift horse, inits prime, lean but powerful. Its
muscles ripple be-negth its coat asit legps through the stillness, and, when its hooves touch ground, the
earth shakeswith its pass-ing.

Ah, but this creature is more than amere horse, for atop its white head, beforeitswildly cascading
mane, isagolden horn aslong asmy arm. The hornisnot quite Straight, and yet not truly curved, asif
neither the line nor the circle were specia enough to giveit form. And it rises above the creature’ shead
asif it werereaching for the sun.

| spoke of the sun. It had, in fact, gppeared before us. We had come to a clearing. The close treesthat
we had toiled through for the past few days spread apart to re-veal agood-sized meadow filled with
flowers and long, deep green grass. Patches of light shone upon this field through broken clouds, asif the
sun had sewn a quilted pattern upon the earth.



How | had complained about the dank and dreary forest we had labored through for so long! How
dearly | had longed to seetrue sunlight! But now, | only noticed the sun because it reflected off the back
of the ap-proaching beast. And the white of the unicorn’s coat seemed as bright asthe sun itself.

Somehow, it was only proper. If we were to see the sun for thefirst time after so many days, it should
be at awonderful moment such asthis. How e se could we do honor to such arega beast?

The unicorn reared up before us. It was even more astonishing to look at close at hand, the very heart of
magic brought to life. It stood but a dozen paces away, magnificent, the essence of peace and bearing,
content-ment and beauty. Except that there was something about the way the creature blinked itslarge
and soulful eyes.

“How could they!” the splendid creature exclaimed.

Ebenezum blew his nose. He moved afew stepsto the left, careful, | was sure, to remain upwind of the
meag-nificent beedt.

“Indeed,” the wizard remarked quietly. “How could they what?’

The unicorn eyed uswarily, then glanced rapidly back over its grandly beautiful shoulder. “Well, | barely
know where to begin. There | was, minding my unicorn business, when they attacked me!”

The perfect beast snorted in dismay.
“Pray continue.” The wizard pulled reflectively upon hislong beard. “Y ou were attacked? By demons?’

“No, no!” the unicorn cried. “Far worse than that! Mere demons | would have gored and tossed aside!
But to be attacked by such asthese!” A tremor passed through the beast’ s stately frame.

“What they did! | can barely speak about it even now. They tied my golden hooves, these hooves meant
to run free over the green and verdant sward! They cov-ered my golden horn, the center of my beauty
and my defense againg injustice! They bound it round with common pillows, saying, ‘We don’t want any
accidentd stabbings, haha’ Pillows about my magnificent golden horn! And, and—" The unicorn
paused, swallowing deep within its splendid throat. Its voice lowered to awhisper. “ And they mussed my
datedy, flowing mane!”

“Indeed?’ my master replied.

“Myflowing mane!” The unicorn nodded its head vehemently. “Can you imagine, handled roughly like
that? They have no respect for my speciesat al. And not avirgin among them, either! Well, you know,
that’ snot at dl surprising in this part of theforest, but till...”

The unicorn snorted mightily. It appeared too over-whelmed to go on.

A large shadow passed over our heads.

The unicorn screamed.

“‘Tisthem!” the stately beast cried. “ They have found me!” The unicorn glanced nervoudy aoft. “You
weren't listening, wereyou? I’ m distraught! | didn’t know what | was saying! | didn’'t mean what | said



about virgind Honestly!”

The shadow was gone.

“Indeed.” My master spokein his most reassuring tone, honed to afine art through years of use
placating rich clients and distracting tax collectors. “Whoever they were, they seem to be gone now. If
you arein dis-tress, perhaps we can help you. Tell me, isthere any money involved?’

“What use have magica creaturesfor money?’ The unicorn tossed its perfectly formed head to and fro
in despair. “How could | ever expect mere humans to understand?’

“Okay. It'stimefor an expert.” The Brownie stepped forward. “ Enchanted creature to enchanted
creature, we will learn the truth. And | won't even count it asawish. That’s Brownie Power for you!”

“No, no, I’'ve said far too much aready!” The uni-corn shied away from its smdl interrogator.

The Brownie stepped even closer, undaunted by the splendid beast’ sgreater size. “All right!” the small
fellow sad. “Let’ sget to the heart of the matter. What' sdl thisguff about virgins?’

“What?" The unicorn shook its head. “Why, it's just something unicorns do. It’ s expected of us, you
know, like Brownies making shoes.”

“And we re going to change dl that!” the Brownie cried. “Browniesdo it better!” Thelittle person
cleared histhroat. “ Pardon. Just hit a sore spot there.” He shot an accusatory look back at Snarks, till
hidden deep within voluminous robes. “I’ ve dways been interested in this. Do unicorns rea ly seek out
virgins?’

“Actudly, no,” the snow-white beast replied. “I’ ve aways thought the unicorn’ s essentia task wasto
frolic through distant fields while looking etheredly beautiful. Virginsareredly asdeine. But we know
onewhen we see one. There' sone here, infact.”

All around me there was an intake of breath.

“Yes. Somebody’ savirgin. | can dwaystdl, you know. It's something we unicorns are very good at.”
The beast tossed its head jauntily. “ Of course, we uni-corns are good atso many things™

“Wait asecond,” | interjected, somewhat unsettled by thisline of conversation. “Don't virgins have to be
femde?’

“A popular misconception. No, avirginisavirgin, maeor femae, and | scent one nearby.” The unicorn
looked from Hendrek to me and back again.

“Doom,” the large warrior intoned.

The creature’ s scrutiny was very discomforting. Just what was this overmuscled anima implying? Snarks
made alow, snickering noise deep within his hood.

“Wdll.” Thewizard once again stepped forward, hisrobes discreetly covering hisnose. “I'm surethisis
al very interesting, but could you tell us exactly who you are running from?’

“Running?’ The unicorn stamped its golden hoovesupon the earth. “ Unicorns run from no onel Well,



that’ snot quitetrue. Let’sjust say the intelligent unicorn knows who to avoid.” The beast glanced
nerv-oudy overhead.

Thewizard blew hisnose. “And who, indeed, might that be?’

The unicorn lowered its gaze from the sky. “1 have said far too much aready.” It turned its head dightly
tolook at al of us, then pointed briefly with its horn. “ Just don’t go that way.”

The beast’ s horn pointed toward Vushta.

“I have said all that | can. May you be blessed with aunicorn’sluck.” The mighty beast reared up, then
gdloped into the dark forest from which we had come.

“A unicorn’shlessing!” Snarks had removed hishood. “If what that fancy horse has been through is
unicorn luck, it should be as much use to us as three Brownie wishes!”

The demon rapidly replaced his hood as the Brownie approached.

“Doom,” Hendrek intoned. “ Dare we go farther, to face whatever dread thing yon beast has escaped?’

“Wemugt,” thewizard inssted. “Put your club away, would you? That' sagood felow. In thisin-stance,
| bedieve friend Snarks has made avalid point. Information, the wise man knows, isonly as good asits
source. A source whose main concern is how much its mane has been mussed is hardly any source at
al”

“Whatever happens,” asmdl voice piped, “you have aBrownie a your Sde!”

“Indeed. And | am sure we will be properly grateful when the time comes.”

“But what of Norel’swarning?’ | asked. “ Could the unicorn have seen something?”

“Would that | knew, Wuntvor.” The wizard staredup at a sky filled with skittering clouds, hoping,
perhaps, to see what had frightened the unicorn so. “If thiswere a perfect world, I might take sometime
and study this matter, using the full body of my learning and experience to reach alearned, truly wizardly
decison. Unfortunately, thisworld appears to be getting less perfect every day. Things are happening
much too fast to depend upon wizardly conjecture.”

My master tugged hisrobesinto more aesthetically pleasing lines. “We must rely, therefore, entirely on
wizardly intuition! Wuntvor, shoulder your pack! Onto Vushtal”

So saying, Ebenezum led us across the clearing to another stretch of nearly impenetrable forest. | paused
for an ingtant, savoring alast glimpse of golden sunlight before we were once again surrounded by grest,
dark trees.

Far behind us, | heard the unicorn scream.

“| have an ideawhat you can use for your firgt wish.”

| jumped at the sound of the Browni€ svoice.

“Sorry!” the smal voice piped. “1 do tend to be en-thusiastic. Part of my overal Positive Brownie



Image, you know.”
| looked back in the direction of the unicorn’s cry, but the trees blocked my view.
“Canyou wish usout of here?’ | asked.

“Sorry. Wejust tried that, bringing your friends here.” The Brownie frowned and shook his head. “ Puts
too much strain on the magic muscles”

The Brownie paused. | redized belatedly that he was expecting me to keep up my end of the
conversation. | wastoo busy listening for the unicorn, or whatever the unicorn had seen.

“What wish did you havein mind?’ | asked &t last.

“That' smorelikeit!” the Browniereplied. “ Y ouhaveto get in the spirit of thisthree wishesthing, you
know. My job isto make the wishes happen! | don’t have timeto think them up aswell!”

| nodded. The Brownie certainly had a point. Some-how, though, things had been too busy lately for me
to think about wishing for anything.

“1 know, | know,” the Brownie went on. “My per-formance up to now has not been exemplary. That's
why | fed | haveto push thewishes bit alittle. Remem-ber the Brownie Creed: It'snot magic—it's
Brownie Power!”

The Brownie continued in awhisper. “I have been observing your master. A sad case, agreat wizard
like that, unable to perform magic because of amadady of the nose. See? We Brownies notice thingslike
that! And thisBrownie knowsacure!”

| turned to look at the smdll fellow. A cure? Hope rose within me like the sun lighting asummer dawn. If
Ebenezum could regain his powers, we would reach Vushtain notime at al!

“1 know it will work.” The small one s voice became softer sill. “It hasto do with shoes.”

My hope plummeted like awinter ssorm. Thiswas the Brownie who had trouble remembering people' s
names, let alone the messages they had given him. Maybe Snarks was right about him after dl.

The little fellow glanced somewhat apprehensively at the demon, who waswalking now at Hendrek’s
gde. It wasamog asif the Brownie had read my mind.

“Some may laugh at me,” he continued in awhisper, “but dways start with what you know best. That's
what His Brownieship says.”

His Brownieship? | decided not to ask.

“Anyways, | can make a shoe big enough to protect your master from magica influences.” The Brownie
paused and tapped histiny foot. “1 can seethat you're skeptica. Well, just wait ‘til you seeit! Hands-on
ex-perience, that’swhat we need here. | just have to have alittle while to get my notes together, and,
next time we have acriss, one Brownie shoe specid will do the trick!”

My master began to sneeze.



“Doom!” Hendrek bellowed, looking in the trees overhead.

“It'stimefor the shoe!” | cried to the Brownie, but my voice was drowned out by the beating of gigantic
wings

FIVE

A wizard must do his best not to judge any per-son or thing on their first appearance. Many ahuman or
other intelligent creature will have hid-den depthsto their persondities which you will only discover as
you get to know them and work with them; and hidden cash reserves, which you can bill them for
regularly as this aforementioned knowledge process takes place.

— THE TEACHINGS OF EBENEZUM,
VOLUMELVI

| was pushed to the ground. Something grabbed me. Something as hard asrock. | waslifted into the air
as| might lift an insect from alesf.

| looked down at the rapidly receding earth to see Snarks, Hendrek and the Brownie staring up in
horror. Where was my master?

There was a sneeze close by my left ear. | managed to turn my head against the wind, and saw my
magter, clasped within agiant yellow claw. | looked down at thehard yellow ridges that contained me,
and redlized that | was held by aclaw aswdll.

The thing had me clutched facing down. | found it impossible to crane my head any farther to discern the
true nature of our captor. Perhaps, considering the size of the claws, ignorance was bliss. | could only
look at the rapidly moving ground far below and wish that | had not eaten such a heavy lunch.

Wewere moving at fantastic speed. | fdt asif the wind might tear the clothes from my aready-chilled
body. It roared in my ears and made tears stream down my face. | cried out againgt the wind, full of fear
and anger. What could be worse than this?

And then the thing's claw began to open.

| clutched for ahold on the horny yellow flesh. Rather we should be carried aoft and windblown
for-ever than be dashed among the treesfar below! But the trees were getting closer. In my panic, | had
not noticed how far the thing had descended.

Suddenly, we were above a clearing filled with milling people. No, no, they weren't people. They were
some-thing dseentirdly.

That’swhen the claw let me go.
As| picked mysdf up, my first thoughts were for my master. But there he was beside me, his deep blue

wizard' srobesin disarray. Hisfine magician’s cap was gone, but otherwise he seemed to have survived
intact. Hewas, of course, sneezing profusely.



Something roared mightily nearby. Ingtinctively, | reached for my stout oak staff. It was nowhere around
me. | redlized with achill that both my staff and pack were gone!

It would have to be my fidts, then. | stared at the ground for an instant, calming myself, stedling my res
olveto battle until my last ounce of strength was gone, for Ebenezum, and Vushtal

I looked up into the face of the strangest creature | had ever seen.

“Do you have any gold?’ the face rumbled. It wasthe face of avery large eagle. The body of the
creature, however, was not birdlike at al, but was rather that of alion. Wasthiswhat | had heard roar
before? It had not been avery friendly sound. Then, of course, there were the creature’ s great wings, not
to mention thetail, which looked like the latter haf of one of the longest snakes| had ever seen. All indll,
| was understandably taken aback.

The creature growled, obvioudy upset that | had not answered him.

“I repedt,” it said, “do you have any gold?’

What could | say? 1 had no ideawhether we had any gold or not. Ebenezum aways handled al our
money matters. But being in the presence of what was obvi-oudy an enchanted beast, my master’s
sneezing fit now consumed him entirely.

The beast’ s serpent tail began to twitch in an agitated manner. The creature opened its beak and emitted
asound far worse than words. It began asthe cry of an eagle and ended astheroar of alion, embodying
the harsher characterigtics of both calls. All in dl, it was quite unpleasant.

“Oh, Pop, come off it!” Another magical beadt, this one with the head and wings of an eagle and the
body of ahorse, galloped between us. “ Can’'t you see you' re scaring the pants off this guy?’

“There are certain customs that must be observed,” the father said stiffly. “ Griffins dwayslook for gold.”
“But we're here to change dl that, remember?’

“Ah, yes” The Griffin made a strangled noise deep in histhroat. “We' |l talk about it later, when we' re
aone He' sabright lad,” it said to no onein particular. “A little headstrong, but bright.”

“But Pop! You haveto tell them!”

The Griffin turned and roared at its son.

“| don't have to do anything!”

“But Pop! Why esewould we bring them here?’

“Ah, yes”” The Griffin paused again. “That istrue.” The beast turned to me. *Y ou have been abducted
for areason.”

The eaglefhorse walked over to my ill-sneezing master.

“Y ou know, Pop, thisguy lookslike he' sin alot of trouble.”



“Do you haveto keep interrupting me!” The Griffin raked its claws through the tal grass before him. The
grass became considerably shorter. “Y oungsters! Nothing' s good enough for them anymore! Well, let me
tell you something, son. I’ ve had more than enough of your interferencel”

“I wasjust trying to hep!” The youngster ssamped itsleft forehoof. “It takes you forever to do anything!”

“No respect!” The Griffin growled deeply. “When | was your age, nobody wore his feathers that long!
Y ou' re adisgrace to the mythical community!”

Ebenezum covered himsdf with his robes. The sneez-ing continued unabated.

“We veredly got to do something with thisguy.” The youngster nudged Ebenezum gently with its beak.
“It doesn’t do any good to talk to them if they’ re dead.”

“Oh, very wdll.” The Griffin turned back to me. “ Are you sure you don’t have any gold?’ It nodded its
beak at a couple of nearby creatures. “ Shake them upand down and seeif they clink.”

The younger creature was right. Ebenezum wasin sad shape. | didn’t think a good shaking would
improve hishealth. Hurriedly, | remarked that, even if we had had any gold, wewould havelost it during

our ride here.

The Griffin sighed. “ True enough. That’ s one prob-lem with the Rok. He' sfast enough, but he’ s not very
bright.” The beast stared at me with an eagle eye. “HEe sthe exception, of course. Most of us are quite
taented.”

“Maybe we should let them rest awhile,” the youngster suggested gently. “ There' sthat old shack

over—

“Bequiet and let your edersthink! Y oungsters” The Griffin paused, then raised awing in triumph. “ Of
course! There' sthat old shack over there! It's out of the wind. The sneezing human can get warm and
dry. After afew hours, he'll be ready to talk!”

“Y ou meanlisten, don’'t you, Pop?’

The Griffin caught itself midroar. “ Ah, yes. My sonisright. We Il have our meeting tomorrow then, at
dawn.” It shook its head sadly. “Why isthere never any gold? It s hard on an old Griffin, let metell you.”

A couple of creatureswith the bodies of horses and the chests, heads and faces of men helped hoist the
help-lesdy sneezing wizard onto the back of the eagle/horse. Apparently, even though the Griffin was il
muittering about the lack of gold and his place in society, we weren't supposed to pay any attention to
him anymore. Certainly nobody else was.

“Centaurs,” the youngster said to my confused ex-pression. He took off at agood trot. | had to run to
keep up.

“Excuseme,” | ventured, trying to make sense out of thiswholething. “Isthat what you are? A
Centaur?” Somehow, | had the fedling that this creature’ s head wasall wrong for that classification. |
added lamely: “Y ou're not a Griffin; areyou?’

The youngster laughed heartily. “ Boy, you don’'t have your mythology down at dl, do you?I’'ma
Hippogriff. Actudly, I'mthe Hippogriff, asfar as| know.”



Wasthat something my master should have taught me? Perhaps every apprentice worth his name
automatically knew what a Hippogriff was. On occa-sion, when we found ourselvesin difficult Stuations
such asthese, | did wish | had madeit just alittle further with my wizardly apprenticeship.

“Y ou'rethe only Hippogriff, then?’ | replied, doing my best to seem polite. Thoughit isdifficult to feign
in-terest when your master may be sneezing hislife away. “What,” | added after amoment, “isthere not
much call for thejob?’

The Hippogriff looked a me far more soberly. “ On the contrary. Since I’ m the first, writing the job
descrip-tionisup tome.” It looked down proudly at its hooves. “1 am unique, the product of true
interspecies romance.”

“Interspeciesromance?’ | asked. | redlized as soon as the words were out of my mouth that this matter
might be too delicate for common conversation.

“Of course” The Hippogriff fluffed itswings out proudly. Well, the creature didn’t seem to mind, then.
Stll, I would have felt on much firmer ground in thisstuation if | could havetold just when an eegle was
amiling. “Y ou've met my father. My mother wasahorse. All indl, | would say afine combination.”

“You mean,” | asked, temporarily taken aback by the very thought, “that you can have—uh—romantic
interludes with any animd thet interestsyou?”

“Certainly. Birds and fish, too!”

The whole idealeft me momentarily speechless. | wasdl too familiar with the problems presented by
romance with human females. Romance with nearly anything that moved was atruly overwhelming
concept. A wizard' s apprentice needsto be ready for al oc-currences. Still, having alove affair with a
trout was vir-tualy beyond my comprehension.

“Y ou seem abit taken aback,” the Hippogriff remarked. “Trust me, it’satruly liberating experience.”
The cresture' s voice lowered to amore confidential tone. 1 tell you, right now there' sthislittle ocelot |
have my eye on. Woo Woo!” The Hippogriff smacked its beak.

“Ah! Herewe arel” The Hippogriff sat, depositing the bundle of still-sneezing wizard at the front door of
what could in charity be caled adilapidated shack. The boards of what once were sturdy walls sagged
inward on dl sdes, asif the shack wastrying hard to return to its earlier state of being asapile of lumber.
There was something that might once have been awindow on one side of the Structure, plus a couple of
even more ragged holes elsewhere that appeared to have occurred sometime after the shack was built.

“Our best accommodations,” the Hippogriff re-marked. “ This should give your friend here achanceto
rest. It' saway from the hustle and bustle of the rest of the beasts. Y our only neighbor isthe unicorn
we' ve got penned up just beyond those trees. What a bore, that unicorn, ways going on about virgins.
Who knows anything abouit virgins?’

| agreed hadtily.
“Oh, by theway,” the Hippogriff added, “please don’t think of escaping. There' salot of beasts among

uswho are very good at finding humans, and some aren’'t as gentle in their trangportation as our friend the
Rok. Have anice night.” The Hippogriff turned and galoped away.



My master took a deep breath and, for a change, did not sneeze. He groaned instead. | looked at the
clouds gathering in the late afternoon sky. | decided | should get him inside what little shelter the shack
would pro-vide.

A piece of frayed rope wastied to the door. | pulled, praying the crumbling hemp would hold long
enough for the door to swing out. There was arending noise. | tossed the door, now free of its hinges,
aside and carried my master into the shack’ sinterior. The place had adirt floor. | placed my master in
the very center of the small room, asfar away from the crazily leaning walls as possible.

Ebenezum groaned again, then raised himself to hiselbows and blew hisnose.
“ ‘Tisanightmare, Wuntvor,” was al he could manage before he had to catch his breath.

| asked my master to rest. There must be astream nearby. | would pop out for aminute and bring us
back some water.

| stepped to the door, and startled two winged crea-tures. They flew up with cawing screamsthat ran
down my spinelikeice. Thelr gppearance had unsettled me amost as much as| had frightened them. The
things had the bodies of vultures, but the heads of beautiful women.

| dmost sumbled over the buckets they had left behind. One wasfilled with water, the other with
something hot and steamy that looked like stew. Well, | reflected, at least our captors were taking care
of us. If what | had seen so far wasindicative of therest of them, | hoped they would continue to teke
care of usfrom the grestest distance possible.

| grabbed a bucket in each hand and took them insgde to my master.

Ebenezum had sat up in my absence and, besides the fact that he had lost his cap, |ooked reasonably
well composed.

“Indeed,” he murmured as | placed the two buckets before him. He pulled two wooden spoons from the
stew and handed oneto me. “All the comforts of home.”

Thewind gusted outside. The shack creaked horribly.
“Astemporary as our home may be,” Ebenezum ad-ded as he spooned amouthful of stew.

The food was bland but paatable, with many vegetables and some sort of thankfully unidentifiable mest.
Asmy somach filled, | considered that it had probably been prepared to satisfy the needs of the greatest
variety of crestures possible. Satiated at last, | inquired how my master felt.

“Remarkably wdll, dl thingstaken into account,” Ebenezum replied when he was done licking his spoon.
“One feds much better when one can breathe. The first bout of sneezing tendsto clear the nasal
passages.” He rubbed his nose absently.  ‘ Tisalittle sore, but, with agood night’ sdeep, | will survive.”

The wizard rubbed his scomach. “Indeed,” he said after amoment’ s pause. “We seem to have but one
or two small problems here. Firgt, thereis far too much magic about here for my maady. | do not think
these creatures necessarily mean to do us harm, for they took note of my sneezing, and gave us
accommodeations so that | might recover.” He glanced absently at the sway-ing walls. “ Then again,
perhapsthey put us hereto berid of usdtogether. | don't think this shack would sur-vive a summer
shower.”



Thewizard pulled his gaze away from the creakingwood and turned back to me. “ Second, they have
separated us from the rest of our party, athough that may, in away, be more blessing than curse. Still,
aong with our companions we have lost both persona belong-ings and some very important magical
gear. With the limits of my sorcery of late, | had come to depend more and more on my arcane
parapherndia. | shdl missit.”

My master paused again. Hisfingers, which had been playing absently with his beard, tightened into a
fid.

“Third, and by far the most serious, we are no longer ableto travel to Vushta. The world seemsto be
unravel-ling faster than any of us can hold it together. Tonight | must deep. Tomorrow, wewill ligento
what these beasts have to say, but we cannot stay here longer. If they do not let usleave fredly, we will

ecapeinthenight.”
| shivered involuntarily.

My master nodded. “And we will have to ded with whatever terrible things they send after us. We mugt,
to defeat the Netherhellsl”

So we sat for aminute, listening to the shack com-plain a an occasiona gust of wind. | realized that,
much to my surprise, it was perfectly quiet. For thefirst timein haf aday, | thought of my own truelove.

“1 must talk with Norel,” | said. “1 think | can do it now.”

“An excdlent plan, Wuntvor! Whileit is hard to imagine usin more difficulty than we are at present. Still,
my age and wisdom tell methat it can get far worse. At thisjuncture, any assistance from any source
would be most welcome.” My master rubbed his nose again. “Except, may | suggest that when you
perform the necessary magic, you do it outsde our shelter?’

It was little enough to ask. | stepped through the doorway, and looked about in the twilight for the piece
of rotting wood | had discarded before. | propped it asbest | could against the doorway, shutting my
master away as much as possible from the outside world and the magic that | was about to perform.

Thewind had died, asit often does at evening, and the world seemed strangely serene. Clouds still
covered agood part of the sky, but where they broke | could see the stars. It was nice to be outside, on
my own, inthe quiet dark. But | should not let atemporary feding of well-being distract me from my
task. Every moment | dallied was another moment the Netherhells could further their plans. | would
contact Norei, and gain what knowledge and help that | could.

After amoment’ sthought, | decided to move abit farther from the shack in which my master dept. The
greater the distance, | thought, the kinder it would be to his nose. | would not go too far; the clouds
above made the night very dark. Still, there was acopse of treesnearby. If | were to perform my magic
just beyond that natural barrier, | would be able to find my way back handily when the task was done. |
walked dowly acrossthefield, careful of sinkholes and hidden roots. Already, my mind wasfilled with
thoughts of flying grackles. | would make my master proud of me!

| passed through the trees even more carefully, lest | trip over some bush or sapling in the blackness.
Soon, though, | had won my way through to the other side, where | came to awooden fence. It wasa
sturdy piece of construction, and held my weight well when | leaned againgt it. | decided | would prop
my back againgt it as| said my spell.



| said the magic words and thought of agrackle.

Once again, my thoughts took flight, this time through the night sky above the clouds. It was anew world
up here, awash with countless points of pae lightwhich made the clouds below into ralling hills, likethe
world must have looked before the coming of man and beast. Asl flew, | fdt likel wasasmal star
mysdlf, brother to adl the other starsin the heavens.

Some sense given me by the spell guided me on my way. | was near. | spread my wings and dived
through the clouds, confident | would see my true love anon.

| couldn’'t see athing. The clouds had grown together as| flew, blotting out the stars. How could | find
my true love sflaming red hair when there was no way in the blacknessto tell red from green or purple?|
cried out my despair; the rough caw of agrackle.

“Wuntvor!” Thevoicewasfar away. | did not So much hear it asfed it in my mind. But | knew the voice
was Norei’s.

“Beloved!” | cried inreturn, being careful to keep the grackle simage firm in my mind. This apprentice
was not going to make the same mistake twice! “Norel! Where are you?’

“Follow my voicel” shecried, and | obeyed gladly. “I am beneath the trees!” | swooped lower,
skimming the tregtops. The forest went on forever!

“Herel” shecaled. “1 can senseyou near!”

| plunged through the leaves. Where was | ? There was rustling al around me. | was so close now! |
couldn’'t get logt in the upper branches! | flapped my wings, and broke through to clear air benesth the
trees. And there, before me, stood Norei!

She smiled up at me. Her perfect lips opened and she called, “Well done, Wuntvor!”

It was enough to make al my feathers stand on end. | cawed with happiness! Oh, if only my magic beak
would turnto lips, | would kissthat perfect mouth ‘til al the breeth had Ieft my mortd form!

“Wuntvor, please!” Norei laughed, the sound of tinybells ushering in springtime. “Wuntvor, stop! Y our
feathersticklel”

| pulled up short, and amost lost the grackle in my mind. My magica form had far more substance than |
had imagined. | started to stammer out an gpology .

“There snotimefor that now!” Nore replied. “We mugt talk while the spdll holds us together!”

Yes, yes, talk! Norel, my beloved! How long had | wished to see your sweet face—

“Wuntvor!” My beloved' s voice had devel oped a stern edge. “Y ou are swest, but sometimes—" She
sighed. “Your spdl isfar too ddicate. It’sliable to be broken at any moment! We must talk about the
Netherhdld”

Yes, yes, of course, shewasright. | was hereto get her message, the important warning the Brownie
had told us abourt!



“Wuntvor, the Netherhells have embarked on the most diabalica plan in the history of theworld!”

Yes, yes, my beloved! Ebenezum discerned thisaswell! The Netherhells wish to take the surface world
and makeit their own! That’swhy we must rush to Vushtaand raly our strength!

Nore paused. Wasthat the limit of her message? | felt abrief disgppointment. Had | anticipated this
mo-ment for so long, only to have Norei tell me something | dready knew?

“l see,” shesaid at last. “ Then do you know about the Forxnagde ?’

Not the Forxnagel! The shock was so grest, | once again nearly lost my grackle form. The Forxnagel
was the overspell. He who successfully completed it would control al magic everywhere. We had once
defeated an ingpt magician who had attempted this dl-powerful magic. But the denizens of the
Netherhdlswere farfrom inept! Thiswas much worse than | imagined!

“What, you knew that, too?’ Norel had taken my shocked silence for silent indifference. Vexation was
entering her voice. “Maybe | shouldn’'t have even spoken to the Brownie! Well, how about this, then?

It sthe most important part. Do you know about the fate the Netherhells have particularly planned for the
Wizard?

“What?' | cawed indarm.

“Wdll, good. I'mglad | didn’t cal you for no reason whatever. It' s ashame to waste magic.” Norei
smiled ever so dightly before her earnest expression returned.

“They're very specific about it. Ebenezum has quite an enemy in the Netherhdlls, a powerful demon
named Guxx Unfufadoo.”

A chill went down my feethered spine. The warning had to do with Guxx? The Situation was becoming
more desperate with every passing moment.

“Guxx has plansfor your master,” Nore continued. “Hideoudy demonic plans. Listen carefully, if you
wishto save hislife—"

“Yes, my belov—,” | began. | felt apainin my chest. No, not the chest of the magic grackle, but my
human chest, so many miles away from Norel.

| was being stabbed!

SIX

There comes atime when every wizard should retire, and pass the mantle of responsibility on to younger
shoulders. It behooves us, then, to teach our successors well, so that the new wizard may do honor to
our names, attract the very best of cli-ents, and be well enough paid to support our retirement homein
Vushta

— THE TEACHINGS OF EBENEZUM,



VOLUME LXXI
It was the unicorn. It stood across the fence from me, its golden horn pressing into my chest.

“Oh good,” the magnificent beast said. “Y ou’ re awake. Y ou seemed to be having the strangest dream.
Tel me. Do you often caw in your deep?’

| stepped back from the horn. Thisiswhat had star-tled me away from my beloved, just as| was about
to receive her true message!

“Why?' | asked, struggling to form words, my heed still half-full of grackle. “What do you want?’
The beast sghed. “Unicorns, beautiful though we are, get londly, too.”
“Y ou woke me up because you were londly?’ 1 wasincredulous.

“Yes” Theunicorn fluttered its dark, soulful eyes. “That, and | waslooking for avirgin lap somewhere,
tolay my head.”

“Get away fromme!” 1 cried. Thiswastoo much!
“Come on now,” the unicorn pleaded. “Here | am, trapped by abunch of uncouth beasts, unable to
roam the verdant filds asis my right. Do you know how tediousit can get, al by yourself with no oneto

admireyou?’

| wanted to scream. | had lost Norel because some creature wanted meto admireit? My beloved
hadn’t told me her message! | had to go back. | did my best to think of agrackle.

It was no use. | wastoo upset. Anger killed my con-centration. How could things get any worse?

It started to rain.

The shack survived the summer shower. It did S0 by leaking in every conceivable location. | perceived,
a lagt, why the shack was gill stlanding. Water could not damage the old structure, since the old structure
amply let therain pass on through, straight down upon us.

In short, we did not have the most restful of nights.

Something pounded on our door around dawn.

“Wake up! Riseand shine! We'redl waiting for you!”

We? Waiting for what? | realized that | had talked to the Hippogyriff for quite some time yesterday
without learning anything of substance. Well, there was always intergpecies romance, but | didn’t fed that
was appropriate to our present Situation. At least, | hoped it was't.

Thedoor fel in. It hit the muddy earth with asicken-ing plop.

Ebenezum rolled over and groaned. The Hippogriff stuck its eagle head insde.

“My, my,” the creature said. “All right, we'll give you afew minutesto pull yourselvestogether. You're



guests of honor, you know.”
Ebenezum sat up and sneezed.

“I'll wait arespectful distance away,” the Hippogriff said, withdrawing itshead. “1 know how you
humans vaue your privecy.”

“Wuntvor,” Ebenezum said hoarsaly after the Hip-pogriff had gone. “I cannot go out there.”

| looked to my magter. Thistrip had been more than hard on him. He had rdlied above his difficulties
time and time again, saying spellsto remove us from danger even though he might sneeze for hours
thereafter. But our adventures had taken atoll upon thewizard. A haf-dozen times on our journey thus

far, my master’ sills had overwhelmed his sorcerous spirit, and his aura of wizardlinesswould leave him
for an hour or two, leav-ing only an old man behind.

Now, | could see that fatigue about his eyes once again. The day before had been far too taxing on his
congtitution. He needed rest desperately. He needed to be kept far away from anything that would cause
anasd reaction.

Now the Hippogriff was going to take usto ameseting of mongters. And, asfar as my master's maady
went, the assemblage out there was ragweed season. If my master took that trip out there today, | feared
it would bethelast trip he would ever take.

“I will handleit mysdlf,” | proclaimed. Before my master could protest, | walked out to meet the
Hippogriff intheyard.

“Where sthe other one?’ the beast inquired.

“I’m the onewho makes decisons,” | lied. “ The other oneisold, and you saw that hewas sick. If we
need him, we can talk to him later.”

The Hippogriff considered my words. “But, is7't he thewizard? 1 mean, I'm not really up on human
attire, but those were wizard' s robes he was wearing, weren't they?’

The Hippogriff had apoint. | had to think fast. How could | convince the beasts that Ebenezum was
unim-portant, so that they would let the wizard rest and regain his strength?

“Well, the old fellow was awizard, once. Quite agood one, too. He ill can conjure atrick or two, on
his better days. We let him keep the robes. It's an honorary sort of thing. But you notice he doesn't have
ahat. Only full-fledged wizards can have hats.”

“You, then, are afull-fledged wizard?’ the beast asked.

| nodded solemnly.

“So where€ syour hat?”’

My hand involuntarily brushed my hair. “Well, yes, indeed. A bit embarrassing, that. I'm afraid | lost it
when the Rok brought us here.”

The Hippogriff shrugged its equine shoulders.



“All right, | guess. It'sabit of aproblem with the Rok, dwayslosing things. Even passengers,
some-times—" The Hippogriff nodded solemnly, asif care-fully reviewing the situation. “You'll just have
to explainit to Pop. I'll warn you, though, should you in any way try to play him fase. Griffinshave a
very low tolerancefor lies”

| waved away the Hippogriff’ s warning with the back of my hand, asif to say, “What need has awizard
to fear aGriffin'sanger?’ | did my best to walk by the Hippogriff' s sde without my knees buckling
beneath me from fright.

My master must recover. Otherwise, we would never see Vushta, and the world would be lost to
demons.

| told mysdlf that over and over again as we ap-proached the crowd of monsters.

“Y ou know, of course,” the Hippogriff remarked, “we observed your party for some time before we
re-quested your presence before our assembly.”

“Indeed?’ | replied. Had they observed uslong enough to redlize | was nothing more than an
appren-tice?

“Y es, our organization wants to be careful in how we are presented to the human world. We wanted the
best possible spokespeople to carry our story beyond the En-chanted Forest.”

“Indeed!” | said, asfirmly as possible. Perhaps | shouldn’t be worried after dl. We must have made a
pretty good impression. My legs seemed firmer beneath me now, my feet striding boldly dong the path. If
they thought that much of me, | must walk likeawizard.

“Of coursg, finding any spokespeople at dl was abit of aproblem in the Enchanted Forest. For some
reason, thisisthe sort of place people tend to avoid. Probably has something to do with alarge number
of our membership having ataste for human flesh.”

My knees threatened to go atogether. | cleared my throat. “Indeed,” | managed after amoment.

“Don’'t worry, though. The membership has sworn off eating humans until the end of this campaign. Well,
at least most of them have, and I’ m sure we can crush any dissidents before they have timeto nibble
morethanatoe or two. So redly, you have nothing to worry about. Y ou just keep your part of the
bargain, and you' Il be perfectly safe.”

| nodded my heed, trying to look far more sure of mysdf than | felt. What bargain, where? Safe from
what? My voice had died in my throat. | couldn’t even manage another “indeed.”

“So therewewere,” the Hippogriff continued, “look-ing for spokespeople, when who should come
crashing through the forest but you five. Now the Rok can only carry two at atime, so we had to figure
out who it was best to invite. Luckily, it didn’t take long to make that decision. The older wizard and you
seemed to be the only ones actudly doing anything.”

| thought on that for amoment. “Well, the others are very good talkers.”

“You got it!"” The Hippogriff nodded to the assem-bled masses before us. “Wait amoment, and you' |l
seethat we, too, are great masters of rhetoric.”



The Hippogriff led me through the assembled crestures and monstrosities to araised platform in their
midst. | was aware of athousand eyes upon me, the eyes of birds and beasts and men, dthough the
bodies that went with those eyes were often of adifferent species atogether. | glanced about briefly as
we moved through the assemblage. I—who had seen athousand demons, each one different from the
last, and who had witnessed other wonders uncountable in my travelstoward Vushta—I saw any number
of creatures |’ d never seen before. | got a sense of every sort of fur and feather, small eyes hidden
behind shaggy manes, large eyes on the ends of stalks, and, of course, large teeth and even larger teeth,
claws and pincers and long, barbed tails. | did not let my gaze linger too long on any of the beadts, lest
some fearsome sight should totaly destroy my resolve. Besides, | thought it impaoliteto stare.

“Only one?’ The Griffin stared down at me from the raised platform. “Only one deignsto cometo our
meeting. Well, | supposeit will bedl right.” The Grif-fin paused. “1f you brought some gold.”

“Pop!” The Hippogriff picked me up in its enormous beak and tossed me onto the platform. “Isthat any
way to trest aguest?’

“Excuseme,” the Griffin said as| stood and brushed mysdlf off. “ Every so often, my upstart offspring
makesavdid point. All thisgold busness—wdll, you know how it iswith us mythologica beasts, when
in-gtinct rearsits ugly head. We haven't had much direct, one-on-one contact with humans before. But
we mean to change that now.”

“I’ve had direct contact with humans before!” avoice cdled from the audience. “ Straight down the gullet
to my somech!”

There was laughter and shouting out in the crowd. Some seemed to be decrying the remark, saying
thingslike, “ Give the human achance!” On the other hand, others were discussing just how much sdt and
oregano should be used to truly enhance my flavor. The group before me was, as my master might refer
to them, a“rough audience.” For thefirst time, | wished | had Ebenezum by my sideto give me advice.

“They'reabit rowdy out there,” the Griffin remarked. “We€ |l haveto let them settle down. Thisis
something of aconvention, you know.”

“Indeed,” | said. | thought that if | could control my breathing, at least | could appear calm.

“Yes,” the Griffin continued. “Y ou should be very honored. Y ou are the first human ever to attend a
meeting of the Association for the Advancement of Mythical and Imaginary Beasts and Cregtures. Or, as
weliketocdl it, AFTAOMAIBAC.”

The Griffin turned to me, its eagle eyes piercing in their intendity. “ Before we address the mesting,
how-ever, you and | aregoing to havealittletak.”

“Indeed?’ Indtinctively, | backed toward the corner of the platform. It took an effort of will to keep my
feet from going any farther.

It wasal or nothing. | cleared my throat. Ebenezum wasn't hereand | had to fill hisshoes. | had to
per-severe, for my master, and Vushtal

“Becareful, drrah!” | said in my best deep voice. “Y ou are deding with awizard!”

“Why, yes, that’ s our point now.” The Griffin'slion claws brushed against my feet. Its eagle bresth was



hot against my face. It smelled asthough it had been esting rodents.

“We know we re dedling with awizard,” the Griffin continued. “But we re wondering why hedidn’t
show up thismorning?’

So | would haveto go through dl thisagain.

“Oh,” | said nonchdantly. *Y ou mean the old man. He may look like awizard, that’ strue, but—" 1
waved the rest of the sentence away impatiently. “I’ ve aready explained thisto your son!”

“Yeah, Pop, it'strue!” the Hippogriff volunteered. “ This guy saysthe old geezer used to be agrest
wizard, but now isalittle gonein the head, you know?’

“But,” the Griffin objected, “he was wearing wizard' s robes—"

“Y eah, but no hat. Only red, full-time wizards can have hatsl”

The Griffin turned to me. “Wéll, whereisyour hat, then, wizard?’
“Oh, Pop, you know how the Rok is. Helogt it on the trip over herel”

The Griffin nodded grimly. “Have to have atalk with that Rok. Alwayslosing things. Very well. You'll
have a chance to prove your wizardly prowess alittle later on. | till don’t know about this older wizard.

Would aretired human so desperately hold on to his old robes?’

“I’'dbdieveitinasngp,” the Hippogriff replied. “I know how stubborn certain mythologica beasts can
be when they get older.”

“I beg your pardon!” Therewas battle lust in the Griffin’ seyes. “Kindly explain to me, young bees!,
ex-actly what you mean—"

“Pop—" The Hippogriff waved its beek at the crowd. “ The meeting?’

“Yes. Ahem. | forget my priorities.” The Griffin shot meafina, withering glance. “ Thisisthe most
im-portant day of your life. Let uspray itisnot your last.”

“ R)p! ”

“Sorry. Old habits die hard. We are rewriting history here, and you will beapart of it.” The Griffin
reached out acomraddly wing in my direction. “No longer will you be amere human, forced to eke out a

common destiny inthe mud.”

“Mere human?’ How would my master handlethis? | had stood here and listened to this beast go on for
far too long. To make thiswork, | needed to adopt atruly wizardly manner. “1 havetold you, sirrah, | am
skilled in the sorcerous arts.”

“I’'m sorry. Y ou look much more skilled at carrying buckets and cleaning out cow stdls. That older
felow, now...”

| started to object, and found alion’s paw entwined with my shirt. The Griffin spoke very quietly:



“I will accept the fact that you have no gold. Lies are another matter entirely.”

The Griffin turned to the assemblage.

“Brothers, ssters, and indeterminates! We are gathered here today to write a new page in mythology!
Too long have we taken a back seat to dragons and unicorns, giants and Fairies! From this day forward,
Griffins and Centaurs, Harpies and Satyrs will be on thetip of every tongue, and find aplacein every
heart!”

“And us Chimeras! Don't forget us Chimeras”

“And what about us Kelpies!”

“How about us Nixies?’

“Yed Yed” the Griffin shouted above the crowd. “ Chimeras, Kelpies, Nixies, everybody! We |l force
mythology down their throats!”

The crowd went wild. They shouted some word, over and over. | strained to make it out.

A voice, much louder than the rest, called from the edge of the clearing:

“But nothing for Bog Womblers?’

The Griffin stopped, openmouthed.

“Bog Womblers?”

A large, gray thing Sitting by theriver raised its pseudopod. “ Y esl Everyone forgets the Bog Womblers!”

“Yes, of course,” the Griffin said, recovering rap-idly. “Uh—Pookas, and Sphinxes, and Bog
Womblers, too!”

The crowd went wilder.
“Uh, Pop?’ the Hippogriff said softly.
The other beast glanced back irritably. “Yes, what isit now?’

The youngster nodded its head toward the far edge of the clearing, beyond the Bog Wombler, wherea
number of near-naked women were whedling carts into the crowd.

“Just that the refreshments are here”

“Isit that time dready?’ The Griffin shook its head angrily. 1’ ve spent far too much time with this—
human here! And | wasjust hitting my stride!”

It turned back to the assembled monsters. “ Fellow mythical beasts! | know how deeply we al want to
com-plete the business at hand. But our mindswon'’t be at their best if our somachs are empty, will

they?”



The Griffin’ sremarks brought on anew chorus of shouts from the crowd. A couple of the larger
creatures smiled my way. | was not sureif their large, toothsome grins and repeated licking of chops
weredl indl asgn of friendly good fellowship.

“Nymphs!” the Griffin called. “Bring on the re-freshments!”

| was sartled for an ingtant. The beasts were going to take amomentary pause in their srangeritua to
refresh themselves. This could be just the chance | needed. Maybe | could discern what wasreally
happening here, and what was expected of me. Maybe | could escape, and take Ebenezum with me. |
looked around the dais on which we stood, but could see no gap in the tightly packed monsters.

The Griffin strode up to me on muscular cat feet. “Human. Y ou have afew minutesto yourself. Step
down and get to know some of our membership, if you will. Wewant to put you at your esse.”

At my ease? Perhaps, | thought, | was needlesdy wor-ried. Perhapsthis Griffin was merely adightly
overbearing father figure, and | was here to pread the news about this ritual back among humankind.
Perhaps

| imagined things, and half the crowd did not fantasize about how | would tastein alight cream sauce. |
did my best to amile at the Griffinin acomraddy way.

“Oh,” the Griffin added as an afterthought, “and after this break, you will have your chanceto prove
your mystic powersto the assembly.”

SEVEN

A wizard’ sreputation is his bond, or so the sages say. And, as all learned men know, areputa-tionis
difficult to build, and al too easly be-smirched. The wizard with afallen reputation is often led to less
savory forms of employ, and, while these sometimes pay better than whatever the wizard was doing
before, they are not the sort of thing one writes home to Mother about. The successful wizard, therefore,
should develop three or four reputations smultaneoudy, and then, happily, will have onefor every
occasion.

- THE TEACHINGS OF EBENEZUM,
VOLUME XIII
Perhaps, on the other hand, escape was avery good idea. | looked again, out over the multitude of
mon-sters. A dozen scantily clad women were pushing large wooden carts through the crowd. The carts
appeared to be refreshment wagons, filled with large kegs of meed, trays full of biscuitsand smdll
sandwiches, and little, squirmy things that squeded loudly when the creatures swalowed them.

| could but hopethat if they ate those things, they would be less hungry for me. There was nothing for it
but to go out amidst the crowd.

“Hey! It sthe human!”

| was dready atracting notice.



“Doyou think he sawizard?’

Therewas a coarselaugh. “Sure, and I’ m a Pooka!”

“Wait asecond. | thought youwere a Pookal”

“No, I'maNix! Good heavens, don’t you have any eyesin that Chimera head of yours?’
“What do you mean?1’m not a Chimeral”

| lost track of the conversation when one of the voluptuoudly attractive, and nearly naked, women stood
before me.

“Hello, big boy,” she said huskily.

“Why—um,” | replied. She took my hand as | spoke. Her pink tongue moved dowly across her white
teeth.

“Would you like alittle something?’ the husky voice asked.

“Why—um,” | replied. | seemed to have broken into aheavy swest. | did not redlize the day was so
warm.

“Hey! Keep your hands off our Nymphs!” A short fellow with a pointy beard stared angrily a me.
“Who areyou?’ | had the awful fegling that awizard would know more about mythical beaststhan | did.
What little | had learned came from conversations with Hubert, a dragon of my acquaintance who was

pursuing acareer in vaudeville. And Hubert hadn’t talked at al about short fellows with pointy beards.

“Get aload of thisguy!” The pointy-bearded fellow, who aso appeared to have hooves and atail,
sneered. “Y ou know what a Satyr is, don’t you?’

Oh. | was on safe ground now. Thiswas something I had discussed with Hubert. “Sure,” | replied.
“That’ saform of comedly, right?’

“Who isthisguy?’ The bearded fellow searched the heavens above us. “No. Satyr. S-A-T-Y-R! You
know, the pipes of Pan! Frolicking and digporting with Nymphs among the spring flowers! That sort of
thing!”

“Why, certainly.” | dismissed my foolish error with awave of my wizardly hand. “Now that you say o,
of course. It'sjust thet | have afew thingson my mind. .. ."

“And your mind iswhere they’re going to stay!” The Satyr glanced at the nearly naked Nymph. “ Scoot,
Nymphie. W€ Il do some frolicking and disporting later on, okay?’

The Nymph showed meafind smile.

“Maybe | can get you something sometime, big boy.” Her voice, if anything, waslower and huskier than
before.

“Why—um,” | replied as | watched her retreat through the crowd.



“You keep shaking your head like that, you'll get sick,” adeep voice said nearby. | looked up to seea
massivewall of gray flesh. “Us Bog Womblers know dl about sick.”

So | had made my way through the throng to the Bog Wombler. That meant | was dmost to the edge of
the clearing. Perhaps | could escape after dl.

“Indeed,” | replied, doing my best to act wizardly. “Here| am, taking astroll, to get some air.”
“Not abad idea, with that crowd,” the huge creature intoned. “Bog Womblersdon't like crowds.”
“Indeed,” | Stated.

“There sastream just behind me. Y ou might want to refresh yourself. If we don't have a stream around,
we Bog Womblersarein big trouble.”

“Indeed?’ | answered, barely able to contain my da-tion. A stream? | wondered if any of the creatures
cameby boat. My escape was beginning to ssem more possi-ble with every passing minute.

Stll, | shouldn’t appear too eager. | would engagein small talk for an instant, then saunter away.
“Pardon me,” | said, “but | don’t know what a Bog Wombler does.”

“You're not alone. No one ever knows.” It paused and sighed, fixing me with asingle, bloodshot eye.
“Wewomble” it said at |ast.

“Oh,” | replied. “Indeed. How interesting. | think I'll go and get that drink you suggested. Awfully nice
mesting you.”

| skirted the Bog Wombler and headed for freedom.

The stream was not as deserted as | had hoped. Another two dozen strange creatures, many with
ex-tremdy fishy characteristics, lounged in and about the water. Possibly, if | were to wander
downstream abit. . . | gave awide berth to the nastier-looking fish-things. With some reluctance, |
passed the Mermaids by without a second glance.

Thetreesgrew larger and thicker as | walked downstream, which suited my purpose perfectly. No one
had tried to stop me. Eveniif | couldn’t find a boat, the foliage might give me, sufficient cover to escape
on foot.

Somehow, though, | would have to double back and rescue my master. And while | might be ableto
move quickly through the forest for hours on end, | doubted if the wizard was yet up to it. For that
reason alone, aboat would be very useful.

| cameto abend in the stream. There, moored in the shalows, was a canoe.

My luck got better with every passng moment! At thisrate, Ebenezum and | would be well on our way
to Vushtaby nightfal.

The boat wastied by alineto asturdy oak. It took me a moment to undo the knot, fiendishly tied, |



imagined, by some hands that were not quite human. | gave amuted cry of satisfaction asthe final strand
pulled free. Now | would push the canoe silently downstream, and hide it somewhere to avoid detection
until I had rescued Ebenezum and brought him back to the craft.

| squatted to push the canoe fully into the water.

The canoe didn’t move.

Something was keeping it from moving. | now took note of the fact that the boat seemed to contain a
horse’ s hoof.

“Hi there,” the Hippogriff said.

Panic struck me. Clearly it wastimefor achange of plans.

“Wall, excuseme!” | cried, doing my best to conjure up wizardly indignation. “It gppears| can’'t have
any privecy at adl! I'll have you know that even we wizards have certain bodily functions that we haveto

take careof.”

“Inaboat?” The Hippogriff shook its eagle beak. “ Guessyou'll just haveto hold it in now, won't you?
It' stimefor the meeting to begin.”

The beast looked doft and whistled. “ Oh, Rok!”

Therewas agrest fluttering of wings.

The Hippogriff fixed me again with itseagle sare. “Y ou’ ve been anaughty human, wandering away like
that when we needed your wizardly skill. But you' re the guest of honor. Spare no expense, right? So
we' Il get you an express ride back to the podium.”

Something very large landed next to me.

“Hey,” the huge bird drawled. “What' s happening?’

“Got another job for you, Rok,” the Hippogriffsaid. “We need to get this guy back to the podiumina
hurry.”

“Hey,” the Rok replied. “ That's cool.”
“And, Rok?" the Hippogriff said somewhat ten-tatively. I’ ve got arequest from my father, the Grif-fin?
It s;ems you dropped some of thisfellow’ sthingslast time you carried him. My pop waswondering if

you' d kind of be alittle more careful 7’

The huge bird focused its eyes for the first time. It glared at the Hippogriff. “Hey, horse, | got big claws.
Sometimesthings dip away. Sometimesthey don't.” It flexed aclaw idly, crushing atree. “Dig?’

Thiswasterrible. There had to be someway that | could get away.

“Excuse me?’ | asked, trying to sound a bit more humble than before. “I redlly could use abush
somewhere.”



“Y ou should have thought of that earlier,” the Hip-pogriff replied. “Now, it's showtime!”

The Rok’ s claws surrounded me.

“Ligten, if it getsredly bad,” the Hippogriff added, “there’ sacrawl space under the stage.”

The beast waved its wing as the Rok carried me aloft.

“Nothing istoo good for our guests!” were the last words | heard before the Hippogriff, too, took flight.
The crowd didn’t seem to notice us passing overhead. | heard snatches of conversation as| flew by.
“Would you stop changing your shape every two minutes? It' s very difficult to concentrate—"

“How can | tell you' re the Sphinx?’

“How about ariddle? I’ ve got amillion of them. What' s yellow, has four wings, weighs two thousand
pounds and goes—"

| had grabbed on to the claws and had a much better view than the first time I’ d traveled thisway.
That' show | managed to see something out of the corner of my eye. Something dark and fast-moving,
and maybe as big asthe Rok. It was too high in the sky to tell. Maybe what it was was something that
hadn’t been invited to this convention. Whatever that could possibly be. . .

The Rok deposited me on the dirt by the stage. The Hippogriff landed nearby.

“About time you got back,” the Griffin growled. It removed its claws from where it had been shredding a
corner of the stage.

“Pop, | think | saw—"'the Hippogriff began wor-riedly.
“Here we aré’—the Griffin cut the youngster off—"at the most important moment ever in the history of
mythologica beastdom, and you two are gdavanting around. Don't give athought to the old Griffin, oh

no. I’m merely the one running the show. Who caresif I'm kept informed?’

The Griffin legpt Six feet straight into the air, grab-bing asmal bird in its beak. It crashed back onto the
gtage, crunching and swallowing noisily.

“Haven't even had timefor adecent medl,” it mumbled.

There might be away out of thisyet. Perhaps | could get on this beast’ sgood side. If it had agood side.
“Indeed,” | said, “the weight of responsibility upon you must beterrible.”

The Griffin nodded solemnly.

“How did they pick you to be the leader, if | might in-quire?’

“Quiet down out there!” The Griffin raked its claws through the air so fast it made thewind sing. The

crowd got considerably quieter. “Oh, | know exactly how to deal with creatures. | dwaysthought it was
my Griffin’ s keen sense of humor and persond style. Keep themlaughing, that’ swhat | dwayssay.” It



raised its voice to the crowd again. “Are you going to be quiet out there, or isthere going to be trouble?’

The crowd got quieter still. *You'reto be com-mended,” | added. “ Y ou' ve redly gathered quite a
variety of creatures.”

“Yep, got dmost everybody,” the Griffin replied. “We re sill waiting for the Phoenix. He keeps
promis-ing to show up.”

Could that bewhat | saw? A Phoenix? Then why wasn't he here?

The Griffin looked wistfully at the sky. *Y ou’ d think there’ d be more birds. | don’t work well onan
empty stomach. Oh well, it can't be helped.” The beast Sighed. “We have history to make.”

“Fellow mythological beasts” The Griffin’svoicerang out over thethrong. * * Tisthe time for decison!
Bring out the unicorn!”

The crowd began to chant the phrase that had puzzled me before. It sounded like “ Half-past three!
Haf-past three!” Was someone keeping track of the time?

“Yes, that'sright!” the Griffin continued. “ Thisis our moment in history. No longer will we haveto takea
back seet to unicorns, dragons and the like. We re here to see that we get our fair share of tapestry

space!
The crowd was on itsfeet, or wings, or fins, or, in the case of the Bog Wombler, whatever.
“That’ sright, mythica beasts! Our fair share of tapestry space! And amaiden for every monster!”
Thecrowd wasat it again. “ Tap-es-try!” they caled. “Tapestry! Tapestry!”

Oh, that wasit then. Tapestry. Quite smple, redly.

Hoots of derision rose from the audience. The Hippogriff wasleading in the unicorn.

“Here, then,” the Griffin was saying, “isour chief competition.”

Shouts of “Nyah-nyah-nyah!” and “Who' sthe walk-ing hat rack?’ followed the unicorn through the
crowd. Somehow, the magnificent beast seemed aboveit dl.

“Now, what has this beast got that we don’'t have?’ the Griffin asked. “A golden horn perhaps. A
magnifi-cent coat, maybe, astatdly bearing? Even—hahl—away with virgins? Not enough, | say! Why
are tapestries so crowded with unicorns? How come dragons have cornered the damsdl-in-distress
market? It sstsamythologica beast to thinking, let metell you!”

The Griffin waved awing grandly in my direction. “ That’ swhy we invited awizard heretoday. True, he
may not be much of awizard, but we' re operating on very short notice. Still, we are here to show the
wizard the wisdom of our course, and to let him use his magic to spread the word!”

A voice came from the crowd. “ Then can we eat him?’

“Only if hedoesn’'t do hisjob!” The Griffin made a short, barking sound that might have been alaugh.
“But dl kidding aside, fellow creatures! No longer will maidensflock solely to unicorns and dragons!



Once we re done, every Kobold and Hob and Fruich among you will have a dozen tapestries, and
maidens begating down your door!”

“Tap-es-try!” the crowd chanted. “ Tap-es-try!”

A mournful voice cut through the melee.

“What about us Bog Womblers?’

“Bog Womblers, too! When we are done, every Bog Wombler will be covered with maidens!”

That many maidens? It was an awesome thought. From the size of the thing, | would guessaBog

Wombler would take up atapestry al by itsdlf.

“How about Satyrs?’ somebody cried. “ Satyrs a-ready get maidens!”

One of the pointy-bearded fellows jumped forward. “We do not! We get Nymphs. It's another thing
atogether. Y ou haveto spend dl your time chasing them around the forest.” The fellow shook hisfists
with frugtration. “ And have you ever tried to have an in-telligent conversation with a Nymph? All they
want to talk about isthe weather and flower arrangements!”

“Yes, yes!” the Griffin agreed. “Maidensfor every-one!” The beast turned to me. “ Are you ready?’

| cleared my throat. “Indeed?’ | managed. “Ready for what?’

“For the big moment, of course. Oh. We haven't ex-plained that, have we? So much to do, so little time.
You'll forgive mefor not telling you this before, won't you? That’ s agood human.”

“Now wait aminute!” | shouted. “Y ou get abig bird to drag me and my master to this place, plop me
downin aleaky, drafty shack, throw me out here without any breakfast, and expect meto perform for
everybody? | will do no such thing!” They had finaly doneit. | wasangry.

“Hmm,” the Griffin mused. “ Perhgpsthisfelow isawizard after dl.” The beast turned to the Hippogriff.
“Son, seeif you can find some—oh, whatever it ishumans eat!”

“Sure, Pop!” The Hippogriff galloped off the stage. The Griffin turned back to me. “Now that we have
addressed your needs, we can get down to business.

“Fellow mythologicd creatures! Our guest, the wizard, has asked for afew minutesto prepare his spells
before he broadcasts our message to wizards everywhere. A reasonable request, | think, and one that
will give him achance to hear more about our noble pur-pose!”

Shouts of “Y esh, wizard! That’stelin’ him!” and “Let’ s eat the unicorn!” drifted in from the crowd.

“Inthe meantime,” the Griffin continued, “1 will ex-plore some of the finer points of our seventy-two
demands, to be presented to dl of humanity, aswell asthe world below.”

The world below? Was this creature talking about the Netherhells? Now that | thought of it, |
remembered Ebenezum once telling me that magical beastswere only partidly of thisworld, and partidly
Netherhdls-ingpired. That meant they might have connections who would know the Netherhdlls' fiendish



plotd

“Y ou'retaking about the Netherhdls!” | interrupted loudly.

The Griffin paused inits oratory.

-

“But the demons have concocted some fantastic scheme to rule the world above ground, too!”
“Oh, yes, of course,” the Griffin said. “We know all about that.”

“Y ou know what the Netherhellsintend?’ | cried. “Y ou haveto tel me!”

“Sorry.” The Griffin shook its head. “We have an understanding with the Netherhells. They' re fantagtic
crestures, too, you know. Besides, it would hurt our bargaining position.”

| started to object, when the Hippogriff galloped back on the stage. The creature dropped abundle at
my fest.

“Sorry, fella,” the beast said. “Best | could do on short notice.”

The bundle was moving and making mewling noises.

“No timeto cook anything, I'm afraid.” The Hippogriff shrugged itswings.
| decided not to look inside. “Indeed,” | muttered. “I'll egt it later.”

“Felow creatures” The Griffin had returned to its oratory. For the moment, | had lost my chance. My
mind raced. What could these strange creatures know about the foul schemes of the Netherhdlls? And
how could | get them to talk?

“Thetime has come,” the Griffin continued, “to promote ourselves before the unlearned masses. Tisa
sad fact that Sphinxes and Hippogriffs rarely crop up in everyday conversation. Hobs and Kobolds are
talked about even less. We are going to change dl that!”

Some members of the crowd cheered.

“Qur firgt order of businesstoday isto devise phrasesthat will help the unwashed massesidentify us. |
will giveyou an example:

“If one of the masses should describe something as‘ Aslovely asaunicorn,” or * Asdeadly asadragon,
no one hearing them would think twice. They know al about unicorns and dragons. They seethemon
tapestries. They' re congtantly having to go out and rescue maidens from their clutches! Unicorns and
dragons are apart of their everyday lives!

“But what of Chimeras and Centaurs? | have gone up to a member of the unwashed and said that
word—' Chimeral’ And what did they say tome?1’ll tell you! They said‘ Gesundheit!’

“Let me assure you, thisisastuation we can no longer tolerate. If unicorns and dragons are known by
their dogans, the rest of uswill have dogansaswell!”



Now the crowd went wild.
The Hippogriff brought the unicorn up onto the stage.

The Griffin glanced a the brilliant white cresture with the golden horn. 1 brought this unicorn before us
for apurpose. We can look at this beast and know that it is no better than any of us.”

The unicorn snorted and shook its magnificently flowing mane. Taut musclesrippled benesth its perfect
coat. Itsgolden horn glinted in the sun.

“Wadll,” the Griffin added, “ perhapsit isalittle bet-ter than some of us, but I'm sure that we dl have
hidden attributes that a unicorn couldn’t even dream of!”

The Griffin spread itswings. “ All right now! We need to start somewhere, and | have decided thet | shall
volunteer, to demonstrate one approach we might take. To begin, | look down upon my physica form,
and catalogue my various positive features.”

The creature flapped its wings with dow majesty. It brought awelcome breeze to the platform..
Whatever was in the sack the Hippogriff had brought me was starting to smell.

“Firg, | have the wings and head of the great eagle, predator of the skies!”

The Griffin then roared and waved alion’s claw with talons extended. It seemed to be getting somewhat
car-ried away. | took a step back for safety’ s sake.

“Next, | have the body of the mighty lion, king of the beasts”
Thetall that looked like haf asnake whipped across the stage, knocking my intended lunch out into the
crowd. At least now, | hoped, | would not be expected to et it. Politeness or no, there are certain limits

even awizard’ s apprentice has to observe.

“Lastly, but no lessmighty, ismy serpent’ stail, powerful enough to crush the life from haf the creatures
of theforest.”

The Griffin paused for dramatic effect. “What doesthisal indicate? Yes, yes, | can fed you thinkingit!
Nobility. Therefore, we will add one phrase to the com-mon speech: * As noble asa Griffin!”

The Griffin shot alook at the unicorn, who had snorted at an ingppropriate moment, then turned back to
the crowd.

“There, you see how easy it is? All right. Who's next?’
The pointy-bearded fellow in the front row waved his triangular-shaped whistle. “What about Satyrs?’
“Satyrs dready get maidens!” somebody insisted.

“I'm sorry,” the Griffin interjected. “ Maidens were dedlt with earlier on the agenda. Y es, what about
Satyrs? We need a dogan to make you, too, acommon, household name.”

“Say, Pop!” the Hippogriff caled. “Try ‘Asdy asa Satyr.” *



The Griffin consdered it. He glanced at the fellow with the pointy beard, who appeared to be frowning.
“No, no, that has some negative connotations, doesn't it? Maybe ‘ As sexy asa Satyr’ 7’

The pointy-bearded fellow shifted uncomfortably. He cleared histhroat. “Please, we' retrying to
downplay certain aspects of our image.”

“Very wdl,” the Griffin said impetiently. “ Do you have any suggestions?’

“Yed” Thefelow smiled. “1 have catalogued my body parts asyou did, and I’ ve come up with aphrase
that' sidedl!” He cleared histhroat again.

“Asnobleasa Satyr!”

The crowd applauded enthusiagticaly.

“Oh. Yes | see” the Griffin murmured. “Wdll,then, ‘ Asnoble asa Satyr’ it will bel”

The motion was passed to popular acclaim.

A mournful voice came from the audience.

“What about us Bog Womblers?’

“Bog Womblers?’ the Hippogriff muttered.

“Smple, but effectivel” the Griffin cried, stepping forward. “ As noble asaBog Wombler!”
The crowd went wild.

The Griffin turned to the Hippogriff. “Thisisnot going quite aswell as| had hoped. ‘ Tistime for the
wizard”

It took me a second to redlize that they meant me. | had quite forgotten, what with the grand sweep of
ora-tory going on before me, that | was supposed to prepare mysalf for my task.

The Griffin turned to me. “ Come now and prove your sorcerous skills. Spread the word about
AFTAOMAIBAC to wizards throughout the world!”

“Pardonme,” | said, “but I'm not sure my magic worksthat way.”
The Griffin grumbled deep initsthroat. It fixed me again with itseagle eye.

“1, and the collective beasts of our brotherhood, have been lenient, considering your Stuation, but | am
afraid our patienceisamost spent. It istime to make our organization known to the world!”

“If not, of course,” the Hippogriff added in amore reasonable tone, “there are those among us who
would be glad to eat you.”

“Y eah!” someone called from the audience. “Waste not, want not!”



“Comenow,” the Griffin reproached. “Y ou’ ve spent far too long in your preparation. ‘ Tistimeto prove
your mettle”

The beast turned to the throng. “ Come, fellow crea-tures! Let us cheer the wizard on. Soon, every
sorcerer will know our name! AFTAOMAIBAC! AFTAOMAIBAC! AFTAOMAIBAC!”

A ragged cheer arose from the crowd as they at-tempted to repeat the group’ s name.

So | would be eaten at last. Unless—could | dare hope? There was one thing that might work. What if |
contacted Norei and somehow got her to speak through me to the assemblage? | could then convince the
magical beaststhat | had spoken with another sorcerer. Yes! | had to talk with Norei again, anyway! It
was abrilliant stroke. Maybe | would survivethis after all.

| began to think of grackles.

“AFTAOMAIBAC! AFTAOMAIBAC!”

It was hard to concentrate with the cheering of the crowd. | looked at the Griffin, leading the throng. Its
serpent tail whipped fearsomely back and forth in time with the cheers, asitslion’s claws ripped boards
from the platform and tossed them amidst the crowd. Its eagle beak turned to regard me.

My grackle thoughts went flying doft.

Norei! | called. Norei!

“Wuntvor?Isit you?’

| saw her below me, marching across an open field. My grackle thoughts flew swiftly to her Sde.

Yes, my red-haired beauty. Yes! | need your help desperately!

“Oh,” she said with acertain amount of disdain, “and about time. So you' ve finaly come back to learn
the fate the Netherhells have planned for your master?’

Yes, uh, and no! | admitted. Y ou see, there' sthislarge group of monsters—
“Mongters? There' sno time for that now, Wuntvor. | fear the Netherhells suspect our communication.
Y ou have used this spdll too openly, and too many times. | fed the demons are taking steps againgt us,

even aswe speak.”

My grackle form cried in darm: We must talk hur-riedly, then, my love. | need asign fromyou, if | anto
retainmy life. You see, I’ ve found myself captured by this convention of mythologica beasts—

“Convention of what? Wuntvor! Sometimes your playfulness can be very ingppropriate! Listen now to
what | haveto say. | fear the Netherhellswill come be-tween us, and we will never have a chance—"

My beloved screamed. | could no longer see her.

Another face swam before my eyes. A demonic face, with many, many teeth.



With adart, | redized it was Guxx Unfufadoo, the dread, rhyming demon who was the cause of my
master’ s maady.

“We ve had enough of your pitiful spell,

For the time has come for your death knell!”

| heard myself scream. | blinked, and found | was back among the mongters.

“So,” the Griffin said, sharpening its claws on the reemains of the stage. “When do you begin your
sdl?

There was amassive explosion.
“Heads up, kiddies!” ahigh voice cried. “It' sBrownietime!”

The smoke set me to coughing. Through watery eyes, | saw that two things had materidized near me on
the stage. One was the Brownie.

The other wasthe largest shoethat | had ever seen.

EIGHT

Wizards encounter periods of crissfrom timeto time. It comes with the job, right dong with the robes
and the pointy hat. Now, some wizardsthrive on crigs, and thereis quite abit of gold to be made, should
the magician survive, by thrusting oneself into the thick of things. The more experienced mage, however,
makes ample use of soothsaying spells, so that he may collect the monies, reassure the populace, and il
have time to |leave the area before the thick of things arrives.

— THE TEACHINGS OF EBENEZUM,
VOLUME IV

The shoe spoke to me.

“Wuntvor! “TisI!”

It was my master’ svoicel My first thought was that the Brownie had somehow transformed my master
into agiant shoe. After amoment, | regained my wits, how-ever, and redlized that the shoe had been built
large enough to house Ebenezum. And now hewas here, bymy side, in the midst of al thismagic, and he
was hot sneezing!

“Magter! “| cried joyfully. “You are cured!”

“Inamanner of spesking,” Ebenezum replied dryly. “ * Tisonly amatter of my spending the rest of my



lifeingdeashoe”

“But how did you get here?’ | asked.

“Through Brownie magic, apparently. It all started when our Brownie showed up at the shack wherel
was resting. He' d brought this other little fellow aong that he kept caling *Y our Brownieship —" The
wizard paused. “But what' s going on here? It' s hard for me to see through the buttonholes.”

“Wadll, thisis a convention of mythologica beasts,” | began hadtily. “ And they wanted me to contact
another wizard, or they were going to eat me, and—"

“Who daresto disturb the first regularly scheduled meeting of the Association for the Advancement of
Mythical and Imaginary Beasts and Creatures?’ the Griffin interrupted with aroar. “A talking shoe?’

“Careful, Pop,” the Hippogriff chided. “He may be digible for membership.”
The Browniewaked up to me, dl smiles.

“Isthisawish or what?’ he said proudly. “We Brownies are new to this game, but once we get
going—"

“Would an enchanted shoe be mythologicad?’ The Griffin glared at itsoffspring. “I’[| have to check the
bylaws.”

The leader of the beasts coughed and turned to us. “Onething | do know, however. Fairies are definitely
not welcome at our gatherings’”’

“Fairies” the Browniecried. “Fairies! Could aFairy do this?’

Thelittlefellow closed his eyes and shuffled hisfeet.

The shoefloated in the air for aminute, then returned to the stage with aresounding crash.
“Indeed,” thewizard' s voice came from deep within the leather. “If | might make a suggestion—"
“Little enough magic! A Griffin could movethat shoe with even less effort!”

“Please” thewizard began again. “If you might just hear me out—"

The Griffin’ stail dithered under the shoe, tossing it two feet in theair. It fell to the stlage with an even
louder crash.

“Enough!” thewizard called from within. A single, dark-robed hand emerged from insde the shoe
leather. A lightning bolt shot down from the sky, searing the space midway between Griffin and Brownie.

“Ohwow!” the Hippogriff exclaimed. “Yes, | think the enchanted shoe has an excellent case for
immediate membership.”

“If youwill listen to me now?’ Ebenezum’ s muffled voice remarked.

“Listen up!” the Hippogriff shouted. “ The en-chanted shoe hasthe floor!”



“Very well. Fire, let me say that thislittlefdlow hereisnot aFairy a dl. Heis, rather, very much a
Brownie”

“Redly?’ the Hippogriff interjected. “Y ou know, Brownies could be digible for membership, too.”
The Brownie thanked my magter.

“Don’'t mentionit. . . Indeed, ‘twastheleast | could do. Second, | am more than what | seem. Rather
than being an enchanted shoe, | an awizard in disguise!”

The crowd roared in surprise.

“I see.” The Griffin had gotten over its shock a almost being singed, and had stepped forward to once
again take control. “It'sa shame, redly. An enchantedshoe would have made such a colorful member.
But Brownies now, there’ san awful lot of you, aren’t there? Y ou know, of course, that there' san
entrance fee. And then there re the annual dues. But, what amembership can do for you!”

“Y our pardon,” the wizard said. “1 am not done speaking.”
Everyonewas dlent. | marveled a what alightning bolt could do for crowd control.

“l amagreat wizard,” Ebenezum said, “ called by my compatriot hereto—" My master paused. | had
not been ableto tell him any more of my plight! “—to do whatever | have been called hereto do!” he
finished majedticaly. Somehow, coming from his mouth, the words al made sense.

“Doom!” A voice carried from the edge of the silent crowd.

The Griffinignoredit. “ So thisfelow redly isawizard after dl?1 tell you, they must have smplified the
entrance exam since | was a hatchling.” The beast paused, glanced at the sky, and flapped itswings
defen-sively. “ Sorry! Just voicing my opinion. I’'m sure | know aslittle about wizards as wizards know
about Griffind”

Ebenezum’ s hand emerged from the shoe again.
“Not to say that wizardslack knowledge—"

“Pop!” the Hippogriff whispered. “ Get ahold of yoursalf! We re supposed to tell the wizards our
de-mandd”

Thewizard' s hand felt about for another buttonhole and extracted a cloth from it. The hand disappeared
within the shoe again. | heard the faint sound of anose being blown.

“I know exactly what I'm doing!” the Griffin sngpped. “ That’ s the problem with youngsters today. No
sense of diplomacy. And the things they bring hometo clutter the nest. And their tastein music! You
know what this teenager likes? Madrigddl” The Griffin groaned in agony. “ Give me agood old Gregorian
chant any day!”

The Griffin walked over to the shoe and stared straight into abuttonhole. “But let’ s put that aside. We dl
want to work together. Let me show you our list of seventy-three proposas. Of specid interest is our
sug-gestion for ajoint wizard and mythologica beast steer-ing committee. Of course, we' |l need to



receive some modest fundsto get it going. Think of it asan act of good faith on the part of wizards
everywhere”

The Griffin paused and |ooked out to the crowd. There was quite acommotion in the middle of the
au-dience. | made out an occasiona “Doom!” amid the hubbub.

“Look herel” caled avoice so grating that it only could be Snarks. “No one' s eating anybody el se here.
And no anima with the head of achickenisgoing to tel me anything!”

Thenoiserose considerably. | thought | heard sounds of genuine conflict.
“Indeed,” said the wizard within his shoe. “ Do you think your fellow creatures could stop molesting the
newcomers? | would like to see those two up herewith us.” A hand emerged casuadly from the shoe, as

if to test the temperature of the air.

“Mogt certainly!” The Griffin laughed its barking laugh, asif thiswere al great fun among old cronies,
then turned and gave ingtructions to the crowd to let the strangers pass.

“Doom,” Hendrek said when he arrived on the stage. “We have come to save you.”
Snarks peered at the Griffin. “Look here! Another creature with a chicken head!”

The Griffin was speechless. Itstail whipped about asif it were looking for something to strangle. Snarks,
for the moment at least, was standing out of reach.

“You know,” Snarkswent on, “I’ve noticed that alot of the creatures around here have an ttitude
prob-lem.” He paused to survey the crowd. “Well, | suppose when you look like you' ve been put
together from spare parts in somebody’ stool shed, there' s bound to be dif-ficulty. Still, if | had a brief
talk with them, I’m sure | could straighten them out. | have Netherhells ex-perience, you know!”

“If you were not under the protection of awizard—" The Griffin became too choked with emotion to
con-tinue.

“And the wizard’ s under my protection aswell,” Snarks added happily. “For | can seethetruth,
wherever it may hide. There ssemsto be little enough of it around here a the moment.”

“Doom.” Hendrek moved to Snarks s side. Head-basher siwung free in the large warrior’ s hand.

The truth-telling demon waved at the warrior. “Never fear, friend Hendrek. We have the upper hand
here. Compared to al these creatures, you look positively normal!”

“So what do we do now?’ Hendrek turned to me. “We have come to rescue you from fiends
unknown.”

“Wait asec,” the Hippogriff cut in. “ Rescue him from what? 1’1l have you know thet thisisthe first annua
meeting of avery important new betiary interest group!”

“Liketheman said,” Snarks chimed in, “we ve come to rescue you from fiends unknown.” The demon
looked down at the crowd of mythologica animals, who seemed to be growing more and more restive as
thedramaplayed itsdf out onstage. “ And not a moment too soon, either!”



“Excuseme,” the wizard intoned from hisleathery depths. “While | am sure we could go on exchanging
pleasantries dl day, there are matters we must attend to. Let usfinish our business here quickly and be on
our way.”

“Certainly.” The Griffin ruffled its feethersin an at-tempt to regain composure. “We mythological animas
don't ask for much. We only want to gain the stature in society that rightfully belongsto us. 1t will be so
easy! We ve made up some tapestry design guiddinesthat will revolutionize theindustry. And | think

we' ve been more than reasonable in our maiden-allotment quotas.”

“Indeed,” thewizard said. “ And exactly what isit that you want wizardsto do?’

“Why, the same things wizards dways do! Make things happen.” The Griffin Sdled even closer to the
shoe. “Ligten, we' re not fooled by traditional power structures. After dl, we' re mythological. That, to say
the least, gives one aunique perspective. We know, with al the kings and mayors and knights and town
councilmen around, things only get done when awizard stepsin. In fact, the higher the
king/mayor/knight/town councilman to wizard retio in a certain area, the longer it takes anyoneto do
anything!” The beast’ s voice dropped to awhisper. “ Besides that, there a so seemsto be alot of money
around wizards.”

The Griffin paused, but the shoe made no reply.

“All right. So wewant to talk business. It is not enough that al but afew haughty mythologica beasts
have joined together to make a statement of purpose. We need wizards to spread the word. Other
humans listen to wizards. They know that if they don't, bad thingsjust might happen to them. And that’s
just thekind of spokespeople my organization needs!”

“Then you' re spesking of a cooperative agreement?’ | thought | noted some interest in Ebenezum’s
muffled voice

“Well, eventudly, therewill be money involved,” the Griffin continued. “It' sdl part of our seventy-two
demands, which I’'m sure you'll enjoy reading when you have thetime. Why, | imagine the tapestry
royatiesaonewill net usasmal fortune—"

“Indeed. Y ou used theword ‘ eventudly.” Say wizards do spread the word? What is the working wizard
to do for ready cash until that ‘eventualy’ comes about?’

“Anold, established order such asthewizards—" The Griffin paused ominoudy, doing itsbest to glare

at the shoe. | saw for thefirgt time how my master’ slesther covering might enhance his bargaining power.
The Griffin took adeep breath. “ The least wizards can do is make avoluntary contribution asasign of

good will!”

“No,” Ebenezum said dowly. “1 think not.”

The Griffin roared. “No one ever saysno to usl We are fearsome mythological beasts”

“That istrue,” Ebenezum replied. “And | am awizard.”

My chest swelled with pride at my master’ s bargaining skill. The beasts were no match for him, even

while he was trapped in ashoe. As hisapprentice, | knew that there were many truths about my master,
but one wastruer than dl therest:



No one fights Ebenezum over money matters and wins.

“What say, guys?’ Snarks svoicefilled the ominous silence. “Let’ s blow this zoo and get back on our
way toVushta. If we stick around here much longer, we' re bound to get fleas!”

The Griffin screamed in rage. The Hippogriff, somewhat more mildly, remarked: “Mythological animals
never havefless”

“Not even mythological fleas?” Snarksregjoined. “What' s the matter, you not good enough for them?
Cometo think of it, from the way you look, I’ d hate to imagine how you taste. Ugh. It'senough to put a
demon off hislunch. And you should see what demons egt!”

“Friend Snarks,” | cut in, “perhapsit istime to resume our journey asyou—"

The Griffin legpt to where Snarks had been standing only seconds before. The beast’ s claws shredded
the floorboards.

“Not only ugly, but dow,” Snarks added. “If you' re going to legp after me, you should lean back more

on your haunches, you know. It'll give you more spring. And if you' d extend your claws the teeniest
bit—"

The Griffin lunged again, overshooting the demon and flying completdly off the stage.

| turned to the wizard. “Master? What are we going to do?’

“Hey, isit timefor another Browniewish?’

Thelittle fellow stood by my foot. In dl the excite-ment, | had completely forgotten him.

“Yeah, you'll haveto excuse me,” the Brownie con-tinued. 1’ ve just been standing here, admiring my
handiwork. Here before us, the living embodiment of Brownie Power, and thefirst of what | am sure will
be severd successful wishesin my career. My only problem now ishow do | top this?’

“Perhaps,” thewizard said from degp within the shoe, “you can find some way to get this shoe and ther
est of usout of thisplace.” Thewizard' s sneeze was muffled by the shoe aswdll.

“No problem at dl!” the Brownie said as Snarks went sailing by, the Griffin in pursuit. “ Give mea
mo-ment to get my wits about me. I'm till new at this, only onewish under my belt. And, incidentaly, |
won't be offended at dll if anyone has any suggestions!”

He tapped on the shoe. “1 did need some help before f from His Brownieship to move thisthing around.

Maybe we could al get together and carry you? Of course, you and the shoe would be pretty heavy. We
might need you to come out, too, to help support the load. Well, that wouldn't do, though, in the midst of
al thismagic, would it?” The Browniefdl to slent mus-ing.

“You redly shouldn't take offense at what | say!” Snarks panted, obvioudy out of breath. “1 am but
voic-ing my humble opinion on the appearance of your following. I’'m sure they’ re dressed at the height
of fashion for things made out of spare animal parts. And who are weto dictate fashion? Why, look at
the warrior Hendrek, here. Did you ever see amore ugly belt than that checkered thing he' swearing?’

All the color drained from Hendrek’ s ruddy face.



“| have never worn abdt!” Thewarrior looked to hiswai<t. “Doom!”

The belt dithered away from Hendrek’ swaist and assumed standard demon form. It was Brax, inits
demonic checkered suit.

The warrior swung Headbasher far over hishelmeted head.
“Fend!” heintoned. “Must you forever plague me?’

“Oh, come on now, Hendy baby.” The demonsmiled broadly asit dodged thewarrior’ swild swing.
“What did | tell you about protecting my investment?’

The demon turned and looked out over the audience. “Hey there! | haven't seen such alarge group of
poten-tia customersin my entire career. What, you think being uniquely magica creatureswill be enough
to see you through the coming conflict? Don't you believeit! Y ou're going to need al the help you can

gt

“Wait amoment!” the Griffin shouted. “ Coming conflict? What coming conflict? We have an agreement
with the Netherhellsl”

“So you haven't heard!” the smiling demon chortled asit ducked another blow from the warclub. “On
the day of the Forxnagdl, al contracts are null and void!”

“The Forxnagd!” Ebenezum cried from within his shoe.

That’ sright! With al the excitement here, | had forgotten to tell my master what | had learned during my
grackle spell.

“Wuntvor!” thewizard caled.
| ran to hissde and told him that Norel had con-firmed this news.

“Indeed,” Ebenezum murmured. “ And me trapped within ashoe! We will haveto find away to convey
my new home from place to place, even if we must carry it al theway to Vushtal Ask if they have any
carts about.”

“Carts?’ the Hippogriff snorted. “What use have mythologica beastsfor carts when we have thewings
of eagles and the hooves of stallions? Besides, I’ m afraid we' ve never been very good at building whedls.
It sthe lack of thumbs, you know.” The beast nodded toward itswings. “Guess you' re out of luck.”

“Yes, you'redl out of luck!” Brax the sdlesdemoncried. “But you might be able to extend your freedom,
and perhaps even your miserablelives, for hours or perhaps even daysif you own one of my enchanted

wegpond”

“Doom,” Hendrek muttered in my ear. “ Extend our miserable lives? This new twist to the demon’ssales
talk does not bode well.”

Brax indicated the larger warrior with awave and ahop. “ Just look at this satisfied customer! Why, if he
does not fulfill his contract with the Netherhdls now, he will completeit gladly, after we have won!”



“Doom!”

Headbasher went crashing through the stage.

“What aweapon!” Brax shook its head in admira-tion.

“It can't be,” the Griffin repested. “We have an understanding with the Netherhdlls.”
“Griffins sometimes get set in their ways,” the Hippogriff confided.

“Understandable,” Snarks cried as he ran past. “ It takes the beast so long to keep its body parts
draight, it doesn’t have timeto think of anything ese”

Snarksran. The Griffin roared. Brax sold. Head-basher crashed. And my master sneezed again.
The situation had been merely out of hand before. Now it had degenerated into something completely

beyond human comprehension. The shoe had seemed to shield my master up to a point. However, there
was such a sorcerous overload hereabouts that even the Browni€' s protection could not hold it back for

long.

The world wasfalling gpart around us. We had to escape. | only prayed we could reach Vushtain time.
But how could we carry my master?

My eyeswandered to the pen at the side of the stage.

The pen that contained the unicorn. That overmuscled beast had helped to get usinto this Situation.
Perhapsit could help usout of it aswell.

“What amess!” the unicorn cried as| gpproached. In al the tumult, no one had even noticed my leaving
the stage. “What do they want me here for? I’m sup-posed to be out frolicking through verdant fields!”

| knew exactly what they wanted the unicorn for. Onelook at this creature, and the mythologica beasts
demands began to make sense. Even | had had enough of hisfrolicking speeches.

“Ligten,” | said bluntly. “How’d you like to get out of here?’
The unicorn blinked itslarge brown eyes. “ At lagt! The voice of reason! It ispainful how few virgins
there are around this place! Although—" The unicorn looked at me significantly. “I can sniff oneout if |

haveto.”

“Never mind that now!” | said, exasperated. “If you want to get away, there’ sajob you' re going to
haveto do!”

“No need to get rough!” the unicorn exclamed. “Y ou know, | don’t go in forany of that kinky stuff.”
“No! No! | need you to carry my master away!”
“Y our master? Do you mean—" The beast shook its splendid golden horn. “I do not carry shoes.”

“Wadll, then we' [l make alitter, and you can drag the shoe!l” | paused. | should not Iet my frustration with



this beast’ s attitude get the better of me. How would my master handle this?

“Indeed,” | added. “It should be no problem for abeast as magnificent asyou.”

Theunicorn hesitated. “Well—"

Brax suddenly appeared between us. “How about an enchanted dagger to put on the end of that horn?|
tdlyou, | have accessories to improve even your best mythological festures. The dagger’ s chrome-plated,
too!”

“Doom!” Headbasher came crashing down, nar-rowly missing the demon.

“Easy termd” Brax called asit legpt back on stage. “A lifetimeto pay!” Thewarrior’s huge bulk
lumbered after it.

“Oh, for the verdant fields,” the unicorn whispered. It turned to regard me solemnly. “Perhaps we could
work something out.”

| regained the stageto tell my master.

The two demons were circling the Griffin. Nothing much had changed; everyone was still shouting or
run-ning or bellowing or bashing.

“I might be able to sall you aweapon,” Brax added hot on Snarks s hedls, “ guaranteed to do away with
pesky demons.”

“Excdlent idea,” the Griffin rumbled in response. “And then | could do away with both of you.”

“Wait amoment!” Brax cried. “Do not dare for an instant to compare us! | am but a poor salesdemon,
try-ing to eke out an existence during one of the most tur-bulent and potentidly lucrative timesin the
history of theworld.”

“Notice,” Snarks retorted, “when he describes him-self, he does not resort to the word ‘ honest.” *
“Why don’t you come back to the Netherhdlls and say that, traitor? Just wait until—urk!”

Headbasher connected with Brax’ s forehead. Therewas adull thud.

“Wherewas|?’ the demon said weakly. “Who was 1? What was |7’ It disappeared in acloud of sickly
ydllow smoke.

“Ah.” Snarks smiled. “ Teamwork.”

“Doom,” Hendrek replied.

From within his shoe, my master sneezed mightily.

“Enough!” | shouted, seeing my opening. “ The great wizard and his entourage must proceed to Vushtal”

“I think not,” the Griffin rumbled, emphaticdly.



“But what of the demon’swarning?’ | indsted. “The foul creature implied that the Netherhdlshasaplan
that will destroy usdl!”

“A mere charade,” the Griffin said, “ once you con-sider it in the pure light of reason. We are familiar
with demonic sales practices”

The great winged creature turned to the crowd. “ Think upon it, my fellow beasts. Better yet, let me ask
the wizard a question. One wonders why he has not used the lightning trick again.”

The Griffin grolled over to the shoe and raked it gently with its claws.

“It seemsto methat you have some weakness, and must hide within this shoe for areason. Besides
which, it restricts your mobility. Maybe we could learn to dodge lightning, and keep you around for a
while. I'm sure, given sufficient time, you could see the myth-ological point of viewv—"

“Urk!” the Griffin cried suddenly. “ Then again, there are dwaystwo Sdes—"

The Griffin collapsed in aheap of feathers and claws. Headbasher had doneits hellish work again.
“Doom,” Hendrek intoned.

The crowd of mythologica beasts roared as one and surged for the stage.

“I think this might be agood moment to leave,” | suggested.

“Uh-oh. It'stimefor Brownie Power!” Thelittle fellow was once again a my sde. “Why don’'t wewish
usout of here?’

The Brownie paused expectantly.
“Oh,” | said after amoment. “1 wish wewere out of here.”

“That'smorelikeit! We have to observe the conven-tions you know. Now, how to do it? A distraction
of some sort?’ The Brownie glanced at my master.

“The very thing!” He leaned close to me and whispered. “A rain of shoes!”

The Brownie began to dance amerry jig.

There was arumblein the distance. The crowd paused, startled by the noise. The Hippogriff looked up
with sometrepidation, anticipating lightning.

From highupinthesky fel asingle pair of sandds, tied together by their ankle stiraps. They bounced of f
the stage with a muted thump.

“Oh dear,” the Browniefretted. “Not quite what 1 expected. Well, let’snot count that as awish after dl,
shdl we? Remember, I'm il learning.”

The crowd once again approached the stage.

“I wonder how Browniestaste?’ something cried.



“Yeah!” something else answered. “Waste not, want not!”

“Wait amoment!” the Brownie cried. “Maybeif | did the tango!”

Both my master’ sarms emerged from the shoe.

“Doom,” Hendrek whispered.

| wished | had my stout oak staff. We would not go down without afight!

Suddenly, the world went dark. | looked aoft. Something very large plummeted from the sky, blotting
out the sun.

“No!” the Hippogriff cried. “Not that!”

But it was. Why hadn’t | recognized it? It was, | knew, what | had seen before.

NINE

There comes atime when awizard must put hisfate totaly in the hands of another. Thistakes great
courage, and greet faith in the ability of othersto perform some function that is beyond you. But there are
benefitsto this course of action aswell. Should thistask reach a successful conclu-sion, it will show you
the worthiness of your fellow beings, and lead you to trust in the pro-vidence of the universe. And, of
course, should the task not be successful, there is aways someone else to blame.

— THE TEACHINGS OF EBENEZUM,
VOLUME XXVII

The crowd dispersed rapidly to make way for the dragon. The giant reptile landed with aresounding
thud.

“Excuseme, my dear,” the dragon said. “Not the most graceful of landings, I'm afraid. Do you have my
hat?” The reptile turned to the crowd, most of which was cowering around the edges of the clearing.

“Pardon me,” the dragon enunciated. “Did | arrive at an inauspicious moment?’
“Pop! Wake up!” the Hippogriff cried. The Griffin snored, still under Headbasher’ s awesome power.

The blond woman gitting on the dragon’ s back reached into asatchel in front of her and extracted a
large top hat. She handed it to the dragon.

“Thank you,” the giant reptile said asit placed the hat atop its head.
| had thought | knew thisdragon! Now, | was sure.

“Hubert!” | cried.



“Good heavens!” The dragon blew asmoke ring of surprise. “Could it beafan?’
“*TisWuntvor!” | caled. *Y ou remember—the Western Kingdoms, and that business with the duke?’
Hubert nodded. “1 never forget an engagement. Y ou should see my scrapbook on that one.”

“Y ou remember Ebenezum, too?’ | pointed acrossthe stage. “Well, at the moment, he' sinside that
shoe”

“Oh, does he do escapes, too? We had afellow like that on our bill when we played the Palace. Used
to get out of locked trunks and iron maidens, that sort of thing. Never a shoe, though. Rather aunique
touch.” Hubert nodded his head approvingly.

| wondered if | should correct hisline of conjecture. Then again, perhapsit was best if we did not
discuss my master’ s maady in too great detail at present. The crowd seemed to be getting over their
shock at the dragon’ s sudden entrance, and were dowly moving closer to both Hubert and the maiden
on his back.

“Hdlo, Wuntie”

My heart stood ill in my chest. Only onewoman had ever called me Wuntie, and then only in our most
in-timate moments. Could it be?

It was! Aleawaved from her perch atop the dragon.

It waslittle wonder | hadn’t recognized her. She had changed in the weeks we had been gpart. No
longer was she but a duke' s daughter, forced to while away her hoursin adrafty keep deep within the
Western Kingdoms. Her hair, once straight, was curled, and seemed alighter shade than | remembered,
probably bleached from hours of flying through sunny skies on adragon’ s back. She wore agown of
lightest blue, no doubt al the ragein Vushta. Vushta, the city of athou-sand forbidden delights, what a
magical place! For when Alea had |eft on adragon’ s back a scant two months before, she had been little
more than agirl. Now though, in dress, in manner, in bearing, she seemed awoman of experience, an
actresswho had taken Vushta by storm, and therefore could do whatever she pleased.

Once, she had been fond of me. And she remem-bered, for she caled me Wuntie!

“Indeed!” my master called from deep within his shoe. Apparently, after everyone had ceased to run
madly about, he had gotten an opportunity to regain his breath. “ So nice of you to drop by and giveusan
escort, Hubert!”

“Why, yes! Of course! My pleasurel” The dragon leaned close to me with achuckle. “1 can ad-lib with
the best of them,” he whispered. He turned to the audience, and spoke with the full power of his dragon

lungs

“Ladies and gentlemen—and assorted beasts—in but amoment from now, you are about to witnessa
feat designed for the crowned heads of the Continent, yet performed for thefirst time anywhere on this
stage before you. Yes, it’s Ebenezum and the Amazing Shoe Escape!”

No! No! Thiswasal wrong! | pulled urgently on the dragon’stall.

“Pop! Wake up!” The Hippogriff nudged its deeping father with equa urgency.



“Excuseme,” Hubert intoned. “1 must have abrief conversation with the magician’ s assstant.”

| explained, as briefly as possible, that, rather than have Ebenezum escape from the shoe, the five of us,
Hendrek, Snarks and the Brownie included, were at-tempting to escape from here entirely. If not, |
con-cluded, we werein danger of being eaten.

“Ah,” the dragon nodded his head knowingly. “A rough audience, huh? Say no more.”

Hubert glanced briefly at Alea, then resumed.

“Actudly, it isnot mere coincidence that brings me here. We were flying through the air, between
engagements, when | spied you in the midst of these mongters. | spoke briefly with Alea, and she agreed,
that if we but had the time, we would like to drop in and say hello. And, with such alarge crowd, there
was dways the possbility of staging a show. Asitinerant theater people, you know, we must earn our
bread wherever we can. But, a previous engagement called.”

“But | thought you had goneto Vushtal” | cried. “Didn’t they carefor your act?’

“Oh, on the contrary, we were quite a hit. Especidly our novelty numbers!”

“Yed” Aleargoined enthusiagticaly. *Y ou should have seen the reaction to the ‘ Maiden and the Rings
of Fire routine!”

“That' sright!” Hubert continued. “But that was nothing compared to the big finish, when Aleawould
play my scales! We'll show you our whole act if we have achance! We were even offered extended
contractsin some of Vushta s choicest nightspots. But | did not want the crowd to become overfamiliar
with our act. Always leave them wanting more, that’ sthis dragon’ s motto!

“In short, you can only play in Vushtafor so long. We are on atour of the provinces, playing the smaller
halls, and in some cases,” the dragon sighed, “the larger barns. Still, that’ s show business”

“Yes” Aleaadded indignantly. “And they cancelled our last show right out from under us!”
“ Something about fire lawsl” Hubert snorted a puff of smoke. “What can you expect from farmers!”

“Pop! Wake up!” the Hippogriff wailed. “It'stime for leadership!” | looked up to see the crowd of
mongters considerably closer to the stage.

“Would you please be quiet?’ Hubert roared. “How do you expect artists to prepare?’ The dragon
raised his snout and sent a column of fireinto the air. The crowd decided that some distance was agood
ideaafter dl.

“Fine,” Hubert puffed contentedly. “Now we must come up with an escape worthy of my taents.”

“Couldn’t wejust run away?’ | suggested.

“No, I'm sorry, that just does’t have the right—dramatic unity! | have animage, you know. My fans

expect acertain specid flarein al my actions. Now that I’'m on the verge of becoming one of the true
dars of the Vushtastage, it’stheleast | can do.”



“What?’ | cried, exasperated. Thiswas dl too much! “Do you want our escape accompanied by

“What awonderful ideal” Hubert blew three perfect smokerings. “ A big song and dance, with Damsdl
and Dragon, those two toe-tappers dl Vushtaistaking about, in the foreground, of course. And then we

escape! What afinael”
“Hey, thisisthe perfect diverson! Talk about Brownie Power!”
| glanced at thelittle fellow. Now what was he talking about?

“Those sandasthat fdl from the sky, | just had thestepswrong! | knew | should have done the tango all
dong!”

“Oh,” Hubert remarked. “ A Brownie.”

“Atlagt!” the Browniecried. “ A true creature of theworld! A fellow who knows quality when he seesiit.
Y ou' d be surprised, my good dragon, how often we wee folk are confused with Fairies!”

“ ‘Tisthe confusion of the uninformed,” the dragon chortled. “Y ou're much too lively to beaFairy. It sa
shame. If Browniesweren't so short, they could have aredl future on the stage.”

“Short?” Thelittle fellow stamped histiny feet. “ Brownie stereotyping! I'll have you know Brownies are
the perfect height! The rest of you creatures are far too tall!”

The Griffin groaned.
“Pop?’ the Hippogriff asked hopefully.
“Perhaps we should get under way,” | urged.

“Just what should we do?’ the dragon asked in alow voice. “As| recall, when | get too close to your
measter, he beginsto sneeze.”

“That was before Brownie magic came along—"

“Yes” | cut thelittle felow off short, “that shoe somehow protects him from sorcerous influences.”

“Excdlent!” the dragon cried. “ That means the wizard can stay and catch our act!” Hubert tipped histop
hat towards the shoe, then turned back to me. “How’ sthisfor aplan? At a prearranged signal, the
damsdl and | will cause adigtraction upon the stage. Therest of you will bolt for the forest during the
confusion. I'll shoot alittle flame around to liven things up abit more, then join you presently in the

fores.”

I mentioned that there was only one problem with Hubert’ s plan. The wizard, trapped in ashoe, was
unableto run.

“A small problem, at best,” Hubert rgjoined. “ Aslong as Ebenezum isin his protective shoe, | should be
able to scoop him up and carry him at the end of our performance.”

It sounded asif it actually might work. I quickly in-troduced the dragon to the othersin our party.



“Doom,” Hendrek remarked.

“A dragon with atop hat?” Snarks peered up at Hubert. “Tell me, why do you fed you need these
affec-tations? Some trouble at home?’

Hubert looked at Snarks with some disdain. “Y ou want me to rescue this?”’

“You know,” Snarks added, “if you stood up Straighter, you’ d be much more fearsome. Nobody’s
redly scared of adragon who douches.”

“Did you seethe pretty birdy?’ the Griffin intoned. “1 saw the pretty birdy!”
“What isthis?’ Hubert remarked.

“The leader of the group here,” | replied, “still somewhat undone by a bash on the head from Hendrek’s
magic warclub.”

“Pop!” the Hippogriff cried. “Pull yoursdlf to-gether! | know | haven't dways been the perfect son—"
The Griffin blinked. “ Doesthe birdy have any gold?’
“Wuntvor!” Ebenezum hissed from within hisshoe. “1 fear the beast isregaining its sensesl”

The Griffin staggered to the front of the stage. “ Fellow creatures!” It stopped and shook its head.
“Ladies, gentlemen, and birdies!” It paused and blinked again.

“Pop! You candoit! | tell youwhat! No more old-age jokes! That’sapromise!”

“Old age?’ The Griffin cameto its senseswith aroar. “Whosoever has done thisto me will fee thewrath
of—urk!”

“Thank you, Hendrek,” my master remarked.
“Doom,” thewarrior replied.

There were shouts out in the crowd. They began to move closer to the stage again. If they had started
out as arough audience, | feared they would soon get far rougher.

The dragon cleared histhroat. Smal flameslapped around his teeth.

“Ligten, creatures,” hesaid. “Let’ s get something straight here. | am adragon.”
“Sure, you can talk!” something shouted. “Y ou’ ve dready gotyour maiden!’”’
“Yeah!” came another voice. “I wonder how she' d taste with sdt?’

The dragon roared, sending ashaft of firethirty feet into the air.

It seemed to quiet the conversationdistsin the crowd.



“Asl was saying,” Hubert continued, “I am the dragon. Y ou are not the dragon. Are there any
ques-tions?’

“Yeah!” something replied. “Y ou are the dragon, but you are only one dragon. We here at
AFTAOMAIBAC are many!”

“You hereat what?’ the dragon said. “Oh, never mind. Look here, fellows, do we really want
bloodshed, sizzled flesh, the whole rotten mess? Or would we rather see ashow?’

“A show?’ the Hippogriff asked.

“Yedl” thedragon cried. “ The music, the lights, the laughter! Not only will you see Ebenezum and the

amaz-ing shoetrick! Asan introduction, you will get to see one of the premier song-and-dance duos of
al ime”

“A show?’" the Hippogriff repeated.

“Yed” the dragon reiterated. “ For what is a gather-ing of this sze without entertainment? Now, if you
will but give us amere moment to prepare—"

Hubert et the words hang in the air as he turned to our party.
“The element of surpriseison our side, but we will ill have to make this quick. We' Il do acouple of
songs, alittle patter, something to put the crowd at their ease. Then, when we get into our big finish,

‘Hamesof Love,” you folkswill haveto make arun for it!”

“Famesof love?” Snarksinterjected.

“Yes,” the dragon nodded. “It israther poetic, isn't it? So, when the damsdl here cries* Burn me dragon,
with thefire of desire,’ that’s when you should make your exit.” The dragon blew a contempl ative smoke
ring. “I1t’ sa shame you won't be able to stick around and seeiit. Talk about great theater!”

| assured Hubert that we would be glad to witness his performance in its entirety at some other time.
Behind us, though, the crowd was busy getting restless again.

“Okay!” Hubert said. “It’ stime for the big build-up. Are you ready, damsdl?’
“Ready, dragon!” Aleacalled.

“Good enough! Showtimein three minutes!”

The dragon strode out to center stage, careful not to tread on the deeping Griffin.

Hubert breathed a sheet of flame over the heads of the audience. “ And now, to begin the entertainment!
A smokering demongtration!”

| leaned closeto Alea. “What' s Hubert doing?’
“Oh, don’'t mind him.” Alea put areassuring hand on my shoulder. “He sjust warming up the crowd.”

| felt alittle warm mysdlf. | had forgotten what it was like to have someone aswonderful as Aleaso



close by my side. And shewas no longer the girl of the forestwhom | had known. Now, shewas a
woman of Vudhtal

| looked deep into her eyes. “Tell me about Vushta,” | whispered.

“Vushta?’ Shelaughed, the sound of dew faling on asummer’seve. “Why, itisamagicd place, but
treacherous aswell. One must be careful, or amaiden’ shonor, yea her very life, may be forfeit!”

“Yes, Alea?’ | said, entranced. | wanted to hear it al!

Her blue eyeslooked deep into my own. “Yes, Wuntie, Vushtais aimost like adifferent world. It makes
one think about where one has been, and sometimes—" Her hand moved down my shoulder, running
gently dong my arm. “ Sometimes it makes one redize how much one misseswhat one hasleft behind.”

| swallowed. “Yes, Alea?’

“Y es, Wuntvor, when you are an actress on the VV ushta stage, whole new worlds open up to you. Many
men would like to court you; worldly men, versed in magic and every other art. But, with their worldly
ways comes acynicism, ashell they keep around themselves so they cannot truly touch others, or be
touched in return.” Her nails stroked my knuckles just before her fingersintertwined with mine. “Wuntie,
it makes onelong for asmple, homespun boy like you.”

“Yes, Alea,” | whispered, barely able to get the words out. My throat had suddenly become very dry. It
had something to do with how warm the world had become in the last few minutes. A late summer hesat
spell, perhaps, or the warm spring glow that came from Alea s eyes.

Sheturned toward the stage for an instant, her blond curls shining in the sun. Hubert was scomping back

and forth on the worn floorboards, breathing rings of fire. The crowd seemed uncertain how to respond.

| solatedcheers came when Hubert breathed afire pretzel. However, 1 thought | heard low grumbling out
thereaswell.

| looked back at the woman who once had been mine. Simple? Homespun? Alea’ swords began to sink
into my overheated consciousness. How strange were the fates! When we had first known each other,

back in Wizard' s Woods, she had wanted me for my worldliness. Now, she wanted me because |
reminded her of home,

Aleaturned back to me, her eyesfull of excitement, and kissed mefull onthelips.

“Dol look dl right?” she asked brightly. “Every-thing in place? It'salmost time for my entrancel”
| was having some difficulty breathing. “ Yes, Alea,” | managed a last.

She stood up. “ Okay, Hubert!” she spoke in ahoarse whisper. “Let’ s break awing!”

| shook my head in an attempt to clear it. Aledl s at-tentionswere al very nice, but somehow, all wrong.
Therewas someone dse.

“Norai!” | cried doud.

| swallowed hard. | redlized then that | must stop thinking thoughts of Alea. | was promised to another!



The audience was getting rougher. Cries of “AFTAOMAIBAC!” and “Let’ sfire the dragon!” wafted
my way.

Hubert paused in his demongration. “All right, fellow crestures!” he called out. “Y ou want change?’
A ragged cheer rose from the crowd.

“Y ou want excitement?’ the dragon cried.

The answering cheer was stronger thistime.

“Then how about this? Takeit, damsdl!”

Alearan up to the dragon’sside. They broke into song:

We do the dragon walk, from town to town.
We do the dragon walk, we redly get around.
When we go steppin’, people get kinda shy,

‘ Cause when you' re stepped on by a dragon, good-bye!

Alea proceeded to perform an el aborate tap dance between the dragon’ s toes. Hubert hummed to give
her musica accompaniment.

“Doom!” Hendrek said. “ So now we prepare ourselves.” He nervoudy shifted his grip on Head-basher
as he watched the audience through haf-closed eyes. “ This plan strikes me as difficult, at best.”

Snarks nodded his head in agreement. “1 never knew | would end like this, avictim of musical comedy.”
“Comeon, guys!” asmal voice piped. “Don’t be so glum! Y ou' ve got aBrownie on your Side!” The
Brownie did alittle dance in time with Hubert’ s hum-ming. “ There' s more than adragon here to depend
on. I’ ve got another wish or two up my deeve, let metdl you!”

“Wuntvor?” my master’ svoice caled from his shoe. “Exactly what is happening?

| redized then that my master, in his shoe, dtting on the far side of the stage, would have been unableto
hear our whispers and thus knew nothing of our plan. | ran quickly to hisside. Too quickly, for | did not
watch my feet.

| tripped over the Griffin.
“What? Where?" the beast mumbled, still half-adeep. “Look at the two birdies!”

| explained the Situation as briefly as| could.



“Indeed,” Ebenezum replied. “Y ou show grest in-itiative, Wuntvor. Should you grow out of your
clum-siness, you will make agreat wizard.” My master againpoked his handsinto the outsde air. “I have
managed to recover quite abit. This shoe, slly looking asit is, of-fersagreat ded of protection. Alas, we
have learned that the protection is not total, but it should be more than enough to suit our purposes.”
Ebenezum waved his hands about. There was the sound of distant thunder. “Yes,” the wizard said.
“Quitefully recovered. While the dragon’ s plan might have been somewhat problematic with mein my
sneez-ing state, | can now lend a hand with awell-placed spell or two. We should be on our way to
Vushtainnotime.”

| ran back to the others. | felt asthough | might legp with joy! With Ebenezum once again able to
perform magic, we could not fail!

“Hédlo, birdy,” the Griffin mumbled as| passed. “Y ummy, yummy birdy.”
Still, I reflected as | reached the others, the sooner we were out of here, the better | would fed.
The assembled beasts seemed to have stopped shout-ing. | glanced at Damsel and Dragon's

performance. If they had not quieted the crowd, &t least they had them reasonably stunned. Hubert had
now taken center stage, and was singing asendtive ballad.

My flame' sgone out,

| don't fed bold.

My legsdon’t work,
And my wingsdon't fold.
When | sun mysdf

My blood' s till cold.

I'mjust alizardinlove.

Snarks sdled over to me. He jabbed athumb at the singing dragon. “ Couldn’t we escape afew minutes
ealy?

“No, no,” | whispered back. “Everything is set. Thewizard even hasaspdll or two up hisdeeve.”
“Doom,” Hendrek said, ahopeful notein hisvoice.

“Wow!” asmall voice piped. “A dragon, awizard, and a Brownie! Talk about your triple threats!”
The Griffinraised its head.

“Birdies. Birdiesevery where.”



| turned toward Hubert and Alea, sllently hoping they would speed up their act. | did not wishto end up
asabirdy.

Aleafinished a song about being just amaiden in adragon tower that seemed to remind some members
of the audience why they were herein the first place. She and Hubert ignored the shouts and began their

Snappy petter.

“Get ready!” | whispered to the others. “It’ sgoing to come at any time now!”

“Say, dragon?’

“Yes, damsd?’

“How do you pick up lady dragons?’

Hubert breathed aball of flame. “I say ‘Hey, baby, want to have ahot time?

Aleaand Hubert began a dance number.

“I knew there was acatch to this plan!” Snarks mut-tered. “1n order to hear the escape line, we have to
ligen to their act!”

| looked sharply at the demon. We had to suffer through thistogether. Therest of our party listened in
grimslence.

“Help! I'm adamsd in disiress!”

“Redly?1 didn’t know!”

“Oh, sure! But as soon asthe show isover, I’'m going back stage to change into dat dress!”
Their dance number grew faster.

“Maybe we should let the monsters eat us,” Snarks suggested. “It would be akinder end.”
“Birdies.” The Griffin was on itsfeet. “ Pretty, pretty birdies.” The beast staggered toward us.
“Doom!” Hendrek raised Headbasher doft once again.

“Oh, no, you don’t!” The Hippogriff reared up before us. *Y ou’ ve bopped my pop once too often!
Make one more move, you get ahoof in the head!”

“Birdies” The Griffin made smacking soundswithitsbegk. “ Y ummy, yummy, pretty birdies.”

“But what if he eats one of us?’ | pointed ouit.

The Hippogriff shook its head. “ That’ sthe least you should let him do after the way you' ve treated him.
What kind of guests are you, anyway?’

| felt the floorboard shake ever so dightly by my feet. The Brownie was doing adance. Hendrek



grumbled deep in histhroat, both hands on Headbasher. And both my master’ s arms were free of the
shoe, ready to conjure.

“Arewe hot, damsd?’

“WEe re hot, dragon, and we' re getting hotter!”

The audience did not seem to agree. | heard a dozen angry shouts. The crowd began to surge forward.
“But we can get hotter, can't we, damsd?’

“Y es, we can makeit hot! So hot!”

Thismust be the build-up to their last big number. The Sgnd to escape was coming at last!

“Yummy birdy.” | felt something grab my shirt. | looked down, and saw that | was held by a Griffin
claw.

“Tell me, damsd!” Hubert screamed. “How hot do you want it?’

“Burn me, dragon, with thefire—" Alea s voice died away as she watched a huge bird descend from the

y.

“Hey! Cool it! Stop everything!” the great bird cried. It |landed on the edge of the stage, in front of the
dragon.

The crowd paused in its surge. Hubert stopped his patter. Everyone froze where they stood, eyes on the
Rok.

“Man, you know | don’'t shake easy.” The Rok pointed its beak to the sky. “But just feast your eyeson
that!”

My mouth opened when | looked up. Now we werein real trouble!

TEN

It isof tremendousimportance, when awizard enters a battle, that he should have prepared sufficient
spdls beforehand to meet anything he might face during the coming fight. It iseven moreim-portant that
the wizard act bravely during the course of the fight, so that he might do credit to the names of wizards
everywhere. And what hap-pens should the magician’s army |lose the fray? Of the greatest importance of
al, therefore, isthe wizard' sing stence that, before the battle, he be paid in full.

— THE TEACHINGS OF EBENEZUM,

VOLUMEIII

“Look at al the pretty birdies!”

The Griffin's claw dropped from my shirt asit turned to Stare.



Hundreds of dark shapesfilled the sky.
“ ‘Tisthe Netherhdlg!” | heard Ebenezum shouit.
“Doom!” Hendrek cried.

Wasthis, then, the Forxnagel ? Was everything wehad worked on for so long truly over? Would | never
see Vushta, city of athousand forbidden delights?

Alearan acrossthe stage and threw hersdlf into my arms. She kissed me passionately.
“If thisistheend, Wuntie,” she breathed in my ear, “| want to die held by asmple, country boy.”

The warmth of her kissamost made me forget what | had seen. But the sight had been too chilling for
even Alea s passon to erase. | turned away from the woman to look at the sky again.

They were closer now, hundreds upon hundreds of demons with wings. At adistance, | thought many of
them seemed to have two heads, but | saw now that some of the winged creatures held two-footed

demon riders. Then again, othersin that flying congregation did have two heads. It was atruly fearsome
gght.

“Wuntvor!” my master caled. “ Gather our party to-gether! We face great odds, but we are not without
our resources. We must fight them together!”

| turned to the others. “Hendrek! Hubert! Snarks! Brownie! Weraly around the shoe!”

There was a sharp banging behind me. | turned to see the unicorn, beating its golden horn on the edge of
the stage.

“Wait amoment!” the splendid beast cried. “I am not with these creatures! | thought we had abargain!”
In the heat of events, | had completely forgotten the silly creature. The heavens knew we could use al
the help we could get. Still, would abeast that spent dl itstime standing around looking fantastically
beautiful redly bedl that handy?

“Um,” | answered indecisively. “What would you liketo do?’

“Why, fight magnificently for freedom, of course”

The unicorn snorted and pawed the soft earth. 1 have been imprisoned. If | escaped, they would only
bring me back here again. Now, though, | see a chance to roam the verdant hills again. How much better

your party will fight, with anoble unicorn to guide them on!”

The beast reared upon its hind legs. “Unicorns a so make avery dtractive centerpieceif you're
contem-plating painting the scene of battle.” It raised its golden horn toward the sun. “ See?’

“Wuntvor!” my master called.

The demons were dmost upon us!



“Pop!” the Hippogriff cried nervoudy.

“What?" The Griffin shook itself and blinked. “Those aren’t birdies. Those are demons! What isgoing
on here?’

A voice called down from on high:

“Guxx and his demons have come today,

And soon will hold the world in svay!”

“Join us, then!” | called to the unicorn. “ ‘ Tis the dread, rhyming demon, Guxx Unfufadoo!” We would
need dl the help we could get to defeat this fiend quickly, for, with every rhyme the demon made, its
power grew!

The unicorn legpt upon the stage with amovement so graceful that it took my breath away.

Thegreat beadt’ s nodtrilsflared. “ Then let them fight aunicorn!”

“Wait asecond herel” the Griffin shouted to the sky. “Do you have an invitation?”

The demons appeared to be tightening into battle for-mation.

“Doom!” Hendrek was a my side. “Come. We willform acircle around the shoe. That way we can
defend oursalves, until Hubert and the wizard find an open-ing.”

So Ebenezum was well enough to guide usinto battle. Somehow, despite the hopeless odds, | began to
think we might see Vushta after dl.

But oh, for my stout oak staff! | looked over at the corner of the stage where the Griffin had done much
of itswood shredding. Well, if 1 had no staff, aplank would have to do. 1 quickly found aloose board
of suf-ficient Sze.

Aleawaswaiting for mein the battle circle. “Oh, Wuntie,” she cried. “ Our last moments—together!”

| wished shewouldn’t kiss me that way. It disturbed my concentration. Still, if you were going to your
death, | imagined there was worse preparation.

“You'll beableto fight better if you start breathing again,” Snarks suggested. “ And you’ d probably get
better leverageif you held that board alittle lower. Wéll, | don’t need to mention your posture again, but
you could have amore efficient sanceif you—"

“Y ou shouldn’t be doing thisl” the Griffin bellowed doft, causing Snarks to pause midsentence. “We
have an agreement with the Netherhdlls!”

Therider on thefirgt flying demon replied:



“Y our clamsto my ears sound absurd,

For soon demons will ruletheworld. “

“ItisGuxx dl right,” | muttered. The talent behind that particular poem wiped al doubt from my mind.
Snarks nodded grimly. “For rhymesthat bad, his power should decrease.”

The unicorn snorted, and looked a me with itslarge,soulful eyes. “1 would probably be much more
effectiveif | had arider.”

| hefted my new-found plank experimentally. “A rider?’ | asked.

“Yed” the unicorn replied with half-closed eyes. “ Someone to ride with me, nobly into battle.” The
beast sghed. “1 tell you, it' sbeen so long since I’ ve had avirgin by my sde.”

“Oh, Wuntvor!” Aleawhispered. “L ook at the crea-ture! How beautiful!”

| breathed asigh of relief. Apparently, Aleahad not quite caught what the beautiful beast implied. But
Aleal Now that wasanideal | turned back to the unicorn. “Why not let the woman ride you?’

The unicorn glanced briefly a Alea. “ Sorry. Not in-terested.” The beast lowered its horn. *“ Oh, but my
head is 0 heavy! Oh, for avirgin lap before battle!”

| decided this might be agood time to confer with Ebenezum on battle strategy.

“All right,” the Griffin was saying alittle uncer-tainly. “Well, perhgps you weren't invited. But there's
aways room for afew more. Why don't you just land your troopsin that field over there, and we
mytholog-ica beasts can get on with our meeting. Y ou wouldn’t happen to have brought any gold? No,
no, slly of meto assume— Well, we'redl friends here. Why don’t you land? We Il even let you bring up
points of business.”

Guxx pointed at the shoe.

“Y ou harbor my enemy!

You areno friend of me!”’

The rhymes were getting worse. | began to wish the demons would attack.

| looked up at Guxx. He was close enough now so that | could make out what would, for want of better
words, be called facia features. If anything, the demon was more hideous than | remembered. Hisskin
was gill asickly, dark green, and hisevil smile betrayed amouth that was far too wide, with far too many



teeth. Now, though, the demon sported something new—a mane of what looked like bright red hair.
“ Tismuch worse than | thought!” Snarks shud-dered. “Guxx has made himsdf the Grand Hoohah!”
“The Grand Hoohah?’ | asked, taken aback. “What isthe Grand Hoohah?’

Snarksturned to me, hisface amixture of fear and pity. “Trust me!” he whispered. “Y ou don’t want to
know!”

My eyes did from Guxx, who was shouting order poemsto hislieutenants, to the demon beast that he
rode. | wished | hadn’t looked. The thing wasthe color of yellow clay after arainstorm, except for its
eyes, which seemed to glow green from within. It had the requisite fangs and claws that seemed to be
standard equipment for al creatures of the Netherhdlls. It nodded at me and licked itslips.

“Dinner,” it said.

Moments before, | had anticipated being eaten by some of the less ethica members of the mythological
community. Somehow, that now appeared greeatly pref-erable to the option currently before me.

“Much worse,” Snarks muttered. “The Grand Hoohah? Much worse. Oh, why did | haveto leave the
Netherhells? Oh, why did | have to turn honest?” The demon nervoudy chewed upon his stubby fingers.

For an ingtant, the world was till. | knew then that the battle was about to begin.
“Boy!” The Brownie began to dance furioudy. “Isit timefor Brownie Power!”

“For achange,” Snarks whispered, “1 wish the Brownie wasright. What can he do? Give everybody a
hotfoot?’

“Why don’t you go suggest it?’ | asked.

But there was no time. Guxx lifted both his demonic arms and mussed up his flaming red badge of office.
A hundred hideous things began their descent from the sky.

Guxx screamed:

“Now our foeswill get their due!

Minutes from now we |l havewizard ssew!”

“Wait asecond!” the Griffin was shouting. *'Y ou know that mythological beasts should be gtrictly neutra
in arguments of this sort! What about the Camel ot Con-vention?’

“Drive our enemiesto the ground!



Firgt demonic horde, go down!”

Thewizard' shands shot up intheair. | could hear my master’ s muffled voice shout aquick string of
mystic words.

Thefirst group of demons plummeted toward earth.

Until they suddenly dowed down, then stopped, then started plummeting up. Their darmed criesfaded
into the upper air.

“Simple gravity reversa spdll,” my master explained. He sneezed once. “Pardon me,” heintoned. His
hands disappeared within the shoe to seek out his handker-chief.

“Think twice about what you are doing herel” the Griffin called upward. “If you want usto get out of
your way, just let usknow. Don't be hasty! Remember the Mabinogion Accord!”

Guxx roared at hisfirst setback. He tore furioudy at hisred headdress:

“Now it'stime we gart to fight,

Second demon horde, teke flight!”

Ebenezum was il busy blowing his nose!

“Hubert!” | called. “It' sup to you!”

“A command performance!” the dragon yelled back. He took a deep breath and shot out aball of flame
half hissze. The second horde dispersed in panic. Thefire-ball consumed al but the quickest. The few
survivorsfdl fighting among the crowd.

“Hold it asecond here!” the Griffin cdled. “Now, if we al keep cool heads, we can avoid bloodshed!
We' reredly just one big happy family after adl, aren’t we? Remember the Grendel Non-Aggression
Pact?’

Guxx was enraged. Handfuls of hisred crown fell to earth.

“Attack, third horde!
Givethemalickin'!
Don't forget their leader

with the head of achicken!”



“What?’ the Griffin roared. “AFTAOMAIBAC! Let’swipe these vermin from the face of the earth!”
The Griffin took flight, followed by the Rok and the Hippogriff. The dragon took another deep breath.

“Stay, friend Hubert!” Ebenezum called. “ Now that there are other than demons on the field of battle,
we will haveto be more sdlectivein our attack.”

“Wadll, if you say s0,” Hubert said reluctantly. “ They weren't avery good audience.”
“Makeway! Makeway!” cried asmal voice, barely audiblein the melee. “I1t' s Brownie time!”
There was a crash of thunder twice as loud as any-thing Ebenezum had produced.

Cries of darm came from the demons overhead, followed by a great banging, asif someone were
beating upon the Netherhdls horde with drumsticks.

“Cover your heads! Cover your heads! In amoment, we' |l be getting the fallout.” The Brownie laughed
ddightedly. “I knew | should have used the tango!”

Shoesfdl everywhere. Boots, dippers, sandds, those funny things with the curved toes that you found in
the Eastern Kingdoms; if it could be called ashoe, it fell. So did demons. Hundreds of them scattered on
the stage and through the crowd.

Now the battle began in earnest.

| moved close by my master’ s shoe, my new-found plank held high. The wizard Ebenezum wasthe key
to thisbattle. | would protect his shoeto my last ounce of strength, so that he might concentrate upon his
spells. Come, demons, | thought! But for some reason, the fiends of the Netherhells were keeping their
distance.

| looked around to see my compatriotsin the midst of the fray. Headbasher whirled about Hendrek’s
head, leading the immense man in acomplex dance, thrashing and clubbing hisway through the throng.
Hendrek moved in an entirely, different way when he held hisweapon, legping and pirouetting with a
grace that seemed highly improbable in one of hisbulk. It was dmost asif the enchanted club controlled
the warrior, not the other way around. Cries of “Doom!” and “Urk!” filled the air.

Snarks had managed to find a staff of some sort, andwas playing a.complicated game with awholeforce
from the Netherhells. The truth-telling demon would shout something out to one of his opponents that
seemed to outrage the Netherhells denizen so that it would rush a Snarksin ablind anger. Snarks would
then render the demon foe unconscious with asharp rap from his staff, and confront the next enemy in
line

Why weren't they attacking my master? For asecond, | fdlt asif | should leave the wizard' s side and
wade out into the midst of things, dealing destruction with my sturdy plank. But perhaps the demons were
not attack-ing for fear of the combined might of awizard’ s magic and an gpprentice’ s muscle. Maybe
they wished to distract me, and attack Ebenezum when his guard was gone.

My master’ s hands once again emerged from their protective shoe. Now we would show them athing



or two! His hands made a complex series of mystic passesintheair. A close-packed group of demons
howled hideoudy asthey began to sink into the earth, accom-panied by aloud sucking sound. Soon,
they had disap-peared atogether, leaving nothing but amuddy expanse of ground. Therewasafina loud
rumble, asif some underground gases had escaped from a hidden fissure. That corner of the battleground
fdl Slent.

“Simple mud activation pdll,” Ebenezum remarked. Thistime, though, he sneezed deeply a hdf-dozen
times.

A great ded of noise still came from overhead. | looked up to see the Griffin, the Hippogriff and the Rok
surrounding the till-airborne Guxx.

“I'll teach you not to bring any gold!” the Griffin shouted.

“Careful, Pop!” the Hippogriff warned. “ He s amagic demon, after all. We need to employ some
strat-egy!”

“I candigit,” the Rok remarked. “Why don’t you two cats grab hisarmswhile | rip off hishead?’

Guxx tossed handfuls of red hair at his attackers.

“Rip hishead, they say with glee

Fourth demon horde, attack these threg!”

A horrible cry arose as a hundred more demons came screaming through abank of clouds. Rok, Griffin
and Hippogriff flew in different directions.

“There retoo many of them!” screamed a panicked mythologicd creature. “We Il never defeat them!”
“Onthe contrary,” adeep voice rumbled. “They have dready lost the battle.”

A dozen creatures turned to face the large gray shape.

“What do you mean?’ one of them said.

“Simple,” the gray shapereplied. “ They have never faced wombling!”

With that, the Bog Wombler began to roll and shake smultaneoudy. The demonsin the vicinity didn’t
have a chance.

But there was a host of demons above usaswdll! Hubert lessened their numbers with well-placed
spears of flame, while Aleaheld tight to the dragon’ stail.

“Now!” shecried.

Thetail crashed down on three demons who had wandered too close.



“What an act!” Alea cried as she examined the squashed remains. “If only the critics could see us now!”
“It takes two to tango!” asmall voice cried.

“I'vegot you!” ademon yelled asit legpt for theBrownie. “Mzzmiflx! Grzzllbllg!” The demon fell fromthe
stage, its mouth full of shoes.

The unicorn legpt upon the stage, impaling demons upon its razor-sharp horn, then tossing them jauntily
asde with but aflick of itswell-muscled neck. The gor-geoudy swesting beast paused before me.

“Ridewith me!” the unicorn cried. “ How magnifi-cent | look destroying demons. How attractive their
blood appears, set off by my shining, golden horn.”

The beautiful beast sighed, asingletear forming in one dark eye. “ Y et | am incomplete. Oh, with the
proper rider, how even more magnificent | would bel”

| mentioned that | was certain it had apoint, but thiswas not the best timeto discussit.
“Wuntvor?’

Thankfully, my master interrupted.

Thewizard blew hisnose. “1f you would move abit? | need a better view aoft.”

As| hagtily scrambled to the side of the shoe, Ebenezum’ s hands once again emerged. Magic words and
mo-tions camein quick successon.

The cloud the demons had passed through grew hands. Dozens of hands. They began dapping any
demons near enough to reach. Confusion reigned in the sky.

Thewizard blew hisnose again. “That should give our Sdealittletime.”
“I thought we would lose the battle for sure,” | ad-mitted.

“Indeed. Yet | was prepared. Demon hordes dways comein fours. ‘ Twas nothing more than asimple
cloud-hand formation—"

Suddenly, the wizard began to sneeze as though the shoe weren’t even there.

The wizard gasped for air. “I’ ve donetoo much . . . need torest . . . keep the others away, for but a
mo-ment.” The sneezing resumed.

My master had overextended himsdlf! Well, | had stayed by his sidein case he needed me. Now, | was
his sole protection. | gripped my plank with anew ferocity.

| heard agreat scream overhead. Despite the rain of shoes and dapping hands, Guxx had somehow
managed to stay aoft. He stared at my master’ s shoe with naked hatred.



“Thewizard spoilsmy every plan!

But now I'll go end hislifespan!”

That was why no one had attacked. The other demons had saved the shoe for Guxx! He would haveto
get through me before he could assault my master! | would beat away the demon Guxx with my plank!

Guxx landed on the stage with amighty thump. | found myself face to face with Guxx’ s demon mount.
“Dinner.”
“Eat wood, foul fiend!” | cried, swinging my plank.

To my surprise, the demon took alarge bite out of my plank with razor teeth. It chewed thoughtfully.
“Not bad,” it remarked, “but I much prefer human flesh.”

“Indeed.” Ebenezum blew his nose behind me. “ Haven't we met somewhere before?”’

The demon Guxx ripped off his red headdress and threw it on the floor before the wizard.

“Y ou' ve forgotten Guxx, you wizard upstart,

But you'll remember mewhen | tear you gpart!”

“Let methink,” Ebenezum replied. “I do fed that | know you from somewhere. One meets so mary
demons, you know, that they al run together after awhile.”

Guxx screamed:

“I’m one demon you can’t mistake,

For I'll have your head upon aplate!”

“Indeed,” Ebenezum remarked. “For awhile, | thought you were attempting poetry. | used to know a
demon who always attempted poetry. Unpleasant fel-low. Never bathed, either. Luckily though, you
don’t seem to be saying anything that could even be consid-ered arhyme.”

Guxx jumped up and down and shook hisfists.



“I’ll teach you to mock my poetry!

Now Guxx will go and kill hisfoe—et—

Er, that doesn’t work.”
The demon cleared histhroat.

“Soyou criticize my poems!

But soon you ‘I be nothing but broken bo— “

The demon stomped his clawed foot in frustration.

“Y our pardon,” thewizard said. “If you'll excuse mefor amoment while | free my hands?’

“Enough of thislittle dramal” The demon mount facing me swallowed the remains of my plank inasingle

gulp. “We have our own destinies to decide. And yours, good fellow, rests within my stomach.
Glmmphmtt zzzznrrbbtt!”

The demon’s mouth was full of shoes.

“Brownie Power to the rescuel” asmall voice piped.

The demon mount swalowed al the shoesin one gulp. “Trying to fill me up won’t do. Flying is hard

work. Airborne demonsareinsatiablel” It paused in its pursuit for an instant to look down. “And
Brownies make an excdllent dessert!”

“No, you don't!” amagnificently modulated voice cried. “ A unicorn will save you!”

The flying demon belched. “1t's much too crowded and noisy down here. Wreaks havoc on one's

digestion.” The creature flew straight up inthe air, barely missing a desth blow from agolden horn asthe
unicorn came galoping acrossthe stage.

My master had begun another series of mystic passes. Guxx, momentarily preoccupied with determining

aproper rhyme, screamed in anger.

“No more spdlls, don’'t even start,

For now I'll tear your shoe apart!”



Guxx launched himsdf straight for the wizard. The shoe rocked with the force of his landing as Guxx
grabbed both of my master’ s gesticulaing hands. The air was filled with shouts of both demon and

wizard, Ebenezum attempting desperately to complete aspdl, Guxx madly trying to devise poemsto
increase his power.

The flying demon had settled back upon the stage. “ There, now that the horse with the hornisgone. |
hate to eat and run, but sometimes—urk!”

“Doom. Headbasher doesits hellish work again.”

Hendrek turned toward the furioudly struggling Guxx and Ebenezum. The giant shoe seemed to be
leaping across the stage of its own accord.

“Demon!” | heard Ebenezum gasp. “If you do not release me. . . therewill be. . .”

“Stop your threats, my enemy!” Guxx replied. “For | shal soon rend—uh—thee. No, that doesn’'t
work, either!”

My master’ s criticism had totally undermined the demon’ s poetic confidence. Perhaps this battle could
be won!

My master gasped again. “. . . trouble.”

Ebenezum then sneezed one of the world' s great sneezes.

The shoe exploded outward, taking Guxx with it to some distant place. Only Hendrek’ sintervening bulk

saved me from being blown off the stage. Even the mighty warrior, thick and heavy as he was, staggered
back from the ferocity of the blast.

Thewarrior’ sgreat Size blocked my view of the rest of the stage. What had happened to my master?

Hendrek turned to me.

“Doom, “hesad.

ELEVEN

Perhaps | have given you thewrong impression. A wizard' slifeisnot adl fame, fortune and frivolity.
There must be periods of rest aswell, when awizard should find a safe retrest where he can seclude
himsdlf from sorcery and restore his health and vitality in the proper ascetic atmosphere. While lengthy
retreats can deplete awizard sfor-tunes, | have always preferred the ascetic at-mosphere present in the
pleasure gardens of V ushta, where a dozen handmaidens can attend to your every need. And the
budget-conscious sor-cerer should be sure to ask about their special mid-week retreat package plans.

— THE TEACHINGS OF EBENEZUM,

VOLUME XCV (SPECIAL ANNUAL SUPPLEMENT)
“Demons are no match for mythology!”



The Griffin landed on the edge of what was | eft of the stage. L et us crush our few remaining foes! Shout
out our victory! AFTAOMAIBAC! AFTAOMAIBAC! AFTAOMAIBAC!”

The cheers grew stronger asthe remaining demonstook hasty flight or were soundly thrashed.

| quickly stepped to Hendrek’ s side, and looked to where my master had sat within his shoe. There was
nothing left but agaping hole.

| felt asudden chill. Had the great sneeze exploded not only the shoe, but Ebenezum aswell?
Something sneezed benesth my feet.

Joy buoyed my sinking heart. My master had man-aged to sneeze himsdlf into the crawl space beneath
the stage!

“Magter!” | cried, and was rewarded with amuffled “Indeed.”
A moment’ s pause, and the wizard spoke again. “Wuntvor? If you might assst mefor an insgant?’

| clambered into the hole. It was dark down here after the brilliant sunshine above. | blinked in an
attempt to orient mysdlf.

My magter’ s sneeze told me the way.

Dim light filtered through from where the Griffin had torn up acorner of the stage. | crawled afew feet to
find the wizard tangled in amass of robes and |eather.

| asked my master if he had hurt anything.

“Nothing but what few shreds of dignity | had reemaining,” thewizard replied. “But thereisno timefor
dignity now. Thereisonly timefor Vushta”

The wizard shifted and groaned. “Now, Wuntvor, if you might help disentangle me?’ He grunted as|
pulled away the bottom of the shoe. “ Thank the stars for that cushioned insole. If the shoe had not been
so well made, | might have been more serioudy hurt.”

Ebenezum withdrew hisarm as| tried to disengage cloth from leather. His sorcerous robes appeared to
be more shredded than before.

“Five demon hordes!” Ebenezum shook hishead. “Not four, but five! Trust the Netherhdllsto devise
fiendish innovations.” He replaced hisarm in what remained of his deeve. “How faresthe battle above?’

| told him that it was dl but done, with the beasts dedling with aremaining demon here and there.

“We have been fortunate there,” the wizard agreed. “ As powerful as Guxx is, it appearsthat his strategy
isas poor as his poetry.”

Thewizard was free at |ast. Ebenezum stretched and sneezed.

“We must be away from here, and hurriedly. Beneath the stage, | an somewhat protected, but once |



reach the open air, my malady will return full force.” Thewizard chewed on his moustache for amoment,
congdering hisoptions. “Wuntvor, | need you to speak with the dragon. When | emerge, | will need
Hubert to carry meimmediately out into the forest, while | hold my breath asbest | can. Once | am out
of range of these mytho-logical creatures, | will have achanceto recover. And that will give you and the
rest of the party timeto join me on foot, so that we may be on our way to VVushtal”

Vushtal | jumped up to do my master’ s bidding.
“Wuntvor! Watch your head! 1t would be best to get to Vushtain one piece.”

Rubbing my head where it had smacked the underside of the stage, | crawled back through the hole into
unlight.

“I will call you as soon asthingsareready!” | said to my master as| |eft.

Theflying demon that had been Guxx’s mount lay on the stage. It must have recovered from
Headbasher’ sblow, for green blood was flowing freely from half adozen new wounds, including one

about the right shape for aunicorn horn. It looked up at me and groaned.

“| guessyou won't be my dinner now,” it whispered.

“No,” I murmured back. “1 guess not.” Therewas aroughnessin my throat. It was sad to watch even a
demon die. “ Then Guxx |eft you behind?’

“Yes” thedemon said. “ Even after he became Grand Hoohah.”

“Grand Hoohah?”’

“Don't ask!” the creature gibbered. *Y ou don’t want to know!” The demon licked dry lips. “It's not
fair! Youlook so tasty. Just theright fat-to-muscle ratio. Maybe—" The cresture winced. “—as afavor

to adying demon—you'’ d let me nibble afinger or two?’
| stepped hagtily away as the thing made one last pitiful attempt to chew.

Hubert was deep in discusson with the Griffin.

“Well, of coursel” the Griffin was saying. “No hard fedlingsl Without your considerable help, we would
never have defeated the demong!”

“Pop!” the Hippogriff put in. “1f they hadn’t been here, we wouldn't have had to fight any demons at
alr”

The Griffin turned on the boy. “ A fight with ademon isafight with ademon! What' s the matter with you
kidstoday?’ The creature turned back to the dragon, shak-ing its head. “ That’ s the trouble with these
young-sters—no perspective. Y ou know, when my son meets strangers, he hardly ever thinks to demand
their gold. I mean, we raise them from infants, and thisis the thanks we get—"

“Excuseme,” | said somewhat timidly. But, asafraid as| was of interrupting thisimposing creature, |
was even more afraid that the Griffin would never stop talk-ing. “May | have aword with Hubert?’

“What did | tell you?’ the Griffin began, but he quieted when the dragon turned to me. | quickly told



Hubert of thewizard’ srequest.

“Wadl,” thedragon said reluctantly, “I was hopingfor an encore.” He looked wistfully out to the
audience, who seemed too preoccupied with dragging away the dead and wounded to be in the mood
for light entertain-ment. “ Still, no one has asked. | shdl have ashort talk with Alea, then | shal be ready.
When onethinksof it, itis avery dramatic exit.”

“WE ll be ready in just amoment, master!” | called. Asthe dragon had moved away, | looked up with

some trepidation to seeif the Griffin was till annoyed, but the leader of the conference was now in deep
discusson with the unicorn.

The beast shook its mane. Long, white hair flared wonderfully in thewind.

“Let bygones be bygones,” the unicorn intoned. “ These are perilous times, which cdl for noble and
magnificent measures. And who better to suggest such measures than myself?’ The beast paused and
struck a pose that took my bresth away. “ The fight with the Netherhellsis not yet over. Weneed tojoin
together to weather this crisis. Y ou have had afineidea, but it has not been taken far enough! What is
needed isatruedliance of dl mythica creatures, Griffin and unicorn, Hippogriff and dragon!”

“Maybe,” the Griffin replied dubioudy. “I’ll have to check the bylaws. Might there be any gold init?’

“What need have we for gold, when aunicorn leads the way?’ The grand creature snorted afine mist
fromitsnodtrils. “Iwill, of course, befirst on your new mem-bership ligt.”

“What?" The Griffin flapped itswingsfurioudy. “I’ll rip off your horn, you conceited beadt! It's
prob-ably the only part of you worth anything!”

Aleabounded across the stage and into my arms, causing meto lose interest in the argument.

“Oh, Wuntie!” she breathed. “Hubert tells me he' sgoing to fly the wizard out of here, and I’m to walk
overland with you!” She hugged metightly. “Oh, it al sounds so adventurous!”

“Yes, Alea,” | said through the mass of blond curls that covered my face. | turned my head. “Hendrek!
Snarks! Brownie! Get your gear together! We must be off for Vushtal”

The Griffin looked up sharply from listening to the Hippogriff talk about how the unicorn might not have
such abad idea.

“Y ou know, Pop,” the Hippogriff said, “that uni-cornisredly kind of cute. I’ ve been thinking, maybe
ocelots are not for me. Give me achanceto get to know that big, beautiful horse alittle better—"

“What?’ the Griffin cried in my direction. “Y ou can't leave now. We have tregtiesto sign! Accordsto
iron out! Amounts of gold must be exchanged!”

Hubert shook hislarge, befanged dragon head. “No. We must go. There will be other demon attacks.
Thefate of Vushta, indeed, the fate of the world, depends on us now. Were we to hold back another
day, there might be no tomorrow.”

“Oh,” the Griffin said. “Wadll, if you put it that way.”

I, too, wasimpressed. Listening to Hubert describe our actionsin his stentorian tones made them sound



desperately vitd. | began to see advantagesin having an actor deal with matters of diplomacy.
| knelt at the edge of the hole and exchanged afew words with my master.

“Felow creatured” the Griffin spoke to the assem-blage. “ Our friends must leave, on matters so urgent
that al our lives may depend on their actions. We have fought beside them, and, though we have only
known them afew hours, have grown to accept them as comrades. We will missthem! We wish them
good weather and good speed!”

With that, the wizard emerged from the hole and, holding his nose, sat quickly upon Hubert' s back. The
dragon gave a brief wave to the crowd. “Until next time!” he cried. “Weloveyou al! Up, up, and
awvay!”

Dragon and rider were soon lost among the clouds.

“Y ou have witnessed Brownie Power today!” asmall voice shouted to the audience. “May you be
blessed with the luck of the Brownies!”

Snarks added: “ And after the two minutesit takesto use that up, | hope you have other luck aswell.”
“Thenagan,” the Griffin said, “we may not missal of you.”

“Doom!” Hendrek remarked, and we were on our way.

We made our way rapidly through the Enchanted Forest. According to my last-minute conference with
the wizard, we were to meet him at the firdt river cross-ing of the eastern path. It seemed the best
possibleland-mark in an unfamiliar terrain, but | had no ideahow far avay that first river might be. So,
whilel felt it wasim-perative that we reach VVushtawith al speed, | redized that we must pace ourselves
at no more than a steady march so that we might have strength for the rest of our journey.

Asaresult, my compatriots had some opportunity to talk.

“Doom,” Hendrek said. “We fight greater and greater battles, with the Netherhells. Every fight, | fear,
shdl beour lagt. Still, we survive.”

“My truth-teling instincts say that there must be areason for this.” Snarks' s bright green demon face
was st in aponderous frown. “I knew Guxx before | wasbanished from the Netherhells. We are vaguely
related, you see. Heis afifth cousn on my grandmother’ s side, and we used to meet at these ceremonies
cdled ' Family Picnics” Auggh! What ghastly affairs They gave anew definition to boredom. Be thankful
you have not yet devised such tortures here on the surface world!”

“Doom,” Hendrek murmured in sympathy.

“S0, asl said,” Snarks continued, “1 am somewhat familiar with Guxx Unfufadoo. Heisevil,
under-handed, dishonest, crudl, ruthless—in short, perfect leadership materia for the Netherhdlls. Why,
then, when hefights us, does he keep losing?’

“Simple!” asmdl voice chimed. “ That' s because he never had to fight Brownies before!”



“And, if | had my way, he’ d never fight Browniesagain!” Snarks snapped. “No, that isnot fair. Y our
shoe trick was rather good. Short asyou are, you did play a part in this battle.” The demon rubbed
thought-fully at one of itssmdl horns. “And | think you have given me aclue to Guxx’ s defest.”

“Yeah! Likethe postive force of Brownie Power!”

Snarks choseto ignore thetiny voice.

“Guxx seemsintent on attacking uswith aslarge aforce as he can muster at any onetime. But why
attack us when we were in alarge group, instead of waiting until we were more isolated? The answer lies

with Ebe-nezum.”

| paused, letting the beautiful Aleago afew paces ahead. It sounded asif Snarks s Netherhdlstraining
might be strategicaly important after dl.

“The Forxnagd isimminent,” the demon continued. “ The first encounter the Grand Hoohah had with the
wizard Ebenezum was decisive in more ways than one. Not only did it cause your master’ s maady, and
thusbring about thisjourney, but it affected Guxx aswell. | bievethe wizard sresliencein facing Guxx’s
demonic hordes has actualy made the demon lord afraid. He at-tacks blindly, without reason, whenever
he has the op-portunity. Even though he has attained the Grand Hoohah, | fed that Guxx fears, aslong as
the wizard Ebenezum isdive, that his Forxnagel spdll will never succeed!”

“Doom! So hewill attack again and again?’

“Wow! It sounds like you' re going to need Brownie Power even more!”

“Doom!” Hendrek repeated. “An amazing piece of conjecture. And yet, in afiendish way, it makes

“Asdoeseverything | say,” Snarks readily agreed. “Now perhapsyou'll listen to those diet plans|’ve
laid out for you. Not to mention afew technica pointers| can give you on handling your warclub!”

“Doom!”
“Oh, Wuntie!” Alearubbed my shoulder gently. “ Do you think we might stop and rest for alittle while?’

Uncertainty stabbed me as| glanced at the young woman. Had | been driving them too hard? | asked
Aleaif shewastired.

“Well, of walking, yes. I'm awaysalittle jumpy after a performance. Wuntie? | waswondering if, when
we stopped, we might be able to rest abit farther down the path from the others?’

Aleawasright. We had not redlly had time for a serious talk since she and Hubert had dropped in
among the mythologica beasts. | looked at her bouncing blond curls, dark gold in the forest shadows.

Still, I pondered Snarks swords. If he was correct, the demons would not |leave Ebenezum aone. What
ifthey attacked my master and Hubert as they awaited us?

“Alas” | said reluctantly. “Alea, we have no timefor that now. Our purposeisto travel asfar and fast as
we can. We must succeed, for Vushta, and my master!”



“Oh, Wuntiel” Aleasighed. “I love asmple man of principle!”
“Indeed,” came avoicefrom just up the path.

With my concern over Aled swefare, | had failed to notice that we had entered asmall clearing. Some
fifty feet before uswas anearly dry riverbed. And sitting on arock at theriver’s edge was the wizard
Ebenezum.

“Wuntvor,” my magter said. “If you can ask the othersto wait there, | think now would be agood time
to have a conference.” He nodded to Alea. “Hubert isup inthe air. Said he wanted to stretch hiswings.”

| told my master briefly about Snarks s conjectures.

“Interesting,” my master replied, “and very possibly true. | knew Snarks could be a valuable addition to
our party. And, if heis correct, there is even more reason for usto hurry. For, Wuntvor, we are getting
closeto our destination.”

“Vushta?’'

The wizard nodded. “I believe we have nearly tra-versed the entirety of this so-called Enchanted Forest.
Thereisbut onefina obstacle to overcome. If my ca-culations are correct, this path should lead usto a
fish-ing village on the edge of the Inland Sea. Once we are there, it should be asmple matter to book
passage on aboat, and sail acrossthe seato Vushtal”

Vushtal | swallowed hard. With the labors of recent weeks, the word had dmost lost its meaning, and |

had sometimesfdt it might be an unattainable dream. Now, though, | might walk in that dream, and pass
down streets where, were aman not careful, he could be cursed for dl eternity. It was almost beyond

imagining!
Would | redlly get to see the thousand forbidden de-lightsfor myself?

“Hey!” asmadll voice called from the other side of the clearing. “1s't it about time for another Brownie
wish?’

“Indeed?’ Ebenezum queried. “ Are you eager for usto use them up?’

Thelittle fellow shook histiny head. “1 just want to show you what a Brownie can do! | mean, we got
one good wish going awhile ago. Since then, though, my track record hasn't been so terrific!”

| thought | detected alook of panic degp within the wizard' s eyes. Perhaps the thought struck him, asit
did me, that we might have awish-attempting Brownie as a constant companion for the rest of our lives.

“Wait amoment!” | exclamed. “What about that rain of shoes? That wasawishif | ever saw onel”

“Hey!” The Brownie brightened perceptibly. “Those shoes were afirg-classwish! Okay, if you ins <.
Two down and oneto go. But that means| have to make the last one awhopper!” *

“Good work, Wuntvor,” Ebenezum whispered. “1 am glad the Brownie wishes are nearly over. | fear we
could not survive too many more.”

Someone seemed to be humming afanfare overhead. | looked up to see Hubert rapidly descending.



“Hdlo, fun seekerd” thedragon called out. “Ah, | seel didn’t haveto go flying to find our friends. They
got here quite nicely by themsalves.” Hubert tipped his hat at thewizard. “Oh, | did get alook at the
Inland Sea. Flying asmuch as| do, I’'m not that good at judg-ing walking distances. Still, | don’t think
that village can be much more than haf aday’ sjourney away.”

Only haf aday?1 had to restrain mysdf from shout-ing with joy. We were virtudly in Vushta aready!

“Indeed,” Ebenezum said, and paused aminute to blow his nose. “Well, you and Aleawill beonto
Vughta, then.”

“Exactly!” The dragon turned to the damsdl. “ Sorry to thrust this engagement upon you so suddenly,
swests, but | think the wizard here has a point. We' re to go ahead and inform the powersthat bein

Vushta about Ebenezum’ sfindings. Then, when the rest of our party reachesthe city, we' Il be that much
further ahead of the Netherhdlls' plang!”

Hubert swept histop hat inawide arc. “ Just think of the kind of entrance we can make! The publicity
vaue of thisisstaggering!”

Alealooked wistfully in my direction. “ Oh, there was so much | meant to say to you! So much | wanted
todo!” She gave meafind, tearful kissand then ran to the dragon. “ Still, when the theater calls, one
must be ready. Look me up when you arrivein Vushtal”

And with that, the two of them took to the air.

Ebenezum was on hisfeet. “We must get to Vushtaas well. Even now, | fear we may betoo late”

He straightened his robes and walked eastward on the path.

TWELVE

A wizard must dways know how to use words. Practice smiling as you recite the following smple
exercise. Fird: “The spell has not worked. It isbest that you get out of your house before it explodes.”
Second: “ The spdll has not worked. It isbest | get out of here before you explode.” And third: “ The spell

has not worked. Will you please pay methe rest of my retainer before your money explodes with you?’
Ddivering lineslike these with conviction isthe sign of aprofessona sor-cerer.

— THEWIZARD FINALS: A STUDY GUIDE
EBENEZUM, GREATEST MAGICIAN IN THE WESTERN

KINGDOMS (THIRD EDITION)

“| have something for you.”
Snarks held up alength of wood. It was my stout oak staff!

“Where did you get this?’ | asked increduloudly.



“We found it on our way to rescue you from thosecreatures. It was easy to follow. There was stuff
littered dl over the ground.”

“Yeah!” asmal voice piped from the rear. “ But you needed a Brownieto point it out.”

| swung the staff experimentaly. Itsfamiliar weight felt good in my hands. “Wait a second. Did you use
my saff in that battle?

The demon shrugged. “Wdll, | needed something. It would have been difficult to push my way through
that bunch of animals, just to say,  Oh, by the way, here’ syour staff.” Besides, | saw you'’ d gotten
yoursdf aplank!”

| glanced at the patterns the sun made through the trees high overhead. | decided | would rather not
think about the plank.

“Besdes, I'm pretty handy with a staff myself. Got alot of training at Heemat' s place. In fact, | could
give you one or two pointers—"

“Doom,” Hendrek interjected. “We found thisaswell.”

Thewarrior drew acrumpled pack from out of Head-basher’ s sack. It took me amoment to redize that
it was the wizard' s—the same pack that | had carried on my back for most of our journey!

“I fear mogt of the contents have been lost,” Hen-drek intoned as| opened the thing. “We picked up
what was nearby, but we felt coming to your rescue was more important than a concentrated search.”

It wastrue. Almost dl the arcane paraphernaiawas gone. Nothing remained but afew books and one
rum-pled piece of cloth.

| pulled what at first looked like arag from the pack. It was the same dark fabric asthe magician’s
robes, tastefully inlaid with- sllver moons and stars. | hagtily shook it out. Yes! It wasthe wizard' s cap!

“Master! | called.

Ebenezum turned from where he walked, some twenty paces ahead of therest of the party. | held up my
discovery.

“Indeed?’ the wizard said with one raised eyebrow.
“They found it on the way to rescue us!” | explained.

“That’sright!” the Brownie cried. “Thethingsyou lost led usright to you! Brownies are very good at
fol-lowing trails. It comes from being compact and close to the ground! Tak about Brownie Power!”

“I'd rather not,” Snarks murmured.
“Y ou' d better watch out, or the next Brownie wish will center on you!”

“Gentlemen, please,” Ebenezum called. “We can argue once we get to Vushta. Would you bring that
cap to me, Wunt?’



The wizard fit the somewhat rumpled cap on top of hishead. He dlowed himself asmile. “Indeed, a
wizard is never complete without his cap. Did our party rescue anything else?’

| told him about the pack and the stout oak staff.

“Nought but afew books?” Thewizard sighed. “Well, let us hopethat, if we encounter any difficulties,
those worthy tomes will suffice. We are close enough to Vushta that, should luck be with us, we shall not
need any of them.”

He scratched at the hair beneath his hat. “I am glad for the return of the cap, nonetheless. The more you
look like awizard, Wuntvor, the more people treat you like awizard.”

The mage shifted his shoulders beneath his robes and began to walk once again toward Vushta.

“And spesking of magic,” Ebenezum said, “were you ever able to reestablish contact with that young
witch?’

Norel! With dl the recent excitement, I d barely had time to think about her. | shivered when |
remembered her scream, and Guxx’ s demonic face reciting deadly poetry. Briefly, | told Ebenezum what
had happened.

“So the demon is aware of the grackle spell?” the wizard mused. “Pity. Then we can no longer useit.
Let us pray that the young lady has not been harmed.”

Norei? Harmed? A cold chill shot from my hairline to my shoes. Shewasn't like me, abumbling
gpprentice who, with luck, could manage an extremely smple spell. She was aqualified young witch! |
was S0 sure of her abilitiesthat | never doubted she would be safe.

But | had not really considered who she was fighting. Guxx was no ordinary demon. He had amost
defested my master, the greatest wizard in al the Western Kingdoms! What hope would a mere young
witch have againgt something as strong asthat?

“Indeed,” Ebenezum said, asif he could read my thoughts. “We can help her best by getting to Vushta
asquickly aspossible”

Y es, my master wasright. It would do me no good to recriminate myself for waking with Aleawhen |
should have been thinking of Norel. Wewere dl dueto fight in adramamuch larger than our petty,
everyday concerns. There was no timefor grief. Action was dl that mat-tered now.

The trees had been thinning for sometime, so that we could see regular patches-of sunlight here and
there. The leaves whispered overhead as the wind picked up. The air smelled moist and tangy.

“Doom!” Hendrek caled from behind. “ ‘ Tisthe smell of the seal” The trees ended abruptly, and we
found oursdves on acliff. Below uswasasmal village, built entirely from stone. Beyond the two dozen
houses was the largest body of water | had ever seen.

“Indeed,” Ebenezum said. “The Inland Sea.” He looked over the cliff edge. “ There must be some way
down from here”

“How about Brownie Power?’



“No, | think unless you can make aflying shoe—" The wizard hesitated. “L et me rephrase that. Unless
you can make aflying shoe that you have tested before, | think we would be better off finding another

way.”
“Wel, dl right,” the Brownie said rluctantly, “if that’ sthe way you fed about it. Gee, aflying shoe?

What anifty ideal Y ou sureyou don’t want to try it? 1 mean, my wishes have been pretty good about
coming true.” The Brownietried on awinning smile. “Wéll, at least two of them have.”

“Indeed.” Ebenezum nodded at the others. “Hen-drek, Snarks, seeif you can possibly find apath,
would you?’

“What about abouncing shoe?’ the Brownie asked. “If | made it big enough, we could al bounce down
together!”

Snarks and Hendrek went quickly about their busi-ness.

“Doom!” Hendrek called. “ There are some gtairs here, cut into the rock. They curve around the edge of
the cliff, but they appear to descend toward the vil-lage.”

“Oh,” the Brownie said, rather disgppointed. “Then | don't suppose you want aclimbing shoe, either. |
mean, | could make one with really strong laces, which you could tie around trees and outcroppings of
rock. What do you say?’

“Indeed,” the wizard replied. “I fed the stairs might be faster.” He walked over to the cliff edge where
thelarge warrior stood. “Hendrek and Wuntvor will come with me. | fear that you other two must wait
here for thenonce. We need to secure the use of aboat from the village below, and | suspect that, should
the villagers see ademon and a Browniein their mids, it might some-what hamper our negotiations.”

“I haveto stay up here?” Snarks asked, alook of horror on hisface. He pointed at the Brownie. “With
him?’

“I think it would be for the best,” Ebenezum as-serted.

“Don't worry,” thelittlefdlow said chearfully. “I can relate some fascinating anecdotes from Brownie
history to help passthetime. By the time the othersreturn, you' Il know just how Brownie Power cameto
m ”

“Doom,” Snarks remarked.

“We must be off!” the wizard called. “Hendrek, lead the way. And keep your warclub at the ready, in
case we encounter demonic intervention during our descent.”

Hendrek nodded grimly, and led the way.
| heard the Brownie laugh as we carefully took the steps down.

“Itwon’'t be so bad! I'll tell you dl about how Brownies got into the shoe businessin thefirst place. You
know, origindly, we were going to make magic socks—"

Mercifully, the diff face cut off any further noise from above.



The descent was not as bad as | had first imagined. What began as a cliff face soon became little more
than a steep hill, and the steps carved from stone became arocky path. We reached the village quickly,
without asingle Sgn of demonic intervention.

Anold man sat on astump at the edge of the village, smoking reflectively on along, clay pipe. He
nodded at us as we approached. Ebenezum took the lead.

“A good day to you, good sir,” the wizard began.

Theold man amiled. “Ah, itisafineday, it it? | sometimesthink late summer afternoonslikethisarea
gift from the gods. It gives an old man like mysdlf a chance to smoke quietly and contemplate the glory of
the world around me. But | dwaystak too much. What brings fine people like yoursdvesto
Glenfriz2e?”

“That' sthe name of your town then?’ Ebenezum asked.

The old man nodded.

“Actualy, we ve come seeking advice.”

The old man laughed. “Lucky for you, advice is my specidty. People cometo medl thetimeto ask
ques-tions about farming and fishing.” He puffed once on his pipe. “1’ ve become an expert. That’ swhat
happens when you get too old to do anything dse”

“Ah,” thewizard said. “ Then you're just the man we want to see. We are traveling to VVushta, and seek
pas-sage across the Inland Sea. Would you know where we might be able to hire aboat?’

“Wdl let’'s—" The man’sface suddenly contorted. His eyes crossed and he blew smoke through his
nose. “Passage? Vushta? Hire aboat?’ He swallowed. His eyes uncrossed. He smiled at my master. “I
have apipe. It isfun to smoke my pipe.”

The wizard frowned. *Indeed, but can you tell uswhereto find aboat?’

The old man waved hispipein circles. His eyesfollowed the movement of the bowl. Hegiggledin
de-light.

“Boat?’ hesaid at last. “What isaboat?’

“Indeed.” Ebenezum stepped away from the old man. He glanced at me. “ Perhaps we have some
trouble with the loca dialect.” He turned back to the old gentleman and spoke dowly and digtinctly. “Sir,
weseek a ship to take us acrossthe Inland Sea.”

“Ship.” The old man rolled the word around on histongue, asif trying it out. “ Shipship shipship. What is
aship?’

“We need avessdl to take usto Vushtal” Ebenezum stepped away and took a deep breath. He had
been shouting.

“Oh,” the old man said. “What isavushta? | have apipe. Itisavery nice pipe.”

Ebenezum sneezed.



“Sorcery!” hecried. “1 should have suspected. Quickly, men, we must get into the village before this foul
Spell spreads!”

Ebenezum took off at arun. Hendrek and | did our best to keep up with him.

Weran past ayoung woman carrying asmdll child. Ebenezum stopped abruptly. Hendrek and | stopped
as soon as we could.

“Quick, woman!” thewizard said. “We desperately need your help.”

The woman was quite taken aback. “Well, sr,” she said after amoment’ s pause. “1 will dowhat | can.”
“Good,” Ebenezum replied. “Wemust go to sea.”

Thewoman nodded.

“Do you know,” the wizard asked, “where we might hire aboat to take usto Vushta?’

“*Tischild’ splay,” the woman began. “ Jus—" Her head jerked back for asecond. Her eyes crossed.
“Boat? Hire? Vushta?’ Her eyes uncrossed. She smiled sweetly and bit her lip. “Have you come out to

play?”

“No!” Ebenezum inssted. “We must book passageto Vushta”

“Oh,” thewoman said. “1 can’t read books. What' s avushta?’

“The spell is preading too fast!” the wizard cried. “We must hurry!”

Weran down the street until we reached the docks. A stocky fisherman sat on the edge of his boat,
mending and.

“Quick, man!” Ebenezum cried. “We need your help!”

“A wizard needs my help?’ the man said. “ And what can | do for you?’

“Perhaps the spell will not work if we are away from land. May we come aboard?’

“Sure, if you don’'t mind the company of afew fish.”

The wizard stepped hastily onto the boat.

“Now, answer at once, for we must be away. Wewill pay you well if you take usto Vushta,”

“Vushta?’ the man grinned. “Well, as| said, if you don't mind—" His eyes crossed. Hisgrin grew
wider. “I havelots of fish.”

“I don't care about your fish!” Ebenezum shouted. “Will you take usin your boat?’

“Sure,” thefisherman said. “What's aboat?”’



“It'swhat we' re standing in,” the wizard replied. “We need you to take us across the Inland Sea.”
“Sure,” the fisherman said. “What'sa sea?’

Ebenezum shook hishead. “We aretoo late again.”

“Doom,” Hendrek intoned.

The fisherman held up hisnet. “Look at the pretty string. | havelots of pretty string.”

My master scrutinized the large warrior.

“Hendrek, have you ever piloted aboat?’

“Wait!” | interjected. “Be careful what you say.” My master’ slast few words had given me anidea.
“Doom!” Thewarrior looked about warily. “What have you learned?’

“Don't you see?’ | turned to Hendrek. “The spell only works when we turn to someone and ask, ‘ Can
we hire aboat to go to Vushta? “

“Doom,” thelarge warrior said. “ Then we shall never—" Hendrek paused. His head shook and his eyes
crossed. “Boat? Vushta? Hire?’ His eyes uncrossed. He smiled broadly. “Doom.”

“Hendrek? Areyou dl right?’ For amoment, | was afraid that | had inadvertently used the spell on him.
“Doom,” hesaid again.
He sounded like hisold sdif. Perhapsit hadn't redlly affected him after all.

“Doom,” Hendrek repeated. “ Doom de doom de doom de doom. | like to sing. Doom doom de
doom.”

“Indeed!” the wizard cried. “Wuntvor, speak no more! Y ou have hit on the very thing. If | wasn't so
pre-occupied, | would have thought of it before! It isavari-ation on Gorgelhumm'’s Spell of Universa
Supidity!”

“Doom,” Hendrek said. “Doom de doom doom.”

Ebenezum pulled thoughtfully at hisbeard. “We will cure Hendrek in VVushta. From this point on,
Wuntvor, we must choose our words carefully.”

Another boat bumped against the nearby dock.

“Quickly, Wunt!” Ebenezum urged. “But cautioudy aswell!” He ran toward the docked boat. | followed
close behind. Hendrek meandered after usaswell, play-fully bashing in portions of the dock with his
warclub.

“Excuseus, Sr,” thewizard cdled.

The boatman looked at us dubioudly. *1s something wrong?’



Ebenezum stopped running and tried his best to ap-pear casud. | attempted to imitate my master.
Hendrek doom-de-doomed behind us.

“Actudly, nothing iswrong, save that my two com-panionsand | are stuck here on land, and we wisht
0—uh—" My master paused and smiled. “We wish to not be on land.”

“What?’ the boatman asked. “Where would you beif you weren’t on land? Do you want to walk
around ontheair?’

“No, no!” Ebenezum said, still smiling. “Y ou don't understand! Y ou see, uh, we need to get to different
land!”

“Redly?’ The boatman began to unfurl hissail. “Well, | hope you enjoy thewak.”

“No!” Ebenezum cried. He made shooing motions toward the ocean. “Can you go out?’

“Goout?l just camein.”

“No, no!” Ebenezum waved franticaly in an attempt to keep the man’ s attention. “ Canwe go out?’

“Out where?” The man’s eyes narrowed. “A tavern someplace, | suppose. Y ou're not trying to get me
drunk to steal my boat, are you? Those wizard' s robes ook pretty old and torn to me. They don’t fool
this old boat-man for aminute. Where did you dig them up?’

“I beg your pardon!” Ebenezum stiffened, the smile gonefrom hisface. “1 am atruewizard! Theseare
my real wizard' srobes! | have been through great hardship and adventure to reach this point. It is not my
fault if you do not fed you havetimeto listen to areasonable request!”

“Reasonable request?’ The boatman threw up hishands. “1 haven't even heard anything that could be
considered acivil question. Until you got angry, | wasn't even sure you were conversant in the common
tongue! What are you, some sort of religious fanatics?’

“I beg your—" Ebenezum paused and pulled on hisbeard. “That it is. We are smple pilgrims, unable to
use certain words for religious reasons.” He drew a sack of gold from inside his robes. “ Fortunately, we
arerich religious pilgrims, and will pay you well for your serv-ices”

“Oh,” the boatman smiled. “Why didn’t you say so? Wherewould you liketo go?’

“Wall, | need you to take my two companions and me from this land to—uh—another land.”

“Yes, yes?’ the boatman urged. “ Come on, my good man, | can’t take you thereif | don’t know where
I’m going. What land do you want to go to?’

“Indeed,” Ebenezum mused. “Well, we need to go to abig city, on the other side of the—uh—water. A
megic city!”

“Ahal” the boatman cried. *Y ou want to hire my boat so | can take you across the Inland Seato
Vushtal Why, that' ssmple—"

The man paused and shook. His eyes crossed. “ Hire? Sea? Vushta?’ His eyes uncrossed. He laughed.



“I liketo laugh.”

“Doom de doom de doom,” Hendrek sang behind me.

“Doom de doom de doom,” the boatman replied.

“Ohno!” | moaned. “We can’'t even imply that we wish to hire aboat for VVushta, can we?’

“Indeed not,” Ebenezum replied. “ Apparently, this spell—" The wizard paused and shivered. Hiseyes
crossed. “Vushta? Hire? Boat?’ The mage sneezed.

“Master?’ | whispered.

Ebenezum turned to me, hisfacelit by abestific smile,
“l am agood wizard. | have pretty robes. Indeedy!”
Thewizard sneezed.

“Master!” | cried. What had | done?

“Doom de doom,” Hendrek hummed. “ Doom de doom.”

THIRTEEN

Some people think of wizards as nothing more than men in pointy hats who like to go around turning
people into toads. Nothing could be far-ther from the truth. Perhaps wizards should come together and
agree on asaying or two to better humanize their profession; for instance, “Wizards are wonderful!” or
“Takeawizard to lunch!” Yet | doubt thiswill ever occur, for wizards are by and large a solitary breed.
Stll, this should not stop you from trying to understand my profession. If you should offer, for example,
to take awizard to lunch, | imagine he would go gladly. And if you wereto tel awizard he wasn't
wonder-ful, I’m sure he would be quite happy to turn you into atoad.

— THE TEACHINGS OF EBENEZUM,
VOLUMEI
“Wuntvor!”
A woman’ svoice caled to me. | turned in haste, amost losing my ba ance on the edge of the dock.
It was Norei.

“Beloved!” | cried, running back up the dock and onto the cobblestone street on which she stood. “I'm
S0 glad to see you! Ebenezum, Hendrek, all the towns-people—

“Oh, dear,” shesad. “You ve been trying to hire aboat for Vushta, haven't you?’

“Then you know! It was—" | began to shake. | could no longer speak. What was aboat? What was a



vushta? What was a hire?

“Oh, I'm sorry,” Norel said. Sherecited aquick string of magic words. | blinked.

“—terrible.” | finished my sentence and rushed into her arms.

“I had no choice! | redlizeit wasalittle severe, but | had to do some— Wuntvor, please!l” she said as
she disentangled hersdf from my embrace. “1 know you' re happy to see me, and I’ m glad to see you,
too, but, frankly, when | kissyou, al | can think about isagrackle!”

| stepped away from her, startled. What was she say-ing?

“That’s much better. I'm afraid we have far too much to do right now to think of ourselves, anyway.
Wait for this crissto be over, Wuntvor. Then we can become reacquainted.”

Y es, shewasright! Thiswas no timeto think of ourselves! What about my master, and Hendrek, and
the townspeople caught by the stupidity spell?

“S0o,” the boatman asked, “just how much gold would you be willing to offer me?’
“Wait amoment!” called the stout fisherman. “The wizard has dready asked meto ferry him across”

“Indeed,” thewizard said levelly. “ Apparently, wecan now discussthisat our leisure. If the two of you
would care to quote me rates?’

“Doom,” Hendrek intoned.
“Nore!” | cried happily. “Y ou’ ve removed the spdll!”

“And why wouldn't 17" A playful smiletouched her perfect lips. “1t was my spdl inthefirst place. I'm
sorry | had to use such astrong one, but the demon Guxx would have blocked anything gentler. And |
had to keep you from leaving without me, at any cost.”

“Indeed?’ the wizard said. “Would you careto tdll uswhy?’

“I have been sent by my family to—" She paused, glancing at the two boatmen. “—to discuss certain
mat-ters of the strictest confidence. When you are finished with your negotiations, we should find a
private placeto tak.”

“Agreed,” the wizard replied, then returned to his haggling. In afew momentswe had secured the
services of thelarger boat for haf what the smaller would have cost us. The boatman, who believed he
had struck an ex-cdlent bargain, smiled and said we would leave a dawn tomorrow. When thewizard
began to protest the delay, the boatman threw up his hands and said he had to wait for the morning
winds. If the wizard could produce the winds sooner, they could leave sooner.

Ebenezum turned to Nore. “No,” he said, after amoment’ s pause, “I don’t think my malady could
abideit. Besides, we require some rest. And we have thingsto discuss.”

Ebenezum gave the boatman a piece of gold to sedl the bargain. Then Norei, Ebenezum, Hendrek and
mysdif retired to the town’sonly inn.



“Doom,” Hendrek said as he walked beside me.
“Doom de doom doom doom.”
“Norei!” | cried. “Hendrek 4till fedls someill effects from your spell!”

“On the contrary,” the large warrior shook his enor-mous, bearded head. “ The spell has benefited me. |
have discovered that | like to hum. Doom. Doom de doom doom.”

| wondered what Snarks would think of the warrior’s new hobby.
“Master?’ | asked, reminded of the demon. “What should we do about the rest of our party?’

“A good question,” the mage replied. “We will have Norel contact them, and tell them to meet us on the
docks tomorrow morning. They may both be of use dur-ing the trids ahead. Tonight, however, | think
we may need the quiet only their absence can bring.”

With that, the wizard led the way into thetiny inn.

The room we entered was pleasantly dark and cool after the late summer’ s heat outside. Cooking smells
wafted in through adoor on the far sde that apparently led into the kitchen. My mouth watered. I'd
forgotten how much I liked good, inn-cooked food. | thought fondly of plates piled high with pork and
mutton, per-haps a fresh-caught fish from the Inland Sea, even aroast fowl or two, washed down by a
good, strong de. Lifeat itsfullest!

Theinnkeeper greeted us cheerfully, his hands wringing his gpron. “ Strangersin town? Of course. Y ou
would like dinner? Of course. Would you step thisway please? We will give you our best table, of
course. Wetreat srangers well here. My wife sometimes asks me, can you be sure with strangers? ‘ Of
course!’ | cry. Who are strangers but people just like us, only from a dif-ferent place. Lanial Mugsand
settings for thisfine com-pany!”

A serving wench appeared, laden with plates and cutlery. She smiled as she passed me. Quite anice
amile, actudly. If | was not promised to Norei—but, there was no time for foolish thoughts. We must
prepare for thelast leg of our journey.

“And what would the party carefor?” Theinnkeeper spoketo al of us, but his eyesrested on the
warrior Hendrek.

“Doom,” the huge flow replied. “1 need to keep up my strength. One of everything.”
“Of course! Lania, help mein thekitchen!”

“Indeed,” Ebenezum said once the innkeeper had disappeared. “Now that we are alone, Norel, | must
know what your messageis.”

“Oh, yes,” Norel answered quickly. “It is something my mother, grandmother and | discerned during one
of our sessions of group magic. Wetried to contact you immediately, but the demon Guxx had dready
blocked the way. Since | was youngest and could move the fastest, | was sent to tell you in person.”

She sipped her de. Her neck looked very attractive as she swallowed. How | wished | could kiss that
neck! But no, for now | must abstain. There were more important things to attend to. Besides, |



reasoned, perhapsit was best if | Smply spent some time around her as an ob-vioudy human apprentice,
as opposed to the grackle she seemed to remember al too well.

“I trust Wuntvor told you most of what we learned.” She glanced at me for but an ingtant with her pale
green eyes. | looked away, lest the fire building insde me con-sume mewhole.

“But therewas onething | did not impart to our bravely flying grackle,” Norel continued. “The
Nether-hells had prepared atruly devastating fate for Ebe-nezum, once he had set out to seal”

At that point, the kitchen door banged open. The inn-keeper walked to our table, bearing alarge platter.
Lying upon that platter, and sagging dightly over the edges, was an even larger fish.

“For our honored guests, nothing but the best!” the innkeeper exclaimed. “ Of course, we begin with a
pe-cidty of my humble establishment, the greet rainbow fish of the Inland Seal”

Cooked, thefish’ s scales gleamed a dozen pale pas-tels, gray to blue, pink to purple. The colors were
st off even more by the orange-and-green checkered vest the fish appeared to be wearing.

“Odd,” the innkeeper said, staring at the vest. “That isn't usudly a part of the preparation. Lania, what
did you put on thisfish?’

Hendrek reached quickly for the platter. “Doom!” he exclaimed.

The vest was quicker than Hendrek’ s hands. It dipped from the platter as Hendrek grabbed, and fell to
the floor, whereit solidified into Brax the salesdemon.

“Boy, areyou guysinfor it thistime!l” Brax cackled asit puffed onitscigar. “I don't know why | even
bothered showing up. Well, you might just have the dightest chance of surviva if you stock up heavily
right now. And lucky for you, I'm still overstocked on some very attractive enchantments!””’

Hendrek swung Headbasher out of its protective sack and across the table towards the demon. All four
mugs of ewent flying.

“Doom!” Hendrek cried as Headbasher hit the floor where Brax had stood but a moment before. The
warclub |eft agzable crack in the flagstone.

“See here!” theinnkeeper protested. “1’m dways glad to welcome strangersinto my inn. | fed asif | amf
arly open to differencesin foreign cusoms. Still, there are limits—"

Brax ran behind the innkeeper. “Listen, | could sdll you alittle something that would rid you of unwanted
guestsingantly. It sasmall, enchanted bog, completely portable. Smply place it underneath unwanted
com-pany, and they’ re sucked into the mire! And it’s hardly used at al, comeswith afew bones of
extinct crea-tures—"

“Doom!” Hendrek pushed the innkeeper out of the way to get closer to the salesdemon. Brax scooted
be-neath the table.

The displaced innkeeper pointed a Brax with aquiv-ering finger. “1f this cresture is going to stay for
dinner, you'll haveto pay for an extra place setting.”

“How about it, Hendrek?’ the salesdemon shouted as it somersaulted gracefully over the swinging



warclub. “Y ou’ reway behind in your payments. Now, with what' s going to happen, you'll probably
never be ableto pay anything, ever again, if you catch my drift. How about using thet fine, d most-new
warclub to knock over what’ s available around here, say, ayoung witch or amagician’ s apprentice—"

“Doom!” Hendrek screamed. He legpt for the demon and landed on the table, and the fish. Thefish and
the table coll gpsed benesth his enormous weight.

The demon was panting asit ran to the other sde of the room. “Redlly, I’m not doing thisformy hedth.
By thistime tomorrow, you folks won't have any health to worry about. Y ou don’t stand a chance unless
you stock up with my weapons, and | mean stock upheavily !”

Hendrek picked himsdlf up from where the tabletop had met the floor. The innkeeper looked onin silent
horror.

“C’mon guys, I've got an investment here, you know. It gets harder every day for asaesdemon to make
adishoned living!”

Hendrek threw thefish at Brax.

“No, no, I’'m sorry,” the demon said. “It’ stoo late to make things better by giving melittle gifts. Hmm. It
istasty though. Urk!” -

Digtracted by the fish, Brax had not seen the flying Headbasher until the enchanted club had found its
hdlish mark.

“Easy termg!” The demon wobbled. “Y earsto pay!” The demon gasped. “ Except, perhaps, in your
case—" The demon popped out of existence.

“Doom!” Hendrek intoned.

“Isthiswhat passes for table manners wherever you come from?” the innkeeper shrieked. “ Of course! |
let strangersinto my inn, and thisisthe thanks| get. No, no, my wife tells me, what are strangers but
people just like us, from another land. Hah! A land where peoplefal atop their food! Where people
appear out of no-where and offer to sell you swampland! | am never hav-ing strangersin my
establishment again!”

“Indeed, my good fellow.” Ebenezum pulled out hissmall sack of gold.

“Of coursel” the innkeeper shouted. “Y ou offer me gold! Another time, perhaps! But now, | will not be
dlenced! Out inthe street! Strangers! Just wait until | talk to my wifel”

We left with whatever speed we could muster.

“Well,” Ebenezum said as the door to the inn dammed shut behind us. “ Perhaps we can deep on the

We walked back down toward the docks.
Ebenezum moved between Norei and mysdlf. *Y ouwere saying that you had awarning for me?’

“Yes, Guxx isvery worried about your reaching Vushta. In fact, he seemsto be petrified by theidea.”



“Indeed?’

“Yes” Nore frowned. “Guxx feedlsyou must be put out of the way at any cost. They have planned
some-thing at seawhich you cannot possibly survive.”

“I| see” Thewizard stroked his mustache in thought. “But if what you say istrue, why then did they
attack usin theforest?”

“Ohdear,” Norei saidwithasigh. “I’'m afraid I’'m to blamefor that. It happened when Guxx discovered
that Wuntvor and | had been talking, after the demon was sure he had effectively stopped al magical
communications from reaching you. | might have been in trouble then, if the demon had not been so
hystericd. Asit was, though, the spells Guxx threw at me unraveled when he began to scream
incoherently about conspiracies againgt him. | think he felt then that your sea degth, sure though it would
be, was not soon enough. So he mus-tered whatever demons he could find and attacked you
immediatdly.”

“Doom!” Hendrek said. “ Snarkswasright!”

“Indeed,” Ebenezum said, pulling reflectively on hisbeard. “ Still, | wonder if perhapsit would be best
not to congratulate him, at least until thiscampaign isover?’

Hendrek nodded his head in agreement. “Doom.”

The wizard turned back to Nore. “ Y ou still haven't told me; exactly what isthis sure desth | am
supposed to meet at sea?”’

“That' sthe problem!” Norei said, throwing out her handsin agesture of helplessness. They werevery
beau-tiful hands. “1 don’t know. We couldn’t find that out. Guxx discovered our spying, and the magical
link vanished. But our eavesdropping did reveal oneimportant fact! We learned the spdll that would
defeat whatever it wasthey sent againgt you!”

“Indeed?’

“Yesl All we know beyond that isthe bringer of your desth is very swift and sure, so we must usethe
spell the moment we seeit, whatever it is”

“And what isthe spell?” Ebenezum asked.
Norei paused for a second to concentrate.

“Itisapoem of sorts,” she began.

“Go, you creatures! Back down in the blue!

Go, you demons! Wakka doo wakka doo!”



“Indeed,” the wizard agreed. “It is fiendish enough to come from Guxx. And bound to be powerful. The
rhyme scheme s better than mogt.”

“Doom,” Hendrek murmured.

“No, | don't think so,” Ebenezum replied. “With the information Nore brought us, | think our mission
has achance.”

“Hi, there!” asmadl voice piped. “ Rise and shine! The Brownie hasarrived!”
“Doom,” Hendrek mumbled, half-adeep.
“My thoughts exactly!” Snarkscutin. “But dl isnot lost. | am hereaswdl!”

“Indeed.” Ebenezum looked out from where he was using a sail as ablanket. “ Could you get on the boat
dis-creetly? |’ m afraid the owner has not been completely informed asto the true nature of his

passengers.”

“Don’'t worry,” Snarks said. “I’ ve come prepared.” Once again in close proximity to the wizard, the
demon was heavily cloaked. Helifted hishood over hishead. “Brrffll glimlcch!” he exclaimed.

“Fine,” Ebenezum said. “Now Brownie, if you will hidein Snarks' s pocket?’

“A Brownie? Hide?’ Thelittle fellow placed his hands defiantly on histiny hips. “No gr! Thosedaysare
over! Brownieshold their heads up high!” He looked angrily at Snarks, who had said something
in-decipherable. “Well, maybe not that far doft, but plenty high for our size!”

Thewizard sighed. “I’ll makeit the third wish.”

“But you can't! A pitiful wish likethat? I’ m sorry, the last wish hasto be awhopper! | mean, we're
making Brownie higory herel”

“Indeed,” thewizard said. “| wish the Brownie—"
“Stop whereyou are! I'm going!” The Brownie jumped into the pocket of Snarks's cloak.

“Good day, dr!” the boatman called from the shore. “1 see you are here promptly, and you have brought
your party. Excdlent. Wewill be off. And | seeyou'll give me ahand with the sall?”’

Therest of us stretched and stood. As stiff as| was from anight attempting deep on thisboat, | did not
care. In another day or two, | would see Vushta!

My eyeswere drawn to Norel, who had risen from where she had dept at the other end of the boat.
Thereshewas at thefirgt light of dawn, her lovely hair in her eyes, yawning magnificently! Oh, what a
lucky fellow | wasto bein love with someone asfine asthat!

The boatman stepped on board. “We arein luck. The weather iswith usl We should make Vushta by
nightfal tomorrow.” He brushed past Snarks. “If you will ex-cuse me?’



“BlIflldmmp!” Snarks answered.

“Beg pardon?’ the boatman said. “ Say, you' re not amember of the origina party, are you? Y ou must
be that fifth person the wizard said he was going to bringaboard. | don't believe we' ve been properly
intro-duced.”

“Indeed,” the wizard interrupted. “ That isthe last member of the party, ardigious zea ot, who mugt, to
fulfill hisvows, aways keep himsdlf heavily cloaked. In addition, we dl attempt not to spesk with him.”

“He hasn't taken avow of silence, hashe?’ the boat-man asked. “I mean, | just heard him talk.”

“Indeed,” the wizard replied. “1n his sect, the vow of silenceis not severe enough. He hastherefore
taken the ultimate oath of hisreligious order, the vow of in-coherence.”

“Kllfvrmmll!” Snarks complained.
“Seewhat | mean?’ the wizard added.

The boatman nodded, momentarily awestruck. Ebenezum instructed meto lend ahand in casting of f
from the dock. In Situations of this sort, the wizard dways said, it is better to act quickly, rather than to
give any-onetimeto think.

In amatter of moments, we set sall. It wasthefirst time | had ever been in aboat large enough for me
and five othersto stand in. And it was thefirst time | had ever been on an expanse of water larger than a
and| lake.

It was quite beautiful, watching the sun rise over the water, turning the seapink, then red, then burnished
gold. The gentle waves that broke across the ship’s bow, at first disconcerting to someone new to sea
travel, soon became comforting in their regularity, and the way they gently rocked our craft. It wasavery
pleasurable ex-perience, actudly, being out on that inland ocean at thefirgt light of morning. Much of the
comfort was taken away, however, by the grim fact that the Netherhells' fatal plan would attack us here,
on thiscam Inland Sea, and, indeed, that the attack might come at any moment.

FOURTEEN

Some mages balk at performing spells during an ocean voyage, preferring instead to dabble in sor-cery
intiny rooms, precarioudy perched high atop the aerie towersthat this sort of magician dways seemsto
favor. Thelogic of this preference has dways duded me. After dl, should something go amisswith either
your sl or your relationship with your employer, just think how much eesier itisto swimthanitistofly.

— THE TEACHINGS OF EBENEZUM,

VOLUME XXXVIII

Ebenezum turned to Norei and spokein alow voice.

“Perhaps you could conjure asmall wind spell? Nothing too big, something perhaps that would only
dightly irritate my nose”



Nore frowned. “Well, | might be able to do some-thing. | see problems, though. What if I’'m busy with
the wind spell when the Netherhdlls attack? It might take me awhile to disengage. And what if, by
bringing aboutawind, | rush usinto the Netherhells' trap too fast for usto counteract it?’

“Indeed,” the wizard replied. “1 am so anxiousto get to Vushta, | am not giving proper consideration to
the consequences. Now it might be that, by producing awind, we could outrun whatever the Netherhells
will send againgt us. But thereis no way of knowing. | think we need you, aert and about the deck, more
than we need a breeze.”

“What isthistak of spells?’ the boatman caled from hisplace a thetiller. “| am dwaysglad to takea
wizard on asapassenger. | do not discriminate in those areas as others do. But | draw theline at magic
on my boat! | mean, thiscraft isalmost paid for! | don’t want anything to happen to it now!”

“Y ou have nothing to fear on that account,” Ebenezum called from the bow. “ For the time being, we
would liketo stay asfar away from magic asyoursdf!”

“Doom,” Hendrek spoke to my master in alow voice. “L ook at the way the seagulls gather on the
hori-zon. Could that be part of the Netherhdlls' plot?’

| looked where the warrior pointed. Dozens of sea-gullswhirled in the distance.

“Indeed,” the wizard mused. “Either that, or they’ re above alarge school of fish. What would the
Nether-hells attempt? A seagulll suicide spell? Too risky; you can never trust seagullsto do asingtructed.
They'readways off looking for fish. Still, they may bear watch-ing.”

Hendrek nodded, his eyes fixed upon the whirling birds. “Doom,” he murmured.

“Pardon,” the boatman caled. “ Are you surethisis but aregular pleasuretrip?’

“Certainly,” Ebenezum replied. “What makes you ask that question?’

“Wall, you folks act very odd for agroup on apleas-ure cruise. Every timel turn around, you' re having
aconference. Now look here, | would have to charge more if thiswere abusiness venture.”

“Indeed.” The mage stretched out upon his wooden sest, and scratched benesth his beard. “Oh, no, we
in-tend nothing more than pleasure to come from our ac-tions. After dl, what eseisVushtafor?’

“Quiteright,” the boatman replied. “ Sorry to ques-tion you. The renter isawaysright, asthey say.”
“Indeed.” Ebenezum turned out to look &t the ocean.
“Brwnnmmpwrr!” came amuffled shout. The voice, somehow, sounded much too high to be Snarks's.

“Llgvvbrwrph!” Ah, now that was Snarks. | looked over to the middle of the deck, where the
well-cloaked demon seemed to be doing an elaborate dance.

“Issomething wrong?’ the boatman called.

“Not at dl!” Ebenezum said reassuringly. “ ‘ Tisnothing more than acomplex reigious ritud. Wuntvor,
could you go over to our friend and make sure his ablu-tions do not tangle his robes?’



| did as my master asked. As | approached the demon, | could see that most of the movement wasin
Snarks's pocket, the very place we had stashed the Brownie! What was happening?

| spoke quietly, through clenched teeth, to a point in the demon’ s robes where | imagined an ear would
be:

“Don't you think you should quiet down?’

“Shnrfhm!” Snarks replied.

“Brwnprrfrffrr!” the Brownie yeled back.

“Will you control yourselves?’ | whispered. “Y ou two can argue when we get to Vushta.”
“Up with—" the Brownie cried before | could stuff his head back into the pocket.

“I cantakeit nolonger!” Snarks shouted, flingingoff hishood. “1 have suffered enough! 1 will not have a
little person inhabiting my clothed”

“What isgoing on here?’ the boatman demanded. | turned around, trying to shield the struggling demon
and Brownie with my body. “Pleasetry to ignoreit. Tisnothing but the |atter stages of the religiousritual.
It getsrather hectic, I'm afraid.”

“It will get much more hectic if this Brownie doesn't get out of my robes and off this boat immediately!”

Thelittle fellow popped his head out of the pocket. “Brownies come and go asthey please. Let’'ssee
how Brownie Power does a making shoes out of demon leather!”

“Wait asecond!” the boatman cried. “ That fellow having the religious experienceisn’'t human! And |
think he has two headd”

“Indeed,” Ebenezum said. “ That isvery observant.”
“Observant, nothing! If it’snot human, it doesn’t stay on my boat!”

“A moment, my good man.” Ebenezum stood, fixing the owner with hisbest wizard' s stare. “Y ou were
con-tracted to take the five of usto Vushta”

“Wait amoment!” The boatman shook his head vio-lently. “Y ou contracted for five personsl Human
per-sons!”

“I'mafraid, my good man, | did not. | smply asked you if you could take five on aboat. Specieswas
never discussed.”

The boatman fumed. “I should have listened to my grandmother!”
“Indeed,” the wizard replied. “Wewould probably dl befar better off if we had listened to everybody.”
The boatman continued asif he had not heard my master. “My aged grandmother was awise woman.

She used to say, dways make your contracts in writing. Sheused to say, never trust awizard until you
have hisgold. She used to say—"



“Indeed,” Ebenezum interrupted the other’ s meanderings. “Y ou know, there are certain rules that my
aged grandmother told me aswell. | believe one of thoseis apt in this Situation.”

The boatman blinked unhappily. “Whichis?’

Ebenezum pulled back his deeves, exposing his handsin prime conjuring postion. “Never argue with a
wizard.”

“Oh. Yes, well, | guessyou have a point. Sounds like your grandmother was every bit aswise asmine.
Actu-dly, cometo think of it, mine liked to talk abit too much. Never would shut up—"

The boatman returned to histiller. Snarks and the Brownie seemed to have quieted aswell. The
prospect of being thrown bodily into the ocean had temporarily camed their anger. | placed Snarks's
hood back on his head.

“ThmmnnlIf!” Snarkssaid.

“Doom !"Hendrek cdled.

The sky above uswasfilled with seagulls.

“Quickly, Norei!” the wizard said. “ Everyone, cover your heads!”

Inahigh, lilting voice, the young witch cried:

“G0, you creatures! Back down in the blue!

Go, you demons! Wakka doo wakka doo!”

The seagulls continued to circle, asthe boat dowly moved away from them.

“I don't think that wasthe Netherhdlls curse,” Norel remarked.

“Indeed,” the wizard replied.

“What wasthat al about?’ the boatman caled.

Ebenezum rolled up hisdeeves. “ Do you wish to argue with awizard?’

“Hold on, now!” the boatman said, pushing asfar back againg thetiller as he could manage. “I1t' sone
thing to argue with awizard. It' s another thing to send your boat, your sole means of livelihood, to sure
de-gtruction.”

“Intruth.” Thewizard paused, pulling a his beard. “We have not been totally fair with you, my good

man. Our trip is serious business, and we will pay you ac-cordingly. We will even pay for the sixth
person, short though heis, who resides in the cloaked one' s pocket.”



Ebenezum pulled forth his bag of gold and rested it upon hispam. “Y ou must excuse me. Sometimes my
wizard sfrugdlity getsthe better of me. But we no longer have time for such petty concerns as money. |
will giveyou afair share of this purse, once our job is done. We must get to V ushta as soon as possible.
There are demonswho are trying to stop us, for they have a plan whereby the Netherhellswill control the
surface world. Because of this, your ship may be attacked dur-ing this crossing, athough we have
devel oped counter-measures that should be more than sufficient to protect us. | hope you understand the
importance of our mis-son. Thefate of Vushta, and the whole world, hangsin the balance.”

“Oh.” The boatman amiled. “Isthat dl? The fate of V ushta hangs upon our actions? We might be
attacked by demons at any moment? Why don’t | just jump off my boat now, and be done with it?’

“Doom!” Hendrek contributed. “Heed the wizard. Even | don't think our Situation isthat hopeless.”

“| should have listened to my grandmother! She was dwaystaking. Threw peach pitsat meif | didn’t
listen. She was always talking, and eating peaches. Had adeadly aim with those pits, let metell you. It's
why | went to seain thefirst place.” The boatman shuddered. “1I’ll end up as dinner for some demon!
And my grand-mother said I’ d never amount to anything!”

“Indeed,” the wizard replied.  Fear not, friend Hen-drek. The good boatman is dready beginning to
accept the Stuation. In the meantime, mayhaps there is some-thing we can do beyond mere waiting.
Wuntvor, you said there were still some books in the pack?”

| nodded, pulling the pack from where | had stashed it beneath my seet. | took out the three remaining
books, reading the embossed | etters on their spines aoud.

“Um,” | said. “Here sAunt Maggi€e' s Book of Home Remedies!’”’
Ebenezum nodded. “ Gift from my old mentor. WWe met her on our travelsthrough ahaunted valey. We
helped her get rid of some ghosts and she gave me the book. Knowing her, she probably put aspell on it

s0 | wouldn’'t lose it. What €l se have you got, Wunt?’

| looked at the two other books in my hands: Vushta on Two Pieces of Gold a Day and awell-worn
copy of How to Speak Dragon. My master frowned as| told him.

Ebenezum chewed hislip. “ Disappointing, although we may be able to use the VVushta book, should we
reach our destination. Who knows? Maybe Aunt Maggi€' s book has arecipe for seaweed tea? | fear
that wits, not spdlls, will have to see us through the coming test.”

Thewind picked up suddenly. It started to rain.

Ebenezum huddled in histattered robes. “ Does the weather dways change so quickly?’

A dresk of lightning relit the darkening sky.

“Aye,” the boatman said. “We re subject to squalls out here on the water.” He stared up into what was
fastbecoming adownpour. “Usudly, though, there' s morewarning than this”

“Doom,” Hendrek muttered. “Could it be—"

“Only oneway to find out,” Norei replied, andbegan to recite:



“Go, you creatures! Back down in the blue!

Go, you demons! Wakka doo wakka doo!”

Theraingot heavier.

“On my grandmother’ sgravel” the boatman shouted over the gathering storm. “Not only do | haveto
nav-igate thisboat, | haveto listen to your poetry. Before, | was not sure. Now, you will haveto pay me
double!”

“Indeed,” thewizard said. “Wewill pay you well enough.” He stared up into the stormy sky.
“Appar-ently, the poem wasn't gppropriate.”

“Doom,” Hendrek said. “Will we have to use the poem on everything out here?’

“More poetry?’ the boatman cried. “ The fight with the Netherhellswas one thing. That | can accept. But
you should have warned me about the poetry. | may haveto charge you triple!”

“Hey, guys” A smdl form jumped out of the pocket in Snarks srobe. *Y ou have forgotten the obvious
solu-tion. Brownie Power!”

The rain lessened overhead. The sun peaked through the clouds. There was arainbow.
Snarks tossed his hood away from hisface. “Mere coincidence.” The demon sneered. “It hasto bel”
“Whoare these passengers?’ the boatman com-plained. “The price of renta is going up by the min-ute!”

“You'velaughed at Browniesfor thelast time!” thelittle fellow shouted a the demon. “We |l show youw
hat Brownies are made of! Remember the Brownie Creed: We may betiny, but we reterrific!” He
began an elaborate dance.

Snarks placed arestraining hand on the Browni€' s cap. “ Are you sure you should do this? If something
goeswrong, we' ll dl drown.”

“There have aways been naysayers who have sneered at grestness!” the Brownie cried. “Big idess
don’t hap-pen without taking big risks! | must do it, for the glory of Browniedom everywhere!”

“Whét ishe doing?’ the boatman demanded.

“I think it' scaled the Lindy Hop,” the Brownie ex-plained obligingly. “ And boy, wait ‘til you see what
happens when I’m done!”

“I think it’ sgoing to happen dmost immediately,” Snarks retorted, looking about him for something to
throw. “No Browni€ s going to dump me into the ocean!” He picked up an oddly-colored oar.

“Where did that come from?’ The boatman pointed at the orange-and-green checkerboard piece of



wood.
“Doom!” Hendrek intoned, reaching for Head-basher.

“That' sright!” The oar began speaking even before it had completely metamorphosed into Brax the
sdles-demon. “It isyour doom, unlessyou act now!”

“Hendrek!” | warned. “Be careful of the bottom of the boat!” But the large warrior’s club was swinging
mightily, heedless of anything in its path. WWood splin-tered as Headbasher took a chunk out of the mast.

“Thisistheend!” the boatman shouted. “Why didn’t | listen, to my grandmother and become atinker?”

“Wait amoment!” Brax ducked under the warclub. “I have something that just may save dl of you! Then
again, it may not. And heaven knows, it will cost alot.

But, let’ sfaceit, you're going to need something redly big—"
The sdesdemon paused and blinked. It swallowed, hard.
“Oh no, not that,” he whispered. 1 have to be going. Sorry to have bothered you.”

The demon blinked out of existence. Headbasher wisked through empty air. Thelarge warrior sat down,
hard.

“Doo—oof!”

“No!” Snarkscried in horror. “Not that! Even | don’t deserve that!”
A hundred voices cried as one:

“It's Brownie Power!”

| looked up to seethat our boat wasfilled, from stem to stern, with Brownies.

FIFTEEN

Inaworld that wastotally objective and fair, size should make no difference in the worth of any
individud or cregture. But, then again, wizards should not have to work for aliving, ether.

— THE TEACHINGS OF EBENEZUM,
VOLUME XXIX

One of the small multitude jumped down from atop thetiller. The boatman stared after him, obvioudy in
agate of shock. While most of the others were dressed more or lesslike our own Brownie, thisone
wore acap and cloak of dark brown fur.

“Youcdled, Tap?’



“Yesdr, Your Brownieship!” our Brownie re-sponded.
“I don't believeit,” Snarks muttered. “ Tap?’

“I undergtand,” His Brownieship intoned, “that some of this company have been giving you trouble,
even, perhaps, implying things that might be detrimen-tal to Browniekind?*

“Wdl, ar,” Tep replied, “it’sredly only one of them, and | think he' sonly trying to be friendly.”

“Now, now,” His Brownieship chided, “that’ s just the positive Sde of your essentidly optimistic Brownie
nature talking. From what I’ ve heard, things are far worse than that! \We Brownies have been bdlittled far
too long! Remember the Brownie Creed: We may be short, but we stand tall!”

Snarkslooked longingly over the side of the boat. “Maybe | could learn to svim.”

“Ah,” HisBrownieship said. “ So thisisthe per-petrator.”

Snarks edged toward the bow. “Maybe | could learn to breathe underwater.”

“Now, now,” His Brownieship urged. “My good fellow, we don’t want to hurt you. We just want to
show you the positive nature of Brownie Power!”

“Maybe | should just jump,” Snarks muttered. “1 could always come up with aplan later.”

“Come, fdlows, let us entertain this newcomer with one of our inspirational cheersl What can you
awaysuse?’

“Brownie Power!” came the chorus.

“What dways paysthose dues?’ His Brownieship continued.

“Brownie Power!” the chorus responded.

“What keeps away the blues?’ His Brownieship was jumping up and down with excitement.
“Brownie Power!” The chorus was jumping aswell. The boat began to rock.

“What should you aways choose? No, no, fellow Brownies! Pull him back in the boat! Y ou don't need
to jump, friend demon! You'll grow to likethis! That’swhat Brownie Power isal about!”

“Wuntvor?” Nore’ s hand gently touched my elbow. | turned to her, and found her face full of concern.
“I worry for your master.”

| looked behind the young witch. Ebenezum sat at the farthestmost point of the bow, with his head over
the side of the boat.

Of course! The sudden appearance of al these Brownies must be playing havoc with my master’s
malady. What kind of an apprentice was | to be watch-ing some silly little dramawhen thewizard wasin
dire sraits?



I moved quickly to my master. Knedling by hisside, | stuck my head, too, over the edge of the boat.

“Indeed,” my master said as my head approached his. He appeared to be breathing quite normdly.
“One mugt be prepared for any eventudity, Wuntvor. When one has a maady such as mine, instant
measures are of ten called for.”

| asked thewizard if | should tell the Browniesto leave.

“On the contrary,” Ebenezum replied. The end of his beard sent ripples through the water. “ For the
moment, | seem to be functioning quite well. And it occursto me that, every time we have fought Guxx
Unfufadoo and his demonic hordes, we have won because we had access to resources he could not
foresee. Thus, when we fought together in the Western Woods, the demon did not take into account my
sorcerous kills. In our first big battle at Heemat’ sHovel, we were aided by hordes of religious seekers
and aminor demigod. In our second battle, we were joined by alegion of mythological beasts. No,
Wuntvor, | think the Brownies should stay around. They might be Guxx’ s undoing.”

“See?’ asmdl voicesadinmy ear. “What did | say?’
| turned to see Tap, Sitting on the edge of the boat, grinning at me.

“Thisthird Browniewishisgoing to be abig one!” Ebenezum sneezed briefly. “Wunt,” thewizard said.
“Whilel am thusindisposed, | trust you to manage the business on board. If you need me, you know
wherel’ll be”

| nodded briefly and stood, surveying the once again clear blue sky. | looked back over to the other end
of the boat. The Brownies continued their ragged cheers. Snarks was pleading with Hendrek to bash him
uncon-scious with Headbasher. “Have you no mercy?’ the demon cried.

| turned and waved our Brownie back into the boat. “ So your nameis Tap?’ | asked, doing my best to
digract the smdl fellow from talking to Ebenezum.

“Yes!” Tap exclamed cheerfully. “All Brownies are named after shoemaking noises. Y ou know—Tip,
Tap, Hammer, Buckle. We take pride in our work!”

“Wuntvor?’

| turned at the sound of my beloved’ svoice. She smiled inaway | hadn’t seeniin far too long. | forgot
Tap' senthusiasm, | forgot about the boat, | forgot the impending demon attack. The world fell away, lost
inNore’s eyes.

“Wuntvor?’ her perfect lipssaid. “In dl this mad-ness, we redlly haven’t had timeto say hello. I'm afraid
I’ ve been ignoring you. WEe ve been away from each other for so long. Our relationship before was new;
we gtill don’t know each other dl that well. Y et, on my journey here, | found mysdf thinking about you,
over and over again. Now here we are, on aship together, awaiting imminent death. These may be our
last mo-mentstogether!”

“Nore,” | whispered. “There' s never been anyone but you.” We kissed.

Nore brokeit off abruptly. “If only | could get theimage of agrackle out of my head! But, Wuntvor, you
redly meant—"



“By my grandmother’ sbonedl” the boatman shouted. “ Something elseis coming!”

| looked aloft to see what had stirred the boatman from his state of shock. Something very large was
flying our way. Something very large, with ahuman rider and atop hat.

It was Hubert.

Helanded with a gentle splash to the starboard of the boat, and tipped hishat in our direction. “Don’t
worry,” hesaid. “I can float. Dragons have alot of hot air. But, if you don’t mind, Aleawould liketo
come on board and stretch her legs.”

Aleajumped nimbly from the dragon’ s back onto the boat.

“Doom,” Hendrek inquired. “Why are you returned aready from Vushta?’

“Because, das, we never madeit there,” Hubert replied. “It seemsthat VVushtais encircled with an
im-penetrable fog. | had to turn back. | couldn’t seeto land.”

“Doom,” Hendrek nodded grimly. “Wewill haveto sall into it, then.”

“Wewill haveto sail where?’ the boatman cried. “Not on this boat! First, you sneak aboard nonhuman
passengers! Then, we are set upon by a plague of Brownies! Next, a dragon lands next to my boat. No
thank you! I’'m turning around! Not on my boat, you don’'t.”

“But we haveto!” | inssted. “ The fate of the world may depend upon our reaching Vushtal”

“No!” The boatman shook his head. “1 hear my home port caling.”

“Let me handlethis,” Hubert remarked. “Did youever consider how you would fed charbroiled?’

“Char-what?’ the boatman asked. “Then again, my home port isn't calling al that loudly. Y ou haveto
have some adventuresin your life. That'swhat my aged grandmother used to say.”

“Beof good cheer, boatman!” His Brownieship caled. “Y ou have nothing to fear! Y ou have Brownie
Power on your side. Tell me Brownies: What' stoo good to ever refuse?’

“Brownie Power!”

“And what’' s one way you can never |ose?’
“Brownie Power!”

“And what’ s better than esting—"

“Oh no you don't!” Snarks screamed, startling His Brownieship midcheer. “I” ve had enough of this
Brownie busness!”

The Brownies, who had been jumping about with their Brownie Power cheers, continued leaping and
shouting. But there now seemed to be an angry edge to their voices.

“Fellow Brownies!” HisBrownieship called out, quieting the multitude. “We have tried Postive Brownie



Action on thislost soul. But, occasiondly, some of the uninformed have too many barriersto ac-cept the
smpletruths that we embody as very special magica creatures. It istime, therefore, to have area-soned
didogue! Come, Sr demon! Say what you will!”

Snarks was taken aback. “Y ou want me to talk back to you?’

“Certainly, Sr!” His Brownieship replied. “What-ever you want! It's your turn now!”

“Wadl,” the demon said tentatively, “you are rather short.”

“Yes, that isundeniably true,” His Brownieshipstated. “ On the whole, we are much shorter than demons.
Animportant point, well worth making.”

“Y ou're not going to disagree?’ Snarks replied.
“No, no, itwasavalid point.”
“Well—of courseit was. All my pointsarevaid.”

“Even those two at the top of your head? Sorry, just alittle Brownie humor, there. I'm sure you believe
in everything you say. Are there any more points you would like to make?’

“Wél, maybenot.” Snarks seemed rather unnerved. | had afeding thiswasthefirgt timein his demonic
ex-istence that anyone had totally agreed with him. It was a strategy diabolic enough for the Netherhdl Il

“See how much better things are when you have areasoned Brownie dialogue? That’ s what we cdll
Brownie Power!” His Brownieship shouted. The rest of the Brownies cheered.

Snarks retreated within his hood.

“Wuntvor?’ Norel whispered. | turned to look at her large green eyes, flecked with little bits of brown.
“Y ou were saying something, before the dragon came.”

“Yes, my beloved?’ | replied. Wasthisthe moment | had been hoping for, when Norel would tell me
shewas mine?

“Oh!” another voice cdled. “There you are, Wuntie!”

“Wuntie?’ Norei cried in avoice much louder than awhisper.

| shook my head to try and stop theringing in my ear. Alea stood before me.
“Uh,” | began. My mind raced, trying to think of something appropriate to say.
“Hdlo,” | managed after aminute.

“Since we had to turn back from Vushta, | thoughtwe could finaly spend that time together—" Alea
paused when she saw Nore’ s hand touching mine. “And who isthis cresture?

| turned to Norel. She was staring at me with alook more severe than anything | had ever gotten from
Ebenezum. | swallowed.



“Wuntvor?’ Norei’swordswere clipped, asif they had been cut from her breath with knives. “Why is
thiswoman caling you—" She paused to increase the inten-gity of her are. “—Wuntie?’

“Wdl, um, er,” | began.

Aleasnorted derisively. “Wuntie, why don't you tdll this newcomer what we meant to each other, back
in Wizard’ s Woods?’

Norei gasped. “Wuntvor!” she cried. Her voice had heated considerably. “Isthistrue?’
“Wadll, er,um,” | tried to explain.

“You let mewaste dl thistime, thinking of you, building an image of the two of ustogether!” Nore
recoiled from mein horror. “ And to think | let you nuz-zle me when you were agracklel”

“A grackle?’ Aleaasked. “Oh, | knew areationship with awizard would be different! Oh, Wuntie, we
could have had such fun! If only you hadn’t started up with another woman the minute my back was
turned!”

| had to stop this “Well, um, that’ s not exactly—" | interjected.

“The minute your back-was turned?’ Norel repeated. “Wuntvor, you claimed but amoment ago that |
was the only woman you had ever loved!”

“Wuntie!” Aleademanded. “Isthistrue?

| had to say something! “Well, itis, wel, | mean, but—"

How could this get any worse?

There was anoise like an earthquake beneath the boat.

Nol! It wasn't an earthquake. It was two hundred dancing Brownie feet!

Then there was an explosion. The boat seemed to have moved some distance.

Something huge reared its head at that spot in the ocean where we had been mere seconds before. This
wasthe Netherhells' attack!

“Krrraakennn!” amouth in a head the Size of your average palace howled.

“Wow!” Hubert replied from above. “What an en-trance!” He seemed to have taken flight about the
time of the explosion.

The monster turned to regard us. It was adeep green color, close to the shade of the sea at twilight. At
the moment, it pretty much took up most of the sea, any-way. Its giant, reptilian coils surrounded the
boat, send-ing displaced water cascading across our decks.

“Y oouu moovvedd!” the huge head remarked. “lii willl havvve tooo trryyy aaggaainnn!”



“Excuse me, you very large fellow?” The dragon shot out a spurt of flameto try to draw the mongter’s
aten-tion. “You are aKraken, aren’t you? Do you think we could have alittle talk, reptile to reptile?’

The huge head glanced dowly up to regard the dragon. “Noooo!” it said at last. “ Tiime tooo eeeettt!”
“Comeon, Brownies!” HisBrownieship cried. “Timeto do your stuff!”

The two hundred sets of tapping toeswere at it again!

“Quick now, for Brownie Power! Let'stry Plan B!”

| imagined the“B” stood for Brownie. While most of thelittle fellows maintained their relentless dancingr
hythm, about a dozen or so split off to do some sort of dternate dance al their own.

The wizard sneezed mightily. “Norei!” he gagped. “Y our counterspel!”

“Heavens, yesl” The young witch shook herself out of her shocked stupor. “Wuntvor! Join with me. We
must be heard over the dancing!”

Asone, we began the rhyme:

“Go, you creatures! Back down in the blue!

Go, you demons! Wakka doo wakka doo!”

“Hhuuhh?” the Kraken responded. “Wwdlll, Alll rriighttt!”

“No, you don't, you ‘redl at seal

The Kraken stays right here with me!”

It was only then that | saw the Kraken had arider, agreen hairy fellow wearing ahelmet. The fellow
pulled his helmet off. It was Guxx Unfufadoo!

“Geeee,” the Kraken said. “Mmmaake uupp yoouuurrr mmindddss.”

Guxx cried:

“Don’'t worry, that spell is obsolete!

All you should do now is eat!”



“Oooohhh,” the Kraken remarked with asmile the length of your average river. “ Goooddd.
Mmmmrrrrf-ffllIxxxppttt.”

Anincredibly giant shoe had appeared to cover the Kraken's head.

The Kraken ateit.

“That' s dways been the problem, using that spell onomnivores,” His Brownieship admitted. “Tap! Are
you ready?’

“You'vegot it, Your Brownieship!” The smdler group of Brownies danced with redoubled fury.

Guxx jumped up and down on the Kraken's enor-mous coil and screamed in our direction:

“I’ve got you now, you wizardly pest!

In aKraken's sscomach you will rest!”

Thewizard, for his part, seemed to be sneezing hislife away in the bow of the boat.

Norei and Alea stood to either Side of me, transfixed with terror.

“Wuntvor!” Norel shouted over the furious dancing. “1 don’'t know any spells big enough to stop that
thing!”

“Wuntie!” Aleasobbed. “What can we do?’
“Well, um, er,” | replied.
There was another Sizable explosion.

“What' s going on here?” an authoritatively grating voice shouted. “I hope whoever brought us here has
somegold!”

“Pop? Look down there! 1 don't think we should worry about gold at atimelikethis!”

It was the mythological creatures! Flying above us were the Rok, the Griffin, the Hippogriff, and hdf a
dozen more. The Brownies had brought reinforcementd!

“Wadittt aaminnuute! Arrre theeessse creeeatuurress onnn thheee ootheerrr ssiide?”’

Guxx screamed:



“What doesit matter? Big or smal?

Open your mouth and eat them dl!”

The Kraken looked down at the demon. “Nnnnoooo. lii knooowww theeeesse beeeaassstss of ff aairrr
annnd sseeedl Annnd mmyyy taaaiilll isss beeeinngg wommbleddd! Theeyyy arrrre mmyyyy uuuunnionnn
bbrrroothherrd! lii hhaavvee aaa carrrdd ffoorr AFTAOMAIBAC!”

“ Afteromay what?” Guxx shrieked asthe Kraken’ s scales began to resubmerge.
“Y oouuu dooo nnott eeestt youuurrr uunnionn brrotherrsl” the Kraken stated asit settled into the sea.

“Oh, no!” Guxx cried. “Wait aminute while —" The demon paused, its skin apae green. Therewasa
note of panicinitsvoice. “What rhymeswith hedmet?’

Guxx was swallowed by the ocean depths.
The Brownies cheered as one.
“Now that—" Tap shouted, “that’ swhat | call awish!”

The Griffin landed on a bare spot on the deck. “ So we meet again. We seem to have been displaced
rather abruptly from the conclusion of our meeting. We had only managed to ratify the first fifty-seven of
our demands. All | can say is, for your sake, | hope there’ smoney in thisl”

Hubert belly-flopped into the water. Distracted, the Griffin turned its head.

“Now, now!” the dragon exclaimed. “Let’ slook at what you' ve done here. Y our intervention helped to
pre-vent this very important party from getting esten. Thusthey can now travel to Vushtaand save usal!
What need have you of monetary reward? Soon, you'll have the thanks of a grateful world.”

“Oh. That'strue, isn't it?’ the Griffin ruminated. “1 still wouldn't mind somegold.”

“We apologize for the abruptness of our spell,” His Brownieship interjected. “ That’ sjust the way we
are,I’'m afraid. We Brownies like to make bold strokes, and stay right there in the center of the action.
That'swhat we call Brownie Power!”

“Still,” the Griffin mused, “thistrip might not be atota waste. Tell me, friend Brownie, have you and
your virtudly limitless group of brothers considered the ben-fits of joining aunion of mythologica
beasts?’

His Brownieship tapped histiny foot. “We might in-deed be interested, if we got the recognition we
de-served. We were about to return you to your meeting. If you don’t mind adding a hundred Brownies
to your gathering, we' Il be glad to talk!”

The Browni€' ssmall hand briefly shook the Griffin’ swing. His Brownieship turned to the others on the
boat. “ Tap' sfind wishisdone. So wewill say good-bye, with afind rousing cheer!”



“What small folks are making news?’ His Brownie-ship cried.

“Brownie Power!” the others shouted back.

His Brownieship waved histiny fisgsdoft. “Who's so cute you can't refuse?’

“Brownie Power!” the others cried, raising their tiny fistssaswell.

His Brownieship paused dramatically, took a deep breath, and shouted even louder than before:
“And who' sthe best a making shoes?’

“Brownie Power!”

The response was deafening.

“Next time you need to save the world, don’t hesitate to call!” Tap called to us.

And the Brownies and mythological beasts were gone.

SIXTEEN

The sages put great stock in saying that every ending istruly abeginning, or every beginning an ending,
or inggting that there are no endings or beginnings, or remarking that there is nothing new, and we are
doomed to endlesdly repesat our-selves. Or have | said all thisbefore?

—THE TEACHINGS OF EBENEZUM,

VOLUME LXXXVII

“Atlagt!” thewizard Sghed. “I can bresthe again!”

He blew his nose profusely on the remains of his deeve. When he was done there was nothing but quiet.
Theworld seemed perfectly till.

“By my grandmother’ sbeard,” the boatman swore, “the wind has died completely.”
“Doom,” Hendrek remarked, rebagging his en-chanted warclub. “Don’t you mean your grandfather?’

The boatman shook his head. “Y ou don’t know my grandmother. If there were beardsto be grownin
my family, she would have beenthe oneto doit.”

| looked out over the ocean. It was asif it had seentoo much action with the Kraken and the others and
now needed timeto rest. We were totally becalmed.

“Indeed,” the wizard remarked, much recovered. “ Do you have any idea how long this lack of wind will
lat?”

The boatman frowned. “ After what has happened here today, | refuse to predict anything.”



The wizard nodded. “ Too true. With what has hap-pened here today, we may have turned nature
com-pletely around.” He pulled on his beard reflectively. “ But we must get to Vushtaat once! Norei, can
you hdp?’

Theyoung witch bit her lip. “1 fear | lack the ex-perience. | can think of awind increase spdll that | might
be able to recite from memory. But how can | in-crease awind that isn’t even there?’

“Hubert!” Aleacdled. “Y ou remember the big fin-ish we used to do at the Middle Kingdoms Summer
Fair, where you would drag the house across the court-yard? Could you tow the ship aswell?’

The dragon sighed deeply. “Alasl On abetter day, | would giveit atry. But thisday hastaxed dl my
strength and cunning. Y ou saw my last landing. Ter-rible! | am deeply in need of sustenance!”

The boatman looked alarmed. | hagtily assured him that the dragon would eat no one with whom hewas
persondly acquainted.

“Doom.” Hendrek pointed beyond our bow. “Thefog iscoming.”

Thelarge warrior wasright. A cloud seemed to skim silently across the ocean, headed in our direction.
It was still some distance away, but the gray tendrilslooked asif they were closing upon usrapidly.

Ebenezum picked up hispack. “1f only | had not lostmy library when we were captured by the Rok.
When | |ft the Western Kingdoms, | brought aspell for every occasion.” He pulled the three remaining
booksforth. “Now dl that isleft isatravel guide, adictionary in case we wish to speak with Hubert in his
native tongue, and thisdim volume of household spdlsfrom my old mentor.”

| thought back on our visit to Aunt Maggie, and how she had given Ebenezum a spell to sneeze hisway
free of death and hislegion of ghosts. | remarked upon it to the wizard.

“It' stoo bad we don’'t have Aunt Maggie hereto help usal over again,” | added.

“Wuntvor!” Thewizard jumped up so quickly that he amost fell out of the boat. “ That’ sit!” He pounded
the book in his hand. “We do have Aunt Maggie herel We adapted one of her crop increase spellsto my
needs, so that, instead of sneezing like anormal human being in dire distress, | would produce a
superhuman sneeze! Such asneezeis needed again!”

Quickly, the wizard told me what to ook for in the book, and the dight adjustments that needed to be
made. He removed his hat and placed it in his pack. He turned to the others.

“Snarks, take off your hood! Hendrek, wave that warclub about! Hubert, breathe what flame you can
muster! Nore, ready your spell! And boatman, steer true, for al our lives depend on it!”

My master took adeep breath. “1 must be careful to face the stern. Wuntvor! Repeat the spell of
incressal”

Weadl did aswe weretold. And my master reacted magnificently.

Thus did we sneeze our way to Vushta.



Or so we thought. The fog thinned as we gpproached land, and enough of anatural breeze aroseto
alow Ebenezum ares.

But Vushtawas not before us. | strained to see the city of athousand forbidden delights, but dl | could
discern was a series of low, brown hills.

“Indeed.” Ebenezum propped himsalf up on his elbows from his position at the bottom of the boet.
“Perhaps | have blown us off course.””’

“Not according to my calculations, you haven't,” the boatman replied. “On my grandmother’ sgrave, as
hard asyou blew, | steered this boat straight. We should see the city at any moment. That is, of course,
unlessVushtahas moved.” The boatman laughed a his own witticism.

The fog was clearing as we approached the shore. The low, brown hillswere getting clearer. And there
was something behind them, something darker. Perhaps | would be able to see the towers at any second,
maybe even glimpse aforbidden desire or two taking place high atop some minaret.

“Oh, Wuntie!” Aleasaid closeto my left ear. “It issuch awonderful city. Y ou must let me show you the
sghtd”

| was aware of Norei, close by my right ear. “Alas, if only you had the time, Wuntvor. | fear wewill al
be much too busy defeeting the Netherhells. But | guessthat’ s something actors don’t have to think
about!”

“They couldn’t have!” Snarks cried sharply, stop-ping any further exchange from the women a my
Sdes.

Thefog lifted entirdy, and we al saw what Snarks s sharp demon eyes had discerned a moment before.
Behind the low hills of the shordline was ablack, gap-ing hole.

“It'sgonel” Hubert, who had done his best to swim behind us, cried.

“Indeed.” Ebenezum sat up entirely. “Areyou sure?’

“Of course!” the dragon cried. “It was here two weeks ago when [ left! But now Vushtais gone!”
“What doesthismean?’ Norel asked.

“It can mean but onething.” Ebenezum pulled grimly at his beard. “ The Netherhells could not prevent us
from getting to Vushta. Instead, they have prevented V ushta from coming to us.”

Thetrue horror of it overwhelmed me. “Y ou mean,” | whispered, “the Netherhells have stolen VVushta?’
Thewizard nodded grimly. “It istheir master stroke. They have pulled the sorcerous resources of
Vushta beyond our grasp.” He frowned and pulled upon his beard. “Now, | fear that nothing can stop
the Forxnagdl!”

“Doom!” Hendrek intoned.



For once, we all feared he might be right.
THE END

(orisit?)



