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Crai g Shaw Gar dner
A Mal ady of Magi cks

ONE

"A wizard is only as good as his spells,' people will often say. It is telling, however, that
this statement is only nade by people who have never been wi zards thensel ves.

Those of us who have chosen to pursue a sorcerous career know that a know edge of spells is only
one small facet of the successful nmagician. Equally vital are a quick wit, a soothing tongue, and,
per haps nost inportant, a thorough know edge of back alleys, underground passageways, and

particul arly dense patches of forest, for those tinmes when the spell you knew so well doesn 't
quite work after all."

--THE TEACH NGS OF EBENEZUM Vol ure |

The day was quietly beautiful, perhaps too nmuch so. For the first tinme in a week, 1 allowed nyself
to forget nmy problenms and think only of Alea. Aleal My afternoon beauty. 1 had only |earned her
nane on the |last day we were together, before she went on

1
2

to, as she called them "better things." But as surely as she had left ne, 1 knew that we ni ght be
reunited. In Vushta, anything m ght happen

The wi zard sneezed.

I woke fromny reverie, instantly alert. My naster, the wi zard Ebenezum greatest nage in all the
West ern Ki ngdons, had sneezed. It could only mean one thing.

There was sorcery in the air!

Ebenezum waved for me to follow him his stately and ornate wi zard's robes flapping as he ran. W
headed i mredi ately for a nearby copse of trees.

A hoarse scream erupted fromthe bushes across the clearing.
"Death to the wi zard!"

The spear enbedded itself in the tree some three feet above ny head. Half a dozen warriors ran
scream ng fromthe undergrow h, blood cries on their lips. They had painted thensel ves with dark
pigments for a particularly fierce appearance, and they carried great swords as long as their

ar ns.

The spear seened to have a few prinitive charns painted on it. Oh, so that was all it was. Just
anot her assassination attenpt. In a way, | was di sappointed. For a noment, | had thought it m ght
be sonet hing serious.

So it began again. By this tinme, | nust adnit these assassination things had grown quite tiresone.
Al'l thoughts of mnmy afternoon beauty had fled fromny nind. As boringly regular as these attacks
had becone, it would still not do to becone too |lax in our response.

| looked to nmy master. The wi zard Ebenezum one of the nost |earned nmen upon this huge continent
we now traversed, nodded briskly and held his nose.

3

| placed my hands in the basic third conjuring position. Taking a deep breath, | stepped from
conceal nent .

"Halt, villains!" | cried.
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The warriors did nothing to acknow edge my warni ng, instead bounding across the field toward ne
with redoubl ed fury. Their leader's tangled blond hair bounced as he ran, a nobile bird s nest
above his brow. He hurled another spear, alnost tripping with the effort. Hi s aimwas not very
good.

I quickly wove a magic pattern with ny hands. During the |ast few days of our headlong flight,
Ebenezum had taken what few rest periods we could nanage to teach ne sone basic sign nmagic. It was
all quite sinple, really. After you had nmastered a few easy gestures, earth, air, fire, and water
were yours to conmand.

Still, I didn't want to try anything too difficult for ny first sol o endeavor. Another spear

whi stl ed through the air, alnost inpaling the | eader of the warrior band fromthe rear. The |eader
yel ped and stopped his headl ong charge. He was cl ose enough that | could see the anger in his pale
bl ue eyes.

Infuriated, he spun to |l ecture his nmen on appropriate spear-throw ng techni que. Ebenezum waved
fromthe trees for me to get on with it. It would be a sinple spell, then. |I decided | would nove
the earth with nmy magic and create a yawning pit in which our pursuers would be trapped. | began
meki ng the proper novenents with ny elbows and left leg, at the sanme tinme whistling the first four
bars of "The Happy Wodcutter's Song."

The warriors screanmed as one and ran toward me with even greater speed. | hurried my spell as
wel I, hopping once, skipping twi ce, scratching my head,
4

and whistling those four bars again.

The sky suddenly grew dark. My nagic was working! | pulled nmy left ear repeatedly, blow ng ny nose
in rhythmc bursts.

A great mass of orange dropped fromthe heavens.

| paused in nmy gyrations. Wiat had | done? A | ayer of orange and yellow covered the field and the
warriors. And the | ayer was noving.

It took ne a nonent to discern the layer's true nature. Butterflies! Sonehow, | had conjured
mllions of them They flew wildly about the field, doing their best to get away fromthe
warriors. The warriors, in turn, sputtered and choked and waved their arms feverishly about, doing
their best to get away fromthe butterflies.

I had made a mi stake sonmewhere in nmy spell; that nuch was obvious. Luckily, the resulting
butterfly nmultitude was enough of a diversion to give ne time to correct ny error. | reviewed ny
moverments. | had spent hours perfecting ny el bow flaps. The hop, the skips, the scratch

everything seemed in its place. Unless | was supposed to lift ny right leg rather than ny left?
O course! How stupid of ne! 1 inmediately set out to repeat the spell and correct ny m stake.

The warriors seened to have won free of the butterflies at |ast. Breathing heavily, sone |eaning
on their swords, they gave a ragged yell and staggered forward. | finished ny humm ng and started
to bl ow nmy nose.

The sky grew dark again. The warriors paused in their hesitant charge and | ooked al oft with sone
trepidation.

This time it rained fish. Dead fish.
The warriors left with what speed they could
5

muster, slipping and sliding through a field now covered with crushed butterflies and thousands of
dead haddock. | decided it was time for us to leave as well. Fromthe snell now rising fromthe
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field, the haddock had been dead for quite sone tine.

"Excel l ent, apprentice!" My master energed fromhis place of conceal nent anong the trees. He stil
held his nose. "And | had not yet taught you the raining creatures spell. You show a real talent
for inprovisation. Though how you managed a rain of butterflies and dead fish is beyond ne." He
shook his head and chuckled to hinself. "One could al nost inagine you were whistling ' The Happy
Whodcutter's Song.'"

We both | aughed at the foolishness of that thought and rapidly left the area. | decided | needed
to hone ny sorcerous skills just a bit before our next encounter, which probably woul dn't be al
that long fromnow King Ufoo sinply wouldn't give up

A bl oodcurdl i ng scream cane fromfar overhead. | looked up in the trees to see a figure, dressed
all in green, plumeting in our general direction. The wi zard and 1 watched the man fall some ten
feet in front of us, knocking hinmself unconscious in the process.

Ebenezum and | stepped gingerly around the fallen assassin. Surely another of King Ufoo's

nm nions, incredibly bloodthirsty, and incredibly inept. Ufoo, it seened, had offered a reward for
our death or capture. That al one was enough to attract certain nmercenaries. But Urfoo was the
cheapest of cheap tyrants, keeping his purse strings tied in a double knot and giving a whol e new
meani ng to the phrase "tight-fisted." The reward for our demi se was not all that |arge, and none
of it was payabl e in advance.

6

Certain nercenaries, by and large, lost interest when they becane famliar with the terns. This
left only the foolish, the desperate, and the desperately foolish to pursue us. Wich they did. In
droves.

| 1 ooked down at ny worn shoes and torn tunic, aware of every noise in the forest around ne,
careful of every nmovement | night see out of the corner of ny eye. Wo woul d have thought that |

a poor farmboy fromthe Western Kingdonms, would find hinmself in circunstances such as these? Wat
woul d | have done, on that day when | was first apprenticed to Ebenezum had 1 known | woul d | eave
the peace and security of a small, rural village, destined to wander through strange ki ngdons and
stranger adventures? Who would think that | might one day even be forced to visit Vushta, the city
of a thousand forbi dden delights, and sonmehow have the courage to face every single one?

I looked to ny naster, the great w zard Ebenezum boldly marching by ny side, his fine tunic,
tastefully inlaid with silver moons and stars, now slightly soiled; his |long white hair and beard
a tad matted about the edges; his aristocratic nose the nerest bit stuffed fromhis affliction.
Who woul d have thought, on that sunmer's day a few nonths ago, that we would come to this?

"Wintvor!" ny nmaster call ed.
| considered making a hasty retreat.
"No, no, Wintvor. Cone here, please!" Ebenezum sniled and waved. It nust be worse than | thought.

I had only been apprenticed to the wizard for a few weeks then and, frankly, didn't care much for
t he

7

job. My new master hardly spoke to ne at all and certainly made no attenpt to explain all the
strange things going on around me. That is, until he becane angry with nme for something |I'd done
Then there seened to be no end to his w zardly rage.

And now the gruff wizard was snmiling. And waving. And calling ny nane. | didn't like this
situation at all. Wiy had | becone a wi zard' s apprentice in the first place?

Then | renenbered that 1 had a reason now. A very special reason. Just that norning | had been in
the forest, sone distance fromthe house, collecting firewod for use in the magician's never-
endi ng assortnment of spells. | had | ooked up fromny gathering, and she had been standing there!
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"You seemto have lost your firewood." Her voice was |lower than | expected fromso slender a girl,
and huskier as well. She formed each word with a pair of perfect lips. | |ooked down to the pile
of wood at ny feet. One | ook at her |ong-haired splendor, and ny arms had gone |inp.

"Yes, | have," was all | could think to say.
"Whom do you gather it for?" she asked.
1 nodded toward the cabin, just visible through the trees. "The w zard."

"The wi zard?" Her lips parted to show a snle that would nake the angels sing. "You work for a
wi zar d?"

| nodded. "I am his apprentice.”

Her finely etched brows rose in pleased surprise. "An apprentice? | nust say, that's nuch nore
i nteresting than nost of what goes on hereabouts." She flashed ne a final snile

"W will have to see each other again," she whispered, and was gone.
8

| thought on that at the door to the master's study. She wanted to see me again. And sinply
because | was a nmgician's apprentice!

Ebenezum cal | ed ny nane once nore.

My afternoon beauty! It was a good thing to be magician's apprentice, after all! | took a deep
breath and entered the nmagician's study.

"Over here, Wintvor." My master pulled forward a stool for ne. "I will show you how to construct a
spell." That smile showed again, curling through the space between his mustache and his long white
beard. "A very special spell.”

The wi zard's robes swirled as he turned. The stars and the noons enbroidered on the cloth danced
in the candl elight. Ebenezum pushed his cap to a jaunty angle and wal ked over to an i nmense oak
tabl e that was al nost entirely covered by a huge, open book

"Most spells," the wizard began, "are quite rmundane. Plying one's trade in a rural clinme such as
this, any w zard, even one as experienced as nyself, finds nbpst of his or her time occupied with

i ncreased crop yield spells, and renoving curses fromsheep and the |ike. Now, why anyone woul d
want to curse a sheep is beyond ny conprehension”--the wi zard paused to glance in his book--"hbut a
job is ajob and a fee is a fee. And that, Wintvor, is the first |law of w zardry."

Ebenezum pi cked up one of two |long white candles that sat at either side of the table. He pl aced

it inthe only clear spot on the study's floor. The candlelight illumnated a star, sketched in
the dirt.
"The second law is to always stay one step ahead of the conpetition,” he continued. "As | was
saying, you'll soon tire of crop and curse spells. As far as |I'm

9

concerned, you're not a full-fledged wi zard until they really bore you. But in your spare tine--
ah, Wintvor, that's when you'll find the opportunity for your w zardry to shine!"

I watched ny master with nute fascination. He noved quickly about his study, turning here,

kneeling there, fetching a book or a gnarled root or sone strange, sorcerous device. | could half
i magi ne his wanderings set to nusic, |like some nmysterious dance to herald the conming nmagic. The
whol e thing was sonmething of a revelation; |ike cracking open a piece of slate to find the

speckl ed blue of a robin's egg.

"And now we begin." My nmaster's eyes seemed to sparkle in the reflected candle flame. "Wen this
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spell is finished, |I shall know the exact position, disposition, and probably future direction of
every tax collector in the realm"

So this is what ny master did in his spare tinme. | inagined there was sone greater schene to the
spell that he had just described that | did not yet see, but | judged it a bad tine to ask for
expl anat i ons.

My naster pulled back his sleeves with a flourish. "Now we begin!"

He hesitated at the edge of the markings. "But nmy enthusiasmcarries me away. Wintvor, sonething
seens to be on your mind. Did you have a question?"

So | told himabout the bucket.

I mean well, but ny hands do not always do exactly what my mind intends. G ow ng pains, ny nother
al ways called them On perhaps in this case, the thought of the girl | had encountered in the
woods. At any rate, 1 dropped the bucket, wi thout the rope, into the well.

10

VWhat could | do? | stared dunbly at the length of rope | had wanted to tie around the handle. |
shoul d never have set the bucket on the well's edge. | |ooked down into the well but couldn't see
a thing in the gloom | kicked the side of the well. If only, sonehow, the rope could magically

tie itself to the bucket, everything would be fine.

And then | realized that the rope could magically tie itself to the bucket. So 1 ran to the
wi zard's study to ask for help. That is, if he wasn't too busy.

"Ch, 1 think I can fit it in," the wizard replied. "You do sonetines have a problemw th your
hands, Wintvor. Not to nmention your feet, your height, and a few other things. Still, with |uck
you should grow out of it."

Ebenezum pul l ed at his beard. "There's a lesson to be |earned here, Wintvor. If you intend to be a
wi zard, you nust consider your every action carefully. Every action, fromthe snmallest to the

| argest, m ght sonehow affect your perfornmance of nmmgic, and thus your fortunes and possibly your
life. Now let's fetch the bucket and get on with things."

| stood to lead ny master to the well. But instead of walking to the door, the wi zard took a half
step back and raised his arns. His | ow voice nurnured a dozen syl | abl es. Sonethi ng bunped agai nst
ny knee. It was the bucket.

"Now -" the wi zard began just before he yelled in surprise. "Wat the--" He |leapt forward and
turned to face whatever had upset him

It was snoke, or so it seenmed at first; a particularly vile-snelling cloud of bluish gray that
hung over the star drawn in the dirt. It swirled about furiously, growing until it alnost |ooked
i ke a human shape.

11

The wi zard pointed to the ground. There was a snudge across the markings on the floor where the
mystically propelled bucket had passed.

"The pentagram " Ebenezumcried. "I've broken the pentagran™

He grabbed a small knife fromthe table and knelt by the side of the star. He placed the knife
agai nst what renained of the line and used it to redraw the markings up to the point where he was
stopped by a huge blue foot. The foot was attached to an even |arger body; a body made of al nost
not hi ng but spi kes, tal ons, and horns.

"A denon! "l cried.

The thing opened its nmouth. Its voice was as deep as an earthquake. "Sound the charge and ring the
bells,"” it said. "You have freed ne fromthe Nether-hells!"
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Ebenezum s |ips curled behind his nustache. "Even worse, Wintvor. 'Tis a rhym ng denon!"

The giant blue thing took a step toward the candlelight. As it approached the illumnation,
could make out what in charity mght be described as facial features: a knife slash for a nouth,
above that a pair of hairy nostrils, and a couple of eyes too snall and evil to even be called
beady.

The t hing spoke agai n:
"Al as, you humans are out of luck, For now you face the denmon Guxx!"

"Luck and Guxx?" Ebenezum s face becane even nore distraught. "That's not even a proper rhyne!"

@Quxx the denmon displayed its dark and pointed claws. "I'm sonewhat new at the poetry gane. But
12
you'll soon be dead all the sane!"”

Ebenezum gl anced at nme. "See what | mean? The nmeter's all wong.
"Or maybe it's the creature's delivery."

The wi zard pulled at his beard.

"You try to confuse ne with your words!" the demon cried. "But Guxx will shorten you by a third!"

The denon's claws shot out with |ightning speed, straight for the wi zard' s neck. But Ebenezum was
every bit as fast as the creature, and the claws only grazed his nagician's cap.

"You're getting too conplex," the wi zard remarked as he pulled back his sleeves. Ebenezum i ked
both arns free to the el bows for maxi num conjuring. "You' d be better to stick to sinpler rhymes."

The denon paused in its attack, a deep runble in its throat. "Perhaps," it said, and coughed into
one of its enornous pal ns.

"@Quxx Unfufadoo is ny nane, And killing wizards is my gane!"

Ebenezum s hands nade a conpl ex series of novenents in the air as he spoke half a dozen syll abl es
that | didn't understand. The denon roared. It was surrounded by a silver cage.

"You think to stop me with your silver!" Guxx screaned. "But |'Il break free and eat your--" It
paused. "No. That doesn't work. What rhynmes with silver?"

"Orange," the wi zard suggest ed.

“I''l'l teach you this denmon to nock! A few nore rhynes, and 1'll break this |lock!" The creature
stared at its cage. The bars shook without it even touching them

13

"This denmon could be a bit of a problem" Ebenezum said. "Come, Wintvor. | will teach you a quick
| esson in bani shnent."

"Quxx will win, this denon knows! For with every rhyme my power grows!"

"Yes, yes. Bear with us for a nonent, won't you? That's a good denon." Ebenezum gl anced over one
of the dozens of bookshelves that cluttered the room "Ah. The very tone."

He extracted a thin brown volune fromthe upper shelf. 312 Mre Easy Bani shnment Spells was stanped
in gold on the cover

"Now, as | remenber it..." Ebenezum paused as he | eafed through the book. "In a case such as this
Wintvor, it is inportant that you find just the right spell. Saves nessy cl eanup afterward. Ah,
here's the very one!"

"Don't talk of spells, don't talk of ness, for seconds fromnow Guxx will bring your death!" the
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hi deous creature cried.

"If your power grows with that rhyne," Ebenezumremarked, "there is no justice in the cosnps." The
wi zard cleared his throat. "At |east no poetic justice."

"You nake awful jokes at nmy expense, But from Quxx's cl aws you' || have no

def ense! "

Wth that, the denon's arms burst through the sides of the silver cage.

"Back, Wintvor!" the w zard cried.

The denon was on top of Ebenezum It had noved

14

faster than ny eyes could followit. Razor claws whistled as they descended on the wi zard.
My naster was in dire peril. | had to do sonething!

I junped for the thing's back. Guxx shrugged, and | was tossed asi de.

Ebenezum shout ed sonet hi ng, and the denon was thrown across the room The w zard staggered to his
feet. Hs right sleeve was torn. The arm beneath was bright wi th bl ood.

" 'Twill soon be finished, cone now, make
haste! A wizard's blood is to ny taste!”
The denon snil ed.

Ebenezum grabbed a box fromthe shelf behind him He tossed the contents at the approachi ng Guxx.
Yel | ow powder filled the air. And the world sl owed down.

Guxx was no longer a blur. You could see the denpon's every novenent now as its heavily nuscl ed
form strai ned agai nst whatever the yell ow powder had done. | could feel the effects as well.
Sitting on the edge of the conflict, it took an eternity to turn ny head or blink ny eyes.

Ebenezum still seenmed to be noving at nornmal speed. His voice cried a tunel ess song, and his hands
wove swirling patterns upward, ever upward, |like two birds seeking the sun

The denon was noving faster. Its slow progress had beconme a wal k.

Smal | points of |ight appeared above the w zard's hands; dancing |ight that described fantastic
shapes as it circled the upper reaches of the room

The denon flicked aside the great oak table. Its
15
novenent was as fast as any man's.

The wi zard snapped his fingers, and light flew at the denon's head. The denon cried in pain, its
claws splayed out at the open air

"Death is comng, wzard!" it screamed. Then, a nonent later, as if an afterthought: "I'Il cut out
your gizzard!"

"G zzard?" The wi zard reached for sonmething in his sleeve. "Well, | suppose it's nore appropriate
than blizzard."

The denon | eapt for the mage. And Ebenezum had pulled a short sword fromthe folds of his cloak.

So it would conme to hand-to-hand conbat. But the denon was clearly stronger than the wi zard. There
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had to be some way | could help! | stood and al nost tripped over the bucket. If only I had a sword
as well!

Dagger nmet claws. And the claws were sheared in half.

GQuxx screamed with a rage that shook the fl oor beneath ne. The creature darted away fromthe
wi zard and swatted the air with its blunted talons. Hol ding the dagger before him Ebenezum
stepped toward t he denon.

VWhat was my master doing? He had virtually wal ked into the denon's arnms. Guxx's still-tal oned hand
was behind the wizard now, ainmed for the back of Ebenezuni s head.

1 had to do sonething. So | threw the bucket.

Bucket met talons, and the claws sliced through the wood as if it were paper. But Ebenezum whirled
about as the bucket split. Dagger net claws again, and Guxx had lost all its weapons. O so |

t hought before the denon opened its nouth. There were two rows of sharpened spi kes where the
creature's teeth shoul d be.

16

It was a frightening sight. The mage backed away fromthe fiend' s gaping maw, but Guxx was faster
The denon's deadly incisors caught Ebenezunmis beard.

The wi zard tried to call out a spell, but his words dribbled away as he choked in the denon's fou
breath, so close to his own. Although the denon's nouth was | argely occupi ed by beard, the corners
of the fiend' s |ips appeared to smile. But only for an instant, for Guxx, too, nust have realized
the flawin its denonic plan.

By capturing the w zard's beard, and contam nating the nage's air with its own exhal ati ons, Guxx
had put an end to Ebenezum s magi cks. But since the denon's own nouth was filled with wizard hair,
Guxx could not utter that final, devastating poemthat would make it a victor of this sorcerous
contest. The denon furrowed its i mense brow, causing its incredibly tiny eyes to appear even
tinier.

The conbatants had reached a stal emate. But Ebenezum could not hold his own for long. Guxx's denon
breath prevented not only the w zard's speech, but cut off the nage's supply of whol esone air.
Ebenezum was rapidly turning a color not unlike a robin's egg, or certain pebbles | have found at
river bottom It was not a hue that particularly suited him

If | did not act quickly, Guxx would win by default.

| | ooked about for a weapon, but all | could see were the broken bucket and a half dozen sheared
claws. The claws! What better way to defeat a denon?

| grabbed a pair of the deadly daggers, one for each hand. The claws were the length of ny |ongest
finger.

17
"Take that, fiend!" | cried, plunging themtoward the denon's rib cage.
The claws bounced from Guxx's stonelike skin. The denobn nmade a deep sound, |ike rocks dropped down
a well. After a second's hesitation, | realized it was |aughter
So it would be harder than | thought. But | nust save ny master! | struck again, w th redoubl ed

force. The claws nmade a scratching sound this tine as they slid across the denon's hide. Guxx
| aughed even |ouder. He couldn't control the laughter; tears ran out of his pinpoint eyes.
Ebenezum pul | ed back at the fiend's mirth and managed to free a snmall portion of his beard.

I threw nyself at the denon, both claws running up and down its fearsone rib cage. Guxx reared
back its head and roared hel pl essly. Ebenezum was free!

The mage shouted somet hing, and the denon seened to grow smaller. It grabbed at the wizard's robes
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with the remains of its claws. Ebenezum nmade a series of passes in the air, and Guxx once again
turned to bl ue snoke, which was sucked in turn back into the pentacle fromwhich it cane.

The wi zard half sat, half fell into the dirt. H s beard was matted and ragged. The denon had torn
fully half of it away.

"Open the wi ndows, Wintvor," he nanaged after a mnute. "W need to clean the air."

| did as 1 was told, and the last bits of the blue cloud vani shed with the breeze. That's when the
wi zard began to sneeze.

It was a sneezing fit, really. My master couldn't stop. He lay on the ground, sneezing over and
over again. | remenbered his remarks about clearing the

18

air. Even with the wi ndows open, the atnosphere in the study was far from whol esone. 1 thought |
shoul d get himoutside, in the open. Wiich, with sone difficulty, | nanaged to do.

Hs fit ended al nost as soon as we were out in daylight, but it took hima nonent to catch his
br eat h.

"Never have | had such a fight," he whispered. "I was worried there for a tine, Wintvor." He shook
his head. "No matter. It is over now "

Unfortunately, Ebenezumwas wong. It was only just beginning.
T™O

"Reasoned decision is inportant, and there cones a tinme in every w zard's |life when he nust decide
what goal he should pursue to give true nmeaning to his life. Should it be noney, or travel, or
fanme? And what of |eisure and the | ove of wonen? | nyself have studi ed many of these goals for a
nunber of years, examining their every facet in sone detail, so that, when the tinme cones to nake
that fateful decision of which | spoke, it will be reasoned in the extrene. "

--THE TEACH NGS OF EBENEZUM Vol ume XXX
I could no longer bring nyself to gather firewood. My world had ended. She hadn't conme.

| sat for far too long in the sunlit glade where we always net. Perhaps she didn't realize it was
noon, she had sonehow been del ayed, her cool blue eyes and fair blond hair, the way her slimyoung
body noved, the way she | aughed, how it felt when she

19
20
touched nme. Surely she was on her way.

Oh, there had been other wonen: Aneath, the farnmer's daughter; what a child |I had been then! And
Gisla, daughter of the village tinsnmith; nothing nore than a passing infatuation. Only now did
know t he true neani ng of |ovel

But | didn't even know her nane! Only her interest in nme--a magician's apprentice. She once called
magi ci ans the closest thing to play actors she knew in this backwater place. She said she had
al ways admired the stage. And then she | aughed, and we ki ssed, and--

A col d breeze sprang up behind me. A reminder of winter, due all too soon. | gathered what |ogs
and branches | could find and trudged back to nmy naster's cottage.

In the distance | heard a sneeze. So my master was studying his tones again. O attenpting to
study them Spring had turned to sunmer, and sunmer threatened to give way to autum any day, and
still his malady |ingered. Ebenezum studied his every waki ng hour, searching for a cure, but al
things magical still brought an imedi ate nasal reaction. In the meantine, he had handl ed a
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handful of conmi ssions, working nore with his wits than his spells, so that we might continue to
eat. And just this nmorning, he had nmentioned somnething about a new di scovery he had nade; a magic
spell so quick and powerful that his nose would not have tinme to react.

Yet still he sneezed. Had his | atest experinment failed as well? Wy el se woul d he sneeze?
Unl ess there was sonething sorcerous in the air.

Per haps there was anot her reason besides ny nood that the world was so dark around nme, another
reason that she hadn't net ne as we'd planned. The

21
bushes noved on ny right. Sonething very large flew across the sun

1 managed the front door with the firewood still in nmy arms. | heard the wi zard sneeze.
Repeatedly. My naster stood in the main room one of his great books spread on the table before
him Snaller books and papers were scattered everywhere, victins of his nasal storm | hurried to
his aid, forgetting, in ny haste, the firewbod that scattered across the table as | reached for
the book. A few miscellaneous pieces fell anmpbng the sneezi ng Ebenezum s robes.

I closed the book and gl anced apprehensively at the nage. To ny surprise, Ebenezum bl ew his nose
on a gold-inlaid, dark blue sleeve and spoke to nme in the cal mest of tones.

"Thank you, 'prentice." He delicately renmoved a branch fromhis lap and laid it on the table. "If
you woul d di spose of this in a nore appropriate place?"

He sighed deep in his throat. "I'mafraid that ny affliction is far worse than | imagined. | my
even have to call on outside assistance for nmy cure.”

| hastened to retrieve the firewdod. "CQutside assistance?" | inquired discreetly.

"We nust seek out another nmgician as great as |," Ebenezum said, his every word heavy with
i mport. "Though to do that, we might have to travel as far as the great city of Vushta."

"Vushta?" | replied. "Wth its pleasure gardens and forbi dden pal aces? The city of unknown sins
that could dooma man for |ife? That Vushta?" Al at once, | felt the lethargy Iift fromny
shoul ders. | quickly deposited the wood by the fireplace.

"That Vushta." Ebenezum nodded. "Wth one problem W have not the funds for traveling, and no
prospects for gaining sane."

22

As if responding to our plight, a great gust of wi nd blew against the side of the cottage. The
door burst open with a swirl of dirt and | eaves, and a short man wearing tattered clothes, face
besmirched with grinme, staggered in and slanmred the door behind him

"Fl ee! Flee!" the newconer cried in a quavering voice. "Dragons! Dragons!" Wth that, his eyes
rolled up in his head and he coll apsed on the floor

"1 have found, however," Ebenezum said as he stroked his long white beard, "in ny long career as a
magi ci an, Wintvor, if you wait around | ong enough, sonething is bound to turn up."

Wth some water on the head and sone wine down the gullet, we nmanaged to revive the newconer.

"Flee!" he sputtered as he caught his breath. He glanced about wildly, his pale eyes darting from
my master to ne to floor to ceiling. He seened close to ny master in age, but there the simlarity
ceased. Rather than nmy nmaster's mane of fine white hair, the newconmer was balding, his hair matted
and stringy. Instead of the wizard' s nasterful face, which could convey calmserenity or cosmc
anger with the flick of an eyebrow, the other's face was evasive; small nose and chin, a very
wrinkl ed brow, and those eyes, darting blue in his dark, nud-spattered face.

"Now, now, good sir," Ebenezumreplied in his nost reasonable voice, often used to charm young
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| adies and calmbill collectors. "Way the hurry? You nentioned dragons?"
"Dragons!" The nan stood sonmewhat shakily. "Well, at |east dragon! One of them has captured
Gur ni shKeep! "

"@urni sh Keep?" | queried.

23
"You' ve seen it," Ebenezum murmured, his cold gray eyes still on our guest. " Tis a snmall castle
on yonder hill at the far side of the woods." Ebenezum snorted in his beard. "Castle? 'Tis really

nore of a stone hut, but it's the honme of our neighbor, the Duke of Gurnish. It's a very snal
dukedom For that matter, he's a very small duke."

Qur visitor was, if anything, even nore agitated than before. "I didn't run all the way through
Qurni sh Forest to hear a discussion of the neighborhood. W nust flee!l"

"@urni sh Forest?" | inquired.

"The trees right behind the hut,” ny naster replied. "Surely the duke's idea. Everyone el se knows
the area as Wzard' s Wods."

"What do you nmean, Wzard' s Wods?" the newconer snapped. "This area is Qurnish Forest.
Oficially. As Gurnish Keep is an official castle!"

"'Tis only a matter of opinion," Ebenezumreplied, a snile that could charm both barbadi ans and
mai den aunts once again upon his face. "Haven't we net sonewhere before?"

"Possi bly." The newconer, who was sonmewhat shorter than ny naster's inmposing frame, shifted
uneasily under the w zard's gaze. "But shouldn't we flee? Dragons, you know. "

"Cone now, nman. | wouldn't be a full-fledged wizard if | hadn't dealt with a dragon or two."
Ebenezum | ooked even nore closely at the newconer than he had before. "Say, aren't you the Duke of
@ur ni sh?"

"Me?" the smaller man said. His eyes shifted fromny naster to ne and back again. "Well--uh ..."
He coughed. "I suppose 1 am"

"Well, why didn't you say so? | haven't seen you

24

since you stopped trying to tax nme." Ebenezum s smle went to its broadest as he signaled ne to
get our guest a chair. The duke obviously had noney.

"Well, this whole situation's a bit awkward,"” our honored guest said as he stared at the floor
"I"'mafraid | feel rather undukish."

"Nonsense. A run-in with a dragon can unnerve anyone. Wuld you |ike some nore wine? Anice fire
to warm you?"

"No, thank you." The duke | owered his voice even nore than before. "Don't you think it would be
better if we fled? | nean, dragons. And |'ve seen other things in the forest. Perhaps if your
powers were--" The duke coughed again. "You see, |'ve heard of your accident."

Ebenezum bristled a bit at the |ast reference, but the snmle nore or |ess renmni ned on his face.
"CGossi p, good duke. Totally blown out of proportion. W'll deal with your dragon in no tine."

"But the dragon's taken over Gurnish Keep! He's imrense, with bright blue and viol et scales,
twenty-five feet fromhead to tail. His wings scrape the ceiling of nmy great hall! And he's
invincible. He's captured ny castle and beautiful daughter, and defeated ny retainer!"

Beauti ful daughter? My thoughts returned to the girl of nmy dreans. Were had she gone? Wiat had
kept her away?
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"Only a child!'" the duke cried. "No nore than seventeen. Fine blond hair, gorgeous blue eyes, a
lovely, girlish figure. And the dragon will burn her to a crisp if we don't do his bidding!"

Bl ond? Bl ue? Fi gure?

| had a revel ation.

"Come now, man," Ebenezum remarked. "Calm
25

down. It's comon know edge that dragons tend to be overdramatic. Al the beast's really done so
far is to overwhel mone retainer. | assune you still had only one retainer?"

She hadn't deserted ne! She was only held prisoner! Al the time she and 1 had spent together, al
t hose [ ong, warm afternoons. That's why she would tell me nothing of herself! A duke's daughter

The duke glared at my master. "It wouldn't be like that if my subjects paid their taxes!”

A duke's daughter. And | would rescue her! There'd be no need for secrecy then. How nmagnificent
our lives would be!

Afirelit in Ebenezumi s eyes. "Perhaps if certain local royalty were not so concerned wth
extendi ng the borders of their tiny dukedom..." The w zard waved his hands and the fire

di sappeared. "But that's not inmportant. W have a dragon to evict. As 1 see it, the elenents here
are quite ordinary. Dragon captures castle and nmiden. Very little originality. W should be able
to handle it tidily."

The duke began to object again, but Ebenezum woul d have none of it. Only one thing affected his
nose nore than sorcery--noney, and the snell of it was obvious in the cottage. My naster sent the
duke aside while we gathered the paraphernalia together for dragon fighting.

When | had packed everything according to ny master's instructions, Ebenezum beckoned ne into his
library. Once in the room the w zard clinbed a small stepladder and, carefully holding his nose,
pulled a slimvolunme fromthe uppernost shel f.

"W may have need of this." H s voice sounded strangely hollow, nmost likely the result of thunb

and forefinger pressed into his nose. "In ny present con-
26
dition, I can't risk using it. But it should be easy enough for you to naster."

He descended the | adder and placed the thin, dark volume in nmy hands. Enbossed in gold on the
cover were the words How to Speak Dragon

"But we nmust be off!" Ebenezum excl ai ned, clapping ny shoulder. "Miustn't keep a client waiting.
You may study that book on our rest stops along the way."

1 stuffed the book hurriedly into the paraphernalia-filled pack and shoul dered the whol e thing,
grabbed nmy wal king staff, and followed nmy master out the door. Wth ny afternoon beauty at the end
of ny journey, | could manage anyt hing.

My naster had al ready grabbed the duke by the collar and propelled himin the proper direction. |
foll owed at Ebenezum s heels as fast as the heavy pack would allow. The wi zard, as usual, carried
not hi ng. As he often explained, it kept his hands free for quick conjuring and his mnd free for
sorcerous conjecture.

I noticed a bush nove, then another. Rustling like the wi nd pushed through the |eaves, except
there was no wind. The forest was as still as when | had waited for nmy secret love. Still, the
bushes noved.

Just ny imagination, | thought. Like the darkness of the forest. | glanced nervously at the sky,
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hal f expecting the sun to disappear again. Wat was so big that it blotted out the sun?
A dragon?

But my nusings were cut short by a man dressed in bright orange who stood in our path. He peered
through an odd instrument on the end of a pole.

I glanced at the duke, wal king now at ny side. He had begun to shiver.
27

The man in orange | ooked up as we approached. "Good afternoon,” he said, the half frown on his
face belying his words. "Could you nove a little faster? You're bl ocking the enperor's hi ghway,
you know. "

The duke shook violently.
"Hi ghway?" Ebenezum asked, stopping midpath rather than hurrying by the man in orange.
"Yes, the new road that the great and good Enperor Flostock the Third has decreed--"

"Flee!" the duke cried. "Dragons! Dragons! Flee!" He | eapt about, waving his hands before the
enperor's representative

"See here!" the orange man snapped. "I'Il have none of this. I'mtraveling to see the Duke of
@irni sh on inmportant business."

The duke stopped hoppi ng. "Duke?" he said, pulling his soiled clothing back into place. "Wy, |I'm
t he Duke of Gurnish. What can | help you with, my good man?"

The man in orange frowned even nore deeply. "It's about the upkeep of the road...."

"Certainly.'
undi sturbed. "

The duke gl anced back at us. "Perhaps we should go sonewhere that we can talk

The duke led the man in orange into the underbrush

"They deserve each other," Ebenezum nuttered. "But to business." He | ooked at ne solemly. "A bit
about dragons. Dragons are one of the magi cal subspecies. They exist largely between worlds,
partly on Earth and partly in the Netherhells, and never truly belong to either. There are other
magi cal subspecies--"

Ebenezum s | ecture was interrupted by a conmo-
28

tion in the underbrush. Large arns with a thick growmh of grayish-brown hair rose and fell above
t he bushes, acconpani ed by human screans.

" Anot her subspecies is the troll," Ebenezum renmarked.

I et ny pack slide fromny back and firmly grasped ny staff. They would eat ny true |love's
father! | had never encountered trolls before, but this was as good a tine as any to learn

" Sl obber! Sl obber!"™ came fromthe bushes before us. A rough voice, the sound of a saw biting into
hardwood. | assuned it was a troll

"Wait!" another voice screamed. "You can't do this! |I'ma representative of the enperor!”
" Sl obber! Sl obber!" answered a chorus of rough voices.
"Let's get this over with!" Another voice, high and shaky. The duke?

Al t hough the voices were quite close now, it was getting difficult to distinguish individua
words. It just sounded like a |arge amount of scream ng, punctuated by cries of "Slobber!" |
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lifted ny staff over ny head and ran forward with a scream of my own.

| broke into a small clearing, which contained four occupants. One was the duke. The other three
were anong the ugliest creatures |'d seen in ny short |life. They were squat and covered with
irregular tufts of gray-brown fur, that did nothing to hide the rippling nuscles of their
barrellike arns and | egs. Three pairs of very small red eyes turned to regard me. One of them
swal | owed sonet hing that | ooked a good deal |ike an orange-clad foot.

The sight of the three hideous creatures conpletely stopped ny forward notion. They studied ne in
sil ence.

29

"Ch, hello,"” | said, breaking into the sinister quiet. "I nmust have wandered off the path. Excuse
me. "

One of the trolls lunbered toward ne on its i mensely powerful legs. It was tine to | eave. |
turned and bunped into nmy naster, who was in the mdst of naking a mystic gesture.

"No sl obber! No slobber!" the trolls cried, and ran back into the heart of the woods.

| picked nmyself up and hel ped the wizard regain his feet as well. Ebenezum sneezed for a ful
three mnutes, the result of his actually enploying nmagi c. When he caught his breath at last, he
wi ped his nose on his robe and regarded nme evenly.

"Wintvor," he said, all too quietly, "what do you nmean by dropping all our val uabl e equi pnent and
running off, just so you can be swall owed by--"

The duke ran between the two of us. "Flee! Flee! Dragons! Trolls! Fleel"

"And you!" ny master said, his voice rising at last. "I've had enough of your junping about,
scream ng hysterical warnings! Wiy do you worry? You were surrounded by trolls and they didn't
touch you. You lead a charned |ife!" He grabbed the duke's shoulder with one hand and nine with
the other and propelled us back to the trail.

"Come," he continued. "We will reach Gurnish Keep before nightfall. There, nmy assistant and | wll
deal with this dragon, and you, good duke, will pay us handsonely for our efforts.” The w zard
deposited us on the trail and wal ked briskly toward the castle before the duke could reply.

"Look!" The duke pulled at nmy sleeve. There was a break in the trees ahead, affording a clear view
of the hill on the wood's far side. There, atop the hill,

30

was Gurni sh Keep, a stone building not nuch | arger than Ebenezumi s cottage. Snoke poured fromthe
keep's | ower wi ndows, and once or twice | thought | saw the yellow orange flicker of flane.

"Dragon,"” the duke whispered. 1 hurriedly reached into nmy satchel and pulled out How to Speak
Dragon. The tine to start |earning was now.

| opened the book at random and scanned the page. Phrases in comon speech filled one side.
Opposite these were the sane phrases in dragon. | started reading fromthe top

"Pardon nme, but could you please turn your snout?"

"Sniz mr heeba-heeba szzz."

"Pardon me, but your clawis in ny leg."

"Smz mu sazza grack szzz."

"Pardon me, but your barbed tail is waving perilously close..."

The whol e page was filled with simlar phrases. | paused in ny reading. It had done nothing to
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reassure ne.

Ebenezum shouted at us fromfar up the trail. 1 slamed the book shut and,ran to foll ow, dragging
the Duke of @urnish with ne.

We wal ked through the remaining forest without further difficulty. The woods ended at the edge of
a large hill, called Wzard's Knoll or Munt CGurnish, dependi ng upon whom you spoke with. From
there, we could get a clear view of the castle. And the snoke. And the flanes.

The duke began to jabber again about the dangers ahead but was silenced by a single glance fromny
master. The wi zard's cool gray eyes stared up toward the castle, but sonehow beyond it. After a
noment ,

31
he shook his head and fl exed his shoul ders beneath his robes. He turned to ne.

"Wint," he said. "Mdre occurs here than neets the eye." He glanced again at the duke, who was
nervously dancing on a pile of |eaves. "Not just a dragon, but three trolls. That's a great dea
of supernatural activity for a place as quiet as Wzard' s Wods."

| expected the duke to object to the wizard' s choice of nanes, but he was strangely quiet. |
turned to the pile of |eaves.

The duke was gone.

"Met hi nks," Ebenezum conti nued, "sonme contact has been nade with the Netherhells of late. There is
a certain instrument in your pack ..."

My master went on to describe the instrument and its function. If we set it up at the base of the
hill, it would tell us the exact nunber and variety of creatures fromthe Netherhells I urking
about the district.

1 held up the instrument. My master rubbed his nose. "Keep it at a distance. The device carries
substantial residual magic."

I put the thing together according to the wizard's instructions and, at his signal, spun the
gyroscope that topped it off.

"Now, small points of light will appear.’

Ebenezum sni ffled loudly. "You can tell by the color of-

He sneezed mightily, again and again. 1 |ooked to the device. Should 1 stop it?
Ebenezum sneezed to end all sneezes, directly at the instrument. The device fell apart.
"By the Netherhells!" Ebenezum exclai ned. "Can

32

I not performthe sinplest of spells?" He | ooked at ne, and his face seened very old. "Put away
the apparatus, Wint. We nust use the direct approach. Duke?"

| explained that the duke had vani shed.

"What now?" Ebenezum | ooked back toward the forest. Hi s cold gray eyes went wi de. He blew his nose
hastily.

"Wint! Enpty the pack!"

"What ?" | asked, startled by the urgency of ny nmaster's voice. Then | | ooked back to the woods and
saw it coming. A wall of black, Iike some inpenetrable cloud, roiling across the forest. But this

cloud extended fromthe sky to the forest floor and | eft conplete bl ackness behind. It sped across
the woods like a living curtain that drew its darkness ever closer
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"Sonmeone plays with great forces," Ebenezum said. "Forces he doesn't understand. The pack, Wnt!"

1 dunped the pack's contents on the ground. Ebenezumrifled through them tossing various arcane
tomes and irrepl aceabl e devices out of his way, until he grasped a small box painted a shiny
robi n' s-egg bl ue.

the magi ci an sneezed in triunph. He tossed nme the box.

"Quick, Wint!" he called, blowing his nose. "Take the dust within that box and spread it in a line
along the hill!" He waved at a rocky ridge on the forest edge as he jogged up the hill and began
to sneeze again.

| did as my nmaster bid, laying an irregular |ine of blue powder across the long granite slab. |
| ooked back to the woods. The darkness was very cl ose,

33

engul fing all but the forest's edge,

"Run, Wint!"
1 sprinted up the hill. The wizard cried a few ragged syllables and followed. He tripped as he
reached the hilltop and fell into an uncontroll able sneezing fit.

I turned back to I ook at the approachi ng bl ackness. The darkly tunbling wall covered all the
forest now, and tendrils of the stuff reached out toward the hill |ike so many graspi ng hands. But
the fog's forward noti on had stopped just short of the ragged blue I|ine.

There was a breeze at ny back. | turned to see Ebenezum still sneezing but sonehow standi ng. One
arm covered his nose, the other reached for the sky. His free hand nmoved, and the breeze grewto a
wi nd and then a gale, rushing down the hill and pushing the dark back to wherever it had cone.

After a minute the wind died, but what wi sps of fog remained in the forest bel ow soon evaporat ed
beneat h the bright afternoon sun. My master sat heavily and gasped for breath, as if all the air
had escaped from his |ungs.

"Lucky," he said after a nminute. "Woever raised the denon fog had a weak will. O herw se
The magi cian bl ew his nose, allowing the rest of the sentence to go unsaid.

A figure noved through the woods beneath us. It was the duke.

"Too exhausted to fight dragon," Ebenezum continued, still breathing far too hard. "You'll have to
doit, Wint."
I swal | owed and picked up How to Speak Dragon fromthe hillside where it lay. | turned to | ook at

@ur-ni sh Keep, a scant hundred yards across the hilltop
34

Bi | | ows of snoke poured fromthe wi ndows, occasionally acconpanied by licks of flane. And now that
we stood close, | could hear a |ow runble, underlying all the other sounds in the field in which
we stood. A runble that occasionally grew into a roar.

The dragon was going to be everything that | expected.
The duke grabbed at ny coat sleeve. "Dragon!" he said. "Last chance to get out!"

"Time to go in there," Ebenezum said. "Look in the book, Wint. Perhaps we can talk the dragon out
of the castle." He shook the quivering duke fromhis arm "And if you, good sir, would be quiet
for a noment, we could go about saving your home and daughter. Quite honestly, | feel you have no
cause for conplaint with the [uck you' ve been having. Mst people would not have survived the evi
spell that recently took over the woods. How you managed to bunbl e through the powerful forces at
work here is beyond ..." Ebenezumis voice trailed off. He cocked an eyebrow at the duke and
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stroked his beard in thought.

The runble fromthe castle grew | ouder again. | opened the thin volune | held in nmy sweating
palnms; | had to save ny secret |ove.

1 flipped frantically from page to page, finally finding a phrase | thought appropriate:
"Pardon me, but mght we speak to you?"

In the |l oudest voice 1 could nmanage, | spat out the dragon syll ables.

"Snzz grah! Subba Ubba Szzz!"

A great, deep voice reverberated fromwi thin the castle. "Speak the comon tongue, would you?" it
said. "Besides, |I'mafraid | don't have a compde."

35
1 closed the book with a sigh of relief. The dragon spoke hunan!
"Don't trust him" the duke cried. "Dragons are deceitful!"

Ebenezum nodded his head. "Proceed with caution, Wnt. Soneone is being deceitful." He turned to
t he duke. "You!"

"Me?" the @urnish nobleman replied as he backed in ny direction. Ebenezum stal ked after him

They were squabbling again. But | had no time for petty quarrels. | firmy grasped ny staff, ready
to confront the dragon and ny afternoon beauty.

The duke was right behind nme now, his courage seeningly returned. "Go forward, w zard!" he cried
in a loud voice. "Defeat the dragon! Banish himforever!"

"Ch, not a wizard, too!" cried the voice fromw thin the castle. "First | get cooped up in Gurnish
Keep, then | have to capture your beautiful daughter, and now a w zard! How dull! Doesn't anyone
have any inmaginati on around here?"

| canme to a great oak door. | nudged it with my foot. It opened easily, and | stepped inside to
confront the dragon.

It stood on its haunches, regarding ne in turn. It was everything the duke had nentioned, and
nore. Blue and violet scales, twenty-five feet in length, wings that brushed the ceiling. The one
oversight in the duke's description appeared to be the large green top hat on the dragon's head.

| saw her a second | ater

She stood in front and slightly to one side of the giant reptile. She was as lovely as |'d ever
seen her.

"Way, Wintvor," she said. "Wat are you doi ng here?"

36

| cleared ny throat and pounded ny staff on the worn stone pavenent. "l|'ve cone to rescue you."
"Rescue?" She | ooked up at the dragon. The dragon runbled. "So Father's gotten to you, too?"

The duke's voice screaned behind nme. "I warned you! Now the dragon will burn you all to cinders!”
The dragon snorted good-naturedly and turned to regard the ceiling.

"The gane is up, Duke!" Ebenezumcalled fromthe doorway, far enough away so that the dragon's
magi cal odor woul d not provoke another attack. "Your sorcerous schemes are at an end!"

"Yes, Father,"” ny afternoon beauty said. "Don't you think you' ve gone far enough?" She | ooked at
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ny master. "Father so much wanted control of the new Trans-Enpire Hi ghway, to put toll stations

t hr oughout the woods below, that he traded in his best retainer for the services of certain
creatures fromthe Netherhells, which he'd use to frighten off anyone who stood in the way of his
pl ans."

She turned and | ooked at the dragon. "Luckily, one of those creatures was Hubert."
"Al ea! How could you? Betrayed!" The duke clutched at his heart. "My own daughter!"

"Cone, Father. Wat you' re doing is dangerous and wong. Your greed will nmake a nonster of you.
I've been worrying what ny future was with you and the castle. But now | know " She gl anced
happi |y back to the dragon. "Hubert and | have decided to goon the stage."

The duke was taken aback.
" \N]at ?II

"Yes, good sir," Hubert the dragon remarked. "I have sone snall experience in the field and on
tal k-

37
ing with your daughter, have found that she is just the partner | have been | ooking for."

"Yes, Father. A life on the stage. How nmuch better than sitting around a tiny castle, waiting to
be rescued by a clunmsy young nan."

Clunmsy? My worl d reeled around ne. Not wishing to be rescued was one thing, considering the
situation. But to call ne clunsy? 1 |lowered ny staff and wal ked toward the door

"Wait!" my secret love cried. | turned quickly. Perhaps she had reconsi dered her harsh words. Qur
I ong afternoons together still neant sonething!

"You haven't seen our act!" she exclainmed. "Hit it, dragon!"

She danced back and forth across the castle floor, the dragon beating time with its tail. They
sang toget her:

" 'Let's raise a flagon For dansel and dragon, The best song and dance teamin the whole, wide
wor | d.

Qur audience is clapping, And their toes are tapping, For a handsone reptile and a pretty girll’

The dragon bl ew snoke rings at the end of a line and breathed a bit of fire at the end of a verse.
Six more verses followed, nore or less the same. Then they stopped singing and began to shuffle
back and forth.

They tal ked in rhythm

"Hey, dragon. It's good to have an audi ence again."
38

"I''l'l say, danmsel. I'mall fired up!"

They paused.

"How beautiful it is in Gurnish Keep! What nore could you ask for, damsel, than this kind of sunny
day?"

"I don't know, dragon. | could do with a shining knight!"
They paused agai n.

"Romance anong reptiles can be a weighty problem"”
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"Why's that, dragon?"

"When 1 see a pretty dragoness, it tips ny scales!"

They launched into song i medi ately.

"Let's raise a flagon

For danmsel and dragon--'

"I can't stand it anynore!" the Duke of Gurnish cried. "Slabyach! Ginace! Trolls, get themall!"
A trapdoor opened in the corner of the castle floor. The trol h> popped out.

"Quick, Wint!" Ebenezumcried. "Qut of the way!" But before he could even begin to gesture, he was
caught in a sneezing fit.

The trolls sauntered toward us. | bopped one on the head with ny staff. The staff broke.
" Sl obber!" exclaimed the troll

"Roohhaarrr!" came from across the room The dragon stood as well as it was able in the confines
of the castle's great hall. It carefully directed a thin [ance of flame toward each troll's
posterior.

"No sl obber! No slobber!"™ the trolls exclainmed, escaping back through the trapdoor

"Thank you," Ebenezum said after blow ng his nose. "That was quite nice of you."
39
"Think nothing of it," the dragon replied. "I never sacrifice an audience."

"I finally got our good Lord of Gurnish to |isten to reason,"” ny naster said when we returned to
our cottage. "Wien | nentioned how close to the palace | nmight be soon, and that | might find
mysel f di scussing the region, the duke saw his way to hire nme as a consultant." Ebenezum pulled a
jangling pouch fromhis belt. "The duke will now nost l|ikely receive clearance to build his

toll booths. Pity he no | onger has the noney for their construction.”

"And what of his daughter and the dragon?" 1 asked.

"Hubert is flying the two of themto Vushta this very instant. | gave thema letter of
introduction to certain acquai ntances | have there, and they should find a ready audi ence."

"So you think they're that good?"

Ebenezum shook his head vigorously. "They're terrible. But the stage is a funny thing. 1 expect
Vushta will [ove them"

"But enough of this." The wi zard drew another, snaller pouch fromhis bag. "Hubert was ki nd enough
to lend me sone ground dragon's egg. Seens it's a folk renedy anmong his species; gives quick
tenporary relief. 1've never found this particular use for it in any of ny tones, but |I've tried
everything el se. What do | have to | ose?"

He ground the contents of the pouch into a powder and dropped it in a flagon of w ne.

"This m ght even save us a trip to Vushta." He held his nose and Iifted the concoction to his
lips. My hopes sank as he drank it down. Wth Al ea gone, a

40
trip to Vushta was the only thing | had to | ook forward to.

The wi zard opened a magi cal tone and breathed deeply. He sm | ed.
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"I't works! No nore sneezing!"

H s stomach grow ed

"I't couldn't be." A strange |ook stole over the wi zard' s face. He burped.

"It is! No wonder | couldn't find this in any of the tones! | should have checked the Net herhel
Indexl It's fine for dragons, but for humans.. ." He paused to pull a book fromthe shelf and | eaf
rapidly through it. He burped again. His face | ooked very strained as he turned to ne.

"Neebekenezer's Syndrome of Universal Flatulence!"™ he whispered. A high, whining sound energed
from his robes.

"Quick, Wint!" he cried. "Renmove yourself, if you value your sanity!"

| did as 1 was told. Even frommny bed beneath the trees, | could hear the whistles, groans, and
muf f | ed expl osions all night |ong.

THREE

"Every sorcerer should explore as nuch of the world as he can, for travel is enlightening. There
are certain circunstances, such as a najor spell gone awy, or an influential custoner enraged at
the size of your fee, where travel becones nore enlightening still."

--THE TEACH NGS OF EBENEZUM Vol une V

Thus we were forced, at last, to |l eave our cottage and seek outside assistance. My naster realized
he could not cure his own affliction--the first tinme, | think, that the wizard had to face up to
such a circunstance. So we traveled to find another mage of sufficient skill and cunning, though
we m ght have to travel to far Vushta, the city of a thousand forbi dden delights, before we found
anot her as great as Ebene-zum

The wi zard wal ked before ne along the closest thing to a path we could find in these overgrown
woods. Every few paces he woul d pause, so that |

41
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burdened with a pack stuffed with arcane and heavy paraphernalia, could catch up with his w zardly
strides. He, of course, carried nothing.

Still, all was not right with ny naster. | sawit in his wal k--the sane |ong strides he al ways
took, but sonething was nissing: the calmplacing of one foot in front of the other, know ng
whatever lay in one's path, a wizard could handle it. He wal ked too swiftly now, anxious to be
done with what | imagi ned he thought the npost unsavory of tasks: asking another wi zard for aid. It
threatened to affect his whole bearing. For the first tinme in nmy apprenticeship, 1 worried for ny
mast er .

The wi zard stopped mdpath to gaze at the thick growmh about us. "I will admt I'mworried, Wint."
He scratched at the thick white hair beneath his sorcerer's cap. "My maps and gui debooks i ndi cat ed
this was a lively area, with much comerce and no dearth of farns and friendly inns. That is the
prime reason ! took this route, for though we have cash fromour recent exploits, alittle nore
woul dn't hurt in the least."

The wi zard stared out into the dark wood, his bushy eyebrows knitted in concern. "Frankly,
wonder now about the effectiveness of certain other preparations | nmade for our journey. You never
know what you'll encounter when traveling."

There was a great crashing of underbrush to one side of the trail. Branches were rent asunder
| eaves rustled and tore away; small forest creatures cried in fright.

"Doom " cried sonmeone fromwithin the thicket. Sonething large fell between ny naster and nysel f.
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Ebenezum sneezed. There was sorcery in the air!
"Dooml" the voice cried again, and the dark
43

brown object that had fallen between us rose again. It was a trenmendous club, 1 realized, for
attached to the end nearest the thicket was a |large hand, in turn attached to an armthat

di sappeared into the heavy greenery. Ebenezum fell back a few paces along the path and bl ew his
nose on a wizardly sleeve, ready to conjure despite his affliction

The club rose and fell repeatedly to crush the underbrush. A nan appeared in the cleared space. He
was enormous--well over six feet in height, with a great bronze hel net on his head, topped by
ornamental w ngs that made him |l ook even taller. And he was al nost as wide as he was tall, his
stomach covered by arnor of the sane dull bronze.

He stepped out to block our path. "Doom" his deep voice intoned once nore. Ebenezum sneezed.

There was no helping it. | dropped ny pack and grabbed ny stout oak staff in both hands. The
arnored man took a step toward the hel pl essly sneezing w zard.

"Back, villain!'" 1 cried in a voice rather higher than | would have |iked. Waving the staff above
my head, | rushed the fiend.

"Doom " the warrior intoned again. His barbed club nmet ny staff in mdair, shearing the sturdy oak
in two.

"Dooml " The fiend swng once nore. 1 ducked to avoid the blow and slipped on a pile of crushed
|l eaves and vines littered beneath nmy feet. My left foot shot fromunder nme, then ny right. | fell
into a bronze-plated belly.

"Doo--o00f!" the warrior cried as he fell. H's helnmet struck the base of a tree, and he cried no
nor e.

"Quick, Wint!" Ebenezum gasped. "The club!"
He tossed a sack at my shoul der. | pushed nyself
44

off the arnored belly and nanaged to fit the cloth around the heavy weapon. The w zard let out a
sigh and bl ew his nose.

"Enchant ed. "

So it was the club, and not the warrior, that had caused ny naster's sneezing attack. Ebenezum
once the greatest magician in all the forest country, now brought to this by his sorcerous
affliction! The w zard | eaned agai nst a nearby tree, his breathing deep and ragged, as if his
sneezes had robbed his lungs of air. | |ooked away until he might recover his breath, idly
studying the pile of Ieaves into which | had fallen

The warrior groaned where he |ay.

"Quick, Wint!" Ebenezumcalled. "Quit dawdling and tie the fellow up. | have a feeling we have
much to learn fromour rotund assail ant."”

The big man opened his eyes as 1 tightened the final knot on his wists. "Wiat? I'mstill alive?
Why haven't you killed and eaten nme, the way denons usually do?"

"I ndeed?" Ebenezum stared down at our captive, his eyes filled with wizardly rage. "And do we | ook
i ke denpbns?"

The huge nan paused. "Now that you nention it, not all that nuch. But you nust be denons! It is ny
doomto al ways confront denons, ny fate to fight themeverywhere | turn, lest | be drawn into the
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Net herhel I's mysel f!" A strange light seenmed to come into the large man's eyes, or perhaps it was
only the quivering of his nassive cheeks. "You could be denons in disguise! Perhaps you wish to
torture ne--slowy, exquisitely--with a cruelty known only to the Netherhells! Wll, let's get it
over with!"

Ebenezum stared at the quivering warrior for a

45
| ong nonent, pushing his fingers through his great white beard. "I think the best torture would be
to |l eave you talking to yourself. Wint, if you'll shoul der your pack agai n?"

"Wait!" the stout man cried. "Perhaps | was hasty. You don't act |ike denons, either. And the way
you felled nme. A lucky blow to the stomach! You nust be human! No denon coul d be that clunsy.

"Come, good fellows, | shall nake amends!" He tugged at his hands, bound behind him "But
sonmeone's tied ne up!"”

| assured himit was only a precaution. W thought he night be dangerous.

"Dangerous?" That | ook cane into his eyes again, or perhaps it was the way his helnmet fell to his
eyebrows. "OF course |I'mdangerous! | amthe dread Hendrekof Melifox!"

He paused expectantly.

"You haven't heard of nme?" he asked after neither one of us responded. "Hendrek, who wested the
enchant ed warcl ub Headbasher fromthe denon Brax, with the promise it would be nine forever? The
cursed Headbasher, which drinks the nmenories of nen? It has given me such power, it has becone a
part of me! | need the club, despite its dread secret!™

Hi s sunken eyes turned to the sack that held his weapon. "The dermon did not informne of the
terns!" The warrior began to shake again. "No man can truly own Headbasher! They can only rent it!
Twi ce a week, sonetines nore, | amconfronted by denons naki ng demands. | nust slay them or do
their fearsone bidding! For Brax did not tell nme that when | won the club, | won it on the
installnent plan!" By now Hendrek shook uncontrollably, his

46
arnmor cl anki ng agai nst his corpulent form

"Instal | rent plan?" nused Ebenezum his interest suddenly aroused. "I had not thought the
accountants of the Netherhells so clever."

"Aye, clever and nore than that! Poor warrior that | am | despaired of ever finding soneone to
save ne fromthis curse, '"til | heard a song froma passing mnstrel about the deeds of a great
magi ci an, Ebenezer!™

"Ebenezum " ny naster corrected.

"You' ve heard of hinP" A cloud seened to pass from before Hendrek's eyes. "Where can | find hin? |
am penni |l ess, on the edge of nadness! He's ny |ast hope!"

| glanced at the wizard. Didn't the warrior realize?
"But he's--"

Ebenezum silenced me with a finger across his lips. "Penniless, did you say? You realize a w zard
of his stature nust charge dearly for his services. O course, there is always barter--"

"But of course!" Hendrek cried. "You're a magician, too! Perhaps you can help ne find him | ask
not only for nyself, but for a noble cause--a curse that threatens the entire kingdom enanating
fromthe treasury of Melifox!"

"Treasury?" Ebenezum stood silent for a long nonment, then smled broadly for the first tine since
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we began our journey. "Look no farther, good Hendrek. | am Ebenezum the w zard of whom you speak

Cone, we will free your treasury of whatever curse may have befallen it."

"And nmy doon®"

My master waved a hand of sorcerous dismissal. "OF course, of course. Wint, untie the gentlenan."
47

I did as | was told. Hendrek pushed hinself erect and | unbered over to his club
"Just leave that in the sack, would you?" Eben-ezum called. "Just a sorcerous precaution.”
Hendr ek nodded and tied the sack to his belt.

| reshoul dered ny pack and wal ked over to ny nmaster. He seened to have the situation well in hand.
Per haps ny concern had been ni spl aced.

"What need have you to worry?" | asked in a low voice. "Mnstrels still sing your praises."”

"Aye," Ebenezum whi spered back. "M nstrels will sing anyone's praises for the right fee."

The warrior Hendrek | ed us through the thick underbrush, which, if anything, becanme nore

i npassable with every step. The late afternoon sun threw | ong shadows across our paths, making it
difficult to see exactly where you placed your feet, which nade the going slower still.

As we stunbl ed through the darkeni ng wood, Hendrek related the story of the curse of Krenk

capital city of the kingdom of Melifox, and how denons roaned the city, nmaking it unsafe for hunman
habi tation, and how all the land around the capital grew wild and frightening, |ike the woods we
passed through now. How Krenk had two resident w zards, neither of whom had been able to lift the
curse, so that, as a last resort, Hendrek had struck a bargain for an enchanted weapon but had
failed to read the infernally small print. But then their ruler, the wise and kind King Ufoo the
Brave, heard a song froma passing mnstrel about a great wi zard fromthe forest country. Hendrek
had been sent to find that w zard, at any cost!

"Any cost?" Ebenezum echoed. Hi s step had
48

regained the calmdignity | was nore famliar with, not even faltering in the branble patch we
were now traversing.

"Well," Hendrek replied, "Ufoo has been known to exaggerate slightly on occasion. |'m sure,
t hough, that as you're the |last hope of the kingdom he'll--"

Hendr ek stopped tal king and stared before him W had reached a solid wall of vegetation
stretching as far as the eye could see and a dozen feet above our heads.

"This wasn't here before," Hendrek nmuttered. He reached out a hand to touch the dense, green wall
A vine snaked out and encircled his wrist.

Ebenezum sneezed.
"Dooml " Hendrek screaned, and pulled his great club Headbasher fromthe sack at his belt.
Ebenezum sneezed uncontrol |l ably.

Hendrek's club slashed at the vine, but the greenery bent with the blow. The whole wall was alive
now, a dozen vines and creepers waving in the air. They reached for Hendrek's nassive form His
swi ngi ng cl ub pushed them back. Ebenezum hid his head in his volum nous robes. Miffled sneezing
energed fromwithin the folds

Sonet hi ng grabbed ny ankle: a brown vine, even thicker than those that threatened Hendrek, w nding
up my leg toward my thigh. 1 panicked and tried to | eap away, but | only succeeded in |osing ny
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footing. The vine dragged ne toward the unnatural wall.

Hendrek was there before ne, slashing in the mdst of the gathered green. Hi s strokes were weaker
than before, and he no longer cried out. Vines encircled his form and it was only the matter of a
nmoment before he was lost to the |eafage.

| yanked again at the creeper that held me captive.
49

It still held fast, but | caught a glinpse of ny master behind nme as | was dragged the |last few
feet to the wall.

The vines were all about the w zard, but only pushed at his sorcerous robes, as if the aninate
veget ati on sonehow sensed t hat Ebenezum was a greater threat than either Hendrek or nyself. A
gharled tendril crept toward the wi zard' s sleeve, groping for his exposed hand.

Ebenezum flung the robes away fromhis face and nmade three conplex passes in the air, uttering a
dozen syl |l abl es before he sneezed again. The tendril at his sleeve grew brown and withered,
di ssol ving into dust.

My leg was free! | kicked the dead vine away and stood. Ebenezum bl ew his nose heartily on his
sl eeve. Hendrek had col |l apsed in what had been the vegetable wall. Leaves crackl ed beneath him as
he gasped for air.

"Dooml " Hendrek groaned as | helped himto his feet. '"Tis the work of denobns, set on exacting
vengeance upon ne for nonpaynent!"

Ebenezum shook his head. "Nonsense. 'Twas nothing nore than sorcery. A sinple vegetable aggression
spell, emanating fromKrenk, | imagine." He started down the newWy cleared path. "Tine to be off,
| ads. Soneone, it appears, is expecting us."

! gathered up ny gear as quickly as possible and trotted after Ebenezum Hendrek took up the rear
muttering even nore darkly than before. | saw what | ooked |like a city before us on a distant hill
its high walls etched agai nst the sunset sky.

We reached the walls sonetinme after nightfall. Hendrek pounded on the great oak gate. There was no
response.

50

"They fear denons," Hendrek said in a | ow voice. Rather nmore loudly, he called: "Ho! Let us in!
Visitors of inmportance to the township of Krenk!"

"Says who?" A head, clad in an ornate silver helnet, appeared at the top of the wall.
"Hendrek!" intoned the warrior

"Who? "the head replied.

"The dread Hendrek, famed in song and story!"”

"The dread who?"

The warrior's hand clutched convul sively at the sack that held the club. "Hendrek, fanmed in song
and story, who wested the dooned cl ub Head-basher--"

"COh, Hendrek!"™ the head exclainmed. "That large fellow that King U foo the Brave sent off on a
m ssion the other day!"

"Aye! So open the gates! Don't you recognize me?"

"You do bear a passing resenblance. But one can't be too careful these days. You |look like
Hendr ek, but you might be two or three denons, huddl ed cl ose together."
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"Dooml " Hendrek cried. "1 nust get through the gate, to bring the wi zard Ebenezum and his
assi stant before the king!"

"Ebenedun?" The head's voice rose in excitenent. "The one the mnstrels sing about?"
"Ebenezum " ny naster corrected.
"Yes!" Hendrek roared back. "So let us in. There are denobns about!"

"My problemexactly,” the head replied. "The two others could be denbns, too. Wth the three
huddl ed together to masquerade as Hendrek, that would nmake five denons I'd be letting through the
gate. One can't be too careful these days, you know. "

51

Hendrek threw his great wi nged helnmet to the ground. "Do you expect us to stand around here al
ni ght ?"

"Not necessarily. You could cone back first thing in the nmornin--" The head's suggesti on was cut
short when it was swal |l owed whol e by sonme |arge green thing that glowed in the darkness

"Denons!" Hendrek cried. "Doonml" He pulled his warclub fromthe sack. Ebenezum sneezed violently.
Meanwhi l e,, up on the parapet, a second thing had joined the first. This one gl owed bright pink

What appeared to be an eye floating above the circular green glow turned to regard the pink thing,
while the eye above the pink turned to | ook at the green. Sonething dropped fromthe mniddl e of <he
green mass and withed its way toward us down the wall. A simlar tentacle canme fromthe pink
creature to grab the green appendage and pull it back up the wall. Both orbs grew brighter with a
whi stling sound that rose and rose, then both vanished with a flash and a sound |ike thunder

The door to the city opened silently before us.
The wi zard turned away from Hendrek and bl ew his nose.
"Interesting city you have here," Ebenezum said as he | ed the way.

There was sonething waiting for us inside. Something about four and a half feet high, its skin a
sickly yellow It wore a strange suit of alternate blue and green squares, as if sonmeone had

pai nted a chessboard across the material. A piece of red cloth was tied in a bow around its neck
There were horns on its head and a snile on its lips.

"Hendrek!" the thing cried. "Good to see you again!"
52

"Dooml " the warrior replied as he freed his club fromhis sack. Ebenezum stepped away and held his
robes to his nose.

"Just checking on ny investnent, Henny. How do you |ike your new warcl ub?"
"Spawn of the Netherhells! Headbasher will never be yours again!"

"Who said we wanted it? Headbasher is yours-- for a dozen easy paynents! And nothing that costly.
A few soul s of second-rate princes, the downfall of a minor kingdom a barely enchanted jewel or
two. Then the wondrous weapon is truly yours!”

The creature deftly dodged the sw nging warcl ub. Cobbl estones flew where the club hit the street.

"And what a weapon it is!" the denon continued. "The finest warclub to ever grace our show ooni

Did | say used? Let's call it previously owned. This creampuff of a weapon sat in the arsenal of
an aged king, who only used it on Sunday to bash in the heads of convicted felons. Thus its
colorful nanme, and its beautiful condition. Take it fromme, Snilin' Brax" --the denon fell to the

pavenent as Headbasher whizzed overhead--"there isn't a finer used club on the market today. As |
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was saying just the other day to nmy lovely--urk--"

The denon stopped talking when | hit it on the head. 1 had nanaged to sneak up behind the creature
as it babbled and knocked it with a rather |arge cobbl estone. The creature's bl ue-and-green-
checked knees buckl ed under the bl ow.

"Easy terns!" it gasped.

Hendrek quickly followed with a bl ow from Headbasher. The denon ducked, but it was still groggy
fromthe first blow The club caught its shoul der

"Easy paynents!" the thing groaned.
53

Hendrek's club came down squarely on the sickly yellow head. The denon's snile faltered. "This may
be--the last tinme--we make this special offer!" The creature groaned again and vani shed.

Hendrek wi ped the yellow ichor off Headbasher with a shabby sleeve. "This is ny doom" he

whi spered hoarsely, "to be forever pursued by Smlin' Brax, with his demands for Headbasher, which
no man can own, but can only rent!"” That strange light seemed to cone into his eyes again, though
perhaps it was only the reflection of the noon on the cobbl est ones.

Ebenezum st epped fromthe shadows. "It doesn't seemas bad as all that. . . . Un, put that club
back in the sack, would you? That's a good nercenary, mustn't take any chances.” He bl ew his nose.
"The two of you defeated the denon tidily."

My master pulled his beard reflectively. "As | see it, the effectiveness of any curse depends on
how the cursed | ooks at it. Watching the proceedings very carefully, with a wizard's trai ned eye,
m nd you, | can state categorically that once we disenchant the treasury, you'll have nothing to
worry about."

A wei ght seened to |ift fromHendrek's brow. "Really?"

"You may depend on it." Ebenezum brushed at his robes. "Incidentally, does good King Ufoo really
consi der us the | ast hope for rescuing his gold?"

Hendr ek assured us once again of the inportance of our quest, then proceeded to |ead us through
the winding streets of Krenk to Ufoo's castle. I'd grown up in the duchy of Gurnish, in and
around W zard' s Wods, and Krenk was the largest town | had ever seen, with walls and a gate, as
many as five hundred buil di ngs, even paved streets! But | saw nothing el se
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as we wal ked. Wiere were the taverns, where we could stop and exchange pl easantries with the
natives? Wiere were the town's attractive young wonen? How could | be prepared when we finally
arrived in Vushta, the city of a thousand forbidden delights, if every town was as dead as this?

There was a screamin the distance. Hendrek froze, but the screamwas foll owed by a wonan's
| aughter. At |east sone were enjoying thenselves, 1 supposed. Was the whole town so afraid of
denons?

W canme to an open space, in the mddle of which was a building twice as grand and five tines as
| arge as anything around it. There was a guard standing in front of the palace's huge door, the
first human we'd seen since entering Krenk

"Halt!" the guard cried as we wal ked into the courtyard before him "And be recogni zed!"
Hendr ek kept on noving. "Inportant business with King U foo!"
The guard unsheathed his sword. "ldentify yourself, under penalty of death!"

"Dooml " the i mense warrior nmoaned. "Don't you recogni ze Hendrek, back from an inportant m ssion
for the king?"
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The guard squinted in the darkness. "Don't | recognize who? | didn't quite catch the nane.”
"The dread Hendrelc, here with the wi zard Ebenezum "

"Ebenezus? The one they all sing about?" The guard bowed in nmy naster's direction. "1'm honored,
sir, to nmeet a wi zard of your stature."

The guard turned back to Hendrek, who was quite close to the door by now. "Now, what did you say
your name was again? | can't let just anybody

55
through this door. You can't be too careful these days, you know. "

"Dooml " Hendrek cried, and with a speed amazing in one so large, he pulled his club fromits
restrai ning sack and bashed the guard atop the head.

"Uk," the guard replied. "Wio are you? Wwo am|? Who cares?" The guard fell on his face.

"Headbasher, the club that drinks the nenories of nen. He will recover anon, but wll renmenber
none of this, or anything else, for that matter." Hendrek resheathed his club. "Cone. W have
busi ness with U foo." He kicked the door aside and storned into the castle.

| glanced at ny master. He stroked his nustache for a nmonent, then nodded and said: "The
treasury."” We foll owed Hendrek inside.

We wal ked down a long hall. Sputtering torchlight nade our shadows dance agai nst huge tapestries
that covered the walls. A breeze from somewhere bl ew against ny coat to nake me feel far col der
than | had outside. This, | realized, was the castle with the curse.

Two guards waited before a door hung with curtains at the far end of the hall. Hendrek bashed them

both before either could say a word.
Hendr ek kicked this door open as well.

"Who?" a voice screaned fromthe shadow of a very large chair on a raised platformin the roon s
center.

"Hendrek," the warrior replied.

"Who's that?" A head sporting a crown peered over the armof the great chair. "Ch, yes, that
portly fellow we sent off |ast week. What news, what?"

"1"ve brought Ebenezum™
56

There was a great rustling as people rose fromtheir hiding places around the room "Nenebeezunf"
soneone said frombehind a chair. "Ebenezix?" came a voice frombehind a pillar.

"Ebenezum " replied ny naster

"Ebenezum " a chorus of voices responded as a good two dozen people stepped from behind marble
columms, tapestries, and suits of arnor to stare at my master

"The Ebenezun? The one they sing about?" King Ufoo sat up straight in his throne and snil ed.
"Hendrek, you shall be justly rewarded!" The snile fell. "Once we take the curse off the treasury,
of course.”

"Doom " Hendrek replied.

King U foo directed us to sit on cushioned chairs before him then paused to | ook cautiously at
the room s shadow hung corners. Nothing stirred. The rul er coughed and spoke. "Best get down to
busi ness, what? One can't be too careful these days."
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"My thoughts exactly, good king." Ebenezumrose fromhis seat and approached the throne. "I
understand there is a cursed treasury involved? There's no tine to waste."

"Exactly!" Urfoo glanced nervously at the rafters overhead. "My noney involved too. Lovely npney.
No tinme to waste, what? |'d best introduce you now to ny two sorcerous advisers."

Ebenezum st opped his forward nomentum " Advi sers?”

"Yes, yes, the two court wi zards. They can fill you in on the details of the curse." Ufoo tugged
a chord by his side.

"I generally work alone.” My naster pulled at his
57
beard. "But when there's a cursed treasury involved, | suppose one can adjust."

A door opened behind the king and two robed figures enmerged, one nmale, one fermale. "No tinme to
waste!" the king exclained. "May | introduce you to your colleagues, G anach and Vi zol ea?"

The newcomners stood on either side of Ufoo's throne, and for an instant, the three w zards
regarded each other in silence. Then Vizolea smled and bowed to ny master. She was a tall
handsone woman of middle years, alnmost ny height, red hair spiced with gray, strong green eyes,
white teeth showing in an attractive snile

Ebenezum returned the gesture with a flourish.

Granach, an older man dressed in gray, nodded to ny master in turn, sonmething on his face half
smle, half grinace.

"The problem " King Ufoo said, "is denons, of course." He cringed on the word "denons," as if he
expected one of themto strike himdown for mentioning their existence. "We're beset with them
They' re everywhere! But nostly"--he pointed a quivering hand toward the ceiling, "they're in the
tower that holds the treasury!"”

He I owered his hand and took a deep breath.
"Doom " Hendrek interjected.

"But perhaps,"
fine points.™

the king continued, "my court w zards can give you a better idea of the sorcerous
He gl anced quickly to either side

"Certainly, ny lord," Ganach said quickly behind his half grinace. "Al though none of this would
have been necessary if we used the Spell of the Golden Star."

U foo sat bolt upright. "No! That spell woul d cost
58
me half ny funds! There has to be a better way. Doesn't there?"

Ebenezum stroked his nmustache. "Mst assuredly. If the other wizards are willing to discuss the
situation with ne, |'msure we can find sone solution."

"Nothing's better than the Golden Star!" Granach snapped

"Hal f ny gold!" the king cried. He added in a whisper: "Perhaps you should all--uh . . . inspect
t he tower?"

Granach and Vi zol ea exchanged gl ances.
"Very good, ny lord," Vizolea replied. "Do you wi sh to acconpany us now?"

"Acconpany you?" Urfoo's conplexion grew paler still. "lIs that conpletely necessary?"
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Vi zol ea nodded, a sad snile on her face. "For the hundredth time, yes. It states directly in the
sorcerer's charter that a nenber of the royal fam ly nust acconpany all magicians on visits to the
treasury."”

"Signed right there," Granach added. "At the bottom of the page. In blood."
Urfoo pushed his crown back to mop his brow. "Ch, dear. How could that have happened?”

"I'f you'll excuse me for nmentioning it, nmy lord," Vizolea said with downturned eyes,
who stipulated the terns of the pact.”

twas you

The king swallowed. "There is no tine to waste. | nust acconpany you?"
Granach and Vi zol ea nodded. "There's no helping it, without the Golden Star," G anach added.

"And so you shall!" My master's voice broke through the tension around the throne. "W shal
i nspect the treasury, first thing in the norning!"

59
Urfoo, who had been slowy sinking in his throne, sat up again and smled. "Morning?"

Ebenezum nodded. "My 'prentice and | have just conpleted a | ong journey. How nuch better to
confront a curse during the light of day with a clear head!"

"Morning!" Ufoo the Brave shouted. He sniled at the court-appointed wi zards. "You are di sm ssed
until breakfast, what? Ebenezum | can tell you are a wi zard of rare perception. | shall have ny
serving girls make your beds and bring you dinner. And in the norning, you will end the curse!"

| sat up straight nmyself. Serving girls? Perhaps there was sonething of interest in the township
of Krenk after all.

"We nust plan, Wint," nmy naster said when we were at |ast alone. "W only have 'til norning."

| turned fromarranging the pile of cushions and skins that | was to sleep on. My naster sat on a
| arge bed they had provided him head in hands, one on either side of his beard.

"I did not expect wizards." He threw his cap on the bed then and stood. "But the acconplished mage
must be prepared for every eventuality. It is of utnost inportance, especially concerning the size
of our fee, that no one should | earn of ny unfortunate mal ady."

The sorcerer paced across the room "I shall instruct you on certain itens that have been stored
in your pack. We nust keep up appearances. And the business with that warrior's enchanted club has
given me an idea. W'll best ny affliction yet."

60

There was a knock on the door

"I was expecting that," Ebenezum said. "See which one it is.

| opened the door to find Granach. He shuffled into the room still wearing his grinmace snile

"Excuse me for interrupting at so late an hour," the gray-clad w zard began, "but | did not fee
earlier that | had an opportunity to wel conme you properly.”

"I ndeed," Ebenezum replied, raising one bushy eyebrow

"And 1 thought there were certain things that you should be inforned of. Before we actually visit
the tower, that is."

"I ndeed?" Both eyebrows rose this tine.

"Yes. First, a quick word about our patron, King Ufoo the Brave. It is fortunate for himthat the
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Krenkites prefer epithets added early during a ruler's reign, for since he gave up chasmj unping
at the age of sixteen, U foo has spent all his time in the treasury tower, counting his gold. Note
that 1 didn't nention spending. Just counting. If you were anticipating a |arge return on your
services, you mght as well |leave now. Qur ruler should rather be called King U foo the Stingy.
The paynment won't be worth the risk!"

"I ndeed." Ebenezum stroked his beard.
Granach coughed. "Now that you know, | expect you'll be on your way."

My naster tugged the creases of his sleeves into place. "Indeed, no. A traveling magician,
unfortunately, cannot pick and choose his clients in the same way a town nmage nmight. He has to
accept what tasks cone his way, and hope that what snmall paynment he might receive will be enough
to take himfarther on his journey."

The toothy grinace di sappeared conpletely from

61
G anach's face. "You have been warned," he snarled frombetween tight Iips. "The paynment you wl|
receive will in no way conmpensate for the danger you will face!"
Ebenezum snil ed and wal ked to the door. "lIndeed," he said as he opened it. "See you at breakfast?"

The other magician slithered out. Ebenezum cl osed the door behind him "Now |I'm sure there's noney
to be nade here," he remarked. "But to business. | shall instruct you as to the proper volune and
page nunber for three sinple exorcismspells. | wonder, frankly, if we'll even need them"

He pull ed one of the notebooks he was constantly witing in fromhis pocket and began to tear out
pages. "In the neantine, | will begin to prepare ny tenporary renedy.

"The idea cane from Hendrek's enchanted club." He tore the pages into strips. "Wen Hendrek's club
is in the open air, | sneeze. However, when the club is in the sack, ny nose is unaffected. It can
no | onger sense the club's sorcerous aroma. Therefore, if | stop ny nasal sensitivity to things
sorcerous, | should stop ny sneezing!" He rolled the first of the strips into a tight cylinder
"But how to acconplish this, short of standing in the rain '"til | catch col d?"

He held the cylinder aloft so | could get a good look at it, then stuffed it up his nose.
There was anot her knock at the door.
"High time," Ebenezum said, pulling the cylinder back out. "See who it is this time, Wnt."

It was Vizolea. She had changed fromher stiff wizard' s robes into a flowing black gown with a | ow
neckl i ne. Her deep green eyes | ooked into nmine, and she sml ed.

62

"Wintvor, isn't it?"

"Yes," | whispered.

"I would like to talk to your master, Ebenezum"

| stepped back to let her enter the room

"I"ve always wanted to neet a wizard of your skill."
"I ndeed?" ny master replied.

She turned back to ne, touched ny shoulder with one | ong-fingered hand. "Wntvor? Do you think you
can | eave your naster and ne al one for a while?"

I glanced at the mage. He nodded rapidly.
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"Let me tell you about the Colden Star," Vizolea said as | closed the door behind ne.

| stood in the hallway outside the roomfor a nmonent, stunned. 1 had a feeling fromVizolea's
manner that she wanted to do nore than talk. Wth ny nmaster? | had been known, in recent nonths,
to keep conpany with a nunber of young ladies in ny hone district, but somehow Ebenezum had al ways
seemed above that sort of thing.

But | was still only an apprentice, unaware of the nuances of a true sorcerer's life. | sat
heavily, wondering how | could get to sleep on the hallway's cold stone floor, and wi shing, for
just a noment, that a serving maid of ny very own might wander by and make ny situation nore
confortable.

She wanted to | eave.

Wait! | cried. I'"ma sorcerer's apprentice. Wien will you get another chance to dally with anyone
hal f as interesting?

She woul dn't listen. She drifted farther and farther away. | ran after her, trying to shorten the
di st ance.

63
It was no use. She was oblivious to nme. | grabbed at her |owcut serving gown, pushed the tray from

her hands, begged her to give nme a single word.
"Doom " she said in far too | ow a voi ce.
1 awoke to see Hendrek's face, Iit by torchlight.

"Beware, Wintvor! Tis not safe to sleep in these halls! Denpns roamthemin the wee hours!" He
| eaned close to ne, his overstuffed cheeks aquiver, and whi spered: "You nopaned so in your sleep
at first | thought you were a denon, too!"

| saw then he hel d Headbasher in his free hand. "Sone nights | cannot sleep, | fear the denons so.
"Tis strange, though. Tonight |'ve seen nary a one. Grab on to ny club!" He helped me to ny feet.
"What brings you to moans in the hallway?"

| explained ny dreams of serving maids.

"Aye!" Hendrek replied. "This place is full of haunted dreans. This cursed pal ace was built by
Urfoo's dooned grandfather--sone called himVor-terk the Cunning, others called himMngo the Mad.
Still others called himEldrag the Ofensive, not to nention those few who referred to him as
Greeshbar the Dancer. But those are other stories. | speak now of the haunted corridors Vorterk
built. Sound will sonetimes carry along themfor vast distances, seenmingly froma direction
opposite to where it actually originates. Hush, now "

I didn't mention that it was he who did all the talking, for there was indeed a voice in the
di stance, screanm ng sonething over and over. | strained to hear

It sounded like "Kill Ebenezum Kill Ebenezum Kill Ebenezum "
"Dooml " Hendrek runbled. | took a step in the direction of the screanms. Hendrek grabbed ny coat
64

in his enornous fist and dragged nme the other way through the maze of corridors. He paused at each
intersection for a fraction of a nmonent, waiting for the screans to tell himwhich way to turn
Sonetinmes it seened we turned toward the sounds, other tines away. | becane lost in no tinme at

all.

But the voices were clearer now There were two of them and the one no |onger shouted. Both were
agitated, though.

"l don't think so."
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"But we ha veto!"

"You want to nove too fast!"

"You don't want to nove at all! W'Il have to wait for years before we get the treasury!"

"If I let you handle it, it will slip through our fingers! W should enlist Ebenezum ™

"No! How could we trust hinf? Ebenezum nust die!"

"Perhaps | should join Ebenezum and do away with you!"

Hendr ek stopped suddenly and | wal ked into him H s arnmor banged agai nst ny knee.

"There's soneone out there!"

A door was flung open just before us. | froze, waiting for the owners o.f the voices to energe.
Sonet hi ng el se canme out instead.

"Doom " Hendrek nuttered when he saw it craw our way. It |ooked |like a spider, except that it was
as large as me and had a dozen legs rather than eight. It was also bright red.

Hendr ek swung the club above his head. Head-basher |ooked far snmaller than it had before.

The creature hissed and junped across the hall. Sonething else followed it out of the room Large
and green, the newcorner | ooked sonething |ike a
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huge, bloated toad with fangs. It junped next to the spider-thing and growled in our direction

"Doom doom" Hendrek wheezed. 1 considered running, but Hendrek's bul k bl ocked nmy only escape
route.

The bloated toad leapt in front of the alnmost spider. Its fangs seened to smile. Then the red,
many- | egged thing scuttled over it in our direction. The toad growl ed and pushed past the dozen
| egs, but four |egs wapped around the toad and flipped it over. The al nost spider noved in front.

Then the toad-thing junped straight on top of the many-Iegged red thing. The al nost spider hissed,
the toad-thing grow ed. Legs interlocked, they rolled. Soon we could see nothing but flashing feet
and dri ppi ng fangs.

Bot h di sappeared in a cloud of brown, foul-snelling snoke.
"Doom " Hendrek nuttered.

Anot her door opened behind us.

"Don't you think it was tine you were in bed?"

It was Ebenezum

| started to explain what had happened, but he notioned me to silence. "You need your sleep. W've
a big day tonorrow." He nodded at Hendrek. "We'Ill see you in the norning."

The warrior |ooked once nore at the spot where the creatures had di sappeared. "Doom" he repli ed,
and wal ked down the hall.

"Not if | can help it," Ebenezum said as he cl osed the door
FOUR

"Never trust another sorcerer' is a saying unfortunately all too comobn anbng magi ca

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cra...20Gardner%20-%20A%20Malady%200f%20Magicks.txt (32 of 110) [11/5/2004 7:17:22 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Crai g%20Shaw%620Gardner%20-%20A %20M al ady %200f %20M agi cks.txt

practitioners. Actually, there are many instances where one can easily trust a fellow nagician
such as cases where no noney is involved, or when the other mage is operating at such a di stance
that his spells can't possibly affect you."

--THE TEACH NGS OF EBENEZUM Vol une XV

No one ate when we net for breakfast. | sat quietly, running the three short spells 1 had
menori zed over and over in ny head. My naster was qui eter than usual, too, being careful not to
di sl odge the thin rolls of paper that packed his nose. Vizolea and G anach glared at each other
fromopposite sides of the table, while Hendrek muttered and the king quivered.

Ebenezum cl eared his throat and spoke with the |lower half of his face. "W nust inspect the

tower." H s voice sounded strangely holl ow

67

68

"The tower?" Urfoo whispered. "Wll, yes, there's no tine to |lose." He swallowed. "The tower."
Ebenezum st ood. The rest followed. "Hendrek," ny master instructed, "lead the way."

The mage strode over to the king. "As we go on our inspection, Your Mjesty, | should like to

di scuss the matter of our fee."
"Fee?" Urfoo quivered. "But there's no tinme to |lose! The treasury is cursed!"

Vi zol ea was by ny master's side. "Are you sure you really wish to inspect the tower? There may be
things there you do not want to see." Her hand brushed his shoul der. "You do renenber our
conversation |ast night?"

"I ndeed." Ebenezum tugged his nmustache neaningfully. "I have a feeling there are things about this
treasury that will surprise us all."

"Dooml " came fromthe front of the Iine as the procession noved fromthe throne room
"Do | really have to cone al ong?" cane fromthe end.

"The charter," Ganach replied

"Perhaps we are being a bit hasty, what?" The king wi ped his brow with an ornate | ace sl eeve.
"What say we postpone this, to better consider our options?"

"Post pone?" Granach and Vi zol ea | ooked at each other. "Well, if we must."
They turned and started back for the great hall.

"I'f you postpone this,"
hi s noney again."

Ebenezum sai d as he caught the eye of the king, "King Urfoo may never see

"Never?" The king positively shook. "Mney?
69
Never ? Money? Nevernoney?" He took a deep breath. "No time to |lose, what? To the tower!"
We clinbed a narrow flight of stairs to a large | andi ng and anot her thick oak door
"The treasury," Hendrek intoned.
"Your Majesty. The incantation, if you would," G anach renmarked.
U foo huddled in the rear corner of the |landing, eyes shut tight, and screaned:

"Gve me an O O GveneaPJP! Gve ne an E! E! GveneanNIN! What's that spell? OQpen! Qpen! Open!”
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The door nade a popping noise and did as it was bidden. No sound cane fromwithin.
"Go ahead," Urfoo called. "I'lIl just wait out here."
Ebenezum strode into the treasury.

The roomwas not large, but it was not particularly small, either. And it was filled with ornate
boxes and stacks of gold, fantastic jewelry, and quite a few unnarked sacks, piled waist high at
| east, shoul der hei ght near the walls.

W waded into the mdst of it.

"Doom " Hendrek nmurnured. "So where are the denbns?"

An unearthly screamcane fromthe | anding. U foo entered, pursued by the spider

"The Spider of Spudora!"™ ny master cried. He held his nose.
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"Granach!" Vi zol ea exclained. "W didn't tal k about this!"

"Your Majesty!" Granach shouted. "There is only one hope! The Gol den Star, perforned by ne!"

"No, you don't!" Vizolea recited a few qui ck words beneath her breath. "If anyone recites the
Gol den Star, it will be ne!"

The toad-thing hopped into the room

"The Toad of Togoth!" ny master said.

"Quick, Ufoo!" cried Granach. "G ve ne |eave to performthe spell before it's too late!"
A red cl aw snapped out of a pile of jewels.

"The Crab of Crunz!" ny master informed ne.

"Not the crab!" Vizolea shrieked. "This tine, Ganach, you' ve gone too far! Bring on the Lice of
Liftiana!"

Granach stepped aside to avoid the panting U foo, now pursued by the al nbst spider, the bloated
toad, and a grinning crustacean

"Ch, no, you don't!" the dour wizard cried. "Bring forth the dread Cows of Cuddotha!"
My nmaster flung his hands in the air. "Stop this now You'll cause a sorcerous overload!"

The air shimered as the roomwas filled with a chorus of spectral npos. A sickly yellow form
solidified before us.

"Ah, good Hendrek!" Smlin' Brax exclained. "How good to see you again. W of the denobn persuasion
like to check out areas of extrene sorcerous activity; see if we can do a little business, as it
were. And boy, is there business here! Perhaps sone of you folks would Iike to purchase an
enchanted bl ade or two, before sone of ny folks arrive?"

"Doom " Hendrek nuttered.
71

Ufoo ran past. "AH right! AH right! 1'lIl think about the Golden Star!" A blue cow with bl oodshot
eyes gal l oped after him

"The Lion of Lygthorpedia!"
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"The Grouse of Ginolal"
"Stop it! Stop it! It's too nmuch!" Ebenezum pul |l ed back his sl eeves, ready to conjure.

"How about you, lad?" Brax said to ne. "lI've got this nifty enchanted dagger, always goes strai ght
for the heart. Makes a dandy letter opener, too. I'mpractically giving it away. Just sign on this
line down here."

"The Tiger of Tabatta!"
"The Trout of Tanboul!"

"Too much!" Ebenezum shouted, and sneezed the nobst profound sneeze | have ever seen. Paper
showered over the newy materialized devil trout, while the force of the bl ow knocked Ebenezum
back against a pile of jewels.

He didn't nove. He had been knocked unconsci ous.

"Doom " Hendrek intoned.

"Then again," Brax said, |ooking around the room "nmaybe |I'd better sell you an axe."
"The Antel ope of Arasaportal!”

Soneone had to stop this! It was up to nme. | had to use the exorcismspells!

"Sneebly Gravich Etoa Shrudu--" | began

"The El ephant of Erasial!"

Wait a second. Was it "Sneebly Gravich Etoa" or "Etoa Gavich Sneebly"? | decided to try it the
ot her way, too.

"All right! You force ny hand! The Wal e of Wakkanor!"
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There was an explosion in the center of the room Instead of a materialized whale, there was a
Iightless hole.

Ebenezum stirred on his bed of jewels.

Brax | ooked over his shoulder as the black void grew. "Drat. This would have to happen now, right
on the edge of a sale. Ch, well, see you in the Nether-hells!" The denon di sappear ed.

It was suddenly quiet in the room The two other magicians had stopped conjuring, and all the
denon creatures, crabs and cows, tigers and trout, had turned to watch the expandi ng hol e.

Ebenezum opened his eyes. "A vortex!" he cried. "Quick! We can still close it if we work
toget her!"

A wind rose, sucked into the hole. The creatures of the Netherhells, bats and rats, mce and |ice,
were drawn into the dark.

Granach and Vi zol ea both gestured wildly into the void

"Toget her!" Ebenezumcried. "W nust work together!" Then he began to sneeze. He pulled his robes
to his nose, stepped back fromthe vortex. It was no use. He doubl ed over, lost to his mal ady.

The darkness was taking the jewels now, and the sacks of gold. And | could feel the wind pulling
me. Granach screaned at it, and he was drawn in. Vizolea cried against it, then she was gone. The
bl ackness reached out for Hendrek and the king, my master and ne.

Ebenezum flung his robes away to shout a few words into the increasing gale. A bar of gold skidded
by me and was swal | oned. Ebenezum rmade a pass, and the vortex shrank. He gestured again, and the
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vortex grew smaller still, about the size of a man.
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Then Ebenezum sneezed agai n.
"Doom " Hendrek cried. King Ufoo, w de-eyed, was skidding across the floor to the void.

The warrior and 1 pushed against the wind to his aid. Jewels scattered beneath our feet and were
lost. | shoved a chest toward the gaping naw, hoping to cover a part of it, but it was sucked
strai ght through.

"My gold!'" Urfoo cried as he rolled for the hole. 1 snagged a foot, Hendrek grasped the other. |
struggled for footing on the loose jewels that rolled across the floor to the void. | slipped and
fell into the warrior.

"Doo--o00f!'" he cried as he |ost his balance. He fell back into the hole.

The wi nd stopped. Hendrek stood, half here and half somewhere else. Hs girth had plugged the
vortex.

Ebenezum bl ew his nose. "That's better." He recited a few i ncantati ons, sneezed once nore, and the
hol e sealed up as we pulled Hendrek free.

My naster then gave a brief explanation to the king, who sat gl assy-eyed on the now bare fl oor of
the treasury. How his wizards had tried to cheat himof half the treasury by inventing a curse
when they couldn't get the noney any other way, thanks to the sorcerous charter that called for a
menber of the royal family to open the door. How Ebenezum had di scovered this plot, and how he
shoul d be anply rewarded for saving the king s noney.

"Money?" King Urfoo the Brave whi spered as he | ooked around. Perhaps a dozen jewels and gold
pi eces were |left where once there had been a roomof plenty. "Mney! You've taken ny noney!
GQuards! Kill them They've taken ny noney! Urk!"
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Hendrek hit himon top of the head.

"They' ve--what ? Where am|1? Ch, hello." The king | ost consci ousness.
"Doom " Hendrek nurmured. "Headbasher does its hellish job again."”
My master suggested it mght be a good tinme to travel

We had to wait sone hours in the pouring rain before we could get a ride away from Krenk. Ebenezum
had thought it best, in case of pursuit, to cover his wi zardly robes with a nore neutral cloth of
brown, and passi ng wagons were reticent to pick up characters as notley-1ooking as the three of

us, especially with one the size of Hendrek.

" Per haps, '
separated.”

Ebenezum suggested with a pull on his beard, "we would have better luck if we

"Doom " Hendrek shivered and clutched at the bag that hel d Headbasher. "But what of ny curse?”

"Hendrek." The wi zard put a conradely hand on the large warrior's shoulder. "I can guarantee
you'll see nothing of Brax for quite sone tinme. The severity of that vortex was such that it shook
through at least three levels of the Netherhells. Take it froman expert; their transportation
lines won't be cleared for nonths!"

"Then," runbl ed Hendrek, "I'mfreed of Brax and his ki nd?"

"For the tine being. Only a tenporary renedy, |'mafraid. | have a certain affliction. . ." He
paused, |ooking Hendrek straight in the eye. "Also tenporary, | assure you, that keeps ne from
affecting a nore pernmanent cure. However, | shall give you the names of certain sorcerous
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specialists in Vushta,
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who should be able to help you i Mmediately.” My master wote three nanes on a page of his notebook
and gave themto the warrior.

Hendrek thrust the piece of parchnent in Head-basher's bag, then bowed low to my master. "Thank
you, great wi zard. To Vushta, then." His head seened to quake with emption, but perhaps it was
only the rain pouring on his hel nmet.

"We're bound for Vushta ourselves, eventually," | added. "Perhaps we'll neet again."
"Who knows what the fates will?" said Hendrek as he turned away. "Doom "
He was soon lost in the heavy downpour

Once the warrior was gone, | looked again to ny naster. He stood tall in the soaking rain, every
inch a wi zard despite his disguise. If any doubts had assail ed Ebenezum on our arrival in Krenk
his actions in the subsequent events seenmed to have erased themfromhis mnd. He was Ebenezum
the finest wizard in all the forest country. And in Krenk as wel !

Finally, | could bear it no longer. | asked ny naster what he knew about the plot against King
Ur f oo.

"Tis sinple enough," Ebenezumreplied. "Urfoo had the wealth that the w zards wanted, but
couldn't get to, because of the charmon the door. So they devised the Spell of the Golden Star

t hrough which, by their definition, Ufoo would have to rel ease half the gold fromthe charmed
tower in order for the spell to work. | don't blame them in a way. Act cording to Vizolea, the
king hadn't gotten around to paying themin all the years they were in his service. Unfortunately,
they got greedy, and didn't work in unison, and you saw what happened. They even consi dered
wor ki ng the Gol den Star spell three ways; at
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| east Vi zol ea suggested as nuch, although"--my master coughed--"1 usually don't engage in such
activities."

He | ooked up and down the deserted road, then reached in his danp coat to pull out a bar of gold.
"Cood. | was afraid I'd lost it in our flight. | have so many |ayers of clothing on, | could no
| onger feel it."

1 gaped as he hid the gold again. "How did you get that? The floor of the treasury was stripped."”

"The floor was." The w zard nodded. "The in-sides of ny robes were not. A wizard has to plan
ahead, Wint. Sorcerers are expected to nmaintain a certain standard of living."

| shook ny head. | shoul d never have doubted nmy master for a nonent.

Ebenezum gazed off into the never-ending rain. "Things are afoot, Wintvor," he said after a
nmonment's pause. "I had not thought we would find this nuch sorcerous activity this soon."

"We've been |ucky, then?" | asked.

"Perhaps. W were lucky, too, in the last few nonths at our cottage. A half dozen hi gh-paying
conmi ssions, all sonehow the result of the Nether-hells. It has sent us on the road' to Vushta far
sooner than | had inmgi ned."

The wi zard glared up at the sky. The water splashed from his cheekbones and ran in rivulets
through his beard. "Ch, if 1 could risk a weather spell! But | have sneezed far too nuch today.
One nore sniff of nagic tonight, and | fear nmy nose would junp fromny face."

My master made light of his malady, but still | could tell it troubled him | did ny best to
change t he subject.
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"Tell ne about Vushta," | said.
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"Ah, Vushta, city of a thousand forbidden delights!" The w zard's npod seenmed to |lighten with
every word. "If a man is not careful, the city nmight change himconpletely in the blink of an
eye."
It was all | had been hoping for. | begged ny nmaster to go on

"Let's hear no nore of magic or fabled cities tonight," was all he would say. "Qur luck holds with
us. Methinks sonme sturdy tradesman has cone to our rescue.”

I ndeed, a covered cart had pulled to the side of the road. Perhaps we woul d spend a dry and qui et
night after all.

"Need a ride?" the driver called. W cl anbered in the back

"Tis a dismal night,"” the driver continued. "I'll sing you a song to lift your spirits. That's
what | am-a traveling mnstrel!"

Ebenezum | ooked out fromhis hood in alarm then averted his face so that it was |ost in shadow.

"Let's see what would be appropriate?" The minstrel tugged the reins of his nule. "Ah! Just the
thing for a night straight fromthe Netherhells. I'Il sing you a song about the bravest w zard
around; fellow fromthe forest country up GQurnish way. Un. . . Neebednuzum 1 think he's called
Now, this ditty's alittle long, but | think you'll be struck by the fellow s bravery."

Ebenezum had fallen asleep by the third verse.
FI VE

"Your average ghost is a nmuch nmore conplex and interesting individual than is generally inagined.
Just because soneone is draggi ng chains or has one's head perpetually in flames does not
necessarily make them of a | esser class. Sone ghosts, especially those with heads attached and
mout hs to speak through, are actually quite good conversationalists, with other-worldly stories by
the score. In addition, ghosts generally subscribe to the happy custom of disappearing conpletely
at dawn, a habit many living associates and relatives night do well to cultivate."

-- THE TEACH NGS OF EBENEZUM Vol une Vi

(Appendi x B)

After our harrowi ng experience with King Urfoo in Krenk, | think both Ebenezum and nysel f expected
our luck to change. Perhaps we would at last find a wizard great enough to cure ny master w thout
having to travel to far Vushta.

79
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But the city of a thousand forbidden delights began to seemnore of a possibility with every
passi ng day. Wat with being chased out of one ki ngdom and not being particularly welcone in the

next two, we hadn't a chance to neet any w zards at all. Then there'd been the nercenaries U foo
had sent to kill us, and the seven strai ght days of rain, and the incident with the giant swanp
rats. | didn't even want to think of those.

But still my master wal ked on, proud and tall, toward far, forbidden Vushta. And | would foll ow

himthere, and anywhere. Even with his affliction, Ebenezum was the greatest wizard | had ever
seen!

I touched nmy wal king stick to ny forehead in a silent salute to the man before nme. Qur |uck was
bound to change!
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It was then that | lost ny footing and slid down the hill, colliding with ny naster

Qur fall ended in a cluster of bushes at the valley bottom Not |ooking at ne, the w zard stood
with a groan that was like the runble of an approaching storm He turned nuch too slowy to face
me. | watched the eyes beneath bushy brows and waited for the inevitable.

"Wintvor," the nage said, his voice like an earthquake splitting a nountainside. "If you can't
wat ch where you put your--"

My naster stopped midsentence and stared over ny head. | began to stammer an apol ogy, but the
wi zard waved nme to sil ence

"What do you hear, 'prentice?" he asked.
I listened but heard nothing. |I told himso.

"Exactly," he replied. "Nothing at all. Tis the end of sunmmer, deep in the wood, yet | do not see
a single bird nor hear an insect. Though | nust admt,
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the absence of the |latter does not upset nme overnuch.” The mage scratched at a pink welt beneath
his long white beard. W had had a great deal of experience, ever since the seven days of rain,
with clouds of nbsquitoes and biting gnats.

"Met hi nks, WiInt, sonething is am ss."”

I listened for a nonent nore. My naster was right. The forest was silent, the only sounds the
breathing of the wizard and nyself. | had never heard quiet like this, except perhaps on the
col dest days of winter. A chill went up ny back, surprising in the (ate sumrer's heat.

My master dusted off his robes. "W seemto have | anded near a clearing." He nodded down what

remai ned of the hill. "Perhaps we shall find some habitation, even soneone who can explain the
nature of this place. Until then, we will bask in the absence of nobsquitoes.” He scratched his
neck absently as he started down the hill. "A ways | ook on the bright side, Wnt."

I hurriedly gathered up the foodstuffs, books, and nagi cal paraphernalia that had fallen from ny
pack and followed ny master's wi zardly strides. | scranbled after himover the uneven ground,
avoi di ng what underbrush there was. But the brush thinned rapidly as we wal ked, and we found
ourselves facing a large clearing of bare earth, broken only by a ring of seven |large boulders in
its center.

"Now we' ve even lost the grasses," Ebenezum runbled. "Come, Wint, we'll find the cause of this."
He took great strides across the bare ground, clouds of dust rising with every step. | followed
cl ose behind, doing ny best not to cough

When we reached the first boul der, sonething junped.
82

"Boo!" the sonething said. | dropped ny pack, but Ebenezum sinply stood there and watched the
apparition.

"I ndeed," he said after a nonent.

"Boo! Boo! Boo! Boo!" the creature confronting us shrieked. On closer inspection, 1 could see that
it was definitely human, with [ong gray hair covering the face and brown rags concealing the body.
The person raised frail hands and rushed us on unsteady | egs.

Nei t her of us noved. Qur attacker stopped, out of breath. "Not going to work, is it?" she wheezed
at last. It was an old worman; her speaking voi ce was cracked and hi gh.

Ebenezum stroked his nmustache. "Is what not going to work?"
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"Can't scare you away, huh?" She parted the long hair that covered her face and peered at the sky.
"Probably too late for you to get away, anyhow. M ght as well sit down and wait." She | ooked
around for a likely rock and sat.

"I ndeed," Ebenezum repeated. "Wait for what?"

"You don't know?" The woman's eyes wi dened in wonder. "Sir, you are in the dreaded Valley of
Vrunge! "

"I ndeed," Ebenezum said when it becane apparent the wonan planned to say no nore.

"Now don't tell me you've never heard of it. What, do you come fromthe ignorant Wstern

Ki ngdons?" The wonan | aughed derisively. "Everyone knows of the Valley of Vrunge, and the dread
curse that falls upon it once every one hundred and thirty-seven years. Not that this place is al
that friendly at any tine"--she spat on the parched earth--"but there is one night, every one
hundred thirty-seven
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years, when all hell breaks | oose. One night when no one then in the valley will get out alivel"”

| didn't like the direction the woman's speech was taking. | swallowed hard and cleared ny throat.
"Ma'am would you mind telling us just when that night is?"

"Haven't | nade it clear?" The crone | aughed again. "This is the cursed night of the Valley of
Vrunge. |t begins when the sun passes yonder hills." She pointed behind ne.

| followed her armand | ooked to the sun, already touching the top of the western hills, then
turned to Ebenezum He stared above ne, lost in thought. It appeared our luck was running true to
cour se.

"If we are all due to die," Ebenezumsaid at |ast, "what are you doi ng here?"

The old woman | ooked away fromus. "I have my reasons, which I'msure would be of little interest
to anyone but ne. Let us just say that once this land was green and fair, and it was rul ed over by
a princess as lovely as the land itself. But a dark tine cane upon the earth, and the sky rained
toads, and the princess becane afraid. But her suitor, the handsone--"

"You are quite right," Ebenezuminterrupted. "No one would be interested in that at all. You' ve
decided to die because the sky rained toads?"

The wonan si ghed and wat ched the sun di sappear behind the hilltop. "Not exactly. |I've worn this
body out. I'mdue to die. | just thought I'd see old Maggie out in style.”

"Maggi e?" Ebenezum scratched his insect bite thoughtfully. "That woul d be short for Magredel ?" He
peered into her ancient face.

"Ch, | haven't used that name in years. Not since | got away fromthose dull Wstern Ki ngdons.
Used
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to practice witchery thereabouts for a tinme, that's probably where you heard of me. Didn't
speci ali ze nmuch, though. Mre of a general practitioner."”

"Maggi e?" Ebenezum repeated. "As in old Aunt Maggi e?"
Maggi e squinted her eyes in turn. "Say, do | know you from sonepl ace?"

There was an explosion directly behind ne. Al three of us spun to see a tall, pale apparition
atop the tallest of the seven stones.

"Greetings, |adies and gentlenen!" the apparition cried with a swirl of its robe. "And wel cone to
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curse night!"

"Greetings to you, too, Death," Maggie replied. "I hope tonight will be up to your usua
st andar ds?"

Deat h | aughed, a high, echoey sound that came near to scaring the life out of ne. Wien | nentioned
it later to Ebenezum he said that was no doubt the desired reaction

The apparition atop the stone di sappeared.
"That was our introduction," Maggie remarked. "Soon the fun begins."
I was appalled. "F-fun?" 1 stammered. "How do you know what happens next?"

"Sinmple." The crone flashed a toothless snmile. "I've been through this night once before."

Now t hat Death had vani shed, the silence was again conplete. My master cleared his throat.

"Ebenezum " the old woman cried. "OF course! 1'd recognize that nervous cough anywhere. Poor
little Ebby, always coughing or scratching or tugging or doing sonething. He never could sit
still." She winked in ny direction. "You know, in the whole first year he studied under nme, he

didn't get one spell straight? You should have seen the things that
85
showed up in our kitchen!" She | aughed.

My master cast a worried glance at the rock where Death had stood. "Please, Aunt Maggie. | don't
think this is the proper tine to discuss--"

"Ch, keep your cap on!" The wonman cl apped Ebenezum on the shoulder. "W have a little tine. It
al ways takes thema while to get organi zed. Wien you only have one perfornance every one hundred
thirty-seven years, you tend to get a bit rusty."

"But what's going to happen?" | asked. | noticed ny hand hurt fromny tight grip on ny wal ki ng
sti ck.

"Ghosts, ghosts, and nore ghosts." The old wonan spat on the ground. "Death is fond of ganes. He
plays a gane with every living thing, one in which he's always the victor. Sonme ganes he likes
nore than others, and those great conflicts he brings here, to play over and over again in the
Val | ey of Vrunge!"

"The spirits just play ganes?" | asked. That didn't sound so bad.

"All of life is a gane, renenber. Death brings along the best of all his ganes, ranging froma
nation at war to two people in love."

She junped and screaned.
"Tickle, tickle, tickle," said a high voice from nowhere

"Pol tergei sts! Boo! Boo! Boo! Away from here!" Maggi e waved her hands about wildly. "Mre and nore
ghosts wi Il appear throughout the night. And Death will try to snare you in his ganmes. Beware, he
al ways wi ns!" She screaned and junped agai n.

"Boo, boo, boo?" the voice from nowhere asked. "That's passe, |ady. These days, |ong, sensitive
nmoans are nuch nmore the thing in ghostly circles.”

"So it begins. I'msorry, Ebby, you had to stunble
86

into this!" She ran and screanmed as "tickle, tickle tickle!" chased her around the circle of
boul ders.
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Ebenezum sneezed once and bl ew his nose on a silver-inlaid sleeve. "Just a minor spirit. Hardly
bothers nme at all."

1 realized then that this was the first tinme Ebene-zum s nal ady had affected himsince we entered
the cursed valley. Perhaps the severity of our situation was effecting a cure. Ebenezum had not
sneezed once in the presence of Death!

My naster shook his head when | explained nmy theory. "Wy should | sneeze? Death is the nopst
natural thing in the world." He pulled at his beard. "And 1 fear that, should we fail to devise a
pl an of action, Death will beconme all too famliar to both of us."

A great wind sprang up. My master had to shout to be heard. "Stay close! If we're separated--"

The wi zard sneezed as three ghosts on a sled grabbed hi mand whi sked himhigh in the air. Ghosts,
sl ed, and sneezi ng Ebenezum di sappeared around the stones.

Ni ght had fallen conpletely, and 1 was al one.

But then there was a crowd around me, sitting on long rows of seats, one atop another, as if they
were built on a hillside. The crowd roared, and | saw they were watching a group of uniformed nmen
on a green lawn, a few of whom were running, but nmobst of whomwere standing still.

A man carrying a big silver box wal ked up the steps toward ne. "Hot dogs!" he cried. "Hot dogs!"

He wasn't real, | told nyself. This whole place was beyond ny understanding. | stepped aside to
| et him pass. He stopped next to me anyway.

"Hot dog, mnister?"
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It was only with a nmental effort that | kept fromshivering. | |ooked down at ny stout oak staff.
My grip was firm |f the apparition tried anything, I'd swing at him And then again, from what
I'd heard of ghosts, | might swing through himas well.

Wth some trepidation, | asked: "Wat's a hot dog?”

"Like I thought"--the spirit nodded sagely-- "you're an outsider. So this is your first ball game?
Well, you picked a good one, buddy."

| 1 ooked out over the field below us. "Ball gane," | repeated, struggling to conprehend.

"Yeah," the apparition replied. "The ball ganme. People had counted the Red Sox out, but they cane
around. Now Torrez will blow the Yankees away! Seventy-eight is going to be our year. It has to
be. "

I looked closely at the spirit, hoping that sone gesture or facial mannerismwould help ne to
understand his ravings. All | saw was the haunted | ook, deep in his eyes.

"Has to be? "l asked.

"Well, yeah." The ghost paused. "1 nmean, the Sox have to win. Gtherwise ..." He shuddered. "Do you
have any idea what it would be like to have to sell hot dogs throughout eternity?"

He didn't wait for an answer but wal ked up the stairs beyond ne. | turned to the "ball game" on
the field below | felt a sudden, near overwhelm ng urge to be drawn into that game and find out
just what could nove the hot dog spirit to such a frenzy. |I'd watch the shifting patterns of men
on the bright green | awmn, and sooner or |ater sone great secret would be reveal ed, a joyous
revel ation that woul d make ny whol e exi stence take on new meani ng!

Sonething in the back of my head told ne to turn
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away. | renmenbered Aunt Maggi e's warni ng about Death and ganes.

The ball gane disappeared. In its place stood Death.

"There you are," the creature said in his sonorous voice. "lI've been | ooking all over for you.
These curse evenings can be so long and boring, sonetines | like to indulge in games to hel p pass
the tine. Tell me, do you know how to play Red Light, G een Light?"

Deat h stood much cl oser than he had before. | stared at the thin layer of pale skin pulled tight
over his skull, and at the shadows where there should have been eyes. Yet his snile was
ingratiating. You wanted to believe in what he told you, rather like a good seller of used pack
ani mal s on nar ket day.

"Wel | ?" Death pronpted.

"N-no!" | stammered. "I-1 don't know the rules!"

"Ch, is that all." Death reached out to touch my arm "I'Il explain everything. |'mvery good with
rules.”

"No! I have to find nmy nmaster!"” | pulled away fromthe creature's hand and ran blindly.

Suddenly a pit yawned before ne. A pit filled with sharpened spi kes and a great, roaring nonster
all' mouth and teeth and claws. | tried to stop, to step backward, but | was over the edge,
falling, falling.

Soneone barked a conmand behind ne; my master's voice. | found nyself on solid ground, standing by
Ebenezum All the ghosts were gone.

Ebenezum sneezed repeatedly, rocking with the force emtted by his nose.

"Tenporary exorcismspell,"” he gasped at last. "Best | can nanage."
89

| did a short jig on the parched earth while my master caught his breath. Ebenezum had freed
hinself fromthe sledding spirits! Hope once again rose within ny breast.

| asked himhow he'd acconplished his escape.

The wi zard shrugged. "I sneezed my way free. The ghosts were ready for sorcery, a battle of wts,
anyt hi ng but extrene nasal activity. They sinply evaporated before the onslaught of ny nose.”

"That's wonderful!"™ | cried. "We'll be free of this cursed valley in no tinme!l"

Ebenezum shook his head. "Death does not nake the sane nistake tw ce. The next set of apparitions
will be ready for nmy nal ady."

Aunt Maggi e appeared around one of the seven great boul ders. She staggered over to Ebenezum s feet
and col | apsed.

She groaned, then turned to look at my nmaster. "It's gone! The poltergeist is gone!"

The wi zard nodded sol emmly. "Exorcismspell."

Maggi e sighed in relief. "It kept taunting me, begging nme to tickle it back. You can't give in to
those things. It would have been all over." She | ooked at Ebenezum "Exorcisnf? That means you
foll owed your calling and graduated into wizardry! | did hesitate to ask you. In the early days,

you were very determ ned, but your aptitude was sonetines |ess than--"

Ebenezum cl eared his throat. ""Tis only a tenporary spell. Death's power is greater than conmpn
magi ¢, and the ghosts will push through presently. W nust cone up with a nore pernanent
solution.”

Maggi e | aughed. "I pulled through this cursed night once, with the aid of magic. Maybe we can do

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cra...20Gardner%20-%20A%20Malady%200f%20Magicks.txt (43 of 110) [11/5/2004 7:17:22 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Crai g%20Shaw%620Gardner%20-%20A %20M al ady %200f %20M agi cks.txt

so again. And gain ny kingdom back in the bar-
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gain!" She slapped nmy master's shoulder. "So one of my students made good? Let's see you do your
stuff. Nothing fancy; a bird out of thin air, water into wine, sonething to catch an old woman's
fancy."

Ebenezum fi xed hei with a wi zardly stare. "W are in peril for our lives. | need to concentrate."
He stal ked off and di sappeared into the circle of stone.

Maggi e shook her head and snmiled. "A great wi zardly manner. He nust be raking in the business."
She sighed. "Wsh | could work magic the way | used to. After a while, the body gives out. Can
toss off a spell now and again, when |I'mfeeling spry. But the big ones are beyond ny reach.”

1 hesitated to tell her that due to ny naster's affliction, just about all the spells that could
save us fromour present predicanent were beyond his reach as well. Best not to upset her. 1 was
upset enough for both of us.

"But let ne tell you ny story, and you'll understand why |I'm here," she began. "You've already
| earned of the fair kingdom and the beautiful princess. And then, of course, there were the
raining toads. And did | tell you about the princess's handsome suitor, Unwin, killed on their
weddi ng day? No? Well, that's a good place to--"

"Tickle, tickle, tickle," the disenbodied voice chortled. The exorci smspell was over

A cool breeze blewin ny ear. "Hey, big boy," a woman whi spered. "Wiat's a fellow |li ke you doi ng
without a date on a night Iike this?"

I turned to gaze on the nost beautiful apparition | had ever seen. | was speechl ess. She was
sl ender and pale, with long silver hair. And she wore no clothing at all, ghostly or otherw se. At
certain angles, you
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could see right through her, but at other angles she was nore than nmy eyes could bear

"Ch, the silent type," she said, and took nmy hand, her fingers intertwining with mne. Her touch
was ice. It sent thrills up ny armand across ny shoul ders. She | eaned cl ose, and her breath was
the breeze of autumm. Her lips parted, close to nine. | wanted to kiss those |lips nore than
wanted life itself.

"I know a little gane we can play," the full, cool lips said. "It's called Spin the Bottle."

Yes, yes, whatever it was, yes! AH those girls I'd known in the Western Kingdons, even Alea, ny
af ternoon beauty, they were nothing to ne now.

But ny bel oved was pulled away from me and sent spinning through the air, her ectoplasmflying in
every direction.

"I can still toss off a spell or two." Maggie snmiled. "Got to watch out for succubi. Not good for
your health."

"Crone!" Death was before us. "What woul d you know of |ove? Your body has been old and withered
for a hundred years. An enpty shell which can no longer be filled. O can it?"

Deat h waved his hand and a young man materialized at his side.
"Unwi n?" The old woman's voice was little nore than a whisper. "Is that you, Unw n?"
"Magredel!'" the young man cried. "Wat's happened to you?"

"It's not me, Umwmin. It's you. You ve been away. | haven't seen you in so long!"
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The ol d worman was cryi ng.
"Consi der, woman," Death said. "Cone with ne
92
and you will be together always."

But Maggi e turned on him anger replacing sorrow. "No! You've stolen ny kingdom for centuries!

I"lI'l be with Unwin soon enough! | must free what was tricked fromne!"

"Such harsh words." Death exam ned his skeletal hand. "I have need of this place. My ghosts nust
have their exercise." He |ooked at me, and | shivered where | stood. "Cone, Wintvor. Let's |eave
these | overs alone while they talk things over. 1'll give you the guided tour."

Wthout thinking, I found nyself following him Death smled. "Sinon says put your hands in the
air."

It took all my willpower to keep ny hands at my sides.

"We'll find one yet." Death's hands were full of small rectangles, which he fanned out before him
"How about a little Go Fish?"

I found nyself staring at the rectangles. | |ooked the other way.
"My kingdom" Death said.

There were apparitions everywhere. Arnmies fighting, wonen | aughing, people in costunes faniliar
and unfamiliar, crawing across the ground, clinbing the trees, flying through the air in strange
machi nes.

"Amazing," | said despite nyself.
Deat h nodded. "The paperwork alone is staggering. Yet we pull it off, every one hundred thirty-
seven years. It's a shane our audience has to be so small. The Vrunge Curse is ny nasterpiece.

Here are all the greatest nonments of humanity, past, present, future, played out over and over
again, fromnen at war to nen at play, games of chance to ganes of |ove. A
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pity. Perhaps | should advertise."
Deat h coughed gently. "Tell me, Wintvor. W is the greatest nagician in all the Western Ki ngdon®"
Was he trying to trick me? 1'd stay firmto ny beliefs. "Wy, Ebenezum of course.”

"Right!" Death cried as a gong sounded sonewhere nearby. "Wntvor, you' ve just won an additiona
five years on your lifel"

We were surrounded by bright Iight. The ghosts all sat in a |arge anphitheater now, whistling and
cheering. The succubus | had al nost kissed stood a little bit to one side, next to a |large board
that read "5." She was wearing some sort of spangled costume that managed to | ook nmore revealing
than her nudity had before.

"Ckay!" Death snmiled broadly. "Now, Wint, for ten additional years! Tell us, who is the ruler of
Mel i f ox?"

The crowd whistled and stanped their feet. Urgent nusic cane from somewhere. The succubus sniled
her magnificent snile.

"Uh--King Ufoo the Brave!" 1 blurted.
"Right, for ten nore years!"

The crowd went wild. The spangl ed beauty flipped a couple of cards over the board to one that read
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n 1 5 i n

"All right! Al right!" Death raised his hands for silence. "Nowit's tinme for the question we've
all been waiting for. Double or nothing!"

The crowd cheered.
"Now, Wintvor, are you ready to double your life span?"
"Yes! Yes!" The crowd chanted. | nodded ny head. Wy not? This was easy.

"All right! The big question, Wntvor, to double
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your life span or erase it altogether! Wo was the fanbus chanberlain of the Eastern Ki ngdons,
three centuries ago, who used to nutter to hinself, " 'One of these days, one of these days'?"
"What ?" | asked. How could I know sonething like that?

"Qui ck, Wintvor! The Quiz Lady has set the clock. You have fifteen seconds to answer, or pay the
penalty, on Forfeit Your Lifel"

What ? What could I do? | didn't know anything about the Eastern Kingdons. The dramatic nusic was
back, |ouder than ever. The crowd was roaring. | couldn't think. Wy hadn't | listened to Mggie
and kept away fromthese ganes?

"Ten!" the crowmd chanted. "N ne! Eight! Seven! Six! Five!"

"Gangway! Gangway! Boo! Boo! Boo!" The entire crowd turned to | ook at Aunt Maggie, riding atop
Ebenezum s shoul ders as the wi zard rushed into our nmidst. And Maggi e was hol di ng Ebenezum s nose!

"Batwom | gnatius, Wintvor!" nmy master cried. "Batworn |Ignatius!"”
"Batwom | gnatius?" | replied.
"I's right!" Death exclainmed. "You've doubled your life! Barring illness or accident, of course."

The crowd started to go wild, but Maggie chanted a few syll abl es and Ebenezum waved hi s hands. The
crowd noi se receded.

Ebenezum sneezed once, |loudly, as Aunt Maggie clinbed dowmn fromhis back. | asked himhow he knew
about Ignati us.

"Had to learn it for my wizard finals," he replied. "It's amazing the usel ess know edge they nake
you pack into your skull."
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"Such a pitiful spell,"” Death remarked. "Wy did you do it? They'Il all be back in a nmonent."

"I wanted to talk to you alone," the w zard replied.

"Your affliction will come back, too, when they return. Is that what you're afraid of ? Cone with
me, Ebenezum and you need never sneeze again."

"Perhaps | will." Ebenezumtugged at his sleeves. "1 have heard, Death, that you are fond of
ganmes. WIIl you play one with me?"

Deat h sneered. "You toy with me, wi zard. No one toys with Death! Quick, what will it be?
Par cheesi ? Contract bridge? Fifty-two pickup?"

The wi zard pulled on his beard for a noment, then intoned:

"Armwestling."
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Deat h shrugged. "If you insist.'
bet ween t hem

He snapped his fingers, and a table and chairs materialized

"Now the terms." Ebenezum | ooked Death in the eye socket. "If | win, the three of us go free, and
Maggi e regains her kingdom If | lose, | amyours."”
Death smiled. "For someone of your eninence, anything. | always enjoy wel coni ng someone whomt he

bards sing about. After you." He indicated a chair.

Ebenezum sat. | thought that the ghostly crowd noi ses were sonewhat closer. Ebenezum woul d have to
hurry, or his nose mght betray him

Deat h snmoot hed his snowwhite robe and sat opposite ny naster. His smile, if anything, was broader
t han before.

"Shall we begin, dear w zard?"

Ebenezum put his elbow to the table. Death did the sanme. Their hands cl asped.
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The ghostly crowd was definitely closer. | could see pale flickerings across the clearing.

"Now! " Death said, and Ebenezum tensed his whol e body. There was no novenent beyond the constant
qui ver where the two hands net.

And then the ghosts were back upon us, all talking and screaning and | aughing at once. "I"'mhit!"
"You're out!" "Got you!" "Hot dogs!" "Tickle, tickle, tickle!"

"Di shonest Death!" Maggi e screaned. "This was to be an even contest, w thout your ghostly
consorts!”

Deat h | aughed. Maggie said sonmething else that | didn't quite catch
And Ebenezum sneezed.

And what a sneeze! Chosts went flying. Death pulled back in alarmand was caught in the gale,
along with his table and chair.

It was silent all around. | saw the first |ight of dawn in the east.
"WIl they be back?" | asked, my voice little nore than a whisper

"Alas, Wintvor," the wizard said, "I fear they haven't the ghost of a chance." Then he blew his
nose.

Ebenezum and Maggi e wal ked over to one of the great stones so recently toppled by the w zard's
sneezing attack, while |I surveyed in wonder the devastation a single great sneeze could bring to
this already bleak | and. Ebenezum hel ped Maggie to sit on the fallen boul der, then seated hinself.

"How?" was ny only question

"Ebby never could keep a secret fromne." Mggi e cackled. "But his aversion to sorcery presented
97

sonmething of a problemif we were to survive the night."

My nmaster pulled at his beard. "I freed you from Unw n, renenber."

"Al'l | had to do was choose to talk to you rather than him Unwi n al ways was inpossibly jeal ous.
Flew off in an ectoplasmc snit. Wich nade you sneeze about five tines."

Ebenezumtried to say sonething, but Maggie kept right on talking. "That's when | had the idea. If
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he al ways sneezed around the supernatural, what if he really sneezed! W couldn't take away his
problem so the two of us worked up a little spell that would increase Ebby's nasal power a
hundr edf ol d!'"

"I ndeed, " Ebenezum sai d, rubbing his nose, which was red from bl ow ng.

"And now we're safe. And the kingdomis free. O is it?" Maggie spat on the ground. "Death is such
atrickster. I was so afraid of himwhen Unwin died, | gave in and let himgive ne five lifetines
for what he ternmed 'occasional use of ny kingdom' Wat he didn't tell me was that nothing could
live in the kingdom between the times he used it." She | ooked around her. "Has he kept his word?
If only there was a sign."

She sl apped Ebenezuns shoul der. "But you still haven't heard my story."

Ebenezum | ooked out over the hills. "Alas, teacher, we have a long way to travel. Shoul der your
pack, Wint. \W'd best nove before the sun gets too high."

"You'll sit here and listen!" Maggi e conmanded. "Ebby never did have any manners. Fromthe
begi nning. Once there was a beautiful kingdom and a fair
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princess. But all was not well, for one day came the dreaded rain of--"
"OM" | yelled. Something had bitten my arm

Ebenezum junped up. "Biting gnats! They're all over us!"
Maggi e threw her hands up to the heavens. "My kingdomis saved!"
"Drop us a note when 'tis a little better developed!" the w zard called over his shoul der

And we were once again traveling, sonewhat nore rapidly than before, with frequent slapping of
arnms and |legs, in the general direction of Vushta.

SI X

"A wizard cannot do everything; a fact npbst magicians are reticent to admt, |et alone discuss
with prospective clients. Still, the fact remains that there are certain objects, and people, that
are, for one reason or another, conpletely inmune to any direct magical spell. It is for this

group of beings that the magician | earns the subtleties of using indirect spells. It also does no
harm in dealing with these matters, to carry a large club near your person at all times."

-- THE TEACH NGS OF EBENEZUM Vol urme VI |

My master sneezed at last. | had been expecting it for quite sone time. Ever since we had begun
our descent into this new valley, three days' distance from our harrow ng experience in the Valley
of Vrunge, | had once again noticed a general deterioration of the surrounding | andscape: a tree

uprooted here or there, an occasional house or barn pounded to splinters, whole sections of
farnmers' fields gouged fromthe earth. It
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| ooked al t oget her unheal t hy.

I think that by this tinme, neither nmy nmaster nor nyself were particularly surprised by this turn
of events. Sorcery seened to follow us wherever we mght go on the trail to Vushta. Still, as
Ebenezum had renmarked as we sat by our last evening's cookfire, we had not fared badly so far in
the midst of all this magic. |Indeed, in some cases we had nade a fair profit from our sorcerous
dealings. In fact, should certain nagical events continue to occur on the course of our travels,
we mght arrive in Vushta as truly weal thy men.
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"There is nore than one way to | ook at luck," Ebenezum had concluded as he settled hinself down to
sl eep. "Never look a gift spell in the runes, Wnt."

But that had been easy for the wizard to say the night before, while we were still far away from
this present magic. Now, all Ebenezum could do was sneeze.

There was a trenendous crash in the distance. The w zard's sneezes echoed the chaos.

Soneone was calling to us. It was a young woman, close to ny age. Her long dark hair streaned
behi nd her as she ran in our direction

"Hi de!" she called. "Quickly, hide before Uxtal finds--"She stopped short a few paces fromus, a
| ook of consternation on her beautiful face. "You're a w zard!"

Ebenezum stroked his beard and knitted his bushy brows. "How very observant. How may we serve you
my dear?" H s sneezing fit seened to have di sappeared behind his veneer of professionalism

"You can get those robes off as quickly as possible!" Her deep green eyes | ooked fromside to
si de,
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taking in all of the valley. "Maybe we can find sone old rags to disguise you as a peasant. Does
the inlay of silver stars go all the way through to the other side of the fabric? Maybe, if you
wore theminside out, we could pretend you were a nonk!"

"Young lady!"™ My master's eyes glowed with sorcerous indignation. "You want ne to hide ny
Wi zardry?"

"No, no," the woman said inpatiently. "' Twould be best to hide if you were just comon fol k. Being
a wizard, 'twould be best if you fled the valley altogether."

It was then that | saw the giant.

The giant roared. He was huge, towering over the tallest trees, his feet spread on either side of
a broad, rushing river. His hair was matted, his beard | ong and unkenpt, and he showed uneven
yel |l owed teeth when he growl ed. Teeth so |l arge they would have no troubl e snapping a person in
hal f .

"Fo fo fumfee,"” he runbled. "I don't like these other three." He then tossed a rather |arge
boul der he happened to be holding in our direction

Ebenezumtried to free his hands fromthe folds of his robes for a quick conjure, but the presence
of the giant threw himinto a prol onged sneezi ng bout before he could even straighten his el bows.

I noved toward the young | ady, hoping to carry her away fromthe path of the rapidly descending
rock. But she pushed ne away.

And said a spell herself.
The boul der flew back toward the giant.

"Fee fo fumfi!" he shrieked. "Tine for ne to say good-hbye!" The giant crashed down into the
val l ey and was soon | ost from sight.

| stared at the wonan. | realized ny nouth was
102
open. | shut it. So beautiful and so talented! | wondered what it would be like to marry into the

pr of essi on.

"I saw that!" A small man scurried from behind a ruined stone wall. Ebenezum bl ew his nose
m ghtily.
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The small man hopped across the stony field. He wore some sort of bright-colored uniform
alternately yellow and green, an outfit conplenented by the livid red of his conpl exi on

"You know magic is strictly forbidden!" he shrieked. "Practicing nagic neans your death!"

The wonman | ooked to where the rock had flown. "It would have nmeant ny death if | had not used
magi c. "
"Technicalities!" the small man screaned. '"Twill not save you fromthe hangnan's noose!" Hi s eyes

darted to nmy nmaster. "You. You' re wearing w zard' s robes!"

"I ndeed. Everyone in your valley is very observant." My master sniffed.

"Well . . ." The man paused, tongue poked in cheek. "You've yet to conjure. Wth luck, you'll only
get twenty years hard | abor."

"But they've just entered the valley!" the woman excl ai ned. "How could they--" "I gnorance of the
law is no excuse!" The man caught a silver whistle dangling around his neck and bl ew a m ghty
blow "I've called nmy mnions to take you away."

The m ni ons appeared from behind the sanme stone wall that produced the governnment official. They
were of much the sanme size as the first man, though of decidedly different origin; nud brown in
color, with barbed tails, long taloned arns, and small heads
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dom nated by wi de, grinning mouths. They hunmed, ominously and in unison.
"Take themto the dungeon in the hill!" The small man nanaged to shriek and | augh sinultaneously.

The dozen minions spread out before us. Their hunming grew | ouder and fiercer as they approached
Ebenezum was | ost to us, sneezing sonewhere deep within his vol um nous robes.

The wonan stepped valiantly forward, her hands extended to call magical aid. But would such neager
aid as she could sumon instantly be enough to defeat a squad of denon-things? Sonething had to be
done.

| stepped to her side and raised ny stout oak staff.

"Aha!" the man in uniformcried. "The old man has surrendered, yet you two still resist. Do not
cross ne!" He, too, waved his hands in front of himin standard conjuring position. "I wll show
you my power! | warn you, | have been practicing!"

The hands noved through a conplicated pattern as the nan chanted beneath his breath. He |aughed.
"See how you contend with this!"

He pointed both his hands at us. For a nonent, nothing happened. Then a pair of white birds
energed fromhis sl eeves

"Ididn't want birds!" The nman's uniform fl apped as he junped up and down. "M nions! Take them
awnay!"

The nmuddy denons approached. Their hunming was all around us. Both the young woman and | took an
i nvol untary step backward and bunped into each other. | turned to stamrer an apol ogy, and the
denons were upon us.

"Yanna!" she cried. "Nothal atno! Away!"
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| struck out with nmy stout oak staff. My master, attenpting to recover and cone to our aid, rolled
against nmy foot. Fromthe corner of ny eye, | saw a denon grab the wonman's hair.

"Look out!" | cried, and swng the staff at the denon without thinking. But the arc of the bl ow
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was too great. My feet stunbled against the still sneezing wizard as the staff bounced fromthe
denmon's head with a resoundi ng thwack], then ricocheted fromthe woman's shoul der. She yelped in
surprise and fell against nme. | conpletely lost ny balance in turn and coll apsed atop the stricken

mage. Before |I could untangle nyself, we were all three rolling down the hill

Ebenezum shout ed sonething as we rolled. When we hit the ground at valley bottom it felt like a
pillow. M nmaster had managed a spell again. At least, | thought it was ny naster

"Quick thinking!" the woman said. "My spells were virtually useless. Only brute action of the type
you enpl oyed coul d save the day."

""Twas nothing," 1 said, hunbly studying the rocky ground on which we had | anded. "Any magician's
apprentice would have done the sane."

The young wonan nentioned we had not been properly introduced. Her name was Norei

"Ebenezum " ny naster said before |I could speak. He brushed and strai ghtened his robes. "Mge of
the West. My apprentice is Wintvor."

| bowed slightly and almost fell over. | was, perhaps, still a bit dizzy fromour fall. | |ooked
up, and Norei was sniling.

"Tis fortunate you have cone," she said. "W have need of two nore heads that are good with
spells. My nother, Solima, will be glad for the help. As you see, terrible things are happening in
this

105

val l ey. Things that threaten to destroy not only this community"--she paused, and her voice
dropped to a whisper--"but also the very reality in which we live."

What could be so awmful as to destroy reality? | |ooked at nmy master, but he stared far beyond the
hills to either side of us.

"Solima," he whispered.

Norei led us into the woods that seened to cover nuch of the valley floor. | followed close at her
heel s, while Ebenezumtrail ed sonme distance behind. She | ed us down a w nding path, well marked in
pl aces, overgrown with weeds and branbles in others, until, deep in the forest, we cane to a snall

clearing. Atiny cottage was nestled in one corner of the open space.
"My hone," Norei said as she led us through the open door
"Solima!" ny master cried.

A woman of middle years | ooked up fromthe pot she was tending and stared at ny naster. She wi ped
her hands on her gray robe. "Ebenezun®? Is that you?"

"Indeed." My master doffed his wizard' s cap. "All the way fromthe Wstern Kingdons. | had heard
you mght be practicing in the area, but | had little hope of neeting you."

Solima offered ny master a sad smle. "It's good to see you, Eb. That white beard fits you; it
makes you | ook | ess of a scoundrel. Alas, the rest of what you say isn't quite true. Situations
have arisen in this valley that may prevent me from ever practicing nmagic again."

"W net Tork on the way here, Mother."
"So you've nmet the prince!"™ Solinma pulled a pipe
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out of her sleeve and knocked it against the long table that filled the center of the room "Ws
he hospitable to the newconers?"
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"He tried to arrest us!" Norei replied.

"For Tork, that's hospitality." She snapped her fingers, and snoke rose fromthe pi pe bow . She
puffed at the stem "Did you tell them anything of our plight, daughter?"

"l was too worried Tork mght find us again."”
"Quite so. Let ne tell you about our liege lord."
"Solima." Ebenezumtook a step forward. "Let me tell you about your eyes."

"Ebenezum 1t's been years!" She glared at the wizard with the sane green eyes she had given her
daughter. "Besides, you're changing the subject. Prince Tork is not a matter to be taken lightly."

My master sighed and shrugged. "lIndeed. He was the w zard we net?"

"Well, he fancies hinself a wizard. He's never gotten one spell straight that | know of. But he's
jeal ous of all those who can conjure rightly, and so has banned all other w zardry but his
t hroughout the valley."

"He's got everything backward!" Norei added. "His evil spells conme out good, and his good spells
come out evil!"

"Luckily for us," Solima continued. "Tork's nature is such that he sel dom contenpl ates a good
spell. Still, he has nanaged to conjure all sorts of creatures fromthe Netherhells, including a
giant with a rather foul tenper."

Ebenezum scratched at his beard. "It does sound serious. Yet if he is so inept, couldn't you cast
a spell to neutralize himor banish himsonewhere?"

Solima sighed. "If we had realized in tinme, it
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woul d have been easy. But Tork is such a buffoon that we ignored him until suddenly he cane
marching to our door with an army of denobns to take ny two sisters captive."”

"Blackmail ed by an inept wizard . . ." My master's brow furrowed in thought. "There's no way to
overcone his allies fromthe Netherhells?"

"None that | can think of. You know the way nmy fanily has al ways nade magi c, Ebenezum Tis a
col l ective process, with every woman joining in. That's when our witchery is nost powerful. Wth

my two sisters gone, that power is greatly dimnished. There's still Norei and G andnot her, of
course--"
"Grandnmot her?" A certain dread had crept into the wizard' s voice. "She's still alive?"

Sol i ma nodded. "She lives in the attic."
"Woul d she renenber me?"

"G andnot her forgets nothing."

"Per haps," Ebenezum said, "ny apprentice and 1 should rest a while. Perhaps in a barn or some
outlying field."

"Don't worry. She sel dom cones downstairs." Solinma banged her pipe against the table again.
"Besides, we haven't told you the worst part of Tork's incantations."

Ebenezum gl anced at the | adder |eading above. "Perhaps if we discussed it while we wal ked outsi de?
I could stand to stretch ny legs."

"Nonsense. Listen to ne now Every tine a spell does not work, Tork gets a little nmore frustrated.
And with every frustration, he decides he nust tackle a sonewhat nore conplicated spell to prove
hinsel f. This disturbing tendency has escalated to such a point that, probably this very night,
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Tork will attenpt Fisbay's Grand Forxsnagel."
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What little blood renmained in Ebenezum s face vani shed entirely. "The Forxsnagel ? But shoul d t hat
fail..."

"Exactly. | should inmagine that this valley woul d becone the eighth Netherhell. And who knows?
Per haps the whole world would follow "

There was silence for a long nonent, then Norei spoke. "Perhaps, Mdtther, the wizard's suggestion
is best. We should let the two of themrest. Then, when the Forxsnagel begins, both w zard and
apprentice can join us, five strong, to battle it."

Solima puffed on her pipe for a nonent, then nodded. Norei led us fromthe tiny cottage to an even
tinier shed in back. Ebenezum followed quietly.

He spoke the instant Norei had left. "She does have the nmpbst beautiful green eyes, Wint. We had
our noment together, back when | was near your age. But her grandnother!" He coughed.

1 had never seen ny master quite like this before. For want of something to say, | asked hi m about
t he For xsnagel

"MP?" The question seened to bring the w zard back to his senses for a nmonent. "Ch, 'tis the

Overspell, the one great conjure that will make the whole world yours for the taking. It's purely
theoretical magic, of course, never been attenpted before. Ah, but those green eyes, Wint! | cane
this way on our journey toward Vushta to see if Solinma still lived here. She is a great witch
fully ny equal. But when | saw her eyes again, | forgot ny nalady, the reason, | thought, | had

come. Ah, if only the old womman weren't alive!"

I was beginning to seriously worry for ny naster. Hi s usual professionalismseenmed to have
vani shed with one glance from Solima. He had neglected to tel
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either of the witches that his ailnent prevented himfromeven being in the presence of w zardry,
while | was probably the world's only nagician's apprentice who had never been taught any magic.
Yet in a matter of hours, we were expected to rally against the greatest spell ever conjured.

An earth trenor shook the shack. There was a giant's foot outside the w ndow
"Fee fi fo fum Uxtal for revenge has cone!"

The magi cian held his nose. "'"Tis up to us now Open ny pack and get out the red book! Page forty-
six!"

I ruffled as rapidly as possible through the junble of books and arcane equipnent. Finally 1 spied
a thin red tonme beneath a bundle of dried herbs. 1 pulled the book fromthe pack and exanmined it.
Sorcery Made Sinple was stanped on the cover in large gold letters. Beneath that, in smaller
script, were the words "E-Z-Spell Library #6." | rapidly turned to page forty-six as my master
finally sneezed.

"THE BANI SHVENT OF G ANTS, " bold block letters proclained across the top. This was followed by a
brief description of types of giant--fromwhat little | read, Uxtal seened to be a Northern Bl uee--
and three short spells for their renopval

That's when Uxtal tore the roof fromthe shack. Ebenezum s hands fl ew about his sneeze-racked
body, and I found nyself encircled by thick gray snoke.

"Fee fi fumfo! Were did those two nortals go?"
1 heard Uxtal sonewhere above us. Soneone grabbed ny sleeve and pulled. | stunbled after him

Then the wi zard sneezed again, sending the cloud in all directions.
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"Fi fo fumfee! I'll teach you to hide fromne!"
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The giant reached for us. | still held the red book in my hand but had | ost my place. | |eafed

through frantically, w shing | could renenber the page nunber.

Then | heard the singing. It cane fromthe front doorstep of the cottage, where Norei, Solim, and
a wi zened old wonan | had never seen before stood. It was a strange song, sonetines sounding |ike
a choir of angels had cone to earth, other times resenbling nothing nore than certain yodeling
ditties | had been fond of at the age of three. But the song was a spell, and a glow ng ball of
orange |ight grew above the three wonen, then rapidly sped in the direction of the giant. Uxta
turned and ran so fast he didn't have tine for parting words.

My naster blew his nose.
"You're safe, then!" Norei called. "Wuld we could get rid of Tork as easily as we subdued Wxtal."

"That the one?" the old wonan said as she pointed to Ebenezum "I renmenber him Looks like he's
got a cold. He's spreading disease. Mark ny word, it wouldn't surprise ne if he were carrying the
pl ague! "

"Now, Grandnother," Solina chided.

"He's probably never worked a day of his lifel And | ook at that beard! Norei, get me sone eye of
newt and toe of frog! We'll teach himto cone skul king around here!"

"Grandnmother's a traditionalist.” Norei |eaned close to ne and whispered in ny ear. My heart
raced. "She's never |iked w zards nuch, either. She always thinks they bad-nmouth witches."

"Just a second here, and I'lIl fry up a couple of lightning bolts!" the old wonan procl ai red. She
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rubbed her hands rapidly. "Then I'I|l zap you back where you canme from"

"Grandmot her!" Solinma scol ded. "You know we can't use magic unless it's absolutely necessary. Tork
will find us!"

"This is necessary!" the old woman shouted, her hands still rubbing together. | heard sonething
crackl e between them

"G andnot her! Ebenezumis ny friend! | will not have you zapping him"

"Friend? After what he did to ne? I'll show himwhat 1 think of his chicken-feather spell!™
"Grandnmot her! Up to your room™

The old woman gl owered for a nmonent, then scooted up the | adder. Ebenezum bl ew hi s nose.

"You showed great restraint with G andnother this tinme, Eb. | do agree that that spell with the
chi ckens was a bit nuch, especially after all those dead fish. But she was right about your cold,
wasn't she?"

Ebenezum | ooked at ne, then at Solima and Norei. His face was drawn and tired. "Alas, 'tis worse
than that." And he told themthe story of his nal ady.

"You poor dear!" Solima said when he was through. "You' ve managed valiantly, though. | always knew
you were a man of character, Eb." She wal ked over to nmy master and put her hands on his shoul ders.
"G ve me an hour or so to check ny books. I'msure there are certain herbs that can be used to

ease a condition such as yours, and if I'mnot mstaken, certain healing sprites can be called to
visit an area which would renove your condition conpletely! Face it, you old codger: you haven't
been cured because you have not visited a good witch!"
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She kissed himon the forehead. "Now | want all three of you out of here. | have to do ny
research!"

The wi zard took nme aside as soon as we had quit the cottage. "Vulnerability, Wnt. A ways good as
a last resort. Brings out the nmother instinct. You still have the red book?"

| showed ny master where | had tucked it in ny shirt.

"Good." He twirled his nustache. "Who knows? Soon | may even be able to use it."

Norei stepped fromthe door we had just left. "Wintvor? May | speak to you for a mnute?"
| looked to my nmaster. He pulled his beard reflectively.

"I ndeed," he said after a nonent. "There are matters | nust attend to as well." He wal ked to the
remai ns of the shack, nore bounce in his wizardly stride than | had ever seen before.

Then | turned to Norei. My world was Norei--her oval face, framed by |long dark hair. And those
| arge green eyes. Eyes to get lost in.

"Wintvor? What's the matter?" she said with some concern. "Do | have a bug on ny nose? You j ust
got the strangest |ook."

| cleared ny throat and stared at the forest floor, assuring her it was only fatigue fromny
j our ney.

"Tired you may be, but you have to put that behind you!" She grabbed ny arm above the el bow. |

| ooked up. Her face was close to mne. "Your master is ill, ny nother close to coll apse,
Grandnother unwilling to hel p because of sonething your master did |ong ago involving fish and
chickens! It's up to the two of us to be strong. We have to be the center around which the magic
grows to defeat Tork'sForxsnagel!"
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I nodded. Yes, everything she said was true. | would do anything for her. So what if |I'd only
tried three spells in ny life and none of themever quite worked out? Wth Norei as ny guide, our
magi ¢ woul d be strong.

She kissed ne lightly. | could hear my brain hum Wen she screaned, 1 realized it wasn't ny
brain, but the denobns. They surrounded us, and their humm ng was fierce.

"So!" Tork called fromthe rear of the denmon brigade. "Playing with nmagic this afternoon, were
you? | can deal with you now "

Ebenezum cane running fromthe cottage, followed by Solina. G andnother hopped quickly behind.
"The only dealing you'll do, fiend," Ebenezum exclained, "is with ne!"

"Careful, Eb!" Solim cautioned. "I'mnot sure of the potency of the herbs. Perhaps we should work
our collective nagic before they wear off."

"He'll never listen," Gandnother shouted fromthe rear. "Let the scoundrel go! G ve ne sone fox-
root and duckwort, and I'Il show themall!"

In the midst of this, Tork tried to conjure. Frogs fell fromhis sleeves.
"No! No!" he screamed. "Very well! You' ve seal ed your doonl The Overspell! Forxsnagel!"
The earth shook.

"Fee fi fo fum | will stanp on everyone!"
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Uxtal was above us. Norei ran to her family. The three of them began a chant. d ancing back
Ebenezum joined in as Prince Tork screaned incantations and junped through a series of extremely
acrobatic positions.

"Fi fo fumfee! No one's even watching ne!" The
114
giant growed and lifted his great foot into the air.

I 1 ooked back and forth at the two groups of conbatants: |eaping Tork surrounded by denons, the
three wi tches and Ebenezum weavi ng a vocal tapestry. Uxtal, | reasoned, would stonp the singers
first, but the four were so involved in their song they woul d never see the descending foot.

"Twas then | remenbered the book. | pulled it all too rapidly frommy shirt. It spun from ny hands
and | anded on the ground. When | picked it up, | noticed it had opened to the proper page!

I knew then that | was fated to best the giant. | glanced rapidly over the three spells printed
across the bottom of the page. | chose what appeared to be the sinplest: "Shrinking the G ant Down
to Size." A six-foot-tall giant would be no problemat all

But 1 had forgotten the denons! They were all upon ne, ripping and tearing at nmy clothes, their
awf ul hum cl ose agai nst nmy ears. | shouted out the spell, the book ripped fromny hands as the
final syllables escaped ny lips.

The denons fell away fromne. | | ooked up to the giant. He was getting snaller
But nmy exhilaration was short-lived. For some reason, everything else was getting smaller, too.

| realized ny nistake. In ny haste, | nust have junbled the syllables of the spell. |Instead of
Uxtal shrinking, | was grow ng!

| |l ooked about ne as | grewto Uxtal's size and nore. It gave ne a whole new view of the
countryside; the ruined half of the valley where we had descended, and the area around ne, which
besides a few spots |ike the denolished shack, seened still to be the rolling forest and

pi cturesque farm and this
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whol e val |l ey nmust have been before the com ng of Uxtal

I noticed then that ny stout oak staff had grown with nme. Far below, |I could hear Prince Tork's
screans, counterpointed by four voices weaving in and out, punctuated by shrill whistles and wild
whoops. None of them seened in the | east aware of the giant's foot hovering over them

"Fee fumfofi! I will crush you by and by!"

I hit his foot with my staff. Uxtal |ooked up in alarm

"Hey!" he said in a low voice. "You trying to spoil my act?"

"Away, fiend!" | bellowed. 1 was surprised at how | oud nmy voi ce was.

"Away, fiend? What kind of line is that? It doesn't even rhynme! | was only trying to scare the
folks. It's part of the contract!"

"A contract with demons!™ | cried. 1 walked toward Uxtal. Things crunched and crashed beneath ny
feet. I |looked down to see ny gigantic boots had left a trail of decimation through the forest.

"Say," Uxtal said, his eyes narrowed to slits, "are you nonuni on?"

He was trying to confound ne with Netherhell double-talk! | decided, rather than risk destroying
more of the valley bottom | would stand ny ground and thrash the villain soundly with ny staff.
swung the stick with a cry.
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And Uxtal junped out of its path. He was awfully linber for a giant. The staff swept enpty air,

and | lost ny balance. | found nyself falling, straight toward Ebenezum and the witches.
Frantically, | tried to twist away. | crashed, scant
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yards away from the whoopi ng and whistling assenbly, denplishing the witches', cottage instead.

| rolled away fromthe witches' clearing, flattening another couple of acres of forest, and
struggled to ny feet. Now | was mad! | growl ed at Uxtal

"You had better get out of here!"

Uxtal was | ooking down at the others. A great ball of light had fornmed above the witches, while
Tork had created a large area of total dark above himself. Light and dark noved together

"l think you're right." Uxtal waved and in four strides had di sappeared over the rimof the
val | ey.

Dark and |ight nmet.

It turned very cold, and all the color seenmed to drain fromthe world. There was no sound; only
gray shapes in silence. | could see the four still singing, and Tork danci ng anong his denons.

But sonet hing was wong with Ebenezunl He was down on his knees. Even though there was no sound, |
knew he was sneezi ng.

The worl d was goi ng a deeper gray. Ebenezumtried to rise but fell, quivering in his robes.
tried to nove, to help ny master, but was sonehow glued to the spot.

The worl d went dark.

In an instant, there was light. The three witches lay on the ground, unconsci ous. Ebenezum had
sonehow managed to stand, and now faced Tork and his denon m nions, who all hunmred triunphantly.

"The Forxsnagel is mine!" Tork cried. "I can have anything | want! Already | have defeated the
power of these three witches. You ceased your spells just before the bl ow and were spared. But
that, dear wizard, is a tenporary condition! By the power of the Forxsnagel, | claimyour wzard's
skills!™
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Dark lightning flashed from Tork's fingers. Ebenezumthrew out his hands to conjure hinsel f, but
the Iightning threw hi mback.

Tork laughed, raising his balled fist to the heavens. "Power! All of magic is mne!"
Then he began to sneeze.
Norei and | kissed. A young witch and a nagician's apprentice, in a world nade new agai n.

The witches had managed to return the valley to normal in a surprisingly short tine. Solima's
sisters were rescued fromtheir prison, the denons exorcised fromthe | and, and rebuil ding had
begun. My master and | should have left a week before to continue our journey to Vushta, city of a
t housand forbidden delights and a cure for nmy nmaster. But here we stayed. Which was fine with ne.

| kissed Norei. Her lips were very sweet.

It was a shame about Ebenezum s cure, though. When Tork had achi eved Forxsnagel, he had tried to
drain off ny master's abilities and received Ebenezum s mal ady in the bargain. Now Solinma was
afraid to summon such sprites as might cure my master, in case they cured Prince Tork as well
There were still the herbs, of course, though Solina warned agai nst using themtoo frequently.
They had taken their toll on Ebenezum al ready; he had slept for nost of a day after his battle
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with Tork. And Solima told us that after two or three ingestions, the body built up imunities to
the medi cine, and the mal ady woul d return, as bad as or worse than ever. W would have to go to
Vushta after all.

Norei's cool hand brushed the hair fromny eyes. "Wat are you thinking of, Wnt?"
118

"Fate," | replied. "How we nmet, and suffered, and triunphed. How we both have our whole |ives
ahead of us, and how ny future has changed, know ng you."

Norei's green eyes | ooked heavenward. "You do talk funny sonetines, Wntvor. W've just nmet. Don't

go planning our lives yet. Wio knows what will happen to us?" She ki ssed ny cheek
"Who knows?" | agreed. "For now, ny nmaster seens content to stay here." 1 |ooked back at the
rebuilt cottage, half-hidden by what trees still remained standing in this part of the wood.

There was a runbling crash

"Ha, ha, ha! | knew the duckwort would work!" It was Grandnother's voice. "I'll teach you to |ay
about the house sweet-tal king nmy daughter!"”

Ebenezum cane running full speed fromthe cottage. Solina held her grandnother back from
following. Fire sprouted fromthe old wonan's fingertips.

"The spells may take a little while, but the old ways are the best!" the old wonman called. "Stand
your ground and let ne boil your blood!"

My master tossed nme my pack. "Quick, Wint! It's off to Vushta!" He sneezed and | ooked back at
Solima. "1'Il be back when I've found the cure!™

"I look forward to it!" Solima replied, still grasping the struggling ol dster.
"We'll all be waiting for you!" Grandnother waved her flam ng hands.
| stood, pack in one hand, staff in the other. "I guess I'moff to Vushta, then."

"Ch," Norei replied. "Wll, good-bye."
Is that all she had to say? After all the tine we
119
spent together? "Norei," | whispered, "cone to Vushta."
She | ooked at nme and smi | ed.

"They call it the city of a thousand forbidden delights."

"Well, maybe | will, someday." She stood and kissed me lightly.
"Now I'I'l zap you, scoundrel!" G andnother had broken free from Solim and was com ng toward us
rapidly. Her fire fingers singed the shrubbery as she ran. "1'll teach you to sully the nane of

good, honest witches! Fish and chickens, indeed!"

I was off down the road, after ny naster

"No matter how ideal the circunstances of one's present |ocation
him "there is always sonething to be said for a change of scene.”

he remarked as | caught up with

SEVEN
"There are those who claimthat magic is like the tide; that it swells and fades over the surface

of the earth, collecting in concentrated pools here and there, al nost disappearing from ot her
spots, |eaving them parched for wonder. There are also those who believe that if you stick your
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fingers up your nose and blow, it will increase your intelligence."
--THE TEACH NGS OF EBENEZUM Vol une VI

After that, of course, our luck got worse. It wasn't just the assassins, although Ufoo's paid
m ni ons kept appearing with greater and greater frequency. It was probably all those mnstrels
that made us so easy to, find. Wen one's fane is being sung in every village in the kingdom it
is difficult for one to travel incognito. Before our present arrangenent, we seened to be al ways
on the run.

Then the eart hquakes began

At first, they were only small trenors, a nonent's
121

122

shifting of the earth beneath our feet. But they grew greater day by day. | worried that Prince
Tork had recovered fromhis inherited nmal ady and would soon visit the Forxsnagel upon us again.
VWien | told ny nmaster of ny fears, he dismssed them at |least as far as so inept as w zard as
Tork was concerned. Yet as to the earthquakes being caused by the Forxsnagel . . . well, there
m ght be some truth to that. He would speak no nore on the subject until we were free of our
present conpany. Until then, he only scratched the hair beneath his cap

Qur conversation was cut short by a commotion in the distance.

There nust have been twenty of them each one attenpting to scream | ouder than his or her
conpanions, all running full tilt down the dirt path that passed for a road in this rural cline.
On ny master's instructions, we stepped to one side of the | ane and watched t hem pass.

"I ndeed," Ebenezum intoned as the cloud of dust caused by the commotion settled down agai n upon
the road. He allowed a hand to stroke his beard and nade clicking sounds deep in his throat, a
sure sign of w zardly thought.

"I do believe they would have run us over!" Od GCame Sniggett quivered, her pale hands fluttering
anongst her bl ack robes. "They can't be from around here! Not civilized at all!"

"Now, now, Auntie." The beautiful Ferona took her elder's hands in her own steady grip. In the two
days that the wonmen had been our traveling conpanions, | had been repeatedly inpressed by the
young worman's ability to remain calmin the face of any crisis.

"I"'msure there is sone |ogical explanation for
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their behavior," she continued. "Perhaps they are sone sort of religious order, making a hasty
pilgrimage to their holy shrine. Watever their purpose, it is not for us to worry about. Not when
we are so close to the safety of our hone.”

The wizard turned to regard the two wonen. "W are al nost there?”

Ferona smiled, an expression so brilliant on her freckled face, surrounded by her red hair, that
i f you watched her | ong enough, you might forget the sun. "Aye, good sir. W are nearly in
shouting distance. Tis only a couple nore hills down the road. Come on, Nanny. Let's all of us
wal Kk so we can get home and rest properly.”

It was then nmy nmaster sneezed. | hoped, for a foolish instant, that it was only a reaction to the
dust on the road. But | knew, sonewhat closer to nmy soul, that my master's sneeze boded far nore
ill than that.

The wi zard sneezed again. A lone man ran toward us this tine, his shadow flung far across the road
by the late afternoon sun
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"The sun is setting!" the newconer cried, his voice cracking fromthe wei ght of enotion. "The sun
is setting!"

"W thank you for that information," ny naster replied when it becane apparent the man had
finished his speech. "Is there anything else you' d |ike to add?"

"But--" The man cane closer still. | could now see the horror in his eyes. "Tis the first night of
the full noon!"

The wi zard scratched at the snowwhite hair beneath his cap. "This is also true.” He gl anced at
the ladies. "If you have no nore information to inpart, | think we should be on our way."

124

"Bork, you are tal king nonsense!" Dane Snhiggett stepped forward. "Pardon the intrusion, oh |earned
sir, but | knowthis man. He's one of ny farmhands. | alnost didn't recognize him acting so."
She sniffed. "He's usually so civilized."

"Ch, nmy lady!" Bork fell to his knees. "I'mso afraid of the beast, | didn't see you. So nmuch has
happened at the farm since the change cane over Geta."

The el der pulled herself erect, her once watery eyes afire with outrage. "Sonething has happened
to Geta?"

"No, nothing," Bork whinpered. "That is, nothing beyond ..
and his voice trailed off to nothing.

He gl anced at ny master and nyself,

Ferona | ooked to Ebenezum an apologetic snile lighting her face. If only she would smile that way
at ne! "Gretais ny mstress's prize pullet.”

My nmaster pulled at his beard. "There is an illness anong the chi ckens, then?"

" Chi ckens?" Danme Sniggett's voice reached a volune and tinbre that | previously woul d have thought
i mpossible in a woman so frail. "Greta is no--" Her nouth refused to formthe word. "Greta is an
East Ki ngdom dandy!"

"M stress!" Ferona urged. "Your nerves!"

Dame Sniggett glanced, startled, at her young charge. The air seeped from her body in a rush, and
she returned to being bent and frail. "Forgive ne, good sir," she whispered to ny master. "Wen I
hear ny Greta is in trouble, all sense | eaves ne."

"No need for alarm dear woman," Ebenezumsaid with the same warm snmle and soot hing voi ce that
had won a thousand paying clients. "W all have those things that are very dear to us."

125

The wonan gl anced at hi mand qui ckly | ooked away. She giggled, a npbst unexpected sound. "W are
fortunate," she said softly, "to be traveling with a nan who knows the proper manner in which to
view t hings."

"It's a wzard's duty to place things in perspective. My lady, if you and your ward will acconpany
me, we will escort you to the safety of your home." Wth that, Ebenezum|ed the way down the road
once again. | took up the rear as usual, the paraphernalia-filled pack on ny back sonewhat

hi nderi ng ny novenments. Bork struggled to his feet as | passed.

"But the beast--" he cried.
Sonewhere in the distance, a wolf how ed.

The pounding started sonetine after they deposited my master and nyself in the massive front hall
of the estate. Cccasionally, the poundi ng woul d be acconpani ed by screani ng

Dame Sniggett would flutter through the hall fromtine to tinme, fragments of explanation trailing
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her rapid novenents. "The roons aren't quite proper yet. ... | like everything just so. ... It was
so much nmore civilized." Ferona would glide after her every now and then, and spare a snile for mny
master. | tried to get her to smle at ne but once again couldn't quite catch her eye.

No one nentioned the pounding and the screans.

Both seened to cone fromjust the other side of the great oak door that forned the entrance way to
the massive estate that housed Dane Sniggett and Ferona. In a quiet nonent, | asked the wi zard
what he thought all the commotion night be. My naster thought for a bit, then replied in a | ow
tone: "The
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rich do have their quirks. Mst likely '"tis a deranged uncle they keep | ocked in the tower.
Pretend not to notice, at least until they've given us dinner."

At | ast a young woman appeared to tell us we could now enter the main hall and all would be
expl ai ned. She introduced herself as Borka, sister to the mstress's other servant. My naster
turned fromhis study of the el aborate carvings that lined the walls, especially those inlaid with
gold, and pulled at his robes to properly straighten the Iines. | gathered up ny pack and stout
oak wal king staff, and followed the wizard into the Geat Hall

Qur eyes immedi ately fixed upon the dozen gol den chicken coops that |ined one wall of the huge
room

"Wl come to ny little nest,"” Dane Sniggett cooed.

She stood at the end of a long table made of dark wood, Ferona at her side. They had changed from
their sinple but elegant traveling clothes to sonewhat nore respl endent finery, the nistress of
the house dressed all in black |ace, her lovely charge dressed in a gown that showed all the
colors of spring. This tinme | thought Ferona smled at both of us. | wi shed again | could get her
to smle just for ne.

My Iife had changed in the two days since we had chanced to nmeet the two wonen in a roadside inn.
Prai se the assassins that U foo sent against us, for they nade it necessary for us to find
traveling conpanions! And thus far, it had worked. The |ast two days had passed assassin free. But
far nore than that had happened to ne. Before, | had been nerely Wintvor, a nagician's apprentice
content with followi ng ny naster on his quest for a cure. But on that day when Dane Sniggett had
requested the wizard's aid, nmy life had grown to include Ferona. There had

127
been a few ot her wonen, surely, but their nmenories were |like wisps of snoke, burned away by
Ferona's fiery beauty. Wll . . . there were sone tines, late at night, when | thought of Norei
and the way she kissed. But she had her own life to | ead. That was sonet hing she had nade very
clear. After that, | shouldn't have thought about her as much as | did. But then there was Ferona!

Ferona! How had | existed before | had known that nanme? | hadn't yet been able to get her to talk
to ne, but that was a snall matter, now that we had met. Now, ny |ife had purpose.

A chi cken clucked. It was probably in response to the i Mmense quantity of poundi ng and scream ng

still going on outside, so |oud now we could hear it clearly in this inner room

"Now, now, Greta," Dane Sniggett soothed. "I want you to nmeet a very inportant man." Her watery
eyes blinked at my master. "Tall, handsone, and a w zard besi des!"

"I ndeed," Ebenezum runbl ed. He glanced briefly at me before returning to exanine the hen. | could
tell inmediately that he was not pleased at being introduced to a chicken. Even with all her

noney, Dame Sniggett m ght go too far.
"Borka. Take Greta from her cage."

The wi zard grimaced. He expected the worst. He might even have to hold it.
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"Yes, ma'am" The serving woman curtsied and grabbed the chicken by the throat.

"Gently, gently," the dame chided. "She is very special to ne." | could see the idea of being
chased by assassins appeal ed nore to Ebenezum with every passing nonent.

"You see, Geta is a very special chicken." Dane
128
Sniggett's voice fell to a whisper. "She has the ability to produce gold."

The smil e reappeared on Ebenezum s lips, unfolding like a flower as it catches the warmrays of
t he sun.

"It's always been possible in theory," the w zard remarked, "though |'ve never seen a spell that
made it happen. She actually produces gol den eggs?"

There was an enbarrassed silence. Finally, Borka cleared her throat. "Wll, you see, the gold
really comes out of another part of the chicken entirely."

"How i nproper!" Fire blazed in the m stress's eyes again, but the | ook softened as she gazed at
her hen. "Yet poor Geta can't help it. Al the creatures of the world nust perform such
functions, even humans. Cursed with such a fate, we should be thankful when it comes out gold!"

Bor ka | ooked up fromwhere she held the chicken. Her face grew suddenly pale. "'Tis getting dark
I must go close the shutters!"

She thrust the chicken back into its cage and ran fromthe room The poundi ng outside seened to
redoubl e with the approachi ng darkness, although by now the screans had gotten quite hoarse.

"Now t hat you know about our Greta," Dame Sniggett said, "I can tell you the real reason |I've
asked you to cone to the estate. When | saw you were a w zard, new hope rose within ny bosom Tel
me, dear, dear Ebenezum m ght there be a spell by which you could change the orifice through
which Greta's gold appears?”

"An interesting point." Ebenezumsniffed. Being in the same roomas an enchanted chi cken did not
seemto be enough to nake ny naster sneeze, although it did nmake his nose run. | imagined that if
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Geta decided to nmake gold any time in the wi zard's presence, his malady would return full force
"Many magi ci ans have proposed spells for the laying of golden eggs," he continued, "but no matter
what the process proposed, the results always proved to be econonmically unfeasible. That is, nore
magi ¢ went in one end than gold came out the other." Ebenezum bl ew hi s nose.

"But it might be done?"

"Certainly possible, with the head start your hen has. It's just a matter of fathonm ng the proper
spel |l of transference."

"Then | mnust insist you remain here as ny guests!" Dane Snhiggett's watery eyes shone |ike pools
beneat h the nmoon. "Ferona will show you to your room civilized in every respect! It belonged to
the master of the house, Ferona's late uncle. Oh, and your apprentice can sleep in the barn."

A sudden commoti on seened to have repl aced the pounding and screami ng that went on in the hallway.
Bork staggered into the room

"Way didn't you answer the door? The beast would have gotten ne!"
Danme Sniggett stared at himin silent indignation.

"How were we to know you would return?" Ferona replied. "W thought the knocking was yet another
pilgrim looking for a handout for his holy cause." She gl anced at Ebenezum and nyself. "All the
pilgrinms around here know that Auntie has noney."
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A sudden chill wind blewinto the room Bork, Ferona, and Dane Sni gget |ooked at one another, an
expression of terror on their faces.

"The door!" Bork whi spered.

Sonething leapt into the roomw th a horrible,

130

shrieking grow . Dame Sniggett cried out, Ferona and Bork | eapt away.

Ebenezum was sneezing now. The creature was sorcerous! Although one |ook at the thing's near human
height, its face full of fangs and coarse gray hair, should have been enough to tell ne that. The
things would kill us all, unless someone acted quickly. | leapt forward, sw nging my stout oak
staff.

The creature grabbed the sw ngi ng wood and wenched it fromny grasp as if the force behind ny

bl ow had been nothing. Talons bit into the skin of nmy right hand. Wth a cry 1 pulled nmyself free,
but the creature was on top of nme. It forced me to the floor, its breath hot on ny neck. | caught
a glinpse of razor teeth. Behind us, the chickens shrieked in disnay.

The beast paused and | ooked up, sniffing the air. As fast as it had floored ne, it leapt away to
grab the nearest chicken. Hen in nmouth, it ran fromthe room

As | stared dunbly at ny bl eeding hand, | heard Ebenezum bl ow his nose. Dame Sniggett tossed a
napkin in nmy direction so that | might nop up the blood, her face a mask of distaste. Ferona
si ghed and shook her head.

"I't happens aH the tine."
El GHT

"Even for a wizard there will often come tines when soneone cl ose to you, perhaps even your

spouse, criticizes your habits by conparing themto those of animals. This is distinctly unfair to
the animals, who have far better habits than we in many areas. Wen, for exanple, have you seen a
frog collecting taxes or a squirrel running for electoral office? Present argunents |like these to
t hose people who criticize you. If they still do not see the wi sdom of your ways, you may then
feel free to bite them™

-- THE TEACH NGS OF EBENEZUM Vol une | X

"There are certain problens with this estate,” Danme Sniggett adnmitted after we had eaten and she
had sufficiently cal med.

"I ndeed. Like werewol ves." Ebenezum stroked his beard. So that was what it was! | had heard of
such strange creatures--hunmans that turn to aninmals

131
132
under the full moon. My hand ached in renmenbrance.

"No," Ferona interjected. "What Auntie is trying to say is that magic collects here, producing al
manner of strange and wonderful things. Only in such a place could Greta produce gol d.
Unfortunately, there are negative sides to the nagic as well."

"Yes, yes, but that's why we've brought a wi zard here!" The aunt snmiled at ny nmaster. "Good Eben-
ezum surely you can try to dispel the negative magicks that lurk about this farm™

"l can but try," the wizard replied. Apparently, no one had noticed ny naster's tota
hel pl essness' during the werewol f's attack, and the nage, sensing a fee, was not eager to bring
the matter up. "Now, we have had a long and trying day. Perhaps you woul d be good enough to show

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cra...20Gardner%20-%20A%20Malady%200f%20Magicks.txt (63 of 110) [11/5/2004 7:17:23 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Crai g%20Shaw%620Gardner%20-%20A %20M al ady %200f %20M agi cks.txt
us to our roons?"

"Certainly. Ferona, take Ebenezumup to the nmaster's suite. After that, Bork can point out the way
for Wintvor to walk to the barn." Dane Sniggett studied her black |ace sleeve for an instant. "Oh,
incidentally, good wi zard, just so there are no nore surprises, | should tell you to totally

i gnore the ghost. He's quite harmess, really.”

"CGhost?" | saw ny naster's eyes cloud with wi zardly rage. Dame Sniggett had gone too far at |ast.
Hi s right hand shot out to pave the way for a major denunciation. H s fingers banged into the
gol den chi cken cage

The wi zard hesitated, the touch of precious netal bringing himback to his senses.

"Beg pardon, nmadam but 1 cannot sleep with a ghost present. My magi cal senses are too finely

tuned; | would get no rest at all. Gve ny apprentice the master's quarters. | shall sleep in the
barn. "

133
Danme Sniggett frowned. "That's hardly proper! Still, who am1 to criticize the methods of a
practicing wizard? |'msure, in time, we'll all be able to make the necessary adjustnents." She

waved her hand. "Bork, show the young man the way upstairs.”

Sonewhat dejectedly, |I followed the servant. | had hoped that Ferona would escort ne. | stunbl ed
into the huge bedroom Bork led me to and fell upon the massive bed. My recent fight had exhausted
me. Bork departed, closing the door after him The roomwas |left in darkness.

"Hey," a voice whispered in ny ear. "Hey, buddy."
My nmind floundered on the edge of sleep. "Wa?"

Encour aged, the voice got |ouder. "Hey, buddy, ever hear the one about the farnmer's daughter and
the traveling tinsmth?"

"What ?" | was wi de awake now. "What are you tal king about?"

"All right, all right, so you've heard that one," the voice said, suddenly defensive. "How about
this: How many nonks does it take to enpty a cistern?"

"l was trying to sleep!™ | cried. It then occurred to me that | had no idea who or what | was
talking to. Ice rolled down ny spine. A valley full of ghosts cane to mnd, a valley where | had
al nost becone a ghost nyself.

"Who are you?" | whispered.
"Ch, I'ma ghost. Peelo's the nane. Formerly jester to the court of King Zi ngwarfel, sone four
hundred years back now. | had the msfortune to make a joke about the king' s nane, and was put

instantly to death. Now I'mforced to wander these halls endlessly, trying to make peopl e | augh
But hey,
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you don't want to hear about this. It's showine!"

I had no idea what this creature was tal king about. It didn't seem dangerous, but with ghosts you
could never tell. "Wiy can't | see you?" | asked.

"What, you want nme to manifest nyself? | usually save that for the big boffo conclusion. But hey.
Tell me this. Wiy did the hippogriff cross the road?"

"I don't care!" | pounded the bed with nmy fists. The right one throbbed painfully. "Ghosts,
wer ewol ves, magi ¢ chickens. \Wat's going on here?"

"Hey, buddy, calmdown. It's all just part of the package. You know, standard Netherhell grab bag:
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one gol d-producing spell, a werestone, a giant G ak--although heaven knows where it's gone--one
slightly used ghost. I'msort of the MC. of this troupe, forced to walk these halls until | can
meke soneone really laugh. If only sonebody woul d give ne some new j okes! Do you know how
difficult it is to mlk |aughs out of four-hundred-year-old material ?"

"I"'msure it's hard,” | said. | was too tired to care. | lay back on the bed.

"But hey, no nore boring stories! On with the show D d you hear the one about the unicorn and the
tavern keeper? Well, this unicorn goes into this tavern, see, and orders a nug of ale fromthe
tavern keeper. The tavern keeper brings the ale, and says, 'That'll be a hundred gold crowns.'
Then he adds, 'You know, we don't get many...' "

It was all too much for me. | fell asleep
I found ny way to the barn and told Ebenezum nmy ghost story early the next norning.

"I ndeed," he said when | was finished. "There's
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nmore here than neets either the eye or nose. | have a feeling that Dane Sniggett is attenpting to
extract a great deal of work fromus for a very low fee." He cleared his throat. "I inagine she

woul d think that sort of thing proper.”

"Either that,"” | added, "or she's afraid a spell that took away the bad m ght take her bel oved
chi cken, too."

"A good point." Ebenezum fingered his | ong white nustache. "Perhaps there's hope for you, yet,
Wint vor. What ever happens, we'll have to charge for the spells as pi ecework. Expensive that way,
but they can afford it."

"But--" A sudden awkwardness kept ne fromfinishing the sentence. Wio was going to cast the
spells? My nmaster's malady left himin no condition to conjure. He had tried i nnunerabl e net hods
of bl ocking up his nose or sonehow diverting the sor-cerous snells during the course of our
travels. The only conmmon elenent in all these nethods was that none of them worked. None of them
that is, except one. Solim's cure!

My eyes wandered to the vial of herbs Ebenezum had kept by his side this past week. The w zard
shook his head. "No, Wint. This job is nowhere near inportant enough for ne to use ny only renedy.
It will have to wait for a nore serious occasion.”

Ebenezum pul l ed at his beard and stared off into the hayloft. "There are a nunber of supernatura

factors at work here. Yet each one, taken separately, is nmanageable with a fairly sinple spell. A
wer estone nust be destroyed, a ghost bani shed, perhaps another thing or two exorcised. After that,
we'll repair Dame Sniggett's chicken. And you, Wintvor, will be the one to performthe magic."
136

| stared at my master for a long noment. "Cl ose your nmouth, lad. A good w zard al ways has his
mouth firmy closed.”

I conplied.

"I'n the past,"” ny naster continued, "you have |l earned to use sone sinple spells to extricate us
fromdifficult circunstances. Perhaps they haven't always worked exactly as planned, but we are
still alive and on the road to Vushta, which is all that really matters. In the next few hours,
you will learn a group of spells so sinple as to be child's play. After that, all that will be
required is the proper timng."

1 was overwhel ned. Never had nmy master placed such faith in ne!
"I hope | will be worthy."

Ebenezum r ai sed one eyebrow. "So do |I. There's a large fee involved."
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When Ferona cane to the door of the barn, | hardly | ooked at her. My head was filled with General
Bani shnment Spell #3, Ok's Rule of Universal Exorcism and The Geat Foudou's Chant for the
Real i gnment of Bodily Parts.

"Excuse ne," she said. "|Is Ebenezum about ?"

She had spoken to ne! All the spells flew frommy head. At last, what | had dreaned of for so |ong
had come to pass. | searched ny thoughts to cone up with a reply worthy of her beauty.

But there was no reply that magnificent. | told her, therefore, that Ebenezum had gone out for a
wal k about the estate.

"A pity," she replied. "Tell ne, Wintvor, what do you think of marriage?"
VWhat was she saying? | had known, deep in ny
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heart, that once Ferona and | spoke, everything would change. But this quickly?
"It can be a good thing," 1 pronpted.
Ferona nodded absently. "Do you think Eben-ezum would consider marrying a woman as young as |?"
I found nyself at a | oss for words.

"Pl ease cl ose your mouth, Wintvor," Ferona said. "There are flies in the barn. It could be

unheal thy." One of her magnificently formed feet scuffed at a small pile of hay. "You' re surprised
I want to marry a wizard. It's just that there's such a concentration of magic around here that
we'd all feel nore secure with a magician about."

I couldn't help nyself then. My enotions had risen above reason. "\Wat about ne?" | blurted. "I'm
a magi ci an, too. Much closer to your age."

"And nuch | ess experienced than your naster." Ferona frowned. "Let ne tell you, Wntvor, there is
anot her reason that | need an ol der wi zard. There is a curse upon nme. Any man under the age of
thirty that | kiss dies in three hours!™

I took a step backward.

"I used to have a dozen suitors knocking on ny door day and night. It was only after the third one
expired that | realized the true horror of my affliction.”

"What happened to the other nine?" | asked weakly.

"Ch, they all becane pilgrims. |'mafraid there aren't nmany job opportunities for young men in the
Eastern Ki ngdons t hese days. Fortunately, there always seemto be some openings in being holy."
She sighed wistfully. "If only one of themwere kissing me now "

138

| thought for one wild nonent about taking their place, but then | renenbered the curse. |I'd have

to learn a spell to lift that as well.

"A curse, too?" Ebenezum had cone to stand in the door as we spoke. "Young wonman, | think you need
to explain the entire situation."

And Ferona told the story of how her uncle thought hinself a clever businessman and nade a dea
with the Netherhells for what seemed to be a limtless supply of gold. But, as is al nost always
the case in such dealings, he had mssed the small print (it is usually so snall that people

nm stake it for a dust mote in the |lower left corner of the contract) and, besides a gol d-producing
chi cken, received a ghost, a curse upon his niece, a stone that regularly turned one nenber of the
household into a werewol f, and a large, dark bird that inmediately carried Uncle away.
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"As you can inmagine, we were a little upset over this turn of events," Ferona continued. "However,
Auntie insisted that there was a proper way out of this dilemma. All we had to do was bring in an
expert in the field, and until then, |eave things pretty much the way they were at Uncle's hasty
departure, in case he should suddenly return.”

"I ndeed," Ebenezumreplied. "That way you m ght be able to keep the nmagic elenents fromunsettling
even further. And do you have a copy of this contract?"

"Alas, no. It was carried away with Uncle when the creature got him?"

"A typical Netherhell ploy!" Ebenezum strode back and forth between the haystacks. "Vell, we can't
face the ghost until nightfall, nor will we see the werewol f. The werestone is another matter
entirely.
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We nust find where the denons put it!"
"Ch!" Ferona said brightly. "The denons put it on a mantel piece in the Geat Hall.'
The wi zard stared at the young worman. "And you' ve done nothing with it?"

"Well, Auntie's afraid to nove anything in case Uncle won't recognize the place when he returns.
Besi des which, if you don't bother the werewolf when it bursts into the room all it does is stea
a chi cken and runaway again."

"Don't you fear for Geta?"

"Alittle, but so far the werewol f grabs one of the chickens at either end. As |Iong as we keep the
prize hen toward the m ddle, she seenms to be fine."

Ebenezum frowned at the fading light outside the barn. My instruction in magi c had taken nost of
t he day.

"If we don't hurry," the nage said, "we will be face to face with the werewolf all over again.
We' || destroy the werestone now. M assistant, incidentally, will do the actual work while
supervi se. Wint-vor needs the practice."”

"Al'l right." Ferona | ooked doubtful. "But we should hurry. The |last person the werewolf caught
playing with the werestone got his throat torn out."

I swal |l owed hard and followed ny master toward the house. | repeated the three spells, a word for
every step | took. There could be no mstakes this tine. | had to remenber every one, or 1 would
be minus a throat.

"You're sure nothing will happen to Greta?" Dane Sniggett cooed in the direction of her prize hen
The chicken, for its part, ignored the people in the room
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entirely, pecking away at a pile of dried corn.

"Reasonably sure," the wizard replied. "It depends on the degree of interconnection between the
different spells fromthe Netherhells. Rest assured we will take every precaution.”

Ebenezum hel d his nose. "Wintvor, open the box."

| did as | was told. A small green stone lay in the niddle of the box's plush purple interior. It
| ooked harm ess enough. One could hardly inmagine it was capabl e of doing the things Ebenezum had
described earlier in the day.

"The werestone," ny master explained, "is a particularly fiendish invention of the Netherhells. It
causes people who touch it to be driven out into the wilds in the full noon, and the first |ower
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ani mal they contact, they become like that aninmal every tine the full noon returns. One inagi nes
this particular stone had an additional curse on it, so that the first person to cone in contact
with it would be forced to seek out a wolf. Qtherw se, the person would just have |ikely turned
into a wererabbit."

Ebenezum sneezed behind me. "The spell!" he called. "The spell, Wntvor!"
| began to recite the neutralizing spell. Sonebody screamed when | was hal fway through

"Hey, folks!" an all-too-faniliar voice cried out behind ne. "It's showmine! Tell me, how many
Vusht ans does it take to do something forbidden?" | could see a pale jester's scepter out of the
corner of ny eye. Peelo seemed to have manifested hinself for the occasion

I tried to push the ghost's bad jokes out of nmy mind. | had to finish the spell! Ebenezum was
sneezing with a vengeance now. Hi s nasal whoops
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threatened to drown out an interm nable story on the ghost's part concerning two hairy dogs and a
| arge quantity of mulled wine.

"They're interconnected!" ny naster nanaged between sneezes. "Try the"--sneeze--"strongest"--
sheeze-- "Bani sh! Bani sh!"

So |l was to go all out! The bani shment spell it would be, then. | carefully phrased the first
line, making sure | hit all the guttural stops.

That's when | heard the grow behind ne.

| leapt to one side as the werewolf |unged and heard cloth tear as the claws grazed ny | eggi ngs.
The creature would kill me now. 1 needed a weapon.

My stout oak staff was still across the room near the spot where | had junped away. The wol f
circled the room running perilously close to the golden chicken coops and the huddl ed fornms of
Danme Snig-gett and Ferona. Wuld the beast devour Geta as well? If only there was sonething to
stab, to hit, to throw. Ebenezum could be of no help now. The appearance of the wolf had made his
condition even worse. He lay on the floor, a pitiful mass of sneezing flesh

I had to get ny staff! | took a step across the room but the wolf was in front of ne, its fangs
bared in a half-human snile. It was stal king me now.

I would have to use nmy hands. There was nothing el se to defend nyself with. Then nmy eye caught the
wer est one.

In a single notion, | grabbed the thing and flung it at the wolf. It bounced off the creature's
head, throwing it off-balance. Stone and wol f both fell against the huddl ed wonen.

I hadn't meant to do that. | started across the roomin an attenpt to rescue soneone, when | saw
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the stone take its effect on the other two. Both Ferona and Danme Sniggett had grown dark, coarse
hair all over their bodies. Were once there was one werewol f, now there were three.

Still, I would continue to fight! Though the odds were great against ne, | would give ny | ast
ounce of blood to protect ny naster. Let the werewol ves do their worst!

It occurred to me then that | had al so touched the werestone. Should a werewol f touch ne now, |
woul d al so turn into a hairy beast. There'd be no hope for Ebenezumthen. The wol ves, nyself
i ncl uded, would tear himapart.

The creatures were on Ebenezum The wizard flailed at themwith his fists, but he could barely
control his novements. A snall vial fell fromanong his robes. The herbal renedy!
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| dove beneath a clawed hand and tossed the vial back to ny master. My monentum carried nme on
headfirst into the gol den chi cken cages.

| felt the change come over ne then. My nose and nouth grew together and becane hard. | felt ny
arns sprout feathers. | knew then the horrible truth. |I was turning into a werechicken

A wol f sprang at ne, and | pecked it savagely with my beak. Startled, the wolf backed away. It had
ob-rroasiy ncrer ofeart nfrf a. srx-rooc cfiicften rferore. Surprise was on ny side for a nmonent.
But once the wolves regrouped, their teeth and claws would tear nme apart in an instant.

My chi cken eyes saw novenent. Ebenezum placed the vial to his lips and swal | owed.

There was a crash of breaking glass, and a great, dark bird entered the room "Ladi es and gentle-
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men! " Peel o the ghost cried. "The return of the Gak!"

| saw then that the Grak was carrying a small, balding gentleman. "Hone at last!" the bal ding nan
cri ed.

The wol ves rushed nme. Ebenezum was on his feet, conjuring mghtily. As they ran, the wol ves
transformed to Borka, Ferona, and Dane Sniggett.

The bird circled overhead. It was too nmuch for ny naster, even with the nedicine. He collapsed
agai n, sneezing.

"Feerie!" cried the man dangling fromthe dark bird' s claws. "Borkie! Sniggie! How good to see you
again! | thought |I'd never escape the Netherhells. They have awful, torturous things there.
Traffic jans! Aspirin conmercial s!"

But even the uncle's babbling could not deter Peelo. Hi's four hundred-year-old material just kept
on com ng.

"Ladi es and gentlenen!" he cried, pointing at me. "A practical denonstration! Wiy did the chicken
cross the noat?"

Ferona took one | ook at nme and | aughed. | clucked in indignation. Didn't she realize who hel ped
save her?
W're free to leave this dulf estateffTaclc to trie excitenent of the Netherhells. | tell you, the

ol d jokes are always the best!"
Wth that, the ghost disappeared. As did all other things supernatural

The I ong silence was broken by Greta's frantic clucking. | turned to | ook at the chicken and
noticed that the feathers had left ny arns. Seeing what Geta
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had deposited in the bottom of her golden cage, | realized the nagic had deserted her as well.

"It comes to this," Dame Sniggett wail ed.

"Didn't anybody mniss nme?" inquired the bal d- headed nan

"l assune, good sir, that you are the uncle," Ebenezumsaid after a particularly hearty nose bl ow.

"And who m ght you be, sir?" the bal d-headed man replied. "Sniggie, you haven't been going around
hiring any extra servants?" He exam ned Ebenezum s sil ver-enbroi dered robes. "Unless you aren't--
Sir, just what are you doing alone in this house with ny wife!"

"I ndeed, " Ebenezum runbl ed. He stooped to gather up my pack amidst the now scattered chicken
cages, then thrust it in nmy arms. He turned, his wizardly strides taking himquickly fromthe
room
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I risked a final glance at the |ovely Ferona, but she was lost to ne, crying over a mound of gray
brown where once there had been a pile of gold.

"You'll pay for this!" Dame Sniggett shrieked at nmy master's retreating back. "This is not proper
at all!"

"Enough of that lot," the nage nuttered when we were free of the house. "May all their gold change
in turn." He nodded at a man in the robes of a nonk who wal ked toward us. "Rather we should use
our magic to aid the pilgrinms the girl was always goi ng on about."

"I agree entirely.
tell it was Bork.

The nmonk sniled and pulled back his cowm. Even with the shaven head, | could

"Decided it was tine for a change," he said to our inquiring glances. "A quieter life, free from
the petty pursuits of the material world. Besides"--he tugged
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at his sleeve--"these fine, thick robes cone with the job."

Br ot her Bork chose to walk with us a ways, and Ebenezum summari zed the events that had transpired
after his departure.

"You are holier than I," Bork said at last. "You bani shed every last bit of the curse, and used up
the only renedy known to prevent your namlady, then left the estate without any sort of paynent
what ever ?"

"I didn't say that," Ebenezumreplied. He poked the pack | carried with two fingers. Sonething
cl ucked.

"A chi cken?" Bork asked.

"Di nner." Ebenezum nodded. "Wuld you care to join us?"
I bl anched. Sonehow, the thought of a chicken dinner did not appeal to nme at all. Quite
under standabl e, | shoul d think, considering what | had been through, even though the werespel

over nme had vanished with the rest of the gifts fromthe Netherhells. No, no chicken for nme. |
woul d content nyself with the bag of dried corn | had brought with ne fromthe estate. Anmazingly
enough, before this afternoon | had never realized how incredibly tasty dried corn could be.

But we were out in the open, on our way to Vushta again. Quite naturally, it was only a matter of
monents before we were attacked by yet another band of assassins.

NI NE

"Wzards, like all nortals, need their rest. Casting spells, righting wongs, and putting a little
away for your old age can all be draining occupations. The true w zard nust therefore always
insist on a good night's sleep, and a few days' respite between tasks. After sone particularly
grueling work, a couple of weeks in the country are not out of line. In the aftermath of truly
maj or assignments, of course, nothing | ess than a seaside vacation will do. And what of those
situations in which a wizard's work affects the very world around him perhaps the fabric of the
cosnos itself? Well, be advised that prine accomvpdations in Vushta nmust be reserved at |east two
mont hs in advance."

--THE TEACH NGS OF EBENEZUM Vol une XX11|

It was all too nuch. | could barely support the pack upon ny back. Its weight had surely increased
f our -
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fold. | leaned on ny stout oak staff with such force that it bent each tinme | put ny weight
against it. | was sure it soon would snap. My feet barely lifted fromthe ground as | wal ked, and
| stunbl ed over hidden rocks and roots as we made our slow way down what passed for a path.
Sonetinme during our exhausted flight, we seenmed to have wandered entirely away fromthe nain

hi ghway and now found ourselves on a trail so overgrown that even the forest aninals seened to
have given up on it.

As tired as | was, Ebenezum was nore exhausted still. H's head was bowed, his back was bent. Hs
once wi zardly strides had shortened to a very unw z-ardly hobbl e.

When we had first departed Dame Sniggett's after the successful resolution of her chicken problem
all had seened well with ny master. The tiredness that had ensued after his first use of the
renedi al herbs seened to have passed himby entirely on the second application. The w zard began
to tal k expansively about the possibility of a cure, especially after we obtai ned another quantity
of the healing poultice.

But nmy master spoke prematurely. H's second reaction to the drug cane after we had been on the
road two full days and was fully four tinmes worse than his earlier reaction. Hs first response,
after our battle with Tork, had been exhaustion. H's response after our chicken incident nmade
exhaustion seemlike a highly active state.

Then, of course, there were our constant encounters with assassins. And did | nmention the

i ncreasi ng incidence of earthquakes? At first | thought it was ny bal ance going, follow ng ny
nmuscles into the blanket of fatigue. But no, we were plagued by ever-increasing trenors, as if
gi ants were stonping
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foothills into the earth. These |left us shaken at the | east, and often not standing at all

Ebenezum stunbl ed forward, managing at last to stand reasonably still. He paused and turned to ne,
his eyes once so capable of w zardly rage and sorcer-ous persuasi on now no nore than red and
tired.

"Rest," was all he said.

| pointed to a likely group of stones on the far side of the path where we night sit for a while.
We made our way over to themas best we could. | renmoved ny pack with rather |ess grace than
woul d have liked. | decided not to look inside it just yet. | would discover what had broken at
some later tine.

Ebenezum di dn't even notice the noise. He was too busy sitting down, which, like everything el se
just then, occupied a great ambunt of his tinme. He groaned and exhal ed at the sane instant, as if
in the process of sitting he mght release all his problens to the four w nds.

We sat for a long nonent in silence. My master's |abored breathing softened over tine. At last, he
pushed back his cap to | ook at ne.

"I was afraid of this," he said. "A second use of that potion has drained all the vitality fromny

body. Twould kill nme to use it again." My naster paused to regain his w nd.
"What are we to do?" | asked before | realized that the wi zard had again dozed where he sat.
I knew then it was up to ne. Ebenezum was exhausted beyond all inmagining. | nmust find soneplace he

could rest and recover.

"Pardon?" said a voice fromacross the road.

I | ooked up quickly. Two heavily cl oaked figures stood a scant yard away.
"Did | say sonething?" | inquired.
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"Ch, no." One of the cloaked figures stepped forward. Only his hands were visible, but they waved
about wildly as he spoke, as if they wished to escape the cloak that hid the rest of him

"I said 'pardon,' " he continued, "for | wish to speak with you. You nust excuse ne, for | have
not the social graces of conversation. For you see, 1 ambut a poor hernt, and sel dom speak at
all."

The speaker pulled back his hood, revealing a round, bald head that shone in the afternoon sun
"Ch," | replied after | deciphered his conversation. "And you wi shed to say sonething to ne?"

"Mpst assuredly, yes." H's hands darted about to indicate his chest. "As 1 have stated, 1 ambut a
poor hernmit and religious seeker, Heemat by nane, pledged for twenty years never to utter a word.
Yes, for twenty years these |lips are sealed, never to groan in pain or laugh with joy. But that is
of no consequence, for when 1 saw the two of you by the side of the road, | found "twas tine to
break my vow. "

Heermat continued to smile. | looked to ny naster, but the wizard snored |ightly upon his rock. He
had managed to sleep through all of this. It was only then that | realized howtruly fatigued
Ebenezum was.

Well, tired though | was in turn, soneone would have to see this situation through. And I would do
it in away that would make nmy master proud. | stared at this bald, smling fellow Sonething
about himstruck me as peculiar. Now, | thought, how woul d Ebenezum handl e this?

"Indeed,"” | said, determned to seek this hermt's true nature. "You are a religious seeker?"

"Yes," Heemat replied, lifting his hands to the skies. "I follow the |lesser deity, Plaugg the
Fairly Magnificent."
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"Indeed." | decided | would leave this particular point for the nonce. "And are you sworn to
silence for twenty years?"

"Well, yes, nore or less. But as we wal ked down this road to see the two of you in such obvious
need..."

The hermit's voice trailed away. Such obvi ous need? | coughed.
"W were just resting."
"Your comnpanion | ooks like he might rest for the next dozen years."

| 1 ooked over at Ebenezum He had managed, somehow, to curl up on top of his boulder. Hs snoring
grew | ouder.

"Just a short afternoon nap," | replied, trying to keep the anxiety out of ny voice. Howwas | to
wake the wizard up, short of kicking hinf

"Well, perhaps you need a place to stay until his nap is conpleted?" Heemat waved to his left.
"Qur hovel is just down the road a bit."

That's it. Now I knew what was bothering me. | stroked ny chin thoughtfully. "Indeed," | renarked
"You say you are a hermt, sir."

"That's correct."

"Well." | coughed gently. "Since when do hernmits have traveling conpanions?" | had to keep nyself
fromsmling. What logic! My master would have been proud of ne.

"l see." Heemat's hands retreated within his robes at the very hint of inpropriety in his conduct.
"I believe customis sonewhat different here than wherever you cone from | can tell you are a
traveler."
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I was conpletely undone. "In this country, hermts travel in pairs?"
"Come, cone. There's no reason to bel abor the
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obvi ous. How cone you to this place?”

"Well, we seemto have wandered off the main road sonmewhere back there,” | adnitted before
regai ned ny conposure. "A second! Wiy does your compani on not speak? Has he taken a vow of silence
as wel | ?"

"Snar ks, here?" Heemat |aughed, the smile fully across his face again. "No, no, he's never taken a
vow in his life. He just doesn't like to talk. Isn't that right, Snarks?"

The other figure nodded and said something fromdeep within his folds of cloak. It sounded |ike
" Mhrrpphh! "

Sonehow, all these explanations were doing nothing to reassure ne. "Wat did your friend say?" 1
denmanded.

"Sounded |ike 'nmmrpphh' to nme." Heemat rubbed his belly happily.

There really was something all wong here. | cursed ny |ack of experience. Maybe | should go over
and shake Ebenezum awake.

Wth that, the wizard rolled off his boulder bed into a mass of branbles i medi ately behind the
stone. Hi s sleeping formsank fromsight, but his snoring grew | ouder still.

"Qur hovel is just down the road." Heemat shrugged. "OF course, he could sleep in the branbles al
night, if that is your preference."

I looked fromthe hermt to his cloaked conpanion. Snharks waved his gl oved hands above his head
and shouted sonething like "Vrrmpphh!"

Soneone tapped me on the shoul der

An attack fromthe rear! | spun about all too quickly, alnpost |osing ny balance in the process.
So, after all this talk, they would finally make their
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move! These fiends were everywhere! If only | could discern the true nature of their hellish
schenmes. | knew magic now | would fight themif | nust, whether they nunbered two or two hundred!

The newconer was a good two feet taller than nyself, dressed entirely in black. H s shoul ders were
incredibly broad as well. You could have fit two normal nmen side by side and just matched the
width of his frane. H s face was pale and wi thout amusenment. He spoke in the deepest voice | had
ever heard.

"l need sone assi stance."

Wth that, a new earthquake hit. If the earlier quakes had been a giant stanping his foot, this
one was the annual giant's dancing social. W were, all but the tall man, tossed to the ground by
the severity of it.

It was over in a second. | glanced at the boul ders. Apparently, Ebenezumwas still asleep

A great, trunpeting cry cane fromthe depth of the woods. The | arge nan spun about with the grace
one m ght expect of a dancer or a professional eel catcher

A huge wi |l d boar broke fromthe underbrush. The creature was larger than | was tall, with great,
sharp tusks that seemed pointed straight in nmy direction. It bellowed again as it raced across the
clearing, intent onits frenzied attack. My stout oak staff suddenly felt very puny in ny hands.
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The large man stepped in the wild boar's path. The boar kept conming straight for him The man in
bl ack grabbed the two tusks as if the huge pig were offering themrather than attacking. He calmy
flipped the creature over as he stepped aside. Before the boar could recover, the | arge nman had

pl aced his i mense hand around the pig's equally huge neck and lifted
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the beast al oft. The boar roared, then nade an odd, choking sound as the | arge man squeezed its
wi ndpi pe. VWen the boar stopped struggling, the large nan casually tossed it back into the woods.

"I do like strangling wild pigs,
nmuscl es absently.

he remarked. "It's such a satisfying feeling." He flexed his

Then again, perhaps fighting with this fellow wasn't such a good idea. But | couldn't run away,
either, and | eave Ebenezum snoring in the shrubbery.

"I ndeed, " 1 said.
"Well, no matter," the large nan said. "I seemto have wandered off the main road sonehow, and it
will interfere with ny duties.”

"Al as, another lost traveler!" Heemat exclainmed. "Perhaps we can be of service."
"Who's this?" the large man asked softly.

"Only Heemat, good sir." Heemat spread his hands before him "A poor hermit and religious pilgrim
pl edged to Plaugg the Moderately G orious. | have only recently broken a vow of silence to aid--"

"That's enough." The large man lifted a very large hand by his |arge head.
Heemat's snmiling nmouth snapped shut.

"Who's this?" The |large man nodded toward the hermit's cl oaked conpani on.
"Wrvxxrrgghh." Snarks took a rapid step to the rear.

"That is Snarks, sir," 1 quickly interjected. "Hee-mat's traveling companion."”
"Wait a second," the large man said. "How can you be a hernit and have a traveling conpanion?"
Heenmat's well-clothed formgrewrigid. "I will not
155
be swayed by the narrow m nded dictates of society!" he cried.

"Very well." The large nman shrugged his incredi bly broad shoul ders. Heemat smiled apol ogetically.

"I am known as"--the large man made a sound like an el derly wonan bei ng bl udgeoned to death by an
unwi | I i ng snake--"al though very few people can pronounce that. | am known, nore sinply, as the
Deal er of Death."

"Indeed," | replied, recalling the great speed with which he had di spatched the ranpagi ng pig.
"And what can we do for you, G eat Deal er of Death?"

"My friends call me the Dealer," the Dealer replied. "I amon a sacred quest, to find and kill the
enenry of ny enployer, King Ufoo the Vengeful." Casually, the Deal er cracked his nmassive knuckl es.
King U foo? A chill went down ny spine as a certain clarity began returning to my head. My tired

feet suddenly felt capable of running once again. King Ufoo?

"Ah, a sacred quest." Heenmat nodded his head know ngly.

"Bzzgl | phfll," Snarks added.
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"Yes, | nmust find a certain w zard."

"A wizard?" | inquired. The chill seened to have spread across my entire rib cage. | was, at |ast,
fully and nost conpl etely awake.

"Ebenezumis his nane," the Deal er renarked.

"I ndeed?" My voice had suddenly becone much higher. | thought it best to cease speaking
al t oget her.

The Deal er of Death turned to the hermt and his conpani on. The nuscles in the Deal er's neck
ri ppled as he spoke.

156
"You know of no one by that nanme?"
"Wsspkl bl gg, " Snarks nused.

"No, sir, we are not personally acquainted with the gentleman," Heemat added as he backed away.

"Alas." The Deal er sighed. His rib cage danced as the nuscles contracted. "My quest nust
continue."

A particularly | oud snore cane from am dst the branbles.

"What is that?" The Deal er | ooked about him a grimsnile playing about his lips. "Another wild
pig that needs to be strangl ed?"

"No, sir!" | cried. " 'Twas nothing! Just a forest bird!"
Ebenezum noaned in his sleep, then snored again.

"You're sure it's not a pig?" the Deal er asked wistfully. "Sounds too deep for a bird. 1 do rather
enjoy strangling pigs.”

We paused for a nmonment but heard nothing but birds and the rustling of snmall forest aninmals.
Ebenezum was nmercifully silent.

"Ch, well, | must get back to the nmain road, then
ripped it in two. "Not as nmuch fun as killing a pig,

The Deal er snatched a passing butterfly and
" he muttered.

Heenat gave the large man directions on how to regain the hi ghway. The Deal er waved to us all and
started back the way he canme, his stride three tines that of a normal person. My breathing began
to return to normal

"Wel |, Snarks." Heemat waved to his conpanion. "Apparently no one wants our hospitality."”

"Amnute!" | cried, turning anay fromthe rapidly retreating Dealer. "I have reconsi dered. W
shal | make use of your hospitality after all."

"Ah, splendid!'" Heemat clapped his hands to-
157
gether. "You realize, of course, that there is a small fee involved."

| nodded absently. | had nade ny decision at last, and | would not sway fromit. Ebenezumwas in
no condition to travel, and though | still could not quite bring nyself to trust the hernit,
what ever his hovel offered had to be better than facing the Deal er of Death.

"I don't inmagine we can wake your friend." Hee-nmat nodded in the general direction of the
branbles. "No matter. We'll get himthere. O course, this entails a slight portage fee."
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I nodded again. Wth the Dealer of Death gone, | found ny weariness was quickly returning. The
three of us wal ked to the back of the stone.

"Corme! We shall carry him" Heemat and Snarks proceeded to di sengage the wi zard fromthe
surroundi ng branbl es.

There was a firmtap at ny shoul der.

"Excuse me," the Dealer of Death said, "but | seemto have gotten nyself turned about conpletely.
Ch! Here's soneone 1 haven't seen before. Aren't those wizard' s robes?"

Ebenezum woke up and sneezed.
TEN

"The conmon fol k have many sayings, all about it being darkest before the dawn and clouds with
silver linings and suchlike. W in the magical trade |like to express our opinions of these nmatters
somewhat differently. Alifetinme of experience will have taught the average sorcerer that no
mat t er how hopel ess the situation seems, no matter how painful and fraught w th danger his options
may be, no matter how cl ose he may be to an indescribably hideous death and perhaps even eterna
damation, still, the good wi zard knows, it can always get far

wor se.
--THE TEACHI NGS OF EBENEZUM Vol une XLVI (Ceneral Introduction)

"Msstpl ckt!" Snarks cried.

"Gesundheit," the Deal er added as the hernit's conpani on ran away.
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"Thank you." Ebenezum bl ew his nose on his sleeve. "And whomdo | have the honor of addressing?"

"This is the Deal er of Death, master,"” | hastily interjected, "sent on a m ssion by one King
U foo."

"I ndeed?" Ebenezum struggled up to a sitting position, pulling a dozen briers along with him
"Help me up, would you, Wintvor?"

I did as | was asked.
"So you're the Deal er of Death?" the wizard reiterated
The Deal er made the woman- bei ng- punmel ed- at - sonme-1 engt h noi se agai n. And Ebenezum repeated it.

The Deal er said he was inpressed by ny naster's facility. Ebenezum remarked that he had sone snall
| earning. Wasn't the Deal er an acolyte of the respected "noi se-rather-1ike-a-group-of-chickens-be-
i ng- att acked- by- a- dozen-rakes'' sect?

The Deal er was overjoyed that Ebenezum had heard of his order and began to talk rapidly about his
teachers, all of whom had nanes that sounded as if soneone were being strangled and torn to shreds
simul taneously. The relief | had felt at my master's sudden recovery was once again turning to
anxiety. | had very pointedly dropped Ufoo's nane into the conversati on when | had introduced
them Still, it was quite possible that the wizard did not know the great degree of danger he was
in. How could 1 warn Ebenezum w thout giving his identity away to the large killer he now spoke
to?

"But enough of this cheerful gossip!" the Dealer cried. "I do not even know your nane. \Wat
knowl edgeabl e man am | now addr essi ng?"

"My good sir," Ebenezum said. | tugged violently
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at his sleeve. "Not now, Wintvor, I'mtalking. As | was saying, | am-"

The earth shook once again. The giants' social dance had become a once-a-year gala festival. Even
the Dealer fell this tine.

There was a roaring in the woods. Eagerly, the Deal er of Death regained his footing.

A very |l arge brown bear crashed through the undergrowh. The Dealer smiled. He raised a hand as if
he woul d wave at the eight-foot-high, fear-crazed beast. The bear, sensing an easy target, rushed
hi m

H s hand cane down sharply on the bear's skull as the beast approached. There was a sharp crack
The Deal er stepped back to avoid the bear's still-sw nging claws. The bear, now deceased, fell to
the floor of the clearing.

"That's quite inpressive," Ebenezum remarked.
"I't was nothing," replied the Dealer, wiping bear's brains fromhis hand with a fallen |eaf. "But
when we were so rudely interrupted, you were introducing yourself?"

"Ah, yes." Ebenezum sniled as he straightened his robes. The end was near. | held nmy breath as |
waited to hear the wizard's |ast words before his very speedy assassination. | wondered absently
if his brains would be a different color fromthose of the bear

"As 1 was saying," the wizard continued, "I amunable to divulge that information at this tine.
Li ke you, sir, | amon a mssion."
The Deal er nodded his head. "I knew you were a kindred spirit all along.”

"We are all kindred spirits!" Heemat cried, waving his hands to include the whole group of us and
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perhaps the entire forest beyond. "That is why Snarks and | stunbl ed upon you, and began this
whol e remar kabl e chain of events."”

This was just too nuch. Wth the recent dramatic occurrences, | had alnost forgotten the hermt
and his cl oaked conpanion. | began to say so when the w zard waved ne to sil ence.

"W are quite assured of your inportance," Ebenezumrenarked. "lIsn't it time you led us to your
hovel ?"

Heenmat cl apped his hands. "OF course! It's a very nice hovel, you'll see. Quite worth the pittance

| ask for your stay."
I was astonished that ny master would trust these two strangers so conpletely.

"Wint, gather up the packs," ny master instructed before | could say another word. In a | ower
voi ce, he remarked: "They are even nore inportant than they think. And I do need ny sleep."”

| glanced up at the Dealer as | reassenbled our gear. He, in turn, had furrowed his mnuscul ar brow
as he gazed at the | ate afternoon sky.

"I think I shall cone along as well," he renarked. "I do not care to be out alone after dark."

"Good! Good! A full hovel is a happy hovel!" Heemat cried as he turned to | ead the way.

Ebenezum waved Snarks away as the hooded figure approached. "Keep your distance, would you? That's
a good fellow. | need sonme space for proper contenplation." He w ped his nose on his sleeve, then

paused for me to cone abreast. "It has been an interesting trip so far," he whispered to nme, "but

| fear it will become far nore interesting still, before the day is out."
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| nodded and continued to wal k down the path after Heemat. | found myself not so much interested
as thoroughly confused. | was glad that Ebenezum was once again alert and in control
Wth that thought, | felt the earth shift beneath ne again

"Wsstppl I kt!" Snarks cried as a fissure opened at nmy feet. 1 found ny stout oak staff torn frommy
trenbling hands as the small cloaked figure ran down the length of the crack in the earth, sw ping
at things that tried to rise fromthe dust-filled fissure. The things cried out as they were
struck, inhuman squeals of outrage, guttural cries of anger and pain.

The earth shook again and the fissure closed. Snarks wal ked back over and handed ne mny staff.
"V I mmpp!" he renmarked.
"Anytime," | replied, still sonmewhat shaken

"Most interesting,” Ebenezum nused behind me. "Just what | thought."

Wth that, the procession resumed its march in the fading evening light, winding its way al ong the
barely existing path to Heenat's.

"Al'l hail Plaugg, the Reasonably Grandi ose!" Heemat intoned. "Wl cone to ny hunble hovel." He
waved as two wonen dressed in forest garb passed us in the front hallway, then stopped abruptly as
we reached a table, behind which stood a third man wearing a hermt's cloak. Heemat studied the
wal | beyond the third hernmt, then turned back to us.

"I'mafraid the only cells that | have to offer you are way over in the south wing. 'Tis the busy

season in the forest, after all. They're quite nice accom
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nmodati ons, mind you, just don't get as much sun as those cells in the east and north. 1'Il block
your roonms all in a group, so you may continue your discussions!”

He turned back to the third hermt. "Maurice, see what you can do for our guests, won't you?" He
waved to all of us as he wal ked away. "Maurice will show you your roons." He coughed delicately as

he passed through one of the surroundi ng doorways. "He will, of course, also make arrangenents for
paynent . "
Wth that, he was gone. | noticed that Snarks had di sappeared sonewhere as well, so that only Eben-

ezum the Deal er, and nyself stood before Maurice, a thin man with a nustache, who proceeded to
read us rates froma large red | edger. The Deal er clainmed to be w thout funds, as was the practice
of his sect. Perhaps, 1 hoped wildly, we could be free of himat |ast. Ebenezum reached into one
of the nany folds in his wizardly robes and paid for all three of us.

I did ny best not to show ny di smay. The bl ack-clad man foll owed us down the hall, idly squashing
insects that here and there crawl ed along the walls. Was ny master trying to kill us all?

"I amindebted to you," the large man runbled as Maurice opened the door to our suite of cells.
The mustached hermit hovered behind us as we inspected our new quarters, as if he expected
sonmething nore fromus. A single, dark ook fromthe Deal er sent Maurice on his way.

"Again," the Deal er addressed Ebenezum "thank you for your generosity. Mst tinmes ny sect has
little need for noney. CGold, like all worldly things, would interfere with our art."
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By way of enphasis for the last remark, the Dealer leapt in the air, twisted about in a
sonersault, and | anded facing us on the rooms far side.

"Very inpressive." The wi zard stroked his beard. "Still, it mght be better if you ceased your
denonstrations until you were once again outside. | believe you have | anded on the room s only
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table."
The Deal er | ooked down at the splinters that clustered about his feet. "Once again, | amin your
debt. Mst tinmes, ny sect has little need for furniture. Tables, like all wordly things, would

interfere with our art."
"I ndeed," Ebenezumreplied. "But you pursue your art now, do you not, on a sacred m ssion?"

The Deal er kicked what remai ned of the table out of the way. "You are a man of understanding, sir

For 1 have signed a contract with King Ufoo to kill a wizard and his two traveling conpanions.” A
grimsmle lit the fellow s broad and nmuscul ar face. "And when ny sect signs a contract, the
dividend is death." He began to nove his armas if he nmight punch through the wall, then stopped

hi nsel f.

"Excuse ne," he renarked. "I becone overly enthusiastic when discussing ny art."

"Perfectly understandabl e,"” Ebenezum said as he sat in a rough-hewn chair, the rooms only
remai ni ng piece of furniture. "But | amcurious. How does one sign a death pact?"

The Deal er sniled gleefully. "One negotiates. You nust be very clever. It is the final |esson of
my sect."

"Indeed. It nust be difficult to negotiate with royalty."

The Deal er nodded, still smling.
"Especially with soneone like Ufoo. | hear he is
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very tight with the purse strings."

"He is a clever bargainer, no doubt about it. But we Dealers of Death are cleverer still. After
kill the wizard and his two assistants, one very young, the other very fat, | need only return to
Urfoo and pay himten pieces of gold!"

Bot h Ebenezum and | stared at the large man for a nonent. So this was how Urfoo, stingiest of non-
archs, finally hired a qualified assassin!

"I was very clever," the Dealer continued. "Oiginally, Ufoo only had ne pay a single gold piece
for each of the three |I kill. But the job is worth far nore than that!"

"I ndeed," Ebenezum said softly. "You are paying Urfoo so he can have you kill three persons?”

"Why, yes, those are the terms of the contract." The Dealer's well-nuscled mouth turned downward.

"Isn't that the proper nethod? Do you nean ..."

He frowned deeply, then stanped his foot in frustration. The room shook. "Wuldn't you just know
it! It was al nost graduation. Who woul d bl ane anyone for skinping a little on the final course of
study? | did learn all the definitions, just had a little trouble with addition and subtraction. |
pay him he pays ne, what does it matter? A contract is a contract. Negotiations interfere with ny
art!"

The Deal er punched his fist into the ceiling. H s knuckles left indentations in the rock. "I find
this place confining. I will returnin time for dinner."

Wth that, the | arge man was gone.
When | was sure the Dealer was well away fromthe room | asked ny naster just what he was doing.

"There are many ki nds of problenms, Wintvor," Ebenezumintoned. "There are small ones that occur
every day, and are easily dealt with. Then, there are
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the | arger problens, that one nmust plan in order to conquer. Finally, there are a few probl ens so
enornous that the only way to deal with themis to ignore themconpletely and go about your other
business. Qur friend the Dealer falls into this |latter category."

How coul d ny master be so caln? "But shouldn't we run away?"

"The mnute we run, he will realize who we are. We are far safer as his friends. You see, | know
even nore about his sect than | discussed with the Dealer. They are commonly known as the
Uracht."

"TheUrracht ?"

Ebenezum nodded. "The sound the victimnakes after they see the assassin. The | ast sound they
make. "

"Uracht," | repeated. The word felt cold in ny throat.

"Very efficient assassins, trained for years in the arts of death. Every effort is turned toward
murder, so much effort, in fact, that there is little roomin their lives for anything else.”

| pondered ny master's words.
"Do you nean they are sonewhat deficient in wt?"

"Mich as a large fern is deficient. O perhaps a nultifaceted piece of quartz. Every tine they

|l ook for their feet, their shoes get in the way. In other words, yes. And as long as we act as a
nonsuspi ci ous pair, rather than the fugitive trio the Dealer is looking for, | imagine we will be
quite safe.”

The room shook agai n.

"Then agai n," Ebenezumrenarked, "life is not so predictable as our assassin."

| braced nyself, waiting for the quake to cone. But the roomshook in a way different fromthe
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trenors we had felt for the past few days. The shocks cane with a regular rhythm as if soneone
were trying to pound through the walls. And there was a voice, crying something far away, a single
word over and over again.

It took ne a long nonment to recogni ze that word, but once | did, | knew the voice as well.
Deep and sepulchral, it rang in ny ears:

"Dooml Dooml Doomi "

ELEVEN

"Nothing is quite so unexpected as the truth. If, for exanple, you find your spells inadequate to
defeat the | ocal dragon, immedi ately go to your enployers and apol ogi ze profusely. They should be
so taken aback by your show of humility that you will have plenty of tinme to hastily vacate the
area, allowing the dragon to eat your enployers rather than you, and thus halt any ugly runors
they m ght have spread about your conpetence. "

--THE TEACH NGS OF EBENEZUM Vol ume XXXI | |

The wi zard and | | ooked at each other for a long nonment, the only sound the warrior's distant,
muffl ed cries. So Hendrek was | odging here as well! But what if Hendrek ran into the Deal er of
Deat h? From our forner dealings with Hendrek, we knew he was not a subtle man. And shoul d the
Deal er of Death see the three of us together . . . well, even the large U racht
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assassin couldn't be that stupid, could he?
" Doont "
Ebenezum si ghed, his eyes still half-shut with fatigue.
"Wintvor," he whispered. "See what can be done."

I left the roomas Ebenezum sat heavily on the bed. It was up to nme, then, to find the large
warrior and silence his cries.

" Doomt "
The word echoed down the corridor. | turned |eft, headed toward the sound.
"Doom " | prayed the Deal er had by now found the forest and a brace of pigs to be strangl ed.

Truly, Hendrek could not make his presence nore well known if he had painted arrows al ong the
corridor. He cried out again, and the sound reverberated against the walls. Wat would nake the
bi g man shout that way?

Denons, of course.

1 slowed ny headlong rush to nmeet the warrior. | had run into the nmidst of sorcerous dealings
before. | did not wish to repeat nmy error. Perhaps stealth was called for here rather than haste.
A smal |, sickly-colored creature, dressed in a checkered suit, stepped in ny path. It waved a

cigar in ny direction. It was Smlin' Brax.

"Ah, we neet again," the denon intoned from behind the broadest snile | had ever seen. "Never
forget a potential customer. Rule nunber one of denonic conmerce. And believe nme, young sir, never
have you needed the services of a charned weapons deal er as you do now. "

The conviction in the denon's voice chilled nme. | tenporarily forgot ny quest to stare at the
cheer f ul
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creature. What terrible secret could nake Brax that happy?

"And you notice that | call nmy weapons charned."” Brax took a puff on its cigar. "Because ny

previ ously owned weapons are truly charnming. And you, good sir, are in luck! |I'moverstocked! |'ve
just received a huge inventory froma tribe of nature worshipers. | don't know what canme over ne!
I don't have roomfor themin ny warehouse. |'m al nost giving weapons away!"

Hendrek' s voi ce echoed again from sonmewhere in the hermt's massive hovel. Brax's smle faltered
for only an instant. The denon waved the cigar in ny direction

"You | ook |ike a young man of unusual intelligence," the creature remarked. "And |I'm about to make
you an unusual offer. You won't be sorry you listened to ne. | see you carry a wal king staff.

Smal | stuff, | assure you. Have you ever thought really big? Wy walk around with a puny branch
when you can own an entire nagic tree?"

"Magic tr--" 1 began.

"I see the idea appeals to you! Yes, just think of it, a magic tree, straight fromthe nature
wor shi pers of the North. And just barely broken in, |I can assure you, only used for an occasi onal
human sacrifice, and those only on the solstices! Soneday, young man, you will be a sorcerer. Just
think of the amazing tactical advantages if you cane to your sorcerous battles acconpani ed by a
tree!”

"Dooml " The cry was far closer now.
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"Yes, yes, of course, we also carry nore conventional weapons," Brax added hurriedly as he edged
toward the mddle of the hall. "Perhaps there is sone question in your mind about obtaining
sonet hi ng as
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large as a tree for your first nystical weapon. Al though, may | assure you, the surprise val ue
al one of such a weapon--"

Headbasher cane flying down the hall
"Urk!" the denon cried as it dodged the club. Hendrek followed his weapon at a run
"Dooml" he cried as he spied us both.

"Friend Hendrek!" the denon replied in a sonewhat |less friendly voice than before. "1 nust protest
your business practices! | have told you before, | will not accept a return of your enchanted
weapon, no matter how forcefully"--the denmon dodged Head-basher, now in Hendrek's hands--"you
attenpt to thrust it upon ne. A contract is a contract."

Hendrek's club crashed into the wall quite close to the denpbn's head. | ducked as stone shards
flew over ne. | heard other voices in the distance, then the sound of running feet. Qur little
altercation seened to be attracting some attention

"Real |y, good Hendrek." Brax spoke rapidly, dodging the warrior's blows with even nore dexterity

than the last tinme | had seen themneet. "I am not unsynpathetic to your plight. So you did not
read the fine print on your contract." The denon dashed between the warrior's legs, tenporarily
freezing the large man. "A purely human error, nothing you should blame yourself for. But |, after
all, amin the business of human error. And | urge you to pay your contract."

Hendr ek regai ned his bearings and spun on the snall fiend in checkerboard garb

"l have done all | can, yelp!" the denon cried as the weapon grazed his shoulder. "All | ask is
that you depose a mnor ruler or assassinate a fairly ineffectual high priest. That woul d be
paynent enough
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for now if you continue to refuse, I"'mafraid the matter will be out of nmy hands. I'!! be forced
to send the Dread Col |l ectors!”

Hendr ek paused in his attack

"The Dread Coll ectors?"

The denon nodded silently. "My hands are tied. There is nothing else | can do."
"I didn't know about the Dread Collectors,”" Hendrek whispered. "Doom"

The running footsteps grew closer. | glanced around to see Heemat and Snarks speedi ng toward us,
their robes flapping with their haste.

"Yzzzgghhtt!" Snarks cri ed.
"You!" Brax replied, his snmle replaced by a | ook of pure |oathing.
"Dooml " Hendrek replied, once again raising his club above his head.

"Excuse me," an even nore sepul chral voice intoned by ny side. | junped involuntarily. Suddenly,
the Deal er of Death had appeared silently in our mdst. "Somehow, in trying to find the exit, |
lost ny way in this vast maze of hallways." He gl anced at Hendrek. "Ah! A fellow warrior!"

Club still over head, Hendrek regarded the newcomer with sone suspicion

"And what have we here!" Heemat junped into our mdst. "A |large nunber of guests at ny hunble
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hovel , all engaged in social discourse!" He smiled at us all, his hands rubbing together fast
enough to generate heat. "But | venture that few of you have yet experienced a nunber of the
hunmbl e pl easures available at our little retreat. Have any of us visited the |ower |evel yet
today? No? Well, let me reconmend our fabulous casino tavern, with entertai nment nightly by the
Hovel | ettes. And what of our tern-
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perature-control | ed swi nm ng pond--"

"Fel l ow warrior?" the Dealer of Death mused. "You woul dn't happen to know soneone naned Hendr ek,
woul d you? About your size, fromwhat | understand.”

Wth an unearthly shriek, Brax junped upon the heavily cl oaked Snarks.
"And have | nentioned our sun roof?" Heemat continued.
"Trrfblggllzz!"

"You have cost ne too many sales, denon!" Brax screanmed. "They were too kind to nmerely banish you
fromthe Netherhells! Now | shall banish you fromthis world as well!"

"Excuse nme," the Dealer of Death nurnured to Hendrek. "We should continue our conversation in a
monent. It occurs to ne that | haven't strangled a denon in sone nonths."

Before | could see himnove, his hand was around Brax's throat.
"Uracht!" Brax cried. "That's a very powerful grip you have there, sir."

The Deal er sniled. "Prepare to neet your death, denon."

"Have you consi dered how nmuch nore powerful you' d be with an enchanted weapon in that hand?"
The Deal er tightened his grinp.

"Urk! Just asking! Easy credit terns!"

Wth a soft pop, the denon di sappear ed.

The Deal er grunted as his hand closed into a fist.

"That's the trouble with denons,
di sappear. No manners at all."

he nuttered. "You just get a good strangle started, and they

"There, there!" Heenmat beaned. "Nasty things, denons, but it's gone now. Wiy don't we retire to
175
the Hovel Lounge, where we can play a qui ck gane of Hovel 0?"

The Deal er flexed his fingers. "An awful feeling, |osing sonething m dstrangle. Makes you want
to grab the nearest free creature and throttle himjust so the effort isn't wasted."

"Hovel o is a fascinating ganme," Heemat continued. "And so easy to play! A bean is placed in one of
three identical cups ..."

He paused as the Deal er placed a hand on his shoul der

"It takes a great effort of will not to strangle sonething," the Deal er whispered. "I would
appreci ate sone quiet."

"Certainly!" Heemat's hands flew back within his robes. "Snarks, we should go and prepare this
evening's entertai nnment.”

A voice even nore nuffled than before nunbl ed sonething fromthe corner of the hallway. The small
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hermt seened to have becone conpletely entangled in his robes during his battle with Brax. Head
and feet were absolutely indistinguishable within the nmass of torn fabric. Some part of hi m bunped
repeatedly against the wall.

"LIffmm" Snarks cried weakly.

"Doom "Hendrek replied. "The little fellow nay be suffocating! Quick. Help ne free himfromhis
r obes. "

"No, no!" Heemat cried. "You don't understand, his sacred vows..."

But his protests were too late, for the imense warrior and the Deal er of Death had rushed to
either side of the fallen hernmit and were pulling the small man's cl othes away in opposite
directions.

There was a long, loud rip. Snarks's head popped
176

out of what had once been his clothing. H's head was green and had a pair of horns, one above each
ear.

"A denon!" the Dealer cried.
"Doom " replied Hendrek

"This is not what you think--" Snarks the denmon began. Hendrek's club snashed into the pile of
formerly occupi ed robes. The now naked Snarks was hal fway down the hall

The denon cleared this throat politely. "You' d do better, you know, if you anticipated your
opponent's novenents before blindly striking."

"Dooml " Hendrek cried even nore loudly. He twirled the enchanted Headbasher above his head unti
t he warcl ub sang.

"And you know," Snarks continued as he ran, "you could stand to lose a little weight."

"Doom " Hendrek bellowed so loudly that | had to cover nmy ears. Hi s i mense bul k rushed the
retreating denon.

"And do you mind if | ask you when the last time was that you nanaged to take a bath?"

Hendrek' s rage went beyond words. The denon di sappeared around a bend in the corridor, the warrior
in heavy pursuit.

"Qur shanme is known!" Heemat cried, winging his robes with both hands. "Snarks is a denon, but he
is a different denon. He could not help it! Wen he was a snmall denon-child, his nother was
frightened to death by the prom ses of a group of politicians. You can inmgi ne the danmage done to
his i npressionabl e young nmind. He becane everything those denon politicians were not. Yes,

friends, now Snarks is ruled by a great conpulsion to tell nothing but the truth! The absolute
truth, in great detail, and
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at great length, exploring every nuance that m ght occur to him but the truth!"

Tis no wonder you keep him heavily cl oaked."

I looked up to see Ebenezum standing at the same bend in the corridor where Snarks and Hendrek had
di sappeared. The wi zard bl ew his nose.

"Yes." Heemat admitted sadly. "Praise Plaugg the Mdderately Exhalted, sonetines Snarks was too
much for even a hunble hermit such as nyself. Wy, do you know that one tine he said | should stop
nmoving ny hands ... and those things he inferred about ny smile, and ny haircut!" The hermit

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cra...20Gardner%20-%20A%20Malady%200f%20Magicks.txt (84 of 110) [11/5/2004 7:17:23 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Crai g%20Shaw%620Gardner%20-%20A %20M al ady %200f %20M agi cks.txt

coughed softly. "Suffice it to say, heavy robes were preferable to a strangled throat."

"That," replied the Dealer of Death, "is a matter of opinion."

Ebenezum yawned. "Now that the excitement is over, | think |I shall return to ny nap." He gl anced
at Heemat, his great bushy eyebrows knitted in concern. "It is sonething of a trial to sleep in
this place. | expect this to be reflected in our bill."

The hermt waved his shaved head in dismay. "I assure you, this is nost unusual! My hovel is

usual ly the nost quiet place imginable, a conbination of the best the forest has to offer with a
few i nnovative ideas Snarks brought with himfromthe Netherhells! Together, they nmake a truly
uni que experience. Just wait for tonight and the entertai nnent!"

"l would lIike sonme entertai nment now," the Deal er whispered. "Could you show ne the way to the
forest?"

"Mpst assuredly! Follow nme." The hermit bustled down the corridor.

"I will feel better when | have strangl ed sone-
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thing," the Dealer remarked as he silently followed the huffing Heenmat.

Ebenezum turned to ne when they were gone. "Quickly, Wint, you nust seek out Hendrek and cal m him
bef ore he squashes Snarks. A denon who tells only the truth could be very useful in the tine to
cone. "

"Time to cone?" | asked. "Do you nean Vushta?"

The wi zard shook his head. "No. If we are ever to travel to Vushta, first we nust survive this
night." He tugged at his beard. "Wintvor, | must get ny sleep. Wile ny affliction prevents ny
practice of sorcery, ny wizardly intuitionis still intact. That intuition, as nuch as anything,
has kept us alive during our travels. And that intuition tells nme that we nust prepare today, for
toni ght none of us here will have tine to sleep at all. Now go find Hendrek!"

I ran down the corridor, listening for the warrior's low cries and the boom of Headbasher hitting
rock, rather than denons.

TWELVE

"It is a nmistake to think of all denons as being exactly alike. Some are short while others are
tall; some are yellow, others are blue; sone are nasty and others are extrenely nasty. Sone of the
nastiest are quite fast as well. Should you encounter one of these, it is a nmistake to think at
all. Much nore appropriate are such responses as running, scream ng, and the very rapid
formulation of a last will and testanent."

--THE TEACH NGS OF EBENEZUM Vol une | X
The noi se was deaf ening. Three quick, thundering crashes, followed by a wild scream
" Doo- - doo- - doo! "

I heard another voice talking quietly in the mdst of all the chaos. As | ran toward the nel ee, |
coul d make out phrases between the thuds and shouts.

"Really, if you just held that club ...""... time you rested, you're getting rather
really
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good diet plan, even if it does conme fromthe Netherhells..."
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The crashing and scream ng stopped. Again, | ceased ny headl ong run and peaked cautiously around
t he corner.
Hendrek sat in the hallway, his massive form propped against the far wall. Hi s eyes stared through

me, far beyond the limts of the hall.
"D-d-d-d-da," he whispered.

Snar ks frowned and shook his head at the inert warrior

"Your friend has becone distraught,” the denon renmarked solemly. "If he could have sat still and
just heard me out, he mght have realized | meant himno harm But with these big fellows, it's
al ways attack, attack, attack! Soon they sinply work thensel ves over the edge. Pity."

Hendrek's great bul k quivered |ike pudding. He collapsed upon the floor with a thunderous crash. |
ran to his side. Mercifully, he appeared to have | ost consci ousness.

The | arge warrior began to snore.

"Persistent fellow, isn't he?" Snarks brushed off his green-scaled arnms. "Ch, if only he could see
hinsel f as others see him"

| approached the snmall denon warily, nmy stout oak staff held close to nmy chest. "Wat do you want?
"l asked.

The denon sighed. "Wat does anyone want? Soneone to |ove, the respect of one's peers, perhaps to
achi eve sonething special in one's brief span. The first two, 1 fear, are now beyond ny grasp. My
extrenme honor has caused ne to be bani shed fromanong ny fellows. You know, you don't have to hold
that staff of yours so tightly. I amno threat
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what soever. You weren't so cautious of ne when ny face was hidden by hermt's robes, were you?"
The denon was right. | relaxed ny grip on the wood.

"And you know," the denon continued, "you could manage to stand up a little straighter. It would
do wonders for your overall appearance."

I felt nmy fingers tighten again on ny staff.

"Ah, there | go again, don't 1?" Snharks shook its head sadly. "It really is quite out of ny
control, you know. Not only am| a denon, |I'ma cursed denon. It all seens rather redundant,
doesn't it?"

The denon turned, shaking its head sadly, and wal ked away down the hall. | took a step to foll ow,
but the floor was no |onger where | expected it to be.

When the trenor subsided, | picked nyself up fromwhere | had fallen. This new quake had been
sharp and fast, and seened to have left |ess damage than the |ast couple | had experienced. Still,
it took me a nonent to fully regain nmy bal ance.

Snarks waited patiently for ne at the next bend in the hallway. The denon yawned.
"Of course," it said, "I knewthis would cone as well."

Before | could ask the denpbn just what it neant by that remark, it launched into a |ong and vivid
description of ny conplexion and the various problens it perceived therein. Wthout thinking, ny
hands went to nmy face. | couldn't look that bad, could I? | had a large red blotch where? There
were certain renmedi es, the denmon continued, poultices concocted in the Netherhells for conditions
even as severe as mne. Wiy, Snarks had used one of the formulas very successfully. In just a few
days it had conpletely shrunk the pus-filled hillocks that had
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marred his countenance, and it had had the unexpected additional benefit of turning his skin an
attractive shade of green.

We had reached the door to Snarks's cell at last. | wondered absently if there mght be a | arge
sack about sonmewhere that | mght place over ny head.

But | collected ny thoughts as the denmon clothed itself. There was far nore at stake here than a
few unsightly blem shes. | would take this far-too-honest creature to ny master. Ebenezum woul d
know what to do.

I told Sharks we must go see the w zard

"Good!" it replied, "it is best if you are conpletely honest with ne as well. An eye for an eye,
as the old saying goes. But take it fromone who knows: it is just anmazing how the truth
facilitates communi cation."” The denpn adjusted its robes as it spoke. "Just a noment here, and
shall be rrddrrff ggl mphggl."

The hood once again totally covered the denon's face.

| grabbed a portion of the hooded denon that | took for an armand pulled himfromthe room The
sooner we saw Ebenezum the sooner | could forget ny probl em skin.

"Doooooooom " A |l ow nmoan cane fromthe corridor where we had | eft Hendrek. Placing nyself between
hi m and Snarks, | approached the fallen warrior, who had nmanaged to regain a sitting position

"Doooom " Hendrek funbled for his enchanted warcl ub, but Headbasher was still beyond his enfeebl ed
grasp. "A denon hermit! They are all around nme! They haunt ne wherever | go!"

"Kkssbrffrmm " Snarks replied.
183

Hendrek growl ed in response. | realized Heemat was right. By now, w thout Snarks's mnuffling robes,
the i Mmense warrior would once again be in a rage.

"No, Hendrek," | replied. "This denon is different. It was bani shed fromthe Netherhells. Now,
like it or not, it is one of us."

"Trrff," added SnarKks.

"Doom " Hendrek said shortly. He retrieved his club at last and used it to help himstand. Even
that exertion seened al nost too nuch for him He swayed perilously for a nmonent on regaining his
feet, but somehow his |arge boots remained on the floor. He nmade no nove to attack but glowered in
the denon's direction.

"Doom " he added again

"I"'mtaking our friend here to the wizard. He'll know what to do about this." | grabbed Snarks and
once again |led the way. Hendrek nodded glumy and foll owed.

Snarks renoved his hood for a nonent. "I expected all this, you know." One brief glance at
Hendr ek, and the hood was hastily back in place.

Feet ran rapidly down a side corridor. | turned to see Heemat approach
"Prai se Plaugg the Sonewhat Omi potent! The three of you together, wal king as friends!"

"Doom " Hendrek whispered to ne. "These corridors seema maze, and yet we encounter a new person
every fifty paces. 'Tis an enchanted place. | would not be surprised if | were to turn a corner
and run into nyself!"”

Hendrek was right. | had felt a growi ng sense of uneasiness, too. For an establishment of this
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size, we seened to be having random encounters inpossible within the | aws of chance. But then
Heemat had

184

menti oned that sone of this place had been built according to plans fromthe Netherhells.

"But we rmust plan tonight's entertai nnent," Heemat continued. "If our gracious guests could excuse
Snar ks now, he could give nme sonme much needed assistance in the preparations.”

| was about to object when | snelted the sul fur.

"Dooml " Hendrek cried again, his warclub poised unsteadily over his head.

Brax stood in the hallway before us. The denon flicked a bit of cigar ash on the floor.
"Last chance, Hendrek."

"Doom" The warrior did not npve.

"Very well," Brax replied. "You shall meet the Dread Collectors."

Wth that, the chessboard-costuned denon di sappeared, and in its place stood sonething extrenely
large and incredibly ugly. It appeared to have at |east nine heads of different shapes and sizes.
Al'l the heads, however, had very sharp | ooking teeth. Perhaps, it occurred to me, this thing was
actually a "they."

It, or they, scraped half a dozen feet equipped with razor claws along the floor, gouging rivulets
in the hard-packed earth. The heads spoke as one.

"W have cone to collect you," they said. "WII| you cone quietly, or do we have to rend and tear?"

AH ni ne heads snmiled as they finished the sentence. | had the sudden feeling that rending and
tearing were two of their favorite forns of recreation

"Dooml " Hendrek replied. "Before you rend and tear, you will feel the wath of Head basher!"
The ni ne heads | aughed as one. | did not find the sound cheerful in the |east.
185

"Shall we?" one head, vaguely in the center of the nonstrous mass, asked.

"After you," the renmmining heads replied. As one, nine denonic nouths opened and how ed.

That how was |ike nothing | had ever heard, the death cries of a hundred birds, or a thousand
rodents scream ng as they are crushed underfoot. The sound hit us like a wave from one of the
Great Seas, pushing nme back down the hall. |I felt as if the wailing force would tear the flesh
frommy body and only | eave the bones behind. | realized, in that instant, that the Collectors
m ght have cone for Hendrek, but they would take the rest of us as well.

The sound filled my head. Al | could think of was the wailing. The things were conmng for us, a
blur of notion, all claws and teeth and |ong, sharp, razor things; tails, perhaps, or maybe
sonet hi ng el se that had no nane.

I managed to lift ny staff. Perhaps | could beat back a head or two before they overwhel ned ne. |
was aware of the others around ne. Although the fiends rushed toward us, | felt that tinme had
slowed, allowing me to regard each of my fellows in turn and ponder sone on ny life as well.

Hendrek, grimand silent, held his club at the ready. Snarks had pulled back its hood and was
staring at the approaching denon-thing with a | ook of contenpt. The evil eye, | thought. Maybe our
honest denon woul d give the Dread Collectors indigestion. | did not see Heemat until Hendrek
noved, revealing the hermit's hiding place.

The howling rose in pitch. It would push nmy eyeballs strai ght back into their sockets. The things
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were al nost on us now, their slavering jaws as wi de
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as ny staff was long. | prepared to strike.

Words carried over the how ing, words punctuated by sneezing.

The shrieks of denobn rage becane shrieks of fear. The heads turned on each other, snapping and
biting, scratching and clawing. A dark, foul-smelling liquid sprayed through the air. It was denobn
bl ood.

There was an explosion like thunder, just overhead. The Dread Col |l ectors vani shed.
"Doom " Hendrek nurmured.

The wi zard sat at the far end of the corridor, his eyes closed, his breathing rapid. Ebenezum was
still far frombeing at his best. But his magi c had saved us again.

It occurred to nme then that | m ght have been able to use sorcery against the Dread Coll ectors as
well. | stared blankly at ny stout oak staff. | was so used to confronting denons with brute force
that my use of magic in a situation such as this never entered nmy head. True, | still only knew a
few spells, and | inmagined a rain of dead fish woul d have done little to slow the Collectors
attack. Still, there nmight have been sonme other bit of magic | mnmight have used, far nore effective
than the piece of wood | held in nmy hands. | would have to start thinking like a w zard.

Ebenezum groaned and slid farther onto the floor.

"Hendrek!" | called to the large warrior, who still stared blankly at the spot where the Dread
Col l ectors had di sappeared. "Help me get ny master to his room | fear Ebenezumstill needs his
rest.”

"Excuse me," a voice said by ny side

| spun before | could think, my body still full of the fear brought by our recent denonic
encounter. My staff held the full force of my weight behind it as it ranmed into the Dealer's
shoul der.

187

The staff shattered as if it were nade of glass. Splinters littered the floor. The Deal er of Death
seened not to notice.

"Excuse me," he repeated. "I believe the tine for proper introductions is in order. If our
conpani ons here"--he smled graciously at the large warrior and the fallen w zard--"are Hendrek
and Ebenezum vyou, | inmagine, nust be naned Wintvor?"

I did not reply. My tongue felt like ice within my nouth.

"Cone come, now," the Dealer chided. "If we have to conduct business here, the |least we can do is
remain on friendly terms. You'll find ne a very reasonable man. 1'Il give you a rmuch nore colorfu
death than you ever inmagined. You' d be anazed at the |arge nunber of options available."

Somehow, | didn't find the Dealer's reassurances at all conforting.

"There are, of course, the popul ar standards: strangul ation, beheadi ng, inpal enment, suffocation .

You know, the classic deaths. But ny cult features a | arge nunber of novelty nmurders as well.
Take 'The Troll and the Shepherdess,' for instance. That's a very popul ar nunber, let ne tel
you. "

Hendrek could take no nore. His face, nornmally flushed, was now crinson with anger, in stark
contrast to the pal eness of his knuckles where they gripped the doormed warcl ub, Headbasher

He rushed the Dealer in silence. Headbasher sought the assassin's skull, but the Deal er deflected
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the club with a skiilful fist. There was a crash when club net fist, |like stone against stone.

The Deal er winced and sniled as he blew on his hand. "Ah. A worthy opponent. | shall have ny
entertai nnent at last."
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"Doom " was Hendrek's sole reply as his club once again flew through the air. The Deal er defl ected
the new blow with an open palm the sound of a small boulder falling on paving stone. The Deal er
of Death l|ashed out with a foot ainmed at Hendrek's great arnored stomach. The foot nmet Headbasher

i nstead, which Hendrek had sonehow twi sted to protect his vitals. | heard the sound of a tree
crashing in the forest.

The Dealer tried to distract the warrior with his fists, but wherever the assassin nounted an
attack, Headbasher was there first. The club seened al nbst a part of the large warrior's arns, an
extra joint that Hendrek could flex, giving himtw ce the power and speed of a normal nan.

O mayhap, | thought, the dub controlled the man. In nmy previous experience with the vast warrior
Hendr ek had al ways had a tendency to lunber. Now, though, his great club flashing in his hands,
parrying constant blows fromthe Deal er of Death, the huge man seenmed to dance, pirouetting from
one i npossi bl e defense to another unlikely attack, then back to defense again. Wth the club in
his hands, the warrior hinself appeared enchanted. The Deal er of Death was an extrenely wel

trai ned assassin; but when he faced Hendrek, he faced magic.

The Deal er of Death seened to be enjoying hinmself inmmensely, however. He would | augh with every
bl ow of Headbasher, and his face was lit by a smle as innocent as a child's.

"Urracht against enchantnment!" he cried at |ast.
time to change the rules!"

Tis a fair gane, 'twould seem but 1 fear it's

He | aughed, junped to one side, |anded on his
189

hands, then sprang to his feet behind the large warrior. Hendrek spun to defend hinsel f again, but
t he Deal er now stood over the unconsci ous Ebenezum

"If 1 cannot kill the enchanted warrior," the Dealer remarked, "1 shall kill the enchanter
i nstead. You have to be flexible in nmy profession.”

Hendrek raised his club threateningly.

"I do believe | can fend you off and kill sonmeone else at the sanme time," the Deal er continued.
“In fact, | consider it a bit of a challenge.” He snmiled down at the prone w zard.

Hendr ek approached the Deal er of Death warily as the assassin knelt and placed a very |arge hand
around ny nmaster's neck. Both paused, however, to look my way as | began to flap ny el bows and
whi stl e "The Happy Wodcutter's Song."

Large quantities of haddock appeared sone inches below the hallway's vaulted ceiling. | had not
| ost ny touch. Haddock, three-day-old dead haddock, rained on the Deal er, and Hendrek, and
Ebenezum and nysel f, and everywhere el se the eye could see. Heenat and Snarks seenmed to have

di sappeared. | realized | hadn't seen them since our battle with the Collectors.
I had to act quickly, while the others were still surprised, and before the odor of nassive fish
death overcane us all. | slipped and slid ny way through a nountain of scales, over to where | had

| ast seen the w zard.

The Deal er was no | onger there. He had apparently fled in a vain search for air. But | heard the
wi zard groan from somewhere deep within the odiferous nound. A warclub rose and fell on the other
side of the hallway as Hendrek hacked a passageway
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t hrough the amassed fish flesh
"Quick, Hendrek!" | cried. "Help nme get Ebene-zumto safety."
Hendrek erupted fromthe haddock with vol canic force, his enchanted warclub held high

"Doom" he cried as 1 burrowed ny way down through the haddock toward the buried Ebenezum But
soon he was at ny side, and together we pulled the wi zard free of the fish corpses.

"We' |l have to get himback to the room" | grunted, taking his feet.

"Nay!" Hendrek replied vehenently. "W should quit this hellish place. That dark assassin is

| urki ng about here sonewhere. The sooner we are away fromhere, the safer.” He lifted up
Ebenezum s head and shoul ders as | might pick up a piece of parchment, quickly and wi thout effort.
The warrior turned and | ed the way through the haddock

Ebenezum groaned agai n and opened his eyes. Wen he spoke at last, his voice was a hoarse whi sper
"The Happy Wodcutter's Song," was all he said.
I nodded. "It's all | could think to do in the circunstances."

The wi zard gl anced at the floor. "Apparently, your efforts were successful.” He snuffled. "It is
only at tinmes like this that I amthankful for ny mal ady."

| had been doing ny best not to think about the odor, bad enough when | first used the spell in an
open field, but quite overpowering in this enclosed space. In fact, | had been doing my best not
to breathe at all. If | did not get fresh air in a nonent, the fish and I would be nmuch cl oser

"Look!" Hendrek cried. "A stairway!" The war-
191

rior led us to a dark portico in the wall, which indeed led to a staircase that descended into
further darkness.

Ebenezum i nsi st ed upon wal ki ng. So we set hi m down between us, keeping the large bul k of Hendrek
in the | ead. The darkness deepened as we went down, stairs worn snooth by years of use. | was
forced to hold on to Ebenezunis robes as he kept a hand agai nst Hendrek's arnor-plated back. Wen
at last we reached a | anding, the darkness was total

Hendr ek bunped agai nst sonet hi ng wooden and hol | ow soundi ng.
"Dooml "he said
A door was flung open before us. W were blinded by brilliant torchlight.

"At last!" | heard Heemat's cheerful voice ring in ny ears. "Qur guests have arrived! Let the
entertai nnent begin!"”

THI RTEEN

"Casual anusenent can be one of a wizard's greatest problens. After all, when one can conjure
virtually anything, what can one do to 'get away fromit all'?

"Different wizards arrive at different solutions for their entertainment. A sorcerer of ny

acquai ntance decided to increase his physical prowess through a vigorous program of exercise but
found that his new rmuscles were wont to rip his robes mdconjure. Another nage deci ded to devel op
the interplay between tongue and teeth so that he could exactly reproduce any insect noise

i magi nabl e. He becanme so successful at this that they discovered his corpse one mdsumer's eve,
suf focated by six thousand three hundred and two anorous katydids. And of the wi zard who tried to
start personal conmunications between hurmans and sheep . . . well, the |less said the better."

--THE TEACH NGS OF EBENEZUM Vol ume XLIV
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One of Heemat's many assistants led us to a table deep within this new room The place seened very
| arge. Torches had been placed every twenty paces or so around three sides of the rooms
perimeter, but little Iight reached the area we now traversed. The room seened full of people,
some hermits, others travelers |like ourselves. | had never seen so many people in one place in ny
entire life. | found it made ne al nost as nervous as bei ng surrounded by ghosts. My m nd caught at
a fleeting doubt: Wuld Vushta be like this? Wat if | were surrounded by five hundred peopl e upon
entering that city of a thousand forbidden delights? Even worse, what if | were surrounded by five
hundred wonen, all young and beautiful, with long red hair cascadi ng across their backs and

shoul ders, and all of them every single one, naking demands of me?

Well, | would bear it sonehow, if only for my master
"Your table, sirs." Qur hooded guide indicated three enpty chairs to one side of a small, round
table. A chair on the table's far side was occupied. Even in the al nbst nonexistent illunination

the seated man's size and stature told ne at once who he was. W had found the Deal er of Death.
"Doom " Hendrek runbl ed.

Heemat bustled over in our direction. "My nost honored guests!" he cried, rubbing his stomach
happily. "You are anpong the very privileged fewto witness the full, true, and historically
accurate saga of Plaugg the Adequately Overwhel ming, related through an inspired nesh of dramatic
reenact nent, dancing, and song! And at the sane tinme and for
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only a negligible fee, you'll be able to sanple the first sacranment of our order. Pastry!" Heemat
patted his stomach for enphasis as another hermt wheel ed over a cart |aden with cakes, pies, and
cooki es.

Heenmat bowed, then shuffled away. "Mke your choices quickly. Soon, you will be entertained!"

My eyes were beconing accustonmed to the light, so dimafter our confrontation with the torches at
the entrance. | could see the Dealer snile. He nodded in ny direction

"l shall be entertained," he said.

But before he could speak further, there was a crash of cynbals, and a pair of heavy drapes parted
before our table. Seven figures stood before us, all covered conpletely by nonastic robes. Jaunty
nmusi ¢ began somewhere. The seven figures formed a line and started to kick. Fromthe shapes of
their legs 1 guessed the seven were ferale. Their singing voices confirmed ny supposition

"Seven happy hernmits are we, A nd we hope you all will see, You 've been brought here by the hand
of fate To hear about Plaugg the Mdderately Geat!"

Ebenezum | eaned over and tapped the Deal er on the shoulder. "M ght we discuss the terns of your
contract for a noment?"

The assassin's smle disappeared. "I would rather not. |I've becone a bit sensitive about the
matter. | only negl ected one course of study, after all!"

"Indeed,"” the wizard hastily interjected. "I by no neans wish to criticize. Actually, should you
think on it, a talk mght be to your benefit as well. Your vocation is artful death. Consider how
nmuch nore

1%

satisfying a murder mght be if it followed a truly satisfying discussion.”

The Deal er nodded his head slowly. " Tis true a good discussion nmight help to round ny character.
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I have neglected things for ny art."

Ebenezum stroked his beard and smiled. "lIndeed. | knew you were a nman of reason. 1 nmight hunbly
add that | ama man of sone |learning, and a discussion with me nmight help bring out some nuances
of thought to aid you in your work."

The Deal er | eaned toward the wizard, his gaze intent upon the nmage. Ebenezum for his part,
stroked his beard absently, as if lost in deep and sorcerous conjecture. | turned back to the
stage. The dancers and singers had vani shed, replaced by an old nonk who read froma great book

"And | o, the masses turned unto Plaugg and entreated himto help themin their hour of need. And
Pl augg heard them for his throne was not so great or not so high as to escape the voice of the
masses, and was nade of second-rate materials besides, studded with el aborate baubl es nade of
adequate cut glass. And Plaugg | ooked down upon the throng, and speaketh. And | o, he sayeth unto
them 'Not today. | do not feel up toit." ™

"Pray tell," Ebenezumsaid to the Dealer, "in your current contract, is there atime lint on the
delivery of our deaths?"

The Deal er's eyes narrowed. "That is private information. A contract is a sacred ..." He paused.
"Wel |, perhaps not this contract. No such linmt was stipulated."”

"Good! " Ebenezum beaned. "W will have tine for a really detail ed discussion.™
The Deal er rel axed. "Yes, perhaps we shall. | have
197
slighted nyself in sone areas of study. A few hours of discussion could do no harm™

"I ndeed!" Ebenezum renoved his cap and placed it on the table. "Then "tis tine to get down to

busi ness. W are very lucky we nmet, you and I. | amquite skilled in the art of discussion; ask
either of nmy conpatriots. W can cover nany of the areas neglected in your education. |If you'l
just give ne a day or two to prepare, |I'msure | can devise a truly rewardi ng course of study.

Then, in a few nonths, only weeks, really, you shall becone a fully rounded individual!"

The Deal er stared |Iong and hard at the wi zard. A new group of singers and dancers had noved on the
pl atform before us. They were doing a strange dance that seemed to consist of junmping wldly about
for a few seconds, then sitting absolutely notionless for minutes at a tinme. One of the singers,
off to the side, exhorted the others to "do the Plaugg." The crowd around us seened quite taken
with the performance.

"Your suggestion has a certain nmerit," the Dealer nmurnmured, so low as to be alnobst lost in the
crowd noise. "I shall think."

"But you haven't had any pastry!" Heemat had once again appeared tableside, rolling a cart |aden
with frosted edibles. "You do not want to offend Pl augg, praise his sonewhat exalted name!" The
hermt heaped pastries before Ebenezum then noved on to do the same for the gl owering Hendrek
"For it has been spoken that Plaugg has a noderately hideous wath." He quickly ate sonething
smal | and gooey, then noved on to fill the space before the Dealer. "O course, no one has ever
actually witnessed Plaugg's wath, praise his fairly magnificent name. But there have been sone
very

198
strong runors about what might happen if we were to finally get himnad."

Heemat noved on to ne. "It has been witten that in a tinme of noderate crisis, Plaugg shal
return. But what am | saying? You' ve been watching our dramatic presentation. You probably know
nore about Pl augg now, praise his reasonable significance, than | do!"

He chuckled to hinmself about his little joke. I, for one, had absolutely no idea what he was
tal ki ng about. The performers before us had junped about and sung a great deal, but there seened
to be no dramatic unity at all to what I'd seen. O course, ny mind had not been entirely on the
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pl ayers. | was sonewhat nore concerned with the drama that transpired at our snall table: the

Deal er still lost in thought over my master's proposal; Hendrek munching sullenly at sone |ong,
narrow sugar-thing; ny nmaster smiling and convivial, casually watching the not-yet-paid assassin's
every nove.

The Deal er's eyes bored into the |ayer cake before him "I have thought," he said after a nonent's

pause, "and | have decided to accept your offer.”

Ebenezum nodded solemmly, no hint on his features that he had just been granted a reprieve from
death. | couldn't believe it! The Deal er of Death had accepted the wizard's offer! If ny master
could talk the Deal er into del aying assassi nation now, he could surely talk the Deal er out of
killing us altogether in a few short days. | vowed never to distrust my master again. | wanted to
junp up and down and shout. Still, that would not be businesslike. | filled ny nouth with a
frosted cupcake instead.

"You are a man of |earning, and subtle powers of
199

speech," the Deal er continued to my nmaster. "You are correct. | nust becone flexible if 1 amto
i nprove myself, both within and without mnmy craft."”

"Bravo!" ny master intoned. "W will inmrediately begin--"

The Deal er held up his hand for silence. "Unfortunately, you are the only person included in this
bargai n. Your apprentice and the warrior will, of course, be killed imedi ately."

My hal f-eaten cupcake junped in my throat. | tried to cough and swallow at the same tine. Hen-drek
rose to his feet in a rush, the dooned Head- basher scattering delicacies before it as it skidded
across the table. The Dealer yelped in surprise as he was assaulted by a sugar-filled deluge. He
managed to dodge all but a single cherry pie.

The assassin w ped sticky red fromhis eyes. "Two can play at this, warrior," he whispered.
"Doom " Hendrek replied
"Hendrek, wait!" | cried as | saw the i Mmense nan once again raise his warclub. | had had a

revelation as the pie hit the Dealer's face. Hendrek could do no better than hold the assassin at
bay with his enchanted warclub. But if we were to work together, using the wizard' s wits and ny
begi nning spells, we could break through the Deal er's defenses, as the pie, aided by a rain of
pastry, had found its mark.

But nmy master was lost within his robes, hiding fromthe effects of the enchanted warclub, and
Hendrek was full of battle lust and was beyond listening. The warrior dodged a chocol ate cake

| obbed easily across the table. But the Dealer had only thrown the cake as a decoy, for his right
hand held three large, creamfilled eclairs, which shot across the table with
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deadly force. Yet club was faster than pastry, and 1 found a targe, sodden chocol ate mass
deflected into ny face.

"Gack!" 1 cried, quite beside nyself. Bits of cupcake still lined nmy throat, and now icing
obscured ny vision. | expected the hands of the Dealer to descend on nme at any nonent and tear ne
into a dozen frosted pieces.

"Bl aspheny!" Heemat's voice cut through ny panic like a knife dividing a pie intersections. \Wat
coul d happen next? Expectant, | licked the remains of a mssile fromabout ny nouth, then w ped
away enough creamfilling to see.

Heenmat stood before a huge crowd, all wearing the sane nonastic robes. There nust have been a
hundred hermits gathered there, all staring at the Deal er and nyself. Maybe our commoti on had
interrupted the play.
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1 was relieved that whatever had occurred, the Dealer had tenporarily ceased his attack. However,
| ooking at the grimjaws and cold eyes of the assenbled hernmits, 1 had the feeling that what
happened next night not be a narked inprovenent over recent events-

"Bl aspheners!" Heemat repeated, his eyes darting back and forth between the Deal er and nyself. "In
your folly, you have sinned. You have taken what nust be eaten, and used it for fal se purposes.
Heat hen interl opers, you have profaned the pastry!"

"Profaned the pastry,"” chanted the crowd of nonks behi nd Heemat.

Heemat shook his head sadly, his eyes looking to the ceiling. "Sometines | forget." H s voice was

a hoarse whi sper, choked with enotion. "Sometines

201
my expansive nature gets the better of nme. | ask people to be ny guests, and share nmy custonm "
"Share our custom " the chorus replied.

"And what do you do to thank ne for all this?" Heemat waved his arns wildly above his head. "I,
who have taken a twenty-year vow of silence, but feel such a conpulsion to be friendly to the

i kes of you that | have managed to fulfill only six weeks of ny pledge? Yes, yes, you! W invite
you into our honmes, give you the very best our hunble order has to offer, and you--you--you stanp
on the very nanme of Plaugg the Conservatively Overwhel m ng!’

"Conservatively Overwhel ming," repeated the others.

"I ndeed," Ebenezum said, stepping between nme and the hermit horde. "I amsure we are all very
sorry for departing fromestablished custom anong your sect. But we are new here, and perhaps a
bit shaky as to the finer points of local tradition. | myself amrecovering froma |long, severe

illness, and nust spend nuch of ny time sleeping. The large warrior at ny side is possessed by a
cursed warclub, and cannot be held responsible for his actions. And what of ny apprentice? He is
but a youth, and has not yet reached his najority. Surely you cannot blame himfor a childish
prank or two? We are, all three, quite innocent of malice." He coughed gently into his palm "As
to the gentleman in black ... well, he will have to speak for hinself."

The Deal er's eyes bl azed at Ebenezum "You would so lightly end our agreenent, then? Well, ny
answer is this!" He reached behind himto grab an i nmense kuchen that covered the entire pastry
cart.

The crowd of hermits gasped as one. Apricot fill-
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i ng oozed through the Deal er's fingers.

"No!" Heemat cried. "I will have no nore of this! Take them™"

In an instant, a dozen monks swarmed over the Deal er. Another instant and the crowd had broken
past Ebenezum Mbonks surrounded nme. | found my arns pinioned behind ne, the Dealer sinilarly
trussed at ny side. Heemat stood before us both.

"Now | isten, blaspheners, and | shall tell you of Plaugg's judgnment, praise his reasonably
enor nous nane!"

"Reasonabl y enornous nane," the crowd replied.

"We are a strict sect, but we are fair," Heemat continued. "Before you are put to death, we wll
give you a trial, and it is possible that through this trial you nmay be redeened. W have three
trials within our sect. The first is trial by water."

"Trial by water,"” they all chimed in.
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"Unfortunately, being in the niddle of the woods, we are rather |acking in noats, |akes, and ot her
bodi es of water suitable for the task."

"Suitable for the task," the others said.

Heermat rubbed his hands together. "And then, of course, there's that traditional favorite, tria
by fire."

"Trial by fire," the hermts echoed.

"Unfortunately, we have discovered a side effect of this trial. Oten, the fire gets a bit out of
hand, and we find our hovel burning down as well."

"Burning dowmn as well," the hundred chanted.

"How nmuch better, then, our third formof judgnment. And how nmuch truer to the central spirit of
the minor deity that we worship: Plaugg, bless his insubstantial glory!"

"I nsubstantial glory!" they parroted.
203

Heermat | eaned so close to ne that | could snell his sugar-tainted breath. "Now, interlopers, you
shal|l see the truth. Now, you shall have to face--trial by custard!"

"Trial by custard!" everyone cried.

| was grabbed by two dozen hands and bustled through the curtains onto the stage. My |ast sight of
the room was Ebenezum waving to me. They had not taken himor Hendrek; perhaps, | guessed, because
neither of them were covered with pastry.

But Ebenezum was free! That nmeant he could help ne! Didn't it?
I was carried into darkness.
FOURTEEN

"Religion is a personal matter, and those of us in the sorcerous profession would do well to steer
clear of it. Still, you will find sonme situations, say a spell accidentally denolishing soneone's
holy tenple, where you will be given the choice of (one) conversion to their belief, or (two)
being sacrificed to their deity. It is only at tines like this when one realizes the true depth
and beauty of religions, at least until one can find sone way out of town."

--THE TEACH NGS OF EBENEZUM Vol une XXXl

They had bound ny hands and feet and left ne in the dark. After sonme tine had passed, the door to
my cell opened and a |one hermit bearing a candle entered. He silently closed the thick door
behi nd him then approached the bed on which | lay. He placed the candle on the rooms only table,
then used both hands to renpve his vol um nous hood.

205
206
It was Snarks.

The hooded denon notioned nme to silence. "I should not be here," it whispered, "but sonehow | have
taken a liking to you. You seemlike one of those rare nortals who can be trusted. Perhaps it's
your awkward manner and bunbling gait that endears you to nme, or the fact that your hair is never
properly conbed, or the way you misbutton your shirt, or those conpl exi on probl enms we di scussed--
but no matter. Whatever it is, you have touched ny denon heart. | have decided to help."

| studied Snarks in the dimlight. | wasn't sure whether to be grateful or scared out of my m nd.
Just what cane out of a denon heart, anyway?
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"Soon," Snarks continued, "the perfornmance will be over in the Geat Hall, and it will be tine for
your trial. Your blaspheny was a |ucky break for Heemat, let ne tell you. It gives hima nuch
better climax for his evening's entertainment. Before that, all he had pl anned was anot her of

t hose bi g nusical numbers. You know. 'Listen to the dancing feet, praising Plaugg the Kind of
Neat!' That sort of thing."

| nodded somewhat warily. Thus far, Snarks was not inproving ny outlook. | wondered if | should
call the guards.

"But trial by custard!" the denon exclained. "It can be a terrible ordeal if you are unprepared.
You and the other blasphenmer will each be lowered into one of two vats of custard, each two feet
hi gher than the top of your head. Wat happens next . . . well, suffocation by custard is a

hi deous deat h!"

The denon shivered. "There is only one escape. You nust |ift your head and eat your way to the
surface! | have used ny influence to have you dropped
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into the lemon-filled vat. It is sonewhat lighter and less filling than the butterscotch. Once you
have a hole to the surface, sinply untie your hands and feet, and swmto the doorway at the vat's
side. Then you will not only have survived trial by custard, but--"

There was a shuffling noise in the hallway, as if sonme great weight were being dragged across the
cobbl est ones.

"The ot her bl asphener is being taken to the Great Hall. | nust go. | cannot be seen here!" The
denon swal | owed hard. "I have no appetite for custard.”

Snarks replaced its hood and noved to the door, opening it a crack. The denon | ooked both ways,
turned to nme, and waved.

"Grffmj!" it called. Then the denpbn was gone.

Eat my way to the surface? Untie ny hands and feet? Snark's words spun through nmy mind. | had had
no i dea of the true nature of my ordeal until--

The door to ny cell was flung open with such force that it smashed agai nst the wall
"Now, bl asphener!" Heemat's voice cried, high and full of rage.

And the room began to shake. It was a good quake this tine, solid and deep, with a | arge anmount of
boom ng, crashing, and frightened voices in the background. One of the best ones we'd had,
actually. | gave it eight out of ten. | wondered absently, tied up on the slab, when | had begun
to rate these disturbances.

Heemat picked hinself up fromthe floor when the quakes had finished. He brushed perfunctorily at
hi s robes.

"As | was saying: Now, blasphemer! We will see just what you are made of! Guards, take him away!"
208
Four burly hermits rushed into the roomand lifted me fromny pallet. | imagined, in a few short

m nutes, that | should be made |largely of custard.
"Let the trial begin!"

The curtains opened before us. | stood on a high platform hands and feet tied, a burly hermt
guard on either side. A few paces away, the Dealer of Death stood on a simlar platform The ropes
around t he Deal er appeared sonewhat thicker than mine and covered his body in great |oops fromhis
chest to his ankles. A dozen burly hermts crowded to either side of him Between the platforns
were two iron vats, each large enough to contain three men. The one closer to ne was filled with a
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qui vering bright yellow. The contents of the other were nore of a light brown.

The roar of the crowd drew ny attention away fromthe vats. The curtains were open now, revealing
an audi ence that filled the Great Hall

Was this the roomthat | had sat in nere nonments before? It | ooked different fromny new vant age
poi nt, high above the crowd. It was still quite the | argest enclosed space | had ever seen, mnd
you, but fromwhere | stood now, it was definitely just a room bordered by well-defined, torchlit
walls, rather than the Iinmtless vista it had felt |ike before. And as many people as there were
down there, they seened very small fromny platformvantage. For a brief noment, | felt above
them renoved

And then | realized they were all here to see me. Me and the Deal er of Death. W were the
attractions here, hundreds of people studying our faces, |ooking for signs of fear or guilt or

even holy reassurance. | knew, sonehow, far away, that perhaps | should be
! 209
afraid 1 was, after all, to be dunped into a vat of custard at any nonment, and a part of ne, deep

i nside, was screaning in a very tiny voice.

But they had me bound and guarded. There was nowhere to run, no place to hide. And the audi ence
was out there--for ne.

They all applauded. It felt wonderful. No nore helpmate to the great Ebenezum | was the center of
attenti on now.

Wuld it be like this when 1 was a full-fledged w zard?

I bowed stiffly and | ost ny bal ance. Guards grabbed ne fromthe rear, hauling nme back froma
premature neeting with the custard

| | ooked up. The audience was silent. My near accident had caused the assenbl ed nasses to gasp as
one.

Then, out of the silence cane a | one voice, whistling "The Happy Wodcutter's Song."

| |1 ooked down to see Ebenezum and Hendrek, seated at the sane table the Dealer and | had been
spirited away fromsuch a short tine ago. Hendrek glowered at the crowd around himand played with
t he pouch that held the dooned club, Headbasher. Ebenezum shook his head firmy, then pointed to
me. | nodded to him and he touched his whistling nouth.

Did he wish nme to whistle as well? Then again, what did | have to lose? If | was about to die in a
vat of custard, there were worse ways to go out than whistling.

| began to whistle "The Happy Wodcutter's Song" as well. Ebenezum nodded enthusiastically. So he
did want nme to whistle!

The wi zard had a pl an

Heermat gl ared at ny nmaster, but Ebenezum had

210

st opped whi stling and now seened content to flap his el bows.

"O Pl augg, who nay be anong the Great Ones above, or may not, please hear our plea. These two you
see before you have bl asphenmed your name in the m dst of our nost relatively holy cerenony. So we
have brought themto trial before you now, and beseech you to aid us in judging themwth your
adequate w sdom "

I noticed that Heemat was staring at nme rather fixedly. Perhaps it was because | had whistl ed.
"The Happy Wbodcutter's Song" during the entirety of his oration
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Heemat cl apped hi s hands.
“Into the vats!"

Strong arnms pushed ne into the yellow po6l. | barely had time for one quick breath before the
sticky nmass engul fed ne.

| had closed ny eyes when ny feet hit, but my nose told me | had sunk into the mre. A strong

scent of lenon, and then | could no longer breathe at all. |I floated for an instant within the
thick custard, ny hands and feet tied, totally helpless. | fought down a rising panic and tried to
renenber what Snarks had bade ne do. My feet hit the bottomof the vat, and |I lifted ny head
toward the heavens, knowing | must eat now as | had never eaten before.

I opened ny nouth, and custard poured in, too nuch, too fast! | forced ny teeth closed, doing ny
best not to choke, and then, with an effort of will, swallowed. There. That wasn't too bad. Qite

tasty, really
It was just that there was so nuch nore to go

But | would not panic. | would persevere, for nmy master, and ny future as a wi zard, and for
Vusht a,
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the city of a thousand forbidden delights. So | ate again, quickly, efficiently, aware that every
bite | took might be ny |ast.

For nmy master! | thought. Ebenezum would be proud of the way | forcefully ate my custard.

For ny future! How noble of character a wi zard would be if he overcane a challenge like this in

his youth. | swallowed a second nout hful, and then a third.
For Vushta! Dear, forbidden Vushta. Surviving an ordeal like this would only nake nme nore prepared
for that great city where a single glance mght nmark a man for life. | opened ny nouth w de and

I et the custard pour.

My teeth closed on air. Air! | swallowed quickly and began to breathe. Air! Sweeter than all the
| emon custard in the world! | |aughed and began to whistle "The Happy Wodcutter's Song."

But sonet hing covered ny nouth again. Had the custard shifted? My panic returned. 1 opened ny eyes
to see insect feelers waving above ny nose.

It was a butterfly.

There was a crash as the vat, burdened with nme, hundreds of gallons of custard, and thousands,
perhaps nillions, of butterflies, could no | onger support the weight. | found nyself floating off
the stage on a river of custard.

Snarks called fromthe platform overhead:
"He has survived the trial by custard!"”

"But--" Heemat began, rather flustered. "He can't--" He rubbed his bald head and smiled. "I
suppose he can."

Hendrek waded into the yellow torrent and grabbed ne before 1 could be swept beyond the wi zard's
table. He placed ne on a seat above the now
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dwi ndling custard tide. Ebenezum of course, was still sneezing.
Wien ny nmaster conposed hinmself, | thanked himfor not using the haddock spell.

Ebenezum nodded happily. "Butterflies were all that was needed. And it was better that | saved you
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wi t hout alienating our hosts. Undo Wintvor's bonds, would you, Hendrek?"

The large warrior did as he was asked. In the neantine, Ebenezum went on to explain what a great
thing it was that we had acconpli shed--col | aborative nmagic. 1 had whistled, he had flapped and
wiggled, and the magic had still occurred. That was inportant, since in flapping and wiggling,
he wasn't doing anything sorcerous. Thus, the nagical inplications did not affect his malady unti
the spell was already successfully conpleted, whereas if he had tried to acconplish the entire
spell hinmself, he would have collapsed in a sneezing fit hal fway through the song.

"So you see what this nmeans?" Ebenezum concl uded. "Whol e vistas of nagic are open to ne again.
Toget her, Wintvor, we mght even find a cure!"

A cure? This was all too nuch. First, alnpbst drowning in a vat of custard, and now this! |
pictured nyself fated to return to Wzard's Wods w thout the slightest chance of seeing Vushta
for years to cone.

Ebenezum was nuch too excited to notice nmy mood. "And it was never so inportant as now to nuster
our nagical resources. Wiile you were preparing for your ordeal, | have had di scussions wth
Hendrek. His denonic tornmentors were able to | ocate himmuch too quickly after our escape from
Urfoo."
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"Doom " Hendrek added.

"Which fits the pattern we began to see on our journey to Vushta. Wintvor, there are far too many
denons [oose in the world. Sonething newis comng fromthe Netherhells. And now, Wntvor, that
certain inconveni ences are out of the way"--he nodded to the stage and the still-upright vat of
butterscotch custard--"we can find out just what that something is.”

In nmy relief at being alive, | had quite forgotten what was still transpiring on the stage. By
now, the live butterflies had all flown out anong the audi ence, and they had swept the dead
butterflies, custard, and broken bits of vat away.

Heemat stood, arms outstretched, on one of the platforms. Hs eyes surveyed the audience. He
cl eared his throat.

The remaining vat tipped over sideways, and the Deal er of Death tunbled out. The vat rolled about
so that its innards faced the audi ence. There was no custard left in there at ail. The iron sides
had been |icked cl ean.

The Deal er bur ped.

"Certain inconveni ences appear to have returned,” Ebenezum renarked. He tugged at his beard
thoughtfully. "But perhaps it will take hima few mnutes to digest. W nust talk to Snarks, and
qui ckly. He has know edge of the Netherhells that is inportant to our guest and, yes, may be

i mportant to our very lives."

The Deal er groaned and tried to stand. H s stonmach appeared sonmewhat |arger than it had before.
Heemat ran back and forth across the upper platform his hands rubbing together so fast that |
expected to see sparks.
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"Two have passed!" he cried. "Two! Two! Never in the history of the worship of Plaugg, bless his
mundane magni fi cence, have two survived the trial! W nust--we nust-- It is time for a
conference! "

A heavily cow ed figure scooted past our table. Hendrek grabbed his hood as Ebenezum held his
wi zardly nose. The doomed warrior had been correct in his assunption. It was Snharks.

"Good Snharks!" Ebenezum managed, doing his best not to sneeze. "W nust speak--we nust-- spec--sp--
" He quickly grabbed his cap and sneezed therein. "Pardon. Sonething is happening with the Nether--
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with the Ne-- Ne-- N--" Three sneezes this tine, in rapid succession. Ebenezum held his cap at
arms length with sone distaste. "Snarks, you mu-- nus-- Drat! Wintvor! 'Tis up to you!"

The wizard fell beneath the table, lost in a sneezing fit.

"I ndeed,"” | began. Wat should | ask this all-too-honest denon? | wanted to make ny master proud!
But there wasn't nmuch tine. Already the Deal er of Death was | eapi ng about the stage, involved in a
conmpl ex series of calisthenics designed, | was sure, to aid digestion and free custard-stiffened
nmuscl es.

"Indeed,"” | said again. "I believe you conme fromthe Netherhells?"

"No, no, no," Snarks replied. "Actually, you know for a fact that | cone fromthe Netherhells. You
shoul d think nore before you speak, you know. |nexact |anguage, inappropriate questions. Sonetines
1 don't know how you hunmans nmake it from day today."

"Snarks!" | cried, a bit nore loudly than perhaps | should. | would not be upset by his denon
t ongue.
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"W have reason to believe there's a plot afoot in the Netherhells!"

"And good reason it is, too," Snarks replied. "There are always plots afoot in the Netherhells.
It's part of the charmof the place. But | inmagine, in your bunbling way, you' re asking ne if
there's one particular plot, a |arge, dangerous plot, perhaps, that could threaten all of
humanki nd. |s that what you want to ask of nme?"

I nodded ny head. Perhaps it was best not to speak at all and just let the denon talk.
"Well, the answer is yes. Now, if you'll excuse ne, |I'mlate for the conference."
"Dooml " Hendrek renmarked as Snarks | eapt up onstage. Ebenezum bl ew his nose.

Heemat had al ready turned away fromthe huddl ed nonks and once again began to address the
audi ence.

"Ladi es and gentlenen, fellow believers, and our guests. Never in the history of Plauggdom has
such a nodestly bl essed event as this occurred. Two in our m dst have been tested, and found
reasonably worthy. Even Pl augg hinself, bless his margi nal magnificence, nust be | ooking down from
hi s noderate hei ght and--"

A small gray stormcloud appeared over Heemat's head, the kind that meant a nmonent's rain before
it di sappeared. Heemat paused mi dsentence to gape as the cloud took on the shape of a man, wearing
runpl ed gray robes and a di stracted expression. The di sheveled floating man squinted out into the
audi ence.

"Pardon nme," he nmuttered in a tinmprous voice. "I'mnot so sure | should be here."

Heemat, his fellows on the stage, and all the
216

hermt-nonks in the audience had fallen to their knees. The assenbl age | ooked to the runpled nan
overhead and spoke with one voice. "Plaugg!"

FI FTEEN

"So you think you know great, nail-biting excitenent, you think you know truly abject fear, you
think you know total and conpl ete despair, you think you know the incredi bly degenerate underside
of this world we live in, and the ridicul ously despicable | engths that your fellow man can sink
to, nore rotten, nore putrid than the lowest formof fungus. . . . Ch. You are a sorcerer as well
Then perhaps you do."
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- - FURTHER CONVERSATI ONS W TH EBENEZUM
Vol ure 111

"Ch, maybe I'ma little early,"” Plaugg said, seemingly to hinmself. "Yes, of course, that nust be
it. I'mearly!"

Ebenezum wat ched the minor deity with sonme trepidation. Once again, the w zard held his nose.

"Ch, cone now, corme now," Plaugg said, singling the wizard out. "1 won't |et you sneeze around ne.
It's the least | can do."
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The wi zard | ooked up at the gray, runpled deity. He breathed in and out without ill effect. "Do
you nmean to say," the wi zard said cautiously, "that you have the power to cure my affliction?"

"Well, that's a problem isn't it?" Plaugg clasped his hands together. "Not exactly, no. W mnor
deities can only do so nuch, you know. Unfortunately, | can only cure your affliction with regard
to nysel f."

"Ch." Ebenezum frowned. "Pity."

"Yes, isn't it," Plaugg agreed. "It's one of the problens with being a mnor deity. You only get
so nuch power, and oh, the responsibility that conmes with it! You could hardly imgi ne. A ways
having to please the faithful. After all, what do you i magine |' mdoing here now? Al though cone to

think of it, that hasn't happened yet, has it?"

"O reasonably beneficent Plaugg!" Heemat cried fromthe platform

"Yes, yes, |I'Il be with you in a nonment," the mnor deity remarked. "As soon as | finish talking
with this gentleman here. You wouldn't believe howlong it's been since |I've had a good talk. It's
one of the problems with ny profession, I"mafraid. You get a lot of worship in nmy position, but
very little good conversation.”

Ebenezum nodded. "What would you like to talk about? You wouldn't want to tell us why you're
her e?"

"Ch, that." Plaugg sighed. "Duty. | do sonetines get tired of all that. Being a minor deity is
really nore trouble than it's worth. Your worshipers never |ook you in the eye, and should you
even attenpt to speak to them they start sacrificing things to you. Sacrifices and nore
sacrifices, at the drop of a hat.
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Now | ask you, what use have | got for a dead goat?"
"Pl augg, do you demand a sacrifice?" Heemat queri ed.

"See what | mean?" The deity frowned. "Oh. Don't get me wong. Heemat and his group are a
perfectly nice bunch of worshipers. There are just certain problens with being a minor deity. For
one thing, there's very little chance for pronotion. And the hours! |'ve been thinking seriously
about getting into another |ine of work."

"What do you wi sh fromus, Adequate One?" Heemat conti nued.

"Mostly that you stop asking questions,”" the deity replied. "Believe it or not, | amhere for a
reason."

There was silence in the Great Hall. Al was still. | noticed that sonmetine after the appearance
of Plaugg, the Deal er of Death had nmanaged to quit the stage. | decided to search the roomfor

him but 1 didn't have to look far. He stood just behind Ebenezum He sniled at ne.
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"Ch," Plaugg said as the silence | engthened. "1 suppose you want to know why |I'm here. Well,
that's a reasonabl e request, and you are nmy worshipers, after all. Very well. | amhere to band us
t oget her through the conming crisis."

The comng crisis? | did not like the sound of that. Hendrek muttered darkly at ny side.
A hermt directly below the deity pulled back his hood. It was Snharks.
"You nmean the attack fromthe Netherhells?"

"Why, yes, didn't | say that?" Plaugg rubbed at his balding pate as he stared in the distance.
"Ch. | suppose | didn't." He | ooked down at the ground beneath our feet. "Here it cones now "

It started nore as a feeling than a sound. Deep, far
220 Crai g 5nav, Gardner
deeper than any of the quakes we heard before, as if it started at the center of the world.

"Now | want us all to be ready!" Plaugg cried, his voice much stronger than before. "In a few
m nutes, we're going to see all kinds of denons! But they've never dealt with anyone |ike Plaugg' s
hermts before!”

The noi se grew beneath our feet.

"Doom " Hendrek intoned. He unsheathed the doomed cl ub, Headbasher. Ebenezum backed away to a
saf er distance.

"Now | want every one of you to do your utnost!" the deity encouraged. "Drive those denons back
where they cane from Do it for Plaugg!"

The runbling had become a vibration in the floor. It was difficult to remain standing. The Deal er
wal ked up to ne.

"It appears | nmust once again postpone your deaths," he said behind his childlike snmle. "Oh,
well. This is the most fun |'ve ever had, ever!" He flexed his nmuscles and stared expectantly at
the fl oor.

I was gl ad sonmeone was having a good tine. The quake was quite |loud by now Plaugg had to shout to
be heard.

"Ckay." He pointed a quivering finger at the mddl e of the audience. "I inagine the Netherhells
will break through just about there. And |I'm pretty good at guessing these things, let nme tel

you. Comes with the job, | suppose. So everyone should spread out to the corners of the room And
pile those tables up in front of you, why don't you? It'll protect you fromsonme of the nolten
debris.™

"What, are sonme of you | eaving?" Plaugg shook his bal ding head. "Now, you don't want to get ne
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angry, do you? My wath may not be ir. the big | eagues, but it is noderately great, let ne tel
you! Ch, weapons? You need weapons? Well, all right, then. 1 do sonetines get carried away with
mysel f. You'll have to excuse ne."

| looked to my master, and he turned away fromthe deity, a bermused smle on his face.

"We find ourselves in the nmiddle again, Wint-vor," remarked the nage. He held his nose as Hen-drek
appr oached.

"Doom" the large warrior intoned. "W shall be overwhel ned by those things!" He shifted the great
war cl ub nervously from hand to hand.

This whol e situation seened to have gotten totally out of control. "Perhaps we should relocate," |
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suggest ed delicately.

Ebenezum shook his head. "I fear we should have to relocate to another world entirely. | think
that for the first tinme in our travels, we have stunbled on sonmething that is truly serious."

I swal | owed hard. My hands ached for nmy stout oak staff. This was serious? Then what were all our
battl es and narrow escapes of the past few weeks? For a brief nonment, 1 even longed for the utter
peace and boredom of our hone in the Wstern Ki ngdons.

"Ckay, now, they're alnost here!" Plaugg shrieked at the top of his lungs. The runbling had
redoubl ed again. | tried to speak to nmy master, but | couldn't even hear nyself. "Is everybody
ready? | know you can do it! Just do what you do best!™

The deity paused to | ook at Ebenezum and nyself. "Now, | will ask you folks not to do the fish
trick. 1 know it has worked before, but this situation is different. And | sinply refuse to work
around | arge
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quantities of dead haddock. I'msorry, but we all have our limts.

"Here they conme! Here they cone!" Plaugg was beginning to sound really excited. "Let's hear the
call and defeat themall! Do it for Plaugg!"

That's when the earth really began to shake. | was thrown off ny feet and bounced across the room
| tried to follow Plaugg's advice and crawl toward the wall.

And then the ground was ripped in two. | grabbed onto a table just to hold on to something solid.
The table shifted and dragged me along with it toward the crack that widened in the floor. |I was
sliding straight for a pit that dropped all the way down to the Netherhells! | could hear the
death screans of those who fell before nme; screans that started |loud and shrill, then faded with
distance. | tried to find sonething else to grab onto, but everything was slipping away with ne.
And then it stopped, as suddenly as it had begun. | found nyself face to face with a troll

"Sl obber!" the troll remarked.
I hit the troll with the table. The table broke
"Slobber!" the troll repeated.

"Ch, if nmy teachers could only see me now" A |arge hand appeared before ne and plucked the troll
of f the ground. An incredibly cheerful Dealer of Death stood at ny side.

"This is the first chance |I've had to strangle a troll," the Deal er enthused.
"No slob--" was all the troll had time to say.

A great, deep voice spoke sonewhere behind ne:

"Cone on, ny nmnions! Gab all of them
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And tear every one of themLinb fromlinb!"

Dust filled the air. It was inpossible to see nore than a few feet. Still, | had a cold feeling in
my stomach about that voice. Ony one poet could be that bad.

"Roar for the Netherhells Let your colors unfurl, In a matter of hours W will rule this world!"
Dimy, | could see a great blue form standi ng above the rubble. Yes, it was the denmon Guxx.

"We'll rule this world Wth pride and ponp, And so for the nonment Let's Stonp! Stomp! Stonp!”
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This was terrible! There were denons everywhere! Every second the dust cleared, there seened to be
more of them as if they sprang fromthe dust itself. If someone didn't do sonething quickly, we
were all going to die. Wirse yet, the last sounds to assail our ears would be Guxx's doggerel
verse.

But then a higher voice cried out fromacross the room

"Gve ne aP"

A few ragged "P's were shouted here and there.

"Gve ne an L!'"

I cried, "L!" with the others. The response was stronger now.
"Quickly now" Guxx screaned back at us.
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"Don't let themrally! W need a death count we can tally!"
But the other voice would not be silenced.

"Gve ne an A"

The dust had settled enough now so that | could see halfway around the room A small red denon

junped for my throat. | still held a table leg, all that remai ned of the weapon | had used on the
troll. | batted the small denmon high in the air.
"Al" 1 cried.

Hendrek was at ny side. His warclub wove a fantastic pattern in the air, knocking the senses from
a dozen denpbns in as many seconds. Cries of "Wat?" "W am1?" and "What am | doing here?" could
be heard fromthose denons who were still conscious, evidence of Headbasher's hellish powers.

"U" Hendrek cried with the rest of us.
| | ooked about for ny naster
"Gvemre a @"

The Deal er of Death stood at my other side, noving so fast that he nade Hendrek's attack | ook |ike
a Sunday stroll. Denon arnms and | egs were all around him Sonetines they had denons attached.

"d" the Dealer cried with the others. He | aughed and began to whistle

| spotted Heemat and Snarks as part of a circle of about a dozen hermits. Each of themheld a
stick a bit thicker and a little shorter than nmy usual stout oak wal king staff. They were using
themquite effectively to hold off a horde of denbns and doi ng occasi onal greater damage anong the
fiends as well.

"G ve ne another G"
"Another G@" they cried together joyously.
And then | saw ny master. He had backed up
225
against a pile of rubble, holding his nose with both hands.
A particularly large and hairy troll advanced upon him

"Sl obber,” the troll said in its gravel voice
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"And what does that spell?" came the voice fromon high

Ebenezum s face had becone an odd shade of purplish red. Hi s head reared back involuntarily. He
could no |l onger hold his malady within.

The troll felt the full force of the nasal blow The muscul ar creature junped and screaned,
shaki ng nmucus fromits | egs and arns.

"No sl obber! No slobber!"™ it cried as it ran back to the pit that led to the Netherhells.
"Plaugg!" a hundred voices joined together to shout.

"What's that spell?" the first voice pronpted again.

"Plaugg!" We all joined in this tine, a thousand voices strong.

"One nore tinme!" The voi ce sounded delirious with joy.

1 saw Ebenezum take a deep breath and join in

"Pl augg! "

The world froze around us. O, nore specifically, the denons froze, in whatever position they had
assuned when we had let | oose with our final cheer. Wat dust remained in the air had vani shed as
wel | . Qur surroundings were as cool and clear as a spring norning.

Pl augg hung where we'd left himin the niddle of the air.

"There," he said. "That's nuch better, isn't it?"

Guxx screaned in rage fromatop a large pile of
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dead hermits. Apparently he was the only denon unaffected by our chanted nagic.

"You think to stop Guxx and his demons, But | will find a way to free them"
Ebenezum bl ew his nose. "Beware!" he called to Plaugg. "His power grows with every rhyne!"

"Even that one?" The deity shook his head in disbelief. "But who am | to judge? | don't make the
rules. O at least not many of them"

The large bl ue denon flexed its nuscular arnms. Its claws had grown back since its fight with
Ebenezum

"You try to stop Guxx with your jokes, But | will live to see you choke!"
| saw the denmons nearest ne twitch slightly. Guxx's poetry would bring themback to lifel

"My, you are a serious fellow, aren't you?" Plaugg replied. "Just a second, now, and |I'Il nicely
send you back where you canme from"

Ebenezum began to sneeze again. The denon's magi ¢ was returning!
Quxx bared its razor fangs.

"You'll not have a nmonent! You'll have no tinme at all, For ne and ny denmons Wl cause your
downfal ['I'"

Al'l the denpons nearby definitely quivered.

"Ch, this fellow can be tiresone, can't he?" Piaugg replied. "Gve ne a nonent, won't you?
hardly ever do these physical nanifestations, and
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usually they only allow ne to show up as burning noss. |I'mnot high enough up on the | adder to do
bushes, you know. But do | nind?"

GQuxx |l eapt up and raked the air with its claws. You could tell the denbn was feeling better with
every passi ng nonent.

"You' ve had your chance, You heavenly fool, But now 'tis tine For denobns to rule!"
| saw the denon closest to ne blink repeatedly.

"Nanme calling, is it, then?" Plaugg retorted. "lIt's no longer a gentleman's gane, | see. If |
wasn't having so nuch trouble figuring out just how to make things work in this form you woul dn't
even have tine to carry on this way. Perhaps | should have shown up as the burning tree noss after
all. It's not very intellectually stinulating, though, let ne tell you."

"I'"ve had enough of your lies and tal k! Fellow denons, arise, to work!"
The frozen denons didn't nove. "Ahem "™ Guxx remarked. "Not good enough, huh? Well, let's try this:
"Come on denons, arise, dig in, For we have a world to win!"

A few of the denobns yawned and stretched. "O reasonably nighty Plaugg!" Heemat cried. "Do
sonet hi ng. Pl ease?"

228

"I'msorry," the deity replied. "I can't be rushed. Oh, wait a second. Is this it?" He shook his
posterior three times. Nothing happened.

"Ari se denons! Conme now, nmake haste! For we have a world to waste!"
The denpbns awoke en nmsse
"Qui ck! Do sonething!" Heemat screaned. "Er ... we beseech you! Please!"

"Yes, yes, |I'Il have it soon." Plaugg bit his lower lip. "You'll just have to handle themfor a
nonment or two."

"This one is nmne!" the Dealer of Death called, launching hinmself toward Guxx. "I always wanted to
strangle a really big denon!"

@Quxx struck out at the approaching assassin, but the Dealer was too fast. Guxx held nothing but
itself inits claws, and the Deal er held the denon in a strangl ehold from behi nd.

"Denons, denons, to work, to work! We nust overwhel mthese pitiful--urracht!”
The Deal er tightened his hold.

"Wait a second!" Plaugg cried as the denbns once again began to rend and tear. "I have it!" He
shook his posterior three tinmes and snapped his fingers.

Trunpets sounded fromon high. | heard the flutter of wi ngs above us, too, as if the air were
filled with invisible birds. An even | arger hole appeared in the mddle of the room The denizens
of the Netherhells shrieked as one as they were pulled back to their home.

When the hol e had cl osed, Heemat and ten ot her
229
hermts rose fromwhere they sat on Snharks.

"Can't risk losing a convert." Heemat smil ed.
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"Vsspl It hmm Quxx!" Snarks replied.
"There's one left?" Plaugg frowned. "But | quite specifically remenber getting an exact count."
It was then that | realized the Deal er was no | onger anong us.

"Well." Plaugg said. "It's been nice. Don't call me, I'Il call you. | need a vacation. It's a
problemw th ny position, you know. Do you think they give me any tinme off at all?"

And with that, Plaugg was gone as well.
Ebenezum bl ew hi s nose.

"Now our real work begins."

S| XTEEN

"Begi nnings and endi ngs are, for the nost part, artificial constructs. You say you begi n when you
are born, but what of those nonths spent growing in the wonb? Endi ngs are hazier still, for
further things may occur that extend and enlarge the earlier story. And that is nmy final sentence
on the subject. O perhaps this one is the final sentence. No, npst assuredly what | wite nowis
the final word on the matter. But now that | think upon it, perhaps this-- "

--THE TEACH NGS OF EBENEZUM Vol ume LVI|
(Abri dged)

"What do you nean, you won't pay?" Ebenezum stared evenly at a scarlet Heemat. "As you recall,
good Heemat, we paid for basic

room and board on arrival. At that point, you gave

us no indication of the extent of additional charges

we mght entail." "But surely you nust realize that a hovel of our

standi ng--"
231
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The wi zard gl anced through the three sheets of parchnent, each one filled with a list of charges

witten in a tiny hand. "Now, | see you list a broken table anong the charges. That, at least, is
a reasonabl e request. | suggest that you contact the man who broke said table. He is, | believe,

currently residing in the Netherhells." He slapped the bill before him "Ninety-six gallons of

| emon custard? You woul d dare charge us--" Ebenezum becane speechless with w zardly rage.

Heemat shrugged. "Sonmeone has to pay it."

"Indeed."” The w zard spoke all too evenly. | had seen ny master like this before. | stood as far
back as | could possibly get.

"I will say the followi ng only once,'
turned into a frog?"

the wi zard remarked. "Sir, how would you feel if you were

"A frog," Heemat repeated. He | ooked down at his feet. Perhaps he imagi ned them webbed. He | ooked
back at Ebenezum in full sorcerous regalia.

"A frog," he said again. He snatched the bills from Ebenezum s grasp. "Well, perhaps there are a
few m stakes herein. Cccasionally, our accountants do becone overzeal ous. | shall reviewthe
account personally.”

"Pl ease do so." The wi zard's voice had grown considerably calmer. "W will, of course, be taking
Snarks with us as well."
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"You' re taking Snarks?" The color returned to Heemat's face. "You cheat nme of ny rightful nonies,
and then you denmand ny best assistant? |'Il have you know-"

"I understand the lily pads are very nice this time of year," Ebenezuminterjected.

"Lily pads." Heemat went white. "Too |ong have
233

I neglected my vow of silence. It is hightine | reinstituted my nost holy pledge, this very
instant."” Heemat clanped his |ips together tight.

"I have always admired holy men," Ebenezumreplied as Hendrek joined us. The |l arge warrior had
Snarks in tow.

The denon hernmit renoved its cowl. "They are right, friend Heemat," it said. "I saw what was goi ng
on before | was expelled fromthe Netherhells. There are certain denons down there who are tired
of being constantly under the earth. They would like to see what it feels like to control the
surface as well. And these factions are finding greater denonic favor everyday."

"Far too true," Ebenezum agreed froma safe distance. "My 'prentice and | have seen a massive

over abundance of sorcerous activity in our travels to fabled Vushta, and | have long feared
consequences such as these. So the four of us, Wintvor, nyself, Snarks, and the warrior Hendrek
must continue to Vushta in all haste. At first, | wished to visit this city for personal reasons.
Now, though, | nust nmake preparations to warn the great Wzard's University, and hel p them prepare
for the tremendous sorcerous battle that is to cone."

Heermat nodded silently.

"So you actually will keep to your vow of silence," Snarks remarked. "It will nmake up for all the
times you tal ked too much. And you know, friend Heemat, you, too, could stand to | ose a few
pounds. And of course, | would be remiss if | did not mention grrllp xxzzttff krll."

Hendrek had replaced the cowm on the denon's head.

"Doom " the warrior remarked.

234

Heenmat, who seened on the edge of saying sonething, glanced at the wizard and did not.

"We appreciate your reasonableness in this nmatter,” Ebenezum continued to the hermt. "And due to
the severity of the natter, we have taken the liberty of borrowing a horse and cart from your
stables. Ch, have no fear! They'll only be gone for a few nonths at nost! That is, so long as
we're not attacked by denmons. Still, | want you to know that all four of us appreciate your
sacrifice, so that we may get sone much needed rest on our way to Vushta."

He pointed to the kitchen. "Wintvor, go and fetch those two sacks of provisions | had put aside."

I did as | was told, doing ny best to ignore Heemat, who had once again turned the red of a truly
spect acul ar sunset.

And so we were on our way once again to Vushta, city of a thousand forbidden delights that could

truly mark a man for life. | couldn't renenber the last tine | was in such a good nood. A |ight
rain fell as the cart made its way through the woods, as refreshing a cold, light rain as |I had
ever felt. | humred to nyself as | urged the horse forward. Coming froma farm ng background, |

had as much experience as anyone with ani nmal s.

Ebenezum sat on the seat next to nme on the cart. It was plain that the wi zard was still exhaust ed.
Every mnute or two he began to nod, until the bunps of the cart jarred hi mawake. Hendrek sat
directly behind us, glowering as usual. Snarks sat even farther back in the cart, under the canvas
covering, doing whatever Snarks did deep within those robes.
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A bl oodcurdling scream canme fromthe bushes. A man dressed only in a loincloth rushed toward the
cart, dagger held before him H's bare foot hit a rock

235
as he ran up the road. He tripped. Sonehow, he nmanaged to inpale hinself on his own weapon.
"Anot her assassin," | remarked absently as we rode by the corpse.
"Indeed," Ebenezumreplied. "It's all rather conforting, isn't it?"

And indeed it was. Ebenezumfinally fell to sleep in earnest, and | continued to drive the cart,
to Vushta and desti ny.

Ch, what a wonderful worl d!
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