A Disagreement With Degth
Versethe Third in The Bdlad of Wuntvor
Craig Shaw Gardner
CONTENTS
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS.3
ONE .4
TWO..13
THREE.19
FOUR..24
HVE.30
SIX..35
SEVEN..40
EIGHT.44
NINE.54
TEN..59
ELEVEN..67
TWELVE.71
THIRTEEN..77
FOURTEEN..83
FIFTEEN..88
SIXTEEN..92
SEVENTEEN..96
EIGHTEEN..102
NINETEEN..107

TWENTY ..115



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Uh-oh. Here we are a the end of another trilogy. Thistime, I d tike to thank those people and things
that made me The Way | am Today, specificdly: Jay Ward and Bill Scott’s Rocky and Bullwinkle, Walt
Kdly’sPogo, Carl Bark’s Uncle Scrooge and anything made by Chuck Jones, the writings of Robert
Sheckley, Jack Sharkey and L. Sprague de Camp (often with Fletcher Pratt); Preston Sturges smovies,
Stan Freberg commercias (who put those eight great tomatoesin that itty-bitty can?); Danny Kayein
Frank and Panama s The Court Jester (apartid prototype for Wuntvor—the vessel with the pestle holds
the brew that istrue); and amost anything made by those Monty Python people. In addition, much of
these books was written while listening to the recordings of Louis Jordon (“Beware, Brother, Beware’)
and Kid Creole and the Coconuts (* Annie, I'm Not Y our Daddy”). Y ou have been warned.

The usud round of thanks must dso go to my stawart and long-suffering friends, including Jeff, Richard,
Victoriaand Mary (ak.a Team Cambridge), who critiqued miswhole thing asit went along, and the
lovely Elisabeth, who puts up with me wandering around the gpartment chuckling at my own jokes. And
then there’ sthose New Y ork people, like my Superagent, Merrilee Heifetz, and the entire friendly and
helpful saff at Writers House; and aso my Supereditor, Ginjer Buchanan, who amost dways changes
stuff back when | yell and scream, and everybody ese at Berkley/Ace (Hi, Susan! Hi, Beth!).

Lagtly, | would like to dedicate this, the last of the Ebenezum books, to the memory of my grandfather
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ONE

There isonefact that every magician must accept: Sorcery is not a stable science. Quite the contrary,
magic is ever-changing, and the nimble mage must learn to change with it. Magic isnever done. It goes
on forever and ever, constantly new, impossible to categorize or summarize. The magician must never
consider aspell complete and successful until he or she seestheresults. He must redlize aswell that every
spell has a counterspell, and, in aworld where magic rules, al things are possible. Using magic becomes
alifetime’ swork, asthe mage discoversthat al the spells and conjurations grow together into aforce
beyond the magician’ssmple gods, and further join with dl the other spells, of al the other wizards, padt,
present and future, becoming an ever-changing tapestry beyond mortal ken, aforce that no wizard can
ever completely understand. Or completely take for granted.

That'smagic in anutshel. And that's my find word on the matter. | think.

From Spells That Hate Wizards, and the Wizards Who Love Them, third edition, by Ebenezum, greatest
wizard in the Western Kingdoms

“Wuntvor?’

| looked up. | redlized that someone was calling my name, and perhaps had been doing so for quite
sometime,

“Wuntvor?’ the young woman'’ s voice repeated. It was the voice of my beloved, the witch Norel. “Do
you want to talk?’

| shrugged. | did not care. After what had happened, | didn’t care about much of anything. My master,
Ebenezum, the greatest mage in the Western Kingdoms, was gone. He had been taken by Degth. Worse



still, Death had taken the wizard because the specter could not take me, whom it wanted because of
some nonsense about my being the Eternd Apprentice, dways instantaneoudy reborn into another
apprenticing form, forever bumbling, forever helping heroes throughout eternity, and therefore forever
beyond Death’s grasp. And for this very reasorn—my supposed unobtainability by the creature to whom
al camein time—Degth desired me. The specter coveted my soul, and would go to any lengthsto obtain
it.

Norei squatted by my side, so that her face was even with mine. She gripped my chin with her cool,
deicatefingers.

“Areyou going to St there for the rest of your life?”

When | did not reply immediately, she pulled her hand away. | blinked, glancing down at the dirt and
grass between my knees, then looked up again a Nore’ s concerned expression. | Sighed. | shrugged.
Death had taken my master. What did it matter?

Norel whistled softly. “Aleawasright.”

“Alea? | murmured. Had Alea been here?

Norel nodded, moreto herself than to me. “When she told me that she had embraced you, and nestled
her cheek tenderly next to your own, and promised you she would do anything, anything at all, to bresk
you from thismood, and thet, to dl of this, you showed not the dightest reaction, | doubted her. Until
Aleahad done what? | did not remember an embrace, and Aleawas the sort of person, what with her
long blond hair and trim actress sfigure, with whom an embrace would be memorable. And there had
been cheek nestling aswell? And she had promised to do anything?

Anything? Well, not that | would have done anything, because, after dl, | was promised to my beloved
Norei. But ill. Anything?

And | didn’t remember any of it?
Norei frowned a me. “There must be some way we can get you out of this state.”
| frowned back at her. | hoped that there was. Obvioudly, from what Norel had told me, the depression

| wasin was more serious than | had thought. | furrowed my brow, but the memory of Aleawas|ost to
me

Anything?
Norei reached out her armsto me and clasped mefirmly.

“I think thiscalsfor drastic action,” she whispered, agrim haf-smile upon her lips. Sheleaned in my
direction.

What was she doing? My master wasgone! | didn’t have any time for such foolishness. Her full lips
were much too close. | wanted to turn my head away.

For somereason, | did not.



| closed my eyes, and we kissed.

Thekisslasted for quite sometime. | fdt atingling warmth in my chest, which spread outward asthe kiss
continued, until it heated me from the top of my head to the ends of my toes. And the true center of the
warmth emanated from Norei’ s soft lips, the sweetest lips anyone had ever kissed.

Thekissended at last. | gasped for breath. | opened my eyes.

Perhaps, | reconsidered, there was hope, after al.

“Now,” my beloved said again. “Would you liketo talk about it?’

| nodded, not yet able to speak.

“Ebenezumisgone,” Norel summarized. “ Degth hastaken him. But Degth redly wantsyou.”

| nodded again. | marveled a my beloved. How could she be so clearheaded after such akiss?

“And Death would be glad to trade your soul for Ebenezum’ s?’

| Sghed. “I'm afraid so. That is, if we can trust Death. The specter istoo fond of its games and tricks. |
fear that, instead of releasing Ebenezum from its kingdom in exchange for me, Death may try to take us
both.”

“Humang!” an excruciatingly annoying voice exclamed behind us. “Don’t you know anything?’

| whirled to see the truth-telling demon Snarks, attired as usud in his monkish robes of somber gray;
robesthat, despite their neutral hue, still seemed to clash with the demon’ s bright green complexion.

| glared at the smirking Snarks.

“How long have you been here?’ | demanded.

“Oh, long enough. Y our kissing' snot bad.” The demon nodded pleasantly a Norel before turning back
to me. “ After we'reaone, of course, I'll be glad to give you one or two pointers to improve your

technique.”

“Snarkd” | began, pointing back toward the clearing where the rest of our party rested. “If you
don't—"

But my beloved put arestraining hand upon my elbow, stopping my tirade beforeit could properly
begin. “No, no, let the demon be. | believe he hasapoint.”

Snarks nodded his agreement. “ Actudly | have anumber of them, but they’ re covered by my robes.”

| was horrified. Norei and Snarks agreed about me? | could barely bring mysdlf to ook at my beloved
as| asked: “Y ou mean he' sright about me having to improve my technique?’

Norei laughed softly. “No, no, your technique needs no improving whatsoever. Not to say that we both
couldn’t benefit from additiond practice, whenever and wherever we can find thetime.” She kissed me



gently on the cheek. “But | think he is correct when he implied that there might be more than oneway to
fight Death.”

| didn’t remember Snarks saying that. Still, after a prolonged bout of kissing, | had atendency not to
remember much of anything. What would my master have done in acase like this? After amoment’s
congderation, | nodded sagely and waited for one of the othersto continue.

Snarkswaved asickly green finger at Norei. “The young witch isvery perceptive, especidly for a
humen.

When | came upon this cozy little scene, you were bemoaning the fact that Death seemed to control the
Stuation. Typicd limited human thinking.” The demon paused to shrug his heavily robed shoulders. “But
then, you were not blessed with an upbringing spent in the devious byways of the Netherhells. One's
thoughts flow much more fredy when they’ re covered with a bit of dime.”

| listened intently to the smal demon, for, although Snarks somehow aways managed to phrasethingsin
the most irritating manner imaginable, still much of what he had told usin the past had been of great use.
The smdl demon had developed an odd dlarity of vision, based in large pan on his overwheming
compulsontotell thetruth in al things—a reaction, gpparently, to an experience Snarks had while il in
the womb, when his mother was badly frightened by agroup of demonic politicians.

“So herewe are,” the demon continued, “in the middle of abrand-new game, and Death appearsto be
holding al the cards.” Snarks amiled. “But | think that the game we re going to play won't use any cards
at dl. Who sayswe haveto play by Death’srules? Y ou have acrowd of aliesonly afew feet away,
some of whom have very interesting powers. | think that, with alittle thought, we will come up with a
gamethat will actudly put Degth at adisadvantage.” The demon clapped his hands enthusiagticdly. “We
canwinthig”

“That’sright!” atiny, high voice said from the vicinity of my ankles. “Y ou can't hep but win with
Brownie Power!”

Snarks paused mid-clap to make aface even more unpleasant than usual, asif something he had esten
recently wasinterfering with his digestion. He had also managed to turn an even degper shade of green.

“Then again,” he added a moment later, his scomach apparently once more under control, “ perhapsthere
are some of your alieswho might be better excluded from further assistance.”

“Nonsense! Brownies need no rest. We thrive on conflict!” Tap the Brownie performed an impromptu
tap dance as he spoke. “Especidly if that conflict has something to do with shoes!”

“I've got you there!” Snarks replied triumphantly. “1 don’t think Deeth has anything at dl to do with
footwear!”

“Nonsense! A being of Death’ s stature, not wearing—" Tap paused, doubt spreading across histiny
face. “Oh, my. The specter’ srobes are rather long, aren’t they?’

Snarks nodded triumphantly. “ There sno way to tell if Death wears shoes. There sno way to tell if
Desgth even hasfeet.”

Oddly, the dismay seemed to vanish from the Browni€' s countenance, replaced by afaraway look in his
eyes. “Then Death may have spent millenniawandering the cosmos shoeless?” Tap spokeinavoice



barely above awhisper. “Then—could it be—thefirgt pair of shoes Death wears might be made by me?’

“Indeed,” | interjected, for the conversation seemed to have wandered a good distance from our origina
topic. “ Perhaps, before we consider Death’ s footwear, we should give alittle more thought to the
predicament of my master—*

“Exactly what | was going to do.” Snarksinterrupted, “before this shoe fanatic butted in.”

“Shoefanatic!” Tap blurted. “Well, if caring passionately about one’ s footwear makes one a fanatic—if
it makes adifference to you about the proper hed size, and the qudity of the leather, and the aesthetic
roundness of the toe, and the eadticity of the laces, and the color of the leather, using of course only true
browns from nature, and the correct eyelet placement, taking into account the proper mathematical
proportions, and the absolute best angle for stitching the seams, and—well, ten or twelve other factors
equaly important, then | guessyou could call me—*

| tugged on Snarks sdeeve, drawing him abit farther away from the declaiming Brownie.
“My magter,” | repeated.

Norel walked up behind us. “We must find out what Death has done with him. If the creature will tell
lﬁ”

| smiled back at my beloved. Discussing my predica- ment with her and Snarks seemed to be restoring
both my confidence and powers of thought.

“Why not?’ | replied. “ Death feels above us. | am sure we can get it to boast of my master’ s capture
with no bother at all.”

A green, scaly hand patted me briskly on the back. “Thinking worthy of the Netherhells!” Snarks
exclamed. “If you keep up this clever planning for—say—another three or four weeks, | may haveto
revise my opinion of humankind.”

“But to make Death’ s shoes!” Tap shouted behind us. “1’d go down in the Brownie Hall of Fame! | can
see the plague now, made of that fine silver we usefor our very best buckles: ‘ First footwear for Lord of
the Deed, with hedl's designed to walk upon abillion souls. Designed by the humble—ME!" “ Tap
gpplauded his conjecture. “His Brownieship would have to forgive me then!”

Snarkslooked back at the Brownie with some distaste. “ Perhaps we should move even farther aside,”
he remarked, “ say, to an entirely different clearing?’

| chided Snarksfor hisremark. After dl, our tiny Brownie aly had been through alot latdly, what with
his somewhat impetuous actions coming under criticism by his Brownie superiors, Smply because he
forgot he was supposed to wait for one of those superiors, and rushed to my aid instead. Now the head
Brownie of them dl, His Brownieship, was making noises about disbarring Tap from al future Brownie
activity, which meant no more making shoes. In asituation like this, Tap was bound to be distraught. He
deserved alittle understanding.

Snarks nodded grimly when | was done. “Oh, | understand him &l too well. But do | havetolistento
him, too?”

The Brownie walked petulantly toward us. “Y ou may scoff, but my wholefutureisat stake. | can't wait



to meet Death and discuss footwear!”

In that instant, the sun disappeared behind a cloud. A wind sprang up from nowhere to remind us that
summer was dmost gone. And then the wind, too, was gone, replaced by a chuckle drier than astonein
adesert after athirty-year drought.

“Somebody caled?’ the newcomer’ s voice rasped.

Tap began to tremble as he looked up at the newcomer’ s rotting robes. “On second thought, | might
want alittle more time to prepare for my discusson—" He paused as he backed hagtily away. “ Say,
forty or fifty years?’

Death nodded &t the Brownie. “Ah, yes. But we will talk, my little friend. Sooner or later.”

The specter turned to me, the skull-like face beneath its hood showing dl itsteeth in aperpetud smile.
“Ah, but there is no reason to be upset. Thisis naught but a courtesy cal. As| recall, we have business
to discuss. Something to do with an exchange of souls?’

| glanced at both Norei and Snarks, then stepped forward. | would have to handle this somehow.
“Indeed.” | tried to smile, but my lipswould not refrain from trembling. “ Do you have a proposa ?’

Wasit my imagination, or did Degth’ s grin become even wider?* Oh, | have any number of them. But |
don’t think it’s proper that proposals should come from me.” Degth’ s voice quickened, rising with every
word. “After dl, | am dealing with the Eternal Apprentice, the one being in the entire cosmos forever

beyond my grasp!”

It stopped itself for aminute to smooth its dark, rotting robes. “ At least, that is, until now,” it added in a
much more reasonable tone. “1 therefore think it only proper that theinitia proposal come not from me,
but from the Eternal Apprentice.”

“Indeed?’ | replied. Death was taunting me, flaunting its advantage. Looking at the specter’ samile, | felt
the fear drain away, to be replaced by abuilding anger. If Desth was going to play with me, | would play
right back.

“Y ou want aproposd, then?” | asked, managing afirm smileat last. “Y ou give Ebenezum back to us
and we would forget al about it.”

Desth made a strangled sound, deep in whatever it had that passed for athroat. “Y ou dare—* it
whispered. “When | could reach over and snuff out—" The specter paused again and stood up straight,
regaining its skeletal composure. It laughed. “But | misunderstand. Y ou wish to bargain. | gpologize for
my outburst, but | fear | am abit too emotiondly involved in these proceedings. | will go aong with your
game, of course. | am the master of games.”

Death’ s knuckles clacked together noisily asit stroked its chin. “Y ou have made an offer. It is, of
course, unacceptable. However, | generoudy agree to make a counteroffer; say, let’sforget al about the
foolish wizard, and alow me rather to end this nonsense once and for dl by taking you and your
companions here to the Kingdom of Degth for the rest of eternity.”

Snarks sidled over to me. “1 don’t think thisisworking.”

“Come, now,” Death ingsted. “I am waiting for your counteroffer.”



“Indeed?’ | answered, staling for time. What could | bargain with next? | knew there was only one offer
that would satisfy Degth, and that was the possession of the Eterna Apprentice’s soul. My soul.

Tap jumped across the clearing, landing on my shoe. “Y ou’ d better speak up. | don't think thisguy is
long on patience!”

“For once, we arein agreement,” Snarks said, then added, “Why don’t you offer the creature one of
your companionsin exchange for the wizard? Somebody with auseful skill, like making shoes.”

“Then again,” the Brownie reconsdered, “ perhapsit istime to give this matter more thought. Perhaps
fifty or sixty years more thought?’

“I await your answer,” Degth intoned. “ Quickly, now! | have soulsto collect!”

“Doom!” answered adeep voice behind me.

“Oh, herewe go again,” Death remarked fatdigtically. “ The longer we talk, the greater the number of
companionsto the Eterna Apprentice that will arrive. How many are there now? A dozen? Two dozen?
May | suggest that we conclude our business before there are hundreds?’

“Indeed,” | replied. *'Y ou will excuse me for amoment, but | need to consult with my fellows.”

“Doom,” the warrior Hendrek agreed as he walked forward to stand by my side.

“Of course,” Death said with asigh. “How could | expect anything else?’

Norel walked to stand by my other side. | motioned my companions to huddle together.

“What am | do to? Death demands a bargain. But what can we afford to bargain with?”

“We could offer the creature a sharp blow to the head,” Hendrek suggested, hefting his cursed warclub,

which no man could own but could only rent. It was the weapon called Headbasher, that stole the
memoriesfrom men.

“A sharp blow to the head?’ Norei frowned. “No, | don’t think that was the sort of thing Wuntvor had
inmind.”

Hendrek nodded thoughtfully. “How about two sharp blowsto the head?’
“Youtry my patience!” Death shrieked behind me. “Y ou know what | desire. Make me an offer!”
“How about alittle song and dance?’ another voice boomed thesatricaly.

The earth shook as Damsdl and Dragon bounded into the clearing. As serious as our Situation weas, |
couldn’t help glancing a Aleawith her long blond hair and scanty vaudevillian attire,

Anything?

But | had no timefor errant thoughts. Death was waving itsbony armsin the air. It was becoming more
agitated with every passng minute.



“We ve come up with aspecid song for thisoccasion,” Aleasad brightly, tossng her long blond hair so
that it shone even benegth the clouds.

Anything?
“Hit it, Hubert!” Aleacdled out.
“I will not dlow thisl” Desth screamed. “1 am herefor negotiation, not vaudeville!”

But Damsdl and Dragon had aready started to shuffle back and forth. | knew a song could not be far
behind.

Unfortunately, | was correct:

“There ssomething inthe air that’ s pretty scary, The sunisgone, thewind' s contrary! It' s quite exciting,
we must confetti; It must be time for adate with Degth!”

“Say, Damsdl,” Hubert remarked. “Have you been introduced to Death?’
“Not officidly,” Aleareplied jovidly, “but | am dying to meet him!”
They launched into another verse:

“I must admit I’'mfeeling old, My youth is gone, the world is cold, All around meis such ameth, It must
be time for adate with Death!”

“Say, Dragon,” Aleainterjected. “I’ ve heard that Death israther acold character.”
Hubert dapped a scay knee before replying: “Well, Damsdl, you' ve heard Dead Wrong!”
“No more!l” Desath pleaded. “ Please, no more!” The specter turned to me. “Make me an offer, please!”

“Death wants an offer?” Hubert chortled triumphantly. “ See, Damsd, | knew we could win him over!
We smply haveto faceit. No one can resst our flashing feet and snappy patter!”

“No, no!” Death ingsted. “I was speaking to the Eterna Apprentice!”

“Oh, trying to be hard-nosed about this, so wewon't charge an arm and aleg?’ Hubert laughed again.

“You forget, Mr. Desth, that we' ve had to face negotiators much worse than you. After al, wework in
theartd”

“But | guess he's seen right through us, Hubie,” Aleaadded. “Let’ sfaceit, we need new worldsto
conquer. We ve dready mastered the world above with our song and dance. And now we ve amost

finished thisgig as officid entertainment for Wuntvor’s quest. Hubie and | have decided it’ stimeto look
for limited engagements dsawhere.”

“Nothing fancy, mind you,” Hubert continued. “One- night stands, mostly; perhaps alonger engagement
inyour population centers. If you have population centers.” The dragon sighed happily. “ Just think, the
first song-and-dance act ever to tour the Kingdom of the Dead.”



Degth stared a me even moreintently. “A bargain! Quickly!”

“I haveanideal” Snarksinterjected. “Y ou return the wizard to us, and we' Il make sure the dragon and
the woman never bother you again.”

Desgth hesitated beforeit replied.
“Tempting,” it said at last. “But not enough.”

“Isthis creature bothering you?’ a magnificently modulated voice spoke close by my ear. | did not even
have to turn my head to know that the unicorn had arrived.

“No, no, wewereonly talking.”

The unicorn sighed. “Yes, | know; you will talk to creatures like this. But will you spare afew moments
for me? It isenough to try even my perfect patience. Won't you ever find time for some’—the beast
paused meaningfully—" significant conversation?’

“Itistimewe got serious,” Degth interrupted hadtily, asif afraid of being drowned out by the
ever-increasing group of companions.

“So, you're having aparty,” yet another gruff voice commented loudly. “And you didn’t wait for me?’

It was Jeffrey the wolf. “Hey. Never mind. I'm here now. It'samazing how a quest can come divewhen
there sataking wolf dong!”

“Or you will never see your master again!” Degth shouted over the wolf.

“Doom,” Hendrek added.

“Ho hey, ho hey! And after work we play!” anumber of voicesrang out in song. To my surprise, it was
the Seven Other Dwarves.

“Hey!” the Brownie caled. “ Y ou guyssing, too?’

“Dowesing, too?’ one of the dwarves, whose name was Nasty, mimicked. “Of coursewedo, tiny. It's
inour contract!”

“That iscorrect,” sniffed another dwarve named Snooty.

“It isone of the privileges most cherished by the Dwarve Union. Not that you' d know anything about
that!”

“Yes, yes, most certainly.” Smarmy, the leader of the dwarves, stepped forward. “ Singing happy work
songsisatradition greatly cherished by dwarvedom. Unfortunately, we are abit out of practice, for
Mother Duck never much liked it. But with her off fighting the Netherhells, we thought it was high time
wegot in afew verses.”

“Y ou guys ever think about going into vaudeville?” Hubert queried. “We re dways|ooking for opening
&:tslll



“Will someonelisten to me?’ Death demanded.

Nore clutched my hand. “Yes, Wuntvor,” she said bravely. “We must come up with abargain for
Degath.”

“Bargains?’ Degth laughed bitterly, its patience a an end. “1 am tired of bargains! Y ou know whét |
desirel”

“Did | hear someone mention bargains?” A demon wearing aloud, checkered coat appeared before us,
alarge sack in one hand, alit cigar in the other. He lifted the sack, waving it in Death’ sdirection. “Well,
you need look no further than my extensive stock of previousy owned wegpons!”

“No more!l” Death screamed. “I will have my due! Wewill talk now!”

But suddenly another, much larger, much uglier demon stood among us. With asingle, disdainful glance
toward Degth, the large demon cleared histhroat and began to declaim:

“Guxx Unfufadoo, noble demon, Wishes to announce his presence—*

“Too much!” Death shrieked. “1 will dedl with al of you!” The creature lifted its hands above its heed,
gpreading its bondike fingers wide. And through the space between the fingers came the wind.

It began asagale. Leaves were torn from the trees surrounding the clearing, then the smaller branches
began to rip free. My companionstried to hold their ground, but they were forced to cover their faces so
they would not choke on the dust thet filled the air.

The wind increased, and the larger tree branches groaned as they bent in two. My smaller fellowslost
their footing, and had to huddle on the ground so as not to be blown away. One by one, the others also
fell to the ground as the enchanted gd e redoubled again, becoming so powerful that even Hubert had to
drain againg itsforce.

Death smiled at me though the gdle, asif we shared ajoke. And perhapswe did, for | did not fed the
wind at all.

“Good,” Degath remarked, its voice soft and clear despite the wind around us. “Now we may conclude
our business”

“Indeed,” | replied, and my voice, too, sounded louder than the wind. There would be no more staling. |
would have to make Degath an offer at last. | looked at the huddled form of Norel to one side, the mass
of overlarge robesthat hid Snarks on the other sde. There wasno way | could talk to any of my fellows!

Death laughed, the sound of plants being ripped up by their rootsin the gde. “They cannot help you
now. My power has put us beyond them. It isjust you and I: the Eternal Apprentice and his Death.”

The specter wriggled hisfingers. Thewind grew even stronger.

“Their advice was worthless, anyway. Surprised that | should know?’ Death paused an ingtant inits
wind production to smooth itsrotting robes. “'Y ou shouldn’t be. | knew everything they’ ve said, and
everything they were going to say. Fitiful mortals. Do you think you can keep any secretsfrom Death?|
am everywhere. | amin dl of you, and make my presence known alittle bit more every day. | know all
of you intimately, and, although you may deny it, dl of you know me, too.”



Desth laughed again, the sound of treesfeled by lightning. “Now, though, you will come to know me so
much better. For | have taken the two of us beyond the others. Prepare for your demise, Eternal
Apprentice. No one can help you now.”

There was a crashing sound behind me. Perhaps the wind was actually tearing apart the trees. Desth
stared beyond me, asif astonished by its handiwork.

13 Oopg ”
A giant foot crashed between us, afoot that belonged to Richard the giant.

“Excuse me, fellows,” Richard rumbled. “ There seem to be some tricky winds down closeto the
ground. It smaking walking alittle difficult. Un—you didn’t want that part of the forest back there,

anyways, did you?’

“I don’'t believethis” Desth screamed.
And then thewind was gone.

TWO

“Music hath charms to soothe the savage breast,” or so the sages say. And | agree that, if you can hum a
little ditty or two, you will have nothing to fear from the savage breast whatsoever. Unfortunately, ‘tis
another matter entirely with savage fingers, savage claws, savage teeth and savage fangs, dl of which will
gladly shred and bite to their heart’s content as you provide the musica accompaniment.

from Wizardry inthe Wild: A Sorcerer’ s Guide to Outdoor Surviva, fourth edition, by Ebenezum,
greatest wizard in the Western Kingdoms

Death had disappeared. But something was till wrong with the forest.

My companions stood, one by one, in the aftermath of the gale, each groaning, stretching, exclaiming or
complaining according to his or her nature. | looked around the edges of the forest that bordered the
clearing, to seeif the specter might be playing sometrick on us. But | saw no sign of its skeletdl
countenance. My large number of alies had managed to overwhelm it once again. Death had had to flee
when faced by too much life.

Why didn't | fed happier about my victory? Wasit smply that my master was till a prisoner of Degth,
and our first meeting with the specter had been so chaotic that | had had no opportunity to discover any
further hint of Ebenezum’ s whereabouts? Or was there something more? Had there been achangein the
forest, beyond the fact that it was amass of splintered trees and squashed bushes where the giant passed
through?

“Oops,” Richard interrupted. “ Could someone tell me what isgoing on?’
“Doom,” Hendrek answered.

“Do you think this means Deeth isn't interested in new entertainment attractions for his kingdom?’
Hubert wondered.



| asked my companionsto cam down for amoment. There was something out beyond the clearing. If |
listened for it, perhaps | could discover what it was.

After amuttered comment or two, my alies quieted. | stared out over the demolished corner of the
forest, and listened. Perhaps, | redlized, the wind had not vanished entirely. Though far less violent than
before, it was till out there, blowing about the splintered wood, whispering through the uprooted leaves.
Whispering? As soon as the thought entered my heed, | redlized how apt an analogy | had found. For
the wind did not blow mindlessy through the newly dead wood beyond the clearing. Rather, therewasa
pattern to the ebb and flow of the breeze, asif it blew against the leaves and branches to make specific
sounds; words perhaps, phrases, even parts of sentences. | strained to hear what the wind was saying.
“...not..."” sadthe breeze through the branches. And then: “. . . not gone. . .”

“Doom,” Hendrek murmured, but | waved him to silence.

“l'amnot ...” the breeze whispered. “1 am il . . . your answer . . . waiting for your answer.”

“Death!” | whispered in reply. For | was sure it was the specter, speaking to me through the broken
trees.

“...cannot escape. . . everywhere. . . Deathis. . .”
Thiswastoo strange. | had to investigate, even though it was surely one of Degth’ stricks. But | knew |
would have to face Death’ stricks and moreif | wasto rescue my master. | stepped forward and drew

my sword.

“What do you want now?’ Cuthbert, my enchanted blade, yelped. “ Thereisn’t going to be blood, is
there?’

| looked out at the dead forest. Now that | had walked closer to the ruined wood, | noticed that the
forest floor was covered by wigps of fog that seemed to be moving in anything but arandom pattern, asif
they were following some predetermined design.

“No,” | answered quite honestly. “1 don’'t believe there will be blood.”

“Oh, no,” Cuthbert moaned. “I know what that tone of voice means. There might not be any blood, but
there sgoing to be plenty of ichor!”

| nodded grimly, for | could make no other answer. The sword was probably right. Any moment now,
there would beichor and more.

“Oops?’ Richard caled from where he stood, high above us all. “Pardon me, but isthere something
going on down there? It’s so difficult to see anything clearly from my vantage point.”

“Indeed,” | replied. “ It isdifficult for usto seeaswell. Wewill haveto investigate.”
“Doom.”

| glanced to my side, and saw Hendrek pacing me, step for step, his cursed warclub, Headbasher,
swinging in hisvery large hand.



“Hendrek’ sright, even if he doesrefuseto loseweight,” the annoyingly correct voice of Snarks came
from my other Sde. His scaly green hands held astout oak staff. “If we' re going to fight this, we haveto
fight together.”

“Don’t you think it would be agood ideaiif you took someone with aknowledge of spellsaong?’ Norel
caled as she caught up to the rest of us.

| gave my beloved awelcoming smile, then looked forward again into the dead forest. Thefog was
thickening asit lifted from the ground, awhorling gray massthat rose and fel violently, asif it werea
gredt, gray blanket hiding an army of fiends benegth.

Therewas asmall explosion by my feet. It was Tap the Brownie. He pointed at the roiling fog.
“Pretty creepy, huh? Thislooks like ajob for Brownie Power!”

| stood till for amoment whilethelittle fellow hopped into my pocket.

“Begin!” ahuge voice spoke behind me.

Brax the sdesdemon began to besat out aregular rhythm on asmal drum he carried with him for thisvery
purpose, while hisfellow demon, Guxx Unfufadoo, declaimed:

“Guxx Unfufadoo, soldier demon, Marches bravely into battle, With no thought of hisown peril, Doesit
al for hisfriend Wuntvor!”

Therewas amoment’ s silence, followed by Guxx Unfufadoo’ s curt demand:
“Ask mel”

“Hmm?’ Brax replied. “Oh, sorry, | forgot, | was putting awvay my dru—*
“The quedtion!” Guxx ingsted.

“Oh, yes!” Brax groveled. “Most certainly, Grand Hoohah.” | heard the rustle of parchment. Brax
cleared histhroat. “ Tell me, Guxx,” he read in amonotone. “Why are you making this noble sacrifice?’

“Sacrifice? | see” Guxx paused amoment to consider, then commanded:
“Resume!”
Brax resumed besting the drum.

“Guxx Unfufadoo, abused demon, Wrongly thrown from power below us; Knowsif he helpsladin
trouble, Wuntvor will return the favor!”

Return the favor? Did that mean Guxx expected meto go back down to the Netherhellswith him and
help him regain his power? Was that why he was aiding me? Perhaps, | thought, in al fairness, | should
let the large demon know that another visit to the dime pools below was not in my immediate plans.

“Indeed—" | began



“Wait aminute, Damsd!” Hubert ydled enthusagticaly. “Guxx’ s declaming puts mein the mood for a
little song!”

Our march had brought us amost to the edge of the ruined wood, and | could see thefirst fingers of fog
perhaps two dozen paces ahead. Some of them curled together as we approached, asif beckoning usto
hurry. It was no longer the time for song, or declamation.

“Ind—" | tried to interject.

“Continue!” Guxx roared over my objection.

“Guxx Unfufadoo, angered demon, Does not speak for entertainment, Lifts hisvoice for but one
purpose, To put somefear in those hefightswith!”

“Indeed—" | began again, but my heart was no longer in the conversation. | could not risk turning
around while the wisps of fog gathered about me.

“No need to thank usl” Hubert assured me. “If smple declamation can keep Death’ s minions at bay,
think what we might accomplish with alittle song and dance.”

“That' sright, Dragon,” Aleaechoed Hubert' s enthusiasm, “especidly if we come up with something
appropriate. Say, 6127

“A wonderful choice!” Hubert agreed. “ Shal we?’
The two of them sang together:

“It' s getting scary out here in the big, wide world, With creatures that jump and go boo! But no matter
what horrible monster we meet, I'm not at al scared about you.”

“Recommence!” Guxx screamed forcefully. Brax beat the drum more quickly.
“Guxx Unfufadoo, music critic, Has had enough of thispair’ ssinging!

Isready to perform aservice;

Perhaps some voca cords need pruning?’

The demon flexed his claws meaningfully ashe blew hisnose. | redlized he had come very closeto
making atrue rhyme.

“Wal, you know how we fed about that!” Hubert replied. “ Takeit, Damsdl!”

Aleatook it:

“It' s so frightening that we want to hide, For whatever € se can we do? Something redlly nasty—*
They both paused to point at Guxx.

“—might be by our sde! But I’'m not at al scared about you!”



Guxx Unfufadoo began to jump up and down, his clawed fists punching invisble enemies before him, a
fearsome grimace spread upon his countenance. All in al, the demon seemed even more angry than
usud.

“Override!” he shrieked.

Brax drummed even more loudly than before.

“Doom.” Hendrek, obliviousto the dramataking place between our more theatrical companions, used
Headbasher to point into the shattered forest before us.

Oddly enough, the fog did seem to be retreating. Could whatever waswaiting for us out there be a
music critic aswell? Perhgpsthefog just didn't care for noise. Whichever the reason, the forest floor
before us was fog-free for a hundred paces.

“Thiscould be atrap,” Hendrek grumbled.

“And | could haverdativesliving in the Netherhells,” Snarks added. *Y ou have an amazing talent, dear
Hendrek, for stating the obvious.”

Hendrek solemnly nodded in agreement. “It isagift.”

The drumming redoubled behind us, twice asloud. | was amazed that so much noise could come from
onetiny drum. Once again, the demon declaimed behind us.

“Guxx Unfufadoo, angered demon, Has had enough of caterwauling! Seems you should have used your
heads which From your neckswill soon befalli—"

The demon’ s declamation dissolved in afearsome bout of sneezing.

“Such awadgte,” Brax Sghed behind us. “What amagnificent rhyming talent!”

Even | had to admit, it was a pity. Guxx Unfufadoo, the dread rhyming demon, had been defeated by a
counterspell performed by my master which caused the creature, once strengthened by hisrhymes, to
sneeze violently whenever rhymed poetry was present in his speech. Now—even though Guxx had once
been our sworn enemy—till | found it sad to see him reduced to a mere sneezing shadow of hisformer
demonic nagtiness.

“What' sthis?” Hubert exclamed. “ Guxx has given up?’

“ Tisapity,” Aleaagreed. “You might say he'slost by anose”

“Gee, Damsdl!” the dragon enthused. “ That sounds like a cue for another versel”

“Oopd” avoice rumbled from above. “No, it doesn't.”

“It doesn’'t?” Damsel and Dragon asked in unison.

The ground shook behind me, the sound, | guessed, of Richard putting hisfoot down.



“It doesn't,” the giant repeated. “ There is something strange going on out there.”

“Oh,” Hubert replied meekly, “I guessit doesn't. Oh, well. Therest of the versesweren't al that good,
anyway. In fact, the seventh and fifteenth stanzas were atrifle redundant—* The dragon’ svoicetrailed
off. “Something strange?’

Snarkslaughed. “1 never knew it could be so useful to have agiant dong.” But then he turned to look
out at the dead wood before us. “ Oh” was his only comment.

“Doom.” Hendrek pointed again with his club. In the sudden silence, the fog had begun to creep back
across the debris-strewn ground. “Whatever is out there is coming back for us.”

“Indeed,” | replied, doubt cregping into my voice. Should | encourage the vaudevillian duo’ssinging,
after dl? It was, at best, adifficult decison. Aloud, | mused: “What sort of trap advances on its prey?’

“Ah,” amagnificently modulated voice spoke immediately behind me, “but whatever is out there will
realize soon that it iswhat has been trapped, once it has been pierced by my glorious golden horn.”

“Hey!” Jeffrey added from somewhere nearby. “And don't they know that no trap is complete unless
you have ataking wolf dong?’

| redlized the Seven Other Dwarves were with usaswell, as| heard them singing quietly in the
background:

“Ho hee, ho hee, No trap will bother we!”

| wished | had the dwarves confidence. Couldn’t they see what was happening? The fog' sturbulence
was increasing with every second it roiled toward us. And asit grew closer, | could seethat it wasnot all
auniform gray, but actudly showed spots of dully gleaming color here and there that swam within the
mist. And the colors grew in intengity here, and faded there, like the flicker of sickly strings of lights, asif
whatever was hiding within the mist wasrising to the surface.

The voiceswithin the fog were louder, too. For | redlized that there was more than one calling out to me.
Now that there was no more singing or declaiming, | could hear them much more clearly:

“Wuntvor—*

“—bugnessisnot finished—*

“Eternd Apprentice—"

“—cometo us, Wuntvor—*

“—over o quickly—*

“Why don’t you put down your sword?’
“—an end to eternity—"

{3 Wur]t\/or—“



“Let us caressyou—"*
“Wewill cover you so comfortably—*
“—over 0 quickly—"*
“Wouldn't you like to ret—forever?’

“Y ou heard what they said?’ Cuthbert wailed. “ About putting down your sword?’

“Indeed,” | answered.

“lan’t that agood idea?’ the sword pleaded hopefully. “Letting me rest someplace dry, say back behind
us, away from thefog?’

| grunted in reply. “The way thisfog moves, | have thefeding thereis no placeit could not cover, and no
way we might escapeit. | suppose | might give you achoice: Would you like to be stuck flat upon the

ground, inanimate, while the clammy fog encloses you? Or would you like to be held in my hands, fighting
your way to freedom?’

“That' sachoice?’ The sword shivered, and spokein aresigned tone: “Very well. Ichor ismy destiny.”
“Indeed,” | replied, and advanced upon the fog.

THREE

“Don’t quote me. No comment.”

Statement of Ebenezum, greatest wizard in the Western Kingdoms, when first gpproached about
Wizardgate

“Wuntvor—" thefog called out to me. Or perhapsit was something hiding in the fog. Or any number of
thingshiding inthefog.

“—cometo us, Wuntvor—*

| looked to my companions. We were al together, atight-knit group.

“—bring your friends—*

Hendrek and Snarks flanked me on either Side, their weapons drawn. They were moving more
cautioudly than before. We had dowed our headlong rush to meet our destiny. The surrounding mist was

far too strange. None of us could guess what might emerge from the dense grayness a any instant, and
we al redized that we had to adjust our moves accordingly.

“WEe ve been waiting—" the fog voices whispered.

“Doom,” Hendrek said, his voice softer than before, asif the fog that reached to encircle uswasa
greater threat than even his pessmism could comprehend.

Thefog voices answered in ajumble:



“—FEternd Apprentice—"

“—ever 0 long—*

“We are so comforting—*

“—Wuntvor—*

“Thisisdl alittle depressing,” Snarks remarked with alot less venom than usud.

This situation, apparently, was affecting al of us. | looked about. Norel was right behind me, flanked by
the unicorn and the talking wolf. Guxx and Brax were next, the sdesdemon grasping his drum, ready to
best at amoment’ s notice. The Seven Other Dwarves followed them, while Hubert took up the rear with
Alea perched upon his scaly blueish-purple neck.

We had been quite spread out when we had begun our march toward the fog, but now the rear guard
seemed to be catching up with the front ranks, so that we were dl in abunch, threatening to trod on each
other’ sfeet at amoment’ s notice. Perhaps it was that those of usin front had been dowing our pace. Or
perhaps those in the rear had quickened theirsto keep away from the tendrils of mist that curled about
their heds.

“—Wuntvor—*

| took an even smaller step toward the fog. What did the mist want from me?

“—that’ s the way—"

“—amog—*

“—only amoment—"

“—over S0 peacefully—"*

Indeed, | thought. But for some reason, | could not bring mysdif to say even that sngleword. Infact, |
couldn’t bring mysdlf to do much of anything. Somehow, my steps had dowed so much that | had trouble
pushing my foot forward to take another. What was wrong here?

| turned to ask my companions. They had all stopped walking aswell. In fact, they seemed to have
stopped moving entirely. All of them stared forward, into the fog. Hubert blinked, dowly. | looked down
into the pocket of my jerkin. The Brownie appeared wedged insde, hands covering histiny cap, asif he
never wanted to look up into the light of day again.

“Doo—" Hendrek began, but was unable to finish the word.

Something awful was happening! “—Wuntvor—" Thefog caled my nameinstead. “—over o
quickly—"* “—and ever so fina.” The Seven Other Dwarves sang listlesdy:

“Hi hor, hi nor, Why bother anymore?’

Then dl eight of them began to snore.



Indeed, | thought. Why bother? The fog encircled us. In amatter of minutes, it would cover usaswadll. It
was easier thisway. No bother at all.

Norel forced her eyes open, asif she had to fight from falling adeep aswell. “Oh, no!” she gasped,
dtifling ayawn. “ Can't you see, Wunt—* Her eyes closed, and she dept.

“Norei?’ | managed, but could not muster my thoughts sufficiently to frame afurther question. And yet
my beloved wastrying to tell me something. | watched the tendrils of mist encircle her ankles.

Thefog! It wasthe fog that was doing this! That’swhat Norei had tried to tell me. This gray mass about
uswas more than aphysical presence. It affected our emotionsaswell, draining our will to ress.

Wel, it wouldn’t work on me! Why bother? | had asked mysalf amoment before while under the
influence of the dreadful mist. | had to bother, no matter what the fog told me. My master’ slife depended
onit! And the lives of my companionsaswell! Desth would haveto try harder till to defest Wuntvor,
the Eternal Apprentice. Not even something asinsidious as a cursed fog could defeat me!

Or couldit?

| blinked; amovement that took al my concentration. | knew what was troubling us at last, but | dso
knew | had no energy left to defeet it. | had used up al my reservesin onelast burst of defiant thought,
leaving mefilled with the lethargy of deeth. And it looked like my other compan- ions, Norel included,
werein aworse state still. All of them, Brownie, unicorn, dragon, wolf, dwarves, demons and
maiden—all of them werelost in deadly deep.

My eydidsweretoo heavy. | felt them close, and my chin loll forward against my chest. But it couldn’t
end like thisl Somewhere, deep within me, defiance till lived. Somehow, | had to reachit, to coax it to
the surface, to fill mewith its power and give me strength. | could fed it now, like ahot coa burning deep
within my brain. | had to usethat cod to st fire to my mind, and find some way to overcomethe mist
that surrounded us.

My eyesfluttered open for an ingant. Using every shred of defiance | had left in me, | only had the
strength for one more word:

“Hep!”

“Oops!” came areply from on high. And then there came awind. Death’ swind, | thought, as| drifted
toward deep. Thistime, even the giant would not escape the grip of Death.

“Wait—" the fog whispered.

“—far a dl—"

“—heard the last—*

“—gupid giant—"

Then the voiceswere logt to the ever-increasing gae.

The wind stopped amoment later, and my eyes fluttered open.



The fog was gone. We were surrounded by brilliant sunlight.

“Oops,” Richard called. “Did | blow too hard?’

My companions et out aragged cheer. Apparently, they were every bit asawake as|.
“Not at al!” | shouted dloft. “Y ou have saved usfrom adirefate!”

“Doom,” Hendrek agreed.

“Gone?’ my sword cried in disbelief. “1t' sgone?’

“Butitwasntmeat al,” Richard replied. “I was acting on your direction.”

“I don't have to do anything?’ the sword rgjoined. “1 don't have to cut anyone?’ There seemed to be an
edge of hygteriainitsvoice.

“Nonsense, big fellow!” Jeffrey objected to the giant’ s humility. “It was awonderful rescue. Evena
talking wolf couldn’t have done any better!”

“No blood?" Cuthbert shrilled. “Noichor? No dicing? No dici—" | did the sword back into its
scabbard. It obvioudy needed arest.

The largefelow blushed, hisface as crimson asthe setting sun. “Well, gee,” he murmured. “It'sso
difficult to see what’ s going on down there. Therewas al misfog, and nobody seemed to be doing much
of anything. And then the gpprentice yelled. What was | to do? | smply felt it wastime to make agiant
effort.”

“He' sgood on hisrescues,” Snarks remarked. “His speeches could use work.”

“Oops,” Richard responded. “But that’ s one of my problems. Being agiant isalonely job.” He sighed.
“Think of it. Whenever you hear one of my kind mentioned, it' samost dwaysin the singular. Y ou know,
“There sagiant tearing up such-and-such aplace!’ or ‘A giant’ slaying waste to so-and-so’ sdomain!’
My kind doesn't like to get together in bunches. A crowd of giantsiseven too big for us! Y ou know, it's
awonder my father and mother met at al. Lucky for me, they were terrorizing neighboring kingdoms.
Otherwise, | never would have been born!”

“Indeed,” | replied, trying to think of anice way to quiet the giant down. Not that | wasn't grateful for
our rescue by the big fellow; infact, | planned to thank him al over again once we had reached safer
territory.

Right now, however, we were anything but safe, for | was sure Desth il lurked about. We had driven
the specter away inits skeletd state, and we had blown away itskiller fog. But | had no reason to believe
that we had seen thelast of it.

“And another thing,” Richard continued. “It’s hard to get close to people. Let’ sfaceit, | could crush any
of you without even thinking!”

“Doom,” Hendrek murmured closeto my ear. “| think | should take alook around.”



Richard sighed more deeply till. The few trees|eft in the vicinity bent under the weight of the breeze.
“Beingagiant isn't easy. There' snot alot of usaround. It svery difficult to socidize.”

“Good idea,” | replied to the large warrior. | fear Death is near us still. Take some of the otherswith
you.”

Hendrek left my side, motioning for Jeffrey, Snarks and Norel to accompany him.

“| supposetha’ swhy | fdl inwith Mother Duck,” the giant went on. “ She was very good at giving
orders. And | found mysdlf very comfortable taking them.”

Hendrek strode forward into the dead forest, the other three forming atight-knit group behind him. They
were aformidable unit. Between Hendrek’ s club, Jeffrey’ steeth and claws, Nore’ s spellsand Snarks's
sharp tongue, they should be able to defeat almost anything thrown against them.

“Still, | found mysdlf increasingly disturbed over Mother Duck’ s need to control everybody,” the giant
went on, “especidly after she got hold of dl of you. It took my heart out of gianting.” Richard sighed even
more prodigioudy. Small branches ripped free of nearby tree trunks.

“Methinks,” he added, “ ‘tistimeto go into another line of work.”

Therewas amoment’ ssilence. Richard was done ét last.

“Have you considered vaudeville?” Hubert suggested.

“Doom!” Theintendty of Hendrek’ s statement cut short Richard’ sanswer. We dl turned to see what
had upset the warrior so.

Hendrek pointed with hiswarclub at the forest floor.
“The branches,” heintoned, “ They are moving of their own accord.”

Now that the warrior mentionedit, | did think | saw pieces of dead wood twisting like snakes through
the debris.

“Will they attack us?” Jeffrey whispered.

“Not unlessthey plan .to attack uswith words,” Snarksreplied. “ They’ re forming themselvesinto
letters”

“Stay close!” Norel warned. “This could be atrick.”
“The perceptiveness of you humans never ceasesto astound me,” Snarks commented.
“Doom! They areforming wordg”

“Oh, yeah!” Jeffrey frowned as he read, “ Sur-ren-der, Wuntvo—" He looked up at the others. “That’s
dl itsays sofar.”

“Watch out!” Norel yelled.



The animate branches must have finished their spelling, for they rose quickly into the air, heading straight
for my four companions.

“Back, foul wood!” Hendrek exclamed, lifting his club behind his head.

“Urk!” Jeffrey the wolf, who had been standing too close behind the large warrior, replied. Headbasher
had done its hellish work again.

But Norel was busy aswell. She made three quick passesin theair. The flying branchesfell to the
ground.

“There!” she said with some satisfaction. “ Deeth will have to do better than that!”
“Who?" Jeffrey queried. “What?’ The wolfsvoice shifted down aregiger.
“Indeed,” he said rather more camly. “Wuntvor, listen quickly.”

| would recognize that voice anywhere.

“Madgter!” | cried.

“Indeed,” the wolf replied. “ Death is distracted for the moment by your resourcefulness. But we must
make plansfor my escgpe. Deeth is kegping me prisoner in hisking—"*

Jeffrey’ s mouth snapped shut, but opened a moment later.

“Indeed?’” amuch drier voice remarked, the sound of sand wearing groovesinto granite. “What aclever
wizard your Ebenezum is, contacting you behind my back. But no oneis cleverer than Death.” The
gpecter laughed, the sound of fish drowning in the open air. The wolf stared with hate-filled eyes, and
slence surrounded us, asif dl the world waswaiting for the words of desth.

Thewolf looked away from us. “I have had enough nonsense! | think it istimel made my find offer.
Listen carefully, if you ever expect to see your wizard again!”

FOUR

The sages say that’ ‘running is good for the health,” and, for once, | agree with the sages, especidly in
those cases when one is being chased by anything carrying wegpons, claws, lega summons,
fire-bresthing capability or any combination of the above.”

From The Teachings of Ebenezum, Volume XX XIV.

“Ebenezumisdead,” the wolf said with the specter’ svoice, “ unlessyou intervene.” Jeffrey paused to
grin. “No, no. ‘Intervene’ is not the proper word. The correct word is* sacrifice.”

“Indeed?’ | responded, my voice strong despite the queasy feding that threatened to rise from my
stomach. Death wanted to talk again. Thistime | would have to get the information | wanted.

“| should take you now!” thewoalf growled. “But no. Coming to me hasto be your decision, made with
your own free will. Oh, how the fates congpire against me! Otherwise you will continue to be the Eternd
Apprentice’ the wolf shuddered—"forever. But, should you choose thudy”—Jeffrey alowed himsdf a



deadly smile—"your master will remain with me, forever. Y es, you heard what the clever wizard said. |
have dready taken him to the Kingdom of the Dead, and the only way he will ever leaveisif you replace
him.”

“Indeed,” | commented again, doing my best to think fast. “ Then you wish me to come with you now,
with no argument, no elaboration, nothing whatsoever?’

“Wadll, yes” the wolf replied, the dightest doubt entering his spectrd voice, “that’ sthe generd idea.
Otherwise, you know, your master—*

“Yes, yes, | know al about my master,” | interrupted hastily. “But it does seem rather dull and boring,
unimaginative even, for you to smply whisk me away from theland of theliving.”

“Dull? Boring? Unimaginative?” Jeffrey gnashed histeeth. “Desth is anything but that! | know more
interesting waysto die than—"

“I’'m certain you do,” | interjected again. “And I’ ll be glad to try any of them that you like.”
“Youwill?” Thewolfs mouth opened in surprise. “ Any of them?”
“Certainly,” | replied. “You can try three or four of themin arow on meif you like”

“Youmean | can kill the Eternal Apprenticethree or four timesinarow?’ Jeffrey clapped his forepaws.
“Y ou' re too good to me. When can we start?’

“Not quiteyet,” | answered. “I think we havetimeto play alittle gamefirst.”

“Game?’ Thewolf paused, scowling a me. “1 am the master of games!”

“Indeed.” | dlowed mysdlf the dightest of smiles. Thiswasworking better than | had hoped. “ Then you
will not object to playing one with someone as unskilled in gamesmanship as mysdf. Of course, to keep

the game interesting, there will haveto be aprize for the winner.”

“A prize?’ the Death-wolf retorted vitriolicdly. “Like thetime | arm-wrestled your master, and he
tricked me out of an entire kingdom?Y ou must think Degth afool! | will not be swindled like that again!”

“Indeed? Wdll, if that’ sthe way you fed about it"—I paused to yawn—"1 suppose we have nothing else
to talk about.”

“But you'll never see your master again!” Desath declared.
“My master?’ | replied quizzicdly, asif | could barely be bothered to make conversation. “ Oh, yes, the
wizard. Tisapity if hehasto die, but let’ sberedistic. He was rather old aready, wasn't he? How many
yearswould he have left, evenif you didn’t take him now?’

“But—" Death was so astonished that it took the creature a moment to collect its spectral thoughts.
Finaly, thewolf blurted: “Y ou must save your master!”

“Must 17" | blew casudly upon my knuckles. “1 don’t see why. Without agame, it hardly seemsworth
it”



“Without agame?’ Thewolf took adeep breeth, then laughed, the sound of small plants shriveling
beneath awinter’ sfrost. “Why am | worried? | am the master of games; you have said so yourself. | was
defesated once, but it was by your master, awily old wizard. Y ou are naught but ayoung and awkward
gpprentice, evenif you are eternd.” Jeffrey once again dlowed himsdlf asmile. “ Besides, you have made
promisesto me. Y ou, the Eternd Apprentice. Y ou will diethree or four times?’

“If I losethe game?’ | shrugged. “| suppose | will haveto.”

Death’slaughter redoubled. *Y ou will experience haf adozen desths before | am through, each one
more lingering and unpleasant than the one before! That isour bargain!”

“Indeed?’ | replied, till appearing only mildly interested. “1 suppose it might be, if—when | win—you
return my master to the land of the living unharmed, and take no onedsein hisstead.”

“Oh, | might aswell.” Death chuckled. “Haf adozen deathd” Jeffrey’ s eyes stared into my own.
“Sowhat isthe game?’ he demanded.

“Indeed,” | replied. Thiswasdl going abit too well. And more than alittle too quickly. | alowed mysdlf
aworld-weary sigh before | spoke again. “Why do we have to rush these matters so? We have just
gruck the bargain. Y ou must give me somelittle timeto think, so that | might come up with something
worthy of your talents”

“Redlly?’ Death paused for amoment to consider my request. “Well, | supposethereisno harmin
alowing you to reflect on your impossible Stuation for alittle while longer. Besides, it will give meafew
more hoursto gloat. Half adozen deaths! And they will be quite imaginative deeths, | assureyou. Very
well. | shdl return at midnight.” The wolf winked broadly a me and my assembled companions. “It' sthe
time of day that suits me best, don’t you think?’

Death laughed again as we were surrounded by amoment of intense wind. And then the gale was gone,
asquickly asit had arrived.

Jeffrey blinked. “Hey!” heyeled at Hendrek. “Y ou should watch where you throw that warclub.” The
wolf rubbed the hirsute lump atop hishead. “Why is everybody staring at me?’

“Doom,” thewarrior replied. “Y ou were the vessdl for Death.”

Jeffrey took a step away. “ That doesn’t mean you' re going to hit me again, doesit? Can't you take a
little congtructive criticiam?”’

“No, hecan't,” Snarksreplied for the warrior, “though Netherhellsknows |’ vetried.”

“But Hendrek isn't going to attack you again,” | interjected. “Hewastrying to tell you that when his
dread warclub robbed you of your memory, Death stepped in to speak through your temporarily vacated
brain, usng your mouth and body to give us his ultimatum!”

“Redly? Death spoke through me?” Thewolf rolled histongue over hisvery largeincisors. “So that's
why my mouth tasteslike rotting leaves.” Jeffrey wrinkled his snout. “Fauugghh! Maybe | should eat
something eseto clear the pallet. How long hasit been since |’ ve had a square med, anyway? And to
think | cameto Mother Duck’ s kingdom because it had areputation for fine cuisne.”



“Finecuisine?’ Nore replied with some trepidation.
“Doom,” Hendrek added.

“Ddicacies” Jeffrey explained. “Y ou know, pigs, smdl girls dressed in red, grandmothers. Thetaking
wolfsdiet issurprisngly varied.”

Snarkswaved at Jeffrey with his staff. “Well, why don't you be agood talking wolf and go out looking
for them? 1’ m sure there’ s a grandmother out there somewhere. In the meantime, we have to make
d a,]S”

“Doom,” Hendrek agreed.

“Your friendsareright,” Norel remarked forcefully. “We must plan quickly, but we are only ableto plan
through your efforts, Wuntvor. Y ou were magnificent, in the way you handled Death.”

Norel took my hand as she spoke, and | could not help but smile when | heard such a compliment from
my beoved. Still, asflattering as Norei’ swords were, | felt that | did not truly deserve them. Instead, |
told my companions| owed it dl to my master. | had thought about how Ebenezum had dedlt with Degth
when we had first met the specter, then done nothing more than follow the wizard' s example.

“Y ou are too modest—" Norei began.

“That' s almost as good as Brownie Power!” Tap added.

“I dwaysknew he had greatnessin him,” the unicorn interjected. “What an gpprentice! What alap!”

The dwarves cheered as one:

“Ho hi, ho hi, HE sour kind of guy!”

“Sowhat isyour plan?’ Snarksinterrupted.

| told them | didn’t have one.

“Doom,” Hendrek remarked.

| explained that my experience with the wizard only went so far. Ebenezum had taught me how to find
Death’ sweaknesses. However, now that | had found them, | wasn’t too sure what to do with them. My
master had used a combination of arm wrestling and sneezing to defeat the specter before. But Desth
would be ready for smilar tricks. If | wanted to defeat Death and regain my master, | would haveto
devise something entirdy new.

“So you have absolutely no plan whatsoever?” Snarks clarified.

“Indeed,” | replied.

“Doom,” Hendrek chorused.

The Seven Other Dwarves stepped forward.



“Hi haid, hi haid, Wuntvor needs our aid!”

Smarmy took an extra step forward. He held forth alarge glass sphere.

“Beg pardon,” the sdlf-effacing dwarve remarked. “ But, worthless though we may be, we thought we
might be able to make some smdll, pitiful contribution to the continuation of your noble quest. In that
spirit, we have made some efforts, minuscule though they may be, to procure something that, evenin
some insubstantial way, you might use to—"

“Shut up and give him the thing!” Nasty cdled.

“Oh, my,” Smarmy replied. “Oh, yes.”

| took the glass globe from his outstretched hands.

“It'sacrystd ball,” Norel said, abit of wonder in her voice. “Isn’'tit?’

“Oh, my,” Smarmy answered. “ Oh—yes, it is. Not much of acrystal ball, perhaps, but it was the best
we poor, inggnificant—"

“Itlookslike avery nice crysta bal to me,” Norel interrupted. “ Doesn't it, Wuntvor?’
“Indeed,” | answered. “I am quite flattered. Wherever—*

“We stoleit from Mother Duck!” Nasty brayed. “ She has tons of this stuff. Claims she needsit for her
fary goried”

“I hopeit’sdl right.” Smarmy sighed. “It was so hard finding something appropriate. Y ou aready had an
enchanted wegpon and any number of magica companions. | mean, what do you give to the gpprentice
who has everything?’

“Indeed,” | replied heartily. “How doesit work?’

Smarmy hit hisforehead with both of hiswringing hands. “Oh! How forgetful can | be? Thereé sarhyme
that goeswithit!” He pulled acrumpled piece of parchment from his pocket and handed it to me.

“The Incantation,” the parchment read. “Be sure to state quickly and in aloud voice:

“ Secret sphere, seashore seer, Surely showing sunshine seeking. Simply said, the shaft is shed, Spouting
gpellsthat send us shrieking!”

“It should be clear enough,” Smarmy prompted. “ Just recite the incantation, and the crystal will show
you whatever you wish. What could be smpler? And once you get the hang of it, it will show you
anything, or anyone, you want.”

“Indeed?’ | asked, genuindy intrigued. “Including my mester?”’

“Oopd” the giant interrupted from on high.

All conversation ceased down below. Considering what had transpired before, when Richard said
“Oops,” we listened.



“What isthe matter?’ | called doft.

The giant scraped afoot dong the ground. The onetree still standing in hisvicinity was reduced to
splinters.

“I would liketo ask aboon,” Richard said meekly.

“Indeed,” | answered. ‘If it isin my power, you shdl haveit.”

The giant smiled. “Good. What should | do next?’

“Beg pardon?’ | asked, for | did not quite understand his request.

“Wael, mat is, you see, | told you about Mother Duck’ s need to control everything? Including me?’
“Indeed?’

Richard shook his head unhappily. “1 got used to it. Without her to boss me around, I'm not quite sure
what to do.”

The Seven Other Dwarves nodded sympathetically.

“We know exactly what the giant’ stalking about!” Smarmy exclaimed. “Now that Mother Duck is gone,
we have dl the freedom we want. But what do we want to do with it?”

“Oh, wow,” Spacey ventured.

“We could travel,” Sickly coughed. “1 wouldn’t mind a better climate.”
“Move somewhere that had a better class of creatures,” Snooty mentioned.
“Sneak up behind people and scream,” Noisy suggested.

“How about finding new and interesting thingsto drop?’ Clumsy asked.
“You see?” Smarmy interjected. “1t' s o difficult to find aconsensug”

“Oops,” Richard agreed. “But you haven't answered my question. What am | supposed to do? What is
my function in the story?| need direction. | need motivation.”

“Indeed,” | murmured. “ That’ sabig problem.”

“Exactly,” the giant stated. “Free will can be frightening.”

“Might | again suggest vaudeville?” Hubert interjected helpfully. “ There svery little free will involved.”
“But thereisalot of dancing,” Aleasaid.

“Dancing?’ The giant looked doubtfully down to hisfest.



“And snappy patter!” Hubert quickly added.

“Snappy patter?’ Richard sounded interested. “ That might be nice. Life getstediouswhen al you can
ever say is Timefor Mother Duck’ sovens.” A congtant diet of threatsis so limiting.”

It seemed to methat | should add something to this conversation aswell. It also seemed to me that there
had to be other options beyond vaudeville.

“Indeed—" | began, but was distracted by a high-pitched sound that was rapidly approaching.
“Eep eep!” atiny voice cried. “Eep eep!”

| would recognize those egps anywhere. It was my magic ferret, back from doing whatever magic ferrets
do.

“| think hel strying to tell you something!”

Therewas an intengity to the ferret’ scriesthat | had not heard before. Could it be an egp of warning?
“Oops,” Richard called down to us. “I think my hours of indecision are over.”

“What isthe matter?’ Norel shouted her concern.

The giant frowned down at her. “ Remember that Netherhells battle taking place two valeys over? Well,
they’ re not fighting anymore.”

“Indeed,” | shouted to him, wishing for some further explanation. “Is everybody gone?’

“No, not everybody.” Richard sighed. “Wéll, | guessit wastime to get back to work, anyway. It was
fun having freedom whileit lasted.”

“Doom,” Hendrek interjected, as the Seven Other Dwarves explained the giant’ s behavior in song:
“Ho hack, ho hack, Mother Duck is back!”

So that was what my ferret wastrying to tell mel

Beloved pet that he was, he had left usto watch Mother

Duck, so that he might warn usiif she had won the battle. “Good ferret!” | enthused. “Excellent ferret!”
“Eep eep!” the ferret answered happily. “Eep eep eep!” “ Then we are surely doomed to alife of fairy

taed”

Smarmy walled.

“Indeed,” | replied calmly. 1 think not.”

“Doom,” Hendrek remarked, shifting his deadly warclub from hand to hand. “Then it isnot too late to

fight?” “Not a al. Rather, it isnot too lateto run.” | pointed at the nearby warning signs. “We are
aready on the edge of the Eastern Kingdoms. | suggest we begin traveling out of them, as of now.”



And travel we did. After dl, | had learned more than afew smple spells from the grestest wizard in the
Wedtern

Kingdoms. | had learned al about escape routes aswell.
HVE

Giants (seefigure 346B) are your friends. Anything that largeisyour friend. Trust me. And if you find
out I’'mwrong, you can awayswill this book to your next of kin.

From Ebenezum’ s Handy Guide to Woodland Cregtures (with accompanying illustrations), fourth
edition, by Ebenezum, greatest wizard in the Western Kingdoms

| scooped up the crystal bal as | ran from the clearing into the woods. In the distance, | could hear a
woman'svoice.

“Richard, | seeyou! Come back here, you coward!”

“Oops!” Richard answered. A great cloud appeared over me and my companions. | didn't redize until it
fdl to earth aquarter milein front of usthat it wasthe giant’ sfoot. Richard was running with us.

“Wuntvor!” Nore caled from my sde. “Where are we going?’

“Back toward Vushtal” | replied. “At least for thetime being.”

“Doom,” Hendrek interjected from where he lumbered at Norel’ sside. “ The time being?’
| nodded. “ Until we can think of a better way to rescue Ebenezum.”

“Makeway!” amagnificent voice shouted as abrilliant blur of white galloped past, twisting suddenly to
avoid atight copse of trees. “It is best that a beast with abeautiful and deadly horn should lead the way.”

“Sounds good to me,” Snarks sneered from my other side. “ That way, none of uswill haveto listen
while the creature preens.”

The two other demonswere right on our hedls, for | could hear the larger of them going on, with drum
accompaniment, about “ Guxx Unfufadoo, running demon.”

“You'll pardon usif wefly on ahead,” Hubert called over hisflapping wings, “but thisretreat seemsabit
overcrowded.”

“WEe Il meet you up ahead,” Aleaadded. “In the Centra Kingdoms. That way, we' |l get alittletime
aoneto practice some new materia.”

“Wait for that indispensable talking wolf!” shouted a voice some distance behind us. And | could hear
other voices, even more distant.

“Hi hort, hi hort, To bad our legs are short!”

Fainter even than the song of the Seven Other Dwarves was afaraway, out-of-breath eeping. It
sounded asif my ferret, after rushing to warn me of Mother Duck, was now too exhausted to escape!



| jiggled the pocket of my jerkin with my free hand.
“Tap!” | caled. “It' stimefor Brownie Power!”

“Now?’ Thelittle fellow grabbed the top of the pocket and glared out at me. “ Are you sure?’

Tap did not look at dl well. He appeared to be shivering—either that, or it was the movement of my
pocket bouncing up and down as| jogged. He was entirely the wrong color as well, atogether too green
for aBrownie. Of course, that also might be attributable to my jouncing pocket. | frowned at the wee
man. Apparently, our recent scrape with Degth, combined, perhaps, with the Browni€' s cur- rent mode
of trangportation, had had a negative effect on the smalt fellow.

“That' stelling him!” Snarks exclamed, smiling at Tap' s shivering form. “ Asfar aswe re concerned, it's
never time for Brownie Power!”

“What? Huh?" Tap stood tall, his head clearing the top of my pocket by an inch or more. “No, His
Brownieship would never let me back inif | think likethat.” He took adeep breath. “ A Brownie must be
ever dert, ever vigilant and ever ready to make shoes. That’s part of the Brownie Creed! Where do you
need Brownie Power? I’ m ready now!”

“How noblel” Norel remarked with her beautiful smile.
“Doom!” Hendrek rumbled. “What salf-sacrificel”
“How sickening!” Snarks added.

| ignored dl of them as| quickly told the Brownie my plan. There were members of our company who
were lagging behind, who might soon be overtaken and once again subjugated by Mother Duck. There
was only oneway to save them: through the magic of Brownie transportation.

“A difficult job,” Tap agreed. “But Brownie Power isup toit! Brownie Power isup to anything!”

“I’ve persondly had Brownie Power up to here,” Snarks remarked, but Tap was dready gone, vanished
with one of those smoke-producing-tiny-explosions he had.

“Richard!” Mother Duck’ s voice called again. She sounded asif she was drawing closer. How could
someone of her advanced years move that quickly?

“Oopg!” Richard shouted from some distance up ahead. “ Goodbye!” The giant began to run, hisfirst
two steps sending tremors that threatened to knock us from our feet. Then he jumped over alow
mountain range and disappeared from sight.

“Richard?” Mother Duck’ svoice protested shrilly. “What am | going to do without agiant? | mean,
Jack-die-Very-Tal-Person-Killer smply doesn’t sound right. Richard!”

But the giant was gone. And suddenly Mother Duck did not sound quite so close as before. Perhaps she
had stopped her pursuit. It wasthen that | redlized that the intervening woods prevented the woman from
seeing the rest of us. Maybe she would stop now, exhausted from her earlier battle, and never realize her



former victims were within easy recapture. If, somehow, we could increase dightly the distance between
us, if, perhaps, we could remain quiet but for afew more moments—

There was a moderate explosion in our midst.

“Eep eep!” theferret remarked.

“What away for talking wolvesto travel!” Jeffrey complained.
“Hey!” Noisy added enthusagticdly. “ That was greet!”

“No,” Tap groaned, fdling to hisknees. “ That was Brownie Power! Eleven at one blow!” Heféll
facefirg into thedin.

“Ther€ s something in these woods, isn't there?” Mother Duck called from some distance behind us.
| quickly stuffed the Brownie back in my pocket.

“Indeed,” | suggested. “1 don’t think we should be out herefor long.” | picked up the ferret aswell,
returning the small, furry cresture to my pack.

“I hear you!” Mother Duck called somewhat more forcefully than before. “ Don’t think that you can
escape me!l”

“Doom,” Hendrek rumbled as he glanced over his shoulder. “What should we do now?’

“Run evenfaster!” | replied, for | had seen asign up ahead:

YOU ARE NOW ENTERING THE CENTRAL KINGDOMS THANK YOUR LUCKY STARS
| did not know if leaving Mother Duck’ s domain would actually help us. But it certainly wouldn't hurt.

We madeit to the sgn in amatter of moments, but not without some difficulty. The Seven Other
Dwarves gasped behind me asone:

“Ho heth, ho hem, We are quite out of breath!”

| paused to ook behind us. It couldn’t be! But it was. | could aready see Mother Duck’ sfigure darting
rapidly through the trees.

“It' shopeless, you know!” sheyelled for our benefit. “ Once you visit Mother Duck, you visit her
forever!”

The old woman seemed to be running at a speed five times asfast asanorma person. At thisrate, she
would overtake usin acouple minutes.

“How can she—" | began.
“In Mother Duck’ s kingdom”—Smarmy wheezed—"Mother Duck can do anything.”

“Doom,” Hendrek pointed out. “But we are no longer in Mother Duck’ s kingdom.”



“Exactly,” Norel stated, pulling back her deevesto give her hands more room to conjure. “Allow me.”

She made arapid series of passesthrough the air, followed by aquick string of words of power. And
the woods between us and Mother Duck started to grow.

Trees sprouted new branches pointing toward the ground, while bushes doubled their height in the blink
of an eye. Dead leaves spread upon the ground turned green again and sent shoots into the soft earth,
turning into afield of strong young saplings before us. Snarksydled in surprise as his stout oak staff took
root in the dirt between hisfeet, while the rest of us gasped in awe asthe “Y ou are now entering the
Centrd Kingdoms’ sign sprouted a hundred tiny branches, spreading from the square of wood like
ripples from a pond, and completing, in concert with the trees and bushes, an impenetrable wall of
vegetation.

“Not bad, huh?” Nore alowed.
“Indeed!” | enthused, looking at my beloved with renewed admiration. “What awonderful spell!”

Norel blushed, the color on her cheeks making her even more beautiful than before. “ Twas not dl that
specid. Naught but asimple wild-agricultura-growth spell, dightly amended to alow for forest
conditions.”

“Doom,” Hendrek interjected. “But will it stop Mother Duck?’

“I think it has achance,” Norel answered. “Y ou seg, if the spell hasworked properly, it has not only
formed the impenetrable forest wall that you see before you. In addition, the magic should continue to
replicate itsdlf upon the other Sde, causing the dense growth to push into the Eastern Kingdoms, straight
for Mother Duck. Shewill have to stop that part of the spell first before she can hopeto clear apath
through this enchanted forest to reach us.” My beloved paused, taking a deep breath. “I may not be able
to siop Mother Duck, but | can certainly Sow her down.”

“Very impressive,” Snarks commented. “Why didn’t you do it before?’

But the demon’ s query didn’t phase the beautiful witchin the leest.

“Before,” shereplied, “we werein the Eastern Kingdoms, alocale that seemsto increase Mother

Duck’ s sorcerieswhile dampening dl other magicks. Now, however, we are beyond the influence of her
spells. Outside of her kingdom, | imagine the two of usare more or lessequals. And, thistime, | had
surprisson my side.”

“Indeed,” | beamed at my beloved. “ Then what shal we do now?’

Nore smiled at me, dimpling prettily. “I suggest we resume running. My spell will not contain Mother
Duck forever.”

“Indeed!” | called to the others. “Let’ s go then, as quick aswe can!”
We continued our flight at abrisk trot. The greater the distance we put between ourselves and Mother

Duck, | reasoned, the more chance we had of escaping her atogether. Then, with any luck, we would
catch up with Hubert and Alea, and perhaps even Richard the giant.



But what should we do after we rendezvoused with the others? Perhaps, as we continued to move
quickly, | should try to contact my master.

| looked at the crystal bdl, which | had been carrying al the whilein my hand. But where had | put the
incantation?

| excused mysdlf as| reached into my pocket, but the Brownie was sound adeep, exhausted from his
earlier exertions. | managed to find the parchment tucked behind him and, with somelittle difficulty, drew
it forth. | shook the paper open with aflick of my wrist and once again read the magic words:

“Secret sphere, seashore seer, Surdly showing sunshine seeking ...”

| had to read it “quickly and in aloud voice” according to the directions.

“Secret sphere,” | began, “ sheshore sheer—" No, that wasn't quite right, was it?’

“Oh, dear,” Snarksremarked solicitoudy. “ Are you developing a stutter?’

“Doom,” Hendrek replied forcefully. “Heisusing the crystd ball. Let him be.”

Everyone around me quieted, waiting. The hush made me alittle nervous. What if nothing happened?

| rushed through the incantation asbest | could.

“Wel?" Snarks asked a the conclusion of the rhyme.

“Doom,” Hendrek rumbled again. “ Give him time.”

“Look!” Nore pointed to the crystal. “ Something’ s happening!”

And it was. The globe, once trangparent, was now filled with agray mist, upon which | could seeflashes
of yellow light. But it was more than mere pyrotechnics, for the light formed itsdlf into letters, and the
|ettersinto words.

“Thereisamessagel” | announced, and proceeded to read aoud:

“Weare,” the message began, words swirling through the mist for an instant and then gone, “sorry, but
we are unable ... to complete your call ... asspoken . . . Pleaserdlease ... thecrysta . . . and try again.”

“You cal that amessage?’ Snarks asked.
“Doom,” Hendrek began, but | waved them both to silence.

“Indeed,” | remarked. “It ismy own fault, for trying to conjureinflight. | fear I cannot run and read a
the sametime. | will usethe crystal bal again when we stop to rest.” Whenever that might be.

A loud voice hailed us from up ahead, where the forest ended at atowering dliff face.
“Hey, folkd It'sus. thelady who wows all the maes and the reptile with the winning scales!”

| would recognize that patter anywhere. It was Damsel and Dragon. | waved to the large purplish-blue



reptile. Perhaps, when we reached them and regrouped, | would get amoment’ s respite to reuse the
crysd.

“Oopsl” an even louder voice remarked. Richard the giant peeked out from around the cliff face. “I was
hiding.”

“Indeed!” | shouted ahead. “ Tisapleasureto seeyou!” Now that we had left Mother Duck behind,
having agiant on our side could be nothing but a boon.

“Oncel jumped over the mountain, | circled around,” the giant confided. “Mother Duck will never find
me now!”

But another voice, clear yet distant, was carried by the breeze.
“Richard, you coward!” the woman screamed. “Y ou won't escape me again!”
SIX

Always make the best use of your resources. Magic, escape routes, hungry demons, annoying in-laws:
All can be used congtructively by the creative wizard. And should you add, say, anirateclient who is
annoyed that an unforeseen sde effect of your most recent spell has turned hiswife into achicken, well,
I’'msurel don't haveto tell you that the possibilities for combinations are dmost limitless.

From No Bad Wizards: A Study of Sorcerers and How to Train Them, fourth edition, by Ebenezum,
greatest wizard in the Western Kingdoms

“Oops,” Richard remarked.

“Doom,” Hendrek answered.

“Run!” | commanded. “If need be, to the Inland Seal”

But then | had another thought as the rest of our party took off at a brisk trot. It had taken us agood
two daysto reach the Eastern Kingdoms from Vushta. There was no way we could run al the way back.
| looked up at our very large companion.

“Richard, might you wait aminute?’

The giant paused mid-gtride. “But Mother Duck—" he protested.

“Indeed,” | replied. “1 fear she might dog our footsteps forever, unless we devise a plan. She moved
with astonishing speed when il in her kingdom. Even now, | imagine, she probably followsuswith a
pace and agility amazing for one of her advanced years. But how can any old lady, no matter how
magicaly inclined, hopeto catch up with agiant?’

“Oops,” Richard responded. “1 beg your pardon?’

“If you start now,” | explained patiently, “you will easly outdistance Mother Duck. | imagine you could
outdistance anyone, except for other giants.”

Richard nodded, still dumbfounded.



| continued: “But Mother Duck ismagica enough so that she might be able to overtake the rest of us,
and once again subjugate usto her will.”

“Doom,” Hendrek interjected from somefifty paces ahead.

“And that would leave you without your newfound companions,” | further explained, “who are hereto
help you find new direction in the world beyond the Eastern Kingdoms.”

The giant nodded again, hisforehead dowly uncreasing.

“| seeyou, Richard!” Mother Duck called again, thistime louder, and closer, than before. “Wait until |
get my spellsonyou!”

“Oops!” Richard commented with some congternation, frowning in the direction of the Eastern
Kingdoms,

“Ignore her,” | informed the giant. “1f there was some way she could have affected you at this distance,
she would have done so aready.”

“If you say s0,” the giant replied without much conviction in hisvoice.

“Indeed,” | responded with my most reassuring tone. “ As | was saying—if you are left alone, or we are
left without you, we shdl al surely once again fal prey to Mother Duck. But there is another way—a
way we can combine your speed and our cunning—and that’ sif you pick us up and take uswith you.”

“Oops!” Richard smiled dowly, rather like a shadow creeping across the full moon. “What agood
ideal” He began to pat various parts of his pantslegs, producing sounds not unlike thunder echoing in the
mountains,

“Indeed,” | prompted. “Then my plan will work?’

“Oops,” Richard answered. “It will if | have enough pockets.” He gave up examining his pantsand laid
his hand, pdm up, across half the fidld-size clearing. “ Climb aboard.”

| did as| was bade and, amoment later, found mysalf tucked in the giant’ s shirt pocket.
Richard took atiny step forward so that he stood directly behind our fleeing company.
“Hey!” Snarks shouted with darm. “Watch your feet!”

“Oops,” Richard rumbled, but I cut him off, quickly explaining, in asloud avoice as| could muster, my
plansto the others.

“Oh, my clever Wuntvor!” Norel enthused. Even though | was quite some distance away, | could till
imagine the sweet smile upon her lovely face. | wondered for an ingtant if there was someway to
discreetly ask Richard to place the young witch in the same pocket with me.

The dwarves cheered aswdll:

“Hi hicket, hi hicket,



That Wuntvor’ sjust the ticket!”

Everyone ese, with the possible exception of Guxx, seemed generdly in favor of the plan. Even
Hendrek’ s Doom” sounded somewhat more cheerful than usual.

“Don’t you go anywhere, Richard!” Mother Duck’ s ever-more-forceful voice caled from somewhere
not al that far to our rear.

“Commence!” Guxx commanded his drum-wielding cohort. Brax beet, but both were scooped up
immediately by Richard, and any further drum begting and declamation was soon lost behind the thick
fabric of the giant’ s britches.

Richard hurriedly picked up the remaining members of my retinue, stuffing them in various pockets upon
his person. There was some grumbling among the compan- ions, especidly when Snarks found he was
going to have to share pocket space with the unicorn, while Jeffrey exclaimed that someone with the
stature of atalking wolf should surely be shown to apocket above the belt. Still, only Hubert refused to
be carried away, saying it would be better for al concerned if he and Aleaflew on ahead.

“Indeed,” | remarked as Richard pocketed the last of the dwarvesin asmall denim envelope dightly
above hisknee. “If we aredl tucked firmly away—"

“If you know what’ s good for you, Richard,” Mother Duck’ s very forceful voice interrupted, “you'll
gand there until | get alittle closer!”

“Oops!” Richard replied as he took off at an earthshak-ing pace.

Wereached the Inland Seain alittle under three minutes. Richard stopped abruptly on the shore.
“Pardon me,” he murmured, “but I'm alittle afraid of water.”

| assured the giant it was quite dl right, and pointed to VVushtaiin the near distance. We were surrounded
by slence, the only soundsthe lapping of the waves by Richard’ sfeet and the screams of gullscircling his
brow. We had |eft Mother Duck far behind.

“Indeed,” | said a last, reluctantly breaking into the first peaceful moment we had experienced sincethe
heavens knew when. “It is perhaps time to place my companions and mysalf back on the ground. If we
areal to proceed to Vushta, | believeit isadvisablethat | lead the way to provide the introductions.”
“Oops,” Richard nodded in understanding. “ Unintro-duced giants tend to bring out the worst in people.”
The giant proceeded to unload us dl from his various pockets.

“Begin!” Guxx screamed as he hit the ground. Thistime, he would not be denied.

“Guxx Unfufadoo, dissheveled demon, Does not belong in giant’ s pocket; Has words to say to those
who'll listen! Thosethat don't will fed hisanger!”

“Thebig fellow couldn’t be the dightest bit annoyed?’ Snarks ventured.

“And judtifiably so!” Jeffrey snapped. “Here heis, the former ruler of the Netherhdlls, and he got a



pocket even lower than mine.”

“Indeed!” | said, hoping to halt thisline of conversation before it became another full-fledged argument.
Guxx Un-fufadoo, the former Grand Hoohah (whatever that was) of all the Netherhells, was used to
being obeyed, feared and fled from. He was not used to being ignored; and that was what my
companions and | had been doing ever since Degth arrived upon the scene. Still, therewas no timeto
lose. Was there some way to assuage this demon’ s anger while we went about finding away to save my
master?

“Continue!” Guxx roared.

“Guxx Unfufadoo, annoyed demon, Will stand no more of this abusive Treatment that’ s unfit for heroes,
Wantsasay in future ventures!”

Oh, dear. Thiswasworse than | thought. Guxx wanted asay in our decision making? Somehow, | had
to quiet the demon down now.

“Indeed,” | began again. But now that he had gotten started, Guxx would let no one interrupt.
“Amplify!” he shrieked. Brax begt the drum even more vigoroudly.

“Guxx Unfufadoo, angered demon, Has decided to speak loudly Will decreethat dl shall listen, Will
stand alone as Wuntvor’ s partner!”

Stand adone? Wuntvor’ s partner? Guxx flexed hislong, razor-sharp clawsto punctuate his demands. His
satements were becoming more outrageous with every declamation. But what could | do to stop them?

“Thereyou arel” Hubert the dragon called from somewhere above. “It’ staken us aminute to catch up
with you. | must say, Richard, when you want to move, you move!”

“Oops,” Richard agreed.

Hubert swooped down to land.

“Overwhem!” the former Grand Hoohah bellowed.
“Guxx Unfufadoo, outraged demon—*

“Someone sdeclaming?’ Hubert remarked brightly as he landed. “ Doesthat mean it’ stimefor alittle
musica number?’

“Has no time for—Musical number?’

Guxx’svoicediedin histhroat.

“Indeed,” | ingsted to both demon and dragon. “No.”

| looked about & my remaining companions. “ There are obvioudy many issues that must be resolved
concerning our quest. However, | should suggest that, rather than pausing to discuss our problemsin the

wild, it would be much better to debate them in the much safer confines of the College of Wizardsin
Vushta”



“Wuntvor?’ Nore said softly. “Might | make asuggestion?’
| asked her to proceed.

“I waswondering,” she remarked gently, “should we go to Vushta? There might be afew problems. The
city might befull of wizards, but when we left them, they weredl sneezing.”

“Indeed,” | replied, giving mysdaf amoment to think, something that had been virtualy impossible during
our recent flight and subsequent demon declaiming. As usud, my beoved was dl too correct. My
master’ s malady had been passed on to the other wizards of Vushta, amaady that caused each and
every wizard to sneeze violently when confronted by amystic spell or amagica being. They had had
enough trouble before, with unicorns and demonsin their midgts. | shuddered now to think how the
amassed noses of greater Vushtawould react if we brought a giant among them.

Worse dtill, | had been sent by these amassed wizards to the Eastern Kingdoms to enlist the aid of
Mother Duck in our fight againgt the Netherhdllsand, if possible, to seeif she might know of acurefor
thewizards affliction. How would the magiciansfed now if | returned to them empty-handed?

It was aquandary. | glanced about a my fellows, wondering if any of them could offer the advice |
needed. But the one man whose wisdom was sorely needed was not among us. | sighed.

What would my master do?

| thought about the dwarves' gift, now safely tucked away in my pack. Mother Duck was miles behind,
and Death seemed unlikely to make an appearance so close to a place teaming with life asthe City of a
Thousand Forbidden Ddlights. Perhaps it was time once again to consult the crystal ball.

“Indeed,” | said to the others. “Y ou have brought up weighty matters. It istime, perhaps, to consult
powers greater than my own.”

| opened the pack and, after pausing briefly to pet the ferret, extracted the globe. | reached into my
pocket and nudged past the still-deeping Brownie to retrieve the folded piece of parchment. | silently
reread the incantation:

Secret sphere, seashore seer, Surely showing sunshine seeking. Smply said, the shaft is shed, Spouting
gpelIsthat send us shrieking.

| took adeep breath. It was now or never. But | would say the words more carefully than before,
cautious to avoid the strange message | recelved when | first attempted to use the mystic crystal. Perhaps
it wouldn’t be as quickly spoken as the incantation instructions urged, but | would manage somehow.

And manage| did, on only thethird try. | peered, deep within the magic ball.

There was something happening! Infact, | could hear voices! | brought the milky globe closeto my ear
so that | might better discern the words. The one speaking now had a high and brittle tone, like that of a
woman of advanced years. Yes | understood her quite clearly now:

“Then| said to the swami, ‘ If you call that fortune-telling, I’ ve got some swampland | could sell—' Hey,
who'sthat?’



So the mystic globe discerned my presence! But how should | addressthis magic bal? Politely, |
decided after amoment, but directly.

“Indeed,” | replied deferentidly. “1 am Wuntvor the apprentice. I’ m trying to reach my master, the great
wizard Ebenezum.”

“HeisWuntvor the gpprentice, trying to reach the great wizard,” the voice mimicked. “Hey, don’'t you
know thisisaparty crysta? What do you mean, eavesdropping on my conversation?’

“Party crystd?’ | replied. “Eavesdropping?’ But | could concoct no coherent reply. | could only think of
onething: that thiswoman would keegp me from reaching my master!

“But madam!” | pleaded. “It isamatter of life or death!”

“Life, amife,” the voice snorted. “ That’ swhat they dl say. Well, I'll have you know that Mabel and |
haven't had agood conversation in over aweek!”

“But Vushta—" | sputtered. “ Sneezing wizards! Imminent demon attacks from the NetherheUs! My
master, trapped in the Kingdom of the Dead!”

“What isthis, anuisance cdl?’ The voicein the crystd was getting annoyed. “ There’ s no need to get
uppity. And there’ sno reason for you to fed put out. If you can’t stand to wait your turn, you should
have gotten yoursdlf aprivate bal. Now, go away! | have aconversation to finish—So, anyways, the
Swami saysto me, ‘How dareyou! A curse upon your firstborn!” Well, Mabd, | just had to laugh. Y ou
know how my eldest is, dways taking his mother for granted. Maybe, | thought, if he hasacurse on him,
he Il write to me for achange—*

It was hopeless. | placed the glass globe back in my sack. What should | do?

Thewind was picking up. Sand whipped up from the beach, stinging my face. | worried about this
sudden change in the weather.

Degth often announced itsdf with the wind. Did | hear some sounds carried by this stiffening breeze,
sounds like boulders being ground to dust? No, that wasn't quite it. There was something else there
ingtead, something faint, awoman’ svoice caling asngle name.

Richard.

| shivered. It seemed asif Desath was near, and Mother Duck wasn't far behind.

“Sounds pretty bad,” Snarks agreed as he stepped forward from my companions. “ That crazy old lady
iscoming for the giant, and it looks like we might get another vist from the death of the party. Thereé sno
way we can go back to Vushta, * cause we flubbed the quest. And let’ sfaceit, it wasn't even much of a
quest in thefirgt place. And then there' sthat wizard of yours, but | guess, if you fed you've got to save
him, you've got to save him.”

| nodded. The demon had, in hisown inimitable way, summarized our situation.
“You agree?’ Snarks continued. “Very well. | think it’ stime you listened to me.”

“Indeed?’ | replied.



The demon nodded in turn, showing his mottled gray teeth in afiendish smile.
“I have apian.”
SEVEN

Thereis absolutely no truth to the rumors of impropriety. And those saven women leaving my roomin
quick succession was smply acoincidence. If you'll excuse me—you' re blocking my escape route.

Further testimony from Ebenezum, greatest wizard in the Western Kingdoms, concerning Wizardgate
“Indeed?’
“It hasto do with my extensive religious background,” the demon confided.

| stared at the small green figure. We had first met the demon when he was part of asmall hermetic
order that somehow had bent the rules sufficiently so that they not only spoke to other people but
charged them to stay overnight at their elaborate hovel. And that order had had a close, persond
relationship with avery minor deity.

“Do you mean?’ | blurted.

“Yes,” Snarks confirmed. “Degath believesit has us trapped, for, so long aswe are upon this mortal
plain, it can surround us at any moment. Even worse, while we are avoiding Deeth, we might run directly
into the extremey annoying Mother Duck. And V ushta cannot save us, for the city isfilled with sneezing
wizards. Thereisonly one hope. We must appedl to ahigher authority. We must contact Plaugg, the
moderately glorious!”

“Indeed?’ | replied, stunned by the audacity of the demon’s suggestion. “But isn't that going to be rather
difficult?’ | remembered how long it took Plaugg to pay attention the last time.

“Unfortunately correct,” Snarks agreed. “Plaugg, praise hisjust barely illustrious name, might be a
semiomnipotent deity, but heisn’t avery atentive one. | have afedling it has something to do with an
unhappy homclife. But now is not thetimefor idle ecclesiastical speculation. It is, rather, timeto contact

Paugg.”

The demon sidled even closer to me, spesking in avoice barely above awhisper. “We who worship the
intermittently influential gods have asaying: If you can’t get the deity to cometo you, you' d better go to
the deity. Besides, you are in constant danger when on thismorta coil. | suggest, therefore, that you
leavethis cail for afriendlier clime. And where could you go?Y ou’ ve aready gone down once. Now it's
timeto goup.”

“Up?" | queried, even more flabbergasted than before. “Y ou mean up in the heavens, among the
deities?’

Snarks waved away my objectionswith aflick of asickly green claw. “Wdll, surdly, that’s not such abig
dedl. Plaugg, blesshis modestly exalted being, is pretty low on the ladder up there, | assure you. We
should be able to sneak in without any trouble whatsoever.”

“We?' | sad. “Snek in?



“Smply leave dl thefine pointsto me,” Snarks assured me. “And I’m afraid | haveto go dong. After dl,
I’m the one with the history of Plaugg worship, praise his reasonably adequate name.”

“Indeed,” | commented. | felt | needed amoment to consider thisradical suggestion. | folded my arms
across my chest in an attempt to protect myself from the increasingly chill breeze.

My beloved stroked my cheek, agesture | instantly wished she would repegt any number of times. She
whis- pered my name, so common-sounding when spoken by others, but music when it issued from her

lips
“Indeed?’ | queried, my throat suddenly dry.

“Assurprisng as Snarks s suggestion may be,” Norel ventured gently, “I fear it may be our only hope.”
She pointed a the shifting sands: “Look.”

| followed her pointing finger and saw the words etched across the beach:

“Wuntvor. Y ou cannot escape.”

They were Death’ swords, formed by his control of the elements. Death was again carried by the wind.
“Doom,” Hendrek muttered darkly. “Will this never end?’

But the breeze aso carried other things, like the ever-strengthening voice of Mother Duck:

“Richard! Don't you dare move again!”

“Oops,” Richard moaned. “Won't | ever get away?’

“Indeed!” | cdled to the others. “We must act quickly!” But what, | thought, should we do?

“Wewill need the assistance of the others,” Snarks resumed hastily. “Hubert, for one.”

“Me?" thedragon said. “Thislittle green person, who cannot even gppreciate the fine points of
vaudeville, actudly wants hdp from me?’

“Certainly,” Snarksreplied, for once not answering the large reptil€' s sarcasm. “We need someoneto fly
usto heaven.”

“To heaven?’ Aleaquestioned nervoudly. “Are you sure that can be done?’
Snarksamiled. “Trust me”

“Heaven?’ Hubert shook his great wings and spouted a gout of flame. “Why not? It' sworth atry. Think
of the publicity vaueif it workd”

“And we' Il get abrand-new audience besides!” Aleaadded, convinced by the demon, and dragon.

“Alas” Snarksquickly clarified. “I’'m afraid that the damsdl will have to stay behind.”



“What?’ Hubert protested. “ And break up the act?’

“Ther€ sno room,” Snarks explained.

“I could hold onto Wuntie swaist,” Aleaventured. “Y ou’ d hardly know | wasthere!”
Snarks shook his sickly green head. “Too much weight.”

“Too much weight?’ Aleaexploded. “Why, you undersized excuse for a—"

“Sorry,” the demon interrupted, “but once we go, we haveto go in ahurry. We want to get beyond
Death’ sdomain as quickly as possible.”

“Beyond Death’sdomain?’ Hubert said doubtfully. “I don't think | can fly that fast.”

“Oh, I've thought of that, too.” Snarkslooked up at the giant. “Richard?’

“Oops,” the giant replied.

“How areyou at tossing things?’ the demon asked.

“Well,” the giant considered. “My am’ s not too good. But | can tossa pretty fair distance.”

“The very answer | was looking for. We' re going to need you to toss the dragon, with Wuntvor and me
strapped on hisback, sraight up intheair.”

“Straight up?” The giant looked doubtfully into the sky. “I'll try.”
“Interject!” agruff voice screamed, accompanied by rapid drumbests.

“Guxx Unfufadoo, confused demon, Wantsto know just what is happening; Wantsto know how hefits
into Wuntvor’'s plan to save his master!”

“Indeed!” | spoke quickly, for | knew that, with Death and Mother Duck nearby, there was no time to
waste. “Y ou will have amost important role, Guxx. For, when Hubert, Snarks and | are sent aoft, we
will need others down below to lead the rest of my companionsto safety. | have decided to appoint
Norel the witch asyour leader, for her magic might be needed to save you dl. However, we will need
more than magic to see usthrough. | therefore pronounce you, Guxx Unfufadoo, as Chief Protector and
Keeper of the Clawsfor my companions. It isnow your duty to see that no one comesto harm!”

“Comment!” Guxx commanded. Brax beat arapid rhythm.

“Guxx Unfufadoo, honored demon, Likesto be called the protector, Enjoys the chance to do some
shredding; Thinksthejob’'sright up hisaley!”

“Indeed, | replied, glad that | had at least temporarily satisfied the large demon. | turned to my bel oved.
“Oncewe are doft, | think that Death will no longer bother you. For the time being, at least, he wants
only me. Therefore, you need only avoid Mother Duck. | believe the best way to accomplish thisisto
take the remains of our party back into VVushta, and inform the wizards there as to the—uh—direction
my quest hastaken. Evenin their impaired gate, | think that the magic of those wizards, combined with
whatever spellsyou might muster, will easily keep Mother Duck at bay.”



“Wuntvor!” Norel enthused. “What agood plan!”
“I like aman who can take control!” Aleaagreed.
The Seven Other Dwarves chimed in:

“Hi hense, hi hense, He makes alot of sense.”

“Doom,” Hendrek remarked. “1 shdl use my mighty warclub Headbasher to smash our way to Vushtaiif
| must, wading wai t-deep through the broken, bloody bodies of our foes!”

“And if that doesn't work,” Brax interjected, “I have asmall but sophisticated selection of previoudy
owned wegpons, available at ridiculoudy marked-down pricesto any here who need them. | mean, I'm
practicaly giving them away!”

“And | shall lead them into Vushtaas quickly as| can,” Norel said as she leaned closeto .me. Her lips
brushed against my nose. “Now go! Get up on that dragon and fly!”

| remembered to breathe. My lungs had stopped al of their own accord when my beloved' slips had
touched my face. | nodded dumbly and staggered over toward the dragon. My nose tingled where Norei
had kissed it. Snarks was right behind me, pushing me a bit here and there when | wandered away from

the proper path.

“I'll add my services, too,” Jeffrey thewolf assured meas| climbed upon Hubert’s back. “I’'m not
averseto egting afoein theline of duty. And who knows, maybe some of the foeswill be pigs—or
grandmotherd!”

The unicorn trotted up beside Jeffrey as Snarks clambered up behind me. The beast gave asingle shake
of its blinding white mane.

“I shal use my magnificent golden horn in our defenseaswell.” The unicorn sghed. “It dl goes so
quickly. Maybe when you get back we might find a quiet comer where you might”—the beast paused
meaningfully for asecond—"st—and | might”—it paused again—"lay my—heavy head for amoment
upon your—* It paused one more time, almost too overcome to continue. The last word came out asa
whisper: “—lap?

“Indeed,” | answered, taken aback by the beast’ s pitiful sincerity. “ Perhaps someday—*

“Leaving so soon?’ asked avoice asdry as decaying leaves. Death’ s voice.

“Go!” Norel demanded. “We' Il come up with away to distract the specter—somehow!”

Death laughed, and | turned to see the skeletd figure standing on the beach, beckoning.

“Y ou do want to see your master again, don’t you, Wuntvor?'Y ou do want to save your master?
Perhaps | should take you now. Perhaps | should take you all now.”

“Oh, no, you don’t!” exclaimed the imperious tones of Mother Duck. “I saw them first!”

| turned my head the other way. There was Mother Duck, rapidly striding toward us across the sand.



“Indeed,” | said to the demon behind me. “I think now would be agood time to take our leave.”
“Richard,” Snarks cdled out to the giant, “if you would?’
“Oops,” the giant replied, picking Hubert up with both hands. “Here you go!”

Richard grunted as he tossed up in the air with al his might. Hubert shrieked, amixture of surprise and
fright:

“Dragons aren’t supposed to go thisfast!”

| craned my neck to look behind. Richard and my other compani ons disappeared in the distance before
| could blink.

“Oh, boy!” Snarks cheered. “We'reredly flying now! Nobody can stop us anymore!”
| clutched the dragon’ s scales for dear life. | wasdl too afraid that the demon wasright.
EIGHT

What do you mean, wizards cannot foretdll the future? While it may be true that some of us are not as
skilled at prophesying as certain other mythologica professonaswho make that sort of thing their life's
work, till your average mageis quite adept at |ooking into timesto come. An example?If you insgt. |
see through the power of my mystic might that you shal grow older, and so shal |. We shdl have our
good days, and not so good days. Y ou want something more specific? Very well. | see something
happening to you any minute now, something that you cannot avoid.

Y ou will soon have awizard collecting hisfee.

From Wizardhood (Wizard' s Digest Condensed Edition), fourth edition, by Ebenezum, grestest wizard
inthe Western Kingdoms

| had remarked before that things sometimes seemed to go too fast for me. Thiswasthefirst time,
however, that | feared they were going too fast for everyone.

“Weehah!” Snarks whooped behind me. “ Thisisthe way to travel! Y ou know, you' d have to spend
good money to go on aridelike thisdown in the Netherhellsl”

| might have been better able to appreciate the demon’ s point of view if the dragon who carried us
hadn’t been screaming so much. Getting away from the twin threats of Desath and Mother Duck had
seemed of paramount importance but an instant before, and, the heavens knew, Richard’ s muscular toss
had certainly gotten us on our way. However, having one’ s mode of transportation constantly subject to
shrieking fits did tend to put adamper on one' s confidence. | did my best to hang on, hoping that things
would cam down eventudly.

And dow down we did, after what seemed to be an eternity.

“Oh, thank goodness!” Hubert exclaimed as he unfolded hiswings and flapped them gently to stabilize
our flight. “Wind resistance has brought us under control.”



“Do we haveto dow down?’ Snarkswhined. “ Thisisthe most fun I’ ve had since skinny-dipping in the
dimepitd”

“Indeed,” | interjected, trying to put the whole thing into perspective. “1 fed it was for the best that we
got away from the Situation down below as quickly as possible. Now, however, that we have achieved
some distance from our initial danger, perhapsit istimeto fly at amore reasonable, controlled speed, so
that we might modify our direction to better meet our goa.”

“Awww!” Snarks complained.

“A brilliant speech!” Hubert commented. “Have you ever thought of going into politics? Or perhapsthe
even more difficult field of theater management?’

“His explanations are certainly long-winded enough!” the demon agreed.
“But your recent declaration brings up asmall problem,” Hubert continued, choosing to ignore Snarks.
“Indeed?’ | replied. “Wdl, whatever it is, I’m sure we can work it out among us.”

“That'sright!” Snarks enthused. “I’m the Plaugg worshipper around here, praise his ever so vaguely
noble name.”

“Wadl,” the dragon went on a bit sheepishly. “Y ou mentioned direction? Y ou mentioned control ?’

“Indeed?’ | prompted.

“Wall, both of them are good and noble goas,” the dragon went on. “ But neither is much useif you
don’t know whereyou're going.” Hubert cleared histhroat, producing afair quantity of smoke. “Uh,
where exactly isheaven, anyways?’

| glanced back at my small green companion.

“That is not the sort of question you should ask ademon,” Snarks answered abit huffily.

“Weren't you the one who was supposed to be the expert on Plaugg?’ | reminded the demon.

Snarks nodded. “Praise his marginaly magnificent name. | dways assumed that heaven was—you
know—up. But I'm not the expert here. Hubert’ sthe onewho' s put in adl theflying time.”

“Hey,” the dragon interjected. “1’ m in entertainment, not tourism. If you wanted atrave itinerary, you
should have consulted my brother Morty.”

“Morty?’ Snarks asked.

“What' s the matter with Morty?” Hubert bristled. “It’s a perfectly good dragon name. Perhaps not as
distinctive as Hubert, but then, how many names are?”

“I refuse to answer that question at this great aheight,” Snarks responded.

“Indeed,” | interjected once again. “I'm afraid thisline of discourseis getting us nowhere near our god.
There must be some way we can find heaven!”



“I can't fly up forever,” Hubert agreed. “My wingswill get tired.”
“Sowhat do you want?” Snarks remarked derisively. “A crystd bal?’

“Indeed?’ | remarked, with renewed enthusiasm. “I have acrystd bal! Snarks?’ | pointed to the pack
on my back. “If you would?’

“You cdl that thing acrysta bal?’ the demon replied. “Well, | suppose, if | must.”
| heard the rustle of fabric as Snarks opened my pack.

“Eep eep! Eep eep eep!”

“Yowp!” Snarks exclaimed. “ Thisthing is booby-trapped!”

| apologized to the demon. | had forgotten about my watch-ferret. | suggested that perhapsit would be
better if Snarks pulled the pack from my back and handed it to me.

“Gladly,” the demon answered as he gingerly handed the pack, once again closed, over my shoulder so
that | could get afirm grip onit.

“Tell me,” Snarks added. “ Do you aways keep smdl animals tucked amidst your clothing?’
“Indeed,” | replied, opening the pack for myself. “Y ou never know when they’ Il comein handy.”

“Eep!” theferret responded. | petted the small furry creature for amoment, then retrieved the magic
crysd.

“Here goesnothing,” | murmured rhetoricaly as| reached in my pocket for the incantation.
“Y ou can say that again,” Snarks murmured back.

Therewasalump in my pocket. | had quite forgotten, in my haste to get away, that | had had adeeping
Brownie upon my person; and did, in fact, till have adeeping Brownie nestled in my pocket. | pulled the
directions from behind the fellow’ sinert form. Tgp muttered something about shoes.

| held the crystd ball with my right hand, the incantation with my left. But now that | once again had the
magic sphere, what should | do with it? Should | attempt to contact Plaugg? But what if acrysta of this
sort could not spesk with adeity, no matter how minor? | had had enough trouble with thismystic device
aready to discourage me from further experimentation. No, | should use this glass globe for its origina
purpose, to contact my master in the Kingdom of the Dead. Ebenezum would know the way to heaven.
My magter knew amost everything.

“Now, no talking, please,” | warned the demon. “1 must concentrate so that the spell will work
correctly.”

Snarks, seemingly on the verge of adding acomment or two, only nodded.

Very wdl. | read the incantation once more:;



“ Secret sphere, seashore seer, Surely showing sunshine seeking. Simply said, the shaft is shed, Spouting
pdlsthat send us shrieking.”

| gazed deep within the crysta ball. Ebenezum, | thought, let me contact Ebenezum.

There were no voices thistime warning me away, nor messages that | had misspoken the spell. Thistime
| would get through! | gazed intently at die globe, which was suddenly filled with adense smoke. From
somewhere, | heard adistant ringing, then an audible click.

After amoment’ s sllence, the ringing began again, fainter than the first time. Then another dlick, and
nothing. | thought | might have heard even fainter voices through the silence, but their conversation was
not loud enough for me to make out the words. At last, the bal clicked again, followed by aringing so
quiet that it was barely discernible. | realized how far the powers of this globe had to reach to contact the
Kingdom of the Dead. | began to fed that the crystal’ s search for my master might take forever.

There was another click, another moment of silence, and then a voice began to speak, faint but
discernible. It was not my master’ svoice, but that of astranger! What could this mean? It spoke quickly,
in clipped, impersond tones, and | listened carefully, fearful of what it might tell me about Ebenezum:

“All mystic circuits are busy at the present time. Please put down your crystd and try again later.”

“Oof!” Hubert remarked. Snarks and | werejostled forcibly asthe dragon’s feet connected with
something solid. The crystd ball flew from my hands, and waslost amost ingtantly in the cloud bank that
surrounded us. Apparently, we had landed somewhere.

“My bal!” | shouted after the recently disappeared device.

“No gresat loss,” Snarksreplied.

To my surprise, | found that | agreed with the demon.

Hubert swiveled his head about to regard the two of us.

“Excuse me, fellows, but | smply had to take a breather.”

“Indeed,” | said, looking at our cloud-shrouded surroundings. “ Do you have any ideawhere we are?’

“Of course,” Hubert replied confidently. “Up hereisdragon territory. | brought usto the second highest
peak in the world, and someplace that we might get some information.

“Indeed?’ | answered, doing my best to discern anything in our vicinity save the never-ending grayness.
“There are habitations heresbouts?’

There are more than smple habitations,” the dragon sniffed dramaticaly. “We are near the home of the
Three Fates. They can tell us everything we need to know”—he paused for effect—"and perhaps afew
things we might wish to stay ignorant of .”

“Doom,” Snarksintoned. | glanced back at the small green demon.

“Hey,” he shrugged. “Hendrek may be stuck down below, but he' swith usin spirit.”



“Indeed,” | replied. “Hubert, if you will lead usto the Fates?’
“No need,” the dragon answered. “ The Fates shdl find us.”

And with that, asif the fates had been listening, the weather changed dramaticaly. The fog burned away
in an instant, and we found oursel ves upon a sun-drenched, windswept mountainside, ahundred yards
away from an imposing building made of shining black stone.

“The Temple of the Fates,” Hubert explained.

“Who seeks the wisdom of the fates?” awoman’svoice caled.

“Three humbletraveers,” | shouted back, “ searching for the way to heaven!”
“A worthy god!” the woman replied. “Y ou may gpproach the temple!”

“Indeed,” | whispered to the others. “Perhaps Snarks and | should dismount. | don’t know if riding into
atemplelikethis on adragon would be considered proper etiquette.”

Neither of my companions disagreed, so the demon and | did from the dragon’ s back and walked up
the gentle mountain dope to the imposing edifice. We mounted the building’ sfirst step.

“You may enter!” the voice cried from within. “ And we will answer three questions—no more, no
less—athough we do apologize for being alittle short-handed at the moment.”

| took thefina two steps quickly, and entered the building through agreat, round portd. The walswithin
were of the degpest black, yet somehow glistened with an eerie light. | heard Snarks at my hedls, as our
two sets of feet thumped across the marble-hard floors.

“Turn,” two voices spoke as one, “and face the Fates.”

| did as| wastold, and saw from the corner of my eye that Hubert had stuck his head into the portal
behind us. What | saw next, though, caused me to stop al movement whatsoever, save the opening of
my mouth.

Two women stood on adjoining pedestds, if women they truly were. For they wore long robes, perhaps
of gray, or perhaps of white or black, or perhaps of every color a once or no color at al..They weretall
and lithe, with long-fingered hands and delicate feet, and long hair cascading acrosstheir shoulders,
athough the tresses also resisted any categorization asto color or texture.

But | could accept their hair and clothing readily enough. What redlly surprised me were their faces—if
that was what you could call the orbs that sat atop their shoulders. Not that their heads did not have
eyes, noses, ears and mouths, but that they had too many. But that did not explain it, either, for at any
moment one of their faces would only hold two eyes, one nose, one mouth. It was just that one instant
the eyeswould be smdl and blue, and then change to apair that waslarge and black, and then transform
again to green and almond-shaped. The mouth, the nose, the cheeks, the chin, every part of the face,
would likewise re-form, so that one visage would be replaced by another totally new, completely
different. And it happened so quickly, one likeness, then another, and afourth, afifth, an eighth, atenth;
the features fled acrosstheir faces like clouds across the sun. It was asif their faces were the face of
every woman in the world, perhaps every woman who had ever lived or would ever live. But after a
moment | realized that even that was too smple, for the faces were too many and varied; there were men



there aswell, and children; everyone young and old, every shape and size and color.
These, | thought, were the Fates.

Theoneon theleft inclined her head.

“l am Victoria”

The one on the right bowed dightly.

“And | am Mary Jane. We are the Two Fates.”

“Normally,” Victoriaadded, “we are the Three Fates. Unfortunately, our sister, Hortense, is not with us
at the moment. Sheis—" The fate hesitated, unable to continue.

“Onvacation,” her Sgter fate finished for her. “ She complained of overwork.”

“Being afate can betrying at times,” Victoriaadmitted. “ Still—*

“Oh, come, now,” Mary Jane chided. “Hortense was becoming redly frazzled. She needed a break—*
“The Fateswatch over al eternity!” Victoriaexclamed. “How can you take a break from that?’

“It'sdl amatter of attitude,” Mary Jane insgsted. “I’ m sure Hortense went somewhere warm and sunny
and quiet. Although | dowish she ddrop usaline”

“But we are making our petitionerswait!” Victoriareminded her sster. She waved gracioudy a me and

my companions. “Our petty little squabbles should not affect you. At least, | hope they don't affect you
very much.”

“What €lse can we do?’ Mary Jane asked. “We d best get onwithiit.”

“Very well.” Victoriasighed. “Remember, we shall answer three questions—no more, no less! So ask,
mortals, and the Fates shdl reply. Shelooked to Mary Jane, who nodded in response. The Two Fates
climbed onto adjoining platforms, leaving athird pedestal empty.

“Indeed,” | answered, for | wanted to make sureit was

| who asked the questions. | thought for an instant what | should ask firgt, but that answer was obvious. |
had to ask the fates what the crystal ball had failed to tell me.

“How shdl | find my magter, the great wizard Ebenezum?’
“Hereisthe answer!” Victoriaand Mary Jane shouted in unison.
“If ye shall seek theland of Desth,” Victoria began.

“And carefully ye save your breath—* Mary Jane continued.

Thiswasfollowed by silence. Thefateslooked at us expectantly.



“That'sit?" Snarks demanded.
“Isthat your second question?” the fates asked in unison.

“Indeed, no!” | hastily interjected. “ Snarks was but remarking on the nature of your prophecy, for it
seemed somehow incomplete.”

“I'mafraid 0,” Victoriaagreed. “Usualy, thereisathird line that completes the prophecy, but with
Hortense gone—*

“Quiteright,” Mary Jane continued. “ There' s no one here to finish our prediction!”
“Indeed!” | said. “But couldn’t one of you recite the third line?’
“Indeed not!” Mary Jane chided.

“Entirely out of the question!” Victoriasniffed. “Thereisaprecise divison of labor here, and we don’t
want to step on any toes. Each fate recites one third of the prophesy—no more, no less.”

“That’ s how we ve dways doneit,” Mary Jane agreed, “and it's how we awayswill doit. After dl, we
fates haveto live with one another throughout eternity!”

“Indeed.” | pondered this new problem. “Let me ask you this—not officidly, mind you—what if | were
to ask you that same question a second time? Could one of you then deliver the missing portion of the

prophecy?’
“Oh, my, no,” Mary Jane murmured. “What an absurd idea.”

“I'm afraid not,” Victoriaadded more solemnly. “Proph- ecy isatricky thing, you see. It' sal based on
the inspiration of the moment. If wedon't get it thefirst time, it' slost forever.”

“Sothat’sal weget?’ Snarks demanded. “Two thirds of a prophecy?’

“Wel,” Mary Jane huffed. *Y ou needn’t take that attitude!”

“| should say so!” Victoriaadded. “What you received is certainly better than no prophecy at al!”
“Itis?” Snarksreplied, not at al convinced.

“Why, of course!” Victoriaingsted.

“Prophecies are dways stated in the form of rhyming riddles, anyway,” Mary Jane added.

“Quite correct,” Victoriaadded. “ So thisriddieis smply abit more difficult than those we usualy speak.
But the problem shouldn’t be insurmountable.”

“Exactly!” Mary Jane enthused. “ Especidly with the rhyme scheme of the first two lines. Now, let’ s see,
my prediction was* And carefully ye save your breath—* “

“And minewas ‘I ye shall seek theland of Death,” “ Victoriaadded.



“So discovering the third line should be smplicity itsdf!” Mary Jane smiled with her many mouths.
“Simply think of something that rhymeswith breath and degth!”

But Victoriafrowned. “ Actudly, thereisn't dl that much that rhymeswith breath and death.”

The fate was quite correct in that assumption. | could think of no rhymesat al.

“It could be breath or death again,” Mary Jane added uncertainly. “Rhyming’ stricky that way.”
“Indeed!” | remarked, trying hard to keep despair from my voice. “Isthere no other rhyme?’

“Of coursethereisl” Hubert rumbled from where his head rested on the portal. “ Shibboleth!”

“ Shibboleth?” Snarks asked.

“A legitimate word,” Victoriaresponded.

“Quite possibly the answer,” Mary Jane added. “Let’ s see:

“If ye shall seek theland of Death, And carefully ye save your breath, Da da da da da shibboleth!”
She nodded, quite pleased with hersdlf. “I don’t see why not.”

“I came upon the word in my experience in the legitimate theater,” the dragon explained proudly. “Y ou
learn agreat ded when you trod the boards with true thespiang!”

“Indeed,” | queried, “what does the word mean?’

“Mean? Shibboleth?” The dragon puffed a pensive plume of smoke. “ The theater isahectic place. |
barely havetimeto learn my lines. Y ou can't expect me to understand them aswell!”

“Don't look a me,” Snarks added. “We didn’'t have any shibboleths at dl in the Netherhells—unless
there were some hiding in the dime pits.”

| turned to the Fates.

“Do you perchance know the meaning of the word?’

“Isthat your second question?’ the Two Fates replied as one.

“No, no, certainly not!” | inssted. “ The second question is something entirely different.” | sudied the
two women for amoment. “Before | ask that second question, however, | do have the dightest
procedural inquiry. | gather, from our earlier discussion, that that sort of question isalowed?’

The fates glanced at each other, their flickering faces twin masks of thought.

Victoriaturned to look at mefirgt. “Well, in this case, | suppose s0.”

Mary Jane nodded. “With Hortense gone, we do have to bend therules alittle.”

“Very well,” | replied, pointing at the pedestals on which they stood. “It appears that what part of the



prophecy you speek is dependent on your positions on those platforms?’
“Very astute,” Victoriaremarked. “We dwaysforetd| |eft toright.”

“Indeed,” | answered. “ Therefore, since the two of you are standing on the left-hand and centrd pillars,
you will be ableto tell methefirst two thirds of my prophecy!”

“You'revery good at thisl” Mary Jane said brightly. *'Y ou know, with amind like that, you could apply
yourself and guessthat riddle!”

“Indeed,” | said. “Perhapsin afew minutes. Firs, | need to ask aboon.”

“A boon?’ Victoriafrowned.

“We usudly don't do those,” Mary Jane explained. “We tend to specidize in questions.”

“I redizethat,” | replied, maintaining my patience as| had seen my master maintain hisa hundred times
before. “But thisisasmall boon, and would cause you little trouble. | smply ask, if you please, if Mary
Jane would move from the central pedestal to that on the right? Then, when | ask aquestion, | should be
able to get both the beginning and the end of your prophecy.”

Thefates |ooked at each other again.

“| suppose so—*

“Do you think Hortense would—*

“Why would she care? She' s off sunning herself someplace!”

“Very well, mortd,” the two of them answered in unison. * ‘ Tisthe least we can do.”

Mary Jane stepped over to the right-hand pillar. Victoriawaited amoment while her sister smoothed her
robes. Then both turned to face me and my companions. Mary Jane spoke next:

“Now we shall answer two questions—no more, no less. Ask mortals, and the fates shdl reply!”
“Indeed,” | said again. But what should | ask? Perhaps, if | phrased the substance of my first question
differently, their reply would give me different clues, allowing meto solve theriddles of both their
prophecies. It was certainly worth atry.

“Whereshdl | find my master, the greet wizard Ebenezum?’

“Hereisthe answer!” the Two Fates shouted together.

“Yeghdl ever higher go—* Victoriabegan.

There was amoment of silence.

“And then directionsthey will show!” Mary Jane concluded triumphantly.

The Fates glanced at each other.



“Doesn’'t work much better, doesit?’ Victoriaadmitted.
Mary Jane nodded. “ That bit missing in the middle does seem important.”

“Stll,” Victoriavolunteered, “ go and show have alot better rhymes than shibboleth. Blow, flow,
S,]wv_ﬂ

“Fambeau, undertow, outgrov—" Mary Jane added helpfully.

“Migtletoe, overthrow—" Victoriamentioned. “Why, the possibilitiesare virtualy endless” But her
enthusiasm deflated dmost immediately. “ Oh, dear, that could be even more of aproblem, couldn’t it?”

“Indeed—" | began.

“No, no!” Victoriainterrupted. “ There’ s no need for you to even mention it! These prophecies of ours
do tend to build. I’ [l move over to the centra pillar of my own accord. That way, next time you ask a
question, you'll get the most important part of our foretdling!”

The fate stepped over to the next pedestal. “It’ stoo bad about Hortense. | don’t suppose any of you
have any prediction experience? No, you don't look like the type.”

“Itisashame” Mary Jane added. “If only we had something or someoneto fill in on the third platform.
Evenacrystd ball would do!”

| felt asudden urgeto clear my throat.
“Indeed,” Snarks remarked.

The fates |looked a mewith concern. “ Y ou' d better watch out there,” Victoria cautioned. “ It svery easy
to catch cold in the mountain air.”

| assured the Fates that | was as well as could be expected under the circumstances. Perhaps, |
suggested, it was time to get on with the prophecies.

“Very wdl,” Victoriareplied. “Now we shall answer one question—no more, no less. Ask mortal, and
let the Fates reply!”

“Indeed,” | said for what—I must admit—I was glad wasthe fina time. | had gotten nowhere asking
about my master. Perhaps, then, | should ask about my other pressing concern, and hope there was
something—anything—in the answer that | might find useful. | spoke again:

“How might | defeat Desth, and keep him from taking me prisoner?’

“Hereisthe answer!” the Two Fates cried with findlity.

There was amoment of slence.

“Youwill dojust asyou please,” Victoriaannounced.

“And manage dl of Degth’ s decrees!” Mary Jane concluded.



“That was even worse than the other onesl” Snarks exclaimed.

“Oh, come on, now,” Hubert chided the demon. “ Give them credit. It' s aways hard when you break up
an act. And yet they go on with the show! What troopers!”

“No,” Mary Jane interjected. “The small obnoxious fellow wasright. If anything, that prophecy was even
more incomplete than the first two.”

Victorialooked uncomfortably at her sgter fate. “Well, maybe we can come up with something. Itis
their last prophecy, after al. What rhymeswith please and decrees?’

“Almost everything,” Mary Jane replied miserably.

“Wadll,” Victoriaadmitted, “we ve never done this before, but maybe, if weredly, redly try, we can eke
out some glimmer of that first third of theriddle.”

“It sworth atry,” Mary Jane agreed. “ They did come along way, after dl, with no ideathat Hortense
would be off somewhere gdlivanting about when they arrived. Let’ s see, what do we have so far?’

“—you will do just asyou please, and manage al of Death’sdecrees!” Victoriareplied.

“Exactly!” Mary Jane paused to ponder. “I’ ve heard that sort of prophecy before. It' s one of those
wherethefirg lineusudly beginswith ‘if.”

“Almogt dwaydl” Victoriacheered. “ Actudly, those prophecies usudly begin with aphrase: *If you
should—" *

“That'sright!” Mary Jane smiled out a me. “ See, we' re hdfway there dready. If you should—uh—da
dadadada Wdll, it'scertainly worth atry.”

“I should say so!” Victoriareplied. “Both of uswill close our eyes and say whatever comesinto our
heads.”

“With luck,” Mary Jane added, “ one of them will be the prophecy.” She turned to her fellow fate. “ Are
you ready?’

“Whenever you are.”

The two fates closed their eyes and swayed back and forth upon their pedestals.
Victoriagpokefird:

“If you should shout cacophonies?’

Mary Jane answered amoment later:

“If you should tap him on the knees?’

Victoriamoaned and spoke again:



“If you should do afull striptease?’

“If you should eat some cottage cheese?’ Mary Jane added immediately.

Both fates opened their eyes and made more or less the same horrible sequence of faces.

“That was pretty terrible,” Victoriaalowed.

Mary Jane agreed. “When the muse leaves me, I’m worthless.”

| thanked them both, and said that it was time we took our leave. My master wasin dire distressin the
land of Death, and for al | knew that danger might be growing with every passing minute. Wewould
haveto try and contact Plaugg, and rely on hisever so dightly godlike powersto cometo our aid.
“Blesshisminima resplendence,” Snarks added reverentidly.

In the meantime, | added, | would consider their prophecies, and surely find some helpful cluestherein.

It was only then that | remembered.

“Oh, no!” | exclaimed. In my concern for my master, | had completely forgotten to ask them the
directionsto heaven. | shegpishly explained my omission.

“Oh, dear,” Mary Janereplied.
“Quiteashame,” Victoria added.

“Do you think it would have done you any good, anyway?’ Snarks demanded. “Do you understand
anything these two have told you?’

“If only we could—" Mary Jane began.
“Now, now,” Victoriareprimanded. “ Y ou know the rules. Three questions—"*
“—no more, no less” Mary Jane agreed miserably.

“And they’ ve al been used up,” Victoria concluded. “However, that’ sin our officid role. Perhapswe
might be ableto advise them unofficidly?’

| looked hopefully at the two immortals. Could they actudly help us, after dl, even after my bumbling
mistake?

“Oh, do you think we might?” Mary Jane asked, abit of cheer returned to her voice.

“Oh, why not?’ Victoriareplied. “It’ sthe least we can do with Hortense gone. Listen, mortals, to what
the Fates suggest.” She pointed above her. “Heaven, to the best of our knowledge, is somewhere up
there”

“Up,” Mary Jane agreed. “ Definitely up.”

“Exactly where up there I'm afraid we' re alittle vague on,” Victoria added.



“They never invite usto any of their parties” Mary Jane explained.
“Yes” Victoriasighed. “ Something like that would certainly brighten up a Saturday night!”

“Wdl, never mind about our socid lives—if you could cal them that,” Mary Jane hastily amended.
“Rather, shall we say—" Sheglanced at her sgter.

The Two Fates smiled as one. “We hope we' ve helped you with your quest.”

| thanked the immortd sisters and we took our leave, passing back through the portal and back to the
mountainsde, the Fates' fina words carried to usthrough thethin, high air:

“| do wish Hortense would send us a card!”

“Wdll, that was certainly educational,” Snarks remarked when we had gotten some distance from the
temple. “I now know where not to come when I’m looking for answers.”

“ Twas nobody’ sfault,” | amended. “ Tis but one more difficulty on our road.”
“Our road is nothing but difficulties!” Snarks complained.

“Indeed,” Hubert the dragon rumbled. “ And because thisjourney faled, | now have another difficulty
which | cannot avoid.”

“What do you mean?’ | asked the morose-looking reptile.

Hubert sghed mightily, his nogtrils emitting a prodigious amount of steam. “1 must go somewhere where |
swore | would never go again. But it isa place where we will surely get the answersto your questions. |
must do it, for since |l have met you and the wizard, that meeting has opened up my life. | owethe wizard
thisjourney out of gratitude. Let ushope | survive the experience. If you would climb on my back?’

Snarks and | did as Hubert bade.
“Hang on!” the dragon announced. And we were airborne once again.
NINE

When pleading for your life with demons, dragons, or the various monsters one encounters within the
sorcerous ats, it is generaly not wise to place too much of the argument for the continuation of one's
exigience on the needs of one’ sfamily and other relations, for, et usfaceit, demons, dragons and various
mongters dso have families and other relaions, and, thinking of their own maiden aunts and
mothers-in-law, may eat you as an act of mercy.

From The Teachings of Ebenezum, Volume XLI.

“Indeed,” | asked the dragon once we were safdly doft, “would it be too much trouble to tell uswhere
you aretaking us?’

“No, | suppose not,” Hubert replied miserably. “1 just want to get this over with.” His scales shook
beneath us. Had the giant reptile shivered?



“We d liketo get this over with, too!” Snarks exclaimed. “So tell us, dready!”

“Very well,” Hubert answered, gloom ill pervading histones. “We have to go to the home of the
dragons.”

“Indeed?’ | said, somewhat surprised.
“That'sit?" Snarks dtated rather more badly. “What' swrong with that?’

“Plenty, | assureyou,” the dragon continued morosaly. “ But it' sworse than that.” Hubert sighed. “We
have to go see Morty.”

“Morty?’ Snarks asked.
“Isthere aproblem with Morty?’ | suggested.

“Isthere aproblem?’ Hubert shot forth aplume of fire. “How can | make you, who are not dragons,
and not subject to the dictates of strict dragon society—how can | possibly make you understand?’

“Indeed,” | gently prompted. “I imagine we have aready been together far longer, and gotten to know
each other far better, than any human, demon and dragon ever have before! Why not tell us your
problem, and we will attempt to comprehend?’

“Yes, why not?” the dragon agreed not too enthusiasticaly. “It will at least help passthe time until we
get”—he shivered again—*there.”

Hubert paused, billows of smoke cascading from his nogtrils. | held my bregath as the fumes passed me
by, fearful that if | coughed | might break the reptile' s concentration.

“Where can | begin?’ Hubert began.
“Thisisgoing to be long-winded, isn't it?” Snarks whispered fataidticaly.

“I guessyou could say I’ ve always been adifferent sort of dragon,” Hubert continued, aready swept up
inthe dramaof hisnarrative. “Not that | wasn't given plenty of chancestofitin. | could have goneinto
one of the acceptable dragon occupations. world conquest, gold hoarding, damsel-napping, distant and
ethered flight patterns. But no, | had to strike out on my own. The theater had found itsway into my
ice-cold reptile blood!

“You seg, it al garted in my gpprenticeship days. One of the older dragons—my Uncle Spike,
actudly—had taken me down to the world of men for some of my dementary lessons—uh, Panic and
Mayhem 101, | believe. So here | was, supposed to stomp and snort and scare the population into
fleeing willy-nilly—that was the genera purpose of the lesson, you see. But my uncle had made the
mistake of setting us down in the middle of thislarge community on market day.

“Uncle Spike then went off to scare afew humansin my direction; you know, to get the ball rolling, asit
were. But he had unwittingly left mein apot that would change my very lifel” The dragon emitted along,
nostalgic sigh. “For, not fifty yards distant from where | landed, stood a Punch and Judy show!”

“A Punch and Judy show?’ Snarks commented. “ Sounds pretty impressive to me!”



“Yes,” Hubert replied happily, too far lost in memory to note the demon’ s sarcasm. “ Punch and Judy
and dl therest. How | loved those little puppets!”

“Thisisn't only going to belong-winded,” Snarks despaired. “ Thisis going to be maudlin!”

Hubert laughed asad little laugh. “Oh, | was|ost within aminute of setting my eyes on that tiny stage.
Y ou see, there was not only a Punch puppet, and a Judy puppet, and a policeman puppet—there was a

dragon puppet, too!”
“Oh, that explains everything!” Snarks remarked.
| thought of cautioning the demon to silence, but Hubert was obliviousto dl but the story of hislife.

“Yes,” the dragon continued. “ There it was, before me, dl of life on that tiny stage. Punch hit Judy, Judy
hit Punch, the policeman hit both of them, they hit the policeman back. Then the dragon camein, and
thingsgot redly interesting!”

Hubert stopped talking suddenly. | looked past his head and saw we were approaching another distant
mountain.

“Oh, dear,” the dragon moaned.
This, | guessed, was Hubert' s ancestral home.

We flew on through the clouds, and | got a better [ook at our destination. It was not your typica
mountain. Oh, it was high enough, and it had crags and rocky outcroppingsto spare. But it wastotally
lacking a peak. What should be thefind quarter or so of the mountain (if it had followed the rules
generdly used for this sort of thing) was missing, replaced instead by abroad plateau; aspace, | redized
as we gpproached, of some size.

“The home of the dragons,” Hubert noted morosaly, his enthusiasm fled. We neared our destination with
excruciating downess. Had Hubert deliberately reduced his speed?

“Indeed,” | said. Obvioudy, the dragon did not look forward to this homecoming. | had afedling he
might be overdramatizing his problems. But then, | have never visited the home of the dragons. Perhaps, |
thought, it was best to get Hubert’ s mind off of what wasto come. And | could think of but one way to
dothis.

“Hubert,” | reminded him gently, “you never finished telling usyour story.”

“What?’ the dragon asked, his moping temporarily disturbed. “ Oh, you mean about that town and Uncle
Spike and Punch and Judy. All that?’

“That'sdl right,” Snarksreassured him. “Y ou don't haveto tell us”

“No, no,” Hubert ingsted. “What' sthe use of starting astory if you're not willing to get to the point? It’'s
not fair to your audience!”

“Indeed,” | interjected before the demon could comment further. “So why don’t you finish?’



Hubert nodded grimly. “The show must go on, even if | do have to see Morty. Now, wherewas 1? Oh,
that’ s right. Punch and Judy, and then the dragon puppet. Well, let metdll you, | waslost! Uncle Spike
kept sending harried villagers my way, and | didn’t fry asingle one of them! | didn’t even know they
werethere! | didn't pay any attention to the audience of the puppet show, either, though | vaguely
remember some children screaming and fleeing in panic. | wastotally absorbed in the action on thetiny
stage—Punch hit the dragon, Judy hit the dragon, the dragon hit Judy, the dragon hit Punch. And then the
policeman showed up!”

“Y ou did have to encourage him, didn’'t you?’ Snarks muttered.

“I don't need to tell you, | was excited. Here was the Punch and Judy show, with al the audience and
miscella- neous other citizenry fled. It was a show performed only for me! And | began to think, if an
audience gpplauded a dragon puppet, then consider what their reaction to the redl thing would be!”

“Indeed,” | agreed. “ Tisathought to ponder.”

“Rather than talk about,” Snarks added, “especidly at great length.”

“Wdl,” | gated, “it certainly was an inspirationa story.”

“Unfortunately,” Hubert admitted, “it was more flammable than ingpirationa. As | became more involved
in the puppet show, | waddled closer and closer to that tiny stage. Then the puppet dragon got the upper
hand!” Hubert coughed ddlicately. “ At that tender age, you don’t have quite the control over your flame
that you might. In my enthusiasm, I'm afraid | burned the booth to the ground. The puppeteer got away

unharmed, but | fear | singed Punch and Judy beyond recognition. Which was fortunate, because, when
Uncle Spike arrived, | could at least show him alittle mayhem.”

“Did he buy it?" Snarks asked, interested despite himsdif.

“I got apassing grade,” Hubert acknowledged. “But my exams no longer mattered. From that moment
onward | had but one goa—the theater!”

The dragon sighed. “But that doesn’t matter anymore. In afew minutes, we will be—there again!”
“But can it be that bad?’ | asked.
“That bad,” Hubert agreed miserably. “And worse! Dragonswill never appreciate show business!”

“Atlast, someonel can relateto,” Snarks stated with new enthusiasm. “ Sounds like dragons are my
kind of creature!”

“They areif you like burning and conquering and devouring and hoarding,” Hubert said glumly. “ Dragons
arevery good at that!” He blew adespairing puff of smoke. “Hubert—they’ d ask me—Hubert, don’'t
you like to rend and tear and destroy? Don't you like amassing gold? Y ou want to do what? Act? But
aren’t burning and destroying and hoarding dl acts? Oh, they would never understand. And Morty!”

“Morty?’ Snarks asked.
“Y es, Morty was always the worst—my older brother, excelling at adl those thingsfor which | had no

gptitude—basic mayhem, applied burning, advanced treasure collection—he passed them al with
honorsl”



“Morty?” Snarkssaid again.

“And now | haveto go back and face dl that one moretime!” Hubert concluded.

“Indeed,” | said reassuringly. “Perhapsit will not be as bad asyou imagine.”

But Hubert laughed bitterly. “ Oh, no. It will be as bad as that and worse. Believe me, you do not know
the depthsthat dragonswill sink to! But | will be strong, for your master! | will persevere, for your
master. | will even see Morty, for your master. And we will find the way to heaven, after dl!”

“Morty?" Snarksinterjected again.

“We are dmost there,” Hubert remarked. “I’m going to angle in for alanding. Hang on! And once we
oet there, let medo thetaking.”

“Must we?’ Snarks asked, hiswords amost lost to the increasing wind. But then heand | both were
forced to lean down against the reptile and clutch his scales.

Hubert landed smoothly in a clearing on the edge of the plateau. A single, dark gray dragon, almost
indistinguishable from the surrounding rock, watched our descent.

Hubert cameto afull stop and looked at the other reptile. “1 think | know that dragon.”
“I can't hear you!” the other dragon cdled. “I have carrotsin my earsl”
“I beg your pardon?’ Hubert replied.

“Itisyou, isn'tit?” the other dragon cheered. “Y ou wouldn't know about this, would you?Y ou’ ve been
away. Wdll, | cantell you, nephew, it'sal your fault!”

“Oh, dear,” Hubert whispered. “1t'smy Uncle Spike.”

“Niceto seeyou again!” Uncle Spike continued as he trotted towards us. “We' ve heard how well

you'’ ve been doing down below. Y ou can't imagine the furor that’ s caused!” The dragon chuckled,
sending sparks flying out from between histeeth. “ And what’ sthat on your back? A gift or two for your
Uncle Spike? Perhaps afew munchies?’

“Certainly not!” Hubert said hadtily. “ These are my companions on avery important quest. I'm afraid |
didn’'t have timeto bring gifts, uncle. Thisisnot a pleasure vist, but rather anecessary stop on amisson
that could change the course of destiny!”

., “Ah, nephew, it’'s easy to see how you can wow them | down on the surface world. What a
senseof sylel”

“Thank you, I’'m sure,” Hubert replied softly, taken aback by the compliment. “I never expected to hear
something likethat in the land of the dragons.”

“A lot has changed around here,” Spike agreed. “And it’ sal because of you!”

“Maybe,” Snarks piped up hopefully, “they’ ve outlawed musical comedy.”



“Oho!” Uncle Spike cried, looking at the demon for thefirgt time. “Who isthistidbit?’
“Areyou demeaning my size?’ Snarks demanded. “1 am afull-grown demon!”

“Oh, dear, no,” Spike replied with ashake of hismassve head. “On the contrary, | am complimenting
your taste.”

“Really?” Snarks responded, surprised. He sdalf-conscioudy fingered his heavy woolen dtire. “Oh, it's
nothing, redly. These are just some old robes from my religious order.”

“Oh, no, no,” Spike chided. “Y ou misunderstand. Not taste asin selection of wardrobe. More like taste
asin the opportunity to become alight snack. And may | say, you certainly look yummy!”

“I'msorry,” Snarksreplied. “| was supposed to let Hubert do the talking.”

“Yes, uncle,” Hubert interjected. “ These two on my back are under my protection. They are crucid to
the completion of my task. | would appreciateit, therefore, if you would stop considering them aslight
meds”

“Oho!” Spike guffawed. “That’sagood one! U.ider °-actor’s protection?’ Flame shot twenty feet in the
ar asheroared with laughter. “Wait until | tell the others about that one! | tell you, Hubert, you can
certainly seethat you're aprofessona!™’

“| suppose so, uncle,” Hubert replied doubtfully. “But, enjoyable asit isto talk to you, I'm afraid we
have amission to complete. | therefore must see my brother Morty as quickly as possible”

“Morty?" Spike responded, still amused. “Hishordeisjust over herein the next crag. Y ou haven’t been
herein awhile, have you? Well, I’ l| be glad to show you theway.” He looked speculatively a Snarks
and mysdlf. “A reptile can certainly get hungry thistime of day, it being between medsand dl. | could
redly stand alittle pick-me-up. Do you redly need two—"

“Yes, Uncle Spike,” Hubert replied firmly.

“Simply asking! No need to get upset.” Spike stongue darted from his mouth to taste the air in our
vicinity. “And let me know if you change your mind.”

“Morty, Uncle Spike?’

“Surely,” the large reptile nodded as he turned to lead the way. “I' m smply putting in my request now,
before dl the other dragons see your tasty—um—companions. Remember, my boy, you should aways
spare akindly thought for your elders.”

Spike walked toward the interior of the plateau, and Hubert followed.

“Indeed,” | whispered to the latter dragon as we strode across the barren rock. “Isthis what you were
so worried about?’

“Yesand no,” Hubert whispered back. “Uncle Spike has been more pleasant than | ever thought he
could be. But thereis something strange going on here.”



“Y ou mean his constant desire to eat us?’ | suggested.

“No, no,” Hubert disagreed. “That' s perfectly natura for adragon. | meant some of the comments he's
been making. ‘1 can’'t hear you—I have carrotsin my ears? There seem to have been some fundamental
changesin dragon society.”

“But couldn’t that be for the good?’ | reasoned.

“Nothing in dragon society isever for the good,” Hubert replied morosdy. “I am more worried now than
| was before we came here.”

“Gresat,” Snarksreplied. “Wdll, it’s been nice knowing you. Or at least asnice asit can be knowing a
human and adragon.”

If I had been surprised by the fatalism of Snarks sremark, | was even more surprised when Hubert
nodded his agreement.

“It will get worse. We gtill have to see Morty.”

TEN

Q: Aredragons hungry?

A: Isthe sky blue?

Q: Aredragonsfagt?

A: Should atax collector be avoided whenever possible?

Q: Do dragons eat wizards?

A: Have you forgotten to remind the reptiles of your facility with indigestion spells?

From Ask Mr. Magic: A Wizard' s Guide to 364 of Today’s Most Pressing Sorcerous Problems,
scholagtic edition, by Ebenezum, grestest wizard in the Western Kingdoms

Uncle Spike led usto the entrance of avery large cave.

“Thisistheplace” the older dragon chuckled. “ Allow meto introduce us.” He yelled into the cave:
“Let your pages do the walking through the yellow fingersl”

“It'sno wonder, with priceslike that!” another voice roared in response.

Spike and the voice indgde the cave laughed heartily.

“I’'m beginning to see a pattern here,” Hubert muttered darkly. “ A pattern | don't like at all.”
“Comeon,” Spike waved for usto follow. “Let’sgoin and see Morty.”

“Morty?" Snarks, obvioudy unableto help himsdlf, said again.



Hubert reluctantly followed.

“Hey, Morty!” Spike caled. “ Guesswho'shere? It' s your brother Huey!”

“Huey?’ Snarks asked.

“I told you | didn’t want to come back here,” Hubert replied.

“What?’" Morty’ svoice cdled. “The smokeess wonder isback agan? Wedl, comeonin!”
“| suppose | haveto,” Hubert murmured, walking forward asif every step was an effort.

“The smokdesswon—" Snarks began before a particularly sharp look from me silenced him. | figured
that Hubert was in enough distress without a demonic chorus.

The dragon carried usinto atruly massive cavern, larger even than the great hall a the wizards college.
But what really took my breath away were the huge tapestries covering every available foot of wallsand
ceiling, each great hanging sporting a sawn-in message.

SEE THE SOUTHERN KINGDOMS! MOTHER DUCK’S REALM—A FAIRYLAND

FOR MERE PIECES OF GOLD! THE WESTERN KINGDOMS—THERE' SMORE

THERE THAN MEETSTHE EYE!

THE LAND OF THE DRAGONS—YOUR VACATION IN THE CLOUDS!

Each of the tapestries a so featured eaborate il lustrations. The one concerning the Southern Kingdoms
showed alarge picture of the sun, while the Mother Duck hanging prominently displayed alarge castle,
Only the tapestry for the Western Kingdoms was fairly nondescript.

And in the midst of the tapestries squatted the largest dragon | had ever seen, half again the size of
Hubert and bright red besides.

“Huey!” the huge reptile rumbled. “ And how’ s my pip-squeak brother?’
“I’'m glad to see you, too, Morty,” Hubert managed miserably.

“Hear you' ve done pretty well down among the humans,” Morty went on cheerily. “Who would ve

thought it?’
“Morty,” Hubert said, barely managing histemper, “I’ m here for areason.”

“Really?’ hisbrother remarked heartily. “'Y ou want another flame-shooting contest? Or maybe we can
compare our gold hordes?’

“It' snotimefor games, Morty,” Hubert replied. “ Besides, you dwayswin.”

“And you dways were a gpoilsport, Huey,” Morty chuckled. “But maybe | can do something for you,
anyway.”



“I understand you' ve got asuccessful travel business—" Hubert continued doggedly.

“You seeit dl around you!” Morty cheered, tossing his massive head back and forth at the various
tapestries that crowded theroom. “At lagt, I ve found away to satisfy adragon’ s wanderlust! Y es, you
could say Morty’s Travel isaroaring success. What €lse would you expect from your older brother? But
you said you needed help.”

There was acommotion at the mouth of the cave.

“That wasno lady,” avoice caled, “that was my wifel”

‘ “Thejoke son him,” another voice added.  “The mouseisaventriloquist.”

“Sorry,” Morty yelled back. “Y ou can’t get in here without atie!”

Morty and Spike laughed aong with the two new voices. Hubert shivered quietly.

“My worst fears have been redlized,” he whispered.

Thefloor shook astwo other dragons, one adull orange, the other sort of ared-brick tone, trundled into
the back of the cave.

“Dewey!” Morty greeted the newcomers. “Ferdie!”

“Dewey?’ Snarksrepeated. “Ferdie?’

“Oh, my,” the dull-orange dragon remarked as he glanced our way. “ Hors-devours.”

“I’'vedoneit again, haven't 17’ Snarkswhispered in horror. | nodded. The demon did have away of
attracting the attention of others. Very large others. It wasinteresting, | reflected, how ineffectua one
seemed in the presence of giant reptiles. | might have amagic sword and amagic ferret, but what use
was ether of them againgt fire-breathing lizards? | thought again of the Brownie, but redlized that even
shoe magic would beineffectual against creatures of this Sze; creatures who seemed to be showing all
too much interest in Snarks and me.

“No, no, Ferdie!” Hubert interjected. “ These are friends.”

“Very appetizing friends,” Ferdie agreed. “But we shouldn’t eat before we are properly introduced,
should we?’

“Always know your food,” Dewey agreed. “That’ sadragon’ s guide to happy digestion.”
“Sol” Morty boomed. “What brings you fellows here? Need afew travel tips?’

“We dways get our travel tipsfromyou,” Ferdie said.

“Wouldn't go anyplace e sethan Morty’ s Travel,” Dewey amplified.

“That’ swhy we re number onel” Morty exclamed cheerily. “Of course, with mein charge, what else
could we be?’



“Stll, there are improvements that could be made,” Ferdie continued, eyeing Snarks and me with far too
much interest.

“Mogt certainly,” Dewey added, sdivadripping from hishugeincisors. “Like the introduction of asnack
tray for hungry customers.”

“Yed” Uncle Spike agreed from the far side of theroom. “The very ideathat | suggested earlier!”
“It doesn’t have to be anything out of the ordinary,” Dewey explained further. “Smply some of your
dragon staples. Say, like these fellows here. Nice, bite-size creatures from down below. So round, so

0ft, so succulent!”

“Yes, softisamust,” Ferdie concurred. “None of those exotic things with exoskeletons, please! They
hurt my teeth.”

“Never eat an unknown species,” Spike added sagely.

“Another tip for happy dragon digestion,” Dewey concluded. “But how do we split them up?’
“They arealittieon thesmall sde,” Ferdie agreed.

“Oh, everyone will get their share,” Uncle Spike assured them. “ Anybody got aknife?’

“Wait asecond!” Hubert roared. “Hasn't anybody been listening? My friends are not for eating!”
“Not even abite?’ Ferdie frowned.

“Look at dl thearmsand legsthey have,” Dewey demanded. “ Surely they wouldn’t miss one or two?’
“Out of the question!” Hubert replied adamantly.

“Huey never was oneto share his playthings,” Morty remarked.

“Sharethem?’ Hubert retorted. “If you saw them, you took them!”

“Now, now, boys,” Uncle Spike chided. “We shouldn’t let old family grudges spoil thisfine reunion,
should we? Let’ s put al thoughts of eating and generoudy sharing our food aside for amoment, and
officidly welcome Hubert back to hishomdand!”

Dewey and Ferdie cheered.

“So you really are a song-and-dance dragon?’ Ferdie asked enthusiastically.

“We'vegot al your clippings,” Dewey added. “At least al of those we could find on our trips through
the lowlands”

“It' ssort of asddinewhilewe re pillaging and bum-ing,” Ferdie explained.

“Yes, yes,” Morty interrupted. “1I’m surewe' redl glad to see Huey again. But isn't it timeto talk
travel?’



“That’sright,” Dewey harmonized. “We aways cometo Morty’ stravel. After dl, isn't Morty Hubert's
brother?’

“His brother? B-but that’ s beside the point when Morty’ s gives you such greset travel services!” Morty
inggted.

“Yes,” Ferdie appended. “Wefigured if we came here often enough, we were bound to meet the
famous member of thefamily.”

“Another sde benefit of Morty’ s Travel!” the large red dragon stressed. “ Although avery minor one.”

“Of course, when we were waiting around for you to show, we had to do some business with Morty,”
Dewey ducidated. “I tell you, being afan can be so expensivel”

“So what business do you want to do now?” Morty emphasized. “We have dedls you wouldn't believe!”
“I'msureyou do,” Ferdiereplied. “But for the moment, we would like to talk to your brother.”

“Yes,” Dewey enthused. “ Y ou must tell usal about your experiences on the stage!”

“Y ou redly want to know about my experiences?’ Hubert answered in disbelief.

“These dedlswon't last forever!” Morty ventured. No one seemed to notice.

“Areyou kidding?' Spike laughed. “ Every dragon here wants to know about your experiences. Y our
success has had a profound effect upon the entirety of dragon culture!”

“So that' swhat that was all about!” Hubert marveled.

“These offersare for alimited time only!” Morty remarked rather more loudly than was necessary. He
wasignored by the others.

“The punch lines,” Hubert went on. “When | heard you exchange them, | was afraid you were mocking
everything | stood for.”

“The punch lines?” Snarks asked.

“Quiet, appetizers,” Dewey admonished. “We |l deal with you presently.”

Snarks quieted.

“On the contrary—" Ferdie began. *Y ou should consider the custom an honor—*

“Mockery was the furthest thing from our minds,” Dewey further assured. “When we heard of your
successtelling jokes, it opened up whole new vigtas for dragonkind.”

“That'sright!” Uncle Spike agreed. “ And soon we al began to tell jokes!”

“Asaway of greeting—* Ferdie added.



“It becamethe‘in’ thing to do—* Dewey expounded.

“Thiscould be,” Morty cried hoarsdly, “aonce-in-a lifetime opportunity!” The others continued talking
asif hewasn't even there.

“Of course, telling a complete joke every time you greet someone can be very time-consuming,” Spike
maintained.

“ S0, over time, we shortened the form,” Ferdie clarified.

“I see,” the dragon upon which we sat interposed. “And now you smply say the best part, like—*
Hubert paused.

“Oh, oh,” Ferdie hallered. “Would you—could you—if it wouldn’t be asking too much—do a punch
line?”

“Yes, yes,” Dewey huzzahed. “ Do onefor us, Huey. Please?’

“Oh, very wdll. If | must.” Hubert considered for amoment, before speaking again:

“Because hispink oneswerein the wash.”

All the dragons save Morty guffawed heartily.

“He sdready amaster!” Dewey marveled.

“Why hadn’t we seen his genius before?” Ferdie queried.

“You may never see bargainslikethisagain!” Morty screamed. No one even bothered to glance at him.
“Wadll, we certainly seeit now,” Uncle Spike asserted. “Huey, you will havetotdl usdl your secrets”
“Secrets?” Hubert responded doubtfully.

“Yes” Ferdie explicated, “you know, how you entice humans and othersinto seeing your act.”
“How?’ Hubert ruminated. “Well, you know, publicity, word of mouth. ...”

“I'm surewe |l learn about the preparation soon enough,” Dewey chirruped. “We want to hear how you
put audiences under your reptile spdl!”

“Redly?’ Hubert responded dubioudy. “Wdll, | guessyou could cdl it that. | do have a partner, you
know. We gtart out with alittle song, alittle dance, then redlly hook them with some snappy patter.”

“And then you eat them!” Uncle Spike suggested.
“Pardon?’ Hubert replied, somewhat aghast.
“| thought that would naturaly be what happens next,” Spike expounded.

“Most certainly not!” Hubert contradicted. “ Once you have the audience with you, you milk their



emotionsfor al it sworth. Y ou know, a sensitive song of lost love, followed by a speciaty dance number
and arousing, patriotic finde!”

“Oh, | see” Spike answered with sudden comprehension. “And then you eat them!”

“Uh"—Hubert hesitated—"no. Then it’ stime for the audience to applaud wildly, so that you can come
back for your encore.”

“Obvioudy,” Ferdieinterjected, “we don’t understand any of the finer points of your newly chosen
profession.”

“Quiteright,” Dewey assented. “But tell us, Huey old dragon. When exactly do you eat them?’
“Oh, my.” Hubert looked at the others. “I’m afraid | don't.”

“You don't eat them?” Spike erupted increduloudly.

“You don't eat anybody!” Ferdie echoed.

“It all seemsrather pointless, doesn't it?” Dewey agreed with the others. “How do you survive?’
“Wadll,” Hubert replied abit defensively, “I do get paid abit.”

“Paid?’ Uncle Spike chuckled. “You dy reptile!”

“What ahorde of gold you must have!” Ferdie marveled.

The other dragons—save Morty, who was sulking in a corner—all smoked heartily.

“Widll, it' sbeen quite niceto visit with dl of you again,” Hubert puffed. “But | must spesk with my
brother.”

The red dragon in the corner raised his head.

“Morty’sthe oneto go to for travel,” Dewey agreed.

“Of course,” Ferdieinterjected, “we can travel anytime. But it' s not every day we get to talk to agtar!”
“Thanks again,” Hubert replied modestly. “But if | might be able to talk to my brother done?’

“Fair enough,” Spike piped up as he eyed Snarks and me speculatively. “Would you like me to watch
your snacks?’

“Oh second thought,” Hubert amended hastily, “1 believeit would bein everybody’ sinterest if my two
companions aso consulted with Morty.”

“Doesn’'t sound very interesting to me,” Spike remarked.
He glanced at Dewey and Ferdie. “What do you fellowsthink?’

“WEe I do anything,” Ferdie enthused, “if you'll put on ashow!”



“Wadll, | don’t know—" Hubert hesitated.
“No show, no go!” Ferdieinssted.

“And, you know,” Dewey added ominoudy as he bresthed athin line of smokein our direction, “dl this
talking has made me hungry.”

“Oh, dl right!” Hubert rlented. “I’ll do ashow. But just alittle one!”

Dewey and Ferdie both applauded.

“Weknew we could twist your tail!” Dewey exclaimed.

“WE |l haveto go out and tell the others!” Ferdie added.

“Yep,” Uncle Spike agreed. “I’ll have to get out of hereright now to tell your Aunt Louise.”
“Louise? Snarks piped up before his demon hands covered his mouth.

“My, thisone certainly isatalkative tidbit,” Spike remarked, moving his smoking snout rather closer to
us than was comfortable.

“Now, uncle,” Hubert cautioned.

“Oh, we understand, Huey,” Spike assured him. “There’ s no reason to be ashamed. I'm sure atraveler
like you never knows where he might spend the night. It' sawayswise to bring an extrafood supply.”

“Infact,” Dewey added, “it’ sa cornerstone of dragon digestion.”

“Life on the road must certainly be tough,” Ferdie continued. “ Far beit from usto force you to share
what might be your only sustenance.”

“But—"* Hubert responded.

“Say no more,” Spike interrupted. “We understand. But maybe, after the performance, we can trade
you ared med for thosetidbits”

“But—" Hubert tried again.

“No need to thank us!” Ferdie assured him.

“But—" Hubert ingsted.

“We haveto go tell the others about the show!” Dewey cdled as he left with Ferdie and Spike.
“But—" Hubert began again. But the three dragons were gone.

“Oh, dear,” Snarks whispered.

“Indeed,” | agreed. “We will haveto be careful in our dealings with dragons. Otherwise, we will end our



days as somebody’ slunch.”

Hubert Sghed. “ * Tisthe nature of dragons. They awayslook at the world through their somachs.”

“ Tisrather the nature of an adventurouslife,” | assured the dragon. “1 have been threatened with
digestion by many other speciesin the course of my travels. It' sthe sort of thing you cometo count onin

the apprenticeship business.”

“| suppose you' re going to say it’smy fault that the dragons noticed us so much,” Snarks said
defensvely. “And | supposeitis”

The demon groaned. “ There' s something about dragon names,” Snarks despaired. “1 can’'t help mysdlf.”
“Oh, well,” Hubert dlowed. “I can understand that with Spike.”

“You can?’ Snarksreplied uncomprehendingly.

“Certainly,” thedragon explained. “ * Spike' isonly my uncl€ s nickname. Hisred nameisBruce.”
“Bruce?’ Snarks repeated, unable to do otherwise.

“| agree entirely,” Hubert consented. “What kind of nameisthat for adragon?’

Helooked over at his brother, who still moped in the comer. “But | must speak with Morty if we areto
complete our misson.”

Morty straightened as we approached. “ And what do you want?’

“I need your help,” Hubert explained. “That' swhy I'm here.”

“Y ou need my help?’ Morty ventured increduloudly. “ Hubert, the star, condescends to ask something
from his humble travel-agent brother, so lowly adragon that others only use his services because of his
famousrdaions?’

“He staking thisalittle hard, isn't he?” Snarks commented.

“Dramarunsinthe family,” Hubert explained.

It seemed to me that this dramahad run far enough. Now that we were not in immediate danger of being
eaten for achance remark, perhaps there was something | could do to remedy this Situation.

“Indeed,” | interjected. “And | am sure he would be very good at it, had he chosen dramaas his
profession. In fact, he might have been even better than you, Hubert.”

The other dragon’s ears perked up. “1 might?’

“Certainly,” | hurriedly added. “But he chose an even more noble dragon profession, that of guiding his
fdlowsthrough the skied”

“I did?” Morty replied. He took amoment to dust off hiswings. “1 did!”



“| seewhat you' re saying,” Hubert continued, picking up on my cue. “Look, Morty, what does it matter
what others think? We know who'’ sthe older brother around here, don't we?’

“Yes” Morty said uncertainly, “1 guessthat hasn’t changed.” He absently flexed hiswing muscles.
“Want totry alittle flying contest?’

“Why bother?” Hubert conceded. “We both know you’ d win. Plus, we don’t have much time. We need
your help now.”

Morty snorted atentative bit of smoke. “Oh, well, if you put it that way, | suppose we could work out
something, if only because you're my brother.”

“Morty, | knew | could count on you!” Hubert enthused. “Now, can you tell me the way to heaven?’

“Heaven?’ Morty frowned. “1 dways thought it was—you know—up.” He looked distractedly about
the room. “But maybe | can find better directions.”

He strolled over to the Western Kingdoms tapestry. “1 keep al my odd maps and information back
here. So few dragons want to go to the Western Kingdoms—such adreary place!--that | have plenty of
room.” He sat back on his haunches and pushed the tapestry aside with his snout.

“Let'ssee” heruminated. “Ah. Thevery file” He ruffled through apile of parchment. “Thiscould bea
bit of a problem. Heaven appearsto be awfully large.”

“Indeed!” | called helpfully. “We seek the whereabouts of aminor deity, a Plaugg?’

“The inconsequentially majestic!” Snarks added.

“Ah.” Morty nodded, brightening considerably. “The lowest level possble, hun? Well, that should make
thingsalittleeasier.” He pulled a piece of parchment from the bottom of the pile. “Herewe go.” He
handed the document to Hubert. “ Y ou haveto travel up, and alittleto the left.”

Hubert glanced over the directions. “ Seems smple enough.”

“Of courseitid” the other dragon inssted. “Morty’ s Travel hasthe best directions available!”

“Thisshould do nicely,” Hubert agreed. “What do we owe you?’

Morty considered. “Well, you do have those two succulent—but no, you want to hold on to them for
some reason. Let usjust say that | should be happiest when you're gone. | ask, therefore, for your
Speediest exit possible”

“Then, brother, | am gone,” Hubert assured him, backing out of the cave with histwo passengers il
intact.

“Oh, no, you're not!” Dewey and Ferdie echoed from the cave mouth. “It’ s showtime!”
ELEVEN

“Thereisno business like show business’. Thereisaso no businesslike certified public accounting, but
that does't rhyme aswell.”



From Wake Up and Conjure: A Wizard' s Guide to Everyday L.ife, fourth edition, by Ebenezum,
greatest wizard in the Western Kingdoms

“But—" Hubert began.

“The beer that made Mel Famey walk us!” Ferdie declared.

“I’ve come for the man who shot my paw!” Dewey added.

“No on€e' s going to make agosh darn canoe out of me!l” Hubert replied after amoment’ s consideration.
The dragonslaughed at some length.

“That' sthe spirit!” Ferdie said encouragingly.

“Nothing specid,” Hubert stated. “ Just show biz in the blood.”

“That’ s exactly what we'relooking for!” Dewey trumpeted. “And we re dl ready for you. Everybody’s
gathered back at the landing plateau!”

“That’ sawfully nice, fellows” Hubert began, “ but—*
“And they're calling for you!” Ferdie cried.
“They are?’ Hubert smiled. “Wel, |et’ s not keep them waiting!”

“But Hubert!” 1 whispered in the dragon’s ear. Hadn't he promised his brother to leave quickly? And
hadn’t we wasted enough time here in our search for my master?

Hubert made a shushing sound as he walked to meet the other dragons.
“Oho,” Ferdie pointed out. “ So now the other tidbit is bothering you?’

“Y es, they do seem like such an annoyance,” Dewey agreed. “I’'m sure you' Il feel much better once
you'rerid of them.”

“But—" Hubert began.

“You've held out on usfor long enough!” Dewey inssted. “It’stime for asnack.”
“It' stimefor escape,” Snarkswhispered in my ear.

But Hubert shook his head vehemently.

“No, itisnot,” our dragon alowed. “Not with these fellows.”

| sllently repressed a cheer. Hubert would not let us down!

“Why not?’ Ferdie demanded.



“Give us one good reason!” Dewey chorused.

“Urn. A good reason?’ Hubert replied uncertainly.

“Dragon’ sdinner, here we come,” Snarks whispered.

But Hubert brightened, shouting: “Because they’ re part of the show!”

“Part of the show?’ the two reptiles said in unison, the disappointment plain upon their dragon faces.
“I guesswe Il haveto wait, then,” Dewey spoke reluctantly.

“At least until after the performance,” Ferdie agreed.

“Very good,” Hubert remarked with the proper note of imperiousness. “Now stand aside, so that my
assstantsand | might prepare for the show.”

The other dragons deferentidly made way for Hubert and hisretinue.

“In show business,” Hubert explained when we had reached a sufficient distance from the others, “it
sometimes paysto be difficult.”

“If that’ sthe case,” Snarksregjoined, “you should be incredibly wedthy.”

| ignored the demon’ sremark, for | had other things on my mind.

“Indeed,” | asked Hubert, “we re now part of the performance?’

“Don't worry,” the dragon assured me. “We' ll fakeit.”

“Fakeit?’ Snarksreplied miserably. “Maybe | should have been adragon’ s dinner, after all.”

“You may gill have achance,” Hubert remarked, “if the performance doesn't go well.”

“Indeed?’” | asked somewhat reluctantly.

Hubert nodded. “ Dragons, asarule, do not constitute aforgiving audience.” He reached up and took off
histop hat. “But here. Y ou need to learn your lines.” He pulled two sheaves of parchment from insdethe
hat brim, and handed them to me. | passed one of the two on to Snarks.

“Y ou actudly keep your musicinyour hat?’ the demon asked increduloudly.

“What—* The dragon chuckled, twirling the hat back atop his head. “ Do you think | wear thisthing just
for show?’

| looked down at the piece of parchment in my hands. It was a song about dragons, with stanzas clearly
marked with anumber 1, 2 or 3.

“| thought this was a particularly appropriate little ditty, with three parts, of course. | shal be number
one—that part carries much of the weight of the song. Wuntvor shal be number two, and Snarks number

three. Smply follow my lead, and everything shdl befine. Any questions?’



“Yeah,” Snarks piped up. “Do we haveto do this?’

“l am afraid so,” Hubert responded. “I am not asolo act. My numbers require apartner. In addition, we
need an excuse to keep the two of you off my fellow dragons’ dinner tables.”

Snarks swallowed hard.

“Soit’'ssing ... or be eaten?”’

“That’sabout it,” the dragon replied. “What shdl it be?”

“I'mthinking!” the demon answered. “I'm thinking!”

Then Hubert rounded a bend and there were dragons everywhere.

“People who live in grass houses shouldn’t stow thrones!” adelicate pink reptile called.

“I wouldn’t send aknight out on adog likethis” alarge blue-green lizard added.

“Well, youwouldn't et afinepig likethat dl at once!” abright yellow dragon chimed in.

“Sol bit him!” avery large bluish-purple dragon rumbled.

And 0 it went, a hundred dragons shouting ahundred punch lines al at once, so that al you could hear
were occasond referencesto dogs, chickens and salesmen, followed quickly by an overwhelming wave
of laughter, then sllence.

All the dragons were waiting for Hubert’ s response.

The showdragon cleared histhroat.

“How hegot into my pgameas, I’ll never know.”

Wéll, if there had been a house there, he would have brought it down. Asit was. the audience slaughter
seemed to shake the whole plateau. But then the laughter died down as well, and more than a hundred
dragons looked at us expectantly.

“Isit my imagination,” Snarkswhispered, “or do these guyslook like they haven't eaten in aweek?’

“Quick!” Hubert ingtructed us. “ Get down on either side of me. It’s showtime!”

“But—" Snarks began.

But it was dready too late. Hubert was snging:

“Dragons are different, dragons are swell, Dragons can burn you with their sense of smell!”

He glanced over a me. That meant it wasmy turn! | quickly sang the words of my stanza, trying to
repeeat the tune Hubert had begun:



“Dragons are different, it’ suseful to know, * Cause one can crush you with hislittle toe.”

“Isn’t this song going to give these guysideas?’ Snarks whispered.

“Your turn!” | whispered back.

Snarks looked out at the assembled dragons and froze.

“Dinnertime!” | added.

Snarks cleared histhroat and sang:

“Dragons are different, it can't be revoked; They prefer their dinners thoroughly smoked.”

“All together now!” Hubert declared. Snarksand | did our best to join the dragon in the chorus:

“They'rekings of al reptiles; Their mannersdivine, * Cause dl these dragons—Why, they’ re friends of
m r.e”

Snarks glanced a me, the edge of hysteriain hiswhispered plea:
“Why do | get the egting lines?”’

It wasthen | noticed that Ferdie and Dewey had positioned themselves on Snarks s side of the
performance, and were in addition watching the demon with more than routine interest.

“Herewe go again!” Hubert prompted the two of us. He sang:

“Dragons are different, they liketo fly And pillage and bum—they’re not a al shy!”

The audience had begun to clap along. Hubert had picked ared crowd pleaser. But it was my turn:
“Dragons are different, both young and old; They take what they want, aslong asit’sgold!”

The crowd kept the rhythm up, even though Snarks was late coming in again. | glanced at the demon. “I
can't say this” he whispered back.

“Dinner—" Hubert whispered from overhead. Snarks sang:

“Dragons are different, you can be sure, When it comesto egting, they’ re not demure!”
Dewey and Ferdie seemed to like those lines. They had started to droal.

“AH together once again!” Hubert called down to us. It wastime for the chorus:

“They're somelucky lizards With scales so sublime, And al these dragons—Why, they’ re friends of
rTi re”

Then Hubert started to dance. Both Snarks and | scurried away to give him room. He stomped up and
down while flapping his wings and shooting great gouts of flameinto the air. The crowd couldn’t get

enough of him.



It took him afull five minutesto dow down, winded at |ast. He looked down at the two of us.

“Take it—uh—partnersl” he wheezed.

“Takeit? Snarkswhispered hystericaly. “ Take it where?’

“I think Hubert wants usto dance,” | suggested.

“No sdf-respecting demon—" Snarks noticed that Ferdie and Dewey were leaning closer till.

The demon danced. My way, as| was dancing hisway. Our feet managed to land in the same place at
the sametime. Wetripped and fell. | tried to roll over and rise, but had somehow gotten my amsand

scabbard stuck amidst the demon’ s robes. 1t took us afull minute to extricate oursalves from our
predicament. We turned to face the crowd.

The audienceloved it.
“What now?’ Snarkswhispered. “I don't have another food verse, do 17?7’

“Thefind chorus!” Hubert called. He and | sang while Snarks backed away from certain overzealous
members of the audience.

“So call up adragon If you want to dine; And al these dragons—Why, they’ re friends of mine!”
Hubert waved to the crowd as he spoke to the two of usin a stage whisper.

“Get on my back, quick!”

We did asthe dragon asked. Once we were firmly in place, Hubert backed away from the throng.
“Thank you! Thank you!” hecdled. “Y ou' re abeautiful audience!”

Most of the crowd were caling for encores, save for Dewey and Ferdie, who seemed to be saying

thingslike “ That would hit the spot!” and “My complimentsto the chef!” | noticed Uncle Spike again as

well, leading alavender dragon who | assumed was Aunt Louise. Both Spike and Louise were watching
medl too intently.

“Bye!” Hubert caled to the throng. “ Until we seeyou again!” Heturned to us. “ Always leave them
wanting more.”

The crowd caled to usin afrenzy:

“Sure enough. The black horse was two inches taler than the white horse!”
“Y eah, but we need the eggs!”

“Oh, nothing. Worms can't talk!”

“Wrapping paper!”

“Oh, sure. Just after | got it dl tired out!”



“Oh, my God! | shot anun!”

Hubert paused in hisflight to survey the upturned faces of the crowd below him.

“Gee,” he cdled below, “do you think | should have said Joe DiMaggio?’

Then heturned again, and we rose, with agreet flapping of wings.

We were on our way to heaven.

TWELVE

The concept of heaven is many different things to many different species. To atrall, it would be edible.
Toagiant, it might be a short distance overhead, right up that beanstalk over there. And to aunicorn,
heaven consists of wherever that particular beast happensto be at that particular moment. And whereis
heaven for wizards? Well, that’ s a concept many of my fellows are till working on, but | assure you that
that little tax-exempt retirement home overlooking the pleasure digtrict of Vushtaisat least on the proper
road.

From The Teachings of Ebenezum, Specid Weekly Update, Number 306

“Now, let'ssee” Hubert mused. “It’ s got to be around here someplace.” Thereptile exhaled. “At least
it better be. There’ snot much strength left in these old wings”

We had flown up, and alittle to the lft, for quite some time. The home of the dragons had receded into
the distance, now no more than a spec on the great curve of the globe beneath us. For the world below
now looked like nothing so much as a giant sphere, and dl the rivers and oceans and mountains therein
looked like no more than insignificant lines and blotches and tiny spots scratched upon that great surface.
We must be nearing the home of the gods.

Theair around us had changed of |ate, as Hubert flew even higher. When we had left the mountaintop of
the dragon’ s home behind, we had | eft the clouds aswell, and had flown through avast expanse of open
air. Now, however, we gpproached another cloudy region, athough this vaporous shroud seemed far
different from the fog and storm clouds below. Indeed, this new vista before us was incredibly white and
fluffy, dthough very dense aswell, asif something might be hidden on the other sde.

“Look!” Hubert called excitedly. He pointed to a dark speck among the clouds overhead.

“Indeed,” | replied. “What are we looking at?’

“Directiond” Hubert shouted.

And | saw, aswe flew closer, that the speck was a sign, somehow attached to the bottom of acloud. |
squinted in an attempt to read the words.

“ALL DELIVERIESTO REAR DOOR”

Beneath those words was an arrow, pointing left. The dragon changed his course dightly to follow these
new directions.



“Indeed!” | yeled forward toward Hubert’ s ear. “Isthis the way we should be going? We re not exactly
ddivering anything!”

“But certainly we are!” Snarks objected. “We are ddivering our fondest wishesto Plaugg, the dightly
lendiferoud”

“Begdes,” the dragon reminded me, “it’ snot asif we wereinvited up here. Who knows how the
keepers of the heavenly gates are going to react to our arriva? If we have any hopes of getting in here at
al, | think the service entrance is by far our best bet.”

“Indeed,” | said, impressed by the remarkably thoughtful consideration my companions were giving to
our present Stuation. | supposed that approaching heaven might bring that out in one. “I don’t want to
incur anybody’ swrath, either,” | added.

It seemed to me that was the sort of reaction you got from gods—wrath, floods, retribution, that sort of
thing.

“I think we're getting close,” Hubert called back again. “ Thank goodness—these wings are weary!”
And, infact, the nature of the clouds above us was changing, for while they were still asfleecy as before,
they seemed to be graying as we passed benesth them, getting definitely dingy in spots, as though they
had been smudged here and there. It was asif this area of cloud cover was used rather more than the
rest, and not nearly as frequently washed.

“Another sgn,” Hubert rumbled.

Sure enough, mere was aflat, brown area on the cloud immediately overhead, asif someone had set a
door in the midst of the vapor. And on this door were large red letters: “R AR DOO”

“Rar doo?’ Sparksinquired.
It puzzled me for asecond aswell.

“Indeed,” | said after amoment’ sreflection. “If you added two letters, the sign would become *REAR
DOOR." “

“Y ou can tell why thisfellow’ s our leader!” Hubert enthused. “If thisisthe rear door, then thisiswhere
we must go. Shdl | knock?’

| told him | didn’t see any reason why not. Hubert did as he was bade.

He waited amoment. There was no answer.

“There hasto be somebody home!” Snarksingsted. “1 mean, thisisheaven, isn'tit?’
“Indeed,” | replied. “Hubert, why don’t you knock alittle louder?’

“Anything you say,” Hubert agreed. “It’ stime for area dragon knock!” He clenched hisforepaw into a
fist and drew it back asfar asit would go.



“Yo00-hoo!” he cdled as he sent hisfist crashing forward.

The door burst open.
“Oh, dear,” Hubert remarked. “Do you think | brokeit?’

“Should things even break in heaven?’ Snarks asked. “ Somehow, it would seem to be againgt the rules.”

“Broken or not,” | interjected, “1 suggest wefly insde.”

“True enough,” Hubert answered as he fluttered hiswingsfor onefina effort. “We can worry about the
niceties once we are on the other sde.”

Weflew through the open trgpdoor, into avery bright light.

Thefirst thing I noticed was the sound of a choir, athousand soprano voices singing at the top of their
range. The next thing | saw, and it was very well lit up here, was aroad of golden brick that wound its

way through the clouds.

“Oof!”
Hubert landed, rather less gracefully than usud, a the beginning of the road, which, upon closer
ingpection, seemed to be made of regular bricks painted gold. | could tell because the paint had flaked

off here and there, especidly on the end of the road nearest the door. And in that small space between
the road and the door was another sign, hand-lettered and dightly faded: “ Please close door when you

arefinished.”

“Hubert,” | said, pointing to the sign. “Do you think we should?’

The dragon nodded. “1t’ sonly polite.” He reached over and swung the door shut.
“Congratulations!” avoice boomed over the constant singing. “Y ou have passed the test!”

When the three of uswere done jumping and cowering, | noticed asmal fellow, dressed in arather
colorlesstunic, standing on the far sde of the now closed door.

“Pardon,” | asked, “but are you speaking to us?’
The smdl felow amiled. “Don’'t see anybody e se around here, do you?’
“Meaning no disrespect,” | added hagtily, “but no, we don’t.”

“Then | must betaking to you,” the fellow concluded.

“Indeed,” | replied. Thisfellow didn’t seem to be very direct. | wondered how far | could question him
without incurring hiswrath, if indeed he was agod.

“Pardon me,” | began again, *but would you mind telling uswho you are?’

“Not at al!” thefdlow answered. “ Asyou see, thisisthe ddivery entrance. And | am, of course,
Devino, the god of ddlivery entrances. That'sthe way thingswork up here.”



“And we have passed the test?’ | ventured.

“| just said that, didn’t 1?7’ the god of ddlivery entrances replied with agrin. “Y ou can't et just anybody
into heaven. However, seeing you close the door behind you, | know you' re the right sort.”

“Seemslike an awfully ampletest,” Snarks muttered.

Devino sighed and nodded. “Actualy, when you' re the god of ddlivery entrances, there aren’t too many
tests you can perform. But you’ re here now, and you may enter heaven.”

| thanked the deity, and asked him if he might be able to direct usto the home of Plaugg.
“The overwhemingly adequate,” Snarks added reverentidly.

“You'reinluck,” the ddivery deity said. He pointed down the road. “Plaugg lives just past that cloud.
Fir¢ manson ontheright.”

We thanked the deity and began our walk down the heavenly road. Hubert remarked on how happy he
was to be able to move hisfeet for a change.

The clouds bordered the bricks on either side, ooking like nothing so much as snow-covered hills, asif
thislandscape was as substantia as the world we had come from down below. And who knew, perhaps
it was, for wewere in aspeciad place with specid rules. | had been acrosslarge parts of the earth below,
and had even ventured beneath the ground to the fearsome realms of the Netherhells. But never had |
found mysdf in aplace so wondroudy strange asthis, the home of dl the gods.

Still, I could do no less than venture here, for the sake of Ebenezum. It was dl so different, and so
unred. But we were mere steps from our goa! And with Plaugg’ s assistance, perhaps | would be ableto
save my master a ladt!

“Watch where you' rewaking!” avoice bellowed.

Hubert, Snarks and | stopped abruptly. Sound certainly had away of carrying up here.

Ahead of us stood another fellow, alittle larger than the god of delivery entrances, and alittle pudgier.
He dso wore atunic, athough his garment seemed to have gold threads worked into the colorlessfabric,
which made the cloth somehow smultaneoudy drab and glistening. Thisnew deity pointed to asign by
hissde.

Caution!

DEITIESAT WORK Road legally closed.

“Andwe mean it!” thefelow added. “Oh, sorry. | didn’t intend to bellow in your ears. It ssmply dl this
gress |’ ve been under latdly.”

“Indeed?’ | asked, seeking to learn the nature of this god.

“I should say s0,” the deity replied. “ They don't redize what afull-timejob thisis, especidly with people
wanting to use theseroads dl thetime!”



“Then you work on the roads?’

“What else have | got timeto do?’ the deity laughed bitterly. “ Oh, sorry. | should probably introduce
myself. | am Devano, the god of brick roads painted with gold flake. With ajob like that, I’ m obvioudy

stuck in the lower reaches of heaven!”
“Indeed,” | commented, “and you' re working on this particular road?’

“You read the Sgn?’ Devano replied moodily. “This gold flake takes constant upkeep! It'snot like those
rea gold roads uptown.”

“Uptown?’ Snarks asked.

“Y eah, you know, the posh neighborhoods—Pantheon Heights, Olympus Manor, places like that. But
do you think they could be bothered to put in those gold roads down here?’

“I'msureitisquiteaproblem,” | agreed. “However, we must travel farther up thisroad for avery
important meeting with adeity. Isthere any possibility we might be able to get through?’

Devano frowned. “The paint job’s pretty new. Y ou two small fellows could probably get through
without causing too much damage, but if I'm not mistaken, one of you isadragon.”

“That' s quite correct,” Hubert rumbled.

“Of coursel’m correct,” Devano said brusqudly. “I'm adety.”

“Indeed,” | interjected again. “We intend no disrespect—"

“I should hope not!” Devano inssted. “We don't want any wraths incurred around here, do we?’
“What kind of wrath could a gold-flake painter have?’ Snarks asked before | could stop him.

“Would you like to be bronzed?’ Devano muttered darkly. “ Or perhaps gilding would suit you better? It
can be arranged.”

“I fear we do not desire either bronzing or gilding,” | replied. “What we need isto travel up thisroad
until wefind Plaugg.”

“Thetolerably resplendent,” Snarks added.
“Sorry,” Devano asserted. “ The reptile makes one step on that road, and it’ swrathtime!”
“Maybe | could walk around,” Hubert suggested, nodding toward the surrounding cloud hills.

The deity shook hishead. “They’ d never take hisweight. It'sa problem living someplace as insubstantial
asthis. And it’salong way down.”

“And my wingsarein no shapefor that kind of exercise,” Hubert moaned.

“Unfortunately, we must go on ahead,” | stated. “We must see Plaugg—"



“The reasonably radiant,” Snarks interjected.

“—for the sake of my master!” | concluded.

“Wdl, what will become of me?’ Hubert asked, ahint of trepidation in hisvoice.
“You'll haveto stay behind,” Snarks said bluntly, “with the gold-flake god here.”

“Itwon't be so bad,” Devano assured him. | haven't had anyone to discuss brick painting technique
withinever solong.”

“Brick painting technique?’ Hubert asked. “1’m sureit would be fascinating, but on second thought, my
wings have gotten al sorts of rest in the last few minutes. Up, up, and—uh—away!”

And with that, Hubert raised himsalf ahalf dozen paces above the road.
“Don’t land before the intersection up ahead!” Devano cdled. “Or it swrath city!”

“Yes, g, Your Deityship, sir,” Hubert groaned. He flew on ahead, hisface wrinkled in a very unpleasant
expression.

“May wego aswell?’ | asked the god.

“Certainly,” Devano answered. “ Aslong asyou keep over to theleft. That'sthe sdel painted first.”

| thanked the god of painting gold flake on brick roads, and we resumed our journey in silence, the only
sounds those distant, etheredl, never-ending voices. We caught up with Hubert afew moments later. The

dragon was breathing heavily, collgpsed on the spot where the golden road branched in three directions.

“| don’t use—those wing muscles—enough anymore!” Hubert gasped. “As of now—for the foreseeable
future—flyingisright out!”

“Indeed,” | reassured the reptile, even though | wondered: Without Hubert’ s flying help, how would we
get out of here once we were done with Plaugg?

| asked the other question that was on my mind instead.

“Whichway isitto Plaugg’'s?’

“The spectacularly so-s0,” Snarks added.

“Pardon?’ another voice boomed al around.

After the three of us had managed to quiet our jJumping hearts, we looked for the owner of the
overwhelming voice. No matter how many timesit hgppened, this cal-out-of-nowhere business had
never ceased to be disconcerting. A tunicked figure waved from the middle road.

“Heard you had alittle trouble!l” the newcomer caled. Thistime, we only cowered for amoment. “Oh,

sorry. Booming voices come with the territory. It' s the only way we can hear each other over the supid
music you always hear playing.” The high, soprano voices hummed happily in the background. “ And if



you think it’s bad around here, you should go over to the shopping mall.”

“Pardon?’ | asked. | had heard of these “shopping malls.” Wasn't that something they had in the
Netherhdls?

“But that’ s beside the point,” die newcomer continued. “1 have come here to help you find your way.”
“Indeed?’ | inquired.

“Exactly. | am Devoono, god of showing wanderers the way through the byways of the lower reaches of
heaven.”

“That'sal?’ Snarks asked.
Devoono nodded. “It isarather speciadized calling, | grant you, but it hasits rewards.”
“Likewhat?" Snarks demanded.

“Wdll, for onething, | don't have to paint bricks,” Devoono answered. “But | heard that you travelers
have lost your way?’

“Indeed,” | replied, glad that thisfellow wasin amuch better mood than the last deity we had come
across. “We need to locate Plaugg.”

“Theincredibly inconsequentid,” Snarkschimed in.

“Easy enough.” Devoono pointed down the far right road. “Walk down there. It sthe first mansion, well,
thefirst dwelling, you'll cometo.”

“That close?’ | mused. “How can we possibly thank you?’

But the deity just nodded pleasantly. “Think nothing of it. It' s better than Stting around adelivery
entrance d| day!”

Then he disappeared without a sound.
“It'salittle disconcerting around here,” Hubert remarked.

“Areyou kidding?’ Snarks sneered. “It’ salot disconcerting around here. Give me the molten dime pits
of the Netherhells any day. At least there you know when something’ s going to come out and grab you!”

“Indeed,” | interjected. “I believe it istime we went and grabbed Plaugg.”

“Theincredibly indifferent,” Snarks added.

“If youwill follow me?’ | suggested, turning down the right-hand golden road.

Thedwelling camein sght most immediately, and | could see why the deity we had spoken with most
recently had hesitated caling it amansion. For, while it was reasonably large, it was not without its

problems. To put it charitably, it needed alittle work. The massive pillarsto either sde of the door were
dightly askew, there were cracks here and there in the numerous statues, and there seemed to be piles of



orange, spongy Stuff littering the front walk.

It was awondrous place, gone ever so dightly to seed. | had never seen abuilding at once so ordinary
and so magnificent. Even if Devoono hadn't shown usthe way, there would have been no mistaking it.

It had to be the mansion of Plaugg.

THIRTEEN

Etiquetteis asimportant to wizards asit isto anyone ese. Say, for example, that one of your numerous
vigting in-laws criticizes the upkeep of the home. Y ou, of course, should smile gracioudly at thisremark,
and pleasantly reply that you will be more than glad to turn them into a broom.

From Ask Ebenezum: A Handy Compendium of Wizards Do’sand Don'ts, fourth edition, by
Ebenezum, greatest wizard in the Western Kingdoms

We walked up to the front door, which appeared to be abit loose on its hinges.
“Shdl 1?7 Hubert asked, his massive forepaw ready to knock.

“Actudly,” | remarked, “1 believe the honor of announcing our presence should go to Snarks. After all,
he' sthe member of our company who worships Plaugg.”

“Theineptly unequaled,” Snarks whispered, awed by his surroundings. “Who thought | would ever be
here, at the tumbledown mansion of Him!”

“So are you going to knock?’ Hubert prompted.

The demon blinked and stared at the large reptile. “ That' s the problem with dragons. No sense of the
true proprieties. | shall knock when | am spiritudly prepared.”

Snarks took a deep breath and knocked.

A woman' s voice ansvered.

“Wedon't want any!”

Snarkstook a step away. “ Areyou surethisisthe right place?’
“Indeed,” | replied. “At least that last deity said s0.”

“That must mean that Plaugg does not live in solitude!” Snarks shivered with the thought. “The
theologica implications aone are Saggering.”

“We'redill not insde,” Hubert reminded the demon. “We till have to seethisguy.”

“Thisguy?’ Snarksexploded. “Y ou refer to Him as ‘thisguy’ ?I'll have you know that Plaugg, blessHis
meagnificently mediocre name, isthe Ultimate Guy!”

“Indeed,” | said soothingly. “Perhaps you should knock again.”



Snarks smoothed his robes, caming himsdlf with an effort.

“You areright, of course,” the demon said a last. “1 am ever so dightly overwrought, being so close—*
He stopped talking and knocked.

“We gave at the officel” the voice shouted.

“No, madam!” | caled back. “Y ou misunderstand. We are here seeking the wisdom of Plaugg!”
“Seeking hiswha T’ the woman yelled. “Now | know you' re at the wrong house.” | heard the sound of
feet scuffling across flagstone. “ Oh, very well. | suppose | have to humor the old deity. Wait amoment
and I'll lift the latch.”

The door made a creaking sound and swung wide. There was no one on the other side.

“Comeoninif you'recoming!” thewoman’svoice caled. “You can't keep deitieswaiting al day!”

Snarksand | stepped gingerly insde, crossing a cracked marble foyer into avery large room in severe
need of cleaning.

“Plaugg!” the voice shouted. “Bédlieveit or not, there' s somebody here to seeyou.”

“What?" asomewhat confused-sounding male voice called back. “Oh, very wedll. I'll bethereina
minute”
Snarks|ooked wonderingly about the rather dingy but immense room we found oursavesin. “Y ou know

who that was,” he whispered. “Plaugg!”

“The miraculoudy tardy,” the disembodied woman' s voice added. “He s bad enough asit is. Y ou should
be careful not to encourage him.”

“Herel come! Herel come!” A fellow who was even shorter and more nondescript than the last couple
deitieswe had met brushed aside alarge cobweb and stepped into the room from one of the many
surrounding acoves. “Give me aminute now to adjust my robes.” He fumbled with histunic, which
seemed rather grayer than those of others we had seen. He tugged his clothes three inches along one
shoulder, frowned, then tugged them back the other way.

“There,” hesaid at last, dthough | could see no difference. “ That will have to do. Now, what seemsto
be the problem?”’

Snarksfdl to hisknees. Even | remembered this remarkably nondescript deity from that day, so long
ago, when he saved us from the Netherhdlls. It was Plaugg.

“Oh, Y our Nondescriptness,” Snarks groveled. “ Thisis such an honor, Y our Unremarkableness. How
do | begin—*

“Pardon me,” Plaugg interrupted, “but aren’t you a demon?’

“Why, yes, Your Inspidness,” Snarks sammered, “ here to—urn—*



“| thought as much, Plaugg replied proudly. “I’'m adeity, you know. Thingslikethisrarely escape my
notice”

“Redly?’ thewoman'svoice remarked. “ Then why don’t you notice things around the house?’
“Now, dearest,” Plaugg said with afrown. “I’ m sure these nice pilgrims don’t want to hear about—*

“Wall, | don't want to hear about it, either!” the other voice exclamed. “But how elseam | going to get
youto ligen—"*

“Dearest,” Plaugg replied firmly. “Now is not the time or place. And why don't you manifest yoursdlf for
these nice people? It’ s not very polite, hanging around the room like that and making declarations from
the ether.”

“Oh, | supposeyou'reright,” the woman agreed. “For once.”

A light gray cloud coalesced at the center of the room. Plaugg turned back to Snarks.

“We don't get many demons up here.”

“We don't get much of anybody up here!” declared the woman’ s voice, now attached to aform which,
besides being female, was of much the same stature and shape as Plaugg. “1 mean, who would want to
cometo aplacelikethis?’

“Now, Devuna,” Plaugg cautioned.

But, once started, the goddess was not so easily stopped. “Why don’t you look at this dump?
Everything in this place needs to be cleaned up and repaired. And the outside? Hah! Y ou can barely cdll
our home amanson anymore, it needs so much work.”

“Y ou’ re becoming overwrought, dear—"* Plaugg began.

“Overwrought?’ Devunalaughed caudticaly. “ Tel methis When' sthe last time you swept the manna
off the sdewak?’

“Oh, my, isit piling up again?’ Plaugg said distractedly. “ That’ s one of the problemswith living in aplace
wherefoodstuffsfal from the void.” The god glanced at Snarks and mysdlf. “Y ou folks wouldn't want
any, would you? It’ s quite tasty. Nutritious, too.”

“Indeed,” | replied, for it seemed time for someone to take action so that this conversation did not
wander aimlesdy forever. “ Perhaps we will try abit later, but now we must ask for your assistance.”

“Yes, Your Prosaicness,” Snarks piped up. “ Tisthevery thing that I, as'Y our worshipper, have been
trying to put into words, if only | could find ...” The demon’svoicetrailed off.

“See?’ Plaugg pointed out to his spouse. “ They need my assstance!”
The goddess snorted. “Good luck with them getting it!”

Paugg turned apologeticaly back to Snarks and mysdf. “Y ou'll have to excuse my wife, Devuna. I'm
afraid, when a couple lives together throughout eternity, these little problems can creep up.”



“Little?” Devunaexploded. “You cdl that constant drip, drip, drip in the sink alittle problem?”’

“Wadll, perhaps not, but you know the trouble | have there,” Plaugg defended himself. “1 haveto find the
timeto study the problem, so that | might discover exactly the right motion for deific repair of that sort.
After dl, if | make the gesture in the proper direction, the leak is gone. However, should | inadvertently
reverse the move, the waters of the heavens descend upon us.” He spread his handsin a gesture of
helplessness. *Y ou can see my problem, can't you?’

Devunagrunted indismissd. |, however, could certainly sympathize with the deity, having been in many
gmilar Stuationsmysdf.

Paugg sighed, nodding sadly. “ Sometimes, being adeity ismore of aproblem than it’ sworth.”

“We agppreciate Y our concerns, Y our So-soness,” Snarks spoke up, “but, if we might, we could usea
moment of Y our reasonably valuabletime.”

Plaugg smiled at the demon. “ Anything for my worshippers. By theway, that’ s adragon looking through
the doorway, isn't it?’

“Pleased to meet you!” Hubert caled.

“We don't get many dragons up here,” Plaugg admitted.

“WE re never going to have anybody up here ever again,” hiswifeingsted, “if you don’t do some work
around the place.” She glared at her god-husband. “ And that anybody includes good-for-nothing
deitied”

“Indeed,” | spoke to the goddess, seeking to distract her so that Snarks might properly petition Plaugg.
“Y ou are Devuna?’

“And proud of it!” Devunasniffed. “1 am the goddess of put-upon wives whose names begin with P, Q
and/?”

“Indeed?’ | replied.
“Exactly,” she answered. “The job had so many worshippers, we had to divide up the duties.”
“I had noidea,” | continued, “that the deity business was so specidized.”

“It' sthe modem way.” She shot another incriminating look at her husband. “ Everyone' s got aspecidty,
except Plaugg!”

“Someon€e s got to be agenera practitioner!” Plaugg shot back. “It’ satradition up herein the Elysian
fidds”

“Tradition—smadition!” Hiswife carped. She glanced back at me. “The smpletruth isthat Plaugg is
incapable of making decisons.”

“I cantoo make decisons!” Plaugg exclaimed. “At leadt, | think | can.”



“Oh, Y our Nothing-Specialness!” Snarks interjected. “Please hear us out, for, with every passing
moment, our Stuation is getting worsel”

“Quiteright,” Plaugg agreed. “Devunaand | have dl eternity to argue, afact | sometimes attempt to
forget. Tel me now, petitioners: What isyour problem?’

Together, Snarksand | briefly outlined what had happened so far: how Death had decided that | wasthe
Eterna Apprentice; how Desth coveted my soul which—because | was the Eternal Apprentice—until
now had been unobtainable; how | had thus far managed to avoid the fiend in that selfsame quest for my
soul; how my master had been spirited to the land of Degth by that treacherous specter, so that | would
be expected to exchange my own lifefor that of the wizard; and how | had to find away to rescue

Ebenezum without sacrificing myself.

“Oh, of course!” Plaugg stated. “I knew that. Being adeity, | am somewhat omnipotent, you know.”
“Then, might Y ou help us, Y our Adequateness?” Snarksimplored.

Paugg considered for a second. “ Anything for a worshipper—*

He paused again as Snarks and | exchanged grins.

“—within limits” he concluded.

“What did | tell you?' Devunainterposed. “Nothing but talk, talk, talk.”

“Now, now, dearest,” Plaugg chided. “ There sactudly quitealot | can do. It will amply take mealittle
timeto doit.” He glanced distractedly at Snarks and me. “ Somehow, we need to get you into the

Kingdom of Death. | am, unfortunately, not properly informed on methods to transport worshippersinto
totaly different spheres of existence.” He smiled gpologeticaly. “I'm afraid | have enough trouble getting

around mysdf.”

“He never leavesthe house,” Devunaagreed. “Can’'t even get him to run asimple errand.”

“Now, now,” Plaugg contradicted. “ That’s not precisdly true. It' ssmply that | have to watch my
movements. Should | walk oneway, | can go down to the corner and pick up some groceries. However,
should my movementsinadvertently change mid-errand, | could dter the very fabric of the cosmos.” He
shrugged exhaustedly. “No onetruly appreciatesthe problems of adeity.”

“Excuses, dways excuses,” Devuna muttered.

“Least of dl my wife,” Plaugg concluded. “Now, how soon must you rescue thiswizard?” He stared into
gpace for an ingtant, hislips moving silently, then returned his gaze to Snarks and mysdlf. “Would two

weeks from Wednesday be sufficient?’

“B-but, Y our Unexceptionalness!” Snarks stammered. “ That cannot—" Hisvoice died, the demon
unable to contradict his deity.

“Indeed,” | added helpfully. “1t may aready betoo late—"

Paugg' slaughter held atouch of embarrassment. “Oh, that’ sright, you did say it was urgent. It'sjust
that, when you' re adeity, why, you tend to have smply everything on your mind! Animmediate solution,



hmm?’

“Unfortunately true, Y our Passablenessl” Snarksreplied. “We must reach the Kingdom of Death with all

Plaugg sighed. “ Speed, huh?1 don’t know if | can help you there.”

“Y ou can say that again!” Devunainterjected.

“Of course,” Plaugg added uncertainly, “you could take atour bus—*
“Indeed,” | said. “A tour bus?’ | was unfamiliar with the heavenly term.

“What anideal” Devunaexclamed, new admiration in her voice. “A tour buswould get them down
therein notime at al. Every oncein awhile, you remind mewhy | married you.”

“Think nothing of it,” Plaugg remarked salf-deprecat-ingly.

“I usudly don't,” Devunaanswered with asmile,

“Dearest,” Plaugg prompted, “you wouldn’'t happen to have aschedule?’

The goddess frowned. “Y ou'reright. | do have one around here someplace.” She furrowed her brow,
and a piece of parchment materialized in her hand. She studied the newfound paper for an instant.
“We rein luck. The Kingdom of Death Express|eavesin seventeen minutes!”

“Indeed,” | said again, totally confused. “A tour bus?’

“Don’'t worry,” Plaugg assured me. “I’ll take care of everything. Which gate doesit leave from,
dearest?”’

“Oh, that' sright,” Devuna nodded in sudden understanding. “Pearly is closed down for construction.”
She looked down to the bottom of her parchment. “ AH tours are temporarily leaving from Celestid.”

“Cededtid itis” Plaugg smiled. “I'll have you therein ajiffy.” He paused to wave & the dragon in the
doorway. “All three of you. And if you need anything else, adl you haveto doisask. That’swhat I'm
herefor. | can hear most anything, which can be abit of a problem sometimes, let metell you. However,
sncel know you'll be caling, I'll belistening. Now, let’ ssee—" He hit hislower lip in concentration.

“Does this mean you' re going to be making house calsagain?’ hiswife demanded.

“Inaminute, dearest.” Plaugg frowned.

“He can make house calls,” Devuna muttered distractedly, “but can he sweep the steps? Sometimes—*

“I'vegot it!” Plaugg cried triumphantly. “Have anicetour! Don't forget to writel”

The deity’ s voice faded as Snarks and | were surrounded by smoke. My companions and | wereto be
sent to the “tour bus,” whatever that was.

But one thing was certain. We were going &t last to rescue my master! My joy would have been



complete, save for one thought:
Once we got to the Kingdom of Degath, what would we do next?
FOURTEEN

| am reminded of an amusing incident that occurred early in my career. A certain pdl had been intended
to increase aking' s knowledge, but through asmall error on my part, had instead doubled the size of
everyone s nose within the kingdom. | attempted to apologize to the angry throng when the king, whose
nose had been none too small to begin with, rushed upon the scene with the roya executioner in tow, and
demanded a satisfactory conclusion of our business, or else.

The angry maob, however, who couldn’t have cared less about royaty getting their money’ sworth,
revolted, storming the castle and grabbing me away from the executioner’ s blade. After acouple more
minor errors, | managed to set things right with the mgjority of the population, especidly with regardsto
nose Sze, dthough | did neglect to extend the antidote spell to the monarch.

And so | |eft that particular land, but—and | think this proves| am afair wizard—not before | had
written an anonymous note, advising the king that, if he were to properly weight his crown in the back, it
would aid in balancing his head so that his chin was not constantly resting on his chest.

Now, what isthe point of thislittle tale? Consder this: How ese might | get rescued by an angry mob an
ingtant before being murdered by avengeful king? | think the moral is obvious. It dways paysto
advertise.

Prom Wake Up and Conjure!: The Collected Speeches of Ebenezum, Greatest Wizard in the Western
Kingdoms, Volume CCCXIl, The Y ear of the Demon, the first three weeks of summer

“Watch your step!”
The smoke had cleared dbruptly. | was standing at the foot of a subtly vibrating Sairway.

“Hurry it up, would you, please?’ said afellow standing by my sde. He wore agray robe and matching
cap. “I've got aschedule to keep. And | need that ticket.”

Ticket? Oh, | redized, the felow must be referring to the square of parchment | held in my hand. |
passed it to him.

“Good enough,” the gray fellow said as he pointed up the stairs. “ Sit wherever you like on the bus.”

| carefully ascended the bardly jiggling stairway as the fellow spoke to Snarks.

“Ticket? Say, you're ademon, aren’'t you?’

Snarks complimented the fellow’ s perceptiveness.

“We don't get many demons on thistour. Actudly, we don’t get much of anybody on thistour. It'sa
popular misconception that atour of the Kingdom of the Dead might be downright depressng! Well, let

metdl you right now, with me behind the whed, it’ s anything but! Hop on the bus, now!’

| heard S nark’ s feet behind me as | reached the top of the stairs.



“Walit asecond, mac,” declared the fellow who was apparently our guide. “ This may be aheavenly bus,
but there’ sno way we can fit adragon in herel”

| looked back down the stairs past Snarks. Hubert tipped histop hat and showed the fellow histicket.
“Okay, okay,” the guide said with afrown. He pointed overhead. “| guessyou can ride on top.”

“The proper place for adragon,” Hubert rumbled as he clambered on top of whatever thisthing was that
| now stood inside.

“That'sit, then?’ the guide caled, looking hopefully about the cloud fields that surrounded this*bus.”
“Thisisyour last chance!” he added.

He was answered by silence.
“Everybody in their seats, then!” he called up to us. “It’ stime for the tour!”

Snarks joined me at the top of the stairs. | turned to look down along aide, bordered on either side by
padded benches. Therest of this*bus’ was empty—we had been thefirst to climb withiniit. | sat onthe
second bench from the front, next to alarge, covered window. Snarks sat on my other side.

“A tour bus?’ the demon whispered in wonder. “ Surely, thisis one of the mystic engines of the gods.”

The guide jumped up the stepstwo at atime and sat a a smdl bench at the very front of the enclosed
interior. He did something with his hands. We were surrounded by arumbling, like distant thunder.

“Welcome!” the guide' s voice boomed even though he faced away from us. “ On a heavenly tour you
will never forget!”

There was atapping at my window. | turned, and saw Hubert’ s upside-down face grinning at me.
“I hope everyoneis quite comfortablein their seets,” the guide continued, “because here we go!”

There was awhooshing sound, like we were surrounded by a great wind, and we were no longer in
heaven. We were surrounded by blue sky, far above the world.

“I"'m Devorno, your divinedriver,” our guide continued. “And I'll be showing you some of the Sghtson
our trip beyond the redlm of theliving! That'sright! | guessyou could say there' sany number of things

I’ll bedying to tell you! Ha, ha, hal”
Snarks blanched where he sat by my side. “Doesthis guy know Hubert?’ he whispered.

| knew instantly what the demon meant. There was a certain awfulness about the driver’ s humor that
wasimmediately recognizable.

“But this bus does more than fly through the air,” Devomo continued. “Now, when | pull this cord here,
thismagic carriage will send us sailing through adozen different rellms of existence, straight to our god,
the Kingdom of Degth. Look carefully, now. On atrip likethis, you never know what you might see!”

Thedriver pulled the cord.



The light changed again, going from deep red to brilliant yelow to blinding white, asif we wereflying into
the heart of the sun. Then, asquickly asthe light flared, it was gone, replaced by a soft golden glow. And
inthat glow stood at least a hundred women. What' s more, al of them were staring at me. Wasn't that
Aleainthe corner? The women all opened their mouths to spesk at the sametime, and said asingleword
in unison. Could that be Norei that we just passed? | realized with a start what that single word had been.
All the women had spoken my name.

“Therethey are,” the driver interjected, “al the women that you might ever love. A part of each of them
waitsfor you in thisredm of posshilities, asyou wait for them e sewhere. Just think, your life could be
spent with any one of these beauties. Now, that’ swhat | cdll living!”

So it wasan image of Norel | saw! And Aleaaswdll. But dl those women? After | had already
discovered my own true love? Surely it was some mistake. | turned to ask Snarks his opinion, but found
him staring out the window, openmouthed.

“I’ve never seen so many female demonsin one place!” he whispered.

“Female demons?’ | replied. “Indeed.” Apparently, on this edge of heaven, each of us saw only that
which pertained to him specificaly. | wondered if the same held true for the dragon who rode on top. But
then | heard Hubert’ stail thumping on the roof overhead.

“But we have to say goodbye to our lovely ladies,” the driver’ s voice broke into my thoughts, “for we
are passing into another place atogether.”

Thelighting changed from golden to paest blue. But that was not dl that differed, for the landscape was
now crowded with people: thousands upon thousands, men, women and children of dl sizes, typesand
ages, so many that the very ground upon which they stood seemed to sag beneath their numbers. And
among them, again, were those that | recognized, including agiant and adragon.

“Thisplaceisadmost empty,” Snarks complained as he stared out the window beside me.

“Yes, gentlemen,” the driver continued, “in this place are arrayed your life's companions. All thosewith
whom you might form abond, asindeed, in other relms, you wait as acompanion for others.”

But there were thousands of them out there!

“Six?7" Snarkswhispered. “That'sdl I'm ever going to get is—six companions? Plus, | know haf of
them dready. Y ou're out there; I’ d recognize that terrible posture anywhere. And that fellow wearing the
breastplate that should house two or three—well, that was to be Hendrek. But wait—there’ s someone
€lse moving out there, someone so small | dmaost missed him. So small?” A look of horror overtook the
demon’ s countenance. “It could not be! He couldn’t be a companion of mine! Not—the Brownie!”

“I''m bringing the laces now—" Tap mumbled from where he rested, deep within my pocket. The words
were followed by a soft snoring.

“Indeed,” | replied, for what now happened here gave me much to think about. | saw thousands from
the window, while Snarks perhaps saw seven. What could account for this discrepancy? Perhaps | was
truly the Eterna gpprentice, after dl. Why e sewould | have so many and the demon so few?

“The Brownie?’ Snarks whispered again. “Is there any way to send companions back?’



Wi, it was either that | wasthe Eterna apprentice, | further conjectured, or Snarks' s nature was such
that he annoyed amost everyone he met, thus keeping his companionsto the barest minimum. Perhaps
this quandary was unsolvable.

Hubert was making some consi stent noise on the roof above us. After amoment’s conjecture, | decided
it was a soft shoe.

“But we leave thisrealm behind aswell,” the guide’ s voice boomed, “as we move into amore dangerous
corner of the cosmos.”

The light changed again, thistime shifting to an angry red glow. | saw others, arrayed acrossthe celestia
countryside we passed, athough thistime they did not look so friendly. In fact, they looked rather more
like monsters and demons of the most unsavory kind.

“We pass how,” the guide continued, “and very quickly, may | add, through the region of danger and
fear. All your problemswait out there for you, gentlemen, and would be only too happy to get a chance
at you now, rather than waiting until their proper time. Lucky for us, though, thisbusis beyond their
reach. It' salittle festure we have called climate control.”

| could not take my eyes off the fiends that we passed. | redlized | had faced some of them before, both
with my sword, Cuthbert, and with my stout oak staff. That must mean that | might have to face the many
others sometimein the future.

Or perhaps | would not have to face any more of them, save one, for in the very center of the fiends
stood Degth, laughing.

“But that’ s enough of that,” our guide interjected. “And now, asthe heavenly shores recede farther into
the distance, we pass through afew realms that are not so persond. Sit back and relax, as you see things
not quite of the world below or thisworld above.”

The guide’ svoice was replaced by that high choir music we had heard al over heaven.

The colors outside the bus changed again, then yet again, asif the vehicle was speeding us through many
places on our way to our destination. Sights flashed by our window at lightning speed, &t first portraying
scenes of knights and heroes, as you might see on tapestries, then changing to more fantastic themes, asif
we had once again returned to the fairy tales of the Eastern Kingdoms. And then the Sights grew stranger
dtill. A group of men wearing helmets and immense amounts of padding fought in the mud over asmal
brown ovoid. A second group of men holding sticks chased a smdl round stone around theice. What
was the meaning of these strange activities? A third group of very tall men wearing only their underwear
bounced thislarge ball, occasondly crashing into each other as one of them tossed the bdl into the air.
Then the scene shifted again, and two very large men faced each other in aroped-off square, both
leaping and grabbing, each man trying to get an advantage over the other.

Ah, but | knew what happened now! Thiswaswrestling, the most popular sport in al of the Western
Kingdoms! Then were those other, much stranger activities sports aswell? But how could any other
sport have the honesty and true excitement of the art of grappling? | was destined never to know, for the
lighting shifted again.

This seemed to be aquieter realm, mostly made up of strangely garbed people engaged in earnest
conversation, although, for some odd reason, the colors had become more intense than in any realm we



had seen before. But there were flashes of other things aswell: large containers of what appeared to be
food and drink, and conveyances smaler than the bus we now rode in, but somehow related—these
vehicleswere dmost dways painted red, and seemed to come with afair damsel seated within asthese
little buses moved al too fast down twisting roads.

The faces grew larger as| watched people cough and sneeze. My interest increased, for | hoped | might
catch aglimpse of my master, but | saw naught but pictures of strange bottles and boxes, covered by
pictures and lettering that were Stranger Htill.

A giant head appeared from nowhere, accompanied by avoice so loud that it penetrated the window
that separated us:

“I had aheadache thisbig—*

“Whoops!” the guide called back to us. “WEe ve gotten allittle off course here. But don’t worry, folks, |
just have to make adight correction, and we' |l be in the Kingdom of Death inno time!”

The guide pulled another pair of cords. The bus shook. | heard afaint squealing sound from somewhere.
All of the intense colors vanished, to be replaced by aworld of gray.

| didn’t need the guide to tell us where we were now.
We had arrived in the Kingdom of Death.
FIFTEEN

| have dways sworn by the wisdom of traveling with companions. In dangerous Stuations, the more
companions you have, the more secure you will fedl. Thus, should you be faced with a sudden attack by
some fearsome beast of the forest, you will be better able to defend yoursdlf if you have acompanion or
two by your side, rather than having to face the danger done. Similarly, should you bethevictim of a
surprise attack by the Netherhdlls, a dozen weapon-wieding companions are more than welcome by
your Side.

And what about companions for that moment when you enter the Kingdom of Death? Well, let me put it
to you thisway: have you ever wanted the entire city of Vushtato be your friend?

From Some Thoughts on Apprenticeship, by Wuntvor, assistant to Ebenezum, grestest wizard in the
Western Kingdoms

(awork in progress)

“Doesn't look too lively around here, doesit?’ the guide' s cheer attempted, but failed, to penetrate the
surrounding gloom. “ And little wonder, ‘ cause thisisadead town if I've ever seen one! Ha, hal Just
kidding, folks. Y es, we ve reached our destination, land of the big D! But the tour has only begun! In the
next few minutes, we'll hit dl the points of interest in thisrealm, and maybe, if we're lucky, get aglimpse
of the head specter itsdf!”

So we would see Death? | supposed there was no avoiding a confrontation, now that we had entered
hisream. Still, | wished there was some way | might contact my master before | grappled with the bony
fiend.



| looked out the window, but there was no sign of Death yet. In fact, there was not much sign of
anything at all. The landscape about us was colorless, and dmost featureless, asif the whole of the space
around was coated with athin fog above alayer of gray snow. It was hard to make out anything in the
dim light, but I thought | saw figures moving dowly through the distance, & that point where objects went
fromindiginct toinvishble

“We aretraveling now through the Region of Unrelieved Gray nessl” our guide explained. “ At least
that’ swhat they call it hereabouts. With aname like that, it's no wonder property values around here are
o low!”

“It’ stoo bad we need this guy to take usto your master,” Snarks whispered in my ear. “ Otherwise, we
could sranglehim.”

| softly replied that Snarks should contain himself. Any moment now, it would betimeto leave thisbus
and guide behind. That’ swhen the red danger would begin.

“But the Region of Unrelieved Grayness does not go on forever!” the guide announced happily. “No, we
will pass beyond it in amoment to other parts of Death’ s kingdom. For the land of the dead isasvaried
asthe soulsthat reside here, asvaried as all the worlds the dead have come from, if not more so.”

It became brighter outside as the guide spoke. The air was dowly clearing, and | could see hints of color
through the haze, afaint blue here, abit of pink there, aswatch of green close by the ground. Then, asif
someone—or something—had snapped hisfingers, the air cleared completely, and the view outside was
as bright as noon on asummer’ s day, except, oddly enough, that | could see no sign of the sun. We had
entered aplace full of green grass and blue sky, and were approaching a pavilion of tents, each a
different color, and each one somehow, impossibly, brighter than the one before.

“Y ou will see, over on your |€eft, one of Death’sgaming areas,” our guide continued. “We Il tour another
of these later on, for they litter thisrelm. As some of you may know, Degth isvery fond of games.”

| could not suppress ashudder. | was dl too aware of Death’ s fondness for games. Up to thispoint, |
had spent al my energy finding away to reach my master. Now | would haveto find away to confront
Death. What game would | haveto play to rescue Ebenezum?

“There are places here that are not so different from the world you know, gentlemen,” the guide's
booming voice remarked. ‘ ‘In fact, we are now passing that part of Death’s domain that most resembles
the Western Kingdoms. Asyou can see, we are surrounded by unrelieved greenery. It salmost asdull as
thered thing, isT'tit, folks?’

Western Kingdoms? Dull? Maybe | should reconsider Snarks s offer to strangle thisfellow.

“Why are these places here?’ the guide continued rhetoricaly. “What isthe reason for gray areas next
door to regions of endlesslight? Who can truly fathom the world of the dead?’ The bus divinity paused
dramaticaly. “We may never know the answersto these questions. But perhaps we' Il get someinklings
about those secrets at our firgt stop, just ahead. And, as an extrabonus, you can get any of anumber of
mouth-watering refreshmentsaswdl!”

The bus turned sharply and stopped. We had pulled up next to a small wooden structure with afestively
painted Sign hung across the roof:

LAND OF THE DEAD SOUVENIR SHOP and Snack Bar



(Tourigt Tips, Too!)

“All the Dead Stop Here”

Other, smaller Signs covered the window below:
PETRIFIED WOOQOD INSIDE!

We can supply al your ash and dust needs! 420 varieties!
Inert Objects of Every Kind! If it doesn’t move, we' ve got it!

“Everybody out!” the guide announced. “ And don’'t dawdle. The tour resumesin fifteen minutes.” And
with that, Devorno climbed down the steps and out of the bus.

“Shall we?’" | asked the demon.

“I'll do anything to get away from here,” Snarksreplied.

| led the way out of the strange vehicle.

“It' squite something, isn't it?” Hubert rumbled from the top of the bus.

“Indeed,” | said. “ Then your journey was satisfactory?’ | had to admit to mysdlf thet, in the heat of the
tour, | had al but forgotten about Hubert crouching overhead. If | had not been so concerned for my

magter, | might have worried more for the dragon’ s safety.

“Morethan satisfactory!” the dragon enthused. “Once | got used to the sudden changesin scenery, it
becameinspiraiond!”

“Inspirational?” Snarks replied with abit of trepidation. The demon climbed down to my side.

“Yed” the dragon replied rapturoudy. “ Just think of the song-and-dance routines that can come out of
an experience like this. Something like—" Hubert cleared histhroat and sang:

“Y ou haven't lived until you’ ve seen The Kingdom of the Dead. It' s the sort of place to excite your
spleen! You heard what | said! So go to the place that’ sredlly keen Once your skinis shed Don't waste
time! Come on! Careen To that Kingdom of the Dead!”

Hisjaw snapped shut as he looked to usfor approval.

“Indeed,” | remarked.

“Or something likethat,” he added. “ After dl, it sonly afirst draft.”

“Indeed,” | said again, digging my hedsinto the ground, which seemed asred asthe earth benesth one's
feet in the Western Kingdoms. “ Should we go insde?’

“I think we haveto,” Snarks answered dryly. “At least, we do if we want to get our money’ sworth.”



“If it'sdl right with you fellows,” Hubert said, “1 think I'll smply stay out here and experience .”

| nodded, and told Snarksto follow me, for | realized that there was another reason to go insde aswell.
Now that we had reached the Kingdom of Death, we had to find my master. What better place to start
than an information center likethis?

As| opened the door to the strange structure, | felt the Brownie tir in my pocket and mutter something
about shining the bucklesin aminute. Perhaps, | considered, now was the time to wake the deeping Tap.

The door made anoise as| opened it: asound halfway between a squeaking hinge and Death’ s dark
laughter. It took me a second to redlize that the specter wasn't waiting for me on the other side.

“That got your attention, didn’t it?” Devomo shouted from acrosstheroom. “1 tell you, Deathisa
mearketing geniugl”

Snarksfrowned as he looked around the room, which seemed filled with piles of sonesand dust. Signs
stuck from the pile tops:

Dirt Cheap! Everything Must Go! Rock-bottom Prices!
“Thisismarketing genius?’ the demon asked.

“Wél,” Devomo said, “perhapsthis place is not the best example. But it isonly one small piece of
Desath' s handiwork. Who do you think came up with the idea of war, anyway?’

“Indeed,” | interjected. “Y ou mentioned the possibility of refreshments?’ It had occurred to methat, if
we were going to wander through the Kingdom of Degth for who knew how long in search of my madter,
perhapsit would be better to eat first.

“Mogt certainly,” our guide replied. “ Thefood counter isin the back over there” He pointed to the rear
of the building. | saw asmall table, over which hung a placard which listed pricesfor “Rigor Mortis
Burgers’ and “ Death Shakes.” What kind of food was this?

“Uh,” | added, for it occurred to methat | had seen no one but Devorno and Snarks within this building,
“isthere no one here to serve us?’

“WEell, there may not be anyonein particular,” our guide explained a bit gpologeticaly, “but thereis
definitely something.” He pointed at the table in the back. “ Simply put your money there, and state what it
isthat you desire. Theitem will gppear dmost ingtantaneoudy. It' salittle disconcerting, I'll grant you. But
around here, it'salot more pleasant than many of the other possibilities. Trust me.”

“Indeed,” | replied. Now that | thought of it, | waswondering if | could trust the food. For one thing,
there was something about the name “Rigor Mortis Burger” that did nothing for the gppetite. And a
second point to consider was Death’ slove for games. If the specter knew | was here, would it playfully
add something to the burger that would ensure | would stay in Death’ s kingdom forever?

“On second thought,” | sated, “I’m not hungry.”

“Probably wise,” Devorno admitted. “ This placeisworse than Sime-o-Rama.”

“Home of the Slime Burgers?’ Snarks responded. “ That isn't possible!”



But the bus deity no longer heard the demon. Instead, he stared at the door through which we had
entered, hisface twisted in fright.

“I shouldn’t have said that, should 17" he whimpered. “1 know I'm under contract. Please, if you're
going to—makeit quick, and painless?’

A gresat shadow fell across the room. | wanted to turn around, to confront the newcomer, but fear kept
me rooted to the spot. Snarks, full of demonic bravery, whedled about. Hisjaw opened in astonishment.

“It cannot bel”

A hand fell on my shoulder.

“Excuseme,” said avoice both gentle and powerful, it wasavoice | knew.
The newcomer spoke again:

“Y ou wouldn't happen to know where | might find awild pig?’

It was the Dealer of Desth.

SIXTEEN

Y ou can't go home again, and why would you want to, anyways?

From The Demonwise Guide to the Netherhells, or Why I'm Glad Y ou're Going and I’'m Not, by
Snarks, most honest demon to ever come from down below (another tome gtill awaiting publication)

Snarks said what | could only think.
“What are you doing here?’
The Deder of Degth sighed. “ That means you don’t have any wild pigs, doesn't it?’

“Indeed,” | replied. “I’m afraid we didn’t think to bring any. But then we weren't expecting to encounter
you, either.”

The Dealer nodded. “Y ou are no more surprised than 1. One minute, | was facing up to that Netherhells
committee, which was threatening to boil my blood. The next thing | knew, here | was—wherever this

IS

| briefly answered that when | had last seen the Dedler, it had been in Vushta, after the demon
committee had indeed boiled his blood, sending him into a near-desth coma.

“Then he' sdead?’ Snarks asked in disbelief. “He doesn’t look very dead to me.”
“Nor do | fed it.” The Deder asently flexed his shoulder muscles as he considered my most recent

statement. “ And your explanation makes agreat dedl of senseto me, for it explainswhy | am different
from the othershere.”



Thelargefelow cracked hisknuckles, ten smal, smultaneous explosions. “For dthough | aminthis
place, | do not seem subject to itsrulesin the same way asthose | have met. Perhapsit is because my
earthly body il straddlesthat line between life and death. From what | understand, Desth usually takes
amore active interest in cases like me who have halfway entered his kingdom. However, from what |
have aso heard, the specter has become obsessed with something lately, and has no time for the likes of
me, instead spending its days muitering ‘ Eterndl, eterna.” Whatever that means.”

“Indeed,” | said grimly. “I may have someidea”

The Deder nodded happily. “1 figured that you might. I’ ve noticed that things dways seem to happen
around you, and decided that that was exactly what | needed. | mean, it's perfectly nice around here,
except that perhapsit’ sabit low-key. And | haven't strangled asingle wild pig since I’ ve gotten herel”
He sghed again. “I mean, how can you strangle something when it’ s dready dead?’

The Dedler’ s hands closed around an imaginary neck as he continued. “1 shouldn’t have hoped, | guess.
It ssmply when | saw you had adragon outside, | thought ...” Hisvoicetrailed off, leaving hisfondest
dream unsaid.

“Indeed?’ | asked. “ So you are hereto help us?’
“Of course,” the Dealer answered. “Y ou' re the sort of fellow who inspiresthat sort of thing.”

| could do nothing but nod in return, for that very talent of mine was one of the reasons Desth wanted
mefor itsown. But | would not despair, for my master’ slife was in danger.

“Indeed,” | began after | took a deep breath. “Then you will help mefind the wizard Ebenezum?’

“Most certainly, if that iswhat you wish,” the Dedler agreed. “It fed s good to have adirection again.
After dl, an assassin in theland of the dead isabit purposdless.”

“Thenlead on!” | pointed to the door. “Into the Kingdom of the Dead!”
“Wait asecond!” Devomo interrupted. “What about the tour?’

“I am sorry, good guide,” | responded, “but the tour will have to wait. We have awizard to rescue and a
world to savel”

“Hey, if you didn't like thetour, just say s0!” the guide replied defensively. * Excuses, excuses, nothing
but excuses.”

“No, redly!” | retorted, trying not to hurt the divinity’ sfedings. “We have to leave here, for reasons
having nothing to do with you—*

“Sure, sure,” the guide answered despondently. “ Dig the knifein alittle degper. Why don’t you tell me
right out—"

“Okay,” Snarksinterrupted before | could further explain. “Y ou found us out. I’ ve never heard amore
boring guidein my life. We didn’t want to go on your tour, anyway! But now that we veleft it, maybe
we' |l be able to wake ourselves up!”

“What?" Devorno replied in outrage. “Well, if that’ sthe way you fed about it!”



The guide stormed past us out of the shop. A second later, | heard the strange sound that the bus made
when it moved; then that sound, too, retrested into the distance.

Snarks nodded in satisfaction. “Crud but fair. It’sthe demon way. Otherwise it would have taken us
forever to get rid of him.”

“Indeed,” | said, wondering if there might have been some other way. But perhaps the demon was right
for once, for now we were free to find my master.

| turned to the others, and told them there was no time to delay. Only, where could we begin?

“Leavethat tome,” the Deder remarked quietly as he motioned usto follow him from the shop. “I have
had timeto explore, and | have found the perfect starting point.”

Snarks and | accompanied the dedler outside the dwelling, where we found a somewhat disgruntled
dragon.

“All'l haveto say,” the reptile remarked sternly, “is, if you want the top of your bus back, you only have
to ask.” He paused to brush someimaginary dust from histail. “Here | was, one minute basking in the
glow of whatever it isthe light around here comes from, and the next—whamo!--the bus has vanished
and | am deposited on whatever passes for the ground around here, which is quite substantial, let me
assureyou.” The dragon winced as hetried to sit. “What did you do to that deity? Y ou guysdidn’t
somehow incur hiswrath or anything?”

| told the dragon | would explain everything as we moved. At the moment, the most important thing was
to locate my magter.

Hubert stared at the Dedler of Death.
“Say. Aren't you—*
The Dealer nodded.

“It doesn't surpriseme,” the dragon replied laconically. “Nothing surprises me anymore.” He paused,
then added hopefully: “I wonder if there sasong in there somewhere.”

“Indeed,” | added. “1f only we had time to explore the possbilities. Unfortunately, we must follow the
Deder.”

And wedid just that, walking after the well-muscled ninto that nearby forest that looked an awful
lot like the Western Woods.

The Dealer frowned. “I know it’saround here somewhere.” He turned left, crossing a stream and
passing atwisted oak that somehow seemed very familiar.

“Yes, yed” the Deder exclamed with new excitement. “ Thisisthe way!”

| followed the n uneasily, dmost overwhelmed by degjavu. Thiswas not Smply the Western
Woods; this was the corner of the woods directly behind Ebenezum’ s cottage.



“Ah!” the Dedler chortled. “As| suspected. Herewe are.”

And we were. We stepped out of the forest halfway between the cottage and the well from which | used
to fetch water. But how could this be? We weren’t in the Western Woods, we were in the Kingdom of
Desth.

“Thisisnot thered thing,” the Dedler assured me, “but an incredible smulation.”

“But how would you know about this place?’ | asked. “ And how could you know that thislooked like
my madter’ s cottage?’

“Youforget,” the Deder replied, “that | am amember of the Urracht sect, the most fanatically devoted
order of nsthat the world has ever known. When | wasfirst hired by King Urfoo the Vengeful to
kill your master and his companions, |, of course, spent afew dayslearning everything | could about the
wizard. And that included al | could discover about the wizard' s dwelling, should | haveto kill him there.
Now, certainly, that we arein the Kingdom of Degth, al thiskilling business becomes academic. But ill,
it wasimportant at thetime.”

“Indeed,” | commented, impressed by this man’ sfanatica devotion. Thank goodness hismisson to kill
uswasfar inthe past, or perhapsfar in the future.

“So arewe going to stand around here and admire the smulation,” Snarks prompted, “or what?’
“Indeed, no,” | replied. “But perhaps this place holds some clue to my master’ s whereabouts.”

“It holds more than that.” The dedler pointed at the stepsthat led into the cottage. “Look.”

If I had been surprised before, now | was downright astonished, for on the top step was avery familiar
pile of books and mystica instruments, a pile that had once resided in my pack, until | had been snatched
aoft by agiant bird who wasn't too concerned about what happened to my possessons. And as|
approached, | saw there were other things upon the pile aswell: my stout oak staff, a hefty wizardry
do-it-yoursdlf book and the crystal ball.

“What isdl thisdoing here?’ | asked.

The Deder consdered. “ These are dl thingsthat you logt, are they not?’

| nodded in wonder.

“Well,” the Dedler continued, “ here’ swhere they are to be found. Perhaps all lost objectsend in the
Kingdom of the Dead, | don’t know. Or perhapsthisisaspecial case. Look around at this exact
reproduction of your homein the

Western Woods. | told you before that | had studied you and your master. | have afeding that
someone, or something, el se has become even more obsessed than | with where you and the wizard
come from, so obsessed that it wasforced to re-create dl this, in hopesthat it would give some clue as
to your background, something that it could use to overcome its obsesson. Am | correct?’

| nodded again. “ The specter has done this, then, to seek out my weakness.”

The Dedler nodded in return. “Only timewill tell if it has succeeded.”



“Indeed,” | replied. “Thenit isdoubly important that | contact my master, for this strange place has given
me the meansto do s0.”

| climbed the step and picked up the crystd ball, then paused amoment while | fished the incantation
from my pocket. Would that Brownie never wake up? But | had no timeto think of Tap now. | only had
the time and energy to contact my master.

“ Secret sphere, seashore seer—* | began, rapidly reading through the rhyme without a hitch. The crystal
ball clouded obediently, without errant noises or spoken messages. Thistime, it would work for surel

“I must—" | began, barely able to speak for the excitement rising within my breast. “1 must speak with
my magter, the great wizard Ebenezum!”

To my astonishment, | was answered by avery familiar voice:
“Y es, Wuntvor?’

But | could see nothing in the crystal! | feared the clouds would keep me from fully contacting my
magter. | shook the sphere, trying to conquer the mystic forcestherein.

“Master?’ | caled. “Ebenezum? Where are you?’

Someone tapped me on the shoulder. | glanced around.

“Indeed,” avoiceintoned.

It was my madter.

SEVENTEEN

“You ask if | have any comment about those Six attractive and scantily clad women that were seen
leaving my study the other day. And perhaps, because of that vist, it istruethat | am not quite the wizard

that you had thought me to be. Happily, however, the young women who visited me aso had entirely
different thoughts. Next question?’

Ebenezum, during the conference in which he clamed “ that everything about Wizardgate will be
reveded’

“Indeed?’ | cried, quite beside mysdif.
“Yes” my master replied. “Here | am. Death didn’t know what else to do with me.”

“Hey, that’ sgreat!” Hubert enthused. “Now that we' ve found the wizard, we can get out of here!” The
dragon paused. “ Uh, we can get out of here, can’'t we?’

“Indeed,” my master said as he thoughtfully tugged on his beard. “How did you manageto find mein the
first place? | imagine we could smply reverse the process.”

“Oops,” Snarksremarked as | glanced hisway. “Hey, how could | know that boring tour guide might
actudly become important?’



| briefly described how we had enlisted Plaugg’ s aid to reach this place, but then had to somehow rid
oursalves of the bus of the gods.

“1 see” Ebenezum said when | wasdone. * Tisashame, but it can't be helped. | am glad to seeyou,
anyway, Wuntvor. Working together, we have amuch better chance against the specter than | had by
mysdf.”

“S0 you can use magic around here?” Hubert asked.

“I suppose so. | don’'t seem to have thereaction to it | once had: sneezing and dl that. However, thereis
aproblem using magic in Death’s domain. This house you see, these woods, the sky above us, the
ground below, dl are creations of the specter’ simagination; of its own very powerful magic, if you will.
Therefore, any spellsyou try here exist within that greater sorcery—Desath’ s sorcery, perhapsthe
greatest magic ever known—which might give your own magic some unexpected results.”

“Indeed,” | replied, marveling a how well my master grasped the Situation. It was good to be ableto
rely on hiswisdom again.

“So, Wuntvor,” the wizard asked, “what shal we do next?’

“In-indeed?’ | tammered, rather taken aback. My master was here, and whenever | was with my
magter, he automaticaly took charge. At least that had happened until now. Thistime, however, he was
asking for my advicel

| took adeep breath. Very well. My master’ s request had been a surprise, but | would not let it get the
better of me. Ebenezum had been trapped in Desth' s kingdom for some time now, and perhapsfdt his
facilities were somewhat hampered by being so long in these surroundings. What more natura, then, but
to ask advice of someone who was new on the scene, and not yet under the spell of the Kingdom of the
Dead? It made perfect sense.

“Indeed,” | repeated. 1 had not given it much thought. | was so concerned with finding you that | had
not spent much time planning what would happen theresfter. | do have a couple ideas, however.”

“Indeed,” thewizard mused, an odd glint in hiseye. “Y ou must share them with me.”
“Inaminute!” Snarksinterjected. “First, the gpprentice and | must have a conference.”
“Redlly?’ Ebenezum chuckled dryly. “I hardly think that is necessary.”

“Indeed,” | began, turning to the demon. “If thereis some problem, cannot we all—*

“The necessity of our talk can only be determined aswe confer,” Snarksinssted. “Besides, it will only
take amoment. Y ou surely have amoment, after being heredl thistime.”

“If you put it that way,” | said, 1 suppose—"*

“Wuntvor!” my master barked, suddenly severe. “We are back together after al thistime. Surely you
don’t need to leave now to talk to ademon?’

“Indeed,” | replied. The wizard hardly sounded like himsdlf. | guessed that the long days of being



trapped in Death’ s domain had taken then- toll. “ Still, I don't think a minute—"
“Do not dispute me!” Ebenezum rumbled, his eyes dark with fury. *Y ou will come with me now.”

“But isthat thewisest course?’ | counseled the wizard. “1 know that you must be anxiousto leave this
place, but until we fully consider the options—*

Thewizard pointed a me with one long-fingered hand. *Y ou will come with me now, or not at all.”
“Very well,” | answered, trying to calm my master down. “But are you sure thisis the best way—*

“I know what the best courseisfor the Eternal Apprentice!” the mage exclaimed. “Wuntvor, take my
hand!”

Hislong fingers reached for me, fingers that seemed bonier than | remembered. Had Death been starving
my master aswell?| glanced at Snarks, who was vehemently shaking his head. What did the demon
know that he could not tell me? Surely, taking the wizard' s hand could not harm me.

But | looked at that hand again, at those five bony, white fingers. Perhapsit would harm me, after all.

| took astep away.

“You will not get away that easily!” the mage declared as he made a quick grab for me. | stepped aside,
but hisfingers gripped the flap of my pack, tearing it open.

“Eep eep!” cried the angry ferret asit erupted in the wizard' sface.

“A ferret?’ the mage shrieked. “Keep it away from me! Y ou know how | feel about ferrets”

Now | was sure something was wrong.

My master didn’t feel one way or another about ferrets. The last time | had produced scores of them
from my magic hat, he had taken them perfectly in stride. But | remembered something elsethat had an
averson to the smal, rapidly reproducing creatures.

The mage brushed the anima aside and recomposed himsdlf, staring at me with ever more hollow eyes.

“Y ou will comewith me now!” the wizard demanded, but somehow, silently, the Dealer had moved so
that he stood between the mage and mysdif.

“Perhapsitistimeto cam yourself,” the Deder said reasonably.

“Cdm?’ thewizard screamed. “How can | have any calm when heishere!” The mage' s hand shook as
he pointed a me. “I will haveyou yet!”

And with those words his robes changed, losing their sllver moons and stars and becoming garments of
darkest black. Hishands turned bonier ill, and the beard fell away, reveding askull-like grin. Death’s

grin.

Desth laughed, the sound of insects drowning in the incoming tide. “Why should | get upset? You arein
my domain now. Thereisno way to escape.” It spent amoment smoothing its robes, a moment, |



suspect, used to gain the calm the specter dready professed. “Y ou have won our firg little game. But
there will be more; many more.”

The death’ s-head smile seemed to widen. 1 had wondered where you had gotten to. Heaven, wasiit?

How very clever. But | should have expected something of the sort from the Eterna Apprentice! | was
actudly caught off my guard when you arrived, for at least half aminute.” It laughed again, the sound of
lemmings plunging to their doom. “Now, however, that we have been properly rein- traduced, we shal
play by my rules. Y ou have no choice, if you ever want to see your master again!”

Death’ s laughter echoed about us, but the specter had vanished from our midst.

“Indeed,” | said to Snarks, when | once again remembered to breathe. “Was that what you wished to
tell me?’

“Something of the sort,” the demon said. “It' sataent | picked up in the Netherhells. When you're
surrounded by liars, cheats and confidence fiends from the day you are born, you tend to readily
recognize the type. | wasn't exactly surewho that was at firdt. | was only certain that it was not your
master. Then, I'll admit, when | guessed that it was redly Death” —the demon shivered—*| was afraid if
| went and told you about it the wrong way, we' d al get zapped.”

“1 had no idea Death was such agreat actor,” Hubert added with new respect. “Imagine the career the
gpecter could haveif it was't so intent on killing people.”

“Wearein Death’ skingdom,” the Dedler reminded us quietly. “ Here, the specter can do amost
anything. Because we are dtill dive, it has no direct control over us. However, sncethisisitsdomain, I'm
sure Death could devise any number of meansto make usno longer dive.”

“But if thisbeing is so powerful,” Snarks objected, “why are we il breathing?’

The Dedler nodded. “ There is another factor we have not considered. Death seems to have an emotional
problem when it comesto the Eterna apprentice—the mention of the name adoneis enough to get the
gpecter to loseits coldly rationa head. When the Eternd Apprentice confrontsit directly—well, then,
death hasred problems. And in those problemsis the hope for our salvation.”

“Indeed,” | interjected, trying to comprehend the gist of what the Dedler had just told us. “I am quite
impressed with your understanding of this Stuation.”

“Itisonly natural, when you think about it,” the Dedler replied humbly. “After dl, asan assassn, degth
has been my life”

“Indeed,” | said again. “But what you have told meis disquieting aswell. Degath controls this kingdom so
completdy that it can make us see or fed anything it wishes.”

“Within thelimits| have aready described,” the Deder agreed. “Y ou can depend on nothing in this
kingdom, except your wits.”

“Indeed,” | replied after amoment’ s consderation. “My wits?’
“Hiswits?’ Snarks exclaimed. “Oh, no, we velost for sure.”

“No, not smply hiswits” the Dedler reprimanded the demon. “ Although you do make light of someone



who isthe Eternal Apprentice. But, besides hiswits, we al so have those of mysdlf and the dragon. Not to
mention your wits”

“Oh,” Snarks said, abit humbled. “My wits? In that case, we can't lose!”

“Indeed, we have more than those,” | added. “For we aso have the wits of the ferret, small asthey may
be, and two moreintelligencesaswell.”

| drew forth Cuthbert by way of demonstration.

“What? Huh?’ the sword began. | thought you were going to leave mein there forever! Oh, | know,
sometimes | ask you to do thingslike that, but | don’t really meaniit. That is, | don’'t mean it aslong as
there’ sno blood to be spilled anywhere. Thereisn't, isthere? Or ichor?’

| assured the talking blade that the immediate region was battle-free.

“Ah,” Cuthbert sighed. “ Then it's smply a chance to get free of my scabbard and seethe sights. That's
morelikeit! It snice around here, too. Very bright and cheerful. Would anyone mind telling me where
weare?’

| told the sword we were in the Kingdom of Desath.

“The Kingdom of whatT" Cuthbert squawked. “That does not sound at al positive. What are you going
to want meto cut up around here? Trust you to find a place where there’ s something worse than ichor!”

“Alas,” the Deder of Death remarked. “ Such isthelot of heroes.”

“Oh-oh,” the sword shuddered. “I remember this guy! When he was wiglding me, it was blood city!
Hack and dash, dash and hack, morning, noon and night. Then, for achange of pace, we did goringsand
decapitations! Thisguy never paused for breath!”

“On the contrary,” the Dedler interposed, “1 find decapitations quite restful.”

“Indeed,” | tried to cam the sword, for I, too, remembered when the Dealer had used Cuthbert to hack
and dash hisway across the Netherhells. “1 imagine there will be scant need for killing, Snce everybody
else around hereis already dead. And, for smilar reasons, | can’t see any reason why | would haveto

lend you to someone.”

“That’ stheticket!” Cuthbert cheered. “1’m your sword, and don’t you forget it! Now, would you mind
putting me back in my scabbard until we' re someplace norma?’

| did asthe sword requested.

“I’'m not worried at al now,” Snarks remarked. “ That wegpon is going to be awhole bunch of help!”
“But didn’'t you say there were two who could help us?’ Hubert rumbled.

“That'strue,” | replied. “And | think it’ stime to wake the second one.” | patted my pocket.

“The second one?’ Snarks asked with ashudder. “In there?’



| nodded.

“You didn't bring—" the demon was unable to name the object of hisfear.

| nodded again.

The demon looked up to the heavens, if there were indeed heavensin thisream.

“Isthere no escape?’ he whispered.

“Indeed,” | said. “Not inthislife.” | tapped my pocket.

“Wha—" the Brownie mumbled. “Who?’ Thelittle fellow yawned and stretched, standing so that he
could peer over the pocket top. “Sorry. | seem to have taken alittle nap, there. Too much Brownie
Power, | guess. Where arewe? What timeisit?’

A spectrd laugh swallowed whatever answer | might have made. Death was once again in our midst.
“Itistimefor the gamesto begin,” it intoned dryly.

| saw then that Death was not done. It had brought aman-sze cage aong, and in that cage was my
master, the wizard Ebenezum!

“These games will be different from those we' ve played before,” Desth continued summearily. “Wearein
my kingdom, so we will play by my rules. It goes without saying, of course, that | aso get to choose the
gamesweplay.”

“Indeed—" | began.

“Aninteresting point,” Death conceded before | could go any further. “In the sake of fairness, therefore,
for | may be more experienced at one or two of these pastimes, | suggest we play best out of three. Any
objections?’

“Indeed—" | tried again.

“Excdlent,” the specter replied. “Asin any true game, thereis of course a prize for winning, and aforfeit
for losing. The prize, you will be happy to learn, isthe wizard Ebenezum, aswell as freedom for you and
your companions. That was what you were going to ask, wasn't it?’

“Indeed,” | answered, “but—"

“Oh, yes,” Death hurriedly added, “if you win and are returned to the world you know, you will of
course be dlowed to live out the rest of your natura lives.” The specter grinned at each of us. “However
long or short those lives may be.”

“Indeed!” | interjected once more. “However—*
“Oh, theforfeit!” Death chuckled, the sound of afish flopping about in abucket asit drownsin the open

air. “Well, you know what that is, don’t you? If you lose two, none of you get to leave. And the Eterna
Apprenticeismineforever!”



| wasdlent thistime.
“Do you accept?’ Death demanded.

What could | do?1 looked over at my master. He solemnly nodded back at me. Did that mean | should
accept Degth’ s chalenge? What other way could | possibly have of rescuing the wizard and escaping the
specter’ s clutches?

There was only one answer.
“Indeed,” | replied.

“Excdlent!” Death said heartily. The specter swept back its robes and surveyed meand dl my
companions before it gpoke again. 1 have thought upon this moment long and hard, and | have decided
that for our first game, we should have something steeped in tradition. A game of skill, and agame of
champions. And only one game could truly suit al these criteria”

Death raised his hand, pam up, before him, and in that hand appeared a sphere not unlike my crysta
ball, save that this new globe was jet-black.

“The game, gentlemen”—Degth spoke dowly, drawing out the suspense—*isbowling.”
EIGHTEEN

There are rumorsthat | have heard that wizards are not “good sports.” Nothing could be further from
the truth. Most mages | know will be glad to turn you into any number of lower animals and other
life-forms. What? Y ou don't want to be turned into atadpole or tree fungus? Well, who's being agood
sport now? No answer, huh? Oh, | forgot, tree fungi can’t talk. Can they?’

Introductory chapter to the great wizard Ebenezum’ s newest self-help course, How to Make Friends
and Influence People by Threatening to Turn Them Into Toads, never released to the genera public, due
to some problems among test groups with getting tree fungi to continue paying for lessons

“B-bowling?’ | sputtered. “ But we have never heard of such athing!”

Death waved avay my objectionswith abony hand. “ Y ou will pick it up soon enough. If not”—it
paused to stare at me with its blank eye sockets—* perhaps we can give you al of eternity to practice.”

The specter waved both hands. “But | said thiswas agame of champions.” The hands pointed to his
right. “ Therefore, let my champion appear.”

A puff of orange smoke appeared where Death had indicated, and there ssood aman, average-looking,
acoupleinches shorter than myself, fairly well muscled, but no match for a specimen like the Dedler of
Degth. All indl, the fellow looked absolutely too ordinary to be achampion, save for onething: his bright
orange and green shirt. | looked more closdly at this strange new garment, and saw that over the pocket
waswritten asngleword: “Ernie”

“Thisismy champion,” Death announced asit waved its hands again. “And thisis our field of battle.”

A long wooden aide gppeared before us, at the end of which stood ten clublike objects.



“Ernie?’ Death said to hischampion. “If you would explain?’

“Gladly.” The champion nodded pleasantly to the rest of us. “How you doin’, fellas?” He picked up the
black sphere, which had reappeared by the wooden aide. “ Thisisabowling ball. That”—he nodded at
theade—"isthelane, down which you roll the bal. The object of the gameisto hit those pins’—he

pointed at the club things at the other end—"and knock them over. Every timeit’syour turn, you get two
tries to knock the pins down. The more pinsyou knock down, the better you do. Likethis.”

Ernietook three steps forward and launched the ball down the wooden lane. The ball curved dightly,
then swung back in again, knocking al ten pins over with asolid crash.

“That, gentlemen,” Ernie continued, “isthe best you can do. It' sknown asadtrike. If you take both your
turnsto knock down al the pins, it' sknown asaspare. You'll get extra points—*

“Enough explanationd” Death interrupted. “ They can ask questions asthey go dong. I’ ve waited too
long for thisto delay another instant! They must choose their champion now!”

“Indeed,” | replied. “If you—"

“Ah,” Death answered before | could go further. “Y ou would like some privacy? Of course.”

| didn’t fed any movement, nor did | see Death, his champion and the caged Ebenezum move, yet,
somehow, there were now a hundred yards between us. It was al abit disconcerting. Still, it was no
more disconcerting than Death answering me before | had spoken. | would have to deal with it
somehow. But why didn’t | feed more positive about that thought?

“Indeed,” | said to my companions. “We need achampion.”

“For bowling?’ Snarks despaired.

“If you could distract those guys,” Hubert offered, “I might be able to knock the pins down with my tail.”

“And | might be able to influence the ball with Brownie Power,” Tap piped up. “However, it would be
much better if the game had shoesinit.”

“No,” | replied, “1 have thefeding that if we tried to influence the game through magical means, Degth
would smply influence it the other way. Wewill play honestly, unless Desth does otherwise. And | think
thereis only one here with the skill and accuracy necessary to become our champion, to stand up in the
face of Death and overcome any chalenge—*

“I’'m touched by this show of faith—* Hubert began.

“No, no,” | gently told the dragon. “Y our expertiseliesin other, more theatrical areas. For the sport of
bowling, I’'m afraid we must turn to the Dedler.”

“I shall do my best,” the assassin replied humbly. “ Perhgps | can imagine that the ball isawild pig.”

| clapped the well-muscled fellow on the shoulder, hurting my hand dightly. “I’m sure you will do
admirably,” | said as| flexed my hand behind my back.

“You are decided?’ Desath asked, suddenly at our side once more. “Good! L et the competition begin!”



The specter coughed ddlicatdly. “1, of course, will act as commentator.”

Somehow, the light around us dimmed, so that the only truly bright spot wasin the vicinity of the bowling
lane. | heard the soft murmur of a crowd. Degath apparently had seen fit to bring some of its ghosts along.

“Y our champion should gofirgt,” the Dedler declared. 1 need to study hisform.”

“Very good,” Degth repeated in astrangely hushed tone. “The challenger has eected for our Bowling for

Souls champion to start. Ernie waits for the pinsto set. He takes careful aim. One, two, three steps, and
aperfect rdlease! Theball’ srolling, rolling. It looksgood! Yes, it' sadtrike!”

The bal had hit thefirgt pin ever so dightly to one side, which hel ped knock over the pins behind it, and

they the pins behind them. All ten were down. It was an impressive performance. Wasthere any way the
Deder could maich it?

The assassin looked grimly down the lane asthe pins magicaly righted themselves.

“1 will do my best,” he whispered to me. “No less could be expected from one of the Urracht!”
He held the ball as he saw the champion hold it, and took the same steps, one, two, three.
“Now the challenger hasthe ball,” Death’ s soft voice intoned. “He steps forward cautioudy.”

Something squedled out in the audience.

“The chdlenger rdeasesthe bdl,” Death announced. “ Uh-oh, it’s curving the wrong way. It lookslikea
gutter ball!”

The Deder stared out into the audience. “Isthat awild pig?’

“The challenger receives asecond ball,” Death droned on.

“I could have sworn | heard awild pig,” the Dedler ingsted.

“The chdlenger must releasethe bal, or forfeit histurn,” Desath replied with no change of tone,
“That' sthe way it' sgoing to be, then?’ the assassin remarked grimly. “So beit.”

“The chalenger getsthe bdl, and prepares himsdlf again,” Death returned to describing the action. “Here
comes the gpproach.”

Thistime the squed was even louder. The Deder bardly flinched.

“There goesthe bal. It looks like a better shot thistime. He'll at least get acouple pins. No! It's curving
inl Givefive, no, 9x pinsto the challenger.”

Histurn completed, the Deder slently returned to my sde. Hewhispered in my ear:

“Y ou do not toy with the Urracht!”

“The champion once again hasthe bal,” Death commented.



Ernie glanced nervoudly at the specter.
“la'tit getting alittle noisy in here?’

The champion wasright. Not only were there wild-pig noises out there, but the crowd was getting
louder aswell. Another ploy, | imagined, to undermine the Dedler’ s confidence. Now, however, that the
assassin knew about thesetricks, | felt Death might bein for asurprise.

“The champion isbeing abit temperamenta,” Death replied. “He has obvioudy forgotten what happens
in thiskingdom to temperamenta champions. But no, now heis steding himsdlf, reaching insde for that

specia something shared by al greet athletes. He moves forward with the bal. Thereit goes. It looks
good—maybe just alittle off. Oh, too bad! Five pins down. The shot was abit too much to the right

Sde”

Erniewaited for the bal to come back to him. He had begun to swest, even though the air wasn't
appreciably warm. | wondered exactly what it was that they did to temperamental champions down here.

“Here hegoesagain,” Death whispered. “ Y es, he'sgot it! The other five are down! That's Ernie for
you! He aways gives ahundred and ten percent. What a competitor!”

It wasthe Dedler’ sturn again, but thistime he approached with a determination that went beyond
anything | had ever seen before, afanaticism based on the total destruction of ten pins at the far end of

thelane,
The nfelled dl ten with thefirst bal, despite the three wild-pig bleats from the audience.
“Animpressve move,” Death muttered, “but it won't phase the champion.”

Ernie, however, looked completely phased. His hair was matted now with swest, and he jumped every
time something made a sound likeawild pig.

“I-I am not used to w-working under these conditions!” he slammered.

“Some champions may get used to not working at al,” Death replied. Thethrest did little good. Ernie
got two pinswith hisfirst ball, and only onewith his second.

The Deder got another strike, despite afull score of wild pigs crying their hearts out.
He nodded grimly to me upon hisreturn.

“Before, it wasjust abal and ten pins. Now it isaweapon against tenwild pigs!”
Wewould win thisone. The Dedler of Death wasin his eement.

“Okay, okay!” Death remarked in amore normal tone. “1 know when I’m besten. | forfeit. Y ouwinthe
firg of thethree chdlenges.”

Hubert cheered as Ernie disappeared.

“But perhapsit wasabit unfair,” Degth continued generoudy, “ presenting you with a sport that you had



never witnessed before as your first game. | think the next contest shall be abit smpler—say, aguessing
game?’

“A contest of wits?’ Snarks demanded. “Let’shave at it, then. | am ready.”

“As| knew you would be. But we are not quite prepared. Give me amoment while | call up animpartia
third party.”

Therewas a puff of blue smoke by Death’ sleft side, quickly replaced by atal, frail fellow with stooped
shoulders and squinting eyes.

“Our judge,” Death introduced the newcomer.

“I'm asimpartia asthey get in thiskingdom,” thefrail fellow agreed.

“And | have appointed our judge as keeper of therules,” the specter added. “| trust that is satisfactory?’
“Indeed,” | replied, not wishing to quibble over aminor point. “ And what rules must we follow?’
The judge unfolded a crumpled sheet of parchment. Hisvoice quavered dightly as he read:
“Thefirg ruleisthat no oneisto ask about therules. The pendty isan immediate forfeit.”

“What?" Snarks demanded. “How can weforfeit agame we don’'t even know about?’

“Itisalittle severe, so early inthe game,” Death agreed. “Why don’t we give them another chance?’
“You'retheboss,” thefrail fellow replied. “ The game goeson.”

“I should say so!” Snarks exclaimed. “Who ever heard of those kinds of rules!”

Thejudge further unfolded the parchment before him, and again read aoud:

“The second ruleisthat no oneisto complain about the rules. The pendty isimmediate forfeit.”
“Wait asecond!” Snarks demanded. “ That ruleisdl tied up with thefirst one. Thisisnofair at al!”
“I’'m sorry,” the judge replied, “but it says here—"

“Now, now,” Desath interrupted. “Even | will admit that these rules are abit arbitrary. Why not give our
guests one more chance? That way, no one could possibly accuse us of any bias.”

The judge shrugged. “If you say s0.” He nodded to the rest of us. “Y ou guys are getting off easy here.
The game goeson again. Well?’ He tapped hisfoot impatiently. “I1t'syour move!”

Snarksturned to me. “What do we do?’
“Indeed,” | replied, for | had given the matter some thought. “We do nothing.”

“Nothing?’ the demon replied.



“Exactly. For what has happened the last two times we attempted to start the game?’

“Weimmediately lost.” Snarks sface brightened as he saw my point. “Oh, | see! Y ou're saying that the
gameis so congructed that if you attempt to play it—*

“Youlosg” | finished the thought for him. * So the only thing we can do—the only way we can win—isif
werefusetoplay.”

“Brilliant!” Snarks admitted. “ And coming from ahuman, too! My hat would be off to you, if | wore
OrE_”

“So,” thejudge cdled to us. “What isthe delay? The game must continue!”
| cautioned my companionsto slence with asingle glance,
“No response?’ the judge frowned. “1 see.” He further unfolded his parchment and read:

“Thethird ruleisthat, should anyone refuse to continue playing the game, they will automaticaly lose. In
other words, immediate forfeit.”

Thistime Death shrugged. “What else can we do?| think the judge and | have been more than fair.”
“Thegameisover,” thejudge agreed.

Death tsked. “ Unfortunately, you have brought this upon yourselves, gentle beings, and you havelogt.
We now stand tied with one contest apiece.”

The judge popped out of existence, and the specter paused amoment to stare at each of usin turn.

“I think we should al take afew minutes,” Death said dowly, “and consider the importance of our last
contest, which will be far more trying than either of those which have gone before. After dl, thethird
game decides whether the wizard goes back with you, or you cometo me, for al eternity.”

Death’ slaugh was s0 cold that it seemed to freeze my heart.

And hislaughter went on forever.

NINETEEN

Sometimes, being in the magic business can be alittle difficult. Then again, sometimesit can be
downright dangerous. Infact, in certain Situations, this kind of work can become outright deadly. And
then there' stimeswhen it getsredlly bad—

Unfinished chapter from Some Thoughts on Apprenticeship, by Wuntvor, apprentice to Ebenezum,
greatest wizard in die Western Kingdoms

(awork in progress)
“Thetimeiscome!”

Death once again stood at arm’ s reach.



I shook my head. Before thislast contest began, there was one more deceit that needed to be taken
careof.

“Indeed!” | cdled to the specter, for | would not lose this battle without afight. “ Before we begin our
last contest, | need apromise.”

“A promise?’ The fiend nodded its bony head. “Very well. Asyou know, Death aways keepsits
promises.”

“Good,” | replied. “ Then show usthe rea Ebenezum.”
The specter chuckled. “ Oh, you want to see thered wizard! | supposg, if you ingst—"*

Death waved its hands, and the mage within the cage changed subtly. The revised wizard pulled at his
robes as he looked about.

“Why, Wiimtvor,” my master remarked. “What are you doing here?’
“I have cometo saveyou!” | replied.

“Indeed?’ The mage tugged reflectively a hisbeard. “1 am alittle hazy on exactly where | am. However,
your mission sounds like alaudable god, at the very least.”

Snarkstugged at my shirt. “How did you know?’

“Indeed,” | answered. “Once you had derted meto Death’ sinitid deception, it was Smplicity itself.
Until amoment ago, the magician in the cage had been too ill, too silent. In short, he had not acted at al
like my master. It was another of Death’ s ploys, designed, | am sure, like the wild-pig squeals during the
firgt contest, to hurt usthrough surprise.”

“You aretoo clever for me, Eternd Apprenticel” Death hissed, “but it will not matter, for our last battle
isnot one of wits, but of wills”

The specter stepped even closer to me. “ Gaze into my eyes, you who are caled Wuntvor—in thislife.
For our last test shall be agtaring contest! 1t issmplicity itself—whoever looks away first, loses. And the
contest begins now!”

| looked up and found myself gazing into the twin eye sockets of Death, two pools of blackness so deep
that you might fall into them forever. | wanted to look away, before | lost my soul somewherein those
deep recesses. But | could not, no matter how my instincts screamed for escape for, the moment my
gaze shifted, then truly would | belost for eternity. | wasforced to gaze into the void, deeper and deeper
into a darkness that was never-ending. And, somehow, | had to stareinto Death’ s gaze long enough to
overcome this supernatura being. | had to do it for my soul, for my companions, for my master!

“Stare,” Death prompted with alaugh, the sound of small beetles roasting to death benegth the desert
sun. “ Stare deep, Eternd Apprentice.”

| was surrounded by blackness, atotal absence of light that went on forever, before me and to either
sdeand, | was sure, behind me aswdll. | was surrounded by Death’ s darkness. | felt panic rise within
me. What was happening? Was | trapped within the specter’ sstare? Would | belost init aswell?



Then Degth spoke again:
“Stareforever, Eterna Apprentice.”

And its voice broke the spell. For why did Degth want me? Because | was the Eternal Apprentice? And
did not Death desire my soul because it had been—until this moment—forever beyond the specter’s
grasp? Death was not my master! In away, if what the specter said about me was true, we were equals,
the fiend dwaystaking life, while| returned to it over and over again. And if we were equds, there was
Nno reason to panic, no reason, indeed, to doubt that | might be able to win this contest.

“Indeed,” | replied to the specter, and as soon as | had spoken, my perspective changed, and | was no
longer lost deegp within the fiend’ s gaze, but was instead staring once again at the skull-face of Degth.

The specter’ s never-ending smile twitched unpleasantly.

“Y ou fight me, apprentice. Don’t you know that you have dready lost? Don't you know that, sooner or
|ater, everybody losesto Death?’

Thistime, | laughed. Death had tried to intimidate me with the force of its presence. Well, perhapstwo
could travel that road.

“Isthat 07’ | answered. “ Then how do you explain my existence?’

“Then you admit it!” Death screamed triumphantly. “Y ou admit you are the Eternd Apprentice! Oh, how
sweet the victory will be, now that | know you aretruly the one | seek!”

Oh, dear, | thought. Thiswas not necessarily the result | waslooking for. Death’ s smile reasserted itsdlf,
asif the specter was ready now to squander even the last ounce of its energy to defeat me.

“You will look away, Eterna Apprentice,” Death whispered, “and you will lose.”

It wasthen that | heard the ghosts. Faintly at first, but stronger with every passing second—the clank of
armor, the shouts of men, the tread of mailed boots across packed earth. The noise grew louder till, until
it was almost deafening. And it came from everywhere, asif we were being surrounded by an army that
went on forever.

“Wuntvor!” Hubert cdled. “We are being attacked!”

“Indeed!” | yelled back at the dragon, for | could not ook away. “Y ou must hold them off, for the sake
of my master, and al our sould”

| heard the clank of ghostly swords and shields, but then | heard more: the roar and crackle of Hubert's
flame, the sharp thwack of Snarks s st&ff, the near-slent blows of the Dedler and the rapidly dancing feet
of the Brownie. They would keep my back and flanks safe from these marauding spirits. Together, my
companionswould hold them until we had won!

But even as| stared at those bottomless eye sockets before me, | could see other things moving in the
cornersof my vison. | redized then, with agrim certainty, that the ghosts were not content to merely
attack my fellows, but were advancing around Death aswell, alegion headed straight for me. | caught a
glimpse of aspectra sword. Another of the haunted horde flashed ared dagger that | hoped was



covered with ghostly blood.

Could I be harmed by ghosts? | feared the answer, and | would know al too soon, for they would be
upon mein an ingant. Still, they were not unstoppable. From what | heard, my fellows were taking care
of any number of the ghostly warriors. But how could | fend them off without |ooking away from Degth?

And then it occurred to me: Perhaps | could not, but my weapon could.

| drew my trusted sword.

“Eek!” Cuthbert shrieked. “What' s going on here? Thisdoesn't ook at al good! Listen! | take back
what | said about getting out of my scabbard from time to—"*

“Indeed,” | said, interrupting the sword' s hysteria. “I am sorry, but you must fight, perhaps harder than
you ever have before”

“Thisis sounding worse with every passing minutel” Cuthbert complained. “Don’t | have any say inthis
meatter?’

“Indeed,” | answered. “Y ou could completely refuseto do my bidding.”

“Redly?’ the sword replied, calming abit. “ Say, that’ sawfully nice of you.”

“Of course,” | continued, “then | would most likely be murdered by these marauding ghosts.”

“Gee” Cuthbert remarked uncertainly. “Do you mink so?’

“I can't seeit going any other way.” | paused for a second, then mused, “ Of course, there' s nothing for
you to worry about. No matter what happens to me, there’ sno chance at al of you being abandoned.
The moment | am dead, I'm sure the Dealer will scoop you up and get to work.”

“The Dedler? Y ou mean old hack-and-dash?’ the sword asked distastefully. “ Do you redly think so?’

“Wel,” | replied, “look at it thisway: Who'sgoing to stop him?”’

“Oh—er—who ever said | didn’t want to fight? I’ m your sword forever!” Cuthbert cheered. “Onward,
into thefray!”

The sword had made its decision not a moment too soon, for the fray, asit were, was coming to us, the
legion of ghosts moaning forward to the attack.

“Y ou haveto defend yoursdlf, Eternal Apprentice,” Death leered. “Y ou haveto look away!”

I laughed with a bravado that | dmost felt, for Cuthbert guided my hand as| continued to Stare deep
within Death’ sdark orbs. | heard the ghostly clang of my sword against whatever it wasit fought.

“I think not,” | answered the specter. “It takes more than afew pitiful ghosts to defeat the likes of me!”
“Few?’ Death sputtered. “Pitiful?” The specter dmost glanced away to look at itslegions. Almost, but

not quite. For thefirst time, | redlized | had ared chance of defesting this creature. The Dedler had said
Desgth had a problem with me. Perhaps | could make that problem the specter’ s undoing.



“Hah!” my sword cried triumphantly. “Got you!”
| heard another sound, haf dice, half gush, like an axe cutting through week-old snow.
“Oh, no!” Cuthbert moaned. “ There is something worse than ichor! Ectoplasm!”

“I’ve gone atogether too easy on you, so far!” Death screamed at me, far more overwrought than the
Stuation warranted. “We |l see how eterna you are, after you' ve faced my berserker legion!”

“Berserker legion?” Cuthbert asked uncertainly. “1 do not like the sound of that!”

| didn’t like the sound of what came next, either, for the ghostly moaning about us rose, becoming an
unearthly shriek that seemed to have no end.

“Good,” the Dedler stated camly from somewhere nearby. “At last | will have achdlenge.”
“Look at these guys!” Snarkswailed, and for once, | wasglad | could not.

The shrieking was joined by arhythmic clanking, asif spectra swords clanged againgt ghostly shields,
firgt ten, then ahundred, then five hundred strong.

“l think it' stime for reinforcementsl” Snarks screamed.
“Do you mean—" | caled back.

“Plaugg!” Snarksreplied. “O most unexceptiona of deities, we beseech you! We need your barely
tolerable aid, and we need it now!”

There was nothing for amoment, but then there was avoice, very faint but somehow il clearly
understandabl e despite the wailing ghodts.

“I hear you, my worshipper.”
“Oh, Your Adequateness!” Snarksyedled. “We need you here at once!”

“Oh, dear,” the deity’ sfaint voice replied. “How can | put this? Y ou see’—Plaugg coughed
disantly—"1’'m afraid that isimpossible.”

“Impossible?’ the demon wailed. “ But why, Y our Pretty-Goodness?’

“Thedriver refusesto go on that route again,” Plaugg explained, hisvoice fainter with every word.
“Something about abusfull of insulting travelers—*

And then Plaugg’ s voice was gone.
“Oh, no,” Snarks murmured. “Have | doomed usal?’
But | could not believe thiswas the end. | was s0 close to saving my master. There had to be away!

“Wuntvor!” avoice caled to me above the ghostly chaos. My master’ svoicel



“Indeed?’ | caled back, my eyes Hill fixed on the specter.

“If you dlow Desth to attack you over and over again, you will losel” the wizard exclaimed. “Y ou must
form a counterattack!”

“Silence, pitiful magel” Death barked. “Y ou are ill under my control!”
“Ishe?’ | shot back at the specter. “I do not think hewill befor long.”

For athought had occurred to me. My master had said we needed aweapon for a counterattack. But
what better weapon was there than my master, the great wizard Ebenezum?

At firgt, | thought our magic was usdlessin Desath’ sdomain. But Snarks had somehow managed to call
Plaugg. And the Brownie seemed to be holding his own againgt the ghostly warriors, for | was sure,
could | but turn my head, that | would see shoes raining from nowhere upon our enemy. Therefore,
Brownie magic worked here. And who had told usthat it wouldn’t? Not Ebenezum, but Desth, disguised
asthewizard.

Ah, but that specter was clever. And | had to be more clever ill, if the Eterna Apprentice wasto win
the day.

“Snarkd” | cdled to the demon. “I need your help!”

“I’ve been—telling you that—ever sncewe' ve met!” Snarksyelled back between blows of his stout
oak gtaff.

“Indeed,” | answered. “I need you to get something out of my pack.”
“I’d be—glad to,” Snarksreplied. “ Soon as |—can get away.”

“Tap! Hubert! Dedler!” | caled to the others. “I need your aid aswell. Y ou must form asemicircle
behind me, to protect Snarks while he does my bidding.”

“Brownie Power to therescuel” Tap announced.

Hubert assured me: “My most dramétic flameisin your service”

“I find any strategic move fascinating,” the Dealer added.

“Okay, bossman!” Snarksinterjected. “The demon wit isat your service!”

Look insde my pack,” | ingtructed him. “There you will find abook—a Home Study Course.”
| heard arustling a my back.

“Eep! Eep eep eep!”

Snarks yelped. “ Can't you do something about that ferret?’

“Sorry,” | apologized. “But my guessisthat the ferret can take care of itsdlf.”



“A ferret?’ Death screamed hisdigtaste. “Y ou dare to bring aferret into this battle?’

The specter wavered, dmost looking away again. If | made him nervous, my ferrets made him doubly
0.

“Magic for the Millions?’ Snarks read as he retrieved the book.

“That' sthe one,” | assured him. “Now, look in the back, under multiplication spells.”

| heard the sound of pagesturning.

“Don’'t you dare let that ferret get near me!” Death warned. But the specter camed itself as soon asit
spoke. “But what am | saying? | am Death. And Death dwayswins.” The fiend chuckled aridly. “No

mere ferret can save you now!”

“Multiplication spdls?” Snarks mused. “ Oh, there salot of them. In fact, there may be afew too many!
Would you mind tdling mewhat you' d like to multiply?’

“Shoes,” | replied. “At least at fird.”
The Brownie cheered as Snarks asked if | waskidding.

“Indeed, no,” | replied. “We need to quickly reproduce something to keep these ghosts away. Thanks
to the Brownie, we dready have arain of footwear. Why not increase it?’

“And do it soon, would you?’ Cuthbert pleaded. “ The ghosts are everywhere. There' sawholelot of
cutting going on here”

“I think agenera multiplication spell isbest,” | further informed the demon, “for we will haveto useit on
something dselaer.”

“Onegenera spdl coming up!” | once again heard Snarks flipping pages.

“Blechh! Blechh! Bllecchh!” the sword screamed. “ Ectoplasmis cold! Ectoplasmisdimy! Ectoplasmis
everywherel”

“Ah, herewe go!” the demon said triumphantly. “A multiplication spell, short and smple. How do you
wanttodoit?’

“Indeed,” | answered, careful to keep my gaze locked on that of Death while my sword hand leaped
about under Cuthbert’ sguidance. “I fear that spell casting is beyond me at the moment. I'm afraid that
the honor of making magic must passto you.”

“Me?" Snarks squedled in dishdlief. “But I'm ademon. Wizards are supposed to cast pells on demons,
not the other way around. | mean, there are certain proprieties—*

“And if wefollow them, we shdl bekilled,” | interrupted. “ Still, | can see your point. | supposeif a
demon isn’'t good enough to perform magic—*

“N-not good enough—I never said anything of thekind!” Snarks retorted. “ Demons may come from the



bottom, but they rate way ontop! | will perform magic that will put Brownie Power to shame! Now, if
the rest of you will look the other way, while | make afool of mysdf trying to get this spell to work—*

The rest of usweretoo busy fighting off our ghoststo reply.

“Y ou make such foolish plans,” Death chuckled. “Why not surrender now, before | make you look
ridiculous throughout eternity?’

“Indeed,” | said sharply as| heard Snarks shuffling through the spell behind me. “ The Eterna Apprentice
isfreeto beridiculous anytime he choosed! If | have my way, you will never have any control over that!”

Snarks caled out strings of arcane words while clapping his hands and whistling. He hooted like an owl
three times, yelled loudly and did something complicated with hisfeet upon the packed ground.

“Theshoed” Tep caled. “The shoesare coming!”

A chorus of ghostly criesrose around us. | heard an “Ouchl” here, a"Yep!” there, an“Oh, no, not high
heelsl” somewhere ese.

“They arefdling back!” the Dealer announced. “Y our plan worked.”
“Of courseit did,” Snarks agreed. “Wasn't there ademon involved—ow!”
| fltit, too. The shoeswere not only faling on the ghosts. Now they were dropping on usaswell. It

began as an occasiona soft-soled sandal, but | could hear boots dropping in my vicinity. Soon, therain
of shoeswould make us helplessaswell.

There was only one person | knew that could stop this sort of thing. Now that the ghosts had retreated,
it wastimeto free him.

“Hubert!” | shouted over the ever-increasing thump-thump-thump of cascading footwear. “ Deder! We
have to get Ebenezum out of this cage!”

Degth laughed, till only flinching dightly benesth the shoeran.
“Free your master? Whatever makes you think | will dlow that?’

“Y ou will have no choice!” | replied. “ Snarks, now that you have mastered the spell to multiply shoes, it
istimeto turnit to other purposes. It istimeto multiply ferrets!”

“Ferrets?’ Snarks quavered. “He wanted me, ademon, to cast aspell. Well, I'm adaptable, especialy
in gtuations of life and death. And then he wanted the spell to produce shoes! Now, now, | calmed
mysdlf, itislife and deeth, after al, and it will probably be the most distasteful task you ever will haveto
perform. | mean, what could be worse than shoes? And then hetellsme!” The demon choked, the next
word lodged in histhroat. “F-f-ferrets!”

Thiswastoo much. There was no longer any time for Snarks' s objections. But could | trust the shoesto
continue to keep the ghosts at bay? Careful not to take my eyes away from Degth, | ran quickly to the
demon’ s side. There was but one thing to do.

“Here” | sad, handing the demon my sword.



“Huh?’ Snarksreplied.
“What?" Cuthbert yelped.

“If you don’t want to cast, you' ve got to cut!” | answered the demon. “Now, quickly, repeat the spell to
me, and | shall performiit!”

“What?" Cuthbert yelped again.

| managed to pat the sword'shilt as | finally released it into the demon’ s grip. “Now, now,” | said
reassuringly for Cuthbert’ s benefit. “Y ou'll just kegp on doing that fine job.” My now free hand waved
absently in the direction of the Deder of Degth. “ Unless, of course, you' d rather | gave you to somebody
ds”

“I'mcutting!” Cuthbert shrieked. “I’m cutting!”

“Indeed,” | murmured. “Now, Snarks, repest the directions for the spell.”

“Dol haveto?’ the demon whined.

“You could cast it yoursdlf,” | suggested.

“Y ou convinced me,” Snarkssaid. “Y ou want meto start now?’

“Inamoment,” | replied, making sure that my gaze was firmly interlocked with that of Deeth. | had
managed for some time to meet the specter’ s stare, and, gpart from a dight watering in the corners of my
eyes, was none the worse for wear. If | could smply concentrate on the spell while continuing to stare at
Death, | could not help but succeed. And what problems could | have? Snarks, arank beginner at the art
of magic, had managed the multiplication spell to perfection. It should therefore be no problem at al for
onewith my experience. So why was | worried? Nothing could stop us now!

| took a deep breath.

“Begin.”

“If that’ sthe way you want it,” Snarks agreed, and began to relay the spell to me.

“Y ou will not stop mewith your ferrets” Death screamed, athough there seemed to be abit of panicin
the specter’ stone.

| told Snarksto ignore the fiend. In turn, the demon told meto clap, and | clapped. He told meto
whistle, and | whistled. He told meto give three owl hoots, and | did that aswell.

“Uh-oh,” Snarks mumbled mid-spell. “Here come the ghosts.”
“Oneferret or ahundred ferrets!” Death proclaimed, cheered by its advancing army. “It makes no
difference. | will not be stopped by those small, inggnificant crestures, no matter how lively they may be.”

Stll, if the specter was s0 sure of itself, why did its voice crack?

“Now here—comes the—difficult part,” Snarks managed, fending off renewed attacks from the ghostly



horde. “Y ou must step left, jump, shuffle, step right, shuffle and jump. Quickly now!”

| did asthe demon instructed, stepping, then jumping.

“It will never work, Eternd Apprentice,” Death ingsted. “I no longer fed any fear of your little hel perd!”
Perhaps it was Death’ s repeated taunts that unnerved me. Or perhaps it was merely trying to
concentrate Smultaneoudy on Death’s stare and my dancing feet. Whatever, when | attempted my
second shuffle, | dipped and amost fell, barely managing to keep my gaze locked with that of the
specter. It was more difficult than | realized to shuffle when you could not glance at your feet. But | had
to finish the spell, and trust that my dight misstep would not change the outcome.

| sepped and jumped and shuffled. Come, ferrets! | thought. Perhaps they would not turn the tide for
good, as Death had claimed, but at the very least they would distract the specter long enough for meto
think of something dse.

“Eep!” my ferret cried. | took the small animd’ s cry asagood sign. The spell must be working.
“Snarkd” | called. “ Arethe ferrets multiplying?”

“Eep!” Theferret screamed somewhat moreingstently.

“Waell,” Snarks admitted, an odd tone to hisvoice, “not exactly.”

And at that moment, the ground | stood upon was shaken by athunderous cry:

“EEEP”

“What?" Death whispered. “It cannot be!”

“EEEPY” the deafening sound came again, whatever madeit saying, “ Yes, it very well can be.”

“No, not that large,” Degath groaned. “1 could dedl with anything—anything but something like
that—anything but afifty-foot ferret!”

And then the ground shook of its own accord. The ferret was coming.

“EEEP”

“No,” Death whispered. “1 won't alow it! Not in my kingdom!”

It was too much for the specter, too much egping life for it to even comprehend. It hugged its robes
close by itssides, trying to shrink away from the gpproaching behemoth, the stupendous gray form
moving inexorably toward it through the faling shoes.

“No!” Degth shrieked. “ Anything but that ferret!”

And then agrest, furry shadow fell across the specter.

1] EEEH ”



Death shrieked, looking up and away, searching for some escape from the rapidly descending ferret.
Desgth had looked away. | had won.

“Indeed,” Ebenezum remarked from close by my side. “Thismight be agood time for a change of
scene”

TWENTY

“Very wdl. If | mugt, | will fully explain everything. Let me begin with ademongration. What am |
doing? Only avery smple spdl of forgetfulness. What spdll of forgetfulness, you ask? Does anyone
remember what | was talking about? What are you al doing here, anyways?’

Ebenezum’ sfind comments on Wizardgate, whatever that was

“Indeed, yes,” | replied. “Do you have any idea how we might leave?’

“No problem at dl,” my master assured me. “ This sojourn in the Kingdom of Death seemsto have
completely cured my maady. My guessisthat, in aplacelike this, one goes beyond sneezing.”

“Y ou're not going anywhere!” Death screamed hysterically asit rapidly retreated. “I’ll dedl with you, as
soon as |’ m finished with this—animal!”

“I'm afraid not,” | replied to the specter as my master assumed standard conjuring position. “After dl, |
won.”

“Won?’ Desth hyperventilated, upset perhaps by how easily the huge ferret galloped after it. “Well, |
suppose you did, technicaly. However, I’ m quite certain ferrets are againgt the rules!”

“Rules?’ Snarks asked. “What rules?’
“Indeed,” Ebenezum interrupted. “If you fellowswould gather around me, we' |l be leaving now.”

“All right, so you' vewon!” Death screamed asit ran from the monstrous rodent. “Enjoy the rest of your
lives, as pitifully short asthey will be! I'll be seeing you!”

“Indeed,” | replied. “Will you?’
The specter’ s unearthly shriek was caught short by my master’ s spell.
All was darkness, then dl waslight.

| opened my eyes when someone said “Doom.” We were back in Vushta, surrounded by wizards and
companions. Thewizards, as usud, were sneezing.

“Over?’ Cuthbert shrieked, till abit hystericd. “It’ sredly over?” The sword whistled with relief. “ Say,
would anybody know anything about getting rid of dried ectoplasm sains?’

“Later,” | said to the sword as | reclaimed and resheathed it.

“Indeed,” Ebenezum called to the others. “Were you expecting us?’



“Doom, no,” Hendrek answered. “We were expecting what you landed on top of.”
“EEEP!” thefifty-foot ferret who had returned with us remarked.

“What? Who?" an old woman'’ svoice caled from benesth the great furry mass. “What isal this? Where
anml?

A gray head popped up behind the huge ferret’ sform. It was Mother Duck. She frowned.
“Thislooks an awful lot like VVushta Why would | cometo Vushta?’
Nobody answered her, save for those few wizards till sneezing.

“Smelly place,” Mother Duck grumped. “Naisy, too. It's no wonder everybody has acold. Does
anyone know the way to the Eastern Kingdoms?’

Everyone who was capable of it pointed east.

“What am | doing, wandering around like this? | hope I’ m not getting too old. And Vushtd” She made a
face. “Next thing you know, ‘Il wind up straying into those dreadful Western Kingdoms.” She waved
vaguely at the crowd around her. “ Excuse me, but there' s no place like home.” And with that, she
wandered back in the genera direction of her domain.

“Doom,” Hendrek remarked when the old lady had passed out of sight. “ She was about to attack us,
and make Vushta part of her kingdom.”

“Then,” Norel added from Hendrek’ s side, “ as she was calling forth al the sorcery at her command, you
showed up.”

“Indeed?’ Ebenezum replied. “1t's no wonder, then. Instead of the sorceries she desired, shewas
overcome by an enchanted ferret. And what an enchanted ferret! An overload of that sort would undo
anyoneinthemagicd arts”

“Oops” Richard the giant added in wonder. “ So she’ sgone?’

“It would appear s0,” the wizard agreed.

The Seven Other Dwarves cheered adong.

“Hi nun, hi hun, Then that must mean we ve won!”

“That’sright!” Tap pulled at my pantsleg. “ That means His Brownieship is bound to take me back!
Doesn'tit?

“Indeed,” my master answered. “ At least Mother Duck isno longer athrest. But what of the
NetherhdIs?’

| took a moment to explain what Mother Duck had done to the demon’s Conquest by Committee.

“Redly?’ thewizard replied, acertain admiration in hisvoice. “ Then perhapswe will have achanceto



fix the damage done to V ushta before the Netherhells can regroup.”

A gruff voice came from the crowd, accompanied by Rapid drumbeats.

“Interject!”

The former Grand Hoohah stepped forward. Brax die salesdemon was only half a pace behind.

“Guxx Unfufadoo, relieved demon, Glad he isthat you' ve defeated Mother Duck, and saysthose
demons Down below areripe for conquest!”

“That’sright!” Brax added. “Guxx and | are going back to the Netherhdllsto take over again!”
“Doom,” Hendrek remarked. “ All by yoursalves?’ “Contradict!” Guxx exclaimed. Brax besat hisrhythm.

“Guxx Unfufadoo, vengeful demon, Has the claws so right for tearing; Has the muscles strong for
rending; Thinksthat thesewill do quite nicdy!”

No one disagreed with the demon, who only sneezed dightly at hisrhyme.

“So | guesswe |l be on our way!” Brax caled to therest of us. “Now there’ sonething | want you all to
consder carefully: Thisisyour last chanceto buy aredly high-qudity used weapon, just in case, shdl we
say, that we end up on opposite sides.”

There were no takers here, either.

“Conquer!” Guxx announced. He marched off with Brax begting the drum behind him.

“Indeed,” Ebenezum mused with atug of hisbeard. * “Things seem simpler heregbouts sncethelast time
| was in the neighborhood. Perhaps now we can get around to curing the wizards.”

“And get everything back to norma?’ | asked.
“Yes, Wuntvor,” Norel said as she gpproached me. “I’m glad to have you back.”

“So everything' sal right?’ Hubert cheered, releasing a substantial quantity of smoke. “Aleal Let'sdoa
sngppy musica number in ceebration.”

The damsel stepped forward from the crowd, but she was frowning. “Musica number? Look, Hubie,
I’ve been meaning to talk to you in private—" her voice died, her hands fluttering at her sdes. She
paused, then sighed. “Wdll, | suppose | could doit, if it’ s okay with my new partner.”

“New partner?’ the dragon ye ped in astonishment.

The damsd looked down at her dancing-dippered feet. “Well, you know, you were gone for an awful
long time. And | wasn't sure you were ever coming back. | mean, agirl’sgot to egt!”

“But Aleal” Hubert protested. “Who could take the place of adragon?’

“Oops,” Richard commented.



Aleasmiled encouragingly up a the giant. “Takeit, Richard! Let’s show them our stuff!”
And the giant and Alea sang together:

“Hey, we ve got something Y ou can redlly dig; When we do abig show, It' sredly big! All of Vushtais
inawhirl For agiantand agirl!”

Aleapirouetted prettily as Richard ssomped half adozen foothills behind her.

“I thought Damsel and Dragon was as bad asthis sort of thing could get,” Snarkswhispered. “| was
wrong.”

“Doom,” Hendrek agreed in an equaly hushed tone, glancing up at the rampaging giant. “But who's
goingto criticizethem?’

Snorphosio the wizard ran into our midst.

“The Deder of Death!” he cried with uncharacteristic aoruptness. “He hasrevived!”

And the Dedler was right behind him. The well-muscled assassin amiled.

“Not only revived,” he murmured pleasantly, “ but ready to strangle. Show me thosewild pigs”

“How could she?” Hubert moaned overhead. “1 do admit their act has a certain novelty value when
consdered on avery large scale, but till, what's adragon to do?’

A furry fellow in agreen hat tugged at the dragon’stalil. “I say, big guy. Have you ever consdered how
unique your act might be with the assstance of ataented talking wolf?’

And | heard another, magnificently modulated voice from the rear of the crowd:
“My lap hasreturned.” The unicorn sghed musically. “1 am content.”

“And Wuntie?' Aleafluttered her eyeashes prettily. “When you have a chance, we have dl sorts of
catching up to do!”

Nore squeezed my arm, somehow managing to drag mein her direction. “I guessyou areright,
Wuntvor. Everything is back to normal.”

“Indeed,” my master added, “and we must get back to work.”

Arminam, Norei and | followed my master, the great wizard Ebenezum, back toward the university
library. The sun was bright overhead, and the air had the crisp edge of early fall. | felt aspring in my step,
brought about by being back among those whom | loved best, and on the verge of solving al our
problems.

“EEEPY” thefifty-foot-high ferret caled asit happily trundled after us.

| squeezed Mord’ s hand. | mean, what could possibly go wrong now?






