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				Chapter 1

				A Tavern Fight and Other Delicious Things

				The platter of succulent and delicious roast boar sailed through the air, missed the tavern keeper’s head by an inch, and smashed against the mirror behind the bar in a shower of hot gravy and glass.

				“Get him!” howled the tavern keeper. “Drinks on the house if you catch the wretch, hog-tied and gagged!”

				The crowd inside the Queen’s Head Tavern needed no encouragement. They surged forward as one toward the man in black standing in the middle of the room. He smiled and flicked a bit of lint off his sleeve. That was all the free time he had before the mob engulfed him. He disappeared beneath the wave of patrons. Fists flew, crockery was put to violent use, and a table splintered under the weight of several bodies. Inexplicably, and against all probability, the man in black suddenly popped up in the middle of the scrum. He had two attackers in headlocks under each arm and was simultaneously head-butting a third in the face. Somehow he managed to wink at one of the barmaids at the same time. She giggled and sat down abruptly on a chair, her legs weak.

			

			
				“Look!” yelled someone frantically. “Stop! Hold everything! Look up there!”

				The struggling mass of brawlers froze. Everyone looked up. The entire tavern gasped in horror. High above them, a small kitten clung desperately to the chandelier hanging from the ceiling. It meowed pitifully. The men gaped up at the panic-stricken little cat. Several of the tavern maids fainted.

				“Someone must save that cat!” hollered one man.

				“But who?” said another. “Who can do such a thing?”

				“I’ll do it.”

				Everyone turned. It was the man in black who had spoken. They gaped at him in disbelief. He smiled a careless and daring smile. Swiftly, he drew a dagger from his belt and hurled it at the ceiling. The blade flew true and sliced through the rope holding the chandelier. The entire mass plummeted down to the ground. At the very last instant, the man in black grabbed the kitten before it could be crushed by the falling array of iron and oil lamps. He leapt clear with the cat in his arms. The chandelier landed on about seven or eight slow-moving patrons and knocked them unconscious. Everyone cheered. The man in black bowed and smiled. The kitten scratched several people in gratitude and scampered off behind the bar.

				“Get him!” howled the tavern keeper. “Tie him up! Beat him! Kick him!”

				“What?” said someone. “That adorable kitten?”

				“No! The man in black!”

				With another cheer, the patrons leapt on the man in black. He vanished beneath the furious onslaught of fists and flying feet, still smiling. The fighting mob of men crashed up against the bar. A hand shot out of the scrum and snatched up a tankard of ale. The man in black’s head appeared (it was his hand that had shot out of the scrum, of course) and he drank the ale down in one swift gulp.

			

			
				“Excellent vintage,” he said, nodding genially to the tavern keeper.

				“Get him!” hollered the tavern keeper, grabbing the empty tankard and hurling it at the man in black. The tankard made a satisfying metallic bonging sound as it missed and bounced off the skull of one of the other patrons. “He’s insulted our fair city, he’s insulted my cooking, and he’s insulted my niece!”

				The tavern keeper’s niece, a pretty girl named Meg, leaned on the end of the bar and watched the riot with her bright green eyes. “He can insult me again if he likes,” she murmured, but no one heard her over the noise of the brawl. She sighed and twirled a strand of her long copper hair around one finger.

				The front door of the tavern flew open with a bang and the air rang with booted feet. Several soldiers wearing the royal livery marched in. An officer followed after them. He stood in amazement for a split second. His face turned red with anger.

				“Arrest them all!” he bellowed.

				“Do you mean all, as in all, sir?” said one of the soldiers. “There’s a lot of them and there’s only three of us, not counting you.”

				“I’ll arrest the barmaids, sir,” said another soldier.

				“Shut up, you! Arrest ‘em, immediately!”

				“The barmaids, sir?”

				“Shut up! You’re on latrine duty when we get back to the castle!”

				“Arright, lissen up, you drunken and disorderly lot!” hollered the first soldier. “Consider yourselves arrested!”

				Due to the noise of the fray, no one heard the soldier. However, as if guided by the ironic hand of providence, a pottery mug flew out of the thick of the brawl and struck the arresting soldier upon the nose.

				The soldier wheeled about to his captain and saluted smartly. “They are resisting arrest, sir,” he said. “In the process, I was assaulted with a flying projectile.”

			

			
				“Use force, you idiot,” snapped the captain.

				To demonstrate his point, he seized a chair and broke it over the head of the nearest tavern patron. The other soldiers collected their own chairs and enthusiastically waded into the fight. It only took a few blows and a correspondingly few unconscious bodies laid out on the floor before the rest of the fighters became aware of the soldiers.

				“It’s the authorities!” yelled someone, and everyone scrambled for the exits. In a trice, the tavern was empty except for the tavern keeper cowering behind the bar, his niece, the soldiers, and an assortment of unconscious patrons scattered about the floor.

				The captain strode forward and placed a massive, steel-gauntleted hand on the bar counter. The tavern keeper filled a tankard with ale and slid it across.

				“Don’t try to bribe me, peasant,” said the captain, downing the ale. “Fill it up again. Bribery is punishable by death or decapitation, or sometimes drowning in hot oil, depending on the mood of the chief magistrate.”

				“I would never dream of bribing you, your lordship,” said the tavern keeper, his teeth chattering. “I merely have a habit of offering guests a free drink.”

				The captain tossed off another tankard and then set it down with a bang. “I’m looking for a scoundrel named Malix Shandy, a real blackguard, a rogue, and an evil knave if there ever was one. Ever heard of him, you foul-smelling peasant?”

				“Why, yes,” said the tavern keeper, his face darkening. “He was in this very place only a few moments ago. In fact, Shandy started the fight your men broke up. He shattered this mirror behind me with a roast boar. This roast boar right here. That’ll cost me a silver coin fresh in the market, and the mirror? Why, two gold coins and not a penny less to replace that! He also destroyed a chandelier.”

			

			
				“He did, did he?” barked the captain. “And you let him go, eh? I ought to haul you in, you dirty peasant.”

				“He insulted my cooking,” said the tavern keeper, turning a little pale. “He said disparaging things about our fair city of Pauncleyberg. He also kissed my niece against her will!”

				“He almost did,” murmured Meg from the far end of the bar, but no one heard her.

				“Bah!” sneered the captain. “Child’s play. Shandy is wanted for crimes against the Crown, not for kissing filthy peasant girls or throwing meat about. Here, you, collect that roast boar and a keg of ale! Make that two kegs of ale. Full ones. We’ll need them for evidence.”

				“Yessir, captain, sir!” said one of the soldiers.

				“As for you, you smelly peasant,” said the captain, turning back to the tavern keeper and slapping a handful of broadsheets down on the counter. “Keep a sharp eye out for Shandy. Nail these up inside and on your door.” He surveyed Meg and his gaze sharpened. “The rogue kissed you against your will, eh, wench?”

				“No, your lordship,” said Meg.

				“He didn’t kiss you?”

				“No, your lordship,” said Meg again, curtsying this time.

				“What exactly does she mean?” whispered one of the soldiers. “Does she mean, no, he didn’t kiss her, or, no, he did kiss her?”

				“I don’t know,” said another soldier, “but I wouldn’t mind myself.”

				The door banged shut behind the captain and the soldiers and the tavern was silent for a moment. Meg stirred at her end of the counter, but her uncle didn’t look up. He was staring pop-eyed at the broadsheets in front of him.

				“One hundred gold sovereigns for Malix Shandy!” he said. “Dead or alive. One hundred gold sovereigns! Can you imagine what I could do with that much gold?”

			

			
				“No, I can’t,” said Meg. “What I can imagine, however, is what Aunt Belinda will say about this mess when she gets back from her tea at the Churls Betterment Society.”

				“Belinda!” said her uncle in horror, looking around the shambles of the tavern. He squinted at the hourglass on the wall. “It must be past eight o’clock already. No, maybe it’s already close on nine o’clock. Blast it all! Who forgot to turn the hourglass over? Meg, you clean up. I have some important work to do.”

				With that, he swept up the handful of broadsheets and a pitcher of ale and vanished through a door behind the bar. Meg looked around the room. It was a large room, as far as taverns went, and it was in a total shambles.

				“All right,” she said. “You can come out now.”

				Malix Shandy, the man in black, poked his head out from a cupboard door under the bar counter. He looked remarkably unscathed for being the center of a recent and quite large tavern brawl. He straightened his collar and smiled. His teeth were irritatingly straight, and his eyes snapped and sparkled.

				“Thank you for hiding me,” said Malix. “You really are an angel, aren’t you, Peg?”

				“I’m certainly not an angel,” she said. “And my name is Meg, not Peg.” She pulled some knitting out from under the counter and began to knit in a fairly irritated manner.

				“Meg, if you must,” he said airily. “Both names suit you nicely enough. You might as well use both. Be flexible. One hundred gold sovereigns! That’s a tidy sum of money. You should turn me in yourself.”

				“I don’t need one hundred gold sovereigns. How on earth did you manage a fight like that without getting a single hair out of place?”

				“That was nothing,” said Malix, glancing at himself in a shard of mirror. “These are all natural curls, you know. I’m the youngest of seven brothers. I was fighting even before I learned how to crawl. Aha!” He bent down and picked up a broadsheet from the floor. “Not a bad likeness. Though the artist really didn’t capture the way my hair waves in the front. He missed a dimple. My teeth are straighter, too. I’m much handsomer in person.”

			

			
				“I suppose.”

				“Are you knitting me something? A nice, warm sweater, perhaps? Or a scarf?”

				“No.”

				“I wonder why the King wants my head? Perhaps that ruby necklace I removed from the lissome neck of Baroness Swann?”

				“I find the word lissome strangely irritating,” said Meg.

				“Or maybe it was that Lord whatsisname fellow I dueled with last Thursday. Quite a pompous fathead. I stuck him through the brisket with my sword. Let the air right out of him. He whistled like a boiling tea kettle.”

				“You should be careful about sticking people with swords,” said Meg, punctuating her words by jabbing a knitting needle into her ball of yarn. “That can become a bad habit.”

				Malix snapped his fingers. “I know! Sir Percy Pelliver! He’s some sort of nephew three times removed of the Queen, more her bad luck to be related to a wet fish like Pelliver. I fleeced him at cards the other night, in the back room of the Dancing Duck. Won his horse, his sword, and all his clothes off him as well. He went scurrying off in his underclothes, cursing me and muttering all the usual threats. Straight to his aunt, no doubt, to pour out his tale of woe.”

				“Can’t you find a normal job?”

				“A normal job?” Malix managed to look surprised, appalled, and amused, all at the same time. “Why on earth would I want a normal job? Normal jobs are for normal people. Like peasants.”

				“Peasants are people, too,” said Meg somewhat grumpily. “Normal or otherwise. And I, similar to a peasant, have a job to do.”

			

			
				She seized a broom and began sweeping the floor.

				“And an excellent job you’re doing,” said Malix cheerfully. “There’s a piece of glass over there that you missed. No, not that bit. That other bit. Ah, I think I’ll let myself out. You look like you need some time alone.”

				Malix closed the door of the tavern behind him and took a deep breath of cool night air. A light rain was falling and the cobblestone street shone under the moonlight.

				“An excellent night,” he said.

				A heavy hand fell on his shoulder. “Excellent indeed. Malix Shandy, you’re under arrest by order of the Crown.”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 2

				The Delightfulness of Dungeons

				On any other night, Malix would have been down the street as quick as a jackrabbit in springtime, but this would have been difficult to do with a soldier latched onto each ankle and a third grappling him about the neck like a starving octopus. The captain smiled. It was not a reassuring smile.

				“Always play your hunch, eh, Shandy? I hear you’re quite the card player, with the devil’s own luck. Well, your luck’s run out now. I played my hunch and stuck around. You’d been reported in this tavern. I stationed men at the back door and on the roof in case you tried to scupper off. That reminds me, hey, you lot! Get down off the roof now! On the double! And now I’ve got you, Shandy. There’s a nice promotion in this for me.”

				“Promoted to boot licker to his worthiness, the chief magistrate?” said Malix.

				The captain punched him in the stomach. “You can laugh all the way to the torture chambers. You can chortle while you’re screaming in pain. You can chuckle while they’re pulling your toenails out with hot pincers. All right, men. Put him in irons and hustle him along.”

			

			
				Malix straightened up with a wince and sucked in a painful lungful of air. “I’ve a favor to ask.”

				“And what’s that?” said the captain cheerfully.

				“Tell me your name. I prefer knowing the names of those I kill. Death shouldn’t be impersonal, don’t you think?”

				The captain burst out laughing. “My name is Nimroderick. Captain Nimroderick. I shall enjoy hearing you scream my name as you’re stretched on the rack, peasant. I truly shall. Fall in, men! March!”

				And with that, the troop of soldiers marched off through the street, their prisoner in their midst and Captain Nimroderick striding along at their head.

				Behind them, the front door of the tavern eased open and Meg stepped out. She tapped her lower lip thoughtfully as she looked at the soldiers vanishing into the darkness. Her green eyes sparkled.

				“Well, how do you like that?” she said softly. “Someone is playing an unusual game.”

				[image: Flourish 15.ai]


				Shandy was thrown into a cell in the bowels of the castle dungeon. He picked himself up off the floor and dusted off his hands.

				“I’d like a hot breakfast first thing in the morning!” he yelled. “Scrambled eggs and bacon! Make the bacon crisp!”

				But the door had already slammed and locked behind him, and he was alone. The cell was dark, but his eyes adjusted after a while. He could dimly see his surroundings. Faint illumination shone from somewhere high up in the ceiling. He couldn’t make out what it was. Perhaps a ventilation shaft cut through to the outer wall that allowed some stray moonlight and the occasional rat through. He couldn’t tell.

				The cell was damp and cold and made entirely out of stone. The floor was stone slabs fitted closely together, and the walls were constructed out of huge stone blocks fashioned so precisely that he couldn’t even wedge a fingernail into the cracks between them. The door was heavy oak, banded with iron. It had no handle on the inside. It did have, however, one of those convenient sliding panels that jailers always enjoyed staring through in a menacing fashion. The cell didn’t have a cot. It contained nothing except for one thing. Himself.

			

			
				“Delightful decor,” grumbled Shandy.

				He sat down on the floor, buttoned his coat up to his neck, and tried to think cheerfully. There weren’t a lot of cheerful things to think about. He thought about a big bowl of hot, steaming lamb stew, just the way his mother used to make it when he was a young boy. The memory made him hungry, which wasn’t a pleasant feeling. He thought about drawing a hand of five black jokers, but then that made him think about fleecing Sir Percy Pelliver at cards and whether the events of that night were responsible for landing him in prison. Then he thought about the tavern keeper’s niece, Meg, or was it Peg? He couldn’t remember which name was right, and that, for some reason, depressed him. A tavern keeper that ugly should not be allowed to have a niece that pretty.

				“At least I’m not locked in here with a pack of gnomes,” he mumbled. “Or an ogre. Things could always be worse.”

				At that moment, a key rattled in the lock and the door creaked open.

				“Get him in there, boys!” shouted a voice.

				There was a great deal of commotion and swearing. Torchlight flickered behind a massive dark shape blocking the open doorway. An awful smell filled the air. It was sort of like the odor of wet dog, but much worse than that. It was more like the smell of a dog who had taken a bath in warm beer and rancid milk.

				“Give him a shove!” said another voice.

			

			
				“You give him a shove, you cowardly rotter!” snapped a different voice.

				The dark shape stumbled down the steps. The torchlight gleamed on a huge, stone-like face, green skin, beady black eyes, and a nose as big as a loaf of bread. The thing yawned and revealed a mouthful of sharp, broken teeth. It exhaled and stale wine fumes suddenly filled the cell.

				An ogre. A drunk one, to boot. Shandy tried to not move or breathe.

				The door slammed shut. The ogre grumbled something incomprehensible to himself and then yawned again. Shandy shut his eyes and steeled himself for the worst. After a moment, though, he heard a growling sort of bubbling sound. It was a disgusting noise. He opened one eye. Dimly, in the shadows, he could make out the form of the ogre stretched out across the floor. The brute was snoring. He was asleep. Shandy breathed a sigh of relief and closed his eyes. After a while, he fell asleep as well.
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				Shandy was awoken by muffled sounds outside the door. The door was flung open. A jailer stood there, chewing on what looked like an immense roasted chicken leg. He held a whip in his other hand. Several soldiers stood behind him in the passageway.

				“Gerrup,” said the jailer through a mouthful of meat.

				“What?” said Shandy.

				“I said gerrup.” The jailer waved the chicken leg at him and then remembered the whip. He flicked it and succeeded in snapping himself on the cheek. “Ow!”

				“He said, get up,” said one of the soldiers in the passageway. “So, get up, peasant. Now.”

				“Yeah, now,” said one of the other soldiers.

				“Which now should I obey? Yours or his?” said Shandy. “They refer to slightly different moments in time.”

				“Shut up. Get on your feet or I’ll beat your skull in. Or maybe we’ll wake the ogre and let him eat you for breakfast.”

			

			
				“Nonsense,” said Shandy. “Inebriated ogres always sleep a full eight hours. You can’t wake him up before that, unless you have a rooster. Everyone knows that.”

				“Maybe I’ve got a rooster with me,” said one of the soldiers. “Maybe it’s in my pocket.”

				“Don’t be an idiot,” muttered one of the other soldiers.

				“Maybe it’s a really small rooster.”

				The jailer managed to swallow the mouthful of meat. He glared at the soldiers. “Who’s in charge here? You wanna piece of this?”

				“If you’re referring to the swan leg,” said one of the soldiers, “then, no. I had breakfast already and I’m still pleasantly full.”

				“That’s a swan leg?” said Shandy, still sitting on the floor.

				“Why, yes, it is.” The jailer took a quick nibble of the roasted swan’s leg and smacked his greasy lips. “There are so many of them infesting the moat that the kitchen has been cooking several every night. It’s somewhat on the rich side, dark meat, you know, but the flavor when roasted properly is smooth and buttery and pairs well with a nice, light. . . hey, shut up! Get on your feet or you’ll taste the unbridled fury of my whip!”

				“I’d rather have a taste of the swan’s leg.”

				“On your feet, peasant!”

				“All right, all right. You don’t have to be rude about it.”

				The jailer shackled his arms and legs and then the little procession set off through the dungeon. Water dripped from the ceiling and torches guttered in brackets on the walls. Shandy could hear faint groaning and sometimes moaning from behind locked cell doors.

				“That’s the cell of doom,” said the jailer, pointing at an especially rusty door on their right. “Prisoners who are thrown in there abandon all hope. I find that prisoners who have abandoned all hope are a lot more pliable to work with. They don’t complain and whine as much when you’ve got ‘em on the rack. I can’t stand whiners. I’ve been lobbying the chief magistrate to build several more cells of doom, as they really are highly effective. One isn’t enough for the kind of volume we do here. He’s promised me that construction will begin in the spring, as soon as the King raises taxes again.”

			

			
				“I’m sure the workers will appreciate the jobs,” said Shandy.

				“Oh, no,” said the jailer, looking shocked. “We only use slave labor for that sort of thing. This is a very efficient dungeon, don’t you know. It can house five hundred and thirty-three prisoners. You wouldn’t think it, but the trick is to pack them in tight. Standing room only. Our team of torturers can process twenty inmates an hour, and we just hired a new torturer who specializes in roasting people alive. He does excellent work, and he has a marvelous recipe for a honey-lemon basting sauce with rosemary. I prefer to work with artists, professionals who are truly dedicated to their jobs. My own specialty is the whip.”

				“You don’t say,” said Shandy.

				“It’s all in the wrist.” The jailer cracked the leg bone in half and sucked out some marrow. “The wrist and the follow-through. You have to be the whip. I learned from the best when I was just starting out as a young apprentice jailer. One of my teachers always told me, ‘Be the whip. Be the whip, Melvin. Become one with the whip.’ Best advice I’ve ever had.”

				They came to a huge iron door flanked by guttering torches. The jailer fumbled in his pocket and came up with a rusty key. The door opened, creaking and groaning on its hinges.

				“I never oil it,” confided the jailer. “It’s all about first impressions with new prisoners. All right, take him away.”

				The soldiers marched Shandy down a long hallway lined with old tapestries and paintings of stern-eyed men. Suits of armor stood at attention along the way, their empty-eyed helmets staring blindly at the prisoner and his escort. The place was silent except for the sound of their footsteps on the stone paving.

			

			
				“So, where are you taking me?” said Shandy, trying to be cheerful. “Are we meeting the King? I’ve heard good things about him. Nice guy, isn’t he? Hands out bonuses at the end of the year?”

				“Silence, foul peasant,” growled one of the soldiers.

				“I don’t mind being silent. It’s soothing. I’ve found it aids my digestion if I’ve eaten a really heavy meal. Like swan. Do you guys eat a lot of swan?”

				One of the other soldiers hit Shandy in the back with the butt of his spear. “Shut your mouth. Your pathetic attempts at false camaraderie will not win us over.”

				They stopped at an ornate door flanked by two of the biggest men Shandy had ever seen. The two men stood absolutely still, their massive arms across their chests, staring straight ahead. Huge, curved swords gleamed at their belts.

				“Er, we’re here with the prisoner,” said one of the soldiers.

				Neither of the guards responded or even blinked.

				“Try speaking louder,” said Shandy encouragingly. “They might be hard of hearing.”

				The soldier cleared his throat. “We’re here,” he said again, speaking louder, “with the prisoner.”

				One of the guards looked down, his movements strangely stiff. “This is the criminal Malix Shandy.” It was more of a statement than a question.

				“Yes, it’s him.”

				Both guards shot out a hand and grabbed Shandy by each arm. It happened so fast, he hardly saw them move. The soldiers hurriedly stepped back.

				“You may go now,” growled one of the guards.

				The door flew open and the two guards marched Shandy through, his feet barely touching the ground. The door slammed shut behind them. He couldn’t see a thing. The room was pitch black, but he could smell incense burning and a very faint whispering sound as if sheets of paper were being rubbed together.

			

			
				“Malix Shandy,” said an incredibly evil voice in the darkness. “How do you want to die?”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 3

				An Impromptu Lecture on the Existence of Evil

				There are many theories about the existence of evil. Some academics have built their entire careers around evil, either by writing books about it, lecturing on theories pertaining to its existence and nature, or by practical application (either via embarking on criminal sprees or getting elected to political office).

				One such theory on the existence of evil is the Kitchen Genesis Theory, popularized by Professor Waddington Ploons of the University of East Bunglia. Professor Ploons claimed that evil originated in his kitchen while his wife was cooking a goat liver pudding. “I recognized the thing’s true nature,” said the professor, during an interview from his padded cell. “Arming myself with a fork and a wedge of hard cheese, I sought to subdue it, but it fought me off with great ferocity. I would’ve defeated the thing, had it not enlisted the aid of my wife.”

				Another theory, widely taught in the best schools, is the Small Boys Theory, discussed and analyzed in scholarly books such as On the Care and Feeding of Giants, Hockstraw’s Compendium of Natural Disasters, and When Aardvarks Attack. The Small Boys Theory states that the inherent energy of small boys is determined by Z minus 3.89 times Q, divided by the square root of turnips. Z, of course, is equal to the collective weight of the brains of small boys; Q is the size of their appetite when in the presence of cream-filled pastries. The Small Boys Theory of evil, while credible, is difficult to compute due to the rarity of turnips with square roots.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 4

				The Incredibly Evil Voice in the Darkness

				“I’d prefer not to die, sir, your lordship, whoever you are,” said Shandy, trying to keep his teeth from chattering. “Dying is usually pretty painful, isn’t it? I have a few rules. No pain is one of them, along with never eat beets and never say ‘I love you’ to a girl, no matter how pretty she is, but I imagine you aren’t interested in those other two rules.”

				“Never eat beets?” said the evil voice thoughtfully. “Did you know that the Baron of Bellanova was poisoned by a beet salad on the day of his wedding? The flavor of the beets was so strong that it masked the taste of the nightshade oil in the vinaigrette. He died screaming in agony. His bride shrieked even louder, sobbing and wailing above his writhing body, but she was the one who poisoned him.”

				“That’s why I never eat beets, your lordship. That, and they taste awful. Uh, by the way, would you mind telling these guys to let go of me? They’re cutting off the circulation in my arms.”

				“I don’t think so,” said the voice. “You are infamous for escaping out of tight spots. Finding you was hard enough. I don’t plan on letting you slip through my fingers so soon.”

			

			
				“If I may be so bold, might I ask who you are, your lordship?”

				Shandy squinted into the darkness. He figured his eyes would have adjusted after a while, but he still couldn’t see a thing. He couldn’t even see the two guards standing on either side of him, but he sure could feel their hands clamped around his arms like iron bands.

				The voice laughed in the darkness. Besides being incredibly evil, it had a disagreeable, oily sound to it. There was something strange in the voice, something that seemed oddly inhuman, a hungry, ravenous quality. The whispering noise sounded again, softly and gently, so quiet that Shandy almost missed hearing it. The two hands clamped around Shandy’s arms tightened even more, binding and constricting until his arms pulsed with pain.

				The darkness went silent around Shandy. The only thing he could hear was the thudding of his heart. All of a sudden, he got the distinct impression that someone had moved nearer. Someone was drawing close in the blackness, examining him, eyes staring at him through the darkness. The hair on the back of his neck stood straight up. His skin crawled.

				“I have a job for you, Shandy,” said the voice softly. “A little job. It should be easy for someone with your unusual skills. The seventh son of a seventh son. Did you know you are the only man in the entire kingdom with such a pedigree? Not just this kingdom, but also the empire of Gavonne to the south, and the Freset Islands to the north. The only seventh son of a seventh son that currently lives. It would be a shame to waste such a rare person. Such a person as you. Even though you are a miserable, feckless wretch.”

				“We Shandys tend to have big families,” said Shandy, his teeth chattering. He didn’t even bother trying to clamp down on them. He was scared stiff. He knew it, and he was sure whoever was out there in the darkness of that room knew it as well. “What if I don’t want to do your job? I’m fairly busy these days. Packed schedule.”

			

			
				The voice laughed. It wasn’t a pleasant sort of laugh. “There are things worse than death, Malix Shandy. Much, much worse. For instance, I have here an empty soulstone. You are familiar, I presume, with the capabilities of a soulstone?”

				“I’ll take the job,” said Shandy quickly.

				“Excellent,” hissed the voice. “I knew I could count on you. Tell me, have you heard the tale of the Fury Clock?”

				“Of course. What child hasn’t? It’s a great story. My old pa used to scare the zillikers out of us with that story.”

				“Oh, but it isn’t just a story,” said the voice. “It’s true.”

				“It’s true?” said Shandy, his jaw dropping. “But — but, it can’t be true. If it’s true, that means —”

				“Precisely,” said the voice. “It’s as true as the sun in the morning and the dead moon by night. Listen carefully, Shandy. You will be released tomorrow. That fat fool of a king and the court and the chief magistrate all dance to my pipe, though they know it not. You will be released and then you will find me the Fury Clock in seven days’ time, before the full moon stands directly overhead in the night sky. The stars and all the planets are aligned. Oh, not in a thousand years has this happened, and the Fury Clock’s ticking loud. Somewhere, somewhere! I hear it! But only a man with your kind of odd luck will be able to find the thing. You’ll find it, you will. Bring the Clock here to the castle and climb the stairs to the top of the north tower. I’ll be waiting. If you do not bring me the Fury Clock seven days from now, Malix Shandy, then I shall have your entire family murdered under the light of a full moon. Murdered with a silver knife in one hand and a soulstone in the other. And you know what that means, don’t you?”

				“Yes, I do,” said Shandy, his teeth chattering. “But — but. . .”

			

			
				“Mind this, Malix Shandy,” whispered the voice. “If you breathe a word of this to any man, woman, or child, I’ll have the hearts of your family in my hands. I’ll have their beating hearts. Take him away.”

				A sudden blow fell on Shandy’s head and he knew no more.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 5

				An Extremely Short Word on the Fury Clock

				As everyone who has ever endured school knows, a great many scholarly works have been written about the Fury Clock. One of the most famous is Professor Gumblin Varnishort’s masterful treatise Sausages, Magical Artifacts, Oh My! An Analysis of the Third Dwarf Rebellion. While his central thesis of culinary devilry and mayhem is certainly terrifying enough on its own, particularly with its implications about dwarf beard customs, the chapter on the Fury Clock is best read with eyes tightly shut.

				Of course, on the other side, there is Bandylor Bing’s book claiming that the Fury Clock never existed in the first place, but that it was only an old wives’ tale spun to frighten small children into screaming fits of madness for the amusement of their elders. Seeing that several books, however, have been written questioning the existence of Bandylor Bing, his claims are shaky at best. Regardless, small children thrive on the occasional screaming fit of madness, so there’s no reason to doubt the Clock’s existence.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 6

				The Finer Points of Ogre Diets and Etiquette

				Shandy woke to find the ogre staring at him.

				“You look flavorful,” said the ogre, his voice a rumble. “Tasty.”

				Shandy sat up and then wished he hadn’t. The walls of the cell spun around him. His head felt like a whole troop of dwarves in hobnail boots had been dancing the Fishbone Reel on his skull. He tried to remember everything he could about ogres. It was all bad.

				“I’m skin and bones, mostly,” said Shandy.

				“I don’t mind crunching on some good bones.” The ogre inched closer and belched a foul belch into the air. “Marrow is healthy for you, don’t you know? That’s what my grandma always told me. Heals the lining of your stomach. My lining’s in sorry shape.”

				“My old granny said just about anything that wandered through her head,” said Shandy, trying to keep his voice even. “If you’re having trouble with your digestion, though, what you need is a tincture of stinging nettle and boiled oats. That’ll calm your stomach down. Works like a charm.”

			

			
				“Stinging nettle and oats? I’ll have to remember that. I love meat. That’s the problem. The rawer and juicier, the better. The best, of course, is when it’s been aged a few weeks, hanging on a hook in my cellar. But raw meat sets my stomach aflame and gives me gas. The gas ain’t bad itself. Whiffy in a nice prune sort of way. It’s the pressure that gets to me. Pains me right here.” The ogre belched again and Shandy tried not to gag from the horrible smell. “I try sticking to bread and liquor. The occasional squirrel or small child as a snack, maybe a handful of gnomes, just to have that warm, crunchy sensation. Just a lick of it. But only occasionally. If I overindulge then I end up hurling and heaving all night. That’s the sad story of my life.”

				“May it be a long and pleasant one,” said Shandy politely. “May you drink from the skulls of your enemies and your grandparents.”

				“Good ogre etiquette,” said the ogre somewhat suspiciously. “What’d you say your name was?”

				“Malix. Malix Shandy. You’ve probably heard of me.”

				The ogre reached out a massive hand. “Can’t say I have. I’m Zunzo Blung. What are you in for?”

				“I’m not exactly sure. I think it’s because I’m the seventh son of a seventh son.”

				“Oh ho!” said Blung. “You are a meliolamera-megala-lo!”

				“A what? Did you just make that up?”

				“It’s an ogre term. It means the luckiest unlucky bastard alive.”

				“I suppose that’s me.” Shandy sighed. “Luck is a double-edged sword. What’re you in for, Blung?”

				“I have a bad habit of finding things that don’t belong to me,” said the ogre, grinning and cracking his knuckles. “Very valuable things. Rare things. Magical things. That, and I probably ate the wrong child as well.”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 7

				Justice Is Served

				Shandy was hauled before the chief magistrate in the morning.

				“Give ‘em hell,” rumbled the ogre from his corner of the cell. “If they draw and quarter you, try not to scream. Don’t give ‘em the satisfaction. Just grit your teeth and take it like an ogre. Breathe with the pain, particularly during the quartering. That usually works well.”

				“We mustn’t keep his lordship waiting,” said the jailer. They hurried along a passageway, the jailer leading the way, with several soldiers hustling Shandy along behind him. “He’ll likely have your head chopped off. Or maybe just your thumbs and your nose if he’s feeling merciful. It depends on the law. He’s big on the law, the chief magistrate is. Here, wipe those cobwebs out of your hair. You don’t want to make a bad impression on his lordship, you see? It reflects poorly on me. Pffaugh! You stink of ogre too.”

				“The cell amenities don’t extend to bathtubs,” said Shandy, gritting his teeth. “If you take these chains off, I might be able to neaten up a bit easier.”

			

			
				“Can’t do that,” said the jailer. “You might scarper off if I do that. You’re a clever one, so they say. If you try to escape, I’ll have to mercilessly whip you. That would be fun, but duty before fun. Besides, it’s the rule. All prisoners must appear in chains. Step lively or I’ll whip you.”

				“You’re insane,” mumbled Shandy.

				They stopped short before an enormous set of red double doors.

				“The doors of justice,” murmured the jailer reverently. “Red for the bright red blood of the guilty.”

				The doors flew open, and a fat man in green tights, spectacles, and a tall red hat appeared. He carried a large scroll that he consulted, squinting through his spectacles.

				“The case of Malix Shandy versus the Crown!” he bawled out, looking up from the scroll. “Bring in the prisoner Malix Shandy!”

				“We’re right here, sir,” said the jailer, clutching his whip to his chest. “Right here and ready, washed and pressed. Except for the prisoner.”

				“Ah, there, you are, Nibbons,” said the clerk, peering over his spectacles.

				“Yes, sir,” said the jailer. “And here’s the criminal Shandy. I’m convinced he’s guilty, sir. Might as well have his head off now. Nothing personal, Shandy. You seem like a decent fellow, but I’m sure you’re incredibly guilty.”

				“Never mind that,” said the clerk. “You aren’t the judge, Nibbons. Bring him in, you lot.”

				The soldiers marched Malix through the door. He had a dizzying impression of a sea of faces staring at him, of huge pillars rising up to a marble ceiling, of rows upon rows of guards standing like statues with their spears immovable in their gauntleted hands, of galleries crowded with bejeweled lords and ladies, of lamps flaring hard and bright. There was a jumble of voices, chattering and loud in the air. Before him, steps rose to a broad dais upon which a tall, fat figure sat on a throne. The light was so dazzling around the throne that he could not make out the man’s face. Just to one side, however, a sort of porch jutted out from the wall, about eight feet up. A cadaverously thin man in red velvet robes sat behind the porch railing, leaning on a lectern and staring down at the crowded hall. He wore a perfectly combed grey wig (at least, Shandy was reasonably certain it was a wig) and held an iron gavel in one bony hand. It was the chief magistrate himself.

			

			
				“The prisoner, Malix Shandy!” boomed out the clerk.

				A hushed and expectant silence fell over the hall. Everyone craned forward to get a better look at Shandy. The chief magistrate glared down at him.

				“Let the defendant approach,” said the chief magistrate sourly. “Yes, that’s you, Shandy. Don’t play the fool with me, young man. Step forward, step forward. We don’t have all day. Quite a list of charges here. Jewel thieving, illegal dueling, cardsharping, and, of course, high treason. I’ve seen a lot in my day, but your dedication to the criminal life is astounding in one so young and so irritatingly handsome. I’m inclined to have your head chopped off here and now. But, for the sake of at least a semblance of justice, I’ll waste a little of the court’s time. If it pleases Your Highness so.” Here, the chief magistrate turned and bowed toward the high dais on his right. “Malix Shandy, how do you plead?”

				“Your honor, I’m a simple man,” said Shandy. “I admit I’ve made some bad choices. I probably shouldn’t have stolen the Baroness Swann’s ruby necklace, but her neck was so lovely, the necklace didn’t do it justice. I merely removed the jewels in order to reveal her — pardon the pun — swanlike perfection. As for the card sharping, why, normally I’m an honest gambler, your honor. That night in the tavern, however, I noticed Sir Percy Pelliver about to foolishly attempt a Duck Swoop on a particularly unsavory character known as Zarkon the Black Wizard. Zarkon is not known for his good humor, especially when being cheated at cards. What he is known for is necromancy, keeping dead bodies in his larder, and casting diabolical curses on people. I joined the game and fleeced Sir Percy of his money, thus forcing him to abandon his Duck Swoop swindle and consequently saving him from spending the rest of his life as a drooling zombie under the power of an evil necromancer.”

			

			
				“I can’t say that wouldn’t have been an improvement,” snapped the chief magistrate. “Pelliver is an idiot of the highest accomplishment. And your illegal dueling? I suppose you’re going to say you did that in order to save kittens or puppies or something equally ludicrous. Well? Get on with it, man! We don’t have all day, and there’s a lot of people impatiently waiting to see you beheaded.”

				“Not kittens, your worthiness,” said Shandy modestly. “Or puppies. Merely the honor of a young milkmaid, red of lip, chaste of heart, and possessing a delicately upturned nose that would’ve excited the interest of a graveyard of elderly skeletons. There she was, your lordship, leading her innocent, freshly groomed cows to market, when a pack of young sirs and lords set upon her with ill intent. What was I to do but defend her innocence? So I challenged them to a duel.”

				“All of them?” said the chief magistrate skeptically. “One after another?”

				“Oh, no. All at the same time. There were only six of them.”

				Someone tittered in the crowd. The chief magistrate banged down his gavel.

				“Silence!” he roared. “I will have no outbursts in my court! D’you hear me? Now, where were we, Shandy? Ah, yes. The duel and the milkmaid. Red of lip, eh? Delicate nose?”

				“Exceedingly,” said Shandy. “But chaste of heart, your honor. Disappointingly chaste.”

			

			
				The chief magistrate peered down at some papers on his lectern. “It appears that you also consort with ogres. What have you to say about that?”

				“Only because I was locked up in a cell with one,” said Shandy indignantly. “You could hardly say it was my fault, could you?”

				“Are you questioning me, or am I questioning you?” snapped the chief magistrate. “Keep a civil tongue in your mouth or I’ll have it ripped out! D’you hear me?”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Silence! See here, Malix Shandy. I’ve seen a lot of criminals in my time. The darkest, foulest, most flagrant felons that have ever walked the land. Twisted, evil dwarves that would sell their grandmother for a pinch of snuff. Murderous ogres, mad mages, insane elves dressed in tights with their pointy ears twitching and trembling with every wicked thought that passes through their withered minds. And the peasants! The endless procession of smelly peasants, rotten to the core, whining about their meager, miserable existence and why they had to steal a rotten potato or a leek, or whatever foul-tasting swill it is they eat, in order to feed their starving family. Bah! None of those bother me! I’ve had their heads chopped off. I’ve had ‘em hung, garroted, burned at the post, staked through the heart, torn apart by wild centaurs, consigned to the cell of doom! We’re planning on building several more cells of doom, you know, if I can just find some extra sovereigns in the budget. But you, Shandy, there’s something disturbing about you. There’s something that gets my goat about your smiling, happy face. Do you know what I mean?”

				“You keep goats, your honor?” said Shandy.

				“Silence! It’s the last charge that is the most despicable. Only a villain of the blackest heart commits treason. Not just low treason or medium treason, but high, towering treason! What do you have to say in your defense of this heinous crime?”

			

			
				Shandy frowned. The entire hall was silent. Everyone leaned forward, lords and ladies, guards, attendants, even the chief magistrate himself. High up on the dais, the fat figure on the throne seemed to stir slightly, as if he had finally found something of interest in the proceedings. Shandy still could not make out his face. The flaring lamps were much too bright. In addition, the King (for who else could it be except the King) seemed to be adorned in a great deal of jewelry, which served to multiply the light and throw it off in great, vast ripples of sparkles and gleams. His golden crown glittered like fire. The rows of guards, tall and motionless, looked like potted plants that had been clipped and pruned to resemble guards. He could see their eyes on him, unblinking and merciless. His mouth felt dry.

				“Well, your honor,” said Shandy slowly, “you see, it’s like this. I did those other crimes, for better or for worse. I did them, and there’s no backing out, even though I did ‘em for the best of reasons and with the purest intent. But treason? I would sooner cut out my heart than betray his Royal Highness. I’d sooner slice off every bit and bob I have, from my nose and my toes and fingers, right down to my —”

				“We get your point, Shandy,” said the chief magistrate. “Wrap it up! We don’t have all day.”

				“I’ve been framed, your honor. Framed, is all I can say. Pure and simple. Someone’s been doing a bit of painting in the dark, and they’ve gone and framed me with whatever wickedness they’re daubing together.”

				Someone gasped in the crowded gallery. The chief magistrate ignored the sound.

				“Framed?” he said, leaning forward, sneering. “Framed, you say? That’s the oldest excuse in the book. I’ve heard it time and again. Frankly, it sickens me. You sicken me, Shandy! Murderers, thieves, creepy little dwarves insane with blood lust. Dirty farm boys addled by crazy dreams of saving the world! They all say the same thing. Framed, sir. Please, sir, I was framed, sir. Framed by necromancers or evil dukes or wicked stepmothers. Bah! Your feeble attempt to rationalize away your monumental crimes only serves to underscore your depravity. You’re guilty, regardless of the facts.” The chief magistrate slammed his gavel down with a crash. “Death! I sentence you, Malix Shandy, to immediate, instant, and even painful death by decapitation. Executioner! Where is the royal executioner!”

			

			
				There was a brief commotion in the crowd, and then a short man emerged carrying an axe.

				“Here I am, your lordship,” said the short man, bowing and saluting at the same time. “At your service, your lordship. I’m ready to execute.”

				“I can see that,” said the chief magistrate testily. “Get on with your job. Well, don’t just stand there. Are you a man or a mouse?”

				“Well, to be honest, your lordship,” said Malix Shandy, “he’s neither.”

				“Eh, what’s that? Silence, Shandy, or I’ll have your head cut off!”

				“I am, too,” said the executioner hotly.

				“Nonsense,” said Malix. “You’re a dwarf.”

				“No, I’m not. Don’t be ridiculous. I’m the chief executioner.”

				“You have a big nose, a big beard, and you’re short. That means you’re a dwarf. I was under the impression that dwarves were outlawed years ago due to their incredibly bad tempers and the fact that they carry rabies.”

				“I’m not a dwarf!” shouted the executioner.

				“You’re a dwarf,” said Shandy. “Everyone, he’s a dwarf.”

				“Why, bless my soul,” said the chief magistrate, leaning forward and squinting through his spectacles. “You are uncommonly short. I’d never noticed that before. I suppose the fault is due to the fact I sit high up here. The viewing angle is odd. Everyone looks rather short from up here. Except you, Your Highness. You, my lord, are a most perfect and august height.”

			

			
				“I’m not short! I’m tall, actually. Quite tall!”

				“No, you’re not,” said Shandy. “You hardly come past my waist. Your beard is long, though. And luxuriant.”

				“I’m a short tall man!” insisted the executioner angrily.

				“He’s a dwarf!” shouted the chief magistrate. “You’re both under arrest!”

				“Why, I’ll learn you!” hollered the executioner, rushing forward toward Shandy with his axe held high.

				There was a collective gasp of horror from the crowd in the hall. Several ladies fainted. The King sat forward in interest on his throne. The guards standing guard by the door tried to look like statues in order to avoid attention. The chief magistrate hid under his chair. The executioner whirled his axe over his head in several fancy-looking moves. He also did a little bit of fast footwork in order to intimidate those watching.

				“You’d attack a man in handcuffs?” said Shandy, lifting his bound hands.

				“Naturally,” sneered the executioner. “I’m a dwarf, ain’t I?”

				“Rabies!” screamed someone in the crowd.

				There was a mad rush for the exits. The guards were the first ones out the door. The chief magistrate was nowhere to be seen. The pandemonium was complete. Malix Shandy dodged the dwarf’s first wild swing and then sent him sprawling with a well-placed kick to the back of the knee. He flung himself onto the supine body of an old duchess who had fainted in the front row of the gallery.

				“Pardon me, my dear,” he said, as the old lady’s eyes fluttered open. “But I need to borrow one of your hairpins.”

				He plucked a diamond stickpin from her pompadour and quickly inserted the pin’s end into the handcuff lock. The lock sprang open with a click.

			

			
				“Aha!” growled the executioner. “Now I’ve got you! And I’ll chop off the old lady’s head to boot. Why not? Ha ha! I’m a rabid dwarf!”

				The axe came whistling down, but Shandy had already shoved the old duchess to one side and shot away in the other direction. The axe blade crashed into the floor.

				“Curses!” screeched the dwarf.

				Shandy seized a potted plant from beside a pillar and threw it at the dwarf. The pot struck the miscreant right on the temple and knocked him unconscious. There was a moment of complete silence in the hall. The nobility of the kingdom stared. The chief magistrate peeped over the railing of his lectern. The silence was broken by the sound of someone clapping. It was the King. He slowly stood up, still clapping. Others began clapping as well, until the entire assembly was clapping and cheering and whistling. Malix Shandy bowed. The King motioned with one hand for silence.

				“Well done, my good fellow,” he said, beaming cheerfully. He was a tall man with an unusually fat, pear-shaped body. To make matters even more peculiar, his face was thin and his arms were long and skinny, tipped by even skinnier hands that flashed bright with jeweled rings. “Well done, indeed! You laid him out with one shot. A purple gallimumfry tea rose, no less, if I know my flowers. Capital! Why, when I was a lad, we used to ride out to hound, potting at dwarves with our crossbows. I suppose we should’ve ridden out with potted plants, eh? Well done! Now, how can we reward you? You saved old Lady Flellingham’s neck, but, more importantly, you provided the Crown with a good laugh. Haha! It did me good to see you pot the dwarf. Come, come. Don’t be shy. Name your reward.”

				“Death by hanging,” said the chief magistrate, levering himself back to his feet and straightening his wig. He shot Malix Shandy a look of dislike. “That should be his reward. Hanging’s quick and painless, other than the first few minutes of strangling and dancing about on the rope.”

			

			
				“Now, now, Felix,” said the King soothingly. “I’m confident we can find you some other criminals to execute, but this fellow can run free for now. Now, tell me, what shall be your reward?”

				“My freedom, your Majesty,” said Malix Shandy, stepping forward and bowing again. “Complete exoneration from my so-called crimes.”

				“Nonsense,” snapped the chief magistrate.

				“Done,” said the King, smiling.

				“And one other thing, if I may be so bold, your Majesty?”

				“Two boons?” said the King, raising his eyebrow. “I don’t recall you bagging two dwarves, only the one.”

				There was a tense moment of silence in the great hall as the King’s words died away. Malix felt a drop of sweat trickle down his back. Even though the King’s face looked cheery and kind, he noticed a certain hardness in the man’s eyes.

				“True,” said Shandy, “but he did have a very big beard.”

				Again, there was silence. Faintly, very faintly, Malix heard a quiet rustling sound. A dry sort of whispering sound. It was familiar. He had heard it before. His skin crawled. It was the sound from the other night. The sound in the dark room.

				“Very well,” said the King finally, frowning a bit. “What is your other request?”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 8

				A Short Word on Dwarves (which is Appropriate)

				Dwarves were first outlawed during the reign of King Tormid the Timidly Tremulous, due to his elderly, nearsighted aunt accidentally knitting the beard of a slumbering dwarf into a scarf. The results were disastrous when she then attempted to wrap the scarf around her neck. Dwarves, in addition to being short, are notoriously short-tempered. The dwarf in question, Bungbean, son of Mungbean, then attempted to remove her head with his axe. Events cascaded downhill from there.

				Dwarves fled the kingdom, went underground, or bought platform shoes. Men and women with beards were regarded suspiciously. Barbers did a roaring business. The Foxhound Club of East Gorleham celebrated their first annual Dwarf Hunting Day, complete with crumpets and tea and a splendid silver cup for Best Beard Bagged, an event which was quickly emulated all across the kingdom by other foxhound clubs. University professors taught popular classes on the subject, such as Criminals and Cretins, Unnatural Aesthetics of Beards, and Inedible Shorts.

			

			
				The dwarf community itself had three main schools of thought on their troubled relationship with humans. The first was that humans could not be trusted, that dwarves were better off without them and that there was no point in trying to get back in the good graces of the kingdom. The second perspective, one which a dwarf such as the chief executioner subscribed to until his humiliating unveiling at court, was that dwarves should strive to return to their pre-Tormid the Timid status by whatever means necessary. The third faction of dwarves simply wanted a good GLT sandwich (goat, lettuce, and tomato).

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 9

				Sweet, Succulent Freedom

				“I don’t understand this,” grumbled the jailer. “I really don’t. I had him scheduled for a three o’clock scourging, followed by a nice, brisk torture session and then a restful stretch on the rack. You know how hard it is to keep good employees? If they don’t have regular work, they get bored. If they get bored, they overeat. They get fat and out of shape, they start drinking heavily, they fall into the moat and get eaten by the serpents. That’s what happens!”

				“I sympathize,” said Malix Shandy. “I honestly do. You obviously have an excellent work ethic. But I’m not in charge.”

				The jailer fumbled through a ring of keys and then unlocked the door. Inside the cell, the ogre looked up.

				“All right,” said the jailer sourly. “On your feet, on your feet. You’re wasting valuable space here. I’ve got a whole shipment of smelly peasants coming in later today. You know how many peasants I can fit in the space that one ogre needs?”

			

			
				“What’s going on?” said the ogre in some bewilderment.

				“You’re free,” snapped the jailer.

				“I’m what?”

				“You heard me. Get out.”

				The ogre stared at them in stupefaction.

				“Come on,” said Shandy kindly. “You heard the man. He has a busy schedule and we’re wasting his time. You’re free.”

				“And how exactly did that happen?” said the ogre suspiciously.

				“The King granted me a boon. Two, actually. My freedom and yours.”

				“You’d do that for me?”

				“Why not. We’re cellmates. We’ve been in prison together. I figured it’d be the least I could do. I’m sure you would’ve done the same for me.”

				“Well, no, I wouldn’t have,” said the ogre, wiping a tear from his eye. “I feel like hugging you. Let’s hug.”

				“That’s all right,” said Shandy hastily.

				“I’d like to whip you both,” mumbled the jailer.

				A sergeant with a troop of soldiers escorted Shandy and the ogre up from the dungeon and out of the castle. They seemed nervous, particularly whenever the ogre yawned in their direction, revealing his large teeth. Sunlight momentarily blinded Shandy as they emerged into the castle courtyard. The courtyard was full of commotion. A trio of carriages rolled to a clattering halt at the main steps sweeping up to the central wing of the castle. Servants lined the steps, standing stiff and still in their tight hose and form-fitting doublets. Small pages wiped their dribbly noses. A crowd of courtiers gathered at the bottom of the steps. Shandy could hear their excited talk. The royal trumpeters blew a blast on their trumpets. A fat majordomo opened the door of the first carriage, somehow managing to bow deeply at the same time.

				“The princess,” whispered one of the soldiers behind Shandy. “Ain’t she a peach.”

			

			
				“Silence, you!” snapped the sergeant. “You’re on latrine duty.”

				Sunlight glittered on diamonds, on an impossibly elegant neck and a cascade of golden curls, and then the princess disappeared in the throng of courtiers swarming and twittering around her. The royal trumpeters blew another blast on their trumpets.

				“Move it along,” said the sergeant. “There’s nothing to see here. Just the impossibly beautiful princess that none of you scurvy lot are even worthy of flopping in a mud puddle for her to walk upon so as to keep her fashionably shod feet from getting muddy. March!”

				As they marched across the courtyard, they passed several officers walking toward the castle steps. Shandy recognized one of them.

				“Captain Nimroderick! Hey! Nimroderick! How are things?”

				The captain turned, startled. His face darkened with anger and his hand went to his sword. One of the officers next to him whispered something to him. With an effort, Nimroderick twisted his scowl into a sneering smile.

				“You might’ve slipped through my fingers this time, Shandy, but I’ll nab you again, sooner or later. Just remember that the next time you’re fleecing some rich widow of her life savings. I’ll be breathing down your neck!”

				“Your warm breath on my neck? That’s an intriguing and somewhat unsettling offer, Nimroderick, but, no thanks. By the way, that shade of red on your face? It doesn’t go well with your shirt. I’d be happy to recommend a great tailor for you. No? Okay, I’ll be seeing you!”

				The soldiers marched Shandy and the ogre to the castle gates, where the sergeant gave them strict instructions to, as he put it, get lost. The portcullis crashed down behind them. Shandy and the ogre strolled across the drawbridge toward the cobbled street heading down into the town of Pauncleyberg. The sun sparkled on the surface of the moat water. Frogs sported playfully in the shallows, only to disappear every once in a while with croaking shrieks of despair as the moat serpents gulped them down from below.

			

			
				“Sweet, succulent freedom,” said Shandy, breathing in deeply.

				“Be honest,” rumbled the ogre. “What was that really all about?”

				“Oh, nothing much,” said Shandy airily. “I had an extra boon. But boons don’t keep well, you know. Rather like bagels. They go rock-hard by the next day and you can’t eat them. The King was there, I was there, so the idea popped into my head to ask for your freedom. That’s all.”

				“That’s not all. I’m an ogre, not a fool. I can smell something else in your voice. Tell me, or I’ll rip your head off your spine and feed it to the moat serpents.”

				“Now, now. No need to say anything rash.” Malix took a step back from the ogre. Besides, the massive creature smelled foul. He tried not to sneeze. “Honestly, I had an extra boon and, well, I need a little help for a job. I figured you’d be just the man, I mean just the ogre, to lend me a hand.”

				“Whenever I have an extra hand, I usually like to eat it myself,” said the ogre. “What’s the job?”

				“The usual sort of thing.” Shandy turned and began to walk along the road. The ogre fell in beside him. “I need to find a certain valuable antique. Generally, I’m good at that sort of thing, particularly with my luck, but there’s a — uh — there’s a pressing deadline with this job. You mentioned in the cell you had a knack for finding things, so I figured you could help me out. I scratch your back, you scratch mine, but not too hard. By the way, I’ve forgotten your name. What is it? Huxley? Bungle? It was an impressive name, whatever it was. I can’t remember.”

				“Zunzo Blung,” said the ogre. “I was named after my grandfather, Zunzo Niblo Blung the Incredibly Horrible. He had a collection of one hundred drinking skulls in his cave. I remember them as a lad, polished and shining in the hearth light. He had a king’s skull, one of the dwarf lords of Kracken. He had his mother-in-law’s skull as well, of course. My old maternal granny. A huge thing it was, with enormous nostril holes and a brooding, shelf-like brow. Solid and as heavy as stone. My little brothers and I used to take turns smashing each other on the head with it.”

			

			
				“Sounds fun,” said Shandy. “If I ever get married, I’ll be sure to tap on my mother-in-law’s head when she isn’t looking, just in case I want to consider adding her to my collection.”

				“You do know your ogre etiquette,” said Blung approvingly.

				They strolled through the main street of Pauncleyberg, past the taverns and inns and hostels. The enormous market square was just ahead, and they could hear the cheerful, boisterous noise of its business. A wagon piled high with turnips trundled by, pulled by two oxen with an unkempt peasant sitting on the buckboard, the leads dangling from his hands. Passersby gave Shandy and Blung startled glances, for ogres were rare and feared in those parts.

				“About this antique you’re after,” said Blung. “What is it? We ogres are great antique buffs. There’s nothing I like better than going antiquing. Maybe I’ve heard of the piece if it’s as valuable as you say.”

				“Oh, that.” Shandy waved a careless hand in the air. “Let’s talk about that some more over lunch. There’s an excellent tavern just on the other side of the square. I’m famished.”

				“Me too,” said the ogre, eyeing a plump child skipping by clutching an apple in both hands.

				The market square was crowded with stalls and barrow carts and shoppers. Peasant farmers in Pauncleyberg for the day shouted out their wares in unintelligible voices from the backs of their dirty wagons. Minstrels sang and played music on a variety of instruments. A juggler beside the fountain juggled seven screeching cats while simultaneously telling the fortunes of those watching. A varlet selling chickens did a brisk business roasting their carcasses over a fire and selling the juicy meat to his customers.

			

			
				“A worthy snack before we have lunch,” rumbled Blung when he saw the chicken-roasting varlet. “How much for one?”

				The chicken-roasting varlet, who had been selling a brace of fowl to a fat townsman, turned around at the question. His eyes fell on Blung and he screamed. “Oh my sainted donkey! Please don’t kill me!”

				“How much for one roast chicken?” growled the ogre, taking a step forward. He bent down so his head was level with the varlet’s face. He bared his teeth and exhaled. “How much for one?”

				“For you? F-free,” stammered the roaster. “Take two.”

				“Impressive,” said Shandy as they walked away.

				“Yes,” said Blung modestly. “I usually eat for free. Want one?”

				“No thanks. I’m saving my appetite for lunch.”

				“Suit yourself.” Blung crunched down happily on one of the chickens. “Gotta hand it to that varlet. This skin has a tasty, crackly sear on it.”

				“Did someone say seer?”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 10

				A Plethora of Prophecies

				Startled, Shandy and Blung turned around. An old man with a wispy grey beard stood before them. He was bald and wizened. His eyes flashed and he raised a gnarled oak staff over his head.

				“Beware the blood doom sky!” he thundered.

				“What?” said Shandy.

				“Beware the blood doom sky,

				as the toad waileth forth its song!

				Hark, gleam the butter doth fly

				Bongeth out the deathly gong.

				Beware the craven gnome gleep

				when the moonlight shalt burble;

				Tidsnillows natter nitter creep

				down the last night so terrible!”

				The old man lowered his staff and looked at them somewhat expectantly.

				“Uh, okay,” said Shandy.

				“That’ll be two silver coins,” said the wizened old man, holding out his hand.

			

			
				“What?”

				“You did say seer, didn’t you?”

				“I guess I did,” admitted Blung, taking another bite of chicken. “But I was talking about this —”

				“I knew exactly what you would say,” said the old man. “I’m a seer.”

				“That’s kind of like being a wizard, isn’t it?” said Shandy. “Sort of a wizard seer or something like that?”

				“Not at all,” said the old man cheerfully. “I’m a wizened seer. Not a wizard seer. There’s a big difference. I don’t do spells or any of that rot. I do prophecies. I specialize in prophecies of doom and gloom, with occasional thundering declarations of catastrophic cataclysms. I also have a nice little sideline in livestock and farming disasters. For the peasants, you know.”

				“Is there a lot of money in prophecies?”

				“I’m not getting rich,” admitted the seer. “Oh, it’s enough to keep food on the table and pay the bills, but being a seer isn’t about money. It’s knowing I’ve done my work well. It’s seeing the pure terror and confusion in my customers’ eyes, hearing the quaver in their voices, seeing the sweat roll down their pale, staring faces. Job satisfaction. I find it fulfilling.”

				“Right you are,” said Blung. “Like my old pa always said, ‘Do your work to the best of your ability, young Zunzo my lad, no matter how humble and dirty it is, and joy will be yours.’ And then we’d clobber those gnomes over their little heads. How they screamed.”

				“So, how about my two silver coins? These kinds of prophecies aren’t cheap, you know, particularly when I deliver them in traditional, carefully metered verse and the extra-special deep voice. I only use that voice for prophecies and when I tell bedtime stories to my grandchildren.”

				“It would be a nice to have a solid prophecy,” said Shandy. “They do come in handy, but we’re sort of low on funds. Do you have something a bit cheaper?”

			

			
				The wizened old seer scratched his head thoughtfully. “I suppose I could rummage something up. I try to maintain a decent supply because you never know when there’ll be a run on the market. Hmm. I know! I have a nice one about dragons flaming in the night and people screaming and all that sort of thing. I could let it go for one silver.”

				“I’m not a huge fan of dragons, to be honest,” said Shandy. “They’re kind of overdone these days. After all, what are they? Just big, obnoxious lizards with superiority complexes and bad breath. No, what else do you have? Maybe something more in the copper coin category. Let’s say, two coppers?”

				“Ouch!” winced the seer. “Two coppers? That’s really scraping the bottom of the barrel. My wife is gonna throttle me if she hears about this. She’s always nagging me about pricing. I can hear her now. You gotta get your money’s worth, Milvin. Don’t sell yourself short, Milvin. What are you, chopped liver, Milvin? I might just have a prophecy for her one day, let me tell you! Uh, you didn’t hear me say that. I’m not complaining. Marriage is a beautiful thing, but two coppers is two coppers. The customer’s always right. Hmm. Let me think.”

				“Maybe something with food in it,” suggested Blung, licking his greasy fingers. “I’ve just run out of chicken.”

				“I’ve got it.” The seer snapped his fingers. “Ahem. Here we go, though, I’m afraid I’m not raising my staff over my head for two coppers. And I’m not doing the extra-deep voice thing either.”

				“We understand,” said Shandy.

				“Stew is yummy,

				stew is nice.

				Rabbit, gnome, or boiled mice.

				Spoon it down,

				drink it up.

				In a bowl or in a cup.”

				There was a moment of silence after this.

			

			
				“That’s a prophecy?” said Shandy.

				The old wizened seer looked slightly embarrassed. “Well, sort of, yes. And you can view it as an encouragement. An admonishment to eat healthily. What do you expect for two coppers?”

				He was, however, not too embarrassed to hold out his hand and collect the coins.

				“Mouse stew is yummy,” said Blung, as they watched the old seer amble away across the marketplace. “And crunchy.”

				“True.”

				“And I’m really hungry. How about that lunch?”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 11

				Ankles and a Revealing Conversation (Not about Ankles)

				“Here’s the place now.”

				“The Queen’s Head?” rumbled Blung, looking up at the sign over the door. “I’ve never had a queen’s head. I wonder if they taste any different?”

				Inside, the inn was crowded and noisy with people who were being loud. It instantly went silent, however, when the pair walked through the door. People stared at the ogre. A few slipped out the door. The innkeeper spotted Shandy from across the room. His eyes popped.

				“You!” he roared.

				But then he saw the ogre as well and his jaw dropped. He hurried forward, glancing nervously around and twisting his apron in his hands.

				“Welcome to my, uh, humble establishment,” he said, his voice oily and obsequious. “We, uh, shut down the kitchen not ten minutes ago. I’m sorry! We just ran out of meat. There’s an excellent tavern just across the square, the Singing Pig. The cook there does a nice baked ham, wrapped in bacon. I’m sure he’d be happy to make it a bit, uh, on the raw side for you, sir.”

			

			
				“Oh, come now,” said Shandy, clapping the innkeeper on the shoulder. “Surely you can fire up the oven for a beloved old customer like myself. Your roast boar is delectable.”

				The innkeeper shot Shandy a dirty look. “Wood’s expensive these days. Prices are going up. All woodcutters are a nasty lot.”

				“Hmm,” said the ogre, looking around the room. “We could smash up some of your tables and chairs. They’ll burn nicely.”

				“No need,” said the innkeeper hastily. “I just remembered I have a pile of logs in the woodshed. But I’m afraid I’m all out of meat. Roasted my last boar not half an hour ago. Why don’t you come back tomorrow or next week? I might have some fresh in.”

				“I’ve heard good things about your roast boar, innkeeper,” rumbled Blung. “Put two on the spit, and maybe my friend here’ll want something as well.”

				“But, but. . .”

				“Or maybe I’ll just find something else to eat around here.” The ogre prodded the innkeeper in the stomach with one enormous finger. “You’ve got quite a paunch on you, innkeeper. Reminds me of plum pudding. Storing up fat for winter, eh?”

				“Oh, uh. . .”

				“Yes, I do want something.” Shandy grinned and rubbed his hands together. “A bottle of your finest wine. Two bottles! And a couple of those roast chickens you do.”

				“Gimme three of those on the side with my boar,” said the ogre. “Four, actually. I don’t eat in odd numbers.”

				“Oh, very well,” mumbled the innkeeper. He turned and trudged away.

				“Such service,” said Shandy, smiling. “Such hospitality. And look! We have the room practically to ourselves.”

				It was true. While they had been talking, almost everyone in the tavern had disappeared. Besides the innkeeper and themselves, the only other person in the tavern was a girl seated at the end of the bar. She was polishing glasses and staring at Shandy. She looked vaguely familiar.

			

			
				“Why, it’s Peg!” said Shandy.

				“Meg,” said Meg, frowning. “How on earth did you get out of the dungeon? They usually don’t let people out so quickly, unless it’s in pieces.”

				“Oh, you know. The usual thing. I can be quite charming when I want to.”

				“I’m sure you can,” said Meg.

				“Who’s this?” asked Blung. “Introduce me, Shandy. She looks like a toothsome morsel. A tasty, dainty damsel. She’s not in distress, is she? Distress always adds a zesty flavor. Shlumli, in ogreish. It doesn’t translate well into your language. Sort of a cross between the taste of lemon and a small bird chirping frantically.”

				“My apologies,” said Shandy. “I’ve forgotten my manners. Meg, this is Zunzo Blung the ogre. Blung, this is Meg, the innkeeper’s niece.”

				The ogre executed a surprisingly impressive bow. “Delighted. May your grandchildren frolic on the graves of your enemies.”

				Meg curtseyed. “And may yours die the death of a thousand years.”

				“Good gracious me!” said the ogre, looking startled. “Two humans in two days, well-versed in ogre etiquette? This is a strange kettle of gnomes, indeed.” He glared suspiciously at Shandy and Meg. “What are the odds of that, eh? I haven’t been drawn into some kind of conspiracy, have I?”

				“Not at all,” said Shandy, “unless Meg here knows something I don’t.”

				“I read a lot of books,” said Meg primly.

				“A reader,” said the ogre regretfully. “I’m afraid you would give me heartburn. What a pity.”

				“Pretty girls always have that effect on me as well,” said Shandy.

			

			
				“Meg!” shouted the innkeeper from somewhere back in the kitchen. “Give me a hand with these boars, will you?”

				“Pardon me,” said Meg.

				The ogre and the man watched her hurry behind the bar and vanish through a door.

				“There’s something interesting about that girl,” said the ogre thoughtfully, “and it isn’t just her delightful smell.”

				“She has nice ankles,” said Shandy.

				“Oh ho!”

				“It isn’t like that at all,” said Shandy. “Pretty girls are as common as potatoes. I can leave them or take them. If they don’t weigh too much, of course.”

				“Of course,” said Blung. He sat down and the chair creaked in alarm. “Now, tell me. What is this antique we need to find? I bet I’ve heard of it. Ogres have a nose for such things.”

				Shandy sat down across from him. “I bet you have heard of it. It has some history. Where is that wine he promised us? Innkeeper! I say, innkeeper! Where’s our wine?!”

				“Coming!” called the innkeeper. He bustled out with a bottle of wine and two glasses, somehow managing to simultaneously scowl at Shandy and smile obsequiously at the ogre.

				“Here, have a drink.” Shandy poured the ogre a glassful.

				They both drank. The ogre belched a deep and sonorous rumble of a burp that rattled the windows. Shandy tried to not breathe for a moment, but the odor seemed to work its way right through his skin. Nausea swept over him.

				“Now, what about that antique?”

				“Oh, it’s just a little thing. Nothing special. It’s called — oh! Can you smell that roast boar? My mouth’s watering already.”

				“What’s it called?” said Blung, starting to look a little suspicious.

				“The Fury Clock.”

				“The Fury Clock?!” roared the ogre, jumping out of his chair. “Are you stark raving mad? I should kill you now! In fact, I think I will!”

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 12

				We’ll Need Suckling Pigs

				The ogre advanced on Shandy, his massive hands outstretched, his fangs bared. The man regarded him complacently.

				“I don’t think so,” said Shandy.

				“You don’t, do you?”

				“No. I know my ogre etiquette. I saved your life, getting you out of that dungeon cell. That means you’re in my debt for one week. I’ve never been impressed with that one week thing. You’d think an ogre life would be worth more than one week. Still, I’ll take what I can get.”

				“We ogres don’t have much of a problem with death,” said Blung grumpily. He sat back down in his chair and took a swig of wine. “Not you like you humans. Bunch of neurotic little milkmaids, that’s what you are. Always worrying about whether the meat’s cooked enough or if someone’s feelings have been hurt or if there are rats in granny’s bed. Bah!”

				“One week, yes?”

				“Yes!” snarled Blung. “You certainly know your ogre etiquette, blast you!”

			

			
				“Here’s your roast boar,” said Meg.

				Shandy and Blung both looked up, startled. The girl was standing next to their table holding a sizzling platter of roast boar. Neither of them had heard her approach. She plunked the platter down on the table.

				“I ordered two of these,” said the ogre.

				“So you did. Second one’s just coming off the spit.”

				She hurried back toward the kitchen. The two watched her go.

				“She really does have nice ankles,” said Blung. “I like ankles. Crunchy.”

				“And remarkably quiet little feet,” said Shandy thoughtfully. “Dainty.”

				“So, the Fury Clock, eh?” said the ogre. “We call it the Glammaranni-ro in our language. A rough translation would be the Infinite Timepiece of Incredible Rage and Terror Which Should be Avoided at All Costs Unless You’re a Suicidal Fool of Monumental Stupidity. Something like that, but slightly more nuanced.”

				“You ogres have a very strange language.”

				“On the contrary. Unlike your human collection of limited grunting, it’s an expressive and poetic language.” Blung took a bite of boar and chewed vigorously. Hot grease ran down his green chin. “Not bad. Not bad, indeed. Succulent! Why not the lost Horn of Bennigan Jinn, or the Necromancer’s Staff of Death? Those, why, we’d probably lose our lives hunting them down, but at least we’d stand a chance. Of all the misbegotten, fabled, shadowy shards of deadly legend there are in the world, why the Fury Clock?”

				“The thing is,” said Shandy, “I don’t know exactly, but the little I do know, I’m not supposed to tell.”

				“Cough it up,” said the ogre. “If I’m going to die on your crazy quest, I might as well know why.”

				Shandy glanced around the tavern. It was reassuringly empty. They were alone. Pots and pans banged and clanged mutely from the kitchen through the shut door behind the bar. The fire crackled to itself on the hearth. Still, the back of his neck felt as if someone unseen was watching him. Blung cracked open a thigh bone and slurped out the creamy marrow.

			

			
				“Stop stalling.”

				“Well, it’s like this.”

				Shandy leaned forward and began to speak in a hushed voice. The ogre listened intently with narrowed eyes, gobbling his way through the roast boar and pausing every once in a while to burp. When Shandy finished his story, the ogre glared at him and shook his head.

				“It was an unlucky day when they threw me into your dungeon cell, Malix Shandy.”

				“Here’s your other boar and the chicken.”

				Both the man and ogre fairly jumped out of their seats.

				“Stop sneaking up on us, girl!” growled Blung.

				“I wasn’t sneaking,” said Meg. “Honest. I just walked right up. Perhaps you’re both hard of hearing. I have big, clumpy feet. See?”

				She displayed one foot for their inspection. Contrary to her claim, it was not a big and clumpy foot. It was small, elegant, and shapely. It was accompanied by a nice stretch of ankle and slender lower leg before the ensemble vanished in a disappointing fashion beneath the hem of her skirt.

				“Hmmph. All right. Scamper off.”

				“I haven’t scampered since I was ten years old,” said Meg, tilting up her nose. “That was a very long time ago.”

				“I doubt that,” growled the ogre. “Make yourself scarce, wench.”

				Meg flounced away.

				“There’s something different about that girl,” said Blung.

				“Long live the difference,” said Shandy. “That’s one of my mottoes.”

			

			
				“Seven days,” grumbled the ogre.

				“That’s all I have.”

				“Eh,” said Blung, waving a leg of boar in the air. “I’m in this to my neck. I’m beholden to you. Curse all ogre customs! I’ll be with you to the bitter and bloody end. I have no idea who that creature was in the room you talked about, but I suspect he isn’t the sort who likes nice endings.”

				“No.”

				“So,” said Blung, “what are your thoughts?”

				“My thoughts?”

				“On finding that blasted, accursed Fury Clock.”

				“I was hoping you had some ideas,” said Shandy. “You’re the expert in magical antiquities, aren’t you?”

				The ogre hunched his shoulders and looked uncomfortable. “I guess I do have one idea. It’s a long shot at best, and we’ll need about a dozen pigs.”

				“A dozen pigs?”

				“Yeah. Suckling pigs. Pigalosiloo, in ogreish. Nice, plump ones. We’ll also need a supply of well-fermented acorns. It keeps ‘em asleep and fattens ‘em, all at the same time. Oh, and we’ll need a good man with an axe. The best.”

				“I think I know just the right sort of, er, man we want,” said Shandy thoughtfully.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 13

				. . . and Someone Good with an Axe

				“This is a bad part of town,” said the ogre. For once, his voice was quiet. “Home of thieves, murderers, rapists, and cheese counterfeiters. Damn their black hearts! I hate those counterfeiters.”

				They were on the south side of Pauncleyberg, the part known as the Gulch of Goom. The moon lurked hidden behind the clouds, and the night was dark. The foul stench of boiled cabbage, garbage, and peasants filled the air. The cobblestone streets glistened slick with moisture. The buildings stood crammed together, teetering and hunched in the darkness. Rats stared insolently at them from the shadows.

				“It is a bad part of town,” agreed Shandy cheerfully. “It reminds me of the little village where I grew up. Those were good times. Pleasant memories. I’m not fond of children now, but I enjoyed being one.”

				At that moment, a dark shadow suddenly coalesced before them in the middle of the street. Mist swirled around it. The figure was tall, cloaked, and hooded, and it leaned on a strangely carved staff. Glowing red eyes shone from within the hood. Shandy and Blung froze in their tracks.

			

			
				“I think the neighborhood just got a little tougher,” muttered Shandy.

				“Malix Shandy,” hissed the figure in front of them. Blue flame guttered from the head of the staff. “And an ogre. Interesting. Strange alliances are being made. Strange, indeed.”

				“Zarkon the Black Wizard,” said Shandy, smiling easily. “Evil necromancer extraordinaire, gambler, family man as well? Little necromancers in diapers toddling about your feet? No? Perhaps you’ll meet the right girl someday. Don’t lose heart. But enough small talk. So, we meet again, eh?”

				“And not over cards this time, thief. Did you think me a fool to not recognize your feeble attempt to save Sir Percy Pelliver from my clutches?” The dark wizard leaned on his staff and uttered a horrible chuckle. “The Crown took you seriously, did you know that, Shandy? I have my spies at court. His Royal Majesty whisked Sir Percy out of the kingdom, bundled him off, no doubt, to some far-off dusty embassy in a forgotten country, hoping that I would forget. But I never forget.”

				Ice crackled suddenly on the cobblestoned street around them, chilled by the deathly coldness of the wizard’s words. Their breath steamed in the air.

				“No, I never forget. I had plans for Pelliver. Important plans. Plans that involved a lot of screaming and people running around in a panic and possibly some mayhem as well. If you do not deliver Pelliver to me in five days, I shall be quite put out. Very put out. Well, actually, you can have six days. Do I make myself clear, Shandy?”

				“Er, yes. Pelliver. Delivered to you. Six days. Or else.”

				“Yes. Actually, you can have seven days if you wish. There’s a great deal of bad weather in the offing, and I know how muddy the roads get when it’s been raining. Seven days! If you don’t deliver then I’ll turn you into a zombie and order your unresisting body to do horribly evil and wicked things. Remember. Seven days!”

			

			
				Zarkon uttered another dreadful chuckle, swept his cloak around him an impressive swirl of drapery, and then vanished in a flash of red fire.

				After a moment of silence, the ogre finally spoke. “That was Zarkon, the infamous Black Wizard and evil necromancer extraordinaire?”

				“Yeah.”

				“Seems like a wussi to me.”

				“A wussi? Is that another one of your ogre terms?”

				“It’s an old ogre word,” said Blung. “It comes from the ancient word wussillussi, which originally referred to an ogre unable to properly satiate his wife on their wedding night, which involves, as you probably don’t know, three whole roasted oxen, a bed made of finely crushed stone, one dozen polished skulls, an elderly crone ogress to keep score —”

				“That’s enough information,” said Shandy hastily. “Zarkon might be this wussi you speak of, but he can get pretty nasty sometimes.”

				“You think he was serious about turning you into a zombie and then having your unresisting body do horribly evil things?”

				“I’m afraid so.”

				“Hmmph.”

				They continued walking through the muddy streets. Grey, crumbling stone, moldy thatch, and dirty, broken windows seemed to be the standard architectural choices for the buildings in that neighborhood. The moon peered at them mournfully through a rent in the clouds. Rain spattered down wetly in rain drops made out of water.

				“Aha, here’s the place. You had better be on your toes when we go in.”

				Shandy stopped in front of a sunken set of stairs that descended down to the basement level of what looked like an old stone warehouse. The windows were dark and boarded over, but smoke drifted from a chimney reaching crookedly up into the sky. He turned to look at the ogre behind him.

			

			
				“Now, for the last time, you’re absolutely sure we need the best axeman we can find?”

				“Of course I’m sure,” said Blung. “You think I’d joke about something like that? We need someone fast with an axe. Dependable. Someone who can chop without slacking off.”

				“Very well. Ready?”

				“I’m always ready,” growled the ogre. “Ready for what?”

				Shandy didn’t answer. He went down the steps and knocked at the massive oak door at the bottom. After a few moments, a small section slid aside to reveal a pair of beady black eyes. The eyes examined the two of them suspiciously.

				“What’s the password?” growled the beady black eyes.

				“How about you open the door before I punch you in your ugly face?” said Shandy.

				“I’d like to see you try, you son of a misbegotten beggared gnome,” snapped the beady black eyes in return. “My dead granny could take you without even stirring from her grave! Don’t waste my time!”

				With that, the peephole in the door began to slide shut.

				“Your granny and what army?” said Shandy quickly. “Open up before I beat you like a — like an egg! Or like a gong. No, I’ll beat you like a drum!”

				“Musical. Not bad, but no pipe. Go cuddle your sheep!”

				The little opening in the door slammed shut.

				“Beat you like a drum?” muttered Blung. “Are you kidding me? Where’d you learn your insults? From the ladies-in-waiting at court?”

				The ogre shoved Shandy to one side and pounded on the door. He gave it a kick and the whole frame shivered. The little opening slid open and the beady black eyes glared out at them.

			

			
				“You again? Get lost! You’re unworthy!”

				“Unless you open the door now,” growled Blung, “I’m going to reach through your little spyhole, grab you by the throat, rip your gullet out, shove your miserable head down into your stomach, and then hold it there, clenched in my fist, until the flesh digests away from your skull! Got it?”

				“Not bad,” said the beady black eyes grudgingly. “Not bad at all.”

				The opening slid shut and they heard the sound of a key grating in the lock. The door creaked open to reveal a dark stone hallway. No one was there.

				“Where’d he go?” said the ogre, mystified.

				“Down here, idiot.”

				Blung and Shandy looked down. There, standing about two feet high, was a short little man with an enormous beard and, of course, two beady black eyes. No, it wasn’t a man. It was a dwarf. An illegal dwarf. All dwarves were illegal.

				“You don’t look like dwarves to me,” said the dwarf suspiciously. “Where are your beards? How’d you know the password?”

				“You’re a — ?” began Blung, his eyes bulging, but then Shandy silenced him with a well-aimed elbow in his ribs.

				“Of course we’re dwarves,” said Shandy. “We’re just both abnormally tall. That’s why we don’t have beards. If you don’t grow a beard then all that vigor goes into growing taller. My mother also had too much rock in her diet when she bore me. I don’t know how it happened for my friend. Probably just one of those freakish accidents of nature.”

				“You’re both freaks,” muttered the dwarf. “Tall, beardless dwarves are just wrong. Brr! Your mothers should’ve drowned you both at birth. But you knew the password, so you’re obviously dwarves. Come in, come in. The Crooner just took the stage. You’re in luck.”

			

			
				With that, the dwarf turned and stumped off down the dark passageway. Shandy and Blung followed him.

				“What’s he talking about?” hissed the ogre. “I didn’t know any password. How did I know the password?”

				“There is no specific password,” whispered Shandy. “Any outburst of extreme and bizarre violence works as a password. Dwarves aren’t really the brightest torches in the castle.”

				“These dwarves are crazy,” mumbled the ogre. “And dangerous, regardless of how stupid they are. Zammi-zumis, we call them. It essentially means short crazy creatures with disturbing facial hair. I figured we’d last a few more days before getting ourselves killed. Now, I’m not so sure. Don’t you know they’re all rabid?”

				“Yes, but they’re also the best axemen in the kingdom. You said you wanted the best.”

				The dwarf opened a door at the end of the passageway, and a sudden wave of light and noise and smells washed over them. The light was bright, the noise was loud, and the smells were slightly unsettling. They emerged into a large cellar crammed with dwarves sitting around tables and drinking from enormous mugs. A fire roared on a huge hearth on the far side of the room. Three goat carcasses turned slowly on a spit over the fire, sizzling and dripping fat. On one end of the room, a low platform jutted out from the wall. A fat, ugly dwarf with a long red beard stood on the platform, hands clasped behind his back, head thrown back, and bellowing out something that dimly resembled a song.

				Both Shandy and Blung shuddered at the sound of the song. It sounded like teeth chewing on broken glass, like a dozen cats drowning at the bottom of a well, like a cow mooing its last agonized seconds of life while being devoured alive by a pack of vicious wundersnipsters.

				“Beautiful, eh,” said the doorman dwarf reverently. “It ain’t often that you get to hear the Crooner around these parts. She don’t travel much these days. Particularly with that bastard of a King coming down so hard on us poor dwarves.”

			

			
				“She?” said Shandy, gulping a little. “Oh, aye! She’s truly a marvel.”

				There was a lull in the noisy room as the newcomers entered. Suspicion gleamed in beady, dwarfish eyes.

				“Who are these strangers, Mingo?” said a burly-looking dwarf seated at a table near them. “Where are their beards?”

				“They’re tall dwarves,” said the doorman dwarf. “All their beard vigor went into being tall. They’re freaks of dwarfish nature. They knew the password.”

				“Oh, that’s all right then,” said the burly-looking dwarf. “Sit down, freaks. Have a mug of glottis. Here, drink up. It takes the edge off the night. My name’s Horgle, son of Borgle, son of Yorgle. What are you called?”

				“Malix, uh, son of Calix, son of Walix. This is Blung, son of Dung, uh. . .”

				“. . . son of Fung,” mumbled Blung.

				“Drink up, you two. Drink up. Drink to the death of the King!”

				“The death of the King!” roared the table of dwarves. “Death!”

				They all drank and then pounded their empty mugs on the table for more. Shandy took a cautious sip from his mug. The glottis tasted so awful, he thought he’d pass out from even the few drops in his mouth.

				“Tasty stuff,” said Blung, smacking his lips. “Fill ‘er up!”

				“So, where are your beards?” growled another dwarf sitting across the table from them. “Don’t you feel naked and strange and hideous without them?”

				“I’m going to grow one tomorrow,” said Shandy. “A long, luxuriant beard.”

			

			
				“You are, are you?”

				“Shut up, you ugly lot!” said Horgle. “This is a beautiful song!”

				“Sow-sow-sow! Golly sow!” bawled the Crooner from the stage. “Aarr-aarr-aarrgh! I’ll kiss her nose in the old goat pen!”

				“Everyone together now!” shouted a dwarf in the audience.

				“Aarr-aarr-aarrgh! Sow-sow-sow! I’ll kiss her nose in the old goat pen!” roared out the roomful of dwarves together, banging their mugs on the table in time. They were all tone-deaf, to the very last dwarf of them. But the Crooner seemed tone-deaf as well, or perhaps whoever had written the song had been tone-deaf, so Shandy figured it probably didn’t matter. He wasn’t sure what was worse, the song or the glottis.

				“Ye comb my beard an’ I’ll comb yers!” boomed the Crooner, the melody of the song going so low that her voice rattled the floorboards. “With an aarr-aarr-aarrgh! I’ll crunch it an’ munch it, oh, aarrgh!”

				“With an’ aarr-aarr-aargh!” sang the audience.

				Shandy glanced around the room. Probably any of the dwarves present would do. Even dwarf infants were highly skilled with axes. The real problem would be in convincing a dwarf to work with them. Most dwarves were completely averse to associating with humans, particularly with the current dwarf-prohibitive mood of the kingdom. They didn’t mind coming into occasional contact with individual humans if both sides were comfortable skirting the law. They bought and sold in the comparative safety of the criminal underworld, that sort of thing, but they typically shied away from any sort of prolonged time spent working together.

				Shandy sighed. All the dwarves looked the same to him. Short, ugly, bearded, bad-tempered, and rabid. Still, if he was going to find the Fury Clock, he couldn’t leave anything to chance. If Blung said they needed the best axeman they could find, well, it would have to be a dwarf.

			

			
				“I’ll comb her beard in the old goat pen!” bawled the audience.

				“I’ll cleave yer head right off yer neck!” screeched a voice from the other side of the room.

				“With an’ aarr-aarr-aargh!” sang the audience. “I’ll cleave yer head right off yer neck!”

				“I’ll cleave yer neck in the old goat pen!” sang the Crooner, looking a little mystified.

				“With an’ aarr-aarr-aargh!”

				“No, you fools! I’m not singing, you pack of mangy muttons!”

				There was a brief scuffle in the far corner and then a dwarf jumped on top of a table. An axe gleamed in his hands. The dwarf looked vaguely familiar to Shandy, but he couldn’t place him.

				“Those two aren’t dwarves!” he yelled. “They’re humans!”

				“You speak out of your nose!” shouted Horgle, leaping to his feet. “I’ve drunk glottis with them. No man would ever drink glottis. Besides, they’re just tall, freakish dwarves without beards. All their beard vigor went into growing strangely tall. And, they knew the password! Also, their names rhyme with the names of their forefathers. How about that? Eh, eh? Can you explain that? You’re a fool, Dweeper, son of Leeper! You always have been, and you always will be! Bah! I spit on your beard!”

				“Aye!” said another dwarf sitting at Horgle’s table. “I have also drunk glottis with these tall dwarves as well! Do you think a human would ever stoop so low as to drink our beloved fermented goat’s urine? Bah! You are a loon! I will not sit here and listen to insane ravings from you, Dweeper, son of Leeper! I, too, spit on your insignificant little beard, or my name is not Poono, son of Noono!”

				“Fermented goat’s urine?” whispered Blung to Shandy, looking greener than normal. “Is that what this stuff is? I don’t feel so good now. If they want to chop my head off, tell ‘em to hurry up.”

			

			
				“That man is the infamous Malix Shandy!” howled Dweeper. “You think I lie? I, who of all the dwarves have always counseled that we strive to somehow mend our bridges with humans, that we put up with their stench and their beardless faces? I, who have worked undercover these past three years as chief executioner for the King himself? My feet are killing me from wearing platform shoes for so long. Well, let me tell you, that is the man who cost me my job. Malix Shandy! And if you do not believe my words, believe this!”

				With that, Dweeper pulled a rolled-up parchment from his belt and unfurled it with a flourish for all to see. It was one of the wanted posters bearing the very recognizable face of Malix Shandy painted in thick black ink.

				A stunned silence filled the room.

				“It is him,” whispered somebody. “The likeness is striking. Look! No beard!”

				Shandy sighed. “I’ve always hated that picture. It does me no justice.”

				With a ringing of steel on steel, axes instantly appeared in every dwarfish hand in the room. Even the Crooner whipped out an axe.

				“On your feet, humans!” hissed Horgle. “You’ve betrayed our trust, lied about your beards, and drunken our glottis. We shall cleave your necks from your heads with our axes. Prepare to die a horrible death!”

				“But I’m not a human,” protested Blung.

				“You aren’t? You look like one to me. A really big, ugly one with green skin. Get ready to die like a man!”

				“I’m an ogre.”

				“An ogre?”

				The dwarves drew back a little. Shandy licked his lips. They were dry.

				“Well, then we’ll need a bigger axe!” hollered a dwarf suddenly.

			

			
				“Aye!” roared the entire room, with the exception of Shandy and Blung.

				“Wait!” yelled Shandy. “Can’t we make a deal? Let’s talk about this like civilized people.”

				“No!” shouted Dweeper, gnashing his teeth in a great fury. “We’re dwarves! According to royal decree we aren’t civilized. We’re rabid, don’t you know? You cost me a good job, Shandy! Great benefits, easy hours. Plus, I miss all that delicious roast swan, especially when the cook baked it in cream sauce with little mushrooms. Prepare to die!”

				“Hold on a moment,” said Shandy. “Out of curiosity, how did you escape from the castle?”

				“Oh, it was nothing,” said Dweeper modestly. “I’m so short, everyone just overlooked me.”

				“Well done.”

				“Thank you.” The dwarf blinked and then took a fresh grip on his weapon. “But I’m still going to cleave your neck! Get ready for the cleaving!”

				“I could fill this room with gold,” said Shandy, dodging a wild swing of Dweeper’s axe.

				“I don’t care!” shouted Dweeper.

				“Wait. Hold on,” said another dwarf. “Let the man talk. Gold, you said? How much gold?”

				“Gold up to the rafters,” said Shandy quickly.

				Even Dweeper stopped at this. He clutched his axe and glared thoughtfully at Shandy.

				“Bars or coin?” he said.

				“Both. Coin, if you like. You’d get more in here with coin.”

				All of the dwarves congregated on the other side of the room, huddled together, whispering excitedly and glancing over at Shandy and Blung.

				“Are you crazy?” hissed Blung. “Where are you going to get that much gold?”

				“Don’t worry. I’m sure my luck will come through. We can figure it out later.”

			

			
				“We?”

				Abruptly, the dwarves seemed to come to a decision. An elderly dwarf with a long white beard stained with soup tottered forward as the spokesdwarf.

				“I, Vinko, son of Klinko, speak on behalf of the secret society of dwarves of Goom’s Gulch,” said the elderly dwarf. “We accept your desperate offer, but on the following terms. One, this room shall be filled to the rafters with gold of either coin, bar, or loose nugget quality. Two, the room shall be filled by sundown, seven days hence. Three, if the room is not filled by sundown, seven days hence, then you shall bring your head, with body attached, to this establishment, where it shall then be cleaved from your neck by the axe of Dweeper, son of Leeper. Four, and finally, the aforementioned Dweeper, son of Leeper, shall accompany you for the duration of the next seven days in order to make sure you do not cravenly flee your doom like the cowards you probably are. If he notices any sign of you planning to cravenly flee your doom like the cowards you probably are, then he shall exercise his judgment with his axe and cleave your necks. Do you accept these generous and fair terms?”

				“He shall cleave your necks!” chorused all the other dwarves.

				“Well,” said Shandy, frowning, “seven days does sound rather soon. How about a month instead? Gold is heavy, you know. It’ll take a lot of lifting and carrying and all that sort of thing.”

				“If you refuse our generous and fair terms,” said the old dwarf, “we shall cleave your necks now. What say you?”

				“We accept.”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 14

				A Quick Word on the Mysterious Origins of Gold

				Gold, as everyone knows, is the metallic substance found beneath the earth’s surface, in streams, or in the jewelry cabinet of your neighbors when they are gone for the evening. Contrary to popular belief, however, gold is not actually a metal, but is the hardened secretions of the wippersnip. Not to be confused with its more aggressive tree-dwelling cousin, the wundersnipster, the wippersnip, a shy, nocturnal creature, lives most of its life deep underground, swimming through the earth like a dolphin swims through the sea. Occasionally, and only during full moons, the wippersnip is known to emerge above ground for short periods of time in order to yodel melodiously, dance secretive mating dances, and consume vast amounts of ale. No one knows how they obtain vast amounts of ale, as wippersnips are not known to frequent taverns. However, countless academic expeditions have observed wippersnips engaged in this ale-imbibing behavior. Oddly enough, these same academic expeditions have also reported being robbed of all their stocks of ale while on such field studies. If melted into a liquid and drunk, gold tastes somewhat like ale (a searingly hot ale, of course, that burns one alive as it is consumed). This gives some credence to the idea that wippersnips need ale in order to produce gold.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 15

				Ogre Logic

				“How far away did you say it was?”

				“That’s an interesting question,” rumbled Blung. “It depends.”

				They were riding along a carter’s track, several hours’ journey north of the city the next morning. The sun shone down cheerily on them. In the bushes and trees, small birds sang winsomely in bird language about the delicate tenderness of raw worms. A brook gurgled nearby. A blue butterfly fluttered about, dancing from flower to flower until it was abruptly and savagely snapped up by a long-tongued toad. It was a splendid pastoral scene of peace and beauty. The only thing that marred it for Shandy was the fact that he was sharing it with such ugly companions. The ogre was possibly the ugliest creature he had ever been around in his entire life. However, Dweeper the dwarf came a close second. He was currently asleep on the buckboard of the wagon, reins dangling from his stubby hands, head tilted back, mouth gaping open to reveal his yellowed teeth, nostrils flaring with each bubbling snore and bristling with thick, black hair. This pose did nothing to improve his looks. Tucked in among the sacks of fermented acorns in the back of the wagon, a dozen pigs also snored away, snorting and whistling and sounding like a chorus echoing the nose trumpet blasts of the dwarf.

			

			
				“What do you mean, it depends?” said Shandy. His horse whickered beneath him as if it, too, did not understand what the ogre meant.

				“Our destination is the valley of Glormah-Oh,” said Blung. “You have heard of it, haven’t you?”

				“Sounds vaguely familiar. I can’t think why. I rather like the sound of the name. Glormah-Oh! That would be a nice name for a buxom barmaid bearing foaming tankards of cold ale in each hand. Glormah-Oh! Bards would write songs about her tankards.”

				“Hmmph,” grumbled the ogre. His horse grumbled beneath him as well, but more because of the weight it was bearing than because of its opinion on Malix Shandy. “The valley of Glormah-Oh is surrounded by impassable mountain ranges of ice and snow. Their heights are bitterly cold in the summer and even colder in the winter. Their slopes are steep and rocky, infested with ferocious wolves and wyverns and some other horrible creature that also begins with a W, but that I can never remember. Wombats, I think. At the bottom of the valley, on an island in the middle of the icy lake of Glormah-Oh, is the keep of a dread necromancer. He is served by an army of undead warriors and the rotting corpses of countless zombies. He makes your Zarkon the Black Wizard fellow look like a simpering milkmaid frolicking among the daisies.”

				“So, what you’re saying is that if we don’t freeze to death or get eaten by wolves and wyverns, we’ll end up as rotting zombies in the thrall of this necromancer fellow? Why are we going to this valley again? Is it because we want to die sooner rather than later?”

				“Of course not,” said the ogre. “Someone else lives in the valley. Someone who can tell us how to find the Fury Clock.”

			

			
				“And you won’t tell me their name.”

				“And I won’t tell you their name. I can’t. It’s against our rules. It’s an ogre secret. Ogres have lots of secrets.”

				“Right,” said Shandy, arching one expressive eyebrow, “yet there’s no rule against leading me there. You ogres aren’t the most logical people in the world.”

				“It’s logical to us,” insisted Blung. “It’s novagi-ga-ligi.”

				“What’s that supposed to mean?” said Shandy suspiciously. “Is that one of those so-called ogre words you’re probably making up out of thin air?”

				“I do not make things up,” said Blung. “Ogres don’t. Novagi-ga-ligi is our word for logic. Except it’s a much richer, more profound word than your human word. Roughly translated, it means that which is naturally green and bumpy.”

				“That has nothing to do with logic.”

				“Yes, it does. Anything that is naturally green and bumpy is the most logical thing in the world. Something that is naturally green and bumpy, such as an ogre, is the epitome of absolute truth. Absolute truth is inherently logical, regardless of which particular truth it is. Anyway, as far as the valley, why should you care about whether we ogres know secrets about that place? What’s important is that I’m willing to guide you there. No one in their right mind would ever want to go to Glormah-Oh.”

				“Which we’re doing. Through the secret tunnel of — what did you say it was called? It has a strange, unpronounceable name which, in my opinion, must’ve been invented by either a crazy person or someone with a bad case of the stutters.” Shandy shook his head in disapproval. “What is wrong with simple, pronounceable names, such as Malix Shandy or Nob or Lurb? I’ve always liked the name Lurb.”

				“The Secret Tunnels of G’sunne D’eet,” said Blung. “They are dark and dangerous and many men have died miserable deaths in their impenetrable night. Well, at least a bunch have.”

			

			
				“What? What?” bawled the dwarf suddenly, waking up and rubbing his eyes. “Did someone just say lunch?”

				“We just ate lunch,” said Shandy.

				“So we did,” said the dwarf, stifling a yawn. “I remember now. Pork sandwiches piled high with pickled plums. I’m feeling a bit peckish now.” He picked up his axe and began sharpening it with a whetstone, all the while staring speculatively at Shandy. “You’re looking particularly cowardly right now, Shandy. Are you feeling cowardly?”

				The carter’s track turned abruptly and angled across a pleasant meadow. A forest stood at the far side of the meadow. Trees rose in close ranks. The scent of pine needles filled the air. The track vanished in the gloom beneath the overarching foliage.

				Shandy suddenly reined in his horse. He turned in the saddle and stared over his shoulder. Sunlight shone on the grassy hills behind them.

				“For the life of me,” he said, frowning, “it feels like someone’s watching us.”

				“That would be me,” said Dweeper. “The first sign of bolting on your part? Swish! I shall cleave your neck.”

				“I don’t mean you, you lice-infested cretin. I have a funny feeling we’re being spied on. Ever since we left town, the back of my neck’s been itching.”

				“Your neck?” said Dweeper. “I can explain that.”

				“Shh. Enough of the neck obsession. Can you hear that?”

				“I don’t hear anything,” said Blung, frowning.

				“Exactly,” said Shandy. “That’s the problem. Nothing. The birds have gone silent. That’s a classic way to tell if something is drawing near.”

				“I sometimes prefer saying something ‘draweth nigh’ instead,” said the ogre. “It has a more ominous — yet educated — sound to it.”

			

			
				“I don’t know. I always feel like I’m lisping when I’m saying things like ‘draweth’ or ‘cometh’ or ‘goeth.’ It reminds me of how the elves always talk. It makes me imagine I’m six again, I’ve just lost my front teeth, and I’m inexplicably wearing really tight pants. For the life of me, I’ve never understood why elves always prance around in those tight pants. It must cut off their circulation.” Shandy snapped his fingers. “That’s it! I never thought of it before. That’s probably why they always walk so smoothly and slowly. It’s the pants. They’re in constant pain. They’re masochists. They enjoy the pain.”

				“True. That is a theory,” admitted Blung. “It’s one of the more crackbrained I’ve heard.”

				“Crackbrained? Don’t be ridiculous. You just don’t want to admit you’re reeling under the onslaught of my cold logic.”

				The ogre snorted. “Logic? Ha! My personal theory is based on the color of their pants. Elvish pants are always muted in color. Light greys, pale blues, faded greens, taupes. Those sorts of colors. And you know why? It’s because they’re lazy. Oh, those pants probably began their lives in bright color, but my suspicion is that the elves don’t take them off when they bathe. Hot water, soap, repeated baths. The colors fade and the pant fabric shrinks and tightens. That, my unthinking friend, is most definitely the real explanation. The real blannio-glurm, as we ogres say in our more enlightened language.”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 16

				A Word on Certain Elvish Practices

				Sartorial masochism and pant shrinkage caused by bathing while clothed are only two theories of many that attempt to make sense of elvish fashion. To be honest, neither theory is given much credence in the academic world. The real truth of the matter, discovered by exhaustive studies conducted over many years and funded by generous royal grants, is that elves are incredibly stingy. They do not like spending any more money than necessary, whether it be on clothes, food, or haircuts. This explains why their clothes are so tight. This explains why you will never find an elf gobbling down costly platters of boar, but will, instead, find them nibbling on much more inexpensive items such as blades of grass or moonbeams or dewy acorns. This also explains their long hair. They’re too stingy to go to the barber.

				Interestingly enough, this inherent stinginess also explains the elvish love of poetry. Most people, unfortunately, have been subjected to elvish poetry at one time or another. Used to numb insomniac children to sleep in some cultures, employed as torture in others, outlawed in the Grebonean Islands due to its effect on fish, elvish poetry is a revealing look into the elvish mind (if one really wants a look in the first place).

			

			
				But, yoicks and halt, a skeptic might say. An elf poem is essentially never-ending. It goes on and on without ceasing until the listeners either die of boredom or desperately rush the stage and overpower the poet. How does that reflect stinginess? Doesn’t that reflect an overly generous nature?

				That is a decent question, o skeptic.

				Poetry is stingy because it uses words sparsely. This appeals to elves. However, words are free. Free also appeals to elves (see previous remarks on diet). An infinite supply of free words means an elf can indulge their stinginess by sparsely using words while still droning on forever and ever.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 17

				A Quiet Forest Interlude Before Other Stuff Happens

				The forest was dark and cool around the three travelers. Occasionally, the sunlight managed to make its way through the dense canopy of branches overhead, dappling the ground with its welcome cheer. Other than that, the forest was a gloomy place and grew gloomier and gloomier the further they went.

				“There are bad stories told about this forest,” muttered the ogre, “but we have no choice. Giddler’s Lake. That’s our destination. For now.”

				“Giddler’s Lake?” said Shandy. “That’s a picturesque spot. I’ve been there several times before, down this same carter’s track. It’s an excellent place for a picnic, a lovely lass, a small keg of ale, followed by several hours of —”

				“Hush!” hissed the ogre. “Did you hear that?”

				Both of them stopped their horses, and the dwarf reined in the oxen pulling his wagon. The forest was silent around them, except for the whispering of the wind in the branches.

				“I heard something,” said Blung, frowning uneasily. “An odd sort of noise. A cough or a growl or maybe a. . .”

			

			
				“Maybe a hissing kind of slavering snarl?” said Dweeper nervously. “The kind a drooling zombie might make right before it jumps awkwardly on its victim?”

				“Jumps on a dwarf, you mean,” said Shandy, but he glanced around, the back of his neck prickling.

				He trusted the back of his neck just as much as he trusted his amazing luck. He always had, ever since he was a young lad. During those carefree years, the back of his neck had warned him about the miller’s sons waiting to ambush him down by the bridge, hobgoblins hiding in the barn, and his father planning on having him muck out the stable. Later in life, the back of his neck had warned him about a jealous duke’s hired assassins, a vampire hanging upside down in his closet, and a dish of bad pork disguised by innocent-looking turnip sauce.

				But now, his neck just prickled.

				“Off the top of your head,” whispered the ogre, “is there anyone you can think of who might want to stop our quest, besides that Zarkon fellow or that Pollivan guy?”

				“Pelliver. Oh, I am popular. There’s no denying that. I suppose a dozen or so of the nobility who were standing in the great hall of the castle when the King granted us our freedom,” said Shandy. “But the problem is, they wouldn’t know about our quest. No one knows. Except for the two of us, and whoever that creature was that sent us off on this harebrained adventure.”

				“Ah. So they simply would enjoy killing you, quest or no quest.”

				“Puzzling, isn’t it?”

				They moved on as quietly as they could through the trees. However, between the ogre’s horse grumbling and wheezing due to the great weight it carried, the creaking of the wagon wheels, and the dwarf’s habit of loudly smacking his lips at random moments, they were not quiet at all.

				The forest closed around them, even denser and darker and wilder than it seemed before. Moss and vines hung from branches. Thickets of bramble grew up in tangles of thorns alongside the carter’s track. The air smelled of damp, rotting vegetation and the foul odor of the pigs snoring in the back of the wagon.

			

			
				“Tell me again why we need all those pigs,” said Shandy. “They’re starting to smell pretty bad.”

				“What?” said Dweeper. “I don’t smell anything.”

				“I didn’t tell you in the first place,” said the ogre. “And I’m not going to tell you now. Besides, a pig or two can always come in handy.”

				“Another one of your ogre secrets.”

				“It’ll make sense. Once we get there. Trust me.”

				“Trust an ogre?” said the dwarf. “I’d sooner cleave my own neck from my head with my own axe.”

				“Be my guest,” growled the ogre.

				Their friendly discussion was curtailed by the sight of a lake, shimmering and shining through the trees up ahead. The trees thinned, the firs replaced by willows and white poplars. The track emerged suddenly at the shore of the lake and turned along its rocky edge.

				“Giddler’s Lake,” said the ogre.

				“Brr!” said Dweeper. “Look at all that water. I hate water. All dwarves hate water!”

				“That explains why you never take baths,” said Shandy.

				Dweeper looked insulted. “Of course we take baths. Just not in water. Who do you think we are? Smelly peasants?”

				“We’re all going to take a bath today.”

				Shandy and Dweeper turned to look at the ogre.

				“What do you mean?”

				In answer, the ogre pointed wordlessly at the carter’s track. Dweeper cursed.

				“It’s a water road!” groaned the dwarf.

				The carter’s track angled past an enormous oak at the water’s edge, but instead of continuing along the shore, it turned straight toward the water. The parallel grooves of the track disappeared below the surface of the lake.

			

			
				“I’m a dwarf!” moaned Dweeper. “Not a fish! I’m not even a frog or a tadpole or one of those tasty little eels. I can’t do this!”

				“Me and my neck are going under the lake,” said Shandy. “With or without you.” He turned to the ogre. “So, uh, how exactly does this work?”

				“First things first,” said the ogre.

				He dismounted from his horse, got out a large coil of rope from his saddlebags, and proceeded to tie down all the sleeping pigs and sacks of acorns in the back of the wagon.

				“Anything else that can float away? No? Good. Now, all we need is. . . aha. Here’s one.”

				The ogre stumped over to a bush growing at the water’s edge. He tore off half a dozen leaves.

				“Here,” he said, handing them each a leaf. “Eat up. It’s called slickerleaf. One should do the trick. The effects last about thirty minutes, give or take about twenty-five minutes. Trust me. This is how ogres fish. You think we waste time with your stupid rods and reels? We just plunge in and catch the blasted fish. These leaves taste pretty good, too.”

				Shandy took a cautious nibble. He did not trust the ogre’s judgment on what tasted good. However, he had to admit the leaf didn’t taste horrible. Just slightly horrible. It had a sort of burnt pepper flavor, with a nauseating fishy aftertaste. He ate the entire leaf and then burped politely.

				“Tasty!” said the dwarf, gobbling his leaf down. “Ferment this with a little goat’s milk, why, it would make a fine drink! I could make a fortune off this stuff!”

				Blung went to each of the animals, the two horses, the two oxen, and the dozen pigs, and forced a leaf into each of their mouths.

				“All right, then,” he said, hoisting himself back up onto his horse. “We’re off.”

			

			
				Blung clucked to his mount and directed him toward the water’s edge. Surprisingly, the horse ambled forward without protest. In a moment, the horse disappeared beneath the surface of the lake, leaving the odd sight of the upper half of Blung’s body slowly vanishing after him. The ogre turned and waved at Shandy and the dwarf.

				“Follow me,” he said. “The water’s nice. Stay close. You don’t want to get lost down here.”

				Shandy urged his horse forward. He fully expected it to balk, but it clopped forward willingly enough. The water rose up past its legs, up around Shandy’s feet and then higher still. It crept up to his waist, and then his chest and neck. The water was nice. Nice and warm. He took a deep breath as he felt the horse beneath him lurch forward, and then he was completely underwater.

				A glimmering green light surrounded him, fading into shadows and murky darkness. He blinked his eyes rapidly, but for some reason (the slickerleaf, he supposed) the water did not bother them. His chest began to burn uncomfortably, so he exhaled his last lungful of air. Then, carefully, ever so carefully, he breathed in a tiny bit of water. It felt just like breathing in air, except heavier and wetter. He took a deeper breath of water and caught himself smiling giddily at the oddness of it all.

				Shandy turned in the saddle just in time to see the dwarf’s head plunge down into view. Dweeper was gripping the reins in both hands, his eyes tightly screwed shut, and his face turning red from holding his breath. Shandy grinned.

				The green light dimmed as they proceeded down the sloping bottom of the lake. Waving frondy plants grew up from the muddy bottom. Silt kicked up from his horse’s hooves as it ambled along. A delicious-looking bass drifted in front of Shandy and gave him a startled look before darting off with one flick of its tail. About a dozen yards in front of him, he could see the ogre further down the slope.

			

			
				Shandy’s horse stumbled a bit and then recovered its stride. Something round and yellowing tumbled end over end before settling back into the mud below the horse. A skull. The thing grinned up at Shandy with hollow eyes and bared teeth.

				They descended deeper and deeper into the lake. The glimmering green light was almost all gone now. They traveled through darkness. Here and there, however, Shandy caught glimpses of luminous forms darting through the watery night, strange bodies shining with their own light. A school of minnows looking like a cloud of miniature stars hurried past. Shapes drifted furtively among the greenery. The floor of the lake seemed to level off. The water seemed to be oddly warmer with every step they took. Shandy could feel it moving against his face. The sensation was barely noticeable, but it almost felt like a current in the water. The current grew stronger and stronger with every step forward. Before them, an enormous shadow suddenly appeared in the murky depths. A vast, towering shadow. Red light glimmered in its midst. The shadow coalesced into a shape — an awful, hideous shape. It was a giant turtle. It was as big as a hill, crouched there at the bottom of the lake. Water weeds grew on top of its shell. Fish darted here and there between its fearsome claws. Its red eyes watched the approaching band with unblinking scrutiny. Its beak was as big as a house. And its sharp beak was opening. It gaped open, yawning, serrated with dreadfully sharp teeth.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 18

				The Talking Turtle of Giddler’s Lake

				“Who dares disturbs the slumber of Dool’di Dah?”

				Shandy felt the voice more than he heard it. It pushed against him through the water. The feel of it made his ears hurt and his stomach ache. The horse beneath him shuddered. Blung reined in his horse.

				“O great and mighty Dool’di Dah, it is I, Zunzo Blung,” called the ogre. His voice burbled and bubbled in the water. “Ogre, excellent fighter, lover of antiquities and large ogre women.”

				“Zunzo Blung,” said the giant turtle. “I do not know you. Depart, lest I grow wrathful and consume your miserable carcass in one snap of my mighty beak.”

				“But I bring news, o great and mighty turtle,” said Blung. “News from the waterless lands.”

				“News?” The turtle’s voice sharpened with interest. “What news?”

				“I have much news, o fabulous and wise turtle. Three days ago, in the town of Joon, a pig was born with two heads. A chambermaid in the castle of the duke of Lepidopra has run away with a traveling shoe salesman named Vinni. Also, it rained yesterday.”

			

			
				“Fascinating,” rumbled the turtle. “Rain is a mysterious, magical thing. Falling water from the sky. How unusual. You may proceed, Zunzo Blung.”

				“I have two traveling companions with me, o beautiful and prudent turtle. May they accompany me as well?”

				“They must observe the customs. Let them stand forth and speak, or I shall eat them. Proceed.”

				Blung turned and motioned frantically at Shandy and the dwarf. “Get over here, forthwith and all that,” he hissed, his voice sizzling and fizzling in the water. “Introduce yourself with, er, plenty of description. He appreciates that. Tell him three bits of news. He loves gossip. Oh, and be sure to address him in duos of adjectives or he’ll be offended. If he gets offended, he’ll be sure to eat you.”

				“Duos of adjectives?” gulped Dweeper. “By all the goats that ever lived, I have no idea what that means. What’s an adjective?”

				“Greetings, o favored and ferocious turtle!” announced Shandy, stepping closer to the gigantic turtle’s head. He had to crane his head back to look the turtle in the eyes. “My name is Malix Shandy, connoisseur of well-brewed ale and well-bred women, and permanent borrower of expensive objects.”

				“You are somewhat polite, Malix Shandy,” rumbled the turtle. “You were doubtlessly beaten in a judicious manner by your parents when you were a young tadpole. But manners will only get you so far.”

				“I completely agree with you,” said Shandy. “Er, I mean, o just and judicious turtle of the deep.”

				“Yes, well,” said the turtle somewhat suspiciously. “I am both just and judicious, I know that, which is why I’m considering it might be judicious to snap you up right now. You and your scrawny horse would make a delicious snack. I like the crunch of bones in my beak.”

			

			
				“Last week, o majestic and mighty turtle,” said Shandy hastily, “the wicked necromancer, Zarkon the Black, won fifty-three gold pieces and a bottle of red wine at the Dancing Duck Tavern, with a full house of black tulips. Sir Percy Pelliver was sent running from that same tavern, dressed only in his silk underclothes.The dungeon in the king’s castle, as of two days ago, was housing mostly peasants, with a smattering of dwarves, one landless knight, and a drunken bard named Phips.”

				“Interesting. Most interesting. I have never heard of this Zarkon creature. Peasants? I have heard of them before, but I’ve never met a peasant. Or eaten one. You may pass, Malix Shandy. And what is next? A dwarf, of all creatures. I’ve always been fond of dwarves. They taste of rancid goat’s milk.”

				“Greetings, o lovely and gorgeous turtle,” gabbled Dweeper. “My name is Dweeper, son of Leeper. He was the son of Neeper, your worship, if you care to know. I am a cleaver of necks, skilled beard groomer, and former chief executioner for His Majesty the King.”

				“The king?” muttered the turtle somewhat peevishly. “I am the king of this lake. I admit that I am lovely and gorgeous, so you must have something of a brain rattling around in that pea-sized head of yours. Well, get on with it. Get on with it. I don’t have all day.”

				“Uh, well. . .” The dwarf hunched his head down into his shoulders as if anticipating the turtle’s beak snapping through his neck. “The, uh, the Crooner sang some fine songs last night, she did! There was the one about the, uh, about the goat that got cooked into a stew, and the song about the legendary beard of, uh. . . I can’t remember his name.”

				The giant turtle clicked its beak in agitation, swirling the water around it. “Your meaningless words trouble me, dwarf! I find myself growing hungry!”

				“Oh, mercy!” wailed Dweeper. “I’m only a poor dwarf!”

			

			
				The turtle opened its beak in a fury, towering over the cowering dwarf. The lake raged around them.

				“Great and amazing turtle!” said Shandy hastily, edging a little away from Dweeper, “you might be interested to hear that the miller’s wife in Lorne had triplets last week.”

				“Oh?”

				“All girls. Which reminds me of something else.”

				“What’s that?” said the turtle.

				“The price of pickled hog’s feet has dropped to a breathtaking low lately. They’re cheaper than boiled blackbirds.”

				“Boiled blackbirds,” murmured the turtle dreamily. “I’ve often looked up and imagined their little bodies floating on the top of my lake. Floating there like tiny stars that look like dead blackbirds. Snackbird blackbirds.”

				“Speaking of lakes, o graceful and gleaming one. . .” said Shandy.

				“Yes? Yes?” said the turtle.

				“Winter’s come early to the Grindly Mountains this year. All the alpine lakes are frozen solid. The ice is so thick that the bears come down to dance their slow and stumpy waltzes without fear of crashing through. They dance badly, but they are bears, so no one has the heart to complain.”

				“Dancing bears,” mumbled the turtle. “This changes everything. Bears that waltz. Or, rather, waltzing bears. I wonder which it is?”

				“Yes, it does change everything,” said ogre. “O magnanimous and majestic turtle, would you mind if we moved along?”

				“Of course. Of course. You’ve given me enough fascinating news to last me for months. Maybe even weeks, if I’m lucky.”

				And with that, the giant turtle opened its beak wide. Its mouth yawned open like an enormous cave. Water swirled around the gaping entrance.

			

			
				“Hurry!” hissed the ogre, his words fizzling through the water. He kicked his heels into the sides of his horse and trotted straight into the turtle beak. Even with his great height, there was a good five feet of clearance above his head. He vanished inside.

				“Mercy!” wailed the dwarf. “I can’t do this!”

				“Yes, you can, and you will,” said Shandy. “Besides, you don’t deserve this much mercy in one day.”

				He grabbed the lead of one of the oxen. With a tug, the wagon rolled straight for the turtle’s gaping mouth. The dwarf trembled on his seat, eyes tightly shut. Inside, the light was almost nonexistent, but the ground abruptly angled upward, as if they were riding up the massive, cavernous throat of the turtle. Suddenly, they broke up through the water into cold, clean air. Shandy choked and sputtered, spitting water out of his mouth. They rode up into a silent, gloomy cavern dimly lit by the phosphorescent glow of small, luminous bugs. The horses and the wagon halted. They stood on a dusty, flat surface paved with well-fitted stones. Overhead, stone arches rose up into the darkness like perfectly formed trees.

				“Are we inside the turtle?” asked the dwarf cautiously. “Where are we?”

				“I confess to the same puzzlement,” said Shandy.

				Blung laughed. “There is no turtle. The entrance is a powerful, ancient magic ensorcelled to resemble a huge, bad-tempered turtle. We are in the Secret Tunnels of G’sunne D’eet. The tunnels that are called Blovoni in the language of the kobolds, or Waziriwazoocalloo in the tongue of the accursed, tight-pantsed elves. The centaurs of the lost isle of Shlumlumley have their own name for this most dark and dangerous place. They call it the Hurralk of Palkchalk.”

				“So what do you ogres call this place?” said Shandy.

				“I don’t know,” confessed Blung. “We only whisper about it. Every time someone has whispered the name to me, they’ve whispered so quietly that I couldn’t make out what they were saying. Or they have a bad cold, which sort of garbles their voice. But the gnomes of Gniddish refer to these tunnels as the Gnappifoom. Gnomes have a fondness for gnames, I mean, names, beginning with gn.”

			

			
				“Whenever I meet a gnome, I always want to chop his head off,” said Dweeper. “And then bake him in a casserole.”

				“I can’t remember a single one of all those names you just told us,” said Shandy. “To be honest, most of them sounded like you were just making them up. I hereby proclaim we call this place the tunnels. Let’s get moving. Each passing minute means we’re that much closer to our deaths.”

				“Or closer to the Fury Clock,” whispered the ogre, speaking softly so the dwarf could not hear them. “And I am not sure which is a more dreadful fate.”

				“Gnome,” mumbled Dweeper to himself.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 19

				An Extremely Quick Word on Gnomes (in Case You Were Wondering)

				Gnomes, as you know, are even shorter than dwarves, breed as quickly as rabbits, and are somewhat stringy, with a strong, gamy flavor. Gnomes are particularly prized by the so-called natural health food community, due to their high nutrient content. A somewhat problematic protein to cook with, they are typically either casseroled or stewed, in order to tenderize their toughness and taste. However, for the diligent cook willing to go the extra mile, gnomes have much potential in the kitchen.

				The most well-known cookbook devoted to gnome cuisine is, of course, Chef Margo Flenlurve’s The Joy of Gnome Cooking. Currently in its fourth printing, the smartly written and superbly illustrated bestseller contains such favorites as Gnome in Red Wine Reduction, Pan-Seared Gnome with Garlic Mushroom Sauce, and Jumbo Lump Gnome Cake, as well as classic holiday favorites such as Gnome Pudding and Roast Gnome with Candied Chestnuts.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 20

				What the Sharp-Eyed Pike Saw

				Sometime later, at the bottom of Giddler’s Lake, a shadow slipped stealthily through the water. If you happened to have been a sharp-eyed pike at that moment, you might have spotted the shadow and swam a little closer, wondering if it might be something edible. You would have been sadly mistaken in your daydreaming about tasty little shrumfish or minnows or even a succulent small-mouthed bass. No, the shadow was just that. A shadow. Admittedly, on closer inspection, the shadow seemed to be shaped like a human but did not have a flesh-and-blood human attached.

				“Decidedly odd,” thought the pike to itself. It swam away in discontent and growing hunger, which it later sated on a tender young duckling paddling among the reeds.

				The shadow continued its way down through the water, down through the depths, until it reached the bottom of the lake. The massive stone face of the turtle lay slumbering there, dreaming of bobbing blackbirds and dancing bears. The shadow came to rest beside the turtle’s head. It looked like as if it crouched down. A faint whispering noise fluttered through the water. The giant turtle opened one eye and looked suspiciously around. It did not see anything. To be honest, the turtle had very poor eyesight. It had an excellent sense of smell, but shadows don’t smell like anything. The shadow whispered some more, its voice drifting through the water like dust. The turtle clacked its beak sleepily and then it yawned. It was an enormous, gaping, open-mouthed yawn. A great rush of water swirled into its mouth, along with several minnows, an eel, and the shadow. The turtle closed its beak with a snap and fell back asleep.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 21

				The Tunnels of. . . What Were They Called Again?

				The tunnels seemed endless. They were a labyrinth of stone and darkness and dust. The passages branched off each other, intertwined and tangling, angling away into their eternal night. Stairways led down and up. Abrupt and frightening shafts opened down into wells of never-ending depth.

				“No one’s come this way in quite a long time,” muttered Shandy. He held his torch high and peered at the dust covering the stony ground. The dust lay thick and undisturbed.

				“There are things that don’t need feet to walk,” said the ogre darkly. “Ghosts, wraiths, spirits.”

				“Snakes and snails,” said Dweeper. “They don’t have feet. Slugs don’t have feet.”

				The dwarf had rapidly recovered his spirits after they had successfully gotten past the giant turtle. Being deep underground and surrounded by darkness and stone seemed to put him in an excellent mood. He got out a pipe, packed it full of tobacco, and began puffing out large clouds of foul-smelling smoke.

			

			
				“Ahh,” said Dweeper. “There’s nothing like a good pipe. Unless it’s a good pipe and some music.”

				“Hmmph,” said Blung dubiously. He had just gotten his first whiff of the tobacco smoke.

				“I’m only a dwarf in a gilded cage,” sang the dwarf, waving his pipe in the air. “My beard is a sight to see. . .”

				“That’s enough,” growled Blung.

				“How about this one? This is an old favorite. The dill and the chive and a pound of earwigs, and mix them up please. . . in a thousand beers. . .”

				“Stop it.”

				“You’ll like this one. Takes a bit of lung power. Ahem.” Dweeper coughed out a big cloud of black smoke. “I screamed a scream if mimes can’t lie,” he bellowed, his head flung back. “When gnomes buzz right and knives are sizzling. . . I dreamed of doves on marbled rye. . .”

				“Now you’ve gone too far.”

				“Blung.”

				“What.”

				“You’re an uncultured boor.”

				After several hours, the ogre called a halt. He swung down off his horse. They had stopped in a large chamber. Five arched doorways led away in five directions. In the middle of the chamber was a large stone table piled high with rubbish.

				“You’re lost, aren’t you?” said Shandy. “Admit it.”

				“Uh, maybe,” mumbled the ogre. “That could be a possibility.”

				Shandy looped the reins of his horse to the back of the dwarf’s wagon. The dwarf tapped his axe and grinned nastily at him. Shandy ignored him. He prowled around the chamber. Each of the arched doorways looked the same. They opened into dim, dark, dusty passageways of stone and tattered cobwebs.

				“I’m not sure if that’s way or that way or that way,” said Blung, sounding a little defensive. “Or maybe that door. It’s definitely not that over there, because that’s the one we came through.”

			

			
				“Call me crazy and paranoid, but I have the sneaking suspicion that you’ve never actually been through these tunnels before.” Shandy eyed the ogre.

				“Is that really important? Well, no, I haven’t. Not exactly. But I’ve heard plenty of stories about this place. All we have to do is find the Tavern of Darkness. It’s somewhere down here. I mean, how hard could it be to find a tavern? All we have to do is follow our noses. I can smell a tavern from fifty miles away. Ale, mead, roast boar! Ogres have excellent noses.”

				“I can’t smell a thing,” announced the dwarf, puffing out a huge cloud of noxious pipe smoke. “And I don’t believe there’s a tavern down here. A tavern? That’s a likely story.”

				“He’s why I can’t smell where we’re supposed to go!” snapped Blung, gesturing at the dwarf. “It was bad enough before he started smoking that infernal pipe of his, but do you think my nose can work when it’s caught between smoke and the fact that it’s probably been several years since he last had a bath? Faugh! I wouldn’t be surprised if his pockets are full of dead, rotting rats.”

				“Mice, actually,” said Dweeper, pulling one out by the tail. “They’re tasty after they’ve aged a couple weeks. Chewy exterior. Then a sudden gooey interior with a sharp, piquant aftertaste. Yum.” He popped the mouse into his mouth and chewed vigorously.

				Even the ogre, who had an exceedingly strong stomach, turned a little mauve at the sight of the dwarf smacking his lips.

				Shandy sighed. He pulled a coin out of his pocket. “I suppose we’ll have to depend on my amazing luck. It’s never let me down. A tavern, you say? Right in the middle of these tunnels? I’m almost inclined to agree with Dweeper, though it pains me to admit it. It sounds highly improbable. If I were more of a pessimist, I’d kill myself now and have done with this all.”

			

			
				“The Mulgani M’loni Tavern,” mumbled Blung. He seemed a little embarrassed. “Roughly translated, it means The Tavern at the Center of the World. Like I said, though, the locals call it the Tavern of Darkness.”

				Shandy walked to the first door. He flipped the coin into the air, caught it, and shook his head. He went to the second door and did the same thing. He went to the other doors, flipping the coin at each one.

				“That’s odd,” he said, frowning. “I’m getting nothing. Maybe this coin is defective.”

				At that moment, a dim, muffled thud sounded through the vast chamber. It was a quiet sound, an almost silent sound, but all three of them heard it. The horses and the two oxen hitched to the wagon pricked up their ears.

				“What was that noise?” said Dweeper nervously.

				The sound came again, slightly louder. It echoed several times and then died away, but then it came yet again. It was distinctly louder now, almost a boom, deep and round. This time, it was followed by another boom, louder and faster.

				“There are many dreadful tales of the denizens of the deep,” said the ogre darkly. “Monsters, horrible phantasms, the undead shadows. Creatures that would rend us from head to tail.”

				“I don’t have a tail,” quavered the dwarf. “Will they hold that against me?”

				“It almost sounds like a war drum,” said Blung.

				“You’re right,” said Shandy, pacing back and forth. He drew his sword. “A war drum. That’s what it is. Perhaps a pack of bloodthirsty kobolds marches ever closer, spurred on by the beat. Or cave trolls. A battalion of cave trolls. Curse it! We’re caught in here like peasants in a barn on fire. With the way that echo is rolling around, I can’t tell which direction it’s coming from. We can’t just start off down one of these passages. It might be the very one they’re in. Draw your weapons, men! Let’s sell ourselves dearly.”

			

			
				“First off, I’m not a man,” said Dweeper. “Secondly, I’d rather sell you dearly on your own. Perhaps we can make enough from the sale to buy our freedom. What do you think, Blung? Are you with me?”

				Shandy gave him a nasty look. “Get down off that wagon. We can throw together a defensive ring if we shove it up against this stone table.”

				In no time, the three of them had manhandled the wagon up alongside the stone table at right angles. There was enough rubbish and loose stones lying about to pile into a low barricade. This served to close the gap. The horses and oxen were tied securely inside the enclosure. The pigs snored away contentedly in the back of the wagon. Then, the man, the ogre, and the dwarf crouched behind the shelter, waiting. The drum boomed and echoed, rattling up from one of the passageways and thrumming in the shadowy recesses of the chamber.

				“They’re getting closer,” rumbled the ogre. Even he, despite his bulk and ugliness, sounded nervous.

				“How I wish I was back at the castle,” moaned Dweeper. “I could be happily cleaving necks and eating roast swan. There was a short chambermaid I had my eye on. She had a very becoming wisp of a mustache. I would’ve liked to sing her a tender little love song. This is all your fault. I was never meant to go on adventures. Ugh. My stomach hurts.”

				“Stop grousing,” said Shandy.

				Boom! Boom! Boom!


				The bang of the drum was so loud now that it rattled their teeth and set their bones on edge. The horses and oxen stirred restlessly behind them.

				“If I die in combat,” said Blung suddenly, “promise me one thing, Shandy.”

			

			
				“Sure. Anything. Just tell me.”

				“Will you swear it on your mother’s grave?”

				“My mother isn’t dead.”

				“Just swear it!”

				“Very well. I swear it on my mother’s grave, even though she isn’t dead.”

				“Thank you. First, you must boil the flesh from my skull until it’s as clean as a well-chewed peach pit. Tan the lining of my stomach into leather. Sew a bag from it and place the skull inside. Then, journey to my village of Oblain-Kulaminsky in the Mountains of Oblain. There, you will find an ogre lass named Grizelga. She is the love of my spleen. She is devastatingly beautiful, so kindly restrain your romantic inclinations when you see her. Give her my skull and tell her I died well.”

				“No way,” said Shandy. “That’s disgusting. Are you crazy? I’m not doing that.”

				“You swore it on your mother’s grave. It is flannuvit. Irrevocable, in ogreish.”

				“I told you, she’s not dead. She doesn’t have a grave. I’m not doing it.”

				“Oh, you aren’t?” growled Blung.

				“No. I’m not.”

				“If I were not mortally indebted to you, human, I would crush your head right now with one blow of my mighty fist. You dare spurn the sacred rites of ogre death, the sacred heynonni-nool? Bah! You are a worm. You are less than a worm. A worm is more honorable than you!”

				“I’m not tanning your stomach lining,” said Shandy. “That’s the most revolting thing I’ve heard in about two days.”

				“You bring dishonor on your mother’s grave.”

				“She’s not dead!”

				“She would die of shame if she could hear you now.”

				“In case you forgot,” hissed the dwarf, “we’re about to be attacked!”

			

			
				Boom! Boom! Boom!


				The chamber shook with the awful echoes of the drum beat. A flickering, flashing light suddenly illuminated one of the doorways. The three travelers tensed behind their barricade, weapons clutched in their hands, sweat trickling down their foreheads in salty beads, eyes staring and wide and wild, hearts racing, pulses pounding, breath rasping in their suddenly dry mouths, ready to go down fighting to the last, lingering drop of their sticky, coagulating blood until the final wave of pain rolled over them and brought their contorted, lifeless bodies to ultimate rest in the embrace of awful, gruesome death.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 22

				A Brief Interlude Concerning Verbosity in Order to Heighten Dramatic Tension

				“Words,” famously declared the poet Burkly Bevin, “are the animals of authors, the pets of printers, and the property of poets. Words are the starlight of songsmiths, the onyxes of orators, and the bardifications of balladeers. Words are the sun-drenched wine of the gods, distilled into shining liquid motes, plucked from the air as they drift down by the lips of the luminous, molded into mental murals, manipulated into mosaics of meaning, and melded into magical majesties.”

				Even more famously, his wife then hit him over the head with her rolling pin. Bevin’s poetry never did sell well, and she was getting tired of living on words. Verbosity was all well and good, but you couldn’t fry it up in butter for supper.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 23

				A Dreadful Encounter and Other Scary Stuff That Then Happened

				A huge, menacing shadow marched along the wall. It loomed larger and larger with every second. Red firelight leapt on the face of the rock. The chamber seemed to grow uncomfortably warm. Sweat trickled down Shandy’s face. His sword trembled in his grip.

				Boom! Boom! Boom!

				“We’re doomed,” breathed the ogre.

				A figure advanced through the doorway. It was about two feet tall, a little bit shorter than the dwarf.

				“Hear ye, hear ye!” announced the little figure in a shrill voice. “Come one, come all, and experience the wondrous wisdom of Doctor Thurmlo Vusslebane, late of the royal university of Burblefumb, physicker of the Royal Family, explorer, and daring fruitician! Step right up, don’t push, get in line, women and children first, if they have the necessary funds, that is; get ready to experience the inventor and sole proprietor of Dr. Vusslebane’s Celebrated Wonder Tonic! Cures warts, mumps, fairies, hair loss, head loss, and a thousand other diseases! It’s good for what ails you.”

			

			
				The little figure carried an enormous drum strapped in front of its stomach and it punctuated its words by giving the drum a tremendous wallop with a stick from time to time.

				“Aha! There you are!” The little figure trotted toward the three travelers huddled behind their barricade. “I could smell you a good way off. Could smell the gold in your pockets. I could smell it, I says. So I says to the good doctor, there are folks nearby that are suffering powerfully. They have ailments. They’re sick. Diseased. They need your healing genius, they do.”

				“We do?” said Shandy somewhat dazedly.

				Boom! The little figure gave his drum a powerful blow. Everyone winced, even the horses and the oxen. “Aye, that you do!”

				“What kind of strange creature are you?” said Dweeper. “You’re too bald to be a gnome, but you’re even shorter than me. Do you find me impressively tall?”

				Before anyone could get another word in, an enormous wagon, pulled by several donkeys, rolled into the chamber. One side of the wagon crashed down in a rattle of chains, revealing a platform lit by torches. A fat man bounded out of a door at the back of the wagon, swept off his hat, and bowed so low to the ground that his nose came up dusty.

				“Greetings!” he announced. “Salutations! Felicitations! And hello. I see you’ve already met my assistant, Jingo. I am Thurmlo Maggolindes Vusslebane. You’ve heard of me, no doubt, spoken of in hushed and reverent tones. Women adore me, ladies even more. Soldiers worship my Vusslebane Patented Pocket Charm for warding off corns, blisters, and grit in their soup. Children sing my praises in high-pitched voices as they gobble down my Thurmlo Boiled Sweets, available in three fantastic flavors: Honey, Bunny, and Sharp Cheese! Now, step right up, step right up! I can see that you, sir ogre, are in need of my celebrated Thurmlo Wonder Tonic. Your color’s off, sir. Your green is not the green it should be. This tonic is good for what ails you! Here’s a bottle, on the house. Drink it down. Drink it up. Don’t be shy. Never met an ogre that was shy, I haven’t. Feels good, doesn’t it? Goes right down to the marrow of your bones, eh? Warms the heart, fires the blood, makes your mucus run as clear and pure as a mountain spring!”

			

			
				“As pure as a mountain spring!” echoed Jingo, punctuating his words with a hearty wallop on his drum.

				“Wow,” said Blung, taking another swig. “That’s pretty good. Ah, it does warm something. Fizzes, too.” He belched a prodigious belch. “Bubbly.”

				“Only one gold coin for five bottles today,” said Dr. Vusslebane. “This special deal will not last long. Supplies won’t last. They never do.”

				“I’ll take twenty bottles,” said Blung.

				“Do you know the way to the tavern down here?” asked Shandy, sheathing his sword. “There’s supposed to be one somewhere close by.”

				“The Tavern at the Center of the World?” The doctor kissed his fingertips and then waved them in the air. “Superb cuisine, an excellent cellar, cheese to die for! I know it well. Now, you, young man, look as if you sorely need a pick-me-up. Something to put a little zing in your step, a bounce in your walk, a song in your heart. A failed romance, eh? Jilted by your girl? Leaned in for a kiss, only to have her pull away in disgust at the foul odor of your breath and run off with another man?”

				“I’ve never been jilted,” said Shandy in some irritation. “Listen, why don’t you tell us how to get to that tavern and we’ll be on our way. I’m not spending my hard-earned money on quackery.”

				“All in good time,” said Dr. Vusslebane cheerfully. “All in good time. I’m sorry you still harbor resentment over being jilted. She must’ve hurt you deeply. I’m rarely ever wrong about such things. In fact, I’m never wrong. Jingo, am I ever wrong?”

			

			
				“Never,” declared Jingo. “I asked him, just the other day, what’s two plus two? Four, he says. Amazing!”

				“If anything,” said Shandy, “I’m the one who does the jilting.”

				The doctor snapped his fingers. “I’ve got it! You’ll be jilted in the future. That’s it. Here, you need some of these. They’ll do the trick, or my name’s not Thurmlo Maggolindes Vusslebane.”

				Before Shandy knew it, the doctor had whipped out a bottle from his coat and dumped what looked like little yellow rocks into his hand.

				“Here, take one,” said Dr. Vusslebane.

				“No, thank you.”

				“Take it,” chanted Jingo. “Take it. Take it. Take it now. Now.”

				“What are they made out of?” asked Shandy, reluctantly taking one of the rocks. It felt slightly warm in his hand.

				“Honey, mostly,” said the doctor. “Honey is nature’s elixir, stolen from the udders of fairy cows by burgling bees and hidden in their hives, where it ferments and thickens and turns to liquid gold.”

				“Oh, well. I like honey. Can’t hurt, I suppose.” Shandy popped the rock into his mouth and crunched down. It was quite sweet. And then, something else. He wasn’t exactly sure what it was. His tongue wasn’t sure what it was.

				“When I say mostly honey,” continued the doctor, “I mean just the coating. The coating is mostly honey. The hard, crunchy interior is a judicious mixture of basilisk venom, pepper, and crystallized fire. It will put a fresh bounce in your step and a light in your eye.”

				That’s when Shandy’s tongue finally figured out what the something else was. It was fire. A very peppery, flaming sort of fire. But much hotter. Smoke billowed from his ears and from his nose. He jumped about five feet in the air, waving his hands about like a pigeon in flight.

			

			
				“Fire!” he screeched.

				“Yes, I can see it now.” The ogre nodded. “You’re right, doctor. It certainly has put a bounce in his step.”

				Shandy grabbed the nearest liquid in sight. It happened to be one of the bottles of tonic Blung had just purchased. He wrenched off the top and swigged it down. Due to the fire burning in his mouth, the tonic didn’t taste like much. However, when it hit his stomach, something odd happened. He felt a rumbling and a bubbling and a burbling deep down inside. And with that, he began to swell up like a balloon. He felt oddly light.

				“Look,” said the dwarf. “He’s floating.”

				Everyone looked up at Shandy with great interest. The longer they looked at him, the more they had to tilt their heads back, because he was floating, and he was floating up.

				“Quick!” yelled Shandy. “Somebody grab my feet!”

				“As I recall,” said Blung, “you were unwilling to agree to tan my stomach, so, no, I am not willing to grab your feet.”

				“I’m too short,” said Dweeper.

				“Don’t worry,” said Dr. Vusslebane calmly. “Normally, I wouldn’t advise mixing my celebrated tonic with my fireballs, but I doubt you will come to harm. I suspect the gas will soon seek a way of escape. While you might find the process itself somewhat troubling, it will soon pass and then you will feel amazingly invigorated.”

				“I’m feeling invigorated just by watching him,” said Blung.

				“What do you mean by escape?” hollered Shandy, who was now bobbing around through the air, high above them.

				There was no time to answer his question. All of a sudden, he let out a tremendous belch. The sound of it echoed and boomed in the chamber. The force of the expulsion sent Shandy tumbling through the air. He slammed against a wall at the far end of the chamber with a painful yelp.

			

			
				“Curl yourself into a ball!” yelled the ogre, watching in amazement. “Protect yourself! And your future offspring!”

				“Lead with your face!” shouted the dwarf. “If you smash it up, maybe you’ll improve your looks!”

				Shandy burped again, a rattling, clattering sort of burp that sent him skittering through the air to smash into the wall on the opposite side of the chamber.

				“Blast it all to cheese-laden hell!” he yelled, half in pain and half in fury.

				With a final belch that blew him tumbling head over heels, he landed with a crash amidst the sleeping pigs in the dwarf’s wagon. He groaned and sat up.

				“Why, you quack!” he hollered, staggering down to the ground. “If I get my hands on you, I’m going to —”

				“How do you feel?” inquired Dr. Vusslebane courteously. “Do you feel invigorated?”

				“Well, uh, actually, I feel pretty good. A little bruised.”

				“And what else?”

				“Energetic.”

				“And what else?”

				“Fairly bouncy on my toes.”

				“And what else?”

				“There’s a nice aftertaste. Sort of a buttery, lemony flavor.”

				The doctor nodded sagely. “Ah, yes, yes. Buttery lemon. You have an astute palate. I add lots and lots of butter, with just a hint of grated lemon peel, in order to achieve that smooth, melt-in-your-mouth effect. It counteracts the burning sensation.”

				“Wow. What a rush. How much for the bottle and the pills?”

				“Seven gold pieces.”

				“I’ll give you eight if you tell us how to get to the Tavern at the Center of the World.”

				“Done,” said the doctor, bowing a little. “In fact, I would’ve done it for free, as that’s where we’re heading ourselves. Seeing that you’re obviously a man of your word, however, I’ll take your money.”

			

			
				“Blast it,” grumbled Shandy.

				“What about me?” said the dwarf. “What are you going to sell to me?”

				“You?”

				The doctor scrutinized the dwarf carefully, squinting his eyes and making alarming little tsk-tsk-tsk noises. Jingo solemnly kept time by banging on his drum. He stared fixedly at the dwarf without blinking.

				“What is it?” said Dweeper nervously. “Am I dying? Am I cursed? Do I have some kind of strange, incurable sickness that involves my beard? Tell me now!”

				Dr. Vusslebane shook his head. “No, you’re healthy enough for a dwarf. Your breath is unspeakably foul, which means, for a dwarf, your digestion is in prime condition. It’s just that I see. . .”

				“What?! What do you see?”

				“I see. . .”

				“How bad is it? Just tell me! Tell me now. I’m resigned to my horrible fate.”

				“I see that you have some dried gravy or similar food-like substance encrusted in your beard.”

				“That’s it?”

				“Yes,” said the doctor. “I can sell you this nice bar of lavender soap.”

				“Oh. The gravy’s just a snack I’m saving for later.”

				Crestfallen, Dweeper turned to trudge back to his wagon.

				“Wait!” said Dr. Vusslebane. “I do have this!”

				He pulled a roll of parchment from inside his cloak.

				“What’s that?” said Dweeper.

				“Wait, listen, and learn,” chanted Jingo, beating on his drum.

				“It looks like a roll of parchment,” said the ogre.

			

			
				“This,” said the doctor, “is a magic scroll!”

				“A magic scroll,” breathed the dwarf, taking it reverently into his hands. “I’ve always wanted a magic scroll, ever since I was a little nipper with a wisp on my chin. What does it do?”

				“It’s a magic scroll. That’s what it does.”

				“Yes, but what does it do?” said the ogre, frowning. “Does it summon dozens of shrieking rabbits, or call down lightning, or transform your enemies into delicious pot roast?”

				“Listen, buddy,” said Dr. Vusslebane, looking a little nettled, “it’s a magic scroll. Magic. Magic isn’t so easy any more, not since the King slapped a tax on it. It takes a real pro to work magic, and this is a real magic scroll. You don’t come across these babies every day. This is the real thing. Take it or leave it.”

				“I’ll take it!” said Dweeper.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 24

				The Bridge of Doom

				The doctor packed up his wagon and the little cavalcade moved off into the darkness. Jingo led them, pounding away loudly on his drum despite the many dirty looks thrown his way by Shandy and his two companions. Even the horses and the oxen pulling Dweeper’s wagon neighed and lowed in dismay at the dreadful noise. The doctor and his donkeys, however, proceeded in placid complacency. This, it turned out, was due to the earplugs in his ears, as well as the donkeys’ ears.

				“I’d sell you some,” he remarked to the others, “but they’re very expensive. Very rare. Handmade. They’re antiques. Family heirlooms. Plus, there’s a limited supply, which is further exacerbated by a current upswing in demand.”

				“How much?” growled Shandy, grinding his teeth together.

				“Five gold coins.”

				“Five gold coins? Are you out of your tiny mind?”

				“That’s highway robbery!” snapped the dwarf.

			

			
				“Larceny!”

				“That’s for one earplug,” said the doctor. “However, you’re in luck. Today, I’m running a special on sets of two earplugs. Eleven gold pieces for the pair.”

				There was a moment of thoughtful silence, punctuated by several drum wallops, as they all considered this offer.

				“But that’s not a special,” said the ogre slowly. “I can buy two earplugs separately for five gold coins each, which comes out to a grand total of ten gold coins for a pair, thus saving me one gold coin.”

				“Oh, dear,” said Dr. Vusslebane. “I hadn’t thought of that. You are about to get the better of me if you take advantage of this amazing and unforeseen loophole.”

				“We got you there, you swindler!” roared the ogre. “Bet you didn’t see that coming! I’ll take two earplugs, but I want to buy them one at a time, five gold coins apiece. Pretty smart, eh? That’ll be one gold coin cheaper than your so-called special!”

				“We want in!” chorused Shandy and Dweeper.

				“You gentlemen certainly got yourselves a fine deal,” said the doctor mournfully, pulling some earplugs out of his pocket. “It’s a rare day when someone gets the better of Thurmlo Maggolindes Vusslebane, but today appears to be that day. I’m a humble man. I’ll take my defeat with humility and good grace. That’ll be ten gold coins each. Thank you! Here you are. Don’t mind the lint or the, uh, wax on the plugs. That’s high-quality preservation wax. One hundred percent organic. I’m throwing it in for free. Keeps the plugs fresh and smooth.”

				“These look like they’re made out of wadded-up pieces of paper,” said the ogre suspiciously.

				“Antiques,” said the doctor. “They’re valuable family heirlooms.”

				They marched on through the darkness, their ears happily immune to Jingo’s walloping drum. The stone walls seemed endless. The stone floor sloped down and down into the endless night. From time to time, their torchlight shone on fantastic and strange carvings on the walls, scenes of warriors and dragons and fair maidens chiseled in the stone. Occasionally, they encountered statues carved into the walls, arms or legs or hands emerging from the stone as if formed by some sad prisoner of the rock itself, striving to break free and forever frozen.

			

			
				Abruptly, Jingo stopped at the front of the procession.

				“What’s the holdup?” called Shandy impatiently. He could feel time ticking away in the back of his head. The hours were running out, running like a rabbit bounding through a meadow like only a rabbit can when it’s being chased by several dozen foxes. The back of Shandy’s neck twitched. Some of the foxes were riding horses.

				“The Bridge of Doom,” said Jingo solemnly.

				Jingo stood on the edge of a precipice. The ground fell away before him, except for a slender bridge of stone that rose up over the awful chasm below it.

				“The Bridge of Doom,” said Jingo. “The Bridge of Doom!”

				“You said that already,” said Blung. “What’s so doomish about this bridge? It looks like a good bridge to me. Nice stonework. Whoever built it knew what they were doing.”

				“Actually, it’s not a bad bridge,” said Jingo. “I just call it the Bridge of Doom because it makes a shiver run down my neck when I say it. Never fails. It feels so good. Almost as good as clean underwear.”

				They crossed the bridge in single file. The span rose up and up. Far above them, stalactites hung down from the rocky darkness. Bats flapped and twirled sluggishly in the shadows. On either side of the bridge, the fathomless chasm fell away into nothingness. Dweeper, leading his oxen along and walking in front of them, paused and picked up a pebble. He looked furtively over his shoulder at Shandy.

				“Don’t do it, Dweeper,” said Shandy. “You never know. When you’re crossing a bridge of doom, it’s best to be safe.”

			

			
				“Huh,” said Dweeper contemptuously. “Dwarves don’t know the meaning of the word ‘safe.’”

				With that, he tossed the pebble over the side of the bridge. The tiny rock tumbled down into the darkness and disappeared. Everyone stood frozen for a moment in complete silence.

				“That’s how dwarves do it,” said Dweeper.

				But then he jumped and turned as white as a well-washed sheet, for a noise came echoing up from the chasm below. It was a voice.

				“Oy! Stop chucking rocks, you blooming idiots!”

				“Quick!” hissed Dweeper. “Let’s go!”

				They made good time from there, because the tunnel floor became smoother and smoother as they went. The walls were well kept and bright with torches placed every hundred feet. Someone was going to great lengths to keep the underground in good repair.

				“It’s because we’re quite close to the Tavern,” said Dr. Vusslebane. “They do a roaring business. Clientele come from far and deep, so it’s in their best interest to keep the paths up. It wouldn’t do to have axles breaking and donkeys going lame if you’re in a hurry for a hot supper at the Tavern.”

				“We are almost there!” crowed the ogre. “I can smell meat roasting in the air! Can you smell that fine, smoky aroma? That’s roasted horse, or my name’s not Zunzo Blung!”

				“So, my dear Shandy,” said the doctor, “where does your journey take you after the Tavern?”

				“Well, uh, we’re not sure yet,” said Shandy, not certain if he wanted to divulge their secret. “Maybe, well —”

				“Glormah-Oh!” sang out Dweeper from on top of his wagon seat. “We’re going to the Valley of Glormah-Oh!”

				Shandy shot the dwarf a dirty glance. Dr. Vusslebane looked thoughtful.

				“Glormah-Oh,” he said wonderingly. “The fabled valley wrapped in mystery and magic? They tell of it in children’s fairytales, of course, but who has ever been there?”

			

			
				Abruptly, the tunnel turned and opened up into a huge cavern. The ceiling soared up and vanished into the darkness, looking almost like they were under a perpetual night sky. Stalagmites rose up, enormous and towering above them like pine trees that had no needles or branches and were made of stone and looked like stalagmites. Flocks of bats fluttered and flew through the gloom. And, at the end of the stone road, up a slight rise, stood a strange building perched on the edge of a cliff that fell away into an abyss of darkness. The building was festooned with smoking chimneys and pocked about with windows glowing with cheery light.

				“The Tavern at the Center of the World!” said Jingo, giving his drum a few good whacks.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 25

				Fine Dining and a Series of Desperate Battles

				Several short, energetic stable-hand goblins scurried out from a side door of the tavern as they approached.

				“Valet service,” said Shandy, nodding. “Nice. Very nice indeed. This is a classy place. Some buckets of slop for the pigs, eh, boys? And then a good round of fermented acorns. Muck out the wagon while you’re at it. It’s getting smelly.”

				He tossed the stable-hands a couple of coins. The little creatures unhitched the animals and led them away to a barn tucked beside the tavern.

				The travelers walked up the wide stone steps. The doors swung open, manned on either side by a pair of greasy goblins in faded top hats. A wave of noise and smells and light washed over them all like an amazing wave of gravy, gravy that was hot and tasty and somehow made a lot of noise, but not hot enough that it burned the skin if you bathed in it.

				“Wow!” said Dweeper, his jaw dropping open. “This is some place!”

			

			
				The interior of the tavern was huge. It was mysteriously huge. In fact, you might say it was magically huge. From the outside, the place looked like any normal tavern, the sort you might find several miles beneath the surface of the earth. Inside, however, the place was freakishly enormous. A long flight of steps led down to the main floor of the tavern, where tables and chairs were scattered about around tall pillars that rose up to the wooden-beamed ceiling. Stairways wound around the pillars, rising up to semi-private platforms where parties could escape the hubbub of the main floor. A gallery ran around the wall, about twenty feet up, built out on massive cantilevered stone beams. Additional tables could be seen behind the railing lining the gallery’s edge. The far side of the tavern opened onto a stone balcony built out over the edge of the cliff and the looming abyss below.

				The place was packed. Every single table looked full. There were humans, elves, dwarves, ogres, goblins, hobgoblins, snobgoblins, gorks, minglums, centaurs, buggles, boggles, and every other manner of creature that might be imagined. In the center of the main floor was a small, raised arena in which a band of musicians were industriously jamming away on a rendition of Floomley Gash’s famous ballad She Fell in the Well with the Wrong Kind of Elf. On the far side of the room, a polished wooden bar ran the length of the wall. It was crowded with patrons knocking back tankards of ale and hot wine. Comely tavern girls hurried back and forth among the crowd bearing platters of food and foaming pitchers.

				“This is my sort of place,” said Shandy, rubbing his hands together. “Let’s find a table, get ourselves some food, and then figure out how to get from here to wherever it is we’re supposed to be going.”

				“Um, about that,” began the ogre.

				“Later, later,” said Shandy, walking down the steps. “With this kind of crowd, we need to get our order in sooner than later.”

			

			
				Luckily, they found a table down on the main floor, right next to the arena. A nearby table of elves in tight, form-fitting pants erupted into raucous laughter right as they sat down.

				“They’re probably laughing at me,” muttered Dweeper. He peeked over his shoulder. “I know they are. They’re laughing at me! I bet they’re saying, ‘Look at the rabid little dwarf.’ I can’t stand elves with their prissy, perfect, look-at-my-flowing-blond-hair-and-my-perfect-skin attitude. Bunch of effeminate snobs. Their necks cleave just as easily as anyone’s, let me tell you. I’ve cleaved an elf neck or two in my time, or my name’s not Dweeper, son of Leeper.”

				“Relax,” said Shandy. “They look like they’re drunk. Listen, Dweeper. You know what your problem is? Let me tell you. You’ve got a chip on your shoulder the size of a dragon scat. You think the whole world is out to get you. Now, you’re probably right on most days, but that doesn’t mean you let it affect how you live. You have to rise above your circumstances. Find peace and serenity inside yourself. Just breathe in, breathe out, and find your peace.”

				“Breathe in and breathe out, eh?” said the dwarf. “That really helps?”

				“You’ll find it a positive experience. Go on. Breathe in and then breathe out.”

				Dweeper slouched down in his chair, shut his eyes, and began breathing noisily.

				“That sounded like a bunch of codswallop,” muttered Blung, leaning toward Shandy. “The kind of thing my grandmother would always say until we bonked her on the head.”

				“Yeah, but it seems to be calming him down. Look.”

				“I think he’s falling asleep.”

				“What can I get for you gentlemen?”

			

			
				“And the dwarf is now wide awake,” muttered Shandy.

				The reason for the dwarf’s sudden resurrection was the comely tavern girl standing beside their table. She had the sort of smile and svelte shape and perfect blonde hair that would make the average princess turn green with envy.

				“What’s on the menu?” rumbled the ogre. He was not affected by the tavern girl’s beauty. Actually, from an ogre’s point of view, she was not beautiful. In fact, she was hideous because she lacked a luxuriant sprouting of nose hair, warts, knobbly teeth, and a complexion as bumpy as a cobblestone street.

				“Ask her if she’s on the menu,” whispered the dwarf in what he thought was a furtive whisper. He leered and winked at the tavern girl but she ignored him.

				“Barbecued ox stuffed with pheasant, rustic roast boar, flambé of smoked goose, duck custard casserole, pepper-encrusted gnome, grilled mutton sirloin with shaved wood mushrooms,” recited the tavern girl in a bored voice. “Puree of boiled, beet-buttered bacon. Deep-fried horse steak, spicy bull-moose stew. Our special tonight is a pork-wrapped tongue of unicorn served in a nice white wine reduction sauce and hand-finished with crispy-fried newt eyeballs and drizzled with baby onions and radishes.”

				“Radishes for radicals,” mumbled Blung. “Where have I heard that before?”

				“We also have a cheese platter for afterward,” continued the tavern girl, “And an elderberry pie with whipped cream. And I mean whipped as in flogged.”

				“Flogged,” said the dwarf, giggling. “You don’t say. Sounds yummy.”

				“I’ll have the ox, the boar, and some of that bull-moose stew,” said the ogre.

				“Same for me,” said Shandy, winking at the tavern girl.

				She flushed a little under his bright eye, but nodded.

				“An order of the buttered bacon for me, my dear,” said Dr. Vusslebane. “And my servant Jingo will have the duck custard casserole and a bowl of the fried-newt eyeballs, if you don’t mind. Just the eyeballs. Unicorn meat doesn’t agree with him.”

			

			
				“Anything for you, Doctor,” said the tavern girl, smiling for the first time.

				“I come here a lot,” said the doctor. He patted his fat stomach.

				“I’ll have the special,” said Dweeper, still leering in what he thought was an attractive way. “With extra onions and radishes.”

				“Right,” said the tavern girl coldly.

				“And plenty of ale all around,” added Shandy.

				The tavern girl disappeared into the crowd with their order.

				“Now,” said Shandy, rubbing his hands together, “how exactly is coming here going to get us to the Valley of Glormah-Oh? As far as I can tell, we’re several miles under the earth and not anywhere close to your mysterious valley. Time’s running out, Blung, and I’m kind of attached to my head. I don’t want to lose it.”

				“The Valley of Glormah-Oh,” said Dr. Vusslebane thoughtfully. “I’ve always wanted to go there. A new market. New customers.”

				“I don’t care if you’re attached to your head,” mumbled the dwarf. “I’ll cleave your neck with my. . .” He reached for his axe out of habit, forgetting he had stowed it on his wagon. Instead, he had to content himself with grabbing a butter knife and then holding it threateningly to his own neck.

				“Are all dwarves this insane?” whispered Jingo, edging away from Dweeper.

				“I’ll cleave your neck too, you little pipsqueak, right after I stab your confounded drum several times.”

				“Here’s the thing,” said Blung. “You’re right, Shandy. We’re not anywhere close to Glormah-Oh. In fact, this tavern is in the opposite direction.”

			

			
				“I knew it,” snapped Shandy. “I should’ve left you in that dungeon cell. Some thanks this is for saving your life!”

				“Calm down. There’s more to our story yet.” The ogre grinned, revealing his yellow teeth. “You see, this tavern is famous for more than just its fine cuisine, incredible ale, and beautiful tavern girls. Though, to be honest, I do not find them attractive. This tavern contains a genuine Door to Nowhere.”

				“A Door to Nowhere?” said Shandy. “You’re serious? That changes everything. You, my friend, have a sharp mind hidden away in that huge skull of yours.”

				“I’m not just another pretty face,” rumbled the ogre.

				“What’s a Door to Nowhere?” said Dweeper. “And why would anyone want to go nowhere?”

				“Allow me to explain,” said Dr. Vusslebane kindly. “Nowhere is everywhere, due to the fact that you can be somewhere and go nowhere if you decide not to go anywhere. It’s quite simple if you think about it.”

				“The dwarf obviously isn’t one for thinking,” said Jingo. “And he has no appreciation for fine music.”

				“Quiet, you, or I’ll chop off your head with my butter knife.”

				“In reality,” continued the doctor, “a Door to Nowhere could just as easily be termed a Door to Everywhere.”

				“Or even a Door to Somewhere,” said Shandy.

				“True.”

				“Or how about a Door to Anywhere?”

				“Indubitably.”

				“A Door to Elsewhere?”

				“Exactly.”

				This intricate conversation was abruptly halted by the return of the tavern girl bearing an enormous platter of food. Shandy winked at her and she blushed, almost dropping a bowl of steaming bull-moose stew on the dwarf’s head. For a few minutes, the only sounds to be heard were the chewing, slurping, munching, and gulping of them gobbling up their food, as well as the riotous cacophony of sound bellowing around them from all the other diners in the tavern, not to mention the quartet of musicians on the stage wailing their way through that beloved old folk song Mushroom Fields Forever.

			

			
				“So how do we get a look at this Door to Nowhere?” said Shandy, picking a shred of moose meat from his teeth. “Lovely stew, this. I wonder if the cook will give me the recipe?”

				“Well,” said Blung slowly, “there’s one small detail I forgot to mention.”

				“I knew it. The cook’s a man. He’ll be impervious to my charms. Uh, at least, I hope he’ll be impervious to my charms.”

				“No, not that. The owner of the tavern is a charitable sort. An old guy named Fronds. He doesn’t mind people using his Door to Nowhere. The only catch is, you have to win the right to do so.”

				“What do you mean, ‘win the right’?”

				“You have to beat one of the previous champions.”

				“The previous champions?”

				“Yup. In single combat. Right there. On the stage. After the musicians are done playing. Fronds will march out with his rusty megaphone and do some hollering and then the contenders will start lining up for a chance. It usually isn’t too many per night, so you better hop up fast, once you see the musicians wind down. Everyone wants to use a Door to Nowhere, and I mean everyone. Can you imagine being able to walk through, right into the vaults at the Royal Bank of Blarnn? Or into the Golden Serpent Pits of the Sacred Tombs of Alubis?” The ogre sighed and looked wistful. “I’m tempted to have a go myself tonight, but you need it more than me. Besides, I owe you big.”

				“Single combat?” said Shandy. He shrugged. “That doesn’t sound too bad. There’s not a better swordsman in the kingdom. I could take any five of the King’s guard with both hands tied behind my back. Anyway, with my kind of amazing luck, I’m unstoppable.”

			

			
				Just then, the song came to a screeching halt in a frenzy of pipes. The harpist smashed his harp over the head of the drummer as everyone cheered and clapped. The musicians sauntered off the stage, bowing left and right.

				“Right,” said Shandy, pushing his chair back. “Wish me luck.”

				“Break a neck,” jeered the dwarf. “Preferably yours.”

				An old man trotted onstage. He carried a rusty megaphone in one hand and a big tankard of ale in the other.

				“How y’all doin’ tonight?” he hollered through the megaphone. “I’m Fronds! But you can call me Fronds.”

				The crowd in the tavern cheered and whistled. Fronds took a swig of ale.

				“I know I’m doin’ fine. I just had me a nice, juicy unicorn steak, a couple of giant, pan-fried toads, and about a gallon of ice-cold ale. Y’all chowing on some tasty grub?”

				There were more wild cheers.

				“But I’m not here to talk about me,” said Fronds. “You know what time it is? It’s time to fight!”

				The crowd went crazy.

				“Now, lissen up, all you wild and crazy battle-lovin’ creatures. We got four past and previous champions in the audience. That means we can have four challengers and only four tonight. Four brave souls willin’ to fight their way to victory to win a trip through my private, genuine Door to Nowhere. And you know what walkin’ through a Door to Nowhere means! Anywhere your thievin’ money-grubbin’ little treasure-huntin’ hearts wanna go! All righty, the rules are simple. No magic of any kind. First one who dies or get knocked out cold or yells Uncle loses. Okay, who’s just a-sweatin’ and a-tinglin’ to get their grubby hands or tentacles or whatever you got on a magic ride to untold riches? Who’s brave enough to put their neck on the line for a shot at the grand prize?”

			

			
				There were more wild cheers, and before Malix could stand up, a giant cave troll lumbered to his feet.

				“I don’t have a neck,” he growled, “but I, G’zhzlschwzhzl, will fight tonight!”

				“Let’s hear it for the troll!” hollered Fronds through his microphone over the tumultuous cheers rattling the tavern roof. “Step right up, step right up! Don’t be shy! What did you say your name was, sonny?”

				“G’zhzlschwzhzl of the Fshzhzl D’nzhzl Clan, of the Tribe Wzhzl.”

				“G’zzlswzzl?” said Fronds.

				“No, G’zhzlschwzhzl,” said the cave troll. “The emphasis is on the third z.”

				“Gh’slizzlwzzyl?”

				“G’shslchwlzhl!”

				“What?” said Fronds, looking bewildered. “That didn’t sound like your name.”

				“It wasn’t,” said the cave troll. “I sneezed.”

				“Oh. Gesundheit.”

				“You know my mother?” said the cave troll suspiciously.

				“Okay all you spectacular wide-eyed spectators,” hollered Fronds through the megaphone, edging a little away from the cave troll, “let’s get the battlin’ started! I’ll randomly draw a name from my unwashed pocket and. . . who do we have here? The one, the only, the fabulous, the freaky, the cuddly fellow himself! Nussbaum the Basilisk! A big hand, folks, for the first of our defending champs! Come on down, Nussbaum!”

				With that, Fronds bounded off the stage. The cave troll hefted his battle club but he suddenly looked nervous.

				“Quick!” hissed Shandy at the others around the table. “Shut your eyes! Don’t look!”

				“Why not?” said Dweeper. “Why are you always telling me what to do? I’ve never seen a basilisk before. I wanna see the basilisk.”

			

			
				“No you don’t,” growled Blung. “If you happen to catch a basilisk’s glance you’ll turn to stone.”

				“Oh? I think I’ll shut my eyes.”

				The entire tavern had the same idea. Everyone sat tensely in their chair, their eyes tightly shut. The room fell silent. After a moment, Shandy heard a soft sort of whispering sound approaching. No, it was a slithering sound. That was it. It grew closer and closer and then passed by.

				“Hi, everyone!” said a cheery voice. “Full house! How’s everybody doing? Good to see you all. Hey there, Fronds! Here’s looking at you, kid! Hi, troll. How’s it going?”

				“Uh, okay,” came the troll’s voice cautiously.

				“My name’s Nussbaum. I guess we’ll be fighting today. What’s your name?”

				“My name’s. . .”

				The troll’s voice abruptly fell silent. Shandy resisted the urge to open one eye and take a peek.

				“Okay, then,” said Nussbaum’s voice happily. “I guess I win. I’m off for a little Door to Nowhere action. Places to go. People to see. And, listen, if anyone needs some great garden statuary, look me up. Good quality, cheap prices! Bye all!”

				Again, the soft slithering sound snaked its way through the audience. Everyone held their breath. After a moment there was only silence. Shandy cautiously opened one eye. The entire tavern was absolutely still. Not a single person moved a muscle. It was as if they had all looked at the basilisk. But then Fronds’s scraggly head popped up behind a table of elves on the other side of the platform.

				“Let’s hear it for Nussbaum!” he hollered through his megaphone.

				The room exploded alive with raucous cheers and thunderous applause. Alive, except for the stone statue of the cave troll standing in the middle of the platform. A gang of greasy little goblins hustled up and carted off the statue.

			

			
				“Toss him over the side of the balcony into the bottomless abyss, boys,” said Fronds. “I’ve got enough garden statuary out back to last me a lifetime. All right, who’s next?”

				Shandy jumped to his feet, but he was beaten by a tall elf. He sat down, scowling and suddenly a little worried that he wouldn’t get a chance that night. He drummed his fingers on the table impatiently. Time was running out. The elf climbed up the platform steps and struck a nonchalant pose. He wore very tight pants.

				“What’s your name, bucko?” said Fronds.

				“My name is Taruviellienionos,” said the elf haughtily, “and I am ready to fight. I shall win, of course, after which I shall pass through the Door to Nowhere to the fabled Sacred Meadows of Lliannaralla-Ovumohum where all the colors are either pale sepia or off-whites. There, I shall spend my endless days writing beautiful and unintelligible poetry in elegant calligraphy dedicated to the deathless memory of —”

				“Okay, then,” said Fronds, hastily digging in his pocket. “And you’ll be fighting. . . Garcha Grog the fun-lovin’ ogress! A big round of applause, folks! Garcha Grog, come on down!”

				Back at the table, Zunzo Blung nodded knowingly. “Never heard of her,” he said, “but I’m not surprised she’s a champion. Ogresses are keen fighters. Very keen.”

				“I hate how elves are always striking nonchalant poses,” muttered Dweeper. “Look at that. I hope she beats his head in. Stupid tight pants. Tight pants make me itch.”

				An enormous, hulking brute stomped its way through the crowd as people cheered. She clumped up onto the stage. Blung’s eyes widened. “She’s a beauty, too,” he said reverently. Shandy opened his mouth to say something, but then shut it. The ogress on the platform had a face like a squashed green tomato festooned with hairy warts and scars. Her fangs dripped with drool. Her long, stringy hair was matted with some sort of dark, sticky substance that looked like congealed bull-moose stew.

			

			
				“Lovely,” murmured Blung reverently. “She’s a real beauty.”

				“Okay, you two battlin’ battlers!” hollered Fronds, scurrying offstage. “Have at it. May the best, uh, creature win!”

				The elf drew a long, gleaming sword and waved it elegantly in the air. The ogress didn’t produce a weapon but just looked at him impassively. The crowd cheered. Tavern girls hurried back and forth with tankards of delicious foaming ale.

				“Do you not have a weapon, madame?” said the elf, lowering his sword.

				“Nope,” growled the ogress. “They get in the way.”

				The elf sheathed his sword and bowed slightly. “Very well. Honor requires, madame, that we fight on equal terms. It is irrelevant, of course. Weapons or fisticuffs, I shall best you in a dazzling display of grace, the likes of which this tavern has never before seen. I shall write an exceedingly long poem about it afterward. Prepare yourself for an ignominious and swift defeat.”

				“Yeah, whatever,” said the ogress.

				It was a dazzling display. Shandy had to admit that. The elf was lightning fast. He danced all over the platform like a darting firefly, back and forth and around and around. He rained blows on the ogress from all sides. The tavern rang with raucous applause.

				“Have you had enough, madame?” cried the elf. “How is this for another one? Aha! And another! You may capitulate at any moment. There is no shame in surrendering to the likes of Taruviellienionos!”

				The ogress slowly lumbered around in a circle, trying to keep up with the elf, but she moved much slower than he. By the time she had turned around once, he had circled her three times. She shook her heavy head, looking a little bewildered.

			

			
				“Hey,” she rumbled.

				“Yes?” said the elf, pausing. “You wish to surrender?”

				“No.”

				The ogress punched him. She moved so fast that her fist was just a blur. The elf’s unconscious body flew through the air, right off the platform, and crashed into a table of dwarves. They all raised their tankards as one to the ogress.

				“Arr!” shouted the dwarves.

				“Nice form,” said Blung.

				The tavern burst into a frenzy of applause and cheering. Fronds bounded up onto the platform as the ogress lumbered off.

				“Nicely played, nicely played,” said Fronds. “Okay, all you fun-lovin’ fight fans, who’s next?”

				Shandy popped out of his chair like a hot buttered gnome squeezed between the two greasy hands of a rock giant. “I’m next!”

				“Fabulous!” hollered Fronds through his megaphone. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have another idiot — I mean, a brave young man who’s just a-pantin’ and a-tremblin’ to die! I mean, win. Step up, step right up. What’s your name, sonny?”

				“Shandy. Malix Shandy. I’m sure you’ve heard of me. I’m kind of a big deal.”

				“Nope. Never heard of you, bucko. A big round of applause for our third moron — I mean, our third challenger, Alex Dandy! Give it up!”

				The tavern erupted into cheers again. Someone began pounding on a table with their tankard. Soon, the whole room was pounding along, chanting “Dandy! Dandy! Dandy!”

				“It’s Malix Shandy,” said Shandy to Fronds.

			

			
				“Whatever, kid,” said Fronds out of the corner of his mouth. “It ain’t gonna matter a platter of fried gnomes in two minutes. Get ready to die an awesome death.” He plucked a dirty little piece of paper out of his pocket and unfolded it. “And sonny boy genius here is gonna fight. . . Bob! A huge round of applause for Bob, six-time champ and house favorite! Come on, all you spectacular spectators! Put your hands together! Heee-ere’s Bob!”

				The tavern went crazy. Everyone stamped their feet and whistled and cheered.

				“Bob! Bob! Bob!” they chanted. “Bob! Bob! Bob!”

				Shandy noticed, however, that a big swath of the room suddenly jumped out of their chairs and scrambled to either side. Something huge moved in the darkness. Something huge and glistening. It slid forward.

				“Uh oh,” said Shandy, taking an involuntary step backward.

				“Bob! Bob! Bob!”

				Bob was a gelatinous cube. An enormous cube of quivering see-through fat. Or some equally disgusting fat-like substance. One of the goblin cleanup flunkeys ambling across the floor with his tray of dirty crockery ambled a little too slowly. Bob slid right over him and sucked the poor goblin in with a wet, smacking sound. The goblin slowly floated into the middle of Bob, disappearing as he went. He had a surprised look on his face. In several seconds more he vanished, and Bob slid on. He swallowed up a few tables and chairs as he went.

				Shandy backed up as Bob slid up onto the platform.

				“Hi, I’m Bob. What’s your name?”

				“Shandy. Malix Shandy.”

				“Great! Okay, I’m gonna eat you now.”

				“Wait! Before you eat me, what kind of name is Bob? To be honest, I’ve never heard that name before. It’s nice. It has a real exotic ring to it.”

				“Bob’s my name,” said Bob. “It was my pa’s name.”

			

			
				“Really? A family name.”

				“It was my ma’s name too. Okay, let’s eat!”

				Shandy edged backwards on the platform. “Why do they call you a gelatinous cube? I mean, cubes are supposed to be the same height and width, but you seem to be wider than you are tall. Maybe it would be more appropriate to call you a gelatinous rectangular object.”

				“No, I’m not,” said Bob, sounding a little aggrieved. “I’m a cube.”

				“Seriously, you’re definitely looking wider than you are tall. Is there any way to fix that? I really want to respect you as a cube.”

				“Oh, that’s easy,” said Bob. “I’m a gelatinous cube. I can squeeze myself and stretch myself into any shape I like. I like cubes best.”

				“Incredible,” said Shandy. “Can you show me?”

				“Sure,” said Bob.

				The gelatinous cube paused in its slow slide toward Shandy. With a wet sort of bubbling sound, Bob squeezed his width together until he was no wider than he was tall.

				“Boring!” shouted Dweeper from his place at the table.

				“Shut up,” growled Blung.

				“That’s amazing, Bob,” said Shandy. “I had no idea gelatinous cubes were so amazing. I’m impressed!”

				“We’re very talented,” said Bob.

				“Can you squeeze yourself into any shape you like?”

				“Any shape in the world.”

				“Even a huge shape like a big, fat mountain troll?”

				“Mountain trolls are easy,” said Bob carelessly. “Watch this.”

				And with a horrible, glopping, slorking sound the cube stretched up and out and up some more until it resembled a gigantic fat mountain troll. The entire tavern burst into thunderous applause.

				“Bob! Bob! Bob!”

				“Shucks,” said the gelatinous mountain troll modestly. “This is nothing.”

			

			
				“Can you squish down into a really small shape? Something really tiny? Maybe that’s too hard.”

				“Not at all,” said Bob. “I’m a gelatinous cube.”

				“Okay.” Shandy glanced around. “Hey, Blung. Throw me that empty tankard. Thanks. Bob, can you squeeze yourself into this empty tankard?”

				“No problem.”

				Shandy placed the tankard down on the ground and then quickly stepped back. With a disgusting, burbling, blopping noise, Bob shrank down and down and down until he was a little blob. With a bounce, he hopped into the tankard. Shandy cautiously picked up the tankard and peered inside.

				“Wow!” he said. “So you’re really all squished up inside there?”

				“Yup.”

				“Bob, you’re incredible.”

				And with that, Shandy hurled the tankard over the crowd, straight over the edge of the stone veranda and into the yawning abyss. The tankard sailed out of sight into the bottomless darkness. There was a moment of silence in the tavern, and then the whole place went crazy with frenzied applause, raucous cheering, and melodious whistling.

				“Dandy! Dandy! Dandy!”

				Shandy grinned and bowed several times. Fronds bounded onstage.

				“Let’s hear it for Dandy boy here!” he hollered through his megaphone. “Nicely done, nicely done. We’ll miss old Bob, but I’m sure he’ll have a nice life down at the bottom of the bottomless abyss!”

				“What about my prize?” said Shandy.

				“Gotta wait until the last fight’s over, sonny. Then I’ll show you the ropes. You just hold your unicorns. Now get off my stage and go drink yourself some ale. Okay, all you fight-lovin’ creatures, it’s time for our last and final challenger. I think it’ll be a humdinger! Who’ll it be?”

			

			
				Before anyone had a chance to move or say a word, before Shandy even managed to get down the steps and back to his table, a figure dressed in black suddenly appeared on the platform. From head to toe, the figure was dressed in black. Black boots, black leather pants, and a black cape. A tight black cap and a black face mask completely hid the figure’s face. The only thing visible was a pair of cold, green eyes. Fronds took a startled step back.

				“I guess we’ve got our next challenger, fun-lovin’ fight fans! What’s your name, sonny?”

				“Call me the Black Assassin,” said the figure in a strange, hoarse voice. “I mean, call me the Stealthy Shadow. . . no, wait. I know! Call me the Dark Danger.”

				“He calls himself Dark Danger!” hollered Fronds to the crowd. “I call him confused! A big round of obligatory applause! Put your sweaty hands together! Thank you, and now for our final returning champion. . . who is it? Oh, yes! The one, the only, the one and only Harpo the Hydra! Come on up!”

				While the tavern whistled and cheered, a hydra made its way up through the tables, stumping along on little legs while its many heads bowed and nodded acknowledgment to well-wishers.

				“Harpo,” said Fronds, “how’re y’all doin’? You ready to get a couple of your necks chopped and then grow some extra heads in place? Always a fun sight for the crowd. Kids love that sort of thing, I tell you.”

				“Well, Fronds,” said Harpo, all seven heads speaking in hissing chorus, “It’s a lotta pressure. We put everything we’ve got into every battle and we feel like we’ve been able to grow through the last season. We get up here and we know what it’ll take to win. The fans think we just show up here and fight. The reality is, there’s more to it. There’s a lot more to it, Fronds. We train hard, we have a careful diet, no fatty foods like gnomes or peasants, and we manage our stress. You gotta keep a handle on stress, particularly with all the necks we have; otherwise, everything else suffers.”

			

			
				“There you have it, folks! Let’s fight!”

				The tavern cheered and whistled and stomped their feet. Dark Danger, or whatever the mysterious figure’s name was, carefully circled the hydra. The snake heads whipped around to keep him in sight, but Harpo’s stumpy little feet did not move.

				“I’d cleave that hydra’s necks with my axe,” grumbled Dweeper back at their table. He fingered his butter knife in a suggestive fashion.

				“You’d keep on cleaving and cleaving until the end of the world,” said Shandy. He took a swig of ale and cast a speculative glance around the room, wondering where Fronds kept his Door to Nowhere.

				On the platform, one of the hydra’s snake heads struck, hissing, and barely missed Dark Danger’s face. The fighter spun out of the way. Something lashed out from his gloved hand. At first, Shandy thought it was magic. A spell of some kind casting a bolt of energy. Magic use, of course, was an automatic disqualifier. But it wasn’t magic. It was a slender black rope, as slender and as fine as a spider’s thread. The thread whipped around the snake head and tightened on its neck. Startled, the hydra yanked that snake head back but it could not snap the rope. Dark Danger let more of the line play out of his hand while keeping the rope taut. Another snake head struck at him, almost quicker than the eye could follow, but the masked figure dodged with startling speed. At the same time, a second rope looped out and caught the second snake head around the neck. Dark Danger hauled back on it and the loop tightened. All seven of the hydra heads hissed in fury.

				“A pox on you, Dark Danger!” snarled the hydra heads in unions. “Or whatever your name is!”

				Dark Danger did not bother responding but quickly ran around the hydra, being careful to keep clear of the snapping heads. The ropes pulled tighter and tighter, and the seven heads began to look a little worried. In the process of Dark Danger’s circling, the two heads that were tied up were pulled around and around the mass of the other five heads.

			

			
				“Ow! Hey, knock it off!” screeched Harpo the hydra. “My spines! Ow! My necks are killing me. You know what kind of chiropractor bill I’m gonna get after this? Ow! My vertebrae! Curse you, you mysterious masked figure!”

				“Do you yield?” said Dark Danger in his strangely hoarse voice.

				“No, I’m not going to yield, you melodramatically dressed twit! Come here so I can bite you! Ow! Stop twisting my necks! Stop it! Ouch! Okay, okay, I yield, for crying out loud!”

				The tavern erupted into applause. The rafters shook with the clamor. Harpo the Hydra stomped off the platform in disgust.

				“Thank you, thank you, all you spectacular spectators!” hollered Fronds through his rusty megaphone. “And another big hand for our fight-lovin’ winners and our loser losers! We couldn’t do it without you. New winners, meet me in the back. We got a little chattin’ to do. As for the rest of you rascally lot, get yourself a fresh tankard of ale, order up a platter of newt eyeballs or some steamin’ hot salamagundi, and sit back to hear the dulcet tones of those marvelous mooin’ music makers, Cheesey and the Werecows!”

				Cheesey and the Werecows took the stage and broke into their famous hit, Milkmaid Midnight Madness. Shandy slugged back the last of his ale and got to his feet.

				“Okay, you lot,” he said. “I’m gonna check in with Fronds.”

				“We’ll be here,” said Blung. “I’ve got an order of barbecued unicorn ribs coming off the grill, so that should hold me for a few minutes.”

			

			
				“Sweet slug pie for me,” said Dweeper.

				“Mint tea and berries for me,” said the good doctor, rubbing his stomach and wincing a bit.

				“More ale!” hollered Jingo.

				Shandy made his way through the tavern. People slapped him on the back, offering their congratulations. One of the bartenders poured him a small tankard of complimentary ale. Fronds was seated at a table at the end of the bar, busy with a plate of roast boar.

				“Dandy, isn’t it?” he said, looking up. “Well done with Bob. I reckon I’ll miss the old jelly, but things always tended to disappear when he was around. Still can’t find my wife. But that’s neither here nor there.”

				“Shandy, Malix Shandy,” said Shandy, trying to get a word in edgewise.

				“Where’s that other feller got to? Danger whatsisname?”

				“I am here.”

				Fronds and Shandy both jumped. The mysterious masked figure had suddenly appeared right next to Shandy. His eyes glittered green above the mask.

				“Good, very good,” said Fronds somewhat nervously. “Okay, you two battle-lovin’ fighters, this is how it goes. Nothing special to it, really, other than the centuries-old, inexplicable magic of a genuine Door to Nowhere. You just tell me where you wanna go. I just tell the Door where you wanna go. You walk through the Door to where you wanna go. I come back here and drink a nice, cold ale. One-way trip, no returns. You can use it any time you want. Just gotta tell me. Got it?”

				“Got it,” said Shandy.

				Dark Danger nodded, but said nothing.

				“Well, unless you’re ready to go, you can scamper off and leave me to my tasty boar.”

				“I’m ready,” said Shandy.

				“You’re ready?”

			

			
				“I was born ready. Fronds, as I understand it, a winner can bring friends with him, yes? Good. I’ve got a couple folks journeying with me. Horses, too.”

				“Horses?” Fronds nodded. He tore off a boar leg and stood up. “That’s fine. Why don’t you just meet me outside the barn in five. I’ll nip on over now. How about you, Danger? You got a destination in mind?”

				Dark Danger shook his head silently.

				Back at the table, Dweeper was telling a story about his grandmother Borple, daughter of Norple. Everyone else was valiantly trying to not listen because the story was a nauseating one involving a great deal of rancid butter, an angry goat, and a poor, misunderstood, yet noble and handsome woodcutter’s son who mistakenly believed he was somehow endowed with magical powers that would enable him, and only him, to save the world from total destruction by the incredibly evil forces of wicked darkness. Even the elves at the nearby table had their hands jammed over their pointy ears.

				“. . . and then, my friends,” said Dweeper, sucking a slug from between his teeth, “right when he had the poor — yet noble and fairly handsome — woodcutter’s son in his dastardly power, the wicked dragon mage burst into hot, searing flames of fire! They did not burn him because he was a dragon mage. And as the flames burst into fire, do you know what else burst?”

				“My brain,” moaned Jingo. “My brain just burst. I can taste it trickling down into my nose.”

				“I’ll tell you! The song of the dragon mage! He burst into song! I will now sing that song for you. Ahem. . .”

				Several of the elves at the nearby table drew their swords. Dweeper stood on his chair and placed one hand on his chest.

				“I feel wicked, oh so wicked! I feel wicked and evil and —”

				“Put a sock in it, Dweeper,” said Shandy. He sat down in his chair. The elves at the nearby table reluctantly sheathed their swords. “Listen up. We’re ready to go. Fronds is waiting for us out back at the barn. Apparently this Door to Nowhere thing is pretty big. He said we could take our horses through. I forgot to ask him about the wagon, but I figure if it’s big enough for horses, it’ll take a wagon too. Keep your fingers crossed. Now, you’re sure about this, Blung?”

			

			
				“Sure as the warts on my nose,” rumbled the ogre.

				“Then let’s go. Dr. Vusslebane, Jingo, it’s been a pleasure.” Shandy grabbed the little doctor’s hand and shook it heartily. “Best of luck to you with all that weird stuff you sell and your travels. Sorry to run, but we’ve got a Door to Nowhere to catch.”

				The doctor, however, did not let go of Shandy’s hand.

				“If you please, Shandy,” he said earnestly, “would it be possible, could it be possible to accompany you on your journey? Always, I thirst for new markets, new customers, the fresh awe on the face of prospective buyers. Perhaps we could travel along with you and your quaint companions? The Valley of Glormah-Oh! It conjures up pictures of gold and riches and even treasure! We will be no trouble and we shall certainly be on our separate way when we arrive there. I would even be happy to outfit your little band with certain modest medicines and magics to assist you in whatever quest sends you to such a mysterious place. What do you say?”

				“Well, uh, I suppose. Sure, why not?” Shandy shrugged. “It’s a one-way ticket. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

				“Splendid!” said Dr. Vusslebane, and he rubbed his fat little hands together.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 26

				Through the Door to Nowhere to Somewhere

				Fronds stood outside the barn, gnawing on his roast boar leg. He tossed it aside when he saw them.

				“You fellers ready?” he said. “Got your horses?”

				“Ready,” said Shandy. “By the way, Fronds, we’ve got a wagon too. Will that fit through the door?”

				“Ain’t a problem at all.” Fronds scratched his nose and then dug around in his pocket for something. “Doors to Nowhere never ain’t particular about what goes through or wherever what goes through goes to. Y’all step back a bit. We’ll need some room.”

				“Actually, we’ve got two wagons.” Shandy gestured at Dweeper and Dr. Vusslebane, who were busily engaged in harnessing up their wagons. The pigs in Dweeper’s wagon grunted behind the wooden slats. The wagon smelled foul.

				“Don’t you worry, son. Don’t you worry. Them two wagons ain’t a problem at all. I see you travel with your own hogs. Good thinkin’. I like that. Aha! Here it is.”

				Fronds pulled out a handful of what looked like trash from his pocket. He rooted through it with one dirty finger. There was the butt end of a cigar, a chunk of dried meat (which he popped into his mouth), a small bug that screamed “Help me! Help me!” before Fronds squashed it, a tiny piece of wood, and some lint. He picked up the tiny piece of wood between his thumb and forefinger, muttered something under his breath, and then tossed the piece of wood onto the ground.

			

			
				With a creaking, splintering groan, the tiny piece of wood grew up from the ground. It took about one second. But in that one second it shot up until an immense wooden door flanked by massive timber posts suddenly stood in front of them.

				“Now that is one weird party trick,” breathed Dweeper in astonishment.

				“You ain’t never been to a party like this, sonny boy,” said Fronds. He looked at Shandy. “Now, where is it y’all wanna go? The Island of Delicious Delights and Dutiful Dancing Damsels? Or mebbe the Magical Mystery Museum of the Magician Mausolio Moop? How about the Fabulous Farm of the Dread Giant Glarp and his turrible gold aig-layin’ chickens? To be honest, I don’t advise going to that there farm. Old Glarp can throw one of them aigs about five miles and that old skinflint’s got better aim than a centaur with a sack of marbles and a slingshot.”

				Shandy glanced at Blung. The ogre nodded.

				“The Valley of Glormah-Oh,” said Shandy.

				Frond’s bristly eyebrows shot up. “Glormah-Oh, eh? You either got more gumption then I can tell, or you are just a-hankerin’ and a-hungerin’ for quick and painful death. A hundred and fifty-three years I been runnin’ this here tavern and ain’t nobody been stupid enough. . . er, ain’t ever asked for Glormah-Oh. And rightly so. That’s where you want? All righty, then. It’s your doom, bucko. Welp, here she be. The Valley of Glormah-Oh.”

				Fronds turned the massive handle of the door. It creaked in a suitably menacing fashion and swung open. A thick, gray mist spilled through. Behind it, through the door, dim light shone. Nothing else was visible.

			

			
				“All yours.” Fronds stepped back and grinned. “Mosey on through, folks.”

				The cavalcade moved forward. Shandy was first, leading his horse by the reins. His mouth felt dry. The mist swirled around his legs as it spilled out of the door. He took a deep breath and plunged through. Behind him, the others moved forward. One of the pigs gave a mournful squeal.

				After a few minutes, Fronds was alone with the massive door. He shook his head and then chuckled softly. The door swung shut easily under his hand.

				“Hold, tavern keeper.”

				Fronds just about jumped out of his boots. He turned, his face white. The mysterious masked figure of Dark Danger stood right behind him.

				“Can’t you stop sneakin’ up on honest folks like that, you mysterious masked menace? You just about gave me a heart attack!”

				“I have decided where I want to go.” Dark Danger’s was low and whispered.

				“Oh? And where in tarnation is that gonna be?”

				Dark Danger took a step forward and told him.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 27

				A Transporting Aside Regarding Doors to Nowhere

				Doors to Nowhere are extremely rare items. This is a good thing in some people’s opinions, such as bankers, wealthy people who keep large sums of money locked up in bank vaults, and Fusco Grunglebean, who lives in the village of Lesser Pogsby in the duchy of Hargsnit. No one is sure why Grunglebean holds this opinion. He holds many opinions, such as that pigs should always be walked on leashes, Tuesday should be called Wednesday, and the old tailor in Upper Pogsby is actually the head of a secret guild of deadly assassins (oddly enough, this is true).

				The first Door to Nowhere was invented by the wizard Lems Clemsen several hundred years ago when he was teaching at the Royal College of Wizardry and Horticulture in Glaston. Legend has it that the professor accidentally ingested a small but powerful hallucination-inducing slug in the middle of a lecture on Nematodes, Necromancy, and Nasturtiums, stared fixedly at his classroom of students for a moment, and then declared, “I have decided to devote myself to a life of crime. However, for that I shall need a special door. By the way, I’m flunking you all.” Lems Clemsen then locked himself in his study and built the first Door to Nowhere out of toothpicks, a mouse skeleton, and one very excited cockroach, reasoning correctly that mice and cockroaches are cunning little thieves that can sneak into any place in the world, regardless of locks and doors and spells.

			

			
				Over the centuries, Doors to Nowhere have figured in some of the most spectacular crimes of history. The Professional Portly Burglars Society, for example, presided over a reign of crescendoing terror during the so-called Muffin Mayhem, robbing bakeries, sweet shops, and chocolatiers across the land. The burglars struck without warning, waddling through their magic portals at the stroke of midnight, their eyes gleaming behind their tightly fitted masks. The price of pastries went sky-high. Hazelnut truffles could not be had for love or money. Children with cookies were brutally mugged in alleys. The panic was total. The back of the gastronomic gang was finally broken, however, when the criminal mastermind of the outfit, Purgsly Blumps, was found one morning, wedged facedown in a nearly empty barrel of licorice drops in a sweet shop in the city of Glimmersmere. “One more,” he was reputed to have whispered weakly when the authorities hauled him away. “There was one more.”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 28

				The Valley of Glormah-Oh

				Mist swirled around Malix Shandy. The mist was everywhere. It felt like he was somehow walking on mist. The only other thing he could see was a dim light shining somewhere up ahead. His old granny had once had one of those near-death experiences. She had told him about it when he was a boy, many times, her withered hand clutching his wrist like an iron manacle so he couldn’t run away. She had seen mist and a vague light shining and a gnome floating by, so maybe going through a Door to Nowhere was kind of like having a near-death experience, minus the gnome. Except her experience had also involved lots of dancing elves in tight pants — so, hopefully, the two experiences were really nothing alike.

				Abruptly, the ground underfoot changed from mist to stone. The mist unraveled in a wash of bright, hard sunlight and Shandy found himself on a path. A blue sky shone overhead with the sun blazing in the middle, but there wasn’t much sky to see. Tall, snowcapped mountains hemmed the sky in on all sides. Their slopes were dark with trees beneath the snow line. Behind him, he heard the footsteps and creaking cartwheels of the others. Dweeper muttered an amazed and mildly obscene exclamation. They were in the Valley of Glormah-Oh.

			

			
				“Gentlemen,” said Shandy, drawing a deep breath, “we appear to have arrived. Okay, Blung, so what do we got? Five days and change left? Five days to have a confabulation with your mysterious wise man, figure out how to get out of an inescapable valley, find the, uh, thing, and get back to the castle in Pauncleyberg. No problem, right?”

				“No problem,” said Blung, grinning with all his yellowing fangs on display.

				“And the gold for the dwarves,” said Dweeper. “Don’t forget the gold, or else. . .” He ran one stubby finger down the edge of his axe and leered at Shandy. “Ouch! I’ve cut myself! Curse this axe!”

				Dr. Vusslebane clucked to his team and brought his wagon rolling up alongside Shandy and Blung. Jingo marched solemnly behind him, for once not beating on his drum.

				“My dear fellows,” said the good doctor, hopping down from his seat. “I’m afraid this is where our paths part. Jingo and I go to search out new markets, new buyers yet unaware of their wants and needs and infirmities. Your company has been a pleasure, however brief it was. Until we meet again.” He bowed and handed Shandy a small leather satchel. “I have put together some of my choicest and most interesting offerings for your enjoyment. I suspect they will aid you on whatever madcap quest you pursue, or my name is not Thurmlo Maggolindes Vusslebane.”

				“Thanks, Doc,” said Shandy, hefting the satchel in his hand. “It’s been real. Hey, watch out for zombies. This place is supposed to be crawling with ‘em.”

				“And the undead,” rumbled Blung. “As well as the wickedly evil necromancer.”

				“Pshaw.” Dr. Vusslebane waved his hand in the air in a suitably pshaw-like manner. “All potential customers. That’s all they are. When I see a slavering mountain troll rushing at me, do I see someone hungering for my blood? No, I see someone hungering for merchandise. I see someone with gold in his pocket and a desire for my Fabulously Fizzing Fishdrops, my Soothing Snail Slime Sourballs, or my celebrated Tummy Tonic. No, we shall be fine, Jingo and me.”

			

			
				With that, Dr. Vusslebane hopped back on his wagon, clucked to his team, and rolled off down the path, Jingo marching alongside with his drum. After a while, they vanished beyond some trees.

				“You know,” said Blung thoughtfully, still staring after the vanished doctor and his diminutive assistant, “the thing that always confuses me is the difference between a zombie and the undead. Is there a legitimate difference, or is it simply a matter of terminology?” He stuck a finger in one big green ear, extracted something moist and then fastidiously flicked it onto the ground. “We used to go around and around on that one, in the pub in my village, after we’d had a fine evening of beating each other up. Sit down with a mug of warm grog, a platter of roast nippers, and a couple of philosophical questions. Nothing better.”

				“What are roast nippers?” said Dweeper, licking his lips. “They sound tasty. Do you eat them with cheese sauce?”

				“You don’t want to know,” said Shandy hastily. “On second thought, you probably do want to know. Forget it. The way I’ve always understood it is that the undead are in much better physical condition than zombies. They’re more put together. Invariably, when I meet a zombie, they’re missing a limb or two, they stagger around, they can hardly say anything comprehensible except for things like ‘brains’ or ‘aargh,’ and they lack personality. They make for poor houseguests. They drool on everything and they always are gnawing on the cat or the dog or grandma. The undead, on the other hand, tend to be more refined. Despite being dead, or undead — I’m not sure if there’s a difference — they maintain a certain amount of personal hygiene. They have fashion sense, they favor the use of weapons, and they don’t smell as bad. You can also carry on a reasonably intelligent conversation with the undead. I can’t say I find them agreeable, but there you have it.”

			

			
				“An excellent summary,” nodded Blung. “One thing that has always bothered me about the undead is their name. It only works in a plural fashion. You can’t address one of ‘em in the singular. ‘An undead’ doesn’t work. It sounds stupid. Only someone with a tin ear would say such a thing.”

				“I agree with you, Blung. I’m afraid, however, that the world is crammed with people who care nothing about words or the beauty of a word used in the precisely perfect way. A well-used word is like a sparkling ruby on a lissome neck.”

				Blung nodded angrily. “I’d like to stomp their eggshell skulls in. There’s nothing I despise more than a story in which the teller throws around words as carelessly as a sow tossing aside her squealing piglets in order to plunge her snout into the slop trough. We ogres love a word used just so. We call such a feat the nubbli-karoo. Roughly translated, it means the beautifully shaped nostril thicketed with hair. The polished skulls of good nubbli-karoois are highly prized.”

				“You two are raving mad!” said the dwarf from on top of his wagon seat. “This is no time to be discussing words. Who do you think you are? A couple of simpering elves? Ain’t this valley crawling with zombies and undead and some crazy old necromancer? Let’s do what we gotta do, whatever that is, and get outta here!”

				“Dweeper, do you know what one of your myriad of problems is?” Shandy fixed him with a kindly glance. “You are an uncultured boor. Refrain from trifling with the conversation of your betters. Now, friend ogre, who is it we need to see in this charming little valley? Surely it is time for you to reveal your secret.”

			

			
				“North,” said Blung, squinting up at the sun overhead. “We must head north. He lives in a little cave at the exact north end of the valley. Shouldn’t be too hard to find. Wisest old fellow in the world, according to the ogre elders.”

				Shandy swung up into the saddle. “North it is, then. Let’s ride!”

				“As long as the zombies don’t get us first,” grumbled Dweeper, and he whipped up the oxen to send the wagon creaking and rolling after the other two as fast as he could.

				They made good time as they cantered and rolled along the path. The valley, despite its unsavory reputation, was one of the loveliest places Shandy had ever seen. Meadows of wild flowers, as well as some downright savage flowers, spread out around them, interspersed with small forests and the occasional glade attractively inhabited by rabbits that paused in their merry pursuits in order to watch the passersby. Several foxes also paused in their merry and blood-stained pursuit of the rabbits in order to inspect the strange trio as they traveled through the glade.

				“Do you ever wonder who first thought up the word ‘glade’?” said Blung suddenly. “It’s an odd word if you think about it. Try saying it several times in a row. Glade, glade, glade. Glade, glade, glade, glade. It stops making sense after a while. It feels like it wants to turn into a verb. ‘He gladed along the ice.’ Or maybe something like, ‘Have you ever tasted pumpkin soup gladed with cheese?’”

				“Stop it!” groaned Dweeper. “You’re gonna give me a headache.”

				Merry little streams splashed and plashed their way over rocky courses, abounding with trout that jumped flirtatiously out of the water in order to make the dwarf stare and drool. On the other side of the valley, west of where they were, the blue waters of a lake shone serenely, lapping at a rocky shore. A castle stood on an island in the middle of the lake, craggy with battlements and towers, festooned with flying buttresses, fluttering with black flags, and pocked with stone gargoyles.

			

			
				“Now wait just one blasted second,” grumped the dwarf. “I don’t see any gargoyles from here. My eyes aren’t that good. Your eyes sure as baked apples aren’t that good. Are the pigs’ eyes that good? No! Who can honestly see the gargoyles from here?”

				“Pipe down,” said Shandy. “You’re disturbing the pastoral scene.”

				The pigs in the back of Dweeper’s wagon grunted in sleepy agreement and returned to their snoozing.

				And, of course, all around them, the mountains rose up into the sky, their heights shimmering and shining a blinding, pristine alabaster in the lambent sunlight, the slopes of the heights in the west just starting to mantle into dusk over the verdant forested inclines. The burgeoning shadow was a harbinger of the fast advancing twilight, for in such a narrow, deep valley there was scarcely time for the sun to inspect the delightful contents contained below.

				“That’s just an ostentatiously poetic way to describe it,” mumbled Dweeper to himself. “The first poet I see, I’m gonna chop him into mincemeat. Who in their right mind would ever use a word like ‘harbinger’? ‘Lambent’? Spare me! In fact, I can’t stand writers in general. Bunch of pasty-faced nitwits. Gee up!”

				“Do you know what’s odd?” said Shandy to Blung as they rode along. “This is the same direction the good doctor and his loud little assistant made off, but they’re nowhere to be seen. His wagon moves slower than ours, yet he’s nowhere in sight and I haven’t seen another path or any suitably flat ground that would offer safe travel. I wonder where they went?”

				“Odd, sure.” Blung shrugged one massive shoulder. “Maybe something large ate ‘em up, wagon and all. It happens. Not our problem.”

			

			
				The valley floor narrowed as they proceeded, the mountains on either side drawing closer and closer together. The path angled up slightly. The meadows were replaced by stony expanses and a scattering of fir trees. There was still a great deal of greenery about them, with bushes and flowers growing amidst the stones and boulders in addition to the trees, but much of the rock had a blackened look to it, as if burned by fire.

				“You think they get a lot of forest fires around here?” Shandy glanced at the charred stone.

				“Probably lightning strikes,” said Blung. “A mountain range like this one? I bet the storms pile up on it like goblins on a rotten pumpkin. Must have been a while ago. Looks like the trees are growing back nicely. There’s a good stand.”

				And with that, the ogre urged his horse off the path toward some fir trees a few dozen yards away. He beckoned the others after him.

				“Let’s cut down these two,” said Blung, dismounting. “This one too. Might as well take three. Get going, Dweeper. You’re the axeman. And strip off the branches when they’re felled.”

				“Trees? With this axe?” Dweeper looked horrified. “That’s outrageous! This blade is reserved for necks and necks alone. Necks wearing cravats, armored necks, young necks, old necks, fat ones, thin ones. It doesn’t matter, but it must be necks. Necks! Not trees.”

				“Stop being so prissy,” said the ogre. “Hop down and chop us some trees or I’ll thump you.”

				“Oh, very well.”

				Dweeper climbed down from the wagon and inspected the trees. To be honest, a professional gleam lit his squinty little eyes as he circled the trunks. Then, after spitting on both hands and throwing his beard over his shoulder, he took a firm grip on his axe and began chopping away.

				“He knows what he’s doing,” said Shandy admiringly. “You have to give him that. Look at those chips fly!”

			

			
				“Aye,” rumbled Blung. “He’s a dwarf. Just imagine him doing that to your neck.”

				Shandy touched his unblemished neck and grimaced. “All that gold; I can’t figure out how I’m going to get my hands on that. Good thing I’m so lucky.”

				The first tree fell with a crash, followed by the other two in quick succession. Dweeper hopped on top of one of the trunks and quickly worked his way down its length, hacking off branches until all that was left was the bare trunk. He made short work of the other two.

				“Not bad, eh?” he said, straightening up from the last tree. “And to think I used to work for the blasted government. Nothing better than some bracing, free dwarf enterprise. Shandy, I have to admit I’m sort of glad you outed me in front of that old sourpuss magistrate. My career was stagnating at the castle. I was going nowhere professionally. Though I’m still gonna enjoy chopping your ugly head off.”

				“Well done, dwarf,” said Blung. “Now let’s get these trunks up on top of the wagon. There’s some rope in the back. I’ll take these two. You scrawny youngsters can manage the other one, I hope.”

				The ogre grabbed a trunk under each arm and marched them over to the wagon without breaking a sweat. Shandy and Dweeper, perspiring and cursing, wrestled the last trunk across the ground. The pigs peeked out between the slats of the wagon and grunted with swinish curiosity.

				“Here, I’ll get ‘em up on top,” said Blung, trying not to grin. “I’ll let you weaklings tie ‘em down.”

				The wagon sagged under the weight of the trees, but Dweeper, hopping back on and grabbing the reins, coaxed the oxen to strain against the traces. In a moment, they were back on the track. The slope of the northernmost mountain rose before them, suddenly menacing, half in shadow and half in light. Blung urged his mount up the incline. He looked around, his green and warty face a little uncertain.

			

			
				“Should be some big, standing stones,” he said, muttering to himself. “Charred.”

				“What’s that?” said Shandy.

				He felt his horse suddenly shiver beneath him. It stopped in the middle of the path. Shandy patted its neck. Reluctantly, the horse stepped forward.

				“Nothing,” said Blung. “I was just trying to remember something I heard the elders say.”

				“I hope you were listening carefully.”

				“I’ve heard it described in great detail,” said Blung, looking offended. “We ogres are a race of storytellers. Our knowledge is passed down by word of mouth. Zoli of granoli. The genealogies of our tribes from a thousand years ago are recited at our feasts, toasted with grog quaffed from the skulls of our enemies and our grandparents. The descriptions of battles, of our enemies, of tasty recipes, nothing is lost. Every detail is remembered as vividly as the backs of our hands. We are ogres!” He paused and squinted up at the mountain. “I’m just a little hazy here. I’m forgetting something.”

				“Maybe check the back of your hand,” suggested Dweeper. “You might’ve scribbled down a note.”

				Blung shot the dwarf a dirty look. “We’re close,” he growled. “This is the right path.”

				The way wound higher up the slope of the mountain. Fewer trees stood here, and the ones that did were scraggly and stunted. The rocks were even more blackened and scorched, as if this had been the epicenter of the wildfire. An occasional squirrel popped up among the boulders and watched them pass with suspicious eyes. The shadows grew longer.

				Abruptly, the path leveled out and they found themselves on a wide, barren shelf of stone. Several tall, standing stones loomed. Blung reined in his mount with a grunt of satisfaction. The others pulled up behind him.

			

			
				“This is it,” he said, swinging down from his horse.

				“This is it?” repeated Shandy somewhat dubiously. “This is what?”

				“Right there.” And the ogre pointed.

				On the other end of the shelf where the mountain slope continued its steep rise gaped a cave. Shandy blinked. For some reason he hadn’t seen it until Blung had pointed it out, which was odd, because it was an enormous cave. It gaped among the boulders and the weathered stone slope, like the proverbial mouth to which so many caves are frequently compared, with great abandon and ease.

				“That’s a big cave for one little old hermit. This is really where he lives?”

				“Not exactly,” said Blung.

				“What do you mean, not exactly? How can someone not exactly live where they live? Or is this just his summer home and he lives in a swamp during the winter?”

				“No, he lives here. I’m saying he isn’t exactly an old hermit. At least, not the sort of old hermit most people would think. Most people are caught up in traditionally narrow definitions when they hear the phrase ‘old hermit’ or even things like ‘old bones’ or ‘old cheese.’ Let me tell you, there are some old cheeses that can be used as very effective weapons. And also as hair tonics. I had a crone of an aunt who took a handful of old cheese every night before she went to bed and rubbed it —”

				“Stop talking in your confounded ogreish riddles, Blung. It’s starting to irritate me. What do you mean?”

				“What he means,” quavered Dweeper from on top of the wagon seat, “is that the old hermit is. . . the old hermit is. . . Look!”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 29

				Roast Pig Diplomacy

				Something stirred inside the darkness of the cave. Something huge. Shandy and Blung took a step back. Dweeper tumbled over the wagon seat and hid among the sleeping pigs. A gigantic snout appeared in the mouth of the cave. An eye as big as a wizard’s extra-large-sized crystal ball blinked at them, vividly green and speckled with gold. With a rasping heave, the creature emerged into the waning light. A few stray sunbeams glittered on his scales and on the spikes that traced the curve of his back and the long, sinuous coil of his tail, like iron spearheads, bristling upright and hungry for blood.

				“A dragon.” Shandy barely managed to get the word out of his throat. For once, he was almost speechless. “It’s not a hermit. It’s a dragon.”

				“Hermits aren’t always people,” mumbled Blung. A bead of sweat trickled down his knobbly green forehead.

				“Who disturbs my rest?”

				The dragon’s voice was a low, rasping rumble, as deep as thunder rumbling in a wintry sky and more menacing. Smoke trickled from his nostrils. He blinked slowly, a thin, translucent membrane sliding down over the terrifying gaze of his black-slit pupil.

			

			
				Blung elbowed Shandy in the ribs and he stumbled forward.

				“Sir, uh, lord dragon,” stuttered Shandy, wishing he had a hat that he could whip off and crumple nervously in his hands, “we, uh. . .”

				“You look like a juicy morsel,” interrupted the dragon, lowering his head to inspect Shandy. “I haven’t had my dinner yet. Or lunch or breakfast, for that matter. In fact, I haven’t eaten for seven days. My stomach is full of smoke, and that’s not what a self-respecting dragon lives on. Does he? Does he, eh?”

				“Er, no,” said Shandy, feeling it incumbent upon himself to answer. Blung had his mouth resolutely clamped shut and had turned a pale shade of green. The craven dwarf was out of sight in the back of the wagon. Besides, the dragon’s gaze was still firmly fixed upon him. He could smell the smoke and reek of the thing now, sulfur and hot iron and the old musk of burnt rock.

				“I don’t mind man every now and then,” said the dragon. A long, red tongue flickered out between his jaws. “However, what I’ve found over the years, and I mean a great many years, is that the taste of man differs greatly. Tailors, for instance, taste like wool and thread and hard, horn buttons. Fishermen are a perplexing mixture of fish and salt and the oily residue of their tarry nets. A fat banker, plucked from his counting house, tastes like gold and silver and the desperation of other men’s failures. I adore gold and silver — I am a dragon — but I prefer not to eat it. Shepherds, of course, are tasty, greasy and tender with mutton, but the wool gets in my teeth, which can be annoying. So I’m afraid they’re a seasonal dish. One must only eat them right after shearing time.”

				“What about princesses?” said Shandy, trying to work up some courage and divert any attention the dragon might have from considering him as a snack.

			

			
				The dragon sighed, smoke dripping between his enormous teeth. “Princesses. Now there’s an irritating topic. Everyone assumes, my dear fellow, just like you do, that dragons want nothing better than to be gobbling down princesses right and left. That we fly about the countryside seeking the virginal daughters of kings for dinner. Well, let me tell you! There’s nothing further than the truth! Bah! Princesses! When I was a young, foolish dragon I blindly accepted the lie and spent years choking down princess after princess. Fat ones, thin ones, peppery red-headed ones. Princesses crunchy with glass slippers and perfect teeth and the most unspeakably foul manners I have ever tasted in my life!”

				An enormous gout of flame-tinged smoke erupted from the dragon’s jaws as he worked himself into a fury. Shandy retreated a couple of hasty paces, but the serpent didn’t seem to notice.

				“And all that time did I think the problem lay with those wretched little petals of nobility? No! I thought I was somehow at fault. That I hadn’t developed my palate yet. I was so wrapped up in doing the correct dragon thing — oh, mustn’t let the nest down, you know; mustn’t let the ancestors down — that I lost sight of the most important thing of all. And you know what that is? You don’t, because you’re only a little, twitchy, short-spanned man. Well, I’ll tell you what. It’s a comfortable tummy, that’s what it is. Taste and comfort.”

				The dragon’s gaze suddenly focused on Shandy. His scaled snout advanced a couple feet. The serpent snorted a deep, exploratory sniff and Shandy tripped over the wagon bar behind him and tumbled to the ground.

				“I couldn’t agree with you more!” said Shandy, crawling under the wagon.

				“You couldn’t, could you?” said the dragon.

			

			
				“Uh, no.”

				“Well, then,” said the dragon comfortably. “As I find myself growing more hungry and you seem so agreeable, perhaps you could assist me, little man. What I would like, what I hunger for, what agrees most deliciously with my tender tummy is just a trifling trifle. I’m sure you have several. Perhaps stuffed in your saddlebags?”

				“Oh, I’m certain,” said Shandy nervously. He wasn’t sure what else he could say. How do you disagree with a dragon? All it would take would be one quick snap of the thing’s jaws and he would be gone from the face of the earth. He, Malix Shandy, who had so much promise and was so handsome and had so much life left in him. Well, at least a couple more days if things didn’t start going a bit better than they were. Still, perhaps being eaten by a dragon would be better than returning without the Fury Clock.

				“Excellent,” said the dragon, closing one eye. “I would like three milkmaids, please.”

				“What?”

				“Three milkmaids. Tender, toothsome, deliciously succulent milkmaids. How I love milkmaids! The aroma of cheese, the warmth of fresh milk, the luscious sound of their screams. Ah! Milkmaids! Bring them out now!”

				Somewhere behind him, further back under the dubious security of the wagon, Shandy heard Blung groan softly to himself. “Milkmaids! We should’ve brought some milkmaids!”

				“I don’t have any milkmaids,” said Shandy, gulping.

				“What? No milkmaids!” The dragon reared up in fury. A small avalanche of rocks tumbled down the mountain behind him. Shandy scrabbled deeper beneath the wagon. “You dare disturb me and neglect to bring milkmaids?” roared the dragon. “Well, then I’ll just have to eat you for dinner! You and this blubbery ogre! But not the dwarf. I can’t abide the taste of dwarf. I’ll gut him anyway, as that’s always a pleasure, wretched little dwarves always sneaking around and trying to run off with my gold!”

			

			
				“Mercy!” whimpered Dweeper from somewhere inside the wagon.

				“Wait! No! Stop!” hollered Shandy. “Isn’t there something else you’d like instead of a milkmaid? Think of your tummy!”

				“My mummy?” said the dragon suspiciously.

				“Your tummy! I said your tummy.”

				“Yes, well. . .” The dragon subsided back to the ground and tapped one claw meditatively on a boulder. “No milkmaids, eh? Hmmph. There is one other thing, but I doubt you’d have one. Unless it’s tucked away in your back pocket or perhaps under your hat. The last time I had one was — my word! Was it that long ago? Scrumptious! I can still taste the tender fat on my tongue. Here, reach your arm out and let me have a quick nibble in the meanwhile. I’m getting hungry with all your incessant talk of food.”

				“Uh, what sort of meat do you refer to, your smokeliness?” said Shandy, his teeth chattering like clicking bone beetles. “I’d reach my arm out for you, I truly would, but it refuses to obey me. Would you like a plump ogre arm instead?”

				“Shut up!” hissed Blung. “Leave me out of this!”

				“Delectable swine,” said the dragon dreamily. “Pigs of the porcine variety. The other white meat. Other than tender milkmaids, of course. But I know you don’t have any or I’d be smelling them. Alas! So let’s just start with you, shall we?” The jaws gaped open wide to reveal a smoking tunnel of a throat, lined with enormous jagged teeth. “If you don’t mind, trot right inside, little man. Don’t dally. Leave your clothes on. I’ll spit them out later.”

				“Pigs!” yelled Shandy, shaking like a leaf. “Wait! Stop! We have pigs!”

				The dragon froze.

				“You have pigs? Nonsense! I’d be able to smell ‘em if you did. Stop trifling with my emotions!”

			

			
				“They’re in the back of the wagon! Don’t eat me!”

				“In the back of the wagon?” The dragon drew back, astonished. “Ridiculous. I’d be able to smell their succulent, salubrious flesh from a mile away. Unless, of course, there was a. . .” The dragon snaked its neck forward and peeked into the wagon. It gave out a startled roar of fury and delight. “. . . unless, of course, it was that dirty, stinking dwarf fouling up my delicate nose! Why you unspeakable fleck of manure! I should’ve known! What are you doing besmirching the presence of these lovely, luscious pigs? Pfaugh! Dwarves! I’d rather eat a herd of peasants than soil my tongue on a dwarf!”

				“Mercy!” shrieked poor Dweeper. “Don’t kill me, mighty dragon! Spare my miserable life! My beard is still so short!”

				“Oh, stop your bellyaching,” said the dragon.

				The dragon emerged completely from his cave. This was an alarming sight, as he was truly an enormous dragon. His scales gleamed and flashed in the last few rays of the setting sun. His tail curved around him, tipped at the end with a dreadful spade-like spike bigger than a tombstone. Despite his incredible bulk, Shandy thought the dragon looked somewhat like a cat, cozied up with his talons in front of him, his head perched upon his gracefully bent neck and that ominous tail tucked neatly about his flank.

				I just hope we’re not the mice, thought Shandy to himself.

				The dragon stared down at them unblinkingly for a moment.

				“Now, then,” said the dragon. He paused, as if waiting for someone else to say something.

				Shandy and Blung crawled out from under the wagon. Dweeper peered over the top of the wooden railing.

				“Now, then,” said the dragon again in an encouraging fashion.

				Blung stepped forward and gave a short bow.

				“Your dragonliness,” he said. “We are at your service. Uh, my name is Zunzo Blung. This is my comrade, Malix Shandy, and that cringing creature over there, I’m afraid, is Dweeper the dwarf.”

			

			
				“What a repellently ugly bunch you are,” said the dragon. “Remarkably hideous, all of you. Except for the pigs.”

				“Yes, we are, your scaliness. And your name is? Er, you are. . .” The ogre’s voice trailed off as he suddenly realized his mistake.

				“A dragon,” said the dragon softly. “You don’t want to know my name.”

				“Definitely not, your lordship,” stuttered Blung. “If you don’t mind waiting a bit, we’ll see to the meal.”

				“Of course not. Carry on, little ogre. Medium rare, if you please. A nice exterior crunch and a juicy interior.”

				Blung turned to Shandy and mopped sweat off his brow. “Whew! All right, I was right about the pigs. Let’s get a fire started,” he said softly. “The elders were correct about one thing. Dragons prefer not to do their own cooking if they can help it. Dragon fire’s much too hot. They always run the risk of scorching their meat into cinders.”

				“Wait just one second,” whispered Shandy. “Are you telling me you weren’t sure about the pigs?”

				“It was a tossup between pigs and peasants. I didn’t have a clue about milkmaids. That’s a new one to me. The elders back home will be pretty interested to hear that one. Good thing we didn’t bring peasants, huh? I almost went with a couple dozen peasants instead of the pigs.”

				“I could kill you!”

				“I’m waiting,” said the dragon.

				“Dweeper!” barked the ogre. “Get your scrawny little hide down here. We’ve got work to do.”

				Once the dwarf got going with his axe he seemed to forget about the dragon brooding and looming above them. Shandy and Blung wrestled the timber down from the wagon, and Dweeper’s axe flew through the wood like a living thing. Chips and sawdust danced in the air around him. In a trice, he had a heap of kindling ready, with a stack of logs piled nearby. The dragon obliged with a tiny, careful puff of flame from his mouth, and the fire burst into life. Dweeper spit on his hands and then quickly shaped a sturdy spit out of green heartwood.

			

			
				“You gotta hand it to him,” said Blung admiringly. “The little lump knows what he’s doing.”

				“Just not on my neck,” said Shandy.

				The first pig woke up long enough to emit a puzzled oink before getting clonked on the head with the dull end of Dweeper’s axe. The unfortunate swine was soon roasting merrily over the fire. Fat crackled in the flames. A rich aroma of pork filled the air. The dragon inhaled appreciatively and licked his scaly lips.

				“Really,” said the dragon, almost purring, “you’re too kind. All of you. I almost don’t mind that you forgot the milkmaids. That is starting to smell delicious! Glormah-Oh is such a lonely place, don’t you know. Oh, the views are splendid and I have nothing to complain about regarding my cave — it’s a pleasant cave and I’ve spent the last five hundred years or so doing some remodeling; my treasure trove was really getting out of hand, and one has to know when enough’s enough — but the social qualities of the valley are thin. Zombies are impossible to talk with. They just grunt and gibber and I find I run out of patience with them quickly. They do squish nicely, though. And the undead? What is it with the undead? Everyone seems to accord them a special, hallowed — or unhallowed, depending on how you view things — existence, but, really? There’s nothing at all special about them. I find them conceited. Constantly staring at themselves in the mirror like the vain little twits they are, and seeing nothing, of course; glooming about with their flea-bitten bats, sharpening their teeth. Ooh! Ooh! Look at me! I’ve got sharp teeth! Aren’t I frightening! They squish just as easily as zombies, even though they’re a trifle quicker on their feet.”

			

			
				“I’m sure no one’s as quick as you, your flameliness,” said Shandy politely.

				“You are slightly intelligent, aren’t you, human?” said the dragon. “It’s nice to almost have at least one decent quality. If you live long enough, which I doubt you will, perhaps you’ll consider cultivating a second? Hope springs eternal, like my grandmother always said. She wrote a poem about that. Or perhaps she ate a poet who wrote a poem about that? I can’t remember. She was fond of poets. That pig smells about done.”

				“Just ready!” said the ogre.

				He slid the entire roast pig off the spit and onto a conveniently flat slab of rock in front of the dragon. Grease dripped off, steaming in the cool evening air. With a lightning pounce, the dragon snapped up the entire roast. His jaws crunched once, twice, and then a third time.

				“Ah!” said the dragon. “Delicious. Next!”

				But Blung and Dweeper had already sprung into action the second the pig had slid off the spit. There was another surprised, sleepy oink; a thud; a rather disconcerting wet thunk as the ogre spitted the swine; and then the poor beast was roasting away. Dweeper grabbed his axe and chopped up some more wood in a frenzy of activity.

				“What about the necromancer, your serpentliness?” said Shandy. “I imagine he’s decent company, isn’t he?”

				“Not bad, not bad,” said the dragon carelessly. “He’s flighty. Always dashing off around the world and sticking his nose into wherever it is that necromancers are fond of sticking their noses. When he first moved into the valley, oh, three hundred and seventeen years ago — I forget exactly — we had a few tussles. He tried to cast a spell or two on me. Thought he could turn me into a zombie, I suppose, silly man. I gave him what for and burned his brand-new castle down around his ears. We came to an agreement afterwards and now exchange gifts at Christmas, but I don’t see him that much.”

			

			
				“Second pig, ready and roasted!” called Blung.

				The pig slid off onto the now-greasy stone platform with an agreeable crunchy, crackling, succulent, shlooping sound.

				“Get going!” hissed Blung as he hurried past Shandy with the bare spit. “We’re busting our chops here. Dweeper’s getting a second spit ready. Start pumping him for information. He’s in a good mood. He’s gotta talk before we run out of pigs.”

				“I trust the swine is to your satisfaction, your fantastickness?” said Shandy, edging closer to the dragon.

				“Very tasty. Toothsome.” The dragon swallowed and then belched a tremendous belch. “Keep ‘em coming.”

				“Truly, your loathsomeness, you are a marvel of a dragon. I find myself inspired, uplifted, more intelligent, even more handsome, just by basking in your regal presence.”

				“Naturally,” said the dragon.

				“I’m convinced everyone in the world would be better off if they could only drink from your fount of wisdom. Why, even if you simply chose to eat them, they would still find their lives greatly enriched. What an honor that would be! Countless children in countless kingdoms would bounce out of bed every morning and wistfully cry to their loving mothers, ‘Oh Mother, when, oh when shall I be eaten by a dragon? I cannot wait another day, Mother!’ And their mothers will counsel patience and good cheer and give a stern admonition to consume vast amounts of butter so they shall be fat and tasty.”

				“Doubtlessly,” said the dragon, gobbling up yet another succulent pig. “Sensible of them.”

				“I’ve always thought dragons are the tip-top.”

				“True.”

				“The bees’ knees.”

			

			
				“If they had ‘em,” said the dragon. “Which they don’t.”

				“The wisest.”

				“Indubitably.”

				“The smokeliest.”

				“Of course,” said the dragon, chomping down on another roast swine. “It goes without saying, but feel free to say it.”

				“You probably know everything there is to know in the world.”

				“That also goes without saying,” said the dragon. “If there’s anything worth knowing, dragons know it. If there’s something not worth knowing, why, we know that, too. Come, come! I’m still famished here. Hurry up with that swine, you lazy lot.”

				“Here you are,” panted Blung, dashing over with a crackling, hissing roast. “Fresh off the spit!”

				“For instance,” continued Shandy, perching himself on a rock beside the dragon, “I’m sure you know where the fabled priceless pink pearl of Baleuthra Boyne was lost.”

				“Went down on a treasure ship in the Ogolottic Sea. All hands lost. A giant octopus keeps it in her cave, along with Boyne’s skull. Pleasant fellow, that octopus, but clingy and morose, if you know what I mean. Deep psychological problems.”

				“I figured it was something like that. What about the strange disappearance of the mysterious cauldron of King Kottakar the Kleptomaniac? I was thinking about that the other day, how the one thing happened, or maybe it was the other thing, and then someone else did something, but it might have been that other person. I forget their name.”

				The dragon crunched down happily on a roast pig. Hot grease spurted from his jaws in geysers of creamy, swinish amber. “Not much of a mystery at all. Kottakar’s grannie happened to be even a worse kleptomaniac than he was. She appropriated the cauldron and then absentmindedly gave it to a charwoman for washing linens in. The old biddy moved back to her village when she got too rickety for castle work. After all these years, she still doesn’t know what she’s got in her barn. Though she sometimes does wonder why her clothes never wear out, her milk cow never dies, and the tomatoes in her garden are bigger than a giantess’s pumpkins.” The dragon chortled. “Imagine that. Kottakar’s cauldron in a barn. If she only knew.”

			

			
				“Imagine that,” said Shandy, wondering if he could push his luck and ask where the old charwoman lived.

				“Ask him where the sacred golden beard of Flooli the Fantastically Frantic is hidden!” whispered Dweeper as he staggered by with an armful of logs. “The dream of every dwarf in dwarfdom. Beloved, mourned, longed for with broken hearts, celebrated at every Goomery Festival each year with wailing and weeping and gallons of hot goomery.”

				“I heard that,” said the dragon. “Get cracking with my next pig, dwarf. There’ll be no sacred beards for you.”

				“Only one more pig left!” hissed Blung as he hurried by with a crackling roast.

				Shandy was beginning to feel a little nauseated from the all-pervasive odors of barbecuing pig and sulfurous dragon smoke. He swallowed hard.

				“Such juicy goodness,” said the dragon, crunching away happily. “So tender!”

				“One thing I sometimes wonder, your drakeliness,” said Shandy, trying to keep his voice casual, “just because I’m only a human and not wise at all, not like yourself, is whatever happened to that old Fury Clock. The question crossed my mind last Saturday, I think, but then I forgot about it when I stubbed my toe.”

				“That’s easy,” said the dragon carelessly. “The necromancer has it.”

				“The necromancer? The, uh, one who lives back down the valley?”

				The dragon waved one greasy claw in the air. Hot pig fat showered down on Shandy like rain. “Of course. It’s hidden away in his closet, or in his silverware drawer, or perhaps he keeps it buried in his rutabaga patch. Maybe it’s under his bed. Gathering dust and dreams, no doubt, and heaped about with the skulls of dead mice. All that ticking, you know. It does add up after a while.”

			

			
				“Oh. Right. That makes sense.” It made no sense at all to Shandy, but he had to say something.

				The ogre galloped over with the last roast pig and slid it off the spit with a loud wet shloop. The dragon gulped it down, belched a cloud of smoke, and then straightened up, stretching his neck into the air as he swallowed. He blinked, his eyes glowing green in the deepening twilight.

				“That’s the last of the pigs, isn’t it,” said the dragon, licking his scaly lips. “I can only scent man, ogre, and smelly dwarf. I don’t have an appetite left for any of you. At least, not right now.” With a sudden swoop, the dragon crouched down close to the ground, his head dreadfully close to Shandy. The serpent smiled a terrible smile. His sharp teeth glistened in the light of the fire. His green eyes glittered.

				“Don’t think for one moment, little man,” he said softly, “that I did not know the question on your mind when you came riding up this valley, riding up to my door and trusting in your luck. Do not trifle with dragons unless you seek death. But I find myself amused by you. Only a brave fool would seek to possess the Fury Clock. It is something much worse than death. Think carefully of what you search for, mortal. I would slay you myself and it would be a mercy in light of what you seek. However, your travelling piggery has proven your salvation. Or your curse. I suppose I owe you thanks for the meal. Now, I suggest you and your somewhat tantalizingly smelly friends leave before my hunger awakens again.”

				“Thank you, your dreadfulness,” said Shandy, trying to keep his teeth from chattering. He bowed deeply. “We are much obliged and grateful ourselves. And I do appreciate not being eaten.”

			

			
				The dragon did not reply but only smiled in a horrible, dragonish way.

				They rode away down the stony path from the cave into the gathering night, their necks prickling and their backs stiff, knowing the dragon’s gaze was still on them. Dweeper hunched on the wagon seat, trying to look as small and nonexistent as possible. The reins trembled in his hands.

				“Clocks,” mumbled Shandy, shivering a bit.

				“Pigs,” muttered the ogre.

				“Beards,” whispered Dweeper.

				And in the darkness of the early night, a dark shadow flitted along behind them, silent and unseen by the weary trio. The dragon, of course, saw and smiled.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 30

				A Pleasant Day, Beginning with Cute Chipmunks, of Course

				The three travelers woke the next morning to a cold, clear, blue sky and a bright sun. The horses cropped the dewy grass like horses do.

				“Four more days,” said Shandy, yawning and tugging his boots on. “Unless the zombies get us. I can’t stand zombies. All that drool. Still, considering what the alternatives might be, I suppose death by zombies wouldn’t be half-bad.”

				“If you die,” grumbled Blung, “my obligation’s over. But I’ll do my best to boil your skull and drink your health from it, first chance I get. Don’t worry about that.”

				“Thanks.”

				When they had stopped the previous night, they had made camp in a small meadow, just off the beaten track and a healthy enough distance from the mountain where the dragon’s cave. Below them, the waters of the lake sparkled in the morning sunlight. The horses breakfasted on the delicious grass. Despite the impending doom hanging over them, waiting to crush their lives into a painful, screaming smear like a snail crushed under the grinding boot of a fat giant, there was an odd sense of peace about the place.

			

			
				“There’s an odd sense of peace about this place,” said Dweeper suddenly. He looked a little embarrassed after he spoke, turning red beneath his luxurious whiskers. “I’m a little embarrassed I said that. Why did I say that? Where did that come from? It’s like I’ve got a babbling, verbose, overly descriptive nitwit droning in my head. Dwarves don’t talk like this!”

				“Look,” said Shandy. “There’s a chipmunk. What a cute little guy.”

				“There’s another one,” said Blung. “Not bad eating if you get enough of ‘em in a pie.”

				“Dwarves don’t eat chipmunks,” said Dweeper scornfully. “Give me a good brace of roast rat any day. Got more meat on their bones.”

				“This place is crawling with chipmunks.”

				It was true. Chipmunks peered down at them from tree branches with their big brown eyes. The little animals peeked out from the bushes and greenery lining the meadow. One of the chipmunks ventured out across the grass toward Dweeper and gazed at him with sparkling eyes.

				“Still, they are cute little buggers,” said the dwarf. “Here, have a nut.”

				He stooped down and offered the chipmunk a nut. The tiny rodent promptly leapt forward and bit him hard on the thumb.

				“Ouch! The little bastard bit me! He won’t let go!”

				With a high-pitched roar of countless of squeaky voices, hundreds of chipmunks streamed across the meadow toward the three travelers. Their beady little eyes suddenly glinted red.

				“Those aren’t ordinary chipmunks!” yelled Shandy. “Those are zombie chipmunks!”

			

			
				Frantically, he and Blung leapt for their horses. Screaming and cursing dwarf obscenities, Dweeper sprinted for his wagon, waving his hand in the air like a lunatic. The chipmunk hung on grimly. The horde of zombie chipmunks scurried after them like a tide of brown-furred, stripe-backed death. Shandy and Blung galloped off. Dweeper whipped up the oxen with one hand. Yelling incoherently, he beat the chipmunk against the side of the buckboard until the little zombie body disintegrated in a spray of rotten flesh.

				“Ow! That smarts! That really, really smarts!” Dweeper let fly another string of colorful dwarf curses. “Why is it that the dwarves always get the short end of the stick? Blister and blast it all to the seventh dungeon of Dipper Doom! It’s the dwarves! Let’s beat up the dwarves! Let’s outlaw the dwarves! Let’s dump this bowl of steaming hot oatmeal on that dwarf! Who’s the zombie chipmunk gonna attack? The dwarf!”

				“Just be thankful he didn’t lunge for your neck,” said Blung.

				“Am I a zombie now?” said the dwarf, his eyes bugging out at the thought. “A zombie dwarf? That just takes the scone! Oh, woe is me! Why did I ever come on this wretched trip? This is all your fault, Shandy!”

				“Relax,” said Shandy. “Contrary to popular and highly misguided opinion, you can’t become a zombie just because a zombie starts gnawing on you. I don’t know who started that myth, but it’s absolute hogwash. There are only two ways you become a zombie. A necromancer can do it; just a wave of the hand and maybe a few muttered words. Poof! You’re a zombie. The other way is more painful. A zombie has to actually gnaw into your brain itself. It apparently hurts like crazy. You writhe around for a while, screaming and hollering, your skin turns sort of a yellowish green, you get facial tics, your posture and coordination go to pieces, you lose all fashion sense, you develop an insatiable appetite, and there you go.”

			

			
				“The logical conclusion from that,” said Blung, “is that it would be basically impossible for a chipmunk zombie to turn anyone with a reasonably decent-sized skull into a zombie. A chipmunk simply wouldn’t be able to open its mouth wide enough to get its little teeth into the slope of the skull. It’s like when I was a kid and I’d go in the kitchen and make myself a sandwich. I was a greedy kid, and stupid, too. If I took two loaves of bread, stuck a wheel of cheese between them, along with a side of ham, several pumpkins and a slab of lard, I wouldn’t be able to stretch my little ogre mouth open wide enough to bite down. It was a physical impossibility.”

				“What would you do then?” asked Shandy curiously.

				“I would smash it with a frying pan until the consistency was more like a custardy paste.”

				“Well, what if I was sleeping and the chipmunks took frying pans and smashed my skull into paste and then ate it? Then I would be a dwarf zombie. So there! I could’ve been in mortal danger.” Dweeper scowled at them in triumph.

				“He has a point,” said Shandy.

				“Yes, it is a point of a certain kind,” admitted Blung.

				As they cantered along through the valley, the sun rose higher, as was its habit. Birds sang gaily in the trees and butterflies fluttered about from flower to flower. There was a rich, deep scent of pine needles and mushrooms in the air. But, despite all this beauty, the valley seemed more sinister now. Perhaps the bluebird warbling in the bushes was actually a zombie bluebird? Perhaps the squirrels hopping briskly from branch to branch were secretly eyeing them with hungry malevolence? Perhaps the caterpillars inching through the vines harbored slavering, unnatural appetites in their tiny, gooshy little hearts? No, the lovely valley had become an uneasy place for the three intrepid travelers.

			

			
				A break in the trees revealed a lake shining before them. Shandy drew up his horse. There, rising dark and stark on a rocky island in the middle of the water, stood a castle. It was odd that they had not seen it before. Perhaps they simply had not been looking. The castle was not particularly big, but the island rose up sharply from the surface of the water so that the castle itself loomed high above the surface of the lake. It was built of black stone, and at the top of its highest tower flew a black flag that flapped and fluttered ominously in the wind.

				“How are we going to get out there?” muttered the ogre. “There’s no bridge that I can see. Perhaps he flies. Necromancers do fly, don’t they?”

				“I suppose,” said Shandy. “I imagine necromancers can do whatever they want. Pillage countries, enslave thousands of people, plunge civilizations into darkness. Let’s ride down to the water’s edge and see if we can figure out a way to get across.”

				They did so, with the horses picking their way down across the rocky strand and Dweeper and his wagon bumping behind them. The water lapped against the shore.

				Shandy pointed further along the shore. “There we go. I don’t doubt any self-respecting necromancer can go flying about on whatever he wishes, but he’s not going to be whisking all his undead servants around that way, would he? Not a chance. Look. That must be a ferry.”

				And it was. Several hundred yards along the shore, a small wooden jetty stuck out into the water. A boat bobbed alongside the jetty. A solitary figure sat on the end of the jetty, legs dangling over the edge. They made their way along the shore and then clattered out onto the wooden jetty.

				“Morning,” called Shandy, swinging down from his horse. “Are the fish biting?”

				The man sitting at the end of the jetty turned around. He had a friendly, absent-minded sort of smile. Despite being out in the sun, his skin was pasty white. His long, scraggly black hair was tied back in a ponytail. He was impossibly handsome for some random guy sitting on the end of a jetty in a remote mountain valley lake. But he was also scruffy and definitely hadn’t taken a bath in a long time. He was dressed in what seemed to Shandy’s fashionably critical eye an odd and unfortunate assortment of beaded and fringed garments. A tattered purple sash printed with yellow flowers and a pair of disreputable-looking leather sandals on his dirty feet completed the man’s outfit. He had a faded bandanna tied around his forehead.

			

			
				“The fish?” he said, his voice a lazy drawl. “Did you say fish? Heh. That’s cool. Fish.”

				“I thought you might be fishing. Seems like a nice place to fish. Nothing like fresh fish roasting over a fire for breakfast.”

				The man looked mildly intrigued at this idea. “Fresh fish?”

				“Uh, yeah.”

				The man nodded his head slowly. “I get you now, my man. There’s the lake, there’s the water in the lake, there’s the fish in the water in the lake. I think I’ve seen them. They swim over and stare up at me and then I stare down at them. Or maybe they’re staring down at me and I’m staring up at them, you know what I mean? Up isn’t always up, you catch my drift? Fish drift. Hey, the mind drifts, you know. It departs. It expands and goes places. You just sit there for a couple months, sit here, I mean, and then wow! You’re one with nature. Or maybe nature is one with you. Wait. Am I talking about you or me? I suddenly switched into second person instead of first person. Groovy. I wonder how long I’ve been sitting here? Or maybe I’m wondering how long the dock has been sitting under me? I wonder if I caught a fish? My memory isn’t what it used to be.” He glanced up and smiled. Sunlight gleamed on his long, razor-sharp incisors. “I don’t even eat fish. Fish are fish, man. But that’s cool. Do you eat fish?”

			

			
				A chill crept over Shandy at the sight of the man’s teeth, but he smiled carelessly in return. It wasn’t wise to show fear in front of the undead. It only made them hungry. “Every now and then. Battered and fried is nice.”

				The undead rose to his feet in one slow, graceful motion. “I’m more into raw, organic food. It’s a lot healthier. It keeps me closer to nature, you know what I mean?”

				“Uh, nuts and seeds?” said Blung uncomfortably.

				“Edible roots?” said Dweeper, trying to look as inconspicuous as possible on the buckboard. “Grass clippings?”

				“Raw is primeval, man. It’s like all the crazy cosmic goodness of the universe distilled down into a drop of oh wow. Like pure bottled sunshine. Drinkable too. And if you can get your hands on the good stuff — and I mean the special good stuff. The prime zing. That’s the way to do it.”

				“Forgive me for being forward,” said Shandy, “but I thought people like you. . .”

				“People like me?” The man looked puzzled for a moment, but then his face cleared. “People like me! That’s heavy. People do like me, yeah. They like me. I like you.”

				“I thought people like you had a problem with, you know, sunshine.”

				“No way, man. What a downer that would be. I could soak this sunshine stuff up for a thousand years. Old man sun is my big brother.”

				Suddenly, the man started jumping around like a madman, waving his arms at the sky. “Hey, mister sun! How’s it going? How are you today?! Hello, hot molten golden sunny brightness! Shine on me!”

				He calmed down just as quickly and turned to Shandy. His face turned solemn, his voice low and earnest. “Just between me and you, and your nice little friends, there are some weird, whacked-out people like me, people who are aren’t like me — if you know what I mean. They get all sparkly and stuff in the sunlight, and they start smoking and burning and foaming at the mouth. But they’ve got, like, issues. Weirdoes. Like, serious weirdoes. You stay away from them or they’ll get all sparkly on you and you wouldn’t like that.”

			

			
				“Are there any people like that in this valley?” asked Dweeper nervously.

				“Nah, you curious little dwarf dude,” said the undead guy. “Not around here. No worries. At least, I don’t think so. Well, there might be a few. That is one tripping beard you got there, my man. Fly low with that baby. Okay, dudes. I’m gonna get back to getting back to it. Whatever I was doing. What was I doing? Hey, wow! Check out this lake! You guys see this lake? Groovy! I think I’m going to stare at it for a couple years.”

				Shandy hopped down into the boat tied up next to the dock. It was a wide-bottomed flatboat. Two big oars hung on hooks below the gunwale. The boat looked old but sturdy.

				“Is this your boat?” he asked.

				“Boat? I have a boat? Oh, yeah. I think you’re on to something there. That is my boat! Cool. I have a boat. Hey, you guys wanna go for a ride? I know this awesome meadow. We could sniff the flowers and lay there and share our innermost hopes and dreams.”

				“That sounds fun, but, actually, do you think you could take us over to the island?”

				“Sure thing, dudes. Not the livestock, though. I don’t do livestock. You can leave ‘em in the corral over there. They will commune with nature and crop the grass, or maybe they’ll get bitten by zombie chipmunks. It’s all good. Hop in. Oh, wow. I just remembered something. I’m the ferryman. I must’ve forgot. Nobody ever comes along for a ride. People like me, you see, we don’t need to take the boat. We just do the bat thing, or the buzzard thing, or the moth thing, or the vulture thing, or the skinless raven thing, or the fleshless, croaking. . .”

			

			
				“Okay, okay,” said Shandy hastily. “We get the point.”

				“And the old coot himself,” continued the ferryman, “he doesn’t need a boat either. He does whatever he wants. He is whatever he wants. He is whoever he wants. So why am I the ferryman? Oh, wow. Maybe I got it all wrong. Maybe he actually told me to be the fairyman? It was a long time ago. After a thousand years you start forgetting stuff.”

				“Who’s the old coot?” asked Blung.

				The ferryman looked at him in surprise. “Why, the man himself. The power. The cool cat. The dude of death. The necromancer.”

				After they turned the horses and the oxen loose in the corral, they climbed into the boat. They made good time across the lake. Despite the oddness of the ferryman, he was, after all, an undead and that meant he was extremely strong. He bent his back to the oars and the little boat skipped across the water like a buoyant lamb skipping across a meadow of flowers while being chased by ravenous wolves and right before being eaten by those same ravenous wolves. Foam sprayed through the air and the strengthening wind blew in their faces. Dweeper was especially excited, for dwarves rarely venture out on boats. He spent the short trip grinning inanely and licking up the occasional tasty bug that splatted against his teeth.

				The island grew closer. It hadn’t seemed big from across the lake. It seemed a lot bigger now. The castle rose up against the bright blue sky. It was a monstrous black shadow of polished stone. Gargoyles perched on every abutment and peered from every dark corner, leering down with a hundred different twisted faces of horn and feather and scale and claw. The black flag on top of the highest tower snapped in the wind like a whip.

				“Cheery place, isn’t it?” said Blung.

				“Sweet and cheery,” shouted the ferryman happily, his voice fraying in the rising wind. “I’d decorate a bit different myself, more flowers and maybe a nice chartreuse and violet color palette, but it’s nice. I like what he does. I can dig it. Plus, he has this whole cool interior decorating vibe going on with bones and stuff.”

			

			
				This information, of course, perked up the ogre. Being an ogre, he appreciated bones. Shandy and the dwarf, however, did not look encouraged.

				With an expert dig of the oars, the ferryman slipped the boat up alongside a low stone jetty reaching out from the island shore. The gunwale grated against the rock.

				“Groovy,” said the ferryman. He looked up at the castle looming above them with a faint expression of surprise on his face. “Hey, I know that gargoyle. How’s it hanging, Fred?”

				Shandy hopped out. “Thanks for the ride.” The other two clambered up onto the dock.

				“No problem. You are where you are, you know.”

				With this last piece of advice and a wave of his scruffy white hand, the undead ferryman lay back on the grass beside the dock and fell asleep.

				“That is one weird undead,” said Blung. “I was starting to get a headache listening to him. I’d almost rather deal with a normal vampire. They just try to kill you instead of messing with your mind.”

				“Let’s find the necromancer,” said Shandy, staring up at the black castle. “Quicker we find him, the quicker we can get out of this place.”

				“You are where you are,” said Dweeper.

				“Don’t even start, dwarf,” growled Blung.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 31

				A Sharp Word on Vampires

				One of the first questions addressed in Dr. Vently Wenderlink’s authoritative text On the Care and Feeding of Vampires is, how does one safely detect a vampire? There are several answers, such as if you notice a sharp-toothed person gnawing on your neck; if a bat flutters into the room and then transforms into a pale, anemic-looking stranger dressed in a velvet suit; or if the dead person sitting beside you at the dinner table suddenly wakes up and screams if you accidentally spill your garlic soup in his lap. All of these scenarios tend to suggest the presence of a vampire.

				However, the best answer is: own a cat.

				The term vampire, as most people know, originally comes from the primeval Elvish word vimpooki, which, if faithfully translated according to Professor Bandalor Hummle’s classic Extremely Ancient Languages You Really Don’t Want to Know, means idiot. The ancient elves used it in such contexts as “Oh, she is such an adorable little vimpooki,” “I’m afraid there’s a vimpooki in every family, but you happen to have several,” or “What’s an elegant word that rhymes with vimpooki?”

			

			
				However, the term evolved over the years as language tends to do. Variations on vimpooki became common in other tongues. It appeared in dwarfish as vampoogli (unfortunate and poorly rooted beard), gnomeish as vompledumk (mostly edible), and, in a crucial leap of semiotic illogic, human as vimpeer (raw sausage).

				According to several scholarly articles, this first manifestation in human language of the word vimpeer occurred in the village of Glumk in the northern province of Snorp. The butcher of that village had a son named Tud who was extremely fond of the tasty blood sausage his father made. Tud, a rather feeble-minded boy, was so fond of the sausage that he often ate it raw. The other children teased him about his sausage consumption, calling him Tud the Raw Sausage Boy or Tud the Vimpeer. He responded by chasing them while whirling lengths of raw sausage over his head. They responded in turn by forcibly relieving him of the sausage, cooking the sausage, and then happily consuming it with pickled cabbage and boiled potatoes. This went on for many years. Tud’s father lost a great deal of money on all that sausage. One day, in a fit of anger, he forbade Tud from ever eating blood sausage again. However, the boy had developed a taste for blood by this time. He took to sucking blood out of mice to assuage his thirst. Thus, the first vampire came into being.

				As one can see, the origin of vampires is not at all glamorous. Over the centuries, the undead community has tried to cover up the sordid tale of Tud with a variety of ludicrous legends in an effort to maintain their false airs of sophistication and glamour. Sadly, most people believe the legends created by the vampire writers. Weak-minded men and women even go so far as to seek vampires out, offering them their necks in hopes of being transformed into the undead themselves. What they do not realize is that, once transformed, they will then experience a strange hunger for mice for the rest of their lives.

			

			
				This is why cats will hiss and spit when a vampire is near. Cats despise vampires. After all, there are only so many mice to go around. Cats do not like to share.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 32

				The Necromancer’s Castle

				A paved stone road led up from the dock toward the castle. It was a foreboding place, despite the brilliant blue sky that arched overhead. The road leveled out and they found themselves approaching a narrow bridge spanning the castle moat. Their footsteps rang on the bridge. Iron doors stood shut at the gate. Two figures dressed in black appeared as if by magic on either side of the doors.

				“Guards,” said Shandy softly. “They’re undead. Vampires. The normal kind you prefer, Blung.”

				The guards’ faces were as hard and cold as stone. They were armored in black iron, yet when they moved, they were silent, despite the metal that encased them. Each held an enormous spear in their right hand.

				“Halt,” said one of them, his voice a deep, growling boom. “State your business, mortals.”

				“We’re here to see the necromancer,” said Shandy. “My name is. . .”

				“Silence,” said the guard, holding up one gauntleted hand. His eyes seemed to flicker for a moment as if he was looking at something else. Then, they refocused on Shandy. “You are expected. Enter.”

			

			
				The guards stepped to one side. The iron gates swung open on silent hinges. The air seemed colder all of a sudden. The three travelers walked through the gates into a bleak courtyard surrounded on all sides by high walls. The place was sunk in shadow. The gates closed behind them. Water trickled down somewhere, plinking and plashing unseen into a pool. Stone gargoyles peered down at them from on high, crouched on their perches and worn down by time and mossed over. One of them blinked a massive eye at them. A stone tongue slid out of its jaws with a rough, rasping sound and then disappeared between its teeth. Empty windows filled with shadow (this, technically, made them not empty) stared down at them from the high stone walls. The courtyard was silent except for the trickling water.

				“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” whispered Blung.

				“Oh, relax,” said Shandy. “That’s such a worn-out phrase. Everybody says it, and then things always turn out all right in the end. Sure, someone might get eaten or turned into a toad along the way —”

				“Probably the dwarf,” mumbled Dweeper looking nervously around. “It’s about to get really bad. I know it. I just know it.”

				“ — but the sun’ll come up tomorrow. You can bet your bottom coin on that. Where is everyone? This place is as silent as the grave.”

				As if in answer, something creaked horribly across the courtyard. At the top of a flight of black marble steps, a pair of doors opened slowly. A faint illumination shone from somewhere inside, and they heard a disembodied voice.

				“Abandon all hope and enter here, foolish mortals,” said the disembodied voice. “Doom awaits thee.”

				“I knew it,” moaned Dweeper. “Dragons, the undead, and now a disembodied voice. This whole valley is a real downer. Plus, we have to abandon all hope. And there’s doom, too. Like I wasn’t already heading that way on my own. I mean, what do you have left if you’ve abandoned all hope?”

			

			
				“That’s a good question,” said Shandy thoughtfully. “If you had something else with you when you abandoned all hope, you’d still have that, right? For instance, if I had a ham sandwich plus hope, but then abandoned hope, I’d still have the ham sandwich. And if it was a really amazing ham sandwich with pickles, lettuce, tomato, and cheese, it would definitely be something worthwhile. You can’t eat hope, but you can eat a ham sandwich.”

				“I could go for a ham sandwich,” said Blung. “Even in a place like this. You’re hungry, you eat. That’s what ogres do. I couldn’t care less about the ambience of a tavern. Gimme the food and gimme it now. That’s what I say.”

				“Ogres do have their priorities.” Shandy shook his head. “Eat, pillage, polish some skulls into drinking mugs.”

				“You should be so lucky. Ogres only drink from the best of the best. Your skull might not be good enough. We give inferior skulls to the little ogrelets. They play games with them like Smash Head or Bonkers or Ye Tiny Slug Hothouse.”

				“Do you mean slug as in snail or slug as in hit someone?” said Dweeper.

				“I said abandon all hope and enter here, foolish mortals,” said the disembodied voice somewhat sharply. “I didn’t say get into a random conversation about semantics.”

				“So you’re saying my skull isn’t ogre-worthy?” snapped Shandy.

				“I’ve never been impressed with the quality of human skulls. You grip ‘em too hard and they just shatter in your fist like eggshells.” Blung rapped on the dwarf’s skull with his knuckles. “Now, a dwarf skull? These clean up solid. You can boil porridge in one of these babies. My old gramma used to make a great cheese soufflé in her dwarf skulls. Ragaleti, in ogreish. It’s a real tasty dish. Listen to that. Must be part stone.” He rapped on Dweeper’s head again for emphasis.

			

			
				“Ouch! Stop it!” Dweeper scowled at the ogre.

				“Are you all deaf?” bellowed the disembodied voice. “Shut up! Get in here now and meet thy doom!”

				“All right, all right,” said Shandy. “We’re coming. Keep your shirt on.”

				“It’s a disembodied voice,” whispered Blung. “It doesn’t have a shirt.”

				“It’s a figure of speech,” said Shandy.

				“No, I’m not,” snapped the voice. “I’m a disembodied voice. I have a cousin who’s a figure of speech, but it’s not the same thing. Not the same thing at all. Now get moving. You don’t want to see me when I get mad. Thy doom awaits!”

				“But how can we see him. . .” Dweeper started to mumble, but then he thought better of it and shut his mouth.

				They passed through the doors into a vast, gloomy hall. The doors creaked shut behind them. The place would have been absolutely dark except for the fact that a globe of pale blue fire hung gleaming in the air before them. It burned dimly, but the light was enough to soften the darkness. As they neared the globe, it began to drift away from them.

				“The fire will guide thee to thy doom,” whispered the disembodied voice from somewhere back near the door. “Thy doom. . .”

				“What is it with you and this whole doom thing you’ve got going?” said Shandy. “And why do you keep on saying thee or thy only when talking about doom? I’m not trying to criticize you, but it seems inconsistent.”

				“Everyone knows you always use thee or thy when talking about doom,” said the disembodied voice indignantly. “It’s more much impressive. It brings a weighty importance. It makes people quiver in their boots. You’re quivering, aren’t you?”

			

			
				“I suppose a little,” admitted Shandy. “The dwarf’s quivering.”

				“I am not,” grumbled Dweeper. “I’m shivering. There’s a difference. It’s cold in here.”

				“And weight is important for disembodied voices,” said Blung.

				“Darn straight it is,” said the disembodied voice. “Thees and thys and doom go together like flies on a corpse. Doom is serious stuff. Why, I had a pack of gnomes in here several years ago; you should’ve seen them quivering in their tiny boots. I did my menacing whisper on them, threw in the ‘thees’ and ‘thys.’ They were moaning and wailing and carrying on like I was the necromancer himself. Ha ha ha! Silly gnomes. Sometimes I love my job. Good times!”

				“You do it extremely well,” said Shandy.

				“Thanks.”

				“So where do we go? Any chance of meeting the necromancer?”

				“Just follow the ghostly globe of blue fire. Stick close to it and nobody should bother you. Good luck with your doom. I mean, thy doom.”

				The ghostly globe of blue fire drifted away and the three travelers dutifully followed. Despite the dim light the globe cast, it quickly became apparent that the castle was spotlessly clean. The black marble floor gleamed. The walls were polished. Here and there, crystal sparkled faintly with the blue radiance as they passed. The globe of fire wafted around a corner, and Shandy then saw why the castle was so clean.

				“That’s a novel idea,” he said. “Impressive.”

				“What?” said Blung.

				Shandy pointed. “The cleaning crew. Zombie rodents. Best use of zombies I’ve ever seen.”

			

			
				A small army of tiny animals were polishing the marble floor. They worked at a slow, shambling pace. From time to time, a body part or two would fall off, but these errant tails and paws would then be cleaned up by one of the other little custodians. The bigger creatures, such as the raccoons, carried long poles over their shoulders. The poles didn’t make sense to their interested audience until one of the raccoons grabbed a nearby zombie mouse, strapped him to the end of the pole, and then used him to dust a pillar high overhead.

				They warily skirted the cleaning crew and then continued on down the hall after the globe of blue fire. A staircase led up into the shadows. Their footsteps shuffled into echoes around them.

				“I wonder what the necromancer is?” said Blung.

				“He’s a necromancer,” said Shandy.

				“No, I don’t mean that. I mean, what is he? Human, elf, kobold, fairy, lich, troll? Maybe he’s an ogre? With a castle this size, he could even be a giant. A giant necromancer. Imagine that.”

				“You forgot about dwarves,” said Dweeper. “He could be a dwarf.”

				“I didn’t forget about dwarves. I doubt he’s a dwarf. Dwarves really don’t have much of a reputation for magic. You little buggers have got noses for gold and silver and precious gems, but magic? Nope.”

				“But I have a magic scroll.” Dweeper pulled out the magic scroll Dr. Vusslebane had given him and waved it around in triumph. “And you don’t have one.”

				“So you do. You are one lucky dwarf.”

				They went up another long flight of black marble stairs lined with banisters and railings carved of milky-white bone. A contingent of zombie raccoons morosely polished the bannisters with handfuls of squeaking mice that slowly shredded away into wisps of tails and paws and fur as they worked. Zombie moles followed afterwards with tiny brooms and swept up the mouse debris.

			

			
				The gloom lightened at the top of the stairs. A long gallery stretched away in front of them. Torches burned on the walls, cold and blue, just like their guiding globe. But, in addition to the torches, other things occupied the walls. Figures. Statues standing on outcrops that served as pedestals.

				“Would you look at that?” said Blung, his voice low. “They’re remarkably lifelike. They’re not carved from stone, as far as I can tell. Not with all that color in ‘em.”

				“Definitely not,” said the dwarf. “I know stone when I see it.”

				Shandy stepped close to the nearest statue and stared up at the thing. It was an elf. It stared right back at him, eyes frozen wide, pointed ears tilted forward slightly, as if it was forever listening for a noise that never sounded. An oddly smug expression contorted the elf’s face. A yard further down the gallery, the blue globe of fire halted and waited. It flickered a little, as if impatient, but it said nothing. After all, it was only a blue globe of fire.

				“I think,” said Shandy after a pause, “it’s real. This is a real elf.”

				“Real as in a real elf? Tight pants, poetry, arrogant poser, all that?”

				“I’m afraid so.”

				“This one over here is a dwarf!” said Dweeper excitedly. “Lookit! Lookit! A dwarf! He’s got a huge beard and — I don’t believe it — he’s holding a sacred goomery tankard in his hand. I wonder if there’s some goomery inside? Mmm, goomery.”

				“Get your nose out of that tankard. That’s disgusting. Hey, this one has gotta be a peasant. Observe the low, sloping forehead; the protruding, yellow teeth; and the piggish eyes. Amazing detail.” Shandy shook his head in admiration. “Even the clothing he’s wearing. It’s badly woven wool, which is exactly what all the peasants like to wear. Just the right amount of manure and mud smeared on his pants and boots.”

			

			
				In front of them, the blue globe of fire twitched irritably as if to tell them to get a move on. No one paid any attention. The blue globe of fire sighed inwardly and silently, wishing that it were a disembodied voice.

				They proceeded slowly down the gallery, gawking at the statues.

				“All these poor creatures must have somehow offended the necromancer,” said Shandy, inspecting a fine specimen of a fat lady dressed in courtly raiment. She clutched a small dog in one hand and a pair of spectacles in the other. The dog’s mouth was open in a frozen, silent yap. “Bothered him enough for him to zap them into stone and then do his interior decorating with them. What’s odd, though, is that there’s really no logic to the collection.”

				“True.” Blung nodded. “It would make more sense if it were a collection of knights or adventurers. Poor yokels foolish enough to try and rob his castle and come afoul of his magic. That fat lady makes no sense at all.”

				Dweeper, who had wandered ahead, emitted a horrified yelp. He pointed a shaking finger at one of the last statues. The other two hurried over. They all stared silently for a moment. Standing on a pedestal, staring back at them with a puzzled look on his frozen face, was the diminutive figure of Jingo. He was clutching his drum and stick in his hands.

				“Dr. Vusslebane’s irritating little assistant,” whispered Dweeper. “He’s here. He’s dead. He was so alive, so cheerful. He was so short.”

				“And so loud,” said Blung. “Was he ever loud. I was ready to toss him off that bridge, what with all that pesky drumming and booming he was doing. Poor little twit. His drum will never boom again. Thank goodness.”

				“I should’ve never let those two use the door with us,” said Shandy, feeling a twinge of guilt. “He must’ve run into the necromancer. I bet he marched up, booming away on that drum of his. Any self-respecting necromancer wouldn’t put up with that kind of noise. All right, that’s one for the mental not-to-do list when we finally meet the fellow. No loud, rhythmic noises.”

			

			
				“Uh, Shandy?” said Blung. “I think you better take a look at this last statue.”

				They all took a look. This time the silence was longer. Even Shandy felt his irrepressibly cheerful spirits vanish. They stared up at the statue. Dr. Thurmlo Vusslebane stared down at them. He held a bottle in one rigid hand. A small round ball rested in the open palm of his other. He had a slight smile on his rotund face.

				“That’s one of those fireballs I ate,” said Shandy. “And his weird drink you drank.”

				“Celebrated Wonder Tonic,” said Blung gloomily. “He nabbed ‘em both. I’m getting the distinct feeling that this necromancer is not a nice guy. Dark, gloomy castle, undead guards, all these poor folk here turned into statues. Maybe this story isn’t going to turn out so well after all.”

				“He gave me my magic scroll,” said Dweeper, wiping a tear from his eye. “I love my magic scroll. Poor Dr. Vusslebane.”

				“Nonsense,” said Shandy, trying to sound cheerful. “I’m sure they caught him in a bad mood. Maybe he had some indigestion. Or maybe he tried one of the doctor’s fireballs and it sent him flying around the room. Bashing your head on the ceiling as you’re flying about uncontrollably will put anyone in a bad mood, bad enough to whip out the big spells. We’ll be fine. Trust me.”

				Reluctantly, they left the gallery of statues and resumed following the floating globe of blue fire. It drifted in front of them in a huff, but they didn’t notice its bad mood. A huffy globe of blue fire looks remarkably like a cheerful globe of blue fire. It also looks like a suicidal globe of blue fire. Globes of blue fire have difficulty expressing their feelings, which is why they usually have digestive problems and they can never maintain meaningful relationships.

			

			
				The globe of blue fire huffed along in silence. Its followers followed. They turned a corner into what looked like a waiting room. It was a large room, the largest they had been in so far. The ceiling arched above them in long, ivory-colored curves of what was either stone carved to look the enormous ribs of some strange, monstrous beast or the actual ribs of the beast itself. Black tapestries woven with intricate designs of black thread on black cloth hung on the black walls. Crystal chandeliers dripping with candles dangled from silver chains. It was an elegantly morbid place, which was appropriate, for the room was full of the undead.

				The vampires turned in silence to inspect the three newcomers. Pale white faces stared at them. These were a different sort of undead than the guards at the gate. They draped themselves on chairs, leaned against pillars, gathered in little groups, and posed like pictures. They were dressed in silks and satins and velvets. They were bejeweled with every manner of bejewels ever fashioned by the best bejewelers ever known to bejewel. They were perfumed and languid and impossibly handsome, and they all looked extremely bored.

				“The courtly undead,” murmured Shandy. “Egotistical fops, but highly unpredictable and incredibly dangerous. Careful what you say. Careful how you move. Keep an eye on our globe of blue fire. We need to get out of here before they start getting ideas.”

				“I wasn’t born yesterday, Shandy,” muttered Blung. “Let’s move. Follow that globe!”

				However, that was the end of any following, for the floating globe of blue fire abruptly vanished with a spiteful sizzling noise. Just as abruptly, one of the undead stood up from the chair he had been lounging in. In a blink of an eye, he was suddenly standing right in front of Shandy. He moved so fast he was barely more than a blur as he crossed the marble floor.

			

			
				“What an intriguing smell,” said the vampire.

				Another one of the undead suddenly materialized alongside the first one. His elegant nose twitched. Shandy successfully managed to not take an involuntary step back. Dweeper jumped in alarm.

				“Rather like a barnyard,” drawled the second vampire. “Still, it’s tantalizing. Reminds me of several cheap perfumes muddled together. But worse, in a sort of delightfully disgusting way.”

				Several more undead flitted over, grotesquely handsome with their cadaverous white faces and their perfectly coiffed hair.

				“I do adore slumming,” said one of the vampires. “Grit in your teeth. It’s so delicious and quaintly unrefined. Though I draw the line at peasants. Must have at least one principle.”

				“A man, an ogre, and a dwarf,” said another of the vampires. He produced a pair of eyeglasses on a long golden chain and squinted theatrically through them at Blung. “What an unusual drink that would make. A mixed drink. Now that’s a novel thought.”

				“Do you mean a tome thought or a tomb thought?”

				“Your wit slays me,” said the vampire with the eyeglasses.

				“Such deadpan humor.”

				“Grave delivery.”

				“A perfect mass of Liam,” said another vampire.

				There was a pause as the other vampires considered this.

				“Do you even know someone named Liam?” said the vampire with the eyeglasses. “I doubt it. I’ve never drunk a Liam in my life, and I’m older than you.”

				“You are not,” protested the other. “I’m much older. Besides, don’t you get it? A mass of Liam? A mausoleum? It’s very funny.”

			

			
				“No, it isn’t. If you have to explain a joke then it isn’t funny. Besides, I’m thirsty. Let’s have a drink, shall we?”

				“Gentlemen, excuse me,” said Shandy, feeling that the conversation was veering a little out of control. The thought of being drunk by someone else, no matter how well-dressed they were, did not appeal to him. “Is the necromancer in? We have an appointment.”

				“Mixed drinks,” said another one of the dead in a thoughtful voice. “What an intriguing idea. Perhaps served in a well-chilled goblet? Maybe a sprig of parsley as decoration. A drink needn’t be just a drink. It should be visual. It should appeal to the eyes. I’ve always thought parsley attractive.”

				“And I’ve always thought you’re an idiot. Celery, on the other hand, now that would work. You could mix the drink, stick the piece of celery in it, swish everything around. How can you swish properly with a sprig of parsley? It’s too limp. Celery, now that’s swishable.”

				“I’ve never drunk a dwarf,” said the first undead fop. “What do they taste like? Are they overly salty? Too much salt doesn’t agree with me. It makes me retain liquid.”

				“No one’s drinking me!” said Dweeper in great alarm.

				“I’m afraid it’s pot luck with dwarves, my dear fellow,” said another vampire. “Very unreliable vintages. When they’re good, they’re good, but when they’re bad, they’re bad. Occasionally, I’ve had some that are quite robust. Excellent aroma, you know, with a good, clean depth. Nice undertones of oak and warm stone. Excellent stuff. But then I’ve had some bad experiences as well. Flabby, musty, watery, and sometimes a sour, metallic finish in the mouth. Not at all agreeable. One must be careful with dwarves.”

				“Your problem is that you really don’t have the nose for dwarves. It’s all in the snifter, I tell you. Appearances can be deceiving. Why, I once had a splendid little — hmm, I can’t recall the exact year — no matter. Dirty and dusty on the outside, very unassuming appearance, scraggly beard, but a splendid bouquet once opened up. Need to let ‘em breathe a bit, of course.” The undead shook his head in pleasant memory. “What a velvety, mellow texture that was. Spicy hints of roast gold and silver. Splendid!”

			

			
				“Shandy,” whispered Dweeper. He plucked plaintively at his sleeve with a trembling hand. “I think I’d rather get turned into a statue. Can we go find the necromancer and just get it over with?”

				“What about ogre? I’ve never tried ogre before. Probably a big, full-bodied taste, eh?”

				“No one’s trying the ogre,” growled Blung, but even he seemed disconcerted by the unblinking and increasingly hungry-looking stares.

				“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” said Shandy, smiling around at the crowd of undead. “You obviously all have excellent taste. You appreciate the elegant things of life and, uh, death. You’re connoisseurs of fine beverages. I feel your thirst. I sincerely do. There’s nothing I like better than putting my feet up by the fire and knocking back a nice, nutty ale. However, while it’s always a pleasure to discuss drinking among friends, we’re in a hurry. Would you direct us to the correct door? We were following a floating globe of blue fire, but it has vanished. We have an appointment to see the necromancer.”

				“Yes,” said Dweeper, his teeth chattering. “An appointment. He’s going to turn us into statues. We don’t want to be late.”

				“Nutty,” said one of the vampires wistfully. “I once had a pleasant little farmer. He was a walnut farmer. Or did he grow pecans? He had a nice, nutty undertone. Though, I recall I was painfully gaseous afterwards. It was a bumpy ride back to my crypt, believe you me. Bats and gas simply do not mix.”

				“Mix,” said someone else. “Mixed drinks.”

				The vampires gazed thoughtfully at the man and the ogre and the dwarf. They seemed to crowd in closer without even moving. Sharp teeth gleamed in the light of the chandeliers. Shandy felt a drop of sweat trickle down the back of his neck. He considered drawing his sword. That was a foolish idea. Facing down one vampire — yes, with his luck and with his skill, he’d have a fighting chance. But a dozen vampires? He wouldn’t last a second. A second drop of sweat joined the first and rolled down to tickle his spine in a non-humorous fashion.

			

			
				“Let’s drink them now.”

				“Does anyone have any celery?”

				“Out. All of you.”

				The voice was quiet. Almost whispered. Yet it resounded clearly in every corner of the room. There was a split-second pause, a rustle, and then the vampires vanished. The room was empty. No, it wasn’t empty. A shadow slanted across the floor, stepping forward. Shandy blinked. There was nothing attached to the shadow. It was only a shadow. He blinked again. A man stood in front of them with the shadow demurely attached to his heels, right where it should be.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 33

				Poetry and Other Pleasantries

				The man wasn’t anything special to look at. He had thin, greying hair and muddy-colored eyes that could be either brown or gray or green, or even blue, depending on the light. His ears stuck out a bit from a square, slightly round, and somewhat oval face. He was of average height and not at all fat or thin. His clothes were shabby, and there seemed to be a berry stain on his raggedy sweater.

				“You were looking for me?” he said, his voice mild.

				Shandy’s blood went cold. A bead of sweat trickled down his neck. He took a deep breath and forced himself to smile. He heard Blung shift uneasily behind him.

				“Yes, sir,” said Shandy. He bowed deeply and then wondered if he was being too obsequious. Could one be too obsequious when facing the most powerful necromancer in the world? Probably not. He straightened up. The necromancer smiled in an encouraging fashion.

				“My name is Malix Shandy. These are my friends — my associates — the ogre Zunzo Blung and the dwarf Dweeper, son of Leeper.”

			

			
				“Pleased to meet you all,” said the necromancer cordially. “I have a pressing engagement in my dungeon that can’t wait, so, if you don’t mind, I’ll just kill you all right now. But don’t worry. Even though it’ll be painful and it’ll involve a great deal of screaming and shrieking, which I’ll enjoy and you won’t, it’ll be over fast.”

				He raised one hand. The room, which was already dark to begin with, became even darker. Dweeper’s beard quivered. Blung turned a pale shade of chartreuse. Shandy’s blood froze to ice. And the necromancer began to chant in a singsong voice.

				 

				“Murgatroyd in summertime, bubbly as a frog,

				yoicks, but have a louver now,

				sloomed and groomy nog!

				Jellied kings with eels aflame, bellies booties three!

				Skippy skop is never scorched,

				oh, blunder gunder cheese!”

				 

				When he uttered the words “oh, blunder gunder cheese!” the necromancer flung his arms wide. The chandelier directly above him burst into flame and, unbeknownst to anyone in the room, a mouse skittering through the hollow spaces of a nearby wall suddenly grew enormous fangs and an attitude. It promptly skittered off in search of a cat. Any cat.

				Dweeper fell to the floor and writhed about. “I did it!” he shrieked. “Whatever it was! I confess!”

				The necromancer frowned. “Oh, blunder gunder cheese!” he said, this time in a much louder voice. He snapped his fingers and looked expectantly at the three travelers. Shandy realized he’d been holding his breath. Cautiously, he exhaled and then inhaled. Blung’s skin slowly reverted to a healthy shade of green.

				“How odd,” said the necromancer. “Your heads should’ve exploded by now.”

			

			
				“That was nice verse,” said Shandy. “I’m not much of a poet myself, but I recognize good poetry when it hits me.”

				“Me too,” said Blung. “I felt it right here. Deeply.” He gingerly touched his stomach.

				The necromancer looked pleased. “How gratifying. There aren’t any poetry aficionados around here. Zombies are an uncultured lot, and vampires aren’t much better. The only poems they like are about how fashionable they are, or how misunderstood they are, or tiresome old chestnuts of undead literature like Porksglo Burflefto’s Ode to a Drop of Dried Blood I Found on My Love’s Wan, Pale, Dead Cheek One Wintry Night. That hack couldn’t write his way out of a thumbscrew. In fact, the second time someone dared recite it in my presence, I promptly traveled more than six hundred miles to Burflefto’s crypt and turned him into an undead toad. My, wasn’t he surprised. Then I stepped on him.”

				“I would’ve done the same,” said Shandy. “I’m just surprised you didn’t do it the first time.”

				“I’m a patient man,” said the necromancer modestly. “A kindly man. Now, about killing you. Let’s have another go, shall we? I realize, now, what I did wrong. It was the wrong sort of cheese.”

				“Wait!” said Shandy. “If our heads explode, then how can we enjoy any more of your wonderful poetry?”

				“Wonderful!” babbled Dweeper from the floor. “Explode!”

				“Exactly,” said Blung, swallowing hard. “While it would be a great honor to have my head explode, it would be even more of an honor to hear poem after beautiful poem. I can think of nothing better.”

				“Nothing better!” shrieked Dweeper.

				“What an excitable dwarf,” said the necromancer. “He reminds me of an attentive audience I once had. Where was that? Was that in Lesser Gumperspeer? No. Oh, I remember. The Goatly Goat Tavern in the town of Fluverlerrt. I did an impromptu recitation there one evening. Just popped in on a whim. Full house, mostly sailors and pirates and their doxies. It’s a waterfront tavern, you know. I locked the doors as they were already at full capacity and it just wouldn’t have done to have more cram in, even though I know people crave really high-quality poetry. I started off with Barmy in the Harsh and then followed up with Three Cheeses Are Never Enough, My Dear and my five-hundred-quatrain saga Oh Nuffkin. How the crowd screamed and shrieked in appreciation. They writhed with joy. It was very gratifying.”

			

			
				“Goat!” whimpered Dweeper.

				“I know you’re on a tight schedule,” said Shandy, “but it’s not every day we meet such a poet as yourself. Why, it was just the other evening I said to Blung here, ‘Blung, my life feels strangely and pathetically empty because I haven’t heard any good poetry in such a long time. A truly excellent poem such as, such as. . .’ Such as what did I say, Blung?”

				“Such as, uh, poems about cheese,” said Blung in a somewhat desperate and resigned voice. “Three cheeses. You wanted to hear poems about three cheeses. I remember you distinctly saying to me, ‘Blung, how I wish I could hear a good poem about three cheeses. Not just any old poem about three cheeses, but a fantastically good poem. A poetic poem. One that shimmers.’”

				The necromancer rubbed his hands together. “Shimmers, eh? Three cheeses? This, gentlemen, is your lucky day. Here, sit! Get comfortable.”

				He ushered them over to some of the chairs. Blung grabbed Dweeper by the scruff of his neck and slung him into one of the chairs. The chairs were made out of polished bone and upholstered in soft, velvety, butter-colored cushions. Part of Shandy’s mind knew what the cushions were made out of, but the rest of his mind told that part of his mind to shut up and not say anything. From the looks on Blung and Dweeper’s faces, they knew as well. The necromancer struck an elegant pose, one hand flung out and the other on his hip.

			

			
				“Ahem,” he said, clearing his throat.

				“Of course,” said Shandy politely, suddenly wondering if they’d just made a terrible mistake, “we don’t want to delay you from your business.”

				“Pshaw. My appointment can hang around a while longer. He’s not going anywhere. Now, where was I? Ah, yes. Ahem. This poem is titled Three Cheeses Are Never Enough, My Dear. I wrote it in honor of the fall of the Blumberian Empire. Yours truly, of course, was the axe at their root.”

				The chandeliers dimmed their light appropriately. Somewhere far off, but not far off enough, a violin began to play badly.

				 

				“Hark, the gloaners sleared a loon, leared a sloon, oh my,

				Snored three cheeses shussledoom in perplexing perfect pie!

				For iffle pork and lurples lop, can wiffledunkers die?

				Rugs-a-more clove out the door in hovaliggly shy!”

				 

				The recitation continued, but Shandy was having difficulty concentrating on the actual words. Dimly, he heard the necromancer’s voice, and he could see him declaiming with great gusto, his head thrown back and his fingers snapping in time with the words. But his vision seemed to be blurring. Perhaps it was because his eyes kept on crossing. Shandy tried to uncross his eyes, but they refused to obey him. The violin was a lot louder now. The musician, whoever he was, seemed to have switched from using his bow to using an axe. The music competed aggressively with a shrill, screeching noise that sounded like a choir of mice screaming defiance from inside the mouth of a cat. He was vaguely aware of Blung writhing on his chair. Dweeper, somehow, had ended up beneath his own chair, in which posture he was crawling away across the room like some kind of strange, bearded, be-furnitured beetle.

			

			
				After a while — he wasn’t sure if it was only a few minutes or a few hours — Shandy became aware of silence. He cautiously opened one eye. Blung was slumped forward in his chair, breathing heavily. Dweeper was nowhere in sight, but there was a suspicious dwarf-and-chair-shaped lump bumping out the bottom of a nearby wall tapestry. Shandy clapped vigorously, even though the noise pounded through his head like a hammer after a late night of drinking ale.

				“Thank you,” said the necromancer, bowing. “Thank you very much.”

				“Stunning,” said Blung weakly.

				“Forceful,” said Shandy.

				“I feel altered in some fairly profound ways,” said the ogre.

				“I think I’ve lost my kidney,” moaned Dweeper.

				“Excellent,” said the necromancer, smiling beatifically at them. He sat down on a chair and crossed his legs. “Would you like to hear another one? Perhaps a little ode called A Hundred Years Is Mulch Too Short to Live a Whey from Ewe? I wrote one stanza per year.”

				“Your poetry is like fine wine,” said Shandy desperately. “One bottle is so unique, so amazing, so devastatingly, uh, beautiful, that drinking two would impair the flavors of both. Though I can’t speak for my friends, I know that my mind is still grappling with the complexity of your first masterpiece. Less is more. If you permit me a modest attempt at my own poetry, one glimpse of the brilliance and majesty of the sun is enough. Two glimpses would blind me forever, even though I would cherish the moment of my blinding for the rest of my life.”

				“Pretty much what he said,” mumbled Blung.

			

			
				Dweeper had nothing coherent to add to the conversation; he only made a sort of gargling, sneezing noise from behind the tapestry.

				“The dwarf must have dust in his nose,” said the necromancer. “I’ll have a word with the rats about that. They don’t always move the furniture when they clean. Here, why don’t you come back over and join us? I prefer to see my guests’ faces, whether we’re just chatting or I’m turning them into zombies. That’s better. You do have a lot of dust in your beard. I’m impressed that you all have excellent taste in poetry.” The necromancer beamed around at all three of them. “I commend you. Well, I suppose I shan’t kill you today. Perhaps another time?”

				“That’s kind of you, sir,” said Shandy, feeling that this was a positive turn in the conversation. Perhaps it was time to inquire about the Fury Clock? “Very kind. We didn’t mean to intrude. It’s just that we got lost, found ourselves in this lovely valley. . .”

				“With a wagonload of pigs,” said the necromancer encouragingly.

				“Er, yes. . . with a wagonload of pigs. We accidentally met a dragon and, uh. . .”

				“And then you wound up barbecuing the pigs for him,” said the necromancer. “With the timber you happened to have stashed in your wagon.”

				“Um, that’s right.”

				“It would’ve been unfortunate if your wagon had been full of peasants instead,” said the necromancer thoughtfully. “But, no matter. All this talk of pigs and peasants and barbecuing is making me hungry. Some refreshments would be appropriate. Shadow! If you please.”

				With a ripping sound, as if of thread snapping along a seam, the necromancer’s shadow detached from his heels and glided away across the floor. Dweeper gulped and his eyes bulged.

				“Your shadow,” he stuttered. “It’s, uh. . . he’s, uh. . .”

			

			
				“Yes,” said the necromancer, nodding in an encouraging sort of way at Dweeper as if nodding at a mentally deficient snail. “Very good. He. Not an it. Don’t let him hear you call him ‘it.’ He does have feelings and he can be firm about them. Vindictive, even. Now, to business. You are in a spot of trouble, aren’t you?”

				“What do you mean?” said Shandy. But even as he spoke, he knew what the necromancer meant.

				The necromancer smiled. It was a disconcerting smile. It was an unnerving sort of smile, the sort of smile your Great Aunt Agatha would give you after your parents told you they were going away for several days and that Great Aunt Agatha would be watching you and your plump little siblings. And you had always wondered if Great Aunt Agatha were part troll, particularly with that one long, sharp tooth she had and the vague memories you had of her looming hungrily over your crib when you were a baby.

				“You have, I think, three days left in which to obtain a certain unusual item and bring it to the north tower of the King’s castle in Pauncleyberg? If not, I presume that doom will fall upon you?”

				The room went silent. Shandy’s face paled and his mouth went dry. Dweeper perked up his ears. This was the first he had heard of this.

				“Um, yes, sir,” said Shandy, swallowing hard. “A certain unusual item. That would be one way to put it. We’re all dead if we don’t pull through.”

				“Not me,” said Blung with feeling. “Speak for yourself!”

				“And not me,” said Dweeper with even more feeling. “I’m just along to chop off Shandy’s head. Hopefully.”

				“No, no,” said the necromancer, shaking his head. “I’m afraid none of you are right. Though, to be honest, I’m not afraid. I just like using the expression. Clichés are so restful. They require no thought.”

				“We aren’t right?” said all three in chorus.

				“No.” The necromancer smiled again with his unnerving half-smile. “There are six things much worse than death. Much, much worse. You’d be doing well indeed if you managed to merely die at the end of the week.”

			

			
				Shandy was plucking up the courage to ask him what those six other things worse than death might be — of course, he suspected that a soulstone might be one of them — when the shadow returned. He slid across the marble floor with a platter in his insubstantial hands. On the platter were four tankards, a small silver pitcher, and a bowl of blackberries.

				“Ah,” said the necromancer, rubbing his hands together. “Excellent. Help yourself to the berries. Shadow, if you would do the honors? Lemon with mine, thank you.”

				The shadow picked up the pitcher and poured some steaming liquid into one of the tankards, plucked a lemon out of thin air and squeezed it until the juice streamed down into the tankard. With a slight nod of his wispy head, he handed the tankard to the necromancer. The man sipped and then sighed in satisfaction.

				“Perfect. There’s nothing like freshly brewed time tea with lemon.”

				“Thyme tea?” said Blung.

				“Thyme? No. Time tea.”

				“Oh, I see,” said Blung, who did not see at all.

				The shadow poured from the pitcher again, but this time, instead of tea, a thick, sticky, green material glooped out into the next tankard. He handed it to Dweeper.

				“Goomery!” said Dweeper, looking startled. He took a gulp and then smacked his lips. “Fresh goomery. And you can taste the goat hair in it!”

				The shadow poured again. This time a bubbling, brown, viscous mass cascaded into the next tankard. He handed it to Blung.

				“A hot slug frappe,” said Blung. He closed his eyes and licked his thick, green lips. “Ahh! I haven’t had such a treat in years.”

			

			
				The shadow poured from the pitcher into the last tankard and handed it to Shandy. He took a cautious sip. The most delicious chilled red wine slid across his tongue. He couldn’t help but smile.

				“Your hospitality, sir,” he said to the necromancer, “regardless of your purpose and the overall impression I’m getting of your incredible wickedness, is remarkable. This is fantastic wine.”

				“Thank you,” said the necromancer, popping a blackberry in his mouth. “It isn’t all death and pain and evil here, you know. I do have my moments, I’ll admit that, but you have the wrong impression of me. Most people do. Here, help yourself if you want more. That’ll do for now, shadow.” The shadow bowed, reattached himself to the necromancer’s heels, and then subsided onto the floor.

				“You see,” continued the necromancer, “there’s more to me than just evil. I mean, really, what is evil anyway? You wake up on the wrong side of the bed, you know how it is, your eggs are burnt and maybe there’s a finger or two in them — that’s the problem with zombies doing the cooking — and then the day gets worse from there. So, maybe I end up turning a village of dirty peasants into mindless, drooling zombies, but can you really blame me? It’s not like becoming zombies makes them more unhygienic. Or maybe it’s a bout of indigestion, a sore tooth, or a sick gargoyle keeping me up all night with its incessant yowling before I finally blast the wretched thing into smithereens at two in the morning. Where does that leave me, hmm? I’m up before dawn with a splitting headache. No one is going to hold it against me if I stomp out and find the nearest happy wedding party toasting their insipid little toasts and dancing their insipid little dances and flinging corncobs at the bride and groom as they lumber off to honeymoon in the barn. What am I going to do? Transform them all into fleas, of course! I’m sure they were much happier as fleas. Marriage! Brr! Talk about a fate worse than death. That’s one of the six, mind you. I wouldn’t wish that on anybody. You see? I can be compassionate. It’s not that I’m particularly evil. It’s just that I can be bad-tempered or moody. If I eat too much cheese, my digestion is affected. That makes me moody.”

			

			
				“I once ate fifty pounds of cheese,” said Blung, feeling that here, finally, was something he had in common with the necromancer. “It gave me a horrible stomachache. Of course, I’d eaten the cheese maker too.”

				“Some days I can be astonishingly pleasant,” continued the necromancer. “I once was jolly. I think it was in September, several years ago. It depends on my mood. It depends on the weather. It depends on whether I’ve just been irritated by a particularly stupid vampire. It depends on whether I’ve had a nice nap. Sure, I’ve done some horrible things over the centuries. Things that would make your skin crawl or your beard fall out. But I’ve also done some good things. I once found a lost puppy. You know what I did?”

				“You named it Spot and it became your dear companion?” said Shandy.

				“I didn’t turn it into a zombie. It would’ve been so easy. Instead, I returned the puppy to its owner. Some fat little sniveling kid who didn’t say thank you. I turned him into a zombie — I can’t abide ungratefulness, particularly in children — but I exercised restraint with the little puppy. It’s all about balance for me. You see? Sometimes I’m good and sometimes I’m not so good.”

				The necromancer took a sip of his tea. “It takes a lot of courage to visit my little valley of Glormah-Oh. I commend you. A great deal of courage, indeed. The dragon might take issue with the fact that I regard it as my valley, but it really is my valley. He was the first inhabitant by several hundred years, I’ll grant him that, but he’s done nothing to improve the place. He hasn’t placed his mark on it. Besides, he spends most of his time sleeping. And when he’s not doing that, he’s either eating my poor zombies and then complaining to me about the awful indigestion he gets, or he’s grousing about the lack of milkmaids and then has the temerity to get grumpy with me when I tell him he needs to stretch his wings and go to where they are. You can’t expect to meet new people by staying in your cave.” The necromancer smiled here once again, but this time his smile was decidedly affectionate. “He’s not a bad sort, but one must be careful with dragons. Their advice can be precarious. The world has known a great many fools who have romanticized the notion of dragons, thinking they might befriend them or control them or become one of the so-called dragon mages, but dragons are dragons. That’s all there is to it, and most of those fools are safely dead. Safely for the rest of us, of course. Not that dragons ever care.”

			

			
				“The dragon did advise us to speak with you,” said Shandy cautiously, not at all certain where the conversation was going.

				“Momentary honesty, courtesy of roast pork,” said the necromancer. “You were lucky. Though you came close to exceeding your luck when you almost asked him his name. That was foolish. I’m surprised he didn’t eat you. Dragons do not give out their names.”

				“And do you have a name, sir?” asked Blung.

				The necromancer’s strange eyes sharpened and seemed to turn a dark shade of gray. “Dragons and necromancers do not give out their names. However, I suppose you may call me Zed. Just for today. I’m not fond of being sirred and lorded, even though I can never get that concept through the vampires’ thick skulls. Vampires, frankly, are idiots at best. Zombies, of course, can hardly talk at all, so it isn’t an issue with them. So Zed it is. Happily for you lot, I’m feeling kindly toward you. At least for the moment. You have excellent taste in poetry. You deserve a little something. Something even better than death. Hmm. What shall it be?”

			

			
				“Oh, we don’t deserve anything,” said Shandy modestly. “You not killing us is quite enough.”

				“Does that mean you won’t turn us into statues?” said Dweeper. “Oh, thank you, sir. I mean, Zed.”

				“Statues?” Zed looked surprised and then he laughed uproariously. “Ah, I understand. You went through my gallery. Statues? No, no. I’ve never been interested in statues, Dweeper, son of Leeper. Mind you, I do have a habit of, shall we say, changing things from one state to another, but never into completely inanimate objects. What a waste. Even my gargoyles are not statues. They’re stone, yes, but living stone. Life and death should never be wasted on statues. Why, who was that fat fellow? Oh, yes, Federo the Fifth of Firth. He had a water garden in his palace filled with statues of herons and cranes and fat little babies spouting water from their pursed lips. I wandered through his kingdom one time as a minstrel — this was many years ago, of course, during one of my musical stages — and he hired me to provide the entertainment for an evening garden party. I provided the entertainment, I did.”

				Zed’s teeth shone in a wide smile. He popped a berry in his mouth and chewed vigorously. His eyes glinted a sudden red. “With one sweep of my harp I captured the dead souls of the six thousand and fifty-three earwig corpses rotting under the garden turf, infused them into the statues, and then played a lovely little waltz while the herons and cranes and fat little babies chased the king and his guests about the garden. Herons and cranes have very sharp beaks. And fat little babies crusted over with moss who’ve spent the last decade spouting water from their pursed lips are always in a filthy mood. He got his entertainment, and so did I.”

				“So, no statues,” said Dweeper nervously. “That’s nice. What, uh, happened to the king?”

			

			
				“He’s still shambling around here somewhere,” said Zed. “At least, part of him is, I think.”

				“But. . . but. . .” stuttered the dwarf, “what about poor Dr. Vusslebane? If there are no statues, what’s he doing in your castle? He looks very dead.”

				The necromancer laughed even louder at this, his head thrown back. His shadow seemed to ripple with laughter as well. Shandy couldn’t tell whether the laughter was pleasant or unpleasant. He hoped it was pleasant. Zed tossed off the rest of his tea and set the tankard down.

				“Dr. Vusslebane,” he said to himself, still chuckling. He shook his head and wiped some tears from his eyes. “Don’t you worry about old Dr. Vusslebane. That old quack. He’s quite safe.”

				“Very well,” said the dwarf meekly. “He gave me a magic scroll.”

				“A gift!” Zed snapped his fingers. “Of course. That’s what I’ll give you. A wonderful little gift. Shadow, go find them a gift. Something small, something portable, something that fits in a pocket. Something not too heavy, not too light. Something with gold in it, a touch of silver, and an ounce of old moonlight.”

				The shadow detached himself from the necromancer’s feet with a quick rip and hurried away across the floor.

				“A gift,” chortled Zed. “I love giving gifts.”

				The back of Shandy’s neck tried to crawl up into his hair. He wasn’t sure if he wanted a gift from the necromancer. But he did want the Fury Clock. Whatever that was. And he needed it fast. Time was running out.

				“Speaking of giving things,” he began.

				“No.” Zed held up his hand. “I won’t hear of it. You needn’t give me anything in return. Gifts should be freely received. There is no obligation to reciprocate. It becomes such a dreary thing. You invite someone over for dinner, they feel obligated to invite you over for dinner in return. It’s a vicious cycle. No. Just say thank you.”

			

			
				“Thank you very much, of course, but. . .”

				“I won’t hear of it.”

				“You. . .”

				“I won’t accept it. Whatever it is.”

				“But. . .”

				“And I certainly won’t accept the dwarf as a gift.”

				“Certainly not!” said Dweeper.

				“I’m not going to give you the dwarf,” said Shandy, “It’s just that. . .”

				“Not another word.”

				Just then, a raccoon shambled across the floor to the necromancer’s chair. It stopped and made some unintelligible bubbling noises. Its tail fell off.

				“What?” said Zed, stooping down toward the raccoon so he could hear better. “You don’t say? Why didn’t anyone tell me sooner? Quick!”

				He jumped to his feet. “Duty calls. I must away and take care of some dastardly deeds. Feel free to stay and loll about if you don’t mind fighting off vampires. They get rather cheeky once I’m away.”

				“Uh, I think we’ll leave, too,” said Shandy.

				“Another swig of goomery for the road?” said Dweeper, peering mournfully into his empty tankard.

				“Take the pitcher with you if you want,” said Zed carelessly. “It’ll pour out anything you like. I have dozens.”

				They hurried after the necromancer through the hallways and stairs and galleries of the castle until they emerged into the sun-washed courtyard. A contingent of zombies shuffled by with hoes and rakes.

				“There’s one last thing I’d like to ask you,” said Shandy, desperate to bring the conversation around to the Fury Clock. “It’s a matter of life and death.”

				“You’re right, it is a matter of life and death,” said Zed, not listening to him. “That’s why I must hurry. It’s been a pleasure to spend time with such dedicated poetry enthusiasts. My apologies your heads didn’t explode properly. Never mind. We’ll try it again another time. Be sure to ring the doorbell three times.”

			

			
				“What? But. . .”

				“Three times is always a charm. Where is my dratted shadow? You can’t leave without your gift. Ah, there he is. Get over here, you lazy creature! No, what are you complaining about? The sunlight is not too strong. How many times do I have to remind you that darkness cannot exist without light? Now, what did you choose? Give it here. Excellent, excellent.”

				The shadow reattached himself to Zed’s shoes. Something suddenly glimmered in the necromancer’s hand. It flashed in the sunlight. Something small and metallic and cube-shaped.

				“But. . .” said Shandy once again, thinking of death and the voice in that dark room of the king’s castle, whispering of his doom and destruction.

				“No buts about it,” said Zed cheerfully. “One gift, coming up. Here you are. Enjoy!”

				He grabbed Shandy’s hand, shook it vigorously, and then dropped a small, metallic object into his palm. It was the size of an overly large die, but extremely heavy and colored a dull, goldish bronze. Zed chuckled and then hustled them across the courtyard toward the gate. The vampire guards came to rigid attention and the gate swung open.

				“Remember,” said Zed, suddenly solemn, “behind every smile there isn’t just happiness.”

				“No?” said Dweeper.

				“But. . .” said Shandy, once last time.

				“No,” said Zed. “There might be teeth. Lots of teeth!”

				He laughed and then the gate slammed shut. The three travelers were alone outside the castle. The lake stretched away in front of them. Shandy pounded on the gate in desperation.

				“Hey!” he shouted. “Hey, wait a second!”

			

			
				A small window in the gate suddenly popped open. Zed peered through.

				“What? Back so soon?” he said. “It’s been all of ten seconds. How odd.”

				“We need the Fury Clock,” said Shandy, deciding that honesty and directness might be best policy. “The dragon said you had it. Can we borrow it? Just for a couple of days? I promise to bring it back.”

				“No,” said Zed.

				“No? That’s it?”

				“I can’t give you the Fury Clock. That’s impossible.”

				“You can’t?”

				“I can’t. I don’t have it.”

				“You don’t have it? So the dragon was lying,” said Shandy bitterly. “And after all those pigs we roasted for him. That’s gratefulness for you.”

				“He wasn’t lying. But I don’t have it.”

				“You don’t?”

				“You’re starting to sound like a parrot,” said Zed severely. “Of course I don’t have the Fury Clock. Why would I have it?”

				“You don’t?”

				“No. You have it. I already gave it to you.” And with that, Zed laughed even more uproariously than he had ever done before. “Now go away.” The window slammed shut and the necromancer was finally and irrevocably gone.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 34

				Two Very Different Conversations About the Fury Clock

				The three travelers stared at each other for a moment.

				“What did he give you?” said Blung finally. “The thing! The little thing in your hand, you idiot! What are you holding?”

				Shandy opened his hand. They all stared at the metal cube resting on his palm. It shone in the sun. And in the silence, they suddenly heard a sound.

				“It’s ticking,” whispered Dweeper.

				“He just handed it to you,” said Blung in wonder. “Ever since I was an ogrelet in short pants, my old granny, bless her knobby chin, used to scare my short pants off me telling stories about the Pig of Doom or the Slobbering Peasant of Muckety-Mo or the Tale of Evil Little Looby, the Darner’s Devilish Daughter. Horrible stuff. Stories that would turn a little green ogrelet a delicate pale pink and shiver the hair out of his nose. But the Fury Clock? Those stories were the worst. And now you’re holding it.”

				“The Fury Clock,” said Shandy in wonder. “He gave us the Fury Clock.”

			

			
				And the three travelers, who were actually much closer to being friends now than mere travelers, except, perhaps for the dwarf, who honestly and genuinely really wanted to chop off Shandy’s head in the best sort of way, broke into a brief but frenzied dance that involved jumping around and yelling and laughing and waving their arms around. They suddenly froze, embarrassed and red-faced, feeling incredibly self-conscious in that way that men do when they get too emotional around each other.

				“Stop hugging my knee, Dweeper,” growled Blung.

				Down at the dock, the vampire ferryman woke up from his nap. He watched them in sleepy and mild wonder. “Groovy,” he mumbled to himself. “Those cats are weird cats.” He stood up and stretched. “Hey,” he said. “You funsters wanna ride?”

				[image: Flourish 15.ai]


				The necromancer chuckled to himself all the way across the courtyard. He even giggled a few times. Vampires and zombies watched him nervously from behind windows. They knew better. They knew his moods. This was not a good mood. This was the sort of mood when you avoided him like the plague. Like the black plague of bubbling, never-ending death. Even the gargoyles peering down from their high perches froze into absolute stone stillness and tried not to catch his eye.

				The necromancer’s shadow, of course, didn’t care. Shadows are impervious. He just trotted along at the necromancer’s heels and did a little quiet giggling of his own.

				“What is so funny?”

				Zed turned, startled. This was a rare thing, and he briefly enjoyed the flicker of adrenaline fizzling down his spine. It’s difficult to startle necromancers, particularly the most powerful necromancer in the world.

			

			
				“Oh, it’s you,” he said. “What a splendid surprise. How wonderful to see you. Are you staying for dinner?”

				“Yes, it’s me. No, I’m not staying for dinner. I can’t say I’m overjoyed to see you. What on earth are you chortling and snickering about like a madman?”

				“I’m not a madman and I’m not chortling and snickering. I’m chuckling. Chuckling is much more dignified.”

				“Fine. Whatever. You’re chuckling. What are you chuckling about?”

				“The three convenient fools that were just here. I gave them a wonderful little gift. A ticking gift. A tiny little ticking gift.”

				“You what? What did you give them?”

				“I gave them the Fury Clock.” Zed burst out laughing. It was a dreadful, cackling laugh that boomed and echoed about the courtyard. Inside the castle, several eavesdropping zombies abruptly disintegrated into piles of moldy flesh. A nearby crew of custodian rats sighed and then shuffled over to clean up with their little brooms made of reluctant mice.

				“You gave them the Fury Clock? Are you stark, raving mad!? Are you the biggest, most blockheaded, blasted lunatic in the world?!”

				“Not at all,” said Zed. He drew himself up, looking slightly irritated. “You wrong me. On the contrary, I’m quite sane. Stop glaring at me like that. I know exactly what I’m doing. Someone’s been scratching around in the dark. Tiptoeing and rustling and peeking and prying, and who knows what else. Someone with a great deal of power. No, don’t look so surprised. Yes, I am the most powerful necromancer in the world, but there are other kinds of magic. Other kinds of things. You know that just as well as I do. Even the most powerful necromancer in the world has limitations. Luckily, I was able to overhear a conversation several days ago. A quiet, whispered conversation in a dark room. I wasn’t able to see, but I could hear well enough.”

			

			
				“A conversation between Malix Shandy and. . .”

				“Ah,” said Zed. “So you heard it too.”

				“Not exactly. But I had my suspicions. It worried me to no end. Why do you think I’m traipsing around the countryside like this? Something strange is afoot.”

				Zed paced back and forth in the middle of the courtyard, his hands behind his back. His shadow paced with him, his hands also behind his back. “It wants the Fury Clock. For some reason. The most powerful, the most dreadful magical artifact in the world. He, or it, or whatever, whomever it is, is blackmailing this Malix Shandy fellow to get it for him. ‘Get it or else.’ One of those lopsided bargains.” He gave a bark of laughter. “So I decided, why not? Let’s see what happens.”

				“You’re a fool.”

				“Not at all,” said Zed, grinning. “There are wheels within wheels. Now, Shandy may be a fool, but he’s a lucky fool. The seventh son of a seventh son. There aren’t too many of those. In fact, he’s the only one alive that I know of. But fret not. My shadow and I shall soon be off. A bit of disguise. A murmur of magic and we’ll be on our way.”

				“I still think you’re a fool. The Fury Clock. So that was what it was about. The Fury Clock, of all things in the world! What if he loses it?”

				“That’s impossible. The Fury Clock cannot be lost.”

				“After all these years. I suspected you had it, but I never knew for sure. You’re remarkably secretive about some things. It’s maddening. If I had known. . .”

				“If you had known?” said Zed. “What would you have done if you had known? Would that have changed anything?”

				But there was no answer. He turned around. He was alone.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 35

				Super Duper Zoom

				The undead ferryman whisked them across the lake. The boat flew over the water. Spray dashed in their faces. Shandy realized he was grinning like an idiot. The little cube of the Fury Clock rested safely in his pocket. He finally had it! His luck was holding true. Maybe things would turn out all right. Maybe they would just stroll back to the castle, hand over the goods, and stroll right on out to whatever life had in store for them. True, there was still the matter of gold for the dwarves, but that didn’t bother him. With his fantastic luck, something was bound to come up. Even if it didn’t, he was sure he could talk his way out of it. Dwarves weren’t the sharpest axes in the armory. Even though they had the sharpest axes. Which they used to chop necks whenever they could.

				Shandy shivered. He touched his neck. His good mood vanished.

				The boat scraped up against the dock.

				“Hey, we’re here,” said the ferryman, sounding surprised.

			

			
				“Thank you very much,” said Shandy.

				“Keep it raw,” said the ferryman.

				“You too,” said Blung.

				“Oh, I do, man. I do.”

				The horses and oxen in the corral seemed to still be in non-zombie condition, though Dweeper nervously walked around them several times before pronouncing himself satisfied. They saddled back up. The sun was lowering above the mountain range in the west.

				“Us for the open road,” said Shandy cheerfully. He clucked to his horse.

				“Wait a second,” said Blung. “How do we get out of here?”

				They all looked at each other.

				“That’s a good question.”

				They all looked at each other for a little while longer. Dweeper scowled and fingered the edge of his axe. It was very sharp. He imagined it slicing through Shandy’s neck. He smiled.

				“Why are you smiling like that, Dweeper?” said Shandy. “That’s a pretty creepy smile.”

				“Oh, no reason,” said Dweeper somewhat guiltily. “I was just, uh, thinking of my magic scroll. I like to think about my magic scroll.”

				“That’s an idea!” said Blung.

				“You can’t have my magic scroll.”

				“I don’t want your scroll.” Blung rummaged in his saddlebags. “Ah. Here it is. Dr. Vusslebane’s knapsack. Maybe there’s something in here that can help us.”

				“Maybe there’s something in there that’ll blow us sky-high,” said Shandy. “I’d trust a crazed duck before I would trust that quack.”

				“Now, now. Just because you had one bad experience doesn’t mean there isn’t something in here. Hmm. This bottle looks interesting. No, perhaps not. Anything labeled with instructions to never use without three chickens in case of emergency is suspicious in my opinion.”

			

			
				“Poor Dr. Vusslebane,” said Dweeper sadly. “Poor fat little doctor. The necromancer got him. I hope he put up a good fight. Maybe that Jingo creature got in a few good whaps with his drumstick before he was forever turned into stone. He could really hit that drum.”

				Blung dumped the contents of the leather knapsack out on the grass. They all gathered around and inspected the pile of vials and bottles and paper twists. It was an odd assortment and the collective odor of the heap smelled peculiar.

				“His handwriting is hard to read,” said Shandy, examining a green vial. “I think this says ‘Bran Flakes.’ What on earth is that? It doesn’t sound helpful.”

				“Maybe it’s someone’s name,” said Dweeper. “Hi, my name is Bran Flakes. I’m here to clean your chimney.”

				“Instant Anger Powder,” mumbled Blung. “Why would anyone need those? I can get angry in two seconds flat. That’s one of the first classes we had to take in ogrelet school. Anger Mismanagement. Old Greeley taught that class. Boy oh boy, was he ever angry. He was a great teacher.”

				“How about this?” said Dweeper, holding up a clear glass bottle filled with tiny yellow and black granules. “It says Super Duper Zoom. Isn’t zooming a kind of really fast flying?”

				“Let me see that,” said Shandy. He examined the bottle. The tiny granules waited patiently inside the glass. “Super Duper Zoom. Very promising. You’re right, Dweeper. Zooming is just another word for flying. What do you think, Blung? If we could fly, which way would you go?”

				Blung squinted at the sun lowering over the mountains to the east. He pointed to the southwest. “Pauncleyberg would be that way. As a crow flies, we’re probably two days out, I think. That’s assuming we’re flying as fast as a crow. Assuming we’re flying in the first place. You know what they say about assumptions.”

			

			
				“Yeah. Too true, too true.”

				“No. What do they say about assumptions?” said Dweeper.

				“They say that assumptions should never be eaten on a full stomach or in months that begin with the letter R. Birds zoom through the sky, but you don’t say gophers or deer zoom. Things on the ground don’t zoom. Flying things zoom. Have you ever seen a zooming slug? I didn’t think so. We should try this one.”

				“I suppose. Yeah, I guess that’s logical.” Blung dug one finger into his ear uncertainly. He wiggled it around, hoping it would help him find a flaw in Shandy’s argument. It didn’t. But he did find a dead fly. He regarded it with approval. Flies flew through sky. Maybe it was a prophetic sign. He tasted the fly. Not bad. Not bad, indeed. It had a sort of walnutty flavor.

				“We already know the good doctor was able to make me fly with those bubbling pills or whatever they were. I don’t think we need to worry about his capabilities. Let’s see. The small print here says to toss the contents up into the air. Sounds pretty simple.”

				Blung shrugged. “Let’s give it a try. What’s the worst that can happen? Let me put this other stuff away first.”

				He scooped the pile of bottles back into the leather knapsack. Shandy opened the bottle and poured out some of the little black and yellow granules for each of them.

				“The directions say to toss some up into the air over your head,” he said. “Seems simple enough. Let’s mount back up. Hopefully the zooming will include our horses and the wagon. You never know. All right. Everyone set? On my count. Get ready to zoom. One, two, three!”

				Everyone tossed the granules into the air. They sparkled in the sun momentarily and then just hung there, shining in the slanting sunlight.

				“That worked really well,” grumbled Dweeper. “Let’s try something else. Or maybe we should give up now. Let’s give up. I enjoy giving up.”

			

			
				“No, wait. Something’s happening. Look.”

				The tiny granules hanging in the air began to turn and whirl, faster and faster. They sparkled with light. They began to swell up. Not really big, but big enough to resemble small flies, then larger flies, then small bees, then larger bees. Yes, they pretty much were large bee-sized. They began to hum and whine and buzz as they spun around.

				“Impressive,” said Blung, “but I don’t see how this is going to help us.”

				“They kind of look like bees,” said Shandy.

				“Big, angry bees.”

				“Ow!” shrieked Dweeper. “These are bees!”

				“Yow!”

				“Ouch!”

				The horses and oxen agreed with these sentiments, uttering their displeasure in a series of frantic neighs and whinnies and the other random noises that livestock make when they’re being viciously stung by a horde of large, angry bees. They galloped off madly down the track with their riders desperately clinging on. The cloud of bees zoomed after them.

				“I think I know why it’s called Super Duper Zoom!” yelled Shandy, frantically swatting at bees. “My nose! Ow! My nose is swelling up!”

				“No kidding!” hollered Blung. “Quick! Think of something. These aren’t just bees! These are super-duper bees!”

				“Why do I always have to think of something? I’m lucky, not necessarily smart! You think of something! Ouch!”

				“Fine!”

				Blung frantically scrabbled in the leather knapsack of Dr. Vusslebane. A wisp of powder went flying in a choking cloud of purple dust. Several bees flew through it and abruptly vanished in explosive fiery pops. A bottle tumbled through his fingers and shattered on the ground. The ground turned to smoking jelly. His thick fingers closed on what felt like a round glass ball. He plucked it out. It was bright red and covered in writing. He squinted at it, trying to read and maintain his seat in the saddle.

			

			
				“Are you panicking?” he yelled.

				“Yes!” yelled Dweeper and Shandy back in chorus.

				“I’m trying to read this thing. I’m not asking you questions! You’re breaking my concentration! This guy’s handwriting is terrible!”

				“Okay. Ouch!”

				“It says: ‘Are You at Your Wit’s End?’” hollered Blung. “You know, he uses a lot of capital letters when he wants to emphasize certain words. It’s kind of a pretentious style, but I guess it works. ‘Are You Being Chased by Rabid Bears or a Mob of Shrieking Peasants with Rusty Pitchforks or Extremely Aggressive Bees that are Stinging You on Every Bodily Extremity?’ Sheesh, this guy is really good, Shandy. It’s like he was prophetic when he wrote this stuff. ‘If so, You are in Serious Trouble. All Else has Failed. It is Time to Squeeze Hard!’”

				“Then squeeze hard! What are you waiting for? Squeeze hard! These bees aren’t just super duper! They’re like some kind of incredibly evil super-duper bee who has totally committed his wicked little soul to the forces of darkness! Ouch! Ow! Oh, great. That one’s gonna swell up bad.”

				“Okay, I’m gonna squeeze this thing!” yelled Blung, twisting to look back. Shandy was galloping grimly along behind him. Several yards back, Dweeper hunched over his reins, one arm flailing ineffectually at a cloud of bees buzzing angrily around his head.

				“Just do it!”

				“Don’t blame me if something really weird and bad happens! It could be much worse than evil bees! I don’t trust Dr. Vusslebane!”

				“Just squeeze the blasted thing, for goodness’ sake, Blung, you blithering ogre, these bees are eating me alive!”

			

			
				Blung squeezed the red glass ball. It shattered in his massive green hand with a sharp pop. The world abruptly stopped.

				Or maybe it didn’t stop. Maybe the world kept on going its merry way, but Blung and Shandy and Dweeper stopped, frozen like statues. The horses and the wagon galloped away, fading into the distance in a blur of speed and diminishing hoofbeats. Everything seemed to blur by in a kaleidoscope of color and buzzing bees. The sky tilted and spun. A bee tumbled by Shandy’s nose in slow motion, glaring at him with wicked little bee eyes. It seemed to be mouthing something malevolent and incredibly insulting as it shook its little bee fists at him. Shandy’s brain seemed to have slowed down as well. He wondered vaguely if it was normal for a bee to be clutching a knife. Such a large knife, too. Where did bees get knives?

				And then the world vanished in a blinding flash of rose petals. Everything was very dark and cold. But at least the bees were gone. There was nothing.

				Except for a tiny glimmer of light. Which drew closer. And got bigger as it drew closer. Shandy was not surprised to see what the light was. It was a hat. The hat was made of leather and had a flat top. A cheerily glowing lantern sat on top of the flat top. The hat, of course, sat on top of Dr. Vusslebane’s head. Dr. Vusslebane’s head sat on top of nothing.

				“I see you’ve lost your head,” said Shandy.

				Dr. Vusslebane looked mildly surprised. “No. My head’s right here. I haven’t lost it all.”

				“Oh. Right.”

				“Hold your breath.”

				“What?”

				“Hold your breath.”

				Dr. Vusslebane winked. The wink was not reassuring. And with that, the lantern went out. And the world turned back on. Dimly, Shandy became aware of several things. First, people were screaming. Second, one of those people was him. Third, he seemed to be falling. Wind whistled by his face.

			

			
				“This is gonna hurt,” he thought to himself.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 36

				A Short Public Service Announcement

				Despite the desperate actions of Malix Shandy, Zunzo Blung and Dweeper, son of Leeper, in no way should their behavior be construed as endorsing the reckless consumption of pills, potions or any other mysterious powders of unknown origin that happen to be found in one’s pockets. Such consumption could result in any number of negative side effects, among them headache, earache, noseache, frostbite, trollbite, fever, excessive cheese, gangrene, flooding, goblin invasion, inflation, rashes, hives, beehives, loss of appetite, blisters, staggering (particularly if consumed with vast amounts of ale), jitters, tremors, bellowing cows, stuttering, plagues of small boys, itches, twitches, nervous witches, rhythmic dancing, and rickety chickens.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 37

				Mud and Other Dirty Stuff

				They landed. It actually didn’t hurt as much as Shandy had anticipated. Only somewhat. They landed in something gooey and soft and deep. And smelly. Not just smelly, but incredibly hideous. It was worse than Blung’s breath. Whatever it was, Shandy was generously covered in it.

				“I should’ve held my breath,” he mumbled.

				“Dweeper, stop oinking in my ear like the little pig you are,” said Blung from somewhere nearby. “What is that unspeakably foul odor?”

				“I am not oinking in your ear,” said Dweeper with some dignity.

				Shandy managed to scrape some of the gooey soft stuff out of one eye. He peered around.

				“We’re in the middle of a pigsty,” he said.

				“That explains this pig oinking in my ear,” said Blung.

				It was a large pigsty. It was the largest pigsty any of them had ever seen. It was a churning mass of wet, black mud, liberally populated by pigs of all sizes. Pigs snoozed in the mud. Pigs burrowed through the mud. Pigs did other piggy things in the mud.

			

			
				“Oy,” said a voice.

				Shandy turned and scraped mud out of his other eye. He blinked. A mound of mud was staring mournfully at him from about one nose length away.

				“Yer scoring moy swoyne,” said the mound of mud mournfully.

				“What?” said Shandy, not understanding the mound of mud’s strange accent. “Scoring?”

				“Moy swoyne. Thy’re scored of yer. Oy. An yer sooting oyn one oyf moy proyze swoyne.”

				Shandy still wasn’t sure what the mound of mud was saying, but he figured he had best cut the conversation short, as the mound of mud smelled worse than the mud itself. He slogged off through the pigsty, trying not to gag from the awful smell. Blung and Dweeper straggled along behind. They made their way through a wooden gate and onto some bedraggled grass.

				“And I thought my granny’s wig smelled bad,” mumbled Blung through clenched teeth. “Even ogres have their limit, you know? I’m covered in mud. Shalaga, stinking shalaga.”

				“What’s that? Some kind of incredibly nuanced ogre version of mud?”

				“Nope. Just plain old, stinking mud.”

				“This isn’t just mud,” said Dweeper. “Nope. Sure isn’t. It tastes a little different, if you know what I mean. Wow. That’s quite an aftertaste.”

				The ogre grabbed up a handful of grass and desperately tried to clean the mud off his face. “I need a bath, and then another bath, and then a good, stiff barrel of ale that will wipe out my short-term memory. Where on earth are we? This obviously isn’t the Valley of Glormah-Oh. That red ball thing worked. Sort of.”

				“I think,” said Shandy, “that we have landed smack-dab in the middle of a peasant village.”

			

			
				The other two froze at his words. It was true. Ramshackle huts and dilapidated barns stood around them. Smoke trickled up in profound apathy from crooked chimneys. A skinny hound dog lying in the shade began scratching itself for fleas but then decided it wasn’t worth the effort. A goat ambled by. Past the huts, they could see peasants in fields of turnips, watching the turnips and the weeds grow, leaning on rusty hoes, or snoring under oak trees.

				“I’ve never actually visited a peasant village before,” said Shandy, looking around. “It’s picturesque, in a muddy, weedy, horrible sort of way. I wonder if they have a tavern?”

				“A tavern with rooms,” said Blung. His dirty green face brightened. “With big baths full of boiling hot water and bubbly soap by the gallon. And ale. Lots of ale.”

				“All the buildings look the same to me,” said Dweeper.

				He was right. Whether they were huts or barns, they all looked the same. The huts looked like barns, and the barns looked like huts. Even the dogs sort of looked like goats and the goats sort of looked like dogs. The dirt looked like really dirty dirt. Muddy paths straggled here and there, winding away in meaningless directions.

				“We need horses.” Shandy looked around for a likely candidate. “Some kind of fast transport. But I’m not certain we’ll be able to understand the peasants. They speak their own strange, mysterious language. I’ve run into a few peasants over the course of my travels who were somewhat intelligible, but I think they were the exception, or maybe they were intelligible because they were inebriated at the time. We might have a rough go of it here. There was a mound of mud back in the pigsty — see, that mound right there? Oh, wait, that’s a pig. That other mound, just to the left of the pig — it spoke to me, but I wasn’t sure what it was saying. It was either a pig or a peasant. Hopefully sign language will do if we can’t communicate verbally.”

			

			
				“I can speak a little peasant,” said Dweeper modestly. “Dwarves have a knack for foreign languages.”

				“Good. You can translate.”

				“Here’s a young peasant lad,” said Blung. “At least, I think it’s a lad. It’s hard to tell with all that dirt. Ho, you there!”

				The old woman — Blung was extremely incorrect in his guess — shrieked in fear at being addressed by an enormous, green-skinned stranger and scuttled away as fast as she could.

				“Excitable fellow,” said Blung. “Aha! Here’s another young peasant lad. This place seems decently stocked. At least we won’t run out of candidates.”

				A herd of goats ambled into view. Behind them, happily whistling a mournful dirge, came another dirty little peasant lad. This time, Blung was correct in his guess. The peasant lad stopped in his tracks when he saw the three strangers. He whipped out a sling and began whirling it over his head.

				“Oy!” he shouted in a lazy sort of way. “Oy! Stoy awoy from moy goyts or oy’ll boyp yer on yer dorty hoyds!”

				“What did he say?” said Shandy.

				Dweeper scratched his head. “His accent is pretty thick, but I think he said welcome to my village, oh noble travelers, what can I do to help you?”

				“Are you sure? He looks kind of moody.”

				“They get like that,” said Dweeper. “Peasants are emotional.”

				“Okay, then. Thank him — it doesn’t hurt to be polite, I suppose — and then ask him if there’s a tavern in the village.”

				Dweeper turned back to the goat boy, who was still whirling his sling around his head. “Thenk yer fer yer kernd werds, derty persant. Der yer herve a terven in yer tern?”

				The goat boy whirled the sling even faster. “Stoynd foyst, oy toyll yer! Stoynd foyst! Yor oyvil-loyking croychores, so oy’ll boyp yer hoyds, oy toyll yer!”

			

			
				“He’s obviously excited to help us. What’s he saying now?”

				“He says he’ll show us to the tavern and that he has a fine flock of goats he wishes us to admire.”

				Dweeper turned back to the goat boy. The goat boy whipped his sling around one last time. A rock whizzed through the air. Dweeper toppled over.

				“We’ve lost our translator,” said Blung.

				“I suspect he wasn’t that good of a translator,” said Shandy.

				“I’ll have a go.” Blung strode forward and grabbed the goat boy by the neck before he could get his sling going again. He gave the lad a brisk shake. “Here, you. Stop chucking stones at us. We come in peace. We won’t hurt you. Where is your tavern? Tell me now or I’ll snap your neck.”

				“I don’t think he understands you,” said Shandy. “He looks confused. He’s also turning purple. Maybe don’t squeeze him so hard. That’s better. You know, Blung, I actually think their language isn’t so difficult. There’s some trick to it. Something odd about how they use their consonants. It puts me in mind of a game my siblings and I used to play when we were small. We would speak in Pig-Glurkin. It drove our mother crazy.”

				“What’s Pig-Glurkin? It sounds edible.”

				“Oh, it’s simple. You merely insert the word ‘glurkin’ after every syllable. That way, no one understands you except for someone else who understands Pig-Glurkin. For instance, the phrase ‘I am going to eat this fine piece of cheese’ in Pig-Glurkin would sound like ‘Iglurkin amglurkin goglurkiningglurkin toglurkin eatglurkin thisglurking fineglurkin pieceglurkin ofglurkin cheeseglurkin.’”

				“You must’ve been one bunch of bored kids.” Blung shook the goat boy again. “I don’t want to hear any more about your twisted little human games. You, goat boy. Listen up. Where’s your tavern? Tell me now!”

			

			
				“Or maybe it’s how they say their vowels. That’s it. It’s gotta be the vowels. Blung, stop shaking him so much. Tuvern. Where is your tuvern? No. That’s not it. Tivern? Tevern? Tovern? Tavern? No, of course not. Okay, I’m fresh out of vowels.”

				“Wait,” said Blung. “What about that other one?”

				“What other one?”

				“You know, A, E, I, O, U, and sometimes Y?”

				“Why?”

				“No. Y. The letter Y.”

				“You’re telling me there’s a sixth vowel?” Shandy shook his head in disgust. “I’ve been lied to all my life. Whatever happened to honesty? I feel violated. I’ve always looked up to my teacher in school. How I remember her well, just as if it was yesterday. Old whatshername. Or maybe she was a man? Old whatshisname? I wonder what else he or she lied about?”

				“Get over it. Here. I’ll give it a go.” Blung hoisted the unfortunate goat boy up to his eye level. “Goatlad, or whatever they call you. Do. . . you. . . have. . . a. . . tyvern? Tyvern? You hear me? Tyvern!”

				The goat boy’s eyes widened in comprehension. “Toyvern?” he managed to sputter.

				“Toyvern?” Blung frowned and then smiled. “Aye, toyvern. Toyvern!”

				“Toyvern!” The goat boy nodded vigorously and then made some frantic hand motions that either meant he was prepared to lead them to the toyvern or that he was about to pass out from asphyxiation. Blung set him down on the ground.

				“Oy!” exclaimed the goat boy in amazement. “Yer spoyke oyr loyngudge!”

				“Toyke us to your toyvern,” said Blung.

				“Oy,” said the goat boy.

			

			
				He trotted away a few steps and then made motions for them to follow. Blung slung Dweeper’s unconscious body over his shoulder, and the travelers followed their dirty guide down the muddy path.

				“All this cross-cultural communication tires me out,” said Shandy.

				“Me too,” said Blung gloomily, “and it’s been pretty rough on Dweeper as well.”

				“I’m sure he deserved it somehow. Anyway, I wish there was a way we could speak with these dirty peasants without going through all these vowelish contortions. All this ‘oy’ stuff is making my brain ache. Can you imagine, for instance, just for the sake of crazy and wild theorizing, having to read this peasant language? That would be even worse. Not that that would ever happen.”

				“Speak of the doyvil,” said Blung, stopping in his tracks, “I mean, devil. Would you look at that? We might be in luck.”

				There, standing between two other ramshackle buildings, was a small hut. A sign over the door read “Magick Stoyff Choyp.”

				“Magic Stuff Cheap,” said Shandy, laboriously translating the sign. “Let’s go inside. Maybe they have one of those amazing magic language translator things, either in a pill form or in the form of a small, non-lethal parasitic creature that slips into your ear, upon which it burrows painlessly into your brain and translates for you.”

				“If they only sell the parasite version, let’s test it on Dweeper first.”

				They pushed through the door and went inside. The goat boy followed them after emitting a few “oys” in protestation. The shop was dim and smoky. An old crone perched on a stool behind a rickety counter. She nodded at them but did not say anything. The place was crammed with stuff. Bottles, vials, potions, packets of bulging paper that twitched and emitted odd little sounds. A black cat jumped up on the counter and regarded them suspiciously. It caught sight of the goat boy and began to look hungry. Dweeper suddenly came to, coughing a bit from the smoke. He rubbed his head and looked around in confusion.

			

			
				“Good afternoon, madam,” said Shandy. “Mighty fine establishment you have here.”

				The crone didn’t say anything but only opened her mouth in what might have been a smile or a yawn. She had three long, shining teeth. She shut her mouth with a loud snap. Shandy twitched a little nervously. He had had some unfortunate encounters with old crones in the past.

				“Got some troll in her, if I’m guessing right,” mumbled Blung quietly.

				“Aye, that I do,” croaked the old crone. “Troll on my mother’s side. Gives me excellent ears.”

				“Uh, my apologies, old crone,” said Blung, turning red.

				“Not at all, not at all,” said the crone.

				“Excellent,” said Shandy. “So you speak our language and not just this foreign peasant tongue.”

				The old crone licked her lips. “Peasant tongue, hey? Tasty, if done right.”

				“Um, yes. Well, we were wondering if you have anything for translating languages. Maybe a magic pill? Preferably one that doesn’t taste too bad.”

				“Magic language pill, eh?” The old crone hoisted a big dusty book onto the counter and began flipping through. “Those are rare beasties. Don’t come cheap. Let’s see what we have. Perhaps I can tempt you with something else. Everything’s listed in here. Everything. Ooh. This is nice. Got a ring here that’ll make you invisible. That’s a popular one. How about that?”

				“No, I don’t think so,” said Shandy. “If I’m invisible, how can I comb my hair in the mirror or put on my pants properly? And how could the ladies see me? They always want to see me. A magic ring would be a distinct disadvantage with the ladies.”

			

			
				“True.” The crone flipped a page. “How about a magic sword? Everyone’s who’s anyone has a magic sword. They’re stylish.”

				“Magic swords?” Blung flipped a dismissive hand. “Pshaw. They’re always talking back to you, trying to run the show, thinking they know what’s best. Show me someone with a magic sword and I’ll show you someone who secretly desires to prance around in tights. Gimme a regular sword any day, or even a plain old club. You don’t need a magic sword to crack skulls.”

				“Or an axe,” said Dweeper. “I don’t need some namby-pamby magic axe to cleave necks.”

				“True, true,” said the old crone, sucking meditatively on one of her long teeth. “Aha. I have just the thing for you. A splendid dragon’s egg. If you take this egg and hatch it, the little dragon inside will probably bond with you and become your best friend. When it’s large, you can ride it through the air, terrorize the countryside, and impress people.”

				The old crone reached up onto a shelf and plucked down a large, mottled, green egg. She set it on the counter.

				“A dragon’s egg,” breathed Dweeper, his eyes popping. “Look at the size of that thing!”

				“When you say ‘hatch it,’” said Shandy, “do you mean you have to sit on it, like a chicken, and keep it warm until it hatches? That sounds, you know, limiting. And when you say, probably bond with you, I’m assuming there’s a chance the little blighter won’t actually bond with you, because you used the word ‘probably.’ Probably is not the same as definitely. And if the dragon doesn’t bond with you, what happens then?”

				“You’ve got a point,” admitted the old crone. “If the beastie didn’t bond with you, it would attack you, rend you from limb to limb, and then feed on your still warm corpse. Little dragons go for the kidneys first. They’re hungry when they emerge.”

			

			
				“I think we’ll pass on the dragon’s egg. What we really want are some of those magic language pills so we can communicate with these peasants.”

				“Very well,” grumbled the old crone. She flipped through some more pages in the book. “Magic porpoises, magic princesses, magic plankton. . . ah, here they are. Magic pills for the purpose of understanding languages: top shelf, right hand side, next to the dehydrated griffins. You sure you don’t want a nice dehydrated griffin?”

				“No. I’ve never liked the taste. We’ll take three of the pills. How much are they?”

				“Like I said, they don’t come cheap. Fifty gold coins each.”

				“Fifty gold coins each? That’s outrageous!”

				“Oy,” said the goat boy.

				“Take ‘em or leave ‘em,” snapped the old crone. The cat hissed in agreement beside her.

				“How about something else in trade?” said Blung.

				The old crone stroked her withered chin. Her rheumy eyes fell on Dweeper’s luxuriantly bearded chin. “A foot of the dwarf’s beard and all three pills are yours.”

				“Over my dead body!” said Dweeper.

				“Done,” said Blung. “Hold him down, Shandy. Hold him down, I say! Stop screaming like a little baby, Dweeper. If I cut myself because you can’t act your age, I swear I’m going to take off more than a foot. There, that’s done. Stop sulking. Here you go, old crone.”

				“An excellent trade,” cackled the old crone, holding the length of beard up to the light. “And it has crunchy bits in it, too. Your pills. All sales final. No returns.”

				The pills were nothing special to look at. They were tiny and blue and twitched around in Shandy’s hand.

				“Down the hatch,” said Shandy.

				“Oy,” said the goat boy, watching them with great interest.

				They downed the pills. Nothing happened for the first second. During the second second, Shandy’s ears popped. He noticed smoke drifting out of the others’ ears. His felt a little warm too.

			

			
				“I think your ears are on fire,” said the goat boy.

				“My ears are on fire!” shrieked Dweeper. He rushed out the door. The others followed him.

				“Have fun,” said the old crone.

				There was a goat trough outside. They all dunked their heads in it. The goat boy did too, not wanting to be left out.

				“Er, I forgot something inside,” said Dweeper. He hurried back into the magic shop.

				“That man is very short,” said the goat boy.

				“Hey, the pills worked,” said Shandy. “I can understand this kid now. Best dwarf beard I’ve ever spent. What’s your name, son?”

				“My name is Slub,” said the goat boy, his eyes widening. “You speak our language, Oy! Truly, this is a strange day. It must be a sign. A portent!”

				“Do you dirty peasants have a tavern in this village?” said Blung. “Some place where we can get a hot drink and maybe some rooms for the night?”

				“Aye, that we do,” said Slub proudly. “The Prancing Goat. It is famed, far and wide, for its delicious and nutty, lukewarm, fermented, rancid goat’s milk.”

				Blung sighed. “I suspected it would be something like that. Very well, take us there, Slub. We are looking forward to your, uh, nutty, delicious. . .”

				“Lukewarm, fermented, rancid goat’s milk.”

				“Yes, that’s it.”

				Dweeper emerged from the magic shop, stuffing something into his pocket. His beard was missing another foot of its normal length.

				“What? What?” he said, blushing a little as they stared at him. “She drove a hard bargain, but I had to have it. I’ve always wanted one.”

			

			
				“One what?”

				“A dragon’s egg.”

				“You bought a dragon’s egg? Don’t come complaining to me when that thing hatches and tries to eat your kidneys.”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 38

				A Quick and Dirty Guide to Peasants

				The history of peasants is clouded with controversy and misted over with miscommunication, due to the fact that anthropologists over the centuries have always returned from peasant-studying expeditions with notes rendered illegible by mud, dirt, and grime. This has led to some interesting ideas, such as the theory of Dr. Lugsbee Gloan, who claimed that peasants were descended from an extremely tiny giant and an enormously tall dwarf lass who happened to meet one auspicious summer day in a turnip field. The late Dr. Gloan, who recently was rendered deceased while giving a lecture at the annual Racial Purity convention of the Giants Preservation Society, further theorized that the next step in peasant evolution would involve elves, resulting in something called the elefant.

				A slightly more substantial theory is that of Professor Marvin P. Marvins, Chair of the Inhumanities Department at the Royal College of Dullarts in Fluverlerrt. According to Marvins’s theory, the first peasant community was founded by a group of young, idealistic nudists who sought to become one with nature via a strict diet of potatoes, the avoidance of soap, and wearing daisies in their hair.

			

			
				Peasants, as you know, occupy an important spot in the economy. They hold a monopoly on withered potatoes and moldy turnips. Anyone who wants a withered potato or a moldy turnip instead of a fresh, firm potato or a crisp turnip must purchase such product from peasants. This iron grasp on such a key part of the food supply has prompted much earnest discussion among government bureaucrats, causing them to discuss different ways to break the back of the peasant monopoly or, at the very least, tax them in new and creative ways. However, as the only kind of person possessing less intelligence than a peasant is a government bureaucrat, no solution has yet been achieved. The peasant monopoly continues in full force.

				If you should meet a peasant, you would do well to have with you either a native translator or Wurlitz’s Pocket Peasant Translator. Communication can be difficult, but Wurlitz’s PPT, available in most fine stores, has all the important phrases you’ll need. Phrases such as “No, thank you, I ate before I came,” “My, that is one fine goat,” and “I’m allergic to that.”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 39

				The Prancing Goat Tavern

				The Prancing Goat looked like a barn, a barn that had seen much better days. The wood was weathered grey. Smoke billowed from a hole in the roof. A sign over the door swung in the evening wind. Someone had painted a goat on the sign. The goat looked more like a skinny old man smoking a pipe than a goat.

				“Here’s the tavern,” said Slub proudly. “My Uncle Blorb is the owner. I’m sure he’ll provide you with a complimentary round of delicious fermented, rancid, lukewarm goat’s milk.”

				“I’m looking forward to that,” mumbled Blung. “We all are, aren’t we?”

				“Uh, yes,” said Shandy. “We’ve come all this way just to drink it.”

				The inside of the Prancing Goat wasn’t much better than the outside. The floor was dirt, covered by even dirtier straw. The tables and chairs looked like they had been made about a hundred years ago by a one-armed blind man. A fire crackled in the middle of the room, the smoke guttering up to the hole in the ceiling. A bar ran the length of one wall. A fat man stood behind it, staring glassily into space. The air smelled like sour turnips. And everywhere there were peasants. They all turned to look at the newcomers. A frightened silence fell on the room.

			

			
				Slub strutted into the room. “These are my new friends,” he said proudly. “They are heroes. They speak our language. I thought they would eat my goats, but they didn’t. They have traveled from far away because they have heard of our fermented goat’s milk!”

				“Is it true?” said a dirty old peasant, looking shocked and then pleased. “It is true. Oh, happy day that I have lived this long to finally see fame come to our wretched village. Heroes have come to drink our fermented, rancid, lukewarm goat’s milk!”

				“I knew it!” said another peasant, banging down his empty tankard. “When I woke up this afternoon, I said to my slatternly wife, Hordle, there’s something different about this day. I can smell it in the air, and it isn’t just you or the goats.”

				“And maybe the fame of our tasty, curdled turnip juice will spread far and wide as well. Such a fine brew it is. Oy!”

				“And our delicious withered potato wine!”

				“We shall be famous! We shall be respected. We shall be greatly admired!”

				“Oy!”

				The whole tavern descended into an uproar of cheers and banging tankards and joyous shouts of Oy.

				“Let’s have a round of fermented, lukewarm, uh, what else is it?” said Shandy, pausing.

				“Rancid,” said Slorb.

				“Right. A round of that stuff for the house!” yelled Shandy.

				Blorb, the fat tavern keeper, stirred his lazy bones to life and filled up tankards with lukewarm, fermented, rancid goat’s milk. Several slatternly tavern girls, as well as one slatternly tavern crone, slouched back and forth with platters of the drinks.

			

			
				Slub proudly ushered the three travelers to the best table in the house. “Sit here, my new friends,” he said, “while I make sure your tankards of complimentary lukewarm, rancid, fermented goat’s milk are the biggest and best and the most lukewarm. I will also make sure my Uncle Blorb provides a complimentary bowl of moldy acorns to snack on. You will find them very tasty.”

				Slub hurried off.

				“We need horses,” said Shandy, lowering his voice, “but I’m getting the feeling there might not be any in a place like this.”

				“Donkeys or mules, at best,” said Blung gloomily. “Good enough for you two lightweights, but I’d crack a donkey’s back in a heartbeat. I don’t fancy walking all the way back to Pauncleyberg.”

				“I’m not walking anywhere,” said Dweeper. “Dwarves don’t walk.”

				Blorb waddled up to their table, rubbing his greasy hands on his even greasier apron.

				“Welcome to my fine establishment, noble sirs,” he said, bowing deeply. “It is not often that we get strangers here who are not peasants like our humble selves. Well, it is actually never. What can I get you? We have goat innard porridge, lukewarm goat tripe soup made fresh last week, or a nice baked goat liver served cold with turnip mash.”

				“No roast goat?” said Shandy, looking dismayed. “A nice roast goat with some fried potatoes?”

				“Or bread and cheese?” said Dweeper.

				“Or just stale bread,” said Blung. “Or even a bowl of unhulled wheat. I could live with that.”

				“Roast goat?” said Blorb. The fat innkeeper’s eyebrows shot up in amazement. “A goat that is roasted. Oy! I’ve never thought of that. You roast the goat, hey? On a fire? Fire-roasted goat? Truly, this is a marvelous and strange idea. You must be mighty wizards to possess such mysterious knowledge. Roast goat!”

			

			
				“You could try it right now,” said Shandy encouragingly. “If we see you making a mistake, we’ll let you know. By the way, do you have any horses?”

				“Horses?” Blorb scratched his head. “Ah, roast horse! Yet another marvelous and strange idea! No, I am sorry, noble wizard lords. I have no horses. There are no horses in our beautiful village. If there were, I would go out right now and roast one for you.”

				“Never mind. Carry on with the roast goat.”

				“No horses,” mumbled Blung, as Blorb waddled off. “Maybe they have an ox. I could ride an ox.”

				“An ox?” said Slub brightly, appearing at the table with a big bowl of moldy acorns. “I once heard a story about such a strange and magical beast. I have never seen one, but someday I will. Perhaps I will slay it with my sword.”

				“You have a sword?” said Shandy.

				“No, but one day I will. I feel it in my heart. I shall have a sword! By the way, my good friend Yarg and I would like to ask you some questions, noble heroes, if you do not mind our impertinence.”

				“Who’s Yarg?” said Shandy.

				“I am Yarg,” said a voice. A peasant boy crawled out from under their table. He was shorter than Slorb, but just as dirty. He bowed deeply. “Forgive me, but I was fascinated by the wonder of your footwear and was inspecting them closely. We do not have such footwear in our village. We make our footwear from leftover potato peelings. Though they are always damp, they are comfortable and also edible. Is your footwear edible? I could not tell from the several nibbles I attempted.”

				“Uh, no. Why don’t you two pull up some chairs and have a seat. Help yourself to the moldy acorns.”

				“Feel free to eat them all,” said Blung generously.

			

			
				The two boys sat down and stared goggle-eyed at the three travelers. Dweeper stirred uncomfortably under their gaze. He got up.

				“Excuse me,” he mumbled. “I’m going to, uh, have a word with the landlord about rooms for the night.”

				“Well, lads,” said Shandy encouragingly. He beamed at the two boys in what he thought was the way an uncle would beam at his nephews. “What do you want to ask? I bet you want to know how I got this perfect wave in my hair. It isn’t easy, I’ll tell you that. It takes a lot of hard work to get the perfect wave in your hair. It takes many long, arduous hours spent in front of a mirror, comb in hand. But let me tell you, it is worth the dedication and effort. Do you know why?”

				“No,” chorused the peasant boys. “Please tell us.”

				“Don’t worry,” said Blung. “I’m sure he’ll tell you.”

				“The ladies. It’s all about the ladies. But you boys are too young for such things, too young and too dirty.”

				“I would like to have a perfect wave in my hair someday,” said Slorb, hitching his chair forward, “but perhaps that will not be possible due to my premature balding. However, what Yarg and I really want to know about is how to become mighty heroes. Ever since I was a small and dirty peasant boy, I have felt that I am destined to save the world. I feel it right inside my heart or my stomach, or maybe in my liver. I’m sure I’m very special, even though I am just a dirty peasant boy. Oy! I am destined to save the world from terrible evil. I, Slorb, am the only one who can do this. Even though I’ve never touched a sword in my life, I know that I shall become an expert swordsman in no time at all. It will only take me about three days of practice, once I have a sword. I shall fight many fights against overwhelming odds. I also know that a beautiful, highborn girl, such as a princess or some other princess, shall fall deeply in love with me, despite our vast socioeconomic differences. We shall marry and I shall then become king of a large country. That is my destiny. But when should I begin with becoming a hero? This evening? Tomorrow?”

			

			
				“And what about you, Yarg?” said Shandy. “Are you just as. . . I mean, do you have some questions similar to what your deluded. . . I mean, your friend Slorb just asked?”

				Yarg nodded vigorously. “Yes, but my destiny is to become a mighty wizard. I know it is true. Even though I, too, am just a dirty peasant boy, I know that I am destined to save the world from utter destruction and evil. Even though I do not know any magic, I know that I am fated to become a wizard of unmatched power. I think that I will perhaps meet an old wizard on the road. Inexplicably, despite my dirtiness and odor, he will make me his apprentice and I will absorb all his knowledge at a breathtaking rate, perhaps in about two or three days. This will astonish him and he will try to kill me out of jealousy. However, the student shall prevail over the master. Or, he will enroll me in a school for young wizards, where I will immediately shine and impress everyone there with my natural skills. After which I will defeat vast armies of darkness and sorcery. Like my friend Slorb, a beautiful princess will fall in love with me, not the same princess that falls in love with him, of course, as that would be somewhat weird. Despite my humble upbringing, we will marry, and I also will become king of a vast country. Oy! That is my destiny. Can you please instruct as to how do I start?”

				Shandy nodded thoughtfully. He looked over at Blung.

				“What do you think, Blung?”

				“Classic. About as clear-cut as you get. You better give them the talk.”

				Shandy looked kindly at the two dirty peasant boys. They looked back at him eagerly, their eyes shining with hope, excitement on their faces, their noses dribbling slightly.

				“Have some more moldy acorns,” he said, shoving the bowl toward them. “It’ll keep your mouths occupied while I tell you what’s what. Here’s the truth. Listen carefully. Neither of you are going to be heroes. You aren’t going to save the world. Slorb, you aren’t going to somehow morph into a swordsman one day. However, you will become proficient with a hoe if you work diligently at it. Yarg, you aren’t destined to be a wizard. Your destiny lies with growing turnips and withered potatoes. Yours too, Slorb. You got that? You’re both dirty peasant boys, which means you’re destined to become dirty peasant men. Find some nice, dirty peasant girls, get married, settle down, have some dirty peasant babies, and be content with that, all right?”

			

			
				“We aren’t going to be heroes?” said Slorb, his jaw dropping in dismay.

				“No.”

				“We aren’t going to save the world?” said Yarg, a tear welling up in his left eye.

				“No. Not a chance.”

				“We aren’t special?” the two boys said together, their voices quavering.

				“On the contrary,” said Shandy patiently. “You’re special in your own special ways. If we didn’t have peasants, who would grow turnips? Who would grow withered potatoes or inedible rutabagas? If we didn’t have peasants, who would brew this amazing lukewarm, fermented, rancid goat’s milk? The world desperately needs peasants, and that’s where you come in. You’re special that way, and I appreciate you just the way you are. You see? I’m about to smile. I’m not smiling now, but when I smile, that’s the way I’ll remember both of you. I’ll remember both of you with a smile in my heart, because of how special both of you are in your dirty little ways.”

				“I will also remember you both with a smile,” said Blung solemnly.

				Shandy and Blung both smiled at the boys. There was a moment of silence around the table. Then, slowly, the boys smiled back.

			

			
				“Okay,” said Blung. “That’s enough smiling.”

				“So we’re destined to be peasants,” said Slorb slowly. “Now it all makes sense!”

				“That is our destiny,” said Yarg. “I see it now!”

				“Good,” said Shandy. “Now, you two run along. And remember, I’ll be holding a smile in my heart for both of you. Even if I’m not smiling now.”

				“Oy! We won’t forget. Ever. Thank you, kind heroes. Thank you for guiding us so wisely to our destinies.”

				“What did I miss?” said Dweeper, sitting back down at the table.

				“Nothing. Just a little adjustment of delusional expectations. Blasted peasants. Not a single horse or an ox in this dump. Maybe they have some mules or donkeys.”

				“Then we’ll need a wagon,” said Blung. “Ah, here’s the tavern keeper again. I’ll ask him.”

				Blorb waddled up with a steaming plate covered with a slab of pale, blue glop. He set it down in front of Dweeper. A strange odor filled the air.

				“Ho, Blorb,” said Blung. “Any mules or donkeys in this town?”

				“Roast mule?” Blorb looked puzzled, but then his eyes brightened. “Ah, I once saw a mule. It was the highlight of my honeymoon. It was a marvelous, magical beast. My slatternly bride and I spent many hours staring at the amazing creature. No, no. None here, but the goat is roasting nicely.” He waddled off.

				“Dweeper, what on earth are you eating?”

				The dwarf paused with a forkful of pale, blue glop halfway to his mouth. “It’s an omelet.”

				“That’s not an omelet. I’m intimately familiar with omelets. Omelets are yellow and made out of eggs.”

				“Uh, well, actually this is egg, it’s just. . .” Dweeper stuffed his mouth with the pale blue glop and didn’t finish what he was going to say.

			

			
				“Don’t tell me. . .” began Shandy. “Did you. . .? I can’t believe you.”

				“Dweeper, you’re a nasty, disgusting little creature,” said Blung. “What does it taste like?”

				“It’s tasty. Very tasty. But it burns something fierce going down.”

				Their culinary discussion was cut short by a great cry of Oy. The entire tavern burst into song, waving their tankards of lukewarm, fermented goats milk in the air, and snapping their fingers. Occasionally, one of the older peasant men would get up and do a little shuffling dance that closely resembled the shuffle of a lazy goat. At the end of the dance, the peasant would hop twice in place and everyone would shout Oy.

				“Oy!”

				Blorb brought out the roasted goat on an enormous platter. The appearance of this oddity caused a great deal of excitement on the part of the peasant revelers. The entire tavern crowded around the table and eagerly watched Shandy and his friends eat. Different parts of the goat anatomy were pointed out and identified with pride by various peasants. The roast goat, burned to charcoal on one side and still bleeding red on the other, stunk of charred hair and mud. Dweeper declared himself full from his omelet (it was a large omelet) and did not have any of the goat. Shandy managed a few bites and then began to turn green. Blung, who was already green, of course, on account of being an ogre, stolidly chomped his way through half the goat. This impressed the watching peasants greatly and they burst into great shouts of Oy.

				“Here,” said Blung. He pushed back his chair and let fly with a tremendous belch. “You dirty lot can finish the rest. Not bad, Blorb. Not bad at all. You might want to skin and gut the goat first, though, next time you roast one.”

				“Skin and gut, eh?” said Blorb, looking perplexed. “What a fascinating idea.”

			

			
				One of the slatternly tavern girls showed them to their rooms.

				“Straw’s fresh in the beds last month,” she said, wiping her nose on her hand. “You need anything else afore I goes, noble and handsome sirs?”

				“Is she leering at me or you?” whispered Shandy to Blung.

				“With those crossed eyes? I think she’s looking at Dweeper. At least, I hope so.”

				“Not me!” said Dweeper, horrified.

				“No, we’re quite all right,” said Shandy hastily. “Good night.”

				They did not sleep well, on account of the bedbugs — who were all snoring louder than Dweeper.

				[image: Flourish 15.ai]


				Blorb greeted them in the morning with lukewarm bowls of turnip porridge.

				“Blorb, my good tavern keeper peasant fellow,” said Shandy, “how far is it from here to Pauncleyberg?”

				“Pauncleyberg? The wonderful city of Pauncleyberg?” said Blorb. “Oh, it’s a long journey, so I’ve heard. Two days at least by goat wagon.”

				“Goat wagon, you say? Is there one of these goat wagons available to buy? We’re in a hurry.”

				“Not to buy, but you’re in luck, noble sirs. Today’s the day we send our delicious turnips and withered potatoes to market. Nozzle the Carter, he’ll be leaving soon for Pauncleyberg Market with the month’s harvest. He’s the only one in the village with a goat wagon. Maybe he’ll give you a ride.” Here, Blorb shook his head sadly. “But it’s a dangerous journey. Nozzle has never successfully arrived in Pauncleyberg with our harvest. He always gets robbed by fierce bandits on the way. Every month, without fail. Every month the bandits steal the entire load. Still, we must try. Nozzle is a brave soul. He drives the goats fiercely at great speed, but the bandits always catch him. Each trip, he comes back to the village, weeping and smelling strongly of ale. If you hurry out now, maybe you can talk him into giving you a ride so you too can be robbed by the bandits.”

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 40

				The Road to Pauncleyberg

				Nozzle the Carter proved to be a muddy-looking fellow with a squinty eye and flappy ears. His wagon was piled high with turnips and sacks of withered potatoes. A mighty team of eight grumpy goats was hitched to the wagon.

				“Give you a ride to Pauncleyberg Market?” he said, looking alarmed. “Why, it’s a dangerous journey! I’ve never made it there successfully. There are bandits. I’m sure to be robbed and beaten within an inch of my miserable life, noble sirs. Afterward, they always douse me in delicious ale and send me packing without a single, sad turnip. You don’t want to go with me. You’re sure to be robbed and beaten.”

				“And then doused in ale?” said Shandy.

				“Er, yes. They have strange customs, for they are strange bandits.”

				“I’m sure they are. We’ll go with you. We like bandits.”

				“I’ve had some tasty bandits before in my time,” said Blung.

			

			
				“As long as they have necks,” said Dweeper. “I’m getting out of practice with my axe.”

				“Very well, noble sirs,” mumbled Nozzle.

				The whole village turned out to see them go. Peasants waved and cheered and gave great shouts of Oy. Slatternly peasant maidens showered them with moldy acorns. Slorb and Yarg ran alongside the goat wagon for a while, waving and smiling.

				“We shall grow up to be old peasants!” they shouted. “Not heroes! Old peasants!”

				“That’s the spirit,” said Shandy encouragingly. “Everyone needs more turnips. The moldier, the better.”

				“Oy!”

				The muddy road led away from the peasant village through fields of turnips and potatoes. The sun shone brightly on the hills around them. Birds sang in the bushes. Their spirits lifted as they jounced and rolled along. Pauncleyberg was getting nearer and nearer with each passing minute. Nozzle grumbled to himself as he drooped over the reins. The goats trotted along in that disdainful sort of way that only goats are able to achieve.

				“You know,” said Shandy thoughtfully, “we’re going to make it. I have a good feeling about all this. A little less than three days left. Two days back to the castle. Three, well, almost three, minus two is. . . almost one. Almost one day extra! We’ve got the Fury Clock. The hard part’s over, thanks to my amazing luck. What can go wrong now?”

				All three of them were sitting on the back of the wagon, leaning back somewhat comfortably against the bags of withered potatoes, their legs dangling down.

				“I’m sure lots of things that we haven’t thought of yet,” said Blung. “That’s what happens when you go out adventuring. Things happen. Bad things happen. Sometimes really bad things happen.”

				“What’s the worst that could happen?”

				“Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps we’ll encounter a troop of dancing elves? That always turns my stomach. I can’t stand it when they start spouting poetry. Once an elf begins on a poem, you might as well kiss your sanity goodbye. He’ll never stop until you run him through with your sword. And even then, he’ll probably go on for a good hour, looking all tragic and noble and wan. They die hard, those elves. I wonder if my old pop has any elf skulls in his collection? Now that I think of it, I honestly can’t remember. Maybe I should pick one up for him as a gift. He’d be delighted.”

			

			
				“Never met an elf who could do much poetry without his head,” said Dweeper, tapping his axe in a meaningful way. “Speaking of which, pretty boy, there’s still that matter of gold you owe us dwarves. You ain’t out of the trees yet. You remember that?”

				“I remember. Don’t you worry, my short bearded friend. And by that, I mean you are short and your beard is also short.”

				However, to be honest, Shandy had completely forgotten about the gold he owed the dwarves. A roomful of gold? Where was he going to find that much gold in a couple of days?

				“It’ll grow back. Besides, it was worth it.” Dweeper licked his lips. “That was one tasty omelet.”

				Shandy touched the warm square weight of the Fury Clock in his pocket and tried to think. Maybe he could find a good card game. Impossible. He’d have to play for a solid year to win that much. Cheat for a solid year. Even he wasn’t that good or that lucky. There were limits to being the seventh son of a seventh son.

				He pulled out the Fury Clock and admired it in the sunlight. It shone dully. He could feel it ticking away in his hand. He turned it over. Each side of the cube looked exactly the same. Solid, smooth gold.

				“How do you think this thing works?” he said.

				“Put it away.” Blung shuddered. “I don’t even like seeing it. We ogres have a lot of stories about the Fury Clock. Horrible stories. My old grandpa used to tell them to us late at night. We’d shriek in terror and he would laugh and laugh. My teeth ache just knowing that thing is close.”

			

			
				“It has to open somehow. I wonder what it’s worth? There isn’t enough gold in all of Pauncleyberg to buy this doohickey.”

				“Put the evil doohickey back in your pocket or I’ll bash you on the nose.”

				“You needn’t be so sensitive,” said Shandy. “I thought ogres were tough.”

				“We are tough.”

				“Obviously not that tough. I’m probably tougher than you.”

				“Neither of you are as tough as us dwarves,” said Dweeper.

				“That’s a laugh,” said Blung.

				“Well, can you floss your teeth with your beard? I thought not. What’s more, I once had a nest of squirrels move into my beard, and did that stop me from flossing? No. Now that’s tough.”

				“That’s not tough,” said Blung. “That’s just bizarre and slightly nauseating. Besides, we ogres don’t have beards. And what do beards have to do with being tough? Nothing. Here. I’ll show you what’s tough. I’ll dislocate my own thumb and smile while I’m doing it. You see? I’m smiling. You hear that popping sound? I’ll pop it back in, pop it back out, pop it back in, pop it back out. . .”

				“That’s nothing.” Shandy yawned an elaborate yawn intended to convey derision and contempt. “You call that dislocation? I can dislocate my shoulder at will. I don’t even need to yank on it. You have to yank on your thumb. Watch this. See that? You didn’t even see anything. I didn’t budge an inch, but my shoulder is now dislocated. It’s extremely painful. Any other man or ogre or dwarf would be screaming and weeping in pain. Me? I’m just talking normally like I’m doing now, even though the jouncing of this cart is sending crashing agony through my body.”

			

			
				“How do we know your shoulder is actually dislocated?” said Dweeper suspiciously. “You could be lying. I bet you’re lying.”

				“You’re calling me a liar?”

				“Yeah. You’re a liar.”

				“And I think you’re lying too,” said Blung. “Dweeper isn’t the sharpest axe in the chest, but he’s on to you.”

				“Are you calling me stupid?” said Dweeper, glaring at the ogre.

				“Yeah. I think you’re stupid. Anyway, I’m definitely the toughest.”

				“No, you’re not.”

				“Am too.”

				The clash of logic ground to a halt and all three of the travelers scowled at each other.

				“What we need,” said Shandy, “is an impartial jury to examine us and then declare who’s the toughest. Obviously me, of course, but we need a judge without prejudice.”

				“Are you saying you’re prejudiced against dwarves?” growled Dweeper.

				At this point, their argument resumed. The cart rolled down a hill and through a lightly forested glade. It was the perfect setting for an unexpected outlaw ambush. Nozzle coughed loudly and looked around.

				“Your withered turnips and your moldy potatoes or your life!”

				The voice came from behind a tree several yards up the road. A fat, unkempt outlaw wearing a feathered hat hopped out and flourished a rusty sword. He was followed by a gang of more outlaws, all in various states of unkemptness, fatness, or thinness, and all clutching weapons in various states of rust. Nozzle yanked on the reins and the goats grumbled to a stop.

				“Help!” said Nozzle loudly. “Outlaws! We’re being attacked by outlaws! The three riders on my wagon and I are being attacked by outlaws! Oh, no!”

			

			
				For some reason, Nozzle placed a great deal of emphasis on the words “three riders on my wagon,” shouting them much louder than everything else he said. He also rolled his eyes about and pointed frantically at the back of the wagon.

				The outlaw leader stuck his finger in his ear and extracted a large amount of wax. “What?” he said, looking puzzled. “Brought you a cask of turnip ale, Nozzle. This batch turned out nice. Tastes good. Smooth and mellow and turnipy, but it’s got a real kick to it.”

				Nozzle waved his hands at him, waggled his ears and pointed again toward the back of the wagon. The outlaw leader’s eyes widened. He edged over to the side and peered around the wagon. He wasn’t able to see anything due to the huge mound of turnips and sacks of potatoes blocking his view.

				“Not my money or my life!” said Nozzle loudly. “I don’t want to die! And I doubt the man or the grumpy dwarf or the enormous ogre sitting at the back of the wagon want to die either. Certainly not the ogre, who looks really vicious and, frankly, gives me a stomachache every time I see his hideous face! I doubt he wants to die!”

				“Did you say ogre?” hissed the outlaw leader, turning pale.

				“And I know that dwarf doesn’t want to die either!” yelled Nozzle. “Not him with his sharp, wicked-looking axe! Oh, who will save us from these vicious outlaws?!”

				“Shh!” said the outlaw leader nervously. “We need to conduct these proceedings in a quieter fashion.”

				“Hang on, Mister Chairman,” said one of the other outlaws. “This is news to us, it is. An ogre and a dwarf? And a yet-to-be-identified man? This changes everything. I say we hold a vote on changing today’s agenda. Everyone in favor say aye.”

				“Aye!” said the rest of the outlaws.

			

			
				“You can’t conduct a vote without my approval,” said the outlaw leader. “I’m the chairman today.”

				“Article 21, section B of the bylaws, Mister Chairman,” said one of the outlaws. “A unanimous vote negates the approval of the chairman.”

				“Well, I suppose you’re right,” grumbled the leader. “Just keep it down while I conduct negotiations.”

				“Hey!” shouted Shandy from the back of the wagon. “Doozle or whatever your name is! Why have we stopped? Get a move on! We need to be in Pauncleyberg by tomorrow!”

				“Er,” said Nozzle. He looked at the outlaw leader for inspiration.

				“Move it!”

				“We really need the potatoes and turnips,” whispered the outlaw leader. “We’re almost out of ale. We have contracts to satisfy. The tavern in Bolloby already prepaid us for twenty casks.”

				The rest of the outlaws abruptly sat down in the middle of the road.

				“Meeting called to order,” said a skinny old outlaw loudly.

				“Hush!” said the outlaw leader and Nozzle.

				Shandy appeared around the back of the wagon. “What on earth. . .” he began irritably, then he saw the outlaws. “Who are you people? Get out of the road. Go sit somewhere else. You’re blocking traffic.”

				The outlaw leader whipped off his hat and bowed. “If you please, sir, we are but poor redistributionists seeking to redistribute the wealth of rich peasants to those less fortunate, such as ourselves.”

				“Rich peasants? Are you crazy?”

				“Yes, sir. I mean, no sir. Rich and greedy peasants. They live in big shacks. They have many potatoes and turnips, and we have none. We are also much, much dirtier than they are.”

				“I can smell that. Well, do your redistributing on another day. We’re in a hurry.”

			

			
				“We’re ready to vote, Mister Chairman,” called the skinny old outlaw.

				“Be quiet!” said the outlaw leader. “I have the feathered hat today. I’m the leader. Can’t you see I’m having a meeting with this gentleman?”

				“Vote?” said Shandy thoughtfully. “That’s an excellent idea. You’re all good voters?”

				“Aye!” chorused the band of outlaws. “We vote early and often!”

				“Hey, Blung and Dweeper! We’ve found ourselves a jury.”

				It didn’t take long to convince Blung and Dweeper of the opportunity. They drew straws to see who would go first. Dweeper chose the longest straw. The goats cropped the grass and occasionally cast contemptuous looks at everyone except their fellow goats. The outlaws sat in a semicircle in the road and tried not to stare nervously at the ogre.

				“We expect complete impartiality,” said Shandy. “Anything less and there might be painful repercussions. Justice must be blind. Do you understand?”

				The outlaws all nodded uncertainly.

				“Does that mean we should shut our eyes?” asked one of the outlaws. “I would prefer that, particularly so I don’t have to see the ogre.”

				“I meant blind in a metaphorical sense,” said Shandy, scowling. He lowered his voice. “Besides, he’s as harmless as a gnome.” He raised his voice again. “We each will give you three examples of why we are the toughest. Afterward, you will vote on who is the toughest. The dwarf will go first.”

				Dweeper strode into the middle of the road, puffed out his chest, and tried to look taller than he was. “I’m Dweeper, son of Leeper!” he snarled. “And I’m gonna tell you why I’m the toughest son of a birchbark in the land.”

			

			
				“Excuse me, sir,” said a rotund but fairly intelligent looking outlaw, raising his hand. “You just said you’re the son of Leeper. How can you also be the son. . .”

				“Shut up! I’ll tell you why I’m tough! I can chew an iron shoe for breakfast, filled with the crunchy toenail shavings of the last one hundred prisoners I executed with my trusty axe. Chip-chop, one smack right through their miserable necks. I can weave my beard into a rope as strong as stone. . .”

				“Your beard looks rather short,” said another outlaw. “Does that mean you’d be weaving a short rope?”

				“Shut up! My breath is so bad, so rank, so rancid that it can curdle milk across the land in one blast from my cavernous nostrils!”

				Three outlaws sitting in the front row fainted dead away in demonstration of this fact. Dweeper bowed and everyone clapped. Shandy went next.

				“My name is Malix Shandy. Doubtless, you’ve heard of me already. I’m so tough that I stole the throne of the Duke of Jukes right out from under his bony hide. He sent his entire army riding after me, but I glided out of town on a breeze and wrapped in a shadow. I’m so tough I fought the infamous and evil vampire of Castle Roon into a nervous breakdown. He was so distraught he became a vegetarian, and to this day, he only feeds upon tomatoes. Why, I’m so tough I mash my peas into paste before I eat them!”

				“No!” whispered one of the outlaws. “He mashes his peas!”

				Shandy bowed. There was a burst of applause. Blung strode out into the road and stared down at the outlaws.

				“I vote for the ogre!” shrieked one of the smaller outlaws.

				“My name is Zunzo Blung!” growled Blung. “And I’ll tell you why I’m the toughest. The cupboards in my kitchen are painted periwinkle blue, accented with tiny pink forget-me-nots and red columbines.”

				Several of the outlaws screamed out loud at this revelation.

			

			
				“And do you know what those cupboards are filled with? Skulls. Polished clean and as white as freshly milked milk. The skulls of my enemies. . .”

				“We want to be your friends!” chorused the outlaws.

				“. . . and the skulls of my friends.”

				“We don’t want to be your friends!”

				“I’ll tell you why I’m the toughest! I once fought the Gome of Glomer’s Gleep, seven days and seven nights, until the very earth quaked and shook and the frogs cried out in terror.”

				“No!” breathed an outlaw. “The frogs as well?”

				“And I’m the toughest because I can do this!” With that, Blung opened his jaws. His fangs dripped with drool. But he didn’t stop there. His mouth kept opening wider and wider until the outlaw with the fattest head could have easily stuck his noggin in and still had plenty of room to spare.

				“Hey!” said Dweeper. “I thought we agreed to no physical demonstrations. That’s not fair. I didn’t get to chop anyone’s head off!”

				“I agree with Dweeper,” said Shandy. “Stop it, Blung. You’re prejudicing the jury.”

				“Fine.” Blung shut his jaws with a loud snap. He grinned evilly at the outlaws. “A vote for Blung is a vote for life.”

				He bowed, and the outlaws burst into thunderous applause.

				“Time to vote,” said the outlaw leader. “Everyone raise their hand if they think Dweeper the dwarf is the toughest.”

				Dweeper stroked the edge of his axe. Everyone raised their hands.

				“All right, well,” said the outlaw leader looking nervous. “There is a margin of error, you know. Everyone raise their hand if they think Malix Shandy is the toughest.”

				Malix smiled meaningfully and tapped the hilt of his sword. Everyone raised their hands.

			

			
				“In fact, I’ve always found that the margin of error in polling can be extremely wide,” mumbled the outlaw leader. “Everyone raise their hand if they think the ogre is the toughest.”

				Everyone raised their hands.

				“Um. . .” said the outlaw leader.

				“We’re raising both our hands, Mister Chairman!” said the outlaws.

				“I win,” said Blung.

				“You win nothing,” said Dweeper. “These smelly wretches don’t know a vote from a goat. This contest is worthless!”

				“Hey!” protested the outlaw leader. “Are you calling into question the integrity of our voting process?”

				“Voting, shmoting. Piffle.” Dweeper snorted.

				“Shmoting? That’s the best idea you’ve had yet.” Blung bounded to his feet. “Whoever smotes the most wins.”

				With that, Blung punched the nearest outlaw in the face, laying him out flat on the road. He grabbed another and flung him into the trees. Dweeper jumped in and began stomping on feet and kicking kneecaps. Shandy sighed. He shrugged. To be honest, he wasn’t fond of casual violence, but he did have a competitive streak. Within a few minutes, the road was littered with unconscious outlaws. Nozzle trembled on his wagon seat.

				“I win,” said Blung.

				“You’re a cheater,” grumbled Dweeper. “You started before us.”

				“You’re a sore loser.”

				“Oh, pipe down, both of you,” said Shandy. “We need to get to Pauncleyberg.”

				“Um, what about me?” said Nozzle. “I’ve actually never been to Pauncleyberg.”

				“No?”

				“I always turn around here after I get robbed. It’s not my fault. I have a weakness for turnip ale. The redistributionists always shared a cask with me in exchange for the wagonload. We’d sit around drinking it, telling stories, and then they would punch me in the eye to make things authentic. I’d go back to the village and everyone would commiserate with me.”

			

			
				Shandy scratched his head. “Punch him in the eye, Blung. Whoops. I didn’t mean that hard. Never mind. He’ll wake up later. Let’s dump out all these turnips and potatoes. These redistributionists can redistribute them as they see fit. I’ll drive.”

				“No, I’ll drive,” said Dweeper. “I’m a better driver than you are.”

				“No, you aren’t.”

				“Yes, I am.”

				“What we need is another one of those impartial juries,” said Blung.

				“Both of you can shut up.”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 41

				The Third Most Beautiful Sound in the World

				The goats trotted on with renewed vigor, now that the wagon was lightened of its load of vegetables. Dweeper snored in the back of the wagon. Bluebirds sang sweetly about worms and succulent bugs. Soft, velvety rabbits peered out shyly from behind bushes, blinking their large, innocent eyes. Moments later, several of those same rabbits were swiftly slain by foxes. One of the rabbits managed to scream before it died.

				“The sound of a rabbit scream is a remarkably odd noise,” said Shandy. “They’ve got that high-pitched gargling squeal. You can almost feel their feet thumping frantically on the grass.”

				“It’s the circle of life,” said Blung happily. “Music to my ears. Shandy, my old dungeon mate, do you know the three most beautiful sounds in the world?”

				“No. But I have a bad feeling you’re going to tell me.”

				“First is the delicate squelching sound of cooling brains as they are removed from the skull of a recently dispatched enemy. The act of buli-kaloo in our language. Interestingly enough, buli-kaloo can also be used in reference to certain soft cheeses. For example, you can say, ‘I’ll have my cheese buli-kaloo on toast,’ or ‘That cheese needs to ripen for a smoother buli-kaloo.’ Most of the time, though, it’s used more in conjunction with skulls. Say, that gives me an idea. I wonder if you could age cheese in a skull?”

			

			
				“You ogres really have a thing for skulls, don’t you?”

				“As my old pop used to say, ‘Don’t knock ‘em until you’ve tried ‘em.’” Blung laughed uproariously at this. “It’s a gorgeous wet squelch. It’s a cross between the noise a bare foot makes as it is lifted from the mud — the foot can be still attached to a leg or just on its own, it doesn’t matter — and the sound a large, juicy peach makes as you bite into it on a hot summer day. The second most beautiful sound in the world is the howling oink of the ogre pig as it eagerly awaits its supper of hot mash.”

				“Ogre pig? Are you kidding me? There’s something called an ogre pig? Why haven’t I heard of this before?”

				“You are an uneducated yob,” said Blung severely. “Ogre farmers raise ogre pigs by the dozens. But just for ogres. The meat’s too delicious to allow anyone else to eat ‘em. You humans with your stunted palates would never appreciate the luscious flavor of ogre pig. Don’t get me wrong — I appreciate normal pig as much as you or the next dragon, but an ogre pig? That’s fine eating. And their howling oink is prettier than the finest bard caterwauling away in the king’s castle. There was many an evening as a little ogre that I fell asleep to the soft music of those howling oinks. My pop raised a few ogre pigs.”

				“And what’s the third most beautiful sound in the world? The screech of your old ogre grannie when she can’t find her false fangs? The scream of a strangling duckbat? The shriek of a gnome as you cram his struggling little body into your soup pot?”

				“No,” said Blung thoughtfully. “Gnome soup, eh? I’ve never tried that. Sounds like it might be tasty. Gnomes are stringy unless you boil or bake them for a long time, so I suppose they’d work well in a soup. My mum always used to do them in casseroles with plenty of cheese. The only problem was, with the size of our family and the way my pop ate, she needed a good dozen at least, and gnomes never came cheap. No, the third most beautiful sound in the world — and it is the most beautiful sound in the world — well, it’s the quiet sound of. . . it’s the gentle noise of. . . it’s the soothing whisper of. . .”

			

			
				The cart bumped along down the track. Dweeper gave a loud snoring snort in the back, smacked his lips, and then subsided into his usual rumble of snores.

				“What?” said Shandy. “Spit it out, Blung. What are you trying to say? I hope you aren’t referring to Dweeper snoring.”

				“Don’t even speak his name in this moment!”

				Blung uttered a frustrated, inarticulate growl and then shook his head. Shandy looked at him in surprise. The ogre’s normally green face was a peculiar shade of chartreuse, slightly on the pale side, with a tinge of pistachio green centered around his bulbous nose. Shandy’s eyes widened.

				“I get it.” He started laughing. “It’s a girl. A girl ogre. The sound of her voice. Haha! Probably when she whispers her Blungy-Wungy’s name. That’s what you were trying to say. Admit it. Ha!”

				“You, my friend, are about to laugh yourself into an early grave,” growled Blung.

				“You’re in love. Ladies and gentlemen, the ogre is in love.”

				“How would you like to die? Do you want to be strangled or do you want me to bash your ugly head down into your left lung?”

				“What’s her name?”

				“Her name?”

				“Surely she has a name. Or have you not figured that out yet? Is this one of those extremely distant romances, the kind where the young swain, Blung, stares wistfully from afar, too shy to approach her, too shy to make his amorous intentions known, so distant, in fact, that he has to squint in order to make out the shape of her face, the color of her hair, whether that’s a cat or a small ogre pig she’s cuddling in her arms. . .”

			

			
				“Shut up. Her name is Grizelga.”

				“Grizelga,” said Shandy thoughtfully. “The name sounds familiar. Oh, that’s right! I remember now. I was supposed to deliver your boiled skull to her, sewn up in the tanned lining of your stomach. How romantic.”

				“She is a vision of beauty and grace, but. . .”

				“But she doesn’t have a clue about your existence, right? I’m right, aren’t I? When I’m right, I’m right. Tell me I’m right. I know I’m right.”

				“You’re right. Just shut up, okay? I don’t want to talk about her.”

				“Is she beautiful?”

				Blung sighed. It was one of those sighs that conveyed longing, hopelessness, and indigestion. “Beyond words to describe. Her eyes are a deep, muddy brown, small and set closely together, with the most endearing squint you’ve ever seen. Her teeth are like stone slabs — no, like gravestones, perfectly and widely spaced so food never gets caught between them, unless it’s a huge piece of food. Or maybe something that’s really sticky. Her hair is thick and strong and springy, like the brambles of a rose vine writhing up from the ground.”

				“Writhing? Did you say writhing?”

				“Her skin is the perfect shade of green, like the mottled skin of a snail freshly plucked from its shell. But, mind you, to the touch her skin is beautifully hard and bumpy, particularly her forehead.”

				“Strange,” said Shandy, who was turning green himself. “I’m feeling a little queasy. Probably motion sickness from riding in this blasted wagon for so long. I’m sure that’s it. I’ve always found that silence is a great cure for motion sickness, especially if people don’t talk. And by people I also mean ogres. Such as you.”

			

			
				“Her lips are wide and rubbery; her eyebrow is a solid, bristling hedge that shades the noble bulge of her nose.” Blung’s eyes had a dreamy glaze over them, sort of like the cream sauce glaze that often is used to hide badly cooked fish. “Her breath is as sweet as curdled buttermilk. Her. . .”

				“What you’re saying,” interrupted Shandy hurriedly, “is that you love her.”

				“Love her? Have you truly ever known love, Shandy?” Blung snorted skeptically. “Have you ever known that sickening, nauseating feeling that rises up in your stomach like badly digested gnome? The cold sweats, the dizziness, the dry heaving that jerks you awake in the small hours of the night? Love is a wonderful thing! Have you truly every experienced it, you, the infamous damsel dabbler, the tavern girl trifler? Bah! I doubt you know what love is.”

				“If you’re equating love with having the flu or food poisoning, then, yes, I’ve definitely been in love.” Shandy indignantly sat up straighter on the buckboard. He snapped the reins and the goats broke into something that was slightly faster than a stroll.

				“There was little Lilli, the liverwurster’s daughter,” he said. “She had blue eyes and blonde pigtails and she stole my boiled sweets and then crammed them into her mouth. I still remember the sound of them crunching between her teeth. I was three. How I loved her. And then there was Ronica, or was it Honica? Maybe it was Jonica. I forget. But I do remember that she kicked me in the ankle, my very first day of school. It was love at first sight on my part. She, of course, was blind. Oh, and who could forget Morgalis of the long black lashes. She fluttered them about like long, lacy butterfly wings, which is an apt comparison, for I often caught her crouched behind her father’s barn, plucking the wings from moths and butterflies and little tiny fairies. She was cruel and cold and I loved her dearly. There was Constazza too, of course. What a wonderful dancer she was, whirling and stamping about in her high-heeled boots. She stomped all over my soul to the beautiful music of mandola and pennywhistle and the discordant jangling of my snapping heart strings.”

			

			
				“I think you’ve had bad luck with women,” said Blung, after a moment’s silence.

				“Nonsense. I just haven’t met the right woman. One day, someday, it will happen. I can see it now. Soft moonlight, the scent of roses in the night air, the lucky girl posed elegantly on a balcony. I would make my grand entrance. She, of course, would do some swooning as she realized who had come to woo her.”

				The ogre looked confused. “Woo? What do you mean? I’m unfamiliar with the word.”

				“Did someone say goo?” said Dweeper, sitting up behind them. He blearily rubbed his eyes. “I could go for a mug of hot goomery.”

				“Woo, not goo. Wooing is the art of winning a girl’s heart. To woo is to use your wit in winsome ways with a woman.”

				“To wit, to woo?” said Blung. “You sound like an owl.”

				“And owls are wise, so you just listen to your uncle Shandy and you’ll know everything you need to know about wooing.”

				“Which has worked out well for you, judging from your past experiences,” said Blung dryly.

				“Waste of time, if you ask me,” said Dweeper. “We just show ‘em our beards. You show a young dwarf lassie your beard and she’s all giggles and snorts.”

				“Moonlight and words,” said Shandy. “Moonshine and maudlin. They’re a potent and intoxicating mix if you know what you’re doing. And let me tell you — I know what I’m doing. First off, you need to pitch your voice low, almost at a whisper. Maybe you pluck a few strings on your mandola if you’ve got one hidden under your cloak. Whip out a few flowers, as long as they’re not wilted, but if it’s really dark then a certain amount of wilt is allowable. Stare soulfully into her eyes and try to not blink too much. Then you whisper a few more words. Dribble in some flattery about her clothes, how they drape her delectable form like the early morning mists on the curving green hills and valleys. Maybe compare her eyes to a clear summer sky or a still forest pool, though I’ve found that the summer sky comparison is more effective. If you can, appropriate one of her hands and gently massage it.”

			

			
				“When you say appropriate one of her hands,” said Dweeper, “do you mean still attached or —”

				“If you can carry a tune, try singing a few lines of a song. Not a drinking song, but something about true love or little lambs frolicking in meadows. That always gets them for some reason. I don’t know why, but my motto is, hey, if it works, why not? I know three good songs about little lambs frolicking in meadows. Another thing that works well is gifts. Not expensive gifts. Small gifts. If she starts to complain about the gift being too small, you smile gently and tell her it’s the thought that counts. You were thinking of her. Perhaps a freshly washed pebble with a hole in it, strung on a string. Or a little pastry. You don’t want to give her a big pastry. If it’s too big, she might think you think she eats like a pig, and if a girl starts thinking you think she’s a pig, the wooing is going to go nowhere.”

				“Seems like a lot of trouble and effort,” rumbled Blung. “Ogres do it simpler.”

				“Just show ‘em your beard,” said Dweeper. “Dwarves are even simpler.”

				“Fine,” said Shandy. “If you don’t want my advice, I won’t waste my time casting pearls in the mud. Enlighten me. How do ogres do it? I don’t recall hearing any stories about ogre romances down through the ages.”

			

			
				Blung shrugged his massive shoulders. “You see a young ogress. You go talk to her parents, the father, the mother. Then you hit her over the head. Then she hits you. Back and forth. If you’re still standing after a dozen times, then the wedding date is shouted aloud through the village. All the little ogrelets are given candy. Real simple.”

				“You punch the girl?” Shandy looked shocked. “That’s barbaric.”

				“Not the girl. The mother.”

				“Oh. That makes more sense.”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 42

				Some Medical Facts Concerning Love

				No one really knows what love is. Is it a mental psychosis? Is it caused by eating spoiled sausage? Is it the result of an excess of ale? What exactly happens when the local cowherd lad catches the eye of the shepherd lass from down the muddy lane? Sparks fly. A shiver runs down his spine. He twitches in her presence. He feels suddenly nauseated. But why? Love, for all intents and purposes, is remarkably similar to the stomach flu. When the cowherd boy catches the flu, he loses his appetite. He tosses and turns on his bed. He grows pale and wan. He throws up. He composes bad poetry.

				The connection between the stomach flu and love was first noticed by Dr. Gleemly Weems while tending to a sick baker’s apprentice identified merely as Patient X. Patient X exhibited all the classic symptoms of love (loss of appetite, sleepless, nausea, vomiting). Dr. Weems was initially inclined to make a diagnosis of love, but then, due to his keen powers of observation, he noticed the copious amounts of poetry written all over the walls, the ceiling, the floor, and Patient X’s dog. Dr. Weems faithfully recorded the poetry and then presented it during a lecture at the Royal Society of Physicians, making a strong case for the fact that bad poetry is a good indicator of the stomach flu.

			

			
				During Dr. Weems’ lecture, he made the unfortunate decision to read aloud one of Patient X’s poems in order to illustrate just how bad stomach flu-induced poetry could be. Courtesy of the late doctor’s estate, reproduced here is the first and only stanza of the poem Dr. Weems managed to read, Ode to a Struggling Bug I Found in My Sourdough Starter, before being overpowered by the enraged audience.

				 

				How you surprise me and how you defy me

				as you wriggle and jiggle and fret.

				You’ll taste like some pepper; why haven’t I ever

				baked up a big bug in my bread?

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 43

				Dinklebaum

				They traveled through the day, bumping along through valleys and over hills. The land was wild and unfamiliar to Shandy and Blung, though Dweeper claimed to have been there before when he was a small dwarf. However, his memories from those times were hazy at best, so he was no help. The Pauncleyberg Mountains were visible before them, far to the west, a high, ragged line of blue and white peaks. This reassured them, as it meant they were certainly journeying in the right direction.

				A few small peasant villages huddled alongside the carter track, but the travelers did not bother stopping. No one was in the mood for turnips or withered potatoes, despite the fact they’d eaten nothing for lunch and it was getting close to dinnertime. Further down the valley, the lights of a much bigger town twinkled seductively in the twilight.

				“That’s not a peasant village,” said Shandy cheerfully. “I think that’s Dinklebaum Town, if I’m not mistaken. I’ve been there a few times before, but always by riverboat. Ah! I can see the little castle on the hill now. The king keeps a garrison there. Not the safest town, but we’ll eat well tonight. There’s a tavern near the gate that serves roast boar.”

			

			
				Dinklebaum sat on the banks of the Dinkle River, where it has always sat. This begs the question as to whether towns can sit and, if they can sit, what sorts of chairs they sit in. However, as no one is really interested in the answer to this question, it needn’t be answered. Behind the town, the deep, dark impenetrability of the infamous Dinkle Forest stretched away into the gathering night. The air was full of woodsmoke and studded with the occasional owl. Torches burned on top of the high stone wall surrounding the town.

				“Ho, the gate!” called Shandy as the goat wagon rolled up before the main gate. He reined the goats in and they stopped with a chorus of aggrieved huffs.

				A guard peered down at them from the top of the tower gate.

				“Ho, yourself!” he said rudely.

				“Would you mind opening the gate?” said Shandy.

				“What if I do mind?” said the guard. “It’s a long walk down the steps and my knee’s been feeling poorly. What’s more, how do I know you ain’t clever zombies just waiting to make a fine dinner of me once the gate’s been opened, eh? Answer me that.”

				“Zombies aren’t clever,” said Shandy. “Everyone knows that.”

				“Well, I don’t know that, so that means everyone doesn’t know that, because if everyone knew that, that would include me, but it doesn’t. ‘Everyone’ is an all-encompassing word. You should be more careful with sweeping statements.”

				“That’s true,” admitted Shandy. “But zombies can’t articulate their words as clearly as I can. They tend to speak with a lot of grunting and groaning and slurring.”

			

			
				“That also is true,” conceded the guard. “Sort of like my fourteen-year-old son. He grunts and groans and slurs his words with the best of them, and he ain’t even a zombie. I’d hate to think how he’d sound if he ever did become a zombie. Can’t hardly speak with him now, but can you imagine then? I don’t look forward to that conversation. There’s the drooling, too.”

				“That would be a difficult conversation to have. I feel for you.”

				“Thank you,” said the guard gloomily. “It’s difficult raising youngsters these days.”

				“Yes, it is.”

				“Don’t imagine this rapid and shallow camaraderie we’re now sharing means I’m coming down to open the gate.”

				“Open the gate now or I’m going to climb the wall and beat your head in with that tin-pot spinach colander you call a helmet!” roared Blung.

				“Right away,” said the guard, vanishing behind the parapet.

				The gate creaked open and they rode into town, the goats grumbling in disdain at the novelty of cobblestones under their hooves. Dinklebaum was a hodgepodge of stone and timber buildings, thatch and slate roofs, chimneys and downspouts, gutters and guttersnipes, alleys and alley cats, assorted dogs, tough-looking rats, and a largish population crowded in behind the stone walls and beneath the towers of the garrison castle perched on a hill in the middle of the town. The air smelled of boiled cabbage.

				“Tough burg,” muttered Dweeper, peering over the top of the wagon.

				“That it is,” said Shandy happily. “This town is infamous for cutthroats and cardsharps and cauliflower. But the Dinkle Forest has an even more unsavory reputation. It’s a haunt of outlaws, the genuine kind, not like those confused redistributionists we redistributed back on the road. And the forest is full of much worse than mere outlaws. Trolls, shrugbears, gugsters, liches, even the dread Grim Green Witch herself is rumored to live somewhere in these parts, deep in the darkness of the forest.”

			

			
				Dweeper shivered. “Witches. Brr! Let’s go eat some boar.”

				A stable lad ran out when they neared the tavern. He bowed low and then bowed even lower when Shandy tossed him a coin.

				“Curry the goats,” said Shandy. “And give ‘em an extra measure of oats and an apple each.”

				“Curry the goats. . .” said the stable lad, his voice trailing off as he weighed the coin in his hand. “Yes, sir!”

				The tavern was all a tavern was meant to be. The room was full of delicious-smelling odors: roast boar, ale, hot mulled wine, warm cheese, and freshly baked bread. Rumbling conversation and laughter bounced off the walls. An enormous fire crackled cheerily on the hearth. A card game was in full swing at a table near the bar. The sight made Shandy’s eyes gleam and his fingers twitch. They found a table in a corner and sat down. Blung sighed contentedly. Several of the patrons nearby glanced at him and frowned. They were a tough-looking lot for the most part. A tavern girl hurried up. She was pretty but looked tired and irritable.

				“What’ll it be?” she said, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear.

				“Ale and boar for the lot of us, love,” said Shandy. He smiled at her, and she couldn’t help but smile back. After all, he was Malix Shandy.

				“Three roast boars, he means,” rumbled Blung.

				She nodded and then threaded her way back across the crowded floor toward the kitchen. Someone whooped at one of the tables and Shandy saw the girl flinch as she passed by.

				“Give us a smooch, Mona!” someone hollered. The table laughed uproariously.

			

			
				“Roast boar,” said Dweeper, rubbing his hands together. “And some hot goomery for me.”

				He took out the necromancer’s pitcher. The silver gleamed in the light.

				“Put that away,” said Shandy quietly. “You go pouring things out that aren’t normally there, it’s going to attract attention. And silver’s silver. This is a thief’s town.”

				“Hmmph,” said Dweeper, but he was quick enough to whisk the pitcher back under his coat.

				Music suddenly filled the air. A few sweeping chords struck on a harp. Shandy glanced over to see an old harpist seated by the hearth, his head bent over his harp. A diminutive bear dressed in a faded coat and a top hat sat at the harpist’s feet. The old man plucked a few more chords and then launched into a sprightly jig. A roar of appreciation went up in the tavern. Tankards pounded along in time on the tabletops. The bear got up and did a little dance. It looked bored.

				“There’s our ale now,” said Blung in satisfaction.

				“And there goes our ale,” said Dweeper sourly.

				Shandy turned just in time to see Mona get grabbed by a burly man. The platter of tankards in her hands went flying. He whisked her around in a clumsy dance, stomping up and down, his feet kicking out like a drunk mule. The man’s table of friends cheered and catcalled. The girl’s face reddened with embarrassment. A fat, older man in an apron hurried up, protesting, but a swift kick in the rear from one of the seated patrons propelled him flying back in the direction of the kitchen.

				Shandy sighed.

				“Not your fight,” said Blung.

				“I can’t help myself,” said Shandy. “I’m grumpy. I want my ale. Besides, it’s been a long time since I’ve been in a tavern brawl. Six days, actually. A nice fight before a meal is good for the appetite. One should always exercise before eating.”

			

			
				“Fine, you go exercise, but I’m not letting you ruin my dinner. Don’t come whining to us if you need help.”

				Shandy got up from his chair. He cracked his knuckles and then walked over to the boisterous table. The burly man obviously fancied himself quite a dancer. He swung Mona around, half tripping her, and then pulled her violently back into his arms.

				“Let go of me, Sep,” she said furiously. “I’ve my work to do!”

				“I am your work, sweet Mona,” said the burly Sep. “Marry me, my succulent little pixie, and I’ll keep you in pie all the days of your life.”

				“I hate pie and I hate you! Now let go of me!”

				“Oh, but you’re a buttery beautiful tease, and marvelous light on your feet too. Still, I’m the better dancer.”

				Mona stomped as hard as she could on one of Sep’s boots, but he only laughed and whirled her around as the harp music dashed and darted through its jig.

				“Excuse me,” said Shandy, tapping on Sep’s shoulder. “Mind if I cut in?”

				“Scamper off, pretty boy,” said Sep, glaring at him. “This is my girl.”

				Shandy smiled delightedly in return. That was just the sort of encouragement he needed. A deft twist of the hand and a neatly angled foot sent Sep sprawling onto the floor. Shandy twirled Mona around in elegant circle, his fingers light on her slender waist. Surprise crossed her face at first, surprise tinged with dismay, but then she grinned at the pleasure of dancing with someone who actually knew how to dance. Shandy calculated he had about three more seconds before things would begin to heat up. Mona’s lips parted. Her eyes fluttered half closed as she moved in for a kiss. Shandy spun her away in the direction of the kitchen.

				“Ale and roast boar,” he said.

				She pouted and flounced off. Shandy ducked and a fist whistled by his ear.

			

			
				“Steal my girl, will you!” roared Sep.

				He lunged again. In the half-second that Shandy had to take stock of things before choosing how to respond (duck, dodge, divert the rapidly approaching fist by grabbing its attendant wrist and dislocating it, or use Sep’s enthusiastic and overly energetic onslaught to propel him over Shandy’s shoulder to land on the middle of the table currently populated by a tough-looking lot of Sep’s friends; he assumed they were Sep’s friends by the approving and boisterous noises they were making in Sep’s direction), he noticed three things: a bent-over old crone in a tattered shawl had just tottered in through the front door, the old harpist looked oddly familiar for someone he had never seen before, and Sep had a large shred of roast boar stuck between his front teeth.

				Shandy’s stomach rumbled. He envied Sep that shred of roast boar. Sep had obviously had a fine dinner. Shandy had not yet had his dinner. Or his lunch, for that matter. The trick, therefore, in pulling off this tavern brawl, which was about to get into full swing in two seconds, was to avoid destroying the tavern so that the tavern keeper would still be happy to serve them dinner. That meant minimal property damage.

				Accordingly, Shandy adjusted his left foot one inch to the left, grabbed Sep by the elbow and heaved him over his head. The one-inch adjustment ensured that the hapless Sep would not land on the table. Instead, he landed on the fattest of the onlooking friends. The two of them went over with a startled yell, but the friend’s enormous stomach absorbed most of the impact.

				“Hey!” said another of the onlookers, lumbering to his feet. “That’s my cousin Berf! You can’t do that to my cousin Berf!”

				“I certainly do see the family resemblance,” said Shandy cheerfully. “The swinish noses, the fat stomachs. I suppose you both have curly little tails?”

			

			
				“Hey,” said the man again, looking perplexed as his brain struggled to sort through these porcine implications. “Uh. . .”

				“And I’m his cousin too!” yelled someone else.

				“Me too! I’ve got a tail!”

				The tavern descended into delightful and violent chaos. The old harpist struck up a blisteringly fast waltz. The little bear danced faster but then thought better of it, sat down, yawned, and fell asleep. The tavern keeper yelled something in dismay from behind the bar. Shandy dodged two punches, a kick, and a flying tankard, all at the same time. He kneed someone between the legs, broke a nose, executed a perfect reverse spinning twist, and drank the ale from the flying tankard (it was full) as it hurtled past his head, all at the same time. Several patrons sang along with the waltz. One of them was disturbingly tone deaf. Shandy punched him in the face. Two tables of rough-looking toughs jumped to their feet and charged at him, yelling and waving various things such as knives, forks, and half-eaten legs of delicious roast boar. They pounced on him en masse, but Shandy popped to the surface of the thrashing pile of howling mayhem like a frog popping up out of a thrashing pile of howling, frog-eating cranes. He posed for a second on top of a table, nodded in a slightly sorrowful way to the tavern keeper as if to say that he, Shandy, really had nothing to do with all of this deplorable violence and that he, Shandy, was doing everything in his power to bring it to a peaceful and swift conclusion, and then did a perfect swan dive back into the middle of the roiling struggle.

				“Here’s our boar,” said Blung approvingly.

				“And our ale,” said Dweeper.

				Mona deposited three platters of roast boar and three foaming tankards of ale on the table. The boar smelled amazing, just like roast boar should, crackling and crisp and steaming with succulent meaty goodness. The skin was seared to a beautiful, deep, golden brown. Blung took an enormous bite. He groaned and closed his eyes in pleasure.

			

			
				“Is your friend going to be done soon?” said Mona, glancing over her shoulder at the brawl. “His boar will get cold and his ale will get warm.”

				“Oh, don’t worry,” said Dweeper. “I’m sure he’ll be back in time.”

				“What’s his name? He’s so dreamy.”

				“His name? Um, his name is, uh, Dweeper. Dweeper, the son of Leeper.”

				“Dweeper,” breathed Mona. “What a nice name.” She wandered off.

				“Two more roast boar!” called Blung after her.

				“I get his ale,” said Dweeper.

				“I get his boar,” said Blung.

				“You think you can polish off your boar and his boar before he gets back?”

				Blung cast an appraising eye at the fighting. “I figure he has about three minutes left before he runs out of skulls to crack. He’s handy with his fists, I gotta give him that. Quick, very quick. Whoops! He almost got it there. That boy must have eyes in the back of his head.”

				Dweeper shuddered. “My old granny had eyes in the back of her head. Always gave us the creeps. We’d be sneaking up on her with a toad or something to slip down her neck and there would be those eyes, staring at us from among her frizzy grey hair. We’d shriek like boiled gnomes. She’d blink at us. Maybe she was winking? I dunno. It wasn’t pleasant. This is great ale.”

				“And even better boar,” said Blung happily.

				The ogre’s estimation of Shandy having only three minutes left to fight was incorrect. He only had forty-three seconds left. To be fair to Blung, if the fight had proceeded as it was proceeding, it would have been over in three minutes. Many of the original combatants had already crawled back to their tables in search of ale. Several were sprawled unmoving on the floor. Two of them lay unconscious beside the hearth. This was somewhat odd, as the hearth was not near the main area of the brawl. It was, however, near the little bear, who was clutching a stout length of pine kindling in one paw and surreptitiously going through the pockets of the two unconscious men with his other paw. The harpist segued into the much-beloved melody The Cows Will Yodel in the Barn. Shandy actually yawned as he dodged a well-intentioned but meandering uppercut.

			

			
				The front door of the tavern flew open.

				“Cease your fractious fighting, in the name of the King!”

				Soldiers marched in through the door. A red-faced officer glared around the room.

				“Cease, I say, you lawless, uncivilized, and illegally rambunctious rabble! Consider yourselves all arrested!”

				A joyous roar went up from the crowded tavern. “It’s the tin-pot heads! Dinklebaumers will never, never submit! At ‘em, lads!”

				Almost the entire room surged forward at the soldiers. Even the tavern keeper participated by flinging pickled cucumbers and walnuts at the hapless soldiers. Shandy stood in bewilderment as his combatants deserted him in order to attack the new arrivals. He shrugged and then wandered back over to Blung and Dweeper and sat down.

				“Fair-weather fighters,” he said moodily. “Has that girl brought my boar yet? I’m hungry.”

				“Uh, no,” said Blung. “She brought ours, but figured you’d want one fresh and hot after you were done exercising. You’ll have to wait.”

				Shandy glanced over at the fight between the soldiers and the tavern patrons. He frowned. “I almost had ‘em all and then those soldiers had to walk in. Very rude of them. These Dinklebaumers are sterner stuff than the last lot I fought. You have to give ‘em that. Most would cringe off with their tails between their legs at the sight of the King’s men.”

			

			
				“A lawless town it is,” said Blung approvingly. “I like this place. And the roast boar is excellent. The skin is so crisp and brown, the flesh is succulent and juicy. I can’t tell what it is, but there’s a spice rub on this roasted into a crust, pepper and thyme and something mysterious. Delicious! You’ll like it.”

				“If I ever get any,” said Shandy grumpily. “She obviously didn’t notice the perfect wave in my hair.”

				“Stop grousing. Here she comes.”

				Mona emerged from the kitchen with a platter of roast boar in each hand. She somehow maneuvered her way through the brawling scrum of soldiers and patrons without a scratch.

				“Your boars,” she said, plunking the platters down in front of Blung.

				Blung slid one of them in front of Shandy. “Thank you. More ale too, please.”

				Mona didn’t seem to hear him.

				“Oh, Dweeper, that really was amazing,” she said, staring soulfully at Shandy.

				“I said, ‘more ale, please,’” grumbled Blung.

				“Uh, what?” said Shandy.

				“It was so. . . so. . . manly, Dweeper. And I just love your name.”

				“More ale, miss, if you don’t mind!” shouted Blung.

				Mona jumped a bit at that. For most people, having an ogre shout for more ale in your ear is a rare and unsettling experience. She hurried away.

				“What was that about?” said Shandy.

				“She’s cross-eyed,” said Dweeper. “You get that in these backwoods places. Too many cousins marrying cousins. You thought she was looking at you, but she was actually looking at me. It’s the beard.”

			

			
				“Huh. Well, at least this boar is amazing. Nice sear, tasty sauce, perfectly moist interior. I wish that old crone who just walked in would stop staring at me. That is a hideous crone.”

				“You aren’t everything you’re cracked up to be, Shandy,” said the dwarf. He grinned, revealing teeth liberally festooned with shreds of boar meat. “So much for your luck. You get the crones. I get the pretty tavern girls. Blung gets. . . I don’t know what Blung gets. I don’t want to know.”

				“Hmmph.” The ogre glared at the dwarf over the top of his half-eaten boar. His eyes suddenly widened. “Uh, oh! Crone alert! She’s heading this way.”

				“This way, as in this table?” hissed Shandy. “Or this way, as in straight toward me?”

				“Straight toward you. Hobbling and lurching.”

				Shandy hunched over his platter of roast boar. Things were not going his way. First, the soldiers had butted in, ruining what had been a pleasant tavern brawl. Then the pretty tavern girl had inexplicably been attracted to that sawed-off louse Dweeper. And now an old crone was making a beeline for him. Hobbling and lurching. He sighed. At least the roast boar was amazing.

				“Oh, wait. You’re safe. She changed directions.”

				Shandy cautiously peered over his shoulder in time to see the old crone sit down at the table of card players at the far end of the bar. It wasn’t that he didn’t like old crones. He just didn’t like being close to them. He once had had an extremely bad experience with an old crone. It wasn’t his fault that his astounding good looks and charm made him so irresistible to women. Women of all ages.

				“What’s your problem with harmless old crones?” said Dweeper.

				“I once had an extremely bad experience with an old crone. Um, hang on. Did I just repeat myself?”

				Dweeper looked confused. “Maybe you thought it right before you said it out loud. I often do that. Sometimes I even think something after I say it.”

			

			
				“It’s so loud in here I can hardly hear myself eat,” said Blung irritably, “let alone think. Let alone think what I said after I said it, which I don’t do. If I say something, I’ve said it. If I’ve thumped someone on the noggin, I’ve thumped them. If I’ve eaten some rancid cheese, I’ve eaten it. That’s the way ogres live their lives. You do something and it’s done. You don’t need to think about it afterward. All that extra thinking. No wonder you dwarves grow long beards. Your brain frenzies up and all that extra heat has to go somewhere. It goes into your beards, just like growing tomatoes under glass.”

				“Our beards have nothing to do with tomatoes.”

				Suddenly, a piercing voice sliced through the racket in the room. “It’s too loud in here for my tastes!”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 44

				A Game of Cards

				The piercing voice belonged to the old crone.

				There was instant silence in the entire tavern. The patrons and soldiers brawling stood frozen. The officer tiptoed over to the table at the end of the bar and whipped off his hat. He had a fresh black eye.

				“Sorry to bother you, Old Crone,” he mumbled. “We’ll be off right now. Terribly sorry about all the noise. It won’t ever happen again.”

				“See that doesn’t.”

				“It won’t.”

				“And close the door quietly behind you.”

				“We will.”

				The officer and his soldiers, most of them looking rather battered and bloody, tiptoed out of the tavern. The front door closely carefully and silently behind them. As Shandy watched in disbelief, a succession of tavern patrons sidled up to the old crone, hats in hand, looking sheepish and ashamed of themselves. He couldn’t hear what they were saying, as it was obviously all delivered in whispers. The old crone ignored the men, but that did not seem to dissuade their abject apologies. After a few minutes of what looked like a great deal of groveling, the tavern returned to normal, albeit a much quieter normal. The tavern keeper and his daughter Mona tiptoed about with tankards of ale. The man slunk up to the three adventurers’ table with a full pitcher.

			

			
				“What was that all about?” said Blung.

				“Shh!” whispered the tavern keeper. “Keep your voice down. That? Er, nothing. Nothing at all. Just a friendly little fight. No harm done. That’s all.”

				“No, I mean the old crone.”

				“Er, well, that’s our Old Crone.”

				“You mean you have to say it in capitals? What happens if you don’t say it in capitals?”

				The tavern keeper looked frightened. “You don’t want to know. She’s a great one for gambling, she is. And I’m honored, truly honored, that she enjoys a game of cards every now and then in my fine establishment. Now, if you gentlemen will excuse me, I have some boar roasting in the kitchen.”

				The tavern keeper tiptoed off across the room.

				“This is about as weird as weird gets,” said Shandy.

				“You’re weird,” said Dweeper, feeling that he hadn’t insulted Shandy in a while and that this situation needed to be rectified.

				“A whole room of brawlers cowed by a withered old crone.”

				“Old Crone,” said Blung. “You’re not saying it correctly.”

				“Whatever.” Shandy took a last bite of roast boar and wiped his mouth. He stood up. “Crones or not, I gotta find out what’s going on.”

				“No, you don’t.”

				“Yes, I do. Curiosity is my middle name.”

				Shandy headed off toward the card table.

				“What’s that old saying about curiosity?” said Dweeper.

			

			
				Blung thought for a moment. “You mean the one about the cowgirl, the pail of buttermilk, and the vast, screaming horde of goblins pillaging the castle?”

				“Oh, yeah. That’s the one.”

				Shandy paused and surveyed the table of gamblers. It looked like a rich lot. Except for the old crone. The cards whispered on the table. A fat man grunted in satisfaction and leaned forward to scrape up a nice little pot of silver. A few gold coins winked among the metal.

				“You gonna sit or stare?” barked the fat man.

				Shandy smiled. He sat down. He sat down as far from the old crone as possible, which meant directly across from her.

				“What’s the game?” he said, even though he already knew.

				“Five Gnomes High,” said a dissolute-looking young fop on his left. “Threes and sevens over eight, and half-moon leads, but only on odds, except for ones if dealt second, every other round and twice on fours if trumped before sixes if played first.”

				“Uh, okay,” said Shandy, allowing himself to look a little confused. “I think I’ve heard of it.” Everyone else at the table smiled, except for the old crone. She just stared at him with her beady little eyes from behind the drooping, wrinkled beak of her nose.

				“Put your money on the table, sonny boy,” said the crone. Her voice was a creaking exhalation of dust. “Everyone, now. Ten silvers to start the round.”

				Coins rang and jingled in the center of the table. The fat man, having won the last round, dealt the cards. Everyone studied their hands. Shandy felt his pulse quicken.

				“Double hydras over three!” said the fat man triumphantly. “Luck be a svelte elvish lassie tonight!”

				“Keep a civil tongue in your head, Materlo,” snapped the old crone, “or I’ll take it myself. Pickle it and eat it for supper.”

			

			
				“Your pardon, ma’am,” said the fat man, gulping a bit.

				The cards flicked back and forth. The pile of money in the middle of the table grew. Shandy drew a respectable Cheesewheel with three Dancing Fairies, but it wasn’t enough to win the pot. The dissolute young fop, giggling helplessly, scooped up the pile of coins and then led off with an abysmal Basilisk over Basilisk as the cards betrayed him. He groaned.

				“No groaning, fop,” snapped the old crone. “I can’t abide groaning unless there’s some real pain at stake.”

				“Er, sorry,” said the dissolute young fop, ducking his head.

				The old crone scrabbled at her fresh hand of cards. Her fingernails scored the wooden tabletop with bright gouges of fresh oak, but everyone was too polite to say anything. Or terrified, though Shandy to himself. He glanced up to find her staring at him again, her beady eyes unblinking.

				“What are you staring at, sonny boy?” she cackled.

				Shandy forced himself to smile politely. “A vision of beauty unparalleled and supreme.”

				“Flattery will get you nowhere except into dungeons and dust,” she said tartly. “Still, you have a nice set of teeth there, sonny boy.” Her tongue crept out and touched her one, solitary tooth. “I could use some new teeth myself. Care to wager yours?”

				“No, thank you, madame. I’m rather attached to them.”

				“Pity,” she said.

				And then she tossed her hand onto the table. Everyone caught their breath. It was a Dragon over Drunken Dwarves, the fifth rarest combination that could ever be achieved. The crone cackled in triumph.

				No one was able to beat her cards. Still cackling, the old crone reached across the table to scoop in the pile of coin. The odd and rather unsettling thing was that her arms were too short to even reach the pile. As far as old crones go, she was a tiny old crone. One of those old crones that are shrunken and withered and possess radically shortened spines due to the depredations of old age. Yet her arms lengthened and stretched and then lengthened some more. Her fingers grew, writhing and twitching. She plunged her bony hands into the pile of silver and scraped it into her lap.

			

			
				Of course, no one at the table said anything at the frankly horrifying sight. Shandy said nothing due to a combination of his usual policy of avoiding conversations with old crones, regardless of their ability to make their limbs stretch or not. The others said nothing due what was probably good old-fashioned terror.

				The game grew hotter and richer. The cards flew faster. Fresh tankards of ale arrived silently and swiftly in the hands of the tavern keeper. The fire on the hearth leapt up and the rest of the tavern seemed to grow darker and quieter. Most of the other patrons were gone. Dimly, Shandy heard Blung mumble something in his ear about getting some rooms and some sleep. The ogre and the dwarf walked away, but he did not see them go.

				One by one, the players bowed out from the game, stripped bare by the luck of the old crone. But not just the old crone, gloating like a spider over her winnings. Shandy’s luck grew through the night. Silver and gold clinked in his pockets. He had not had such a run of luck in a long time. Even the seventh son of a seventh son can occasionally have bad luck, and his luck had been shaky over the strange course of the week, but it was holding true with the cards.

				“Well, sonny boy,” said the old crone, “it’s down to you and me. Whaddaya say? Another round if your liver’s up for it?”

				Shandy glanced around the table, surprised. Somehow, he hadn’t noticed the fat man and the dissolute young fop leave. The tavern was silent around them, except for the tavern keeper wearily mopping the floor and the harpist snoring beside the hearth. The little bear suddenly levered up and stared unblinkingly at Shandy. He yawned, revealing his fangs, and then fell back asleep.

			

			
				“Why not?” said Shandy. “Another round. What’ll it be?”

				In response, the old crone opened her hand. Lamplight caught there, glittering and gleaming. Three stones lay in her palm. A pearl as white and as glistening as freshly drawn cream. A ruby as scarlet and as smooth as a drop of wet blood. And an amethyst as deep blue and as pure as the summer sky. Shandy swallowed. Even with all the winnings of silver and the occasional gold piece stuffed in his pockets, he didn’t have enough to match those three gems.

				“That’s too rich for my tastes,” he said reluctantly.

				“Never you mind, sonny boy,” said the old crone, leaning forward. “Whatever you have in your pockets, that’ll do. I’m not too particular. Lint, a twist of old wire, a rind of cheese, an old memory or two. These are lovely jewels, aren’t they? Just look at them, shining in the firelight. You could buy yourself a fat dukedom with these little beauties.”

				“All right,” said Shandy, staring mesmerized at the jewels shining in her hand. “Whatever I have in my pockets.”

				“On your word?” said the crone softly. “For what it’s worth?”

				“On my word, of course.” Shandy drew himself up proudly. “And it’s worth plenty!”

				The old crone dealt the cards first. They slid across the tabletop until they settled into silence. She flipped them over with one flick of a fingernail. The Goblin Brothers under the Mournful Moon. It wasn’t a bad hand to start with, but nothing intimidating.

				Shandy dealt a Battling Manticore Supping on a Fairy Ring. The old crone grimaced and groaned. Her eyes snapped in the lamplight like brittle twigs in winter. Shandy blinked. Perhaps he was merely tired, which he was, or perhaps he wasn’t, which he wasn’t. In either case, it seemed like the old hag’s eyes had glimmered bright green for a second.

			

			
				“Not bad, sonny boy. Not bad at all. Top this.” She flipped her hand over. The cards drifted down like leaves onto the table.

				“Murderous Mice with Attendant Zombie,” said the old crone triumphantly. “A delightful hand, indeed. With or without an actual zombie hand thrown in. That can be messy.”

				“Er, yes, it can,” said Shandy. A bead of sweat trickled down his forehead.

				“Not that I mind messes.”

				“You don’t?”

				“No. Messes have their places.”

				“Oh?”

				“Bubbling in cauldrons. Steaming on breakfast plates. On battlefields. Small children’s minds. The minds of small children can be messy. If I was the king, and I have no interest in being the king or the queen, I would outlaw small children until they are grown up. On second thought, perhaps I am interested in being the queen. I would be quite a fetching figure on the throne, don’t you agree, Malix Shandy?”

				“Of course,” said Shandy, trying not to gag as his mind failed to equate the idea of the old crone being a fetching figure. “Um, did you just say — how do you know my name?”

				“I hear things. I have big ears.”

				She did have big ears. They drooped down in withered folds and almost touched the tops of her shoulders. She leered at him and then tugged on one ear with her thumb and forefinger. The ear stretched in an alarming fashion. Shandy scooped up the dice and tried not to stare at her ear.

			

			
				“Limping Elf with Picnic Basket Trampled by Unicorns,” mumbled Shandy in horror. He stared down at his cards. They stared insolently back at him. Limping Elf with Picnic Basket Trampled by Unicorns was just about the worst hand anyone could draw. The only worse hand possible was Hollering Gnome Falling into a Well Filled with Venomous Jellyjamfish. That hand had only been drawn once in all of history, at the conclusion of an all-night card game at the infamous Squid Bellow Tavern in Gortport-on-the-Sea. The player, an unfortunate dwarf named Nollux, son of Yollux, apparently had the worst luck in the world. After the game, he had been promptly shanghaied by a pirate crew of singing fat men sitting at the next table. Nollux had never been seen again.

				“I win,” said the old crone.

				“You win?” said Shandy. He looked down at his cards again. They didn’t make sense. They blurred before his eyes.

				The light dimmed in the tavern. The tavern keeper snored behind the bar, his head resting on a dirty rag. Somewhere near the hearth, the harpist stirred and muttered in his sleep. An ember crackled on the grate.

				“Everything in your pockets,” she said, her voice a whisper.

				Slowly, reluctantly, Shandy dumped a pile of silver and gold coins on the table. The old crone’s arms stretched out on either side, unfurling like the tongues of two frogs. Her hands swept the coins into her lap, where they clinked and clanked.

				“One more thing,” said the old crone. “One more thing in your pocket. That’s what you agreed to, Malix Shandy.”

				“That’s the lot. That’s everything I have.”

				“No, it isn’t.”

				His hand crept into his pocket against his will. Desperately, he tried to stop it, but he couldn’t. His fingers closed on the Fury Clock. Sweat trickled down his face. The old crone watched him, smiling slightly. His hand came out of his pocket. He tried to grab it with his other hand, but that hand merely assisted the first hand politely up onto the table. Shandy slammed his head down onto the first hand to trap it against the tabletop, but it adroitly dodged him. His head smashed against the table. For a moment he saw stars and little dancing gnomes dressed abominably in sequins. They spun around his head for a while. The gnomes made rude gestures at him while they danced.

			

			
				“You are stubborn, aren’t you?” said the old crone.

				His fingers opened. Quick as a flash, the old crone’s hand whisked out, and the Fury Clock was gone.

				“Quite a nice trinket,” whispered the old crone.

				The room was so dark now that she seemed to be mostly shadow. A thin shadow with green eyes. He blinked and she was gone. So was the strange compulsion that had held his body captive. He leapt to his feet with a roar of despair. The Fury Clock!

				But it was gone. The tavern was empty except for the tavern keeper snoring at the bar and the old harpist and the bear asleep beside the fireplace. The old crone was gone.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 45

				After the Old Crone

				Blung slowly surfaced from his sleep like a fat carp floating up through warm, murky water. He had been having a nice dream. A dream about a sunny meadow, frolicking gnomes, and a catapult. How the gnomes howled as they were catapulted through the air!

				In fact, one of the gnomes was howling right now in his ear.

				“Stop it,” he grumbled. “Toughen up. Take your catapulting like a man.”

				“It’s gone!” howled the gnome.

				“You mean, you’re gone,” mumbled Blung.

				“Wake up!”

				Blung opened one eye to see Shandy’s face about two inches away from his. It wasn’t a pleasant sight to wake up to.

				“You’re not a gnome,” mumbled Blung. “Go away.”

				“It’s gone!”

				“What’s gone?”

				There was a moment of silence.

			

			
				“The Fury Clock,” said Shandy, his voice suddenly a whisper.

				There was another moment of silence that seemed much tenser than the first moment of silence.

				“What?” roared Blung. “The what is what is what?”

				“The Fury Clock. It’s gone.”

				Dweeper, snoring in the next bed, opened one eye. He managed to keep on snoring, but he also managed to glare balefully at Shandy. Blung jumped out of bed and tried to grab Shandy by the throat. The man easily evaded him.

				“What exactly happened?” growled Blung. “You lost the Fury Clock? You are an idiot of the profoundest sort. Try to explain what happened without lying or exaggerating or being the perpetually irritating louse that you always are.”

				“You know that card game I was playing downstairs?”

				The ogre grabbed an ugly decorative vase off the table and threw it at Shandy. “Blockhead! Cheesewit! Fool! You gambled away the Fury Clock?”

				Shandy dodged. “She was unusually lucky.”

				“She? You lost to that old crone?”

				Dweeper sat up in bed. “I found that old crone strangely attractive.”

				“Great,” snapped Blung. “Now I’m mad and nauseated at the same time. As for you, Shandy, I’m going to wring your neck!”

				“You can’t,” said Shandy, ducking as another vase hurtled by his head. “You’re in my debt for one week, remember? I saved your life.”

				“Two more days,” growled the ogre, shaking his fist at Shandy. “Two more days and I’m going to wring your rotten neck.”

				“No, you’re not,” said Dweeper.

				“You’re taking his side? Just what I’d expect of a treacherous dwarf.”

				“His neck is mine, you fatheaded lunk of an ogre. If you wring it, then I can’t properly chop it off, can I?”

			

			
				“Oh ho! So we’re supposed to do things the dwarf way, eh? I’ll be a skunk’s uncle before I knuckle under to you and your scruffy little beard.”

				“Insult my beard, will you?”

				Dweeper jumped out of bed and tried to brain Blung with his boot. Being short, he couldn’t swing high enough. The boot hit Blung in the stomach. Blung conked Dweeper on the head. The dwarf stomped on Blung’s toes in retaliation.

				“Ouch!” yelled Blung, who was unlucky enough to have several corns growing on his enormous green toes. “You unspeakable gnome!”

				“Call me a gnome, will you?” shouted the dwarf in a dreadful rage. “A gnome!”

				The dwarf rushed forward and stomped on Blung’s other foot. Blung, who had been hopping around on one foot and clutching the other, howled in pain and then made the unwise choice of trying to clutch both feet while hopping on none. This, combined with the natural effects of gravity, resulted in him toppling to the floor with a crash. Dweeper scrambled up onto a bed and promptly dove on top of the ogre, forehead first. A dwarf’s forehead, of course, is the equivalent of several inches of hard rock. Dweeper’s forehead made contact with Blung’s nose. This resulted in another ogreish howl. The two combatants thrashed around on the floor, punching and kicking and yelling curses at each other. Shandy sat down on one of the beds and helped himself to some of the pipe tobacco in Dweeper’s coat. To be honest, he wasn’t much of a pipe smoker, but he did enjoy a good smoke every now and then, particularly when watching a fight.

				“Are you two about done?” he asked, inhaling and then puffing out an enormous ring of grey smoke.

				Unfortunately, the enormous ring of grey smoke was the first and last ring of smoke that Shandy puffed out. He had never smoked dwarf tobacco before. It is unwise to delve into someone else’s tobacco pouch, fish out a clump of tobacco, and blithely light up. Normally, Shandy would have been more cautious, but it was the middle of the night, he was tired, and he was emotionally fragile due to having been beaten so badly at cards by an old crone, let alone losing the Fury Clock.

			

			
				Dwarf tobacco is unlike other tobacco. While it does contain a small amount of genuine tobacco leaf, it is mostly a mix of dried and shredded hot pepper. Dwarves, for some reason, enjoy the sensation of fire scorching the interiors of their throats and noses. Other creatures, such as humans and pretty much everyone else possessing a healthy sense of self-preservation, do not.

				“Fire!” yelled Shandy.

				The pipe flew one way. Shandy flew the other, toward the wash basin on the table. He upended the basin on his head, stumbled backwards, and tripped over the two fighters.

				“Fire?” yelled Dweeper, who was in some agony as Shandy had just trod squarely on his nose.

				“Fire!” reaffirmed Shandy at the top of his lungs. He stumbled out of the door and into the dark and smelly passageway. “Fire!”

				Dimly, he heard some confused yelling and screaming break out somewhere else in the tavern. People were shouting the typical things like “Fire!” and “Help!” and “Oh my sainted aunt, is that an ogre?!” A door flew open in front of him and someone sprinted by in a nightgown. People clattered down the stairs, hollering and shrieking and trampling over each other.

				Shandy ended up outside on the street. He staggered around, coughing and choking. His mouth felt like it was full of burning coals. A light rain was falling. He stuck out his tongue and saw steam sizzle up into the air. People milled around in various forms of undress and nightclothes. The tavern keeper ran by with a bucket of water, followed by several yawning stable boys also carrying buckets of water. Dweeper and Blung stumbled out of the front door.

			

			
				“Oh, there you are, Shandy,” said the ogre. He glared at him. “Apparently the tavern is on fire. Some fool probably smoking in his bed. I was hoping you had burned up in the fire. I’m morally obligated to do my best to keep you alive for the duration of this week, but if you’d accidentally perished, I wouldn’t have lost sleep over it. Hmmph. Not much of a fire. Some damn fool was yelling his head off in there, so we got out. Must be one of those slow burns. They’re dangerous. Creep up on you while you’re still sleeping, like my old granny, and then you wake up burning in your bed. Worse yet, you just choke on the smoke. I don’t fancy dying of smoke inhalation.”

				“You won’t,” snapped Dweeper. “Not if I can help it.”

				“Gnome.”

				“Fat pig.”

				“Cool down. Both of you. While I agree with your sentiments, what’s important right now is me.”

				“You? You lost the clock! You’re a nitwit.” Blung clenched his fist and pounded it into his other hand. “I wish I could beat that fact into your head, but I can’t. In three days I can. I’m looking forward to that day.”

				“Exactly,” said Shandy cheerfully. “But you’re stuck with me for the next two days. You too, Dweeper, unless you want to slink back to your smelly dwarf hideout without any gold. I can’t imagine they’ll be happy to welcome you empty-handed, no? No. So let’s go retrieve the Fury Clock, hurry back to the castle, hand it over, and then be on our separate merry ways.”

				“Sounds simple enough,” said Dweeper.

				“Just gotta find that old crone,” said Blung, sighing. He looked around. “Ho, tavern keeper! Come here.”

				“Can’t stop!” babbled the tavern keeper. “Tavern’s burning down! Fire, flames, smoke! No time!”

				Blung grabbed him by the throat. “It’s a slow fire. Take a good look. No flames. Not even any smoke yet. You’ve got some time. Stop making that infernal gagging sound. Where do we find the old crone, hey? Tell me. Tell me now!”

			

			
				“I think he’s trying to tell you,” said Shandy, “but he’s having trouble breathing. You do realize, Blung, that breathing is a necessary prerequisite for speech.”

				“Oh, right.”

				Blung dropped the tavern keeper on the ground. The man thrashed around a bit, gasping and spitting. “Now, feeling better? Good. Where do we find the old crone?”

				“The Old Crone?” gasped the tavern keeper, scrambling to his feet. He started laughing hysterically. “The Old Crone? You’ll find her at the end of the road in the forest! At the end of the road! But you’ll never survive. Never, d’you hear me?”

				He stumbled away, clutching his water bucket, still cackling like an insane madman.

				“He’s cackling like a madman,” said Blung thoughtfully.

				“I disagree,” said Dweeper. “The situation is slightly more nuanced. He’s cackling like an insane madman.”

				“Big difference.”

				“There’s a huge difference,” said the dwarf. “One’s just a madman. The other’s an insane madman. Look, would you rather eat a dinner of fried mushrooms and roast pork served with a modest, unpretentious red wine sauce, followed by baked apples and cream, with a madman or with an insane madman?”

				“What I would like to do is take my unpretentious fist and —”

				“Now, now,” said Shandy soothingly. “We’re wasting valuable moonlight. Let’s be on our way.”

				Though unfamiliar with the town of Dinklebaum and the surrounding area, the three adventurers easily found their way to the forest road by selecting a passerby at random and submerging him in a barrel of rainwater. This method, advocated and executed by Blung, resulted in initially incoherent but ultimately comprehensive directions.

			

			
				The moon shone down on them as they left town. The guards at the west bridge gate seemed surly about lowering the drawbridge, opening the gate, and raising the portcullis, but Blung improved their mood by threatening to lock them in the guardroom with Dweeper. After that, they became helpful and even serenaded the trio as they helped themselves to three of the best horses in the guard stable. The horses’ hooves clattered musically on the drawbridge.

				“The captain,” said Dweeper pensively, “he did not join in the singing. What a gloomy fellow. I don’t trust people who aren’t musical.”

				“I’ve always found it difficult to sing when I’m hanging tied upside down from my ankles.” Shandy shrugged. “Maybe it’s just me, but with the blood rushing to my head, it’s hard to get the proper breath support you need for singing.”

				“That’s hardly an excuse. The rest of ‘em didn’t have any problems, did they?”

				The gloom and darkness of the forest closed around them as the road entered the trees. Rain dripped down through the leafy canopy overhead. Moss hung from the trees in a creepy fashion. It grew darker, and then the moonlight vanished completely. Eyes blinked at them from the darkness. Dweeper hopped off his horse and chopped a fallen log into several torches. The flames hissed and sputtered into life. He handed up torches to Shandy and Blung. Shadows coalesced into sharper black around them.

				“That’s better,” said Shandy. “Cheery place, isn’t it? This must be the road the fellow told us about.”

				“Unless he was lying about all the mushrooms,” said Blung.

				There certainly were a great deal of mushrooms growing on both sides of the road. They huddled at the foot of trees with their mottled caps. Shandy thought he saw several fairies peeking out from beneath one large mushroom. Rain trickled off the mushrooms like water on roofs.

			

			
				The road, which really wasn’t much of a road to begin with, more of a narrow track thick and silent with dead leaves, meandered along through the forest and the night. The pattering of the rain overhead and the shuffling clops of horse hooves were the only sounds. Even Dweeper had subsided into silence, his head hunched down in his cloak and water dripping off his nose.

				“Why would an old crone live way out here in the forest?” said Blung, his voice quiet. “Forests aren’t safe, particularly this one. There are some strange stories told about this place.”

				Shandy shrugged. “Maybe she likes the solitude. Maybe she’s not fond of neighbors. Maybe she likes all these mushrooms. A mushroom omelet is a thing of beauty. Maybe she’s that Grim Green Witch of the Forest person?”

				“Brr!” said Dweeper, shivering. “Why would you say something creepy like that? She’s just a strange old crone with bright green eyes who lives in what is reputed to be a haunted forest and she looks exactly like a witch. All that doesn’t mean she is the Grim Green Witch. She might just be her twin sister. Stop being so pessimistic.”

				The trees grew taller, as trees do. The night grew darker, as it sometimes does. The air grew colder, as it sometimes does when the temperature drops. The road turned abruptly past a clump of mushroom bushes and then ended.

				“We’ve run out of road,” said Blung, reining in his horse.

				“I’ll say we have,” said Shandy.

				The forest floor sloped up to a slight rise in a clearing among the trees and undergrowth. At the far side of the clearing was a house. But it wasn’t just any old house. It was a huge, enormous, gigantic mushroom. Fungus furred the roof. A stone chimney rose from its moldy cap. Smoke drifted up into the trees. A light shone cheerily in one window. A crooked staircase climbed up to the front door.

			

			
				“That’s a house,” said Dweeper nervously. “But it’s a strange house. Who lives inside a mushroom? Do you think the Grim Green Witch would live in a house like this? Why do they call her grim in the first place? And why green? Maybe her skin is green because she never takes baths. Do you think she likes mushrooms? You know, I’m feeling a little nauseated. It’s either the beginning of terror or maybe I’m just hungry. I could go for a mushroom omelet about now. As long as the mushrooms aren’t poisonous. I bet a lot of the mushrooms growing around here are poisonous. I’m babbling, aren’t I?”

				“I assume this is where the old crone lives.” Blung turned in his saddle and looked around uneasily. Rain dripped down. The forest waited silent and watchful around them. His shoulders itched. Something was watching them. He knew it. “I’m starting to think this isn’t an ordinary old crone who spends her evenings gambling in taverns like other old crones. Perhaps she is this Grim Green Witch person after all. Did you ever hear that story about the Grim Green Witch and the school full of fat, insolent boys who all oddly resembled pigs?”

				“Pshaw,” said Shandy airily. “Every old crone you meet isn’t necessarily a witch. She’s obviously just a swindler. Probably knew some gambling tricks I didn’t know. You can never trust old crones.”

				“I didn’t mean that kind of ordinary. I mean extraordinary, but not extraordinary in a good way. I mean it in a bad way. Like Dweeper said, what kind of person lives in an enormous mushroom in the middle of a creepy forest? A witch, that’s who. Or maybe a gastronome who’s really fond of mushrooms.”

				“A gastronome?” said Dweeper, looking interested. “What kind of gnome is that?”

				“It’s not a gnome. It’s someone who really likes food.”

				“Oh. You mean someone who enjoys eating gnomes?”

				“You’re such an old woman, Blung,” said Shandy. “I’ll bet you a silver coin that lots of crazy people would be happy to live inside giant mushrooms, in addition to your gnome-whatevers. Crazy people addicted to gambling. Crazy people like the kind who swindles me at cards and runs off with the Fury Clock. They’re a dime a dozen around these parts, no doubt. Crazy people aren’t necessarily witches. They’re just insane. There’s a big difference.”

			

			
				“Uh oh,” said Dweeper. “I think we have company.”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 46

				A Speedy Aside on Clichés

				The phrase “I think we have company” has been used in precisely six hundred twenty-three thousand, eight hundred and thirteen different stories. Despite this vast abuse, it does not hold the coveted prize for the most overused cliché ever. According to exhaustive analysis by the Royal Department of Useless Statistics and Meaningless Numbers at the University of Fluverlerrt, the most overused cliché in the history of writing is “Excuse me, but is your name Bernard?” followed closely by “What on earth is that thing in my soup?” The phrase “I think we have company” ranks a distant sixty-seventh on the list.

				Clichés, as you know, are a restful way to communicate, requiring little to no brain power to employ. As most people possess little to no brains, this works out well for all involved. The first cliché ever recorded in history was invented by a pig farmer named Bernard (of course) in the Vinolithic era. A gloomy fellow whose thoughts tended to revolve around pigs and matters pig-related, Bernard one day remarked to his wife, “coulda had a pig.” This phrase proved so versatile that he found himself employing it in most situations. After a meal that did not involve pork. After a tankard of ale at the local tavern. After the birth of a child. Rumor has it that, on his deathbed, Bernard beckoned his children close to him. Weeping, they gathered around to hear his parting words of wisdom. “Coulda had a pig,” he whispered, and then, satisfied, he died.

			

			
				The definitive book on clichés is Professor Rustum Gustum’s massive text The Big Picture: Clichés and Communication — Business as Usual. In Professor Gustum’s acceptance speech for the Extraordinary Achievement in Letters Award at the Cultivated Cliché Club, he famously remarked, “They thought I was wet behind the ears when I decided to publish, but you can’t judge a book by its cover. I was the dark horse that catches the worm. Now I tell ‘em, there’s no use waiting for your ship to come in while you’re crying over your spilt ale. As for me, everything’s coming up roses. I don’t want to rub salt in their wounds, but sleeping dogs are liars, so you gotta let the cat out of the bag like a chicken with its head cut off.”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 47

				What Not to Say to Squirrels

				Something emerged from the darkness of the forest. Actually, a lot of somethings. At first glance, they looked like normal animals. Wolves, skunks, badgers, foxes, squirrels, bears, even a herd of sheep. But on second glance, they weren’t exactly normal. The sheep had fangs and were staring hungrily at Dweeper. The skunks were as big as small bears. The wolves and the squirrels looked unusually grouchy.

				“You think any of ‘em can talk?” whispered Dweeper. “I’ve know some pretty smart squirrels in my time. I wish those sheep weren’t looking at me like that.”

				Blung shrugged and stepped forward. “Hello. We come in peace. Unless you got a problem with that.”

				The animals stared blankly at the ogre. One of the sheep yawned in a bad-tempered sort of way.

				“Well, all right. We’re going to see if anyone’s home here. Home. In this big mushroom house. You animals have homes too, right? Maybe holes in the ground. Or maybe under a special bush.”

			

			
				“Blung, they’re just animals,” said Shandy. “We don’t need to waste time talking to them. Now, who’s going to go knock on that door?”

				“One of those squirrels is carrying a bag,” said Dweeper. “That’s kind of strange. Well, maybe it’s full of walnuts. Or pecans. It’s got some rope too. Squirrels are such good climbers. Why would they need rope? Maybe they aren’t such good climbers after all. No, wait. That’s not rope. That’s a sling.”

				Dweeper was correct. It was a sling. The squirrel squeaked something in squirrel language and took a step forward. It made a rude squirrel gesture at the ogre.

				“Shoo,” said Blung. “Run along now.”

				In response, the squirrel dipped its paw in its bag and produced a rock. The animal whipped its sling around in a circle and let fly. Blung ducked as the rock whizzed by his head.

				“Missed me. Stupid squirrel. Your aim is worse than my old granny’s.”

				As if on cue, about twenty other squirrels raised their slings. About twenty rocks whizzed through the air. There were too many to dodge. Several of them thunked at high speed against Shandy’s skull. He toppled off his horse. Dimly, before he blacked out, he heard the sound of Blung’s body thudding onto the ground.

				“Who’s stupid now, fat boy?”

				Faintly, Shandy heard the twitter of squirrel laughter, and then everything went dark.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 48

				The Grim Green Witch

				Shandy slowly came awake in the usual way you come awake after your skull has been bombarded with high-velocity rocks slung by squirrels. His semi-consciousness floated gently up toward full consciousness, struggling up through a murky, liquidy darkness populated by shadowy shapes of things like turtles and fish and several old girlfriends. He wanted to stop and say something, like hello or whether they had gotten beaned by the squirrels too, but his mouth wouldn’t work. His limbs felt dead and lifeless, but then he realized that was totally redundant. If his limbs felt dead then they felt lifeless, too, so he didn’t need to really waste time thinking they felt lifeless too. Shandy tried arguing with his brain about this, but his brain just wasn’t up to the task.

				After a while of floating up toward consciousness, he began to hear voices. He wondered if they were in his head. He tried to join the conversation, reasoning that, if the voices were in his head, then he should have the right to join in, as his head belonged to him. However, the voices seemed to ignore him, which he thought was pretty rude.

			

			
				“Can’t we just eat him?” said a deep voice.

				“Let’s hit him again!” said a high, squeaky voice. “His head looks like a big walnut. Let’s crack it! There might be a tasty nut inside.”

				“I don’t think he would agree with you,” said another voice. It was a creaky, dry, dusty sort of voice. It sounded familiar to Shandy, but he couldn’t exactly place it. “You know how your stomach gets with rich food.”

				“Part of me wants to try the dwarf and the other part of me wants some nice grass. I feel conflicted.”

				“I’ve never understood you sheep. You’re just so. . . so. . . what’s the word I’m trying to think of? It’s one of those delicate, nuanced words, full of hidden meaning. A really profound word. Oh, right. Stupid. That’s the word.”

				“Stupid, eh? You wanna piece of me, wolf boy?”

				“Why, yes. Yes, I do. I suppose if it comes down to just one piece, I would prefer a shoulder or a nice, tasty chop.”

				“This beard smells tantalizing.”

				“Ooh! What’s this? A little cave! Two caves! With bushes growing in them!”

				“That’s the ogre’s nose.”

				“Let’s hide some acorns in it! It’s almost wintertime, isn’t it? No, yes? Yes! More acorns!”

				“Crack him like a nut!”

				“I’m not sure what that thing is, but I could stare at it for hours.”

				“More acorns!”

				Shandy managed to pry open one eye and then wished he hadn’t. Horrible faces stared down at him from inches away. He had never realized how ugly sheep were when viewed from close up and upside down. The wolf drooling on him was even worse, but the three squirrels perched on his chest were the most dreadful of all. They had a maniacal gleam in their beady little eyes that did not bode well.

			

			
				“He’s awake!” squeaked one of the squirrels. “Let’s crack him like a walnut. Or a pecan! I love pecans. Let’s roast him like a pecan with honey and salt until he’s nice and crunchy.”

				“Let’s eat him.”

				“Now, now,” said the dry, dusty voice. Shandy knew the voice now. It was the old crone. She peered over the sheep’s shoulder, her bright green eyes glittering. There was something disconcertingly familiar about that particular shade of green, but Shandy could not remember what it reminded him of. Swamp moss, perhaps, or damp frog skin. He tried to shudder but he discovered he was tied up so tightly he couldn’t budge a muscle.

				“Shoo,” said the old crone. “Give the poor wretch some breathing space before I turn him into a toad or perhaps some other small aquatic creature of equal ugliness.”

				The animals grumbled and shuffled away and out of Shandy’s sight. From what he could see, which wasn’t much more than the ceiling and some vague impressions of walls, he was inside a large room. Flames flickered on the edge of his sight in a large stone hearth. He caught a glimpse of strange, fantastic furniture that looked as if it was built of rickety bones and vines. The ceiling was woven out of tightly fitted branches. Globes of light hung down on silvery spider silk. Out of the corner of his eye he could see the trussed-up forms of Dweeper and Blung. Both of them looked unconscious. Several squirrels were perched on Blung’s chest. They seemed to be arguing about something.

				“Poor man?” said Shandy indignantly. “I wouldn’t be poor if you hadn’t swindled me at cards, you evil old crone.”

				The old crone cackled. It was a horrible sound.

				“You shouldn’t have come to the forest, Malix Shandy,” she said, her voice a sneer. “You should’ve stayed home, you and your perfectly groomed hair and your careless smile. This is a dark, dark place.”

			

			
				“Of course it’s dark. Anyone can see that. It’s dark because it’s night and the sun always goes down when it’s nighttime. You need some nice, bright lanterns in here. Though, I’m pleased there’s enough light for you to admire me. Do you need some tips on hair care?”

				“No,” she snapped. “And I don’t mean that kind of dark. I mean the metaphorical sort of darkness. The darkness of evil. Dreadful evil. Evil is always very dark.”

				“I have a problem with that. If it’s really dark, then how can evil see properly and get things done without tripping over the furniture and breaking a leg? Evil could get a lot more done if it was light. It could actually see what it was doing, as opposed to fumbling around in the dark.”

				“That’s absurd!” said the old crone. “Who’s going to get a shiver of terror down their spine if you tell them they’re about to be overwhelmed by the lightiness of evil? Oooh! Beware the lightiness of evil! It’s about to drench you with sunlight and sparkling little fairies!”

				“Did you just say lightiness?” said Shandy. “That’s not a real word.”

				“No, I didn’t,” said the old crone, looking somewhat embarrassed. “You obviously misheard me. That’s typical of men. Men never listen.”

				“But you just said it. I heard you. Did you hear her?” He addressed this last question to a nearby squirrel.

				“I heard her,” said the squirrel. “Did any of you lot hear her?”

				“We heard her,” chorused a whole bunch of other squirrels.

				“Perhaps I misspoke,” insisted the old crone. “Besides, people say a lot of things, but it doesn’t mean they’re words. They might just be appropriate gibberish. Have you ever listened to your mayor or the councilmen or that fat oaf of a king in Pauncleyberg? They can’t even get their gibberish right!”

				“She’s trying to derail the conversation by politicizing the issue,” whispered one of the wolves. “Very clever of her. Let’s see if he falls for her somewhat transparent gambit.”

			

			
				“Oh ho!” said Shandy. “So, for example, when you said everything in my pockets, you didn’t mean anything? It could’ve been just gibberish?”

				“Don’t try to change the subject, young man,” snapped the old crone. “Now, would you prefer to be souffléd or fricasseed?”

				“Speaking of changing subjects,” said Shandy indignantly, “that’s the most absurd non sequitur I’ve ever heard in my life. Can’t you at least provide some sort of logical transition? I mean, you could’ve said something such as. . . well, let’s see. . . you could’ve said, ‘Did you know that certain subjects, if the word subject refers to things, such as living things, can be souffléd? Why, just the other day I souffléd a squirrel with a gnome in peppercorn sauce. Speaking of soufflés, would you prefer to be souffléd or fricasseed?’ You see? That’s more of a smooth, conversational transition, and it avoids the awkward non sequitur.”

				“Good point,” nodded a wolf. “Non sequiturs are the ugly hiccups of conversation.”

				“They’re the burps,” said a sheep.

				“Nobody’s souffléing the squirrel,” growled the squirrel.

				The doorbell rang. At least, Shandy assumed it was the doorbell. It sounded like a doorbell. It sounded like it was coming from somewhere down a hall, down a set of stairs, and through a couple of rooms. It sounded muffled and distant. The crone straightened up with a creak of her back.

				“More visitors?” she said, looking surprised. “Wait here, Malix Shandy. Don’t go anywhere. Oh, of course. I forgot. You can’t go anywhere. You’re tied up.” She laughed an evil laugh. “How I do enjoy a good evil laugh every once in a while. It’s very cleansing. Come, my pets. It appears we have some other visitors to deal with.”

			

			
				The old crone and her mob of animals left the room. Dweeper cautiously opened one eye.

				“Are they gone?” he whispered. “She’s the Grim Green Witch, isn’t she, or I’m no dwarf. We’re done for. This is all your fault. I hate you.”

				“You might be right about her being the witch,” said Shandy thoughtfully. “Whoever she is, she’s not a nice person. Anyway, they’re gone for now. But I’m sure they’ll be back soon to turn us into soufflés. Maybe with cheese? I love a good cheese soufflé. You know how difficult it is to make a proper soufflé, one that doesn’t collapse as soon as you take it out of the oven? But I’m not interested in ones that feature me. Dweeper, roll over here and chew through these ropes around my wrists.”

				“Why me?” said Dweeper. “Why don’t you chew through the ropes around my wrists?”

				“Dwarves have stronger teeth.”

				“That’s true,” said Dweeper, looking both pleased and irritated at this. “Oh, all right, but first you have to say that dwarves are the best.”

				“Dwarves are the best.”

				“And extremely handsome.”

				“Whatever floats your little boat.”

				“Say it.”

				“And extremely — get over here and chew through these ropes, you nitwit! They could be back at any moment.”

				“Blung has stronger teeth.”

				“Blung angered the squirrels with his ill-chosen remark, so I’m afraid he’s still unconscious. More of them were aiming for him.”

				“Oh, all right,” grumbled Dweeper.

				The dwarf rolled across the floor and managed to get himself tangled with some chair legs, a handsome umbrella stand, and then the fire poker beside the hearth.

				“I’m over here, Dweeper,” said Shandy, trying to keep his voice patient. “When you’re done dusting the floor with your beard and enjoying your scenic trip around the room, could you roll your scrawny hide over here and chew through these ropes? Stop wasting time, you cretin!”

			

			
				“Hold your goats,” said Dweeper with immense dignity. “Rolling isn’t as easy as you think it is, particularly when you have a fine, rounded stomach like mine. While I’m justifiably proud of its splendid protuberance, the shape is making me roll off course. But I think I’m getting the hang of it. The trick is to aim about thirty degrees away from where you really want to get. Umm. . . maybe forty-five degrees? No, fifty degrees. Yes, that’s it. This is how we dwarves roll.”

				“Oh, for goodness’ sake. Wake me up when you get here.”

				After a while, Dweeper managed to arrive next to Shandy. With a great deal of sighing and grumbling, he began chewing through the ropes.

				“I’ve tasted better,” mumbled the dwarf.

				“Stop complaining.”

				“Could use some salt.”

				“Make it work.”

				Despite his protestations, Dweeper chewed through the ropes in no time. Shandy sprang to his feet and untied the dwarf and the ogre.

				“He’s seriously out,” said Dweeper, kicking the ogre vigorously. Blung just snored in response.

				“And we need to get out of here,” said Shandy. “But with the Fury Clock. And not as soufflés.”

				“Darn straight.”

				“Did someone say the Fury Clock?”

				Even though the voice was a quiet whisper, Shandy and Dweeper almost jumped out of their skins in fright. The voice sounded even dustier than dusty, creakier than the creakiest of creaks. It came from somewhere near the fireplace. There beside the hearth sat a wrinkled little woman in a little rocking chair. For some reason they had not noticed her before. She was so old she made the old crone look like a young girl. She was so wrinkled and withered that she was about the size of a large doll or a very small dwarf. She was knitting a sweater as she rocked back and forth.

			

			
				“Knit one, purl one,” she muttered. “Knit one, purl one.”

				“The Fury Clock?” said Shandy, venturing closer.

				“The Fury Clock?” echoed the wrinkled old woman.

				“You were saying?”

				“Oh, yes, the clock. Knit one, purl one. I prefer that dreadful thing be sometime else and not here.”

				“Did you say sometime else?” said Shandy.

				“Yes, my dear. It should be sometime else. It’s hard enough to keep the flowers growing and the acorns dropping and the squirrels from molting when they should, and not molting when they shouldn’t, without the Fury Clock always interrupting things. I would be indebted to you, my dear, if you would remove the Fury Clock to some other time. Tsk, tsk. People can be so careless with that thing.”

				“You mean some other place?”

				“Did I say some other place? Now, look what you’ve made me do. I’ve dropped a stitch. Dear me. I haven’t dropped a stitch in three hundred years. How careless. And this is such a nice grey wool, too. No, no. Some other time. If it happens to be another place, that’s well and good. Run along now. I’d like to get this sweater done before the next century.”

				“There’s nothing I’d like to do more,” said Shandy, feeling a little dazed.

				He rubbed his eyes, blinked hard, and then stared even harder at the tiny woman sitting by the hearth. She looked exactly like a child’s doll, if the doll was all grey and withered.

				“There are a few problems, though, ma’am. First off, my ogre friend here got conked on the head by one too many squirrels. Second, I don’t have the Fury Clock. And, third, the old crone who lives here — at least, I think she lives here — has the clock, and she seems like a fairly dangerous old crone. She’s planning on turning us into soufflés. She’s the dreaded Grim Green Witch of the Forest. You’d better be careful when she comes back.”

			

			
				“Nonsense. Knit one, purl one. First off, there, your friend’s awake and not the worse for wear.” The little old woman jabbed the air with a knitting needle. Blung jumped to his feet with a yelp and clutched his hind end. “Second, you march right up to her and take it. You’ll find her as harmless as a kitten. Though I suppose kittens do have bad tempers. They do have claws, yes. Tsk, tsk. Third, no one’s turning anyone into soufflés or I’m not the Grim Green Witch of the Forest. So, shoo, shoo. Off you go.”

				“What?” Shandy’s jaw dropped. “You’re the Grim Green Witch of the Forest? Then who’s the other old. . . uh, lady?”

				The little woman chuckled. “Old? That little scamp? That’s my granddaughter.”

				“She’s very intimidating.”

				“Knit one, purl one. Intimidating? Nonsense. Likes to dress up and pretend. Ever since she was a tiny girl. She’s probably just in one of her moods. Mercurial and flighty and exasperatingly temperamental. Gets it from her father. Give her a good smooch. That’ll do the trick. I doubt she’s been kissed in two hundred years. That long, no wonder she’s always in such a mood. Poor, sweet dear.”

				“A what?! Do what? What did you just say?”

				“Shoo, shoo,” said the little old woman severely. “You’re breaking my concentration. Knit one, purl one.”

				And with that, a strong breeze suddenly sprang up in the room. It picked up the three travelers, turned them around several times, unlatched a window, and then blew them right through that same window. Dweeper didn’t even have time to scream. They landed with a thump outside on the mossy ground. Right in the middle of a crowd gathered in front of the enormous mushroom house, and right on top of a lot of squirrels and one unlucky woodchuck.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 49

				You Heard Him, You Twit

				“Nothing like a crowd of squirrels to break your fall,” said Blung with some satisfaction. “Stop squeaking like that. If you don’t like it, go take it up with the Grim Green Witch of the Forest. She’s the one who dropped us on your fuzzy little heads. Don’t even begin. I’m not your acorn, you little beggars.”

				The squirrels limped off, mouthing curses and shaking their fists. Shandy stood up with a wince. They were surrounded by a bunch of unfriendly-looking animals. The sheep, in particular, were regarding them with disfavor.

				“I don’t eat mutton,” said Shandy. “Seriously. It gives me heartburn.”

				“Baa,” said one of the sheep contemptuously.

				Off to one side, a heated argument was going on between the old crone and someone standing in a large mulberry bush. Actually, on closer inspection, the crone was actually arguing with the mulberry bush.

				“Just because you’re seven hundred years older than me doesn’t mean you know what you’re talking about,” said the old crone angrily.

			

			
				The mulberry bush mumbled something in reply that might have been words or just the breeze rustling through its leaves.

				“Oh, please,” said the old crone, rolling her eyes in disgust in the palm of her hand. She popped them back into her sockets. “Fine. Eight hundred and three years, if you must be precise. No, I don’t think I’m flying off the handle! Besides, I’m not a witch and I don’t fly! You know I’ve never had a head for heights. What? No! I’m not giving it back! I completely disagree with you, and I have from the first day of all this nonsense!”

				The old crone stamped her foot at this point in a way that was decidedly not old cronish. Shandy paused uncertainly. He felt like he should say something, but he had never joined a conversation before that involved a mulberry bush. Or any sort of other bush, for that matter. Blung prodded him in the back.

				“Get going,” rumbled the ogre. “Do that thing you’re supposed to do. Like the super old lady said. Lay a smooch on her. Go on. You’re the ladies’ man. You should be able to do stuff like that in your sleep.”

				“I don’t trust the sheep,” hissed Dweeper. “I don’t like the way they’re looking at me.”

				“I’m trying to pucker up,” said Shandy irritably, “but every time I do, bile starts rising in my throat.”

				“Stop whining and get going. Be a man. The squirrels look restless.”

				“The Society for the Protection of Amazingly Dangerous Magical Objects is not silly!” yelled the old crone, stamping her foot again. “SPADMO, I’ll have you know, prevented the destruction of the universe five times last year! And what were you doing all the while, huh, huh? Fine! Four times, but that fifth time that you’re sniggering at in such a mature way should qualify as well. Oh ho! So you think plunging the world into everlasting darkness doesn’t qualify? Well, let me tell you, mister know-it-all. . .”

			

			
				At that moment, a small bear strolled out from behind the mulberry bush and made its way through the crowd of animals. It was the bear from the tavern in Dinklebaum. It ambled by Shandy.

				“Kiss her already, will you?” muttered the bear out of the corner of its mouth. “This place bores me.”

				“What?” said Shandy, starting to wonder if he was merely having a strange dream. He hoped the dream began sometime before his arrest by Captain Nimroderick back in Pauncleyberg. Those had been good times.

				“You heard me, you twit,” said the bear.

				“You heard him, you twit,” said Blung.

				“You heard him, you —” said Dweeper.

				“Oh, shut up,” said Shandy.

				“A what?” screeched the old crone, who looked angry enough to start spitting nails in the general direction of the mulberry bush. “Me? A flibbertigibbet? A flittertigibber? I don’t care how it’s supposed to be pronounced, you pompous old pedantic prune! The Society for the Promotion of Peasant Evolvement and Weatherization was not a colossally idiotic waste of time, as you so delicately put it. Of course the peasants appreciated it! They were just too stupid to realize it! Have you ever met a smart peasant? No! And that’s precisely why they need someone to teach them about wiping their noses and how to boil potatoes and proper roof weatherization and. . .”

				“Excuse me,” said Shandy, trying not to gag or think.

				He stepped forward, bravely grabbed the old crone in a manly headlock, shut his eyes, and laid a smooch on her withered lips. The old crone went rigid. For a second, it felt like he was clutching a bundle of dry sticks in his arms, sticks that were about to snap into tiny little dry fragments. Part of his mind wondered if the sheep were going to attack him. Another part of his mind wondered if one hundredth of second was a long enough time to qualify as a smooch. But then the repellently withered lips changed. They felt bizarrely smooth. Almost enjoyable, thought one small, obviously crazed part of his mind. The old crone didn’t feel exactly like an old crone anymore. She felt pleasantly firm and rounded in certain places. Shandy cautiously opened one eye.

			

			
				Just in time to get slapped across the face. It was a hard slap. One of those open-hand slaps that feel like a cast-iron frying pan connecting at high speed. He saw stars and several flocks of flying geese for a moment.

				“How dare you!” shrieked the old crone.

				Shandy’s vision cleared. His jaw dropped. The old crone’s face melted in front of him.

				“You’re melting,” he said, astonished.

				“Not exactly,” said the mulberry bush.

				The withered, wrinkled, flabby, old skin dripped away like water off a duck’s back, but more like a duck that was being shaken vigorously by someone with a firm hand. The grey, stringy, scraggly hair fell away like grey, stringy, scraggly hair typically does when its owner looks as old and decrepit as the old crone did. Shandy blinked. He rubbed his eyes. An old crone no longer stood before him. Instead, it was. . .

				“Peg!” he exclaimed in astonishment.

				“Meg!” she snapped, blushing. “Can’t you at least get my name right?”

				“Meg! Of course! How could I forget you? How could I forget your lovely green eyes, your winsome voice, and your red hair —”

				“I prefer to refer to it as copper.” Her perfectly formed nose went up a bit.

				“Copper hair,” said Shandy agreeably. “But — what are you doing out here? What are you doing in the middle of this forest with all these violent squirrels? Is that fat tavern keeper back in Pauncleyberg really your uncle? Are you and that old crone — I mean, are you that old crone? And why are you consorting with this mulberry bush?”

			

			
				“Yes, do tell,” said the mulberry bush. It rustled its leaves in astonishment. “You have an uncle in Pauncleyberg? That’s certainly news to me. Why haven’t we ever met?”

				Meg looked embarrassed. She dug a shapely toe into the turf. “You ask a lot of questions,” she murmured. “What’s a girl to do? I’m so flustered. And flattered at your attention. Am I blushing? I don’t know where to start.”

				“Oh, please,” said the mulberry bush. “If you’re flustered, then I’m a huckleberry bush.”

				Meg shot the mulberry bush an angry glare. “You stay out of this. You’ve caused enough problems with your endless meddling. As for you, Malix Shandy, I suppose you make a habit of going around and kissing every girl you meet? It’s despicable! I don’t see how they can stand it, even if you are devastatingly handsome. I certainly won’t stand for it! I won’t! In fact, I think it’s time to do something about your philandering ways, you and every other self-satisfied swain out swanning around —”

				“Nice alliteration,” murmured the mulberry bush.

				“ — smooching and slinking their slimy way through the night. I shall start an organization dedicated to stamping out such activity! I shall call it the Society for the Prevention of. . . of. . .”

				“. . . of Twits?” offered Dweeper.

				Meg looked thoughtful at this suggestion and then nodded decisively. “Yes. That’ll do. Twits and Evil Womanizers. The Society for the Prevention of Twits and Evil Womanizers. SPTEW. That’ll do nicely. There are two categories of extremely irritating men in this world. The twits who don’t have a bone in their neck and stutter and stammer their way around you, their hands as limp and as clammy as well, as clams. They’re never able to commit to anything and they’re always moaning about how wonderful their mothers are. And then there’s the other end of the spectrum, the womanizing snakes who ooze into a woman’s life like the slimy reptiles they are, wheezing out their false wooery, spouting poetry and dangling roses in front of innocent young eyes! I’ll dedicate my life to stamping out both of these invertebrates on behalf of women everywhere!”

			

			
				“I resent the implications inferred in your soliloquy,” said Shandy hotly. “Let’s change the subject back to me and my concerns.”

				“No, no,” said Dweeper. “I think she’s on to something important.”

				“He’s right,” said Blung. “Let’s hear more.”

				“Speaking as the official female representative of Squirrel Local 603,” said one of the squirrels, “we agree with this short creature with the unattractive fur on its face. Let’s hear more.”

				“It’s called a beard,” growled the dwarf, “and you should be so lucky to even be in its presence. For the record, I’m a dwarf, you jumped-up chipmunk.”

				“Says you,” said the squirrel.

				“That’s all well and good, my dear,” said the mulberry bush to Meg, “but won’t this stretch you thin? I was under the impression that your focus these days was saving the world from magical items of mass destruction. Oh, and improving the lot of deserving peasants everywhere. Not to mention meddling in the affairs of your elders and sticking your lovely nose in places where it shouldn’t be.”

				“I’ve always been good at multi-tasking,” said Meg airily. “Besides, I have plenty of animals to help out. And peasants, too, once I get around to organizing them. My nose is quite nice, isn’t it?”

				“We have to talk about that,” said the squirrel representative. “Our contracts need to be renegotiated. We’d like a ten percent increase in walnuts. And benefits? The sheep get better benefits than we do. Squirrels will not be taken advantage of! We’re prepared to go on strike if necessary.”

			

			
				“Baa,” said one of the sheep.

				“Would someone please explain to me what exactly is going on?” shouted Shandy. “Why are we talking to a mulberry bush? And where’s the Fury Clock? I’m running out of time!”

				There was a moment of silence at this outburst. One of the sheep belched and then tried to blame it on a wolf.

				“My dear,” said the mulberry bush. “The Fury Clock, if you please. He’s right. Time is running out.”

				“Let it,” said Meg. She had a mulish expression on her face.

				“Do you detect the mulish expression on her face?” murmured one of the wolves to Blung. “I suppose some might consider it more donkeyish than mulish, but the two animals are extremely similar. The biggest difference, as you very well might know, is that mules cannot have offspring. I’m not inferring, mind you, that she cannot have offspring.”

				“I heard that!” snapped Meg.

				“As the oldest living male member of this family,” said the mulberry bush, beginning to sound as if it was losing its temper, “I command you to hand over the Fury Clock! Now! You are expressly going against my wishes and I am no longer amused.”

				“I won’t,” said Meg. “It’s too powerful. It’s too deadly. And in the hands of Malix Shandy? Luck is a fickle thing. There’s no telling what might happen.”

				“What’s that supposed to mean?” growled Shandy. “Why don’t you listen to this, uh, mulberry bush here? Hand the blasted thing over and we’ll be on our way.”

				“No.”

				A window creaked open in the ramshackle house behind them. “Give the nice man the clock, granddaughter. Also, could you please get me a dozen duck eggs, one pound of pepper, and some nice, juicy rose hips? The extra fatty ones that the butcher in Pauncleyberg sells. Have him debone them. Thank you, there’s a dear. Also, I need a ball of green wool yarn.” The window slammed shut.

			

			
				“You heard her,” said the mulberry bush.

				“Oh, very well,” grumbled Meg.

				She snapped her fingers and opened her hand. The Fury Clock glimmered in the light.

				“I hope you’re both happy,” she said darkly.

				“Thank you,” said Shandy.

				“There,” said the mulberry bush brightly. “We’re all friends now. Off with you, Shandy. You’d better hurry. Time’s running out. You’ve got an appointment in that tower.”

				“How do you know that?” said Shandy in astonishment.

				“Mulberry bushes know everything,” said the mulberry bush smugly.

				“So do you know where I lost my old beard brush?” said Dweeper eagerly. “I really miss it.”

				“Some things I deliberately choose not to know,” said the bush.

				“I need to do some shopping in Pauncleyberg,” said Meg. “You won’t mind if I journey with you, do you?”

				“Meg,” said the mulberry bush sternly.

				“Er,” said Shandy, glancing swiftly at Blung and Dweeper.

				Blung narrowed his eyes and shifted his head from side to side a fraction of an inch, communicating that only insane people would say yes to an obviously crazy crone-girl like Meg. Someone who talked to mulberry bushes and consorted with murderous squirrels was not prime traveling companion material.

				“Heck no!” said Dweeper, dragging his finger across his throat and then pretending to die a choking, gagging sort of death.

				“What exactly do you mean by that, dwarf?” said Meg coldly.

				“He has digestion issues,” said Shandy. “Pay no attention. We, uh, we’d love to take you with us, but we engage in a lot of man-talk when we travel. You’d find it unsettling.”

			

			
				“It’s unavoidable,” said Blung. “Being that we are men.”

				“Manly men,” said Dweeper.

				“But you’re an ogre and you’re a dwarf. He’s the only man, which, in my opinion, is a stretch.”

				“True, true,” said Blung. “And your point is?”

				“We really need to get going,” said Shandy.

				“Pity,” said Meg, “as I do have Instant Boots.”

				“Instant Boots!” said Shandy, his eyes widening. “The Instant Boots? The famous, infamous Instant Boots themselves?”

				“That’s them,” said Meg.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 50

				A Short Word About Instant Boots

				Just as there are things such as instant tea, instant cheese, and instant gnome for sale at your local store, there are instant boots. However, there are two differences. First, there’s only one pair of instant boots in existence. The Instant Boots. And, second, they can’t be bought in your local store.

				An extremely long time ago, there lived an insane wizard named Fergus. Fergus had many problems, such as his cow, a wart on his nose (Fergus’ nose, not the cow’s), and a mother-in-law that he had somehow acquired while on holiday, even though he’d never been married in his life. Fergus also did not have much time, which he regarded as the biggest problem of all. With this as his motivation, he invented an Instant Spell which he then applied to such things as cheese, tea, and frogs. Need a frog? Just sprinkle a little bit of powdered Instant Spell and. . . poof! Instant frog! Need a nice, steaming cup of tea but don’t have the time to brew a kettle? Just sprinkle a little bit of Instant Spell and. . . poof! Instant tea.

			

			
				Of course, everyone thought he was insane (which he was), except for a larcenous cobbler named Maurice. One night, Maurice stole a whole bag of powdered Instant Spell from Fergus’s house and, while running away from Fergus’s cow, tripped and spilled the bag over a pair of boots. The boots, which were being worn at the time by an uemployed fat man, took off running, with the fat man’s feet still inserted inside and the rest of the fat man still attached to the feet. The boots, as you might imagine, had become the Instant Boots. The fat man was instantly everywhere, as the boots were running faster than fast. He lost a great deal of weight in the process, so much so that the boots were found in Upper Vool with his emaciated skeleton still in them. This, of course, was a pity, as there are a lot of people in the world who would pay a great deal of money to watch a fat man run fast. Don’t ask me why, but it’s true.

				Meg acquired the Instant Boots some years later in a game of cards in a seedy waterfront dive. She cheated abominably during the game. Meg always cheats at cards. The point of this little lecture, which I hope you have enjoyed, is that you should avoid playing cards with Meg at all costs.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 51

				Off to the Tower

				“How does this work?” said Shandy.

				“Simple.” Meg smiled. She really did have a devastating smile. “I wear the boots. You all keep a hold on me. I take three steps and we’re there.”

				“That’s it?” said Blung. He wrinkled his big, fat, green nose warily. “It sounds too easy. Magic always sounds too easy. It never is.”

				“Where do I get to hold on?” said Dweeper. “How about here? Or here?”

				“How about I cast a spell on you that will permanently wither the beard from your face? You may hold onto my left knee.”

				Shandy and Blung each took one of Meg’s hands. Blung shut his eyes. Shandy glanced around and smiled at the crowd of animals watching them.

				“Come back and visit any time,” said the mulberry bush cheerily.

				“I was meaning to ask you,” said Shandy, frowning suddenly, “why and who and what are you?”

			

			
				“Come see us again and we’ll smack you around some more,” called a squirrel.

				“Me?” said the mulberry bush. “Why, I’m —”

				But Shandy wasn’t able to hear the rest of whatever the mulberry bush said. Meg stepped forward and the whole world seemed to blur by in a rush of colors that had nothing to do with any of the colors he was familiar with. The sun whirled overhead like an enormous lemon being simultaneously squeezed and thrown by a giant either making lemonade or hurling lemons. Who was going to drink all that lemonade? A squirrel floated by, shaking its fist and mouthing threats. Shandy decided to shut his eyes. He could feel Meg’s fingers pressed against his own. Her heartbeat pulsed like thunder. A single beat. Somewhere, from far away, he thought he could hear Dweeper screaming.

				“Well,” said Meg brightly, “we’re here. Quick trip, wasn’t it? Everybody still alive? Good. Ouch. You can let go of my hands now.”

				“Oh, my molding grave-bound granny,” groaned Dweeper. “I feel like someone ripped out my stomach. Tore it out without my permission, packed it full of angry, yowling kittens, and threw it off a cliff. I need some food. Preferably nothing with cat in it.”

				Shandy’s stomach rippled uneasily and then informed him that it would murder him the next time he tried traveling via Instant Boots. He cautiously opened one eye. They were standing in the middle of the Pauncleyberg marketplace. Busy shoppers bustled around them, their bags full of moldy potatoes and withered onions, chickens craning their necks up out of voluminous pockets, squawking and complaining about their impending deaths and subsequent culinary dismemberments. A fruit seller nearby was juggling wormy apples and instructing a small gaggle of housewives in the best recipe for apple and bacon pie. Cheese makers sold cheese. Mud sellers sold mud. A trio of goblin haberdashers hawked hats of all shapes and sizes. A herd of pigs trundled by, oinking merrily.

			

			
				Just then the clock on the marketplace clock tower began to toll the hour.

				“Zounds,” said Shandy, looking greatly startled. “It’s much later than I thought. In fact, we only have ten minutes left to get to the castle tower!”

				“What exactly happens if you don’t make it on time?” said Dweeper. “Refresh my memory.”

				“A dreadful doom of the most unspeakable kind.”

				“But I’d still get to chop your head off if you don’t deliver all the gold to us dwarves, right? The two issues are essentially unrelated, the way I see it.”

				“You know what, Dweeper? Not everything is about you, okay?”

				“Ten minutes,” said Blung thoughtfully. “We’ll have to move fast to get there in time. Say, why don’t we just use your Instant Boots again?”

				Meg shook her head regretfully. “They can only be used once in every twenty-four-hour period. Besides, this is the closest I could get to the castle. For the past year, there’s been some kind of strange, magical cloud hanging over the castle that stops most kinds of spells from happening, such as the Instant Boots. It’s inconvenient and inexplicable, but it certainly adds unanticipated and fairly dramatic tension, doesn’t it?”

				“Speaking of unanticipated tension,” said Dweeper, “who’s that charging across the marketplace toward us with his sword drawn and a look of rage on his face?”

				“It’s that fellow,” said Shandy, snapping his fingers. “That card-playing fellow. What’s his name? Oh, right. Pelliver. Sir Percy Pelliver. I fleeced him last week during a pleasant card game. Sent him packing from the tavern wearing only his undergarments.”

				“Well, he looks like a sore loser.”

				“Never mind him. He’s a gnome-puff. Let’s hurry on up to the castle. We don’t have much time.”

			

			
				So off they went, trotting along at a good pace. Dweeper complained a great deal, as he claimed dwarves weren’t made for running due to the length of their beards, which increased the likelihood of tripping. Blung pointed out that a long beard could easily be disposed of by such methods as neck-wrapping or belt-tucking or knot-tying and that the real reason dwarves weren’t made for running was their stubby, worthless little legs. Dweeper became incensed and made several derogatory remarks about ogres, such as the fact that they were incapable of growing beards and that he, Blung, had poor taste in clothing, as did all ogres.

				“Do you two always argue?” said Meg.

				“No,” said Dweeper. “Sometimes we fight.” And he aimed a kick at Blung’s ankle.

				“Don’t get me wrong, Meg,” said Shandy. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for us, except for swindling me out of the Fury Clock, of course, and wasting a lot of our time, but why are you following us, other than my irresistible charm, my dashing good looks, and the dimple on my chin? Young ladies frequently do chase me around, so you’re in good company. It doesn’t exactly bother me, if you’re worried about that. However, I thought you were supposed to be shopping for eggs and other domestic things.”

				“Ha!” said Meg. “In good company? Don’t make me laugh. Trollops and tarts, more likely.”

				“An oxcart!” called Blung. “Let’s commandeer that oxcart!”

				“Good idea for an ogre,” said Dweeper. “And that looks like an unusually fast ox.”

				The oxcart, which had just rounded the corner in front of them, pulled up sharp. The ox reared up on its hind hooves like a racing horse. The old man at the reins stared at them with wide eyes.

				“Oh, my!” he quavered. “I certainly hope you’re not going to commandeer my extremely fast oxcart in order to hurry off to wherever it is you’re hurrying off to!”

			

			
				“How oddly convenient,” said Meg, staring hard at the old oxcart man.

				“One side, old man!” Shandy leapt up onto the buckboard. “We’re commandeering your oxcart!” The others clambered up after him.

				“Calm down, calm down,” said the old man. “You just tell me where to go and I’ll do the driving. Old Angus here gets all twitchy and slow if someone else takes the reins. Care for a berry?” The old man held out a sack of juicy berries.

				“Thank you. Don’t mind if I do. Let’s go! We need to be at the castle as quick as we can. Also, we need to evade an angry pursuer who wishes to do us violence.”

				“Who wishes to do you violence,” corrected Dweeper cheerfully. “He’s getting closer and he also seems to have acquired some angry friends. No. Let me correct myself. A whole mob of angry friends. How’d he do that so quickly? I’m impressed.”

				Shandy looked over his shoulder. His eyes widened in surprise. An enormous, savage roar went up. The dwarf was correct. Somehow, Sir Percy Pelliver had acquired an entire crowd of like-minded compatriots. In fact, it looked like the entire marketplace of shoppers and merchants had instantaneously turned into an angry mob bent on lynching Malix Shandy. The rabble thundered across the cobblestones, waving pitchforks and pruning shears and hatpins. He could see the bloodlust in their eyes. A fat housewife sprinted alongside Pelliver, a leg of lamb clutched in her massive fist.

				“Let’s go!” shouted Shandy.

				“Yoicks!” hollered the old man, slapping the reins.

				The ox shot forward with an un-oxlike bound. It galloped down the street, yanking the cart after it. The sound of its hooves clattered like drumbeats. Everyone lost their seat except for the old man, who remained perched elegantly on the buckboard, reins in one hand, bag of berries in the other.

			

			
				“Care for a berry?” said the old man.

				“Help!” screamed Dweeper.

				The dwarf, through no fault of his own, other than his carelessness, lack of foresight, and general bad luck, had been jerked so completely out of his seat by the quick start that he had tumbled down into the back of the cart and bounced off the transom, and he was now desperately hanging onto the back of the cart with one hand. His body streamed out behind the oxcart like a flag in high wind. His beard flapped loudly. The sprinting, fat housewife at the forefront of the mob made a dive for his ankles and almost grabbed them. Dweeper shrieked in fear.

				“Save me!” hollered the dwarf. “Save me!”

				The mob howled and raged behind them with great enthusiasm. Children joined in, forsaking their games of marbles and hoopaloop and kick-the-gnome. However, despite the great speed of the mob (and there were some admirably quick runners in that rabble), the oxcart managed to stay a few feet ahead of them as the ox galloped along at a furious pace.

				“Is that your uncle back there?” said Shandy. “It is your uncle! The grouchy tavern keeper. I thought I recognized him.”

				“He’s not my uncle,” said Meg, looking embarrassed. “I, uh, tinkered with his mind a bit. He only thought he was my uncle.”

				“You tinkered with his mind?”

				“Only a little. I needed the job. I wanted to see if tavern girls were oppressed. I discovered that they’re only somewhat oppressed. Sometimes they even seem to enjoy being oppressed by brutes like you. It was a very disappointing revelation. Peasant girls, on the other hand, are legitimately oppressed.”

				“You’re a real busybody. Have you ever tinkered with my mind?”

			

			
				“Don’t be silly,” said Meg, blushing. “I would never tinker with your mind. If you tinker with someone’s mind, you have to get into it first. It’s like getting into a bath, and I’m not interested in taking a bath in your mind.”

				“Very prudent of you,” said Blung. “At any rate, other than accidentally finding ourselves stumbling around in Shandy’s mind, we’re safe for now. This is one fast ox.”

				“Except for Dweeper.” Shandy glanced over his shoulder. “He’s still hanging on to the back of the cart with one hand, his body streaming out into the wind like a flag. If he weren’t screaming like a little girl, the sight of his predicament would be impressive. It’d be something I’d enjoy reading about in a thrilling story full of chases and action and adventure. How long do you think he can hold on like that?”

				“Not long,” said Blung. “Aren’t you going to go rescue him?”

				“You’re closer. He’s a little bit more on your side of the wagon.”

				“That depends on which way the wind blows his body.”

				“Yes, but it’s more of a consistent westerly wind, isn’t it? Definitely a westerly. If you don’t believe me, wet your finger and hold it up. You see? It’s a westerly.”

				“Oh, very well,” grumbled Blung.

				He crawled over the buckboard seat and into the back of the wagon.

				“Hold it steady!” he yelled.

				“You don’t have to yell in my ear,” said the old man. “I can hear you quite well. Care for a berry? They’re very tasty. Who’s that?”

				Shandy turned to look where the old oxcart driver was pointing. His blood went a trifle cold. It was bad enough to have Pelliver and his mob after him, but this was getting somewhat ridiculous. There, galloping toward them down a side street, was a cloaked figure in black on a black horse. Red eyes burned inside the darkness of the cloak’s hood. Skeletal hands gripped the reins. A mass of shadowy soldiers ran behind the figure. Their skulls gleamed white beneath their rusty helmets.

			

			
				“It’s that guy,” sighed Shandy. “What’s his name? I always forget his name. Bargon the Mack? Argon the Crack? Sargon the Whack? You know, he’s that guy.”

				“That guy?” said the old oxcart driver. “That’s certainly descriptive.”

				“Aha! I remember now. Zarkon the Black. He’s a necromancer and he wants to kill me, reanimate my dead body, and then order my dead body to do unspeakably evil things.”

				“Hmmph,” hmmphed the old oxcart driver. “Sounds like my old wife. We better scamper like rabbits. Never trust a necromancer, that’s what I always say. Gee-up, you lazy, conflicted, sorry excuse of a cow!”

				He slapped the reins on the back of the galloping ox. It snorted an aggrieved snort and leapt forward like an extremely speedy and svelte pig stung by grumpy wasps. The oxcart practically flew through the air. While this was advantageous in putting more distance between them and Zarkon the Black and his evil minions, as well as the howling mob of commoners sprinting behind them, the rapid increase in velocity had one negative effect. At least, it was bad from the point of view of Blung and Dweeper. Extremely bad.

				The sudden increase in speed flung Blung out of the cart. He managed to grab hold of the railing with one desperate hand. Unfortunately, he kicked Dweeper in the face at the same time, causing the dwarf to howl in pain and lose his grip on the cart. Dweeper did, however, have the presence of mind to seize the ogre’s ankle before he tumbled to the ground. This was a good thing, despite the general dismalness of the overall circumstances, as he would have been trampled by the speedy and stout housewife and the rest of Pelliver’s mob galloping in their wake if he had fallen to the ground instead. Both Blung and Dweeper hung on grimly, yelling all the while. Their bodies, joined at hand and ankle, stretched out behind the cart like a bizarre flag composed of ogre and dwarf.

			

			
				Shandy glanced over his shoulder at the sound of their hollering.

				“Stop making such a racket!” he called. “It’s difficult to even hear myself think. We’re in a pickle, if you hadn’t noticed!”

				“And time’s running out,” said Meg.

				“Exactly.”

				“Help!” hollered Blung. “My fingers are slipping!”

				“Save me!” shrieked Dweeper. “I can’t hold out much longer! His feet stink!”

				“Calm down,” said Shandy crossly. “It isn’t always about you.”

				The oxcart thundered along the cobblestone streets, the ox’s hooves striking fire on the stones. The bodies of Blung and Dweeper streamed out behind the cart like the aforementioned flag, admirably horizontal to the ground. Hunched over the reins, the old driver cackled and called to his steed, spitting out berry seeds and winking at Meg. Behind them, the rabble of townspeople and the undead entourage of Zarkon the Black blurred together into a shouting, howling mob flowing through the streets like a tidal wave of townspeople and undead. The fat housewife waved her leg of lamb like a club and shrieked something unintelligible.

				“What is with all these people?” mumbled Shandy. “I’m the seventh son of a seventh son. I’m supposed to be lucky.”

				“Not everyone loves you,” said Meg tartly.

				“Hey, Zarkon!” yelled Shandy, cupping his hands around his mouth. “Pelliver is right behind you! You don’t need me! Just grab him! He’ll make you a great zombie!”

			

			
				“Too late, Shandy!” cackled Zarkon.

				“But I still have a few hours left!”

				“What’s a few hours between enemies?!”

				They crested a rise and the castle was suddenly there before them. The ox galloped at a furious pace. Blung and Dweeper persisted irritably with their irrational yelling and screaming. The afternoon sunlight shone on the ramparts and towers. Flags fluttered in the wind. Soldiers marched back and forth along the walls. Something big and green and toothy splashed playfully in the moat.

				“We’re almost there!” shouted Shandy. “Quick. They’re gaining on us!”

				The black steed of Zarkon the Black snorted fire from its nostrils. Shandy could hear the evil wizard cackling. The mob roared behind him in bloodthirsty anticipation. The oxcart thundered toward the drawbridge. A young officer strolled out of the guardhouse.

				“Halt!” he called. “Whom goes there?”

				“You mean, who goes there!” yelled Shandy. “Get out of the way!”

				“To who do you refer, foul peasant?!” said the officer haughtily.

				“You mean, to whom do you refer, you grammatically challenged idiot!”

				The officer might have had an impressively cutting retort to this, but he was unable to reply due to the galloping ox trampling him at that moment. The cart rolled over his writhing body and clattered through the gate.

				“Lower the thing!” yelled Shandy at the startled guards. “Raise the other thing! The other thing! Quick! Before the mob gets here!”

				“Ho there, smelly peasants! Stop your cart now or I’ll have you whipped mercilessly! What do you mean with this outrage? Halt!”

				The ox obediently halted its headlong rush. The cart creaked to a halt. Blung and Dweeper crashed against the back of the cart and then fell to the ground in a moaning, painful heap.

			

			
				“He looks familiar,” murmured Meg. “Oh, I remember him now. The officer from the tavern.”

				“Nimroderick!” said Shandy.

				“Malix Shandy.” Captain Nimroderick strutted down the gatehouse steps. “It gives me great pleasure to see your ugly face again. Undoubtedly you’ve committed several grave crimes and have come to turn yourself in? Excellent. I look forward to your torture and subsequent execution.”

				“Don’t be a fool,” snapped Shandy. “We don’t have time for this. Take a good look behind us. You have about sixty seconds before a screaming mob and a bad-tempered necromancer and his undead soldiers are gonna be on your doorstep. Shut the gate! Raise the drawbridge! Do your thing!”

				“Poof. A likely story. At any rate, sixty seconds can be a long time, depending on how you view time.” Captain Nimroderick yawned elaborately. “For instance, it would only take about three seconds to cut off your head with an axe.”

				“I’ll do that,” croaked Dweeper, raising his hand from the ground.

				“A good whipping can be had in thirty seconds. Why, we have a torturer fellow employed here who can whip prisoners at a rate of one lash every six seconds. He has an excellent work ethic.”

				“Love to chat, Nimroderick, but I gotta run!”

				Shandy took off sprinting for the castle steps. The others followed him, including the old oxcart driver, still munching from his sack of berries. The ox sat down in its traces and yawned. It looked bored.

				“Hey!” bellowed Captain Nimroderick. “Get back here! Guard! Arrest those men immediately!”

				“Yes, sir, Captain Nimroderick!” said the guard at the top of the castle steps. “Most of them aren’t men, sir. Shall I allow the ones who aren’t — behind you, sir!”

			

			
				The mob roared through the gates, Zarkon the Black on his steed at the front. Nimroderick’s eyes widened.

				“S-stop!” he bellowed. Bravely, and stupidly, he raised his sword.

				Zarkon waved his hand and uttered a complicated-sounding spell. Some impressive-looking green smoke exploded from Nimroderick’s ears. He looked momentarily dazed. Then his expression cleared. He began to drool in a somewhat unattractive fashion.

				“Master!” growled Nimroderick, drooling even more. He staggered around and waved his arms rigidly in the air. “Master! Master!”

				“Yes, yes,” said Zarkon. “I’m your master. Blah, blah, blah. Now, go catch Malix Shandy. Bring him back to me alive.”

				“Shandy?” mumbled Nimroderick. “Catch? Eat? Alive?”

				“No, you blithering idiot. Catch him. Then bring him to me alive. I want him alive! You understand? Now, lead the rest of these morons.”

				“Yes, master!”

				Nimroderick staggered off to the castle, followed by Zarkon’s little army. The necromancer looked behind him at the mob of townspeople pouring in through the gate. He frowned and then smiled. His smile was hideous, but not in the endearing way that some hideous smiles are.

				He waved his hands in the air and said another impressive-sounding spell in some kind of magic language. Green smoke spurted from the ears of all the townspeople. Several passing castle maids, assorted guards, and six unwashed peasants who were on a vacation package tour of the castle also got caught by the spell. They all started drooling and staggering around.

				“Master!” they chanted.

				“Yes, yes. Carry on.”

				The mob of zombies staggered up the castle steps after Nimroderick. Zarkon hopped off his horse and strolled after them.

			

			
				“Egad!” cried a court chamberlain as the castle doors burst open. He hurried across the marble hall, waving his hands. “Shoo! Shoo! You uncivilized lot can’t come in here. And stop drooling on the floor! Mop boy! Clean up this mess immediately! Guards!”

				The zombies ate him messily. They also ate the mop boy and his mop.

				“Yarrgh!” cried Captain Nimroderick, pointing vaguely in the direction of Shandy and the others, who were just vanishing up a long flight of marble stairs. “Yaargh!”

				“Yarrgh!” chorused the mob of zombies.

				The roar behind them caught Shandy’s attention.

				“We have company,” he said.

				“You think?” said Meg.

				“Why do you people always use that phrase ‘We have company’?” grumbled Blung. “It irritates me.”

				“You irritate me,” said Dweeper. “And why do you use that phrase ‘you people’? You mean that in a demeaning way, don’t you? You look down on dwarves.”

				“Of course I do. You’re short. You’re klumpt, as we say in ogreish. Devoid of significant height. It’s physically impossible to look up to you unless you’re standing on a ladder or something similarly elevated.”

				“Anyone care for a berry?” said the old oxcart driver.

				“Not now,” snapped Shandy. “We have to get to the north tower before the clock strikes five!”

				“I have it on the best of authorities that the undead are not fond of berries.” The old man took a handful of the tiny purple berries and tossed them over the stair railing. The zombies screeched and stumbled away from the berries. Quite a few of the undead, however, were unable to avoid the bombardment. They yowled and toppled over.

				“Berries!” they moaned. “Berries! Yaargh! Blerrgh!”

				“Much too healthy for them,” said the old oxcart driver.

			

			
				The rest of the zombie mob roared and flailed their hands in an ineffectual way and then staggered up the stairs after them.

				Shandy and his little band turned and fled. They ran down a long marble hallway lined with the dusty portraits of dead kings and queens. They bumped into courtiers and pages, majordomos and chamberlains. They knocked over an assortment of stewards. They trampled three barons, eight earls, and two fat dukes. Shandy winked at a pretty young marchioness and an even prettier chambermaid. Meg accidentally kicked him hard in the ankle.

				“Ouch.”

				“Watch where you’re going,” said Meg. “I wouldn’t want you to accidentally run into my fist.”

				“Where to now?” yelled Dweeper.

				Hallways and staircases stretched away around them in all directions. A small contingent of royal guards under the command of a foolish but brave lieutenant made a sudden charge at them from around a corner. Blung grabbed one of the guards and used him to beat the rest into unconsciousness.

				“Here,” said the ogre, extricating the lieutenant by the throat from the pile of bodies. “I have an inside informant. He’ll tell us where to go.” He shook the unfortunate officer in the air until his teeth rattled. “Wake up! This is no time to be sleeping on the job. Which way to the north tower?”

				“I’ll never speak,” gurgled the poor man.

				“Tell me now or I’ll feed you to this rabid dwarf here.”

				“Hey!” said Dweeper, looking outraged.

				“That way. Down the hall and straight up the stairs. But no one ever goes to the north tower. It’s haunted!”

				“Much obliged.” Blung tossed the lieutenant face-first into an enormous flower pot.

				They all galloped off down the hall. A clock began to strike somewhere.

				Bong!

			

			
				“We’re running out of time!” shouted Shandy. He felt the Fury Clock tremble in his pocket. The heavy little cube of gold felt oddly warm.

				Bong!

				The hallway ended at a flight of ominous stone stairs spiraling up into darkness. They weren’t just ominous. They were also dusty and cobwebbed and mottled with black, foreboding-looking stains. A cold wind blew down the stairs. Somewhere out of sight, someone cackled evilly.

				“Did you hear that evil cackle?” said Dweeper nervously.

				They dashed up the stairs. The old oxcart man was surprisingly light on his feet for someone who looked so old and decrepit.

				“You’re surprisingly light on your feet for someone who looks so old and decrepit,” said Meg suspiciously.

				“As are you,” said the old man politely.

				“Hmmph.”

				The stairs wound up into darkness that grew ever darker and darker. Shandy’s heart beat faster. The Fury Clock became even heavier in his pocket. He blundered through a cobweb hanging from the ceiling. A spider sneered at him. A momentary glimmer of light shone from a window, revealing the castle below. They had come surprisingly high in a short time. Far beneath them on the battlements, bored soldiers napped in the late afternoon sunlight. A few confused zombies staggered around in the courtyard, emitting occasional yeaargghs. A peasant tour inspected a pile of horse manure near the stables.

				Bong!

				The clock tolled again, louder now, shaking the walls around them. Further down the stairwell, out of sight, zombies gibbered happily.

				“We’re almost out of time,” called Blung.

				But then, rounding a curve in the stairs, they saw a door. A big wooden door banded with impressive iron bars carved to look like sleeping serpents coiled around the oak planks. Shandy yanked on the doorknob. It was locked.

			

			
				Bong!

				The clock tolled. Behind them, somewhere not too far back down the stairs, zombies gibbered hungrily.

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 52

				The Darkness in the Tower

				“Stop playing around!” yelled Blung. “Open the door!”

				“It’s locked,” said Shandy. “Why would it be locked?”

				He pounded frantically on the door.

				“Open up! Open up! Do you want the Fury Clock or not?!”

				The door flung open with a crash. They stumbled through. Darkness rolled out like a fog of night. Shandy blinked. He couldn’t see a thing. It was like one of those nights where you should’ve stayed home with your hunting dog named Fergus and a big pot of gnome stew bubbling on the hearth, and maybe several cold bottles of ale chilling on some ice. But where on earth would you get ice in summertime? That was an interesting question.

				“Stay focused!” snapped Meg.

				“Oh, right. Sorry.” Shandy shook his head. “For some reason I was thinking about my old hunting dog Fergus.”

				“Welcome. . .”

				The voice hissed through the darkness. The door slammed shut behind them with a tremendous crash. The lock snicked shut with a loud click. The air was as cold as ice. Bells jangled softly somewhere in that stygian night.

			

			
				“What does ‘stygian’ mean?” said Dweeper. “I’ve always wondered.”

				“Silence!” hissed the voice. It paused and then continued speaking as wicked and as smooth as melted butter bubbling across a hot pan right before pancake batter is ladled in to crisp up, golden and delicious.

				“Welcome, Malix Shandy. You and your miserable little friends are just in time. Just in time to witness the end of the world and your own destruction! Ha ha ha! And you have brought me the instrument of mass destruction itself, the Fury Clock! Not just mass destruction, but super incredible fabulous unsurpassable mass destruction! I can now destroy the world! The world, I tell you!”

				The voice cackled and laughed and chortled in a maniacally evil way. It was a pretty unsettling sort of laugh.

				“Ha ha ha!” it continued. “Ho ho ho! Ah, haha! In fact, hehehe!”

				“Okay, I hear you,” said Shandy cautiously. “You’re in a good mood and you seem to have some plans going. I like that. People need plans. Otherwise they drift aimlessly through life and don’t accomplish anything. You need to be goal-oriented. I’m with you there in theory. Anyway, I’ve got the Fury Clock. So, uh, we’re all settled, I guess, yeah? You get the clock and I walk free, me and my friends. That’s the deal, right?”

				The voice chuckled horribly. “Well done, seventh son of a seventh son. However, since I’m evil, I think I’m going to change our deal at this last hour.”

				“Oh, really?” said Shandy, feeling a bit irritated. “Well, if we’re changing things around at the last minute then I’d like a better deal. This week hasn’t been all ale and pansies. I’d like some proper remuneration in addition to walking free. Some gold, and lots of it.”

			

			
				“Me too!” said Blung waspishly from somewhere nearby in the impenetrable darkness. “These last seven days haven’t been all skull-grog and nightshade blooms, let me tell you, whoever you are! It’s bad enough to go traipsing all across the countryside in search of mythical magical artifacts, but to have to do it in the company of these two yokels? This dwarf’s beard offends me to no end, and I don’t have to tell you that one hour in Shandy’s company is enough to send anyone diving straight for the nearest well and the pleasure of instantaneous drowning. I deserve something too.”

				“Oh, my beard offends you, does it?” They all heard a swishing noise in the darkness that sounded suspiciously like a dwarf swinging his fists madly through the air in a vain attempt to connect with any nearby ogres. “I’ll have you know that my beard won honorable mention in the annual Best Beards and Braided Mustaches contest last year. Dwarfish maids swoon when they see my beard! You should hear them snort when they clap eyes on it. You should be so lucky to have the thrilling pleasure of feasting your eyes on this luxuriousness!”

				“Your beard is the personification of evil.”

				“Quiet!” snapped the mysterious voice in the darkness. “I am the personification of evil. Me! Me alone! I’m not interested in beards. Or mustaches. Actually, I’m not interested in facial hair of any kind. All of you pipe down or you shall feel my wrath! I am about to destroy the world! The world! Ha ha ha!”

				“And what about me?” said Meg, feeling that things were slanting too heavily in favor of masculine complaints. She stamped her foot.

				“Ow!” yelled Shandy, who had been inadvertently standing too close to her.

				“I’ve been tracking these nitwits over hill and dale for the past week, sleeping under hedgerows with my feet perpetually damp, my nails are chipped, and I haven’t had a decent hot bath for the duration. Plus, I’ve had to dress in black for most of it, and black really isn’t my color. I know, I know. It’s the go-to color for a lot of court fashion these days, but I really don’t see the appeal. It’s so dowdy. It’s my grandmother’s favorite color, for crying out loud, and do you know how old she is? I can see wearing black to a nice funeral or an execution, but that’s where I draw the line.”

			

			
				“Wait!” Shandy snapped his fingers somewhere in the darkness. “That was you? That was you at the Tavern! The. . . the. . . what did you call yourself? Oh, yeah. The Dark Assassin.”

				“Dark Danger, actually. ‘Assassin’ is so cliché.”

				“Nice job with the hydra. Using a rope was a stroke of genius.”

				“Thank you. I thought so myself.”

				“So you followed me all the way from Pauncleyberg?” said Shandy. “You must be strongly attracted to me. A lot of women are like that. They see me, they see the natural wave in my hair, my dimples, they sigh, they fall in love. It’s the natural order of — ouch! Stop stomping on my feet! Why do you have to be so violent? What is your problem?!”

				“I followed you, you insufferable clod, because I’m dedicated to the suppression of magical artifacts of mass destruction. It’s all about the Fury Clock. It has nothing to do with you. I wouldn’t fall in love with you if you were the last man in the world.”

				“Really? I have it on good authority that the world is about to end soon. Would you fall in love with me sometime after that?”

				“Not a chance!”

				There was a moment of silence while everyone and everything in the darkness of the north tower considered this. Even the ultimate personification of evil considered it for a while.

			

			
				“Mmm,” said Shandy. “Your hair is nice and soft. You sure you won’t reconsider?”

				“Get your hands off my beard,” said Dweeper.

				“Oh, sorry.”

				“Silence, you fools!” roared the evil voice. “I’m running out of patience. Give me the Fury Clock! Give it to me now! Bring it to me!”

				“What if I won’t?”

				“It’s too late for that,” sneered the voice.

				Something hissed in the darkness. Something large. Shandy felt a long, sinuous shape slither against his ankles and then up his legs. It tightened. A dreadful chill invaded his body. His body froze. He could not move. He could scarcely breathe. A snake-like tongue inserted itself into his pocket. It was a distinctly unpleasant feeling. It reminded him of his Great Aunt Hagatha. Suddenly, the heavy weight of the Fury Clock vanished from his pocket.

				“Finally, it is mine!” roared the evil voice in the darkness triumphantly. There was a moment of silence and then the voice mumbled, “So how do you open this blasted thing? Does it have a lid? I’m going to break a nail.”

				“Is there a button on the top?” said the old oxcart man mildly. “In my experience, things that open often have buttons on top. You know, like shirts and pants. Though I suppose some pants only have drawstrings or zippers.”

				“Um. . .” said the evil voice. “Hang on a second. Oh, you’re right. It does have a button.”

				“What?” said Shandy. “What are you talking about? That thing doesn’t have a button. I never saw a button.”

				“It’s not all about you,” muttered Meg from somewhere close by in the darkness.

				“Go on,” said the old oxcart man. His voice was oddly cheerful. “Press that button. You can do it.”

				“Yes, yes! I shall press the button!” howled the evil voice in the darkness. “The button shall be pressed. It is time to press the button. Time to destroy the world! You shall all be destroyed as well! That is the new deal! Ha ha ha!”

			

			
				To Shandy’s great surprise, he felt his hand grabbed by someone. Someone with slender, slim, smooth-skinned, strong fingers. From past observation, he knew Blung’s fingers resembled gigantic, well-cooked sausages encased in calluses and warts. Dweeper’s hands were hairy monstrosities that looked like fat spider legs. The old oxcart man had old man hands. So it had to be Meg thinking of romance. It was an unusual moment for thinking of romance, true, but he was Malix Shandy. He had that sort of effect on women. He was ready to roll with it. He always had an unexpected effect on women. Meg’s hand closed tightly on his. A shiver quivered up his spine. It was rather pleasant. He sidled a little closer to her.

				“Hang on,” she whispered. “Don’t let go. Blung, you too. Grab onto that dwarf!”

				They all heard a click. A quiet little click. For a split second there was nothing except that click and the darkness.

				And then the world blew apart. It unraveled in a howling roar as everything that was became nothing at all. The impenetrable darkness rolled back into an even darker night sky. Light turned inside out with a hideous, wet, floofing noise. The tide came in and slammed the door. A small, scowling gnome appeared out of nowhere. It floated by, upside down, clutching the moon and the sun in its arms. Lightning rained down.

				But there was an even more horrible sight. Even more horrible than gnomes. The flashes of lightning revealed an enormous, fat shape. A gargantuan pudding of a man. Insane, glaring eyes rolled in his moon-like face. A silken robe flapped open in the wind. A roiling, coiling sinuous shape slithered around the fat man’s body inside the half-open robe. A huge snake with red eyes and a flickering tongue. Light gleamed on the golden crown on the man’s head.

			

			
				“We have it now, my beauty!” shrieked the man. He held the Fury Clock high overhead.

				The King.

				Shandy did a lot of screaming. Loud, raucous, uncontrolled and fairly embarrassing screaming. At least, he suspected he was screaming. Everyone else seemed to be screaming too.

				But then something really huge inhaled. Something huger than the entire universe. Shandy tried to imagine what that thing might be. However, his mind wouldn’t let him.

				Everything went backwards in one split second that had been diced and chopped and minced into something much, much smaller than a split second.

				“Darn,” whispered the gnome as it de-floated by. “I mean, nrad.” It disappeared with the opposite of a popping sound.

				Shandy blinked.

				He was standing in a dusty stone room. Light shone in through several windows. His hand hurt. Someone had it in a pincer grip.

				“Sorry,” said Meg. She let go of his hand.

				“My hand too,” said Blung, wincing. “Let go of me! For such a skinny little thing, you’ve got a grip on you like a stone giant. Dweeper, kindly peel yourself off my leg.”

				“Sorry.”

				“Look,” said the old oxcart man cheerfully.

				They all looked. There, on the floor, sat the small gold cube of the Fury Clock. A tiny wisp of smoke drifted up from it. The King was gone. All that was left was his crown and a little worm that furtively tried to inch away across the floor. The old oxcart man darted forward and stamped on the worm, smashing it into a smear of jelly under his foot.

				“There,” he said, scooping up the Fury Clock. It disappeared into his pocket. “All’s well that ends well.”

			

			
				“The King,” said Shandy somewhat dazedly. He picked up the crown and stared at it in amazement. “That was the King. The King! The guy in charge of everything. The one who halted my execution. Stopped them from chopping off my head. . .”

				“Stopped me from chopping off your head,” grumbled Dweeper.

				“. . . I thought he was a nice fellow. I liked him. I really liked him.”

				Meg patted Shandy kindly on the shoulder. “There, there. You know, for all your reputation as a man of the world, you’re very naive and endearingly dim-witted.”

				“And you’re not really an old oxcart man, are you?” said Blung.

				“Me?” said the old man innocently. “Why would you think that?”

				“Blung, don’t be ridiculous,” said Dweeper. “You’re as blind as a boot. He drives an oxcart. And he’s old. Look how old he is. He’s all wrinkly and grey and he has that sagging triple chin. He’s definitely an old oxcart man. He’s the genuine article.”

				“True,” mumbled Blung. “You’ve got some good points. Though he might be a mysterious old oxcart man instead of just an old oxcart man. You gotta at least give me that.”

				“The King,” whispered Shandy.

				“Hmm.” Dweeper scratched his beard. “You’re onto something. Maybe he’s even a super mysterious old oxcart man.”

				“Super mysterious. I like that.”

				“I like that too,” said the old oxcart man happily. “I’ll paint it on the side of my cart. Super mysterious! I can charge more. Super mysterious oxcart rides, one copper a load! I’ll be rich!”

				“Oh, stop it!” said Meg. “That’s enough fooling around.”

				She snapped her fingers. The old oxcart man shimmered and then blurred. The necromancer stood before them.

			

			
				“My dear,” he said. “You can be so pushy. Just like your mother.”

				“Pushy? Me? Look who’s talking, Dad. At least I don’t go around turning people into zombies.”

				“It’s just a bad habit,” said the necromancer carelessly. “Everyone has them. Maybe I’ll reform someday.”

				The three others looked back and forth between the necromancer and Meg, their eyes wide and their mouths open. Meg blushed. Her father smiled.

				“Y-y-you. . .” stuttered Shandy. “Dad? You? Him? How? What?”

				“Er,” said Meg.

				“What exactly just happened?” said Blung. “If you don’t mind me asking, sir. Could that fat king fellow have destroyed the world or was he just full of hot air?”

				“Theoretically, he could have,” admitted the necromancer. “But he didn’t. And that’s the important part. Happily, he pressed the button. If he had known better, he wouldn’t have pressed the button. Let that be a lesson to you all. Don’t just go around pressing buttons because they’re there.”

				“But, but,” spluttered Shandy, “the Fury Clock didn’t have a button. It didn’t have anything. It’s just a cube. I should know. I’ve been carrying that thing around for days.”

				The necromancer patted him on the shoulder in a kindly fashion as if he was patting a small, somewhat mentally deficient child. “The Fury Clock has buttons if it needs them. Why, it once had a little windup handle that played Elves Elves Elves for hours on end when you wound it. The Fury Clock is the antithesis of immutability. It is whatever it shouldn’t be and what it should be, all at the same moment. I’m afraid it can be very careless about losing track of time, though, and that makes it incredibly dangerous.”

				“So where’s the King gone?”

			

			
				“Somewhere inside the clock,” said the necromancer. He sighed. “He was just a trifle too evil to be running amuck. And rather powerful, if I’m forced to be honest. For the life of me, I could not discover who he was, though I tried for years. I’m still not sure how he became that powerful and that evil. It bears looking into. Yes, I shall have to look into it. Perhaps boredom? Boredom is a great incentive to become evil. I should know. Yes, yes! I can hear what you’re thinking. I am evil, too. Well, occasionally, on certain days. But I’m not that evil. I feel a sort of responsibility to the world. One can’t always be enslaving villages and destroying kingdoms. I thrive on variety, you know. Our recently disappeared fat friend simply wanted to destroy the world. He was frighteningly single-minded about it. That’s just going too far in my book.”

				“You used us!” said Blung, looking sort of mad. “I must say I feel violated. I’m not really an emotional sort of ogre. Actually, I don’t know a lot of emotional ogres, but I do feel something right now. I’m not saying I feel weepy, but I do feel more in touch with myself and I don’t like it.”

				“I feel violated too,” mumbled Shandy. “In fact, I feel somewhat diminished in my manhood.”

				“I feel conflicted,” said Dweeper. “On the one hand, you did use us. On the other hand, my beard is growing back nicely. A long beard compensates for a lot of life’s problems. Particularly a silky smooth beard like mine. The secret to silkiness is never washing the beard. And, no. No one gets to feel my beard.”

				“Can we dispense with all this feeling stuff?” said the necromancer. “Frankly, it’s a little creepy, and there isn’t much that disturbs me. Give me some credit. At least I didn’t turn you into zombies.”

				“I think you’re very evil, Dad,” grumbled Peg. “But I still love you.”

				“I love you too, sweetie.”

				“Don’t call me sweetie.”

			

			
				Happily, the cloying trend of this conversation was not allowed to proceed any further due to the arrival of a tremendous racket at the tower door. A great many things gibbered and howled on the other side. Something heavy slammed against it repeatedly. Teeth gnawed on wood. They could hear a voice that sounded suspiciously like Captain Nimroderick yelling zombie words like ‘yargle’ and ‘gargle’ and ‘argle.’

				“We’re trapped!” said Dweeper. He took a firm grip on his axe. His eyes narrowed. “Trapped like gnomes in a pot. But dwarves always go down fighting.”

				“Allow me,” said the necromancer. He waved one elegant hand in the air. It was not his hand. He stuffed it back in his pocket.

				Dimly, through the cacophony, a quiet, rhythmic booming sound grew louder and louder. It seemed to be marching up the tower stairs. The horrible wails of the zombies on the other side of the door frantically increased in pitch. The booms shook the walls. And then there was sudden silence. Someone knocked on the door. Blung opened it.

				“Hello?” he said politely.

				No one was there.

				“Down here, fatso,” said a voice.

				Blung looked down. Jingo stood on the doorstep, his drum before him. There was no one else on the stairs. Not a single zombie. The short little assistant of Dr. Vusslebane marched into the room, twirling his drum sticks and looking pleased with himself. Three of the people in the room stared at him in amazement.

				“Thank you, Jingo,” said the necromancer.

				“No problem, boss. I was getting pretty tired of being an ox anyway. I think I pulled a hamstring doing all that galloping. Say, these zombies have no taste in music.”

				Dweeper’s eyes popped right out of his head. He stuffed them back in. He stared in amazement at the necromancer.

			

			
				“You’re Dr. Vusslebane!” he shouted. “You’re him! I get it now! It’s you! You’re the amazing doctor! You gave me my magic scroll!”

				The necromancer looked a little embarrassed. “I suppose so. Occasionally. I’m afraid I can be quite a lot of different things. I’m fond of change. We put on different suits, my shadow and me. Doctors, harpists, mulberry bushes, old peasant women who run unusual magic shops, you know, those sorts of things. Really just like wearing a different hat.”

				“I never wear hats,” muttered Meg. “I make a point of it. They mess up my hair.”

				“I love my magic scroll.”

			

			
				



			

	


 

				Chapter 53

				One Last Escape to Roast Boar (and Whatever Might Happen Next)

				Outside, the sun shone down on the castle yard. Servants bustled around, doing their servantly duties. Soldiers loitered on the battlements. A trumpeter ambled out onto a high stone porch, blew a loud blarp on his trumpet, and then hastily retreated back inside as several of the soldiers shot arrows at him. Some peasant tourists stared at some mud outside the royal stables. Captain Nimroderick drilled a platoon of guards over on the practice ground, drooling a little bit more than normal and gibbering out his orders. Zarkon the Black was nowhere to be seen. Meg’s father frowned.

				“I really need to have a few words with young Zarkon,” he said. “He’s gotten a bit too big for his pants. Come, Jingo. We have a plum to catch. My dear? Perhaps dinner next week? Gentlemen, thank you very much for your service. Now, if you’ll excuse us.”

				“Wait!” said Shandy, but it was too late. The necromancer and his little servant vanished.

			

			
				“Darn. I was going to ask him who his tailor is.”

				An elderly courtier hurried by them and then stopped dead in his tracks.

				“What are you doing with that?” he exclaimed, his face slowly turning purple.

				“You mean the dwarf?” said Shandy. “Nothing.”

				“Not the dwarf. That! The crown! The King’s crown!”

				Shandy glanced down at the crown. He had somehow forgotten it was slung around his forearm. It was heavy and had a lot of beautiful gems embedded in the gold. It was probably worth a lot of money. More money than he’d ever stolen or won or earned in his life.

				“This old thing? Uh, well. . .”

				“Guards! This man has stolen the King’s crown! To arms! To. . .”

				Blung thumped the courtier on the head with his fist. The impact made a nice, hollow melon sound. The courtier toppled over, but it was too late. Captain Nimroderick looked around from the other side of the courtyard. He drooled. Then he barked out something in one of those garbled voices that zombies have when they forget they own a tongue.

				“Blargle! Blargle guh-margle! Yarg! Yarg!”

				Guards poured out of doorways. Nimroderick pointed, drawing his sword.

				“Uh oh,” said Meg.

				“Why does this sort of thing always happen around you?” said Blung, glaring at Shandy. “I’m really done with excitement. At least for the week.”

				“You’re being overly dramatic,” said Shandy.

				“I’m not with him!” yelled Dweeper. “I’m just a poor dwarf!”

				The guards charged. Shandy and the others turned and ran. They ran across the courtyard and out the castle gate. The yelling guards sprinted after them, Captain Nimroderick stumbling along in the rear. The wooden drawbridge boomed with the tattoo of their feet.

			

			
				“We can lose them in town!” shouted Shandy.

				And lose them they did, once they had reached the relative safety of the cobblestone streets of Pauncleyberg. Panting, they ducked down an alley and hid behind some barrels as the guards pounded past. After a few minutes, Captain Nimroderick staggered by, howling incomprehensibly. Meg started giggling.

				“Shh!” said the others. “He’ll hear you.”

				“Relax. Zombies have terrible hearing. I should know. I grew up with those wretched creatures infesting our house.”

				“Well, that’s me, then,” said Dweeper. He spat on his hands and hefted his axe. “Time to chop off your head, Shandy. That was the deal. Lean over. Here, this barrel will do nicely as a chopping block.”

				“What are you talking about?”

				“Don’t play the fool with me. You remember the little bargain you struck with us dwarves? Gold? Lots and lots of gold, or no head. Up to the rafters by sundown of the seventh day. Today’s the seventh day, it’s gonna be sundown soon, and I don’t see any gold except for that paltry little crown there.”

				“He’s got a point,” said Blung.

				“It is a compelling argument,” said Meg.

				The dwarf raised the axe.

				“Wait!” said Shandy, dodging behind a barrel. “Wait. We can work this out!”

				“You found some gold in the last thirty seconds?”

				“Well, no, but I really think that. . .”

				“Prepare to lose your head. Don’t worry. This’ll hurt you a lot more than it’ll hurt me.”

				Dweeper raised his axe high once again. As he did, the necromancer’s silver tankard fell from his cloak and clanged on the cobblestones.

				“Stop!” exclaimed Shandy. “I’ve got it!”

			

			
				“Gold? Lots of gold?”

				“Yes.”

				He pointed at the tankard.

				“It’s silver, nitwit.”

				“You can pour anything you want out of it. That’s what the necromancer said.”

				“Goomery,” scoffed Dweeper. “And maybe things like ale or hot gnome stew. Drinks.”

				“He said anything. Anything means anything.”

				“True,” mumbled the dwarf. “I suppose he did.” He picked up the tankard and squinted dubiously into it.

				“Might as well give it a try,” said Blung.

				Meg said nothing. Her face was expressionless. Dweeper whispered to the tankard, looking embarrassed, and then slowly turned the thing over. Nothing happened. He scowled up at Shandy. Then, something fell out of the tankard. It clanged on the cobblestones. A single, bright, gleaming coin. Gold. Dweeper’s mouth fell open.

				“Gold!” he said, his beard waggling in amazement. “It’s gold!”

				“Of course,” said Shandy airily. “Plenty more where that came from.”

				Dweeper turned the tankard over again and shook it. Two more gold coins fell out. Then several more.

				“Let’s not hear any more talk of chopping off heads. To be honest, it’s depressing.” Shandy extended his hand. “Friends? Acquaintances? Associates? How about not enemies?”

				Reluctantly, Dweeper shook his hand. “I dunno about friends, Malix Shandy. This has been the strangest week of my life. I’m not saying I didn’t enjoy bits of it. The goomery was good, and that dragon egg omelet? Tasty stuff. But it wasn’t a pleasant stroll in an emerald mine, I can tell you that.” A small smile finally split his craggy face, though it hid mostly behind his beard. “I suppose you can keep your head. For now.”

			

			
				The dwarf also shook hands with Blung, tried unsuccessfully to kiss Meg, and then, with a final wave, hurried off down the alley, the tankard clutched under one arm.

				“You know what?” said Blung with some surprise. “I think I might miss the smelly little bugger. But not his beard.”

				Cautiously, they emerged from the alley and out onto the street. Pauncleyberg was quiet. Smoke drifted up from chimneys, redolent with the scents of countless dinners cooking over spits and in pots. Candlelight gleamed behind windows. A cart rolled creaking and clattering across the cobblestones. Somewhere down the street, the faint sound of a viola and singing drifted toward them from a tavern. The moon peered over the horizon and spread a little pale light over the rooftops. High on the hill, overlooking the town, the last ray of the setting sun sparkled on the north tower of the castle and then faded into shadow.

				“Just in time,” said Meg cheerfully.

				“For what?”

				“The weekly meeting of SPIE. The Society to Prevent Incredible Evil. It’s at the Peasants and Varlets Association Society Hall down by the river.”

				“Of course. I should’ve guessed.”

				“It’s very worthwhile. We prevent incredible evil from happening. And I mean really incredible evil. You two want to come? They serve cookies afterward.” She looked at them expectantly.

				“Uh, well,” said Shandy.

				“Um,” said Blung.

				“Fine! You two go drinking and gambling or whatever other foul things you do!” Meg stamped her foot and flounced off.

				“She’s dangerous when she stamps her feet.”

				“You should know.”

				“Hard-won experience,” said Shandy. He grinned and then shook his head ruefully. “Well, that’s that.”

			

			
				“Yep,” said Blung.

				“Heh,” said Shandy.

				“Hmm,” said Blung.

				The silence that followed was one of those long, drawn-out, uncomfortable moments of silence that frequently happen between two very masculine men, or a man and an ogre, who aren’t sure what to say next.

				“So,” said Shandy finally. “Well, thanks for everything. It was kind of an odd week. I couldn’t have done it without you. Even being the seventh son of a seventh son. It isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Being lucky isn’t always a good thing.”

				“Not a problem,” said Blung awkwardly. “It was. . . interesting. Even for an ogre. Worth a few laughs.”

				“I guess I’ll be heading out. Maybe have a drink.”

				“And a bite to eat?”

				“Definitely.”

				“My stomach’s feeling sort of hungry. Mind if I come along?”

				The two walked off down the street, Shandy stretching his legs to match the ogre’s massive stride.

				“There’s a good place I know on the other side of town. The Gibbering Gremlin. There’s a man there who might buy this blasted crown. More importantly, they pour a great ale. And the cook roasts a mean venison. My treat. I relieved Dweeper of those gold coins before he scurried away. He can get plenty more where that came from.”

				“Roast venison’s tasty,” said Blung.

				“He stuffs the venison with roast pork.”

				“Even better.”

				“And lots of butter.”

				“Always a good thing.”

				“It’s right across the street from that place.”

				“That place?” said Blung.

				“You know, that place she was talking about. The Peasants and Churls. . .”

			

			
				“Varlets.”

				“Right. That place.”

				“Ah,” said Blung, smiling a little.

				They walked off into the twilight, still talking. After a while, the moon decided to rise even higher over Pauncleyberg. It shone industriously on the cobblestone streets, the thatched roofs, and the tall spires and towers of the castle high on the hill. It gleamed benignly on the manors and mansions of the rich, the filthy peasant hovels, the taverns of the tipplers, and the inns already inundated with their inebriated inmates. It was going to be a pleasant night. But tomorrow, of course, would be another day. And it would bring with it whatever might happen next.
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