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Wisely hath it been written that those great upheavals which so enflame the passions of
society that they excite the masses to rebellion and enmity against all lawful custom and
sovereignty, wherefore the common herd is led to commit many profane mischiefs against
the peace, including both mad foreign adventures and rude civil revolts, may not be
comprehended as mere brutish conflicts between vast opposed powers, each bent on
conquering for itself the Helm of State. Rather, we say that they are compounded of many
societal atoms, indeed, of a multitude of small dramas, mere chance encounters, perhaps,
"twixt private persons of divers degrees and sorts.

Vulgar history will, of course, take no heed of these events, for they will appear to those
witless sycophants of Clio’s muse to be so contemptible, prosaic and inglorious, compared to
the deeds of kings, ministers, generals, revolutionists and agitators, to the discordant flux of
the classes and the masses, that they will be blinded to their import and, forsooth, will
roundly and churlishly despise them. Yet these small episodes, we say, are the true stuff of
History. For, though men go their way quietly in tranquil times, yet, in such epochs when
storm clouds gather o’er the State and insurrectionary thoughts steal into the minds of the
pauper classes, then may the separate lives of men be severally fused as if by a lightning bolt
of social hatred, wherein all of society is transformed, and, like the wounded Leviathan,
vents its unleashed fury at mute and fear-filled Nature.

Of course, we find in the literature other theories, chiefly opposed to our own. These,
however, we may dismiss, for they are all of them perniciously false and utterly repugnant to
the human intellect in every respect.

The College of Historians
University of Ozarae (in Exile)



PRELUDE.

In Which We Introduce the Gentle Reader to Our Tale Through a Most Cunning
Usage of the Ancient Narrative Device of The Plunge Direct Into the Turbulence of
the Times. Taken From the Autobiography of the Notorious Scapegrace, Benvenuti
Sfondrati-Piccolomini.

Autobiography of Benvenuti Sfondrati-Piccolomini,
Episode 1: Police, Potters, Pedants and Plunderers

I arrived in the city of Goimr upon the most wretched ship imaginable. The CSS Lucre, it was
called, a name which was as inappropriate as possible. The CSS Pigsty would have served
better; the Shipwreck-in-the-Making, ideal.

Yet, upon my first glimpse of Goimr, | was almost sorry to disembark. The sight which
greeted my eyes was even more disheartening than the ship. | had expected, without really
giving it much thought, to find Goimr’s harbor a smaller version of my native Ozar’s great
port, the Horn of Surfeit. At the very least, | should have thought Goimr—which is, after all,
the chief port of southeastern Grotum—to be a match for any of the smaller harbors of the
Philistine at which my ship had stopped on the voyage from Ozar.

Not so. | was encountering my first taste of that reality which has given rise, throughout
Grotum, to the expression “grubby as Goimr.” Upon the oily, sluggish waters of the harbor
bobbed a variety of vessels, which seemed to compete with each other in their disrepair and
desuetude, not to mention their antiquity and obsolescence. Numerous dilapidated
warehouses dotted the quays, most of them boarded up, if not burnt and gutted. Everything
was covered with a deep layer of grime. Roofs sagged, doors were unhinged, steps were
cracked and broken. The very stones of the quays seemed corroded by some foul reagent.

The sole exception to the general miasma of decay was the building in front of which my
ship was docked. The building was gigantic, stretching a full two hundred yards along the
center of Goimr’s waterfront. Above it, facing the waterfront, rested a huge sign announcing
to the world:

GREAT GROTUM NORTHERN, EASTERN,
SOUTHERN, WESTERN,
CENTRAL AND ENVIRONS EXPRESS
AND TRAVEL COMPANY
(a subsidiary of THE CONSORTIUM)



“At least there’s a trace of Ozarine energy in this miserable place,” | muttered to myself,
descending the gangway. And indeed, the Consortium building—though it shared the
general aura of squalor—was bustling with activity. Numerous barges, skiffs, scows and hoys
plied the waters adjacent, bringing cargoes to and from the several ships moored nearby. A
constant bustle of men and wagons carrying goods, supplies or passengers swarmed about
the quayside in front of the building.

The moment | stepped ashore, I was delivered into this seething frenzy of commercial and
maritime activity. Wending my slow way past oxen teams drawing huge loads, dodging
gangs of stevedores, | left the docks and entered the relative calm of the building. After some
inquiries, | eventually made my way out of the labyrinthine edifice and into the passenger
area on the far side, from which transportation into the city proper was available. There |
rented a large locker, into which | placed my traveling sack and my easel. It wouldn’t do, of
course, to visit the King of Goimr with luggage under my arm.

As | was heading out the main archway to the plaza beyond, | stepped aside to let a man
hurry by. Strange-looking fellow! Strange, not so much in his features—for he was normal
enough in that regard, aside from the excessively severe look on his bearded face. But his
clothing! A long, shabby, flowing robe, covered with obscure and cabalistic symbols. A wide-
brimmed, floppy pointed hat. In his hand he bore a long staff, carved with runes. | realized
that |1 was actually face to face with one of that legendary breed of sorcerers which are
peculiar to Grotum.

As | stepped aside, | heard the mage say: “Make haste, wretched gnome, make haste! For
even as | speak, time wanes!”

I looked to see the person to whom he was speaking. My jaw dropped with astonishment.
Wizard indeed! For behind him—as if transported by levitation—loomed an immense sack,
bulging at every seam, from which protruded the snouts and extremities of weird
instruments too bizarre to describe.

From beneath the sack | heard a whining voice: “But master, it’'s heavy, and | can’t see.” |
now saw a pair of spindly legs under the sack, twinkling in their efforts to keep pace with the
wizard’s long stride.

“Watch out!” I cried. “There’s—"

But my effort to warn the servant of the portmanteau just ahead of him did not come in
time. In an instant, the little legs tripped and the gigantic sack went flying.

At the sound, the sorcerer spun about. A look of great fury came upon his face.

“Unspeakable wretch!” he cried. “Did | not entrust to your care the safekeeping of my
possessions?” And so saying, the wizard began smiting the prostrate servant with his staff.

“Hold there, sirrah!” | exclaimed. “It was but an accident! Your man could not possibly
have seen the obstacle before him—did he not tell you himself that he couldn’t see? If there
is any fault here, it is yours alone. You should have warned him.”

The wizard'’s look of wrath was transferred onto me.

“You are impudent, youth!” he bellowed.

Ignoring him, | stepped over and took the arm of the servant, who was now on his knees,
shaking his head. I lifted the tiny fellow to his feet.

“Th-thank you, s-sir,” he stammered. His voice was very clear and sweet.

I did not reply, so great was my astonishment. | had thought the wizard a strange looking
fellow! His servant, I now perceived, was a dwarf. And while I myself did not share the



general prejudice against dwarves, | was struck speechless by his appearance. For, truly, this
was the hairiest and ugliest dwarf | had ever encountered. It was only the freshness of his
voice which enabled me to determine that the servant was a young man—not much more
than a boy, really. From his appearance alone, | would have thought him an ancient and
horrid sub-human, a miniature demi-troll, escaped from some cavern of the earth.

But the boy seemed harmless enough. He immediately dove under the sack, positioning
himself to lift it. I reached down and seized a fold of the sack, attempting to aid him.

The thing was unbelievably heavy! I am a large man, well muscled and strong, but | do not
think | could have possibly lifted it by myself. Yet here was this dwarf—smaller than a
stripling—even now hoisting the monstrous sack onto his back. In but two seconds, he was
back on his feet.

“Thank you very much for your help, sir,” came his little voice from beneath the sack.

“Not at all,” I replied.

“Cease and desist this unconscionable chitchat, wretched dwarf!” exclaimed the wizard.
“By your clumsiness, you have already delayed me!”

I had had quite enough of this fellow, thank you. I stepped up to him and said: “You,
sirrah, are the only wretch about!”

The wizard'’s face began to redden with anger. But after a moment he turned away.

“Bah!” he exclaimed. “I have no time to bandy words with a layabout. The coach to Prygg
departs momentarily, and | cannot afford to miss it. Good day to you, sirrah, and may we
never meet again!”

“My sentiments exactly,” I growled to his retreating back.

Little did 1 know then . . . Not only was | destined to meet again with the wizard and his
servant, but in the years to come my life and fate was to become inextricably intertwined
with theirs.

Indeed, the first coil of that intertwining was even now upon me. For no sooner did |
emerge from the archway onto the plaza, looking about for a means of transport to the Royal
Palace, than a black coach came careening up. A half-dozen black-garbed men were
precariously perched on top. GOIMR SECRET POLICE Was painted on its side in bold red letters.
In slightly smaller letters beneath:

Classified information!
Tell no one on pain of death!

As soon as the coach stopped, the men on top leapt to the ground. The doors to the coach
opened and another half-dozen men spilled out from the interior. | was so struck by the
improbable sight that | stood motionless. My artist’s sense of perception was attempting to
determine by what magic means so many men—beefy types, to boot—had managed to fit
inside the not very commodious coach. | would have done better to have noticed the fact that
every other person in the crowded plaza had disappeared.

One of the policemen pointed to me and cried: “Seize him!” A moment later | was brought
down by the horde, chained and manacled, protesting my innocence all the while.

“He must be guilty as sin, Sergeant,” | heard a policeman chortle. “The only one who
didn’t run! And listen to him pleading his innocence!”

“A foreigner, too!” cackled another. “Listen to that outlandish accent!”



“I'm from Ozar,” | protested. A momentary pause in the bustle of binding, manacling and
chaining. Then:

“The blackguard! Impersonating an Ozarine!”

“Gag him,” came a tone of command. “No need for honest secret policemen to listen to the
honeyed words of treason.”

Before I knew it—now gagged, to boot—I was hustled into the coach. As | was forced into
its dark interior, | heard the sergeant say: “You two stay here and search the area for the
other one.” A moment later, the coach careened into motion.

By now I was in a dark and gloomy mood, full of self-reproach. In my mind’s eye, | could
already hear my uncle Ludovigo’s sneering voice.

“Forgot everything | taught you, you fool—and at the very first opportunity!” Here he
would glower in his inimitable style. “Idiot. Cretin. Moron.” This would go on for no little
time, accompanied by much clapping of despairing hands to aggrieved forehead. Then the
lecturing voice of my uncle:

“What is the first law of secret police?”

The innocent flee where no man pursueth.

“The second law?”

Protestations of innocence stand in direct proportion to guilt.

“The third law?”

Who wants to hear it, anyway?

I was not looking forward to my next meeting with my uncle, let me tell you. No point
lying to him, either—he’d see right through it. After the heaping of foul names upon my
head, the ritual clapping of despairing hands onto his own head, there would come the great
sigh—a genius casting pearls before a swine—and then, horror, the inevitable lecture.

“I will try again, my witless nephew. As | have told you before, time and again”—here
would follow the history of the universe, beginning with the coalescence of the galaxies—
“and so—will you try to remember?—if you wish to be a great artist you must expect many
encounters with the secret police, many an interrogation by the forces of Church and State,
many a long stay in the donjons and bastilles, many a beating and torture. Especially in
Grotum! For these ineluctable modalities of the risible, you must be as well trained and
prepared as your uncles Giotto, Algardi, Donatello and Salviati have made you for the actual
exercise of your art itself.”

Here would follow the ceremonial chewing of mustachios. Then:

“And why do you want to be an artist, anyway? It's a foolish ambition, no matter what
those other uncles tell you! Much better for you to become a condottiere like myself or your
uncles Rodrigo and Filoberto and the others. You have a talent for arms, and it's a much
safer occupation than being an artist!”

The rest of his future lecture |1 was able to rehearse in advance, as the coach banged and
clattered its way along the cobblestoned streets. And there was this benefit from the gloomy
experience, that by the time the secret police of Goimr reached their destination, I was well-
prepared for the immediate prospect of torture, having reviewed in my mind all of my
uncle’s instructions.

I was hustled into a great, gray, windowless building, which shared the general shabbiness
which I was coming to realize was inseparable from Goimr. SECRET POLICE HEADQUARTERS
read the sign above the door. (With, needless to say, the same bloodcurdling threat
concerning classified information below.) Down a long corridor, a turn to the left, and there



it was—the interrogation room, replete with all the requisite engines and tools of torture.

And then—

My rigorous rehearsal for the ordeal proved greatly excessive. For—would you believe it?—
the incompetent fools began with a bastinado! My greatest problem was not to burst into
laughter. The soles of my feet were covered with iron-hard calluses a half-inch thick—this
the product of my uncle’s rigorous training, which included walking on coals and soaking in
brine. The blows of the cudgels were like a tickle.

But, of course, | never once lost my now-firm grasp on the fourth law of secret police:

Shrieks of agony soothe the savage beast.

Nor the fifth:

Stoic silence inflames the policeman’s heart.

Nor—most important—the sixth:

Admissions of guilt stand in direct proportion to innocence. This, you will of course
recognize, is but the obverse of the second law.

And so | interspersed my screams of agony with the most lurid confessions:

“Yes! Yes! | did it! I admit everything!” (Here | emitted a horrid shriek.) “I murdered the
Popes—all twelve of them at once! The blood flowed like a river! O hideous impiety! And
then!” (Here | dissolved into broken blubbering.) “I dismembered them! And ate them! O
foul ecclesiophagy!” (Here | threw in the cackle of the criminally insane.) “And then! And
then! After letting nature take its course, | defecated on holy ground! Like a wolf staking its
territorial claim! Oh! Oh! I am a monster of depravity!”

“Not that, you idiot!” roared the sergeant. “Not the Popes! What about the King? What did
you do to the King?”

“Which king?” Then, thinking | was bordering dangerously on proclaiming innocence, |
immediately howled with glee and pain. “There have been so many! Butchered kings by the
score, | have! The Kaysor of Kushrau | poisoned! And then—I fed the poisoned meat to his
hounds! They died in agony! And then I cut the canines from the canines”—(here followed
demonic shrieks of ecstasy at the pun)—“and with these newfound weapons | slew the Great
Mogul of Juahaca! Plunged the teeth into his throat while he slept! Gave him a dog’s collar of
his own!” (Lunatic laughter.) “And then! Oh! I murdered the Doges of the Philistine! All of
them at one swoop! Crept up on them while—"

“Not that, you idiot!” roared the sergeant. “The King of Goimr! Here—in Goimr! What did
you do to the King of Goimr!”

“Oh! Him!” Here 1 fell into a minute or two of insensate ululation, for at the mention of
the King of Goimr, the two policemen applying the bastinadoes had fallen into a truly
vigorous beating of my feet. Then: “I forgot him! There’ve been so many kings! But him! Yes!
Yes! | remember now! I disemboweled him with a scythe! Danced a fandango with his guts!”

“The King'’s still alive, you idiot! And not a mark on him! But he’s insane! How did you
drive him mad?”

I gasped with shock. “Still alive! You mean | missed? With a scythe? Missed! I'm going
mad myself! But that's it! That's it! It must have been the horrible sight of my demented
leer—the ghastly scythe in my hands!—drove the King of Goimr mad! O wondrous! O
wondrous! | am such a criminal! Such an archdevil! A paragon of purest evil! Drove the King
mad! Yes! Yes! | remember now!”

“It's looking bad, sir,” | heard one of the policemen say, his voice filled with
discouragement. The bastinado slacked off.



But the sergeant was made of sterner stuff. “I'll have none of it!” he roared. “You there!
Apply the cudgels smartly! D’you hear me, you laggards?”

The bastinado renewed itself with a frenzy. Not to be thwarted, I immediately launched
into a semi-coherent confessionary babble, recalling to mind all of the various crimes which
my uncle Ludovigo had made me memorize. Fortunate | was in my training! On my own, |
couldn’t have thought up a tenth of those deeds of villainy.

At length, the bastinado fell off again.

“It’s hopeless, sir,” came the same policeman’s voice, now sullen in its failure.

“Yes, | know,” came the sergeant’s morose reply. “Truth to tell, I lost heart earlier, when
he confessed to seducing the EIf Queen’s unicorn and abandoning the beast in her
pregnancy. But this latest! Kidnapped the magnetic monopoles. Prevented the decay of the
proton. And then—did you hear him? Murdered every one of the world’s astronomers and
cosmologists to protect the dark secret.”

“Perhaps,” came the obsequious voice of another policeman, “we could try the rack?”

“To what purpose, you fool?” demanded the sergeant. “What crime has he not confessed
already?”

“Well,” hemmed the obsequious voice, “he hasn’t confessed to buggering and murdering
the Maharaj of Naham.”

“Oh, but I did!” I screeched. “It was my greatest crime! Through the use of cunning
potions | brought all his mahouts under my sway! Taught them to sodomize the great war
elephants! And then! The elephants now corrupted! The immense creatures filled with
unnatural passion! | had but to wave the King’s bedclothes under their snouts! The hideous
sight! The herd of aroused pachyderms! Their tusks and trunks raised to the heavens! Their
great bellows of lust! The palace trampled flat! The King fleeing for his life! But in vain! My
greatest coup! There! The King! Racing across the Royal Grounds! There! The pachyderms
in hot pursuit! And then! Oh! Oh! The—"

“Shut up!” roared the sergeant. “Just shut up!” 1 fell silent, grimacing in an effort to hide
my smirk.

“Untie him,” grumbled the sergeant. “We’ll take him to Gerard.” Then, very gloomily:
“There’s going to be hell to pay when the Chief Counselor hears about this.”

A minute later I was carried out of the building, a burly policeman hoisting me by each
arm. | could have walked quite easily, though I wouldn’t have cared to dance a gavotte. But |
saw no reason to enlighten the brutes as to the true condition of my hardened feet.

Another rough ride followed—the cobblestones of Goimr’s streets shared the general state
of disrepair—and we debouched onto a large plaza bordering a sluggish river. This, |
realized, must be the river Moyle, at whose mouth the city of Goimr is located. And there, on
an island in the middle of the river, lay the Royal Palace—just as described in the travel
brochures.

Ha! The actual palace bore the same relation to the one pictured on the travel brochures
as the corpulent and toad-faced Madame Hexe bore to my grandfather Goya’s portrait of
her, The Naked Madame.

“Isn’t there one building in this city that isn’t half-crumbling?” | asked.

“Silence!” roared the sergeant. Then, sourly: “It's a poor country, we are. Not like your
precious Ozarae.”

His own gloom was no deeper than my own. To Goimr had | come, my brain flushed with
visions of making my fame and fortune—invited by the King himself. A Royal Artist



already—and me not yet twenty-four years of age! But now, gazing at the Royal Hovel, I
reflected that | would be lucky if the King of Goimr could afford the paints, much less any
decent fee. And | was not pleased by the suggestion, during my interrogation, that the King
was not quite in possession of his senses.

But | had little time for reflection. Soon enough, a barge was found to transport the
policemen and myself over to the Isle Royale, and from there it was but a few minutes before
I was ushered into a large chamber.

The furnishings in the chamber were of the sort I was coming to expect. The tapestries
were particularly wretched, although they did serve to cover most of the grime and water
stains on the walls. Behind a desk sat a man of easy grace.

“What's this, Sergeant?” he demanded, as soon as we entered the room. “Have you
captured the wizard?”

The sergeant coughed apologetically. “Well, Chief Counselor Gerard, the truth is—we
believe this man’s innocent.”

Chief Counselor Gerard’s face was a study in confusion.

“What man?” he demanded.

“Why, this man here, sir,” explained the sergeant, pointing to me. “The one we caught red-
handed at the travel station. But after we put him to the question, it became clear that—"

“Imbecile!” The Chief Counselor’s face was flushed with anger. “What has this man to do
with anything? | told you to capture the wizard! Does this man look like a wizard to you?
Look at his clothes—he’s obviously from the Ozarine. Why would you seize him?”

The sergeant looked embarrassed. “Well, sir, when we arrived at the travel station—
following your instructions, sir, I must point out—everyone fled but this man here. Stood
there as guilty as sin, he did. Well, sir, as you know, it’s the first law of secret police work.
Only a guilty man would attempt to act innocent. And then, after we caught him, he pleaded
his innocence! Well, sir, as you know, only a guilty man—"

“Oh, be quiet,” snapped the Chief Counselor. A look of weariness crossed his face. “The
end result of all this is that if the wizard did make his escape from the city through the travel
station, then he’s long gone by now.”

“Well, yes, sir. They move along right quick, sir, the Consortium’s transports do. Not at all
like it was in the good old days. The bad old days, | mean to say.”

The sergeant drew himself up, attempting a gesture of subtle reproof aimed at a superior.
“And in any event, if you don’t mind my saying so, sir, we really have no reason to think the
wizard would have tried such an obvious escape route as the official travel station of the city.
More likely, sir, he’d have tried to leave through one of the lesser-used gates.”

“Yes, yes, | know. I've got police squads covering all the gates. We should know something
soon. Fortunately, the wizard’s a noticeable man. That ridiculous gown! The hat and the
staff! The perfect image of the sorcerer of popular superstition. And that horrid servant.
God, Sergeant, did you ever see such a frightful dwarf? And that incredible sack he carries!”

Well, I am neither stupid nor unobservant, and it was immediately obvious to me that the
wizard of the police search was the very same unpleasant fellow | had encountered on my
way out of the station. Had the police not been distracted by my stupidity they would have
apprehended their culprit but moments later.

Warring impulses—I should say, warring advice—raged within my mind.

On the one hand, | was mindful of the unanimous advice of my artist uncles:

Always curry favor with the rich and powerful. As long as you curry favor with the



swine, you can do anything else—cheat 'em, take their money, seduce their wives,
whatever. But always curry their favor.

On the other, there was the unanimous advice of my condottiere uncles:

Don't tell the high and mighty anything. There’s nothing more suspicious than a man
who volunteers information. The torture chambers are full of blabbermouths. It's the
seventh law of secret police: “If he spills his guts freely, just think what he’ll do under The
Question.”

In the end, oddly enough, the question was resolved for me by the memory of the pitiful
dwarf. A nice enough boy he’'d seemed, ugly though he was. And | had no illusions as to a
dwarf’s fate in the hands of the secret police. So I kept my mouth shut. And in so doing, |
sealed not only my own fate but that of the world.

“You may go, Sergeant,” said Chief Counselor Gerard. Then, as the sergeant took my arm
and made to drag me away, Gerard added: “Leave him here.”

The sergeant began to say something, thought better of it, and left.

When the door closed, Gerard turned to me. “Who are you, sir? Am | not correct, that you
are from the Ozarine? What are you doing here in Goimr?”

“Quite so, Chief Counselor. My name is Benvenuti Sfondrati-Piccolomini, of the famous
clan of scholars and artists. | just arrived from Ozar on board the CSS Lucre. Indeed, | do
not believe | had spent more than ten minutes on Goimric soil before | was seized by your
secret police.”

The look of embarrassment on Gerard’s face encouraged me to press home the advantage.

“As to the reason for my being here, | was invited by the King of Goimr to set up as the
Royal Artist.” With a flourish, | drew the King’s letter from my pocket—which the secret
police of Goimr, in that inefficient manner which | was coming to associate with everything
Goimric, had not even searched.

“And here,” | added dramatically, as soon as Gerard finished reading the King’s letter, “is a
letter of recommendation from the Consortium’s Director of Companies.”

I handed him the second letter. Gerard’s face grew gloomy. The King’s letter had not
seemed to produce much effect on him. But the letter from the Director of Companies was a
different story altogether.

“‘Upstanding young man,’” he read from the Director’s letter, “‘scion of a great family’ . . .
‘one of Ozar’s most promising new artists.”” Etc., etc., etc.

Actually, I'd never met the Director of Companies. My uncle Giotto, however, is one of his
favorite artists, and he’'d persuaded the Director to sign the letter, which, needless to say,
Giotto had written himself.

“This letter wouldn’t do you much good in Ozar, of course,” my uncle had said to me as he
handed it over. “Everybody here knows that wretched plutocrat hasn’t the faintest sense of
art. But in Grotum it’ll stand you in good stead. Fawn all over Ozarine wealth, they do, the
nobility of Grotum. A miserable, medieval place. But there’s no denying it's the greatest
source of the world’s art as well as most of its mischief.”

The truth of his words was attested to by Gerard’s very evident discomfort.

“Recommended by the Director of Companies himself! Um. A fine man. No—a great man!
Been a mighty blessing to us here in poor and backward Goimr, he has. Um. No need to
mention this recent unpleasantness to him, I should think?”

I nodded my head graciously, mentally rubbing my hands with glee. Get something over
the bastards as soon as you can, my uncles had told me—artists and condottiere alike.



Gerard smiled feebly. Then he heaved a sigh.

“Unfortunately, sir, I'm afraid you've arrived at a bad time. Our blessed King has become
unhinged—driven to insanity by the machinations of the villainous sorcerer Zulkeh. The
realm is in an uproar. The King mad. The Heir Apparent a hopeless incompetent. All the
heirs, indeed—well! No need to go into that here. But the point is, my good young man, that
there’s simply no place at the moment in Goimr for a Royal Artist. Not likely to be for—for
some time, I should think.”

I pleaded and remonstrated, but all to no avail. Truth to tell, now that Goimr was a reality
rather than an illusion, |1 was none too sure myself that a promising young artist’s career
would be much advanced by lingering in such a place.

I did, however, in the course of my ensuing discussion with the Chief Counselor, manage
to achieve a modest victory in what my uncles call The Artist’s Quest.

I squeezed some money out of him.

Not much, | admit. But then, | found myself not disbelieving his claim that the treasury of
Goimr was practically empty. But | got enough to enable me to survive, while | decided on
my next course of action. | also obtained a brief letter with his signature which would, so he
assured me, avoid any further complications with the police.

When 1 left the palace, it was sundown. My first task, clear enough, was to find lodgings
for the night. I hired a small boat to transport me back across the river and began searching
for a hotel.

Imagine, if you will, the tedium of looking for lodgings in Goimr. Even in the vicinity of
the palace, the choices seem to vary from shabby to grim to hazardous. In the end, I settled
on a run-down boardinghouse, whose proprietor seemed not quite as avaricious and
slovenly as most | had encountered. Not saying much, that. Exhausted as | was by the day’s
travails, | was up half the night confronting the most sullen and difficult batch of rodents it
has ever been my displeasure to encounter.

The next morning—not much rested, I can tell you—I returned to the travel station and
obtained my belongings from the locker. I then set out in search of other lodgings in a poorer
part of town. My experiences of Goimr had so quickly lowered my threshold of
fastidiousness that | was determined, at the least, to find lodgings which were not exorbitant

in their price.
By early afternoon, I had wended my way into a truly disreputable part of the city. Truth
to tell, I had long since forgotten about finding new lodgings. | had become absolutely

fascinated by the baroque squalor which surrounded me. Ozar, of course, has its miserable
tenements and ghettoes, like any great city. But nothing to compare to these slums!

The determination to capture this nonpareil wretchedness on canvas seized me. In part,
this determination was prompted by my artist’s instinct. But, in the other part, it was
prompted by my artist’s reason. For, as my uncle Giotto had told me many times, there are
two subjects which—captured with paints—the rich will always pay through the nose to hang
on the walls of their mansions: their own glorified features, and the misery of the poor. The
misery of the poor, because it comforts them to ponder the tragedy of the human condition.
Their own idealized portraits, because it comforts them to ponder their own worth in
escaping that condition.

Rounding a corner, I found myself on a particularly odious street. Not only were the
cobblestones in severe disrepair, not only were the gutters strewn with garbage and less
mentionable items, not only were the ramshackle buildings which loomed over the street the



very epitome of tenements, but—

There—not twenty feet before me—a woman was being attacked by a mob of cutthroats!

I was taken completely off guard. Until I rounded the corner, | had heard not a hint of
clamor. The struggle under way was being waged in complete silence, save the occasional
hiss and grunt.

For a moment, | was paralyzed, like a statue, rooted to the spot. From horror, you would
think. But no, it wasn’t that. I am an artist, with an artist’s eye, and it was the impossible
drama of the scene which transfixed me—Ilike a tableau from ancient legend.

The struggle bore little if any resemblance to the image which might normally come to
mind when one hears of “a woman assaulted by a mob of cutthroats.” Think rather of “a
lioness assaulted by a pack of hyenas.”

The woman was a striking figure. This, in three ways. First, she was—not beautiful; not, at
least, in the normal sense of the term—but so fierce in her countenance as to burn every
feature into my mind. More so, indeed, even in the first instant | saw her than any woman |
had ever seen before, or have seen since. The regal poise, the nose with the pure curve of a
hawk’s, the gleaming black eyes, the firm jaw and chin, the full lips, the great mass of kinky
hair like midnight, the swarthy complexion now even more flushed with passion and fury.
No, not exactly beautiful, but what has a goddess to do with earthly concepts of beauty?

Then, she was big. Not obese, you understand. To the contrary. Her every movement—and
these were fierce and energetic even as | took in the scene—bespoke a body that was
muscular and sinewy. Even shrouded as her body was in a plain and baggy set of tunic and
trousers, there was no denying its quite evidently female nature. The woman seemed almost
a giantess. She matched my six feet of height, if not exceeded it. And though I am considered
a large and well-built man, I had no doubt that she weighed perhaps as much.

She certainly outsized her opponents! For these men, as | saw when | finally tore my gaze
from this fantastic vision of a demi-goddess out of a desert nomad’s legend, were rather
small and rattish in their every aspect. Yet they pressed their assault with great vigor,
lunging at the woman from every side. They seemed actually in a frenzy, leaping at her with
drawn knifes, attempting to stab and slash any portion of her body they could reach.

| said that the woman was striking in three ways. And the third of these ways was the
unbelievable ferocity of her defense. With her right hand she would pluck an assailant out of
the air—in mid-leap—and with her left hand, which clasped an immense butcher knife, she
would remove her opponent’s head with one blow of the blade. For all the world like a
farmer’s wife beheading chickens! Even as | watched, two heads joined the half dozen
which—I now noticed—were lying about in the street like an urchin’s rag balls.

Despite her ferocity, she was vastly outnumbered. There were still a good dozen assailants
remaining. And even with her back to the wall of a building, they could come at her from
three sides. The end of such an uneven contest was inevitable, given a willingness on the part
of her opposition to press the fight to its conclusion, disregarding their own casualties. And
small though they might be, and rattish in their countenance, there was no denying that her
assailants were possessed of a ferocity the equal of her own. As | watched, a knife blade
slashed the woman'’s hip. It was not a particularly deep cut, hardly more than a scratch, but
she immediately hissed. A look of great pain came into her face. Her opponents squealed
with triumph.

It was only then that I noticed the odd sheen of their knives. Poisoned blades!

It was that outrage which finally snapped my trance. | dropped my baggage and charged



forward carrying my easel like a three-pronged lance. An easel! You laugh! But no ordinary
easel, this. For, combining the teachings of my various uncles, | had long ago designed this
easel with a condottiere’s sense of art. Each of the legs came to a sharp point, edged like a
razor. Furthermore—but that in a moment.

For now, let me say with all due modesty that | slew three of the scoundrels with a
perfectly executed coup d’arriere tripodiste. Then, before their bodies had even hit the
ground, I drew my sword from its cunningly disguised sheath in the upright of the easel. A
moment later it was plunged through the back of the nearest poisoner, piercing his heart. A
quick twist of the wrist to free the blade, and a moment later another poisoner was run
through the back. Another quick twist of the wrist—

“Through the back?” you say. Certainly! Though | am an artist, | am also a most proficient
swordsman. | was trained by my uncle Rodrigo from the time | was six.

“As pretty-faced and brash a boy as you are, Benvenuti,” he’d said to me (not without a
sneer), “you’ll be bound to land in a duel by the time you're sixteen. Some outraged husband,
no doubt. So you'd best learn to use a blade at least as well as you learn to use a paintbrush.”

I was a good student, and even my uncle eventually admitted that | had the knack of
swordplay. But his instruction was stern and severe. Many was the time | was soundly
cuffed—even thrashed—for committing what my uncle Rodrigo considered the greatest of all
swordsman’s sins.

Chivalry.

“Who d’you think you are, you little snot?” he would roar, applying the whip. “Some great
lord of the land parading around with airs? You're a wretch of an artist, you dolt! None of
this bowing and posturing for the likes of you!”

Whimper and plead though I would, each transgression of my uncle’s code would earn me
the full ten lashes. A stern regimen, but by the time | was seven | could recite the code in my
sleep:

Whenever you can, stab 'em in the back.

Better yet, stab 'em in the back in the dead of night.

Best of all, stab 'em in the back in the dead of night while they're asleep.

If you've got to stab 'em in the front, try a low blow.

If none of that works, then use all your skills as best you can, you stupid dummy.

My uncle would, | believe, have been pleased. The masterpiece with the easel. The next
two, felled with a backstab. From then on, of course, my foes were alerted and | was forced
to face them from the front. But the next two went down before my low blow—not without
bestowing a look of great indignation upon me as they expired. A strange morality—set upon
awoman with poisoned knives, but take offense at a sword through the groin.

Alas, after that it became sticky. Two more of the villains were dispatched by the woman
before the poison began to take effect upon her. She half-collapsed against the wall,
dropping her knife. Hissing with triumph, one of the men hurled himself upon her, blade
high. Foolish move! Even as the impetuous hyena moves in too quickly for the kill of a
wounded lioness. For the woman seized his throat in both hands and wrung his neck. A most
horrible sound, really. She then flung the body at the others, bowling two of them over like
tenpins. But that was her last gasp. She slumped to the ground, dead or unconscious.

In a frenzy, | forced my way to her side, in order to protect her now-helpless form from
certain death. Six assailants were still left alive.

No, five. For as they came in upon me, | suddenly changed tactics and thrust high,



piercing one right through the throat.

Unfortunately, my blade was momentarily caught in his neck bones as he fell, and | was
unable to withdraw it in time to parry a blow from another. His knife sank into my side.

Not deeply, not deeply, for | twisted aside even as the thrust came in. But the pain! It was
as if 1 had been injected with acid! I recall my astonishment that the woman had simply
hissed when so struck. I myself screamed like a banshee.

But there was this much to be said for the agony, that for a brief few seconds it galvanized
me to a pure fury. A moment later, two more of my opponents were overborne by my rage,
their blades beaten down, their faces slashed, their guts spilled onto the street.

Alas, the galvanizing pain was soon replaced by a great weakness. | staggered back, lost
my footing. Then I fell against the wall of the building, right next to a door. It is strange how,
at such moments, one notices the most insignificant thing. For my eyes fixed themselves
upon a small, much-worn placard dangling by one screw from the door. DEATH HOUSE OF
GOIMR, it read.

The irony of it caused me to laugh. I think it was that wild laugh which momentarily
stayed my remaining opponents. The three paused, stooping over me. It was that pause,
perhaps, which saved my life.

For at that moment, the door to the death house opened and a giant emerged. A true
giant—even in my dazed state, | now realized that the woman whom | had taken for a
giantess was but a very large woman. But this man! He had to stoop in order to get out of the
door—and it was a large door. Eight feet tall, at least, he must have been.

My three opponents were transfixed by the sight. Not the size of the newcomer alone, but
the way his eyes rolled about, the way he giggled like a madman, the drool issuing from his
loose lips. And the words he spoke: “Isn’t this just the craziest thing? Who would have
thought it would come to this! And in Goimr—of all places!”

He beamed down at the three knifemen.

“Don’t you just love it?” he asked. Then he raised the huge club which I now noticed for
the first time—and so, judging from their expressions, did my opponents—and crushed one
of them like an insect.

The other two—no cowards, | will say it—instantly launched themselves at the giant. In
vain. Another swipe of that immense cudgel and both of them went flying. One of them was
clearly dead—I could see the rib cage shattered like the side of a barrel. For a moment, |
thought the other dead as well. But he struggled to his feet, shaking his head to clear the
daze. He stared up at the giant, who was shambling toward him, club raised high.

“Madness and confusion, madness and confusion, oh it’s so lovely,” babbled the giant. He
cackled with glee. I think it was that insane cackle which finally broke the villain’s nerve. He
turned and raced down the street.

Or, | should say, tried to race down the street. It took the giant but four huge strides to
catch up with his prey and smash him to the ground. I could hear the skull splatter.

Then darkness claimed me and | knew no more.

My consciousness returned slowly, my hearing leading the way.

“And how is my dear aunt?” Such was the first sound I recalled. It was spoken in a high-
pitched man’s voice.

“The same as usual,” came the reply, this in a female voice pitched so low that | don’t
know what to call it. Contralto profundo? The voice continued: “Head in the clouds.”



“Oh, Gwendolyn—always so stern! When did you join the Sisterhood, by the way?”

“Me? A Sister?” A snort. “Not likely!”

“But | understood you to say you were carrying a message for Zulkeh from the Abbess
Hildegard. | assumed—but then! Perhaps | misunderstood. Probably did. Probably imagined
the whole thing. I'm crazy, you know.” Mad cackling. “Hear voices all the time.”

“Stop drooling! It’s disgusting.”

“Sorry. Can’t be helped. Goes with my dementia. The head psychiatrist at the asylum’s told
me many times that—"

“Wolfgang, shut up!”

Even in my semiconscious state, the momentary silence which followed seemed filled with
reproach. Then, a sigh, and the contralto profundo spoke again. Quite a beautiful voice,
really, once you got used to the rumble.

“l didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. | just don’t want to hear it. And to answer your
guestion, the reason | was carrying Hildegard’'s message is because she asked me to. She said
the Sisters were being watched too closely.”

“This is a long way to come just as a favor.”

Another sigh. “Tell me about it. Halfway across Grotum, a good part of it on foot, with a
knife fight at the end of the trip. And I never did get to deliver the message.”

“Can’t be helped. Zulkeh left yesterday. Just as well, all things considered. The
Fangs would have taken him before he finished his first sentence, replete with arcane
allusions to the classics.”

“Is he really that bad?”

The male voice snorted. “The world’s greatest pedant, my dear Gwendolyn. | take it you've
never made his acquaintance?”

“Don’t meet too many pedants in my circles.”

“I should think not!”

“Must you roll your eyes like that?”

Mad cackling. “Such intolerance! Quite odd, really, given your extreme ideological views.”

The female voice snorted. “Eight-foot-tall lunatics who can afford to buy their own private
insane asylums don’t qualify as members of the downtrodden masses.”

“1 should hope not! But tell me, what exactly was this message you were to deliver?”

Silence.

“Oh, come, come, Gwendolyn. If you can’t trust a madman, who can you trust? After all,
who'd believe me anyway? Can you picture the scene? It's marvelous! Myself, strapped to the
rack—wouldn’t fit actually, they’d have to build one special—the dungeon filled with
Inquisitors and Cruds and Fangs! The great ones! Cardinal Ignomini! The Angel Jimmy
Jesus! God’s Own Tooth! They speak! Their voices filled with hate! ‘Tell us, Wolfgang, what
were you doing down there in the secret passageways leading off from the abandoned death
house?’” Myself, screaming with pain! ‘Oh! That feels good! Excruciating agony! Just what
the head psychiatrist at the asylum recommends—'"

“Wolfgang!”

“What? Oh, sorry. But the man’s a genius, you know? A giant in the field of psychology.
Anyway, where was 1? Oh, yes, strapped to the rack, screaming with ecstasy. ‘I was talking
with the notorious agitator Gwendolyn—the demoness herself! The Queen of the Railroad.
And she was telling me how the Abbess Hildegard asked her to hike all the way across
Grotum—just as a personal favor, you know?—in order to tell Zulkeh, the world’s egghead



supreme, that he was mixed up in Joe business.” And then—"

“How did you know?” demanded the woman'’s voice. A voice now frighteningly harsh.

“But it's obvious! Why else would Hildegard get involved? And why else would you agree
to come?”

“l didn’t do it because of Joe! Can’t stand all this Joe nonsense. It's one of the reasons I'd
never join the Sisterhood. It’s idiotic. We're all supposed to stand around contemplating our
navels. And meantime Ozar gobbles up Grotum along with the rest of the world. Let the poor
starve! Let the dwarves be butchered!” Her voice assumed a clipped high-pitched tone. *
‘When Joe comes back, dear, these things will all get straightened out. In the meantime, we
must do our best to salvage what we can.’”

“l must say, that's quite a good imitation of Hildegard. My favorite aunt—I'm really very
fond of her. She’s quite mad, you know? A classic obsessive-compulsive—especially when it
comes to her correspondence with God! The head psychiatrist at—"

“Wolfgang!”

“Oh. Sorry. Where was 1? Other than in a state of lunacy? Oh, yes. You were about to tell
me the message you were to deliver to the wizard.”

“l was not. Besides, you seem to know all about it already. And while we’re on the subject,
just exactly what were you doing in the death house?”

“When?”

“When you came out and clubbed the rest of the Fangs, you idiot! What were you doing
here?”

“l was watching you, actually. There’s a peephole in the door. You were marvelous. Just
marvelous! Hacking and hewing Fangs right and left! Reminded me of this ax murderer we
have in the asylum. Wonderful man, really. Of course, the head psychiatrist took away his ax.
Can’t blame him, | suppose. Therapy’s difficult with an ax in your skull, even if you're the
world’s greatest psychiatrist. But it was horrible the way the poor madman wailed and—"

“Wolfgang—shut up! Just shut up about your damned asylum! You mean to tell me you
stood there and watched the whole thing? And didn’t do anything? You lousy bastard!”

The male voice sounded aggrieved. “Didn’t do anything? That’s crazy! If you'll pardon the
expression. Didn’t | come out and finish the job?”

“Not until 1 was already cut and for all you knew dead from those damned poisoned
blades!”

“Nonsense. It was obvious the Fangs were trying to capture you alive. To put you to The
Question, don’t you know? Better to be dead, of course. But if they’'d been an assassination
team they’d have been wearing green cockades. Green for gangrene, you know? They’re
really quite maniacal, the Fangs, in a horribly sane sort of way.”

“You mean they weren’t trying to kill me? It sure seemed that way! No sooner did | knock
on the door than they came piling out of the death house. Didn’t say a word, just started
stabbing at me right away.”

“Yes, yes, | know. As | said, a lot of maniacs. They've gotten it into their heads that
Zulkeh’s meddling with the King’'s dream would stir up awful things. You should have heard
them carrying on in here. They came in not six hours ago. Absolutely furious that they’'d
missed the wizard. Ransacked the whole place. A frightful scene! There’s nothing here except
a lot of old bones, of course. The wizard took all his stuff with him when he left. I watched
the whole thing from my hideout.” Mad cackling. “Amazing! Such disrespect for the dead
from such paragons of piety! Crypts dumped, bones scattered, urns shattered! I'm afraid that



by the time you knocked on the door they’d worked themselves up into quite the devout
frenzy. You should have heard them pouring out of the catacombs and racing up to the main
level.”

“What if I'd been an innocent bystander?” demanded the woman.

Absolutely insane and hysterical laughter followed this question.

“What's so damned funny?”

“My dear Gwendolyn! Are you such a naif? What a question—and coming from you!
Gwendolyn Greyboar! The Terror of Theocracy! The Lady of the Lowlife! The Nabobs’
Nemesis! Dumb as a schoolgirl!” Suddenly the mad voice was tinged with anger. “When has
anyone been an innocent bystander in the eyes of the Godferrets?”

“All right, all right,” grumbled the woman. “But I'd still like to know why you didn’t come
out sooner.”

“Well, actually, I was about to take the plunge when this marvelous young man came
along. Such a hero! And so young and handsome! The coup with the tripod! Brilliant! And
what an exquisite backstab he’s got. You were probably too busy to notice, dear. A pity,
really. Best backstab I've seen in years. Skewered two of them in a trice. And then! When the
Fangs turned to face him! The low blows! Oh, marvelous! Marvelous! That kind of
treacherous swordwork’s a lost art, nowadays. Haven’t seen such cunning bladesmanship
since Rodrigo Sfondrati-Piccolomini. It was—"

“My uncle,” I mumbled. I tried to open my eyes, but | couldn’t.

“He’s waking up!” exclaimed the woman.

“What a silly goose you are. He's been awake for some time. Now he’s regaining
consciousness.” Clucking sounds. “Really should require you sane people to take courses in
psychology. Won't find a lunatic who can’t tell the difference between being awake and being
conscious. It's the key to the whole thing, you know? Insanity, | mean. The head psychiatrist
at the asylum wrote a wonderful—"

“Wolfgang! You mean he’s been listening to us talk?”

“Well, not exactly. More accurate to say he’s been hearing us talk. ‘Listening’ implies
consciousness, you see. And | was just explaining that in his article the—"

“Shut up! You idiot! He’s heard too much!”

The sound of motion, somehow ominous. Then the man’s voice: “Gwendolyn!”

| opened my eyes. The woman—yes, it was she, the lioness—stood crouched above me, her
great knife upraised for a death blow, her eyes blazing.

“Perfect!” | cried. “Right there! Don’'t move! My brushes! My paints!” | tried to move,
couldn't.

The woman frowned. Her frown had to be seen to be believed. | began weeping with
frustration. A masterpiece it would have been! Goddess In Judgement.

“What did he say?” she said, turning her head. My eyes followed her gaze. There, sitting on
a stone slab, was the shambling giant who had emerged from the doorway and administered
the final blows to the knifemen. A lunatic, it was now obvious. He began a wild and insane
cackling.

“He wants to paint your portrait!” he howled. “A true Sfondrati-Piccolomini! Of the
artistic branch! Can't bear to die without painting his doom first—oh, marvelous.
Marvelous!”

He wiped tears from his eyes, then babbled further.

“Really a much finer lot than my own clan, I'll be the first to say it. Not such good scholars,



the Sfondrati-Piccolominis, but you’ll never find such great mad artists among the
Laebmauntsforscynneweélds.”

“He wants to what?”

“Portrait,” 1 whispered. “Your portrait. You're perfect. Just like you were before—in the
fight.”

She gazed down at me. Slowly lowered her cleaver. Shook her head.

“You’re as crazy as he is,” she growled.

“Perhaps some introductions are in order,” said the giant in his oddly high-pitched voice.
“I am Wolfgang Laebmauntsforscynneweéld, of the noted scholarly clan of that name. This
magnificent lady with the great cleaver in her hand is Gwendolyn Greyboar, famous
throughout Grotum for—"

“Shut up, Wolfgang! He’s an Ozarine, by the looks of him.”

“Well, of course he’'s an Ozarine. As | was just about to say, Benvenuti Sfondrati-
Piccolomini, of the noted scholarly clan of that name—and not just scholars! Oh no! Artists
and condottiere galore! Come to Goimr to seek his fame and fortune.” Here he broke into a
horrid cackling. “And they say I'm crazy!”

My feebleness was rapidly fading. I muscled myself up into a sitting position. In the
process, | noticed that my wound had been expertly bandaged. Looking around, | saw that I
was in a chamber hewn directly out of bare rock. Along one side was a stone bench, where
Wolfgang was sitting. Behind him, bored into the rock wall, were some odd-looking holes.
The chamber was otherwise bare, except for the entrance to a dim tunnel which loomed in
the far wall. The woman leaned against the wall next to the tunnel.

“How do you know so much about me?” I demanded.

The giant stopped cackling and shrugged. “Well, I read the letters in your pocket, while
Gwendolyn was bandaging you up. Quite impressive. An invitation from the King. A
recommendation from the Consortium’s Director of Companies. A letter of—Gwendolyn!”

I turned, flinched. The woman was looming above me again, cleaver upraised.

“An Ozarine agent!” she raged. “A Consortium spy!”

“Nonsense!” boomed Wolfgang. “He’s an artist.”

“What kind of artist would have letters in his pocket from the Director of Companies?”
hissed Gwendolyn.

“A Sfondrati-Piccolomini, of course. They didn’t get to be one of the two great learned
clans in the world by being wallflowers, you know? Great self-promoters, the Sfondrati-
Piccolominis—take it from a Laebmauntsforscynneweéld! Besides, the letter wasn’t even
written by the Director. | recognized Giotto’s handwriting. Been corresponding with him for
years. Oh, I've no doubt the Director’s signature was genuine enough. Never catch a
Sfondrati-Piccolomini in outright forgery! And so what? The man must sign twenty letters
like that a day. He’s not much better than a parvenu, the Director, and he knows full well
that if he’s to take his place at the summit of Ozarine society he’s got to develop a reputation
as a Patron of the Arts. It’s part of the plutocrat ritual.”

Gwendolyn was still frowning, that amazing frown. And it’s odd, looking back after all
these years, how my life went off course so early. Can’t say as | regret it, mind you. But still,
it's odd. A young man’s heart is supposed to be caught by a young girl’s eye, or the smile on
her lips, or the curve of her neck, or the toss of her hair.

At that very moment a faint sound was heard. Wolfgang held up his hand, motioning us
silent. He pressed his ear to one of the holes in the wall behind him. A moment later



Gwendolyn had joined him on the bench, her ear pressed to another hole. And it was but
another moment before my ear was pressed to a third.

“Make your report,” | heard a voice say. A hard, cold, cruel voice.

“The dead men are all Fangs, Mr. Inkman.”

Again, the cold sneering voice: “Tell me something | don’t know.”

“It’s hard to tell exactly what happened, sir. The wounds are strangely varied. Some were
decapitated, as by an ax. Others skewered. An expert swordsman’s work, that—a cunning
one, to boot. Perfect backstabs and low blows, the most of those killed by the sword. And
then there are the three who look like they were clubbed by an ogre. Crushed flat, those
were.”

“Three killers,” mused Inkman. Silence. Then, he spoke again: “What did you do with the
bodies?”

A harsh laugh. “We put them in the lower catacombs. Rolled them right back up in the
shrouds and bones they’d pitched. Nobody’ll look for them there. Certainly not the Goimr
police! Couldn’t find their dicks in the dark, those clowns. And | don’t think there are any
Fangs left alive in Goimria. Leastways, all the ones | knew are lying right now on cold stone
slabs below. By the time God’s Own Tooth finds out what happened and sends another ferret
pack, these’ll all be moldy bones.”

“Excellent! We're the only ones who know what happened, then?”

A cough. “Well, not exactly, Mr. Inkman. The killers know what happened. Know more
than we do, actually.”

“Them! Who cares? Hasn’t the Angel said it a thousand times? ‘It’s your friends who are
the problem. Enemies take care of themselves.””

“Yes, sir. That's what he says, sir.”

“So! What could be more perfect? For once, the miserable Fangs will be in the dark,
instead of us. The Angel will be very pleased. He's been trying to convince the Committee
and the Nabobs for months that it was time to send a Rap Sheet to Grotum. They’ve been
stalling, listening to the damned Fangs whispering in their ear. ‘Don’t rouse the Groutch
beast from its sleep.’ ‘Let Grotum lie.” That's all the Fangs ever say! Bah! Is the swelling
grandeur of Ozar to be denied by these ancient legends of Grotum? Nonsense! It's long past
time we took firm and direct measures. The Senators will whine and whimper, of course, like
a typical lot of politicians. But the Nabobs are made of sterner stuff. Especially the Director
of Companies! Now there’s a man of action, after my own heart.”

“The Fangs won't like it much, sir,” responded the second voice.

“There’s the beauty of it,” replied Inkman. “This little massacre here will throw them into
a panic. And well it should! When was the last time a whole pack was wiped out to the last
ferret?”

Silence. Then, Inkman again: “Never, that's when. | can’t stand the holier-than-thou
bastards, but there’s no denying they’re a murderous crew. Can you imagine the reaction of
God’s Own Tooth when he hears? He’ll be baying for Groutch blood!”

“He’ll want to know who did it, too. Don’t you think we should—"

“Nonsense. What? Are we to waste our time trying to sort out which lot of Groutch
malcontents butchered the Fangs? No, no, it won’t do. Remember the Angel’s motto: ‘Do in
your friends first, and your enemies are bound to follow.’”

“As you say, sir.”

“So, let’s be off. You are sure you cleaned up all the evidence?”



“All except the bloodstains on the street. But who'll notice that, in Grotum?”

“Well said! It won't be long now before this entire miserable sub-continent bends its knee
to Ozar. Not with a Rap Sheet here on the scene to help us.”

“Goimr will fall into our laps for sure, with a Rap Sheet.”

“Bah! Who wants Goimr? No, I'll be proposing to the Angel that we start with the Rap
Sheet in Prygg. | know he’ll agree. He’s often said Prygg was the key to Grotum.”

The last sentence | only heard faintly, for the voices were dwindling into the distance.
When I looked up, | was struck by the differing ways in which my two companions in the cell
were reacting to the conversation we had just overheard.

Wolfgang was grinning from ear to ear.

Gwendolyn’s face was flushed with fury.

“The Ozarine dogs!” she cried. “The filthy Cruds!”

“The vainglorious fools!” cackled Wolfgang. “The incredible idiots!” He began laughing
insanely.

Gwendolyn glared at him. “They’re going to bring a Rap Sheet to Grotum to complete their
conquest of our homeland. And you think that’s funny?”

Wolfgang wiped tears from his eyes. “But, my dear Gwendolyn, don’t you see the irony of
the whole thing? The fools propose to bring one of Joe’s great relics to subdue Joe’s own
homeland. Doesn’t it strike you that there’s a hint of folly in the logic? Typical Cruds!” Here
the giant imitated Inkman’s cold voice: “‘As the Angel says, first do in your friends. Then
your enemies will fall.”” He fell again into his horrible mad laughter.

“I love it!” he cried. “The Ozarine paranoids will hide the massacre of the ferret pack from
the Fangs, so the Fangs—who know the lurking danger in Grotum better than anyone!—
won't be able to get in the way of the Ozarines when they come trampling all over the place
and rouse the lurking danger to full fury.”

Gwendolyn was still glaring at him.

Wolfgang shook his head. “Gwendolyn, the whole problem here is that you don’t really
understand the Joe question.”

“lI don’t want to hear about it!” she snapped. “All | know is that the Ozarine Empire—
which has already half swallowed Grotum!—now intends to gulp us down complete. What do
you propose to do? Sit around drooling and giggling while we wait for some myth to rescue
us?”

“Well, not exactly. | do believe Joe will need a little help along the way. But don’t let me
stop you. | quite admire your efforts! Sally forth—by all means! Smite the Ozarine with your
cleaver!”

I thought that last was an unfortunate turn of phrase—the more so when Gwendolyn
turned her hot glare onto me.

I spread my hands in a calming gesture. “Madame, let me assure you that—"

“Don’t call me ‘Madame’!” she barked.

| took a deep breath, tried again. “Gwendolyn, then. It's true I'm an Ozarine. What of it?
I’'m an artist, before all else. | care not a fig for the pomposities of the rulers of Ozar.
Certainly not the Angel Jimmy Jesus and that whole lot of Cruds! Nasty creatures. Besides,
like every genuine artist I know, my heart lies with Grotum. It’s the center of the world’s art!
Its music!”

“Its mischief!” giggled Wolfgang.

I nodded at him. “Perhaps, perhaps. It's certainly a livelier place than Ozar. At first, |



thought Goimr an unutterably dull place—"

“Itis,” spoke Wolfgang and Gwendolyn in unison.

“—but here | am—not a day since | landed—and already I've been arrested, tortured, been
in a bloody swordfight, hidden in a secret hidey-hole, spied on Cruds—what next? What
next?”

“Next you'll have to make your escape,” said Wolfgang. “The both of you.”

He turned to Gwendolyn, who was—and | was glad to see it—calmer in her aspect.

“l assume you’ll be trying to follow Zulkeh—when you discover where he went—to deliver
Hildegard’s message.”

“A pox on Zulkeh!” came the response. “A pox on Hildegard and her damned schemes!
I've got better things to do than be chasing all over Grotum looking for some obscure
sorcerer. I've got to warn my comrades. If the movement isn’t prepared for it, the Rap Sheet
will cut through us like a scythe. Even with an advance warning, it's going to be bad enough.
Besides, I don’t even know where the wizard went.”

The key moments of decision come unexpected in life. If I have learned nothing else, this I
have. And when they come, it amazes me how instantly they are made. Later, musing over
the events, | was struck by how light were the feathers that wafted my fortune. A dwarf’s
voice, a woman'’s frown—these the things that sent me off on a road unforeseen.

I had told the police nothing, but now I spoke.

“The wizard—Zulkeh, that is his name? Accompanied by a dwarf servant?”

“His apprentice,” corrected Wolfgang. “Shelyid, his name is.”

“Yes—an ugly creature. But he seemed a sweet boy. Anyway, they’ve gone to Prygg.” | told
them of my encounter with Zulkeh and Shelyid at the travel station, and the words I
overheard spoken by the wizard.

“But why would he go to Prygg?” asked Gwendolyn. She peered closely at Wolfgang.

“It’s time for some answers, you lunatic. You've been keeping things from me.”

Wolfgang looked aggrieved. “My dear Gwendolyn!” He began rolling his eyes wildly.

“Cut out the act, Wolfgang!” she snarled. “Who is this wizard, anyway? And why is
everyone so interested in him? Including you!”

“Me?”

Gwendolyn waved at the chamber. “This hidey-hole. This wasn’t put here by the wizard.
Look at the scale of the chamber—and that tunnel. This was built by you. Why?”

Wolfgang coughed, then smiled. “Can’t put a thing past you, can 1? Well, yes, actually |
built this chamber so | could keep an eye on the wizard. Built it years ago. Zulkeh'’s never
known about it. The room beyond—the one which these holes enable you to listen to—that’s
the wizard'’s study.”

“Why?” demanded Gwendolyn fiercely. “What’s so damned important about this sorcerer?
You said yourself he was just a pedant.”

Wolfgang looked hurt. “I said nothing of the sort. | said he was the world’s greatest
pedant, that’s true. But | never said he was just a pedant. Dear me, no! Ridiculous!”

Gwendolyn threw up her hands. “Enough. Enough! I'll never get any sense out of you. And
I don’t care, anyway. I'll let lunatics like you worry about the legendary Joe. I've got real
things to worry about—real enemies, and real comrades, and real struggles. And I've wasted
enough of my time already. The wizard’s gone to Prygg—let him go! I'm not chasing after
him. I've got to get back to the Mutt. The Ozarines with a Rap Sheet here in Grotum will
wreak havoc. I've got to get the warning out—and quick.”



She rose, like a tiger, and turned to the tunnel. Then stopped abruptly.

“Where does this tunnel lead to, anyway?”

“Where else?” giggled Wolfgang. “To my secret door. But, Gwendolyn, will you please stop
long enough to think?”

He raised his hands, as if to fend off the blow of her glare.

“Please, my dear, please! I'm not trying to talk you out of your plans. Forget the wizard—
by all means! It's no problem, anyway. I've had a hankering to visit Prygg again. It's Magrit,
you know.” He smirked, for all the world like a schoolboy. “She and | are quite the item!
Such a passionate witch!”

He coughed. “Well, enough of that. The point is, I'll follow the wizard. But if you want to
warn your people, you first have to get out of Goimr. The police will be everywhere. You
heard Benvenuti—they’ll be watching every gate. You're rather a noticeable woman, you
know? How do you think you’ll get out?”

Gwendolyn frowned. “Well, I hadn’t really thought about it. I just walked in, | thought I'd
just walk out.”

“If 1 might make a suggestion, and”—here he cackled—"if you can manage to overcome
your anti-Ozarine prejudices for a moment, | believe that Benvenuti might be the solution to
your problem.”

He turned to me. “Tell me, my boy, have you given any thought to your future?”

It took me a moment to grasp his meaning.

“No, I hadn’t. Not really. My original plans seem to have fallen through.”

“I should say! Idiotic plans, to begin with. Imagine. Wanting to be the Royal Artist of
Goimr!”

He and Gwendolyn both burst into a fit of laughter. Now that I'd experienced Goimr, |
admit I found it impossible not to laugh myself.

“You see, Gwendolyn?” demanded Wolfgang. “Just as | said! A marvelous young man! The
perfect traveling companion for you.”

“What are you talking about?” she demanded.

“Don’t you see? It's perfect! For both of you. Benvenuti has a letter vouching for him,
signed by Chief Counselor Gerard. That'll get him through the gates with no questions asked.
As for himself, the sooner he shakes the mud of this wretched city off his boots, the better.”

He smiled at me. A wonderful smile he had, actually, if you left aside its demented aura.

“The place for an aspiring young artist, my boy, is New Sfinctr! There’s the ticket! Oh, it's
a horribly wicked city, I admit. ‘The pesthole of the planet,’ they call it. But exciting! Alive!
Vigorous! Just the place for you. But your problem, of course, is how to get there. It’s all the
way across Grotum. You'll have to traverse forests, mountains—the Groutch wilderness. On
your own, you'd lose your way. Lose your life, no doubt. But with Gwendolyn as your guide,
it'll be a Sunday stroll, near enough.”

“I’m not going to New Sfinctr,” growled Gwendolyn.

Wolfgang dismissed her protest with a wave. “Quibbles, quibbles—and you know it! You're
going as far as the Mutt, aren’t you?”

She nodded.

“And isn't New Sfinctr but a hop, skip and a stumble from there? Of course it is! A well-
traveled route, too. Even a simpleton could find his way from the Mutt to New Sfinctr. And
Benvenuti’s no simpleton. Not even today—and he certainly won’t be one by then. No, not at
all! He’ll be what the Ozarine call ‘an old Groutch hand.’”



I wished he’d left off that last bit. Needless to say, the mention of the Ozarine brought a
scowl from Gwendolyn.

“And that’s another thing! There are people I've got to meet.” She glared at me. “People |
don’t want this damned Ozarine to see, so he can run and tell his people who they are.”

“Damn you, madame!” | overrode her bellow with one of my own. “And don’t tell me not
to call you ‘madame’! Aren’t you acting the perfect high and mighty lady? | assure you, no
Ozarine heiress could do it better. I told you once—I will say it again—I am an artist, not a
politician. And I'm certainly not a policeman! Make any detour you wish. See anyone you
desire. If you want me to remain off to one side while you undertake your mysterious
missions—why, so | will. If you choose to have me accompany you—why, | will say nothing to
anyone.”

I spat on the floor. “And finally—madame—you may rest assured that not all Ozarines are
pig-bellied plutocrats. My own branch of the Sfondrati-Piccolominis has known its share of
poverty and hard times. But we've always been artists, or scholars, or soldiers of fortune.
Or—if those words don’t suit you!—call us potters and pedants and plunderers. But there’ve
been precious few respectable bourgeois in the lot. And never a police informer!”

We were glaring at each other fiercely, practically nose to nose. It was she who stepped
back, with a new look in her eyes. Respect, | thought, and | was stunned by how much I
cared.

“Got quite the bite, this boy does,” she chuckled.

“No boy, Gwendolyn!” exclaimed Wolfgang. “No boy could have carved up so many
Godferrets. Skill and training be damned—that takes an adult passion. He did save your life,
you know. Well, actually, I would have saved it if he hadn’'t—but he didn’t know that at the
time. Quite the hero lurking somewhere inside this young fellow, if my twin powers of
madness and amnesia are to be trusted—and they are! They are!”

The round of insane laughter which followed from the giant’s mouth enabled both
Gwendolyn and me to catch our breath and take new stock.

And then she smiled, for the first time since | had met her. Not a sunny smile,
Gwendolyn’s, never—too many scars had forged that smile. But there was a great cool gleam
in it, like moonlight, and friendship, and a sense of unyielding courage.

“All right,” she said. “I'm willing, if you are. | warn you, the trip will be long, hard, and
dangerous.”

I didn’t need to answer with words. | was grinning from ear to ear, and laughing, and
happier than I'd been—ever, | think. An adventurous life, I'd wanted, since | was a lad. And
here it was!

But after Wolfgang explained the details of his plan, | wasn’t happy at all. And the look on
Gwendolyn’s face was positively terrifying.

“But—but—" | was stammering like a schoolboy. “I'd thought—perhaps—Gwendolyn could
pose as my wife—well, local girlfriend, in any event—the police might know I'd just arrived
unaccompanied—but—" | was actually blushing.

“Nonsense!” boomed Wolfgang. “The whole idea’s preposterous! Look at her. Oh, don'’t
mistake me—she’s an immensely handsome woman, Gwendolyn is. But—let’s face it. Would
the dullest-witted policeman in the world believe, for one moment, that this Amazon would
be some Ozarine playboy’s skirt of the evening?”

Gwendolyn’s face was like an iron mask.

“He’s right, damn him. His plan will work, I've no doubt of it. That’s why | hate it.”



Even Wolfgang's air of perpetual good cheer seemed clouded, for a moment.

“l know, my dear. But that’s partly why it'll work. The police may have learned by now that
you're here in Goimr. If they have, they’ll be looking for you, as sure as the sunrise. But not
as a draywoman! Not ever! Not Gwendolyn Greyboar!”

His gaiety returned. “No, the real problem here is with Benvenuti. It's his part in the play
I’m concerned about. You'll need nerves of steel, my boy! And | hope you've as good a hand
with a whip as you have with a sword. The whole thing will have to look real, you know?”

I took a breath. “I’'m actually better with a whip.”

“Oh, good!” cried Wolfgang. “Oh, that’s very good!” He coughed, chuckled. “Actually, I'd
say your life may depend on it.”

Looking at Gwendolyn, | had no doubt of it. Even before—as if by an involuntary reflex—
the cleaver appeared in her huge hand.

“If that whip so much as scratches me!” It was amazing, really, how deep her voice was.

“If it does,” she continued, “when we reach the forest, I'll gut you like a pig.”






PROLOGUE.

In Which, Our Prelude Passed, We Acquaint the Gentle Reader with the Heroes of
Our Tale, The Sorcerer Zulkeh and His Stupid But Loyal Apprentice Shelyid.
Accompanied By Some Brief and Modest Notes Introducing Your Narrator,
Alfred CCLXXIX, and My Noble Clan of Chroniclers.

The times were most rank. For the Old Geister brooded alone and disconsolate far away in
the bowels of his cloud-shrouded citadel, taking scant heed of the affairs of men. Meanwhile
eons passed, millennium upon millennium, and the world fell into corruption. Skepticism
and unreason swept across the land, even as the wench’s oestrus inflames the pubert’s loins.
Yet the Old Geister acted not, for his rancor was overcome by melancholia.

Worse than the damage to human morals was the damage to human minds. Men began to
doubt, then question, then snigger at, then openly scorn, the once revered mysteries of old.
Soon it was apparent that humanity preferred natural acts to unnatural lore. Thus, as
generation followed upon generation, the candle of the old knowledge flickered out, and
expired in the common memory of mankind.

Yet, as we approach the time of our tale, there remained abroad in the world a few score
scholars devoted to the retrieval of lost arts and philosophies. They could be found
scratching among the rubble of ruined libraries and ancient temples, hoping thereby to
unearth fragments of old writ. Each believed that there was to be discovered by the perusal
of old scrolls and tablets, and the cunning exegesis thereof, the deepest secrets of the powers
of the universe.

Their lot was hard. As a result, their numbers, never great, declined steadily as the time of
our tale draws near. Many factors contributed to this end. Some were martyrs to their own
experiments, falling victim to spells ill-cast, demons misconjured, potions botched,
talismans malwrought. Others were undone by the perils of the itinerant life attendant upon
their pursuit of wisdom: the cholers of nature, the intemperance of wild beasts, the
deprivations of disease, and the like. Still others, and these the most numerous of all, fell
prey to the brutish acts of their fellow humans—for these latter are, as is well known, an
unruly lot, given to sudden tempers and disputes. Hence the popular aphorism: “He who
lives by reason, dies by the sword.”

The survivor of these happenstances would yearn at length for a sanctum, some refuge
wherein to contemplate the mysteries of Truth, unhampered by the pogroms of man and
nature. Perforce they would forego, for a time, the peripatetic life and repair to some town or
city, therein to peruse at leisure whatever ancient pearl of wisdom might have been acquired



in their travels.

To support a domicile for these scholarly pursuits, the sorcerer would typically apply his
or her learning as a scrivener, teacher, lecturer, tutor, or healer of incurable maladies. Of
these, of the mere handful of wizards populating the earth now at the time when our tale is
ripe for the telling, we note that the least notable was a certain Zulkeh of Goimr, physician.

The ancient city of Goimr is located on the underbelly of the great sub-continent of
Grotum, at the place where the river Moyle joins the sea. Here, in a vast old abandoned
death house, replete with many strange vaulted chambers connected by dark and crumbling
passageways winding convolutedly like so many intestines deep into the bowels of the earth,
down ever downward, into small niche-pocked vaults filled with damp worm-eaten caskets,
many askew and half-opened crypts of the long dead, urns of dust, and the scattered bones
of dogs and man, here, chose Zulkeh to rest and ponder his wealth of artifacts and relics, his
scrolls and tablets, his talismans and tomes, the fruit gathered of his many journeys.

A personage of such marked cerebral bent as the thaumaturge of Goimr could not, of
course, afford to be troubled by the vulgar exigencies of attending his own person.
Accordingly, Zulkeh had taken for the purpose an apprentice. This individual, one Shelyid,
was evidently an orphan, for he had been discovered one evening by the wizard in a crude
basket placed before the door to the death house. Zulkeh had at once taken in the wretch,
not, it must be admitted, as an act of kindness, but rather in the pursuit of science. For the
unfortunate Shelyid had been cursed with a most disgusting physiognomy. The victim of
dwarfdom, the wretched Shelyid’s runtish body was ill served and thus doubly cursed by bad
nerves, the slightest agitation of which would produce the most indecorous results: pox,
palsy, jitters, quivers, tremors, convulsions, paroxysms, fevers, the staggers, the jerks,
shortness of breath, frequent and uncontrolled excretion, irregularities of the pulse, lock-
jaw, ague, fidgets, timorousness, and a general feeling of social inferiority. These, of course,
the classic symptoms of that most dread of nervous conditions, hysteria follicularia, the
uncontrolled growth and spread of hair upon the body.

The sorcerer had taken in the much-afflicted Shelyid in the belief that the dwarf was
unnaturally wrought, the creature of some puissant though unknown power in the universe.
For many years did the wizard peruse his scrolls and tomes, searching for some clue to the
dwarf’s provenance. Finding nothing, he turned to a consideration of events in the world at
large which might be relevant to Shelyid’s origin. But in truth the year of the gnome’s
discovery was a remarkably quiescent year, at least by the standards of the modern turmoil.
Only two events of general historic interest had occurred: the publication—much to the
outrage of the Ecclesiarchs—of Father Cosmo Sfondrati-Piccolomini’s infamous letter from
the Sssuj, and the mysterious disappearance of the Colossus of Ozarae. As both these events
occurred in lands far distant from Goimr, and as no connection with Shelyid’s arrival was
discernible, the wizard dismissed these coincidences from his mind.

The time came when Zulkeh drew his conclusions and summoned the dwarf to his
chambers.

“Shelyid,” spoke the mage, “I have determined the source of your squalidness.”

“Oh, master!” cried Shelyid, fairly fainting from joy and expectation. “You are the wisest
and most powerful of wizards!”

“Indeed,” concurred Zulkeh. “The truth was most trickily hidden from my powers, most
cunningly disguised from my perceptions.”



“Yes, yes!” quivered the dwarf.

“l perceive now that my error lay in my too great wisdom, for it was natural that I should
assume that your affliction lay in some supernatural source, whereas it is in fact purely
commonplace. Thus I tell you that you are in truth not an occult but a genetic specimen. And
though the world in its ignorance perceives in you nothing but an odious eyesore—
scrofulous, repulsive and loathsome—that behind this veneer my genius has penetrated to
the truth. To wit, that you are in fact nothing but an odious eyesore—scrofulous, repulsive
and loathsome.”

The wizard continued in this vein, opening up to Shelyid’s understanding the wondrous
and tortured path of logic whereby Zulkeh had arrived at the essence beneath the
appearance. But it must be admitted that his labor was in vain, for the dwarf had long since
fainted dead away, whether in awe of such deep and profound thoughts or in horror at the
now-revealed permanence of his fate, it is difficult to say. Fortunately for the dwarf, his years
of service to the wizard had reconciled this latter to Shelyid’s limitations, and Zulkeh
concluded that he would retain the runt as his apprentice, despite Shelyid’s now-
demonstrated lack of worth.

Thus, at this the beginning of our tale, do we find our principal dramatis personae
ensconced at Goimr, the sorcerer earning an irregular income by his knowledge of physic, or,
on those all too frequent occasions when none sought his services, by dispatching Shelyid
into the tombs to scratch over the possessions of the long dead, extract the occasional gold
tooth, and whatnot.

And now it is time to introduce myself, for I am your narrator; and, though | subscribe to
the ancient wisdom that a tale’s narrator should be as unobtrusive as possible, yet it is mete
that the gentle reader should know somewhat of the provenance of this tale, lest he become
afflicted with false doubts concerning its veracity and authenticity.

“Your narrator,” I named myself, yet this term must at once be qualified. In truth, it would
be more proper to call myself the compiler of this narration, rather than the narrator
himself. The principal source of our tale, the central thread around which | have been forced
to weave other annals and accounts, is the Chronicle of the Great Calamity scribed by my
illustrious forefathers, the Alfredae. | say, “around which | have been forced to weave other
annals and accounts,” for among the hazards and adventures of my ancestors’ flight from the
Great Calamity many portions of their manuscript were, alas, lost forever. Nor, in the nature
of things, was it always possible for my ancestors to directly observe various events and
incidents of great moment to our history.

Thus did it fall to my unworthy self, Alfred CCLXXIX, despite my frailties and paltry skills
in comparison to my incomparable forebears, to attempt to fill the lacunae in their chronicle
with other sources. As for these latter, I will vouch for their authenticity but not their
veracity, as they are all of them the product of human hands and thus inherently suspect,
due to the well-known mendacious proclivities of that malign race.

No better example to illustrate this last point could be found than the very same
Autobiography of Benvenuti Sfondrati-Piccolomini which I chose as the prelude to our tale.
A strange choice for an introduction to scrupulous history! For the autobiography of this
artist is, of course, notorious for its unreliability, inexactitude, and preposterous self-
aggrandizement. Yet, it seemed to me that any chronicle seeking to clarify the events and
inner forces leading to the Great Calamity must, of necessity, include within its compass the



tale told by Benvenuti Sfondrati-Piccolomini. This, for two reasons.

Imprimis, Benvenuti himself played no small part in the ruination of civilization which we
know by the name of the Great Calamity. At each and every critical juncture of that tangled
skein of events and episodes which led to the Great Calamity, does his presence and
influence make itself felt. And not his alone, nay, but those of the maleficent characters
which he attracted about him like flies to honey, as well. Name all the individuals prominent
in the destruction of our lost heritage, beginning with the Rebel himself, and you will find, in
four instances out of five, this lowest common denominator—an association with the
scoundrel Benvenuti Sfondrati-Piccolomini.

Secundus, the wizard Zulkeh himself, blamed by all gentility for the Great Calamity,
insisted to his dying day that a proper analysis of Benvenuti’s Autobiography made clear the
truth of the matter. Of this thesis, I myself remain dubious. Yet, in fairness to the historical
personage of the sorcerer, | felt it both judicious and proper to incorporate into this
chronicle the Autobiography of the infamous artist.

With those portions of our tale directly transcribed from my ancestors’ account, the
matter is naturally otherwise. These may be regarded as unblemished truth, and this for two
reasons. Imprimis, my peerless forefathers accompanied Zulkeh and Shelyid throughout
their famous odyssey, in the course of which the hidden meaning of the Great Calamity was
revealed. They were present at every juncture, there to observe and record both the event
and its inner purport. Secundus, my ancestors’ chronicle was not compiled by witless
humans but by members of that infinitely superior race to which my ancestors and | belong.
| speak, of course, of pediculus humanus.

“A louse!” you exclaim.

Yes, | say proudly, a louse. And typical 'tis that even you, gentle reader, will automatically
respond with the genocidal impulse of your bestial race, so evident even in ancient times and
now, since the Great Calamity, grown systematic and ruthless in its horror. I am a louse, and
my ancestors were lice before me. And not just any lice!l—but lice whose devotion to science
was of such all-consuming passion that they readily resided upon the none-too-well-fed
Shelyid, taking advantage of the latter’s hirsute plenitude to record a history of our modern
times which is nonpareil. Would humans have done as much? To ask the question is to
answer it.

I urge you thus, gentle reader, to suppress your barbarous instincts and heed attentively
the tale which follows. For though you despise us, consider this patent truth—that while you
squat here in wretched exile, dreaming with bitter regret of your lost wealth and luxuries, we
squat here upon you and regret much less, for by your squalid existence you assure our
sustenance.

Cease then your fruitless scratching! say I, and attend rather to my tale. For though the
Great Calamity has cast us into ruination, yet it is said that History moves in its cycles. The
time may come again when we—or rather, our descendants—regain that high estate to which
our breeds are entitled. Such latter Restoration, however, depends in no small part upon the
diligence with which you and your ilk absorb the lessons of the past. Thus I say again: attend
to my tale, putting aside all useless antipathies. For we are companions in misfortune.



PART |

The Which
Consists of Alfred CCLVI's
Account of Zulkeh’s Last Days
in Goimr, the Events and Thoughts
of Those Final Days, and His Decision
and Departure. Taken From the First
Chapters of the Great
Chronicle of the
Alfredae.

CHAPTER I.

A Sublime Discourse on the Nature of Gravity. A Knock on the Door. The Wizard
Is Summoned by the King!

It was Zulkeh’s habit of the evening to instruct Shelyid in the art of wizardry and the lore of
science. With the dwarf ensconced upon a stool in a corner of the study, the wizard would
pace to and fro, expounding at length upon whatever subject struck his fancy. On this
particular evening, Zulkeh had chosen to enlighten the dwarf upon the nature of gravity.

“So you see then, Shelyid,” spoke the mage, “this question of gravity has gripped the mind
of man since time immemorial. The great ancient philosopher Disquo was the first to
provide a general answer to the question: Why do all objects rest where they do? His answer
was of the piercing simplicity of all true genius.

“ ‘Because they belong there,” said Disquo, and no one has been able to refute this
proposition since. This is because it is irrefutable, for ’tis clear to even the dullest intellect
that all things exist in their place because they belong there. Indeed, it must be so, for if they
did not belong there, they would be somewhere else. Is this clear?”

“Oh yes, master!” cried Shelyid.

“Good. We may continue. Following the destruction of ancient civilization for those
reasons which | have on earlier occasions opened up to your understanding, Disquo’s great
truth disappeared in the chaos of barbarism. Only centuries later, after a passing semblance
of culture had been resurrected under the aegis of the Ecclesiarchy, was the insight of
Disquo revived, albeit in a form more suited to the needs of Religion. For it was then that the



famed theologian St. Quinine brought forth Disquo’s dictum anew, but now with the caveat
that all things belong where they are because God wills it. This thesis was to dominate
human thought for a millennium. It is, of course, utterly specious.

“‘How so0?’ you ask, groping in the dimness of your runtish intellect. It is self-evident. The
true scientist understands by the nature of inquiry that such is designed to answer such
questions as are posed through the examination of the question which is posed, and no
other. Thus, the answer to the question: ‘Why do objects rest where they do?’ can only be
scientifically answered by explaining why objects rest where they do. This Disquo had -
already done: ‘Because they belong there.” To add to this truth the quibble that this is so
because God wills it, adds nothing whatever to the investigation. If God exists, then ’tis
rampant tautology to say that he causes all objects to belong where they are, for He is
naturally the source of all objects, being and belonging. If God does not exist, then He has
nothing to do with any of these. The revered saint’s thesis thus merely posits the existence of
God under the guise of explaining the nature of gravity. But it advances us no further than
Disquo’s formula. Indeed, it throws confusion over the problem. Is this clear, dwarf?”

“Oh yes, master!” cried Shelyid.

“Good. We may continue.” A sudden frown enveloped the wizard’s brow. Zulkeh peered
fiercely at his apprentice, who shrank before his gaze.

“Misinterpret not my words,” spoke the mage. “My intent is not to cast aspersions upon
Religion, for such is necessary to discipline the passions of the common herd. In this task,
the servants of Religion perform a most exemplary service. For this work they deserve all
just credit and due, despite their superstitious habit of cloaking the Old Geister’s immanence
in all manner of frivolous and ridiculous trappings. Is this understood?”

“Oh yes, master!” cried Shelyid.

“Nevertheless,” continued Zulkeh, “it is apparent, from the standpoint of the higher
reason, that St. Quinine’s contribution to the study of gravity is nought but a diversion. Even
so, infinitely more sublime was Quinine’s thinking to that of his historical successor, whose
advent was but another symptom of the sad decline of science in the modern world.

“For know, Shelyid, that the most significant figure following Quinine to treat of this
question—significant not, as | shall in a moment expose, for his contribution, but for the
vulgar popularity which it has received among the plebeians—was Oldgram. Sir Oldgram, for
such was he titled in the barbarous land whence he originated, invented what he pompously
called the Law of Gravity, thereby arrogating to himself, before his time and without reason,
an honor which is properly mine. This law, or rather, ‘law’ so-called (for it is nothing of the
sort), states the following impudent proposition: to wit, that objects attract each other in
direct proportion to their mass and in inverse proportion to their distance.

“This imbecility has long since swept the modern world, and it grieves me to relate that
the Law of Gravity is today considered synonymous with the name of Oldgram. Yet so far
from representing an advance of science, much less the formulation of an actual Law (most
sublime of Theses), this outrage to all reason has rather dragged the level of scientific
thought far below the stage earlier attained by Disquo, even in ancient times.

“For look you, gnome, what is the purpose of science?” demanded the wizard.

“l d-don’t know, master,” stammered Shelyid.

“An excellent response,” spoke the wizard, patting the dwarf’s head. “For it is only mete
that a lowly apprentice should first learn science, then the higher truth of which it is the
expression, and only at the last its purpose. But | will open up a small portion of this secret



to your understanding.”

Here Zulkeh struck a solemn pose. “The purpose of science, Shelyid, is to answer the
guestion Why? Is this clear?”

“Oh yes, master!” cried Shelyid, pleased to be asked the normal question.

“With this understood, it is immediately apparent that Oldgram’s proposition is sheer
effrontery. Does Oldgram explain why objects rest where they do? By no means! He merely
correlates the relationship of all objects to each other according to some crude ratio evident
to the base senses.

“We may thus dismiss Oldgram as an importunate impostor, a parasitic empiricist, a flea
upon the body of science. To the question ‘why do objects rest where they do?’ Disquo had
already answered correctly—'because they belong there.” Neither the necessities of Religion
nor the jackanapes of Oldgram have advanced the study a single inch beyond. It was left to
me, and to me alone, to unravel the riddle. And this | have done according to that mode of
subtle reasoning which is my wont and habitude. Is this clear, dwarf?”

“Oh yes, master!” cried Shelyid instantly, for this was a question whose answer he had
long since mastered.

“Excellent. To the question ‘why do all objects rest where they belong?’ or, to phrase it
differently: ‘why do all objects obey the Law of Gravity?’ (properly so named only by myself)
I have provided the following astonishing insight—because all objects contain graveness.
Yes, Shelyid, graveness, the illusive essence of gravity which has hitherto escaped the ken of
all mankind save myself.

“And thus we have it, Shelyid. The Law of Gravity, the true Law of Gravity discovered
first—and so far only, I might add—by myself. The Law may be stated as follows: Objects
come to rest where they do because all objects contain greater or lesser amounts of
graveness and hence gravitate downward to the precise degree determined by the quantity
of graveness present within them.

“Immediately we see that this keen postulate not only brings the problem of gravity into
full accord with all rational cosmography, but sheds as well a broad beam of light upon the
most diverse questions hitherto unanswered. To give just one example, from the field of
ethnology: why, Shelyid, is it the custom to bury the dead?”

“l d-don’t know, master,” stammered the dwarf.

“Of course you don’t!” exclaimed the mage. “How could you, without understanding the
Law of Gravity? The reason is simple, my stupid but loyal apprentice. The dead are buried
because it is only proper that the final end of life, which is a grave undertaking, should be
death, which is graver still. And what more fitting place for the dead, therefore, than the
grave?

“But with all these mysteries resolved,” went on the wizard, “surely your mind has begun
to grope at a related but contradictory problem. To wit, the gravitation of objects having
been explained, why do certain objects rise?

“The answer to this question, Shelyid—whose discovery is also a monopoly of my genius—
is to be found in the explication of the Law of Levity. What is the Law of Levity? The Law of
Levity postulates that objects rise in accordance with the—"

At that moment the sorcerer’s discourse was suddenly interrupted by a loud knocking on
the door of the study.

“Shelyid!” spoke Zulkeh. “Someone is at the door.”

“lI know, master,” muttered Shelyid, his anxious visage peering from behind the cabinet



where he had instantly retreated at the sound of knocking.

“Then answer it, dolt!”

“But, master,” whined the dwarf, “what if it's a stranger?”

“Bah!” oathed Zulkeh. “Who else would it be, cretin? | command you, open the door!”

“Yes, master,” grumbled the runt. Shelyid inched from behind the cabinet and,
apprehension writ plain upon his face, slowly approached and opened the door.

Now, the gentle reader is perhaps puzzled by the peculiar attitude evidenced by the
misshapen apprentice toward this mundane task of opening a door in response to a knock.
But the matter is, in truth, simple of explanation. We have already alluded most delicately to
the dwarf’s unfortunate nervous condition. By his nature, Shelyid greeted all events not
strictly routine as incipient calamities. The attitude, common to the general run of mankind,
that the grass is always greener on the other side of the fence, was incomprehensible to
Shelyid. In the dwarf's mind, grass was not green to begin with. It was brown and coarse and
grew only in rare clumps. Fences were not challenges to an audacious spirit, they were
excellent constructs which served the salutary purpose of keeping at bay the monsters with
which Shelyid’s mind peopled the universe, according to them as well the fixed and
unilateral purpose of doing him harm. So, far from finding his own clump of crabgrass
inadequate and longing for other pastures, the dwarf found in fences the sole complaint that
they were invariably too short, too flimsy, too low and too few.

Yet the gentle reader should not conclude that this outré world view was solely the
product of Shelyid’'s fevered fantasies. Alas, no, the dwarf's weltschmerz was all too well
grounded in brute fact. For Shelyid, as we have explained, was cursed not simply with a
grotesque nervous condition but with an equally grotesque appearance. All too often had he
been mistaken, at first sight, for some strange and loathsome beast—if not a vicious
carnivore then at the least some disease-ridden creature escaped from the bowels of the
earth, perhaps unnatural, certainly abnormal, a suitable object for curses and blows. More
than once, opening the door of their abode to a stranger, had the pitiful gnome been greeted
with a gasp and a boot.

Upon this occasion, however, his luck was better.

The door open, Shelyid and his master perceived in the dim entryway a small and wiry
man, well dressed and bearing an air of self-importance. This worthy stared at the
apprentice for some long moments and then, wrinkling his nose, looked to the wizard.

“Is the sorcerer Zulkeh present?” he inquired.

“lI am he,” spoke the mage.

“In that case, | have a message to deliver.” He reached into his cloak and brought forth a
letter, sealed with wax.

“Bring me the letter, Shelyid,” spoke Zulkeh. The dwarf took the proffered missive and
scurried to his master’s side. Zulkeh broke the seal and examined the contents of the letter.

“This is a summons from King Roy, King of Goimr!” he exclaimed.

“Quite so,” agreed the stranger. “You are to present yourself at the palace tomorrow
morning following the eighth bell. See to it that you are prompt.” He turned to go.

“Hold there!” spoke Zulkeh. “What is the King’s purpose in summoning me to his side?”

The man inspected the wizard, his apprentice, and their lodgings. “That,” he sneered, “is a
good question,” and strode off.

“Impudent rogue!” oathed the wizard. “King Roy would be well advised to dispense with
his services!”



“But what could the King want with us, master?” queried Shelyid.

“As to the specifics of your question,” responded Zulkeh, “l know not. But ’tis hardly
strange that the King should call for me. Rather the contrary—'tis most apt that the mighty
of the earth should flock to my side for counsel and sagacity. That they have never done so is
but further proof of the decrepitude of these our modern times. In truth, it is King Roy who
should come to me, not | to King Roy. But as | have always been a respecter of temporal
authority, we shall answer his summons. And now, Shelyid, to bed.”



CHAPTER II.

Journey Through Goimr. A Discourse on the Geography and History of the City.
The Palace Doors Swing Wide!

The following morning, Zulkeh and Shelyid set forth to the palace. As the distance to be
traveled was great, the wizard determined to engage a hansom, though his meager funds
normally precluded such extravagance.

We take here the occasion to educate the gentle reader in the geography and history of
Goimr. The realm of Goimr is a small kingdom located on the southeastern coast of the sub-
continent of Grotum. The city of Goimr itself is located at the extremity of the Gulf of Goimr,
the which extends westward from Grotum Long Bay. To the north and west, the kingdom is
surrounded by mountains, with only the Dreary Gap on its northwest frontier offering access
to the Grimwald and the other lands of Grotum which lie beyond that noisome forest. To the
south, the farmlands of Goimr steadily give way to the Great Southern Steppes, which are
more or less considered to begin at a line bounded on the west by Joe’s Lakes and on the east
by Joe’s Dunes. Further still to the south lies the Great Wall of Grotum, an ancient stone
palisade erected in the dim mists of the Groutch past by the legendary Emperor of the
Grinding Hegemony, as a bulwark protecting Grotum from the incursions of the various
nomadic tribes which infest the Great Southern Steppes.

The Great Wall itself, sad to say, is but a pitiable remnant of its ancient glory. Over the
eons, the forces of man and nature have taken their grim toll upon the once mighty rampart.
In many places along its length large breaches occur, and even at its best the Wall is crumbly
and dilapidated. Not for many centuries has it served as an effective barrier to the outrages
of the nomadic hordes, the which plunder and pillage the southern portions of Goimria at
will. So regular and frequent are these barbarous incursions that the much-ravaged
peasantry of the realm commonly refers to the ancient bastion as the Great Hall of Grotum.
This practice is, of course, forbidden by royal decree, but as the police of Goimr are hardly
more efficient than its army, it continues unchecked nonetheless.

As the hansom made its slow way to the Royal Palace, which was located on an island in
the middle of the river which bisected Goimr, Zulkeh took the occasion to educate his
apprentice on the historiography involved.

“The existence of this ancient ruler, my stupid but loyal apprentice, is a matter of much
controversy among historians. Indeed, the subject has become one of the major arenas of
contention between the two great scholarly clans, the Laebmauntsforscynneweélds and the
Sfondrati-Piccolominis.”



Here Zulkeh stroked his beard vigorously, as he was wont to do when deep in scholarly
exposition. “For millennia, the account of this monarch presented in the classic annals of the
ancient Herodotus Laebmauntsforscynneweéld were considered to be, in the main, accurate.
Herodotus depicted the Emperor of the Grinding Hegemony as a mighty despot whose
power held sway over all of Grotum and other lands bordering on Joe’s Sea. So august was
this ancient ruler, so near divine in his aspect, that it was considered sacrilege for either
himself, his entourage, or even his means of transport, to touch anything but human flesh in
his travels about the realm.”

Shelyid’s eyes widened. Seeing the expression of shock and surprise in his ward’s face, the
wizard nodded sagely. “Indeed so, dwarf. A most superstitious and barbarous lot, our
ancestors. 'Twas even the custom for the Emperor’s chariot to be drawn over the prostrate
bodies of his subjects, the which laid themselves upon every inch of every road whence his
frequent journeys took him.”

Zulkeh'’s brows lowered as he weighed the various aspects of the question in his mind.
“From a mathematic viewpoint, of course, the policy was ill-advised. As the Emperor’s
chariot was an immense vehicle carved from a single block of jade, resting upon two great
iron wheels inlaid with gold and gems, and drawn by four buffalo, the practice weighed
heavily upon the populace. Hence, according to Herodotus, the derivation of the Emperor’s
cognomen. Hence also, according to Herodotus, the rapid decline of his empire.”

Here, glowering fiercely, Zulkeh’s eyes ranged across the dilapidated slums through whose
narrow and crooked streets the hansom was passing. “Since that time—as even you can no
doubt deduce from our miserable surroundings—the history of Goimr can most politely be
described as undistinguished.”

“Everybody says it's a dump, master,” agreed the apprentice cheerfully. “Most wretched
place in Grotum, they say.”

“Nonsense!” exclaimed the mage. “Squalid though it be, Goimr is a veritable paradise
compared to Kankr.” His brow furrowed. “Nor do | recall giving you leave to insult what is,
when all is said and done, my chosen place of study and cogitation.”

The dwarf’s head lowered, acknowledging the deserved reproof. Zulkeh continued:

“The official historical account, perpetuated by the royal family at great expense, has it
that Goimr was once the seat of a great empire ruling all of Grotum, which was brought to an
end by the unfortunate pile-up of silt at the mouth of the Moyle. This interpretation leans
heavily on the aforementioned legend of the Emperor of the Grinding Hegemony, and is
considered utterly preposterous by the entire population. But we must leave off this
fascinating but perhaps not pressing matter. For | see we have arrived at the ferry which will
convey us to King Roy’s island.”

Eventually, Zulkeh and Shelyid arrived at the palace door, upon which the wizard rapped
imperiously with his staff.

“Who's there?” queried a voice within.

“It is the wizard Zulkeh, come in response to King Roy’s summons.”

Moments later the door creaked open. A slovenly individual in the livery of the Royal
Guard peered forth, then stood aside.

“You may enter. Go that way,” he muttered, pointing down a long corridor to their right
with one hand as he scratched his stomach with the other. Zulkeh attempted to solicit more
precise directions, but the guard ignored him and slouched into a rickety chair.



Grumbling at the discourtesy, Zulkeh strode forth down the hallway. Ere long, however,
his humor improved as he regarded the multitude of portraits which hung along both sides
of the hall, the which depicted the long line of the royalty of Goimr.

“Respect for one’s ancestors, Shelyid, is a sure sign of good breeding,” spoke the wizard as
he inspected the portraits. “Pity 'tis in this regard that you have no known ancestry to
respect.” The dwarf hung his head in shame. “On the other hand, given your malformities,
'tis perhaps as well that your provenance remains unknown.”

At the end of the hall stood two guards before another door. These wights were as
unprepossessing as the first. Informing them of his name and the nature of his visit, Zulkeh
and Shelyid obtained admittance to the room beyond. In this antechamber, bare of all
furnishings, they were joined shortly by a man of easy grace, yclept Gerard, who pronounced
himself Chief Counselor to the Throne.

“Ah, Zulkeh,” said this latter. He regarded the wizard and his apprentice for some long
moments, not, or so it seemed, with any great pleasure. “You are here at the behest of King
Roy, who bade me search the city for a sorcerer to aid him in his current melancholia. You
were the only one I could find. I will tell you straight out, sirrah, that | view the King’'s hope
in your assistance with considerable skepticism.”

“Such is the folly of men,” spoke the wizard, stiffly erect.

“Indeed,” sniffed Gerard. “Well, be that as it may. The King has made his wishes clear. The
matter stands thus. King Roy has had a dream, a most terrible dream, or so it seems, and
certain of my colleagues”—here he gestured vaguely toward a small body of men who
appeared in the entry beyond—“took it upon themselves to alarm His Majesty and to
intimate that this dream bodes ill for the realm. I, of course, have no truck with these
fantasies, for it is plain to the man of reason that dreams are nothing but dreams, and thus—
I am frank with you, sirrah—it seems misguided to raise such commotion about a paltry
matter. You are here thus against my advice, but we must make the best of it. In this respect,
I am certain that you, as a man of science, will see the matter in the same light as do I, and
thus aid me to assuage King Roy’s fears and dispel the fog of misgiving which currently
clouds his brain.”

“Indeed, sirrah,” spoke the wizard, “being, as you so rightly put it, a man of science, | am
forced to hold precisely the opposite opinion, if so pallid a term as ‘opinion’ can be used to
describe the crystalline certainty of my views.”

“What?” demanded the courtier. “Do | understand you to believe in dreams?”

“Certainly not. You mistake my meaning. | do not believe in dreams, but in Reason, which
resides in dreams, however obfuscated and difficult to interpret. You grasp, of course, the
distinction?”

Zulkeh squinted at the courtier and awaited acknowledgment. He, in turn, squinted back.
Once again Gerard examined the eccentric raiment of the sorcerer and the oddities of his
apprentice.

“lI am not at all sure that | do,” he said at length. “But the King has called for you and I
will therefore introduce you to the August Presence. Whatever else, do nothing to alarm
him.”

With that, Gerard passed through the far entry, Zulkeh and Shelyid following behind.
Beyond, they perceived a drawn and haggard visage, who rose from a rather shabby throne,
eyes streaming with tears.

“Oh Gerard!” moaned this figure. “Who have you brought to torment me now?” His face



contorted, became vicious with remembered treasons. “I have kenned your plot—you seek to
drive me mad!”

King Roy tottered forth, gesticulating with some energy. “And what are my loyal subjects
about today? Setting mantraps for my police? Cutting down my forests? Poaching my game?
Eating my herds? Scoffing my heralds? Stoning my tax collectors?”

He scuttled forward, in an obliquely crablike manner, and thrust his face into Zulkeh'’s.
“And who’re you?” he demanded.

“I am Zulkeh,” spoke the mage, “the sorcerer whom you summoned.”

“I summoned?” King Roy frowned. “Why, yes, so | did.” He peered at Zulkeh suspiciously.
“You don’t look like a sorcerer.”

Before Zulkeh could respond, the King waved his hand in a gesture of infinite weariness.

“Well, I'm the King of Goimr. And believe me, it’'s no picnic. When my grandfather was
King nobody fooled with him, let me tell you. If they did, he took their property, sold their
family into slavery, and cut them up to feed his racing dogs. But today the plebes are so
wanton nobody knows who their families are, and all their belongings are already mortgaged
to the Consortium. The last peon I cut up for feed gave my kennel the runs and | missed the
sweepstakes.” King Roy paused, disconsolate. “I needed the money, too.”

Zulkeh made to speak. “Your Majesty’s Chief Counselor, Gerard—"

“That traitor!” shrieked the King. He leveled a quavering finger at Gerard and the other
courtiers, who were gathered on the opposite side of the room. “They’re all miscreants, the
lot of 'em. | pay them a fortune to sit on my Council of Ministers, but their avarice knows no
bounds. Gerard, here, is in the pay of the Ecclesiarchs, and that one—there!—he’s the
Minister of War, runs a pool on the exact time of my assassination. Were it not for my sense
of duty I'd abdicate and let that ingrate who claims to be my son try his hand at this
miserable business, assuming he could learn to count his fingers.”

Gerard detached himself from the knot of councilors and came to Zulkeh'’s side.

“Your Majesty is ill-served by lending credence to such rumors,” he soothed. “I dally with
the Ecclesiarchs to obtain information, not to give it out. Naturally I must accept their
bribes, lest they suspect my motives. As for the War Minister’s pool, its purpose is solely to
draw forth would-be assassins that they might be the more promptly dispatched by your
efficient executioners.

“But let us now to the business at hand,” he continued, spreading his arms in a calming
gesture. “The wizard Zulkeh is here at your express request, to dispel the fears roused by—"

“Dispel the fears!” shrilled King Roy. “What good can a wizard do? | was mad to even
think of it!” Here he glared most ferociously at Zulkeh.

“Ha! You—wizard! Can you conjure up a battalion of troops who won't flee from their own
shadows? Can you cast a stupefying spell over the entire populace, so that these ministers of
mine could deal with them as equals? Can you? Can you? Ha! Wizard—ha! Fraud!
Impostor!”

Then, even as the thundercloud enfolds its roiling fury round the granite crown of the
awesome peak, so did the mage’s brow o’erboil with rage.

“Silence!” he spoke. “I perceive that civilization has decayed even further than | feared,
since respect for Knowledge has fled not only the brute masses upon whom its hold was
always faint, but the puissant as well.”

The King of Goimr gibbered in outrage, but the wizard paid no heed. Indeed, he spoke
further.



“Yet in these paltrous times do I live, and living so must need support the temporal power,
no matter its feeble merit, lest chaos reign supreme. This truth, however, renders it
imperative for the secular representatives of Order to grasp at least the rudiments of science.
For know, Your Majesty, that truth reveals not itself as itself. Nay, fie upon such witless
notions! Rather does Reason insinuate itself through the obscure—to most, the opaque. It
moves through the angularities of logic, the vectors of analysis, the immanence of the
unfolding speculation. Surely you grasp my point?”

Zulkeh paused to observe the King’s response. As the latter was still gabbling in mindless
fury, the wizard cut impatiently to the core.

“What, then,” he demanded, “was the nature and content of this dream?”

And at that, at the very mention of the word, King Roy’s distemper fled like a ghost. His
eyes rolled wildly. “My dream!” he shrieked, and collapsed to the floor.






CHAPTER I11.

A Portentous Dream—Its Contents Revealed. The Mage Is Troubled in His Mind.

King Roy’s Wrath. The Mage Elucidates. King Roy’s Anxiety. The Wizard Is

Commanded!
“The hair—the hair!'—everywhere | turned—pulling me down, binding my limbs—then! My
tongue—caught! Caught, | say, caught!—grasped by a great beard sprung suddenly up before
me, coiling about like a thousand serpents, writhing and twisting—but worse—it spoke! Yes,
it spoke, | say! The beard spoke! Oh God, did it speak—on and on and on and on, babbling in
some heathen tongue.

“But I couldn’t speak—it was horrible! I couldn’t give orders—not a one!—and me, a King!
And who ever heard of a beard speaking, anyway? Certainly not to a King! I mean, what'’s
happened here to the basic rules?

“Then it was worse still—for suddenly it wasn’t just the one great beard, oh no! Thousands
of beards, millions of them, millions | tell you! Little ones mostly—but so many!
Everywhere—growing over the whole palace, sprouting up everywhere—right on my dinner
plate, I tell you!

“l couldn’t move, couldn't lift a finger—every finger was held down by beards! And worst
of all—I couldn’t give orders, not a one—and me, a King! The great beard still had me by the
tongue!

“But it got worse! For then—all the beards started to speak! Oh God and what a fearful
racket they made—millions and millions of little beards, all of them gabbling away in
hundreds of barbarous tongues, not one of which made any proper sense.

“Then—suddenly—the beards let me go! | jumped up—ran away—they all hissed at me but
they let me go—I thought—but | was wrong! For just when | thought | was getting away |
saw this figure before me. Not much—something small. But it was hideous! Hairy and
frightfull—and then! It started to grow! It wasn’t small at all! No! It tricked me! And me—a
King! It was huge! It was gigantic! And it kept growing and growing, higher and higher—o
horrible! Horrible! Horrible!

“No more,” wept King Roy. “No more—the rest is lost, | remember no more. It is all like a
black stain, all other memory is lost.” He fell silent, hunched on his throne, scepter clenched
in bony fist, ashen-faced, eyes haggard and unseeing.

“So,” spoke Zulkeh, musing in deep thought. At length he emerged from his
contemplation. “lI must ponder upon this matter, Your Majesty. A most profound
maloneirophrenia! Now had it been snakes which grasped you so, 'twould be a simple



problem. Snakes are a trifle. Ropes are also quickly fathomed. Tentacles, likewise. But
beards? That is quite a different matter.”

The mage fell silent, lost for some moments in his thoughts, then spoke again. “Your
Majesty, this problem will require my full study, the application of my most cunning
dialectic. But rest assured—the solution will emerge in due time.”

“Time?” demanded King Roy. “How much time?”

“'Tis difficult to say, Your Majesty. Certainly weeks, probably months, possibly years.”

“Months!” screeched King Roy. “Years!” His eyes bulged. “I don’t have years! | must know
now! I must know the danger, that | may take steps to avert it!”

“Bah!” oathed Zulkeh. “Think you a question of such gravity—a portent of such
overwhelming peril—can be discerned in its unveiled essence in the twinkling of an eye?
Years, | said, and years it may well be. I shall almost certainly be forced to travel to divers
and odd locations, heathen lands and the like, where beard lore is most fully developed.”

Then did apoplexy seize upon the royal visage. “You are hereby commanded by royal edict
to report to me at this palace one week from today!”

“Utterly impossible!” spoke the mage. “One week could barely allow me to scratch the
surface of the problem.”

“Two weeks, then—and not a minute more!” And with these words King Roy lowered his
head, grasping it in both hands. “Go now!” he groaned.

“What does it all mean, master?” asked the dwarf later, as they rode through the crooked
alleys back to their domicile.

“It means ill, Shelyid, great ill,” spoke the wizard in a dark voice. “Of what ill, and whence,
I know nothing as yet. But the truth is there, and | shall unearth it—never fearl—wherever
the search may take us.”

“Us?” queried Shelyid. “Us, master?” His beady eyes began to glaze. “But what have | to
do with searching out great ills, master?” He whined in his throat. “That sounds dangerous,
searching for great ills and perils and such. I am no mighty mage such as yourself, to wander
about the world like that. I'm just a dwarf, a wretched dwarf.”

“True, quite true,” agreed Zulkeh, patting the gnome’s head. “But you will be needed to
carry my things.”

And then did the wizard launch into a most learned discourse, opening up to Shelyid’s
understanding the necessary place of the burden carrier in history, recounting tales of
faithful servitors of yore and their role in sundry legendary exploits of ancient sorcerers and
warlocks, in which these humble drudges found not only their proper place but a share as
well (paltry though it was) of the glory and—alas, usually—the gory end of these selfsame
puissant probers of the unknown. But, in truth, his exposition was in vain, for his apprentice
had long since fainted dead away, whether in awe at such deep and profound thoughts or in
horror at the now-revealed impermanence of his fate, it is difficult to say.






CHAPTER IV.

A Wizard's Travail. Failure—But the Truth Revealed Therein. The Dwarf
Reproved. The Wizard's Decision. The Dwarf Reproved. The Wizard’'s Command.
The Dwarf Reproved.

In the days which followed, Shelyid’s fears slowly abated. For it seemed, after all, that the
wizard had no intention of departing his domicile. To the contrary, Zulkeh did now forego
even the morning promenades which he had in the past enjoyed upon occasion. Not once did
he leave the death house.

Yet this sedentary life bespoke not sloth on the mage’s part. Quite the contrary—never had
Shelyid seen the wizard so engrossed in his work. At all times Zulkeh could be found in his
study or laboratory, delving into the sorcerous arts, taking neither rest nor sustenance. Soon
the multitude of tomes, tablets and scrolls which filled their domicile became disarranged
even further, as the mage investigated their arcanities. Odd experiments did he conduct, in
the course of which many revolutionary advances in the field of alchemy were achieved, only
to be impatiently discarded as irrelevant to the task at hand. Bizarre talismans did he bring
forth, applying to them the most peculiar incantations. Conjurations, summonings—more
than once did Shelyid flee in terror as the misty form of some fell creature from the
netherworld took shape, called up by the wizard’s lore.

But all was in vain. The truth lay hidden, the secret of the King's dream obscure. At
length, after a week of frenzied study, Zulkeh ceased his travails. Then for four days did he
remain ensconced in his chair in the study, pondering silently. Around him Shelyid tiptoed,
careful not to disturb his master's musings—although on one occasion the loyal apprentice
made so bold as to brush off the dust which had accumulated upon the wizard’s immobile
person.

The wizard remained undisturbed during this period, despite the incessant arrival of
messengers from King Roy demanding to know what progress could be reported. For the
loyal Shelyid rebuffed these assaults with unwonted determination. Indeed, he became
rather adept at opening the communication port in the door and shouting out: “Go away!
The master is busy, can’t be disturbed, go away!”

Alas, the day came when a whole squad of Royal Constabulary arrived.

“Open up in the name of King Roy of Goimr, open up in the name of the law!” bellowed
the lieutenant in charge, all the while pounding on the great oaken door with his truncheon
of office. Shelyid, to his credit, attempted to stand fast. But, when six burly troopers began to
apply their shoulders to the door, the dwarf undid the bolts and lifted the bar, swinging the



door wide just as the staunch six hurtled at it. They came crashing through into the entry
hall where they piled up like so many falling duckpins, dislodging as they fell a neat pyramid
of mummified heads. These unpleasant items, not much more than skulls, really—strands of
beard still attached to their mandibles—had been stacked there by Shelyid pursuant to his
master’'s command to retrieve the heads of all bearded men from the crypts as part of the
wizard’s investigation.

Shelyid shrank back into an alcove as the policemen made frantic efforts to arise from the
carpet of heads, the sight of which objects did little for their morale, judging, at least, from
their wails. At length the officer entered and commanded his troopers to silence and order.
As they moodily regrouped, casting fearful glances down the various dark and dank passages
which emanated from the foyer, the officer addressed himself to Shelyid.

“You—there in the alcove—present yourself! Where is the wizard Zulkeh?”

Shelyid stood mute, his teeth chattering.

“Speak, grotesque dwarf! Or I'll set the squad on you!”

The constables brightened visibly and began to finger their various belts, clubs, coshes,
sticks, straps, gloves, knucks and other instruments of lawful persuasion. One of the beefy
policemen reached out a hand and dragged Shelyid forward by the scruff of the neck.

“You want I should give him the third degree, Lieutenant?” he demanded with a leer.

“Wait! Wait!” cried Shelyid. “I'll take you to the master!”

“Do so, then!” barked the lieutenant. Released by the constable, Shelyid started toward a
flight of steps at the opposite end of the hall. As he headed down the steps, followed by the
Royal Constabulary, the dwarf said timidly: “Things’ll look a little weird, but you don’t have
to be afraid. It's just that the master’'s trying the cantrips of Escher
Laebmauntsforscynneweéld and | always hate it when he does because—"

The gnome’s words were cut off by great cries of fear and shock from the Constabulary. Of
a sudden, the staircase they were descending was inverted and tipped to a ninety degree
horizontal angle. The policemen dropped to their knees in startlement, despite the dwarf’s
warning cries.

“No! No! Don’t do that! The staircase isn’t really—”"

Alas, the warning came too late. In a trice, the policemen had inadvertently rolled
themselves down the staircase, even though it appeared they were rolling up and sideways.
Their progress down—up? along?—it was difficult to say—the staircase was precipitous in
the extreme, and most painful to boot, judging by their cries of hurt and distress. Shelyid
sprang aside as the squad made their way forward like so many fleshy tumbleweeds, the
lieutenant rolling up the rear.

The dwarf hurriedly followed the law enforcement bowling balls, calling out:

“When you get to the bottom—I mean, the top—I mean, the end—don’t move! Don't
move!”

Alas, his words went unheeded. No sooner did the Constabulary pile up at the terminus of
the staircase than they staggered to their feet, bellowing with outrage like bulls. A moment
later they were flattened by the arrival of a giant tarot card onto their heads. The Knave of
Batons, fittingly enough.

Shelyid raced up and pried the card off the backs and buttocks of the Georgias of order,
now squealing with outrage like so many boars. The policemen staggered to their feet again,
and looked around. They were standing on top of an enormous desk, next to a huge bowl
containing a pipe the size of a buffalo and two used matches the size of logs. Nearby loomed



a gigantic humidor. A bit farther off, huge books leaned against buildings, the which
marched in stately progression, side by side, down a normal looking street. The street was
filled with people going about their business.

Average men would have been paralyzed with astonishment. But these were stalwart
officers of the law, trained and disciplined, ready to handle the unexpected. At once they
drew their billy clubs and advanced upon Shelyid. Things would no doubt have gone badly
for the dwarf, save for the intervention of the wizard.

Or rather, the wizard’s voice, which instrument of wrath descended on the Constabulary
like the proverbial Word of God.

“Cease this intolerable impertinence!”

Stunned into frozen statues by the great voice, the Constabulary stared up in shock. There,
at a great distance, loomed the gigantic visage of the wizard Zulkeh. The mage was holding a
pack of cards in his left hand, a single card in his right. Judging by the expression on his
face, he was wroth with wrath—and it was impossible not to judge correctly, for his face was
the size of a great monument.

“By what right do you interrupt my studies?”

The lieutenant, his expression no longer arrogant, cleared his voice. “Sirrah wizard, a
thousand apologies! But | have been sent by King Roy to oversee your studies and report on
your progress.”

“Bah! Impudent knave! You are in no wise competent to oversee
my studies! Nor, | misdoubt me not, are you capable of accurately
reporting so much as a sliver of my science.”

The wizard glowered in the distance like a volcano. Suddenly, he flicked his wrist. The
knot of policemen were flattened by the arrival of another giant card onto their heads.

“l shall tell your fortune. Ah—the Knight of Swords! You are
headstrong, careless, heedless of warnings.”

“Oh yes, master!” cried Shelyid. “I tried to warn them!”

Another card landed atop the thrashing Constabulary.

“The Fool, reversed. Foretells of major problems arising from
reckless, impulsive action.”

Another card. The policemen were now buried from sight.

“The Tower, reversed. Predicts the calling down of a disaster
which might have been avoided. Unnecessary suffering. Self-
undoing.”

Great squeals of fear and pain emanated from beneath the growing pile of cards. The
wizard drew another card.

“l shall now predict my own future. Ah—excellent! The Six of
Swords! Indicates that some obstacle has been overcome and
progress can now be resumed.”

The wizard stretched out his hand and scooped up the knot of squirming constables onto
the card. With a quick flick of the wrist, he flung them into a corner of the room. As they left
the tabletop, the policemen resumed their normal size. Not to their great satisfaction,
however, judging from the bellows of displeasure with which they greeted their landing on
the floor.



The lieutenant scrambled to his feet and began to speak. He was immediately interrupted
by the wizard.

“Silence, dolt!” oathed the mage. “You desire to oversee my studies, do you? Well, then, be
silent and observe!”

And so saying, the mage reached out and drew forth one of the books leaning against the
buildings on the desk. He slammed the book down flat on the table. The clapping sound
caused the desk top to shimmer. A moment later, the previous objects were seen to have
vanished, replaced by several others. In the brief glimpse they were allowed, the constables
saw an oddly shaped, multisided object, a bowl containing a cactus, a corked bottle and a
glass, and—suddenly, a horde of hideous reptiles began to emerge from a drawing pad lying
beneath the book. Lizards, newts—it was difficult to say. In the blink of an eye, the reptiles
were racing about in a circle, appearing and reappearing, squirming about in a most
nauseating manner. The lieutenant and his men became dizzy.

Their discomfort soon passed, however, driven away by a greater unease. For the circling
reptiles were picking up their pace. In but three seconds, their individual figures had
vanished in a swirling scaly maelstrom.

A moment later a new form—indistinct in shape, but strange and fearful in its aspect—
materialized above the desk, wavering like a flame in the wind. The officer moaned. The
squad of constables herded together in a corner, lowing in fear.

“Officer, let me introduce you to the devil KKR,” said the wizard. “l have summoned it to
assist me in my investigation of the King's dream.” The devil glowed a bit brighter. A
cackling sound came from its—mouth?

“Devil!” spoke the mage. “Do you have anything to report regarding King Roy’s dream?”

“Not a thing.”

“Explain yourself!” demanded the mage. “I have given you ample time to investigate the
matter.”

The devil—sneered? It was difficult to say—but certainly unpleasant.

“Kiss off, Zulkeh. I'm not one of those puny devilkins you’'ve been summoning with the
hexes of Hieronymus Sfrondrati-Piccolomini. So don’t try that tone with me! Besides, we've
got orders from the top—from the CEO himself. King Roy’s dream is off limits.”

There came the impression of a satanic leer.

“Then again, | might be open to a little insider trading. Against all the rules, of course—but
what’s the point of being a devil if you can’t make a little on the side?”

Zulkeh frowned. “And what would you demand in exchange? An eternal soul, I assume?”

KKR howled with laughter. The constabulary huddled yet closer in the corner. The
officer’s face was white as a sheet.

“Oh, Zulkeh, you are such an incorrigible romantic,” cackled the devil. “An absolute
throwback! A pure medievalist! No, no, my dear mage—souls aren’t worth a thing in these
modern times. Progress, progress! Nowadays, | only deal in commodities. Bulk com-
modities.”

“Bah!” oathed the wizard. “I do not possess bulk commodities, evil dullard! Look about
you—do you see any such mundane trivia?”

“Well, as a matter of fact—" The devil flared an ominous purple, like the sky before a
hurricane. A great bloodshot eye emerged from its vague form, waving about on a stalk. The
eye fixed its gaze on the policemen in the corner, who, for their part, bayed in fear and
distress.



“There’s always a good market in pork bellies.”

The constables stampeded from the room, trampling their superior underfoot. They
blundered up the staircase and into the entry hall above, stumbling over mummy heads, and
jammed themselves—all six at once—out of the front doorway. A moment later the king’s
officer leapt to his feet and raced out. In a few seconds all trace of the Royal Constabulary
had vanished.

Neither on the next day nor on any day that followed did a messenger come from King
Roy to inquire of the wizard Zulkeh. Then, two days before he was to return to the Royal
Palace, the mage arose from his chair and summoned Shelyid to his presence.

“Shelyid,” he spoke, “I have determined the true state of things.”

“Oh master! You have discovered the secret of the King’s dream!”

“Nay, dwarf, I have not. And therein lies the mystery—for, of itself, the secret of King Roy’s
dream should long since have yielded itself up to my science, the which is superb in all fields
and without equal—here | eschew false modesty—in the art of divination. Yet | have failed,
failed utterly, to unveil it.”

“Oh.” After a moment, the apprentice assumed a mien of cheerful consolation. “Don’t feel
bad, master. After all, even a mighty sorcerer such as yourself can’t always succeed.”

“Bah!” oathed Zulkeh. “You are impertinent, gnome!” The wizard glowered fiercely. “Dolt
of an apprentice! Product of idiot loins!”

Shelyid cringed before his master’s fury, groveling at his feet. “Please, master,” he
whimpered, “lI won’t do it again.”

“See to it that you do not!” A deep sigh issued from the wizard’s lips. “But then, perhaps
you are not to blame. Oft do | forget me that error is the result of intelligence misapplied.
Thus, where intelligence is absent, we are confronted not with error but with the natural, if
repugnant, behavior of the common brute.”

“Thank you, master,” bubbled Shelyid, pleased to have escaped a thrashing.

“But now, Shelyid, attend me closely, and ponder upon my words, each and every one of
them. For the concepts which I am about to unfold are wondrous in their construction,
impeccable in the geometry of their logic.”

“Yes, master!” The dwarf knitted his brows in preparation for thought.

“We begin with the major premise, to wit, that | am peerless in the art of divination. It is
thus in the nature of things that there exists no dream which—all other things equal—I
cannot decipher through the application of my powers. Is this clear?”

“Oh yes, master!”

“Good. Let us now move to the minor premise, to wit, the fact that I have, nevertheless,
failed in the task of unveiling the meaning of King Roy’s dream. Is this clear?”

“Oh yes, master!”

“The conclusion follows as night from day. All else is not equal. Why have | been unable to
discern the secret? Clearly, because | have been prevented from doing so.”

“But by whom, master?”

“Yes! Precisely! Well done, Shelyid! You have instantly penetrated to the heart of the
matter. By whom, indeed? The answer is clear—by my enemies.”

“Enemies, master?” queried the dwarf, confusion and alarm writ plain upon his face. “I
didn’t know you had any enemies.”

“Neither did I, dwarf. But enemies I clearly have. And most puissant enemies, to boot, for



not only have these fiends succeeded in preventing me from discovering the import of the
King’'s dream, they have, as well—the villainous rogues!—kept their identity, nay, even their
existence, hidden from my sight, the which resembles clairvoyance in its precision. But—ha!
I have foiled their plot! Yea, verily, I have uncovered the foul schemers!”

The wizard paced to and fro, gesticulating with great vehemence. “Yet here confront we
now a difficulty, Shelyid, for though my grasp of thaumaturgy is, as you know, equaled by
none, yet there exist certain minor and esoteric branches of science which remain, if I may
indulge in metaphor, outlying provinces not yet fully incorporated into the empire of my
intellect. Of these, of these few—mere handful, in fact—does foety include itself.”

“Foety, master? What is foety?”

“It is the study and lore of foes, Shelyid, including within its compass such fields as
antagonology, enmitics, opponent psychology, developmental feudery, vindictrism,
oppugnatic calculus, and, of course, the applied arts—revenge-work, table-turning, and so
forth.”

For some moments did the mage stand silent, motionless, poised in deep thought.

At length he spoke. “Well! There is nothing else for it, Shelyid. The true man of wisdom
recognizes as well his limitations, few and meager though these be. My skills in foety have
remained dormant, lo these many years, having as | do no foes, due to my invariant courtesy
of manner and demeanor. Yet foes it now appears | have, and powerful ones. | shall need
assistance. So. Let us be off!”

“Off, master?” queried Shelyid, a hint of anxiety creeping forth upon his simian brow. “Off
where?”

“To Prygg, of course. Where else? There does the witch Magrit dwell, and there is none on
earth who has her mastery of foety. And well 'tis for her sake, the vile harridan, for rudeness
and intemperance have made her a host of enemies. Indeed, were it not for my well-known
forbearance, 1 should number myself among them. As it is, the encounter will not be
pleasant, indeed, may even be fraught with danger.”

“Danger, master?” cried Shelyid, the hint of anxiety now grown to full stature.

“Of course, danger! What did you think? And not just from Magrit! Nay, much more, for
the road to Prygg is long and oft perilous, replete as it is with savage beasts and diverse odd--
fellows, ruffians and the like.”

Then did the dwarf cry out in anguish, blubbering most pathetically, calling upon his
master to leave him behind, extolling the cleanliness and order of the domicile which would
await the sorcerer upon his triumphant return from great deeds of renown, if left to the
loving care of his loyal apprentice during the mage’s absence. But it was to no avail. Indeed,
for his pains the dwarf was most soundly chastised by his master.

“And thus | command you, unworthy wretch, prepare the necessities of our journey,”
concluded the wizard’s reproof. Grumbling, but now obedient, the dwarf set about his
newfound task. As the mage and his apprentice possessed but little in the way of clothing,
toiletries, and other such paraphernalia of human existence, the gathering together and
packing of these items took but a moment.

“We can go now, master,” piped Shelyid, depositing two small haversacks on the floor.
“We’'re all packed.”

Zulkeh frowned. “Do you trifle with me, gnome?”

“No, master,” protested Shelyid. “Of course not.”

“See to it that you do not. Hasten then and attend to the packing of the necessities of our



journey. This | have already bade you do, and | am not pleased by your sloth in carrying out
my command.”

“But, master” whined Shelyid, “we are packed. See—here are our bags. | put everything in
them: your spare robe, your other pair of socks, and all my stuff. That’s all we have.”

“Bah!” oathed Zulkeh. “I am in no mood for bumptious jests! What do | care for these
trifles? Again, | command you—pack the necessities of our journey!”

“But what are they, master?” queried the puzzled dwarf.

“My instruments, dolt! What else? My scrolls! My tomes! My talismans! My artifacts!”

“H-how many of th-them do you w-want, master?” stammered the dwarf, his rapidly
glazing eyes roving about their quarters, noting the many thousand scrolls heaped untidily
upon workbenches and shelves, the stone figurines and clay tablets scattered about the floor,
the thick leather-bound tomes of great weight stacked precariously hither and yon, the vials,
beakers, jars, jugs, amulets, talismans, vessels, bowls, ladles, retorts, pincers, tweezers, pins,
the bound bundles of sandalwood, ebony and dwarf pine, the bags and sacks of incense,
herbs, mushrooms, dried grue of animal parts, the bottles of every shape and description
filled with liquids of multitudinous variety of color, content and viscosity, the charms, the
curios, the relics, the urns of meteor dust, the cartons of saints’ bones and the coffers of
criminals’ skulls, and all the other artifacts of stupendous thaumaturgic potency crammed
into every nook and cranny of every niche, room, closet and hallway in the death house, not
excluding the heavy iron engines in the lower vaults.

“All of them, of course!” spoke the wizard. “Everything. Not a single item necessary to my
science can be left behind—and they are all of them necessary, for I am not in the habit of
collecting useless trivia.”

Most piteous were Shelyid’s moans.



CHAPTER V.

A Dwarf's Travails, and the Wizard's Comments Thereon. The Dwarf Succeeds.
An Imminent Departure, Forestalled by a Ghome’s Subterfuge. A Pathetic Scene!

Long were the labors of the dwarf Shelyid which ensued, following his master’s clarification
of the task at hand. For, 'twas not simply the immensity of the actual collection and storage
of the mage’s possessions which faced the apprentice. Early on, as the small mountain of
said possessions began to pile up in the wizard’s study, it occurred to the dwarf that he had
no vehicle, no vessel, within which to stow these objects for transport.

This realization come, Shelyid pointed out to the wizard the vast disparity between the
hillock of objects to be conveyed and the small size of their haversacks. The dwarf then
proposed, as a solution to the quandary, the ruthless elimination of all possessions not
absolutely necessary to the wizard’'s work. Indeed, the diminutive apprentice waxed
eloquent. He extolled the sorcerer’s great powers of mind, the titanic scope of his intellect,
the oceanic breadth and depth of his spirit, all of which, argued the gnome, led to the
inexorable conclusion that so puissant a thaumaturge as Zulkeh required, in actual point of
fact, no more in the way of possessions than his staff—which he would, naturally, wish to
carry himself—and his spare robe and extra pair of socks.

The mage was not convinced. Indeed, he now waxed most eloquently himself. He
excoriated the apprentice’s feeble powers of mind, his stupefying lack of wits, the oceanic
formlessness and viscous sludge of his spirit, all of which, contended Zulkeh, led to the
inexorable conclusion that so sullen an apprentice as Shelyid required, in actual point of
fact, the application of the wizard’s staff to his backside. Theory here led at once to practice.

The dwarf now properly chastened, Zulkeh ordered him to manufacture some suitable
sack in which to stow the possessions in question. And so did the apprentice set about this
newfound task.

Here, as well, his labors were long and arduous. For the wizard himself possessed no cloth
of a size sufficient to make such a sack. Thus was Shelyid perforce required to descend into
the catacombs, gravely disturbing, your narrator is pained to relate, the slumbers of the
dead. For the apprentice did tumble out of their eternal resting place many a skeleton and
many a mummy, seeking, by the collection of their burial shrouds, to amass together a
quantity of cloths out of which he could manufacture the great sack.

Alas, these labors seemed in vain. The dwarf was no more nimble-fingered than he was
nimble-witted. His attempts at cutting and sewing, not to mention the more subtle of the
tailoring arts, were inept in the extreme. Of course, this proved to be something of a boon.



For the dwarf was, by virtue of his clumsiness, blessed with a most educational lecture on
the part of his master. Zulkeh sat in his chair in the study, observing the gnome at his work,
and lightened Shelyid’s labors with a lengthy monologue on the subject of bungling and
botchery, opening up to the dwarf's understanding various theoretical and historical
subtleties of the question which had heretofore escaped Shelyid’s attention, this, though the
subject itself was actually one of the more frequent of the mage’s topics of discourse.

Then, the sack at last stitched and knotted together, in a most crude and unsightly
fashion, the apprentice discovered that his labors not only seemed to be, but were in actual
fact, in vain. For no sooner had but the fourth part of the mage’s belongings been stuffed
into the sack than this would-be conveyance ripped at a dozen places, disgorging its would-
be contents back onto the floor of the study.

In fairness to the dwarf, it should be said that the fault lay not with his seam-manship.
Indeed, his rough-hewn seams were the only places where the sack did not rip. The fault lay
rather in the fact, now obvious to the slow-witted Shelyid—especially with the wizard’s
accompanying and most lucid exposition on the related subjects of idiocy and cretinism to
assist him in his reasoning—that the moldy and worm-eaten shrouds of the long dead are
not, all things considered, the most suitable material out of which to forge a sturdy traveling
sack designed to carry objects not only of vast multitude and great collective weight, but
sporting many sharp points and edges as well.

“But master, | don’t have anything else to make a sack from,” whined the dwarf.

“Bah!” oathed the mage. Zulkeh rose from his chair and stalked over to a shelf, from which
he drew forth a book and a box.

“Thoughtless lout!” The mage extended the box to Shelyid. “Have you forgotten this?”

Shelyid gingerly took the box.

“But, master, you told me never to open this box. So I don’t know what'’s in it.”

“Do not attempt to excuse your ignorance with ignorance, wretched gnome! Of course |
forbade you to open the box, for it contains nothing less valuable than the hide of a
guthfish.”

Shelyid’s brow furrowed.

“What's a guthfish?”

“Lazy dwarf! The nature of said magical piscoid is recounted in this penetrating volume by
the Potentates Laebmauntsforscynneweéld, The Guthfish of Grotum, its history and natural
philosophy.”

The wizard now extended the book.

“Had you but read this tome—instead of lolling about in idleness—it would have opened
up to your understanding the divers uses of the creature’s hide as well as the strange and
wonderful characteristics thereof.”

“But, master, you told me never to read that book, lest I should be felled in my mind—
actually you said the cluttered pit which passes for my mind—by the subtle and cunning
things which are contained therein.”

“Bah!” oathed the mage. “Do you seek to excuse your disobedience with obedience?”

Zulkeh thrust the book into Shelyid’s hands.

“Read this, unworthy wretch!—and proceed to fashion the sack according to its
instructions.”

“Yes, master,” sighed the dwarf, seating himself on his stool.

Shelyid quickly read through the first chapters, in which was recounted the history and



habits of the rare guthfish of Grotum. Therein he learned that the fabled fish had once—or
so, at least, was the legend—swallowed the entire universe when it was tiny and disgorged it
back out when it was huge. He was then introduced to the lore of the guthfish hide itself, its
many attributes and curious characteristics, which included the fact that it was not only the
strongest and most elastic material known to exist, that it could not only conform to
whatever object or objects it encompassed, but that, in addition, it possessed the strange
power of infinite expansion—this last property being apparently magical, since it could be
analyzed by the use of any mathematical formula known to man, including several which
were mutually contradictory.

The last chapter contained instructions for fashioning the guthfish hide into a useful sack.
This Shelyid read carefully, noting that the hide could only be cut with a singularity (left
drawer, upper cabinet), could only be sewn with a needle made from the square root of -1
(middle shelf, small box under the curious amulet from Obpont), and could only be stitched
with superstring thread made from the Theory of Everything, of which, needless to say, the
wizard had a vast amount stored on spools scattered all over the abandoned death house.

After reading the last chapter twice, Shelyid took up the box and examined it. The
following was written on the front of the box:

GENUINE GUTHFISH HIDE

100% Pure and Undiluted!
Large Economy Sizel!!
Use It For Everything!!!
Fits Anything!!!!
WARNING: Studies by pettifogging government agencies and alarmist environmental fanatics have indicated that guthfish hide is toxic to the health of some
people. Further study, however, by sober and reputable industrial scientists has shown that such people are not worth a damn and would be better off dead
anyway. Symptoms may include the onset of bad nerves, pox, palsy, jitters, quivers, tremors, convulsions, paroxysms, fevers, the staggers, the jerks, shortness

of breath, frequent and uncontrolled excretion, irregularities of the pulse, lockjaw, ague, fidgets, timorousness and a general feeling of social inferiority, these,
of course, the classic symptoms of that most dread of nervous conditions, hysteria follicularia. Use at your own risk.

Shelyid also read this label carefully, especially the warning. Having done so, he spoke to
his master.

“But, master,” whined the dwarf, “it says here that this stuff can cause—"

“Diminutive cretin!” oathed Zulkeh. “The warning applies solely to individuals who aren’t
worth a damn anyway.” The mage glowered. “And while there is mounting evidence that you
fit this criteria perfectly, you already suffer from the classic symptoms of hysteria
follicularia—so where is the harm that can befall you?”

Unable to counter this impeccable line of reasoning, the reluctant gnome opened the box
and drew out the contents. Several things became apparent. First, the guthfish hide seemed
infinitely large, for there seemed no end to the number of folds Shelyid could open. Then,
once the dwarf had unfolded the thing to a sufficient size for the sack required, he saw that
the shape of the hide itself seemed to suggest the very sack into which it would be made.
Finally, it was either utterly colorless or colored in every shade of the rainbow—it was
impossible to tell.

Quickly assembling the required tools and supplies, Shelyid launched himself into the
making of the sack. All afternoon he labored, stretching and trimming, shaping and fitting,
adjusting and improving. Under his fingers (the which seemed less clumsy and more adept
than before) a huge sack soon emerged, the interior divided and subdivided into numerous



compartments and regions, the exterior liberally bestowed with divers pockets and pouches.
At last, all was ready.

Shelyid proudly announced to the wizard: “Master, I've finished the sack.”

“Bah!” oathed Zulkeh, not looking up from the tome he was examining. “Do you seek to
excuse your indolence with diligence? See to the packing of my possessions—for even as you
dawdle, time wanes!”

It was the work of many hours for Shelyid to collect, categorize, store, restore, arrange,
rearrange and pack and repack the sack, fitting each tome, artifact, talisman, scroll and all
else carefully therein. When everything was complete, just before sunrise, he fell into an
exhausted slumber. Only to be awakened, just after sunrise, by his master.

“Come, wretched gnome, arise and hoist the sack! You have wasted an entire day in your
inefficiency. We must be off at once—for even as you rub the sleep from your eyes, time
wanes!”

Shelyid bent to hoist the burden over his shoulder. More accurately, Shelyid got down on
his knees preparatory to burrowing under the enormous sack and hoisting the several-times-
larger-than-himself object onto his entire diminutive person. But, at that moment, a thought
seized him—or so, at least, one can surmise from his pale and distraught expression.

“Wait! Wait!” he cried. “I forgot something!” And so saying, Shelyid charged from the
room, ignoring his master’s expressions of impatience and displeasure.

Back into the catacombs plunged the dwarf, his little legs scurrying frantically. Down and
down he went, into the lowest depths, arriving at last in a small and dark crypt. He went into
a corner of the chamber and squatted, clucking softly.

A moment later, a large and horrid-looking brown spider emerged from a hole. Shelyid
extended his hand, onto which the hideous creature clambered. He raised the thing before
his eyes. The arachnid stretched out a gruesome limb and touched the dwarf’s nose.

“Hullo,” whispered Shelyid. Then he began to weep. The spider touched his nose several
times with a motion which, were the idea not absurd, one would have called a caress.

“I have to leave,” choked Shelyid. Then, a few sobs later: “I’'ll miss you so much. You’re the
only friend I've ever had. What will I do without you?”

He looked about the dank little grotto, not much more than a cave, actually.

“My happiest times’'ve been the times here with you.” He sniffed. “Actually, been my only
happy times.”

He stroked the monster. “I know | should enjoy the master’s lectures, 'cause they’re good
for my brain and stuff.” Wretched sniffles and snuffles. “It's hard to understand what
th’master says, 'cause I'm so stupid. And then he gets impatient with me and he—well, he’s
sort of mean to me.” More wretched sniffles and snuffles. “Real mean, actually.”

A great sob burst from the dwarf’s chest. “Oh, what’ll become of me? I'm just a dwarf. I'm
just a stupid, ugly dwarf. I don’t want to go off and have adventures! I'm no good for it. I'll
get killed—eaten by ogres or something! Or maimed, or—" He stopped, overcome.
Then: “Oh, and what'’s the difference? | guess I’'m no good for anything, anyway. Might as
well get eaten.”

He gazed down at the spider, great tears leaking down his hairy cheeks. He stroked the
horrible creature again.

“But I'll sure miss you,” he whispered. “I sure will. If I come back, | mean, if I don’t get
eaten or whatever, I'll come see you right away. | promise.” The spider touched his nose.

A faint sound echoed in the room. It bore about it the aura of the voice of a most outraged



sorcerer.
“That’s th’'master. | gotta go, or I'll be beaten.” He sniffled. “Probably be beaten, anyway.
But I just had to see you once last time.”
He placed the monster back on the ground. “G’bye,” he whispered, and fled from the
chamber.






CHAPTER VI.

A Journey Begun. A Coach Ride. The Royal Palace. King Roy’s Dream Redux.
Calamities. A Tumultuous Departure. The Central Travel House of Goimr. The
Wizard Inquires. A Commercial Philosophy Explained. A Purchase. “We're Off!”

Thus it came to pass that wizard and servant abandoned the abandoned death house and set
forth on their journey of renown.

Their initial progress was slow. Shelyid, his diminutive figure buried under the enormous
bundle on his back, from which protruded here and there the snouts, corners and extensions
of sundry wizardrous objects too bizarre to describe, staggered to and fro, lurching with
every step, careening wildly from house wall to house wall, from lamppost to trash bin, from
corner to midstreet to gutter.

“Shelyid!” spoke Zulkeh. “Cease this inefficient mode of travel! And take care lest you
damage the items | have entrusted to your care.”

“But, master,” whined the dwarf’s voice from somewhere beneath the sack, “it's heavy.
And | can’t see.”

“Bah!” oathed Zulkeh. “Is the odyssey of science to be impeded by the physical frailties of
such as you? Too long now, wretch, have you lolled about in the comfort of luxurious
surroundings. The rigors of travel will do you good. It will improve your muscular tone,
enhance your respiratory capacity, strengthen your stamina, harden your will, hone the edge
of the blunt instrument that is your mind, and expose you to new knowledge and lore.
Enough of this childish petulance! Make haste! For, even as | speak, time wanes.”

And with that the wizard resumed his progress, Shelyid caroming behind.

But before our heroes had rounded the first corner, a great clattering of hooves and
jingling of harness was heard to approach. Zulkeh stood to one side as a coach-and-four
thundered down the narrow street accompanied by a mounted squad of the Goimr Royal
Coachmen. Shelyid, unfortunately, bent double in concentration, failed to apprehend the
approach of these worthies. He lurched into the center of the street just as they passed. Two
of the riders were bowled over—horses and riders going asses over teacups—while the others
frantically avoided the staggering dwarf and his pack. The coach skidded dangerously but
came to a halt without upsetting.

The coach door flew open and a courtier leapt out. He hurried up to the wizard.

“Are you not the wizard Zulkeh?” he demanded. Then, not bothering to wait for a reply, he
continued:

“Excellent, excellent! I've just come from the palace—Chief Counselor Gerard sent me to



bring you to the King. Please, please—get into the coach! We must hurry! The King is at his
wits’ end!”

Even as the courtier spoke, the coach and four was brought up next to Zulkeh and Shelyid.
A footman jumped down and opened the door. Alas, it soon became evident that Shelyid and
his sack could not be crammed into the coach, the which was more of a dainty and elegant
carriage than a sturdy means of transport. The courtier instantly called up the detachment of
Royal Coachmen who helped Shelyid load the sack onto the rear of the coach. The vehicle
settled deeply, with an ominous creaking and groaning.

That done, Zulkeh and the courtier climbed into the coach. Shelyid made to follow them
but was arrested by his master’s fierce glare.

“Wretched gnome! Have you forgotten your duty?”

“No, master, the sack is loaded and tied,” explained the dwarf, his legs fairly vibrating in
relief from their burden.

“Yes, but who will watch it?”

So saying, Zulkeh slammed the door. Shelyid, with a shrug of resignation, found a perch
on the top of the sack where he grabbed onto one of the straps as the coach rushed off down
the street toward the palace.

With a squad of Royal Coachmen to clear the streets, the coach careened unimpeded
through various lanes and byways before it debouched onto a main thoroughfare, where it
continued pell-mell toward the landing. It was but the work of a minute for the passengers to
alight and, with the assistance of many hands, to transfer the sack onto a water taxi. The
boat—now deep in the water—instantly departed for the royal isle. Once upon land, the
courtier conducted them to Chief Counselor Gerard’s chamber, hissing his anxiety and haste
all the while.

Gerard was equally agitated. “Egbert, what took you so long? King Roy has been
screaming for the wizard. And you—Zulkeh! I warn you once again—say nothing to disturb
King Roy! He is in a most unstable state.”

Zulkeh nodded curtly. He and Shelyid followed Gerard into the royal audience chamber.
The King's cries of distress could be heard from a considerable distance. They grew
positively clamorous upon the entrance of the mage.

Indeed, King Roy was a shocking sight. In the two weeks which had elapsed since the last
interview, he had aged twenty years. His hair was straggling and gray, tufts of it plucked out.
His clothes were disheveled, his eyes were wild. He gave off the odor of a hunted roebuck.

“Wizard! Tell me, what does it all mean? | must know, | must know!”

“Your Highness, as | have previously explained, this matter is too deep for facile
explication. In fact, I have but recently discovered that the import of your dream is
considerably more complex, with many more hidden and obscure attributes than | had at
first appreciated. Much additional study is required. Even at this moment | am undertaking
a journey for—"

“No! No! No! I must know, know, know! Now! Now! Now!” So shrieked King Roy, in a
most unregal manner.

“Your Majesty—please! There is no need for this unseemly distress. You may rest easy in
your mind. For the magnitude of the danger which is so clearly indicated by your dream is
such as to preclude the thought that a mere monarch might forestall its occurrence.”

“What?” cried the King. “But | must do something! What of my kingdom? My dynasty? My
palace? My—why, even my royal person!”



A look of surprise came upon Zulkeh's face. “It is, then, the meaning of this dream for your
personal fortunes that concerns you?”

“Of course! What does this dream mean for me? I must have an answer—and now! Do you
hear? Now! Now! Now!”

The wizard made a soothing gesture. “Calm yourself, Sire. If 'tis only the personal import
of the dream that you seek, the matter is simple, even commonplace. The mystery lies
entirely in its deeper and more obscure elements.”

King Roy goggled. “You know, then, the meaning of this dream for myself?”

“Certes!” spoke Zulkeh, his voice full of good cheer. “The problem in this regard is
transparent. The grasping of the tongue is alone a sure sign, the forcible restraint of speech
being, of course, the third of the seven great oneiric portents. | refer you, in this regard, to
the classic exposition by Sigmund Laebmauntsforscynneweéld, The Interpretation of
Auguries, as well as to his more specific examination of the fear of mutism, Tongue and
Taboo, wherein the great scholar—"

“A pox on your blithering pedantry!” shrieked King Roy. “What does the dream mean? For
me! You hear? For me! Me! Answer, you wretched scholiast!”

Stiffly, the wizard drew himself up. “Well, then! Your dream foretells the utter and
complete destruction of your kingdom, your palace, your dynasty and your royal person. The
destruction will naturally encompass the entire male line of your family down to three
generations, including all collateral branches. Whether ruination will as well sweep into its
train the female line of your family is a matter open to some doubt—for here there is much
dispute among the savants. Sigmund would have it so, as would his famed relative Adler
Laebmauntsforscynneweéld. But, as is well know, Piaget Sfondrati-Piccolomini advances the
proposition that ruination portents apply only irregularly to the distaff line, this due to their
childbearing functions, the which, as he is known for saying, provide certain immunities
from calamitous events due to the providence-favored innocence of babes. As to this latter, |
myself have formed as yet no firm opinion, for it seems that there is some question—"

But the mage expounded no further. For at that very moment, King Roy—whose
complexion had undergone in recent moments a marvelous display of the colors of the
spectrum—sprang up and cried, “No!” (in a most undignified manner) and hurled himself to
the floor.

“But 'tis plain as day, Your Majesty,” spoke Zulkeh to the writhing monarch, “the signs are
unmistakable. For as | was saying, ’'twas none other than Sigmund
Laebmauntsforscynneweéld himself who enunciated that most basic principle of
oneiromancy which holds that the seizure and immobilization of the tongue—"

“Stop! Cease! Desist!” bellowed Gerard, advancing to the fore. “Did | not instruct you to
quell King Roy’s fears? What have you done? Your mad babble has driven the King to this
state! Fiend! Miscreant!”

With this latest affront the mage’s reserve broke, even as the stately dike shatters 'neath
the blow of the mighty tidal bore. Smoke and lightning issued from his ears; his eyes blazed
hotly forth.

“Silence, ye witless sycophant! Abuse me not, lest | chastise you in my affront! Science is
what it is, had you the sense to see it. And what boots it, the downfall of a King? This, a trifle,
when far greater matters hang in the balance!”

Then, even as the tide ebbs, so the wizard’s wrath subsided. “But | forget me. To ask
perception of such as you would be to drown in folly. I can tarry no longer. For I must tend



to the greater matters of which I am now apprised.”

With that, the sorcerer turned and strode down the long audience chamber, Shelyid
twinkling behind.

Gerard cried out: “Stop these fiends, stop these criminals! Alarum! Alarum! Guards!
Constables! Arrest these villains!”

In an instant, the trample of many jackbooted feet was to be heard coming from the left.
Moments later another thunder of boots was heard on the right. Two squads of Royal Guards
and Royal Constabulary appeared in doorways on either side. The lieutenant of the
Constabulary drew his sword and advanced into the audience chamber, but, before he took
three steps, he was hailed by the captain of the Guard.

“Lieutenant—halt! I must remind you that the Royal Guard—and the Royal Guard alone!—
has jurisdiction within the walls of the palace.”

So saying, the captain of the Guard drew his own sword and charged after Zulkeh and
Shelyid, who—the first preoccupied with thought, the latter with sack—continued their
progress toward the far door. But the captain had not taken three steps of his own before the
lieutenant of the Constabulary planted himself in the way. A lively discussion concerning
legal jurisdiction ensued. The debate escalated in lockstep with the paces of our heroes,
until, by the time the wizard and his apprentice were halfway down the long chamber, the
entire Guard and Constabulary were hacking and hewing each other with a vigorous display
of swordsmanship.

Drawn by the sound of clashing steel, a platoon of the Praetorian Guard burst into the
chamber through the very door toward which our heroes made their way.

“Stop them!” cried Gerard. In an instant, the fierce Praetorians charged the struggling
mob of guards and constables, pouring around Zulkeh and Shelyid like water around rocks
in midstream. The brawl in the center of the chamber now became three-sided.

Then, as our heroes were but ten paces from the far door, two new bodies of armed men
poured into the chamber from doors behind the throne—Janissaries from the west,
Mamelukes from the east. Recognizing his earlier error, Gerard now issued explicit
instructions to these newly entered soldiery, detailing with unmistakable exactitude the
necessity of immediately arresting the wizard and his apprentice, not forgetting to point
directly toward the culprits, all of which precision was pointless since the Janissaries and
Mamelukes had immediately started slaughtering each other with the gusto derived from
hallowed and historic rivalry.

Zulkeh and Shelyid passed through the far door into the corridor beyond.

Dodging and weaving his way through the slashing mob, Gerard pursued. By the time he
entered the corridor, his prey were almost to the lobby at the far end. Not twenty feet
beyond, a squad of Secret Police stood in the lobby, fingering their cudgels, frowning with
concern, gazing down the corridor, wondering at the sounds of struggle issuing from the
royal audience chamber.

The quick-witted Gerard seized the moment. To the Secret Police, he cried: “Arrest the
wizard!” To the wizard he cried: “Stop, Zulkeh—stop!”

Shouting with fierce enthusiasm, the Secret Police charged toward the wizard and his
apprentice. The wizard turned abruptly at the sound of his name. Attempting to avoid his
master, Shelyid tripped over the loose fringe of the faded and worn carpet and lost his
footing. Head down, locked in concentration, completely overbalanced by the giant sack,
Shelyid—or rather, the sack—plunged directly into the onrushing squad of policemen, with



much the same results as a bowling ball striking pins.

Half the squad was down, senseless. The ones who managed to avoid the direct blow of the
sack now flung themselves upon the dwarf. Alas, as he recoiled from the collision, Shelyid
turned a complete 360 degrees, knocking over another two or three of the policemen as he
did so. Still struggling to regain his balance, the dwarf now lurched to the left, crushing one
wight against the entry wall; then to the right, crushing another; then he caromed right into
the lobby, rolling over the last secret policeman still conscious, and burst through the large
entry door leading to the plaza beyond. The door shattered into pieces. In a moment the
tumult and chaos were left behind as Zulkeh and Shelyid exited the palace and headed down
to the lake, oblivious to the cries and alarm behind them.

The last sight Gerard had of them, as he stood fuming in what was left of the door to the
palace, was of Zulkeh and Shelyid climbing into the water taxi and making their way back
across the Moyle. Throwing up his hands with rage, the Chief Counselor charged back into
the palace. His voice could dimly be heard:

“Call out the Royal Janitors! The Royal Cooks! The Royal Gardeners! Arrest the wizard!”

Moments later, the sound of martial clangor resounded from within—mops clashing with
pots, pans against shears, clippers versus brooms.

For their part, Zulkeh and Shelyid went their way unmolested. At length they arrived at
the central travel station of Goimr. This edifice, huge and many-winged, had once housed a
vast assortment of enterprises dedicated to the provision of transport for those citizens of
Goimr seeking egress from the dismal city. In times past, the would-be traveler could hire or
purchase a coach, a dray, a chariot, a wagon, a cart or, indeed, any other conceivable means
of land transport. In recent times, however, all of these enterprises had been acquired by the
Consortium, as one of that ubiquitous firm’s projects in its conquest of the commerce of
Grotum. Their assets had been combined, and the entire travel station had been
consolidated under the aegis of a newly founded corporation, the Great Grotum Northern,
Eastern, Southern, Western, Central and Environs Express and Transport Company, a
subsidiary of Grotum Cultural Endeavor, Ltd. (a non-profit enterprise), itself a subsidiary of
Colonial Exploitation, Inc. (a philanthropic foundation), itself, in turn, a subsidiary of the
Consortium. This latter was headquartered, as was the case with most commercial
enterprises of any note in the civilized world, in the famed and far distant city of splendid
Ozar.

Zulkeh paused for a moment before the archway over the entrance to the great building.

“Look you, Shelyid, at this example of the inexorable progress of Reason through Time. In
days gone by, chaos reigned here supreme. We should have been forced to waste many an
hour in demeaning squabble with divers fellows and odd sorts of avaricious mien, quarreling
over fare and form of travel. Today, however, this has gone the way of all unreason
confronted by science, and we need but apply for an established and harmonized method of
transportation suited to our needs, all of it organized, systematized and regularized by this
most eminent and stable of firms.”

And with that he passed through the archway into the central court. Shelyid followed,
tripping over a portmanteau. The sack went flying. The wizard was greatly displeased, the
more so by the unwarranted intervention of a brash and impudent youth.

But at length, this unpleasantness behind them, the wizard and his apprentice made their
way to a door over which was suspended the sign: “GGNESWC&EE&T Co.—Tickets.”



Once inside, Shelyid unburdened himself of his sack and sat upon a bench against one
wall. He seemed oppressed by the atmosphere, although the low gloomy ceiling, the
unpainted benches equipped with shackles for the restraint of criminals and children, the
dirty walls covered with graffiti and obscure signs of no doubt cabalistic origin, should have
lent to the establishment a most homelike ambience.

Meanwhile, Zulkeh approached the ticket vendor’'s window and examined an enormous
sign suspended on the wall above. The sign read:

TABLE OF TRAVEL RATES AND COACH CLASSES

Rates Classes
Family Deluxe
Convention Superb
Party Royal
Merchant First
Commercial Second
Clinical Third
Military Fourth
Clerical Fifth
Official Coach
Secret Economy
Vacation Poor
Common Scum

After pondering this table for a moment, Zulkeh stepped forward to the vendor’s window.
In the small room beyond, he discerned the dim figure of the vendor and a row of boxes
holding tickets of different sizes and colors.

“Sirrah,” spoke the mage. “Are there, as would seem reasonable, twelve classes each with
twelve rates, or twelve classes each with only one rate, or twelve rates, each with only one
class?”

“Sir,” replied the ticket vendor in a voice devoid of inflection or discernible tone, “am I to
understand that you are calling into question the commercial philosophy and
weltanschauung of the Great Grotum Northern, Eastern, Southern, Western, Central and
Environs Express and Travel Company, a subsidiary of Grotum Cultural Endeavor, Ltd. (a
non-profit enterprise), itself a subsidiary of Colonial Exploitation, Inc. (a philanthropic
foundation), itself, in turn, a subsidiary of the Consortium? If so, that is to say, if such be the
case, you may, if you wish, file a formal complaint, that, be assured, will receive the fullest
consideration by those officials of our firm who have been appointed to deal with precisely
the aforementioned matters. Should your complaint, after due process and close
examination, be adjudged picayune, idle, foolish, bothersome, trivial, malicious, ill-advised,
inconvenient, well-taken, or justified, your travel privileges on the GGNESWC&EE&T Co.
will be revoked, now and for perpetuity; in addition, you will be fined the full administrative
cost of processing your complaint, in addition to a punitive surcharge, such surcharge to be
monetary in nature, though not excluding, at the discretion of that office of the Company
which has been duly assigned to handle such matters, a thorough investigation of your
ancestry, habits, character and associations by the Consortium Constabulary, the results of
said investigation to be, at the whim of the Consortium, or any of its subsidiaries involved in



the case, or any of its subsidiaries not involved in the case, broadcast to the world at large,
with the intention, and the invariable result, of blackening your character, destroying your
career, and breaking your spirit.”

Zulkeh thought upon these words. At length he spoke.

“Sirrah, | see that your establishment does not take these matters lightly. An attitude, I
might say, with which | find myself in complete accord! | would, however, appreciate your
telling me of the difference between the various classes and rates listed in yon table.”

“The tickets.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“The tickets. Size and color. Size is class, color is rate.”

“That is all?”

“That is what I said. Am | to understand that you are calling into question the—"

“No, no, no,” spoke the mage hastily. “By no means. | am simply seeking to clarify the
matter. As | now understand it, the only difference in the tickets is the tickets themselves.
Each ticket, of no matter which class or rate, will purchase the same transport, the same
lodgings en route, the same accommodations, etc.?”

“That is correct.”

“An excellent policy! In former times, prior to your acquisition of a monopoly over this
industry, the desirous voyager was beset by impudent hagglers, each offering a different
service for a different fee. You have cut through this mindless hurly-burly at one stroke,
reducing the question to its intrinsic essence of prestige and social snobbery.”

“That is correct. And now, sir, I am busy and you have taken much of my time. Where are
you going? And what is your preference in class and rate?”

“As for destination, my apprentice and | journey to Prygg. As for class and rate, whichever
is the cheapest—for my worldly wealth is little, and the subliminity of my intellect requires
no social trappings to sustain it.”

“Common scum,” announced the ticket vendor. “Twelve piasters for two common scum to
Prygg.”

“I shall take them,” spoke Zulkeh, pushing twelve small coins through the slot in the bars.
In return, two torn and greasy scraps of paper upon which were scrawled “Prygg” were
carelessly tossed back. Picking them up off the floor, Zulkeh gathered up his apprentice and
proceeded through the gate leading to the outer court. There the tickets were inspected by an
employee, who bestowed upon our heroes a well-practiced sneer. “To the left!” he barked.

They followed these directions and, after walking through a further passageway, came
upon their vehicle. It was a huge old coach, easily large enough to accommodate twelve
passengers. The coach was rakishly tilted, not by design but simply because it rested on four
wheels of varying design and diameter, the which had clearly been salvaged from other
vehicles.

Within, the coach gave evidence of a past glory now sadly gone. The seats had originally
been dyed a deep green, but were now much faded with age. The padding had a tendency to
protrude from the many rips and tears in the covers. The floor was covered by a once-plush
carpet now stained and soiled. Ingress and egress to the coach were provided by two large
and much-weathered doors, hanging on rusty hinges. Tattered curtains hung in the
windows.

Barely had Zulkeh and Shelyid entered the coach when the vehicle lurched into motion.
Shelyid sprawled onto the floor.



“Master!” he cried. “We're off!”
“Well spoken, dwarf. Our journey has begun.”



PART Il

In Which We Follow the
Further Progress of the Terrorist
Trio in Their Unlawful Escape From Goimr,
Revealing Therein Fell Visions and Portents.
Taken, As Before, From the Autobiography of the
Renegade Benvenuti Sfondrati-Piccolomini,
the Veracity of Whose Account, We Must
Emphatically Repeat, Is In No Wise
Guaranteed by the Noble Alfredae.

The Autobiography of Benvenuti Sfondrati-Piccolomini,
Episode 2: Statues, Soldiers, Snarls, and Soothsayers

So it was on such a wretched cart that | left the city of Goimr.

Strangely enough, the real difficulty we encountered in making our escape was none of the
things | had foreseen. It was not the police, not the soldiers, not even the absurd spectacle of
Wolfgang posing as a gigantic statue being hauled in the back of the cart.

It was the damned draymasters. When we entered the boulevard leading to the Dreary
Gate on the northwest edge of the city, there was a great mob of them lounging about in
front of the stables. No sooner did they catch sight of Gwendolyn in her yoke, hauling the
cart, than they rushed up and began a fierce bidding for her.

I was appalled, really. Often enough had | heard my uncles describe Grotum as backward
and medieval, but the reality of it had never truly penetrated until then.

“And will you look at the size of that mare!” cried one.

“I'll give you three quid!” exclaimed another.

“I'll make it four!” came from a third.

“Fivel”

“Six!”

The indignity was bad enough. Worse yet was that our escape ploy stood in imminent
danger of being ruined. | did not require Wolfgang’s sotto voce hissing in my ear to realize
that Gwendolyn would not tolerate the situation much longer. The ensuing mayhem would,
of course, be gratifying—fierce joy filled my heart at the image of draymasters hacked and
chopped into pieces. But it would, as the saying goes, “blow our cover.”



The situation came to a crisis when one of the swine actually made so bold as to advance
upon Gwendolyn, open her mouth with his hands, and begin inspecting her teeth, while a
second began poking her thighs and buttocks with his thumb.

Wolfgang’s coaching now came into its own.

“Get your filthy paws off my property!” | roared, cracking the bullwhip. The tooth
inspector backed up a step, but the buttock prodder merely sneered and continued his
examination.

A moment later he was rolling on the ground, howling in pain. And well he should! I dare
say | removed a good piece of his own buttock with the whip, whose tip was reinforced with
steel wire. Two pieces, actually, one from each haunch—for the sight of his great ass in the
air as he flopped on his belly was irresistible.

Perhaps | should have resisted, for the second lash seemed to arouse the mob of
draymasters as the first had not. No doubt | had transgressed some quaint local custom.

A moment later they had surrounded the cart, bellowing their fury, shaking their fists, and
cursing my person.

“Ozarine whelp!” cried one. (I fear my accent was pronounced.)

“We’ll teach you better!”

“Proper Groutch manners you're about to learn!”

Wolfgang was whispering some advice into my ear, but I was not paying the slightest
attention. I should listen to a lunatic, when | had been trained by my uncle Larue?

“It’'s a fearsome arm, the bullwhip,” he’d said to me, “but remember—of all weapons, it’'s
the one that relies the most on panache and the psychologic flair. The perfect weapon for
you, you sassy, disrespectful little wretch.”

“Would you, base curs?” | roared. The first | had lashed from my seat, but now | arose and
began laying about with a fine touch—fine, not only in the hand, but in the jocularity of the
remarks which | sent along with the strokes. The key, however, was the scalps.

Pain will dissuade a mob, of course, as humor will depress their spirits. But there’s
nothing like the sight of a few scalps lifted from bully heads by smart cracks of the lash to
drain their passions. The more so when the cunning of the stroke causes the scalps to fly
directly into the whipmaster’s free hand. After | had collected four scalps, stuffing the bloody
things into my belt, the draymasters fled in all directions, howling with terror. All but two,
who made the mistake of trying to hide behind (I should say, in front of) Gwendolyn.
Without breaking stride, she shouldered them down, trampled them under, and hauled the
iron-rimmed wheels of the cart directly over their bodies. A cart, mind you, bearing not only
my weight but that of the giant Wolfgang as well!

I was adapting to Grotum, | could tell. The sound of crunching bones was a pure musical
delight.

“Oh, well done! Well done!” hissed Wolfgang.

“Thank you,” muttered Gwendolyn.

“l wasn’t talking to you, dear,” chuckled Wolfgang. “l was referring to the masterful
whipwork. Are you by any chance related to Larue Sfrondrati-Piccolomini?”

“My uncle,” | whispered. “And will you please shut up? You'll give it away, people see your
lips moving—you’'re supposed to be a damned statue!”

“Not to fear, my boy. I'm a ventriloquist, you know.”

Casually I turned my head, looking into the back of the cart. There was Wolfgang, posed
cross-legged like a saint—a statue of a saint, more properly. Quite a good likeness, if | say so



myself. | had discovered that painting a man up to look like a huge wooden icon was not all
that difficult—not, at least, for an artist like myself who had carved and painted more
wooden icons by the time | was nine than I could remember.

Wolfgang’s stance was perfect. He was absolutely rigid and unmoving, for all the world
like—well, actually, like a wooden statue.

“It’ll be the easiest thing in the world for me to manage,” he’d said after he’d explained the
scheme. “The head psychiatrist at the asylum says I've got the finest catatonic trance he’s
ever examined! Such a compliment!”

And I'll admit his ventriloquism was as good as his catatonia. | couldn’t see a trace of his
lips moving, even as he continued to babble on.

“l knew it! I knew it! The wonderful touch with the scalps! The unmistakable style! And
the bon mots!” He bubbled with mad laughter—a strange sound and sight, let me tell you,
coming from unmoving lips! Grotesque, really.

“l was there, you know,” he continued, “at the Criticism of the Critics. | was actually there
in person!”

I was stunned. “You were there? You saw it?”

The smug voice: “Every moment. From the preface, to the disclaimer, to the rebuttal, to
the conclusion. One of my fondest memories.”

It was before my time, of course, but it was a legend in the clan. Over the years, I'll admit
to growing a bit skeptical. But as we made our slow way down the boulevard, Gwendolyn
stolidly hauling the cart through the fetid crowd, Wolfgang hissed a full description of the
great event.

“Amazing arrogance, when | look back on it,” he whispered. “But then, what can you
expect from a lot of critics? A vile, contumacious breed. And quite unstable mentally. An
incredible percentage of megalomaniacs were critics in early life, you know? Still, it's
astonishing. Had | been a critic invited to express my criticism of a young Sfondrati-
Piccolomini before his assembled condottiere brothers and cousins, I believe | should have
declined. And I'm a madman! But damned if they didn't show up—a hundred of the
parasites, at the least. Gabbling away as soon as they took their seats. The condottiere
listened politely for an hour or so, while the critics dissected every error of the young artist—
Alessandro, wasn’t it?—"

“Domenico,” | corrected.

“Ah, yes! Anyway, on and on they went, explaining how the lad had done everything
wrong—the colors, the strokes, the perspective—even the quality of the canvas and the grain
of the wood on the frame. But they reserved their fiercest criticism for the actual content of
the painting. On this the critics were united—unusual circumstance!—that the depiction of
five soldiers of fortune sitting about a table quaffing their wine was a most unsuitable subject
for a portrait entitled Gods At Their Pleasure.”

“The critics never grew up in the Sfondrati-Piccolomini clan,” | remarked, “where respect
for one’s elders is not to be taken lightly. As it happens, my uncles were the models for the
portrait.”

“You don’t say! Odd, really. I myself didn’t see any resemblance at all between the divine,
serene, and radiant features in the portrait and the—you will take no offense?—scarred,
raffish and altogether wicked-looked visages of your uncles. The more so once they began
their own criticism of the critics! Such a scene! It was marvelous! | don’t imagine half of the
critics managed to escape the auditorium alive.”



“Not many critics left in Ozar to this day, that’s a fact,” | commented.

“Just think of it! Such a civilized place, the Ozarine! Rapacious, grasping lot of
imperialists, of course. But civilized. Here in Grotum, your critics are a positive plague, a
scandal, a threat to public health! Ask any sullen, malcontented little boy or girl who can’t tie
their shoelaces what they want to be when they grow up and they’ll not hesitate for an
instant—want to be a critic! Even find a few in the mental asylums. Not many—criticism is in
the main a disease of sane people. And they don't last long, of course. It's not conducive to
long life, being a critic locked up with a bunch of psychopaths.”

Wolfgang continued on in this vein for a minute or so longer, but then he discontinued his
discourse. We were now almost at the Dreary Gate. We were about to discover if Wolfgang’s
plan would work.

But just as we drew up before the gate, an interruption occurred. A pack of cavalry horses
were drawn up before a saloon located right next to the gate—if the noble term “cavalry
horses” can be applied to as sorry and broken-down a lot of nags as | ever laid eyes on. Just
as our dray pulled even with the saloon, a disordered mob of soldiery poured out of its
swinging doors, most still clutching their jugs. In their middle, hoisted on their shoulders,
was a portly captain.

“Make way! Make way!” bellowed this wight. “Clear the gate for the Royal Goimr
Commandos!”

The soldiers manning the Dreary Gate shooed all civilians to one side and opened the
portal. In the event, their bustling energy was wasted, for it took the Commandos a full ten
minutes to saddle up and ride off. A good bit of this time was consumed by the actual
difficulty of attaining their seats on the high perches of the saddles, being, as they were,
utterly drunken. But most of the delay was caused by the captain’s command to “blacken
their faces.” This act, the blacking of commandos’ faces to ensure stealth in the night,
seemed somewhat inappropriate for horsemen in broad daylight. But the commandos clearly
prized this cherished privilege of their status, and they set about blacking their faces with a
vigor. The martial effect, however, was ruined by their childish levity in smearing each other
with the greasepaint.

“Goimr is not, I am beginning to deduce, one of the military behemoths of Grotum,” was
my whispered comment to Wolfgang.

He even managed a ventriloquist snort.

Eventually, the Commandos assembled into a ragged file, their horses looking gloomier by
the minute. The captain whipped his plumed hat off his head (the bright ostrich feather
clashed, I thought, with the logic of the blackened face) and waved it about.

“Citizens of Goimr!” he cried, addressing the small crowd which was gazing upon the
Commandos. “Your noble Commandos are off to capture the renegade Zulkeh—the sorcerer
satanicl—the—" Here he fell off his horse. When he clambered back on, he made to resume his
speech, but his now-surly horse would have none of it, and charged through the gate. The
rest of the Commandos lunged off in pursuit.

The guards at the gate drew their swords in a ragged salute.

“Hail the noble Royal Commandos!” cried the sergeant.

“Hail the nobleroilcomdos,” muttered the guards in response.

“Death to the satanic sorcerer Zulkeh!” cried the sergeant.

“Death to the s'tancsorcerZully,” muttered the guards apathetically.

These duties performed, the sergeant and the guards resumed their inspection of the



papers of those seeking passage through the gate. My hopes of success in deceiving these
vigilant men of war, let me say, were now quite high.

Soon enough, it was our turn. My papers were examined cursorily. The sergeant essayed a
squaring of the shoulders in respect of Gerard’s signature, failed miserably, resumed his
slouch, and waved us through.

Since he seemed harmless enough, I decided to satisfy my curiosity.

“Who is this sorcerer the Commandos are pursuing?” | asked.

I got back in reply a garbled and not very coherent account of the misdeeds of the wizard
Zulkeh, in which the kernel of driving the King mad was intermingling with a bouillabaisse
of other crimes. | particularly enjoyed the charge of “public urination.”

Then, we were delayed by the soldiers gawking at Wolfgang.

“Ay, an’ is he the great icon, or what, lads?” demanded one of the guards. His fellows
indicated, with none-too-convincing expressions of piety, their agreement with his awed
opinion.

“St. Athelbert, idn’t he?” asked the devout guard.

I frowned fiercely. “Ignorant dolt! 'Tis the spitting image of St. Abblerede—patron saint of
lunatics and criminals!”

The fellow looked properly abashed, and with no further ado | cracked the whip and
ordered Gwendolyn to move smartly, d’ye hear? | suspected, from the hunch of her
shoulders and the tightening of her jaws, that I would pay for it later.

Once we were beyond earshot of the gate, now on a dirt road leading into the countryside,
Wolfgang spoke in a more normal tone of voice.

“There is no patron saint of lunatics,” he cackled. “Plenty for criminals, of course, but we
raving types have been read out of the state of Holy Grace. Quite absurd, really, when you
consider that almost all saints were obviously demented. How they get sanctified, you know?
Going off and irritating all sorts of aborigines who boil them in oil or shoot them full of
arrows or whatnot. | ask you, who but a madman would do such things?”

I interrupted what, with my growing experience, | could detect as a new round of witless
babble.

“1 should think the Commandos will capture the wizard soon enough,” | remarked.

That set off a new round of cackling from the icon. Gwendolyn’s shoulders were
quivering—with humor, | realized, considerably relieved.

“And why not? Sure, they’re as sorry a lot of soldiery as I've ever seen, but they're still
soldiers on horseback pursuing a coach. | grant you, the coach left two days ago, but they
should still be able to catch up easily, even allowing for drunken binges along the way.”

“No doubt, if they could simply follow the coach. But the coach took the direct route,
through the Grimwald, whereas the soldiers will have to take the roundabout road, through
the marsh and the mountains.”

“Why don’t they just follow the coach?”

More cackling.

“My boy, you are such an innocent! Clear enough, you're a stranger to Grotum. The
Grimwald, lad, is Grotum’s oldest and greatest forest.”

“So?”

“So!l Are you that ignorant? Snarls, boy, snarls! They abound in the Grimwald—and forest
snarls, to boot! Goes without saying, of course—what other kind of snarls would you find in a
forest but forest snarls?”



I pondered his words, trying to decide if | was the butt of a joke. It's a crude but common
form of humor—to mock a newcomer by telling him tall tales of the local surroundings. | had
heard of snarls, of course. What Ozarine was not enthralled, as a child, by the endless tales of
those monsters of the Groutch wilds? But as | grew older, | wrote the tales off as fiction for
children—in a class with Good Saint Nick and the Tooth Fairy.

| decided Wolfgang was too weird for crude mockery.

“So the snarls actually exist?”

“Of course they exist! You can find them in all the wild parts of Grotum! Forest snarls,
mountain snarls, swamp snarls, rock snarls, prairie snarls—the list is well nigh endless.
Rather rare creatures, mostly, except in some places. Joe’s Favorite Woods swarms with
them, of course. And they’re very abundant in the Grimwald.”

“I still don’t understand why the soldiers can’t traverse the forest. I mean, if a coach can
get through, then I should think a body of armed men would have no difficulty whatsoever.”

“My boy, my boy, it’s not like that at all. The coach will get through because the snarls will
probably leave it alone. Snarls generally don’t pester simple travelers. But soldiers! Oh, no, it
simply won't do. Take great offense at soldiery, snarls do. Gobble them up with a ferocity.
Police too.”

“You mean neither soldiers nor police can enter the Grimwald?”

“Not sane ones. Insane ones could, it goes without saying. Snarls are rather fond of
lunatics. But what madman would be so crazy as to enlist in the army? Not to mention the
police!”

“The Grimwald must be a haven for poachers, then.”

This last remark of mine not only set off a new round of cackling but caused Gwendolyn’s
shoulders to positively heave with humor.

“Such an innocent!” giggled Wolfgang. “Such an ignoramus! Lad, one does not poach in a
snarl forest. Believe me, one doesn’t. Not, at least, unless one is seeking a quick and messy
form of suicide.”

I fell silent, disgruntled, if the truth be told, by this unseemly mirth at my expense. The
day wore on, our cart making slow but steady progress. Gwendolyn showed no signs of
tiring, even hauling our great heavy load. I now realized that she was not only
extraordinarily large, but incredibly strong. At first, I would have said, incredibly strong for a
woman. By the end of the day, when we finally decided to stop for the night by the roadside,
and | observed her lowering the cart without so much as a drop of sweat on her brow, it
finally dawned on me that she was easily the strongest human | had ever known. In the years
to come, | was only forced to qualify that assessment once, when I met her brother.

That realization only made the ensuing situation the more uncomfortable!

For, after the few minutes required to make our camp for the night—some few yards from
the roadside, in a small grove—I realized that Gwendolyn and Wolfgang were gazing at me
with a strange intensity. Wolfgang’s expression positively radiated amusement. Gwendolyn’s
was much harder to read. Repressed anger, an odd, cold kind of humor. I was not certain.

“What's this about?” | queried.

Gwendolyn said nothing, her face now like a mask. Wolfgang giggled.

“Well,” he said, “it’s actually the immemorial and time-honored custom in Grotum, at the
end of a day’s haul, for the draywoman to provide sexual service for the draymaster.”

My face must have flushed red. Partly from embarrassment, partly—I cannot deny it—
because the image his words brought to my mind caused a sudden rush of passion to fall



over me.

“Barbarous!” | cried. “Barbarous!” | broke into a fit of coughing. Once recovered, | looked
at Gwendolyn and said: “I assure you, Gwendolyn, | have no intention of respecting such an
infamous custom.”

Contrary woman!

Far from bringing praise for my couth gentility, my words brought down on my
unoffending head a veritable torrent of abuse! The gist of which was:

And who was I, the slimy Ozarine, to give myself great airs and sneer at the barbarous
backwardness of Grotum, when that barbarous state was maintained with Ozarine
influence and money?

This was but the prelude to an impassioned speech on the nefarious imperial plots of
Ozarae, its vampiric grasp on Grotum, its suborning of all official Groutch institutions (not,
to hear her speak, that she was filled with any great admiration for these institutions to
begin with!), and so on, and so on, and so on. | was lost after a few minutes—not so much
because | disagreed with her logic but because I simply couldn’'t follow it. Politics,
statesmanship, all that, were of no interest to me whatsoever. | was an artist, not a diplomat!
Ironic, actually, in light of subsequent events.

Finally, she wound down. Wolfgang cackled.

“1 do believe you've left the poor confused lad out at sea without a compass,” he giggled.

“But surely,” | protested to Gwendolyn, “you have no liking for this hallowed Groutch
draymaster’s custom?”

“Of course not!” she snarled. “Of course it's barbarous! Women are treated like beasts of
burden in Grotum, for the most part. And most of the sexual customs belong in a cesspool.
I've met few enough draymasters | wouldn’t cheerfully butcher. Will butcher some of them,
come the revolution. Reactionary dogs! Not much better than slavers!”

She growled, then burst into a sudden grin.

“1 will admit you handle that whip well. The hardest part of the whole day, that was, trying
to keep from laughing at the sight of the draymasters howling and scurrying for cover. And |
thoroughly enjoyed trampling the two of them.”

She eyed me speculatively. “You might want to get rid of those scalps, by the way. They're
drawing flies.”

| had forgotten them. | yanked them out of my belt and flung them into the woods. When |
turned back, alas, the fierce scowl was back on her face.

“l just don’t want to hear it from an Ozarine. | think it's what angers me the most. If the
Ozarines were honest about their imperialism, it'd be bad enough. But to have to listen to the
vultures chide we crude and uncouth Groutch for our uncivilized ways—while they plunder
us like pirates!” She took a deep breath. “Damn all hypocrites!”

I made an unwise attempt to mollify her.

“Actually, Gwendolyn, there’s quite a great admiration and fascination for Grotum among
many Ozarines. Myself included! Why, as a—"

“Oh, spare me!” She snorted. “Think I don’t know every Ozarine bratling isn’t brought up
on tales of mysterious and romantic Grotum? Hah! I've even read a few of those romantic
adventure novels which are so popular in Ozar. One of them even had the hero magically
incarnated as a Groutch himself. A knight, naturally, gallivanting about the countryside with
noble Groutch companions, rescuing fair maidens. Typical Ozarine horseshit! Why doesn’t
somebody write a true novel? You know, where the hero’s magically incarnated as a Groutch



peasant—better yet, the wife of a Groutch peasant! It'd be such a jolly romantic book! Half
her children—and she’ll drop 'em once a year till she dries up or dies—dead of disease or
hunger before they're five years of age. Plowing the fields day after day, toil from the time
she’s old enough to walk to the time she can’t move from her deathbed. A despairing, beaten
down husband, drunk half the time—and why not?—except all his rage will fall on her and
the children.”

She fell silent for a moment, breathing heavily. Wolfgang interjected, saying mildly:
“Actually, the boy’s not really responsible for all that, Gwendolyn. At least, in the short time
we've made his acquaintance, | haven’t noticed him charging about spreading mass disease
and misery.”

Gwendolyn glared at him, then sighed.

“lI know, I know. It's unfair of me to throw it on to Benvenuti’'s head. | shouldn’t
personalize these things. But still, it infuriates me, the way the Ozarines create a world that
perpetuates—makes worse!—every injustice in it, and then cluck their tongues at the
barbarity of it all.”

It was the first time in my life that | didn’t just walk away from a political argument. |
think it was the fierce flame in her, that drew me like a moth—and didn’t | know, even then,
that it usually turns out badly for the moth! Then, too, there was this—which, I admit, cut a
little close to Gwendolyn’s point, so | always kept it to myself—that she made every Ozarine
lass I'd known seem like a pale shadow. Fact is, the damned woman was a romanticist’s
dream! And what artist isn’t a romantic? Not any Sfondrati-Piccomolinis. At least, not from
my—admittedly somewhat disreputable—branch of the clan. My branch of the clan, truth to
tell, has always produced a lot more adventurers than scholars.

I did not, of course, attempt to argue the politics of her persuasion. For one thing, | would
have been completely over my head. Even at that young age, | had enough sense not to
dispute doctrine with a hardened Groutch revolutionist! For another, | wasn’t at all sure |
didn’t agree with her, insofar as I'd ever given any thought to political questions. My uncles
had certainly never instilled in me any great feeling of pride in “the grandeur of Ozar.”

But | did make the attempt to present myself in a different perspective. And so, as our
campfire burned a spot of light in the darkness, | spoke quietly of my lifelong fascination
with Grotum. Begun, to be sure, from a child’s fairy tales. But, as | grew older, | came to
understand the centrality of Grotum to all the world’s art and literature. This reality was
known to all students of the arts, and often commented on by the scholars—some with
admiration, most with rueful asperity, some even with despair. But directly or indirectly,
Grotum acted like a great dark planet, which drew into its orbit all the brighter but smaller
orbs.

She said nothing, but she listened to me. Rather intently, | think. When | was done, she
did not break her silence. But | thought—or so | hoped—that there was less tension in the set
of her shoulders.

“We’d best get some sleep,” she said. Then, as she was rolling up in her blanket, a little
chuckle, and she added: “You'll need to be well rested tomorrow, Benvenuti, so your whip
hand doesn’t waver. But | owe you for the draymasters, so I'll give you one scratch if you cut
it too fine. One only, mind! Or it’s the gutting blade.”

It took us two days to get through the Goimric countryside to the edge of the forest. The
trip was uneventful, save for one occasion late in the afternoon of the second day, when we



were overtaken by a platoon of cavalry. They came galloping up the road behind us, waving
their sabers and hallooing war cries. But it became obvious that they were not interested in
us. The platoon charged right by without so much as a glance in our direction. One of the
cavalrymen, however, fell off his horse as he tried to ride around the cart. He landed in the
road with a great thump.

I hopped off and went over to him. He was sitting up, shaking his head. | leaned over and
helped him to his feet.

“Are you all right?” | asked.

“Guess s0,” he muttered. He looked around for his horse. The nag was off in a field some
thirty yards distant. The soldier pursed his lips and whistled. The nag looked at him,
defecated, and trotted away.

“Damn the beast!” snarled the soldier. “Now I'll have to finish the charge on foot.”

“Is there a battle ahead?” | asked.

The soldier looked at me like | was retarded.

“Would | be charging into a battle?” he demanded. “Haven't you heard? The palace
burned down! The heirs to the throne are all dead. The word is we’ll have a new
government.” He swelled his scrawny chest. “A military government!”

He dusted off his clothes. “So, anyway, the captain ordered us to charge the tavern up the
road. Free drinks, there’ll be.” He puffed out his chest again. “After that, we’ll maybe burn
one or two villages.”

He retrieved his sword from the road and waved it above his head.

“For junta and country!” he cried, and began a shambling run up the road.

After I resumed my seat, Gwendolyn started the cart in motion.

“That sounds bad,” I commented.

“What do you care about the Royal Palace?” demanded Gwendolyn.

“Not that. Favor to the world, burning down that pile of refuse. No, | meant the part about
the military government. You heard him. It's obvious the soldiery’ll take it as an excuse to
commit atrocities on the population.”

Gwendolyn laughed. Behind me, Wolfgang giggled.

“What's so funny?” | asked, in a resigned voice. | was getting tired of being the butt of
their humor.

“This is Goimr, my boy,” cackled Wolfgang. “Now, if this was Sfinctria, or even Pryggia,
your fears would have substance. Quite the proper committers of atrocities, your Sfinctrian
army. And the Pryggs are no slouches, either. But Goimric soldiers? Commit atrocities? |
fear you overestimate their capabilities.”

“The last time the Goimric army tried to plunder a village,” commented Gwendolyn, “the
inhabitants sent them packing.” She looked back at me, grinning like a wolf. “And they were
lucky the men were still in the fields. They suffered thirty percent casualties at the hands of
the women and children.”

“They’re really that bad?”

“As you have earlier surmised yourself,” remarked Wolfgang, “Grotum does not tremble at
the rattling of Goimric sabers.”

I shook my head. “They’ll get better, I'm afraid. I don’t know much about politics, but I
spent enough time around my uncles to know that Ozar will be sending in military advisers,
soon enough.”

“With your uncles along, no doubt,” came Gwendolyn’s sneering voice, “like proper



soldiers of fortune.”

I controlled my temper. “Actually,” | replied in a calm voice, “they’ll not be involved. They
refuse to participate in such affairs. It's one of the reasons they always turn down the offers
of the Ozarine government to give them regular commissions. They say occupation work
corrodes the soul.”

Wolfgang cackled. “Such a crazy world! Mercenaries with honor! Of course, they are
Sfondrati-Piccolominis.”

I remembered the last emissary of the Senate, sent packing from our house with a boot
mark on his behind. Ludovigo’s boot, that'd been—he was always the most ill-tempered of
my condottiere uncles.

“Have you got a war somewhere?” he’d demanded of the emissary. “A real war, I'm talking
about?”

The emissary had hemmed and hawed, rambling on about the geostrategic significance of
the pacification of some far distant land I'd never heard of. But he didn’t get very far along.
Ludovigo is not a patient man. The boot had followed, with my other uncles contributing
verbal mayhem.

When the emissary was gone, scuttling down the street, Ludovigo had turned to me,
scowling and chewing his mustachios.

“Remember this, boy,” he’d growled. “Seventeen, you are now. You'll be a grown man
soon, responsible for your actions.” His glare was joined by that of my other uncles. “The
family will forgive a wolf, but we’ve no mercy for jackals.”

“Certainly not!” I'd exclaimed, not really understanding the ins and outs of the matter. But
I understood my uncle’s boot.

“What a world we’ve produced,” sighed Ludovigo. He’'d resumed his seat, planted his boot
on the table, drained his mug. “There was a time when it was a proud thing, to be an
Ozarine. Go back in the family line, you'll find that plenty of Sfondrati-Piccolominis served
in the army of Ozarae. With pride and distinction. Pride and distinction.” He sneered. “Now,
I’d as soon join a pack of hyenas.”

“I'd rather join a pack of hyenas,” my uncle Rodrigo had contributed. “Never claim to be
more than scavengers, your honest hyenas.”

“Won't hear a hyena prate on and on about the grandeur of the pack and the glory of the
carrion,” added Larue.

“Unless it's a scholar hyena,” chuckled Filoberto. “I hear our distant cousin, Rhodes
Sfondrati-Piccolomini, has just come out with a new book—The Ozarine Century, it's
called.”

“I've read it,” said Larue. “Drones on and on about the Burden of Ozar, as he calls it.
That's scholar-speak for ‘let’'s loot everything, for the lootee’s best interest.” Would you
believe, the fool even calls for a new attempt at conquering the Sssuj?”

Great gales of laughter had greeted that last statement. When their glee subsided,
however, my uncles’ gloom had returned. The long silence had finally been broken by my
uncle Ludovigo, his voice hard as stone.

“That fool belongs to another branch of the clan. In our branch, in our family—we’ve had
eagles and falcons, and owls, and more than a few peacocks and dodos. But there’s never
been a vulture.” He'd fixed me with his glare. “You hear me, boy?”

I was recalled back to the present by Wolfgang’s voice.



“There itis. The Grimwald.”

I looked up. On the horizon, ahead and to my right, I could see a ragged, dark green line.
Even from the distance, it looked somehow foreboding.

I said as much, and Wolfgang giggled. “Nonsense! It's a marvelous place, the Grimwald.
Full of wonder and enchantment! Unicorns, even! The world’s greatest mystery, you know?”

“What's that?” | asked.

“Why, it's obvious! How do unicorns propagate, when they’'ve got this fetish about
virginity?” He cackled. “I've spent years trying to figure it out. Even asked the head
psychiatrist at the asylum. The man’s a genius, you know? But he was no help, at all. Said
that unicorns were just a figment of my imagination.”

“They are,” said Gwendolyn forcefully.

“Well, of course, | know that!” Wolfgang’s voice was full of aggrievement. “I’m not stupid,
you know, just insane. But that’s the whole point! How do unicorns propagate in my
imagination, when they’ve got this fetish about virginity? My imagination certainly doesn't.
Have a fetish about virginity, 1 mean.” He howled like a lunatic. “Quite the contrary! A
cornucopia of sexual perversion, it is, my imagination. I've scolded it many times, but it
keeps coming up with the wildest ideas! For instance—"

“Wolfgang, shut up!” roared Gwendolyn.

“Such a prude! Oh, very well. But, anyway, for some reason my imagination comes up
short whenever it tries to picture unicorns propagating. Years, I've spent, trying to figure out
why. It’s very important, you know, for a lunatic to understand his imagination. Sane people
never have to worry about it, of course. You can just pass things off by saying ‘it's just my
imagination.” But a dement can’t do that, because we live in the world of our imagination.
So—”

“Wolfgang, shut up!” roared Gwendolyn.

“But, my dear Gwendolyn, you're missing the whole point! Sane people are such cripples!
Hamstrung, you are, by the real world. Whereas a madman can just dismiss the problem by
saying ‘it’s just the real world,” and go on about the important business, which is imagining—

Gwendolyn heaved herself out of the yoke and stalked back to the cart. She glared up at
the towering figure of the madman, still sitting in the pose of an icon.

“If you don’t shut up,” she hissed between her teeth, “the real world will intrude upon your
imagination this very minute.”

I was afraid a row might break out, with me caught between a giant and an Amazon. But
Wolfgang only smirked and said: “I shall become quite the proper icon, then. Full of grace.”

And, indeed, he fell silent for the rest of the journey into the Grimwald, except for a
whisper meant only for my ears.

“Such a solemn woman, she is. You really must try and brighten up her spirits, young
man.”

Such was, in fact, my very hope. But | wasn’t about to acknowledge the same to a lunatic.
Still, my stiff back must have transmitted some of my feelings, for | could hear Wolfgang
chuckling behind me.

A short distance further, Gwendolyn turned the cart down a narrow, rutted dirt path. We
were now headed directly for the forest, and she began to pick up the pace. A half hour later,
the path entered beneath the loom of the Grimwald. Gwendolyn shrugged out of the yoke.

“We can leave the cart here,” she said. “No one will find it for days. By then we’ll be long



gone, deep into the forest.”

I hopped off the cart. Wolfgang arose, as limber as if he hadn’t spent the last three days
posing as a statue. For him, stepping off the cart was not much more than for a boy to step
off a stool. It took but a moment for the three of us to push the cart into some bushes, out of
sight of any casual passer-by.

Gwendolyn led the way into the forest. The dirt path quickly became a faint trail winding
through the immense trees of the forest. Those trees! Never had | seen anything like them,
so huge they were, and so densely packed. Every variety of tree, to boot, evergreen and
hardwoods mixed together with no rhyme or reason that | could see.

Crazy he might have been, but Wolfgang had an uncanny ability to discern a person’s
thoughts.

“Don’t try to figure out the ecology of the Grimwald, Benvenuti. Can’t be done, you know?
The scholars gave it up long ago, after my great-grandfather Kirkpatrick went mad in the
attempt. Locked him up, poor man, after he started babbling at the annual meeting of the
Philosophical Society that the Grimwald was the last surviving remnant of the primeval
Eozoon. Such a brilliant naturalist! I'm quite partial to his theory of the nummulosphere,
myself. You're familiar with it, of course?”

I shook my head.

“What? Never heard of Kirkpatrick’s theory?” He grimaced. “Such a horrible state modern
education’s fallen to! Not surprising, of course, in Ozar. You Ozarines are such incorrigible
rationalists. But even here in Grotum the children are not instructed in the theory of the
nummulosphere. And such a marvelous theory! Kirkpatrick claims the whole world was built
up, bit by bit, by the action of single-celled forams—amoebas, sort of. Claims you can see
their fossils everywhere, if you just look closely enough. Unfortunately, he’s been the only
one able to look closely enough, so they say he’s a crackpot. Too bad, really. His theory’s so
much more imaginative than all this dry stuff about tectonic plates. Can there be anything
more boring than igneous rock? Forams, now—there’s a lively basis for world-building!” And
on he droned, making absolutely no sense at all. But | had gotten accustomed to shutting out
his prattle.

By nightfall, we had penetrated a fair distance into the forest. Gwendolyn apparently knew
where we were going—I myself was hopelessly lost—for when we entered a small clearing,
she said: “This is it. We’ll camp here for the night.”

The next morning, Wolfgang announced that we would have to part company.

“I'll be going that way,” he said, gesturing vaguely to the northeast. “Got to catch up with
the wizard, you know, and you two are off to quite different parts.”

Gwendolyn looked at him, hesitated, then spoke.

“I will ask you again. Why are you—and everyone else in the world, it seems—so interested
in this wizard?”

A look of pure innocence came upon Wolfgang's face. “Me? Interested in Zulkeh?”

Gwendolyn exploded. “Don’t lie to me, Wolfgang! It must have taken you years to build
those secret rooms and tunnels under the death house. And all so you could spy on this
Zulkeh! Why? And why is everyone else so concerned with him? Why did Hildegard send me
off on this wild goose chase? Why?”

“I've been interested in Zulkeh and his doings for years,” responded Wolfgang, a rare tone
of seriousness in his voice. “Impossible to explain why, in any terms that would make sense
to you. But it’s my main project in life, actually. It's because of Joe, of course.”



Seeing the fierce frown on Gwendolyn'’s face, Wolfgang sighed.

“You are so unreasonable about this, Gwendolyn! Don’t you think you should take the Joe
guestion a bit more seriously, seeing as how everyone else does—friends and foes alike? Or
do you really think the Fangs of Piety—not to mention Hildegard—are all as crazy as me?”

“They’re crazier,” snapped Gwendolyn. “At least you admit you're a lunatic. Hildegard
lives in the clouds. Oh, I love her dearly. And she’s a friend to the underground, I'd be the
last to deny it. That's why | agreed to carry out this mission for her. I owe her plenty of
favors—the whole movement does, for that matter. But she’s still nuts! She claims to
correspond with God!”

“Oh, but she does!” exclaimed Wolfgang. “Has a whole room in the Abbey just to store the
Old Geister’s stone tablets. Absolutely compulsive, that woman. Won’t throw away anything.
I’'d certainly throw away God’s stone tablets, if He sent me the kind of nasty notes He sends
her!” He shook his head. “But she keeps right on with her correspondence. Says it’s her
bounden duty as a pious Abbess to tell God the plain and simple truth about Himself, even if
He doesn’'t want to hear it. Which He certainly doesn’t! The Deity doesn’'t take well to
criticism, you know, and my aunt has quite the sharp tongue.”

Gwendolyn threw up her hands. “l give up! The Fangs | can understand. Those
reactionary maniacs are just as crazy as you are, but at least they deal with the real world.”

“Well, of course they do!” exclaimed Wolfgang. “What’s the point of being a vicious
reactionary, if you're not going to deal with the real world? Might as well be a liberal!” He
shuddered. “Such sane people, liberals. Really ought to be locked up, the bunch of them. For
their own sake, if nothing else. Not that I'd wish a pack of whining liberals on a lunatic
asylum! The rest of the inmates would all commit suicide, just to escape the platitudes.”

He paused, beaming down on Gwendolyn.

“l can see you're about to get angry with me, again. Can’t be helped, | suppose. Not too
many sweet-tempered revolutionaries around. Executions, torture, imprisonment—doesn’t
make for placid, jolly types. Still, I think you should—"

Gwendolyn silenced him with a sharp gesture. “Never mind what you think | should do.”
Suddenly she laughed. “After all these years, you'd think I'd know better than to try to get
any sense out of you.”

She stared off into the forest for a moment, then turned back to the giant.

“All right,” she said, “I suppose | can trust you. And it means nothing to me, anyway. The
message which | was to deliver to Zulkeh from Hildegard was this. | was to tell him that
Hildegard had a vision—"

“l knew it! She’s had another vision!” cried Wolfgang, clapping his huge hands like a child
filled with glee.

“—and in this vision she saw Zulkeh, with a long beard—Ilong, all the way down to his feet.
And then, out from under his wizard’s hat, crawled a monster. The monster made its way
down to the ground, using the wizard’s beard like a rope. It took the monster a long time to
get down, she said, but once—"

“Of course it took the monster a long time!” cried Wolfgang. “That’s such a long and
perilous journey, climbing down a sorcerer’s beard!”

Gwendolyn scowled at the interruption, then continued.

“But once the monster reached the ground, it began to swell, and grow, like a storm cloud.
And it was very angry. And then the world ended.”

She took a breath. “And that’s it. That’s the message. Makes no sense to me, at all.”



She stopped, gaping with astonishment. For the giant lunatic started capering around the
meadow, leaping and doing cartwheels, and howling like a banshee.

“He’s finally flipped,” | said.

Gwendolyn shook her head. “No—at least, no more than usual. He’s just very happy and
excited.”

Sure enough, after a couple of minutes of these bizarre acrobatics, Wolfgang calmed down
and shambled back over to where we were standing. Tears of joy were streaming down his
cheeks.

“Best news I've heard in years!” he boomed. “Marvelous! Absolutely marvelous! I'd be
ecstatic even if I'd had the vision in one of my hallucinations—but coming from Hildegard!”
He grinned, drooling. “Her visions are infallible, you know.”

“l don’t suppose you'd explain what it means?” asked Gwendolyn.

Wolfgang looked about, like a little boy trying to keep a secret.

“Well, I suppose | could give you a hint. It means the world’s going to end. Way ahead of
my schedule, it looks like.”

Gwendolyn visibly restrained her temper. “This is good news?”

Wolfgang was shocked. “Well, of course it's good news!” Then he clapped his head with his
hand. “Oh, of course! You think—no! no! Dear Gwendolyn! You have such a grim,
apocalyptic view of things! Twilight of the gods, all that rot. No, dear, the world’s going to
end like—like, how shall I put it?—yes! Like all the low things in life end! That’s it! Like all
the things that crawl, and lie in the mud, and stink, and wriggle.”

He stooped, bringing his face down. “Now do you see?”

“No, I don't!” exclaimed Gwendolyn.

Wolfgang straightened, sighed. “We look at things so differently, dear. From different
angles, you might say.”

He reached out and stroked her cheek.

“But | don’t care, Gwendolyn. On the last day of the world—if you don’t get yourself
killed!—we’ll see everything just the same. And in the meantime, go your way with all my
love and hope. For I cherish you.”

Gwendolyn took his hand and held it to her cheek.

Suddenly, she stepped back. “Be off with you! You damned lunatic. Off to chase after the
wizard, | suppose.”

Wolfgang beamed. “Yes! Off to Prygg!” And with no further ado he charged into the forest.
The trees shook with his passage, the underbrush hissed their protest. But, not more than a
minute later, while Gwendolyn and | remained unmoving in the clearing, the sights and
sounds of his return became evident. Wolfgang reappeared, moving toward us in that
awkward-looking shamble that covered ground amazingly quickly.

Two seconds later he was standing in front of me, waving his arms about.

“I'm so forgetful!” he cried. “I forgot to say good-bye to Benvenuti! Can you forgive me,
dear boy?”

I nodded. “Think nothing of it.”

“Such a polite lad! Such a credit to his family!”

He extended his hand and shook mine. My—by