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      WELCOME TO
CLUB MED(IEVAL)!
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      Hali: What’s the fantasy world coming to? Witches have jobs, too, and Hali’s latest assignment is to play tour guide to a pack

         of naive mortals!
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      Bentwood: You can put a troll in the executive suite … but he’ll still have the heart of an evil highway robber …
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      Bernie: An overly familiar familiar who wants to be a crow … a raven … a black cat … ANYTHING except—a wombat!
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      Leo: Being a heroic warrior’s fun — until it’s time to really be a heroic warrior!
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      Tracy: When the going gets weird in the Magic Kingdom, this high school student’s weird words are golden!
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      Oliver: Seeking the girl of his dreams, he may find himself in a dream as well.
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      Jamison: When an obnoxious critic faces himself, what he finds is disgusting and amazing … or maybe just disgusting!
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      CHAPTER
1


      ONE of the first tenets of witchcraft is that a witch needs a proper hut. Shaking her head at the gleaming white walls of her

         breakfast nook, Hali sat down to breakfast with the latest home improvement guide when the deep tolling of a bell shook the

         house.

      


      “Visitors!” screeched Hali’s familiar, Bernie, a large black crow sitting on the back of one chair beside a setting of birdseed.

         “Don’t get up, I’ll get it.” He took off through the open kitchen window into the foggy morning beyond.

      


      Just a few feet from the house the fog disappeared, revealing a clear, crisp mountain morning. One solitary grey cloud hovered

         over the mountain crag on which Hali’s house perched, an incongruously neat white A-frame with a blue plastic roof. Witches

         by nature prefer the tumbledown and rotting look, and Bernie suspected the ever-present cloud was Hali’s work, designed to

         hide the roof, which remained a lively, charming blue in spite of years of spells thrown at it. The cottage had originally

         been acquired as a stopgap replacement for its predecessor, which had literally tumbled down in a minor magical skirmish.

      


      Though the house had proven amazingly immune to the ravages of wind, rain, and magical fallout, it also resisted all efforts

         at redecoration, remaining nauseatingly spiffy and bright. Hali had never forgotten the administration’s promises to replace

         it with a proper witch’s hut—or forgiven them for failing to do so. Bernie didn’t care about the roof as long as it didn’t

         leak, but when work permitted would fly off in search of better weather, leaving Hali to enjoy the gloom of her pet cloud.

      


      Bernie flapped cheerfully into the sky, took a few turns around the bare crag, then swooped down the slopes to the bottom

         of the hill, where a tired ogre in a grey uniform handed him a stiff envelope.

      


      “Magic Express. Sign here.” The ogre held out a clipboard for Bernie to peck. “Why do these witches always build their houses

         in the middle of nowhere, then put antitransportation spells on them?” the bulky messenger complained.

      


      “You don’t think those spells stop their owners, do you?” retorted Bernie with his most haughty caw, designed to depress the

         pretensions of the nosiest ogre. He took the envelope in his beak and, flying awkwardly, returned to the house on the hill.

         He landed clumsily on the kitchen windowsill, and dropped the express envelope on the kitchen table inside.

      


      “Magic Express, Hali,” he croaked. “No return address. Who’s it from?”


      “How should I know?” Hali looked up from her copy of Better Huts and Gardens, marked the interior decorating article she’d been studying (“Cobwebs: Tried and True, or Tired and Trite?”), and reached

         over the teapot for the envelope. Lazily, she examined the package without opening it, deliberately ignoring her frustrated

         familiar as he hopped back and forth on the windowsill.

      


      “Open it, will you?” he begged, bobbing his head.


      “Knock it off, Bernie. It’s probably bad news from the home office, as usual.” She ripped open the package and pulled out

         a parchment dripping with seals. “Yep. We’re hereby ordered to drop everything and report to Bentwood this afternoon.”

      


      “So what are we supposed to drop?” Bernie asked. “They haven’t sent us any business in ages.”


      “Maybe that’s what we’re supposed to talk about. Interesting, though…” Hali eyed the summons skeptically. “Bentwood’s signing

         himself ‘Executive Producer’ these days. What do you suppose that means?” She tossed the parchment in the fireplace and stretched.

         “Whatever, I want to have a talk with him myself. He’s been promising me a new house for an ogre’s age, and I’m just about

         ready to settle for making my own out of gingerbread, except you’d eat me out of house and home.”

      


      “Does that mean I can eat the rest of your toast?” Bernie eyed the table scraps warily. “Without getting turned into something

         icky?”

      


      “Go ahead. I’ve got to fix my face and get the magic mirror ready. If you want to go through with a full stomach, that’s fine

         by me.”

      


      For Hali, fixing her face meant the careful application of an ugliness amplification spell, without which she never left the

         house. As witches go, she lacked a certain fearsome something, though her formidable disposition sufficed to terrify the occasional

         adolescent who wandered her way. Preteens, to her mortification, pegged her instantly as a pushover. If children were unavoidable,

         Hali screwed her face into her most ferocious scowl, guaranteed to pique the curiosity of even the dullest toddler, but which

         at least had the advantage of unnerving parents enough that the offending child would usually be dragged off, protesting.

      


      At the other extreme, Hali’s most beguiling expression, adopted at social occasions attended by attractive males, tended to

         send its targets running for their lives. Hali’s less-than-respectful familiar Bernie, an enchanted and voluble crow, had

         more than once opined that Hali ought to try reversing the two expressions, but since he had to be well-fortified with liquor

         (stolen from unattended drinks) to even make the suggestion, Hali remained immune to the idea—and mystified by her lack of

         success with the opposite sex.

      


      Without magical augmentation, Hali could pass unnoticed almost anywhere, a thin, nondescript woman with just enough of a point

         to her thin nose and chin to qualify as —witchy.” Hali liked to think that her mouse-brown hair snaked about her face, but

         in reality it hung in limp, slightly scraggly tendrils that only came to life in wet weather, when they suddenly sat up and

         curled wildly in an uncontrollable mass that made it impossible for Bernie to keep his perch on Hali’s shoulder. “Not that

         I’d want to go stand in a thunderstorm with her, anyway,” he’d been heard to sulk, but he admitted when pressed that Hali

         was at her most impressive when the weather was at its worst.

      


      This morning, Hali was less concerned with looking bad than with keeping the powers that be intimidated, and settled for the

         basic crone look: shapeless black dress, dull limp hair shot through with grey, lifeless skin, and a slight enhancement to

         the nose, making a proper beak of it. She refrained from adding a wart to the tip, since Bernie found such protuberances distasteful

         and tended to show his displeasure by nipping at them whenever he got the chance. An old-fashioned pair of button-top boots

         with outrageously pointed toes and a scruffy, handmade broom completed Hali’s ensemble, and she turned in front of the mirror.

      


      “Perfect. Just the thing for the main office,” she commented with a certain smug satisfaction.


      Bernie hopped onto the mirror and looked her over. “So where’s the pointy hat?”


      “Hmmph. Pointy hats are cliché.”


      “So’s the rest of the outfit.”


      “Watch it, bird. You could spend the rest of your very short life as a slime mold.”


      “Threats, threats. It could only be an improvement—anything’s better than being an ugly crow, or one of you dull, miserable

         humans.”

      


      “If you were miserable it was because you had no taste. This look is classic. And I’m not going to throw you in the briar

         patch.”

      


      “Urrrk,” Bernie grumbled, and decided his tailfeathers needed a bit of sudden preening.


      “C’mon, bird, we’re wanted.” Hali held out her arm, and Bernie jumped onto it, walking up to the witch’s shoulder. “Ready?”


      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


      Frowning in concentration, Hali held her broom up in front of the mirror, which began to glow with a soft greywhite light.

         Nodding, Hali stepped into the mirror, which shivered and flexed like a mercury soap bubble as she passed through.

      


      The other side of the mirror opened onto a dark cavern, so deep beneath the ground that not even a memory of daylight could

         penetrate. Hali pushed through the mirror, which clung to her like a second, silvery skin before parting suddenly, with a

         violent burst of light. For an instant, the flash lit up the walls of the large cavern filled with walkways, balconies, and

         doors, hinting at the labyrinthine complex of corridors beyond. The light faded instantly, leaving only an outline around

         Hali of glowing, molten silver that seemed to drip off of her, sizzling to nothingness on the rocky floor, leaving total darkness.

         Hali waited patiently for her eyes to adjust, while Bernie moaned quietly on her shoulder.

      


      “You throw up on me and I’ll sell your remains to a milliner,” Hali threatened. “I warned you not to eat that toast.”


      “I’m OK, I’m OK,” Bernie gasped. “Just give me a second to turn rightside out.” He burped and tucked his head under one wing.

         Voice muffled, he continued to complain nonetheless, “… stupid way to travel when you can fly, and why do these stupid caverns

         have to be so dark—doesn’t anybody know about lighting around here? I just can’t believe I voluntarily subjected myself to

         this thing again, and next time I’m flying even if it takes a week….”

      


      “Quiet already, bird. These halls are lighted. You just have lousy night vision.”


      “And whose fault is that? You’re the one who turned me into a crow. I never liked dark, closed-in places anyhow.”


      “Come on, Bernie, you tried to pick my pocket in a subway,” Hali said.


      “It was a well-lighted subway.” Bernie risked a peek at his surroundings and cawed faintly. He hid his head again, and shivered.

         “Even an owl couldn’t see in this place.”

      


      With her eyes adjusted to the dark, Hali could make out walkways limned in a faint luminescence. Moving briskly, she turned

         to the largest corridor with the most ostentatious entry, a large arch embellished with twining, distorted creatures, their

         gaping mouths and staring eyes glowing particularly bright. The corridor itself was little more than a tunnel with rough-hewn

         rock walls, but gradually it squared out, developing smooth, flat walls that met floor and ceiling at right angles. To Hali’s

         astonishment, the corridor further down was lit by track lighting that flooded the hallway with white light.

      


      “Hey, Bernie, check out the new lighting.”


      “Don’t make fun of me,” whimpered the crow. “I won’t look.”


      “Seriously.” Hali shrugged, forcing Bernie to take his head out to keep his balance. He sat up in amazement, eyeing the walls.


      “Wow. Is that wood paneling?”


      Hali tapped the wall, and frowned. “Something artificial, but it sure looks impressive. Looks like wall-to-wall carpet up

         ahead, too.”

      


      “What the heck is Bentwood up to now?”


      “I’m afraid to guess.” Continuing down the seemingly endless corridor, Hali noted the appearance of paintings on the walls,

         then the addition of a few potted ferns, and a marble statue of an aristocratic elf in hunting gear (complete with antlers).

         When she finally reached her destination, Hali was only moderately surprised to find a stylish receptionist sitting at a desk

         that looked more like an oversized fort of walnut and chrome. Dressed for success with a vengeance, the elven receptionist

         looked down her finely chiseled nose and asked, with distaste, “May I help you?”

      


      “I’m here to see Bentwood,” Hali growled.


      “I’m afraid that’s impossible. The executive producer is very busy at present, and sees no one without an appointment.”


      “Oh, really?” Hali purred.


      “Really. If you wish to make an appointment, ask your immediate supervisor to speak with the sector coordinator, who will

         schedule you a time, if he decides your problem merits Mr. Bentwood’s attention.” The elegant receptionist smiled sweetly

         and turned away.

      


      Determined, Hali started around the desk, heading for the double doors marked Executive Offices, only to find her path blocked

         by the sudden appearance of a shimmering ward field. “What the…”

      


      “Really,” huffed the receptionist. “You riffraff can’t just walk in and disturb an important producer like Mr. Bentwood. Now

         go away before I call security.”

      


      “You simpering, overvarnished, and undersexed little elf. How dare you talk like that to me? Do you know who I am?” Hali shook

         her broom in the receptionist’s face.

      


      “Uh, oh,” said Bernie. Discreetly, he dropped off of Hali’s shoulder onto the floor and quickly slipped behind a nearby solid-looking

         file cabinet, peeping out cautiously to keep one eye on the action. “This should be good,” he chortled quietly.

      


      The receptionist waved an elegantly manicured hand. (The fingernails had gold filigree inlays, Hali noted with distaste.)

         The receptionist called into the air, “Security to Mr. Bentwood’s office, please,” and smiled smugly as four enormous, club-toting

         ogres appeared, near naked except for their low-slung studded leather belts, loincloths, white patentleather brassards, and

         helmets labeled “Security” perched on their essentially neckless heads. Their huge shoulders filled the reception area to

         overcrowding, but their short, spindly legs left considerable room down at Bernie’s level on the floor, and he briefly debated

         the possibilities of adding his beak to the coming fray.

      


      “Where’s da trouble, doll?” asked the leader, leaning over the reception desk with a murderous grin and a bit of a leer. He

         scratched himself suggestively under his loincloth. Haughtily, the receptionist pointed.

      


      Hali leaned nonchalantly against the other side of the desk. She nodded genially and the ogres’ smiles disappeared. “Oh, shit.

         Not Hali again!” one moaned.

      


      Hali waved. “Hi, boys. Say good-bye.” Two ogres had time to turn but not to run before the transformation hit them, leaving

         four disgruntled toads in their place. Hali turned to the receptionist and considered briefly before snapping her fingers.

         “A monkey. You’d make a great monkey.” A very ugly bare-bottomed monkey sat in the receptionist’s place, and Hali grinned.

         “Perfect. Be a dear and catch those toads before they get into trouble, will you?” The monkey chittered in dismay, staring

         at her hands, then at the toads, and back at her hands again, while Hali considered the almost invisible wall that kept her

         from the door.

      


      “I think I’ll leave the wards up. What do you want to bet Bentwood can’t undo this from inside?” Hali tapped her broom twice

         on the floor, then dissolved, turning into a cloud of white smoke that diffused through the barrier, then funneled quickly

         through the keyhole.

      


      “Hey Hali, wait up!” squawked Bernie. He hopped up to the ward-field wall, and tentatively pecked at it. “Oh, phooey, I wanted

         to see this.” He flew up onto the desk and eyed the monkey. “Well, babe, we’ve got some free time. Want to see if you can

         make a monkey of me?” He jumped quickly to save his tailfeathers from the furious receptionist, who shrieked madly and began

         hopping up and down, bouncing off the walls in simian fury. Retreating behind his file cabinet again, Bernie shook his head.

         “It’s amazing the effect I have on women. What a waste of sheer talent.”

      


      Inside the office, Bentwood sat behind a polished desk that could, in case of flood, serve as a raft for all two dozen elves

         in the secretarial pool. With a mirror propped up before him, Bentwood carefully adjusted the folds of the snowy white ascot

         that peeked out from the moss-green velvet collar of his terribly sophisticated smoking jacket. His wizened face, bulging

         bald brow, and protuberant ears, all in the color of slightly mildewed mahogany, sat oddly atop such elegance, but Bentwood

         felt he had reached the height of sartorial elegance, and his satisfaction showed in the lipless grin that spread literally

         from ear to ear.

      


      Suddenly he realized that smoke was pouring into his office. Jumping off of his high chair, Bentwood scrambled for the door.

         The smoke got there first, solidifying in a tall column before the backpedaling troll.

      


      “Eeee-hee-hee-heh-heh.” The piercing shriek echoed throughout the oversized office, and Bentwood relaxed.


      “Hali, sweetie, nice entrance,” Bentwood told the materializing witch. “Great sound effects, too, but you need to work on

         the makeup. That look is really dated now, you know, and brooms—no one’s doing brooms anymore.” He backed up as a glowering

         Hali loomed over him. “Did you notice how that shriek of yours echoed in here? You’d think a rug this thick would prevent

         that. Remind me to get some acoustical tiling in here.”

      


      Hali bared her teeth in a most unpleasant smile, and Bentwood scuttled behind his desk. Holding her broom in a decidedly aggressive

         position, Hali stalked him slowly.

      


      “Now, Hali, baby, sweetheart—no need to get upset. I’ve got great news for you. A new job’s come up.” Hali snarled, and Bentwood

         waved his hands expansively, talking fast. “It’s a great opportunity, on the leading edge—bound to be your big break. Just

         what you’ve been waiting for. Believe me.”

      


      Hali exploded. “Ha! The only thing I’ve been waiting for is that new house you promised me, Bentwood. For years you’ve been

         promising me, and what do I get? A plastic prefab job you picked up in the Outer Worlds, dirt cheap. I’ve been Out more than

         once lately, and I was not pleased to discover restaurants—selling pancakes, yet—that look exactly like my place, even down

         to that totally pathetic blue roof. You know that Outworld materials are magic-resistant. I can’t even get a decent remodeling

         spell to hold for more than a month. Do you have any idea how embarrassing it is for a witch to have a spiffy white house?

      


      “I’ve been patient since you told me there’s no funds for a new place, business is slow. There’s funds for your office, I

         notice.” Hali waved at the room. “This place is bigger than my whole house, and there’s enough lumber in the paneling and

         furniture to keep my fire going all winter. Which is what I’ll do with it if you don’t come clean.”

      


      “Hali, sweetheart, baby, cookie, honey, don’t be like this,” Bentwood pleaded.


      “And what’s with all the names? You used to at least be polite. For a troll, anyway.”


      “It’s all part of this new project I’ve got going,” Bentwood explained eagerly. “If you’d just let me explain…”


      “You know, you were a decent guy when you worked with the rest of us out in the field. Then the white collar crew pulls you

         out from under that old stone bridge, and you go putting on airs and refusing to listen to your old buddies. Maybe you need

         to try getting back to your roots for a while.”

      


      “Listen, that bridge was the pits. Oh, the slime was great, but having those prissy goats going ’trip-trap, trip-trap’ overhead

         every day was really getting to me. I’m a troll with big ideas, it’s just taken time to get in a position where I can act

         on them.

      


      “Times are changing, Hali. Business is down so low we’re facing the biggest crisis ever to hit the Inner Worlds. No one believes

         in us anymore.”

      


      “The folks in the Outer Worlds never did believe, Bentwood. You know that. To them we’re nothing more than characters in fairy

         tales, if that. They have the darnedest ideas about witches, let me tell you. I stopped by for one of their fancy celebrations—Halloween,

         they call it. You should have seen it….” Hali sat on the edge of Bentwood’s desk, pensively gazing into the air.

      


      Though relieved that Hali appeared willing to talk, Bentwood hurried to forestall what promised to be an ex-tended reminiscence.

         “The thing is, they used to believe, deep down. At least the kids did, the ones who heard the fairy tales and saw themselves

         as mistreated Cinderellas every time they had to take the garbage out, or the ones who wouldn’t go out alone at night for

         fear of the boogeyman. Now nobody even reads the fairy tales anymore. Everybody watches this new invention, the TV, with its

         moving picture shows of talking animals and teenaged mutant samurai critters, things like that. No more ogres or trolls—everyone

         wants aliens from outer space, and they’re just Not Our Kind.”

      


      “Oh, c’mon, Bentwood, what about that writer, that Tolkien fellow? Seems like most of the kids that have come through my place

         of late mention him. We suffer in comparison, I gather, but at least they’re getting the idea.”

      


      “It’s not the same. You work with adolescents, and the ones you see represent a fringe group of literate misfits, mostly,

         and there’s just not enough of them. We’re losing our belief base in the Outer Worlds, and without that energy we’re in trouble.”

      


      “Energy?” Hali asked. “What are you talking about? Seems like there’s plenty of energy here.” She gestured at the glistening

         postmodern chandelier in the middle of the ceiling.

      


      “Not that kind of energy, exactly,” Bentwood explained, pulling a report folder from his desk. “I’m talking about magic, the

         essence of magic. Our researchers have borrowed some of their energy concepts and terminology from the Outer World, but the

         theories work with magic, so far.

      


      “It turns out the magic we take for granted is actually a form of energy, generated by the belief of the Outworlders. For

         the most part they’re not even aware of the energy, so it lies around unused until somehow it gathers here, where anyone with

         the talent and concentration can use it to create things.

      


      “The catch is, the energy from their imagination gravitates to us only if they’ve been imagining the right sort of things.

         The research team thinks this television doohickey is siphoning off our energy. Somewhere a world populated by television

         characters is forming, even as we speak, and ours is starting to fade. Not enough to notice, but several wizards doing independent

         research have picked it up. I’ve been able to keep it quiet, so far, but we’ve got to do something to reverse this trend.

         The theorists don’t know if we’ll just disappear one day, or if we’ll find ourselves working as extras in that television

         world, but either way I won’t stand for it.”

      


      “So what can you do about it?” Hali asked. “Working between worlds takes a lot of energy as it is, and the time differentials

         between worlds make it almost impossible. It’s really disorienting, you know, going away for an afternoon and coming back

         a hundred years later. Not so bad going the other way, but still…”

      


      Impatiently, Bentwood interrupted. “The tech boys think they’ve found a way to hold us in sync long enough to do what we need

         to. That Tolkien fellow’s the key, really. As far as we’ve been able to make out, a whole generation grew up fantasizing over

         his epic. Somebody else invented a game that let you make up your own adventures of that sort, with dungeons, dragons, elves—even

         trolls.”

      


      “Witches?”


      “Not really, from what I’ve heard, though there’s lots of magic-working types in these role-playing games. The thing is, this

         is as close as people are getting to our kind of world these days, and we do seem to get energy from this bunch. I figure

         if we can steer the gamers closer still, we’ve got a chance.”

      


      “I don’t like the sound of these gamers, Bentwood. Fantasy is a serious business. We’re supposed to be helping Outworlders

         mature by facing their anxieties, acting out their problems. Nothing inspires me more than taking a spoiled brat and forcing

         her to scrub floors until she starts acting human. A game just won’t do that, particularly if the kids get to make them up

         themselves. It’ll be all magic swords and great battles, without the blood and blisters to make it real.”

      


      “That’s the point—we’re going to make it real for them.” Bentwood gestured wildly in enthusiasm. “We’re going to bring gamers

         here and show them how grim real fantasy adventures should be.”

      


      “I thought that was what we were doing all along.”


      “Yes, but they haven’t been coming to us, so we’re going to them. It’s all worked out, advertising, teleportation stations,

         the works. We’re going to revive the ’magical shop around the corner’ bit, only we’re renting a space to give us a permanent

         center of operations.”

      


      Hali shrugged. “Why pay when you can just magic up a store whenever you need one? I thought the big drain was keeping up the

         connection, not creating the building.”

      


      “I don’t understand the mechanics, but the wizards in operations tell me they need a fixed, physical anchor for the kind of

         time-flow adjustments they’re doing. We can cross over without losing centuries while we’re gone. When we bring kids back

         here the time flow normalizes, so they can spend days here and be gone only seconds from Outworld.”

      


      “So what are we going to do? Run tour groups through in little buses so they can gawk at the ogres and elves in their native

         habitat?” Hali asked. “Much as I’d love to see the elf lords hawking souvenirs, it doesn’t sound practical. I hate to be difficult…”

      


      “Oh, sure.” Bentwood rolled his eyes.


      Hali ignored him. “… but advertising? Some of those people have really weird ideas about ’fantasy elements’ like us, witches in particular, and I really don’t

         think it’s a good idea to bring us to their attention. You wouldn’t believe the insanity of it all. One visit I made they

         were running in packs, burning and torturing dozens of perfectly normal people. I just about got burned at the stake myself

         once when I tried to talk some sense into a rabid preacher. We don’t need that kind of trouble.”

      


      “Hali, babe, what century were you visiting? They don’t do that sort of thing anymore. Well, not often, anyway, and not about

         witches. I hope.” Bentwood shuddered. “I’m more worried about the bad press, but we’ve got that angle covered, believe me.”

      


      “Covered how?”


      “We tell everybody it’s just another game. See, technology there has gotten so advanced no one understands it all anymore.

         Stuff like that television might as well be magic. No one knows how it really works, but they all watch it, and just assume

         there’s a scientific explanation behind it. We’re going to show them magic right out in the open, and tell them it’s a new

         invention and the mechanics have to be kept secret to keep the competition from stealing our device. The idea was invented

         by Outworlders, so the credibility’s there already.”

      


      Hali interrupted indignantly. “You’re using an Outworlder invention with magic? Are you crazy? You know their technology is

         magic-resistant.”

      


      “I’m not that stupid,” Bentwood huffed. “We’re just pretending to be using a technology that doesn’t really exist. The Outworlders

         have this idea, they call it Cyberpunk for some reason, anyway they have this idea that people ought to be able to stick wires

         in their heads and talk directly to thinking machines called computers. Taken to an extreme, you could create a fantasy world

         in the mind of the computer, and people could visit through these cyber-connections. We’re going to fake the process, putting

         metal caps on people, with lots of wires, in rooms filled with phony computers. Then we take the caps off, tell them the game

         is starting, and lead them out the back door straight here. The guys in marketing have come up with a great name for our world.”

         He pulled out a slick brochure featuring a brightly colored castle filled with enough turrets to fulfill the wettest dreams

         of a mad Germanic king. At the top, in bold, blood-dripping Gothic capitals, it read “Welcome to GRIMMWORLD!”

      


   

      CHAPTER
2


      “BENTWOOD, you’re crazy,” said Hali. Seated in one of Bentwood’s leather-upholstered wingback chairs she looked through the

         slick brochure that outlined the myriad charms of Grimmworld: dimwitted ogres, wicked witches, princes charming, ladies fair,

         drafty castles, and dismal dungeons. The slick photographs made even the ogres look good, Hali noted. “This says people can

         come here and live out their fantasies, having grand adventures just like those games. There’s no way we can handle that kind

         of scenario with any sort of volume.”

      


      “That’s where you come in, doll. No more princesses in disguise taking up one witch’s time for weeks. We’re going to streamline

         the process, taking the kids through in groups. They’re used to having companions on their game quests, so no one will think

         they’re being slighted. And I want you to lead the very first group, Hali.”

      


      “No,” said Hali, firmly. “I want nothing to do with this half-baked scheme.”


      “Hali, sweetheart, it’s a great deal. This is where the future is, and I wanted to let you in on the ground floor. You’re

         the best we’ve got when it comes to molding adolescents, you’re an artist. But what can you do if you haven’t got the material

         to work with? How long has it been since you’ve had a client at your place?”

      


      Hali considered briefly. “Too long, but taking groups would compromise my standards, Bentwood. I believe in personal attention,

         trials and labors custom-tailored to each individual’s needs. Misapplied torture is worse than no torture at all.”

      


      “Think of it as group therapy, sweetie. These aren’t the troubled teens you’re used to, the ones so depressed or disturbed

         that their negative energies eat a hole between the worlds.

      


      “These are bored kids looking for thrills, an escape from humdrum reality into the realms of fantasy. What they really need

         is a dose of our kind of reality to shake them up, right?”

      


      Reluctantly, Hali nodded. “I suppose.”


      “So all you have to do is tag along while they have their adventures and make sure they don’t get killed.”


      “So much for art,” Hali said bitterly. “Look, Bentwood, you’ve got me under contract, but this project doesn’t exactly fit

         my job description. You want any cooperation from me, you’re going to have to make some concessions.”

      


      Bentwood eyed her with wary apprehension. “Like what?”


      “Like a proper house, of my choosing. The minute I pick out a house, you get it for me, no matter what the price. I’m not

         looking for a castle, or anything outrageous like that, but I do want quality. Handbuilt and expensive, not one of those cheap

         magical jobs that fall apart the minute someone casts a spell inside—and definitely not another of those Outworld abortions.”

      


      “Sure, Hali, you got it, whatever you say.” Bentwood offered his hand. “Deal?”


      Hali crossed her arms. “I want it on paper, signed in blood.”


      “Right, right,” Bentwood assured her, crossing to his desk and pressing a button on the intercom. “Miss Silverbeeches, could

         you come in please?” Hysterical shrieking and monkey chatter answered him. Bentwood turned suspiciously to Hali. “This wouldn’t

         happen to be any of your doing, would it? Would you mind undoing it, please?”

      


      “Oh, all right.” Hali waved one hand negligently in the direction of the doorway, which burst open to reveal the flustered

         receptionist, hanging by one arm from an overhead light fixture.

      


      Eventually, the receptionist calmed down and produced a contract to Bentwood’s hurried dictation. Bentwood stabbed his finger

         with the pointed end of his ceremonial pen, let the green-tinged blood well up into the nib, and signed the new agreement

         with a flourish. “There, happy now?” he asked Hali. He handed her the document.

      


      She nodded and signed with her own penknife. “Fine. So when do I get to work?”


      “Right away. You need to get outfitted. Bernie, too. Where is he?”


      Hali looked around the reception area, then pointed a finger at the file cabinet. A spark of electricity zipped from her fingertip

         and around the bottom of the file cabinet.

      


      “Awk! Ow!” Feathers all on end, Bernie staggered out from behind the cabinet. “Hey, I was just taking a nap. You didn’t have

         to zap me!” he complained, rearranging his ruffled wing feathers with his beak. “It’s gonna take me all day to get my feathers

         properly straightened out.”

      


      “Don’t bother,” said Bentwood. “You’re not going to be a bird much longer. Birds are out, these days. You’re getting a facelift,

         Bernie.”

      


      “What!” Bernie looked at Hali for confirmation. “I like being a bird. He can’t do this to me, can he?”


      Hali was busy examining the fine print of her contract. “It does say something about ’an appropriate familiar’ here.”


      “Exactly,” Bentwood said, “and appropriate means commercial. Crows aren’t commercial; ravens are trite. We’ve done surveys,

         and our researchers have determined that the fantasy animal of today is the wombat!”

      


      “What the heck is a wombat?” asked Bernie, crouching low in apprehension, neck feathers all on end.


      “Good question,” said Hali.


      “Well, I’m not entirely sure,” said Bentwood, “but they get an automatic response from people. Humorous, you know, like prunes.”


      “You can’t turn me into a prune,” wailed Bernie. He jumped up quickly and landed on Hali’s shoulder. “Don’t let him do this

         to me,” he begged, hiding in Hali’s hair.

      


      Hali picked him off the back of her neck with the ease of long practice, managing to pin both his feet and wings with one

         hand. “Don’t panic, Bernie. He just means the words both sound funny.”

      


      Bentwood rummaged in one of the file drawers, and came up with a pair of glossy photos. “There, wombats. That’s the ticket.”


      Hali studied the photos, holding Bernie so he could see. “Looks mammalian,” observed Hali.


      “Looks like a stupid teddy bear,” sniffed Bernie. “I won’t do it.”


      “According to the file notes,” Bentwood noted, “it’s a marsupial. And you don’t have any choice in the matter. This is your

         big chance to become a star, Bernie, not just an extra but a major player in the biggest production this world has ever seen—Grimmworld!”

         He rolled out the final word in his best booming troll-under-the-bridge voice, and hugged him-self in ecstasy.

      


      “He’s really lost it this time,” Bernie told Hali. “Let’s get out of here before he gets violent.”


      “Sorry, Bernie, I’ll explain later, but we’ve got to do what he wants for now.”


      “Oh, right, what did he do, promise you the house of your dreams?” Bernie asked. He eyed Hali suspiciously and apparently

         found what he was looking for in her face. “You’ve sold me, your buddy and friend, down the river for a measly building.”

         He struggled frantically, but Hali gripped him firmly in both hands, and shook him lightly.

      


      “Stop that. Just this morning you said you were tired of being a crow. Now hold still and face it like the man you used to

         be,” Hali said, setting him down on the floor, where Bernie cowered.

      


      “I was a coward when I was a man, too,” he whimpered, keeping his eyes closed as he waited for the fatal blow.


      Hali concentrated on one photo, then set it aside, her brow furrowed in concentration. She stared at the ceiling for a moment,

         looking for inspiration, then pointed at Bernie. The shivering black lump on the floor grew larger, more rounded, with grey

         fur instead of feathers. “That’s all there is to it. Check it out, Bernie.”

      


      The ball of fur uncurled slowly, revealing a button nose, sharp black eyes, rounded ears, and a low-to-the-ground, basically

         bearish body. “Wow, I’m fluffy,” said Bernie. “And I’ve got hands. Sort of.” He examined his forepaws closely, observing the

         sturdy claws. “Wicked.” He tested them by scratching at his belly, then bent over to look closer at his abdomen. “Wait a minute.

         I’m still male, aren’t I?”’ he asked frantically, his head between his hind legs.

      


      “You’re male, Bernie. Take my word for it.”


      “Geeze, why am I the one who always gets stuck with the weird transformations? It’s not fair,” he complained to Bentwood.

         “Hali’s as frumpy as they come, and you don’t tell her to change.”

      


      “I was just getting to that,” Bentwood said cautiously. “Now Hali, baby, I love you, but you really do have to update that

         look. Basic black is all well and good, but old women, well, they’re totally passé. No one wants to look at grey hair and

         bony noses.”

      


      Hali crossed her arms and tapped her foot. A cold wind came up suddenly, and the lights dimmed. “And what, pray tell, did

         you have in mind instead?” she asked. Thunder rolled through the room.

      


      Bentwood started talking as fast as he could. “It’s nothing personal, you can be as convincing a crone as anyone, Hali, it’s

         a great act you’ve got, but it’s time to try something new. Age is out, youth is in, and I had envisioned you in something

         a bit more…” his hands described a generous hourglass figure…“zaftig, you know? Red hair, too. Red hair is very hot for witches, I understand. Glamorous, exotic, you know….”

      


      “Oh, right, what the stylish succubus is wearing this season.” Hali waved her hands and appeared as a long-legged beauty with

         waving red hair reaching to a tiny waist, a skintight black dress with a very short shirt, a low neckline revealing a bosom

         so prominent Bernie doubted she could see her feet without bending over.

      


      “Boy, what a time not to be human,” he sighed, briefly wondering just what physical features his current form would find attractive.

         Something round and unbearably fluffy, he was certain.

      


      Hali gestured again and reappeared as her unadorned, somewhat mousy self. “Forget it, Bentwood. I don’t object to some minor

         modifications, but I’m not playing sex symbol. Particularly not if I have to shepherd any adolescent males. If you’re selling

         sex as a part of all this, go get a nymph to be tour guide, I won’t play that game.”

      


      “But, sweetie, you do it so well. You were perfect just then,” Bentwood tried, then raised one hand to admit defeat. “All

         right, all right, I didn’t think you’d agree, but it was worth a try. Look, our designers have some sketches—I told the boys

         in sales you wouldn’t go for their idea. We have some backup designs I think you’ll go for. Come on, I’ll show you.”

      


      Bentwood turned to a small alcove just off the reception area, and pressed a button on the wall. Two doors slid back, revealing

         a tiny room with a mirrored back wall. Bentwood stepped back and gestured for Hali and Bernie to enter.

      


      Suspicious, Bernie waddled over and poked his nose in. “This is either an elevator or a tiny torture chamber,” he decided.

         “What’s with all this Outworld technology around here, anyway?”

      


      “It’s showbiz, Bernie,” Bentwood said. “We’re going all out to impress the moguls. Got to have all the executive trimmings,

         so they don’t get suspicious.”

      


      Hali bent down and with a grunt tucked the pudgy wombat under her arm, entering the elevator. “It’s all a part of Bentwood’s

         new scheme. We’ll explain on the way.”

      


      Bentwood slipped into the elevator and went to a panel of buttons that ran from zero down to 666, with one lonely button off

         to the side labeled with an infinity symbol. The digital readout over the door read 530, and Bernie was startled to realize

         that he no longer felt claustrophobic about being so far underground. Being a wombat had its benefits, apparently. Bentwood

         pressed zero, and the elevator started up on the long trip to ground level.

      


      Several minutes later, the elevator came to a stop, the doors sliding open to reveal a large warehouse, empty except for a

         ceiling filled with scaffolding and lights, and theatrical backdrops hung against the walls. Bentwood led the way to the door.

         There, stacked against the wall, they found several life-sized cutouts of ogres, trolls, and other of the fiercer and less-desirable

         denizens of Grimmworld.

      


      Bernie pawed one frighteningly cheerful troll, noting that the figure was painted on half-inch fiberboard. “Okay, I got the

         idea about bringing Outworlders here for adventures, and making them think it’s all an illusion of some sort. So what’s with

         the props? These ogres aren’t going to fool anybody.”

      


      Bentwood posed next to the troll proudly. “I modeled for this one, and it’s very elegant, even if I do say so myself.” Completely

         unclothed, Bentwood’s painted figure suggested evolutionary ancestors more like frogs than apes, with translucent, damp-looking

         skin stretched tightly over a body all arms and legs, connected in the middle by a prominent potbelly in an off-white color

         that evoked the undersides of dead fish.

      


      Bentwood left his portrait reluctantly. “Anyway, to make the scam convincing, we needed some sort of production facilities,

         and it had to be impressive. We put together some pictures of stages set with obviously phony monsters being filmed by phony

         futuristic cameras. The idea is that we stage phony pictures to use as a basis for the computers to work with. I don’t know

         if it really makes sense or not, but the backers seem to be buying it. We’ve even brought a few in to see the back lot, and

         they’ve been really impressed by the size of our operation.”

      


      “Back lot?” Hali asked.


      “Hollywood talk,” Bentwood explained. “What they call the places where they make their moving pictures. Ours is right through

         here.” He opened the door to bright sunlight and sheer pandemonium.

      


      Bernie and Hali followed Bentwood out onto the building’s rudimentary porch, and gazed in amazement at a virtual city. In

         all the chaos, the first thing to catch the eye was the line of giant neon letters that spelled out GRIMMWORLD on the hills

         above the city. Closer in, buildings of any and all eras of history crowded cheek by jowl with no noticeable concern for period

         or aesthetics in their juxtapositions. A half-timbered Tudor mansion huddled next to a Grecian temple, which seemed to turn

         a cold Classic shoulder to the next-door gas station shaped like a pair of giant cowboy boots and hat. Next to an Egyptian

         pyramid and massive Babylonian ziggurat, a single glass-walled skyscraper posed like an anorexic high-fashion model. Teepees,

         yurts, and a couple of silver Winnebagos clustered around the larger buildings like chicks gathered about a mother hen.

      


      Everywhere, beings scattered about on apparently urgent errands. All wore human clothing, though the period varied as widely

         with the clothing as with the buildings. Roman military costume actually suited the ogres, Hali decided, but ruffled flamenco

         dresses did very little for trolls. Everywhere, workers carried props and more costumes, suggesting further sartorial solecisms

         in the offing.

      


      “Okay, everybody, take a break,” Bentwood shouted, and workers nearby picked up the cry, which was relayed through the streets.

         Almost instantly the workers disappeared, aside from a few who stopped to chat in the streets. A serious man in white shirt

         and slacks, horn-rimmed glasses, and headphones came up to Bentwood and proferred a clipboard, which Bentwood waved away.

         “Sorry, Jim, false alarm. Hali here’s part of the staff.” The man nodded and walked away briskly.

      


      “This is all part of the act. We don’t actually produce anything here,” Bentwood explained to Hali, “but it has to look right.

         Mostly, we got the idea from that Hollywood place, but I guess we overdid it. The Outworlders all seem pretty impressed, even

         the ones that come from Hollywood. We’re gonna get great press when we start bringing reporters in.”

      


      Bernie peered at the buildings. “I wouldn’t, if I were you. This is as flashy as anything Hollywood ever came up with, but

         it doesn’t look near phony enough. I used to be a bit of a movie buff, you know. I even took a vacation to Hollywood once.

         Those back-lot buildings are mostly fakes, false fronts with nothing behind ’em. Sooner or later someone’s going to want to

         know how you managed to build so much so well—and where the heck this is. This place looks bigger than Disney World, even.”

      


      Bentwood beamed. “It is bigger. That was another of our models, only I figured it could stand to be a bit more substantial.

         If things go well with the first few test groups, we may open this place up as a theme park. We actually bought a huge piece

         of swamp for a cover, but the only building we’ve done there is a huge parking lot, and a fancy gateway with a tunnel that

         leads straight here, where we can build anything we want, and add a bit of local color with realistic odors and sounds and

         stuff. If people want medieval, we can give it to them, complete with middens and oubliettes. Those Outworld theme parks with

         their clean streets and pretty plastic coatings haven’t a chance of competing.”

      


      “Just don’t let any health inspectors in,” Bernie muttered under his breath.


      “What was that?” Bentwood asked suspiciously.


      “Just admiring your planning and foresight,” Bernie reassured him. Bentwood’s scrawny chest swelled with pride.


      “People do tend to believe what they want to,” Hali mused. Bernie glanced at her sharply, but Bentwood was lost in his dreams

         of glory.

      


      “Now you see the brilliance of it all! It’ll work, I tell you, sweetheart. Grimmworld’s going to be the biggest hit of all

         time. I can feel it. We’re going to be rich in the Outworlds, and the residuals in magic energy will be huge. Comic books,

         action figures, stuffed wombats with suckers on their feet: I tell you this is going to be a marketing bonanza.”

      


      “Gah,” Bernie muttered, examining his paws. “No one’s putting suckers on my feet and living to tell about it.” He flexed his

         sturdy claws thoughtfully and eyed Bentwood’s bare, slightly mossy feet, but refrained from testing his combat capabilities

         so soon.

      


      Still recounting the various marketing possibilities, Bentwood led the way past a Chinese temple to a two-story building built

         in blocky but highly functional Bauhaus style. Inside, photos and drawings adorned cork bulletin boards that lined all the

         walls. The drawings featured Grimmworld residents in a variety of costumes, including a page full of wombats decked out in

         a wide variety of neckwear including cravats, bow ties, a bolo tie, and even an improbable twenty-seven-foot scarf in multicolored

         stripes. Hali lifted Bernie so he could see.

      


      “I’ll pass on the neckwear, if it’s all the same to you,” Bernie said. “I don’t have much of a neck at this point, and most

         of those things are guaranteed to make walking difficult. The top hat’s not bad,” he observed of a subsequent sketch.

      


      “No go,” said a tall man in an apron covered with smears of paint. He was wiping his hands on a dingy grey cloth, and the

         smell of paint thinner hung like a cloud around him. “Wombats are burrowers. You’d never be able to keep it on.”

      


      “You’re kidding,” said Bernie. “What else do you know?”


      “Not much,” said the man, and introduced himself. “John Painter, design staff. About all we were able to dig up in our research

         is that they’re marsupials, largely nocturnal, and live in burrows.”

      


      “Well, at least you’ll have better night vision,” Hali said.


      “Yeah, but I think I’m nearsighted,” said Bernie, peering at the pictures on the wall.


      Hali sighed, wiggled her fingers, and concentrated. Pince-nez glasses appeared on Bernie’s snout, and he crossed his eyes

         trying to see them. “Hey,” Bernie complained. “What are these things?”

      


      “Glasses, stupid. Look through them, not at them,” Hali told him. “Do they work?”


      “Yeah, they do. Couldn’t you just fix my eyes, though?”


      “I think wombats are supposed to be nearsighted, Bernie. If I mess with the basic plan, the spell won’t hold for long,” Hali

         said. “If you want to risk a spontaneous reformation…”

      


      “That’s OK, I just feel funny with these things perched on my nose.”


      “They look great, though” the artist observed, cocking his head as he considered. “Cute touch.”


      “Cute.” Bernie moaned. “Familiars aren’t supposed to be cute.”


      “They’re not usually wombats, either,” the artist observed. “We’re breaking new ground here. You could try a monocle, maybe.”


      Hali turned the pince-nez into a monocle, which promptly fell to the floor and bounced with a fragile ping.


      Bernie sighed. “I don’t think my eye sockets are built for those things. I’ll stick with the first model,” he said, and immediately

         went cross-eyed again as a new pair appeared on his nose. “Give a guy a little warning, will you?” he told Hali crossly. He

         felt highly undignified, tucked under Hali’s arm like a little child. However, curiosity outweighed pride, and as a wombat

         he was built a little too close to the ground to see much around him.

      


      While Bernie pondered the injustices of the universe, which gave all the power (and good eyesight) to the thoroughly undeserving,

         Hali and Bentwood followed the artist into a nearby studio. Fashion sketches lined the walls, showing women in a variety of

         witch costumes that ran the gamut from the basic black of the Wicked Witch of the West to the sparkle and glitter of Glinda

         the Good. Hali scanned the walls, and Bentwood watched her expression closely.

      


      “See anything you like?” he asked hopefully.


      “No,” said Hali bluntly. “I think you’ve got Hollywood on the brain, Bentwood. No one’s going to take me seriously in any

         of these outfits. In their own ways, each is as overdone as the other.”

      


      “Hali, sweetie, darling, these are great designs, by the best designers we could get. There’s got to be something here you’ll

         accept.”

      


      “I like my own look.”


      “I like being a crow,” Bernie commented. “Did I get any say in the matter?”


      John Painter looked Hali over. “Now that I see you, I think maybe we were wrong to stick with strictly witchy outfits. You’ve

         got the height to pull off something dramatic, a little more in the wizardly line, you know, embroidered robes, big cape with

         stand-up collar, turn the broom into a tall staff…” He grabbed a piece of paper and started sketching furiously. Without looking

         up, he asked, “What kind of symbols do you like?”

      


      “Moons, stars, magical herbs—easy on the flowers—that sort of thing,” Hali answered, looking over his shoulder. “Make the

         skirt shorter, add some black boots, maybe. I expect to be doing a lot of hiking. I’ll be wearing the belt pouch I’ve got

         on, so it’s got to be a belted look. No, that’s too dull, try silver. Not bad.” She took the rough sketch from the artist

         and showed it to Bentwood, who shook his head.

      


      “I can’t visualize it. Let’s see what it looks like on,” he suggested.


      Hali concentrated, blurred briefly, and came back into focus with a new look, younger but somehow more dangerous. Straight

         black hair fell around her shoulders, with a dramatic white streak flowing back from her forehead. Her face looked less sharp,

         firmer at the jaw, with oddly light silver-grey eyes to add a sinister touch. The dress was simple, but made of a heavy, rich

         material that draped dramatically over Hali’s hips. Subtle embroidery covered the fabric, worked with shining black thread

         that shimmered when Hali moved. A silver belt hung low on her hips, its intricate design echoed in silver patterns that bordered

         the wide sleeves and the deep V-shaped neckline. A heavy black cloak hung from Hali’s shoulders, held in place with two large

         circular brooches. The cloak’s large collar, heavily encrusted with gold and silver embroidery, stood up to frame Hali’s face.

         In one hand, she held a long oaken staff that reached above her head.

      


      She turned, checking the swing of the skirt. “What do you think?” she asked. “Got a mirror around here?”


      “I like the hair,” Bentwood said, “but I don’t know. It’s just not flashy enough.”


      “Looks good to me,” said Bernie. “You look like a high priestess or something. Kind of dangerous.”


      “There’s a mirror in the ladies’ room down the hall.” Painter pointed the way, and Hali left to check her dress. Bentwood

         paced the room, looking up nervously when Hali returned looking positively cheerful.

      


      “Not bad,” she said. “I like the staff, it’s got a real nasty look to it. The embroidery’s pretty classy, and the cloak adds

         real dash—I could get used to this.”

      


      “Don’t you think it’s too bland?” asked Bentwood. “I mean, we want to make a real impression here. How about scarlet or purple

         instead of black? With a hot pink lining for the cloak, maybe. And those black boots are so boring, sweetheart. How about

         ruby slippers and striped socks? Now there’s an eye-catching ensemble for you.”

      


      “Oh, give it up, Bentwood,” Hali snapped. “I’ll impress the kids more if I don’t look like a color-blind refugee from an insane

         asylum. I’ve raised my cheekbones and colored my hair for you, and that’s about as much as you’re going to get.”

      


      Somewhat gloomily, Bentwood assented. “It will have to do, I guess. We’re running short on time, anyway.” He thanked the artist

         and led the way out of the building and into the twisted streets of the city outside. Hali followed matter-of-factly, swinging

         her staff and trying different holds. Bernie trundled along in the rear, amusing himself by experimenting with the different

         gaits made possible by four legs. None of them, however, proved conducive to excessive speed, and thinking too closely about

         what each leg was doing invariably tripped him up. From time to time Hali and Bentwood turned to shout for him to catch up,

         and they finally stopped to wait.

      


      “No lollygagging, now. You’re going to have to make better time on our trip or you’re going to get left behind,” Hali told

         Bernie sternly.

      


      “You should have thought about that before you changed me,” Bernie said. “Face it, this body isn’t made for speed.”


      “No problem,” Bentwood assured Hali. “With a group of gamers you’re not going to be traveling fast, and you might even want

         to get a pack mule Bernie can ride.”

      


      “Oh, great,” Hali said in disgust, “you expect me to handle livestock, too?”


      “Mules are old hat,” Bernie drawled. “I vote we get allama. Very trendy, really, Hali darling.”


      “This is serious!” Bentwood shouted, stamping his feet in pent-up frustration. “I won’t be mocked by a waddling fur-ball,

         and you, Hali, will do anything you have to to make this work. I’ve got your signature on a binding contract, and I’ll have

         you know the unions are backing this project.”

      


      “I’d love to know what concessions you made them, too,” Hali said.


      “They made the concessions,” Bentwood announced triumphantly. “I just pointed out that if there’s no work to be done, the

         unions have no power. The leaders were surprisingly amenable to negotiation.”

      


      “Yeah, but wait till the rank and file catch on, Bentbrain. They’re going to see running groups through as having to work

         more for the same pay, and as far as I’m concerned they’re right.”

      


      “This is insubordination,” Bentwood shouted, his face turning a deep green. “You don’t know anything about the politics of

         the situation. Just do it, don’t ask questions.” He stomped off down the road, leaving Hali and Bernie behind to look at each

         other in confusion. Bentwood finally turned and glared back at the two, hands on hips. “All right, all right, you two, move

         it! We have to be at the Black Buck Inn in thirty minutes.”

      


      Hali looked at Bernie, who shrugged. With a grunt of effort, she picked him up and jogged to catch up with the petulant troll,

         who continued down the road and out of the makeshift backlot city into the wide grassy meadows beyond.

      


   

      CHAPTER
3


      THE administrative caves had been carved out of the rocky mountains of the Silverrock range, and the backlot city had been

         placed strategically at one end of a broad plateau that nestled against the foothills. Though rounded by centuries of wear,

         the edge of the plateau was steep and rocky, and the dirt road out of the city became a narrow path that twisted its way down

         the slope in multiple switchbacks. Bentwood’s awkwardly long arms and legs were surprisingly agile on the rough terrain. He

         left the trail and headed straight down the slope, pausing only as necessary to prevent mussing his cravat.

      


      At the bottom, the trail widened into a road again, and wandered off into the woods, following a cheerful brook that ran into

         the pleasant valley below. Appreciative neither of bright sunny days nor of trees (trolls being fond of wet, rocky places),

         Bentwood hurried along without bothering to look at the scenery. A few minutes later, he arrived at a rambling old inn that

         looked as if it might have grown there beside the road, its broad thatched roof resembling nothing so much as the toadstools

         that come up in the warm days after a good spring rain. Hanging from a tall post outside the door was the inn’s sign, which

         showed a leaping black deer on a bright yellow background.

      


      Sulking a bit, Bentwood waited outside the inn, pacing back and forth under the tall oaks that surrounded the building. After

         a few minutes Hali arrived, somewhat out of breath, her long staff in one arm and Bernie under the other.

      


      “You know, Bentwood, if you’d told me earlier, we could have teleported to that clearing back there,” Hali gasped. “Even flying

         would be easier. This little bugger is heavy.” Awkwardly, she let the protesting wombat slide to the ground.

      


      “You know you can’t use magic around this inn. It’s not stable in this world.”


      “The inn’s not stable in any world—that’s its charm. The clearing’s not that close; I’ve used it before, no problem. What’s

         eating you, Bentwood?”

      


      “Yeah,” Bernie chimed in. “You’ve never paid any attention to my insults before. Does that mean I’m actually worthy of your

         august attention?”

      


      “No!” snapped Bentwood, before he could think. He glared at the smirking wombat, then whirled on Hali. “Why can’t you just

         accept that this will work? It has to work! I’ve put months of planning into it, then you come along at the last minute and

         try to tear it all apart.” He jumped up and down in a springy, trollish tantrum. “This is my baby, and I won’t let you destroy

         it!”

      


      “All right, all right, Bentwood,” Hali soothed. “I know how much this means to you, and I really do believe that our world

         is in trouble—I just want to make sure that what we’re doing is right.” She patted him on the shoulder firmly, holding him

         on the ground. “I’m going to do my best,” she swore.

      


      “Now go in the inn and get a drink and calm down,” she told the viridian-faced troll. “We’ve still got time on that deadline.”

         Gently but firmly she steered Bentwood into the inn, and sighed deeply when the door closed behind him. She sat down heavily

         on the wooden bench just outside the door.

      


      “What was that all about?” asked Bernie, putting one paw on her knee.


      “I’ll bet you anything he’s lying about the unions,” Hali said, absently ruffling his fur. “An energy crisis would have to

         be a lot more apparent before they’d make any kind of concession, especially if it means more work at less pay—not a popular

         sort of deal for the bosses to make. If he’s been bribing the officials there’s going to be hell to pay.” She shook her head.

         “I wish he’d come clean. I have no way of telling if this crisis is real, or if Bentwood’s manufactured it as an excuse to

         go ahead with this project.

      


      “I’m no world saver. All I ever wanted was to have a decent house in the middle of nowhere, do my job, and not bother anybody.

         Well, most of the time, anyway. A girl’s got to cut loose once in a while. Now all we can do is play along and see what happens.”

      


      “Could be fun,” Bernie offered.


      “Yeah, right,” Hali said. “Just like the plague.”


      Bernie tsked. “Attitude, attitude,” he said, shaking his head and ducking quickly under the bench before she could swat him.


      “Witches are supposed to be crabby,” she informed him haughtily. “It’s part of the art.”


      Bentwood strolled out of the inn, draining a large stein. “Mmm, great stumpwater they serve here,” he said, then looked at

         Hali and scowled. “What are you doing sitting about? You should be getting ready.”

      


      Leaning heavily on her staff, Hali got up slowly, and looked down at Bentwood from under lowered lids. “Anything you say,

         boss. Just what exactly am I supposed to be getting ready?”

      


      “Let me show you, doll-baby,” enthused Bentwood, already back to his ebullient self. “We’ve got it all set up back here.”

         Taking Hali by the arm, he led her to a small building off to one side of the inn. Opening the door wide, he gestured expansively.

         “All the equipment your adventurers need is here, all you have to do is point it out and let them choose for themselves.”

      


      Hali eyed the supply shed’s contents skeptically. Wall racks held a variety of weapons, each in a wide range of sizes: axes,

         hatchets, broadswords, rapiers, shortswords, daggers, throwing knives, spears, clubs, staffs, maces, slings, whips, and bows

         with full quivers beside them. Below this array, shields and armor leaned against the wall.

      


      “Looks like you’re expecting a small war,” Hali observed. “What about little things like food and clothing?”


      Bentwood pointed to a back corner Hali had overlooked. There, dark lumps turned out to be a pile of travelers’ packs, already

         stocked with dry food and water bottles. Several durable cloaks hung from pegs above, and two shelves turned out to hold piles

         of folded clothing. Hali thumbed through the clothing quickly. “Looks practical. Not exactly exciting, though.”

      


      “We’ll start them out with just the bare essentials, but each one gets some money. You get them outfitted, spend the night

         at the inn, and then walk to Fairehaven Town. Two days’ easy walk to break them in, then you let ’em Loose in the markets,

         where the real adventure begins.”

      


      “What’s the objective?”


      “You’re going to have to wing it, I’m afraid. The whole point of role-playing games is that players get to choose their actions.”


      “What if nothing turns up? We don’t want things to get too dull,” Hali pointed out.


      “So we throw a couple of ogres at you now and then,” Bentwood shrugged. “The contract ogres have no defense against your spells,

         so there’s no real risk. You understand,” he told Hali seriously, “the last thing we want is a human fatality. If people think

         this process is really dangerous, we’ll be out of business in no time. It’s all a game, no one really gets hurt. Right?”

      


      “Gotcha, Bentwood. Superficial wounds and blisters are okay, though, I hope. No pain, no gain, and all that.”


      “So long as you can clear them up before the kids go home, sure. No prolonged torture, though. We don’t want to scare people

         off, just give them a few thrills.”
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