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INTRODUCTION:


The Second Most Serious Page in This Book


Mike Ashley


I’m delighted to be able to compile a second volume of comic fantasy. As before, in The Mammoth Book of Comic Fantasy, there is a blend of old and new. There are thirty-four stories, eight of which are being published here for the first time. Most of the others have long been out of print, or available only in small-circulation magazines, and I believe most of them will be new to you.


I’ve kept my definition of fantasy broad, so you will find some stories that drift towards science fiction and others that defy definition entirely. I need only point you in the direction of “How I Got Three Zip Codes” by Gene Wolfe, “Uncle Henry Passes” by Esther Friesner and “The Eye of Tandyla” by L. Sprague de Camp to give you an idea of the diversity of fiction you will find here. As before, I have tried to alternate fantasies set in other worlds with fantasies set in this world, and I’ve also grouped together pairings of stories where there is some common thread.


The purpose of all of these stories is to entertain you and make you laugh. As I said in my introduction to the earlier volume, not everyone’s sense of humour is the same, and that’s another reason for the diversity presented here. I have tried to find something for everyone. Just about all of these stories made me laugh out loud at some point, and even those that didn’t made me think about them many times afterwards, usually bringing a smile to my face.


Have fun.


Mike Ashley




NEANDER-TALE


James P. Hogan


James Hogan (1941-2010) was better known for his hard science fiction, especially the Minervan sequence which started with Inherit the Stars (1977). But the following story shows that, when he chooses, he could take the mickey out of scientists – or the rest of humankind for that matter.
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“Artificial fire!? Waddya mean ‘artificial fire’? What the hell is artificial fire?” Ug scowled down from beneath heavy close-knit Neanderthal brows at the tangle-haired, bearskin-clad figure squatting in front of him. Og was leaning forward to peer intently into the pile of sticks and twigs that he had built between two stones in the clearing where the trail from the stream widened on its way up towards the rock terrace fronting the caves. He seemed unperturbed by Ug’s pugnacious tone; Ug was standing with his club still slung across his shoulder, which meant that, for once, he was not in a trouble-making mood that day.


“It’s the same as you get when lightning hits a tree,” Og replied cheerfully as he began rubbing two sticks vigorously together in the handful of moss which he had placed underneath the twigs. “Only this way you don’t need the lightning.”


“You’re crazy,” Ug declared bluntly.


“You’ll see. Just stand there a couple of seconds longer and then tell me again that I’m crazy.”


A wisp of smoke puffed out from the moss and turned into a blossom of flame which quickly leaped up through the twigs and engulfed the pile. Og straightened up with a satisfied grunt while Ug emitted a startled shriek and jumped backwards, at the same time hurriedly unslinging his club.


“Now tell me again that I’m crazy,” Og invited.


Ug’s gasp was a mixture of terror, awe and incredulity.


“Holy sabre-cats, don’t you know that stuff’s dangerous? It can take out a whole block of the forest in the dry season. Get rid of it for chrissakes, willya!”


“It’s okay between those rocks. Anyhow, I don’t want to get rid of it. I was wondering if we could figure out how to use it for something.”


“Like what?” Ug continued to stare nervously at the crackling pile and kept himself at a safe distance. “What could anybody do with it, besides get hurt?”


“I don’t know. All kinds of things . . .” Og frowned and scratched his chin. “For instance, maybe we wouldn’t have to kick people out of the caves and make them trek a half-mile down to where the hot springs are whenever they start to smell bad.”


“How else are they gonna clean up?”


“Well, I was thinking . . . maybe we could use this to make our own hot water right there in the caves and save all the hassle. Think what a difference that would make to the girls. They wouldn’t –”


“WHAT!” Ug cut him off with a shout that echoed back from the rocks above. “You wanna take that stuff inside the caves? You are crazy! Are you trying to get us all killed? Even the mammoths take off like bats outa hell if they catch so much as a whiff of that stuff. Anyhow, how could you make water hot with it? It’d burn through the skins.”


“So you don’t put it in skins. You put it in something else . . . something that won’t burn.”


“Such as what?”


“Hell, I don’t know yet,” Og yelled, at last losing his patience. “It’s a brand new technology. Maybe some kind of stone stuff . . .”


The sounds of running feet and jabbering voices from just around the bend in the trail above interrupted them. A few moments later Ag, the Vice-Chief, rushed into the clearing, closely followed by about twenty of the tribespeople.


“What’s going on down here?” Ag demanded. “We heard shouting . . . ARGH! FIRE! There’s fire in the valley. FLEE FOR YOUR LIVES! FIRE IN THE VALLEY!” The rest took up the cry and plunged back into the undergrowth in all directions. The trees all around reverberated with the sounds of colliding bodies and muffled curses, while Og continued to stare happily at his creation and Ug watched nervously from a few paces back. Then silence descended. After a while bearded faces began popping one by one out of the greenery on all sides. Ag re-emerged from behind a bush and approached warily.


“What’s this?” he enquired, looking from Ug to Og and back again. “There hasn’t been a storm for weeks. Where did that come from?”


“Og made it,” Ug told him.


“ ‘Made it’? What are you talking about – ‘made it’? This some kinda joke or sump’n?”


“He made it,” Ug insisted. “I watched him do it.”


“Why?”


“He’s crazy. He says he wants to take it inside the caves and –”


“INSIDE THE CAVES?” Ag clapped his hand to his brow and rolled a pair of wide-staring eyes towards Og. “Are you outa your mind? What are you trying to do? Haven’t you seen what happens to the animals that get caught when the forest goes up? We’d all get roasted in our beds.”


“Nobody’s saying you have to sleep on top of it,” Og said wearily. “You keep it out of the way someplace. Water pulls up trees when the river floods, but you can still take water inside without having to flood the whole goddamn cave. Well, maybe we can make our own fire and learn to live with it in the same sort of way.”


“What’s the point?” Ag challenged.


“It could be useful to have around,” Og said. “The animals don’t like it. It might stop the bears from trying to muscle into the caves every time the snow comes. Things like that . . . all kinds of things . . .”


Ag sniffed and remained unimpressed.


“All the people would have taken off for the hills too, so it wouldn’t do much good,” he pointed out.


“What about the smoke?” a voice called out from the circle of figures that had started to form around the edge of the clearing.


“What about it?” Og asked.


“You can’t breathe it. How could people live in a cave full of smoke?”


“You fix it so the smoke goes outside and not inside,” Og shouted in exasperation.


“How?”


“For Pete’s sake, I don’t know yet. It’s a new technology. What do you want – all the angles figured out in one day? I’ll think of something.”


“You’d pollute the air,” another voice objected. “If all the tribes in the valley got into it, there’d be smoke everywhere. It’d black out the sun-god. Then he’d be mad and we’d all get zapped.”


“How do you know it isn’t a she?” a female voice piped up from the back, only to be promptly silenced by a gentle tap on the head from the nearest club.


At that moment the circle of onlookers opened up to make way for Yug-the-Strong, Chief of the tribe, and Yeg-the-Soothsayer, who had come down from the caves to investigate the commotion. Yeg had been a great warrior in his youth and was reputed to have once felled an ox single-handed by talking at it non-stop until it collapsed in the mud from nervous exhaustion; hence Yeg’s nickname of “Oxmire”. For the benefit of the two elders Ag repeated what had been said and Ug confirmed it. Yeg’s face darkened as he listened.


“It’s not safe,” he pronounced when Ag had finished. The tone was final.


“So we learn how to make it safe,” Og insisted.


“That’s ridiculous,” Yeg declared flatly. “If it got loose it would wipe out the whole valley. The kids would fall into it. On top of that the fallout would foul up the river. Anyhow, you’d need half the tribe to be carrying wood up all the time, and we need the resources for other things. It’s a dumb idea whatever way you look at it.”


“You’ve got no business screwing around with it,” Yug said, to add his official endorsement.


But Og was persistent and the arguing continued for the next hour. Eventually Yeg had had enough. He climbed onto a rock and raised an arm for silence.


“How this could be made safe and why we should bother anyway is still unclear,” he told them. “Everything about it is unclear. Anyone who still wants to mess around with unclear energy has to be soft in the head.” He turned a steely gaze towards Og. “The penalty for that is banishment from the tribe . . . forever. The law makes no exceptions.” Yug and Ag nodded their mute agreement, while a rising murmur of voices from the tribe signalled assent to the decision.


“Throw the bum out!”


“I don’t want no crazy people collecting free rides outa my taxes.”


“Let the Saps down the end of the valley take care of him. They’re all crazy anyway.”


Og lodged a plea with the appeal-court in the form of Ag, who passed it on to Yug.


“Beat it,” was Yug’s verdict.


An hour later Og had drawn his termination pay in the form of two days’ supply of raw steak and dried fish, and was all packed up and ready to go.


“You’ll be sorry,” he called over his shoulder at the sullen group who had gathered to see him on his way down the trail. “It won’t do you any good to come chasing after me and telling me you’ve changed your minds when winter comes. The price to you will have gone out of sight.”


“Asshole!” Ug shouted back. “I told you you’d blow it.”


Over the months that followed, Og travelled the length and breadth of the valley trying to interest the other tribes in his discovery. The Australopithecines were too busy training kangaroos to retrieve boomerangs as a result of not having got their design calculations quite right yet. The tribe of Homo Erectus (famous for their virility) were preoccupied with other matters and didn’t listen seriously, while A. Robustus declared that they had no intention of becoming A. Combustus by being ignited and becoming extinguished at the same time. And so Og found himself at last in the remote far reaches of the valley where dwelt the H. Saps, who were known for their strange ways and whom the other tribes tended to leave to their own devices.


The first Sap that Og found was sitting under a tree staring thoughtfully at a thin slice of wood sawn from the end of a log that was lying nearby.


“What’s that?” Og asked without preamble. The Sap looked up, still wearing a distant expression on his face.


“Haven’t thought of a name for it yet,” he confessed.


“What is it supposed to do?”


“Not sure of that either. I just had a hunch that it could come in useful . . . maybe for throwing at hyenas.” The Sap returned his gaze to the disc of wood and rolled it absently backwards and forwards in the dust a couple of times. Then he pushed it away and looked up at Og once more. “Anyhow, you’re not from this end of the valley. What are you doing on our patch?” Og unslung an armful of sticks from his pack for the umpteenth time and squatted down next to the Sap.


“Man have I got a deal for you,” he said. “You wait till you see this.”


They spent the rest of the afternoon wheeling and dealing and ended up agreeing to joint-management of both patents. The Sap had got a good deal, so it followed that Og must have got a wheel, which was what they therefore decided to call it. The chief of the Saps agreed that Og’s trick with the sticks constituted a reasonable share-transfer price, and Og was duly installed as a full member of the tribe. He was content to spend the remainder of his days among the Saps and never again ventured from their end of the valley.


*  *  *


The winter turned out to be a long one – over twenty-five thousand years in fact. When it at last ended and the ice-sheets disappeared, only the Saps were left. One day Grog and Throg were exploring far from home near a place where the Neanderthals had once lived, when they came across a large rock standing beside a stream and bearing a row of crudely carved signs.


“What are they?” Grog asked as Throg peered curiously at the signs.


“They’re Neanderthal,” Throg said.


“Must be old. What do they say?”


Throg frowned with concentration as he ran a finger haltingly along the row.


“They’re like the signs you find all over this part of the valley,” he announced at last. “They all say the same thing: OG, COME HOME. NAME YOUR PRICE.”


Grog scratched his head and puzzled over the revelation for a while.


“So what the hell was that supposed to mean?” he mused finally.


“Search me. Must have had something to do with the guys who used to live in the caves behind that terrace up there. Only bears up there now though.” Throg shrugged. “It might have had something to do with beans. They were always counting beans, but they were still lousy traders.”


“Weirdos, huh? It could have meant anything then.”


“Guess so. Anyhow, let’s get moving.”


They hoisted their spears back onto their shoulders and resumed picking their way through the rocks to follow the side of the stream onwards and downwards towards the river that glinted through the distant haze.




UNCLE HENRY PASSES


Esther Friesner


Esther Friesner (b. 1951) is undeniably the Queen of Comic Fantasy. She has written some of the best humorous short stories and novels of the last decade, including Here Be Demons (1988), Hooray for Hellywood (1990), Gnome Man’s Land (1991) and Majyk by Accident (1993). She has also edited the comic fantasy anthologies. Alien Pregnant by Elvis (1994), Chicks in Chainmail (1995) and Did You Say Chicks? (1996). The following is a new story, specially written for this anthology.
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It is with a heavy heart that I recall the death of my father’s uncle Henry, my great-uncle of the same name, a man who served the town of Sutter, New Mexico, truly and well for many years. It’s bad enough that he died like he did – by having an animal fall on him, though not from any great height – but now Daisy says it’s my job to bring Dad up to speed on the tragic circumstances surrounding Uncle Henry’s demise.


I don’t want to do it.


Partly I don’t want to do it because Dad and Mama are enjoying their first real vacation in years and there is nothing like news of a favourite relative’s expiration to make you realize that life is transitory, that death comes unexpectedly, and that drinking something blue out of a coconut shell with a flamingo-shaped swizzle stick and a lump of pineapple stuck in it won’t stave off the Dark Angel worth shit.


Mostly, though, I don’t want to do it because I don’t know how to do it. There are certain circumstances surrounding Uncle Henry’s passing which Dad’d find incredible if he were to hear them from someone other than me. And even with me telling him, I don’t know how to make him believe it all. It would take a mighty long letter to explain the whole sorry affair, and a phone call is out of the question because it would cost too much. Maybe not at first, but once I tell Dad what happened he’s going to say “No!” and I’ll have to say “Yes, honest!” and then he’s going to say “I don’t believe it!” and I’ll have to swear it’s all true (which it is, though the truth doesn’t convince some folks at all) and that’s where the call’s going to run into serious money.


That’s why I’m writing down what happened, just to get it straight in my mind so I don’t go breaking the bank when I finally do call Dad. I will, you know; I don’t want to, but I will. I’ve got to. Daisy said that if I don’t, she’ll bite my ass.


It all happened this past Election Day, which dawned cold and clear and stuck with it until ten, ten-thirty, which was about when things began happening such as to make the casual observation of weather conditions immaterial. It was after the breakfast rush; I was taking care of business at the coffee shop, tending the counter and the cash register, with Daisy there to help me. Daisy’s not much for conversation, except when she’s telling me what to do or what I’ve already done wrong. Now me, I enjoy a nice friendly chat with just about anyone, so you can imagine how glad I was when the bell over the door tinkled and Mayor Wiley came in.


He was looking a mite nervous, seeing as how it was Election Day and all, plus for the first time in twelve years he actually had to head a campaign against an opponent who was geared up to give him a run for the money. (Daisy says I shouldn’t try to be someone I’m not by showing off with fancy figures of speech, but considering as how everyone knows Mayor Wiley has been more than partial to awarding public works contracts to his near-and-dear-and-related-by-marriage, the money is in fact what he’s always made a run for.) Anyway, I offered him a cup of coffee on the house. I figured it was the least I could do, seeing as how I’d voted for the other guy.


Mayor Wiley had promoted my offer into a free cup of coffee plus a free donut (and didn’t Daisy growl at me for that!) when Merch Arnot came riding into town on the monster and all hell broke loose by degrees.


We got the first intimation that things were not as they ought to be when Mrs Pembleton’s little six-year-old boy, Timmy, came running into the coffee shop, yelling about the beast and its rider.


“There, there, Timmy,” Mayor Wiley said, getting his butt down off the stool and putting on that brandied fruitcake voice he uses when he’s trying to impress the voters. “What do you mean, ‘Old man Arnot’s gone crazy’? That’s kind of a given. You know you’re going to have to be more specific than that.” He tried to pat little Timmy on the head, but the kid jumped back and scowled at him.


“Touch me and I’ll slap a child abuse suit on you so fast it’ll make your head spin like a stripper’s tit-tassels,” the kid spat. “You want specific, you go out in the street and see for yourself what he’s brought to town this time! Me, I’m hot-wiring the first car I find and getting my ass the hell to Albuquerque.” And he ran back outside.


Well, it just tears your heart to hear a little child scared desperate enough to try something like that. Albuquerque, by God! Mayor Wiley and I traded a look, then headed after him. I called back over my shoulder for Daisy to cover for me – not that I expected many customers if the situation out in the street was as bad as little Timmy claimed.


Wouldn’t you know, it was worse. It’s no secret that our Main Street’s not the widest stretch of pavement in the greater New Mexico area, but the downtown part’s four lanes across, plus ample free parking. Well, parked amply across all four lanes plus with its rump resting on top of Gavin Ordway’s prized and cherished humvee was the biggest damn Jackalopasaurus Rex I ever did see.


Also the only one, needless to say.


It was about as tall as a two-storey building, but that was measuring all the way up to the tips of its pronghorns. If you only took its height to the shoulder, it wasn’t so much. Merch’d done better in the past. I don’t think I’ll ever forget that Christmas back in ’69 when he dressed up like Santa and had that team of eight antlered armadillos the size of double-decker buses pulling his sleigh in the town parade. It took Dad and Mama a whole week to comfort me and Sis after the poor critters died from that accidental ginseng–garlic–vitamin C overdose he gave them to maintain their size. I still miss Rudolph.


Anyhow, what old Merch’d brought to town this time was no Rudolph. He was riding it like an elephant, straddling its neck and trying to steer it with a skinny little leather strap he’d got wound around the base of its horns. That contrivance didn’t look likely to steer a dachshund, and when Daisy came out of the coffee shop to join the rest of us gawkers she said so.


There was quite a crowd. The first seriously contested election this town’s seen in twelve years will fill the streets. By rights it should’ve been a banner day for us small businessmen. How long does it take a person to vote? If a man’s travelled any appreciable distance to pull that little lever, he’s going to want to do something more to justify the trip, even if it’s just having a ham sandwich at my place. That wasn’t about to happen now, which displeased more than a few of my Better Business Bureau colleagues.


“Leave it to Merch to **** things up for everyone,” said Miss Diderot from the yard goods store. (I’m sorry, I just can’t bring myself to write some stuff down the way it was spoken. Unlike Daisy, I wasn’t raised in a barn.)


Rory Vega from the Gulf station wiped an oil smear off his face with the back of his hand and whistled. “What in the hell is that?”


“Looks like it’s a damn fine reason for you to start ordering humvee parts,” Margaret Lee said, and she laughed. I guess she never did get over it when Gavin Ordway dumped her for that schoolteacher from Santa Fe. So at least one person in the crowd was on the monster’s side.


“What does it look like it is?” Daisy snarled. “Another of Arnot’s freaks!”


“Daisy!” I exclaimed, and gave her a little kick so she’d shut up. Everyone around us got real quiet and looked embarrassed, as if they’d been the ones to say that ugly thing instead of my Daisy. Merch Arnot’s got his little quirks, but he’s a good man, born and raised in Sutter, and there isn’t a single decent human being in this town who’d ever use the f-word where he could maybe hear it.


Fortunately, he was too high up to catch wind of what Daisy’d said, or else he was too involved with more pressing problems to pay any mind to Daisy’s yapping. I want to tell you, he really had done it this time.


Daisy’d asked what that thing looked like. It was not a real question on her part, but when I tell Dad about Uncle Henry, I bet he’ll ask the same thing, so I better pull an answer together right now: To be honest, it looked like all sorts of things, mainly jackrabbit, until you got to the head. The head was where it started getting interesting. That was where the scales began, and the antlers, and the jaws. The jaws were what really held a person’s attention, all filled up with sharp, white teeth, and bright, red tongue, and loud, ferocious roar, and Timmy.


Poor Timmy. No hot-wired getaway car for him, and no Albuquerque either. I guess you have to take the bad with the good. He wasn’t dead yet, but judging from how the monster was tossing him around it was only a matter of time. Merch Arnot was tugging at that sorry little antler-leash, whacking the beast with the slack end and kicking its shoulders with his heels, and in general trying to make it drop the boy.


“Bad girl, Gretchen! Bad girl!” he hollered. “You let go now, you hear?”


That did about as much good as you might imagine. By then, someone had run to fetch Mrs Pembleton from her register at the Bag ’n’ Bye-Bye. Could be they thought that a mother’s screams of anguish would touch the monster’s heart and make it let go of Timmy, maybe even have it set him down gently and lower that gigantic homed head so the boy could pat its nose and lay his soft little cheek against its big old scaly one and say something like, “It’s okay, Gretchen, I love you,” before he gave it a kiss and it sort of snorted tenderly at him and everyone watching went “Awwwww” because each of us is a monster until we find love.


I blame Spielberg for making people expect this kind of **** to happen. Naturally it never does, at least not in Sutter, except for the part about the anguished mother’s screams. Mrs Pembleton held up her end of that real good. Too good. The noise spooked the monster. It took a jump backwards, with little Timmy still in its jaws, and rammed its fuzzy cottontail bunny butt into the front of the bank, smashing the plate-glass windows. A piece of broken glass must’ve jabbed the beast’s rump because it let loose with a roar of pain, and that did make it drop little Timmy.


Lucky thing for him that my Daisy has her wits about her and a friend over at the firehouse. While the rest of us were standing around goggle-eyed, she’d run downstreet and fetched some firemen and one of the smaller nets. Sparky, the hose company Dalmatian, came along to help out, herding the men into position and barking like crazy. Little Timmy landed in the net, so he bounced but he didn’t break.


I wish I could say that Merch Arnot was that lucky. When the Jackalopasaurus did the glass-up-its-ass leap, those powerful hind legs sent it sailing clear across Main Street and right into the front of the florist’s. As Miss Ilse Doggett used to tell us in health class, this was an accident that could have been avoided. Legs like that, so perfectly built for leaping, could’ve lifted the beast right over the flower shop and into the next street, and they would’ve, if the poor ******* had been able to see the flower shop in the first place.


Yes sir, Merch’s new monster had some of the worst eyesight I have ever witnessed in anything other than roadkill. I don’t know how Merch decides which Part A off Animal One he is going to connect to which Part B off Animal Two, but he sure screwed it up this time. (While I’m on the subject of things I don’t know, I am also bone ignorant as to where Merch obtains said parts, especially in the case of his source for the -saurus Rex portion of this specific monster, but I think I’m happier remaining uninformed.) Anyway, what we now had on our communal hands on Election Day in downtown Sutter was two or three tons of spooked, ferocious, merciless, reptilian, horned, fanged and near-sighted bunny rabbit.


****.


Did I mention “uncontrollable”? I should have. Merch Arnot might have been riding the monster, but he was not in charge of it, or of anything except wetting his pants. The beast wasn’t responding to his commands or his leash before it got stampeded, and it sure as hell wasn’t paying him any mind after. When it collided with the flower shop it took another leap back to the bank side of Main Street, where it wiped out La Croissanterie, then back the other way to total the hardware store, then back again to smash – In short, it was the ping-pong ball of the Apocalypse.


And through it all, Merch Arnot kept his seat. He didn’t have much choice. He’d got himself tangled in the reins so that he was tied to the beast’s back to stay. It was like the last scene in Moby Dick where Gregory Peck drowns. He should’ve been wearing a bike helmet like Merch was. Merch Arnot is living proof that you can be a mad scientist and sensible. God bless America.


“Get help!” he hollered from way atop the bounding and rebounding monster.


“We already got the Fire Department here!” Rory yelled back up at him. “They got a net! Jump!”


“Holy ****ing **** on toast, Rory, I would if I could!” Merch called out as the beast ploughed into the drug store and boomeranged over to squash the Redi-Wash. Gretchen, as Merch called her, was moving in a zigzag pattern heading north, which was not good. If she didn’t calm down or slow up soon, her trajectory was eventually going to bring her far enough up the street to hit the school. The kids weren’t there, on account of the Board of Ed. having voted to give them Election Day off instead of Hogmanay, but the school is our town’s polling place. What with an exciting election for once, the building would be packed, and forget about issuing an evacuation order: the Dems would claim it was just another Republican dirty trick and the old-line Republicans would start saying how you couldn’t talk dirty tricks without mentioning the New Deal, and then Vince Scipio, who is still running on the Libertarian ticket every election for every office, meds or no meds, would go into his speech about the corruption of the two-party system, and by that time the damage would be done. Someone had to do something.


Fortunately, Merch himself came up with the answer. “Rory!” he gasped as the video rental place went up in flinders around him. “Rory, run to the Baptist church and fetch my wife! She raised Gretchen from a pup; she’s the only one can do anything with her!”


“Your wife! Right! Yes, sir!” Rory whipped off a sharp salute and spun on his heel, ready to sprint for glory. Then he stopped himself, cupped his hands to his mouth, and shouted, “Which one is it this year?”


“Like it matters!” Daisy snapped. “Just bring ’em now and we’ll sort it out later!”


Very few men in this town have what it takes to stand and argue with my Daisy. Rory Vega is not one of them. He took off and was back in less than three minutes with Merch Arnot’s wife Beth and her sister Eliza.


I should be truthful and say Merch’s wife Eliza and her sister Beth, because that’s what I thought the situation was when they came barrelling up. I confess I’d forgotten which one he was married to this year, same as Rory. It’s an honest error. Unless I’m looking right at them, I tend to forget which one is which. Even then I have the tendency to think of them as Lefty and Righty, and the unfortunate knack of sometimes calling them by those names to their faces. Daisy says I’m a blockhead and just because they’re Siamese twins is no excuse for being rude. (Of course, when I point out that the correct term is “conjoined twins” and that it’s ruder to call ’em “Siamese twins” like she does, she rips me a new asshole. Some of us just can’t take friendly criticism.)


Like I already wrote, it was a cold day, so the girls were wearing that custom-made trout-fur coat Merch grew special for them on the occasion of his 1991 divorce from Beth and remarriage to Eliza. (Unless 1991 was the year he shed Eliza to remarry Beth. I know the man likes to keep it fair, but it’s not only confusing, it’s hard on the Town Hall database. At least we didn’t have to wait until the year 2000 to have our system blown to Kingdom Come.) They both looked equally annoyed with Merch, so there was no need to distinguish between them on that score.


“Merch Arnot, what are you doing with Gretchen?”


“Merch Arnot, who told you you could bring Gretchen to town? She’s only a baby!”


“I’m sorry –” (Gretchen jumped across Main Street again and turned the pizzeria into a pancake house) “– dear! I thought she was ready for her first outing,” Merch called to his alternating spouses. “Could you please –” (Gretchen hopped back the other way and destroyed the nail salon and the law offices of Ordway and Ordway; Margaret Lee cheered) “– try to reason with her? She always listens to you!”


“I should hope so!” said one of either Eliza or Beth, putting their hands on their trout-fur-covered hips. They looked around at the crowd, which by this time had grown out of all knowledge. “Okay,” I think it was Eliza said. “Somebody give me a newspaper.”


Well, were our faces red. All that crowd, all those people, and nobody had a newspaper to bless themselves with. As usual it was my Daisy who saved the day. “You want a newspaper? I’ll fetch a newspaper. I always fetch the ****ing newspaper.” And she was off at top speed, dodging her way between the piles of rubble clogging Main Street and the wreckage from mashed-down cars, and the bounding and rebounding monster.


Rory Vega thumped me on the back and gazed after her with true admiration in his eyes. “Son, that’s one hell of a dog you got there.”


I told him yeah, at least sometimes Merch came up with an experiment that wasn’t a walking (or leaping) disaster area. Mind, you can count those more-or-less successes on the fingers of one hand and still have a thumb left over: the fur-bearing trout, my dog Daisy, and those giant horned armadillos. Okay, stretch a point and say maybe the glow-in-the-dark hamster booklights, the ones that move along the page while you read. (Although Merch always swore that they were what you might call Found Science, just a little souvenir he picked up on his last visit to Los Alamos.)


So Daisy came back with the paper and passed it to Beth and/or Eliza, both of whom shucked the trout-fur coat and raced up the street to head off Gretchen at the pass, as it were. That was what you might call the turning point.


There’s nothing like a determined woman, unless it’s two determined women who happen to be sharing the majority of the same body, internal organs included. Eliza and Beth were no track star, but they understood the value of shortcuts and it didn’t take them long before they’d ducked around the corner over to Cedar Street, run up a whole lot of blocks parallel to Main, and come out a good ten yards ahead of their lord and master on his fractious mount. They couldn’t have hoped to do this but for the fact that the Jackalopasaurus Rex’s upstreet progress was not only zigzag and catty-cornered, but also redundant. That is to say, the beast would sometimes take a south-ish leap that sent it back to re-crush a vehicle, building, or other object which it – I mean she – had already pulverized.


Mrs Arnot and her sister shinnied up a lamp-post and when Gretchen came barrelling past, they brought the rolled-up newspaper down hard on her nose. I didn’t see how a little-bitty piece of paper was going to make any kind of impression on something that big, even rolled up tighter than a duck’s dinghy, but it did. Just that one smack on the nose and the creature stopped dead in her tracks, looking around somewhat bewildered, like an old lady who can’t recall where she put her house keys.


Everybody cheered.


Merch Arnot sat there astraddle for a time, just catching his breath. Then he finally untangled himself, dropped a rope ladder from Gretchen’s shoulder, and climbed down to street level, holding the reins tight. I do believe that if there’d been a hitching post handy he would’ve tied off that monster just as natural as if he was Gary Cooper come riding into Dodge for a drink. Well, we never did have a hitching post on Main Street, but Merch found something to make do.


Mayor Wiley was there to greet him. “Merch, I hope that you weren’t thinking of keeping this noble animal among us any longer than is really good for her health,” he said in a way that indicated there was no two ways about it.


“Actually I was planning on having a cup of coffee before I took her and the missuses home. My throat’s a little dry. What I could really use is a serious drink, but it being Election Day and all . . .” He shrugged.


“Election Day, my ****ing ***!” someone shouted. I blush to record that the person who expressed himself so freely in front of the ladies was our own Uncle Henry. He’d popped up like a prairie dog with hiccups, right in the middle of the crowd presently surrounding Merch Arnot and Mayor Wiley (to say nothing of Gretchen). He had a piece of paper in his hand and he was waving it around angrily. He looked ready to bust several major blood vessels, not all of them his.


Everyone knows how Mayor Wiley and Uncle Henry go way back, so it wasn’t just on account of Uncle Henry’s highly influential job as Chief Registrar of Voters that Mayor Wiley came right up to him and asked in his most tell-me-where-it-hurts tone, “What’s the matter, old son?”


“I’ll tell you what’s the matter!” Uncle Henry barked, his wattles spanking in the breeze. “Merch Arnot and this monster have taken Election Day and turned it into a mess! A travesty! A disgrace! I was upstreet at the school, doing my civic duty, and I want to tell you that as soon as word reached us about the doings down at this end of town, we lost three-quarters of the voters! They just had to rush out and rubberneck. And then some other damn busybody ran in hollering that the monster was headed our way, my God, didn’t we go and lose the rest of the voters plus every last one of my volunteers! Everyone except for old man Hackett, and the only reason he didn’t take off was Mighty Alan stole his walker!”


Mayor Wiley shook his head. “Henry, Henry, Henry,” he said patiently. “What’ve I told you about hiring superheroes? Just because they can do everything, they think they can get away with anything.”


Uncle Henry was not to be distracted from his righteous wrath. “You try scaring up volunteers to man the polls in this town! No civic pride, none at all, and I can’t do it all by myself. Mighty Alan is a citizen of Sutter, same as you and me, with all rights and privileges appertaining thereto. It’s not his fault he can fly and fold rocks with his bare hands and repel most harmful projectiles. If he volunteers, I’ll take him. I didn’t hear anyone complaining when he did jury duty!”


“When he did jury duty, he got to sit still,” Mayor Wiley explained. “When he mans the polls he’s got to do things with the voting booths and you know what that means: he breaks them. Takes them apart like they were made out of small curd cottage cheese, and I don’t need to tell you that they’re expensive to replace. He can’t help it. His strength is as the strength of ten because his heart is pure.”


“Then find him a woman before next Election Day!” Uncle Henry shot back. “Get his ashes hauled once and for all, purity adjusted, problem solved. Why the hell do I have to think of everything?”


Everyone within earshot coloured up bright red and didn’t say a word. I do believe that our late Uncle Henry was the only soul in Sutter who didn’t know that Mighty Alan was gayer than a Liberace Vegas Special. Mayor Wiley recovered his natural aplomb enough to ask, “Henry, why did Mighty Alan steal old man Hackett’s walker?”


Uncle Henry scowled. “He said he was going to use it to wedge open the jaws of the monster.”


“Uh-huh.” Mayor Wiley nodded, then he looked up- and downstreet, casual. “You know, an aluminium walker couldn’t keep a ’gator’s jaws wedged open any appreciable amount of time, let alone something that’s got choppers like that.” He nodded towards Gretchen. She did have an impressive set of mouthbones on her, no argument there.


“I know it,” Uncle Henry replied. “You know it. But you try arguing with a superhero. Like talking to the less intelligent parts of a brick wall.”


“True, true.” Mayor Wiley stroked his chin and glanced up and down Main Street again. “So tell me, Henry: if Mighty Alan stole old man Hackett’s aluminium walker to use as a weapon against the monster, and he did it up at the school, and the school’s an easy walk from here, and Mighty Alan can fly, then why wasn’t he here with that damned walker at least thirty minutes before this whole mess got started?”


Margaret Lee patted him on the shoulder. “Maybe he got lost,” she said.


“How in hell could a man who can fly like a ****ing bird get lost in this town?” Mayor Wiley roared.


Margaret Lee shrugged. “Men never ask directions.”


As the saying goes, speak of the gay superhero and he shall appear. Rory Vega glanced up, pointed at the friendly skies over Main Street, and hollered, “Look! It’s a bird! It’s a plane! It’s –”


“It’s gonna be a copyright lawyer on your sorry ass if you don’t shut up,” little Timmy snapped, none the worse for his recent ordeal except for being covered in reptile spit. “You do this same dumb routine every time Mighty Alan shows up. Jesus in a jitney, Vega, get some new material!”


Rory’s caustic reply to the child was lost in the roar of our own superhero’s aerial passage, old man Hackett’s walker giving off little semaphor flashes of sunlight in his hands. “Fear naught!” Mighty Alan thundered from on high. “I shall dispose of the monster post-haste!” And he zoomed in for the kill.


We all tried to stop him. The crowd hollered and yelled and waved things until we were hoarse and tired, but it didn’t do any good. Mighty Alan is strong and brave and he can fly and he has the ability to communicate with desert marmots, but you try telling a superhero that he is a skosh too late to make his daring rescue. They got super-hearing out the wazoo but that doesn’t mean they listen worth a damn. He came flying on in like a Sidewinder missile, despite our best efforts to dissuade him, and he hit poor Gretchen right in the snout.


Lucky thing for him that his aim was off, or he might’ve done some actual harm to the critter, and then there’d’ve been hell to pay, with Eliza and Beth Arnot as Beelzebub’s top repo men. He hit Gretchen in the snout all right, like I said, but he didn’t do it with the walker, just his shoulder. It was more a body-check than an actual damage-doer. The Jackalopasaurus Rex tossed her head back, scared, let out a squeal like three freight cars full of hogs, and jumped. It looked like the start of the Main Street Destruction Derby all over again, except for the fact that this time Merch Arnot had tied her to the biggest nearby object left standing, namely my pickup truck. Big as she was, it was impossible for her to take off with a whole Chevy pickup anchoring her to earth. She went about six feet straight for heaven, hit the end of her tether, jerked up short, and hit the dirt at speed.


Unfortunately it was the portion of dirt which Uncle Henry was occupying at the time. He was a good man and a tough man, but no man I know of is tough enough to withstand the impact of a bungee-jumping Jackalopasaurus Rex. Maybe in Texas.


Now so far we’d had one genuine tragedy (Uncle Henry), and one almost-tragedy (Merch Arnot thought Gretchen’d broken her leg and he’d have to shoot her but she hadn’t so he didn’t), and a lot of property damage, and not too much of anything out of the ordinary at all, but this is the part where it gets weird.


Uncle Henry’s last official act as Chief Registrar of Voters was to close the polls early, on account of Gretchen. Since he died before he was able to re-open them, the votes as they then stood gave Mayor Wiley a clear-cut win. They announced the results that evening in the Parker Funeral Home, where most everyone in town had gathered anyway to mark Uncle Henry’s passing. A couple of Mayor Wiley’s supporters applauded as loudly as they could, considering the place and the circumstances.


Then Mayor Wiley got up and stood in front of Uncle Henry’s coffin, which was closed for obvious reasons. He cleared his throat, he thanked everyone for their support, and then he dropped something on us that was bigger than Gretchen and nowhere near as likely: he said he wasn’t going to accept the results of the election because that wouldn’t be moral. He said that this is a democracy and it wouldn’t be fair of him to take personal, political advantage of a municipal tragedy. He said that first thing in the morning he was going to do the only ethical thing and start an intensive effort to mandate a new election, pronto. He said it was the only honest thing to do.


Honest. Mayor Wiley, lifetime politician, honest. Ethical. Moral. ****. Even with it all written down like this, there’s no way on God’s good green earth I’m going to be able to make that sound believable to Dad. No way anyone could. Not at long distance rates, anyhow.


Maybe I’ll just tell him Uncle Henry’s sick.




A DEALING WITH DEMONS


Craig Shaw Gardner


The previous volume, The Mammoth Book of Comic Fantasy, reprinted “A Malady of Magicks” by Craig Shaw Gardner (b. 1949) which introduced the wizard Ebenezum, who is allergic to magic. It was the first story in what subsequently developed into a popular series of books, which include A Malady of Magicks (1986), A Multitude of Monsters (1986), A Night in the Netherhells (1987), A Difficulty with Dwarves (1987), An Excess of Enchantments (1988) and A Disagreement with Death (1989). Gardner has written plenty of other fun novels since then, including the Cineverse series in which the worst of Hollywood’s B-movies turn out to be reality – Slaves of the Volcano God (1989), Bride of the Slime Monster (1990) and Revenge of the Fluffy Bunnies (1990). The following story takes us back to the early days of Ebenezum and his well-meaning apprentice, Wuntvor.
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I


“Every sorcerer should explore as much of the world as he can, for travel is enlightening. There are certain circumstances, such as a major spell gone awry or an influential customer enraged at the size of your fee, in which travel becomes more enlightening still.”


– from The Teachings of Ebenezum, Volume 5


We were forced, at last, to leave our cottage and go seek outside assistance. My master realized he could not cure his own affliction – the first time, I think, that the wizard had to face up to such a circumstance. So we travelled to find another mage of sufficient skill and cunning to cure my master’s sorcerous malady, though we might have to travel to far Vushta, the city of a thousand forbidden delights, before we found another as great as Ebenezum.


Still, ever since the wizard had contracted the malady that caused him to sneeze uncontrollably in the presence of magic, life had been something of a problem. The affliction had occurred shortly after my master encountered a certain powerful demon from the seventh Netherhell. Ebenezum banished the creature in the end, surely the most fearsome he had ever faced, but his victory was not without its cost. From his moment of triumph onward, should he be confronted by sorcery in any form whatsoever, Ebenezum sneezed.


I believe Ebenezum had coped better than many would have in similar circumstances, still managing to ply his trade in small ways, mostly through the use of his wits rather than spells. But, then, Ebenezum had always told me that nine-tenths of magic was in the imagination.


Now, however, I was worried.


Ebenezum walked before me along the closest thing we could find to a path in these overgrown woods. Every few paces he would pause, so that I, burdened with a pack stuffed with arcane and heavy paraphernalia, could catch up with his wizardly strides. He, as usual, carried nothing, preferring, as he often said, to keep his hands free for quick conjuring and his mind free for the thoughts of a mage.


But all was not right with my master. I saw it in his walk – the same long strides he always took, but something was missing – the calm placing of one foot in front of another, knowing that whatever lay in one’s path, a wizard could handle it. He walked too swiftly now, anxious to be done with what I imagined he thought the most unsavoury of tasks: asking another wizard for aid. It threatened to affect his whole bearing. For the first time in my long apprenticeship I feared for my master.


The wizard stopped mid-path to gaze at the thick growth about us. “I will admit I’m worried, Wunt.” He scratched at the thick, white hair beneath his sorcerer’s cap. “My maps and guidebooks indicated this was a lively area, with much commerce and no dearth of farms and friendly inns. That is the prime reason I took this route, for though we have cash from our recent exploits, a little more wouldn’t hurt in the least.”


The wizard stared out into the dark wood, his bushy eyebrows knit in concern. “Frankly, I wonder now about the effectiveness of certain other preparations I made for our journey. You never know what you’ll encounter when travelling.”


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


“Doom!” cried someone from within the thicket. Something large fell between my master and myself. Ebenezum sneezed. There was sorcery in the air!


“Doom!” the voice cried again, and the dark brown object that had fallen between us rose again into the air. It was a tremendous club, I realized, for attached to the end nearest the thicket was a large hand, in turn attached to an arm that disappeared into the heavy greenery. Ebenezum fell back a few paces along the path and blew his nose on a wizardly sleeve, ready to conjure despite his affliction.


The club rose and fell repeatedly to crush the underbrush. A man appeared in the cleared space. He was enormous – well over six feet in height, with a great bronze helmet topped by ornamental wings that made him look even taller. And he was almost as wide as he was tall, his stomach covered by armour of the same dull bronze.


He stepped out to block our path. “Doom!” his deep voice intoned once more. Ebenezum sneezed.


There was no helping it. I dropped my pack and grabbed my stout oak staff in both hands. The armoured man took a step toward the helplessly sneezing wizard.


“Back, villain!” I cried in a voice rather higher than I would have liked. Waving the staff above my head, I rushed the fiend.


“Doom!” the warrior intoned again. His barbed club met my staff in mid air, shearing the sturdy oak in two.


“Doom!” The fiend swung once more. I ducked to avoid the blow and slipped on a pile of crushed leaves and vines littered beneath my feet. My left foot shot from under me, then my right. I fell into a bronze-plated belly.


“Doo-oof!” the warrior cried as he fell. His helmet struck the base of a tree, and he cried no more.


“Quick, Wunt!” Ebenezum gasped. “The club!”


He tossed a sack at my shoulder. I pushed myself off the armoured belly and managed to fit the cloth around the heavy weapon. The wizard let out a long sigh and blew his nose.


“Enchanted.”


So it was the club, and not the warrior, that had caused my master’s sneezing attack. I regarded our now-prone opponent with some curiosity. The warrior groaned.


“Quick, Wunt!” Ebenezum called. “Quit dawdling and tie the fellow up. I have a feeling we have more to learn from our rotund assailant than first meets the eye.”


The big man opened his eyes as I tightened the final knot on his wrists. “What? I’m still alive? Why haven’t you killed and eaten me, like demons usually do?”


“What?” Ebenezum stared down at him, his eyes filled with wizardly rage. “Do we look like demons?”


The huge man paused. “Now that you mention it, not all that much. But you must be demons! It is my doom to always confront demons, my fate to fight them everywhere I turn, lest I be drawn into the Netherhells myself!” A strange light seemed to come into the large man’s eyes, or perhaps it was only the quivering of his massive cheeks. “You could be demons in disguise! Perhaps you wish to torture me – slowly, exquisitely – with a cruelty known only to the Netherhells! Well, let’s get it over with!”


Ebenezum stared at the quivering warrior for a long moment, pushing his fingers through his great white beard. “I think the best torture would be to leave you talking to yourself. Wunt, if you’ll shoulder your pack again?”


“Wait!” the stout man cried. “Perhaps I was hasty. You don’t act like demons, either. And the way you felled me – lucky blow to the stomach! You must be human! No demon could be that clumsy!


“Come, good fellows, I shall make amends!” He tugged at his hands, bound behind him. “But someone’s tied me up!”


I assured him it had only been a precaution. We thought he might be dangerous.


“Dangerous?” That look came into his eyes again, or perhaps it was the way his helmet fell to his eyebrows. “Of course I’m dangerous! I am the dread Hendrek of Melifox!”


He paused expectantly.


“You haven’t heard of me?” he asked after neither of us responded. “Hendrek, who wrested the enchanted war club Headbasher from the demon Brax, with the promise that it would be mine forever? The cursed Headbasher, which drinks the memories of men? Yet I cannot rid myself of it, for the power it gives me! I need the club, despite its dread secret.”


His sunken eyes turned to the sack that held his weapon. “The demon did not inform me of the terms!” The warrior began to shake. “No man can truly own Headbasher! He can only rent it! Twice a week, sometimes more, I am confronted by demons making demands. I must slay them or do their fearsome bidding! For Brax did not tell me when I won the club, I won it on the instalment plan!” He quivered uncontrollably, his armour clanking against his corpulent form.


“Instalment plan?” mused Ebenezum, his interest suddenly aroused. “I had not thought the accountants of the Netherhells so clever.”


“Aye, clever and more than that! Poor warrior that I am, I despaired of ever finding anyone to save me from this curse till I heard a song from a passing minstrel about the deeds of a great magician, Ebenezer!”


“Ebenezum,” my master corrected.


“You’ve heard of him?” A cloud seemed to pass from before Hendrek’s eyes. “Where can I find him? I am penniless, on the edge of madness! He’s my last hope!”


I glanced at the wizard. Didn’t the warrior realize?


“But he’s –”


Ebenezum silenced me with a finger across his lips. “Penniless, did you say? You realize a wizard of his stature must charge dearly for his services. Of course, there is always barter –”


“But of course!” Hendrek cried. “You’re a magician, too! Perhaps you can help me find him. I ask not only for myself, but for a noble cause – a curse that threatens the entire kingdom, emanating from the very treasury of Melifox!”


“Treasury?” Ebenezum stood silent for a long moment, then smiled broadly for the first time since we began our journey. “Look no farther, good Hendrek. I am Ebenezum, the wizard of whom you speak. Come, we will free your treasury of whatever curse has befallen it.”


“And my doom?”


My master waved a hand in sorcerous dismissal. “Of course, of course. Wunt, untie the gentleman.”


I did as I was told. Hendrek pushed himself erect and lumbered over to his club.


“Leave that in the sack, would you?” Ebenezum called. “Just a sorcerous precaution.”


Hendrek nodded and tied the sack to his belt.


I reshouldered my pack and walked over to my master. He seemed to have the situation well in hand. Perhaps my concern had been misplaced.


“What need have you to worry?” I asked in a low voice. “Minstrels still sing your praises.”


“Aye,” Ebenezum whispered back. “Minstrels will sing anyone’s praises for the right fee.”


II


“A professional sorcerer must espouse a strict code of ethics; a position that is not as limiting as it first appears. Most things are still possible within these ethical restrictions, so long as the sorcerer takes every precaution that, whatever he may do, he does not get caught doing it.”


– from The Teachings of Ebenezum, Volume 9


The warrior Hendrek led us through the thick underbrush, which, if anything, became more impassable with every step. The late-afternoon sun threw long shadows across our paths, making it difficult to see exactly where you placed your feet, which made the going slower still.


As we stumbled through the darkening wood, Hendrek related the story of the curse of Krenk, capital city of the kingdom of Melifox, and how demons roamed the city, making it unsafe for human habitation, and how the land all around the capital grew wild and frightening, like the woods we passed through now. How Krenk had two resident wizards, neither of whom had been able to lift the curse, so that as a last resort Hendrek had struck a bargain for an enchanted weapon, but had failed to read the infernally small print. But then their ruler, the wise and kind Urfoo the Brave, heard a song from a passing minstrel about a great wizard from the forest country. Hendrek had been sent to find that wizard, at any cost!


“Any cost?” Ebenezum echoed. His step had regained the calm dignity I was more familiar with, not even faltering in the bramble patch we were now traversing.


“Well,” Hendrek replied, “Urfoo has been known to exaggerate slightly on occasion. I’m sure, though, that as you’re the last hope of the kingdom, he’ll –”


Hendrek stopped talking and stared before him. We had reached a solid wall of vegetation, stretching as far as the eye could see and a dozen feet above our heads. “This wasn’t here before,” Hendrek muttered. He reached out a hand to touch the dense green wall. A vine snaked out and encircled his wrist.


Ebenezum sneezed.


“Doom!” Hendrek screamed and pulled his great club Headbasher from the sack at his belt.


Ebenezum sneezed uncontrollably.


Hendrek’s club slashed at the vine, but the greenery bent with the blow. The whole wall was alive now, a dozen vines and creepers waving through the air. They reached for Hendrek’s massive form; his swinging club pushed them back. Ebenezum hid his head within his voluminous robes. Muffled sneezing emerged from the folds.


Something grabbed my ankle: a brown vine, even thicker than those that threatened Hendrek, winding up my leg toward my thigh. I panicked, tried to leap away but only succeeded in losing my footing. The vine dragged me toward the unnatural wall.


Hendrek was there before me, slashing in the midst of the gathered green. His strokes were weaker than before, and he no longer cried out. Vines encircled his form, and it was only the matter of a moment before he was lost to the leafage.


I yanked again at the creeper that held me captive. It still held fast, but I caught a glimpse of my master behind me as I was dragged the last few feet to the wall.


The vines crept all about the wizard but were only now pushing at his sorcerous robes, as if the animate vegetation somehow sensed that Ebenezum was a greater threat than either Hendrek or myself. A gnarled tendril crept toward the wizard’s sleeve, groped toward his exposed hand.


Ebenezum flung the robes away from his face and made three complex passes in the air, uttering a dozen syllables before he sneezed again. The tendril at his sleeve grew brown and withered, dissolving into dust.


My leg was free! I kicked the dead vine away and stood. Ebenezum blew his nose heartily on his sleeve. Hendrek had collapsed in what had been the vegetable wall. Leaves crackled beneath him as he gasped in air.


“Doom,” Hendrek groaned as I helped him to his feet. “’Tis the work of demons, set on extracting vengeance on me for nonpayment!”


Ebenezum shook his head. “Nonsense. ’Twas nothing more than sorcery. A simple vegetable-aggression spell, emanating from Krenk, I imagine.” He started down the newly cleared path. “Time to be off, lads. Someone, it appears, is expecting us.”


I gathered up my gear as quickly as possible and trotted after Ebenezum. Hendrek took up the rear, muttering even more darkly than before. I saw what looked like a city before us on a distant hill, its high walls etched against the sunset sky.


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


“They fear demons,” Hendrek said in a low voice. Rather more loudly, he called: “Ho! Let us in! Visitors of Importance to the Township of Krenk!”


“Says who?” A head clad in an ornate silver helmet appeared at the top of the wall.


“Hendrek!” the warrior intoned.


“Who?” the head replied.


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


“The dread who?”


The warrior’s hand clutched convulsively at the sack that held the club. “Hendrek, famed in song and story, who wrested the doomed club Headbasher –”


“Oh, Hendrek!” the head exclaimed. “That large fellow that King Urfoo the Brave sent off on a mission the other day!”


“Aye! So open the gates! Don’t you recognize me?”


“You do bear a passing resemblance. But one can’t be too careful these days. You look like Hendrek, but you might be two or three demons, huddled close together.”


“Doom!” Hendrek cried. “I must get through the gate, to bring the wizard Ebenezum and his assistant before the king!”


“Ebenedum?” The head’s voice rose in excitement. “The one the minstrels sing about?”


“Ebenezum,” my master corrected.


“Yes!” Hendrek roared back. “So let us in. There are demons about!”


“My problem exactly,” the head replied. “The two others could be demons, too. With the three huddled together to masquerade as Hendrek, that would make five demons I’d be letting through the gate. One can’t be too careful these days, you know.”


Hendrek threw his great winged helmet to the ground. “Do you expect us to stand around here all night?”


“Not necessarily. You could come back first thing in the morni–” The head’s suggestion was cut short when it was swallowed whole by some large green thing that glowed in the darkness.


“Demons!” Hendrek cried. “Doom!” He pulled his war club from the sack. Ebenezum sneezed violently. Meanwhile, up on the parapet, a second thing had joined the first. This one glowed bright pink.


What appeared to be an eye floating above the circular green glow turned to regard the pink thing, while the eye above the pink turned to look at the green. Something dropped from the middle of the green mass and writhed its way toward us down the wall. A similar tentacle came from the pink creature to grab the green appendage and pull it back up the wall. Both orbs grew brighter, with a whistling sound that rose and rose; then both vanished with a flash and a sound like thunder.


The door to the city opened silently before us.


The wizard turned away from Hendrek and blew his nose.


“Interesting city you have here,” Ebenezum said as he led the way.


There was something waiting for us inside. Something about four and a half feet high, its skin a sickly yellow. It wore a strange suit of alternate blue and green squares, as if someone had painted a chessboard across the material. A piece of red cloth was tied in a bow around its neck. There were horns on its head and a smile on its lips.


“Hendrek!” the thing cried. “Good to see you again!”


“Doom,” the warrior replied as he freed his club from the sack. Ebenezum stepped away and held his robes to his nose.


“Just checking on my investment, Henny. How do you like your new war club?”


“Spawn of the Netherhells! Headbasher will never be yours again!”


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


The creature deftly dodged the swinging war club. Cobblestones flew where the club hit the street.


“And what a weapon it is!” the demon continued. “The finest war club to ever grace our showroom! Did I say used? Let’s call it previously owned. This cream puff of a weapon sat in the arsenal of an aged king, who only used it on Sunday to bash in the heads of convicted felons. Thus its colourful name and its beautiful condition. Take it from me, Smilin’ Brax –” the demon fell to the pavement as Headbasher whizzed overhead “– there isn’t a finer used club on the market today. As I was saying just the other day to my lovely – urk –”


The demon stopped talking when I hit it on the head. I had managed to sneak up behind the creature as it babbled and knocked it with a rather large cobblestone. The creature’s blue and green checked knees buckled under the blow.


“Easy terms!” it gasped.


Hendrek quickly followed with a blow from Headbasher. The demon ducked, but it was still groggy from the first blow. The club caught its shoulder.


“Easy payments!” the thing groaned.


Hendrek’s club came down square on the sickly yellow head. The demon’s smile faltered. “This may be – the last time – we make this special offer!” The creature groaned again and vanished.


Hendrek wiped the yellow ichor off Headbasher with a shabby sleeve. “This is my doom,” he whispered hoarsely. “To be forever pursued by Smiling Brax, with his demands for Headbasher, which no man can own but can only rent!” That strange light seemed to come into his eyes again, though perhaps it was only the reflection of the moon on the cobblestones.


Ebenezum stepped from the shadows. “It doesn’t seem as bad as all that – uh, put that club back in the sack, would you? That’s a good mercenary; mustn’t take any chances.” He blew his nose. “The two of you defeated the demon tidily.”


My master pulled his beard reflectively. “As I see it, the effectiveness of any curse depends on how the cursed looks at it. Watching the proceedings very carefully, with a wizard’s trained eye, mind you, I can state categorically that once we disenchant the treasury, you’ll have nothing to worry about.”


A weight seemed to lift from Hendrek’s brow. “Really?”


“You may depend on it.” Ebenezum brushed at his robes. “Incidentally, does good King Urfoo really consider us his last hope for rescuing his gold?”


III


“A wizard who wants to build his reputation rapidly should locate in a rural rather than an urban setting. Magic seems more majestic when set against the broad vistas of the countryside. Townspeople, on the other hand, are so used to the action of certain tradespeople and government officials in their midst that the average conjurer’s trick pales in comparison.”


– from The Teachings of Ebenezum, Volume 10


Hendrek led us through the silent, winding streets of Krenk to the castle of King Urfoo. Having grown up in the duchy of Gurnish, in and around Wizard’s Woods, Krenk was the largest town I had ever seen, with walls and a gate, as many as five hundred buildings, even paved streets! But I saw nothing else as we walked. Where were the taverns at which we could stop and exchange pleasantries with the natives? Where were the town’s attractive young women? How could I be prepared when we finally arrived in Vushta, the city of a million forbidden delights, if every town we came to was as dead as this?


There was a scream in the distance. Hendrek froze, but the scream was followed by a woman’s laughter. At least someone was enjoying herself, I supposed. Was the whole town so afraid of demons?


We came to an open space, in the middle of which was a building twice as grand and five times as large as anything around it. There was a guard standing in front of the palace’s huge door, the first human (not counting the head) we’d seen since entering Krenk.


“Halt!” the guard cried as we walked into the courtyard before him. “And be recognized!”


Hendrek kept on moving. “Important business with King Urfoo!” he replied.


The guard unsheathed his sword. “Identify yourself, under penalty of death!”


“Doom!” the immense warrior moaned. “Don’t you recognize Hendrek, back from an important mission for the king?”


The guard squinted in the darkness. “Don’t I recognize who? I didn’t quite catch the name.”


“The dread Hendrek, here with the wizard Ebenezum!”


“Ebenezus? The one they all sing about?” The guard bowed in my master’s direction. “I’m honoured, sir, to meet a wizard of your stature.”


The guard turned back to Hendrek, who was quite close to the door by now. “Now, what did you say your name was again? I can’t let just anybody through this door. You can’t be too careful these days, you know.”


“Doom!” Hendrek cried, and with a speed amazing in one so large, pulled his club from its restraining sack and bashed the guard atop the head.


“Urk,” the guard replied. “Who are you? Who am I? Who cares?” The guard fell on his face.


“Headbasher, the club that drinks the memories of men. He will recover anon but will remember none of this, or anything else, for that matter.” Hendrek re-sheathed his club. “Come, we have business with Urfoo.” He kicked the door aside and stormed into the castle.


I glanced at my master. He stroked his moustache for a moment, then nodded and said: “The treasury.” We followed Hendrek inside.


We walked down a long hall. Sputtering torchlight made our shadows dance against huge tapestries that covered the walls. A breeze from somewhere blew against my coat to make me feel far colder than I had outside. This, I realized, was the castle with the curse.


Two guards waited before a door hung with curtains at the far end of the hall. Hendrek bashed them both before either could say a word.


Hendrek kicked this door open as well.


“Who?” a voice screamed from the shadow of a very large chair on a raised platform in the room’s centre.


“Hendrek,” the warrior replied.


“Who’s that?” A head sporting a crown peered over the arm of the great chair. “Oh, yes, that portly fellow we sent off last week. What news, what?”


“I’ve brought Ebenezum.”


There was a great rustling as people rose from their hiding places around the room. “Nebeneezum?” someone said from behind a chair. “Ebenezix?” came a voice from behind a pillar.


“Ebenezum,” my master replied.


“Ebenezum!” a chorus of voices responded as a good two dozen people stepped from behind marble columns, tapestries and suits of armour to stare at my master.


“The Ebenezum? The one they sing about?” King Urfoo sat up straight in his throne and smiled. “Hendrek, you shall be justly rewarded!” The smile fell. “Once we take the curse off the treasury, of course.”


“Doom,” Hendrek replied.


King Urfoo directed us to sit on cushioned chairs before him, then paused to look cautiously at the room’s shadow-hung corners. Nothing stirred. The ruler coughed and spoke. “Best get down to business, what? One can’t be too careful these days.”


“My thoughts exactly, good king.” Ebenezum rose from his seat and approached the throne. “I understand there’s a cursed treasury involved? There’s no time to waste.”


“Exactly!” Urfoo glanced nervously at the rafters overhead. “My money involved, too. Lovely money. No time to waste. I’d best introduce you now to my sorcerous advisers.”


Ebenezum stopped his forward momentum. “Advisers?”


“Yes, yes the two court wizards. They can fill you in on the details of the curse.” Urfoo tugged a cord by his side.


“I generally work alone.” My master pulled at his beard. “But when there’s a cursed treasury involved, I suppose one can adjust.”


A door opened behind the king and two robed figures emerged, one male, one female. “No time to waste!” the king exclaimed. “May I introduce you to your colleagues, Granach and Vizolea?”


The newcomers stood at either side of Urfoo’s throne, and the three wizards regarded each other in silence for an instant. Then Vizolea smiled and bowed to my master. She was a tall, handsome woman of middle years, almost my height, red hair spiced with grey, strong green eyes, white teeth showing in an attractive smile.


Ebenezum returned the gesture with a flourish.


Granach, an older man dressed in grey, nodded to my master in turn, something on his face half-smile, half-grimace.


“The problem,” King Urfoo said, “is demons, of course.” He cringed on the word “demons”, as if he expected one of them to strike him down for mentioning their existence. “We’re beset with them. They’re everywhere! But mostly,” he pointed a quivering hand toward the ceiling, “they’re in the tower that holds the treasury!”


He lowered his hand and took a deep breath.


“Doom,” Hendrek interjected.


“But perhaps,” the king continued, “my court wizards can give you a better idea of the sorcerous fine points.” He glanced quickly to either side.


“Certainly, my lord,” Granach said quickly behind his half-grimace. “Although none of this would have been necessary if we had used the Spell of the Golden Star.”


Urfoo sat bolt upright. “No! That spell would cost me half my funds! There has to be a better way. Doesn’t there?”


Ebenezum stroked his moustache. “Most assuredly. If the other wizards are willing to discuss the situation with me, I’m sure we can come to some solution.”


“Nothing’s better than the Golden Star!” Granach snapped.


“Half my gold!” the king cried. He added in a whisper: “Perhaps you should all – uh – inspect the tower?”


Granach and Vizolea exchanged glances.


“Very good, my lord,” Vizolea replied. “Do you wish to accompany us now?”


“Accompany you?” Urfoo’s complexion grew paler still. “Is that completely necessary?”


Vizolea nodded, a sad smile on her face. “For the hundredth time, yes. It states directly in the sorcerer’s charter that a member of the royal family must accompany all magicians on visits to the treasury.”


“Signed right there,” Granach added. “At the bottom of the page. In blood.”


Urfoo pushed his crown back to mop his brow. “Oh dear. How could that have happened?”


“If you’ll excuse me for mentioning it, my lord,” Vizolea said with downturned eyes, “ ’twas you who stipulated the terms of the pact.”


The king swallowed. “There is no time to waste. I must accompany you.”


Granach and Vizolea nodded. “There’s no helping it, without the Golden Star,” Granach added.


“And so you shall!” My master’s voice broke through the tension around the throne. “We shall inspect the treasury first thing in the morning!”


Urfoo, who had been sinking slowly in his throne, sat up again and smiled. “Morning?”


Ebenezum nodded. “My ’prentice and I have just completed a long journey. How much better to confront a curse during the light of day with a clear head!”


“Morning!” Urfoo the Brave shouted. He smiled at the court-appointed wizards. “You are dismissed until breakfast. Ebenezum, I can tell you are a wizard of rare perception. I shall have my serving girls make your beds and serve you dinner. And in the morning you will end the curse!”


I sat up straight myself. Serving girls? Perhaps there was something of interest in the township of Krenk after all.


“We must plan, Wunt,” my master said when we were at last alone. “We only have till morning.”


I turned from arranging the pile of cushions and skins that I was to sleep on. My master sat on the large bed they had provided him, head in hands, one on either side of his beard.


“I did not expect wizards.” He threw his cap on the bed then and stood. “But the accomplished mage must be prepared for every eventuality. It is of utmost importance, especially concerning the size of our fee, that no one learn of my unfortunate malady.”


The sorcerer paced across the room. “I shall instruct you on certain items that have been stored in your pack. We must keep up appearances. And the business with that warrior’s enchanted club has given me an idea. We’ll best my affliction yet.”


There was a knock on the door.


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


I opened the door to find Granach. He shuffled into the room, still wearing his grimace smile.


“Excuse me for interrupting at so late an hour,” the grey-clad wizard began, “but I did not feel earlier that I had the opportunity to welcome you properly.”


“Indeed,” Ebenezum replied, raising one bushy eyebrow.


“And I thought there were certain things you should be informed of. Before we actually visit the tower, that is.”


“Indeed?” Both eyebrows rose this time.


“Yes. First a quick word of advice about our patron, King Urfoo the Brave. It is fortunate for him that Krenkians prefer epithets added early during a ruler’s reign, for since he gave up chasm jumping at the age of sixteen, Urfoo has spent all his time in his treasury tower, counting his gold. Note that I didn’t mention spending. Just counting. If you were anticipating a large return for your services, you might as well leave now. Our ruler should rather be called Urfoo the Stingy. The payment won’t be worth the risk!”


“Indeed.” Ebenezum stroked his beard.


Granach coughed. “Now that you know, I expect you’ll be on your way.”


My master tugged the creases of his sleeves into place and looked up at the other magician. “Indeed, no. A travelling magician, unfortunately, cannot pick and choose his tasks in the same way a town mage might. He has to accept what clients come his way and hope that what small payment he might receive will be enough to take him farther on his journey.”


The toothy grimace disappeared completely from Granach’s face. “You have been warned,” he snarled from between tight lips. “The payment you will receive will in no way compensate for the danger you will face!”


Ebenezum smiled and walked to the door. “Indeed,” he said as he opened it. “See you at breakfast?”


The other magician slithered out. Ebenezum closed the door behind him. “Now I’m sure there’s money to be made here,” he remarked. “But to business. I shall instruct you as to the proper volume and page number for three simple exorcism spells. I wonder, frankly, if we’ll even need them.”


He pulled one of the notebooks he was constantly writing in from his pocket and began to tear out pages. “In the meantime I will prepare my temporary remedy.


“The idea came from Hendrek’s enchanted club.” He tore the pages into strips. “When Hendrek’s club is in the open air, I sneeze. However, when the club is in the sack, my nose is unaffected. It can no longer sense the club’s sorcerous aroma. Therefore, if I stop my nasal sensitivity to things sorcerous, I should stop my sneezing!” He rolled the first of the strips into a tight cylinder. “But how to accomplish this, short of standing in the rain till I catch cold?”


He held the cylinder aloft so I could get a good look at it, then stuffed it up his nose.


There was another knock on the door.


“High time,” Ebenezum said, pulling the cylinder back out. “See who it is this time, Wunt.”


It was Vizolea. She had changed from her stiff wizard’s robes into a flowing gown with a low neckline. Her deep green eyes looked into mine, and she smiled.


“Wuntvor, isn’t it?”


“Yes,” I whispered.


“I would like to talk to your master, Ebenezum.” I stepped back to let her enter the room. “I’ve always wanted to meet a wizard of your skill.”


“Indeed?” my master replied.


She turned back to me, touched my shoulder with one long-fingered hand. “Wuntvor? Do you think you could leave your master and me alone for a while?”


I glanced at the mage. He nodded rapidly.


“Let me tell you about the Golden Star,” Vizolea said as I closed the door behind me.


I stood in the hallway outside our room for a moment, stunned. I had a feeling from Vizolea’s manner that she wanted to do more than talk. With my master? I had been known in recent months to keep company with a number of young ladies in my home district, but somehow Ebenezum had always seemed to be above that sort of thing.


But I was still only an apprentice, unaware of the nuances of a true sorcerer’s life. I sat heavily, wondering how I would get to sleep on the hallway’s cold stone floor, and wishing, for just a moment, that a serving maid of my very own might wander by and make my situation more comfortable.


She wanted to leave.


“Wait!” I cried. “I’m a sorcerer’s apprentice. When will you get another chance to dally with anyone half as interesting?”


She wouldn’t listen. She drifted farther and farther away. I ran after her, trying to shorten the distance. It was no use. She was oblivious to me. I grabbed at her low-cut serving gown, pushed the tray from her hands, begged her to give me a single word.


“Doom,” she said in a voice far too low.


I awoke to see Hendrek’s face, lit by torchlight.


“Beware, Wuntvor! ’Tis not safe to sleep in these halls! Demons roam them in the wee hours!” He leaned closer to me, his overstuffed cheeks aquiver, and whispered: “You moaned so in your sleep, at first I thought you were a demon, too!”


I saw then he held Headbasher in his free hand. “Some nights I cannot sleep, I fear the demons so. ’Tis strange, though. Tonight I’ve seen nary a one. Grab onto my club!” He helped me to my feet. “What brings you to moans in the hallway?”


I explained my dreams of serving maids.


“Aye!” Hendrek replied. “This place is full of haunted dreams. This cursed palace was built by Urfoo’s doomed grandfather – some called him Vorterk the Cunning, others called him Mingo the Mad. Still others called him Eldrag the Offensive, not to mention those few who referred to him as Greeshbar the Dancer. But those are other stories. I speak now of the haunted corridors Vorterk built. Sound will sometimes carry along them for vast distances, seemingly from a direction opposite to where it actually originates. Hush, now!”


I didn’t mention that it was he who did all the talking, for there was indeed a voice in the distance, screaming something over and over. I strained to hear.


It sounded like “Kill Ebenezum! Kill Ebenezum! Kill Ebenezum!”


“Doom!” Hendrek rumbled. I took a step in the direction of the screams. Hendrek grabbed my coat in his enormous fist and dragged me the other way through the maze of corridors. He paused at each intersection for a fraction of a moment, waiting for the screams to tell him which way to turn. Sometimes it seemed we turned toward the sounds, other times away. I became lost in no time at all.


But the voices became clearer. There were two of them, and the one no longer shouted. Both were agitated, though.


“I don’t think so.”


“But we have to!”


“You want to move too fast!”


“You don’t want to move at all! We’ll have to wait for years before we get that treasury!”


“If I let you handle it, it will slip through our fingers! We should enlist Ebenezum!”


“No! How could we trust him? Ebenezum must die!”


“Perhaps I should join Ebenezum and do away with you!”


Hendrek stopped suddenly and I walked into him. His armour banged against my knee.


“There’s someone out there!”


A door flung open just before us. I froze, waiting for the owners of the voices to emerge.


Something else came out instead.


“Doom,” Hendrek muttered when he saw it crawl our way. It looked like a spider, except that it was as large as me and had a dozen legs rather than eight. It was also bright red.


Hendrek swung the club above his head. Headbasher looked far smaller than it had before.


The creature hissed and jumped across the hall. Something else followed it out of the room. Large and green, the newcomer looked somewhat like a huge, bloated toad with fangs. It jumped next to the spider-thing and growled in our direction.


“Doom, doom,” Hendrek wheezed. I considered running, but Hendrek’s bulk blocked my only escape route.


The bloated toad leapt in front of the almost-spider. Its fangs seemed to smile. Then the red many-legged thing scuttled over it in our direction. The toad growled and pushed past the dozen legs, but four legs wrapped around the toad and flipped it over. The almost-spider moved in front.


Then the toad-thing jumped straight on top of the many-legged red thing. The almost-spider hissed, the toad-thing growled. Legs interlocked; they rolled. Soon we could see nothing but flashing feet and dripping fangs.


Both disappeared in a cloud of brown, foul-smelling smoke.


“Doom,” Hendrek muttered.


Another door opened behind us.


“Don’t you think it was time you were in bed?”


It was Ebenezum.


I started to explain what had happened, but he motioned me to silence. “You need your sleep. We’ve a big day tomorrow.” He nodded at Hendrek. “We’ll see you in the morning.”


The warrior looked once more at the spot where the creatures had disappeared. “Doom,” he replied, and walked down the hall.


“Not if I can help it,” Ebenezum said as he closed the door.


IV


“Never trust another sorcerer is a saying unfortunately all too common among magical practitioners. Actually there are many instances in which one can easily trust a fellow magician, such as cases in which no money is involved or when the other mage is operating at such a distance that his spells can’t possibly affect you.”


– from The Teachings of Ebenezum, Volume 14


No one ate when we met for breakfast. I sat quietly, running the three short spells I had memorized over and over in my head. My master was quieter than usual, too, being careful not to dislodge the thin rolls of paper that packed his nose. Vizolea and Granach glared at each other from opposite sides of the table, while Hendrek muttered and the king quivered.
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