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   The Riddle was old, for it was as old as the Gate, and the Gate had guarded the head of the Valley since men first walked upon the World. The words of the Riddle were an ancient secret, passed down from father to son, from grandfather to grandson, from uncle to nephew, and – in at least one case – from the most distrusted old man in the village to his worryingly young “friend”.
 
   For more than five hundred generations a succession of Gatekeepers had kept their lonely vigil, climbing the steep winding valley each day to arrive at the Gate before sunrise, returning home to the village below only once the sun had set. Seasons came, and seasons went and still the Gatekeepers sat, and waited, through scorching sun and biting hail.
 
   Waiting.
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
   Eridu had been guarding the Riddle for fifty-two years now, ever since it had been entrusted to him by his father, as the old man lay dying from the cancer in his bones.
 
   “The Visitors will come,” his father had told him. “As it says in the Prophesies, so shall they come.”
 
   For fifty-two years Eridu had sat by the Gate, and in that time there had been no Visitors. Visitors, yes: curious children from the village, lost travellers, roving tax collectors convinced he was running some kind of scam. But none who greeted him as the Prophesies foretold. Soon his vigil would end. He would pass on the secret of the Riddle to his great-nephew, Pannon, and the five hundred and seventh Gatekeeper would be replaced by the five hundred and eighth.
 
   Not today though. Not today.
 
   Eridu waited.
 
   The ride up the Valley had been long and tiresome, and the party's spirits had been further dampened by an unfortunate dispute over the bill at the inn in which they'd spent the night. But now they were within sight of that which they'd spent many moons travelling towards.
 
   The Gate.
 
   Yann leaned forward and whispered into Running Water's ear. The old mare, sensing that the journey was nearing its end, responded, as she always had since he'd nursed her back to health after finding her lying near to death beside the River. 
 
   The Gate grew nearer.
 
   A group approached. Eridu watched them creep ever closer along the narrow winding path. Could they be the Visitors? Perhaps. Perhaps not. But patience was a virtue that a lifetime at the Gate taught, and so Eridu sat and waited, as the specks became dots, and the dots became riders, and the riders became men.
 
   Or three men, a woman, and a halfling, to be exact.
 
   Their leader, or at least the one who led, wore the garb and body paint of a Northland barbarian and rode a wild mare with a practised ease that came from a life lived in the saddle.
 
   Behind him was an armoured knight, whose black armour was emblazoned with a cryptic symbol, and whose steed was a horse's skeleton, animated, that spoke of evil with every movement.
 
   Next came a halfling with a crooked grin who rode the ugliest riding dog Eridu had ever seen, closely followed by a woman of cold beauty who rode a sleek white stallion.
 
   Finally, some way behind, repeatedly catching up with the leading group only to fall behind once more, rode a fifth figure, clad in plain and rusted armour, and riding a tired-looking mule.
 
   The riders approached one by one and drew up in front of Eridu. Were these the Visitors? These four – five now that the straggler had caught up? Quite frankly, Eridu hoped not, but it was not for him to say. He was merely the Gatekeeper, nothing more than a player in a play whose performance had begun more than twelve thousand years before.
 
   He stepped forward, and spoke the words that the Prophesies prescribed. “Who are you, who approaches the Gate?”
 
   The one who'd led the way up the valley stepped forward, and replied with words that Eridu had not heard spoken aloud for fifty-two years. “We are the Visitors. We come seeking the Riddle.”
 
   Eridu's heart, tranquil until now, began to thump. It was told that others had unsuccessfully sought the mantle of the Visitors in the past, but none during his time at the Gate. Could these be the ones who finally succeeded? He took a step forward, and began to recite the words he'd waited a lifetime to speak.
 
   “I have many births,
 
   too many to count,
 
   but deaths–”
 
   That single word, “deaths”, was the last word Eridu ever spoke – though not the last syllable, that distinction going to the gasped “Uhgh” that emerged from his lungs when the sword's sharp blade thrust through his diaphragm. For a moment there was pain.
 
   And then there was nothing.
 
   The OverRealm. Home of the Gods, and several thousand assorted minions. Time has no meaning here, but if it did, it would be a little after tea-time. Six robed figures sit around a marble table.
 
   The figure at the head of the table clears his throat, and wearily asks, “You're actually going to kill him?”
 
   “I have killed him!” declares the figure who sits at the table's opposite end. He waves a hand to indicate the set of seven knuckle-bones that lay before him. “Five successes.” He smiles a cold smile. “Read 'em and weep, old man.”
 
   The old man is the AllFather. From his once young and vigorous loins sprang all of creation. But now he is tired and weary. He looks again at the figure sitting opposite him. “You really want to kill him?”
 
   Yann watched in horror as Draag calmly pulled his sword from the Gatekeeper's crumpled and dying body, wiped its blood-covered blade on the old man's tunic, and returned it to the black scabbard that hung from his belt.
 
   “What?” Yann stuttered, metaphorically – if not actually – speechless. He continued in that vein with a “But?” and a “Why?” before finally managing to assemble a set of words into an order that approached an actual sentence. “In the name of the Gods, why?”
 
   Draag smiled a smile so smug and superior that it achieved the status of a smile on various technicalities only. “If you're asking why kill him, then I'd ask you why not? Why waste time trying to solve his riddle when we can just kill him and take the key?”
 
   “What key?” asked an intruder to the conversation.
 
   The voice was Hill's, the tone his usual mocking style. The halfling – a “scout” to strangers, a “freelance finance redistributor” to friends, the “defendant” to judges, Hilby Bigfella to his disapproving mother, and plain “thief” to pretty much everyone else – leaned back in his saddle and waited for a response.
 
   Yann finally broke the resulting three-way glare off with a querying nod, at which point the halfling continued. “You see, keys tend to be associated with keyholes. So, if he's got a key,” he declared, pointing at the Gatekeeper's corpse, “then shouldn't that there door have a keyhole? I've opened plenty of locked doors when I didn't have the key, but I always had a keyhole to poke my picks in.”
 
   Yann looked at the ten-yard high expanse of the Gate and saw only a sheer metallic surface, with no cracks, no markings, no features, and definitely no keyhole. He looked north, and saw the Wall marching across the mountains to the infinite ice-sheets beyond. He looked south, and saw the wall marching south into the endless desert.
 
   No way round.
 
   No way through.
 
   “So there is nothing on the body whatsoever, nothing that might somehow open the Gate?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I'll try forcing the Gate open again.”
 
   “Nothing happens.”
 
   “But I got seven successes!” shouts the Warrior, the Lord of Man's Ambition.
 
   The AllFather says nothing. The woman who sits to his left sighs. “Perhaps you should have thought of that before you killed him.”
 
   “I don't recall hearing you object, Mistress Lady!” says the Warrior, angrily.
 
   The Lady, the Mistress of Man's Despair, pauses for a moment before delivering a calm reply. “I don't recall being asked.”
 
   The Warrior considers that for barely an instant before turning his attention back to the AllFather. “Anyway, I didn't actually say I was killing him, did I? And you hadn't asked me to cast the knuckle-bones, had you? So my cast would not have counted, would it?”
 
   Eridu took a step forward, and began to recite the words he'd waited a lifetime to speak.
 
   “I have many births,
 
   too many to count,
 
   but deaths I have one,
 
   no chance of miscount.
 
   I know where I'm going,
 
   no mistakes I shall make,
 
   but of thoughts and decisions,
 
   I do not partake.
 
   Much movement I have,
 
   yet I seldom alter,
 
   I may twist and turn,
 
   but I'll never falter.
 
   What am I?”
 
   The attack when it came was swift and violent. For Eridu there was only the mocking laugh of the black-clad knight followed by a silence that lasted forever.
 
   To the right of the AllFather sits the Jester, the Lord of Man's Uncertainty. He is the first to speak.
 
   “Lord Warrior, a question, if you please? When we solve the riddle, to whom shall we give the answer? Who will tell us if we are right, or we are wrong?”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   Eridu took a step forward, and began to recite the words he'd waited a lifetime to speak.
 
   “I have many births,
 
   too many to count,
 
   but deaths I have one,
 
   no chance of miscount.
 
   I know where I'm going,
 
   no mistakes I shall make,
 
   but of thoughts and decisions,
 
   I do not partake.
 
   Much movement–”
 
   “Aren't you dead?”
 
   “No!” chant five voices in unison. The figure to the left of the Warrior – the Sleeper, the Lord of Man's Inactivity – blinks in confusion. “But didn't Lord Warrior kill him?”
 
   The AllFather sighs. “Yes. But then he decided that he hadn't actually done it, so we rewound things back to the start.”
 
   “Yes, I know. But then he killed him again, didn't he?”
 
   “Yes, and then he decided that he hadn't done that either and we rewound it back again.”
 
   “Oh, right.”
 
   “Please try to keep up.”
 
   Eridu stopped, angry, and glared at the source of the interruption: the rusty armoured warrior with the knackered looking mule.
 
   “Do I look dead?”
 
   “No, sorry. My mistake.”
 
   Eridu gave him a final glare, shot a confused glance at the Northland barbarian and got an apologetic shrug in return, and then began once more to recite the words he'd waited a lifetime to speak. 
 
   “I have many births,
 
   too many to count,
 
   but deaths I have one,
 
   no chance of miscount.
 
   I know where I'm going,
 
   no mistakes I shall make,
 
   but of thoughts and decisions,
 
   I do not partake.
 
   Much movement I have,
 
   yet I seldom alter,
 
   I may twist and turn,
 
   but I'll never falter.
 
   What am I?”
 
   “I hate riddles!” exclaims the Warrior. “The game should be about what our mortals can do, not what we are capable of.”
 
   The figure who sits to the Warrior's right nods in reluctant agreement. He is the Dealer, the Lord of Man's Contentment. “Much as it pains me to admit it,” he says, “I think Lord Warrior has a point.”
 
   “Look, I'm just trying to put a bit of intelligent thought into the game,” snaps the AllFather.
 
   “What did the Gatekeeper say again?” asks the Jester. “Something about births and deaths. Did anyone write it down?”
 
   Eridu took a step forward, and began to recite the words he'd waited a lifetime to speak.
 
   “I have many births,
 
   too many to count,
 
   but deaths I have one,
 
   no chance of miscount.
 
   I know where I'm going,
 
   no mistakes I shall make,
 
   but of thoughts and decisions,
 
   I do not partake.
 
   Much movement I have,
 
   yet I seldom alter,
 
   I may twist and turn,
 
   but I'll never falter.
 
   What am I?”
 
   He looked around and saw only five confused and puzzled faces. Perhaps these were not the Visitors.
 
   “What in the bowels of he who rules our basement is that supposed to mean?” snaps the Warrior.
 
   “It's a riddle,” smirks the Jester. “It's supposed to be hard.”
 
   “Perhaps you should let those with a brain consider it,” says the Lady, icily.
 
   “Are you talking to him or me?” asks the Warrior.
 
   “Why would you think I'm only speaking to one of you?”
 
   Yann twirled a stalk of wild high grass between his fingers and considered the meaning of the riddle. Many births, but a single death. Moving, yet not moving. Knowing, and yet not knowing.
 
   His thoughts swirled, and danced, and coalesced, only to break away to dance again. The Answer was elusive and slippery, like a dying ice salmon swimming for home. It's there, you can feel it, but when you try to grasp it you find only its trail.
 
   He focussed on nothingness, as his Shaman-Father had taught him, turning inward, letting go of the world around him, feeling his thoughts merge as one.
 
   And then the screaming began.
 
   “I sometimes think you belong downstairs,” shouts the Dealer.
 
   “No need to get personal,” says the Warrior.
 
   “Hard not to,” suggests the Jester. The Lady nods in agreement.
 
   “The Gatekeepers have kept this secret for more than twelve thousand of their years,” says the Dealer slowly, fighting for calm. “Do you really think you could get hold of it by just slapping the latest incumbent around for a bit?”
 
   “It was worth a try,” says the Warrior, shrugging.
 
   Silence descends around the table.
 
   “The Riddle?” suggests the AllFather, finally breaking the silence, only for it to resume, resiliently, after he has finished speaking.
 
   The silence continues, accompanied, but not interrupted, by the occasional questioning glance. Beneath the table the Dog, the Lord of Man's Loyalty, stirs, half-heartedly licks his balls, and then settles back down to sleep.
 
   Eventually, the Warrior ventures to speak. “I was only joking when I said I was hitting him.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “I didn't actually hit him.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   The sun fell to the horizon, flared briefly, and then departed, taking day with it and leaving only night. Through it all, Yann let the words of the riddle flow over him, trying to ignore the hunched figure of the Gatekeeper huddling terrified beside the Gate, or the noise of Hill's riding dog Shovel apparently attempting to dig its way under the wall.
 
   “I swear that dog's got some terrier in it,” remarked Draag, to no one in particular.
 
   The night continued.
 
   “Can you give us a clue?” asks the Jester, a hopeful smile upon his face.
 
   “What's the point of setting you an intellectual problem if I then just tell you the answer?” replies a depressed AllFather.
 
   The Lady lays a hand upon the AllFather's arm. “No one's asking you to tell us the answer,” she says.
 
   “Just to give us a little clue,” adds the Jester.
 
   The AllFather sighs. “Well, what's got many starting points and only one end point?”
 
   “Dunno. And what's all that stuff about knowing where to go mean?”
 
   “Well it knows where to go, because its path, its course, is predictable.”
 
   “Right. How?”
 
   The AllFather looks around the table. “Anyone?” he asks, a tone of slight desperation in his voice. He gets no response, and continues, haltingly. “See, although it twists and turns when looked at from above, when looked at from the side, it's always going in the same direction.”
 
   “Which is?” asks the Jester.
 
   “Downwards.”
 
   “Downwards?”
 
   “Oh for pity's sake, yes downward! It always flows downward!”
 
   “It flows downward,” muses the Lady. “What? Like a river?”
 
   “Yes,” mutters a defeated AllFather.
 
   “That would make sense,” concedes the Jester. “So the answer's a river, right?”
 
   “Yes,” says the AllFather, his head in his hands.
 
   The Jester thinks for a moment. “What about deltas?”
 
   “What about them?” asks the AllFather, warily.
 
   “Well, in a delta a river splits into many channels, each of which makes its own way to the sea. That would make many deaths. So the answer to the riddle can't be a river because we're looking for something that has a single death.”
 
   “The answer,” hisses the AllFather through gritted teeth, “is a river, okay?”
 
   It is the Warrior who eventually breaks the resulting silence. “Shall we just give the answer to the Gatekeeper then, and get this farce over with?”
 
   “I'm not sure he's in any real state to receive the answer,” says the Dealer, with a hint of bitter sarcasm.
 
   The Lady touches the AllFather on the arm again, and smiles. “Perhaps we should just start over from the top?”
 
   Eridu took a step forward, and began to recite the words he'd waited a lifetime to speak.
 
   “I have many births, too many–”
 
   “River,” said the black-clad knight, interrupting.
 
   Eridu fell to his knees, stunned. “You know the answer without hearing the question!” he sobbed. “Truly, you are the Visitors!”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, whatever. You've got the answer, now just open the sodding door.”
 
   Eridu stood, and walked on shaking legs to the Gate. He raised his hands to the skies, spoke the sacred words that invoked the power of the Gods, and laid his fingers upon the smooth unmarked metal of the door.
 
   Somewhere inside the mighty structure a thing that was designed to click, clicked, and the door swung smoothly open to reveal the fabled Far Lands that lay beyond the Wall.
 
   Eridu had dreamed of this moment, but had never dared hope for it. He gazed at the view, seconds slowing as though stretched to minutes as he tried to absorb its magnificent beauty, scarcely aware of the Visitors walking past him. A grasp of the arm from the Northlander. Nods from the woman and the halfling. Blank incomprehension from the rusty-armoured fighter. And a mocking sneer from the black-clad knight who'd known the Riddle's answer.
 
   None of it mattered. He'd done his duty. He, the five hundred and seventh Gatekeeper, had completed the task so dutifully passed on by the five hundred and six that came before him. Of them all, he alone would enjoy the privilege of a retirement lived with the knowledge that the job was done. He had just one more task to perform.
 
   “The Gate has opened for you,” he said. “And you have passed.”
 
   The black-clad knight, hearing his words, turned back to face Eridu. “Oh, sorry, yes, almost forgot,” he said.
 
   The last thing Eridu ever felt was the sword slicing through his chest and into his heart.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Two
 
   Tallenna sat back against the tree's cool bark and studied the text before her. To one not versed in the ways of magic, the pages of her spellbook would have gone beyond the merely incomprehensible and into realms both chaotic and disturbing. Texts of three different languages fought for space on the smooth vellum, each built upon a different alphabet, with the first running left-to-right, the second right-to-left, and the third top-to-bottom. Symbols too, crowded into the sprawling mass, spidery traces that spoke of power unleashed.
 
   To an outsider her book was an object to be feared and perhaps mistrusted. But to Tallenna it spoke of home, of the Institute that for more than two thousand years had sat at the spot where the River met the Western Ocean. The words of the book flowed into her mind, spells as yet uncast settling into their long-worn places, soothing, calming, the reassurance of the known banishing the stresses of the day.
 
   And there had been stresses.
 
   After leaving the Gate the path had forked, and then forked again, and then forked again twice more, and at each fork they’d argued – until after three lefts and a bitterly chosen right they'd found themselves lost in the forested canyons that lay beneath the ridge upon which the Wall sat.
 
   The sun had nearly set by the time they'd found a suitable clearing in which to spend the night. While Tallenna took first watch, and the chance it offered to memorise the morrow's spells, Yann put up his hide yurt, Hill erected his one-man tent, Draag activated the trans-dimensional coffin he claimed to have liberated from a liche's tomb, and Stone simply dropped to the ground.
 
   Her companions were sleeping now, quiet, save for Shovel's snores and occasional snuffles. Finally, the spells were home once more in Tallenna's mind, and she judged it time for second watch. She nudged Stone awake and whispered, “Your watch.”
 
   The fighter nodded and sat up.
 
   Tallenna slept, and the spells slept with her.
 
   The folk reckoned Takes to be the bravest and quickest of them all; for had they not named him “Quick Fingers Shiny Takes” in honour of his prowess?
 
   Some were jealous, true, but even they recognised that he, alone among the folk, had the skill and courage to face the big people who'd spent the afternoon blundering through the canyons.
 
   He edged closer to their camp, carefully pushing fronds aside until at last he could see them. They slept not in the trees, as the folk did, nor in nests of stone, as the tall folk did, but on the forest floor, in nests of hide and fabric.
 
   One of them was awake, but motionless, spark-less eyes staring from a blank face. Takes edged forward, creeping through the darkness, a silent footstep followed by another, and then another.
 
   A twig crunched beneath his toes.
 
   The big person turned, looked, focussed.
 
   And looked some more.
 
   Takes froze, preparing to run, his heart thumping in his chest.
 
   But the big person simply watched, calmly. 
 
   The AllFather pauses for a moment, and then speaks. “Perhaps it might help if I recap things. What appears to be a two-foot tall, bipedal monkey has entered the camp, has walked past you and the horses, and is currently attempting to undo the ties at the entrance of Hill's tent.”
 
   The Sleeper nods. “Okay”.
 
   The AllFather is silent for several seconds, and then resumes. “He has now managed to get the entrance open, and is climbing through the slit.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   There is silence around the table, a silence that the Sleeper begins to think might be directed at him. “So we're waiting, right?” he asks. “We're waiting until the moment's right to strike, yeah?”
 
   The Warrior leans in close to him, ignoring the AllFather's angry glare. “No. We're waiting for you to wake us up, imbecile!”
 
   “Oh. Right.”
 
   Hill was midway through a rather delightful dream involving him, a pair of large and furry feet, and the rather attractive she-halfling who the feet had belonged to, when Stone's shout echoed around the camp. 
 
   He rolled over, bounced off Shovel's still sleeping form, sat up, and found himself looking at a simian face that displayed surprising innocence given that the simian it belonged to currently had both its arms buried deep in Hill's backpack.
 
   “Oi!” he shouted. He was later to reflect that this was probably not the most intelligent way to initiate inter-species contact; but, to be fair, as an attempt at communication, it was probably both more effective and less hypocritical than his next utterance. “That's my sodding backpack, you thieving midget!”
 
   The monkey stared back at him. The flexing of the backpack's canvas stopped, and then started again, but was barely perceptible now – as though the monkey thought that as long as it rifled through Hill's stuff very, very slowly, Hill might somehow not notice.
 
   Shovel snuffled out of sleep, looked up at the monkey, looked back at Hill, and gave a whine that blended confusion with a dash of jealousy.
 
   “I didn't invite him in,” said Hill.
 
   They turned to face the monkey.
 
   The monkey stared back.
 
   And stared.
 
   And stared.
 
   And stared.
 
   And stared.
 
   “Perhaps we should cast for initiative?”
 
   Four sets of knuckle-bones roll across the table's marble surface.
 
   “Five!”
 
   “Two.”
 
   “Three.”
 
   “Two.”
 
   Pause.
 
   “Sorry. Um. Right.”
 
   The Sleeper casts his knuckle-bones across the table.
 
   “Um. That's…”
 
   “Three.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Hill dived forward at the monkey, grabbed it, and then rolled into the tent's central pole, initiating a confusing sequence of events in which – in no particular order – the monkey squirmed free, the tent collapsed, Shovel snapped at the monkey but ended up with a jawful of tent, Hill attempted to stand up, but tripped over the tent pole, and the monkey slithered through the collapsing entrance slit and ran away – leaving behind a chaotic, heaving mound that was three-parts tent, two-parts dog, and one-part angry halfling.
 
   Muffled shouts found their way to Hill's ears through the folded canvas.
 
   Yann: “I think it's frightened!”
 
   Draag: “It should be! Now – where? What? Dammit!”
 
   Tallenna: “If you'll just get out of the way, I'll cast a charm on him!”
 
   Draag: “No wait, I've got it. Yes. No–”
 
   Yann: “Careful!”
 
   The shouts continued, fading in and out as Hill squirmed through the folds. Thirty or so claustrophobic seconds later he found the entrance slit and hauled himself through, followed a moment later by a panting Shovel. He quickly took in the situation – Yann crouched at the edge of the clearing, Tallenna crouched warily beside the camp fire, Stone standing upright beside Tallenna – and very quickly realised what was missing. “Where's Draag?”
 
   Yann pointed down the track that led out of the clearing. “Somewhere down there.”
 
   “Where's the monkey?”
 
   “About two seconds in front of Draag.”
 
   Hill pulled his saddle out of the remains of his tent, plopped it down onto Shovel's back, and began tightening the various cinches and buckles. “Upset, was he?”
 
   “Who?” asked Tallenna. “Draag or the monkey?”
 
   “Either.”
 
   “Well Draag was – he tried to grab it on the way past and ended up with a face-load of dirt. He headed off after it swearing vengeance.”
 
   “Yeah, 'cos there's so much glory in taking down a two-foot tall, unarmed monkey.”
 
   “You know Draag.” 
 
   “Did it get anything of yours?” asked Yann.
 
   “Dunno,” replied Hill, as he tightened the last buckle and then vaulted onto Shovel's back. “Thought I'd catch up with it and ask.”
 
   “I'd hurry.”
 
   Greenery flashed by above Hill's head. There were many times in his life when he felt it was better to be a halfling than a man, and hurtling down a narrow forest track containing a multitude of what humans would call “head-high branches” was one of them.
 
   Draag’s shouts from further up the track were getting louder, or more enraged, or both, and were accompanied now by a roaring that grew in intensity. Hill urged Shovel to go faster and the dog responded, with only a moment's delay, into something that was, if not quite a gallop, at least on the enthusiastic side of canter.
 
   The trail twisted, turned, twisted again, and then – just when it was in danger of appearing indecisive – ended, plunging down a short narrow ravine and opening up onto a small gravel beach that sloped down to a narrow, but fast-flowing river.
 
   It was a setting that could have been made for the phrase “dead end”, a situation which seemed to please Draag – who was standing in front of the ravine's mouth – considerably more than the monkey, who was backed up against the roaring waters of the river.
 
   “We've got the little bastard cornered!” Draag shouted. “Block the way in, and send the dog in to herd him to me.”
 
   “Maybe we should try talking to him?”
 
   Draag looked back over his shoulder and gave Hill a filthy look. “It's a monkey! What are you going to discuss? Bananas? Just send the bloody dog in!”
 
   Hill whistled at Shovel and waved to the left of Draag. “Go on boy!”
 
   Shovel looked back, confused. He whined, and then sat down.
 
   “Useless!” tutted Draag.
 
   “Does he look like a sheepdog?”
 
   “No, but then he doesn't look much like a riding dog, either!”
 
   “Well there's no sheepdog in him!”
 
   “I think we've established that!”
 
   The AllFather sighs and looks down at his notes. The writing on the etched granite tablets looks so neat. “Contrary to appearances,” it reads, “the O'Lammpa are actually an intelligent, sentient race, who can provide valuable information about the Far Lands and their inhabitants.”
 
   There is a rattle from across the table.
 
   “Two successes on a grapple,” announces the Warrior.
 
   The monkey dodged past the prostate form of Draag – who, having slipped on a moss-covered rock, was now lying half in the river, head in, flailing legs out – and ran straight at Hill. This was an entirely new situation for Hill, whose standard combat technique was a stiff headbutt to the nuts followed by a hard stamp on any outstretched feet. Funnily enough, this proved to be the monkey's standard combat technique also.
 
   Several seconds later, Draag crunched to a halt beside Hill. “Where'd it go?” he demanded, either oblivious to, or uncaring of, the fact that the halfling was lying in a foetal position with his genitals firmly clutched.
 
   Hill detached a hand, and waved it weakly back up the ravine. “That way!” he croaked. Draag marched away.
 
   “Four successes!” announces the Warrior.
 
   The AllFather sighs. “You spot the monkey hiding in the bushes to the left of the path. It looks terrified.”
 
   “I've had enough of this!” says the Warrior. “I'm activating DeathSinger's flame ability.”
 
   The Lady leans forward. “Is it really worth wasting a charge on one small monkey?”
 
   “It is a point of honour and prestige. We need to show the inhabitants of the Far Lands that we are not to be trifled with.”
 
   The Jester smirks. “Because it wouldn't do for the monkeys to not respect us now, would it?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   The Warrior rolls his knuckle-bones across the table, counts, and pauses. “One success?” he announces, with more than a hint of suspicion.
 
   “He had cover, so you've missed,” the AllFather tells him. “But you have set the trees in front of him on fire. You see him running away down the path.”
 
   “Then I'll fire again.”
 
   The knuckle-bones bounce and skid across the table, and finally come to a halt, one which the Warrior's scowl reveals is not to his liking.
 
   The Jester leans forward, the smirk returned to his face. “None, none, none, none, none, and, yes, that would be another none. I make that none in total?”
 
   “You set some more of the trees to the side of the path on fire,” says the AllFather.
 
   “I'm going to get up if I can, and stagger after him,” says the Jester. “Before he sets the whole damned forest on fire.”
 
   The AllFather nods, and then speaks. “The monkey scampers away across a fallen log set across the river and disappears into the trees on the far bank.”
 
   The Warrior sits back, hands spread, exaggerated confusion upon his face. “How can the path have crossed the river when it was leading away from the river?”
 
   “It curved round.”
 
   “You didn't say that!”
 
   “Well, I didn't say it was going in a straight line either. If I stopped to describe every twist and turn of every path or route the game would take forever!”
 
   The AllFather looks at the hourglass that sits atop a pillar at the side of the room, eternal sands endlessly falling through its narrow chamber.
 
   “Somewhere to go?” asks the Jester.
 
   “No, it's just that I was rather hoping to get this whole story arc wrapped up this session.”
 
   “Why?” asks the Dealer.
 
   The AllFather pauses for a moment, troubled, unsure of whether to talk, and uncertain of what to say. “Well, I'm heading off to this aeon's Conference of Pan-Multiversal Supreme Beings, and it would just be nice to be able to tell the others all about it.”
 
   “Well, you don't have to have everything finished to tell them about it,” the Lady points out.
 
   “No, but you know what they're like.” The AllFather looks down, embarrassed. “Especially that cocky one with his oh-so-logical mortal realm.”
 
   “The one with the good-looking son?” asks the Lady.
 
   “That's the one. I ask you, what's so impressive about round worlds and–” the AllFather makes quote marks with his fingers, “–celestial mechanics.”
 
   “Internal consistency?” suggests the Jester.
 
   “Making belief in a supreme creator a matter of faith rather than fact?” adds the Dealer.
 
   The AllFather glares at the two of them in turn. “Well, that's as maybe, but does he have to be so smug about it? I swear, if he tells me once more about how he created his entire realm in six days, I'll…”
 
   He breaks off. “Anyway, back at the camp–”
 
   The Warrior breaks in. “Camp? I was heading off across the log after the monkey!”
 
   “But the monkey's long gone!”
 
   “How? I was right behind it! It's not my fault you chose to pause the game to spend five minutes whining about how other people have better realms than you.”
 
   The AllFather sighs. “Fine, you're right behind the monkey. But the log is quite narrow, and very slippery, and it really is a raging torrent underneath it.”
 
   “Whatever. I'm walking onto the log.”
 
   “You'll need two successes to make it across.”
 
   The knuckle-bones dance across the table and into an extended period of silence. Five faces look at the AllFather waiting for judgement.
 
   “Okay. One success. Well you make it a little way onto the log, but are then halted by a particularly slippery spot. You think you should be able to retrace your steps.”
 
   “I'll continue!” declares the Warrior, casting the knuckle-bones once more. “Cursed bloody things!” he shouts when he sees the result. He picks the knuckle-bones up and throws them down in front of the Sleeper, dragging the Sleeper's knuckle-bones over to him as replacements.
 
   “Getting superstitious, are we?” asks the Jester in a cheery tone.
 
   The AllFather looks pained. “You're wobbling very badly and need to regain your balance. You need one success.”
 
   “Fine!” snaps the Warrior. The knuckle-bones bounce angrily across the table, but when they rest it is clear from his frown and the Jester's grin that the result is not what was required.
 
   “So I suppose I'm in the river now, am I?” shouts the Warrior.
 
   “No,” replies the AllFather, “you've slipped off the log but one success will mean that you've managed to grab hold of it as you fall past.”
 
   The Warrior scoops up the knuckle-bones and again throws them across the table.
 
   The Jester leans in to count the result. “Now you're in the river!” he declares.
 
   Still clutching his halfling-hood, Hill reached the end of the path just in time to see Draag first wobble one way, then the other, slip, make a desperate attempt to catch the log as he fell past it, miss, and finally plunge into the river, the splash of his entry nearly swallowed by the raging torrent's foamy spray.
 
   He rose, sank, rose again – right hand still defiantly clutching his night-black sword – and then sank a final time.
 
   Shovel trotted up and looked at his master.
 
   Hill stared at the foaming waters for a moment, shrugged, and then whistled at the dog. “Come on boy, let's get back.”
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
   Today was a day of tragedy and grief, a day to wail at the winds that rode the mountains and a day to rage at death.
 
   For all the years that Pannon had lived and for many years before, his great-uncle Eridu had sat at the Gate. Others had ridiculed, laughed, jeered, and even ostracised him, but not Pannon. He knew not what it was his great-uncle was doing, nor why, but he knew it was being done both well and worthily. At the start of every day of Pannon's life, his great-uncle had left the village and ascended to the Gate, returning only when the sun dipped below the horizon.
 
   Until today. This morning Eridu had left, cheerful as always, and hale, too, though showing perhaps the age that weighed upon him. But as night fell he did not return. It was Eridu's niece Rheanan, Pannon's mother, who’d noticed the absence of a light at his window and who, checking, had found his home empty and his coat still gone. It was she who’d dispatched Pannon on the search. And it was the search that had taken Pannon to the Gate, where he'd found his great-uncle's body, fallen such that his face was tilted to the Gate he'd guarded, lifeless eyes set as though they were looking beyond its metal surface to the Far Lands that were said to lay beyond.
 
   Now Pannon returned, picking his way down the bank of the river that sprouted from the ground before the Wall, his great-uncle's body cradled in his arms. The path was dark and treacherous, and so alertness was forced upon him where a dazed grief would better sit. Then a movement in the river caught his eye: a thrashing, perhaps a struggle even. He carefully laid the body of his great-uncle upon the ground and approached the water's edge.
 
   Some half hour had now passed since the incident with the monkey, an incident from which Hill had returned and Draag had not. Back at the camp, life continued.
 
   It was the eyes that Yann first noticed, observing him through a gap in the surrounding foliage. They were brown, a deep brown, with large, focussed pupils. They spoke of thought. They spoke of intelligence. They moved, and searched, weaving a pattern that could only indicate a desire for understanding , or possibly – as even Yann would later be forced to admit – a search for things worth taking.
 
   He moved slowly across to the reading Tallenna, ignoring Hill, who, having now reached the tricky central pole stage of tent erection, was somewhere in the interior of a pile of softly cursing canvas.
 
   Tallenna looked up at his approach, saw his indicative glance, looked in that direction, and nodded. “Hey, little monkey,” she whispered, stepping forward in a crouch as she did so.
 
   Several milliseconds later two angry heads popped up out of the pile of canvas. “Did someone mention a monkey?” asked the one which wasn't a dog.
 
   Tallenna shushed him with a wave of a hand, and continued across the clearing. “Don't be scared. We won't hurt you. We just want to talk.”
 
   “Look, damn it all! I just want to know if I'm dead or not!”
 
   The AllFather fixes a firm expression on his face. “This isn't your scene. When it is your scene, I'll tell you if you're alive or not.”
 
   “I just want to know if I should start creating another mortal or not!” protests the Warrior. “There's no point me sitting here twiddling my thumbs while these fools attempt to parley with the non-sentients, when I could be getting ready.”
 
   The AllFather sighs a quiet inward sigh. He remembers something Mr Six Days once boasted about that involved a cat, an experiment, and some terribly clever aspect of his realm. He considers making a joke about it, but stops himself when he realises that not only will those at the table not understand it, on reflection, neither will he.
 
   “No. You don't need to start creating a new mortal,” he tells the Warrior.
 
   “Fine. That's all I wanted to know.” 
 
   Fifteen minutes of initial first species contact had so far established three things: the monkey liked the honey dried banana chips Hill had found whilst rifling through Draag's backpack, it was cute, and Hill wanted to keep it.
 
   “You can't,” said Yann.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It's wrong. This is a living being.” Yann looked at the monkey. The monkey, caught mid-chip, looked back. “It has rights.”
 
   Tallenna glanced up from her spellbook, which she'd been studying in a futile attempt to block out the argument. “Does it matter?”
 
   “It's the principle!”
 
   “Fine. You keep the principle. Hill can keep the monkey.”
 
   “Look! Am I ever going to get a turn, or are we just going to sit here while he plays with his monkey!”
 
   Breath came hard for Draag; an unpleasant reminder of a human weakness he despised. When pulled from the river he'd been near death, and for several minutes he'd lain helpless on the bank, coughing water and struggling for air.
 
   The burning sensation in his lungs told him that he should have given himself more minutes to recover. But his helplessness had angered him, and so he'd staggered to his feet to kill his rescuer, and then set off up the hill, leaving the bodies of two weaker men (the older of whom looked strangely familiar) behind him.
 
   “A principle's a principle,” Yann insisted. “It cannot be bargained, nor compromised. It exists only if it exists, and must be, or it shall cease to be.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   Silence descended over the camp for just long enough to allow conversation to simultaneously resume from five different sources.
 
   “Look–”
 
   “Leave–”
 
   “How–”
 
   “Woof–”
 
   “Eek–”
 
   All Draag cared for was the Gate, for all that mattered was the powers and riches over which it stood guard. He'd passed the gate once; he'd pass it again.
 
   The mountain way was steep, and the darkness treacherous. But anger and desire drove him through a fatigue that would have stopped lesser men. An hour passed. And then an hour more. But finally the mountain slopes yielded and he stood once more before the mighty gate.
 
   And hammered enraged fists on its locked and unyielding surface. 
 
   “Leave–”
 
   “Can you please all stop talking at once!” The AllFather looks around, confirming that all at the table are silent. “Thank you.” He shuffles the slate tablets he holds before him, and attempts to compose himself. “Lord Warrior. The gate is unyielding. You can find no way through. What do you want to do?”
 
   “I'll wait,” the Warrior announces.
 
   “What for?” asks the Jester.
 
   “For you idiots to open the door from the inside!” says the Warrior.
 
   “But why would we do that?” asks the Dealer. “We don't know it needs opening. We think you're dead.”
 
   The Sleeper leans forward. “No, he's still alive. The river took him under the wall and then the Gatekeeper's nephew pulled him out.”
 
   The Lady lays a hand on the Sleeper's arm. “That's not what Lord Dealer means. He is pointing out that our mortals do not know that Draag has survived, nor that he waits at the Gate, and so have no reason to return to the Gate to open it.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” says the Sleeper, nodding in a manner whose hesitancy clearly indicates that he does not.
 
   The Warrior shoots an angry glare at the Dealer. “This is about the Gatekeeper, isn't it? You were angry that I killed him, and now you're trying to manipulate your way to a situation where I am disadvantaged as a result!”
 
   “There is no manipulation required, Lord Warrior. You did kill him, and now you are disadvantaged as a result.”
 
   There is an angry stare-off that is finally broken by the Jester. “Can we get back to the monkey situation?”
 
   Many years ago, Yann's shaman-father had inducted him into the mysteries of the inner voice. It was, he’d told the young Yann, that part of the soul that lives through its many incarnations. It was that part of the soul that holds the accumulated wisdom gained over many lives. 
 
   An inner voice spoke to him now, but it was not his, for while his inner voice was calm and soothing, the voice that spoke now was urgent and jarring. It sought not to suggest but to demand, and not to aid but to exploit.
 
   Yann wanted to stay. Wanted to rest until morning, then resume their trek down the valley. But the voice would not let him. It nagged, pleaded, demanded, and whined.
 
   Finally, he stood.
 
   “We need to go back to the Gate.”
 
   Another silence settles upon the table, broken only by the soft whooshing of sand though the hourglass that stands at the side of the room, and the rhythmic licking that emanates from beneath the table.
 
   The AllFather takes a few moments to stroke the Dog before returning his attention to those sitting before him. “So what would you have your mortals do?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Would it help if I gave you the description again?”
 
   The Lady gives him a resigned smile. “It has been a little while.”
 
   “Fine.” He clears his throat, and begins to read from his notes. “You have been reunited at the Gate, after Yann… intuitively realised that you needed to return there.”
 
   The AllFather attempts to catch the Dealer's eye, but the Dealer is still staring hard at the stretch of table he's been staring at since the argument ended in his defeat.
 
   “You now stand once again before the fabled Far Lands, a realm of such enchanted beauty that your senses are momentarily overwhelmed. A path leads down the slope for several hundred feet before branching, one path descending into the forests, and one climbing along the side of the ridge.”
 
   He looks up. “Well? Which way do you want to go?”
 
    “Which way do we need to go?” asks the Jester.
 
   “Look! We've had this argument once in this session already. If I set you an intellectual challenge, then the challenge is for you to solve it. It's up to you to discover the path to your destination.”
 
   “So it's a destination then?”
 
   “Well, yes,” the AllFather answers uneasily. “But I'm not playing a game of questions here. Stop fishing.”
 
   “Who's fishing?”
 
   “You are.”
 
   “What, in asking if our destination's a destination? What possible information did I get by asking that?”
 
   “None.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   Sand falls. The Jester examines his nails, leaving the Dealer and the Warrior to their sulky glares, the Lady to her thoughts, and the Sleeper to his daydreaming.
 
   The sand continues to fall.
 
   “Just pick a way!”
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
   For as long as men had stood before the Wall, which was as long as men could remember, they had spoken of what might lie beyond.
 
   They had talked about the Far Lands, but that was a merely a name and not a description, for the truth was that talk as they might, and speculate as they did, the Wall was a barrier beyond which none could see.
 
   This complete absence of knowledge was something that was becoming very apparent to Tallenna as she studied her almanac, a magical tome whose speck-small etchings claimed to contain the sum of all human knowledge. There was indeed much there about the Far Lands. But most of that was myth and legend – and most of what wasn't myth and legend concerned the Prophecy that had led them to the Gate. And, as she already knew, the Prophecy was remarkably short of detail as to precisely why they should go to the Gate.
 
   She heard a shout from Yann, and looked up. It appeared they were moving again. She sighed, and closed the book.
 
   The people of Yann's Northlands home measured time according to the progress of the Sun, with each day progressing from Sun-Here through Sun-There before ending at Sun-Gone. But when travelling with his current comrades, however, he'd learned to judge the day's progress according to a different scale: from optimism through bickering to the inevitable screaming row.
 
   This day had started early with the night-time walk from the forest clearing to the Gate, and having started early the day worked hard to keep ahead of schedule – with the first verbal snapping starting over the breakfast of pan fried beans, and the first full-scale row breaking out a little after Hill's mid-morning snack-break.
 
   The group followed a flexible rota when it came to rows. Sometimes the row would be between Draag and Yann. Sometimes it would be between Draag and Tallenna. Many times it would be between Draag and Hill. On some rare occasions it would be a team event, with a combination of Yann, Hill and Tallenna duelling it out with Draag. But on this occasion – at around what Yann judged as Sun-Nearly-There, but which Tallenna had just announced was two minutes past eleven – it was Draag and Hill who’d assumed the set roles of arguers.
 
   “Look, it's obviously this way. If you can't see that, it's because you're either too short to see it or too stupid to understand what you're looking at, or both.”
 
   “Bollocks!”
 
   Draag looked pointedly to the right, his horse, Skull, blowing air from its non-existent lungs through its non-existent nostrils and pawing the ground with its front skeletal leg. This display was totally lost on Hill, for the very good reason that he was currently looking just as determinedly left, his mount, Shovel, excitedly scratching at the ground with an animated rear leg.
 
   Tallenna chose that moment to gesture forward, midway between where the two protagonists were choosing to orient themselves, and point out something they appeared somehow to have missed. “Isn't that a house over there?”
 
   The house was a small house, not particularly distinguished in appearance, and nestled discreetly into a forest clearing in a manner that could be interpreted as being either in harmony with nature or being the result of a hasty last-minute insertion into reality. Certainly, it did not evoke images of the legendary Far Lands, being as it was of simple timber construction with a homely tiled roof.
 
   “Looks like a dump,” declared Draag.
 
   “Total,” added Hill, in a rare piece of agreement. He fed a small piece of honey dried banana chip to the monkey, ignoring the suspicious look that Draag shot him. “But then again, where there's houses there's usually people, and where there's people, there's people you can ask things.”
 
   Tallenna smiled at him. “I would have thought you'd have said that where there are people, there are possessions you can steal?”
 
   “You just do the talking, love, and let me worry about what needs stealing. Anyway, are we going to head on down and have a chat or just sit here watching it for the rest of the day to see if it moves?”
 
   Around forty minutes of detailed strategy discussion and five minutes of action later, Hill combat-rolled onto the house's veranda and found himself face to face with a kindly old man.
 
   “Would you like some tea?” the old man asked.
 
   The old man sat them down at a polished wooden table, upon which sat delicate saucers cradling elegant cups, and poured strong dark tea from a bone china teapot. 
 
   “I have been here many years,” said the old man when he'd finished pouring, “But I have known only few. You are the first to come here for several years.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah whatever,” muttered Draag. “All aboard the clue-coach and off we go.”
 
   “Who else has come here to speak to you?” asked Tallenna.
 
   The old man held up a hand. “I must warn you, here, now. I am he who answers. That is my role in life. But answer all questions I cannot. Three questions only can I answer, three questions for all five of you, three questions for all of your lives. So it is decreed. Think both wisely and carefully, for however many questions you may ask me, I shall answer only the first three.”
 
   “Why?” asked Stone.
 
   “Because it is decreed. You now have two questions left.”
 
   “That was a bit mean, wasn't it?” says the Jester.
 
   “Yes it was,” replied the old man. “And you now have only one question left.”
 
   A controlled uproar breaks out at the table as four gods attempt to make their displeasure felt in sentences and statements that, while passionate, cannot under any circumstances be interpreted as a question.
 
   “That wasn't a question!” shouts the Jester.
 
   “Yes it was,” replies the AllFather.
 
   “But it wasn't a question to him,” shouts the Warrior. “It was a question to you!”
 
   “Exactly!” shouts the Dealer.
 
   “I think they've got a point,” says the Lady.
 
   “So how many questions have we got left?” asks the Sleeper.
 
   “None,” replied the old man. “Thank you very much. I hope you enjoyed the tea.”
 
   “And what exactly was the point of that farce?” asks the Warrior.
 
   “He’s asking you, by the way,” the Jester tells the AllFather sarcastically. “And not the old man. Just in case you were confused.”
 
   “There was no point,” the AllFather replies. “There was an opportunity you could have used. You chose not to.” He reaches down to give the Dog a couple of pats and gets a few licks of the hand in return. “Which was somewhat ironic given that you spent a considerable amount of time deciding just how to knock on the front door.”
 
   “There could have been anything in there!” shouts the Warrior. “How were we supposed to know that it was just an old man?”
 
   The Dealer interrupts him with a sarcastically waved hand. “You don't think that a combat approach with dual flanking movements and arranged arcs of covering fire was a bit more than was necessary?”
 
   “As I was saying, there could have been any level of threat in there.”
 
   “There still might be,” the Jester points out. “I think the old man might want us to leave.”
 
   “As I said, thank you, and I hope you enjoyed the tea!” The old man reached forward, grasped the saucer whose opposite edge Draag was grasping, and tugged. The cup clattered around the saucer, the tea inside it slopping this way and that, and then over the cup’s side.
 
   “Oi!” shouted Draag. “I haven't bloody finished yet!” He ripped the cup and saucer out of the old man's grasp. “In fact, I haven't actually bloody started yet.”
 
   He went to take a sip – more out of sheer bloody-mindedness than any real desire for refreshment – then paused, realising that it might contain more than tea. “Is it any good?” he asked Hill, who was sitting opposite him.
 
   “Dunno,” Hill replied. The halfling took a deep slurp, gurgled the liquid around his mouth, swallowed, and then entirely failed to convulse, choke or die. Finally, he stopped lip-smacking and ventured a verdict. “Not bad.”
 
   “Good,” said Draag, now taking a sip, pointedly ignoring the old man who stood at the head of the table, glowering at him. “I could do with some refreshment. It's been a long day.”
 
   “I would be grateful if you would leave my house,” the old man shouted to no one in particular, which turned out to be quite appropriate, because it turned out that no one was listening. (Strictly speaking, they might have been listening, but if they were, they didn't appear to have any interest in actually obeying).
 
   “Now, look,” said Tallenna, in a friendly tone. “Mister? I'm sorry, I don't know your name?”
 
   The old man sniffed. “I am he who answers. I have no need of a name.”
 
   “If you are he who answers,” said Hill, “then not being able to answer the question 'what is your name?' isn't a terribly good start.”
 
   “You asked me your questions, and I answered them. Now I am asking you something!”
 
   “And what's that?” asked Stone.
 
   “I'm asking you to get out of my bloody house,” screamed the old man.
 
   “Oh, okay,” said Stone, standing up, and turning for the door. “Sorry.”
 
   “Where the hell are you going?” shouted Draag.
 
   “He wants us to leave,” replied Stone, confused.
 
   “Yes, but we're not leaving, are we? Not until he actually answers some proper questions.”
 
   “Oh. Okay. So I'll just sit back down, shall I?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The old man drew himself up. “I shall give you one final warning. Get. Out. Of. My. House.”
 
   Draag took a slow sip of tea. “No.”
 
   “You have spurned my warnings and now you shall face the consequences!” screamed the old man.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” said Hill. He attempted to replicate Draag's nonchalant sip but was unable to do so due to the near instantaneous exploding of his tea cup and the resultant shower of tea that splattered across the faces of all those sitting at the table.
 
   Draag moved like lightning. Talking was talking, but this was combat, and combat was what he lived for. He launched himself upward, kicking the chair away as he did so, and unsheathing DeathSinger from its lead-encased sheath.
 
   The frail old man was gone now; in his place stood a screaming force of nature whose long white hair reached out in grasping tentacles and whose long bony fingers sprayed purple fire across the cluttered room. Dog-like devils erupted from the walls and launched themselves at the intruders.
 
   Draag ducked beneath a jet of purple fire, parried the biting jaws of one devil wolf and then thrust DeathSinger straight through the heart of another.
 
   Across from him he could see Hill dancing, dagger in front of him, Yann weaving, the quarterstaff in his hands whirling faster than the eye could see, and Tallenna crouched against the far wall, hands shaping magic, lips speaking the ancient words that would send it on its way.
 
   “Cover me!” Draag screamed to a room too small and fragile to contain the chaos exploding within it, launching himself at the thing that stood where the old man had once been. Fire bathed across him, burning, stinging, but then repulsed by a soothing field of magic that spread around him, clear but sparkling, repulsing the flame.
 
   Then he was through and upon the thing, cutting, tearing, a savage swing followed by a brutal stab. Time slowed, halted even. Consciousness shrunk to a pinprick. DeathSinger was all; swinging, parrying, slashing. Magic swirled around him – the thing's attempts at defence, and Tallenna and Yann's counters – tearing the fabric of the cottage to pieces. But it was nothing to Draag. All that mattered was the attack.
 
   Finally, he felt a hand on his shoulder.
 
   Yann.
 
   “He's down. He's out. Leave it.”
 
   Where once a house had stood, a house stood no more. Before Draag, surrounded by burned and broken bricks, was the crumpled figure of the old man. And just beyond, the standing figures of Tallenna, Yann, and Hill, and the still-sitting figure of Stone, who sat in his chair holding a cup and saucer and looking for all the world like a man trying to work out why he was no longer sitting at a table in a room when he had not at any point moved.
 
   Tallenna bent down and examined the old man. “He's alive, but barely.” She looked up at Yann. “If I cast a bind upon him, can you heal him?”
 
   He nodded and added his nature-powered magic to the scholarly words of power she spoke. The old man's eyes flickered open. “What is it you want of me?”
 
   Draag crouched down in front of him. “We want you to answer some more questions.”
 
   The AllFather sighs. “This isn't a situation where violence will achieve your aims. The Answerer is tasked with answering three questions only.”
 
   “So he's got a name now, has he?” asks the Jester.
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “He's got a name?”
 
   “Yes. He's called the Answerer.”
 
   “But he said he didn't have a name!”
 
   “Look. It's what I call him. It's not what he calls himself.”
 
   “Well, we know that. Or he'd have said that it was his name.”
 
   “Good. I'm glad we’re all in agreement.”
 
   The Warrior taps his fingers upon the table's marble surface. “What would have happened if we had arrived in two groups?”
 
   The AllFather frowns. “Well, you'd have arrived in two groups. I'm not quite sure I understand what you are saying.”
 
   “Would we have had three questions per group?”
 
   “Well, yes, I suppose that is what would have happened. But you didn't arrive in two groups, did you?”
 
   The Warrior sits back in his chair and looks around at his fellow gods, indicating with a wave that any of them should feel free to join in.
 
   It is the Lady who takes up his offer. “That does seem a bit arbitrary.”
 
   “I have to agree,” adds the Dealer. “After all, what's his motivation? You’re saying that he will defend to the death the principle that he will give us only three answers – and yet if Tallenna and Yann had continued watching from the flanking cover for five more minutes before entering the house he would have given them three further questions.”
 
   “Well, not if they'd turned up five minutes later!”
 
   “How long then?” demands the Warrior. “Ten minutes? An hour? A day? What's the reset period?”
 
   “Reset period? Look, you turned up in one group, so three questions is all you get, and that's that.”
 
   The Dealer breaks the resulting silence. “And I'm also troubled by the way that he tricked us into wasting our questions. It seems malevolent, cruel even.”
 
   “It's what he does. It's his role in the world.”
 
   “Seems a strange role,” the Jester remarks. “So, what's the odds of three more questions?”
 
   The old man looked around the wreckage that had once been his home, and at the four, no five, mysterious adventurers who had transformed it so.
 
   “I tested you earlier, and you proved worthy. Now I shall answer three actual questions. But choose wisely, for I will answer three questions only. Please ask me your first question.”
 
   Hill held up a hand. “Give us a moment.”
 
   “Of course.” The old man sat down on the one surviving chair, and watched from afar as the five adventurers gathered some way off in a huddle from which only the occasional urgent whisper emerged.
 
   Finally, they approached him, and the female sorceress, whose magic had bound him, spoke. “What is it that we should do, now we have come to these lands beyond the Wall?”
 
   The old man considered the question for a moment. “That is not a question, but a request for advice. If you wish me to answer then you must make it more specific.”
 
   He watched as they retreated once more to their huddle, returning several minutes later. This time, it was the barbarian shaman who spoke. “Someone once built the Wall and the Gate and tasked the Gatekeepers with allowing only those who solved the riddle to pass through to these lands. Why did they do this?”
 
   The old man nodded a satisfied nod. “That is a well-asked question, and one worthy of my answer. The Wall and the Gate were built to select a group of skilled and resourceful adventurers.”
 
   That answer elicited a round of satisfied, and proud, nods and glances – which then quickly morphed into puzzled frowns as further questions presumably appeared in the minds that controlled those faces. Tight-lipped, they gave him brief nods of thanks before retreating to their huddle.
 
   Several more minutes elapsed, broken only by the arrival of one resourceful and/or cheeky squirrel who, having darted in from a nearby tree, began, after a few nervous glances, to root through the wreckage in search of food. Snatches of conversation drifted across the clearing to the old man. Words like “Why” and “Who” blended in with “Wall” and “Gate”. Finally, the party of adventurers returned once more. This time it was the black-clad knight who spoke. “Why did the people who built the Wall and the Gate need or want to select a group of skilled and resourceful adventurers?”
 
   The old man leaned forward in his chair and paused, not because he didn't know the answer, for he did, but because an answer such as this deserved its moment in history. “The group is required in order to perform a mission that will save the entire world, a mission that only a team rich in skill and resourcefulness could accomplish.”
 
   The group nodded at that, and turned to retreat once more. But then the black-clad knight paused, and turned back. “Will those who successfully perform this mission receive fame and fortune as a result?”
 
   The old man replied without hesitation. “Undoubtedly.”
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
   The arguments of the morning continued through the afternoon, and each time they flared Draag repeated the same, specific point. “There is no point finding out how to do the mission until we know if the mission is worth doing!”
 
   Yann would then ask if saving the entire world was not reason enough, Hill would crack one of three jokes that he'd thought up during the first round of arguments, and Tallenna would attempt to guide the conversation back onto the subject of just what to do next.
 
   “Well that's easy!” declared Draag, on the fourteenth argument cycle. “We simply find the people who built the Wall and ask them what it is they want us to do!”
 
   “We are not talking about something built in my mother's time, or my mother's mother's time, or even my mother's mother's mother's time,” Yann pointed out patiently. “The Wall was built when men were still newborns upon the surface of the world. It is old beyond imagining, a thing from before recorded time.”
 
   “Either they are still here, in which case we will find them. Or they are not, in which case we won't. Nothing the old man could have told us would have in any way changed that fact.”
 
   “No,” said Hill. “We'd just have known where to look.”
 
   “The people who built the Wall will be known to someone. They will either be the rulers of this land or known to those rulers. So our first task must be to find those rulers.”
 
   “How do we do that, then?” asked Hill.
 
   “We find some of their subjects and ask them who rules them.”
 
   “Isn't that the first task then?”
 
   Three days and two nights later, the party emerged from the forest and met for the first time an inhabitant of the Far Lands, semi-sentient monkeys and implausible seers excepted.
 
   Hill, who as usual was leading the way, reined Shovel in. A man leaned against a tree's trunk at the forest's edge, skilfully stripping the bark from a length of yew. He stood taller than both Yann and Draag and moved with an agile grace. Silver-blond hair fell from his head to his shoulders, framing a face whose beauty was almost shocking. His clothes were woven of fine and many coloured thread and were so beautifully made that they moved with his body as though they were a second skin. The most striking feature, though, was the pair of sharply pointed ears that poked through his flowing locks.
 
   The man looked down at Hill, smiled, and resumed his task, apparently unconcerned. Hill looked over his shoulder at his companions, and whispered, “Looks like we've got an elf.”
 
   “It's not an elf!” the AllFather insists.
 
   “Well, it looks like an elf.”
 
   “It might look like an elf, but it isn't an elf. There are no elves. Has your mortal ever met an elf?”
 
   “Not until now, no.”
 
   “He hasn't met one now. That's not an elf!”
 
   “Well, what is it then?”
 
   The AllFather sighs and tries to avoid contemplating the point of it all. “You don't know what he is, because you haven't asked him.”
 
   Hill motioned to the others to stay back within the forest, and then rode slowly forward, stopping some way short of the bark-stripping man.
 
   “Hail, fellow! How goes you?”
 
   The man stopped stripping and looked across at Hill. “I am well, small stranger.”
 
   He turned his attention back to the length of yew, carefully placing his knife to lift another strip of bark.
 
   “What are you?” barked Hill, trying not to let the remark about his stature get to him.
 
   “What do you mean, what am I?”
 
   Hill indicated himself. “I am a halfling.” He pointed at Shovel. “This is a dog.” He pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “My companions behind me are men. What are you?”
 
   The man paused for a moment, and then laughed. “That is a strange question to ask, little fellow, but one I now understand. Why it matters I do not know, but since it apparently does, I can tell you what I am. I am a Weshen, and my people are the Wesh.”
 
   “Okay,” said Hill. “Thanks.”
 
   He wheeled Shovel round and rode back to where the others were waiting. “The elf says he's a Weshen and that his people are the Wesh.”
 
   “I say we kidnap him, take him back into the forest, and question him!”
 
   The Dealer shoots a despairing glance at the Warrior. “In the name of all, why?”
 
   “Why not?” the Warrior replies. “He is on his own, against the five of us, and possesses no weapons save a small wood-cutting knife. He stands defenceless before us and yet we waste time debating.”
 
   The AllFather clears his throat. “The Weshen appears to have noticed your urgent debating. He has put down his knife and is looking towards you with a quizzical expression on his face.”
 
   The Dealer cuts in before the Warrior has a chance to speak. “I will walk over to him and place my staff before him, on the ground. I am Yann, I will tell him, from the lands beyond the Wall. Please, let me speak with you and your people and learn the wisdom of this land.”
 
   The Warrior curses under his breath, and then speaks. “You go off like a lamb to the stew pot if you want, but I'm staying here. And don't expect me to come riding in to rescue you when it turns out they're flesh-eaters.”
 
   The village was like nothing Hill had ever seen. A cluster of jewelled marble buildings sat on a gentle slope that led down through a flower-speckled meadow to a reed-flanked river beyond. Impossibly beautiful people glided through the cobbled streets carrying riches that thirty seconds ago had been beyond Hill's dreams.
 
   All his life Hill had been able to smell money, and whoever these elves were, and whatever the hell they called it, money in quantity was what they had. He wriggled his fingers and cracked a few joints.
 
   Time to get to work.
 
   The village was like nothing Yann had ever seen. He'd had been born beneath the open skies and raised upon the endless plains, his hide yurt leaving no blemish on the landscape and no mark upon the world. He'd seen many buildings built by so-called civilised men. Some were great edifices, built by kings to speak to future generations. Others were pitiful hovels, built by paupers to shelter them from the weather they feared and misunderstood.
 
   But to Yann that had always mattered not. He cared only that they scarred the world, tore chunks from its flesh and put hooks into its skin. Of all the constructions the men of cities called buildings, he'd not seen one that was in harmony with the world.
 
   Until now.
 
   The village was like nothing Tallenna had ever seen. She’d grown up in the City, spending her childhood playing tag through its teeming back alleys, her adolescence running goods through its under-street catacombs, and her adulthood studying magic at the Institute's gleaming spires.
 
   The people of the City said that it contained everything that existed in the world: every creed and colour of people, every form of goods or device, every craft and skill, and every type of building ever built. Tallenna had believed so too.
 
   But no longer.
 
   Wenna was the oldest Weshen in the community, perhaps the oldest of the Wesh anywhere. Certainly, he knew of none older, having seen his contemporaries grow frail and renew one by one as the millennia had gone by.
 
   All the Wesh in the village understood what the visitors were; knew that they were four Men, one of whom was female, and one halfling; knew what this meant. But for them this was learned knowledge, facts and tales passed down from age to age.
 
   Only Wenna had previously seen men with his own eyes, for only Wenna was old enough to remember the time before the Wall cut across the Land, when men were young and the lands of the Wesh stretched across the whole of the Land, from coast to coast.
 
   Two of the younger ones had been sent to tell him of the coming of the Men. He had been two months into the one hundred and forty-seventh year of a meditative trance when they'd opened his door, stepped through the inch high dust that covered the floor, and gently shaken him awake.
 
   He knew not their names, for they were barely into their second centuries and bore the awed expressions of ones who knew him only as an old man who slept. But they'd stayed with him as he bathed and dressed and then had led him to the village's central meeting place, where three of the Men – including the woman and the halfling – were waiting.
 
   “This must be their leader,” declares the Warrior, interrupting the AllFather's description. “Be careful. He will be probing for information, so give nothing away until he starts revealing what we want to know.”
 
   The AllFather looks up from his notes. “Your mortal is not there. You know nothing of what is happening.”
 
   “Of course,” replies the Warrior. He smirks, and looks around the table. “Pretend that was never said.”
 
   He settles back in his chair, and waves the AllFather to continue. 
 
   It had taken Draag more than three hours to work his way down the slope to the edge of the village, dragging himself on his elbows all the way. Once there, he waited for several minutes, silently observing, safely shielded by the meadow's long grass.
 
   Whatever the village's defences were, they were hidden well enough to evade his searching. The Wesh were clearly adversaries not to be underestimated.
 
   He would stay where he was.
 
   And watch.
 
   The next three days passed Yann in a blur, an intoxicating mix of sights and sounds and ideas and sensations. The Wesh were a noble people. If he'd had a lifetime to spend with them, he would have, and that would still have been a lifetime too few for all that he wanted to learn from them.
 
   But the mission had to come before that.
 
   “They are being obstructive. It has been three days now and all they have talked of is philosophy. They have refused even to identify their leaders!”
 
   The Dealer took a deep breath. “They have no leaders in the sense we understand it.”
 
   “They must have. Ask the old one again. I think he's stalling.”
 
   “Look! You're not there!” protests the Dealer.
 
   “Actually, where are you?” adds the Jester.
 
   “I am continuing to covertly observe the village.”
 
   “You've been lying in a field for three days?”
 
   “No, he hasn't,” says the AllFather, breaking in. “He went back to the camp in the forest.”
 
   “No, I did not. I never said anything of the sort.”
 
   The AllFather blinks. “You're saying that your mortal has been lying in a field for three days and two nights?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Without moving?”
 
   “He has a paladin's endurance and mental discipline.”
 
   “Without eating?”
 
   “He has emergency trail rations.”
 
   “Without attending to his physical needs?”
 
   “Physical needs? What are you talking about?”
 
   The AllFather coughs. “He will need to relieve himself.”
 
   “You've never worried about that before!” the Warrior shouts. “Not once have you ever asked when my mortal was relieving himself!”
 
   “You've never claimed he was spending three days lying in a field before,” protests the AllFather.
 
   “Fine. Draag will relieve himself where he lays. He cares not for his own personal comfort.”
 
   “There's the other stuff as well,” the Jester adds, laughing.
 
   “He cares not for that either!”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “But you're still not there!” says the Dealer.
 
   The halfling-folk of the County had an expression that Hill had lived his life by: greed should always be a servant and never a master.
 
   So on the first night Hill had merely watched and observed.
 
   On the second night he had planned.
 
   And on the third night he had acquired.
 
   Several times.
 
   Now, on the morning of the fourth day, he lay back in the sumptuous quarters the Wesh had provided for him and mentally counted through the possessions that now lay hidden beneath his bed. The finest of cutlery, crafted from gold and garnished with gems. Balms and spices and iridescent liquids. Intricate devices whose purposes he could only guess at.
 
   It could only be described as riches beyond calculation, although Hill had decided to try anyway and had come up with a figure in excess of fifty thousand gold crowns. This land was nearly perfect, save for one thing. That the beds were too big he could live with.
 
   That the women were too big he could not.
 
   Tallenna had always been a quick learner; it was, after all, her quick mind that had caused the mighty Institute to recruit a rag-clad orphan from the streets and teach her the ways of magic.
 
   In three days and three nights spent at the Wesh village, Tallenna had gained knowledge that might take years to record, were she ever to return to the Institute's library and its thousands of miles of shelves.
 
   But when the Institute had taught her magic they'd taught her duty also, and her duty now was to the mission the Prophecy had led her to. In all that the Wesh had said – and what they'd said was rich and wide-ranging – there had been nothing that gave either insight or clue about the mission.
 
   She and Yann were sat in the village's central debating hall, where they’d spent much of the previous three days. As far as she could tell, the hall served as combination court, temple, school, and meeting place. Stone was sitting beside them. Once more, she tried to elicit information. “Who is in charge of you? Who tells you what to do?”
 
   The old Weshen, Wenna, sighed. “No one tells us what to do.”
 
   “So you can do anything you like? You could kill someone if you wanted to?”
 
   “No Weshen would do such a thing.”
 
   Yann leaned forward. “But there must be times when people disagree on what should be done?”
 
   “There are such times, yes.”
 
   It was at this moment that the doors to the meeting room crashed open, and a highly bedraggled Draag strode in. He let the doors slam shut behind him and struck a pose that would have been noble were it not for the mud, excrement, and dried, broken grass that covered his once gleaming armour.
 
   “I am Draag, paladin of darkness.” He walked over to the female Weshen who stood behind what Tallenna had, over the last three days, deduced to be an altar.
 
   “A pint of your finest ale, fair maiden!” he boomed, slapping a gold crown down upon the altar's marble surface. He leaned forward, and winked a mud-encrusted eyelid at her. “And take one for yourself!”
 
   Hill was in his room when the trouble started. Having spent most of the night exercising a deep-rooted part of his instinctive racial heritage – that being the urge to collect shiny things – Hill had planned on spending most of the following day sleeping.
 
   It was a good plan, and one that Hill was so determined to follow that not even the angry shouts that penetrated his quarters' stone walls were enough to wake him. They were, alas, enough to wake Shovel though, who through a mixture of barking and snout-prodding proceeded to wake his master up.
 
   Hill immediately realised that he’d broken one of the ten cardinal rules of the Thief's Code, number four to be precise. Stay not at the scene of the crime, for that is where you will most likely be caught.
 
   He quickly scooped the night's haul into a couple of sacks and then stuffed the sacks into his saddle bags, discarding any unnecessary and bulky items (spare underwear, toilet rolls, dog rations) as required to allow the booty to fit.
 
   Not much more than forty-five seconds after the first shout, Hill was riding down what passed for the village's main street, having slapped the saddle onto Shovel, shoved the still-sleeping monkey onto the front of it, and jumped on.
 
   Ahead was the large building that stood in the centre of the village and which looked, to Hill's admittedly non-pious eyes, like a church. Hill had stayed clear of the building over the previous days, heeding the lessons contained within rule number seven of the Code. Steal not from churches or temples, for that will make people really, really angry.
 
   Three screaming Weshen men ran into the church through its open doorway, their silken robes flapping around them. A moment later, they ran back out of the doorway; they were still screaming, but now it was because they were on fire. 
 
   Hill pressed in a knee and swerved Shovel into a hard right, away from the church. “Come on, boy,” he cooed. “I really, really think we don't want to be here.”
 
   The sounds of fighting grew distant behind him.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
   Strange and wondrous as the Far Lands were, the sun still rose and the sun still set, and it was just falling below the horizon when Tallenna heard Yann's plains-dog call echoing through the forest. She paused for a moment and spoke a few words, casting a simple cantrip that reached out for the words and drew a glowing thread through the forest that only she could see.
 
   Carefully she followed the thread, stepping cautiously through a landscape still not fully familiar to one urban-bred such as she, despite the years she'd spent on wilderness quests. A few minutes later she emerged into a clearing, finding Yann seated upon a fallen oak trunk, preparing to send forth another hoot.
 
   He greeted her. “It is good to see that you have survived. After I lost sight of you during the chaos I was concerned.”
 
   “I was fine. It seemed prudent to cast a sheath of invisibility and leave.”
 
   “Do you know what happened to Draag? The last I saw of him he was filling the hall with flame. I had to dive through a window to evade one such blast.”
 
   Tallenna smiled a bitter smile. “The last I saw of him, he was outside in the street looking for the girl who'd spurned his offer of congress.”
 
   “I sometimes wonder why we are with him.”
 
   “I also. There are many things in this world that make little sense, and this is one of them.”
 
   Yann looked to be still thinking of a reply when Hill, Shovel, and the monkey crashed out of the undergrowth and skidded to a halt in front of Yann and Tallenna.
 
   “What the hell happened back there?”
 
   Yann and Tallenna answered in unison. “Draag.”
 
   “You hear a noise coming from the forest,” the AllFather tells them. “Someone approaching. A figure appears at the edge of the clearing.”
 
   He nods at the Warrior.
 
   The Warrior puffs out his chest. “You need wait no more. Draag has returned. Let us continue our quest for glory and riches. Let us march!”
 
   “March where?” chorus three voices.
 
   Draag spun round and pointed in what looked suspiciously to Yann like a random direction. “This way!”
 
   Yann called upon his inner voice to grant him calm and serenity. “Why that way?”
 
   Draag advanced menacingly towards him, pomp, stench and fury in equal measures. “Do you have a better idea of which way to go?”
 
   “Well, no!” snapped Yann, still waiting for his inner voice to arrive. “But whose damned fault is that?”
 
   “Three days you spent in that bloody village and what did you find out? Would I be right if I surmised the answer was nothing?”
 
   Yann felt his hand going for his quarterstaff. Where he had sought his inner voice he found only images of gentle people engulfed in flame and touched with death.
 
   A glowing purple wall appeared in front of him, a ghostly Draag barely visible through its opaque surface. Tallenna's voice cut across the clearing. “We have a duty to perform, and fighting among ourselves won't achieve that. No matter how justified.”
 
   Yann took a step back and the force wall disappeared. Tallenna walked over to him, took his arm, and led him away. “We need you, Yann. The worse Draag's actions, the more we need you.” She smiled. “Come on. For what it's worth, I think Draag's direction is as good as any other. Let's march.”
 
   The OverRealm. What passes for later.
 
   The AllFather has no watch to examine to monitor the passing of time, nor time to monitor. As mentioned previously, time has no meaning in this realm and, not surprisingly, watches have no meaning either.
 
   But in the mortal realm that the AllFather has created, time does have a meaning and, that being so, some of the more enterprising of his creations have devised devices that track the passing of that time. The more fashionable among the more enterprising have taken this further: they have attached the devices to their wrists. They claim – to themselves, their friends, and to anyone they can corner at a party – that this is so that they can learn of the current time with only a moment's movement and glance.
 
   This is, of course, a lie. Having been clever enough to construct such intricate devices of clockwork and magic, they are then vain enough to strap them to their wrists in order that all might be witness to their cleverness.
 
   And upon doing so all around them do indeed acknowledge their cleverness; and several months later, when they destroy their intricate device of magic and clockwork with one careless swing of the arm, all around them acknowledge (behind their backs) the stupidity with which cleverness is so often paired.
 
   None of this is relevant except for one detail: right now the AllFather wishes he did have a watch to examine, if only to prove to himself that existence is still existing, something which he is rapidly starting to doubt.
 
   The table is silent, and inspiration appears to be in short supply. “Perhaps we should just recap where we are,” the AllFather suggests. “You were travelling through the forest on the bearing suggested by the Warrior when you heard the sound of hooves from a little way in front of you. This then led onto a debate on what actions should be taken next.”
 
   “Which then devolved into another discussion on the subject of the village,” adds the Lady.
 
   “Yes. Perhaps if we got back onto the subject of the sound of hooves?”
 
   A series of uneasily glances are swapped around the table. Finally, the clearly unhappy Dealer speaks, wearily.
 
   “I still say that we should go and meet whoever or whatever it is.”
 
   The Warrior shrugs. “Fine. It's your funeral, not that I'll be attending it.”
 
   The road ran broad and true through the forest, climbing gently up the slope of the ridge to disappear over the crest, its polished marble surface giving no clue as to its age. Yann halted somewhere near the road's centreline and turned to face the sound of approaching hooves.
 
   Two men came into view, riding on white steeds that were horse-like save for the two white horns each sported. As the men approached he saw that they were Weshens. They wheeled their mounts to a halt a little way from him, and hailed him.
 
   “Greetings, stranger!” called the older-looking of the pair. “We have been searching for you.”
 
   “I'll take out the one on the right with DeathSinger's flamejet,” the Warrior tells the Dealer. “You take out the one on the left.”
 
   Yann slowly waved his hand at the older-looking Weshen and began to speak, getting as far as “Greetings to you–” before Draag's booming shout of “I'll take out the one on the right with DeathSinger's flamejet, you take out the one on the left!” echoed through the forest.
 
   The Warrior leans as far forward as the table's edge will allow him, and shakes his fist at the AllFather. “That was me saying that, not Draag, and you know it!”
 
   The AllFather holds out a hand, trying to calm the situation. “But it was an instruction from Draag to Yann, instructing Yann what he should do. And since Yann is standing in the middle of the road, and Draag's thirty feet away in the forest, you'd have to raise your voice in order that he can hear you.”
 
   “Perhaps he's claiming that Draag is telepathic?” suggests the Jester.
 
   “Well, then I didn't say it!” the Warrior declares.
 
   For a moment the AllFather looks like he might back down. But then he leans forward and jabs a finger back at the Warrior. “You did say it, and I've warned you repeatedly about making attempts to communicate where your mortal is not able to do so.”
 
   The Warrior twists his chair round and sits staring at an anonymous spot on the wall. “Fine.”
 
   Renaar was young for a Weshen, being barely into his fourth century. Unlike the elderly philosopher-priest who he was currently tasked with escorting, he’d not met men before, though he’d heard much about them.
 
   The story-knowledge said that men lived dragonfly lives driven by fury and need. The tales told of war, violence, greed, and ambition. Then had come the news of the happenings at the village, acts of desecration so great that words were not enough to describe them. Acts apparently perpetrated by the men they now sought.
 
   As they’d approached the man who waited for them on the road, Renaar had felt the twitching of instincts he'd not previously known he possessed. It was fear, he'd realised. He'd calmed himself, chanting a quick and silent control mantra, and had focussed on his mission. Escort his mentor Wyan on his own mission to re-establish contact with the men who had come through the Gate. Support Wyan.
 
   Protect him.
 
   And then the shout came echoing out of the forest, a shout that could be interpreted in only one way.
 
   An attack.
 
   He wheeled his duocorn between Wyan and the man on the road and screamed at his mentor to retreat. Wyan hesitated, and for a moment Renaar feared all was lost. But then the man took a step back, turned, and ran, retreating to the forest from whence he had come.
 
   The mission had not yet failed. They must resume their cautious pursuit, keeping pace with the men until the men were ready to talk.
 
   “Are they still following us?” the Warrior demands.
 
   The AllFather nods wearily. “Yes.”
 
   “But we have ridden across rock?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And along streams?”
 
   “Yes. They are still following you.”
 
   Yann wheeled Running Water round and looked back across the valley that they'd spent most of the afternoon transiting. A mile or two away, dust rising from the path betrayed the location of the two Weshens they'd met on the road.
 
   For more than two days now, they had been attempting to outrun the Weshens. And for every minute of those two days the Weshens had pursued them, following their trail with the same inexorable inevitability with which summer followed spring.
 
   “Perhaps we should just wait for them and find out what it is they want?” he suggested, but the others had already ridden further along the trail and he realised he was speaking to no one. He wheeled Running Water back round and continued onward.
 
   The men had doubled this way and that, but always Wyan had known which trail to take.
 
   Renaar could see them now, four dots working their way up the slopes of a narrow valley. He urged his duocorn onward, but then felt a hand on his arm. Wyan.
 
   “No. We need to speak to them, but it has become clear that chasing them will not achieve this. We must leave them to their own path and trust that when they are ready to speak to us, it is they who will seek us out.”
 
   The old Weshen wheeled his duocorn around and set off back the way they'd come. Renaar took one final look at the four dots climbing away from him, and then turned to follow his mentor.
 
   Tallenna finished memorising her spells for the day and carefully shut her spellbook, making sure to firmly fasten its leather clasp. She looked around at the bustle of the camp coming alive. After three days of being pursued by the Weshens it had been a relief to finally evade them, and settle down for a proper night's rest.
 
   In the centre of clearing, beside the still-hot embers of the fire, Hill squatted, poking a fork at the bacon that lay frying in a tiny pan that balanced on two logs flanking the fire. Beside him, Shovel and the monkey lurked, eager to be fed. To one side of them was the stretching figure of Yann, slowly progressing through the rhythmic movements his people used to stay supple through a lifetime lived on the plains.
 
   On the other side of the fire, Draag knelt beside his disassembled armour, furiously scrubbing with a small cloth, muttered swear words emerging at random moments.
 
   Something clicked in Tallenna's mind. “Where's Stone?”
 
   The Sleeper looks across the table at the Dealer. “Wasn't I following you?” he asks.
 
   The Lady breaks in quickly. “Yann was alone when Tallenna reached the clearing.”
 
   “Oh.” The Sleeper looks downcast for a moment. “But I'd said I was following you. That was why I was in that meeting place with you when you were talking to the old elf guy!”
 
   The AllFather gets as far as “He's not a–” before giving up.
 
   The Sleeper looks around the table and then turns his hurt gaze upon the AllFather. “I said I was following Yann. I did.”
 
   Yann pointed past Tallenna to where Stone sat on a fallen log at the side of the clearing. “He's over there. He followed me out of the Wesh village.”
 
   The Dealer taps angry fingers on the table. “This is not right. The realm below is not a thing for us to idly play with, to twist this way and that as though it were a leaf in the wind. Stone cannot simply blink in and out of reality like a ghost in the machine. There must be a better way.”
 
   “I haven't seen him since escaping from the Village,” Yann told Tallenna.
 
   “And that does work, does it?” the Jester asks mockingly. “Yann, Tallenna, Hill, and Draag meet up after escaping the village and then set off, without waiting for Stone, and without even deciding not to wait for him? And they then ride for three days without him, not ever mentioning him, not discussing whether to go back for him, not even apparently realising that he isn't there?”
 
   “Look,” says the AllFather. “Let's just agree for the moment that you can't see him right now.”
 
   “He may well be here,” Yann told Tallenna. “But I do not appear to be able to see him at this moment.”
 
   “And that's better, is it?” asks the Jester.
 
   “I'm over here!” shouted Stone from the far side of the clearing.
 
   “Look, that doesn't work either. Just shut up!”
 
   “Ignore me!” shouted Stone. “I'm not here. Sorry.”
 
   A familiar silence once more descends upon the table.
 
   Finally the AllFather breaks the silence. “Maybe your mortals all knew that Stone wasn't with them, but had all individually come to a decision that it was too dangerous to go back for him and assumed that everyone else felt the same.”
 
   The Lady nods for a moment. “You mean like an unspoken agreement on a subject too taboo to discuss?”
 
   The AllFather nods enthusiastically. “Exactly!”
 
   “You need wait no more. Draag has returned. Let us continue our quest for glory and riches. Let us march!”
 
   Tallenna looked first at Hill, and then at Yann, and saw the same guilty, complicit look upon their faces that she knew lay on hers. Maybe Stone had escaped the hell-hole that the village had become, and maybe he had not. But either way, to return now to search for him would risk the capture of them all. She turned to Draag. “Which way?”
 
   The paladin of darkness looked at her for a moment, perhaps seeing in her eyes the harsh decision she'd had to take, but said nothing save a brief nod of understanding and compliance. Then he turned and pointed into the forest.
 
   “This way!”
 
   Tallenna did not know why he had chosen that direction, and suspected that he didn't either. But grief and debate make poor companions; acceptance came easier now. She took a step towards her horse, placed her foot in the stirrup, and pushed–
 
   “No!”
 
   The voice was Yann's. Harsh. Angry.
 
   The Dealer bangs a fist on the table. “Stone rides as part of Yann's clan and Yann as part of Stone's. Yann is bound to him by oath, brotherhood, and the honour of his people. He would not have left him.”
 
   The Jester leans forward. “Would it help if we'd held some kind of memorial?”
 
   “What did you have in mind?” asks the Lady.
 
   “Yann is right!” said a solemn Hill. “We cannot simply leave like this. If Stone is indeed lost to us, then we must remember him appropriately.”
 
   Yann thought for a moment, and then nodded. “I know not of the customs of Stone's people when remembering fallen colleagues. What know you?”
 
   “Search me!” exclaims the Jester. He looks over at the Sleeper. “What customs do Stone's people have for this sort of thing?”
 
   “Customs?” says the Sleeper, confused. “People?”
 
   “Where does Stone come from?” the Lady asks.
 
   “The Known Lands. That's where they all come from, isn't it? Was I supposed to pick a specific area?”
 
   The halfling shrugged, sadly. “I know not of his people's customs either. Perhaps I could lead us through the ceremony of remembrance that my people use to remember the fallen and the lost?”
 
   Yann stepped towards the halfling and knelt down to look him in the eye. “Though you are small in stature you are mighty in spirit. I, Yann, son of Yonna, who was daughter of Yakka, of the clan Grell and the Northern Plains, am pleased to call you a brother. Please, continue, and lead us in your people's ways.”
 
   The halfling said nothing, but instead went to his saddlebags, extracting four small tin cups, and a bottle containing an amber coloured fluid. He poured a small quantity of the fluid into each cup, handing one to each of his three colleagues and keeping one for himself. “The fire of this drink represents the fire of the life of the one we are remembering. We now stand facing each other, and raise our cups.”
 
   Hill stood before Yann, with Tallenna to his left, and Draag to his right.
 
   “To Stone!” he called, holding his cup in front of him.
 
   “To Stone!” the others echoed.
 
   Hill threw the cup of liquid down his throat. It burned agreeably, as it should have done; he had, after all, liberated it from the lowest sections of the Wesh village's wine cellars.
 
   He looked slowly around each of his three colleagues, and nodded.
 
   “Okay. Let's go!”
 
   “You call that a memorial?” the Dealer asks.
 
   The Jester shrugs. “Works for me.”
 
   A voice breaks in from across the table. It is the Sleeper. “Aren't memorials something you do for dead people?”
 
   No one answers him.
 
   “I can't be dead,” he says, looking at the AllFather. “You'd have said if I was dead! You didn't, did you?”
 
   “No, I didn't,” the AllFather tells him. “You're not dead.” He looks at each of the other Gods in turn. “You didn't have a memorial service at the time, so you can't go back and say you had one now. I've already said that we're having no more time wind-backs. Doing so makes a mockery of the entire mortal realm. From now on, what happens, happens, and you'll just have to deal with the consequences.”
 
   He pauses for a moment, then holds up his hands. “Why, if we were going to wind time back to when you met up in the clearing, then we might as well wind it back another hour or so to before Draag entered the village and before you lost Stone, and thus get rid of this entire problem!”
 
   “I find that acceptable!” proclaims the Warrior.
 
   “Works for me too!” adds the Jester.
 
   “It would solve many difficulties,” the Dealer admits reluctantly.
 
   The Lady nods in agreement.
 
   The Jester leans forward. “So, the village then?” 
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
   The OverRealm.
 
   As previously established, time has no meaning here, but nonetheless, the figures sitting round the table have spent several of the things that aren't technically moments waiting for the AllFather to finish shuffling his tablets.
 
   The AllFather is tired. When he'd sat down earlier he'd had many dreams of what was to come: pretty, majestic, glittery dreams, most of which have now faded and died under reality's steel shod feet.
 
   It had all seemed so neat and tidy when it was nothing more than dreams in his head and etchings upon his slates. Finally, he resolves to continue, clearing his throat and drawing himself up into a commanding pose. “So, by following the directions given to you by the Gatekeeper, you have–”
 
   “Gatekeeper?” says the Jester, interrupting, feigned innocence across his face.
 
   “Sorry,” the AllFather says, coughing a quick nervous cough. “My mistake. I mean that by following the directions given to you by Wyan in the final meeting with him at the village, you have–”
 
   The Dealer stares pointedly at the Warrior. “Well, it's nice to know that practically everything our mortals have done since passing through the Gate has been a pointless waste of time.”
 
   “You have reached–”
 
   “Your point?”
 
   “I would have thought my point was obvious, Lord Warrior, but as it appears it isn't I shall spell it out.”
 
   “You have reached the end of the path–”
 
   “You killed the Gatekeeper. Not only was this cruel and unnecessary, it deprived us of information that would have been valuable in our quest.”
 
   “It is Draag's way, and I must be true to that. This is not something I expect you to understand.”
 
   “Ah, the harsh struggle of the method roleplayer!” says the Jester.
 
   “Yes,” adds the Lady icily, “because random acts of psychotic violence are so hard to get right.”
 
   A realisation settles upon the AllFather, that realisation being that not one of the other gods sat around the table is paying him any attention whatsoever. He finds himself leaving the prepared script written upon his slate and instead launching into a somewhat mischievous improvisation. “Before you the fabric of the world dissolves in a rippling carpet of soil and storm.”
 
   “Look, my mortal is mine to command, as is yours!”
 
   “Raw energy beings feed at the interface, as matter is endlessly torn into its raw energy components, a storm of chaos and fury that rolls inexorably towards you.”
 
   “Yes, he is. But just as you wish your mortal to be true to himself, I wish Yann to follow his soul's calling also. And more and more I fail to see how Draag fits into that calling!”
 
   “Is this about Draag and Yann, or about you and me?”
 
   “The beings dance, and swirl, and as you feel yourself being drawn towards them they pulse and turn to face you – and then the storm is upon you.”
 
   “I'll say ‘hello’,” says the Sleeper.
 
   “What?” says the Jester. “Who to?”
 
   “The energy being things.”
 
   “What energy being things?” asks the Dealer.
 
   The AllFather discreetly coughs into his fist. “Are we all listening now?”
 
   Yann screamed long and hard as his atoms dissolved and his soul shredded and walked slowly up the marble pathway that led through elegant gardens to the shining palace beyond.
 
   All was peaceful.
 
   They had arrived.
 
   The Great Hall was, they would later learn, more than a hundred thousand years old, far older than the Gate and the Wall, older than much of creation. Ten thousand blocks of marble formed its bones; ten million threads of silk formed its skin. Sunlight flooded into its high, vaulted spaces and onto gems so numerous they sparkled like summer sunlight on a wind-rippled sea.
 
   At the end of the room stood a chair, and upon that chair sat a Weshen older than any they had yet seen. The robe-clad Weshen who'd led them to the hall and opened its great doors paused, and whispered to them. “Before you is he who is all of us. Enter, and show reverence.”
 
   Yann walked slowly forward, aware of his four companions following in his trail, until he stood some yards before the throne. He paused, and then knelt. “I am Yann, son of Yonna who was daughter of Yakka, of the clan Grell and the Northern Plains. These four are my sworn oath-brothers. We have answered the call of your Prophecy and passed the test of your Riddle. We have come.”
 
   For a moment the old Weshen stayed silent. Then he replied, his words slow and deliberate, carrying as they did the weight of ages. “I am Tuann. You would call me the High Priest of the Wesh.”
 
   “Cool!” says the Jester. “It's the King of the Elves!”
 
   “He's not a King,” hisses the AllFather. “And they're not Elves!”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   The High Priest looked past Yann. “You others, you oath-brothers of Yann son of Yonna who was daughter of Yakka, you who have answered my people's call – approach and kneel before me that I may see you.”
 
   “I'll just stay standing over here, if it's all okay with you,” said Hill. 
 
   The young Weshen attendant who'd led them to the Hall materialised at Hill's side in a neat display of diplomatic sleight-of-hand. “You must kneel before he who is all of us. You must.”
 
   “Why?” asked Hill. “It was him who called us, not the other way round.”
 
   The High Priest of the Weshen stared angrily at Hill. “You are highly impertinent for one so small!”
 
   “You are only three foot four!” hissed Tallenna, who'd advanced a token few feet and dropped to one knee.
 
   “Hey, that's tall for a halfling,” Hill replied, cheerfully. He walked slowly across the chamber, past Yann, halting directly in front of the priest. “Let me tell you something, mate. Us Bigfellas have never let ourselves be pushed around. My grandfather was three foot six. No one told him what to do! And you ain't telling me what to do, either!”
 
   “Really?” the High Priest spluttered.
 
   “Yes. Really. You called, and we came, which means that this is the time where you tell us what you want doing and how much you're prepared to pay us to do it, and we tell you whether or not you've offered us enough loot to persuade us to say ‘yes’.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   The young attendant hastily inserted himself into the conversation. “Perhaps we should let the prophecy respondents rest.”
 
   The bedroom was the size of some baronies the other side of the Wall, and contained a bed constructed to an equally impressive scale. Draag nonetheless walked straight past it, pausing only to throw his mud-caked saddlebags onto its silken sheets.
 
   At the end of the room was a long expanse of windows. Draag stood before them, looking out at the near-endless stretch of perfect gardens that lay beyond, and thought on what the Answerer had told them. Those who accomplished the mission would receive fame and fortune.
 
   For several moments he gazed at the magnificence of what lay before him, allowing himself the luxury of dreaming of the day he would rule such a domain. Then a rustling from behind him broke the spell.
 
   It was the young Weshen maiden who'd shown him to his quarters, and who was now attempting to repair the damage his equipment had done to the furnishings. She finished secreting the last of the saddlebags in the cupboards that ran along the apartment's long rear wall, swept a last few fragments of mud from the bed, and stood straight before him. “Does my lord have any further needs that I may fulfil?”
 
   She was too tall for Draag's liking, just a few inches short of his own six foot four, and more willow-like than he would have preferred. And he wasn't at all sure about the ears. But she had the face of an angel and an innocence that was made to be broken.
 
   Draag walked slowly over to her, took her hand in his, and smiled: a knowing inward smile to himself; a kind, charming outward smile to her. Ultimate fame and fortune would come when the mission was successfully completed.
 
   But a warrior can always take some payment in advance.
 
   Yann had just finished helping the Weshen aide stow his equipment away when the screaming started. He grabbed his quarterstaff and barged past the shocked Weshen into the corridor outside.
 
   Another series of screams echoed through the building, coming from somewhere to his left, but so muffled and distorted by the building's thick marble walls that it could have been next door, or a mile away.
 
   A long echoing scream – clearer now, terror mixed with pain – led him to the door leading to the apartment next to his. Draag. He took a step back, and then threw his weight against the door. The stout wood flexed against his shoulder, but held. He charged again, and again, as the screams continued, but the wood stayed solid. He drew back, pausing for one final push – and the door opened.
 
   Draag stood in the doorway, naked save for his armoured codpiece. He glared at Yann, a contemptuous look upon his face as behind him, the screams diminished to tearful sobs. “I know you were raised in a tent, but in the name of the Gods, have you not heard of knocking?”
 
   “How can it be rape?” the Warrior exclaims. “At what point did I say that I was going to rape her?”
 
   “She didn't want to do it,” the Dealer spits through gritted teeth.
 
   “Why would she not want to do it?” asks the Warrior. “And besides, he didn't say she didn't want to do it.”
 
   Four sets of eyes turn to the AllFather. He shifts uneasily under their gaze. He hates these sorts of things and always tries to skim over them as much as possible.
 
   “Well, I don't think that's quite fair,” he protests.
 
   “I said, I'm going to have my way with the serving girl,” the Warrior declares, his forefinger stabbing the air for additional emphasis. “And you said, ‘Okay, you have your way’.”
 
   “Well, you did.”
 
   “But you didn't bother to mention that she didn't want to do it!”
 
   “Why would I say that, when it's surely obvious to all that she wouldn't be willing?”
 
   “Why would she not be willing?” the Warrior exclaims.
 
   “Because you're a pig?” the Lady suggests.
 
   “Because you've just spent four days lying in mud pissing and shitting yourself, and as a result smell worse than a pig farm suffering from a dysentery epidemic?” the Jester adds.
 
   “Because she is the daughter of a pure and noble culture while you are a sworn servant of evil?” says the Dealer.
 
   The Warrior considers this for a moment. “No, I'm sorry. This just doesn't make sense. She's still a woman. She will be drawn to the power of a warrior.”
 
   “I think you'll find you might be mistaken,” says the Lady.
 
   Yann stood before Draag, too furious to speak.
 
   Draag leaned forward and lowered his voice. “And I was rather, you know, otherwise engaged.”
 
   Yann continued glaring at him.
 
   “Perhaps you could come back later?”
 
   Still Yann said nothing, every iota of his being concentrating on not beating Draag to a bloody pulp.
 
   “Yann?”
 
   Glare.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   Glare.
 
   Finally, some glimmer of understanding, perhaps combined with some instinct of self-preservation, appeared to penetrate Draag's brain. He looked back through the doorway. “Do you actually want to do it?”
 
   A sob emerged from the room.
 
   “Really?” Draag asked, a puzzled frown on his face. “Are you sure?”
 
   Another sob emerged.
 
   “Oh well,” said Draag, shrugging. “I'll never understand women.”
 
   He stood aside as the sobbing Weshen girl ran past him and down the corridor, clutching the torn remains of her robes to her chest.
 
   Draag watched her go, then turned back to Yann. “So, what was it you wanted?”
 
   “It is the next morning. Aides have helped you wash–”
 
   The Jester points at the Warrior, grinning, and opens his mouth to speak, but is silenced by a glare from the AllFather.
 
   “–and have dressed you in magnificent costumes that fit you better than any clothing you've ever worn. They have taken you to a marbled terrace that sits before a vista that quite literally takes your breath away and have served you a breakfast of honeyed bread and exotic fruits and tea that dances on the palate.”
 
   “I'm more a coffee man, myself,” mutters the Jester.
 
   “Shut up! Anyway, once you have finished eating–”
 
   “I didn't say I was eating!” protests the Warrior, angrily.
 
   “You don't want to eat breakfast?” the AllFather asks, cautiously.
 
   “It's not about whether or not I have breakfast!”
 
   The Jester puts on an implausibly innocent face. “You wanted cereal?”
 
   “It is not about what food is on offer!” says the Warrior, assuming an offended pose. “I do not think that it is right for you to railroad us like this!”
 
   “Assuming that you would eat breakfast,” says the AllFather, carefully, “is railroading you?”
 
   “You are not supposed to tell us what our mortals do. You are supposed to ask us what we want our mortals to do.”
 
   “Fine,” the AllFather snaps. “An aide – a male aide! – enters your room and tells you that he has come to help you bathe and dress and will then escort you to breakfast.” The AllFather takes a deep breath. “What do you want to do?”
 
   “I will let him run the bath and arrange my clothes, but I am a warrior, and will bathe and dress myself.”
 
   “Fine. Do you come to breakfast?”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “Thank you. As I was saying, after breakfasting on honeyed bread and exotic fruits–”
 
   “I did not want fruit!”
 
   The Jester holds his head in his hands. “In the name of everything that ever was and ever shall be, can we please, please, just get past breakfast?”
 
   “It is a point of principle. I shall not be railroaded.”
 
   The AllFather holds up a hand. “Can we at least agree that you have arrived at the breakfast table?”
 
   The Warrior nods. “We can agree on that. I have arrived at the breakfast table.”
 
   “Good. You are sat around a large oak breakfast table that stands on a terrace outside the palace. The table's huge surface is filled with a dazzling array of breads, sauces, spreads, and uncountable types of exotic fruit. Beyond the terrace, the ground descends through a series of drops to the valley below, forming a vista so magnificent that your breath is quite literally–”
 
   “I think we can take the general magnificence of the view as noted, and proceed.”
 
   The AllFather glares at him. “Fine. You’re sitting at the table. What do you want to do?”
 
   The Jester leans forward. “I'll pick up a small loaf or roll in my left hand, pick up a knife in my right hand, and then using a rhythmic back-and-forth movement slice the loaf or roll into two halves. I will then start scanning the table to see what spreads might be available. Is there any marmalade or similarly orange-coloured spread?”
 
   The Warrior leans as far across the table as he can. “Are you mocking me?”
 
   The AllFather breaks into the resulting shouting match. “Can we just assume that you all eat breakfast?”
 
   “I want some meat. Draag is not a vegetarian and he shall not breakfast on fruit.”
 
   The Weshen head aide took a stumbled step back, so great was the horror of what had been suggested to him. “You want… meat? The dead flesh of a slaughtered animal, roasted?”
 
   “I think grilled might do,” suggested Hill, with a chuckle. He splattered a bit more marmalade onto a fruit loaf, arranging the spread just so. “I'd be up for a bacon sandwich myself, if that was on offer.”
 
   The Weshen head aide regained some control. “We live our lives by a number of simple principles, one of which is to live in peace and harmony with our fellow creatures. We do not kill them, and we do not eat them. Surely you learned this during your stay in the village?”
 
   “He spent that time lying in a corn field.”
 
   “But you were there for four days!”
 
   “Don't ask. Really. Trust me on this one.”
 
   Draag banged the table, picked up a heavy looking knife, and banged the table once more. “I am a warrior. I demand meat for my breakfast.”
 
   “This is ridiculous!”
 
   “No, it's not,” the AllFather protests. “The Wesh are a pure and noble people against which men are mere children. They have moved beyond the ways of the flesh.”
 
   “It's not that unusual,” the Jester adds helpfully. “It's quite common for elves to be vegetarians!”
 
   “They're not elves!”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I am the Lord of all Creation. I am he who took the dust and shaped it into reality. I am the bringer of life and the bringer of death. I think I'd know if they were elves or not, and I'm telling you that they're not!”
 
   “Well, if you're sure?”
 
   “I am!”
 
   “I was just trying to be helpful,” the Jester mutters.
 
   Silence descends.
 
   Eventually the Dealer speaks. “Is there any chance of us getting past breakfast?”
 
   The head aide waved a hand, and a host of Weshens materialised from a concealed doorway. Within moments, they'd efficiently removed the remains of the breakfast feast.
 
   The aide waited until the table was clear, and then spoke. “In due course our priest of priests will brief you on the mission we have called you here to perform. Until then, I am at your service to act as your guide around our world. What would you like to see?
 
   “I want to test myself against their mightiest warriors!”
 
   “I'd like to visit their library, and perhaps talk with their mages and scholars.”
 
   “I'd like to talk with their priests and learn something of their ways.”
 
   “Have they got a basement?”
 
   “Warriors?”
 
   “Order must be maintained somehow!”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Or perhaps some kind of tunnel system?”
 
   The AllFather holds up a hand, which is ignored until he follows it up with a snapped, “Be quiet! All of you!”
 
   Silence resumes, somewhat grudgingly.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “But you are brothers-in-arms, comrades who have fought through terrible challenges and survived; a group forged in battle, and tempered by long and arduous journeys. I would have thought you would wish to stay together, and see our realm as one group?”
 
   “Don't try and justify this,” the Warrior snaps. “You're just trying to make things simpler for yourself.”
 
   “Well, I was actually trying to make things simpler for all of us. But fine, if that's what you want.”
 
   Nunna had trained for this task for more than a thousand years, and yet he still had to think for a moment. This was not an eventuality he had expected. But neither was it one for which he was completely unprepared. He clapped his hands together, and five younger Weshens appeared from the hidden doorway. He called them over one by one.
 
   “Oklarer!” The young female nodded respectfully. “You shall go with Yann. He wishes to talk with our priests and learn of our ways.”
 
   The Northlander thanked him, and departed with his guide.
 
   “Alaqa!” A young male – he'd made sure of that – strode confidently over. The aide noted the dark paladin's scowl, but ignored it. “You shall go with Draag. Take him to our adepts so that he may learn of our physical arts.”
 
   They departed, with just a few lingering looks from the dark paladin at the Weshen maiden who stood next in line.
 
   “Jyrana!” The maiden glided over to him. “You shall go with Tallenna. Take her to our library and let her explore our knowledge. Take her also to our scholars and philosophers.”
 
   “Kuyy! You shall go with Hill. He wishes to explore our palace's lower regions.” The aide raised a confused eyebrow, to which Nunna could only give a shrug in reply. They walked off, the halfling looking left and right as though wanting to dart away.
 
   Finally, Nunna approached the last of the adventurers – who still sat at the breakfast table – and called over the last of his aides. “Gewedden. You shall go with Stone. He wishes–” He realised that alone of all the adventurers, the rusty armoured warrior had not spoken. “Where do you wish to go?”
 
   The warrior waved a vague finger that pointed at no one or thing in particular. “I'll follow him.”
 
   For Tallenna, the ten hours she'd spent in the Palace's library had passed in a whirl. Would that she could have spent just one month – no, a year! – studying the riches it contained. But now, so soon, too soon, she found herself back in the Great Hall, standing alongside Stone, Draag, and Yann, and facing the head priest.
 
   The old Weshen forced an age-wearied spine straight in his throne, and spoke. “We called, and you have come. Now I have called you here that I might tell you what it is we ask of you. Many years ago–”
 
   He stopped speaking abruptly, leaned forward in his throne, cast a pair of age-clouded eyes across Tallenna and her comrades, and croaked out a question. “I asked that all five of the Visitors be bought to me, but I see only four of them. Where is the halfling?”
 
   The head aide who'd supervised breakfast – Nunna, Tallenna recalled – stepped forward, unease written in every movement. “We do not know his current location, your holiness. He… he apparently evaded the aide I had assigned to escort him.”
 
   The head priest looked surprisingly angry for one of his age, race, position, and training. “Please try to find him.” He looked at them once more, his gaze stopping upon Draag, who had arrived visibly limping.
 
   “You spent the day training with our physical adepts, did you not?”
 
   “Training being a euphemism for spending the day being kicked in the nether regions,” laughs the Jester.
 
   “You're not there!” the Warrior protests. He turns toward the AllFather. “Tell him he's not there!”
 
   Draag took a step forward, stifling a wince at the pains that shot through his battered and bruised body. “I did.”
 
   “Did you learn much?”
 
   “Some.”
 
   “Learned that cod pieces are best selected to protect what you've got, not enhance what you haven't!”
 
   “You're not there!”
 
   “Am now,” declared Hill cheerily, as he strode into the Great Hall with a flurry of flustered flunkies trailing in his wake. “What's up?”
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
   The Priest of Priests was older than much of creation. He'd watched towering redwoods spend millennia growing from tiny seeds. He'd helped plan this very event more than twelve thousand years before when he was already old. But now, after less than a half hour spent attempting to brief the men who'd answered the call, a raindrop of time when set against the ocean of his life, he'd already realised one thing.
 
   It was not as he'd thought it would be.
 
   He paused for a moment, trying to think of new ways of explaining the concepts he'd spent the last half hour apparently failing to get across. They sat before him, behind a long table in the meeting room he'd taken them to, wearing a mix of expressions that ran from rapt to confused to bored to vacant. He tried once more. “Why are there tides?”
 
   No response.
 
   “Anyone?” he asked, hopefully. “And why is the south of the world hot and the north of the world cold? Why does a single unbroken chain of mountain ridges run from north to south to cut the world in half? What are volcanoes?”
 
   Finally, the Northlander barbarian shaman raised a hesitant hand. “Mountains where hot rock comes out?”
 
   “Mountains where hot rock comes out?” splutters the AllFather. “I think we can take it for granted that we all know that.”
 
   “Know what?” asks the Sleeper.
 
   The AllFather shoots him a sharp look. “It doesn't matter.”
 
   “Yes. But why does the hot rock come out?”
 
   The four men and one halfling seated before him traded blank and confused looks. The Priest of Priests sighed. It was going to be a long day.
 
   “Well, it just does, doesn't it?” says the Dealer.
 
   “But why?” asks the AllFather. “Why does it happen?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “What is it that makes the hot rock comes out?”
 
   The Dealer thinks for a moment. “What, like those things that Mr Six Days has in his universe?” He rubs his fingers against his thumbs, and frowns as he fails to recall the name.
 
   “Tectonic plates?” suggests the Jester.
 
   “Those are the ones.”
 
   The AllFather snorts. “Well, yes, although personally they're a bit too mechanical for me. But yes, what is it that in my universe causes lava to come out of volcanoes?”
 
   “There's a reason?” the Jester asks.
 
   “Of course there's a reason!” the AllFather snaps. “Do you think that things just happen in my world merely because I will them to?”
 
   “Well, yeah, actually,” admits the Jester. “Sorry.”
 
   The AllFather shoots him a hurt look. “Typical!” He looks around the table for support, but gets only apologetic shrugs. He stifles a snort. “You know, I sometimes wonder why I bother!”
 
   The Priest of Priests decided that it might be better to start at the top.
 
   “We are an old race. Far, far older than either of your races. We were walking the surface of the world when the world was still young. We were the first children of creation. We were that which formed from the dust and witnessed the start of all. All of your history and all of your knowledge is a mere blink of an eye when set against the aeons through which we have lived.”
 
   He paused to take a breath, which proved to be a bad move, as it opened up the possibility of interruption. It was only a brief window of opportunity, but nonetheless the paladin of darkness took it.
 
   “So what?”
 
   “I'm sorry?” the Priest of Priests spluttered. He'd lived long enough to see rivers carve out valleys and yet he'd never had anyone talk to him like this.
 
   “Are you actually going to tell us what's going on and why you need us, or are we going to have to sit through half an hour of bullshit about how damned incredible you people are first?”
 
   “Look!” the Warrior shouts, cutting across the AllFather's angry protest. “It's all very well for you to go on about setting the scene, but you're not the one who's about to have a wagon-load of exposition force-fed to him!”
 
   “Exposition?” shouts a disbelieving AllFather. “Your mortals are about to have the secrets of the universe revealed to them and you describe it as exposition?”
 
   The Warrior shrugs. “To our mortals it's the secrets of the universe. To me, it's just listening to you reading seven tablets worth of notes verbatim.”
 
   “I'm not reading my notes out, actually,” the AllFather says. “I'm revealing the knowledge of the Priest of Priests.”
 
   “Yes!” says the Jester, happily, ignoring the AllFather's warning look. “That's not exposition. That's fluff!”
 
   “Yes!” the Priest of Priests snaps. “I am going to explain what is going on and you are going to listen to me. Are you going to sit there and listen or would you rather sit outside and leave your comrades to hear what I have to say?”
 
   The Jester holds his head in his hands as the Dealer waves an angry finger in the brooding Warrior's face.
 
   “Leave it! Just leave it!”
 
   “Draag is a sworn paladin of darkness! He would not accept such an insult!”
 
   “Not even from the King of the Elves?”
 
   The AllFather starts to protest, but then gives up, saying: “Oh, what's the point?”
 
   The Warrior picks up the knuckle-bones and gives them a slow shake.
 
   “Draag would not accept this.”
 
   To the end of his days, Yann would swear that he had not even seen the old Weshen move. Yann was trained in the ancient ways of his shaman ancestors. He could sense time, could slice it, could sense the progress of an eyelid across the eye.
 
   But now his eyes had missed the transition from frail and seated old man to furious standing mage, had missed the beams of raw energy emerging from the mage's outstretched fingers, had missed the raw energy binding a thousand tangled webs around Draag before the paladin had a chance to move.
 
   “That's not fair! We did not cast the knuckle-bones to determine who would react first!”
 
   The AllFather holds up a placating hand. “You are correct. We should have done so. Please go ahead.”
 
   The Warrior gives his knuckle-bones a final shake and throws them across the table. “Five successes!”
 
   The AllFather nods. He picks up the knuckle-bones that lay before him, pauses for a moment, then turns to first the Lady, and then the Jester, and asks: “Do you mind?” At their nods, he picks up the sets of knuckle-bones that lay before each of them.
 
   Then he casts them across the table.
 
   “Thirty-seven successes,” he announces, calmly.
 
   To the end of his days, Yann would swear that he had not even seen the old Weshen move. Yann was trained in the ancient ways of his shaman ancestors. He could sense time, could slice it, could sense the progress of an eyelid across the eye.
 
   But now his eyes had missed the transition from frail and seated old man to furious standing mage, had missed the beams of raw energy emerging from the mage's outstretched fingers, had missed the raw energy binding a thousand tangled webs around Draag before the paladin had an instant to move.
 
   “Thirty seven successes?” the Warrior exclaims. “That is not possible!”
 
   The AllFather shrugs. “He is old beyond time and the possessor of knowledge beyond the comprehension of the human realms from which your mortals have come. He is capable of such acts.”
 
   “Perhaps,” the Warrior mutters. “I have my suspicions as to how long he has been capable of such acts though!”
 
   “What do you mean?” the Lady asks.
 
   The Warrior waves an angry hand. “Well, he's making this up as he goes along, isn't he?”
 
   “That is completely untrue,” the AllFather insists, successfully resisting the temptation to look down at his tablets and re-read the words describing the Priests of Priests that are scribed upon them. They are only notes, he tells himself. Nothing exists until I will it into reality.
 
   “Of course,” says the Warrior unhappily. He crosses his arms and glares at a spot on the wall.
 
   The Priest of Priests waited until the bound and gagged paladin of darkness had given up his furious attempts to escape his bonds, and then resumed speaking. “For hundreds of thousands of what you call years we lived upon this world, both this side of the central mountain ridge, and the other, the realms where men now live.”
 
   The halfling coughed discreetly into his fist.
 
   “And halflings,” the Priest of Priests added. He took a moment to gather his thoughts, and then continued. “But over time though, we grew curious about the world. We travelled north, to where the world is eternally frozen, and south to where there is only endless burning desert. We used our magic to drill deep into the rock below us, and to fly high into the sky above us. For tens of millennia we explored, and for tens of millennia more we sought to understand what we had found.”
 
   He paused, unsure how to continue. Eventually, the Northlander raised a hand, and at the Priest of Priest's nod, spoke. “What did you find?”
 
   The old Weshen paused once more, and sighed. Finally, he found the words, poor as they were. “We found that the world was mortally sick and would shortly die. The land would tear into a thousand million pieces and sink into the sea. A mighty cataclysm that would destroy everyone and everything.”
 
   He had expected questions then, but received only stunned and horrified silence. Finally though, the Northlander spoke once more. “You say you discovered that the world would shortly be destroyed. When did you find this out?”
 
   “Some eighteen thousand of your years ago.”
 
   “So how come we're not dead then?” asked the halfling.
 
   “Because to them, ‘shortly’ has a totally different meaning than it does to humans,” the AllFather explains. “His use of the word shortly to talk about something that is more than eighteen thousand years away illustrates that.”
 
   “Right…” the Jester replies, clearly not convinced.
 
   “So why didn't you do something when you realised?” the Northlander asked cautiously.
 
   “We did do something,” the Priest of Priests told him. “We created you.”
 
   “You created us? Why?”
 
   “Because only you could heal the world and prevent the cataclysm. For reasons that I will soon explain, we, the Wesh, could not. And so we created you, the race of men, in order that you, in time, would become capable of preventing the death of the world. In a sense, you are our children. And having given birth to you, we retreated to this side of the world and built the Wall, in order that you would have the time and space you needed to mature as a race.”
 
   The Northlander thought for a moment. “And the purpose of the Gate, and the Riddle, was to judge the moment that we had matured enough?”
 
   The Priest of Priests nodded, happy that his teaching session was back on track. “Exactly.”
 
   There was a silence, and then the halfling spoke. “You keep on saying about how you created men in order to save the world. What about us halflings?”
 
   Ah, the Priest of Priests thought, bugger. He coughed, embarrassed. “Well, there were some preliminary experiments…”
 
   “Oh, that's just great,” the Jester exclaims. “I'm a failed prototype!”
 
   “I wouldn't describe the situation quite like that,” says the AllFather.
 
   “Well, how would you describe it?” says the Jester bitterly.
 
   “You're the one who insisted on creating a halfling mortal,” says the Lady. “Even though we were all supposed to be creating men.”
 
   “That is true,” says the AllFather hurriedly. “That did force me to adjust things somewhat.”
 
   “Oh, well, I'm sorry for disrupting your cosmology!” shouts the Jester.
 
   “Personally, I don't see what your problem is!” exclaims the Lady. “You created a joke character: a tall halfling with a part-terrier riding dog. Why should you care about one more joke?”
 
   The Jester extends a bitter finger at the AllFather. “Because it's his joke, not mine.”
 
   “Perhaps you should have played a midget?” the Warrior suggests.
 
   The Northlander raised his hand once more, and spoke. “You say that the world is going to be destroyed, but you have not explained how or why this is going to happen?”
 
   The Priest of Priests sighed. “I have not, but that is because first I must explain to you what we found when we explored the world.” He stood painfully up from his chair, and waved toward a black door set into the far wall of the meeting room. “Come with me.”
 
   The room they entered was dark save for the lit plinth that lay at its centre, but some factor of its design reminded Tallenna of the great Observatory Dome built atop the Institute's highest tower. The old Weshen motioned them to stand before the plinth, then waved a hand in a purposeful manner.
 
   In an instant, the plain surface of the plinth was filled with a perfect model of the palace and the landscape around it. He waved his hand once more, and the model grew, until they were looking at the terrace upon which they had that morning eaten breakfast.
 
   “It's an image, of this building?” Yann asked in wonder. “As though we were flying above it?”
 
   “It is,” said the old priest.
 
   Yann stepped forward, to examine the model. He peered for a moment, then pointed at the terrace. “This is not how it is now. The stones in this are less worn.”
 
   “That is so, child of my people. This does not show this palace as it is now, but as it was eighteen thousand years ago.” He paused for a moment, and then spoke once more, his voice now heavy, as though weighted with the responsibility of what he was to say – or was it guilt? “Before I continue, I must warn you. I am about to reveal a truth of such enormity that I have spent the last eighteen thousand years struggling to comprehend it, and struggle still. All exposed to this truth have so struggled, a struggle that some lost. Some still battle the madness that this truth has bought them.”
 
   He walked along the line the men formed, stopping in front of each one to offer a hand on the shoulder, or an empathic glance.
 
   “Am I still bound and gagged or what?”
 
   “Are you going to try and kill him?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then he cancelled the spell before you came here.”
 
   “Though the fate of the world rests upon your shoulders–”
 
   “That's not actually true,” says the Jester. “Other groups could answer the riddle and come–”
 
   “Draag killed the Gatekeeper,” the Dealer points out.
 
   “Oh yeah. Guess we'd better listen to what the old guy's saying then.”
 
   “Could you?” the AllFather asks acidly.
 
   “–I cannot ask that you witness this, for no one has the right to ask someone to learn a truth of such enormity that their sanity might be crushed as a result. If any of you wish to leave, then leave now.”
 
   Tallenna did not leave. Nor, she saw, did any of her four comrades.
 
   Finally, the old man resumed speaking. “For thousands upon thousands of years the world had been static and unchanging. We had assumed it to be eternal, and so thought not of it, devoting our energies to the study of ourselves.”
 
   “Is it me, or are elves always total narcissists?” asks the Jester.
 
   “Shut up!” the AllFather tells him. “For once, please, just shut up!”
 
   “Then the world started changing.” The Priest of Priests waved his hand and the image on the plinth changed to a view of a volcano, lava pouring from vents across its flanks. “The very land started to rip and tear, and the molten rock that should lie in the world's heart started pouring out. These changes concerned us, scared us, and we started to realise how little we understood of the world upon which we lived.”
 
   He waved his hand again, and the plinth's image changed to a view of a pastoral landscape from above, the trees and hills below tiny and perfect. For an instant it stayed so, and then the viewpoint dived towards the ground.
 
   Tallenna felt herself gasp. Her mind knew it was only an image, but it was so real. They hit the ground, but continued, as though flying through rock that changed colour and shade until finally it was glowing red and liquid.
 
   “We used our magic to drill down into the ground, but that gave us no answers.”
 
   He waved his hand once more, and the plinth's image changed back to the view of the landscape. For an instant, it stayed still. Then the viewpoint started to rise, slowly. The trees grew tiny, became dots, and then specks. Soon they could see a whole region, thread-like rivers meandering through valleys shrunk to mere grooves.
 
   “We had flown high before, but now we flew higher than we ever had. Higher than the birds. Higher than the clouds. So high that the air first grew cold, and then ceased to be. So high that we had to develop new magic that we might survive in such a place. Higher and higher we flew.”
 
   He waved his hand, and the rate of climb increased. The land displayed on the plinth shrank and shrank and shrank.
 
   “Higher and higher until the truth of the world was revealed.”
 
   Finally the image's climb stopped. Tallenna struggled to comprehend what she was seeing. An endless ocean that stretched to the very ends of the Universe. And swimming through that sea, eternally chasing the southern sun, shrouded in blue sky and enveloped in clouds, a lizard – no a sea serpent! – that her mind told her must be more than thirty thousand miles long and that her soul told her could not possibly be.
 
   Seconds, minutes, passed by, as they watched the beast that was the world swim through the ocean that was the universe. The bony ridge along its back: the mountain range that split the world. Its flanks: the coasts. Each lazy roll from side to side: a tide.
 
   Finally, Hill let out an awed sigh.
 
   The old Weshen spoke. “You are overwhelmed, are you not?”
 
   Hill nodded. “I am. It's just so…”
 
   He paused clearly struggling for words, and then took a deep breath.
 
   “Crap.”
 
   The OverRealm. Footsteps echo away down the hallway from behind the recently slammed door. The five figures who remain at the table look at each other.
 
   “That wasn't very nice,” says the Lady, icily, staring hard at the Jester.
 
   “Oh, come on,” he protests, holding his hands up beside him. “A giant sea serpent so big it's got soil and trees and people living on it! You don't think that's just a bit cheesy?”
 
   The Lady shrugs, embarrassed. “I think it's got a certain charm.”
 
   “Meaning you think it's crap too, but you're too polite to say so!”
 
   The Jester looks around the table for support, finally stopping on the Warrior who, after a pause, speaks. “Could I point out for the record, that this was his fault, not mine?”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   The Warrior shrugs, uncaring. “So how long do you think this sulk's going to last?” he asks.
 
   “You uncaring bastards!” the Lady exclaims. “Do you have any idea how long it took him to create his world?”
 
   “More than six days?” suggests the Jester.
 
   The Lady ignores him. “Do you have any idea how hard he worked? He started with dust!”
 
   The Warrior sighs. “Here she goes again,” he mutters.
 
   “What's that supposed to mean?”
 
   The Warrior puts out his hands in what he intends as a placatory gesture. “I mean no insult, Mistress Lady. You are simply being what your nature compels you to be.”
 
   “Exactly!” adds the Jester. “You are, after all, the mistress of man's despair.”
 
   The Lady takes a deep breath before speaking, and when she does her voice is slow and controlled. “And why am I the mistress of man's despair?” She looks around the table, but receives only four apologetic shrugs in reply. “Because you pigs jumped in and grabbed all the decent realms before I had a chance to open my mouth. Even the bloody dog got a better job than me!”
 
   Beneath the table, the Dog, Lord of Man's Loyalty, stirs at the mention of his name. His tail thumps against the marble floor.
 
   The Dealer clears his throat. “Despair isn't that bad a realm to have.”
 
   “That's easy for you to say!” the Lady spits back. “You got contentment!”
 
   The Dealer waves his hands as he tries to shape his words. “Well, we thought that despair would be a good realm for you to have,” he says, looking at first the Warrior, and then the Jester, getting eager nods in return. “What with you being a woman.”
 
   The OverRealm. Footsteps echo away down the hallway from behind the now twice-slammed door. The four figures remaining at the table look at each other.
 
   “Women!” ventures the Warrior, finally. Silence descends. “Game of knuckle-bones?” he suggests.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Nine
 
   The OverRealm. The Warrior has been playing knuckle-bones for a little over what, in the mortal realm, would be termed “half an hour” and though, as frequently mentioned, time has no meaning here, he has none the less been playing long enough to have gambled away the Determination, Enterprise and Initiative aspects of his domain.
 
   He picks up the knuckle-bones in front of him, shakes them hard, and casts them out across the table. “Damn it all!” he shouts.
 
   The Dealer speaks. “I believe that gives Eagerness to me, Lord Warrior.”
 
   “I think you'll find he's only the Lord of Would-Quite-Like-To-Do-Something now,” says the Jester, chucking.
 
   One of the disadvantages of living in a realm where time, not having any meaning, has no jurisdiction either, is that most conventional excuses for exiting a game of chance – mealtime, toilet break, latest episode of favourite soap about to start – do not apply.
 
   Even if these excuses were applicable though, the Warrior would not make them, for is he not the Warrior, Lord of at least part of Man's Ambition? He picks up the knuckle-bones, and glares at his fellow gods. “I am still the Lord of Motivation, Resolve, Zeal, and Commitment!” He pauses, shakes once, pauses again, shakes twice, pauses, and then sends the knuckle-bones dancing across the table.
 
   “Damnation!”
 
   Three casts, two losses and one bout of cursing later, a figure appears at the door. It is the AllFather. “I see you found something to occupy yourselves with while I was gone,” he says, a little coldly.
 
   The Sleeper looks at him in confusion. He opens his hands to show the knuckle-bones he is about to cast. “We were playing knuckle-bones,” he says. “I think I'm now the Lord of Resolve, Chance, and something else!”
 
   “Satisfaction,” says the Jester. The Dealer sends an evil glance his way, to which the Jester merely shrugs.
 
   “Satisfaction! That's it! And what were the other two?”
 
   The AllFather sits down and picks up his tablets. He has often noted that the mortals in his realm are driven to prayer, and has wondered what it is that drives them so. Now he knows; he'd pray right now if it weren't for the fact that he's the one who'd have to listen. He looks around the table. “Where's Mistress Lady?”
 
   The Dealer coughs. “She left.”
 
   The Jester and the Warrior nod.
 
   “Why?”
 
   The Jester, the Warrior, and the Dealer shrug in unison.
 
   “We could go on without her,” the Warrior suggests. He looks at the Dealer, who looks away, uneasy, and at the Jester, who provides another all-purpose shrug.
 
   The AllFather considers this for a moment, and for that moment is tempted, until the possible consequences dawn. The creator of the entire universe stifles an embarrassed cough. “Perhaps we'd better do something else until she comes back.”
 
   The battle had been raging for only thirty minutes, but things were already looking bleak. An urgent synthetic voice erupted from the cockpit speakers of Redd Jansen's Sunfire Mk V starfighter. “Break left! Break left!”
 
   He slammed the sidestick as far left as it would go and felt his damaged ship roll in response, slowly, too slowly. A vacuum-silenced spray of laser bolts stitched through the space where he'd been mere moments before. He thumbed the side-stick's transmit button and began screaming orders: “Red Squadron! This is Red Leader! Form up on my tail and–”
 
   “I see you found something to do then,” observes the Lady, returning to the room.
 
   The AllFather looks up, embarrassed, caught in the act of pushing a small but perfect model of a spaceship across the table. “We weren't sure when you were coming back,” he explains. “I don't think we were quite sure why you went, actually.”
 
   She looks slowly around the table. “Were we not? Well, I'm here now, so perhaps you can all put your little toys away and we can resume.”
 
   After the longest second of Yann's life, the old Weshen spoke. “We all thought it was pretty incredible, even if you don't.”
 
   “No, no,” said Hill from beside Yann, seriousness written across his face. “It was amazing. Awesome. I mean, a giant sea serpent thirty thousand miles long – who'd've thunk it?”
 
   The AllFather angrily pushes his chair back and stands. “Look, if you're just going to carry on making fun I'm going to stop bothering!”
 
   “Who's making fun?” the Jester protests.
 
   The Lady glares at him, and then puts a hand on the AllFather's arm. “Just ignore him. I think it's very creative, myself.”
 
   Tallenna had not yet spoken, was still struggling to comprehend the enormity of the truths just revealed. Calm, she told herself. You always knew you were a speck of dust in an infinite universe. That speck is still the same even if the universe is not. She stepped forward.
 
   “I, Tallenna, child, apprentice, graduate and fellow of the Institute of Magic, thank you for revealing to us a truth so eternal and fundamental.”
 
   “I, Yann, son of Yonna who was daughter of–”
 
   “Yadda, yadda, yadda,” says the Warrior. He strikes a pose and begins to speak.
 
   “I, Draag, paladin–”
 
   “I was speaking!” protests the Dealer.
 
   “Look, we've heard it all before so I think we can take it as read.”
 
   “I, Draag–”
 
   “No, you look! Yann is a plains barbarian. He derives his status and self-worth not from land or from possessions but from linage and reputation. This is important to him.”
 
   The Jester chuckles. “The elf's over twenty thousand years old. Perhaps Lord Warrior’s worried he'll die of old age while waiting for you to recite your family tree.”
 
   The AllFather says nothing, and successfully resists the temptation to give the Priest of Priests an immediate seizure followed by death. He waits until a sulky silence settles upon the table and then speaks. “Have we all finished? Then I think it was Lord Dealer's turn to speak.”
 
   “I, Yann–”
 
   “What's yadda, yadda, yadda mean, anyhow?” asks the Jester.
 
   “I'm not entirely sure,” replies the Warrior. “I heard Mr Six Day's son use it once in conversation. I think it means shut up, you're boring me.”
 
   “Right, that's it!” shouts the AllFather. “I didn't want to have to do this, but you've given me no option!” He stands up, and walks over to an alcove set in the wall, within which is placed an iridescent shell that shines like a thousand rainbows. “From now on, you can only speak if you have the conch.”
 
   He slides it across the table to the Dealer.
 
   “I, Yann–”
 
   “I have a question,” says the Warrior, interrupting.
 
   “You cannot speak!” shouts the Dealer, waving the shell he clutches in his hand. “You do not have the conch!”
 
   “But Lord Warrior is making a point of order,” says the Jester.
 
   “Well, yes,” says the Warrior. He thinks for a moment, then smiles at the Jester “Yes. Yes, I am!”
 
   “And besides,” adds the Jester, “surely possession of the conch merely indicates the right for your mortal to speak. It doesn't mean that we ourselves have to remain mute, surely? If that were so, then it would mean that while the conch holder's mortal was speaking, we would not even be able to command our mortals to move. It can only refer to our mortals taking turns to speak.”
 
   “I suppose so,” says the AllFather, uneasily. “What's your question?” he asks the Warrior.
 
   “I was going to ask whether or not we ourselves needed the conch in order to speak.”
 
   The Jester butts in with a cackle. “Which you've now answered by allowing him to ask the question!”
 
   “This is pitiful!” shouts the Lady. “If you all just stop bickering like a bunch of mortal children we might actually find out what it is our mortals are supposed to be doing and start doing some actual epic questing!” She casts a glare across each one of them. “Okay?”
 
   Five heads frantically nod.
 
   Tallenna stepped forward once more, past the clearly overawed Yann, and spoke in the clear controlled voice that her mage-mentors had taught her.
 
   “Tell us, wise one: how can we who have answered your call prevent the world-serpent from dying?”
 
   “But I've got the conch!” says the Dealer, hurt.
 
   The Lady shoots him the look she uses when men's souls need flaying.
 
   The Dealer mouths a silent “okay”, and puts the conch down.
 
   The AllFather goes to speak, thinks better of it, and glances nervously at the Lady. She sighs, raises her eyebrows, and then nods. He continues. “Now, can you all remember where the Priest of Priests had got to in his explanation?”
 
   The Sleeper leans forward. “I remember he said something about volcanoes, but I didn't quite catch the bit that came after that. What was it he said?”
 
   “How? Well, we had watched as the earth began to tear and molten rock began to pour from those tears. It was not until we realised the true nature of the world that we realised that the earth was skin, the tears were wounds, and the lava was blood. Our most skilled healers and herbalists devoted themselves to this problem, both by studying the world, and by studying its smaller reptile cousins that dwell upon its surface.”
 
   Tallenna thought for a moment. “It's going to shed its skin!”
 
   “Exactly. It will renew its skin in the same way that all reptiles do, by shedding the old skin to reveal the new beneath. It will live on.”
 
   “But we won't,” said Yann.
 
   “No.”
 
   “But you said there is a way we can stop this,” said Tallenna.
 
   “There is. After thousands of years of study, our herbalists developed a healing elixir that will renew and revitalise the existing skin and thus prevent it shedding. Your task is to apply that elixir.”
 
   “But why can your people not do that?” asked Yann, confused. “What is so special about we men?”
 
   Tallenna coughed.
 
   “And women.”
 
   Hill coughed.
 
   “And halflings.”
 
   The old Weshen paused. “We Weshens are a highly empathic people. We sense emotions and thoughts and desires. The world-serpent's thoughts would burn our minds to an empty shell. That is why we created you, you whose empathic sensing is almost nil.”
 
   “But I don't understand,” said Tallenna. “You stand on the surface of the world-serpent now, unharmed.”
 
   “Of course, but this is not where the elixir must be applied.”
 
   “Well, where do we have to go to apply it?” asked Yann.
 
   “Why, to the head, of course!”
 
   


 
  

Chapter Ten
 
   Kallie would have been an attractive little girl were it not for the dirt on her face and the rags she wore. She was ten, and had been fending for herself in the City's winding streets and dark alleyways for as long as she could recall. In all those years she'd seen many strange and wondrous things. This was the City, after all, the largest, richest, most advanced and cosmopolitan settlement on the surface of the World. As the people of the City were wont to tell others: “If we don't have it, no one will.”
 
   Kallie had seen wizards and elephants and magical horseless carriages and men riding dragons and staffs that spat fire – but she had never seen anything like the thing that swooped down upon her as she sat on her haunches sorting through the morning's rubbish in the Lord High Mayor's personal tip.
 
   At first, when it was little more than a speck in the sky, she'd thought it a bird; certainly, as it got closer, it proved to have wings that beat at the air with a rhythmic hum. But, as it descended, she saw that it was a ship, crafted from wood and metal, with men – and a woman! – and a halfling! – riding atop it, looking down at her with slightly frightened eyes. And at the front, face set in concentration, was the man who controlled the giant mechanical bird, a man who was tall, and thin, with silver hair and pointed ears.
 
   The strange craft landed. Kallie watched as its even stranger pilot climbed down from his ship and stood beside it, looking around and noticing her. What she was now seeing was beyond any abilities of comprehension she'd accumulated in her short and hard life. She did not understand what she was seeing. Could not. But she nonetheless knew what she had to do.
 
   She walked over to the strange pilot and set herself squarely before him, hands on hips, looking up at his tall figure. “Five silver crowns to watch over your ship and make sure nothing bad happens to it, mister!” she told him. “Wouldn't want it to get all scratched, would we?”
 
   “Five silver crowns!” exclaims the Jester. “Either the City's suffered a bout of massive inflation since we were last here or that's one street urchin with enough cheek for an entire street gang!”
 
   “Are you going to sit up there whining?” asks the AllFather. “Or are you going to do something?”
 
   “I'll climb down and let the animals out of the hold.”
 
   “Fine. You do that. Your dog's a bit upset and the monkey's not that happy either. What are the rest of you doing?”
 
   “I'll stay here,” says the Dealer. “I'm not sure why we came here anyway.”
 
   “I am forced to agree,” says the Warrior. “We have a mission to perform. I do not understand why Mistress Lady and Lord Jester were so adamant that we make this diversion.”
 
   The Lady ignores both of them and instead speaks directly to the AllFather. “I'll climb down and talk to the little girl.”
 
   Tallenna stepped down from the last of the footholds carved into the ornithopter's sheer side and crouched down in front of the little girl.
 
   “Hello! My name's Tallenna. What's yours?”
 
   “Kallie,” the little girl replied. “And you can talk to me as nicely as you like, but the price's still five silver crowns.”
 
   Hill's voice emerged from the open cargo hold. “That's daylight robbery. She can have two copper crowns and that's that.”
 
   “Don't worry about my friend,” said Tallenna. “He can be a bit gruff at times but his heart's in the right place.”
 
   Hill's head popped around the open doorway. “You'd be gruff if you'd seen the state of this cargo hold.”
 
   The AllFather looks across at the Jester and speaks quietly. “Make a dodge test.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because there's a piece of monkey poo heading your way.”
 
   “Oh, nice!” says the Jester sarcastically, picking up his knuckle-bones and shaking them in his cupped hands. “This was just the sort of high adventure I was looking for.” He casts them across the table. “Dammit!”
 
   Hill had always prided himself on being a quick learner, and in the thirty seconds that had elapsed since he'd entered the cargo hold he'd learned many things, the most significant of which was the threat posed by an angry monkey with a strong throwing arm and a good supply of poo.
 
   “This is some sort of punishment for wanting to go via the City, right?”
 
   “Not at all,” the AllFather replies. “It's simply the logical result of a long, unfamiliar journey. Really.”
 
   “What are you doing here?” asked Tallenna. “Who's supposed to be looking after you?”
 
   “What's it to you?” said Kallie, suspiciously. “I don't need no one to look after me!” She put her hands on her hips and nodded at the ornithopter. “Are you going to pay me to mind your ship, or what?”
 
   “I think I should look after you,” whispered Tallenna to herself. She patted the girl on the arm. “You look half-starved. Why don't you come with me and I'll buy you some breakfast?”
 
   “Oh, for pity's sake!” shouts the Warrior. “She's just flavour! Her, the Lord Mayor's rubbish tip, everything, it's all just fluff that he's made up in some kind of attempt to impress us. But it's all completely irrelevant to the actual thing we're supposed to be doing.”
 
   He slumps down in his chair, dispirited. “Just pay her the five silver crowns and then go do your talking to all your wizard friends so we can get out of here and actually get something done.”
 
   The AllFather looks from him to the Dealer and then back to him. “Are either of you two doing anything?”
 
   “I'm staying here!” declares the Warrior.
 
   “I'll climb down and stretch my legs,” says the Dealer.
 
   “I'm climbing down too,” says the Warrior.
 
   Kallie watched as two more figures climbed down from the glass house mounted atop the strange craft. The first figure was unusual, but not unfamiliar – a painted barbarian of the type who occasionally came to the City, grunting with excitement at shop window displays, and leaving the public privvies in states that had citizens shaking their heads, and aspiring politicians calling for legislation.
 
   The second was very familiar, terrifyingly so, for if Kallie had not seen him before – and how could she know if she had, with his face half hidden behind an open helm? – she’d seen the type. She’d seen men clad in that night-black armour. Had seen what they did. Knew what they were.
 
   As he dropped to the ground to stand beside the barbarian she raised her arm and shouted at the top of her lungs. “It's a child-snatcher!”
 
   “Something you want to tell us?” asks the Jester, looking at the Warrior with eyebrows raised and the trace of a mocking smile on his lips.
 
   “She has mistaken me for someone else!”
 
   “Someone who also wears black armour?” suggests the Lady, no humour in her voice.
 
   “I do not know. But I have never… snatched children!”
 
   “Well, there was that orphanage,” the Dealer points out.
 
   “I did not kidnap any of its children!” snaps the Warrior.
 
   “No!” says the Jester, laughing. “You left them all locked inside when you burned it down!”
 
   “I needed a sacrifice to power a spell,” the Warrior mutters unhappily. “I am a paladin of darkness!”
 
   “Exactly,” says the AllFather. “You serve an evil cause and an evil god and are allied to evil people. So you can't complain when you have to face the consequences of that evil.”
 
   “But this is not fair!” protests the Warrior. “Draag is honourable evil. You're making him look sordid, somehow, like a…”
 
   He searches for a word.
 
   The Jester supplies one. “Nonce?” he suggests, ignoring the Warrior's resulting glare.
 
   “Draag is evil!” says the AllFather. “Not good evil, not honourable evil, just evil. It's more than just cool-looking black armour and necromantic spells, you know?”
 
   “Fine!” the Warrior declares. “You want me to be evil and he doesn't want to pay the five silver crowns and she wants us all to waste time in this dump. Well, never let it be said that I don't try to advance the storyline.”
 
   Draag knelt down in front of the little girl and smiled what he'd been assured by experts was a trust-inducing smile.
 
   “Hello, little girl. My name's Draag. If you can help me with a little task I've got I'll give you ten silver crowns!”
 
   “This is beyond all that is decent and acceptable and I'm having nothing to do with it!” the Lady tells the AllFather.
 
   The Jester grimaces. “I'm feeling a bit ill myself.” 
 
   “Do not blame me,” says the Warrior. “I'm only playing my character as directed. It was not I who introduced the concept of child sacrifice into the game, was it?”
 
   The AllFather shifts awkwardly. “I don't think we need to play through everything that happens in great detail. Perhaps it would help if you each described what you want to do in this visit.”
 
   “I might as well head off and purchase some useful supplies,” says the Dealer.
 
   Yann shifted his backpack until the straps rested comfortably across his shoulders and its back rested neatly against his spine, and then set off, saying: “I'm off to buy supplies.”
 
   “I'll head off to the nearest temple of my order to make an appropriate sacrifice.”
 
   “Sacrifice?” asks the Lady, raising a suspicious eyebrow.
 
   “Don't worry,” the Warrior tells her. “I'll pick up another street kid along the way.”
 
   Many times the AllFather has regretted allowing the Warrior to create an evil mortal, but never more so than now. Though his eyes are firmly fixed on the tablets before him, he can still sense the Lady's cold-eyed glare boring into the side of his head. “I perhaps should point out that Tallenna is unaware of what Draag plans to do,” he tells her, his eyes still firmly locked on the tablets.
 
   “I envy her,” he hears her mutter. 
 
   Kallie watched as the black-clad paladin picked his way through the festering mounds of rubbish.
 
   “I don't like him!” she said.
 
   “No one likes him,” said the woman, shaking her head before squatting down in front of Kallie again. She looked kind and gentle. Hardened and suspicious and streetwise as she was, something inside Kallie said she should trust her.
 
   The woman took Kallie's hands in hers. “I'm going to take you somewhere where there are people who will feed you, protect you, love you, and teach you.”
 
   “I suddenly feel an overwhelming urge to vomit!” the Warrior declares, jabbing his finger towards his mouth in an exaggerated mime.
 
   “Welcome to our world,” the Jester tells him, still feeling queasy about the subplot the Warrior has just departed on. Beside him, the Dealer nods, an equally pained expression on his face.
 
   The AllFather coughs. “And what did you want to do, Lord Jester?”
 
   “Oh, yeah. I've got some stuff.”
 
   “Stuff?”
 
   Jansen watched the human sorceress walk away, hand-in-hand with the young girl who'd offered to watch his ship. He didn't quite understand what had just happened, and suspected he never would. He looked around at the spot where he'd landed. Pile upon pile of refuse sat festering beneath a smoke-filled sky. This was a terrible place, and one that both scared and disturbed him.
 
   His thoughts were interrupted by the sight of a miniature humanoid trying, and failing, to attach a saddle and saddlebags to a dog that was refusing to stand still. A rapid burst of speech then erupted from the halfling, a burst that Jansen did not entirely manage to follow. However, he was reasonably confident that he'd managed to grasp the essential themes of the resulting “conversation”. These were, in no particular order: unhappiness, betrayal, loyalty, and recriminations (recriminations apparently being a recurring theme on both sides of the conversation, whether communicated by speech, hand-waving, whining, or ground-pawing).
 
   Eventually, negotiations appeared to be concluded and the dog stood up. The small humanoid finished cinching the various leather straps, climbed up onto the saddle, and then rode off without a word.
 
   Jansen walked a slow circuit around his ship, kicking at a few items of rubble, and feeling very, very alone. Then he remembered that one of his passengers still remained aboard the ship, the unspeaking warrior with the rusty armour and the vacant eyes. He looked up: the warrior still sat in the cockpit, staring ahead as though unaware that they'd landed. Jansen shook his head.
 
   This was a strange place. With strange people.
 
   Draag's religion was not a hypocritical one. While followers of other faiths preached modesty and humility, but then built temples that reached for the sky and shone like the sun, the City's Cathedral of Darkness was built entirely underground, its only public face a discreet black door in an undistinguished back alley.
 
   Draag knocked a sequence of knocks on the door. One knock. Then two knocks. A single knock again. And then another. 
 
   A moment later a small panel set into the door slid aside, revealing only darkness. “Yes!” snapped an unseen voice.
 
   “It is I, Draag. I have returned and wish to make worship before the forces of darkness.”
 
   The door opened to reveal a small chamber, dimly lit by flickering oil lamps. Inside was a figure clad in a dark, hooded robe, his face hidden by shadow. “Enter, Brother Draag,” he said. “Welcome home.”
 
   The figure reached into an alcove and pulled out a black robe identical to the one he wore. “Put on the sacred robes, brother, and proceed to the chamber. The priests of darkness are waiting.”
 
   A tapping on his armour-clad leg roused Draag from his thoughts. “Yes?” he snapped.
 
   A small piercing voice came from below. “When do I get my five crowns?”
 
   “Anyway,” says the AllFather. “I think we can leave that there. You gain five points of spiritual renewal and then make your way back to the ornithopter.”
 
   “That's not fair,” protests the Warrior. “I am being deprived of the possibility of a roleplaying bonus!” He thumps the table. “You should not have allowed me to create an evil mortal if you were not prepared to allow me to guide him as you yourself stipulated!”
 
   “He's got a point,” says the Jester. “You're the one who came up with the whole child-snatcher thing.”
 
   The AllFather can't remember why he thought it would be a good idea to illustrate the depths of Draag's evil by introducing the idea of child sacrifice. Hindsight has shown it to be a terrible idea, but he suspects that foresight could have performed the task equally well.
 
   He sighs.
 
   Four pairs of eyes glare at him, all displaying various levels of anger.
 
   He needs to take charge.
 
   He is the god of gods.
 
   He is the one who turned nothing to dust and dust to a universe.
 
   He is that who is master of all.
 
   He sighs again.
 
   “You can have seven points then.”
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eleven
 
   The OverRealm; what would again be some time later if the AllFather had ever got around to installing time. The room is silent save for a rhythmic tapping. It is annoying, but apparently not annoying enough, because no one has yet commented on it even though it has been going on for what would have been quite some time.
 
   “In the name of everything!” explodes the Warrior, finally. “Am I just supposed to sit here while these three stumble through their tedious subplots?” He points at the Dealer, who is currently making notes on a slate, brow creased in concentration as he performs some mental arithmetic. “Between him haggling at the market, her–” he points at the Lady “–attempting to coach a pre-teen gangster through the Institute's entry exams, and him–” he points at the Jester “–going around… what exactly are you doing?”
 
   The Jester shrugs. “Like I said. I've got some stuff.”
 
   The City was not home territory for Hill's people, but enough of them had found their way there that the sight of one of “the people” riding a dog through its streets did not provoke any strange glances. Indeed, he’d already passed several of his compatriots, and with each had exchanged what halflings referred to as “the wave”: the apparently casual gesture that conveyed greetings, promised assistance, and suggested a willingness to engage in business dealings that other less enlightened races might term theft.
 
   So far though, they'd all just waved back.
 
   He'd also worn his chalk so low scratching street-runes on street-corners that the last two or three had been more like fifty per cent chalk and fifty per cent blood and mashed flesh. But when he'd ridden a second circuit past his freshly chalked signs, he'd seen no chalked replies.
 
   Things were getting desperate. It seemed like the universe was conspiring to teach him a very unwelcome truth. He was going to have to pay a visit to Big Rick.
 
   The Jester is not happy. This is perhaps a redundant statement, since none of those sitting around the table could currently be described as happy with the possible exception of the Sleeper, who could more accurately be described as either bored or confused – or quite possibly both.
 
   But as it is the Jester who is currently the focus of the AllFather's attention, it is he who could be described as most actively unhappy. “So let me get this straight,” he says, “the entire membership of all three Thieves' Guilds have apparently gone straight?”
 
   “No,” says the AllFather, carefully. “They just aren't responding to your invitations. You don't know why.”
 
   “I've got a rough idea,” says the Jester bitterly. “You've been planning this ever since I said Hill was going to steal some of the elves' stuff, haven't you?”
 
   Like a faithfully regular geyser, the Warrior explodes once more. “That's it! If you're going to make him spend the next three days trying to fence the elves' stuff, then I'm off. Let me know when you're ready for us to actually do something!” He strides out, slamming the door behind him, and as a result only half-hears the AllFather's quiet, muttered response.
 
   “They're not elves.”
 
   Ogres, as a race, are not prone to either subtlety or humour, which is why Big Rick had acquired his nickname not, as most would assume, because he was small for an ogre, but because he was a huge even for one of his species. Ogres, as a race, are also not prone to value intellect over brawn, something illustrated by the fact that when the elected leader of the City's ogre community stood to greet Hill, he bashed his head into his office's ceiling.
 
   “Ouch!” he shouted. He sat down, rubbing his head with a pained expression on his face, then added, “Sorry. Gets me every time. Built for humans, you know?”
 
   “Not really,” said Hill, climbing into a chair two sizes too big for him.
 
   Big Rick clasped his hands together and leaned forward, his brow furrowed in concentration as his mouth opened, but words failed to come out.
 
   “What can you do for me?” suggested Hill.
 
   The ogre nodded enthusiastic agreement at Hill’s statement, until the couple of randomly firing brain neurons tasked with calculating the next line in the conversation then fired in a way that was both random and wrong. Confusion returned to his flat and creased face. “I don't know,” he whispered. “What can I do for you?”
 
   It has already been established that time is something that the AllFather has never quite got around to installing in the OverRealm. Unfortunately, the situation with space isn't much better, with the result that the total interior space of the OverRealm lies somewhere between “from the ends of eternity to the far side of infinity” and “imagine a reasonably sized country house”, depending on what you mean by the word “space”.
 
   Given that the OverRealm is, as has already been mentioned, home to not only the gods – of which there are a depressingly large and inefficient number – but several thousand assorted minions also, this lack of an answer to the question “just how big is this place, anyway?” is something that the Warrior has complained about several times over the aeons.
 
   The Warrior is quite willing to do something about this issue himself. What passes for the OverRealm's laws of reality might be the responsibility of the AllFather, but eliminating the resulting overpopulation problem by eliminating a portion of the population would, the Warrior feels, be right up his street. In fact, in the distressingly vague period of non-time since he left the table, he has already reduced the OverRealm's minion population from several thousand to several thousand less two.
 
   Of course, this is only a temporary state of affairs, and the two eliminated minions will eventually arrive back at the OverRealm clutching much-stamped temporal passports, telling tales of a brief but eventful tour of each of the twelve and a half planes of existence, and complaining of the fate of their baggage, which will no doubt still be stuck somewhere in the sixth or seventh plane.
 
   As with most things, this is – in the opinion of the Warrior – entirely the fault of the AllFather, given that it is entirely due to a severe design constraint in the design of his universe: that souls cannot be destroyed, but instead can only be shuffled from place to place.
 
   This has three main effects.
 
   Firstly, minions – having made it into the OverRealm's afterlife – have a job not simply for life, but for all eternity, the result being a catastrophic drop in productivity.
 
   Secondly, the totals all have to add up or the Accountant, the Lord of Man's Obsessiveness, will spend a sleepless non-night trying to account for the missing souls in his double entry balance sheet.
 
   Thirdly… thirdly is something that the Warrior has not yet worked out – but, since it is a basic rule of both universes and narratives that things come in threes, the Warrior is pretty sure there will be one, sooner or later.
 
   In the meantime, annoying the hell out of the Lord of Man's Obsessiveness will do for the moment. The Warrior crooks his finger at a minion attempting to slide past him on the opposite side of the passage. “Oi, you!” he shouts. “Come over here.”
 
    “I've got some stuff,” said Hill.
 
   “Stuff?” queried Big Rick.
 
   “Yes,” agreed Hill. “Stuff.”
 
   “Right. Okay. Stuff is good.”
 
   Hill agreed that stuff was indeed good and then they sat looking at each other as wave after wave of confusion arrived upon Big Rick's face and set up camp.
 
   “Would you like to see the stuff?” said Hill, when he couldn't bear it any more.
 
   “Stuff?” asked Big Rick.
 
   “So he's an amnesiac as well as stupid, is he?” asks the Jester.
 
   “Ogres have an entirely different way of thinking,” says the AllFather. “I don't think it's appropriate to describe him as either stupid or amnesiac.”
 
   “Fine. I'll show him the stuff then, shall I?”
 
   Big Rick examined the Wesh artefacts one by one. “Shiny,” he pronounced solemnly.
 
   “Shiny,” agreed Hill.
 
   The ogre picked up the shiniest of the artefacts, a silver ball, and gave it an experimental shake. Nothing happened, so he gave it another shake, at which point nothing again failed to happen.
 
   Hill reached forward, carefully tugged it from his grasp, and pressed the hidden stud on its base that had – to be fair – required a good deal of poking and prodding for him to find when he'd first acquired it. The effect was instantaneous: centred on the silver ball's equator, and extending for perhaps a foot and a half in either direction, was a perfect miniature landscape. It was much like the display the Priest of Priests had shown them, except that this one showed a fixed pastoral view that wobbled sickeningly until Hill placed the ball back onto the table.
 
   “Ooh…” said Big Rick, entranced. “Ahh…” He moved his finger around the projected image, stopping on each feature.
 
   “Tree!”
 
   “Yes,” said Hill. “Tree.”
 
   “Dogs!”
 
   “Yes,” said Hill. “Dogs.”
 
   “Sheeps!”
 
   It was at this moment, as frustration was morphing gracefully into tedium, that the girl walked into the room. She was beautiful, and slim, and when Hill stood up to greet her he found himself looking down into the bluest eyes he'd ever seen.
 
   “Hang on a minute…”
 
   “What?” asks the AllFather.
 
   “You said I was looking down into her eyes?”
 
   “You are. She's a pixie. She's two foot nine. Why?”
 
   “That's tall enough for me.”
 
   Hill let his lips linger just a moment on her hand as he kissed it, then stood up straight to gaze into her eyes and give her the smile that would make her his.
 
   “Hey, baby,” he told her. “What sort of name does a beautiful girl like you have?”
 
   “But she's a pixie!” stutters the AllFather, flustered.
 
   “And?”
 
   “And you're not!”
 
   “Doesn't bother me,” says the Jester, shrugging. “I'm not prejudiced.”
 
   “Well, she is!”
 
   “She might not like big feet,” suggests the Dealer.
 
   “Or she might just have taste,” suggests the Lady.
 
   The AllFather taps the table for silence. Romance makes him nervous at the best of times. “Hill is your mortal, but I should warn you that, for a cross-species seduction to work, you'll need a lot of successes, and failure is liable to result in a great deal of bad feeling.”
 
   “How many successes?”
 
   The AllFather thinks for a moment. “Five.”
 
   The knuckle-bones bounce across the table.
 
   “Will seven do?”
 
   Hill sat back down on the chair, pulling the girl down with him so that she ended up sitting on his lap. For a moment she looked shocked, angry even. But then something inside her visibly melted, and she relaxed into his embrace, smiling.
 
   “My name's Shenna,” she said.
 
   “Well, good day to you Shenna!” said Hill brightly. “My name's Hill.” He looked across the table at the confused figure of Big Rick. “Rick, mate,” he said. “You got anything nice to drink round here?”
 
   “Er… There's some wine out back.”
 
   Hill had by this time turned his attention back to Shenna, so he just waved a hand in the ogre's direction as he spoke. “Cool, that'll do. Be a diamond and bring it through with a couple of glasses, yeah?”
 
   “Er…”
 
   “Oh, and have you got any biscuits?”
 
   The AllFather took a deep breath. “You really think he's going to allow you to treat him like that, in his own office?”
 
   “Hey, I've got charm,” says the Jester.
 
   “You'll need a bucket-load.”
 
   “How much?”
 
   “Nine successes.”
 
   The knuckle-bones dance across the table. Tappity, tappity, tappity. Silence. Then an awed sigh and a muttered, “What a fluke…” from the Dealer.
 
   The Jester leans forward and counts. “I make that eleven successes.”
 
   The door slowly eased open, carefully shoved by Big Rick's shoulder, his hands fully engaged in supporting a brightly painted wooden tray upon which stood a bottle of something that looked plausibly alcoholic; two empty – if not pristinely clean – glasses; and a wooden plate upon which was placed a small pile of biscuits.
 
   The ogre manoeuvred his way across the room and set the tray down upon the desk in front of Hill. “I couldn't find the chocolate ones,” he explained, nervously. “Is plain okay?”
 
   “Is this actually going anywhere?” the AllFather asks. “Beyond humiliating the leader of the City's ogre criminal fraternity in his own office?”
 
   The Jester points at the Sleeper. “Would you rather I just sat in the ornithopter with my bladder bursting like him?”
 
   The Sleeper stirs. “Huh?”
 
   “Your mortal. He hasn't got out of the ornithopter's cockpit, not even to relieve himself.”
 
   The Sleeper considers this for a moment. “I'll climb down and go.” 
 
   By now, night was falling, and Jansen's toes were feeling the cold even through the thick boots he wore. He stamped his feet and breathed on his hands. A noise from above alerted him. He looked up and saw the rusty-clad warrior – Stone, Jansen recalled – climbing down the hand and foot-holds set into his craft's streamlined side. Glad of the company, Jansen prepared to greet him.
 
   Stone reached the ground and turned to face the surrounding rubbish, his eyes sweeping past Jansen as though he were not there, even though he was in fact standing twelve inches from Stone with an outstretched hand and a friendly grin on his face.
 
   With practised ease, the warrior reached down, poked a finger through a seam in his armour, and released some sort of hidden catch. The section of armour covering his groin fell away, hanging now from a single leather strap.
 
   He reached into the undergarments below, pulled out his penis, and with barely a sigh started to urinate, sending a long, long stream of urine onto the ground beside Jansen's feet, where it ran away down the slight slope, steaming. Jansen took an embarrassed step away, and waited for Stone to finish.
 
   The stream jetted strong for several seconds before finally dribbling to a halt. The warrior carefully stuffed his penis back into his undergarments and then reattached his armoured codpiece.
 
   It seemed impolite to speak, so Jansen waited for Stone to say something. Or to move. Or to react in any way. But he did none of these. He just stood, staring vacantly at the still steaming stream of urine.
 
   Jansen had spent a millennium studying the most advanced mind control techniques known to his race. He had spent another millennium preparing for this very mission. He was knowledgeable in more than a dozen scientific, social, and magical disciplines as well as being fluent in the humans' language and an acknowledged expert in liaising with them. 
 
   Right now though, the rusty-armoured warrior was really freaking the hell out of him.
 
   “Thank you very much, Rick,” said Hill. “That will be all.”
 
   “Oh. Erm. Okay.”
 
   The ogre shuffled off, depressed.
 
   “So, Shenna,” said Hill, once the door had closed. “What's your role around here?”
 
   “I help Mr Rick with his letters and stuff.”
 
   “You write things for him?”
 
   “Well, I guess I would, but he mostly just needs things read to him. He's not too bad with individual letters, but he finds whole words really, really hard.”
 
   Hill squeezed her hand. “How'd you like to move into the purchasing segment of the business?”
 
   Yann returned to the ornithopter to find Stone and the Weshen pilot, Jansen, standing beside it. Stone was his usual unnaturally calm self, while Jansen appeared jumpy and disturbed. Yann greeted Jansen with a nod and began loading the supplies he'd purchased into the cargo hold, making sure to load in the reverse of the order in which they would be needed.
 
   Task done, he turned to look across the rubbish tip and the shadowy outlines beyond. Night had arrived, and the City's streets at night were not a place to be.
 
   “The dean assures you that Kallie will be safe with them,” says the AllFather to the Lady. “He then asks if you would like an escort of apprentice mages to take you back to the ornithopter.”
 
   “That might be a good idea,” says the Dealer. “It's pretty rough out there.”
 
   The Lady thinks for a moment. “No, I'll thank him but assure him that I can look after myself.”
 
   The Jester raises an eyebrow. “Have you forgotten about the time we got ambushed crossing the Crystal Bridge by a ripper gang?”
 
   “Wasn't that the one led by a psychotic dwarf?” asks the Dealer.
 
   “He might have been a dwarf to you,” says the Jester. “But to me he was just an ugly bloke with a big head and short arms. But yeah, that was the one.”
 
   The Lady sighs. “I seem to recall that ended with Yann getting blinded and you having your legs broken and–”
 
   From an early age, Yann's shaman-fathers had taught him to respect his memories. Other human cultures dismissed memory, treated it as nothing more than a record of what had occurred. But Yann's people knew differently, believing instead that memories were a window into the thoughts of the soul, and were not linear, but were instead a kaleidoscopic pattern in which the conscious now was no more than one point of view among many.
 
   Memories could be searched for, and recalled, true. But sometimes memories had a consciousness of their own, and from no apparent where and for no apparent why would displace the now with the then. Sometimes it would happen during meditation. Sometimes it would happen during sleep. And sometimes it would happen in an eye-blink, just like–
 
   When the fight had begun, Yann's world had shrunk: all that mattered was the battle. When the sword slashing across his face had blinded both his eyes, his world had shrunk further: nothing existed save a desire for survival and a determination to save the crippled comrade he carried on his back.
 
   His four remaining senses flooded into him, the sound and smell of the battle mixing with the taste of fear and the touch of the cold night wind. And through it all, cutting even through the pain that burned through every sinew, was the distant sounding scream of Hill's voice, urgent, but muffled, as though shouted from afar or into a storm.
 
   “Left!” the halfling was shouting. “Left, left! No, that's right, that's the bloody riv–”
 
   The AllFather coughs. “Fascinating as it is to discuss old times, perhaps we could get back to the moment?”
 
   The Weshen pilot laid a hand on Yann's arm. “Are you well, human? It's like you weren't there for a moment.”
 
   Yann nodded, thinking. That had been more than vague recollection. What could it mean? 
 
   “It took me days to get everything dry,” remarks the Jester to no one in particular. He shakes his head and then looks at the AllFather.
 
   “Where were we again? Oh yeah, that's right. I was talking to the Pixie bint.”
 
   Hill gave Shenna the look.
 
   “No, actually I was talking to the Dean,” says the Lady.
 
   “Oh, yeah. Sorry.”
 
   Hill continued giving Shenna the look.
 
   Tallenna knelt down and looked Kallie in the eye. “I've got to go somewhere now to do something, but if I return – no, when I return – I'll come back to see you and make sure everything's okay.”
 
   She stood up, and looked at the dean, the man who had been both teacher and father to her so many years ago. No words were necessary.
 
   She nodded, smiled, and left, bitterly aware that she might never return.
 
   Shenna had noticed his eyes the moment she'd first entered the room. A deep clear blue, with a twinkle that spoke of a kind heart and a cheerful soul. The eyes had caught her. And now they captivated her.
 
   She said nothing, and neither did he. Words were not necessary at times like this, she realised. A look and a glance and a smile said everything. She lay back in his arms and gazed into his eyes.
 
   No words were needed.
 
   “Are you going to do anything?” asks the AllFather.
 
   “Sorry, are you guys done?” the Jester replies.
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “So, anyway,” Hill told the girl, “I've got a pretty good business opportunity for you and your boss. Some stuff, items I should say, that I've acquired, imported even. Good quality stuff.”
 
   “Stuff?” said Shenna.
 
   “The best!” declared Hill.
 
   The OverRealm.
 
   A passageway.
 
   Depending on the previously discussed issue of just how you define the word space, the passageway is either at the far reaches of infinity, or out back behind the kitchens. The Warrior is currently on a search for food, for while gods do not actually need to eat they nonetheless will do so, for exactly the same reason that mortals will reach for a second helping of chocolate or a first helping of kebab.
 
   It's something to pass the time with.
 
   The Warrior is not searching for any particular kind of food; instead, he is searching for anything but a particular kind of food. Anything other than ambrosia, to be precise. Ambrosia might be the food of the gods, but the Warrior has always considered it to be a rather tasteless gloop entirely unsuitable for one such as himself.
 
   Alas, since the kitchen’s staff are no more hard-working than the rest of the OverRealm's minions, the menu for lunch usually consists of a starter of ambrosia followed by ambrosia with ambrosia for dessert. This is not a fact that the AllFather is unaware of; the Warrior can be sure of that because he himself has complained more times than there are grains of sands in the southern deserts.
 
   Well, a lot, anyhow.
 
   It is the Warrior's considered opinion that the AllFather has only two techniques for dealing with a problem for which he alone is responsible: either a pitiful, hand-wringing assertion that there is nothing he can do, or a bungled attempt to fix the problem that, in an effort to avoid creating upset, totally avoids the actual cause.
 
   The Warrior now stands before one of the results of the AllFather's desire to avoid all interpersonal conflict. He looks over the brightly coloured pictures that adorn the metal box's front and settles upon one that looks something like the dish that mortals term “steak”.
 
   Beneath the picture is a square red button.
 
   He presses it.
 
   Hill counted out the last wad of money and, satisfied that all was correct and proper, placed it on top of the pile that had, over the last five minutes, taken over a good chunk of Big Rick's desk. “Sixty thousand crowns.”
 
   The desk's owner hovered, slightly hunched, by the door, unsure about exactly what was happening. “So that's sixty thousand… for the stuff?” he asked.
 
   “That's the deal,” Hill told him brightly. “And a very good one it is too.” He strode over to the ogre and held up his hand. “Good doing business with you!”
 
   The ogre shook, the confused expression on his face apparently settling in for a lengthy stay.
 
   Hill turned to the girl and reached out for her hands. “Shenna?”
 
   Her eyes turned up to him, excitement and anticipation sparkling in the blueness. “Yes, Hill?” she breathed.
 
   “It was good doing business with you, too.”
 
   


 
  

Chapter Twelve
 
   The OverRealm. Five figures sit around a marble table. The Warrior is not present. This is because he is currently in a corridor behind the kitchens vandalising a food vending machine in a futile attempt to get something, anything, to eat that isn't ambrosia. The figures around the table are not aware of this. They only know that he is not there.
 
   The AllFather is the omniscient creator of his entire universe. He could, and in the opinions of some should, be aware of just where the Warrior is and what he is doing. He isn't. Running twelve and a half planes of existence is a tedious enough business as it is without attempting to keep track of every grain of sand and every misbehaving individual. He is aware that mothers in the mortal realm tell their children that the AllFather is watching them and will be angry if they misbehave, but, as far as he's concerned, he won't tell if they don't. He looks around the table. “Perhaps we should just keep going?”
 
   Draag had not been the same man since his excursion away from the ornithopter. Whatever evil he'd participated in during those hours had changed him.
 
   During the earlier flight, from the Far Lands to the City, he'd been his usual bombastic self, dominating all conversation, and constantly attempting to overrule the pilot on matters aeronautical. But now, as the ornithopter droned slowly southward, he simply sat, mute, beside Stone, both warriors staring sightlessly ahead.
 
   Yann was concerned. Much as he might dislike Draag – and, truth be told, he disliked him intensely – he was still a comrade in arms whom his life depended on. And more than that, he was a brother in arms, and, to one raised as he in the ways of his people, that meant something.
 
   The Dealer interrupts the AllFather with an upheld hand and a polite cough, midday through a travelogue on the southern deserts. “I think we should wait until Lord Warrior returns. I don't think this is right.”
 
   The AllFather looks around nervously. “Well, I suppose we could wait.”
 
   “Why?” asks the Lady. “He's the one who stomped off in a sulk. Why should we wait for him?”
 
   “That is a good point,” says the AllFather. “Perhaps we should continue then.”
 
   The Dealer shakes his head “It's not right.”
 
   Humans feared the south for its burning heat and its scorched, dry sands. There were some who made it their home, true. Tribes of white-clad nomad camel herders made a precarious living from the desert's sparse and scattered fruits. But they were few in number, and though those nomads they passed over had waved angry fists at the ornithopter and shouted unheard curses, its speed had soon left them behind in its wake. 
 
   Now though, the ornithopter's inexorably southerly course had left the nomads behind, for even they took care not to venture too far from the string of oases that marked the desert's northern fringe. Now there was only sand, endless dunes of sand that rolled beneath the ship like the waves of a golden sea. Humans feared the south because it would kill them, either through thirst or heat. The Wesh feared the south because it would send them insane.
 
   The headache had begun not long after they'd left the desert tribesmen behind. On training flights on the Far Lands' side of the Great World Ridge, Jansen had always turned back at that point. The Wesh's finest minds were divided on the subject of what would happen to a Weshen who ventured closer to the mind of the World Serpent, but all were agreed on one point. It was unlikely to be an experience that could be survived twice.
 
   Jansen had been taught an array of pain-management techniques, and he had immediately put them to use. They had worked, at first, but the pain built, and built, breaking through his defences and rampaging unchecked through his mind.
 
   He screamed.
 
   “So he's in quite a bad state then?” asks the Lady.
 
   The AllFather nods, then adds, “But he is continuing to fly the ornithopter.”
 
   Yann unstrapped himself from his seat and walked carefully down the aisle that ran down the ornithopter's centre, moving cautiously against the craft's unfamiliar motion. The Weshen pilot, strapped into the seat at the centre of the ornithopter's nose, was in a bad way. The hands that gripped the control levels were clawed in agony, and his head ran wet with sweat.
 
   “You must land,” Yann told him. “You cannot survive much more of this.”
 
   “We. Are. Too. Far…” Jansen spat out. “Must. Get. Closer.”
 
   “But–”
 
   “No. My destiny. Please.”
 
   Yann laid a gentle hand on the Weshen's shoulder and looked into the pain-streaked eyes. “We will not forget your sacrifice, brother.”
 
   The Weshen nodded, pain overlaid by joy, then spoke for one last time. “Strap in. Landing hard.” 
 
   Consciousness returned slowly to Tallenna, and, when it did, it was slow and confused and accompanied by a fuzzy blob that lifted her head and trickled water into her dry and scorched mouth.
 
   “Take it easy,” the blob said. “You've been out a few minutes.”
 
   The voice was Yann's, she realised, after a moment's confusion. The heat was intense, burning her throat every time she drew breath and sending sweat cascading down her body. She blinked, and forced her eyes to focus, fighting the nausea that rose up every time she moved her head.
 
   The interior of the ornithopter was a mess: littered with broken panels and just wrong, somehow. It took her a few seconds to realise that the broken craft's floor was tilted at a sharp angle, left-side and nose low, right-side and tail high. She braced herself against the chair back in front with one hand, and then reached down to release the belt that still held her with the other.
 
   Yann, who was bare-chested but still sweating, had already begun a careful descent down the slope that had been the floor. Using the seats as steps she followed him. They found the broken body of Jansen half buried in the wreckage of the nose. Yann reached down for a moment, and then shook his head. “He's gone.”
 
   Tallenna heard a noise from behind and looked up to see Hill climbing down to join them. His face was marked by a bloody scratch across one cheek, but her physician's training told her the wound was not serious.
 
   “I hope my dog's okay,” he said.
 
   “I'm sure he will be,” Tallenna told him. “He was well secured.”
 
   Hill nodded towards the body of the pilot. “Is he…?”
 
   “He's gone,” she said.
 
   The halfling climbed past her, and knelt beside Yann, who looked to be arranging Jansen's body according to the death rites of his tribe. Hill reached out and patted the Weshen's silken robes. Death was no stranger to any of them, but they each had their own way of dealing with it. Tallenna watched as Hill slowly patted his way across the Weshen's chest. “Is this part of the death ritual of your people?” she asked.
 
   “Death ritual?” the halfling replied, confused. “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “I really don't know what the big deal is,” says the Jester. “All I said was that I would climb down and see what was on the body.”
 
   The Lady leans forward and glares at him, hard. “The man died so that our mortals might succeed in their mission and your reward to him is to loot his body?”
 
   “He's dead!” the Jester protests. “What does he care? And besides, I'm a thief. It's what I do!”
 
   “I thought you always said you were a scout,” says the Dealer, clearly highly displeased.
 
   “Scout, thief, whatever. It's only the town watch and the guild demarcation fanatics who really give a damn about that. Anyway…”
 
   He leans forward to talk directly to the AllFather. “What do I find on the body?”
 
   The AllFather pauses, thinks, draws himself up to speak, pauses again, and is rescued by the crashing open of the door. It is the Warrior. He holds a bowl of what looks suspiciously like ambrosia in one hand and a spoon in the other, and wears an angry expression on his face, an expression that gets even angrier when he sees that the story has resumed without him.
 
   “Ah,” says the AllFather, coming closer than at any point since the dawn of creation to being pleased at the arrival of the Warrior. “You're back! That's good! We wondered where you'd got to.”
 
   The Warrior surveys the scene from the doorway. “You've started without me,” he booms, a trace of hurt in his voice. “That's not fair!”
 
   The Jester leans in very close to the AllFather, and whispers. “The body?”
 
   Shovel had not been a happy dog when Hill had climbed into the wrecked cargo hold to release him. Upside down in an upside down kennel was clearly not where he wanted to be, and he made his displeasure known with a series of angry barks before relief, and release, resulted in excited yapping and frantic tail wagging followed by a long bout of urgent panting.
 
   The monkey was equally angry and not likely, unlike his canine travelling companion, to be placated by mere rescuing. However, he did greedily accept the offer of a drink of warm, but still refreshing, water. And, luckily, he appeared to have run out of poo.
 
   So for the moment, Hill had left the monkey sitting angrily on the top of a supplies box, while he turned his attention to the task of pushing a scrabbling dog of half his size again up a slippery forty-five degree slope. 
 
   The Jester looks at the worrying small number of knuckle-bones in his hand, performs a mental calculation whose result is not agreeable, and then glances around the table. “Some help would be appreciated,” he says.
 
   He receives three variations on an angry glare, with the Lady, the Dealer, and the Warrior adding contempt, anger, and sulkiness to the standard model, respectively.
 
   “You rifled through the pockets of a dead man!” shouts the Lady.
 
   “You dishonoured a fallen comrade who'd sacrificed himself for your cause!” shouts the Dealer.
 
   “You started without me!” shouts the Warrior.
 
   “Anyone would think I killed him myself,” mutters the Jester to no one in particular.
 
   “The cast?” suggests the AllFather after a short delay.
 
   The Jester shrugs and sends the knuckle-bones bouncing across the table. One success. The AllFather sighs and shakes his head.
 
   Four muffled but still identifiable sounds emerged from the direction of the cargo hold: a curse, a scrabble of claws, a thump, and a yelp. Yann's eyes looked up at Tallenna. “Do you think we should help him?” he asked.
 
   She shook her head, the fury of what she’d seen him do still burning within her. After a moment, Yann nodded agreement, and they continued in the sad task of freeing Jansen's body from the wreckage that imprisoned it.
 
   Though Tallenna did not share Yann's beliefs regarding death, she was equally insistent that the Weshen deserved a better tomb than the wreckage of his once-proud craft. Yann carefully lifted a beam that lay across Jansen's chest, and placed it to one side. “Perhaps we should ask Draag for help,” he whispered.
 
   Tallenna looked back up the cabin, to where Draag and Stone still sat side by side in their chairs, fully clothed, only the straps across their chests preventing them from plummeting down the steeply sloping floor. Since regaining consciousness after the crash, Draag seemed much improved: alert and responsive, tracking them with his eyes as they traversed around the cabin and taking regular swigs from his water flask. But while he would speak, he refused to move or in any way help. He was still clearly troubled by what had happened in the City.
 
   Stone, meanwhile, was his usual strange enigmatic self, sitting calmly in his chair as though he wasn't hanging near upside down in the straps, and staring contentedly out the window as though it wasn't completely obscured by the sand-dune that now half covered their craft. Tallenna climbed up to where they sat, and laid a comforting hand on Draag's armoured shoulder. “Are you okay?” she asked. “Would you like to help us?”
 
   “No!” said Draag. “I am not okay. I do not wish to help you!”
 
   “Hellooo!” says the Jester. “I need some help down below if you've quite finished playing undertakers?”
 
   The Lady fixes him with a murderous glare. “Talk to Captain Sulk over there!”
 
   “I am not sulking. I am registering a protest over my treatment.”
 
   “Oh, I see, it’s a strike!”
 
   “Fine,” says the Jester, ignoring them both. “I'll just leave all our supplies in here, shall I? Let the monkey use them as nest fodder?”
 
   “I have not been treated fairly.”
 
   “First, we do what is right by Jansen, and then we can get the supplies.”
 
   “Have we landed yet?”
 
   The Lady fixes the Sleeper with a glare nearly as murderous as the one she just shot at the Jester. “Yes,” she says, after a long pause.
 
   The Sleeper blinks. “Oh, okay.” He thinks for a moment, and then points at the Warrior. “I'll follow him.”
 
   “I am not prepared to be treated like this. I demand respect!”
 
   The Jester goes to speak, and then thinks better of it, throwing his hands up in despair and sitting back with a theatrical sigh.
 
   It is the Dealer who eventually speaks. “I do think Lord Warrior has a point. It was not fair for us to resume our mortals' affairs when he was not here.”
 
   The Warrior points animatedly at the Dealer, an exaggerated expression of incredulity on his face as though to say that he cannot understand why only the Dealer understands his point. Silence descends across the table, broken metaphorically, if not actually, by the Warrior's over-acted miming.
 
   The Lady glances at the AllFather, but he is making sure to keep his attention locked firmly on the tablets resting on his lap, where there is no risk of any accidental eye-contact. For a moment she considers poking him hard in the shoulder, but decides that would be cruel. She sighs, and then speaks. “But what difference would it have made, Lord Warrior?”
 
   “It would have made a considerable difference!” says the Warrior. “When the Weshen first started to suffer the effects of flying south, I would have gone forward and relieved him at the controls.”
 
   “He's right!” says the Jester. “That would have made a difference.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “We'd have crashed a half hour earlier.”
 
   The Warrior looks angrily across the table. “We would not have crashed. Draag would have been able to fly the ornithopter.”
 
   “Draag knows how to fly an ornithopter, does he?” asks the Lady.
 
   “Draag knows how to do a great many things. He is highly skilled in a great many subjects.”
 
   The AllFather mutters under his breath. “Yes, I've never been totally happy that his skill totals are correct.”
 
   The Warrior stands up, and leans forward towards the AllFather, furious. “Are you accusing me of cheating?”
 
   The AllFather shrinks down behind his tablets. “No, no, of course not.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “I was just pointing out that Draag is something of a legendary figure, an epic archetype as it were.”
 
   The Jester raises his eyebrows. “Epic?”
 
   Under normal circumstances, unloading their cargo would have been a trivial task, but the upturned cabin and intense heat had conspired to drag the task out to more than two hours and still it was not done.
 
   Yann leaned back on the rope to pull another crate up the hold's sloping floor, guided by the hand signals of Tallenna, who sat atop the cargo-door's frame. She lifted her hands, and he slowed, pulling the box into sight. “Okay, that's good!” she called, her voice already broken and cracked. She balanced the crate on the edge of the frame and called down to Stone, who stood below. “Lift your hands up, left, left a bit more… that's it.”
 
   The box dropped into Stone's hands. He drew it down to his chest, then turned and walked over to the pile. Yann pointed at an appropriate space and the warrior placed the crate so. Then he turned and marched back to his spot below the cargo door.
 
   Yann took another gulp of water. The heat was murderous, and he couldn't imagine how Draag – who was sat midway up the dune opposite, dressed in full plate armour, wordlessly surveying the scene – could stand it.
 
   “The heat is intense,” says the AllFather. “It saps the spirit and dehydrates the body. You must make another test of resistance to remain conscious.” Three sets of knuckle-bones dance across the table, followed a moment later – after the Lady gives the Sleeper a nudge – by a fourth.
 
   The AllFather looks quizzically at the Warrior.
 
   “The test of resistance, Lord Warrior?”
 
   “No,” says the Warrior, striking what he believes to be a noble pose. “I shall not. This is not fair.”
 
   Yann put the water bottle back into its belt pouch and wiped his brow. His mouth was dry and his lips cracked, his lungs burning agony with every breath. Chafed skin rubbed raw sent pain shooting through him at each movement; his eyes stung from the sweat running into them; and his thoughts were slow and painful, swirling nausea and a shattering headache competing for his attention.
 
   How much more of this could he take?
 
   How much more of this could anyone take?
 
   Then a shout broke through the heavy silence. Hill. “I've got it! Sweet gods above, I've got it!”
 
   The halfling's head appeared at the doorframe as he hauled himself out, helped by Tallenna's outstretched hands. The two of them dropped down to the sands and retreated to the shaded area beneath the ornithopter where Shovel and the monkey were lying down, panting. Yann followed them, directing Stone to follow him, and noticing – out of the corner of his eye – Draag slowly rising on sand-slipping feet.
 
   Hill held in his hands the item they’d been so desperately searching for, an item that should have been at the front of the cargo-hold, but which had been buried by the crash's fury. It was a small, flat, wooden box. It had no ornamentation – no carvings, no inlays, no painted art – that might betray its importance; but in truth, it was not the box that was important, but what it contained.
 
   Hill waited, smiling eagerly, until they were all crowded around, and then theatrically flipped the lid open. Inside, nestled carefully in velvet-lined slots, were an amulet, a carefully folded cloak, a loop of chain, and four rings. All shone gold save the cloak; that shimmered like a rainbow set against a summer's sky.
 
   Hill lifted the amulet and held it out towards Yann. “You look like you need this, my friend.”
 
   Yann put the amulet on, arranging his long hair so that it flowed over the amulet's thin golden chain and letting its bejewelled centrepiece come to a rest against his chest. The effect was instantaneous. The heat was gone. The air that flowed over his bare skin and into his lungs was cool and refreshing. He took a swig of the water and found that it was now cool and sharp. “It is good,” he told Hill. “It works, my brother.”
 
   The Warrior bangs the table happily. “Excellent! It works!”
 
   The Dealer gives him a quizzical stare. “Did you think it would not?”
 
   “I did not think anything. I just thought it made sense to let someone else test it.” He ignores the Dealer's angry snort and looks over at the Jester.
 
   “Give me my ring. Now!”
 
   “No!” says the Lady. “Because, apparently, you don't need it, do you?” Her sideways glance at the AllFather betrays who the edge in her voice is aimed at.
 
   The Jester leans forward, an angry expression on his face. “Unlike my dog, who's damned near on his last legs!”
 
   Hill smiled; being told that the magical devices would protect them was one thing, but it was one hell of a relief to actually know that they worked. He reached in for his own ring and put it on, and then bent down to Shovel even as he felt the heat recede. The dog slowly lifted his muzzle, whimpered pitifully and tried to stand, but collapsed, exhausted.
 
   “Easy boy,” Hill told him, stroking him gently. “Just a while more. He reached down into the box, lifted out the chain, slipped it under Shovel's neck, and then fastened the two ends together. As with Yann, the effect was immediate and obvious. The dog pushed himself to his feet, stretched himself, shoved his snout straight into the bowl of water that Yann was holding out, and greedily lapped away.
 
   Draag pushed past Stone and reached for the box, but Hill snatched it away, the lid snapping down shut barely an inch from the paladin's outstretched fingers. “You'll wait your turn,” spat Hill.
 
   For a long moment he was the target of Draag's faceless, visored glare – but then the paladin shrugged, and stepped back. “Fine! It is perhaps right that I wait, since it is only I who is not panting and huffing like a Northlander virgin being ravished in a sauna!” 
 
   Hill brought the box back in front of him and opened the lid. “Tallenna, perhaps you would like to remove your cloak?”
 
   The sorceress lifted out the folded fabric, shook it open, swung it around her shoulders, and clicked its paired clasps together. “That is good,” she breathed.
 
   “Comrade Stone?” said Hill, holding the box out toward him.
 
   “Lord Sleeper?”
 
   “Sorry? What?”
 
   “The Ring?”
 
   “Sorry, what ring?”
 
   “You're putting on a ring.”
 
   “Am I? Oh, okay. I'll put it on.”
 
   Hill grabbed Stone's outstretched hand and guided it to the middle of the three remaining rings, the medium-sized one. The warrior pushed the ring onto a random finger and then returned his hands to his sides.
 
   “For that I waited?” mutters the Warrior to the empty space above the table. “Now can I put my ring on?”
 
   “No,” says the Jester. “There's still someone else to go first.”
 
   Of all the folk, Takes was the most mentally and physically resourceful. It had always been he who'd climbed the highest tree, he who'd taunted the largest forest beast, and he who'd acquired the shiniest treasure.
 
   But the last few days had taxed him like no other days had taxed him before. The terrifying flight in the belly of the giant beast. The crash, in which the ground had become the sky and the sky the ground, and the wooden rocks on the floor had flown and fought. And now, the heat, heat like he'd never dreamed of on even the hottest of days.
 
   The little-but-still-big-person-who-fed-him-banana-chips picked him up and placed him in front of a wooden box, within which gleamed two shiny things. Two very shiny things. Takes tried to extend a hand, even though the effort of doing so bought dizziness to his head and a greying to the eyes – for was he not the one who the folk had named “Quick Fingers Shiny Takes”? But his fingers fell short of the shiny.
 
   The little-but-still-big-person-who-fed-him-banana-chips said something in a soothing voice, and stroked him gently. What did this mean? And then he reached into the box and Takes understood. He was giving him the shiny. He didn't know why, but he needed no reasons where the shiny was concerned.
 
   The little-but-still-big-person-who-fed-him-banana-chips pushed the shiny onto Takes's finger… and the whole world changed. It still consisted of sand with no trees, but upon his skin he felt the cool, wet breeze of the forest. The little-but-still-big-person-who-fed-him-banana-chips put a bowl of water before him and he drank, greedily, until the dizziness and the greyness were gone and he was once more Quick Fingers Shiny Takes. He sat up and looked around. Sand. More sand. Little-but-still-big-person-who-fed-him-banana-chips. Box. Shiny thing.
 
   He snatched.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Thirteen
 
   The OverRealm. Several not-seconds have now elapsed since the AllFather's announcement of the theft of the final ring. The Warrior is standing, his chair pushed back angrily. To say that he is not pleased with this turn of events would be to understate things by an extreme amount, the degree of which can be demonstrated by one salient fact.
 
   The Jester has not yet laughed.
 
   Those robed figures still sitting at the table exchange uneasy glances, but say nothing.
 
   Twelve legs and ten eyeballs stood and watched as the monkey scampered across the sand with the ring clutched in one paw. It headed up the steep face of the dune opposite and disappeared over the crest, with only footprints left behind.
 
   Silence settled upon the desert, broken only by the faint whistle of wind across the sand.
 
   The Warrior sits back down. “I will attack the monkey. It shall not be allowed to steal what is mine!”
 
   The AllFather pauses, perturbed over a minor, but sentence-stopping issue, which is how to refer to the “monkey”. Because while the “monkey” is not, in fact, a monkey, but is instead a member of an intelligent sentient race, this is a piece of information which none of the gods have ever got round to obtaining.
 
   “I said, I'm going to attack the monkey!”
 
   The AllFather sighs a private mental sigh. “I did say that the monkey was running up the far face of the dune and you chose to do nothing.” 
 
   “I did not choose to do nothing. I was thinking.”
 
   “Fine. And so was Draag.”
 
   “That is not correct. Just because I am thinking does not mean that Draag is thinking. I think. Draag reacts!”
 
   The Lady smiles. “Is that because he's cleverer than you?”
 
   “He is not cleverer than me!”
 
   “Legendary Intellect!” coughs the Jester.
 
   “My own intellect is at least legendary,” says the Warrior, ignoring the Jester's raised eyebrow. “Perhaps even epic.” He picks up his knuckle-bones. “As soon as the monkey attempted to steal the ring, Draag would have reacted to stop him.” He casts the knuckle-bones across the table. “Three successes!” he announces. “I have grappled the monkey before it gets hold of the ring.”
 
   The Dealer taps him on the arm. “In this heat you have to make a resistance test before any action, and you have been wearing full armour…”
 
   “…for several hours,” adds the Lady. “And you haven't been drinking much water either, so you'd need at least, what?”
 
   “Five successes,” says the Jester. “And that's not including the fact that his armour's metal, so it will now be hot enough to fry eggs on. I'd say that makes six.”
 
   The Lady smiles at the Warrior. “Still, it's good to have you back with us!”
 
   It all happened very quickly. As Hill pushed the ring onto the monkey's finger and it drank, the gleam in its eyes returned, and its other paw reached out to snatch the one remaining ring.
 
   Seeing this, Draag let out an enraged cry, reached out an arm, and toppled unconscious to the ground like a falling log. The monkey dodged out from underneath him and set off up the far dune with the ring clutched in its paw.
 
   Hill watched, then turned his attention back to Draag, who was lying face down in the sand. “Do you reckon he's dead then?”
 
   “Look, I make the decisions round here!” snaps the AllFather.
 
   “Are you sure?” asks the Jester.
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “So what's the decision then?”
 
   Yann looked at the apparently lifeless body of the fallen dark paladin. “Might be.”
 
   Hill gave the body a poke with his foot. “He might just have fainted.”
 
   A bead of sweat appears on the AllFather's brow. “Perhaps we should just summarise the situation?” he suggests.
 
   The Jester smiles. “Certainly. Lord Warrior went on strike, which you ignored. He then decided to end the strike when the monkey stole his ring, at which point we pointed out that since he was several casts of the knuckle-bones overdue, his first cast upon resuming the game would count as the first of those overdue casts, and since his knuckle-bones did not smile upon him in that cast, his mortal is now lying face down in the desert attempting to breathe through sand.” He looks around the table. “Is that a fair summary?”
 
   The AllFather glares at him, hurt. “I was actually suggesting that I myself might summarise the situation.”
 
   “Oh, you were stalling,” says the Jester, oozing fake sincerity. “I'm sorry, I didn't know.”
 
   The Warrior bangs the table. “Your summary is not correct! My mortal is not lying face down in the sand!”
 
   Draag pushed hard up the dune, stopped, and aimed DeathSinger's blade at the back of the fleeing monkey.
 
   “Die, simian,” he breathed as his hand tight–
 
   “I think you'll find he is.”
 
   Tallenna stared at Draag's fallen figure, trying very, very hard to ignore the tiny voice of her conscience pointing out that his face was totally buried in the sand. She failed. It was very persistent. “You'd better turn him over,” she said, sighing. “Otherwise he'll suffocate.”
 
   Hill looked up at her. “You say that like it's a bad thing.”
 
   “This is intolerable! It is unacceptable! It is…”
 
   The Lady interrupts before the Warrior can think of a further way of describing the unacceptability of the situation. “It's the rules.”
 
   The Warrior thinks for a moment. “No, it is not, for were those the rules my mortal would have fainted far before then. The AllFather chose to allow me to not cast. Having exempted my mortal from the effects of the heat, he cannot simply cancel that decision.”
 
   “He's got a point there,” admits the Dealer. “Draag should have collapsed a long time ago.”
 
   Four gazes converge on the AllFather. “Look, this is not my decision.”
 
   “It's not?” asks the Lady. “Then whose is it?”
 
   The AllFather waves a couple of frantic hands. “I think you misunderstand my role. I am not in charge. I'm more of a… facilitator.”
 
   “A facilitator?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You're not actually in charge?”
 
   The AllFather smiles, happy that she understands. “No.”
 
   “But you're the Lord of all Creation!” the Lady screams. “How in the name of anything and everything can you not be in charge?”
 
   “Well, you see, the thing is–”
 
   “You formed nothingness into dust and dust into reality!”
 
   The AllFather thinks of his own personal portion of the OverRealm. As with most things spatial in the OverRealm, this is either a small bungalow behind the orchard, or a large slice of infinity, depending on quite what you mean by “spatial”. It has been some while since he gave it a good dust. “You see the thing is, that was then. I don't really do dust now.”
 
   “Well, who does?” shouts the Lady.
 
   “No one does. It just sort of does its own thing.”
 
   “That explains a lot,” mutters the Lady.
 
   “You could have it if you want!” says the AllFather brightly. “What with you being a…” He stops speaking when he notices the Lady's enraged glare.
 
   Silence.
 
   “A decision?” asks the Jester, eventually.
 
   “Well,” says the AllFather. “Now.”
 
   “I demand that my exemption stands,” says the Warrior.
 
   “We need to work out what is the most plausible way for our mortals' reality to play out,” says the Dealer.
 
   “Is it bad that I think it would be funny if he choked to death on a faceful of sand?” says the Jester.
 
   The Lady bangs the table. “This is pitiful! Someone needs to take a decision and it's clearly not going to be any of you. I am not prepared to spend a long slice of my future eternity arguing over rings, monkeys, and whose pride's been hurt by whom! And given the degree of tedium to which just one tiny ornithopter flight has subjected me to, if you think we're going to micromanage our mortals across a desert the size of Lord Dealer's vegetable patch you are sadly mistaken. We're just going to skip over this entire mess and go straight to the next bit of our mortals' lives that actually matters a damn!”
 
   “But what about my mortal's skills and knowledge?” protests the Warrior. “I might lose the opportunity to gain experience.”
 
   The Lady stares at him. Very hard. “It's a featureless desert. What were you planning on doing? A correspondence course?”
 
   The Warrior looks down. “I was planning on having Draag practice things,” he says quietly.
 
   The Lady leans as close in to him as the table will allow. “He can do whatever he wants as long as I don't have to listen to you describing it.” She glares at each of her fellow gods in turn. “Do we all understand?”
 
   


 
  

Chapter Fourteen
 
   For more than four hundred days and as many nights they'd toiled south across the desert, hiding by day from the sun's fury and marching by night. Now, finally, they had reached their destination. The end of the world.
 
   Hill put his toes on the cliff's edge and looked at the sea, a thousand miles below. It was a long way down. He turned to Draag, who stood beside him, also observing the scene. “So which ring did you have to get rid of then?”
 
   The Dark Paladin's helm-sheathed head leaned sideways, confused. “Why would I get rid of a ring?”
 
   “You were already wearing ten rings. So you must have taken one off when you put the ring of protection against heat on.”
 
   “No, I used the eleventh slot.”
 
   This was a new one on Hill. “The eleventh slot?”
 
   Wordlessly, Draag pointed at his armoured codpiece before turning and wandering away.
 
   “Is that even legal?” asks the Jester.
 
   “It is a perfectly legitimate extrapolation of the rules of reality as presented,” says the Warrior.
 
   “Extrapolation in this case meaning, ‘it's just something I made up’,” says the Dealer.
 
   “It is perfectly legitimate! And, besides, it was custom-sized for that use.” He preens himself. “That is why its diameter is so much greater than a ring made for the finger.”
 
   “So much greater? Are you sure that Draag isn't now wearing three socks?” asks the Lady. “One for each foot, and a third for…”
 
   “I knew you would mock me. That is why I did not mention it.”
 
   “Knew we would point out that it's cheating, more like!” says the Dealer. “I'm sorry, but what you're claiming is absurd and I for one am not prepared to continue unless the situation is rectified.”
 
   “The ring is too large for any of Draag's fingers!”
 
   “You could move the sock,” suggests the Jester.
 
   The Warrior glares at him.
 
   “Or perhaps, Mistress Lady,” continues the Jester, “you could have Tallenna do a striptease in front of him, so we can see if the elves make stretchable rings!”
 
   The Lady, too, glares at him.
 
   “I will not be mocked,” says the Warrior.
 
   “You should have thought about that before–”
 
   “And, besides, all my existing magical items are potentially vital. I cannot lose any one of them.”
 
   The Dealer looks at him. “So your ten existing rings, your cloak, your belt and your amulet… Every one of them is more vital to you now than a ring that protects you from the burning heat?”
 
   “Potentially, yes.”
 
   “Your ring of reaction?”
 
   “We might get attacked!”
 
   “Your amulet of language understanding?”
 
   “We might want to talk our way out of it!”
 
   “Your belt of enormous strength?”
 
   “They might not be listening!”
 
   “Your cloak… of water resistance?”
 
   “It might… rain.”
 
   The Dealer draws himself up. “The outside temperature is…” He pauses, blinks, then looks at the AllFather. “How hot is it?”
 
   “Around two hundred and ten degrees Fahrenheit,” replies the AllFather. He's never been very good with numbers, so he borrowed a bunch of weights and measures that Mr Six Days said he didn't need any more. “You are, after all, several thousand miles closer to the sun than the habitable lands from which your mortals come.”
 
   “Two hundred and ten degrees Fahrenheit. I don't think it's going to rain.”
 
   The view was transfixing, dangerously so. A man could so lose himself in such a vista that he might step forward and fall to a long, slow oblivion. Hill waited a moment, hoping that Draag might do just that, then turned and walked back over to where Yann was putting the Wesh food and water maker that fed them back into its box. The Northlander finished snapping the last buckle closed, then straightened up and sniffed at the air. Hill raised a querying eyebrow.
 
   Yann laughed. “I was checking for rain. No idea where that impulse came from.” He shrugged. “Habit, I guess.”
 
   Tallenna approached them. “So, what's the plan?”
 
   Yann opened the side pocket of his backpack and took out a tightly furled scroll. “This is the diagram that the Wesh's experts have drawn.” He laid it flat on the dry, wind-blasted rock and weighed down the corners with a couple of pebbles. “This is what the face of the serpent should look like.”
 
   The Lady and the AllFather stare pointedly at the Jester.
 
   “I haven't said a word,” he protests.
 
   The Lady leans forward. “Yet.”
 
   “Call me Mr Serious,” says the Jester. “I am a joke-free zone. Saving the world, future of man and halfling-kind, all that jazz.”
 
   “Good. I'm glad.”
 
   Tallenna squatted down and examined the plan in detail, pointing out some of the salient features. “We're here, on the top of the snout. We need to travel down to the western nostril here. How far is that?”
 
   Yann clicked his tongue in the way he always did when he was thinking hard. “About four hundred miles, straight down.”
 
   Hill laughed. “As climbs go, that's a bit longer than I've ever done.”
 
   Yann began gathering his ropes together. “Sooner we start, sooner we get there.”
 
   Camp one, the evening of day one. After a hard day's abseiling, they'd found a narrow ledge on which to pitch their tents. Tallenna sat under the gently rippling canvas and recorded the day's progress in her diary.
 
   A little over four thousand feet.
 
   Camp two, the evening of day two. The rock-face this day had been smooth and straight and progress had been good. They had descended almost six thousand feet before darkness fell, forcing them to abandon hopes of finding a ledge.
 
   Hill attempted to relax as he sat back in his harness, ignoring both the eternity beneath his feet and the constantly whining dog who hung beside him.
 
   Camp three, the evening of day three. The stretch of clear and straight rock had run out a little before noon, and they'd entered a region of splintered rock and jagged overhangs.
 
   Yann sat back in his yurt and meditated, trying to draw strength for the trials that lay below.
 
   Camp four, the evening of day four. As they dropped ever downward, the curving away of the rock beside them had revealed to their left a most wondrous sight. A giant eye, bright yellow, with a vertical black pupil.
 
   As Draag slept in his sarcophagus he dreamed of the eye. It looked evil. It looked good.
 
   Camp five, the evening of day five. Takes lay on the edge of the ledge and looked downward.
 
   He was beginning to think that this was a bloody big tree.
 
   Camp six, the evening of day six. Shovel shoved his snout into the bowl placed before him and ate.
 
   Then slept.
 
   “So,” says the AllFather. “We come to day seven. So far you've travelled a little over five miles, which means that by your reckoning you have a little under three hundred and ninety-five miles to go.
 
   “Hang on,” says the Jester. “You said by our reckoning?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Which means that it isn't actually three hundred and ninety-five miles to go. That's just how far we think it is.”
 
   “Your point?”
 
   “How far is it actually?”
 
   “You don't know. But you think the total drop is around four hundred miles.”
 
   “But it could be four thousand?”
 
   “Well no, obviously not!”
 
   “Why obviously not?”
 
   The Dealer breaks in. “Because Yann's highly skilled at estimating distances and he wouldn't get it that wrong!”
 
   The AllFather nods.
 
   “So the total drop is pretty much about four hundred miles?”
 
   “Yes. Was that not what I said?”
 
   The Jester shrugs.
 
   “Right, as I was saying, you have a little over three hundred and ninety-five miles to go.”
 
   “This is boring,” says the Warrior.
 
   “It is a little tedious,” agrees the Dealer.
 
   “I agree,” says the AllFather, triggering a series of confused expressions around the table. “You seem to be under the misapprehension that your slow progress is in some way due to me.”
 
   “Well, you are the one who made the cliff face,” says the Jester.
 
   “Yes. And you're the ones who decided to abseil down it a hundred feet at a time!”
 
   Day eight, afternoon, somewhere on the rock face. Yann halted his descent, allowing the anchor wedged into a crevice to take his weight, and paused for a moment. Some way below him Hill was busy fixing a new set of anchor points into the nearly sheer rock. Above were Tallenna, Stone and finally Draag, with Shovel and the monkey on a separate hoist somewhere in between.
 
   He looked at the sun. It was wrong.
 
   Yann had spent a lifetime on the featureless northern plains, and had been taught the ancient skills and knowledge of his people. He could estimate the time of day to within minutes from the position of the sun alone. But now, squinting first at the sun, and then at the shadows it cast, the time he estimated didn't match that which his inner senses told him it should be.
 
   Either the sun had moved from its prescribed track. Or the land beneath him had shifted. He called down to Hill. “I think the rock face is moving upward!”
 
   The answer came back thin and distorted. “What?”
 
   “The rock face. I think it's moving upward!”
 
   The Jester peers at the knuckle-bones sitting before him. “One success?”
 
   “Baroque face, eye thin kits moving up wood?” shouted Hill, hanging back in his harness, his arms outstretched in confusion.
 
   “Hang on,” shouted Yann. “I'll come to you.” He quickly rappelled down, easing to a halt just beside the halfling. He gathered his breath for a moment, and then spoke. “The rock face. It's moving upward.”
 
   “What? The whole thing?”
 
   “Yes. All the features around us are in the same place relative to each other. But they've all moved relative to the sun.”
 
   “By how much?”
 
   “Forty, maybe fifty miles.”
 
   “But if the entire rock face is lifting, then that means… that means the entire head is lifting!”
 
   “Exactly. The question is, why?”
 
   “The land has definitely shifted up?” says the Dealer.
 
   The AllFather nods. “Definitely.”
 
   “But couldn't it just be the side-to-side rocking of the world serpent? The motion that produces the tides?”
 
   “No. This is in addition to that movement.”
 
   The Dealer and the Jester trade confused glances.
 
   Hill looked sideways, to where the giant unblinking eye observed half a universe, and downward, towards the black shadow that marked a nostril fully fifty miles across. A vision came to him, of tiny dots moving across a giant snout. “I've got a horrible feeling I know what's about to happen.”
 
   “And what's that?”
 
   “I think this thing's about to sneeze.” 
 
   


 
  

Chapter Fifteen
 
   Silence has settled around the table, save for the slurping of the Warrior as he finishes the last of his ambrosia.
 
   “Look, I get that,” says the Jester. “I get that the whole sneeze thing is your way of telling us that we're not supposed to spend a year abseiling down the rock face to go with the year we spent walking here.”
 
   “I can't comment,” says the AllFather. “But that is a reasonable conclusion to draw.”
 
   “Fine. But what I don't get… Hang on a minute, does that mean we didn't need to spend a year walking here either?”
 
   The AllFather smiles and shrugs.
 
   “Whatever. We get that there's a quicker way of doing it. What we don't get is what that quicker way is.” He looks around at his fellow gods. “Is that a reasonable summary?”
 
   They nod.
 
   The AllFather spreads his arms apologetically. “It's your problem, for your mortals to solve.”
 
   The Warrior swears under his breath. “Damned problem solving. When do we get some combat?”
 
   Day nine, early morning. Draag eased the control rope in and kicked hard against the rock, sending him swooping downward in a series of lazy bounces. A couple of hundred feet later he dropped to a halt on a narrow ledge beside Hill.
 
   “Oh, it's you,” said the halfling.
 
   Draag knew Hill hated him, but he didn't care. The halfling was chaotic and unreliable in nature, rude and disrespectful in personality, and a thief. (Draag was still particularly upset about the dried banana chips). “It is. Were you expecting someone else?”
 
   “One can always hope.”
 
   Draag didn't answer, but instead began the process of disengaging himself from the main rope, waiting for another snappy put-down from the halfling. When that didn't come he looked up, and saw Hill staring intently into the sky. “What is it?”
 
   “Over there, see?”
 
   Draag followed Hill's outstretched hand, but saw nothing save clear blue sky. “You are blind and a fool. I see nothing.”
 
   “Well, I do, which makes you blind for not seeing it, and a fool for disregarding me.”
 
   “There is nothing there!” declared Draag, looking again at the sky – and seeing a series of specks heading towards them.
 
   “This is not fair!” says the Warrior.
 
   “How is it not fair?” asks the AllFather.
 
   “I cast more successes than he to look at the sky and was told by you that I could see nothing.”
 
   “Yes. And I told Lord Jester that he could see something.”
 
   “But I had more successes, so my mortal should have been right and his wrong!”
 
   The Jester coughs. “Lord Warrior. My mortal has better sight than yours. So it was my mortal who was right and yours who was wrong.”
 
   “But I have spectacles of eagle's sight!”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   “But you're not wearing any spectacles!”
 
   “Contacts.”
 
   Hill looked up the rock face; Yann was a hundred or so feet above and descending, the others mere ants beyond him. Hill pointed at the rapidly approaching specks and shouted. “Incoming!”
 
   Yann looked out for a moment, then looked down, giving a thumbs up of confirmation, before turning to look up the rock face, and shouting.
 
   The Sleeper peers across the table. “One… two… three successes?”
 
   The AllFather speaks. “Yann's voice is thin and distorted, but you can clearly make out the word, ‘incoming’.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Five faces stare at him, but he somehow fails to notice. The stares eventually turn to smiles and resigned shrugs, but he manages to not notice those too.
 
   “Contacts!” snorts the Warrior. “I've never heard anything so ridiculous in all of eternity.”
 
   “Says the man who's wearing eleven rings.”
 
   “At least my rings are genre appropriate.”
 
   “Lord Pervert might agree with you. I doubt anyone else would.”
 
   Silence settles. The Dealer smiles an encouraging, hinting smile at the Sleeper, and the Sleeper smiles back. The Dealer shoulder-flinches a suggestion at the AllFather, but the AllFather merely smiles knowingly, and infuriatingly, back.
 
   “Where's Shovel?” asks the Jester.
 
   “Just a little way above Stone,” says the AllFather. “Tallenna was winding him, the monkey, and the backpacks down.”
 
   “Okay, for the monkey…”
 
   The knuckle-bones dance.
 
   “…and for the dog.”
 
   They dance again.
 
   The AllFather mentally calculates for a moment, then looks at the Lady. “Mistress Lady?”
 
   She tosses her knuckle-bones across the table. “Three successes?”
 
   “You can hear a noise from below. It's Shovel barking. Looking down you can see that the monkey is prodding the dog with one hand and pointing out to the sky with the other.”
 
   “Well, it's nice that someone cares enough about me to let me know,” says the Lady, looking pointedly at the Sleeper.
 
   He blinks. “Know what? Sorry, was I supposed to tell you something?”
 
   Yann bounced down onto the ledge and disconnected himself from the rope. The specks were arcing in fast, too fast. He muttered an angry curse. He wasn't particularly counting on the wind spirits of the northern plains sending a tornado either quite this far south nor quite this far off the edge of the world – but it was both satisfying and comforting to call for one anyway.
 
   Spread out like this – himself, Draag and Hill on the ledge, Stone and the animals perhaps three hundred feet above them, and Tallenna perhaps three hundred feet more – they'd need all the help they could get.
 
   But recriminations were for later, if there was a later. Survival was all that mattered now, and while he, Draag, and Hill fought together here, those above them would have to fight their own lonely battles. He pulled his long bow off his back and pulled an arrow from his quiver.
 
   Closer.
 
   Closer.
 
   “Now look!” shouts the AllFather. “Everything's happening very quickly, and I'm not going to let you do your normal trick of bringing the entire game to a grinding halt while you discuss every possible strategy. You can do one thing and one thing only. One at a time.”
 
   “I will unsheathe DeathSinger, aim it at the approaching objects, and back into the rock face in a crouching position,” says the Warrior.
 
   “That's three,” says the Jester, holding up three fingers. “Unless you include crouching down, in which case it's four.”
 
   “That is not so.”
 
   “Well, let's call it three and a half then.”
 
   “Enough!” snaps the AllFather. “That counts as one thing, and I'd appreciate it if you'd confine your comments to telling me what you intend your mortal to do.”
 
   “I'll take my crossbow out, load a magazine in, and give the clockwork a good few winds.”
 
   “Now that's three actions!” shouts the Warrior.
 
   The AllFather nods. “I'll let you get away with loading the magazine, but the clockwork action takes several seconds to fully wind.”
 
   “This is not fair,” says the Jester, in an exaggerated and mimicking voice.
 
   “Are you mocking me?”
 
   “Not at all,” the Jester says to the Warrior. “Why would you think I am?”
 
   The Warrior glares at him for a few seconds, then speaks. “That weapon is completely inappropriate, anyway. Clockwork is for novelty toys and timepieces and has no place on the battlefield!”
 
   The Dealer waves a finger in agreement. “I am forced to agree with Lord Warrior. I'm not at all convinced that such a weapon should be feasible. I do not think that it complies with reasonable laws of reality.”
 
   The Jester points at the AllFather. “He cleared it.”
 
   “Mistress Lady?” says the AllFather quickly.
 
   “I'll cast Spider's Cradle on myself to anchor myself to the rock-face.”
 
   “Good. And Lord Sleeper?”
 
   The Sleeper points at the Warrior. “I'll do what he's doing.”
 
   “He's drawing his sword and crouching down on the rock ledge.”
 
   “I'll do that.”
 
   “You can't. You're not on the ledge.”
 
   “Aren't I?”
 
   “No, you're not. You're hanging in a harness off the rope about three hundred feet above the ledge. That's why Lord Dealer was having to shout up to you.”
 
   “Oh. I thought I would have climbed down by now? I did say Stone was climbing down.”
 
   “You did. But only a few seconds have passed by since then.”
 
   “Oh right. Seems longer.”
 
   “Yes. Yes, it does. So what do you want to do?”
 
   “Get out my sword?”
 
   “Well, if that's what you want to do.”
 
   “Have I finished winding the clockwork yet?”
 
   “Oh, alright, yes.”
 
   “That is not fair!”
 
   Hill gave the loading crank a final turn and snapped the crossbow up to his shoulder. The approaching objects showed crystal clear and terrifyingly large in the crossbow's telescopic sight; balls of what looked like molten tar that flamed and crackled and left a burning trail of–
 
   “And I think that telescopic sight's highly suspect, also,” says the Dealer.
 
   “Hey, I did some deals for a couple of gnomes who used to work the docks. They knew people, you know?”
 
   “I'm trying to give you a description here!” snaps the AllFather.
 
   “Sorry, carry on. Flavour's good.”
 
   The AllFather glares at him for a moment and then continues speaking.
 
   –sparks as they swooped through the air. Hill rested his cheek against the crossbow's polished rosewood stock and breathed slowly.
 
   In.
 
   Out.
 
   In.
 
   Out.
 
   Closer.
 
   Closer.
 
   Closer.
 
   “Now!” shouted Yann.
 
   Hill gave the trigger a momentary squeeze and a bolt shot away, followed an instant later by a second and then a third, the clockwork screaming as it rammed bolts into the chamber and pulled the drawstring back, the butt thudding reassuringly into his shoulder. Through the scope he saw his bolts ram home, tearing, cutting and finally smashing through in an explosion of tar and fire.
 
   He shifted aim, found a second target, and fired another three-bolt burst. The bolts – off-centre – hit only glancing blows, and the thing flew on, leaving a trail of incandescent blobs of something in its wake. He moved, tracked, prepared to fire – and saw it explode as a long arrow punched through its centre and blew it into fragments. 
 
   Yann.
 
   A quick high five and they were back in action, Yann's arrows taking out two of the incoming flame beasts while Hill dispatched three more before his magazine clicked empty. He ducked back against the rock, ejected the spent magazine and pulled a fresh replacement from his belt pouch, simultaneously taking the chance to see what the world outside the scope was looking like.
 
   The sky was full of flame-beasts, dozens of them, one hit as he watched by an arrow of Yann's, another disintegrated from above by a bolt of green lightning – Tallenna, he realised, covering them from her perch more than six hundred feet above. Beside him, Draag was firing jet after jet of flame from DeathSinger, but though each jet hit a flame-beast dead centre, it had no effect. The beasts simply flew through and out the other side.
 
   “Give it up, man!” Hill shouted. “It's got no effect on them.” He slammed the fresh magazine into place and moved back into a firing crouch.
 
   Draag screamed in frustration and anger; a continuous jet now streamed from the sword's point, filling the sky with flame. But still the beasts flew on, dipping, swooping, approaching.
 
   “Leave it!”
 
   “No!”
 
   The world was back to just a small circle now. Hill breathed in, becoming one with the weapon, ignoring the flame that filled his view, searching, seeking – there!
 
   Firing.
 
   “This is not fair!”
 
   The AllFather sighs. “How is it not fair?”
 
   “You have constructed a scenario where my weapon is impotent!”
 
   The Jester laughs. “Considering where you've placed that ring of protection, DeathSinger isn't the weapon I'd be worried about becoming impotent!”
 
   He goes to speak again, but is silenced by the AllFather's glare.
 
   “I have not constructed anything. These beasts live in an environment of perpetual and extreme heat. Not only that, they themselves incorporate flame as part of their bodies. Flame is to them what blood is to your mortals. Flame is not going to hurt them.”
 
   “That is a circular argument. You have constructed an environment whose inhabitants are likely to be immune to my primary weapon and then tell me that they are immune because of their environment.”
 
   “It is not a circular argument!” snaps the AllFather.
 
   “Well, it is a bit of one,” says the Jester.
 
   “Look, it's hot, they're flame, DeathSinger's useless! Okay! Can we please get back to the game?”
 
   Yann had lost count of the number of beasts he'd dispatched from the skies; he knew only that his quiver, which had started the combat full, was noticeably lighter now.
 
   Again and again the beasts dipped in, some so close that he felt their heat burning at his skin even through the protection of the Wesh's magic. But again and again the beasts fell, held at bay by either his arrows, or by the trusty figure of Hill, who stood beside him firing burst after burst, pausing only to slap fresh magazines into his crossbow.
 
   “How many magazines have you got, anyhow?” asks the Dealer.
 
   “As many as we need,” the Jester replies. “It's a magical pouch.”
 
   The Lady leans forward with a quizzical expression on her face. “You have a pouch that magically produces metal magazines pre-filled with crossbow bolts?”
 
   “Sure, what's the problem?”
 
   “Well, it's not exactly genre appropriate,” says the Dealer.
 
   The Jester shrugs. “The gnomes threw it in as part of the deal.”
 
   “This is not fair!”
 
   Draag sat back against the rock, sulking, and thinking evil thoughts. With DeathSinger impotent against the flame beasts, he had little to do in the combat save sit and watch as the halfling and the barbarian fired shot after shot at the attacking waves.
 
   He could have offered his encouragement but, quite frankly, that was not his way. He found a small pebble lying on the ledge beside him, and picked it up, twirling it around between his gauntleted fingers and imagining it was the halfling's neck. It felt good. Especially when he squeezed.
 
   After a few minutes he sensed a slackening of fire from his two companions, and looked up. The flame-beasts were withdrawing – or perhaps regrouping? The beasts formed up, swooped away, and climbed.
 
   “They're going for Stone and the equipment!” shouted Yann.
 
   “My bloody animals are up there!” shouted Hill.
 
   The halfling hung his crossbow across his back and set off up the rope, not bothering to use his metal spiders but instead simply hauling himself up hand over hand.
 
   Yann looked down at Draag.
 
   “You coming?”
 
   “It is not my fight. And besides, I have been rendered useless by their immunity to fire.”
 
   “I think he's back on strike,” mutters the Lady.
 
   “So what are you actually going to do?” asks the AllFather.
 
   “I shall stay where I am and observe.”
 
   “You're not actually going to do anything?”
 
   “I shall practice my sword strokes.”
 
   The alien creatures were cold. The flameling sensed that. And it hated cold; wanted, needed, was compelled, to extinguish cold. When first his pack had come upon the cold things, they’d struck out, without thought or plan. And the cold things had punished them for it, firing cold rods of death that had sent scores of the flameling’s pack-mates to the seas of heaven below.
 
   All things eventually lost their grip on life, reached that day when they could no longer maintain altitude, and began their fall to the afterlife. But that was a slow, dignified fall that formed part of the cycle of life – not this violent slaying of those who were young and who still soared high and proud this far up the wall of the world.
 
   Now the flameling hated the cold things, wanted revenge, and would strive to achieve it. There were more cold things, higher up the wall; weaker perhaps? It arced, turned, and followed its pack-mates into the attack.
 
   The AllFather turns his attention to the Sleeper. “What do you want to do?” he asks him.
 
   “What's happening?”
 
   The AllFather sighs. “Three of the flame-beasts are heading straight for you with two more heading for the harness containing the dog and the monkey.”
 
   “I'll try and parry them with my sword.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   The Lady leans forward and touches the AllFather on the arm. “I'll cast two bolts of Green Lightning down, one at the first of the group heading for Stone, and one at the first of the group heading for the animals. And then I'll start readying a couple more.”
 
   “Am I there yet?” says the Jester.
 
   “No. You're about two-thirds of the way up with Lord Dealer a little way behind you. I'll tell you when you get there.”
 
   “I'm climbing really fast!”
 
   “I know.”
 
   When his new clan had started their descent of the biggest, widest tree Takes had ever seen, he'd been happy. He knew trees. Trees were good. Trees were where the people of the Folk sat in branches laughing at the beasts of the forest that couldn't climb.
 
   Granted, sometimes it turned out that the beasts of the forest could climb (personally, Takes was of the opinion that using claws to climb rather than hands was cheating of the lowest order, but neither panthers nor bears seemed to give a damn) and then it wasn't always so funny – at least not until you worked out who was last in the queue for the upper branches and made sure it wasn't you.
 
   Takes had stayed reasonably happy for the first few days of the climb, despite the big people's insistence on strapping him into some kind of web and attaching him to one of their vines. This was an insult, for, after all, was he not the nimblest of the Folk? And he wasn't particularly happy that, as always, they paired him with the thing with four legs and no hands that the little-but-still-big-person-who-fed-him-banana-chips called Shovel. 
 
   He never had managed to understand just what they thought he had in common with it. The thing was stupid, clumsy, and the worst conversationalist Takes had ever met. And it smelt, too. But as day followed day, and Takes started to realise just how big this tree was, he'd started to appreciate being dropped down in the big people's web.
 
   Happiness was not a word he would have used had anyone bothered to ask him how he was. But he wasn't quite unhappy either. Until the flame-things arrived.
 
   No creature of the forest likes flame. But flame that flies and swoops and heads straight for you – that's another level of not liking altogether. It was time to go mobile. The Folk communicated using gestures, and so Takes took a brief moment to send a couple of signed words at the four-legged thing, signs which broadly translated to: “So long sucker, I'm outta here!” 
 
   He knew the thing wouldn't understand, but he didn't see why that should deprive him of the final word. Then he quickly unsnapped the various catches that held him in the harness and headed on up the rope. He wasn't quite sure where the rope headed, but it had to be better than here.
 
   The AllFather scratches a few tally counts on his tablet and then looks up, trying to work out who he should speak to first. His gaze settles upon the Lady. “Right… Mistress Lady. You send down a couple of Green Lightning bolts and both strike home, sending two more of the flame-beasts spiralling down towards the sea that boils far, far below. And the monkey has now reached you. It tugs on your sleeve and gestures frantically.”
 
   “Good. How are Lord Dealer and Lord Jester doing down below? I'm thinking that perhaps I should send down some sort of fog?” She looks across the table at them. “That way you might be able to slip away.”
 
   “Risky,” says the Dealer. “They might still be able to sense us, but we certainly won't be able to see them.”
 
   “Oh, and I'll give the monkey a quick stroke to calm its nerves.”
 
   “It gestures a lot more,” says the AllFather. “Would you like to do a sense meaning test?”
 
   She picks up the knuckle-bones, but then pauses. “Why?”
 
   The Jester leans forward. “Are you saying it's intelligent, or something?”
 
   “I'm not saying anything,” replies the AllFather. “I'm just asking her to make the test.”
 
   The Lady shrugs, then tosses the knuckle-bones across the table. “Two successes.”
 
   “You think it is trying to tell you that heading up would be a good idea. Lord Jester?”
 
   “Have I got to the dog yet?”
 
   “Yes. You're next to him, with Lord Sleeper just a little way to the other side of you. In the distance you can just barely see a whole flight of flame-beasts heading in.”
 
   The Jester curses. “Have they not run out of bodies yet?”
 
   “They must have brought up reinforcements,” says the Dealer.
 
   “Why? What did we do to them? Okay, well, I'll set up a firing position here and shoot any flame-beasts that come my way.”
 
   “Good. You anchor yourself to a convenient crack and bring your crossbow into a firing position. Lord Dealer?”
 
   “Is his firing position any better than the one I'm currently in?”
 
   “Not noticeably so, I'm afraid.”
 
   “Then I'll stay where I am.”
 
   “Lord Warrior?”
 
   “I will continue to practice my sword strokes!”
 
   “Here they come!” called Hill from just above.
 
   Yann followed the halfling's outstretched finger and spotted them, blurred and uncountable in the hot, shimmering air, but definitely there and definitely approaching. He notched an arrow, aimed, and waited, knowing that above him Hill was doing the same.
 
   The beasts came closer, and closer, and then split.
 
   “Lord Warrior, you see the approaching column of flame-beasts divide into two columns, one of which is clearly slanting down towards you.”
 
   “This is not fair!”
 
   “You think that they might have been alerted by the movement of your sword as you practice.”
 
   “It is still not fair. I am defenceless!”
 
   “So is the monkey sentient, then?” asks the Jester.
 
   “Damn the monkey! I am being attacked!”
 
   “It might be. You don't know.”
 
   “I would have thought I’d have bothered to find that out during the four hundred odd days I've had it?”
 
   “Yes. I'd have thought that too.”
 
   “I demand that someone protect me!”
 
   As it swooped down, it could sense that the cold one who healed was alone. The flameling knew of being alone, for it had been alone once before, when it had sickened, and for several days had drifted down towards the heavens below.
 
   The cold ones that infested the cliff above it spat death from afar, but the lone cold one had never done this. In fact, it had healed before, from afar. But no more. Comrade after comrade had fallen, dying, past it, hoping for the healing blast to jet out and wash across its body. But no healing blast had come. There was only cold. Much cold. Cold that vigorously moved, and swirled, and pulsed.
 
   The flameling swooped down towards the cold one who'd once healed, a string of pack mates following. Closer, closer, closer.
 
   Burning.
 
   “The lead flame beast impales itself on your sword and explodes, throwing burning tar all over you, blinding you. Two more of the flame beasts slam into you in quick succession, showering you with more burning tar.” The AllFather pauses for a moment. “You are now on fire.”
 
   “I'll lay down on the ledge and roll the fire out,” the Warrior tells him.
 
   “It is a bit narrow, I'm afraid. We'll have to consult the knuckle-bones to determine if you manage to remain on the ledge.”
 
   “There is a risk that in attempting to put out the fire I might roll off the edge of the ledge?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That is not fair!”
 
   “I didn't say you can't do it. I just said that there’s a risk you might go over the edge.”
 
   “I cannot risk going over the edge. I will carefully lay down and then stay still.”
 
   “You do realise you're on fire?”
 
   It was the most awesome thing Yann had ever seen, and the most terrible. Three hundred feet below them, Draag lay on his back, motionless and engulfed in flame, but screaming defiance, his arms raised, as though daring the fire to do its worst.
 
   Yann looked away. It was too terrible to watch.
 
   Finally, however, he sensed in the watching Hill's face that it was over. He looked back down and saw the dark paladin's body lying unmoving upon the ledge, scattered fires still burning upon its armoured surface.
 
   The halfling shook his head. “He's gone.”
 
   


 
  

Chapter Sixteen
 
   It has already been established that the Universe has twelve and a half planes of existence.
 
   This is not, strictly speaking, one of them.
 
   The room is plain, with white walls, no windows and only two doors. A number of beige-coloured sofas are randomly placed around the room, interspersed with several low, wooden, and equally randomly placed coffee tables, each of which is home to a selection of old and tattered magazines.
 
   A figure crashes through the far door. He is dressed from head to foot in black, and blackened, armour. He sits down on one of the sofas, picks up a magazine, flicks through it for a few moments, and then throws it down, sighing.
 
   The door at the room's other end opens quietly, and a white clad figure walks through. The figure, who bears a welcoming smile and clutches a clipboard in his hand, glides serenely over to the armoured figure. He is the Personnel Transit Manager, and his role in existence is, not surprisingly, to manage those personnel who are currently in transit from one plane of existence to another.
 
   It's a job he has been carrying out since the start of eternity and he is, in his opinion, rather good at it. He glides to a halt before the new arrival and draws himself up – but is then interrupted before he has a chance to speak.
 
   “It's okay,” says the newcomer, waving a hand but not bothering to look up. “I won't be staying.”
 
   “I know you won't be staying, sir,” says the Personnel Transit Manager through gritted teeth. “But we need to figure out where you are going to, don't we?”
 
   He resists the temptation to fold his arms or frown but instead keeps the tight smile. This is obviously going to be one of those difficult ones. That mortals can spend a lifetime believing in the afterlife and yet still get so upset at dying is a fact that has long amused him.
 
   “Now, I know this is all very traumatic for you, but denial helps no one and the sooner you can accept what's happened to you, the sooner we can get you sorted out.” He tries a warm smile. “We don't want to stay here for all eternity, do we luvvie? So, let's look at what we've got for you and see if we can figure out where you're supposed to be going.”
 
   He scans through the first page of his clipboard and flicks the page over. There is another page below that, and another below that, and another below that. He flips through the pages, scanning through each one, tutting periodically. “Oh dear. We have been a bad boy, haven't we?”
 
   He gets no response, so tries the warm smile again. “Look, it's not so bad. If you're prepared to show a bit of repentance and a dash of remorse I might be able to get you into the tenth plane of existence, and if you do your time there, few slices of eternity and all that, you might be looking at a second chance in the mortal realm as…”
 
   The armoured figure looks up at him, and stares a stare rendered blank by his metal faceplate.
 
   “…as perhaps a hedgehog?”
 
   The figure says nothing, but continues staring.
 
   “Look, I know it's not much, but it's a start, and if we crunch the numbers we might be able to get you up as far as perhaps even a squirrel!”
 
   The blank stare continues.
 
   “We can at least get something you can build on! And you do surely admit that you have been a very, very bad boy?”
 
   The figure finally speaks. “You don't understand. I'm not staying. I'm going back.”
 
   “Going… back?”
 
   “Look, I've been here before and I know the routine. I won't be staying. So why don't you just get back to whatever it was you were doing and I'll just read some of your magazines.”
 
   The Personnel Transit Manager takes a fresh look at the newcomer, and realises that he does, in fact, look horribly, awfully, heart-sinkingly familiar. “I'm afraid we've haven't got in any new magazines since you were last here,” he snaps. “But I'm sure you can find something to occupy yourself with.”
 
   He glides away.
 
   The OverRealm. The gods exchange stunned glances.
 
   “So he's actually dead?” asks the Jester.
 
   “That is not something your mortal knows,” says the AllFather. “But he strongly suspects so.”
 
   “Oh well.”
 
   The AllFather looks across the table at the Warrior. “You appear to be taking this news with great equanimity, Lord Warrior?”
 
   “It is but a temporary setback.”
 
   “I think you'll find it's a bit more permanent than that,” says the Dealer.
 
   “It is not. I have a potion of resurrection.”
 
   “Since when?” shout at least three of the figures around the table.
 
   “Since the visit to the City. My mortal purchased the potion there in anticipation of the dangers that the journey might pose.”
 
   “You didn't mention it to me,” protests the AllFather.
 
   “No. Because you decided to skip through my mortal's visit to the City. Nonetheless, I updated the money and equipment sections of my mortal's life-slate accordingly.” He picks up the slate from in front of him and holds it up for the AllFather to read (an action more symbolic than actual, given that the AllFather's eyesight is not what it once was). “See. It's written down!”
 
   “Just because it's written down doesn't make it true,” says the AllFather.
 
   “And besides,” says the Dealer. “I thought that after the last time we agreed on no more resurrections.”
 
   “We agreed on no such thing,” says the Warrior. “It is you who had the problem with my last resurrection.”
 
   “Me who had a problem? You're the one who killed the priest thirty seconds after he bought you back.
 
   “His price was unreasonable. That was my objection and in eliminating him I eliminated my objection. It is your problem that you are referring to, which is your distaste for the action I performed.”
 
   “Ripping out his heart and using it to smear blood across his altar?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   The AllFather clears his throat. “Well, even were I to accept that this potion has been bought…”
 
   “You have to accept it! It is written on my mortal's life-slate!”
 
   “All right. Fine. Your mortal has a potion of resurrection secreted away in a pocket somewhere!”
 
   “Good. Thank you.”
 
   “But even allowing for the fact that your mortal does have a potion of resurrection, there is still the little problem of the fact that none of your late mortal's comrades have any knowledge of this.”
 
   The Jester laughs. “Yeah. We'll just tip your body off the ledge.”
 
   “After saying a few words,” adds the Dealer.
 
   “You can say a few words if you want to. Me? I'm just tossing it into the void!”
 
   The Warrior waits until the Jester has finished chuckling and then speaks. “This issue is one that the makers of the potion foresaw. It is all taken care of.”
 
   Hill slammed another magazine into the crossbow and immediately fired out a quick sequence of bursts.
 
   Hit.
 
   Hit.
 
   Hit.
 
   Miss.
 
   Track, last burst.
 
   Hit.
 
   That last one had been bloody close, so close that its death explosion showered fragments of burning tar across them. Hill flicked a few burning embers off his leather armour and reached for a new magazine, already seeing a new attack force of flame-beasts arching in.
 
   He was just raising the crossbow to his shoulder, his eye already focussing on the telescopic sight's cross-hairs, when something rising from below caught his eye. It rose and swirled like smoke, but it glowed all the colours of the rainbow. It stopped, expanded, then formed, the colours grouping and organising, until finally it morphed into a solid and recognisable image.
 
   Draag.
 
   The image spoke, a voice that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, all at the same time. “My dearest comrades.”
 
   “My dearest comrades?”
 
   “It was a standard message. It would have cost extra to change it.”
 
   “If you are hearing this message, then it means that I have died. I know this will be something you'll find very distressing.”
 
   “You should have spent the extra.”
 
   “But fear not!”
 
   “Who's fearing?”
 
   “Oh, do be quiet!” snaps the AllFather.
 
   “For I am not gone, I am merely sleeping. In my pocket is a potion of resurrection. Simply pour that past my cold lips and life will return once more to my body. Somewhere my soul lies restless, for I purchased this potion knowing that I am not yet ready to begin the next cycle of life. Comrades, find my body, and give it the potion.”
 
   The voice stopped speaking.
 
   Hill guessed the image had gone also, but he didn't actually know – he already had the crossbow to his shoulder and was firing out another sequence of bursts.
 
   “What makes you think our mortals will want to bring you back?” asks the Jester.
 
   “Great dangers await them and their quest could not have greater importance. As much as your mortals might not like mine, they will recognise their need for his sword-arm.”
 
   “Bugger. He's got us there.”
 
   “I'm still not happy about the whole concept of resurrection,” says the Dealer. “It violates the entire cycle of existence, and devalues the sanctity of mortal life! Bad enough to get a priest to do it, but to put it in a bottle and sell it…” He looks around for support, but gets only awkward looks and embarrassed shrugs.
 
   “I see I am alone in this,” he mutters, bitter.
 
   “We got more incoming!” Yann screamed. “Got a lot more incoming!”
 
   Hill lifted his sighting eye from the telescopic sight, counted, and swore. “You know, I'm starting to think they don't like us.” He thought for a moment, then reached down to click a switch on the side of the crossbow into its forward position, ignoring Yann's warning glance from below.
 
   It was time to get serious. He tracked the incoming column, waited, then squeezed the trigger–
 
   –and held.
 
   A long blaze of death spat out of the crossbow, a spread of fifteen bolts that tore into the flame-beasts and sent three – no four – of them spiralling down.
 
   No time to think. Moving by instinct now, Hill ejected the spent magazine with one hand while reaching for a replacement with the other. Aim, track, fire, hold. He blazed through another full magazine, but still there were flame-beasts heading at him.
 
   Eject.
 
   Load.
 
   Aim.
 
   Fire.
 
   Click.
 
   The OverRealm.
 
   The Jester stares in horror at the set of knuckle-bones that lay before him. There are many of them, but not one of them sits as he would like.
 
   No successes.
 
   “I warned you this might happen,” says the Dealer.
 
   The Jester waves protesting hands at the knuckle-bones. “Yeah, but how often would you expect something like that to happen!”
 
   “About one out of every seven times.”
 
   The Jester shoots him a hard look, and then resumes his disbelieving staring.
 
   The AllFather clears his throat. “What are you going to do?”
 
   “There's not much I can do now, is there?”
 
   “Well, the flame-beasts are still heading in, and if you don't say something quickly I'm going to rule that your mortal is mentally paralysed by what's happened.
 
   “Look, I just think it's a bit mean–”
 
   It all happened in slow motion, like one of those dreams where you're trying to run, but can't, and the more you struggle, the slower the world seems to go. Hill remembered the click as the first bolt of the magazine jammed in the firing chamber. He remembered Yann's shouts from below, tinny and distorted as though shouted into the teeth of a hard winter's gale. And he remembered the flame beasts, approaching, slowly, growing larger, and larger, and larger.
 
   Then there was only pain.
 
   And blackness.
 
   The AllFather consults first the knuckle-bones that lie before him, and then the notes scrawled upon his tablets. “The lead flame beast has impacted straight into your face, causing extensive burns and blinding you.”
 
   “Well, that's just great! How long am I blinded for?”
 
   The AllFather picks up his knuckle-bones, throws them again, peers at the result, consults his notes, peers at the knuckle-bones again, and emits a sound that sounds awfully like, “Ah.”
 
   “So how long then?”
 
   “Well, forever actually. You're blinded.”
 
   “I'm blind?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can't see?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, I'm going to make a pretty useless thief if I can't see, aren't I?”
 
   “I thought you were a scout?” says the Lady.
 
   “Whatever. When all’s said and done, I might as well be dead like him.” He points hesitantly at the Warrior, thinking. “If I died, and then took a resurrection potion, would I come back fully healed?”
 
   “No!” says the AllFather quickly, diving in before the Warrior can protest.
 
   “Pity. So I'm totally blind then?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Nice.”
 
   The AllFather looks across at the Dealer. “You'll need to make a resolve test.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   The Jester pastes on a fake smile. “I'm guessing it's something to do with the fact that I just tried to use a bucket's worth of molten tar as a facial treatment!”
 
   The Dealer frowns, then sends his knuckle-bones across the table.
 
   Yann didn't want to look, wanted to do anything other than cast his gaze in the direction of the inhuman cries that he knew were coming from Hill. But he had to look. He owed that to a man he called his brother, and so he looked up.
 
   Something was hanging, screaming, on the rock where Hill had been. It was Hill's size, and it wore his clothing, but where Hill had had a face, this, this thing, had merely tar, and torn and melted flesh. Long strips of skin fluttered in the breeze. And somewhere, somewhere in that inhuman abomination, he saw something. Something with teeth. Something that had once been a mouth.
 
   Yann closed his eyes and screamed.
 
   “Oh, well that's just brilliant!”
 
   The Dealer looks from the knuckle-bones to the Jester and back again. “There's no need to take it out on me!”
 
   “Why not? You're the one whose mortal's currently crying like a baby with his bow down around his ankles!”
 
   “It's not very nice for Yann, you know!”
 
   “Really? I could point out that, unlike my mortal, yours is going to get better.”
 
   “Well actually…” says the AllFather.
 
   “What?” snaps the Dealer.
 
   “Yann does now have a fear of fire.”
 
   “But how's he going to keep warm when he goes back home to the Northlands?”
 
   The Jester gives the Dealer a very cold look. “I'm blind, maimed, and damn near burned to a crisp, and you're complaining about a hypothetical future heating issue!” 
 
   “Oh, shut up the pair of you!” says the Lady. “And start thinking about how we can get out of this. Or things will get a lot, lot worse!”
 
   “Worse?” says the Jester, amazed. “I'm blind. He's lost it. And Lord Warrior's dead! How could it get much worse?”
 
   The AllFather looks towards the Lady and speaks in a low voice. “You can see another line of flame-beasts heading in.”
 
   A quiet voice mutters from the other side of him. “That was actually a hypothetical question.” 
 
   Tallenna fired down a volley of green lightning, stopping the last of the flame beasts only moments from their targets. With Hill blinded, and Yann seemingly paralysed, the flame beasts were sensing victory, throwing in attack after attack, the cliff-face around her comrades glowing with a score or more raging fires.
 
   This fight as she now fought it was lost.
 
   A small voice within her told her she could run now, leave, haul up the backpack that contained the food and water maker, and head on up the cliff, leaving her comrades to face the fury of the flame-beasts. But that was not her. That had never been her.
 
   She leaned forward, seeing the infinity of the Universe laid out before her, disconnected her harness, and launched herself into the void.
 
   “I didn't know you could fly,” says the Jester.
 
   “I can't.”
 
   “You can't! Awesome! Well, I'll just wave to you as you plummet past then, shall I? Oh no, I can't do that, can I? Because I'm blind!”
 
   Those last words are shouted at the AllFather, who pointedly ignores them and instead directs his attention to the Lady. “So just to confirm, you're disconnecting your harness, letting go of your handholds, and pushing hard away from the rock?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Mind you,” says the Jester. “Now you come to mention it, it's actually a very obvious plan! I'm surprised we didn't think of it sooner! Why stand around and fight and die and get turned into the beast that parents threaten their children with when all we have to do is just jump off the cliff and before we know it we'll be accelerating away from the danger zone at thirty-two feet per second! Brilliant!”
 
   “Have you finished?” asks the Lady.
 
   “I wasn't aware that I'd started! Far as I know, I'm just hanging around destroying the mental state of big tough Northland barbarians!” He gives the Dealer a dirty look.
 
   “Look, I've said I'm sorry!” protests the Dealer.
 
   “Like that helps.”
 
   “Can I continue?” asks the Lady.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Just out of curiosity, do you have a plan? Or are you planning on figuring something out on the way down?”
 
   The world spun around Tallenna, land and sky rotating. Locking. Moving. She was flying, head-first, speeding across a flat, rocky landscape towards her comrades three hundred feet distant.
 
   Time slowed. A counting trick from her childhood appeared, unbidden, in her brain.
 
   One heffalump.
 
   Two heffalump.
 
   Three heffalump.
 
   And then she called the magic. It caught her, snapping her back to the vertical world with a jolt so severe that for a moment she feared her spine would snap. She swung in towards the rock, bounced hard, grabbed, and pulled herself in. Hill turned towards her, his body language revealing what his face no longer could: fear and confusion and overwhelming pain.
 
   Saliva pooled in her throat, choking her until she swallowed hard and fought for composure.
 
   The Jester looks at the knuckle-bones sitting in front of the Lady. 
 
   “Now, see. That's what you're supposed to do when you make a resolve test.”
 
    
 
   “It's okay,” she told him. “Just hold on, and you'll be safe.”
 
   And then the flame beasts were upon them. More magic flowed through her, more than she had ever before attempted to channel, the secret language of the universe speaking through her being. Green fire reached out to kill the flame beasts, kill them in numbers that would have deterred any creature she'd yet seen.
 
   But still they came, evading her bolts and obliterating themselves against the wall around her. One aimed itself straight at her: she killed it, and the one behind it, but the one behind that kept coming, swerving, dipping, evading. For a moment she thought it would reach her, but in diving below her final, despairing bolt it instead seemed to see a new target, something equally warm. Something equally fragile.
 
   The beast crashed into the helpless Shovel and exploded, swamping the dog in flame that stuck and burned. The dog writhed in its harness, yelping, crying, screaming.
 
   The AllFather considers the result of his knuckle-bone cast, and then picks up a blank tablet from the stack beside his seat. He has no need of a scribing instrument. He is he who created creation, and the tablet now says what he wishes it to say. He hands the tablet to the Lady, who reads it without comment, before sliding it across the table to the Dealer.
 
   The Jester watches this interplay with suspicion. “Secret notes? What's going on?”
 
   The Dealer ignores him, and instead looks across at the Lady. “Anything you can do?” he asks.
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   “Look!” shouts the Jester. “I don't give a damn about the integrity of the game, or about only knowing what my mortal knows. Will someone please tell me what the hell's going on?”
 
   “Is Yann back with reality yet?” asks the Dealer.
 
   The AllFather consults the tablet in front of him. “Yes, just about now.”
 
   “Then I'll take aim and fire.” He looks at the table, first to the Lady, and then to the Jester. “It's the only thing I can do.”
 
   The new arrival has been in the Transit Centre for long enough to be on his third magazine, and is clearly getting impatient. He angrily turns a page, snorts when he reads what the article is about, then throws it down onto the coffee table in front of him.
 
   The Personnel Transit Manager considers the wisdom of a second attempt to conduct the newcomer's initial evaluation, but decides against it. There’s no particular need for haste, and there's nothing like an extended period of time in a waiting room to help someone come to terms with their fate.
 
   Leave him until he's so bored he's reduced to reading the barcodes on the back of the magazines, the Transit Manager thinks. He might be a bit more interested in the hedgehog option then.
 
   The Transit Manager turns his attention back to the paperwork he's currently studying, but is interrupted almost immediately by the chime that announces new arrivals. He walks back out, expecting to greet the new arrival, but the door is still closed.
 
   The current occupant of the room looks up at him, expressionless behind his armoured helm, the quizzical angle of his head the only clue to what he might be thinking. “Looks like you're not the only soul in transit,” the Transit Manager tells him. He reaches the door, and opens it, but sees only empty void until he looks down. “Well, well,” he says. “We don't get many of your sort requiring our level of individual service!”
 
   It was a different world that Hill lived in now, a dark, remote world, in which the pain within him was his dominant sense, followed by the touch of the rock, with the sounds of outside a distant third.
 
   But he heard the screaming, heard the agonised yelping that cut through the noise of battle but then stopped hard, a ceasing that coincided with the twang of Yann's bow string and the soft thud of an arrow punching through flesh and bone. He heard the burning continue, heard the sharp crack as flame-weakened rope parted, heard the rush of air around a falling object, and heard the sound of what had once been flesh and bone hitting the ledge that he knew lay a few hundred feet below them.
 
   This new world had been Hill's home for but a few minutes now, but halflings, like men, adapt quickly to new realities, and he was already learning to understand the world on the basis of what he heard rather than what he saw.
 
   He heard.
 
   He thought hard.
 
   He understood.
 
   The rope was beside him. He knew that, remembered that. He reached across, and grasped hold of it. There was no time now for safety; no time to anchor himself; and, truth be told, if he failed in this task he was not certain he wanted to survive. He moved, heading downwards hand over hand, ignoring the shouts of the comrades he left behind.
 
   The Transit Manager opens the door wide, and waves the new arrival in. It enters slowly, sniffing at the legs of various chairs. It looks subdued, but wags its tail when the Transit Manager gives its back a friendly stroke.
 
   The previous arrival stares at it suspiciously. “What's that doing here?” he asks. “I thought this arrivals lounge was for sentient creatures only!”
 
   “It usually is,” the Transit Manager tells him. “But we sometimes make an exception, as we have in this case for him.” His voice drops a tone. “And as we did for you.”
 
   The previous arrival does not appear to find that funny. He gives the new arrival something that looks awfully like a long hard stare, and then settles back down into his chair, picking up a random magazine and flicking to a random page. The new arrival sniffs at his feet and then lies down beside him, snout dejectedly cradled on its two front paws.
 
   The Transit Manager heads back into his office in search of the appropriate paperwork. Through bitter experience, he knows that things have to be kept simple in these cases: one bark yes, two barks no, paw-print here, here, and here. He finds the correct forms, attaches them to his clipboard, and heads back in to find the previous arrival sitting alone. “Where's the dog?” the Transit Manager asks.
 
   Armoured shoulders shrug. “Dunno. He disappeared. Guess one of your people figured out they'd made a mistake and fixed it.”
 
   The Transit Manager draws himself up. “My people don't make mistakes, luvvie.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Really!” 
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seventeen
 
   For the AllFather, time is something that happens to other people. After all, eternity itself is laid out before him: the start, the end, and the stuff that sits in-between. He is the channel through which Time's eternal river flows. He is the clock against which the Universe ticks.
 
   Well, that's the theory, at any rate.
 
   In reality, he's as capable of being bored witless as the next man, and “bored witless” is, tragically, a highly accurate summary of his mental condition right now. He looks down at the tablet before him, full of the tally-marks that keep track of the battle's various rounds. They are not accurate – he stopped keeping track many casts ago.
 
   Several generations of flame-beasts have fallen to the party's arms and magic, and still the gods sitting around him have failed to develop any strategy beyond staying where they are and shooting anything that moves. He wonders if that is, in fact, a strategy: to defend and defend and defend until his boredom is so overwhelming that he is forced to concede. Strategy or not, his boredom is indeed overwhelming. He decides to concede. “Your magic bolts eradicate the incoming flame-beasts, and they fall. Beyond you see only empty sky.”
 
   “Finally!” says the Lady.
 
   “Can someone please apply my potion of resurrection!” demands the Warrior.
 
   “I already used it,” says the Jester.
 
   It occurs to the AllFather that at some point during the boredom-induced haze that the combat had brought upon him, events may have developed in a way that is not necessarily appropriate. It further occurs to him that some of those at the table might not be entirely happy with those developments.
 
   Tallenna leaned back against the rock, mentally and physically exhausted, and scarcely able to believe that she still lived. For a moment she closed her eyes, but conscience told her that peace could come later. Now, she had to think of her comrades. Stone hung in his harness a few feet away, calm as ever, and apparently unscathed save a few cosmetic smudges. She called down to Yann, and he glanced up, dead man's eyes staring a thousand yards past her.
 
   But Hill? Where was Hill? Shame flowed through her with the realisation that in the fury of battle she'd watched him drop blinded down the rope but had then proceeded to forget him. She looked down, at the ledge so far below, and felt a surge of relief at what she saw: Hill and Shovel together, the dog's tail wagging, his master looking at peace.
 
   Whatever challenges the future might hold for the halfling, there was someone who would never judge him by his appearance nor hold his disability against him, but would offer him only unconditional support. She told Yann, who was still reluctant to look down, what she saw.
 
   “What about Draag?” he asked.
 
   She peered further. “I think Hill's sitting on him.”
 
   The row, once violent and heated, has now settled down into attritional stalemate.
 
   “This is not right!”
 
   “Doesn't matter. It happened. Deal with it.”
 
   “It is not acceptable.”
 
   “It's perfectly acceptable to me.”
 
   “My mortal's absence might imperil the mission.”
 
   “Don't care.”
 
   “It is simply not right!”
 
   The AllFather bangs his tablet on the table, making a crack so ear-splitting that he has to quickly check both items for damage. Upon finding none, he continues. “We've been through all this before. Whatever the rights and wrongs, it's what Hill did.”
 
   “But it was not possible for him to do what he did. He is blind.”
 
   “I worked by touch,” says the Jester. “Just went through your belt pouch until I found a potion bottle.”
 
   “How did he know it was the right one? I have multiple potions.”
 
   “Well, I just gave him them all, then, until he came round!”
 
   The AllFather leans towards the Warrior. “Can I have a look at Draag's life-state please?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “To see what potions he had in his belt pouch.”
 
   “If you insist,” snaps the Warrior, handing it across. The AllFather looks down it, reading out items to himself.
 
   “So… potion of healing. Another potion of healing.”
 
   “Damn,” says the Jester. “I could have done with those potions myself.”
 
   “Why?” asks the Warrior.
 
   “Hellooo. Man with no face!”
 
   “You need only have asked. I would have shared them.”
 
   “Potion of giant size…”
 
   “Wait,” Tallenna told Yann. “Something's different. The dog… It's huge, it's the size of a horse.”
 
   “Are you sure you're not just getting the perspective wrong?” he asked.
 
   She gave him a very dirty look. “Why don't you take a look yourself?”
 
   “No, no, I'll take your word for it.”
 
   “Potion of prodigal intellect…”
 
   “And it looks like it's trying to tell me something… Don't give me that look, I'm telling you, it's trying to say something!”
 
   “Two more healing potions… I have to say that this is an improbably large number of potions to get into a single belt pouch.”
 
   “I packed them very carefully.”
 
   “Clearly. Now what else? We have a potion of invisibility…”
 
   “It's gone!”
 
   “What do you mean, it's gone?”
 
   “I mean it was there and now it's not.”
 
   “Potion of rainbow glow…”
 
   “It's back, I think… Well it's the same shape as before…”
 
   “Potion of stone skin…”
 
   “Hmmm…”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I'm not entirely sure. The dog looks like a rockery. With rainbows.”
 
   “What do you mean, with rainbows?”
 
   “Potion of spider's climb…”
 
   “Well, you'll be able to check it out yourself, soon enough.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “It's climbing up the wall towards us.”
 
   “Ah. Poison.”
 
   “I always keep unmarked poisons in my potion's pouch to punish anyone who might steal it.”
 
   “Yes, but…” shouts the Jester, before the AllFather has had a chance to speak. “I wouldn't have given the dog every bottle in the pouch in one go, would I? I would have given them one by one until he came round, and then I'd have stopped.”
 
   “Unless you'd already given him the intellect one,” says the Lady, with a smile. “In which case he could read the remaining labels and tell you which ones you should take yourself.”
 
   “Intellect doesn't imply literacy,” says the AllFather quickly.
 
    “Whatever,” says the Jester. “Point is, I'd most likely have got to the resurrection before the poison.”
 
   “There are actually two poisons,” says the Warrior.
 
   “Shut up. There's still a good chance, right?”
 
   “There is,” agrees the AllFather. “It is a matter of luck.”
 
   “I suppose you're going to tell me to take a luck test?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The Jester sighs, and casts his knuckle-bones across the table in a manner that clearly reveals his lack of faith in a successful outcome.
 
   The AllFather looks at the result and shakes his head. “Sorry. You gave him a poison first.”
 
   Tallenna looked down, at the ledge so far below, and felt a surge of sadness at what she saw: Hill and Shovel together, the dog's lifeless head resting one final time on his master's lap.
 
   “But,” says the Jester, his jabbing finger winding up for a final decisive point, “if I gave him the poison first, then nothing would have happened, would it? He was dead. Poison can't hurt someone who's dead. So it wouldn't have had any effect!”
 
   “But how the hell can a dog look like a rockery with rainbows?”
 
   “Well, take a look down yourself if you don't believe me!” shouted Tallenna.
 
   Yann looked briefly at her before resuming his staring at the far horizon. “I'd… I'd rather not.”
 
   “It's not quite that simple,” says the AllFather. “The poison would have had no effect when you poured it in. But equally, it would not have then instantly evaporated. It would have remained in his stomach. As would all the other potions you poured in until you got to the resurrection one. All would have taken effect after resurrection occurred.”
 
   “Well, you'll have a chance to see it for yourself soon enough because it's still heading this – no wait… It's choking.”
 
   Tallenna watched horrified as Shovel first coughed, then choked, and then fell away from the wall, tumbling end over end. For a moment she thought it would hit the ledge, and perhaps Hill, but its momentum carried it clear and it continued its slow fall.
 
   “You have pointlessly wasted my potion of resurrection!”
 
   “Hey, don't blame me. Blame my crappy luck. I hate luck tests.”
 
   “You're the one who thought it would be funny for your character to be unlucky,” points out the Lady.
 
   “And, to be fair,” says the Dealer, “he was right. There is a certain humour in him resurrecting his dog only to have it be killed by the poison he'd previously poured into it.”
 
   “Look! I'm the one who handles humour in this universe and if I say it isn't funny then it isn't funny, right?”
 
   “Fine, fine. Whatever you say.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “You have still wasted my potion of resurrection! You have thus weakened the group and put me out of the game.”
 
   “I'm sure we'll find some bloke in a prison cell at some point,” says the Jester.
 
   “I think that would stretch plausibility somewhat,” says the Dealer.
 
   All parties around the table fall silent, with the AllFather conspicuously leading the way.
 
   “It was a bit of a waste,” says the Lady.
 
   “Finally, someone sees sense!”
 
   “Perhaps we could say that Hill wouldn't have done it because he knew there were poisons in there?”
 
   “Naah,” says the Jester. “I'd have just waited for you guys to climb down and pick the right potion out.” He pauses, then performs an elaborate and clearly faked double-take, complete with slap to the forehead. “What am I talking about?” He gives the Dealer a hard stare. “I mean, I'd have waited for Tallenna to climb down.”
 
   The Dealer gives him a hard stare back.
 
   The Lady thinks a little more. “Aren't souls normally handled differently for animals?”
 
   “Well generally, yes,” says the AllFather.
 
   “And don't souls in animal hosts have different life objectives they’re supposed to be working towards?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And isn't a ceremony of resurrection – even where pre-performed and then bottled – based around a plea to the gods that the dead individual needs more time to achieve those life objectives?”
 
   “Yes. Look, are you going anywhere with this?”
 
   “Doesn't all that mean that potions of resurrection are human-specific only?”
 
   “Excellent point!” says the Warrior.
 
   Tallenna looked down, at the ledge so far below, and felt a surge of sadness at what she saw: Hill and Shovel together, the dog's lifeless head resting one final time on his master's lap.
 
   “Well, I think that's potentially confusing the distinction between how the universe actually works with how the mortals believe it to work. At the end of the day, resurrection is my gift and I give it for my own reasons.”
 
   For a moment she thought it would hit the ledge, and perhaps Hill, but its momentum carried it clear and it continued its slow fall.
 
   “But you could decide that resurrection is species-specific?” says the Lady, pressing.
 
   “Well, I suppose I could.”
 
   “And it would be awfully convenient in this case.”
 
   “Well, yes.” The AllFather taps his fingers on the desk. “Oh, all right, fine. Resurrections are species-specific.”
 
   The Jester holds his arms out in surrender. “Fine, right, okay. The dog's dead, gone, kaput. Departed to the doggy heaven from which there is no exit.” 
 
   Tallenna looked down, at the ledge so far below, and felt a surge of sadness at what she saw: Hill and Shovel together, the dog's lifeless head resting one final time on his master's lap.
 
   “It is for the best,” the Warrior tells the Jester, in a tone that attempts compassion but achieves only solemnity.
 
   “Easy for you to say.”
 
   “Easy perhaps, but true also. The mission will have need of Draag's skills. That the potion has not now been wasted is a good thing.”
 
   The AllFather clears his throat. “That the potion has not now been wasted has not yet come to pass.”
 
   “I'm sorry?” says the Warrior, genuinely confused.
 
   “Hill didn't know that the potion was human-specific–”
 
   “Human-specific?” asks the Jester, interrupting. “I thought we'd just decided to discriminate against dogs. I didn't realise we'd decided to close off some of my options if ever I find myself biting the big one!”
 
   “Do you have any potions of resurrection?”
 
   “Well yes, perhaps. His one!”
 
   “Were you planning on dying any time soon?” snaps the AllFather.
 
   “So help me, if this debate carries on much further I'll kill myself!” says the Lady.
 
   “I'm just making the point!” says the Jester.
 
   “Fine. We'll say the potion works on humanoids only. Happy?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Tough!”
 
   “No need to get snappy.”
 
   “I am not getting snappy.” It is because of times such as these that the AllFather long ago concluded that being a supreme being really isn't what it's cracked up to be. He takes a deep breath. “The point is that Hill didn't know that the potion worked on humanoids only, and so would have given it to the dog anyway.”
 
   The Warrior opens his mouth to speak, pauses, then closes it again, frowning.
 
   Silence settles.
 
   The Personnel Transit Manager has been doing this job since the start of eternity. Though his role might not be as glamorous as those of the Lords and Mistresses who inhabit what he jokingly refers to, in private, as “Upstairs”, he knows that it is every bit as vital.
 
   He has seen misery.
 
   He has seen anger.
 
   He has seen denial.
 
   He has seen confusion.
 
   But he has never seen anything like this. He stands beside the armoured newcomer, both of them staring at the dog which has, on several recent occasions, disappeared only to then reappear, and which they half expect to disappear once more. 
 
   The dog looks back at them.
 
   “It was gone,” the Personal Transit Manager says, vigorously pointing.
 
   “It was,” the newcomer agrees. “And then it was back.”
 
   “And then it was gone. Then back. And then… How many times did it happen? I just can't see how that sort of thing could happen?”
 
   The newcomer sits down and stares hard at the wall, any thoughts he may have unspoken.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eighteen
 
   The OverRealm. The table is silent, those around it still considering the current conundrum.
 
   The door crashes open, and a figure enters the room. It is the Accountant, the Lord of Man's Obsessiveness, and he is very, very angry. “All right!” he says, folding his arms. “Any of you people care to tell me what the hell's going on?”
 
   “Why would anything be going on?” says the AllFather, with only a hint of a squeak. The five other figures at the table give the Accountant identical looks of confused innocence, an expression that is true in at least one instance.
 
   “Because it's always you people, isn't it? You and your stupid game. We've got a dozen and a half planes of existence humming along quite nicely, and as long as everyone who doesn't know what they're doing leaves the actual doing to those who do, everything will be fine. But no, you have to get involved, don't you? Meddling in the affairs of the mortal realm like the entire universe was set up for your amusement!”
 
   The AllFather clears his throat in a pre-emptive attempt to avoid squeaking. “I think meddling is a harsh term. And how can I not be qualified? One doesn't want to boast, but I am the creator of all creation!”
 
   The Accountant looks at him with a smug smile. “Yes, but do you not think that's more of a non-executive role?”
 
   The AllFather is not quite sure what “non-executive” means, but it sounds horribly like something Mr Six Days would come up with. “So what exactly has gone wrong, then?”
 
   “The Master Soul Accounting Program's just thrown a complete fit, that's what! We've got souls popping in and out of existence like appendages at one of the Pervert's Masquerade Balls and none of the damned columns add up!”
 
   The AllFather has never been to one of the Pervert's Masquerade Balls on account of never having been invited. He has always told himself that it's because the clique who throw the parties fear that having the boss around might inhibit things, but deep down he knows it's because they think he's a boring old fart. He tries not to let this depress him. “Is that much of a problem?”
 
   The Accountant looks at him scornfully. “‘Is that much of a problem?’”
 
   “Well, the souls are still there. You just don't know precisely how many of them there are.”
 
   “The whole point is to know how many there are and where they're supposed to be! You want to tell some poor grieving mortal family that their saintly, dearly departed grandfather’s now roasting his nuts off in the basement because he got tallied in the wrong column?”
 
   The Lady gives the AllFather a stern look. “Are you going to let him speak to you like this?”
 
   “Well, he is clearly upset, and there has apparently been a problem, and I do always tell everyone that the buck stops with me.”
 
   “So the answer is, yes, you are going to let him speak to you like that?”
 
   The AllFather pointedly ignores her and addresses his next remark at the Accountant. “We had a little bit of a problem with resurrections, but it's all sorted now.”
 
   The Accountant bends over the table and gets face to face with him. “Thank you. Try not to do it again.”
 
   He leaves, closing the door with quiet precision behind him.
 
   “Well, that's all sorted then,” says the AllFather brightly. “Where were we?”
 
   “Trying to decide whether or not I'd poured the Warrior's potion down the dog,” says the Jester.
 
   “Oh yes. Bugger.”
 
   “It is imperative that my potion not be wasted!” says the Warrior. “It is not acceptable for the game to continue without me!”
 
   “No one's trying to continue the game without you!”
 
   “He could play the monkey?” says the Jester.
 
   No one pursues his suggestion.
 
   “Maybe we should just say that Hill knew that the potion would only work on humanoids,” says the Lady.
 
   “How?” asks the AllFather.
 
   The image spoke, a voice that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, all at the same time.
 
   “My dearest comrades. If you are hearing this message, then it means that I have died. I know this will be something you'll find very distressing. But fear not! For I am not gone, I am merely sleeping. In my pocket is a potion of resurrection. Simply pour that past my cold lips and life will return once more to my body. Somewhere my soul lies restless, for I purchased this potion knowing that I am not yet ready to begin the next cycle of life. Comrades, find my body, and give it the potion.”
 
   The voice stopped speaking. And then resumed again, but very fast, high-pitched, and just a tad squeaky.
 
   “Warning! Resurrection is a gift from the gods and may be declined or postponed. The makers of this product accept no liabilities for any actions performed or events suffered by or to the user of this product in their post-resurrection lifetime. Karma levels can go down as well as up. This product is suitable for humanoids only.”
 
   One combat and half an aeon ago, the AllFather agreed with the proposition that abseiling down a four hundred mile cliff at a rate of a little under one mile a day was boring. He hoped that revelation might lead those around the table to the question that he expected them to ask before even contemplating such a descent, that question being – of course – whether a faster method of descent existed.
 
   They did not ask that question then.
 
   They appear to be not asking it now.
 
   He considers that perhaps a summary might help. “So the situation is this. Tallenna, Yann, and Stone have made their way down to the ledge where Hill is waiting, along with Draag's body.” He waits for any objections, and then continues. “Hill never gave the dog any potions, so the dog's body is still on the ledge beside Hill.”
 
   “We should give it some kind of burial,” says the Jester.
 
   “How?” asks the Lady. “We're on rock.”
 
   “We should throw it off the ledge!” the Warrior declares. “This discussion is wasting time!”
 
   “We're not just flinging my dog off the ledge, okay?”
 
   “We could say a few words first?” suggests the Warrior.
 
   The Jester glares at him, but says nothing.
 
   “I demand that you give me my potion!”
 
   “What's in it for us?” asks the Jester.
 
   After a bout of facial civil war, the Warrior forces something approximating a smile onto his face. “What did you have in mind?”
 
   “Well, I was wondering if there was a potion in your little bag of tricks that might help me out of my current predicament.”
 
   “This is extortion!”
 
   “No, I think you'll find this is politeness. I could just have Hill rifle through Draag's stuff and take what he wants.”
 
   “He cannot. He is blind.”
 
   “I'll get Yann to help.”
 
   “He would not. He would consider the theft of a fallen comrade's possessions to be dishonourable.” He turns to the Dealer. “Would he not?”
 
   The Dealer looks uneasy. “Well, he wouldn't be happy about it. But if Hill needed the potions, then that need could be argued to transcend possession.”
 
   “Have you got anything that can help me out or not?” asks the Jester impatiently.
 
   The Warrior looks down at Draag's life-slate. “I have the potions of healing.”
 
   The Lady interjects. “Healing will put him back on full effectiveness, but it will reverse neither his facial disfigurement nor his blindness. To repair his face you'll need a potion of greater healing.” She pauses, thinking. “And for the blindness you'll need a potion of rejuvenation.”
 
   “So do you have those?”
 
   “I have the greater healing. I do not have the rejuvenation.”
 
   The Jester looks at the AllFather. “You saw the slate. Is he lying?”
 
   “That is an attack on my honour! I demand that you withdraw it!”
 
   “Fine, it's withdrawn. Is he telling the truth?”
 
   “You, that is Hill, don't know!” protests the AllFather.
 
   “I'll go through the pouch,” says the Dealer, ignoring the Warrior's furious look.
 
   “He's telling the truth,” the AllFather tells him.
 
   “Thank you,” says the Warrior, arms folded.
 
   “Well, can I have the greater healing?”
 
   The Warrior curses, and then sighs. “Resurrect me and it is yours.”
 
   The Jester nods acceptance.
 
   “So you're going to give the potion of resurrection to Draag then?” asks the AllFather wearily.
 
   The Jester and the Dealer exchange glances.
 
   “There's no hurry,” says the Jester. The Dealer shrugs and nods. “And besides,” adds the Jester. “I don't want to lose my seat.”
 
   The AllFather sighs, and then looks around the table. “Anyone want to make any observation tests?” he asks.
 
   Four hundred days of operating the food and water machine had made Yann acutely skilled in predicting its workings; so when it emitted its final splutter, and lit the light that meant it was ready, he was already hovering with the first of the party's bowls.
 
   He pressed the button on top of the machine and the thick, porridge-like substance poured out. He handed the bowl to the familiar-looking again Hill, then filled another and handed that to Stone, who was sitting beside the halfling.
 
   Yann did not approve of them using Draag's body as a sofa, but said nothing. Now was not the time. Instead, he filled a third bowl and handed it over to Tallenna, who sat cross-legged on the rock looking out into the void with a troubled expression on her face.
 
   “You look thoughtful, sister,” he said. “What are you thinking?”
 
   She smiled. “It's daft.”
 
   “What's daft?”
 
   “I have a real desire to look over the edge.”
 
   “Why? What is there to see that we haven't already spent several days looking at?”
 
   She smiled again. “I said it was daft!”
 
   Yann thought for a moment. “It might not be so strange. Sometimes there are things we know that we do not know that we know. Intuition perhaps. Or the gods or our ancestors talking to us. When we have such thoughts, we are sometimes wise to listen to them.”
 
   “Like when you somehow knew that we had to go to the Gate, and when we got there we found Draag waiting to be let in?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Tallenna shrugged. “Well, I won't be able to enjoy my meal until then, so what the hell!” She lay down on the smooth rock, and edged forward to peer over the edge. “I'm not quite sure what I'm supposed to be looking for though!”
 
   “Five successes,” announces the Lady.
 
   The AllFather nods. “At first you can see nothing save the endless expanse of the rock falling away below you. But then, far, far below, you pick out some small specks.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Too many to count. Perhaps several score. It looks like they're spread out, some further away than others. The upper ones are falling straight away from you. But the lower ones are moving out away from the cliff-face.”
 
   “Moving out?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The Jester clicks his fingers. “They're the dead flame beasts. Once they hit terminal velocity, it will take them about five hours before they reach the sea. And the combat was only about, what?”
 
   “It started around about two hours ago,” says the AllFather.
 
   “How far down did you say the nostrils were?” asks the Lady.
 
   “Yann believed that they were around four hundred miles down.”
 
   Yann said what Tallenna was thinking an instant before she had the chance to say it.
 
   “It's the world-serpent. It's breathing out, and blowing them away from it. Which means…”
 
   Tallenna looked at him. “Which means that if we time it right…”
 
   “And jump…”
 
   “We'll be sucked into the nostrils when it breathes in!”
 
   The AllFather considers standing up and delivering a shouted “Hallelujah!” but decides upon reflection that this might be both undignified and insulting.
 
   He instead allows himself a quiet smile and a small sigh of relief.
 
   Yann peered at the tiny sparks of light below as the magical flares Tallenna had cast disappeared one by one into the void he knew to be the nostril. He continued looking for a further two minutes, then nodded, satisfied that his conclusions were valid. “It is time,” he announced. “The inhale is near peak flow and will be reaching its final stages in a little over two hours. We must jump now.”
 
   Tallenna nodded, her face the calm mask she wore at times of stress. Yann laid a hand on Hill's shoulder. “Are you ready, brother?”
 
   “No,” the halfling replied. “But I might as well do it anyway. Least I won't have to worry about keeping my eyes shut.”
 
   Yann glanced down at the body upon which Hill and Stone sat.
 
   “You must give me the potion! You agreed!”
 
   The Jester holds up a hand. “We agreed to give the potion at some point. We didn't discuss when.”
 
   “But if you leave Draag's body on the ledge, then you will have no further chances. You must apply the potion now!”
 
   The Jester smiles. “Relax. We're not going to leave Draag behind. Like you said, we'll most likely have need of him later on in the mission.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Yann, spread his feet, taking the weight up his arms, through his shoulders, and down his back. He nodded at Stone. “Ready?”
 
   Stone nodded.
 
   “Okay,” said Yann as they swung the weight back, and then forward. “One…”
 
   High.
 
   “Two…”
 
   Higher.
 
   “Three!”
 
   Release.
 
   The body sailed high into the air and then began its long fall. Yann wiped his hands and stepped back from the edge. “Okay, that's Draag sorted.”
 
   “I must protest! This is an undignified way to treat a warrior!”
 
   The AllFather spreads his hands, a helpless expression on his face. “Perhaps, but it is what they have chosen to do. And they are correct in saying that the potion does not have to be applied immediately. As long as they keep the body with them, they can apply the potion whenever they choose.”
 
   The Warrior glares at his fellow gods. “And when will that be?”
 
   The Jester shrugs. “I don't know. But whenever it is, we'll clearly be really, really desperate.”
 
   “Stone, you're next,” said Yann.
 
   “I'm sorry?” said Stone, confused.
 
   “You're next to jump.”
 
   “Jump where?”
 
   “Off the ledge. You need to jump off the ledge. Now.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” said Stone, cheerfully. He took a step forward, pushed off, and then was gone.
 
   “I wonder about him,” said Tallenna. She rested a hand on Yann's arm. “I'll see you… below.”
 
   He nodded, and smiled, and then she stepped forward and jumped.
 
   Yann squatted down in front of Hill.
 
   “It is time, my brother.”
 
   “Where's the monkey?”
 
   The monkey was lying back on the ledge with its legs in the air, snoozing. Yann picked it up, handed it to Hill, and then guided the halfling to the edge. The monkey woke, shook his head, blinked, looked down at the void below it, and launched into a frantic sequence of intricate hand signals.
 
   “Sorry about this,” said Hill, “But it will be okay, promise.”
 
   He swung the monkey back, triggering an even more frantic bout of signing, and then flung it forward into the void. The monkey gave him a final gesture, this one unmistakable, and then disappeared from view.
 
   Yann took hold of Hill's hand.
 
   “Come, my friend. Let us take this journey together.”
 
   He guided Hill back, then counted.
 
   “One. Two. Now.”
 
   Jump.
 
   The rock spread out before them, stretching away to a near-infinity, moving past, faster and faster and faster. He could just make out Hill's long cry.
 
   “Bugggggggeeeeeeeerrrrrrrrrrr!”
 
   


 
  

Chapter Nineteen
 
   The OverRealm. The AllFather feels quiet confidence bordering on exaltation. There have been trials. There have been difficulties. But as the gods' mortals fall the four hundred miles down the side of the world serpent, and in doing so pass from story to legend, his overwhelming feeling is of relief.
 
   This is the story he wanted to tell.
 
   And now he's getting to tell it.
 
   For several moments Yann feared he'd miscalculated, for it seemed like the wind would never let him go, and would suck him all the way down into the lungs of the beast. Deeper and deeper into the dark nostril he went, seeing nothing save shadows and hearing nought but the low continuous roar of the wind around him.
 
   But then the wind was gone and he crashed hard to the ground, bouncing twice before he was able to grab hold of a protruding ridge and halt himself. He picked himself up, pulled a glow-rod from his belt pouch, and struck it alight.
 
   He was in a wide cavern of near unimaginable dimensions, perhaps forty miles across and the same distance high. Forward, somewhere, were the rest of his companions and their equipment.
 
   He thought that perhaps he saw a light.
 
   He straightened his shoulders and set off towards it.
 
   Hill had been knocked out by the impact of landing, but upon awaking and lighting a glow-rod had found himself lying near several scattered items of equipment, items that he recognised as coming from the backpacks they'd thrown off the ledge before jumping.
 
   Of the others, Stone, Tallenna, Yann, or the body, there was no sign. “I guess the lighter you are, the further you fly,” he muttered to himself as he began to search the area, finding the first of the backpacks lying behind a nearby rock, its top burst open from the force of the impact.
 
   A few minutes later, Stone wondered out of the darkness, nodded at Hill, and began helping him collect the equipment together. Tallenna arrived a few minutes later, a relieved smile on her face, followed a few minutes after that by an equally relieved Yann.
 
   The barbarian looked at Hill, who was still working hard assembling the group's equipment. “Aren't you blind?”
 
   “Oh yeah!” said Hill, walking full length into an inconveniently placed stalagmite. “Ow!” he shouted, followed by a more manly, “Bugger!” Then he sat down. “Anyone want a glow-rod?”
 
   “Ah yes,” says the AllFather. “That is well remembered, Lord Dealer.”
 
   The Jester senses that he is the focus of a certain amount of disapproval, unfairly in his opinion. “Now, look, you forgot as well, so don't blame me.”
 
   The AllFather is not amused. “I have an entire universe to administer. I had rather hoped that when I delegated simple tasks, they would be carried out.”
 
   “I forgot! It was an honest mistake.”
 
   The Lady stifles a snort.
 
   The AllFather sniffs. “Well, please try to remember in future.”
 
   The Jester smiles. “Promise. Cross my heart and all that.”
 
   Yann held the Weshen map up, its parchment surface illuminated by Tallenna's glow-rod. He pointed at the map.
 
   “I believe we are somewhere around here, in this area of the nostril.”
 
   She nodded, and he continued.
 
   “We need to make it to here, the sinus.”
 
   “That's several days’ journey,” she pointed out.
 
   “Yes. And the exhale will shortly begin.”
 
   “So we need to get ourselves behind cover and anchored.”
 
   “Exactly.” He turned back towards the sitting Hill and the standing Stone. “We need to get ourselves under cover. Hill, you stay here with the equipment. Stone, you come with me and help me find some kind of cave or nook.”
 
   The Warrior coughs.
 
   “And then we'll need to find Draag's body. It must be round here somewhere.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   It has been a very long day, perhaps the longest Tallenna could remember. But now, finally, it was drawing to a close. The cave sheltered them from the full roar of the exhale, but even so, she could feel its draw, pulling her against the rope wrapped around her waist and making her ears pop as the pressure fell.
 
   She'd used the last of her magic to cast a simple night-light cantrip upon an area of rock beside her – better to save the glow-rods for emergencies – and volunteered to take first watch. She opened her spellbook and began to read the words contained within. A further and challenging journey stretched before her. But she would have the magic to comfort her, and in the meantime she had a little research to do.
 
   The Lady looks up from the tablets she is studying. “The good news is that a potion of resurrection can be applied at any time up to one hundred and twenty days after death.”
 
   “What's the bad news?” asks the Jester.
 
   “You need the whole body. Fragments don't count.”
 
   “Dammit. I was really hoping we could just get away with the head.”
 
   The Warrior sits back in his chair, arms folded. “Perhaps you will now consider resurrecting Draag?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “What is the alternative? Drag his body all the way up the nostril and along the sinus?”
 
   The Dealer has not thus far played any part in this conversation. He has instead been scratching away on a tablet. He leans forward now and puts it onto the table where all can see it. “I've been thinking up a few ideas,” he says.
 
   The Jester and the Lady lean forward. The Jester peers at the intricate lines and curves. “What is it?” he asks.
 
   “It is a set of braced runners. A sledge, if you will.”
 
   The Jester studies the plans, and then speaks. “No, no, that's not a sledge!”
 
   “It's not?” asks the Dealer. “What is it then?”
 
   The Jester beams across the table at the Warrior. “It's a Draag dragger!” 
 
   The Warrior stands and extends a pointed hand at the Jester. He goes to speak, but checks himself, and instead turns and leaves the room, slamming the door hard behind him.
 
   “No sense of humour,” mutters the Jester.
 
   “That joke was so bad I nearly left myself,” mutters the Lady.
 
   “I thought it was a neat play on words!”
 
   “You could have been a little more tactful,” says the Dealer.
 
   “Says the man who came up with the sledge!”
 
   “It was a thoughtful extrapolation of the travel techniques used by Yann's nomadic people, actually!”
 
   The AllFather is not happy. He taps his fingers loudly on the table until the others eventually stop speaking. “Was that necessary?”
 
   “Which bit are you referring to?” asks the Dealer, hesitantly.
 
   “Which bit might I not be referring to! This entire story is turning into a farce, and a not particularly funny one at that. Could you not just resurrect him and be done with?”
 
   The Dealer, the Lady, and the Jester trade glances before finally the Dealer speaks. “It just seems more appropriate to keep him on ice, as it were.”
 
   “Would Yann feel that way? I thought you placed being true to his inner spirit above all things? I would have thought that his sense of justice and honour would compel him to resurrect Draag straight away?”
 
   “That is true,” admits the Dealer. “But his sense of justice and honour would then compel him to immediately challenge Draag to trial by combat, in order that the innocent lives he has shed be avenged. Yann would simply have to kill him.”
 
   “I'd help!” adds the Jester.
 
   “But it's not very nice for Lord Warrior to have to sit and watch, is it?”
 
   “That's Lord Warrior's reward for creating so objectionable a mortal,” says the Lady. “I don't know why you invited him to join the game in the first place.”
 
   “Well, I didn't quite invite him,” says the AllFather. “He sort of invited himself, and I didn't feel able to say no. You know what he's like.”
 
   “Perhaps I can suggest a compromise,” says the Dealer. “It might help if we advanced things forward a bit, to the point where our mortals might need to resurrect him.”
 
   “It would be good to just skip the nostrils and the sinuses and whatever the other stuff was, go straight to the brain, and do the thing with the healing whatnot,” says the Jester.
 
   “It's an elixir,” says the AllFather.
 
   The Jester thinks for a moment. “Hey! Would a bit of that cure my blindness?”
 
   The AllFather gives him a withering look. “It's designed for a near-immortal thirty-thousand mile long sea serpent. Your mortal is a three foot four long halfling. I suggest you consider those facts when pondering on that question. I further strongly suggest that you include the word 'no' on your shortlist of possible answers.”
 
   “I was only asking. Anyway, I'm still with Lord Dealer. I could do without playing through six weeks trekking through tubes.”
 
   “I think you'll find that sinuses are much more than mere tubes!” says the AllFather pompously.
 
   “In what way?” asks the Jester.
 
   The AllFather realises that he may have driven himself into an embarrassing conversational cul-de-sac. He only put sinuses into his schema of creation because Mr Six Days had laughed at his original plans, saying that people's heads would explode if they ever went flying. Mr Six Days had then launched into an explanation, but it had been long and smug and complicated and had involved frequent use of the phrase “intelligent designer”. When it had finally drawn to a close the AllFather had been too embarrassed to ask for a recap.
 
   “They're just very special, okay?” he snaps.
 
   “Okay. They're special. But can we still skip them?”
 
   The AllFather looks down at the tablet before him, at the descriptions and encounters and conundrums that will now stay forever upon the scribed marble.
 
   “Okay,” he mutters sadly. “Perhaps someone can go and find Lord Warrior.”
 
   It had been a difficult journey, made more difficult by the load they'd had to drag, but now they were finally nearing their destination. Yann nodded to Stone, and they dropped the Draag dragger. There had been frequent accidents in the early days, near-dislocated shoulders caused when one person dropped and the other did not, but now he, Stone, and Hill were operating as a smooth well-oiled team.
 
   The dragger dropped to the ground with a crash. The monkey, who'd been sleeping on the body's chest, bounced, slid down the side of the armour, and woke up in an angry chatter. Yann ignored it and took out the map. Tallenna and Hill gathered round. “We're here,” he said. “Past that bend is the beginnings of the brain, and the point where we can apply the elixir.”
 
   “Finally,” breathed Tallenna.
 
   Yann put the map away and then nodded to Stone. They picked up the Draag dragger and began moving forward. He could feel the excitement growing in all of them – Stone, perhaps, excepted – with every step they took. Around that corner was their destiny, a destiny that had been written nearly twenty thousand years before.
 
   Around that corner was the immortality of legend.
 
   Around that corner was the saving of an entire world.
 
   Slowly, agonisingly, the corner was turned.
 
   Around the corner was a door.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Twenty
 
   “It's a door?” asks the Jester, interrupting.
 
   “Yes. It's a door,” says the AllFather. He begins to re-read his aborted description. “In front of you, the long cave-like sinus comes to a dead-end, the way forward blocked by a door. The door's surface is–”
 
   “This is supposed to be a living creature!” says the Jester. “How in hell can there be a door?”
 
   The AllFather considers making a third attempt to read his description, but decides that the best way to treat the Jester's latest outburst is as a metaphorical question requiring no reply. Silence thus resumes its reign as he waits for some kind of further response. Eventually, he gets one.
 
   “It's a door?” asks the Dealer.
 
   It's not much of a response, as responses go, but the AllFather feels it's something he can work with. “Yes,” he says. “It's a door.”
 
   “A metal door?” asks the Lady.
 
   “Yes. It's a metal door.”
 
   “As in refined metal, constructed metal, artificial metal?”
 
   “Yes, yes, and yes.”
 
   “And there's a small thick glass window in it?” asks the Dealer.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And through the window we can see a long metal-lined corridor leading away from us?” asks the Lady.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “This is boring!” shouts the Warrior. “I would not have returned had I known it was for this.”
 
   “Well, I happen to think this is an interesting challenge,” says the AllFather.
 
   “Draag was created for the challenge of combat, not the challenge of doors! We don't have to be here, you know?”
 
   “True,” says the Jester.
 
   “There are other things we could be doing.”
 
   “I do try to make this interesting for all of you,” protests the AllFather.
 
   “Try harder!”
 
   “I'm not particularly enjoying the whole blindness thing either, if anyone's keeping score,” says the Jester.
 
   The Lady gives him a scornful look. “Hard as it might be for you to comprehend, this universe was not created for the sole purpose of either your or our enjoyment.”
 
   “Why was it created then? What purpose is there in creating a universe if it's not to play with the souls it contains?”
 
   “That's sociopathic!”
 
   “Better a sociopath than a psychopath!” says the Jester, nodding in the Warrior's direction.
 
   “The door?” suggests the AllFather.
 
   “I'm not sure what this all means,” says the Dealer.
 
   “I know what it means,” says the Jester.
 
   All heads turn quizzically towards him.
 
   “It means the elves have completely screwed it up. They've spent twenty thousand years working towards the wrong sodding answer.”
 
   Hill knew from bitter past experience that picking a lock was a slow, painstaking task during which you had to allow your fingers to act as your eyes – which given that he was now a couple of eyeballs short of the expected total was rather convenient.
 
   He just wished he was having more luck on the actual lock picking front. Quite frankly, after several weeks of clumsy sledge dragging and under-appreciated whining, his ego was in need of some gentle stroking and the last thing he'd wanted to encounter was the bastard lock from hell that he was currently failing to pick.
 
   But eventually, he was forced to concede defeat, slumping back against the door and delivering his verdict. “It's not a lock.”
 
   The next voice was Yann's. “What do you mean, it's not a lock?”
 
   “I mean, it's not a lock as I understand the term. I'll concede the possibility that one day some geezer might walk up here with something he calls a key, shove that something into that there hole, and make the door open. But I can tell you this: that particular something wouldn't be something I'd recognise as a key.”
 
   “So you can't pick the lock.” That was Tallenna.
 
   “No.”
 
   Yann spoke. “We have to get through that door!”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because the world's going to end!”
 
   “Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe we've got the wrong answer to the right question and maybe we've got the wrong answer to the wrong question, but one thing I figure we haven't got is the right answer to the right question. If the door was open, I'd go through it. There ain't nothing that intrigues me more than a locked door, you know that.”
 
   “Because where there's locks there's loot?”
 
   “Motto I've lived my life by, mate. But there's a big difference between a locked door you've unlocked and a locked door that's still locked, and that's that you can go through one and not the other.”
 
   Tallenna spoke. “So you would just go back then, would you?”
 
   Hill shrugged. “It's a thought. Be a bloody long climb, mind, followed by a bloody long walk.”
 
   The Warrior breaks the resulting silence with a strategic cough.
 
   “I believe you had agreed to resurrect me when we reached our destination?”
 
   “We did,” says the Dealer.
 
   “You have not yet resurrected me!”
 
   “That's because we haven't got there yet,” says the Jester. “On account of there being a damn great door in the way.”
 
   “Nonetheless. You have reached a destination, even if it was not the one you hoped for. I demand you keep your end of the bargain.”
 
   “He has got a point,” says the AllFather.
 
   “Look,” says the Jester. “All he's going to do is punch the door, then shoulder charge the door, and then flame the crap out of it.”
 
   “That is a grotesque over-simplification of the actions I intend to perform.”
 
   “Oh fine, whatever. I'll give him the sodding potion.”
 
   “You're blind.”
 
   The Lady sighs. “I'll give him the potion then.”
 
   For Draag, the change was both instantaneous and drawn out. One moment he was in the waiting room, reading the ingredients list on the side of a packet of headache tablets he'd found in a waste paper basket, the next he was nowhere and yet somewhere.
 
   A hard and roughened surface beneath him. A weight on his chest. A dark grey swirling in front of his eyes. Consciousness returned, slowly.
 
   “Your vision is still very, very blurred,” says the AllFather, “and you're completely unable to raise yourself into a sitting position. You can feel a huge pressure on your chest which is actually making breathing quite difficult.”
 
   The Warrior looks confused. “I will sweep my hands down and across my armour.”
 
   “They collide with something soft, something resting on top of your chest.”
 
   The Dealer waves a confused hand. “Sorry, is there something on top of him?”
 
   “Well yes, of course. Stone is still using him as a sofa.”
 
   “You're just being stupid now!” shouts the Jester.
 
   “I'm being stupid? You carry a body around for several weeks for no other purpose than to provide you with portable furniture and you say that I'm being stupid?”
 
   An angry silence falls.
 
   Finally, the Lady breaks the deadlock. “Perhaps Stone should… stand up?”
 
   The Sleeper looks up from his daze. “Oh! Okay. I'll stand up.”
 
   Ten minutes of furious activity had visibly changed the door. Where before it had been smooth and shiny it was now blackened and covered in soot. Other than that, it looked to Tallenna pretty much like the same door it had always been.
 
   Draag stepped back, snarling, and returned DeathSinger to its scabbard. “It appears to be impenetrable,” he said.
 
   “Could have told you that,” muttered Hill.
 
   “All options need to be examined! You are upset because you were unable to pick the lock.”
 
   “It's not a lock!”
 
   “It's got a hole.”
 
   Tallenna would have been happy to just let them get on with it, but Yann stepped in between them. “Arguing isn't going to help.”
 
   “It's something to do,” said Hill, shrugging.
 
   “I achieved as much as you achieved and in a third of the time!”
 
   “I really wish we could put him back in his box,” muttered Hill, to no one in particular.
 
   “So,” said Yann. “What was heaven like? My people have many theories.”
 
   “Boring.”
 
   “Boring?”
 
   “Yes. The magazine selection was poor and there were not enough of them. And they hadn't got any new ones in since last time.”
 
   It was at times like this that Tallenna was glad to be an agnostic –  one who accepted the existence of the gods but did not particularly feel that any of them were worthy of her worship. Yann, though, looked more troubled at this revelation.
 
   “Magazines?”
 
   It occurs to the AllFather that silence is the natural state of the table, and that it is the brief moments of play that are the intruders.
 
   He is still thinking on this point when the Dealer finally manages to deliver the question his mouth has been attempting to deliver for some considerable time now. “So, there's just a door?”
 
   Sometimes a question long prepared ends up being not the one you were preparing, but something, anything, that comes to mind when you realise you can't think of a question. The AllFather suspects this to be the case with the question the Dealer has just delivered.
 
   However, in this case, the question might have blindly stumbled onto the start of the correct track. It occurs to the AllFather that he has perhaps fallen into a petty approach to this encounter, but he quickly quashes this thought. After all, he can only guide his players to the extent to which they are prepared to be guided.
 
   “Define just?” he says.
 
   The Dealer looks at him suspiciously. “Is the door simply a door and nothing more?”
 
   “It is.”
 
   The Dealer looks confused. Then the Jester breaks in. “Hang on, he's playing word games. You didn't ask if it, the door, was just a door. You asked if there was just a door.” He fixes his attention on the AllFather. “Is there anything here, other than us, the monkey, our equipment, the door, and rock?”
 
   “Well there is a small button beside the door.”
 
   “What?” the Dealer, the Jester, and the Warrior shout simultaneously.
 
   “Do you not think that perhaps you should have mentioned that?” says the Lady.
 
   “You didn't ask,” says the AllFather, who is actually thinking that perhaps he should have mentioned it.
 
   “We didn't think we had to!” says the Jester. “You gave a description.”
 
   “Which you interrupted!”
 
   “Yeah, but still, you should have mentioned it as something we could see!”
 
   “It's a small button.”
 
   “Clearly!”
 
   It was now five minutes since Hill had pointed out the small button sitting on the rock beside the door and in that time it had been the focus of much conversation, the principle theme of which was, of course, whether or not to push it. “I say we press it!” said Draag.
 
   “But we don't know what it will do,” said Yann.
 
   “That is irrelevant. We can talk all we like, but in the end the button is the only option available to us save humiliating retreat.”
 
   “Hate to admit it, but I'm with psycho, here,” said Hill.
 
   “If it opens the door then we pass through. If it summons an occupant, we can kill the occupant and pass through. Either way, we pass through.”
 
   “Can I rescind my previous vote of support?”
 
   “How about we just press the button and see what happens?” said Tallenna.
 
   “Works for me,” said Hill.
 
   Draag nodded as, eventually, did Yann.
 
   Tallenna pressed the button.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   “So absolutely nothing happened when I pressed the button?” says the Lady.
 
   “Well, the button went in when you pressed it, and then popped back out when you released it,” says the AllFather. “Other than that, nothing.”
 
   “No clicks?” asks the Jester.
 
   “No sound at all.”
 
   “I push the button again.”
 
   “Okay. You've pushed the button.”
 
   “Anything happen?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I shall push at the door,” says the Warrior. “Does it open?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I shall charge it. It might be open but stiff!”
 
   The doorbell had not been rung in more than forty thousand years, and it was therefore an extreme application of sod's law that whoever had just now rung it chose to do so not only during Guevarra's shift, but right in the middle of a quick, and technically rules-breaking, toilet break.
 
   “Alright, alright!” he shouted when the chime rang a second time. He pulled up his tunic and headed off down the corridor to the door, fabric flapping as he did up his buttons one by one.
 
   “Look! Nothing's happening!” shouts the AllFather, frustration evident in both his voice and his manner.
 
   “Then I'll try again! The door will yield!”
 
   “How many times have you tried so far?” asks the Jester.
 
   The AllFather looks down at the tallymarks on the tablet before him. “Twelve times.”
 
   “Then I shall try a thirteenth!”
 
   The AllFather picks up his knuckle-bones and casts them across the table.
 
   “Finally!” says the Warrior. “It is about time that you test the door's strength.”
 
   “What makes you think the knuckle-bones are for the door?” says the AllFather. “It's a luck test, actually.”
 
   The Jester peers at the result and shakes his head. “Looks like someone's about to get very, very unlucky.”
 
   Guevarra had often looked through the thick narrow window that lay at the door's centre, snout pressed hard against the glass to get the best possible view. All those previous times there had been nothing to see save a rock-lined passageway unchanged for forty thousand years. But not now.
 
   Because someone, something, had rung the doorbell.
 
   His hearts bursting with the possibilities of what he might see, he pressed his snout hard against the glass, just in time to see a large black mass thud into the door from the other side.
 
   Pain.
 
   Blackness.
 
   A sound arrived from the other side of the door. It was muffled, and indistinct, but it sounded to Hill's sensitive ears like a cry. “Did you guys hear something?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” said Yann. “Draag charging the door.”
 
   Draag crashed into the door, again. It vibrated and emitted a dull clang, but again it held.
 
   “No, something else. A cry.”
 
   “Well, I didn't hear anything,” said Yann, shrugging.
 
   Draag drew himself back to make another charge, but Hill dived in front of him and lined himself up with the narrow window slot.
 
   “What can I see?”
 
   “Nothing. You're blind.”
 
   “I'll take a look then,” says the Dealer.
 
   “What can you see?” asked Hill, jogging up against Yann.
 
   “I can see something, someone lying there, on the floor.”
 
   “Something? What does it look like?”
 
   “What does the figure look like?” asks the Dealer.
 
   “It's some kind of lizard.”
 
   “Well, what's it doing?”
 
   “What's it doing?” asks the Dealer.
 
   The AllFather passes a small tablet across the table, to join the collection already sitting in front of the Dealer.
 
   The Dealer picks it up and reads it. “It appears to be unconscious.”
 
   The Jester sighs theatrically. “Look, can we stop with the notes and just take it as read that Yann's telling me what he's seeing?”
 
   “Can we trust you to not conveniently forget that you're blind?”
 
   “Just because I've forgotten once or twice!”
 
   The AllFather says nothing but merely raises an eyebrow.
 
   “Okay, okay! You can trust me!”
 
   “Thank you. Now as I was saying, there is a figure lying apparently unconscious on the other side of the door. It's humanoid, but looks lizard-like.”
 
    “Lizard-like?” asks the Lady.
 
   “Its skin is green, with scales; its eyes are yellow with slitted pupils; and it has a forked tongue.”
 
   “What? Is it flicking the tongue at us or something?” asks the Jester.
 
   “No. It's unconscious. Its tongue's hanging out of its mouth.”
 
   “Does it look intelligent?”
 
   “Well it's wearing clothes and it has some kind of thin metal rod in its hand that looks awfully like a manufactured artefact.”
 
   “That will be the key!” says the Warrior.
 
   “It's not a lock, okay?”
 
   “If you insist.”
 
   “I don't have to insist, it's a fact.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “The lizard?” says the AllFather.
 
   “Perhaps we should wait for it to wake up,” says the Lady.
 
   “That's assuming it's not dead,” says the Dealer.
 
   The Warrior leans forward. “Perhaps we should try pushing the button again?”
 
   Guevarra regained consciousness to the sound of the doorbell ringing. He could sense wetness on his snout; he wiped with a claw and it came away green. Blood. The doorbell rang again. Twice.
 
   He pushed himself upright, his head swirling, and again approached the door, warily this time. He considered looking through the window again, but decided against it. His job was not to look at the arrivals. His job was simply to open the door. And besides, his snout was still hurting like hell.
 
   He inserted the key into the lock, and the door slowly opened towards him, forty thousand years of inactivity breaking in one long echoing grind. The two figures standing just the other side of the door greeted him with smiles, waves, and melodic but incomprehensible speech. “Drzzzzit qkxxxrt!”
 
   The tales of the Makers were old now, and perhaps confused through more than a thousand and a half generations of retelling, but in those tales the Makers had spoken, and his people had understood. Perhaps these were not the Makers? But if that were so, why had they come to the Makers' door?
 
   There were others standing beside the first two, and Guevarra examined them carefully. Two of them were like the nearer two who'd greeted him, possessing pale, pink-coloured, scale-less skin with no shine, and a mess of flexible protrusions on the head. The fifth figure’s skin had the smooth sheen of Guevarra's own, but was a single shade of black and made of huge scales a foot or more across. The final figure was the smallest: a tiny figure entirely covered with the protrusions that sat on its haunches at the back of the group.
 
   The smaller of the two foremost visitors spoke again. “Rftyyyyew jiqqqqsssd? Llfeeeesa iyvvvvvvs?”
 
    “I'm very sorry,” said Guevarra. “But I don't understand you. My duty now is to take you to the Chief Controller. Do you understand what I am saying?”
 
   The smaller figure spoke again, louder this time. “Rftyyyyew jiqqqqsssd! Llfeeeesa iyvvvvvvs!”
 
   In days gone by, those who manned the door and greeted the Makers were envied and admired and were drawn from the cream of society. But as millennia passed without visitations from the Makers, the job had become less prestigious, and the training more by rote and routine. Guevarra would not, if forced, claim to be drawn from the cream of his society, nor would he claim that his concentration during his training programmes had been all that it might have been. And the fact that his head was still thumping wasn't helping things.
 
   All of these were factors he now strongly regretted. He desperately wracked his misfiring brain for some relevant details – and then it hit him! The signs the Makers had taught his people that they might communicate when background noise prevented speech! He formed his hands into a half-remembered sign.
 
   Hello.
 
   At first he saw only the same blank incomprehension that his attempts at verbal communication had produced. But no! One of those visitors behind the foremost two had the light of recognition in its eyes. It signed: sign after sign that came far too fast for Guevarra's rusty memory.
 
   He tried another sign.
 
   Slow.
 
   The reply came again, slower this time, some signs incomprehensible, some barely recognisable.
 
   Thank [something]. Get me away from these [something]. I will give you [something] things.
 
   Guevarra gulped. This was definitely one to dump in the Chief Controller's lap. 
 
   I will take you to my leader.
 
   The smaller of the pair who previously greeted him stepped forward smiling. “Rftyyyyew jiqqqqsssd? Llfeeeesa iyvvvvvvs?”
 
   


 
  

Chapter Twenty One
 
   “So at what point,” asks the Jester, “was someone going to bother to mention to me that he was talking to my monkey?”
 
   “They were using sign language and you're blind,” says the AllFather. “So the only way you were going to know was if one of your companions told you, and they didn't. Blame them!”
 
   The Jester turns his head, and looks pointedly at the Dealer.
 
   The Dealer points at the tablet sitting in front of the Jester. “Hey, he gave each one of us a tablet, including you. You didn't tell us what your one said.”
 
   The Jester grits his teeth. “That's because mine said, and I quote: everyone's stopped talking.”
 
   “You should have said something.”
 
   “I did!”
 
   The Dealer pulls a helpless expression.
 
   “Anyway,” says the AllFather. “The lizard is beckoning you all to follow him down the hallway.”
 
   “I guess we should go,” says the Jester.
 
   “Is there anything any of you wants to do first, before you follow the lizard wherever it is he wants to take you?” asks the AllFather. He quickly scans through the notes on the tablet that sits on his lap, familiarising himself with what Takes has learned and is capable of telling the mortals.
 
   “I still say we should kill the lizard and explore the complex ourselves!” says the Warrior.
 
   “You know, next time you die I'm stuffing you in a lead-lined coffin and nailing the lid shut with six inch spikes,” says the Jester.
 
   The AllFather tries one final hint. “The monkey is already heading through the door.”
 
   “Bloody traitor!” says the Jester. “That thing just doesn't understand the concept of loyalty.
 
   “So where does he take us?” asks the Dealer.
 
   “I'm spending the journey looking for any threats!” says the Warrior.
 
   “And I'm looking out for any valuable looking stuff,” adds the Jester.
 
   The AllFather sighs, and gently places the tablet on the floor where it sits atop of stack of similarly discarded tablets. He looks at the heading at the top of the tablet that sat underneath it and which he has now bought to the fore. The words are plain and unadorned, but they are words that the AllFather has been guiding events towards for more than twenty thousand of the mortals' years. 
 
   The Control Room.
 
   The lizard paused in front of a set of doors, turned, spread his arms wide, and spoke, awe and pride clear in every syllable.
 
   “Kjjjeewds heuuuuss gwqqqqd lllkrty!”
 
   Tallenna smiled politely, a politeness that was genuine, and not a false mask. Whatever it was that they were about to see, she believed it would be wondrous, for had they not already seen wonders? Their journey from the door had taken them into rooms that moved upwards and rooms which moved sideways. She suspected that they might have travelled hundreds, perhaps thousands, of miles. Corridor after corridor, cavern after cavern, void after void, all lined with the same unmarked metal. Machines the size of cities, maintained by an ant-like army of lizards more numerous than even the City's teaming masses. Millions might dwell in these underground realms inside the head of the world serpent.
 
   What were they doing? What was their purpose?
 
   And then the doors opened and in an instant Tallenna knew.
 
   All his life Draag had craved not the power that people believed was his life's desire, but control, for was not control the most important thing in the universe? Control over oneself; control over one's environment; control over one's companions; control over one's enemies.
 
   Draag was not stupid. People, lesser people, mistook his iron focus for dull stupidity; they usually lived only long enough to appreciate their mistake. Draag knew what he wanted, and knew it when he saw it. He wanted control.
 
   And then the doors opened, and control was what he saw. A greater possibility of control than he had ever dreamed existed. Control almost beyond comprehension.
 
   Control that he aimed to make his.
 
   All his life Yann had studied the night sky, watching the eternal dance of the stars overhead, and seeking to understand what it might mean. And then the doors opened.
 
   Now, perhaps, he understood. Somewhere within his being he knew that he would never again be able to find solace in the night sky. For he had seen the dance.
 
   And the dancers.
 
   Hill couldn't see a sodding thing. All his ears had thus far managed to convey to him was more cheerful incomprehensibility from the lizard followed by a round of awed sighs from his companions.
 
   “Bit of explanation would be appreciated over here,” he said quietly out of the side of his mouth.
 
   “It's incredible,” he heard Tallenna say in reply.
 
   “It is… incredible,” he heard Draag say.
 
   “It is beyond anything I could have ever imagined or feared,” he heard Yann say.
 
   Hill considered this for a moment. “Could you be just a little more specific?”
 
   The AllFather gives the Jester a warning glance and then begins to read from the tablet in front of him.
 
   “The door opens to reveal a large round room, most of whose circumference is lined with chairs in front of which sit panels speckled with jewelled flashing lights. Humanoid lizards much like the one who brought you here sit at each chair, wearing clothing that is similar save for the red flashes on each shoulder.” He takes a breath, and then continues reading. “At the centre of the room is a large chair, which appears to swivel, for at the moment it and its occupant are facing you. At the far end of the room…” He pauses.
 
   “What?” asks the Jester.
 
   “Now remember. You're not actually seeing this, and this description represents what Yann and Tallenna are telling you. I'm just reading it out now to give the others a recap also.”
 
   The Jester waves a hand. “Yeah, yeah, whatever.”
 
   “At the far end of the room is a large window, beyond which is something that looks remarkably like the inside of an eye, a pupil surrounded by an iris. And beyond that… beyond that you can see the sky with the sun hanging low in it, and the rest of the universe beyond that.”
 
   The AllFather pauses once more. “In front of the screen is a long desk, covered in writing and lights. Two chairs sit behind it, facing the screen. A stick extends from the desk in front of the right-hand chair. The lizard sitting at that chair has his hand upon the stick and is watching the sun. The lizard in the central chair waves a hand. He seems to be motioning you to enter.”
 
   The lizard who'd sat in the central chair – a leader of some kind, Yann guessed – showed justifiable pride as he showed them round his realm.
 
   He stopped beside the pair of lizards who sat before the main viewing window, and pointed first at the sun, and then at the stick. The lizard that gripped the stick nudged it a near imperceptible amount to the left, the third such movement Yann had noticed him make. The leader spoke some more incomprehensibility, then made some signs at the monkey, which then looked at Yann and shrugged.
 
   It didn't matter. The truth of the world was plain. “This is some kind of control room,” Yann said to Tallenna.
 
   She nodded. “This is their purpose: to drive the world serpent as though it were a cart, eternally chasing the sun.”
 
   “The world is not what I thought it was,” said Yann, sadly.
 
   “The world is what it always was,” said the listening Draag, ever the pragmatist. “But now we know the truth. And we understand the power.” He pointed at the controlling stick. “That stick controls the sun.”
 
   “You speak like you want to control that stick.”
 
   “I do. Who would not?”
 
   Julen had been a fisherman all his life, as had his father before him, and his father before that. The day's take had been good; his boat, the Alia Rayne, sat low in the water such was the weight of his catch. Tonight his wife and children would sleep with full bellies and the contentment of money in the cash-pot.
 
   Julen pulled on the oars, letting the boat surf ahead of the incoming tide, riding the swell towards home, towards the village that nestled between the beach and the cliff.
 
   A roaring roused him from his thoughts. He looked up, and saw a line of white on the horizon. A wave, impossibly high. Within seconds it was upon him, lifting his boat higher than it had ever been before. For a moment he saw all creation laid out before him, the village somehow below him, tiny and perfect – and then he was sliding down the wave's far face.
 
   The wave crashed upon the shore, splashing up the face of the cliff and even onto the grassy tops beyond. For minutes the water gurgled and swirled until finally it retreated, leaving nothing behind. The village was gone. The wave had taken it, every single brick and every single soul.
 
   The control room leader reached across, slapped Draag sharply across the knuckles, and shouted angrily.
 
   Draag let go of the stick and withdrew his hand, the tilt of his armoured head suggesting a hurt glare. The lizard pilot gingerly eased the stick back from the hard-right angle to which Draag had rammed it. On the giant screen, the sun moved back to its central position.
 
   “I was just having a go,” said Draag.
 
   The leader spat a further set of angry syllables. Yann didn't understand the precise meaning, but the guy was clearly incredibly pissed off. It was imperative that they establish communications. The success of their mission, and the fate of the world depended upon it. Yann gave the monkey a suggestive prod. It prodded him back.
 
   “Can I make a suggestion?” said Hill.
 
   “What?” asks the AllFather, wearily.
 
   “You haven't even heard what I'm going to say yet!” says the Jester.
 
   “I apologise. What's your suggestion?”
 
   “I don't know. I've forgotten it now.”
 
   “Perhaps we should just let the head lizard finish his tour?” suggests the Lady.
 
   “Well, you do notice that he seems rather keen to get you away from the controls,” says the AllFather, sending a quick glare in the Warrior's direction.
 
   “Can I see anything valuable?” asks the Jester.
 
   “Was that your suggestion?”
 
   “No. This just came to me.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “So can I?”
 
   “Can you what?”
 
   “Can I see anything valuable?”
 
   “No. You can't see anything. At all.”
 
   The Jester sighs. “Well, can I feel anything valuable?”
 
   “Are you feeling around?” asks the AllFather sarcastically.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, feeling around, the material that the desk is made out of seems smooth, almost like marble.” He consults his notes for a moment, then looks back up. “Could you do an observation test please?”
 
   The Jester picks up his knuckle-bones. “How many successes do I need?”
 
   “Twenty. Observation isn't a strong point of yours right now.”
 
   The control room leader had already been pretty angry, but Hill's blind fumbling around the control desk seemed to push him over the edge into an apocalyptic rage that started with a forearm chop to Hill's searching hand that Hill literally never saw coming and then segued into a neat backhand smash to the face that sent him tumbling back across the room.
 
   Several sets of knuckle-bones bounce every which way across the table as four gods make initiative tests on behalf of their mortals. “What are you doing?” asks the AllFather, genuinely confused.
 
   “Casting for initiative!” says the Warrior. “Combat has started! We must determine who shall have the next action. We, or they!”
 
   “Nothing's started!” protests the AllFather. “The head controller hit Hill because Hill was feeling around the control panel. This isn't a battle! You know, you could actually try talking to him?”
 
   The gods trade glances, pondering this new possibility.
 
   The Warrior points at his knuckle-bones. “The lizard can say what he wishes, but he needs to get more than seven successes if he wishes to say it before I react to his attack on Hill!”
 
   The AllFather sighs. “You have the initiative. What do you wish to do?”
 
   “I am pulling DeathSinger from its sheath and swinging it at him in one fluid movement, using all of Draag's inner resources of courage and resolve.”
 
   He scoops up the knuckle-bones and sends them bouncing across the table. “Nine successes!”
 
   “Your sword cleaves through the head controller's neck,” says the AllFather in a flat voice. “Sending his now-lifeless head tumbling across the room. His body staggers once, twice, a fountain of blood jetting out of its severed neck, and then crashes to the ground.” He pauses for a moment, and then looks at the Jester. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Running!”
 
   “In which direction?”
 
   “Towards the door!”
 
   “Which way's that?”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   


 
  

Chapter Twenty Two
 
   On a spring day some thirty-seven years ago, Hill had participated in an interesting game that involved a blindfold, some leather, a pot of whipped cream, and a pixie girl who turned out to be a complete psycho. All his memories of that “interesting” day of years ago were still fresh and immediate; but the memory that surfaced now was crystal clear in its clarity and intensity, painfully so in fact.
 
   It was the memory of that precise moment when he'd not only realised that she intended to play a very different game than the one he'd been envisaging, but had further realised that given that he was the one who was blindfolded and tied to the bed, it was her wishes that the universe was likely to favour.
 
   Terror is a much maligned and often underrated emotion. Terror of death is what drives men to survive hurricanes. Terror of financial ruin is what drives men to work impossible hours. Terror was what got a bound and blindfolded Hill out of the psycho pixie's bed.
 
   And raw, screaming, absolute terror was what got Hill out of the control room.
 
   “You've managed to unscrew the grate cover from the wall and have crawled inside the ventilation duct. It's only about eighteen inches square but that's plenty enough for you. There's an awful lot of noise and screaming behind you. What do you want to do?”
 
   “I'll carry on crawling,” says the Jester.
 
   “But you don't know where it goes,” says the Lady.
 
   “Wherever it is, it's got to be better than here.”
 
   The interior of the control room looked like a slaughterhouse. Of the fifteen unarmed personnel whom Yann estimated to have been present when the battle began, seven were now killed and a further four wounded, two gravely. Three lizards were trapped in one corner; one had apparently escaped. 
 
   “Surrender or die!” screamed Draag at the three cowering lizards, before charging in and cutting them to pieces. He wiped DeathSinger on one of the bodies and returned it to its sheath. “Well, that showed them,” he announced.
 
   Yann pointed at the control stick, now unmanned. “Who will drive the world serpent now that you have killed its controllers?”
 
   Draag shrugged. “Worry not. They will be operating on a rotating shift system with five sets of controllers performing three eight-hour shifts. They'll just have to adjust the shift pattern temporarily while they train new workers.”
 
   Tallenna walked over to them, hazy beneath her shimmering force shield. “Perhaps we ought to leave. Now. Before reinforcements arrive.”
 
   Yann nodded. He looked around. Someone was missing.
 
   “Where's Hill?”
 
   Tallenna looked around. “Not here. And the monkey's gone as well.”
 
   “We cannot go without him.”
 
   Draag slapped him on the back. “The halfling can look after himself, as can the monkey. We must march!”
 
   Tallenna rested a hand on Yann’s shoulder. “Hill's obviously made his own escape. We'll search for him. But we have to leave. Now!”
 
   It seemed to Hill as though he'd been crawling for hours. His knees burned and his back ached and still the shaft continued its relentless forward course. He stopped for a moment to catch his breath, the first stop he'd dared make since escaping the carnage of the control room. Something small and furry cannoned into his backside.
 
   Hill had once heard a human use the expression “like a knife fight in a privy”. He'd never felt much need for such wordage; his visits to a human privy generally involved a climb onto the pot, after all. But the expression seemed apt now.
 
   After a fair bit of scratching and biting, a good deal of which came from Hill's side of the conflict, he managed to get his miniature opponent into an improvised but emphatic underarm lock. “Stop. Bloody. Wriggling,” he told it. It stopped, but only long enough to jab a tiny finger into one of Hill's ruined eyes. “You sod!” Hill screamed.
 
   He twisted round to get a better grip on it, in the process pushing himself a further six inches along the shaft and across some kind of edge. He felt himself sliding, let go of his attacker, grabbed at something, anything, missed whatever it was that he might have been grabbing for, and fell into the void.
 
   One hurried exit, two arguments, and one flight of stairs later, Tallenna and her three companions found themselves running along yet another long unmarked metallic corridor lined at intervals with grill-covered vents. One of the vents screamed as they passed it, a long echoing cry that began with “iiiiii” and ended with “tttttttt”, fading to silence as though falling away.
 
   The corridor led them to a junction, three impossibly long tunnels stretching away to infinity, and in each of those tunnels was an army of angry lizards advancing upon them with metal blades in their hands.
 
   Tallenna turned, ready to retrace her steps, but found a similar army advancing down the corridor along which they'd just run. She raised her arms and called upon the magic. Forces of the universe, protect me from danger, she thought, shield me from harm. 
 
   The magic flowed.
 
   Some time later, Hill crashed down into something that was soft and wet and which exploded from the force of his impact. He ripped straight through it into something squidgy that smelt like the devil's armpits, and there, choking and unable to breathe, his fall ended.
 
   His hands clawed at the soggy, clammy debris that covered him, with only one purpose and only one desire: air. After several desperate seconds of struggle his face pushed free and he breathed deeply. The air wasn't fresh smelling by even the most liberal standards, but it was air, and right then that was enough to make it feel very, very good.
 
   For the first time since escaping the control room, Hill let himself relax for a moment.
 
   “You can sense the mass of material around you moving,” says the AllFather.
 
   “Moving? You saying there's something alive in here?” 
 
   Yann looked down each corridor in turn and saw only thick wall-to-wall masses of figures.
 
   “We're trapped,” he said.
 
   Tallenna, standing beside him, sheathed in crimson energy, nodded, whilst Draag merely snarled and tightened his grip on DeathSinger. “I shall burn a way through,” he growled.
 
   Yann placed a hand on his arm, gently pushing his aim downward. “There has been enough killing.”
 
   “Do you expect me to surrender?” asks the Warrior.
 
   “I don't expect you to do anything,” says the Dealer. “But if you fight, I shall not be alongside you, even though your action will most likely doom us all.”
 
   The Lady nods in agreement.
 
   The Warrior gesticulates angrily, hands flailing in the direction of the AllFather. “You are allowing him to railroad us! He has deliberately created a situation in which submission is our only course of action!”
 
   “How is it I who created the situation?” asks the AllFather. “I was not the one who slaughtered the occupants of the control room.”
 
   “That battle was initiated by the head of the lizards!”
 
   “That's true!” says the Jester. “He swiped me one!”
 
   “Because you were feeling around the controls.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, fair point.”
 
   “If we surrender they may kill us.”
 
   “If we don't they'll definitely kill us.”
 
   The Warrior pushes his chair back in frustration and folds his arms. “Fine. Do it your way then!”
 
   Very slowly, Hill half crawled and half swam across the top of the sodden debris searching for an exit or, failing that, a wall. He eased cautiously forward, and felt a shifting. Was it movement? Or just the surface giving under his weight? He paused, and felt another shifting. It was movement, he realised, fighting the panic rising within him. He crawled, reckless now, just wanting to be somewhere, anywhere, other than this.
 
   His hand slipped, crashed down through a void, and pushed hard into something wet and warm and horrible. He kicked hard and it came free, and then something was upon him, pulling at his feet, and then flipping him onto his back. He struck wildly, feeling his fists connect with cold, solid flesh, but it had him, one limb held across his neck while the other probed his face. Claws brushed his skin, found an eye, and then it was digging, clawing into the socket, pushing, pulling.
 
   Hill screamed.
 
   And could see.
 
   A lizard's face hovered inches above Hill's. “Are you okay?” it asked.
 
   Hill pulled himself onto a dry looking ledge, and then extended a hand down to the lizard to help pull him clear of the evil-smelling gloop.
 
   The lizard pulled a tooth-filled expression that Hill suspected, and certainly hoped, was a smile. “My name is Yrttttt.”
 
   Hill waved a weak hand. “Hillby Bigfella.” He looked around. They appeared to be in a windowless metal room that measured around five yards by three and that save for the ledge was entirely filled by a semi-liquid swamp of… stuff. “What is this place?” he asked.
 
   “It is a garbage dump, Hillbybigfella,” the lizard replied. His voice was somehow metallic, but still clear and understandable.
 
   “Nice,” said Hill, absently, as a thought occurred to him. “How come I can understand you?”
 
   The lizard lifted up the metal hoop it wore around its neck. “This device translates your speech into mine and mine into yours.”
 
   Hill did a quick mental calculation and came up with a figure in excess of one hundred thousand gold crowns. “Neat,” he said, making a mental note.
 
   “And how come I can see now? Are you a wizard?”
 
   “He'll have used some kind of healing device,” says the Lady.
 
   The Warrior nods. “This entire civilisation is based on machines and technology in a way that is the exact opposite of the magical realm our mortals come from. For creatures such as these, the technology to restore sight would be trivial.”
 
   “You had something in your eye,” said the lizard. “Look, there's still something in the other eye.” He pinned Hill to the ledge and forced a claw into his other eye socket. Hill screamed, but stopped, embarrassed, when his field of vision widened and he saw the finger retreating, something small balanced on a claw.
 
   “See?” said the lizard, showing the object to Hill. “You had one of these in each of your eyes.”
 
   It was a small round blackened disk.
 
   “What?” shouts the Jester. “You're telling me that my eyes have been fine all along but my contacts had gone black?”
 
   “Yes,” says the AllFather. “Your contact lenses of eagle's sight took the full force of the flame-beast's assault, saving your eyes, but were themselves destroyed.”
 
   The Jester leans forward, slowly and deliberately, and speaks in a low, controlled voice. “Is that not something I might have noticed when I took the contacts off?”
 
   “When would you have taken them off? Your mortal has had them for four years now and has worn them continuously for that entire period.”
 
   “No, he hasn't. He takes them out every night.”
 
   “You have never told me that you were having him do that, not even once.”
 
   “I've never told you he was taking a piss either, but he isn't standing around with his legs crossed!”
 
   “Well, you never actually said it!” snaps the AllFather, who had, frankly, thought that the restoration of Hill's sight might actually be something the Jester would appreciate.
 
   “I'm saying it now!”
 
   “Fine!”
 
   Hill breathed a sigh of relief as his bladder emptied in a long stream of urine that splashed onto the steaming garbage below. The jet was still flowing when he suddenly realised two things. He had no idea what urge had possessed him to simply stand up and urinate. And the lizard was watching with some curiosity.
 
   Hill quickly forced the last of the jet out, shook quickly, and tucked himself back into his breeches. “Sorry about that!”
 
   “Do you not think that was a little bit childish?” asks the Jester.
 
   The AllFather is not quite sure how to answer this. He vacillates between the two possible answers of yes and no and eventually settles on the poor compromise of an unconvincing no, followed by: “Anyway, you're still standing on a ledge in a rubbish-filled room with the lizard who's just rescued you.”
 
   “They could still use technology,” says the Warrior, a little sadly.
 
   The AllFather had been rather pleased with his idea of using the contacts to dig his game out of the hole his players had driven it into, a hole in which only one mortal was still at liberty and he was the one who was blind. He'd thought it a clever and original improvisation. He's not so sure now. 
 
   The Jester sighs. “Fine. Whatever. I guess we'd better get this train back on track.” He puts on an exaggerated face and then speaks in a voice exaggerated to match.
 
   “Take me to your leader!”
 
   The lizard looked at Hill, confused. “I'm sorry, but I don't understand you.”
 
   “So much for the talk-talk machine!” The Jester looks at the AllFather. “I'll say it again, but more slowly.”
 
   “No. I understand the meaning of your words, but not the meaning of what you say. I cannot take you anywhere. If I knew how to leave this place then I would not have been here when you fell down the shaft to join me.”
 
   “You didn't come here to rescue me?”
 
   “I did not know of your existence.”
 
   “So why were you here?”
 
   “Like you, I was expelled from the above world and sent down the shaft to this place.”
 
   “Are you saying someone threw you down the shaft?”
 
   The lizard looked at Hill, surprised. “Yes. Why else would one fall down the shaft?”
 
   Hill shrugged, embarrassed. “Well, you know, accidents happen. So why did they throw you down the shaft?”
 
   “It is complicated. I still do not fully understand, even though I have had plenty of time in this place to try and complete my understanding.”
 
   “How long have you been down here?”
 
   “More than one hundred shift cycles. It has been very hard.”
 
   Hill rested a friendly hand on his shoulder. “Well, look around and tell this dump goodbye Yrttttt my old mate, because this is the last shift cycle you're spending here. The room ain't been built that can keep me in it!”
 
   


 
  

Chapter Twenty Three
 
   During Hill's seven and a half minute fall down the shaft to the garbage dump he'd descended more than one hundred and twenty thousand feet, or, to put it in more descriptive terms, around ten thousand storeys. He hadn't realised this at the time of course; quite frankly, he'd most likely have lost count within the first few storeys even if he hadn't have been blind at the time.
 
   No, the reason Hill knew just how many storeys he'd descended was because, having made the outward journey at a speed of around one hundred and eighty miles per hour, he had to make the return climb at a somewhat more conservative rate of a thousand storeys a day, and this time round he was counting.
 
   You learn a lot when you spend ten days alone with another person, be that person man, halfling, or lizard. It's not always useful and it's often not even interesting, but when the alternative is “I spy with my little eye, something beginning with m”, learning anything is better than nothing.
 
   “So let me get this straight,” says the Jester. “The lizards have a religion that involves worshipping some beings they call the Makers.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And Yrttttt is a follower of a minority sect of that religion, a sect whose followers are persecuted by the majority.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And when he was discovered to be a member of that sect, he was thrown down the shaft as a sort of execution-stroke-exile.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “This is not fair!” says the Warrior. “He is monopolising table time. You should return the action to us!”
 
   “Okay,” says the AllFather. “You are still in the prison cell that the lizards took you to when they captured you three days ago. It is still a small, metal, windowless room with a metal floor, a metal ceiling, and a solid metal door. What do you want to do?”
 
   “I will try the door again.”
 
   “It's still locked.”
 
   “I will search the room again.”
 
   “Are you looking for anything in particular?”
 
   “Only things we have not yet previously found.”
 
   “Fine. Make a search cast.”
 
   The Warrior picks up his knuckle-bones, but pauses. “I am using all of Draag's inner resources of courage.”
 
   “Noted.”
 
   The knuckle-bones bounce across the table. “Nine successes!”
 
   “You haven't found anything new.”
 
   “What about the food hatch?” asks the Jester.
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “Well, I stayed in a place once where they had a sort of lift for food.”
 
   “A dumb waiter,” says the Dealer.
 
   The Jester shrugs. “It was an orc place, so it wasn't noticeably dumber than their flesh-and-blood ones. But, anyway, the kitchen would load the food into it, pull on a pulley to lift it upstairs, and then ring a bell. The food hatch on your cell might be one of those things.”
 
   A number of things displease the AllFather about this suggestion, starting – of course – with the fact that the Jester is even making it, given that his mortal is currently somewhere else entirely. Ever since the Warrior decided to create a whole new host of top leadership positions by slaughtering an entire shift crew the AllFather has been attempting to arrange a new set of possibilities by which the gods might complete their task.
 
   He had Draag, Tallenna, Stone, and Yann captured and imprisoned to keep them out of trouble while the raw anger of what they've done dissipates. He had Hill fall more than ten days’ worth of staircase for the same reason. He is trying to create time for his players and the procedure they have to perform to enjoy that time is very simple.
 
   They just have to shut up and sit still.
 
   Behind the food hatch was a small space measuring around two and a half feet by two feet by eighteen inches, and it was undoubtedly a tribute to Draag's single mindedness that he'd managed to defy logic, reality, and the fundamental laws of geometry by squeezing his armour-clad frame into it.
 
   “Now remember,” said a voice from somewhere that might have been his face, or his crotch, or both. “Shut the door, and then ask for mutton broth. We've had that before so they won't be suspicious.”
 
   Tallenna slid the door shut and then lowered her face to the small grill beside it. “Mutton broth!”
 
   As always, there were no sounds from the hatch, just an unearthly silence for thirty seconds, followed by the chime that indicated that the meal was ready.
 
   “Ready?” Yann asked her.
 
   She nodded, and he slid the door open.
 
   The smell of warm mutton broth wafted into the room.
 
   “Do you need a little help getting out of there?” asked Tallenna.
 
   “I suppose I now have to spend the next ten days sitting here covered with broth!” says the Warrior.
 
   “You could ask the waiter for a jug of water,” suggests the Jester, earning a black look from the Warrior.
 
   “Fine! It is clear that we have no options save waiting for this imbecile to finish climbing the staircase.”
 
   “I'll carry on climbing then, shall I?”
 
   Ten days and ten thousand and eight storeys later, Yrttttt announced that they had reached what he termed his “home level”. This was news to Hill: every turn of the staircase bought them past a new but identical door, and whenever he poked his head out over the rail and looked upward he could see the shaft ascending towards an infinitely far vanishing point.
 
   But Yrttttt's excitement to be home was clear. “Level AB89, sector C83B!” he announced, holding the door open with a flourish.
 
   “AB89, eh?” said Hill as he stepped through the door. “You know, I've always wanted to come here but never thought I'd have the chance.” He paused in the doorway, and gazed out at what lay beyond.
 
   When he was very young, his mother had soothed him to sleep by telling him the legends of the dwarfs. The tales of a short, stocky people who dwelt underground, spending their days crafting items of magnificence and their evenings drinking ale and breaking heads, had made a strong and lasting impression on the young halfling. In his boyhood dreams he'd walked the streets of huge and glittering underground cities; in his adulthood dreams he'd looted them. 
 
   The doorway led onto a long metal corridor lined with plain metal doors. “Lead on Yrttttt, my son,” said a disappointed Hill.
 
   “I shall take you to my spiritual mentor, Grzzztttt,” said the lizard. “He shall know what to do!”
 
   Grzzztttt turned out to be old and a little confused, with sagging scales and a memory span that hovered somewhere between “two-year-old toddler” and “goldfish”.
 
   “You say you are from… the outside?” he asked for the third, or perhaps the fourth, time. Like Yrttttt, he had a translation device around his neck. It didn't seem to be helping though.
 
   “Yes,” said Hill, patiently.
 
   “What is the outside?”
 
   “It is beyond here.”
 
   “Beyond Level AB89, sector C83B?”
 
   “Beyond all the levels and all the sectors.”
 
   “I see.” The lizard nodded, and looked at Yrttttt. “He must be from over by the Z sectors. They're pretty weird over there.”
 
   Hill sighed, and started over. “No, no. I'm from the outside.”
 
   The Jester points at the knuckle-bones in front of him. “Nine successes! If he still can't understand what I'm saying then he's an imbecile.”
 
   “He can't understand what you're saying.”
 
   “Brilliant!”
 
   “That does not make him an imbecile,” says the Dealer. “You are trying to explain something that is so far from his understanding that he has not the concepts to understand it. You might as well try to explain colour to a blind man.”
 
   “So what am I supposed to do now then?”
 
   “You could come and find us,” growls the Warrior.
 
   “Oh yeah.”
 
   “We need to find my companions,” Hill told Yrttttt.
 
   They were sitting in the small sleeping chamber that Yrttttt's people had found them. It was about three feet by three feet by six feet with a floor that consisted entirely of a mattress and a small magic window at the end that could show a variety of moving pictures.
 
   Yrttttt looked up from the picture he'd been watching, distracted. “Huh?” Behind him on the screen two lizards were doing something that looked pretty damn disgusting.
 
   “We need to find my companions.”
 
   “You have companions?”
 
   “Nice,” says the Lady, icily. “Ten days with absolutely nothing to talk about and you still didn't manage to get round to mentioning us.”
 
   “It didn't come up!” protests the Jester.
 
   “Yeah, four of them.”
 
   “Do they look like you?”
 
   “No, they're all taller.”
 
   “Are they pink and scale-less?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “They look like you.”
 
   Yrttttt reached down beneath the magic window and pulled a small box out of a slot in the wall. The two lizards disappeared, replaced by a white screen covered with little pictures.
 
   Yrttttt twiddled something, and a little arrow dived across the magic window and onto one of the pictures, which suddenly grew to fill the screen. “My people call this the OverNet,” said Yrttttt proudly. “It is the repository of all our knowledge and learning.”
 
   “Wow.” Hill's mind whirred with possibilities. “What do you use it for?”
 
   “Well, you know. Stuff.”
 
   The Dealer leans forward and raises a protesting finger. He has been visibly uneasy since the mortals entered the control room, but his unhappiness appears now to have risen a notch. “I hate to borrow one of Lord Warrior's favourite phrases, but is this whole technology thing really genre-appropriate?”
 
   The AllFather sighs. “What is genre? By coming here your mortals have learned an essential truth of the mortal realm's creation, which is that it has a technological underpinning.”
 
   The Dealer does not react well to the AllFather's explanation. “But that means that our mortals' previous understanding of their world was based upon an illusion!”
 
   “Err… yes,” says the AllFather. “Now can we continue?”
 
   “It just seems to me that by stripping away the layers of mythology that our mortals believed to be true and replacing them with a new explanation of creation rooted in a more mundane reality, you're changing the basic premise under which we were operating.”
 
   “Some people might call it a plot twist!” snaps the AllFather.
 
   “Yann believed in the magic,” says the Dealer. “And if now the magic is gone, what remains?”
 
   “What remains is the fact that we're stuck in a prison cell!” shouts the Warrior. “So if you want to grieve for your lost creation stories, can you do it in private and let the rest of us get on!”
 
   The Jester is the first to break the resulting, uneasy silence. “I'll get Yrttttt to start looking through this OverNet thingie, shall I? See if he can find where you guys are being kept?”
 
   Yrttttt reared back from the screen so violently that he knocked into Hill. He turned, unmistakable shock written across his usually unreadable alien features. “Is what that says true?” he asked, jabbing at the magic window with an outstretched claw.
 
   Hill looked at the window. The scrawl written across it was incomprehensible to him, but the picture the scrawl flowed around was not. Four figures looked out at him: Draag, Tallenna, Yann, and Stone. The scrawl flowed around a second picture: a control room of some kind, littered with bodies, the desks awash with blood.
 
   Hill considered the two main options. Cough to the truth? Or engage in a prolonged bout of fence-sitting and bet-hedging in the hope that a good enough justification would occur to him before he exhausted all possible prevarications?
 
   He looked again at the pictures and decided in favour of the latter option. “What exactly does it say?”
 
   Yrttttt was still deeply troubled and highly unsure. But Hill’s twin arguments of “You can't believe everything you read!” and “You've got to ask yourself why the powers that be might put out such a story?”, combined with exhortations of heroism and appeals to his conscience, had sufficed to get him as far as finding out where the rest of the group were being held, and then accompanying Hill on the rescue mission.
 
   “The prison block is off to the right at the next intersection,” he announced, looking up from the map the magic window had printed. Hill's replying nod was lost in the huge hooded robe that Yrttttt had found for him, so he added a quiet “Okidoke.”
 
   In Hill's experience, prisons were usually located in the bad parts of town. But the corridor they were currently traversing appeared no different from any other corridor he'd thus far encountered in what, for want of any other term, he was starting to think of as the “brain space”. He was in fact beginning to think that there were no “parts” of town as such, at all, something that might have considerable implications – both good and bad – for his potential earning possibilities, were he to end up staying here.
 
   Hey ho.
 
   He followed Yrttttt down the corridor, trying to look like he had a reason for being there. In body language terms, he wasn't sure whether to go for “lizard on the make” or “lizard looking humble”. He settled on the latter.
 
   They turned the corner, and found themselves face to face with a couple of lizard guards, one ugly, the other uglier. Yrttttt reached up to discreetly turn his translation device off, and then greeted the guards. “Rfhheeee!”
 
   “Urqwwww?” said the ugly one, suspiciously.
 
   The uglier one merely grunted.
 
   After a further exchange of syllables that were, to Hill’s non-lizard ears, utterly incomprehensible, the ugly lizard jabbed an angry finger in Yrttttt's chest. “Mkrffffs iuydfffhe ew dx cvbbb axrrrt!”
 
   Yrttttt took a step back, arms peaceably spread. “Dvb lk uizzz yrtffse?”
 
   “Brain space!” says the Sleeper, chuckling. He notices the AllFather's angry glance. “Sorry.”
 
   The uglier one grabbed hold of Yrttttt and flung him bodily into the intersection. He then repeated the process with Hill, who did at least have the advantage of a soft landing, that soft landing being, of course, Yrttttt – who'd had just long enough to raise himself onto his elbows before Hill slammed down onto his back.
 
   “They told you to piss off then?” asked Hill.
 
   “You are wasting time!” says the Warrior. “You should simply kill the guards and release us!”
 
   “What exactly am I supposed to kill them with?” asks the Jester. “The only things I got out of the control room with were my lock-picks and a set of miniature scales.”
 
   “Why have you got a set of miniature scales?” asks the Lady.
 
   “To weigh things with,” says the Jester. “What else would one do with a set of scales? Anyway, the point is that there's only me and Yrttttt and he's not going to be up for any plan that involves killing people.”
 
   “They are not people! They are lizards!”
 
   “He's a lizard. He might see it differently.”
 
   “Point taken.”
 
   “There must be something you can do,” says the Lady.
 
   “Fine. Tell me what it is, and I'll do it!”
 
   Silence resumes.
 
   “This is boring,” says the Warrior, eventually.
 
   It occurs to the AllFather that by not implementing time in the OverRealm he has actually achieved the worst of all worlds; strictly speaking time might not flow here, but it still leaves its cargo of heavy tedium and broken dreams behind.
 
   He looks at the hourglass at the side of the room. The sand falls. Soon he will have to head to his conference and face Mr Six Days and his tales of his oh-so-clever realm. The AllFather wonders what tales he will have to talk of in reply? He watches the Warrior as he tries, and fails, to think of something to say. Beside him, the Dealer continues to sulk.
 
   The answer to the question of how many tales he will have to tell is depressingly obvious: not many. The AllFather considers the prospect of heading for his conference with the game stalled and incomplete. It is not an appealing prospect. A half-remembered fragment from one of Mr Six Day's tales rears its insolent head.
 
   Failure is not an option.
 
   It occurs to the AllFather that not only is failure currently very much an option, it appears to be the favoured choice of a hard-lobbying fate. He has to bring the game to its conclusion. He just isn't sure how.
 
   A collaborative depression settles upon the table.
 
   “You could try fast talking the guards,” suggests the Dealer.
 
   The Jester counts off his objections on his fingers. “One, I'd need to persuade Yrttttt to give me his translation device. Two, they might then notice that my lips aren't actually moving in time with what I'm saying. And three, and to be honest, I think this is the deal breaker, they might notice that I'm pink and fleshy like you and not green and scaly like them, and on that basis smell a rat – or whatever the lizard equivalent is.”
 
   “Some kind of small amphibian?” suggests the Sleeper.
 
   “Yes, thank you. Anyway, that's three good reasons for not trying that. If you give me a moment I can probably come up with a lot more, but I figure those are enough to be getting on with.”
 
   “Look! I was only trying to make a suggestion!”
 
   “There must be a way out of this,” says the Lady, casting a questioning glance at the AllFather, who merely nods. “We've just got to figure out what it is.”
 
   The Jester looks straight at the AllFather. “So there is a solution?”
 
   “Well, of course there is.”
 
   “Can you give us a clue?”
 
   “No!” the AllFather protests. “How many times do we have to go through this? Challenge and satisfaction evaporate if I just drip feed you answers.”
 
   “Perhaps, but when they take their friends boredom and frustration with them I'd say it's a fair swap.”
 
   The AllFather gives him a very stern look. “Well, I'm not in the business of giving clues.”
 
   “You always say that, but you usually cave in the end.”
 
   It is an accusation the AllFather finds no less annoying for being in the main true. “I'm not caving now!” he snaps. An image appears in his mind of Mr Six Days, wine glass in hand, surrounded by a retinue of early model nature spirit gods hanging onto his every word. “You just need to think!”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About how to get the information you need!”
 
   If past conferences are any guide, Mr Six Days will no doubt talk of the “majestic sweep of history” and the “parabolic curve of progress”. He will talk of telescopes that see the light of early creation, and of atom smashers, and of space probes splashing down into methane seas.
 
   “Information, you say?”
 
   The AllFather is a little hazy on parabolas, has never felt the need for his creation to be constructed of anything more sophisticated than dust, and thinks that methane seas are the most ridiculous thing he's ever heard of. None of that will matter if he just has his own tale to tell. “Yes! Information! It's what you need to plan things!”
 
   “We need to plan?”
 
   “Well, yes. I should have thought that was obvious.”
 
   The Jester casts his gaze across his fellow gods. “Okay, so there's some piece of information that will tell us how to get you guys out of there, and some kind of research we can do that will get it.”
 
   “Where do you go or what do you use to research?” asks the Lady.
 
   “Libraries, museums, experts,” says the Dealer.
 
   The Warrior snaps his fingers together. “That net thing!”
 
   “That will be it!” says the Jester, rubbing his hands together. He looks at the AllFather and gives him a smile of thanks that isn't entirely appreciated.
 
   Persuading Yrttttt to put his study of lizard biology to one side had not been a trivial task. But once diverted, the lizard proved to be skilled in the ways of ferreting out information from the OverNet.
 
   Hill avoided asking why.
 
   It took some hours, and some of the archives they dug into were so old that Yrttttt needed his translation device to understand them. “That's why I got it,” he told Hill when Hill asked. “The old films are the best, but I like to follow the plot and stuff before they, you know, do stuff?”
 
   Hill really didn't want to know.
 
   But eventually, in a note attached to a page in an archive of an archive, they found what they were looking for. “That's actually pretty obvious,” said Hill.
 
   “How is it obvious?” asks the AllFather.
 
   “Well, the whole thing with the door was obvious misdirection, wasn't it?”
 
   “In what way?” asks the Lady.
 
   “In that by putting in something that looks like a door, he made us think that it actually was a door!”
 
   “It could have been an actual door,” says the AllFather.
 
   “Yeah,” the Jester snorts. “Right.”
 
   For eleven days the magic hole in the wall had fed them, producing on demand the food they asked for. Tasty food. Nutritious food. Food that filled the belly and soothed the mind.
 
   But deep in his soul Yann knew that it wasn't food. The bread that he now ate had not been milled from wheat given life by the gods of fertility and ripened by the gods of the sun. No beast had been sacrificed to make the soup he now slurped, nor vegetables grown and dug.
 
   It wasn't real. Nothing was real in this horrid realm of synthetic sunlight and metal floor. And yet, this was reality. This was real. It was the realm outside that was fake. He forced himself to take another bite of the bread, and another slurp of the soup.
 
   Above him the lights flickered, off, on, off, on, and as they flickered, so did the entire front wall and its inset door, fading in and out of existence to successively reveal and then hide the two lizard guards who stood outside.
 
   Then the lights went out, and stayed out, leaving only a faint fluorescent glow emitted by the remaining walls themselves. Where the front “wall” had been was now merely an empty space.
 
   The Jester gestures extravagantly. “And that, gentlemen, is how we do that!”
 
   Draag moved faster than Tallenna would have thought possible.
 
   “You got how many successes?”
 
   “Twelve.”
 
   “Twelve?”
 
   “Twelve. I am not encumbered by armour, I am using all of Draag's inner courage, and the knuckle-bones rolled well.”
 
   “I wouldn't know about the latter, would I?” says the AllFather. “You didn't leave them long enough on the table for me to see.”
 
   The Warrior pushes his chair back with a crash. “Are you accusing me of cheating?”
 
   The AllFather sighs. “No, no. Just making an observation. Fine. Draag reacts first.”
 
   Even stripped of his armour, and his weapons, and his array of magical enhancements, Draag was still a supreme killing machine.
 
   Given time she'd no doubt have felt pity for the two lizard guards. But pity requires comprehension, and comprehension requires time, and Draag was already snapping the neck of the second guard before she'd begun to rise from her crouch.
 
   “Are you sure you've got Draag's bonuses calculated correctly?” the Lady asks.
 
   “I am.”
 
   “You've subtracted all your magical enhancements? They did take all our equipment away.”
 
   “Not all my enhancements were due to equipment. Many of them were directly cast upon Draag.”
 
   The Lady shakes her head, confused. “What?”
 
   The Warrior smiles a patronising smile. “Just as a wizard can cast an enhancement upon a sword to permanently enhance it, he can cast an enhancement upon a person to permanently enhance them.”
 
   “No, he can't!” the Lady exclaims. She turns to the AllFather. “Magic doesn't work like that. I'm playing a mage. I know it doesn't work like that.
 
   The AllFather shifts uneasily in his seat. “Well, yes, strictly speaking, according to conventional interpretations of magic, but this was a special case.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Lord Warrior had a particular concept for his mortal, and he'd already worked things out, and it was in the back story, so it had occurred to his mortal before the start of the game, and since I hadn't originally objected to it, I felt that to later rule against it would both be unfair and damaging to the reality of the realm below.”
 
   “Meaning he didn't tell you until it was too late for you to do anything about it?”
 
   “I think that's a bit unfair.”
 
   The Warrior breaks in. “We are wasting time. It is imperative that we find our equipment. It must be stored nearby!”
 
   “Why?” asks the Dealer.
 
   “Because that's the way plots work,” says the Jester impatiently. “Look, I can't turn the power back on until you've walked past the force-field, or I'll just trap you back in the room again. And I don't particularly want to hang around the power-station for much longer so I'd be grateful if you'd get moving.”
 
   The Dealer pulls a face. “Fine. I'll get up and head on out after Draag.”
 
   They found their equipment in a small room next to the cell, neatly stacked and labelled. Tallenna quickly flicked through the vellum pages of her spellbook. Being separated from it for so long had been distressing to an extent that had surprised her; it was good to have it back. She rubbed a finger across one page, and then another, but then gently closed the book.
 
   It could wait. Escape could not. And Yann, Draag, and Stone were already well advanced with the donning of their armour. She eased the book into its protective backpack, put on a ring and an amulet, and was ready.
 
   The lights came on.
 
   Draag buckled what appeared to be the final plate of his armour into place and stood up. “We must leave. Hill must be somewhere around here.”
 
   “Why?” asked Yann. “You think this is his doing?”
 
   Draag's body language spoke of withering contempt. “Who else is it going to be?”
 
   “It could be nothing more than a failure of some piece of machinery,” said Yann. “We do not know the present whereabouts of our brother Hill. We do not even know if he's alive or dead!”
 
   “I'm alive, thanks,” said Hill, appearing in the doorway with a smile on his face and an advanced looking cutting tool in his hand. “But I won't be for long if we hang around gabbing, so perhaps we could have this discussion elsewhere?”
 
   


 
  

Chapter Twenty Four
 
   “This place is incredible,” said Hill. “I've only been hanging around here, staircases excepted, for a couple of days, and already I've identified at least eight major techniques for making money.” He took a bite of his oatcake, and continued, mouth full, crumbs erupting. “And that's eight distinct, fundamental methods mind, before I start taking variations into account.”
 
   Tallenna looked around the room. A “common room”, Hill's lizard friend had called it. This world was all too new, with too many sights to see and too many things to comprehend. She forced her attention back to Hill. “But we're not here to make money, are we?”
 
   “Hey, I signed on for fame and fortune with saving the world an additional bonus. Ain't my fault if the Wesh buggered up.”
 
   Tallenna glanced across at Yann, hoping for some support. But the barbarian shaman-warrior sat limp in a chair, staring at the wall, lost in his own private agony. Across from him the lizard sat at the magic window, looking at picture after picture of other lizards.
 
   “Saving the world was not an additional bonus,” she told him. “It was the job for which fame and fortune were the wage. No job. No wage.”
 
   “Yeah, but aren't you forgetting something?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It's not our choice to make. The job was to deliver the healing potion to the brain. No brain. No job.”
 
   The Jester stops for a moment, thinking, and then speaks. “If there's no brain, how come Jansen got a headache so bad it killed him?”
 
   “It was the combined psychic energy given off by the millions of lizard brains that he was reacting to,” says the AllFather, after a slightly too long pause.
 
   “You've just made that up!”
 
   “No, I haven't!”
 
   “Right.”
 
   Tallenna raised a questioning eyebrow. “So we just sit here and let the world end?”
 
   “The world's been ending for the last twenty something thousand years. I figure I can live out the rest of my life while it procrastinates.”
 
   Yrttttt looked up from his lizard-pictures, mid-click, and spoke. “Did you say twenty thousand years ago?”
 
   Hill looked up at him. “Well, yeah. Why? What of it?”
 
   “Oh, nothing. It's just that a little over twenty thousand years ago is when the True Readers took power.”
 
   “Who are the True Readers?” asked Tallenna.
 
   “The people who threw me down the waste disposal shaft.”
 
   Grzzztttt reminded Tallenna of some of the older wizards at the Institute of Magic – so encrusted with barnacles of knowledge that voyaging through the seas of conversation could prove surprisingly difficult.
 
   Recognising this, she'd used the same technique she'd used on those older wizards: start them talking, wait until their ramblings meander onto the subject you wish to discuss, and then jump on board the conversation. But on this occasion, the initial rambling had been so long and so meandering that she nearly missed the point at which Grzzztttt swerved dramatically onto the subject.
 
   “…and then the Makers stopped coming.”
 
   “They stopped coming?”
 
   “Yes. For many hundreds of thousands of years they had guided and taught and supervised us. At first, they lived among us. Later, they merely visited, checking that we were following the teachings laid down in the Procedures Manual.”
 
   “The Procedures Manual?”
 
   The old lizard made some kind of ritual sign. “The Procedures Manual is the greatest of all the gifts that the Makers left us.”
 
   “What does it contain?”
 
   “Everything we need to know. There are more than two thousand volumes in the Manual, each of which contains more than ten thousand procedures. We live our lives according to the procedures contained within it.”
 
   “You live your lives carrying out the instructions in these books? That is the only purpose in your lives?”
 
   Confusion spread across Grzzztttt's face. “What other purpose could there be?” 
 
   Tallenna decided this was a philosophical discussion best left to another day. She returned to the issue at hand. “You say the Makers used to visit you?”
 
   “Yes. They called this process Auditing. They would check that we were following each procedure as prescribed by the Manual. The time between Audits grew greater and greater. We thought that meant that they were pleased with how faithfully we were following the procedures.”
 
   “Can we get to the point?” said Hill, physically interjecting his head and shoulders into the conversation. “Who are the True Readers and what the hell did they do twenty thousand years ago?”
 
   Grzzztttt's head dropped, as though in pain. “When the Makers stopped coming, there was no one to Audit us, no one to tell us if we were following the procedures correctly. In time, people started to argue over the interpretations of procedures, saying that they were being carried out incorrectly.”
 
   “So the True Readers were some of those people?” asked Tallenna.
 
   “Yes. They were hard-liners. They said that nothing mattered save the text of the procedure. Not custom. Not tradition. Not common sense even. None of that mattered. How we had always carried out the procedure did not matter. All that mattered was the text of the procedure.”
 
   The lizard paused for a moment, and then continued. “They said that perhaps it was a test. That perhaps instead of passing the audits we had failed them, and that the increasing time between audits represented not satisfaction but despair. They came to believe that the Makers had stopped coming because we were not carrying out the procedures to the letter of the text.”
 
   “So what happened?” asked Tallenna.
 
   Grzzztttt sighed. “The dispute grew most fierce over a procedure in the Eighteen-hundred and Fifty-seventh Manual. Logistics One Hundred and Eighty-four, Section Seventy-nine, Verse Thirty-three.”
 
   Yrttttt broke in. “Everyone pretty much refers to it now as Verse Thirty-three.”
 
   “This section of the Procedures Manual covered the adding of nutrients to the nutrient circulation system at the Central Pumping Plant.”
 
   “That's the CPP,” Yrttttt added.
 
   Draag leaned in. “It sounds important.”
 
   The old lizard gave him a shocked look. “It is all important. Everything in the Procedures Manual is of equal importance. It is not our duty to assign priorities or to pick and choose. It is our duty to carry out all the procedures, to the best of our ability.”
 
   “Anyway,” said Hill, attempting to wind the old lizard on. “Verse Thirty-Three?”
 
   “Yes. That. The previous verse–”
 
   “Verse Thirty-Two,” interrupted Yrttttt, earning him an annoyed look from his spiritual mentor.
 
   “As I was saying, the previous verse detailed three different types of nutrient that had to be poured into the nutrient circulation system. Other verses in other volumes detailed how to make, store, and transport those nutrients, and yet more verses described how to obtain the raw materials. Verse Thirty-Three outlined the timetable to be followed when adding those three nutrients. Just twenty-one words. Twenty-one words that caused war and bloodshed and have caused we who remain faithful to the ways of the Makers to be exiled and persecuted for more than twenty thousand years.”
 
   The old lizard stopped speaking.
 
   “But what did it say?” asked Tallenna finally. “What were those words?”
 
   “Don't put all the nutrients in at once, put them in one after the other or at intervals throughout the day.”
 
   “That's it?” said Hill. “You fought a war over that? Why? And more importantly, how?”
 
   “The meaning had always seemed clear to us. It meant that we should not simply pour all three containers of nutrient in at once, but should instead add them either one after the other, or at different times during the day.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “The True Readers said that if that had been the Makers' intended opinion, they would have used a colon or a hyphen after the word once. They said that by using a comma, it instead listed three things that we shouldn't do. We countered that if the Makers had really meant that, they would surely have used the word 'nor' to make their meaning explicit and unambiguous. But by then the True Readers had become fanatical about it and said that it was not for us to criticise the words of the Makers but simply to act upon them. It was a list, they said, and that was that.”
 
   Hill shook his head. “Sorry, what? I think I lost you after the colon.”
 
   Tallenna nodded. “I see their point, pedantic though it is to the extreme. Grammatically speaking, you have a sentence that says do not do this, or this, or this. Technically, it simply lists three things that you shouldn't do.”
 
   Hill blinked. “Okay. So what did they do then?”
 
   “When they seized power they stopped adding the nutrients.”
 
   “Completely? Always? For ever?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So they thought that the procedures manual devoted hundreds of verses to describing how to get these three nutrients, and then said not to use them.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But that's insane!”
 
   “So we believe. But they said that this was what the Procedures Manual told us to do, so this is what we must do.”
 
   Hill let out a long low whistle. “So this is how the world ends. Not with a bang, but with an argument over punctuation.”
 
   The OverRealm. The AllFather is cautiously content. The final element of the story he began so long ago has unfolded. All that remains is for the gods around him to begin the march towards the plot's finale. He waits.
 
   The Warrior bangs his fist upon the table. “The plan of attack is obvious!”
 
   “The plan may be obvious,” the Lady says, her words measured. “That it is an attack is not.”
 
   “You might be talking about two different kinds of obvious,” suggests the Jester.
 
   “We must immediately attack the True Readers and overthrow them!”
 
   The Jester looks across at the Lady. “And your obvious would be?”
 
   “To convince the mass of the people that the True Readers' theology is incorrect and convince them to return to the ways the Makers taught them.”
 
   These words are greeted by the Warrior with an exaggerated sigh and a throwing up of hands. He slumps down on the table, bored.
 
   Then the Dealer speaks, his first words in some while. “So basically you're proposing that we start a religious war?”
 
   The Warrior sits back up. “That would be acceptable!”
 
   “No one said anything about a war,” says the Lady. “We just need to talk to the people.” 
 
   Hill had always considered the word “angry” in the phrase “angry mob” to be somewhat redundant. After all, aren't all mobs angry? This though, this was looking awfully like a very angry mob. Tallenna had only been speaking for a couple of minutes and already muttering had given way to shouting, and the waving of pamphlets had been superseded by the waving of fists.
 
   Time to weave a bit of the old Hill magic. 
 
   He bounced up from his hiding place behind the platform to stand beside her and laid a hand on her arm. “You're being too intellectual, love. You need to appeal to their baser instincts.”
 
   She scowled, but gave way, waving him forward.
 
   “Friends,” he began. “Lizards. Fellow denizens of this head-space. Lend me your hearing holes, for I have much to tell you.” He ducked under a flying chair, and continued. “You have many riches here, resources beyond measure.” He dodged a second chair, and then wound up for the coup de grâce. “You've just got to be a little bit flexible!”
 
   The Lady idly taps her fingernails upon the table's polished surface. “Well, that went well, didn't it?”
 
   “I don't know why you're complaining,” says the Jester, scowling. “You're not the one who damn near got beaten to death with a chair.”
 
   “No,” the Lady says, with a cold smile. “And I'm also not the one whose knuckle-bones failed to deliver a single success.”
 
   The AllFather breaks the silence. “Yrttttt has returned with news.”
 
   “Which is?” asks the Jester.
 
   “Rioting has now spread to seven adjoining sectors and the death toll has reached two hundred and thirty-seven, most of those suspected followers of the old ways who've been killed by mobs. The authorities have appealed for calm, but appear to be making little effort to restore order.” 
 
   “Not good then?”
 
   “No.”
 
   The Jester looks around. “We tried talking. Anyone got any other ideas?”
 
   Back at the common room the mood was black and the tension level high. Tallenna was grimly aware that at any moment the fragile peace might be shattered by the arrival of a genocidal mob, bent on wiping out what they'd see as “a nest of heretics”.
 
   She guessed this was a sentiment shared by all those present – except, of course, by Draag, for whom an attack by a genocidal mob would no doubt round his evening off nicely. She looked at Yrttttt, too depressed even to look at his lizard pictures. From the bitter experience of a troubled life she knew he was close to breaking point, his inner resources almost exhausted, his usefulness to them nearing its end.
 
   Yann was little better, still gripped by the depression that had settled upon him when he'd learned of the artificial nature of the world, still grieving for the nature spirits he now knew had never been. Draag, as always, sat clad in his armour, ready for combat. Deep in her bones Tallenna felt there was a path they could follow that was rooted not in violence, but in logic, and guided not by anger, but by compassion. But this was not a path Draag would wish to walk.
 
   Which left Hill.
 
   If replying honestly – hypothetically, let's say – Hill would have told you that he had little interest in religion. He'd always been vaguely aware of the existence of gods, but had never felt any particular desire to worship them. He much preferred the concept of mutual respect. He wouldn't take their names in vain nor loot their shrines, and in return, he'd appreciate not being on the end of any lightning bolts or floods, thank you very much.
 
   But now he was beginning to see that this was perhaps a short-sighted view. Hill had never had any interest in wealth creation, for that requires the application of both hard work and talent. Hill had talent, but was no fan of hard work. Instead, he was always content to be involved in the less regarded activity of wealth transference, for that requires merely skill, and a willingness to leverage an unequal relationship to derive gain from someone else's loss.
 
   And right now, as he sat in a dingy common room waiting to be slaughtered by a rival mob, it was occurring to him that religion can be used to set up some very unequal power relationships. Granted, at the moment he was at the wrong end of that relationship, but the first stage in wealth transference is to find an unequal relationship. Getting yourself onto the right end of that relationship is stage two.
 
   Someone in charge of the religion here could make a lot of money. He leaned in towards Tallenna. “Make that nine fundamental ways of making money.”
 
   She raised a questioning eyebrow.
 
   “Hey, Yrttttt, my son!” he called. “Can you get the Procedures Manual up on that magic window of yours?”
 
   The AllFather takes a deep breath and counts to ten before speaking. “Yes, yes, I know all of that. But what exactly is it that you want to search for?”
 
   “What I told you. Stuff.”
 
   “Stuff?”
 
   “Anything that might be useful.”
 
   “It's a search function, not a mind reader. You need to give it some search terms.”
 
   The Jester thinks about this for a moment, and then picks up his knuckle-bones. “Can't I just make a cast?”
 
   Tallenna thought. Hard. But the truth she sought, the truth she intuitively felt existed, eluded her still.
 
   The Makers. This had to be something to do with the Makers. Of course. It was so obvious. “Yrttttt,” she called. “What did the Makers look like? Did they look like us?”
 
   “No. They were sort of like glowing, pulsing balls of energy.”
 
   Silence settles back upon the table, and the AllFather wonders if he has perhaps made the final conundrum too hard. Perhaps some encouragement is in order. He rests a hand on the Lady's arm. “But it was a good idea. That's the sort of thinking you need.”
 
   She gives him a hard glare, and he considers that perhaps she's not a hand on arm kind of person. He withdraws the hand. “Anyway. Yes. Good. Anyone else?”
 
   Draag had killed his first man at the age of three after taking exception to an under-butler's accidental kicking of his tricycle's rear wheel. It had felt good. He still warmly remembered the contentment he'd felt as he peddled down the corridor and away from the expanding pool of blood.
 
   He liked killing. Especially when he was bored. And right now he was very, very bored. He stood up and pulled DeathSinger from its scabbard. “I'm going to go out and look for rioters. Anyone want to come with me?”
 
   The argument has been going for some while now and is showing signs of turning nasty. The AllFather puts on his most placating voice and posture. “No, no, I'm not trying to tell you what you can do. I'm just pointing out that whatever you do, it really is for the best if you all do it together.”
 
   The Warrior shrugs. “Fine. It is as I said. They can come with me, if they wish.”
 
   The Lady interjects. “Well, we might be more likely to do that if you had some plan beyond mere random violence.”
 
   “Yeah,” says the Jester. “If you were, say, planning on assaulting and capturing the Central Pumping Plant and dumping nutrients in yourself, that would be a plan we could consider. We'd turn it down, of course, what with it being not much more than a psychotic suicide note written by a depressed lemming with a death-wish–”
 
   Draag raised his sword high. “Comrades! I am going to capture the Central Pumping Plant and restore the nutrient flow. Who is with me?”
 
   “That was actually just an exam–”
 
   Yann stood, and crossed the room to stand beside Draag. “I'll fight alongside you.”
 
   “I'm sorry?” splutters the Jester.
 
   The Dealer pauses for a moment, and then speaks. “I said I'll fight with him.”
 
   “But it's a suicidal plan! Even if we capture the place, how long are we supposed to hold it for? Do we even have a plan for afterwards?”
 
   “Yann cares not for such things. Life has no meaning for him now. Creation itself has no meaning for him now. He has no future save sacrifice or death.”
 
   The Lady breaks in. “You're still sulking then?”
 
   “That's a completely unfair accusation to make Mistress Lady, and one, if I may be so bold, that is beneath you.”
 
   She raises an eyebrow, but says nothing.
 
   The AllFather clears his throat. “I know I'm supposed to be merely an impartial arbiter of fate, but I should perhaps stress that there are many avenues available to you, and that you really should spend some time considering all your options.”
 
   “We have thought,” says the Warrior. “And we have considered. Now we are acting. Who is with us?”
 
   Stone looked up from the stool upon which he sat. “Are we going somewhere then? Sorry. Didn't realise.” He got up and walked to stand beside Yann. “I'll follow him,” he said, pointing at the barbarian.
 
   The Jester throws up his hands in horror. “Oh, what the hell, it'll probably be a laugh.”
 
   Tallenna's heart thumped hard in her chest like a hammer upon her soul. Her four companions stood both opposite her, and in opposition to her. Logic and intuition both told her that the course of action they intended to pursue was terribly, terribly wrong. But deep-taught duty told her that if this was the path they did indeed intend to take, then it was one that she, their comrade, must walk with them. She turned to Hill, who had been the last of her allies. “I thought you said this was a suicide mission?”
 
   “Yeah, well it is. But it probably won't end up that way.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Whatever happens, something will happen to make it turn out alright in the end. Something always does, doesn't it? Time after time we've been so far down shit creek we're damn near out in the ocean, and every single time we've managed to pull something together and get out in one piece.”
 
   Tallenna had lived her life in the pursuit of logic and reason. She didn't want to hear this, but the halfling wasn't stopping.
 
   “Maybe it's fate. Maybe someone up there likes us. Maybe me and the gods have got the same bookie and he's pulling strings up there till I get my account straight. Whatever. It always seems to work out okay whatever we do, and however badly we screw up, and I figure that ain't likely to change just yet.”
 
   His words struck doubts within her she hadn't known she had. Was this what Yann had felt when he saw the control room? She didn't know what she feared most. The fact that Hill might be wrong.
 
   Or the fact that he might be right.
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty Five
 
   By now, it was late in the main day shift, and the corridor lights were already dimming. Many obstacles had barred their way thus far: the mob, still angry, still looking for heretics to burn; roving bands of guards on patrols which grew larger and more frequent as they neared their journey's end; checkpoints; seeing eye devices. All had been evaded, neutralised, or dispatched. But now, finally, they'd reached their destination.
 
   The Central Pumping Plant.
 
   Yann looked out across the vast, echoing cavern that enclosed a volume so huge that even pipes as large as several men could not fill it, and nodded. “We're here.”
 
   The AllFather finishes reading the description inscribed upon his tablets, and then continues, hesitantly. “There do seem to be quite a number of armed guards around.”
 
   It is the Warrior who answers him. “We have already sent many such guards to their graves this day. These will go the same way.”
 
   “Well, yes. About those other guards…”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   The AllFather is torn between respect for his game’s integrity and a desire for it to continue. The latter wins out. “Perhaps you could make a check for your mortal's intellect.” He looks around the table. “You can all do it.”
 
   Four gods pick up their knuckle-bones.
 
   “Difficulty?” asks the Lady.
 
   “Erm… One?” says the AllFather, both the figure and the hesitancy with which he says it revealing the depth of his current concern.
 
   The four gods all indicate success.
 
   “It occurs to your mortals that the various incidents that you've been involved in so far, combined with the current rioting, will most likely have caused a security alert that will result in increased levels of security.” He receives no meaningful response. “Did anyone get two successes?”
 
   The Lady, the Jester, and the Dealer nod.
 
   “Well, it further occurs to your mortals that the incidents you've been involved in point, in terms of both time and location, to the Central Pumping Plant. So security might have been especially increased here.”
 
   “Anyone would think you don't want us to do this!” says the Jester, laughing.
 
   The AllFather stares coldly back at him. “Really? Why?”
 
   There is silence. Then the Jester speaks. “Damn everything! I completely forgot something.”
 
   The AllFather leans forward, interested – hopeful even. “What?”
 
   “I've lost my monkey!”
 
   Yann turned and stared at Hill. “Sorry?” he asked, in a tone a good deal quieter than that which Hill had just used.
 
   “I haven't seen my monkey since the Control Room.”
 
   Tallenna leaned in to put her face between theirs. “Why are you telling us this now?”
 
   “I'm telling you guys because you would have been the last ones to see him, and I'm telling you now because I've just remembered.”
 
   “Remind me not to rely on you when I go missing,” muttered Tallenna. “Anyway, we weren't the last ones to see it. It followed you down the access tunnel.”
 
   A vague memory stirred within Hill, of darkness and fear and something furry that grappled and bit like fury.
 
   “Ah.” 
 
   The Warrior bangs upon the table. “We are wasting time! I am skirmishing forward.”
 
   The AllFather is not quite sure what skirmishing forward is supposed to entail, but avoids asking the Warrior to elucidate for fear of what the explanation might entail. “Are you sure you don't want to think of an alternative plan?” he asks. “There really are a lot of guards patrolling around.” 
 
   The Dealer waves a hand. “I'll cover him.”
 
   “Did I ever get round to mending my crossbow?” asks the Jester.
 
   “This would be the crossbow that you were holding when you got hit by the flame-beast?”
 
   “Well, yeah.”
 
   “The crossbow that you dropped beside you onto the ledge so you could attempt to claw the molten tar from your face?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “The crossbow that you have not mentioned one single time since?”
 
   “Why would I have mentioned it?” says the Jester in a protesting tone.
 
   “Perhaps because you were fixing it? Or perhaps because you wanted to attach it to your backpack before you threw it off the ledge prior to jumping into the void yourself?”
 
   “Well, obviously I'd have collected my equipment up before throwing it off the ledge!”
 
   “Obviously? I seem to recall that at the time your mortal was hideously maimed, grieving, and blind. He might perhaps have had better things to do than feel around the ledge on his hands and knees looking for dropped equipment.”
 
   The Jester points around the table. “I'm pretty sure one of them would have noticed it and picked it up. They wouldn't have just left it there!”
 
   “He has got a point,” says the Lady.
 
   “Fine! Fine!” snaps the AllFather. “You've got your crossbow!”
 
   “I'll take a look at it. Can I see what's wrong?”
 
   “The main loading mechanism appears to have sheared off.”
 
   “Can I fix it?”
 
   “Can you get eight successes on a weapons crafting test?”
 
   “No.”
 
   The AllFather looks at him sternly. “Then, if you're still set on attacking, I'd suggest taking out your sword!”
 
   Yann checked behind him – seeing no pursuers – and then ran in a low crouch over to where the others were waiting in the lee of a pipe. “We're clear behind.”
 
   The Warrior, de facto leader now, nodded. “We should divide our forces.”
 
   “Isn't that universally regarded as a bad idea?” asks the Jester.
 
   The AllFather nods. “It's usually said that it's best to keep the party together.”
 
   The Warrior waves away both objections. “He's just saying that because he doesn't want the extra workload of dealing with two separate groups of mortals.”
 
   There is some truth in this. But a more whole truth, and a more complete truth, would be that the AllFather is not entirely certain of his ability to pluck two groups of mortals from the jaws of certain and pointless death by means of some kind of successful retreat. Contrary to the regular protests of the gods around the table, the AllFather is not attempting to kill their mortals. That task he entirely delegates to them.
 
   “We should perform a three way horizontal and vertical split, thus confusing our opposition as well as gaining valuable flanking positions.”
 
   “A three-way horizontal and vertical split?” asked Tallenna.
 
   Draag's blank and sinister faceplate nodded. “Yes. Yann and Stone should move forward and to our right and then assault the enemy on their left flank.”
 
   “Seems reasonable,” said Yann.
 
   “At the same time, myself and Tallenna will make an assault upon their opposite right flank.”
 
   “That's a good plan,” said Hill. “I think that should work.”
 
   “And finally, Hill–”
 
   “Bugger! I thought you'd forgotten about me.”
 
   “–can infiltrate past the guards on the upper catwalk level, and then attack the position from behind when the rest of us attack the flanks.”
 
   “Infiltrate past the guards?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “On my own?”
 
   “Yes. You sound uncertain?”
 
   “That would be because I am uncertain. See, I'm a little bit worried you're all just going to wait till I get myself over there and then change your minds and piss off home.”
 
   Draag struck a pose that was somewhere between noble and offended. “You may vanquish your fears, for that will never happen. We are brothers in arms, destined to fight and die together!”
 
   “That's not actually helping.”
 
   The Lady leans forward. “Lord Warrior, with respect, I do not think your plan makes the best use of Tallenna's abilities. Her magic would be better employed in ranged casts to support your attacks.”
 
   The Dealer nods. “Yann could go with her, and send down supporting fire with his longbow.”
 
   “No way!” says the Jester. “I'm not putting my mortal's arse on the line if you guys are hanging back by the door, all set to scarper!”
 
   The Warrior is also visibly unhappy with the suggestion. “Performing only one main assault, however well supported, would doom us to failure. Only by fully committing our forces without hesitation can we ensure success!”
 
   “Plus,” says the Jester, “if we all put our nuts” – he nods towards the Lady – “metaphorical or otherwise…”
 
   “Thank you,” mutters the Lady, sarcastically.
 
   “…in the fire, then he” – he nods at the AllFather this time – “…can't just decide to take some of us out.”
 
   “Good point!” says the Warrior.
 
   The Lady looks over at the Dealer, but seeing no support throws up her hands in surrender. “Fine. Well I guess I'll just blow all my mana in protection spells and head on in there with my dagger then.”
 
   The AllFather has not been taking part in this exchange for the very good reason that he is attempting to reconfigure the entire encounter on the fly. He has halved the number of guards at each guard post, ignoring the protesting voices of realism and integrity by telling himself that additional units that might normally have been deployed during emergencies would instead be fighting the rioters.
 
   He has eliminated some guard posts. After all, the Makers would not have envisaged a military style attack, would they? He eliminates a few more static defences and lowers the effectiveness of those that remain, but as he scans through his now edited and scribbled notes he worries that the defences are still too strong.
 
   Or are they now too weak?
 
   He becomes aware of someone speaking to him. It is the Warrior. “We are ready! We wish to begin the attack!”
 
   The catwalk was narrow, its metal floor cold, and the lighting dim but consistent. It took Hill more than an hour to wriggle the two hundred yards from the staircase to the main mixing area, staying on his belly the whole way.
 
   Finally, though, he was in position. A patrolling guard passed straight underneath the catwalk, ghostlike through its metal mesh floor. Hill tensed, counting, estimating, waiting for the exact moment to drop down upon him.
 
   Nearly.
 
   Nearly.
 
   “Hang on! How are you going to know that I've started the attack?”
 
    The Warrior waves the protest away. “We'll start after you kill the guard currently passing underneath you.”
 
   “Well, how are you going to know that? I'm supposed to be silently slashing his throat!”
 
   “We'll estimate when you will be starting your attack and start our attack then?”
 
   “And when will that be?” asks the AllFather.
 
   “About now!”
 
   Once, many aeons ago, perhaps at the start of the session even – which now seems like many aeons ago – the AllFather would have protested at such blatant disregard for the mortal realm's realism and integrity. Now though, he is tired. His dreams of an epic finale to his game are gone. Now he just wants to get it to some kind of workable conclusion before he runs out of grains of sand. “Fine. You can start your attack after Hill drops onto the guard.”
 
   For a half hour Draag had crouched next to Tallenna, making not a single movement and uttering not a sound. Now he rose and spoke three simple words. “It is time.”
 
   Tallenna had heard nothing. Had observed nothing. Had been signalled nothing. But while she despised the dark paladin as a human being, her contempt was balanced by an equal respect for his abilities. Many times in the past he'd displayed an almost psychic awareness of events beyond his senses, and so, this time also, she trusted him to be correct.
 
   She rose alongside him and began to chant softly. “Forces of the universe, bind around me, protect me, enhance me.”
 
   The magic flowed across her.
 
   Yann and Stone had been crouched behind the pipe for nearly half an hour, Yann peering through a crack at the patrolling guards beyond, Stone leaning back against the insulation, staring into space. Suddenly, Stone tugged on Yann's sleeve. “I think we're supposed to start the attack now.”
 
   Stone should not have known that. Could not have known it. And yet, apparently, he did. Once Yann would have seen this as a sign, and rejoiced in that knowledge. But now he had no belief left. Whoever the gods were, whatever they were – if this was how they chose to communicate with him, he didn't much give a damn.
 
   Eternity or oblivion beckoned. And he welcomed both of them.
 
   He rose. “Let's do it.”
 
   Hill crashed hard onto the guard's shoulders, sending them both to the ground. He grabbed for the guard's head to pull it back and expose the neck, but the scales were slippery and his hand slipped away.
 
   “We are attacking!”
 
   The Jester looks at the knucklebones scattered before him. “Hang on a moment, I think I might have buggered up my grapple.”
 
   The guard twisted, hissing, grabbing hold of Hill and launching a snapping bite at his face. Hill wriggled free and scrambled to his feet, slipping his dagger into his concealed holster and pulling forth his shortsword.
 
   The guard pulled out a sword of his own.
 
   “I'll try backing away slowly, making placatory and non-threatening gestures.”
 
   “You find yourself backing into one of the large pipelines,” the AllFather tells him. “It's a dead end. And you see a second guard joining the first.”
 
   He looks around at the other gods. “As you move into attack you notice that there are an awful lot of guards clustered around the nutrient injection point. It occurs to you that you could abort the attack now, change direction, and enter the area where Hill is located in order to relieve his current situation.”
 
   “We cannot do that,” says the Warrior, in a tone of high moral dudgeon. “Our mortals do not know that Hill is in any difficulty. To act upon that knowledge would be to violate the sanctity of the mortal world.”
 
   The Dealer nods in reluctant agreement, simultaneously sending a placatory glance in the Jester's direction, and receiving a sarcastic mouthed thanks in return.
 
   “Well,” says the AllFather, slowly. “Strictly speaking, yes. But I think we could overlook that just this once.”
 
   “No, we could not. We are continuing the attack!”
 
   Yann hurdled a waist-high pipeline and smashed into the nearest group of guards, the battle-cries of his ancestors screaming proudly from deep within his spirit. Beside him Stone moved impassively, skill replacing passion, and solidity replacing fear.
 
   They smashed through that first line of guards and the view opened up before them. In every place he could see, he could see only guards: a dozen or so stabbing at Tallenna, blades bouncing off a shimmering force-field; perhaps a score or two surrounding Draag, with a dozen more lying dead around him, some burning, some burnt; and a couple more squads heading up from the entrance
 
   The Paladin, his armour stained with blood both red and green, his sword first running through an opponent, and then sending a jet of flame across the battlefield, shouted across to him. “Yann! Look how many of them there are! Think of the experience we'll gain!”
 
   The AllFather adds several scratches to the tallies on his tablet, muttering unhappily to himself. A realisation is beginning to dawn on him, a realisation that he has made a mistake in the number of guards he has sent out against the raid. A very big mistake.
 
   He is roused from his thoughts by the voice of the Jester. “Five successes.”
 
   The AllFather looks up. “Oh yes. You manage to dance beneath his sword thrust and stab him clean through the heart. He dies instantly.”
 
   “I should damn well think so,” says the Jester. “I blew half Hill's inner resources to get those five successes.”
 
   “Yes, erm. There's still the other guard.”
 
   “Guess I'd better blow the other half then.”
 
   Hill wiped his blade clean on the tunic of the second dead guard, vault-rolled over a mid-sized pipe, and found himself in the midst of an apocalypse full of flame, fury, and lizards.
 
   He spotted Yann, some twenty feet away, fighting back to back with Stone, and surrounded by more than a score of guards, with another five or so guards occupying the space between there and himself. Yann spotted him, and shouted. “Over here!”
 
   “How?” Hill shouted back, resisting the temptation to add a remark about frying pans and fires. Fighting your way past five armed men and through another twenty more is never a trivial undertaking, even when you aren't three and a bit feet tall and armed with something you call a shortsword, but which everyone else calls a large dagger. Hill looked for another route, but saw only more guards, along with the half-distant figures of Tallenna and Draag, blades whirring.
 
   The Paladin spotted him, and shouted, joyfully. “Hill! I knew you would join us! Victory is ours!”
 
   Hill looked around, and muttered. “Victory? There's hundreds of them!”
 
   The AllFather thinks, thinks, and thinks again, but no answers come. He is he who created the universe, but all he has now is a blank mind and a creeping feeling of dread. One by one, the gods around the table begin to shout: at each other, and at him.
 
   “There are too many! We need to get out of here!”
 
   “How? There's a bunch more between us and the entrance!”
 
   “He has cheated! He has done this to punish us!”
 
   “It was your bright idea to go bursting in!”
 
   “It was a democratic decision!”
 
   “Well, has anyone got any bright ideas?”
 
   “We should continue fighting. They will back off rather than kill us.”
 
   Once he was the Lord of all Creation. He was he who turned nothing into dust and dust into something. He had integrity.
 
   “It was a stupid plan anyway!”
 
   He had respect.
 
   “The plan was sound. It was the response that lacked logic.”
 
   He had pride.
 
   “Yeah, this number of guards is completely unreasonable. I think we should just refuse to do anything until he rejigs the encounter.”
 
   He was he who was arbiter of all things. The ultimate jury. The final judge. He was the AllFather. He was the Lord of all Creation.
 
   He feels a hand on his arm. It is the Lady. “It's you who are the Lord of all Creation. Not them. Remind them who you are.”
 
   He pauses, and finds her looking into his eyes.
 
   “This is yours, all of it. The stars and the sky and the dust. It's yours, yours to command. Without you there is nothing. Without you, we're nothing.”
 
   “But what can I do?” he asks. The other gods are still shouting, but her calmly whispered reply cuts through all.
 
   “Be who you were, are, and will be again. Be he who is the start and the finish. Be who is both fate and destiny. Be the Lord of all Creation.”
 
   He hears a voice, as though from afar, and realises with a shock that it's his own. “Lord Warrior? I believe we were on your turn.”
 
   Like a slow-motion dream seen through age-darkened glass, Hill saw them die, one by one. A score of guards fell upon Tallenna, a hundred sword slashes finally tearing through her magical shield. She locked eyes with Hill, and smiled a smile he would never have understood if he'd lived a thousand years.
 
   And then she was gone.
 
   Stone fell next, and when he went, Yann followed, a final tribal cry erupting as a lizard's spear smashed into his back and through his heart. Draag lasted mere seconds more, falling atop a pile of burning bodies to be consumed by his own flame.
 
   And then they were in front of Hill, and behind, and to his left, and to his right, flowing towards him with hate in their hearts and revenge on their minds. He had time for just one utterance.
 
   “Bugger.”
 
   And then he too was gone.
 
   The AllFather scoops his knuckle-bones into a small velvet bag, picks up his tablets, and stands. “Thank you, lady and gentlemen. I hope you enjoyed the game.”
 
   “That's it?” asks the Warrior.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We're all dead?” asks the Jester.
 
   “Yes. Or at least your mortals are.”
 
   The Dealer speaks. “Perhaps you could just wind things back to before we found the lizard city?”
 
   The AllFather considers that for just long enough to make obvious the degree to which he has failed to consider it. “No. And if you don't mind gentlemen, I have a conference to go to.”
 
   The Lady lays a hand upon his arm. “Well done.”
 
   “Thank you,” he tells her.
 
   He smiles for a moment, and then leaves, the Dog trotting loyally in his wake. Silence settles around the table.
 
   It is the Warrior who eventually speaks. “But what are we going to do now?”
 
   “You can do what you want,” the Lady tells him. “But you can do it without me.”
 
   She leaves.
 
   The Jester and the Dealer trade looks, and then head for the door.
 
   “Perhaps I could run something myself?” the Warrior tells their retreating backs.
 
   The footsteps echoing back from the corridor outside are their only reply. The Warrior looks from the bemused Sleeper to the open doorway, and gives out a final despairing shout.
 
   “I could do something cyberpunky!”
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Dear Reader,
 
   Thank you for purchasing and reading Game Night. All of us at Wild Jester Press hugely appreciate it. We hope you enjoyed the read and, if you did, we would ask one small favour of you: that you take some time to write a short review in the online location of your choice.
 
   Online reviews are hugely important for independent and small-press publishers like us. We don’t have marketing budgets. We can’t pay to be prominently displayed in bookshops. We sell by “digital word of mouth”, and reader-produced online reviews are the means by which that happens.
 
   Thank you!
 
    
 
   Click here to write a review on Amazon.com
 
    
 
   Click here to write a review on Amazon.co.uk
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Coming this autumn from Wild Jester Press
 
   Looking to read something else by Jonny Nexus? Then check out his next novel “If Pigs Could Fly”, the first book in an offbeat urban fantasy series.
 
   “West Kensington Paranormal Detective Agency. Doctor Ravinder Shah speaking. No case too weird, no problem too bizarre. Strangeness a speciality. How can I help you?”
 
   London Social Worker Rav Shah moonlights as a paranormal detective, aided by one of his clients and a Border Collie he rents by the hour. It was supposed to be a bit of fun: a search for truths out there; a quest for a life more interesting than the one that fate, destiny, and personal apathy had granted him.
 
   But then a case involving a Yorkshire farmer and a herd of flying pigs leads him into a world darker and more dangerous than he’d ever dreamed.
 
   The truth is indeed out there.
 
   And it’s got Rav square in its sights.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Jonny Nexus is a Brighton based IT guy who moonlights as a writer in his spare time. When not doing that, he spends time with his wife, daughter and dog; reads; watches TV, films and the occasional work of theatre; and engages in intermittent bouts of extremely bad roleplaying.
 
   Jonny began his writing career by launching the cult gaming webzine Critical Miss (criticalmiss.com), before moving on to write regular columns for the roleplaying magazines Valkyrie and Signs & Portents, as well as penning the Slayers’ Guide to Games Masters for Mongoose Publishing.
 
   Game Night is his first novel. Originally published in 2007, it was shortlisted for an ENnie award in 2008.
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