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<><><><><><><><>

“I seek the one who picks his nose,” said the bearded stranger. 

“The one who picks his nose?” The dwarf, Rhododendron, crinkled his brow and scratched his head in puzzlement. “Is it a hobbit?”

“No it’s a habit,” said the stranger, a tall, imposing presence dressed in long, black flowing robes that brushed the ground as he walked. 

A smile creased Rhododendron’s face. “It is perhaps a stroke of good fortune that you uttered those words, stranger.” 

The stranger was intrigued. “And why is that?” 

“Because it is indicative of the level of humour to be found in the pages of this book; and will therefore serve as a warning to anyone seeking a more sophisticated form of humorous writing that they would be well advised to look elsewhere.”
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BOOK ONE 

DREG 

<><><><><><><><>

In a time two thousand years before that described so eloquently and at great length by J.R.R.Tolkien, there were two Lords of the Underworld, the Dark Lord and the Light Lord (although, Lords being Lords, the Light Lord, despite his name, was dark too; nowhere near as dark as the Dark Lord, however, who was dark in the extreme). The Dark Lord had always coveted the regions and shires ruled by the Light Lord and over the course of time, in a series of cataclysmic battles, his superior forces had slain the Light Lord and all his followers. Thereafter the Dark Lord was known simply as the Lord. Soon, he was re-named the Dark Lord, for the good reason that for someone as dark and loathsome as he it seemed much more appropriate.

<><><><><><><><>

The Middle-earth shire of Dreg, in the Gondor region, was to be found in an area known in our times as Derbyshire, with the addition of the less salubrious part of Cheshire and the less inbred part of Yorkshire. 

<><><><><><><><>

A millennium before this book begins, the Dark Lord paid one of his infrequent visits to the shire of Dreg, just one of the many shires and regions he ruled over with a rod of iron clasped in a fist of steel. On arriving he was not best pleased with what he saw. He was even less pleased upon further investigation; he was not pleased with the way the Dregs conducted their affairs and he was not pleased with the way they conducted their lives. He took no time at all in taking them to task on what he considered to be a sorry state of affairs and warned them that if they didn’t mend their ways, and with great haste, there would be trouble. He would return in a year’s time to confirm that they had mended their ways. He returned a year later. They had not mended their ways. There was trouble. The Dark Lord chose not, on this occasion, to unleash his terrible power on the Dregs - he only resorted to his terrible power as a last resort - but even so he still brought to bear swingeing changes in the current lifestyle obtaining in Dreg. Their previous life of decadence and debauchery became a thing of the past, and soon the good and wholesome peace of long ago returned to the shire. (Just one of the things the Dark Lord put paid to was the wanton extramarital sexual intercourse indulged in by the Dregs. In the Dreg of today there is no sexual intercourse at all. Now, if a Dreg married couple - and only a married couple - want a baby, they simply wish for one by the light of the full moon and the following morning they wake up to a baby in a wicker basket on their front doorstep. Now, a thousand years on, they have no memories of sexual intercourse. Which isn’t to say that some of the populace don’t experience sexual: they do - but having got the sexual feeling they have no idea how to further it to its natural conclusion.) Of course the Dregs didn’t take kindly to the new regime imposed on them, a good and wholesome peace coming a poor second to a life of decadence and debauchery, but at least it was better than having the terrible power of the Dark Lord turned on them. Which would spell the end. Literally. But time, as the saying goes, is a great healer, and within a few hundred years all memory of their former lifestyle had been lost in the mists of time. And is where this book begins. 

<><><><><><><><>
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PART ONE


5030 B.C.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Quest

Tunnbledemere, the chieftain of Dreg, rose from his ceremonial throne and slowly approached his son Draybweevil. From his robes he produced a silver pendant which he offered to Draybweevil, saying, “Take this sacred pendant, my first born.” 

Draybweevil’s jaw dropped in astonishment. He knew of the sacred pendant but had never seen it before. It was all that he expected and more. A long moment passed as he admired its great beauty, then tearing his eyes away he looked deep into the wise, wizened face of his father, a picture of himself in years to come, and exclaimed, “The sacred silver pendant of Goz!”

Tunnbledemere smiled fondly at his blond-haired son. “Put it on, good Draybweevil.”

With trembling hands Draybweevil took the sacrosanct solid silver pendant and placed it round his neck.

“You are safe from all danger now,” said Tunnbledemere. 

The two men, with a number of selected Dregs, were ensconced in Tunnbledemere’s secret lair. The dank, dark cave, illuminated by torches of tarred willow kindling, sharp stalactites thrusting down from its lofty ceiling like witches teeth, was deep in the foothills of the Very Foggy Mountain. (When the Very Foggy Mountain was first discovered, on a rare not-too-foggy day, it had originally been named the Foggy Mountain; it was only some years later, when an expedition to conquer its peak couldn’t find it, that it was re-named the Very Foggy Mountain, Dregs being sticklers for accurate descriptions of the shire’s geographical features.)

“It will help protect you throughout your perilous journey through the Underworld to.... who knows where? Perhaps through Sablon, through Zariam, through Xerezz and Onandonandonandon,” said Tunnbledemere.

Draybweevil’s ice-blue eyes were already afire with zeal. His breathing quickened. “And my quest, Father, what will it be?” 

“You have two quests, my son. You will of necessity need to successfully complete the first before you can accomplish the second.” Tunnbledemere took a moment to survey the forty or so important Dregs forming a rough semi-circle around him. “As you are all well aware, many years ago, way beyond the memory of any of us assembled here today, the Dark Lord erected an invisible impenetrable barrier around the perimeter of the farthest reaches of Dreg, making it impossible for anyone to leave the shire and travel to other shires and lands beyond. You will also know that the invisible barrier, even though preventing people leaving, does not preclude them from entering, although, as they can never return from whence they came, no one ever does, the rare exceptions being those who have recently had a peesashite* move into the house next door. We are, to all intents and purposes, completely cut off from the rest of the world.” Tunnbledemere looked at his son in earnest. “Your first quest then, Draybweevil, will be to somehow find a way out of Dreg.”

*The Dreg equivalent of a solicitor.

“Perhaps another attempt to scale the wall?” said Draybweevil, after a moment’s thought.

Tunnbledemere shook his head sadly. “I’m afraid such a course would prove to be no more fruitful than any of the previous attempts.”

Tunnbledemere was correct in his judgement. And yet, if one were to stand at the wall and toss a stone in its direction to a height of not less than six feet, it would disappear from sight and plop down on the other side. The problem arose when someone attempted to scale the wall; for having reached a height of six feet they would discover that the wall had increased in height to seven feet. And when they had climbed a further foot they would find it was now eight feet. And eight feet became nine, and so on and so on. The highest height ever attained in attempting to climb over the wall was by a giant, who scaled it to a height of two hundred and thirty feet, at which height he happened to look down. A tragic mistake, as it turned out, as it brought on an attack of vertigo, whereupon he fell off and died instantly on hitting the ground. Up to the present time the wall had caused a hundred and fourteen deaths, a hundred and thirteen of them when the person climbing it had fallen off, the other one when the giant fell off and landed on a passing elf. A goblin with more ambition than sense had once tried to pole vault over it, in the hope that the quick execution of the art would take the wall by surprise. The wall was not surprised, the goblin smashed into it with great force, and became the ninety-eighth of its victims. Another goblin brought up the hundred when he tried to reach the other side by means of a giant catapult. 

Tunnelling under the wall had been attempted almost as many times as climbing over it, but with a similar lack of success. For as the height of the wall increased the further one scaled it so its depth was added to the further one dug down. 

Now, Draybweevil placed a strong, reassuring hand on his father’s shoulder. “I will do my utmost, Father. Or die valiantly in the attempt.”

Tunnbledemere smiled fondly at his handsome son. “You would not be the son I know you to be if that were not true, brave Draybweevil.”

“And the second quest, Father?” said Draybweevil, anxious to get things underway. “Is it perhaps to find out why the sky at night is filled with little yellow objects which some call stars?”

“No, it is not that, Draybweevil.”

“Then perhaps it is why the sea is blue? For I know that many Dregs would like to know the answer to that enigma; I would like to know myself, it is a question that has intrigued me all my young life.”

Tunnbledemere shook his head again. “Not why the sea is blue either. Much, much more important than that. In fact the most important quest ever to be undertaken by a Dreg,” he intoned gravely. Tunnbledemere was seldom less than grave since the Dark Lord, apparently on a whim, had brought to bear his terrible power on the neighbouring shire of Drool, and in a matter of minutes had completely laid it to waste. Nothing had escaped from the terrible power; every living thing, every human being, every animal, every bird and bat of the air, every insect, everything of fur and feather, every creature of the lakes and rivers, every tree and bush, every flower, every blade of grass. Everything that had ever lived was rendered lifeless. Few had borne witness to the Dark Lord’s terrible power and lived to tell the tale. Of those who had, none knew how he generated his power. But they had seen that he did, and to disastrous effect. So these days, days which now seemed longer than they had before the Dark Lord’s evil deed, Tunnbledemere’s responsibilities as chieftain lay as heavily on his shoulders as on the shoulders of the oxen that daily ploughed the fields of the shire. For what the Dark Lord had done to the shire of Drool he could just as easily do to the shire of Dreg, if ever the mood should take him.

“The second quest, Father?” prompted Draybweevil, when Tunnbledemere, dwelling on his troubles, didn’t continue immediately.

Tunnbledemere paused a moment before speaking his next words. His tone was solemn. “It pains me to place such a great responsibility on your young shoulders, Draybweevil.”

“Young shoulders they may be, Father.” His back stiffened. “But broad enough I’ll vouchsave.” 

Tunnbledemere nodded then took the deepest of breaths, as though to invest his words with the seriousness he felt they deserved. “Your quest then, Draybweevil, is.... nothing less than to find out why everyone in fantasy novels has a silly name!”

A collective intake of breath came from all those present that fateful day. Gasps of awe, of wonder, of trepidation, were forced from the throats of Binglebang, of Meelamoola, of Bootyscoot, of Snotwangler, of Fartwurgler, of Bumsucka; of the dwarf, Arselow, of the goblin, Vakyoomkleena, of the elf, N’Safety, of the troll, Socialmeeja, of the giant, Economysize, of the wizard, Ovoz; of Condom the Protector, of Tampon the Absorber, and last, but by no means least, from Man With Very Long Name Who Has Been Given A Very Long Name Simply Because A Long Name Fills Up At Least Half-a-dozen Lines Every Time It Is Used And Is Absolutely Guaranteed To Be Used Many Many Many Many Many Many Times Because Almost All Fantasy Novels Are About As Thick As A Brick And The Few That Aren’t As Thick As A Brick Are At The Very Least Six Hundred Pages Long And Therefore Using A Very Long Name A Lot Will Fill Up About A Hundred Pages And Thus Save The Author The Bother Of Thinking Up Even More Padding Than He Already Will Be Doing.

Draybweevil brow knitted in a puzzled frown. “But why do you wish to know this, Father?” 

“If I have this information it will help to ingratiate myself with the Dark Lord, whose real name is Bleedintosspot, a name he detests with all his heart and soul,” said Tunnbledemere. Always conscious of what had transpired on the Dark Lord’s last incursion into Dreg, now brought sharply into focus by what had happened more recently in Drool, Tunnbledemere wanted to be as well prepared as was humanly possible should he ever return. “A name that the Dark Lord  hates so much he has vowed to bring down a terrible punishment on the man responsible for bestowing silly names on characters in fantasy novels. So any assistance I can render to him in this ambition may help prevent him wreaking upon us the fate he inflicted on the Drools. It is in the way of a little insurance.” The explanation over Tunnbledemere made to return to his throne, but stopped, remembering something. “Incidentally, Draybweevil, when you are on the quest there is one more thing I would like you to do for me. It the answer to a question that has always fascinated me. I am an old man, my time on Middle-earth will soon be over, and one I would dearly love to know before I die.”

Draybweevil placed his forearm across his heart. “I will find the answer to that question for you, Father.”

“You are aware of the deep interest I have in fantasy novels?”

“It is an interest shared by many Dregs; indeed I am prominent amongst them. What is it you wish to know?”

“It is why the protagonists in such novels are always having strange, disturbing dreams.”

Draybweevil gasped. The previous night, no sooner had the caressing but insistent arms of Morpheus dragged him reluctantly into a deep sleep - reluctantly because Draybweevil loved every single moment of his waking hours in his beloved Dreg and sleep to him was a deprivation of life itself - he himself, not for the first time, had experienced a strange, disturbing dream. Was the dream a portent of things to come? In his dream there were unforgettable visions of unfamiliar buildings with peculiar signs hung on their front elevations; ‘Red Lion’, ‘Queen’s Head’, ‘Rose and Crown.’ A huge red and white banner attached to the front of the Red Lion read ‘SKY SPORTS HERE!’ Through one of the windows, in what appeared to be some sort of giant magic glass, about five feet by four feet in our measure, a game unfamiliar to him was being played. It involved two teams chasing around madly and kicking some sort of sphere, possibly a pig’s bladder, much to the huge enjoyment of the many thousands of spectators watching, many of whom raised cheers and chanted loudly and boisterously throughout the action. All the spectators had seats to sit on, but unaccountably all were standing up. In a second magic glass another game involved a white-clad figure throwing a smaller red sphere at another white clad figure armed with some sort of wooden weapon-cum-shield with which he attempted to either ward off or attack the sphere, whilst a dozen or so more white-clad figures looked on, several of whom yawned from time to time. In a third, a game similar to the one taking place in the first magic glass, involved bigger, more muscular men, who, when not fighting each other, were mostly throwing, rather than kicking, the pig’s bladder.

Through the doors of the Queen’s Head a young man and a young woman now staggered. The young man had a swastika tattooed on his cheek, a bone through his nose and sported on his head a peaked cap worn back to front; the young woman had the words ‘Too Drunk To Fuck’ emblazoned on a skimpy blouse that seemed designed to reveal, rather than conceal, her bulbous breasts. The word ‘Fuck’ was unfamiliar to Draybweevil. As the couple staggered and reeled on their way, with raucous cries of “All police are bastards” and “We don’t give a shit” directed at no one in particular, pausing only to vomit on a passing cat and urinate in someone’s front garden, they passed four people of a similar age who were all smoking and drinking something called ‘Carlsberg’ from a bottle. However the mixture they were smoking couldn’t have been the bat dung and dried weasel entrails rolled up in a dock leaf enjoyed by the majority of the Dreg race, but some other concoction, a mixture that apparently rendered those smoking it glassy-eyed, unsteady on their feet and totally incoherent. As the young men swigged greedily on their bottles a young woman, naked but for an even skimpier blouse than that worn by the first young woman, a thin band of some sparkly material girding her loins, staggered by on shoes that looked for all the world to have six inch nails in place of heels. As she did they took great pleasure in jeering at her. There was a cry of “Slag” from one of them, a cry of “Show us your tits” from another. The girl stopped and bent over, purposely displaying her naked bottom in their direction. Continuing on her knickerless way she passed another young man slumped on the ground, a wretched-looking individual who appeared to be trying to push a small glass tube into his arm. Next to him, an older individual, a sad-looking wretch of a man, was inhaling a white powdered substance up his nose from the back of his hand.

The dream came to a sudden end when a sort of oxen-less cart with ‘POLICE’ emblazoned on the side suddenly appeared on the scene, klaxon blaring, and raced at high speed past both the young couple and the four smokers before screeching to a halt outside a building bearing the brightly-lit legend ‘Pizzaland’, whereupon two bulging at the waist fat-faced hungry-looking black-clad figures leapt out and rushed inside with cries of “I’m having a king-size meat feast!” and “I’m having the same with double chips!”

As Draybweevil’s recollection of the dream ended Tunnbledemere was surveying the whole gathering. He said, “So, who amongst you will join brave Draybweevil on his quest, a mission in which he will in all likelihood have to slay the forty-headed dragon of Fannydoodle, the three hundred 6 metre high cage fighters of Titt, and the Seven Giant Rays of Bog, in addition to many more wholly improbable foes he will no doubt encounter on his way through the Discworld, the Carpetworld, the Slimmingworld, the PCworld, the Disneyworld, the Gardenersworld, and all the other worlds he may have to pass through if he is to arrive safely in Onanonanonanon, and, having made it that far, manages to discover why we have all been given silly names?”

“Surely we all will join him, Tunnbledemere,” said Man With Very Long Name Who Has Been Given A Very Long Name Simply Because A Long Name Fills Up At Least Half-a-dozen Lines Every Time It Is Used And Is Absolutely Guaranteed To Be Used Many Many Many Many Many Many Many Times Because Almost All Fantasy Novels Are About As Thick As A Brick And The Few That Aren’t As Thick As A Brick Are At The Very Least Six Hundred Pages Long And Therefore Using A Very Long Name A Lot Will Fill Up About A Hundred Pages And Thus Save The Author The Bother Of Thinking Up Even More Padding Than He Already Will Be Doing. As will my son, Man With Very Long Name Who Has Been Given A Very Long Name Simply Because A Long Name Fills Up At Least Half-a-dozen Lines Every Time It Is Used And Is Absolutely Guaranteed To Be Used Many Many Many Many Many Many Times Because Almost All Fantasy Novels Are About As Thick As A Brick And The Few That Aren’t As Thick As A Brick Are At The Very Least Six Hundred Pages Long And Therefore Using A Very Long Name A Lot Will Fill Up About A Hundred Pages And Thus Save The Author The Bother Of Thinking Up Even More Padding Than He Already Will Be Doing Junior.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Preparations 

Two weeks later preparations for the quest were nearing completion.

Approximately sixteen hundred years before this story begins the population of Dreg was one hundred per cent Man with a capital letter (as opposed to men who were also dwarves, giants, elves, goblins, wizards and trolls). However, attracted by the hedonistic lifestyle indulged in by the Dregs at that time, many non-Men were attracted to the shire, and of those that came many stayed and put down their roots. Over the next hundred years their share of the overall population grew, boosted by childbirth - both dwarves and goblins were prolific breeders - and yet more immigrants. Although still dominated by Men, who represented about a half of the inhabitants, the rest of the population, in total just short of eight hundred and ninety thousand, was now made up of approximately equal numbers of elves, goblins and dwarves, slightly fewer giants and trolls, and considerably fewer wizards, about fifty in total, possibly because wizards, without exception, speak with great gravitas and there is only so much gravitas to go around. (As, almost seven thousand years later, Hollywood actors hoping to secure a film role that calls for the character to display lots of gravitas have found - the part invariably going to Morgan Freeman. Which is all right for cinemagoers into big, brown, soulful eyes and liver spots but a pain in the arse if they aren’t.)

It must be said that some of the species now making up the population of Dreg don’t always get along with the other species as well as would be ideal - for example, as a general rule goblins don’t much care for elves, and vice versa, and there is little love lost between giants and dwarves; whilst it can be stated without fear of argument that wizards, considered to be overbearing and tricky, are only liked by other wizards, and trolls are liked by no one, not even other trolls, as they are by no means particular in their diet, (which on occasions has been known to include unwary elves, goblins, dwarves and other trolls.) It would therefore seem to be an act of folly to include amongst those taking part in the quest, where trust and comradeship could be vital to survival, people who don’t live happily side by side. If Draybweevil were honest with himself, and only on the rarest occasion could this virtue not be written in stone, he would have preferred his companions to be all Men. Which isn’t to say that he didn’t see at least some worth in the party comprising a mix of human beings: after all, goblins were well known for their perceptiveness, dwarves for their cunning, elves for their spirit of adventure, wizards for their magical powers and giants for their great strength; trolls, although of little use for anything else, were excellent at keeping troublesome dogs at bay and for making everyone else feel good about themselves because they weren’t trolls. However, rightly or wrongly, it was decided to include one representative from each species, partly in the interests of fairness, but mostly to forestall any argument should the make-up of the party favour one species over another (which would almost certainly have been the case, Dregs being a contrary people at best). Also considered, but rejected for various reasons, were the not inconsiderable number of cross and half-breeds, for example Gobolls, the offspring of a male goblin and a female troll (sometimes known as gobshites), and Dwiants, the progeny of the coming together of a male dwarf and a female giant (which no longer took place since the occasion - now passed into folklore - when a dwarf climbed up a giant, took her from behind, and during the intercourse she farted and flattened him against the bedroom wall, where traces of him remain to this day, attracting a reasonable tourist trade in the summer, price of admission one groot including a facsimile of the remains and a cream tea). Or - and perhaps an even more mind-boggling result of the coupling of the largest and smallest species of human being - the child of a male giant and a female dwarf, known as a Giaaaaarffff, a word which, with the addition of a couple of exclamation marks at the end, is probably the noise made by the dwarf when the giant entered her. However nowadays, thanks to the visit of the Dark Lord a millennium earlier, such couplings are a thing of the past. 

Originally chosen to accompany Draybweevil, who of course represented Men, were the giant, Bargains, the elf, N’Strength, the goblin, Teasmade, the dwarf, Arselow, the troll, Rolldeoll, and the wizard, Ovoz. All were very keen to be included and all had been chosen, by various methods, by their peers. However the week before they were scheduled to set out on the quest the elf N’Strength let it slip that he suffered from severe nose bleeds whenever he climbed heights. Therefore, as the quest would probably necessitate their having to negotiate The Really Dense Forest of Dense - a vast wooded area whose trees were so close together that the only way through was to climb up them to the very top and walk along the forest canopy - on the grounds of health and safety the elf N’Safety was drafted in to take his place.

Draybweevil, a man of adventure to the core, eager to begin the quest as soon as possible, had called the six back to Tunnbledemere’s lair.

First, he needed to know if they were all still just as keen take part, and to this end questioned each in turn. “Are you, Bargains, son of Sale?”

“Just as keen, Draybweevil.”

“And you, N’Safety, son of N’Beauty?”

“Likewise, Draybweevil.”

“How about you, Arselow, son of Abitch?”

“Keener than ever, Draybweevil.”

“And you Rolldeoll, son of....” Drayweevil’s brow furrowed. “Who exactly are you the son of, Rolldeoll?”

The troll shrugged and said in his growl of a voice, “Don’t know. Me ma said I is a son of the soil.”

“A soiled son, more like,” said Teasmade, pulling a face. “He stinks like a bog.” The goblin pinched his nose between thumb and finger in illustration of his opinion. “Do we really have to take a troll with us, Draybweevil? I swear he will be neither use nor ornament to us.”

Nods of agreement and mumbles of support from the others backed up Teasmade’s contention.

Draybweevil brushed aside the objections. “I have found in life that anyone can be useful. It is simply a matter of finding that use.”

“For the life of me I can’t see what use a troll could be,” said Teasmade, unwilling to let the matter drop.

“Well maybe an opportunity will present itself whereby Rolldeoll will be able to demonstrate to us what use he can be,” said Draybweevil, and added in a stern voice, “And that is the end of the matter, if you please.”

Continuing from where he left off Draybweevil confirmed that Ovoz and Teasmade were also just as keen to take part in the quest. He then brought the attention of the group to his findings on consulting The Great Booke of Nearly Everythinge, the Dreg bible, and its companion book The Great Mappe of All Worlds. 

He had concluded that the first of the worlds the adventurers would have to pass through in order to begin their quest would be the PC World, a world that, according to The Great Booke of Nearly Everythinge, was a world that although not far away was sometime in the far distant future. Should they successfully negotiate all the obstacles that a visit to the PC World would inevitably entail - which, although the Dregs did not know it at the time, might be considerable, as anyone who has ever gone through the excruciating business of buying anything from PC World and battled manfully to avoid their five year maintenance plan and insurance deals will well understand - next up would be the Carpetworld. Draybweevil further learned from The Great Booke of Nearly Everythinge that of necessity the party would have to pass through a portal in order to reach these mysterious-sounding worlds. Therefore their first task would be to locate such a portal. However, and despite the Booke being a tome comprising over seven thousand pages, with dimensions (in our measure) of three feet long by two feet wide by a foot deep, and weighing in at no less than160 pounds, there was no mention at all of the PC World; in fact the only entry in the Booke where the letters ‘P’ and ‘C’ could be found (joined together stylistically as PC), was in the Future Predictions section, where it simply stated that PC was ‘The initial letters that stand for Politically Correct, a term primarily used as a pejorative to describe language, policies or measures that are intended not to offend or disadvantage any particular group of people in society; in pejorative usage, those who use the term are generally implying that these policies are excessive’. 

After explaining this to the party Draybweevil said, “In particular the Booke advised that it is not deemed to be politically correct - or PC - to make fun of blacks, homosexuals and dwarves. And to especially not offend black, homosexual dwarves.”

“What is a black?” said Bargains, his huge face screwed up in puzzlement. “In all my days I have never heard tell of a black.” 

“Nor had I, Bargains,” said Draybweevil. “And nor indeed have I now heard of a black, for the Booke did not reveal such information.”

“And a homosexual?” said N’Safety, equally mystified. “What’s a homosexual? Queer-sounding sort of thing to my ears. Did the Booke say what a homosexual is?”

Draybweevil shook his head. “Sadly the Booke revealed nothing about homosexuals either.”

“So we can take it that the Booke had nothin’ further to say about black homosexual dwarves then?” said Arselow.

“We can, Arselow.”

“It strikes me that The Great Booke of Nearly Everythinge doesn’t reveal as much as you might think it would, given its name” said Bargains. “Maybe we should re-name it The Not Bad Booke of Nearly Everythinge?”

“More like The Hopeless Booke of Nearly Bugger All,” suggested Teasmade. “For apart from it knowing nothing about blacks and homosexuals I met only with disappointment on consulting it when I wanted to know all about interplanetary travel.”

“We all know what dwarves are of course,” said Arselow.

“Yes, little twats,” Bargains muttered ruefully under his breath, for not a day passed when he didn’t trip up over two or three dwarves, most of whom bit his feet for his trouble.

“We will of course be taking The Great Booke of Nearly Everythinge with us on our great journey,” said Draybweevil. “For we are bound to have cause to call upon its wisdom to throw light on the many problems we will no doubt encounter, and to cope with the many hazards we are bound to face if our quest is to be successful; even though it hasn’t been of use to us inasmuch as the PC World and interplanetary travel are concerned.”

“The Great Booke of Nearly Everythinge has got a very good section on sore feet,” said Bargains, in defence of the Booke. “So it will come in very handy then, because our feet are bound to get sore on such a long trek, tramping all those leagues; and I have enough trouble with sore feet as it is.” As Bargains said this he looked daggers at Arselow. 

The daggers were not wasted on the dwarf, who threw them back with interest. “Well you shouldn’t keep treadin’ on dwarves should you,” he said. “What else do you expect if you keep treadin’ on dwarves all the time? It’s gettin’ so a dwarf can’t walk the fields and pastures in safety with you around, you great lump.”

“Well you should get out of my way,” said Bargains. “You ought to see me coming, I’m big enough.” This was true, for the giant stood a smidgeon over twenty feet tall, from the tip of his long straw-coloured hair to the toes of his purple suede size thirty-seven and a half boots. He was dressed in an emerald green woollen tunic, as green as young barley shoots shot with silver beads of dew, which he wore over a blouson of pure white cotton that showed off to good effect the ever-present chased solid silver talisman suspended from the smoke blue silk choker adorning his forty inch neck. The tunic was held in place at the waist by a large, deeply-burnished and tooled brown leather belt which sported a shiny silver buckle in the shape of a chain of forget-me-nots and daffodils. His trousers were a blue as deep as the deep blue water of Dreg’s largest lake, the Lagoon of Missing Souls and Absent Monsters; his socks, fifty per cent wool, fifty per cent hemp, were in azure blue, sunburst yellow and aubergine mauve horizontal stripes. 

“And you should look where you’re going, you great lummox,” said Arselow. In stark contrast to the giant Arselow stood at a height of just two feet ten inches, a little below average height for a Dreg dwarf. His head, in common with dwarves, made up about thirty per cent of his overall height. His ruddy face was framed by a mass of tangled, curly hair, brown flecked with white, both on his head and on his chin. Masses of additional hair sprouting from his ears gave him the overall appearance of someone peering through a hawthorn bush in early bloom. His eyebrows, the same colour as his hair, and shaped in almost complete semi-circles, framed his piercing eyes, eyes as blue as the ice that could sometimes be seen on the Very Foggy mountain on days when it wasn’t too foggy. His nose, round, large and permanently red, looked as though it had been stuck onto his face as an afterthought, rather than formed in the womb. His mouth, which could be glimpsed only occasionally through his thick moustache and beard, contained a variety of teeth in various shapes, sizes and hues, and, as we have already learned, a permanently sarcastic tongue. He was dressed in a tan-coloured knee-length smock and a pair of wellington-type boots, and when he walked it was with a pronounced limp as the boots were too big for him and fouled his crotch. The raison d’être of this sartorial ensemble, and that of the giant, Bargains, was another example of going large with the extraneous and entirely unnecessary lengthy description of a character’s appearance habitually doled out, as if by rote, by the writers of fantasy novels, for the same reason
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