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Chapter 1

Diddo

The four adventurers surrounded the sucksand hole where Captain Shanner writhed madly, the muck already oozing up to his knees.

“Get me from this ghastly predicament,” he cried out in his tender voice.

Thain Karldayn, glyn-warrior and leader of the party, stirred everyone into action. “Rook,” he commanded the sprightly half-bender, “use your superior agility to climb up into the canopy of swamp trees and set a line.”

“Angust,” he ordered the muscular sharn-player, “lie at the edge of the hole and reach your scabbard to the Captain. Until the line is set, you’ll have to hold him.”

“Sophistus,” he asserted to the upstart mage, “prepare a conjuration to free our comrade.”

The three adventurers set upon their respective tasks. Thain Karldayn folded his arms and nodded at the struggling Captain. “Don’t fret my companion, we are fast at work to rescue you.”

“I surely appreciate the marvelous effort,” he replied with a quick snap of his eyelids, the slime and grit grasping at his thighs and crotch as if alive, “but perhaps an additional personage aiding the project, especially someone of your ability, would ensure my continued vitality.”

Thain removed a strip of jerk-modden from his belt-pouch and tore into it greedily. “My supervision is sufficient in this instance,” he said with a mouthful of the meat.

Captain Shanner flopped on his side and stretched for Angust’s scabbard. “Of course my full confidence is with you Thain.” Through the splatter of muck across his face he managed a goofy smile and a second flutter of his lashes. “It’s just...I feel that...”

“Captain, you have been in my service long enough to understand how I work. Assignment by greatest attribute. You see, when a conflict arises—”

“Thain! Thain!”

The glyn-warrior turned angrily to the frantic mage. “What have I said about interruptions while an individual is speaking?”

“But Thain there’s—”

“Sophistus! Chopping someone off in mid-sentence is the signature of common rabble. And proper manners aside, the Captain was just about to be thoroughly enthralled by my dictation. Weren’t you Captain Shanner?”

The sinking man (the grime was above his waist now, seeping through his chainmail and down to his privates) gasped at the humid swamp air, his hands clinging midway along Angust’s jeweled scabbard. “Certainly,” he finally squealed.

Thain snagged a second bite of jerk-modden, chewing a few times before spitting a hard piece of it into a clump of squagg bushes. “Sophistus, do you see the error of your ways?”

“Yes Thain.” The mage rubbed at the line of shiny acne along his chin.

“Grand. Now then, what is this urgency?”

“I’m short on spell components.”

Captain Shanner shrieked.

Thain hushed the Captain then turned to the magic-wielder. “Sophistus, where is your Fantastic Holding Plenty of Stuff Bag? The one you found after transforming that gyrak beast into a vegetarian?”

“Left it on the boat.”

Captain Shanner shrieked again, gurgling out a draught of sand-slime.

Sophistus shrugged. “I thought I could carry enough with me. Alas, as it is now, I couldn’t cast my way out of a parchment sack.”

From up in the swamp tree, Rook glowered. “Leaving something that valuable on the boat? Hah! We all know the real reason the mewling scut didn’t take it with him.”

Sophistus frowned up into the shadowy, enveloping sphere of tacaucus leaves and swamp mist. “You keep quiet you...you...YOU!”

The half-bender had tied one end of a line to a sturdy branch and the other to the shaft of a loaded bolt. He aimed his wrist-mounted miniature crossbow below. “Never seen someone so obsessed before. Acts as if the heavens will come crashing down if a bit of swamp water touches his precious bag.” Rook steadied himself, and then fired. Captain Shanner yelped as the bolt whizzed inches from his outstretched arm, plunging with a thooop! into the quasi-soft center of the hole.

“Close your wretched mouth!” Sophistus shouted, scooping up a handful of damp stenchmoss. In a hurried whirl, he pitched it overhead. Rook gleefully watched as the clump sailed left, missing by fifteen head-lengths.

“It’s not even a bag, spell boy! I’ll tell you what the true name is. It’s a purse!” Rook plucked at the length of rope like a karnnia player “Did you hear me pignut, a purse!”

Sophistus’ eyes bulged as he bent for another projectile. “Hold your inflated head out half-bender! I shant miss!”

Angust spoke up, immediately regretting it as he saw the glyn-warrior strut forward. But the words were out. “Perhaps a nice melodious Song of the Glade would put everyone in better spirits?”

Thain swept his arms up as if preparing to take flight, ignoring the Bard’s suggestion. “Cease your bickering!” He waved a single finger at the mage, and then gestured to Rook. “If the line is secure, climb down.”

Sophistus spied the half-bender suspiciously, wringing his hands in harsh turns. “What to do next Thain?”

Thain spit a second wad of jerk-modden. “Diddo!” he shouted. “Diddo!”

A cluster of lavender blechee grass shook wildly. The adolescent knave popped forth, his face flushed the color of knod berries at harvest time. “Right here.”

“Venture to the boat and fetch Sophistus his Wonderful Holding Plenty of Stuff Bag.”

“Not Wonderful. Fantastic,” Sophistus mumbled, wrists working his clasped hands rapidly.

“Right. Right. Many thanks for the correction Sophistus.”

Thain pointed north, where their small cutter was tied. “Off then Diddo. Like the wind!”

Diddo bounded away, plunging into the dense swamp flora, when Thain suddenly called for his return. The boy glanced back, baffled. “Liege Thain?”

Thain folded his arms, leather boot swishing about in the shallow muck, gulping down the last of his snack. When Diddo finally skulked back, his face was the color of overripe knod berries. The glyn-warrior stood tall over him. “What is the meaning of that?”

“My...ah...what...”

“That.” Thain bent close, two mailed index fingers targeting the oblong patch of fur that wriggled around the boy’s ankle.

“Just a peedlemunk.”

“I’m aware of the species. But why is it attached to your leg?”

“Peedlemunk mating season I suppose. They get rather frisky this time of the year. Latch onto almost anything.”

Thain’s mouth wavered between bewilderment and disdain. “Remove it Diddo.”

“I really don’t see why...” Diddo’s voice flattened as his gaze met the slowly closing eyelids of his leader. Conceding, he shook his leg vigorously. The creature remained, speeding up its squirming in fact, apparently receiving an additional thrill from the boy’s shake. Only when Diddo whacked his leg against a xacca tree did the peedlemunk come loose, arching its gray-green mottled back in a display of agony. It fell dead in the shape of a ratty, bloody C.

“Off Diddo!” Thain cried. The knave sprang away, fairly sure he remembered the way to the boat.

“Remember, like the wind!” Captain Shanner added meekly from the slurping pit.

Once out of sight Diddo ducked in the thick vegetation, lowering his jerkins and squatting in one motion. His hands were quick, stroking at an obscene pace. It was terribly inappropriate, especially considering the Captain’s dilemma, but by the Deities of Love and Might! That peedlemunk got him going!

If Diddo hadn’t seen the one straddling the tie line, the webbed feet dangling to-and-fro like a pendulum, he would’ve walked up without knowing anything was amiss.

The forearm-tall nau-nully tittered from its perch, tiny blade sawing methodically at the rope. Diddo approached, drawing his own weapon, and either from movement or smell, he couldn’t be sure, the thing was alerted immediately. An alarm sounded from its rumpled mouth, raw and birdlike.

Seven bulbous heads peered over from within the cutter, their stupid eyes scanning nervously.

With his chance for a surprise attack blown, Diddo bounded forward, whooping his war cry. “Vashingadei!” His short sword swung chaotically, sparing neither creeper vine nor squagg bush. “Vashingadei you vermin!”

The nau-nullys somersaulted into the dirty water, croaking anxiously as they went. Diddo knew the creatures to be a frightful lot, fighting only if cornered (even then, the pimply amphibians were prone to grovel endlessly rather than fight, promising insect-free abodes or like-minded services). More the surprise for Diddo then as he reached the boat, his legs thigh-high in water, that the rope-cutting nau-nully remained. The doll-size humanoid continued to work, ignoring the knave as if releasing the boat meant safety.

Diddo raised his sword, hoping the creature would come to its senses and recognize the dire situation. Killing was for Thain and the other adventurers. The fancy of this young knave was in the arena of lovemaking.

Alas the nau-nully was some kind of dimwitted rogue, slippery legs wrapped tightly on the rope, its weapon a few strokes from finishing.

“Vashingadei!” The nau-nully was sliced in half, the waist and above flipping over the boat with a floompp! into the water, the lower portion clinging to the rope, bursting a mini-geyser of blood. Diddo grabbed the body part and threw it in his belt pouch (nau-nullys were a poor man’s delicacy favored throughout the land), then lowered his sword in the water to wash away the blood and gut bits.

Their belongings were a mess. The little fiends had fumbled through some extra clothing and blankets, mucking them up with swamp water. He immediately found the bag (beneath Angust’s collection of weemullets—a good luck charm the strong man brought along on every adventure) and turned to the marshy bank, suppressing another urge to tinker with himself.

Stay heady lad, he thought, tearing across the bank into the foliage, does your lusty tool rule you or do you rule it?

Only a small time later, the Fantastic Holding Plenty of Stuff Bag thrown aside, both his hands kneading and pumping, Diddo cried out. He quickly tied up his leggings and hurried off to the group.

Angust was laying aside the pool, moaning softly, the other three adventurers standing in a solemn row, as Diddo came shouting and waving his arms.

“Have it here! The bag! The bag!” Diddo was halfway to the party, surprised they were ignoring him, when he spotted the line. One of Captain Shanner’s gloves was attached like flypaper. Diddo stopped and lowered his head.

Thain stepped forward. He cleared his throat and commented (in a rather glib manner Diddo felt) on Captain Shanner’s bravery and loyal years of servitude. “A fine manservant, a good heart, a better warrior,” he concluded. Thain moved back and shut his eyes, awaiting supporting words of solace. When his fellows failed him, he shot out a swift elbow.

Sophistus murmured an acknowledgment. He quietly shuffled ahead. “Terrible loss,” he said, and then returned to his spot to the left of Thain.

Rook jumped to the pool’s edge, almost too eagerly, and said, “The finest silk boutique owners of Xettindeg and the floral peddlers of Ciat will surely miss one of their truest customers.”

Thain nudged Angust with his boot. The raspy-voiced minstrel (with his back-pain acting up, Angust’s verbal energies went toward maintaining a constant moan, overworking his vocal chords) garbled something close to “may he rest in a peaceful slumber.”

Thain shot a glance at the knave behind, expecting to command the young jolthead, but the squeaky voice had already begun. “A true sorrow. I am saddened at this terrible tragedy...sorry even though he was a bit of a hugger-bugger.”

Thain’s eyebrows furrowed deep. Rook and Sophistus turned simultaneously, hesitant smirks forming across their faces.

“And that affected voice was enough to make you want to regurgitate the best Falstaff Inn feast.”

“Diddo that’s enough,” Thain said.

“There was one time he invited me on an excursion to the Forest of Sprites, Phillitters, and Other Overly Friendly Woodland Creatures That Enjoy Theater and Oko Music. Really quite trying getting out of—”

“DIDDO!”

The boy cowered, crunching down in terror not as if his liege scolded him but instead a demon-master had hurled a giant firearrow. Thain was surprised at his power, excited to tell the regal speech instructors there was some progress in his demonstrative commanding techniques, but then he too saw the huge shape overhead, his eyes following Diddo’s lead and blasting wide.

The cutter boat plummeted through the vines and branches, piercing the soft ground like a metal weapon into a weedy shag monster.

The group dispersed with the impact, ducking for cover behind whatever swamp-brush was closest and sprouted the widest palms. Even sore-backed Angust was sufficiently unnerved and he scrambled for cover, though his movement was more of a hobbled scurry than a run.

Diddo and Rook found themselves behind the same giant ryloan flower. The half-bender peered through the black-and-gold husks to the clearing. “What is it?” Diddo choked.

“Naught a thing, but it is your ears that should open wide now.”

“Huh?” Diddo replied. The only sounds were the soft gurgling of the sucksand, and the occasional thsssurp! of whisperfowl, the flatulence-prone winged swamp denizen. “There’s nothing Rook. What is—”

“Think!” he cracked. “What is the only marsh creature lively enough to toss a thirty-five head-length-long cutter?”

As if to answer the trickster, a thunderous splash!-squish!-boom! sounded fifty yards north. Immediately, a second splash!-squish!-boom!, and a third, then a heavy, drawn breath high in the shrouded leafy umbrella. Diddo turned away, his hands reaching below for what he thought might be the last time, but then Rook was grabbing him, telling him to behold the terrific sight as the tallest swamp trees were torn asunder and the giant form was visible in the mist.

Marsh titans rarely bothered with humans and their ilk, happiest when propped up against a foggy riverbank, monstrous three-toed feet dipping into the muck and sludge. Besides, they preferred a trim figure, avoiding meat to instead eat inordinate amounts of houshnuts and leekee leaves.

Thain stepped forward from his cover, exposing himself to whatever else the gargantuan humanoid felt like throwing. “Hold your ground,” he said to his men with the all the confidence of someone who’s contracted the dreaded sexually driven Troolie sickness.

The marsh titan blinked at Thain, then surveyed the clearing. An angry whisperfowl darted from the knothole of a fallen xacca tree, flying defiantly close to the bridge of the giant’s nose. The feathered creature let loose a malodorous spray, forcing the titan to grimace, then dodged a massive fist to escape into the haze.

Thain spoke again, his voice cracking and jumping like a wild yellow-eyed puttock. “Why the virulence mighty marsh titan?”

“Sumbon bin browing brench-boss.” He used one of his thick fingers to pick at the gray-green splotch on his cheek. “Boo dou know bat bit boes do da skin?”

“I can assure you formidable one,” Thain began “that none of the members of this party would ever knowingly or maliciously throw—”

One prodigious foot slammed into the pool of sucksand. The grainy mud spurted like a geyser, drenching Thain. His arm hovered in the air, the glop dripping across his armor in a slimy sheet. Thain uncurled a finger and pointed.

The marsh titan looked momentarily confused before a heavy understanding dawned on his thickset face. His almond-shaped eyes followed the invisible line emanating from Thain’s finger. Three additional arms rose to point three additional fingers.

Sophistus scoffed at his fellows’ silent accusations, then quickly looked behind, as if to find some person holding squishy balls of stench-moss. He spun around, stumbling on a root, and fell forward. Eyes locked on the titan’s weighty scowl, the mage’s bladder let loose.


Chapter 2

Ruins

“Picking up after? Is that what you said?”

“Diddo, best not to dwell on it.”

“Suppose you’re right...it’s just...to handle the waste of something that big.”

“Marsh titans have an inclination toward tidiness similar to skaza-cats. Sophistus will just have to make the best of his ill-fated hide.”

“And what of our collective hide?” Rook strode up next to Thain and the boy, craning his neck up. “We are now without a magic-user and down one fighter to boot.”

Angust, grunting through his suffering back, added from ten paces back: “Our transport is done for as well. Even if we complete our quest, how will we safely return across the swamp?”

“Fellows,” Thain said, “our destination is near. Your focus should be on what is happening now and what will be now in a short while, and not what used to be now, or what could’ve been now.”

Rook cleared his throat, waving Diddo aside to walk shoulder to waist with Thain. He poked the glyn-warrior’s hip. “But if what is now,” the trickster started, Diddo moving away, feigning comprehension of the conversation, “is not the now we had planned on, and we geared our preparations on what we thought would come considering the previous now, or at least what we expected of the previous now, then how can it be proper to continue on our present course? Toward a completely new and unexpected future now?”

Thain tilted his head playfully. His mailed hand closed firmly on the half-bender’s shoulder. “But you’re forgetting one thing my single-browed friend. Pontificating now, in the actual now, and not in the now you presumed would be the actual now, on the possibility resulting from some erroneous now, can only lead to a fault-ridden conclusion.”

Rook crinkled his pug nose, heavy in thought, and then suddenly jumped up in excitement. “Yes! Yes! What an idle-headed codpiece I’ve been! How did I fall into such a trap?”

Thain stood tall, strutting ahead of the thief and the boy. “Each day there is something new to learn Rook. And do not be too hard on yourself—you do recognize sagacity when it is presented flawlessly.”

“Thank you Liege Thain.”

“Thank you indeed,” Diddo threw in for the hell of it, nodding in agreement. He was completely lost of course, the pair making less sense than kjordic folk imbibing ryk ale on Ole’ Whorespunkers Day. As they continued to discuss the nature of time, Diddo dropped behind to where Angust gimped, thinking how much a good fiddle would feel right now.

Now, as in the actual now. Not some other, transparent now.

Rising from the bog was an isolated ridge. The remnants of a stonewall outlined a square in a bumpy outcropping. A tower stood in the southwest corner, the top third blackened and scarred, having suffering from some fire assault. Centered within the crumbled wall was a worn stone structure overrun with ramblegrass. A rough-hewn set of steps led up the north slope to an open space in the wall rubble, the former spot of a front gate.

“Hold men,” Thain said. “The final stage of the journey has begun. The Golden Helm of Truth lies within. Without this treasure, the gracious King of Phenobia cannot discover what the imprisoned Chyyik Wizard of the Fifteen Forests knows of the Ever-spiraling Cubic Doorway located in the Doom Cavern of Mist, Fire, Frost, Fog, Smoke, Ice, Lava, and those highly troublesome Mini-lighting Bolts.” Thain posed on the first of the steps, sword held high. “Angust, is your Ax of Exceptional Manly Heftiness at the ready?”

“Yes my Liege!” Angust whinnied through gritted teeth, back cracking like a thick branch.

“Rook, are your Crossbows of Small Size Yet Immense Accuracy prepared?”

“Yes my Liege!”

“Diddo, are you ready to act as our fill-in spell caster and practice a magic or two using Sophistus’ components?”

There was no response from the knave. A sour wind drifted from deep in the swamp (a gathering of whisperfowl flitted nosily to the south), forcing four noses to crinkle.

“Diddo?”

The boy was turned away from the group. His arms scrambled from around his front.

“Diddo!”

“Right! I’m...here. And waiting to be ready—I mean ready and waiting...and let’s go get ’em!”

Thain’s eyes blew up into enormous circles. “You did say you had apprenticeship with Sage Grumby Osmoddious of Nyk-Nyk?”

“Surely as the great moth beast flies west every autumnal moon.”

“Therefore I’m assuming you can manage an incantation if we are in need. Correct Diddo?”

“Every confidence should be with you Liege,” Diddo said, thinking back to his four days with Osmoddious, cleaning the animal cages and filing the extensive scroll collection. If only he hadn’t dropped that Elixir of Homoerotic Passion in Good Lady Osmoddious’ supper, he wouldn’t have been thrown out and instead received genuine spell-casting experience!

Angust heaved his plated shoulder against the tower door. The crash of metal rattled the wood frame violently. Cheeks flushed from the exertion, Angust looked at Thain for a signal. The glyn-warrior shot a gaze of confidence—you can do it. Angust steadied himself and leapt at the door with a blood-curdling howl.

“Excuse my ignorance Liege,” Diddo shouted over the battering, “but why bother with the tower? The wanted treasure is most likely within the main structure.”

“Lad, there are numerous things adventurers must know when exploring ruins, and one of the first is the challenge of coverage.”

“Coverage?”

“Indeed.” Thain slapped Angust on the elbow, pointed to the strongman’s ax, then the stubborn door. “Diddo, think of this. A given area may yield treasure, clues, traps, creature encounters, secret passages. Truly a host of possibilities. Right?”

“Right as the angle of a vhourkus demon’s forked tongue.”

Thain strained over the first of Angust’s ax blows. “Well then,” he shouted “given all that comes with surmounting obstacles—the potential for gaining experience, the increased probability of discovering valuables—why wouldn’t a hearty group such as we tackle an adventure to the fullest?”

Diddo, who was not a deep-thinker (the type of fellow who considered the Tola Grab matches the retired sages and warlocks played in Harn Commons extremely tiresome), looked up at the glyn-warrior, then the sky. The only sound was the fatigued bard swinging, having managed only a few meager nicks in the door’s surface. Finally he spoke in a careful whisper. “When you put it that way Liege, it all makes such sense.”

Thain folded his arms, almost hugging himself, leaning forward with a wink to the young boy. Rook stuck out his hand and shook Diddo’s wrist. “You’ve got it now.”

Diddo grinned stupidly, not caring if he was overdoing it or not. It was genuine. For the first time since being employed as an adventurers’ fetch boy, he felt a purpose, like he was a true party member. He raised the magic bag, a fiercely dogged expression entrenched on his face, and turned to root Angust on against the door.

A few minutes later, Angust dropped to his knees, defeated. “Pardon my inability Liege, but it naught be forced.”

Thain gulped uncertainly, surveyed his party, the obstinate tower door. He suddenly flashed his sword from its scabbard. “Forget the door! Forget coverage! On to take the Helm!”

Never one to accept defeat easily, Angust traversed the bailey cursing, stomping through violet-green ramblegrass and splatters of whisperfowl droppings. When he reached the double doors fronting the rectangular inner building, the others quickly stepped aside. “I shall not fail twice Liege!” Angust hunched, then threw himself at the doors.

To the misfortune of the brawny entertainer, residents of ignoble places tended toward idiocy. Some motley-minded occupant had forgotten a primary rule of monsterdom—always lock, if not trap, the lair entrance. Angust slipped through the oaken portals with the rapidity of a doom dragon’s bowel movement after feasting upon a hamlet. There came a sobbing “Ass mutt!” then the doors swung shut. Thain looked to Rook who looked to Diddo, descending expressions of concern.

“Aeeiii. Oh aaah. Ooooo…aeeik…yeah!”

Rook bent over and began kneading with his hands, his pudgy toes still burrowing against Angust’s bare back. If there was one talent half-benders were known for, it was their thorough walk-rubs.

Diddo peeked from behind the pile of Angust’s armor and underclothes piled in his arms, entranced by the short one’s therapeutic skill. “Here,” Thain said to the boy, motioning at three doors in the far wall of the small entry chamber. “Now the marking on this middle door,” Thain said as the boy wandered over, “is a sure sign of filler covered with brown dye.”

Diddo crumpled his lips, eyes dancing. The pseudo-erotic wails of Angust swirled through the musty chamber air.

“That means lad that someone tinkered with this door, trapped it, magical or non, then covered it to hide the handiwork.”

“Oh of course Liege,” Diddo popped, arms straining. “Keen eye you have.”

“And here.” Thain stepped to the left door and circled his palm like an auctioneer selling his prize item. “Similar markings,” he continued, noticeably distracted by the obscene laments. Thain leaned close so his eyeball was inches away from the door surface. “Can almost see the drill-hole where—”

Thain looked up, wondering why the boy wasn’t aside him gleaning the advantageous lore. When he spotted the youngster clawing for the right door, somehow balancing the equipment between the wall, his torso, and his left arm, Thain reeled back. “Diddo! Wait!”

But the door snapped open, a fury of green magic light glittering around the edges, Diddo’s hand covered by the luminescence in a mini-shroud, the boy reading Thain’s lips—no it’s a trap—hearing only his own heart throb, beating to the cadence of some timeless clock. It was the timepiece of ineptitude, Diddo’s personal one that tracked the minutes until his next folly.

Diddo faced the door, afraid to turn and see the fate of his fellows. He didn’t have too. The shifting-stone sound drowning out the frantic voices, first of surprise then of terror, told the story.


Chapter 3

Tok

“Nothing Diddo.”

“Don’t you think you’re going overboard? Really when you think about it.”

“Touch nothing!”

“Certainly Liege. I don’t have to be told twice. It’s just the middle and left doors were trapped so why wouldn’t it follow that the right door—”

“Diddo!” Thain stepped around the dark hole in the floor, wondering just how far Rook and Angust had fallen. “Drop the bard’s goods and follow me.”

“Right Liege.” Thain started to the double doors from where they had entered, but when Diddo lagged behind, he stopped and angrily turned. “Lad, did I just not say for you to fol—” Thain threw his hands up in dismay as the boy dumped the armor and supplies in the pit. Stepping to the edge, standing rudely as if it were a urinal hole, the glyn-warrior looked down bewildered, then to Diddo, then back down. “Why did you go and do a thing like that?”

“But...but you said drop...well I mean...you sort of wanted a dead king and his riches thing...right?”

Thain’s face was a pained contortion. “Exactly Diddo.” He sighed. “Just happily surprised to see you understood.”

Diddo beamed as they left the chamber. Thain fought down the urge to strike the boy. Dead king and his riches? Indeed!

There were six pillars in all, a sputtering torch weakly illuminating the sculpted feminine silhouettes. They formed two east-west facing triangles, with an avenue of fetid rubbish in between. The far walls of the room were dark mouths reaching to the ceiling, biting inward, the heads and up-reaching arms of the pillar-figures cut off in black blindfolds. Across from where Thain and Diddo stood, past the mesh of broken weapons, cracked bones, dirty rocks, and miscellaneous junk, was a back-chamber. It was a chamber within a chamber, scooped out in a semi-circle, enclosed by a four-foot high wall. The wall had been formed using goods from the debris, piled and dumped haphazardly.

Diddo spun around and tugged at the door. It stayed shut. A broken whimper floated through the stank air of the place, reverberating off the hidden yet surely high-vaulted ceiling. Thain hovered disdainfully over the knave. “What pretell are you attempting?”

“It’s all true! I had thought it was all a bunch of rumor-mongering to curb youthful exuberance but it turns out to be true!”

“Diddo, what sort of game is this?”

“You could not understand Liege Thain for I am weak and easily succumb to the base smarmy instincts of human nature.” Diddo raised a leg against the door, thinking leverage. “I’ve been with myself...often...it’s not an easy thing to say aloud...oh the things you hear about it—brooding mood swings, night sweats, impulsive hard language, unusual beastly longings. For me, visions! How strong they are! Giant statues of sumptuous women. How they mock me Liege Thain!”

Thain wrenched the boy from his struggle with the door. “The room of statues is within my sight as well.”

Diddo’s jaw hung, molding his mouth into an oval. He stood silent, contemplating. “So what I’m seeing is not the rambling guilt-filled confusion of a frisky pubescent mind? It’s not a hallucination to make my eyes see a murky lair of gloom but instead an actual murky lair of gloom?”

“Now you’ve caught on.”

“But didn’t we just exit the way we entered the edifice?”

“Yes”

“Yet we’re not outside.”

“Diddo, you would do well to study creature habitation layout designs. That small entry room we left was a classic example of the three trap door reversal room.”

“Aaaah,” Diddo said scratching himself boldly. “So despite the loss of more than half our party, we’re not ending this adventure?”

“No lad.”

Diddo smiled weakly, then vaulted crazily at the door, banging and pounding. A flash of blood blossomed in his cheeks; combined with the pillar torch light his skin was shaded a queer orange color. He began heaving, spittle spraying out in a mist.

“Diddo. Come now.”

“Pardon my cowardice Liege,” he said panting, “but whatever may live beyond that wall is not an answer I want to discover.”

“With my swordplay and experience and your unrefined yet...well, unseasoned though...ah, um. Well...I shall carry us to a sure victory!”

Diddo ended his onslaught and fell against the door. “You’ve instilled a new confidence in me,” he said dully, not believing the words even a little, just hoping to survive and see his first live completely naked female, “let us delve forward into the unknown forces of darkness.”

The boy shuddered from behind the right pillar. Thain spoke quietly across the path of rubbish. “When I charge to route out the creature, you’re to take up a defensive position on the opposite side. Stay low and use the wall to your advantage. Whatever spell you are able to muster, no matter the level, try it.” Thain performed his pre-attack stance—knee bend, pirouette, sword lunge—then leapt over a pointed hump of decayed bones. “Diddo, I charge now!”

He cleared the lane of debris and was about fifteen head-lengths from the wall when the hissing began. A pair of sticky feelers appeared from over the wall, glistening, creeping.

“Diddo, I’ll take it to the left.” Thain scuttled toward where the makeshift bulwark bellied up against the chamber wall. Twirling his sword, he glanced back to Diddo. “Get to the right lad!” Thain focused again on the pit, four additional feelers skulking up from its depths.

The boy was unmoving. His tongue swayed from side to side, jutting from between his lips like a hairless baby wyskeen searching for its mother. He stood within the dancing shadows of the torch light, the pillar-statue seemingly writhing before him, creamy thighs and hips gyrating to a sultry Hollic rhythm. Two hands formed a quickly closing circle about his groin…

“Diddo!”

“Um.” Heart beating hard in the excited state, Diddo recoiled from the statue, tripping over a wooden flask, its ancient wrappings flaking like tiny flags. He jumped up, fumbling for the bag. He raced for the wall, his fingers groping blindly for the ingredients—Saffi powder, Terra stick, potion of levitation. He skidded to a halt, half-turning to catch Thain duck under a swooping attack by one of the paralytic feelers. The source of the feelers—burgeoning from atop three oblong reptilian heads—now jutted up from the pit. It was an elephantine tok creature!

If only he could remember. Was the Terra stick dipped in the powder first, or the potion? Flinging his hands in despair, Diddo kicked off his felt moccasin. Pad side up, the powder first. Pad down, the potion.

The powder felt damp (perhaps water had hit it during the nau-nully battle) but Diddo went ahead with the spell. Thain was defending well against the tok creature, though without a sword (it was embedded in the third head which flopped like dead meat aside the other two snapping and snarling), the extensive body maneuvers would soon fatigue the warrior. The grunts Thain made were increasingly loud and squeamish, pressuring the knave to hurry his work.

Diddo spread the powder evenly around a three head-length diameter section of the barrier. He wavered, the stench of the Saffi heavy and stuffy, making him feel lightheaded. He readied the Terra Stick, dousing it with the potion, and bent to enchant the area. His hand hovered and then stopped, a wave of inner tension hitting him. Diddo immediately wondered if this hesitancy was due to the inhalation of the repulsive powder.

He stepped back closer to the pillar, the rigid sensation blooming, watching his Liege in grand performance. The serpentine brute had Thain wedged between where the chamber wall and the defensive breastwork met, a brave hand flashing a mailed glove frantically. “I fear not!” Thain was shouting at the dull, milky eye of the creature’s left head. “Victory is at hand!” Thain’s armored fist came down hard yet missed its target, instead smashing a layer of the makeshift wall into the pit.

Diddo knew to hurry with the spell, though the feeling that had stopped him was stronger now. He looked down at himself, dropping the Terra Stick. The truth was as evident as before. It was not the powder at all. Full arousal! Oh dastardly timing!

Not questioning his rash decision, Diddo grabbed himself over the leather jerkin and rubbed until three shakes of a mammot’s tail later (a new record) he achieved the final pleasure. “Oh my...Yyyyeeessss!”

Despite the noises of the tok creature, the jabbing sucking maws reverberating hooummps! through the deepest reaches of the chamber, Thain heard the boy’s cry. “Yes lad, now is the appropriate—” Thain ducked and rolled to one knee, one glistening mouth shaving off the plume of his helmet, the other sloppy orifice knocking him flat. “The appropriate time!” he screamed, sounding more and more like Captain Shanner.

Diddo jumped for the cover of the pillar, wanting to hide, embarrassed and frightened, then suddenly understood the trepidation in Thain’s voice, the true meaning of the words. “Springing into action Liege Thain!” His voice was small beneath the clamor of the struggle, two of the monster’s feelers having wrapped Thain’s elbow, digging into the space between armor searching for flesh. Diddo snatched the stick and then dove for the powdered section of the wall, screaming the chant: “Oblegoo, oblegaa, oblegoo, yaah! Da-de-de-da cast this spell!” To Diddo’s gleeful surprise, the powder danced up to form sand-like arms that attached to various items within the wall. A shattered hipbone of some giant humanoid twirled to life; two bronze table legs danced a bobbing X; a stone bust of a noble floated as a weelbug. Diddo jumped and pointed to the combatants. “It worked! I’m a spellcaster!” He spun, falling over his own feet. He balanced himself to avoid a nasty drop, but was left on his knees, mouth agape, watching as the debris launched at the unintended target with the speed of a volley of crossbow bolts. Thain avoided the first round with a flat drop-and-roll; the second burst however proved too much. A massive wooden table base and a jagged Tauron vase fragment rose up and shot forward. The table base smashed into the warrior’s back and bounced up into the darkness; the sharp-edged vase stuck the breastplate near the collarbone, like a buccaneer’s parrot.

“Aaargh!” Thain yelled, disbelieving the blood that began to seep from his shoulder. “What have you wrought boy!”

The knave shunned the bulging eyes of his master, mortified by the muffed spell. Something must be done to stop this mishap! Diddo grabbed for the iron chest that spun wildly within a cloud of animated powder, set to catapult away. He stopped its progress momentarily, but then a rusted candelabrum was lifted magically from the wall and swung around as a boomerang, knocking Diddo on his back.

Hands buried across his unripe face, the scream of agony from his master was too much to bear. Diddo waited until it ended before looking up. Liege Thain Karldayn, glyn-warrior, defender of the weak, conveyor of beneficial instruction, and high-class gentleman, wobbled pitifully, hopelessly. The iron chest had struck center on the breastplate, knocking him to the cavern wall. The candelabra had followed, viciously impaling the man in the midsection.

The tok creature, looking bemused and baffled, took advantage of the dying knight’s condition—its two remaining heads bent down to opposing ends, jaws stretched wide to tear the meal in half, each then swallowing whole. Diddo’s hands fell again to hide his face. “Oh the misfortune,” he whimpered, hoping his death would be quicker and less gruesome.

Some time passed before Diddo stood. He had expected to be eaten but the tok creature remained in place, making choking and slurping noises. The knave watched in a daze as pieces of armor and miscellaneous equipment shot from the deep gullets.

“Pardon me!” he shouted under the cacophonous belching and gnarling. “Prolonging the inevitable is terribly painful! Why don’t you just finish me off?”

The center head and neck swooped to Diddo. The boy instinctively jumped back from the four head-length diameter snout. “Because tok is full after one knight,” it said, croaking up a mucus-covered helmet.

The other head darted over. Up close, Diddo noted this one was thinner and had gray tufts about its chin. “Tok doesn’t like smell of you besides.”

Diddo sighed at the irony. A powerful band of adventurers and who survives but the simple knave with the libido of a myesunk at harvest time. He looked solemnly from one head to the other. “I suppose I’m to become some sort of cave gopher. Sweeping up the rubble. Providing upkeep of the wall. Warn you if any others try to come and steal your Golden Helm of Truth.” Diddo motioned to the curvaceous statues. “Wouldn’t mind starting the job by polishing—”

“What treasure you seek?” both mouths said in unison.

“The Golden Helm of Truth.”

The tok creature reared back and snorted. From the center maw came the candelabrum, the right, Thain’s scabbard. “That bauble is west, lost in the Hills of Confused Livestock,” the bearded head spoke. “Where sheep and pigs and cows deluded to think themselves predators.”

Diddo scratched his chin. “Then even if we had defeated you, there would have been many more days of struggle to get the Helm.”

“That helm, yes,” the tok creature said with both mouths. The larger head arched down into the pit and returned holding something lavender in its jaw. “We do have other,” said the bearded head, “but it is the useless Helm of Innumerable Pleasures.”

A spark seemingly was lit within the knave. His eyes grew intense and within his mind flash-images of gratification twirled and leapt. “Why useless?” he blurted out.

“Tok creature is asexual.”

“Then how does—” Diddo gulped down and snapped his mouth shut. There are some things better left unknown. Instead he gathered himself and said calmly, “While enslaved, would it be too much to ask...to give it a test...I mean if...”

“Take it with you,” the creature said miraculously, dropping it at the boy’s feet.

Diddo shook himself to keep from fainting. “You mean I can leave? With the Helm of Innumerable Pleasures?”

“There is no need of you here. Besides, we told you the smell is repulsive. It seems to emanate from between your lower limbs.”

Diddo was so joyous; he wished Angust were around to croon one of his court melodies. “I don’t know how to thank you...ah...what are you called?”

“Ab Cdef-Ghi. And what do you go by pungent human?”

“Diddo.”

The heads spun to where the snouts countered each other, a few inches apart. “A human with the same name as tok creature?”

“No, no. Not Ditto. Diddo.”

The heads bounced in approval. “Well Diddo you can leave through this secret entrance.” The creature nudged a section of the east wall. A crumble of crushed rock was followed by a gloomy tunnel grinding open. “Travel straight through until you pass bolted door.”

“And on the other side of the door is my freedom!” Diddo chirped.

“No. Pass door. On other side is crazed horde of fishmen.”

“Oh.”

“Just walk a bit farther and you will see the exit to the swamp.”

Diddo picked up the Helm, cradling it. “Thanks again. And I’m sorry about your loss.” He pointed to the third head Thain had run through with his sword.

Two sets of eyes blinked coolly, then plunged at the dead weight, ripping it from the shoulder. Diddo shuddered and ran for the passage.

Before ducking through, he asked one last question. “Don’t fishmen normally live near the ocean?”

“Yes. Why you think they crazed horde?”

Never had Diddo thought he’d welcome the suffocating swamp air. What a relief to be outdoors! The loss of the party was horrible, and there would be quite a bit of explaining back at the palace, but surviving such a journey could only bode well for his future job prospects. Not many entered this deep into the swampland and returned! He wasn’t safe yet of course, it would be an arduous task to traverse the swamp alone, but why couldn’t it be done? He’d stayed alive where four seasoned adventurers could not. And with the treasure he possessed, the incentive was with him to live as long as possible. Oh the carnal romps that lay ahead!

Diddo surveyed the surroundings, wanting to hurry off before the temptation to use the Helm was too great, but was interrupted by a humanoid figure that hobbled from behind a baby xacca tree. It was Captain Shanner!

But it wasn’t the Captain. Not as Diddo had known him. His armor and clothing were gone to reveal a skin that sagged in yellowish folds. His joints were contorted and tiny scabs and bruises blanketed his body. He spoke in a puckered, affected slur. “Hellwo Didwo. At wast, we can be towebber fowebber.” The Captain jerked forward, decayed tongue slapping.

Diddo screamed, scaring a covey of whisperfowl to booming flight. “But you’re dead!”

“Not weally. Undead. The swucksand was ebilly enchwanted. Now, all inwabitions gone. Join me dear Didwo! Join me in eberwasting wuv!”

With the Captain Shanner-zombie between him and the swamp, Diddo turned and looked down the dark passage. Might he chance opening the bolted door to the perturbed fishmen or even try to get back in the tok creature’s chamber? He did have his short sword. Perhaps he could make a stand here. Oh cursed pussmonger! Decision-making was truly overwhelming!

Weeks later, having survived the terrors of the swamp, Diddo was marching steadily along Old Harvesters’ Road when he came upon a party of adventurers—a grizzled, pig-snouted spearmaster, a large-rumped female executioner, and an alpine cleric wielding a staff. The threesome stopped at the sight of the disheartened boy. “Ho,” the spearmaster said. “Do you return from the swamp lad?”

“That I do,” Diddo replied, walking past the group.

“What tales can you tell?”

Diddo stopped his hurried gait, turning to speak seriously. “Tales of tidy marsh titans and unrelenting sucksand, thieving nau-nullys and voluminous multi-headed beasts.”

The hard-featured weaponlord twirled his spear confidently. “Those are not obstacles we fear.”

Diddo looked grave. “Yes, but I haven’t told you the worst of it.”

The three adventurers leaned close to the boy. “And what is that?” they said simultaneously.

“A naked, effeminate undead ex-captain with puckered lips and scabby, decrepit skin searching for an eternal lover.” Diddo started to run, anxious to be on his way. He was twenty head-lengths down the road before he finished. “The only reason I survived is that I threw the Helm of Innumerable Pleasures on its head. The thing was stunned into lascivious rapture.”

“Wait!” the executioner yelled.

“Tell us more of this unspeakable encounter!” the cleric added.

Diddo kept running, despite the ripe opportunity for employ. They seemed like such worthy adventurers. All he could think of were the horrid deaths of Liege Thain, Rook, and Angust. And there was Sophistus of course, knee-high in titan excrement, wiping and scraping between the hairy, weevil-infested cheeks.

Perhaps Sage Osmoddious was a forgiving man. How long does an Elixir of Homoerotic Passion last anyway?


Chapter 4

Knot

The burly maceman stepped onto the makeshift wooden perch, looming over the plodding crowd. “Move it up ya mammering, rump-fed dredge-pigs. ’Aven’t go’all day fer the likes of ya!”

Diddo pressed the strip of dark phllong grass above his lip. The disguise had duped the slothman in front of him (the humanoid had said with a lisp, ‘hardly look likth a young adolesthent knave trying to theem older’), but he still had to fool the guards that patrolled the Nyk-Nyk city gates. He silently wished for the best and tried to look innocuous.

“That’s it ya ill-bred dredge-pigs,” the maceman bellowed, “fer once in ya degenerate lives ya followin wha ya s’pposed to!” The line’s progress stopped as the next hopeful city entrant stepped before the guard. A furious verbal drilling ensued.

“Why do you suppose that horrid man keeps calling the lot of us dredge-pigs?”

Diddo peered up to the drab sky, pretending an interest in a pair of flatulence-prone whisperfowl that fluttered about.

“I said, why do you suppose—”

Diddo stomped his foot to shush the talkative fowl. “Please leave me be.”

“But it is rude. A dredge-pig is a villainous creation if there ever was one and—”

“There are two dredge-pigs seeing the guard now. Fly up and look for yourself. Or did you trade the ability to fly for the ability to annoy innocent strangers?”

“No need to get personal. You have been in a sour mood the whole of our journey.”

“Our journey? We’re not traveling together,” Diddo said, sliding to his right. “If anything you’re a stalker.” He edged forward next to the slothman and tracked the whisperfowl that now tittered near a lone crossbowman high on the wall. Ahead, the maceman was waving the dredge-pigs through the gate, shouting for the line to step lively. When Diddo felt a pinch on his leather jerkins, he reluctantly looked down. The fowl was between his feet, swaying the fleshy, V-shaped comb upon its head. Diddo sighed. “What will it take to be rid of you?”

“Why don’t you give me a chance? I do possess many a positive attribute.”

Diddo stroked the slothman on his furry forearm. The dough-faced anthropoid turned slowly, lower lip engulfing upper. “Watch my spot will you?” The slothman raised its two-pronged forelimb and clicked affirmatively. “Over here,” Diddo said to the pudgy bird, shuffling farther to the right against a trough of brackish rainwater. “Can I see you a moment?”

“At your service,” it squawked, marching energetically to the knave.

“Now that’s exactly what I want to discuss. Ever since Old Harvesters’ Road, you’ve been on me as sure as a drunken gort on a human wench at the Cave Dwellers Are People Too soiree. You can be assured I have no need for whatever services a chatty rooster might provide.”

“A rooster? No, no. I am Knot and…”

“It doesn’t matter if you’re not a rooster, I don’t want any breed of feathered creature following me about.”

“Just a moment. Let me finish. Who I am is Knot…and what I am is a whreally.”

Diddo’s brow dug deep. “A really what?”

“No. A whreally. End of statement. You see, call me Knot, for that is who I am. But what I am, that is a whreally.”

Diddo leaned in close with his hand cupped around his ear. “Must’ve missed the last word.”

“Whreally.”

“No, the word after really.”

“Whreally was the last word. Can you grasp that is what I am?”

“Not...really?”

“Now you’re getting it!”

“I don’t get a thing of this!”

“Allow me to explain it another way.”

“Explain nothing please!” Diddo kicked at the mud-caked grass along the road. A chunk of it landed with a floop! in the water trough. The slothman puckered disappointedly at the unrefined behavior. “Say naught to me fowl. I’ve had an absolutely dreadful time of it these past two weeks. The adventure I was on turned into a huge mess and I’ve been banned from my own city and my belongings are...” Diddo quickly hushed as he was drawing surly looks from the maceman. He slouched and continued in a whisper. “So leave me be.”

“There is just one thing,” Knot said.

“Oh what is that?”

“That two-headed grodo beast just took our spot in line.”

“Our spot! There is no our anything! We’re not a team of any sort! We—” Diddo’s hands flew to his mouth, squashing his grassy disguise. The maceman, who was patting down an elderly half-bender, shoved the old-timer aside and strode to the back of the line. Diddo gazed upwards to regard the whisperfowl. The crossbowman had his tunic pulled over his nose.

“There be a problem ere?” the maceman said, pointing his thick, mailed finger at Diddo.

“Not at all sir. Just trying to rid myself of this shamefully talkative and most bothersome rooster.”

The maceman sniffed loudly, grimly. “A talkin rooster? Don’t normally git dem talking animals sorts in da city. Ya tryin’ to be funny?”

“Why not in the least sir.” Diddo turned to the bird. “Go on. Show him what for.” The maceman folded his arms and scowled as the downy creature dropped its head to peck at a tiny island of weeds poking up through the mud.

“Wha wonderful vocabulary,” the maceman mocked. “Next thing it’ll start singin’ the King’s bleedin lullaby!” The crowd, which had broken line formation to encircle the confrontation, erupted in a cacophony of shrieks and hoots.

Diddo threw up his arms. “Why are you tormenting me? Please say something?” The bird popped up and widened its beak. “That’s it! Show them!”

“Ba-cawk-cawk. Ba-cawk-cawk. Baaa-cawk.”

Another round of mad hollering exploded from the crowd. “Oh the torment!” Diddo moaned. “Have I been cursed?”

The maceman wrapped Diddo about the shoulder with a brawny arm. “The only curse on ya nut-hook wuz the day yar mum decided to open ’er legs and welcome tha tickled-brained ’unchback in!” The crowd was in a frenzy now, laughing loud enough to have the wall guards peer curiously over the battlements.

Diddo pulled away from the maceman, forgetting his Uncle Wilfrong’s advice about the bigger they are the harder you fall. “Close your puking yap you half-faced parasite.” A silence fell upon the crowd. Diddo felt his insides jump.

“Wha did ya just say to me?”

“I ah...well it was a mistake...ah yes...let’s just forgive and forget...bygones and that sort...”

Diddo was lifted from the ground by the top of his head. “Consider yarself rat meat.” The maceman drew back his fist then suddenly paused.

“What is it?” said Diddo. “Really wish you wouldn’t prolong this.”

“I know who ya be.”

“Yes. I’m a young-adult, approaching his fifteenth birthday, who would appreciate passage into the great city of Nyk-Nyk and—”

“Shut up!” The maceman ripped away the strip of phllong grass. “Course! Ya tha’ pud-pulling knave who’s banned from the city!”

“You’ve got me confused with some other pud-puller...I mean...um, no...” The slothman raised his forearm in disgust and loped to the trough to wash up.

“Deny it all ya want but I got ya pegged!” The maceman turned to the crowd. “Look ere everybody. This is the lad who went off serving Liege Thain Karldayn’s party. After the Golden ’Elm of Truth they wuz. When all that returned wuz this lout, empty-’anded to boot, why the King decreed im an outcast. Unfit to be part of this citizenry until e returns with the ’Elm.”

“Bit of a harsh decree,” Diddo muttered.

“Arsh is wha is bout to be delivered on yar ugly—”

“Ba-cawk-cawk. Ba-cawk-cawk. Baaa-cawk.” The bird was jumping around the maceman’s feet.

“Tell yar pet it just volunteered to be the second neck I wring today.”

“It’s not my pet!” Diddo yelled, hearing some commotion high up on the wall. “I would never associate with such a blight on the avian species!”

“BA-CAWK!” The cry stunned the crowd. The maceman dropped Diddo. He turned to the bird and flicked its waddle. “I think ya’ll be first inst—”

Diddo spotted the falling crossbowman a second before the collision happened. Above on the battlement the whisperfowl danced excitedly. Diddo looked at the two men who lay groaning in a heap of weapons and armor, then to the bird.

“Cannot you recognize an escape plan in action?” Knot screeched. “Run!” Diddo sprang up and followed the scrambling bird. He glanced back at the scene, only the slothman not in the semi-circle around the fallen men, vigorously scrubbing his arm.

When the city walls faded in the distance, the pair ducked into a copse of chesternook trees at the side of the road. They fell exhausted behind a golden okdemi bush. “That was stupendous,” Diddo gasped. “How did you communicate with those whisperfowl?”

“Whreallys and whisperfowl are related species. Distant cousins if you will. They understood I needed help and let loose on that crossbowman with their abominable spray.”

Diddo smiled. “Perhaps I did misjudge you.”

“Not to pump myself up too much,” Knot chirped, “but you will find I am a wellspring of information.”

“How exciting,” Diddo said wistfully, tearing a piece of the golden okdemi bush to wipe away the slug excretion that had held his disguise on.

Knot ruffled his tail feathers. “Actually I have surprise news for you both good and bad.”

Diddo’s smile faded. “You’re not some sort of hugger-mugger?”

Knot’s beak snapped shut.

“Because if you are you should know I don’t walk on that side of the moat if you get the meaning.”

“Egads! That’s most definitely not my intent!”

“Good. I had a bad experience with a Captain who invited me to the Forest of Sprites, Phillitters, and Other Overly Friendly Woodland Creatures That Enjoy Theater and Oko Music.”

“And you went?”

“Certainly not!” Diddo flushed. “You’ve been there, have you?”

“Well what? No! No! Not in the least!”

The duo sat in embarrassed silence for a bit. Diddo finally spoke up. “So what’s this about some news.”

“Ah yes. I think we can get into the city through the East Gate.”

“Excellent!” Diddo rose excitedly. “And the bad?”

“Well, with my eyes adjusting to the dim light afforded by the heavy tree cover, I now see that this okdemi bush is not the golden variety. It is the yellow...ah the...the yellow poisonous variety.”

Diddo gulped. He felt the center of his face. The swelling had already begun.

“It is not that bad. It should not last much longer.”

“But I look like an ink toad during mating season!”

“Diddo, some females find a full-faced lad quite attractive.”

“Well, that’s a consolation.”

The duo trekked along Old Growers’ Road, the castle walls still small in the bright mid-morning horizon. Knot pointed his wing. “There Diddo. By the time we are beyond those walls and traveling about the metropolitan, you’ll forget about the malady.”

“I hope so.”

“Oh without a doubt. We’ll gather your personal items from that stable, perhaps get a bite to eat, see the sights—”

“No, we mustn’t. Low profile only. Remember I am banished from Nyk-Nyk unless I bring back the Helm. And there are those guards.”

“No need to worry about them. As for the Helm. That I might help you with.”

“Optimistic fellow you are Knot.”

“What? I indeed am optimistic. Always say one should look on the bright side of life.”

Diddo shot the bird a look of bewilderment. “Right. That’s what I said.”

“Excuse me?”

Diddo stopped his gait. “Never mind. Look ahead at the guard station! It’s as empty as a molehill giant’s skull! Is this a trick?”

“No. I thought as much.”

“But why would the city not assign a watch to this gate? Come to think of it, why isn’t there anyone taking advantage of the lax security?”

Knot ignored the knave and dashed ahead. “Come on Diddo! Time is wasting!”

“I don’t think we should rush into anything,” Diddo called.

“Oh lad cheer up! The swelling! I can see the top of your nose again!”

Diddo felt about his face. His fingers pinched the bridge of his nose. “Grand!” he yelled, chasing after Knot. “Things are looking up!”

“That’s the spirit! And the second stage of throbbing, pus-filled sores won’t appear on your face for a time yet!”

Diddo lurched to a halt. Second stage? Pus-filled sores?


Chapter 5

Escape

The East Quarter of the city was a crowded, rodent-infested shantytown brimming with vandals, miscreants, strumpets, foot-lickers and personages lacking quality-grooming habits. Diddo held his head low, folding his mammotskin collar up to shroud his face. He counted the chipped cobblestones as he walked.

Knot squawked softly. “No reason to hide from these folks. They have enough problems. Consider their condition.”

“Better to be safe than sorry.” Diddo smelled the delicious juices of grilling kantha meat. He spotted an aged man at a dilapidated food stall and started over. “Besides, I don’t see what their poor condition has to do with anything.”

Knot flew up and landed ahead of the knave. “Bearing in mind the ill-effects of their misfortune, I would say an outlaw knave is the least of their worries.”

Diddo removed a boobie from his belt pouch and held it up over the smoker. He kept his eyes on the skewers of meat and onions, avoiding the gaze of the peddler. “Like I said, it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

“Then why are you eating that?”

Diddo took the skewer from the peddler and quickly turned away. “Kantha meat might not be the choice dish for royalty, but it’s what I can afford.” He ripped into the mini-feast. The meat was veined with fat, but the taste was agreeable. He grinned at the shocked bird.

“Taking a chance,” Knot said, hopping nervously. “Taking a big chance because...”

Diddo ignored the rambling fowl
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