THE COLOUR AND THE SHAPE

  A Discworld fan-fic

Discworld. World and mirror of worlds, carried on the back of four large elephants, which are in turn carried on the back of the giant star turtle Great A'Tuin. While remarkable to the first time observer, familiarity can get one used to anything. 

They do say that familiarity breeds contempt, but actually once a certain kind of mind gets passed the initial wonder, they start to think on how something like it can exist. To try to see the bigger wonders behind the wonder. 

However you do get the other types of minds. Minds that lose the wonder quite quickly, and start to look for all the flaws. Minds that poke holes in the metaphorical thin plaster, pull at the turning corners of the wallpaper of life and generally murmur 'shoddy workmanship' at the furniture of the soul. 

And there are other minds still, minds that can't even see the wonder in the first place, minds that you could barely call minds in the first place because you could not describe the owners as human, or even animal. Minds that find it hard to see anything at all passed the hunger...

The mind is a terrible thing. 

But a certain type of mind can see passed that too, and see the wonder there...

The mists of time part...

Two men sat on pile of rubble, one of many now around. City care hadn't really been an important undertaking in recent years. Nevertheless the two sat around not noticing it. They were fascinated by two things. 

The first was a strange set of engravings on the side of a building. One twisted his head around so he was almost looking at it upside down.

"Oooh..." he said, finding a familiar shape bent in an unusual way. "Nevermind, its not important."

The second seemed hopeful. "So that's it then? That's really it? Finished?"

The first looked between the various engravings and the thing in his friend's hand. "I think so."

The second sighed and looked in awe at the thing he held. The second thing the two were fascinated by. It was a small item, a simple shape. But it had taken many lifetimes to complete. Thinking back not that many years though...

Oh well, it was worth it. If only someone remembered what it was for.

The two just sat and stared at it for a while.

"It's just so…perfect..." said the first.

His friend nodded. They went back to staring again. 

After a while the first man, very slowly, fell backwards. The second barely noticed, instead letting his gaze trace around the simple perfect edges they had created. 

After another while he too fell slowly sideways. The item he held fell into the grass with a soft noise.

The mists of time fold back...

* * *

A mind that was sharp and spiky was observing them. It planned. It schemed. It dreamed its large dream and had already sent feelers, then observers, and now agents out to secure its will. It was at this moment doing the mental equivalent of hand ringing as all its plans and schemes were coming to a point. Unobserved by those who were being watched, who should notice, by those who should infact be very, very worried indeed. In a few hours time its schemes will reach fruition. It will probably start doing the mental equivalent of the hands-waving, jumping-up-and-down-in-a-circle dance that is beloved of tribal shamans invoking rain gods, mad scientists succeeding in their wicked schemes, and inebriated men spying attractive girls in darkened clubs. Don't worry, this will remain unobserved, as the owner of this wickedly sharp mind is not the sort of person to dance, or ring their hands, or even smirk when someone uses the word 'bottom'. He is the sort of person who nevertheless makes the observer very uncomfortable, as he tends to look around all the time as if trying to dissect the existence of everything. In other words, he always makes people feel like his was muttering 'tsk tsk' at the way everything in the universe is put together and conducting itself. It is best if the eye of perspective were to move away from him now, and instead focus on his intended victims. See him rush away as wall, then city streets, then hills, then clouds all enclose the view as the eye rushes back in the sort of effect that makes film-makers knees go weak, but is fantastically easy in text. Pause for a second as the eye looks this way and that with an embarrassed air while getting its bearings, then repeats the process in reverse to rush towards the first player in the scheme...  

Ah. There.

Rincewind was almost content. He still had the occasional day where he walked around with the look of an elderly worker in a fireworks factory with a dickey heart one day from retirement, but even those days were few and far between now. Against his better judgment (which was being coaxed into submission by daily rations of long undisturbed sleep, boredom and meals with potatoes) he was beginning to feel that - and this was such an enormous concept that it really did deserve the capitalisation - Nothing Was Going To Happen To Him. 

At first it had been such an alien concept that he had spent many nights giggling at himself for even thinking it, and had placed another pillow over his head to prepare for The Other Boot To Drop. Then the people around him had complained that some giggling idiot was keeping them awake all night, and he was forced to try and accept the unacceptable. At first that had been hard. For a while he had walking around whistling nonchalantly, but after the fifth time he had yelled 'Aha!' or 'I knew it!' to a bemused delivery man who had required Rincewind for the life and death quest of 'Giving this to the Librarian' or 'Telling me the way to the gardener's shed' or the all important quest of 'Buggering off and getting me a real wizard' he realised his heart wasn't in it. The universe was done with him. He was actually free just to enjoy the simple lack of pleasures of life. 

And with the remarkableness inherent in humanity, the extraordinary thing craved for so long became commonplace and he settled back into the routine of Unseen University in quiet content.

Almost content. 

There was still a small part of Rincewind that wasn't quite settled. Unfortunately for the rest of him, it was currently buried under its second plateful of bangers and mash of the day, and trying to scream over the tornado of non-thoughts about all the activities that Rincewind wouldn't have to do today. No running, no running faster, no screaming, no finding he'd run into something even worse, no adding some additional screaming and running to the mix... The list of things Rincewind had to remember not to do today was quite deafening in his mind. So when the knock at the back door came as he was walking passed, he didn't don a mask of anxious horror. He didn't about-turn and walk hurriedly the other way. He simply walked nonchalantly over to the door, opened it, and smiled with an earnest helpfulness. He even found himself uttering a phrase he thought he would never say:

"Can I help you?"

"Are you Rincewind?" asked the indistinct figure beyond. 

Rincewind froze. 

"The wizard Rincewind?" it continued. "Its very important I speak to him."

"Umm..." said Rincewind as his face did a trick not unlike the Cheshire cat's. Although in this case while the rest of Rincewind's face still remained visible, it contrived through subtle facial expressions to indicate that it, and the rest of his body, were infact several yards away and picking up speed. Not with the helpful grin at all, oh no, which at this moment had frozen into a kind of rictus normally seen on the faces of elderly corpses with young widows, or fast food attendants. 

"Umm..."

"Oh, never mind, you are Rincewind, I can tell by the hat..."

Rincewind's eyes turned very slowly upwards, so as not to disturb his expression's careful ruse of being several miles away and still picking up speed. They indicated in their own subtle way that they didn't understand what hat, oh wait, thaaaaaat hat, yes, they just found it lying around actually, interesting spelling of 'Wizzzard', who would spell it like that, not us, falling off the disc and all having run out of land and certainly not wearing a hat. 

The illusion that he was the worlds largest ventriloquist's doll was made complete by his now inability to move his mouth out of the grin.

"Nay-gee..."

"It's alright, don't panic..."

Rincewind panicked.

"It's nothing bad or anything..."

Rincewind panicked more. This phrase never helped. It was remarkable how people didn't find the prospect of fighting fire-breathing demons and mad sourcerers bad or dangerous. He supposed it was because they somehow knew they had right on their side, or the protection of 'The Great This-and-That', or just because bad things only happened to other people. Well, this last part was true...given the amount of bad things that had chased Rincewind, he was quite sure he was pulling away most of the dangers from all the other saps. 

Bastards.

His inner voice had by this time given up on his consciousness, and was instead working on his legs, earnestly pontificating on the benefits of healthy exercise, preferably somewhere far away from here. Rincewind decided to ignore the quiver in his legs as they tried to rotate without the rest of his body and let his new found but rapidly disintegrating optimism have a go at proving itself...

"Umm...yes...I'm...Rincewind..."

"Ah, thank goodness for that, its nothing important or exciting really. We just need your help to defeat the ravenous firebreathing Demonlord of Aaarghnotmyfooootuuuughhh."

Rincewind managed to go from standing start to running in less than a second, which impressed the watcher, then went from running to flat out on the ground in less than a second, which would have confused Rincewind if he wasn't in the land of the pink clouds. His feet didn't care what the rest of his body was doing, and were still quietly making running motions.

If Rincewind's policy had one weakness, and he would be the last person to even admit this was a weakness, it was that he did not care about the 'to' of the running. 'To' was never as important as the 'from'. 'From' included scary people wanting to kill him, scary monsters wanting to kill him, mad wizards and gods wanting him to do things that would kill him, and well meaning people who assumed he wouldn't die when dragged kicking and screaming into the vicinity of these things. While granted, 'to' might suddenly include one of the things in the 'from' list, the important point was that those could become 'from' things aswell. Infact even something like falling off of a cliff wasn't really a problem, it was merely an unexpected way to gain alot of distance very quickly. And you could always rely on clouds filled with rocks, floating fortresses, flying ravenous monsters or at worst snowdrifts and quicksand to break the fall. He would never have argued against the benefits of, say, knowing that 'to' might include a sudden brick wall because brick walls never suddenly leaped out at you from nowhere, even in magically unstable places like the University.    

"Oh! Umm, sorry about that mister...umm, are you alright?"

Rincewind's latest acquaintance was in a state of advanced anxiousness, having just witnessed Rincewind run head-first into a wall that had never been there before. Seeing that except for the rapid leg movement Rincewind appeared out for the count, the man instead turned around and focused his worried looks between a tattered piece of paper he had pulled from his pocket and the dark figure that had emerged from the shadows.

"Umm..." said the worried man again, speaking now in the international language of low grade panic. His name was Jiggs, he was an aspiring thief of no fixed abode or talent, and was quite happy to gain money for any odd jobs. Which was adding to his worry - not getting paid was a major problem for someone who had been mugged right back by the old lady on more than one occasion. 

"I read that right, yes? I said it just like you asked...umm..."

"You did it exactly right, my good man," said the figure in tones that conveyed nothing but contempt for the execution of the previous exchange. However the money pouch that was thrown directly into Jiggs’s hand spoke its own soothing message and he relaxed. Yup, another job well done, no doubt. Ok, a job well done. Ok, his first ever job well done, done well, ever. And money was money. Still, Jiggs wasn't completely unsympathetic, being mugged so many times giving him a slight empathy with his would-be victims, and he turned back to look at Rincewind's running body.

"You don't really see that sort of thing every day though, y'know, a wall appear out of nowhere..."

"This is the Unseen University. Things like that happen all the time."

Jiggs hesitated, but his mouth went on before his brain could stop it. "Yeah, but I mean...I don't think he was expecting it either...umm..."

"I daresay not."

"I mean...ah, I mean...he will be ok, umm...yes?"

"Of course. You can see his legs are still working. He has come to no harm some rest won't cure."

The figure stepped even closer. Jiggs could now see the figure was a wizard too. The hat had thrown him at first, it wasn't really that large, or pointy, or anything more than a small functional piece of headwear. But the figure had the staff, complete with huge knob, and that haughty expression that comes with all wizards, the sort of expression that says 'I have looked into the heart of things that lesser men know not a wot of, and stopped the universe from going 'pop' in on itself. How did you spend your breakfast?' [1]
Well, actually now that he was seeing the wizard closer, the expression seemed to be regarding him with something closer to disdain, then at the crumpled paper with special disdain, before going back to the general disdain of looking at Jiggs again. 

"I...I looked it over thoroughly first mister, I...well, I always been good with words and...I..." he rallied himself, trying to shake the feeling that he had just heard the figure say 'tsk tsk'. He prepared for one last big push.

"What I mean is...he will be alright, won't he?" A pregnant pause. A wilting gaze. A deathly silence. And then...

"Certainly. This is a prank."

Jiggs looked at the expression that was so dead, and he did not have to be a mind reader to know that the mind behind it wouldn't have known a prank if a whole bucket of fun had fallen on its head from a door lintel and then the bucket had brought a rake up into its groin on falling to the floor. [2] 

In the meantime the wizard motioned to the prone body with a flick of his fingers and two minions appeared out of the shadows. They were obviously minions. And obviously good minions. They knew their place, which was to silently skulk in the shadows until needed then either loom menacingly when dramatically necessary for intimidation, or as in this case to hunch just beneath the height of their master and do his bidding with silent determination. And there was the aura of potential violence should anything try to stop them from doing that bidding, of course. They paused while they walked to the door and as one turned to face Jiggs, raising up to their full impressive height, staring at him with one obvious message. 'Our errand can be to walk over and get that prone body,' they seemed to say, 'or our errand can be to create another prone body first and drag away two. The choice is yours.'

"Well, that's fine then," said Jiggs's Money, waking up in its pouch and wanting to get away from there as soon as possible. "Yes, well...hoho, nice prank, I'm sure the two of you will be laughing about it for quite a few hours. Umm...goodbye then!" 

Jiggs's walk had all the nonchalance of a hundred metres sprint but nevertheless satisfied the minions. They turned to the doorway again as one and went back to their hunched acquiescent shuffle in the direction of Rincewind. It satisfied the wizard too, who turned away from the rapidly departing figure and instead regarded the universe in general.

"Tsk tsk," he said under his breath, watching one minion heft Rincewind with ease while the other closed the door with quiet finesse, taking the dropped hat from beyond the door in the last seconds before it closed. The minion, with a sudden break in his training, paused to look at the hat in his hand. It had 'Wizzzard' embroidered very badly on it in garish sequins. He turned to look at the man over the shoulder of his companion. He turned to regard the hat again. He appeared to want to say something, but he hadn't spent five long years in minion school, with another two in the post graduate studies of intimidation and lurking, just to blow it all now for a comment that would earn him an extra disdainful look, and probably an actual audible 'tsk' from his current master. With a sigh he tucked the hat under his arm, resumed the hunch, and shuffled after his companion. Both disappeared into the shadows. The wizard gazed at the door, then let his eye rise up higher to the whole side of the building. He decided that a 'tsk' wasn't enough, and resorted to a full blown 'sniff'. With a final sharp turn he span on his heel and let the darkness take him, while his disdainful eye finally turned inward and softened as he congratulated himself. Ah yes, but he knew his prey. Rincewind had been too easy though, this next one would be a challenge. Oh yes. A mind like this was interesting, a fortress of ego and pride, but a bludgeon too that could topple anyone just by sheer strength of belief and conviction. But like a locomotive [3], that power was harnessed, running along pre-defined tracks. Set the points correctly, and you could steer a mind like that anywhere. He smiled...he was glad he had his mind, all sharp and spiky. It was so razor-sharp it could easily insert itself into the cracks. With a final 'tsk' at the flaw in a mind as perfect as his next opponent's, he let the night swallow him fully and with a word he and his minions were walking new streets...

There was a cottage. It was in an area that could be described as flat. You won't ever hear this description uttered though, as even the best friend of a person who would say this would have killed him long ago due to his sense of humour, or lack thereof. To put it another way, the area surrounding this cottage would actually, if stretched, manage to cover the whole Discworld and still leave some land for Great A'Tuin to have a nice flappy-eared cap to warm him-(or her-)self in the cold depths of space. If you asked one of the locals what a valley was, they would tell you it was a six letter word. If you asked them what word they used for the area between two hills, they would tell you 'Oh, those are mountains.' 

Perhaps this excess of land was why so many skilled in magic on the Disc were from here. If there were an allotted amount of magic per square foot, then this area would be laughing to itself like a skinny person at a buffet who had the foresight to bring a really oversized coat with deep pockets. Wizards tended to run away from this area as soon as possible though, seeking the infinite mysteries of the universe and for some reason thinking that the infinities must be elsewhere. Witches on the other hand knew that infinity must pass through everywhere, and stayed around to make sure as little of it as possible intruded on the lives of the good folk of Lancre.

There was a cottage. It seemed isolated and aloof, all alone in the quiet woodland and rolling hillsides. One got the feeling that it would give this impression of isolation and aloofness even if in the centre of a town. But it wasn't, as was right and proper for a witch's cottage. Inside sat the figure of Esme Weatherwax. She too was experiencing a quiet period. 

It was times like these that could be dangerous. Yet also, in a strange way, it was times like these that were most needed, the biggest reward. 

It was like...like breathing in, she mused. You didn't notice you were doing it half the time, and if anyone asked you, you'd say 'Of course, air is good, everyone needs to breathe in nice lungfuls of air.' But the truth was you not only needed to breathe in, you needed to breathe out too. It was just part of the cycle. Yet for some reason people only focused on the breathing in part. But do that for too long and things could go badly for you.  You needed to exhale, let it all flow out again. It was necessary. Do it for a while and it made you appreciate the next breath. 

She liked the dichotomy, though she didn't have any truck with long fancy words for something you didn't need to voice. It was so obvious. The balance, the cycle. Being a witch meant you knew the two sides to all... People are born, people die. People do the greatest evils, people do the greatest good, sometimes it even occurred that is was the bad and good people respectively that got to do it. And the best part, the life on the edge. Of knowing how dark you could be, but resisting, of knowing how truly evil you could be in the service of good, and resisting that too. Of taking responsibility, of making the choices that others would never make, then turning round to yourself and the universe in these quiet moments and saying 'I made them'. Being a witch meant needing to know exactly who you were, and being on the edge defined you more than anything else ever could. Still, it could get a little...uncomfortable. No matter how much you tried to keep them out, it was at these times that you also needed to slowly, gradually, let the regrets surface. Give them some time in the open so that they couldn't control you later, surf them and hear their pleas then carefully place them back in a little box in the attic of the mind. 

Still, not for too long. It would be good to surface back into the world again, take that next gulp of air...

There was a knock at the door. This was unusual, as it was at the front door, and tradition said that there were only three times you would come through the front door and in all three cases, well if you were a woman at least, you would be carried. No-one local would ever dream of knocking at the front door. She reached over for her hat, and seemed to step up into it, filling it rather than simply placing it onto her head. Not many would have recognised the thoughtful expressions drifting across the face of Esme Weatherwax earlier, echoing loss and perhaps some regrets. But all would have recognised the sheer witchy expression now there as Granny Weatherwax slowly rammed hatpin after hatpin into the hat through holes already worn into it. She grabbed her cloak and wrapped it around herself in a way which conveyed, very precisely, that the world had interrupted something important, and that it had better have a darn good reason for it. With a brief glance in the mirror as she passed to make sure all was as it should be, she ventured out into the back yard...

In general, there are two types of hats - those that are worn, and those that have a wearer. The first category is always trouble. People are always insecure, and some start to invest great stock in their headgear. This is worrying when the people in question are using it to get other people to accept their lofty position of power. 'I have the crown,' they say, 'so I have the power'. And of course, other people just hear 'whoever has the crown has the power', and before you know it you have really rather pleasant rulers toppled by people one chocolate short of confectionary, simply because they managed to grab a head covering. So the hat becomes the power - and you get trouble giving that out that sort of personification. Before you know it you have the hats so much the focus of belief that they start to call to the really insane people, and worse yet start even deciding on who should wear them. Even the wizards fell foul to this. And when you get the most powerful mages in the world, in the magically unstable confines of Unseen University that bends the fragile reality of the disc, starting to believe in hats over people...well, it gave new meaning to the word thinking cap. [4]
The second type of hat also has to do with power. But always as a warning. These are not worn hats, these are hats with a wearer...like witches, wizards and watchmen. For example, there’s no use being inquisitive of crime in Ankh-Morpork unless you have the ability to find your head that is lying in the gutter with your two arms that are in the vicinity of two of the gates. Not unless you have a hat that says 'See this sunshine? There's about fifty more where these came from. And I saw where you stashed that 'hidden' loot too, the stuff I bet you kept back from Chrysophrase. So, how about I ask my questions again?' 

Wizards find it annoying to have to turn everyone they meet into frogs who say 'Oh ho, you think you are a wizard, do you?' [6] And witches hate to have to do the unpleasant things they know they can do, but mustn’t do, but would secretly love to do, in order to maintain respect.

The people of the second hats don't need their hats to be anything...watchmen always are suspicious bastards, witches are always meddling biddies, and wizards are always having at least three dinners or poking their wands into the fabric of reality and going 'Oh, there seems to be a huge worn patch right here...look at it, you could tear a hole in it just a little push...oops...'. In other words, the people of the second hat always wear their hats even if the haven't got them on. 

And just rarely, there is a third type of hat...

The man who knocked looked around as Granny Weatherwax appeared from nowhere behind him. 

"Oh, ah, hallo. Didn't realise you was out, like. If'n I'd known, I wouldn't have tried to knock, o'course. Ah..."

His voice was odd, as common as the earth but with a lilting quality that spoke of stretching skies soaring over hills and valleys. He was fairly average looking... no, he was actually quite hunched. She realised that he seemed to be not only hunched in deference, but also hunched to try and make himself look smaller. It was the sort of trick hired hands do in huge estates on meeting the local lord. Arms pulled in so tight to the body that they may as well only have a forearm growing out of their sides, and hands grasping hats close to them, knees bent, shoulders bowed. It was perhaps some survival instinct to present as small a target as possible in the case of sudden outbreaks of aristocratic outrage. It was both amusing and worrying, as a witch she was adamantly against that kind of behaviour towards her while secretly expecting it. 

"So, what seems to be the trouble gentlemen?" she asked, standing and staring. It didn't have any particularly expression behind it, but those icy blue sapphires didn't need to. It was a quintessential stare. Looking at those eyes, into those eyes...you got the impression they were looking right back into your mind, and through your mind, and right down into your soul. You filled in the blanks of emotions yourself. Reproach. Questioning. Knowledge of guilt... It had been perfected over decades, but was quite wasted on these men who seemed happy enough to come to the point. 

"It's a troll, ma'am," he said, giving the impression that his voice could be as deep and booming as if in a cavern if only he wasn't trying to force it into a deferential whisper.

"Yes?" The questioning tone was polite, but the stare now had a flavour, hopefully indicating that the speaker had gone several notches down in her estimation.

"Yes ma'am, a troll...see, it's like hurt, and we heard that there was a...a...person...who could help them around these parts...” He tailed off nervously but rallied magnificently. “Like a...like a...well, like a witch?" 

He paused to check and make sure that he'd said it in the right way. He obvious hadn't had dealings with one before, and wasn't sure if this was an acceptable term or a term of great offense. The only thing he seemed to know was that it wouldn't be wise to upset one. All this Granny was only half thinking about. The rest of her was just glad that they didn't seem to know about witches, or her in particular. She had just found her stare had cracked, a feat that not even the fiercest opponent had managed. Of all the phrases she had expected to hear, one involving the words 'troll' and 'help' hadn't been even on the same list...or indeed notepad. She'd often had some villager come to her about the immense terrors of a troll loitering many miles away minding its own business, or how a troll had attacked their flock, even though they lived right beside a forest and the corpses all had these wolf-like bite marks. Fine, one time it had been 'a troll stood on my cow' but to be fair you don't take your herd on a short cut over troll lands in the dark and expect that you somehow have right on your side. Certainly you don’t feel you can try and have it put down, or at least have it given a stern talking to. But Granny Weatherwax would not be Granny Weatherwax if she did not have amazing powers of recovery. Even the keenest observer might have thought a stray fly had buzzed her, for she return to the stare swiftly, and said simple "Help? A troll?"

"Oh, sorry ma'am, just...we...ah, we thought that..."

"No, you are quite right. A fine people, trolls," she tested. The speaker beamed.

"Yes indeed ma'am, salt of the earth. Well, rocksalt of the earth. Some of the older ones it's best to leave to themselves like, but we always get on well with our troll neighbours. We'd have tried to take the lad round ourselves to some of his folk, but we'd been doing quite a lot of new mining when we found him, and y'know, misunderstandings and such...we thought it might be better to get someone else to help him."

"Mining you say? Dwarf blood in your veins then?"

"Oh no ma'am, we just love mining really. And singing, o'course."

Granny sniffed, as far as she was concerned that was pretty much dwarf blood for you. But at least it finally let her place the accent, which she had been trying to do since they started speaking to her. They were from the foothills turnwise, that led to the Sto Flats. There the land finally relented, and allowed such things as gentle rolling hills. They even knew what valleys were over there. The witches didn't tend to have much to do with those parts, largely because druids still held alot of sway in some areas, and druids had some funny views about witches. That sacrificing them to the great Sun God would cure many evils, for a start. [7] 

"Well, no time like the present, I expect" she said, tightening up her shawl a little more and starting to head off in a direct line over the barren, if vertically exciting, landscape that way. She looked back at the three, who seemed to be a little concerned. 

"Umm, it's starting to get dark, shouldn't we travel by the Great Road now, or wait 'til morning?"

"Really now," said Granny, "three strapping lads such as yourself afraid of a little bit of country?"

"Well, they do say it's bandit country out there..."

"Funny, I've never been bothered by them. Coming?"

It was about an hour later, and they were deep in bandit country. Or, as was more accurate in the company of Granny Weatherwax, 'Not bandit country'. Usually the wide views from peak to peak meant you could spot parties laden with treasure miles off. But seemingly such people as would take advantage of this were all sleeping, although there did seem to be lots of scuffed footprints around some of the larger boulders, as if several people had suddenly decided to run in opposite directions through each other simultaneous, then decided on a new direction, and had scrabbled away. 

As the journey progressed though, Granny started to get an uneasy feeling. At first everything was amiable enough, the men talked of their homes and slowly got more comfortable - though she did not let them get too comfortable, of course. Then...then she noticed them starting to spread out more. It was quite innocent to start with, one would walk to the other side and pull a friend over to look at something they had seen, and then one would fall back watching it still. But as they went on she realised that she was being quite effectively flanked, all three managing to stay roughly equidistant around her. Soon their stances and strides became worryingly confident, and while her back was apparently turned one always seemed to be glancing in her direction. She noticed this, even though at the moment she was trying to do a trick with her mind probably the equivalent of unicycling on top of a pogo stick that is bouncing on a tightrope while with your eyes closed while whistling some particularly complex tune. 

Therefore she didn't notice when the three turned to look at each other with less than friendly smiles. She didn't notice all three stop and spin to face here in the triangle. She didn't hear their taunts, hear the sound of the concealed knifes slipping from their hiding places beneath their clothes, or the threats and further taunts by the leader. He lost his accent as swiftly as he gained his knife. 

But to be fair, they hadn't noticed the wolves padding up behind them from the forest they had just walked passed until it was too late. The youngest of the three called out to the leader but the man didn't need the warning as he suddenly found his ability to make taunting gestures was being impeded by a set of jaws wrapped around his forearm. It was delicately enough to not cause any form of separation, while still being firm enough to cut off the circulation. It seemed to cut off circulation to his brain too, as all he could utter was a simple "---".

Several low growls from behind them told the other two, with surprising economy of communication, that this state of affairs was very contagious...making comments, fast gestures or not paying attention to the witch before them could easily lead to a sudden outbreak of wolf on the arm.  

"Well now," said Granny's voice, "this is nice. Man and nature and witch in perfect harmony."

And while it was certainly her voice, certainly coming from her moving mouth, it somehow seemed a long way off. The leader looked down at the wolf and in a detached...no no no, bad word, in a, in a...well, in some damn way, his internal thesaurus conceded...he now found himself noticing that the quintessential stare he had seen in the witch now seemed to be coming from the wolf. Obviously the lead wolf too. The one with its jaws still wrapped around the arm that now couldn't feel the hand that couldn't hold the knife anymore.

"You know, it's a funny thing," said Granny, turning her attention to the two others. The stare had either returned slightly to Granny, or else they just picked up on the suddenly shift in the air. Either way they started to have that deep feeling of uneasiness that besets people who find themselves confronting a witch. They started to take a step back, before they remembered what was behind them. They then remembered what was infront of them, and their faces got a little whiter and contorted as if they were being compressed between two invisible pains...

"Everyone always seems so frightened of wolves," continued Granny. "And yet they are such generous creatures. Always givin' a helping hand to poor travelers and such who suddenly find themselves in trouble. O' course, not that that's what we have here. Seems to me..." she paused and turned back to the leader, "...seems to me that we have here is a terrible misunderstandin'." 

Granny gave what could be called a beaming smile because a lot of teeth were showing, but only if you didn't look at the expression in the eyes above it. "Yup, I have a sneakin' suspicion that this has all been just one big misunderstandin'," she reiterated.  "What do you think, Mr. Miner?"  

The leader was still looking at his newfound companion - the expressions passing across its face seemed to be matching the witch's words. 

"Umm..." he said as conciliatorily as possible, in a much smaller voice than earlier, "I have a sneaking suspicion that this has all been a terrible misunderstanding." The wolf seemed to nod imperceptibly, and slowly unlocked its jaws and moved back a step. He tried not to gasp or reach up to massage his arm as the wolf sat back on its haunches and carried on staring intently. The leader, whose name was Hern, realised that the removal of the wolf wasn't really improving his situation. Now he was facing a wolf with a free set of jaws, and he had many appendages, joints and...other things...that wouldn't take too kindly to a sudden outbreak of wolf. He looked over at the witch. He looked over to his two companions...their level of tension had barely eased from not being the subject of Granny's looks anymore. He looked back at the witch.

"..." he started to say again, but the words stuck in his throat for a different reason now. The witch's eyes were widening in horror, the gaze suddenly fixed over his shoulder. He spun round to see what could be behind him to cause her any concern, but instead saw the wolf making the same expression. He turned back in time to see Granny's face become ashen and her body suddenly collapsed. He turned back to the wolf and saw the expressions depart from its face. The eyes cleared as it shook its head clear, then the eyes hardened. The wolf's face was a mass of slathering teeth, and with a snarl the air was filled with fur.

Just as suddenly the wolf's progress stopped, as if it had bounced bodily off of an invisible barrier. With another snarl the wolf leaped again, but bounced off again, this time pushed further away. There were yelps from the other wolves as they obviously encountered this ring of expanding force and were pushed away too.

"Wolves were never part of the de..." Hern started to yell as he span around on his heel, but the words once again found only his throat. Instead of an unimpressive wizard he was looking too closely at two looming minions. They were impressive. They were impassive. They were tall, they were wide, and they were obviously very capable of making him much shorter and thinner than he already was in comparison. They loomed over him some more to get the general point across, then parted to allow their master to walk forward.

"Very well done gentlemen," said the wizard, with nothing but disdain. He looked over to the prone figure of Granny Weatherwax, then glanced at one minion and cocked his head in her direction. The minion turned and swiftly covered the ground, hefting her body up in one fluid movement. This managed to get merely a look of non-plussedness from the wizard as he carried on to look around at the three men under his employ. The leader was almost sure he heard a 'tsk' as the wizard did so.

The fourth thing people noticed about Albert Boilt, BThau(Hon), MThau, BMPHPhD [7a], was his general appearance. He was fairly medium in everything. His general stature was just too tall to be short, wide enough not to be thin. He looked middle aged, and gave the impression that he had looked that way from his final year in university and would continue to do so right up the moment he died. He didn't go for ostentatiousness in hat, staff or clothing, and basically this fourth thing would not be noticed at all were it not for the third thing that counter-pointed it - an aura of power. He walked his medium stride as if he...not owned everything, but as if everything was just simply beneath his attention. You couldn't try to threaten him as he gave the impression that your execution would be so poor as to be laughable, that he had already considered everything flawed that you could possibly do and had dismissed it or had the counter for it. 

The second thing that everyone noticed was that he did not actually wear glasses.

The first thing people noticed was the look. He seemed to be staring over his glasses at you with a look of utter disdain that only certain older librarians and secretaries can do. [9]  

The leader was now feeling nervous. Well, more nervous. He had just realised the figure infront of him was infact not wearing glasses, but this didn't really distract from the look of contempt. He was starting to be aware that he was probably losing his bargaining ability in this debate, and this was not a good thing. Once this wizard left he would still have two men suddenly very interested in things such as 'plans' and 'wolves' and most importantly 'compensation'.

"Umm, so look....we did our bit, yes?" Hern's stare flicked to the two minions looming behind their master, but then gravitated back to the wizard that advanced slowly towards him. A figure used to intimidating people, he could understand and respect a well trained minion's abilities in this regard. But this wizard was managing it too in some odd way. The wizard just seemed to be able to regard him with such contempt that he was starting to doubt his own abilities...even stranger, since when you got up close the man wasn't really much to look at. The leader was actually taller than him, but somehow he was still being looked down on, like the slope of the landscape had tilted so that the wizard was looking down from a higher vantage point. The leader had to fight the suddenly dizziness of thought and the urge to fall backwards.

"Indeed," said Boilt, "such good work deserves reward. My agent in Ankh-Morpork will give you your proper share of the money as agreed." It wasn't that Boilt was being sarcastic. It wasn't that he was lying as such. It was as if he just had so little respect that he was prepared to say anything to keep the interactions with people as limited as possible even if it was obvious he didn't feel them. Hern's brain suddenly caught up with the words his ears had heard, and little alarm bells started to go off.

"ANKH! ...Anhk-Morpork?" he tried to retain some composure, "that's miles away, do you really expect us to..." 

Suddenly a second bigger thought occurred. "Wait a minute...share?! You promised us all that money...no-one said we would be sharing it with a fourth!"

Boilt and the minions drew closer. The leader shrunk back. There was some movement behind them but a single glance backwards from a minion turned his companion's angry movements forward into a more nonchalant 'Oh, hello, yes, just walking around, stretching my legs...knife, what knife, oh this knife, yes, just been peeling fruit...I'll wander back over here to find more fruit, shall I?' 

Boilt's eyes burned into the Hern's more, as if unable to believe the sheer stupidity of the question. While there was no movement, Hern didn't need to see it to know internally the wizard was shaking his head and muttering 'tsk tsk' to himself.

"My agent has the money. It is up to you to decide the fair share between you. I'm sure that a hundred percent can also be considered a fair share. This is not my concern."

The leaders eyes widened in slight comprehension and an evil smile formed...until he remembered the second point. "But, Ankh...."

Boilt gave a dismissive wave to the point before the leader could fully vocalise it, and suddenly there were three less people. Boilt gave an audible sigh at the sheer stupidity of the people he had to work with, and turned around to regard the witch still unconscious over his minion's shoulder. The sigh took on a more regretful flavour. It had really been too easy. Keep her off balance, give her little puzzles to beat, small mysteries to distract her from looking at the big picture. People too nice to be true keep the cynical off balance, as the one thing truly cynical people really want at the end of the day is to be proved wrong. And of course given uncomplicated people - simple and nice or stupid and nasty - she couldn't help herself, her natural instinct was to show off. Borrowing while walking and talking normally? She had surely gained much in skill, but such a feat left her completely defenceless. She must have known she would leave herself open, but of course she was only dealing with simple villains. 'Ah well' he thought to himself as he looked over on the horizon to the keep in view. Time to set the second part of his plan in motion...

With a second gesture the area was emptier again, four more figures were gone and the only thing remaining the sight of three retreating wolves.   

Jiggs carried on his hurried steps all the way down a main street and ducked into a side alley, confident only when he had crossed half the city in his lack of pursuit. He allowed himself a half smile...yep, no doubt about it. He'd actually managed to do it! A job well done, money in the bank...well, pouch...yep, noooo problem at all. He rounded a corner and almost kicked a small dog that was loitering with intent to look pathetic. He paused for a second, and looked down it. It was scruffy. It was unkempt. It seemed to have an odour pouring from it that made the air around shimmer. However, it was also looking up at him with the world's most intelligent expression ever...and he was including comparisons to many of the people he'd met in this. He found himself thinking along these lines:

'What a poor little doggie, he looks so lost, I'm sure he could do with whatever's in that pouch, yeah, like if its some dog biscuits, or even money, people are always appreciative if you whine beside pouches of money, tend to buy you som'in' nice out of the proceeds. And I'm sure it would be worth my while, why the little blighter just looks like he wants to tell me something...'

His thoughts paused for effect. Jiggs blinked, feeling that at the moment his fragile grip on sanity couldn't let him do anything more. 

'It's like...' his thoughts continued, a little more peevishly, 'if I were to give him what is in my pouch...'

Jiggs wrinkled his eyebrows. His thoughts sighed.

'...then maybe....the dog...might tell me something I might need to know...like...urgently...'

Jiggs decided the blinking and eyebrow wrinkling weren't having the desired effects, and that he needed to try something new. After looking around cautiously, trying to keep the dog in sight at all times incase it vanished in a puff of common sense during this delicate procedure, he bent down to get closer to the dog. His nose got about two seconds of finely honed dog smell before it shut down completely, and threatened to take Jiggs with it. He staggered back a little, and opted for the talking louder but, and this was the important part now, farther away.

"So little doggie...umm, dog...umm...did you just, ah...talk?"

The dog stared at him with a suddenly much less intelligent intelligent expression, and said a little too innocently, "Woof?"

"Ah, good, just like I thought," he said to himself, then was a little disconcerted when he replied to himself, 'Yup, talking dog, silly thing to think, but he does look like the sort that could almost talk though, like he knows things, know what I mean? Give him the pouch, there's a good man...'

Jiggs almost found himself doing it, but Jiggs's Money was getting restless. It suddenly started making groaning noises in Jiggs's head because it had had enough excitement for tonight. It wanted to get home, get out if this uncomfortable pouch, and spend the rest of the evening being fondled and told how special it was. Jiggs couldn't really argue with it, so he gave the dog an apologetic smile, backed off a little more. After looking round again for any pursuers or simply bystanders amused at a man talking to a dog, he simply said, "Umm, stay...good boy..." and rushed off down the nearest alley.

Gaspode stood for a while looking at the figure disappearing into the murky night. 

"Woof bloody woof you, matey!" he said, and turned round to address his companion that had just drifted along. It was someone from who he had started taking lessons from in smell. Gaspode had always prided himself on his finely tuned odour, but he had to bow at the feet of the master. Smell of Foul Old Ron looked around the place then settled down with Gaspode as they waited for Foul Old Ron to emerge from a night's successful mumbling. 

"You should have seen the look on his face when he got close," Gaspode continued, "I can't believe I never thought about using Madam Harmon's Good Ol' No. 5 before. I always stayed away from the perfumes, but they just add that extra 'oomph' that gets passed most of the defenses. Well, of men anyway. Bugger deserved it too. All I was doing was trying to help, wasn't askin' too much in return."

Smell of Foul Old Ron seemed to get a little more piquant, probably in silent agreement.

"Last time I try and tell someone there's three well armed muggers down that alleyway."

Jiggs had had a very bad night. He should have realised that things hadn't been going too well when he had first been approached. Well, since then he had been 'tsk'd at, chased around half the city - fair enough, in his mind, but it still felt like that - encountered a talking dog, and now this. 

His ability to know he really had just been talked to by a dog was directly tied in to his latest annoyance. This annoyance was probably best illustrated in two things, that of his own body he was currently looking down at, and the tall robed figure now standing beside him, carrying a scythe.

It always amazed Death that while those newly departed had the convenient fog of the brain that they surrounded themselves with suddenly lifted, they seemed to be able to replace it with a new shield of triviality. Faced with the sudden knowledge of afterlife, of the entirety of things, of a myriad of facts and wonders, they always seemed to be able to focus on the smallest facts first...such as 'no one told me my bum looked that big in those pants!'

Or, in this case: 

"But it was the first job I ever done right ever! Ever! Bastards! I mean, by Thieves' Guild too! Never bothered me before, sudden out they come, bold as you like 'Oh, I think you'll find some of that is ours...actually, all of that is', wallop, and here I am...erm...dead, like...erm..."

IF IT'S ANY CONSOLATION YOU DID IT EXTREMELY WELL, said Death, trying to add a not unkind note to the sepulchral tones. VERY PUNCTUAL. TO THE MILLISECOND INFACT. 

This was always important to Death, who prided himself on his job, and hated it when people were late. Well, later.

Jiggs started to look around, suddenly very worried.

"What about my wife and kids! What will they think?" he asked. Death was at a loss, and checked his hourglass with a slightly embarrassed air.

YOU ARE JIGGS CASEY, ARE YOU NOT? OF NO FIXED ABODE, CURRENTLY DOMICILING AT THE DOWNWIND OF THE BEGGARS SECTION OF THE SIGHING BRIDGE?

"Yep, that's me," said Jiggs, realising that there was at least one horror he would have to do without tonight. Downwind was not a fixed area, due to the shifting winds and downright sneaky nature of Smell of Foul Old Ron. You had to stay on your toes. Metaphorically, of course. Doing that physically could put you up with some of the worst odours.

Death looked at him with a questioning air, and Jiggs looked slightly embarrassed.

"Well, I mean obviously I don't have them yeeeeet, but, like, with the money I was finally going to settle down like. You know, open a meat pie shop, find a nice girl, the whole lot."

AHH, said Death understanding, or at least understanding that this was another human thing and best not getting drawn into. He couldn't help asking one last thing though. 

WHY MEAT PIES?

"Dunno really, I just like them...and you can't get good ones in Ankh-Morpork, they'll use anything really...well, anything apart from meat..."

I THINK YOU WILL FIND, said Death, with the insight of one who had on more than one occasion brought final rest to those of weak constitution that nevertheless had been bold enough to try one of Dibblers 'Friday Night Specials', THAT YOU WOULD NOT HAVE BEEN VERY SUCCESSFUL. THE PEOPLE OF ANKH-MORPORK SEEM TO HAVE A MASOCISTIC LOVE FOR THEIR PIES THAT IS ALMOST...FATAL.

"Oh," said Jiggs, a little heartbroken. Death wasn't unkind, and decided to leave him with one last bone, as it were.

BEFORE YOU GO, he said, YOU MAY LIKE TO KNOW A QUITE FACINATING FACT?

"Go? Go where?" said Jiggs, but already his ghostly blue aura was starting to fade, as some part of him realised that there was probably nothing else here for him.

THE KLATCHIAN DEATH BEETLE HAS DEVELOPED A VERY SURPRISING DISGUISE. IT LOOKS REMARKABLY LIKE A SMALL GOLD COIN, UNTIL IT NEEDS TO ATTACK FOR FOOD. QUITE A VICIOUS ATTACK, SO I HAVE SEEN

Jiggs was barely visible, and had to fight to hear Death, and so could not even hear the sudden screams of terror that were emanating from a hundred yards down the alley. Nevertheless without the fog his mind worked surprisingly quick, and the start of a smile appeared. "Is it deadly?"

NO, I UNDERSTAND AFTER THE ATTACK THE BEETLE IS QUITE WELL FED AND HEALTHY

"No, I mean..."

LETS JUST SAY THAT I WILL BE HERE FOR A FEW MOMENTS AFTER YOU ARE GONE. 

By this time Jiggs had vanished. With a shrug, Death span on his heel. With remarkable economy of motion the spin somehow took him down the alley, and at the same time he had let his scythe fall to his side so that it cut three fine blue ethereal strands on the way. While Death happened to everyone, he didn't need to make an official showing except for special occasions, or to be there to keep the whole thing ticking along. However he was in the area anyway, and sometimes it was nice to put the bite on. As it were.

GOOD EVENING GENTLEMEN. WOULD YOU LIKE TO KNOW A QUITE FACINATING FACT? 

The minions opened the quite solid wooden door. The room beyond carried on the solid motif while adding the new concept of sparse and cold. There was even the concept of 'hard' and 'uncomfortable' in the small amount of furniture. The main matching items were two things that crossed the worst parts of a bed for sitting with the worst parts of a bench for lying on. The only splash of colour in the room was from the only occupant of the room. And that was perhaps colour you didn't want - the fairly garish robe's usual effect was amplified by the dull surroundings. The person's face was obscured by a besequined but fairly battered hat with the legend 'Wizzzard' on it that had been placed so as to allow him sleep in the candlelit room. 

The first minion placed the witch he was carrying on the adjoining suitably unsuitable bench and adjusted her hem to retain her modesty. The second younger minion was replacing the candles as even though they weren't spent the light was starting to disappear into the depth of the thick candles' wax. Plates of thick too hot gruel had been laid on a tiny rickety table nearby, on the principle that they might still retain some heat by the time the two occupants of the room woke up. Satisfied, both nodded at each other then silently exited the room, closing and locking the door with a barely audible series of clicks. 

Back out in the corridor the minions both assumed their impressive heights and impassive expressions, and nodded more curtly to the two guards standing there. Unlike normal guards on guard duty that tended to adopt a kind of semi-aware daze, these guards were always on full alert. Boilt made sure he walked passed all his guards during the day, and everyone preferred the idea of a simple disdainful glance and hollow pleasantry than that of a barely imagined noise of disgust or even worse a full blown inaudible sigh.

The minions stomped along, way being given respectfully by other guards they met as they walked, despite the second having more armour than the first. There were just certain intimidation tricks a truly skilled minion learned to adopt without thought.

The minions finally made it to their destination, a quiet room at one end of the keep. Inside were all the usual accompaniments of a small room for employees to relax in, the kitchenette with cupboards and simple stove, the coat rack, the table and chairs. The door was silently but deliberately closed, and the older minion spoke thusly:

"Put the kettle on Wonthe, there's a good lad, my throat is parched from all that travelling."

The younger minion hanging up his cloak and hat shook his head to get rid of the hat hair. He nodded and silently went over to the stove to place the well used kettle on it, filling the kettle from the small leaky tap in the corner first. The older minion threw his own cloak on the chair, and removed his boots. He stretched out his feet on the chair opposite, bending one back to look at the soles. 

"Ugh, I can't believe the state of these, I think I need new boots." A pause.

"Gordie?"

"Yes, lad."

There was another pause from Wonthe. [10] Gordie was used to these pauses. It wasn't that the lad was slow, far from it, and that was his trouble. He seemed to be thinking too fast. Even a spontaneous conversation seemed to get about five passes in his head as he uttered the first line, and then the poor boy had to try and untangle the best lines from the stream. Something which he had actually been actively thinking about, well, who knows how many times he'd run the argument from all sides in his head. That would be an awful lot of conversation to try and edit for the highlights.

"The wizard's hat. It said 'Wizzzard' on it." Wonthe paused again.

"Yes lad?" said Gordie encouragingly, sitting in quiet patience and rubbing his blisters absentmindedly.  

Wonthe kept pausing, looking at Gordie almost helplessly. The kettle started to whistle, and with a mumbled "...nevermind..." he rushed off to grab the big mitt to pull the kettle from the heat. Gordie shook his head sadly. The lad really wasn't cut out for this sort of life. He should be somewhere else, stuck in a large university or library letting his mind comfortably expand through draughty halls and towering shelves.

"MIIIIIIINIOOOOOOOOON!" came a sudden yell. Boilt had issued a magical command to find them. He was probably in the Aurator room. With a sad look at his feet, Gordie shifted himself in his seat.

"It's ok," said Wonthe, "I'll get it."

"Cheers lad, you're a toff."

Wonthe placed the cup of tea he had managed to prepare on the table beside his companion and gave a distant smile as he walked out of the room.

Gordie was fine, but sometimes...it was just hard to explain himself. Gordie was settled in the job, he did it, he went home, he'd long ago said 'blow it' to wondering about the eternal verities. It was hard to explain the effect of seeing, after the amount of mad wizards they'd had to serve, one that...well, that seemed to have to remind people, or maybe even remind himself, that he was a wizard. It wasn't until he got some reassurance that there was some strange kind of...balance? Order? Something anyway, working behind the scenes in the world that he realised he'd needed it.

Wonthe supposed it was the name. Having such a strange name meant as far back as he could remember he was always thinking. Thinking about why he had such a stupid name for a start. He remembered a man called 'Once', because the priest had asked for the name while the couple had been having an argument during the naming ceremony. The man had said something snidely like 'The kid doesn't even look like me' to which he had received the reply 'Don't be stupid, I've only ever been unfaithful once...'

Wonthe sounded...well, it sounded like you had a lisp. And it had led to a whole lifetime of thinking. Thinking hard about the sky or birds or grass or the way the washing whipped or a million different things. He'd always thought until his head ached. That's probably why he'd gone to minion school. The thought of being able to exist in non-thought, a job where the pre-requisite was not thinking about anything or having an original thought, just being told what to do and where to go...it had been very appealing. He'd thrown himself into it, and done well, and more than well. And for a while that had been enough. But now with this new employer...well, he'd started to think again. For a start, the wizard employing him wasn't mad. Or if he was mad he'd wrapped all the way around into some kind of dangerously insane sanity. And he didn't have any passion. Most of the other wizards and warlords and madmen and scientists, say what you liked, they at least had some sort of joy in what they did. This one seem to be doing whatever dark purpose he was doing simply because he had disdain for how it was being done now. He thought back to the hat again of that other wizard. Definitely...someone who had to remind themselves they were a wizard, and that badly with the spelling on their hat...that was probably the right hands for power to be trusted, someone who wouldn't be a threat to the fabric of space/time unless they were ripping a hole through it from running too fast. 

Boilt was in the Crystal Auratron room. It was just a small room with a table and what looked like a slightly oversized crystal ball. While normal crystal balls are used to see or hear things far away, sometimes even the future, the Crystal Auratron had no such filters. It saw everything. Everything. Every wave of energy, every vibration. It was designed to expand the mind to see all of it too, and was extremely hard to use. It required great control to impose some mental filters to understand exactly what was being seen - both in vision and aurally. Truly gifted minds could even spot the vibrations beyond the vibrations - as everything was imperceptibly affected by the possibilities around it, like planets and gravity. Little wobbles could hint at the potential not seen. 

Currently Boilt was entranced in it, looking into the room with his two foes, trying to scry the possibilities. He heard Wonthe knock and step into the room, huddled slightly in waiting supplication. For the moment being ignored, Wonthe once again tried to look around the wizard. He wasn't sure why but the Auratron always seemed to call to him - he only ever saw little peeks of it around the wizard when he was called in like this, but never anything more. He found he could easily lose himself in the flickers of muted colour around the wizard's robe...for some reason the colours seemed to quieten his mind for a while.  

Boilt turned, and Wonthe snapped out of it and went back to supplication. 

"Those two will be awake soon...give then a few minutes more and then bring them to the main hall." Wonthe nodded and reluctantly left the room, feeling the critical eyes follow him as he left. 

Boilt turned back and gave one last glance at the ball before leaving himself. Oh yes, soon he would have his plan fully set in motion. Soon.

Rincewind awoke first. There was a strange buzzing roaring noise in his head. At first he thought it was simply in his head, perhaps the after effects of a very good hangover. The memory of his last encounter came slowly, and with it the realisation that the roaring noise was infact in the room with him. He was instantly in a sitting position expecting to find himself face to face with a demonlord. Instead he was looking across a small grubby and obviously cell-like room at the prone figure of a witch...anyone dressed like that couldn't be anything but a witch. And a snoring witch at that. Actually, not snoring...snoring was too subtle a word for the assault that had brought him to his senses, and was grinding into his brain like buzzsaw-toothed treacle. With the care one would usually give to, say, poking an alligator with a short stick while naked and with both feet in blocks of concrete, he prodded the witch with a foot and gently rocked her a few times

"Zzzzz..whazzit? Gritk?" said the witch as she too bolted instantly upright. Her eyes were also instantly on alert. In a disquieteningly short time she had glanced over Rincewind, decided he wasn't worth it, and moved on. The room was small and sparse enough to take only a fraction more time to appraise.

"Umm..." started Rincewind.

"Of all the stupid things!" said Granny, oblivious. "I'm gettin' old, that's what it is. Demented in the head, carryin' on like that. Who was I tryin' to impress ridin' a wolf's mind like that. They would have helped anyway, but no, I had to go and show off. What was I even thinking goin' off alone across the mountains like that. Of all the stupid, boneheaded..." A sigh and she carried on seamlessly looking at Rincweind. "So, what's your story then, Mr...Mr. Wizzzard?"

Rincewind blinked as he almost missed his queue in the ranting. "Umm..." he hazarded again, but was being put off. Suddenly the eyes looking at him had narrowed, and were giving him a too intense stare. He tried a disarming smile, which resembled more the sort of thing seen on men who have stepped on a sharp object but are trying not to break their macho exterior by screaming in pain.

Granny for her part had suddenly realised that whoever had attacked her had been very powerful. She had felt it...she'd left her mind open, fair enough, but still - the attack had been fast, and had gone right down to the little locked away parts of herself, springing the locks she kept carefully controlled all at once so her mind had shut down instantly at the shock of memory and feeling. Very, very clever. A mind that could do that could be clever enough to disguise itself well perhaps? She looked closer at the strange man across from her - everything, and she meant everything - screamed inept wizard at her. Which would be an odd person for her to be captured with. And it was all a little too perfect, wasn't it? She looked closer...surely no-one, could be that inept, could they? She looked back at the strange rictus grin. Surely this had to be a huge ruse...hadn't it?

"Umm, look...I was just in the University, and I was approached to help defeat a demonlord. And I was just...telling them no, sorry, not today...and suddenly I was knocked out and apparently brought here."

"A wizard powerful enough to take on a demonlord? Knocked out? Surely not..." Granny gave Rincewind an even more penetrating stare. 

"Look, I'll have you know I'm known as the 'Great Wizard' on at least one continent!" he said, feeling slightly defensive. He then looked down at himself and realised that probably, just probably, pride was the last thing he should stand on.

"Ok, I didn't say they were right or anything..." he conceded, feeling himself wilting back to a Rincewind level of pride. "Look, it's simple, you tell someone categorically that you cannot nor have any wish to do anything heroic and they seem to think that you are some great hero with a giant case of false modesty!"

"Well, I was simply told I was goin' to look after a troll, so I think we can be safely assured that demonlords are not on the menu. For whatever reason we have been tricked and brought here...now, the question is...why?" Granny was getting anxious. Had she been brought here for some reason, or had she been taken away from where the real trouble would be happening? As for the wizard...she took one more look at the hat. No, truth was stranger than fiction. She had no idea why someone would want him, but it was clear that he wasn't in on this.

"So, what's your name then, Mr Wizzzard?"

Rincewind almost felt irked at the pronunciation she kept spinning, but then had to look back at his hat and concede that yes, ok, it says that, but still... He wasn't sure why she was getting his back up so much, then realised. The last time he'd been in the company of a woman with such a penetrating stare it had been Twoflower's daughter Butterfly and he still remembered, usually in his more pleasant dreams that only resulted in him sitting bolt upright shaking without the accompanying screams of terror, the 'fun' he had had in those adventures trying not to lead a cadre of freedom fighters. 

And this witch was much, much worse. He'd always thought witches would be strange cackling women, scary in person but probably quite easy to run away from...what's the worst that could happen? You get turned into a frog? Boom, faster hopping ability and smaller body to hide somewhere.

This one...this one was giving him piercing, shrewd looks. She looked like she could anticipate every single excuse for not doing something heroic before he'd even thought about it. And she looked far too much like a do-er. He knew, knew, she was already trying to think about some way to get out of here.

"So, do you have any thoughts on us gettin' out of here then?" asked Granny.

Rincewind smiled grimly to himself, and said, "Yup, just one. Not going to try." He lay back down, and quite deliberately put his hat back over his face again. Though in deference to the fact that Granny seemed quite formidable, he made sure that he still had one eye peeking out from it.

"Oh really?"

"'Oh really?' yes. Look, for the moment we are nice and safe, no one is trying to kill us or force us to do anything heroic. Why would I want to change that? Besides," he sighed, "I'm sure that door will be opened soon enough anyway."

"Oh really?"

"'Oh really?', yes!" said Rincewind, this time actually getting up to a sit again. "It's quite simple, nothing, noooothing, ever goes right for me. If something can go wrong, it really, really will go wrong. So I'm sure that any moment now whoever is behind this will come by to tell us how, 'Oh, so sorry, this has all been some terrible misunderstanding, what we were actually supposed to do was throw you off of the highest mountain, sorry, stupid us, sorry for the inconvenience, let's be going then, shall we? Jolly good'. So until that time, I am going to lie here and enjoy the sheer lack of life-threateningness that is happening just now."

"So, what you mean is that you have no magic that can get us out then." said Granny, delivering a barbed hook.

Certain treacherous wizardly muscles twitched in his face, but they met with the enormous army of Rincewindness and threw down their metaphorical weapons, running off home. He would not be cowed.

"Look, there is only one trick I can do, and now is not the time."

"Oh really?"

"Yes, really!"

"So you wouldn't care to demonstrate it now then?"

"Is that door open?"

"No."

"Then no, I am not about to demonstrate it, no, thank you for asking." Rincewind settled back down into his sulk.

Granny got up, and walked slowly about the room. The trouble with this room was that there really was nothing to work with here. The stone looked carved. It certainly wasn't a castle they were in. Either a strange keep carved from a mountain or more likely an underground room. Whichever, the stone was still connected directly to the earth. Made it too difficult to magic it. And that was it. A table. A few benches. Not even the wizard! Surely even an incompetent wizard, actually especially an incompetent wizard, should be blustering around trying to do something. And who knows maybe figure something out by sheer luck. She wasn't quite expecting the complete lack of motivation and aura of doom being radiate by this strange Rincewind. 

She sighed and took a look at the door. Well, she guessed that was the way to go then. She walked over to it and pressed her hands to it. 

Blast it! It wasn't one piece of wood! 

It was several pieces of varying woods, all ancient, all made out of other doors! It would take quite a feat to pitch through the memories and experiences to get back to a point where any of the wood would remember when it was alive. Damn! Both surroundings and exit ...this couldn't be a coincidence. Surely this was constructed to house people of a magical persuasion, creative people. She could probably manage something but...but that would mean leaving herself open again. Damn!

She then realised something...she'd been up against this door for quite a while now, obviously about to attempt some magic, and he hadn't come over. Hadn't made comments, suggestions, offers...

"Are you sure you're a wizard?"

He came out of his sulk a little.

"Yes..."

"Ok, just makin' sure"

Rincewind tried to go back to his sulk, but curiosity was getting the better of him. "Umm, what are you doing, exactly?" 

"Tryin' to get us out of here."

"Ok."

There was a pause. There was a longer pause as both parties tried to work out why there was the first pause. Granny tried to get back into her previous mind, but then there was another pause.

"Nothin' you want to be sayin' about now?"

"No..."

"Ok."

Another pause. Half of the 'considering the pause' pause again before it was broken by Granny.

"Really, no advice? No helpful suggestions?"

"Umm, really!"

"Ok."

Granny settled back into leaning her fingers and body into the door. Then like all people not suddenly confronted by an expected problem in a situation, she had to have one last tongue poke at the metaphorical non-hurting tooth.

"Are you really sure you're really a wizard?"

The voice jolted Rincewind from his daze, and the tone jolted him back into a less proud defensiveness. "Umm, well...yes...I mean, I've got a hat and evrything". He jiggled it on his head slightly, then slumped back slightly embarrassed.

Despite herself Granny was actually impressed, that bordered on witchy thinking. It was like a reverse headology in a way. If you have the hat, then you must be the thing. Impressive...useless, but impressive.

She leaned back into the...

"Are you sure you don't just want to...?"

"Look, what are you expecting? That I'm suddenly going to say 'Stand aside, my magic fingers will save us!'" said Rincewind, wiggling his fingers at the door.

Click.

"Umm..." Rincewind said, staring at his fingers and holding them away from his body. He looked up at where Granny should have been, but she had blended into the foreground.

It's an amazing human instinct that if you are searching for something and it is right infront of you, you will never find it. Or better yet, if something is obviously in the way, then the brain will most likely mask it so that you relegate it to a sub-conscious level of ignoring. And then you will walk into it. Especially if it's possible to do this into something at groin level, or if the object is actually an important person carrying a hot liquid or breakable valuable. Eventually after five to ten times the sub-conscious manages to programme itself to avoid these things it put in its own way in the first place. No one knows why the mind does this, which is what makes anyone who can tap into such instincts quite dangerous.

The two minions backed up by the two guards walked passed Granny without even acknowledging her, then started looking around the whole room. Rincewind tried his helpful rictus as one of the minions loomed over him.

"Where's the other one?"

Rincewind looked over their shoulder. The two guards and other minion were trying to see what he was seeing, looking everywhere but at her! The two guards moved forward to add some extra intimidation. It was at this moment that he saw...no, he imagined he saw, it was so quick...the witch grab her hat from her head, bring it down two-handedly on the head of the furthest away minion. He had his back to her at the time, feeling the walls, and Granny's motion allowed him to feel them even more intimately with his face as he slid slowly down. She placed the hat as if nothing had happened back onto her head. Rincewind blinked and shook his head slightly as the guards and minion turned and now they saw the witch advance on them. She'd reached up to her hat for something seemingly invisible. Both guards advanced towards her and put their hands threateningly on their weapons. With two blurring hand motions that would have elevated her into Grand Masterdom in some oriental art if viewed by a Tibetan monk, the guards collapsed clutching various parts of themselves that weren't as well armoured ass they should have been. 

Granny kept advancing on the final minion, but his demeanour was now no longer so intimidating. He held up his hands in supplication, and tried to look passed the witch.

"Is Gordie OK?"

Granny narrowed her eyes and looked at the minion steadily. "Yes, nothing a short rest and a warm cloth over the forehead won't cure." 

The minion's countenance had fallen completely now, his eyes flickered fast, so fast, over the scene before him about five times before he then crumpled to the ground and checked out his fallen comrade. Granny kept a more thoughtful stare on the minion, and nodded her head satisfied. There was a blurred movement that Rincewind still could barely keep up with and the second minion was also on the ground beside the first.

"Umm..." said Rincewind, but Granny was playing with the hat in her hand and said, "Stupid besom, I told her I didn't want a new hat, but Gytha insisted on getting' it for my birthday." He looked over at it, noting closely what looked suspiciously like a ring of iron around the whole brim of the hat.

"One of Mr. Vernissage's best, apparently," she said simply and placed it onto her head again. "Not very witchy, but still..."

"And the hat pins?" Rincewind asked.

"Oh, you can never go wrong with a good hat pin...you know, when folks ain't showin' respect. If you haven't got respect, you ain't got nothin'"

"Oh, I don't know, I've always had my magic trick." 

Granny looked at him in surprise, and in reply he gestured casually over her shoulder. It was done so innocently that she actually did turn her head. When she turned back again, there was a Rincewind-shaped hole in the air. 

It wasn't that he missed it. There were two reasons he could never miss it. Firstly he replayed many key events in his life in his dreams every night. Well at least until the screaming started that woke him up. And secondly he had never enjoyed it very much the first time round. But still, apart from that, and the fact that he was in some strange castle in some strange place with his only ally a meddlesome witch that could take out fully grown men without breaking a sweat...

Apart from that... Well, there was no apart from that. 

Still, some little perverse part of Rincewind really, really enjoyed the sheer honest, brainless, and altogether safe moment when he ran.

Granny sighed, took out two hatpins from her hat, and looking around with her eyes and mind. She realised that she would soon see the wizard again - he'd just ran the worst way possible. With a shrug and a quick slink she was gone.

The eye of perspective stays with the door. The door has been down here for so long that there really isn't anything interesting it has to say, even if it was alive, which it wasn't, and even if you could talk to doors, which you most certainly can't. Luckily the dullness of the room doesn't have to be viewed, nor the rickety table prodded, so that it humorously falls over and a hurried job of makeshift carpentry engaged in. Because after less than a minute, Rincewind came darting passed the door the other way. A lesser runner might have stopped, done a double take into the room looking for Granny, looked back over their shoulder, and then started running again. 

Rincewind would have sneered as these lesser runners, if he weren't too busy running, and too worried about sneering at people incase they took offence at that and caused him to need to run more.

He sprinted down the corridors, he whipped around the corners. Granny had been very considerate and left a trail with an occasional guard clutching himself in places that he was amazed Granny knew about. Others had helmets that seemed about an inch too firmly on. 

He acknowledged this without really noticing, just like he spotted the shape of Granny herself. His only contribution to acknowledging her was to swerve slightly so as not to bowl her over, and he was off.

It was therefore very disconcerting when he felt a presence behind him. Then beside him. He looked slightly around. Granny was matching him, one hand on her hat, the sound of clumping boots echoing.

"What are you doing?" he said out of the side of his mouth.

"You haven't seen what I saw behind us."

Rincewind would never, ever have believed he could have run faster than he normally ran. However, Rincewind left his previous self looking like it was a freeze frame. There was a Rincewind-shaped whole in the Rincewind-shaped blur he had usually occupied. He managed the almost magical feat of taking a corner in a straight 90 degree bend. He was moving forward. He was moving right. He was gone from sight. 

There was then a large sound that filled the corridor with strange echoes. It was like someone slamming a large tin bath with another tin bath. It was like this strange motion had somehow given birth to several tiny tin baths who started butting heads in the sheer playful joy of being suddenly alive. That they had then knocked over a spoon drawer in the playing, so that there was a final, obligatory set of 'tinkle' sounds of metal.

Granny didn't pay much attention to all this, as the second Rincewind had accelerated she had stopped, bent over almost double, rested her hands on her legs and took loooooong deep breaths of air until her chest stopped aching and the lights stopped pin-wheeling across her eyes. Gods but he was fast. 

When she could actually breath again, she walked around the corner. The sight she'd expected was pretty much how it looked. There had been guards...very, very well armoured guards. Less like guards and more like miniature fortresses really. 

Except now they were all lying in a strange tangled heap. There were dents and bends in the armour where there probably shouldn't be dents and bends. Only two shapes concerned her. One was a suit of armour that was still groaning. The helmet seemed much more truncated than it should be, which seemed to be what the muffled voice was talking about. She reached over and, after bracing her leg, and several unsuccessful yanks, and words which would have surprised Nanny Ogg aswell, there was a strange 'schlup' and 'pop' and a sweaty, red head was revealed.

"Thank you for..."

Clang.

Granny deposited the helmet beside the man not unkindly, and then delicately stepped over and around the various metal shapes on the floor until she came to the other one that concerned her.

It too was groaning, and making little round circles in the air with a dangling hand. She gripped the hand after a few attempts, and it let her pull the rest of Rincewind up.

"Wheeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee," he said

"Woooble, weedle bu-whaaaaaaaaaaaam. Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!" he said

"Oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooh-weeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeebubububub," he said.

A part of his brain became aware that he seemed to be talking to himself at about the same time as it became aware that a) he wasn't speaking any sense, and b) he couldn't see. 

A hand, he realised his own, the other one didn't seem to be free for the moment, tried to flop this way and that about his head until it found a vaguely pointed part. It grasped it, and then after a few seconds realised that a certain upward motion was needed.

He provided it. 

Now he had a new set of problems, in that a) he still seemed to be making random sentences to himself...

"Whuuuuuuuup, thereeeeeeee gooooooes tha' huuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuurble!" he said.

...Yup, definitely random, b) there was a strange ringing in his ears that was annoying, and c) there seemed to be about four oscillating things infront of him that were some sort of witchy-like shapes.

The thoughts started becoming more coherent at about the same time as the slap.

Rincewind looked at Granny as the four shapes resolved into one glaring witch. "You didn't need to do that," he said.

"You were hysterical."

"I meant the running thing earlier!"

"Well, you seemed like the best thing to use against them," she indicated back to the collection of men.

"Gee, thank you..." he gripped his head, feeling the lump. He then realised that he didn't have a hat there, and quickly whipped it back on with a look of shame, as if he had been caught naked riding a gooseberry.

He leant against the wall and clutched his now much more respectable head.

"So, what is the plan then? Use my head as a battering ram to go through a few doors? Any windows you want me to run out of?"

Granny thought in silence. "I reckon we go the way the keep doesn't want us to go." Rincewind stopped clutching his head long enough to look at Granny. "That's a plan? Talk to the keep?" 

Granny rolled her eyes. "This place has slopes and guards and directions and so forth. You design a place like this for people to try and go into. So, we go the other way, see...?"

Rincewind shook his head 'no' then clutched at it again until the gnomes stopped pounding on it with small hammers.

Granny sighed. She didn't really either, but it was no use being a witch if you admitted such things or let them stand in your way.

"Come on..." she said and started stomping off. With a gloomy look and another wince at his head, Rincewind peeled himself off the wall. He sighed. Right about now the Luggage would have been particularly useful. Usually it followed him about no matter where or when he went. Probably still terrorising the kitchens. He could do with it just now, he was amazed to find himself thinking. It and Granny could have fun battering down all the doors and guards in this place and let him be concussed in peace. He sighed again and moved off in the direction Granny had gone.

Boilt stood in a small perfectly located room with his minions. The Crystal Aurator was never wrong. He looked up with triumph at the shape hovering in the air, caught as it had appeared with a 'poof' mere moments ago. They said that sapient pearwood was impervious to magic, and that was true. You couldn't do anything magical to it at all. He looked at the flailing thing floating with a hundred legs spinning wildly. It tried to turn a baleful knothole at him, but couldn't even turn.

"You can't magic it, but you can magic the air around it...a super light strong cusion..." he said to his minions, then realised there was no point. A sigh. One was swaying softly and trying not to show the ache. The other was distracted, between looking at the bobbing object and looking at his companion. Boilt tried to 'sniff', but was in too good a mood. Despite the fact his minions had failed, and were useless at spotting subtle cunning if it, for example, hit them over the head with an iron-shod hat, in a way they had succeeded. Those two ex-captives would still come to him, he had seen the shapes of their future. Oh yes, it was all the sweeter this way. The rapture of having outsmarted an impervious box and the confrontation that awaited him soon made him overlook the ineptitude of everyone around him for now. Because soon, oh yes, very soon, that would all change. 'Soon' he purred to himself again, pulling a small simple object from his robe. He looked at it with a grin. 'Soon.'

Many tales could have been told of the daring do of the pair of heroes, of Granny and Rincewind's flight from captivity, the fights, feints, chasing of the guards and the hot pursuit, the running up and down flights of stairs, the swordfights, the pitting of cunning against cunning...

Obviously such tales would have needed a passing bard to be watching in the wings able to not get impaled by a passing sword, but more importantly they would have needed the two to have actually done any of the above.

Instead, at the first sign of guards Granny had pulled Rincewind into the shadows and blended into the foreground. Rincewind's protestations had gone to silence, or at least mere grunts, as he had put his hand to a wall and fallen through it. Granny had turned round to quieten Rincewind and had found him gone. For a second she looked around impressed, then had heard the muffled curses from behind the wall and spotted the faint outlines of the rotating door.

The rest of the time was spent simply walking through dim and dusty corridors and arguing with each other to shut up, to watch out for that stone, to mind their own business they saw the stone, to give a muffled ouch as they stood on or hit the stone, to then be told to shut up...

As Granny pointed out, and Rincewind reluctantly noticed too, even these secret passageways seemed to be leading to...

"A door," said Granny, looking at the darker outline at the dead-end of the passageway. She sniffed. "I reckon..."

"That the corridor wanted us to come here?"

Granny nodded, glaring at the door as if it would slink away under sheer embarrassment at trying to trick her. The door remained doorish and immovable, and Rincewind sighed and stomped passed the witch, pushing the door. It gave at about the same time as his mind realised that the last, really last, thing you wanted to do was open up a door to places unknown in a hostile keep, unless you were going at some speed first. He wasn't able to formulate this thought further into wondering why he always seemed to do brave things out of sheer stupidity just to spite Granny.

Instead his eyes beheld the towering wide hall beyond. Every pillar and mural and tapestry and carpet and dais and piece of furniture screamed 'Look at me, I'm impressive'. It was clearly on the other side of the scale to which their previous jail cell had been the starting point. Both sets of eyes passed over it, perhaps with less than awed eyes - Rincewind was searching for exits and reasons for needing them, while Granny refused to be awed by anything so obviously awe inspiring. Several 'tsks' Boilt would be proud of, and she murmured comments like 'bugger for heating' and 'who needs so many chairs' and 'bloody stupid place to put a rug, on the walls like that' under her breath.

Both sets of eyes fell on the strangely empty area of wall just as it started turning, slowly, deliberately, perfectly. A raised dais with a throne appeared, emerging from the enveloping shadows. A minion, Wonthe as it happened, loomed as the mechanism slowly brought him forward. Boilt was secretly glad that the other one had gone back to his room for 'a bit of a lie down', as it gave the perfect moment of revelation, not too cluttered. Albert Boilt allowed the shadows to slide over his smile that slowly parted as if being revealed from under a cloak of darkness. He let an idle hand rap once on a chair arm, the acoustics judged perfectly to echo across. He stood slowly, shifted with a sweep passed his minion who acted as a simple shadow with a dead face behind. 

"Welcome," he said without any trace of warmth, the deep smile chilling as he enjoyed his own private moment of triumph.

"Esmerelda Weatherwax, we have never met," he said, with all the charm of a paving slab. "And for good reason, I never wished to give you cause to know me. A powerful mind, powerful intellect..." he smiled as he saw her realise who exactly had tricked her into coming here, had bested her in her own head. "My name is Albert Boilt, a simple wizard of modest talents. How ever could I hope to best one such as you?" he said, already eyes flickering over her with less than complimentary light. A small 'tsk' for how easily she had fallen. 

Granny wished Nanny Ogg was with her. She would be able to say something inappropriate such as 'you look like you always hold your own', with perfect Nanny spin. Nothing better for deflating a villain that was full of themselves. Granny had to content herself with simply a narrowing of her eyes and her best withering stare. She...

"We haven't met?" she said as the words caught up to her. She looked around at Rincewind. And for a second didn't recognise the look. Whereas there was normally panic, apathy, apathy masking panic, or the occasional flash of cynicism, now there was...

A odd expression. Aimed at Boilt.

"Indeed, while Rincewind and I..."

"Berty Boils..." said Rincewind, almost silently but it carried. For a second, for the tiniest second, there was a tick in Boilt's perfect facade of scorn.

Wonthe started forward, sensing his master's displeasure. Boilt noted it and waved his minion away. By the time Wonthe had stepped fully aside the chilling charmless smile was back.

"Indeed..." he said, a slightly frozen mask. "I'm glad you remember me, your study partner, your dear friend..." There was no mistaking the tones there.

"Berty Boils...?" said Rincewind again, still not moving. Boilt ignored it this time, looking back round to Granny.

"Has he ever told you about me? About 'Good old Albert?'" Boilt asked.

"Berty..."

"I was the head of my class," said Boilt quickly, snapping over Rincewind. "Head of the all the university I imagine. A promising student. While Rincewind..." The look said it all.

"About his only talent seemed to that he was so inept that the teachers simply couldn't believe he was that inept. They kept trying to help him. So they partnered him with me! In our final year!" Another slight facial tick.

"Can you imagine the distraction..." Now there was a definite tick.

"Ber..."

"Oh yes, Good old 'Berty' won't mind sharing his experiment, good old 'Berty' won't mind being pulled down to the Mended Drum during the annual adventurer convention, good old 'Berty' will be fine with that axe sticking out of his head, good old 'Berty' will know the answer to every test question..." Twitch.

"Berty..."

"And then, when I thought I'd finally got rid of him, had to make up my whole year's stupid work in three months but succeeded...." Twitch, twitch. "What happens? The week before the exams they give him back to me! Oh, 'Berty' will see no harm comes to Rincewind, poor fellow with the spell floating around in his head, good old 'Berty' will be able to study and look after a floating raving lunatic muttering rubbish IN THE LAST WEEK OF EXAMS!"

The mask fell again. A very nasal 'sniff' accompanied his internalised thoughts on the mental state of the faculty of Unseen University.

"And so I scraped my pass. While Rincewind got to try it all over again, I was left scrambling from the most demeaning post to demeaning post. I should have been on the fast track for Archchancellor. Instead I had to go from the Small Studier of Unseen Dust to the Chair of Standing Onwards."

Rincewind was now silent, as some glacial thought seem to be crossing his mind, causing his face to quiver. 

"Berty Boils?"

There was an audible 'tsk', 'sniff' and then sucking of air through the teeth at the sheer inability of people to simply do their parts.

"Yes, Rincewind," said Boilt, "'Berty Boils'. And now that I have both of your attentions," he said with another 'tsk' in Rincewind's direction, "I can finally reveal why..."

"Nerdy Berty Boils?" said Rincewind again, but with less the tone of thoughtfulness and an unaccustomed note of...anger?

Boilt stopped from reaching into his robe for something. 

"Good old Berty 'I Have this key' Boils?"

Boilt looked away from the glaring wizard to share a look with Granny. Neither found answers.

"Good old Berty 'Wouldn't it be a wheeze to open that protected door' Boils?" Now it was Rincewind's turn to twitch. "Good old Berty 'Go on, I dare you to take a look at the book in there' Boils?" Rincewind seemed to be shaking. "Good Old Berty 'What harm can reading a book do' Boils?"

Granny was looking at Boilt's alien expression of lack of understanding. So she missed Rincewind starting to stride over to the wizard with a strange air of purpose. She couldn't catch his robe's collar fast enough as he was already passed her. With his left arm he very deliberately hiked up his right sleeve.

In the circles of wizardry, this is the equivalent to pumping a 12-gauge shotgun, clicking back the mechanism of a crossbow, or cracking your knuckles after someone has just beaten you at a computer game. The harmonics were not lost on the minion, who started to intercept Rincewind even as he took his left sleeve in his right hand and made the same deliberate motion. Boilt smiled, waving his minion to fall back again. 

Owing to his own route through the ranks of Unseen University, Albert Boilt hadn't had much experience with fighting a fellow wizard. That said, no wizard really had experience in that area. In older days they much preferred the more remote and subtle placing of various poisonous or surprisingly violent objects into the areas of least suspect. However Albert had had even less. Owing to his less than lofty placement, he had to target the second then third most boring positions, the most outskirted and unregarded of jobs. Those that tended to attract slow thinkers or weaker hearted wizards who nevertheless clung on to the position forever. At first Albert had chaffed at his position, and had set his mind to the difficult task of ensuring 'droit de morte' up through the ranks. Most of it didn't so much go 'Aha, I bet you never expected the Spell of Absention thrown at you at 4am by a wizard hiding in your wardrobe' as instead more along the lines of 'Aha, I bet...oh dear...umm...bedlow?' as they all died of heart attacks. But Boilt discovered a hitherto unknown path for rapid ascension though the levels. It was well for the Bursar [11] that Boilt had quit when he did, realising his true destiny. But the fact was that while he had never directly engaged in a duel, he had studied them as swiftly and thoroughly as he had studied everything. So he knew three ways to block an opponents opening spell no matter what it was, and five different avenues of counterspell, from the subtle (Melf's Slow-releasing Limbs) to the messy (Riktor's External Internals).

Rincewind strode forward as Boilt stood in a classic pose and raised his defences. Granny stood aghast and Wonthe stood impassive, Boilt had a strangely satisfied look on his face but Rincewind seemed oblivious, his own litany less magical.

"Three months! Three bloody months strapped down in the bloody university infirmary then three bloody months tied down to the university ground so I wouldn't float off and then three years of the same classes again and again until they finally kicked me out!" muttered Rincewind with a strange fiery gleam. "And those were the happy times! 

"I've been around the disc so many times I've lost count! I've been chased, caught, chased again, thrown through the dimensions, thrown though time, chased, caught, threatened, chased," he trembled as he got close to the focus of his rage. Boilt held the pose. Even Granny could barely see the slight crack of uncertainty there.

"Do you know how really interesting my life has been? Do you know? And you, you got it all! Do you know how cushy and dull the Small Studier of Unseen Dust is? Do you?! You can go a week without any excitement!" He was level with Boilt. "And The Chair of Standing?!" 

Boilt quickly finished another litany of his own, he had three spells criss- crossing, and he allowed even the crack of uncertainty to vanish. He was protected against anything now, he was...

Whack.

Anything except for Rincewind's Surprisng Fist. 

It wasn't that Rincewind was particularly strong, or could even throw a punch well. It was just that metaphorically, and therefore in a much more real way, he was swinging a chip the size of a small skyscraper from his shoulder at Boilt. Boilt staggered and fell to the floor.

A dam seemed to break, and Boilt suddenly had several pounds of furious wizard flurrying blows down on him.

Whack whack. Whack. Whack whack whack. Whack!

"Lecturer in Being Late To Class!" Whack. "Minder of Things Already Stolen." Whack. Whack. Bite. Whack. 

He stopped and bemoaned to the world in general, "Do you have any idea, any idea at all, how much I would have given to be bored to tears in the position of Reader of the Bloody Obvious?" Rincewind paused as he realised something was wrong. Oh yes.

Whack. Whack. Whack whack. "Summoner of Air!" Whack whack.

Wonthe tried to move to help his master, although not really hurrying to, but he was stopped in his tracks by a black wall of witch. He tried to sidestep left, but so did she. He tried right, but she was there first. They stared at each other for a second, apparently ignoring the lilting 'oofs' and 'uh's that accompanied the simple song 'You bugger, that Chair of Infinite Moments [15] was mine'. Each sizing the other up.

"So then, what do you want to do now?" asked Granny first after a pause.

Wonthe stared back at her, except now his expression flickered. As if he wasn't taking this question at face value, but contemplating every angle and inference and intricacy and nuance of this truly complex conundrum. In what seemed a lifetime of thought compressed into about five seconds, he focused properly on Granny again. 

"What I really want to do..." he said slowly, "...is stay out of your way."

"Good lad."

"Wonthe."

Granny gave him a look, but he was surprised that it didn't betray any flicker of the hearer thinking they had mis-heard, or of the hearer wanting to ask The Question.

"Good for you," she said brightly, then turned her attention to the other occupants of the room.

Whack. "And the Reader of Blank Pages! How could I forget that one!" Whack.

Granny pulled at Rincewind's robe. "Come on you, we're goin'."

Rincewind's body resisted. "Dean of Circular Objects!" Whack. Whack.

"Now!" said Granny, sticking an arm beneath each armpit of her distracted colleague and yanking him unceremoniously up and away. 

Kick. "Studier for Lost Socks!" [16] said Rincewind, in a plaintiff way. He was dragged literally kicking and screaming out of the room through the large double doors at one end by a witch with a scary amount of strength and scarier black expression at volatile wizards.

Boilt eventually came too, in that the flashes of light and swirling lights condensed to behind his eyes instead of infront of him. Outwardly to Wonthe the wizard appeared to be the same wizard...except for the small facial ticks. As if something whirling and energetic was trying to break out. If there was one thing you could say about Boilt, it was not that he ever gave the impression of whiriness or energy. Wonthe was vaguely concerned, but a good minion didn't question...especially if he already had a thousand of his own flying through his head concerning wizards that weren't and witches that most definitely were. [18]
Boilt fumed. Still slightly groggy from the repeated concussions, he stormed in determined bounds back to his room. He slammed his body down into the chair infront of the Crystal Auratron, and passed his hand over it irritably. He felt the presence of his minion behind him, and in his irritable and groggy state, couldn't help but rant. After all, what else did you pay these people for, when the chips were down, if not to rant to them about your troubles and then have them dispatch the causes with ruthless efficiency? 

"I mean", he started, "what is the point? Really, I go to all this trouble, assemble two of the most powerful minds on the disc..." This stuck in his throat slightly as he contemplated Rincewind, but then admitted to himself that, in his own field, there was not a mind to touch Rincewind's for brilliance in cowardice and the perfect art of magical ineptitude. "I mean, would it be too much to ask that they could just sit still for one minute? One minute!" He tried to 'tsk' at the lack of proper captive graces shown, but it came out more as a snarl of hatred. "All I needed to say was one thing, just 'Oh-ho, I have the mystic Puzzle Box of Ee [20], and I have brought you here to witness my final moments of triumph, bwahahahaha'. Was that too much to ask? Was it?"

Speaking to a minion, he wasn't particularly expecting a response. But he was even more irritated when his rant hadn't apparently been listened to at all.

"Pretty colours," said Wonthe simply, moved by the shape and play of it all as he had his first experience of the Auratron. 

"Bah, I barely notice it any more," said Boilt, dismissing the montage that was bringing tears to his minion's eyes. "I just see the castle, the desk, you, me, the witch with the reinforced hat sneaking up on me..."

"Right" said Granny, now humphing the unconscious body of the wizard, and giving stern but circumspect looks to Wonthe. It wasn't in a witch's nature to ask for help, at all, in any circumstances. But she wasn't getting any younger, and besides she felt it was somehow beneath her dignity to be constantly ferrying around demented wizards in various states of consciousness. 

Catching Rincewind's bug now he was back from under the temporarily influence of consternation, they had simply grabbed Boilt and ran. Wonthe was vaguely guiding them up, but Granny felt they needed a plan. 

"So what's your story?" she asked the minion as he guided them. He stopped, and again gave serious weight to the complex question.

"I don't like wizards who think they know things and don't know to think" he said simply, shrugging.

Granny gave him a piercing, questioning look, but then shrugged it off. "Look now, we can't just run around. We need to go somewhere, somewhere private. Somewhere that we can barricade ourselves into, until we can figure out that there box." She nodded over her shoulder to the box currently in Rincewind's possession, he was looking at it in curiosity as his legs did their pre-accustomed pace. 

She had yelled at him to take it as they had rushed out of the room, and since then he had been looking at it as if it were a sleeping lobster that might at any second wake up and go for his nose. It looked so plain and ordinary, just a cube of not even varnished wood. It has so many cuts criss-crossing its surface that he was surprised it hadn't fallen into a million pieces when he had picked it up, but apparently there was an underlying cunningness that every single piece was, infact, holding on to every other single piece. It just cried out for the person looking at it to start pulling at likely looking bits, just to get it to fall apart. 'Come on,' it seemed to say, 'just one little block...' Rincewind, by being so magically inept himself, was very aware of magic around him. This innocent looking box had all the occult potentiality of...of...well of something damn well occulty potential, that was for sure. Actually, he wanted to say the closest thing he could think of as being as potentially occult as the cube was the cube, but he didn't want to risk the 'And you still think you are a wizard?' look he was beginning to be accustomed to from Granny. 

So instead he settled for "Umm, why exactly do we want to do that? Don't we want to, oh, I don't know, leave here as fast as humanly possible, find a nice tavern, and think it over with a quiet tankard, somewhere that is certainly not here?"

"No we don't!" said Granny, "there's something not quite right here, he didn't just want us to be here, or wanted us removed, I reckon he needed us to be here. So I'm not about to run out of here, and have him laughing at us, all 'hoho, you've taken the box just where I needed you to', thank you very much. No, I want us to be sealed somewhere where we can't harm nothin', nothin' can get to us, and we can sort this thing out once and for all."

"There's a strongroom," said Wonthe, "he made it for his most powerful experiments. He always said he could hold off an army of wizards from in there, it's just..."

"...up the hall here, on the left" finished Granny. Now she knew what she was looking for, the room was so easy to find. It grated on her mind like a black hole in the tapestry of the keep. Nothing gets in, nothing gets out. They ran with new purpose, Wonthe trying to lead but Granny steering unerringly beside him, with Rincewind just going with the flow. While being trapped anywhere was potentially bad, the thought of being in anywhere 'impervious' was always good, plus the thought of being anywhere with Boilt that Boilt couldn't escape from was a nice thought too. He felt he was still a punch or two away from a balance being redressed. Plus, the cube, without any kind of sentience whatsoever, still seemed to be somehow calling at him to just look at it...just for a second...just pull one block...

When they rounded the corner, they knew they were there. For the length of the corridor, the normal stonework gave way to a raised layer of toughened studded wood, without a doubt sapient pearwood. It was one of the most magical, and therefore also one of the most magically impervious, materials on the Disc. For a wizard to get enough for a staff was remarkable, for one to get enough to shield his room...

"Hmm", said Granny, "both sides, with lead under it and a double stone wall. Yep, nothin' magical is getting in or out of that." She sniffed, annoyed that she wasn't in any sort of company that would be impressed by her ability to read the construction of an impervious room. Ah well, she walked through the open door with the strata clearly visible, and stopped to gaze around as the others walked in. The room has the same wood and studded look as the corridor outside. Only the mind felt suddenly disoriented as the sheer thickness of wall meant the room was tiny compared to the corridor outside. Another disconcerting thing was the lack of...well, anything. You were inside a six sided cube of wood. It was light enough, as all the magic from the years, unable to escape, had soaked into the pearwood and gave it an eldritch internal glow to see perfectly by. The door closed with silent well-oiled grace behind them, and there was a second of panic as it blended perfectly into the wall.

As casually as she could, Granny dropped Boilt, and looked at the wall that now looked like any other wall. With nonchalant intensity she bobbed up, then down then side to side, while Wonthe and Rincewind maintained their own nonchalant silence that excluded breathing, movement, or succumbing to the awesome temptation to ask 'So, umm, where's the door gone?'

Anyone not knowing that this was Granny might have assumed that there was a slight tension in the movement as she extended her hand to feel around and area close to where the door's outline had been. She moved her hand into the door itself, and then there was a slight, just a slight, drop in her shoulders. It was as if some tension had been released. In a very reasonable, calm voice she said, "Oh, there's a little catch here to pull it open again." There were the sounds of people trying not to breath hard after holding their breaths for a while.

Granny bent down to look closer at the area. It was a masterstroke of painting, the tones inside the hole blended perfectly with the slight shadows so that, no matter which angle you tried to look at it, it looked exactly the same as the surrounding door. She bet that the mechanism behind this tiny catch would have the solidity of a mountain, and a complexity that would make a monk of the Tibetan Way of the Locked Door cry silently to himself and cause him to rush off and join a circus as a lion eater. Or some such job, anyway.

Turning sharply and suddenly acting as if the whole universe hadn't been on pause she said, "You, Wonthe, stand right here and guard the door against...well, against wanderin' off again and such. And keep an eye on..." she glanced at the still unconscious wizard, and suddenly didn't like the thought of him being anywhere near the door. She grabbed him roughly and tossed him over to the far side of the adjacent wall, then came back. "Right, and keep an eye on him an' all. I don't trust 'im as far as I can throw 'im, which is a surprisingly long way. I must be very lucky, encounterin' the only two wizards not to be on nine squares a day." She aimed a scathing glance at the three occupants of the room. Being treated like a witch rather than an old woman was more irritating than she would have believed, and was murder on the back.

Wonthe happily bobbed over to where Granny had indicated. He had more than usual on his mind, and his minion training kicked in without thought.

"Right m'laddo," she said turning to Rincewind, "let's see what we can see..."

Rincewind was about to object to the term 'm'laddo' until he realised it wasn't directed at him. It was directed to the box in his hand, sitting in silent potentiality still. Granny had the same deliberately not hungry mask that Rincewind had on, and it was obvious that she too was hearing the subtle call of the cube. It was so insidious. Rincewind had many years of negative reactions that had countered the natural curiosity that had got him into wizarding in the first place. He had erected many defences, but this box...it could speak right passed all of those. 'Just one little block...' it said, '...just pull one little block...'

They stood at the opposite side of the room to the door, unconsciously hunching over it as if protecting a secret. Both just stared, obviously fighting the overwhelming urge to start playing, to just pull some small part.

"So, umm...we need to break this, right?" asked Rincewind, barely able to look up at the witch.

"Yes," said Granny. There was iron in her voice. You got the feeling that right at this second, you could break stone against her will. It might make a person wonder exactly why she would need such inflexibility.

Rincewind looked at the box.

Granny looked at the box.

Rincewind reached out a tentative hand and someone who didn't know Granny might have swore she stiffened a little more. Almost as if were afraid, for the first time, to speak.

There was one block. It was so obvious. 'Just twist me,' it said, 'Just a little clockwise, see what could happen... Maybe I'll just crumble apart...'

Rincewind suddenly yanked it anti-clockwise. It was such a surprising movement that felt so utterly wrong that Granny gasped as if in physical shock. Rincewind took advantage of the moment to twist two other parts at angles that were so obviously wrong, and in triumph went, "Aha! Got you, you little sneak!"

Granny looked at him impressed. "Well, it's certainly not the way I would have gone," she said, without the customary tone of reproach. Rincewind smiled a smug smile and proceeded to sneak up on another four blocks at random. He turn them in decidedly the wrong way again. Each time it was accompanied by a wrenching little snick. Suddenly Rincewind stopped.

"What's the matter?"

"Umm, I've run out of things to twist."

"Nonsense, you can push that bit there, and that bit over there, and twist that bit right round to there," said Granny completing her own little series of movements and bends.

"Argh! Don't do that! You're completing those bits!"

"Well, I'm sorry Mr. 'Wizzzard', obviously you know best, I'm not one to stick my nose into magical business that doesn't concern me, no-one could ever say I sticks my nose in where it isn't needed, not when we have someone of your talents here and all, I'm sure you knows best..."

"Ok, ok, I'm sorry, it's just...you've completed that whole bit there!"

Not that she would admit it, but she was quite chagrined. It was just too easy though. Rincewind's twists had, while being exactly the wrong twists, nevertheless opened up even more exciting and irresistible spaces for other twistable blocks to go. She sighed and tried to keep a firmer grip. Her willpower could now give the bones of the earth a run for their money.

"Right, this time," said Rincewind, and bent in torturous ways a few more blocks that had opened up. 

"Oh, erm..."

Rincewind looked with embarrassment at the witch. While he had indeed pushed things in wrong seeming ways, this time there had been a series of, well, almost smug or mocking clicks. All the blocks had infact settled into suddenly right seeming other parts.

"Right, this thing is obviously trying to figure us out," said Granny.

"What? It's a puzzle box! Isn't it us that's trying to...?"

"No! We're not tryin' to figure it out, remember, we're distinctly not tryin' to solve it. And yes, yes it is definitely trying to solve us."

"Oh. Can we run now?"

"No. Well, not in any physical way. Don't think, just do...whatever seems wrong at the time. Or if it seems like you are being led into doing somethin' that is obviously wrong, then do it right instead."

"Huh?"

"Just yank at things ineptly!"

There followed a complex series of attacks on the cube, as both of them tried to take its various blocks by surprise. Feints, twists then retwists the opposite way, various cries of 'aha' then 'oh bugger' then more feints then 'aha, thought you tricked me to changing, you bugger!' At one point Granny and Rincewind grabbed for the same block. They paused for a second, then both tried to push it in a different direction. They paused as they realised the other was right, and then pushed it in each other's different direction. They paused again, as one went to push it a third way, then at the last second two sets of eyes went wide and they pushed it the fourth, suddenly very wrong seeming direction smugly.

Granny surveyed the damage. The cube was pretty much unrecognisable. Each face was a jutting mass of confusion, and there was not a single face that wasn't twisted beyond reason. Nothing had fallen apart yet but still, it was only a matter of time. Smugly, she reached for another part...

"Don't touch another block!" said Rincewind. Granny paused with her arm outstretched. There was a whole register of panic and terror and dread in that statement. She glanced at Rincewind, who was staring with wide horrified eyes at the cube. She couldn't help noticing he was holding the thing slightly farther away from him now, more tentatively, as if it was now a lobster that would not only pinch him, but also explode while still attached to his nose. His head tilted sideways at forty-five degrees. His head tilted forward at forty five degrees. 

"Yup" he said, in a voice much calmer, and so considering it was Rincewind more terrifying way, "definitely don't touch anything..."

Granny looked in puzzlement. She wasn't seeing what he was at first because of the angles and shapes from her side. She tilted her head to the side. She tilted her head forward. She said, equally calmly, "Yup, no doubt about it. It's trying to solve us. Nicely caught." A nod. "Well, you are the inept one here, what do we do next?"

Rincewind carried on looking at the box with a quiet kind of despair. When you looked at it in these angles, well, it almost looked like its old self again, twisted through forty-five degrees in each the three axis. There were only about three, Rincewind reckoned, blocks still untwisted before it was completed. And the cube was now radiating the kind of harmonics that made you realise that unseen it had probably been twisted through at least another eight dimensions too. Twisted in unpleasant ways that would probably spell no good if allowed to finish. He stared at the cube longer. How to break it...it seemed a tricky thing. What would it least expect? He tentatively moved his hand forward, reaching for a still sticking out part...

And threw the whole cube over his shoulder, very high, very hard. "Aha! Got you!" he said. 

Rincewind might not have been so smug if he had ever stopped to fully consider what he called 'The Rincewind Effect'. He had theorised that any time anything good ever looked like it was going to happen for him, he always managed to mess it up, or it got messed up for him. It was as if the universe and his brain got together and saw any enterprise his conscious mind was trying to successfully undertake, or something fortuitous that might happen. They just stepped in the way and interceded, as if to say 'Umm, no, we think not'.

Rincewind still had the smile on his face when the cube hit the ceiling.

Click.

His face didn't register full horror at the first click until the cube had already rebounded and bounced high off the wall beside them.

Click.

Rincewind turned. Although it seemed in slow motion it was still quite fast as the cube drifted down, the seconds seeming like eons as it span end over end over end, twisting and turning. In a detached way he realised that the cube looked almost a cube again, only one part was slightly twisted out of shape. But surely...surely it was a million to one chance that it would land in the right way? Surely?

'Oh, right,' said the more realistic part of his brain, 'A dead certainty then.'

He was still staring, trying to work out the best course of action. Grab for it? Everything essentially Rincewind balked at getting any closer to it. Screaming? That actually sounded a good idea. He started to scream at about the same time as Granny Weatherwax's elbow, guided by the more sensible brain of Granny Weatherwax, thumped him in the chest with the purpose of knocking him as far away as possibly and onto the floor. It achieved extra 'oomph' from being driven by a body currently heading that way itself.

Granny didn't have time for screaming. She went with the much more witchy, "Oh ars.."

Click.

In the depths of a place where there were no depths something nevertheless stirred...

There was a horrible silence for a moment, completely unnatural given that two people were banging hard into a wooden floor. There was an imperceptible ripple in the air. The cube however sat, completely innocent. It looked exactly as it had done before. Well, except that you could only observe this for a few seconds before the eyes started to water uncomfortably. Sound returned to the room, though no one knew what to say. Wonthe has been watching the two with interest and had no clue why they had suddenly thrown the cube away, nor why they felt the need to duck out of the way of it. It was a shame they were doing such interesting things or else he would have been doing his original duties, one of which was to watch the now conscious wizard. As it was, he saw the movement too late to do anything but appreciate the swirl of colours as the tip of a cunningly concealed staff streamed the air with a myriad swirling hues in reaction to the build up magic and its passage through. Wonthe collapsed in a graceful heap as the staff's tip crunched into his temple, and Boilt span round in triumph. His mind was dancing and spinning with glee. Without him even realising it, he was hopping from one foot to the other also, while his voice shrieked in triumph.

"Ahaha, brilliant! Simply brilliant! The puzzle box has foxed the finest minds throughout the centuries! A lifetime of study, a liiiiiiifetime!" he swirled his staff in joy. "Heheheheh, but I knew it...they never expected it! Never! The combination of attributes needed, they never expected anyone to have them, ever! But I knew...you two...the perfect combination! Ego and stubbornness and headology and ineptness and sheer survival cunning and both of you utterly, utterly oblivious to the true damage you could cause! Hahahahhaha!"

Granny tried to get up but had to settle for rolling out of the way as a blast of octarine-coloured flame shot inches from where she had been, and dead on where she could had been. Instead it earthed itself harmlessly in the wall behind her above the box.

Boilt laughed again, maniacally, and with one hand waved his staff and fired random shots over their heads. With the other hand he formed a classical gesture of invocation, one used only for the highest of magics. 

Rincewind decided to wait it out. Boilt obviously wanted to keep them alive if he could, so they could see his final victory. Fine by Rincewind, he liked being kept alive, even if...

No, as much as he tried to fool himself, he couldn't help it. His natural cowardice and love of life was encountering that deep, deep resentment. There was no way on the disc was letting Boilt get away with, well, whatever he was trying to get away with! He had absolutely no idea what he was going to do, but by...well, whatever helpful deity might shine on really helpless wizards being pinned down by much less helpless wizards [21] he would do something! 

"Agaryyyyyyyy'it!" declaimed Boilt. There was silent roar of...noise? It was hard to know how to describe it. It was the numbing calm before the pain when you chipped a tooth, when you hit your thumb with the hammer.  

"Fusulus! Maj'gyj'n! E'e'ENT'o'o!"

And now the words slammed into Rincewind's brain like a bucket of cold custard with a surprising bowling ball concealed inside. His elbows came out from under him and he banged his head painfully to the floor. Looking sidewise through the pain, he noticed that Granny Weatherwax had gotten it far worse. She had her mind open at the time, trying to probe the wizard's defences, and the words in this enclosed place had rocked her to the core. The echoes were obviously sending repeat bolts of twisted thought slamming into her mind. Through the haze, Rincewind could almost swear he saw movement back towards Wonthe though...

Wonthe lapsed in a world of colours and shapes, swirling in and out of the imagination. Except, except it was only the shapes that were from the imagination. The colours, the colours really were there, were always there. It was just that his mind had never expanded enough to see them before. His mind needed to shape, to filter, to force its way in one direction. There was a whole infinity out there though. It was like...he had no analogue, though in another world he could have easily described it thus: why, when you have a state of the art television set and a plethora of channels, are you watching one channel only in darkened black and white?

It all existed, the energy around him swirling like...well, like itself. Why have comparisons. And why try to pin it down to one probability. All was simply energy, it could exist anywhere, at any time. To pick your point, to pick your perception, to move back and forth through the whole swirling mess of it and experience it...

Wonthe tried to rise out of the strange nightmare of words and thoughts, back to consciousness. For a moment he thought he was still trapped in his strange dreams until he realised that he was indeed conscious now. But the colours had followed him. Everything was overlaid with them. 

He stood up and looked round at Boilt, seeing them play around him. He marvelled at the complexity of it all. He looked around the room with every similar looking plank and stud suddenly having a life and story all of its own. He could spend a lifetime, he could spend several, just experiencing it all. He looked with interest at the variation in the colours caused by Boilt's sudden yells of anger in his direction. 

Boilt's 'tsk's and 'sniff's were now full blown primal screams at the inefficiency of the universe. He was close, so close, to changing all that. And yet still he came up against it! Why? Why can't people just die! Or at least fall into deep unconsciousness properly. All he asked was a few moments to complete the spell. Honestly!

"Fall!" he snarled, "Curse you, fall!"

Bolts of flame spewed again and again from Boilt's staff, and...

...Wonthe saw the potential of the bolts before they even happened. In several universes they had already happened. The current universe cleared a path for them and he just decided not to be where they were going to be. Not there. Nor there. It was simple perception. He moved like a blip.

Boilt screamed harder and harder as each beam passed perfectly where his ex-minion had been. But he moved like a blur, dodging every shot. Why! Couldn't! They! Just! Die! 

Aaaaaaaaaargh!

"Gr'nny?"

"Whrrxyx?"

"Umm, d' you have a'y clue wha's goin' 'n?"

"Whuggsy nuggxy floooooooob."

*Jolly good," said Rincewind, managing to ungrit his teeth, "umm...have you ever seen anyone dodge like that?"

"N'pe."

"Umm, is there anything we should be doing?"

"B'x."

"The box?"

"Y'p."

"What about it? What do we need to do with it?"

Granny struggled back onto her elbows, her teeth still gritted. She was trying to, metaphorically of course, pull her brain out from where it had been slammed into her boots. She tried to focus more on the scene unfolding, but gave up and concentrated on coherence instead.

"D'n't matt'r right now, jus' make sure he doesn't get it!" She almost screamed the last part out from the effort, but nevertheless started elbowing her way backwards along the floor towards the box. Rincewind took a deep breath, thought a very un-Rincewind like thought, closed his eyes and staggered up into a half crouch. He looked back over at the bizarre game of dodge-flame happening behind him that was taking up all of Boilt's concentration. Nodding he gave Granny Weatherwax a reassuring pat on the shoulder, or at least a pat that was designed to reassure in general, even if it was only him.  He started the little skipping motions across to the box. 

Granny's features relaxed from their contortion as she saw the wizard hustle away. Something wasn't quite right, there was still a huge potential in the air, and she wasn't sure that Boilt was in any way near defeat yet despite the current turn. The only things she did know was that she wanted to be ready incase he tried anything, and she certainly did not want to be anywhere close to that cube. If it did have any kind of powers, Rincewinds's hands were the safest for it to be in. Boilt had such an aura of inept evil about him that is was tempting, just oh so very tempting in the current almost unreal climate, to want to let go, to show him how it really should be done. Gritting her teeth again, she started to rise...

Bolt upon bolt discharged with finality into the pearwood walls, and the light level seemed to increase with the raw magic being accumulated. Wonthe stopped merely dodging, and for the first time turned his entire gaze towards Boilt. Boilt shuddered. He hadn't realised it but Wonthe's eyes had seemed slightly out of focus, as if many images of his eyes were overlapped one on top the other. Eyes staring at a thousand different things at once. 

Now they coalesced into one set of too, too real eyes. They seemed too focused, too present...and there were burning into Boilt.

Wonthe strode the distance between them easily, absent-mindedly blurring out of the way of one last bolt. Suddenly he was upon Boilt, and Boilt was forced to swing and jab with his staff instead. Wonthe was distracted again, eyes blurred slightly again as he palmed aside each thrust and sweep without thought. He watched how the magical light flaring with the movement corresponded with the true colours underlying it. Then he remembered himself, and as Boilt swung with one last primal scream, Wonthe grabbed the staff with a grim finality. The eyes coalesced, the staff was wrenched, and Boilt's arm and body were twisted around. His chest was exposed, the staff was pinned across it, and with a simply motion Wonthe kicked out. 

Boilt's staff gave no resistance to the irresistible foot and snapped in two with a CRACK. 

Boilt's chest bent in on itself as the breath was knocked from him.

Boilt's whole body was thrown across the room to slam into the back wall. Boilt slide down onto the ground, his hat was lost somewhere along the way. Unkempt hair spilled out around his face, giving him a strange savage look. He was still conscious, but could only stagger to his feet with extreme difficulty. 

Wonthe posed in a perfect t-shape, then with grace slowly folded himself back up to his impressive height. His whole gaze was still on Boilt. 

Boilt looked back.

Boilt's expression then went from extreme rage and fear to sudden puzzlement to almost return to his usual expression of disdain. This time though it was disdain for himself. He shook his head at his sudden stupidity, and drew himself up.

"Oh bugger," said Granny, whose mind had caught the thought. Boilt's mind was suddenly enclosed again though.  She had had one chance, but she had paused, caught up in the drama. Stupid. Since when does a witch let someone else do her fighting! Let something as stupid as drama or a story get in the way of doing what needed done. She pulled back, knowing that she couldn't do anything in that respect to help now. That she would need all her defences in a few seconds time...

"Oh bugger," said Rincewind, as he felt the sudden pressure in the air. He was so close, but decided that touching the cube might not be a good idea at this point. Actually, being this close to it wasn't a brilliant idea either, but he couldn't do anything about that...except suddenly hunch up like a demented stork... [22]
"Angarrrrrrrrrrrrrrrooooooock!" yelled out Boilt. His hands clawed and were raised as if lifting a huge weight, or as if he were deceased crow. It was the ultimate wizardly pose. 

How could Boilt have been so stupid? Why get distracted? He 'tsk'd' at himself until the raw flow of magic created a warm soothing rush of comfort. Wonthe stopped in his determined stride. Suddenly all the colour had flowed out of his vision, it all resembled a still of a foggy day. He hadn't realised until it was gone, but there had been a faint musical quality to the background noise in his head. Suddenly that was silent too. The world truly held its breathe for…something. Something wrong. All was wrong...

And the stirrer rose up in a place with no height. It didn't know how to smile, or feel pleasure yet. But it would...

"Oh buuuuuuuuuuugerrrrrrrrrrrr!" yelled Rincewind as a sudden pulse blasted from the cube, throwing him back across the room close to Granny Weatherwax. She rocked on her feet, but remained upright, as did Wonthe. The blast flowed out across the room, hit the walls, then swirled up against it and flowed up around the ceiling before falling down. The pulses kept coming, and the swirls kept swirling, flowing up the walls and ceiling then crashing back down to the centre of the room. By now anything loose was billowing. Rincewind's robe fluttered around him, his hat wobbled this way and that and Granny's cloak snapped out from the surge at random intervals, like a dog barking at someone harassing its master. Boilt's hair flapped around as he cackled in glee and gave a dark look at Wonthe. Wonthe, for his part, looked around in lost alarm, rocking to each billowing. He looked back at Boilt. Boilt levelled two hands at him, pointed with each index finger, and unleashed a twin bolt of lightening at the figure of his previous anger. Like a rabbit in headlights, Wonthe could only stare helplessly before they hit him fully in the chest. He slipped back as if he was on ice, still upright. For a second he tried to lurch forward, but Boilt started throwing bolt upon bolt at him until he finally was knocked against a wall, and with an odd, puzzled look slid down it and crumpled into a heap. 

Granny looked over to Rincewind, but saw him already start to get to his feet. She started to lurch towards Wonthe, but it was very obvious that this was now merely Wonthe's body, and she stopped. She drew herself up, and turned towards Boilt. He was busy giggling to himself.

"It's coming! Ahahhahahahahaha, it's coming!" He looked at both his adversaries in triumph even as they regarded him with killing stares. "Now you'll see, ahahahahahahhaha!" he shrieked oblivious.

And both of them could feel it. The build up of magic was intense. Rincewind had been at ground zero when the sourcerer had appeared, and it was the same type of raw, vibrant energy. Except it was being concentrated in this room. They could feel the spin get faster and faster, like a loom drawing its threads into one mass, the magic was being wound tighter and tighter into an enormous ball of energy. There was nothing that you couldn't do with a concentration of magic like this. Nothing.
And in his mind something was bothering Rincewind. Even while his teeth and nails sparked with magical fire, even while his mind was screaming at him to run away as fast as possible, even while he simply screamed, there was a wizardly part yelling at him 'Something's wrong!'

'Too right,' Rincewind thought back, 'there is an occult ball of potentiality forming at the controls of a psychotic murderous wizard!'

'No no no, something else...' was screaming his wizardy brain, 'Something's missing. Something you take for granted so much that you just ignore it, put in the background. So when its gone you can't quite put your finger on what it is. Think!'

'No, you think! You're my brain! I'm for panicking!'

Rincewind's mind was silent, it was too late anyway, the damage was done. Rincewind let the winds push him back towards Granny Weatherwax. 

"Something's wrong!" he said to her.

"You reckon?"

"No, I mean really wrong. Like missing wrong...but...in a really bad way...umm...I can't quite figure it out though."

Granny Weatherwax turned her gaze to gaze briefly to Rincewind. It was so steely sharp it could cut. He backed away slightly.

"Sorry, just thought you might like to...umm, I'll just stay over here...umm..."

The magic was tightening to breaking point, it was apparent that the moment was coming. Boilt had been looking around the room, revelling in his own creation, but he turned to regard the two again. Rincewind wandered why Granny Weatherwax wasn't springing into action, but he soon found out when he tried to walk towards her. He was pinned. It was like walking into a gale. He tried another step backwards. Fine. Forwards... Nope, not a thing. He was quite impressed that Granny had apparently managed to take a single step forward, he couldn't even lift his foot. But that was as much progress as she had made this entire time. Some strange part of him considered circumspectly sidling around the walls crab like to reach the box, but he found he couldn't manage that either. He was trying to reassure himself that back was good, but Rincewind's Resentment was still going strong. He would have gladly swapped directions. No going back? Good. He'd like to wipe that smug grin from Boilt's face once and for all.

Boilt's smug grin was getting smugger by the second. He laughed again at the inefficiency of the two.

"You don't even know what the puzzle box is, do you? It's power! It's a gift! Whoever solves it can have what they desire. One wish! Anything! ANYTHING! You can feel the power, the raw magic it can invoke! It has invoked! For me! My wish! For I solved it. Oh yes, my little tools, you opened it for me, but it was me! I solved its secrets, all of them! And now..."

They all felt it. There was almost a song to it, and it was reaching its crescendo. A single perfect moment. Boilt stood up straighter, licked his lips, savoured it. His mind started to work faster, examining all the possibilities. He felt the infinity of choice open up before him...

And now the intelligence was close...so close it could find something. Something it never had before. A voice...

The magic was visible now, a streaming ghostly wind condensed into a large white stop in the centre of the room. It pulsed, it tightened, in a few brief seconds it would all be wound up. The puzzle box had stopped flooding the room now, all the magic was here... Once again this reminded Rincewind of the sheer potentiality of the time of the sourcerer. Anything had been possible then too, that was the problem. The sourcerer, the sourcerer...oh dear, how could he have forgotten...

"Where are the creatures?" he yelled into the storm that was rising in pitch.

"What?" yelled Granny through gritted teeth. She had poured everything into moving her foot...sparks flew around her iron-shod shoes but she had managed another step. "What creatures? There aren't any."

"Exactly!"

"What?"

"The creatures! From the Dungeon Dimensions!" He paused as a spark stung his teeth, and continued in teeth-gritted determination. "Any large magic, or even any normal build up from powerful spells gets them interested, like a moth to a candle! But this, this is like forest fire! Where are they? Something is seriously wrong! You'd think they would be clustered around this one, if he doesn't use the magic just right, it could punch such a hole in reality..."

Granny Weatherwax suddenly wished she didn't have such a good knowledge of people. And more than that, that these creatures hadn't also developed that knowledge too. It was amazing really, creatures outside their reality able to pinpoint humanity so well.

"He doesn't even have to use it wrongly," she said in a quiet singsong voice that somehow carried over the pitched roar, "He just has to not use it at all..."

The balls span into a perfect sphere, the final strand was twisting in, and Boilt laughed again. The moment was here, and suddenly there was the voice. Well, to call it a voice would be to imply humanity to it. It was a sound without any emotion or humanity attached. It maybe had one thing, a hint of need, but even then it wasn't a need like humans had needs. This was an unthinking desire to smother the fire, a blanket that covers the flame for heat and wonders where the warmth went. 

The sound was this:

CHOOSE.

And Boilt looked in victory at the two helpless accomplices. Breathed in, let the moment surge up. The ball wrapped its last strand in. He looked at the whole potential of the universe, saw all the flaws and inadequacies, and with all the power he had at his command he turned and...and...

Had no clue how to make it better. There was nothing in him to ask for.

With a ripping sound that echoed deep into the soul, the world found it couldn't contain the magic any more, and tore as its density plunged it through untold dimensions and into the Dungeon Dimensions. If fell away, not down or even sideways, it just...fell. Fell into itself. With a pop a huge portal of nothing, a soulless dark grey that had nothing to do with light and its absence, nor with matter and its absence...opened. It was a void. A void of reality. 

And now, the creatures stirred.

And now, the creator of the box came to claim his prize.

Back in a room, the Luggage still moved. It wasn't thinking in a normal way. Normal thinking creatures, when faced with a problem, such as, say, being suspended in mid air by powerful magics, would have tried to think its way out of it, tried various avenues. The Luggage didn't. Charging wasn't working. So obviously it would have to do more of it. The Luggage's legs started going faster and faster, becoming almost cartoon like in a semi-circular blur of multiple legs. Which, given its abundance of legs already, was seriously bad for the eyes. Then they started going faster still, so that they were a transparent pink blur. Then they just disappeared from view altogether. 

And suddenly, the Luggage began to drift down. Just a fraction. There was the smell of ozone, as if the Luggage was generating so much friction that it was tearing apart the molecules beneath it. Its underside started to get cherry red.

It drifted down a little bit more.

Wonthe glanced around him. All was still trapped fog like, but there was a different quality to the air. The faint background noise was back at least. He looked up at the figure standing over him.

IT ALL HANGS IN THE BALANCE NOW, I BELIEVE.

"Does it?" said Wonthe, still puzzled. "I, for a second there...I knew it all. I got...well, it. But it all went wrong...somehow..."

INDEED. BOILT FELL FOR SOMETHING PLACED BY THOSE NOT IN YOUR REALITY. NOT FROM ANY REALITY. IF THEY FEED, THEN IT WILL BE THE END OF ALL.

Wonthe remembered the colours, the never-ending tapestry.

"But, how can it end? It was forever, it was...". Then he looked at Death. "Oh."

Death ignored his looks, and examined the hourglass. He held it out, as if examining it better in the light. Wonthe looked at it too. All his sand was fallen. No, not quite. There was one grain. With an insubstantial silvery thread attached to it, it hung from the centre. Not quite falling down onto the rest.

IT APPEARS TO BE WATING FOR SOMETHING. Death remarked

"Waiting for what?"

PERHAPS WAITING FOR YOUR SECOND LIFE TO END.

"What? I don't understand..."

NEITHER DO I. I JUST WORK HERE.

Wonthe looked again at the hourglass, and the single bead of his life. "Wait, you do more than that...you exist there too, don't you? That's you, isn't it?" he asked.

I BEG YOUR PARDON.

"I mean, you only exist at the end too, don't you? The end of everything. That one moment when...when it stops. All of it. And yet, yet you exist here, and before, and after too..."

OF COURSE. HOW CAN ONE KNOW EVERYTHING UNLESS ONE IS THERE TO KNOW IT ALL HAPPENED, BE THERE AT THE END OF IT.

"Yet you are everywhere before, too"

AH, THIS IS A TIME QUESTION. LIN-TE-WIDDLE WOULD SAY THAT YOU ARE REBORN EVERY SECOND.

"And you would say?"

But Death was silent, apparently going back to regarding the single sparkling grain in the hourglass. Wonthe stared at the hourglass too. Then he had a thought. 

"Can I, can I see the name on it?"

Death turned the hourglass around. It said, on the name plaque, a simple phrase. 

'One, The'. 

"Umm," said Wonthe, "'The One' what?"

WHO KNOWS FOR SURE. MAYBE THE ONE WHO IS ALLOWED TO KNOW ALL. MAYBE THE ONE WHO IS ALLOWED TO KNOW THE END. 

"Or...?"

But he realised he was talking to nothing except the fog, trapped between the moments.

The pressure removed from the pair of them, and Granny Weatherwax and Rincewind lurched forwards. Granny staggered more after her effort, and completely by instinct Boilt reached out to steady the witch as she lurched towards him. Suddenly she had his cloak tight round his neck as she screwed it up so tightly in her hands.

"Do you have any idea what you have done? At all?" she said, coldly. Her eyes burned into him, her fury so focused and under control it was a lance. It was at times like these, when you are faced with such an inept badness that nevertheless manages to invoke such tragic consequences, that no justice ever seems possible. What can you do to right a balance? The road to hell might be paved with good intentions, but it was populated mostly with people who had only the vaguest of bad intentions, and then had to hang on in horror as the body count mounted...

She let go, but Boilt barely had time to stagger back and gain a breath before Rincewind was on him, pummelling him again.

"What did you do? What on the Disc possessed you?" Rincewind continued ranting in this theme as he rained a few more blows on the by now thoroughly defeated wizard. There was just something about the set of his shoulders. He had obviously lost his brain at some point around the wish. Nevertheless, Granny pried Rincewind off of Boilt, and tried again. She turning to face him, looking deep into his eyes. A bleary eyed wizard looked back, probably one dribble away from madness.

"It's people like you that would make wishes like 'I want all the money in the world' when that doesn't get you anything, except a world where barter makes a comeback and you have a very shiny lumpy bed. Or 'I want to be immortal', when you have no clue what to do with yourself of a Sunday afternoon! I bet you thought you were going to set the world to rights, didn't you, but you can't! You can't do anything with magic. And you certainly can't wish things better! Not really. The only thing that can make a better life for people is people, and you can't set the universe to rights because it's exactly how it should be! The universe is exactly right for everything because everything is shaped by the universe. 

"You could have spent your whole life looking around Mr. Wizard, and choosin' your life, acquiring the potential to do anything. But you thought you'd cheat, and have the whole lot handed to you in one. But it don't work like that, it's not the potential that's the problem. People don't need potential, and then choose a direction. They need a direction. Once you have that, there ain't nothing you can't achieve."

Granny suddenly went oddly silent, and stepped away from Boilt again. Rincewind's concerns had been slightly more personal, and he took this opportunity to vocalise them. This time he merely grabbed Boilt by the collar, and shook him vigorously.

"I'm not doing it! Not again!" he yelled, "I still wake up at night running! I'm not being chased through untold dimensions, not again! Not again!"

"I don't think you will find running necessary this time," said Granny in a tight voice. He looked over at her, and saw she was staring passed his head, up at something high. He turned round and gaped, Boilt falling to his knees as Rincewind lost his grip. 

"Or infact possible" Granny concluded.

Rincewind was staring up at the rip. Except now where there had been a grey unpleasant shimmer, there was now a disfigured, and very large, hand.

The Ee had been a strange people. They had built great temples and used up all their minerals and foods in great sacrifices to god after god, searching for the one that would bring them prosperity and relief from the hunger and housing shortage the ordinary people seemed to be under. Then one day they had found ...something... Something that had listened. Need had echoed need. A connection. Certain holy men, who must have been holy because they were hearing whispering voices, managed to create even more graphic pictograms than normal. Amongst all the strange limbs and maws and the interesting engravings of the ladies of legendary flexibility were designs for a simple looking box. It was actually comprised of the most insanely complicated and twisted collection of interlocking pieces and shapes ever seen, and by the time the people managed to build it they had all but died out, including the holy men who knew what it was actually for in the first place. But the cube had remained. And the need behind the cube had waited patiently, because what was time to something outside of the realm of reality? 

The hand gripped the side of the rip. It was a yellowish greenish greyish brownish non-colour. If you took all the components of really good hospital decoration, and rolled them into one metacolour that would be guaranteed to send even the doctors scurrying for the nearest available sick bed, then you would get pretty close to this one. It was the colour that was probably at the opposite end of the spectrum to octarine, the eighth colour, the colour of magic. Focusing on the colour of the hand meant that Rincewind didn't really have to think about the hand itself. It was something that had a put-together look by something that didn't have any clue about what a hand was, what it did, and had only seem the edges of one once in its mind. But nevertheless the mind seemed to feel it was something it ought to have if it was to attempt entry into reality. Each finger got it right, in that there was a long part that bent. Some even had a nail at the end too. But then there was the fact that each had a different size, shape, and direction from each other to consider. The textures weren't something to consider at all though, the back of the hand even oozed.

The hand yanked the side of the rip, which expanded in answer though now the dark grey of nothing was obscured by more hospitalising green. Infact the whole rip was filled by it. Rincewind dared to look around from the hand, as there was something bad for the eyes seeing reality being pulled apart by a hand like that. He suddenly felt at the edge of a precipice in his mind, and realised that indeed reality was being pushed apart. There were ripples on the edge of the tear that weren't ripples of movement, they were ripples of a fabric bunching up. He looked into the tear instead, and so saw the foot emerge. It too was big. It too was hospitalising yellow. Except this time it resembled a pig.

Granny was wisely avoiding looking at the thing too closely. She got that it was generally going for a human, if large, shape. Knowing roughly what to expect in that direction, she looked around the room to work out what they had to combat it. The inventory went something like this:

Her (thank goodness).

Rincewind (hmm, could be an asset, or not...moving on...)

The cube (apparently dormant, the damage having been done).

Boilt (dribbling for now, but could still be a nuisance, she couldn't think how to use him against the creature, unless she threw him at it)

Two halves of a staff (fairly useless)

Wonthe. 

She stared passed him quickly, she had all the anger she needed to keep her in that hot, tight place of fury that sped the mind and body forward like a hot knife through the air. Any more would be crippling. She needed to be on the edge only, as sharp as possible. Since there only seemed to be her. Well, in the end, there was always only you, wasn't there?

Then she looked at the leg more closely.

"Oh, it's a pig," she said offhandedly

"Whew, you think so too? Yes, that's what I thought," said Rincewind finding a relief in the general ocean of terror of the situation.

"Don't really see that every day."

Rincewind paused for a second. While that was factually true, it seemed to be simply the latest in a very long list of items just now. 

"No, not really."

The foot and lower leg really did look like someone had seen a pig, seen it walking around, and because it could move had decided that somehow it was the entire shape, not just the hoof part, that was the key to this standing thing. Though the observer in question had probably described it to their two year old child and given him some yellow, brown and green Plasticine to play with first. However, it was still fairly sane compared to the second leg. That leg wasn't a leg at all. It was a mass of things best called tentacles. They somehow came to a consensus after flapping around, and on stepping forward supported the creature's weight in a tight circle where they landed. A chest then heaved through, and it really looked like it had attempted entry to this world before and someone had fired a chicken cannon directly into its chest to repel it. Feathery lumps covered the surface there. 

The final limb, or limbs really, came through. Three almost normal like arms were coming out separately from the body, but them seemed to reach an impasse just after the elbows. The committee of arms had finally decided that perhaps a huge pincer-like claw that resembled a huge eagle's beak would be a great way to go. The beak held open the other side of the rip, pulling it wider to allow the body through fully, and finally the head ducked under and through too. It was a misshapen lump of yellowish-green clay might have seen left over after the pig-leg was finished. On its own it would be on a shelf with a sign under it saying 'teacher' or 'mother'. Strange unaligned slits were in the place of a nose, there were dark, dark green glass eyes submerged beneath a lump that would have been a brow, letting nothing in or out. Then suddenly there was the mouth. Both pairs of eyes turned towards it, and complete dread washed over their owners. It suddenly made them forget the whole rest of the ensemble, which surely was all it was now, the body merely dressing to allow the mouth to interact with the world. For the mouth was nothing but a gaping hole. At first it seemed to be a hole through the head which allowed them to see the dark grey nothing behind. Then they realised that it was a separate entity. It was a window into the heart of this thing. And the heart of this thing was a hole. An empty, hungry, cavernous hole.

"We're going to die, aren't we?" asked Rincewind absently.

"Probably", replied Granny.

Rincewind was sufficiently shocked to turn round. That wasn't really the most helpful thing to hear, and either she was taking a perverse pleasure at this time, or was simply too preoccupied to lie. He wanted to test his theory further, though really that was on a level with jumping off a bridge to see if the rope around your leg was just rope rather than a bungee cord.

"Umm, so, you don't have a plan or anything here then?"

"Not a one...I'd clean out my ear if I did, not that it would help in this situation, I think..."

Her voice sounded so small or, more correctly, much further away. While it was amazing to realise the level of her focus, that she was so intent on looking for a solution that she didn't even have anything left to lie, it was also very, very disheartening. Rincewind also realised that things had gotten so mixed up that he couldn't actually run either. 'All in all', said the normally quashed fatalistic voice in his head, 'you may as well look at the mouth again. It's certainly something you don't see more than once in a lifetime. Probably for good reasons.' 

The thing had drawn itself to full height, which was nearly touching the ceiling. The edges of reality were released as it unsteadily stood on it's own legs,  and with a strange elastic band motion the portal snapped back together to seal into perfectly normal air again. The creature looked left and right, as if trying to get used to the fact it could look left and right. An arm jerked. A few tentacles undulated. Then with no warning it tilted its head back and did what approximated to a scream.

The scream was loud.

The scream was high-pitched.

It was also wrong. While it bellowed, it seemed to be sucking air in rather than releasing it. It pulled at their bodies, which was odd because their clothes didn't billow. Then they realised that it was deeper than that. It was like it was pulling inside their bodies...well, infact, like it was pulling at them. The hitherto lifeless box flared up into life again with a pulse of light. They felt the waves of magic assault the room, making it hard to breathe. The creature really screamed then. The excess raw magic was drawn into its mouth easily. But both Rincewind and Granny fell to their knees as the worse feeling of non-pain yanked at them. They both clutched at themselves as if they could stop the pull... 

The creature stopped bellowing. The cube, for the moment, stopped pulsing. The tug stopped, but the two looked at each other in horror as they scrambled back to their feet. 

Granny had had enough of reacting. She had felt it, sucking the magic, and in some strange way some of the reality out of the room. But that had been secondary. She had seen the cube, pulsing, giving it the main part of the power it was hungry for. So the cube was still acting as some form of link. If they could only get at it they could weaken this creature, enough to throw it back through the rip. She looked over at Rincewind.

"Rincewind, go for that cube. It's feeding that thing somehow. We need to destroy it. Now."

"Umm, there appears to be a huge monster in the way," remarked Rincewind, not confident this would stop Granny's sudden lack of logic.

"Not for long there ain't," she replied smugly.

Rincewind stared at her in alarm. He wasn't sure if he wanted to be in the same room as an annoyed monster. Having said that, Granny Weatherwax in action was very impressive. He came down on the side of 'What else was he going to do'.

"What are you going to do then?" he asked.

She rolled up her sleeves, and rubbed some circulation back into her hands. The chill when that thing had sucked in had chilled beyond the bone, beyond the soul, but anything for some psychological comfort. 

"I'm goin' to distract it. Be ready."

Rincewind needed no encouragement, he had already started to sidle in a non-threatening way back from Granny, with very definite 'I'm not with her' harmonics.

Granny crouched to the ground and stared at the thing. It was temporarily stationary, enjoying the jolt of reality it had received. This had apparently been everything it had, for want of a better word, imagined, and more. Granny reached out with her fingers at first, then with her mind. The wood beneath them was practically humming with magic from the years, and from its origins at the times of the sourcerers. It had a dim sentience, enough to be satisfied with the magic constantly sent into it. Enough to be worried about the slight tug it felt recently. Granny reached back into her own mind, for a little closed box. Carefully she manoeuvred it towards the floor. It was a box that stored all her feeling she had when she had felt that creature tugging at, well at her. A sheer sick nameless dread of losing all that made her herself, of feeling the magic as naturally a part of herself as an arm start to be drained from her. The floor could feel. It could worry. And the floor could therefore fear. She unleashed the contents of the box at it, shuddering as she caught a slight backlash. The floor did more than shudder. It jolted with a single thump that went through the body. She was slightly unbalanced, but the creature fell heavily. Rincewind was already right against the other wall, but was yet to be able to get an opening. 

Granny righted herself, and moved further away from the wizard, hoping she had drawn the creature's sight. The creature looked around pathetically from on its back, and screamed its scream again. Granny was prepared this time, but there was still a sharp tug, like a stomach cramp, and she carefully didn't think about the truth of exactly what she was feeling. The floor reacted this time too, a shuddered in sympathy only, as if not wanting to draw the creature's attention to it again. 

"You're right," Rincewind hissed as loudly as he dared while the monster was confused, "the cube seem to be drawing in magic and feeding it directly to it."

Granny nodded, not looking away from the prone creature. "Come on, you know you want to see what did that to you..." 

The problem with large things is that people tend to feel that they will be lumbering, and ungainly. And while this had been true of the monster before, this was merely 'learning to walk' clumsiness. For want of a better word, its eyes settled on Granny and she suddenly saw the spark behind them. This was no unthinking unfeeling brute. This was the thing that had set in motion the complex circumstances for its own release. This was the thing that had managed to think while all around it were involved in the simple mindless act of need. It had risen to the top of the unmentionable creatures lying in wait for reality to snap, waiting with expectation to grab its taste of existence. 

It pushed itself upright with its elbows, and managed to spring back onto its feet in one movement. The coils of its tentacled leg took the weight of it and compressed, and suddenly it leapt across the room in one bound.

"Oh bugger..." said Granny scrambling out of the way as the beak-like hand swished over her head. Rincewind was temporarily horrified at the speed of the thing, and couldn't move. Granny looked up at the now towering creature, looking directly at her. She was penned in.

Unbeknownst to both, Boilt had passed beyond insanity into some strange shallows. He looked at Granny trapped, and through some cotton wool of the broken mind realised that this was how it was supposed to be. He looked around and saw the terrified Rincewind. Perfect. He bent over to grab the top half of his staff, now discharged, smiling to himself and even humming. Perfect. It was all perfect.

As it turned out, he bent over just in time. 

The Luggage continued to spin. Its underside was white hot, but it was getting oh-so close to the floor. The air shimmered and boiled. With one final sigh the last molecules underneath it gave, and the Luggage touched the ground. Well, at least it touched the ground in fact. In appearance it hovered slightly with its invisible legs for a fraction of a second, then blurred towards the wall. It didn't make it. Somewhere along the way between the centre of the room and the violent destruction of the brickwork, it disappeared with a soft 'pop'.

The creature roared this time, though nothing was sucked in. There was even some kind of harmonics of laugher behind it, though nothing as complex as laughter from gloating or evil, but the raw laughter that comes with seeing someone in a position that you would not wish to be. The creature reared up. It growled again.

A very crowded second, which in some parts had been termed an 'Ankh-Morpork second' [23] followed. There was suddenly a 'pop', a delicate sound that was almost lost in the echo of the first, like the slicing of night or the footfall of a shadow, and then a fantastically resonating 'boom' such as you would hear when an unstoppable force meets an immovable object. The air smelled of burning, or more accurately of cauterised flesh and ozone.

The tremendous boom died down, but little 'binks' and 'dinks' occasionally sounded, such as would come from small pieces of timber and twisted lead falling to the ground from precarious broken hanging. 

Granny stared at the creature, now halted. Rincewind stared at the creature, which seemed to be staring at Granny in what passed for surprise in that mess of a face. Rincewind also stared at the area that wasn't filled with creature but should be. A fairly squarish path had been created directly through the area its lower chest had occupied. The delicate balance of reality hung for a second, as all present to observe it tried to piece together exactly what had happened. The creature's legs, not now being connected to any form of intelligence, therefore knew exactly what had happened and fell backwards with a wet loud thump. The creature's body, still in shock, managed to hang in the air against the laws of gravity by the more powerful laws of magic and, some would say, humour. But every Thaum of magic it had absorbed was still trying to convince the world to allow into existence something which should have neither presence nor form. So after a second the creature's eyes rolled in their deformed sockets and it too fell backwards and down. A louder wetter thumping 'squish' sound followed. The floor shuddered slightly. The room went back to quiet.

Granny turned round to Rincewind, but her words died on her lips as she saw he seemed to be looking passed her. She turned, realising that he had traced the path of the...whatever...to the wall, which now had a very twisted and visible break in it. There was an awful lot of studded pinewood around. There were even torn pieces of lead sheet sticking out. A lone hanging piece of sapient pearwood, possibly due to the embarrassment at all the stares it was receiving, detached and fell onto the heap. 

The wood and lead had obviously absorbed a tremendous amount of the impact of...whatever...as the stone face of the wall beyond was merely severely cracked, rather than completely missing. Rincewind was staring more at the pile than the stone though. There were several pairs of pink feet stick out in places, and he was trying to convince himself that they weren't at very, very extreme angles to one another. 

Granny noticed this detail too.

"Often see this sort of thing happen around you?" she asked, in a very, very offhand tone.

"Umm," said Rincewind in a quiet, small voice, "It's my luggage. Well, The Luggage really. It sort of belonged...belongs... to itself, really. It's supposed to follow its master anywhere. I wondered where it had gotten to. Umm..."

But with this information resolved, Granny was distracted trying to listen to another screaming question her brain was asking her. "Something's missing...what?"

Rincewind was slow to come out of his daze and went to mention he'd asked that a while ago. But then there was suddenly a feeling of pressure. Both turned to look toward the cube again. It had started to glow. With renewed effort and vigour it started to visibly pulse magic out into the room. The feeling of pressure and closeness was intense. Magic started to spark under Rincewind's fingernails, whose normal potential to attract magic was an integer somewhere between -1 and 1.

"Wh's 't do'n' dat?" questioned Rincewind between clenched teeth, as the magic started to build up around his body.

"How sh'd I k'w why it's doin' t'is" responded Granny, holding her hat tightly to her head and trying to earth the magic into the pearwood below her feet with sheer force of will. 

She turned to Rincewind, and suddenly saw his eyes widen. Her mind was working incredibly fast, and she worked out one of the few reason he could have been worried at something behind her at about the same time she realised what the missing thing was that had been plaguing her. It left no time for her to do anything about this, but luckily Rincewind's legs didn't need to be powered by Rincewind's mind. They had already bent then thrown Rincewind's body across at Granny before his brain had even fully registered what his eyes were telling him. Granny landed hard, but the arcing bolt of raw power flew harmlessly over her head. She was twisted so could see the cause of it. Boilt stood there, still dribbling away and laughing as his robes billowed around him. He held the top half of his broken staff in his hand. For the moment he barely seemed to be focused on the two crumpled figures on the floor. He whirled the staff around his head, and as it streamed magic around the knob he resembled a candyfloss vendor from hell. 

Wonthe looked left and right. The figures passing through him and drifting around him were dull, very dull shapes in a dull patchwork. As his eyes became accustomed to the strange grey barrier he realised there was slight movement. The colours weren't quite gone. But they were muted, so horribly muted. Whatever was happening it was as if all possibility, all life, was being sucked out of the room...out of all rooms. He looked down at his feet, at the grey swirling slowing nothing and almost felt himself sink into it. It was all so hopeless...

He stopped. He almost didn't, but then he realised he knew, knew, what he would see if he did. That was the point, wasn't it? The knowing first?

So he looked up instead. And smiled a wide smile. 

A sea, an ocean, an infinity of infinities trailed off upwards. Vibrant in colour and sound and imagination, he almost floated towards it all, his eyes a blur as his gaze drifted from possibility to possibility. Then his gaze coalesced. He smiled deeper as he realised if everything was possibly, then there was surely a place where the chances of an irresistible force surviving an 

encounter with immovable object were exactly a million to one...

"You appear to be on top of me," said Granny Weatherwax.

"Umm, yeah, sorry about that"

"Not that I'm complainin' about the reasons mind, just that the bein' able to roll out of the way might be nice."

"Ah, yes...see, there might be a little problem, in that I seem to be frozen with terror just now..."

Granny hunched up, and with a grunt pushed and kicked at the ground and the wizard crushing her. She rolled him off and then rolled away in the other direction just as another arc of magic slammed and earthed itself into the pearwood ground that had been occupied a second before.

Rincewind made a small 'ooph' noise in delayed shock from the wild iron shod boot that caught him nastily in the side He looked up in surprise at where he had rolled across the ground to. He painfully righted himself, seeing from his prone position the figure of the mad wizard swaying to the magical currents. Boilt was simply scooping up some of the spare magic around with his staff. Wizard's staves were always natural conductors of magic, even broken, and he was simply throwing it back at them. Rincewind then remembered how accurate the last shot had been. Hmm, demented wizard who wishes you dead with a weapon and unlimited magic to power it, while you and your only ally lie prone. Probably best to panic again. Rincewind panicked. He looked over at Granny, who was also looking up at Boilt, eyes locked with his mad gaze. He wondered what on earth she could be planning, or maybe...of course, she probably wasn't planning anything. Just some last defiant glances. Rincewind was just about to panic again when he saw her gaze flick subtly to behind Boilt. Rincewind followed the look seeing the movement at the same time...   

Boilt laughed nastily and started whirling the staff again, drawing more magic to its tip to throw it back out again. Everything was going perfectly, perfectly, nothing was wrong, and nothing could stop him now. His enemies were pinned to the ground, the magic was flowing again, the ghastly creature wasn't interfering with his plans again...it was all so perfect. He laughed again, started doing a little jig as he swung the staff harder. He glanced over at Rincewind, but he would deal with him later, oh yes, later...the memory of many blows still literally ringing in his ears. He turned his full attention back to the witch, lying there glaring at him with impotent defiance. He whirled the staff harder and harder, met that steady gaze with his own mad blinking one. He cackled. Then a tiny part of his brain that was still sane, now trapped under so many layers of dribbling consciousness noticed the slight...what was it, smug air about the gaze? Why smug? What could she possibly be smug about? 'Honestly, some people,' it thought, deep below the cackling, 'they just really do not know how to be simple victims, I mean really, defiance, yes, a last 'you won't get away with this', yes, but smugness...' He barely noticed the slight darting of Granny's gaze, and he certainly, over the ringing and cackling and complaints, didn't hear the noises.

Crinkle. Tinkle.

Pit-pat-pit-pat-pit-pat...

SNAP!

Wonthe smiled, but then he looked around. There was still the patch of grey. All was not right...he let his gaze flick this way and that...

But no, someone had said you couldn't get anywhere by wishing. They had of course been wrong in every single respect except for the one that mattered. People had to do things for themselves, or else what was the whole point of the universe?

Wonthe looked around instead. Death stood there, but of course he had expected that.

"I think I get it now," Wonthe said.

REALLY? INTERESTING...

Wonthe smiled. Death grinned back, though he couldn't really help it.

"Can I see my hourglass again?"

Death held it up. It hadn't changed at all...still that single last grain waiting to drop. Wonthe breathed in and breathed out. Or rather, explored the possibilities where his lungs were filled with air and weren't.

A pause. "How do I get back?"

Death was still grinning, although there was a different flavour to it. Deep in the eyesockets you could swear there were flickers of blue, like little stars shining.

NOT MY AREA OF EXPERTISE, I AM AFRAID, said the sepulchral voice. Wonthe looked at Death. Death looked at Wonthe. Wonthe smiled even broader than before, and looked up and around again. Swam again, letting everything else go behind him. An infinity of possibilities awaited...

"You can't call me ungrateful, I could never be one to be called ungrateful," said Granny after a sufficient pause. "It just seems to me that that appears, though I could be wrong, not bein' a powerful wizzzard o' course..."

Rincewind gave a glare.

"It just seemed to me...that we have been saved by a box on hundreds of legs."

Rincewind nodded and walked up to it, amiably kicking the thing. "Yup, it's my Luggage OPEN UP I NEED FRESH UNDERWEAR AT LEAST!"

"Are you sure you want to do that..." started Granny, looking at the thing warily. For something with no features it was giving her the most knowing stare ever.

"Oh, it's alright, it's the most fascinating thing actually. I've seen it eat sharks and thieves and a hundred different things, and then I open it up and..."

"Ahahah, I knew it, it all worked perfectly...."

"Umm..." Rincewind said, closed the lid. He paused. He opened it again. 

"Ahahahahah, peeeeeerfe-" Close. He looked at Granny slightly chagrined. Opened the lid a crack.

"You'll all se-" Close.

"Umm, well usually it's underwear..." said Rincewind.

"I don't think you'll be needing those fresh ones quite yet anyway." said Granny. 

Rincewind didn't have to ask why. He didn't have to ask why the flow of magic hadn't stopped. He felt it begin to pulse faster and faster and faster again, and turned around to look at where Granny was looking.  The cause of the speeding pulses started moving. The toppled legs started whipping and scraping, the giant arms and mockery of arms started flailing. With surprising efficiency the top half of the thing managed to jump onto its hands, and leapt onto the upswinging bottom half. Another large pulse of energy from the cube and you couldn't see the join. The creature still managed to tower over them, turning dead baleful eyes form one to the other to the newest member, the one that had split it.

It screamed, and even the Luggage shuddered at the sucking feeling. It then did something almost human. It laughed.

"Right," said Granny. There were tones there. Mountains could hardly have managed a more resolute tone to the wind.

"Umm, is it time to panic again yet?" asked Rincewind.

"No. You saw it, it still needs the box. So we, or more specifically you, are still going for that box."

There was no arguing with that tone. Well, not much. Plus what was putting him off was the look. When she was not staring at those baleful mocking eyes, she was flicking her gaze, not at Rincewind, but at his hat.

Granny, for her part, felt it. There was a certainty. Three people for a start. Well, almost people. You always needed three. The maid...well, maybe that was stretching it, but still...there was definitely something of the innocent about Rincewind. And the Luggage was definitely one mean mother. Which left...the other one. Always the other one. Ah well...

She looked over at Rincewind again. Or rather, at his hat. It was a stray thought that had occurred to her as he had been talking over the Luggage, but one that suddenly shaped a plan now that the creature had came back.

It was always known there were two types of hats...those that were worn, and those that had a wearer. But....couldn't there be a third type of hat? One that needed to be worn, that needed a wearer?

Rincewind was a wizard. Even if he was the opposite end of the scale to all the others, even if it was in the same way that zero was a number, he was a wizard. He didn't need his hat for that, even if he thought so. It just advertised it.

But his hat. It wasn't a wizard's hat. No one looking at it could ever imagine it was a wizard's hat. No one else wearing it would ever look like a wizard. A prat, yes. A soon to be victim, yes. A wizard? No. That hat needed Rincewind. It needed Rincewind to be a Wizard's Hat. And here, in this place, where magic and reality were being pulled and yanked, where this creature was wrapping both around its own needs to give itself form...in this place such need practically made it alive. And if there was one thing Granny was best at, it was riding on the minds of living things...

"I'll need to Borrow this," she said to Rincewind, and to his great distress she whipped off his hat and gave it a look, in between sharing mutual stares with the creature.

"But...but...it's my hat!" was all that Rincewind could think to say, his look as horrified and shocked as if she had casually yanked off his arm to write a note to herself with.

"You are still wearing it."

"No I'm..." he started then stopped. Granny's voice brooked no contradiction and his eyes had already started swivelling up. There was a blue ghost of a hat on his head. If his eyes were more like a lobster's, he knew, he would be able to see the familiar spelling of 'Wizzzard' on the front.

"Umm...what do I do when I reach the box?"

"You'll know," said Granny with certainty again. You didn't get to be a witch without picking up the flow of a story. 

You didn't get to be a Rincewind if you argue with someone wanting you to run out of harm's way from the huge monstrous creature from the Dungeon Dimensions. He reviewed that sentence in his head again. The 'out of harm's way' was contrary to anything normally associated to his usual position. Ah well, what else was new. 

Granny turned the hat around, the creature apparently wrapped up in the fact that Granny was wrapped up in the hat. She was sharing a strange look with the creature, as if daring it to work out what she was doing. As if saying 'you came here, time to start learnin' the rules'.

She let her mind reach out to the hat and touch the edges of its...awareness?

She eyed the creature again. It leered with its grey nothing of a mouth. She looked to the other side at the Luggage. For a moment it turned and regarded Granny, then it turned back and regarded the creature with the usually malevolent non-gaze it tended to view everything with. A tongue quickly licked at ivory teeth.

"Ahaah, you'll all se-" Snap.

"Move. Now." said Granny from the corner of her mouth to Rincewind. She started to stamp over to the creature. It laughed again. It knew how to do it now and enjoyed the sensation. Its head and body swayed slightly as the little black figure broke the stand-off. It looked with apparent amusement at the absurd brightly coloured cloth she was waving. It reserved newly found malevolence for the oblong shape on legs beside her that had caused it pain earlier. The shape that was also ambling forward. It gurgled with pleasure, tensed slightly...

The creature sprang across the room in a bound, it lifted its claw ready to strike at the black figure, and...

With a wave Granny threw the hat into the air. With an 'oomph' her outstretched hand fired a bright stream of octarine sparks in the hat's wake. The creature suddenly paused, as it felt the taste of magic, the very magic it was drawing on to pull itself into this reality, follow the hat. It could even taste the flavour of the hat, some strange non-magical magic... It had already acquired a taste for magic and this was a delicacy, a delicious paradox. It had barely been in this reality more than minutes, but already it was finding out about instincts. 

It turned to swipe at the hat instead of the witch...

And watched as one side of the brim bent up, the other side bent down, the back curled slightly and the thing caught the updrafts of the magically heated air and sailed out of reach. If the creature had eyes it would have blinked, but instead it had a mouth and it... 

Felt the aching nothingness of the Dungeon Dimensions again for a second. With smugness the hat flitted around in a high circle after swooping down, out of reach of another swipe. The creature...

Was knocked almost off-balance by the Luggage ramming into it full tilt before scampering away.

Swoop. Another sharp jab of nothing in its mind. Swipe. Bang.

Rincewind's hat span round and dove again. The creature almost caught it but was smashed in its legs again. It knocked the Luggage aside with a backhand, but the Luggage bounced off the wall with its feet and jumped right back into the creature's back. Thump. Swipe. Swoop. Jab. Swerve. Swipe. Nothing. Bang. 

Rincewind took one look at the freakish sight of his hat and his Luggage fighting the creature, and sped across the room.

The box was still glowing, pulsing slowly as its creator was too distracted to use it. He reached out gingerly and touched it, then looked back quickly. But the creature was busy feigning and swiping as Rincewind's Hat, with Granny's consciousness, kept darting in and out. It was like some deranged hermit magpie carrying its nest with it, swooping and turning and delivering little jabs and thrusts of consciousness. The Luggage just kept on with brute force and wooden determination.

Rincewind stared at the cube, warm to the touch and pulsing not unpleasantly in his hand.

What on the disc was he supposed to do with the thing?

Ah well....

Rincewind's one talent, if you ignored ones that kept him far from danger and usually accelerating, was his ability with languages and words. He'd never really applied it to magic before. There were usually a whole series of horrible thoughts and mental exercises that went with the words, as you tried to stop your brain from coming to a horrible end in counter-action to the magics being performed. But, in the circumstances, why not try what he remembered Boilt saying...

"Agaryyyyyyyy'it!" he said, trying to put some effort into it. The rush of power surging up his arm knocked his Rincewindness for six. The last time he'd felt like this he was merely the conduit for one of the Eight Great spells from the Octavo to do something. But this was him! This was him doing actual magic and feeling that actual power! He stood up like a colossus and brandished the cube in front of him, turning to the room in general.

"What's that idiot doing?" thought Granny, trying to ignore the taste of fuzz in what she still imagined to be her mouth. She wobbled uncertainly as a blast of magic rocked the air. The creature laughed, swatting the Luggage across the room and missing her by inches. She dipped the front of her brim down and then swept the sides to dive under its legs.

Rincewind watched it all without caring. Power! Really real power! "Fusulus!" he declared in a loud voice. The power of it blasted back the Luggage from its next attack. The power caught Granny's mind and Rincewind's hat fully this time, they started spiralling around and the creature laughed harder...

Rincewind, now fully invested, almost laughed along with it. He was going to do it. He was going to do real magic properly. Him. Magic. Powerful magic. Him. 

"Maj'gyj'!" he cried. Granny's mind was blasted back into her body as the hat fluttered sideways. The creature strode towards her disoriented body, she looked up at the towering shape lifting its arm...

" E'e'ANT'o'o!" The creature realised the strange feel in the air at about the same as its arm fell off.

Rincewind blinked as his hat drifted gently back to his head again.

"...Angrick?" he said. The cube in his hands blackened slightly, and with a last feeble pulse of magic fell into a thousand pieces.

The universe and Rincewind's subconscious both shared a small nod as one 

professional to the other.

Granny and Rincewind both felt the tug again. Though this was a more natural tug, that of air being sucked. The creature tried to bellow but it came out as a small mewling like a trapped cat down a deep well. It tried to step towards Granny but its many-tentacled leg had stopped moving and shattered like glass when it put weight on it. It staggered backwards then started going backwards along the floor as the air pulled everything in the room. Granny tried to dig her studded hobnails into the smooth floor, and Rincewind tried to wave his hands as if swimming against the current that was pulling him sliding along the floor. The Luggage danced and ran on the spot on its hundreds of legs. The creature mewed again, as it tried to grasp the very edges of reality. The large grey hole had reappeared, not behind it but through it, as if by some strange optical illusion it was being sucked back to its own dimension through it's own mouth. It tried to grip the edges again with its remaining many fingered hand....

The body for a second got stuck. The creature tried to wiggle, but it slowly...sank? The other occupants of the room felt the tug on them stop. They watched as with the slow motion of a collapsing continent the creature carried on sinking through the floor. Deeper and deeper. The occasional piece would fall off of it, as it sank and sank. A baleful face disappeared as the reality of the floor seemed to buckle and wash over it. Finally only one small finger was left, for a few seconds it wiggled as if it was trying to hold on.

Pop.

The finger lay in a small blank space, centre of a ring of strange grey-yellow-brown shapes on the now perfectly ordinary floor.

Rincewind breathed in. He breathed out. The Luggage tottered backwards and forwards and then eyed him balefully with a knot-hole. Rincewind ignored it and straightened his hat. Granny pulled herself back up to her feet.

"Well now," she said.

"Pretty much," answered Rincewind, looking at his hands slightly worried.

"So then," she said.

"Indeed," he said.

"Don't reckon you see that every day," said Granny, looking over at Rincewind. 

"Indeed not." He looked over at her.

"Is it done..."

"What's your box doing..." they asked together.

"Sorry, you first," said Rincewind.

"I was just wonderin' why your box was sniffin' around," she said indicating the Luggage's odd behaviour around the body parts. 

"I think it's sniffing around for food, and I swear I can still hear Boilt through the wood..."

"Anything is possible..."

Granny and Rincewind rotated on their feet. A certain crumpled heap on the floor they had been desperately avoiding looking at had now solved the problem for them.

"Hmm," said Granny.

"Indeed," said Rincewind. 

The two stared at the ex-minion. The ex-minion seemed content to look around the room. Occasionally he would look over at them and smile, or look round and passed them.

"Umm" said Rincewind again. "Ah," he hazarded.

"We were of the opinion," said Granny, disconcerted not only that the minion seemed to be not only walking around but was also easily ignoring her most steely stare with strange unreal eyes. "We were of the opinion that you had infact died."

Wonthe turned his...gazes would probably be the best word...to Granny and smiled. "Would you believe that all those shots managed to miss all my vital organs and cauterised as they went through?"

"Umm...actually, no..." said Rincewind, hanging on to sanity and distracted by the Luggage doing small circles still, as if trying to work out a problem.

"Hmm," said Wonthe, "possibly best if you do actually. Not sure exactly how all this works. Exactly..."

Granny gave him a very piercing look. She then breathed, very deeply and deliberately, in and out. 

"Well then, looks like everything has worked out alright then."

Wonthe nodded slightly, but he wore a slightly different worried look, and indicated the fallen pieces of the puzzle cube in the corner and the general building. "Not everything. It might be better if that hadn't existed...this place hadn't existed..."

Granny raised a sceptical eyebrow. "And you think you can do that?"

Wonthe's smile was cut short. The Luggage had stopped moving. "Something's wrong..." Wonthe said without a trace of doubt. They all looked over to the floor. Watched a single ripple play across if as if the solid reality of the room were just an ocean. For various reasons each of them felt a nameless terror...

Then the finger moved...

It literally clung on by a nothingth in this nothing of a place. Outside of reality it felt everything...possibility and emotion and substance and everything but the hunger stripping away. Newly acquired emotions held on to feel newly acquired things. Anger. Determination.

It had felt...it had felt. It wasn't giving that up without a fight.

The three saw the finger push across the floor, and the dull grey rift of unreality was torn open again. Parts were pulled towards the hole again. The arm with half a beak stopped falling as it seemed to stick on something. It then moved and pulled at the other edge, tearing it open. The eye of perspective for all three observers started turning their brains and legs into mush. One second they were staring down into at a huge chasm, feeling gravity pull them down as they stared at the misshaped and barely coherent scraps of green-yellow-brown-grey looking up at them with those dull yet sparkling primal intelligent green eyes. Then their perspective changed, it was like a door sucking air out of the room, they were standing impossibly at ninety degrees to it, and everything except common sense told them to fall forwards towards it and cling on, stop themselves falling to the ground that had been a wall. 

Wonthe could barely move, the grey was back with a vengeance as reality, possibility, life, all seemed to be sucked out of the room. He stared at the misshaped intelligence that was almost his antithesis...something that would smother and devour it all to experience it and live rather than simply live and experience it all. Possibilities slipped...there was nothing to do...

Granny could only stare. Rincewind tried to do anything but stare. Neither noticed the Luggage running away from it. It wasn't known if the Luggage experienced perception, but it wouldn't have mattered, it bounced from wall to wall to floor in a strange triangle of speed as if demented. But it got faster...and faster... 

All possibility slipped away...the thing leered as leering leached back into its...memory? It pulled with what was left of its limbs up...or over...the portal. Direction mattered little, and mattered less each second...

The creature snarled with a deep booming laugh. Its single digit finger moved away from the edge of the void as the arm stretched out to grab the strange human...the one that seemed more real in this cacophony of reality. It opened its maw, the yellow-green undulating as if muscles were readying themselves to suck in a huge breath of air...

Wonthe stared at certain death calmly...because suddenly he knew something else... For a start that nothing was certain.

That was the thing about million to one chances. While more probable occurrences ran together in the infinity of possibilities, million to one chances stood out. Fifty fifty chances? How did you know which was which? You had...well, a fifty-fifty chance of getting that one right. But a million to one chance, an honest to goodness million to once chance? Well that was the sparkle of a ring in a seabed of grey, it was the needle shining in a haystack on a sunny day...

Wonthe smiled. At the creature. It didn't really return the look, it hadn't gotten around to uncertainty yet, so all it felt was a small itch in the back of its conscious...it moved to swipe forward anyway...

And slipped. It was a small slip as part of its beak-hand chipped off back in the pressures of reality. It fell back, or down, slightly, adjusting its balance. A small distraction...

The luggage stopped bouncing. With incredible speed and energy it launched itself bodily at the thing. The thing had no time to react, it's massive single-finger came around but it was late, too late...

There was a strange lack of sickening wet noise as the luggage pushed forward, or fell down, pushing the creature easily back through the rift. Its half-beak claw caught on the edge of reality still, and with a sickening stretch the edge of the void pulled down and down as well. The yellow green blob with the pink and brown speck at its centre became smaller and smaller...

There was a 'twang' sound, or rather every possible permutation of a 'twang' of any elastic band in all the worlds, and reality rushed back upwards to meet them all. Granny and Rincewind could imagine they could see tentacles and teeth and other shapes. It was not hard to imagine the other denizens of the Dungeon Dimensions like surfers returning to the water now that shark had been removed, riding the wave of its passing...

Wonthe stood looking down into it with a strangely expressionless face. Watching the rushing doom fly up and up...

'No,' he said in a small voice, and held out his hand.

The floor bulged in an obscene manner as the rushing reached an apex, reached up to touch his hand, and then...

Rippled. The potential for energy and violence turned instead into a merely stomach-churning spectacle of the floor rippling and wobbling like a sheet of rubber bouncing an iron ball away from itself. 

A few more wobbles and reality was solid and three dimensional and comfortable again. Rincewind staggered onto the strangely solid floor, looking with odd eyes at the area where his Luggage had disappeared into. Granny stood, one couldn't help noticing extremely still, as if her body was held in such an iron will. She seemed to be staring at Wonthe not, to be quiet clear, not because she avoiding looking at the floor and fighting against the temptation to thump a hobnailed sole off of it.  Instead she was merely looking at the tall figure. He seemed to be meditating. He breathed in. He breathed out.

"Well then, as I was sayin', looks like everything has worked out alright then," she said in a strangely far away voice.   

Wonthe opened his eyes and looked over with a beautific smile. His eyes were, if perhaps a little too solid, at least in the here and now.

"I think so," he said. "Everything's exactly as it could be."

Granny gave him one last stare, as if there was some joke happening at her expense. But he was merely turning a too innocent gaze...or were they gazes again...up to the ceiling. She turned to regard the wizard staggering to his feet. He wasn't looking too much away from the floor still. The three seemed content for a while to simply stand and absorb the events of the last few minutes.

Finally Granny said, "Can you..." and waved her hands vaguely as she trailed off, addressing Wonthe but still looking with concern at Rincewind.

Wonthe looked back down, his gaze coalescing again. "I'm afraid there's nothing I can do there..."

Rinccewind seemed to come to. "Umm, I think I'd like to go home now," he said in a small voice. Both Rincewind and Granny looked over at the strange man before them. He looked back and nodded. "I can do that."

Rincewind nodded and went back to looking at the floor again. He wasn't exactly sad looking really, merely...thoughtful...

Granny walked over to him but stayed quiet for the moment. Rincewind was then aware that the silence had taken on a more circumspect air, as if suddenly Granny was hesitant, trying to work at the best way to ask something. Given what he'd seen, this wasn't something Rincewind thought would be possible.

"So...you'll be heading back to the university then?" she asked

"I guess so," said Rincwind. He then looked slightly alarmed at Wonthe, but Wonthe merely nodded reassurance.

"So...things there fine? Same Archchancellor?"

"Umm...yes, everything seems quite stable just now..."

"Mus...Ridcully, yes? He still doin' ok?"

"Last time I saw him, he was trying to retrieve his lucky crossbow bolt from the Luggage...umm..."

Granny stiffled a smile, as much out of respect for Rincewind's loss as to hide anything.

Rincewind was preparing to turn to Granny when a movement brought Wonthe back to attention. Granny also, slightly more thoughtfully, regarded him.

"So, Mr. Wonthe, how does this..."

Rincewind blinked and suddenly the enclosed glowing surroundings of the pearwood room were replaced with the, it had to be said, much dingier corridors of Unseen University. He blinked and squinted as he accustomed himself to the candlelight. He hadn't realised how quiet the keep was until he was back to the noise and bustle of University. His ears started to register the sounds of conversation happening infront of him at about the same time as his brain and eyes worked out the shapes infront of him.

"Ook!" said the first voice, coming from the odd orange sack-like figure. Protrusions that were hopefully its arms were flailing quite expressively in obvious agitation, but such gestures seemed to be quite lost on the second shape. This shape brought to mind words in Rincewind's slowly working brain, such as large and round and red and be-robed and be-hatted. It was hard for his brain to wrap itself around the whole package, but luckily it was hard to forget anyone like Mustrum Ridcully. 

His impressive frame radiated immobility, which was backed up with an equally immobile mind. In the face of the Librarian in full flow, this was an impressive sight.

"So...let me see if I'm clear..."

"Ook?"

"A type of cheese...no, I'm sorry, I mean that wizard Rincewind...has got lost?"

"ook." 

"And you've looked in the fridge?"

"Eek!"

"I'm serious, old 'Pudgy' Swallows was found there after he got peckish between lunch two and three. Look, he's a sensible chap..." and at this point in time a mind less robust and immobile than Ridcully's might have found itself floundering, "I'm sure he's just popped down to the kitchen or something."

"Ook ook, ook!"

"Look, the chap can't be missing, we've forbidden him to leave the grounds after he pleaded with us to! It even took three bedlows to pull him out of the kitchens the first month back. I really don't think he's gone anywhere." Ridcully actually quite liked Rincewind. He didn't try to probe the fabric of time and space and cause trouble, and his Luggage was always excellent target practice for the times when Ridcully was trapped indoors with the urge to hunt. [27] 

For his part the Librarian, while being a very law-abiding person usually, was nevertheless starting to wonder if it was really against the rules to bounce an Archchancellor's head repeatedly off the floor while holding on to his ankles. Especially if none of the other faculty could reach a rulebook to check the legality because the library door was blocked by a grinning ape hanging from the lintel. Well, ape showing alot of teeth.

"Umm, here I am," said Rincewind slightly embarrassed, waving his hand as he felt something more was called for.

Both parties looked around and gave Rincewind a long, slow look. Rincewind had to resist the urge to look behind him, and make sure he wasn't walking around naked or, even worse, without his hat. He tried a grin.

"Well now," said Ridcully, "see, I told you he'd show up." While his tone was jovial he gave Rincewind a piercing and all together too knowing look from his bushy eyebrows, but walked off. The Librarian ambled over, happily nibbling Rincewind's robe to make sure he was real.

"Ook ook? Ook?" he asked.

"Oh, you know, the usual," said Rincewind. The Librarian knew Rincewind well enough to give him all due sympathy with a pat on the hand and a proffered banana, which Rincewind took. Satisfied, the Librarian went off in the direction of the library leaving Rincewind standing in the middle of the corridor with his thoughts.

Eventually there was a knocking on the back of his leg.

"I wondered when you'd show back up again," he said to over his shoulder. He turned and looked down, careful not to smile. The Luggage had a few small dents in it, and more than a few greasy greeny-yellow patches. The Luggage turned round and let a knothole focus on Rincewind, or rather on Rincewind's hand. Rincewind followed the non-gazing gaze. The luggage surely couldn't be hungry still. Perhaps it needed something to remove the taste. He threw the banana down, and it was intercepted mid-fall by a large red tongue flicking between bright white teeth. There was a slobber, and then another as the Luggage brought back an errant tentacle into its mouth.

Rincewind stared at the Luggage for a second. The Luggage stared at him, as much as an animated inanimate object could. He gave it a solid kick. "Come on them, open up, I still need that change of underwear". 

The Luggage opened and revealed...

A freshly laundered and folded set of clothes. There wasn't, for example, tentacles or a banana or a demented wizard.

"Lost something?" asked Rincewind as he pulled out various items. The Luggage had no expression of course, but nevertheless seemed to manage to radiate something like botched innocence as it shut its lid, turned around, and meandered off down the corridor. Rincewind walking along beside it, humming a tuneless tune, oddly happy.

Ohshitohshitohshitohshitohshitohshitohshitohshit

It was said that nothing could survive in the Dungeon Dimensions. But there has been a certain infamous case that has proved otherwise, and shown that perhaps if one is fast enough, one can survive anything.

Imeanreallyohshitohshitohshitohshitwhoisrunningthisplaceohshitohshittsktsktskohshittsk

Crackle. Gristle. Snap.

'...work?' asked Granny Weatherwax, but she was already back in her cottage, standing there as if she had been there all the time. 

IT'S FACINATING REALLY, said Death, holding the item aloft and showing it to his newest acquaintance. There were protroberences and tubes coming out of other tubes and multiple paths and even areas that hurt the eyes, if you had eyes.

"You're Death?" asked a ghostly Boilt. He said it as if he couldn't believe that the ultimate reality could possibly be so clichéd and interested in the mundane details of...

I MEAN THE SAND DOESN'T EVEN SEEM TO FLOW THROUGH THIS PART NOW, said Death pointing a calcareous finger at one eye-defying area of the hourglass in his other hand. REMARKABLE.

Death looked over at Boilt, his eyesockets flaring slightly in what could have been amusement. He turned the thing around so that Boilt could appreciate the name. 'Rincewind.'

"What?" asked Boilt, ignoring the slight twitching happening in his eye.

I HAD EXPECTED TO SEE HIM HERE, BUT NOW THE SAND SEEMS TO BE FLOWING AROUND HERE INSTEAD said Death. He wasn't particularly angry or sad about that. True, once upon a time he had been quite irked at Rincewind's lateness, or rather lack of lateness. He'd tried ignoring him for a while, but now he was simply fascinated. 

Boilt sniffed loudly. "So what am I doing here?" he demanded, not believing the bureaucratic incompetence. Death pulled a second, smaller, and much more...ordinary...looking lifetimer from his robe. All the sand was indeed at the bottom.

Boilt gave a combination 'sniff' and 'tsk' and span on his heel. While he appeared to be in some form of desert, there was a chinking under his feet. He looked down at several ghostly coins.

"And what's this?" he demanded to the badly run universe in general.

AH, THERE WAS A SLIGHT CASE OF INDIGESTION EARLIER... said Death. 

Boilt started to turn back to regard Death with new questioning contempt, but there was an odd movement under his feet...

Maybe the world, the universe, needs a mind to just see the wonder, a mind big enough to see it all, the colours and the shapes. To believe in it and accept it for what it is, enough so that it doesn't flow into one big mass just yet. To let all the shapes happen in separate places, just like Time allows all the seconds to happen in separate...well, times. Until the universe has got to see all the possible shapes for itself. 

Wonthe stood on the hilltop looking over the hills, with his back to the castle...without a thought it suddenly wasn't there. In a sense it was, but no one would be able to see the shape of it again...it was lost in the realms of possibilities. He looked up into the sky, seeing the birds wheeling, the possibilities of all the birds wheeling. Closing his eyes, he could still feel the colours through his lids. With an almost childish movement, he bent his knees then leapt into the air. And hung there, except he was hanging there a little further up, and a little further up, like the whole world had just so happened to lurch a little further down at that moment, and a little more down after that. And by some strange coincidence the air molecules up into the air decided to not diffuse as he went higher and higher into the air, until soon he was floating above the whole of it. He looked down at the Disc, the huge spike of the Cori Celeste coming up to meet with him, the clouds parting here and there to let him see the edges of continents. He took a breath, savouring the sight, and then...vanished. He only had a moment longer, but what did that matter, when there were so many more possibilities to see...

And so the Discworld, world and mirror of worlds, existing so close to the edge of the reality curve that even headlines from tabloids have been known to happen on its surface, continues its drift into the starry night under the gentle propulsion of Great A'Tuin. It exists because of the highly fragile nature of reality, great build ups of magic, for the simple reason that the gods love a joke as much as the next person, or maybe, just maybe, the simple fact that all possibilities really are possible...

THE END

