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 ONE 
 
      
 
    Mike, standing just on the other side of the cracked and darkly stained stone altar, gave a start and a pained twitch, and then slapped at the side of his neck.  When he drew down his hand, a sizable slimy green and purple mess was splattered across his palm. 
 
    The pensioner spat out a rather pithy maritime curse, then looked back at Everett and the others, his face showing grave concern.  "This isn't good.  I think that was a periferal." 
 
    Poubelle, who had been leaning on the end of the altar with a relaxed air, straightened and raised one hand with the index finger pointing upwards in a pedantic pose. 
 
    "Excuse me, Mike, but the word is actually peripheral," he corrected with a slightly superior air.  "That's P-E-R-I-P-uh-uh-H-uh-E-uh-R-A-uhm..." 
 
    "L", Giuseppe supplied. 
 
    "Right! P-E-R-I-P-H-E-R-A-L.  Peripheral!"  
 
    Everett knew that Marshlight had been encouraging, in no uncertain terms (rather along the lines of hobnailed boots, bloodcurdling war cries, and apocalyptic ultimatums), the reformed drunkard to expand his knowledge by extending his reading beyond his usual scope of food cart menus and chicken racing (an up and coming sport in New Zin) broadsides.  Everett also knew that in practice this had meant that Poubelle had learned to sleep with his eyes open while facing the pages of a propped-open copy of The Grace and Etiquette of Eyrchellean Society, but apparently at least a portion of the unseen orthography must have migrated by some undefined yet effective mystical means into Poubelle's clouded dreams. 
 
    Mike cast his head around as if trying to catch sight of something flying about, then, without showing offense, glanced back at Poubelle and shook his head in contradiction.  
 
    "Periferal is a compound word that was used by the Mohs people.  Their lands are now under the Urgent Sea and you can't even see the tops of the temples any more, last I was by there.   They always put the adjective after the noun for a few select names and phrases.  It was a sort of in-joke built into their dialect.  If you do it the other way round, in most cases it means something entirely different and rude.  Usually vulgar, too.  There was this one time that I was addressing the Grand Hubbub and I got a couple of phrases mixed up and they all fell out laughing and trotted out this --" 
 
    Instantly sensing the impending advent of a surely amusing but no doubt time-wasting anecdote, Everett rushed to ask, "So what is a periferal?"  
 
    Without any apparent difficulty, Mike shifted mental course immediately.  "Just swap the words around.  A periferal is a feral peri." 
 
    "And what, if you don't mind me asking, is a peri?" Giuseppe wanted to know. 
 
    "A peri is a sort of mythological creature that always shows up to afflict mankind in Mohs folklore, but it was also the name of a nasty species of pest that once lived in the deepest jungles and way down in some of their ritual caves.  They drank blood, pooped all over the place, that sort of thing. The Mohs were trying to exterminate them and I haven't seen one alive since the volcano blew, so I thought they had succeeded." 
 
    Everett spelled the word aloud for verification.  "That word was in my schematic.  Are they the same thing?" 
 
    Not being a fantastic speller himself, from the context he had actually taken the word to mean peripheral (as spelled by Poubelle.) 
 
    Mike nodded.  "Seems so.  Do you mind if I ask what your schematic said, exactly, about the periferal?" 
 
    "It's in some type of weird dialect.  The words and pronunciation are all mashed together.  One line said: plus greater than powers period periferal, all in parenthesis, period, halt, now in parenthesis equals true colon.  Another said, plus greater than powers period periferal, all in parenthesis, period resources, period release, all in parenthesis, colon." 
 
    Mike's frown deepened.  "I hope that that doesn't mean what I think it means." 
 
    "What do you think it means?" 
 
    "I think it means that an ancient, monstrous plague that has been shackled for thousands of years will be unleashed upon the world and will do its best to exterminate all of mankind." 
 
    After a moment of all around shocked silence, Giuseppe harrumphed, "You know, you said that like it's just a common thing, like an afternoon rain shower." 
 
    The pensioner shrugged in an expansive, carefree manner.  "Well, here's the thing.  Monstrous plagues aren't really uncommon, in the grand, you know, what do you call it, scheme of things.  Over the long term there's always something monstrous and ancient and bloodthirsty trying to exterminate something -- usually people -- for some reason or other." 
 
    Giuseppe gave a moment of thought and then nodded in easy agreement.  "Oh, right, I see what you mean." 
 
    Everett sighed.  "I should have known." 
 
    Mike's brow furrowed for several seconds, then he gave a slight shake of his head.  "Well, on the other hand, it could just mean that Technology is a bad speller." 
 
    "I vote for that one!" Poubelle exclaimed with considerable enthusiasm, while letting his eyes roam about as if on watch for the aforesaid periferals . 
 
    Everett let out a second sigh that was almost a groan.  "We'll sort out plagues and spelling and whatnot when we get off this mountain.  Let's get going." 
 
    He did a quick muster.  "Where's Bertram?" 
 
    The young man bounded up from behind the megaliths, as enthusiastic as always.  "I'm here, Monsieur de Schael!  Sorry, Ralph had to go walkies." 
 
    Giuseppe tilted his head towards a large rock slab -- seemingly a table for preparing sacrifices in the ancient past -- beyond the far end of the altar.  There, Technology, in his corporeal persona of Donald de Grosivna, lay gagged, blindfolded, bound, trussed hands to feet, and rolled over so that his face was pressed against the abrasive stone.  By a unanimous (with the possible exception of De Grosivna himself, though he had not been in a position to express an opinion either way) vote, all had agreed that that was the most uncomfortable, mildly pain inducing position possible under the circumstances.  Poubelle had also suggested smiting the miscreant with cow dung, but had abandoned the idea after Giuseppe had pointed out the impracticality of finding any cows this high on the mountain to provide such dung.  
 
    Giuseppe shot Everett a significant look and made a show of sliding one of his knives slightly from its sheath. 
 
    "I could, if you know what I mean, just hang back a bit until you lot are well and done and out of sight and then resolve that situation.  Wouldn't be no problem at all." 
 
    Giuseppe had raised his voice a bit and there was no doubt but that De Grosivna had been well able to hear the proposal. 
 
    For just a moment, the moral and ethical conundrum of cold blooded murder aside, Everett was tempted. After all, technically speaking, Technology could not be killed, but would simply lose his extension in the corporeal realm once his corporeal biologic perished.  Moreover, his corporeal biologic could and would again appear, fit and whole, apparently whenever Technology chose to return to the corporeal realm.  Everett had eliminated one De Grosivna incarnation himself and did not feel at all squeamish about eliminating another.  
 
    But he just shook his head.  "It'll be easier to keep track of him in his corporeal state and we might be able to keep him from causing more trouble that way.  Cut him loose.  I don't want to have to try to carry him down." 
 
    Giuseppe grunted and gestured for Bertram to assist as he walked over to free De Grosivna. 
 
    After all of the group were once again gathered together, including a scowling but sullenly cooperative though still gagged De Grosivna, Everett, dispensing with a possible moral boosting pep talk and smothering a habitual urge to take one last look around to make sure that they had not left anything (they had not brought anything), led the group across the ledge towards the trail leading back to the chasm-side cafe.  The air, though still warmed by the bright sun, had taken on an increasing chill that he, now that all the excitement was passed, had begun to feel through the wool lining of his leather coat.  He thought it entirely prudent to get off the mountain before the weather could take a dramatic turn for the worse.  Mike and Poubelle fell in just behind him, and Giuseppe, Bertram, and De Grosivna came close behind them. 
 
    With the near vertical, crumbling rock of the mountain rising just a couple of feet to the left and the dizzyingly deep chasm plummeting just a little less than a yard to the right, Everett focused all of his attention on placing his feet on the uneven, gravel and stone strewn surface of the occasionally steeply sloping trail. 
 
    After they had gone about a dozen paces, Poubelle, with some cheerfulness, asked of Mike, "So what's it like, being a, whatchamacallit, spontaneous organic anthropomorphic personification?” 
 
    The Rightful King of the Dominion of Dree immediately glanced upwards and back and forth, as if reviewing his words to make sure that he had pronounced the compound name correctly, then gave Mike a go-ahead nod. 
 
    The pensioner, having waited without appearing bothered for the confirmation, shrugged.  "Just like anything else, I suppose." 
 
    "How does that work exactly?" Everett asked in a straightforward manner as he negotiated a particularly tight squeeze between a large boulder balanced upon the chasm edge and the cold face of the mountain.  "The Chaos part, I mean." 
 
    Mike turned out both his hands.  "If you mean do I spread disarray, discord, and disorder around like the Sailor's Hop and Skip -- well, no, not at all.  For me, it just means I can't set foot in a pub without getting into a fight.  Some staggering swab will smash a bottle and come at me yelling about his cousin Bob's sister and then it's on till the constables drag me out." 
 
    Poubelle gave a chuckle and a nod.  "Yeah, I've been there a time or two myself, though usually looking up at the fracas from the floor." 
 
    "Oh," Everett, climbing over the rubble of an old landslide, said to Mike.  "I had the impression that you were a tea-totaler." 
 
    "Well, I am," Mike admitted as he followed.  "For the last forty-six years, anyway.  Got tired of having to wait for my teeth to grow back in before I could eat proper food again." 
 
    "Right.  I can understand that." 
 
    At that point, they reached the first gap and thereafter there was no time or breath for questions as they negotiated the manifestly more precarious sections of the trail, which boasted narrower ledges, crumbling edges, and heart-stopping leaps.  No one suffered mishap, however, and it was only a relatively short time before they were all once again standing at the bottom of the scaffolding on the half-court behind the brick and stone building of the chasm-side cafe run by the monks of the Monastery of The Holy Mountain.   
 
    After they had trooped around the end of the gift shop wing to again reach the terrace, Everett called a halt for a break.  With no other patrons yet -- again -- present, the group had a free choice of seats and he gestured at two adjacent small round tables far enough from the chasm to eliminate the chance of vertigo disturbing his digestion.  Poubelle and Mike sat with him rather by default, leaving Giuseppe and Bertram at the second table and De Grosivna ordered into the empty chair with a preemptory gesture from Giuseppe. 
 
    Pamela, their erstwhile novitiate tour guide, bouncy hair, exuberant attitude, unwavering smile, and all, immediately dashed up with an order tablet and a pencil poised to strike.  She had added a white, pocketed, and sturdy apron to her tour guide uniform of stiff-collared azure jacket with silver piped seams and the matching trousers, but had made no other visible accommodation to her apparent auxiliary role as wait staff. 
 
    "Welcome back!" she declared in the exact same professionally chipper manner as she had used while regaling them with the glories and eccentricities of The Holy Mountain.  "Are you ready to partake of your complementary fruit punch beverage, breakfast entree, and honey sweetened breakfast roll?" 
 
    Everett quickly shook his head.  He wanted a full, solid meal, something that would fortify him for the long descent along the path and down through the galleries back to the foot of the mountain, as well as the several days of camp food that lay ahead of them. 
 
    "Don't you have a daily special?  Something with full portions of vegetables, bread, and a generous cut of some sort of meat?" 
 
    "Oh, yes!  We have our World Famous Deep Fried Honey Braised Wild Mountain Fowl Caught on the Wing entree that comes with boiled Summer Squash and..." 
 
    Everett's hunger and weariness made him a little brusque.  "What type of fowl is it?" 
 
    Pamela blinked for a confused moment at the disruption of her rehearsed presentation, offered a small, uncertain frown, then sighed, flashed a quick, apparently genuine smile that dimpled her cheeks, and said with half a smirk, "It's chicken." 
 
    "I'll have that," Everett said immediately. 
 
    "Make that three," Giuseppe said, gesturing at himself and Bertram.  
 
    "Four," Poubelle chimed in. 
 
    Mike just grinned and held up his left hand with all the fingers spread. 
 
    De Grosivna said something behind his gag that came out as "mrumph rmplh smrimph." 
 
    Everett pursed his lips, flipped a mental coin, and then, having lost, gestured for Giuseppe to ungag the corporeal biologic. 
 
    As soon as the faded red cloth (Bertram's well used handkerchief, which, having been used primarily as Ralph's bedding, possessed a number of suspicious stains ) had been removed, De Grosivna coughed dryly, cleared his throat a couple of times with an insistent, chasing action as if trying to dislodge persistent phlegm, then said, "Six, please." 
 
    Everett shot De Grosivna a hard-edged glare, but confirmed to Pamela, "Six altogether, then." 
 
    "Would you like a beverage with the entrees?" Pamela asked brightly.  "We have an excellent banana-orange slushie made with ice chipped from our unique, artificial additive free Holy Mountain Glacier and also -- " 
 
    To preclude a full recitation of the beverage menu, Everett, still tired and still hungry, cut the young woman off.   
 
    "That will be fine, thank you.  We'll take six of those as well.  And we don't need dessert." 
 
    Poubelle, in particular, looked somewhat crestfallen at Everett's last stipulation, but neither he nor the others made any other comment. 
 
    After the young woman had nodded and bounced away, Everett swiveled to Giuseppe and said," I took it for granted that you could write another draft to pay for our meal." 
 
    "Absolutely," the import-export expeditor agreed with a grin.  "I'm glad to sign them whether I can ever make them good or not, if you know what I mean." 
 
    Everett nodded, reflecting Giuseppe's grin, then, a nagging worry having been buzzing like a bloodthirsty horsefly at the back of his mind, he addressed Mike. 
 
    "I don't want to belabor the point, but I do need to verify the fact that your persona of Chaos isn't going to generate some type of major or minor calamity or any of that sort of thing.  I think I've already had my calamity quota filled for this month." 
 
    Mike nodded with an easy smile.  "As long as we avoid taverns, ale houses, and other venues of that sort, we'll be fine.  I don't have any mystical powers or cosmic agenda or disruptive emanations or anything like that." 
 
    Everett gave a quick, happy nod.  "That's exactly what I wanted to hear." 
 
    "I do get a might testy if woken too early on Wednesdays, though," Mike allowed in second thought. 
 
    "That's not --" Everett began. 
 
    "Hey!" Poubelle interrupted.  "Me too!  I wonder if it's that W thing." 
 
    Mike bobbed his head.  "Absolutely.  I've never understood why people would want a day that would start with a W, myself." 
 
    Poubelle slapped the table with some exuberance.  "I was always thinking that it was because I used to always get sodden drunk on Tuesdays, it being the holiday and all, but I'm sure that you're right!" 
 
    "What holiday is on Tuesdays?" Bertram wanted to know, his face showing innocent curiosity. 
 
    Giuseppe grimaced.  "You know, come to think of it, I've woken many a Wednesday and felt quite peckish.  It never occurred to me that it was because of the W." 
 
    "Tuesday is Drinking Day," Poubelle confided in an aside to Bertram.  "But I'd appreciate it if you wouldn't mention that I told you that to my wife, if you know what I mean." 
 
    Bertram nodded in a very serious, hawk-watching-a-chicken way.  "I won't, Monsieur, but I don't know what you mean." 
 
    De Grosivna cleared his throat, glanced around as if to make sure that no one would pummel him for daring to venture a comment, and then declared in a semi-authoritative tone, "It is not the W at all.  It is the nes.  This sort of letter construction is obviously unsuited to the name of a day in the middle of the week."  
 
    Poubelle leaned back slightly.  "Well, I don't know about that.  I've always kind of liked the nes.  It gives the day a sort of distinction.  None of the other days have a nes." 
 
    "Is it because Tuesdays are holidays?" Bertram asked. 
 
    "Not at all," his uncle told him with confidence.  "All these spellings, see, are made up by these old, frail monks that can't hardly half see in some ancient monastery somewhere way on top of some cold and windy mountain where the sun doesn't ever shine, who are copying all these old manuscripts and whatnot, and sometimes, late at night, especially after a Tuesday, if you know what I mean, they tend to start misspelling words.  Wednesday should actually be spelled Wendsday.  W - E - N - D - S - D - A - Y." 
 
    "I don't know what you mean, uncle." 
 
    "Shouldn't that be W - E - N - S - D - A - Y?" Poubelle argued. 
 
    "That's actually how they spell Wednesday in the Frozen Tortugas," Mike offered.  "Especially after a hard Tuesday, if you know what I mean." 
 
    "I still don't know what you mean," Bertram told his uncle and Mike. 
 
    "Where's the Frozen Tortugas?" Poubelle asked. 
 
    "There's this spit of an island just due south and slightly windward of New Zin called Utter Abandon.  It you sail along the western coast of Utter Abandon until you sight a promontory that looks like a seagull's ars -- uhm, rear end,  and then set a course of thirteen degrees due east..." 
 
    "I'm neither here nor there about the nes," Giuseppe decided.  "I could do with it or without it, if you know what I mean." 
 
    As Bertram was opening his mouth -- no doubt, Everett was sure, to say that he didn't know what his uncle meant -- Pamela, balancing two large, heavily burdened trays in each hand, returned, sparing Everett the pain of having to endure any more of the inane debate. 
 
    Pamela slid the white crockery plates, each burdened with what Everett considered were rather anemic portions, all around with practiced efficiency and then distributed blue paper napkin wrapped flatware sets, whose handles were embossed with the stylistic initials HM. 
 
    As Everett was on the verge of asking about the slushies, Pamela tucked her empty trays under one arm, clasped her hands together in a sort of supplicant pose, and said happily, "I am terribly sorry, monsieur, but our slushie mechanism isn't working properly at the moment.  Could I bring you each a glass of our Holy Mountain Sparkling Spring Water tee emm?" 
 
    "What kind of tea is that?"  Poubelle asked before Everett could respond. 
 
    "That's T-M, the letters." Pamela replied brightly.  "It means Trade Mark," 
 
    "Right," Poubelle rejoined quickly.  "Sure.  I knew that." 
 
    Giuseppe rolled his eyes.  "You've trade marked the word 'water'?" 
 
    "Oh, no!   That would be silly!  We have trade marked the name Holy Mountain Sparkling Spring Water tee emm.  We have distributors in many of the major cities in the County of Wop, the Fringe Territories, and the Republic of Zheria and our exciting, life-fulfilling, non-alcoholic and safe-for-the-kids, anytime-is-a-good-time beverage, will soon be available in the Kingdom of Alarsaria!" 
 
    "How is tea life-fulfilling?" Poubelle countered.  "I've always found it bland and discouraging, myself, if you know what I mean." 
 
    "I'd have to agree with that," Mike said.  "Nothing really there to tea.  It's just water with bitter in it, if you know what I mean." 
 
    Bertram, as he often did, looked uncertain.  "I don't know what you mean, messieurs." 
 
    Exasperated, Everett burst out, "Poubelle, let's just have a round a cherry fizz, if you please!" 
 
    "Oh, right!  Coming right up, Everett!"  Poubelle sat up straighter, drew his shoulders back, raised both hands to take the weight of the expected large pitcher, and said, "Bring me a pint!" 
 
    Everett, having braced himself for the painful jarring of a strong actuation, remained motionless in anticipation as the seconds ticked away. 
 
     It was only after a full minute had passed that he realized that something terrible was amiss. 
 
    The words of Poubelle's spell had not carried the distinctive intonation of the Enunciation of a spell. 
 
    They had just sounded like plain, everyday words. 
 
    "Again!" he ordered, almost shouting at the reformed drunkard. 
 
    Poubelle's eyes tightened in burgeoning confusion.  "Bring me a pint!" 
 
    Again, the phrase did not come out as an Enunciation and again Everett felt no actuation.  Not even the slightest tingle. 
 
    Everett spun to Giuseppe.  "Your fifth spell! Now!" 
 
    Grim-faced and clearly already understanding the cause for Everett's agitation, the import-export trade expeditor said, "A roll.  My kingdom for a roll!" 
 
    Again, there was no magic. 
 
    Everett waited only a scant second before attempting to cast his first spell.   It was the least likely in its altered state, he had judged in a flash, to incapacitate him due to a reaction to the actuation.  
 
    "Ding dong!" 
 
    He immediately knew that it, too, would do nothing. 
 
    "What's wrong, Everett?"  Poubelle demanded.  "Why aren't our spells evincing?" 
 
    Everett fixed his gaze on De Grosivna.  "What did you do?" 
 
    Technology's corporeal biologic looked slightly uncomfortable.  "Well, that is to say, certain, ah, unintended potential side effects were always, as it were, potentially possible --" 
 
    Everett launched himself across the table, straining for De Grosivna's throat. 
 
   


  
 

 TWO 
 
      
 
    Everett stopped squeezing when De Grosivna began to gasp hoarsely but he did not release his grip or rise from where his knees pinned Technology's unresisting corporeal biologic to the squared flagstones of the terrace.  The others -- including a wide-eyed but unprotesting Pamela -- had gathered around, but none of them gave any sign that they were inclined to intervene.  Giuseppe, for one, grinned as if he were tempted to cheer Everett on. 
 
    "Tell me what you did and tell me how to fix it," Everett ground out at De Grosivna through clenched teeth.  "Now." 
 
    Only gargling, incoherent noises came out from between De Grosivna's purpling lips, so Everett had to ease his grip a bit more. 
 
    De Grosivna's voice creaked and was a bit higher pitched when he managed to form words. 
 
    "Uh, argh, cough, I promise you that I did not know this would happen.  It was such a low order probability that we agreed that it could be discounted out-of-hand!  In point of fact, I should not be held directly or personally liable for this eventuality, as it was actually a low level lackey that was entirely responsible for the composition of the schematic.  My only contribution was a minor editorial consultation on an early draft!" 
 
    Everett's frown deepened.  Demands for clarification swarmed in his head.  He plucked out two without bothering to filter the swarm for priority or relevance and spat them out.  "Explain we and lackey." 
 
     De Grosivna's eyes darted back and forth.  "I, ah, as it were, was speaking in the royal sense, rather than in the first person plural and --" 
 
    Again, Everett tightened his grip until no air issued from De Grosivna's mouth, causing the latter to wave his hands in submission. 
 
    When Everett allowed him to speak again, De Grosivna hacked out another cough or two and then allowed, "Rather, I meant to say, we as in my comrades and I in the red brick toilet plunger.  In point of fact, I feel it must be emphasized that in my own person I cannot be held to account for the results that have transpired, as my actual participation in the day to day operations of the red brick toilet plunger were minimal, and more accurately I perhaps should have said they." 
 
    Everett looked around at the others.  "Did everyone hear red brick toilet plunger?" 
 
    "That's what he said," Giuseppe quickly agreed.  "Twice." 
 
    Nods from Mike and Poubelle indicated their quick agreement.  Looks of confusion from Bertram and Pamela indicated their quick incomprehension.  The latter watched the scene attentively, but gave no sign that she might either flee or object.  
 
    "Red brick toilet plunger doesn't translate," Everett told De Grosivna. 
 
    "Ah, yes, hmm, in simpler terms, the red brick toilet plunger is a clandestinely organized association of like minded individuals whose mutual purpose is to resist, in good faith and forthright determination, the oppressive overreach of the established status quo --" 
 
    "The Guild?  That workers collective thing?" Everett questioned. 
 
    "Oh, yes, to some extent, but also the entrenched, uncaring hierarchy that preceded it." 
 
    "Of which you are a member." 
 
    "Well, indeed, to some extent, at least from certain perspectives." 
 
    "And how was your organization resisting?" 
 
    "We, of course, were taking active measures to counteract the aggressive and discriminatory edicts of the United Noncorporeal Sentient Entity Workers Collective and the entrenched, uncaring hierarchy through concerted and diligent action with the ultimate goal of replacing said UNCSEWC and said EUH with a more equitable and amenable power structure that will ensure the --." 
 
    "What's an unksuik?" Everett heard Pamela whisper to Bertram 
 
    "So, it's a group of revolutionaries?" Mike suggested. 
 
    "Actually, given the number of previous and alternative organized regime transitional efforts that exist in the noncorporeal realm, perhaps the proper term would be counter-counter revolutionaries, or even better counter-counter-counter revolutionaries, as --" 
 
    "Red brick toilet plunger is fine." Everett ruled.  "Finish the explanation." 
 
    De Grosivna looked blank and cast his eyes upwards as if trying to find his thread of thought. 
 
    "What has happened to magic?" Everett grated. 
 
    "Oh, right! Yes, well, obviously, as it were, it seems, even though I was assured that it could not actually happen, that magic has indeed been reset along with technology." 
 
    "If you say actually one more time," Giuseppe promised, "I'm going to cut off one of your ears." 
 
    Again, Everett overcame temptation and let the import-export expeditor's offer pass.   
 
    "Reset as in back to zero?" he asked De Grosivna. 
 
    "That would be one interpretation, as it were, in the, so to speak, interim." 
 
    "How long of an interim?  How long until magic is back to normal?" 
 
    "Oh, I am sure that I could actu--uhm, not say.  Too many random unquantifiable factors in the bean bag potato log apple cider." 
 
    Mike showed a deep frown.  "Magic and technology were reset by Everett's schematic, you say?  Given the interdependent nature of mystical interactions, wouldn't that mean that everything had to be reset?"  The pensioner's eyes abruptly went wide.  "Have all of the mystical bailiwicks been reset?  That would be a total disaster!" 
 
    De Grosivna hesitated.  "It is possible that --" 
 
    Of their own volition, Everett's fingers tightened about Technology's throat. 
 
    Pamela squealed in pain and spun about, flailing both hands ineffectually.  "Something bit my bottom!" 
 
    Then, a buzzing, green and purple cloud enveloped the entire group. 
 
    "Periferals!"  Mike shouted.  "Run for it!" 
 
    The group broke and ran. Everett dragged De Grosivna up from the ground and hurled him towards the wide open glass doors of the gift shop. 
 
    "Into the buildings!" he ordered the others. 
 
    It was only a few steps to the entrance, but the hornet-sized periferals managed to land three bites on Everett -- neck, forearm, and cheek -- before he could swat to smash them into slimy pulp.  He made sure that he was the last one through the doors and Giuseppe and Bertram immediately slammed the thin panels shut behind him as he skidded to a halt in an open space between shoulder high stands of sparkly knickknacks and vibrant, jingle proclaiming postcards.  Spinning about, he made a fast count of the others to confirm that everyone had gotten in. 
 
    Mike, Poubelle, and De Grosivna were swatting stray periferals from the air and stamping them into ugly stains on the white tile floor.  Pamela was bouncing and rubbing her left buttock, with her ponytail oscillating in accompaniment, but otherwise appeared undamaged.  Every member of the group had tiny gashes on the exposed skin of their faces and arms, but, all in all, none of them appeared to have suffered any significant injury.   
 
    Two novitiates, a young man and a young woman in identical smocks, nametags, frozen smiles, waxed forelocks, and half-shaven pates, stood behind the gift counter.  Both had wide-eyed, dumbfounded expressions but were similarly unharmed.  
 
    "We have to seal off any other openings!" Mike urged, pointing at an archway closed only with a black curtain that led through to the larger kitchen building.  "If they find a way inside, we're done for!" 
 
    "Giuseppe, you and Bertram secure the doors."  Everett commanded.   
 
    "Got them!" The import-export expeditor acknowledged as he and his nephew jumped to begin dragging a sturdy wooden display shelf heaped with heavy crockery plates emblazoned in bright turquoise letters with I Visited The Holy Mountain! to block the doors, which had begun to rattle under the suicidal onslaught of the periferals. 
 
    Already the hand-width, rectangular glass panes that formed the majority of the surface area of both doors had become streaked with green and purple ichor.  A trio of broad windows with corresponding displays of brightly colored, amusingly embroidered clothing, hand-painted scale models of The Holy Mountain, the temple, and the cafe complex, and large, iconographic gold-plated key chains, made up the rest of the front wall, but all of these were formed of fixed wooden frames that could not be opened.  The end wall and that behind the counter had no windows, but did sport large tapestries and paper broadsides that advertised 2 for 1 sales, group discounts, and Frequent Visitor Passes. 
 
    For just a second or two, Everett found himself at a loss.  While during his early life magic had been little more than a broken crutch, for the last few years, since he had become a wizard, his first reaction to any sort of peril had been to use one of his spells.  His magic had always, somehow, even when perverted by the rebound effects of the failure of technology, saved the day.  Now, none of his spells could do anything at all to save them. 
 
    But that did not mean that he could do nothing at all. 
 
    "Pamela, show us the doors in the kitchen!"  He jabbed a finger at the two sales novitiates.  "You two!   Make sure that there are no other openings or vents here where those things can get in!" 
 
    "There are just two other entrances to the kitchen!" Pamela, apparently infected by Everett's urgency, shouted as she dashed, throwing aside her apron, towards the archway.  "One at the front that leads onto the terrace from the preparation area and one at the rear through the pantry!" 
 
    "Poubelle, Mike, with me!" Everett barked, following. 
 
    The four apron and hairnet attired staff idling inside the brightly lit, equipment-packed kitchen were startled mid-chat from their relaxed poses as the four of them burst in, but other than a couple of these workers firing rushed, more or less incoherent questions at Pamela (who blithely ignored the inquiries) none protested or moved to interfere. 
 
    "Mike, Poubelle!  Get the front!  I'll get the back!" 
 
    The two men immediately dashed through a pair of swinging doors adjacent to the pass-through counter in the front wall. 
 
    "The other door is back here!" Pamela told him as she dodged around a large cast iron stove supporting several steaming tureens and cut back like a charging cougar to bypass a covered steam table holding trays of prepared vegetables and casseroles. 
 
    Everett rushed to follow, bolting through the well-stocked shelving and spice-scented cooler air of a pantry insulated with double brick walls, and into the narrow but mostly bare alcove immediately behind it. 
 
    And found Pamela making a determined and somewhat cheerful attempt to drag shut the heavy exterior door, which was flung completely open to show the half-court and the scaffolding at the back against the sheer face of the mountain.  The door, though, was not moving at all. 
 
    It only took him a second to realize that a steel wedge, to which Pamela appeared oblivious, had been kicked under the bottom edge of the door to prop it open. 
 
    Rather than waste time yelling at her about the wedge, he grabbed the slight woman's waist, raised her bodily, giving a sharp shake to break her unrelenting grip on the door knob, and then dropped her to one side out of the way. 
 
    It took half a dozen, toe-bruising kicks with the end of his boot to loosen the wedge, so tightly had Pamela's energetic efforts jammed it in place, and then two more to get it to spin free across the well worn raw stone of the half-court. 
 
    Then Pamela, whipping her head about to look to his rear and along the exterior of the wall to her left, screamed a shrill, bloodcurdling warning. 
 
   


  
 

 THREE 
 
      
 
    Before Everett could turn about, something much bigger than the tiny periferals that he had seen thus far slammed into his back just above his hips, but it was Pamela's full-body roundhouse slap to smash the miscreant that tore his breath away for a second or three. 
 
    Wheezing, he dragged with vibrating arms on the doorknob, forcing Pamela inside with his shoulder, as green and purple blurs the size of small birds appeared in his somewhat cloudy peripheral vision.  None of the ravenous pests reached them before he had slammed the door home in its casing, but blows like a dozen small fists made the three-inch thick oak jump as he set the simple steel lever latch. 
 
    "There's a bar!" Pamela announced cheerfully, holding a somewhat artistic tour guide pose to point with both hands at a thick, iron-banded timber leaning against the wall to the right. 
 
    He snatched up the bar and dropped it into place, then realized that as the door swung out, the bar would not be of any use if the peripherals figured out how to pry it open. 
 
    He dismissed an urge to vocalize a complaint about boneheaded design and instead drew in a full lung of air, blew that out raggedly as the spots in front of his eyes slowly faded, sucked deep another breath to make sure of himself, and then ran back, still slightly wobbly, through the pantry into the kitchen.  Pamela, chipper and eager like a puppy in perhaps unintentional defiance of their peril, tagged along close behind. 
 
    Mike and Poubelle were headed across the kitchen and stopped when they saw him.  The novitiates, fronted now by a well-fed older man in a tailored, sleeveless brown wool cassock and spotless blue apron, who must have been out of sight in the preparation area when Everett had first entered the kitchen, were crowded together in a wedge shaped defensive clump in front of the pass-through counter.  Some of the novitiates were now brandishing large serving spoons, though not particularly aggressively. 
 
    "Here now!  What's all this then?" the monk, crossing his more than hairy arms in stern disapproval, demanded of Everett in a gravelly voice.  His already ruddy cheeks grew a bit more flushed as he spoke.  "If it's a complaint about your meal, we have comment cards that --" 
 
    Mike took one measured step to the side and raised his hand in a dramatic silencing gesture.  The fingers of his raised hand were arrayed in the classical thespian pose that Everett knew were part of the stock in trade of the New Zindersberg repertory theatre. 
 
    "We are all in mortal danger," the pensioner pronounced in words that seemed to echo through the space with a chill finality.  "An ancient, near forgotten peril has been unleashed upon the world and if we do not act quickly, it will surely destroy us all!" 
 
    "That's a little over-the-top, don't you think?" Poubelle asked in mild rebuke.  "Almost ominous, if you know what I mean.  I'd think our situation calls for a cautionary factual tone, at the very most." 
 
    Pamela looked uncertain.  "I don't know what you mean, Monsieur." 
 
    Mike nodded a bit sheepishly.  "Oh, right!  Sorry, I have a bad ten-pence novel habit.  Let me see if I can tone it down a bit." 
 
    He turned back to the monk.  "What's happening is that hundreds, if not thousands and soon to be tens of thousands since they breed asexually, of blood-sucking, flesh-eating, unnaturally-powerful, and absolutely insatiable flying fiends are swarming outside and trying to get at us.  Any dozen of them could strip the meat off the bones of a full grown man -- one about your size, I'd say -- in little more than, oh, a minute and a half.  Sooner or later, but most likely sooner, they'll start chewing through the doors and window frames.  They can't make headway through stone or brick, but with wood they're like unstoppable termites.  All in all, though, for the next few minutes, well, five minutes anyway, I'm pretty close to almost half-certain that more than half of us are quite nearly perfectly safe." 
 
    Everett was opening his mouth to mention that he preferred the first, albeit more ominous pronouncement, to the entirely more fright-inducing though more specific second, when the sound of slow tapping drew his eyes upwards. 
 
    An expansive, circular skylight, at least eight feet across and built of artistically entwined black ironwork and octagonal leaded glass, provided the abundant sunlight that made the kitchen "well-lit."  The eight sided panes were nearly twelve inches across, with slightly beveled edges that gave a mild prismatic effect to the exterior view of the sky and the looming mountain. 
 
    Through one of these panes, a purple and green skinned creature with a roughly human form and visage and two sets of shimmering dragonfly wings could be seen perched on a section of horizontal frame.  It was poking curiously at the glass with a stubby, black-claw-tipped digit. 
 
    "That thing's as big as a squirrel!"  Poubelle exclaimed, almost cursing. 
 
    "Sorry, did I forget to mention that?"  Mike asked.  "As they feed, periferals grow larger.  The process is unnaturally fast.  That's why you can't stop and fight the little ones.  They just keep getting bigger and bigger." 
 
    The investigating periferal drew back a small fist and punched the glass, which creaked, but did not crack. 
 
    "Everyone into the gift shop!" Everett roared, sweeping out his arms to forcibly herd the monk and his novitiates towards the archway. 
 
    His encouragement was not necessary, however, as the kitchen staff, their chef at the forefront, bolted through the archway straightaway. 
 
    Mike pointed out a long, cutting block table sitting along the wall at the side of the archway.  "That'll close the opening, if we stand it on the end!" 
 
    Everett nodded and darted to the table to begin carelessly sweeping utensils, seasoning pots, sauce brushes, flour dust, bread crumbs, and bits of trimmed meat onto the floor.  Unaccountably, the clatter of the metal utensils and the crash of the crockery as the kitchenware and food leavings struck the tile gave Everett a moment of exhilarating satisfaction and he found himself briefly grinning. 
 
     It only took a straining few seconds for he, Poubelle, Mike, and Pamela, who had not -- Everett was happy to see -- scurried away with her brethren, to upend the table, spin it about to lay hands on the supporting trestle framework, and then drag it to the archway.  The lip of the table top extended at least ten inches all around the framework and proved both wide enough and tall enough to completely seal the passage opening. 
 
    Somewhat to Everett's surprise, the framework fit perfectly within the archway, the taper of the trestle legs wedging it tight as the four of them heaved in unison one last time to close the gap. 
 
    It was almost as if the table had been specifically designed to seal the opening. 
 
    "That was a great stroke of luck!" Poubelle exclaimed as the table slid home with a very solid thunk, the fit so tight that not even one speck of light seeped around the edges.  "It's like it was made just for that!" 
 
    Everett frowned in thought as he stepped back into the gift shop.  "It does seem a little bit too convenient." 
 
    For the first time, he looked closely at the faces of the kitchen staff to make sure that none of them were Exposition, Omniscience, or any of Narrative's other ginger siblings in disguise.  The three young women and young man were all rather drab in hair tone, not shifty-eyed, and none appeared on the verge of making any sort of expository aside, so he put his suspicions away for the moment.  
 
    "It won't hold them long," Mike judged in a rueful tone.  "A swarm of the big ones can chew through that in less than half an hour." 
 
    "But there shouldn't yet be that many of those, right?" Everett pointed out.  "There isn't anything else on this mountain for them to feed on." 
 
    "That's right," Mike agreed, "but that just means that there's nothing to distract them from us." 
 
    Giuseppe, Bertram, and apparently -- he had a new, purpling bruise around his right eye -- De Grosivna had cleared out all of the shelves and racks of the gift shop's merchandise, opening up most of the space from the counter to the walls.  They had piled the entire lot in the display windows and against the front doors.  The not very substantial heaps of metal frames, wood shelving, and trinkets closed off the greater part of the display windows, but did not come close to sealing the potential breaches off completely.  The panes of both the windows and doors were near opaque from splattered ichor but, for the moment at least, the smaller periferals had stopped smashing themselves against the glass.  The three men were currently standing a diligent watch over their barricades, scanning for any sign of invasion. 
 
    "Nothing else got in?" Everett asked the import-export expeditor. 
 
    "Nothing," Giuseppe confirmed. 
 
    Everett turned about to find the monk, who had gathered his kitchen staff along with the two gift shop personnel behind the dubious shelter of the sales counter. 
 
    "Brother, uh ..." 
 
    "Meynard," Pamela, sliding quickly and near silently to an advisory position slightly to his left and rear, supplied in a low voice.  "He's our Three Star Chef and author of --" 
 
    "Brother Meynard, we need another way out of here." 
 
    The monk shook his head with a grimace, looking as if he wanted to wring his hands.  "There's nothing.  We're trapped here.  The only way down from the cafe is by the open trail to the galleries.  The chasm cuts off all other routes." 
 
    "Can we distract the periferals with something?" Everett swiveled to ask Mike. 
 
    "Oh, sure.  Fresh meat would do the trick, if you had a wagon load of it bloody from the slaughterhouse.  They like their food warm and juicy and prefer it on the hoof." 
 
    "Where do you keep your meat?" Everett asked Brother Meynard.  "Do you have an ice closet?" 
 
    The monk shook his head.  "Only a small one.  We bring up whatever we need for the regular menu from the monastery stores thrice daily and then only the amount we expect to serve for each course.  We have only a few portions of fowl in the kitchen at the moment." 
 
    "We can get out through the air duct!" Pamela burst out brightly.   
 
    Poubelle, who had been scratching a closed eyelid in a somewhat disconnected manner, turned and patted the young woman on the shoulder in an encouraging, paternal fashion.   
 
    "That's all in all a good effort, suggestion wise, but the concept is really just a theatre conceit, you see.  Actu--er, that is, real air ducts in big buildings, like those in New Zin, are these tiny little sheet metal pipe thingamabobs, and a cat couldn't even crawl through most of them.  Even if you could find one big enough to crawl in, they're really too flimsy to carry much weight at all and would probably get all dented and warped and fall down with you in them." 
 
    Pamela listened intently to Poubelle's correction, all the while nodding as if in complete and happy agreement, but then gestured excitedly with both hands in point to point segments, as if plotting out a path.  "Yes, but this duct is bored straight through solid rock and is big enough for the tallest of us to stand upright.  We could escape through it to reach the gallery stairs and never have to go outside at all.  There's a grating that we could use to enter the duct in the root cellar."   
 
    Theatre conceit or not, Everett immediately seized upon the idea as the single available option.  "How do we get to the root cellar?" 
 
    "The door to the stairs is in the storage alcove," Brother Meynard admitted.  "To the left as you go out." 
 
    "Through the kitchen?" 
 
    "Why, yes, of course." 
 
    Just then, a small set of insistent fists began pounding on the other side of the table that sealed the archway. 
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    Giuseppe straightened to pull his ear from the rough wood of the underside of the table.  "It's just the one, I think.  It sounds like the little bugger has gnawed about half way through.  We could just wait until he pokes his pumpkin head out and then lop it off with a knife.  That's sort of what the best ratters do around the big grain silos in the Republic.  Wait till a rat pokes its head out and then nips it right off with their teeth." 
 
    Poubelle made a face.  "A ratter's a person...?" he asked somewhat tentatively. 
 
    "A dog," Giuseppe corrected. 
 
    "Oh, right!  I knew that." 
 
    Mike shook his head slowly.  "It'll let out a screech to alert its mates once it's made an opening and any of the creatures that are not busy with something else will home in on it.  They're smarter than rats, and faster by a league.  I don't think you could kill it before it called out." 
 
    "We could let it in and have done with it," Poubelle suggested.  He had his fireplace poker, or, by the old style formal name that he was want to use, his tissioner, drawn.  He gave the weapon a vigorous swing as if demonstrating the dispatch of a charging peripheral. 
 
    Again, Mike shook his head, at the same time stepping smoothly out of the path of the arc of the poker in the manner of someone well practiced in avoiding the abrupt and often undirected movements of the length of wrought iron, which could and had left painful bruises or contusions on bystanders.   
 
    "That'd be worse.  If it spies a clear passage it will let out a special screech to the yardarm -- something along the lines of 'Free Buffet!' -- and every periferal within a hundred yards will come running." 
 
    Everett stood behind the three, also contemplating the door. 
 
    Bertram, De Grosivna, and Pamela, who had brightly volunteered, were keeping watch on the barricaded windows.  Brother Meynard and his kitchen staff were busy cataloging breakage for the forthcoming insurance claim. 
 
    "Is it smart enough to back away if we push the door forward?" Everett asked Mike. 
 
    The pensioner's expression brightened.  "As a matter of fact, no.  They're all about doing one thing at a time, at least at that size anyway.  Most of the time, they're focused on chewing -- wood, people, whatever.  It'll stick to attacking the hole in the table unless it's triggered by the sight of prey.  It'd take probably a minute or two for it to figure out what's going on." 
 
    "How big do these things get?" Giuseppe wanted to know. 
 
    "In the legends, as big as a horse, but I never saw one larger than my hand.  I did talk to one old grandfather who claimed to have killed one as big as a dog, but his grandkids said he liked to spin fanciful tales."  
 
    "If we shove the table over fast, it could trap the thing, couldn't it?" Everett suggested. 
 
    "Most likely crush it.  Periferals don't have any bones to speak of.  It's like they're made of all crust and goop. And, well, teeth. And some of them may have stingers. And more teeth, come to think of it." 
 
    "We'd have to all go fast and together," Giuseppe mused.  "The noise we make is bound to attract more through the skylight and the narrow passage of the archway would make it easy for a handful of the things to trap people inside the shop.  I, personally, would rather be a moving target." 
 
    "Right," Everett agreed.  "We get everyone lined up and make a dash for the root cellar.  I'll lead the way with Poubelle and Mike.  Giuseppe, you and Bertram take the rear guard.  We'll deal with any that get in our way, but won't stop for any reason." 
 
    "What about De Grosivna?" Giuseppe, obviously not joking, asked.  "We could toss him out the front as a distraction.  Might gain us an extra minute or two." 
 
    "We won't need it," Everett told him.  "It's only thirty odd steps across the kitchen, through the pantry, and into the storage.  It should take a minute or less for all fourteen of us to get to the door to the cellar, as long as no one stumbles.  Poubelle, if you don't mind, please sheathe your tissioner." 
 
    "Oh, right you are, Everett!" 
 
    Poubelle whipped the wrought iron weapon about, forcing Everett to lean back to avoid being hit, and dropped it smartly in its holster. 
 
    Everett waved to get Brother Meynard's attention and gestured for the monk to join him at the archway. 
 
    "We've decided to go for the cellars, to use the air duct," Everett told the cleric.  "I'll need you to organize your people here in a compact line.  We're going to run for it and everyone needs to keep up." 
 
    The monk hesitated.  "Shouldn't we perhaps just sit tight and wait for rescue?  The air duct will surely be extremely damp and that would almost certainly aggravate my sinus condition.  I've a deviated septum, you know." 
 
    "You could always stay behind," Giuseppe suggested, deadpan.  "As a sort of sacrificial lamb, if you know what I mean." 
 
    Mike nodded, more serious.  "Take one for the team, as the Oyster Toss rowdies say in New Zin." 
 
    Brother Meynard harrumphed and hitched up his cassock.  "I couldn't possibly abandon my staff.  Why, I've just finished breaking in my sous-chef.  When I first took her on, the young woman could hardly make a decent omelette." 
 
    Behind the monk, a taller novitiate rolled her eyes. 
 
    Everett hid most of his grin in a cough.  "We don't have any time to waste.  Let's get ready." 
 
    "The duct has a natural thermal draft," Brother Meynard cautioned in a bit of an afterthought.  "There are conduits in the walls that vent through the roof.  These make the building a bit cooler in the summer and a bit warmer in the winter, but the vents are choked down to moderate the air flow.  In consequence, there's always a bit of overpressure in the cellar and you may have to give a hearty heave to get the door open." 
 
    "We'll get it open if we have to smash it in," Everett promised. 
 
    It took only another couple of minutes to get everyone in place in a bunched queue.  Brother Meynard and the novitiates whispered a few words back and forth amongst each other, but all the others, including Pamela, who seemed to have become attached to Everett's group by default, were, as much as he hated to admit it, well seasoned adventurers and all of them moved smartly and without wasted motion or comment to their assigned positions. 
 
    Everett, squashing his second thought doubts as they spawned, told Mike and Poubelle, "We'll go on three." 
 
    "Is that on three or actually after three?" Poubelle asked.  "A couple of times before this, I've mistimed --" 
 
    Everett leapt forward between the other two and slammed his shoulder into the trestle frame as he shouted, "Three!" 
 
    His charge popped the table out and carried it forward before Poubelle or Mike could move, and it sailed almost a yard and smacked down flat upon the tile, making a much louder racket than Everett had expected.  Simultaneously, a sound like an outraged squeak was cut off mid-complaint. 
 
    After waiting for a ten count to make sure that the periferal was not going to burst forth in defiance of all predictions, he bounded up immediately and, glancing back only to make sure that the others were following, ran for the passage to the pantry. 
 
    As he barreled through the aligned openings and into the alcove, he made a hard left, tossed a single glance at the rear door to make sure that it was still secure, and then skidded to a halt in front of the cellar door.  He had hoped for a lightweight panel, but the barrier was a well-joined, eight panel hardwood slab that filled most of the end wall.  Happily, though, the handle was just a simple, worn iron ring attached with a pin hinge.  He grabbed it with both hands and gave it a hard yank. 
 
    His effort did nothing more than rattle the door and jar his arms and shoulders. 
 
    As the others, from nervous (some of the younger novitiates) to anxious (Poubelle and the rest of the novitiates) to stalwart (Mike, Giuseppe, Bertram, Pamela, and surprisingly Brother Meynard) piled up in a tightly packed crowd behind him, he began to almost wince in anticipation that someone would cry out in a panicked, crack-of-doom voice that the periferals had found them. 
 
    Without a word, Mike jumped in to add his efforts.  Again, the door rattled but refused to open.   Everett gave another strong heave, with the pensioner matching his movements, feet braced and back straining.  Wood creaked on the verge of splintering, but again the effort failed to budge the door. 
 
    "Uhm, Everett, I may be wrong," Poubelle said in a curious tone, "but I don't see the hinges so doesn't that mean that the door swings the other way?" 
 
    Everett bit off a curse aimed entirely at his own stupidity and gave a hard shove. 
 
    The door obediently popped inward and a strong gust of cooler air swept out.  The gust faded almost immediately, but a constant movement of air continued to waft through the opening. 
 
    "Everyone in!"  Quickly!" 
 
    Wooden steps led down and as Mike and Poubelle led the way, a nerve-rackingly loud drumming echoed out as their boots pounded down the treads.  Right away, the queue slowed to a crawl, but continued to advance without interruption.   
 
    Giuseppe and Bertram had immediately turned, shoulder to shoulder in a blockading, last stand position facing the pantry passage. Each had their hands half-raised, ready to swat or perhaps punch as required. 
 
    Everett counted scurrying bodies until it was De Grosivna's turn.  Technology's corporeal biologic was number eleven.  He seemed rather calmer than Everett had expected him to be and made no attempt to rush or crowd the novitiate ahead of him.  When De Grosivna started down the stairs, Everett moved to take the place of the rear guard. 
 
    "Right, Giuseppe, you and Bertram next!" 
 
    Neither wasted time with objections or the pretense of bravado, but turned about and fell in behind De Grosivna. 
 
    Just then, a piercing sound like fingernails on glass came from the kitchen and then hardly a five count later the multiple sounds of smashing glass erupted from the direction of the skylight.  A cacophony of buzzing wings and intent skittering swept towards Everett. 
 
    "We're all in, Everett!" Giuseppe shouted.  "Come on!" 
 
    A small periferal dove towards Everett's face, but he caught it in a two-hand, goop-splattering clap before it could land, scurrying backwards as he did so.  As half a dozen more of the small ones darted close, hands caught his shoulders to drag him back and then the door slammed shut, the edge just barely clearing his nose.  The door vibrated with five or six wet impacts and then fell silent. 
 
    Somewhere down below, Brother Meynard asked, "Did anyone happen to bring a match?  The battery lights aren't working." 
 
    With the door closed, it was pitch black in the cellar.  The carpenters had done an admirable if problematic job; no light escaped around its edge. 
 
    Everett took a moment to catch his breath.  He could sense the presence of Giuseppe and Bertram, tense and alert, right beside him at the top of the stairs, could hear De Grosivna's calm breathing a couple of steps farther down, and the anxious whispering of some of the novitiates lower down from the corporeal biologic. 
 
    From down in the darkness of the cellar came a smashing clatter which was immediately followed by the sound of a heavy body pitching onto a stone floor. 
 
    "I'm alright!" Poubelle called out in something of a strain.  "Ow! Ow!  Well, mostly alright..." 
 
    One of the female novitiates let out a surprised squeal. 
 
    "I beg your pardon, madame," De Grosivna apologized in a mechanical and decidedly insincere tone. 
 
    An open handed, full face slap echoed up the stairwell.  This was immediately followed by a sound that reminded Everett of a knee sized object striking a sack full of apples and De Grosivna made a noise like a deflating Fitz von Shewple Mac Kaiser Horn. 
 
    Exasperated, Everett called out, "Everyone stop and be still for a minute! Giuseppe, matches?" 
 
    "Sorry, Everett," Giuseppe said.  "All that I have is a bit of flint. Worse case, with some luck I could get a fire going if we can find some tinder that'll take a spark." 
 
    "Bertram?" 
 
    "Let me check my pockets, Monsieur de Schael!" 
 
    As the young ginger made a jacket pocket rustling sound, a wane green light sprang up at his left hand.   
 
    "What's that?" Everett asked him quickly. 
 
    "Oh, that's just Ralph.  He's learned to wrap around my wrist to be out of the way.  Hmmm, hmmm, looks like I don't have any matches, Monsieur de Schael.  I do have a clothespin, a marble, a used throat lozenge -- the lemon kind -- a rusted bolt that I found back in New Zindersberg, some shiny pebbles from that pleasant stream back in the Southern Reaches, a few acorns that I don't remember where I found them, and half a bag of stale peanuts.  Would any of that be of help?" 
 
    The green glow was bright enough for Everett to clearly make out the unassuming snake (Was Ralph larger than he remembered?) coiled about Bertram's jacket-clad forearm with his head resting flat on the back of Bertram's wrist, as well as all of the front of the young man, Giuseppe in profile, and a bit of the stairs and handrail, all in green highlight.  De Grosivna and the novitiates lower down were only cloudy shadows, though. 
 
    Everett had a moment of difficulty believing the evidence of his own eyes.  "Ralph glows?" 
 
    "Oh, yes, Monsieur de Schael, as long as he's warm and well fed." 
 
    "Ah.  I didn't know that.  Is that as bright as he gets?" 
 
    "He can get bright enough for me to go walkies if I have to go in the middle of the night." 
 
    "Can you get him to do that now?" 
 
    "I don't have to go right now, Monsieur de Schael." 
 
    "Right.  We need light to find our way about." 
 
    "Oh, I see!  I'll get right on it, Monsieur de Schael!"  Bertram raised his arm to whisper to Ralph behind his cupped palm. 
 
    The snake shifted slightly and it's glow increased by regular increments until it had more than doubled, almost to the level of a small oil lamp.  Everett could now see all of the stairs, the plastered walls of the stairwell, De Grosivna still somewhat hunched over, the novitiates beginning to murmur and whisper with more vigor, Brother Meynard peering about at the foot of the stairs, the nearside fitted stone of the cellar wall that also served as the foundation for the exterior walls of the kitchen,  a portion of the cut stone floor at the base of the stairs, Mike looking back up the stairs at Everett as he stood ready a few feet in advance of the monk, Pamela, bright and chipper as expected, near the pensioner, and Poubelle just a step or two farther sitting in the midst of a smashed crate rubbing his left knee. 
 
    The green tint gave a surreal, almost dream-like quality to the scene and personnel, but Everett found his view of both people and objects clear and distinct. 
 
    "Alright, everyone!" Everett called to snare their attention.  "Giuseppe, watch the door if you please.  The rest of you begin moving down the stairs.  Mike, would you mind checking on Poubelle?  Pamela, Bertram, let's get the duct grating open." 
 
    By dint of Ralph's light, the group managed to spread out into the not extensive cellar without further mishap.  Much of the ten by twenty yard space was taken up with root vegetable bins (potatoes, rutabagas, carrots, turnips, yams, radishes), hanging onions (yellow, white, sweet, purple, and moldy), a small wine rack with a sparse supply of dusty bottles, and a few empty produce crates like the one that Poubelle had encountered.  Above, heavy beams supported the equally heavy planks of the kitchen floor.   
 
    It seemed unlikely to Everett that the periferals would win a way through the tile and mortar that the wooden planks supported to begin to gnaw their way into the cellar from that direction, but he kept casting half a glance up every moment or so just in case. 
 
    Once Bertram had made it to the bottom of the stairs, Pamela grabbed his hand, and tugged him along to follow her.  "The grating is in the back!" 
 
    When Mike started to hoist Poubelle to his feet, Everett hurried around Brother Meynard and his novitiates, who had paused to idle somewhat indecisively, to help steady the Rightful King of the Dominion of Dree. 
 
    "Anything broken?" 
 
    "Twisted my knee, I think," Poubelle admitted, wincing as he settled his weight on his leg.  "I can manage, though." 
 
    "Stay with him, Mike." 
 
    "Aye, cap'n!" 
 
    "Mike, I didn't mean to --" 
 
    "Sorry, Everett, just old habits coming out.  Someone has to be in charge, though, and I'd just as soon that someone be you." 
 
    "I second that," Poubelle agreed.  "You've brought us all through thus far and I know that you'll get us through to the end." 
 
    "Right.  Well, I'd better check on Bertram and Pamela." 
 
    As he walked towards the back end of the cellar, he found himself suppressing a frown.  It was not that he wanted to be in charge.  He had no qualms with being in charge of himself and being responsible for Sarah, Rose, and the new baby, though to be honest, it was often Sarah who was responsible for him. That was all part and parcel of being a father and a husband, after all.  But the concept of being responsible for the well-being of a group of other people, a group that seemed inexplicably to continue expanding no matter how hard he worked to shrink it, made him uneasy, if not outright fearful. 
 
    He found the young pair, with Bertram holding Ralph slightly above his head to scatter his light as much as possible back into the center of the cellar where the others remained, standing in front of a wall grating made of finger-thick welded iron bars.  Sited almost half way up the wall, the grating was only about a little less than two feet square, but the opening behind it was thankfully large enough for a person, even the most stout of them, to climb through.  It had large hinges on the left and a thick hasp on the right. 
 
    And the hasp was secured with a sturdy brass lock as big as Everett's fist. 
 
    "I thought you said the duct was big enough to stand upright in?" he asked Pamela. 
 
    The young woman nodded her head vigorously, her hair bobbing happily.  "Oh, yes, Monsieur, it is!  But most of the air goes up through the wall conduits, you see, so this is all that's needed to ventilate the cellar." 
 
    "Okay, where's the key?" 
 
    "Brother Meynard has been given suzerainty over the key," she responded brightly.  "A few seasons ago, one of the kitchen assistants and a member of the wait staff were caught sneaking into the duct to conduct a, if you'll pardon the expression, romantic tryst.  The entire monastery was absolutely scandalized, but everyone resolved their grievances after the wedding. " 
 
    Even in the green light, Everett saw Bertram's cheeks slightly redden at Pamela's slightly breathless enunciation of "romantic tryst." 
 
    "I see," he told Pamela.  "Could you please get the key?  We should get out of here as soon as we can." 
 
    "Oh, yes!  Right away, Monsieur de Schael!" 
 
    As Pamela bounced off, Bertram followed her with puppy dog eyes.  "Monsieur de Schael, do you think I should go with her?  For safety's sake, and all?" 
 
    The intense peril of their situation and the near adolescent speed of the onset of Bertram's infatuation notwithstanding, Everett could only smile at the ginger's smitten look.  In any event, Pamela and Brother Meynard were only a dozen steps away.  "Sure, go ahead, but hurry back." 
 
    He turned back to the grating and, just for fun, grasped one of the bars and gave it an exploratory shake.  The grating was wedged tight in its frame and steadfastly fixed by the padlock and hasp.  It did not move even a fraction of an inch. 
 
    Rather than just the key that Everett had requested, the pair returned after hardly a full moment in the reluctant-seeming company of Brother Meynard.  The chef's demeanor was decidedly unenthusiastic and Everett pressed his lips into a tight line as he prepared himself for more bad news. 
 
    Brother Meynard bobbed his head in greeting and smiled as a benediction, but did not say anything. 
 
    "The key?" Everett prompted. 
 
     Brother Meynard coughed into his hand to clear his throat.  "I'd like to preface any discussion of keys with a quote from the Journal of Revered Sister Cynthia.  An open lock will always lead to wedding invitations." 
 
    Everett grimaced.  "You don't have it." 
 
    "Of course not.  It's in my desk drawer." 
 
    "Upstairs." 
 
    "Of Course.  Where else would it be?" 
 
   


  
 

 FIVE 
 
      
 
    "Don't you think you should have mentioned this before we came down here?" Giuseppe demanded with some heat. 
 
    "I'm quite nearly sure that I did." 
 
    "You didn't." Poubelle countered.  "That's the kind of thing that I'd remember -- a fellow saying there's this key that we must have or we can't get into the air duct because the grating is built strong enough for a bank vault." 
 
    "That's right," Mike agreed.  "Nothing was said about the essential key being hidden away in a desk." 
 
    "Indeed?  Well, I'm quite nearly sure that I had the intention to mention the key." 
 
    "And what?" Poubelle demanded.  "We're just supposed to say, Alright then, fine job my good fellow, at least you thought about not dooming us all!" 
 
    "It's not as if I entirely forgot about the key!" 
 
    "Blame is something you write about in your memoirs after you've been home for six months," Everett told them, dredging a quote from a book that he had read in school.  
 
    He did not truthfully feel that way, but it seemed like the sort of thing that a captain of a company of heroic adventurers ought to say and if he had to do the job, he was for Magic's sake determined to do it according to the conventions. 
 
    "Let's focus on what we need to do to get out of here in one piece.  Brother Meynard, is your desk locked?" 
 
    "No, that would be silly.  My desk is sacrosanct and my underlings know full well the mettle of my wrath." 
 
    "No hidden buttons?  No stuck drawers that you have to kick the third leg to open?" 
 
    "Surely not!" 
 
    "It's in the kitchen?" Giuseppe asked. 
 
    "In the preparation area, actually." 
 
    "Wooden desk?" Giuseppe continued.  "Rolltop or not?" 
 
    "Yes and not." 
 
    "Exact location?" 
 
    "Two steps to the right of the front door, full against the wall." 
 
    The import-export expeditor nodded.  "Got it.  I'll be right back." 
 
    "Hold on," Everett said.  "I'll go get the key." 
 
    "You should send Giuseppe," Mike demurred.  "You're the captain, however you want to call it, and it makes no sense to send the captain with every shore party.  Why should we risk the most senior officer when we have a man that's had some experience retrieving items, in a manner of speaking?  It's upside down, really." 
 
    "What manner is that, Monsieur?" Bertram asked. 
 
    "I'm not willing to ask someone to do something dangerous that I can do just as well," Everett argued. 
 
    "You're not asking," Giuseppe said with a wide grin.  "I'm volunteering." 
 
    "Everett should go," Poubelle said to everyone's surprise, even, apparently, his own, as he showed a moment of confusion when the words came out of his mouth. 
 
    The former drunkard paused a moment, as if reviewing what he had said to make sure that he had actually said what he had said, then continued in a direct, intent fashion. 
 
    "I've seen this drama.  Giuseppe goes and we all wait for five minutes, then ten minutes, then finally have to send Mike, because we still need the key, and Mike doesn't come back either, and then I go and something jumps out from the broom closet --" 
 
    "We don't have a broom closet," Brother Meynard corrected.  "We keep the brooms and mops on a rack in the preparation area." 
 
    "Okay," Poubelle allowed, "so something jumps out from under the sink and melts...er, rips...my face off, and Everett has to go because there's no one left --" 
 
    "I would volunteer to go!" Bertram insisted. 
 
    "Me too!" Pamela concurred with similar enthusiasm. 
 
    Poubelle awarded both a stern look. "No one left that's old enough for the audience to accept their deaths without throwing tomatoes and such.  And Everett comes across our grisly corpses and has to fight through tons of monsters but gets the key and makes it back because he's the Hero.  So, you see, if Everett just goes first, the rest of us don't have to die horrible deaths." 
 
    As Mike and Giuseppe began to open their mouths for rebuttals, Everett hurriedly said, "That makes perfect sense to me!  Giuseppe, you and Mike stand by on the stairs to make sure nothing gets through the door when I go out.  Poubelle, you and Bertram and Pamela, hold down the fort here in the cellar." 
 
    Before his companions could rally their objections, he moved across to the stairs and started up. 
 
    Giuseppe and Mike immediately followed and Everett made sure as he passed the clump of watching novitiates to maintain a confident expression even though the pit of his stomach was tying itself in knots. 
 
    He did not pause at the top of the stairs, but immediately swung the door open about a quarter of the way -- not far enough, he thought, that he could not slam it shut if anything darted in to attack.  He tossed his eyes about to make a fast survey of the alcove, covering every bit that he could see and then trying to peek above and around the door into the spaces that it blocked.  When he saw no periferals, he opened the door all the way and went through before he could take a breath to talk himself out of it. 
 
    "Good luck, Everett!" Giuseppe said, just like someone would when watching a friend step through a door to face almost certain death. 
 
    "Right!" Mike agreed.  "Steady wind in your sails!" 
 
    Without delay, the two hurriedly slammed the door behind him, and Everett instantly froze to listen for any hint of the nearby presence of any of the ravening menace.  He had not been able to see into much of the pantry and none at all of the kitchen and did not want to dash headlong into a possible ambush.   
 
    He had expected that his hands might tremble and his knees might shake, but neither did and this surprising mental equilibrium left him grinning slightly in approval. 
 
    After a few seconds of listening intently to the silence, he moved forward, creeping like a thief, to place his back against the pantry wall and then sidled with agonizingly slow steps towards the passageway opening.  Thinking that it was better than nothing, he raised his leading hand to act as an inadequate shield and wished fervently that he had thought to bring improvised periferal swatter.  Even Poubelle's tissioner would have been better than nothing. 
 
    At the edge of the opening, he stopped and focused all of his senses to detect any sound of gnawing teeth or fluttering wings, any movement of displaced air, any vibration in the tile under his boots from sneaking green and purple feet, any shake in the plaster of the wall against his spine from the advance of stealthy black claws, any stench of any theoretical periferal flatulence, or any peripheral glimpse of a concealed green and purple fiend that might warn him of an impending attack. 
 
    He heard, felt, smelled, and saw nothing. 
 
    Not daring to draw a breath, he darted his head around the edge of the opening to take a two second scan of the stocked pantry shelving and of the wider kitchen beyond the second passageway opening.    
 
    The brief view had shown the kitchen in the exact same condition as he had seen it last.  The fallen cutting block table on the floor in the space in front of the gift shop entrance, the mess in the aisle on the right that he had made clearing off the top of the table, the stacked dishes and bowls on their shelves by the sinks, the pyramids of napkin wrapped flatware stored on an isolated, marble topped table, the still steaming steam table and its aromatic pans of prepared food, and the tureen laden stove were all in the same places and in the same states as when he had seen them last.  Nothing had been disturbed or displaced.  Above, the skylight had a few new shattered panes, but he had anticipated those. 
 
    The key fact was that he had seen no periferals at all. 
 
    He did allow himself a slow, calming breath then and after he let this whisper out between stiff lips, he moved through the pantry and into the kitchen, walking on the balls of his feet to reduce the sounds his boot soles made when they struck the tile. 
 
    Trying (and of course failing) to watch ahead, over both shoulders, and up at the skylight simultaneously, he made it across the kitchen without having the flesh stripped from his bones by starving periferals or passing out from the runaway thudding of his heart and the electric trilling of his nerves. 
 
    Just as he raised his hand to ease open one of the swinging doors that led to the preparation area, one of the tureens on the stove boiled over with a volcanic surge of steaming orangish foam and an extended tympani as the lid rattled in protest.  
 
    Jolted, his fear burst from its shackles, grabbed him by the throat, and threw him through the doors, which bounced back and forth in his wake with a terrible racket on their spring-loaded hinges. 
 
    He landed right in front of the desk, had the drawer open, the contents sorted and tossed in unknown directions, the key and its oversize leather fob in his hand, and flew back through the swinging doors before his heart beat more than six or possibly a million times. 
 
    Before it had beat six or a million more, he crossed the kitchen in two leaps, raced through the pantry and began pounding on the cellar door and calling for Giuseppe to let him in. 
 
    The door flew open, two arms flashed out, grabbed him by the shirt and arm, and then snatched him inside with overwhelming brute force.  Mike slammed the door almost before all of Everett was inside, leaving the three of them crowded together on the top step. 
 
    "Got the key?" Giuseppe asked as he took a step down to make room. 
 
    Everett held it up by the fob.  "Got it." 
 
    Before his eyes had readjusted to the dim, green light, he stepped around Giuseppe and headed down the stairs. 
 
    Both men followed immediately behind him. 
 
    "Did you see any periferals?" Mike asked. 
 
    "Not a one." 
 
    "That's not good." 
 
    "How so?" 
 
    "Oh, it's good that you didn't get eaten, but it's not good that they're not in the building.  It probably means that most of them are outside eating each other and getting bigger." 
 
    "Cannibals, then?" 
 
    "Of course.  When they get hungry enough, anyway." 
 
    Expecting another last minute hitch, Everett was nevertheless very gratified to see the key open the lock with ease.  The grating, likewise, swung open on its well-oiled hinges without jamming, catching, or seizing. 
 
    "Alright, everyone!" he turned to call out immediately.  "Let's go.  Mike, if you don't mind, please take the lead.  Brother Meynard, you and your people next. Then De Grosivna and the rest of us.  Bertram, you and Ralph stay by me until last." 
 
    The transfer to the rock carved duct was again surprisingly without problem.  In less time than Everett had hoped, all of the group was standing inside the duct peering down the long, green shadowed tunnel.   
 
    Ralph's light showed that the duct had a more or less uniform circular shape and was approximately seven feet in diameter.  Much of the rock surface had been ground down to remove visible chisel and drill marks and the floor had been leveled to be walkable, but there were still a few rough spots.  Within a few steps of the cellar wall, a couple of dozen or so holes about a foot in diameter were bored vertically out of the top of the duct.  Some showed glimmerings of light. 
 
    "Why did they dig it so big?" Poubelle wondered. 
 
    "I'd wonder why they built it at all," Mike countered.  "Doesn't make a whole lot of sense, engineering wise, to cut this all the way to the galleries.  If you wanted a vent, you could have just cut one a third this size out to the chasm.  That'd be a lot closer and quicker." 
 
    "In the old days," Brother Meynard confided, "our young novitiates had a lot of time on their hands and Brother Hoskins, the Dean of Novitiates at that time, thought that --" 
 
    "Doesn't matter why they did it," Giuseppe said.  "It's here and we need it.  Finally, we --" 
 
    "Wait!" Poubelle burst out, showing fright.  "Don't say it!" 
 
    Giuseppe shot a scowl at the Rightful King of the Dominion of Dree.  "Don't say what?" 
 
    "That we are finally safe!" Poubelle said.  "In the dramas, that immediately draws the monsters and someone gets their leg or their hand or at least their ear chewed off!" 
 
    Giuseppe shrugged.  "I wasn't going to say that." 
 
    Poubelle gave a heavy sigh in relief. 
 
    "I was going to say," Giuseppe continued, "that we can finally get out of here." 
 
    Precisely on cue, buzzing, skittering, and bloodthirsty slavering erupted from the vents above their heads. 
 
   


  
 

 SIX 
 
      
 
    Just as Everett was opening his mouth to yell, periferals burst from the vents. 
 
    Screaming, shouting and panic ensued.  Some started running, some started swinging, and some did both. 
 
    Then something like a green lighting bolt ricocheted all about through the tunnel, striking the swarming green and purple creatures and decimating them like a vindictive scythe.    The smaller periferals vanished into a gaping maw and the larger ones were rendered into splattering pieces as if they had exploded. 
 
    Ralph's green light raced along with the lighting bolt, making the shadows zip from one sharp angle to another, like some frenetic sun on a fantastically accelerated day.   The strobing effect made Everett's vision swim, so that he was slow in reacting when a periferal at least a foot tall swooped towards his face. 
 
    Then Ralph was there, whipping his tail to behead the attacking beast in a single slice before zipping away. 
 
    In moments, it was over.  The periferals, many dozens surely, were all eaten or destroyed and the walls of the tunnel were covered with green and purple ichor or crusty periferal parts.   Everett had managed to dispatch one of the vicious pests, albeit an already stunned specimen, by stomping it into mush.  The doomed creature had slammed into the tunnel wall while trying to escape Ralph and had fallen insensate right at his feet. 
 
    Ralph slowed and settled back upon Bertram's arm, looking extremely overfed but almost obscenely satisfied.  Hands raised in a fighting stance, the young ginger stood back to back with Pamela and both wore fierce, almost savage, expressions.  From the amount of the green and purple debris scattered about them, the pair had acquitted themselves well in the abbreviated battle.  
 
    Poubelle's still en garde tissioner had green and purple stains all along its length but De Grosivna, pressed almost cringing against the tunnel wall less than a tissioner's length away with a reproachful expression on his face, was rubbing a fresh bruise on his forearm. 
 
    Mike and Giuseppe were farther along the tunnel, standing shoulder to shoulder with Brother Meynard.  The three had more or less blocked the duct to shield the novitiates, some of whom, by the echoing sounds, were still running.  The remains of a few dispatched periferals lay in front of them, but it seemed that Ralph had prevented the majority of the attacking swarm from approaching their flesh and blood bulwark. 
 
    "Is everyone alright?" Everett asked to confirm his own assessment that the group had again suffered no significant injury. 
 
    "We're good here, Everett," Giuseppe replied.  "I don't think any of them got by us." 
 
    "Ralph's not hurt, Monsieur de Schael," Bertram confirmed.  "And I'm okay too." 
 
    "Me too!" Pamela agreed cheerfully.  "I mean, I'm not injured!" 
 
    "I survived," De Grosivna said in a slightly snide tone.  "But the oaf with the fireplace poker will be hearing from my solicitor as soon as we return to civilization!" 
 
    "All good here, Everett!" Poubelle affirmed, sheathing his tissioner with a dramatic, pleased-with-himself flourish. 
 
    "Good," Everett said.  "Let's get moving and catch up with the others before any more of those things show up." 
 
    No one objected or tarried and Everett allowed the others to move ahead of him as he watched and listened at the vents for another possible assault wave.  None came and when Bertram had moved far enough ahead for Ralph's light to grow dim, Everett abandoned his post and hurried to catch up with the young man.  By apparent default, Bertram had fallen in last in line just behind Pamela. Beyond her were Poubelle, then Mike, Giuseppe, De Grosivna, and finally Brother Meynard.  The novitiates were not in sight, but Everett could hear them much farther ahead. 
 
    "By the way, Bertram," Everett asked the young ginger.  "When did Ralph grow the wings?" 
 
    "Wings, Monsieur de Schael?" 
 
    Everett pointed to said wings, iridescent, shimmering, and compactly entwined about the serpent's midsection as it lay wrapped about his keeper's forearm.  The wings did not impede Ralph's green glow, but rather seemed to enhance it to a bluer and brighter hue. 
 
    "Oh!  I don't know, Monsieur de Schael.  I've never seen them before.  Should I ask Ralph about them?" 
 
    "Uhm, no, not right now.  Maybe later." 
 
    "Sure thing, Monsieur de Schael!" 
 
    Focused on immediate concerns rather than potential future complications, Everett turned his attention to Mike. 
 
    "Hey, Mike?" Everett called.  "How fast do these things spread?  Could we run into them up ahead?" 
 
    The pensioner moved to the side of the tunnel and stopped, quite clearly to allow Poubelle and Pamela to pass and Everett to catch up.  Poubelle, however, turned about in curiosity and stopped as well, causing a jam that compelled those behind him to also stop.  Giuseppe immediately noticed the disruption and turned back to join the conversational clump, but De Grosivna (uncaring) and Brother Meynard (oblivious) continued on,  
 
    "I couldn't say for sure," Mike said, addressing the entire group, "but I don't think so.  Because they spend most of their time eating -- other things and each other -- they tend not to travel very far.  In Mohs folklore, heroes often defeated them by denying them any sort of food.  In one story that they always told at their Summer Solstice Drinking Festival, a legendary woman called Hates Chicken Poo and Magnolias killed an entire swarm by broaching twenty-seven hogsheads of beer.  They got so drunk that they couldn't move and starved to death before they sobered up." 
 
    "If we see any more, we could do that!" Poubelle said with a burst of enthusiasm.  His big grin faded almost immediately.  "If we had any beer." 
 
    "A good ale would do in a pinch," Mike offered. 
 
    "The best that we could probably get out of the monks is a weak hard cider," Poubelle mused. 
 
    Mike made a face.  "Not sure that would do anyone any good." 
 
    "Oh, yes!" Pamela said brightly.  "We're an alcohol free facility!" 
 
    "There you go," Giuseppe said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Seems to me," Mike suggested, "that knowing monasteries and the like such as I do, that some of the old monks might have some medicinal spirits in their cells, for treating arthritis and what not, if you know what I mean." 
 
    "I don't know what you mean, Monsieur," Bertram and Pamela said in almost perfect synchronization. 
 
    "Right," Everett inserted.  "I'm going to go ahead to check on the others.  Let's move smartly and no one fall behind, if you don't mind." 
 
    "Aye, Captain!" Mike acknowledged. 
 
    "Sure thing, Everett!" Poubelle agreed. 
 
    Giuseppe nodded.  "I'll keep watch back here, Everett." 
 
    As Everett moved off at a quicker pace, he heard Poubelle and Mike, with occasional consoling comments from Giuseppe, begin to quietly commiserate about the rigors of their mutual, self-imposed sobriety. 
 
    In just a moment, he caught up with De Grosivna and Brother Meynard and then after another with the novitiates, who, once they had fled beyond the further reaches of Ralph's light, had slowed to a nervous, looking-over-the-shoulder feel and stumble.  The group behind also soon caught up and with the entire party more or less together once again and guided by Ralph's increased glow, they moved forward at a quicker pace. 
 
    Still suspicious that they might run into more periferals, Everett took the lead.  
 
    The tunnel, with no more than a one in fifty downward slope, proved only about a half of a mile in length.  This was at least twice again shorter than the mountainside paved trail, which wound back and forth with numerous switchbacks, inclines, declines, and reverses, along which they had originally ascended to the cafe.  Everett wondered in a brief distracted moment why the monks had not instead used the tunnel duct on a daily basis.  As he had expected, at this end of the tunnel there was another iron grating, this one the size of a normal door, but contrary to his expectations, it was neither locked nor latched.   
 
    He paused only long enough to peer out to make sure that no periferals lay in wait and then herded everyone out into the not large gallery chamber beyond.  The simple room was cut from the undressed rock and lit with sunlight from large, open brick casements that pierced the southern face of the mountain.  These also provided the ingress of slightly chill fresh air that had generated the steady breeze that they had walked against the entire distance of the tunnel. 
 
    Brother Meynard immediately gathered up his flock, then offered Everett a begrudging nod.  "Thank you for your assistance, but we must be off as we must make a report of this incident immediately to the Primate." 
 
    After the monk and the novitiates had trooped down a set of stone steps and out through an unadorned wooden door, Everett gathered the members of his group in a circle to do a quick headcount and assessment. 
 
    De Grosivna, scowling but still compliant. 
 
    Poubelle, looking unaccountably stalwart. 
 
    Giuseppe, as always confident and watchful. 
 
    Mike, steady, vigorous, standing by, and ready for anything. 
 
    Ralph, no longer glowing, sleeping soundly, and definitely bigger than before, so much so that his coils extended up Bertram's arm to his shoulder. 
 
    Bertram, showing agitation with twitching hands, clearly nervous, frequently sneaking a glance sideways at... 
 
    Pamela. 
 
    Everett smiled at the young novitiate in a gentle but negative way.  "Thanks, Pamela, but I think that we'll be able to find our way down without a guide." 
 
    "Oh, I've resigned from the monastery!" the young woman announced brightly.  "Bertram has told me about your life of adventure and I am hoping that you will allow me to join your courageous company of bold adventurers!" 
 
    Everett shot a disapproving glare at Bertram, who wilted slightly, and then awarded the young woman a frown.   
 
    "It's not adventure.  It's danger.  And sleeping on the ground.  And doing without decent food and drink.  And being cold and wet and miserable.  And more danger." 
 
    "That sounds just lovely!" 
 
    "We've all been thrown in prison," Poubelle bragged.  "And almost cast down from the top of the tallest tower in Eyrchelle." 
 
    Pamela's enthusiasm did not waver.  "Oh, I wish I could have seen that!" 
 
    "It was grand!" Poubelle assured her.  "Everett, as a magnificent giant Golden Eagle, clawed his way up through the tower and saved us all!" 
 
    Pamela's eyes grew bigger and almost glowed.  "Amazing!" 
 
    "One of the things that we're fighting against is the literal personification of Evil," Giuseppe warned.  "He'll kill us all if he gets the chance." 
 
    "I stand ready to aid in the struggle!" 
 
    Giuseppe rubbed his chin.  "Are you any good with a knife?" 
 
    "I don't do well filleting fish, but I can chop cabbage very well." 
 
    The import-export expeditor shrugged.  "Close enough, I suppose." 
 
    "Women and the Sea don't mix," Mike declared somewhat crustily. "But seeing as how we're unlikely to have to board ship, I can't see any problem with her coming along." 
 
    "I'm a good swimmer!" Pamela promised. 
 
    "This is ridiculous," Everett complained.  "She can't come with us and that's final!" 
 
    "She did help us at the cafe," Poubelle pointed out.  "Fit right in, as it were." 
 
    "That's right," Giuseppe agreed.  "It's like it was one of those mystical synergy thingamabobs.  Fate, and all that." 
 
    "Monsieur de Schael?" Bertram pleaded.  "Could we at least escort her to her grandparent's farm outside of Bhu?  They are her only living relatives and if we just abandon her here, she'll have to travel all alone through the wilds!" 
 
    While wondering just when the young ginger had found the time amongst the turmoil of the frantic escape to have a chat with Pamela about her personal history, Everett shook his head firmly.  "She can stay here at the monastery." 
 
    Pamela looked like she was attempting to frown, failed miserably, and instead smiled brightly.  "Oh, I can't do that!  I've decided not to continue my studies here.  The tuition is frightfully expensive and with those little green and purple teethy things all about, the cafe and the monastery's guide business will surely close and then I won't have any income at all!  If I can't go with Bertram and the rest of you, I'm going to have to return home and learn to pick strawberries." 
 
    Poubelle hitched up the belt that holstered his tissioner.  "Seems like we should at least accompany her that far, don't you think, Everett?  Her being a defenseless maiden and all that." 
 
    "She seemed quite capable when we fought the periferals," Everett pointed out. 
 
    "Oh, yes, well, that's true," Poubelle conceded.  "If she were all alone though, who knows what might have happened?" 
 
    "I'd say Poubelle has a valid point there, Everett," Giuseppe said. 
 
    Everett raised his hands to gain quiet, glared at them all for a few seconds, and then, rather than continue to struggle against what was clearly the majority opinion, he sighed and relented. 
 
    "Fine.  She'll have to ride with Bertram on his goose, though.  And we're absolutely not taking her any further than her grandparent's place." 
 
    His cheeks flushing slightly, Bertram was quick to assure Everett, "Her riding with me won't be any problem at all, Monsieur de Schael!" 
 
    "Thank you, Monsieur de Schael!" Pamela enthused brightly. 
 
    Certain that he would come to regret the decision, Everett sighed again.  "Let's get going." 
 
   


  
 

 SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The long descent through the galleries was without incident, periferal or otherwise, but they found the monastery in somewhat of a turmoil with novitiates scurrying about without seeming purpose and all the senior monks, including Brother Meynard as a clarifying witness, ensconced in the rectory.  The august body was contending, boisterously and occasionally with the sounds of flying crockery and fisticuffs, over whether it would be cost effective to hire an exterminator all the way from Bhu or to just get the local, admittedly not well experienced chap from the nearby village to deal with the infestation. 
 
    Without hesitation and according to the obvious expedient that it was the most efficient manner in which to proceed, Everett thrust open the doors, marched in, demanded quiet, and then had Mike explain the entirely unnatural nature of the creatures to the assemblage and also the consequent unlikelihood that normal extermination methods would prove effective.  While the tumult of consternation, accusation, and prayer erupted, Everett took Primate Elizabeth aside and informed her that Pamela had elected to depart the monastery and return home. 
 
    Without untoward reaction, the senior prelate led them back out to the barrel-vaulted antechamber hallway, warmly shook their hands all around, embraced Pamela and wished her luck, then shooed them away so that she could return and begin to sort out what to do about the existential threat to the monastery's primary business enterprise. 
 
    While Everett and the rest idled just in front of the massive and distinctive purple door on the freshly-swept flagstones of the unattended entrance hall, which was now, significantly, lit by a few oil lamps rather than the numerous but dark installed battery sconces, Pamela rushed off through a side corridor (empty but echoing with the debates of uninformed novitiates) to retrieve her possessions.  The wait for her return was only ten minutes or so, and when she reappeared, she came dressed in stout boots, thick, water-resistant trousers, heavy cotton shirt with reinforced elbows, black wool jacket, and jaunty dark leather hat with a wide brim pinned up on one side.  She had done up her bouncy blonde hair in a ponytail and tucked that securely under her hat. 
 
    "I've had this adventuring outfit for ages and can finally wear it!" she enthused. 
 
    Gazing on Bertram's completely enraptured look as the young ginger gazed with unabashed adulation upon the former guide, Poubelle, with the voice of recent experience, said to the rest, "He's doomed, if you know what I mean." 
 
    "Yes, no doubt about that," Giuseppe agreed.  "I'm going to have to have that talk with him, if you know what I mean, as soon as I get a chance." 
 
    "Better make it sooner than later," Mike cautioned.  "I've seen this kind of wind blowing across the bow before and it'll be a tempest if we don't steer a fair weather helm, if you know what I mean." 
 
    "I wish that you all would stop using that phrase!" De Grosivna exploded.  "It is entirely ludicrous.  Of course everyone knows what you mean, except for those two dunces and I doubt that they will ever know what you mean." 
 
    Giuseppe showed De Grosivna a full tooth grin as he slid his knife slightly out of its sheath, allowing the blade to make a sharp, slicing sound.  "Careful there, I still think that you're surplus to this expedition, if you know what I mean." 
 
    De Grosivna's eyes tightened in anger but he snapped his mouth closed. 
 
    "Let's go," Everett declared.  "We need to round up the geese and make flight to the south as soon as possible.  If we can make a hundred miles before dark, we'll reach a warmer latitude.  I don't want to spend another bitterly cold night in the open." 
 
    "I should not expect to find the geese," De Grosivna opined in a carefree fashion, just as if he were commenting on the weather or the cost of tomatoes in a New Zin neighborhood market. 
 
    "I suppose that they would fly south given the chance," Poubelle said.  "Not really suited for the colder weather, geese aren't." 
 
    De Grosivna threw a glance of ill-concealed disdain at the Rightful King of the Dominion of Dree.  "Though they possessed the semblance of natural beasts, the geese were entirely creatures of magic and as such will have simply failed to be at the moment that Everett enacted his schematic." 
 
    Everett scowled.  "So you're saying that no magic at all works now? Even already existing magic?" 
 
    "Certainly.  I had thought that that had been made abundantly clear.  Having been reset to zero, it will take some time for sufficient waffles to adhere to begin the reformation process of the bailiwicks.  The multitude of variables inherent in this process, which is of a magnitude of complexity that is far beyond the capacity of corporeal intellects to comprehend, makes its outcome not readily predictable." 
 
    "Even for you?" 
 
    "As a corporeal biologic, I have only a corporeal intellect at my disposal. Just as when I was Pookie, I can only use the limited brains that I have." 
 
    Mike, having taken a moment of thought, pressed, "So it was all the mystical bailiwicks? Not just the one?  Not just magic?" 
 
    De Grosivna nodded. "As far as I can surmise, that is indeed the case." 
 
    Mike looked troubled, but did not ask anything else. 
 
    "What about technology?" Giuseppe argued.  "It's been reset, right?  That's why we came all this bleeding way.  Mechanisms should work just like before." 
 
    "Eventually," De Grosivna allowed.  "But the process is not instantaneous.  To return to its full function, technology must first sift out the appropriate waffles, realign the avocado beach bunny, unravel the --" 
 
    "How long?" Everett demanded.  "How long until everything is back to normal?" 
 
    De Grosivna gave an expansive shrug.  "A week, perhaps, but almost certainly at least a month.  Mayhap several months, but I am quite nearly almost absolutely certain that it cannot possibly be longer than a year or two.  Three years at the outside." 
 
    Poubelle looked horrified.  "No technology and no magic for years?  It's the end of the world!" 
 
    Everett's own immediate thought was that Poubelle's shocked declaration was the inescapable truth.  The progressive failure of technology and the consequent uncontrolled expansion of magic that they all had witnessed after they had left New Zindersberg had disrupted lives and upended civilization all along their path and had surely also brought similar untold suffering and deprivation across the entire world.   With magic, the last, albeit flawed and aberrant, bulwark of human society now also undone, it seemed impossible that the world as he had known it could survive. 
 
    But what he said was, "It's not the end of the world.  The world will go on and technology and magic will return.  We have to focus on what we need to do while the mystical trades recover and the first thing that we have to do is return to Kleinsvench." 
 
    "It's going to be a long walk," Giuseppe advised with a rueful tone.  "From here to Kleinsvench is twenty-six hundred miles if it's an inch.  No steam mechanism is going to work, so forget tractors or anything like that.  I know for a fact that it takes a schematic to build a wagon, so they probably won't work to start with either.  If I had any horses to sell, they would have just doubled in price.  By the time we get down to a village or town, I doubt anyone will be taking promissory notes or even bank notes for that matter.  People will demand hard money, if they will take money at all.  That's what always happens when there's a financial panic or civil unrest, and I think this current situation counts as both." 
 
    "The little bayous that we flew over coming up here," Mike suggested.  "All of them flow down to form the Clyde River in the Fringe Territories south of the County of Wop.  The Clyde will get us to the Rambling Hills before it turns west at Pointe Coupe.  That's at least half way.  We can build a raft and float all the way to Pointe Coupe.  That's as low a technology as there is.  You don't need a working schematic to build a raft, just hard work and some trees.  It won't be fast, but it will be better than walking." 
 
    "The Rive Paresseuse flows right by my grandparent's farm!" Pamela said brightly.  "Just to the west of their house, there's a gentle bend of the river that would be perfect for launching a raft.  It has a copse of large white oaks nearby." 
 
    "Bhu is still better than two hundred miles as a goose flies from here," Everett pointed out.  "Without our spells to sustain us, we'll need at least two weeks of supplies to get there and we still don't have any hard money." 
 
    Poubelle nodded.  "I doubt that the monks are in a very charitable mood." 
 
    "Charity is forbidden by the monastery's bylaws!" Pamela announced in a cheerful tone.  "According to the Reverend Master Sage Ahma Mhoneygrhubr, charity is detrimental to the bottom line." 
 
    Giuseppe gave a sage nod.  "Bertram, Pamela, and I will take care of the acquisition of supplies, Everett.  Now, why don't you and the others meet us where we camped last night?  Neither magic nor technology is required for certain skills, if you know what I mean." 
 
    "I don't know --" Pamela began as the import-export expeditor, closely followed by his nephew, took her by the arm and began leading her towards the closest side corridor. 
 
    "Yes, my dear, I'm sure you don't," Giuseppe agreed.  "But you do know where the monastery's storerooms are, don't you?  Perhaps even the keys?  Excellent.  Lead the way." 
 
    Everett eyed De Grosivna.  "Don't cause any trouble while Giuseppe is away.  I'm not in the mood for it and Poubelle is quite adept with his tissioner." 
 
    "Rest assured, Monsieur," the corporeal biologic replied with some hauteur, "I am perfectly content to accompany you back to civilization and will do nothing that might get me set adrift in this decrepit wilderness." 
 
    The three of them, with Poubelle keeping both eyes pinned on De Grosivna, went through the purple door and started east across the rocky slopes beyond, hiking for the campsite at the edge of the evergreen forest.  They made one slight detour to verify that the broad rock shelf where the geese had sheltered was indeed vacant -- it was -- and reached the campsite in a little less than a half of an hour. 
 
    As expected, Giuseppe and his supply team arrived at the campsite only a little more than a quarter of an hour later.  As also expected, Giuseppe, Bertram, and Pamela were each overburdened with heavy packs, canteens, and various tools, implements, and whatnot, and, again as Everett had expected, not pursued by a mob of indignant monks. 
 
    Prompted by his scolding conscience, Everett said, "We'll send them a bank draft, once we get to Kleinsvench." 
 
    With a grin, Giuseppe bobbed his head in ready agreement.  "Sure, sure, but just to let you know, one of those certain skills that I mentioned was the ability to leave things looking like there's nothing missing, if you know what I mean." 
 
    "I know what he means!" Pamela burst out in happy accomplishment, with Bertram, for once, nodding in sincere agreement. 
 
    "Right.  Well, we'll deal with that later.  Everyone, let's gather this stuff up and get going." 
 
   


  
 

 EIGHT 
 
      
 
    The obvious option for their route south was the caravan trail mentioned by the monk who had issued their camping permit the evening before, and they came across it after a hike of less than an hour.  Having no real reason to tarry and no other preparations that they could make, they immediately began the trek south.  The trail was more of a donkey track than an actual road suitable for wagons and carts, and it snaked back and forth, up and down, and occasionally back upon itself as it negotiated a precarious way through the maze formed by the broken, rocky foothills of The Holy Mountain.  The trail often ran between the edge of granite bluffs and the rushing, chill waters of streams racing down from the snowpack high on the mountain, or up above said torrents along the edge of said bluffs, or, on a few occasions, through said torrents and over the edge of said bluffs. 
 
    By nightfall, Everett judged that they had made only a few miles of straight-line distance from the monastery.  A change in the weather, foreshadowed by a steady drop in temperature all during the day, set in with full dark and they had to set up their camp as a light dusting of snow began to fall.  The lee of the leaning bluff beside which they had camped kept some of the melting snow off, but when they arose in the morning all were damp, grumbling, and cold.  Pamela's grumbling, however, only expressed itself in a less than enthusiastic morning greeting. 
 
    The next day, hiking through blisteringly cold winds and occasional sleet, they made fifteen miles, but the following only six as the trail became quite nearly impassable, often winding through boulder fields that infringed upon the way at every opportunity.  Twice the trail narrowed to a footpath that barely squeaked between up thrust spires where the width of the passage was less than that of Everett's shoulders, forcing them all to drag their packs along behind them as they sidled through. 
 
    On many evenings and most days, when the distraction of listening to Giuseppe, Poubelle, and Mike debate insignificant topics such as the average size of sea driven sleet or the possible nature of periferal dens or the color of the most severe foot blisters, and that of watching Bertram ineptly but innocently stumble towards a courtship of Pamela, who remained apparently innocently ignorant of Bertram's innocent interest, Everett's thoughts turned to Sarah, Rose, and the new baby that would be born in just a few months.   He did not worry that they would be somehow in peril or at risk.  He trusted the keenness of Pauly's eye and the sharpness of his knife, but more than that he knew that Sarah was, no question whatsoever, much more capable and clear thinking than Everett had ever been.    He knew that she -- even without her spells -- could deal quickly and effectively with any crisis, calamity, or disaster and would keep everyone -- Rose, Marshlight, Theddrid, Pauly, Grand Master Wizard Overmeyer, the entire population of Kleinsvench for that matter -- safe and secure.  But he did miss them terribly, especially after the campfire had died to embers and he was still having trouble falling asleep on the cold ground, and that longing daily added another hard layer to his determination to win his way back to them as fast as he possibly could. 
 
    On the fifth day, they walked down out of the foothills and into the dry scrub of the Near Bhu But Not Quite Hinterlands.  Here the caravan trail had no choice but to race back and forth across the dusty, barren and often stoney flats that separated one meager spring or trickling water course from the next, making a direct distance of under fifty miles into an excruciating forced march of over a hundred.  And here the temperature also rose drastically, with the constant sun completely banishing the damp precipitation that they had often seen at the higher altitudes.  Though the ground remained hard and uncomfortable, it did now at least retain heat through much of the night. 
 
    This segment of their ordeal was not without its diversions, however.  The flora and fauna of the Hinterlands proved to be often exotic and occasionally fantastic in appearance, with many of the plants and animals looking like nothing that Everett had seen anywhere else in the world. 
 
    On the second day in the Hinterlands, as they trudged from a rock outcropping, which had provided them each only a scant spoonful of murky, iron tasting liquid, towards the next hopefully more abundant watering hole, Poubelle, stopping for a moment as he raised the drooping front flap of the floppy canvas hat that all of them had donned to ward off the glare of the unrelenting sun, peered at a very odd looking tree near beside the trail and then pointed it out unnecessarily to the rest. 
 
    "That's a very odd looking tree, don't you think?" he said. 
 
    Everett did not bother to agree with the self-evident but Giuseppe and Mike did answer with tired nods. 
 
    De Grosivna, following his customary practice, simply ignored Poubelle. 
 
    Pamela, who had been looking as worn and tired as the rest, stopped, removed her floppy hat, and in a bare second became almost miraculously energized.  She then struck a presentation pose with both hands, her thumbs positioned to form right angled corners, extended to frame the tree. 
 
    "This, dear friends," she said brightly in her tour guide voice, "is a Near Bhu But Not Quite Hinterlands Spiny Spiral Tree and grows nowhere else in the known world!  Also known as the Hunter's Perch because of the spacious platform that tends to form at the upper crotch where the main spiral branches separate from the trunk, these drought hardy trees are said to have allowed the Aboriginal Ancestral Huntsmen of the Hinterlands to vanquish Aboriginal Striped Bears and even the dreaded Aboriginal Ridgeback Sloth!  Though the large, evenly spaced spines are tipped with a toxic sap that can cause allergic reactions in humans, and in some cases paralysis and even death, the shafts of the spines are strong enough to support a climber's weight.  If you will notice carefully, the parallel columns of spines spiral around the trunk in a clockwise direction, maintaining a regular gap sufficient to allow a person to pass unharmed between them in descent or ascent. This spiral ladder, if you will, permitted the Aboriginal Huntsmen to climb to their perch safe and unscathed, where they were protected from all attack by the Near Bhu But Not Quite Hinterlands Spiny Spiral Tree's own natural defenses." 
 
    "Before Pamela became a tour guide at The Holy Mountain," Bertram boasted, preening with pride, "she previously worked for the Greater Bhu Chamber of Commerce Excursion Tours Unlimited!" 
 
    "Good for her!" Mike said in an encouraging fashion. 
 
    Giuseppe had privately explained to Everett, Poubelle, and the pensioner that Bertram's budding romance was the first time in the young ginger's life that he had shown much interest in anything other than the game of Oyster Toss and his uncle thought it would be good for him, would expand his horizons, that sort of thing, if they knew what he meant.  Everyone had agreed to be supportive and encouraging as often as an opportunity presented. 
 
    "Who else wants to give climbing up a try?" Poubelle asked with some enthusiasm, looking around for support at the rest of the group. 
 
    "I'm game," Giuseppe said.  "Ready to take a break for a few minutes from walking, anyway." 
 
    Pamela shifted her framing hands to highlight the small cone of shade cast by the trunk at the base of the nearly leafless tree, and incidentally a dim blue and orange object like a loose coil of rope. 
 
    "Of course, all of our customers are welcomed and encouraged to enjoy the full tour experience by following in the footsteps of the Aboriginal Ancestral Huntsmen of the Hinterlands!  As a special bonus, I would like to direct your attention to a rare and most special sight, one of the most storied denizens of the Near Bhu But Not Quite Hinterlands which is residing currently at the base of the tree.  This is the Two and a Half Step Viper, arguably the most venomous serpent currently yet identified and so named because its victims never take more than two and a half steps after being bitten!" 
 
    Pamela's tone shifted down an octave as she stated at a rapid yet even pace, "As per our disclaimer of liability acknowledged by you in writing at the beginning of our tour, the Greater Bhu Chamber of Commerce Excursion Tours Unlimited does not indemnify patrons for injuries, illnesses, or deaths sustained during or after our tour!" 
 
    "Changed my mind," Giuseppe said immediately, moving on at a quick pace. 
 
    "Me too!" Poubelle agreed, scurrying to follow. 
 
    When they finally reached the beginnings of the greener agricultural lands north of Bhu, completely out of food and down to sips in their canteens, they were all both parched and hungry and immediately made camp at a ford on the first stream that they came across.  A lazily winding and only occasionally deep rivulet with large, water smoothed stones protruding from its banks, the water course served in this area, according to Pamela in her tour guide voice, as the unofficial northern boundary of the County of Wap. 
 
    After drinking a final, filling draught of the clear and cold water upstream of the ford, Everett left the stream and started walking under the shade of the willows towards the campsite. 
 
    Pamela, Bertram, and Ralph were endeavoring, under the bank-side supervision of Giuseppe and without dint of hooks, poles, or lines, to catch some of the large bream that flitted about in the sunlit shallows.  This involved a surfeit of laughing, considerable splashing, the occasional playful dunking, and some relaxed paired swimming, all on the part of the two young people, and as an adjunct not a few full belly guffaws from Giuseppe. 
 
    Though most of the area was covered by a progressively thickening woodland of half-stunted trees, struggling cane breaks in mucky sloughs, and some open patches of hardy grass and low brush, an almost unbroken string of graceful, flourishing willows overhung the banks of the stream.  One spectacular, overarching specimen, easily four times as large as any of the others, lay just south of the ford and thirty yards back from the water.  Its delicate, closely spaced branches hung nearly to the ground and formed a thick dome that created a forty feet wide circle of perpetual shade. 
 
    As parched as the rest, Pamela had simply pointed out the tree without the usual tour guide commentary as soon as they had arrived, and before rushing to the water, all had dropped their packs and gear beneath it.   
 
    Everett had paused only slightly longer than the others to take note of the well-packed sandy ground, the near absence of undergrowth and forest litter, and the nearby, stone-lined fire pit to deduce that the tree and its succoring shade had seen frequent use by the passing tourist caravans.  
 
    After filling his canteen, Poubelle had announced that he was going to take a stroll downstream to, as he put it, "admire the scenery, if you know what I mean."  De Grosivna had out-of-hand disdained the fish catching endeavor/frolic and had retired straightaway to the shade of the willow.  Not long after, Mike had announced that he had also had enough of the sun and water and had likewise retreated to the campsite.  After the pensioner had moved about for a bit near the bank, he had settled near De Grosivna and subsequently the two had shown some evidence of having fallen into a discussion. 
 
    The campsite was a good score yards downstream of the fishing pools above the ford and the spritely waters were relatively noisy as they swirled and splashed over the line of boulders that had been placed to firm and mark the ford, so that Everett had been unable to hear more than an unintelligible scrap or two of Mike and De Grosivna's theoretical conversation.  Enjoying the water and the relief of being out of the arid Hinterlands, he had not submitted to the temptation to wander over to them until his curiosity about what common interest the two might have possibly found to talk about had blossomed sufficiently to exceed the delight of sitting on a large, flat rock and dangling his bare feet in the cool water. 
 
    That potential topic, it transpired, was nothing, at least not at the moment when Everett flopped down full length on a soft looking spot and dragged his pack over to prop up his head.  He had found De Grosivna lying on his bedroll and groundsheet, eyes closed, hands entwined behind his head, and apparently dozing.  Similarly, Mike reclined against the broad bole of the tree and was using a small knife to trim and split green reeds that he had gathered into a stack before him.  He already had a considerable pile of formed lengths to his left and another of leavings to his right. 
 
    "Did the kids catch any fish?" the pensioner asked him without pausing in his work. 
 
    Everett laughed.  "Not a one, yet, but I'm not sure that that's the point." 
 
    "Right, I see what you mean."  Mike gestured with the knife at the reeds that he was working on.  "I know how to weave a fish trap and I can have several made in an hour.  I can just about guarantee some sort of fish for supper." 
 
    "Sounds good." 
 
    Mike paused for a moment to rub his free hand across his face in a weary gesture.  "Everett, I didn't want to bring it up until I was mostly sure, but I was talking to De Grosivna just now and I think we're going to have a lot more trouble like the periferals." 
 
    Everett sat up.  "How so?" 
 
    "I wasn't sure before but now I'm almost positive.  Periferals aren't mystical.  They're mythical." 
 
    Everett considered this for a moment without determining a meaningful distinction.  "What's the difference?" 
 
    "I'm not exactly sure myself.  De Grosivna doesn't know any of the details, or, anyway, says he doesn't, but what he did say gave me a few hints.  In my earliest lives, I remember hearing these stories about how the universe was when it first began, Origin Story sorts of stories, like the stuff that the Lost People painted on the temple walls in Old Whisky Stop at Cape Fraud, but I haven't heard any of those stories for a long, long time." 
 
    From the moment that he had learned that Edwin was one, Everett had been eager to learn everything that he could about spontaneous organic anthropomorphic personifications.  He hoped that a greater knowledge of the beings would allow him to define a better strategy of dealing with the apparently never ending pestilence of the chemist, who he now knew was certain to reappear -- probably at the most inopportune moment.  Throughout the trek, he had refrained from questioning Mike because there had been no immediate urgent need and he had not wanted to seem as if he were conducting an inquisition directed at the pensioner.  Now, however, with an obvious opening to pursue the subject, he decided to try to find out as much as he could. 
 
    "How many lives have you had?" 
 
    Mike put the knife aside and took up a handful of the split reed lengths and began to plat them together while he talked. 
 
    "Hundreds, I'd guess.  I lost count long ago.  In the beginning, I was pretty stupid and often didn't last very long.  One time I was trampled to death by a herd of water buffalo less than ten minutes after I spawned." 
 
    "Spawn as in not born?" 
 
    "Yeah.  After I die, I just pop into being, looking twenty-five and all full of vim and vigor." 
 
    "So Edwin also spawns?  Full grown and twenty-five?" 
 
    "Full grown certainly, but not necessarily twenty-five.  I've encountered a few other SOAPs over the years -- not many and not any recently because I've been sort of avoiding the places and things that might cause me to run into them -- and the few that were willing to talk all said that just like me they have always spawned at a specific, usually young but adult age.  The youngest was about nineteen and the oldest somewhere around forty." 
 
    "The spawning always takes place at the same location?" 
 
    "No, at least not for me and not for any of the few that would give me details.  The places I have spawned have all fallen in the same general category -- back alleys, inglenooks, store rooms, that sort of thing -- and the spot is usually within spitting distance of a tavern or something similar that supplies strong drink.  If it's an inn, I usually show up in the stables or the kitchen pantry or the second floor garderobe.  And it's often within sight of a body of water, be that ocean, sea, lake, pond, or sewage lagoon.  I've woken up in a beer garden in Mrysberg, in a distillery in Eyrchelle, in the sump under a grog shop in Eriis, on the beach of a little island where they made nasty concoctions with fermented bananas and coconut milk, next to a wine seller's cart in Laest Sho, under a grape press in some place whose name you can't pronounce unless you were born there, and even in the hold of a ship freighting brandy to Ehndothmhap.  I've shown up in every major port city, capital city, ruined city, and hole in the wall on the map, I'd imagine, at one time or other." 
 
    "But SOAPs do age?" 
 
    "Oh, sure, though not quite the same as other people.  This life I'm actually about eighty-seven, but I shaved twenty years off when I first joined the Guild, so I say I'm just sixty-seven." 
 
    "You look more like mid-fifties, I'd say." 
 
    Mike gave one of his shoulders a painful roll.  "Appreciate that, but most mornings, especially lately, I feel my real age." 
 
    "If you don't mind my asking, why don't you just start over again when, as my Dad used to say, you start feeling the years?  Back at twenty-five, that is." 
 
    "Being twenty-five is only fun for the first dozen times or so.  After that, it's just a nuisance.  In every culture that I've lived in, there's a certain amount of dignity and privilege that only comes with age.  Besides, I was quite happy with my life back in New Zin.  I had a lot of friends, decent work, and a comfortable flat.  It was a slower life but predictable and there's a lot to be said for knowing what comes next." 
 
    "Oh.  Sorry about that." 
 
    "Not a problem.  Everyone needs a bit of excitement, whether they want it or not.  Once in a while, anyway.  Besides, I volunteered to come and stayed because I wanted to.  I could have jumped ship at any time." 
 
    "Right.  Anyway, back to this distinction between mystical and mythical.  Could you elaborate?" 
 
    "Well, sure -- " 
 
    Just then, Poubelle erupted from the undergrowth downstream of the willow, about a dozen or so yards away, with his tissioner drawn and his free arm waving frantically.  He immediately began shouting Everett's name with a weak, ragged voice that had been depleted by exhausted breathing. 
 
    Everett, with Mike just a second or so behind, bolted to his feet instantly and rushed out from beneath the willow's shade to meet the Rightful King of the Dominion of Dree in the sunlight of a sandy stretch of grass tufted ground. 
 
    As he neared Poubelle, he yelled, "Poubelle, what is it?  What's the matter?" 
 
    Staggering and seized by a sudden bout of wheezing, Poubelle was unable to respond immediately and instead desperately jabbed with his tissioner to point in frantic urgency back along the way that he had come. 
 
    Mike grabbed one of Poubelle's arms to support him.  "What is it, man?  Spit it out!" 
 
    Everett took Poubelle's other arm and tried to help him towards the campsite. 
 
    With an extreme effort, Poubelle shrugged off both sets of hands, gave a final, forced, wheezing cough that splattered a spray of dust coated mucus, and screeched through a finally clear throat. 
 
    "Elephants!  We've got to get out of here!   A whole herd of elephants is coming this way!" 
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    The thought never crossed Everett's mind to take the time to argue with Poubelle that elephants were no more than imaginary monsters mentioned only in scary stories told by children around campfires on late summer nights in the Edzedahl.  Nor did he consider trying to suggest that a twenty foot tall, long-tusked, shaggy behemoth with a single, centered tentacle, a beast which was often described as looking like an unnatural cross between a gigantic wild boar and an immense octopus, could not possibly exist and without a shadow of a reasonable doubt had never existed.  Nor did he mention hallucinations, daydreams, sunstroke, snake bite, poison berries or any of the other possible straightforward and rational explanations for Poubelle's incredible outburst.  
 
     In the last few years Everett had seen and experienced far too many things that could not exist and should not exist.  Doubting the fantastic or the impossible was not, in his current view, a rational or reasonable course of action.  He simply accepted the frequent, disrupting, and burdensome occurrence of these sorts of things as a usual and natural state of affairs. 
 
    Without even a single second of hesitation, he grabbed Poubelle's arm again and started dragging him along as he ran, shouting for Giuseppe to get Pamela and Bertram out of the water. 
 
    The ground shaking and the low rumbling began before they had made it back to the campsite and the rending racket of huge bodies crashing through trees and undergrowth started up in the direction from which Poubelle had come before Everett had thrown a hard kick to De Grosivna's rear to snap him awake.  As he was grabbing up his own pack and gear and helping Poubelle and Mike with theirs, the enraged trumpeting began, harsh, bizarre, and thoroughly unnerving. 
 
    Giuseppe arrived and wordlessly began to snatch up his own pack and those of his nephew and Pamela, who, soaking and dripping but hand in hand, dashed up right behind him.  The new arrivals were ready in a few seconds, packs and gear secured and waiting for orders. 
 
    "Where's Ralph?" Everett demanded of Bertram, whose arm was bare.  As the snake was now too large to fit in Bertram's pocket, his arm and shoulder had become Ralph's customary abode. 
 
    "He swam off to go hunting, Monsieur De Schael!" Bertram gasped out.  "He said that he'll come back this evening!" 
 
    Everett grimaced, but knew that he could not give priority to finding the missing pet when the safety of everyone else was at peril. 
 
    "Which way, Everett?" Giuseppe prompted in a tense but controlled tone. 
 
    "South!" Everett decided instantly.  Staying with the stream or heading back north into the arid Hinterlands did not, in the split second that he had available to make up his mind, strike him as viable options.  "Across the ford!" 
 
    Immediately, the entire group set off in a loose bunch, managing a steady jog down the gently sloping ground to the edge of the rivulet and into the ford.  With the still considerable weight of their packs bearing down and not yet recovered from the oppressive fatigue of their long trek down from The Holy Mountain, little to no energy remained for a headlong flight from imaginary monsters. 
 
    Even fueled by an uncertain fright, Everett's muscles refused to generate more than a half-hearted effort, but as the sounds of the approaching menace increased, he urged the others to make more speed.  Pamela, Bertram, and Giuseppe surged ahead slightly, but Poubelle and De Grosivna were already laboring to keep up.  Poubelle, in particular, clearly entirely spent from his previous headlong flight, was sweating profusely and breathing hoarsely. 
 
    The ankle deep water at the start of the ford did not slow them appreciably, but when they moved into the thigh deep water of the center, the weight of the water and the force of the current reduced their pace to a struggling stagger. 
 
    Then the first of the elephants burst from the tree line behind the downstream side of the northern bank and stopped to thrash its sharp, three meter long, glistening pearl tusks back and forth in a bone-chilling display of ferocious rage. 
 
    Everett -- and all the rest -- could not help but freeze to look back at the beast as its companions, all likewise trumpeting and bellowing, shredded a small section of the woodlands into splinters as they charged out to join it, forming a shoulder to shoulder wall of hairy hide, flexing tentacles, and slashing ivory at least fifty yards wide. 
 
    "Run!" Everett commanded.  "Everything you've got!" 
 
    Water churned as exhausted legs pumped all around and then they were into the shallows on the southern bank and staggering up onto a sandy, brush covered flat.  Wide-eyed in apparent panic, De Grosivna beat them all out of the water, but even Poubelle was only a few steps behind him. 
 
    As he cleared the water, Everett waved everyone onward as he slowed for half a step to look back once more. 
 
    The elephants were still demonstrating their apparent desire to stomp, mangle, rend, and possibly eat the entire party at the same spot where they had taken their stand, stomping all four feet in a disjointed syncopation, tossing their heads to slice their tusks through envisioned tiny bodies, and blaring violent intentions through their single tentacle.  Oddly though, none of the beasts had made any move farther forward towards the ford or the bank, almost as if some unseen barrier hindered them. 
 
    He quickly swung his head back around, searching intently for anything that might offer protection from the elephants.  The ruts in the mucky soil that marked the continuation of the caravan trail followed the slope as the ground rose gradually up to a flattened ridge.  With a harder packed surface more closely resembling a road, the trail continued along the top of this ridge, sweeping back and forth as it followed the terrain.  Beyond the border of willows at the stream, hickory and sweet gum trees sprouted across the rising ground, but none of these had any significant size or height and he doubted that any of them could stop the colossal bulk of the elephants. 
 
    Poubelle gave out of breath and slowed to a sudden stop, bracing his hands on his thighs as if he had no strength left to stand unaided.   
 
    "Elephants can't cross water, isn't that right?" the Rightful King of Dree gasped out.  "We're safe here, right?" 
 
    "Never heard that," Giuseppe said, but he, likewise showing signs of being winded, slowed and came to a stop as well. 
 
    Mike stopped alongside Giuseppe.  "Me neither," 
 
    Their example rapidly infected the others and everyone, even Everett, halted less than thirty-five yards from the ford.  Almost as one, the seven of them turned back to watch the elephants.   
 
    Bertram looked startled, as if suddenly jolted by a memory.  "I remember that story now, Monsieur Poubelle! It's the Eerie Tale of Pertwee the Rice Planter!" 
 
    "What?" his uncle demanded.  "The water and the elephants thing?" 
 
    "Yes, Uncle!  Pertwee stranded the elephant on the Isle of Bones by breaching the dike and flooding the moat!" 
 
    Slightly revived, Poubelle straightened and waggled his hand in a firm negative.  "No, no, that's not it.  In that story, Pertwee unlocked the Garden Gate with the Purple Key that he had found at the bottom of the cracker barrel and poured the barrel of lamp oil that he found inside onto the water and set it alight.  It was the fire that stopped the elephant.  But the Jade Crocodile got Pertwee later when he forgot to walk on the left side of the old bridge." 
 
    Giuseppe swung his head back and forth in a slow negative.  "How they tell that story in Mrysberg, see, is that Pertwee lured the Olive Crocodile into the flooded moat with marshmallows and it ate the elephant when it tried to swim across." 
 
    "Come to think of it," Mike allowed, "I've actually heard that all three ways over the years, but in the original version the elephant ate Pertwee, who had run away from his chores, and then the crocodile ate the elephant." 
 
    De Grosivna, still nervous but no longer terrorized to the extent that he seemed ready to jump out of his own skin, cleared his throat in the manner of someone about to make an authoritative pronouncement. 
 
    "In actual fact, according to the original tale, elephants are somewhat distrustful of running water but will happily bathe in shallow lakes and ponds.  They are also quite efficient at trampling crocodiles to death." 
 
    To verify that he understood that De Grosivna was confirming Poubelle's original contention (which the man himself had subsequently contradicted), Everett asked, "So they won't come across the stream after us?" 
 
    "It is correct that the elephants are very unlikely to try to ford the stream." 
 
    Everett, relaxing slightly, again examined the elephants.  The herd had begun to calm considerably and were ambling about and eyeing the stream, but none had ventured any closer to it.  He took a deep breath and relaxed even more. 
 
    "There is however one ability that has apparently been excised from the cumulative lore," De Grosivna continued as if in afterthought. 
 
    "Oh?" Poubelle asked.  "What's that?" 
 
    "Elephants can levitate and fly.  Short distances, anyway." 
 
    As everyone's attention again snapped back to the herd, the first of the elephants, its tentacle wrapped snuggly about its head and a determined look on its face, rose up from the ground, feet dangling, and slowly drifted out over the stream.  
 
    Everett's yell of "Run!" was unnecessary because everyone already had. 
 
    A Spiral Spine tree saved them. 
 
    It was the largest specimen that they had yet encountered, easily three yards thick at the base.  Just a dozen steps off the caravan trail and standing alone and bereft amidst many acres of more common deciduous trees, the occasional long leaf pine, and some cypress trees around a distant swampy bog, the distinctive tree came in view around a bend in the trail with less than fifty yards between the company and the charging herd. 
 
    Again, Everett did not have to say anything, because everyone ran to the Spiral Spine almost by instinct, and, with the agility and speed of squirrels, swarmed up the spiraling natural ladder to reach the large, surprisingly level platform formed by the crotch. 
 
    This Hunter's Perch was some distance above the tops of the head of the elephants, but their tentacles gave them a good eight or ten feet of reach and as they surrounded the tree they thrust the snouted ends of the appendages inward, straining for their gasping and cringing prey. 
 
    Immediately, spewing squeals of pain and trumpets of outrage, the elephants were pierced and driven back by the intertwined, twisting branches and their phalanxes of cubit long spines.  Indignant and if anything more enraged, the elephants fell back, their tentacles showing deep scratches and oozing punctures, and made a loose cordon about the tree.  After a few moments, they lost much of their agitation and began to commiserate with one another, using their tentacles to rub each other's wounds and grunt consolingly. Their beady black eyes, however, did not stray far from Everett and his companions. 
 
    When he had caught his breath, Poubelle straightened, plastered a big grin on his face, and exclaimed, "Wow!  That was a stroke of luck!  If we hadn't found this tree, they'd have gotten us for sure!" 
 
    "I wouldn't have thought that these trees would grow here with all the water," Mike said.  "They're definitely a species that thrives in dry conditions and usually that sort can't make it in the wet.  We saw the last one a good fifteen miles or so back from the stream, right?" 
 
    The perch was roomy enough for all of them to stand comfortably, but no larger, with the crotch and the near faces of the large limbs that spiraled away from it covered with a thick bark nearly as hard as stone, but no inwardly facing spines.  It was indeed the perfect refuge from the elephants, as the upper branches formed a complete and nigh impenetrable protective globe. 
 
    It was all a bit too perfect, actually, to Everett's mind.  Combined with the more than fortunate occurrences that had enabled their escape from the periferals, there could be but one conclusion. 
 
    "Exactly," he told the others.  "This tree shouldn't be here.  But it is, just where we needed it.  Someone is manipulating events and circumstances.  Right now, that manipulation appears to be in our favor but that doesn't mean that it will always be." 
 
    "Well, Magic has always been on our side," Poubelle said.  "Well, mostly.  Destiny not so much."  He turned a sour look upon De Grosivna.  "You, not at all." 
 
    "I doubt that it's Magic," Giuseppe opined.  "This doesn't seem to be her sort of thing.  Up till now, she's intervened by giving new spells or changing old ones.  I don't remember any time that she's helped us directly like this." 
 
    "I agree," Everett said.  "I don't think it's Magic.  Mike, do you have any ideas? Anything to do with that mystical versus mythical scheme that you were talking about?" 
 
    The pensioner shook his head.  "I don't have anything solid.  I don't think it's mythical, but it could certainly be mystical.  It's clear that we've been getting more than our fair share of good fortune, almost unbelievable strokes of luck, so to speak." 
 
    "Hey," Poubelle said, swinging his head all around to check on their captors.  "Elephants don't give up, right?  That's how it is in all versions of the stories, isn't it?" 
 
    "Yeah, that's right," Giuseppe agreed. 
 
    Mike and Bertram both nodded.  After a second, Pamela smiled brightly and nodded, but it rather seemed that she was agreeing with their agreement, rather than expressing an independent opinion. 
 
    "Indeed," De Grosivna declared.  "Intransigence is one of the creature's defining characteristics." 
 
    "So, we're safe for now," Poubelle stated, continuing his own thread of thought.  "But how are we going to get out of the tree?" 
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    The short term answer to Poubelle's question was that they would not.  At least, not for the brief remainder of that day, through the long following night, and into the next dawn.  The elephants, although they contented themselves with only the occasional tusk slashing head toss and periodic low key trumpet, remained diligent and steadfast in their watch about the tree. 
 
    Ralph, looking sated and lethargic, had indeed returned during the night, flying in high enough above the elephants to leave them oblivious to his presence.  Currently, he was piled in an un-snakelike bundle near Bertram's feet, his head lolled back as he made what Everett could only guess to be sea snake snoring sounds through his nostrils. 
 
    "They didn't even leave to pee or poop," Poubelle commented as the sun, just beginning to rise above the trees on the eastern horizon, splashed his head and shoulders -- and that of all of them as a matter of fact -- with golden light. 
 
    The fishing opportunity having been lost, none of them had had anything to eat, just water from their canteens to drink.  With too little room to lie down, all of them had had little more than a troubled hour or two of sleep as they had sat with backs braced against one another.  Maintenance of their own biological functions had required well planned coordination and a universal, unspoken agreement to not consider the potential embarrassments of the situation. 
 
    "If the things could be domesticated," Mike said, "you'd need an army of stable hands to deal with the dung.  It looks like to me that they poop their own body weight every day."  
 
    "Wonder what they eat to make it smell so bad?" Giuseppe pondered. 
 
    If the wind picked up any at all from any quarter, the wafting miasma was retch inducing. 
 
    "Crocodiles?" Bertram suggested innocently, which made the others, including Pamela belatedly, Everett distractedly, but not De Grosivna, break out laughing. 
 
    Everett had spent most of his own restless night trying to figure out what they could do to escape, but had come up with nothing. 
 
    Once more, Everett considered De Grosivna, who stood at the back of the perch, framed in the gap between two of the large ascending limbs and as alone as he could be while crowded together with six other people in a space that was little more than ten feet in rough diameter.  As he had been since they had reached the tree, he did not appear to be exactly at ease, but he also no longer seemed particularly troubled by the potential danger.  Everett had tried to question the corporeal biologic at length, but De Grosivna, aside from a few other simple generalities concerning the elephant's habits and propensities, had denied any in depth knowledge of their origin or of their potential weaknesses.  None of De Grosivna's answers had been at all what Everett would consider forthcoming or cooperative, and the corporeal biologic had rebuffed any attempt to draw out a suggestion for a possible way out of their predicament. 
 
    Everett turned his attention back to the others, who were still discussing, in a somewhat clinical fashion, elephant poo and whether it might have commercial uses as a fertilizer. 
 
    The group had spent some of the previous evening comparing and contrasting the various distinct versions of the Pertwee story.  After consulting somewhat dim memories, Poubelle had confessed to actually knowing three.  Giuseppe, with confidence, had named five.  Bertram could only relate just the common one that had made the rounds in New Zindersberg in the last few years.  Pamela's knowledge was limited to the same one that Bertram knew, apparently because the young ginger had somehow found the time to tell it to her.  Mike was able to provide details for a good baker's dozen of various and in one case ancient vintages.  Perhaps predictably, De Grosivna claimed to have never been young or frequented summer campfires.  The discussion, as with the questioning of De Grosivna, had generated nothing that might suggest a way out of the tree.  Aside from a general similarity of the physical description of the elephant involved, and the most basic of standard plot elements, none of the stories agreed in large part on anything and especially not on any one definitive method for vanquishing the beasts. 
 
    In fact, in the considerable majority of the stories, the protagonist(s) were inevitably either eaten, stomped, crushed, smashed, pulverized, liquefied, sat upon, or drowned, and quite often some combination thereof.  
 
    Everett, himself, had never actually heard any of the stories in complete recitals and knew of them only through passing references.  On the eastern coast where he had grown up, the stories that he had heard and had occasionally told had been about Chicken Wing and Dumplings, the Woodpecker Man, and The Lump. 
 
    His stomach grumbled then, prompting him to tell the others, "If elephants poop and pee, then they have to eat and drink just like we do.  Sooner or later, they'll have to leave in search of lunch." 
 
    "Yes," Mike agreed.  "But the question is -- will we die of thirst before they get hungry enough to leave?" 
 
    "Probably," Giuseppe hazarded.  "I'm down to half a canteen." 
 
    "I'm nearly out," Poubelle said. 
 
    The rest gave nods of agreement.  De Grosivna was in the middle of taking another draining drink at that very moment and disregarded the frown that Everett shot towards him. 
 
    "If elephants eat people," Pamela contributed brightly, "they may not have anything else to eat close by save the seven of us." 
 
    Not quite frowning at the ersatz tour guide, Giuseppe said, "The elephants haven't had anything to drink at all that I've seen and must be mighty thirsty.  The stream is the only close potable water and they'll have to go back to it to drink.  They probably won't all go at once, but when a few of them leave, we might be able to --" 
 
    De Grosivna collapsed. 
 
    His canteen dropped from his limp hands, bounced with a clang, sloshing water in a spinning motion like a fountain, and fell out of the tree. 
 
    De Grosivna would have done the same, save for Bertram's quick leap to grab his ankles as the corporeal biologic folded backwards and started to slide over the rounded edge of the crotch. 
 
    Giuseppe and Poubelle were closer than Everett and Mike, and both rushed a second ahead of the latter two to help Bertram drag De Grosivna's apparently lifeless body back to the center of the perch. 
 
    As Bertram and Pamela quickly shifted out of the way, Everett and the other three knelt beside the still form. 
 
    "Did he get scratched by one of the spines?" Everett asked everyone as he began rapidly to roll back De Grosivna's sleeves and trouser legs to inspect the pale skin of the man's arms and legs for scratches or punctures.  He found none or any other type of wound or mark. 
 
    "I'm sure that he didn't," Mike said.  "Could there have been something in his water?" 
 
    "He filled his canteen right beside me," Poubelle said.  "My water has tasted fine and I don't feel sick." 
 
    While Everett had been checking De Grosivna for injury, Giuseppe had pried open the fallen man's slack eyelids to reveal fully dilated pupils, then had felt on De Grosivna's neck.  After a few seconds, Giuseppe took his hands from the corporeal biologic and rocked back on his heels. 
 
    "He doesn't have a pulse.  I think he's dead." 
 
    Both Bertram and Pamela gave sharp intakes of breath, but though the suddenness of De Grosivna's demise had caught Everett by surprise, it had not moved him either towards grief or joy.  As the corporeal extension of the noncorporeal sentient entity Technology, death did not mean the irreversible end of De Grosivna, just a temporary hiatus from the corporeal realm.  As for De Grosivna's potential usefulness in the group's efforts to return to Kleinsvench, and then, at least at some point, to set the world to right, Everett had begun to conclude that he might be better off without Technology's corporeal biologic rather than with him.  From long experience, Everett knew that nothing that De Grosivna had said could be entirely trusted and it was entirely within the realm of possibility, if not probability, that all of the difficulties that they had encountered thus far, from the failure of magic to the appearance of the periferals and the elephants, were products of some convoluted scheme that Technology had crafted to gain further precedence over his rival noncorporeal sentient entities. 
 
    "Can't say I'm sorry to see him go," Poubelle said in a matter-of-fact manner, getting to his feet.  "Nor can I say that I'll be happy to see him when he shows back up." 
 
    Everett also stood up, as did Mike and Giuseppe, the latter dusting off his hands in a dismissive fashion. 
 
    "I had thought that his body would just vanish," Giuseppe mentioned.  "Like Edwin's seemed to have." 
 
    "Hey, Mike," Poubelle said.  "Is that what happens to you?  To spontaneous organic anthropomorphic personifications, I mean, when they die." 
 
    Mike scratched his head.  "Well, for me, not really.  I've always left a corpse, at least if I didn't die in a volcano or in a vat of acid or some way like that.  I've visited a few of my own graves, just to see what became of me." 
 
    Poubelle shivered.  "That's creepy." 
 
    "It's not so bad.  I had a real nice, top sail tomb on the island of Beau Vert.  Woman I was keeping company with had it built out of imported white marble.  Spelled my name wrong, but it was a good looking tomb.  It's all weathered away and buried by now, of course." 
 
    "How'd you die that time?" Giuseppe asked. 
 
    "The woman I was keeping company with stabbed me in the eye.  She had a mean temper.  I can't recall her name, but I do remember the evil look on her face when she got set off." 
 
    "Ouch," Giuseppe said with a chuckle. 
 
    Poubelle caught Everett's eye.  "Well, Everett, do we have to bury him or could we just feed him to the elephants?" 
 
    Everett pursed his lips.  "Do the elephants eat carrion?  Even if they eat meat, they may turn their tentacles up at something that's already dead." 
 
    "Everett's right about that," Mike agreed.  "Only big carnivore that I've seen that eats carrion is the hyena.  Panthers and cougars won't touch it unless they're starving." 
 
    "Wolves eat carrion," Poubelle said.  "Even with maggots on."   
 
    Mike nodded.  "Sure, but they're not strictly carnivores, are they?  They can eat just about anything a dog can eat. Slops out the back doors of pubs for sure." 
 
    "The corpse is still fresh," Giuseppe pointed out.  "To find out what the elephants do with it, we could just chunk it out as far as we can from the tree." 
 
    Having a sudden mental image of Sarah's reaction to the news of such a cavalier handling of a deceased person -- even Technology's corporeal biologic -- Everett held up his hands.  "For the sake of decorum, if nothing else, I think it best if we just cover the corpse for now and figure out what to do with it later." 
 
    "I'll get his ground sheet from his pack," Poubelle readily agreed, moving to do just that. 
 
    As Poubelle began shaking out the heavy canvas sheet, Everett took one end of it to help.  When he moved around to the corpse's head to stretch the sheet to its full length and began to lower it in place, to his utter shock De Grosivna's eyes snapped open and the corporeal biologic rocketed to his feet, screaming at the top of his lungs and flailing his arms about. 
 
    Of course, this simply caused him to somehow get twisted up in the ground sheet, stumble like a hog tied calf, bowl Poubelle over, bounce off Giuseppe, trip over his own feet, and plunge headlong out of the tree. 
 
    All the while still screaming, of course. 
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    By some fantastic chance, De Grosivna's flailing fall caused him to twist about and spin so that his feet struck the ground rather than his head.  The drop from the perch was only about ten feet or so, and, after collapsing into a slumping crouch that rather coincidentally dispersed his momentum, the corporeal biologic shook himself like a sheep dog after a bath, leapt to his feet, used a prodigious burst of maniacal strength to shred the tough canvas material of his ground sheet bindings, and sprinted straight out from the tree and directly towards the elephant cordon. 
 
    All during this process he was, of course, still screaming. 
 
    As Everett, aghast but with no magic or other means to intervene, looked on, fully expecting to see the corporeal biologic die (once again, though this time in a much more messy manner) beneath the trampling feet of the herd, the elephants froze in apparent disbelief for a few seconds and then proceeded to slam into one another and trip over each other's feet as they all -- from all about the tree, not just the ones nearest De Grosivna -- charged the corporeal biologic at the same moment.  Their collective eagerness-induced clumsiness would have been uproariously comical in other less deadly circumstances.  As the colliding elephants reacted to each other's interference -- trumpeting snide rebukes and rolling their eyes in indignant glares -- a gap opened briefly between two of the outraged and accusatory pachyderms, allowing De Grosivna to squirt through unscathed. 
 
    It took several more confused and jostling moments for the elephants to sort themselves out and by the time that they had wheeled about to seek De Grosivna, he was already well out of sight beyond the next bend in the caravan trail.  This resulted in an additional accusatory upset and an agitated exchange of trumpeted recriminations, as all the elephants gathered together in a tight bunch, pointing, shoving, and bellowing. 
 
    "Well, at least now we know one thing for certain about elephants," Giuseppe said with half a grin.  "They aren't the sharpest tool in the shed, if you know what I mean." 
 
    As expected, Bertram said, "I don't know what you mean, Uncle." 
 
    This, as had become their custom, everyone else, save possibly Pamela, ignored. 
 
    "That's odd," Mike said.  "It seems that they have lost all interest in the rest of us.  Wonder why?" 
 
    "Yeah," Poubelle agreed.  "Looks like they're arguing about whose fault it was that he got away." 
 
    "Perhaps we should take this opportunity to slip away ourselves?" Pamela asked brightly. 
 
    Caught off guard by the admittedly obvious but insightful suggestion, it took Everett a moment to shift mental gears.  As he was on the cusp of ordering a quiet withdrawal, Mike threw up a hand in a halt gesture.   
 
    "We won't have to do anything.  I think they're leaving." 
 
    Poubelle snorted.  "So much for intransigence." 
 
    Indeed, the herd, giving every indication that it had, for the most part, sorted out its differences, assembled without ceremony and began ambling back along the caravan trail towards the stream. 
 
    As far as Everett could see, none of the elephants, as they passed, bothered to cast even a parting glance towards the Spiral Spine and the remaining six members of the company. 
 
    Within only a few moments, the elephants, too, had disappeared out of sight. 
 
    As the last, hair tufted and twitching elephant tail vanished behind the intervening trees, Poubelle, Mike, and Giuseppe all burst out in an impromptu chorus, "They were after De Grosivna!" 
 
    "Yes," Everett quickly agreed.  "No doubt about that.  Let's find him and ask him why." 
 
    It took a good hour, and a tight skirmish line search, but find De Grosivna they did -- specifically Poubelle, on the right wing of the line, spotted and called him out -- hiding, scratched, punctured, bedraggled, and crouching in a neck-high thicket of blackberry canes.  This very effective blind was only thirty feet off the caravan trail and a little more than a mile from the Spiral Spine. 
 
    When Everett first saw the corporeal biologic's face, his immediate thought was that De Grosivna was truly afraid. 
 
    As De Grosivna rose gingerly to his feet at their approach, making a careful attempt to avoid the unforgiving thorns of the canes that surrounded him, he made an elaborate show of dusting off -- ineffectually -- his clothes.  
 
    "You are welcome!" he announced in a loud but slightly shaky voice before anyone could say anything. 
 
    Everett made a face.  "Don't even try to say that this was your plan to allow us to escape.  I don't want to waste a lot of time with this -- in fact, I'm just not going to -- so I have only two questions.  Why did you look like you were dead and why were the elephants after you?" 
 
    He had a sudden, slightly belated, leap of logic.  "And the periferals?" 
 
    De Grosivna made a visible effort to reconstruct his haughty mien.  "I have no idea what you are talking about." 
 
    "Fine.  The next time something comes looking for you, we're going to tie you up and leave you for it." 
 
    De Grosivna's eyes went wide.  "You cannot do that!" 
 
    "Sure we can," Giuseppe said.  He looked at Poubelle and Mike.  "Any objections?" 
 
    "Not from me," Poubelle said straightaway. 
 
    "It might be better if we break one of his ankles," Mike suggested.  "That way, he could still hobble and draw the next ancient menace or mythical monster away while we took off in the opposite direction." 
 
    "That would be barbaric!" De Grosivna protested, flushing in anger.  "How can you call yourself a civilized being?" 
 
    Mike smiled.  "Never said I was.  I was eaten alive and raw by cannibals once.  That tends to make a person more pragmatic when it comes to avoiding being eaten, trampled, or whatever the next monster does." 
 
    "I'm in total agreement with Mike," Giuseppe said.  "We don't have to be faster than the next monster, just faster than him." 
 
    De Grosivna focused on Bertram and Pamela, who were standing slightly aback of the others.  "Surely the two of you are innocent of such murderous tendencies and will not permit this sort of brutal behavior?" 
 
    Bertram ducked his head. "My mum told me that the world is a dangerous place, monsieur.  She told me to follow Uncle Giuseppe's lead no matter what." 
 
    "I think it's a great idea," Pamela said not at all brightly.  Then, after a second, she continued in a caustic tone, "Better you than us." 
 
    This blatantly uncharacteristic sentiment brought Everett up short and he stared at Pamela for a long moment.  After just a few seconds, he realized that the young woman looked somehow different.  Nothing had changed about her physical appearance or apparel, but she was not smiling, or grinning, or looking perky and energetic.  Her hair was still in the same ponytail, but it no longer looked bouncy.  Her expression, pose, and gaze were all hard and unsympathetic.  She was also standing at an arm's length from Bertram, which seemed to indicate some sort of abrupt schism, as the two had appeared inseparable  -- more friendship than romance in Everett's judgment, though he had not mentioned that to any of the others -- for much of the trek down from The Holy Mountain. 
 
    It was almost as if she had suddenly become an entirely different person. 
 
    With a wry grimace, Everett decided to restrict himself to one problem at a time, and turned his attention and his eyes back to De Grosivna. 
 
    "That looks unanimous," he told the man.  "Looks like you're going to be monster bait." 
 
    "It is not unanimous!" De Grosivna protested in an outraged tone.  "My vote is to the negative!" 
 
    "Not an election," Giuseppe said with a toothy, somewhat predatory grin.  "Everett's in charge and you're not." 
 
    "Exactly!" Poubelle agreed with a firm nod. 
 
    "Right," Everett said, turning away.  "Now that we've got that all sorted out, let's get going.  The elephants might decide to come back after him." 
 
    "Wait!" De Grosivna burst out, again clearly showing fear.  "You have to protect me!" 
 
    Everett pivoted back around.  "And why should we do that?" 
 
    De Grosivna went almost rigid as fear and arrogance warred in his expression, then his shoulders slumped and he said with a shiver in his voice, "It is gone!  Completely gone!  If I die here now, I really die!" 
 
    Everett frowned.  "What's gone?  What do you mean, you really die?" 
 
    "The noncorporeal realm!  It no longer exists!"  De Grosivna pressed both trembling fists against the center of his chest.  "All of me -- all of Technology that remains -- is here, in this body.  If it dies, I cease to exist!" 
 
   


  
 

 TWELVE 
 
      
 
    A sudden and unexpected downpour from a single threatening cloud that coalesced from an otherwise empty sky had drowned their campfire just as they had gotten the meager blaze going.  The same flash storm had thoroughly soaked all the other available limbs and branches within easy walking distance, leaving them with no choice but a cold camp.  This was doubly discouraging as a chill northern wind had set in shortly before they had arrived at the campsite, heralding another miserable night. 
 
    The site was atop a flattened, gravel scattered but otherwise barren knoll just forty steps off the trail.  Pamela, in a gruff, disagreeable voice, had pointed it out and while no one had commented on her unpleasant tone and demeanor, Everett was certain that everyone else -- including Bertram -- had taken note of it.    
 
    Supper had been a handful of wild pecans, some half-ripe blackberries, and lukewarm water from a slow moving creek that wandered by the base of the back of the knoll.  Giuseppe and Bertram had set out simple snares for the hares that they had often seen munching on the leafy weeds that grew along the clear-cut borders of the caravan trail and had also tried to use a makeshift sling to bring down some of the doves that roosted in the woods, but none of their efforts had proven fruitful due to one unfortunate failure after another.   
 
    One of the snares had failed to fire in spite of clearly being triggered, letting a fat doe scamper free.  The deeply driven stake on another had pulled out of the hard earth, leaving a large buck to wiggle three-legged into a burrow while dragging the sticks and string of the snare behind it.  In other cases proven strings had snapped or lengths of wood that were sturdy enough not to break had broken.  Twice, the leather straps of the sling broke unaccountably.  Giuseppe, who in practice had been able to strike a blaze cut into the trunk of a small tree nine times out of ten with a marble sized stone, managed to miss sitting doves at the same distance twelve times out of thirteen.  These were usually simple clear misses but in one case the hoot of an owl had startled his target into flight.  The single time that he had struck his target, the bird had bounced from a limb and into a deep hollow in the tree.  No amount of fishing by Bertram, who had sprung up the tree in a flash and jammed his arm up to the shoulder into the hollow, had allowed the dove to be retrieved. 
 
    With the stars beginning to peek out above and the temperature creeping down, the seven of them had settled disconsolately on their damp blankets and groundsheets in a loose circle around the sodden ashes of the fire pit and were, as had been their custom for most of the nights of their trek, waiting for exhaustion to drag them down to sleep. 
 
    De Grosivna looked more miserable than any of the rest and from time to time he would shiver and shoot a glance over his shoulder as if to make sure that nothing was sneaking up on him. 
 
    Everett, reclining against his pack as he used half an ear to listen to Poubelle's, Giuseppe's, and Mike's half-hearted discussion about the time that Mike had starved to death while shipwrecked on a barren spit in the Yonder Sea, could understand the man's terror.  For the very first time in his entire existence, Technology was facing true mortality. 
 
    Getting the story out of the much more cooperative De Grosivna had not been difficult, and Everett had made the corporeal biologic repeat the details multiple times before they had reached the campsite. 
 
    It was a rather simple story, actually. 
 
    The noncorporeal realm had ceased to exist. 
 
    Technology, the noncorporeal being, had been ejected at the instant of the "discontinuity" (De Grosivna's term) of the noncorporeal realm and into his corporeal realm extension, De Grosivna.  This forced integration had resulted in an intellectual and physiological overload that had been expressed as his apparent death. 
 
    De Grosivna did not know how or why the noncorporeal realm had vanished. 
 
    Technology, now and apparently henceforth having no other existence than that of De Grosivna, had lost the vast majority of his other realm knowledge and, as far as he knew, all of his power. 
 
    As De Grosivna had repeatedly complained, tapping the side of his head, "This corporeal being could not contain all of me!" 
 
    As for the elephants and the periferals, both, indeed, had specifically sought De Grosivna's destruction and thereby the irreversible elimination of Technology.  De Grosivna had known that fact from the moment of his reawakening, but frustratingly had been unable to offer any clue as to who might have sent them after him. 
 
    A tag-team grilling by Everett, Giuseppe, Mike, and Poubelle had generated no more useful information than that. 
 
    As had often been the norm since he had first received the Epiphany for his eighth spell, the spell that had brought him the greatest joy of his life, Sarah, but which had also turned the course of that life irreversibly onto the avenue of the bizarre, Everett still had a multitude of questions and had assembled reams of speculations, but he had not felt energetic enough to pursue any of them, either out loud or internally. 
 
    After a bit, tired but not feeling disposed to lay down for sleep, he turned his gaze towards Pamela.  Seated on her blankets with her legs crossed and staring blankly beyond the group out into the trees, the young woman's scowl did not seem directed at anything in particular but rather at the world entire. 
 
    She had remained unenthused throughout the morning and afternoon as they had trudged along the caravan trail, had rebuffed Bertram's frequent efforts to strike up a chat, and had established herself somewhat apart from the others at the campsite, slightly back from the fire pit to Everett's left.  That position allowed her to watch all of her companions while placing her back to none of them. 
 
    He was certain that her mood change was not as simple as a normal emotional downturn.  It was as if her character had become a negative mirror image of its usual state.  Where previously she had been always bright, energetic, and positive, she was now consistently dark, sluggish, and negative. 
 
    When Poubelle had stumbled while climbing the knoll, wrenching his ankle and falling painfully and thereby acquiring both a limp and bruises, she had asked him without humor if it was his first day in his new pair of feet. 
 
    Not even De Grosivna had laughed.  Giuseppe had looked upon the young woman with a dark expression as he had helped Poubelle to his feet, but Everett had noticed that Mike had only looked thoughtful. 
 
    After the starvation discussion wound down to its inevitable conclusion and the trio lapsed into a drowsy silence, Everett contemplated the young woman for a moment or two and then called her name to get her attention. 
 
    "Yes?" she grumbled.  "What do you want?" 
 
    "How much farther is it to Bhu?" 
 
    Her look of irritation intensified, then she gave a careless shrug and a dark frown.  Her hair did not bounce as her shoulders moved up and down. 
 
    "At least forty miles.  Maybe closer to fifty." 
 
    "We should run across some place to get food way before that, right?" 
 
    Pamela shrugged again.  "If everyone can keep up, we should reach the first farms tomorrow by mid-morning.  The town of Bhing is not much farther.  It has a number of caravan hostels and inns that cater to the caravan trade.  Some of them leave scraps out the back for vagrants." 
 
    Her clear meaning was that all of them qualified for the handouts. 
 
    "Could we trade labor for food at the farms, do you imagine?" 
 
    "Doubt it.  Fall Harvest isn't for two months and there's no demand for extra farmhands the rest of the year." 
 
    Giuseppe sat up with evident interest.  "I'll manage the acquisition of provisions," he volunteered with an exaggerated wink. 
 
    Pamela grunted.  "They brand thieves here in Wop."  She stood up.  "I'm going to admire the scenery." 
 
    "Isn't it too dark for that?" Poubelle asked, then jolted in realization.  "Oh!  Right.  Never mind." 
 
    As she started to move away, Bertram, seated a few yards from her around the circle, jumped to his feet, clearly having the intention to accompany her, but she waved him back with a sour look.  "I don't need any help, if you know what I mean." 
 
    Before the young ginger could reply (no doubt but that he did not, in fact, know what she meant), she turned on a heel and marched rapidly out into the dark. 
 
    After an uncertain hesitation, Bertram sank back down with a hang-dog look.  "Pamela sure has been odd this afternoon." 
 
    This patently internal comment was not directed at the remainder of the group, but Poubelle sat up a bit and cleared his throat to respond. 
 
    "Well, you see Bertram, young ladies...uhm...anyway, it's that, uhm, as my Granny back in Laest Sho used to say, young ladies regularly get a gift basket from their Eyrchellean Aunt and sometimes the gift leaves them in a, hmm, mood, if you know what I mean." 
 
    Bertram looked blank.  "No, Monsieur, I don't know what you mean." 
 
    Giuseppe waved that off.  "I'll explain that to you later, Bertram.  I don't think that's the problem here, though.  Pamela's entire personality has changed, like someone flipped the switch on a battery light.  It's magic or something else." 
 
    "I agree," Everett said.  "De Grosivna, do you know anything about that?" 
 
    "Me?  Why of course not.  I have nothing whatsoever to do with young women's moods." 
 
    "And it's certain that all young women everywhere are deliriously happy about that," Giuseppe said with a snarl. 
 
    "We should all keep an eye on her," Mike suggested.  "She's been of great help and it wouldn't be quite fair if something foul became of her." 
 
    As Poubelle, Giuseppe, and Bertram chimed in their enthusiastic agreement, Everett found Giuseppe's "magic or something else" troubling, but did not know why. 
 
    In search of breakfast, donated, stolen, or otherwise, they pressed on at first light.   
 
    After a quarter of a mile, a strap on Everett's pack snapped cleanly in two and they lost almost an hour as he and Giuseppe improvised a repair with braided cord. 
 
    Not much later, a turkey buzzard flew over and showered the entire group with guano.  
 
    Only a little while after that, Poubelle tripped again, wrenching his other ankle. 
 
    Rather in spite of these strokes of ill fortune, and indeed as Pamela had predicted, they reached a farmstead after another couple of hours of hard marching.  By this time, the caravan trail had left the woodlands behind and widened to become a not well-traveled wagon road that bisected a rolling flatland covered in many hundred acre fields of ripening wheat.  The farm, a sprawling complex of tile roofed, half-timber buildings shaded by a number of spreading oak trees and surrounded by a chest-high wall of dry, stacked stone, was a good half mile west of the road.  Everett and the others hid in a patch of scrub along a deep stream as Giuseppe sauntered off into the wheat to "acquire" supplies. 
 
    When Giuseppe returned and opened his bulging sack to display what he had found, Everett was less than enthused.  "Potatoes?"  
 
    Giuseppe gave an apologetic shrug.  "That's all that they had stored in the barn.  The house and the yard were full of people and what I'm wearing wouldn't have blended in.  They were having a wedding or a funeral, not sure which.  Everyone was dressed in black from head to toe, but there was a good bit of singing and dancing and dice throwing and whatnot." 
 
    "Were they drinking?" Pamela asked. 
 
    "Not that I saw." 
 
    "It was a wedding, then," Pamela said, not brightly.  "The people of Wop stay sober at weddings and get drunk at funerals but dress the same for both." 
 
    Mike gave a slight nod.  "Sounds efficient to me.  Saves on extra wardrobe." 
 
    "That would also prevent embarrassment if you forgot which one you were going to," Poubelle added.  "Wearing the same clothes, that is."  He looked sheepish.  "Happened to me once.  Maybe twice." 
 
    Everett nodded sagely and then took out one of the potatoes to give it a sniff and a squeeze to test for freshness.  He judged the batch stored from this year's planting, so the flavor should be good. 
 
    "How does everyone want to cook them?  Boiling would be faster, but baked under coals would probably taste better." 
 
    "Let's just boil them," Mike said.  "I don't care what they taste like." 
 
    A general chorus of agreement settled the issue without further discussion. 
 
    A couple of miles down the road, near a well built stone bridge that arched over a clear flowing stream, they got a fire going just off the side of the road -- they had seen no traffic, going or coming -- and had the white potatoes peeled and in a pot in near record time. 
 
    Everett scorched a thumb while getting the fire going and without obvious cause Poubelle fell down again, but none of the others suffered any further mishap. 
 
    As soon as they were just barely tender, with no wasted motion Everett served them out into everyone's bowl.  He paused only to pour some of the broth off his bowl, then grabbed his fork and popped a still too hot chunk into his mouth.  The potatoes were not the freshest that he had ever eaten, and he had completely neglected to add salt, but the searing bite tasted wonderful. 
 
    No one said anything for a while but eventually bellies filled and the pace of chewing and slurping slowed. 
 
    Looking supremely satisfied, Mike set his empty bowl on the ground beside him.  "Those were the best potatoes that I've ever had -- and I'm not particularly fond of potatoes.  Would have been nice to have had a little cheese to go along with them." 
 
    "I'm rather fond of potatoes with broccoli," Poubelle contributed wistfully. 
 
    "We need to come up with a way to get money," Giuseppe pointed out around a final mouthful.  "Having to snitch food all the way to Kleinsvench will slow us down considerably." 
 
    "I've tried banditry a time or two," Mike said.  "It usually doesn't end well for the bandit.  Someone always runs off and raises a militia and then it's all running and screaming and bleeding." 
 
    Poubelle looked up from his likewise empty bowl, craning his neck to see if there might be seconds left in the pot.  "We could always work for it.  I used to do all sorts of odd jobs when I lived in Laest Sho." 
 
    "Doing honest labor," Giuseppe countered with a grimace of distaste, "it'd take us years to get to Kleinsvench.  I'm not talking about banditry.  I'm talking about a targeted reallocation of funds from a depository institution." 
 
    Showing weariness and doubt, Mike ran the fingers of one hand through his somewhat shaggy mane of white hair.  "Rob a bank?  With firearms all busted, swords and knives might be kind of messy." 
 
    "Actually, I'd prefer burgling a bank," Giuseppe replied casually.  "Dead of night, nobody around, sort of thing.  Less chance of some guard stabbing me in the liver with a spear, if you know what I mean." 
 
    When Bertram made to speak, his uncle just held up his hand to stop him. 
 
    "Let's reserve that option for a last resort," Everett said.  "I think it best if we stay on the not getting stabbed in our livers side of the law for now." 
 
    Poubelle dropped his bowl and spoon on the ground and said, "I'm with Everett!  We must be honest, forthright, and true!" 
 
     Then, displaying more energy than he had the entire day, the Rightful King of the Dominion of Dree leapt to his feet while drawing his tissioner and gave the weapon a dashing flourish. 
 
    The amazing thing about the display was that he did not snag his thumb on the holster and thereby cause the end of the tissioner to collide with his knee, or pinch a blood blister on one of his fingers by accidentally banging the length of wrought iron against the holster, or inadvertently strike De Grosivna a glancing blow, or coincidentally force anyone else to dodge, or clumsily fumble and drop it on his foot. 
 
    In fact, Poubelle performed the maneuver with pizzazz, grace, and precision and seemed, somehow for just a moment, more noble than Everett had ever seen him. 
 
    "Good friends," Poubelle implored in a strong, resilient voice.  "Our cause is just and we must not let our heroic struggle be sullied by petty deeds!  We will win through by the strength of our souls and the courage of our friendship!  We shall bring peace and justice to our land and joy to our people and hurl down the minions of evil!" 
 
    This stirring, heartfelt declaration left Everett, Bertram, Giuseppe, and, belatedly,  a disbelieving Poubelle himself agape.  Pamela just continued to scowl, but Mike slapped his knee and let out a huge sigh of relief. 
 
    "We're on a mystical quest to enthrone a Rightful King!" the pensioner exclaimed, grinning.  "That's fantastic!   I was beginning to be afraid that we were doing something else entirely!" 
 
    "Oh, really?" Giuseppe asked.  "I thought we had already done that.  Poubelle and his throne, and all." 
 
    "Well, as I understand it," Mike replied, "he isn't actually king of anything at the moment, just theoretically the king of a theoretical place, kind of thing.  He hasn't got a throne or a palace or subjects or any of that." 
 
    Giuseppe nodded.  "Yes, I see what you mean.  So we're on a quest then?  Isn't there usually money in those sorts of things?  For the boon companions, as it were." 
 
    "Well, to be honest, I doubt it.  Some snarling henchman of the evil vizier almost always absconds with the treasury beforehand, don't they?" 
 
    Giuseppe gave a weary nod.  "As a person that's done his share of absconding, I'd have to say that that's true." 
 
    "Just for information's sake," Everett interrupted to ask, certain that he would not like the answer, "what was the other thing you were thinking of?" 
 
    Mike waved a hand in dismissal.  "Oh, just the standard gathering of these great big armies for a run of the mill, world shattering, all encompassing, live or die, epic style battle for the future of the world and for the survival of all humanity." 
 
    "Epic," Giuseppe said.  "That's where a whole lot of people who never get their names told in any kind of story get killed." 
 
    Mike nodded eagerly.  "Yeah, I'd say that was spot on." 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    At a crossroads on the outskirts of Bhing, with fields of shoulder high corn on all four corners, they rounded a curve to come suddenly upon a party of men and women waiting.  All were armed with pistols.  About half were mounted and alert, and these were arrayed at regular intervals about the crossroads as sentries.  The rest were holding their horses' reins as they stood in a casual assembly alongside a flatbed freight wagon half loaded with crates, kegs, and parcels, some large and bulky but many small.  A team of striking, matched black draft horses was hitched to the wagon and appeared rested and ready to travel, though both were currently munching in feedbags.  There seemed little doubt but that the wagon had traveled normally to the spot, putting to rest the question of whether horse drawn technology was once again working.  
 
    All but one of the waiting group were young, earnest, and dressed in matching uniforms of dark blue bloused trousers, black, round stiff leather caps with a partial front brim, crimson jackets with high, buttoned collars, epaulets, and lots of shiny brass insignia.  The single standout and apparent leader, who stood with the dismounted members at the wagon, was dressed more commonly in subdued gray trousers, loose off-white work shirt, and red suspenders, and was, save for a thin fringe of white hair, bald, short to the point of being remarkably so, and portly but broad-shouldered with thick hands and wrists.  He also had a pistol holstered on each hip. 
 
    Caught off guard, Everett stopped straightaway, about ten steps from the bald man.  This caused his companions to also stop in an awkward, collision avoiding chain reaction, though Poubelle marched on for an oblivious couple of steps before he caught on and scurried back. 
 
    Giuseppe, near behind Everett, leaned in to speak in a low tone. "We should make a run for it and try to lose them in the corn." 
 
    The bald man, smiling broadly with chubby cheeks that dimpled, waved a fully extended arm vigorously in a way that made him seem to bobble from side to side. 
 
    "Everett!  Glad to see that you are all finally here!  I am sure that you are all hungry, so we have brought lunch.  It is only sandwiches, boiled eggs, apples, and cider, but we've saved you each a slice of cake!  I hope this will hold you over until we reach the aerodrome." 
 
    Everett gave the armed and uniformed members of the bald man's group a closer look.  None of the apparent guards had their pistols drawn or their hands close to them and none of them seemed particularly menacing.  In fact, many of them had the demeanor of the rather young and inexperienced, somewhat in the same class as Bertram.  Several of the dismounted ones smiled and offered friendly waves.  Of note, the mounted sentinels were not watching Everett and his group, but were rather focused on the cornfields and, oddly, the sky above. 
 
    "De Grosivna," Everett said out of the side of his mouth, "pistols still don't work, right?" 
 
    "How would I know?" De Grosivna griped, exasperated and not lowering his voice. 
 
    "I think we could take them," Mike whispered.  "None of them look like they could stand up to a good knock down and drag out bar fight. Just striplings and youths, it looks like to me." 
 
    "I agree," Everett said.  "But let's see what they're about first.  If nothing else, we'll get a chance at a free meal.  In the process, I think we need to find out how he knows me, who he is, how he knew we were coming, and what an aerodrome is." 
 
    "Oh," De Grosivna spoke up, again loud enough for the bald man to easily hear.  "That's Chemistry.  I don't recall his corporeal biologic name.  Pemican, Puberton, Pumpkintown, something like that." 
 
    "It is Pemberton," the short man corrected happily without any sign of offense as he strode towards them with his hand extended.  
 
    Pemberton's companions watched with interest, but did not move from where they had been waiting and again none showed any sort of alarm.  
 
     "Robert Pemberton, at your service!" the short man reaffirmed.  "Gentleman farmer and, as Technology has said, also known as Chemistry." 
 
    Concluding that Pemberton and his group likely posed no immediate threat, Everett strode forward slightly in advance of the others and took the extended hand in a firm grip.  "Glad to meet you.  How is it that you know me?" 
 
    Pemberton gripped Everett's hand with equal firmness.  "Oh, I have retained all the information that I need for my task.  I know you all!" 
 
    Without pause Pemberton released Everett's hand, stepped around him to greet Poubelle, and shook the latter's hand just as warmly.  "Greetings, Your Majesty!  It gives me great strength knowing that you will be in the fray with us!" 
 
    In rapid succession, Pemberton greeted each of the others with a similar vigorous handshake and a personalized welcome. 
 
    "Monsieur Burkett! Glad you could be with us!  Your sailing experience will be invaluable!" 
 
    "Monsieur Giuseppe, welcome!  As you do not care to have it bandied about, I hope you don't mind that I have neglected your surname.  Your, ahem, supply skills will be of great use over the coming days!" 
 
    "Ah, Nephew Bertram Winslow and the intrepid Ralph!  It always warms my heart to find youth with such admirable courage and discipline!" 
 
    "Mademoiselle Pamela Caerbannogh!  I participated in one of your tours some seasons ago and I must say that I enjoyed it immensely." 
 
    Then Pemberton came straightaway back to Everett.  "I know you have dozens of questions and I am afraid that I have to say that I am unable to answer many of them." 
 
    Pemberton put an index finger to the side of his head.  "As I am sure you understand, I do not have access to a complete set of information any longer.  However, I will tell you all that I currently know at the first opportunity." 
 
    Pemberton made an encouraging motion at the entire group.  "Please, everyone, lunch is in the baskets on the wagon and I hope you do not mind a lack of some of the amenities.  Alas, we forgot to bring napkins! To save some time, I and the Cadets have already eaten.  If possible, could I ask if any of you would mind taking lunch aboard the wagon while we travel?  It is a good three hours back to the aerodrome and it would be helpful if we could get started as soon as possible." 
 
    "Is this aerodrome south of here?" Everett asked him.  Easy travel in the direction that they were going could not be a negative. 
 
    Pemberton nodded, bobbing back and forth.  "Oh, indeed!  It is about half way between Bhing and Bhang."  
 
    Everett took a poll of the others with a glance, saw no objection in their expressions, especially to lunch, and said, "Right.  Let's get going then." 
 
    Lunch was good.  There was sufficient spare room on the back of the big wagon for all of them, along with Pemberton, to find a place to sit, usually atop the tarp covered crates or wooden boxes, though Pamela and Bertram readily sat cross-legged on the stretch of clear deck at the rear.  One of the Cadets, who seemed to know what she was doing, climbed up to the driver's seat and took up the reins.  As soon as everyone was seated, she flicked the leather straps to set the team in motion.  The remaining Cadets mounted and formed, with only a few false starts and a minimum of associated equine contrariness, into leading and trailing escorting squads.   Without delay, Pemberton distributed food all around from four large, covered wicker baskets and with voracious appetites needing no urging, everyone dug in.  While the flatware was sterling and embossed with an intricate coat of arms whose central device was an eagle in flight, the plates were molded squares of wax coated paperboard, an innovation that a few of the roadside fish and chip stalls in New Zindersberg had begun using before Everett and the others had departed the city.   The sandwiches were chicken salad, not Everett's favorite, but the apples were fresh and sweet, the cider tart, and the cake flavored with chock-something-something.   
 
    The lunch conversation was limited to things along the line of "Could you pass the salt?", "Do you have any mustard?", "Are you sure there are no more servings of cake?", "I think there's an apple flavored worm in my apple.", and "Does this chicken salad have chives in it?  I could be allergic to chives." 
 
    For his part, Everett reserved his questions until he was as full as he could possibly be.  By that time, the wagon and the escorting Cadets, many of them good riders but not a few uncertain on horseback, had passed through the many acres of ripening corn that bordered the north side of Bhing, into the near deserted village, and through it to continue on towards the south on a wider highway that had a good, well-packed crushed stone macadam.  This route passed amongst broad, untended and in many cases unsown fields, smaller pastures where no livestock grazed, and scattered cotholds that appeared likewise mainly abandoned, mirroring the unpopulated state of Bhing. 
 
    When Pemberton had noticed Everett examining the empty streets and shuttered but unmolested cottages and shops of Bhing, he had said, "When the mystical trades became entirely disrupted, commerce ground to a near complete halt.  Most merchants have been unable to acquire sufficient goods, including basic foodstuffs, to supply normal demand.  Many of the inhabitants of the towns and villages here in Wop have chosen to move out to the countryside to live with friends and family, where the food supply, at least, is more dependable.  We received word some days ago that Count von Wop had moved his court out of Bhu and into the ancestral fortress atop the Wopberg.  Reports out of Bhu are that conditions are poor and rapidly worsening.  I think it must be much the same in more distant cities as well, but we have received no news from farther afield than Bhu in many weeks." 
 
    Everett had nodded at this information without making any comment, thinking of Sarah and Rose in Kleinsvench and wondering if that city had also become destitute and abandoned. 
 
    As Everett was trying with dogged persistence to scrape the last, miniscule crumb of chock-something-something cake from his paper plate, Pemberton, who had settled onto a keg nearby, asked, "Ready for the briefing?" 
 
    Everett sighed and put his fork and plate aside.  "Sure.  Go ahead." 
 
    "I will just take it for granted that Technology has already filled you in on the basics and --" 
 
    "Not exactly, no." 
 
    "Ah, right.  So you do not already know about the annihilation of the noncorporeal realm?" 
 
    "De Grosivna did say something about that, but that wasn't the word he used.  He didn't know what had caused it or how it had happened." 
 
    "I see.  Well, in my view, the word 'annihilate' most accurately describes the process of the noncorporeal realm being reduced to nonexistence.  I also do not have information on the mechanism of the annihilation or its effecter and I do not know if that lack is due to both datum being unknown by the congress of noncorporeal sentient entities or whether the lack was an intentional or incidental omission from the kernel injected into my corporeal biologic entity." 
 
    Everett parsed Pemberton's explanation, decided that he did understand it to a major degree, then asked, "But you did know to come to that particular crossroads at that particular time on this particular day to meet us?" 
 
    "Yes, as I said, I do retain all data necessary to my task.  The complexity of The Plan required a distribution of effort.  Each of us was tasked with a particular portion of the necessary work and specifically enjoined to bring the information and abilities essential to that task into their corporeal biologic entity."  
 
    "The Plan? With capital letters?" 
 
    "Of course!  At the instant of annihilation of the noncorporeal realm, the full congress of noncorporeal sentient entities conceived, refined, and organized The Plan." 
 
    "In one instant?" 
 
    "Indeed.  As you may be aware, time did not necessarily function in a linear fashion in the noncorporeal realm.  We had sufficient time, in a purely figurative sense I suppose I should say, to conduct a number of seminars, organize quite a few focus groups, assemble a full schedule of scholarly debates, assign committee memberships, and convene a convention that examined our dilemma at length.  I am happy to say that all of our efforts were successful.  After reaching consensus, we devised The Plan." 
 
    "So tell me about The Plan." 
 
    "Oh, I would not be able to do that at all!" 
 
    "Because you only know your little part of it." 
 
    "Exactly!  In this incarnation, I -- my corporeal self, that is -- have lived more than forty years and my head was already full of memories, experiences, skills, and knowledge.  Any component of my noncorporeal self that was not essential to my task had to be jettisoned in order for me to be able to fit.  Do you see what I am saying?" 
 
    "Yes, sort of." 
 
    "Rest assured, however that I do have complete knowledge of all the chemical processes and formulas  -- for fuels, lubricants, material additives, refinement processes, and so forth -- that I need to get the aerosails up and running once Technology does his part.  You will all be on the way to Kleinsvench in no time." 
 
    "So what's --?" 
 
    At that moment, the wagon encountered a rougher patch in the macadam and began jouncing on its springs as the wheels bounced with great vigor and noise.  While Everett paused for this to pass, a sharp crack burst from beneath the wagon, then wrenching sounds of splintering wood came from the rear wheels as both began to wobble.  Hardly three seconds later, the two wheels abruptly flew apart, shedding their iron tires, which bounded off in different directions into the roadside ditches.  The rear of the wagon dropped instantly, with the busted remains of the spokes and each hub digging in like anchors to bring it to a spine-wrenching halt. 
 
    Everett was thrown off the box that he had been sitting on, his plate and fork flying, and landed painfully on his side upon the heavy timbers of the deck, his head and shoulders slammed up in an awkward position against the stack of crates at the front of the flatbed.  The stack itself toppled, but none of them landed on Everett. 
 
    Pemberton managed to hang on to his barrel seat and remain upright, but he bobbled to and fro along with the violent motion.  
 
    The others, along with their dinnerware and portions of their still in the process of being eaten lunch, likewise were upended and tossed about, but none of the group was thrown from the wagon. 
 
    Giuseppe and Mike were on their feet immediately, the former helping Poubelle and the latter coming forward to assist Everett.  Bertram went to lend a hand to Pamela, who had also landed on the flat of her back, but she fended off the young ginger's hand with something that sounded suspiciously to Everett like a bitten off curse.  De Grosivna, though he had tumbled arse over pate, sprang up unharmed, but he did fire off an accusatory look in Everett's direction. 
 
    Pemberton took Everett's other arm to assist as Mike raised Everett to his feet, then took a quick look around at the other passengers.  "Is anyone injured? Cadet-Major Hawk, are you alright?" 
 
    The driver had been unseated and had lost her cap, but she was already back in her place on the bench and once again held a tight line on the reins to calm her team.  "No problems here, sir!" 
 
    With an agility surprising for a man that looked very similar to a child's bobble toy, the short, rotund man jumped off the slanted wagon and crouched to inspect the damage underneath.  "It is only the rear axle and the two wheels!  The suspension and the frame look good!  Cadet-Major Hawk, the repair party if you please!" 
 
    "Aye, sir!  Benkins, Bolgovich, Perkins, Sparrow!  You know what to do! Sentries out!" 
 
    All of the mounted Cadets had stopped, those in front wheeling about and coming back, and those at the rear spreading out in a loose bunch.  Four of the latter, apparently the assigned Benkins, Bolgovich, Perkins, and Sparrow, tossed their reins to nearby comrades, bounded off, and moved towards the side of the wagon opposite Pemberton.  The unnamed bulk of the Cadets then urged their horses to form another outwardly facing defensive cordon, leaving plenty of room for the dismounted Cadets to work. 
 
    As the repair crew began to select and slide heavy boxes and crates off the wagon bed, Pemberton gestured for Everett and the other members of the company to come down.  "This sort of misfortune was anticipated and we have spares and tools on the wagon.  If all of you would be so kind as to dismount, that would allow the Cadets to begin jacking up the rear." 
 
    Everett hopped down beside Pemberton, with the others all following suit without delay.  Mike and Poubelle leaned down to examine the wagon damage, but Giuseppe turned about to look out into the field that lay beyond the drainage ditch at the side of the highway.  He did not seem to be looking at anything in particular, just looking.  Clearly wrapped up in their own thoughts (respectively, scowling contemplation of Bertram, solicitous contemplation of Pamela, and a general disregard for everyone else), Pamela, Bertram, and De Grosivna showed no apparent interest in either the damage or the field. 
 
    Everett started to ask Pemberton how he had anticipated such an unusual breakdown -- losing a wheel due to normal wear was extremely rare but not unheard of, but losing two wheels and an axle at the same time was what he would have considered to be a once-in-a-lifetime calamity -- but before he could, one of the sentinel Cadets shouted a warning. 
 
    "Incoming!" 
 
   


  
 

 FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Throwing his eyes to where the shouting sentinel pointed, Everett saw a dozen or more dark shapes flying in from the west, fast and low above a twenty acre field that looked to have been plowed in the spring but now sprouted knee-high weeds and a few struggling stalks of volunteer sugar cane.  As they were still a good two hundred yards away, he could not make out exactly what the creatures were, but they were too large to be birds 
 
    "Dismount! Pistols out!" Cadet-Major Hawk barked as she calmly tied the reins to the break lever.  She then stood up, very precise and controlled, and drew her own pistol.  After breaking it open with a practiced, single-handed gesture to check its load and then closing it back with a whip of her wrist, she then took a two-handed aiming stance. 
 
    "Don't fire until my command!" she ordered the Cadets. 
 
    The Cadets swarmed off their horses and obeyed, though not many with her level of calm or precision.  While a few of the Cadets, clearly the youngest ones, led the horses away to the far side of the highway, the rest trotted around to form a firing line between the wagon and its passengers and the six foot wide drainage ditch. 
 
    With his left hand, Pemberton pulled out one of his pistols backwards and began thumbing cartridges from the loops on his belt with his right.  "Which one of you is the best shot?" 
 
    The bald man showed no fear or anxiety and his tone was the same genial one that he had used up to this point. 
 
    "Giuseppe," Everett said without necessity.  The import-export expeditor had already moved to take the pistol and cartridges. 
 
    Poubelle likewise already had his tissioner drawn and a grim look on his face, but did not look at all foolish or unsteady.  Perhaps by instinct, or perhaps by some newfound mystically infused tactical sense, he had moved to stand as an anchoring bulwark at the end of the wagon. 
 
    "I guess this means that pistols are working again," Mike said.  "Any more spares?  I'm a fair shot." 
 
    Pemberton shook his head as he walked to a spot at the head of the wagon, took a one handed aim, and waited.  "None of the rifles and quick fire weapons are functioning as yet.  We have a limited supply of pistols and had to leave the bulk of them with the Cadets defending the aerodrome.  The jack handles would serve as rather effective clubs, however, if you were so inclined." 
 
    Acting immediately at the implied order, a couple of the repair crew Cadets holstered their pistols, fell out of line and dashed around the end of the wagon to reach one of the long crates that they had dragged off onto the ground.  After they opened the hinged lid, they began to pass the yard long iron rods, each about an inch thick with a bulky socket at one end and threads at the other, across the wagon deck. 
 
    Everett took one, as did Mike, Pamela, and Bertram.  Though Everett had the thought that he might do better with just his fists, he was certain that Mike had plenty of experience in any kind of fighting.  Both of the younger people held the makeshift weapons with confidence, though Pamela had a particularly nasty look on her face as she returned to her place in the line.   
 
    As Bertram took station beside her, Ralph, the entire seven foot length of him, took flight and hovered just above the ginger, his wings blurring and his body poised, head and tail, to strike.  This drew surprised stares from some of the Cadets and suspicious glances from some of the horses, but neither reacted otherwise. 
 
    "Bertram," Everett wondered, "Is Ralph bigger than he was?" 
 
    "I think so, Monsieur de Schael." 
 
    "That's good." 
 
    "I think so too, Monsieur de Schael." 
 
    "FIRE!" Cadet-Major Hawk, still atop the wagon, bellowed. 
 
    The first volley was almost a single, ear-slamming report and four of the swooping creatures, spewing green ichor from multiple wounds, fell into the field. 
 
    Everett did not know what they were.  He had never heard any sort of story that described a furry, manlike beast with huge black feathered wings, large beady eyes, hairy bat ears, an outsized beak, and four limbs with prehensile claws.  The things were as large as a bear and screamed like a pig when struck. 
 
    "Reload!" Cadet-Major Hawk ordered. 
 
    Breaking open the single shot pistols, shoving home one of the two inch long cartridges, and snapping the pistol closed took maybe five seconds in experienced hands and perhaps twice that in unexperienced.  Pemberton and Giuseppe were reloaded and aimed in a flash, but Cadet-Major Hawk took the full five seconds.  In that time, the attacking creatures had closed to within ten yards. 
 
      As soon as Cadet-Major Hawk had aimed her pistol, she gave the command to fire. 
 
    Hers, Pemberton's, and Giuseppe's pistols went off together, but the rest of the volley was more ragged, and apparently not as accurate, as only two of the creatures fell and Everett was certain that the two had been targeted by Pemberton and Giuseppe. 
 
    "In-de-pen-dent fire, at will!"  Cadet-Major Hawk yelled as the surviving creatures fell upon the Cadets and passengers. 
 
    Squawking through a wide open beak, one of the creatures, in vanguard of the others, strained out both hands and feet with evident glee as it aimed for Pemberton, who with unfazed calm continued to reload.  Giuseppe brought up his pistol and snapped off a fast shot. His bullet struck the beast dead center, but it did not slow in its hurtling flight.  Then Pemberton aimed with slow precision, and Everett saw his finger squeeze, but the hammer snapped uselessly in misfire. 
 
    Everett sprang into the air in front of Giuseppe and Pemberton and swung his jack handle with all his strength.  The big end of the handle struck the creature in the jaw, shattering beak, bone, and oddly teeth, and scattering green blood and bits of raw, pink flesh, and then the heavy body crashed into him and crushed him to the ground, its claws reaching to disembowel as he tried to shield his midsection with elbows and knees. 
 
    A gunshot went off right close and then a second and the heavy, foul smelling body instantly became limp, but it remained atop him and its weight pressed so hard down upon him that he could not push it off or wiggle out from underneath. 
 
    More shots rang out and then more still and finally Everett heard Cadet-Major Hawk's slightly muffled shout. 
 
    "Cease fire!  Conserve ammunition!" 
 
    Everett forced his head to the side and tried to shout at a tiny, sunlit gap between the creature's collapsed wing and the gravel of the road.  "Help!  I'm trapped!" 
 
    In just a few seconds, the dead creature, half of its head blown away, was dragged by many hands, raised up off of him, and flipped back out of the way into the ditch to join at least a score of its companions.  A good number of survivors were in full retreat for the horizon. 
 
    Aching and shaken from the collision, Everett began to climb to his feet as Poubelle and Mike rushed to help him.  The creature's claws had been like razors that had sliced easily through his clothes and flesh, and he was bleeding, though not heavily, from dozens of deep scratches and gouges on his arms, legs, and chest. 
 
    Pemberton, standing just in front of Everett, with Poubelle, the others, and a number of the Cadets standing behind him with various expressions of concern and worry, looked dumbfounded. 
 
    "I am sorry, Everett," the bald man said in a very sorrowful tone.  "We did not anticipate this variation." 
 
    Though he had begun to feel weak and dizzy, Everett tried to grin.  "I'm alright.  I've had worse." 
 
    "I am afraid not," Pemberton replied.  "The toxin on the tips of the Dark Courtesan's claws is invariably lethal.  Within moments, actually." 
 
    Everett lost feeling in his legs and would have sagged to the ground but for the grips of Giuseppe and Mike's hands on his arms.  He would have said something along the lines of a cavalier "Oh, really?", but found that he could no longer speak. 
 
    Then Ralph dove down out of the shadows that had begun to edge his vision and clamped his jaws on Everett's neck in a viselike bite. 
 
    And, incidentally, stabbed him in the chest with his tail. 
 
    And then took off, snatching Everett from Mike and Giuseppe's grasp and bearing him, limp and unable to resist, straight up into the air. 
 
    Everett heard shouts, curses, and a gunshot, then felt a sudden, full-body jolt, like a shock from a battery.  At the same time, green fire enveloped both him and Ralph, and then he felt a second, stronger jolt that made his eyes pinch shut and all of the muscles in his body spasm at once,  
 
    He gasped, loudly and desperately, and tried to fend off Ralph with his hands and feet. 
 
    Ralph eyed his increasingly vigorous struggles for a clinical moment or two, then, seeming satisfied, dropped him. 
 
    He fell for several seconds and landed easily on his feet on the macadam.  Instantly outraged, he snapped his fingers at Ralph, who was quite a distance above him. 
 
    "Bad Ralph!" Everett yelled in a harsh tone.  "You come here right now!  Now, I said!" 
 
    Ralph immediately darted down, vibrating with glee, and hovered in front of Everett.  His once drab scales seemed to pulse with a rainbow sheen. 
 
    "Bad Ralph!" Everett repeated.  "Good snakes don't bite people!  I forbid you from ever doing that again!  Do you understand me!" 
 
    Ralph bobbed his head up and down just as if he could, in violation of all reasonable expectation, actually understand what Everett was saying, but he did not appear at all cowed by the scolding. 
 
    "I wouldn't be too hard on him," Giuseppe yelled from back at the wagon.  "There is the fact, that, you know, you're not dead!"  
 
    Everett looked back, saw everyone else still gathered at the wagon, which was now about thirty yards away.  All of them were looking at him and Ralph, many of the Cadets with wide eyes and astounded expressions.  Save for the now perennially glum Pamela, all of his friends were grinning happily.  De Grosivna was picking his teeth with a fingernail.  Pemberton looked pleased as well, and when he saw Everett's eyes upon him, he gave a jaunty wave that made him appear to bobble side to side. 
 
    Startled, Everett took a moment to take stock, realized that he felt fine -- better than fine, actually, and certainly more lively than he had felt in days -- and looked down at himself. 
 
    All of his wounds were gone.  The rents in his jacket, shirt, and trousers showed only normal, unmarked flesh.  The hole that Ralph had punched in his chest was also missing, and a quick feel proved that he also had no gaping wound on his neck where Ralph had bitten him. 
 
    He looked back at Ralph, who now looked so pleased that he seemed in danger of wetting himself. 
 
    "Oh.  Sorry, Ralph.  Good job!"  He reached out and patted Ralph on the head.  "Good boy!" 
 
    Ralph wiggled in excitement, landed, furled his wings, and nuzzled against Everett's ankles and legs. 
 
    "Hey, Bertram!" Everett called out after a moment.  "I wouldn't worry about trying to carry Ralph on your arm any more." 
 
    "Right, Monsieur de Schael!" 
 
    Somehow, during the battle and subsequent succor of Everett, Ralph had more than quadrupled in size, and now measured at least twelve feet in length and better than a foot in width.  His body had also grown stockier and less flexible. 
 
    And he had also acquired two sets of burly legs, fore and aft, each with heavily clawed feet. 
 
    "He should start exercising his new feet!" Everett added, rather lamely. 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    "Exactly what are these aerosails supposed to do?" Everett asked as he surveyed the interior of the barn. 
 
    The front doors of the barn were huge, encompassing nearly all of the front wall, and were supported on wheels that had allowed a gang of Cadets to roll them aside to reveal the entirety of the enclosed workspace. 
 
    This largest of the high roofed, wide open barns was packed full of partially assembled aerosail frames, work tables, and other indeterminate structures.  The aerosail frames were made of bright metal and almost all were rounded, or circular, or oblong shaped.  Some had squares of shiny sheet metal riveted to them, while a few of the larger ones were entirely skinned and painted a pleasing light blue.  There were numerous commonalities of shapes, and it was easy to see that many sections were designed to be mated one with the other.  Lengths of metal mesh sheathed cable were draped about, molded parts were stacked on crates or fixed in vices, segments of struts were fastened in assembly jigs, and other similar evidence of uncompleted works were spread around the space.  A row of completed engines considerably dissimilar to air carriage engines were mounted on a row of stands along the right hand wall.  All of this clutter contributed to an overall sense of disorder, but the stone floor looked recently swept and there did not appear to be much dust and absolutely no refuse whatsoever. 
 
    Everett and his companions, with Pemberton as a guide and several squads of vigilant Cadets deployed as a security screen against the reportedly high likelihood of another attack by mythical creatures, were in the midst of a rushed tour of the aerodrome facilities.  Giuseppe, Mike, and Poubelle had shown varying degrees of interest throughout the tour, but Bertram had only had eyes for Pamela, who had shown nothing but scowling disinterest in both the young ginger and the aerosails.  De Grosivna, displaying an understandable -- he was Technology, after all -- familiarity with the displayed technology, had become slightly more animated than his usual aloof self, following Pemberton about like an eager puppy. 
 
    "Why, fly, of course," Pemberton replied matter-of-factly, looking as if he had believed the concept to be self-evident 
 
    "It will be a revolutionary advancement!" De Grosivna, hovering nearby his fellow noncorporeal biologic, contributed with a sudden burst of enthusiasm.   
 
    Once they had arrived at the relative safety of the aerodrome, De Grosivna had reacquired some of his former bombast, though his present demeanor did not even begin to approach the elevated level of unadulterated arrogance and entitled superiority that Everett had witnessed in his previous incarnations. 
 
    It had been clear to Everett, from a quick examination of the arrangement of the Dark Courtesan bodies about the wagon, that De Grosivna, and to a somewhat lesser extent, Pemberton, had been once again the focus of the attack. 
 
    As they had been waiting for the wagon to be repaired, Giuseppe, having clearly come to the same conclusion, had sported an evil grin and told De Grosivna, "I'll give you nine to five odds that they'll get you, sooner or later, and even let you hold the money." 
 
    De Grosivna had turned a cold shoulder on the import-export expeditor, but during the remainder of the trip, Everett had seen him twitching from time to time. 
 
    But there had been no other attacks and only one incident of possible misfortune. One of the Cadet's horses had thrown a shoe, but a farrier amongst the Cadets had reattached the shoe without any appreciable delay. 
 
    Pemberton, clearly conscious of the Cadets that surrounded them in positions that insured that they could hear everything that was said, stated in a clear voice pitched to carry, "Heavier than air flight is a necessary next stage in the advancement of human civilization." 
 
    De Grosivna, apparently feeling the need to ramp up the rhetoric, waved a hand in a grandiose fashion and exclaimed, "Aerosails will radically transform transportation and open up the entire world to rapid travel and communication!"  
 
    "But one of the Cadets told me that the prototype crashed and killed the three technologists that were leading this project," Poubelle charged. 
 
    "Well, yes, that is true," Pemberton allowed.  "But that tragedy must be ascribed to the ill-timed failure of technology as a whole, rather than to any errors in the fundamental design." 
 
     "Exactly!" De Grosivna exclaimed.  Then, clearly coming to the realization that he could be directly faulted for the aforesaid ill-timed failure of technology, Technology's corporeal biologic deflated slightly. 
 
    "What's wrong with air carriages?" Mike asked.  "Seems like to me that they have already, as you said, 'opened up the world.'  I enjoyed traveling in Everett's air carriage well enough.  What can these things do that air carriages can't?" 
 
    De Grosivna rallied and said, "It is a matter of speed. Aerosails will eventually be able to fly at speeds of hundreds of miles per hour.  Air carriages, because of their inherent limitations, will never be able to fly much faster than they do now." 
 
    "Right," Everett said in a noncommittal way.  "So how fast will these particular aerosails fly?" 
 
    "The prototype had a top air speed of one hundred and fifteen miles per hour," Pemberton said.  "The freight carrying aerosail that will bring all of you to Kleinsvench will be able to make one hundred miles per hour and the two military models -- the ground attacking aerosail and the aerosail attacking aerosail -- should get close to one fifty." 
 
    The principal feature of the aerodrome was a mile long lane of flattened and leveled earth that had been carved out of a wheat field on the floodplain of the Slow Bump River, a minor tributary of the Bayou Bhu-ra.  The lane ran from one end of Pemberton's estate to the other and had made a significant hole in the estate's agricultural production.  It was, according to Pemberton, essential for the launch and recovery of aerosails. 
 
    There were also a half a dozen large barns built expressly for aerosail assembly, a quadrangle of single story, lap sided, wood frame barracks and auxiliary buildings for the Cadets of the Aeronaut Corps, which had been recruited and provisioned by Pemberton some years prior to the current emergency to man a future fleet of aerosails, and the main house of the estate, an older style, modest, two storey brick edifice now given over entirely to offices and workshops.  All the buildings and the site's water wells were surrounded by a hastily -- no more than a matter of days -- established defense of shallow firing trenches, two man sandbag revetments and slightly larger timber and earth bunkers, and an incomplete outer fence of hog wire and wooden posts that looked too frail to corral a herd of rowdy bunnies, much less fend off an assault by hordes of enraged and charging mythical creatures. 
 
    But there were no working aerosails. 
 
    "Why haven't you and your Cadets put any of these together since the accident?" Everett asked. 
 
    Pemberton did not hesitate.  "The three grand master technologists who had received the Epiphanies for the numerous aerosail schematics some two years ago, the late Berkenschtock brothers, Irving, Chauncey, and Fred, were secretive to the point of being paranoid.  They kept the details of the final assembly schematics of the aerosail prototype entirely to themselves, made no physical copies, and constructed the prototype without aide in a locked barn.  None of the dozen assistant technicians and workmen in their employ at that time had any complete concept of the assembly procedures.  Further, all of their assistants and most of their workmen have since left the estate for various personal reasons, many within just weeks of the accident.  My own contribution to the endeavor was one of funding and provision, and I am, of course, a chemist, rather than a technologist." 
 
    Everett raised his eyebrows and gestured for Pemberton to continue. 
 
    "Technology's -- Monsieur de Grosivna's -- task in The Plan is to inspire new Epiphanies for updated fabrication and assembly schematics.  With those we will be able to assemble the freight carrying aerosail and resume construction of the aerosails for the Aeronaut Corps." 
 
    Everett looked at De Grosivna.  "You can do that?" 
 
    De Grosivna straightened his soiled and rumpled jacket.  "The concept does sound vaguely familiar.  I was actually curious as to why I had forty-seven schematics bouncing around in my head." 
 
    "Alright," Everett agreed.  "If it's going to get us to Kleinsvench in a couple of days rather than months, I'm all for it.  Let's get started." 
 
   


  
 

 SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    The first problem that came up was that De Grosivna did not remember how to inspire Epiphanies.  
 
    In the large dining hall on the southeast corner of the Corps Quadrangle, Pemberton gathered sixteen Cadet volunteers who had been technologists of one rank or another prior to the fall of technology and had them assemble in two ranks of eight in front of the buffet steam tables in the broad central aisle.  A large audience of off duty Cadets also piled in, but they stayed out of the way around the walls and at the rows of tables on the other side of the buffet.  Everett, Mike, Poubelle, and Giuseppe observed from an isolated central table.   
 
    Bertram, with a grumbling Pamela reluctantly in tow, had taken Ralph for walkies around the inside of the perimeter fence.  Everett had judged the risk to the two young people to be minimal.  Giuseppe's after action report of the highway battle had revealed that Ralph had accounted for at least five of the Dark Courtesans and that impressive performance combined with his previous dominance over the periferals on The Holy Mountain made Everett confident that Ralph was now capable of dealing with anything that the trio might encounter in the event of another attack. 
 
    As a point of interest, Pemberton had requested of the pair that, for the sake of safety, they avoid the ammunition storage bunkers, the oils and fuels storage areas, and the areas of the defensive earthworks that were still under construction.   
 
    De Grosivna, preening somewhat at being the focus of attention, marched out to the center of the line of volunteers, raised both hands with an assured, vigorous gesture, and then stopped and looked around with a completely blank expression.  
 
    "Epiphanies," Giuseppe prompted.  "Wiggle your fingers, or whatever." 
 
    "Hmmm," De Grosivna said as he tried wiggling his fingers. 
 
    Everett looked at the volunteers.  All of them looked attentive but otherwise unaffected.  Epiphanies for spells, the ones that he was most acquainted with, seldom produced any outward physical reaction, though he had once seen a magicker in Eriis faint when she received an Epiphany for a spell that transmuted dung into silver.  In that case, though, he had concluded later that her reaction had been due to the fact that she had suddenly become fantastically wealthy, rather than due to the Epiphany itself. 
 
    "Think real hard," Poubelle suggested.   
 
    De Grosivna shot Poubelle a sour look.  "For your information, I am already concentrating so much that I have developed a splitting headache." 
 
    Pemberton, standing to one side, looked concerned.  "I had not considered that you might not retain the capacity to inspire the Epiphanies.  The Plan surely must have made provision for the transfer." 
 
    "Maybe he could just write them all out," Mike proposed.  "You must have a supply of drafting paper here and a set of drafting instruments?" 
 
    Pemberton looked at Everett.  "Should we try that?  We have drafting setups in the main house.  It might be more efficient to transfer there." 
 
    Everett considered his once again empty stomach.  "When's supper?" 
 
    "At the eighteenth hour of the Cadet day." 
 
    "And what time is that?" 
 
    "Sundown, so about six o'clock.  Less than an hour from now." 
 
    "Let's stay here, then.  We can have De Grosivna experiment while we wait." 
 
    With occasional suggestions from Everett and the others, De Grosivna tried numerous perturbations of laying on of hands, eye gazing, hand clasping, squinting, gestures arcane, gestures obscene, gestures possibly both, and voice commands of various sorts, but without any success.  As the time progressed, their audience of idle Cadets gradually dwindled as the onlookers grew bored or left for duty. Giuseppe started napping in his chair, and Poubelle and Mike began to swap occasionally hilarious but usually depressing -- and in one particular instance morbid -- drinking stories.  Everett had to stifle a yawn or two but managed to stay focused and engaged throughout the experimentation process. 
 
    Near the end of the projected hour, the kitchen staff began to set up for the evening meal.  The cooks were all civilians who had already been present and busy though not intrusive in the interior of the kitchen at the head of the hall, but much of the grunt work of serving, provisioning the buffet, and putting out flatware, trays, glasses, and plates and cleaning and retrieving same was done by several squads of Cadets who assembled for duty at fifteen minutes of the hour.  At that point, Pemberton dismissed the volunteers and he and De Grosivna came to sit with Everett and the other three. 
 
     Giuseppe roused as the two corporeal biologics took seats.  "So, all Thursday, is it?" 
 
    De Grosivna simply glared.   
 
    Pemberton smiled.  "That is an Mrysberg saying, I believe?  Am I correct in understanding the phrase to mean 'it is not happening today even if you sell your grandmother's corset'?" 
 
    Giuseppe chuckled.  "Exactly right.  You've spent much time in the Big M?" 
 
    "From time to time.  The Republic's focus on technology generated many opportunities for me -- as my noncorporeal self, that is." 
 
    "Back in Laest Sho," Poubelle said, "we used to say 'There's jam on the doorknob.'" 
 
    Mike grinned.  "Down in the Peppermint Archipelago, they say 'The monkey ate my left shoe.'" 
 
    Bertram, Ralph, and Pamela showed up then, sparing Everett from a further onslaught of incomprehensible colloquialisms. 
 
    Bertram, in evident considerable pain and limping heavily with the assistance of an improvised crutch made from an unfinished aerosail strut, came through the double entrance doors at the end of the hall first, followed by Ralph, and then a scowling Pamela.  Bertram's left boot was missing, as well as a bit of his pants leg that apparently had been cut away.  In its place was a tightly wrapped linen bandage.  Ralph was in a clear snit, showing his newly acquired fangs and twisting his head about to growl from time to time at Pamela. 
 
    Everett got up with the rest -- save for De Grosivna, of course -- and all went to meet the young ginger. 
 
    "What happened?" Giuseppe asked his nephew. 
 
    Bertram looked apologetic.  "I'm sorry, uncle.  I tripped and twisted my ankle.  The Cadet medic said that it'd be alright as long as I take it easy for a day or two." 
 
    With a loud hiss, Ralph rose up on his hind legs and glared daggers at Pamela.  The young woman glared back with disdain. 
 
    "It was an accident?" Everett asked.  "What did you trip over?" 
 
     Bertram looked sheepish.  "My other foot." 
 
    Everett suppressed a frown.  As far as he had seen, Bertram was more agile than clumsy.  "Just bad luck, then?" 
 
    "I am afraid so, Monsieur de Schael.  When I tripped, I did a flip, rolled off a loading dock, slid down a short flight of stairs, and then fell into a trash pit." 
 
    Ralph, with an eye roll, jabbed his snout repeatedly at Pamela, who just awarded the entire group a grimace. 
 
    "You know," Poubelle said, "it's almost like Ralph is trying to tell us something.  What is it boy?  Need the old back ... ah, dorsal fringe, that is, scratched?" 
 
    Ralph showed his fangs, flared his wings in frustration, and then stamped off to curl up behind a nearby table. 
 
    "Oh, nap time!" Poubelle said in sudden understanding.  "Should've known.  Growing boy, and all." 
 
    Everett noticed that both Mike and Pemberton watched the exchange with closed expressions that revealed no reaction of any sort. 
 
    Giuseppe took his nephew's arm and began to help him along.  "Don't worry about it, Bertram.  We had such a string of crazy good luck back on the mountain that we're bound to have a bit of the bad just to even things out." 
 
    As they were walking back to their table, Poubelle said, "Hey, Everett, don't you think that Ralph is starting to look like a dra--" 
 
    "Don't say it." 
 
    Poubelle blinked.  "What?  Dra--" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "Because if I don't say that word, Ralph won't actually be a dra--" 
 
    "Something like that." 
 
    "Oh, right.  Got it." 
 
    Shortly thereafter, a section of the duty Cadets began to light the sconces and chandeliers and others, with the steady-eyed determination of those advancing into the fray, donned white aprons, armed themselves with large serving spoons, and took station at strategic points along the serving line. A chime from a clock tower on one of the buildings of the Quadrangle signaled the hour and within moments the hall filled with Cadets, many still in uniform but some in casual clothing.  The young men and women wasted no time and straightaway formed queues at the buffet tables and the serving line.  As it turned out, diners had the choice of either the buffet -- fresh breads, whole and diced fruit, green salad with accoutrements, casseroles of several persuasions, and pasta with white or red sauce -- or the scheduled meal from the serving line: an entree of baked fish or baked chicken with a choice of vegetables and a miniscule slice of cake. 
 
    "Is there any reason why I can't do both?" Everett asked Pemberton. 
 
    Pemberton considered this for a few seconds, then shook his head.  "In point of fact, no.  We have not had to implement any sort of rationing regimen.  The estate is self-sufficient in many food staples and we laid in a considerable supply of those that we do not produce prior to the disruption of trade." 
 
    So Everett did just that, finishing off his meal plate in record time and then making repeated trips to the buffet. 
 
    Poubelle, Giuseppe, Mike, De Grosivna, and Bertram followed his example to a greater or lesser extent, but Pamela, who had taken a seat a little apart from the group though at the same long and otherwise vacant table, showed little interest in her food. 
 
    At one point, after the rapid fire rattle of forks and knives had slowed to a less than hectic pace, Mike, seated across from Pemberton and De Grosivna, gestured at the pair with his fork, on which was speared a morsel of mystery meat from the buffet, and said, "The two of you are in the same boat, I take it?  You're both the target of the mythical creatures." 
 
    De Grosivna continued shoving seasoned green beans and potatoes into his mouth without pause or looking up from his plate, but Pemberton, who had already finished his chicken, creamed corn, and broccoli in an efficient and expeditious manner, nodded.   
 
    "Oh, yes.  Their objective is our complete and utter destruction." 
 
    "So, if they somehow do manage to eliminate De Grosivna, that means no more technology, and if they eliminate you, that means no more chemistry?" 
 
    "Certainly the advancement of one or both mystical trades would be permanently impaired as we would no longer be available to inspire Epiphanies." 
 
    "But technology and chemistry would still work, right?" Giuseppe, to Pemberton's right, queried. 
 
    "To a certain extent.  The management of the unassigned fractional segmented units of the universal multi-energetic component constants matrix that exist in our particular bailiwicks would also cease and that would likely result in a dramatic degradation of function." 
 
    "Mechanisms would break down?" Mike asked. 
 
    "Indeed, as natural forces and conditions would begin to affect them to a much greater degree, but also the level of perfection of mechanisms and concoctions newly created from existing schematics and formulas would decline to the point that many of them might simply never work." 
 
    "Magic is in the same state as you two are now, right?" Everett asked.  "She's also confined to her corporeal biologic?"  
 
    "Of course, as are all the noncorporeal sentient entities." 
 
    "Then, if she dies, magic dies forever." 
 
    "Yes, I would say that that is a given." 
 
   


  
 

 SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Everett was contemplating the remaining clumps of his third serving of tubular pasta with cheese sauce and trying to decide if he actually wanted to try to finish the bowl, when a wailing screech, only slightly muted by the open framed clapboard walls of the dining hall, began. 
 
    The Cadets, including those on kitchen duty, bolted immediately in a congested stampede, swarming out the doors and leaving their chairs askew and overturned and their trays and half-eaten meals abandoned upon the tabletops.  Pemberton, likewise, bounded to his feet, and this spurred Everett and the others, including De Grosivna, to abandon their seats and food as well.  
 
    With controlled but hurried movements, Pemberton snatched off the large plaid napkin that he had clipped to the collar of his shirt with a couple of clothespins, spun about, and trotted away to join the general exodus down the central aisle. 
 
    "That is the siren for a major attack!" he called over his shoulder somewhat belatedly.  "You must all move as swiftly as possible to one of the shelters!" 
 
    "Let's go!" Everett ordered.  "Giuseppe, Mike, can you manage Bertram?" 
 
    "We've got him, Everett!" the import-export expeditor responded, as he and the pensioner each threw one of the calmly cooperating young ginger's arms across their shoulders, raised him up until his boot and injured foot cleared the ground, and then rushed to follow Pemberton towards the exit doors, which had been left standing open. 
 
    Beyond the doors, it was already nearly full dark and many of the running Cadets were carrying hooded oil lanterns that danced through the framed view like panicked yellow fireflies.  There was also a good bit of distant, unintelligible shouting, and a few ragged pistol shots from the south, in the direction of the launching lane.   
 
    Everett turned to Poubelle.  "Watch De Grosivna." 
 
    "Right you are, Everett!" 
 
    Then, even though it galled him to do so, Everett added, "Keep him safe." 
 
    Poubelle drew his tissioner, once again flawlessly, and used it to prod Technology's grumbling corporeal biologic along in Mike, Giuseppe, and Bertram's wake. 
 
    Pamela, standing behind her chair with both hands resting casually upon it, did not move as the others began to make their way out. 
 
    When Everett sent her a questioning look, she responded with a cold eyed stare, and said in a rough, uncaring voice, "You'll do better in whatever is going on without me." 
 
    He considered that for a moment, then said, "Don't go far." 
 
    She gave a slight shrug.  "I'll be around." 
 
    When Everett turned about, he found Ralph waiting with his eyes fixed disapprovingly on Pamela.  Everett paused a moment to stroke the not-a-dragon's head in a calming gesture and said, "It's alright, Ralph.  Let's catch up with the others." 
 
    As he ran outside, Ralph loping along beside him without effort, the shrieking alarm started back up, and the pistols shots to the south increased in intensity and proximity.  The dining hall doors exited directly onto a covered walkway that ran the length of the front of the dining hall.  Beyond this was a gravel promenade that circled the exactingly mown lawn of the Quadrangle's parade ground.  Seeing the others ahead near the middle of the parade ground, Everett led Ralph to follow.  After just seconds, the lamps in the bordering barracks buildings started going out, progressively casting the area in greater darkness, but of his own accord Ralph compensated by glowing with green light and Everett had no trouble seeing where he was going.  
 
    Most of the running and shouting had subsided by this time, leaving the parade ground more or less empty, though several small detachments of Cadets, many hefting ammo boxes, were still in the process of sprinting towards the dugout firing positions that defended the four access breezeways between the barracks buildings. These breezeways were on the cardinal points, north, south, east, and west, and wide enough to drive a wagon -- or even an elephant -- through. 
 
    When he was only a few dozen yards behind the much slower moving group of his friends, the crump of an explosion sounded from the south, in the direction of the launching lane and the aerosail barns, and then a rising ball of fire lit up the sky from the same direction.  The bright flare made Everett twist about in surprise, but he kept running and tried not to stumble.  Straight on, regulated volleys of pistol fire sprang up as evidence of an intensification of the battle.  None sounded close, so he did not worry for the moment about trying to find cover. 
 
    A periferal half the size of a man zoomed out of the dark sky, swept over Everett and towards his companions.  Ralph immediately raced away in raging pursuit.  Gaining on the creature in less than a second, Ralph unleashed a gout of green fire from his fanged maw that reduced the apparently unawares periferal to a rain of big, smoking, green and purple droplets. 
 
    A scatter of effervescent bluish-purple motes, twinkling like pinpoint stars in Ralph's green light, drifted along with the green and purple rain.  As if they had no weight at all, many of these swept towards Ralph as if drawn by an attractive force, like iron filings towards a lodestone.  All of the motes that struck Ralph vanished.  
 
    As Everett ran up, giving the still smoking residue a wide berth, several of the wandering motes changed direction abruptly and rocketed into his path too fast for him to avoid.  When they struck him, these too also vanished.  He felt nothing from the collision, and quickly dismissed the phenomenon as a simple cosmetic effect that had not been visible in daylight.  
 
    Elephants began to trumpet from the north and the oncoming crashing sounds of their destructive progress soon followed. 
 
    Everett caught up with the rest, then, and Ralph darted in to hover overhead in protective guard.  Giuseppe and Mike, and by extension their still supported burden of Bertram, were running in good synchronization, but were making a speed of no more than a jog.  De Grosivna and Poubelle were close behind and matching their speed to the leading three.  De Grosivna showed signs of apprehension, but no outright terror. 
 
    Everett sped up to pass Poubelle and De Grosivna, slowed again to come alongside Giuseppe, and shouted, "Where's Pemberton?" 
 
    "He's gone to direct the defense of the aerosail barns!" the import-export expeditor shouted back without slowing.  "He said to take cover in the bunker that's at the far end!" 
 
    Giuseppe swiveled his head to look behind Everett.  "Where's Pamela?" 
 
    This prompted Bertram also to look back. 
 
    "I sent her to a closer bunker!" 
 
    "Should we double back?" 
 
    "No!  Keep going!" 
 
    Then, just a dozen yards ahead at the near extent of Ralphs projected light, a good half dozen Dark Courtesans fell out of the sky, landed hard, and then straightened on their hind legs, spreading their wings and thrashing their foreclaws to bar the way. 
 
    Everett skidded to a halt along with the others.  Giuseppe and Mike quickly dropped Bertram to leave him standing unsteadily on the grass and all three drew knives.  The two older men spread out slightly and took fighting stances.  De Grosivna crowded close to Bertram, no doubt in an attempt to place more bodies between his and whatever might come, and now did look terrified.  His tissioner at the ready, Poubelle swung about to watch their rear.  Ralph remained near above, intently watching the Dark Courtesans. 
 
    Everett had a knife in a sheath at his belt, but he did not know how to use it in a fight so he left it where it was. 
 
    Magic had always been his bulwark and once again he could not but help feeling somewhat inadequate and defenseless in his own person without it. 
 
    But he did have Ralph. 
 
    "Ralph!  Don't let them get close!" 
 
    Ralph lashed his tail in acknowledgment and shifted slightly forward, his gaze firmly fixed on this newest threat. 
 
    "Periferals back here, Everett!" Poubelle shouted. 
 
    Everett twisted about long enough to see a line of the creatures, of all sizes, at twenty yards.  These cut off retreat to the rear, but like the Dark Courtesans, were making no move to attack. 
 
    Before anything else could show up to seal them in completely, Everett said in a low voice, "Ralph, make a big hole in the Dark Courtesans." 
 
    Ralph shot forward and the Dark Courtesans leapt up to meet him. All of them were obliterated in a matter of seconds, some ripped in half by Ralph's tail, many of the rest incinerated in green fire, and a few decapitated by scything claws. 
 
    Again, surely because of the dim light, Everett saw scintillating motes spring up from the bodies and body parts, many swarming to Ralph, but many others drifting about aimlessly. 
 
    "Periferals inbound," Poubelle said tersely. 
 
    "Run for the bunker," Everett barked. 
 
    As Mike went to move back to Bertram's side something massive plummeted from above and smashed down upon him.  The glossy black, tiered object buried itself almost a foot into the hard packed ground, making a neat round hole in the lawn at least a yard in diameter.  Of Mike, nothing remained but a few red splatters on the adjacent grass. 
 
    Everett did not let his utter shock prevent him from grabbing up Bertram, throwing him bodily across his shoulders in a battlefield carry, and starting a run for the bunker. 
 
    De Grosivna raced away immediately.  Giuseppe hesitated only half a second, his eyes wide as they passed over the hole that The Lump that had killed Mike had made.  Poubelle, running backwards with his tissioner swinging and striking the lead elements of the now charging periferals, almost tripped into the hole, but pivoted with uncanny grace at the last moment and made a great leap over it, then sprinted after Giuseppe.  As they fled, Ralph hurtled about in a tight circle above their heads, vigilant against aerial attack. 
 
    "Dodge left and right!" Everett shouted at the others as he labored to do the same under Bertram's not inconsiderable weight.  "The Lumps can't adjust their targets once they appear!" 
 
    Other The Lumps began to fall, some of them smaller than the first, but most that size or larger, punching deep holes in the parade ground.  Everett, slowed by his burden, had several near misses, and Poubelle at least one very close call, but Giuseppe and De Grosivna changed direction so frequently that none of The Lumps came close to them. 
 
    A few of the smaller periferals caught up and died to Ralph's flame or Poubelle's tissioner or Bertram's knife, as the young ginger held on with one arm and swung back with the other. 
 
    As each periferal perished, scintillating motes appeared. 
 
    De Grosivna made it to the dugout ramp of the bunker before any of the others and dove through the timber framed entrance into the dark interior.  Everett with Bertram, Giuseppe, and Poubelle arrived at practically the same time and crowded in, bunching together, with Ralph swinging about to block the entrance as soon as they were clear. 
 
    Ralph unleashed green fire out through the ramp for a full minute and if anything tried to come in after them, it disintegrated before Everett could make it out. 
 
    By the light of Ralph's uninterrupted green glow, he made a quick assessment of the bunker.  It was dug into the ground at least six feet, with heavy timbers shoring up the walls.  Sixteen inch pine logs formed the roof and atop them lay some several feet of spoil. The bare space was roughly ten by twenty feet. 
 
    Managing to catch his breath, Everett told the rest, "Everyone spread out and stand along the walls where the roof is the strongest!  Some of the bigger The Lumps might punch through!" 
 
    All scrambled to do so.  De Grosivna dashed to the end wall, Everett and Poubelle flattened against the near wall, and Giuseppe, aiding his hobbling nephew, reached the opposite side as the roof logs began to shake from heavy impacts and booming drum sounds echoed through the bunker.  Dust and soil shook down and the logs creaked and popped, but nothing came through. 
 
    Ralph, catching sight of something out in the dark, fired off another lengthy blast of green fire.  
 
    This brought a thick cloud of scintillating motes into the bunker, through the entrance but also through the walls and roof.  Apparently, solid objects had no effect on them.  Ralph attracted many of these, but a good number zoomed to everyone else in the bunker, including De Grosivna.  Everett took some two dozen, perhaps more than any of the others.  As far as he could tell, no one aside from himself noticed the motes or reacted when struck. 
 
    When the impacts from The Lumps began to lessen in frequency and the noise fell off sufficiently to allow him to be heard, Everett said, "The Lumps come in a baker's dozen to a wave, but there's never more than four waves.  It should be over soon." 
 
    "Mike's not really dead, right Everett?" Poubelle asked with a slight, uncertain tremor in his voice.  He was flattened against the wall as much as his stocky frame would allow, with his arms spread wide, but still had a tight grip on his tissioner. 
 
    "He'll come back twenty-five years old and full of vim and vigor," Everett replied forcefully, trying to excise the gruesome image of the pensioner's death from his immediate thoughts. 
 
    Giuseppe laughed coarsely.  "He's probably getting thrown out of a pub right this minute!" 
 
    Poubelle grinned.  "Yeah, there's a funny bit of weird luck in this, isn't there?" 
 
    Then the elephants began trumpeting from beyond the entrance ramp and Ralph began shooting green fire continuously. 
 
    Thrashing sounds from many tusks and feet gouging earth came from above De Grosivna's head. 
 
    "They're trying to dig us out," Giuseppe judged.  "They're trying to dig him out.  Probably won't take them long." 
 
    De Grosivna, eyes wide, began to cringe and moan. 
 
    Everett stepped away from the wall and towards Ralph and the entrance ramp.  "I'll go out with Ralph.  We'll draw the elephants away.  The rest of you run for it." 
 
    A log shifted above De Grosivna's head and a mass of dirt fell on him, leaving him half buried as he tried to cover his head with his arms. 
 
    An elephant's tentacle snaked through the gap and snared one of De Grosivna's wrists. 
 
    Everett threw up a hand.  "No!" 
 
    Scintillating motes boiled out of Everett's arm, ran down it to his hand, and then a crackling blue bolt of lightning spat from his fingertips, leaping towards the tentacle.  The bolt overwhelmed Ralph's green glow, brightening the interior of the bunker like day.  The logs above De Grosivna blew outward from the strike, shredding into splinters and massive whizzing chunks, and carrying the tentacle -- and presumably the unseen rest of the elephant -- away. 
 
   


  
 

 EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    The concussion from the bolt bowled Everett over backwards and partially deafened him.  He hit the packed earth of the floor hard enough to stun him for a few seconds.  As he struggled to get up, Ralph flashed by him and out through the massive hole that the lightning bolt had blasted in the roof.   Green light splashed against the jagged remains of the roof logs as the not-a-dragon continued the battle in the open. 
 
    Debris and earth had fallen to cover most of the floor and also fallen on Giuseppe, Bertram, and Poubelle, but had almost completely buried De Grosivna, with only his head and one of his arms exposed.  All four men were moving, feebly in De Grosivna's case, so when Everett climbed to his feet, he went first to help Poubelle, who, with tissioner clasped still in hand, was having a spot of difficulty in moving a section of log that had pinned one of his boots against the wall. 
 
    When Everett rolled the log away, Poubelle stepped away from the wall, took a moment to make sure of his footing on the now uneven surface, swung his head about with an amazed expression, and said. "I didn't know that you had gotten a new spell, Everett.  That was ... scary." 
 
    "It wasn't a spell." 
 
    Giuseppe and Bertram, both covered in dirt and scratches from flying splinters but apparently in the main uninjured, joined them.  Giuseppe, as always, appeared unperturbed, but the young ginger was slightly wide-eyed and breathing heavily. 
 
    "Whatever it was," Giuseppe said in an even tone, "could I ask you one small thing?  If it wouldn't be too much trouble, could you not do that again in a confined space when I'm around?" 
 
    "Sure.  I'll do my best." 
 
    "I appreciate that." 
 
    "If you and Bertram could dig De Grosivna out, Poubelle and I will go out to see what's happening." 
 
    "On it." 
 
    As Everett and Poubelle moved towards the entrance ramp, Poubelle said, "Hey, Everett, don't you think I should stay behind you, you know, out of the line of fire kind of thing?" 
 
    Everett repressed a smile.  "Good idea." 
 
    One of the barracks on the east side was burning, and the light from the involved fire was enough to show most of the parade ground. 
 
    Ralph, still blazing green, was making tight, angry circles above the ruptured roof of the bunker, but the elephants were in full retreat, already charging back through the shattered remains of one of the northern barracks.  Some of the Cadets in the slit trench at the northern breezeway let off a few pistol shots at the herd, but the elephants gave no reaction and were soon out of sight. 
 
    Everett led Poubelle up onto the still intact part of the slightly raised roof of the bunker to a spot that gave him a good view of the entrance ramp as well as the entire parade ground and the enclosing barracks buildings.  The sky was clear and the starlight would have easily silhouetted any remaining periferals or Dark Courtesans, but Everett saw no sign of them.  After a couple of minutes, no more pistol fire came from the south and Ralph ceased his circling and landed alongside of them. 
 
    "Good boy, Ralph!" Everett called up to the not-a-dragon.  "Good job!" 
 
    Ralph shimmied and wiggled in delight at the well-deserved praise, dancing all around the two of them, taking short leaps up into the air, and spitting out flares of green fire. 
 
    Poubelle asked, "Hey, Everett, was Ralph taller than us before?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Did he have those long, sharp looking horns before?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "And we're still not to call him a dra-" 
 
    "That's right." 
 
    "Got it." 
 
    Everett saw Pemberton coming from the south breezeway, leading a strong force of Cadets, all of whom bore at least one pistol, numerous bandoliers, and the occasional bandage.  As the group wove a path amongst the The Lump pits, clouds of scintillating motes rose from them and hovered about Pemberton as a sort of thickening fog that stayed with him all the way. 
 
    Everett led Poubelle back down to ground level to meet Pemberton, and called for Giuseppe, Bertram and De Grosivna to come out. 
 
    De Grosivna looked dazed, but did not appear to have suffered anything but scratches and bruises. 
 
    "De Grosivna has figured out how to inspire an Epiphany," Giuseppe announced straightaway.  "While we were digging him out, he panicked a bit and managed to smack Bertram in the forehead." 
 
    Bertram grinned and bobbed his head.  "That's right, Monsieur de Schael!  I now have a schematic for Right Sail Elevator Cabling Connections!" 
 
    "Excellent." 
 
    When Pemberton and his Cadets got within a few yards, tendrils of the scintillating mote fog reached out to envelope Everett, Ralph, Poubelle, Giuseppe, and De Grosivna. 
 
    All took in some of the motes, but Everett felt sure that he and Ralph absorbed the majority.  Within a few seconds, all of the motes were gone. 
 
    Once again, none of the others, including Ralph, Pemberton, and the Cadets, gave any sign that they could see the motes. 
 
    "I am ecstatic to see you all well!" Pemberton exclaimed immediately.  "We started this way once it became clear that the mythical attack on the launch lane was only a diversion." 
 
    "Mike didn't make it," Giuseppe said, his voice neutral and flat. 
 
    Pemberton's expression hardened. "His sacrifice will not be forgotten." 
 
    "They were trying to get De Grosivna again," Everett said to prevent anyone from dwelling on the loss of their comrade.  "They must believe that if they can knock him out, The Plan will fail." 
 
    "It would," Pemberton agreed without hesitation.  "We must get those schematics out of him before they succeed." 
 
    "We figured out how to do it," Everett said.  "Bertram has one of them.  As soon as you can get your people together again, we'll get the rest of them out of De Grosivna." 
 
    "Yes!" De Grosivna rallied enough to say.  "And good riddance to them!" 
 
    They did the inspiration right there by the bunker, under the stars and with a strong force of armed Cadets standing guard while Ralph flew a combat patrol at fifty feet.  The process was quick and De Grosivna seemed to derive no small measure of satisfaction from smacking the selected young men and women in the forehead. 
 
    "You may have one!" 
 
    Smack! 
 
    "And you may have one!" 
 
     Smack! 
 
    "You look like a sturdy young woman!  You may have two!" 
 
    Smack!  Smack! 
 
    Observing to one side, Everett edged up to Pemberton and asked, "It's not possible to see waffles, is it?" 
 
    "Sorry, waffles?  The breakfast entree?" 
 
    "Hmmm, unassigned fractional segmented units of the universal something something." 
 
    "Oh, I see. Why, no, waffles are not visible.  They have no actual physical representation in the corporeal plane." 
 
    "Good." 
 
    "Of course, it is entirely possible to envision a scenario in which a certain, unique individual, through long exposure to the side effects of extraordinary and high magnitude mystical incursions into the corporeal plane, might have acquired an acute, preternatural sensitivity to mystical forces and thereby be enabled to detect waffles by a process of mental translation as a transient visual artifact, but that individual would have to be an essential and paramount central focus of the cosmic narrative.  Further, if such an individual with such an ability did exist, then that very ability would make that individual extraordinarily susceptible, by several orders of magnitude, to the absorption of free waffles." 
 
    "Sort of like a lightning rod for waffles?" 
 
    "Yes!  That is an excellent analogy." 
 
    "Ah." 
 
    The next morning, just after breakfast, the Aeronaut Corps had a memorial service for Mike.  What little remained of him was buried where he had fallen, by the simple expedient of having the work crews who were filling in the holes made by The Lumps also fill in his. 
 
    There was a thirteen gun salute, an honor guard of Cadets with white gloves and impeccable dress uniforms, a heart rendering rendition of a dirge played upon a traditional Wopian wind instrument called a Fitz von Shewple Mac Kaiser Horn (also known colloquially as Two-Cats-Fighting-In-A-Bag, as that's exactly what it sounded like),  and a weeping Poubelle was presented with a folded Aeronaut Corps flag, which featured a sky blue field with embroidered clouds highlighted in gold, maroon, and orange as if they were backlit by the sun. 
 
    Everett had gone out before dawn to watch all the The Lumps disappear at the first ray of the sun, as his childhood stories had predicted. 
 
    As he had expected, thousands of scintillating motes had appeared in a great mist and he had grimly walked amongst them until they were all gone. 
 
   


  
 

 NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    The second problem that came up was that no one knew how to pilot an aerosail. 
 
    With nearly ninety percent of the freight carrying model having been completed prior to the deaths of the Berkenschtock Brothers, it took Pemberton and his eager and industrious Cadets only a full week to assemble the aerosail, to install and test its dual engines, and to verify the functionality of its controls. 
 
    To Everett's pleased surprise, this work had demonstrated that technology was recovering at a much faster rate than De Grosivna had suggested it might, at least for mechanisms created from the new schematics.   Inexplicably, certain existing and apparently unrelated simple mechanisms such as battery lights, compasses, and beverage mixers functioned only intermittently.  Also, many existing mechanisms with older, well established schematics, such as rifles and large steam powered tools, remained frustratingly non-functional.  
 
    With unconcealed pride, Pemberton took Everett and his companions on a tour of the Soaring Eagle (the name had been selected by a canvas of the Aeronaut Corps) immediately after it had been pulled by a team of four draft horses from the final assembly barn onto the launch lane.  A large contingent of Cadets, including all of those currently working on the assembly of the various other aerosails, had flooded out onto the launch lane to cheer the big mechanism's debut. 
 
    The exterior portion of the tour included a complete circuit about the sleek, smooth skinned craft, with specific emphasis on the oblong cross section of the two sets of horizontal sails, one mid body at the bottom of the craft and one at the aft end, the engines with their three-bladed metal propellers which were rated as fifty-two times as powerful as a steam engine of a similar size, the large vertical stabilizing vane centered atop the aft sail, the spacious, symmetrically aligned starboard and port cargo doors aft of the main sails, and the two sets of strut mounted metal wheels that supported it on the launching lane.  From bow to stern the aerosail was sixty-five feet long.  From the tip of one sail to the tip of the other was ninety-five feet. 
 
    "Why don't you call them wings?" Giuseppe said as he eyed the sails.  "Looks more like the wings of a bird, to me anyways, than a ship's sails." 
 
    Pemberton sighed and shot De Grosivna a quick frown.  "I agree and that is how I and all the Cadets commonly refer to them, but the schematics all read 'sails' so that is technically their name.  Hence the aerosail nomenclature." 
 
    "I'm not much for technical names or nomenclatures," Giuseppe replied.  "I'll just call them wings like everyone else and be done with it." 
 
    "Me too," Poubelle agreed.  "Sails reminds me of Mike." 
 
    For the interior portion of the tour, Pemberton led them up a bunting decorated wooden ramp and through the latched open cargo doors. 
 
    The main tubular body, which the schematics designated as a "fuselage" and which tapered to a rounded point at the nose and a blunt end at the tail, was better than sixteen feet in diameter at its widest point and entirely open throughout, with its supporting structure, regularly spaced circular metal struts, integrated into its exterior wall.  A row of small windows like a ship's portholes ran along each side. 
 
    "All of this area will be available for the cargo!" Pemberton said, his voice booming slightly in the enclosed space.  "There is sufficient capacity for all of you, a generous quantity of non-perishable foodstuffs, extra fuel and lubricants, a repair crew of Cadets and their tools, patch kits for the aerosail skin and structure, and a comprehensive set of replacement parts for the engines." 
 
    "All of that for a three day journey?" Everett questioned, rapping experimentally on a metal strut. 
 
    "The technology is sound," Pemberton said, his eyes flicking for just a fraction of an instant in Pamela's direction, "but we cannot be certain of ... extraneous influences.   I feel it imperative that we take every possible precaution." 
 
    Pamela had presented herself, still in grumpy mode, at breakfast the morning after the attack.  Bertram, overjoyed, had leapt up and hopped towards her, apparently with the intention to give her an embrace, but had been sent scuttling back to his seat and crutches by a withering glare.  Poubelle and Giuseppe had welcomed her safe return in their standard genial, avuncular fashion without pressing for details. 
 
    Reasoning that it would likely prove counter-productive at that time, Everett had also chosen not to question her concerning her whereabouts or the exact nature of her reasons for separating herself from the company. 
 
    "I'm game," Giuseppe proclaimed.  "When do we leave?" 
 
    "Me too!" Poubelle said.  "I'm hoping that we'll run into Mike when we get back to Kleinsvench." 
 
    The only spirituous liquors present on the estate were a cache of barrels of pure grain alcohol used in chemical processes.  A careful search of the chemical storage areas and their environs had produced no trace of the pensioner.  Everett had not expected to find Mike nearby, thinking rather that he had likely spawned in some far off tropical location, but the effort seemed to have provided Poubelle some solace.  
 
    "I see no purpose in delay either," De Grosivna declared. 
 
    De Grosivna was nearly back to the abrasive attitudes of his pre-mortality -- that is, insufferable, self-absorbed, and overweening -- self.  After he had inspired the schematics, there had been no other attacks or even appearances by mythical creatures.  As the days had passed, he, and to some extent everyone else, had gradually relaxed from the unrelenting diligence that had characterized the universal attitude after the night attack.  Whether the absence of mythical creatures was simply an extended pause to allow the enemy to regroup or an authentic reprieve remained to be seen. 
 
    Everett was not particularly overjoyed by the reversion in De Grosivna, but had considered it a partial return to normalcy and had accepted it in stride. 
 
    For their votes on a speedy departure, Pamela produced another contemptuous glare and Bertram just continued to present the dejected appearance that he had had throughout the week. The two had apparently come to some type of understanding: Bertram was to stay a minimum of ten feet from her at all times.  Such was the case now, with Bertram near the group and Pamela loitering farther back near the hatchway.  Giuseppe and Poubelle had taken this rupture for the usual sort of reversals that generally occurred in the normal male-female dynamic, and had attempted to console Bertram with time-worn adages, but Everett had thought that the actual cause for the physical separation was more practical in nature, though he had refrained from saying so. 
 
    Ralph, who was too big to fit inside the aerosail, was sleeping in the shade of the assembly barn.  Everett had judged that the not-a-dragon was big enough to fly the entire distance to Kleinsvench on his own, which was actually the only available option. 
 
    "I think we're all ready to leave," Everett concluded for the group.  "We could go first thing in the morning.  How long will it take to load all the cargo?" 
 
    Pemberton seemed slightly taken aback.  "Unfortunately, there will be an indeterminate delay while our pilot volunteers work out the intricacies of operating the aerosail." 
 
    "Meaning?" 
 
    "They have to learn how to make it fly." 
 
    Giuseppe snorted.  "You built this thing without knowing how to operate it?" 
 
    Pemberton winced slightly.  "The only aerosail pilots with any experience were the late Berkenschtock Brothers." 
 
    "You do have some basic idea how it works, right?" Everett demanded. 
 
    Pemberton nodded vigorously, bobbing back and forth.  "Oh, yes!  We have derived a fundamental understanding of the intended function of each control and have deduced several potential operating sequences for both the launch and the return.  There is, however, as I am sure you all understand, often a significant gap between the theoretical and the practical and we have no real alternative to the standard trial and error methodology." 
 
    "Error?" Poubelle asked.  "That's when the aerosail crashes and kills everybody on board, right?" 
 
    Pemberton pressed his lips into a line.  "We will endeavor to avoid that outcome at all costs." 
 
    Giuseppe grimaced.  "I'm sure your volunteers will be happy to hear that." 
 
    "The Aeronaut Corps volunteered en masse," Pemberton countered.  "All of our Cadets are fully dedicated to our cause." 
 
    Everett sighed.  "I'll do it.  I could fly the air carriage.  How much different could this be?" 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY 
 
      
 
    "It's entirely different, Monsieur de Schael," Cadet-Major Hawk explained. 
 
    Though not overtly condescending, her tone reminded Everett of the occasions when he was called upon to explain some complex adult world concept to Rose. 
 
    "I saw an air carriage in the Republic sixteen months ago," Cadet-Major Hawk went on.  "Air carriages depend upon the lighter than air gas in their cells for lift.  Aerosails depend upon the difference in air pressures created by air passing over the surface of their wings -- that is, their sails -- for lift." 
 
    Everett was seated in the pilot's chair at the Soaring Eagle's bow, just behind the curving control panel that stretched from one side of the aerosail to the other.  The chair allowed him a good view out through the wraparound forward windows, and he could see all of the launch lane stretching out in front of the aerosail.  Perhaps a hundred Cadets lined the lane's borders, all watching intently.   Everyone who had no duty elsewhere had turned out to watch the inaugural flight.  
 
    Through the extreme left side of the leftmost window, Everett could see Pemberton, De Grosivna, Giuseppe, Poubelle, and Bertram watching from behind the railings of a raised reviewing stand.  De Grosivna was sitting in a chair and apparently napping, but the rest were all watching attentively, though Poubelle appeared to be regaling Giuseppe with a story that involved bird-like hand gestures.  After the tour, Pamela had departed to admire the scenery and evidently had yet to return.  Ralph was still sleeping in the barn. 
 
    Cadet-Major Hawk was in the Navigator's chair to his right.  The potential aerosail pilots had been ranked according to their class standing, which represented a combination of academics and performance, and Hawk had been at the top of the list.  Had Everett not intervened, she would have been the first test pilot for the freight carrying aerosail and, according to Pemberton, was the best qualified and most knowledgeable person to instruct Everett in aerosail operation.  
 
    "Right," Everett told the Cadet-Major. "To save time, let's skip the whys and whatfors for now.  Just give me the steps I need to make this thing fly." 
 
    "Yes, Monsieur de Schael.  Step One: Set Wheel Locks.  That's a Navigator duty.  Shall I take care of that?" 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    A large, spring-loaded lever with a red handle was positioned on her side of the control panel.  She had to use both hands and rise up to use the strength of her legs to slam the very stiff lever into its locked position. 
 
    To style Cadet-Major Hawk as petite was perhaps an egregious understatement.  In her bare feet, she almost certainly could not reach five feet in height unless standing on the tips of her toes.  Further, she could perhaps be described more accurately in a single term as buxom, rather than martial, in spite of her close cropped hair, steady demeanor, impeccably maintained uniform, and uncompromising discipline. 
 
    "Step Two: Start Starboard Engine," she announced as soon as she had returned to her chair.  "Part One: Open the valve marked Right Engine Feeder Control Valve.  Part Two: Operate lever marked Right Engine Primer Pump Valve until dial marked Right Engine Primer Pump Pressure reads twenty-five --" 
 
    Everett held up a hand.  "For this first attempt, I'll let you take care of starting the engines and I'll learn all of that later. Go ahead and get both engines going." 
 
    With quiet efficiency and steady confidence, the Cadet officer opened valves, operated levers, adjusted throttles, checked oil pressures, and completed a few dozen other more esoteric and not at all self-explanatory steps before pressing and holding a large blue button that caused the starboard engine to slowly begin to spin, coughing black smoke as it gained speed.   After a few seconds, the engine fired off and revved up to a blazing speed that made its propeller blades nigh invisible.  Even muffled somewhat by the skin of the aerosail, the engine was much louder than air carriage engines. 
 
    "That's really loud!" Everett said to Cadet-Major Hawk, having to raise his voice to be heard. 
 
    "Yes, Monsieur de Schael," she replied, also half-shouting.  "It's really fast." 
 
    Without prompting, the Cadet officer then repeated the procedure to start the left engine.  After both were running well, she made adjustments to idle them back slightly. With both engines running, the combined thrust was great enough to make the aerosail strain forward slightly against its locked wheels, as if it were trying to get away. 
 
    Hawk pointed to two prominent gauges.  Both read twenty-seven.   
 
    "These are the Air Thrust gauges.  Generally, these should be the same.  When maneuvering the aerosail on the ground, one or both engines may be throttled higher or lower to steer the aerosail to the left or right." 
 
    "What does the twenty-seven mean?" Everett asked. 
 
    "We don't know.  The schematics do not say." 
 
    "Ah. What's next?" 
 
    "Step Four: Release Wheel Locks --" 
 
    "Wait," he interrupted.  "After this, the aerosail is going to start moving, right?" 
 
    "Yes, Monsieur de Schael.  The rest of the steps are the launch procedure." 
 
    "Then just give me a quick run down on that and then go through the landing procedure." 
 
    Hawk gave him a slightly disapproving look.  "The official term for bringing the aerosail back to the ground is return-to-ground.  It's in the schematics." 
 
    Everett resisted the temptation to roll his eyes.  "Got it.  So after you teach me the return-to-ground procedure, you can exit the aerosail." 
 
    Hawk looked him straight in the eye.  "Sir, I would like to request permission to remain aboard as Navigator.  During flight, it may be difficult for you to manage all of the controls without a thorough knowledge of the system." 
 
    "Thanks, but as odd as it may sound, I have a good bit of experience in falling out of the sky and I'd rather not have to worry about anyone else.  Let's run through the procedure a couple of times and then it's time for you to go." 
 
    Just as if she were drilling a junior Cadet, Hawk rapidly took him through the rest of the launch procedure a full four times, and only grudgingly proceeded to the return-to-ground procedure once he had proven that he could repeat the steps verbatim. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When done, she vacated the Navigator's chair without prompting. Once on her feet she came to attention and saluted.  "Good luck, Monsieur de Schael." 
 
    He suppressed a smile.  "Thanks." 
 
    Without further pause, Hawk turned on a heel, trotted back to the passenger hatch at the tail and ducked through it.   
 
    Once it was shut behind her and he heard the dogs engage, he waited for a full minute to give her plenty of time to run clear of the aerosail, then rose and leaned across to release the Wheel Locks lever. 
 
    The aerosail jumped forward immediately and the sudden surge almost dropped him on his rear between the two chairs, but he managed to catch the armrest of the pilot's chair and use it to drag himself into position as the Soaring Eagle began to trundle slowly along the launch lane.   
 
    Beyond the forward windows, the watching Cadets threw their caps in the air and began to jump up and down and cheer, but he could not hear any of them over the sound of the engines. 
 
    Step Five was: Increase Throttles Gradually Until Thrust Gauges Read Ninety-Two. 
 
    He took one of the knobs of the Throttle Dials in each hand and gave them each a slow quarter turn. 
 
    The needles of the Thrust Gauges jumped passed fifty and the aerosail leapt forward, more than tripling its speed.  Almost immediately, he realized that the craft was veering slightly to the right on a line that would quickly take it off the hard packed launch lane, through the wide plowed border, and into the wheat field beyond.  To compensate, he grabbed the handle of the Rudder Crank and moved it a quarter of a circle counterclockwise. 
 
    This made the aerosail veer sharply to port and head off the lane at an even sharper angle in the opposite direction. 
 
    For a frantic moment or two, he made quick back and forth adjustments to the rudder, trying to find a setting that would hold the aerosail to a straight course.   This caused the craft to fishtail down the lane in a snake-like motion that threw him from side to side in his chair, with only the padded armrests keeping him seated.  Finally, by using only gentle, minute adjustments to the rudder crank, he succeeded in coaxing it back to a centered travel down the middle of the lane. 
 
    By this time, the end of the launch lane, marked by a ten foot high, red painted wooden barricade, was noticeably closer. 
 
    He gave the throttles a full half turn. 
 
    The aerosail raced forward, pressing him back into his seat, and began to periodically bound a few feet up into the air.  Each leap resulted in a few seconds of shuddering flight, but each time the aerosail slowly drifted back down to strike the lane with a jarring lurch.  Once more it began to veer slightly off to the right, but this time he managed to adjust the rudder without overcompensating. 
 
    When he looked up through the windows, he saw that the red barricade was less than a quarter of a mile away. 
 
    He turned both throttle knobs hard, then grabbed the handles of the Elevator Controls and began to pull backwards.  He had forgotten what step that was, but he was sure that it was in the instructions somewhere. 
 
    The aerosail left the ground, side slipped right with that wingtip dipping, came down hard halfway off the lane in the plowed earth, leapt up again when he dragged hard on the handles as the right wheel began to dig in, and then, with the bow pitched up sharply, the craft rose up and cleared the barricade by what could only have been a couple of yards. 
 
    The bow continued to pitch up as the aerosail gained altitude rapidly, leaving it in an almost vertical climb, and soon all that he could see out of the windows was blue sky and clouds.  A somewhat troubling cyclical vibration began and ran through the entire length of the aerosail's frame.  The craft also had acquired a slow longitudinal roll that made Everett's inner ear complain at the corkscrew-like motion.  Happily, the centripetal force of the motion kept him firmly planted in his seat.  
 
    At this point, one of the Optional Steps was Adjust Controls to Achieve Level Flight. 
 
    Of course, an alternate step was Avoid Collision With Ground. 
 
    He eased the Elevator handles forward by slow, measured increments until the bow had dropped down enough to achieve a more or less even keel, allowing him to see the landscape below.  This adjustment also removed the corkscrew roll, leaving only an occasional vertical bobble or abrupt lateral swerve to ping Everett's nerves. 
 
    Looking at the scale of the fields and woodlands spread out below, he thought that he was flying at about three thousand feet.  The sun was high in the sky, so he could not exactly tell his direction, but he was fairly sure that the aerodrome had to be directly behind him out of his immediate view. 
 
    The instruction for making a turn had been somewhat complex.  He had to move the Elevator handles in opposite directions while rotating the rudder in the corresponding direction. 
 
    But did that mean left Elevator down, right Elevator up, rudder clockwise?  Or just the opposite? 
 
    He thought about the problem a moment more and realized that there were actually four possible combinations, none of which seemed, on the face of them, any more valid than the others. 
 
    But it seemed more than likely that a wrong combination could send the Soaring Eagle out of control and plummeting to the ground. 
 
    He tried moving the Elevators by a fractional amount in opposite directions.  This did indeed cause the aerosail to shift into an extremely slight banking turn.  Left down and Right up turned right and vice versa.    
 
    Adding the rudder to the turns proved problematic as it seemed that he needed three hands to do so.  When he released the right Elevator handle to reach for the rudder crank, the handle snapped back to a neutral position, apparently due to the force of the wind passing over it, then oscillated randomly.  This had the effect of making the craft wobble laterally.   
 
    He solved this problem by hooking his left knee over the left handle, grasping the right handle with his left hand, and twisting to use his right to rotate the rudder crank.  This operation required a somewhat painful contortion of his back, but it did work, and in short order he had the Soaring Eagle turned around and flying back towards the aerodrome. 
 
    He passed over the launch lane five times as he experimented with various combinations in order to learn how to cause the aerosail to descend gradually, rather than in the bow down heart-stopping dive that his first attempt resulted in. 
 
    In his first three return-to-ground attempts, he overshot the launch lane completely and was forced to climb away and circle back. 
 
    On his fourth attempt, at about the midway point of the launch lane, he got the craft to within a foot of the ground, had to release both Elevator handles to operate the throttle dials, struck the hard packed earth hard enough to jounce him around in his chair, bounced high as he flailed for the Elevator handles, slammed back down, bounced again but not as high, hit hard again but stayed on the ground, and then was racing along with the wheels supporting the full weight of the aerosail, more or less straight down the launch lane.  
 
    Releasing the Elevator handles, he used both hands to turn the throttles to zero.  The speed of both propellers fell off drastically, but neither engine shut off.  While he was darting his eyes about the panel and trying to find buttons or switches that looked as if they would stop the engines completely, the bow of the aerosail smashed through the red barrier at the end of the lane, pieces of wood shattering most of the forward windows and crumpling its blunt, rounded metal skin, and then began cutting through the wheat like a scythe. 
 
    With a sharp double jolt, the wheels dug in and then just a second later wrenched off with a great tearing racket that echoed throughout the interior.  The aerosail smashed down immediately onto a grinding slide on its belly, splintering the propellers and killing both engines as horrendous shrieks of ripping metal made Everett think that the craft was going to come entirely apart.  Before he could think one more fearful thought, the Soaring Eagle whiplashed into a violent spin that hurled Everett out of his chair and tossed him around the inside of the fuselage like a pinto bean rattling around in a can. 
 
    The aerosail spun about five or six or a dozen times until one of its wings dug into the ground, plowing a wide furrow through the rich brown earth, then slewed around another half turn and finally stopped, rocking back as it came to rest. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    The four Cadet medics insisted upon bearing Everett out of the aerosail at a jarring run on the chance that the gang of fire fighting Cadets under Hawk's supervision,  who were expeditiously throwing spades of earth on the small fire that had sprang up on the remains of the starboard engine, would not get the blaze extinguished. 
 
    He actually was not in that bad of a shape.  He had a deep gouge in his forehead, a watermelon sized bruise on the ribs under his right arm, a hyper-extended index finger on his left hand, a broken left wrist, a double fracture in his left forearm, a dislocated right shoulder, elbow, and knee, a knot the size of a pomegranate on the back of his head, and a pounding headache.  Everything hurt but nothing in particular hurt more acutely than anything else. 
 
    He had also lost the two smallest toes on his right foot, along with half of that boot, to a particularly inconvenient stanchion, but he tried not to think about that crusted mass of raw flesh and dried blood. 
 
    Giuseppe, Poubelle, Bertram, and Pemberton all crowded around when the medics stopped at a good distance away from the wreck, along the wide swath of gouged earth and wheat stubble that led back from the stricken Soaring Eagle to the end of the launching lane.  There the medics lowered him onto a stretcher and slapped a temporary bandage on the profusely bleeding gouge in his forehead. 
 
    Giuseppe opened his mouth and said something that sounded to Everett like, "mooof lawww chkennn?" 
 
    "What?" Everett shouted back.  "I didn't understand!  The engine noise has made me partially deaf!" 
 
    "I SAID, GLAD TO SEE YOU ALIVE!" 
 
    "Thanks!" 
 
    An involuntary moan forced its way from Everett's lips when the medics picked up the stretcher and started moving again. Giuseppe, Poubelle, Bertram, who had to work hard to keep up on his crutches, and Pemberton all followed along.  The four had expressions that varied from Pemberton's clinical concern to Bertram's undisguised worry. 
 
    "YES, INDEED!" Pemberton leaned in to shout.  "CONGRATULATIONS ON YOUR CONTINUED EXISTENCE!" 
 
    "Sorry about the aerosail!" 
 
    "WE EXPECTED A FEW CRASHES AND HAVE PLENTY OF SPARE PARTS!" 
 
    "Good!" 
 
    At that moment, Ralph bounded up to them, wagging his tail with a full-body shimmy just like a spaniel that had not seen its owner in over a week, pushed his massive head between the medics bearing the stretcher, thereby forcing them to come to a complete halt, and struck a thoughtful pose above Everett.  After a couple of seconds, Ralph showed a toothy grin and a long, pink lolling tongue drooling saliva, then vomited glowing green goop all over Everett.  Everyone else around about was splattered with profuse amounts of green goop shrapnel, but none were as thoroughly drenched as he was.  Poubelle was possibly the worst of those receiving collateral damage, having received a large glop that covered nearly his entire face and torso.  Happily, the medics flinched under the impacts but held their discipline and did not drop the stretcher. 
 
     Everett breathed in some of the vomit, so he was gagging and choking for a bit and unable to immediately scold the not-a-dragon.  When he finally hacked his lungs clear and wiped most of the mess out of his eyes, he found Ralph with his head lowered all the way to the ground and giving Everett his "Hurry up and pet me!" eyes. 
 
    Everett's ire evaporated when he noticed that he was not hurting anywhere anymore at all.  He could move all his fingers and toes, including the ones that the stanchion had ripped off -- he raised his head to look at them peeking out of the severed end of his boot to make sure that they were actual toes and not phantoms.  His ankles, knees, elbows, and shoulders all operated normally without pain or stiffness.  His head did not hurt and his forehead was no longer bleeding. 
 
    Other than being really sticky all over and smelling like a half-eaten chicken leg that had been buried in the ground for a week, he was apparently once again cured of all ill and injury. 
 
    So he sighed, hopped off the stretcher, and obliged Ralph's demand for attention, which caused the not-a-dragon to gleefully wrap his tail around Everett's legs and upper body in a careful but immobilizing hug.  As Everett opened his mouth to protest, Ralph proceeded to lick all the vomit off. 
 
    Sighing again, Everett simply submitted. 
 
    Bertram, holding up his crutches easily in one hand while he did a few agile, dancing steps around in a circle to show off his cured ankle, beamed.  "Thanks, Ralph!" 
 
    Poubelle stepped close to Everett.  "RALPH'S MAGIC IS GETTING PRETTY GOOD, EH, EVERETT?" 
 
    "Yes," Everett agreed.  "My hearing is fixed too, so you don't need to shout now." 
 
    "Oh, right.  Sorry, Everett." 
 
    "Didn't you have a bit of gray in your hair before?" 
 
    "Me? Oh, well, of course, maybe a few here and there, but you know I've had some hard times in my life." 
 
    "They're all gone now," Giuseppe judged.  "Just golden brown locks now, I'd say." 
 
    Poubelle looked somewhat stunned and raised both hands to his now lustrous hair.  "Golden brown locks?" 
 
    Ralph eyed Poubelle for a second, then his tongue snaked out, striking the Rightful King of the Dominion of Dree in the face with an impact like that of an oversized, soaking dishrag.  Ralph slurped it around a time or two to efficiently remove the remnants of the vomit that still clung to Poubelle's face. 
 
    As Poubelle sputtered and spit, Giuseppe, Pemberton, and the medics dashed back out of range while hastily wiping away their own green goop with handkerchiefs, bandages, and shirttails. 
 
    When Ralph was done with Poubelle, he darted his head about with lightning quick movements to give Everett one last critical inspection from several different viewpoints, released him, slouched off a few dozen yards onto the launch lane, walked around in a tight circle, plopped down, curled up, tucked his head under his right front leg, and instantly started snoring. 
 
    "How big do you think Ralph might get?" Giuseppe wondered with a thoughtful expression. 
 
    "The dra-- uh -- type of creature that Everett's spell summoned that time at the monastery," Poubelle said, "was at least sixty feet tall.  Maybe seventy." 
 
    Giuseppe rubbed his chin.  "That might be a problem." 
 
    "He'd have to sleep outside all the time for sure," Poubelle said. 
 
    Pemberton showed a deep frown.  "I fear that the difficulty would be much more involved than the simple logistics of pet care.  The type of creature that Ralph appears to be transforming into, you see, is mythical, not mystical." 
 
    "Yes," Everett agreed with a scowl.  "I know." 
 
    With him no longer needing immediate medical attention, Everett and the rest hung around to watch the Cadets finish extinguishing the engine fire and then waited further while a gang of technologists assessed the damage.  The final word was that the Soaring Eagle would be ready to fly again within no more than three days.  The Cadets all seemed to take some sort of morbid pleasure at the mention of around the clock work shifts. 
 
    Back at the assembly barns, they found Pamela waiting for them. 
 
    To Everett's and apparently everyone else's surprise, it was the old Pamela that greeted them happily, the bright, bouncy, and always cheerful one. 
 
    This brought an ear to ear grin to Bertram's face and produced avuncular, potentially embarrassing, congratulatory comments from Giuseppe and Poubelle.  When Pamela impulsively gave Bertram a both-arms-locked-about-his-neck, full-body pressed close, unsparingly enthusiastic hug, Everett was afraid that the young ginger would swoon then and there. 
 
    He certainly turned at least as red as his hair. 
 
    After lunch, Bertram, not only healed but apparently invigorated with excess energy as a consequence of the green vomit, started playing catch with Ralph on the parade ground.  The ginger used a six foot length of four inch square timber whose bulk required that he hurl it in a slingshot manner, by holding it with both hands as he spun about multiple times before releasing it.  Ralph generally caught the timber in flight, though a couple of times it scooted passed his snapping jaws, prompting him to blast it out of the air with a quick burst of green fire. 
 
    The sight of a sixteen foot long, ten foot high not-a-dragon bounding about like a hyperactive puppy was novel enough to draw Everett and the others, as well as some Cadets, out into the shade of the overhang at the front of the dining hall to serve as an encouraging audience.  Poubelle brought a chair and wound up dozing, but Pemberton, Giuseppe, and De Grosivna watched attentively while providing a running commentary that critiqued the techniques of both participants.  Pamela also watched from off to one side, bouncing and cheering excitedly at every successful throw and retrieval.   
 
    When Everett saw Bertram's attention fully focused on trying to hurl the timber to evade Ralph, and the others fully engaged in the nuances of the contest, he took the opportunity to draw Pamela aside for a private talk.  She consented without hesitation and seemed to have been waiting for him to approach her.  He led her around the corner of the dining hall, out of sight and out of hearing distance of the catch game and its spectators. 
 
    As she gazed at him with an open, expectant expression, he decided that she already knew that he had derived her secret and so skipped straight to the point.   
 
    "How long has this side of you been back?" 
 
    She smiled and said brightly, "Since only a few minutes before you launched, Monsieur de Schael." 
 
    "Did you have any affect on the flight, positive or negative?" 
 
    She shook her head, her hair bouncing.  "Very little, if any, Monsieur de Schael.  I am almost certain that you were too far out of range before the aerosail left the ground and absolutely certain when you were in the air." 
 
    "What kind of range do you have?" 
 
    She grinned.  "I think it's up to about fifty feet now, Monsieur de Schael." 
 
    "Your range is growing?" 
 
    "Yes, monsieur.  It used to be only a few feet." 
 
    "Have there always been two sides of you?" 
 
    "Yes, monsieur, but the swap never before lasted as long as it did this time.  Usually it was only a day, or two at the most, and usually though not always when my Eyrchellean Aunt came to visit." 
 
    "Has it always been this powerful?" 
 
    "No, Monsieur de Schael.  Before all this started, I was just particularly good at card games.  I'd win, nine times out of ten, no matter what the game was.  And when the opposite side was dominant, I would break a shoe lace or drop a glass or something like that." 
 
    "Do you have any direct control over it?" 
 
    "No, Monsieur de Schael.  The only thing that I can do is get out of range." 
 
    "That shouldn't really be a problem as long as your positive side is dominant.  We can work out something for the negative side.  What about your grandparents outside of Bhu?" 
 
    "A very nice and loving older couple that took me in on a dark and stormy night." 
 
    "Right.  Well, I suppose that's it for now.  Let's rejoin the others." 
 
    "Monsieur de Schael, could I ask you a favor?" 
 
    "What sort of favor?" 
 
    "Please don't tell Bertram."  Her cheeks dimpled and she flushed slightly.  "I like him." 
 
    Everett frowned.  "I don't believe that it's fair to Bertram for him not to know.  He'll have to be told, sooner or later." 
 
    Pamela smiled and nodded vigorously, making her ponytail bounce.  "I will, Monsieur de Schael.  I just want a little more time to be treated just like a normal person." 
 
    He stared at her bright eyed smile for a moment, then relented.  "Alright, but don't let it go on for too long." 
 
    "I won't, Monsieur de Schael." 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    "Hey, Everett," Poubelle called from his own chair three rows back.  "I've got a question." 
 
    "Go ahead." 
 
    Everett checked the straps and buckles that held him securely in the pilot's chair for a third, final, and no doubt unnecessary time and used the paired levers that had replaced the throttle dials to gradually increase the speed of the engines. 
 
    The new levers allowed him to use only his right hand, leaving his left to control the linked Elevator handles, which also now controlled the orientation of the single pivoting wheel that had replaced the two fixed aft wheels.  The noise level increased a good bit, but with the new padding around the section of the fuselage that had been walled off for the crew and passengers, it was not as deafening as before.  
 
    Still, Poubelle had to raise his voice slightly.  "You need a launching lane to launch the aerosail, right?"  
 
    "Right." 
 
    Everett pushed hard on the wheel break pedal, also a new addition, and signaled to Cadet-Major Hawk, who was similarly strapped into the Navigator's chair.  She ratcheted down the modified lever that released the locks on the wheels. 
 
    "But you also need a launching lane to come back down, right?" Poubelle continued. 
 
    "Right," Everett confirmed.   
 
    With the thrust of the two engines leveled at trundling speed (An aerosail was now said to "trundle" as it moved along the ground.), he slowly eased off the break pedal and allowed the Soaring Eagle to start along the launching lane.  As the prevailing ground level wind was from the north-northwest, he intended to trundle to the end of the launching lane, turn completely around, and launch to the north.  His previous three test flights in the renovated and improved Soaring Eagle had shown a distinct advantage in launching into the wind. 
 
    "And this is the only launching lane that there is in the whole world, right?" 
 
    "Right." 
 
    Everett made a small adjustment to the Elevator handles to correct his path along the launching lane.   The adjustment caused the craft to move smoothly into the correct line without any abrupt shifts. 
 
    After questioning Everett exhaustively subsequent to the first and each succeeding test flight, Pemberton's ceaselessly tinkering Cadet technologists had combined, reordered, and adapted various schematics, including some that had nothing to do with aerosails, to improve nearly all of the controls to be more responsive and to provide better feedback to the pilot. 
 
    While repairing the damage from the first test flight, the Cadets had also made significant changes to the interior, adding the bulkhead and hatch that walled off the passenger section as well as rows of chairs and four bunks, a closet sized garderobe that vented waste directly underneath the fuselage, a tiny galley with cabinets for a pantry, water storage and piping, and a plethora of sturdy supply cabinets with doors that latched securely.  Everything inside the fuselage was strapped or bolted down and sometimes both.  Any exposed sharp metal surface had been covered over with rounded wooden trim. 
 
    "So how are we going to return back to the ground when we get where we are going?" 
 
    "When we have to come back down, we'll look for a straight stretch of highway or a level pasture." 
 
    Everett eased back on the throttles and pressed down on the break pedal as the end of the launching lane approached.  The aerosail decelerated by a smooth progression that did not discomfit, dislodge, or even jostle any of the passengers or crew. 
 
    "Using maps of the County of Wop, of the Fringe Territories, and of the northern provinces of the Republic," Cadet-Major Hawk added speaking to everyone, "we have identified more than thirty potential sites where large highways run straight and level for at least a mile." 
 
    Everett used the break pedal to further slow the Soaring Eagle to a crawl and then used the rudder pedal under his left foot in combination with the Elevator handles to spin the aft end of the aerosail around.  With the aerosail pointed north, he applied the break again. 
 
    "Alright, everyone," he called out.  "Check your straps again.  We're about to launch." 
 
    Three of the four-wide passenger chair rows -- sets of two divided by a wide central aisle -- behind Everett and Hawk were filled.   
 
    In the first row were Second Pilot Cadet-Lieutenant Stormbringer, Second Navigator Cadet-Sergeant-Major Smythe-Poindexter, Engine Technician Cadet-Private Hummingbird, and Assistant Engine Technician Cadet-Captain Beaughast.  
 
    In the second row were Chief Aerosail Technician Cadet-Sergeant-First Schnopple, and Assistant Aerosail Technicians Gruber, Albegetti, and De Montagne, all Cadet-Sergeants. 
 
    In the days leading up to the launch, Everett had had opportunity to interact, if only briefly, with all of these young men and women.  He had trained on the new controls with the Second Pilot and Second Navigator and had a fair acquaintance with them, but for the others he could only put names to their faces because they all had their names embroidered on their flight coveralls.  All of the volunteers had impressed him as uniformly dedicated, disciplined, competent, eager, and courageous. 
 
    Pemberton had estimated that the odds of a fatal crash occurring on the way to Kleinsvench were no more than one in four. 
 
    In the third row were Poubelle, Giuseppe, and on the starboard side of the aisle, holding hands, leaning close, and occasionally whispering and giggling, were Pamela and Bertram. 
 
    The pair had been frequently late to meals, absent during some of Pemberton's regular briefings and progress updates, and routinely out "walking" when Everett and the others turned in for the night.  This explosion of romance had caused Everett considerable concern, but he had kept to his promise to Pamela and had held his peace. 
 
    De Grosivna had the fourth row all to himself, and had elected to sit behind Pamela and Bertram.   
 
    While Everett and the rest had pitched in to help (at least with the tasks that required only steady hands and the ability to follow directions) with the repair of the Soaring Eagle, the ensuing test flights and resulting modifications, and the logistical preparations for the trip, De Grosivna had declined to assist in any way.  Rather than detail either Giuseppe or Poubelle to compel De Grosivna to work and thereby lose some or all of their own contribution, Everett had left him to his own devices.  He had, however, instructed Giuseppe to take whatever actions were necessary tomake sure that De Grosivna was on the aerosail when it launched. 
 
    On the other hand, Pemberton, who Everett from the very first had presumed would accompany then to Kleinsvench, was not going. 
 
    When Pemberton had arrived on launch day to wish them a safe and swift journey, Everett had said, somewhat lamely, "I'd thought that you were going too."  
 
    "Fear not!" Pemberton had proclaimed, certainly speaking more for the benefit of the surrounding Cadets than for Everett's.  "With squadrons of combat aerosails at my back, I shall arrive later but well in time for The Last Battle!" 
 
    In parallel to the work to repair and refine the Soaring Eagle, the Cadets of the Aeronaut Corps had begun to assemble the other models, continuing to work day and night so that the work progressed without interruption.  According to Pemberton, thirty-five combat aerosails had already been completed and within days that number would rise to more than a hundred.  These fighting craft would be armed with multi-firing rifles (which would hopefully begin functioning once more) and explosive charges that could be ejected to attack targets on the ground. 
 
    "The Last Battle?"  Everett had questioned with a grimace. 
 
    "Oh, yes!  Kleinsvench is where The Plan will come to fruition.  I do not remember any of the details, but I do know that it will be epic!" 
 
    "Yeah, so I've heard." 
 
    Though no one had said so aloud in so many words, it had been for some time clear to Everett -- and surely to everyone else with the possible exception of Bertram -- that all of them were involved in a war of annihilation between the mystical and the mythical, a war between the adherents of the mystical trades -- of magic, of technology, of chemistry, and of whatever else there might be -- and those beings or entities or whatever who were marshaling the fantastical creatures of myth to seek their destruction.  
 
    By their own testimony, neither Pemberton nor De Grosivna retained the knowledge of how or why.  While he suspected De Grosivna as a matter of course, Everett had confidence that what Pemberton had told him was, in the main, true. 
 
    Everett was certain that Mike would have been able to provide more insight, but he of course was gone.  Everett had concluded, without mentioning it to Poubelle or the others, that, given the vast scope of the world wherein he might have spawned, they would likely never see the pensioner again. 
 
    The final member missing from the crew was Ralph. 
 
    An hour before launch, with Bertram's assistance, Everett had had an extended talk with his pet, explaining why he would not fit inside the aerosail and commanding him to follow along under his own power.   
 
    Ralph had wiggled his tail, spat bursts of green fire, and wagged his head up and down, but had then leapt into the air and had flown off in a vaguely southern direction without once looking back, leaving Everett to hope that the not-a-dragon would somehow be able to find them once they had arrived. 
 
    Everett made a final check of the gauges, got a thumb's up from Hawk, and then called out, "Here we go!" 
 
    He could not keep a big grin from his face as he pushed the throttle levers forward and took his feet off the break pedal. 
 
    It would only be days, now, before he saw Sarah, Rose, and the new baby again. 
 
    But it seemed possible that it also would be no more than days or at most weeks before Pemberton's Last Battle began. 
 
    He did not let that worrying thought spoil his happy mood, and continued to grin as he pulled back on the Elevator handles to cause the Soaring Eagle to fulfill its name ands soar gracefully up into the sky. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    In a very short time, the aerosail passed above Bhu. 
 
    From what little could be seen from four thousand feet, the city was in dire straits.  Though there were no active fires, huge blocks of blackened rubble indicated that there had been sizable ones in the not distant past.  There was very little normal traffic visible on the streets and none at all of the heavy commercial traffic, produce wagons, livestock afoot and caged, incoming hay wains, outgoing manure wagons, and so forth, that were required to supply a city of Bhu's size on a daily basis. 
 
    "My aunt and uncle lived there on the west side, in a house with big wraparound porches that were always sunny in the morning and shady in the afternoon," Hawk said in a flat voice, pointing out a plaza with a large centered fountain that had a surrounding reflective reservoir.   
 
    "I played in the pool when I was little.  All the neighborhood kids would come out on the afternoons to play kickball after the market stalls had closed up for the day and then we would all cool off in the water.  I haven't received a letter from my aunt and uncle in a month. They used to write nearly every day." 
 
    Everett just nodded.  He could not say, "I'm sure that they are alright."  The plaza was in one of the blackened sections where not a single building appeared to remain standing.  The plaza itself was desolate, scattered with rubble and debris, and appeared totally abandoned.  The fountain was not flowing and the pool was broken, dry, and forlorn. 
 
    Mercifully, the city and its misery were visible below for only a few moments and then rapidly fell astern. 
 
    Right on schedule, after two hours of uneventful flight, Hawk sighted the Upper Clyde, and Everett adjusted course to follow it's average path as it traced big sweeping curves in its meander to the south. 
 
    Though there were two compasses, of two different designs that inherited from two independent schematics, mounted in the control panel, neither was yet working.  Until they did begin to function, they had no choice but to navigate by dead reckoning using landmarks and the not very accurate maps of the County of Wop and the Fringe Territories that they had brought along.  Once they reached the Republic, Giuseppe's near encyclopedic knowledge of all the highways, trade roads, back roads, pig trails, and foot paths of the Republic and of the buffer zone city states would guide them on down to Kleinsvench. 
 
    At the four hour mark by the control panel clock, Second Pilot Cadet-Lieutenant Stormbringer, a tall young woman with jet black hair and a quick smile, and Second Navigator Cadet-Sergeant-Major Smythe-Poindexter, a muscular young man who seemed always sharply focused on the task at hand, took over the piloting duties. 
 
    After consulting with Pemberton and a number of the Aeronaut Corps technologists, Everett had decided that they should only attempt eight hours of flight time per day.  It was impractical and perhaps dangerous to refuel the aerosail in flight and the onboard tanks could only hold enough fuel for a maximum of nine hours of flight time.  Also, flying at night would be flying blind.  As far as they knew, the Republic's air carriages, even if they were able to once again fly, had not yet been seen north of the Rambling Mountains, so there seemed little likelihood that they might encounter another flying craft, but some of the peaks of the Ramblings were six thousand feet or better.  Moreover, it had been clear to him from his own experience that a return-to- ground in the dark, even if the wing mounted battery lights were working consistently, would be extremely hazardous. 
 
    Cadet-Major Hawk took Stormbringer's vacated seat, but rather than settle in Smythe-Poindexter's, Everett moved back to take the aisle seat behind Giuseppe and Poubelle.  Automatically, he glanced across the aisle to check on De Grosivna.   
 
    The corporeal biologic had his arms draped in his lap, his eyes closed with his head lolling over against the high back of his chair, and his mouth half open to emit an occasional raspy snore.  If De Grosivna was not asleep, he had perfected the pretense. 
 
    Giuseppe and Poubelle, who both had been chatting in a desultory fashion about the relative merits of air carriage travel versus aerosail travel, turned about as Everett sank down.  Mike's absence had also removed the central energy that had often sustained their three-way banter on unimportant and occasionally absurd subjects.  The reformed drunkard and the import-export expeditor often failed to find sufficient overlapping experience to sustain a silly conversation on their own.  
 
    "Is there any reason to keep our harnesses on?" Giuseppe asked.  "So far, the ride has been as smooth as a canal boat." 
 
    Everett nodded.  "That's true.  I think that it'll be alright to remove them.  I'd like everyone to wear them when we launch and return, but it should be fine to leave them off while we're in the air." 
 
    Both men immediately began releasing buckles and shrugging out of the heavy canvas straps. 
 
    Once free, Poubelle stood and stretched both arms and his back.  While standing, his gaze slid across the porthole beyond Giuseppe. 
 
    After a couple of seconds, he did a double take and then threw out his arm to point.  "Everett!  There's a nude woman out there!" 
 
    Startled -- more so from the fact that there was anything flying outside rather than the fact that it was a woman or that she was nude -- Everett swarmed across the seats towards the porthole of his row and pressed his face against the glass. 
 
    His porthole happened to be centered above the wing, which blocked much of his view below the aerosail.  In the bits of sky that he could see above it, he saw nothing. 
 
    "Where, Poubelle?" 
 
    "It's coming up from below!" 
 
    "I still can't see anything," Everett responded. 
 
    "You can see it from here!" Cadet-Major Hawk called back. She was standing behind the pilot's chair and leaning over Stormbringer's head to peer out the side of the forward windows. 
 
    "It's not just a woman -- she does have a little bit of clothes on by the way -- but a gold chariot with a large winged creature pulling it." 
 
    Everett leapt back to the aisle, squeezed passed Poubelle, and darted forward to wedge himself in beside Hawk, leaning out above the center console between Stormbringer and Smythe-Poindexter and twisting his torso so that he could look where Hawk was pointing. 
 
    "Should I take evasive maneuvers, Monsieur de Schael?" Stormbringer asked him in a level voice. 
 
    Her and Smythe-Poindexter's attention continued to be focused on the controls and forward, rather than at the apparition. 
 
    Everett had a flash vision of again rattling around the interior of the aerosail like a single pinto bean in a can. 
 
    "No, maintain course for now." 
 
    Then he caught sight of this newest potential threat. 
 
    It was indeed a chariot, golden and sparkling in the sun.  The huge, winged beast pulling it was a combination of the fore part of a Golden Eagle and the hindquarters of a feline with a long tail that had a tuft of spiky hair at the end.  The beast's wide golden wings seemed to move effortlessly.  While he watched, it rotated its head once to glance at the aerosail but only disinterestedly. 
 
    The woman guiding the chariot was tall, statuesque, well endowed, remarkably unblemished, and athletic looking but not overly muscular.  Her "bit of clothes" was an almost not there silver chainmail skirt that exposed her upper hip bones and all of her long legs, and a matching sleeveless shirt with an abbreviated hem that revealed a firm midriff.  On her head, the woman wore an open-faced, delicately winged helmet made of gold and precious stones, and in her left hand she held a very warlike, decidedly not ornamental steel trident. 
 
    As far as Everett could tell, from the amount of flesh peeking through the large rings, the striking woman was not wearing anything under the chainmail, hence Poubelle's "nude" comment. 
 
    As soon as the chariot drew up even with the Soaring Eagle, the woman guiding it tied off the reins, which caused the eagle-cat beast to scull casually as it maintained the same speed as the aerosail without apparent effort.  The woman then stowed her trident in a big leather holster attached to the inside of the guard wall, looked over at the aerosail with a big, friendly grin, and waved both hands, empty palms out, at Everett and the others that she could plainly see through the forward windows. 
 
    One telling fact that Everett immediately noticed was that the heavy wind -- the Soaring Eagle was traveling in excess of one hundred miles per hour and the woman and her strange conveyance had to have matched that speed -- seemed to have no apparent affect upon her clothing or her person at all.   
 
    "Orders, Monsieur de Schael?" Hawk prompted. "Should we strap in?  If we have to maneuver, we should be ready." 
 
    "Right.  Do that."  Everett stayed where he was as she and the others resumed their seats and began buckling straps.  "Has anyone heard a story with that sort of thing in it?" 
 
    "That's a Mother's Helper," Stormbringer said immediately.  "The Whining Worple at the front eats children that refuse to eat their cabbage and onions, and the Victory Warrior in the chariot gives good children treats." 
 
    "In the village where I was born," Giuseppe called from his chair, "we knew that as a Sky Harlot.  They drag off boys who get too handsy with girls and make them muck out the Worple's stable.  At least, that's the clean version." 
 
    "In my hometown," Cadet-Sergeant-First Schnopple, a sturdy, broad-shouldered lad, contributed, "all the lads wanted to be kidnapped by the Odalisque of the Sky." 
 
    "In my hometown," De Montaigne, a tall, forthright looking woman, rejoined somewhat snidely, "all the lasses wished that most of the lads would be kidnapped by the Flying Widow." 
 
    Still grinning, the woman in the chariot had begun making intricate hand movements. 
 
    "That's Parnoblurian Sign Language," Poubelle burst out.  "Wait a minute!  I'm good at this.  Uhm, you, me, er, we, uhm, uhm, make, ah, bananas ... or something..." 
 
    Everett had never heard of Parnoblurian Sign Language.  "Can anyone else add to Poubelle's translation?" 
 
    Giuseppe said, "Not me." 
 
    The Cadets, Pamela, and Bertram, who were all trying to peer, as they were able, through the portholes at the apparition, responded with a negative chorus.  De Grosivna was still sleeping. 
 
    After a short wait, the woman repeated her hand movements, this time more slowly. 
 
    "Poubelle?" Everett asked. 
 
    Poubelle cleared his throat.  "We make ... pickles?  Pudding?  I didn't catch the rest." 
 
    Again, the scantily chainmail clad woman waited a short time, but then made an expansive shrug and reached below the upper rim of her chariot to pull out a strip of white cloth, which she waved overhead while she used her other hand to make a downward pointing motion. 
 
    "She wants to declare a truce so that we can confer on the ground!" Pamela declared brightly. 
 
    "Yes," Everett said. "I got that.  In the stories, is the woman trustworthy?  Could this be a ruse?" 
 
    "Mother's Helpers never lie," Stormbringer affirmed. 
 
    "Probably," Giuseppe agreed.  "But don't go swimming with them.  Or offer to polish their armor." 
 
    De Montaigne nodded in agreement, but Schnopple said, "They never promise anything that they don't deliver, but you have to pay attention to the little details.  Someone usually looses a toe or an eyebrow." 
 
    Everett considered for a moment.  This was the first time that a newly appeared mythical creature had not attacked outright.  It was also the first time that a mythical creature had a human semblance and thus could potentially communicate in a straightforward, normal fashion. 
 
    "Let's find a place to land," he decided. "Somewhere in the open where nothing can hide in ambush." 
 
    With big exaggerated movements, he waved at the chariot woman, clasped his hands together, and shook them in what he hoped would appear to be an agreeable fashion. 
 
    She waved back, flashed a happy smile, and nodded her head in an equally exaggerated fashion. 
 
    None of their pre-selected launching lanes was nearby, so it took several minutes of pouring over their maps of the Clyde floodplain to find a suitable spot to return-to-ground.  The improvised launching lane would be a two mile section of paved tow path alongside the arrow straight western extension of the Farrel Canal.  The tow path and canal were reputed to be maintained by the affluent Codependent Satrapy of Morg, a distributed non-cooperative agricultural grange, and thus was expected to be in excellent shape. 
 
    After Everett had returned to his seat behind Poubelle and fastened himself in, he gave Stormbringer the go ahead to steer towards the canal.  A pass over the canal revealed no barges on its tranquil waters and no mule teams on the tow path. 
 
    The scantily-clad woman and her chariot easily kept pace with the aerosail as it made a long descent down to return-to-ground altitude.  When Stormbringer aligned the Soaring Eagle on the vector of the tow path and began the return-to-ground glide, the woman banked away to alight in the bordering fields. 
 
    Everett lost sight of her as the Soaring Eagle swept passed, touched ground, and began to trundle to a rapid stop.  As hoped, the interlocked dry stone paving of the path was in excellent repair and the bouncing and vibrations of the aerosail's travel over it were little more significant than had been those at the aerodrome's launching lane.   
 
    He released his buckles as soon as the aerosail was firmly on the ground but still trundling.  "Poubelle, you come with me.  Stormbringer, keep the engines running and make ready for immediate launch.  Everyone else stay strapped in and ready to launch without notice." 
 
    "Ah, Everett?"  Poubelle said in an uncomfortable tone.  "Marshlight doesn't let me look at women with no clothes on.  Or mostly with no clothes on.  Other than her, that is." 
 
    "That's fine.  Giuseppe?" 
 
    Giuseppe had his harness off and was up in an instant.  "No problems for me in that area, Everett." 
 
    "Right.  Hawk, if anything goes awry, launch immediately.  Under no circumstances are you to wait for us." 
 
    "Yes, Monsieur de Schael." 
 
    Everett took two pistols, just in case.  Giuseppe took three. 
 
    As the two of them sought out a path amongst the mature melons and lush vines that covered the approximately forty yards between where the Soaring Eagle was parked on the tow path and the golden chariot and its daunting draft animal, the woman doffed her helmet, unleashing a flood of waist length turquoise tresses.  This magnificent mane had the silky, glowing sheen of natural hair but entirely ignored the strong push of the easterly wind and moved about with a vibrant, directed motion that suggested independent life. 
 
    Smiling broadly, she raised a well-shaped arm and waved with obvious enthusiasm as the two of them drew near.  When they stopped within a few steps, the Worple rotated its head to watch them, its large black eyes fixed and unblinking.  The woman put aside her helmet and hopped down, which made her apparently otherwise unsecured chainmail garments dance perilously, but did not approach any nearer. 
 
    "Hello!" she called with considerable exuberance.  "Thanks for taking the time to talk to me!" 
 
    Her voice matched her form -- melodic, strong, and eye-turning. 
 
    As the absurdly inadequate armor left little of the woman's body to the imagination, Everett made sure to keep his eyes locked with her happy gray ones.  Sarah had never found it necessary to specifically forbid him from gazing upon other unclothed women, but as a theoretical concept he found the idea disrespectful.  For his part, Giuseppe apparently had no qualms whatsoever about enjoying the show. 
 
    "I'm so very happy to finally meet you both," the woman continued in a pleasant tone that mirrored her words.  "I was very much looking forward to meeting Poubelle as well, but I suppose that someone has to watch over the Cadets and the lovebirds." 
 
    Everett caught himself in an automatic nod, and transformed it into a somewhat awkward shrug.  "And you are?" 
 
    "Oh, sorry! I'm Myth, Original Being, sister to Myst, Mistress of the Mythical Domain, Rightful Ruler of the Universe, Suzerain of the Imagined, Queen of the Forgotten, and so on and so forth, but, more importantly from your perspective I think, I am the Enemy of All Things Mystical." 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    "Shall I use flowery phrases and cultured language?" Myth asked Everett sweetly with an open-eyed smile. After a single beat, her eyes narrowed and she continued in a rough, no-holds-barred tone, "Or do you want the straight crap?" 
 
    He waved a hand in a careless fashion.  "Sure, go ahead.  With the crap, that is." 
 
    "Great!  So, just a little background first.  My sister Myst and I are the Original Beings.  Long story short, when the universe became the universe, we were here.  The waffles in the universe were equally divided between us and we ruled the universe as co-sovereigns.  Then, a long time later, my sister got impregnated by some guy that she met in a pub in the wrong part of town.  I kept telling her to be careful but she really had bad impulse control, if you know what I mean.  Anyway, she gave birth to all these squalling rug rats and then just got sick and died." 
 
    "You have my condolences," Everett said reflexively. 
 
    Myth waggled a negligent hand.  "We weren't really that close.  Sibling rivalry and all that.  Anyway, just like that, boom, I'm saddled with a bunch of ungrateful, deceitful, disrespectful, and conspiring nieces and nephews.  Can you imagine?  I was changing dirty nappies for a thousand years!  Not to mention what all that nursing did to my figure!  Did I ever get to go out and have any fun?  Did I ever get to drop down to the pub for a game of darts?  Did I ever get to have any gentleman callers to the house for tea?  Absolutely not!  Not even once!  I'm stuck at home making sure they don't stick pencils in their eyes!  Or throw their sister down the well to see if she floats! Or cause an earthquake under the village just because they thought it might be funny!  It was torture, I tell you, torture!  So, anyway, after ten thousand years or thereabouts, they are all finally big enough to fend for themselves and I'm thinking that I'll finally get to head to the beach for a few centuries of rest and recuperation and guess what happens?" 
 
    "What happened?" Giuseppe asked right on cue. 
 
    "They steal all my waffles and kill me!" 
 
    "You look fine now," Everett pointed out. 
 
    "Thank you!  But it took eons, and I mean eons, for me to reconstitute the simplest physical form.  For the first thousand years, all that I could manage was a dung beetle and let me tell you that that is a really demanding existence.  Roll dung this way!  Roll dung that way!  Roll dung this way again! It really takes more skill than you might imagine.  There are actually a lot of nuances that take a good bit of practice to master.  Anyway, again long story short, I finally collected enough waffles to get back in decent shape." 
 
    Myth placed her hands on her hips and rocked them side to side in an entirely suggestive motion, causing her chainmail skirt to dance in a way that made it entirely superfluous, and grinned. 
 
    "If you know what I mean.  Anyway, so finally it was time to reclaim my dominion over the universe and give those ungrateful brats exactly what they deserve.  I collapsed that pocket universe where they were hiding and forced them all back into the real world." 
 
    "So, you're Magic's and Technology's aunt," Everett summarized, "and now you're going to kill them." 
 
    "Right in one go, though there's more to it than that and officially I'm their stepmom, having nursed and nurtured the ungrateful bast -- er, blackguards.  Do you know that they never even once gave me a present?  Not one!  I give them all the care and love that a woman can give and they can't even be bothered to snitch some daisies from the window box! Anyway, that's all in the script.  I'm going to get rid of them and all their annoying siblings once and for all." She made a slicing motion across her throat with the thumb of her right hand.  "They're all about to be wiped from existence, unless..." 
 
    "I'm listening." 
 
    "You and I cut a deal.  What I'm selling here is peace.  Peace for you.  Peace for me. There will be no epic Last Battle, which means everybody lives.  All my step-kids, you and all the members of your courageous company of intrepid adventurers, and all the many thousands of human soldiers who are even now gathering at Kleinsvench to do battle with I and my mythical minions on the Plains of Ehndophitahl in front of the magnificent walls of great Kleinsvench.  Everybody gets a free pass.  No blood, no ichor, no unsightly secretions, no having to pick up steaming body parts.  Nobody even has to break a sweat." 
 
    "Kleinsvench doesn't have magnificent walls," Everett pointed out quickly.  "In fact, the city itself doesn't have any walls." 
 
    Myth's grin widened.  "It does now." 
 
    "Ah.  And the Plains of Ehndophitahl?" 
 
    "The former large bean fields to the north." 
 
    "I see.  So, what do you want in return for peace?" 
 
    Myth's hair twitched and fluttered like an eager and anxious puppy.  "You do nothing.  The way things are now is the way that they will stay." 
 
    "Meaning magic and technology never return to the way they were." 
 
    Myth showed Everett two thumbs up.  "Once again, right in one go!" 
 
    "All the mystical beings are mortal now," Giuseppe said.  "When they die, there won't be any more new magic or new technology." 
 
    "Eventually, they will die, yes.  If they're careful, eat their vegetables, stay away from risky activities, get enough sleep, cut back on the booze, and so forth, they'll live out a normal human lifespan.  The point that you might not have considered is that people don't really need magic or technology as mystical trades created and controlled by undisciplined, unprincipled, and capricious noncorporeal sentient entities.  To tell you the truth, technology is something that you'll manage to figure out on your own as time goes on." 
 
    Everett frowned.  "What about magic?" 
 
    "Magic will still be here, but it will be the natural magic that depends on individual skill and power.  Oh, sure, magic will decline in general use, because it won't be spread around to just anyone like a runny nose, but those that can do natural magic will be far more powerful than any wizard you've ever heard of.  Natural magic will grow as it gathers more and more dynamic waffles and will eventually supersede spell generated magic entirely.  That old, clunky, and inconvenient system that my stepdaughter forced upon you will begin to fade to nothing.  A few dozen years from now, it will be completely gone and a few decades after that it will be entirely forgotten." 
 
    Everett's hands twitched as he felt an involuntary tingle run down from his shoulders.  Each day since the night of the attack, the distance at which he could perceive waffles had grown, revealing more and more of them roaming about, all without any clearly identifiable source. 
 
    He had made a point of harvesting every one of them that he could get to. 
 
    Myth gave him a knowing nod, but did not say anything. 
 
    Even though he was sure that he already knew the answer, he asked her, "Why are you trying to make a deal with me?  I can't control any of your stepchildren.  They won't do what I tell them to do either." 
 
    Myth laughed.  Her laugh was friendly, pleasant sounding, and practically musical.  "It has to be you!  You're the Prime Focus, the Hero!  The mythology doesn't work any other way.  My step-kids don't really matter because you're the only one that has any chance at all of stopping me." 
 
    "We could win The Last Battle." 
 
    "Yes, you could, but not without a huge sacrifice.   The mythology won't accept anything else.  Lots of people, including many if not all of your companions, will die glorious deaths that will live on forever in the songs of the bards.  Your deeds will become the sagas of this current generation and will be retold for all eternity." 
 
    She pointed at Giuseppe.  "The mythology is already molding the people around you.  The Thief with the Heart of Gold?  He dies while selflessly interposing his body between yours and an arrow or a bullet or a lance." 
 
    Giuseppe snorted.  "I'm fond of Everett, but not that fond.  No offense, Everett." 
 
    Everett grinned.  "None taken." 
 
    Myth shrugged.  "Just remember, good men do brave, selfless things on the battlefield.  Stupid usually, but brave." 
 
    Everett could not argue against that, so he said nothing. 
 
    "You've already seen that Poubelle is becoming the Tragic Knight," Myst continued.  "He'll go down in a blaze of glory, surrounded by piles of his foes.  His example will turn the tide of the battle, at least for a moment.  Pamela and Bertram?  The Doomed Lovers.  One will see the other die and then perish in anguish in a magnificent but futile charge.  The Cadets?  The Faithful Band of Heroes.  They will die to the last man and woman at your command. Thousands more are coming, called by the mythology.  They come by the tens and by the hundreds from every corner of the world.  Most, if not all, of them will die heroically or foolishly, but without question gloriously.  The mythology requires that the fields run red with blood.  Neither you or I can change that.  It's in the script." 
 
    Myth let the smile slide from her face and looked at Everett with a frank expression.  "This is a win for both of us, Everett.  I get to live my life in peace without any interference from my ungrateful relatives.  I won't have to worry about someone slipping snake venom into my orange juice or mixing ground hemlock in my pepper shaker.  I'll finally get to live the life that I've earned.  I'll get a palace with all the amenities on some sunny mountaintop somewhere.  I'll have to have a good butler and a decent cook, of course, and a marvelously big bathtub.  Oh, and somebody to do the laundry and the windows.  I'm not fond of doing either of those.  From time to time, I'll deign to entertain a few supplicants and grant a boon here or there, but generally I'll just catch up on my reading, make appearances at festivals for a nominal, modest fee, check out the nightlife in Eyrchelle, maybe go to a few singles mixers, that sort of thing." 
 
    She gave a happy little smile, clearly pleased at the prospect, and then continued, "And you get to do the very same!  As you grow stronger, natural magic will make you the most powerful wizard that the universe has ever seen!  No one will think or speak of your magic as crap ever again!  You won't have to worry any more about Magic or Technology trying to push you about like a pawn on a chess board.  You'll be free of them forever.  Your wife and children will be safe and will live long and happy lives with you at their side.  You'll grow as wealthy as you want to be and you'll never, ever, ever have to eat another potato for as long as you live." 
 
    "I don't dislike potatoes," Everett corrected.  "I just prefer to have them only occasionally." 
 
    "My point is that you can eat anything that you desire at any time that you desire!  You will be the master and ruler of your own life like you never have been before!" 
 
    "It's not just about my life," he fired back.  "What about all the lives of all the people that have been turned upside down by the collapse of magic and technology?" 
 
    "That wasn't my doing, and you know it.  That was Magic and Technology, fighting and squabbling like they always did when they were little.  They were the very worst of the whole bunch!  They have never hesitated to hurt you or anyone else to achieve their aims and they will never stop.  Living as normal people will hold them in check and when they're gone the world will be the better for it." 
 
    Everett shook his head.  "I can't make that deal." 
 
    "Sure, sure, I understand," Myth said, nodding, "but I won't take that as your final answer.  This is a big decision and I'm going to give you plenty of time to think about it.  Our truce will hold until the dawn of the day of The Last Battle, which will begin on the first Tuesday of the First Fortnight of the Harvest Blood Moon.  I won't send any more of my minions after any of my awful step-kids and I won't interfere in any way with your trip home.  I won't attempt any harassment or pressure of any kind.  I have a pavilion on the Plains of Ehndophitahl.  Send a messenger to the blue and green tent beside the flame red banner when you're ready to talk again." 
 
    Myth stepped back aboard her chariot, swept her writhing hair up into a compact ball atop her head and then held it in place with one hand while she pressed her helmet down over it.  "Have a great trip home!  I'm going to take this opportunity to head down to New Zindersberg to do some shopping.  I've heard that you can buy anything there!" 
 
    With that she yelled a command to her Worple and it, she, and her chariot rocketed away into the sky. 
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    As soon as he and Giuseppe were back aboard, Everett had Stormbringer launch the Soaring Eagle.  When the aerosail reached cruising altitude, he unbuckled and stood up in the aisle at the back of the passenger chairs to brief the group on the encounter with Myth. 
 
    The Cadets, save for Stormbringer and Smythe-Poindexter who as they should focused exclusively on piloting the aerosail, sat up straight and paid rapt attention as if they were in a classroom, raised their hands a few times to ask for precise clarifications, then all sat quietly waiting for orders.  Everett had already privately concluded that, as Myth has prophesied, that each one of them would readily expend their life to support the cause. 
 
    Which was why he had already resolved to exile them as far out of harm's way as he could if The Last Battle did indeed begin. 
 
    Pamela and Bertram did much the same as the Cadets, less the questions, and then returned to gazing rapturously into each other's eyes. 
 
    When he reached that part, as he had not heard of the date before, he asked if any of the group knew on which day the first Tuesday of the First Fortnight of the Harvest Blood Moon fell. 
 
    "My gran on my mum's side was from way back in the High Shadowed Hills," Giuseppe said, "and she used all these odd names for the moon at different times of the year.  That sounds familiar, but I don't recall any of the details." 
 
    All of the others, like Everett, had never heard the phrase. 
 
    When Everett had said all that he had to say, Poubelle asked, "Hey, Everett, I have a couple of questions." 
 
    "Go ahead." 
 
    "What's the young lady's last name?" 
 
    "She doesn't have one, I suppose." 
 
    "So, we're just to call her Miss?" 
 
    Everett did not smile.  "That's M-Y-T-H.  Like mythical." 
 
    "Oh, right! I see now."  Poubelle jerked a thumb at De Grosivna, who had shown no interest in Everett's account of the encounter and was once again snoring.  "So his mom's name was Myst.  What was his dad's name?" 
 
    "Myth didn't say.  He was just some guy that Myst met in a pub." 
 
    "Well, shouldn't we be talking to that guy to get his side of the story?  I mean, fair's fair and all." 
 
    Everett tried for a moment to understand Poubelle's point, but finally gave up.  "I'm not sure how that would help." 
 
    Poubelle grew aware of everyone's eyes upon him, became self-conscious, and cleared his throat nervously.  "I mean, how do we know that he just up and abandoned his kids?  Maybe something bad happened to him, like he was run over by a beer wagon and laid up with broken legs and then got amnesia.  Or maybe he was kidnapped by pirates and dragged off to some desert island prison where he had to labor for years and years with a spoon just to dig his escape tunnel?" 
 
    "I think Poubelle has pointed out something important here that we may have overlooked," Giuseppe said thoughtfully. 
 
    Everett looked in askance at the import-export expeditor.  "Still not seeing the point." 
 
    "Oh, not the beer wagon or the pirate thing.  Myth dismissed the man who fathered Myst's children as if he wasn't a vital part of the story.  Maybe she was trying to hide something." 
 
    "For instance?" 
 
    "Well, it could have been that he was just a regular man, some sailor or blacksmith or swineherd, which tells us that Myth and her sister were closer to people than you might think, given that they can beget with people, if you know what I mean.  That might mean that she's vulnerable in some common, everyday way.  And if he wasn't just a regular man, then what was he?  Was he a being like Myth?  If he was, does that mean that he's still around?  Maybe she's not telling us about him because he could either help us or hurt her?" 
 
    Everett considered the idea for a moment. "We don't have any real information about him.  Just speculation.  If he was just a swineherd, he's long gone." 
 
    "Kinda sad," Poubelle said with a long face, "not knowing your dad." 
 
    Giuseppe looked across the aisle at the still dozing De Grosivna.  "The dad would have been better off not knowing that bunch.  They'd have probably done away with him too." 
 
    Poubelle brightened.  "Oh, yeah, that's true!" 
 
    "Alive or dead," Everett said, "I doubt that we'll ever find out."  
 
    "Yeah, it's a long shot," Giuseppe said.  "But sometimes long shots come in." 
 
    Considering possibilities, Everett glanced over at Pamela for a second.  "That's true.  At least under the right circumstances.  If there are no more questions, we should get ready for lunch.  I'm already up.  Who would like to help?" 
 
    Giuseppe got up immediately.  "I'll lend a hand." 
 
    At the starboard corner of the passenger compartment bulkhead, the galley was a half-open alcove built around a preparation counter mounted to the bulkhead.  As long as they did not mind brushing shoulders, it was possible for two people to work at the counter without getting in each other's way.  With a bit of cooperation, the simple plates of bread, cheese, summer sausage, and apples that comprised the only onboard menu option for the trip to Kleinsvench could be assembled quite efficiently.  With no space for one and numerous justifications for not having a possible source of uncontrolled ignition aboard, the galley had no stove and all meals served aboard the Soaring Eagle would be cold ones. 
 
    Giuseppe automatically took several sausage links from the meat compartment above the counter and began to slice them as Everett did the same with loaves of dark bread from the matching compartment. 
 
    "I think maybe that you should take the deal, Everett," the import-export expeditor said without pausing in his work. 
 
    Everett likewise kept slicing.  "Magic and technology would never be the same." 
 
    "I can't say that that would be a problem for me personally," Giuseppe replied with a grin as he began to slice thick portions from a wax coated wedge of the hard yellow cheese.  "My spells don't do much that I would miss and except for a few professional wizards I'd say that most people would feel the same as I do." 
 
    Everett could not argue with that.  Until relatively recently, he had felt the very same way.  In fact, he did not doubt at all that if Myth had appeared to him before he had manifested his eighth spell, he would have accepted her deal without a second thought or backwards glance. 
 
    Now, however, the thought of losing his spells forever was deeply troubling. 
 
    "I never managed to get paid for wizard work but I'd miss my spells all the same," he said as he selected red storage apples from the bin. 
 
    "Yeah, but you'll be a wizard either way.  That lightning from the fingertips thing was pretty impressive." 
 
    "I don't think that I want to be that kind of wizard in a world with that kind of magic." 
 
    "Then you'll have to figure out how to beat Myth," Giuseppe said as he gathered up several of the completed lunch plates and turned to exit into the passenger compartment.  "I'm with you whatever you decide." 
 
    The Soaring Eagle made better time than anticipated and they reached their first selected launching lane site, a length of the main north-south highway in the Multi-Partitioned Fringe Territory of Central-North-West Pontraillia, within only another three and a half hours.   Though mixed woodlands bordered both sides of the highway, the pavement was comfortably wide enough to accommodate the wheels of the Soaring Eagle with some room to spare and had fifty feet of cleared right-of-way to either side, so that there was no danger to the wings.  It was not optimal, but it was doable.   
 
    Pemberton and his technologists had suggested that they might have to circle a bit to wait for traffic to clear on the paved highway, which was the main trade artery between the northern tier of the Fringe Territories and the southern tier and was said to be well traveled, but though they had overflown a few horse drawn wagons moving on tributary roads, the paved highway itself was entirely clear.  The return-to-ground was uneventful, though after the wheels touched, trundling along the big granite paving stones made for a bumpy ride. 
 
    As soon as the aerosail trundled to a halt, the Cadets set to readying it for the next morning's launch, oiling things that needed to be oiled, greasing things that needed to be greased, adding fuel to the tanks, and generally inspecting every spar, cable, wire, surface, joint, line, hinge, nut, bolt, rivet, and accessory for unexpected damage or undue wear. 
 
    Though under the previous incarnation of technology it had been routine to assume that mechanism parts properly created from modern schematics would function without fail, have enhanced durability, and inherently resist corrosion, Pemberton and his technologists had expressed considerable doubts as to whether the new, still clearly weakened and incomplete, incarnation could produce similar certitude. 
 
    In any event, Everett had wholeheartedly concurred with their decision to take no chances. 
 
    With the Cadets thus fully occupied, Everett once again took it upon himself to manage the evening meal and enlisted Giuseppe and Poubelle as assistants.  Pamela and Bertram seemed rather uninterested in food, so Everett sent them off along the highway to check for potholes or other irregularities in the pavement that might hinder tomorrow's launch.  De Grosivna contented himself with staying aboard the aerosail, which suited Everett just fine as it kept him out of the way. 
 
    It took them no time at all to collect a good quantity of solid deadfalls along the edges of the highway right-of-way and presently they had a large fire going -- off the side of the highway and a hundred measured paces (the technologists' recommended distance) from the aerosail's volatile liquids -- a kettle hung above it on an iron tripod, and a simple soup of potatoes, carrots, snap beans, leaks, and bouillon cubes simmering. 
 
    As the three of them lounged in their folding canvas camp chairs, Giuseppe and Poubelle began discussing various regional recipes for gumbo, whether it was technically a soup or a stew, and which ingredients one could absolutely not under any circumstances include.  Everett did his best to play Mike's part by injecting heavily embellished gumbo anecdotes from his days as a vagabond Journeyman Magicker. 
 
    When the soup was almost ready and the Cadets nearly done with their maintenance work, Pamela and Bertram came pelting back up the highway in quite a hurry, shouting excitedly. 
 
    This made Everett, with Poubelle and Giuseppe close behind, jump up and rush out to meet them. 
 
    "Monsieur de Schael!" Bertram shouted when the pair drew near.  "There's a big tractor coming up the highway!" 
 
    The span of the wings of the Soaring Eagle was wide enough to completely block the highway, with the tips extending almost to the backsides of the opposing drainage ditches, leaving no room for anything to pass.  As a precaution, Everett sent Poubelle, Pamela, and Bertram back to the aerosail with orders for Cadet-Major Hawk to make the craft ready for immediate launch, and then stood by with Giuseppe to meet the oncoming tractor. 
 
    The big tractor was indeed big, twenty feet or better to the top of the brass plated smokestack that chuffed air carriage sized billows of glowing white sparks and thick gray smoke, and nearly as wide as the highway pavement.  Grinding forward on six huge, extra wide, cleated steel wheels, the tractor pulled eight matching steel-wheeled flatbed wagons behind it.  The first wagon was stacked high with split lengths of seasoned wood and large water barrels to feed the boiler, but the rest carried heavy freight -- packing crates, sawn timbers, wine barrels, heavy metal castings, grain sacks, and the like.  The tractor was also old, with lines the like of which Everett had not seen in fifteen years, plentiful rust peeling the black paint from its boiler and undercarriage, and numerous patchwork repairs showing on the fenders of the operator cabin and on the boiler skirting. 
 
    And slow.  It was moving little faster than a brisk walk, perhaps all of five miles per hour, and took a full ten minutes from when it came in sight around the first curve to come within hailing distance. 
 
    At first, Everett thought that the tractor was not going to stop as it approached the Soaring Eagle and started to rush back to the aerosail, but then realized that the noisy, clanking mechanism and its train of wagons took a full hundred yards to brake to a full stop, which it finally did with a cloud of released steam and a raucous chain reaction clashing of the linkages between the wagons. 
 
    The driver of the tractor was a wizened, gray haired man in a smoke smudged brown coverall who spent a couple of minutes closing valves and throwing levers while Everett and Giuseppe waited not far from the foot of the ladder that led up to the operator cabin.  The other occupant of the cabin, a young man who had the same beaked nose, bushy eyebrows, and blue eyes as the driver, was evidently the fireman.  He waved when he caught sight of Everett and Giuseppe through the door opening, but he did not pause as he stoked the boiler.  As soon as the driver finished with his adjustments, he yanked a wooden handle dangling on a cord to bleed off excess steam with a long blast of the whistle and then leaned out the door to wave a grease soiled hand in greeting. 
 
    "Good evening folks!" the driver offered in a solid, cheerful voice.  He stuck out an arm to point towards the Soaring Eagle.  "What in the name of Magic is that thing?" 
 
    Everett put on a friendly smile.  "It's an aerosail.  It flies." 
 
    "I've heard something about that.  They have those things down in the Republic, don't they?  I'd thought it would be bigger, from the stories." 
 
    "They use air carriages in the Republic," Everett told the man.  "This is something new." 
 
    "New technology?  With schematics and all?  And you're saying that it works?" 
 
    "Sure.  We flew down here from just north of Bhang." 
 
    The driver looked impressed.  "It must be like people say.  Technology is coming back after all." 
 
    "It is," Everett agreed.  "It might just take a while." 
 
    The driver patted the side of the door frame.  "Yeah, we only managed to get Old Irving up and running three days ago.  First time in twenty years, too.  As far as I know, it's the only tractor running in the Fringe Territories." 
 
    "Sounds like a great profit opportunity to me," Giuseppe offered. 
 
    "Well, it is and it isn't," the driver allowed.  "With things as bad as they have been, I could demand any price I wanted for freight, but with things as bad as they have been, I just don't have the heart to do it.  To tell you the truth, we're hauling most of this load-out for in-laws and friend's of friends on nothing but a promise and a handshake." 
 
    Everett laughed along with Giuseppe.  "Could I ask if you plan to continue on this evening?  We can launch and return-to-ground after you pass by, but it's starting to get dark and I'm not so good with flying in the dark." 
 
    "Oh, yeah, I could see where that would be a problem.  Well, we had planned to lay over for the night at a traveler's hostel just a few miles north of here, but I think we could be persuaded to camp here this evening." 
 
    The driver grinned as he looked over the tops of Everett's and Giuseppe's heads towards the campfire and the still simmering soup. 
 
    Everett grinned as well.  "It's just soup, but there's plenty!" 
 
    "Anything is better than my son's cooking!" the driver replied and then cut loose with a belly laugh. 
 
    The driver, Robert Guillaume Mac Tavish Sr., and his son, Robert Guillaume Mac Tavish Jr., were hauling freight from the city of Old Salt Mine in Lubnoravia to the town of Saberton in Upper-Northwest Pontraillia, were moderately appreciative of the soup, and were in the main pleasant and amusing company.  Robert Senior, in particular as the Director Emeritus of the Fringe Territories Teamsters Guild, proved the source of a wealth of collated and corroborated information about the current state of the world. 
 
    "The Republic was hit hard by the collapse of technology, but the magickers emerged in force and took power," Robert Senior said to his rapt audience, which included everyone but the once again sleeping De Grosivna, beneath the wane white light of the rising crescent moon and the cherry glow of the dying fire. 
 
    After a measured pause to allow the group to digest the news, the retired teamster put his empty bowl aside and continued.   
 
    "They kept the big cities from completely falling apart, cushioned the shock on the economy by loaning newly minted silver to the factors and guilds, and kept people fed, but there were a lot of magickers throwing their weight around like the Esatis used to do.  A few weeks ago, when magic went down too, a lot of people took the opportunity to settle grudges and we had to stop sending mule caravans into the demesne over the Rambling High Road because of the riots, but all the backstabbing and throat cutting settled out mighty quick.  The caravans can make it all the way down to Mrysberg now.  One of our Guild Executives got back last Tuesday.  He said the Republic exists in name only for all practical purposes.  The President was assassinated early on and the National Assembly has been permanently adjourned.  From the High Shadowed Hills to the Harpoon River, there's no authority but local mayors and citizen councils, and in some places none at all but the law of the sharpest sword.  He said that there's a lot of talk of declaring a new Dominion, of seeking out the Rightful King and restoring the throne." 
 
    This last made Everett frown, but just brought a determined look to Poubelle's face. 
 
    Of the Kingdom of Alarsaria, Robert Senior said, "By all accounts, the kingdom fared well while magic was the only thing going.  The Regent sent out the Army to maintain civil order all through the demesne and to fill in for the absence of technology -- digging ditches, harvesting crops, rowing barges, and whatnot.  The Army also established emergency stockpiles of food, tools, building materials, livestock, and medicines outside all of the major towns and cities.  When spells stopped working, they had a shock, but had no trouble maintaining civil order.  It was almost as if they knew it was coming." 
 
    Of the city states in the buffer zone between the Kingdom and the Republic, Robert Senior said, "The Grand Duchy of Filingham and the Principality of Gainsfield-Schloss are gone.  Lots of refugees went south.  Those that stayed are fighting over the rubble.  The Potentate of Yarb is hanging on by tooth and claw and no caravan passes through there without a company of lancers to guard it.” 
 
    Of Kleinsvench, Robert Senior said, "That dinky demesne has been an island of sanity since the world started to go to crap.  The Elector's nephew has kept the place running smoothly and efficiently through everything.  You can still walk down the street without keeping your hand on your knife even in the middle of the night.  Every caravan heading further south stops there, even with all the weird magic that has showed up north of the city.  They just follow the western road instead." 
 
    "Weird magic?" Everett asked. 
 
    Robert Senior looked around at his audience for a moment, then lowered his voice as if he did not want anything farther out in the dark to overhear. "A few weeks ago, on a moonless night, a storm blew in and lightning struck for an hour straight.  In the morning people woke to find that the storm had raised up a wall built of alabaster stone a hundred feet high on the north side of the city.  For a mile in front of the wall, the ground had been pounded as flat as an Oyster Toss field and covered over with a manicured lawn of blue-green coastal grass." 
 
    Everett grimaced.  "Any mythical creatures?  Things you just hear about in stories?" 
 
    "How'd you know?  By all reports, they've been assembling in that great muckraking field since the wall appeared.  Sometimes just a few a day, but sometimes hundreds.  Last I heard, there are thousands of them now, of all kinds, fantastic, ugly, even beautiful.  They're just waiting, but nobody knows for what." 
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    A second day of flight saw them out of the Fringe Territories, safely -- Hawk had compared the twisting flight path above the Rambling High Road to trying to thread a crooked needle -- through the high passes of the Rambling Mountains and well into the northern reaches of Zheria. 
 
    This time they had to return-to-ground on a length of unnamed country road that had some gravel overlay but was mostly compacted clay, but they had no greater difficulty than when they had used the paved highway in the Fringe Territories.  As before, they encountered almost no vehicular traffic, but did see a tractor working in a distant field. 
 
    After supper that evening, Poubelle came up to Everett with an ear to ear grin and handed him a frosty mug of cherry fizz.  The mug was the normal, single serving size, not the large pitcher that his enhanced spell had made while technology was in abeyance. 
 
    "My first spell is working again!  Magic is finally working!" 
 
    This development was a mild surprise.  Everett had not noticed Poubelle trying his spells and had not felt even a minute twinge of the actuation.  That last made sense though, with the spell being an Insignificant and magic certainly still starved of waffles.  As the exaggerated actuations of the overpowered spells that they had had while technology was on hiatus had had a real danger of killing him, he took this new return to normalcy as a plus. 
 
    As Poubelle seemed to be expecting it, he tried a sip of the fizz.  It was just as syrupy sweet and fizzy as it had always been. 
 
    "Congratulations!   Do any of your other spells actuate?" 
 
    "No, not yet.  I'll keep trying though!" 
 
    "Good.  Keep me advised." 
 
    None of his own spells were yet working, even his Insignificants.  He tried them all each night before he fell asleep. 
 
    After an uneventful flight (Everett took the opportunity during his off shift to catch up on some sleep), they reached Kleinsvench in the late afternoon. 
 
    And discovered that they had but a single option to use as a launching lane to return-to-ground. 
 
    As the Soaring Eagle orbited the city at two thousand feet with Everett in the Pilot's chair and Hawk beside him as Navigator, everyone that could find a porthole to push their face against was looking for a long, straight stretch of road wide enough to bring the aerosail down. 
 
    "None of the streets will do," Giuseppe judged.  "Too narrow for the wings." 
 
    "The fields outside the city are out too," Stormbringer suggested.  "None of them are long enough or flat enough." 
 
    "Do they have an Oyster Toss field in Kleinsvench?" Bertram asked.  "The length of the field and splash zones is usually close to a thousand feet.  Monsieur Pemberton said that the aerosail could return-to-ground in that distance." 
 
    "Maybe," Everett replied, "but they don't play Oyster Toss in Kleinsvench.  The closest they come is a game called Sticks and Rackets, but the field is el-shaped and only fifty yards long." 
 
    "Isn't that the game where the main objective is not to get hit in the head?" Giuseppe asked. 
 
    "For the most part, yes," Everett agreed with a smile.  "At least, the one time I played it, that's what I was trying to do." 
 
    Everett banked the Soaring Eagle to starboard and then straightened to begin a gradual descent to the east.  "We'll have to return-to-ground in front of the wall.  It's the only spot available." 
 
    "What about the giants?" Poubelle wanted to know. 
 
    "They'll have to move," Everett said with more confidence than he actually felt. 
 
    From the sky, the Plains of Ehndophitahl was a perfectly dimensioned, cardinally aligned, dead level square of brilliant green measuring one mile in each direction, with the massive shining white wall at the southern end.  The square appeared to have been inserted into the belt of bean fields, dairies, swine farms, country roads, and villages that wrapped the northern end of Kleinsvench by displacing said landscape features, rather than removing or destroying them. 
 
    Everett had thought of it as letting out a pair of pants by opening the seat seam and adding a swatch of cloth in the middle. 
 
    The wall itself was also only as long as the field was wide, which had prompted Poubelle to ask, "Where's the rest of it?  Not really epic with just that little bit, is it?" 
 
    Considering the same question and some of the tell-tale comments scattered through her monologue, Everett had begun to believe that Myst's heart might not be fully engaged in the endeavor -- hence the abbreviated wall and plain -- but he had yet to be fully convicted of the concept and so had not replied to Poubelle's rhetorical question. 
 
    Giuseppe, however, had said, "It's low budget epic.  You have to stand in the right spot and then it looks really impressive.  I saw the Pyramids of M'lockle one time.  As long as you stay around front where all the tourist stands are, they look amazing.  But if you wander around back, you see where the ancient M'lockles never got around to finishing the bloody things." 
 
    Nearly the entirety of the not-quite-epic Plains of Ehndophitahl was covered with idling mythical creatures.  Everett and the others, most based upon their own childhood experiences at summer camps, fishing expeditions, and creative writing seminars, had identified numerous species:  elephants, unicorns, Dark Courtesans, mermaids (both the six armed kind and the two headed kind), Kelpies, giants, The Lumps, gryphons, Bonesloggers, Mister Catfishes, Autochickthones, Peppermint Men, August Shrivners, Publishers, giraffes, and Cupcake Thieves.  There also were many more much smaller creatures that could not be positively identified from the air. 
 
    Of particular and hopeful note was that there were none of the gargantuan mythical creatures of legend, such as dragons or Pintles, present.  None of the others remarked upon this and though Everett indulged in a number of internal speculations,  he made no mention of them. 
 
    The only reasonably clear space was within about a hundred yards of the alabaster wall, but here a contingent of a dozen or so giants were striding back and forth, sprinting short distances, and doing sit-ups and pushups, jumping jacks, and other sorts of general calisthenics. 
 
    As Everett guided the Soaring Eagle in a gradual descent, he called back over his shoulder, "Everyone, please check your straps.  I might have to make an abrupt climb." 
 
    Hawk went through a fast, systematic process of checking her buckles and straps and then quickly gave Everett a thumb's up.   
 
    "All ready here, Everett!" Poubelle called forward. 
 
    "Likewise," Giuseppe said. 
 
    "We're ready, Monsieur de Schael!" Pamela said brightly. 
 
    "Strap check complete for all Cadets!" Stormbringer reported. 
 
    Everett eased back on the throttle.  Up ahead, through the forward windows, he could see that the exercising giants had noticed the approach of the aerosail and had all paused to gawk at it.  A couple of hundred yards of open green lawn lay between the fence line of a rolling pasture full of dairy cows and the first of the staring giants.  That space was enough to allow the Soaring Eagle to complete its return-to-ground, but was not long enough to shed all of its speed. 
 
    Keeping his eyes on the giants, he brought the aerosail down, clearing the dairy fence by only yards.  Happily, the soaring height of the alabaster wall apparently blocked any possible cross wind and thus negated any need to fight side slippage, and the wheels touched without a bounce on the immaculate lawn.  He immediately shoved the throttles to zero and began to apply the brakes hard. 
 
    Up ahead, one of the giants began waving the rest out of the way and the group hustled to clear a path. 
 
    At the sight of this, Everett relaxed slightly. 
 
    He trundled all the way to the east end of the lawn.  Beyond the razor sharp line of the grass edge, a large, mucky pig wallow resided.  There was no transition between the grass and the mud; one ended and the other began.  A few dozen large sows were rooting around in the mud, but none of them showed any interest in, or even any acknowledgment of, the aerosail or the lush grass of the plain.  He turned the Soaring Eagle around to place it in launch position before shutting the engines down and unstrapping. 
 
    With the aerosail facing west along the alabaster wall, the group of formerly exercising giants and the forwardmost of the solid ranks of mythical creatures some distance to the right of the giants could be easily seen through the forward windows.  The first few ranks were composed for the most part of groups of elephants, phalanxes of gryphons, and clumps of other sizable creatures.  Many of these appeared to be resting and where applicable reclining.  Some were clearly sleeping. 
 
    "Everyone, gather up anything you want to bring along into Kleinsvench," Everett ordered as he unstrapped and stood up.  "Don't leave anything that you can't live without.  If the giants or the elephants rush the aerosail, we'll almost certainly lose it.  If it looks like any of them are getting ready to attack, we'll abandon it and run around the end of the wall and towards the buildings of the city." 
 
    While various bags, sacks, and parcels were retrieved and clutched, shouldered, or tied to belts, none of the resting creatures gave any indication of interest in the Soaring Eagle or its passengers and crew.  Oddly, the nearer group of giants had formed up and marched up to the aerosail and were now waiting in a formation of two squared away ranks just half the length of a Sticks and Rackets field away from the bow of the Soaring Eagle. 
 
    Everett told Cadet-Major Hawk to take up the rear, with special instructions to make sure that De Grosivna did not wander off, and then made his way down the aisle to the port side hatchway.  Giuseppe, Poubelle, and Bertram and Pamela (the two were now so obviously inseparable that Everett had begun to think of them only in the compound form) rose to follow in that order, with De Grosivna and then the Cadets lining up behind. 
 
    "So that's the welcoming committee?" Giuseppe asked as Everett began to undog the hatch. 
 
    "Seems so." 
 
    Poubelle gripped his tissioner.  "Should we make ready for a fighting retreat?" 
 
    "I don't think so," Everett said as he swung the hatch door outward.  "But be ready all the same." 
 
    As soon as Everett had jumped to the ground, Giuseppe, Poubelle, and the rest exited the hatch behind him and moved into a loose clump, waiting to see what would happen. 
 
    "Giuseppe, Poubelle, you're with me.  The rest of you stand by here." 
 
    With the two men following, he started towards the giants. 
 
    Right away, one of the giants, who stood slightly in front of the formation, yelled out, "COMPANY, HATTENSHUN!" 
 
    The giants in the formation snapped instantly to attention, eyes forward and expressions locked, and became practically immobile. 
 
    The lead giant took two sharp steps towards the aerosail, leaving him only one of his own exceedingly long paces from Everett, stamped his blindingly polished boots in sequence, and then snapped and held a rigid as stone, palm out salute. 
 
    "SERGEANT-MAJOR DUNSBURY, THIRD OBLAVIAN FUSILIERS, AT YOUR SERVICE, SAH!" 
 
    Except for the lime green hair, these giants looked just like people, only twenty feet tall.  All of the colossal men and women had severe hair cuts and were wearing brown wool uniforms with red trim, shiny black belts with gold buckles, equally shiny black boots, and soft red caps with green tassels and brass insignia. Most of the giants had red bordered gold stripes of various ranks on the sleeves of their uniforms, but the grizzled, gray haired one at the forefront had three stripes, three rockers, a diamond, and a crown.  He also had hash marks the full length of his forearm sleeve. 
 
    The lead giant's booming, slightly raspy baritone had nearly deafened Everett, and he waved both arms over his head in a quick, negative gesture.   
 
    "Glad to meet you!" Everett called up at the giant.  "If you don't mind, could you speak in a much lower voice?" 
 
    "YES, SAH!" Sergeant-Major Dunsbury boomed at an only moderately lower volume, swiveling the arm that had held his salute back to his side.  "TALKING IN A LOWER VOICE, SAH!" 
 
    "A little bit lower than that, please!" 
 
    "YES, SAH! Ah, that is, how is this, sah?" 
 
    "That's fine."   
 
    Though the sergeant-major's voice still echoed off the alabaster wall like a runaway beer wagon passing at a gallop under a viaduct, it was at least no longer headache inducing. 
 
    "Well, we're going to go into Kleinsvench.  Would it be alright to leave our aerosail here?" 
 
    The sergeant-major snapped off another parade ground precision salute.  "Absolutely, sah!  We shall guard it with our very lives, sah!  To our last drop of blood, sah!  None of the enemy will lay a finger or a tentacle or an appendage or a pseudopod upon it while we still draw a breath, sah!" 
 
    "Ah, ok.  Well, thank you for that, but might I ask which enemy it is that you're referring to?" 
 
    The giant snapped out an arm to point at the ranks of mythical creatures.  "The enemy, sah!" 
 
    "I see. So you and your men are not mythical creatures?" 
 
    "Absolutely not, sah!  We're from Oblavia." 
 
    Everett turned his head to ask Giuseppe, their recognized geographical expert, "Have you heard of Oblavia?" 
 
    The import-export expeditor scratched his head.  "That's southwest coast, below Laest Sho, isn't it?" 
 
    "No, that's the Overlordship of Ogelvy," Poubelle corrected.  "As I recall, I think Oblavia must be the demesne two up from Laest Sho." 
 
    "No, sah!" the sergeant-major inserted.  "That's Oblovia.  Oblavia is on the other side of the continent altogether.  It's in a small valley in the middle of the Impassable Mountains at the center of the Unreachable Wilderness." 
 
    Everett nodded.  "I've heard of both of those places, but what people usually say about them is that it's impossible to get there." 
 
    "That's right, sah!  But if you navigate correctly through the Swamps of Doom, climb the Cliffs of Lost Hope, and swim through the secret tunnel under the Hidden Falls of Mount Thunder, then you just have to make a right, two lefts, and another right, go around the back of the pub, and you're there.  Sah!" 
 
    "Good to know.  Just to clarify, you're here to help defend Kleinsvench?" 
 
    "Yes, sah!  Four years ago, our tribal shaman had a dream about The Last Battle and King Lawrence dispatched the Third Fusiliers immediately.  We bivouacked here because of all the running and screaming, sah." 
 
    "The enemy was running and screaming?" 
 
    "No, Sah!  The civilian populace of the city took off running and screaming each time we stopped to ask directions." 
 
    "I see.  You started for Kleinsvench four years ago?" 
 
    "Yes, sah!  We lost our way a couple of times in the Swamp of Doom." 
 
    "Right.  Hmmm.  Hmmm.  One more thing.  You are giants, yes?" 
 
    "No, sah!  We are Hillmen." 
 
    "I can't say that I've ever heard of Hillmen." 
 
    "Not surprising, sah!  Not much news gets out of Oblavia." 
 
    "I can understand that.  Was it good nutrition and clean living that made you all so big?" 
 
    "Well, sah, there's this legend from long before people could write about this really tall gal from our tribe who met this really short giant fellow, if you know what I mean, but nobody really knows for sure if they got on that well or if it was just one of those bad cold winters where people stop being really particular." 
 
     "Ah.  You said that you're willing to watch the aerosail?" 
 
    "Yes, sah!  We are at your service, sah!" 
 
    "Good.  But if the enemy makes any sign of an advance, I want you to fall back behind the wall and wait for reinforcements." 
 
    The sergeant-major snapped off another entirely impressive salute.  "Yes, sah!" 
 
    Everett returned the salute with as much precision as he could muster and gathered up his companions and the Cadets and started walking towards Kleinsvench. 
 
    Up close, the wall was undeniably impressive, and even epic if one did not look too far to the left or right.  The massive ashlars of the base courses were longer than the Soaring Eagle and taller than an elephant and the upper courses were only reduced from that size by half.  The front face of the wall was entirely vertical and smooth, with the joints between the stones as thin as paper.  There were rows of dark, crenellated firing slits showing at fifty feet and protruding, buttressed bulwarks spaced along the top, but otherwise the face of the wall was featureless. 
 
    The wall went all the way up to the edge of the Plain and they were forced to slog through the mud of the pig wallow, which was knee deep in places, in order to make their way around the end.  The bare end of the wall did not have an unfinished or incomplete look, rather it had the same smooth face as the front. 
 
    "Say, Everett," Poubelle asked as they slogged through the muck, "what's to keep the elephants and whatnot from just coming around the end like we're doing now?" 
 
    "I think that that wouldn't be considered epic," Everett replied. 
 
    "Oh, that sounds pretty good, then.  None of them will have an easy time coming over the top, except the ones that fly, of course.  We should be in a good position, defense wise, don't you think?" 
 
    "They may just come through the wall," Giuseppe said. 
 
    Poubelle looked doubtful.  "I can't see how anyone or anything could come through that wall." 
 
    Giuseppe shook his head.  "Oh, epic doesn't mean impregnable at all.  Epic walls always get knocked down.  The epic part is when all those great big stones come tumbling down to crush some of the defenders, you see.  Otherwise it wouldn't be epic." 
 
    Poubelle's face fell.  "Oh.  I hadn't thought of that." 
 
    Everett thought but did not add that the wall was Myth's creation, designed for her purposes and not for the safety of Kleinsvench.  He did not believe that it would be of any use at all, if the fighting started, and had a hard suspicion that it would be more of an impediment than an aid, even if it did not come tumbling down at the first blow of an angry fist. 
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    Though the wall narrowed to perhaps twenty feet at its apex, the base was easily as wide as its height.  Massive flying buttresses braced the back side of the wall, and the bases of the columns supporting these were placed a further seventy or eighty feet behind the wall.  Beyond the columns, the buildings and streets of Kleinsvench began, but beneath the buttresses, a broad, paved esplanade ran from one end of the wall to the other and upon this an army of sorts was encamped, with brightly striped tents, drab awnings, and even what looked suspiciously like mud daub huts scattered all across it.  Even with all that, the esplanade was not really crowded, with what Everett estimated to be no more than a couple of thousand people present. 
 
    The host was certainly not as massive as Myth had implied that it would be -- at least not yet. 
 
    As soon as Everett and the rest stepped up upon the esplanade, a squad of soldiers in the olive drab field uniforms of the Reserve Guard, the much expanded successor of the Reserve Company, rushed out of the arcade at the base of the wall and double-timed to intercept them.  The soldiers of the squad were armed with hunting bows and a few pistols, but their grins and excited expressions indicated that their purpose was to greet rather than confront. 
 
    When Everett saw that the captain leading the squad was his brother-in-law, Kyle, he hurried forward to exchange a quick backslapping handshake with him and asked, "How are Sarah and Rose?" 
 
    Kyle grinned.  "They're both exceedingly well, Everett.  They'll both be even better when they see that it was you in that strange mechanism.  At first we thought that it might be more of the enemy, but we saw you from the archery galleries and cancelled the alarm.  I've sent word to Sister.  She's at the Residence and is basically managing the entire city and everything from there.  Father has appointed her General-Commander of the Army of the Alabaster Wall." 
 
    Reassured, but still anxious to see them, Everett pointed up at the looming alabaster construction and asked, "Is that what everyone is calling it?" 
 
    Kyle shook his head, reached into his pocket, pulled out a folded sheet of paper, and handed it to Everett.  "That's what the enemy calls it.  A half naked woman flew over the city in a golden chariot a few days ago and dropped these all over." 
 
    Everett unfolded the paper.  It read: 
 
      
 
    Greetings, participants of The Epic Last Battle! 
 
    Helpful Terms: 
 
    Alabaster Wall -- the great big wall in front of you! 
 
    Army of the Alabaster Wall -- all of you who have been drawn here to defend it. 
 
    Myth, Mistress of the Universe -- commander of the enemy forces arrayed against you. 
 
    Plains of Ehndophitahl -- the playing field. 
 
    Army of the Minions of the Mistress of the Universe -- all the weird and strange beings that are assembling on the Plains of Ehndophitahl to reduce the city of Kleinsvench to rubble and ruin. 
 
    Epic -- the glorious death that awaits you. 
 
    The Outcome -- utter defeat and destruction for you, victory and parades for me! 
 
    Myth, Mistress of the Universe 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes," Everett told Kyle and the soldiers of the Reserve Guard squad, who had gathered around, "we've met her.  We have a lot to tell everyone once we get to the Residence.  One thing I should mention right now is that the really tall guys just on the other side of the wall are Hillmen from Oblavia and they're on our side." 
 
    Kyle raised his eyebrows.  "The ones that do all the marching and parading?" 
 
    "That's them.  Could you pass the word along to your soldiers up in the wall not to take a shot at them or drop anything on their heads?" 
 
    "Certainly."  Kyle gave a nod to a sergeant, who dispatched a runner immediately. 
 
    Giuseppe and Poubelle were already known to the Kleinsvenchans and Kyle had met Bertram briefly before they had left for The Frozen (Holy) Mountain, so Everett introduced Pamela and the Cadets to Kyle and the Guard soldiers, many of whom he knew by name and most of whom were Sarah's cousins, other relations, or friends thereof. 
 
    Finally, he waved in De Grosivna's general direction.  "And that is Donald De Grosivna, otherwise known as Technology, whom you previously met in his guise as Pookie." 
 
    Kyle and the soldiers instantly tensed.  His focus now entirely upon De Grosivna, Kyle quickly unsnapped his holster flap and gripped the handle of his pistol. 
 
    "He's on our side?" he asked Everett with evident suspicion. 
 
    Everett glanced at De Grosivna, who appeared unconcerned by the sudden attention.  "I wouldn't say that.  Has something happened?" 
 
    "Mademoiselle LaSalle and that Harold fellow tried to smother Granny Miri in her bed two nights ago.  We have them confined in the dungeon.  I think I should place this fellow under arrest." 
 
    "We have a dungeon?" 
 
    "Sure.  All castles have a dungeon." 
 
    "Well, looks like I have a lot of catching up to do when we get to the Residence."  Everett waved a hand in easy acquiescence.  "By all means, arrest him.  No matter what, he needs to be under constant watch." 
 
    In short order, the Guard soldiers, with Giuseppe's eager assistance and Poubelle's ready advice, had the unresisting and surprisingly uncomplaining De Grosivna bound, with his hands trussed securely behind his back. The full squad surrounded the prisoner and two of the larger men laid hold of his arms. 
 
    With that done, Everett led his expanded group on towards the city proper. 
 
    This took quite a bit longer than Everett would have liked, as word of the arrival of, as Kyle introduced them, "Monsieur Everett de Schael, consort of Marshal Sarah de Schael, Commander-General of the Allied Armies of the Alabaster Wall, and his company of courageous adventurers" spread through the camps and bivouacs.  
 
    In the space of more than an hour, Everett in his own person and on behalf of the others had to exchange greetings with the officers and soldiers of dozens upon dozens of volunteer units from the span of the known world.  There was a brigade of the New Zindersberg Free Corps, three Legions from the Eastern Independent Demesnes, volunteer companies from the Republic, Cavaliers from the Kingdom, Marines from Eriis, Rangers from the High Shadowed Hills, a division of pikemen from the shires of the Upper Edzedahl, boatmen from the Lakes of Quatihexizplimapic, warrior bands from the hill clans of Lower Muck, a gang of debt collectors from Laest Sho, and many more that he did not bother to remember. 
 
    As points of reference, Everett asked a sample of the captains, colonels, generals, warlords, chieftains, bosses, council presidents, and other less easily quantifiable leaders that he shook hands with, when and how they had been motivated to come to Kleinsvench.  All of them gave different dates in the recent past that basically allowed for the overland travel time between their home demesnes and Kleinsvench, such that most of them had arrived within the last couple of weeks.  As for motivation, the vast majority of those he spoke with ascribed the incitement of their treks to recent lucid dreams, unmistakable portents in the sky, or straightforward instructions scrawled in colored chalk on the insides of outhouses, the directions of which they had understood implicitly and the commands of which they had accepted without doubt or question.   
 
    The bare-chested warriors (both male and female, the latter of which caused Poubelle to mumble about Marshlight and ineffectively cover his eyes with his hand) from Lower Muck did attribute the beginning of their journey to the fulfillment of a thousand year old prophecy chiseled into the side of their Sacred Obelisk, but the extreme duration of their summoning experience was in the minority. 
 
    Once clear of the encamped army and into the northern neighborhoods of the city, Everett, leading the way in his eagerness, increased his pace significantly, but soon had to slow again when the citizenry of Kleinsvench, all of whom recognized him on sight and more than a few of whom he knew by name, turned out in the streets as news of his return spread. 
 
    So, for another hour, he found himself again shaking hands, asking after parents/grandparents/children, congratulating newlyweds, agreeing that the world had fallen into a sorry state, assuring concerned elders that it would all turn out right in the end, patting small children on the head, saying a thousand times or more that he was happy to be home, and otherwise performing the plethora of public relations rituals that he had learned as husband of the Designated Second Heir of the Elector of Kleinsvench. 
 
    But then, in the square adjacent to the lake at the foot of the dolerite crag on which sat the fortress-like Residence of the Elector, with the long shadow of Mad Queen Lydia's Folly marking the three o'clock hour as it aligned with the clock tower of the Kleinsvench Bank and Trust on the eastern side of the square, he saw Sarah approaching through the crowds and they ran together into each other's arms as everyone around about cheered. 
 
    After clasping him so tightly for a long moment that he could scarcely breathe, Sarah put her lips against his ear and whispered, "You're late.  I missed you. You're in trouble." 
 
    Before he could sputter an explanation, Marshlight hurtled in, collided at the speed of a fireworks rocket with Poubelle, and tackled her husband to the pavement. 
 
    As the Rightful King of the Dominion of Dree had been caught unawares by his wife's approach, he hit the cobbles hard, lost his breath, and was stunned into semi-unconsciousness.  This prompted Marshlight to burst into tears, wailing that she had killed her beloved as she sobbed and clutched his head to her appreciable bosom. 
 
    So then Everett and Giuseppe had to haul Poubelle to his feet, get him to flap his arms to get his breathing to a proper rhythm, and make him walk back and forth until he was able to proceed again under his own power. 
 
    When Poubelle had recovered sufficiently to begin verbally dueling with Marshlight over who had missed whom the most, Everett asked Sarah, "Where's Rose?" 
 
    In the midst of shaking the hands of a long receiving line of shopkeepers, she told him, "The Residence School is on a field trip to the cheese factory.  They should be back by supper.  You should speak to the Alarsarian Ambassador, dear." 
 
    At this point, Everett stopped to take stock of the people standing about and realized that in addition to Marshlight, Sarah had been accompanied by a full entourage, including her next younger sister Meredith, who, with gold senior lieutenant's triangles,  was also in the uniform of the Reserve Guard, Pauly, who, continuing to perform his duties as unofficial but de facto bodyguard to Sarah, watched everyone and everything with a trained eye, a large detachment of the Reserve Guard, Theddrid and Grandmaster Wizard Overmeyer, who after greeting the prodigals devoted their time almost exclusively to a heated discussion of the outcome of their last game of Find the Cat, several members of the Kleinsvench High Council, a few prominent citizens, and, as Sarah had said, the Alarsarian Ambassador. 
 
    After Everett had exchanged handshakes or hugs as required with the various relatives, friends, and notables, listened to a lengthy pledge of fidelity and support from the Alarsarian Ambassador, and took a quick private moment to thank Pauly profusely, the procession -- by this time, small children had begun to scatter flower petals along the cobblestones and the people crowding the square had begun to wave the flag of the Elector of Kleinsvench, which had the Electoral coat of arms featuring a nanny goat, a chicken, and an aardvark on an emerald field -- moved on towards the castle. 
 
    Though anxious to spend more private time with Sarah, Everett contented himself with remaining by her side.  She was very noticeably pregnant, now, and though she did not quite waddle, she relinquished his arm only to wave at the crowd, shake hands, or kiss babies.   
 
    During the numerous periods when the press of the crowd forestalled forward progress, Everett, with a number of details contributed by Giuseppe, a good many enthusiastic comments from Poubelle, and the occasional confirmation from Bertram, related to Sarah, Marshlight, Theddrid, and the wizard an abridged digest of the events that had transpired since they had departed the city.  He did take care to provide a full explanation of what had become of Mike, with a brief explanation of SOAPs and a promise to go into the full details later, and the circumstances under which they had acquired Pamela.  Making a resolution to fill in Sarah later in private, he refrained from mentioning anything of the peculiarities of Pamela's existence. 
 
    Eventually, they did reach the Lower Ward and here the trailing crowd reluctantly drifted away.  Here also, however, much of Sarah's immediate and extended family were waiting to welcome him and the others home. 
 
    This took a considerable bit of time.  Aside from the single whirlwind evening, which had been mostly consumed by the formal banquet thrown by the Elector, when he, Sarah, Rose, and the group had arrived with Magic from Eyrchelle, and after which he, Poubelle, Giuseppe, Mike, Bertram, and Technology (in his Pookie guise) had immediately departed for The Frozen (Holy) Mountain, it had been more than a year since he had spent any considerable time in Kleinsvench and there was a lot of catching up to do. 
 
    He had briefly met Kyle's wife Charlotte at the banquet, but had to be introduced with a lot of cooing and "he looks like his Dad" sort of comments to their newborn infant son, who had been bestowed with the improbable name of Wiley Berry Monte-Jaune.  Meredith had in Everett's two months absence acquired a fiancé, a tall, broad-shouldered, taciturn and respectful Reserve Guard corporal named Oliver Sylvester Cloudshank.  Emily, the third Monte-Jaune sibling, now nearly seventeen and followed about by a spindly young man named Lawrence, who was absolutely not yet maybe her boyfriend, was mad because her father would not permit her to join the Reserve Guard and implored Everett to intercede on her behalf.  Joseph, the youngest, was full of questions concerning Everett's travels and insisted that he be taken along the next time. 
 
    And then there was Aunt Louise and Uncle Alec, the latter also in the uniform of the Reserve Guard, but with the Commandant's badge upon his epaulets, their adult children, grandchildren, and toddling great-granddaughter, and the gaggle of other aunts, uncles, cousins, and in-laws that made the Residence home or that could at a minimum barge in uninvited. 
 
    Sarah's father, Guillaume, arrived as Everett had worked about half the way through all the relations, gripped his hand and told him that he had made quick arrangements for an unscheduled meeting of the Special Council of War that would convene as soon as Everett had a few minutes to attend. 
 
    Poubelle and Marshlight disappeared almost instantly.  Given that the couple were still practically newly wed, and had been separated for more than two months, Everett made no objection. 
 
    Bertram and Pamela soon also left arm in arm to climb to the highest point of the crag in order to admire Mad Queen Lydia's Folly.  Once again, Everett for a moment considered an intervention in the lightning progress of their romance, but decided to let that vexing problem wait for another day. 
 
    Somewhat to Everett's surprise, Theddrid and Grandmaster Wizard Overmeyer also tarried.  In an aside, Sarah whispered to him that she had appointed both to her staff, Theddrid for his extensive knowledge and experience and the wizard because there was nothing else to do with him. 
 
    When finally the relatives and relations had all gone back to whatever activities Everett and the others' arrival had interrupted, the Reserve Guards, including Sarah's brother and sister, went back to their duties, with Kyle and his squad marching De Grosivna off to be held under guard in one of the corner towers of the Upper Courtyard and Meredith taking charge of the Cadets and conducting them to quarters in the garrison rooms of the towers of the Snake Gate.  Without delay, Sarah gathered up Everett, Giuseppe, Theddrid, Pauly, and the wizard and ushered them up the winding access road that wound around the hill to the main building. 
 
    As they progressed up the hill, through the small intermediate gatehouses, the Upper Courtyard, and into the imposing main building of the castle, Everett took note of the expected fact that the Residence was on a war footing.  Sentries, mostly Reserve Guardsmen but some city militia in civilian garb who were Everett's age or older, were posted at each gatehouse, with the iron-barred gates themselves looking recently oiled and operated.  Sandbag revetments had been sited to cover the gates and enfilade straighter portions of the access road, but there were no multi-firing guns in the nevertheless manned revetments, which suggested that none of them were yet working.  Likewise, none of the sentries had rifles, but most had pistols to go along with their swords and bows.  All of the towers had watchmen at their tops and others were posted every twenty or thirty yards along the battlements that crowned the cliffs on the north, east, and west side of the massif.  The previously disused small stable in the Upper Courtyard now housed saddled horses and attendant grooms.  Defensive sandbag revetments covered the courtyard gate and a bunker of sorts had been built of sandbags and timber on the terrace at the main entrance of the keep.  This construction forced the group to enter on the right and wind through a switchback tunnel in order to climb through a hatchway door that had been cut through the rightmost of the twelve foot tall and wide oak main doors. 
 
    Everett had never seen those doors barred and chained as they were now, even during the last war between the Kingdom and the Republic. 
 
    At the front of the main hall, a large desk diverted traffic from a semi-circle of chairs and couches that looked as if they had been robbed from some of the bedrooms.  A busy junior officer of the Reserve Guard worked at the desk and a number of young soldiers, both Guard and militia, lounged in the waiting area. 
 
    Sarah noticed him looking and threw an explanation over her shoulder.  "That's the Officer of the Day and the message riders.  They carry notes back and forth to strategic sites in the city as needed.  Their service has been indispensible over these last many weeks." 
 
    Beyond the Officer of the Day's desk, Everett was a bit reassured to find no more sandbags and soldiers and began to see a glimmer of hope that the uncomplicated serenity that had once characterized life in the ancient fortress might eventually be restored. 
 
    Sarah led them on beyond the banquet hall and to the small door that gave access to the private rear stairway.  The door had been built to blend in with the raised paneling along the lower portion of the walls and was easily overlooked unless you knew where it was, which Everett, not importantly, had not. After only a few moments of brisk climbing up the narrow stairs, they finally entered into the Elector's cozy, wood-paneled, personal dining room on the third floor.   
 
    Here Everett was slightly surprised to find his old friends and comrades, Simon Mindelsen, Master Apothecary, and Ernest Von Gylg, Master Gunsmith, who Father Monte-Jaune had appointed as At Large Ministers to the Special Defense Council.  Both men promised to get together with Everett on a day when everyone's time was not being monopolized by a looming existential threat to human civilization.  Also present were half a dozen prominent Kleinsvenchan notables, including several members of Assembly defense committees, most of whom Everett knew only by name or reputation. 
 
    As he took his seat at the head of the long mahogany dining table, Monsieur Guillaume Monte-Jaune announced, "For those of you who have just returned, I should preface our discussion with the information that I am acting currently as Elector Regent.  Some weeks ago my Aunt told me, and I quote, 'I'm old enough to have earned the right to sit this one out.  Take care of the matter, Guillaume.'  While I requested that she assist me in an advisory capacity, she declined and departed for a fishing trip of unspecified duration to Lake Wakamongo. That being the case, I have seated the members of this council with full powers to deal with the current emergency.  Now, Everett, Sarah has told me that you have key intelligence on the Alabaster Wall and the mythical creatures beyond it.  If you don't mind, could you give us a full summary?" 
 
    So Everett did, providing as much relevant detail as he could recall of the meeting with Myth.  When he reached the part about the truce, Uncle Alec, with a shocked look on his face, threw up a hand to stop him. 
 
    "You said the first Tuesday of the First Fortnight of the Harvest Blood Moon?" 
 
    "That's right.  Do you know when that is?" 
 
    "I do.  The First Fortnight of the Harvest Blood Moon starts tomorrow.  The first Tuesday is the day after tomorrow." 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Granny Miri -- otherwise known as the corporeal biologic of Magic, the recently enthroned Queen of the Kingdom of Alarsaria, Everett's longtime arch nemesis and occasional benefactor, and also perhaps more importantly Sarah's great-grandmother -- knew nothing of The Plan. 
 
    With the shocking revelation of the immediateness of the deadline redoubling everyone's sense of urgency, the Council adjourned abruptly and the participants quickly scattered.  Father Monte-Jaune and Uncle Alec, with Theddrid and Grandmaster Wizard Overmeyer in tow, departed for the Alabaster Wall to personally oversee the activation and disposition of the volunteer army.  The other members of the Council rushed off to attend to their particular duties, including alerting the fire, constable, and apothecary brigades of the imminent attack, confirming supply inventories, activating field hospitals, evacuating non-combatants and invalids, mobilizing the city militia reserves, securing strategic supplies, and so forth.  Giuseppe, Pauly, and Bertram, having no particular task assigned to them, went in search of lunch.   
 
    Above all, however, everyone agreed with considerable enthusiasm, that no one was to mention -- under any circumstances -- the words, "Don't panic." 
 
    For his part, Everett went to see Magic. 
 
    According to Sarah, two weeks after he and the others had departed for the Frozen (Holy) Mountain, at approximately the same time as they had completed the schematic to reboot technology, her great-grandmother had rapidly begun to regain her sanity -- for a given, somewhat flexible definition of sanity -- and had soon become, in the main, capable of functioning without constant monitoring or assistance. 
 
    However, it was not the mind of Magic, the noncorporeal sentient entity, who had reawakened but the limited persona of her one time incarnation as the magically summoned love interest of Sarah's great-grandfather.  
 
     Granny Miri's memories were filled with nothing more -- as far as Sarah had been able to determine -- than the mundane events of her life as a wife and a mother in the bucolic Kleinsvench of the previous century.  She had given no indication of any knowledge of her existence as Magic or of anything to do with the destroyed noncorporeal realm. 
 
    And she took an immediate and intense dislike to Everett. 
 
    "So you're the scoundrel that knocked up my great-granddaughter," she accused him with a nasty expression.  "In my day, you'd be dragged behind horses.  And then thrown down from the castle walls.  And then stuck up in a cage so the crows could eat your eyeballs.  People nowadays have gone soft!  Soft, I tell you!" 
 
    Granny Miri's large sitting room, sited on the otherwise unoccupied highest floor of the north wing of the Residence (Her stated preference was to be isolated as far as possible from the other inhabitants of the Residence so that her knitting would not be disturbed by their potential noises, odors, or other emanations.), was a throne room of sorts, with a huge well-padded settee centered atop a thick woven round rug whose concentric alternating maroon and gray stripes worked to focus attention solely upon the settee and its knitting occupant. 
 
    However, instead of the rich, royal gowns and jewel embossed slippers that Granny Miri had worn as the installed Queen of Alarsaria, she now wore a frumpy housedress embossed with paisley daffodils and fur-lined house shoes, an outfit that Everett thought was perhaps the exact duplicate of the one that she had worn the very first time that she had appeared to him.  Likewise, her formerly coiffured and tiara ensnared long gray hair, which had been exactingly assembled and maintained in a fashion decreed by a phalanx of detail obsessive Eyrchellean ladies in waiting, was once again tied back in a practical bun.   
 
    Sarah, sitting alongside Granny Miri -- Everett had been left to stand at the edge of the rug like an ill-favored supplicant -- patted the old woman's hand.  "Everett is my husband, Granny Miri.  We've been married for almost four years.  Rose is his daughter also." 
 
    The intensities of Granny Miri's glare and scowl did not diminish.  "Hmmph. You ain't the first girl to be talked out of her bloomers by a slick talking dandy." 
 
    Sarah nodded.  "That's nice, Granny Miri.  We would like to talk to you about The Plan." 
 
    "Yes," Everett said.  "What's your part of it?" 
 
    Knitting needles clicking once more, Granny Miri shook her head.  "Ain't no plan.  I've knitted so many sweaters in all these years that I can get the size right just by looking." 
 
    She stopped briefly to hold up her creation to show Sarah.  "I made this a little big to fit Rose more than one season." 
 
    "It has three arms," Everett pointed out quickly, but not entirely from pure vindictiveness. 
 
    "No such thing!  That's the neck.  I made it long enough so that she can pull it up over her nose and face when it's really cold." 
 
    "We're asking about The Plan to defeat your stepmother, Myth," Sarah said, cutting her eyes at Everett to scold him for straying from the agenda.  "The one that the residents of the noncorporeal realm devised." 
 
    "Never been to no corporal realm, nor no sergeant one neither.  Never been anywhere but Kleinsvench, except for that one time me and your great-granddad went to Lake Wakamongo to go skinny dipping." 
 
    "You don't remember anything about your stepmother?" Everett demanded, his tone earning another disapproving glare from his wife. 
 
    "Oh? That old witch?  Pure evil.  Nothing but.  Not an ounce of love in her whole body.  Why, one time when I was still single, way back when I was just big enough to get in trouble, if you know what I mean, she flat out refused to let me go to this party down in the village.  So what I did was spike her tea with this tincture that I brewed from some mushrooms that I found way up on a mountain.  She slept for a week! A whole week! And I had a really good time, if you know what I mean." 
 
    "What sort of mushrooms?" Everett pressed, grasping at any possibility.  "Which mountain?" 
 
    "That mountain is long gone and the mushrooms with it.  She blew it up after she woke up," Granny Miri grumbled, gesturing angrily with a knitting needle.  "She locked me in my room for a year and never let me around her tea ever again.  She was just plain hateful.  Evil old witch." 
 
    Everett grimaced, "So you don't know of any way to defeat her or her army of mythical creatures?" 
 
    Granny Miri gave him a pained look.  "You talk crazy.  Mythical means imaginary!  That means it doesn't exist.  You can't defeat something that don't exist!" 
 
    She looked back at Sarah.  "You better watch him.  I think he's been putting tincture of mushroom in his tea, if you know what I mean." 
 
    Then Rose burst in and ran to him, throwing out her arms to be picked up. 
 
    As soon as he had, she told him, quite seriously and in a surprisingly adult fashion, "I'm glad that you're back, Daddy.  I missed you.  Mother has been crying sometimes at night." 
 
    After he hugged her, kissed her, and assured her that he had missed her too, he put her down and she immediately went to Granny Miri, pausing only to give her mother a quick hug, tell her mother's stomach, "Hello, new baby!", and then climbed up into the old woman's lap and began to tell her all about her day. 
 
    Granny Miri's attitude and expression immediately transformed, with her bristle becoming an effusive welcome and her fixed glower a beatific smile. 
 
    With Granny Miri's attention now clearly monopolized entirely by Rose, and Everett, Sarah, and apparently the rest of the world at large excluded completely from her consideration, Everett knew that he would be unable to get anything else out of the old woman.  With a sour frown, he reluctantly abandoned his plan to grill her mercilessly until she cracked and confessed all. 
 
    Sarah stood and came over to him, leaving great-great-grandmother and great-great-grandchild totally absorbed with one another. 
 
    "Granny Miri has been of great help with Rose," Sarah confided with a slight smile.  "She babysits her every day after school, which has helped me get a lot of work done.  And I have not been crying at night.  Those were breathing exercises. For when the new baby comes."  
 
    So, then, rather than worrying about Magic, her potential schemes and deceptions, Myth and her promised apocalypse, the continuing calamity of failed magic and technology, the almost certain oncoming emotional disaster of Bertram's doomed romance, the whereabouts and circumstances of Mike, or his own frustrating and impotent spells, Everett spent the rest of the day paying particular and solicitous attention to his wife. 
 
    Late that evening, after he had lulled Sarah and Rose to sleep while singing silly songs to the new baby, Everett lay awake in the dark, thinking. 
 
    After a while, Sarah roused, checked on Rose who lay between them on their big wide bed, then reclined back upon her pillow. 
 
    After a moment, she told him quietly, "The only way to restore magic and technology to their former powerful state is to free all the waffles that Myth has gathered to herself and bound up in the mythical creatures.  From what you've told me, I doubt that she can be talked out of her revenge.  She may have other motivations and desires, but we cannot depend upon finding an easy way to deflect what she has set in motion." 
 
    "Yes," he agreed.  "I know.  I'll have to kill her." 
 
    "Probably.  You said that she said that she had died once before, so we know that she is not invincible." 
 
    "I don't think that I can overpower her or her army, even with a few lightning bolts." 
 
    "Going at her army head-on would be stupid." 
 
    "I know, but we may not have any other option.  In two days the truce ends and Myth's army will attack.  If they get through the wall, we'll be fighting them in the streets." 
 
    Sarah yawned.  "We can't let that happen.  You should sleep, dear.  You may not get a chance later." 
 
    "I will." 
 
    "By the way, dear, you're glowing green." 
 
    "Oh, sorry.  It's a side effect of all the waffles."  Everett took a few slow breaths to relax himself and the soft light that emanated from his hands, face, and feet -- the only skin exposed by his flannel pajamas -- faded. 
 
    "My second spell came back today," Sarah told him drowsily.  "Would you like a glass of milk to help you sleep?" 
 
    At current count, that made two of Sarah's, two of Poubelle's, one of Marshlight's, three of Giuseppe's, and zero of his.  Other Magickers in the Residence had reported similar successes.  The spells were clearly again becoming potent in the order in which their Epiphanies had originally been inspired, and all were evincing in their not-overpowered, generally useless, original states.  At the apparent rate that spells were returning, none of his companions would reacquire their really powerful and effective spells, those that would be most useful in battling Myth's army -- if they did in fact reacquire them all -- before the deadline expired. 
 
    "No, I think the cold milk would just keep me awake." 
 
    Sarah closed her eyes.  "I love you, dear." 
 
    "I love you too." 
 
    She fell back asleep in just a few moments. 
 
    Everett did sleep eventually as well, but it was not until some hours later. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    The next morning, with less than twenty-four hours remaining until the threatened commencement of The Last Battle, Everett made ready to go down to the dungeon to confront Petunia LaSalle and Harold. 
 
    Father Monte-Jaune had returned just after dawn, had briefed everyone on the situation at the Alabaster Wall -- no sign of movement from the enemy, the Reserve Guard, the organized volunteer units, and the city militia deployed to the parapets and archer galleries, and Uncle Alec drilling the odds and sods of the volunteers -- and then had gone off to bed. 
 
    After a rushed breakfast, Sarah departed to relieve Uncle Alec and attend to her now much more pressing duties as General-Commander of the Armies of the Alabaster Wall.  Rose, having received firm orders from her mother to remain at her station -- even the impending destruction of The Last Battle could not be allowed to interfere with the prime edict of Education -- and grumping and flouncing, trooped off with the other Residence children to the school in King David's Tower on the east side of the castle.   
 
    Once he had seen the two off -- with considerable internal regret -- Everett set about enlisting confederates for his envisioned grueling and merciless inquisition of the prisoners.  This took much longer than the snap muster that he anticipated and in the end, only Giuseppe accompanied him.   
 
    Though Everett had no doubt that the man's straightforward, industrial approach to conflict resolution would certainly have been of use, if only for its intimidation value, Pauly, at Everett's request, had gone with Sarah to continue in his duties as her bodyguard.  Likewise, Theddrid and Grandmaster Wizard Overmeyer had accompanied Sarah, Theddrid to resume his management of the volunteer Logistical Corps and the wizard to make sure that he did not wander off and get into trouble.  According to Marshlight when she briefly appeared in her dressing gown to collect their breakfast tray, Poubelle was still hors-de-combat and attempting to regain his strength in their chambers, and she, of course, could not leave his side.  Bertram and Pamela were nowhere to be found and only after asking about of soldiers of the Reserve Guard did Everett learn that the pair had last been seen passing out of the Snake Gate at the crack of dawn, wearing an arguably practical uniform of sturdy shoes, knee baring short pants, and light packs.  Their, given the circumstances, questionable, announced purpose had been to sally forth on an all day expedition to enjoy all the sights and sounds of Kleinsvench. 
 
    After a not involved or lengthy consideration, Everett concluded that the absence of the other, probably more squeamish members of his company of adventurers would allow for a more efficient and uncomplicated questioning and decided to view the quasi-abandonment in a positive light.  As he had never been to the dungeon, he led Giuseppe to the main hall to get directions from Meredith, who was posted at the communications desk as Officer of the Day. 
 
    "Oh, the stairway is behind the big fireplace in the banquet hall," his sister-in-law informed him with most of her attention concentrated on her logbook as she scribbled notes.  "You go into the alcove behind the inglenook on the right side of the central fireplace and give the iron sconce that looks like a kitty cat's head a twist to the left and the door opens." 
 
    "It's a secret passage?" 
 
    A rider with dusty boots dashed up, took a folded missive from a pouch, and handed it to Meredith, who read through it with darting eyes, initialed it, and then handed it back.  The rider slapped the missive back into her pouch and bolted away again. 
 
    "Oh, sure," Meredith told Everett with a grin.  "There are tons of them in the Residence.  When we were all little, we used to have a grand time playing in them.  That's how Mademoiselle LaSalle and Monsieur Hammenslagger got into Granny Miri's room when they tried to assassinate her." 
 
    "Ah." 
 
    Everett had already gotten a digest of the significant points of the story from Sarah. 
 
    Petunia and Harold, the corporeal biologics of Destiny and Make Believe, had arrived in Kleinsvench just two weeks before Everett had returned, requesting sanctuary and succor from mythical assassins, which Father Monte-Jaune had immediately granted.  The two had been rather circumspect with regards to the precise details of their former whereabouts and circumstances, but had told a sketchy but lurid tale of a headlong flight from Eyrchelle wherein they had barely escaped attacks by strange and fantastic creatures on a nigh daily basis, had been compelled to shelter in damp haystacks and chill cesspools and steaming manure piles, and had practically starved (a reported diet of dandelions and poke salad had not reduced Harold's chubbiness to any discernable degree) because they had avoided all of the towns and villages along the way for fear of human turmoil and mythical ambush. 
 
    With Petunia taking the lead and Harold generally following meekly along behind her, the two had quickly settled into the usually uneventful daily life of the Residence, had done a good job of staying out of the way, and to all outward appearances had been grateful and cooperative. 
 
    Granny Miri had swept the two co-former-noncorporeal sentient entities to her expansive bosom as if they were long lost and well beloved kin, while not actually giving any indication that she was aware of their true identities.  She and Petunia had knitted together, taken strolls about the battlements, sat beside each other at meals, and had been, as far as everyone had been able to perceive, fast friends.  When not playing at Sticks and Rackets in the Lower Ward with the Reserve Guard team or regaling an audience of children in some warm inglenook with fanciful tales, Harold had been usually found daydreaming while sitting on some sun drenched window seat or airy balcony. 
 
    While she had remained cautious, Sarah had had no suspicion whatsoever that the two would attempt to smother Granny Miri in her sleep. 
 
    "Of course," Sarah had said in an off-hand, slightly prideful fashion, "they failed." 
 
    "Pity." 
 
    This had earned Everett a full power glare and a strongly disapproving frown that promised recompense later. 
 
    "Happily, Granny Miri woke up, stabbed Harold in the arm with a knitting needle, and then chased the pair, yelling loud enough to wake up everyone in Kleinsvench, all the way down to the main hall.  She held them at bay while the sentries subdued them.  She wanted them hung on the spot, but Father had them confined in the dungeon until a trial can be held." 
 
    Though he had not expressed the comment aloud, to Everett the scenario had seemed a little too patently formulaic.  Petunia LaSalle must have had dozens of other more certain opportunities -- a push to cause the unwary old woman to fall from the battlements, a drop of poison in a bouillabaisse, a quick thrust of a concealed stiletto in a deserted hallway -- to do away with Granny Miri.  However, given Sarah's long experience with the generally treacherous proclivities of noncorporeal sentient entities, she would have automatically marked the two corporeal biologics as principal suspects in the old woman's death no matter what the circumstances.  This was a fact that Petunia should have known intuitively, so it seemed unlikely that Petunia would have selected the middle-of-the-night-pillow method simply to elude suspicion.  It seemed further unlikely that she would have enlisted Harold, who in Everett's experience was given to clumsiness and distraction, for a mission that required stealth and precision. 
 
    Everett was certain that there was more going on with the attempted assassination than was apparent on the surface, and clarity on that issue was one thing that he hoped to discover while questioning the culprits. 
 
    The inglenook alcove and kitty cat sconce -- notably well polished by constant use -- were just as Meredith had described. 
 
    As Everett reached to place his hand over the brass feline's overlarge eyes and kitten small ears, Giuseppe swiftly interposed his hand in a warding gesture.   
 
    "Better let me try that, Everett.  There might be a booby trap." 
 
    Everett blinked at Giuseppe's sincere expression for a few seconds.  "Ah, well, you know, that doesn't seem likely.  The Reserve Guard has to use it every day, taking food down and whatnot." 
 
    Giuseppe drew back and looked confounded.  "Yeah, that was stupid.  I can't honestly say why I did that." 
 
    Everett frowned.  "It must be the influence -- magical or otherwise -- of Myth's script.  It's probably going to get stronger." 
 
    Giuseppe grimaced.  "Everett, I'd rather not take a lance for you or an arrow or even a spitball, to tell the truth.  Especially if I can't do anything about it." 
 
    Everett put his hand on Giuseppe's shoulder and told him firmly, "Don't worry.  I won't let anyone take lances or anything for me." 
 
    Trying to project a nonchalant air, Everett then stepped forward and rotated the sconce.  The built-in shelf swung out silently, revealing a broad, spiral stone stair, brightly lit with wall mounted oil lamps.  He stepped in immediately, mainly because he was in a hurry but also partially to forestall any Myth induced impulse that might cause Giuseppe to try to act as a vanguard. 
 
    The stair went down for several storeys, and by the time Everett stepped out into the brightly lit, vaulted guardroom at the bottom, he was feeling a bit of queasiness from the continual right turning. 
 
    A squad of very alert Reserve Guard soldiers was in the guardroom at the bottom, and the sergeant in charge -- Sarah's cousin Bruce, who Everett knew very well -- made the two of them sign into the Visitor's Book and submit to a not-perfunctory search for hidden weapons, before unlocking the thick door that gave access to the dungeon proper. 
 
    The dungeon was a great measure larger than Everett had expected, with a broad, appropriately drippy and echoing main corridor that extended almost a hundred feet and extensive side passageways along which the individual cells lay. 
 
    Another squad was posted in a barricaded side room at the head of the corridor and even though once again most of the soldiers knew Everett by sight, they searched Giuseppe and him again.  Following standard procedure, four of these guards escorted them on down the corridor.  To forestall any possibility of  conspiratorial communication, the two would-be assassins had been isolated in separate cells.  Harold's cell was at the end of the first side passageway and Petunia's at the opposite end of the last. 
 
    As the general atmosphere in the dungeon was dank, dark, and decrepit, with seemingly ancient bare stone walls, a pervasive, musty, mildew tinged underground miasma, and the occasional scurrying rat or cockroach, Everett was a little surprised to find that the prisoner's accommodations could be described as rather more lavish than harsh. 
 
    Destiny and Make Believe each had a spacious, well-appointed cell about twenty feet by thirty feet, with rugs covering the rough stone floor, a full suite of comfortable furniture including four poster beds with freshly changed linens, and an attached, fully equipped, richly adorned, and recently built bath chamber with running hot and cold water.  In fact, aside from the black iron bars warding the front of their cells, Everett would have judged the accommodations only slightly less comfortable than his, Sarah, and Rose's apartment in the family residential wing above. 
 
    Everett decided to confront Harold first.  As soon as he and Giuseppe were passed through the door, which the guards locked immediately behind them, Harold leapt to his feet from a couch where he had been studying an in-progress chess game placed upon one of the ornate, custom-made tables with a built-in board and slots to store the pieces, that were in many of the bedrooms of the Residence. 
 
    The presence of the chess board struck Everett as odd for two reasons.  First, Harold had never previously shown interest in any sort of game that was not physically active and routinely boisterous. Second, Harold had not impressed Everett as the sort of person who had the rigorous mental discipline and single-minded focus necessary to work out anything in his head other than flights of pure fancy. 
 
    Curious, Everett made a quick scan of the pieces, which were few.  White had a King, Queen, Knight, both Rooks, and three Pawns.  Black had a Queen, a Rook, a Bishop, and a full slate of Pawns.  Everett did not know the game well enough to determine which side had the upper hand, but the scattered clumping of the pieces suggested that the game had been in process for a large number of moves. 
 
    "We did not have any choice, Everett," Harold immediately proclaimed in earnest sincerity, pleading his case and drawing Everett's attention from the chessboard.  "All the others were killed by the Mythicals and if we had not switched sides, we would have been killed too!" 
 
    Everett studied Harold for a moment, took note of the clean gauze bandage wrapped about his left forearm, then asked, "Who exactly are 'all of the others'?" 
 
    "Everyone!  Everyone in the Guild and everyone else!" 
 
    "Yes, but who in particular?" 
 
    "Well, in Eyrchelle I heard from the Tulip Sisters that they spoke to someone in Laest Sho who swore that his cousin had gotten the story from a direct witness who personally saw Sobriety get drowned in a barrel of lager by a flock of Purple Thingits." 
 
    "Okay.  Who else?" 
 
    "Carpentry lost a hand to a two headed Mermaid!" 
 
    "He told you this?" 
 
    "Well, no, the Tulip Sisters told me that as well." 
 
    "Right.  I've got the general idea.  So, Myth offered you a deal and you took it?" 
 
    "Well, no, it was Reginald Norquist -- that's Sophistry's regular name -- that told us her terms.  As long as we swore allegiance to the Sovereign -- Myth, that is -- we could live. He came to us when we were hiding in the cesspool behind the butcher shop outside that little town on the banks of the Green River.  He had already sworn allegiance to the Sovereign and was acting as her Herald." 
 
    "So all the fleeing and hiding was true?" 
 
    "Absolutely!  Petunia and I barely escaped with our lives from Eyrchelle!  There were Porcupines and Armadillos everywhere!" 
 
    "Both of those are supposed to be really slow, aren't they?" Giuseppe asked Harold.  "In the story that I heard, the Blacksmith's grandmother, who walks with two canes and has to take a rest every five or six steps, outran the Porcupine." 
 
    "Well, yes, sure, you could say that they're not terribly fast, relatively speaking, but Porcupines have all these pointy, barbed things all over them and Armadillos have these really gnashy teeth and evil beady eyes." 
 
    "So you were fleeing to Kleinsvench to do your part in The Plan?" Everett asked. 
 
    "Oh, yes, that was our part of The Plan.  We were to come to Kleinsvench." 
 
    "And then do what?" 
 
    "No, no, we weren't supposed to do anything.  We were just supposed to come here." 
 
    "Just come to Kleinsvench?  Both of you?" 
 
    "Yes, both of us.  But we had to come together." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "I don't remember that part.  I just know that we had to come here." 
 
    "Whose idea was it to kill Granny Miri?" 
 
    "Norquist told us to do that." 
 
    Giuseppe made a face.  "Takes a really cold blooded character to kill his own sister." 
 
    "It's not that way at all!  None of us are actually siblings in the corporeal sense of the term.  Our relation is not consanguineous, but more of a philosophical convergence.   I've always thought of Magic as a very distant cousin, a few times removed, on the wrong side of the family.  One that you only see at funerals and would never invite to dinner, if you know what I mean." 
 
    "But you do have the same mother?" Everett asked. 
 
    "Only theoretically.  It has to do with the winding snake orange marmalade." 
 
    "Right.  We'll skip that for now.  Giuseppe, please show Harold your fists." 
 
    With a wide grin, the import-export expeditor complied.  Giuseppe's knuckles were a hardened mass of scar tissue and almost horn-like callus, the kind, say, that lifelong practitioners of the Horgelian game of Punch The Board might have if they had been practicing on rocks since they were three. 
 
    "Now," Everett continued.  "You were with us long enough before your escape in Eyrchelle to know exactly the sort of business that Giuseppe specializes in and the associated need to hone certain skills.  I'm sure you know that he could beat you to within a precise inch of your life without exerting himself at all." 
 
    Giuseppe eyed Harold critically.  "With him, I would say that I could get down to within a quarter of an inch of his life with only say a fifty-fifty chance of accidentally going all the way down to zero." 
 
    Harold's eyes grew large as he hunched his shoulders and drew his arms tight to his body in a terrified cringe.  "If he kills me, I'll be dead!" 
 
    "Yes," Everett agreed.  "You'll be really dead. Not just swept back to the noncorporeal realm, which we all know no longer exists.  But I have faith in Giuseppe's skill and I'm not really sure that you're telling me the truth, so I'm going to step out for a few minutes and let Giuseppe have a conversation with you --" 
 
    "Wait, Everett!" Harold shouted, rushing forward to grab Everett's arm to prevent him from leaving.  "I'm telling the truth!  That's all I know!" 
 
    With an only slightly exaggerated theatrical flair, Giuseppe smacked his right fist against his left palm, making a sound like a brickbat hitting a side of beef, and chuckled in anticipation. 
 
    Quite un-theatrically, Harold's eyes rolled back in his head and he fell over backwards in a dead faint before Everett could catch him.  Harold's body struck the floor hard enough to bounce twice. 
 
    Giuseppe lightly kicked Harold's splayed legs, but produced no response. 
 
    "I think he's really out, Everett.  You want me to rouse him?" 
 
    "No, let's go have a chat with Petunia.  I think that we've gotten all that we can get out of Harold." 
 
    "If they had any sense, they would have sorted out their stories in advance." 
 
    "Right.  I have doubts about Harold, but Petunia is certainly conniving enough to have told Harold exactly what to say.  I just want to establish a base line to judge future inconsistencies." 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY 
 
      
 
    Petunia LaSalle's basic story was, as expected, very similar to Harold's.  She responded without hesitation to all of Everett's questions concerning the pair's journey from Eyrchelle, the details of their defection to Myth via Sophistry, and the plot to assassinate Granny Miri.   As far as Everett could tell, she was completely and sincerely cooperative, even to the extent of providing additional details of the events. 
 
    "Parsimony is dead.  I saw a Flagrant Spendthrift disembowel her in the market district of Eyrchelle." 
 
    "You saw her body?" 
 
    "She ran off screaming, but she could not have gotten far.  No one could loose that much blood and live." 
 
    "Is that why you took Sophistry's offer?" 
 
    "No, my decision was an entirely practical one.  It was self-evident that The Plan was always doomed to failure.  By and large, all of my fellow former noncorporeal sentient entities are craven cowards.  Everyone I spoke to or was told of is in hiding or has taken off for the Impassable Wilderness or the Equatorial Pinnacle.  Whatever part they had to play in The Plan will not be implemented and it has therefore and by default already failed.  When Reginald made the offer, I knew that swearing allegiance to the Sovereign was my only way to survive." 
 
    "What was your part of The Plan?" 
 
    "To come to Kleinsvench." 
 
    "That's all?" 
 
    "My sense is that coming here would be a means to an end, rather than an end in and of itself, but I have no recollection as to why." 
 
    "If we defeat Myth, it's likely that you will spend the rest of your life in this dungeon." 
 
    "If you defeat Myth and consequently restore the noncorporeal realm, I will return there upon death, an event which I am sure that I can arrange.  If you fail to defeat Myth, she will ravage the city and free me.  In either case, my personal circumstances will be the best possible given either of the potential final outcomes." 
 
    "We could always just kill you now," Giuseppe said, not smiling.  "Then you lose in both cases." 
 
    Petunia shrugged and flicked a glance at Everett.  "I took a calculated risk." 
 
    Everett eyed the woman for a moment and decided that any further questioning would, as in Harold's case, be a waste of time.  With the deadline hanging over his head, he could not afford to spend even a single second to no purpose. 
 
    "I think that there are other outcomes that you may not have considered.  In any event, we'll be off.  Enjoy the dungeon." 
 
    As they were climbing the spiral stair back up to the Residence, Giuseppe asked him, "Was that of any help?" 
 
    "No, but I wanted to check just to be certain." 
 
    "Still no idea of how to defeat Myth?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    When they reached the main hall, while Everett was trying to decide whether to speak with Granny Miri again, go out to the courtyard tower where De Grosivna was confined and question him on the very low probability that he might possess some useful information concerning Harold or Petunia, or proceed to the Alabaster Wall to talk with Sarah, the unmistakable pealing of the great bronze bells of Mad Lydia's Folly began.  The bells could be heard across the length and breadth of Kleinsvench and the tremendous notes made the entire Residence vibrate, rattling wall hangings and paintings and making unsecured items dance from tabletops.  It took several seconds for Everett to hear enough of the repeating code to read the meaning: General Alarm. 
 
    The messengers at the main doors had all bolted outside at the first tone, but one of them came dashing back in almost immediately to report to Meredith in a slightly shrill voice, "It's a dragon!  There's a huge dragon coming in to attack the Residence!" 
 
    Without hesitation and with Giuseppe close upon his heels, Everett rushed by Meredith and the shocked messenger, and pelted out into the courtyard, slowing to turn his gaze upward as soon as he cleared the sandbags at the entrance.  
 
    The dragon was circling the courtyard at no more than two hundred feet.  It was forty feet long, blunt snout to pointed tail, all green and sparkly. 
 
    And it was Ralph. 
 
    As the message riders began to fight to lead their bucking, panicked horses out through the gate, Giuseppe, also looking up at Ralph, stopped beside Everett.  His face took on a curious expression. 
 
    "Ralph's got a man there in his claw.  I wonder who it is?" 
 
    Everett shook his head.  "No idea, but we'll find out soon.  He's landing."   
 
    Everett trotted down the terrace steps, caught one of the messengers running by, and ordered him to go stop the incessant bells, which were more than headache inducing out in the open.  He sent another inside to inform Meredith -- and by extension the rest of the defenders and the city at large -- that it was a false alarm and that the airborne visitor was a friendly. 
 
    Then, he scrambled out of the way with Giuseppe and the few lingering grooms and messengers as Ralph descended towards the center of the courtyard.  When fully spread, Ralph's wings stretched two-thirds the width of the space between the curtain walls, and the downdraft of his lazily sculling wings was buffeting as it scoured a stinging cloud of sand and debris from the flagstones.   
 
    As soon as Ralph had alighted, though, he furled his wings, flicked his claw almost as an afterthought to release and pitch his captive in Everett's direction, and then, half bouncing in excitement, looked at his master expectantly with his long purple tongue lolling out and gallons of green saliva dribbling down. 
 
    "Good boy, Ralph!" Everett called encouragingly, which caused Ralph to shimmy in pleasure.  "What have you brought us?" 
 
    The discarded man barrel rolled a few times in a more or less controlled fashion, rocked to a halt, and bounced to his feet.  Seemingly uninjured and unaffected by his unorthodox means of travel, the fellow was young, tall, black haired, easy on his feet, confident, clear eyed, pleasant featured, broad-shouldered, and muscular.  Dressed in the slightly distressed blue shirt and dungarees of a steamship deckhand, the new arrival immediately flashed a happy smile and waved a hand in greeting at Everett and Giuseppe. 
 
    Giuseppe grunted and then grinned.  "Hey, Mike.  You're looking good." 
 
    Mike, indeed full of vim and vigor and with an energetic, youthful bounce in his step, jogged up to meet them. 
 
    "Thanks.  Well, as you can see, this is me at twenty-five.  I haven't done twenty-five in a while and it took a little bit of getting used to, what with all the missing aches and pains that defined my life before, but I can't say that being this age doesn't have its advantages." 
 
    Everett smiled, happy that one of his concerns, albeit not a primary one, had been assuaged, and gripped Mike's hand.  "We're all certainly happy to have you back, Mike." 
 
    "I'm glad to be back and I want to thank you personally for sending Ralph after me.  That saved me the long walk here and spared me from what was probably a really foolish decision on my part.  In fact, you could say that Ralph showed up just in the nick of time.  He snatched me up right in the middle of the wedding, right out of the open air chapel on top of the Zindersberg and just one I do short of being hitched for good.  If he hadn't intervened, I would have had to resort to sneaking out a window in the middle of the night, if you know what I mean." 
 
    Everett grinned in sympathy. "I didn't send Ralph after you, though.  Unless he misinterpreted what I told him before we left the aerodrome, he must have done it on his own.  We didn't know where you were or anything.  I have to say that I never imagined that you would be getting married." 
 
    "Oh, sure.  It's one of the standard downsides of all the vim and vigor and I'd have never have done it if I'd still been Old Mike.  It was that lack of impulse control thing, if you know what I mean.  I met this gal in New Zin and we had a few laughs over some fish and chips that we bought at a roadside stand and the next thing you know we're professing our undying love and looking for one of those all night matrimonial agencies that are all over the east side of the Market.  She was a stunner, let me tell you, and good company the rest of the time, but I had already set my mind on coming here and she would have been a major impediment.  At the very least, the honeymoon would have delayed me for several days." 
 
    Everett nodded sagely.  "Did you see the wall when you came in?" 
 
    "Yeah.  Heard about it in New Zin, too." 
 
    "Is that where you spawned?" Giuseppe asked.  "New Zin?" 
 
    "I wish I had, but no.  I spawned next to an abandoned coconut oil factory on a bit of sand at the bottom of the Dangling String Islands.  It took me ten days to work up to the mainland by dugout canoe, and I finally caught a west bound coastal mail packet at Maths.  I'd only been in New Zin for a couple of days when Ralph rescued me and brought me here.  It was a non-stop flight, so I'm fairly parched.  Could we catch up a bit later?  I would love to get a drink of water and a sandwich or anything at all, really." 
 
    "Absolutely!" Everett told him.  "Giuseppe, would you show Mike around to the kitchen while I get Ralph settled?" 
 
    "Sure thing, Everett." 
 
    As the two men headed for the entrance to the main building, Ralph bounded up and prodded Everett in the back with the end of his snout. Since Ralph's head was now approximately the size of Everett's torso and had considerably more mass, this demand for attention staggered him a bit. 
 
    He immediately turned about and used both hands to rub the rough, leather like hide between Ralph's ... 
 
    "Oh, you've gotten ears now!  Good boy! And nice tall, hairy ones too!  You're becoming a right proper dra -- er, I mean, sea snake!" 
 
    Ralph wiggled from snout to tail in glee and gave a little huffing roar that spat out green fire, which Everett adroitly dodged. 
 
    Everett patted Ralph again.  "I think you're big enough now to carry me on your back, Ralph.  Do you think you could do that?" 
 
    Ralph gave the little barking roar again -- minus the fire - and bobbed his head up and down in a fashion that imparted a sinuous motion to his long, thick neck. 
 
    "Good boy.  I'm going to go in and talk with Mike and Giuseppe for a few minutes.   I want you to wait here in the courtyard out of the way and then we'll go for a little jaunt above the city to take a look around." 
 
    Ralph bobbed his head up and down again with a happy, slobbering grin full of wicked looking fangs, whirled about, the whiplash of his long, barbed tail making Everett duck as it zipped over his head, then trotted ponderously over to the corner of the courtyard at the end of the stable building.  Once there, he sniffed about at the walls, pushed a hay cart out of the way somewhat contemptuously with a hind claw, scratched a bit at the cobbles, digging deep gouges in the gray granite flagstones, curled up nose to tail, gave a little whuff of contented air through his nostrils, and closed his eyes.  Almost instantly, the not-a-dragon started snoring. 
 
    A young sergeant of the Reserve Guard, who had been standing with the tense clutch of soldiers who were watching from the shelter of the courtyard gate, jogged up and saluted.  "Sir, should we set a watch on the beast?" 
 
    "No, that won't be necessary.  That's Ralph.  He's my pet sea snake." 
 
    "Sea snake, sir?  That looks just like a dra--" 
 
    "Sea snake," Everett insisted. 
 
    The sergeant gave Everett the eye for a long moment.  "Are you sure about that, sir?" 
 
    "Absolutely Positive." 
 
    "Heh.  You know, funny thing, my nephew had a sea snake.  It was a little green thing about this long.  It didn't have wings, or teeth, or claws, or shoot green fire, or anything." 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    The sergeant gave Everett one of those looks that you give people who do not seem to be playing Sticks and Rackets with all the strings in their racket.  "Oh, right, sir, I see.  Should we set a guard to keep anyone from disturbing it?" 
 
    "That would be fine.  Ralph will be occupying the courtyard until further notice.  Have the messengers set up a temporary stables for their horses in one of the empty storage buildings outside the gate.  I'm going into the Residence for a few minutes, but you can send for me if there are any problems." 
 
    The sergeant saluted.  "Yes, sir." 
 
    Everett stopped to confirm with Meredith that Ralph was indeed harmless and that she was in the process of sending a stand-down message to all points, then found Giuseppe and Mike in the big banquet hall.  The pair were seated at one of the tables out in the center of the big, otherwise unoccupied space, while Mike worked on a big bowl of beef and vegetable soup, a loaf of fresh bread with butter, and a large flagon of fresh apple juice. 
 
    This surprised Everett somewhat, as he had thought to find the two men in the smaller, casual dining room attached to the kitchen. 
 
    "The cooks were preparing lunch and I didn't want to ruin it," Mike said, answering Everett's unspoken question. 
 
    Everett took a seat across from the two men.  "Ruin it how?" 
 
    "You know that I once told you that I didn't have any disruptive emanations?  Well, that's changed since I've become young again.  I think that it must be all the extra waffles floating around everywhere.  Any event that might include a component of chance is affected if I'm within fifty feet." 
 
    "Like cooking?" 
 
    "Yes.  When I'm around, outcomes aren't predictable.  Food can wind up as total slop or the best thing you ever tasted or anything in between.  Roll loaded dice? They come up randomly.  Flip a weighted coin?  Same thing." 
 
    "So Chaos, being defined as a state in which chance is paramount?" Everett mused, recalling the definition from a particularly traumatic classroom episode at Friar Albert's that had involved a coconut cream pie and a live chicken. 
 
    "Spot on." 
 
    "Has that caused much trouble?" 
 
    "Put a big casino in New Zin out of business.  A lady won a million to one shot on a Finley Wheel that was rigged to never win.  The manager peed his pants.  Other than that, I've learned to stay away from kitchens, bakeries, pharmacies, confectionaries, and such like." 
 
    "And pinochle dens, pool halls, and bingo parlors?" Giuseppe asked with a grin. 
 
    Mike returned the grin.  "Especially those.  A long time ago, a swab killed me by jabbing a pool stick in my eye after he lost a game of pinochle in a bingo hall." 
 
     Everett chuckled along with Giuseppe, but knew that he had very little time to just sit and chat, especially since he knew well that Mike had literally an endless supply of amusing if not necessarily relevant anecdotes at his disposal.  Thinking still about what he had just learned, he got to his feet. 
 
    "I'm going to take a look at the opposition and check on things about the city.  I'd like the two of you to stand by here to help if needed." 
 
    "Sure thing, Everett," Mike said. 
 
    Giuseppe nodded.  "We'll hold down the fort." 
 
    With a slight spring in his step, Everett left them, somewhat eager to try his skills at not-a-dragon riding. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY-One 
 
      
 
    When he had received the Epiphany for his twelfth spell, Everett had gained the ability to fly.  Though it had been a rather meager ability as it had first evinced, in the enhanced version that Magic had created to combat Destiny, it had given him the power to sprout wings and soar whenever and wherever he pleased.  In its final incarnation, overpowered by the decline of technology, it had made him into a giant Golden Eagle that was the master of the skies. 
 
    Perhaps amongst all of his spells, his twelfth was the one that he missed most dearly on a personal level, as being able to fly had given him a sense of unequalled individual freedom.  Though travel by means of an air carriage or aerosail was admittedly both convenient and useful, it did not at all give him that same feeling of being utterly in command of his own circumstance. 
 
    So it was that he increased his pace as he exited the sandbag switchback at the main entrance, skipped down the terrace stairs, and started across the courtyard towards Ralph.  He thought that riding a dra--sea snake would be basically similar to riding a horse (something he had never had the opportunity to do a great bit of).  He doubted, though, that Ralph would tolerate a saddle, even were one to be adapted to the considerable girth of his neck, and had some concern that he might tumble off if Ralph were to maneuver abruptly.  Even so, his spirits soared as he saw Ralph stir and uncoil to meet him. 
 
    Then Everett saw Bertram -- notably alone -- trudge through the gate, shoulders hunched and expression glum. 
 
    With his excitement and anticipation rapidly draining away like a bucket with the bottom suddenly kicked out, Everett sighed and changed course to instead intercept the young ginger. 
 
    Ralph, whuffing happy anticipation, also trotted towards his erstwhile keeper. 
 
    "Oh, hello, Monsieur de Schael," Bertram said in a listless fashion.  He patted Ralph's extended head in the same manner. "Hey, Ralph." 
 
    Obviously affronted by this less than exuberant welcome, Ralph turned about in a huff and plopped down with his head pointedly turned away.  The not-a-dragon did, though, after a moment shift his head ever so slightly so that he could sneak glances at the two men out of the side of his eye.  
 
    "Where's Pamela?" Everett asked. 
 
    Bertram's expression sagged even more.  "I don't know." 
 
    "Did the other Pamela come back?  The grumpy one?" 
 
    "No, Monsieur de Schael." 
 
    "You had a tiff?" 
 
    "Sort of. I asked her to marry me and she said no and told me never to try to see her again and ran off and I don't know what to do!" 
 
    "I see.  Bertram, Pamela is not like other girls and --" 
 
    "Oh, I know all about that.  She told me." 
 
    "That's she's a SOAP?" 
 
    "Yes, Monsieur de Schael.  Back at the aerodrome, before we left." 
 
    "Hmmm. And you are okay with that?" 
 
    "People are people, Monsieur de Schael." 
 
    "I suppose."  Everett studied Bertram's face and decided that the young man was entirely sincere.  "Would you like me to try to sort this all out?" 
 
    Bertram became suddenly hopeful.  "Absolutely, Monsieur de Schael!" 
 
    "No promises, but I'll do my best.  Your uncle is in the banquet hall. Go tell him that I want him to find me some loaded dice and that I would like him and Mike to wait for me there.  Then, go ask Poubelle and Marshlight to join us." 
 
    "Right away, Monsieur de Schael!" 
 
    As the ginger dashed off, Everett turned to Ralph, who, infected by Bertram's burst of excitement, bounded to his feet and then bounced from foot to foot to foot to foot as he waited for instructions. 
 
    "I want you to bring Pamela here.  Can you do that, Ralph?" 
 
    Ralph hopped up and down a few times, fluttering his furled wings, and then let out a string of whuffs and shortened roars, which Everett interpreted to mean either that he could indeed do that or that he was so happy to have someone pay attention to him that he was about to wee all over himself. 
 
    "Good boy.  Go get her." 
 
    With a last whuff of agreement, Ralph leapt up into the air, his powerful legs catapulting his massive bulk far above the height of the curtain walls of the courtyard.  The downward force of his leap cracked and buckled the flagstones that had been beneath his claws with loud, grinding cracks.  Startled, Everett resolved belatedly to caution Ralph about the force of his launches. Once clear of the towers and walls, Ralph's wings instantly snapped out to full length, beat down once, twice, and then he flashed away at full speed to the east. 
 
    Confident that Ralph would return in just minutes, Everett waited by the gatehouse, chatting with the soldiers there.  Some of the soldiers were young and several of them asked about Ralph, the aerosail, and Everett's encounters with Myth and the mythical creatures.  He told the stories as factually as possible without bothering with any of the dreary, unflattering, or lackluster details and found a very receptive audience who rewarded his unelaborated recitation of events with various barracks room flavored expressions of amazement.  
 
    From time to time, Everett stepped out onto the approach road without the gatehouse, to a particular spot that gave him a clear view of the eastern sky above and between the buildings that lined that side of the road, and checked for Ralph's return.  As he had hoped, it was only a little over a quarter of an hour after Ralph had departed that he caught sight of him winging his way back to the castle.  Leaving the soldiers at the gatehouse with a warning of Ralph's imminent return, Everett walked out into the courtyard to wait.  Happily, this time, the soldiers manning Queen Lydia's Folly did not begin ringing the massive bells when Ralph again hovered above the center of the courtyard and began to slowly descend. 
 
    In contrast to his cavalier, almost negligent discarding of Mike from his front claw, Ralph deposited Pamela with slow precision, rotating her so that she went from a horizontal, hair hanging down, face flushed position to a vertical, steaming mad but standing on her own two feet position, then opened it with exaggerated care -- almost as if she were some sort of volatile explosive -- to release her.   Ralph then eased slowly backwards into a corner of the courtyard, sank down with his snout on his front claws, and watched, ready, apparently to leap into action if need be. 
 
    After straightening her clothes, shaking out her ponytail, and gritting her teeth in anger for almost a full minute, the young woman glared in accusation at Everett.  Fulfilling one of his more negative speculations, it was not bright, bouncy Pamela that Ralph had fetched, but dark, grumpy Pamela. 
 
    "Just because you have your very own pet dra--" 
 
    "Sea snake." 
 
    "Whatever.  You don't have the right to have me snatched up off the road and brought here." 
 
    "With the fate of the world hanging in the balance, you have to cut a few corners. Let's talk about Bertram." 
 
    "Let's not." 
 
    "Do you love him?" 
 
    "What difference does that make?" 
 
    "All the difference in the world.  If the answer is no, then I'll have Ralph take you right back to where he found you and my expectation would be that you will do your absolute best to make sure that we never, ever, see you again." 
 
    Pamela glared at him for a long moment.  "And if the answer is yes?" 
 
    "Then you'll come inside and we'll all have a nice chat." 
 
    "And if I want to leave after the chat?" 
 
    Everett frowned and pointed towards the gate.  "You're free to leave now if that's what you want.  Either way, follow me or leave.  I don't have time for you to dither." 
 
    He turned about and started towards the entrance to the Residence while listening for her footsteps but trying to behave as if he were not. 
 
    After a few seconds, he did catch the sounds of her soft steps on the flagstones and at first, he could not really tell if she were headed towards the gate or along behind him and, thinking his gambit had failed, started to turn back around. 
 
    But then it became clear that she was indeed following -- with a grumpy sounding stride that both struck on the heel and scuffed -- and he relaxed. 
 
    While he had genuine concern for both Bertram and Pamela personally, he was not deeply invested in the progress or lack thereof of their romance.  To his mind, all the encouragement and advice in the world would not change the outcome if there were no significant emotional bond between the pair.  In his experience, the only happy endings that stuck were ones that people arranged for themselves. 
 
    His primary and overriding purpose at the moment was to figure out a way to avoid Myth's Last Battle -- and so far he saw no way to do that -- or find some means to defeat her mythical army. 
 
    Pamela's powers as the spontaneous organic anthropomorphic personification of Fortune -- and the flip side of Misfortune -- might be crucial to that second task and if he were to have any chance at all of winning that battle, he could not afford to let her go her own way. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    When Everett and Pamela arrived, the entire gang -- minus Sarah, Rose, Theddrid, the wizard, and Pauly, of course -- was assembled and waiting, as he had requested, in the banquet hall.  All of them were seated around the same table with Mike and Giuseppe, chatting or eating or both.  Mike had already finished his meal and his stripped dishes were shoved off to one side, but Poubelle, under the steady encouragement of Marshlight, was working on an extra large, well-done steak and generous portions of broccoli, green beans, and fresh cornbread.  Giuseppe had an almost finished more modest plate of the same general description, but the plate in front of Bertram, who was still dejected and slump-shouldered, looked almost untouched. 
 
    Bertram perked up when he saw Pamela and started to leap to his feet, but his uncle gave a subtle motion to direct the young man to remain in his seat. 
 
    Pamela glared at Bertram and all the rest, as if daring any of them to say a kind word to her. 
 
    To save time, Everett leap-frogged over any potential preamble, explanation, or introduction.  "Before we get into anything else, I'd like to perform an experiment with Mike, Giuseppe, and Pamela's cooperation.  Marshlight, if you would, please lead Pamela to the far end of the hall to a spot near the kitchen doors.  Mike, please go to the opposite end of the hall." 
 
    The banquet hall was easily longer than one hundred and twenty feet, and the arrangement that Everett had asked for would produce a distance from the table of greater than fifty feet for both. 
 
    With a serious nod, Mike got up straightaway to do as Everett had bid, trotting off to his end of the banquet hall to await further instructions. 
 
    With a final stern admonishment to Poubelle to eat every last bit of his broccoli, Marshlight left her husband to his own devices and approached Pamela with an encouraging smile.  "Come this way dear.  I'm sure that Everett will get this all sorted out in no time at all.  He's quite good with sorting out." 
 
    Still scowling, Pamela looked for a moment as if she would balk, but with a disgusted roll of her eyes she allowed Marshlight to take her arm and walk with her to the other end. 
 
    Bertram and Poubelle -- who was still steadily eating as instructed -- watched the proceedings with, respectively, burgeoning hope and open-eyed interest.  The two of them were sitting with Giuseppe on the side of the dining table opposite Everett, Bertram immediately beside his uncle and Poubelle the distance of two emptied gravy boats to Giuseppe's left. 
 
    "What do you need me to do, Everett?" the import-export expeditor asked. 
 
    "Do you have the dice I asked for?" 
 
    Giuseppe dropped a hand in his jacket pocket and brought out four white dice with turquoise spots.  "I only had time to acquire two sets.  One rolls only five and six and the other rolls snake eyes every time.  Will these do?" 
 
    "Just fine. Roll the five and six set please." 
 
    Giuseppe did, sending the dice across the table with a practiced flick of his hand.  The dice stopped before reaching the edge, and as stated showed eleven. 
 
    "The second set," Everett said. 
 
    Once again, Giuseppe let fly with the dice.  This pair did indeed turn up snake eyes. 
 
    "Good."  Everett turned to wave at Mike.  "Come back to the table please." 
 
    As soon as the young, former pensioner had scurried back, he asked, "You're testing the Chaos with the loaded dice, right, Everett?" 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    "What Chaos?" Poubelle wanted to know. 
 
    "Oh, since I've been young again," Mike said with a sheepish grin, "and maybe because of all the free waffles floating around, I've been spreading around Chaos." 
 
    Poubelle drew back slightly. "Is that contagious?" 
 
    Mike laughed.  "Not that I know of.  It just works around me.  In this little hamlet on Pinabuktu, there was this Wobbling Teacup game that --" 
 
    "Right," Everett interrupted before the pair could fall back into their former custom of anecdotal one-upmanship.  "We still have to deal with The Last Battle the day after tomorrow, so we're a little pressed for time." 
 
    "Oh, got it, Everett!" Poubelle said. 
 
    "Sure thing, Everett," Mike agreed. 
 
    "Giuseppe, the dice again, if you please." 
 
    With everyone watching intently, Giuseppe cast the first set of dice again.  Instead of the guaranteed eleven, the dice came up four, a pair of twos. 
 
    Mike nodded.  "That's what happens when I'm near.  Pure chance." 
 
    Everett nodded in agreement.  "The other set." 
 
    Again Giuseppe rolled the dice and this time the snake eyes set came up eight, a three and a five. 
 
    Giuseppe leaned across the table to scoop up all four dice.  "Should I throw them again, Everett?" 
 
    "No, that's sufficient, I think." 
 
    He waved at Marshlight and Pamela, both of whom had been watching for his cue, though Pamela had been doing so with disdain.  "Would you also come back to the table now?" 
 
    As soon as the two women had returned, Marshlight showing heightened curiosity and Pamela grumbling off color remarks under her breath, Everett gave Giuseppe the nod. 
 
    One after another, the two sets of dice came up snake eyes. 
 
    Ten times in a row. 
 
    "That's enough," Everett declared to the group.  "It's clear that Mike and Pamela's effects combine.  I would advise everyone, at least for the short term, to avoid any activity with inherent risk while in their vicinity." 
 
    "It might be better if we steer clear of each other altogether," Mike said.  "Otherwise, a lot of folks will be falling down wells, and such." 
 
    "I fell down a well once," Poubelle said, gesturing with a speared hunk of beef drowned in gravy and ketchup.  "Well, it was a fountain, really, and only a foot deep, but I broke both my wrists and some of my fingers.  I was so soused that I didn't know they were broken for three days." 
 
    Marshlight's eyes flared.  "Not the time, sweetheart." 
 
    "Oh, yeah, I see what you mean.  Sorry, Everett." 
 
    "Hopefully," Everett said, making a point not to look directly at Pamela, "we can use this to our advantage.   If Fortune, rather than Misfortune, were combined with Chaos, then instead of unrelenting bad luck, we would have overpowering good luck." 
 
    "But only within fifty feet," Mike cautioned. 
 
    "I'll take any advantage that I can get." 
 
    Inexorably, everyone looked at Pamela. 
 
    She frowned back in return.  "So I guess all of you think it's my fault.  I can't control it.  The change just happens." 
 
    "Maybe," Everett said.  "I believe that the change has to do with your emotional state rather than anything random.  The only question I have is what is it going to take to make you happy again?" 
 
    And then, somewhat to Everett's surprise, Pamela grimaced and said, "I want Bertram but I can't have him." 
 
    Bertram tried to jump up again, but his uncle laid a hand on his shoulder and without any apparent effort kept the young ginger in his seat. 
 
    Everett turned to Mike.  "You've been married, haven't you?" 
 
    Mike bobbed his head.  "Sure.  Eight or nine times.  Most of them, we wound up parting ways on good terms or bad, but for three of them I stuck around to the end." 
 
    "Until your wife passed away?" Marshlight asked. 
 
    "No, all three times it was me that died.  The one time in Bindalouzee, I rolled out of my hammock and fell into the river.  Down there they have these carnivorous fish that can rip you to shreds in about five minutes flat.  The time after that was in the Poobah Jungle and a stampeding water buffalo stepped on my head while I was hunting mushrooms.  The last time was in Eastern Slobovi.   I caught a spear in the chest when the umlauting nomads from the desert overran the settlement." 
 
    Still frowning, Pamela asked, "Could you...I mean, did you have any children?" 
 
    "Not that I know of.  Back then, I tended to not last very long and I didn't want to leave anyone behind who couldn't take care of themselves.  I always tried to be careful, if you know what I mean." 
 
    When Bertram made to speak, no doubt to say that he did not know what Mike meant, Giuseppe clamped his free hand over the young man's mouth. 
 
    Pamela, looking tempted, glanced at Bertram, whose eyes -- all that showed above his uncle's hand -- radiated sincerity and devotion. 
 
    "I think my nephew has been a little anxious, if you know what I mean," Giuseppe told Pamela.  "I gave him a good talking to and I think you'll find that from here on that he won't be so impulsive." 
 
    "I like that he's impulsive," Pamela said. 
 
    Watching the young woman closely, Everett thought he saw her hair give a tentative bounce. 
 
    "Love is all that matters!" Marshlight proclaimed.  "You can work the rest out later.  Poubelle and I have, and I promise you that it is worth it." 
 
    Then Pamela was suddenly bright and bouncy and crying as she reached out her arms towards Bertram. 
 
    Giuseppe released his nephew, who instantly dove across the table to envelope Pamela in a bone crushing hug. 
 
    Everett walked up to the table.  "Roll the dice." 
 
    Grinning, Giuseppe did.  
 
    All four came up seven. 
 
    Seven turquoise dots on each exposed face. 
 
    "Four sevens?"  Poubelle asked.  "I thought dice only went up to six." 
 
    "Usually."  Everett said.  Then he laughed. 
 
    Mike and Giuseppe joined in, but Poubelle simply looked even more confused. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Ralph spiraled in to land right in front of the Hillmen's formation, almost like a dancer performing a pirouette.   
 
    Everett immediately leapt from the sea snake's neck, staggered several steps across the grass and then bent over retching.  Nothing came out, of course, as he had already vomited the entire contents of his stomach while hanging on to Ralph's neck for dear life.   
 
    On the short flight from the castle, Ralph had excitedly demonstrated every possible flight maneuver that a not-a-dragon could perform while someone was clinging to his neck, and had corkscrewed, somersaulted, looped, and done combinations thereof continuously. 
 
    The sea snake darted his head around in front of Everett and nodded, almost with a smirk, as if to say, "See, I told you that you should ride in my claw." 
 
    With the rigid formation of Hillmen observing Everett's discomfiture with stone-faced disregard, Sergeant-Major Dunsbury marched up to Everett, came to attention, and saluted.  "Excellent sea snake riding, sah!" 
 
    Everett wiped his handkerchief across his mouth.  "Thanks.  You said sea snake?" 
 
    "Yes, sah!  Your steed is quite obviously not a dragon, because it has those frills along its hind legs, sah." 
 
    "You've seen a sea snake that looks like Ralph before?" 
 
    "Yes, sah.  Sea snakes are native to Oblavia." 
 
    "I see.  Oblavia has an outlet to the sea?" 
 
    "Lake Oblavia has no bottom, sah."   
 
    "I'll keep that in mind.  There's been no movement from the enemy today, has there?" 
 
    "None at all, sah." 
 
    "Good.  I'm going to leave Ralph here.  Would you mind watching him?" 
 
    "I'll detail a squad to see to it right away, sah!" 
 
    "Right.  I'll be back in a bit." 
 
    "You're going out to observe the enemy, sah?" 
 
    "Just going to have a little chat with their leader, Myth." 
 
    "Then you should take a squad with you, sah." 
 
    "I'll be fine.  We have a truce at the moment." 
 
    "Yes, sah, but that only holds with the higher order mythical creatures, like the elephants and whatnot.  The lower order ones don't have enough brains to worry with such things.  Just this morning, a hog wandered onto the field and a pod of Wiggling Vile Horsebrushes ate it." 
 
    "I'd rather not put any of your lads at risk." 
 
    "Oh, no risk at all, sah!  Wiggling Vile Horsebrushes and their ilk won't attack anything larger than a horse, sah." 
 
    "That's good to know.  Well, I suppose it wouldn't hurt to have an escort." 
 
    "Excellent, sah!  Sergeant Dunlevy!" 
 
    One of the NCOs in the formation took a step forward and stamped his feet.  "On deck, Sergeant Dunsbury!" 
 
    "Detail a squad to accompany the officer.  Full kit, mind you." 
 
    "As you say, Sergeant Dunsbury!  Corporal Dunshannon, Privates Dunlourd, Dunberry, Dunmyrtle, Dunmerry!  With me!  On the bounce!" 
 
    The detailed Hillmen bolted from formation and ran to a cache of Hillmen-sized gear stacked up against the Alabaster Wall, engaged in a flurry of equipping, and then dashed back to line up in a two by three formation to either side of Everett.  All of the gargantuan soldiers of the squad now wore equally gargantuan steel helmets with wide brims and chin straps, military style packs and canvas belt pouches, curve-bladed knives as long as a Hillman's thigh sheathed at their belts, and heavy halberds whose various points and edges glistened from constant honing.  The hafts of the halberds looked as if each had been hewn from a complete tree trunk and were at least forty feet tall 
 
    Sergeant Dunlevy saluted Everett.  "Ready when you are, sah!" 
 
    "Right.  Ralph, you stay right here.  Understand?" 
 
    Showing more cooperation than Everett had expected, his pet bobbled his head, walked around in a circle, and settled down for a nap. 
 
    Everett turned back to his Hillmen escort.  "Let's go." 
 
    As he started across the field towards the distant ranks of mythical creatures, Sergeant Dunlevy snapped out orders.  
 
    "Very Slow March!  Forward!" 
 
    Looking as if they were barely moving, the towering soldiers to either side of Everett began to march in synchronization, arms swinging in exaggerated balance, such that their boots came down only as he had covered the fifteen feet that was the length of their stride.   The experience immediately struck him as surreal, but then surreal tended to be the normal condition of his life. 
 
    It took a few minutes of steady walking to reach the front rank of the mythical army.  One thing that Everett noticed during the long walk was that all of the grass had a uniform height and shade and showed none of the irregular growth patterns that a natural field might.  At the point of their approach, the opposing line was composed of bored-looking elephants and clutches of large floating chartreuse blobs that Everett suspected were Wendslydale Floaters.  Smaller, mainly obscured creatures of various descriptions scuttled, rolled, tumbled, slithered, or waddled beneath the feet of the elephants but not, for the obvious reason, beneath the Floaters. 
 
    When he and the Hillmen had come within a couple of dozen yards, the elephants and Floaters languidly moved aside without much ado, opening an aisle easily broad enough for the Hillmen of the flanking squad to pass with plenty of clearance to either side.  The creatures of the succeeding ranks, large and small, earthbound and aflight, followed the example of the first and made way, so that Everett had no reason to pause and did not do so, keeping to a steady, ground-eating pace. 
 
    He saw many creatures that he could identify and many that he could not.  There were many thousands of them, perhaps as many as a hundred thousand, and all of them, he was quite sure, would prove deadly if confronted in open battle. 
 
    The flame red banner -- just a bright red flag flying from a simple wooden pole -- flew in an otherwise clear area at the rear of the field.  Just behind the banner sat the blue and green tent.  This was not as large as Everett had anticipated, scarcely twenty feet in diameter.  Of a style favored in storybook illustrations, it was made with vertically striped canvas, had frilly eaves with wooden toggles, and a single, centered peak supported by a projecting pole topped with a polished brass spike.  The entrance flap to the tent was closed and Everett could not see what might lie inside. 
 
    A wooden table had been placed alongside the banner and at this table a man sat, waiting with hands clasped and his face locked in a neutral expression.  The man's general demeanor suggested "corporeal biologic" to Everett.  An empty folding chair lay across the table from him. 
 
    After considering the possibly intimidating but no doubt crowd inducing presence of the Hillmen, he stopped and called up to Sergeant Dunlevy.  "Wait here if you don't mind!" 
 
    "Squad...Halt!" 
 
    With a last, near simultaneous tramp of boots, the soldiers immediately stopped at attention. 
 
    "Stand at Ready...Stand!" 
 
    The soldiers drew their curved knives, brought them up to guard, and pivoted outward to form two bristling defensive lines. 
 
    Everett waved at Dunlevy and continued on, crossing the remaining distance quickly.  He made no move to stop as he came up to the table and then started to pass it by. 
 
    "No need to get up," Everett told the waiting man.  "I've just come to pop in for a chat with Myth." 
 
    Like a rocket, the man leapt to his feet and interposed himself between Everett and the tent. 
 
    "Reginald Norquist, Herald Extraordinaire to her most gracious Mistress, at your service!" the man said smoothly, extending his hand. 
 
    Rather than barrel into the man, Everett stopped, but he ignored the hand.  "I'd like to speak with Myth." 
 
    "And the nature of your business with the Sovereign?" 
 
    "The Last Battle, the destruction of Kleinsvench, the massacre of her ungrateful stepchildren, that sort of thing." 
 
    "Have you an appointment?" 
 
    "Don't need one.  She invited me personally." 
 
    Norquist clasped his hands in an apologetic pose. "The Sovereign is not entertaining guests today.  I would suggest that you come back tomorrow." 
 
    Everett looked passed the man's shoulder at the tent.  If there was anyone inside, they were being as quiet as an odalisque in a Plenubrian Eunuch's monastery.  He turned back to Norquist. 
 
    "Tomorrow is The Last Battle.  I need to speak with her today." 
 
    "Oh, no, I can see where you might be confused!  The Last Battle is not necessarily, in a figurative sense of course, tomorrow, as the fateful day is on the first Tuesday of the First Fortnight of the Harvest Blood Moon." 
 
    "Which is tomorrow." 
 
    "I must, respectfully, disagree.  The first Tuesday is not necessarily tomorrow, because of course you would not count the very first Tuesday if it is in the middle the month, unless that month begins with a y in an even year after the Winter Solstice falls on Autumn Consumption Day. To do otherwise would be totally absurd!  The actual first Tuesday, by the definition published by the Eyrchellean Folklore Academy and taking into account all the associated modifying factors and ancillary variations, must, I am quite sure, be next week." 
 
    "I see.  I'll have to have Myth confirm that." 
 
    "As I said, it will not be at all possible to speak with her today.  Her schedule is entirely full and literally dozens of supplicants have already been turned away today." 
 
    Everett made a show of glancing around.  "I don't see anyone else waiting to see her now." 
 
    "The waiting area is in another location." 
 
    "She isn't here, is she?" 
 
    "Oh, I am sure that I could not say." 
 
    "Right.  When will she be back?" 
 
    "I am sure that I could not say." 
 
    "At least by next Tuesday?" 
 
    "You may rest assured that should the fateful day come to pass next Tuesday that the Sovereign shall indeed grace us with her presence and that The Last Battle will commence on schedule as decreed by her munificent beneficence." 
 
    "Unless it's actually tomorrow?" 
 
    "Today is actually today, so it cannot be actually tomorrow." 
 
    Everett had had enough.  He made a fist and showed it to Norquist. "You see this?" 
 
    The man's eyes glanced briefly and disdainfully at Everett's fist.  "What of it?" 
 
    "It's a distraction." 
 
    Everett snapped a light kick to Norquist's groin, which caused the corporeal biologic to make a sound like a deflating Fitz von Shewple Mac Kaiser Horn, fold up double, and fall to the ground. 
 
    Everett stepped around the shivering and writhing Norquist and strode up to the tent.  When he threw the entrance flap back, he found that, as he had expected, it was completely empty.  There was no furniture and no indication that it had ever been occupied.  The grass beneath the canvas roof was almost pristine.  Certainly no one had walked about inside to any great degree. 
 
    He strode back to Norquist and leaned down to tell him, "I will be back tomorrow." 
 
    The man's only reply was a mumbling groan and a twitch. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Everett elected to walk back to the Residence. 
 
    This decision affronted Ralph and the not-a-dragon flew off in an exasperated huff. 
 
    Everett consulted with Sergeant-Major Dunsbury, gave him explicit instructions to avoid any headlong charges or other acts of thoughtless heroism, checked on the Soaring Eagle, which he found undisturbed, and then slogged around through the hog wallow again.  He did stop in the volunteer encampment to see that Sarah was too busy to talk to him, that Theddrid was busy making sure that archers received arrows and pistoleers received cartridges and not vise versa, that Grandmaster Wizard Overmeyer was taking a nap in an empty hut, and to judge that all of the assembled defenders were indeed wholeheartedly and unreservedly convinced that they would soon be fighting a battle that would determine the fate of the world. 
 
    Rather than grim expressions, though, the men and women that he observed and spoke to showed only eager smiles and steadfast determination. 
 
    He asked one of them, a young Ranger with the Oskergard contingent, what he thought were the odds of avoiding the battle. 
 
    "I hope that they are none, sir!  I'm eager to prove my mettle against these vile invaders!"  
 
    This unsolicited, unwanted, and in his view unwarranted dedication left Everett in an even darker mood as he continued on into the city. 
 
    Wardens in blue hats and city constables were patrolling the streets and scolding any civilian who dared stray from their cellars for any purpose.  The fire brigades were encamped in the big squares with stockpiles of shovels, axes, and barrels of sand and water, and under strength companies of old men and women armed with kitchen knifes and makeshift cudgels were prying up cobblestones at strategic points to prepare to dig defensive earthworks. 
 
    Everett took a wandering, unhurried route back to the Residence, worrying and gathering waffles. 
 
    At the castle, the mood was much the same as he had seen in the city.  The soldiers of the Reserve Guard were all standing to their posts expectantly and he did not have to ask them to know that their expectation was the appearance of a horde of mythical creatures.  Everett found Poubelle in the Upper Courtyard practicing sword drills, wielding his tissioner with depressingly unnatural agility and precision, while Marshlight, Pamela, and Bertram dueled with quarterstaves. 
 
    All three of the latter appeared to have gained no less than amazing acrobatic skills in his absence.  When Marshlight did a standing jump to summersault over Bertram's head to attack him from behind and he did an equally impressive spin, left hand handstand, and right hand parry to block her vicious swing, and Pamela flew across twenty feet -- clearing the flagstones by a good five -- he knew that all four had fallen under the thrall of Myth's script. 
 
    For a moment, Everett considered trying to dissuade them from continuing their practice, but as they seemed to be rather enjoying themselves, he just waved a greeting and went on into the keep to look for Giuseppe and Mike.  Discouragingly, both had acquired antique swords and bucklers, which must have come from some of the ancestral displays in the big hallways, and were discussing holding the main stairs in a last ditch stand against a mythical onslaught while gesturing and pantomiming with said swords and bucklers. 
 
    When the two saw Everett approach, they came down from the strategic second landing to meet him. 
 
    "Have the blighters made any move against the wall, Everett?" Giuseppe asked. 
 
    Everett pursed his lips.  "Blighters?  That's not a word that you normally use, is it?" 
 
    The import-export expeditor looked at him blankly for a moment, then glanced at Mike, who gave a start and looked as if he suddenly did not know why he was doing what he was doing. 
 
    "This is one of those moments isn't it?" Giuseppe asked.  "Where we're following Myth's script only we don't know we are." 
 
    Everett nodded.  "I think so." 
 
    Giuseppe made a deep frown.  "Sorry.  It seemed a great idea at the time."  He looked at the sword in his hand, which he held out with a bit of distaste.  "I don't even know how to use one of these things properly.  Knives, clubs, blackjacks, garrotes, pistols, rifles, Jimmy Macs, Bindle Swoops, sure, I can do you a good one for it.  But a sword?  I'd be more liable to cut myself than someone else." 
 
     "Not that it makes any sense," Mike supplied, "but it seemed like the valiant thing to do." 
 
    Everett sighed.  "Right.  Let's try not to do too much valiant, if we can help it." 
 
    "On my life, I swear that I will do or die!" Giuseppe burst out.   
 
    The tone and demeanor of the exclamation were so uncharacteristic of Giuseppe that for a moment he seemed an entirely different person -- a mythical hero who would stand and fight to the death in the glorious sunlight rather than a real person who would rather attend to skullduggery in the shadows, as long as there was money in it. 
 
    Giuseppe did a double take and cursed.  "I'm beginning to hate that woman." 
 
    The remainder of the day passed in a rather banal fashion. There were no other emotional crises or tolling of the great bells due to apparitions, mythical or otherwise.  By dint of concerted effort and mutual encouragement, everyone successfully resisted any further valiant notions, with the possible exception of Poubelle, who Marshlight caught swishing his tissioner from time to time.  Before Father Monte-Jaune departed after lunch to relieve Sarah at the Alabaster Wall, Everett discussed the looming battle with him at length, but the two of them failed to come up with any new ideas.  With many of the cousins and sundry relatives deployed to various duties, the usually lively common supper was a somber affair of muted conversations and unenthusiastic clinks of cutlery. 
 
    After supper, to insure that the entire family received a full night's rest to be prepared for whatever might come on Tuesday, Sarah decreed an early bed time for all and in addition banished Rose to her own room so that her sometimes energetic nighttime twists and turns would not disturb her parents. 
 
    Even so, Everett slept only fitfully and awakened just after midnight with the blazing light of the full moon leaking through the slats of their bedroom window shutters.  After lying still for some moments, listening to Sarah's soft, regular breathing, he rose as quietly as he could, drew on his robe over his pajamas, and slipped out through the door.  He tarried in their sitting room only long enough to confirm that Rose, whose room was right adjacent to theirs, was also sleeping soundly, and then exited into the main hallway. 
 
    Most of the lamps were extinguished, but the moonlight coming from the glass doors at the back end of the hallway provided more than enough light for him to avoid the numerous plinths, stands, and tables that cluttered the sides of the passage.  These supported the multitude of ancestral treasures, cracked vases, martial displays of bent swords and cloven armor, stacked codicils, framed treaties, disfigured busts, incomplete statues, false teeth, glass eyes, and other such like detritus that had been accumulated by the family Monte-Jaune over the several centuries that it had occupied the Residence.  There was even a place that had been set aside to enshrine the lop-sided clay duck that Rose had made in school. 
 
    When he reached the glass doors, opened them as quietly as possible, and stepped through, the sentry posted just outside on the circular, stone railed plaza that topped a converted ancient tower, got up from his stool and asked, "Is everything alright, Everett?" 
 
    "Sure, Wilbur.  I'm just going for a walk to think a bit." 
 
    "It's a good night for it, with the full moon and all." 
 
    Everett nodded.  "See you in a bit." 
 
    With quick but soft steps, he went left along the attached wide balcony to the south corner of the building.  With a few associated jaunts, shinnies, bobs, reverses, level changes, and detours, the various balconies that projected from the main building could be used to completely circumnavigate the Residence at this level.  During Sarah's pregnancy with Rose, the two of them had made that circumnavigation innumerable times when she had felt the urge for exercise in the middle of the day or the middle of the night or halfway through breakfast, and he knew it well enough to have navigated it even had it been a moonless night.  Instead, however, he hurried down the adjacent, narrow, switch-backing stairs to the broad esplanade atop the Upper Battlement.  Once there, he slowed and began a measured stroll to the north.  The full circumference of the path of the Upper Battlement, including the snaking route through the Pinnacle Garden and the circuit around Mad Lydia's Folly, was most of two miles and he wanted plenty of time to think.  
 
      The view over the crenellations to his left was an alluring vista of a not sleeping city, with much light and activity ongoing and a huge, seemingly many times normal size moon hanging serenely overhead, but he paid the otherwise awe inspiring sight little heed as he worried at the tenacious and inflexible problem of Myth. 
 
    After he had gone nearly a quarter of a mile and just finished the steep climb up the Maritime Stairs, he rounded the Broken Tower to hear a metallic clicking ahead of him. Peering through the misty gloom along the sweep of the battlement, he saw a dumpy figure approaching at a vigorous but regulated pace. 
 
    "What's that glow you have?" Granny Miri grumped in a raspy voice when she drew near.  "Makes you look like a big bug." 
 
    He concentrated and the green light, which tonight seemed much stronger, declined to the point that it was almost imperceptible. "It's from all the extra waffles that I've collected." 
 
    "You smear syrup on your skin?" 
 
    Intently watching her face to detect any possible betrayal of comprehension, he said, "No, waffles are what noncorporeal sentient entities call the magic particles that float about everywhere.  Most people can't see them.  I've been collecting them and I can use them to shoot lightning from my fingertips." 
 
    Continually knitting, the old woman shrugged. "Is that right?  Well, drink some green tea with lemon and asparagus.  It'll help with that.  Or, at least, it'll make your bowels move quicker." 
 
    "Thanks," he said dryly.  "I'll keep that in mind." 
 
    "Anyway, what are you doing out here in the middle of the night walking around like an old woman trying to ease her rheumatism?" Granny Miri then demanded, apparently explaining her own nocturnal stroll.   
 
    "The Last Battle is tomorrow.  I still haven't figured out how to avoid a great bloody slaughter." 
 
    "Humph.  Young people always get in an uproar about the silliest things.  My advice is to just do what you have to do and get the job done." 
 
    "That's the problem.  I don't know what to do." 
 
    Granny Miri shrugged again.  "You'll figure out something or other, if you know what I mean.  I did." 
 
    Without another word and now apparently oblivious to his presence, the old woman passed around him and moved off along the esplanade, the sound of her clicking needles keeping time with her steps. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    Tuesday dawned clear and warm. 
 
    In spite of his lack of sleep, Everett woke at that very moment. 
 
    As did everyone else in the castle and in the city, because the bells of Mad Lydia's Folly began ringing at the very crack of dawn and continued to toll for a full ten minutes -- entirely of their own accord, it developed after investigation. 
 
    Once he had banished Rose to the care of Granny Miri, Everett joined Sarah and the rest of the company in the courtyard.  Moved by a vagrant thought, he paused just at the top of the stairs of the keep entrance terrace and surveyed the group.  All looked ready, wearing what he thought of as expeditionary gear: sturdy boots, thick trousers, and heavy jackets.  He was gratified to see that none of them had brought antique weapons.  Poubelle had his tissioner, of course, but Marshlight had only what looked like a large lunch hamper held in the crook of her arm.  Mike, Giuseppe, Theddrid, Bertram, Pamela, and Pauly all had serviceable looking pistols at their belts.  Pauly, of course, had at least five other pistols that Everett could see and surely others that Everett could not see arrayed about his person.  Grandmaster Wizard Theddrid had no pistol, a choice which Everett thought to be wise.   Ralph was there in the back, sitting eagerly, sort of scrunched up with his tail curled up against the rear curtain wall and his head raised up to see over the assemblage.  His had a serious "I'm ready to go incinerate some mythical enemies" sort of expression. 
 
    At Everett's appearance, all of them, Sarah included, grew quiet and looked to him for instructions. 
 
    There seemed no other option but for him to raise his arm dramatically to point towards the gate and to proclaim, "To the Wall!" 
 
    But he clamped his jaws shut and kept his arms firmly at his sides until the alien impulse passed. 
 
    He had only one idea and it had come to him halfway through the sandbag tunnel. 
 
    He waved over the top of everyone's head at his pet.  "Ralph?  I need you to fetch Myth here.  Do you think you can do that?" 
 
    The not-a-dragon bobbed his head, wiggled, shimmied, glowed green, whuffed, spat green fire, then abruptly paused and cocked his head up to the right in a look of deep concentration.  After a long moment, he turned to look back at Everett and pivoted his head up and down in a definite yes. 
 
    "Go to it, boy." 
 
    Ralph grinned, whuffed a burp of green fire, and then spread his wings forward to shoo everyone towards the terrace stairs.  After the center of the courtyard was clear, the not-a-dragon moved into the space, furled his wings tightly, braced his legs in a "I've got to go wee but I'm going to hold it" manner, took a deep breath, glowed green brighter than he ever had before, closed his eyes, and vanished. 
 
    The rapid inrush of air filling the space where the not-a-dragon had been threw up an eye-stinging mist of dust and sand, but this quickly settled out. 
 
    "You think that she will talk first?" Sarah asked Everett as he came down the stairs. 
 
    "I never got the impression that she was acting from unreasoning hatred.  I think she will consider a compromise.  At least, I hope so." 
 
    "Would you like me to move to the stable?" Pauly asked in a clinical fashion.  "If her attention stays focused on you, I can get a good shot at the back of her head from there." 
 
    Everett shook his head.  "Let's all just wait here.  I'm not sure that bullets can harm her anyway." 
 
    Then, faster than Everett had really expected, with a flash of turquoise light and a loud pop of displaced air, Ralph was back, looking very pleased with himself. In his claw, he held Myth bound in glowing, ephemeral cords of concentrated waffles. 
 
    "Let her go, Ralph," Everett ordered quickly. 
 
    Somewhat gingerly, Ralph extended his claw, popped his claw open to release Myth, and then scuttled back out of the way.  After a moment, her bonds melted away. 
 
    "Her eyes are puffy," Sarah said.  "She's been crying." 
 
    "Why is she wearing a wedding gown?" Marshlight asked. 
 
    "Uh oh," Mike said. 
 
    Myth did indeed look distressed and disheveled, with her almost-living hair lying listless and dejected on her shoulders, and instead of her scantily-clad not-really-armor outfit, she wore a very modest, high-necked, simple yet nonetheless form-fitting white gown that looked like it had been slept in, cried upon, smeared with crumbs of chock-something-something, and possibly rolled across the ground while its occupant kicked and screamed. 
 
    Myth immediately raised an arm and pointed an accusatory finger.  "I'm going to sue you for breach of promise!" 
 
    While everyone else turned in curiosity to look at the target of her accusation -- Mike, of course, though Poubelle and Bertram took a bit longer than the others to connect the dots -- Everett raised his hands in a calming manner and walked out towards the incensed woman, hiding a gleeful smile.  This not expected but perhaps predictable development was just the break that he needed! 
 
    "I think we can sort this out.  Why don't we all go inside and have a chat?" 
 
    Myth crossed her arms in angry rebuff and turned slightly away.  "I won't ever talk to that man again!" 
 
    "Actually, you shouldn't blame Mike for the, uhm, interruption, or, more accurately, postponement of your wedding.  That was my doing." 
 
    Myth's attitude transformed in an instant from one of wounded pride to one of impending menace.  Her hair sprang up like a mass of snakes poised to strike and chains of waffle sparks rippled across her face and hands while red light sprang from her eyes.   
 
    "It was you?" 
 
    Everett lowered his hands and faced her squarely, letting sparks and green flame flare from his own body.  The ground also began to tremble and a chill gust burst across the courtyard, lashing Myth's threatening hair strands and sending them into a protective, hunkered down huddle behind her back. 
 
    This more impressive by several orders of magnitude display visibly took Myth aback and surprise instantly cooled the heat of her expression, with her own crackling emanations fading to an occasional twinkle. 
 
      "Yes, it was," Everett replied in an even tone, letting his own display vanish.  "I sent Ralph to bring him here, just as I did you.  I do apologize for the poor timing, but I wasn't aware at the time that the two of you had other plans.  In point of fact, you should realize that your own deadline was the direct cause of the entire fiasco." 
 
    "You can't put this on me!  I am the wounded party here!" 
 
    "I agree," Sarah said in supportive neutrality as she came up beside Everett.  "You are certainly due a resolution and possible compensation and as an Adjunct Judge of the Court of the Ordinary of Kleinsvench, I would be happy to hear your case immediately." 
 
    Myth sobered, gave a tentative intake of hopeful breath, and asked, "You mean right now?" 
 
    "Absolutely," Sarah said, stepping forward to take Myth's arm and begin walking with her towards the entrance to the Residence.  "Now, tell me all about it." 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    Due to the delicately personal nature of the issues, Sarah, in a flurry of ad hoc rulings bookended by quotes of judicial precedent shrouded in streams of legal jargon, decreed an informal private arbitration format for the proceedings rather than a public hearing and hurried everyone up to the Elector's private dining room. 
 
    Myth, Sarah, Pamela, and Marshlight -- whom Everett thought of in general terms as the prosecution -- all sat on one side of the long table.  The women looked, respectively, smoldering with outrage, judicially impartial, happily optimistic, and sternly disapproving. The defense -- Everett, Mike, Poubelle, and Bertram -- sat on the other.  Mike looked seriously attentive, Poubelle apprehensive, and Bertram uncertain of exactly what was happening.  Pauly and Giuseppe had been enlisted as impromptu bailiffs, instructed to permit no external interruptions, and directed to stand ready to one side should they be needed to restore order.  Both had guarded, alert expressions.  Theddrid was seated to one side with a tablet and a pencil and was serving as official court recorder.  Sarah had assigned Grandmaster Wizard Overmeyer, who sat adjacent to Theddrid, as an independent witness to the proceedings, but currently the wizard appeared to be napping. 
 
    "Now," Sarah said judicially, "I think that the first thing that must be done is to definitively establishing the factual details.  Can we all agree that the defendant, Mike, did indeed propose marriage to the plaintiff, Myth, both here present?" 
 
    Everett glanced to his left and received a quick nod from Mike. 
 
    "We stipulate that marriage was proposed and accepted," Everett said.  "However, we contend that the failure of the defendant to complete the marriage ceremony --" 
 
    "And the consummation!" Myth complained angrily.  "We were going to honeymoon on the fantastic equatorial Isle of Baelgru!" 
 
    Everett cleared his throat.  "Yes, we also stipulate that the plaintiff has been deprived of all the consequent benefits of marriage.  But, once again, it was through no fault of his own that the defendant was unable to perform...I mean, that the wedding was interrupted.  The circumstances -- Ralph returning him involuntarily to Kleinsvench -- were beyond the defendant's control and he is not therefore liable in his own person for any adverse conditions that might or might not accrue to the plaintiff." 
 
    "Does that mean," Poubelle whispered to Everett behind his hand, "that Mike doesn't have to go through with it?" 
 
    "It does not!" Myth burst out.  "I was a dung beetle for a thousand years!  I deserve a honeymoon on the fantastic equatorial Isle of Baelgru!" 
 
    Sarah rapped a glass paperweight shaped like a bunny (the only thing available in the dining room when they had arrived) on the table.  "Let's all keep our voices at a conversational level, shall we?   Now, I think we can all see the obvious solution to this disagreement and as long as both parties can agree I am ready to rule to that end." 
 
    "A promise is a promise," Marshlight asserted. 
 
    Pamela nodded in sincere feminine solidarity. 
 
    "The defendant's team would like to have a conference in the hallway," Everett said quickly to forestall any other comment that might thwart Sarah's carefully orchestrated process. 
 
    Sarah rapped her paperweight immediately.  "Granted.  Bailiffs, recording secretary, and witness, step out also please so that the plaintiff's team may have a privileged conference as well." 
 
    In the hallway, Everett and the others gathered around Mike. 
 
    "So it's up to me is it?" Mike asked with a grin after looking around at all of their expressions, which ranged from serious (Everett) to blank (Bertram.)  "I should take one for the team?" 
 
    "If it will get Myth to forego her revenge, " Pauly said, "that might be the optimum, if not the only, way to resolve this problem." 
 
    "I suppose that it all depends on how well Mike performs, in a manner of speaking," Poubelle ventured.  "If you know what I mean." 
 
    "I don't know what you mean, monsieur," Bertram said. 
 
    Giuseppe shot a frown at his nephew, then suggested with a smirk, "All in all, running off to a tropical island with a voluptuous woman is probably better than taking a poke in the eye with a sharp stick." 
 
    "I'd tend to agree with that," Theddrid said.  "She is a quite striking member of the feminine species.  I hardly think any of us would consider being required to remain in her company as durance vile." 
 
    "Women," Grandmaster Wizard Overmeyer pronounced in an authoritative tone, "are not a separate species.  They are an alien species." 
 
    Giuseppe grunted.  "I've met a few women that would make me want to agree with you on that." 
 
    "Oh, yeah, me too," Mike said.  "Over in the Barrier Islands off the Western Coast, on the night of the Summer Solstice, the Shamanesses of the WhooHoo Tribe take off all their clothes and -- 
 
    "If Myth has something to occupy her time," Everett said pointedly, "she won't be interested in any sort of battle, epic or otherwise.  You can't honeymoon on a battlefield." 
 
    Mike nodded in ready agreement, then considered for a moment.  "So ... what happens after the honeymoon?" 
 
    "That's up to you.  The longer you keep her distracted, the less I think she will be inclined to obliterate Kleinsvench.  With the proper finesse, it could very well be a permanent solution." 
 
    "Marshlight keeps telling me that marriage is a permanent solution," Poubelle said, not unhappily. 
 
    Mike stood straighter and swelled his chest out, just as a young man of twenty-five would do.  "Well, I've got plenty of vim and vigor for distraction, if you know what I mean." 
 
    When Bertram started to open his mouth, his uncle glared him into silence. 
 
    "I suppose that I could settle down for a few years," Mike continued.  "Try my hand at raising goats.  I've always wanted to do that." 
 
    Everett had a flash vision of Mike and Myth on a rustic farm surrounded by complaining goats and shuddered.  "You don't have to go that far.  Myth would probably enjoy a tour of all the major cities.  She hasn't had much experience of the world for a very long time.  That's why she went down to New Zin." 
 
    "Oh, yeah, that would work.  If we just went back to all the nice places that I have been in all my lives, it would take, oh, decades." 
 
    "After that," Bertram said, "then maybe the two of you could raise the goats." 
 
    Giuseppe glared at his nephew again.  "I'd go to some of the not so nice places, too.  For the contrast." 
 
    Everett nodded.  "Right.  I think it's best if we let Mike and his bride work out the fine details.  Let's go back in." 
 
    Once the men had all trooped back in and resumed their places, Everett told Sarah, "In principle, Mike agrees to the resumption of said nuptials, provided that all epic and mythical considerations be held in abeyance." 
 
    Sarah looked at Myth, "Is that acceptable to you?" 
 
    Myth, subdued yet determined, looked to Marshlight, who, now apparently appointed spokeswoman for the plaintiff. 
 
    Marshlight let loose a predatory smile, immediately corralled her revealing expression into one of serious contemplation and then interlocked her fingers in front of her, elbows resting on the table in the classic solicitor pose. 
 
    "We agree, in principle, with the additional provision that said nuptials be held immediately, be absolutely grand in scope, incredibly lavish in execution, and utterly romantic in nature." 
 
    Sarah used her bunny paperweight to give the tabletop a single, forceful rap.  "I so order, with both provisions having immediate effect." 
 
    Myth’s face immediately burst into a joyous smile, but Marshlight, with Pamela dragged along willynilly, straightaway rushed her out, whispering heatedly of theme selections, reservation deadlines, and gown fittings.  After Sarah, judicial dignity maintained, followed, Everett and the others gathered around Mike to offer him solemn handshakes and words of commiseration. 
 
    Feeling slightly remorseful about throwing Mike – and his vim and vigor – to the lions, so to speak, to neutralize Myth and arguably to save the world, Everett was somewhat reassured by the fact that the rejuvenated pensioner accepted his fate without quibble or complaint. 
 
    And, of course, by the fact that as Myth departed, Mike’s eyes followed her with a certain glint that could only have been motivated by said vim and vigor. 
 
    So, for the next ten hours, every resource of Kleinsvench that could be mobilized, both martial and civil, were devoted, under Marshlight's draconian direction, to the planning, production, and precisely timed launch of the most lavish, grandiose, and elaborate wedding that the demesne had ever undertaken. 
 
    In the midst of all the hustle, bustle, and sheer industrial magnitude manufacturing of the preparations, Everett watched as Myth, apparently as meek as a lamb and now to all outward appearance the stereotypical bride, was led along by Marshlight and her conscripted assistant Pamela.  The trio moved with hauteur from station to station like imperial potentates, approving, disapproving, and occasionally tipping unsuitable selections into the bin.  Marshlight oversaw the laboring hordes with the iron fist of a field marshal, but Myth's input often included no more than a happy nod or an excited, girlish squeal. 
 
    Everett found concern in this.  It was not at all how he had expected the Mistress of the Mythical Domain, Rightful Ruler of the Universe, Suzerain of the Imagined, Queen of the Forgotten, and so on and so forth, to behave.  He said as much to Theddrid and Giuseppe as the three of them sheltered in the lee of a column in the entrance hall from the constant back an forth rush of florists, carpenters, painters, brick masons, milliners, dress fitters, canapé chefs, ice sculptors, and etcetera. 
 
    "From what you have told me," Theddrid replied after a moment of reflection, "perhaps unconsciously it was not bloody revenge that Myth awaited all those years but the opportunity to live, if not a normal, then at least an average life.  To live from day to day, to experience the common, to find love and happiness, as it were." 
 
    Giuseppe grunted.  "A thousand years as a dung beetle just to have a fancy wedding?  Doesn't seem like a good trade to me." 
 
    "Yes, but that is a question that only Myth can answer:  What does a dung beetle dream of?" 
 
    "Ice sculptures of elephants embracing on the top of a triple tier cake with shocking pink icing, apparently," Everett said as an example of just such a sculpture and cake was trundled passed at high speed by four breathless porters. 
 
    The wedding began on schedule at precisely two o'clock.  Marshlight had threatened banishment to the dungeon to any minion that caused even one second of delay. 
 
    The procession began at the Snake Gate and continued through the Lower Ward, up the approach road, across the Upper Courtyard, down the entrance hall and finally into the banquet hall.  The vanguard included no less than one hundred flower girls, of graduated ages and sizes, dressed in custom fit, matching gowns of lavender taffeta.  Behind the flower girls came a parade of two score bridesmaids, likewise wearing custom gowns that had been sewn by a harried legion of seamstresses and tailors in under forty minutes of frantic work.  After them came a one-hundred-voice choir, a marching band, a dozen footmen scattering rose petals, and finally the bride herself, with a fifty foot train borne by an equal number of ladies in waiting.  Myth made her triumphant entrance into the banquet hall to the resounding cheers of near four hundred well coached guests (all that could be squeezed in) where Mike, resplendent in a long tailed groom's coat of black silk, awaited. 
 
    Of course, all signs of war preparations (sandbags, revetments, and so forth) along the route had had to be removed by a redeployed battalion of Reserve Guard, militia, and volunteers, and replaced with garlands, streamers, and wreaths of fresh flowers, the harvesting of which had stripped bare every flower box, greenhouse, and backyard garden in Kleinsvench. 
 
    The ceremony itself unfolded over the course of two hours, with every conceivable Kleinsvenchan wedding custom and tradition visited at least once, but the reception, attended by an entire castle-full of finely dressed Kleinsvenchan citizenry, lasted barely one, as by this point both newlyweds were exhibiting an eagerness to proceed with the traditional post-nuptial endeavors. 
 
    At one point, Giuseppe suggested, during one extended clinch, "Might need to throw a bucket of ice water on those two." 
 
    Everett's only thought was that Myth herself quite clearly had a lot of pent up vim and vigor, surely another consequence of being a dung beetle for a millennium. 
 
    Of particular note were the vows undertaken by the bride and groom, which, including rewrites, ran to seven and eight pages of small script, respectively, and which included such specific promises as "The Bride vows not to summon elephants if there is a family tiff." and "The Groom vows to show the Bride the Time of her Life." 
 
    At sunset, Mike and Myth took flight from the courtyard aboard her golden chariot (summoned from the sky with a single snap of Myth's fingers and once again drawn by its disdainful Worple) circled once to allow the couple to make victorious waves to the crowd, and then flew away into the night. 
 
    Pamela caught the bow, much to her consternation and Bertram's delight. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Everett decided to sleep in.  Sarah got up, as energetic as ever, bathed Rose and dressed her for school, kissed him on the forehead, and then left to "check on things." 
 
    Poubelle, pounding on their sitting room door, woke him again not very much later.  Grumpy and grumbling, Everett padded to the door in bare feet and pajamas, and stuck his head out. 
 
    "Good morning, Everett!" Poubelle burst out excitedly.  "I'm all ready!" 
 
     Everett rubbed the sleep out of his eyes to take a good look at the Rightful Ruler of the Dominion of Dree.  "What are you wearing?" 
 
    "Why, it's armor!  You can't go into battle without it.  That wouldn't be epic!" 
 
    "Where did you get it?" 
 
    "In the crypts, of course!  They're packed with loads of great stuff!  You could probably find something down there to fit you." 
 
    Everett was still having a bit of trouble getting his thoughts in order.  "We have crypts?" 
 
    "Oh, sure.  All castles have crypts.  They're beneath the dungeon through a secret passage.  If you go to the back of the last cell on the right and look for a stone that looks like a squirrel's --" 
 
    "Right.  Well, you should go put it back.  It looks ridiculous." 
 
    Poubelle's face fell as he glanced down at his armor.  "But it's epic and I should have it for the battle, don't you think?" 
 
    "The battle was scheduled for yesterday.  Today is Wednesday.  Everything is all sorted out.  There won't be any epic." 
 
    "Well, not to contradict you or anything, Everett, but the mythical army is still there and all of the elephants and whatnot are riled up like they are going to attack.  Everyone has already gone off to the Alabaster Wall.  We're the only two left." 
 
    Everett ran all the way to the Alabaster Wall, down through the deserted castle and along the empty streets of Kleinsvench. 
 
    Poubelle, surely due to mythical manipulations and in spite of bearing forty extra pounds of clanking metal, managed to keep up with him 
 
    Everett arrived, gasping for breath, to find that, just as Poubelle had said, all of the elements of The Last Battle were still in place. 
 
    Far worse, a monstrous archway had appeared in the center of the wall, piercing it all the way through, but no gates or other barricades had come into existence with it.  It was an open passage wide enough to allow a hundred men to walk abreast and it led directly into the heart of Kleinsvench. 
 
    Here Sarah and the company had chosen to make their stand, backed by stalwart ranks of courageous volunteers of all stripes and persuasions.  The Reserve Guard was mustered together to form the first rank, and all of Sarah's siblings and relatives were there, including her father and Uncle Alec.  With the Guard were Hawk and her Cadets, looking fierce and steadfast, in violation of unexpressed Everett's intentions.  Behind the first rank were the City Militia, leavened with squads of Marines from Eriis, and behind them the other organized units from the various cities, demesnes, territories, regions, and venues.  The odds and sods, individuals, groups, and bands, filled out the third rank. 
 
    Above, Pemberton's promised squadrons of aerosails circled, the angry seeming thrum of their propellers providing a slightly disturbing background score.  Though mere dots in the sky, Everett felt sure that the mechanisms and their pilots were well prepared to rain death from the sky.  Just below them flew Ralph, ready and eager to incinerate mythical miscreants with magical fire. 
 
    There was no chatter or impatience or distraction amongst the waiting defenders.  All of the assembled soldiers, warriors, and stalwarts had attention only for the enemy. 
 
    Without a word or a look, the defenders parted to allow Everett to pass and closed up smoothly behind him. 
 
    "But...but..." he gasped out as he staggered up to Sarah and the rest of the company, who were positioned at the center of the archway just to the fore of the front most rank. 
 
    "You are in your pajamas, dear," Sarah scolded.  "And you are barefoot." 
 
    "I didn't have time..." 
 
    "Try not to step on anything.  There may be a lot of blood and gore underfoot shortly." 
 
    "But it's Wednesday..." 
 
    "It would seem," Theddrid theorized in a scholarly fashion, "that Myth, perhaps, in the, ahem, rush of the marital moment, neglected to dispense with the Last Battle preparations and that the mythical army is now fulfilling its intended purpose automatically.  I would suggest that the very fact that it is Wednesday, with the consequent peckish mood inducing W-Affect, is the incident that has triggered the event." 
 
    Out across the flat, green expanse of the Plain of Ehndophitahl, without any lead up, demonstration, or forewarning whatsoever, the front ranks of the mythical army charged.  It was almost as if they had simply been waiting for Everett’s appearance as the final element of a previously written script.  In seconds, the thunder of various sized hooves, claws, appendages, and pseudopods rolled across the waiting defenders like the trumpet of impending doom. 
 
    Sergeant-Major Dunsbury and his Fusiliers deployed at double-time from the right and the left sides of the archway opening, moving briskly to stand shoulder to shoulder to form a single massive line to bar the way.  The Hillmen set the butts of their halberds in the earth and made ready to take the brunt of the charge.  At a strident command from the sergeant-major, they began to sing a mournful song of lost hope and desperate odds. 
 
    Behind Everett, five hundred bowstrings creaked as arrows were notched and a thousand pistol hammers clicked as they were drawn back.  Some of the various tribesman, desert warriors, and savage islanders began to bang their edged weapons in synchronization on their shields and in some cases against their helmets or bare heads. 
 
    "If you're going to do anything, dear," Sarah suggested.  "This would be the time for it." 
 
    So Everett darted forward, propelled by the certainty that he had to do something. 
 
    And it had to be right. 
 
    The Hillmen also readily parted to allow him to pass and then he was standing in front of the Alabaster Wall and watching as galloping elephants, surging Floaters, and bounding Whippleslosses closed to within one hundred yards.  Behind these fastest of the mythical creatures, the rest came on without hesitation, rolling, flopping, bouncing, scooting, swooping, or wobbling as was their want. 
 
    Everett stood there, transfixed, for all of three seconds as a cold sweat broke out upon his forehead and his knees started to vibrate weakly. 
 
    Then he had an idea.  It might have been a spontaneous expression of residual Chaotic Fortune or it may have sprung from his ongoing passive consideration of everything that had happened.  If he factored in that Magic always had a plan, the idea sort of made sense, as much as anything did, anyway. 
 
    For that matter, Magic's plan could have been The Plan all along and all of the other purported communal non-corporeal sentient entity efforts could have been nothing more than a distraction to divert possible counter moves from Myth. 
 
    Or else The Plan had never had a chance of succeeding and Magic had, as was her usual practice, simply done things her own way. 
 
    As none of that mattered at this point, he decided to try his idea because it was better than nothing. 
 
    He strode forth before the host, slid back the sleeves of his pajama shirt, and raised his rough hands to the cloud-laced sky.  After a perfectly timed dramatic beat, he intoned the words in a clear, well-rehearsed commanding tone. 
 
    "Something or other..." 
 
    Then, as that seemed somehow incomplete, he added, "If you know what I mean!" 
 
    In spite of his outward show of confidence, for a few, terror inducing seconds, he feared that nothing would happen. 
 
    But then his arms and hands began to vibrate with unleashed energy as waffles flooded from him like a billion angry fireflies. The flood exploded as a massive shock wave that spread outward at lightning speed.  Where the wave struck, the charging mythical creatures evaporated, leaving behind not even dust, and within seconds, all of them were gone. 
 
    And then, quite peacefully, the Alabaster Wall and the Plain of Ehndophitahl faded away, leaving them all standing in a slightly dusty bean field. 
 
    It was all rather anticlimactic, in a way, but then Everett was quite convinced that anticlimactic had to be better than climatic any day, especially if the climatic was epic in any sort of way. 
 
    Smiling, he turned about and started back towards Sarah and the rest. 
 
    Sergeant-Major Dunsbury saluted as Everett drew near.  "Shall we head back to Oblavia now, sah?" 
 
    "Oh, yes, that would be fine.  Thanks for coming!" 
 
    "Certainly, sah!  Do let us know the next time you need epic, sah." 
 
    "Absolutely!   Thanks again!" 
 
    The soldiers and volunteers had all begun to mill about with that "all dressed up and nowhere to go" look on their faces, so Everett had to weave around a bit to reach Sarah and the rest of the company. 
 
    "Impressive," Giuseppe said.  "Glad I didn't have to take a lance to the chest." 
 
    "Was that a spell?" Grandmaster Wizard Overmeyer wanted to know.  "The wording appears to violate the Seventh Fundamental Precept of Magic." 
 
    Theddrid gave Everett a happy wave and took out a tablet to make some notes. 
 
    Poubelle looked slightly disappointed.  "I didn't even get to dispatch one of them." 
 
    "All the best for it, I'd say," Marshlight consoled.  "You may have hurt your back." 
 
    Pamela and Bertram chose that moment to lock in an epic, we-just-saved-the-world embrace. 
 
    Pauly simply stowed his pistols without comment. 
 
    Sarah squeezed Everett's arm.  "Well done, dear." 
 
    Then she turned to address the volunteers.  "Alright you lot!  Let's get all these bivouacs broken down and get all the trash cleaned up!" 
 
    "Well," Everett said, dusting his hands in a final, purely symbolic gesture.  "Who's for lunch?" 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Lunch, of course, became a victory banquet with as many Kleinsvenchans, foreign notables, aerosail pilots, and foreign volunteers as could be packed into the banquet hall, the entrance hall, the Upper Courtyard, along the approach road, in the Lower Ward, and overflowing out the Snake Gate.  Everett even saw a few teenagers crammed into the ancillary garderobe. 
 
    Tired, but content that their long journey -- it had been more of an odyssey really, an unpleasant, arduous, and very unwanted one -- was finally over, he seized a busy moment when everyone's attention was diverted to slip away from the crowd, leaving Sarah and the others alone to receive the never ending stream of laudatory comments, gifts, handshakes, cheers, and ceremonial hoistings, and found his way to a quiet, isolated bench in a vacant section of the Upper Battlements.  There he gazed out upon the city and thought of nothing in particular. 
 
    His relaxed solitude did not last long, however. 
 
    "Well done, Everett!" 
 
    Granny Miri had slipped upon him unawares.  He turned to watch her nimble approach along the esplanade and realized immediately from the bounce in her step and the clarity in her eyes that she was different. 
 
    "You're Magic." 
 
    "Right in one go!  With the waffle balance restored, everything is once again as it should be." 
 
    "So why are you still here?  I'm sure that there is an unguarded high point that you could take a nose dive off." 
 
    "Oh, have no fear of that.  I am not going anywhere!  I have no intention whatsoever of leaving Rose."  She motioned in a preemptory fashion for him to slide down the bench and took a seat after he reluctantly scooted to the end. 
 
    "She will need my firm guidance until she is at least thirty. And then there are always my great-great-great-grandchildren to consider." 
 
    "What about all your duties in the noncorporeal realm?" he asked her.  "Don't you have plots and schemes to foment?  Surely some of your fellow noncorporeal beings need stabbing in the back?  Isn't there some unsuspecting magicker's life that you have to upend?" 
 
    She showed him a savage grin full of teeth.  "All that would be your problem, not mine." 
 
    He grimaced, feeling a cold knot form in the pit of his stomach.  "What does that mean?" 
 
    "Surely you understood that when you cast the First Spell you would become automatically owner and manager of the magical bailiwick just as I did when I cast it?"  Magic laughed, almost beside herself with pleasure.  "Did I forget to mention that?  Well, it is all yours now! All the piddlely little spells, all the annoying Epiphanies, all the constant, headache inducing shenanigans -- all of it!  I am finally free and officially and forever retired!"  
 
    He sighed, decided that at that particular moment that he did not feel like asking questions, making accusations, or running around screaming, and instead gave an expansive shrug.  "I'll worry about that tomorrow." 
 
    Then he turned back to look out again at the uncomplicated day. 
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